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Preface

The broad aim of this book is to provide the reader with essays elucidating aspects
of theory relevant to the European-based traditions of art. Of course, what counts
as art theory is contestable. This book certainly does not seek to settle the
issue, but rather to throw some light on the content, practice and reception of
one local strand. To this extent, its main aim is not to provide a philosophical
debate about the nature of art, nor a sociological account of the relationship
between art theory and the institutions from which it emerges, nor a psychologi-
cal explanation of what artistic creativity is, even though it touches on all of these
issues. Instead, it aims to give the reader a survey of some of the main themes
of Western art theory and of how these constitute a particular tradition which
has generated, modified and criticized its own contents, whilst assimilating and
remaining open to ideas and discourses external to itself.

To some extent this limited scope is a function of the fact that this book was
conceived as a companion volume to the three-volume At in Theory anthology,
published by Blackwell Publishers. However, the present volume seeks to extend
that brief in several ways. First, its chronological range extends considerably
further back than the Arz in Theory volumes: to the roots of modern art theory
in Renaissance Italy, and to sources of and contrasts with this body of thinking
in the Classical and Medieval world. Secondly, it considers some less well-known
aspects of art theory which may fill in some of the gaps in its genealogy. Both
ambitions are grounded in the hope that this book, while it can never be exhaus-
tive, might nevertheless contribute to an overview of the longer tradition of art
theory in which relationships between different theoretical discussions are appar-
ent. The corollary of this particular focus is that the present volume omits many
aspects of art theory from extended consideration because these topics — visual
culture, other cultures, feminist theory, film and photographic theory — are
represented in other Blackwell Companions.

None of this means to claim that there is a unitary body of Western art theory,
nor that it follows a linear narrative or teleology. But even the more complex idea
that art theory has many branches stemming from a single trunk is less adequate
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than a model that can show how theory proliferates rather like a rhizome, or
network of roots. This does not mean, however, that there are no nodal points
in such an array, whose participation in several developments makes them worthy
of special attention. The notion of ideology, for example, may have a central place
within Marxist art theory, yet, even while being criticized, it has also formed an
important reference point for other theories about the power of representations,
including feminism, discourse theory, Poststructuralism and Deconstruction —
all of which can themselves be seen to be interrelated.

This book has a roughly chronological organization, the main advantage of
which is that it offers a ‘rolling’ critique of art theory. For instance, the work of
Peirce and Barthes, and other varieties of semiotics, offer critical perspectives
on the theory of the ‘sign’ developed in medieval times and by Lessing in
the eighteenth century, while these theories are themselves interrogated by
Derrida and Deconstruction in general. This book thus draws on the ability of
the tradition of art theory to question itself, first of all by presenting much of
its material in an arrangement that captures something of this dialogue, and sec-
ondly by including essays which explicitly feature such dialogical encounters.
The book also attempts to confront theories in a variety of ways: in some essays,
the power of a theory is tested against its ability to explain a particular ‘test case’
work or works of art; in others, works of art are themselves given the role of
interrogating theory; in yet other essays, one theory is tested against another.
The assumption that many contributors have worked with, in other words, is
that no theory is sacrosanct. They have shown instead that respecting any theory
too much runs the risk of making it hermetic: that it can become obscure,
unassailable and unself-critical if taken too much on its own terms. Therefore,
some of the essays in this book are specifically concerned to reveal the inbuilt
criteria of coherence, or the tacit assumptions about history, art or causality
that can underpin theories of art. Others seek to show the aspect-blindness
and closures that theory can induce, especially when internal theoretical consid-
erations become less important than what a theory can do. And some pursue the
possibility that it is part of the job of abstract reflection on art (as opposed to
something radically different) to question whether there can be a theory of art
at all.

In all these respects, and perhaps most importantly the last, this book is
designed to meet a variety of important critical and sometimes sceptical views
on the nature and possibility of art theory that have developed relatively recently.
The earliest is a view to be found in the ‘New Art History’ of the 1970s and early
1980s. A particular target of this ‘revisionist’ phase was the view, deriving from
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century aesthetics (and from certain readings of
Kant and Schopenhauer in particular), which was central to much modernist art
theory, that art provided an aesthetic experience characterized by disinterest,
which made it autonomous from the practical interests of life, or that the work
of art somehow embodied an autonomous realm of value. In opposing these for-
malistic approaches, much Marxist and feminist theory sought to show how art
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served to misrepresent the class and gender interests it reproduced as objective
or ‘natural’, and hence how the notion of autonomy itself was part of an ideol-
ogy that occluded or naturalized this repressive effect. In similar ways, psycho-
analysis was used to show how art sought to convert aspects of a masculine way
of seeing, rooted in developmental anxiety, into power. Varieties of semiotics sup-
ported such readings of art and their implications for art theory. The critique of
autonomy, especially, found further support from developments in discourse
theory with its idea that art (like any other modes or genres of representation) is
a vehicle through which power reproduces itself by regulating what can and
cannot be represented, and how.

Since such critiques have proven very powerful, especially in combination (as
in theories of the gaze that draw simultaneously upon psychoanalysis and Fou-
cauldian theories of power/knowledge), part of the aim of this book is to present
some of their developments. They have undoubtedly resulted in a profound
change in contemporary theories of art, and perhaps also in an idea, foundational
to the discipline of visual culture, that considerations of aesthetic quality are
largely irrelevant to the understanding of visual representations. Nevertheless,
even the mature forms of revisionist criticism leave problems and issues con-
cerning their own theoretical coherence and methodological probity, some of
which this book has sought to consider. The ‘theory’ that looked as though it
occupied a special, metatheoretical, position in relation to traditional art theory
is, in other words, itself the subject of critical scrutiny in this book.

The next phase of the sceptical examination of art theory can perhaps be iden-
tified with the arrival, sometime in the mid-1980s, of fully fledged postmod-
ernism, one of whose landmarks was Victor Burgin’s apocalyptically titled The
End of Art Theory (1986). A central claim of this was that traditional art theory,
and hence the very notion of art, could be traced to the progressively individu-
ated and institutionalized ‘grand narratives’ of an Enlightenment project which
had attempted, but failed, to establish legitimating principles grounding science,
ethics and aesthetics. Theory now was conceived as situated and more piecemeal,
as responsive to the interests of particular groups and as necessarily fragmented
or activated by conflicting forces. The idea that postmodernism marks a cata-
strophic break with traditional art theory is very strong, and is recapitulated in
recent interventions in art theory, notably in Arthur Danto’s Afier the End of Art
(1997). Here, the claim is made that the ‘atmosphere of theory’, which once lent
a characteristic seriousness and unity to the notion of art, irrevocably changed
or dissipated towards the end of the twentieth century, largely in response to
what was perceived as Warhol’s (and before that, Duchamp’s) challenge to the
very idea of art.

There is no denying that such ideas have profoundly affected our own ideas
about what art can be. But the absence of grand theory of the sort rejected by
postmodern thought does not entail that theoretical reflection on art is no longer
possible at all. It is by no means inevitable, therefore, that thinking about art in
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the future is destined to be without any significant relationship to the family of
practices and theories that forms the bulk of what is considered here.
Paul Smith and Carolyn Wilde
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Introduction

Albert1 and the Formation of
Modern Art Theory

Carolyn Wilde

Art and Theory

If we ask what a theory of art is, then both terms of our question seem prob-
lematic. What counts as a rheory, whether it be of natural phenomenon — such
as a theory of optics or perception — or of cultural changes such as forms of
visual representation or artistic styles, depends not only on the nature of the
subject matter, but also on the questions asked and the methods used in search-
ing for answers. And in the case of art we are asking about a complex web of his-
torical and not easily bounded set of practices, interweaving with different social
interests and values in a variety of ways. We also recognize that theoretical and
practical activities are very different, each with their own social and intellectual
purposes and contexts as well as, of course, different linguistic or material iden-
tities. Whereas a theory is a linguistic construct which abstracts from experience
and generalizes over the particular, art requires particular judgement within a
sensible medium. Yet art and theory cannot be examined independently of one
another — for how the modern concept of art is understood and used has much
to do with the ways in which the practices of art have been theorized. Art in the
modern sense is practice informed by theory, a practice with a particularly self-
conscious sense of its own history. But a theoretical account of art does not
simply aim to describe the general principles of the practice; rather, it draws from
other cognate discourses, such as philosophy or social theory, directing new forms
of critical attention to the practice. Furthermore, theory, in this context as in all
others, is essentially contestable. Thus, although art theory, unlike art criticism,
does not specifically aim to mediate between particular and public experience,
the very process of theoretical reflection on art contributes to its development
and to framing its reception.

There are of course many different kinds of theories of art, drawing from dif-
ferent discursive disciplines such as rhetoric, philosophy or cultural theory, and
also from the empirical sciences. But a rough distinction can be drawn between
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the discursive and the scientific. The former aims to further the understanding
of art, using language and ideas which, albeit rarefied and sophisticated, are
continuous with the understanding of those involved in the practice. Whereas
those based on more scientific methods, aiming more at explanation, bypass the
agent’s own understanding, even in some cases explaining it away. Crucial to
such a distinction is the issue of value. A theory aiming to develop cultural self-
understanding of a practice will necessarily involve, even if only implicitly, eval-
uative and normative principles. This is because any understanding of human
agency requires some framework of interests and values, even when it is mount-
ing a critique of these things. In contrast a strictly empirical or scientific account
of the biological basis of creativity, or the psychophysical basis of perception,
need not take account of value, at least in the terms in which the value is
practically understood. The theory of art discussed in this introduction draws
from both literature (classical rhetoric) and natural philosophy (optics and
geometry), and aims directly to address the practice of the artist. In doing so it
involves substantial claims about the values of art, both in general terms, as a
cultural practice, and in particular cases, in critical judgement about individual
works.

During the second half of the twentieth century the theoretical side of the
relationship between theory and practice became increasingly dominant: a great
deal of contemporary artwork is meaningless and even valueless without direct
recourse to some theoretical context, signalled through titles, catalogue descrip-
tions, critical essays or other textual supplements. Although there were various
institutional and educational factors influencing this state of affairs, one in par-
ticular was the radical dislocation of art from other social and practical interests
during the processes of modernity. Thus other, more central, forms of visual
production, such as cinema and advertising, which are more directly concerned
with entertainment or the processes of commodification, were culturally
separated from High Art. Of course, the meanings and communicative strate-
gies of these other areas of work can be theorized, as they are within the broader
disciplines of Cultural or Media Studies, and these disciplines themselves
share some common ground with art theory. But the role of theory in those cases
has more to do with disclosing what is hidden, the ‘doubleness’ or even duplic-
ity of the image, than with relating the thought which the work itself may be
said to manifest to some wider understanding of its manner and means of
representation. (The interaction between all these forms of visual culture is
itself a complex matter, since most contemporary art, even whilst maintaining
the cultural hierarchy, intertrades with popular culture.) The separation of art
from other forms of visual production, however, did not begin in the modern
period. My purpose in returning to Alberti’s Treatise on Painting, written in
the mid-fifteenth century, is to show how themes of this work not only played
a formative role in the development of what subsequently became dignified
as Fine Art, but are also a continuing source of the elevated cultural status
of art.
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Beginning with Alberti

Leon Battista Alberti (1404—72) wrote what is often claimed to be the first work
of art theory, his Treatise on Painting in 1435. In concluding this work he claimed
explicitly to be the first to write about this subtle art of painting, and to be
elucidating its basic pictorial and thematic principles in a way which proved it
worthy of free men. This reference to free men is significant. For it signals
Alberti’s Humanist aspiration to raise the art of painting, from a technical or
manual skill in which the artist applies techniques without understanding of
principles, to the status of a liberal art alongside rhetoric or astronomy. The idea
of a liberal art, central to the idea of a liberal education, is that a free man has
knowledge of the principles informing his decisions.

Alberti’s work is a prime example of how any theory which seeks to give an
account of the methods and meaning of art is not merely descriptive of existing
practices, but normative. As such it contributes both to the development of the
practice and to the ways it is evaluated. The influence of the particular princi-
ples and values that Alberti sought to articulate have resonated in various ways
within the subsequent history of the art. Most directly, they were formative
within the academic tradition of painting, which was still in play in the nine-
teenth century and remained in vestigial form in twentieth-century art teaching.
The various and diverse manifestations of Classicism (such as Neoclassicism,
lart pompier, the various ‘returns to order’ in French and Italian art in the 1920s
and 1930s, or the varieties of Socialist Realism throughout the last century),
appropriated such principles in furtherance of particular political or social
allegiances. For the sense of order and unity, which classical principles of com-
position generate, can be made to stand for some mythical ideal of social or
transcendent order. But more dynamically, they were also foils to the challenge
and polemics of Romanticism and the disruption of such ideals in favour of a
more dynamic and revolutionary conceptions of human and natural order. Even
when modernist principles overturned the academic tradition, many develop-
ments in twentieth-century painting were, in different ways, single-minded
explorations of the scope, limits and transgressive possibilities of ideas of pic-
torial space and painterly content which have an origin in Alberti’s conception
of his theoretical task.

Alberti first published the Treatise on Painting, in Latin, under the title De
Pictura, and dedicated to the Gonzaga prince of the court of Mantua. But he
directly followed this with a vernacular translation, Della Pittura, dedicated to
Brunelleschi, whose experiments with mathematical perspective in his architec-
tural work were applied to the art of painting by Alberti in Book One of the
Treatise. He also acknowledged Donatello, Ghiberti and, perhaps most signifi-
cantly, the painter Masaccio, artists who played a prominent role in the flower-
ing of the new artistic culture which Alberti had found when returning to
Florence after his period of family exile. The fact that Alberti wrote versions in
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both scholarly and vernacular languages, dedicated the work both to the learned
court and to practising artists, and extolled the work of the most innovative artists
of his own times, shows something of the complex public he wished to address.
Alberti was seeking to develop shared intellectual interests between artists, schol-
ars and patrons. In Book Two he offers direct arguments in support of his claims
about ‘the nobility’ of the art of painting. First he points out that, as an art of
representation, painting can ‘make the absent present’, can represent the dead to
the living, or even further piety through representations of the Gods (1991, pp.
60—4). In these examples Alberti is drawing on themes which are recurrent in
his voluminous writings on many other subjects, including friendship, the family,
and civic values as they are cultivated though a public sense of history, tradi-
tion and virtue. (See Godel (1969), Jarzombeck (1989) and Grafton (2000) for
accounts putting Alberti’s Treatise on Painting into context with his vast literary
output, which includes his substantial works on architecture and on the family,
as well as plays and satires.) Alberti goes on to claim that the values of the art of
painting supersede the value of any precious jewels or objects that painting can
depict, since, he says, it is in the divine gift of the painter to produce things of
beauty that set the standard for all other things. In a remark that signals the
ensuing debate about the respective status and values of the various arts, the
paragone, he ventures to assert that whatever beauty there is in all the other arts,
in architecture, sculpture or the work of the stonemason or other craftsmen, it
is guided by the rule and art of the painter. (For the paragone debate — the
dispute about the comparative status of the various arts — see chapter 5 in this
volume.) By this he means that the principles of composition which he describes
in Book Two of the Treatise, based as they are on principles of harmony, decorum
and correct measure or proportion, or, as he calls it, concinnatus, are germane to
all the arts. Thus one central theme of the 7reatise 1s how the art of painting
distinctively embodies the beautiful, not merely by depicting beautiful things,
but by ordering its own process in accordance with fine compositional principles.
Although it is not Alberti’s formulation, in the subsequent classical tradition,
painting was in fact to be defined as that art of representation which aims at
beauty. This is the source idea of the concept of the Fine or Beaux Arts.
Although the concept of beauty became derelict in the context of twentieth-
century art, nevertheless, Alberti’s call upon this concept, in relating artistic
principles to the serious themes of art, still exerted its force. When the artist
Maurice Denis was to say, at the turn of the twentieth century, that the painter
should subordinate the charm of detail to the beauty of the whole, guided by the
necessity of structural relationships and by mathematical proportions, he was
speaking from this Albertian tradition.

Another theme which also runs through many of Alberti’s works, including,
particularly, his plays and satires, is the Stoic theme of the relation between fame
and fortune. In the Treatise he calls attention more than once to the way the art
of painting can bring fame to the individual artist. Although the culture of
celebrity is now an integral part of Fine Art production, Alberti was writing at
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a time before the idea of individual genius had been authorized by Vasari and
personified in Michelangelo. Alberti’s inclinations are more towards the cultiva-
tion of ingegno as talent and skill, rather than as genius. (It was Neoplatonic ideas
of divine inspiration, of interest to Ficino and his circle at the Medici court, that
were to have the stronger influence on Romantic and Modern notions of artis-
tic genius.) Significantly, this accords with the fact that Alberti wrote from the
standpoint of the practitioner, whereas others, such as Ficino and Vasari, were
more concerned with the viewer’s reception and evaluation of the work. Thus
he paid more attention to the material process of the activity of painting than to
the idea of some image in the mind supposedly transcribed into art. But fame
has to be worthy of its praise. So, ‘you who strive to excel in painting, should
cultivate above all the fame and reputation which you see the Ancients attained,
and in so doing it will be well to remember that avarice was always the enemy of
renown and virtue’ (1991, p. 64). This not only shows how the return to ‘the
Ancients’, both as a source of learned education and as models for drawing, is
going to play such a dominant role in the subsequent development of the art,
but also how Alberti brings his Aristotelian sense of how the virtues of good
practice bear on the value of the work. These virtues are, as we shall see, both
practical and intellectual.

The Rich Wisdom of Minerva

Alberti explains that his 7reatise divides into three parts. “The first, which is
entirely mathematical, shows how this noble and beautiful art arises from roots
within Nature herself. The second puts the art into the hands of the artist, dis-
tinguishes its parts and explains them all. The third instructs the artist how he
may and should attain complete mastery and understanding of the art of paint-
ing’ (1991, p. 35). Book One, which consists of a detailed account of the basis of
artificial perspective, draws on medieval and contemporary theories of optics and
the geometry of perception to present the principles of this new way of con-
structing a systematically ordered and visually coherent pictorial space. The use
of perspectival techniques was not new. Skenographia, or scene painting, which
is what Plato was probably speaking of when he denounced the illusionistic skills
of the artist in Book Ten of The Republic, exploited effects of diminution and
recession, and medieval artists also used empirical methods of depicting the
relative size of things as they appeared within the imagined space of the picture,
or sloping lines to show the side of a building. But they also used other devices,
such as reverse perspective, so that a table top and its contents are more appar-
ent. Giotto, however, whose work in the fourteenth century had so amazed the
public with its sense of substance and reality, had used elements of linear per-
spective in constructing images of buildings whose receding angles converged.
What Alberti contributed was a precise method for constructing the appearances
of depth and solidity in paintings, based on mathematical principles, so that such
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things as this convergence could be systematically worked out. He showed how
the content of the picture could be ordered and placed strictly in accordance with
lines which ran at right angles to the picture plane (the orthogonals) converging
at a single vanishing point on the horizon of the picture (see Kemp, 1997, chapter
3). Although the Flemish painter Jan van Eyck, for example, working in the early
fifteenth century, painted with a rich and vivid sense of spatial coherence, he did
this by empirical judgement and unity of light, rather than by applying the geo-
metrical methods described by Alberti. Alberti’s aim in the 77eatise is not only
to present the theory of artificial or linear perspective, but to show how such
abstract principles can be, as he says, put ‘into the hands’ of the artist.

In the opening paragraph of Book One Alberti makes this illuminating
remark: ‘in everything we shall say I earnestly wish it to be borne in mind that
I speak in these matters not as a mathematician but as a painter. Mathematicians
measure the shapes and forms of things in the mind alone and divorced entirely
from matter. We, on the other hand, who wish to talk of things that are visible,
will express ourselves in cruder terms’ (1991, p. 37). The phrase ‘in cruder terms’
is translated by Spencer differently as ‘uses a more sensate wisdom’."! He traces
the phrase to a text by Cicero, which Alberti is known to have owned, in which
Cicero alludes to cruder or less learned ways of speaking, thus highlighting one
of the many ways in which Alberti’s text draws directly from classical rhetoric.
But in this visual context this fertile phrase alludes to the fact that in the art of
painting, thought is directed within the sensible materials of the art. Thus the
original Italian phrase la piu grassa Minerva, which perhaps translates more
directly as ‘a little richer, or fatter, wisdom’, is particularly apposite, since the
painter’s materials are clays and other substances worked into a greasy pigment.
Significantly he calls upon Minerva, the ancient goddess of wisdom, rather than
St Lucy or St Luke, the saints associated with the painter’s work. Alberti is
showing clearly that he sees his task as showing how the intellectual principles
that he calls upon in this work relate to the process of transforming brute matter
into a medium of art, that is, something from which meaning can be discerned.
Specifically, then, in Book One, the theory of pictorial perspective is an applica-
tion of abstract mathematical rules, known ‘by the mind alone’, to a practical
process requiring fine judgement about the sensible appearances of real things,
in order to construct a convincing sense of solid bodies related coherently in an
imagined space.

Point, Line and Plane

Alberti sets oft to elucidate the principles of perspectival geometry by intro-
ducing the ideas of a point, a line and a plane. The first thing to know, he says,
is that a point is a sign and is not divisible into parts. But he then says that he
calls a szgn anything that exists on a surface, so that it is visible to the eye. It is
not that the mathematical point is too small to be visible, or that it is invisible,
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but that it is not an element in the realm of the visible at all. Similarly, a line, in
geometry, has length but not breadth. Thus points and lines are not the same
sort of things as dots and marks on a painted work. Yet these intellectual ele-
ments must somehow direct the intentional process of the artist’s practical
thought in making such painterly marks. For, as Alberti says, ‘no one will deny
that things which are not visible do not concern the painter, for he strives to rep-
resent only things which are seen’ (1991, p. 37).

How this is done becomes apparent when Alberti shows how the relationship
between mathematics, the visible world and the painted marks are made evident
in attending to the surfaces of things. He says that the qualities of surfaces are
of two sorts. The first, permanent qualities, cannot be changed without altering
the figure itself, but the second sort are qualities of things as they appear to
change relative to the point of view. For example, the mathematical properties
of a circular figure do not change, but the look of a coin, relative to the position
of an observer, does, becoming merely a straight line when seen at eye level.
Linear perspective in painting depends on establishing a theoretical vantage point
from which the variable qualities of things, their appearance under perspective,
can be systematically organized, so as to appear visually consistent. Although
Alberti’s method relies on a single vanishing point, many painters exploited the
use of several viewpoints and multiple vanishing points for particular pictorial
effects. They also related the theoretical viewpoint of the picture to the actual
viewing position of the observer in different ways, the spatially dramatic effects
of baroque ceiling painting being one major example. In fact paintings rarely
conform to strict Albertian principles of one-point perspective, and it is the
active management of the transgressions of those principles that gives focus to
particular meanings and effects.

In showing how the mathematical principles of linear perspective apply to the
practical processes of painting Alberti uses the Italian term, or/o, which is a rim
or brim or border, that is a term denoting the edges of physical things. When
applying the formal terms of geometry to the activity of painting, Alberti shows
how relations between such visible features of things can be systematically
depicted through what he calls the process of circumscription. Thus in addition
to the mathematical concept of line, and sensible examples of linear things in the
world, such as the light on the brim of a jug or the embroidery on the hem of a
courtier’s tunic, we need a third linear element, the idea of a contour. In drawing,
a contour is not the depiction of a property of something, like the edge of a piece
of paper, but the boundary of any form as it appears from a particular viewpoint.
This is not merely the outline of a figure but the lines coordinating the three-
dimensional surface structure, or form of things, as they stand solidly in space.
Thus in drawing a portrait, the contours of the complex solid form of the head
vary as it is seen from different angles, and although a contour line may coincide
with the upper edge of the eye socket, or even the visible line of the eyebrow, it
is not a depiction of either. (Contemporary computer animation utilizes similar
coordinates in constructing the moving image.) Thus it is the contours of things,
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as they appear from a given viewpoint, which are ordered in accordance with the
principles of perspective. In addition to this disciplined attention to contour,
Alberti also emphasizes the importance of a systematic treatment of the effects
of light in constructing pictorial form.

In his teachings at the Weimar Bauhaus in the 1920s Paul Klee drew upon this
tradition of circumscription, moving from point to line to plane, in student exer-
cises. His purpose was not, however, to teach perspective, but to show how the
graphic line articulates form, movement and the visual imagination.

For Alberti the work of delineating the form and structure of things, as they
will appear in the spatial economy of the picture, is an essential stage of the work.
Thus Alberti’s way of constructing form in the processes of painting signifi-
cantly contrasts with workshop methods which rely on examples. Using a pattern
book model of how to draw a hand in some particular position, for example,
doesn’t enable the artist to draw a building. But by using a general method of
depiction, in which everything is regulated through the same disciplines of line
and plane, if someone can draw one thing, as Michelangelo was to say, then they
can draw anything.

This point about the generality of a method of depiction, however, must not
be confused with a different sort of claim about the realism or verisimilitude of
the method, as though looking at things in a painting could be thought to be just
like looking though an open window. For the popular idea that the history of
painting in the West since Alberti’s times was a gradual progress towards com-
plete verisimilitude ignores the ways in which a method of depiction, no matter
how ‘naturalistic’, brings with it its own interests in and conceptions of what it
shows.? The different uses of the term ‘realism’ in painting, connoting different
political and social interests, are themselves an illustration of this central fact of
the art.

Reality and Alberti's Window

In describing the method of perspective Alberti famously writes, ‘Let me tell
you what I do when I am painting. First of all; on the surface on which I am
going to paint, [ draw a rectangle of whatever size I want, which I regard as an
open window through which the subject to be painted is seen’ (1991, p. 54). In
Alberti’s system the picture surface is to be thought of as a horizontal plane inter-
secting the lines of sight between the theoretical viewpoint and the things seen
‘in’ the painting. All that is seen pictorially is seen within the imagined space of
the work. (This contrasts with later Renaissance or Mannerist developments,
in which figures might appear to protrude or tumble out from the painted
surface.) If we take this to mean that the work will look just like looking out of
a window, however, we shall misunderstand Alberti’s larger purposes.

Alberti, as we have seen, says that he is to enlarge on the art of painting ‘from
its first principles in nature’. How distinctions are drawn between art and nature
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is often a major clue to the rules guiding the use of the concept of reality.
Alberti’s reference to nature in his 7reatise is, as we would expect, neither unam-
biguous nor unproblematic. There are at least two senses of the term ‘nature’ at
play in his text, in tension one with the other. When Alberti exhorts the painter
to refer to nature in the production of his work, he wishes to establish direct
experience, la bona sperienza, as the foundation of the artist’s practice in contrast
to basing the work on the use of prefigured schemata. But this is not a straight-
forward idea of ‘copying how things look’, for what we are comparing with
what, and how we make the comparison, is not simple. What we see when
we look at things depends not only on what sort of thing is being looked at and
the conditions under which it is seen, but also on the purposes of attention and
the methods of looking. Looking at something for the purposes of painting
requires its own particular modes of attention and specific perceptual and con-
ceptual skills.

Concepts of various sorts direct the understanding in looking at things — in
art, for example, such diverse concepts as anatomy, the nude, nakedness or
gender, differently direct the attention of both the artist when working and the
viewer when looking. Significantly, the contemporary dominance of theory
requires the artist to be more aware of and more self-conscious about the con-
ceptual directions of looking, or of ‘the gaze’. The education of a painter is partly
an education in these conceptual skills. And, from the other end of the process,
in looking at a painting, understanding what is seen also requires its own skills.
To see that one figure is smaller than another may be to see that it is at some dis-
tance behind the other, not that it is a smaller person or a less important figure.
Similarly, to see the visual rhythms between natural and domestic objects and
human bodies, and thus the metaphorical relations between them, may need
direction. More recently, the traditional conceptual apparatus of Fine Art has
been transgressed and displaced — which is one reason for the bafflement of the
general public. In general, to see analogies between the use of the medium, the
methods of depiction and what is depicted in the work, that is, to see what is
represented in terms of its manner of representation, requires various sorts of
sophisticated aesthetic attention — even when looking at a painting that uses the
most familiar naturalistic conventions.

Alberti’s second idea of nature, however, refers us not to the sensible appear-
ances of the world, but back to the application of mathematics. This is the idea
of nature as a deeper harmony of things, as the laws governing the appearances
of things, as they are understood by the rational intellect. This is not an experi-
ential idea of nature but a theoretical conception more at home in science or phi-
losophy. Thus, when, in the Preface dedicated to Brunelleschi, Alberti says that
the First Book of the Treatise is ‘entirely mathematical, showing how this noble
and beautiful art arises from roots within Nature herself” (1991, p. 35), this is
not simply the claim that mathematics provides a method for realizing in
paint the appearance of things in nature. For it also alludes to Alberti’s wider
ambitions for the learned status of painting as that art which displays deeper
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realities. Such deeper philosophical ambitions for the art of painting have reoc-
curred in its subsequent developments in different ways. The claim that the intel-
lectual principles of painting give a deeper insight into reality, whether this
is metaphysical or socio-political, becomes, after Alberti, an unchallenged shib-
boleth of the Fine Art of painting. The status conferred on contemporary art
depends upon this history.

In Alberti’s case his ideas about nature and art involve at least two elements.
First, that nature is imitable by art because she is ordered by intelligible princi-
ples, and secondly, that through the understanding of these principles the artist
can further the purposes of nature by perfecting and completing the process.
These ideas clearly introduce a more sophisticated conception of art, for they
involve the metaphysical claim that the intellectual disciplines of painting,
because they are derived from the same mathematical principles as nature itself,
direct a truly objective system of picturing. Although there is evidence through-
out Alberti’s writings of both Aristotelian and Neoplatonic thought influencing
his use of the concept of nature, it is also close to the protoscientific work of
Nicholas de Cusa, in which nature, of which the individual is also a part, is a
homogeneous whole. The artist in his work creates a microcosm of the real, in
its continuity between physical, political and spiritual dimensions.

Thus although Alberti was establishing general conditions for the construc-
tion of pictorial space, his system sets new limits, not only to the sorts of things
which can be depicted, and to the manner of their depiction, but also to the
meanings which those things have. Perspectival space opens up opportunities for
the imaginative visualization of experience in new ways, ways that accord with
different material interests and economic orders, or different conceptions of
humanity itself. (For a discussion of this point in terms of the conflicts between
figural and discursive elements of the work, with several examples, see Bryson,
1981, pp. 11-15, 89-91 and 228-30 and 1983, chapter 5.)

On his return to Florence in 1434, when composing the Treatise, Alberti had
been particularly impressed by Masaccio’s work. In Masaccio’s Expulsion from
Paradise, in the Brancacci Chapel of Santa Maria del Carmine in Florence, for
example, the bodies of Adam and Eve stride sturdily out into physical space, their
feet meeting solid ground. Their evident shame is now understood through the
metaphor of sight itself: Adam covers his eyes, not able to look into the future
he has made, not able to meet our gaze; FEve, now aware of being seen, covers
her body. The world beyond the fresco, our human world into which they walk
and from which they are seen, is implicated within it. Thus it is not merely
that these new methods of pictorial organization enable new ‘realizations’ of
biblical themes, but that they are themselves part of a change in the significance
of those themes, and thus in a new sense of reality. But at the same time as this
new sense of pictorial space opens up new imaginative and projective possibili-
ties, others are closed down. The very homogeneity of pictorial space requires a
consistent presentation of temporal and ontological realms. Thus the depiction
of supernatural figures or events becomes problematic. In Masaccio’s fresco, St
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Michael, hounding Adam and Eve into our world, rides quaintly as though on a
carpet, in the air above the human figures.

I am suggesting through these observations that the introduction of artificial
perspective didn’t introduce a more accurate form of perceptual representation,
but rather that it opened up new possibilities for the visual representation of
thought. This is, of course, not an original claim. It is an application of
Panotsky’s famous claim that artificial perspective is a ‘symbolic form’, that per-
spective rationalized the subjective experience of viewing and thus created the
foundation for the development of new worlds of experience (Panotsky, 1991).
In particular, Alberti’s aim to found the construction of pictorial space on sys-
tematic principles concerns the relationships between a rational and lucid order
of depiction and a rational and authoritative ordering of social and public affairs.
The connections between a clarity and perspicuity of visual organization and a
Ciceronian ideal of social order are implicit within the pictorial strategies
described in his Treatise on painting, explicit in his writings on architecture and
connect directly with ideals of civic order underpinning his many other works.
For other artists, divergent organizations of pictorial space marry with other
socio-political interests, but even then, Alberti’s principles, as academic princi-
ples, stand as the order to be contraverted.

A perspectival space is a pictorial space in which the ordering of parts making
up the content can be made visibly intelligible in particular and distinctive ways,
ways that are often transparent to the observer. It is a pictorial space suited to,
for example, for ordering the coherence of planes and solids required for Still
Life or for the contrasts between proximity and vista required in landscape. Most
particularly however, it sets the ground for tableaux of action. Within its stable
and ordered space, the actions and tribulations of gods and mortals can be offered
to sensual, expressive and psychological scrutiny. In the context of the 7reatise
as a whole, perspective as a method of realistic representation is a means to the
end of the realization of thematic purposes in which aesthetic, moral and politi-
cal elements are interdependent. Alberti’s window was to open out into a world
governed by a very particular unity of moral and aesthetic order through his
account of composition and the istoria.

The Grand Work

Although composition is now a very familiar term of painting, Alberti’s term
compositio is very specific, drawing on his alliance between painting and rhetoric.
He is applying a Ciceronian term of rhetoric describing how the parts of a sen-
tence are properly built together, and sentences ordered into effective oratory, to
painting (see Baxandall, 1971, p. 131). In Book Three Alberti writes, ‘I would
have those who begin to learn the art of painting do what I see practised by teach-
ers of writing. They first teach all the signs of the alphabet separately, and then
how to put syllables together and then whole words. Our students should follow
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this method with painting’ (1991, p. §9). Teaching someone to write, however,
only has point if the person taught is going to have something to say. There is
an important shift between being able to form letters and understanding syntax
in sentence construction. But it is only when someone has mastered both of these
that they can begin to write eloquently or poetically about some subject. In
appropriating the models of grammar and rhetoric, however, Alberti is keen to
point out that however vivid or persuasive a literary description might be, we
should recognize how much more beauty and pleasure can be had from a
painting.

Over two hundred years later, the point of Albertian principles of composi-
tion in painting were to be well described by Henry Fuseli in his teachings at the
Royal Academy:

Composition, in its stricter sense, is the dresser of Invention, it superintends the
disposition of its materials. Composition has physical and moral elements: those
are perspective and light with shade; these, Unity, Propriety and Perspicuity;
without Unity it cannot span its subject; without Propriety it cannot tell the story;
without Perspicuity it clouds the fact with confusion; destitute of light and shade
it misses the effect, and heedless of perspective it cannot find a place. (Quoted by
Puttfarken, 2000, p. 46. See also, esp., chapter 2)

As Fuseli indicates, composition has a purpose, a grand purpose. It is the visual
organization of the content of the work, the istoria. Istoria, or history painting,
that is large-scale narrative painting, was to become the major genre of the aca-
demic tradition. Its themes were drawn from biblical and classical sources. Thus
in his introduction of the istoria as the proper object of the art of painting,
Alberti furthered the appropriation of a Classical culture by aligning the teach-
ings of Cicero with the stories of Ovid. Because of its erudite subject matter
istoria is thus elevated above portraiture and still life, and its status contrasted
particularly with genre painting, or subjects from everyday life, which did not
have the same thematic depth. By 1669, in the preface to his lectures to the
French Academy, André Félibien, was to speak explicitly of the hierarchy of
genres. Without the elevating poetic subject of the istoria, painting could not
assume its ‘universal’and ‘timeless’ authority. Speaking of the grand style, in his
Fourth Discourse to students of the newly formed Royal Academy of 1769, for
example, Sir Joshua Reynolds says “There must be something either in the action,
or in the object, in which men are universally concerned, and which powerfully
strikes upon the publick sympathy’ (Reynolds, 1959, Discourse IV, p. 75).
Although there are obviously deep themes of death, love, courage or betrayal etc.
common throughout humankind, one mark of later twentieth-century art or cul-
tural theory has been the rejection of this universalizing humanism. Now we
cannot but see how such grand themes are put to the service of specific politi-
cal and social interests. It was in virtue of this authority, however, that Alberti
could claim that the iszoria has the capacity of moving the soul. This is the source
of the idea of the moral authority of the Fine Art of painting.
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In Book Two of the Treatise Alberti writes (again echoing Cicero), “The istoria
will move the soul of the beholder when each man painted there clearly shows
the movement of his own soul. It happens in nature that nothing more than
herself is capable of things like herself: we weep with the weeping, laugh with
the laughing and grieve with the grieving’ (1966, p. 77). Over two hundred years
later, in his Reflections on the Present State of Painting in France of 1774, La Font
de Saint Yenne was to write, ‘Of all the genres of painting, history is without
question the most important. The history painter alone is the painter of the soul,
the others only paint for the eye’ (in Greenhalgh, 1978, p. 205). In taking grand
literary themes as the subject matter of a painting however, the artist’s original-
ity would not lie in the mvention, or choice of subject matter, but in the way it
is composed. Since the movements of the soul, says Alberti, closely following
and adapting Quintilian’s teachings on oratory, are made known by movements
of the body, he emphasizes the importance of the expressive depiction of bodies.
The sad person ‘holds himself feebly on his pallid and poor members; in anger,
the eyes become swollen with ire, the face and all the members are burned
with colour, fury adding so much boldness’ (Alberti, 1966, p. 20). He also
drew attention to articulating the movements of the body. Practitioner that
he was, he speaks of observations he has ‘noted from nature’, such as that
the movements of the head are ‘always almost such that certain parts of the
body have to sustain it with levers, so great is its weight’ (Alberti, 1966, p. 79).
The depiction of expressive figures, or of ‘the movements of the soul’ as they
are apparent in bodily movement, became a central theme within French Clas-
sicism and the teachings of the French Academy. The painter Charles Lebrun,
who played such a major role in establishing the dominance of the French
Academy in seventeenth-century Europe, wrote the most influential theoretical
treatise on the expression of emotion in grand painting, the Méthode pour appren-
dre a dessiner les Passions, published in 1698. But in much academic or Grand
Salon painting, without any subtle conception of the subject, such prescriptive
rules about depicting action and emotion in figures easily resulted in hackneyed
posturing.

But Alberti was interested in more than dramatic expression, for he wanted
the composition to have decorum, or fitness and propriety. The deportment and
disposition of bodies must be appropriate not only to the action, but to the sex,
age and character of action. Thus there is in Alberti’s discussion of composition
a tension with the guiding principle beauty, for, as he indicates, the aged and 1ill
are not beautiful. But it is also the picture as a whole, its conception of action
and its handling of scale, giving sense of place and time, which is a candidate for
beauty. Poussin’s great paintings, which put human events within the scale of a
vast ordered landscape, as if against eternity, bring these ideas to one particular
sort of fruition. Poussin himself also derived his compositional principles from
musical theory, and specifically included colour in his discussion of the modes
of painting. If beauty consists in those qualities of things in terms of which we
admire their excellence, then, in the case of paintings, such qualities must be
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predicated of the work and the way it realizes its subject, and not just the
depicted content.

In choosing the point from which the story is to be depicted, the artist artic-
ulates the drama in accordance with his conception of its interests and signifi-
cance. Yet Alberti’s insistence on the internal coherence and unity of the pictorial
space and attention to the visual ordering of bodies makes conflict between nar-
ratival and pictorial elements endemic. (See Bryson, 1981, chapter 7 for a dis-
cussion of the relations between discourse and figure in the context of Diderot’s
writings about the French Salon painting.) Although the pictorial trope of alle-
gory is one device for dealing with this problem, in trying to achieve narrative
and emotional clarity, the visual artist is drawn particularly to those points at
which the story is suspended. For example, when something is beheld by the par-
ticipants in the drama, as when Actaeon first sees Diana, all action is held still.
Or when what is not seen by the figures within the work is displayed in full view
for the spectator of the picture, as in paintings of Susannah and the Elders. In
both of these examples, the woman’s body becomes, characteristically, a central
motif of the art. Since perspective both brings things into sight and occludes
them, then painting can exploit all the possibilities not only of what is near and
far, and small and vast, but also of what is occluded or hidden, either from the
figures within the picture or from the viewer. Most particularly, however, since
painting is a sensory medium, it lends itself to the depiction of sensuous and
sensual things, things that hold enchanted attention independently of their role
in any narrative subject matter.

The relation of the viewer to what is depicted in any figurative work is of
course crucial. Alberti had recommended positioning figures in such a way that
they invite the viewer to see what is shown, even by some explicit gesture of
pointing. But by the eighteenth century questions of whether and how the viewer
is implicated within the fiction of the work had become a pervasive theme. In
his substantial work on this subject, Michael Fried discusses Diderot’s claims
that paintings, which collude with the viewer’s presence, become theatrical. ‘In
Diderot’s writings’, he says, ‘the very condition of spectatordom stands indicted
as theatrical, a medium of dislocation and estrangement rather than of absorp-
tion, sympathy, self-transcendence; ... The continued functioning (of both
painting and theatre) as major expressions of the human spirit, are held to
depend on whether or not painter and dramatist are able to undo that state of
affairs, to de-theatricalize beholding and so make it once again a mode of access
to truth and conviction’ (Fried, 1980, p. 104). In these and other ways the prin-
ciples of istoria, which Alberti laid before the artist as though they gave clear
direction, become themselves a troubled topic of theoretical attention.

If aesthetic judgement in painting or drawing is judgement about how a
subject or theme is realized, then Alberti’s principles of composition open into
a tradition in which differences between artistic conceptions of similar subject
matter become of central interest of critical attention. The more subtle the con-
ception, the greater the work, hence the acclaim given to Piero della Francesca,
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Titian, Poussin or, in response to a modern world, Seurat. Of course the prin-
ciples of istoria also lend themselves to theatrical melodrama or to the moraliz-
ing anecdotal painting of Victorian England. How the traditional principles are
used or appropriated depends, of course, on the relationships between the art
and the culture — art is, after all, one of the ways in which the interests and values
of a society are constituted. In the early Modern period, the tradition was chal-
lenged in different ways. In some of Manet’s paintings, for example, the aca-
demic principles are transformed into work which foregrounds its means of
depiction and confronts the beholder of the painting with the modern world,
without nostalgia or sentiment. Manet’s Déjeuner sur [’herbe, or, differently,
Picasso’s Demoiselles d’Avignon, mark critical turning points of the tradition of
istoria. But the ethos of this tradition, and the Albertian principles of moral scale
that informed it, continued to underpin the authority of much American
Abstract painting. However, it possibly reached its point of introversion in the
work of so-called postmodernist painters. In Julian Schnabel’s ebullient paint-
ings of the 1980s, for example, there is still an heroic scale and some elusive
reference to great human themes. But it is a self-referential drama of heroic cre-
ativity, drawing on chance cultural references displaced from any wider public
concerns. Or, very differently, in Anselm Kiefer’s decayed and empty interiors,
in work of the 1970s, the vast rooms are vacated of all action and historical
memory 1s corroded. Insofar as there is an End of Painting, then it is this
Albertian tradition, which no longer directs contemporary visual imagination,
which has come to an end.

Notes

1 Spencer’s translation (1966), p. 63. Both Martin Kemp’s introduction to the Grayson
translation (1991) and Spencer’s own introduction give excellent help in reading
Alberti’s text, and Grayson discusses this particular passage at some length on pp.
18-20.

2 The claim that the art of painting is a gradual progression towards verisimilitude is
made in several places by Arthur Danto, particularly The End of Art (Danto, 1986,
chapter V). He claims that painting was displaced by the advent of different tech-
nologies of seeing, such as photography and film, which were able to render reality
more fully. But not only do I question this idea of the history of painting as progress
towards some single standard of verisimilitude, I also see photography and film as
having their own distinctive resources for representation which are not comparable
with painting. Thus the idea of an End of Painting indicated at the very end of this
chapter is different from that of Danto.
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Chapter 1

The Classical Concept of Mimesis

Goran Sorbom

Fine art is not eternal and constant but culturally dependent. As such it has been
produced, described and explained in different ways. Antiquity did not have the
concept of Fine Art. Not until the eighteenth century was there such a concept
to distinguish Fine Art from other human activities, such as craft or science, and
their products. Before that, there were no artistic concepts and no language
to describe, explain and interpret the production and uses of works of art in
a modern sense. But, of course, people have always made paintings and sculp-
tures, played music and danced, told stories and dramatized them in various
ways. But these modes of activity have served in vastly different kinds of situa-
tions and have been characterized and understood in many ways, not only as
works of art.

When the Greeks of the classical period wanted to characterize the basic
nature of painting and sculpture, poetry and music, dance and theatre, i.e. things
we today call works of art, most of them agreed that such things were mimemata
(in singular form mimema), the result of an activity they named mimesis. Now,
what is a mimema and what kinds of activity were connoted by mimesis accord-
ing to the ancient outlook?

Traditionally the English word ‘imitation’ is used, although inadequately, to
translate the Greek word mimesis and the philosophical discussion of the be-
haviour denoted by mimesis is commonly called ‘the theory of imitation’. The
theory of mimesis was not, however, a well-articulated theory but was rather a
fundamental outlook shared by most authors, philosophers and educated audi-
ences in the classical period, in antiquity as a whole, and even later. Neither was
there a clear-cut terminological usage. Several words were used more or less syn-
onymously as, for instance, mimema (imitation), eikon (image), homoioma (like-
ness). But behind this terminological cluster there was, I think, a basic conceptual
consensus which will be sketched in this chapter.

The theory of mimesis is now generally regarded as the oldest theory of art.
But the theory of mimesis as we find it in ancient texts is not a theory of art in a
modern sense; it is rather a theory of pictorial apprehension and representation.
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The basic distinction for the ancient theory of mimesis was that between
mimemata and real things. For example, a house is a real thing whereas a paint-
ing or a sculpture representing a house is a mimema, a thing which looks like a
house but is not a house. And a piece of music which sounds like sorrow is not
a real or genuine (expression of) sorrow but just gives the impression of sorrow.
The mimema as a thing is a sort of vehicle for ‘man-made dreams produced for
those who are awake’, as Plato suggestively formulates it (Sophist 266C). Neither
the dream nor the mimema is a real thing,.

Forms of Mental Image (Aisthesis)

This basic distinction between minemata and real things was commonly accepted
far into the eighteenth century when the rise of the modern concept of Fine Art
and the establishment of aesthetics as the philosophical clarification of beauty in
nature and in the Fine Arts rejected the theory of imitation as inadequate and
superficial. When Alexander Baumgarten, as one of the pioneers of this hunt for
the real nature of the Fine Arts, suggested the establishment of aesthetics as an
intellectual and academic pursuit (Meditationes philosophicae de nonnullis ad poema
pertinentibus (1735), §116), he started from the basic distinction, originally made
by the Greek philosophers and the Church fathers, between aistheta and noeta,
1.e. between what we receive from our senses and what the intellect provides us
with. Aesthetics should be concerned with sensuous knowledge as logic is con-
cerned with intellectual knowledge. And the Fine Arts were regarded as man’s
most subtle explorations of the capacities of our higher senses, sight and hearing.
The innovation of the eighteenth century was to regard these explorations as
goals in themselves (autotely) and to give them an institutional place of their own
in western society and culture (autonomy; the ‘art world’ to use Arthur Danto’s
modern term).

In the classical period and commonly in the ancient tradition aisthesis was
described as the processes in which mental images of contingent qualities and
shapes of individual things are presented to the mind. When a person sees a
house, for instance, there is a mental image of the house in the mind of the per-
ceiver, an image of its colours and shapes. The basic metaphor used to charac-
terize this process was that of pressure. An individual thing presses its contingent
qualities and shapes upon the senses like a signet ring which, when stamped
into wax, delivers its form but not its matter to the wax. However, when we
think ‘house’ the mind entertains the essence, real nature or the ‘houseness of
houses’ which is something general and not accessible to the senses (aisthesis) but
only to thought (noesis) since thoughts do not have individual and contingent
properties.

Mental images could be of different kinds, it was maintained, and were dis-
tinguished from each other with regard to vividness, consistency and relation to
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the outside world. Perceptions, illusions and hallucinations were counted as dif-
ferent forms of mental image passively received by the perceptual apparatus
which in an active state could produce memories, dreams and imaginations as
other forms of mental image consisting of contingent properties of individual
things.

The Apprehension of Mimemata as a Form of Aisthesis

When Plato calls pictures ‘man-made dreams produced for those who are awake’,
(Sophist 266C) he singles out the apprehension of pictures and mimemata as yet
another distinct kind of mental image. Looking at or listening to mimemata
resembles in some respects dreaming. In both cases the perceptual apparatus pro-
duces or delivers mental images without there being such things as apprehended
by the dreamer and spectator. There is no house pressing its shapes and quali-
ties upon the dreamer’s mind nor is there a real house causing the mental image
when looking at a picture of a house. But, alternatively, the spectator of the
picture is awake, which seems to imply that the viewer or listener is aware that
it is a mimema and not a real thing that he or she is apprehending. If a person
looks at a painting representing a house and believes he or she is looking at a real
house, they make a perceptual mistake; they have an illusion and do not look at
the picture or mumema in a proper way. The apprehension of mimemata is also
dreamlike in character in the sense that the mental image produced by the
mimema can be a free combination having no reference to real existing things. In
making pictures and mimemata the makers are as free as dreamers or persons
imagining things to combine elements from the contingent world into objects
that do not necessarily have reference to the existing outside world, the centaur
being the standard example of this. Imagination (phantasia) is the free play of
the senses (aesthesis).

A difference between dreams and mental images called forth by mimemata
concerns how they are brought about. Dreams are generated spontaneously in
the mind of the dreamer and partly by will when imagining things. But the
apprehension of mimemata is triggered by external man-made objects and thus
intentionally produced. The fact that pictures and mimemata are man-made also
distinguishes them from ‘natural’ images such as reflections and shadows, which
are made by God or nature (Plato’s Sophist 265B-266D). Both man-made
mimemata and natural images require an ability to be apprehended. Philostratus
(The Life of Apollonius of Tyana 11.22) claims that when we see images in the
stars, in shadows, and in reflections, the mimetic faculty is activated. Also,
looking at paintings and sculptures is dependent on the mimetic faculty: [ TThose
who look at works of painting and drawing require a mimetic faculty; for no one
could appreciate or admire a picture of a horse or a bull, unless he had formed
an idea of the creature represented.’
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Some Basic Properties of Mimemata and Pictures According to
Ancient Thought

When Plato (Sophist 240A—B) tries to define picture (eidolon), he maintains that
a picture is similar to things of the kind it represents, that it is similar in only
some respects, and that it is no more than similar to the things in question. Sim-
ilarity is, in ancient thought, understood as having properties in common and the
idea that individual things and mental images can have properties in common is
founded in the belief that perception basically is a kind of impression, a process
in which individual objects deliver their individual shapes and qualities, but not
their matter, to the mind. Thus, the mental image as a kind of individual impres-
sion is similar to the external individual object it represents by having proper-
ties in common with it within the range of the relevant sense organ. But a picture,
sculpture or mimema cannot share all of the properties with the thing repre-
sented. If it did, it would not be a representation or mimema of that thing but a
second example of it (Plato’s Cratylus 432A-B). Finally, the only function of pic-
tures and mimemata is to be similar to a certain extent to the things represented
(Plato’s Sophist 240B). Pictures and mimemata are made in order to be seen or
heard and thereby produce mental images of individual things they themselves
are not. Thus, pictures and mimemata are man-made things intended to raise
mental images of individual things with their contingent shapes and qualities in
the minds of their listeners and spectators. This is their essence or true nature.

Kinds of Mimemata

Pictures and likenesses function through their contingent similarities with the
kinds of things they represent. The external object mimema, however, does not
necessarily physically resemble the things it represents. Rather the correct appre-
hension of it results in a mental image representing something particular and
contingent which it in itself is not. The recited words of Homer’s Iliad, for
instance, do not resemble the wrath of Achilles (except when the rhapsode acts
direct speech) but, according to ancient thought, call forth mental images of that
story in the minds of the listeners, who are aware of the fact that they are lis-
tening to a recital and not looking at Achilles himself. Generally, all pictures and
likenesses are mimemata but not all mimemata are pictures or likenesses. Aristotle
(Poetics chapter 1) distinguishes between kinds of mimemata with reference to
the medium used, such as words, gestures and movements, shapes and colours,
rhythms and sounds, etc. The picture of a landscape functions through its sim-
ilarities to landscapes we are familiar with, and a poem describing a landscape
arouses in the mind of the reader or listener a mental image of a landscape by
means of words. As Joseph Addison expresses it (Spectator, no. 416, 1712),
showing his great indebtedness to ancient thought:
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Words, when well chosen, have so great Force in them, that a Description often gives
us more lively Ideas than the Sight of Things themselves. The Reader finds a Scene
drawn in Stronger colours, and painted more to the Life in his Imagination, by the
help of Words, than by an actual Survey of the Scene which they describe. In this
case the Poet seems to get the better of Nature; he takes, indeed, the Landskip after
her, but gives it more vigorous Touches, heightens its Beauty, and so enlivens the
whole Piece, that the Images which flow from the Objects themselves appear weak
and faint, in comparison of those that come from the Expressions.

Both Plato and Aristotle maintain that music is mimetic in character. For
example, Aristotle states (Politics 1340al7-21) that ‘musical times and tunes
provide us with images [/homoiomata, likenesses]| of states of character’. When
we say ‘the piece of music is sad’, this means in terms of the theory of mimesis
that the piece of music generates a mental image of sadness in the listener’s mind
in a similar way as a painting can represent, 1.e. generate a mental image of| a
house without being a house.

Knowing that it is not a real expression of sadness makes us react differently
when listening to the piece of music than to real expressions of sadness. The
same is true about looking at pictures. Knowing that the thing represented in a
painting is just a representation and not a real thing makes us react differently.
Aristotle writes (in De anima 427b23-5) that ‘when we form an opinion that
something is threatening or frightening, we are immediately affected by it, and
the same is true of our opinion that inspires courage; but in imagination we are
like spectators looking at something dreadful or encouraging in a picture’. And
in the Poetics (1448b10—12) he notes that ‘[o]bjects which in themselves we view
with pain, we delight to contemplate when reproduced with minute fidelity: such
as the forms of the most ignoble animals and dead bodies’.

Models of Mimemata

It is often maintained that the theory of mimesis is concerned with the relation
between the thing mimema and the outside world, i.e. between the mimema and
individual model or models in the outside world. But what is the model of a
mimema or, which is the same thing, what is represented in the mimema accord-
ing to the theory of mimesis? It can be an individual thing or person. Xenophon
relates (Memorabilia 111.11) how painters used beautiful women as models. But
it can also be a memory image. Xenophon tells in another anecdote (Symposium
IV.21) about a person who was teased because he never had anything else in mind
but his beloved. He replied: ‘Do you not know that I have so clear an image
[eidolon] of him in my heart that had I the ability as a sculptor or a painter I could
produce a likeness of him from this image that would be quite as close as if he
were sitting for me in person.” And Porphyry (On the Life of Plotinus and the
Order of his Books, 1) describes how a portrait was made in secret of the philoso-
pher Plotinus by a painter who went several times to Plotinus’s lectures and used
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the composite memory image he thereby created as the model for the painting.
Seneca comments on the process of making a sculpture (Epistulae morales 65):
‘[T]t doesn’t matter whether he had his model without, to fix his eyes on, or
within, a notion conceived and built up in his own brain.’

It is not only individual things and memory images, however, that can serve
as models for pictures and mimemata. Imagination (phantasia) can also produce
mental images as models for pictures and mimemata. Philostratus maintains (7%e
Life of Apollonius of Tyana 11.22) that mimemata are due to a mimetic faculty
which is twofold, namely, the ability to form mental images and the technical
skill to convey these mental images into matter. ‘Man owes his mimetic faculty
to nature, but his power of painting to art [fechne; skill].” The word techne (tra-
ditionally translated ‘art’) signifies the craft involved in the production of
mimemata and pictures, not the modern Fine Arts as we know them. In general,
any human activity founded on practice and experience and put into rules and
habits was called techne (art), something that could be taught and learnt. Thus,
crucial to the production of paintings and sculptures are the mental images which
have been produced in the mind of the painter or sculptor: imagination creates
mental images of particular things with their sensuous qualities, colours and
shapes. In perception the object presses its form without its matter upon the
mind of the perceiver and creates thereby a mental image in his or her mind. In
a way, the production of pictures and mimemata is the reverse order of percep-
tion: the skilled hands of the painter or sculptor model the matter to coincide
with the mental image. Every craftsman, Alcinous writes (/sagoga 1X), ‘carries
the model in himself and conveys its form into matter’, and Philo fills in (De
opificio mundi 4) ‘keeping his eyes upon the pattern and making the visible and
tangible objects correspond in each case to the incorporeal ideas’.

Finally, authors such as Cicero (Orator 11.8-10) and Seneca (Epistulae morales
65) have claimed that Platonic ideas may serve as models for pictures and
mimemata. Plato himself denies this vehemently in the Republic (598A) with a
reference to a clear-cut dualism; things seen cannot be thought and ideas cannot
be seen or otherwise apprehended by the senses (Republic 507B—C). Although
most authors agree that Platonic ideas cannot be grasped by the senses, the con-
viction that pictures can represent or refer to Platonic ideas has appeared now
and then in the history of the theory of mimesis, enhancing the value of pictures.
The reason for this higher valuation is the fact that the abstract intellectual world
was regarded as much more valuable than the fleeting and ever-changing world
of the senses, which is the domain of mimemata.

The Production of Mimemata

Thus, according to ancient thought mimesis was, in a passive sense, the recep-
tion of mental images, and in an active sense it was seen as the production (pozesis)
of objects intended to create mental images in the minds of the perceivers. This
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production has two stages: the creation of a mental image (often called inventio
in the Latin tradition) and the skill to realize the mental image in material form
as a painting, or sculpture etc. In the imaginative work, which is the nobler part
of the twofold mimetic activity and which is innate, the mind is free to compose
units different from things existing in reality. Xenophon stresses (Memorabilia
II1.10) the possibility of choosing elements and putting them together in such a
way that the final result will exceed what we normally find in this world. Pliny
the Elder relates (Natural History XXXV.64) how the painter Zeuxis who, when
commissioned to make a painting of a goddess, ‘made an inspection of the virgins
of the city, who were nude, and selected five in order that he might represent in
the picture that which was the most laudable feature of each’. Cicero comments
(De inventione 11.1.1-3) that Zeuxis used this technique ‘[f]or he did not believe
that it was possible to find in one body all the things he looked for in beauty,
since nature has not refined to perfection any single object in all its parts’. Horace
adds that the combination must also show decorum, i.e. follow what is proper (Ars
poetica 1-37). Painters, sculptors and poets should join in their representations
things that fit together. A lion, for instance, is not timid in its behaviour and a
king is generous and magnanimous in his appearance. Thus it would be ridicu-
lous to represent a timid lion and a mean king. The typical or ideal of the sort
of thing represented in the painting, sculpture or poem should be the goal.

When Maximus of Tyre writes (Oration XVIL.3) ‘Painters gather beauty from
every detail of every human body, they collect them artistically (kata ten technen)
from different bodies into one representation and in this manner they create one
beauty which is healthy, fitting and internally harmonised. In reality you would
never find a body precisely like a statue, since the arts [tfechnai] aim at the great-
est beauty’, he rules out the use of an individual external object as a model. Thus
the mimema and picture is not a slavish copy of an external object, something the
theory of mumesis is often said to imply. The goal of Greek painting and sculp-
ture is, most often, not the realistic representation of actual individuals, rather
it is the representation of the idealized human body and soul. Maximus also men-
tions (Oration 11.3) the foremost criteria used in judging sculpture: “The Greeks
have recognised that the gods ought to be praised with whatever is most beauti-
ful on earth: pure material, human shape and perfect art [zechne].’” Let us follow
the trend of many ancient writers and take Pheidias’s Zeus in Olympia as the
best example of Greek sculpture: the sculpture was made of gold and ivory,
it had the most dignified human form ever made, and Pheidias was in command
of the most perfect craftsmanship.

Beauty
Beauty in painting and sculpture was often understood as a commensurability

among the parts of the representation as beauty in music was seen as the har-
monious relations of intervals and rhythms. In the Pythagorean tradition these
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relations could be expressed numerically. Beauty was seldom, however, regarded
as the final goal of painting and sculpture, as was claimed in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, when being beautiful became the basic category in the aes-
thetic understanding of the world. The most common characterization and
evaluation of paintings and sculptures in antiquity was their life-likeness (to
zotikon) or vitality. In descriptions of paintings and sculptures they are praised
because they show persons represented true to life; only voice or breath is
missing, it is said in many literary descriptions. This has been understood as a
strong realistic or naturalistic tendency in the Greek audience far from the
obvious idealism which we can see in classical Greek sculpture. But the ancient
will to life-likeness was not realism or naturalism in a modern sense. It expressed
the most fundamental trait of what is called the Greek art revolution, which hap-
pened most dramatically around the turn of the century 500 Bc. The Greek rev-
olutionary invention at this moment was the technique and skill to represent life
and particularly human life in its most obvious potentiality. Life was defined as
the interplay between body and soul. The soul was commonly regarded as
without contingent properties which made it non-perceptible. Nevertheless it
can be represented in paintings and sculptures because the ‘works of the soul’
can be seen in the living body: a happy person looks different from a sad person
and such signs of the presence of soul are capable of representation, Xenophon
remarks (Memorabilia 111.10). So, the claim for lifelikeness was far from a wish
for a realistic ‘copying of individual things’ but a wish to represent man’s most
valuable property, namely that of being a living body—soul unit. Plotinus writes
(VL.7.22): ‘[Are] not the more lifelike statues the more beautiful ones, even if the
others are better proportioned? [. . .] Yes, because the living is more desirable;
and this is because it has soul.’ The ability to represent the body—soul unit is the
remarkable innovation of the classical period which changed the whole history
of picture-making and picture-understanding.

Summary

The ancient heritage with regard to the aesthetic field is first of all dependent
on the basic distinction between what we know by means of the intellect and by
means of the senses. The senses ‘inform’ us about the individual and contingent
qualities of particular things whereas the intellect considers the abstracted and
common properties of things: we see and hear the colours, sounds and shapes of
things but we understand their common natures by the intellect.

Further, within the field of the senses people have has a mimetic faculty which
was understood as the ability to see and hear individual things where no such
things are at hand; for instance, you see a house in a painting where there is, in
fact, a flat surface painted in different colours. In order to see or hear such things
the percipient must be aware of and know that the house seen is a picture and
mimema of a house and not a real house. If they do not see this they either see a
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flat surface with colours or they have an illusion of seeing a house where there
is none. In order to see and hear mimemata the percipient must be acquainted
with things of the kind represented. In order to see that the painting represents
a house you must know what kind of things houses are. The mimetic faculty is
twofold in nature: every human being has the ability to see or hear mimemata,
for instance in shadows and reflections in water, but only some persons have
learnt the skill and practice (the techne) of producing mimemata, i.e. ‘man-made
dreams for those who are awake’ in Plato’s formulation.

Finally, these man-made dreams can be used in many different ways, for
many different purposes and under vastly different circumstances. They appear
in religious contexts, they can be used in political propaganda, they serve as
entertainment, as educational tools and as pornography. To use them as works
of art is a cultural tradition and behaviour with its roots in antiquity and in the
theory of mimesis but not developed as a social institution of its own until the
eighteenth century.
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Chapter 2

Medieval Art Theory

Hugh Bredin

The two foremost scholars and thinkers of the sixth century Ap, Boethius and
Cassiodorus, are often regarded as the last representatives of a classical culture
that was swiftly dying out in sixth-century western Europe. The so-called
‘medieval’ period in the Latin West, then, can be defined roughly as the nine
centuries between ¢.600 and ¢.1400. Medieval theory of art, however, did not
begin seriously until late in the eighth century, when the Carolingian scholars
(so-called because of their association with the Emperor Charlemagne) under-
took, for the first time in the medieval West, a detailed examination of the nature
and role of the visual arts.

Medieval thinkers on every topic were powerfully influenced by their Greek
and Roman forebears. In the case of aesthetics and art theory, the principal
concepts and theories were inherited from Pythagoras, Plato, the Neoplatonists
(Plotinus and the Pseudo-Dionysius), Augustine and Vitruvius. But all of the
ideas from these sources, if not already Christian in origin, came to be heavily
coloured by Christianity.

Another influence, often overlooked, was the physical survival of classical
buildings and artifacts, particularly in Italy and other Mediterranean territories,
and the survival of at least some of the skills required to produce them. These
were periodically renewed through contacts with Byzantium, and, later, the
equally brilliant civilization of Islam. A final, very different, influence came from
the artistic motifs imported into the classical world by waves of barbarian
invaders from the fifth century onwards.

The Pythagoreans had been the first to suggest that the whole of nature,
including works of art, had a mathematical structure. This belief came to have
a special significance in the medieval period, for it was consistent with the Chris-
tian view that God, creator of the universe, was supremely rational and the
source of reason. It was also consistent with the Judaic roots of Christianity, for
it could be read in the Book of Wisdom (11:21) that God had ‘ordered all things
in measure, and number, and weight’. God was thus the first and best artist,
creator of the richness and beauty of the earth and skies. Human artists were
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engaged in work analogous to God’s, and used their reason in their work just as
God used His.

However, human artists were not the equal of God the supreme artist. Human
works of art were products of an inferior or limited human reason, and thus
lower in the ontological order than natural objects. This view coincided with
what the medievals also read in Plato, whose thinking, mediated through St
Augustine and through Neoplatonism, played a major role in medieval thought.

