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Introduction 
How to use this book 

I want to sU~19est a different metaphor for theoretical work: 
the metaphor of struggIe, of wrestling with the angeIs. The 

onl!:l theor!:l worth having is that which !:I0u have to fight 
off, notthat wh ich !:I0U speak with profoundjlueney. 

Stuart Hall, Cultural Studies and 
Its Theoretical Legacies (1992) 

This book gives you a starting point, no more and no less, in 
approaching theories of art historical practice. It is neither encyclo
pedic nor exhaustive-I don't know how it could be and not lose 
its usefulness as a reference, the kind of dog-eared book that you 
keep in a pile next to the computer. 

This book provides signposts, a set of possible orientations 
toward the field of art history, by presenting some of the theoretical 
perspectives most widely used in the discipline today. I have done 
my best not to over-synthesize, but to present individual 
arguments, controversies, and divergent perspectives whenever 
possible. Art-historical theory is a forum of intense, often 
passionate debate. These ideas it embraces aren't ever a "done 
deal," but are always under development and constantly changing. 
For that matter, art history itself, as an academic discipline, isn't a 
"done deal": it has changed enormously since I was an 
undergraduate-twenty years ago as I write this-and it will 
change just as much over the next twenty years. 

So who, do I imagine, is going to be looking for the signposts I 
present here? My imagined readers are undergraduate students of 
art his tory. They are people seriously interested in the practice of 
art his tory, even if they are new to it and even if they are not intend
ing to make professional careers as art historians. They are people 
who are interested in the world of ideas, who engage in intellec
tual, political, and artistic pursuits outside their coursework. They 
are people who are not content simply to memorize slides-in 
fact, I sometimes hope that they are people who actively resist 
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memorizing slides! They are people whose professors may be 
assigning readings in critical theory, or referring to critical theories 
in class, and who, therefore, want background information or sug
gestions for pursuing these ideas further. These descriptions may 

or may not fit you, but, regardless, I welcome you to the intellectual 
forum to which this book is a contribution. 

Be warned, however, that this book is not a historiography of art 

history, nor is it an explanation of theories of art. Instead it 
addresses the multiple intersections of art his tory and critical 

theory, since some of the latter has been genera ted through the 
practice of art history and some not, over the past thirty years or so. 
Because this book is not a historiography, it sometimes gives little 
emphasis to key figures in the history of art. For example, the Swiss 

scholar Heinrich Wölfllin (1864- 1945) may not be a central figure 
in current theoretical debates within art history, but if you're 

studying historiography then he's critically important and I would 

certainly hope that, in other contexts, art-history students are 
reading his work and grappling with the issues it presents.1 

Because ofthe range of approaches to be covered here, I've tried 
to give this book a simple, rational plan. The core of the book is 
chapters two through five, which present detailed discussions of 
different theoretical approaches to art history. Bach chapter 

presents a group of related approaches: for example, Chapter 3, 
Art's contexts, discusses Marxist and materialist, feminist, queer, 

and postcolonial tl1eory together, because, as I see it, all of these 

approaches address tl1e contextual his tory of art in fundamental 
ways. Of course, many such groupings are possible, as the 

numerous cross-references clearly demonstrate, and the selection 
oftheories presented here reflects my sense ofthe field. In no way 

do I see this book as reflecting or contributing to the formation of a 

canon of critical theory, a set list of the most important works. 
Instead, it's more like a family album-a collection of snapshots 
that document the field. This book is subject to change, and is 

written from an individual perspective, just as a family album may 
be put together by someone who has a particular perspective on the 
events depicted and mayadd and remove photographs at will. 

Bach chapter starts with abrief introduction explaining the 

range oftheories it presents, then separate sections discuss each of 
them in turn. The explanation of each approach starts with a broad 

overview. Then, especially ifthis body oftheory did notemerge from 
within art history, I discuss art historians who have taken it up. 
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Finally I take a work of art, or two, and develop a line of questioning 
according to that particular theoretical model. This helps you 
understand how to generate research questions and how the ideas 
of particular scholars and theorists might be employed in art

historical analysis. Abrief conclusion sums up each chapter and 

adds any final thoughts. 
Two additional chapters frame this core. Chaprer I: Thinldng 

about tl1eory introduces the concept of theory and explains why 

theory is important to the practice of art history. Chapter 6: Work

ing witl1 tl1eory presents some practical ideas about writing 
theoretically driven art-history papers. It focuses on the ten- to 
twenty-page research paper, as this is the format undergraduate 

art-history students confront most often. 
There are manyways to read this book, depending on your level 

of expertise, time constraints, and goals. There's always that 

mythic reader who devours the book from cover to cover. On the 

other hand (and, perhaps, more realistically) you may read a partic

ular chapter or section to get a basic orientation to a set of ideas 
that interests you-say, feminism or reception theory-and then 
use that to put together a reading list that will help you delve fur
ther into the field. Or you may just be looking for some ideas to 

frame a research topic, and so you may go straight to the sam pIe 

works of art and browse the research questions for inspiration. If 

you're working on a paper, you may turn to Chapter 6 to get help in 

developing your argument. 
I want to emphasize that the next step for a student interested in 

seriously engaging with any of the theoretical perspectives 
presented here is to read primary texts. If, for example, you've read 
the relevant section on Marxism in Chapter 3: Art's contexts, you 
should start reading works by Kar! Marx and Friedrich Engels, 

Antonio Gramsci, Louis Althusser, and other important theorists. 

There are many field-specific anthologies of such texts to help you 

get started, and ultimately you will want to read the full-length 
wodes tl1emselves. You should also start reading wortes by Marxist 
art historians. The wortes listed at the end of the chapter under A 
place to start will help you, as will the endnotes, but there's no 
substitute for getting out there and digging into the literature. 

The act of reading itself becomes somewhat different when 

engaging with challenging theoretical texts, and you may find that 

the reading techniques you've been using in your studies aren't 
very helpful. To enhance active reading and critical thinking, many 
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study guides recommend a process called SQ3R (Survey, Ques
tions, Read, Recite, Review).2 The reader first surveys, or skims, 
the reading to get an idea of the nature of the argument, paying 
special attention to the introduction, conclusion, illustrations or 
diagrams, headings and subheadings. Then the reader develops a 
set of questions about it. Headings and subheadings will often 
provide clues: a subheading such as "Freud and Ancient Egypt" 
might become "Why and how was Freud interested in Ancient 
Egypt?" Next comes reading the piece, either taking notes or anno
tating the text itself (underlining or highlighting alone is a 
relatively passive and ineffective reading method). Jot down 
answers to your questions, add new questions as important points 
emerge, and be sure you understand new terms. In the recall stage, 
summarize what you've read, check whether your initial questions 
have been answered, and pay special attention to ideas that still 
don't seem clear. Evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
argument and relate it to other works you've read. As an art histo
rian, focus on how the reading expands your engagement with 
artistic practices. A day or two later, review what you've learned to 
help consolidate it as part ofyour base ofknowledge. 

Readers who have used my previous book, Look! The Fundamen
tais oI Art History (2003), will find both similarities and differences 
here. I've tried to keep the text simple and accessible-although, 
given the complexity of the ideas discussed here, the language is 
necessarily more technical. Concrete examples and practical advice 
about developing arguments and writing papers stand here along
side the discussion of more abstract ideas. I've tried my best to be 
even-handed in discussing various theories of art-historical prac
tice, but I hope that my own viewpoints and experiences as an art 
historian aren't entirely lost. 

In the end, this book is an introduction to the scholarly 
struggles-the rewarding, frustrating struggles-to which Stuart 
Hall so gracefully refers above. After reading it you won't be ready 
to bill yourself as an expert on psychoanalysis or semiotics. CIs that 
arelief or a disappointrnent?) You'Il have to read much more 
widely to gain that kind of status, but you'll be ready to make a 
start. Good luckwith your work. 
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(hapter 1 

Thinking about theory 

The master's tools will never dismantle the master's house. 

Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider (1984) 

And suddenly the memory revealed itself. The taste was that ofthe little 
piece of madeleine which on Sunday mornings at Combray ... my aunt 

Lionie used to give me, dipping itfirst in her own cup oftea or tisane. 

Marcel Proust, Swann's Way (1913) 

Before exploring different strands of critical theory, like Marx
ism, feminism, or psychoanalysis, we first have to define what 
theory is-and answer the crucial question, why is theory impor
tant? Engaging with theory is hard work, and you may start to 
wonder why you're bothering, when struggling through yet 
another article about cultural hegemony or the sign. You'll find 
the answer here, I hope. 

What makes theory .. theory"? 
Undergraduate students have often asked me this question. Why 
are Marx's writings considered theory? When people talk about 
literary theory, or critical theory, is that what we're using in art 
history? Why is one art historian's wode considered theory and 

another's not? 
Like "art" or "culture," theory is one ofthose words that we use 

all the time but which is actually hard to define when we stop to 
think ab out it. Theory can be defined in faidy narrow terms or more 
broadly, and both perspectives are useful.. 

To start with a relatively narrow definition, 1'll turn to Merriam
Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, which includes under the term 
"theory" r11e following: 

3: the general or abstract principles of a body of fact, a science, 
or an art <music theory> 
4a: a belief, policy, or procedure proposed or followed as the 
basis of action <her method is based on the theory that all 

5/ CHAPTER 1 THINKING ABOUTTHEORY 



children want to learn> b: an ideal or hypothetical set of facts, 
principles, or circumstances--often used in the phrase in theory 
<in theory, we have always advocated freedom for all> 
5: a plausible or scientifically acceptable general principle or 
body of principles offered to explain phenomena <wave theDry of 
light> 
6a: a hypo thesis assumed for the sake of argument or investiga
tion b: an unproved assumption: CONJECTURE c: a body of 
theorems presenting a concise systematic view of a subject <the
Dry ofequations> 

So theory is a basis for action, but also an explanation of how 
phenomena work. In art history, we could say that theory helps us to 
develop precise and penetrating lines of questioning to guide our 
research. Certain modes ofinquiry, or theories, are recognized as 
valuable across a variety of disciplines: among these are semiotics, 
Marxism, queer theory, and psychoanalysis. Others are more 
specific to their disciplines-like iconography in art history. 

The range of theories most commonly employed today in the 
social sciences and humanities is often called critical theory. The term 
originated in the mid-twentieth centurywith the Frankfurt School, a 
group ofMarxist scholars based at the University ofFrankfurtwho 
critiqued capitalism and consumer culture (see Chapter 3). The 
term is used more broadly now to indicate contemporary theories 
useful in the investigation of his tory, culture, and society across a 
range of disciplines. These include, for example, feminism, psycho
analysis, serniotics, and structuralism. However, I thinkit's important to 
avoid creating a canon of critical theory, as ifthere are certain works 
to be considered theory and others to be excluded. Engaging with 
theory is notaboutwhat's trendy orwhatother people are doing; it's 
about your own intellectual, political, and creative commitrnents 
and endeavors, and about searching out and developing the tools 
you need to expand your thinking and do this worle. 

In a broader way, you could also say that "theory" is anything 
that helps you think better about a subject, enlarges your perspec
tive, and helps you formulate new questions. The source may not be 
a text widely used and labeled as "critical theory." I induded the 
famous passage from Proust at the beginning of this chapter as a 
reminder ofthe potentially broad nature of"theory." For the main 
character in Proust's novel, the taste of a cake unexpectedly lets 
loose powerful memories. Similarly, it's hard to saywhat is going to 
free your ideas and give you new perspectives on your wor!e-a 
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song, apoern, a novel, a dance performance. For such prompts to 
truly work as theory, I would argue that a sustained line of question
ing, a coherent perspective on your subject, must develop out of 
them. Theory isn't just what gives you an idea, but what gives you 

some real insight. 
For example, I have used a rather unconventional approach to 

theory in my writing ab out a particular cultural practice in early 
nineteenth-century Tahiti, where judicial courts were established 
under the influence of English missionaries. These courts made 
tattoo a crime, but, paradoxically, they also used tattoo as a punish
ment for the crime of getting tattoos, as weIl as for other trans
gressions (Figure 1.I).1 I was particularly interested in the dass aud 
gender dimensions of this set of practices: the elite didn't typically 
receive these punishments, and, among commoners, only women 
were marked on their faces for crimes (induding adultery). The 
"theory" that helped me think about this situation was not, as one 
might expect, the wor!e of the French philosopher and historian 
Michel Foucault (1926-I984) (see Chapter 5). His famous book 
about prisons and corporal punishment, Discipline and Punish (1977), 
deals with the ways in which European societies punished criminals 
and changed behavior using the body. As useful as Foucault was in 
tracing the social construction of power and the development of 

1.1 Henry Byam Martin, watercolorofTahitian 
woman, 1847. Peabody Essex Museum, 

Salem, MA. 

According to Martin, a loeal court condemned 
this woman to death tor murdering her husband. 
Instead, the local missionary argued that her 
face should be tattooed with the word 
"murderess"-the marI< o{Cain to marI< her 
crirne. Under the inßuence of euangelieal 
missionaries, Tahitian courts {requently 
punished wornen (or adultery-only defined as 
a crime with the coming o(Christianity-by 
tattooing their fa ces. 
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Jargon 
lf yau are in difficulties with a baak, try 
the element af surprise-attack it at an 
haur when it isn't expecting it. 

H.G. WeIIs 

When is language appropriately precise and 
technical, and when is it jargon-pretentious, 
long-winded, and obscure? That's a hard line 
to draw. Before being too quick to damn a 
piece ofwriting as pure jargon, make sure it's 
notjust your own lack offamiliarityor 
discomfort with the material that's making 
you experience "the jargon effect." üften, 

when you're newto a discipline ortheoretical 
approach, even basicwords (such as, in the 
case of semiotics, sign, interpretant, or 
semiosis) will seem strange and unwieldy. 
As you keep reading, these words will become 
more familiar and will no longer be stumbling 
blocks. At the same time, some theoretical 
writing is convoluted: not all great thinkers 
are elegant writers. 1fthis is the (ase, it 
sometimes helps to find a summary ofthe 
arguments elsewhere (e.g. the introduction 
to an anthology, a book review) wh ich you can 
then use to guide your reading. 

institutions, I also found mys elf turning to fiction, to Nathaniel 
Hawthorne's novel The Scarlet Letter (1850) and Franz Kafka's short 
story "In the Penal Colony" (1919). In relation to these tattooing 
practices, Iwanted to investigate individual experience and 
agency-that is, the ability and oppartunity to act in society-which 
Foucault doesn't really consider in Discipline and Punish. In fiction, I 
found a framework to help me discuss the individual and 
experiential aspects of this tattoo practice; it was important for me 
to consider what it may have been like for a woman or a religious 
resister to wear a tattoo as punishment, or for someone to inftict a 
tattoo as punishment. These are not absttact moral or poetic 
questions, but central issues in examining the reception of these 
tattoos and the kinds of sodal conditions and power structures that 
made punitive tattooing possible. 

15 theory pure. universal. and im partial? 
The short answer to that question is "no." Now I'lI provide the 
lang answer ... 

Let me first define the term discourse. As you read theoretical 
works, you'lI frequently come across this ward in phrases such as 
"art-historical discourse" or "Marxist discourse." In these contexts 
dis course has a very specialized meaning. You may typically define 
discourse as "conversation," "speech," or "communication," but it 
is also, more precisely, according to literary theorist Terry Eagleton, 
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"language grasped as utterance, as involving speaking and writing sub
jects, and therefore, also, at least potentiaIly, readers or listeners." 2 

We understand discourse not as idle chitchat, but as meaningful 
communication that expresses and shapes cultural ideas and prac
tices. (Keep in mind that meaningful communication can include 
images, gestures, or sounds as weIl as writing or speech.) 