Neoplatonism itself, especially that of the Pseudo-Dionysius, was the biggest
single influence on medieval philosophy and theology, up to and even during the
Aristotelian revival of the thirteenth century. (Thomas Aquinas, for instance,
was as much a Platonist as an Aristotelian.) Plotinus considered art to be a way
of reproducing or capturing the beauty and truth of the invisible world in visible
form. A work of art was a translation into the material order of the artist’s knowl-
edge and understanding, which themselves flowed from the World—Soul and
ultimately from the One that is beyond being. Change Plotinus’s ‘One’ to ‘God’,
and we have the Christian Neoplatonism of the fifth-century Pseudo-Dionysius.
Again and again throughout the Middle Ages, whatever doubts may have been
harboured about art by ascetics and rigorists, its defence lay in the belief that
art’s beauty and nature’s beauty were continuous, and the beauty of both was a
revelation, to the senses and the intellect alike, of the divine order.

This theory about the nature of art was reinforced by developments in the
visual arts themselves. Already in pre-Byzantine art there had arisen a visual
poetics which conceived of pictures as presentations of an ideal, unchanging
world of the spirit underlying appearances. As this movement gained strength,
perspective and realistic colouring were progressively abandoned in favour of
rigid, immobile figures and brilliant colours. The development was well suited
to the requirements of Christian iconography, and its characteristic expression
was in mosaic. By the sixth century the role of the visual arts was no longer the
representation of physical beauty, but that of finding pictorial or sculptural
analogues for the life of the spirit.

The Carolingian Renaissance

The Carolingian Renaissance was already well under way before Charlemagne’s
coronation in AD 800. Charlemagne, ruler of a huge barbarian empire, wanted to
restore classical civilization in the West, and to this end gathered around him the
foremost Latin (i.e. Western) scholars of the time. One of the written works of
the period, of uncertain authorship but known as the Libri Carolini, undertook
a detailed discussion of the nature and function of visual art. The immediate
impetus for this was the Iconoclastic movement in the Fast.

Iconoclasm, a movement dedicated to the destruction of religious images,
arose from a complex mixture of social, cultural, political and religious tensions
peculiar to the Byzantine Empire, and was to have a lasting effect on the sub-
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sequent history of the visual arts in Judaism and Islam. Christian Iconoclasts
had two fundamental beliefs: first, that the widespread practice of venerating
religious images was idolatrous (the mental habits of paganism were still preva-
lent at the time, and the charge of idolatry was sometimes justified); and second,
that the very attempt to represent God or any aspect of the divine as a visual
image was blasphemous, for it was an insult to God to think that one could
represent His nature in material form. Iconoclasm was very powerful both in
Constantinople and in the Empire throughout the eighth and ninth centuries,
despite the opposition of iconophiles such as John Damascene, and one of its
consequences was the almost total destruction of Byzantine religious art up to
that time.

Iconoclasm did not have any practical influence in the West; that is, people
did not go around breaking religious images. Its intellectual shockwaves were felt
none the less, and successive popes were consistent in condemning the move-
ment, on the general ground that images were effective in raising the minds of
the faithful to prayerful contemplation of the realities that the images signified.
The Second Council of Nicaea, in AD 787, also denounced it. Charlemagne
himself was not in the business of placating popes or deferring to Councils, and
he supported Iconoclasm to the extent of condemning the practice of venerat-
ing images. But the authors of the Libri Carolini, whose remit was to criticize
and rebut the Council of Nicaea — a task which they carried out with great ten-
acity — also formulated what amounted to a trenchant apologia for religious art.

Their conclusions were, firstly, that the world of the senses, including visual
representations, was intrinsically valuable. It was perhaps inferior to the invis-
ible world of the spirit, but it was a gift from God none the less and should not
be rejected or destroyed. Secondly, art had a degree of what we would now call
autonomy. That is, a representation could be good or bad as a representation,
even if what it represented was immoral or false. Thirdly, art should all the same
portray what is true. For a work of art might be good art in its form, but bad art
in its content: good because of its representational excellence, bad because of the
object represented.

It would quite miss the point to say that the authors were here confusing
aesthetic and moral values. The medievals, heavily influenced by Augustinian
Platonism, considered that all forms of excellence ultimately united in a
transcendental perfection of being. This belief in the unity of all values was a
chisel that shaped their artistic and aesthetic judgements. Artistic ugliness was
all of a piece, irrespective of whether its proximate source was ineptitude or
falsehood.

The Carolingians also debated the social and psychological functions of art,
and concluded that they were three in number. It had, firstly, an educational role,
for visual representations of incidents in the Bible, and of the lives of the Saints,
were a method of instruction for an illiterate populace. Secondly, they were con-
stant reminders of the life of the spirit and the ultimate purpose and destiny of
humankind. Thirdly, they adorned the House of God by their beauty.
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These three functions constituted the standard justification of the visual arts
throughout the Middle Ages. It should be noted that they all take for granted
a close connection between art and religion, in subject matter, location and
purpose. A more instrumentalist way of putting this would be to say that art was
valued primarily for its usefulness to religion. But again, it must be remembered
that the assimilation of use to beauty and truth was consistent with the medieval
ontology of values. In any case, the essential nature of art was, as the Neopla-
tonists had said, that it produced in sensuous form a reflection of the divine
beauty. It was only natural that art should be used to ornament the worship of
a divinity whose beauty shone within it.

The Influence of Vitruvius

Vitruvius (first century BC) wrote a very famous book on architecture, which was
a major influence on medieval art theory, both in Carolingian times and there-
after. (Over fifty medieval manuscripts of his De Architectura have survived.) The
medievals found Vitruvius congenial for several reasons. First, he considered
architecture to be a universal art, the one which gathered all the other arts, and
indeed all human learning, under its wing. For the medievals, this was one way
of validating their practice of bringing all their arts into the House of God: paint-
ing, sculpture, stonework, woodwork, ironwork, stained glass, music, eloquence
and the poetry of scripture, the richness of vestments and sacred vessels — even,
in later centuries, the theatre. Churches were the main public buildings in
medieval Europe, and the arts gathered together under their roofs were designed,
not just to give God glory, but to do so in a way that expressed the beliefs and
affected the sensibilities of entire communities, and indeed of Christendom as a
whole.

Vitruvius also wrote about the mathematical basis of architectural symmetry
and the importance of geometry for building in general. This once again con-
firmed the medieval belief that there was a rational, mathematical order in the
visible universe. The same mathematical order, Vitruvius claimed, was to be
found in the human body, which could thus be taken as a model for architecture.
The head was one-eighth the height of the body, the foot one-sixth, the forearm
one-fourth. “The other limbs also have their own proportionate measurements.
And by using these, ancient painters and famous sculptors have attained great
and unbounded distinction’ (Vitruvius, III, 1). So too in architecture, the
mathematical relations among the parts were essential to their design.

These views resonated with one of the Neoplatonic elements in medieval
cosmology, the belief that everything in the created world was structurally anal-
ogous with everything else. Microcosm and macrocosm, part and whole, earth
and sky, animate and inanimate, were bonded in a universal analogy of all things.
Thus, the construction of a political order analogous to the human body, as in
John of Salisbury’s Policraticus, or of a cathedral analogous in its internal
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symmetries to the human body, or of pictures and sculptures that observed
the correct mathematical proportions, were simply ways of ensuring that what
human beings manufactured was in conformity with the universal, and divinely
ordained, order of nature. Art should always fit in with nature. As Aquinas put
it, expressing here a standard medieval view, Ars imitatur naturam in sua opera-
tione | Art imitates the activity of nature] (Summa Theologiae, 1, 117, 1c).

The theory of art and the aesthetic that emerged in the ninth century
remained unchanged, in its essential outlines, for the remainder of the medieval
period. But from time to time various thinkers, and various schools of thought,
explored various aspects of it in greater detail. In the end this generated a large
corpus of writing on art and beauty, much of it retrieved from obscurity and dis-
cussed in Edgar de Bruyne’s monumental Etudes d’esthétique médiévale (1946).

The Cluniac Reform

The Carolingian Renaissance did not survive beyond the ninth century. Even
before the century ended, widespread political and economic instability led to a
dispersal of the Carolingian intellectuals, and to a serious loss of momentum in
cultural life. Yet it was in the year 910 that a new monastery was founded at
Cluny, in Burgundy, under the Benedictine rule, which was to have far-reaching
effects upon the preservation of learning and upon the arts. Under a series of
remarkable Abbots its ideals, in particular its commitment to a life of prayer,
work and learning, spread across western Europe, even as far as Poland and Scot-
land, in a loose confederation of monastic houses — over a thousand at its peak
— constituting a so-called Ordo cluniacensis. Its influence spread also to other
monastic orders, and to religious life in general.

The Cluniac movement eventually led to the building of new churches on a
large scale, all in the Romanesque style. The monks at Cluny also revived the
practice of adorning churches with sculptures; these were characterized at first
by the static, context-free style of representation used in illuminated manu-
scripts, but they soon came to achieve a high degree of three-dimensional
realism. They also incorporated into their sculpture something of the mysticism
of numbers. Thus, one might find a sculptural arrangement based upon the
number four: four evangelists, four cardinal virtues, four rivers of paradise, four
seasons. The medievals were fond of adopting constraints of this kind — also
geometrical constraints, such as fitting a fresco or bas-relief into a square,
triangular or semi-circular space — and greatly prized the virtuosity required to
work within them.

It was at this time also that medieval artists began to develop in earnest an
extensive repertoire of visual symbols. Animals, flowers, insects, birds and plants
signified particular persons and incidents, virtues and vices, parables and tales
from Scripture. The dove stood for Noah, for peace, for the Holy Ghost, for the
Purification. The lamb stood for Christ, and for St Agnes. The thistle stood for
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earthly sorrow, the vine for the Church of God. St Peter was represented holding
keys or a fish, St Paul with a sword or a scroll of his Epistles. It was a very exten-
sive iconology indeed, which gave symbolic values to every kind of creature, to
earth and sky (clouds symbolized the unseen God), to artifacts, colours, letters,
numbers, modes of dress, shapes and just about anything that could be repre-
sented visually.

The emergence of this visual symbolism can be explained by two factors. One
was the medieval belief, already referred to, in a universal analogy of all things.
In such a perspective, there is nothing strange in finding a resemblance between
a plant and a virtue, a bird and a Saint, a colour and an emotion. The signifiers,
to put it in contemporary language, were motivated, not arbitrary. It was felt to
be a ‘natural’ language, not a conglomeration of ciphers decodable only by those
who had learned their meanings. The other factor was the need, taken for granted
in medieval times, to make visual art accessible and intelligible to everyone.
It was intended to instruct and educate, and the visual symbols informed the
populace, far more than a title would have done, what was going on in the picture
and what moral law or dogma was represented or could be learned from it.

It was, at any rate, a visual semantic deeply rooted in the cultural beliefs and
imperatives of the medieval period, and it was tenacious enough to survive far
beyond it, right through the Christian art of the Renaissance. If we try to ex-
perience this art without knowing the visual iconology that it incorporates, we
miss one of its essential features, and fail to make imaginative contact with the
sensibilities of the people for whom it was intended.

The Twelfth-Century Renaissance

Medievalists sometimes talk of a ‘twelfth-century Renaissance’, and it was, in
fact, an immensely creative time in western Europe. It witnessed a flourishing of
the Schools that were shortly to develop into Universities, a speeding up in the
recovery and translation of ancient texts, the beginnings of a division between
philosophy and theology, and a powerful impetus towards the systematization of
all knowledge. In architecture, and the associated arts, it saw the replacement of
Romanesque by Gothic. So far as art theory and aesthetics are concerned, it is
customary to mention three important twelfth-century Schools: the Victorines,
the School of Chartres and the Cistercians.

The Augustinian Abbey of St Victor, situated just outside Paris, was home to
Hugh of St Victor and Richard of St Victor. Both of them were in the Neopla-
tonic tradition that envisaged a smooth and continuous movement in human
experience from matter to spirit to the ineffable Godhead, with beauty running
like a golden thread through it all. Richard of St Victor examined in detail the
ascent of the soul from an admiratio rerum to an ultimate state of mystical exul-
tation. Hugh of St Victor concentrated more on the analysis of material beauty.
Beauty in nature, and beauty in the arts — whose purpose it was to complete
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and perfect nature — was a figure or symbol of divine beauty. It was of many dif-
ferent kinds, involving all of the senses, not just sight and hearing. But all had
the function of drawing the mind towards its creator, for they were ‘like a
book written by the finger of God’ (Didascalicon, VII, 3). This Victorine belief,
that art could be an instrument for achieving mystical experience, is unique in
western Europe, although some might say that there are distant echoes of it in
Wordsworth, and perhaps in the Romantic movement in general.

One of the most significant of the twelfth-century Schools, second only to
Paris, was the School of Chartres. It was the first of the medieval Schools to
introduce Aristotle’s hylomorphic theory — the theory that bodies are constituted
of prime matter and substantial form — although it was a hylomorphism inter-
preted in the light of Plato. Plato’s Timacus was in fact the text that mainly
defined the intellectual tradition in Chartres, and it is therefore not surprising
that its aesthetics was “T'imaeic’ in character as well. It rested, that is, upon the
axiom, ultimately Pythagorean in origin, that the world was created in accord-
ance with mathematical laws, from which it derived order, harmony and beauty.
The metaphor of God as an architect or artist presupposed that human works
of art obeyed the same principles, that they were the products of knowledge,
including mathematical knowledge, as well as of manual skill. This conception
of art, as an activity both cognitive and manual, was inherent in the theocentric
outlook of the medievals, and was constantly repeated throughout the Scholas-
tic period.

One of the earliest of the great Gothic structures was the Cathedral at
Chartres. It was the Cistercians, however, who were principally responsible
for the spread of Gothic across Europe. At first sight they seem unlikely as
architectural innovators, for it was part of the Cistercian outlook, due largely to
the charismatic, and at times curmudgeonly, Bernard of Clairvaux, that osten-
tation, luxury and unnecessary adornment were to be avoided in the conduct
of the monastic life. Bernard was particularly exercised by the ornateness of
Cluniac churches, and wrote a celebrated diatribe against it in his Apologia ad
Guillelmum.

Cistercian churches should, in view of this, have been plain and austere
structures, and in one sense they were, as they did not contain any painting or
representational sculpture. However, stained glass was allowed, and Cistercian
architects excelled at this typically medieval art form. In addition, deprived as
they were of the indulgence of intricate carvings and ornamentation, they con-
centrated instead upon an austere purity of line and proportion. Perfect pro-
portion came to be a mark and a legacy of the Cistercian style of Gothic, and so
an excellent example for architects everywhere.

The Cistercian aesthetic, based upon an unadorned purity of line, figure
and volume, with a limited use of texture and colour, stood at one pole of the
medieval aesthetic sensibility. The other pole was spectacularly represented by
another twelfth-century figure, Suger, Abbot of St-Denis, who has been made
known to a wider than usual audience by Erwin Panofsky. Suger’s own account
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of the reconstruction of the church at St-Denis has survived (Suger, 1946), and
it incorporates virtually all aspects of the medieval aesthetic sensibility. Suger
subscribed, naturally enough, to the metaphysics of Neoplatonism, particularly
the metaphor of light characteristic of the Pseudo-Dionysius. This exactly
matched the artistic instincts that he possessed anyway, and his account of his
new basilica is filled with references to how the rich and glowing materials shone
with the light of a higher world.

Scholasticism

The Scholastic period — roughly the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries — was
characterized by the desire, already emerging in the twelfth century, to construct
a complete and systematic account of God, man and nature. As the century
progressed, another important factor entered into play, for several of Aristotle’s
works, translated by William of Moerbeke and others, and hitherto unknown or
ignored, joined the canon of philosophy. This led to attempts to assimilate
Platonist with Aristotelian thought, a goal that was achieved most fully by
Thomas Aquinas.

Unfortunately, the Scholastic philosophy of art differs very little from what
had gone before. It is unfortunate because we cannot help wondering how dif-
ferent it might have been if the Scholastics had read and assimilated Aristotle’s
Poetics. No one really knows why they did not. An abridged version of the Poetics
was available for most of the thirteenth century, and William of Moerbeke pro-
duced a complete translation in 1278. Yet it seems to have been ignored by the
Scholastic thinkers, unknown to people like Dante and Boccaccio, and ignored
or unknown even throughout the guattrocento.

However, some of the Scholastic philosophers wrote a great deal about beauty,
and some of this is of relevance to the theory of art as well. The greatest of the
Scholastics, Bonaventure and Aquinas, spoke of the beauty of visual images in
terms of their sensuous and mimetic properties. Bonaventure wrote, ‘An image
is called beautiful when it is well drawn. It is also called beautiful when it
represents its object well’ (Comm. in [ Sententiae, 31(pars 2), 1, 3 ad2). Aquinas
wrote, ‘An image is called beautiful if it perfectly represents something, even
something ugly’ (Summa Theologiae, 1, 39, 8c).

Two things are notable here. Firstly, artistic beauty is not explained as a ma-
terial reflection of a divine or invisible beauty, but instead as a property of ma-
terial objects produced by human skill. Secondly, both of them seem to subscribe
to something like artistic realism. This is not an art that attempts to capture the
spiritual in the material, but an art that captures the essence of one material
object (the object represented) in another material object, the picture or sculp-
ture. The art of the thirteenth century had come a long way from the art of
Byzantium. Perhaps without fully realizing it, Bonaventure and Aquinas were
describing the visual art of their own time, not only as it actually was — that is,
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an art striving for realism — but also, and even more significantly, as it appeared
to them in their own sense experience — that is, an art enjoyed for its innate prop-
erties of truth and beauty, not its reference to a transcendent realm of the ideal
and the divine. At this point in the medieval period it was not just art that was
changing, but people’s sensibilities as well.

Artists and Chroniclers

If we want to study the theory of art in the late medieval period, we should not
overlook the artists themselves, nor descriptions of their work by their contem-
poraries. The medievals were always given to producing handbooks on the visual
arts, with detailed instructions on how to grind pigments and mix paints, how
to prepare a wall for a fresco and the like. We also possess descriptions of artists’
works by various chroniclers. The vast majority of the handbooks contain no art
theory whatsoever, and the descriptions for the most part give purely factual
details about materials, size and cost. But occasionally some incidental remarks
throw light upon the artistic culture of the time. As early as the eleventh century
we find Leo of Ostia marvelling because ‘one would believe that the figures in
the mosaics were alive’ (Holt, 1981, p. 13) — and this almost two centuries before
the artistic realism implicit in Bonaventure and Aquinas. In the thirteenth
century a remarkable sketch book and manual by Villard de Honnecourt states
that he had drawn a lion from life (Holt, 1981, p. 91). A document listing the
Articles of Masonry, probably dating from the thirteenth century, states that ‘no
man can bring to an end so well the work begun by another’ (Holt, 1981, p. 103)
—an early adumbration of the concept of individual genius, and so a clear depar-
ture from the belief, never far from the medieval mind, that art was a matter of
following the right rules.

These propositions and practices — drawing from life, mimetic realism, the
individual genius of the artist — did not, therefore, suddenly spring into being
with the Renaissance, but were established long before the end of the middle
ages. Villard’s sketches also illustrate his conviction that drawings of people and
creatures should conform to geometrical patterns. This was entirely in keeping
with the medieval view that both objects and representations of objects were
constructed in accordance with mathematical rules. Panofsky has pointed out,
however, that the lines inscribed by Villard on top of his drawings of faces and
bodies, ostensibly to demonstrate their mathematical structure, are not derived
from any specific mathematical principles. When looked at critically they turn
out to be as impressionistic as the drawings themselves (Panofsky, 1970a, pp.
112-16).

Cennino Cennini (¢.1370-1440) is usually regarded as a key transitional figure
straddling the medieval and Renaissance periods. His I/ libro dell’arte 1s another
practical manual in the medieval style. But here and there we find remarks which
were as much at home in the fourteenth century as in the Renaissance: for
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instance that painters learn their craft by drawing from nature; that painting is
the equal of theoretical knowledge; and that the painter is free to use his ima-
gination as he will (Cennini, I, 1).

The artistic spirit of the late Middle Ages is perhaps most evident in a descrip-
tion of how Duccio’s great altarpiece was carried from his studio to the cathe-
dral in Siena. It was, according to one eyewitness, a great civic event. All the
shops were shut, and a procession of priests, friars and townspeople accompa-
nied the altarpiece, with candles in their hands, ‘all the bells ringing joyously, out
of reverence for so noble a picture as is this’ (Holt, 1981, p. 135). In view of this,
it is not surprising to find Cennini writing that painting should be enthroned
next to theory, that it is the equal of poetry and that it discovers things not seen.
With Cennini the medieval period, so far as the visual arts were concerned, came
to an end and the Renaissance began. More accurately, in Cennini we find that
the two periods flow seamlessly together.
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Chapter 3

Neoplatonist Aesthetics

Suzanne Stern-Gillet

The Neoplatonist School flourished in late antiquity during the third and fourth
century AD and lasted until the alleged closure of the School at Athens by
Justinian in AD 529. Although its members described themselves as Platonists,
posterity recognized their doctrinal originality by coining the term ‘Neoplaton-
ists’ to classify them. Beside Plotinus (204/5-70), a major figure in the history
of philosophy, the School claims such notable thinkers as Numenius, Porphyry,
Iamblichus and Proclus. Its influence on both the Christian and Moslem worlds
was wide-ranging, profound and prolonged. Although channelled at first through
eclectic Aristotelian commentators, the philosophy of Plotinus, like other forms
of Platonism, was ‘rediscovered’ during the Renaissance. Mainly through
Marsilio Ficino’s (1433—-99) translations of Plotinus and Pico della Mirandola’s
(1463-94) theoretical writings, Neoplatonism then re-entered Western con-
sciousness and gave a new impetus to the sciences and the arts. As for Plotinus’s
substantive theory of beauty, it had so pervasive an influence on the development
of modern aesthetics and art theory that those who are most indebted to it often
fail to recognize the extent of their debt. For this reason, and because the richly
systematic nature of Plotinus’s thought makes it virtually impossible to examine
any of its parts in isolation from its context, it is appropriate here to start with
a brief survey of his philosophy.

In so far as ancient Greek thought was driven by the search for a singular prin-
ciple capable of explaining the ever-changing diversity of the world of sense, it
viewed unity as a necessary condition of intelligibility and, in some cases, of
reality. In this, it found its last, and purest, expression in Plotinus’s system. That
this should be so is somewhat paradoxical since Plotinus, who may have been
Egyptian, studied in Egypt, took more than a passing interest in Eastern mysti-
cism, and spent his teaching life in Rome. A mysterious and reticent figure, Plot-
inus is presented as a sage by Porphyry, his pupil, biographer and the editor of
his writings. Rather than editing the works of Plotinus in the chronological order
of composition, Porphyry grouped them in six thematic groups of nine tractates
(or enneads).
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In Plotinus’s monistic system the order of intelligibility follows the order of
being. While the procession of realities from the One to the world of sense
describes a metaphysical process, the movement of conversion, which can lead
the individual soul to the immediate apprehension of the higher principles, pre-
sents a model of intellectual and spiritual development.

Plotinus’s account of reality, physical and metaphysical, proceeds by means of
a hierarchy of three principles, viz., in descending order from unity to diversity,
the One, the Intellect and the Soul. Each principle constitutes the timeless and
immaterial ontological parent and the model for, as well as the destination of, the
reality (or hypostasis) that is emanated from it. Thus, by an eternal, continuous
and necessary process which leaves the parent principle unaltered, the One
emanates Intellect which emanates Soul which, in turn, produces and in-forms
matter. Effectively erecting the criterion of intelligibility into his ultimate meta-
physical principle, Plotinus ranks unity above being and identifies the One with
the source of being and the font of all value. The One, he held, is beyond form,
determinacy and thought since the ascription to it of any substantive quality or
property would introduce limitation and plurality into a principle that is all-
embracing and unitary. In its perfection, the One overflows eternally and sends
out a product which differs from it, yet remains as close to it as a ray of light to
its source or an image (ezkdn) to its original. As these metaphors indicate, the
product is inferior to its source — perfect unity eludes it. Yet it yearns for the
perfection of its cause and turns to it in contemplation. In this movement of con-
version, the product becomes aware of itself as a separate and hence determi-
nate and limited reality which Plotinus calls Intellect and presents as the realm
of the Forms and the intelligible model of the world of sense. Plotinian Forms,
which share some important features with Plato’s Ideas, are not the products of
so many separate acts of creation on Intellect’s part, but must be viewed rather
as its manifestations, themselves thoughts or intelligences, organically linked to
one another and to their source, and each reflecting the whole as well as appre-
hending it in timeless contemplation. Forms and Intellect constitute a differen-
tiated unity which has substantive properties such as being, life and beauty. In
this first stage of emanation, otherness, plurality and diversity are introduced
into the metaphysical universe.

In the second stage of emanation, structurally similar to the first, Intellect
gives rise to Soul, the third and last principle in the Plotinian intelligible uni-
verse. An ‘expressed thought’ or ‘image’ of the Intelligible Principle, Soul, too,
turns towards its source. In this process, it contemplates the Intelligibles and
gains awareness of itself while generating the great multiplicity of the world
of sense. More diverse than its source, this hypostasis enfolds within itself dif-
ferent manifestations, or kinds, of soul, to which correspond the stages of its
descent into body. While the World—Soul, as a discarnate entity, remains in the
Intelligible realm, the souls of heavenly bodies, the soul called nature because it
gives and sustains life, as well as the individual souls of sentient beings, are stages
in the descent of Soul into body and its corresponding estrangement from its
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ontological source. At each level Soul projects onto lower instantiations of itself,
images and reflections of the Forms that it succeeds in apprehending. Such simu-
lacra inevitably get more insubstantial as Soul gets more engrossed in body. At
the ultimate point of its fall, Soul produces matter, indefinite and lifeless, which
Plotinus equates with nonbeing, evil and ugliness. As he conceives it, the world
of sense is eternally caused to exist by the interaction of the being of Soul and
the nonbeing of matter.

Plotinus’s aesthetic terminology is ample and varied, and the concept of
beauty is central to his philosophy. The two tractates that he devoted to it, 1.e.
1.6 (On Beauty) and V.8. (On Intelligible Beauty), first and thirty-first respec-
tively in the chronological order of writing, evidence the continuity of his reflec-
tions on the matter. Since the Renaissance, these tractates, the most widely read
of the corpus, have exerted a significant influence on both the Fine Arts and art
theory.

Plotinus’s concept of beauty is conveniently approached through the distinc-
tion between matter and body. Unlike its Platonic counterpart, Plotinian matter
cannot function as nurse and receptacle for the demiurgic action of Soul since
it is absolute nonbeing and, as such, impassible. Only transitory, unstable reflec-
tions of Soul and its intentional objects in Intellect can come to rest on matter
once it has been configured by Soul. As theorized by Plotinus in opposition to
the Gnostics, corporeality is not to be despised as unworthy and ugly since the
agency of Soul causes it to bear the imprint of the Intelligible Principle. Indeed,
it is by participating in Form that the things of this world acquire whatever
shadowy beauty they are capable of receiving: ‘the Form, then, approaches and
composes that which is to come into being from many parts into a single ordered
whole . . . for since it is one itself, that which is shaped by it must also be one as
far as a thing can be which is composed of many parts’ (1.6.2). Plotinus’s theor-
ization of sensible beauty as a move away from the indefiniteness of matter
towards the relative unity and simplicity of Soul led him to assimilate beauty to
unity, and hence to reality, since his ontology is based on the principle of unity
(V.8.9). To the phantasm of beauty which adorns the sense world Plotinus con-
trasts the real beauty of Soul in all its manifestations and the even purer and
more real beauty of Intellect and the Forms: ‘First the soul will come in its ascent
to intellect and there will know the Forms, all beautiful, and will affirm that these,
the Ideas, are beauty; for all things are beautiful by these, by the products of
Intellect and essence’ (1.6.9). Rather than having beauty, Intellect is beauty and
its beauty can only be apprehended in a single, all-embracing act of intellectual
vision in which beholder and beheld become identical. Totally devoid of sensible
matter and therefore free from the limitations imposed by space, mass and size,
the Forms in Intellect .. . are all together and each one again in a position
without separation, possessing no perceptible shape — for if they did, one would
be in one place and one in another, and each would no longer be all in himself’
(V.8.9). The beauty of Intellect, in turn, comes from the One, and Plotinus, who
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often refers to the One as the Good, occasionally calls it also supreme beauty (in,
for example, VI.7.32 and 33).

Such a metaphysical concept of beauty carries consequences for aesthetics,
and Plotinus explicitly drew some of them. Against the Stoic view that beauty
consists in good proportions and harmony, he claimed (I.6.1) that the single and
the simple, too, could have beauty. From his view that discarnate Forms are more
beautiful than their reflections in the world of sense, he inferred that the Form
in the artist’s mind is aesthetically superior to the empirical artwork: being
‘divided by the external mass of matter’ (1.6.3), the latter cannot achieve the
purity and unity of the former. In locating the work of art proper in the mind
of the artist, who apprehends intelligibles directly (V.8.1), Plotinus prefigured
the theories of idealist aestheticians such as B. Croce and R. G. Collingwood,
although there is no concrete evidence of Plotinus’s direct influence upon either
philosopher. Lastly, the ontological gap that he posited between art and world
led Plotinus to dissociate himself from Plato’s criticism of some art forms as imi-
tations twice removed from reality. Far from being constrained by the world of
sense, mimetic artists can, in Plotinus’s estimation, make their creation reflect
Form more faithfully than their model: ‘the arts do not simply imitate what they
see, but they run back to the forming principles from which nature derives; . . .
they do a great deal by themselves, and, since they possess beauty, they make up
what is defective in things’ (V.8.1). Thus, he held, the sculptor’s vision need not
be restricted by the imperfections of the sensible world; borrowing an example
from Cicero (Orator, I1.8-I11.9), he asserted that Phidias ‘did not make his Zeus
from any model perceived by the senses, but understood what Zeus would look
like if he wanted to make himself visible’ (V.8.1). As a result, and contrary to
what Plato appears to have thought while writing book X of the Republic, the
arts, in Plotinus’s estimation, need not distract the prisoners in the cave and, in
so doing, keep them bound; on the contrary, artworks inspired by the Intelligibles
present in the artist’s mind can direct the soul upwards and, like the Egyptian
hieroglyphics which Plotinus misunderstood but admired, enable the beholder
directly to apprehend the realities imaged in the work (V.8.6).

Yet, for all his defence of, and influence upon, the arts, Plotinus did not have
an aesthetics in the modern sense of the term. To start with, he so extended the
concept of beauty as to render it practically unfit for the judgement of taste as
such. Indeed, in his cosmology, the province of beauty, which extends over both
evaluative and descriptive matters, includes the outcome of the formative action
of Nature qua manifestation of Soul as well as all art forms, the products of craft
and technique (such as weaving and carpentry) as well as moral entities (such as
virtues and ways of life). Within this vast class, Plotinus did not circumscribe a
subclass for aesthetic excellence or artistic merit. What, then, did he conceive
the aesthetic criterion to be? If the cosmos is the product of Soul which shapes
matter, and if sensible beauty cannot but be a reflection of the higher world,
does it follow that, according to Plotinus, the condition of being in-formed
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constitutes a sufficient as well as a necessary condition of beauty? This conclu-
sion seems inevitable. Yet, if this criterion could conceivably enable us to assess
the excellence of artworks, could it similarly help us in the case of, for example,
landscapes or human faces? Plotinus never discussed natural beauty, save for
defending it against the Gnostics (I1.9), but he did ponder over human beauty,
and his remarks on the matter show the depth of his axiological objectivism. Dis-
tinguishing outward beauty, which may be in the eye of the beholder, from true
beauty, which comes from the soul within and is inseparable from the moral life,
Plotinus repeatedly urges his reader to hurry away from the ‘surface bloom’ of
bodies to the realities which they image.

Plotinus lived what he preached. Being, in the words of Porphyry, ‘ashamed
to be in the body’, he steadfastly refused to sit for his portrait. Although he rec-
ognized that a painting can be more beautiful than what it represents, he main-
tained that it is usually the other way round: ‘Are not the more lifelike statues
the more beautiful ones, even if the others are better proportioned? And is not
an uglier man more beautiful than the beautiful man in a statue?’, he asked
rhetorically, before answering, ‘Yes, because the living is more desirable; and this
is because it has soul; and this is because it has more the form of the good; and
this means that it is somehow coloured by the light of the Good, and being so
coloured wakes and rises up and lifts up that which belongs to it, and as far as
it can makes it good and wakes it’ (V1.7.22). Sharing in the being of Intellect in
so far as they are ensouled, living human bodies derive their transient aesthetic
value from the eternal realities from which they proceed. In Plotinus’s system,
aesthetic values are not autonomous.

The nature and extent of Plotinus’s influence on the visual arts, either directly
or through the medium of art theory, has long been a matter for study and specu-
lation. Because it is mostly undocumented, it cannot be assessed with any amount
of precision, and art historians would be well advised to proceed with caution.
Yet new developments in art, at least in two periods in history, coincided with
the spread, or resurgence, of Neoplatonism. In those cases, rather than leave
matters unexplained, it is warranted cautiously to proceed on the assumption
that practice was influenced by theory. The first high point of Neoplatonist influ-
ence on the arts was the development, in the fourth century AD, of a specifically
Byzantine aesthetics, as expressed mainly in paintings and mosaics, which dom-
inated northern Italy and the eastern Mediterranean until the fall of Byzantium
in 1453. Characteristic of this tradition is the device known as inverted per-
spective, in which the most important figure — divinity, saint or king — is depicted
as taller than those on either side of him and is placed in the centre of the picture
with, more often than not, a golden, unmodulated and shadowless background.
These hieratic figures are flattened and slightly elongated, they are depicted full-
frontally, and their uniformally directed gaze points in the far distance. As aptly
summed up by Wind, Byzantine art ‘dematerializes’ its personages. Most of its
characteristic features match identifiable tenets of the philosophy of the Enneads,
i.e. the primacy and transcendence of the One, the procession of the hypostases,
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the spacelessness of Intellect, the abjection of matter, and gold as a paradigm
of indivisible beauty. To the extent that the paintings of El Greco share some
features with the Byzantine style, it has been claimed that he, too, underwent
Plotinus’s influence. Yet, the evidence for this claim, both in terms of doctrinal
contact and aesthetic closeness, is practically nonexistent; El Greco, a cultured
man who read Aristotle, did not even possess the works of Plato, let alone those
of Plotinus.

In so far as early Christian art, from the fall of Rome to the High Middle Ages,
shares features with Byzantine art, it, too, can be claimed to have Neoplatonist
roots, which André Grabar has famously traced to Plotinus’s theory of percep-
tion. In Plotinus’s answer to the problem as to how distant objects appear small
— since the forms of individual parts do not reach us, he held, we lack the unit
of reference which would allow us correctly to size up the whole (I1.8.1) — Grabar
identifies the origin of early Christian artists’ detailed depictions of personages
on an even plane, and in uniformly flat, unmodulated tones. In Plotinus’s con-
tention that sense perception occurs in the object rather than in the soul (IV.6.1),
Grabar sees the theoretical counterpart of radial perspective, characteristic of
this style, which drives the beholder to the centre of the image and incorporates
him within it. As is the case in Plotinus’s intellectual, nondiscursive, vision, radial
perspective lessens the constraints of space, makes possible otherwise unrealis-
tic interpenetrations of figures, and allows beholder and object to be fused in
unity. Cognition then is as immediate as it is total. Such ideological concordance
between Plotinus and early Christian art is paradoxical in view of the philoso-
pher’s lack of sympathy with Christianity.

The Renaissance in Italy proved to be also a renaissance for Neoplatonist aes-
thetics as the large number of contemporary treatises on the history, theory and
practice of the plastic arts testifies. The impetus was famously given by Marsilio
Ficino who, under the patronage of Cosimo de’ Medici, founded the Academia
Platonica at Careggi near Florence in 1462 with the express aim of reviving the
Platonic tradition. This, he most signally achieved through his translation into
Latin of Plato’s dialogues and Plotinus’s Enneads as well as of a number of works
by Plotinus’s pagan and Christian pupils. Most significant and influential
amongst his exegetical works is his De Amore, an extensive and highly dynamic
commentary on Plato’s Symposium, in which great reliance is placed on the
allegorical mode of expression. Replete with allusions to, and quotations from,
Plotinus’s two tractates on beauty, this commentary reveals the extent of Ficino’s
allegiance to Neoplatonist philosophy in general and its concept of beauty in
particular. Although a self-professed Platonist, Ficino was also familiar with
Scholastic Aristotelianism as well as with various strands of ancient and orien-
tal mysticism, magic and astrology. The fact that, in addition, he was a priest
whose sincere and serious commitment to the Church cannot be doubted, makes
him one of the most syncretist thinkers in the history of Western philosophy.
Indeed, the specifically Neoplatonist elements in Ficino’s system are difficult to
disentangle from the generically Platonic structure in which they are embedded,
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a fact which may well account for the otherwise regrettable tendency of many
a historian of aesthetics to dub Neoplatonist any revival of Plato’s aesthetics,
whether Plotinian in inspiration or not.

Ficino Christianized the Neoplatonist hierarchy of ontological levels of per-
fection, reinterpreting Plotinus’s One as God and the Intelligible Principle as the
Angelic Mind, and he repeated the theorization of love as the attraction felt by
each of the lower levels for the beauty or perfection of its hypostatic source. In
so far as true beauty is transcendent, the immediate attraction of the sense world
is therefore best resisted, he held in the De Amore, and the true lover is he who,
discarding the ephemeral and the manifold, strives to behold perfect and endur-
ing beauty. Yet, earthly love is not entirely to be disparaged since the forming
action of Soul has endowed the phenomenal world with grace, and radiant images
of the higher world are to be found in it. Correspondingly, ugliness is account-
able in terms of matter’s resistance to the various formative principles, which,
ultimately, emanate from the divine source.

Although Ficino himself did not directly engage either with the arts or with
aesthetics, the concept of beauty which he derived from Neoplatonism provided
a metaphysical anchor for the arts of his time, and, in Italy and elsewhere, dom-
inated practice and theory long after the close of the cinquecento. The most
notable, if not the most immediate, effects of the rapid spread of his version of
Neoplatonism are briefly described below. A seminal study of this tradition in
its successive stages is to be found in Erwin Panofsky’s 1924 highly discursive
Idea. Other accounts, equally sophisticated but less influential, are listed in the
bibliography.

As filtered through Ficino’s syncretist system, Plotinian views on beauty and
nature discouraged painters and sculptors from naturalism, promoting instead
allegorization and idealization, in a trend that was to last well into the eighteenth
century. Thus a number of famous paintings by such younger contemporaries of
Ficino’s as Giorgione (the Concert Champétre and the Tempest) and Diirer (Melen-
colia), and later artists such as Arcimboldo (Capricci), lend themselves to alle-
gorical interpretations, in which Neoplatonist notions often figure prominently.
More significantly, Florentine Neoplatonism led many a Renaissance, Manner-
ist and even Neoclassical artist to view the function of art as the improvement,
rather than the copy, of nature. As they conceived it, their task was to attempt
and reproduce the creative activity of the divine artisan and to make their work
reflect the intelligible Forms or Ideas more clearly than could be effected in
bodily nature. The practical implications of this view are drawn in Raphael’s
(1483-1520) famous statement: ‘In order to paint a beauty I would have to see
several beauties, but since there is a scarcity of beautiful women, I use a certain
Idea that comes to my mind’. As evidenced in Bernini’s (1598-1680) portraits,
not even this least theory-driven of artistic genres was, at that time, immune to
the antinaturalism derived from the Neoplatonist otherworldly concept of
beauty. Correspondingly, all manner of ugliness tended to be ascribed to corpor-
eality or matter, conceived as absence, obstacle to form, and limit to artistic cre-
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ation. Poussin’s remarks on this point, recorded in the chapter devoted to his life
by Bellori in Le Vite de’ Pittori, Scultori e Architetti Moderni, testify to the lasting
influence of Plotinus’s entirely negative view of matter.

The view that artists can and should improve on nature by first turning
inwards and beholding intelligible Forms of Ideas supposes that the practice of
art and the theory of philosophy go hand in hand. And indeed, the dominance
of Neoplatonist aesthetic ideals in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had
also an impact on contemporary writings on art, which became less practical and
historical and more theoretical. Although Vasari’s (1511-74) famous Lives of the
Artists had been replete with Neoplatonist aesthetic predicates such as ‘ani-
mated’, ‘lifelike’ and ‘graceful’, it soon gave way to such avowedly theoretical,
philosophical even, works such as Lomazzo’s (1538-1600) Idea del Tempio della
Pittura, and Bellori’s (1615-96) L’Idea del Pittore, dello Scultore e dell’ Architetto.
The former became a manual for the Mannerist movement while the latter spelt
out the theory of Neoclassicism and paved the way for the reinterpretation of
the Neoplatonist concept of Idea as, in Winckelmann’s famous phrase, the beau
idéal. Philosophical aesthetics was in the making.
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Chapter 4

Renaissance Art Theories

Francois Quiviger

The period ranging from the late Middle Ages to the early seventeenth century
produced a distinct literature devoted to the history, criticism and interpretation
of the visual arts in both the sacred and secular spheres. By 1600 this literature
amounted to more than 60 titles. Its influence spread throughout Europe and
provided the main themes of seventeenth-century academic art education which
in turn shaped the perception and practice of art and art history into the present
century.

Renaissance art theory is initially an Italian phenomenon. It begins in 1438
with Leon Battista Alberti’s Della Pittura followed by Lorenzo Ghiberti’s Com-
mentari (c. 1447), Piero della Francesca’s treatises on perspective (De prospetiva
pingendi) and Leonardo’s unfinished Trattato della pittura which only appeared
posthumously in Paris in 1651. In the age of printing the genre of the art trea-
tise emerged in the closing years of the 1540s. At the time, rumours of the immi-
nent publication of Giorgio Vasari’s Le vite de’ pini eccellenti pittori, scultori e
architetti prompted several writers to publish their views on art, mostly in Flor-
ence and Venice. These include Paolo Pino (Dialogo di Pittura, Venice, 1548),
Anton Francesco Doni (Disegno, Venice, 1549), Michelangelo Biondo (Della
nobilissima Pittura, Venice, 1549) and Benedetto Varchi (Due Lezzioni, Florence,
1549). From this period onwards every decade left a steady stream of art
treatises mostly in Central and Northern Italy.

While Italian writers were publishing treatises in praise of the visual arts,
Northern Reformers were advocating their removal from churches, initiating
controversies which inspired iconoclastic waves from southern France to Scan-
dinavia. In response, the Catholics re-emphasized the Church’s doctrine on
images in Latin works of theology as well as in vernacular art literature. By the
late sixteenth century this situation produced an art theory that combined
humanist views with Byzantine and medieval doctrines on images.

Thus the fabric of Renaissance art theories consists of ideas on the function
and use of images geared towards the religious sphere intertwined with secular
views on the definition, history and criticism of the visual arts.
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Reformation and Counter-Reformation Art Theories

The basic doctrine of the Church on images provided the foundation of Renais-
sance art theories. Pope Gregory the Great (d. 604) stated its main points in
his letter to bishop Serenus of Marseilles (xi, 105). These ideas, which were fur-
ther developed during the Byzantine controversies on images of the seventh and
eighth centuries, prevailed until modern times with remarkably little change.
The Church stated that images are the books of the illiterate and must teach,
impress the memory and inspire piety. Images, in other words, must be didactic,
mnemonic and inspirational.

The religious doctrine of images did not change, but the emphasis of late
medieval piety on the humanity and suffering of Christ meant that images served
increasingly as meditational aids of an intensively empathic and imaginative form
of devotion. Furthermore, despite the insistence of Catholic theologians that
images should be worshipped for what they represent rather than in themselves,
in practice, late medieval religion increasingly blurred the line between appro-
priate worship and idolatry. Images were honoured with crowns of flowers and
revered with genuflection and kisses; many were believed to perform miracles
and sometimes became the focus of pilgrimages.

In the North, the Reformers endeavoured to rid Christianity of these prac-
tices which they perceived as idolatrous. Martin Luther (1483-1546), who
initiated the movement in Wittenberg in 1517, condemned idolatry as much as
iconoclasm. He considered images neither good nor bad in themselves but
observed that their use generated two problems: excessive expenditure for church
decoration, and improper worship. He believed that no merit could be earned by
worshipping and praying to images nor by destroying them; he also condemned
iconoclasm as a dangerous catalyst of public disorder. Nevertheless he tolerated
the presence of didactic images in churches for the sake of the weak.

Unlike Luther, the other Reformers considered the eradication of images
essential to the Reformation of Christianity. Andreas Karlstatd’s treatise on the
removal of images (Von Abtuhung der Bylder, Wittenberg, 1521) initiated the
first iconoclastic episode of the Reformation in Wittenberg. While Luther halted
Karlstatd’s revolution, the iconoclastic theology of Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531),
Heinrich Bullinger (1504-75) and above all Jean Calvin (1509—64) prompted the
removal and destruction of images throughout Switzerland, Germany, France,
the Netherlands, England and Scandinavia.

The Reformers fought images on textual grounds. They emphasized the Bib-
lical interdict (Exodus 20: 4-5) and stated that Saint Paul as well as the Farly
Church Fathers disapproved of their use in worship. They considered images a
later introduction implemented by the Church in breach of the biblical interdict,
of patristic disapproval and of early Christian practices.

In images themselves they condemned the increasing presence of classical
models in the depiction of sacred figures. In the lack of clarity and decency which
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they discerned in pictures they feared further potential for generating false
beliefs and thoughts. Above all they considered the visual arts an inadequate
means of translating and broadcasting a religion initially revealed by the word
of God rather than by images. Consequently they advocated the peaceful and
orderly removal of images that they insistently described as inanimate objects
stealing an honour due to God alone. Their writings and preaching nevertheless
inspired brutal assaults, which treated images as animate beings and submitted
them to rituals of public humiliation and torture. Iconoclasts gouged out the eyes
of sculptures and broke their hands. They sometimes re-enacted the Passion on
effigies of Christ, desecrated statues of the Virgin and the saints, carried them
in mock processions, and challenged them to perform miracles before quarter-
ing them like the bodies of criminals.

To counteract Reformist criticism, the Council of Trent (1564) — which marks
the beginning of the Counter-Reformation — insisted that images are didactic,
mnemonic and inspirational and should not be adored in themselves, thus merely
repeating the traditional view. The Council also called for the suppression of all
abuses and superstitious practices and entrusted the control of Church decora-
tion to local bishops. These decrees seem to have exercised far less influence in
Italy than in Spain where religious authorities kept a tighter control on images.
In Seville, for instance, at the time one of the largest European metropolises, the
Inquisition ensured that an inspector regularly visited the Churches and advised
on images.

While no such scheme existed in Counter-Reformation Italy, religious ideas
consistently appear in the vernacular art literature of the last third of the six-
teenth century, as confirmed by texts such as those of Giovan Andrea Gilio
(1564), Gabriele Paleotti (Discorso intorno alle immagini sacre e profane, Bologna,
1582), Romano Alberti (Della nobilta della pittura, Rome, 1585) or Gregorio
Comanini (I/ Figino overo del fine della pittura, Mantua, 1591).

Catholic writers argued that it was the irresponsibility of artists, rather than
the shortcomings of the doctrine of the Church, which prompted Northern
criticism. To eradicate abuses they provided detailed prescriptions for the cor-
rect depiction of religious subjects. Iconographic advice occupies a fair part of
Johannes Van der Meulen’s (known as Molanus) De Picturis et imaginibus sacris
(Louvain, 1570), and features prominently in the treatises of Gilio, Paleotti and
Comanini as well as in more secular writings such as those of the painters Gian
Paolo Lomazzo (Trattato dell’Arte de la Pittura, Milan, 1585) and Giovan Bat-
tista Armenini (De’ veri Precetti della Pittura, Ravenna, 1586). In Spain, the Arze
de la Pintura (Seville, 1649), a compendium of secular and religious ideas on art,
begun by the painter Francesco Pacheco since the late sixteenth century, imposed
itself as an iconographic manual followed by Spanish artists.

Giovan Andrea Gilio’s Dialogo degli Errori e degli Abusi de’ Pittori (Camerino,
1564) provides a typical sample of this literature. Like most Catholic polemicists
Gilio is primarily concerned with the clarity of pictures rather than their style.
He thus notes that painters make mistakes likely to breed erroneous ideas. They
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represent for instance ascetic saints like plump monks with pink cheeks, Saint
Sebastian martyred with hardly any arrows or Saint Laurence grilling with no
sign of burns. On a more pedantic note Gilio notices that John the Evangelist
appears at the foot of the cross as a teenager while he was at least 30 at the time
of the Crucifixion and that the Magdalene is depicted as a prostitute although
she had already abandoned her profession.

Gilio does not oppose artistic licence as long as it respects the decorum of
the story represented. In this respect he objects to works like Sebastiano del
Piombo’s Flagellation (1521-4, Rome, San Pietro in Montorio) in which ‘the
blows seem administered with a cotton whip, as a joke, rather than inflicted with
thick cables full of knots and worse things. And with such demonstrations no
one will learn to understand the bitterness of [Christ’s] pain . . . and the other
great miseries’. Instead Gilio wants to see ‘Christ afflicted, bleeding, covered with
spits, flayed and deformed’ (1960, p. 40).

Spanish art, especially polychrome sculpture, abounds with such imagery, so
typical of medieval and Renaissance devotional literature, but it does not corre-
spond to any mainstream Italian representation of the Passion. Gilio was aware
of this and even spoke to painters: ‘Many times I have discussed this matter with
painters. They all have replied to me, with the same voice, that this would be
against the decorum of their art’ (1960, p. 41).

Thus, by 1564, Italian artists were following conventions that did not always
fulfil the didactic requirements of religious art. Part of this phenomenon can be
explained by the influence of secular ideas on art which began developing in the
fifteenth century and started appearing in print from the 1540s onwards. Nev-
ertheless, while the growth of humanistic art theory bred potential incompati-
bilities between secular and religious criteria, it also served in many ways the
purpose of sacred images. In fact L.eon Battista Alberti, the founder of human-
istic art theory, was himself a cleric.

The Humanistic Theory of Art

Secular Renaissance art theories sprang from enthusiasm for art rather than
interest and concern in its function. They revised the position of the visual arts
in the hierarchy of arts and sciences, provided detailed accounts of artistic
creation, defined painting in terms borrowed from rhetoric and poetics and
expressed spectatorship in a language imbued with Neoplatonism.

Painting and the liberal arts

The typical Renaissance claim that painting and sculpture are liberal arts departs
from the medieval tradition which considered them mechanical arts, that is,
salaried manual activities practised by men of modest social status. The liberal
arts constituted the foundation of medieval and Renaissance higher education.
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They included two branches: the trivium — consisting of grammar, rhetoric and
dialectic — and the quadrivium, namely geometry, arithmetic, music and astrono-
my. Artistic claims to liberal status probably took shape in the ambience of four-
teenth- and fifteenth-century Italian courts. There, artists such as Leonardo,
Filarete or Mantegna enjoyed salaried conditions and privileges identical to those
of court poets, mathematicians and astronomers and consequently expected their
profession to benefit from a similar recognition. Furthermore, from the fifteenth
century onwards, the public monuments created by artists such as Masaccio,
Donatello, Ghiberti, Brunelleschi and Michelangelo raised their prestige to that
of civic heroes, on a par with writers, philosophers and statesmen. Nevertheless,
in the Renaissance context, the conception of painting as an intellectual pursuit
suitable for men of noble birth remained more an aspiration than a reality.
Even if painting was deemed a suitable subject of gentlemanly conversation and
drawing was considered an appropriate gentlemanly skill, it remains a fact that
not a single Renaissance artist came from an aristocratic family.

Artistic creation

These intellectual aspirations led art theorists to emphasize the conceptual side
of painting and ignore its technical aspects. In his Della Pittura of 1438 Leon
Battista Alberti defined painting as a cross-section of the visual pyramid — in
other words as a slice of the imaginary field between the eye and the object it
perceives. Later definitions of painting focused on the mind rather than the eye
as confirmed by the sixteenth-century commonplace that a painting is primarily
a mental image conceived in the imagination of the artist before its transcription
on the canvas or the panel.

Renaissance sources describe this process through the Aristotelian doctrine of
the soul adopted in Europe from the Middle Ages well into the seventeenth
century. It states that there is no possible knowledge without sensation. Four fac-
ulties bridge the gap between the external and internal worlds: common sense,
fantasy, imagination and memory. To perceive is to receive sensory impressions
through the common sense, hold them in the fantasy, process them into intelli-
gible mental images by means of the imagination and the rational mind, and store
them in the memory for future retrieval. This account of perception and cogni-
tion is also the method by which a painter would naturally compose a picture
before reproducing it by technical means. A passage from a treatise by the painter
Romano Alberti, Della nobilta della Pittura (1585), describes this process in the
following terms:

. . . the painter cannot produce any form or figure . . . if first this form or figure is
not imagined and reduced into a mental image (idea) by the inward wits. And to
paint, one needs acute senses and a good imagination with which one can get to
know the things one sees in such a way that, once these things are not present
anymore and transformed into mental images (fantasmi), they can be presented to
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the intellect. In the second stage, the intellect by means of its judgement puts these
things together and, finally, in the third stage the intellect turns these mental
images . . . into a finished composition which it afterwards represents in painting
by means of its ability to cause movement in the body. (1960-2, p. 208)

Most Renaissance art treatises divided the passage from conceptualization
to execution into three steps corresponding to the three first parts of classical
rhetoric. Thus, while the manuals of Cicero and Quintilian organized the com-
position of a discourse into inventio, dispositio, elocutio, memoria and pronuntiatio,
Renaissance art treatises referred to painting in terms of invention, disposition
and colour.

Since patrons, rather than painters, chose the subject, Renaissance art criti-
cism focused on disposition as the part of painting in which the ingenuity of the
artist could be best observed and assessed.

Disegno and idea

These views on artistic creation form the background of concepts such as disegno
and idea. These refer to creation, composition and representation of mental
images. In Italian disegno signifies both ‘drawing’ and ‘project’, a meaning already
present in fifteenth-century sources. Many Renaissance artists were proficient in
painting, sculpture and architecture and frequently provided drawings for the
minor arts such as goldsmithery and tapestry. By the second half of the sixteenth
century, disegno had become a theoretical principle unifying the practice of paint-
ing, sculpture and architecture, on the basis of which a group of Florentine art-
ists founded in 1563 the Accademia del Disegno, the first official art academy. One
of them, the painter and biographer Giorgio Vasari, provided the best-known
definition of disegno in the introduction to the second augmented edition of his
Le Vite de’ pini eccellenti Pittori, Scultori e Architetti (1568): ‘Disegno is an appar-
ent expression and declaration of the concept (concetto) held in the mind and
of that which, to say the same thing, has been imagined in the intellect and
fabricated in the idea’ (Vasari, 1976, 1, p. 111).

Thus the practice of disegno involves two related mental abilities: visualiza-
tion and deduction. Visualization involved first imagining a composition of
figures and then reproducing it. In this respect the process is similar to medita-
tional exercises by which devotional literature recommended to lay and monas-
tic audiences that they imagine themselves present at scenes from the life of
Christ. In the case of painting, however, the organization of such composition
required the ability to deduce the correct shape and position of figures in terms
of anatomy and proportion in order to draw them from imagination. In
sixteenth-century art theory the invention of figures in various positions, devoid
of narrative argument, almost became a discipline in itself acquired by copying
ancient and modern works of art as well as by studying and mastering human
anatomy. As Vasari writes:
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the best thing is to draw men and women from the nude and thus fix in the memory
by constant exercise, the muscles of the torso, back, legs, arms and knees, and the
bone underneath. Then one may be sure that through much study attitudes in any
position can be drawn by help of the imagination without one’s having the living
forms in view. Again, having seen bodies dissected one knows how the bones lie,
and the muscles and sinews, and all the order and conditions of anatomy, so that
it is possible with greater security and more correctness to place the limbs and
arrange the muscles of the body in the figures we draw. (1976, I, p. 115)

This emphasis on the figure so typical of Renaissance art and art theory even-
tually formed the foundation of the hierarchy of the genres which reached its
full development in the seventeenth century. Still life, landscape and portrait,
based on the direct copy of the model, were deemed inferior to sacred and
profane history, which required the artist to work from imagination. While
sixteenth-century writers were far from systematic we find the roots of this
approach in Vicenzio Danti’s Trattato delle perfette proportioni (1567). Danti, a
pupil of Michelangelo, opposed two modes of depiction: ritrarre, to copy things
as they appear, and imitare, to represent things as they should be. He contrasted
these two methods in terms of the faculties of the soul which they involve. In
ritrarre the artist copies mechanically what he perceives and employs only his
lowest faculties. Imitare, on the contrary, to quote Danti, ‘uses all the faculties
(potenze) of the intellect and follows the most noble path of philosophy com-
posed of speculations and considerations on the causes of things’ (1960, p. 265).

Danti’s most articulate follower, Federico Zuccaro, went as far as setting
disegno as a central principle of pictorial thought and divided it in types corre-
sponding to each faculty of the mind. Nevertheless, in spite of this pronounced
tendency towards intellectualization, the late sixteenth century witnessed a resur-
gence of naturalism which manifested itself in the rise of scientific illustration,
the emergence of still life and genre paintings as autonomous genres, as well as
in the brief but powerful impact of Caravaggesque naturalism during the first
decades of the seventeenth century.

Tmitation

In order to draw and compose from imagination Renaissance artists studied live
models and copied antique and modern works of art. Imitation is a synthetic
process leading to the acquisition of style (maniera). The idea of selecting the
best parts of several models to create a perfect whole is an ancient theme which
circulated throughout antiquity and the Middle Ages. In the sixteenth century
it reflects broad conceptions of style followed by artists, writers, orators, musi-
cians, courtiers and even courtesans. In literature the topic prompted debates on
whether to focus on one model or to imitate several.

Although sixteenth-century art theorists acknowledged the importance of
understanding each model individually, they generally referred to imitation as
the discerning synthesis of perfections scattered over the works of several
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masters. The late-medieval Libro dell’Arte of Cennino Cennini (Florence, ¢.1390)
provides a typical example when enjoining the apprentice . . . to take pain and
delight in always copying the best things that he can find by the hand of great
masters’. Adopted by Alberti (III, 56, p. 96), this method features in virtually
every Renaissance art treatise and is usually associated with the tale of the antique
painter Zeuxis combining the best features of five maidens to depict Helen of
Troy (Pliny, Natural History, XXXVI). Moreover, in the early 1540s the Venice-
based writer Giulio Camillo del Minio pointed out that since works of painting
surpass those of nature, painters should imitate art rather than Nature (Della
imitatione, Venice, 1542). The Venetian painter Paolo Pino echoed a similar view
when he wrote that the greatest painting in the world would combine Michelan-
gelo’s disegno and Titian’s colour (Pino, 1960, p. 127). This approach promoted
a form of painting that increasingly quoted previous masters, and sharpened a
new awareness of the history of styles which eventually led to a classification
of artists by schools. Such parameters already functioned in the late sixteenth
century as confirmed by a sonnet attributed to the Bolognese circle of the Car-
racci. The sonnet praises the art of Niccolo dell’Abbate (c. 1509/12-71) as the
discerning synthesis of good Roman draughtsmanship, Venetian shading and
Lombard colour, Michelangelo’s terribilita and Titian’s naturalism, Corregio’s
style, pure and lofty, Raphael’s symmetry, Pellegrino Tibaldi’s decorum, Pri-
maticcio’s inventiveness and Parmigianino’s grace.

The practice of combining various styles to acquire one’s own pervades
Renaissance artistic education and refers as much to a biological as to a cultural
phenomenon: bees selectively collecting pollen to produce honey, a topos usually
invoked as the natural model of synthetic imitation. Thus even if the Renais-
sance eclectic conception of imitation seems to promote Mannerism rather than
naturalism, it was nevertheless perceived as the re-enactment of a natural
phenomenon.

Art and nature

Imitation also refers to the structural similarities between artistic and natural cre-
ation. Successful imitation implies the presence of natural qualities in works of
art. Two related families of concepts, those of sprezzatura and abundance (copia),
illustrate this point. Sprezzatura, as defined by Baldassare Castiglione’s Renais-
sance best-seller on court conduct, I/ Cortegiano (Venice 1528, 1, 26), is the ability
to give the appearance of ease to what is difficult, the art of concealing art; its
contrary is the forceful display of effort. Sprezzatura, or ease, applied to many
aspects of social life as well as to disciplines such as dance, music and eloquence.
Lodovico Dolce’s Dialogo della Pittura (Venice, 1557) offers a typical application
of the term to art criticism. The first part of this dialogue is a systematic com-
parison of the works of Michelangelo and Raphael which concludes with an
ironic depreciation of the works of Michelangelo as the best example of the worst
style — displaying the difficulty of art:
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And just as Michelangelo has always sought difficulty in all his works, so Raphael
on the contrary always sought ease. It is an element hard to achieve . . . and he has
laid hold of it in such a way that his works appeared to have been produced without
thought, nor are they laboured or overdone, which is a mark of the highest per-

fection. (Dolce, 2000, p. 196)

According to Dolce, Michelangelo’s works not only displayed, rather than con-
cealed, difficulty, but they also lacked variety as they took the male nude as their
exclusive subject.

The themes of variety and abundance are broad categories spilling across the
gates of various disciplines. While the most important elaboration on these con-
cepts comes from classical rhetoric, variety and abundance were first and fore-
most perceived as qualities intrinsic to nature rather than to culture. In painting,
to quote Alberti’s Della Pittura:

That which first gives pleasure . . . comes from the copiousness and variety of
things . . . the soul is delighted by all copiousness and variety. For this reason copi-
ousness and variety please in painting. An isforia is most copious in which in their
place are mixed old, young, maidens, women, youths, young boys, fowls, small
dogs, birds, horses, sheep, buildings, landscape and all similar things. (Alberti,
1973, Bk. 2, para. 40, p. 68)

In other words variety and abundance in painting reflect the variety and abun-
dance of nature itself in the artist’s mind. Narrative painting confined the fer-
tility of artistic imagination to the limits set by the subject, but ornamentation
provided its broadest field of expansion. Furthermore, the late-fifteenth-century
rediscovery of the Domus Aurea, the house of the Roman Emperor Nero, pro-
vided a repertoire of ornaments that, thanks to the prestige of its antiquity,
was eagerly followed by Renaissance artists. These ornaments, called grotiesche
because they were initially found in grottoes, allowed for limitless combinations
of mineral, vegetal and animal forms. In his Idea of 1607 Federico Zuccaro wrote
in praise of ornamental art which he illustrated with examples taken from the
works of Raphael, Giulio Romano, Perino del Vaga, Baldassare Peruzzi, Giovanni
da Udine, Francesco Salviati and Michelangelo. The extraordinary inventiveness
showed by these artists led Zuccaro to reiterate the commonplace that ‘as nature
is abundant and varied, in the same way the good painter must be varied and
abundant, and attend to imitate the best’ (1961, part 2, p. 19).

The topos of the universality of painting, which circulates in art literature
from the fifteenth century, further emphasized these links between art and
nature. Although Renaissance writers produced a theory centred on the human
figure they praised painting’s universality through a topical accumulation of
natural phenomena evocative of landscape painting. According to Pino, painting
can represent ‘the sky with the sun, the moon and the stars, rain and snow and
the clouds caused by winds, earth and water . . . variety of Spring, the charms
of summer or . . . the cold and wet season of winter’ (1960, p. 106).
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Art and Neoplatonism

Renaissance ideas on beauty in art as well as in the real world display a strong
influence of Neoplatonism, as broadcast by Marsilio Ficino’s vernacular com-
mentary on Plato’s Symposium (De Amore, Florence, 1469). In the Neoplatonic
universe the visual perception of the shadows of divine beauty sparks the
first steps of the ascending of the soul towards God. While this doctrine had a
negligible impact in the fields of theology and religion, the idea that sight per-
ceives the spiritual emanations of a higher sphere enjoyed a considerable fol-
lowing in vernacular love literature and by extension in Renaissance aesthetics.
It gave rise to the idea that sight can perceive incorporeal qualities inaccessible
to the lowest senses of touch, taste and smell. By the middle of the sixteenth
century these qualities were commonly used to describe works of art and given
names such as aria, maestd, venustd, vaghezza and above all grazia (grace).
Strictly speaking grace is not specific to visual perception, but was perceptible
by sight. Although it could not be measured, it served, nevertheless, to assess
and praise works of arts (as confirmed, for instance, by the 737 times Vasari uses
the term, in his Vite). The discussion of grace in art becomes a commentary
on the skill of the artist, a specific quality independent of the material support
of the image, and sometimes from the subject of the image itself. This does
not imply that paintings served as a visual ladder to God, but rather that
Neoplatonic ideas eventually provided a convenient means of expressing artistic
excellence.

The Renaissance conception of representation and spectatorship is thus an
eclectic assemblage in which the contemporary awareness of the functioning of
the mind, largely defined by Aristotelian psychology, serves to explain the
creation of images often described and assessed in terms reminiscent of Neo-
platonic aesthetics.

Secular art theories remained untouched by the spirit of controversy which
animated the numerous literary debates of sixteenth-century Italy. The only
notable exception is the paragone, a debate on the respective nobility of painting
and sculpture. The debate benefited from the intervention of figures such as
Leonardo, Vasari, Cellini and Galileo. On the whole the dispute opposes two pro-
fessions, painting and sculpture, rather than two conceptions of art. The terms
of the debate clearly imply that the nobility of each profession rests on its intel-
lectual difficulty and its distance from manual work and thus testify to Renais-
sance prejudice against manual work and for artistic intellectual aspirations.
Similarly the comparison between painting and poetry which runs as a com-
monplace throughout Renaissance art literature emphasized the affinity between
painting and poetry as well as the intellectual status of painting.