So language, or discourse, is not innocent or neutral; it can shape, 
express, reftect, or even conceal human experience and human 
realities in a variety of ways. Throughout his writings, Foucault 
emphasized that dis course is interwoven with power relations and 
social practices.3 This dynamic is visible both on a large scale-
where, say, certain groups don't have access to governmental power 
and so can't make policy or law-and on a small scale: think about 
how families or classrooms worl<. The work ofthe cultural critic bell 
hooks (lower case intentional) reminds us that a revolutionary 
ge sture is made when disempowered peoples simply speak for 
themselves and represent their own viewpoints and experiences.4 

Theory is a discourse (ar a web of many intersecting discourses) 
and as such it isn't neutral, universal, ar impartial. Different theo
ries and writers present specific points of view on the world. Any 
given theory emerges in a particular place and time, in response to 
particular events. It subsequently circulates, and is used and devel
oped by scholars with particular motivations, working in particular 
places and times, with particular audiences. 

The first quote that opens this chapter addresses this issue, as 
you will see, drawing attention to the ways that theory can reftect 
and perpetuate--as weIl as challenge--society's injustices. Poet 
and activist Audre Lorde (1934- 1992) points out that we need new 
ideas and new theoretical constructs if we are going to achieve 
social justice. She argues that the master's tools will never dis
mantle the master's house because the ideas that emerge within 
racist, sexist, and homophobic contexts are not going to be able to 
change those contexts.S Similarly, bell hooks challenges the racism 
underlying much contemporary critical theory, writing that, 
"racism is perpetuated when blackness is associated solely with 
concrete gut-level experience conceived either as opposing or hav
ing no connection to abstract thinking and the production of critical 
tl1eory. The idea that there is no meaningful connection between 
black experience and critical thinking about aesthetics or culture 
must be continually interrogated."6 Theory doesn't stand outside 
culture, even when it critiques culture. 
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Positivism, or the theory of anti-theoretical positions 
''Justthefacts, ma'am." DetectiveJoe Friday, Dragnet 

So what does it mean when Detective Joe Friday, the quintessential 
IV cop, asks for "just" the facts when talking to crime victims and 
witnesses? His statement implies that the facts are essential to solv
ing the crime, but that their interpretation-the important 
stuff-should be left to the professionals. Facts in and of them
selves don't say much; poor interpretation says less. 

Positivism is a term used to describe scholarship that refuses to 
engage in interpretation, as if the facts can be selected and pre
sented without interpretation-and as if interpretation is some 
kind of deeply suspicious activity. Positivism developed originally 
as a philosophical argument against metaphysics and theology; 
positivists recognized the sciences, which deal in "facts," as the 
only source of true knowledge. The French philosopher Auguste 
Comte (1798-1857), the founder of modern positivism, believed 
that human behavior follows laws, just as gravity and motion do; 
by discovering those laws through scientific observation, immoral 
and evil behavior could be eliminated without recourse to 
religion.7 Given the critiques of science and ideology that have 
appeared over the past half century, it's hard to take the position 
now that science is value-free or presents uninterpreted factual 
truth. In The Mismeasure of Man (1996) historian of science Stephen 
J. Gould (r941-2002) discusses the ways in which racism-to give 
one example-has distorted scientific practice. 

In art his tory, positivism translates into highly descriptive 
accounts of artworks, including their formal qualities, his tory of 
creation, symbols and motifs, the biography ofthe artist, and so on. 
Often such detailed description is presented either as an argument 
against thearetically driven interpretation or as the necessary wark 
"prior" to engaging in interpretation (strangely, the right time to 
engage in interpretation never seems to arrive ... ). Positivist art 
history-which doesn't usually identifY itself as such-often claims 
to be more real, or more factually grounded, than theoretically 
informed art history. In making this claim, positivism sets up an 
unfortunate opposition between theory and fact, as ifthe two don't 
go together. Auy of the aspects-or facts-of an artwork could 
form part of a theoretically informed interpretation, but they are not 
the end points of a theoretically informed interpretation. 

Over the "ast thirty years or so, art historians have passionately 
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debated the role that theory should play in the interpretation of 
works of art. Some scholars have argued against the "importation" 
of theory into art his tory, as if art history has no theory and does not 
need it. Sometimes critics embrace formalism and often rather 
narrow iconographic approaches (see Chapter 2), as "native" to art 
history, and resist the examination of such issues as politics or 
reception raised by Marxist, psychoanalytic, or semiotic lines of 
questioning. In fact, many of the kinds of questions raised by 
contemporary theoretically informed art history-about context, 
reception, arthistory's institutions, power and ideology, relations of 
production-also have roots in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
art historical practice, even if, for a variety of reasons, they fell outDf 
favor for a time.8 That art historians now range widely in crafting 
theoretical frameworks for their studies-engaging with political 
theory, anthropology, psychoanalysis, cultural studies, etc.
reflects the interdisciplinary nature of recent acadetnic practice. 

I'm not arguing here against detailed contextual and/or visual 
analysis, which are both essential to good art history. It's not the 
"facts" themselves that are the problem but the way they are pre
sen ted, what they are used to do or not do. The idea that a 
presentation of facts is not shaped byan intellectual position is an 
illusion, although that intellectual position may be less apparent if 
the author isn't being open about it. As Terry Eagleton shrewdly 
points out, "Hostility to theory usually means an opposition to 
other people's theories and an oblivion of one's own."9 

Thinkingthrough theory 
Using a theoretical approach to the practice of art history means 
that you channel your visual and contextual analysis into a more 
focused inquiry around a particular set ofissues. Instead of starting 
from the general question "What is this painting expressing 
through this imagery?" you might ask "What does this painting tell 
us about gen der relations in eighteenth-century France?" Engaging 
with a theoretical approach means that you pursue a particular line 
of questioning in depth. It means that you have to educate yourself 
about this line of questioning, and are prepared to erigage in very 
in-depth formal and contextual analysis of the wod<. Working with 
critical theory in this way will make you even more aware of art 
his tory as a process ofinterpretation, not description. 

You'll notice that a number of the dictionary definitions of 
theory quoted at the beginning of this chapter focus on scientific 
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theory. When we study art history, are we trying to "prove" a theory, 
in the same way that laboratory experiments try to prove scientific 
theory? I think the answer here lies in making a distinction between 
two different levels of scientific practice. When you're a student, your 
lab experiments askyou to "prove" various theorems that are, in fact, 
alreadywell tested. The pointofthese exercises is not, in the end, to 
prove the theorem, but to teach you how to engage in the scientific 
process and laboratory procedures. Theory in art historyworks more 
like true experimental science. Scientists have working hypotheses, 
or theorems, and then engage in experiments to see if those hypo
theses are true. Often, that process of experimentation leads to a 
revision ofthe hypotheses and further experimentation. In art his
tory, theory helps you frame better questions about the artworks or 
cultural practices you're studying, and then the process of exploring 
the answers to those questions helps you develop a more productive 
theoretical framework, one that generates further questions. 

There's an important difference, though, between the sciences 
and art his tory. A scientist may, in the end, find a drug that is an 
effective cancer treatment, and her work then is done, or at least a 
phase ofit reaches dosure. But the interpretation ofhistory, art, and 
culture is different: theyexpress such a wide range ofhuman ideas 
and experiences that there is no one result for the arthistorian to seek. 
Each person, each generation, each culture reinterprets artworks, 
finding in them new significance. Certainly, some arguments are 
more persuasive than others and some arguments do a better job of 
accounting for a wider range of evidence. But when we're talking 
about interpreting the past, or interpreting cultural practice, it's not 
a question of right and wrong but oflooking for insight. 

In wrestlingwith the relationships between "facts" and "theory" 
the ideas of the French philosoph er Gilles Deleuze (r92 S-199S) 
about radical empiricism may be helpfuI. Empiricism, generally 
speaking, holds that knowledge derives from the senses alone, and 
stresses the importance of observation and experience in interpre
tation rather than theoretical constructs. Deleuze emphasizes that 
his radical empiricism has two key principles: "the abstract does 
not explain, but must itselfbe explained; and the aim is not to redis
cover the eternal or the universal, but to find the conditions und er 
which something new is produced (creativeness). "10 Empiricism 
allows us to analyze the state of things so that "non-pre-existent 
concepts" can be derived from them, an approach that he brought 
to bear in his own studies ofliterature, art, and film. The way the 

12/ CHAPTER 1 THINI<ING ABOUTTHEORY 

what's the difference between 
theory and methodology? 
The fine between theory and methodology is 
often fuzzy, and they' re usually spoken of 
together-"theory and methodology"-so 
thatthey seem to come as a unit.lt helps me 
to think oftheory as the process of 
formulating research questions and 
methodology as the process oftrying to 
answer those questions. Theory is what helps 
us frame our inquiries and set an agenda for 
work on particular topics, objects or 
archives. Methodology, strictly speaking, is 
the set of procedures or ways of working that 

characterize an academic discipline. For art 
history, standard methodologies include 
formal analysis of works of artj laboratory 
analysis of works of art (to determine age, 
identify materials, or reconstruct the artist's 
working process)j and research into related 
historical documents such as contracts, 
letters, or journals. In some fields, interviews 
with artists, patrons, and others involved in 
artistic production are possible. Each of these 
methodologies has its specific procedures 
and theories of practice. 

madeleine unleashed powerful memories for Proust's character 
would be a good example of this kind of process (not surprisingly, 
Deleuze wrote extensively about Proust). Deleuzian empiricism is 
not narrow or limited: it is about expansion, production, creativity, 
and difference, and fundamentally linked to "a logic of multiplici
ries."l1 The practice of theoretically informed art his tory perhaps 
reflects, or shapes, such a 10gic of multiplicities. 

So how do you actually engage with theory in your practice of art 
history? In attempting to answer that question, I feellike Glinda the 
Good Witch: I can pointyou to the right road, butyou have to travel 
that road, and find the answer, yourself. The best general advice for 
art-history students first engaging with critical theory is to read 
widely in art his tory, philosophy, his tory, literature, political sci
ence, anthropology, sociology, and any other academic fields that 
capture your interest; take a range of courses; and ask yom profes
sors for advice. 

In many ways, your own interests and experiences will guide 
your theoretical investigations. For example, you may find yourself 
focusing on issues of gender or dass or race that will lead you to 
engage deeply with feminist, Marxist, or post-colonial theory. 
Working from those interests, you'Il choose to examine wor!es of 
art, artists, and arts institutions that enable you to explore such 
issues. Or you may be interested in a particular artist, period, art 
form, or culture, and from that develop related theoretical interests. 
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1.2 Mark Tansey, Derrida Querying De Man, 1990 . 

Oil on canvas. Collection ofMike and Penny 
Winton. 

Tansey, the son of art historians, makes paintings 
about the making, and studying, of paintings. In 
this image, two great theorists of deconstruction, 
Jacques Derrida and Paul de Man, struggle on cliffs 
made of words. They reprise Sidney Paget's famous 
illustration of the fatal encounter between Sherlock 
Holmes and his nemesis Moriarty in Arthur Conan 
Doyle's 1893 story "The Final Problem." 

You may be interested in portraiture, for example, and that may lead 
you to psychoanalytic and reception theory. As you become familiar 
with different theoretical perspectives, you'll also be able to see 
which ones will help you in answering certain kinds of questions 
and analyzing particular wor!es of art, artistic practices, or institu
tions. Ultimately, this kind of inquiry leads to a rather open set of 
questions around the relationship between art, ideas, and society 
(Figure 1.2). Are artwor!es or practices necessariIy vehic1es for ideas 
in society? Can art and ideas exist in separate realms? Can they exist 
outside society? What do ideas-in this case, critical theory-teII us 
about the arts? What do the arts tell us about critical theory? 

I want to emphasize the idea that theoretical analysis is not a 
one-way street: theory is not something simply to be applied to 
wor!es of art. Rather theory, visual arts, culture, and poIitics are all 
caught up in a web of relations. Sometimes it is art that helps me 
think through theory rather than the other way around. For 
example, a performance by the artist Shigeyuki Kihara (Figure I. 3), 
who identifies herself as afa'afqfine (in her Samoan heritage, a man 
who dresses and lives like, and considers himself, a woman) made 
me reconsider how I think about multiple cultural practices, gender 
identities, and the idea ofhybridity-a widely used concept in post
colonial discourse (see Chapter 3). In the performance, a collab
orator broke open the casing of a sex video and then slowly walked 
around Kihara, wrapping her in the shiny videotape. Kihara stood 
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quite still and erect, saying nothing, and only occasionally moving 
her arms to change her pose as the tape accumulated around her 
body. When the tape was at an end, she began to unwrap herself 
with slow, ritualized movements, finally kicking the tape to one side 
and walking away. 

A number of Auckland's Pacific Islander artists and writers, 
inc1uding the novelist Albert Wendt, argue against the term 
hybridity to describe their work and their realities. lfthe work seems 
hybrid or contradictory or part this and part that, this is only because 
the viewer looking at it stands outside the artist's reality-most 
frequently in the position of the colonizerP So on one level the 
gesture ofwrapping in Kihara's performance referenced the use-of 
binding to render people and objects tapu (sacred) in Samoan 
culture. This act c1aimed Kihara's person as something sacred or set 
apart, in distinct opposition to the kind of violence directed at 
transgendered people in Western cultures. At the same time, being 
wrapped in a sex videotape also referenced the ways that trans
gendered people are defined-and dehumanized-by the kind of 
stereotypes found in pornography and other mainstream cultural 
representations. Through the ge sture of unwrapping, Kihara 
reclaimed the right to determine her own representation while 
simultaneously returning her body to a noa or non-sacred state. The 
staging of the performance (at an adult store, in a sexy outfit) refer
enced the urban Pacific drag-queen 
scene, and there was something, 
to~, of the geisha in Kihara's self
conscious and highly-stylized per
formance of gender: Kihara is also 
Japanese, and sometimes goes by 
the name of Dusky Geisha. But 
standing there on Karangahape 
Street watching the performance, I 
didn't feel that Kihara was only 
"part" any ofthese things: each was 
a whole aspect ofher whole self as 
presented in the performance. 

1.3 "lala Siva," performance 
piece col/aboration between 
Shigeyuki Kihara and Filipe 
Tohi, Auckland, 2003. 
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conclusion 
This chapter has defined theory and made a case for its 
importance in contemporary art his tory. The definition of the
ory proposed here is utilitarian, a working definition that can 
help you engage with these ideas. When writing this chapter, I 
looked at a number of theory handbooks and websites to see 
how they defined theory (I'U admit that I was struggling to 
come up with a clear, concise definition). Interestingly 
enough, a number of sources I consulted plunged right into 
the discussion of theory without defining it first, as if assum
ing readers knew this already. That didn't seem right to me, 
and so in this chapter I've tried to supplya basic discussion of 
theory as a common starting point for all readers. Where you, 
the readers, will end up is, of course, an open question. 

A place to start 
The guides listed below will help you get a broad understanding ofthe history of critical 
theory as it relates to the arts and culture. The readers provide helpful overviews of 
movements and authors, but, more importantly, they also include excerpts of primary 
theoretical texts. 

Guides 
Eagleton, Terry. Literary Theory: An Introduction. Oxford: Blackwell, 1983, and 

Minneapolis: UniversityofMinnesota Press, 1996; 2nd edition, 1996. 
Harris, Jonathan. The New Art History: A Criticallntroduction. london and New Vork: 

Routledge, 2001. 

Macey, David. The Penguin Dictionary ofCriticalTheory. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000, 

and New Vork: Penguin, 2002. 
Sturken, Marita and Usa Cartwright. Practices oflooking: An Introduction to Visual Culture. 

Oxford and New Vork: Oxford University Press, 2001. 
Tyson, lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. New Vork: Garland, 1999. 