This tendency towards intellectualization means that Renaissance art litera-
ture presents an account of artistic creation almost entirely devoid of technical
considerations. With the exception of Vasari’s introduction to Le Vite de’ piu
eccellenti Pittori, Scultori e Architetti, which reviews the technical aspects of the
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visual arts, the only extant Renaissance literature on technique (such as Cennini’s
technical treatises) remained unpublished until the nineteenth century.

Conclusions

Renaissance art literature and theories are perhaps better seen as expressive
of artistic aspirations than of realities. In the concrete world these aspirations
prompted the foundation of the first art academies, in Florence (1563), Bologna
(c. 1580) and Rome (1593). These mark the first steps in the progressive passage
from the workshop, based on the archaic system of apprenticeship, repetitive
practice and oral transmission, to the academy, an institution independent of the
guilds and associated with literary and philosophical pursuits. In this respect
sixteenth-century Italy produced the seeds of academic art theories and teach-
ing programmes which flourished from the seventeenth century onwards. While
it would have been simply unthinkable to teach the visual arts in a Renaissance
university, the presence of art departments in most twenty-first-century uni-
versities undoubtedly marks the fulfilment of Renaissance artistic ideas and
aspirations.
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Chapter 5

Touch, Tactility, and the Reception
of Sculpture in Early Modern Italy

Geraldine A. Johnson

In most historical and theoretical discussions about the reception of art, the
general (though usually unstated) assumption is that one should be concerned
with ocular scrutiny, with how contemporary viewers, including artists them-
selves, used their eyes as the primary means for apprehending works of art.!
Although the visual reception of art is clearly extremely important, one should
consider another possibility, namely, that in the case of sculpture in particular,
models of reception should be developed that are not based on optical interpre-
tations alone, but that instead consider the tactile reception of three-dimensional
art objects as well. How such an alternative model might function can be demon-
strated by considering the case of early modern Italy, a period in which con-
temporary texts, paintings, and sculptural projects confirm that many writers and
artists believed that touch was indeed an important way for beholders to nego-
tiate encounters with three-dimensional art objects. By exploring the tactile
reception of sculpture by early modern beholders, one also can begin to ask more
generally whether it is possible to write a history of art or, more precisely, a
history of the senses used to apprehend art, that goes beyond the ocularcentric
and instead considers other modes of experience and forms of attention, such as
those made available by touch.”

In light of the importance early modern culture accorded to issues related to
sculptural tactility, it is somewhat surprising that most historians of sculpture in
this period have tended to overlook the question of touch in their studies.’ Tac-
tility as an abstract concept, however, has interested a number of influential art
historians (Iversen, 1993, passim; Olin, 1992, pp. 132-7; Podro, 1982, passim;
Wood, 1998). In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, for instance,
Adolf von Hildebrand, Alois Riegl, and Heinrich Wolfflin investigated the tactile
qualities of sculpture, although generally from a theoretical rather than from an
historical point of view. In this same period, Bernard Berenson discussed the
depiction of what he called “tactile values” in early modern Italian paintings, but
he did not apply this concept to three-dimensional sculpture, a somewhat para-
doxical approach that is also seen in more recent studies of the role played by
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touch in painted works by artists such as Cézanne, Kandinsky, and the Surreal-
ists (Berenson, 1897, pp. 33—4; Shiff, 1991; Olin, 1989; Powell, 1997).

Some philosophers and intellectual historians, including Michel Foucault,
Luce Irigaray, and Martin Jay, have begun to critique the ocularcentric assump-
tions of Western culture, in the process occasionally considering touch in
passing. The feminist scholar Irigaray, for instance, has proposed the sense of
touch as a possible alternative to what she sees as the patriarchal implications of
contemporary culture’s ocularcentrism (Irigaray, 1985, passim). Some anthropol-
ogists, behavioral psychologists, and developmental biologists also have started
to privilege senses other than vision in their studies and experiments (Howes,
1991; Montagu, 1971; Synnott, 1993). Nevertheless, it is striking that most
historians of sculpture, including those working on the early modern period,
have only rarely touched on the question of touch as a practical, material, and
historical (as opposed to solely an abstract or theoretical) phenomenon.

Conceptions of Touch from Antiquity to the Early Modern Period

Early modern notions of touch grew out of a long and distinguished tradition.
Beginning in ancient Greece, touch had been repeatedly contrasted with sight in
discussions about the hierarchy of the senses (Hall, 1999, pp. 8§0-103; Jay, 1993,
pp- 21-82; Summers, 1987, pp. 32ff; Synnott, 1993, pp. 128-55). Plato and Aris-
totle, for example, both ranked touch well below sight in terms of its relative
dignity since the former was considered to be a less cerebral and more carnal
sense than the latter, an attitude that persisted throughout the Middle Ages. In
the early modern period, many writers continued to stress the primacy and
dignity of vision, especially in relation to touch. The Neoplatonic philosopher
Marsilio Ficino, for instance, equated touch with the baser, more carnal forms
of love and contrasted it with the higher, spiritual love associated with vision
(Mendelsohn, 1982, p. 61). Since antiquity, vision also often has been proposed
as a model for how knowledge is gained and assimilated by the mind, as when
Aristotle compared the process of memory to looking repeatedly at a painting
or when St. Augustine used vision as a paradigm for spiritual and intellectual
contemplation (Summers, 1987, pp. 3941, 89, 116, 200). In the early modern
period, the pictorial practice of perspective became a key model not only for
vision, but for subjectivity itself, that is, for how one formulates a “point of view”
about the world in which one lives, an issue discussed by Erwin Panofsky (1991,
originally published 1927) and a number of more recent scholars.

Despite this pervasive and ongoing tradition, however, the primacy of sight
in ancient, medieval, and early modern thought is, in fact, not absolute, nor
uncontested. Classical mythology, for instance, is replete with tales centered on
visual anxiety — Narcissus, Orpheus, and the Medusa come immediately to mind
— while it is often touch, rather than vision, that is associated with positive, life-
giving powers, as in the myths of Pygmalion and Prometheus. For Plato, it was
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sight’s dangerous powers of illusion that were most worrying, while St. Augus-
tine warned of the dangers associated with ocular desire, a subject of continu-
ing concern to medieval theologians and philosophers (Jay, 1993, pp. 13, 27).
Vision also was not universally accepted as the only model for explaining how
one gains knowledge about the world. In the case of Aristotle, while he clearly
praised sight above touch in terms of its relative dignity, he nevertheless
concluded that the sense of touch was the basis for knowledge obtained from all
the senses, a notion reiterated by Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century
(Summers, 1987, p. 103). The ancient Stoics went as far as using touch as a
metaphor for vision itself when they compared the way an object is apprehended
by visual “rays” supposedly emanating from the eye to a person reaching out to
touch something with a stick, a concept still current in the eighteenth century,
as seen in an illustration in the 1724 edition of René Descartes’s book on optics,
La Dioptrigue (Lindberg, 1976, pp. 3, 9—10; Crary, 1990, p. 61). Metaphors for a
variety of mental processes and experiences also were not exclusively visual in
the pre-modern era. For example, in direct contrast to Aristotle’s claim that
memory was like a painting that could be re-viewed in one’s mind, the sixteenth-
century humanist Giordano Bruno likened memory to a series of carved, tactile
statues that could be mentally re-encountered (Hall, 1999, pp. 66-7).

Thus, conceptions about the sense of touch, especially in relation to vision,
in ancient, medieval, and early modern thought were complex and variable. By
and large, however, scholars have focused on the ocularcentric orientation of
early modern culture in particular, especially as demonstrated by growing inter-
est in the practice of linear perspective. Indeed, many scholars have assumed that
the primacy of vision, which is such an important characteristic of modern
culture, holds true for the early modern period as well. One of the few generally
admitted exceptions to such ocularcentric assumptions is the late seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, a period during which the sense of touch became the
focus of a wide-ranging philosophical debate known as Molyneux’s problem
(Degenaar, 1996; Morgan, 1977). William Molyneux, an Irish philosopher, for-
mulated the issue in 1688, when he asked whether a man, who had been blind
from birth and whose vision was suddenly restored, would be able to identify by
sight objects he had previously encountered by touch alone. Philosophers such
as John Locke, George Berkeley, Voltaire, Denis Diderot, and Etienne Bonnet
de Condilliac pondered Molyneux’s question, with some of these writers con-
cluding that the sense of touch was in fact fundamental for gaining empirical
knowledge about the world and that vision served only as a secondary means of
confirming such cognitive knowledge (Jay, 1993, pp. 98ft; Olin, 1992, pp. 133ff;
Summers, 1987, pp. 324ff).

Well before Molyneux, however, artists and writers concerned with the visual
arts had already demonstrated great interest in the sense of touch. For instance,
a number of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century paintings depict active, tactile
engagements with sculpture. A few of these images belong to painted series
depicting the five senses, as in the case of Jusepe de Ribera’s The Sense of Touch
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(¢.1611-16, The Norton Simon Foundation, Pasadena), which shows a blind man
examining a sculpted bust with his hands while a painting lies neglected in the
foreground (plate 5.1). Other works, however, including a second painting by
Ribera that again depicts a sightless man touching a bust (1632, Prado Museum,
Madrid) and a similar image by another seventeenth-century painter, Luca Gior-
dano (¢.1660, Stanley Moss Collection, Riverdale-on-Hudson), seem to be fully
independent meditations on sculptural tactility. The specific theme of the blind
beholder’s encounter with sculpture also appeared in early modern writings. For
instance, in his Iconologia of 1603, Cesare Ripa claimed that Michelangelo had
had to rely on touch alone to judge the merits of antique and modern statues
when his vision began to fail in his old age (Hall, 1999, p. 87), a probably apoc-
ryphal tale that nevertheless seems to foreshadow claims that Edgar Degas’s
increasing interest in sculptural modelling in the later nineteenth century was
due to his own deteriorating eyesight. Although the role played by touch in the
production and reception of modern art will not be considered in this chapter,
it is worth keeping in mind that even in this presumably much more ocularcen-
tric era, tactility could still play an important role (see Olin, 1989; Shiff, 1991;
Powell, 1997).

Sculpture and Tactility in Early Modern Italian Culture

For the present discussion, it is the significance of touch in early modern Italy
that is of particular concern, as demonstrated in statues and paintings that the-
matized tactility both implicitly and explicitly, as well as in texts written in this
period on the production and reception of sculpture. The first Italian treatise to
consider sculpture from a theoretical perspective was composed in the mid-
fifteenth century by Lorenzo Ghiberti, a practicing sculptor with intellectual
ambitions. When speaking in the abstract about sculpture, Ghiberti stresses
the importance of vision, optics, and lighting effects. Not surprisingly, however,
when he discusses specific statues he has personally encountered and often lit-
erally touched, Ghiberti introduces tactility as a key element in the reception of
sculpture. For example, when describing a recently rediscovered antique female
statue, Ghiberti states that “neither the eyes [alone] nor strong or moderate light
are enough to comprehend [this work]; only [by] the hand touching it” can its
beauty be fully appreciated (Ghiberti, 1947, p. 55). Elsewhere, Ghiberti records
his encounter with another classical statue:

I have seen by diffused light...a statue of an Hermaphrodite . . . which had
been made with admirable skill. . . . In this [statue] there was the greatest refine-
ment, which the eye would not have discovered, had not the hand sought it out.
(Ghiberti, 1947, pp. 54-5)

For Ghiberti, therefore, touch seems to be even more essential than light or vision
for understanding how actual sculptures should be encountered and assessed.
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Plate 5.1 Giusepe de Ribera, The Sense of Touch, c.1611-16, oil on canvas. The Norton
Simon Foundation, Pasadena, CA

Indeed, as Ghiberti seems to have understood, unlike a painting, a touchable
sculpture often remains inaccessible to ocular scrutiny alone and may even
require tactile exploration in order to be fully apprehended and appreciated, a
fact that allows or even encourages beholders to interact with sculpted objects in
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ways that are unimaginable for two-dimensional works of art. Ghiberti’s manual
encounters with female and bi-gendered statues in particular also suggest that
sculpture’s tactile accessibility at times can be profoundly intertwined with ques-
tions of sexual desire and differentiation.

There were, of course, many different types of touch associated with sculp-
ture in the early modern period. Sculptural tactility could be linked to concerns
about cognition (philosophical as well as physiological), to the social and sexual
structures of desire, and to the power of magic and illusion. But it may be most
useful to consider how such rubrics intersected with the various types of behold-
ers who would have actually touched or tried to touch sculpted objects produced
in the early modern period. For instance, for religious devotees, touch could have
a talismanic or devotional quality, as when pilgrims strained to touch carved
reliquaries and saints’ tombs, or when wooden statues of Christ were removed
from supporting Crucifixes for processions and ceremonies associated with Holy
Week. Documents also describe nuns ritually handling life-size statues of the
Christ Child, with these objects occasionally giving the illusion of magically
coming to life in the women’s arms (Klapisch-Zuber, 1985). Of course, it was
precisely the possibility of physically engaging religious sculpture through the
sense of touch that led some Italian Church reformers to publish polemical tracts
denouncing practices such as kneeling before, kissing, and otherwise physically
adoring and, in some senses, desiring sacred sculpture (Barocchi, 1978-9, vol. V,
p. 1202).

Early modern collectors and connoisseurs, with their inquisitive, admiring,
and proprietary hands, had somewhat different concerns in their tactile encoun-
ters with sculpture, even though certain aspects of these engagements echo the
desires and religio-magical associations of the talismanic or devotional touch.
Not surprisingly, early modern collectors often describe and depict themselves
touching three-dimensional art objects. For example, in Titian’s Portrait of
Facopo Strada (15678, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna), the sitter is shown
using both hands to hold a nude female statuette (plate 5.2). How such encoun-
ters are characterized, however, depends very much on the writer’s or artist’s
point of view. Indeed, writers intent on promoting painting at the expense of
sculpture often characterize the physical encounter with three-dimensional art
objects in very negative terms. For instance, Vincenzio Borghini stresses how
vulgar it is to judge a sculpture by touching it, as well as derides women who are
obsessively drawn to touching and kissing statues (Barocchi, 1978-9, vol. III, pp.
615, 639). Another sixteenth-century art theorist, Paolo Pino, also ridicules the
tactile allure of sculpture by citing the story of an ancient Athenian youth who
was driven wild with desire by a statue of Venus (Barocchi, 1978-9, vol. 111, p.
550). Such responses to the tempting tactility of sculpture suggest, to say the
least, a certain level of anxiety about the dangers associated with handling
sculpted objects inappropriately, especially by allowing them to become objects
of sexual desire or by being taken in by the illusion of their lifelike three-
dimensionality.
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Plate 5.2 Titian, Portrait of Jacopo Strada, 1567-8, oil on canvas. Kunsthistorisches
Museum, Vienna

The tactile reception of three-dimensional art objects was not always so
explicit. Large-scale public or religious sculpture, for instance, was often liter-
ally out of hands’ reach in this period. Nevertheless, it is likely that early modern
beholders would have been able to imagine the implicit tactility of such works.
As discussed above, most contemporary beholders would have witnessed the
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regular ritual handling of movable religious sculpture. Many elite patrons also
would have been familiar with small-scale bronze statuettes, a new sculptural
genre that comprised works specifically designed to be held, turned, and other-
wise manipulated by a beholder. A representative example of this type of object
is Giambologna’s Venus Urania (¢.1573, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna),
one of his many gilded bronze female statuettes with smoothly polished surfaces
and elegantly serpentine designs that almost seem to demand concentrated
touching and handling. Thanks to the increasing availability of such statuettes,
as well as long-standing religious practices that involved manually engaging
sculpture, an early modern beholder’s mimetic impulse to touch and his or her
awareness of the implied tactility of large-scale works would have been encour-
aged and reinforced.’

In addition to the devotee’s adoring hand and the elite collector’s caress, there
was also the sculptor’s own touch, the hand of the maker, which again incorpor-
ated elements of the cognition, desire, and magic associated with other types of
early modern encounters with sculpture. The importance accorded to the artist’s
active, manual engagement with sculpture is well illustrated by the fact that
Ghiberti repeatedly refers in his writings to sculpture being made by the “hand”
of a particular artist, while applying this term much more rarely to works pro-
duced in two-dimensional media. Of course, the idea of the “painter’s hand” was
important in early modern artistic culture as well (Barolsky, 1995), but the
emphasis on the hand’s physical engagement with the medium is particularly
striking in discussions about sculpture. The significance of the sculptor’s touch
is attested to not only by early modern texts, however, but also by material
evidence. Michelangelo, for instance, became famous (or rather, infamous) for
leaving many of his statues and reliefs unfinished. One explanation for this phe-
nomenon may be that Michelangelo wanted to preserve the material traces of his
own potent and almost magically generative touch, thereby allowing his role as
creator to be permanently commemorated by the sculpted surface itself, an atti-
tude that once again links sculptural tactility to notions of illusion, possession,
and desire.’

Sculpture, Painting, and the Paragone Debate

The three types of sculptural tactility associated here with different categories
of early modern beholders — the devotional or talismanic touch of the religious
devotee, the collector’s possessive grasp, and the artist’s generative handling —
also are discussed in early modern writings devoted to the so-called paragone
debate, the theoretical discussion concerned with comparing and contrasting
sculpture and painting in order to establish which art was more noble (Hecht,
1984; Mendelsohn, 1982; Farago, 1992). One of the key issues raised by this
debate revolved around the status of touch and its relation to notions of truth-
fulness (or the illusion of truthfulness) in art. For instance, in his response to a
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mid-sixteenth-century questionnaire on the paragone devised by the humanist
Benedetto Varchi, the sculptor Niccolo Tribolo stated that:

[S]culpture is . . . [the art] of using one’s hands to show what is true. ... [I]f a
blind man . . . happened to come upon a marble or wood or clay figure, he would
claim that it was the figure of a [living person, but] . . . had it been a painting, he
would have encountered nothing at all . . . [because] sculpture is the real thing, and
painting is a lie. (Barocchi, 1978-9, vol. III, p. 518)

As mentioned above, the theme of the blind man’s encounter with paintings
versus sculpted objects can be found in a number of early modern texts and
images (see Plate 5.1). However, in Tribolo’s passage, this theme is now expli-
citly linked to the notion of the relative truthfulness of the various arts, a key
issue in light of the value early modern culture placed on art’s ability to imitate
nature truthfully. In fact, Varchi himself explicitly stated that one “knows that
by touching a statue one can confirm everything that the eye sees . . . which is
why sculptors say their art is truthful and painting is [not]” (Barocchi, 1978-9,
vol. I11, p. 534).

Tactility was also an important issue in discussions on the social status of
painters versus sculptors. In Baldassare Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier (1528),
for instance, a debate on the paragone takes place, with painting emerging as the
proper art of the elite gentleman-courtier (Barocchi, 1978-9, vol. I11, pp. 4§89-92;
Hall; 1999, p. 17). Interestingly enough, the sculptor Baccio Bandinelli seems
to have strived to embody Castiglione’s ideal of the gentleman-artist in both his
life and his sculptural practices in order to avoid being perceived as merely a
working-class artisan engaged in a trade involving manual labor and little or no
intellectual ability. Indeed, soon after Castiglione’s book appeared, Agostino
Veneziano produced an engraving of Bandinelli’s studio based on a drawing by
the sculptor himself in which the latter seems to have succeeded in banishing
the sweat and dust of the working-class artisan’s shop from his sculpture
academy (1531, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford; see Klein and Zerner, 1966, fron-
tispiece). Instead, the well-dressed apprentices that surround the elegantly
attired master are shown serenely sketching classicizing statuettes.

However, in an unintentionally telling detail that suggests that one should
attend carefully to the gender- and class-based power relations implicit in such
manual encounters with sculpture, Bandinelli seems unable to keep his hands off
sculpture despite his social and academic pretensions: the inevitable tactile allure
of the art he practices is inadvertently demonstrated here by the fact that his
hands are shown firmly gripping a nude female statuette. A number of sixteenth-
century paintings also depict male artists or collectors literally man-handling
nude female sculptures. In the case of Titian’s Portrait of Jacopo Strada discussed
above, the female statuette held by the sitter is painted in the flesh tones of a
living woman, rather than in the colors of white marble, plaster, clay, or polished
bronze (see Plate 5.2). In other words, Titian’s chromatic palette serves to equate
visually the sculpted female body with the body of a living woman, thereby
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reinforcing the intimations of desire and the illusion of sexual possession seen
in many other types of early modern encounters with sculpture.

In this portrait and the print of Bandinelli’s academy, the relationship between
the toucher and the touched seems to remain essentially hierarchical, socially and
sexually, with the elite male artist or beholder firmly in control of an apparently
powerless sculpted female body. However, in comparison to an act of ocular
scrutiny, this type of tactile relationship is comparatively reciprocal and thus
retains the potential to subvert hierarchical relationships between men and
women, between elite and disempowered subjects, and even between objects and
their beholders. Indeed, as the philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty asserts, the
process of touching in general can be “an ambiguous set-up in which both
[participants] . . . can alternate the roles of ‘touching’ and being ‘touched’”
(Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. 93). Thus, unlike most other theoretical models of
sexual or social domination, in which visual or textual structures are in some
sense metaphors for implicit underlying power structures, physical engagements
with sculpted objects can explicitly demonstrate the hierarchical nature of such
relationships while at the same time signalling how these hierarchies can be sub-
verted and perhaps even reversed by the reciprocal nature of tactility itself.

Interestingly enough, one sixteenth-century artist in particular produced a
series of paintings in which sitters resolutely avoid manual contact of any kind
with sculpted objects. Instead, portraits by the painter Agnolo Bronzino often
depict sitters who maintain an intellectual, emotional, and physical distance from
three-dimensional art objects (Currie, 1997). Significantly, the haughty sitters in
Bronzino’s portraits, such as his Young Man with a Lute and an Inkwell-Statuette
of Susanna (¢.1534, Ufhizi Gallery, Florence) or his Gentleman with a Statuette of
Venus (¢.1550-5, National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa), do not even deign to look
at, let alone touch, the sculpted figures displayed beside them. This determined
antitactility vis-a-vis sculpture is readily explicable, however, if one realizes that
Bronzino was one of the strongest advocates of painting in the on-going paragone
debate. According to Bronzino, sculpture’s three-dimensional tactility actually
excluded the medium by definition from the realm of art altogether since “all
that pertains to art are the [surface contour] lines that circumscribe a body . . .
[and] therefore, the three-dimensional does not appertain to art but to nature”
(Jacobs, 1988, p. 148n. 2). Thus, it is not surprising that Bronzino’s painted
depictions of sculpted objects de-emphasize the tactile allure of sculpture and
instead highlight painting’s ability to imitate coolly and dispassionately the
natural and artificial world in full color.

Michelangelo’s Verbal and Visual Tactility

Writers who favored sculpture and sculptors themselves refused to accept
such negative assessments of sculptural tactility. In Michelangelo’s writings, for
example, it is clear that he ranked sculpture well above two-dimensional art
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forms. Indeed, he even went as far as claiming that painting was best the more
it resembled sculptural relief, while sculpture was worse the more it resembled
painting (Klein and Zerner, 1966, pp. 13—14). Michelangelo also thematized the
hand itself in many of his statues, for example in the auto-erotic, probing hand
of the so-called Dying Slave (begun ¢.1513, Louvre Museum, Paris) or in the
dramatically oversized hands of his marble David (1501—4, Accademia Gallery,
Florence). Likewise, Michelangelo’s Moses (¢.1506—16, San Pietro in Vincoli,
Rome), who insistently fingers his flowing beard, alludes visually to the impor-
tant role played by touch in the enjoyment and evaluation of sculpted forms. The
prominence of hands in many of Michelangelo’s works suggests that, at some
level, this member may have even functioned for the sculptor as a visual synec-
doche, that is, as a part symbolically representing the sculptor — or perhaps the
tactile art of sculpture — as a whole.

That Michelangelo was concerned or, one could even say, obsessed with sculp-
ture’s tactile allure and, as previously discussed, with the generative power of the
sculptor’s touch is confirmed by his poetry. For instance, in a number of poems,
he uses the physical labor involved in carving a marble block by hand as a
metaphor for the lover’s desire to uncover the beloved’s inner emotions. In other
sonnets, Michelangelo sees the sculptor’s “hand that obeys the intellect” as a
powerful, life-giving force capable of magically animating carved figures almost
like an early modern incarnation of Pygmalion or Prometheus (Mendelsohn,
1982, p. 103). In such texts, as well as in a number of his sculpted works,
Michelangelo thus confirms the importance for him and for many of his con-
temporaries of tactility in all its cognitive, sociosexual, and magical-illusionistic
variations. Indeed, the case of early modern Italy in general suggests that art
history’s prevailing ocularcentric assumptions need to be examined much more
critically and that the reception of art, especially sculpture, should by no means
be restricted to optical experiences alone.

Notes

1 Since the early 1980s, art historians such as Hans Belting (Das Bild und sein Publikum
im Mittelalter: Form und Funktion frither Bildtafeln der Passion, Berlin: Gebr. Mann
Verlag, 1981), Michael Fried (Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in
the Age of Diderot, University of Chicago Press, 1980), and Wolfgang Kemp (Der
Anteil des Betrachters: Rezeptionsdsthetische Studien zur Malerei des 19. Jahrhunderts,
Munich: Miander Verlag, 1983), have used reception theory (also known as reader-
response criticism) in their studies, an approach first formulated in theoretical terms
by literary historians such as Wolfgang Iser (7The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aes-
thetic Response, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), and Hans Robert Jauss
(Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. by T. Bahti, University of Minnesota Press,
1982). On artists, especially painters, as the initial beholders of their own works and
the implications this has for the production of art, see Richard Wollheim (Painting
as an Art, Princeton University Press, 1987, passim).
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2

The term “ocularcentric” refers to theoretical or historical approaches to art objects
that privilege the visual. See Farago, p. 5, and especially Jay, p. 3 and passim. In this
chapter, “early modern” (a phrase often used interchangeably with “Renaissance
and Baroque”) refers to a period stretching from the early fifteenth century through
the seventeenth century. Also note that the term “beholder” (with its emphasis
on “hold”) is used throughout this chapter instead of “viewer” when discussing the
reception of sculpture.

Two important exceptions are Michael Baxandall (The Limewood Sculptors of Renais-
sance Germany, Yale University Press, 1980) and Suzanne B. Butters (The Triumph
of Vulcan: Sculptors’ Tools, Porphyry, and the Prince in Ducal Florence, I-11, Florence:
Leo S. Olschki, 1996), scholars who have considered the material reality of early
modern sculpture, if not explicitly its tactile reception. Nevertheless, only Marjorie
O’Rourke Boyle (Senses of Touch: Human Dignity and Deformity from Michelangelo to
Calvin, Leiden: Brill, 1998) and, more briefly, David Summers (1987, passim) have
explicitly explored the importance of the sense of touch itself in relation to the
production and reception of art in this era.

Although the architect and art theorist Leon Battista Alberti also wrote a treatise on
sculpture (De statua) in this period, this text belongs primarily to an on-going tradi-
tion of technical manuals intended mainly for workshop use, unlike his famous book
De pictura, which treated painting as a project worthy of serious humanistic and
scientific consideration. See Alberti, On Painting and On Sculpture: The Latin Texts
of De Pictura and De Statua, trans. by C. Grayson, Phaidon, 1972; original works
written ¢.1430s—40s.

The power of such imagined or anticipated tactility was discussed in a letter (¢.1950s)
sent to the art historian Meyer Schapiro by the anthropologist Alfred Kroeber.
Kroeber claimed that, because infants first learn about the world through touch,
“what is seen and touched is always made part of ourselves more intensely and more
meaningfully than what is only seen. . . . [A] picture we only see but cannot, in imag-
ination, touch, does not carry the same attraction and concentration of interest as
the one we can, imaginatively, handle and touch as well as see” (Montagu, 1971, pp.
236-7).

See Juergen Schulz (1975) “Michelangelo’s Unfinished Works,” The Art Bulletin, 57,
366-73. For a contrary view of Michelangelo’s non-finito, see Michael Hirst (1996)
“Michelangelo and his First Biographers,” Proceedings of the British Academy, 94,
63-84, who argues that the artist never consciously wanted to leave any sculptural
surface unfinished.

References

Barocchi, Paola (ed.) (1978-9) Scritti d’Arte del Cinquecento: Pittura e Scultura (I1I) and

Scultura (V), Einaudi

Barolsky, Paul (1995) “The Artist’s Hand,” in A. Ladis and C. Wood (eds), The Craft

of Art: Originality and Industry in the Italian Renaissance and Baroque Workshop, Uni-
versity of Georgia Press, pp. 5-24

Berenson, Bernard (1897) The Central Italian Painters of the Renaissance, G. P. Putnam’s

Sons

72



Touch, Tactility, and the Reception of Sculpture

Crary, Jonathan (1990) Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nine-
teenth Century, MIT Press

Currie, Stuart (1997) “Discerning the Sculptural Content of Bronzino’s Early Male
Portraits: A Preliminary Investigation,” in S. Currie and P. Motture (eds), The Sculpted
Object 1400—1700, Scolar Press, pp. 117-38

Degenaar, Marjolein (1996) Molyneux’s Problem: Three Centuries of Discussion on the
Perception of Forms, trans. by M. J. Collins, Kluwer Academic Publishers. Originally
published 1992

Farago, Claire (1992) Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone: A Critical Interpretation with a New
Edition of the Text in the Codex Urbinas, Leiden, E. J. Brill

Foucault, Michel (1977) Discipline and Punishment: The Birth of the Prison, trans. by A.
Sheridan, Pantheon Books. Originally published 1975

Ghiberti, Lorenzo (1947) I Commentari, O. Morisani, (ed.), Naples: Riccardo Ricciardi
Editore. Originally written ¢. late 1440s

Hall, James (1999) The World as Sculpture: The Changing Status of Sculpture from the
Renaissance to the Present Day, Chatto & Windus

Hecht, Peter (1984) “The Paragone debate: Ten illustrations and a comment,” Simiolus,
14, 125-36

Hildebrand, Adolf von (1932) The Problem of Form in Painting and Sculpture, trans.
by M. Meyer and R. M. Ogden, G. E. Stechert & Co. Originally published
1893

Howes, David (ed.) (1991) The Varieties of Sensory Experience: A Sourcebook in the Anthro-
pology of the Senses, University of Toronto Press

Irigaray, Luce (1985) This Sex Which is Not One, trans. by C. Porter, with C. Burke,
Cornell University Press. Originally published 1977

Iversen, Margaret (1993) Alois Riegl: Art History and Theory, MIT Press

Jacobs, Fredrika A. (1988) “An assessment of contour line: Vasari, Cellini and the
paragone,” artibus et historiae, 18, IX, 139-50

Jay, Martin (1993) Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French
Thought, University of California Press

Klapisch-Zuber, Christiane (1985) “Holy dolls: Play and piety in Florence in the Quat-
trocento,” in Women, Family, and Ritual in Renaissance Italy, trans. by L. G. Cochrane,
University of Chicago Press. Originally published 1983

Klein, Robert and Zerner, Henri (1966) ltalian Art 1500—-1600: Sources and Documents,
Prentice-Hall

Lindberg, David C. (1976) Theories of Vision from Al-Kindi to Kepler, University of
Chicago Press

Mendelsohn, Leatrice (1982) Paragoni: Benedetto Varchi’s Due Lezzioni and Cinquecento
Art Criticism, Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice (1962) Phenomenology of Perception, trans. by C. Smith,
Routledge & Kegan Paul. Originally published 1945

Montagu, Ashley (1971) Touching: The Human Significance of the Skin, Columbia
University Press

Morgan, Michael J. (1977) Molyneux’s Question: Vision, Touch and the Philosophy of
Perception, Cambridge University Press

Olin, Margaret (1989) “Validation by touch in Kandinsky’s early Abstract art,” Critical
Inquiry, 16, 144-72

73



Tradition and the Academy

Olin, Margaret (1992) Forms of Representation in Alois Riegl’s Theory of Art, Pennsylva-
nia State University Press

Panofsky, Erwin (1991) Perspective as Symbolic Form, trans. by C. S. Wood, Zone Books.
Originally published 1927

Podro, Michael (1982) The Critical Historians of Art, Yale University Press

Powell, Kirsten H. (1997) “Hands-on Surrealism,” Ar¢ History, 20, 516-33

Riegl, Alois (1985) Late Roman Art Industry, trans. by R. Winkes, Rome, Giorgio
Bretschneider. Originally published 1901

Shiff, Richard (1991) “Cézanne’s physicality: The politics of touch,” in S. Kemal and 1.
Gaskell, (eds), The Language of Art History, Cambridge University Press, pp. 129-80

Summers, David (1987) The Judgment of Sense: Renaissance Naturalism and the Rise of
Aesthetics, Cambridge University Press

Synnott, Anthony (1993) The Body Social: Symbolism, Self and Society, Routledge

Wolfflin, Heinrich (1932) The Principles of Art History: The Problem of the Development
of Style in Later Art, trans. by M. D. Hottinger, G. Bell and Sons. Originally pub-
lished 1915

Wood, Christopher S. (1998) “Germany’s blind Renaissance,” in M. Reinhart, (ed.),
Infinite Boundaries: Order, Disorder, and Reorder in Early Modern German Culture (Six-
teenth-Century Essays and Studies), 40, 225-44

74



A Companion to Art Theory
Edited by Paul Smith, Carolyn Wilde
Copyright © 2002 by Blackwell Publishers Ltd

Chapter 6

The Spiritual Exercises of
I.eonardo da Vinci

Robert Williams
To Martin Kemp

Fragmentary as they are, L.eonardo’s notes on painting constitute one of the high
points in the history of art theory. Many of his ideas are found in the writings
of his immediate predecessors — in Alberti and even in Cennino Cennini — but
he leaves none of them undeveloped; he interrogates their assumptions more
deeply and traces their implications more exhaustively. Where earlier theorists
had insisted in general terms upon the importance of studying nature, I.eonardo
undertakes a famously exacting, comprehensive, and sustained investigation of
natural phenomena; where they had cautiously compared painting to poetry and
philosophy, he expounds a bold and highly developed conception of painting as
a “science,” a systematically self-reflexive mode of engaging and knowing the
world. Though the great treatise which he planned was never finished, his ideas
circulated widely: later writers elaborated some of them still further, often intro-
ducing notions with which Leonardo himself would have had little sympathy,
but taking care to preserve the ideal conception of art as an activity at once rig-
orous in method and all-inclusive in scope. For modern scholarship, Leonardo’s
scientific ideal of painting is a distinctly modern ideal: it instances the scientific
habit of mind that motivates all his researches and that makes him one of the
forerunners of the Enlightenment.'

Modern scholarship has given less attention to L.eonardo’s remarks about how
the painter should organize his time, how he should think about money, how he
should comport himself and deal with his colleagues — about painting as a voca-
tion and form of labor. Yet these remarks also develop the ideas of Cennino and
Alberti; they too look forward to more explicit treatment in the work of later
theorists. For all their obsessive quality — which we instinctively tend to refer to
Leonardo’s personal idiosyncrasies — they demand to be seen in relation to a
larger historical process. Considered together, moreover, they reflect back upon
the most familiar aspects of his thought. When, in a well-known passage,
Leonardo writes, “the painter’s mind should be like a mirror which transforms
itself into the color of the thing that it has as its object, and is filled with as many
likenesses as there are things placed before it” (in McMahon, 1956, no. 71), he
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is not only advocating a strict fidelity to optical truth and defiantly turning the
tables on Plato’s critique of mimesis in a manner sympathetic to modern scien-
tific values, he is offering a vivid and poignant description of what it means to
be an artist: the condition of perpetual, heightened receptivity to visual sensa-
tions, ecstatic on the one hand, also demands an endless susceptibility and inner
volatility — a kind of selflessness — on the other. The two-sided quality of this
formulation says a great deal about the work that the artist does, and the pecu-
liar form of self-discipline that it requires.

The aim of this chapter is to show that L.eonardo’s remarks about the disci-
pline of art are an important aspect of his thought and an important feature of
its modernity, to suggest that his overall approach to art needs to be seen, not
only in terms of an emerging scientific mentality, but also against a background
of new economic and social pressures equally characteristic of the modern world.
Issues like the efficient use of time, attitudes toward money, and the rationaliza-
tion of training were of concern to all craftsmen; while the ways in which those
concerns are expressed in art-theoretical texts like Leonardo’s shed light on the
pressures specific to the practice of the visual arts, they also document a wide-
spread transformation in the life of labor. By the same token, L.eonardo’s concern
with the artist’s disposition toward the world and toward other people, with the
cultivation and refinement of his mental habits — with the perfection of his exis-
tential poise — should be seen as participating in the development and consoli-
dation of modern regimes of social discipline. Though Leonardo’s response to
these external forces is far from simple — though he takes care, for instance, to
distinguish the labor of artists from other kinds of labor, the artist’s intellectual
discipline from discipline of a more common kind — it is nonetheless a product
of those very forces. Although his theory denies the relation of art to labor on
one level, it also establishes the deeper basis of that relation: it redefines art as
work of a larger, deeper, more exalted kind.

One way in which painters may take advantage of time is by continuing their
studies on holidays, when work done for money is forbidden. Leonardo con-
demns those “hypocrites” who criticize artists for making studies from nature
on feastdays: the study of nature, he insists, is a pious act, “the way to under-
stand the maker of so many wonderful things and the way to love so great an
inventor” (Kemp, 1989, p. 195). Modern readers may want to dismiss this kind
of reasoning as opportunistic, but Leonardo frequently makes use of religious
language: for him, the painter’s vocation is every bit as serious as a religious voca-
tion. Nor is his attitude so unusual. Cennino had said that the painter should
approach his work in a lofty spirit: “your life should always be arranged just as
if you were studying theology or philosophy” (Cennini, 1960, p. 16). Employing
imagery from rites of monastic initiation, he advises the young painter to “begin
by decking yourself with this attire: Enthusiasm, Reverence, Obedience, and
Constancy” (Cennini, 1960, p. 3). What both Cennino’s and Leonardo’s formu-
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lations document is an increasing pressure to learn, and a need to formulate a
comprehensive personal discipline in order to meet the challenge. Drawing after
work and on holidays was something that the most ambitious artists always did,
but by Leonardo’s time it may have become a prerequisite for anyone wishing to
distinguish himself. By the early sixteenth century, the pressure seems to have
been greater still: Vasari emphasizes how many of the most successful artists of
his generation worked overtime in their youth, sometimes in the face of serious
obstacles. Making no use of religious language, he presents them as motivated
by personal ambition.

The attitude of artists who are willing to study on holidays, L.eonardo goes
on to say in the same passage, cannot be understood by those whose only concern
is financial reward; it demands a love of virtue for its own sake. This remark
indicates that his real target is not religious people, but lazy painters who use
religion to attack their more ambitious colleagues. Cennino had distinguished
between those who are moved to take up painting by a “lofty spirit” and “natural
enthusiasm,” and those others who pursue it primarily “because of poverty and
domestic need, for profit” (Cennini, 1960, pp. 2-3). Alberti, himself an aristo-
crat, part of whose motivation in writing had been to show that painting is a
pastime worthy of aristocrats, complained of painters “in the first flower of
learning” who “suddenly sink to money making,” and urged his readers to
remember that fame is better than riches (Alberti, 1966, pp. 67, 89).

Leonardo is much more forceful: “O painter! beware lest the lust of gain
should supplant in you the dignity of art; for the acquisition of glory is a much
greater thing than the glory of riches” (in Richter, 1970, no. 502). Indeed,
poverty is preferable to wealth: the poor man has fewer distractions in his pursuit
of virtue. This line of reasoning reaches back past Christian monasticism to
ancient philosophy, but Leonardo also reveals an awareness of the mundane pres-
sures that the craftsman faces, and the ways in which they interfere with the
achievement of excellence:

If you argue that in making corrections time is going to waste which, if directed
towards another work, would greatly increase what you could earn, you should
learn that money earned in excess of our daily requirements is not worth much.
... If your excuse is that the struggle against poverty has left you no time to study
and truly ennoble yourself, blame no one but yourself, because it is the study of
virtue that is food for both body and soul. How many philosophers have there
been who have been rich but who have given their fortune away so as not to be
corrupted by it? If your excuse is that you have children to feed, a little will
suffice to them: see to it that their sustenance is the virtues, which are the true
riches, for they never leave us, departing only with life itself. If you say you wish
first to accumulate some capital wealth as an endowment for your old age [I say]
the pursuit of virtue will never let you down nor let you grow old and allow the
haven of the virtues to be filled with dreams and vain hopes. (in Kemp, 1989, pp.
194-5)
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Leonardo’s concern for the painter’s purity of motivation certainly owes some-
thing to Alberti’s aristocratic disdain for moneymaking, but it is also very dif-
ferent — both more sensitive to the realities and more sternly uncompromising.
It exposes the kind of psychological ruthlessness that the craftsman must possess
in order to succeed.

For Leonardo, one of the distinguishing features of the serious artist is the
willingness to spend time in learning and in doing his work with care. “Remem-
ber, learn diligence before speedy execution”; work slowly (in Kemp, 1989, pp.
197-8). “Truly, it is impatience, the mother of folly, who praises brevity” (in
Kemp, 1981, p. 286). He ridicules artists who “are only bent on a plentiful output
and for one so/do more a day would sooner sew shoes than paint” (in Kemp, 1989,
p. 201), and has no patience for those who “with supreme conceit” say that “they
will not give good work for miserable payment, and that they could do as well as
any other if they were well paid” (in Richter, 1970, no. 501). Alberti had warned
against hurrying, but had also urged the young painter to work expeditiously,
and insisted that one of the ultimate rewards of diligent application in study was
speed and facility of execution (Alberti, 1966, pp. 95-6, 99). Some sixteenth-
century painters and writers advocated a rapid working method: Vasari, who
prided himself on speed, could justify it as the more inspired approach — closer
to the poet than to the manual craftsman — but he also gives clear indication of
its practical advantages. One of the best things about the art of his own time, he
says, is the increased efficiency of production: where fourteenth-century painters
had needed six years to paint a single large picture, he and his contemporaries
can paint six in one year (Vasari, 1979, p. 774). Interestingly, Leonardo is one of
the artists whom Vasari criticizes for working too slowly (Vasari, 1979, pp. 784-6,
792).

Other sixteenth-century artists and theorists saw the new cult of speed simply
as an excuse for cutting corners. G. B. Armenini, writing toward the end of the
century, complained about the lack of finish that had become customary among
his contemporaries. Like Leonardo, he has no patience for the usual excuses:
“that one is not paid according to merit, that the rich no longer recognize good
work, that true skill is valued only in the lowliest places, and that, as a result,
such works are perfectly appropriate, and that it is permissible, given the times,
to pass them off in this fashion, without any more care or superfluous invest-
ment of labor.” Those who complain, who say that they will die of starvation if
they take the time to produce quality work, are to be “lumped in with the hacks”;
they would do better to take up shoemaking (in Williams, 1995, p. 525). Armenini
despised Vasari and characterized him in vicious terms as someone concerned
only with making money (Williams, 1995, p. 526), but even Vasari had misgiv-
ings about the very rapid working method of painters like Tintoretto and
Schiavone (Vasari, 1979, pp. 1694—5, 1700-1).2

Another tendency of lazy painters, Leonardo says, is to try to make up for
their deficiencies by using dazzling pigments like gold and azure (Kemp, 1989,
p. 196). Alberti had gently discouraged the use of gold leaf by saying that “there
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is more praise for the painter” who succeeds in imitating the effect of gold with
other pigments (Alberti, 1966, p. 85). Armenini would complain in more explicit
and much angrier terms about painters who rely on gold and other “tacky”
devices, and who are encouraged to do so by ignorant and tasteless patrons
(Williams, 1995, pp. 526-7).

All this suggests that Leonardo’s remarks should be seen as documents of an
emerging economic pattern. Both Vasari and Armenini testify that by the early
sixteenth century the influx of young artists into Rome had begun to affect the
working environment in the city. Armenini says that the abundance of cheap
labor made it possible for established masters to hire young painters by the day
and for very low wages — “as if they were abject peasants” (in Williams, 1995,
p. 521) — while the intense competition discouraged artists from spending much
time on any single work and led to the disastrous emphasis on rapid execution.
Such observations compel us to look at the artistic developments of the early six-
teenth century in a new way. When Vasari says of Raphael, for instance, that “he
was never seen to go to Court without having with him, as he left his house, some
fifty painters, all able and excellent, who kept him company in order to do him
honour” (Vasari, 1979, p. 914), he is not only celebrating Raphael’s personal
charm and professional success, he is also witnessing a crisis in working-class
life: the spectacle of unemployed persons, many from out of town, gathering
every day in places where they might be likely to find work, was an increasingly
common one in early sixteenth-century cities, and was recognized as a symptom
of serious social and economic dislocation.” When Vasari describes the rational-
ized division of labor in Raphael’s workshop or the way in which the master “kept
designers all over Italy . . . and even in Greece . . . for ever searching out every-
thing of the good that might help his art” (Vasari, 1979, p. 903), he is not only
describing the ways of a great man, but also a process of protoindustrialization
that was taking place simultaneously in many crafts and in many places all over
Europe. Remarks like Armenini’s can be related to a similarly widespread break-
down in the relation between masters and journeymen and the development of
permanent stratifications within the crafts.

The evidence of texts like Leonardo’s, Vasari’s, and Armenini’s also compels
us to reconsider the emergence of artistic academies.” Armenini says that the
situation in Rome in the early years of the sixteenth century reflected a crisis in
the apprenticeship system: it created severe hardship for young artists and had
a devastating effect on their training, making it necessary for them to educate
themselves by studying on their own. Although the circumstances in which the
different academies were established vary, and their aims vary in emphasis as a
result, their common features suggest that they were designed to meet the chal-
lenges of this situation. They provided the kind of supportive fellowship that
helped to bolster professional identity and pride; they also fostered an alterna-
tive form of education, one that helped to release the student from intellectual
dependence on a single master by encouraging the combination of different
styles. Although artistic academies modeled themselves on literary academies,
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though exclusivity and elitism were often essential to their esprit de corps, and
though some soon became the all-too-willing instruments of absolutist ideology,
they also — especially in the earliest phase of their development — had something
in common with the new guilds and journeymen’s associations, organizations
with which less well-established craftsmen sought to circumvent the old guilds
and protect themselves from increasingly exploitative treatment by their more
powerful colleagues.

Usually seen as the inevitable expression of a new intellectual confidence and
social ambition among artists, academies may thus have been more like a
makeshift solution to a desperate situation. The evidence suggests that even as
artists were developing the most exalted sense of their own worth, they were real-
izing that the line separating them from the most servile labor was getting thinner
and thinner. The economic reality of their time was such that all the ambition
in the world barely kept them one step ahead of reabsorption into a growing and
ever-more-degraded proletariat. The proud and ruthless dedication to high stan-
dards that one finds in Leonardo’s writings — which would condense into simple
social snobbery in later academic theory — testifies to the indignation and anxiety
created by these circumstances.

Leonardo advises painters to use their time as efficiently as possible. The working
day must be structured in order to take best advantage of lighting conditions:
“Pay attention in the street toward evening, when the weather is bad, to how
much grace and sweetness can be seen in the faces of men and women.” If one
cannot arrange one’s studio in such a way as to duplicate desired light effects,
then “work on a painting towards evening when it is cloudy or misty and this
will be the perfect atmosphere” (in Kemp, 1989, p. 215). One must also plan
around the seasons: in summer, make many nude studies from life; winter
evenings can then be used for going over these drawings and learning from them
(Kemp, 1989, p. 199). Indeed, every waking moment can and should be turned
to account:

I myself have proved it to be of no little use when in bed in the dark to run the
imagination over the surface delineations of forms previously studied, or other
remarkable things encompassed within subtle speculation. This is really a most
praiseworthy activity and one that is useful for fixing things in the memory.
(Leonardo in Kemp, 1989, pp. 224-5)

Such remarks indicate an intensity of discipline for which the most relevant
precedents are the regimes of monastic life and the spiritual exercises of popular
devotional literature. They document the elevation of art into a full-time, all-
absorbing intellectual activity — into a new, secular form of spiritual exercise —
but they also show how coercive it thus became, insinuating itself into the very
last recesses of consciousness.

Self-criticism is essential to the working process. Alberti had warned painters
against becoming used to their own mistakes (Alberti, 1966, p. 93); for Leonardo,
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the painter is in continual danger of being “deceived in his own work,” and must
practice a continual, uncompromising self-criticism:

When the work stands equal to one’s judgment of it, it is a bad sign for the judg-
ment. When the work surpasses one’s judgment that is worse, as it happens to
someone who is astonished at having produced such good work, and when the
judgment disdains the work this is a perfect sign. If someone with such an atti-
tude is young, without doubt he will become an excellent painter, but will produce
few works, although these will be of such quality that men will stop in admiration
to contemplate their perfection. (LLeonardo in Kemp, 1989, p. 197)

Other people must also be utilized. Alberti had suggested that painters listen to
the advice of friends and to the viewing public (Alberti, 1966, pp. 97-8), but
Leonardo is worried lest friends prove too kind, and encourages the painter to
harness the darker side of human nature:

There is nothing that deceives us more than our own judgment when used to give
an opinion on our own works. It is sound in judging the work of our enemies but
not that of our friends, for hate and love are two of the most powerfully motivat-
ing factors found among living things. Thus, O painter, be eager to hear no less
willingly what your enemies say about your work than what your friends say.
(Leonardo in Kemp, 1989, p. 196)

A logical consequence of this calculating manipulation is that the painter must be
on guard against the false flattery of enemies who only wish him to continue in
his mistakes (Kemp, 1989, p. 196). The need for such a complex self-protective
strategy testifies to the competitiveness of the working environment.

Receptivity to criticism and the habit of self-criticism are linked to an equally
relentless self-objectification in the process of painting. Alberti had recom-
mended the use of a mirror to help the painter spot defects in his work (Alberti,
1966, p. 83); Leonardo emphasizes the way in which a mirror can make the
picture seem to be the work of another artist: “I say that when you are painting
you ought to have by you a flat mirror in which you should often look at your
work. The work will appear to you in reverse and will seem to be by the hand of
another master and thereby you will be a better judge of its faults” (in Kemp,
1989, p. 203). The process of self-objectification is also helped by getting up from
one’s work regularly: “It is also good to get up and take a little recreation else-
where, because when you return to your work your judgment will have improved.
If you stay doggedly at your work you will greatly deceive yourself” (in Kemp,
1989, p. 203).

Alberti had recognized the need for occasional breaks: if physical labor
demands rest for the body, painting, as a form of intellectual labor, requires
“recreation for the soul” (Alberti, 1966, pp. 96—7). Such remarks can be seen as
a way of insisting upon the intellectual, as opposed to merely physical, nature of
the work involved, but they also offer a strategy for coping with the fact that
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painting has already become a highly intellectualized activity, and that the par-
ticular stresses of intellectual work also require self-protective measures.

For Leonardo, the painter must not work too hard in the studio because the
production of pictures is really only a small part of his job: his real work is the
observation of nature and the human life around him. These researches require
the greatest alertness and presence of mind:

Do not do as other painters who when tired of using their imagination, leave off
their works and take exercise by going for a walk, and yet retain such weariness of
mind that, let alone seeing or taking in various objects, very often on meeting
friends or relatives and being greeted by them, far from seeing and hearing them,
these people are no more recognized than if the painter had met with thin air.

(Leonardo in Kemp, 1989, p. 202)

The artist needs recreation, but his recreation is now part of his work. He should
always carry a notebook with him and learn to record what he sees in quick and
accurate sketches; once he can do so easily, he must leave his notebook at home,
setting himself the more difficult challenge of remembering what he has seen
well enough that he can draw it later (Kemp, 1989, p. 199). He must be respon-
sive to everything around him. Alberti had observed that “nature herself seems
to delight in painting, for in the cut faces of marble she often paints centaurs and
faces of bearded and curly headed kings” (Alberti, 1966, p. 67), but Leonardo
encourages the painter to pause frequently and look at bits of old wall, at ashes,
clouds and mud puddles, “in which, if you consider them well, you will find
really marvelous ideas” (in McMahon, 1956, no. 76). Again, art inhabits and
redeems every stray moment; it colonizes every least significant corner of the
world; it demands a mental discipline so highly developed and self-possessed that
it can nourish itself even on randomness.

In general, painters should be solitary. Cennino had advised students to go out
drawing by themselves, or only “in such company as will be inclined to do as you
do, and not apt to disturb you” (Cennini, 1960, p. 16). L.eonardo develops the
idea with characteristic emphasis:

If you are alone you belong entirely to yourself. If you are with just one compan-
ion you belong only half to yourself and less so in proportion to the intrusiveness
of his behavior. And the more of your companions there are, the more you will fall
into the same trouble. If you should say “I will go my own way and draw apart —
the better to be able to speculate upon the forms of natural objects,” then I say
this could be harmful to you because you will not be able to prevent yourself from
often lending an ear to their idle chatter. And since you cannot serve two masters
you will perform badly in the role of companion and there will be an even worse
consequence for the speculative study of your art. And if you say I shall withdraw
so far apart that their words will not reach me, and will cause me no disturbance,
I for my part would say that you would be held to be mad. But consider: by doing
it you would at least be alone. (Kemp, 1995, p. 205)
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Again, Leonardo seems both more sensitive and more ruthless than earlier the-
orists. Though his wording sententiously invokes the spirit of ancient heroes like
Scipio — who was “never less alone than when he was alone” — he also shows that
he has gone to great lengths in order to try working with others. Despite his self-
assurance, he feels his isolation very deeply.

In another passage, Leonardo does recommend drawing in company, but only
as a way of channeling competitive energy in a productive fashion:

To draw in company is much better than to do so on one’s own for many reasons.
The first is that you will be ashamed to be counted among draughtsmen if your
work is inadequate, and this disgrace must motivate you to profitable study. Sec-
ondly, a healthy envy will stimulate you to become one of those who are more
praised than yourself, for the praises of others will spur you on. Another reason is
that you will learn something from the drawings of those who do better than you,
and if you become better than them you will have the advantage of showing your
disgust at their shortcomings and the praises of others will enhance your virtue.
(Leonardo in Kemp, 1981, p. 205)

As in his remarks about criticism, L.eonardo advocates a calculated use of other
people; such dissimulated collegiality is only a more telling indication of isola-
tion. Even the moments of leisure one may have occasion to enjoy with fellow
students should be turned to profit: “When, O draughtsmen! you desire to find
relaxation in games you should always practice such things as may be of use in
your profession” (in Kemp, 1989, p. 208), he urges, then describes a game for
improving one’s ability to reckon the size of objects at a distance.

The complex combination of skills — and balance of deeper psychological
forces — that painting requires is succinctly expressed in one passage, in which
Leonardo returns again to his favorite metaphor: “The painter ought to keep his
own company and reflect upon that which he sees. He should debate with himself
and choose the most excellent parts of the kinds of things he sees. He should be
like a mirror which is transformed into as many colors as are placed before it,
and doing this, he will seem to be a second nature” (in Kemp, 1989, p. 202).

The painter must look at everything, he must absorb everything, but he must
maintain a rigorous, self-conscious isolation. For all his selfless dedication to
nature, he must practice a discipline that is profoundly unnatural. He must
somehow succeed in being both as passive as a mirror and as productive as
another nature. The desire to be another nature registers the pressures of pro-
toindustrialization even as it masks them. Such a passage exposes the underside,
as it were, of the scientific ideal of painting, the psychological work that artists
must a/so do, and that they have continued to do, in one way or another, ever
since. This other, less obvious work, on which the scientific ideal depends, has
remained more essential to art than the specifically scientific elements of the ideal
itself.

Leonardo’s concern with self-objectification is carried to its most obsessive
extreme in his accounts of the measures that a painter must employ in order to
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avoid reproducing his own features in the figures he paints and repeating
the same figure over and over again. Cennino had shown how the artist might
make a cast of his own body — presumably as an aid in the naturalistic repre-
sentation of anatomy (Cennini, 1960, p. 129) — and the misuse of such casts may
have contributed to the “vice” that Leonardo seems to have seen everywhere
around him:

The painter should make his figure according to the rules for a body in nature,
which is commonly known to be of correct proportions. Besides, he should have
himself measured to see where his own person varies much or little from the afore-
said proportions. With this information, he must studiously oppose, in the figures
which he makes, falling into the same shortcomings which are found in his person.
Be advised that you must fight your utmost against this vice, since it is a failing
that was born together with judgment, because the soul, mistress of the body,
is that which makes your judgment, and she naturally delights in works similar to
that which she created in composing her body. And from this it comes about that
there does not exist a woman so ugly that she does not find a lover, unless she is a
monster. So remember to understand the shortcomings that exist in your own body,
and so be on your guard against them in the figures which you compose. (L.eonardo

in Pedretti, 1964, pp. 53—4)

In an essay on this passage and others like it, Martin Kemp showed how
Leonardo adapted the Aristotelian conception of the soul as the formative prin-
ciple of the body — that is, the force that actually shapes the body — in order to
explain why all the products of an artist’s soul will tend to resemble one another
(Kemp, 1976). In the effort to represent the world truthfully, the painter must
work against the very faculties that condition his perception of the world, he
must work against himself at the very deepest level. Painting is fundamentally a
work of self-criticism, of self-refinement, of self-purification; it demands an
effort to transcend the contingent and idiosyncratic nature of individual iden-
tity, to achieve a higher, more perfect, more objective identity.

If Leonardo’s concern with certain issues relates to economic pressures, then his
interest in self-objectification and the perfection of mental habits should also be
seen in a larger historical context, as an instance of that refinement in the tech-
niques of social discipline — especially the personal internalization of coercive
forces — characteristic of early modern culture. His attempt to define painting as
a science, as a practice that is both self-reflexive and all-inclusive, as an activity
that requires an ideal subjective disposition toward the world, is a significant
moment in the articulation of the ideally autonomous subjectivity we recognize
as modern; that art becomes the site for the theorization of such subjectivity is
indicative of the role that art comes to play in modern culture. The work of the
artist is essentially the reconstitution of subjectivity in ideal form.

We may speculate that this redefinition of art marks a moment of crisis in
subjectivity, the moment at which a simpler, more instinctive kind of individu-
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ality was felt to have become obsolete, inadequate to the challenges of modern
life. Perhaps one of the most important things that Leonardo’s writings have to
tell us is that the Renaissance was not the great age of individualism, but rather
the moment when individuality became insistently problematical and thus
demanded definition in ideal/ terms — when it became essentially theoretical. We
need not assume that everyone experienced this crisis, or felt its effects to the
same degree; instinctive individuality has survived, of course, if only as an effect
of capital. And though we may have come to feel that even ideal subjectivity is
obsolete, that our individuality is only ever provisional, some modes of being are
better than others, and we still expect art to give us some guidance in choosing
among them. Indeed, L.eonardo makes us realize how much work our own sub-
jectivity involves. Perhaps our responsiveness to Renaissance art is really
grounded in our sense that the craftsmen who produced it had begun to engage
a task we still face.

If art is how we theorize ourselves, if the work that art does is fundamentally
theoretical, then theory is a direct extension of that work and the means by which
art realizes something fundamental to itself. There is no doubt that art became
more theoretical in the Renaissance, that it became in some way essentially the-
oretical: just as in the case of subjectivity, perhaps this development too marks a
crisis, and a characteristically modern one. Art changed shape as vast array of
possibilities opened before it and, at the same time, it was pressured by new eco-
nomic forces. Again, we need not assume that all artists were affected in exactly
the same ways by this situation, equally conscious of it, or equally well-equipped
to respond, but the rigor, intensity, and high ambition of Leonardo’s writings —
not without comparison in the work of other Renaissance theorists — testify to
the urgency of the situation for those who were.

Notes

1 Major contemporary interpretations of Leonardo’s art theory that emphasize its
scientific elements include the essays by Gombrich, the various works of Kemp, and
the book by Farago. For quotations from Leonardo’s writings, I have preferred the
translation by M. Kemp and M. Walker (1989), but since it is a selection I have had
occasion to use the older translations by Richter (1970), McMahon (1956), and
Pedretti (1964). In a few places I have modified these translations.

2 For the economic circumstances surrounding speedy execution in Venetian painting,
see the articles by Nichols (1994 and 1996).

3 For example, a French chronicler, Etienne de Médicis (discussed in Heller, 1996, pp.
32-3), writing toward the middle of the century, describes a crowd of unemployed
persons that assembled in the square of Le Puy, waiting to be hired for various menial
jobs. His comments make clear that this crowd was composed both of poor immi-
grants from the surrounding countryside and indigent craftsmen from the town itself
who had been forced by circumstances to abandon their trades. Most interestingly —
in view of the development of artistic academies at about the same time — he
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sarcastically refers to the group as a collége, “full of vain, if amusing, talk and story-
telling,” and mentions that they subsequently formed their own confraternity.

4 On this situation as it affects Europe in general, see Huppert, 1998, pp. 109-11.
Studies devoted to France include Davis (1966 and 1975), Farr (1988), Heller (1996),
and Truant (1994). On the “oligarchical transformation” of an Italian guild, see Poni
(1989, esp. pp. 81-2); on the complexity of the circumstances in Italy generally, see
the essays gathered by Guenzi, et al., 1998.

5 The best introduction to the early history of academies is still Pevsner’s book (1940);
Dempsey’s article (1980) offers a comparative study of the conditions surrounding
the formation of two important ones. An attempt to situate the emergence of acad-
emies in an economic-historical context — limited, however, by its formulaic Marxism
— is the book by Rossi (1980). Since most of the scholarly attention has focused on
Florence and Bologna, Rossi’s essay (1984) on the Accademia di San Luca in Rome
is especially interesting.
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Chapter 7

Academic Theory 1550-1800

Paul Duro

From the time of the first public academies of art in Italy in the middle of the
sixteenth century, through to the foundation of the Royal Academy in Llondon
in the third quarter of the eighteenth, academic art practice was informed by an
evolving set of theories that, taken together, may properly be said to constitute
a “discourse” on art. But before we embark on our topic, an immediate difficulty
presents itself. What do we mean by “academic,” and what by “theory”? In the
case of the first term, academic may conveniently be taken to mean “of the
academy” (the term “academy” itself derives from the Greek word “akademeia,”
the school where Plato taught philosophy). However, this seemingly unprob-
lematic definition contains a major difficulty. While much of the theory discussed
in this chapter is academic in the sense that it emanated from within academies
of art, much else considered “academic” was formulated by artists or critics who
did not belong to an academy in the narrow sense of the term. So here I will
define as “academic” those theories that contributed to a discourse within the
academic environment, whether or not all the protagonists may be said to have
enjoyed an institutional affiliation with this or that academy.

A similar problem revolves around the word “theory.” All art is “theorized”
to the extent that there can be no practice without the intervention of the intel-
lect (Michelangelo was hardly alone in arguing that an artist works with the brain
and not the hand). It would therefore be foolish to attempt to differentiate
between artists whose work is distinguished by the application of theory, and
those whose work is seemingly bereft of ideas. Rather by academic theory I mean
those ideas, precepts, and beliefs that together may be said to make up a more or
less coherent visual ideology emanating from, and contributing to, academic asso-
ciation. It was the emphasis given within the academies to this discourse that
ultimately separates academic theory from other forms of thinking about art, not
its status as “theory” per se.

These opening remarks reveal an emphasis I shall be at pains to maintain
throughout my discussion. “Theory,” as an entity that is treatable in isolation
from the aims of painting, can nowhere be found. All theory within the acade-
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mies was formulated with one end in mind — the elucidation of practice. From
the first the academies realized that, in order to differentiate themselves from
competing forms of artistic production on the one hand, and to establish a new
platform for their own practice on the other, it was necessary to build on a firm
theoretical foundation. It is this bifocal concern that allows us to think of aca-
demic theory as the elaboration of a discourse on art while recognizing that at
no time was it divorced from the concerns of practice. With this aim in view, I
shall now divide my discussion into three related areas: the rise of academic
theory, history painting, and theoretical production.

The Rise of Academic Theory

The view that painting and sculpture were open to theoretical debate in a way
similar to that traditionally enjoyed by other arts, especially poetry, was a pow-
erful incentive for the creation of the first academies of art in the sixteenth
century. The reasons for this shift in emphasis are many and varied. Certainly of
great importance was the necessity to respond to new social formations, espe-
cially in the emergent nation states which required a correspondingly national,
public, and elevated art to answer the aspirations of their royal patrons. Like-
wise, a shift in artmaking away from religious imagery toward classical themes
promoted the need for greater literary skills as well as reducing artists’s depen-
dence on traditional forms of knowledge. Most important, however, was the
belief among a growing number of artists that painting and sculpture had out-
grown the medieval craft associations of the guilds and were ready to take their
place alongside the liberal arts encompassed by the classical curriculum of the
trivium and quadrivium. Toward the end of the sixteenth century ambitious
artists, first in Italy, then France, and later throughout Europe and the Ameri-
cas, broke away from this essentially medieval form of artistic production and,
identifying themselves with the idea of an academy, promoted the intellectual
and creative aspects of artmaking over the artisanal and routine practices of their
craft-based cousins.

The first artists’ academy (as opposed to the private gatherings of dilettanti,
antiquarians, and amateurs sometimes referred to as academies), was established
in 1563 in Florence by the artist and historiographer Giorgio Vasari (1511-74)
under the patronage of Grand Duke Cosimo I de’ Medici (1519-74) and with
the aged Michelangelo (1475—-1564) at its head. The new academy, the Accade-
mia del Disegno, distinguished between Fine Art and craft, and opened its doors
to ambitious artists who preferred to see themselves as the equal of the poets.
The Accademia welcomed artists and amateurs whose idea of art depended on
an understanding of “disegno,” that is, of drawing in its broader meaning of
design and intellectual understanding, while the material aspects of paint,
marble, or clay were treated as incidental to the central issue of design when
questions of art practice were discussed.
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This emphasis was foundational to the academies’ sense of self-worth. As
Vasari puts it in the introduction to the second edition of the Lives of the Artists,

published in 1568:

Proceeding from the intellect [drawing] extracts from many things a universal
judgment, like a form or idea of all the things in nature. . . . From this knowledge
there proceeds a certain idea or judgment, which is formed in the mind. . . . It can
therefore be concluded, that this drawing is simply a visible expression and man-
ifestation of the idea which exists in our mind. (Blunt, 1989, p. 100)

While Vasari’s language is somewhat abstract, his meaning is not. Henceforth art
with a claim to importance would be learned, and the academies developed a cur-
riculum in which the study of anatomy, perspective, ancient history, and math-
ematics (the study of which was deemed to be foundational to the understanding
of the physical universe) promoted a conceptual and intellectual bias over the
skills of the hand. Furthermore, in the Accademia del Disegno’s constitution —
and again this was typical of later academies — space was made for the inclusion
of nonpractitioners who ensured the centrality of theoretical discussion and a
wide-ranging literary bias within the discourse on art.

This bias also articulated a fundamental shift in the status of the artist.
Whereas previously artmaking had been essentially a question of routine, with
the emphasis firmly on knowledge of materials and the trade aspects of the craft,
the advent of academic association heralded a move toward theory — that is,
toward examining the role and purpose of art within the larger arena of prac-
tice. In the fifteenth century Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) had argued that
“practice must be founded on sound theory” (Blunt, 1989, p. 49) and following
this reasoning academic artists and theorists from Federico Zuccaro (1543-1609)
to Giovanni Pietro Bellori (1615-96) argued for the centrality of the idea
(what Zuccaro calls “disegno interno”), and promoted the view that the idea in
the artist’s mind should take precedence over the direct imitation of nature (den-
igrated as a mere sense impression and therefore suspect from an intellectual
point of view), and that the artist’s task was therefore to borrow from nature
only those elements that would enable him to realize his prior idea (Blunt, 1989,
p. 141).

Significantly, academic theory early on placed its emphasis on a narrow, and
somewhat counterintuitive, definition of what constituted pictorial representa-
tion. While both Zuccaro and Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo (1538-1600) defined art
as the imitation of nature, by which they meant that art and nature were both
controlled by the intellect (the first by the human mind and the latter by the
mind of God), neither meant that the artist should copy what was present in
reality, in all its particularities, idiosyncrasies, and imperfection. Rather by
imitation they mean the imitation — in the sense of its realization in art — of the
idea of perfected nature as it was present in the artist’s mind (Blunt, 1989,

p. 141).
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Two practices of crucial importance to the subsequent development of aca-
demic theory in the seventeenth century (especially within the circles of the
French Académie de pemnture et de sculpture), flowed from this premise. First, what
was in the artistic mind mattered, since ultimately it was the object of imitation
(and this meant imitating only the elevated and worthy in nature and human
action). Second, since it was unlikely that any mind would be adequately so fur-
nished, then the imitation of the works of others, especially the uncontested
excellence of antique art, would itself become a prerequisite for the making of
anything that was noteworthy and new.

"This shift from direct observation, with all its rational and scientific overtones,
to the imitation of the idea, traces another shift in Mannerist and baroque art
theory from its foundation in Renaissance humanism to a more spiritual and mys-
tical formulation of art. The artist was no longer subservient to the rules of
observation, but free to follow his inspiration. As Zuccaro argues in his L’Idea
de’ Pittori, Scultori et Architetti (1607), the mind of the artist:

Must be not only clear but free, and his invention unfettered and not compelled
to the mechanical slavery of such rules; for this noble profession demands judg-
ment and skillful execution which are its rules and standards of working. (Blunt,
1989, p. 145)

However, this did not mean that the artist’s invention was unfettered. In place
of the external rules of science the artist must observe a new set of internal
constraints such as design, grace, decorum, imitation, and invention. In other
words, art was now theorized in terms of a self-regulating practice, and it fol-
lowed that henceforth it should be judged by how well it corresponded to its own
self-policing policies.

As mentioned at the beginning of this discussion, the academies needed art
theory to buttress their claims to superiority over the guilds which they charac-
terized as anti-intellectual, but it is perhaps more accurate to say that the need
was mutual. If the academies needed art theory to stake their claim to high-
minded practice, then art theory, in the form described above, needed the acad-
emies to codify and lend authority to its pronouncements. By the end of the
sixteenth century the academies of Florence and Rome had begun to spawn imi-
tators (although their most successful protégé, the French academy, would not
be founded until 1648). These academies almost all codified an instruction based
on the model of the selective imitation of nature and with reference to antique
prototypes, and on the importance of theoretic instruction separate from art
practice which, with increasing vehemence, was seen as an essentially mechani-
cal procedure. But there was another way in which these theories may be said to
be “academic.” Academic theory aimed for exclusivity. Its practitioners came
from the educated elite, and its audience was likewise select, able to distinguish
(or so the academies liked to believe) between the superficial appeal of a brilliant
technique and the more fundamental, if subtle, application of ideas to art. And
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it followed from this that artists must likewise be learned in order to appeal to
this select, educated, audience (Blunt, 1989, p. 148).

While this doctrine supported artists in their endeavor to be taken as practi-
tioners of a learned profession, in the long run the codification of practice
became a straitjacket constraining the academic artist to one kind of practice
and (as we will see in the next section of this chapter), one genre. This rigid and
limiting code, at once formulaic and conventional, ossified into a dogma that left
artists with little freedom of expression. It is therefore unsurprising that, toward
the end of the seventeenth century, new developments in academic theory moved
the discussion back to questions surrounding artistic expression and license.
Once again these questions tended to group around the relative importance of
line (design) and color in the articulation of an artistic concept, and the signifi-
cance of nature was once again seen as a guide not a hindrance to artistic expres-
sion. This change of direction, typified by the writings of Roger de Piles
(1635-1709) in books such as L’Abrégé de la vie des peintres (1699) and Cours de
peinture par principes (1708), is most often characterized by the ascendancy of
the example of Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640) and the colorist faction, and the
(relative) demotion of Nicolas Poussin (1593/4-1665) and the disegno school.

Allied to this shift is the concept of native genius. The academies had always
acknowledged that occasional bursts of native distinction were an allowable
transcendence of their rule-dominated notion of artistic excellence (an excel-
lence that was almost entirely attributable, so the academies believed, to a rigor-
ous and pragmatic training). But the idea of genius that grew up under the
influence of ancient treatises such as Longinus on the Sublime was antithetical not
only to the idea that art could be learned, but also to the doctrine of ut pictura
poesis which based its claim to significance on a universal understanding of what
constituted an important artistic statement. Under the circumstances a doctrine
which denied the teachability of art, rejected universalizing rules in favor of an
emphasis on the imagination, the expression of emotion, and a profoundly sub-
jective approach to beauty, was obviously hostile to the academic project (Lee,
1967, p. 68).

Under the circumstances, it is hardly surprising that the appeal to reason
which forms the very center of academic theory in the period under review
should become the most contested aspect of later academic theory. This shift in
emphasis, which tended to free art from the increasingly prescriptive confines of
the humanistic theory of painting to embrace the concerns of color and the
example of the Venetian school, was followed at some years remove by the most
cogent attack on the fundamental assumption of the doctrine of ut pictura poesis
— that painting and poetry were united in sharing a common goal in imitating
ideal human nature. The essay by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-81)
“Laocoon: An Essay on the Limits of Painting and Poetry” argued for acknowl-
edgment that painting and poetry differed in their means of expression, and that
each should observe the limitations imposed by their respective mediums. This
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is not to say that Lessing was a revolutionary who denied the importance of the
hierarchy of genres — indeed he would have agreed with the most traditional
theorists that art that did not imitate human action at its most perfect was defi-
cient in understanding — but he objected to the confusion of art and literature
for ends that were nothing to do with the problems that were particular to art,
but everything to do with the need for artists to adopt the language of the poets
to make good their claim to a seat at the liberal arts table (Lee, 1967, pp. 20-1).

While Lessing’s attack on the confusion of the arts of poetry and painting
served to articulate a shift in art theory back from the abject imitation of poetry
to a more self-aware position where the limits of each medium could be
once again acknowledged, it should be noted that Lessing never denied the
premise that the highest goal of art was to imitate human action. Following
Lessing, the last great exponent of academic doctrine in our period was Joshua
Reynolds (1723-92), whose undogmatic and enlightened exposition of the
humanistic theory of painting in his Discourses on Art (see Reynolds, 1809) stands
as a monument of good advice to the academic artist. Using his annual address
to the Royal Academy as his platform, Reynolds examined each of the “parts”
of painting that fell within the purview of the academic tradition, while infus-
ing them with a sensibility that did much to redress a balance that had tipped
toward empty formalism. His argument is that the association of painting
with poetry rests, as he expounds in his third Discourse, not on borrowed pre-
cepts, or in the supposed similarity of their means of expression, but in the
“nobleness of conception” that “gives to painting its true dignity, which entitles
it to the name of a liberal art and ranks it as the sister of poetry” (Lee, 1967,
p. 69).

Implicit in much of what has been said above is the view that for artists to be
accepted as learned, discerning, and knowledgeable, they must produce work that
exhibits these same qualities. The development of history painting would allow
academic artists to deploy their talents on a terrain far larger than the seemingly
restricted field of guild practice. And while the idea that guild artists were mere
craftsmen who struggled to find expression among a sea of pattern books and
workshop formulae is an outrageous travesty of the truth (guild artists were every
bit as skilled and enlightened as their academic cousins), the academies, by
emphasizing the discursive aspects of artmaking, sought to disenfranchise
nonacademic artists from participation in what we might term the “grand genre”
of history painting. For all these reasons, and coterminous with the creation of
the academies (themselves eloquent testimony to this same desire for more social
and professional consideration), art theory addressed the question of what kinds
of work would enhance artists’ claim to greater prestige. From this reasoning
grew the importance of history painting. It is unsurprising, therefore, that history
painting plays a crucial role in academic theory, at once giving form to the acad-
emies’ more abstract pronouncements and offering artists a bastion from which
they could look down on the less elevated genres below.
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History Painting

History painting (Aistoria, Lat.: “story”) is the genre that ties art theory to its
institutional context in the academies on the one hand, and to art practice on the
other. As early as 1435 Leon Battista Alberti (1404—72) had used, in his treatise
on painting De pictura, the term /historia to describe a narrative painting of several
figures, usually engaged in some weighty drama drawn from the classics, the
Bible, or classical mythology. He argued that painting of this type could demon-
strate its standing as a liberal art when it associated its aims and methods with
those of literature. This meant that the rhetorical categories of decorum, com-
position, invention, expression, conceit, to mention a few of the most important,
should be employed in a composition that fully displayed not only the artist’s
skill in the depiction of men and women engaged in dramatic action, but also
his mastery of the lesser genres of landscape, still life, and animals.

This formulation of what constituted significant painting so firmly took root
that when the French art theorist André Félibien (1619-95), writing in 1667,
echoes Alberti, his distinction between narrative and nonnarrative representa-
tion has the sound of an accepted formula:

Painters represent many things, such as landscapes, animals, buildings and human
figures. The most noble of all these [kinds of painting] is that which represents a
History in a composition of several figures. (Pace, 1981, p. 47)

Let us note the significance of Félibien’s distinction between genre painting and
history painting — between “high” (narrative) and “low” (representational) paint-
ing. Put most simply, it is a distinction between two incommensurate forms of
depiction; between painting which is the result, so those sympathetic to the aca-
demic position argued, of an intellectual process, and painting which takes as its
model the appearance of things in nature, with all the unfortunate oddities and
unsalutory manifestations of imperfection such a practice implies. The opposi-
tion, then, was important precisely because the academies wished to assert
that their privileged pictorial form (the meta-genre of history painting) had a
function beyond the merely mimetic. For then it could be demonstrated that
painting was an essentially cerebral activity, worthy of inclusion among the
elevated or “liberal” arts.

Since much of the authority of history painting rested on the considered
application of the rules of literature to the visual field of painting, we should not
be surprised to find that the principle rules in An Idea of the Perfection of Paint-
ing (1668) by Roland Fréart de Chambray (1606—76) are that “in historical com-
posures the pure and rigid truth be always observed,” and “that there be great
consideration had of the place where ’tis to be represented” (Lee, 1967, pp.
44-5). Félibien likewise showed his concern to guide the painter toward
decorous compositions when he writes:
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What one calls in a painting History or Myth is the imitation of some action which
has taken place in the past, or could have taken place between several people; but
one must take care to ensure that in a painting there is only one subject; and
although it may be filled with a great many figures, each must be in rapport with
the main action. (Félibien, 1669, n.p.)

As will be immediately seen, these definitions of the genre historique go well
beyond identifying history painting as an art which merely draws its subject from
antiquity or the classics. Rather Félibien’s comments show the purposiveness of
this kind of painting. It is painting with an end in view — the raising of painting
up to a par with the “liberal arts.” As such, history painting is from the first a
matter of choices: choice of subject, choice of treatment, choice of composition.
The history painter shows his skill, not in the illusionistic portrayal of the here
and now, but in the judicious representation of heroic actions of the past.

The result of this concentration on history painting was that art theory, which
had always been single-minded in its association with art and literature, further
narrowed its scope to focus exclusively on history painting as the only genre
worthy of serious interest. When other genres were discussed, the result was
often unwittingly condemnatory. Even an enthusiastic supporter of genre paint-
ing like Eugéne Fromentin (1820-76) answered his own question “What motive
had a Dutch painter in painting a picture?” with the bleak answer “None” (Fro-
mentin, 1948, p. 97). Genre painting (that is, any painting which is not /istory)
is painting made without the intervention of the intellect, and its practitioners
were constrained to operate within the preordained field of mimesis. Reynolds
drew pretty much the same conclusion in the journal of his travels in Flanders
and Holland:

As the merit [of Dutch painting] consists in the truth of representation alone,
whatever praise they deserve, whatever pleasure they give when under the eye, they
make but a poor figure in description. (Reynolds, 1809, vol. 2, p. 369)

Reynolds’s remarks typify the point of view of the academic artist. It is only the
conceptual field of history painting that offers the potential for a radically liber-
ated kind of representation (one that was open to discursive interpretation),
other genres simply did not have this potential. But we should also note one
potential problem with Reynolds’s position. His praise of discursive painting
implies that significant painting requires a textual supplement in order to reveal
itself fully to mind — an interesting, and dangerous, assumption about the role
of theory not to explain but to complete the artwork’s meaning.

These remarks epitomize the academies’ desire to inscribe extrapictorial
meaning onto the figural field of artmaking, and with it the opportunity to gain
the ascendancy over those who functioned under a different pictorial paradigm.
To do this, history painting would have to shun not only traditional practices
and attitudes, but also those (lower) genres whose approach implied a more

95



Tradition and the Academy

unthinking fidelity to nature — and that meant effectively everything that fell
outside the depiction of stories from the classics or the Bible. For the protag-
onists of the academic system of the arts, the authority of painting is found in
a certain kind of subject represented in a certain kind of way.

This need for judicious selection is evident in many of the debates that took
place within academic theory over the way an artist should represent the subject
of a history painting. Poussin was implicated in one such debate that took place
within the forum of the monthly lectures — the so-called conférences — in the
French Academy in the 1660s; when his Eliezer and Rebecca was criticized for
deviating from biblical truth, in that the ten camels in the caravan led by Eliezer
were not present, even though the Bible makes explicit reference to them. While
certain members of the Academy argued that the painter had no right to meddle
with the story, others, led by the head of the Academy Charles Le Brun
(1619-90), maintained that Poussin was justified because he had excluded an
animal that would detract from the gravity of the narrative and in doing so had
attained a higher truth than mere historical accuracy (Lee, 1967, p. 45).

The legitimacy of the argument rests on the association of painting with
poetry. The painter was no more at liberty to abdicate responsibility for good
judgment than was the poet — indeed, perhaps more so as poetry allowed for the
glossing over of the distasteful or the ugly through the operation of language,
whereas art, as an essentially mimetic medium, was obliged to represent them.
As Charles-Alphonse Dufresnoy (1611-68) explained in his Observations on
Painting:

As the poet only invents or puts into verse that which is beautiful to sing and to
hear, so the painter will take from a history only those parts that are appealing, or
offer him the chance to show all the elegances and artifices of painting; so long,
that is, as he does not depart in any way from what the poet would have written.

(Thuillier, 1965, p. 198)

It is therefore on the basis of art’s association with poetry that academic theory
ultimately rests. What is important for the poet becomes, in this system, impor-
tant for the painting, and what the poet must avoid, the painter likewise need
eschew.

In the end, however, what history painting offered the academies is less a lim-
iting and restrictive set of rules than the possibility of the renewal of an aes-
thetic. For academic artists history painting was an enabling device, opening up
art practice to change and development in a way which existing practices did not.
In this sense, history painting offered a certain group of artists, as different as
Poussin, Annibale Carracci (1560-1609), and Rubens, and who stylistically
cannot be considered at all similar, the opportunity to forge an alliance against
practices which they believed were demonstrably alien to their way of thinking.
This is not to say that there was nothing to distinguish the paintings of Rubens,
Poussin, and Carracci from each other, only that certain values, such as what
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could or could not be included in a painting without compromising its charac-
ter as a history painting. In the end, history painting demonstrated its position
as the embodiment of the humanistic theory of painting as much through what
it excluded as through what was included, and its artists likewise had to under-
stand and respect these limits, for they were limits that the painter could not
transgress and still be considered learned.

Theoretical Production

Unlike the theorists of the Early Renaissance, who believed that theoretical dis-
cussion could help an artist to a better understanding of the art of painting, the
later theorists went much further in advocating not only that art could be taught
through theory. but that such rules were indispensable. Theoretical handbooks
such as Lomazzo’s Trattato dell’Arte della Pittura, Scultura et Architettura | Trea-
tise on the Arts of Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture] of 1584 and De’ Ver:
Precetti della Pittura [Veritable Maxims of Painting] of 1586 by Giovanni
Battista Armenini (1525-1609) — the very names of which tell us their writers
saw such theorizing as “the unchangeable foundation of art” — established a
pattern of fidelity to more or less inflexible guidelines that greatly influenced the
theorists of the next century (Blunt, 1989, p. 148).

Indeed, with these treatises art theory assumes a new and vigorous place prior
to practice. These codified rules or “precepts” were designed to guide artists on
every aspect of artmaking — and, where necessary, legislate between differing
points of view. More damagingly, academic artists tended to see the creative
process as fundamentally intellectual, and their reliance on elucidating the
specifics of practice through a general and necessarily ambiguous theory of
representation further sundered what had hitherto been unified. The French
academy’s secretary Henri Testelin admitted as much when he described instruc-
tion in the academy’s art school:

Beginning with particulars, [the professors] moved on to more general observa-
tions which imperceptibly turned into knowledgeable and enlightening discussions
on the principles of drawing, on imitation, on the way of improving and ennobling
nature through the beauties of Antiquity, on the character and merit of the great
masters of the Roman and Bologna schools, finally on anything that had relevance
to the fundamentals of the Fine Arts. (Testelin, 1853, vol. 1, p. 93)

The problem might not have been so serious had the academies not staked their
claim to credibility precisely on the promise that they would explain practice
through theory. Theoretical discussion can proceed without undue difficulty, to
the benefit of all concerned, so long as no one believes that it is a program, let
alone a prerequisite, for practice. Yet this is just what happened. Between the
two positions — commentary on aesthetic questions and a practical program for
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the guidance of like-minded artists — theoretical discussion often took on an
alarmingly abstract quality more suited to debate in an academy of philosophy
than one devoted to the practice of painting.

From the first the academies had placed theoretical discussion at the center of
the activities. Often framed as a weekly or monthly “lecture” followed by a dis-
cussion, the purpose of these meetings was for members to “exchange their
insights [on art], it not being possible that one individual should possess them
all, nor to penetrate without help all the difficulties of these arts so profound and
so little known,” as the statutes of the new Académie royale de peinture et de
sculpture in Paris put it in 1648 (Vitet, 1880, p. 214).

This is not to say that art theorists believed that art could be taught in its
entirety; they simply behaved as if it could. While no theorist ever went so far
as to deny that talent or natural genius was an indispensable prerequisite to the
making of great art, they treated this assumption as a starting point for skill-
building, not as a reason for ignoring teachable skills in the first place. But while
the artist-theorists of the earlier Renaissance, such as Alberti and Ieonardo,
regarded art theory as a means of offering practical advice to the artist, later the-
orists treated theory as necessary. In part this was the result of a split between
the applied rules of art based on observation, and what we might call the absolute
rules of art based on the intellect. It followed from this that an art theory divorced
from experience was not in a position to respond to the needs of artists. Instead
of seeing rules as the means to communicate the practice of art, rules became the
tool of those artists whose view of art practice divorced theory and practice, ele-
vating some parts of practice (such as drawing) onto a higher plane than
others (for example, painting), with a view to raising the status of the artist into
a quasi-affinity with the liberal arts. And instead of an evolving set of rules based
on experimentation and the direct observation of nature, artists now looked to
other artists of the past as the ultimate source of authority (Blunt, 1989, pp.
149-50).

The theory of imitation has a long and complicated history. Most often dis-
cussed in terms of Horace’s celebrated simile “ut pictura poesis” (“as is painting,
so is poetry”), the imitation in question was that of idealized humanity “raised
above all that is local and accidental, purged of all that is abnormal and eccen-
tric, so as to be in the highest sense representative” (Babbitt, 1910, p. 10). In the
period under discussion the academies may be fairly represented as the institu-
tional embodiment of this theory that based its claim to significance on the asso-
ciation of art and literature, validated by their shared interest in imitation.
Inevitably this resulted in the view that narrative was the principal object of the
artist. From Alberti to Reynolds artists and theorists insisted that it was the busi-
ness of painters not merely to depict things as they appeared to the eye (the imi-
tation of nature), but to educate their audience through the representation of
significant narratives drawn from ancient history and mythology. As Johann
Joachim Winckelmann (1717-68) explained, to do otherwise “is the straight way
to Dutch forms and figures” — in other words back to the direct imitation of
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nature that was anathema to academic theory — while to imitate the antique “leads
to general beauty, and its ideal images, and is the way the Greeks took” (Irwin,
1972, p. 61).

The finality implicit in Winckelmann’s statement had been present in academ-
ic theory for some time when he wrote these words in the 1750s. Indeed, it had
been the cornerstone of academic theory since at least the middle of the seven-
teenth century. The approach reaches its apogee — or possibly nadir — in treatises
like that of Lomazzo, who fills seven hundred pages with solutions, based on
antique prototypes, to every artistic problem imaginable (Blunt, 1989, p. 152),
and those produced within the French academy, such as Testelin’s Sentimen/[t]s
des plus habiles peintres sur la pratique de la peinture et sculpture, published in 1696.

As we might expect, there is more at stake than a simple choice between the
imitation of nature and the art of the past. While the first position implies the
artist copies things as they appear in the world (and accepts their imperfections),
the second sets out to improve on nature, eradicating imperfections and seeking
to show, not how the world is, but how it might be. Crucially for our under-
standing of academic theory, the first position tended to be associated with the
realm of the artisan, while the latter was associated with the Italianate model of
practice and more specifically with the art academies of late sixteenth-century
Florence and Rome.

The critic Ludovico Dolce (1508-68) attempted to resolve this dilemma — and
find a possible way out of the nature—art divide — by distinguishing between
human nature and nonhuman nature. We might say that, along with antiquity,
the seventeenth century may applaud Zeuxis for painting grapes so realistically
that birds might fly down to peck at them (illusionism), but when we wish to
paint the unsurpassed beauty of Helen, then, like Zeuxis, the artist must select
the most beautiful parts of a number of women to make one Helen (ideal beauty).
There was however another position, one of great interest to an Academy seeking
an essentially practical solution to this age-old paradox. As antiquity had pro-
duced humans of such perfection that one model could be used to represent the
highest form of human beauty, so the modern artist should copy not the example,
but the very manifestation of antique beauty, for as Dolce remarks, “the ancient
statues contain all the perfection of art” (Goldstein, 1988, p. 35).

Of the two approaches — assembling the most beautiful elements into a whole
that surpassed nature, or “seeing nature through the antique” — the academies,
perhaps because of their need to offer a graspable method that students of art
could readily employ, favored the latter. Yet imitation, even judicious imitation,
is not the same thing as emulation. Most artists, confused by the somewhat
unhelpful distinction, chose to regard imitation of the antique as simply copying
antique statues. They were encouraged in this by their teachers who placed inor-
dinate weight on a select few models that were expected to bear the full weight
of prestige accorded to antiquity. As the sculptor Gerard van Opstal
(1594/1604-68) argued in a lecture to the French academy on the Laocoon in
1667: ‘[By] study of this [sculpture] one could learn to correct even the faults
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that are ordinarily found in nature, because in it everything appeared in a state
of perfection” (Félibien, 1669, pp. 31-2).

Van Opstal’s approach is fraught with danger for the well-being of a con-
structive theory of imitation. While both Poussin and Rubens — the two artists
the Academy liked to think of as representing polemical attitudes to painting —
studied the antique extensively, neither practiced the slavish imitation advocated
here. Rubens, in his short essay De imitatione statuarum, written about 1608 but
first published by de Piles a century later, specifically warned that excessive imi-
tation would serve only to crush native creativity. Significantly, Rubens did not
accept the suggestion that an artist should copy the whole work, but imitate only
those parts worthy of esteem (the moot question, of course, was who was to say
what was worthy of esteem). This selective theory of imitation, in which the
artist interrogates the art of the past, offers the potential for dialogue, not
unquestioned acceptance.

Some artists were best avoided. But not every Old Master could provide the
model for emulation from which the students might learn. Fréart de Chambray
contrasts the decorum of Raphael (1483-1520) — always a favorite model for aca-
demic emulation — to the terribilita of Michelangelo whose forceful and highly
personal work he sees as an undesirable model:

Michael-Angelo, superior in Fame, but far inferior to him in Merits, shall by his
extravagant Compositions, amply furnish us to discover the Ignorance and Temer-
ity of those libertines, who trampling all the Rules and Maxims of Art under their
feet, pursue only their own Caprices. (Fréart de Chambray, 1668, preface)

These remarks on the theory of imitation perhaps indicate something of the
nature of the problem facing the Academy. While imitation of nature unmedi-
ated by the example of the antique was, for reasons already expounded, out of
the question, the imitation of nature through the antique likewise posed a threat
to the autonomy of the artist. Not least, imitation of the art of the past might
look, to the disinterested observer, remarkably like the unthinking copying of
appearances that the academies held to be the hallmark of the artisan. It was rec-
ognized, however, that slavish imitation of the antique could lead to sterility and
an unhealthy veneration of the art of the past. The French academician Philippe
de Champaigne (1602-74) argued, in a lecture of 1672, that those who base their
art on the slavish imitation of antiquity “subject their genius to one style, instead
of which they should be taking whatever is the most beautiful from every style
and making . . . a beauty which is their own” (Champaigne, 1672, ms. 156).

Conclusion

Up to this point in the discussion the reader may be forgiven for thinking
that art theory was a burdensome necessity artists were obliged to shoulder in
order to emancipate themselves from the supposedly artisanal practices of pre-
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academic association. The choice of terrain on which to fight was the putative
status of painting as a liberal art, and the justification for art theory was to over-
come the barriers of prejudice erected against painting as a “mechanical” art.
This belief informed the entire development of academic theory throughout
the period under review, and persuaded academicians that progress in the arts
was dependent on understanding and adopting a set of discursive practices which
were, for the most part, alien to the business of picture-making. But what then,
if anything, had been achieved by all this theory?

While there is certainly an element of truth in the view that theory could be
regarded, on occasion, as little more than a weapon in the armory of academic
artists who used it to affirm the legitimacy of their social and professional aspira-
tions, it would be a gross exaggeration to see theoretical discussion as being no
more than a convenient excuse to associate the Fine Arts with the other liberal
arts. In fact the role of theory was far more radical. Its principal contribution to
the arts was actively to participate in the elaboration of the hierarchy of genres,
and consequently contribute to the separation of painting into categories accord-
ing to subject. This strategy, stemming from the association of art and literature,
opened the way for artists to assert their independence from what many regarded
as a merely mimetic practice, and by extension from the skill-based qualities that
were argued to be the attributes of the artisan.

While this chapter has been at pains to emphasize that such a binary — between
Fine Art and craft, narrative and description, picture-making and decoration —
is a gross oversimplification resulting from academic theory’s insistence that it
alone held the key to significant artmaking, it produced a set of precepts that
may properly be called a discourse on art. Furthermore, theoretical production
had, despite many false turns, enjoyed a steady development. By the end of the
period in question it offered a well-thought-out path to those who aspired to
become significant artists — or at least practitioners of a significant genre — and
it could point to a proven record of artistic excellence and an assured terrain for
the practice of the Fine Arts.

But there were also disadvantages. Artists, in shaping their practice to fit the-
ories that were often borrowed from literature, seriously compromised the
integrity of their discipline. While much art theory had offered artists the se-
curity of a model endorsed (so it was argued) by antiquity, it undermined artists’
will to explore the limits of their discipline, or to innovate beyond a necessary
obligation to vary the tried and tested formulae. Buttressed by the authority of
antiquity, academic art practice became sterile. For those who operated under its
aegis the long-term consequences would be catastrophic. Unable to recognize the
potential for the Fine Arts to transform reality, they settled for a tired and repeti-
tive reiteration of the now moribund values which had sustained art a century
earlier. (These values were not moribund because they looked to the past, but
because they were no longer needed for professional advancement.)

In tracing this brief history of academic art theory, there has been through-
out a danger of taking cause for effect. It may appear that art theory was an
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unnecessary burden on many artists, and talking about it an even greater burden.
Observing this, we might wish to conclude that the sole purpose of academic
theory was to gain the protection it afforded against incursions by the theoretic-
ally unlettered. There has been enough said above to suggest that this cynical
view is not without an element of truth. Yet it will not do to measure the im-
portance of the academic theory of art. Few artists, in the final analysis, needed
to devote so much energy to such recondite matters, yet many seemed willing to
do so, and produced art that could, with a fair degree of truth, be said to be
learned. Ultimately academic theory was not the adjunct of practice, but the
underlying condition for a certain kind of practice, and it is in this that its impor-
tance lies.

Of course, such a view is difficult to prove, and the evidence to the contrary
may appear compelling. But unless we wish to believe that the practice of art
theory was no more than an exercise in academic self-promotion, then we are
constrained to believe that it was elaborated for the better understanding of the
kind of art — history painting — that many regarded as not only the ne plus ultra
of significant practice but also the prerequisite for serious candidacy of the
profession among the liberal arts.
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Chapter 8

Rhetorical Categories in
the Academy

Caroline van Eck

Introduction

A large majority of European artists have passed through an academy. Under-
standing their teaching is therefore crucial to any insight into the development
of the visual arts from the Renaissance until the end of the nineteenth century,
the period in which the academies were most influential in the training of artists.
Until recently, the study of the academies has suffered from a negative bias which
goes back to the Romantic cult of genius and originality and the conviction that
artistic excellence cannot be taught. The first modern historian of the academy
was Sir Nikolaus Pevsner, whose highly influential Academies of Art, Past and
Present of 1940 was a social and institutional history concentrating on the orga-
nization and administration of the academies. Alfred Boime’s The Academy and
French Painting in the Nineteenth Century (1971), in contrast, discussed the art
produced in the French Académie, and demonstrates its importance to all artists
of the period, traditionalists and members of the avant-garde alike. In its wake,
a series of studies appeared, including monographs devoted to one particular
academy, such as Wazbinski’s L’Accademia Medicea del Disegno a Firenze nel
Cinquecento (1987), and most recently Karen-edis Barzman’s The Florentine
Academy and the Early Modern State: The Discipline of Disegno (2000); collections
of essays like Anton Boschloo’s Academies of Art between Renaissance and Roman-
ticism (1989) which discuss the major European academies; and one general study
concentrating on the teaching of the academies: Carl Goldstein’s Teaching Art:
Academies and Schools from Vasari to Albers (1996). The French Académie has
continued to draw attention, which resulted in books such as Norman Bryson’s
Word and Image: French Painting of the Ancien Régime (1981) and Michael Fried’s
Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (1980),
both of which have been much discussed not only among academy specialists,
but by art historians in general. Both Bryson’s and Goldstein’s books draw atten-
tion to a number of issues that are part of current debates about the ways in

104



Rhetorical Categories in the Academy

which we consider art, the practice of art history, the relation between theory
and practice and the relation between language and art — both in the sense of art
considered in itself as a form of communication, and the relations between art
and the critical discourses around it.

It is not easy to establish precisely the nature of the doctrines held and taught
by the academies, because the sources are very fragmented. In fact, the major
sources, such as Zuccaro and Bellori’s discourses on Idea for the Roman Ac-
cademia di San Luca, the Conférences of the French Académie, and Sir Joshua
Reynolds’s Discourses, are not the textual residue of the teaching that actually
went on, but transcriptions of speeches directed at fellow academicians and the
public. This is not merely a matter of historical inquiry, of finding the appro-
priate sources. It is part of a far-reaching methodological problem in art history.
As the various foundation statutes show, it is clear that academies functioned as
didactic institutions, and clearly saw theory as part of their teaching programme.
But if there is very little written evidence of actual teaching in theoretical
matters, must we then conclude that there was no teaching in theory, or can we
turn to the evidence of the works of art produced in these academies? But in
that case, how do we value visual versus written sources, and how do we relate
verbal to visual evidence?

Underlying this methodological problem there is the issue of the relation
between theory and practice: did the academies formulate any theory, or did they
simply provide instruction in drawing, linear perspective and anatomy? If they
did make theory explicit, how did this relate to actual practice? Some authors
have claimed that theoretical writings published in the context of the Florentine
Academy are completely irrelevant to what the artists of that institution did;
others incline to the view that the formulation of a coherent body of theory was
its most important achievement (Barzman, 1988). If, as some authors believe,
theory was irrelevant to actual practice, what does this say about current under-
standing of theory and its relation with practice?

The relation of theory and practice points to an even wider issue, namely that
between language and art. The terms, concepts, categories and principles used
for academic discussions of the visual arts were taken mainly from rhetoric, the
theory of persuasive communication developed in classical antiquity from the
fifth century BC onwards. Classical rhetoric was not just a set of instructions on
successful speaking in public. Instead, it offered its students a training in per-
suasive civilized communication in general. It did not restrict itself to language
only, but studied all kinds of human expression from the point of view of per-
suasion. Both because of its broad scope and because it was the only reasonably
complete theory of human communication available at the time, rhetoric was
used from the beginning of the Renaissance by humanists such as L.eon Battista
Alberti to formulate theories of the visual arts and architecture. But the use of
rhetoric as the prime model for artistic theory itself introduces a number of
issues that, though rarely discussed, influenced academic theory: is art in itself
a language? Does art have a vocabulary, syntax and semantics in the way
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languages have? Can art be learned, taught and understood in ways that are
similar to the acquisition, teaching and use of languages (Van Eck, 2001)?

These questions bring us to a final issue: the ways the academies defined
art. The existence of the academies was based on two assumptions that go very
much against the grain of commonly held present-day views of art. In the first
place, art could be taught. Secondly, art was a kind of communication; its
purpose was to delight, instruct and move, and thereby to convey the views
held by a painter or their client in the most persuasive manner conceivable.
The academies did not exist for the sake of art itself, but to promote the
supremacy of the ruler of the country. Both premises are intricately bound up
with rhetoric.

The Academies: Organization and Teaching

The first academy was founded by Plato in Athens in 385 BC as a centre for phi-
losophy and science and as a school. Its revival in the 1460s in Florence, sup-
ported by the Medici, was the result of renewed interest in Plato’s Dialogues.
Early humanist academies were mainly devoted to the study of ancient culture
and letters: in the Aldine Academy, founded in Venice in 1500 by the publisher
Aldus Manutius, Greek had to be spoken and Greek literature was to be pro-
moted. The Roman Academy founded by the humanist Pomponio Leto in the
mid-fifteenth century concentrated on studying Roman antiquity. Loosely orga-
nized groups of artists and pupils, such as the ‘school’ directed by Bertoldo in
the Medici gardens in the late fifteenth century attended by Michelangelo, and
the Accademia Vinciana, a circle around Leonardo da Vinci in Milan, may be
regarded as the precursors of the academies of art founded in the sixteenth
century (see Hale, 1992, s.v. ‘Academies’).

The first academy of art, the Florentine Accademia del Disegno, was founded
in 1562, on the initiative of Grand Duke Cosimo I of Tuscany. Many towns in
Italy and the rest of Europe followed in the next two centuries. The most impor-
tant academies, both in terms of consistently delivered teaching programmes and
artistic prestige were those of Rome, Paris (including its Roman branch at the
Villa Medici) and London. Their purpose was to raise the standards of painting
by providing instruction in its principles, with the ultimate aim of elevating
painting from its traditional status of a mechanical art or craft to that of a liberal
art, based on a number of clearly stated general principles (Van Eck, 1998a). The
second purpose was to give artistic support to the claims of the city or state to
political supremacy. The foundation of the Accademia del Disegno was part of
Duke Cosimo I’s policy of supporting Florence’s political supremacy by affirm-
ing its cultural supremacy. Its purpose was to show that its members were the
true inheritors of the glorious past of Florence, where the rebirth of classical
culture and art had begun with Brunelleschi and Masaccio, and culminated in
Michelangelo’s achievements. Similarly, the main purpose of the French
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Académie royale de peinture, founded in 1648, was to proclaim the supremacy of
French art, and thereby to support Louis XIV’s claims to absolute rule.

The main subjects taught were geometry and linear perspective, drawing from
the nude, anatomy, and some varieties of what we would now call artistic theory.
The Accademia Ambrosiana in Milan, for instance, offered a programme includ-
ing the composition of colours, Biblical history and literature, anatomy, copying
of Old Masters, drawing from the nude and competitions, but also instruction
in the arrangement of masses and figures and in the representation of emotions
according to the rules of good disegno, truth and decorum (Jones, P. M. ‘Fed-
erico Borromeo’s Ambrosian Collection as a teaching facility’, in Boschloo, 1989,
p. 50). The founding statutes of practically all academies stipulated that some
attention should be given to theoretical issues. It seems that in the sixteenth
century these efforts did not always result in a systematic teaching programme
on theoretical matters. The most consistent theoretical statements began to be
formulated from the 1650s onwards. Giovanni Pietro Bellori’s discourse on /dea,
held on award-giving day in 1664, and published in 1672 as a preface to his Vize
de’ pittori, scultori ed architetti moderni, is the crystallization of a century of clas-
sicist theorizing about art, and became paradigmatic for academies in Italy and
abroad.

From its foundation in 1648, the explicitly stated aim of the French Académie
was to provide for the teaching of art as a liberal discipline. Monthly discussions
or conférences were held, devoted to one particular painting or a particular issue
such as light or colour. These were held by one of the Académiciens for an audi-
ence consisting of their fellow members and the public. This tradition contin-
ued well into the nineteenth century, and the transcriptions offer an important
source for French academic doctrine. In fact, these discussions by major French
painters such as Philippe de Champaigne, Sébastien Bourdon, Charles Lebrun
and others of paintings by Raphael, Titian, Veronese and Poussin offer very illu-
minating critical appraisals of the use of colour, the handling of light, composi-
tion, the relation between a painting and its verbal source, or the expression of
the passions.

Sir Joshua Reynolds’s Discourses (held from 1769 until 1790) are the main
source for the theoretical teaching of the Royal Academy of Arts in London.
The aim of this academy was to provide teaching in design on a regular basis for
students, and to organize an annual exhibition that would be open to all ‘artists
of distinguished merit’. It was open to painters, sculptors and architects, men
and women alike, although women were not allowed to be present at the life-
drawing classes. More in particular, it set out to promote history painting, tradi-
tionally considered the highest genre in painting, but with no tradition to speak
of in Great Britain, and to find a compromise between the demands of portrait
painting, which was very popular, and the virtues and prestige of history paint-
ing. As a consequence, history painting would be the focus for the Academy, and
a corresponding teaching programme had to be developed. Within this pro-
gramme the Academy lectures played a very important role. Although they were
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held not only by Reynolds, but also by James Barry, Heinrich Fuseli, Sir John
Soane and William Turner, the Discourses offer the most clear and complete
version of this teaching programme and its theoretical principles. In fact,
together with the Conférences of the French Académie these Academy lectures
offer the most accessible and consistent formulation of academic doctrine.

Rhetorical Categories in the Teaching of the Academies

According to the academic view art can be learned. Talent is essential, but
without instruction it will lead to nothing. The practice of painting obeys various
general rules and principles. Imitation was the main instrument of academic
teaching. Both the works of nature, above all the human body, and masterworks
from the past, in particular the masters of the High Renaissance, Raphael and
Michelangelo, served as models that had to be copied assiduously. Of course
seeing these works with one’s own eyes was to be preferred, but since, until to
the end of the eighteenth century, when the first public museums were opened,
many famous works of art were only visible to a very select group of persons,
most students had to be content with copying engravings made after these works
(Goldstein, 1996, pp. 80-7). A proficiency in the imitation of Old Masters was
essential to attain the ultimate aim of the teaching of the academies: the acqui-
sition of Grand Manner, or what Reynolds called the Grand Style, and the
French Académie /e beau idéal.

Academic doctrine was also characterized by the conviction that all the arts
were intimately linked to each other. Horace’s famous tag ut pictura poesis is the
most famous expression of this conviction. The doctrine of the sister arts linked
poetry and painting; but in its more extended sense, as expressed for instance by
Cicero, all the visual arts were seen as related to each other and to the liberal arts,
in particular to rhetoric and mathematics (Cicero De oratore II1.21; see also
Vitruvius De architectura libri X [Ten Books on Architecture] 1.1.2.) Accordingly,
painting was often compared to language; and like language, it should move. In
the words of Sir Joshua Reynolds:

The powers exerted in the mechanical part of the Art have been called ke lan-
guage of painters; but we may say, it is but poor eloquence which only shows that
the orator can talk. Words should be employed as the means, not as the end; lan-
guage is the instrument, conviction is the work. (Reynolds, Discourse IV, p. 124)

Thus the doctrine of the sister arts served as a basis for claims that painting was
entitled to the same intellectual and social status as the liberal arts. But it also
enabled those who wanted to formulate theories about the arts (beginning with
Vitruvius on architecture in the first century AD) to make use of the liberal arts
in their own work. Where linear perspective and proportion theories were con-
cerned, theorists turned to mathematics; but for the general conceptual frame-
work, they often turned to rhetoric.
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Classical rhetoric was not merely a set of instructions on successful speaking
in public. Instead, it offered its students a training in persuasive civilized com-
munication in general. It did not restrict itself to language only, but studied all
kinds of human expression from the point of view of persuasion. From the early
Renaissance onwards, it took a central place in the European school curriculum;
instruction in it was extremely thorough, and stressed writing and speaking skills
rather than passive knowledge. Rhetoric determined the ways in which people
spoke in public, read and thought. It also offered a teaching system correspond-
ing to its analysis of the writing process, a vocabulary to discuss the arts, in par-
ticular the concept of style, and models for writing about the visual arts. An
important factor was the general nature of rhetoric: though mainly devoted to
the persuasive use of language, classical rhetoric possessed a number of features,
such as its stress on visualization, that facilitated its use in theories about the
visual arts.

Quintilian’s Iustitutio oratoria | On the Training of an Orator] (first century AD),
which had been read avidly since its rediscovery in 1416 by the Italian human-
ist Poggio Bracciolini, is a treatise on the training of the orator. Because of this
didactic focus, its precepts could easily be used as well in other disciplines.
According to the teaching method set out in the Iustitutio oratoria, the student
should first study examples of good oratory, and copy them in a notebook (called
a ‘commonplace book’); next came small writing exercises, such as letters or
descriptions, on a given topic; finally he should write entire speeches. In doing
50, he should always imitate the passages he had copied down in his common-
place book or adapt these to the particular conditions of his own text. In the final
stage of his training, having perfected his knowledge and technique, he would
be able to surpass these examples. This teaching method by means of the imita-
tion of selected models, which would then function as a repertoire or stock of
turns of phrase and entire passages, was taken over by the academies. Leonardo
da Vinci, and many artists after him, advised the student to fill a notebook with
studies of figures, draperies, facial expressions and antique sculptures, which the
student would later use in his mature work. (See for instance Cicero De oratore
II1.117-51 and Alberti De pictura §61. For Leonardo’s use of a commonplace
book see Zwijnenberg, 1999, pp. 20ff.) Similarly, the student of painting would
proceed from drawings of details of the human figure to studies after the live
model in the same kind of graduated exercise as the student of rhetoric.

The rhetorical analysis of the writing process was taken over by the academies
to describe the process of painting. In this analysis five stages were distinguished:
(a) invention, defining the subject of the speech and finding material for it; (b)
disposition, ordering it in a logical and persuasive way; (c) elocution, choosing
the appropriate stylistic level, figures of speech and tropes which would fit the
subject, the situation and the public and contribute to the success of the speech;
(d) memory, learning the speech by heart; and (e) action, the delivery of the
speech with the appropriate gestures, facial expression, dress and bearing (Quin-
tilian Iustitutio oratoria 111.1i1.1). During the entire process the orator should be
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guided by considerations of decorum: everything he says, his choice of words, his
behaviour and his dress should be led by consideration of the subject, the occa-
sion, the location of his speech, the public and his relation with it (Aristotle
Rhetorica 111.7; Quintilian Institutio oratoria 1.v.1, VIILi.2, XI.1 and XII.x.58ff;
and Cicero De oratore 111.1x.38). The first three stages were taken over in acad-
emic theory: the painting process was divided into a stage of selecting the subject
matter, which was often taken from the Bible or classical poets (invention), a stage
of ordering the figures and objects (disposition or composition), and a final stage
of deciding on the right style of the painting, the use of colour, the gestures used,
and the handling of drapery (elocution). The use of gestures was often modelled
on the descriptions of gestures and their meaning in Cicero and Quintilian: the
gestures they advised to express horror, astonishment or admiration were
employed by Raphael and Poussin, for instance. Like the orator, the painter
should be guided by decorum: he should give his personages the dress, bearing
and gestures appropriate to their rank, he should not depict coarse subjects, and
he should consider the intended public.

This brief discussion of the rhetorical analysis of the writing process has
already introduced a number of rhetorical terms that were taken over by acade-
mic theory. Composition and style are among the key terms borrowed from
rhetoric not only by academic doctrine, but by all theories of painting from
Alberti’s De pictura (1435—6) onwards, which was much used in an Italian trans-
lation by the Florentine Academy (Barzman, ‘The Florentine Accademia del
Disegno: liberal education and the Renaissance artist’, in Boschloo, 1989, p. 15).
‘Compositio’ originally referred to a quality of style, namely the careful and
coherent ordering of words into sentences, but was used by Alberti to describe
the way in which a painter orders the members of the figures depicted into a
coherent, lifelike and moving disposition. In Latin both the parts of a sentence
and those of a body are called ‘membra’ (members), but this should not obscure
the revolutionary nature of Alberti’s use of compositio: by so doing he introduced
entirely new ways of analysing pictorial representation in terms of disposition,
coherence and balance (Baxandall, 1971, p. 130 and Vickers, 1989, pp. 343ff).
Style, the other key term taken from rhetoric, is derived from the Latin szi/us,
which means ‘pen’, but subsequently acquired the metaphorical meanings of
expression of thought and a writing manner that is characteristic of one partic-
ular author (Cicero Brutus §100). The concept of style, however, the insight that
a particular idea may be expressed in various ways, all with their specific conno-
tations, goes back to the rhetorical distinction between res and verba, the subject
matter of a speech and its various formulations (Quintilian Institutio oratoria
II.xv.13—4, III.v.1 and VII.Pr.32-3; Cicero De oratore I1l.xiv—xix). This led 1in its
turn to the doctrine of the three styles: grand or elevated (using many figures of
speech and impressive words), intermediate (a more simple way of speaking, less
florid) and plain (coming closest to everyday speech). The selection of one of
these styles depends on the effect the orator wants to achieve. The grand style
is used to stir the emotions, the intermediate to charm and the plain style to
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instruct. Academic doctrine took over the concept of style, both in the sense of
the manner of working characteristic of an individual artist, and in the sense of
a hierarchy of styles that was connected to a hierarchy of aims and genres: the
grand style for instance was reserved for religious and historical scenes.

Many theories of painting were based on the models offered by treatises on
rhetoric. Leon Battista Alberti’s De pictura for instance follows the division of
the subject matter into elementary skills, art and artist used in Quintilian’s /#nsti-
tutio oratoria (Wright, 1984). Similarly, two much-used genres of theoretical
writing on the visual arts owe much to the rhetorical genre of epideictic, which
consists of praise or blame of a given subject or person (on epideictic oratory
see Vickers, 1989, pp. 53ff). The paragone, or comparison between the merits of
painting and sculpture or poetry, was a recurring theme in Renaissance art theory.
Leonardo’s essay in this genre inspired many imitators, and Herder’s Plastik [On
Sculpture] of 1778 is a late echo. The other genre inspired by epideictic oratory
was the collection of artists’ lives, of which Vasari’s Le Vite de’ pin eccellenti
Pittori, Scultori ed Architetti (Lives of the most famous Painters, Sculptors and Archi-
tects) of 1550—68 is the first and most famous instance. In both cases the adap-
tation of traditional rhetorical genres to new subject matter was fostered by the
rhetorical stress on being aware of the relation between res and verba, subject
matter and its formulation. According to Cicero and Quintilian, these are not
inseparable or indistinguishable; instead, the subject matter of a speech may be
formulated in different ways, dependent on the effect the speaker wants to
achieve in a given situation (Rubin, 1995, pp. 54 and 154-6).

Rhetoric had developed a number of techniques to influence the emotions of
the audience. On the one hand there was a wide range of subtly differentiated
verbal strategies to rouse the emotions, such as vivid description, the use of
invective, suggestive metaphors or rhetorical questions. On the other hand the
orator could also use a number of other strategies that did not depend exclu-
sively on the use of language. First of all, the speaker had to establish a common
ground of shared beliefs between the speaker and the audience. This could be
done by speaking the same language as the audience and avoiding strange and
unusual words or turns of phrase, but also by creating the feeling that speaker
and audience were faced with the same problem and together had to find a way
out. This was an act of self-definition of the speaker and the audience which
prepares the ground and determines the boundaries of what is going to be
enacted. It lent itself very well to an application to other fields than speech,
simply because of the metaphor used, which is spatial rather than verbal. Related
to this was the use of vivid and lifelike narrative to make the audience see with
their mind’s eye what the orator was telling them. Of course there was also the
use of gesture, expression of the face, and even of dress: if it all became too
much, the orator could hide his grief or shame by covering his face in the folds
of his toga.

A number of these strategies could be taken over directly in the visual arts,
above all the use of gesture and facial expression, and did not involve any
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fundamental adaptation. But the central concern in rhetorical theory for visual-
ization, for making the listeners see with their mind’s eye what the orator is telling
them, is the basis for further-reaching adaptations of other rhetorical strategies
to move the audience. This concern for vivid and lifelike narrative is often
described in rhetorical texts in terms taken from the visual arts such as ‘depiction’
or ‘sketch’ (Van Eck, 1998b, pp. 460—62). The primary aim of this concern
was not the truthful or naturalistic representation of reality but to involve and
thereby move the audience. But visualization also became a frequent theme in
academic texts on the visual arts, where it had a similar function. It is evident in
the Conférences of the French Académie, where the speaker stood, together with
his audience, in front of the painting under discussion and literally made them
see by his words what was interesting about it. (For this aspect of rhetoric see
also Elsner, 1995, pp. 21-49.) It is also stated very clearly by Reynolds:

The great end of art is to strike the imagination. . . . A painter of portraits retains
the individual likeness; a painter of history shows the man by his actions. A painter
.. . has but one sentence to utter, but one moment to exhibit. (Reynolds, Discourse

IV, pp. 119-20)

Invention, the first stage of the writing process and of the painting process
according to academic doctrine, is a process of visualization as well, of planning
and imagining what the subject is, what materials should be used, and how the
subject should be treated. Finally, the rhetorical imperative that the orator should
first of all establish a common ground with the audience could be taken over
almost literally in the visual arts: by the use of linear perspective, which creates
the illusion of a shared space between spectator and pictorial space, and by the
use of dress, attitudes and gestures that were easily recognizable to the con-
temporary viewer. For example, French academic painting of the seventeenth
century gave Greek heroes ‘the airs and graces of French courtiers’ according to
Reynolds, and Caravaggio gave the peasants in his Adoration of the Virgin
(Rome, S. Agostino) the same dirty feet as the pilgrims that would see the paint-
ing, a procedure that was not immediately appreciated by the Roman Academy.
(See Langdon, 1998, pp. 285-9 and Marin, 1995.)

The Nature of Academic Theory

In the period under discussion, artistic theory could take many forms. It often
consisted of practical instruction, as in many passages of Leonardo da Vinci’s
Trattato della Pittura, which was used by the French Académie, until the middle
of the nineteenth century, in a translation by Roger du Fresne of 1651, illus-
trated by Nicolas Poussin. It could also offer an analysis and redefinition of paint-
ing in terms taken from other disciplines to give it the status of a liberal art, of
which Alberti’s De pictura is an example. Or it could be a normative attempt to
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change current practice in the visual arts, as in Federico Borromeo’s De pictura
sacra of 1624, used in the Milanese Accademia Ambrosiana, and intended to
reform religious art along the lines set out by the Council of Trent. If one sees
academic theory above all as a set of clearly defined normative principles or
practical instructions that have received some verbal form, either as a treatise
or as the account of a lecture, the range of what counts as theory is narrowed
down considerably, and much academic teaching may not be qualified as
theory.

This definition of academic theory may however be too limited, and by its
concentration on written evidence obscures the possibility that the teaching of
the academies could have consisted of practical instruction informed by theory.
In this context it is relevant to consider artistic theory in yet another way, and
that is by distinguishing theories that are result-oriented from those that are
process-oriented. The first group takes as its focus the finished work, and teaches
how to judge it; the second takes the process of making a work of art as its
subject, and teaches how to make a work of art. The first kind is often found in
theoretical texts, such as the Conférences of the French Académie. But the second
kind is often implicitly present in teaching. For instance, the typically academic
organization of drawing instruction by means of graduated copying of old
masters reflects rhetorical views on the didactic process, but this theoretical
stance is rarely stated explicitly. Similarly, the importance of visualization is often
mentioned in rhetorical treatises as a capacity essential for the accomplished
orator, but rarely in academic writing as a capacity essential to pictorial inven-
tion. Nonetheless it did inform the entire academic teaching process, as well as
critical views of finished work. Rhetoric functioned mainly as a process-oriented
theory in the academies. It informed teaching practice, the analysis of the process
of painting, and the stress on visualization as the basis for invention. These points
are not always mentioned explicitly in theoretical texts, but did exert a profound
influence on the academic attitude towards art, its nature, and the way it should
be taught.
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Chapter 9

The Picturesque and its
Development

Andrew Ballantyne

Introduction

It was above all in the 1790s that ‘the picturesque’ had its day, when it was the
topic of heated debate in England and when it was given its clearest definition —
or, more exactly, given its clearest definitions, in the plural, because the debate
did not resolve into a consensus at the time. By then the term ‘picturesque’ had
been in use for a whole generation, and for the protagonists of ‘the picturesque
controversy’ (as the debate has come to be known) it was a familiar word with
established usage; it was only when they sought to make that usage precise that
it became clear that they understood the word in different ways.

The picturesque has had wide and prolonged influence in Britain, not all of
it good. It became identified with a kind of quaintness, which did not immedi-
ately fall into either of the aesthetic categories recognized by mid-eighteenth-
century artists — the beautiful and the sublime. The formulation of the category
of the picturesque encouraged artists to include subject matter which was neither
canonically beautiful, nor emotionally heightened, but which instead had the
idiosyncratic charm of the particular. Picturesque subjects might be recognized
by their irregular outlines or their broken harmonious colouring, and could
include almost any sort of rural landscape and painting of figures who should
(to be ideally picturesque) be neither conventionally beautiful, nor heroic. The
most characteristic picturesque figure paintings would be scenes of peasant life,
with irregular physiognomies in evidence. While the discussion broadened the
range of subject matter which it seemed fitting for the artists of the Royal
Academy to paint, and therefore for a time seemed avant-garde, it can be seen
that the type of subject matter which was found to have the requisite formal
properties could easily become sentimental and nostalgic. Artists now are scorn-
ful of the picturesque as a category partly because quaintness and nostalgia are
seen to be an inescapable part of the idea, and are no longer admirable. There
is also the problem that if one is to paint picturesquely, then surely there is an
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implication in the very term ‘picturesque’ that there will be a production of
images which are reminiscent of pictures already painted. This troubles serious
artists, keen to make their own distinctive marks, but it has rarely if ever been a
problem for amateur painters, who by contrast try to make their own images look
like those which have established merit. The afterlife of the picturesque has been
prolific but of low status: in the watercolour views of the Sunday painter, or even
in photographs of conventionally beautiful scenery. Some of the practices of the
picturesque are now so completely ingrained in the way we see the world, that
we take them for granted and revert to them by default when our attention lapses
— when taking a snapshot, or choosing a route for a walk.

Pictorial Composition

The most formulaic, systematic and clearly understood version of the pic-
turesque is that which involves the observer trying to make the scene before the
eyes correspond with a painter’s idea of what the scene should be. The observer
of a scene will have in mind a formula for a conventional landscape painting,
based on a reductive view of Old Master landscapes (typically for example by
Claude Lorrain, Nicolas Poussin or Salvator Rosa), and will value the natural
scene before them more highly if it conforms to this mental template for a paint-
ing. In the 1760s this would have meant that in an ideally picturesque landscape
the traveller would have found dark masses of trees in the foreground, which
would, in all probability, establish the edges of the scene and bound the com-
position. They would frame the brilliantly lit middle distance, in which a curving
line — which might be made by a path, a river or a highway — would lead the eye
into the background. There would be no elements to jar by being too harshly
coloured or inappropriate in other ways. When one found such a scene then one
admired it, perhaps using a ‘Claude glass’ in order to make it look still more like
a painting. To make such an apparatus a convex glass would be mounted on a
dark background: it would reflect and miniaturize the scene, and subdue its
colours, but tantalizingly it did not allow the image to be taken away. ‘I saw in
my glass a picture’, said the poet Thomas Gray, ‘that if I could transmitt to you
& fix it in all the softness of its living colours, would fairly sell for a thousand
pounds’ (letter to Thomas Wharton, November 1769; in Andrews 1994, vol. 7,
p. 232). Of course a modern picturesque traveller would photograph it, but in
the eighteenth century the only way to fix the image was in a sketch, and sketch-
ing was an admired polite accomplishment. The picturesque traveller went out
into the countryside in search of such pictures, and it was known that they could
be found in such celebrated places as the Wye valley and the Lake District, which
began to develop as places for tourism. The most famous of the tourists was the
Reverend William Gilpin, who made ‘picturesque tours’ to various parts of the
kingdom mostly during the 1770s and published his accounts of them mainly
during the 1780s. It was Gilpin who was responsible for associating the
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picturesque with a particular range of characteristics — for establishing its style
— and for reflecting on what it was that made certain scenes so much more suit-
able than others for treatment by painters. His first tour, which took him along
the River Wye in 1770, was eventually published in 1782, after encouragement
from Thomas Gray. It was a great success and introduced the idea of picturesque
tourism to a much wider audience than had previously understood the activity.
He opened the work by explaining that the book proposes a new reason for
travelling — that of examining the face of a country ‘by the rules of picturesque
beauty . . . adapting the description of natural scenery to the principles of arti-
ficial landscape; and of opening the sources of those pleasures, which are derived
from the comparison’. There will be more to say about those pleasures, but the
game to be played is clear enough: one looks at natural scenery using the criti-
cal apparatus with which one would normally look at paintings or gardens (the
term ‘artificial landscape’ could be understood to cover both) and as a result the
journey becomes more pleasurable. The pleasures of being in the open air, and
of taking healthy exercise would be there whatever the scenery, but by Gilpin’s
means a source of additional pleasure was opened up. Gilpin explained that the
scenery of a journey on a river with high banks was particularly well adapted to
this activity because it fell into the system of conventions of landscape paintings.

Every view on a river, thus circumstanced, is composed of four grand parts; the
area, which is the river itself; the two side-screens, which are the opposite banks,
and mark the perspective; and the froni-screen, which points out the winding of the
river.

If the Wye ran, like a Dutch canal, between parallel banks, there could be no front-
screen: the two side-screens, in that situation would lengthen to a point. (Andrews,

1994, vol. 7, p. 245)

Although natural scenery was the basis of Gilpin’s enjoyment, what we find here
is not exactly nature worship, because in this example he is happy to accept build-
ings in the scene, along with the activities of industry — still then a relative novelty
— which are seen as completely harmonious, lending some variety to the scene
and even softening it. The iron forges ran on charcoal, which was made on the
spot by cutting down trees, including some of those growing on the river banks,
so that ‘a kind of alternacy takes place: what is, this year, a thicket; may, the next,
be an open grove’. The charcoal burning produced ‘smoke, which is frequently
seen issuing from the sides of the hills; and, spreading its thin veil over a part of
them, beautifully breaks their lines, and unites them with the sky’. When it was
intensified in the industrial cities this smoke would become a threat to health and
well-being, but here in the countryside which was the crucible of the industrial
revolution Gilpin had no way of reading it as a portent of things to come. It dis-
persed in a delicate veil, reminiscent of the effects of a morning’s mist captured
on canvas by Claude.
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As everything in Gilpin’s account is referred back to visual impressions —
particularly the visual impressions cultivated in painting — the river and its
surroundings become scenery, become landscape. In an alternative description
we would be looking at fertile farmland, at the exciting new industrial produc-
tion of wealth, and at an important means of communication for the carrying of
heavy loads, which the river certainly was. But in Gilpin’s account the Wye
becomes a work of art, or rather an ever-changing sequence of works of art. That
is how he saw it in his descriptions, and that is how it was consumed by the mul-
titudes of tourists who came in Gilpin’s wake. The only significant difference
between the Wye and a series of paintings is that, as Thomas Gray noticed, it
could not be transmitted, nor fixed, nor sold.

Associations of Ideas

In eighteenth-century aesthetic theory the role of the association of ideas was
seen as important in the appreciation of any art, whether it be painting or
literature. We find the association ideas in John Locke’s Essay on Human
Understanding (1690), and in Joseph Addison’s influential essays in the Spectator
(1711-14). In Hume’s philosophy the association of ideas is central to the dis-
cussion, and it formed the whole of the theory known as ‘associationism’ which
was promoted in Edinburgh in Hume’s wake by Archibald Alison and Francis
Jeffery. ‘Picturesque’ had originally meant afier the manner of painters, and an
associationist would see as picturesque that which calls the work of painters to
mind. What is to be gained by making such associations in the mind? It might
be thought that a beautiful view would be beautiful whether or not it brought to
mind the work of painters, and indeed it might arguably have been so, even in
the eighteenth century, but in such a case the beauty of the scene would not have
been picturesque. A picturesque scene in nature, because it brought to mind the
work of great masters, could be seen to belong in the category of high culture,
even if the elements of which it was composed were in themselves commonplace.
In the 1790s we find Richard Payne Knight condemning the practices of Lancelot
‘Capability’ Brown on the grounds that Brown ‘knew nothing of pictures’; it
being by then a widely (but not universally) accepted fact that a knowledge of
painting, and indeed an imagination well stocked by a liberal education, was
necessary to the appreciation of landscapes, and therefore to the design of land-
scapes. Indeed the term ‘landscape’ when applied to practical gardening shows
in itself that the scene was viewed with reference to paintings. The origin of the
practice goes back to the beginning of the eighteenth century, when Vanbrugh
can be found recommending the preservation of the old manor at Woodstock
(where Vanbrugh was working on Blenheim Palace) saying that it ‘wou’d make
One of the Most Agreable Objects that the best of Landskip Painters can invent’.
He also pointed to the ‘lively and pleasing Reflections’ prompted by the build-
ing, so that ‘tho’ they may not find Art enough in the Builder, to make them admire
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the Beauty of the Fabrick they will find Wonder enough in the Story, to make ’em
pleas’d with the Sight of it’. So Vanbrugh was an intuitive associationist, at least
in this argument, and although he did not use the term ‘picturesque’, he associ-
ated the view with a landscape, and ushered in the practice which would later be
called ‘picturesque’. Similarly Joseph Addison did not use the term, but coined
the expression ‘pleasures of the imagination’ to designate the practice of associ-
ating memories of images with the scene before one’s eyes. He argued (1712) that
works of nature were to be preferred to works of art, but that ‘we find the works
of Nature still more pleasant, the more they resemble those of Art’, explaining
that in such scenes the pleasure arises from two principles:

from the agreeableness of the Objects to the Eye, and from their Similtude to other
Objects: We are pleased as well with comparing their Beauties as with surveying
them, and can represent them to our Minds, either as Copies or Originals. Hence
it is that we take Delight in a Prospect which is well laid out, and diversified with
Fields and Meadows; Woods and Rivers; in those accidental Landskips of Trees,
Clouds and Cities, that are sometimes found in the Veins of Marble; in the curious
Fret-work of rocks, and Grottoes; and, in a Word, in any thing that hath such a
Variety or Regularity as may seem the Effect of Design, in what we call the Works
of Chance. (Hunt and Willis; 1975, p. 141)

So nature is admired, but admired most when it resembles art. Therefore, to fall
in with Addison’s sensibility, in order properly to appreciate nature one must
have a knowledge of art and be able to call it to mind. Hence it follows that as
the term ‘picturesque’ came to be used, it would mean that a natural scene evoked
the work of painters, and when it was used it would be a term of approbation;
but what would be the characteristics of such a scene?