Readers 
Fernie, Eric, ed. Art History and Its Methods: A Critical Anthology. london: Phaidon, 1995. 
Hall, Stuart and Jessica Evans, eds. Visual Culture: The Reader. london: Sage, 1999. 
Mirzoe, Nicholas, ed. The Visual Culture Reader. london and New Vork: Routledge, 1998. 
Preziosi, Donald, ed. The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology. Oxford and New Vork: 

Oxford University Press, 1998. 
Richter, David H., ed. The Critical Tradition: Classic Texts and Contemporary Trends. 2nd 

edition. Boston: Bedford/St. Martins, 1998. 
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Chapter 2 

The analysis of 
form, symbol, and sign 

The heart of this chapter deals with iconography, along with 
iconology-a closely associated theory of interpretation
and semiotics. Both iconography and semiotics address the 
meaning of works of art: what they mean and how they pro
du ce those meanings. Within the discipline, art historians 
developed iconography as a distinctive mode ofinquiry first, 
but semiotics is actually older as a philosophy of meaning: its 

. roots go back to ancient times. 
As an introduction to these ideas, PU briefly review some 

theories of formalism, an approach to works of art that 
emphasizes the viewer's engagementwith their physical and 
visual characteristics, rather than contextual analysis or the 
search for meaning. Keep in mind that the methodology of 
formal analysis, as you practice it in your art-history courses, 
is distinct from the theory of formalism. The chapter closes 
with a short discussion of "word and image" and the some
times knotty relationship between images and texts in art 
historical practice. 

Formalism in art history 
Art is signjficant diformity. 

Roger Fry quoted in Virginia Woolf, 
Roger Fry: A Biography (1940) 

Formalists argue that all issues of context or meaning must be set 
aside in favor of a pure and direct engagement with the work of art. 
The artwork should be enjoyed far its formal qualities (e.g. 
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composltJ.on, material, shape, line, color) rather than its 
representation of a figure, story, nature, or idea. Although this 
perspective runs counter to the direction of much contemporary art 
history, the idea that worles of art have a unique presence, and 
impact on us, is hard to dismiss. 1 In fact, it's an idea with a lang 
history: the German philosoph er Immanuel Kant (1724-18°4), for 
example, famously argued for the special character of aesthetic 
experience. He wrote that the poet seeks "to go beyond the limits of 
experience and to present them to sense with a completeness of 
which there is no example in nature" for "as their proper office, 
[the arts] enliven the mind by opening Out to it the prospect into an 
illimitable field ofkindred representations."2 

In art history, the theories of form and style proposed by the 
Swiss scholar Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-1945) were highly influen
tial during the first two-thirds ofthe twentieth century. Writing at a 
time when sciences and social sciences were uncovering seemingly 
immutable laws of nature and human behavior, Wölfflin argued 
that a similarly unchanging principle governed artistic style: the 
cyclical repetition of early, classic, and baroque phases. He likened 
the functioning of this "law" to a stone that, in rolling down a 
mountainside, "can assurne quite different motions according to 
the gradient of the slope, the hardness or softness of the ground, 
etc., but all these possibilities are subject to one and the same law 
of gravity."3 According to Wölfflin, the way to explore this dynamic 
was through rigorous formal analysis based on pairs of opposing 
principles (e.g.linearvs. painterly, open vs. closed form, planarvs. 
recessive form). 

Wölfflin focused primarily on Renaissance and Baroque art, but 
with the rise of modern art, formalism found another champion in 
Roger Fry (1866-I934), an English painter, critic, and curator, and 
part of the Bloomsbury Group of artists and intellectuals. Fry held 
that artwork is irreducible to context: for hirn, the power of art 
cannot be "explained away" by talking about iconography, or 
patronage, or the artist's biography. Fry's personal and intellectual 
resistance to the growing field of psychoanalysis-which very 
directIy addresses the relationship between form and content, 
whether in dreams or works of art-may have influenced his 
opposition to the discussion of content in art. 4 Unlike psycho
analysts, or some earlier art historians such as Alois Riegl (1858-
I905), Fry argued that artworks have no real connection either to 
their creators or to the cultures in which they're produced. In 1912 
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he organized an influential exhibition of Post-Impressionist 
painting in England, and his catalogue essay explains his vision: 
"These artists do not seek to give what can, after all, be but a pale 
reflex of actual appearance, but to arouse the conviction of a new 
and definite reaIity. They do not seek to imitate form, but to create 
form; not to imitate life, but to find an equivalent for life ... In fact, 
theyaim not at illusion but at reality." 5 

Henri Focillon (I881-1943), an art historian who worked in 
France and the United States, developed a widely debated theory of 
formalism; the 1992 reprint of one ofhis most famaus works, The 
Llfe ofForms in Art (1934), has renewed interestin his work. Focillon 
saw artistic farms as living entities that evolved and changed aver 
time according to the nature of their materials and their spatial 
setting. He argued that political, social, and economic conditions 
were largely irrelevant in determining artistic form, and, like Fry, 
he emphasized the importance of the viewer's physical con
frontation with the work of art. In TheArt ofthe West in the MiddleAges 
(I938), Focillon traced the development of Romanesque and 
Gothic style in sculpture and architecture, emphasizing the 
primacy of technique in determining artistic form. (Of course, 
from a different perspective, political, social, and economic con
ditions could be seen as primary factors in determining the 
availability of materials and the development oftechnology, both of 
which shape techniquej see the discussion ofMichael Baxandall in 
Chapter 3.) For hirn, the key to understanding Gothic art was the 
rib vault, which "proceeded, bya sequence of strictIy logical steps, 
to call into existence the various accessories and techniques which 
it required in order to generate its own architecture and style. This 
evolution was as beautiful in its reasoning as tI1e proof of a 
theorem ... from being a mere strengthening device, it became 
the progenitor ofan entire style." 6 

Even after the death ofRoger Fry, modern art continued to have 
its formalist defenders. Perhaps chief among these was Clement 
Greenberg (I909-1994), a prolific and controversial American art 
critic who championed Abstract Expressionism. His first major 
piece of criticism, "Avant-Garde and Kitsch" (1939), appeared in 
the Partisan Review, a Trotskyist Marxist journal; in it he claims that 
avant-garde art, unlike the kitschy popular art promoted by Stalin's 
regime, presented the only true road to revolutionary change. This 
was soon followed by "Towards a Newer Laocoön" (r940) , in 
which he argued tI1at the most important modernist painting had 
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renounced ilIusionism and no longer sought to replicate three
dimensional space. Each art form had to develop, and be critiqued, 
according to criteria developed in response to its particular inter
nal forms. In "Modernist Painting" (1961), Greenberg developed 
these ideas further, contending that the subject of art was art itself, 
the forms and processes of art-making: modern art focused on 
"the effects exdusive to itself" and "exhibit[ed] not only that 
which was unique and irreducible in art in general, but also that 
which was unique and irreducible in each particular art. "7 Abstract 
Expressionist painting, with its focus on abstraction, the picture 
plane, and the brush stroke, was ideally suited to this perspective, 
although Greenberg took pains to emphasize that modernism was 
not a radical break from the past but part ofthe continuous sweep 
of the his tory of art. 8 

Early in her career, the American art theorist and critic Rosalind 
Krauss was an associate ofGreenberg's, but she broke with hirn in 

the early 1970S to deveIop her own very distinctive vision of mod
ernism. Her work often stresses formalist concerns, though 
through post-structuralist semiotic and psychoanalytic perspec
tives (see "Semiotics" later in this chapter, and Chapter 4). Her 
essay "In the Name ofPicasso", first delivered as a lecture in 19

80 
at the Museum ofModern Art, is a prime example. In it, she argues 
against using biographicalor contextual information to interpret 
Picasso's Cubist wor!es, especially the collages, precisely because 
the wor!es themseIves reject the task of representing the world (or 
mimesis). According to Krauss, Picasso's collages engage in 
"material philosophy," that is, through their form and materials 
they assert that representation is fundamentally about the absence 
of actual presence. 9 Krauss criticizes the practice of interpreting 
artwor!es primarily in terms of artists' biographies, a phenomenon 
that she witheringly labels "Autobiographical Picasso."l0 She fur
ther challenges the way that art history ignores "all that is 
transpersonal in his tory-s tyle, social and economic context, 
archive, structure" and as an alternative emphasizes the potential 
of semiotics as a concept of representation. l1 

lconography and iconology 

Iconography means, literaIly, "the study of images." At its simplest 
level, the practice of iconography means identitying motifs and 
images in Wor!es of art: a woman with a wheel in her hand repre
sents St. Catherine, a figure sitting cross-Iegged with hair in a 
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topknot and elongated earlobes represents the Buddha. Sometimes 
iconographers focus on a particular element within an image, such 
as a human figure who is part of a larger crowd scene, or a flower 
motif used to decorate a capital; at other times, they focus on the 
image as a whole, such as the Last Supper. The process of identifi
cation may not be all that simple: it often requires extensive 
knowledge of a culture and its processes ofimage-making. 

Although the terms "iconography" and "iconology" are often 
used interchangeably, they actually refer to two distinct pro ces ses 
ofinterpretation. Iconology, in a way, picks up where iconography 
leaves off. It takes the identifications achieved through icono
graphic analysis and attempts to explain how and why s~ch 
imagery was chosen in terms of the broader cultural background 
of the image. The idea is to explain why we can see these images as 
"symptomatic" or characteristic of a particular culture. So, for 
example, once you've determined that astatue represents St. 
Catherine, then you may want to ask why St. Catherine was 
depicted in this particular place and time by this particular artist. 

Unlike some of the theoretical approaches discussed in this 
book, which developed in other disciplines and have been adapted 
by art historians, iconography and iconology were developed first 
by art historians specifically far the analysis of art. In asense, 
iconography, as the identification ofimages, has a long history: the 
Roman scholar Pliny (AD 23-79), for example, in his Natural 
Histol'!:J, took care to discuss the subject matter of the images he 
was discussing. Iconography became more systematized in the 
sixteenth century, when iconographic handbooks that explained 
different themes and allegorical personifications were published 
for the use of artists and connoisseurs. Somewhat later, the Italian 
art connoisseur and intellectual Giovanni Pietro Bellori (1615-
1696), in his Lives ofthe Modern Painters, Sculptors, and Architects (1672), 
combined elements of his predessor Giorgio Vasari's influential 
biographical approach with iconographic analysis, as he tried to 
explaill the literary sources of images. In the eighteenth century, 
the German scholar Johann Joachim Winckelmann (r7q-q68) 
laid the foundation for the modern, systematic approach to 
iconography in his studies of subject matter in anciellt art. 12 

Panofsky's icol1ography arid icol1ology 

Working in England, the Austrian art historian Aby Warburg 
(1866-1929) and his students developed modern iconographic 
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theory, rejecting what they saw as a purely formal approach to art 
in the wor!( of scholars such as Wölffiin. Warburg argued that a 
given period's art was connected in numerous ways with its reli
gion, philosophy, literature, science, politics, and sociallife. As his 
student, the art historian Erwin Panofsky (I892-I968), put it: "In a 
work of art, 'form' cannot be divorced from 'content': the distribu
tion of colour and lines, light and shade, volurnes and planes, 
however delightful as a visual spectacle, must also be understood 
as carrying a more-than-visual meaning."13 Iconography was the 
method that enabled scholars to retrieve content embedded in 
wor!(S of art. In Studies in lconology (1939) and Meaning in the Visual 
Am (1955), Panofsky defined three levels of iconographiclicono
logical analysis, each with its own method and goal. 

In the first level, pre-iconographic analysis, the viewer wor!(S 
with what can be recognized visually without reference to outside 
sources, a very basic kind of formal analysis. In the second level, 
iconographic analysis, the viewer identifies the image as a known 
story or recognizable character. In the third level, iconological 
analysis, the viewer deciphers the meaning of the image, taking 
into account the time and place the image was made, the prevaiIing 
cultural style or style ofthe artist, wishes ofthe patron, etc. So, for 
example, you might look at a small plastic object and identifY it as 
the figure of a woman. Researching further, you might identifY the 
woman depicted as Barbie, and recognize this object as a type of 
doll widely circulated in the United States and beyond since the 
I950s. At the third level, you might examine the ways in which Bar
bie dolls express certain ideas about women's roles in society and 
women's bodies. 

Hypothetically, when you're studying a work of art, you move 
through these three levels in order. In actuality, it's not always that 
simple. Many art historians have challenged the notion of the 
"innocent eye" necessary for pre-iconographic analysis: semiotics 
and reception theory have emphasized that vi ewers come to art as 
individuals shaped by their experiences, values, and historical and 
cultural knowledge. For example, if you've been raised as a Christ
ian, or are very familiar wirh the history ofEuropean art, it will be a 
real challenge to see an image ofthe Nativity at a pre-iconographic 
level. You'll immediately jump to the iconographic, and then have 
to step back deliberately from that informed viewpoint. Of course, 
if your eye is tao "innocent" you may have trouble engaging in 
interpretation at any level. The lotus motifin Egyptian art may look 
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like a purely geometrie pattern to you if you're not familiar with the 
plant and can't see the representational aspects of the image. In 
historieal and cross-cultural analysis, it may prove to be a chal
lenge to move from level two to level three: all sorts of gaps in the 
historieal record or your own knowledge, as weIl as your own pre
conceptions, may complicate your wor!(. If you're completely 
unfamiliar with African art and are studying a Yoruba gelede mask, 
you may have to work very hard to identifY the different figures 
depieted in the mask's superstructure, and same ofthem you may 
not be able to identifYwith :my certainty. 

At its most subtle, then, iconography wor!(s to retrieve the 
symbolic and allegorieal meanings contained in wor!(s of art. Let 
me take a moment here to define these terms. A symbol is some
thing that is widely recognized as representing an idea or entity. 
A set of scales is, for example, a symbol for the idea ofJustice. An 
allegory is a narrative, using a set of symbols that is widely recog
nized to represent an idea or entity; it may be in the form of a 
personification Cthat is, a human or animal image). So a wo man 
holding a set of scales is an allegorieal figure ofJustice. It's import
ant to remember that symbols and allegories are culturally specific, 
and their meanings are not always evident to every member of tl1at 
culture, much less outsiders. Among the Hawai'ian people, for 
example, the idea ofkaona, or "veiled reference," underscores this: 
poerry and other arts have many layers of meaning, same of which 
are accessible only to those who are highly trained as artists.14 

Iconology is the phase ofinterpretation that follows the identi
fication of iconographies. Iconologieal interpretation investigates 
the meaning of motifs, symbols, and allegories in their cultural 
context. In developing his theory of ieonology, Panofsky was 
strongly influenced by Ernst Cassirer's theory of significant 
form.15 Cassirer (I874-I945), a German philosopher who fled the 
Nazis, argued that images represent fundamental principles or 
ideas (symbolic values) in a given culture, so thatwe can see wod(s 
of art as "documents" of an artist, religion, philosophy, or even an 
entire civilization.16 This idea of significant form is different from 
the formalist idea: the formalist idea strips away cultural meaning, 
while Cassirer argues that significant forms are loaded with cul
tural meaning. Cassirer noted that the researcher's own personal 
psychology, experience, and philosophy will shape her interpreta
tion-an interesting precursor to ideas of reception and identity 
politics discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. 

23/ CHAPTER 2 THE ANALYSIS OF FORM, SYMBOL, AND SIGN 



Iconography and iconology since Panofsl<y 

Panofsky's method was widely influential in mid-twentieth-centUlY 
art history, and he is still respected as a leading figure in the 
discipline. Although Panofsky developed his methods in relation to 
his pioneering studies of Renaissance art-his own field of 
expertise-they were widely applied to a range of periods and 
cultures (see, for example, the wade ofFritz Saxl, RudolfWittkower, 
Ernst Gombrich, Richard Krautheimer, Tan Bialostocki, and Hans 
Belting in the bibliography). Leo Steinberg's famous (and con
troversial) book, The Sexuulity ofChrist (1996), is a skillful and imagin
ative exercise in ieonographic and iconologic analysis. Steinberg 
(b. 1920), an Ameriean art historian, first identifies Christ's penis 
as an overlooked icon. He demonstrates that in numerous 
Renaissance images, the penis of Christ is not only visible but 
deliberately displayed: the Madonna may reveal the infant Christ's 
genitals to the Magi, or the dead Christ's hand may fall over his 
genitals with subtle emphasis. Steinberg relates this iconography to 
the theologieal emphasis on Christ's humanization, his Incarnation 
as a mortal-and sexual-human being who unites God and Man. 

The practice of iconography and iconology resulted in 
productive new developments in the field. One area of cancern was 
the changing meaning ofimages over time. Polish art historian Tan 
Bialostocki (r921-1988) used the term "iconographic gravity" to 
describe the ways in whieh images and motifs take on new 
meanings. In fact, Aby Warburg had earIier commented on the 
persistence of such themes and images in the transition from 
Classieal to Christian art: for example, the halo, which we typically 
interpret as a sign of Christian holiness, was actually used in late 
Antiquity to indicate princely status. "Iconographic gravity" is 
particularly prevalent in what Bialostocki called Rahmenthemen, or 
encompassing themes, which, like topoi in literature, persist over 
time as important subjects in art.!7 In Western art, examples 
include the triumph ofVirtue over Vice, the hero, the ruIer, sacrifice, 
mother wirh child, divine inspiration, and the lamentation of the 
beloved dead. Each ofthese has appeared in Greek, Roman, early 
Christian, Medieval, and Renaissance art-and beyond-in a wide 
range ofhistorical and culturaI contexts. 

With the rise of the "new" art history in the late 1960s, a 
productive critique oficonography developed. Working at a time of 
dynamie intellectual and social movement, the new art historians 
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were engaged with emerging fields of critical theory, such as post
structuralism and semiotics, and the history of art history; they 
began to question the assumptions, methods, and aims of art 
history.!8 They emphasized the role of the viewer and social 
context in shaping worles of art: the worle of art wasn't a neatly 
packaged message delivered by the artist to the vi ewer, but a 
complex text that could be read (ar misread) in any number of 
ways. In particular, these art historians criticized iconographic 
analysis that was limited and descriptive in nature: T. J. Clark dis
missed Panofsky's less skillful followers as "theme chasers," while 
Svetlana Alpers (b. 1936) challenged the assumption that visual 
symbols inevitably have or express meaning. 19 

At the same time, Alpers and other scholars stressed that 
Panofsky's method had been developed for the analysis ofRenais
sance art, and argued that this was what it was best suited to. In 
their view, applying this method indiscriminately was to suggest, 
falsely, that Renaissance art--especially Italian Renaissance art
provided a universal model of image-making.20 The debate was 
particularly heated with respect to seventeenth-century Netherlan
dish genre painting. Netherlandish art historian Eddy de Jongh 
and others had used an ieonologieal approach to discuss such 
depictions of everyday life and objects as allegories rieh in sym
bolic meaning.n In The Art ofDescribinn: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth 
Century (1983), Svetlana Alpers countered that Dutch art, unlike 
Italian art, was not narrative and symbolic. In her view, Dutch 
painters participated in a distinctive visual culture tllat led them to 
value detailed paintings of everyday life as a way of knowing the 
world, not as a way of presenting disguised moralistic messages. 
She connected painting to the production of maps, lenses, and 
mirrors as expressions of a distinctive Dutch visual culture. Other 
scholars have argued that both perspectives on Dutch painting are 
right-that Dutch artists deliberately created open-ended wodes 
which viewers cou!d interpret symbo!ically, if they chose to, or 
experience as a fresh and penetratingview of the world. 22 

Practidng iconography and iconology 

When you begin an iconographic analysis, it can help to workyour 
way through Panofsky's three stages, but on!y rarely will you 
systematically exp!ain all three in your final analysis. I'li take as an 
examp!e a South Asian sculpture that depicts the Hindu goddess 
Durga sIayingthe demon Mahisha (Figure 2.1). 
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2.1 Durga defeating Mahisha, 
961 CE. Stone. Ambika Mata 
temple,Japgat, Rajasthan, 
India. 

~ The basic iconographic questions are a helpful way to start 
learning about this work, especially if you are unfamiIiar with 
Hindu imagery: What does this sculpture represent, on the 
most simple level? (A multi-armed female figure decapitating a 
buffalo, with a Hon biting the buffalo's hindquarters and a man 
seemingly crouching on its head.) 

~ Who are these figures? How did you identifjr them? (The 
woman's multiple arms and the many weapons she holds
vajra (diamond or thunderbolt), trident, sword, bow, 
chopper-help you identifjr her as Durga, the goddess who 
slew the demon Mahisha in buffalo form; as she decapitated 
the buffalo, Mahisha emerged from its heads in human form
this is the figure on the right.) 

Having accomplished a basic identification ofthe figure, you could 
then proceed to ask aseries oficonologicaI questions, designed to 
explore the larger dimensions ofthe image: 

~ How is this artist's depiction of the subject similar to or 
different from other artists' depictions at the time this was 
made, or at different times? 

... Did this image inspire, orwas itinspired by, literary representa
tions ofthis theme or subject? How is it similar to or different 
from such literary representations? 

~ How do you account for these differences and similarities? 
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... Are there other visual images that directly inspired this repre-
sentation? 

An important aspect oficonographic/iconological analysis is com
parison with textual sources, and so you might search out accounts 
of Durga's confrontation with the demon. Here's one such text, 
from Chapter 62 of the KaHka Purana, a late ninth- or early tenth
century collection of religious verses that includes numerous 
descriptions ofHindu goddesses: 

The demon started to worship Bhadra Kali and when [Durga] 
appeared to hirn again in a later age to slaughter hirn again, he 
asked a boon of her. [Durga] replied that he could have his 
boon, and he asked her for the favour that he would never leave 
the service ofher feet again. [Durga] replied that his boon was 
gran ted. "When you have been killed by me in the fight, 0 
demon Mahisha, you shall never leave my feet, there is no 
doubt about it. In every place where worship of me takes place, 
there [will be worship] of you; as regards your body, 0 Danava, 
it is to be worshipped and meditated upon at the same time." 

You could also study this relief as part of the overall iconographic' 
program ofthe temple it decorates. Ambika Mata is a Devi (God
dess) temple, incorporating numerous images ofDurga and other 
female divinities. Ambika, the principal image in the shrine, is a 
form ofthe mother goddess who is associated with Durga through 
her Hon mount. So you might want to compare this image of 
Durga with others from the same temple depicting 
Ambika. 

Often, iconographic/iconological analy
sis is comparative, and you mightcompare 
this temple image with another Durga 
image made in the nineteenth century 
(Figure 2.2). In this image, Durga's lion 
is emphasized, and the demon, instead 
of appearing as a buffalo, is shown in its 
final human form. Durga still has her 
many arms, but she is also accompa
nied by her children. In a comparative 
iconographic analysis, you would go on 

2.2 Durga defeating Mahisha, nineteenth 
century. Painted porcelain. University 
ofPennsylvania (acc. no. 88.521). 
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to consider the significance of these similarities and differences. 
From an iconological perspective, you might try to understand the 
differentways in which the two images were used: the small porce
lain image as part of a domestic shrine, the stone sculpture in an 
important temple. Also, the small porcelain image was made dur
ing the time that lndia was a British colony-it may have been 
made in Europe and exparted to India or produced in India by a 
European manufacturer; eitherway, the colonial situation in which 
itwas produced is an important iconological issue. 

Of course, iconography and iconology don't have to be used 
alone. You could take this series of iconological questions, use 
them to generate same ideas, and then take those ideas as a starting 
point for addressing issues ofideology, dass, gen der, or colonial
ism using specific contextual theories presented in Chapter 3. Far 
example, feminist theory would probably help you to analyze the 
range offemale imagery found at Ambika Mata. 

semiotics 
They say she cannot wear the color red because it is tao oldfor a 

young girl, that maybe she will be ready when she is near the end 
ofhigh schoo!. She knows that red is the color of passion, that a 

woman in a red dress is sultry, sensuous, that a woman wearing a 
red dress had better look out. Red is a color for sluts and whores 
they say. She is trying on yet another pink dress. They say she 

looks so innocent, so sweet in the color pinIe Secretly she loves the 
color black. It is the color of night and hidden passion. When the 

women go dancing, when they dress up to go to the nightclub they 
wear black slips. They sit infront ofthe mirror painting 

themselves with makeup, making their lips red and rich. Ta her 
they are more beautlful in their black slips than they will ever be in 

any dress. She cannot wait to wear one. 

bell hooks, Bone Black: Memories ofGirlhood (1997) 

Semiotics is the theory of signs. Simply put, a sign is samething 
that represents samething else. Here's an example: look out of the 
window and find a tree. There are all sorts of signs for that thing 
you're looking at. One of them is the word tree itself, four letters 
spelled out on the page: t-r-e-e. A different sign is the spaken 
ward, "tree." Anather sign is a drawing of a tree. A little plastic toy 
tree is also a sign far tree. Yet anather sign is gestural: if you were 
playing charades and stood straight with your legs tagether and 
your arms spread out in a V-shape over your head, your team might 
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guess that you were representing a tree. So signs take the form of 
words, images, sounds, gestures, objects, even ideas-the thought 
"tree" generated in your head by looking out ofthe window is also a 
sign. But although almost anything has the potential to be a sign, it 
can only function as a sign ifit is interpreted as a sign: signs have to be 
recognized as signs in order for them to function as signs. 

In the passage from bell hooks's memoir quoted at the begin
ning of this section, hooks describes her semiotics of women's 
dress, her study of the meaning of the style and colorof women's 
clothing. bell hooks's system of signs is based both on cultural 
knowledge---widely accepted interpretations of these colors and 
styles-and also on her own personal signification. For hooks, ilie 
color black is a sign of night, both because ofits darkness, like the 
night sky, and because it is warn at night. Red is a sign of passion; 
pink, a sign ofinnocent girlhood. These are meanings, or signifi
cations, for the color black that many might recognize and agree 
with. That black is a sign ofhidden passion is hooks's own, more 
personal signification, prompted by the fact that the grown-up 
warnen around her wear black slips when they go out at night; the 
slips are sexy but warn underneath dresses, which is how they 
come to signifY hidden passion for hooks. Black wouldn't neces
sarily signifY hidden passion to other people who didn't share 
hooks's imagination or experience. For me, the analysis of this 
passage demonstrates two things: howa sign has to be recognized 
as such in order to function as a sign, and that signs, like the color 
black, can have multiple meanings. 

In many ways, the kinds of issues taken up by iconographers 
and iconologists also cancern semioticians. For many art his tori
ans, semiotics functions as a more interdisciplinary version of 
iconography and iconology, an expanded way of asking questions 
about what works of art mean and how they go about creating or 
expressing these meanings. Semiotics provides a different-and 
same would say more precise-language and framework for 
understanding the multifaceted connections between image and 
society and image and viewer, and for understanding not onlywhat 
works of art mean but how the artist, viewer, and culture at large go 
about creating those meanings. 23 

The founding semioticians: Saussure and Peirce 

Although the theory of signs has been around in different farms 
since ancient times, the modern theory of signs is based funda-
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2·3 Diagram of 
Saussurean sign 

mentallyon the work oftwo theoretieians, the Swiss linguist Ferdi
nand de Saus sure (1857-I9I3) and the American philosopher 
CharIes Sanders Peiree (I839-1914). Aeeording to Saussure, the 
sign is eomposed oftwo parts (Figure 2.3): 

signifier 

signified 
the form that the sign takes 

the eoneept it represents 

The relationship between the signifier and the signified is the 
proeess of signifieation, represented by the arrows. So, to go back 
to the example of a tree, that thing you're looking at out the win
dow would be the signified, and the word "tree" spelled out on the 
page would be the signifier.24 

CharIes Sanders Peiree explained the strueture of signs some
what differently. He argued that the sign is made up ofthree parts: 

Representamen the form that the sign takes (not neeessarily 
material) 

Interpretant 

Objeet 
the sense made of the sign 

the thing to whieh the sign refers 

Within Peirce's model ofthe sign, a trafik light, when considered 
as a sign for the eoneept of stopping your ear, would eonsist of: 
a red light at an interseetion (the representamen)j vehicles halting 
(the objeet)j and the idea that a red light indieates that vehicles 
must stop (the interpretant). Peiree understood that the proeess of 
interpreting signs tends to generate even more signs: the way the 
driver formulates the idea that ears should stop is a sign as well as 
an interpretant. Peiree's strueture is often represented as a triangle 
in which the dotted line between the sign vehicle and the referenee 
indicates that there's no automatie or natural connection between 
the two-the conneetion must be construeted (Figure 2.4).25 
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Sign Vehicle --Interpretant 

\ Sign /. 
\ / ~j 

Object 

2.4 Diagram ofPeircean sign 

Peirce developed a very elaborate taxonomy of signs (over 
59,000 types!), butwhat's most helpful to arthistorians is his iden
tification ofthree basic kinds ofsigns: 

Symbol the signifier is purely arbitrary or eonventionalj it 
does not resemble the signified. Examples: alpha
betiealletters, numbers, trafiic signs. 

kan the signifier is perceived as resembling or imitating 
the signified, or being similar to it in some of its 
qualities. Examples: a portrait, a model airplane. 

Index the signifier is not arbitrary but is directly connected 
in some way (physically or causally) to the signified 
in a way that can be observed or inferred. Examples: 
medieal symptoms (an index of disease), smoke (an 
index offire), footprints (an index of a passing per
son), photographs and films (the direct resultofthe 
imprint oflight on a sensitized surface). 

Signs don't usually belong exclusively to one category: there is a 
great deal of overlap, and signs often partake of characteristies of 
more than one oftllese types. For example, a photographie portrait 
is both an index and an ieon, beeause it is a direet traee of the physi
eal presenee of the person (via light) and beeause it resembles that 
person. For your purposes, labeling an image as a partieular type 
of sign isn't as important as the kinds of questions you ean generate 
by thinking about these different processes of signifieation, these 
different relationships between signifier and signified, and the 
relationship between them (interpretant) generated byan observer. 
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Rosalind Krauss's essay "Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in 
America" (r977) serves as a model here. Krauss asserted that 
despite the diversity of seventies artistic practice--the seemingly 
"willful eclecticism" that encompassed everything from video to 
performance to earthworks to abstract painting-these works 
were uni ted by their adherence to the terms of the index, rather 
than traditional concepts of style or medium. For example, Dennis 
Oppenheim's Identity Stretch (1975) transferred his thumbprint, 
greatly magnified, onto a large field and fixed its traces in lines of 
asphalt. Krauss notes that the work "focused on the pure installa
tion ofpresence by means ofthe index. "26 

Systems and codes 

Contemporary semioticians study signs not in isolation but as part 
of "sign systems," groups of signs that work together to create 
meaning and to construct and maintain reaIity. The concept of the 
"code" is fundamental in semiotics. Saussure, for exampIe, stressed 
that signs are not meaningful in isolation, but only when theyare 
interpreted in relation to each other: the code is the complex of signs 
circulating in any given society. The Russian-American linguist 
Roman Jakobson (1896-1982) further emphasized that the pro
duction and interpretation of signs depends on the existence of 
codes or conventions for communication. The meaning of a sign 
depends on the code within which it is situated: codes provide a 
framework within which signs make sense. Interpreting a text or 
image semiotieaHy involves relating it to the relevant codes. 