It does not follow that a natural scene should have any particular set of prop-
erties which would make it picturesque, only that a painter had in a masterly and
authoritative way evoked the qualities which could be perceived in the natural
scenery. Therefore the properties of a picturesque natural scene would neces-
sarily be those of the landscape paintings admired at the time, and the type of
scene most readily to be recognized as picturesque would be one which con-
formed most directly to the teachable rules of pictorial composition, as we have
seen with Gilpin above — and he also saw irregularity of outline as being helpful
to achieving a picturesque effect. The Italian and French landscape painters who
were most routinely admired had their own characteristic landscape types, which
might be recognized in natural scenery — such as the gentle Arcadian idylls of
Claude, or the tumultuous crags of Salvator Rosa. The range of painters could
be extended, so that more types of scenery could be considered as picturesque,
and to this end we find Richard Payne Knight praising the work of Dutch and
Flemish landscapists, but Knight’s more original departure in developing the
idea of the picturesque was to draw attention to the picturesque effect of con-
ditions of atmosphere and light. He associated pearly mists with the work of
Claude, as also the golden light of the setting (or rising) sun. In conditions such
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as these the tonal range of the colours in a scene is within a more limited
range than it would be in full sunlight with sharp shadows, just as the range of
tonality which can be achieved in a painting is much more limited than in a
natural scene. (The strongest contrast which pigment can manage is when black
and white are juxtaposed, but that is as nothing when we consider the range
between dazzling sunlight and deep shade, where the eye must make its reflex-
ive adjustments if it is to pick up the detail.) Therefore it is in the scenes
where the tonal range is limited that the effect is more harmonious and painterly,
and Knight particularly recommended taking walks in the first two hours
after sunrise, or in the last two hours before dusk, times of day when the
relatively weak light leads us to see everything in a muted tonality, idealized and
poeticized.

Such scenes evoked not only the work of painters, but also the work of poets,
and the picturesque landscape is usually also a highly literary one. Virgil in par-
ticular was called to mind: the landscape at Stourhead was inflected so as to call
to mind episodes from the Aeneid (Virgil’s account of the wanderings of Aeneas,
from Troy to Rome) but for afficionadi of landscape his other poems had a more
widespread influence. His Georgics treated lyrically the activities of agricultural
life, and his Eclogues were set in a golden age when indolent shepherds sang care-
fully wrought love songs to one another. The romance of such an idyllic rural
life was an important part of the cliché system of eighteenth-century culture:
images of cottages and peasant life proliferated in the name of the picturesque,
showing simple folk in harmony with nature, leading innocent and virtuous lives,
a theme which is also represented in poems such as Goldsmith’s Deserted Village
(1770), and Gray’s Elegy (1750). Self-consciously picturesque cottages were built,
the most elaborate examples being at Blaise Hamlet, designed by John Nash, and
there was a spate of pattern books encouraging others to do the same or similar
things.

The picturesque when considered in the way outlined here was a practice
rather than a category of objects. The practice involved making a comparison
with the works of painters, and it was therefore strictly speaking a practice
restricted to visual concerns, in precisely the way that Addison defined his ‘plea-
sures of the imagination’. However, it is a small step to take to allow other, non-
visual, elements of the imagination to come into play in the association of ideas,
and although such associations are not actually picturesque, they were
nonetheless very evidently in play at the same time, so that we can see Claude’s
landscapes evoking the work of Virgil, and the landscape at Stourhead evoking
not only Claude’s landscapes, but also very deliberately evoking Virgil. Turner
often exhibited his paintings along with fragments of poetry, so that pictorial and
literary allusiveness could work together, and in eighteenth-century polite culture
generally it was assumed that the imagination of the observer or reader would
be well stocked with knowledge of art and literature so that allusions particu-
larly to classical literature and old master paintings would be recognized intu-
itively and immediately as part of the spontaneous response to a scene. From this
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theory of the picturesque it followed that it would be necessary for designers of
landscapes to have a good knowledge of art and literature, in addition to the tech-
nical skills needed for managing plants and water.

Hogarth, Burke and Price

Uvedale Price proposed a quite different description of the picturesque. His
theory also derived from reading Gilpin and the other proponents of the general
idea, but he sought to link it to the theory of beauty which had been advanced
by the painter William Hogarth in The Analysis of Beauty (1753). Hogarth pro-
posed that the basis of beauty was the smoothly curving serpentine line, which
was to be found, he argued, in all beautiful things. His arguments persuaded
Edmund Burke, now more often remembered as a politician, who added a second
aesthetic category, the sublime, in his early Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin
of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757). Burke’s essay was widely read
and had great influence, notably on Kant, whose Observations on the Feeling of
the Beautiful and Sublime (1764) acted as preparation for the fuller development
of his aesthetic theory in The Critique of Judgement (1790) in which the beauti-
ful and the sublime play leading roles. Burke’s essay proposed two distinct
categories of aesthetic experience: one attractive, small-scale and beguiling, the
other awesome, grand and magnificent, stirring the soul and making the flesh
horripilate. The general idea of the sublime was taken from the antique author
Longinus, but Burke’s particular analysis was strikingly original, except in the
parts about beauty, where he drew all too evidently from Hogarth.

What Uvedale Price proposed was that there was a third aesthetic category,
the picturesque, which he saw as being as distinct from the beautiful and the
sublime as they were from one another. Therefore whereas other authors could
refer to ‘picturesque beauty’ when they meant the type of beauty which called
to mind the work of painters, Price found this usage confused. Beauty was one
thing, and picturesqueness was another. Moreover, like Hogarth and Burke, he
believed that the aesthetic quality of an object was inherent in the object — that
it was not, as Hume and the associationists had it, in the mind of the beholder.
It followed that although the discovery had been made by way of pictures, nev-
ertheless something real and tangible had been discovered, and its characteristic
property was that it was neither smooth, like beauty, nor rough, like the sublime,
but irregular, as Gilpin had shown the picturesque to be. And just as Burke had
applied the categories of the beautiful and sublime to things other than paint-
ings, so Price imagined that it made sense to speak, for example, of picturesque
music (he gave Scarlatti’s sonatas by way of example). Whatever the medium
involved, beautiful things were soothing to the senses, whereas sublime things
treated them harshly, and picturesque things, it seems, tickled the senses. He did
not mean to say that Scarlatti’s music brought to mind the work of particular
painters. It should have followed that the landscape gardener’s education could
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have been limited to developing a real sensitivity to the aesthetic qualities of his
designs, in legitimate ignorance of the rest of polite culture.

The Picturesque

The picturesque is now seen as belonging to the province of the amateur, but
the practice of associating ideas with works of art was pioneered in the theory
of the picturesque, and that is firmly entrenched in the practice of contempo-
rary artists. The theory of the picturesque includes opposed views of what makes
it work, and the tension between the two theoretical strands is heightened by the
fact that the more adept philosopher, Knight, had more overtly contentious views
which made him a less than ideal advocate for his cause. Price’s theory was wrong,
but he gave more concrete and useful examples for landscape designers, and it
is therefore his name which is more often associated with the idea. Indeed an
edition of Price’s writings was brought out after his death with a commentary
which turned them into a work of associationist aesthetics, conforming to
Knight’s theoretical ideas. The picturesque remained a concern of British
philosophers, caught in a backwater when Kant took up and developed Burke’s
aesthetic categories of the sublime and the beautiful. Kant’s work has had such
prestige that this theoretically less-sophisticated offshoot from Hume on one
hand and Burke on the other has been lost in the shade, but its practical effect
on the way we look at landscape has been and continues to be so vast as to go
unnoticed much of the time. In Britain it sometimes seems that we have learnt
the lessons of the picturesque so thoroughly, that we mistake its practices for
behaviour governed by unmediated instinct.
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Chapter 10

The Aesthetics of Kant and Hegel

Jason Gaiger

The theories of art put forward by Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and G. W. E.
Hegel (1770-1831) have long been seen to represent two rival positions which
nonetheless arise from a distinctive tradition of German philosophy. In both
cases, a concern with problems of art and beauty represents only one part of
their respective philosophical systems. It is this larger theoretical framework
which lends both theories their characteristic breadth and range of interest.
Whilst Kant’s name has principally been associated with the development of a
formalist aesthetics, Hegel is seen to represent an alternative, content-based
approach which takes into account the social and historical context in which
works of art are made and appreciated. Both thinkers have been enormously
influential on the subsequent development of aesthetics and the impact of their
ideas has been felt far beyond the confines of academic philosophy.

Immanuel Kant

The publication in 1790 of Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgement as the third
of his three great Critiques appeared to confer upon aesthetics a status compar-
able to that which had traditionally been enjoyed by epistemology and moral phi-
losophy." In the Critique of Pure Reason (1770) Kant had addressed the question
of what we can know, setting limits to metaphysical speculation whilst at the same
time providing an account of the active contribution of the human mind to our
knowledge of the world. In the Critigue of Practical Reason (1788) he had con-
sidered the problem of right action, establishing a universalist ethics on the basis
of respect for the moral law and a theory of the autonomy of the will. In the first
part of the Critique of Judgement, the ‘critique of aesthetic judgement’, Kant
embarks on a parallel undertaking, to establish the distinctive status of judge-
ments of taste. Kant’s third Critique can thus be seen to complement his earlier
investigations into truth and morality by opening up the domain of beauty to
critical examination.
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The situation is more complex, however, than this schematic overview would
suggest. Kant’s primary concern is with the character of our faculty of judge-
ment as such and his treatment of this problem extends far beyond the tradi-
tional subjects of aesthetics. The reflections on beauty, sublimity and the Fine
Arts which make up the first part of the Critique of Judgement are embedded in
a larger and more ambitious theory of ‘reflective’ judgement which extends to
cover teleological judgements as well as aesthetic judgement.” Indeed, Kant sug-
gests that a proper understanding of the faculty of judgement can in some way
unify the different parts of his philosophical system, providing an important
bridge between his theories of ‘truth’ and ‘goodness’. It is this larger context
which accounts for the considerable difficulties encountered by anyone approach-
ing Kant’s text for the first time. The Critigue of Judgement is a forbiddingly tech-
nical work and its correct interpretation remains the subject of ongoing
controversy even amongst Kant scholars.

Kant begins the ‘critique of aesthetic judgement’ by distinguishing what he
terms a judgement of taste — paradigmatically the judgement that something is
beautiful — from a mere expression of liking. He points out that when we make
ajudgement of taste we do not simply declare our subjective preference for some-
thing. Rather, we raise a claim which we hold to be valid for other people as well.
In the case of a mere liking for something we remain unperturbed if other
people’s preferences differ from our own. I happen to like dry wines, whilst you
prefer sweet. But when we claim that something is beautiful it does matter to us
if our judgements do not coincide. For here we speak of beauty as if it were a
property of the object. Although aesthetic appreciation is based on our own sub-
jective feelings, we regard these feelings as possessing a peculiar form of neces-
sity. For in making a judgement of taste we implicitly demand of other people
that they too respond in the same way. Kant maintains that it makes no sense to
insist that ‘this painting is beautiful 70 me’. In declaring that something is beau-
tiful, I go beyond my own subjective likes and dislikes and express something
which I hold to be valid for everyone else as well. In making a judgement of taste,
I speak in a ‘universal voice’ and extend my own judgement to all other judging
subjects. This claim to ‘universality’ is not grounded directly in the object itself,
but in an assumed consensus between all those who are able to pass judgement.
A judgement of taste, then, raises a claim to intersubjective validity.

It may at first appear as if judgements of taste possess the same status as a
judgement of fact or a moral judgement. However, a judgement of taste remains
significantly different from both these types of judgement insofar as its primary
source of justification is to be found in the individual subject’s feeling of plea-
sure (or displeasure) before the object. We cannot be persuaded by reason or
argument to accept something as beautiful if we do not ourselves experience it as
beautiful. The judgement that something is beautiful is a logically singular judge-
ment which must be made in the presence (or personal recollection) of the object
itself. From our appreciation of a particular flower as beautiful we cannot con-
clude that a/l flowers of that type are beautiful. A judgement of taste is, after all,
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an aesthetic judgement, dependent upon sensory experience rather than concep-
tual or rational knowledge.

The problem which Kant sets out to resolve, then, is how it is that a judge-
ment of taste, which is based on the individual’s subjective feeling of pleasure
or displeasure in response to an object, can raise a claim to universality. His expla-
nation for this phenomenon is to be found in a complex account of a state of
harmony or ‘free play’ in our mental faculties to which the experience of beauty
is said to give rise. Kant locates the ultimate ground of our pleasure in the beau-
tiful not in any merely physiological response to the stimulus provided by the
object, but in a dynamic attunement between the faculties of imagination and
understanding. Kant’s account of these faculties and the relationship between
them draws upon the theory of the mind which he had developed in the Critigue
of Pure Reason. In normal cognition, the role of the imagination is to synthesize
the manifold of data which is given in intuition, whilst the role of the under-
standing is to subsume this data under some definite concept. In the case of a
judgement of taste, however, the faculties are brought into a state of attunement
which permits a form of cognitive engagement with the object without yet sub-
suming it under a determinate concept. In an important sense, our response to
the object remains open and exploratory.

Kant’s ‘deduction’ or justification of the claim to universal validity which is
raised with a judgement of taste is based upon showing that a judgement of taste
employs the same mental resources as a normal cognitive judgement, even
though it employs these resources in a significantly different way. He argues that
since the resources common to both forms of judgement represent an indis-
pensable requirement of all knowledge whatsoever, we are entitled to assume that
anyone who is capable of knowledge must also possess the resources which are
required to make a judgement of taste. Since this is an expectation which every
normal human being can be taken to satisfy, Kant takes himself to have shown
that we are entitled to demand of others that they too experience the pleasure in
the object that arises from the harmony or free play of the faculties.

What Kant has not succeeded in showing, however, is that the same relation
between these two faculties necessarily occurs in all persons under the same
circumstances. Mere possession of the subjective conditions for knowledge in
general may not yet be sufficient for enjoying aesthetic experience of the sort
Kant describes. It may well be the case that the experience of beauty varies across
different persons or that it requires a special aptitude or responsiveness to par-
ticular kinds of objects. For this reason, doubts have been raised about the success
of Kant’s ‘deduction’ of the universal validity of judgements of taste. Nonethe-
less, his explanation of aesthetic pleasure in terms of the achievement of a state
of harmony or free play of the faculties has proved richly suggestive. For Kant,
our pleasure in the beautiful is not a merely sensory phenomenon but involves a
free and open-ended engagement of the fundamental resources of the human
mind. This picture of an enlivened and dynamic responsiveness which is intrin-
sically pleasurable, and which is apprehended as coherent or meaningful in a way
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quite distinct from conceptual knowledge, appears to capture something true of
aesthetic experience and remains an important model for thinking about our
interest in both objects of natural beauty and works of art.’

Importantly, however, Kant goes beyond this explanatory account of our plea-
sure in the beautiful by offering what we might term ‘identificatory criteria’ for
what may count as a judgement of taste. Kant maintains that we are entitled to
raise a claim to universality in respect of a judgement of taste only when we are
confident that our pleasure in the object in solely due to the harmony of the
faculties. There are, of course, many other grounds for pleasure in an object and
Kant’s demonstration of the intersubjective validity of judgements of taste
involves highly exacting constraints on what may be considered an example of a
judgement of this sort. It is in establishing these conditions that Kant puts
forward what have proved to be some of his most contentious, but also some of
his most influential, views. For it is this part of his argument, above all, which
has been taken up by later thinkers and which has led to his reputation as one of
the founding fathers of a narrowly formalist approach to aesthetics. Questions
remain, however, as to whether Kant’s formalism necessarily follows from his
fundamental explanation of aesthetic pleasure and, indeed, whether the imposi-
tion of formalist constraints is compatible with the richer and more nuanced
account of aesthetic experience which he elaborates elsewhere in the text.

Kant offers two identificatory criteria for what may count as a judgement of
taste. The first requires that our judgement be ‘disinterested’. This is the more
straightforward of the two. Kant insists that when judging the beauty of an object
we must abstract from all moral and appetitive interests and attend solely to the
object’s appearance, for the intervention of such exterior interests would ruin
the impartiality of the judgement of taste. The second criterion requires that we
attend only to the form of ‘purposiveness’ in the object or what Kant terms ‘final-
ity of form’. This is more difficult to understand and is linked to Kant’s discus-
sion of teleological judgement in the second half of the book. Kant maintains
that a beautiful object must have the form of ‘purposiveness’ without yet having
a purpose, that is to say, it must have an appearance of order and rationality
which, nonetheless, does not point to any specific end or purpose. Kant seems to
think that determinate knowledge of what an object is for would interfere with
our capacity to respond to it aesthetically. Our awareness that a building is
intended to serve as a church or as a barracks, for example, would inhibit our
ability to judge freely of its beauty. Instead, he presents as paradigmatic instances
of pure judgements of taste things such as interweaving foliage, crystals and even
crustaceans, which please in regard to their form alone. When considering an
object’s beauty we should be concerned only with the formal properties of the
object without presupposing any concept of what it is meant to be.

Although Kant’s remarks are principally directed at objects of natural beauty
rather than works of art, they have been taken to establish the lineaments of
a strictly formalist approach to aesthetics. On this view, a properly aesthetic
response to an artwork requires first, that we attend solely to its outward pre-
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sentation or appearance in abstraction from any moral, social or political content
which it might be seen to express and, second, that we direct our attention exclu-
sively to its formal rather than to its representational features. Whilst Kant’s
work is viewed as an important philosophical source for such views, formalist
aesthetics has seemed particularly appropriate to account for modernist works of
art produced long after Kant’s death. Indeed, it is no coincidence that one of the
most vigorous defences of formalism should have been put forward in the early
years of the twentieth century by two of the organizers of a groundbreaking
exhibition of ‘postimpressionist’ art: Roger Fry (1920) and Clive Bell (1914).
Both writers claimed that the supposed ‘distortions’ to be found in the work of
contemporary artists such as Cézanne and Gauguin could be explained in terms
of the priority given to the formal properties of the work over and above the
requirements of illusionistic depiction. Bell, in particular, sought to deny the
importance of the narrative or representational features of artworks, maintain-
ing that the sole criterion of artistic quality is to be found in what he terms ‘sig-
nificant form’. On Bell’s view, significant form can be located in phenomena as
diverse as the windows of Chartres cathedral, a Persian bowl, and the paintings
of Nicolas Poussin. Wherever it is found, it gives rise to a specific ‘aesthetic
emotion’ and it is this which explains the high value we attribute to certain works
of art.

Bell, then, offers us a strong version of aesthetic realism. Significant form is
a property which inheres in the object itself and it is the presence of this prop-
erty which justifies the claim that an object is beautiful or aesthetically moving.
The link between significant form and aesthetic response is causal; it is the
object’s formal properties, and the relations between these properties, which
arouse in the viewer the appropriate aesthetic emotion. These properties exist
independently of the person who perceives them and provide adequate justifi-
cation for our aesthetic judgements. By contrast, Kant maintains that a judge-
ment of taste possesses only ‘subjective universal necessity’. The task of the
‘critique of aesthetic judgement’ is to demonstrate the validity of the claim to
intersubjective validity which is raised with a judgement of taste, not to estab-
lish an objective statement of fact. The ultimate ground of judgements of taste
is located not in any purportedly objective property of the object itself but in
the faculties of cognition shared by all judging subjects.

Bell’s theory of ‘significant form’ is essentially ahistorical, giving rise to the
same ‘aesthetic emotion’ across different cultures and different historical periods.
Whilst different societies have been more or less sensitive to the dimension of
form, resulting in a series of peaks and troughs in the history of art, the true
source of aesthetic value remains constant. However, Bell’s writings also betray
a subtle shift of emphasis between two complementary theses. It is but a short
step from claiming that a// artworks are to be valued primarily for their formal
properties to the claim that the best or most valuable works of art are those which
exhibit their formal properties most perspicuously. It is this second thesis
which provided the basis for formalism as an evaluative or ideological category
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which could be employed in support of modernist art. In claiming that aesthetic
value did not reside in features such as representational content, verisimilitude,
psychological depth, or even technical virtuosity, the work of Bell and Fry also
provided theoretical justification for the stylistic and technical innovations of
modernist painting and sculpture.

This idea that modernist art can be characterized in terms of a greater or more
exclusive concern with art’s distinctively formal properties was subsequently
taken up and radicalized by the American art critic, Clement Greenberg
(1986-93). What is distinctive to Greenberg’s theory of modernism, however, is
that this now becomes an explicitly Aistorical thesis. The development of mod-
ernist painting is presented as an ongoing process of ‘purification’ through which
features extrinsic to the formal concerns of painting are gradually excluded or
eliminated. These include the pictorial conventions inherited from older tradi-
tions of academic or representational painting as well as properties taken over
or borrowed from other artistic media. In order to achieve ‘purity’, painting
must not only exclude all narrative, or merely anecdotal, concerns, which pro-
perly belong to the medium of literature, but also the direct evocation of three-
dimensional space and of entities in the round, which is the concern of sculpture.
The inherent tendency of modernist painting is towards ‘flatness’, encompass-
ing a frank recognition of the shape of the support and the properties of the
pigment. Although formal properties inhere in all successful painting, Green-
berg maintains that it is only with the development of modernism, and with the
emergence of abstract art in particular, that these properties are freed from all
inessential encumbrances and made the exclusive focus of attention.

Whilst Kant’s aesthetics is often seen as an important source for formalist the-
ories of art, there are a number of features of his account which cannot easily
be accommodated by such views. Indeed, the sections of the Critique of Fudge-
ment specifically dedicated to the Fine Arts present a theory of art which is notably
at odds with such an approach. Careful attention to Kant’s account of ‘genius’
and to his theory of ‘aesthetic ideas’ provides an important corrective to one-
sided interpretations of his views. He begins his discussion by addressing what
appears to be a considerable difficulty for his position. As the product of
intentional human activity, artworks are necessarily created with a specific end
or purpose in mind. Artworks, it would seem, cannot display that ‘purposiveness
without a purpose’ which his theory of taste requires. Kant answers this diffi-
culty by introducing into his account the notion of genius. He maintains that a
work of Fine Art, as opposed to what is merely useful or agreeable, cannot be pro-
duced mechanically by following a set of pre-given rules. It must, rather, be the
product of genius, an innate capacity to create new rules rather than following
extant ones. Just as the judgement that something is beautiful cannot have its
determining basis in the application of a pre-given concept, so the production
of Fine Art through genius cannot be based on pre-existing precepts or rules.

Kant characterizes the animating principle of genius as the ability to exhibit
what he terms ‘aesthetic ideas’. An aesthetic idea is something which both con-
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tains and promotes a rich train of associations but which cannot be captured by
any determinate thought or concept. Here Kant is explicitly concerned with the
content of artworks. In terms similar to those in which he describes the pleasur-
able response at the basis of judgements of beauty, he maintains that aesthetic
ideas quicken or enliven the mind by opening up a wide realm of connected
images. Our mental powers are set in a ‘purposive momentum’ which is self-
sustaining and open-ended. Here the free play of the imagination is linked to
concepts or rational ideas but its activity remains similarly unconstrained by the
requirement of cognition. It seems, then, that Kant does not wish to exclude
content from either the creation or the appreciation of artworks. In both cases
his primary concern is to elucidate the delicate balance between the mind’s
demand for order and the freedom of the imagination which, conjointly, form
the underlying ground of our pleasure in the beautiful. Indeed, Kant goes on to
claim that the freedom from external constraint which characterizes this relation
between imagination and understanding can serve as a symbol of the freedom of
the will from external determination and thus as a symbol of moral freedom.
Kant identifies four points of comparison between the beautiful and the morally
good: (a) our liking for both is immediate; (b) both please without any prior inter-
est or desire in their object; (c) both raise a claim to universal validity; and (d)
both involve the exercise of freedom, for the exercise of moral choice requires
freedom of the will and the apprehension of beauty freedom of the imagination.

Kant initially sets out to establish the independent significance and validity
of judgements of taste in distinction from both cognitive and moral judgements.
As his account unfolds, however, it becomes clear that the task of differentiating
the good, the true, and the beautiful is but a necessary first step in the more
ambitious task of working out the complex relations that pertain between these
different domains of human knowledge and experience. Earlier approaches to
Kant’s aesthetics were typified by the attempt to extract an analytically defens-
ible theory of art and beauty which could be given independent justification.
More recent studies, however, have tended to recognize that the enduring
significance of Kant’s ideas crucially depends upon understanding the wider
context in which they were originally articulated. Approached in this manner,
Kant’s aesthetics can be seen to offer not only an important way of understand-
ing the distinctive characteristics of our pleasure in the beautiful but a frame-
work for understanding the deeper significance of art and beauty in relation to
other domains of human experience.

G. W. F. Hegel

As with Kant, a sustained engagement with aesthetics belongs to the later period
of Hegel’s thought, and his reflections on the subject presuppose and develop
out of his mature philosophical system. Unlike Kant, however, important dis-
cussions of particular artworks and of the philosophical significance of art are
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to be found in other of his writings, including the Phenomenology of Spirit (1807)
and the Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences (1817). Hegel first lectured on
aesthetics in 1818, carrying out four more series of lectures before his death in
Berlin in 1831. These were compounded into a single text and published after
his death on the basis of Hegel’s own manuscripts and of transcripts made by
his students. Recent scholarship has emphasized the inevitable inaccuracy and
selectivity of the published text and has sought to identify significant changes in
Hegel’s thought across the different lecture series. The place of art in Hegel’s
system was already established in the Encyclopaedia, however, and his mature
thought on the subject must be seen to represent an extension and elaboration
of his established views.

Whereas the starting point for Kant’s aesthetics had been the status or valid-
ity of the individual subject’s response to objects of beauty, Hegel turns his atten-
tion to the meaning and content of artworks themselves. The lectures are
characterized by an extraordinarily broad knowledge of the art and customs of
different ages and peoples, combining a systematic treatment of the different
types or forms of art with an historical account of the development of art through
different stages or periods. Hegel begins by addressing the question as to whether
the Fine Arts are, in fact, amenable to philosophical treatment. Should art not
be considered a mere luxury or diversion, unconnected to practical human con-
cerns? And is it not, in any case, too diverse and unregulated to be captured by
philosophical analysis? Hegel responds to these objections by observing that art
is one way in which the ‘deepest interests of humanity’ and the ‘most compre-
hensive truths of the mind’ are revealed to consciousness. For Hegel, art takes
its place alongside religion and philosophy as a form of self~understanding
through which human beings arrive at knowledge about themselves and the
world they inhabit.

Hegel suggests that one of the ways in which such knowledge is acquired is
through a process of ‘externalization’. In working upon and changing external
things we come to recognize ourselves in the changes we have brought about.
Works of art can thus be seen as the result of a highly developed ability to articu-
late and make explicit the life of the mind. Hegel is primarily concerned with art
as a product of human self-consciousness, that is, as a form of free, purposive
activity. By contrast, the products of nature belong to the realm of necessity and
uniformity. For this reason, he excludes from his aesthetics consideration of
natural beauty, even though this had formed one of the principal goals of Kant’s
enquiry. Artistic beauty stands ‘higher’ than natural beauty since it expresses a
recognizable content which can be given philosophical consideration. On Hegel’s
view, the changing character of art is closely linked to the religious views of dif-
ferent peoples, articulating different forms of human self-understanding as well
as different conceptions of the divine or ultimate ground of human existence.
Indeed, Hegel claims that art differs from religion and philosophy only in the
mode in which these deepest insights are expressed. Whereas philosophy operates
on the level of thought or the concept, and religion on that of imagination or
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representation, Hegel identifies the sensuous or material character of art as its
distinguishing feature. The realm of art is defined as the ‘sensuous appearance’
(sznnliche Erscheinung) of the idea.

Works of art thus sustain a productive tension between the content or ideas
which they express and the particular form or shape through which this content
is given. On Hegel’s view, both content and form can be inadequate and both can
be inadequate in relation to each other. It is on the basis of this shifting relation
that he develops his account of the different forms of art and of the historical
changes which these have undergone. The first and most primitive stage he terms
the symbolic. Here he is primarily concerned with the art of early Eastern civil-
isations and of ancient Egypt. The principal characteristic of symbolic art is the
incongruity between the idea and the form in which it is expressed. At this stage,
Hegel claims, the divine is conceived only as something abstract, as an absolute
power which is ‘beyond’ the world of experience. Thus, for example, whilst the
great pyramids enclose an inner meaning, this meaning is completely enveloped
and concealed by their external shape. The forms in which the divine is repre-
sented either remain arbitrary or are wildly distorted, as in the figures of the gods
in Indian art with their multiple limbs and combination of different animal parts.
The second, classical stage is that of ancient Greece. Here the struggle for expres-
sion and the endless search for an adequate means of representation give way
to the ideal calm and serenity of Greek art and of Greek sculpture in particular.
The divine is now conceived in terms of the concrete individuality and charac-
ter of the different gods and is expressed for the first time in human form. The
inner life of spirit is made visible on the animate surface of the human body in
which it finds its proper vehicle of expression. For Hegel, the classical type of
art represents the ‘highest excellence’ which art can reach, achieving a perfect,
if short-lived, unity of form and content.

The third and final stage Hegel terms the romantic. In contrast to our current
use of the word, Hegel employs this term to describe all art since Greek anti-
quity, linking it closely to the emergence of Christianity. The key to Hegel’s dis-
cussion is his claim that the new conception of the divine articulated in the
Christian faith can no longer find adequate expression in sensuous form. In the
case of Greek art, religious awareness and artistic expression remained wholly
unified. In contrast, the content of the Christian faith is articulated doctrinally
and this doctrine possesses a prior and independent existence from any attempt
to represent it artistically. Moreover, Hegel maintains that with the spread of
Christianity there arose a new form of subjective inwardness and self-reflection
whose proper medium of expression can no longer be found in the sensible shape
of art but only in the realm of thought. The unity achieved by Greek art is
forever lost and there arises in its place a new and irreconcilable division of form
and content. Art of the romantic period continually points beyond itself, indi-
cating but unable to represent a content which it can never fully articulate.

Hegel goes on to suggest that the time in which art could represent our highest
needs and interests is now definitively past and that in this function too art has
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been superseded by religion and philosophy. Hegel’s much-misunderstood thesis
of the ‘end of art’ has two different domains of application. The first relates, as
we have seen, to the transition from the classical to the romantic period. It is only
in the classical period that art attains a perfect correspondence of form and
content; the postclassical or romantic era is marked by new forms of knowledge
which can no longer adequately be articulated in sensuous form. The second
domain of application, however, is Hegel’s own age. Hegel maintains that the
highly reflective culture of contemporary life, which has learnt to regulate its
practices in terms of formalized rules and codes of behaviour, can no longer
enjoy the same immediate response to works of art as that of an earlier age. The
‘knee does not bend’ and we no longer venerate works of art as expressions of
divine revelation. Instead, art is something we want to understand and which we
necessarily seek to comprehend by means of thought as well as feeling.

Hegel’s lectures on aesthetics are marked by a profound ambivalence con-
cerning the status and function of art in relation to philosophy. On the one hand,
Hegel distinguishes art from mere diversion or entertainment, recognizing it as
one mode in which our deepest insights into ourselves and our relation to the
world are articulated. On the other hand, art is identified as but a prior and sub-
ordinate stage in the development of the philosophical ‘idea’ which encompasses
and supersedes all earlier forms of expression. Similarly, although Hegel recog-
nizes the sensuous or material nature of art as its distinguishing characteristic,
art is said to express a ‘content’ which can be more adequately articulated in the
form of religious representations or conceptual thought. This attempt to com-
prehend art from the supposedly ‘higher’ standpoint of philosophy has been sub-
jected to vigorous criticism. Many artists and philosophers are highly resistant
to the idea that art can be superseded by philosophy, insisting that it represents
a distinctive and irreducible form of human self-expression which cannot be
‘taken up’ by any other form of representation. Similarly, Hegel has been criti-
cized for linking art too closely with the concerns of religion and philosophy,
thereby neglecting the many other important roles which it fulfils.

Many of Hegel’s judgements can now be seen to reflect the tastes and
prejudices of his age rather than forming necessary consequences of some
absolute philosophical standpoint. Moreover, there is widespread scepticism
concerning both the possibility and the desirability of providing the sort of all-
encompassing historical and philosophical narrative on which his aesthetics
depends. Nonetheless, Hegel’s recognition that every work of art belongs to its
age and is the product of an historically specific constellation of ideas and
values has become an indispensable prerequisite to any serious study of art. With
Hegel, the empirical study of the art of the past was combined for the first time
with philosophical reflection upon the causes of historical change. This approach
was enormously influential on a later generation of scholars, including figures
such as Alois Riegl, Heinrich Wolfflin and Aby Warburg, who effectively founded
art history as an academic discipline in the last decades of the nineteenth
century. Wolfflin’s recognition that ‘not everything is possible at all times’ reflects
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an essentially Hegelian recognition of the fundamental historicality of the
making and appreciation of art.

Hegel’s position marks both the high point and the end point of the attempt
to articulate human knowledge in a complete and interconnected ‘system’ of phi-
losophy. The subsequent breakdown of the great idealist systems into a plural-
ity of distinct disciplines or special sciences, each of which was required to secure
its own methodology and status as a form of knowledge, has also changed our
understanding of the arts. Whereas Hegel could still combine a discussion of all
the various arts, including painting, poetry, music, architecture and sculpture,
with an account of the changing social and religious function which art has
fulfilled since the very inception of human history, this broad field has now
become fragmented into a plurality of discrete disciplines. Recent concern with
the crossing or breaking down of disciplinary barriers reflects an increasing dis-
satisfaction with the costs of such specialization. Within aesthetics or art theory,
Hegel’s approach offers a powerful alternative to formalism, establishing the
importance of content to our understanding and appreciation of works of art.
Followed through consistently, however, it should also lead us to recognize that
reflection on the character and value of art must also encompass reflection upon
the important historical changes which both the practice and the concept of art
have undergone. The study of art is at the same time the study of its history
and of the different conceptual categories through which it has been made and
understood.

Notes

1 An earlier work, Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime, published
in 1764, was primarily concerned with issues of moral and social psychology rather
than aesthetics.

2  Formed from the Greek word relos, meaning ‘end’ or ‘purpose’, a teleological judge-
ment is concerned with the identification of higher ends or purposes in nature. Such
judgements were seen as a necessary supplement to mechanistic explanations of the
natural world. They form the subject of the second part of the Critique of Fudgement.

3 Kant also develops an important theory of the sublime, drawing upon the work of
philosophers such as Edmund Burke and Joseph Addison. For Kant, however, the
sublime is restricted to judgements on natural objects alone.
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Chapter 11

E. H. Gombrich and the
Tradition of Hegel

David Summers

E. H. Gombrich has described how as a teenager he was given a copy of Max
Dvorak’s essays, published under the title Kunsigeschichte als Geistesgeschichte
(Art History as the History of Spirit), and how these essays, written in the later
tradition of Hegel’s philosophy of history, inspired him to begin the study of the
history of art (Gombrich, 1996, p. 11; see also Horowitz, 1998, pp. 315-19). As
he pursued his interest, as his own proclivities as an art historian emerged, and,
not least, as the great cataclysms of the twentieth century continued to unfold,
Gombrich vigorously rejected the idea that works of art may be regarded as
expressions of the “spirit of the age” in which they were made. Far from simply
leaving Hegel behind, however, Gombrich has sustained a long critique of
Hegel’s theories of history, a dialogue integral with the successive definitions
of his own positions. Thus after decades of art historical scholarship Gombrich
may still in a single essay call Hegel “the father of art history,” refer to himself
as a “run-away Hegelian,” and summarize the dangers and fallacies of Hegel’s
philosophy of history (Gombrich, 1986b, p. 9). And, while firmly rejecting the
Hegel of the dialectical vision of universal history together with its vast and per-
vasive traditions of influence, Gombrich has continued to express his admiration
for the more particularizing Hegel of the Aesthetics.

Hegel proclaimed that for us moderns art “is and remains a thing of the past”
which no longer possesses “genuine truth and life” (Hegel, 1975, p. 11). Once
art provided the indispensable sensuous presentation (Darstel/lung) through
which spirit became self-aware as distinct from nature, initiating a millennial
progressive development through religion to philosophy, in its later stages pro-
ceeding not through sensuous presentation (perfected in classical Greek art),
but rather through representation (Vorstellung) and conceptual thought. We
now confront an analytically divided art, considering content, form and the rela-
tion between them, not in order to continue to make art (although we do that),
but rather to understand art itself philosophically. Hegel’s scheme has been
foundational for the program and basic theoretical problems of the modern
discipline of the history of art, so that Gombrich’s interrogation of Hegel has
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continued to raise the most basic issues of art historical and cultural historical
interpretation.

Gombrich’s critique of Hegel belongs to a long tradition of skepticism reach-
ing back to Hegel’s own time (see Podro, 1982, for a discussion of Hegel and his
influence in the development of art history). From the beginning it was recog-
nized that the extreme generality of Hegel’s categories of the history of spirit
either selected and excluded historical evidence or enforced a certain interpreta-
tion of it, raising the general question of whether history should be done from
the bottom up (with no thought given to overall unity) or from the top down,
and the historiographic tradition descending from Hegel might be described as
a series of attempts adequately to describe the relations between the particular-
ity and the interrelatedness of historical events. In the terms of this very broad
debate, Gombrich has remained within what might be called the continually self-
critical branch of the traditions stemming from Hegel’s philosophy of history.

In the work of scholars associated with the library formed in Hamburg by Aby
Warburg (later the Warburg Institute in London, of which Gombrich was direc-
tor), Gombrich distinguished early on between “spiritual historical parallels” in
historical explanation and more properly philological connections (see Ginzburg,
1989, pp. 17-59). Gombrich’s characterization of the work of Warburg himself
is much like his own emergent project in its main outlines. Warburg, Gombrich
writes at one point, left to one side the “stylistic approach to art” upon which
art historical theory had been centered since Winckelmann and Hegel, prefer-
ring to regard the history of art as an arena of continual “choice and conflict”
rather than as manifestations of the Zeitgeist in parallel cultural manifestations
(Gombrich, 1986, pp. 313—14). Gombrich thus attributes to Warburg the fun-
damental intellectual attitude stated for example in the Introduction to his Ars
and Hlusion (1960). There he opposes the Hegelianism of Alois Riegl and Hans
Sedlmayr, which “weakens resistance to totalitarian habits of mind”; rather than
a divination of the spirits of ages and races, “the history of taste and fashion is
the history of preferences, of various acts of choice between given alternatives”
(Gombrich, 1960, p. 20). No choice is possible without real alternatives, which
also imply difference and possible conflicts.

By the time he made these last arguments, Gombrich referred, as he has often
done, to the writings of Karl Popper. Popper’s Logic of Scientific Discovery was
first published in Vienna in 1935, and Gombrich heard the arguments that were
to become The Poverty of Historicism in 1936 (the book itself was not published
until 1957) (see Gombrich, 1979a, p. 60). The Open Society and its Enemies was
published in L.ondon in 1945. Popper was to become a third discussant in Gom-
brich’s conversation with Hegel, as well as a major guide for Gombrich’s project
of a post-Hegelian art history. As his warnings against totalitarian habits of
thought might lead us to expect, Gombrich shares Popper’s sense of the moral
urgency of the need to examine and criticize Hegelian ideas. Their vast currency
in the modern world, Popper writes, points to “the existence of a vacuum, of a
place which it is the task of sociology to fill with something more sensible, such
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as the analysis of problems rising within a tradition” (Popper 1957, p. 149; quoted
in Gombrich, 1960, p. 21).

If as modern people we are inclined to take ideas like culture and progress for
granted, Gombrich has many times argued that we may be Hegelians whether
we have read a word of Hegel or not, and in such circumstances it is the special
responsibility of the historian of culture not only to describe cultures, but con-
stantly to examine the presumed principles of their unity and continuity. The
reasons for such concern are not far to find. Max Mueller can hardly have imag-
ined the consequences of his suggestion that speakers of Indo-Germanic lan-
guages are descendants of Aryans; but when this suggestion became “history,”
and the basis for cultural generalizations about peoples, when it was magnified
by the larger scheme of national and racial “spirits,” it contributed to the
perverse misjustification of millions of individual acts of murder (Gombrich,
1963a, p. 107). In the historicist dimension of such generalization, the belief
that the sublime purposes of history are discernible, and that we can absolutely
justify our actions through the knowledge of the workings of overarching his-
torical progress, is an equally deeply dangerous one. Before we worship at the
altar of history, Gombrich argues, citing Kant, we must be ready to bear the
responsibility of having uncritically acknowledged its absoluteness (Gombrich,
19860, p. 9).

Since Gombrich makes no essential distinction between Hegel and Marx — for
him, both raise exactly the same problems, if in opposing metaphysical terms —
“Hegel” represents a cluster of interrelated theoretical and historical issues very
familiar in contemporary debates. Sometimes Gombrich’s “Hegelianism” is
shorthanded as “evolutionism” (see for example Gombrich, 1960, p. 22), and,
seen in such general terms, Hegel arguably did more than any other writer to
shape what has become modern Western common sense about history in general,
that it is universal, that it is progressive, and that all cultures may be located
along the continuum of universal progress. It is at this level of broad generality
and assumption that Hegel’s theory of history is, according to Gombrich, part
of modern mythology, a major Baconian idol to be toppled.

The historical influence of Gombrich’s Hegel has long since diverged from
the immediate textual tradition of Hegel’s writing, and kinds of art historical
inference one might now scarcely associate with Hegel at all are thus fundamental
to the tradition of ideas Gombrich rejects as Hegelian. One of the most basic of
these ideas is expression, which underlies what Gombrich considers a habit of
invalid historical inference to which art historians have been especially prone,
and against which they must always be on guard. We are very accustomed to
hearing, for example, that Raphael’s School of Athens (1510-11) expresses “the
spirit of the High Renaissance.” But according to Gombrich we cannot trust the
deceptive ease with which we see a work of art, first as a characteristic unity, then
as an outwardness fully “expressing” a personal or collective inwardness. This
version of what Gombrich calls the “physiognomic fallacy” has a corollary, what
might be called the “gestalt fallacy,” according to which the “simultaneous grasp
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of overall form” in the work of art becomes the “vision” of an artist or of a whole
culture (Gombrich, 1963c, pp. 78-85)." Any jump from putative “expression” to
a culture understood as the manifestation of one spirit, in Gombrich’s vivid dia-
grammatic terms, of one “center” (Gombrich, 1979b, p. 31), is inadmissible. We
cannot suppose we “see” artists in the forms of their art; and when we raise the
metaphor of “style” a power, from the distinct character of the stylus, “pen” or
“hand” of an individual to the stylus, “pen” or “hand” of a place or time — the
“Central Italian style,” the “Renaissance style” — we have introduced even more
problems. At this second, metaphorical level, place and time in effect become
“super-artists” (Gombrich, 1963c, p. 79 [the term is Malraux’s]), anthropomor-
phic entities in their own right, and, even if this is not made explicit, the ques-
tion of the nature of the implicit entity remains. A historian of art may recognize
at once that several paintings are all “High Renaissance,” but it must not be
assumed that this evident similarity, which implies cultural cogency, can be
explained by participation in a single “spirit.”

Such faulty inference from works of art themselves is complemented by the
now deeply institutionalized assumption that the “periods” of art history are
somehow essentially different from one another. For Gombrich, the nineteenth-
century view of the change from the Christian Middle Ages to the pagan Renais-
sance — to take that example — is “Hegelian” because it is totalizing and
essentializing, implying that the same characterization extends to all cultural
aspects of the two periods. Again, Aby Warburg is put forward as one of the first
to see the situation as more complex, to show, for example, that representative
Renaissance people actually were religious, a crack in the monolithic conception
that began to promise a history of real choices and relations (Gombrich, 1963a,
pp. 115-16).

A second key “Hegelian” idea is progress, which Gombrich characteristically
does not simply dismiss. He argues instead that the project of cultural history
entails some idea of progress (Gombrich, 1979b, p. 27), which must, however,
always be regarded as local, never as universal. Again, this runs counter to what
have become common assumptions, since the idea of progress is a deeply modern
idea for which Hegel provided absolute metaphysical and theological grounds.

If we try to find the roots of the seemingly ineradicable assumption of art his-
torians (and others) that the history of art and culture “develops” toward the
present, however that may be understood, then we soon find ourselves once again
in the tradition of Hegel. Many suppose that progress in art is the development
toward “realism” in representation, but Gombrich also sees a major influence of
Hegel’s historiography in the idea and institution of the avant-garde, which has
been fundamental for modernist culture in general, and for Modernism in art
in particular (Gombrich, 1986b, p. 8). The demand that cultural expression “be
of its time,” or “express” its time also implies essentialist notions of the kind
against which Gombrich warns, and critics have long been in the habit of finding
their way through the myriad productions of contemporary artists by pro-
nouncing some authentically modern, others not, by relating their work to most
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current thought (e.g., Poststructuralism now trumps Existentialism) or simply
by embracing the newest or most novel. But appeal to the “spirit” of the modern
age turns criticism into advocacy, and for Gombrich these ideas are yoked to
historicist necessitarianism. Finally it is as necessary to find explanations for
the reflexive preference for the new as it is to explain the premodern authority
of tradition (Gombrich, 1991a, p. 51). Gombrich’s arguments would seem to
imply an “open” critical situation, and his own evident preference for naturalis-
tic and classical artistic traditions must be rooted in other criteria.

Gombrich has summarized the Hegelian tradition in terms of five giants with
“weird names” (Gombrich, 1984, p. 63). The first giant is aesthetic transcenden-
talism, the Platonic and Neoplatonic tradition that came to Hegel most immedi-
ately from Winckelmann. This “transcendentalism” should not be taken to mean
that there is an Idea of the Beautiful, but rather that aesthetic principles are pre-
sumed to be transcendent in whatever historical form they may assume. Aes-
thetic transcendentalism gives an absolute dimension to historical or national
culture, thus to provide a footing for the second “giant,” historical collectivism.
We may speak routinely of the characters of whole nationalities and regions, and
of the styles of decades or centuries, but transcendentalism and collectivism give
these generalizations another valence, making it possible to speak of style as the
expression of a single common “spirit.” Synchronic transcendentalism and col-
lectivism are in their turn galvanized to diachronic life by historical determinism,
also called historicism, again after Karl Popper. According to the principle of his-
torical determinism, human activities are not so much determined by previous
events as they are dictated as it were from above, by the logic-like necessity of
the dialectic of the history of spirit. Gombrich follows tradition in distinguish-
ing between “right” and “left” Hegelians. The former (“idealists”) see the
overarching sense of history in terms of more or less general progress, the latter
(“materialists”) see the working out of the dialectic in terms of the history of
the production and distribution of wealth. Both wings of Hegelianism fall under
the shadow of Gombrich’s fourth giant, what he calls metaphysical optimism, the
shared assumption that history taken altogether is teleological and progressive,
that it moves with necessity toward a positive end, the realization of human
freedom or, what is the same thing in materialist terms, the equal sharing of the
means of production.

In natural science, teleological explanation is premodern. We no longer
account for change as the realization over time of potential form, and Gombrich
regards the mythology of modern Romantic historiography as a survival of dis-
credited premodern ideas. By distinguishing forms, Aristotle thought he could
determine real principles, principles which function as the ends toward which
things develop by nature, and, citing Popper, Gombrich sees the teleological view
of nations and of history as an imposition of comparable ideas to reified “spirits,”
that is, as the overarching utopian felos of historical determinism, the full
diachronic magnification of aesthetic transcendentalism and historical collec-
tivism. Gombrich thus argues that modern historians of culture have retained
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the half-magical essentialism of Aristotle, still confusing taxonomy with ontol-
ogy and teleology (Gombrich, 1966a, pp. 8§7-8). To be sure, the early modern
rejection of forms, final causes, virtues and essences did not solve the question
of aetiology once and for all, but rather opened it up in endlessly fruitful ways.
Gombrich thus points in the direction of a history less dangerously obscured by
“exegesis” (Gombrich, 1979b, p. 42), the Romantic divination of higher or
deeper “idealist” or “materialist” truths behind what are in effect the allegories
of historical events.

Gombrich’s fifth and last Hegelian giant is re/ativism, which he calls the “offi-
cial dogma of contemporary art historical teaching” (Gombrich, 1984b, p. 65).
In the history of art, Alois Riegl, one of the many later writers who tried to save
Hegel from himself by devising what Gombrich calls “Hegel without meta-
physics,” established what in principle is a nonteleological perceptual basis for
all styles and cultures with his notion of “Kunstwollen” — even though Riegl’s
account of Western art is deeply Hegelian (Gombrich, 1979b, pp. 42-7). Gom-
brich acknowledges that such relativization has yielded many positive under-
standings, but, even if all traditions of art have their own validity, they cannot
therefore be described in terms of a common spirit or essence.

Gombrich’s five Hegelian giants might be taken to imply a positive program
for an oppositional history: so, for example, the aesthetic is nos transcendental,
culture is not collective, and so on through the list. This quasi-dialectic gener-
ates a whole set of problems, and therefore also suggests determinate paths of
investigation.

The Geistesgeschichte of Wilhelm Dilthey is perhaps the preeminent example
of “Hegel without metaphysics,” and, once the pattern is recognized, it will also
be seen to have become fairly common in academic and even popular usage.
“Hegel without metaphysics” turned out to be Hegel with some kind of psy-
chology, and writers who tried to bring Hegel up to date typically posited more
or less collective Weltanschauungen or “mentalities,” or general cultural develop-
ments of “vision,” or “perception,” or “imagination” from haptic to optic, or
from will to attention (in the case of Riegl), or from linear to painterly, in the
case of Heinrich Wolfflin. For Gombrich this improvement upon Hegel is a dis-
tinction without a difference, and still commits the fundamental methodological
error of essentialism; when we invoke such collective psychological entities we
are still accounting for historical change by appealing to a single reductive
principle.

Such criticisms notwithstanding, Gombrich’s own Art and Illusion may be
viewed as a continuation as well as a critique of the tradition of “Hegel without
metaphysics.” It is a continuation because it begins from the assumption that
more or less consistent cultural styles both exist and demand explanation, and
because it offers explanations of styles in terms of such psychological categories
as “conceptual images,” Popper’s “searchlight theory of perception,” or infor-
mation theory. It points in other directions, however, to the extent that these
psychological categories always have a basic art historical component. The
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development of styles of optical naturalism always begins, not from nature, but
from what Gombrich calls “schemata”; these are already “made” in some way,
that is, already culturally defined, and it is from such a standpoint that observa-
tion and matching must always begin.

Since schemata, which take the place of psychological “concepts” prior to
experience, are not only given, but positively made, they imply having been made,
just as progress toward naturalism involves the development of specific skills.
When he wrote Art and Illusion, Gombrich expressly placed himself in the tra-
dition of Pliny the Elder and Giorgio Vasari, who chronicled Greek and Renais-
sance art in large part as the progressive ability to achieve illusion in two
dimensions, and, in general, traditions of artmaking are not simply records of
feats of imagination, they are traditions of the gradual mastery of specific skills
by means of which certain things are in turn able to be imagined. Greek painters
were said to have begun from outlined shadows, to which were successively con-
tributed such things as modeling, foreshortening, and the depiction of emotion,
finally to culminate in great masters like Zeuxis and Apelles. And so in any tra-
dition, local traditions of skill not only determine what is done but what is
taught, and provide the grounds upon which criticism, competition, and elabo-
ration take place. Teaching, criticism, and competition are all social and cultural
(and socially and culturally connected) in ways pure imagination is not, and the
local character of skills (and therefore of progress) pushes primary art historical
explanation in the direction of culturally specific artistic problem solving, but
also of more general societal articulation and activity (Gombrich, 1979a). Further
drawing out the implications of his stress upon art as skill, Gombrich has come
to stress what he calls the “technological” dimension of art, thus also loosening
the ties between art history and aesthetics (Gombrich, 1991b, pp. 67-71). In
doing so, he also departed more pronouncedly from the tradition of “Hegel
without metaphysics,” embracing Popper’s (and Marx’s) rejection of “psychol-
ogism” in the course of formulating a post-Hegelian sociology of art (Gombrich,
1979a, p. 61).

Gombrich associates pre-scientific (and pre-Darwinian) Aristotelian teleology
not only with the gargantuan historical teleology he calls Hegelian, but with the
idea of the organic (and aesthetic) unity of the work of art and its generic “devel-
opment.” Gombrich is distrustful of these putative synchronic and diachronic
unities, which tend to be regarded as essential, thus both to imply and to demand
the deepest and most telling kinds of interpretation. Suspension of these ancient
and complex assumptions about unity raises the most fundamental questions
about art and its interpretation. But works of art, Gombrich urges, should be
regarded as “complex orders,” the consequence of various historical conditions
and alternatives together with individual choice and judgment (Gombrich,
1966b).

Hegel may be seen as an early modern contextualist in that he tried to describe
consciousness, not simply in itself, but in constitutive interrelation with nature,
culture, and history. In these terms, Hegel is a founder of modern thought in
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general, and if it has come to be more or less agreed that mind and culture are
essentially interrelated, there are perhaps more distinct echoes of Hegel’s remark
that art “is a thing of the past” in Gombrich’s observation that modern artists
cannot be primitive again, and that the way to such a state “is barred by the angel
with a flaming sword” (Gombrich, 1963a, p. 11). Again, the “beholder’s share”
of Art and Illusion, however much defined in the terms of the psychology of
perception, retains something of Hegel’s “Romantic” art of painting, the two-
dimensionality and near-immateriality of which give free rein to subjectivity,
to individual feeling, imagination, and freedom.

In “Norm and Form,” first delivered as a lecture in 1963, Gombrich argued
that the sequence of Western art historical styles — Romanesque, Gothic, Renais-
sance, Mannerist, baroque — was established largely by the rehabilitation of styles
negatively defined with respect to the Renaissance norm of Classicism. So styles
first defined and criticized as nonclassical, unclassical, and anticlassical became
more nearly neutral and more properly taxonomic as the sequence was smoothed
into its present form. This interpretation might be viewed as an essay in dialec-
tics, culminating in, and made possible by, the modern idea of art as part of a
general anthropology; that is, Classicism and its opposites were finally embraced
by the more general category of art, which then began to embrace artifacts and
images from outside the Western tradition itself. (There is, for example, much
overlap between Mannerism, Modernism, and “primitivism” as “anticlassical,”
and the three categories reinforced one another in the early twentieth century.)
For Gombrich, however, this dialectical sequence has no polar psychological
base, cannot have been progressive, and at no point could anything but real
choices have been made. To say that the core of the Western artistic tradition is
classical, is, according to Gombrich, to say that the classical has always repre-
sented a choice to be made or not made in one or another situation. To be “clas-
sical” is to devise solutions that avoid certain negative choices. “Maybe we would
make more progress in the study of styles if we looked out for such principles
of exclusion, the sins any particular style wants to avoid, than if we continue to
look for the common structure or essence of all works produced in a certain
period” (Gombrich, 1966a, p. 89).2

If choices are always made, why do some choices come to predominate? Why
did the architecture of the late Middle Ages change from Romanesque to Gothic?
Toward an answer to such questions, Gombrich offers the distinction between
“periods” and “movements” (Gombrich, 1979b, pp. 50-1). The first is Hegelian,
the second is post-Hegelian. Movements are begun by individuals and groups of
individuals (who may be artists, patrons, both, or others altogether) for specific
purposes. Movements coexist, conflict, break up, succeed, and fail. Movements
also leave historical traces and have all kinds of historical affiliations. The Renais-
sance is Gombrich’s paradigmatic movement, which means that unexamined
characterization of the period as “pagan,” “humanist,” or “neoclassical” is not
only an unwarrantable essentialization, it also conceals historical complexity, and
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in doing so conceals the many contexts of actual choice. Again, a more concrete
dialectic begins to emerge if alternatives are considered to be mutually deter-
mining and perhaps antagonistic (as classicism and its various opposites have
usually been.)

As might be expected of a lifelong critic of Hegel, Gombrich’s work has pro-
ceeded unsystematically, although it must also quickly be said that its guiding
principles have been consistent from the beginning. Art and Illusion, first pub-
lished in 1960, is Gombrich’s most influential book, no doubt partly because of
the broader interest of the perceptual psychology, semiotics, and information
theory in terms of which Gombrich explained the history of art. Art and Illu-
ston has been interpreted very differently, and in his responses to these readings
Gombrich has necessarily continued to debate much the same issues.’ From the
standpoint of the present chapter, however, the identification of Gombrich’s
project with Art and Illusion has the disadvantage of fixing his investigations
at a point at which he was taking leave of the psychologism of “Hegel without
metaphysics.” The “schemata” of Art and Illusion look very different if consid-
ered in the long diachronic series of Gombrich’s studies of the representation
of light in Western painting, and iconography looks very different in light of
such properly iconological essays as his examination of allegory in relation to
Western art (see the title essays in Gombrich, 1976 and 1972). When naturalism
is addressed in the context of such issues, art history has assumed the dimen-
sions of a cultural history. The “beholder’s share” may be expanded from the
simply perceptual to the competence of the historical user of art, who knew
the meanings iconographers must now reconstruct, as well as the decorums of
the genres and institutions within which art had its earlier meanings (Gombrich,
1972, pp. 1-25).

Gombrich’s stance toward Hegel might be summarized as follows: Hegel must
be acknowledged as a major originator of the modern systematic investigation of
human culture, but his own explanations for culture are unacceptable. Rejection
of Hegel’s explanations, however, presses the demand for alternatives, not least
because Hegel’s ideas have had a robust life to the present. Gombrich’s linger-
ing tie to Hegel is thus a skeptical faith in the cogency of cultures. Gombrich
makes a distinction between historical “cataloguing” and “seeking relationships
between things.” In this formulation, the tradition of Hegel persists minimally
as the assumption that there are connections to be found. But skepticism regard-
ing Romantic exegetic interpretation is by no means negative, rather it means
that in all cases relationships must be demonstrated, that the “continuities and
contiguities” relevant to the explanation of any work of art are exactly what art
and cultural history are about (Gombrich, 1979b, p. 55). As these diachronic and
synchronic relations are investigated, works of art become more concretely his-
torical, not less, and explanation exclusively in terms of a single principle not
only diminishes the study of history, it takes its own place in the history of
Romantic historiography.
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Notes

1 See also Gombrich, 1963b. Gombrich links physiognomic perception to regression,
which in turn leads him to view much Modernist expression and abstraction with
suspicion. These issues have more to do with psychoanalysis than with Hegel, but
Gombrich seems to believe that regressive historical criticism of works of art is an
ominous partner for more properly “Hegelian” inferences from art to individual or
collective “spirits.” See also Gombrich, 1966b, pp. 64-80.

2 The crucial text in Aristotle is Poetics, 1449a15-16: “after going through many
changes, it [tragedy] stopped when it had found its own natural form (physis)” (Aris-
totle, 1982, pp. 17-19).

3 Nelson Goodman (1976) extended the analogy to language, but Norman Bryson
(1983) rejected the “perceptualism” of Art and Illusion as representative of the
Western classical mimetic tradition with which Gombrich in fact identifies, offering
a version of a semiotic, materialist account of Western representation according to
which the constituting “signs” of painting must be understood in terms of discur-
sive practices also constituting a subject. Gombrich’s critique of Hegel has been
appropriated for arguments much like Bryson’s by Keith Moxey (1998).
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Chapter 12

German Romanticism and French
Aesthetic Theory

Wendy S. Mercer

Romanticism is a notoriously difficult term to define, even within the boundaries
of one national culture. But it was a movement that swept Europe over several
decades, encompassing many art forms, and challenging traditional artistic
theory. The question of the impact of German Romanticism on French aesthetic
theory is further complicated by the fact that — particularly in the early period
— selective and often misinterpreted aspects of it were the most influential.

Chronology of German Romanticism

Romanticism had developed in Germany from the Storm and Stress (Sturm und
Drang) movement of the 1770s to take hold there in the 1790s, and lasted well
into the 1830s. Storm and Stress emphasized the importance of nature and of
freedom, and its subject matter often included the exaltation of ‘genius’ and both
physical and emotional strength. A manifesto of the movement, a collection of
essays by various authors, entitled On German Character and Art, was published
by Herder (1773) and included essays on Ossian, on folksong and the importance
of folklore, on Shakespeare and on Gothic architecture. Goethe’s account of the
Storm and Stress movement in Poetry and Truth is one of the most important
documents of the movement. The movement was also confused in France with
German Romanticism, many of the early works of French Romanticism having
more in common with Storm and Stress than with Romantik. Another factor
which prepared the way for German Romanticism was the publication of Kant’s
three Critiques, the last of which, the Critique of Judgement, appeared in 1790. At
least, interpretations and rewritings of these works lay at the heart of much
Romantic philosophy.

German Romanticism itself is commonly divided into three phases. ‘Early
Romanticism’ lasted approximately from 1796 to 1804/6, and its activity was
centred primarily around Jena (it is sometimes referred to as Jena Romantik).
Work of this period was predominantly theoretical and philosophical. Building
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on Storm and Stress, it moved away from the emphasis on spontaneity and vigour
to a more analytical, contemplative mode. Underpinned by pantheistic theories
of the unity of the human soul with nature, it sought for an essential harmony
underpinning the universe. Some of the most important work of this period
includes Schelling’s Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature, Wackenroder and Tieck’s
Confessions of an Art-Loving Friar (1796, dated 1797), and the journal of the Jena
group, Athenaeum (which was founded in 1798 by Friedrich and August Wilhelm
Schlegel to put forward the new ideas on art and aesthetics). 1798 also saw the
publication of the collection of philosophical and poetical aphorisms penned by
Novalis under the title Pollen. August Schlegel began his Lectures on Dramatic
Art and Literature in 1801. And in 1800, Beethoven composed the first great
‘subjective’ work of musical composition, the C minor piano concerto.

The second phase, mid- or high Romanticism (sometimes known as Heidel-
berger Romantik) stretched from 1804/6 to 1815 (the year of the Congress of
Vienna) or 1816. In general terms, it may be said that this period saw the the-
ories evolved in the earlier phase being put into artistic practice. To this period
belong the works of Hoffmann (which were to be highly influential in France),
Kleist and Chamisso. Friedrich’s The Monk by the Sea was shown at the Berlin
Academy exhibition of 1810. In 1809, the Nazarenes formed their Guild of St
Luke and left Vienna for Rome, where they lived out the precepts outlined in
the work of Wackenroder and Tieck. Schubert’s earliest Lieder also belong to
this period.

The third period, ‘late Romanticism’; ran from 1815/16 to the 1830s and
beyond. This period of German Romanticism has perhaps less direct influence
in France. Theoretical activity waned and generally became more conservative.
But some of the momentum in Germany was maintained, particularly in works
by Heine and Eichendorff, and in musical compositions by Weber and
Schumann.

Precepts

It is perhaps easiest to understand Romanticism historically in contrast to the
Enlightenment emphasis on scientific enquiry and rationalism, and to the formal
constraints of Classicism (although the relationship of Classicism to Romanti-
cism in Germany is rather different from that in France). Romanticism privi-
leged subjectivity and introspection against reason. Kant, whose work can be
seen as a product of Enlightenment thinking, nonetheless provided stimulus for
the thought of the Romantic era. In his Critique of Pure Reason (1781), he had
argued that the scope of human knowledge and rationality was limited, and that
beyond knowledge lay a mysterious source of the universe, ‘the thing in itself’.
This could not be known, but might be glimpsed through creative perception.
Although Kant had insisted (particularly in his later works) on the existence
of external reality, his argument was read as an incitement to subjectivity. The
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relationship of the Romantics to Kant is complex, as is their relationship to
Schelling; but the Romantics derived from these thinkers the notion that
humankind’s inner life held the key to the secrets of the universe. “The myste-
rious way leads inwards’, wrote Novalis, and ‘within ourselves or nowhere lies
eternity with its worlds, the past and the future’ (1965-77, 2, p. 232). Closely
associated with this idea was an emphasis on emotion. The painter Caspar David
Friedrich, for instance, wrote that “The artist’s feeling is his law’ (Friedrich, 1988,
p. 49).

There was a widespread, metaphysical desire among the Romantics to appre-
hend the mysterious beauties of existence which defied rational explanation, and
to communicate them through art. This gave rise to the longing for an ‘ideal’ of
some kind which characterized much artistic production of the Romantic period.
“The poetry of the ancients was that of possessing’, wrote August Wilhelm
Schlegel; ‘ours is that of longing’ (19667, 1, p. 25). This ‘longing’ was charac-
terized by Novalis through the symbol of ‘the blue flower’: it could take the form
of a purely metaphysical longing for an abstract and unattainable ideal, or that
of the search for an ideal love, or the struggle of the artist to produce an ideal
work of art.

There was also a widespread aspiration to the infinite among the Romantics.
The artist’s relationship with the external world became transformed through
this metaphysical quest: it gave rise to a renewed interest in nature and
humankind’s place within it. Much thinking of the recent past had subjected
nature and the world around to scientific enquiry as a means of control, and much
landscape painting in Germany had been characterized by order and arrange-
ment. The Romantics, by contrast, were more contemplative and passive in their
attitude to nature because they hoped to commune with the spirit of the
universe. In the words of Novalis: “The soul of the individual should achieve
harmony with the soul of the world’ (Novalis, 2000, p. 913). These beliefs can
perhaps be seen most clearly in those works of Caspar David Friedrich that rep-
resent nature as powerful, untamed by humans, and vast. Humans — where they
appear at all — are represented as contemplating their place within the scheme
of things as small, often lone, figures usually seen from behind, who gaze out at
the landscape or seascape depicted. Their anonymity suggests the universality of
the experience and invites identification.

For the Romantics, the creative artist — whether painter, poet, sculptor or
musician — was privileged with the sensitivity and insight to express this experi-
ence in symbolic terms. According to August Wilhelm Schlegel, ‘Writing poetry
is nothing but an eternal process of symbolising’ (1963, p. 81). The belief in an
underlying harmony to the universe led to a belief that harmony in art was its
expression. And the idea gradually developed that the purest work of art would
combine all art forms: it would appeal simultaneously to all the senses and induce
a heightened form of perception in which the human soul would commune with
the spirit of the universe. Runge and Tieck, for instance, collaborated in an
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attempt to form an abstract pictorial musical poem with choruses incorporating
all three major art forms, together with an appropriate architectural setting
(the project was never brought to completion, however). The author E. T. A.
Hoffmann (who was intermittently a professional conductor) was also a com-
poser and an accomplished painter and draughtsman, and his writings also
highlight the close relationship between the different art forms. This aspect of
Romantic thought manifests itself as well in the development of the Lied and
the symphonic poem, and finds expression later in the century with Wagner’s
concept of the Gesamtkunsiwerk (total work of art), and in Baudelaire’s theory
of correspondances.

The artist’s creative experience is described in the influential collection of
essays by Wackenroder and Tieck entitled Confessions of an Art-Loving Friar
(1991). This introduces the concept of ‘art piety’ in which art and the artist
assume a quasi-religious status. For E. T. A. Hoffmann, the ideal reaction to life
was that of the artist; but the artist’s extreme sensitivity was also considered a
mixed blessing. Many literary works depict the solitary life of the artist, unable
to conform to the exigencies of the material world, misunderstood by (bourgeois)
society. Furthermore, this incompatibility with the world around him, combined
often with the impossibility of attaining his ‘ideal’, could lead to severe melan-
choly, and so this became a recurrent motif in the Romantic aesthetic. (It must
be emphasized, however, that the characteristic ‘mal du siecle’ associated with
the early French Romantics is more akin to the ‘Weltschmerz’ of Storm and Stress
than to German Romanticism proper.) The artist’s search for the infinite could
also lead to an exploration of the fantastic and the supernatural, of different
levels of consciousness, and of the distinctions between dream and reality. In its
more extreme manifestations it could lead to questioning about the borderline
between madness and sanity.

Examining literature in a historical context, August Schlegel speaks of the
‘contrast which is so striking between the ancient or Classical and the Roman-
tic’ (19667, 1, p. 23). He distinguishes between, on the one hand, French Clas-
sicism with its rigid rules and inhibiting constraints, and on the other, the
spontaneity of the romances and ballads of the Middle Ages (19667, 2, p. 40).
This kind of distinction led to a desire to construct a new national ‘mythology’
on which writers might draw for inspiration. And there was a surge of interest
in folk songs and ballads, folklore and fairytales among the Romantics. This
search for more appropriate subject matter also led to an interest in both France
and Germany in medieval and biblical models.

Whereas Classicism imposed rules on subject matter and form, the Roman-
tics claimed the freedom to express their sentiments in whatever subject matter
or form they chose. In France, the early Romantics paid more attention to the
possibilities of form and subject matter than to the philosophical underpinning
of German Romanticism; these were not fully explored until the works of
Baudelaire (see below).
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The Reception in France

Romanticism manifested itself fully in France only in the 1820s. Although it is
possible to discern the germs of some of its salient features in the sensibility of
writers such as Rousseau, a number of factors prevented its development. First
of all, the literary establishment clung to the precepts of French Classicism
which had long been predominant. Also, prior to the nineteenth century, French
culture had tended to be inward-looking, and had shown very little interest in
things German, especially as Germany was not considered to be worthy of atten-
tion as a ‘real’ country in its own right. The one substantial exception to this
general French disdain had been Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther.
Published in Germany in 1774, it was translated rapidly and achieved almost
immediate success in France.

The next major factor to influence the reception of German thought in France
was the work of Mme de Staél. Her political views and cosmopolitan attitudes
brought her into conflict with Napoleon, and she was sent into exile on occa-
sions, notably after the publication of On Literature in 1800. Some of her time
in exile was spent in Germany, where she studied its language and cultural insti-
tutions. In 1810, her ultimately influential work On Germany was published in
France; but the book was banned, copies were seized, and Mme de Staél was
again sent into exile. (The strength of the reaction is telling about the fear of any
challenge to French cultural supremacy.) De [’Allemagne (On Germany) was then
reprinted in London and became available in France in 1814.

Despite a number of chapters on German philosophy and criticism, the most
influential aspect of Mme de Staél’s book was its focus on the opposition of the
Romantic and the Classical in literature. There are nonetheless elements of
German Romantic criticism in Mme de Sta€l’s work which are sometimes nowa-
days overlooked, but which were to prove — directly or indirectly — influential to
the development of later ‘Romantic’ French aesthetic theory. Building on ideas
expounded in On Literature, Mme de Staél argues that European literature
derives from two main sources: the paganism which influenced the Classical
traditions of the Southern, Latin races, and the roots of Christianity which
influenced the literature of the colder Northern climes. In ‘On Classical and
Romantic poetry’ (Staél, 1958, 2, p. xi), she objects to the common usage of the
word ‘Classicism’ as synonymous with ‘perfection’. ‘Classical’, for Mme de Stiel,
is associated with ‘imitation’, whereas ‘modern’ is associated with ‘inspiration’
(2, pp. 133—4). That which distinguishes a work of art from an imitation is the
input of imagination, a faculty termed by Schleiermacher ‘the highest and most
fundamental quality of mankind’. Its function in the production of a work
of art is defined by Mme de Stiel in the following terms:

The impression received through the Fine Arts has nothing at all in common with
the pleasure experienced through an imitation of any sort. Man has in his
soul innate feelings which real objects will never satisfy, and it is these feelings to
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which the imagination of painters and poets can give form and life. (Staél, 1958,

4, p. 226)

This quotation was important to Delacroix and is reproduced in full in the
volume of ‘aesthetic studies’ forming part of his Literary Works (see Mras, 1966,
p. 50). Writing in 1857, Delacroix described the imagination as ‘the first quality
of the artist’ (1950, 3, p. 44), and Baudelaire (who greatly admired Delacroix
and was profoundly influenced by his work) centred his Salon de 1859 on the
function of the imagination in artistic creation, terming it the ‘queen of the
faculties’.

In general terms, for Mme de Stiel, the aim of the artist is to ‘liberate the
sentiment imprisoned in the depths of the soul’ (1958, 2, p. 114). In a chapter
on ‘The Fine Arts in Germany’, she argues that: ‘the arts are above thought;
their language is one of colours, forms or sounds. If it were possible to imagine
the impressions which our soul would register before knowing speech, we would
better be able to understand the effect of painting and music’ (1958, 3, p. 377).
Delacroix recognizes the importance of this statement to his own theory of paint-
ing. In his Journal, he notes: ‘I find in Mme de Stiel exactly the formulation of
my idea about painting. This art, and likewise music, are above thought; hence
their advantage over literature, through their vagueness’ (1950, 1, p. 50). Hence,
for Delacroix, following Mme de Stiel, art was the most effective medium for
one ‘soul’ to communicate with another.

In the meantime, however, other aspects of German thought began to filter
their way into France, largely through a number of newly founded newspapers
and reviews. August Wilhelm Schlegel’s Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature
were translated into French by Mme de Stidel and were published in 1814
(however, they do not appear to have been very well known and the next edition
did not appear until 1865). Goethe’s Faust I was translated into French, notably
by Gérard de Nerval in 1828, and exerted a considerable influence on the devel-
opment of literature, while also providing subject matter for artists and musi-
cians. Translations of Kant became available in France from 1835 (the Critique
of Judgement was translated in 1846), and Victor Cousin’s assessment of the
Critique of Pure Reason appeared in 1842. These works were not, however, widely
read, and it is probably fair to say that more knowledge of German Romantic
theory came through translations of literature.

One of the most influential authors to be translated was E. T. A. Hoffmann,
whose works encapsulated a number of theories. Lo¢ve-Veimars began work on
his translations of the tales in 1829. The first volumes were a huge success and
rival translations began to appear with rapidity: soon the country was swept by
a ‘Hoffmann vogue’. Although different aspects of Hoffmann’s work captured
the French interest at different times (influencing writers such as Nodier,
Musset, Nerval, Gautier and Balzac in terms of theme and form and providing
subject matter for artists and musicians), the major developments in French aes-
thetic theory most closely connected to German Romanticism, and Hoffmann in
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particular, occurred in the 1840s and beyond. During this period Baudelaire pro-
duced some of his most influential work, which, while highly original, owes much
to German Romantic theory (as well as to Delacroix, Poe, Wagner, and Stendhal
mter alia). And although Baudelaire may well have been aware of the work of
other German theorists, Hoffmann is the source he singles out in frequent
references and direct quotations.

In the second chapter of his Salon de 1846, Baudelaire defines Romanticism
in the following terms: ‘Romanticism is synonymous with modern art: that is to
say, intimacy, spirituality, colour, the aspiration to the infinite, expressed by all
the means available to the arts’ (1976, 2, p. 421). Romanticism resides not so much
in the subject matter as in ‘the manner of feeling’ (1976, 2, p. 420). Significantly,
Baudelaire highlights the way in which he considers Romanticism as misunder-
stood by his predecessors: “They sought it in the outside world, but it could only
be found within themselves’ (1976, 2, p. 420). For Baudelaire, Delacroix is the
Romantic painter par excellence: he is an artist who uses nature as a ‘dictionary’
in order to communicate an ‘intimate thought’ (1976, 2, p. 433). The model on
its own is thus incomplete, it becomes a work of art only through the ‘tempéra-
ment’ of the artist. The importance of colour in art, and in Romantic art in par-
ticular, is also highlighted. Using musical terminology, Baudelaire elaborates a
theory of colour according to which there exist ‘tones which are gay and playful,
playful and sad, rich and gay, rich and sad, commonplace and original’ (1976, 2,
p. 425), and in this connection he quotes a passage from Lo¢ve-Veimars’s trans-
lation of Hoffmann’s Kreisleriana:

I do not know if any analogist has drawn up a complete table of colours and their
corresponding sentiments, but I recall a passage in Hoffmann that expresses my
idea perfectly. . . . ‘It is not only in dreams and in the slightly delirious state that
comes before sleep, but also when I am fully awake, when I hear music, that I find
an analogy and a close connection between colours, sounds and smells. It seems to
me that all these things have sprung from one single ray of light, and that they are
destined to come together in a wonderful concert. The scent of brown and red
marigolds in particular produces a magical effect on me. It makes me fall into a
profound reverie and then, as if from afar, I hear the deep and solemn sounds of
the oboe. (Baudelaire, 1976, 2, pp. 425-6)

The idea voiced here is that of the interdependence of the senses, which implies
the possibility of the transposition of expression from one domain to another.
This idea lies at the heart of Baudelaire’s famous sonnet ‘Correspondances’ from
The Flowers of Evil (1857), which Baudelaire quotes himself in his article on
Wagner. (The specific reference to ‘symbols’ in ‘Correspondances’ furthermore
harks back to Schlegel’s prescriptions.) The ultimate goal of the artist is then the
perception of analogies in privileged moments of heightened sensitivity which
contain a vision of the harmony underpinning existence.

The subjectivity of the artistic experience and the possibility of transposing
that experience from one art form to another also had implications for criticism.
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The best criticism, according to Baudelaire, is that which is ‘entertaining and
poetic’ (1976, 2, p. 428). Since a beautiful painting is ‘nature reflected by an artist’
(1976, 2, p. 418), by a similar process, the best criticism will be ‘that picture
reflected by an intelligent and sensitive mind’ (1976, 2, p. 418). At once ‘reason-
able and passionate’ (1976, 2, p. 419), the critic should be able to express his own
experience of the work of art in an appropriate manner, so ‘the best account of
a picture may be a sonnet or an elegy’ (1976, 2, p. 418). (And a number of poems
in The Flowers of FEvil are transpositions of works of art.)

The escape from everyday reality to the perception of a higher poetic ideal is
a fundamental theme of Baudelaire’s creative writing. It is achieved — and
expressed — through the intermediary of the senses working in conjunction with
the imagination (Salon de 1859). The whole process is described as the ‘dream!’
— but Baudelaire adds: ‘I do not mean by that word the chaotic ramblings of the
night, but the vision produced by intense meditation, or in less fertile brains, by
an artificial stimulant’ (1976, 2, pp. 636—7). (In his essay On Wine and Hashish of
1851, Baudelaire outlines the potential role of artificial stimulants, taking for
his starting point for the section on wine Hoffmann’s prescriptions from the
Kreisleriana for particular types of wines to enhance particular types of musical
experience.)

The influence of German Romanticism in France is widespread. It spans
the debates on dramatic theory and poetry of the 1820s and early 1830s to
Delacroix and Baudelaire’s formulations of aesthetic theory in the 1840s and
1850s.
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Chapter 13

Expression: Natural,
Personal, Pictorial

Richard Shiff

Art and Expression among Individuals

“Once a beautiful thought has been struck with the mark of genius, there is also
genius in refraining from giving it a new imprint”: this, in 1824, is how the
French academician A. C. Quatremere de Quincy praised the achievement of
Raphael (Quatremere de Quincy, 1835, p. 241). With his assistants, Raphael had
designed an Expulsion from Paradise by reiterating a figure composition invented
by Masaccio nearly a century before. Although Masaccio’s “mark of genius”
brought material order to something immaterial (“a beautiful thought”), his
visualization dictated neither a specific manner nor a medium. Subsequent
masters could translate the realized image from one medium or format to another
(say, from painting to drawing to painting), making any number of adjustments,
so long as their technique attended to prevailing conventions, insuring intelligi-
bility. Apparently, Raphael understood Masaccio’s invention as an ideal, gener-
alized type to be imitated wherever appropriate. Quatremere in turn believed
that Raphael and his assistants had been able to repeat the essence of Masaccio’s
composition without degrading either it or themselves. Had Raphael stamped his
Expulsion from Paradise with a radically distinctive character (“a new imprint”),
he would have been challenging a classical perfection already attained. Acknowl-
edging the value of his cultural inheritance, he revealed his genius not in revo-
lution but restraint.

Yet, from our present perspective, it seems that a revolution was occurring,
one that may have remained hidden to Raphael but surely not to Quatremere.
With the rise of urbanism, bourgeois culture, and democratic systems of gover-
nance — developing at different rates in various centers throughout early modern
Europe, from at least the sixteenth century forward — artistic practice became
increasingly associated with autonomy and self-knowledge. Works of art were
linked to the immediate conditions of their making and the personality of a
unique maker, with achievement keyed to change and difference. In this sense
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art was thought to document the experience of individuals (agents of bourgeois
values) rather than the power of an aristocratic social order and its patronage.
As a formative principle for art, individual expression emerged most clearly
during the early nineteenth century, in debates in France that set tradition against
modernity, Classicism against Romanticism.' Standard-bearing academicians like
Quatremere countered arguments for a new aesthetic that was often allied with
social reform.

Before individuality became such a concern, success in the practice of art
derived from the masterful presentation of a theme, whether initiated by an artist
or some other authoritative figure. A proper theme involved features subject to
imitation and dissemination not only within a well-managed studio, but also
within a tradition extending across generations (as in the lineage from Masaccio
to Raphael, the artistic equivalent of an aristocracy). For this reason, theories of
traditional, classical art emphasized its universality. Any idiosyncratic element,
such as a quality of line or color specific to the style of a single artist and essen-
tially inimitable, could be incorporated into a work of tradition only as an arbi-
trary supplement. Such an element might distract viewers more than enhance
the intended message. It was therefore advantageous for an artist’s style to con-
verge upon existing work within the acknowledged tradition, causing authorship
to seem collective. Indeed, this was how Quatremere viewed Raphael’s lasting
value.

Needless to say, Quatremere was a relatively conservative force, an anti-
romantic whose historical effect would wane. His opponents argued that art
could be appreciated properly only to the extent that its formal characteristics
agreed with its viewers’ specific predilections: as the audience for art changed,
so did art’s meaning; and even greatly admired works might fade into obsoles-
cence. Modern artists could no longer expect viewers to acquire universal, time-
less values from the monuments of the past. Instead, both artist and viewer
would respond to a transient present. Art would be of its own time, perhaps
exclusively so.

For artists to be individuals implied that certain of them would be more sen-
sitive to line, others to color or luminosity. Such preferences might be deeply
personal; triggered by physiological and psychological differences; but they
might also reflect one’s ethnicity, environment, or generation. Critics would need
to adapt to the mentality and habits of an “ancient Greek to judge a Greek scene
or to that of a modern to judge a contemporary one,” as one writer argued in
1831 (Johannot, 1831, p. 110). In the extreme, individuals would be responding
to individuals. In accord with this Romantic notion, the source of artistic value
passed from the timeless, comprehensive image to the painter’s immediate and
particularized mark. Performing like an autograph signature, the mark, the
artist’s “touch,” was — or was designed to be — intimately individual.

Conflicting attitudes toward artistic touch, as registered by J.-A.-D. Ingres and
Eugeéne Delacroix, relate to this transfer of significance from generalized image
to personalized mark (Quatremére praised Ingres, disapproved of Delacroix).”
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Ingres believed that signs of a painter’s manipulation of materials should recede
from view, allowing art to rise above an individual’s craft: “Touch should not be
apparent. . . . Instead of the object represented [the image], it makes you see the
painter’s technique [the mark]; in the place of thought [image], it proclaims the
hand [mark]” (Ingres, 1870, p. 150). To the contrary, Delacroix disparaged “cold
exactitude,” the use of an overly refined, virtually invisible technique that would
frustrate whatever imaginative interest might derive from an artist’s (as well as a
viewer’s) awareness of the material play of a medium (Delacroix, 1972, p. 556).
The two advocates linked their temperamental and philosophical differences to
factors of style and procedure: Ingres would suppress touch for the sake of con-
ceptual clarity and control; Delacroix would liberate the mark to insure sensory
variety and, in principle, the most direct response to whatever emotions his imme-
diate experience sparked, even when the experience was imaginary or a memory.

During the early twentieth century, influential theories in philosophical aes-
thetics deepened the Romantic perspective by identifying personalized expres-
sion as the very foundation of art (see Croce, 1992; Dewey, 1934; Collingwood,
1938). Artistic creation was conceived as a process of discovering a proper form
to “express” a particular emotion, intuition, or concept. Form itself would do
more than merely transfer or translate — this, in contradistinction to what might
have been said of Raphael and his assistants, that their form had transferred
Masaccio’s concept to a new site. Specific to a medium as much as to an emotion,
artistic form in its modern conception had the force of origination; it actualized
emotional or ideational content that otherwise attained no significant presence.
Artistic expression thus entailed a reciprocity of medium and message: “There
is no way of expressing the same feeling in two different media . . . the idea is
had as an idea only in so far as it is expressed [in a medium or representational
form]” (Collingwood, 1938, pp. 245, 249).

The definition of art as individually expressive form implied that any stan-
dardization of the medium would limit the visualization of thought and feeling.
To regulate form was to regulate mind and spirit. During the nineteenth century,
and even more during the twentieth, this notion presented a serious challenge to
instruction within schools of art. Rigorous training in conventional technique
was tempered by fears that as the master’s controlling hand strengthened, the
pupil’s expressive originality weakened (see Shiff, 1998). At a time when uni-
versal education and a common literacy were being encouraged as features of
social progress, artists were becoming antisocial; even when schooled, they
received praise for keeping their distance from the crowd and from each other.
“Sons of no one [who] do not exist in the plural”: this, in 1846, was Théophile
Thoré’s appreciation of painters who found their expression in personal experi-
ence. His statement becomes a prescription for the Modernist future, yet he
himself applied it to revered masters of the past, Raphael included (Thoré-
Biirger, 1893, 1, pp. 288-90).

As a champion of modern democratic values, Thoré believed that self-
regulation was the ultimate political good. Individuals manifested a beneficent

lol



Around Modernism

autonomy when they asserted their independence in socially responsible ways;
the cultural contribution of an artist began with being “original,” that is, true to
a self and a personal vision. Any artist — and, by extension, any person — had the
potential to accomplish acts of self-understanding. Yet, because social beings
communicate only through inherited, shared languages (whether gestural, verbal,
or pictorial), the means of representing unique identity remained elusive. Con-
ventional techniques of rendering, difficult to circumvent, would mask an artist’s
individuality not only from others but from that very person. Indeed, a common
strategy was to recuperate the past rather than reject it; radical Delacroix nev-
ertheless emulated Raphael and other illustrious predecessors. Under such con-
ditions, self-knowledge threatens to reduce to a set of commonplace beliefs, with
an artist’s visual manner representing no more than a superficial overlay, similar
to a writer’s unfortunate use of verbal cliché. Perhaps romantic individuality was
destined to be as much of a myth as the classical truisms it attempted to displace.

When Delacroix, Thoré, and others focused on the material side of picture-
making as the means to manifest singularity, they alluded to the difference
between a workshop or industrial model of artistic practice and the Modernist
paradigm of the creator in isolation. In the increasingly urban society, as
industrialization came to dominate modes of consumption as well as modes of
production, art (at least in the common imagination) became all the more a one-
person, bohemian operation. Even those who promoted industry, standardized
technologies, and regulated state institutions often turned to the mythologized
individual-as-creator to provide an antidote to the ills modernity generated as its
by-products. If culture was now caught between an outmoded aristocratic inher-
itance and the commodified objects of industrial and institutional production,
then art, traditional bearer of cultural values, would paradoxically become the
corresponding countercultural factor. The invention and mass marketing of pho-
tographic equipment contributed to this ironic inversion of roles: at the very
moment when photography was providing common access to accurate, detailed
reproduction of images (once the domain of classical art and its ally, print-
making), painters were discounting such mechanical reproducibility for the sake
of manual techniques that created inimitable marks. As industry became pro-
gressively more organized and mechanized, art turned to spontaneous expres-
sions of autonomy.

In terms of its politics, artistic creation arose from responsible autonomy
because artists found their freedom or self-determination only within limits,
experiencing restraint. This restraint was different from Raphael’s: modern
artists were limited not so much by a preconceived image as by the material con-
ditions of their own work in progress. They enacted autonomy in their actual
effort to create, which involved physical as much as cultural and psychological
forces. To conceive of artistic production now became a matter of considering
the interaction of three dynamic elements: a model (nature, things external, artis-
tic precedents); an artist (thoughts, feelings, a psychology, an internalized ideol-
ogy); a medium (a set of material capacities and resistances). By resolving the
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tensions among these constituent forces — as if spontaneously, from inside the
process itself —a work of art, successful in the modern sense, would demonstrate
the principle of harmonious self-regulation.

Expression and its Mark

To extract the juice or sap of a plant: this is the physical sense of the verb express,
suggesting that the expressive content of a work of art must be a reduction or
essence drawn from a complex or diversified source. To express is to reveal, high-
light, or concentrate something otherwise diffused or obscured within a com-
prehensive field of experience. The term connotes singularity and directness,
as in “express” purpose, “express” delivery. Nevertheless, it often seems that
expressive representation is figured and connotative, being implicitly opposed to
the literal and denotative. To define art as expression is tantamount to claiming
that no artistic representation (actually, no representation whatsoever) can be
pure reference, pure resemblance, pure objectivity; furthermore, that any repre-
sentation must express something more, or entirely other, than what seems given
in its superficial appearance. This is a commonplace belief of the modern era,
related to the notion that the meaning of a linguistic term can never be fixed or
contained, that any word, phrase, or “expression” will convey a different content
whenever the interpreter, context, or moment differs.’ And yet, as I have stated,
expression begins with the intention to be open and direct.

When expression takes precedence over mere representation, historians and
critics resort to asking what, in fact, is being expressed. The answer is the triad
of constitutive elements to which I have referred: a work of art expresses its
model, its creator the artist, and the picture or work itself, that is, an act of pic-
turing within a given medium (the “pictorial” factor). Boundaries between the
three elements of expressive content are uncertain and endlessly negotiable.

(1) Art expresses its model. This might be a person posing in the artist’s
studio, a landscape viewed outdoors, or an imaginary scene derived from some
past experience. It might also be an antecedent work, perhaps executed in the
same medium, as when a painter copies or pastiches an admired painting. Even
in the latter case perfect doubling does not occur: any representation will either
lack some feature of its model, exaggerate it, or add a feature, becoming expres-
sive of a certain differential or transformation as it creates something never
before known. Artists tend to internalize a model through an act of representa-
tion, converting it into what can be regarded as a motif or pictorial theme. A
motif itself can function as a model, a pattern of discovery that guides an artist’s
movement within a medium (in the way that a current can guide, as well as resist,
a swimmer’s direction).

(2) Art expresses the artist. Through its transformation of the model, art
expresses the vision, the emotions, the very character of the artist. This factor
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is emphasized in styles specifically labeled Expressionist or Expressionistic (those
of Edvard Munch, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Willem de Kooning). An artist’s
manner of representing a model is analogous to an idiosyncratic gesture that
reveals personality. By this reasoning, a painting of a model is always also a paint-
ing or representation of the person who makes the painting; it is of, as well as
by, the artist. To follow are two nineteenth-century statements of this principle
(both of which happen to address the issue of expression by using figured,
metaphoric “expression”): “A portrait is a model complicated by an artist”; “a
work of art is a personality, an individuality . . . a combination of a human being,
the variable element [artist], and nature, the fixed element [model]” (Baudelaire,
1965, p. 81; Zola, 1970, pp. 59-60).

(3) Artexpresses the “pictorial” — the emergent material and physical char-
acter of the very work the artist is creating. Any medium offers a certain resis-
tance that must, to some extent, be overcome. So the artist works against, as well
as with, the medium of representation (as if it were an internal model, a current
for the swimmer, as opposed to the kind of external model commonly thought
of as “subject matter”). The process of working with and against the medium,
both a conflict and a collaboration, again expresses character: not only that of
the artist, but also the material character of the work, its form and potential. At
any historical moment, a medium or practice will seem to have a certain expres-
sive, communicative range, to be known only as a result of artists having engaged
that medium. The proof of a medium is in its practice and products.

How subjective, then, is this pictorial factor? Consider that artists who con-
centrate on pictorial relationships become ever more sensitive to the physical
properties of painting. To draw a line or to color a shape seems to release a
tension between what is seen (externally, as if objectively) and what is felt (inter-
nally, as if subjectively). A thing seen can be “felt” when drawn or painted in a
way that gives it a desirable form, even if pleasing only to the individual artist.
This might explain why the act of representation is such a satisfying exercise —
it crosses the barrier between outside and inside, perceived sensation and sensed
emotion. But a new and different kind of tension is generated by this same act.
An artist becomes particularly aware that his or her hand moves within a bounded
area (the drawing or painting surface), responding not only to the thing observed
and its imagined aesthetic potential, but also to the restrictions imposed by the
specific pictorial format. This second tension is “pictorial”; its spontaneous
resolution conveys an expressiveness of its own, as subjective and open to inter-
pretation as any other.

There is a fourth factor to consider, sometimes difficult to distinguish from
the other three: art simply conveys, or expresses, expressiveness. In this respect,
art i1s self-reflexive and perhaps, in a nineteenth-century sense, insincere.
Although artists committed to being expressive struggle to be sincere (honest,
direct), they do so by design, explicitly intending to communicate sincerity as a
value. Through their professionalism, they distance themselves from any uncon-
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trolled, “sincere” form of expression; they work to give the effect of an emotion
perhaps never directly experienced. The problem was famously articulated by
Denis Diderot in The Paradox of Acting (written 1769-78):

At the very moment when [the actor] touches your heart he is listening to his own
voice; his talent depends not, as you think, upon feeling, but upon rendering so
exactly the outward signs of feeling, that you fall into the trap . .. he is not the
person he represents. (Diderot, 1957, pp. 19-20)

Would artists be able to avoid trapping themselves as much as their audience,
as they artificially induce their own emotion? Would they be able to bypass their
own professional skills and conventions? Such was the aim of the modern art of
individual expression.

To Picture Expression

The landscape painting of Camille Corot (1795-1875) was one of the first bodies
of work over which nineteenth-century critics raised their full range of ques-
tions concerning expression. Because Corot’s style appeared simple, straight-
forward, and lacking in many standard refinements, he became a candidate for
the ideally naive painter whose expression escaped convention. In 1853 Charles
Clément noted Corot’s “clumsiness” and wondered whether it was “true” or
“affected” (Clément, 1869, p. 338). If “true,” expression would have been gen-
erated internally; and Corot’s somewhat disjointed application of paint would
indicate that neither premeditation nor self-censorship had channeled his vision
and emotion. If “affected,” the same expressive gesture would have derived from
technical routines, the painter intending his “clumsy” marks to signal a degree
of sensation and emotion he may never have actually felt. The issue is convo-
luted: adopting an apparently expressive manner, an artist could conceivably be
naive in spirit and yet paint with no visible difference from another artist who
was calculating. Children, one would think, present such a paradox during their
natural acquisition of adult language; they learn expression by imitating, by
acting out.

How was a critic to distinguish sincere from insincere expressiveness? The
case of the seemingly naive Corot was complicated by the painter’s external
model, the natural landscape. Debates about what was truly “natural” and how
to represent it dominated critical evaluation of French landscape painting early
in the nineteenth century when numerous writers objected to imposing the
control of conventions on nature’s random order. Even with the most program-
matic of landscape themes, a painting was considered improved when enlivened
by details of naturalistic observation, nature’s own idiosyncrasies. Such features
became signs of the artist’s direct engagement with the environment. To depict
nature with unusual specificity was to enter into the aesthetics of personal
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experience: pictorial description of a given site and moment evoked the presence
of the artist-viewer in that place, at that time.

By attending to the immediate conditions of experience, the artist became a
second “natural” factor in the process of creative representation. Accordingly,
critics often elided the natural and the personal, as Paul Mantz did in 1847: “In
landscape naively studied, without the preoccupation of [conventional] style, a
highly poetic element . . . can slip in; this is the personality of the artist” (Mantz,
1847, p. 96). Mantz prefaced his observation by differentiating two types of land-
scapists. The first type approach their model naively, communing with the land-
scape because they love it so deeply, “see[ing] it as it is”; their mark constitutes
or expresses nature as the natural. The second type apply a preconceived system
to the landscape; they alter its physiognomy by painting it according to artistic
precedent rather than immediate experience, exercising a regulated, conventional
pictorialism (Mantz, 1847, pp. 94-5). When Mantz concluded that a “poetic”
element, intimately associated with the personality of the artist, “can slip in,” he
was suggesting that the mark becomes as personal as it is natural whenever naive
vision escapes the bounds of regulated practice.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, references to the personal (the
second nature) were dominating criticism, with emphasis on the act of painting
as a vehicle for independent expression. Under these circumstances, what role
would the pictorial play? As the organizing force that gave character to the
material elements, might the pictorial factor not conflict with the natural and the
personal, in the way that Mantz opposed systematic, calculating painters to naive
painters?

Not necessarily. Toward the century’s close, it became possible to regard
certain kinds of pictorialism as asserting the value of individual experience and
of the related political goal of autonomous self-regulation: a picture might
change unpredictably as the artist developed it, with the artist responding spon-
taneously to the emergent picture. Just as the personal could “slip into” the realm
of the natural, so it could converge upon and harmonize with the pictorial,
revealing an artist’s aesthetic in its most material yet naive aspect. The expres-
siveness of painting would be independent of any theme or message conveyed
by the totalized image, because expression would appear in the developing forms,
the painter’s marks. A social and political interest in the freedom of the individ-
ual is likely to have increased sensitivity to this kind of self-regulative pictorial-
ism. In the twentieth century, critics such as Roger Fry and Clement Greenberg
gave the name “Formalism” to this self-sustaining involvement with the pictorial.
As they conceived it, Formalism shared most of the aesthetic practices that
others associated with Expressionism (see Shiff, 1998). Hence, the curious case
of American Abstract Expressionism, which some critics discussed as a logically
derived technique for a new kind of pictorial structure, and others regarded as
less of a coherent style, more of a spontaneous release of emotion. Just as natur-
alism (Realism, Impressionism) was the primary vehicle for personal expression
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Plate 13.1 Camille Corot, La Ville et le lac de Céme (Lake Como and the Town), 1834.
Private Collection

during the nineteenth century, so pictorialism (with its variant, Formalism)
assumed this function during the twentieth century.

Would visual effects themselves be sufficient to distinguish among the natural,
the personal, and the pictorial? (Here, as previously, we are investigating signi-
fication within a specific historical context, with effects being perceived in dif-
ferential relation to other effects; no answer to our question will be absolute.) At
least some distinction ought to appear between an image intended as natural and
one conceived primarily as pictorial. On the natural side, consider Corot’s study
Lake Como and the Town, 1834 (plate 13.1); it was painted at the site in Italy,
where the artist attempted to record images from immediate observation. Corot
would recycle such naturalistic detail for many years as the foundation for large
exhibition pictures that often assumed a fanciful mythological cast. Given the
dreamlike context in which his trees and lakes eventually reappeared, his art was
commonly described as poetic (in Mantz’s sense) and impressionistic, meaning
that it sacrificed objective detail to express a personalized vision — there were
“leaves missing from trees . . . fissures left out of rocks” (Blanc, 1866, pp. 37-40).
Even in his sometimes labored exhibition pictures Corot “reduced his technical
procedure to its most elementary form and applied to his canvas only enough
paint to say what he felt, as if he feared to hide his [poetic, expressive] thought
under luxuriant execution” (Clément, 1864, p. 2). Such accounts would obvi-
ously also fit Corot’s small, fresh studies like his view of Como, which were
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reserved for studio use or for the private consumption of close friends and knowl-
edgeable patrons. In the study, Corot’s paint has a particularly fluid quality; this
suggests that abbreviation or reduction was the result of speed of execution, con-
tributing to a naturalistic effect, whether or not contrived. In exhibition paint-
ings, the same factor of reduction would result from editing; a critic might view
such reduction as calculated, but also as guided by the artist’s imagination and
intimate desires.

Despite the attention given to the impressionistic character of Corot’s art, it
usually revealed traditional features of compositional arrangement. Corot’s
nineteenth-century viewers (and we ourselves) recognize the familiar irony: a
seemingly natural order, an impression “naively” rendered, may end up looking
just as artificial and contrived as a composition openly devoted to following con-
ventional pictorial rules. A viewer’s response is likely to be divided. Although it
is easy enough to imagine that Corot’s free use of the brush during his day at
Como was responding directly to the incidents of his vision, it becomes equally
clear that he was working to arrange his represented objects as elements within
the rectangle of his picture, perhaps thinking ahead to how a full-scale compo-
sition, destined for exhibition, would need to be organized. This is particularly
evident where a right angle of darkness echoes the right and bottom framing
edges of Corot’s view of the scene. In terms of the representation, this config-
uration of darker values comes into being as a combination of a group of slender
trees at the extreme right and what, along the bottom edge, may be either their
cast shadow or an arbitrarily placed shading of uncertain “natural” cause. It
seems that the painter used these dark elements to suggest that the central lake-
side vista opens into brilliant light. This kind of pictorialism evokes a naturally
picturesque beauty but can also be recognized as a variation on academic for-
mulas for organizing nature into the “picturesque,” a preconceived representa-
tional category.

It requires the comparative example of someone like Vincent van Gogh to see
why Corot’s art — so very composed and so effective pictorially — might still be
perceived as following a natural rather than a pictorial order of expression. Van
Gogh’s procedure is not so much a matter of organizing the scenic elements of
an image (such as trees and shadows), but rather of arranging and structuring
contrasting patterns of marks. These marks constitute the represented objects
but do not necessarily describe specific features of appearance; instead they
divide the picture into compositional segments, likely to diverge from the order
of material distinctions in nature.

In Van Gogh’s Landscape with Figures, 1889 (plate 13.2), the direction and flow
of the network of marks responds to the rectilinear framing edges of the canvas,
respecting its actual dimensions as if there were little or no pretense that the
scene in nature continues beyond the picture’s physical limits. At the upper left
corner, a wavelike pattern indicating the sky becomes less wavelike and more of
a repetitious set of parallel strokes as it approaches the canvas edge; it seems to
align with that edge as an actual barrier. This shift in the character of the marks
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Plate 13.2 Vincent van Gogh, Landscape with Figures, 1889, oil on canvas, 49.9 x 65.5
cm. The Baltimore Museum of Art, The Cone Collection, BMA 1950.303

has no referent or motivation in an external scene or a preconceived design: its
cause is neither an atmospheric effect in the observed sky nor a need to vary the
structured decorative pattern. Establishing neither naturalistic illusion nor dec-
orative order, Van Gogh’s marks seem to record the artist’s own bodily response
to having reached a physical limit, the edge of the given material format. This
effect appears as well in the sequence of heavily accented bars of color (yellows,
earthy reds, greens) that meet the left edge of the second of the row of four
receding trees; here, strokes of paint react to strokes of paint. Van Gogh’s mark
becomes pictorial in the sense that it recognizes the picture itself (its paint and
canvas) as the authority to which a succession of acts of marking must be respon-
sible, to which they must “respond” in a self-regulatory manner. Because the
artist’s pattern of marking hardly seems preconceived, it evokes in the viewer a
sense of spontaneous expression.

For Greenberg in 1944, Van Gogh was one of a number of late nineteenth-
century painters who realized the “importance of every physical factor” in a work
of art; his “distortions” of the natural model were “determined just as much by
the tensions between the frame of the picture and the forms within it as by
expressive compulsions.” With the phrase “expressive compulsions” Greenberg
was referring to the personal factor in the communication of aesthetic and ethical
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values, precisely what Corot’s nineteenth-century critics had called “poetry.”
Greenberg recognized that Van Gogh’s expressive power, at least to eyes of the
twentieth century, depended on pictorialism — material marking — more than on
a response to a model in nature. Van Gogh had asserted “the materialism of art”
as a means of expressing his personal being (Greenberg, 1986-93, 1, p. 202).}
Both forces, personal and pictorial, were being realized in their interaction.

This is the kind of pictorialism that serves the social values of autonomy and
self-regulation. With expression by means of pictorialism, the self-generating
pictorial motif (which can be abstract) dominates all external models, including
those imposed by tradition. It acquires its own assertive movement in coordina-
tion with the (expressive) movements of the artist’s hand, as that hand responds
to the physicality of painters’ materials. The work in progress motivates the artist
to continue, as if he or she were following representational gestures as much as
leading or conducting them. Expression derives from the picture itself as the
artist creates it. Such pictorialism is antithetical to “classical” practice, in which
the resultant image is detached from its own process of development, by the very
fact of its timelessness and reiterative perfection.

During the era of modern art — still very much with us — artists have become
increasingly conscious of distinctions between natural expression (signifying
nature or some other model), personal expression (signifying the self), and pic-
torial expression (signifying a material process of creation). Whether working in
modes of representation or pure abstraction, they have come to favor the pictor-
ial as a path to the personal. Maurice Denis stressed the importance of “expres-
sion by means of the work itself [the marking, the developing motif] and not the
represented subject [the model, the image]” (Denis, 1908, p. 279). Henri Matisse
explained that his drawings were motivated by an idea understood only “as it
grows with the picture” (Matisse, 1995, p. 132). Barnett Newman also referred
to this reciprocity of expressiveness: “It is as I work that the work itself begins
to have an effect on me. Just as I affect the canvas, so does the canvas affect me”
(Newman, 1966, p. 26). Let Roy Lichtenstein, who produced representations of
representations, have the final, extreme word: “Artists have never worked with
the model — just with the painting” (Lichtenstein, 1963, p. 62).

Notes

All translations are the author’s unless otherwise noted.

1 The pattern of change associated with modernity has its complications: an aristo-
cratic patron might commission public monuments and official portraits while simul-
taneously forming a private collection of drawings valued for their autographic
intimacy; an open “democratic” art market might be dominated by an elite pluto-
cracy, just as privileged as an aristocracy. Well beyond the Romantic era, personal
expression remained identified with values of originality and individualism, which
nevertheless could be accommodated to particularly modern forms of Classicism; see
Richard Shiff, Cézanne and the End of Impressionism (University of Chicago Press,
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1984), pp. 70-98, 175-184. Artists of the late twentieth century — Jasper Johns,
Donald Judd, Gerhard Richter, Cindy Sherman — have often questioned, parodied,
or denied the value and even the possibility of individual expression

2 Although Quatremere recognized the necessity of difference between reality and its
representation as well as between one artist’s representation and another’s, he resisted
promoting difference for its inherent expressiveness. See A. C. Quatremere de
Quincy, Essai sur la nature, le but et les moyens de 'imitation dans les beaux-arts (Essay
on the Nature, the End and the Means of Imitation in the Fine Arts) (Paris: Treuttel
et Wiirtz, 1823), pp. 7-8, 1314, 182; Essai sur ['idéal dans ses applications pratiques
aux oeuvres de limitation propre des arts du dessin (Essay on the Ideal in Its Practical
Applications to Works of Imitation Proper to the Arts of Design) (Paris: Le Cleére,
1837), pp. 42-3.

3 Jacques Derrida and Paul de Man are among many who argue that communicative
signs forever fail to establish unique origins and referents, that expression and rep-
resentation are beset by indeterminacy (Jacques Derrida, “Signature event context”
[1971], Margins of Philosophy, trans. by Alan Bass, University of Chicago Press, 1982,
pp- 307-30; Paul de Man, “Sign and symbol in Hegel’s Aesthetics,” Critical Inquiry,
8 (Summer 1982), 768-9).

4 Greenberg derived his analysis of postwar American art (Abstract Expressionism)
from his understanding of what had happened to comparably responsive European
art, such as Van Gogh’s, in the wake of social changes wrought by the nineteenth-
century industrial revolution: “The impressionists and those who came after them
in France put themselves in accord with the situation by implicitly accepting its
materialism — the fact, that is, that modern life can be radically confronted, under-
stood and dealt with only in material terms” (Clement Greenberg, “The present
prospects of American painting and sculpture,” (1947) in John O’Brian, (ed.),
Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism, 4 vols, University of Chicago
Press, 1986-93, 2, p. 164).
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Chapter 14

Reading Artists’ Words

Richard Hobbs

The reading of painters’ or sculptors’ words has become an increasingly common
activity during the last 150 years. Books featuring artists’ activities and achieve-
ments as writers have been consumed avidly by a public displaying an insatiable
hunger for such words. This hunger is related to the function these words are
commonly thought to serve: to be in a synergetic relationship with the visual
works of artists, corresponding to them in a way that can reveal common
patterns of meaning and so can propose reliable ideological and cultural grids
through which we should see the visual works. Consequently, statements of
theory made by artists, quotations from their letters, diaries, autobiographies and
from their occasional experiments with established or even exploratory literary
forms are to be found everywhere in art criticism and in art historical discourse.
This chapter will show why there is also widespread distrust, notably within the
French semiotic tradition, of the notion of a synergetic relationship between
visual images and artists’ words, on the grounds that the specificity of each
medium separates them fundamentally. By this argument, the particularity of
visual expression in a work of art can neither be reduced nor transferred into
artists’ writings, and the relationship between artists’ images and words is cor-
respondingly complex.

Michel Butor and the Presence of Words in Art

In general terms, visual works do, of course, take on meaning partly through our
consciousness of words, as is often pointed out. In 1969 Michel Butor, then a
celebrated proponent of the French New Novel, published Les mots dans la pein-
ture [Words in Painting], a writer’s reflections on the inevitability of the media-
tion of words in our experiences of visual images. Pure seeing, according to
Butor, does not exist. Seeing a painting is always accompanied by awareness of
the role that words play. We are inevitably made aware of the artists’ names and
hence their reputation, and also of pictures’ titles as a supposed guide to
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meaning, however treacherous. Extended reflections on the experience of looking
at paintings are also rooted in the verbal, whether on the level of the critic’s
attempts to systematize and explain such experiences or in the discourses of art
history. This is no less true when we encounter pictures that are apparently free
of a narrative subject or figurative references, as in the abstraction of Kandinski
or Mondrian.

Les mots dans la peinture attracted wide attention when it appeared, being rec-
ognized as a subversion of the idea of pure painting or abstract expression.
Thirty years later, however, the debate has moved on. Butor’s book, for all its
merits, appears dated and even simplistic, more a symptom of cultural change
of the recent past, expressing a shift in general awareness of visual culture, than
an enduring exploration of theory. In 1969 the interdisciplinary study of the
visual in relation to the verbal was an uncommon minority concern in colleges
and universities. Today that interdisciplinarity has become itself a discipline, and
one that is practised sytematically throughout academic institutions, sometimes
within cultural studies and often under the banner of word and image studies.
The dual thrust of Butor’s arguments — a celebration of the power of words in
our actual perception of a visual work of art combined with disingenuous sur-
prise that Western cultural parameters do not acknowledge that power — has been
overtaken by analyses of such phenomena that have led to a healthy distrust of
categories such as pure painting or the transparency of words. Words, such as
titles, that are an inevitable adjunct to the materiality of the work of art have lost
their innocence, and with that some of their authority, being subjected to rigor-
ous examination, whether through semiotics or other methodological rationales.

However, artists’ words that constitute independent texts distant from specific
visual works have kept much of their authority in an often unchallenged way.
Monographs of artists, exhibition catalogues, and cultural histories all quote
artists’ writings as if they possess a special authenticity by virtue of coming
directly from the artist’s own realm of intentionality or creativity. Two causes lie
perhaps behind this difference between suspicion of artists’ words that are
attached to the denotative and connotative powers of particular works and trust
in those that function as independent texts. The first is the sheer familiarity of
major texts by artists and their long-term presence in art history even before their
increased prominence within modernism. From Alberti to Leonardo and Vasari,
or from Reynolds to Constable and Delacroix, artists’ writings have long been
present, and as if naturally so, in the informed public’s awareness of the activi-
ties of visual artists. Second, the publishing practice that surrounds artists’ writ-
ings has tended to corroborate the assumption that these are uncomplicated and
reliable texts rather than to investigate their complex status. With notable excep-
tions, genuinely critical editions are too seldom undertaken, and many distin-
guishing features of the varying types of artists’ writings are regularly ignored
as a whole or in part. Basic criteria are bypassed, such as whether texts were pre-
pared for publication by the artists themselves or by another agency, or what the
implications concerning meaning and interpretation might be of transposing

174



Reading Artists’ Words

private writings by artists into the public domain, with or without their authors’
cooperation or editorial skills.

If we choose to examine artists’ writings more critically, we find that their
identity and functions are in fact beset by problems. For example, how can we
define them as a mode of expression? How, indeed, do we read them? Do they
have common features that combine to give a distinct category of cultural activ-
ity or are they simply a confused jumble of various types of verbal creation? How
do they relate to the visual creativity that is their author’s main activity? Do we
read them in the same way as any text that we encounter, or by assuming that a
form of hybridity is at stake in which the artist’s creativity becomes dual, verbal
as well as visual? Would such hybridity demand an analogous hybridity of reading
practice in which we shift the horizons of our expectation to a word and image
dynamic? Are we right, above all, to give artists’ writings special status and
authority in attempts at exegesis of visual works of art?

Marcelin Pleynet and Irreducibility

A sceptical note was sounded on this whole subject at the time of Butor’s Les
mots dans la peinture by his compatriot Marcelin Pleynet, then a member of the
structuralist 7e/ Quel group of writers and theorists. Around 1970, Pleynet
wrote a series of essays (first published in 1971) on painters or groups of painters
who had occupied a central place in Modernism — Matisse, Mondrian, the
Bauhaus, the Russian avant-garde — which he later assembled in book form as
Systeme de la peinture (1977), translated into English in 1984 under the title Paint-
ing as System. Pleynet understands by ‘system’ the ways in which works of art
express or encapsulate attitudes and contradictions that situate each artist not
simply as an individual but, more importantly, socially and ideologically. When
Cézanne transgresses conventional codes of how to apply paint to canvas, that
transgression has a significance that relates to broad social and institutional par-
adigms. Pleynet is insistent that this disruption lies in the intrinsic originality of
the visual works themselves and is distinct from extrinsic factors such as artists’
writings. This argument seems unsurprising when applied to Cézanne in that
his letters, poems and transcribed conversations have never been considered as
primary in his reputation. But this same argument becomes quite different in its
weight when applied to an artist such as Kandinsky. Kandinsky enjoys excep-
tional status as a writer about art as well as a creator of art, most famously in his
book Concerning the Spiritual in Art (1947, first published 1912). Pleynet points
to what he sees as striking anachronisms in Kandinsky’s writings whereby this
leader of the Russian avant-garde espouses in them redundant and received ideas
concerning the theosophical or metaphysical, having their source in nineteenth-
century ideology. A consequence of this is that Kandinsky denies or suppresses
in his writings some of his own originality as a visual artist, since his paintings,
seen as system, usher in a very twentieth-century ideological break with a
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nineteenth-century past. His writings, far from explaining the originality of his
own art, tend to contradict or detract from that originality which is better
observed in his paintings considered as a system in itself. Similarly, Pleynet
claims that Matisse and Mondrian encapsulate unconsciously in their writings a
conflict between, on the one hand, a mandate coming from the conventions of
established art theory to seek to rationalize their practice and, on the other hand,
an awareness that their art includes and perhaps celebrates the irrational and the
contradictory. In other words, Pleynet’s investigation of the notion of painting
as system leads him to point out that artists’ writings are quite likely to distract
us from the business of understanding their paintings.

The interest of Marcelin Pleynet’s Painting as System from the point of view
of my investigation of artists’ writings therefore lies in his demonstration of ways
in which artists’ writings do not meet with their practice. The verbal or theo-
retical determinations of artists’ written accounts of what they are doing are dif-
ferent from the determinations of their practice, and as such have a questionable
or problematic relation to it. The meaning of a complex visual artefact such as
a painting or a body of paintings has to do with the structures and dynamics of
what can be seen in the workings of the visual image itself] so that to invest artists’
verbal articulation of the meanings of their work with a special authority or
authenticity is often to bypass attention to what has actually been achieved.
Pleynet reverses the authority that the verbal tends often to be given over the
visual in the public reception of works of art. He combines a formalist distrust
of attributing signifying status to elements coming from outside the work of art
with a more structuralist approach that reveals a fundamental correlation
between the form of works of art and their sociopolitical significance.

However, at a simpler and more general level, the richness of his approach
can be attributed to a wider historical pattern that Pleynet himself does not
acknowledge: his essays belong to a lineage in theory that insists on difference
and even antagonism as an inevitable relationship between visual images and
words, as opposed to direct equivalence, concord or harmonious interaction. This
is a lineage that is often, rightly or wrongly, traced back some two hundred years
to a classic eighteenth-century text on the topic: Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s
Laokoon, or on the Limits of Painting and Poetry (1766). Lessing’s Laokoin has
often been seen as the text that marks the end of the classical theory of ut pictura
poesis, and the beginning of a modern consciousness of the essential difference
between the arts, an awareness of the irreducibility of their differing media or
forms. The Renaissance theory of ut pictura poesis (taking its cue from antig-
uity in Horace’s apparent affirmation of the fundamental similarity between
poetry and painting, or words and images) is bound up with classical images of
the sister arts, in which the muses are united by their common mother,
Mnemosyne, the goddess of memory. The unity of the muses considered as
sisters sanctions assumptions such as the adage attributed to Simonides: ‘Paint-
ing is silent poetry, and poetry speaking painting’. The verbal and visual arts are,
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by this argumentation, united by the aim to produce the same effect, albeit it by
differing means.

Intractable difficulties surround interpretation of the theory of us pictura poesis
and Lessing’s supposed denial of it. There is much that is debatable about both
the ancestry or history of the theory of ut picture poesis and the exact relations
between medium and effect that it can be thought to embody. As regards Lessing,
modern apologists of Laokoon have claimed that it is less a denial of ut pictura
poesis than a corrective to misleading ideas about the relation between words and
images once associated with it, and therefore a modern redefinition of older
theory rather than a dismissal of it. But these intractable difficulties by no means
diminish the weight of Lessing’s remarks. Even if he does not deny in his
Laokoon that words and images are indeed united by their common mimetic
objectives as arts of imitation, he relocates the debate in a clarification of their
differences as media in terms of codes of signs. For example, he writes in an
early draft of his Laokoin: ‘Painting uses colours and figures in space. Poetry
articulates tones in time. The signs of the former are natural. Those of the latter
are arbitrary.’

Such thoughts imply an autonomy of medium that would be prominent in
nineteenth-century permutations of the theory of Art for Art’s Sake. Lessing is
also adumbrating a taxonomy of signs more usually associated with the semiotics
of Peirce or Saussure and their followers, a recognition of the essential point that
different sign systems operate within different cultural and denotative conven-
tions. Lessing’s importance for us today is perhaps to have anchored compar-
isons between the arts in terms of their medium, of their concord or discord at
a semiotic level. Marcelin Pleynet, fully conversant with sign theory and semi-
otic analysis, pushes such a method to an extreme point in showing how artists’
writings are more likely to be different from their visual practice or even antag-
onistic to it than to enjoy some sort of simple equivalence to it.

Paul Gauguin as Case Study

To investigate this argument further, we need to extend it into actual examples
of artists’ writings, testing theory against practice. To do so globally would
involve a vast range of historical and cultural references, attempting to include
so many focal points that none would finally be clear. For this reason, I shall limit
my detailed enquiry here to one exemplary case study that has much wider impli-
cations: Paul Gauguin (1848-1903). Why Gauguin? First, he was an exception-
ally prolific and inventive writer, producing a wide variety of texts of undisputed
quality. Second, he exemplifies many general problems of artists’ writings
by virtue of being the assimilator and recipient of many nineteenth-century
assumptions about the arts and also the creator of new artistic paradigms of the
twentieth century. It was to Gauguin that Michel Butor turned in 1999 in three
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public lectures, based on the painting D’ou venons-nous, que sommes-nous, o
allons-nous? (1897-8), that reflect on the cultural significance of books: Quant au
lrore. Triptyque en honneur de Gauguin (Butor, 2000). Gauguin’s writings, as well
as his paintings and sculpture, place him at the centre of discussions of moder-
nity and Modernism.

In the first place, Gauguin experiments strikingly with the function of titles.
In his later Polynesian works he increasingly makes titles a prominent part of the
picture surface and frequently uses words that are apparently, albeit with dubious
authenticity, Polynesian: “Te Nave Nave Fenua’, ‘Pape Moe’; ‘Vahine no te miti’
and so on. This brings us back to Michel Butor’s arguments in Les mots dans la
peimture about the interference or intercession of words in our perception of an
individual work of art. We read these words as part of the process of viewing the
painting. Ostensibly, they are a summary of the painting or a commentary upon
it. But in comparison with many of Gauguin’s earlier titles, these late Polynesian
ones are peculiarly opaque, in that they usher us into a realm of meaning that is
difficult to decipher and remains mysterious. They tend to suggest the ineffable
rather than name what is definite. In literary theory, Gérard Genette has inves-
tigated what he calls metatextuality, the unfailing mechanism whereby texts
comment upon themselves in a self-referential manner. Titles of paintings may
be said generally to operate in a metatextual manner, but in Gauguin’s late work,
any comment by words on the painting of which they seem part is problematic.
In this domain, already, Gauguin is clearly a consummate experimenter in how
painters can use words, concentrating not on a definite convergence of visual
images and linguistic signs, but on the suggestive force of their divergence.

Turning to his more general writings, we find a different form of evidence of
his versatility in using words. Gauguin wrote throughout the last twenty years
of his life, from the time he embarked on his public career as a painter, in a way
that shows extraordinary diversity concerning genre. By genre, I mean not simply
kinds of writing, but the rhetorical strategies and conventions that make up those
kinds of expression. Already in 18845, he published journalism and articles,
subsequently brought together as Notes synthétiques. He returned to this type of
writing in the early 1890s, contributing to Symbolist periodicals with Aurier and
Emile Bernard. This was the time of his first Polynesian journey. His sojourn in
Tahiti produced three principal texts: the Cahier pour Aline (1892-3, published
1984), an amalgam of notes and borrowings addressed to his daughter, the Ancien
culte mahorie (1893—4, published 1951), studying and representing lost Polyne-
sian mythologies, and Noa Noa (1893-7), a complex development of these two
to which I shall return below. Later additions were made to the Noa Noa man-
uscript, now referred to as Diverses choses. In such miscellaneous writings we find
L’Eglise catholique et les temps modernes, at first sight an anticlerical polemic but
to be developed by Gauguin as a critique of modern culture and beliefs, embra-
cing a form of syncretism. During his second and final sojourn in Polynesia, he
penned a volume of criticism, or rather a caustic riposte to Parisian critics: Racon-
tars de rapin (1898—1902, published 1951). He also returned to journalism, but
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this time a perverse form of colonial journalism, in his newspapers Le sourire
(1899-1900) and Les guépes (1899—1901). Finally he produced perhaps his most
accomplished text, the book Avant et aprés (1903, published 1923), quite erro-
neously translated into English as Intimate Journals, since the text is far from
being a diary or a confessional work, being a narrative that contrasts the civilized
with the so-called primitive, thereby undermining both categories, through an
array of binary opposites and dualities worthy of Baudelaire. In addition to these
carefully grafted texts we have, throughout these years, Gauguin’s letters to
family, friends and collaborators. Like other fine correspondences, such as that
of Flaubert, these letters are not simply private missives, since they contain state-
ments and declarations that seem to imply a more general readership.

Before considering the pattern that emerges from this masterly generic variety,
we need to look more closely at Noa Noa, Gauguin’s most celebrated text.
Gauguin spent ten of the last twelve years of his life in Polynesia, initially in
Tahiti, eventually in the Marquesas Islands. His desertion of Europe was broken
by only a two-year stay in France, from 1893 until 1895. When he returned tem-
porally to Paris in 1893, he was concerned with publicizing his Tahitian paint-
ings, hoping to sell his recent pictures at strong prices, despite their unfamiliar
and exotic subject matter, ensuring their reputation in the avant-garde and the
art market. An obvious first step was an exhibition, which he duly organized with
Durand-Ruel. In addition he quickly decided to write a book that would be a
narrative of his Tahitian experiences. When published, it would serve to explain
his new art to the public and to collectors. It would therefore be an elucidating
verbal counterpart to his paintings and all the more effective for being his own
account. This project resulted in Noa Noa. From the beginning, however, the
project was not so simple. First, Gauguin sought to collaborate in his venture
with an established writer who was also an art critic sympathetic to his cause,
Charles Morice.

Morice had published a leading volume of Symbolist literary theory in 1889,
La littérature de tout a Pheure [The Literature of Tomorrow], and was consid-
ered at the time a leading poet, critic and theorist. The agreed project was that
Morice would polish and improve Gauguin’s draft text and add poems of his
own to enhance the literary stature of the volume. Morice’s contacts with pub-
lishing houses were also expected to ease speedy publication of the volume. In
the event, publication of extracts did not take place until 1897 (in La revue
blanche) and of the text as a volume not until 1901. Morice’s role in this delay
came to be perceived as a part of his more general failure to bring the project to
effective fulfilment, as his contributions to the text were seen as too much at odds
with those of Gauguin. To see Morice simply as blameworthy is, however, to
ignore the fact that Gauguin himself decided to involve in his endeavour the field
or forum of literary practice and in collaboration with a professional writer,
leading to a highly original but perhaps flawed project. In addition to this, we
can consider too Gauguin’s clear intention to illustrate Noa Noa with woodcuts,
making it in one sense an artist’s book, an intention also unfulfilled. In other
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words we have an uneasy mix or a conflict not simply between the activities of
Gauguin and Morice as individuals but between the different artistic conven-
tions and cultural or socioeconomic fields to which they belonged. As a strange
but direct consequence, Noa Noa is a book that has no definitive text and cannot
be given one, despite its importance and fame. It exists in two flawed versions:
Gauguin’s original draft which he never brought to a published form, now con-
sidered authentic, and the collaborative version with Morice.

Such an uneasy mix of literary convention with nonliterary experiment stands
out also in the generic diversity of Gauguin’s other texts. Avant et apres begins
with the words ‘Ceci n’est pas un livre’ [This is not a book] and proceeds to dis-
tance his work from the fictions of George Sand or Zola and from the confes-
sional literature of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Gauguin explains ‘je ne suis pas du
métier’ (it is not my trade). And yet the narrative strategies and techniques do
belong to the trade of literature in that they are clearly related to literary con-
ventions. In other words, Gauguin opens his text with a generic disclaimer that
is in fact an invitation to us to read the words in a generically hybrid manner,
alert to the functioning of its linguistic register and persuasive powers, but
situating these powers outside the profession of literature and in the domain of
the painter. It is not going too far to say that Gauguin plays with generic dif-
ference in order to manipulate his readers into acceptance of a false premise: that
they are not reading a book as such. It is a book, but a book that pretends not
to be one.

Gauguin, the Painter’s Text, and Genre

To revert to Marcelin Pleynet and notions of semiotic distance between the
domains of verbal and visual expression, Gauguin is exploiting that difference
between the domains of painting and literature in order to establish a new cate-
gory: a text that is appropriate to his dual identity as ‘peintre-écrivain’. He is
doing this not, as the origin of the Noa Noa project implies, in order to produce
an equivalent in words of his art but in order to create something more original:
a text that is sus generss a painter’s text. Behind the disingenuousness of ‘Ceci
n’est pas un livre’ lies a sophisticated self-consciousness in the manipulation of
generic categories and qualities. This is a feature that pervades Gauguin’s writ-
ings, elaborating a generic hybridity that partakes of the domains of painting and
literature while belonging to neither. In his draft text for Noa Noa, purged of
Morice’s additions, he plays in a truly Modernist way on the coexistence of the
autobiographical and the fictional, on self-disclosure and self-mythification, on
the intertextual and on ekphrasis, exploiting various diegetic stratagems that a
first-person narration offers. At one level, Noa Noa (meaning ‘very fragrant’) is
the narration of an exotic quest to a distant island, a topos long familiar through-
out travel literature and transposed into the novel by Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s
Paul and Virginie or Pierre Loti’s Le mariage de Loti, and renewed through illus-
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trated journals of Gauguin’s day, notably Le tour du monde in which Polynesia
featured regularly. On another level, Noa Noa is an implicitly ironic pastiche of
such a tradition, as in the concluding coda section entitled “The truth — the foul
truth’, in which he undercuts the exoticism of what has preceded with a brief
description of the banalities and discomforts of life in a French colony.

The more we read Gauguin’s words, the more we become aware of this skilful
and self-conscious manipulation of verbal strategies, leading us into a distinct
form of expression, an artist’s text. We should not be surprised at Gauguin’s
verbal sophistication, as he had been a member of Mallarmé’s circle in Symbol-
ist Paris, and was steeped in Baudelaire. Nor should the stress upon generic self-
consciousness surprise us, as this is altogether of the time. Although we today
might associate self-consciousness about literary genres with innovations in
theory from Roman Jakobsen to Gérard Genette, debates about literary genres
or rhetoric are sempiternal. In Gauguin’s time, Ferdinand Brunetiére notably
modernised genre theory in a series of lectures (1889) which sought to give a
Darwinian basis to the coexistence and interaction of genres, later published
as L’evolution des genres. Even Gauguin’s correspondence can be placed in
this pattern of self-consciousness concerning genres, in that his letters, as indi-
cated above, frequently adopt the tone and stratagems of public pronouncement,
with attendant and appropriate modes of expression, as opposed to private
spontaneity.

Gauguin’s texts serve well as an exemplar of artists’ writings because they
operate with such fluid versatility and inventiveness at the interface between what
Marcelin Pleynet called the system of his visual works and an exploitation of the
literary possibilities offered by verbal signs. His texts are not a direct equivalent
of his paintings or a simple explanation of them. They enter a separate field of
signification in exploiting literary genres, while retaining links with the vocation
and the practice of the visual artist. They need to be read with this kind of duality
in mind. They achieve a distinctive form of expression in terms of hybridity.
This involves shifting patterns of innovation or anachronism, of adherence to
established conventions and transgression of them. Gauguin’s writings therefore
enjoy autonomous identity and they do not exist as a mere adjunct of his art.

Conclusions

Although the single case study of Gauguin cannot, of course, stand as repre-
sentative of all artists’ writings, it does raise central questions as to how we can
approach them. Reading Gauguin’s words leads us inevitably to reflect more gen-
erally on how we read artists’ words as well as why we read them. It reminds us
that we as readers need to be aware of the pragmatics of these texts, in other
words of their varying origins in private reflection or public pronouncement, and
of the vicissitudes surrounding their publication and reception. It reminds us
too that we as readers need to be fully aware of the generic conventions used in
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writing such texts, and that we need to be aware at the same time of the fact
that these conventions are transgressed, displaced or relocated through their re-
lationship with a separate domain, which is the ‘métier’ of the artist. Last, but
not least, it invites us to see this relationship between two domains in terms
not of transparent equivalence but of dynamic interplay or even a productive
antagonism.
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Chapter 15

Nietzsche and the Artist

Michael White

Art and nothing but art! It is the great means of making life possible, the great
seduction to life, the great stimulant of life.
Nietzsche, The Will to Power

In Beyond Good and Evil Nietzsche gave a neat description of his view of man
as the unification of the two poles of creature and creator (Nietzsche, 1973, p.
155). This complemented the twin tendencies of his writings to emphasize, on
the one hand, the instinctual, natural side of the human animal forced to survive
in a cruel and meaningless world and, on the other hand, to give overwhelming
value to the artistic side of man as that which could forge meaning out of such
a chaotic experience. Nietzsche’s originality was to see these poles, creature and
creator, as intertwined with one another rather than in opposition. While he
inherited from the German Romantic tradition the attitude that great art offers
a moment of insight into existence, he forcefully rejected any notion that this
insight could be a release from life, or a transcendental intuition. He laid empha-
sis instead on creative existence and saw the artist as the antidote to the ascetic
ideal of religion and metaphysics.