Here's an easy way to understand codes. Let's say you're a 
person who speaks only French. Now, ifyou see the EngIish word 
t-r-e--e spelled out on the page, you won't reeognize that as a sign 
for "tree," beeause you don 't know the code--the English language 

in this case-that makes this particular arrangement of letters 
meaningfuI. Of course, you would reeognize tl1e word arbre, which 
is the word for tree in French, as a sign for tree. At tl1e same time, 
you mayaIso recognize a little plastic toy tree as a sign for a tree, 
because that's a visual code that many English-speaking and 
French-speaking people share. But even though it seems so natural 
a connection-the little plastic tree obviously represents a tree to 
your eyes-you can't assurne that everyone knows that code. For 
example, a person from the remote Highlands of Papua New 
Guinea, who didn't have much exposure to plastic toys and had not 
learned that particular code for representing things, might not 
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recognize the little plastic tree as a representation of(as a sign for) 
"tree." A particular kind of representation, such as a plastic toy, may 
seem natural or obvious if you grow up with it, but it actually 
belongs to a highly specific cultural code that has to be learned, just 
like a language. 

In relation to the working of codes, Jakobson's semiotic theory 
of communication has been influential in both literary criticism and 
art his tory. 27 A message (text, utterance, image) is sent by a sender/ 
speaker to a receiver/reader/listener/viewer. In order to be under
standable this message must refer to the reality that sender and 
receiver share; this reality is calIed the context. The message must be 
transmitted via a medium the receiver can access, and it must be set 
in a code that the receiver understands and can use. (People who 
successfully send and receive email file attachments will recognize 
this principle.) So a communication exchange consists of tl1ese 
steps: emission-message-reception-reference-code. Jakobson's 
theory emphasizes that signs are ab out communication as a 
culturally specific process. Of course, communication isn't always 
successful. The sender and/or the receiver may not be particularly 
adept at manipulating the code, or the code may not be very weIl 
suited to expressing the message. eThink about the text messages 
that ceH phones let us send: they're functional for certain kinds of 
communication, such as "Call home," but not for others, such as 
"Fifth Avenue is completely congested through midtown so ifyou 
want to meet me downtown, take Park.") 

In fact, semioticians have elaborated the theory of codes in a 
number ofways and sometimes use a complex typology of codes to 
distinguish the different ways in which they worl<. Jakobson's 
work is influential in reception theory, and PlI discuss his ideas fur
ther in Chapter 4. 

Interpreting codes and signs 
A sign ... is something which stands to somebodyfor something in 

some respect or capacity. rt addresses somebody, that is, creates in the 
mind ofthat person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more dweloped 

sign. That sign which it creates r call the interpretant oftheßrst sign. 

Charles Sanders Peim, 1931-58 

For Peirce, the sign was a process (Saus sure thought ofit more as a 
structure). The three-partPeircean notion ofthe sign-representa
men/interpretant/object-Ieads to an important question: where 
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does semiosis, the production of signs, stop? If the process of 
interpreting a sign always generates another sign (the representa
men), then semiosis could potentially go on far ever. Semioticians 
call this condition semiotic drift. 

For the Italian semiotician and novelist Umberto Eco (b. 1932), 

the idea that an infinite number of readings is possible for any text 
(or sign) is more hypothetical than reaJ.28 Building on the wode of 
Peirce, Eco argues that the possible meanings generated bya sign, 
although hypothetically unlimited, are in actuality confined by 
social and cultural context. To take a simple example, we can't 
interpret a figure of a mother with a child as the Virgin and Christ 
Child unless we already, within our culture, know about Christian
ity: our knowledge, or lack ofknowledge, puts a limit on the range 
of interpretations we can create. At the same time, on a smaller 

Are works of art puzzles? Are art 
historians deteetives? 
Underlyingformalist, semiotic, and 
iconographicliconological approaches to art 
history is the basic question ofwhether or not 
a work of art is something to be deciphered, 
like a puzzle or a murder mystery. The Italian 
art historian (arlo Ginzburg (b. 1939) raised 
the issue in "Morelli, Freud, and Sherlock 
Holmes: (lues and Scientific Method" (1980). 
Giovanni Morelli (1816-1891), an Italian 
doctor and art historian, developed a method 
of attribution based on the theories of 
scientific classification he had studied as a 
medical student. 29 He believed that what truly 
set artists apart (rom each other was not the 
dramatic, eye-catching features of their work, 
but minor things such as the rendering of 
earlobes. Ginzburg argues that Morelli and 
Freud, like the great fictional detective 
Sherlock Holmes, were masters ofthe 
overlooked detail, the small but telling clue 
that unravels the mystery. Ginzburg actually 
calls this a "Iower" empirical methodology, 

and com pares it unfavorably to scientific 
method.30 (Of course, this empirical approach 
runs exactly counter to formalism, which 
would claim thatthere's nothingto be 
deciphered in looking at a painting, only 
somethingto be experienced.) 

The art historian James Elkins (b. 1955) notes 
that, because this deciphering mode has 
become such a basic art-historical practice, 
art historians tend to focus on worl(S of art 
that can be treated th is way: "We are 
inescapably attracted to pictures that appear 
as puzzles, and unaccountably uninterested in 
clear meanings and manifest solutions. The 
discipline thrives on the pleasure of problems 
weil solved, and it languishes in the face ofthe 
good, the common, the merely true, the 
skillful, the private, and above all, the image 
that refuses to present itself as a puzzle". 31 

If art historians are detectives, it's because 
we choose to be. 
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scale, semiosis mayaiso be limited by the (in)competence ofthe 
interpreter-the extent to which she knows the relevant codes to 
employ in interpreting the sign. It's important to remember that 
context isn't a given, it's produced. The cultural reality that re
stricts semiosis is a creation of the community: it may be an 
arbitrary, pseudo-reality, but its effect is none the less powerful. 

The idea that signs relate to each other, that they're part of a 
larger context and not "closed," discrete little units of significa
tion, was also emphasized by the French semiotician Julia I(risteva 
(b. 1941). In the sixties and seventies, Kristeva was one of a group 
of post-structuralist thinkers associated with the radical journal Tel 
Quel, in which she published some ofher most important writings. 
I(risteva developed the concept of intertextuality to explore the 
ways that texts (or signs) actually refer to each other. She situates 
texts in terms oftwo axes: the horizontal axis connects the author 
and the reader of a text, while the vertical axis connects the text to 
other texts. Shared codes unite these two axes, for according to 
Kristeva, "every text is from the outset under the jurisdiction of 
other discourses which impose a universe on it."32 It's up to the 
creator of the sign and the interpreter of the sign (author/reader, 
artistlviewer) to activate those connections. Intertextuality be
comes an important idea in post-structuralist and postmodern 
thought, and I'U return to it in Chapter 6. 

The question of intertextuality relates, too, to the ways that 
signs signifY both directly and indirectly, indicated by the terms 
denotation and connotation. Denotation indicates the meanings of a 
sign that are obvious or generally recognized. Connotation refers 
to meanings ofthe sign that are less obvious, that are inferred: it's 
the interpreter's job to bring the relevant codes to the process of 
interpreting the sign. For example, most readers would agree that 
the word "rose" denotes a fragrant Bower with multiple petals and 
thorns, but would they be able to recognize all the Bowers that are 
classified as roses (i.e. denoted by the word "rose")? Wild roses, 
for example, don't look anytlling like the roses that fill Borists' 
shops on Valentine's Day. The word "rose" also has many connota
tions: it suggests romance, purity, elegance--and, during the Wars 
ofthe Roses (r4SS-148S) in England, red and white roses signified 
the two warring factions, the houses ofLancaster and York. While 
the word "rose" may readily connote roman ce for you, only ifyou 
bring the "code" of a knowledge ofEnglish his tory to bear will red 
and white roses connote the Wars of the Roses. 
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The Russian linguist and semIOtIClan Valentin Voloshinov 
(1895-1936) pointed out that it is hard to separate denotation from 
connotation completely because even the act of deciphering deno
tations requires interpretive abilities-the process is, as he insisted, 
"molded by evaluation ... meaning is always permeated with value 
judgement."33 The French semiotician Roland Barthes (1915-1980) 
took this idea a step further. He argued that although denotative 
meanings may seem to be the "basic" or "natural" meanings ofthe 
sign, theyare in fact themselves produced by the sign's connota
tions: "denotation is not the first meaning, but pretends to be so; 
under this illusion, itis ultimately no more than the last ofthe con
notations (the one that seems both to establish and dose the 
reading), the superior myth by which the text pretends to return to 
the nature of language, to language as nature. "34 Barthes elabo
rated this argument through examples drawn from advertising and 
photography, and a number of art historians have responded to 
these ideas-not least because they present, indirectly, a critique of 
the notion ofthe innocent eye or pre-iconographic interpretation. 

Semiotics and art history 

Both Peircean and Saussurean semioticians recognized early on
before art historians-that semiotics might be a very productive 
approach to the interpretation of art, and it wasn't long before 
semiotieians were looking at images as weH as words. In a land
mark 1934 paper, "Art as Semiological Fact," Czech linguist lan 
Mukarovsky (1891-1975) dedared that "the work of art has the 
character of a sign." He went on to apply Saussure's method to the 
analysis ofthe visual arts, although where Saussure distinguished 
between signifier and signified, Mukarovsky distinguished between 
the "sensuously perceivable 'work-thing'" and the "aesthetic 
object" existing "in the consciousness of the whole collectivity." In 
1960 the French philosoph er Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) 
published a book, Signs, which applies a Saussurean model to the 
phenomenology of perception (phenomenology is tlIe study of 
experience). Merleau-Ponty connected painting and language be
cause paintings are composed ofsigns, assembled according to a 
"syntax or Iogic" just like language. Barthes's influential Elements of 
Semiology (I964) applies a Saussurean framework to popular 
images such as cartoons and advertising. 

In the I960s, within the discipIine of art history itself, the Amer
ican art historian Meyer Schapiro (I904-I996) had begun to 
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explore the idea of semiotic analysis in the visual arts. In I969 he 
published an important essay, "On Some Problems in the Semi
otics ofVisual Arts: Field, Artist, and Society," in which he links the 
formal analysis ofworks ofartwith the examination oftheir soeial 
and cultural history. In particular, he focuses on the relations hip 
between a painted image and the surface (ground) on which it is 
painted, and the issue of whether or not the image is framed in any 
way. Schapiro ranges broadly, from Paleolithic cave painting to 

Egyptian art to twentieth-century art, in exploring how different 
devices of framing enable artists to manipulate the signs of the 
image. To create meaning, figures can be positioned in various 
ways (e.g. the right side of a god is the favored side) , enlarged, ~e
vated, lowered, etc. in relation to the frame. It's a provocative essay, 
but it can't be considered a blueprint for art-historical semiotics, 

nor is it systematically semiotic in its observations. 
It was up to the "new" art historians, who were exploring 

critical theory in a variety of arenas, to engage semiotics in a more 
sustained way. The American scholar Norman Bryson has been a 
key figure in this development, and it' s no accident that he came to 
the field from literature. In his landmark study Word and Image: 
French Painting l!f the Anden Regime (r981), Bryson explores the language
like qualities of art, as weIl as art' s relation to actual written language 
(see Word and image below). Semiotically, he is interested in 
examining the openness of the artworlG to hirn, an image is not a 
dosed sign, but open, with multiple overlapping sign systems at 
work in the image and in the cultural environment. For Bryson, 
semiotics opens up avision of art as a dynamic force in society, for 
he sees tlmt sign systems "eirculate" through image, viewer, and 
culture (Kristeva's idea ofintertextuality is obviously relevant here). 

In an influential essay on Poussin's The Arcadian Shepherds, the 
French art historian Louis Marin (b. I931) addressed the challenges 
inherent in using semiotic theory, which had largely developed in 
language, to interpret the visual arts (Figure 2.5)· He focused in 
part on the issue of deixis, the "direction" of an utterance. Every 
utterance exists in space and time: it is produced by a speaker 
(sender) and sent to a listener (receiver) in a particular context that 
brings them together. The deictic traits of an utterance include 
things such as personal pronouns, verbs, adverbs of time and 
place. So how do we translate this to works of art-especially his
tory paintings, like Poussin's, which don't seem to address anyone 
in particular? Marin points out that except for the physical existence 
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2·5 Nicolas Poussin, The Arcadian Shepherds, c. 1630. 
Oil on canvas. louvre, Paris. 

of the painting, and the fact that we're Iooking at it, nothing within 
the image teIls us about its situation of emission and reception: it 
does not address the viewer (with, say, a figure who looks out ofthe 
picture). As viewers, we seem simply to catch sight ofthe figures in 
the painting going about their business, as if they don't need us in 
order to perform their story: in this way, the painting conceals its 
enunciative structure. And yet, curiously, the concealment of enun
ciative structures (and their reappearance as representation) is the 
painting's very subject. A shepherd traces the words Et in Arcadia ego 
on a tomb, words that address the shepherds but in an open-ended 
way, for the verb is missing from the phrase-"I too in Arcadia" is 
the literal translation ofthe Latin. Marin's reading, which invoIves 
subtle textual and visual analysis, reveals a Takobsonian model of 
communication as the subject matter of the painting, with the 
painter (orviewer) occupying the position ofthe linguistwho con
structs a model.3 5 Marin's essay is doubly important because it 
reminds us that theory is not a one-way street: it's not just that the
ory is applied to the interpretation of art, but that the interpretation 
of art can alter our understanding of theory. 

Although Dutch scholar Mieke BaI (b. 1946) is a literary critic by 
training, she has made significant contributions to tlle semiotics of 
art. She emphasizes that the work of art is an event-one that takes 
place each time an image is processed by a viewer. In this way the 
work of art is an agent, too, an active producer of the viewer's 
experience and, ultimately, ofthe viewer's subjectivity. The task of 
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semiotic art his tory is to analyze simultaneously the image and the 
interpretation ofthe image, the relation between the two (why does 
a subject interpret it in a particular way?) , and the anchoring of the 
image in the interpretation and vice versa. She points out that the 
established iconographic approach in art history emphasizes what 
is common to images-the history of types, for example-rather 
than what is distinctive about a particular image and a particular 
viewer's way of approaching that image. Paradoxically, she says, 
although iconography may claim to have been developed uniquely 
forvisual imagcs, it may, in fact, ignore their unique qualities. 

Practidng semiotic art history 

A double-page spread from the lavishly illustrated prayer book, The 
Hours ofJeanne d'Evreux, provides an opportunity for a range of semi
otic analyses (Figure 2.6). Wealthy lay people used such books as 
they observed the daily round of prayers adapted from monastic 

Do we uread" works of art? 
As you read more art history, you'lI often 
see the word "read" used to talk about the 
process ofinterpreting a visual image. It 
sounds a little strange-how is it possible 
to "read" a visual image? Isn't reading only 
for words and texts? 

The idea of"reading" works of art comes from 
semiotic theory, which often uses terminology 
based on language to discuss the process of 
interpretation: for semiotics, language has 
become the model form of communication 
(though the visual arts, gesture/movement/ 
dance, and music are other forms). In 
semiotics, a text is an assemblage ofsigns 
constructed (and interpreted) according to the 
rules or conventions of a particular medium or 
form of communication. Thus a novel is one 
kind oftext, a poem another. So in this sense, 
a work of art can be referred to as a text, and 
the systematic process ofinterpreting that 
work according to the rules governing that 
kind oftext can be referred to as "reading." 

A number of art historians, including Mieke 
Bai, louis Marin, and Norman Bryson, have 
developed this idea of reading as a very 
specific semiotic methodologyfor interpreting 
visual images.36Their point is not to give 
preference to the textual over the visual, but to 
engage more fully with the visual nature of the 
image. In various ways, they argue that 
confronting a work of art requires more than 
just simple, direct apprehension: it requires 
reading (remember that reading isn't natural 
to humans, we have to be taught it). Ernst 
Gombrich (1909-2001), an important art 
historian who worked in England, also 
proposed the idea that pictures are "read," 
because pictures are not natural or self
evident, but created according to a "pictorial 
language" that must be deciphered .37 Unlike 
semioticians, who maintain the openness of 
the signifying process, Gombrich believed 
in the art historian's abilityto fix the "real 
meaning" ofimages. 
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rl ritual, and Jeanne d'Evreux's husband, Charles N, King ofFrance, 
commissioned this precious book for her. I'1I pursue just a few of 
the possible lines of questioning here-these images are so rich 
that they spark endless debate and interpretation. 