It is clear that certain Modernist tendencies, notably German Expressionism,
derived their emphasis on immediacy and superabundance of vitality from
Nietzsche’s highly charged vocabulary, examples of which will discussed below.
This has led to the popular conception of the Nietzschean artist as a natural force
answerable only to himself, a figure of physical power and spontaneous energy.
Beyond the bombastic image of artist as superman, however, there is real sub-
tlety in Nietzsche’s account of creative activity which engages with aesthetic the-
ories reaching back to Plato and Aristotle. He has also had a profound influence
on later thinkers, such as Freud, Heidegger and Derrida. For in his description
of the artist Nietzsche managed to combine two elements which are at first glance
incompatible: a physiological account of the creative body and a concept of
art as that which gives meaning to existence. If the making of art is seen as a
matter of physiology and the by-product of the nervous system or some other
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corporeal process, how can it create value out of itself or determine the stan-
dards by which we can live our lives? The answer will be found in the distance
Nietzsche has from any mechanistic or biologically deterministic notion of phys-
iology. The physical is for him always something already psychological and typ-
ified in the activity of the artist.

Dionysian and Apollonian

To turn to Nietzsche’s first published work, The Birth of Tragedy of 1872, its
very first sentence introduces two dispositions necessary for the possibility of art,
the Dionysian and the Apollonian (Nietzsche, 1967a, §1, p. 33). These, Nietzsche
emphasized, were to be found in the bodily states of intoxication and dream
respectively. The achievement of Greek tragedy was to have placed the two at-
titudes in a correct relation. As can be seen already, however, the states he
described quickly exceed the purely physical. Dionysian intoxication experienced
as an overflowing of sensuous energy is accompanied by an increased feeling of
power and connection to others. In turn, the Apollonian dream, which places the
body in calm repose, is attended by beautiful illusions in the consciousness of
whoever gives himself over to it. Given that Nietzsche’s subject here was ostens-
ibly the hybrid art of tragic drama, the two tendencies incline towards music on
the one hand and visual imagery on the other. The Dionysian is manifested in
dance and movement, the Apollonian in image making. Total involvement is
complemented by distance and contemplation.

This interpretation of classical civilization offered in The Birth of Tragedy was
aradical challenge to that which prevailed in Goethe or Winckelmann’s Germany
a century earlier. Nietzsche’s rediscovery of the Dionysian presented pre-Socratic
Greece as having had a healthy attitude towards instinctual forces and its art
emerging from an excess of energy which he later compared to the orgy and the
mysteries of sexuality (Nietzsche, 1968b, p. 109). However, the description of the
Apollonian as the enjoyment of the contemplation of illusion was also a depar-
ture from the values of order and rationality normally associated with classical
antiquity. But, having described its birth, Nietzsche proceeded to describe the
demise of tragedy which he saw in the plays of Euripides. In the latter’s
‘aesthetic Socratism’, as he described it, Nietzsche witnessed the Apollonian
corrupted into ‘cool thoughts’ and overtaken by reasoned argument. When
the Apollonian dream state is lost, access to the Dionysian is also blocked:

Philosophical thought overgrows art and compels it to cling close to the trunk of
dialectic. The Apollonian tendency has withdrawn into the cocoon of logical
schematism; just as in the case of Euripides we noticed something analogous, as
well as the transformation of the Dionysian into naturalistic effect. Socrates, the
dialectical hero of the Platonic drama, reminds us of the kindred nature of the
Euripidean hero who must defend his actions with arguments and counterargu-
ments and in the process often risks the loss of our tragic pity. (Nietzsche, 1967a,

§14, p. 91)
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To summarize then, in tragedy Nietzsche saw the two forces of the Apollonian
and the Dionysian working in combination. Where the Dionysian reached down
into the chaotic forces of nature which were both exhilarating and terrifying, the
Apollonian rapturous vision provided the bearable, indeed beautiful form,
through which this chaos could find expression. He thus speaks of ‘symboliza-
tion of Dionysian wisdom through Apollonian artifices’ (1967a, §22, p. 131).

In his view of tragedy Nietzsche also contested Aristotle’s celebrated theory
of catharsis which placed great emphasis on plot and above all on praxis (action),
going as far as to define tragedy as ‘the imitation of an action’. The audience was
purged of dangerous emotions by comprehending intellectually the reversals in
the tragic narrative. Nietzsche placed music above plot and saw pathos (emotional
identification) rather than praxss as the prime vehicle of tragedy. Rather than
a release from emotion, tragedy for Nietzsche heightens feeling and affirms
life even in its most terrifying form. At the same time, his description of the
Dionysian and Apollonian as physiological states led him to correlate the creative
process, the artistic product, and their effect (see Silk and Stern, 1981, p. 234).
Nietzsche was interested less in the logic of the storyline than in the origins of
the artistic impulse; the successful tragedy, as a model of the successful work of
art in general, is one which finds its way back to life itself. Where initially the
Dionysian needed to be perceived through the veil of the Apollonian, the total
effect of tragedy, as Nietzsche describes it, is to destroy this artifice and have
‘Apollo [speak] finally the language of Dionysus’. The experience of the receptive
audience is precisely the same as that of the tragic poet, a collective ecstasy which
is felt as an increase in bodily vigour:

All art exercises the power of suggestion over the muscles and senses, which in the
artistic temperament are originally active: it always speaks only to artists — it speaks
to this kind of a subtle flexibility of the body [. . .] All art works tonically, increases
strength, inflames desire [. . .] even today one still hears with one’s muscles, one
even reads with one’s muscles. (Nietzsche, 1968a, [809], pp. 427-8)

The move back to the experience of the artist not only placed the greatest value
on the origin of the artistic impulse but also marked a break, as Nietzsche saw
it, with the tradition of aesthetics which emphasized distanced contemplation
and privileged the role of the spectator. Nietzsche imagined himself writing
counter to the Kantian tradition although his reading of Kant himself appears
to have been partial and much of it derived at second hand. One text that he read
in depth though was Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Representation of
1819. This book set the agenda for Nietzsche’s first writings but his eventual
conclusion that aesthetic judgement can only be made from the perspective of
maximum interestedness, from the point of view of the artist, contradicted
Schopenhauer’s position.

In The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche directly acknowledged the correspondence
of the Dionysian and Apollonian to Schopenhauer’s distinction between Will and
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Representation. By the first term Schopenhauer described the nature of the
world as blind energy, by the second the availability of the world to human per-
ception (see Schopenhauer, 1969). Forced to live in the world of Representation,
a realm of mere appearance, the objects we can perceive are merely a veil cast
over the Will. Nietzsche’s reading of Schopenhauer focused on the two moments
the latter described when the Will was most manifest to human consciousness.
The first is the experience we have of our own bodies. As the object of our own
will, the body is the site where we experience the conflict between our willing
and the Will as the endless need to satisfy desires, the frustration of which causes
anguish and pain. The second, and most significant for Schopenhauer, is to be
found in aesthetic experience, notably that of music which he held to be an imme-
diate copy of the Will. Schopenhauer distinguished these two moments from
each other; bodily experience was still bound up in the world of individuated
appearances whereas aesthetic contemplation could approach ‘pure perception’,
where the subject was temporarily released from personal identity and made one
with the Will. This echoes in Nietzsche’s twice repeated statement in 7The Birth
of Tragedy that it is ‘only as an aesthetic phenomenon that existence and the world
are eternally justified’ (Nietzsche, 1967a, §5 & §24, pp. 52, 141). It is clear,
however, that Nietzsche’s conception of justification was distinct from anything
to be found in Schopenhauer. In the same manner in which he came to reject
catharsis, Nietzsche saw art not as the satisfaction or discharge of drives but as
their heightening. The emphasis he gave to the physiological aspects of the
Dionysian and the Apollonian was also an attempt to put together the
division made by Schopenhauer between the types of knowledge gained through
embodiment and aesthetic experience. The retention of a dualistic structure,
however, would remain the major theoretical weakness of The Birth of Tragedy.

The Will to Power

While the Dionysian had obvious connections to vital instincts, the origin of its
partner the Apollonian was hard for Nietzsche to explain outside of a traditional
opposition of essence and existence, form and appearance. Even if the Apollon-
1an was considered secondary, the trace of its metaphysical underpinnings was
too strong. In his subsequent writings, therefore, Nietzsche subsumed Apollon-
ian dreaming into the Dionysian state of intoxication and set both in opposition
to the decadence he associated with religious morality and metaphysics. To do
this involved transforming the relation of the two terms from a metaphysical
scheme to a psychological one, central to which was the concept of sublimation.
Dionysus and Apollo were no longer qualitatively distinct but the expression of
one basic drive at different levels, a drive to which he would finally give the name
‘will to power’. In another transcription of Schopenhauer, Nietzsche adapted the
objectification of the Will through art to an account of the artist (rather than the
contemplation of the artwork) as the conduit for the will to power and its
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sublimation into creative activity. In the notes posthumously collected to form
the book The Will to Power, Nietzsche frequently equates intoxication as the art-
creating state with sexuality and suggests that ‘art reminds us of states of animal
vigour’. In an association not untypical for the nineteenth century, he directly
compared creativity with sexual potency and went as far as to correlate ‘the cre-
ative instinct of the artist and the distribution of semen in his blood’ (Nietzsche,
1968a, [805], p. 424). As mentioned in the introduction, statements such as this
have been taken as the source for our image of the Nietzschean artist as the in-
carnation of a virile force of nature.

It is this aspect of Nietzsche’s writing about art and the artist that has the
most obvious correlation with the attempts by German artists to renew or regen-
erate the visual arts in the early twentieth century. The artists of Die Briicke (The
Bridge), the group founded in Dresden in 1905, were convinced that art had its
roots in vital instincts rather than the intellect. The ‘Programme of Die Briicke’
calls simply for the rendering of the creative drive directly. It also states the desire
‘to free our lives and limbs from the long-established older powers’." This latter
demand for the emancipation of the body can be found realized in the erotic
content of much early Die Briicke painting. Certain commentators have found
the hallmark of Die Briicke to be the ‘celebration of sex through art’ or even,
following a principle of sublimation, ‘the transposition of instinctual urges into
socially acceptable art’ (Gordon, 1987, p. 14). Sublimation in this context must
be understood, therefore, not (as it would be later developed by Freud) as the
release of tension but as an opening to sources of pleasure otherwise denied
and a gain in sexual excitement. Ernst Ludwig Kirchner described his pictures
as being ‘created with blood and nerves’ and in his diaries repeatedly referred to
a state of ecstasy as the primary condition of his art permitting direct sensuous
communication.” In The Will to Power Nietzsche notes that the effect of works
of art ‘is to excite the state that creates art — intoxication’ (Nietzsche, 1968a, [821],
p. 434). While the principle of sublimation suggests the transformation of the
original drive, Nietzsche is clear that it can lead us back to the source of the
stimulus. Thus Kirchner’s pictures of lovers or other Expressionist images of
ecstatic dancers do not tame the Dionysian but are intended to expose us to
it by making us respond as artists, that is at a direct emotional level.

Intoxication and pleasure are one and the same thing in this scheme and, as
already mentioned, art should encourage bodily vigour. Yet Nietzsche devoted
considerable attention in his writing to the ugly, the painful and the horrific.
Tragedy, it must be remembered, was for him life-enhancing and an intensifica-
tion of feeling. Pleasure is therefore not an end in itself, but a by-product of
the more general conflict of forces which Nietzsche understood as the will to
power. Pleasure does not exclude pain because the will to power, by its nature,
seeks resistance and obstacles to overcome. The activity of the artist can
transfigure ugliness and lead to pleasure felt as an increase in power. Yet it
is important to note that the will to power is distinct from any purpose or
intention on the part of the artist. The state of intoxication is experienced as one
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of being taken over, swept along with something beyond ourselves so that it
might become ‘the high point of communication and transmission between living
creatures’ (Nietzsche, 1968a, [809], p. 428). The work of art itself is hardly
mentioned by Nietzsche. What is constantly affirmed is the art-creating state
which is as significant for the creator as the observer. This tendency finds literal
interpretation not only in Expressionism but in later twentieth-century artistic
phenomena such as performance art. Hermann Nitsch’s Orgies Mysteries Theatre
begun in Vienna in 1962 uses ritualized pain as a medium for collective experi-
ence. His contemporary and fellow Austrian, Arnulf Rainer recreates the
gestures of the insane, effectively turning the artist’s body into the artwork (see
Goldberg, 1988, pp. 163-7).

Although the Dionysian came to dominate Nietzsche’s later thinking, he still
found place for the Apollonian within the realm of intoxication as an ‘intoxica-
tion of the eye’. In The Birth of Tragedy this visionary disposition is described
in terms of dreaming; it is deep enjoyment of contemplation but accompanied
by the sensation that what is engaged with is merely semblance. However,
although illusionary, Apollonian vision was ‘at the same time the symbolical
analogue of the soothsaying faculty and of the arts generally, which make life
possible and worth living’ (Nietzsche, 1967a, §1, p. 35). Moving on from the
notion of the world’s justification as an aesthetic phenomenon, some of Nietz-
sche’s most intriguing statements regarding the necessity of deception for life
come in his 1882 book The Gay Science. Already figured in the title is a form of
knowledge opposed to the empirical. Yet if this was to be science from the point
of view of the artist, it would also be the realization that ‘delusion and error are
conditions of human knowledge’ (Nietzsche, 1974, [107], p. 163). Art is not only
a ‘cult of the untrue’ but is what ensures that ‘as an aesthetic phenomenon exis-
tence is still bearable for us’ (Nietzsche, 1974, [107], p. 163). Nietzsche’s remorse-
less attack on dualisms aligned truth and error along a single continuum whereby
the falseness of a judgement would not necessarily be an objection to it, if it is
still life-enhancing or even life-preserving: ‘We possess art lest we perish of the
truth’, reads one of the most celebrated maxims in The Will to Power (Nietzsche,
1968a, [822], p. 435). Similarly, the celebration of falsehood must not be under-

stood as escapism:

Is art a consequence of dissatisfaction with reality? Or an expression of gratitude
Jor happiness enjoyed? In the former case, romanticism; in the latter, aureole
and dithyramb (in short, art of apotheosis): Raphael, too, belongs here; he merely
had the falsity to deify what looked like the Christian interpretation of the world.
(Nietzsche, 1968a, [845], p. 445)

The equation here of Raphael with the dithyramb, classicizing Renaissance
painting with the ecstatic hymn to Dionysus, shows just how far Nietzsche went
to intertwine the Apollonian with its counterpart and prevent them from hard-
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ening into a dichotomy. His rejection of romanticism should also be duly noted,
which by this time he associated with asceticism. Apollonian rapture will still
contain the sexuality and voluptuousness better associated with the Dionysian
but now transposed into ‘calm, simplification, abbreviation, concentration’
(Nietzsche, 1968a, [799], p. 420). Nietzsche’s physiology of art in fact goes as far
as to connect the physical and the logical to affirm the bodily pleasure taken in
the orderly whereby ‘logical and geometrical simplification is a consequence of
enhancement of strength’ (Nietzsche, 1968a, [800], p. 420). To restate the point,
the sublimation of the will to power into art did not, for Nietzsche, have to result
in just one type of product. His continued emphasis on the creative state and the
experience of the artist left him open to varied forms of expression some of
which might seem surprising to the contemporary reader.

If Dionysian intoxication as direct sensuous communication seems to provide
the key element for expressionist aesthetics, the Apollonian can still be found in
its accompanying tendency towards stylization and abstraction. Nietzsche
accorded significant praise to the ability of an artist to impose style, connecting
it to the embodiment of power and even the attainment of self-control.® It is the
process of compelling the world to take on a particular shape which is the
ultimate indication of the will to power in action. When he discussed art in its
essential and definitive sense, Nietzsche used the phrase ‘the grand style’ which
is to be found in the ability to ‘compel one’s chaos to become form: to become
logical, simple, unambiguous, mathematics, /aw’ (Nietzsche, 1968a, [842], p.
444). If this sounds like a manifesto for a rigid Neoclassicism then it must be
recalled how far Nietzsche had already gone in redefining the basis of ancient
Greek civilization. The Apollonian love of form has no privileged connection to
the truth but is in fact its glorious renunciation:

Oh, those Greeks! They knew how to live. What is required for that is to stop
courageously at the surface, the fold, the skin, to adore appearance, to believe in
forms, tones, words, in the whole Olympus of appearance. Those Greeks were
superficial — out of profundity. (Nietzsche, 1974, preface to the second edition,
p. 38)

As a writer Nietzsche was himself a great stylist and in his autobiographical text
Ecce Homo he went as far as to proclaim that he possessed ‘the most manifold art
of style any man has had at his disposal’ (Nietzsche, 1979, p. 74). Such stylistic
plurality was a means of achieving a nonsystematic, nondiscursive type of phi-
losophizing but it risked the charge of decadence. His persistent references to
‘the grand style’ take place against the background of late nineteenth-century
eclecticism which he judged to be an indication of physical decline. Style served
Nietzsche not to be good in and of itself but ‘to communicate a state, an inner
tension of pathos through signs’ (Nietzsche, 1979, p. 74). Once again the physi-
ological is not far away as, even in writing, Nietzsche saw style as connected to
rhythm, tempo, gesture and in fact a whole notion of bodily comportment.* The
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artist, through whose body the will to power is manifested, is contrasted by
Nietzsche to the hysteric whom he saw as ‘will-less’, and whose inability to com-
municate he saw as an indication of degeneration.

Expressionism inherited Nietzsche’s obsession with style and his judgement
that the nineteenth century had been an era of cultural decay (Gordon, 1987, p.
10). It can be seen in such documents as the Blaue Reiter Almanach (Blue Rider
Almanac) of 1912 edited by Franz Marc and Wassily Kandinsky. The multitude
of illustrations in this book, drawn not only from the Western tradition but also
from non-European cultures, folk art and the art of children, contradicted the
idea of a single style valid for all time. Their presence, however, is to confirm
that they are all part of one impulse. In his article “T'wo Pictures’, Marc states
categorically:

the artistic style that was the inalienable possession of an earlier era collapsed cat-
astrophically in the middle of the nineteenth century. There has been no style since.
It is perishing all over the world as if seized by an epidemic. (Kandinsky and Marc,

1974, p. 66)

Kandinsky himself pursued similar issues in his own contributions to the
almanac, especially in the essay ‘On the Question of Form’. By emphasizing the
‘inner necessity’ expressed in artworks, he concluded that ‘in principle there is
no question of form’ or at least no question of a disparity between an internal
meaning and an external appearance (Kandinsky and Marc, 1974, p. 168). The
search is, as we have seen repeatedly now in Nietzsche’s terms, a genealogical
one that traces back to the will to power. Kandinsky also draws a distinction
between style and form which closely approximates Nietzsche’s obscure
comment in 7he Will to Power that ‘one is an artist at the cost of regarding that
which all non-artists call “form” as content, as “the matter itself”’ (Nietzsche,
1968a, [818], p. 433). Having made art a question of volition, its value is derived
from its capacity to lead back to a force for which the artist is the conduit. It is
for this reason that one of the few visual artists Nietzsche praises directly in his
writings is Raphael (as quoted above) whose Christian subject matter should be
totally at odds with the author of The Anti-Christ. But Nietzsche assesses Raphael
to be ‘not a Christian’ to the extent that his art, his ability to transform the world,
is not the bearer of a moral message but the indication of an excessive power
taking delight in itself.

The Artist as Actor

Expressionism still draws a distinction between inner content and outer form to
the extent in which it desires the externalization of the artist’s emotions. In
physiological terms, Nietzsche approached this issue as ‘the problem of the
actor’. As early as Human, All Too Human (1878), he was exploring the role of
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gestures and their imitation in relation to human communication and the acqui-
sition of language (Nietzsche, 1986, [1, 216], pp. 99—-100). For him, the possi-
bility lay open for ‘the corruption of style’, however, from ‘the desire to
demonstrate more feeling for a thing than one actually 4as’ (Nietzsche, 1986, [2,
136], p. 342). If the Apollonian dream state already had a moment of self-decep-
tion figured in it, Nietzsche’s further description of the artist becomes bound up
with an analysis of the drive to simulate and dissimulate:

The problem of the actor has troubled me for the longest time. I felt unsure [. . .]
whether it is not only from this angle that one can get at the dangerous concept of
the ‘artist’ [...]. Falseness with a good conscience; the delight in simulation
exploding as a power that pushes aside one’s so-called ‘character’; flooding it
and at times extinguishing it; the inner craving for a role and mask, for appearance

[. . .]. (Nietzsche, 1974, [361], p. 316)

Nietzsche’s analysis extended to characterize two types of artist—actor. The first,
as given in the quotation above, simulates in an affirmative way seeking no
obvious gain or utility but revelling in playing a part. The second follows the
corruption of style and indulges in histrionics. This, for Nietzsche, was the
malady of the ‘modern artist’ who ‘in his physiology next-of-kin to the hysteric
is also distinguished by this morbidity as a character’ (Nietzsche, 1968a, [813],
p. 430). His diagnosis of the modern artist finds the love of lying perverted into
a self-contempt which is ultimately nihilistic rather than life-affirming. While
this analysis would appear extremely applicable to Expressionism, the excesses
of which seem surprisingly similar to the second rather than the first category,
the critique was developed by Nietzsche for a specific target, that of Richard
Wagner. After The Birth of Tragedy, which contained a preface to Wagner full of
hope and praise for his renewal of German culture, the two had a drastic falling
out. In 1888 Nietzsche published The Case of Wagner (after Wagner’s death) in
which he accused the latter of ‘making music sick’. In fact he questioned whether
Wagner was a musician at all and instead characterized him as an actor who had
hypnotized the audience and bowled them over with cheap effects. Although
Wagner seems a character of great power and influence, he was not an authen-
tic artist in Nietzsche’s eyes. His music did not express will to power because
there was nothing in the exchange between himself and the audience who were
left passive receivers rather than active listeners (Nietzsche, 1967b, §6, pp.
167-9). Also to be found in the critique of Wagner is a gendered qualification
which describes the appeal of his music to women (Nietzsche, 1967b, §5, p. 166).
As Derrida notes, Nietzsche’s writing around creativity operates with ancient
distinctions between ‘active, informative productivity and virility on the one
hand, and material, unproductive passivity and femininity on the other’ (Derrida,
1979, p. 79). The nuances of this terminology must be followed very carefully
indeed, however, as the section of the Gay Science which introduces the problem
of the actor concludes:
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Finally, women. Reflect on the whole history of women: do they not /Zave to be
first of all and above all else actresses? Listen to physicians who have hypnotized
women; finally, love them — let yourself be ‘hypnotized by them’! What is always
the end result? That they ‘put on something’ even when they take off everything.
Woman is so artistic. (Nietzsche, 1974, [361], p. 317)

The word play at the end of this section uses ‘sich geben’ twice to mean, women
give themselves (put on something, behave in a particular way), when they give
themselves (take off everything, succumb to seduction). Nietzsche suggests that
not only is woman supremely artistic but the ultimate dissimulator. The erotic
encounter suggested in this passage illuminates the expansive manner in which
Nietzsche conceived the will to power and its connection to art. It constantly
reveals itself in conflicts of interest and struggles for ascendancy rather than in
objects of contemplation. If the sublimation of will to power into creativity can
be the healthy expression of sexual instincts, Nietzsche reveals his discomfort
when it is a woman who plays the role of artist. Indeed Nietzsche’s account of
the artistry of women is difficult to reconcile in general with his proposition of
a physiology of art. For, as Irigaray points out in response to Derrida, the de-
construction of the antithesis of man and woman in the description of the artist
suggests that ‘physiology’ is the same for both sexes, ‘a notion that covers over
certain natural horrors, conceals them artistically’ (Irigaray, 1991, p. 117). This
is perhaps best explored by reference to a persistent theme in Nietzsche’s
writings on creativity in which sexual difference is raised to its highest stakes,
namely pregnancy and childbirth.

In Thus Spake Zarathustra, Nietzsche suggested that there may be indeed a
final truth of woman: ‘Everything about woman is a riddle, and everything about
woman has one solution: it is called pregnancy’ (Nietzsche, 1969, p. 91). Such
statements by Nietzsche have their background in general attitudes to women in
Wilhelmine Germany and the emerging women’s movement of the time (Diethe,
1996). Despite objection to such apparent biological determinism, some women
actively incorporated it into the burgeoning Freikorperkultur (body culture) as a
means of countering the prudery of contemporary society and its denial of bodily
functions. An interesting case in this regard is the artist Paula Modersohn-Becker
for whom the image of the mother and child was of great significance. Devoid
of sentimentality, her paintings of mothers show them monumentalized into life-
givers often accompanied by fruit or plant forms which accentuate their nurtur-
ing role. Although the subject precedes her reading of Thus Spake Zarathustra
in 1901 (to which she responded in a very positive way), it fits closely with
Nietzsche’s emphasis on pregnancy as woman’s destiny. The treatment of the
subject by Modersohn-Becker is not moralizing but tries to get over a sensation
of physical presence and plenitude.

As with all of Nietzsche’s references to physiology, for him childbirth was
not merely reducible to a biological procedure and in a remarkable passage
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in Twilight of the Idols, he associates it with the whole drama of Dionysian
experience:

In the teachings of the mysteries, pain is sanctified: the ‘pains of childbirth’ sanc-
tify pain in general — all becoming and growing, all that guarantees the future,
postulates pain. . . . For the eternal joy in creating to exist, for the will to life eter-
nally to affirm itself, the ‘torment of childbirth’ must also exist eternally. . . . All
this is contained in the word Dionysus. (Nietzsche, 1968b, p. 110)

The confrontation with pain and the affirmation of life are familiar themes to be
found above in the discussion of The Birth of Tragedy, whose very title could
now be elaborated on with greater interest. The quotation marks placed by Nietz-
sche around ‘pains of childbirth’ suggest that they are being described in more
than a literal way; they stand for the problems of creativity in a broader sense.
Is this to be understood as the jealousy of the philosopher who is unable to give
birth himself but tries to appropriate this power and place it under the mascu-
line sign of Dionysus? That would be underestimating the reversal Nietzsche
made in the history of aesthetics. For if the ‘physiology of art’ is to mean any-
thing it is to deny that art is derived solely from human subjectivity. In fact ‘art
appears in man like a force of nature and disposes of him whether he will or
no’ (Nietzsche, 1968a, [798], p. 420). At the same time, the birth of art from the
body of the artist reveals it to be not a mechanical organism but an unstable orga-
nization of forces with no univocal conscious control. As Zarathustra states, ‘one
must have chaos in one, to give birth to a dancing star’ (Nietzsche, 1969, p. 46).
The becoming form of this chaos is the action of the will to power of which art
seen from the point of view of the artist is, for Nietzsche, the most potent
example.

Notes

1  “With faith in evolution, in a new generation of creators and appreciators, we call
together all youth. And as youths who embody the future, we want to free our lives
and limbs from the long-established older powers. Anyone who renders his creative
drive directly and authentically is one of us.” (‘Mit dem glauben an Entwicklung an
eine neue Generation der Schaffenden wie der Geneissenden rufen wir alle Jugend
zusammen und als Jugend die die Zukunft tragt. Wollen wir uns arm und Lebens-
freiheit verschaffen gegeniiber dem wohlangesessenen alteren Kriften. Jeder gehort
zu uns der unmittelbar und unverfilsch das wiedergiebt was ihn zu schaffen
draengt.’) Manifesto of Die Briicke reproduced in Gordon, 1987, p. 129.

2 ‘Because these pictures are made with blood and nerves and not with the cold cal-
culating intellect they speak directly and suggestively’ (‘Da diese Bilder mit Blut und
Nerven geschaffen sind und nicht mit dem kalt wigenden Verstande, sprechen sie
unmittelbar und suggestiv’) (Kirchner, 1925, p. 70).
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3 “To “give style” to one’s character — a great and rare art! It is practised by those who
survey all the strengths and weaknesses of their nature and then fit them into an artis-
tic plan until every one of them appears as art and reason and even weaknesses delight
the eye’ (Nietzsche, 1974, [290], p. 232).

4 ‘Not with my hand alone I write / My foot wants to participate. / Firm and free and
bold, my feet / Run across the field — and sheet’ (Nietzsche, 1974, Prelude in German
Rhymes #52, p. 63).
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Chapter 16

Wittgenstein, Description, and
Adrian Stokes (on Cézanne)'

Paul Smith

I think one reason why the attempt to find an explanation is wrong is that we have
only to put together in the right way what we know, without adding anything, and
the satisfaction we are trying to get from the explanation comes of itself. . . . We
can only describe and say, human life is like that.

Wittgenstein, Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough, p. 3

Adrian Stokes’s achievement has, until recently, most often been described in one
of two, rather different, ways. On the one hand, Stokes is said to have employed
the psychoanalysis of Sigmund Freud and Melanie Klein to generate an expla-
nation of form in art. By this account, form is meaningful because it embodies,
but also resolves, phantasies of corporeality on the artist’s part with which
other spectators can identify because they are universal (see Wollheim, 1973,
pp. 327-31). (Stokes thereby breaks the ostensible circularity of the formalist
argument that ‘significant form’ is the source of the ‘peculiar’ emotion art
offers, by specifying what is significant /# form and what processes make it sig-
nificant.) On the other hand, it is claimed that the ‘texture’ of Stokes’s language
closely matches that of our ‘experience’ of the work of art, or of our ‘response’
to it (see David Sylvester in Arts Council, 1982, p. 14). Stokes is adept, in
other words, at a kind of description that brings out what looking at a work of
art is like.?

It can look, therefore, as though psychoanalytic explanation and description
merely coexist, contingently, as complementary but radically distinct aspects of
Stokes’s enterprise. But it could be that psychoanalysis, even at the same time
as it produces explanation, also fulfils an altogether different function within
Stokes’s writing whereby it actually generates description. This possibility is
hinted at in a memoir which recalls how Stokes resisted the temptation to use
psychoanalysis as a priori ‘theory’ to generate explanation. Instead, we are told,
Stokes was open to the power of psychoanalysis to ‘colour’ his ‘sensibility’ and
to give him ‘a way of describing’ this (Richard Wollheim in Arts Council, 1982,
p. 24).
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What is at stake, therefore, is what counts as explanation and what as descrip-
tion in Stokes, how one produces and/or inhibits the other, and which furnishes
the more appropriate account of the work of art. This chapter will look at these
questions from the perspective of Wittgenstein’s thinking. This is a particularly
fertile point of view because Wittgenstein was a harsh critic of the causal expla-
nation of aesthetic experience that psychoanalysis in particular, and science in
general, purported to provide. At the same time, Wittgenstein professed himself
to be a ‘disciple’ of Freud in so far as he admired Freud’s ability to describe
human affairs in novel ways (Rush Rhees in Wittgenstein, 1966, p. 41). And
Wittgenstein even specifies certain conditions under which psychoanalysis can
enable aesthetic description (see below). Taking all this together, Wittgenstein
makes it possible to see how Stokes might not use psychoanalysis simply as a
scheme for explaining art, but also as a means of achieving precisely the sort of
description that the philosopher himself recommended for works of art.

Wittgenstein on Description

One reason why Wittgenstein inverted the relative importance of explanation
and description is that his work on language had shown the virtue of the latter
in general. That is, Wittgenstein abandoned his early view (expressed in the 7Trac-
tatus of 1922) that there was a single, propositional ‘essence’ of language (resid-
ing in the ability of its ‘logical form’ to picture states of affairs in the world)
because this unitary, theoretical account of meaning does not accommodate the
variety of ways in which language can actually be used meaningfully without
relying on any referential ability it may have. (The verbal equivalent of the V-
sign which is said to have influenced Wittgenstein, construed as an exclamation
of disgust, or as an order, is one example of such uses of language.) And so, in
his ‘transitional” work on Freud, and his ‘late’ work including the Philosophical
Investigations (1953), Wittgenstein advocated that instead of stipulating what
‘must be’, we should ‘look and see’ what is the case. If we do this, it becomes
clear that language is a complex ‘family’ of disparate ‘language-games . . . con-
sisting of language and the actions into which it is woven’ (Wittgenstein, 1953,
7,23-4, 71,179 and p. 224e). These function according to rules proper to them,
which ensure their efficacy within the manifold ‘forms of life’ (or social prac-
tices) making up a particular culture (ibid., 19, 23, 241 and pp. 174e and 226e).
Inside language-games — e.g. giving or obeying orders, describing an object,
reporting or speculating about an event, play-acting, telling a joke, translating —
expressions and words function like different ‘tools’ (cf. ibid., 23; see also 11,
14-15, 41-2, 53, 360 and Wittgenstein, 1966, p. 4). As the best way of under-
standing language, therefore, Wittgenstein advocated a kind of ‘description’
(Wittgenstein, 1953, 24, 291 and p. 200e) which brings out the differences in
the sense (his word is ‘grammar’) of our disparate kinds of utterance (ibid., 109

and 496).
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Hence, even though this way of seeing things does not constitute a critique of
explanation proper (since the Tractatus does not offer an explanation of the work-
ings of language by adducing anything ‘hidden’ or ‘deep’ within it: see below),
it nevertheless suggests that description has its advantages. But something of this
stance does also infiltrate Wittgenstein’s views on properly scientific explanations
and on what purport to be these. He thus criticizes Darwin’s theory of evolu-
tion, for instance, for lacking the ‘necessary multiplicity’ to account for the phe-
nomena it claims to explain (from a conversation with Drury cited in Bouveresse,
1995, p. 17).

But at the same time as Wittgenstein insists that it is essential not to
impose an inappropriate, theoretical (or & priors) unity over the diversity of lan-
guage, he none the less advocates a form of description which can yield a ‘per-
spicuous, synoptic representation’, or clear overview (ubersichtliche Darstellung),
of its variety (Wittgenstein, 1979, p. 9). And again, this is a view which can,
surprisingly enough, have consequences for accounts which pose as scientific
explanation. For example, even though Wittgenstein considered Frazer’s pseu-
doscientific anthropology to be meretricious as explanation, he believed it had
value precisely because of its ability to yield a coherent overview of the phe-
nomena it investigated.

Wittgenstein also had more specific reasons for considering description a ne
plus ultra in any account of subjective experiences such as dreaming, or appreci-
ating a work of art. In the first place, explanation is ruled out in these cases
because it does not exhibit ‘phenomena’ for what they are: i.e. it does not tell us
what it is /ike to dream (or to remember dreaming) or to admire a painting. But
because ‘grammar gives us the essence of something’ (Wittgenstein, 1953, 371
and 373), the nature of such experiences is revealed by a ‘grammatical investi-
gation’ (ibid., 90) of the expressions in which the concepts of them occur
(McGinn, 1997, pp. 113-26). An investigation of the workings of the language-
games of making, looking at and responding at art, for instance, reveals that these
experiences (like dreaming) are all intentional, i.e. object-directed, activities
within which the relationship between experience (or thought) and its object is
internal (Glock, 1996, p. 186): that is, what someone is experiencing (or think-
ing) is to be identified with precisely that (or with what she or he is thinking
about). One gives oneself over to what one is doing.

In the case of art, this is revealed particularly by the ‘intransitive’ character
of the grammar of aesthetic responses (Hagberg, 1995, pp. 99-117). That is, the
expressions we characteristically use to describe the experience of a work of art
identify something ‘peculiar’ or ‘particular’ in it which cannot be specified in
terms of something else (least of all a cause), but only in terms of the phenom-
enology of the experience itself. In effect, we can only specify what we mean in
such cases by pointing or referring to features exhibited by the object under
examination, or by describing qualities of the reaction it gives rise to. But when
describing the work of art as a phenomenon, we tend to speak of one as we speak
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of the other: neither the brute facts of the picture, nor the reaction in isolation
from what it is a reaction fo, quite describe what it is /ike.

The reason for this situation is that the (competent) artist ensures that the
work gives shape to the feeling that she or he wants it to. The work of art is thus
the ‘expression’ (Ausserung) of the experience that i gives rise to. The work of
art is not a symptom of a cause such as an emotion which may have affected the
artist when she or he began it (see Wittgenstein, 1953, 354). Neither is the work
of art the exterior counterpart to a mysterious ‘private’, ‘inner’ emotion dis-
charged in the act of painting, which and can be inferred from the author (see
ibid., 269 and Hagberg, 1995, pp. 118-35). The work of art is instead the crize-
rion, or public sign, of the feeling that iz corresponds to (Cooper, 1992, p. 224,
cf. Wittgenstein, 1953, 258, 580).

In this respect, any individual work of art demands a particular, or appropriate,
description. But Wittgenstein also stipulates that this must be of a kind that allows
us to ‘act . . . according to’ it, so that we can copy it or respond to it, for example
(Wittgenstein, 1966, p. 39). A description in this sense might therefore be a
‘gesture’, or (by analogy with music) we might use a word like ‘lovely’ (ibid., 9) or
‘melancholy’ (ibid., 10) — which would be like giving the work of art ‘a face’. But
we cannot describe a picture, for instance, by drawing a numbered grid over its
surface and reading off the coordinates, because this would not give us the ‘expres-
sion’ of its figures (ibid., pp. 38-9), nor that of the whole picture itself. The reason
for this, Wittgenstein suggests, is that rather as the concept of seeing is more akin
to concepts of responding or reacting (as embodied creatures) than to concepts of
having or receiving visual impressions (as does a camera), so a representation of
what we see is best thought of as a response too — in which case, pictures are not
just maps or recordings of sorts, but also occupy the same category as gestures and
smiles (see McGinn, 1977, pp. 177-204 on Wittgenstein, 1953, pp. 193-214).

Wittgenstein thus eschewed the scientific explanation of the experiences of
making and looking at art because attempts to provide causal explanations of
such intentional activities are either irrelevant, or convey the misleading impres-
sion that that they can be understood in terms of something else. (Adducing a
causal explanation of what happens when we look at a work of art is thus tanta-
mount to arguing that my desire for an apple is not desire for an apple at all, since
it can be removed by a punch in the stomach (ibid., 440)). The phenomenon is
what ‘it is’, in other words, ‘and not another thing’ as far as Wittgenstein is con-
cerned (Wittgenstein, 1966, p. 27).

Wittgenstein and Psychoanalysis

For all it would seem that Wittgenstein’s views are catastrophic for psycho-
analysis, this is not the case. Instead, Wittgenstein regarded Freud’s writing as
exemplary for its ability to provide new and richer ways of seeing the content of

199



Around Modernism

intentional acts. Quite unparadoxically, the argument to this effect rests on the
idea that psychoanalysis is methodologically unsound as explanation.

In the strong version of Wittgenstein’s view (elaborated in Bouveresse, 1995),
one major problem with psychoanalysis is that it states as fact many conjectures
about the unconscious which are incapable of being legitimately inferred from
hypotheses whose predictions can be tested independently. The point is that psy-
choanalysis is circular in its manner of verifying the hypothesis of the uncon-
scious: the analyst’s operative assumption that unconscious ‘causes’ — actually
reasons — exist which explain the patient’s dreams or symptoms is only ‘proven’
when the analysand accepts this explanation.’ Psychoanalysis is thus inquisitorial
in demanding acquiescence to the analyst as a condition of a ‘cure’ (Bouveresse,
1995, pp. 27-33, 71-81 and 92-3).

In addition, psychoanalysis reifies and even personifies its own construction
of the unconscious as a quasi-volitional homunculus inhabiting the mind (ibid.,
pp- 36-8) —in spite of Freud’s own concession that ‘primal repression’ made one
area of it completely unfathomable (LLaplanche and Pontalis, 1988, pp. 333—4).
Psychoanalysis is logically incoherent too in this respect since it makes con-
sciousness a possession of a subsidiary part of the whole person who is the only
possible conscious entity. (There is no room for compromise here: since there
are no small differences in grammar, something is either conscious or it is not
(Bouveresse, 1995, p. 25).)

In mistaking repressed sexual motives (or the reasons of a homunculus) for
the causes of dreams and art, psychoanalytic explanation also flirts with reducing
these phenomena to something they are not. In this respect it makes the same
mistake as we do when we confuse a Gestalt (or integral intentional object) with
the mere aggregate of its parts. But the reductivism of psychoanalysis is per-
suasive because it converts dreams and art into a kind of repellent ‘bawdy’ that
nevertheless has its own ‘charm’ (Wittgenstein, 1966, p. 27).

Psychoanalysis even installs the assumption of causality as an @ priori within
the ‘grammar’ of its explanation (Bouveresse, 1995, pp. 49, 54 and 111). (Freud’s
idea of the ‘latent’ content of the dream is an example of this process in opera-
tion.) It is thus permeated with the scientific mind-set that creates ‘confusion’
by postulating ‘deep’ or ‘hidden’ causes for the phenomena of human life
(Bouveresse, 1995, pp. 9, 45, 72, 83 and 99). It could be said almost to approach
superstition in its insistence on rigidly uni-causal explanation, especially since
there is no reason to think that all dreams have a meaning that can be explained,
or which explains them (Bouveresse, 1995, pp. 109 and 120). All in all then,
Wittgenstein’s objection against explanation in psychoanalysis is that it makes a
nonsense of the intentional nature of experiences like dreaming or looking at art.

It seems implausible that Wittgenstein altogether rules out the possibility of
the unconscious and repression, for instance, since (at least in his later work) he
explicitly acknowledged that sometimes we can only understand why we act as
we do by taking notice of the pattern exhibited by our reactions (Glock, p. 186).
Particularly in the light of such concessions, the burden of Wittgenstein’s cri-
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tique of psychoanalysis is twofold: it gets the grammar of intentional states
wrong; and it does not proceed as a proper science should. But even while this
means psychoanalysis cannot explain anything radically new (as distinct from
science which actually reveals entities and processes that our normal language
has no description of whatsoever), it does #o/ mean it is empty.

According to Bouveresse’s reading of Wittgenstein, what psychoanalysis actu-
ally does is rearrange familiar facts which our normal language already describes
(Bouveresse, 1995, p. 31). The significance of this achievement lies in the way
that seeing is always already bound up with interpretation (Wittgenstein, 1953,
pp. 200-1e). Notions like ‘the unconscious’, ‘dream symbolism’ and ‘projection’,
for instance, have counterparts in normal language, but the meaning of these
expressions is obscure and elusive. Psychoanalysis gives such phenomena a novel
clarity by providing ‘a manner of speaking’ that ‘puts two factors together’, or
by using a language in which ‘things are placed side by side so as to exhibit certain
features’ (Wittgenstein cited in Bouveresse, 1995, pp. 26 and 27). So, for instance,
Freud’s analysis of the dream of a female agoraphobic was not the first occasion
that a hat was seen as phallic (Freud, 1953-74 V, pp. 36-2); but it brought out a
resemblance clearly that had remained unstated previously. By analogy, psycho-
analysis did not introduce a concept with ‘projection’ that we did not already use
(see for example Laplanche and Pontalis, 1988, pp. 349-55); but in likening it to
the expulsion of body fluids, it gave projection a definition that it lacked previ-
ously. For Wittgenstein then, psychoanalysis reveals what is there more richly
and/or precisely than would otherwise be possible. And it does this much like
the kind of ‘aesthetics’ (or criticism) that works analogically, or by comparison —
as when we grasp the coherence of a building through regarding architecture as
a ‘language’ (P. M. S. Hacker as cited in Bouveresse, 1995, pp. 31-2). Its effect
thus lies midway between that of a (radically) new concept which allows us to
grasp a novel aspect of reality, and that of a particular way of reading a poem
that points out its salient features and their coherence (rather as a gesture might
in front of a picture).

Stokes and Psychoanalysis

All this bears significantly on Stokes, and it has particular relevance to Stokes’s
analysis of Cézanne in Colour and Form (Stokes, 1950). This is not because what
Stokes says about Cézanne here is typical: any ambition to claim Stokes as a whole
for description is thwarted by the progressively stronger and more rigid adher-
ence to psychoanalysis and explanation of his later writings. Rather, it is to say
that Colour and Form contains a discussion of Cézanne which is exemplary inas-
much as it illustrates how psychoanalysis can produce the kind of description
that Wittgenstein advocates.

In Colour and Form, what Stokes says about Cézanne’s work (directly, or by
implication in his discussion of ‘the painter’) sits within a more general account
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which sees the work of art in terms that derive from Freud (whom Stokes read
assiduously from around 1920 (Wollheim, 1973, p. 317)) and from Klein (with
whom he was in analysis from 1930 until 1937 (ibid., p. 328 and Arts Council,
1982, p. 52)). For Stokes then, a work of art is a ‘fantasy projection’ of ‘those
objects or figures all of us imagine inside us, figures both loving and hateful’
(Stokes, 1950, p. 15). Its basic material is associated with the ‘archetypal figures
... absorbed in childhood, that are by no means at peace among themselves’
(ibid., p. 50). This means it consists chiefly of internalized phantasies centred on
the breast, its substitutes and the maternal body, but also of phantasies of ‘good’
and ‘bad’ parents and their body parts (including variations on the penis).
Together, these supply the enduring foundations of our sense of self and other.
But this scheme is complicated in Stokes by a resistance to Freud (cf. Read, 1998).
Hence, as distinct from Freud or the early, ‘Freudian’, Klein, Stokes views art as
a form of ‘wish fulfilment’ that expresses a ‘stabilising’ of the multifarious intro-
jects that this kind of psychoanalysis catalogues (Stokes, 1950, p. 14 and p. 50).

Colour and Form also reworks many notions that only find mature expression
in Klein’s work of the mid-1930s, but which Stokes appears to have absorbed
avant la lettre as her analysand (and even though he would have been discour-
aged from mugging up on the theory). In a nutshell, Klein leads Stokes to the
view that the painter’s work embodies two attitudes to form which correspond
to two kinds of infantile phantasy connected with the mother’s body. The first
type of phantasy belongs to the ‘paranoid-schizoid position’, in which the infant
is under the sway of phantasies wherein the breast, although initially conceived
as the origin of a ‘good’ or blissful object-relationship, becomes (upon its re-
peated withdrawal) a ‘bad’ object that starves and tortures the infant. The child
then phantasizes attacking and damaging the breast, which results in it becom-
ing conceived of as persecutory or revenging (Klein, 1935, p. 282). The second
type of phantasy pertains to the ‘depressive position’, in which the infant expe-
riences guilt over the harm ‘caused’ by its earlier, destructive phantasies. This
engenders phantasies of reparation towards the breast which, in their turn, fa-
cilitate the infant’s cathexis with the maternal body conceived of as an indepen-
dent and integral entity (Klein, 1935, pp. 285 and 305-6). A work of art thus
embodies the earlier position if it is an example of ‘modelling’ or a loose agglom-
eration of parts. Conversely, if it is structured as an integral object — like the
benign, ‘whole’ mother’s body — it is an instance of ‘carving’ (see Wollheim, 1973,
pp- 328-31). However, it is important to note that Stokes explicitly argues in his
later essay, ‘Form in art’, that ‘the aesthetic position . . . deserves a category of
its own’ distinct from Klein’s depressive position (Stokes, 1955, p. 416).

Stokes does not just use Freud and Klein to form an account of the contents
of form, but he also uses Freud and Klein to explain how form has content in
virtue of the processes which make it possible for us to identify with it. Hence,
the ‘carved’ picture is seen as a good object that is pre-eminently suitable for
introjection or incorporation within the ego (Stokes, 1955, pp. 407 and 411-12
and 1965, p. 53) — a view which subsumes identification to a kind of ‘psychic
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cannibalism’, or a mental process originally arising on kinds of corporeal phan-
tasy associated with suckling the primal good object, the breast (see Freud,
1953-74, XIV 237-59, X VIII 105-8, XXII 63 and X VIII 230-1, and Klein, 1935,
282). Conversely, Stokes largely treats modelling in Colour and Form as a style
that externalises the ‘bad’ part-objects requiring ‘projection’ — a form of expul-
sion from the ego that derives from phantasies arising on bodily processes of
spewing and defecation. Projection is thus associated with omnipotence, denial,
and the ‘splitting’ of objects into good and bad objects in order to rid the mind
of the latter. But again, Stokes modifies his sources in Colour and Form in accord-
ing a special status to the work of art, where, he argues, projection is employed
to externalize good and bad internal objects together, and to resolve them into
an introjectable object. Stokes argues, for example, that good art is to be identi-
fied with ‘carving’ defined as the kind of painting that ‘arises from our desire to
transmute . . . subjective images into those outward and fixed physical shapes to
which the world of objects . . . gives the form of otherness and completeness’
belonging to whole objects (Stokes, 1950, p. 71; see also Stokes, 1947, pp. 58 and
64). Stokes’s work of art is thus not unlike a Winnicottian ‘transitional object’ in
that it facilitates a measure of free play in the ‘transitional space’ it occupies
between the subject and the outside world (cf. Stokes, 1947, p. 11, on straying
from his nurse as a child in Hyde Park ‘halfway’ towards the ‘mothers and poor
children and tramp women’ who frightened him).

Elsewhere in Colour and Form, Stokes complicates this view of art by devel-
oping a yet more refined picture of the relationship between these psychoana-
lytic categories as something that is reciprocal (see below). This suggests that
Stokes does not use even a modified psychoanalysis to generate his account of
art a priori; but that he uses psychoanalysis adaptively to generate accurate
description. And, in Colour and Form, Stokes does not introduce the categories
of carving and modelling except by way of more detailed descriptions of the
characteristic effects and techniques of carved and modelled pictures, so that
description actually seems to ground his use of psychoanalysis to some extent.
In effect then, Stokes develops the categories which purportedly derive from
psychoanalysis only &y way of a description of how the early Cézanne tends
towards modelling and the mature Cézanne towards carving. And even within
this nexus, the stylistic features that constitute carving and modelling are some-
times discrete, but they also overlap and cross-fertilize one another.

Colour and Form is not theoretically monolithic either, since psychoanalytic
ideas are made to sit within a matrix that also includes ideas about the action of
water upon stone, notions of direct carving, phenomenological theories, and F.
H. Bradley’s metaphysical logic (Wollheim, 1973, p. 326). Stokes is quite open,
for instance, about grafting a colour terminology — e.g. ‘resistant-to the eye’,
‘surface’ colour and ‘spongy’ ‘film’ colour, ‘adjectival’ and ‘verbal’ colour,
‘memory colour’, ‘bi-polar’ colour (referring to touch) and the ‘total insistence’
of colour — deriving from the phenomenology of David Katz onto his psycho-

analytic root stock (see Stokes, 1950, pp. 21 and 16, 28-9, 91-2, 53 and 58, and
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121-2, and Katz, 1935, pp. 8, 33—4, 161-6, 38, and 278. See also Stokes, 1950,
pp- 17, 18, 19, 22, 26, 28 and 91, quoting Katz, 1935, pp. 74, 28-9 and 36-7, 37,
8, 280, 23 and 27, and 82). Nor are the effects Stokes derives from one paradigm
simply interpolated into another. The effect Stokes calls ‘efflorescence’, for
example, is not the same thing in stone carving as it is in carving with colour. In
stone, it is a feature of the medium szself, which emerges through the ‘figure’ or
forms; but in colour, efflorescence is an effect wherein forms emerge through the
medium to the surface as a unit.

Stokes is also responsive to the possibility that even this sophisticated version
of psychoanalytic criticism might none the less be simplistic. In particular, under
the impact of F. H. Bradley’s concept of ‘identity-in-difference’ (the idea that
two apparently opposed terms can in fact share a deeper identity if they are
aspects of another, larger term), Stokes came to regard carving and modelling
not as strictly antithetical styles, but as elements of a larger synthesis (see Read,
1998, p. 238). For instance, he argued that ‘each [conception]’, in Cézanne espe-
cially, while ‘partly hostile to, or exclusive of, the other . . . requires as a rule at
least something of the other’ (ibid., pp. 121-2). More specifically, Stokes charac-
terizes the value of Cézanne’s work as bound up with its ability to assimilate a
residue of modelling features and to transform these, even if not quite entirely,
into carved features. He argues, for instance, that Cézanne’s later works dispense
with the baroque ‘diagonal sweep’ that drew together his earlier pictures as if by
Jorce, whilst retaining the ability of the Baroque to organize like with like well
(ibid., p. 59). (For example, the ‘back-cloths’ in Cézanne’s still lifes press towards
the surface of the picture, taking the objects they support along with them, even
while they recede slightly along the diagonal.) A generically similar process is at
work in Cézanne’s use of local colour to convert transient appearances into an
‘augmentation’ (see below) which allows ‘us to feel nature as eternal’ (ibid., p.
55). His point is that Cézanne realizes this ‘carving conception’ with ‘the accu-
mulated material of plasticity’, or by synthesizing sensations experienced piece-
meal over a long period. (For example, the facets that build to a unity of colour
in many Cézannes also evoke individual fingerprints which recruit sensations of
touch.)

This kind of description is recapitulated in Stokes’s later belief that model-
ling and carving are of equal value. In ‘Form in Art’ (Stokes, 1955, p. 419), for
example, Stokes relates modelling positively to the ‘oceanic’ feeling that the
infant has at the breast, and not just to the destructive and persecutory phan-
tasies of the ‘paranoid-schizoid’ position; while carving is downgraded some-
what by dint of its association with depressive anxiety and the ‘whiff of death’
this carries with it (ibid., p. 413). In a different vein, Stokes asserts in The Invi-
tation in Art that the modelled picture, inasmuch as it resembles an aggregate
of part-objects, suggests ‘a process in train’ whereby it transcends stress, or
promises to attain to a whole object (Stokes, 1965, p. 19). And even though this
kind of picture cannot evoke the ‘introjectory-projectory processes’ with the
force of a carved work, it nevertheless exerts a ‘pull’ that allows the spectator to
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grasp ‘otherness’ more ‘poignantly’ (ibid., pp. 16—17). In the light of these and
other remarks on the dynamic synthesis of carving and modelling (see Stokes,
1965, pp. 58-9), Cézanne’s mature work is at least implicitly more affective than
simple carving.

Description in Stokes

Even this much shows that Stokes’s writing employs psychoanalysis in concert
with other theories to produce descriptions that are sufficiently elastic and mul-
tifarious to fit the works of art he considers, and the responses they engender.
Psychoanalysis thus provides Stokes with analytical categories that (with others)
are sufficiently telling to reveal a pattern among the diverse phenomena of
Cézanne’s style, or to yield the kind of clear overview Wittgenstein advocated
that does equal justice to similarities and differences. In particular, Stokes makes
it possible to see that Cézanne’s style — for all that it changes in unpredictable
ways at unexpected times, even dramatically backtracking at certain moments —
does actually exhibit a broad pattern inasmuch as it evolves from the predomi-
nantly modelled idiom of the early years into the largely carved style of his artis-
tic maturity. Psychoanalytic categories also help Stokes explain how, for instance,
Cézanne’s work of the 1870s facilitates the transition to carving by redeploying
the darkened colours previously employed for contrast within modelling as ele-
ments of a harmony of equally insistent colours.

However, psychoanalysis does not merely coexist, ‘symbiotically’, with de-
scription within Stokes; it actually facilitates description in providing categories
that allow Stokes to identify and pick out particular emotional effects of colour.
This also depends on Stokes characterizing Cézanne’s colour primarily in terms
of its effects as a vehicle of form, and only secondarily in terms of effects as
surface decoration — as did the artist (see Doran, 1978, pp. 16, 36, 58 and 87).
Stokes is thus committed, in practice, to identifying effects of colour-form that
are always already laden with feelings. One way, therefore, that Stokes specifies
the intentional effects of pictures like Cézanne’s is by pointing to those features
which give rise to particular responses on his part (cf. Carrier, 1986, p. 765, on
Stokes’s pointing compared to Wittgenstein’s).

So it is that, even while Stokes subscribes to explanation in using a psycho-
analytically loaded vocabulary of ‘carving’ and ‘modelling’; this nevertheless
makes it possible for him to show how our response to Cézanne’s paintings
involves embodied reactions to pictures (and their elements) which affect the
spectator as if they were bodies (or body parts) like her or his own. For instance,
Cézanne’s colour is ‘like an efflorescence upon the stone’ which exhibits ‘growth’
and enacts the ‘mutual evocation’ of one form by another (Stokes, 1950, p. 34).
Cézanne’s is ‘a mutually enhancing florescence’ of ‘organic colour’ (ibid., p. 39)
in which each part contributes equally towards the creation of a sum or whole
(whereas in modelling, the ‘mere balance of masses’ simply keeps the separate
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warring factions of the picture in equilibrium). Efflorescence is linked closely
with ‘augmentation’ or the way that ‘forms’ in a carving work ‘each have a face
which [the painter] discloses’, and which (like faces) exhibit ‘all that is within’
them as such, rendering ‘an accumulation of time [capable of being] appre-
hended instantaneously’ (ibid., pp. 30-1). Efflorescence is also closely allied to
‘rooted affinity’, which describes how ‘one form’ appears ‘with roots in another
... from which it grows’, but which also describes how the offshoot form mani-
fests the ‘opposite nature’ of what Stokes describes elsewhere as its ‘parent’ form
(ibid., pp. 49, 33 and 73).

This simultaneous likeness and unlikeness also emerges in the effect of
‘mitigation’: a colour’s ability to induce itself optically in its complementary, and
thereby to lessen contrast and effect a rapprochement with its opposite (ibid.,
pp- 49 and 42). Cézanne frequently breaks one complementary inside another
physically to realize this effect, a technique advocated several times in the only
book on colour that we know he owned: J.-D. Régnier’s On Light and Colour in
the Old Masters of 1865 (see pp. 27, 31, 33, 35, 36, 42, 44-5, 47,49, 51 and 54).}
Stokes also mentions another effect that Cézanne probably learned from Régnier:
the pictorial unity a Mediterranean painter achieves through depicting the action
of shadows and reflections (especially from the ground) throughout the scene
represented (cf. Régnier, pp. 32, 39, 40, 42 and 44). Stokes’s description of
Cézanne is thus far from being either nebulous or arbitrary; but more impor-
tantly, for Stokes, these unifying effects rest upon and demonstrate the fact that
the carved painting is an ‘independent self-orientated and productive mecha-
nism’ of equally active, connected parts — just like ‘the human body’ (Stokes,
1950, p. 52).

Stokes later describes another aspect of carving that is pronounced in
Cézanne, and which turns out to be corporeal: its way of exhibiting the painter’s
process, or of declaring how ‘the material is given’ simultaneously with ‘that
which is . . . carved out of [it]’ (ibid., p. 61). Hence ‘a well-coloured picture’
exhibits harmony as a function of the separation, dispersal and mixture of the
colour it begins life as. Ideally, this colour is white, in which case, the carver
achieves a ‘division of the white flame of life in terms of graduated colour’.
(Stokes adds: ‘under this image, I conceive the painting of Cézanne’ (ibid., p.
62)). The corollary effect is that the painter’s ‘workings and developments’ hark
back to their ‘material in its pristine unsullied state’ (ibid., p. 62). That is, the
colours of the final picture suggest they might be pulled apart and exhibited, as
they sometimes are in the centre of Cézanne’s paintings, in their original form:
as unmixed tube colours, or more elementally still, as white. The colours of a
carved Cézanne thus demonstrate corporeality in that they exhibit their emer-
gence from a primitive condition, and their potential return to it. In other words,
pictures, like people, undergo birth and death.

Stokes is also committed to psychoanalytic ‘explanation’ inasmuch as he uses
concepts of projection (and introjection); but these work in much the same
way as psychoanalytically derived concepts of corporeality. In effect, they allow
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Stokes to bring out how we react to paintings like Cézanne’s through intentional
processes (of identification and empathy) that we already speak of meaningfully
in our normal language.

Stokes’s Descriptive Language

Because the work of art is the sole criterion of the feeling it affords, the only
other way of specifying the intentionality involved in a Cézanne (aside from
eliciting its corporeal features) is to describe one’s embodied reaction to it. As
already implied, Stokes does the one as he does the other in bringing out how
we, as embodied creatures, respond to the other body that is the work of art. More
particularly, the descriptions cited above show how Stokes expresses his em-
bodied reactions in a language which makes it plain that this is what they
are (as distinct, say, from ‘mental’ acts of ‘disinterested’ contemplation). In
effect then, Stokes’s language implicitly gets the grammar of aesthetic responses
right.

One way of approaching the significance of this is through a closer consider-
ation of our aesthetic language-games. It may seem that every type of verbal
account of works of art — aesthetic criticism, psychoanalytical aesthetics or meta-
physical speculation — is equally valid since the fact that people can follow
the rules for the use of the expressions belonging to these different types of
language-game seems to indicate that they understand what they mean. This
would be true if understanding an expression were simply, or entirely, a matter
of understanding the rules for its use. But there is more to meaning than that.
Even if the world-picture (Welthild) a person has grown up with seems built on
an unshakeable foundation of certainty (Wittgenstein, 1975, 93-7), there is a way
of testing a language-game for ‘ideology’ by looking at the grounding its mean-
ingful use requires (this argument is from Curtis, 1998). In this scheme, the
immediate ground of any language-game is the fact that we have ‘agreement’ in
our ‘form of life’ (Wittgenstein, 1953, 241). This means not only that we share
ways of speaking and acting as a consequence of our being trained in a particu-
lar culture; but it also means that, as human beings, we share the nonrationaliz-
able grounding that our cultural or ‘complicated form[s] of life’ (ibid., p. 174)
have in ‘primitive’ forms of life (Wittgenstein, 1953, p. 218e and 1975, 475),
which are ‘beyond being justified or unjustified’ (Wittgenstein, 1975, 359). One
language-game can therefore derive meaning from a particular form of life, or
from its relationship to another language-game and/or form of life; but u/t-
mately a language-game must be grounded in a form of life that is irreducible.
(While we learn the meaning of the word ‘pain’, for example, by learning the
rules of the language-games involving it, our sharing the intentional states which
ground primitive pain-behaviours is what makes our more developed linguistic
behaviour meaningful as a/l. Or at least, ‘one possibility’ is that talk of (our own)
pain makes sense because it is a learned form of ‘expression’ that ‘replaces’ more
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‘primitive’ pain-behaviour (Wittgenstein, 1953, 244). Talk of pain is not ‘ideol-
ogy’ in the sense of being empty, in other words.)

By this account, ‘the extension of a concept in a theory’ (Wittgenstein cited
in Bouveresse, 1995, p. xvi) is a perfectly legitimate move if it retains its ground-
ing in a primitive form of life; but some talk loses touch with its primitive
grounding altogether, and becomes so attenuated that it only makes ‘sense’ within
the esoteric form of life where it happens to command ‘agreement’ for contin-
gent reasons (such as fashion, or its appeal to group interest). It could be argued
that this sometimes happens with the language-games of psychoanalysis, phi-
losophy and aesthetics, especially where the concepts employed have no real
scientific or empirical grounding either. In these cases, therefore, talk becomes
empty because it aspires to go beyond the point where it can be grounded. By
this account, Stokes’s language is remarkable because even while it strictly applies
psychoanalytical concepts which are not unassailable, it gives the strong impres-
sion at the same time that it is a learned substitute for more primitive, and cor-
poreal, aesthetic reactions — especially since it harnesses rhythm and other phonic
qualities to evoke emotions while it directs attention to the work of art.

Put another way: Stokes uses what Wittgenstein calls ‘secondary’ language —
a poetic form grounded in more primitive behaviour and language — that
ekes out the peculiar effects of the work as if it were in front of the reader
(Wittgenstein, 1953, 282 and p. 216e). This use of language is perfectly ‘in order’
though because it ‘fulfils its purpose’ (ibid., 87). Analysis of the propositional
sense of the language-games of aesthetic forms of life is simply misplaced in
other words: we know what these mean, even if we cannot say precisely what
their sense is, because they are grounded in sincere reactions. (Aesthetic reac-
tions can, of course, be called into doubt, but insincere reports of aesthetic reac-
tions are only meaningful at all in virtue of parasitically trading off our
foundational ability to understand their sincere counterparts (ibid., 249).)

Notwithstanding, Stokes’s poetic language is indebted to psychoanalysis. Psy-
choanalysis not only provides the analogies which form the basis of many of
Stokes’s soundest insights, but it also gives him a means of expressing these a/
all: by providing an analogical vocabulary which is capable of being, and is,
adapted poetically — even if this is not what Stokes tells himself he is doing. It
would seem fair to say then that psychoanalysis supplies many of the root forms
of Stokes’s elaborated language, for all that t4is is the only adequate form in
which responses such as his can be given shape.