~ You may want to start with some basic questions, similar to Meyer 
Schapiro's, aboutthe visual semiotics ofthe work: what part ofthe image 
catches the viewer's eyejirst? Are certain elements larger than others? Are 
certain elements more brightly colored, or, in the case of sculprure, in 
greater reliif? 

With respect to the right-hand page, for example, you might 
note that there are three distinct images on the page, yet they 
are all interconnected visually. One is the large scene in the 
architectural setting at the top ofthe page. The other is the text, 
which incorporates the image of a kneeling woman inside the 
large letter "D" (the illustrated capital). A scene of agame 
(rather incongruously, to a modern viewer) runs along the page 
below the text. 

... What are the denotative and connotative aspects ofthis image? 

Each ofthese images fimctions as a sign, and you can seek to 

interpret them individually and in relation to each other. The 
denotative meanings are fairly straightforward. The large scene 
is the Annunciation, the kneeling woman in the capital is 
kanne d'Evreux-the queen forwhom the bookwas made-at 
her prayers. The game is a medieval version of "blind man's 
bluff' called "frag in the middle." 

These three signs have overlapping connotative meanings. 
Jeanne d'Evreux is a queen, just as Mary, the mother ofGod, is 
Queen ofHeaven. The parallel is enhanced visually because the 
letter D encJosing Jeanne d'Evreux fimctions like the architec
tural frame enclosing the Virgin. The juxtaposition ofthese two 
warnen on the same page may have encouraged Jeanne 
d'Evreux, as queen and as an aspiring mother, to take the Vir
gin Mary as her rale model and inspiration. 

Each ofthese three images is also composed of multiple signs. 
In terms of the formal issues raised through your questions, 
you may note, for example, that the main Haar ofthe Virgin's 
hause is enlarged, signitying the importance ofher encounter 
with Gabriel; the upper floar, charmingly filled with a support
ing cast of angeIs, has shrunk accordingly. The figure of the 
Virgin is large on the page, while Jeanne d'Evreux herself is 
relatively smal!. 
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2.6 Jean Pucelle, The Hours of 
Jeanne d'Eureux, fols. 15V, 

16r: The Arrest ofChrist 
and The Annunciation, 
circa 1324-1328. Each 
folio 3'/2 x 27/16" (8.g x 
7.1 cm). Metropolitan 
Museum ofArt, New 
Vork, The Cloisters 
Collection. 

The very elaborateness of the scenes, which mark the start of a 
new seetion of prayer, invites a moment of pause, or contem
plation, appropriate to starting an act of devotion: so that the 
elaborateness connotes that a new seetion is beginning. 

... What are the codes that are brought to bear on the interpretation ofthese 
images-either by yourse!f, as art historian, or by contemporary view-

ers? 
Even when you understand that the image ofthe game signifies 
the capture of Christ, it still seems strangely sacrilegious to a 
modern sensibility. Why is a frivolous scene incorporated into 
such serious devotional imagery? What "code" made this juxta
position possible for Jeanne d'Evreux and her contemporaries? 

~ What kinds ofintertextuality are at work in these images? 

Think also about this page in relation to the opposite page. 
Why juxtapose the Betrayal of Christ and the Annunciation? 
Thinking about each scene as hingeing on a greeting (Judas's 
kiss, Gabriel's "Ave, Maria") may help you explore the inter
textuality between the two images further. The idea (ar sign) of 
salutation or greeting also includes the little portrait ofJeanne 
d'Evreux-for prayer is itself a form of direct address to God, 
the Virgin, or the saints. The two pages are potentially further 
connected by the game: the abuse ofthe blindfolded person in 
the game echoes the abuse showered on Christ as he was cap-

tured atGethsemane. 
A focus on intertextuality would lead you to relate this image to 

other prayer books or items belonging to kanne d'Evreux, or 
other books produced by this artist. At the same time, inter-
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textuality can make you aware of the uniqueness of this image 
-that it may employ a new code of representation in same way 
(the grisaille technique, discussed below, is one example). 

~ How do materials and techniques signlfy meaning in the work? 

Although materials and techniques may not be symbols or 
motifs, they can be signifiers. Within a semiotic framework, you 
can treat the material as productive of meaning. In ]eanne 
d'Evreux's prayer book, the use of grisaille is unusual, as is the 
lack of precious materials, such as gold leaf, in a book made for 
a queen. And yet its original owners considered the book to be 
extremely precious-it was listed in one inventory of royal 
property among the jewels, not the library. Perhaps it was the 
extraordinary artistry and originality of the book that made it 
valuable: the artistry, emphasized by the understated grisaille 
technique, signified value, rather than costly materials such as 
gold leaf. 

The grisaille technique, combined with the double-page 
spread images, may have brought to mind anather kind of 
image, the ivory diptych (a hinged image in two parts). Like this 
double-page spread, small ivory diptychs often depicted paired 
scenes from the life of Christ or the Virgin, and the grisaille 
technique could evoke light and shadow falling across the 
carved surface. In this regard you might note thatthe smallness 
of the work also signifies its jewel-like preciousness and 
emphasizes its use as an object of private devotions, in the 
manner of an ivory diptych. These connections may be part of 
the intertextuality ofthe prayer book. 

~ What is the deixis, the enunciative structure, ofthe image? Who is being 
addressed by this image, and how? 

This becomes a complicated question here, in a set of images 
that are on same level about salutation. The images specifically 
address Jeanne d'Evreux, because the book was made for her, 
and yet they da not engage her directly in visual terms (no figure 
looks out ofthe frame at the reader, for example). At the same 
time, Jeanne d'Evreux is depicted here in the deictic act of prayer. 
Louis Marin's tracing ofthe deictic structure ofPoussin's paint
ing (page 37 above) would be a good model for teasing out these 
relationships within the image and between image and viewer. 

Ta explore the contextual issues generated within semiotic analysis, 

you mayaIso want to access Marxist, feminist, queer, and post
colonial theories (see Chapter 3). Also, semiotic art history brings 
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attention to the role of the viewer, and so psychoanalytic and recep

tion theory may be relevant (see Chapter 4). I do want to mention 

here a potentially problematic issue: both iconographic and semi
otic analysis in the context of art history can be very 

object-oriented. If you are interested in performance art or artistic 

practices such as diplomatie gift-giving, you may want to think 

hard about how to use these frameworks effectively. 

ward and image 
But here the speakersfell silent. Perhaps they were thinking that 
there is a vast distance between any poem and any picture; and 

that to compare them strctches words tOD far ... But since we love , 
words let us dallyfor a little on the verge, said the other. Let us 

hold painting by the hand a moment longer,for though they 
must part in the end, painting and writing have much to tell fach 

other: they have much in common. 

Virginia Woolf. Walter Sickert: A Conversation, 1934 

Many of the issues pertaining to iconography and semiotics dis
cussed in this chapter have more recently been framed as. the 

"word and image" problem. What is the relations hip between texts 

and images? Do visual images simply illustrate the text? Do texts 

control images? Or is there a form of dialogue between them? 

What does it mean for art historians to bring words to bear on the 

interpretation ofimages? 

The first part ofthis "problem" is the relationship between texts 

and images, especially within works of art that themselves contain 
images. This is an issue with a very long history; the Greek philoso
pher Aristotle discussed the paralIeIs between poetry and painting, 

and today we still quote tlle Roman poet Horace's elegant phrase ut 
pirtura poesis-"as is painting so is poetry" (Ars Poetica). As Mieke BaI 

points out, "Words and images seem inevitably to become impli

cated in a 'war of signs' (what Leonardo called a paragone) ... Each 

art, each type of sign or medium, lays claim to certain things that it 
is best equipped to mediate, and each grounds its claim in a certain 
characterization ofits 'self', its own proper essence. Equally impor
tant, each art characterizes itself in opposition to its 'significant 

other."'38 W. J. T. Mitchelllikens word and image to two countries 

that speak different languages but have a long his tory of contact 

and exchange. The idea is neither to dissolve these borders nor to 

reinforce them, but to keep the interaction going.39 In Iconology: 
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Image, Text, Ideology (1986) and Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and 
Visual Representation (1994) MitcheIl argues that both visual and ver
bal representations have an inescapable formal uniqueness as 
processes of representation, even though they are often linked to 
each other through previous artistic practice and social or political 
contexts. A number of art historians, such as Michael CamiIIe in his 
work on medieval iIIuminated manuscripts, directIyaddress these 
reiationships in the works of art they study. 

But images also give rise to texts-that is, they give rise to art
historical texts. The first chapter of Bal's Reading "Rembrandt": 
Beyond the Ward-Image Opposition (1991) maps out the tensions 
between ward and image in the practice of art his tory. BaI points 
out that with the changes in the discipline that began in the late 
sixties, "new" art historians accused more traditional art histori
ans of neglecting the ward (or theory) in art his tory, while the 
traditionalists accused the new art historians of neglecting the 
image.40 Mitchell observes that same of these tensions were 
heightened because several ofthe key practitioners oftheoreticaIly 
informed art his tory actually came over from literature studies
incIuding Mitchell himself as weIl as Bryson and BaI-so that the 
development seemed to same like "colonization by literary imperi
alism."41 These issues are very much unresolved in art history 
-almost necessarily so, because the discipIine's internal critique 
is ongoing and because these questions lie at the very heart ofthe 
discipline. James Elkins goes so far as to argue that art history's 
words are always doomed to failure on same level, because there 
are aspects ofimages that are beyond explaining.42 

conclusion 
Perhaps of any chapter in this book, this one has presented 
the most divergent group of theories, from formalism to 
iconography to semiotics, each of which has its passionate 
practitioners. In the end, each of these approaches to art is 
concerned with interpretation, which can be defined as the 
deIiberate, thoughtful explanation of something, or the 
search for meaning. Where and how that meaning is to be 
found is hotly contested-whether, as formalists claim, it 
lies only within the work, or, as iconographers and semioti
cians would assert, within the work as it exists as part of, and 
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in dynamic interaction with, larger contexts. Tust how art 
historians are to deal with these larger contexts is a question 

taken up in the next chapter. 

A place to start 
These books are separated into the fjelds highlighted in the chapter: Formalism, leono
graphy/iconology, Semiotics, and Word and image. Some of these sources are scholarly 
studies in the fjeld, while others are primary texts and anthologies. 

Formalism 
Focillon, Henri. The life ofForms in Art. New York: Zone Books, 1989. 
Fry, Roger.A Roger Fry Reader, edited by Christopher Reed. Chicago: University of ' 

Chicago Press, 1996. 
Greenberg, Clement. The Collected Essays and Criticism, Vol. 4: Modernism with a Vengeance, 

1957-1969, ed. John O'Brian. Chicago: University ofChicago Press, 1995· 
Krauss, Rosalind. "In the Name ofPicasso." In Francis Frascina and Jonathan Harris, 

eds, Art in Modern Culture: An Anthology ofCritical Texts, pp. 210-21. New York: leon 
Editions, HarperCollinsj london: Phaidon Press/Open University, 1992. 

Sontag, Susan. Against Interpretation And Other Essays. New York: Farrar Straus and 
Giroux, 1966j london: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1967j london: Vmtage, 1994j New 

Yorl<: Picador, 2001. 

Icol'lography/lconology 
Alpers, Svetlana. The Art ofDescribing: Dutch Art in the Seuenteenth Century. Chicago: 

UniversityofChicago Press,and london:John Murray, 1983. 
Holly, Michael Ann. Panofsky and the Foundations of Art History.lthaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 1 984· 
Panofsky, Erwin.Studies in lconology: HumanisticThemes in theArtofthe Renaissance. New 

Vork: Harperand Row, 1972. 
Stein berg, leo. The Sexuality of Christ in Renaissance Art and in Modern Obliuion. London: 

Faber, 1984; revised edition, Chicago: University ofChicago Pressj 1996. 

Semiotics 
Barthes, Roland. Elements ofSemiology, transl. Annette lavers and Colin Smith .london: 

Jonathan Cape, and New York: Hili and Wang, 1 g68. 
Eco, Umberto. Semiot;cs and the Philosophy ofLanguage.london: Macmillan, and 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984· 
Kristeva, Julia. Desire in language: A SemioticApproach to Literature and Art, ed. leon S. 

Roudiez, transl. Roudiez, Thomas Gora, and Alke ]ardine. New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1 gBo. 
Peirce, CharIes Sanders. The Essential Peirce: Selected Philosophical Writings (1867-1893), ed. 

Christian Kloesel, Nathan Houser, et al. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992. 

Word and image 
Bai, Mieke. Reading "Rembrandt"; Beyond the Word-Image opposition. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
MitcheII, W.]. T.lconology; Image, Text, Ideology. Chicago: University ofChicago Press, 1986. 
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Chapter 3 

Art's contexts 

For the past thirtyyears or so, "art in context" has been a catch
phrase of art history. In introductory surveys, new art-his tory 
students Iearn to interpret art in terms of the culture of its 
times: art is widely seen as affecting and being affected by 
religion, poIitics, social structures and hierarchies, cultural 
practices and traditions, intellectual currents, etc. But for more 
advanced students and scholars, simply thinking about "art in 
context" is often too vague, for there are many differentways to 
approach contextual issues. This chapter presents several of 
the most widely practiced methods of engaging in contextual 
analysis: the history of ideasi Marxism and materialism; 
feminismsi gaY/lesbian studies and queer theoryi cultural 
studies and postcolonial theory. These perspectives are not 
mutually exdusive: they often intersect, and are combined 
with other approach es such as semiotics and deconstruction. 
Bach ofthese perspectives gives you some precise language for 
asking questions about race, dass, nationality, gender, and 
sexualorientation. 

The history of ideas 

Broadly viewed, the his tory of ideas considers how the culturaI 
meanings generated bya group or society persist over time, con
tinuing or changing in their relevance and interpretation. Just as 
we can look at chronology, the nation state, a war, or a particular 
person as an organizing principle for historical interpretation, so 
we can also look at an idea-say, reason in Western thought from 
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the Enlightenment to the present-in this way. This perspective is 
inherently interdisciplinary in nature, situated at the crossroads of 
history and philosophy, and ranging widely across numerous 
fields in the humanities and social sciences. 

The history of ideas emerged as an approach to his tory in the 

nineteenth centuryj in the twentieth century, the English philoso

pher Isaiah Berlin (1909-1997) has been among its most famous 
practitioners, publishing aseries of important essays on ideas 
such as liberty, Romanticism, historicism, and the Enlightenment. 
He begins his semi-autobiographical essay "The Pursuit of the 
Ideal" with this observation: "There are, in my view, two factors 
that, above all others, have shaped human history in the 
twentieth century. One is the development of the natural 
seien ces and technology ... The other, without doubt, 

consists in the great ideological storms that have altered the 
lives of virtuallyall mankind: the Russian Revolution 
and its aftermath-totalitarian tyrannies of both 
right and left and the explosions of nationalism, 
racism and, in places, religious bigotry .... "1 

The his tory ofideas may focus on philo
sophical concepts, scholarly debates, 
political movements, or even popular 

ideas. Note, tao, that this approach 
doesn't limit itself to the ideas that are still 
considered viable today-you could trace the history 
of the idea that the world is Bat without ever sub
scribing to it. Similarly, many of Sigmund Freud's 
ideas about the human psyche, discussed in Chapter 
4, are no longer current, and yet they are worthy of 
study not only in the context of their times but also 
because of the enormous inBuence Freud exerted on 

later thinkers. 

3.1 Charioteer ofDelphi, circa 478-474 BCE. Bronze. 
Museum of Antiquities, Delphi, Greece. 

The Charioteer ori,ginally stood in a bronze chariot with 
four horses. The entire fi,gure is carefully rendered, down 
to the ueins in the feet, thou,gh on/y half of it would haue 
been uisible to the uiewer. Pollitt relates this kind of 
careful depiction and realism to Greek ideals of order 
and emphasis on the indiuidual human experience. 
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I: 
Any number of art historians have engaged wirh the history of 

ideas: it has obvious relations to the iconographic approach es dis
cussed in Chapter 2, as weIl as to the contextual approaches dis
cussed in this chapter. One well-known example is Jerome Pollitt's 
Art and Experience in Classical Greece (1972), which is still widely used 

as a university text. PoIlitt relates Greek art to philosophy and cul
tural values, arguing, for example, that sculptures such as the 

Charioteer of Delphi, in their style and iconography, embody 
Greek ideals of restraint and responsibility (Figure 3.1): "Not only 

does it celebrate, like the Pythian ades, a victory won at the festival 
games at Delphi, but the thos which it conveys is a manifestation of 
Pindaric aret . .. the 'innate excellence' of noble natures which 

gives them proficiency and pride in their human endeavors but 
humility befare the godS."2 More recently, Linda Henderson's 

Duchamp in Context (1998) examines how the scientific develop
ments ofthe early twentieth century, such as wave theory and the 
fourth dimension, affected Duchamp's work. 

Marxist and materialist perspectives on art 
Marxism is a whale warld view. 

Gearai Plekhanov 

The term "Marxism" can mean many different things. Of course, it 

derives from the name of Karl Marx (18I8-1883), economic 
theorist, philosopher, and revolutionary activist. In the discussion 

of politics, Marxism has come to indicate sodalist thearies and 
systems of government based on the ideas of Marx, his 
collaborator Friedrich Engels (1820-r895), and their various 

successors. But Marx and his successors addressed his tory and 
culture as weIl as economics, and their theories and methods have 

provided the framework far a strong tradition of scholarship in art 
history as weil as in other academic disciplines. 

Because Marxism indudes wide-ranging theories of his tory 
and culture, it is amistake, as a scholar, to identifjr Marxist thought 
(and politics) too dosely with the former Soviet Union. In the early 
and mid-nineties, several undergraduates told me that they 

thought Marxist cultural analysis was irrelevant 01' wrong since the 

U.S. had "won" the Cold War, as ifthe disintegration ofthe Soviet 
Union had somehow discredited Marxist cultural and historicaI 

analysis. l'm using the Plekhanov quote at the start of this section 
as a way to suggest that Marxism, contrary to what some students 
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might think, can be much more than a particular theory 01' practice 
of communist government. In fact Critical Marxism (sometimes 
called Western Marxism, because it evolved primarily in Europe 
and North America) encourages the production ofnon-dogmatic, 

open scholarship, and this is the tradition ofMarxist thought that 

has been most productive for art his tory. 3 

In this section, I'll introduce Marx's basic ideas, then briefly 

discuss Marxist ideas about ideology and cultural hegemony that 
are particularly useful for thinking about art. I'U also touch on 
Marxist and materialist theories of art history, and finish by devel
oping materialist, 01' Marxist, lines of questioning in relation to 

two examples. 

The critique of capitalism and 
historical materialism 

Writing in the wake ofEurope's Industrial Revolution, Marx was 

critical of capitalist society. In his greatest work, Das Kapital (publi
cation begun in 1867), Marx argued that the fundamental condi
tion of capitalist society is the exploitation ofthe worker's labor by 
the capitalist. The worker does not receive full value for his labor; 
instead, tl1e true value ofthe worker's labor is siphoned off, as sur

plus value, into the capitalist's profits because the free, unregu

lated labor market does not oblige the capitalist to pay the worker 

full value for his labor.4 

As Marx and Engels saw it, this exploitation of workers led to 

dass struggle. In the Communist Manlfesto of 1848, they dedared 
that "the his tory of a11 hitherto existing society is the his tory of dass 
struggles."5 Under capitalism, the two major classes are the 

bourgeoisie (01' capitalist dass) and the proletariat (01' working 
dass). The capitalists own the means of production (factories, 

mines, financial institutions, etc.), while the proletariat own only 

their ability to work and so have no option but to work for the 
capitalists. In fact, Marx argued that each dass has a consdous
ness, a way of seeing the world determined by its economic position. 

To explain their vision of sodal structure, Marx and Engels used 
the metaphor ofbase and superstructure: the economy is the base, 
and it determines the superstructure, the forms of the state and 

sodety.6 You can think of sodety as a building: the economic base 

is the concrete foundation, the state and sodety are the house that 

rises on that base. It's important to remember that the base is not 
just the economy narrowly construed, but a11 relations of 
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production, induding dass relations. Later scholars have pointed 
out that the influence doesn 't just go one way, either, from base to 
superstructure. 

Ideology emd cultural hegemony 

Ideology is an especially important concept in thinking about the 
two-way interrelationship between base and superstructure. In its 
most basic sense, the term ideology indicates any coherent and 
systematic body of ideas. We may speak of the ideology of an indi
vidual, a group (such as a political party or a church), or a culture. 
In Marxist theory, ideology is part of the superstructure of society. 
From a Marxist perspective, art is an "ideological form" that domi
nant dass es may use to perpetuate dass relations that benefit 
them-or that revolutionaries may use to undermine the power of 
the dominant dass. An impressive portrait of a factory owner, a 
grand presidential palace, or a cartoon showing triumphant 
worker-revolutionaries are all ideological artworks in this sense. 

The issue ofideology came to the fore in Marxist theory during 
the 1920S and 1930s, at a point when the workers' movements in 
Europe and North America had made many gains but had failed to 
overthrow capitalism and establish socialist societies. Marxist 
theorists had to ask why capitalism was able to survive ifit was so 
exploitative. Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937), an Italian scholar, 
journalist, theorist, and activist, provided one compelling set of 
answers to this question. During the years he spent in prison far 
opposing MlIssolini's fascist government, Gramsci developed a 
theory of cllltural hegemony-that is, influence or authority 
gained via cultural practices rather than by law or force-to explain 
how the bourgeoisie continued to dominate society. His Prison 
Notebooks and otherwritings have continued to inspire cultural ana
lysts, induding many art historians and literary theorists. 

Gramsci arglIed that dominant groups in society maintain their 
control by securing the "spontaneous consent" of sub ordinate 
groups, who willingly participate in their own oppression. To be 
sure, worlcers are sometimes forced or persuaded against their will 
or better judgement to participate in exploitative capitalist systems, 
but often a political and ideological consensus is negotiated 
between dominant and subordinate groups: "'spontaneous' 
consent [isJ given by the great masses of the population to the 
general direction imposed on sociallife by the dominant funda
mental group; this consent is 'historically' caused by the prestige 
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(and consequent confidence) which the dominant group enjoys 
because of its position and function in the world of production. "7 

The dominant dass asserts its cultural hegemony by persuading 
subordinate classes to accept its moral, political, and cultural 
values, convincing them that these values are right, true, or 
beneficial to them even though, ultimately, these values benefit 
only the dominant classes. The dominant classes use the arts, 
common sense, culture, custom, taste, etc. to maintain their hold 
on power. If spontaneous consent fails, then the dominant dasses 
always have at the ready "the apparatus of state coercive power 
which 'legally' enforces discipline on those groups who do not 
'consent' either actively or passively."8 Gramsci noted that the 
working dass can achieve its own cultural hegemony, but to do that 
it must build up a network of alliances with other disempowered 
groups, because it doesn't have the resources to achieve cultural 

hegemony on its own. 
Writing somewhatlater, in the 1960s, the French Marxist theorist 

Louis Althusser (1918-1990) pushed these arguments further, 
asserting that ideology was as important as the economy in 
determining social forms. Like many Marxist theorists beforehim, 
AIthusser believed that capitalist society perpetuated itselfby two 
means: direct oppression, e.g. using soldiers to put down a 
workers' strike, and ideology, e.g. persuading people that the 
system is just and beneficial. To explain how this works he 
developed a distinction between what he called the Repressive 
State Apparatus (government, the military, the police, the courts, 
prisons) and the Ideological State Apparatus (education, religion, 
the family, political parties, the media, and culture).9 

Marxism and art 

Although Marx and Engels never undertook a systematic study of 
the visual arts or literature, in various writings they put forth a 
n umber of ideas about the arts that have been taken up and devel
oped by later theorists and scholars. In The German Ideology (1845-
1846), Marx and Engels asserted that art is not something pro
duced by great genius es in ways almost beyond understanding, but 
is simply another form of economic production. This was a revolu
tionary argument, because eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
philosophers of art-including Kant and Hegel-had made 
strong distinctions between art and labor. Marx and Engels also 
believed in the egalitarian idea that every human being has some 
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artistic ability. Artistic specialization, in this viewpoint, results 
from the (capitalist) division oflabor more than anything else, for 
theyasserted that "in a communist society there are no painters but 
only people who engage in painting among other activities."l0 
Marx hirns elf realized that the relationship between art and society 
is a complex one. For example, like many nineteenth-century 
observers, he believed in the superiority of Greek art, yet he also 
saw many failings, from a socialist perspective, in Greek society.ll 

A number oflater Marxist thinkers took up the issue of artistic 
production more systematically. The Hungarian scholar Georg 
Luk,lcS (1885-1971) was a revolutionary as well as a philosopher 
and literary critic, and he dashed frequently with the Comintern 
(the international governing body of the Communist movement) 
because ofhis unorthodox views. In History and Class Consciousness 
(1923), Luldcs developed Marx's idea of commodity fetishism, 
which states that things can be understood in capitalist society 
only in terms of their exchange value in money, commodities, or 
symbolic capital (e.g. prestige). In discussing the commodity, he 
notes, "Its basis is that a relation between people takes on the char
acter of a thing [reification, from res, the Latin word for thing] and 
thus acquires a 'phantom objectivity', an autonomy that seems so 
strictly rational and aII-embracing as to conceal every trace of its 
fundamental nature: the relation between people."12 In the 
absence oftrue socialism, according to Lukacs, art is the only way 
to counter these processes of commodification and reification, for 
art mediates between the individual and totality because it inher
ently relates to both: a portrait may depict a particular person and 
also at the same time say something about the human condition. 
Like the commodity, art reifies social relationships, but it does so 
in a way that enriches rather than estranges US. 13 Luldcs believed 
that nineteenth-century realist novels, such as those by Honore de 
Balzac, epitomized this because of the way they united the explo
ration of a perfectly observed exterior world and an inner truth. 

Lukacs strongly influenced the members of the Frankfurt 
School, a group of Marxist scholars based at the University of 
Frankfurt's Institute for Social Research (established in 192 3) who 
focused on popular art and the "culture industry." Among them, 
Theodor Adorno (r903-r969) theorized the ways in which art can 
be used to pacity and co-opt the working dasses and to spread the 
dominant ideology. In The Culture Industry: En1ightenment as Mass 
Deception (r944), written Witll Max Horkheimer, he argued that 
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capitalist society produces cheap, standardized art that deadens 
people's minds and makes them focus on fulfilling false needs, 
such as the des ire for consumer goods, rather than their true needs 
for freedom, social equality, creative outlets, and the opportunity to 
fulfill their human potential. Adorno felt this most fuHy during the 
Second World War, which he spent in unhappy exile in Los 
Angeles: "What has become alien to men is the human component 
of culture, its dosest part, which upholds them against the world. 
They make common cause with the world against themselves, and 
the most alienated condition of all, the omnipresence of co m
modities, their own conversion into appendages ofmachinery, is 
for them amirage of doseness."14 Although Adorno wrote d great 
deal about film, radio, and other media, television may be the 
perfect illustration ofhis argument. Rather than making their own 
entertainment and expressing themselves creatively, the TV audi
ence sits passively in front of the tube for hours a day, numbed bya 
barrage of awful pro grams and commercials for things they don't 
need and can't afford. Adorno hirns elf championed difficult avant
garde art and music, emphasizing its potential for radical 
transformation.15 

A number ofMarxist theorists have argued persuasively that art 
cannot be separated from its environment, especially when it 
comes to issues of technology or sodal dass. The critic and theo
rist Walter Benjamin (r892-1940), in his famous essay "The Work 
of Art in the Age ofMechanical Reproduction" (1936), provided an 
insightful analysis of photography and film as art forms, tracing 
tlleir effect on perception, and, therefore, sodal relations. Ben
jamin argued that artworks once had an aura derived from the 
presence ofthe original, but the potential for mass reproduction in 
photography and film eliminates that aura. Removed from ritual, 
art be comes politics, but of a particular kind: "The film makes the 
cult value recede inte the background not only by putting the pub
Hc in the position of the critic, but also by the fact tllat at the movies 
this position requires no attention. The public is an examiner, but 
an absent-minded one."16 Writing as Fascism was on the rise in 
Europe, Benjamin warned that Fascism would play on this sense of 
alienation in its drive to subjugate people, so that the working dass 
would "experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of 
the first order. "17 

The ideological implications of such arguments were further 
developed by later theorists. In The Society of the Spectacle (1967), 
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activist and artist Guy Debord (I93I-I994) dedared that in con
temparary capitalist sodety "The entire life of societies in which 
modern conditions of production prevail announces itself as an 
immense accumulation of spectades. "18 According to Debord, the 
dominant dasses control spectade, even as a11 other expression 
and forms of representation are banned: in this context spectade 
is inseparable from the State, and itworks to reproduce sodal divi
sions and dass formations. Like Luldcs, he questions the extentto 
which art is complicit with capitalist power structures or can work 
to undermine them. Dehord was part of the Situationist Interna
tional, a network of avant-garde artists that taok shape in 1957 and 
sought to break down the barriers between art and life, engaging 
in aesthetic actions thatwould predpitate revolution.19 

Materialist and Marxist art history 

Over the past thirty years or so, materialist art history has focused 
not on iconography or stylistic dassification, but rather on art's 
modes of production-that is, it focuses on the labor that produces 
art and the organization ofthat labor. Art, in this view, is the prod
uct of complex sodal, political and economic relationships, not 
something labeled "artistic genius." In the mid-twentieth century, a 
movement called "the sodal his tory of art" emerged, focusing on 
the role of art in society rather than on iconography or stylistic 
analysis. Perhaps the most famous work to emerge from this strand 
of art history is Arnold Hauser's four-volume The Soda I History of Art, 
first published in 195I, a survey of art from the "Stone Age" to the 
"film Age." In some ways, with its sweeping generalizations and 
broad scope, it is atypical of this school of art his tory, whose practi
tioners focused on very spedfic and detailed analyses ofartworks in 
terms of economy, dass, culture, etc. Nonetheless, Hauser's work 
was an inspiration for later materialist art historians. 

A dassic work in this vein is Michael Baxandall's Painting and 
Experience in Fjfteenth-Century Italy (I988), which, rather than celeb
rating the paintings in question as great achievements of the 
Renaissance, sees them as "fossils of economic life. "20 Among other 
issues, Baxandall examines the monetary worth of paintings
expressed, for example, in contractual agreements between patron 
and artist that dicta ted the use of precious materials such as gold 
leaf or lapis lazuli. He also explores the ways in which artists drew 
on mathematical systems, such as gauging, also used by mer
chants. In this wark, art becomes not the mysterious manifestation 
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of genius, but an outgrowth of complex interactions between artists 
and patrons in the context of a particular cultural environment. 

An equally remarkable wor/e is Svetlana Alpers's Rembrandt's 
Enterprise: The Studio and the Market (1988), in which she disregards 
Rembrandt's style, iconography, and the (often troubled) attrib
ution ofhis works, and instead focuses on the organization ofhis 
studio as a business for the production of paintings and the 
strategies he used to market those paintings. Rembrandt was 
unique not only for his artistic skill but also because he used his 
paintings as a way ta pay his debts: the. paintings functioned 
essentially like currency. Alpers points out that this practice was 
very much in keeping with the entrepreneurial spirit of Du~h 
sodety at the time, even ifit ran counter to the established system 
of artist-patron relationships. Although Alpers is one of the most 
widely respected and influential art historians of her generation, 
her book initially shocked many readers, who expected Rembrandt 
to be treated as an artistic genius not as a marketing genius. 