Stokes, Painting and the Body

It is not easy to maintain, as Wittgenstein suggests we ought to, that psycho-
analysis simply provides Stokes with analogies which describe what it is like to
experience a work of art: the pressure to find a ‘deeper’ explanation is part of
our modern culture. There is also evidence of a sort that suggests there /as to be
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an explanatory route towards understanding Cézanne. For one thing, the artist
subscribed to a theory of ‘sensation’ that envisaged perception as a two-way
process whereby subject and object infiltrated one another (Doran, 1978, pp.
27-8, 31, 40, 78 and 94), a theory which finds a psychoanalytical formulation
avant la lettre in a version by Taine that Cézanne is likely to have known.® In this,
Taine effectively maintains that the painter paints his inner self by getting
‘inside’ the object which has got under his skin, arguing: ‘When a man is born
with talent . . . this faculty allows him to penetrate into the interior of objects.
... And this very lively and personal sensation does not remain inactive, the
whole thinking and nervous machine is shaken by its repercussions. Such a man
expresses his interior sensation involuntarily . . . he feels the need to represent —
over and above the object itself — the way he conceives it’ (Taine, 1865, pp. 61-2).
It could seem at least that Taine is describing processes internal to artistic per-
ception which correspond closely to processes that Klein (elaborating Freud)
explains as ‘projective identification’ (locating oneself inside an external object),
introjection (incorporating the object in phantasy), and projection (externalizing
the object incorporated in phantasy). For Freud and Klein, all these processes
arise primarily on oral phantasies, and can only be understood in these terms,
much as primitive aesthetic reactions — ‘I could eat you’ or ‘You make me sick’
— are steeped in oral phantasy.

The argument in favour of the necessity of psychoanalysis to understanding
Cézanne gains further credence from the evidence of the artist’s obsessional
worries about the ‘skin’ of colour in his pictures, particularly at the edges of
objects, since this could be related (genetically or causally) to the artist’s hyper-
sensitivity about being touched. Specifically psychoanalytic interpretation
can also enrich the content of Cézanne’s paintings greatly. Stokes argues, for
instance, that the urgency with which we attempt to project phantasy onto ‘other’
objects is a way of establishing ‘the completeness or externality of death’ by
means of Eros (Stokes, 1945, p. 179; see Stokes, 1947, pp. 69-70). By this
account, Cézanne’s paintings of metaphorical objects could involve a measure of
reflexive self-consciousness about the imminence of death (if he realized what
he was doing). Stokes would also seem to suggest that looking at Cézanne (or any
fully absorbing art) can enhance our sense of being alive by giving us some appre-
ciation of what it might be like to die. There are good aesthetic reasons then for
wanting to credit psychoanalysis.

From a Wittgensteinian point of view, however, even this type of psychoana-
lytic explanation displaces or impoverishes the intentionality involved in making
and looking at the picture by reducing it to ‘causes’. One way of avoiding this
problem is to regard the processes identified by psychoanalysis as the substrate of
the intentionality directed at the picture (Gardner, 1992, following Wollheim).
In this scheme, what happens when Cézanne paints, or when we look at his paint-
ings, is to be identified with the irreducible intentionality of a whole person, but
it can be said to have a grounding in processes of projection and introjection.
Seen this way, the grammar of our normal language remains in place, but some
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light is cast upon the (hidden) processes underlying conscious experience, to
which normal language can only point elliptically. This way, explanation also pro-
vides a reflexive awareness that answers to the puzzlement which is internal to
the activity of looking at pictures. Psychoanalytic explanations in particular allow
us to appreciate just why looking at pictures can, as has often been remarked, be
like an intimate contact with another embodied person (see for example Hagberg,
1995, pp. 169-80).

Notwithstanding, this argument misidentifies what is at stake in Wittgenstein’s
insistence on the irrelevance of explanation to art. Any argument that introduces
causal explanation into the understanding of art, however nuanced, must violate
the tenet that all we can do is describe. What Cézanne does, or what we see, can
thus be illuminated by the analogies psychoanalysis throws up; but it can only be
expressed in the normal (including poetic) language that we already understand.
Causes, substrates and the like cannot play a part in illuminating Cézanne, in
other words, because neither he, nor we, recognize their operation as such within
the intentionality that goes on when we look at the picture aesthetically.

So it is that when Cézanne described what it was like to paint a still life, all
he actually reported is that he was able to identify with the fruits he painted:
‘Fruits . . . love having their portraits painted. . . . They . . . speak to you about
the fields they have left behind. ... When I’'m outlining the skin of a lovely
peach, or the melancholy of an apple, with touches of pulpy paint, I catch a
glimpse in the reflections they exchange of the same mild shadow of renuncia-
tion’ (Doran, 1978, p. 157). Of course, it could be argued that our ability to
perceive significant similarities between fruits and ourselves ar all rests on
unconscious processes, and that the morphological similarities such objects
exhibit to ourselves merely set limits to the projections we can make. But this
would miss the point: there is no need to go this far because the phenomenology
of the experience of a work of art is that we make such connections on the basis
of simple metaphorical similarities: as Cézanne says, fruits face us as people do,
they have individual histories and they each possess a skin. Similarly, Taine (as
quoted above) does not require any explicitly psychoanalytical reformulation for
his ideas about identification to make sense. And in another passage where he
discusses the connections between colour and touch, Taine even suggests that
identification can be premised simply on the ability to recognize how colour
wraps objects in an optical ‘skin’ of colour resembling our own skin. That is, for
Taine, while sensations other than of colour ‘are situated within a body belong-
ing to us . . . our sensations of colour seem, on the contrary, situated beyond this,
on the surface of bodies foreign to ours, beyond the limited constant circle in
which we are enclosed’ (Taine, 1871, p. 310).

On a Wittgensteinian view, it is finally what Stokes does through description
tout court that must constitute his achievement. In the first place, this must be
what he makes it possible for his reader to see. In the case of Cézanne, this is
that his paintings, and the objects within them, are as if they were bodies: the
optical skin of colour produced by the depicting surface plots and thematizes the
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skin-like surfaces of individual objects like apples, but it also assimilates these to
its own, overall, organic unity (rather as a mosaic optically assimilates its con-
stituent pieces (Stokes, 1950, pp. 59 and 111)). The painting is thus like the
embodied artist and spectator, and we may relate to it as we do to other persons
(which could involve our recognition of their ‘otherness’, or our acquiescence to
their ‘invitation’). These may be truistic observations, but their content is so
easily overlooked that it represents a considerable perceptual gain to make them
(see Wittgenstein, 1953, 129) — especially as they might form the basis of a phe-
nomenological argument about the embodiedness and reciprocity of the act and
content of seeing. But Stokes adds something else to this recognition, even on a
strong version of Wittgenstein’s view: he shows that kinds of externalization and
identification are essential, and internal, to the artist’s and spectator’s apprecia-
tion of what the painting is and does. And so, even if there is nothing ‘radically
new’ here, Stokes none the less succeeds in bringing out how a perception of our
kinship to entities whose life is dependent on their embodiment is part of looking
at Cézanne. He thus illuminates how an existential thought about the depend-
ence of our own life upon our embodiment can arise within acts of looking at
Cézanne’s depicted objects or the painting containing them.

Conclusion

Among the many things Stokes’s writing does, it takes us to the heart of what
Cézanne s like. This means, first of all, that Stokes’s writing is a world away
from the everyday language that is used to categorize things. Such language
makes everything the same, or flattens out the ‘differences’ between experiences
of visual art and those we have when we use language, whereas Stokes’s poetic
idiom conjures up what looking at art, considered as a (relatively) distinct form
of life, is like. Secondly, Stokes uses words to make Cézanne’s works present in
their particularity and sensuous immediacy.

In doing this much, however, Stokes’s writing makes it apparent how the work
of art must, finally, elude words, because paintings and words can never give rise
to identical experiences. Stokes thereby makes us aware of the limitations of our
language; but, more importantly, he gives us an intimation of the sorts of expres-
sions we might use to encapsulate our aesthetic experiences. We could reasonably
conclude from this that the language of our present, or actual, culture has no use
for such expressions, but that we could describe what Cézanne is like if only we
had different forms of life in which such expressions made sense. But for this to
be the case, we would have to inhabit a radically different social and political
world from our own, one possessed of the same kind of plenitude as Cézanne’s.

Put simply, Stokes shows how we must accept that description is all we can
do if we are to include intentionality within our account of the work of art (which
we must if we are to say what it i5). In demonstrating this, however, Stokes
shows just how much can be achieved by description that cannot be achieved by
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explanation. In this respect, Stokes unwittingly foreshadows Wittgenstein, for
whom description had greater completeness than explanation when it came to
understanding human life. But Wittgenstein also held the conviction that
description was of equal importance as explanation as a methodology. And Stokes,
in the description he gives of Cézanne, gives expression to the same conviction
— even if only unwittingly.

1

Notes

I am grateful to Charles Harrison, David Hulks, Maggie Iversen, John Nash, Alex
Potts, Richard Shiff, Rachel Withers and especially Carolyn Wilde for their remarks
on earlier versions of this text. In his introduction to The Thread of Ariadne (Stokes,
1925), John Middleton Murry argued that Stokes could be compared to the
Wittgenstein of the Tractatus for holding the view that art showed, rather than said,
something beyond words which is identifiable with the ethical. Although there may
be something in this remark in so far as it derives from Wittgenstein’s account of
meaning in the Tractatus, this is emphatically not the argument advanced in this
chapter, which draws on Wittgenstein’s later view of language. According to this,
there are many kinds of utterances that we make about, or in front of, or with respect
to, art within which different ways of showing and saying are threaded together in
ways peculiar to the ‘language-games’ in operation. So even if there are continuities
as well as divergences between the Tractatus and the later work, generalizations about
a single kind of contrast between ‘saying’ and ‘showing’ are misleading if used to
describe the multifarious asymmetries and incommensurabilities, as well as different
kinds of similarities, involved in the web of relationships between art and language.
Of late, Richard Read has argued that (what Geoffrey Newman calls) the ‘fit’ between
Stokes’s words and works of art is more temporary than absolute since the ‘semio-
sis’ wherein words and work are (only) provisionally matched in Stokes is compli-
cated by his ambiguous and strained relationship to psychoanalysis (Read, 1998).
Most significantly perhaps, Read argues that Stokes resists Freud’s contention that
the censorship of the unconscious (such as operates in dreams) wins out in art over
its ability to integrate unconscious material with visual form (even while Stokes uses
Freudian ideas on unconscious spontaneity to resist Pound with the idea that his la-
boriously compressed art is the ‘unconscious’ expression of Victorian literalness).
The tendency of psychoanalysis to mistake reasons for causes has the fortuitous con-
sequence that it offers the type of ‘therapy’ based on acquiescence that Wittgenstein
uses himself to untangle the confusions caused by the misuse of language
(Wittgenstein, 1953, 133; cf. McGinn, 1977, pp. 23-7). What is more, in insisting
upon the patient’s agreement as a criterion for the validity of the explanation, Freud
and Klein are more scrupulous than the many art historians who are untroubled by
the fact that dead artists cannot talk back. And, even if Freud was not as scrupulous
as he claimed to be about collating «// the facts relevant to an analysis, he was still
less selective than many art historians.

On Cézanne’s familiarity with Régnier’s text, see R. Ratcliffe, Cézanne’s Working
Methods and their Theoretical Background (Ph.D. thesis, University of London, 1960),
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p. 166, and J. de Beucken, Un Portrait de Cézanne (Paris, Gallimard, 1955), p. 304.

5 Cézanne was a close friend of Zola whose enthusiasm for Taine’s ideas on ‘tempera-
ment’ seems to have infiltrated his Mon Salon of 1865. This was dedicated to Cézanne
in acknowledgement of the many discussions on art that they had had in the years
prior to its publication.
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Chapter 17

Modernism and the Idea of
the Avant-Garde

Paul Wood

The ‘avant-garde’ is a term which pervades writing about modern art, but it is
a radically unstable concept. What it originally meant in the early nineteenth
century, when an old military idea was applied to art for the first time, was pretty
much the opposite of what it came to mean in the second half of the twentieth
century when it became ubiquitous. From the Second World War onwards it has
been employed as a label for the Modern movement in general, and more par-
ticularly as an equivalent for ‘Modernism’: that conception of modern art as an
increasingly autonomous field devoted not to the communication of information
about a wider world of historical action, but to the production of aesthetic effects.
Yet the term’s original meaning emerged in the early nineteenth century in a
political milieu in which utopian socialists like Henri de Saint-Simon and Charles
Fourier conceived of art as a means to the end of social progress. By the time of
the ‘year of revolutions’ 1848, the avant-gardist par excellence, Gustave Courbet,
was setting his own practice of a socially committed ‘realist’ art against what he
called the ‘pointless objective of art for art’s sake’ (Harrison, Wood and Gaiger,
1998, p. 372). Already though, during the course of the nineteenth century, this
politically underwritten conception of an ‘avant-garde’ took on an increasingly
significant aesthetic dimension; a shift of emphasis that was ultimately made
complete on the eve of the Second World War in the early writings of Clement
Greenberg, particularly the essay ‘Avant-garde and kitsch’ of 1939.

It was only when the Modernist conceptualization of modern art itself began
to disintegrate around the time of another ‘year of revolutions’ — 1968 — that the
historical meanings of avant-gardism were reinvestigated. By this time Green-
berg’s increasingly conservative politics had caused him to view the notion with
suspicion, regarding its implicit dynamic of innovation as more likely to produce
fashionable novelty (‘kitsch’) than genuine aesthetic achievement. And indeed,
the term had overflowed its banks to become shorthand for anything vaguely
fashionable, expensive and slightly risky. It adorns sites as disparate as night
clubs, hairdressing salons and pop music magazines. The literature on art also
remains full of references to the avant-garde; in effect, its use as a synonym for
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Modernism — even for ‘postmodern’ manifestations — has remained canonical.
For certain critical historians however, at the moment of Modernism’s crisis in
the sixties, the point of reviewing the notion of avant-gardism was to reinstate
the social and political dimension that had been increasingly occluded. Peter
Biirger’s Theory of the Avant Garde originated in debates conducted in German
universities in the wake of the social upheavals of 1968, although it did not appear
in English until as late as 1984. In contrast to Modernist writers, Biirger limited
his conception of the avant-garde to Dada, Surrealism, Constructivism and a few
kindred movements which emerged around the time of the First World War and
the Russian Revolution. For Biirger these counted as ‘avant-garde’ precisely
because they rejected aesthetic autonomy and tried to fuse art with the ‘praxis
of life’. To that extent, Biirger’s work, as well as that of other critical historians
such as Nicos Hadjinicolou and T. J. Clark, marked a point of reconnection with
the original socialist meanings of the term. The rest of this chapter goes on to
review some of the historical transformations of the concept; in particular the
way in which an explicit call for the arts to assume a leadership role in social
change turned into an assertion of art itself as a site of value sealed against the
uncertainties of history and what Greenberg himself regarded (not unjustifiably
at the close of the 1930s) as the threat of ‘ideological confusion and violence’
(Greenberg, 1939, p. 36).

It is now generally accepted that the first use of the term ‘avant-garde’ to apply
to the arts occurred in writings published under the name of the French utopian
socialist Henri de Saint-Simon in 1825 (though the actual passage seems to have
been composed by a younger collaborator, possibly Olinde Rodriguez). The
concept appears at the end of a book called Opinions littéraires, philosophiques et
industrielles in a hypothetical debate between a thinker, or ‘savant’, a practically
minded businessman—industrialist, and an artist. Towards the end of his per-
oration, the artist says: ‘Let us unite. To achieve our one single goal, a separate
task will fall to each of us. We, the artists, will serve as the avant-garde: for
amongst all the arms at our disposal, the power of the Arts is the swiftest and
most expeditious. When we wish to spread new ideas amongst men, we use in
turn, the lyre, ode or song, story or novel; we inscribe those ideas on marble or
canvas. . . . We aim for the heart and imagination, and hence our effect is the
most vivid and the most decisive.” The author then continues: ‘If today our role
seems limited or of secondary importance, it is for a simple reason: the Arts at
present lack those elements most essential to their success — a common impulse
and a general scheme’ (Harrison, Wood and Gaiger, 1998, pp. 37-41).

The precise significance of this argument is however open to debate, and the
ambiguities inherent in the term from the very start run through its usage down
into the middle of the twentieth century. For Donald Drew Egbert, the Ameri-
can historian who first unearthed the actual Saint-Simonian text, the socialist
writer had ushered in a tradition of thought according to which certain practices
of art and certain political practices were believed to be in advance of the major-
ity of others. In the case of art this ultimately licenses the appellation ‘avant-
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garde’ as a name for those ‘movements’ whose technical radicalism marked them
off from more orthodox approaches to art. In this way later movements such as
Cubism or Abstract Expressionism become distinguished as ‘avant-garde’ rela-
tive to more traditional or academic styles. However, there is an alternative view.
Another of the ‘revisionist’ historians, Nicos Hadjinicolou, pointed out that
Saint-Simon did not in fact distinguish one approach to art making from others.
What he seems to be saying is that art as such has a powerful social role to play
in terms of getting ideas across: Saint-Simon’s ‘general scheme’. It is clear that
this ‘general scheme’, which until then the arts are supposed to have lacked,
refers to Saint-Simon’s version of socialism. What follows from this is some-
thing rather different from a concept of increasingly autonomous and techni-
cally radical art. If art is a tool for getting across important ideas, the last thing
it needs is to become difficult to understand. On this reading, art has to be
popular, relevant and accessible. Rather than being like modern Western art, it
would be more like social — or ‘Socialist’ — Realism. If the key to the Western or
‘modern’ sense of an artistic avant-garde is its independence, on this other
understanding art is anything but independent; it must communicate the ‘general
scheme’. And the ‘general scheme’ does not come from art; it comes from poli-
tics. From this point of view, to assume that art as such can be in the vanguard
is to be in the thrall of ideology. Indeed, as late as 1973, the Great Soviet Ency-
clopaedia remained convinced that ‘avant-gardism as a whole is saturated with
capitalist and petty bourgeois individualism’ (p. 519).

Such a shift of emphasis did however start to occur in the late nineteenth
century. The Neoimpressionist Paul Signac who, along with certain other
Impressionists like Pissarro, embraced an anarchist politics, argued that: ‘It
would be an error — an error into which the best informed revolutionaries, such
as Proudhon, have too often fallen — systematically to require a precise socialist
tendency in works of art.” For Signac, the revolutionary tendency ‘will be found
much stronger and more eloquent in pure aesthetics’. It is through ‘their new
technique’ that the anarchist-Impressionists have best ‘contributed their witness
to the great social process which pits the workers against Capital’ (Harrison,
Wood and Gaiger, 1998, pp. 795-8). The idea of the radical artist as a progres-
sive social force was increasingly inflected by the belief that the art itself must
needs be radical as arz, and not just as the vehicle for a politically radical critique
of society. The most emphatic example of this was Rimbaud’s evocation, at the
very moment of the Paris Commune, of an ‘objective’, technically radical, poetry
whose rhythms, as he saw it, move in time to the social struggle. It is not clear
what this actually means beyond a somewhat metaphorical sense of the staccato
or the mechanical, nor is it clear how this might be translated into the terms of
other art forms. But what is clear is that for Rimbaud it was not enough for the
poetry to have social stuggle for its subject matter; it must be infused formally
with tension, stress and conflict. And to complicate matters further, what is also
clear is that in Rimbaud’s view such an art would no longer merely be a response
to action, but ‘will be ahead of it (sera en avant) (Harrison, Wood and Gaiger,
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1998, pp. 568-9). That idea echoes through twentieth-century avant-gardism.
But mostly in the second half of the nineteenth century, the concept of an avant-
garde seems to have been employed in political contexts, where it was used by
radical political groupings, not only of the Left but, as Hadjinicolou (1982) has
shown, of the extreme Right too.

Avant-Garde and Political Radicalism

Despite the use made of the idea in 1870s and 80s in France by figures like
Rimbaud and Signac, Seurat and Théodore Duret, it was not until the early
twentieth century that the term gained wider currency in something like its
modern usage. The Oxford English Dictionary records that its first appearance in
English was in 1910. Around the same time in France, Apollinaire used it to
describe contemporary Cubist and Futurist artists. The idea had a resonance in
French anarchist-Symbolist circles in the late nineteenth century, but it seems
to have become more widespread in the early twentieth century. It is hard to be
precise as to why this should be, but it cannot have been unconnected with the
increased climate of social radicalism in the years before the First World War.
Around 1902, in What is to be Done?, Lenin formulated the conception of the
‘vanguard’ party. Bolshevism became a distinctive political force, and the term
became inextricably associated with the revolutionary communist opposition to
bourgeois society. It was this increased prominence of the term in its political
register, allied to the emergence in the early twentieth century of increasing
numbers of technically radical art movements such as Fauvism, Expressionism
and Cubism — which clearly threatened conventional taste and sensibilities — that
stimulated a more widespread adoption of the idea of an artistic avant-garde
critical of social as well as artistic convention. Precisely this, however, means that
the idea as it was current in the early twentieth century was not the idea that
later became dominant. The early twentieth-century conception of the artistic
avant-garde had moved on from Saint-Simon’s original view, but still had its
roots in the generalized Romantic conception of artists as, in Shelley’s words,
the ‘unacknowledged legislators of the world’. At that time, to be ‘avant-garde’
was to be something with a political edge. Understanding what happens in the
next period is the key to the Modernist redefinition of the ‘avant-garde’.

The immediately noticeable thing is that, in the major English-language writ-
ings on art in the period up to the Second World War, compared with what came
later the concept of the avant-garde is conspicuous by its absence. In the writing
of Roger Fry and Clive Bell, of R. H. Wilenski and Herbert Read, and in
America, of Thomas Craven and Alfred Barr, it hardly crops up at all. Virtually
every general reference is to ‘modern art’, ‘the modern movement’, ‘the modern
movement in art’, ‘the modern schools’ and so on. Every so often the idea leaks
out, but the term almost never. I have been unable to find it in Bell or Fry (which
is not of course to say that it might not occur somewhere, but it is not a major
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organizing concept in their writing). It does not appear in Wilenski’s summative
Modern Movement in Art of 1927, nor in Read’s Art Now of 1933.

The exception which proves the rule, however, is that Read does pay homage
to the idea of artistic leadership in his Preface to Art Now. While strongly empha-
sizing ‘the independence of art and politics’, Read argues that: “The prejudice
against modern art is, I am convinced, the result of a confined vision or a narrow
range of sensibility. People forget that the artist (if he deserves that name) has
the acutest sense of us all; and he can only be true to himself and his function
if he expresses that acuteness to the final edge. We are without courage, without
freedom, without passion and joy, if we refuse to follow where he leads’ (Read,
1948, pp. 11, 12). The point is that unlike most of his prominent colleagues, Read
espoused a form of anarchist politics and so can be seen as a descendent of the
nineteenth-century radical discourse on avant-gardism. In a wartime essay
written in the early 1940s titled “The Cult of Leadership’, he embraces ‘the com-
munism of Kropotkin and not that of Marx’ (which is to say, anarchism rather
than the by-then hegemonic Stalinism), and he defines his vision of appropriate
leadership. Read makes a distinction between ‘the kind of leader who impresses
a group by asserting his authority, and the kind who expresses the group by being
susceptible to their thoughts, feelings and desires. It is this second kind of leader,
and only this kind of leader, who has a place in a community of free people.” He
goes on, ‘And who is the leader who expresses the thoughts, feelings and desires
of the people — who but the poet and artist?” Read explicitly invokes the tradi-
tion of Shelley to back up his claim: ‘the idea that it is the man of imagination,
the poet and philosopher above all, but equally the man who can present ideas
in the visual images of painting and sculpture or through the still more effective
medium of drama — the idea that it is this individual whom society should accept
as its only leader’ (Read, 1943, pp. 31-2).

We can see then that the idea of the artist being in a position of leadership
with respect to society at large was present in English-language writing on
modern art, but it was by no means central; and even in Read’s work there is a
sense of an idea that ‘dare not speak its name’. A clue to the problem of the
absence of the term ‘avant-garde’ can be gleaned from a phrase of Read’s we
quoted earlier: ‘the prejudice against modern art’. Art was then, as by and large
it has remained, the province of the well-to-do. Yet in the mid-1930s the well-
to-do were not in confident mood. The Russian Revolution was less than twenty
years behind. The crisis of international capitalism was in full swing, affecting
all the western European nations and the United States. The system was any-
thing but stable. And the concept of the ‘avant-garde’ had an extremist lineage.
Read’s herbivorous version notwithstanding, the rhetoric of an avant-garde was
widely associated in the West with anarchism and revolutionary communism.
Hadjinicolou has pointed out that the concept was not the exclusive property of
the Left. But the fact that the Italian avant-gardist Marinetti became a fascist
sympathizer did not mean that his rants about polyphonic tides of revolution
sweeping away the museums and libraries were likely to be any more congenial
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to the culturally aware bourgeois than the Bolshevik Mayakovsy’s stated desire
to throw Pushkin and Rembrandt overboard from the steamship of modernity.

We can feel some of this sensibility at work in the early writings of Alfred H.
Barr. Barr was to become the doyen of modern art in America. At the age of
twenty-five, he offered the first course to study modern art in any American
college, at Wellesley in Boston in 1927. He was appointed curator of the unprece-
dented Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1929 (it opened the week after
the Wall Street crash). He virtually invented the modern art exhibition and the
exhibition catalogue. In the late 1920s and early 1930s he was an adventurous
figure, acquiring on a series of trips wide first-hand knowledge of the whole
range of European modern art, theatre and film, including visits to Germany at
the very moment of the Nazi assumption of power and, most extraordinary of
all, a three-month trip to the Soviet Union in early 1928. In the brief but impor-
tant programmatic writings for his new course, and subsequently for the new
museum, which are reprinted in his selected writings (Barr 1986), Barr employs
the concept of the avant-garde not once. The Museum of Modern Art
(MOMA), as a generation of social historians of art have relentlessly pointed out,
has been funded from the start by the elite of America’s elite — the Goodyears,
the Crowningshields, the Sullivans, and above all the Rockefellers. Barr effort-
lessly defined modern art in terms that would appeal to his sponsors and avoid
any of the infelicities associated with the revolutionary aspect of avant-gardism.
It is interesting to see the terms which are used: ‘modern art’, of course; ‘mod-
ernist tendencies’, ‘modernist interpretations’. The tone is established in talk of
‘the relation of modern expression to twentieth-century civilisation’, and what
is perhaps the keynote is struck by deploying the concept (inherited from Fry)
of the ‘modern master’. Such a figure is of course on a par with the venerated
‘Old Masters’, and by the same token, his patrons will be on a par with theirs.
The status of it all is driven home in a reclamation of the Fauves from their trou-
blesome nickname. Twenty-five years on they can be enjoyed for their ‘matured
powers’, and ‘celebrated not defiantly, not rebelliously, but with dignity and con-
fidence’. As if it should be a comfort — and it probably would to MOMA’s Board
of Trustees — one may rest in the knowledge that ‘even the ultramodernists of
1929 . . . are adequately rewarded financially’. The cat however really comes out
of the bag when we are reassured what this newly socially acceptable figure is
not. What he is not, though he is sometimes still called it ‘by the obtuse’ is
‘madman, degenerate and (more absurdly) bolshevik’ (Barr, 1986, pp. 73-6). As
Barr remarked in 1934, and one can almost see a despairing shake of the head,
modern art remains ‘recurrently a matter for debate . . . a banner for the pro-
gressive, a red flag for the conservative’ (Barr, 1986, pp. 66-8).

In a word, by museumizing modern art, MOMA saves it from communism,
or to put it more generally, for it is not quite as one-sided as this, from ‘extrem-
ism’. In this connection it is worth remarking on the context when Barr does
make glancing use of the concept of the avant-garde, as he did in 1936 in his
catalogue to the exhibition Cubism and Abstract Art. This exhibition offered the
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essential map of the modern movement which, however much its terms have
subsequently been questioned, still functions as a kind of benchmark, pro or con:
Cézanne begat Cubism, which begat abstract art, etc. In his catalogue Barr uses
our term, or rather its cognates, twice; and both times the context is Russia. He
writes of the abstract painter Kandinsky that, ‘During and after the war Kandin-
sky lived in Russia where he participated in vanguard exhibitions’ (Barr, 1974,
pp. 66-8); and more generally, he notes that, ‘Highly cultured Bolsheviks, such
as Trotsky and Lunacharsky, understood and supported the artists of the advance

guard’ (Barr, 1974, p. 16).

Clement Greenberg and Partisan Review

It is clear that what was emerging as mainstream English-language writing on
modern art during the 1910s, 20s and 30s largely resisted using the concept of
the avant-garde, even though it had come into currency by then and even though
the idea behind it was quite widespread. Instead of the dynamic and revolution-
ary connotations of avant-gardism, a more static reading was put forward of
‘modern masters’ and ‘modern masterpieces’ that could stand comparison with
the canonical achievements of the past. The dominant motif for most of those
who wanted to take modern art seriously was continuity, not revolutionary lead-
ership and certainly not a revolutionary break with the past.

Although there is a sense of sanitization at work here, it is not a crude move
which is being made. For though modern art is prised away from its Leftist asso-
ciations, Barr’s Cubism and Abstract Art is by no means divested of a politics. As
he remarks in his Introduction, ‘This essay and exhibition might well be dedi-
cated to those painters of squares and circles who have suffered at the hands of
philistines with political power’ (Barr, 1974, p. 18). This is a crucial moment in
the evolution of twentieth-century ideological alignments, and it is a moment
whose impact extends far beyond art, though art has been an area heavily impli-
cated in its repercussions. It is the time when capitalism is defined as ‘moder-
ate’, and its competitors — ideologically diverse as they may be — are equated as
‘extreme’. It is the time when Left and Right — communism and fascism — are
assimilated together and distinguished from the Centre; the moment when
socialism, anarchism and communism as the variegated opposition to an over-
whelmingly conservative capitalism (of which militarism, fascism and nazism
represent the limit points) are replaced by the simple opposition of ‘totalitari-
anism’ versus ‘democracy’. This fundamental shift paves the way for the subse-
quent reintroduction, during the Cold War period, of a very different discourse
of ‘avant-gardism’: as the signifier, not of an oppositional or revolutionary
anarchism or socialism, but of bourgeois, capitalist democracy and its central
ideological totem, ‘the individual’.

One text, above all, established the provenance for the subsequent use of the
concept of the avant-garde to define the whole international movement and in
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particular its American leading edge after the Second World War; and on the
strength of that, to license its retrospective application back over the entire
modern period as far as Romanticism. That text was Clement Greenberg’s
‘Avant-garde and kitsch’ published in the New York journal Partisan Review in
the Fall of 1939. He writes: ‘a part of Western bourgeois society has produced
something unheard of heretofore: avant-garde culture’. Greenberg notes that
‘the birth of the avant-garde coincided chronologically — and geographically too
— with the first bold development of scientific revolutionary thought in Europe’.
Yet he then goes on to make the crucial conceptual move of detaching this artis-
tic avant-garde from the process of revolutionary development: ‘it is true that
once the avant-garde had succeeded in “detaching” itself from society, it pro-
ceeded to turn round and repudiate revolutionary politics as well as bourgeois.
The revolution was left inside society.” The avant-garde becomes the culture of
an intellectually, and perhaps even ethically, dissident fraction of the middle class.
In a memorable phrase, Greenberg remarks that through economic necessity (for
no art can be produced without economic support) the avant-garde remained tied
to ‘the rich and the cultivated’ by ‘an umbilical cord of gold’. For Greenberg,
the mission of the avant-garde is ‘to create art and literature of a high order’,
and that eclipses all other agendas, including revolutionary social change. All the
avant-garde can do socially is keep cultural value alive, as it were in a strongroom,
deliberately closed off from ‘the welter of ideological struggle’ which in Green-
berg’s view threatened to reduce all value to the level of ‘kitsch’ (Greenberg,
1939).

Together with its immediate successor, ‘Towards a newer LL.aocoon’, published
in the same magazine in 1940, these early essays laid the basis for Greenberg
himself to attain a position of eminence in the world of American art. Insofar as
New York came to supplant Paris as the capital of international Modernism,
Greenberg became a cultural arbiter on a world scale. Yet in 1939, Greenberg’s
meditations on the avant-garde would not have had many readers at all. Partisan
Review was a classic ‘little magazine’. The argument obviously resonated
however, and very quickly ‘Avant-garde and kitsch’ was taken up and reprinted
in the more widely circulated, and more mainstream, liberal periodical Horizon.
It is appropriate here to consider the distinction Baudelaire first made in the
1840s between the two sides of art, the ‘contingent’ and the ‘universal’; as sig-
nifying a tension inherent in the modern movement since its origin. It is as if
what Greenberg’s particular concept of the avant-garde achieved, albeit tem-
porarily, within the terms of a specific historical conjuncture, was finally to yoke
together the by no means obviously compatible ideas of cultural dynamism
and lasting value. It goes without saying that, ideologically, this fitted post-war
capitalism like a glove.

It is no idle question to ask, then, precisely where Greenberg got it from. As
we have seen, he did not get it from Alfred Barr and Roger Fry, then the two
most influential writers on art in the English language. The concept of the avant-
garde was kept at arm’s length by those who would establish modern art as itself
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canonical, the heir to the classical canon, no less. It had too many links with those
who fancied consigning the bourgeoisie to the ‘dustbin of history’, as Trotsky
bluntly put it. But on the other side, from the late 1920s onwards Soviet com-
munism became the property of the Stalinist bureaucracy, and as far as art went,
that meant the end of the revolutionary avant-garde and the rise of Socialist
Realism. The concept of the avant-garde, so to speak, got shot at from both sides.
The canonizers of the modern movement did not like it because of its re-
volutionary affiliations. But because it had also been identified with the radical
movements which had grown up within the fractures of bourgeois society, the
emergent Soviet bureaucracy had no time for it either. In sum, neither the bour-
geois apologists of the ‘modern movement’, nor its orthodox communist critics,
produced a literature on which Greenberg could readily have drawn for his
concept of the avant-garde.

Partisan Review began publication in 1934 and was almost immediately
embroiled in the ideological conflicts which accompanied the policy shift in the
international communist movement from the “Third Period’ to the ‘Popular
Front’. The Third Period was a time of militant proletarianism, which set ‘class
against class’. It was driven by Soviet domestic policies aimed at building ‘Social-
ism in One Country’ — policies such as the collectivization of agriculture and the
Five-Year Plans — but internationally it was marked by a rhetoric of ‘Proletarian
Culture’. The fledgling American Communist Party had organized John Reed
Clubs (named after the author of 7Ten Days That Shook The World, the eyewit-
ness account that had brought the Revolution to widespread notice) to promote
the spread of proletarian culture: fiction, poetry, critical writing and to a lesser
extent the visual arts, on working-class themes and whenever possible by
working-class authors and artists. Partisan Review labelled itself the John Reed
Club of New York.

However, faced by the rise of Hitler, the communist parties changed tack in
the mid-1930s, and began to build cultural alliances with the bourgeois organi-
zations they had hitherto denounced, in a ‘Popular Front’ against fascism.
Leftism, tendentious art and proletarian culture were now in their turn
denounced in favour of ‘realism’ and ‘human values’. In Partisan Review in 1936
Harold Rosenberg reviewed a biography of John Reed using the term ‘avant-
garde’ in relatively conventional communist style to derogate bourgeois art. On
Rosenberg’s account, Reed had ‘emerged from the avant-guard [sic] movement
in art and literature’, which was ‘the anarchistic psychological shadow of an
active liberal reformism, based in turn upon the energetic and aimless well being
of the middle class’ (Rosenberg, 1936, pp. 28-9).

The pressure of keeping up with the twists and turns of Stalinist realpolitik
eventually got too much for Partisan Review and the first phase of its publica-
tion ceased in October 1936. It then re-emerged in December 1937 proclaiming
its independence from the Communist Party. Over the next two years, that is, to
the time of Greenberg’s debut, the journal became more Trotskyist in its alle-
giances. This is reflected in the editorial content — which included more than one
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swingeing denunciation of the Popular Front ‘Writers Congesses’ organized by
the Party in New York in the late 1930s, on the basis of European and Soviet
models held in Paris and Moscow. The process culminates in the Fall of 1938 in
the publication of the ‘Manifesto: For a Free Revolutionary Art’ under the names
of André Breton and Diego Rivera but largely composed by Trotsky himself. In
it, the USSR is described as ‘a twilight of filth and blood’, and state interven-
tion in art is contrasted with the need for ‘complete freedom for art’. The
manifesto does not employ the term ‘avant-garde’, though the underlying idea
is not far away from assertions such as: ‘We believe that the supreme task of art
in our epoch is to take part actively and consciously in the preparation of the
revolution.” What is noteworthy however, given the sense of ‘avant-gardism’ that
was shortly to be articulated by Greenberg, is that a free art with a key social role
is explicitly contrasted with ‘a so-called pure art which generally serves the
extremely impure ends of reaction’ (Breton, Rivera and Trotsky, 1938, pp.
49-53).

It is clear that Greenberg accords a qualitatively different status to the concept
of the avant-garde than do his predecessors. On the one hand, the sense Green-
berg makes of it is quite distinct both from orthodox Leftist thought and from
liberal bourgeois criticism, for both of which the term carried negative con-
notations, albeit for almost entirely opposed reasons. But, on the other hand,
Greenberg’s conception also departs from the conventional understanding of the
term in the only tradition where it did have much currency: the diffuse tradi-
tion of anarchism and the contested hinterland of dissident anti-Stalinist
Marxism. There the idea is still tied to a sense of wider political commitments
from which Greenberg was shortly — and self-consciously — to divorce it. And it
was as a manifestation of that tradition that the concept did appear in the pages
of Partisan Review in the months before the appearance of ‘Avant-garde and
kitsch’ (1939).

The years 1938-9 saw the publication of a major study of the Soviet cinema
by Dwight Macdonald, who had earlier translated the Trotsky/Breton/Rivera
‘Manifesto’. Throughout this text, Macdonald did use the term ‘avant-garde’.
And we know, unequivocally, that Greenberg read it, because he takes issue with
one of Macdonald’s claims in ‘Avant-garde and kitsch’ itself. Macdonald uses the
term in a more conventional “Trotskyist’ way than Greenberg, to denote the
simultaneously artistically and politically radical movements which constituted
the Soviet art sphere in the wake of the October Revolution. Thus: “The 1917
revolution, sweeping aside the lumber of the old order, opened a wide field to
avant-garde art.” These he then lists as ‘Mayakovsky and the LEF group in lit-
erature, Malievich and Kandinsky in painting, the formalist and the construc-
tivist schools of architecture, Fisenstein, Pudovkin and Dovschenko in the
cinema, Tairov and Meyerhold in the theatre’. Later in the essay he generalizes
this, arguing that the Russian developments were based ‘on another phase of
European culture: the avant-garde tendencies of futurism, dadaism, expression-
ism, surrealism etc.’; tendencies which, as Macdonald notes, shared the language
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of ‘the intelligentsia of Europe and America’ (Macdonald, 1938, pp. 80-95). It
is clear that the concept of an avant-garde was current in dissident Marxist
circles in New York in the late 1930s. And insofar as this was an international
tendency, one might speculate that at least the idea, if not the word, had some
currency in those circles generally. Macdonald did not make it up.

A second thing that is evident however is that the tendency which the concept
pointed to was in serious difficulties, if not dead. The Nazis were in the process
of extirpating the avant-garde in western Europe. The Stalinists had finished it
off in the Soviet Union, and their international organization, the Popular Front,
had little time for avant-gardism. This crisis in the concept of the avant-garde
becomes clear if we look at the Partisan Review editorial for the issue of Summer
1939, that is, the one immediately preceding the publication of ‘Avant-garde and
kitsch’. Its tone is set by the title: “Twilight of the thirties’. In the text, Philip
Rahv writes, ‘For more than a hundred years literature, on a world scale, was in
the throes of constant inner revolution, was the arena of uninterrupted rebel-
lions and counter rebellions, was incessantly renewing itself both in substance
and in form. But at present it seems as if this magnificent process is drawing to
a close.” For Rahv, ‘There still are remnants, but no avant-garde movement to
speak of exists any longer.’ They are in the grip of a ‘reactionary Zeitgeist’, and
the condition of art reflects ‘the two great political catastrophes of our epoch:
the victories of fascism and the defeat of the Bolshevik revolution’. Rahv asks,
‘Is there a basis for a new vanguard group whose members, not frightened by
isolation, know how to swim against the current?’ But in 1939, the answer is neg-
ative: ‘I do not believe that a new avant-garde movement, in the proper histori-
cal sense of the term, can be formed in this pre-war situation’ (Rahv, 1939, pp.
3-15).

Rahv refers to ‘the proper historical sense of the term’, and he clearly means
it to signify a radical art with a radical social role. Insofar as there can be said to
be a ‘proper’ sense of such an ambivalent and contested concept, it is one that
embraces both aspects of the term. What Greenberg does in ‘Avant-garde and
kitsch’ and in “Towards a newer Laocoon’ is, quite strategically, to take one of
those strands of meaning and make it over as the meaning. There is a certain
defensive logic to Greenberg’s move, made on the eve of a second world war,
and at the moment of the apparent triumph of Fascism and Stalinism in Europe,
symbolized in the Nazi-Soviet Pact. What he could not have foreseen however,
as he wrote his essay in the summer of 1939, was that in the next five years the
entire map of cultural and political forces would change, on a world scale.
The Left tradition out of which he wrote was about to reach a terminus. When
the train of the avant-garde next pulled out of the station, the lines were going
to be pointing in a very different direction. The day of Modernism, with a capital
M, was about to dawn. As Clement Greenberg himself put it in 1960: ‘some day
it will have to be told how “anti-Stalinism”, which started out more or less
as “Trotskyism”, turned into art for art’s sake, and thereby cleared the way,
heroically, for what was to come’ (Greenberg, 1961, p. 230).
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Avant-Gardism Contested

With benefit of hindsight the long arc from the aftermath of the French Revo-
lution up to the late 1960s can be seen as the epoch of the avant-garde, a time
when the clash of meanings attributed to the term counted for something. In the
1840s when Baudelaire first wrote of the two halves of art, on the one side the
fleeting and contingent, the imperative to address contemporary history or to
become empty and irrelevant, and on the other the legacy of value, the timeless,
the permanent, the sense of standards which art must keep before itself if it is
not to lapse into triviality and entertainment, he prefigured the clash of some of
the defining stereotypes of the modern movement: Realism and Modernism; aes-
thetics and politics. The concept of the avant-garde slips across these bound-
aries, now in one guise, now in another: the avant-gardist at one moment the
agitator using art as a lever to topple the status quo, at another the aesthete care-
less of commitment, eyes fixed on the horizon of eternity. Yet in the closing
decades of the twentieth century a new note was struck. In the wake of 1968,
radical cultural historians like Peter Biirger and T. J. Clark rewrote the history
of the avant-garde, reinscribing the politics which Modernism had effectively
erased. But the moment of the New Left in the 1960s was itself to prove tran-
sitional, on the way to a deeper questioning of the idea of avant-gardism as such
in the period now conventionally referred to as ‘postmodern’. When Greenberg
sketched the lineage of his notion of the Modernist avant-garde, he located its
impulse in the philosophy of Kant. It is in some senses then not surprising to
discover that when Enlightenment ideals themselves have been called into ques-
tion, when the ‘grand narratives’ of truth, justice and beauty have been claimed
as the masks of self-interested men, the very notion of an avant-garde has been
rejected.

That which is ‘in advance’ (en avant) has to be in advance of something. For
long it was a commonplace that various types of modern art represent ideas and
forms of consciousness, and indeed forms of social relationships which were
in important respects ahead of the characteristic beliefs and norms of the wider
society. In the present period, these underlying assumptions of progress and of
a single way forward for society which far-sighted people can recognize, have
themselves been fundamentally questioned. One of the consequences of this has
been a no less fundamental questioning of the very principle of avant-gardism
in the arts: not only of the particular inflections which the avant-garde assumed
in modern Western societies, but the whole notion of leadership as it is implicit
in the concept right back to its origins. Thus a feminist historian, sensitive both
to the gender inequality internal to the practice of avant-gardism itself, and to
the complicity, witting or otherwise, of the modern movement in the arts in the
wider structures of Western imperialism, has written scathingly of avant-garde
‘apartheid’ (Nelson and Shiff, 1996, p. 165). While that position may not be uni-
versally shared, another historian is on firm ground when she writes that ‘to
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designate a movement ‘avant-garde’ is surely no longer to bestow an accolade’
(Ward, 1996, p. 2).

What has happened is that the idea of the avant-garde has become a casualty
of the conceptual earthquake that has demolished the edifice of Modernism. One
consequence of this is that those who continue to use the term without thinking
are living, whether they know it or not, in Modernism’s ruins. But what remains
open is the question of whether some conceptual refashioning of the notion of
an ‘avant-garde’ can retain its usefulness as a means of critical leverage against
the ever more dominating normal forms of the mediafied and commodified cul-
tures of contemporary capitalism. It was in this register that Hal Foster rehearsed
the litany of charges against the avant-garde: ‘the ideology of progress, the pre-
sumption of originality, the elitist hermeticism . . . the appropriation by the
culture industry, and so on’. Despite all this, however, Foster’s point was that the
idea ‘remains a crucial coarticulation of artistic and political forms’, and that, by
extension, it remains a worthwhile intellectual and critical task to ‘complicate its
past and support its future’ (Foster, 1996, p. 5). However problematic, the notion
of an avant-garde represents an idea in terms of which the practice of modern
art has been related to society at large. It is an open question whether it remains
a useful device for thinking these relationships, or whether it is the symptom of
a past that art and society alike have now travelled beyond.
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Chapter 18

On the Intention of Modern(ist) Art

Fred Orton

If we wanted to say something about art that we could be quite certain was true,
we might settle for the assertion that art is intentional. And by this we would mean
that art is something we do, that works of art are things that human beings make.
And the truth of this assertion is in no way challenged by such discoveries, some
long known, others freshly brought to light, as that we cannot produce a work of
art to order, that improvisation has its place in the making of a work of art, that
the artist is not necessarily the best interpreter of his work, that the spectator has
a legitimate role to play in the organization of what he perceives.

Richard Wollheim, The Work of Art as Object, p. 112

Unfortunately, everything I do is intentional!
FJasper Johns, Jasper Johns: Writings, Sketchbook Notes, Interviews, p. 104

Intention has been a lively and important issue in literary theory and criticism
at least since the publication, in 1946, of W. M. Wimsatt’s and M. C. Beards-
ley’s essay “The intentional fallacy’. Controversial in its day, even now “The
intentional fallacy’ offers much food for thought, but it requires more careful
reading than it perhaps received when it was first published. Wimsatt and
Beardsley wrote in opposition to the legacy of Romantic aesthetics which, they
claimed, privileged intention when it came to judging poetry, particularly lyric
poetry. While granting that a poem is an intentional act, they argued that its
author’s intention should not be used as a standard by which to value it. Wimsatt
and Beardsley also wrote in opposition to the emphasis on subjectivity that criti-
cism had inherited from the Romantics. The procedures of literary criticism had
to be dissociated from those of literary biography. As far as they were concerned,
once a poem had been published it was public property. On publication, the
poem came before the critics whose job was to judge it, as far as possible, without
reference to what they knew about its author’s life, psychology and historical
context.

Wimsatt’s and Beardsley’s ‘The intentional fallacy’ is an argument about
evaluation not meaning. At one point in the fourth section of the essay, where
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they puzzle the idea that ‘there is a difference between internal and external evi-
dence for the meaning of a poem’, they have interesting things to say about how
poems might be interpreted, but their main concern is with evaluation not inter-
pretation. The idea — almost a conventional wisdom now — that the ‘intentional
fallacy’ refers to or applies to any kind of work of art rather than only to poetry,
and that it is an argument about interpretation — that it maintains that inter-
pretation should be concerned with only what can be read or seen to be the case
without reference to the author’s purpose — came later as either, at worst, a care-
less reading of Wimsatt’s and Beardsley’s essay or, at best, with American New
Criticism, an extension of its concern with value judgement to new ways of
understanding balance, contrast, rhetorical structure and so on.

Whatever you might think about “The intentional fallacy’ and the arguments
it provoked about the irrelevance or relevance of intention in the valuation and
interpretation of literary texts, for over fifty years intention has been an issue in
literary theory and criticism in a way that it rarely has been in art theory and
criticism. Which is not to say that art theorists and critics have not been aware
of the ‘intentional fallacy’ or some extension of it or that intention hasn’t had
its moments in art theory and criticism. But those moments have been few and
far between.

With regard to the modern or Modernist work of art broadly conceived,
‘intention’ is the determining desire or force and structuring process that makes
an object that will effect a meaning in its beholder. Which is not to say that inten-
tion and meaning are the same thing. They’re not. Intention and meaning are
opposites which language tries to unite. Intention is always directed towards
meaning but it is not the meaning. Meaning is always to some extent intentional
but it cannot be reduced to the intention that occasioned its material signifier.

The beginning of Richard Wollheim’s essay of 1970 “The work of art as
object’ serves me very well in so far as it suggests a route to follow for what I
want to say. And Jasper Johns’s Flag, 1954-5 (MOMA, New York; see plates 18.1
and 18.2), a work of extraordinary sensual and cognitive value that for over
twenty years has marked the progress of my art history almost in the manner
that it has marked the progress of Johns’s art practice, is such an exemplary
object with which to consider the role of intention in the production of the
modern or Modernist work of art that I would be foolish if I ignored it here (see
Orton, 1994, pp. §9-146).

To those persons who asked him why he made Flag or how he came to make
it or what it meant, Johns first replied that he ‘intuitively’ liked to paint flags
(cited in Anon., 1958, p. 96). Afterwards, he would reply, and thereafter always
reply along the same lines, that he ‘dreamed one night of painting a large flag’
or that ‘[he] had a dream, in which [he] painted a picture of a big Stars and
Stripes’ (see Solomon, 1964; Tono, 1997a, p. 99). It seems that he told one or
two close friends about the dream, and one or the other or both of them thought
that it presented him with a good idea for a painting. After that, he went out and
bought the materials with which to begin. And began. ‘Beginning’ is important.
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Plate 18.1 Jasper Johns, Flag, 1954-5, encaustic, oil and collage on fabric mounted on
plywood, 107.3 x 153.8cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of Philip Johnson
in honour of Alfred H. Barr, Jr. Photograph © 2002. The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
© Jasper Johns/VAGA, New York/DACS, London 2002

That’s the ‘story’. We can use it to puzzle intention so long as we keep in mind
that it’s a representation of an intention and don’t confuse it with what Johns
intended or with what he made when he made Flag. In this sense, the story is
but one effect of Flag, an effect that need not and should not be ignored when
considering what Johns’s intentions were when he made Flag. The story of the
dream is in discourse already signifying something, and somehow it has to be
dealt with. I’ll return to it in a moment.

If T wanted to say something about art that we could be quite certain was true, we

might settle for the assertion that it is intentional. And by this we would mean that

art is something we do, that works of art are things that human beings make.
Richard Wollheim, The Work of Art as Object, p. 112

This makes a distinction between an intentional object and a natural object.
Whereas works of art are made of imagined and invented time, place and form,
natural objects have not been invented; their formal, spatial and temporal char-
acters are, as it were, given (De Man, 1989, p. 110). Though, according to the
‘intentional fallacy’, works of art might be judged as natural objects, they could
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Plate 18.2 Jasper Johns, Flag (detail), 1954-5.

only be so judged on the sole basis of their sensual appearances; that is to say,
by ignoring their character as kinds of statements (ibid., p. 110 and De Man,
1983a, pp. 23-4).

According to Wollheim, because works of art are things that human beings
make they must be made according to a concept or various descriptions of the
qualities, features and characteristics that make the work of art what it is
(Wollheim, 1973, pp. 113-17). There will be a hierarchy among these concepts
or descriptions that regulates the production of the work of art. At different
periods and under different conditions the relations that hold within the concept
will be felt or thought to change. Modern works of art are somewhat different
from pre-modern works of art. According to the dominant theory of modern art,
as Wollheim understood it in 1970, the material character of the work has to be
emphasized. With regard to painting, the concept or description requires that
the surface has to be asserted or insisted on and used to effect in the beholder a
sense and cognition of what the painter felt and knew.

Works of art, especially modern or Modernist works of art, are different from
other things that human beings make. The act of making a work of art, espe-
cially the act of making a modern or Modernist work of art, involves an inten-
tion and a concept or description different from that of making — to cite an
example used by Michael Baxandall — a bridge where everything, including the
designer’s sense of expression and beauty, has to be subordinated to the inten-
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tion of spanning and facilitating movement across a gap (Baxandall, 1985, pp.
12-40). Another example, directly relevant to Johns’s Flag, is provided by the
Stars and Stripes, an intentional object whose manufacture is controlled by a
description of its colours, size, proportions and situation of its elements that can
only be altered or amended by law and that is subordinated to the legally con-
trolled intention of facilitating the demonstration, affirmation and celebration of
citizenship, loyalty and patriotism. Art is both an intentional act and an inten-
tional object but it is not, as it is with designing and making the Stars and Stripes
or a bridge, subordinated to another act that exists beyond the intention of
making it. Here I come in line with those persons who have argued that the
modern artist makes a work of art with no intention other than that of making
it, where the process or activity of making it constitutes a closed structure,
autonomous of whatever use might be made of it after it has been made (De
Man, 1983a, pp. 25-6). For example: selling it. The artist might well have the
intention of selling the work of art once he or she has done making it but that
intention must exist beyond the intention of making it. To understand works of
art in this way is not to insist, as New Criticism insisted, on the idea of the ‘self-
sufficiency’ of the work of art: that the production and consumption of a work
of art is independent or autonomous of reference to the world outside its struc-
ture and form, that it has no relation to the base forces and relations of produc-
tion. Rather, to insist on the way the artist works the sensuous materials of the
modern or Modernist work of art according to no other intention but to make
it, is to insist that the process or activity of making and the work of art that
results from that activity reflects back on the artist and enables or might enable
an acute form of ‘self-understanding’ or self~consciousness (ibid., pp. 31-2 and De
Man, 1983b, p. 39).

One would, however, not want to claim that the process of making a modern
or Modernist work of art is thoroughly different from other kinds of labour, but
there is a need to understand it in its difference as a specific kind of labour. The
labour involved doesn’t wholly accord with the kind of labour involved in making
a table — to shift to Marx’s example of a commodity in Chapter 1, Section 4, of
the first volume of Capital. No one can deny that, as social beings, those persons
who make tables and Modernist works of art will be alienated from the products
of their own activity, from nature, each other and from the rest of human society,
and thus will have an alienated self-consciousness (see Marx, 1963, pp. 175-85).
But to the extent that the process of making a work of art can be kept, with
regard to intention, apart from the commodification of the artist’s labour and the
commodification of what that labour produces, the work of art will be made pri-
marily for the private use of the person making it. (This seems to hold even if
the artist buys the labour of others to help in the process of making; the Mod-
ernist artist perforce must make the work of art with commodities, material goods
and/or the actual labour of others.) That is to say that the artist making the work
of art does not relate to the use- and exchange-value of the process of making
what he makes and the object that is brought into being by that labour in the
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same way that the person who makes or contributes to the making of a table
relates to it and to the division of labour (in the extended workshop). Labour is
alienated in the production of a Modernist work of art but in as much as the
labour involved is not external to the artist; is voluntary and not forced; primar-
ily satisfies his needs and is not primarily a means of satisfying the needs of
others; it is his labour and not labour for someone else — it belongs to him and
not to another person (ibid., pp. 177-8; taking from Marx on the alienation of
labour in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844). The process of
making a Modernist work of art contains a ‘utopian’ dimension in so far as it
suggests purposeful labour directed by an individual. Rather than constituting a
denial of the artist’s nature, both the process of making the work of art and the
work of art itself belong to it, are of it. Because of this the process of making a
work of art and the work of art itself may give its producer a glimpse of what
thoroughly unalienated production might be like and also, perhaps, a glimpse of
an unalienated self — a glimpse of that time when what it is to be an individual
human being will escape characterization by the division of society into mutu-
ally independent and conflicting spheres of activity (economy, politics, law, arts,
religion and so on), and labour into mental and manual labour. This idea may be
no more than a fiction but, if so, we can take it as a practical fiction that’s useful
for going on because it enables a not unreasonable degree of optimism in a state
of considerable pessimism. It permits the possibility that an unalienated self has
not been completely closed down.

Modern or Modernist art is an intentional act and object of a mind that would
know its self. The work of art comes in place of a self’s yearning for knowledge
of itself and though it cannot be reduced to the intention that brought it into
being, and certainly not to the artist’s statement as to what brought it into being,
the process or activity of making and understanding it maintains itself as a
process of self-consciousness. More on this later.

At this juncture I want to return to Johns’s statement of intent as it was rep-
resented in the several versions of his story of the dream. When Johns saw his
dream into published discourse, he did so in ways that show that he may not have
been clear about what he was doing in it. Remember, on one occasion, he said
that he ‘dreamed one night of painting a large flag’ and, on another occasion,
that ‘[he] had a dream in which [he] painted a picture of a big Stars and Stripes’.
Was he, in his dream, dreaming the intention of painting, or was he at work
engaged in the activity of painting; was he, in his dream, dreaming about doing
something, o7 was he, in his dream, doing that something; was he dreaming the
intention of making or was he making either a large flag with paint or painting a
picture of one? Was the object that, in the dream, he was intending to make, or
was making, a work of art, something insubordinate and self-conscious, or
was it a flag, an object seemingly without self-consciousness and subordinate to
another intention? The different stories of the dream are intriguing. They effect
an uncertainty, irresolvable either by the analysis of grammar or by an appeal for
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some kind of secondary revision, about what kind of object it was that was there
in the dream and which, subsequently, became Flag.

Awake and in the studio making Flag, Johns blurred the distinction between
making an object under the concept ‘flag’ (and making a large Stars and Stripes
with paint) and making an object under the concept ‘painting’ (and painting a
picture of a big Stars and Stripes). From the moment that he hit on the idea of
having the Stars and Stripes provide the structure and form for the way he was
to assert and use the surface of his painting, making the one congruent with the
other, the idea of painting a picture of a big Stripes was compromised. What
Johns was doing was more like making the flag of the United States of America
than painting a picture of one.

The concepts or descriptions that organize Flag merge in a constant and
provocative exchange of attributes in a way that causes problems for anyone who
is concerned to fix its meaning. Flag is neither a painting nor a flag but both a
painting and a flag. Whether Johns intended this undecidability or whether it
resulted as an effect of how he recollected what he dreamed and took that re-
collection for an intention, that is what materialized when he made his work con-
gruent with the structure and form of the Stars and Stripes. However, whatever
it was that, in his dream, he intended to make or saw himself making, he must
have been intending to make or was making it according to some concept or
description of what painting was as an activity. And, awake and in the studio, in
so far as his intention was to make whatever it was that he intended to make
under the concept or description ‘painting’, according to the dominant theory of
modern art as it related to painting, that intention was frustrated in practice.

[W]e cannot produce a work of art to order . . . improvisation has its place in the
making of a work of art.
Richard Wollheim, The Work of Art as Object, p. 112

The intention that, in the dream, had been acted on with paint began in actual-
ity with paint also but, then, that medium was abandoned in favour of another
medium. Johns began making the object that would become Flag with enamel
paint on a bed-sheet. But he couldn’t make the paint do what he wanted it to do.
When he applied the paint, so he says, the second brushstroke smeared the first,
unless, of course, he waited for the paint to dry, and the paint took too long to
dry. He was a skilled draughtsman and collager, and had developed the knack of
taking plaster casts from people, but he was not yet as adept as a painter to the
degree that his intention seems to have required. He was either too impatient or
not sufficiently competent in asserting and using the surface with enamel paint
to succeed with it. Impatience or lack of competence may well have been a deter-
mining condition in the production of Flag that contributed to Johns’s decision
to stop working with enamel and change to wax.! Hot wax dries very quickly. As
soon as one stroke cooled and hardened he could make another without altering
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the first. Splashes, drips and dribbles round out as they dry, like enamel paint
does but more so, just like melted wax runs down a candle. He found the medium
very easy to use and adapted it to his collage technique, dipping cut and torn
pieces of newsprint into hot pigmented wax — red, blue and white — and fixing
them to the fabric before the wax cooled and hardened. In other words, Flag’s
surface has been built from bits of collage material which were laid side by side
and over each other and stuck in place with hot coloured wax. Some areas also
include the use of paint and brush. The two ways of applying paint, with mater-
1al dipped into hot coloured wax or with brushes, have equal value and follow no
particular sequence. Flag, then, this object that is neither flag nor painting but
both flag and painting is also, in terms of its facture, neither painting nor collage
but both painting and collage.

In coming to make Flag like this, in a way that was not quite painting yet not
quite its travesty or negation, something happened to the surface — to the fact
that, according to the dominant theory of modern art, a painting has a surface
and that that surface has to be both asserted and used — for the process that made
it might best be characterized not as a way of asserting and using a surface but
as a way of making a surface. The fact of the canvas as surface, undergoing the
action of wax, paint and collage matter, almost disappears as something prior
that has been asserted and used. Here, wax, paint and collage matter make the
shapes of the stars and stripes in much the same way that the discrete pieces of
fabric that make the flag of the United States of America do not assert and use
a surface but construct the surface, construct the Stars and Stripes.

That was not all that there was to making Flag but that description is suffi-
cient for this discussion of intention. Almost. I need to point to one more aspect
of its making. A year or so after Johns had thought that he had finished working
on Flag, he put it on display on a temporary wall in his studio, and someone, at
a party, leaned against the wall, and knocked the wall over. Flag was damaged
and had to be repaired. The repair was made with then current newspapers. Flag,
begun at the end of 1954 and worked on in 1955, was completed — we can tell
this from the date of the newspaper used for the repair — on or after 15 Febru-
ary 1956. Johns made the repair in harmony with what was there prior to the
damage but in such a way that attention was drawn to that bit of the surface as
being of another intention, as of an intention not only to heal the surface but
also to mark the place of hurt. The manner of Flag’s completion, far removed
from the intention that brought it into being, was almost unforeseeable and
thoroughly contingent.

It has been claimed that though intention is never inconsistent with method,
intention may well be in conflict or at variance with method (Said, 1985, p. 13).
Leaving aside the question of what it was that, in the dream, Johns was intend-
ing to make or was making, when he began making the object that became Flag
his intention, as it transpired, was at odds with the intention of making it with
enamel paint on fabric. The activity of making a work of art — the relation
between intention, method and object — depends not only on the foreseeable but
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also on a multiplicity of more or less unforeseeable actions and events, affects
and effects. If Johns intended to do so, he did not eventually paint a picture of
a flag. And though he began making Flag with enamel paint on fabric, under a
concept or description ‘painting’, he eventually made it with wax, paint and
collage material and in such a way that he invented a new medium and also a new
surface — something that until recently evaded description. Then having made
it, Flag was subsequently damaged and repaired in a significantly vivid and affec-
tive way. The intentional act that makes a modern or Modernist work of art,
unlike that of making the flag of the United States of America, is not an inner
image that can be exactly externalized, reproduced or re-presented in practice
according to a concept or description or a set of legal instructions.

Pictorial meaning is conveyed in sensual experience. The artist makes the work
of art to effect an experience and meaning in the work’s beholder. That experi-
ence and meaning must be made to try to match the intention that motivated the
artist to make the work of art. The artist, of course, is the first beholder of his
work. As the artist makes the work he must continually match his experience and
interpretation of what he is doing and bringing into being against the intention
that motivated him to begin making what he is making (see Wollheim, 1975, pp.
101-4). He sees, feels, smells, hears and explains to himself what he is doing and
tries to make sure that the experience — especially the visual and tactile experi-
ence — he has and the interpretation that he makes of the work of art while he
is making it is attuned to the intention that was acted on when he began making
it. Sense perception or experience and cognition are in an interdependent rela-
tion with intention in the process of making a work of art which is one of con-
tinuous adjustment and readjustment between the intention that motivated it and
what is being brought into being, between what was desired and what is achieved.
In the process of making Flag, each added piece of collage matter, each brush-
stroke, drip and dribble of wax, each text and touch, would have modified what
was already in place and partly determined what had to be put in place. Once in
place, some matter would have been left there, other matter would have been
removed, or amended, and so on. Though the process that made Flag was to a
certain extent serendipitous and contingent, everything that makes it what it is,
whether before or after the event, was intended. With each addition and sub-
traction and so on Flag would have been a different thing, and Johns would have
been in a different situation or relation with it. In other words, the intention that
made the object that became Flag effected a train of developing sensual and cog-
nitive moments of intention. The intention that makes the modern or Modernist
work of art is, in this sense, always an intention-in-progress up to and including
the moment when the artist decides, for whatever reasons, that the work is fin-
ished: when, according to Johns, the artist has ‘no other suggestions to make in
the painting, no more energy to rearrange things, no more energy to see it dif-
ferently’ (Johns, 1965; see also Johns, 1997, p. 114). Although the artist’s inten-
tion is not actualized in the work of art, nevertheless, as the moving, organizing
or structuring force, some trace of it will end up within the work of art —
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somewhat modified by it and much less commanding of it than one might think
— both effecting and constraining one’s experience and interpretation of it.”

[TThe artist is not necessarily the best interpreter of his work, . . . the spectator has
a legitimate role to play in the organization of what he perceives.
Richard Wollheim, The Work of Art as Object, p. 112

Asking the artist about what his work of art means, or about what his intention
was in making it, is unlikely to provide a reassuring answer to either question.
If, for example, the artist had said, ‘My intention was so and so’, would he ne-
cessarily have meant that quite seriously? Would he necessarily have meant it?
Think of the way that Johns said that he intuitively liked to paint flags. “The
most explicit expression of intention is by itself insufficient evidence of inten-
tion’ (Wittgenstein, 1953, 641). Think of Johns’s story of the dream. Would the
artist necessarily know what his intention was or what his work of art meant?
Think of the undecidability of Johns’s Flag and the seemingly uncertain inten-
tion that was there in the story of the dream. The work of art might resist the
artist’s efforts to know it or the intention that was acted on to bring it to its mode
of being. Sometimes, given the complex, labile character of the move from inten-
tion to the work of art, the artist may be more or less nonplussed by what he has
made. In which case a spectator other than the artist may well reach an under-
standing of the work and its intention that the artist ma