Among the "new" art historians, and in current art history, 
scholars have paid increasing attention to the relationship between 
art and ideology. One ofthe most influential writers in this vein has 
been T. J. Clark, who has written several books about art, culture, 
and politics in nineteenth-century France. His Image of the People: 
Gustave Courbet and the 1848 Revolution (1973) convincinglyargues 
that the lack of visual darity in wor/es such as Burial at Ornans (1848) 
represents Courbet's rejection of the political order and his 
involvementwith socialist politics. 21 To support his interpretation, 
Clark provides both a subtle visual reading of the works and 
extensive analysis oftexts written by the artist and critics. Similarly, 
art historian Michael Camille emphasizes that images are not only 
ideological in a secondary sense, as a reflection of spoken or writ
ten texts; for Camille, images are directly ideological in themselves 
and actively make meaning, for ideology is "a set of imaginary 
representations [whether textual, visual, etc.] masking real mat
erial conditions."22 In The Gothic Idol: Ideology and Image-making in 
Medieval Art (I989), he explores the ways in which Church 
autllorities tried to suppress the practice of idolatry while simul
taneously promoting their own approved visual images. 

Art historians also study art's institutions, examining the 
ideologies that shape the practices of museums, galleries, 
academies, and other organizations. Art historians such as Allan 
Wallach and Carol Duncan have analyzed museums as places 
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where social hierarchies are played out and reinforced. For 
Duncan, the museum becomes a ritual space: "it is the visitors who 
enact the ritual. The museum's sequenced spaces and arrange
ments of objects, its lighting and architectural details provide both 
the stage set and the script."23 Annie E. Coombes has examined 

the history of British museums as places where intertwining 
ideologies of race, colonialism, and nationalism were articulated 

for the general public.24 

Two recent surveys you may encounter in your art-his tory 
studies have made materialist and Marxist art his tory available to a 
broader audience. Stephen E Eisenman and Thomas Crow have 
edited a survey, Nineteenth Century Art: A Critical History (2002), which 
focuses on the relations hip between art and ideology. Rather than 
using artistic style as the organizing framework of the book, they 

discuss dass, gen der, race, and the relationship between popular 

and elite culture in the visual arts. Similarly, Richard Brettell's 

Modem Art, 1851-1929: Capitalism and Representation (2000) explores 
the worles of modern artists such as Gauguin and Picasso in 

relation to colonialism, nationalism, and economics. 

Practidng Marxist art history 

Jacques-Louis David's painting The Consecration of the Emperor 
Napoleon and the Coronation of Empress ]osephine (December 2, 1804) 
provides an opportunity to ask a range of questions about ideology, 

and its economic and social conditions of production (Figure 3.2). 

David had been appointed official painter to Napoleon and was 

assigned to produce aseries of four large paintings documenting 
his coronation (onlytwo were ever executed). 

I> Who was the patron? What was his/her social and economic 
status? 

I> What was the social status of this artist-and that of the artist 
in society at this time? 

I> What is the significance of the scale of the work? (Think about 
the tradition ofhistory painting in this regard.) 

I> How did David receive the assignment from Napoleon? Does 
the contract for the work survive? If so, what does it specif}7? Do 
other records oftheir interactions survive? 

.. What was David's role as official painter to the emperor? What 
kind of image of the emperor did he promote? How did this 
work to reinforce Napoleon's power? 
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2 

Jacques-louis David, The Consecration ofthe Emperor Napoleon and the Coronation of 
EmpressJosephine (December 2, ,804), 1806-1807· Canvas. Musee du louvre, Paris. 

I> Whatwere Napoleon's motivations in choosing David as court 
painter? (David had been a supporter ofthe Revolution, and he 
was perhaps the most celebrated artist in France at the time; he 
was famous for developing a severe neo-classical style that 

seemed to express revolutionaryvalues.) 

.. What ideologies-on the part of the painter, patron, and 
intended audience-shaped the creation and reception of this 
image? IfNapoleon demanded images of grandeur, how does 

this painting fit that need? 
.. Why did David choose to depict this particular moment? 

(Napoleon had pre-empted the Pope by taking the crown from 
his hands and crowning himself, and then subsequently 
crowning Josephine, leaving Pius VII to deliver blessings from 
the sidelines. The Pope had thought Napoleon would pledge 

his allegiance to the Holy Roman Empire.) 

I> What qualities in Napoleon does this moment emphasize? 
How are these emphasized formally in the image? (Napoleon is 
at the center of an awesome spectacle-notice how marginal-

ized dle Pope is.) 
~ Where was the painting displayed? Who saw it? Was it repro

duced as an engraving or otherwise made widely available to 

the public? 

Notice that in a materialist or Marxist line of questioning, formal 

issues don't disappear, but the emphasis is on understanding how 
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formal aspects of the work shaped and were shaped by ideology 
and social and economic power. In studying this painting, which 
so compellingly represents the dominant ideology ofNapoleon's 
regime, you could usefully read any number of Marxist theorists: 
Debord's ideas about spectacle or Gramsci's theory of sponta
neous consent could help deepen your understanding of the wark. 
An interpretation combining Marxist and feminist perspectives 
might address the role of the Empress Josephine in this image. 
Why did David choose to focus not on Napoleon's crowning but 
on Josephine's? This single moment emphasizes the ways in 
wh ich Josephine--as wife, queen, and citizen-is both glorified by 
and subject to Napoleon. Does her image stand here for France 
itself, glorified by and subject to Napoleon? 

Of course, Marxist or materialist analysis is also suited to works 
that challenge the dominant ideology. A good example is Judith 
Baca's The Great Wall ofLos Ange/es (1976-1983), a public mural that 
stretches for half a miIe across one of Los Angeles's Latino 
neighborhoods (Figure 3.3). It presents a his tory of people of color 
in California from prehistory to the present. Baca created this 
mural so that people in the neighborhood would have access to 
their his tory, which is often excluded from official accounts and 
textbooks. The part ofthe muraI shown here is caIled Division ofthe 

3.3 Judith Baca, The Great Wall ofLos Angeles: Division ofthe 
BarrioslChavez Ravine, 1976-1983. Los Angeles. 
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BarrioslChavez Ravine. It depicts two events from the 1950s: the 
building of a freeway through poor, Latino neighborhoods, a 
process that destroyed the neighborhoods but enabled white sub
urban motorists to commute by car to their jobs in the city. Chavez 
Ravine is the neighborhood in which the Dodgers' Stadium was 
built despite the protests of local residents. Although developers 
and city officials often proclaim that such projects benefit local 
areas, the residents ofChavez Ravine were forced to evacuate their 
houses and never received adequate compensation for the destruc

tion oftheir hornes and neighborhood. 

~ What is the dominant ideology that Baca is challenging here? 
How does her subject matter work to critique that ideology? 

~ In this particular frame from the mural, how are people of 
color being oppressed? How does the mural emphasize this 
visually? What is the dominant ideology about projects such as 
thruways and baseball stadiums? How are the neighborhood 
people represented here as protesting this ideology? 

~ How does mural format, which is large-scale and public, help 
Baca convey her message? (Think about the different effect this 
imagery would have if it were displayed in a museum, a 
restticted space that not everyone knows about or feels corn

fortable entering.) 

~ Why present history in pictures? Why is this an effective form of 
retelling history in this neighborhood? (Think about issues of 
literacy, multilingualism, authorship, access to books, etc.) 

Baca developed an innovative working method for this project, col
laborating on the mural with dozens of young people from the 
neighborhood. She wanted it to be a neighborhood piece, some
thing everyone could take pride in, even as it provided work and 
valuable working experience in a neighborhood troubled by high 
unemployment rates among teenagers. A materialist art historian 

might ask these kinds of questions about the mural: 

~ How does Baca's working method challenge prevailing ideolo
gies about artists (such as the idea of the solitary genius creat

ingartforart's sake)? 
~ How does her working method enhance the impact of her 

imagery? 
~ What are the economic effects of her working method on the 

surrounding community? 
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~ What is the ideological impact ofher working method? Do her 
helpers think differently about such issues as their social status 
(or race or gender) after participating in the creation of this 
mural? 

Baca is working in the great tradition ofthe Mexican muralists
artists such as Diego Rivera (r886-1957) andJose Clemente Orozco 
(r883-1949), who saw mural art as a way to challenge society and 
forge a new dass consciousness among workers and farmers. In . 
framing a Marxist/materialist analysis of her work, you may want 
to look at some of the studies of muralists that focus on these 
kinds of ideological issues, such as Anthony Lee's Paintin,g on the 
Lift: Die,go Rivera, Radieal Polities, and San Francisco's Publie Murals 
(1999). You could also use a theorist such as Adorno to frame your 
analysis, since Baca's working method-getting the neighbor
hood involved and giving young people cultural and economic 
alternatives-resonates with his critique of capitalist society. 

Feminisms 
What did it mean for a black woman to be an artist in our 

,grandmothers' time? In our ,great-,grandmothers' day? It is a 
question with an answer crue! enough to stop the blood. 

Alice Walker, "In Search ofOur Mothers' Gardens" 

Feminist art his tory is one of the most exciting and innovative 
modes of inquiry in art his tory today, and yet it can often be 
confusing to students. Does it only mean studying women artists? 
Is it also the study of women as subject matter in art? Ale all studies 
of women artists feminist by definition? To practice feminist art 
his tory, is it necessary to be a politically active feminist? 

As you get to know more about feminist art history, you'lliearn 
how multiple and varied it iso Iffeminists today say there is no such 
thing as a single, unified feminism, but a collection of "femin
isms," so too can we say that there is not a single feminist art 
history but "feminist art histories." 

Abriefhistory ofthe wornen's rnovernent 

When asked when the women's movement started, a lot of my 
students will answer the 1960s or 1970S. Actually, the modern 
women's movement dates back to the late eighteenth century, when 
Enlightenment philosophers argued for the equality of all human 
beings. One ofthe key texts ftom this time, MaryWollstonecraft's 
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A Vindication ofthe Ri,ghts ofWoman (1792), challenged the idea that 
women, as a group, were in anyway inferior to men.25 Ifwomen 
were less capable than men, Wollstonecraft dedared, it was only 
because they were poody educated and had limited opportunities, 
not because of any inherent or natural difference in ability. As the 
women's movement developed in the nineteenth century, it focused 
primarily on the issue of suff rage, the right to vote, for women (in 
the United States, many suffragists had also worked in the 
movement to abolish slavery). Women won the right to vote in 
most European countries and the United States in the early twen
tieth century, and, in response to that victory, the Depression, and 
Second World War, there was a luH in feminist politics and schohlr
ship. One notable exception was Virginia WooIrs A Room ofOne's 
Own, published in 1929, in which she discusses the challenges 

facing women writers. 
In the 1950s, books such as Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex 

(r953) and Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique (1963) began to 
spark debate about women's issues-"the problem that has no 
name," at least among middle-dass women. 26 Partly in response 
to the liberation movements in African and Asian colonies, and the 
American Civil Rights movement ofthe early 1960s, the women's 
movement reawakened. Sometimes called the Second Wave of the 
feminist movement, this period saw the growth of vibrantly femi
nist scholarly and artistic traditions as weIl as political activism. 
Young feminists today, who have grown up with feminism as part 
oftheir world, sometimes identifY themselves as the Third Wave. 

The beginnings offerninist art history 

A feminist art his tory is one tllat focuses on women as artists, 
patrons, viewers, and/or subjects. A feminist study must explicitly 
address the issue of female gender-that is, the idea of femininity 
and/or the experience ofbeing a woman-in one or more ofthese 
arenas. So, for example, a study of a painting by a woman artist isn't 
a feminist art history ifit doesn't take into account the ways in which 
the identity ofthe artist as a waman affects her imagery or her career, 
or the ways in which her representations of women are affected by 
her gender or by dominant (or subversive) gender ideologies. 

In many ways, the beginnings of feminist art history in the 
United States are marked by a very influentiaI article published by 
Linda Nochlin in 197I, titled "Why Have There Been No Great 
Women Artists?" Nochlin essentially gave two answers to her 
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provocative question. In the first, she points to the kinds of dis
crimination that have historically meant that warnen have had a 
very difficult time training as artists. Nochlin says that the surprise 
is not that there haven't been great warnen artists, but that there 
have been any warnen artists at all, given the obstacles they have 
had to confront. In Europe, for example, warnen weren't allowed 
to study from the nude model-a process that was a fundamental 
part of artistic training from the sixteenth through the nineteenth . 
centuries.27 

Nochlin's second answer challenges the set of ::Issumptions 
underlying the very question "Why have there been no great 
warnen artists?" Nachlin suggests that maybe art historians 
haven't been able to find great warnen artists because the wayart 
historians go about defining and looking for greatness excIudes 
warnen artists. She reminds us that "genius" is a historically and 
culturally determined concept, and that art is not "a free, auto
nomous activity of a super-endowed individual," but "a process 
mediated and determined by specific and definable social institu
tions. "28 Men aren't naturally better at art than warnen; they have 
just had more opportunity to fulfill the culturally determined 
requirements for artistic genius. In the end, she argues, the point 
of feminist art history is not simply to add in warnen artists-as if 
to say, "Look, we've forgotten all about Artemisia Gentileschi, but 
she's a great artist too"-but to challenge the paradigms, the ways 
of thinking, that are at the heart of the discipline. 

While Linda Nachlin and others were fomenting an art-history 
revolution in North America, similar events were taking place in 
Britain and Europe. British scholar Griselda Pollack was, and con
tinues to be, a leading feminist art historian, addressing ideologies 
of gender in the representation ofwomen and in women's work 
and lives as artists. She and art historian Rozsika Parker published 
Old Mistresses: Wornen, Art, and Ideology in I981. 29 The book itself rep
resents a different way of doing art his tory, for the authors 
acknowledge the contribution to their work of a feminist art his
tory collective in which they participated. The title itself is ironie: 
"old mistresses" doesn't have quite the ring of"old masters," and 
the authors explore same ofthe reasons why. They draw especially 
on theories ofideology developed in Marxism and Cultural Studies 
to examine the attitudes toward warnen artists in art his tory, and 
consider how warnen artists such as Mary Cassatt negotiated their 
own status as warnen and how they represented femininity. 
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Current issues in feminist art history 
Ifthe first feminist art historians were concerned with the recuper
ation ofwomen artists and with same fundamental revisions to art 
history's paradigms, feminist art historians today are expanding 
the goals of art his tory in new ways. In The Subjects of Art History 
(1998), art historian Patricia Mathews outlined three representative 
practices of recent feminist art history: 

1 recuperating the experience of wornen and wornen al'tists; 

2 critiquing and deconstructing authority, institutions, and ideo
Iogies and/or exarnining resistances to thern; 

3 rethinking the cuIturaI and psychoIogical spaces traditionally 
assigned to warnen and consequently re-envisioning the sub
ject seIf, particuIarly frorn psychoanaIytic perspectives. 

Mattbews notes that these three areas are in continual flux and 
continual interaction with each other.30 

Feminists have challenged art history's long-standing focus on 
painting, sculpture, architecture, and works on paper produced by. 
artists trained in the European tradition who were, almost alwayc;, 
male. The American novelist Alice Walker (b. 1944), in her farnaus 
essay "In Search of Gur Mothers' Gardens," asserted that dis
covering the history ofblackwornen's art requires looking atforms 
we don't usually consider as art- such as qnilts, church singing, 
and gardens-because black women historically were denied 
access to education and training as artists. Describing a quilt made 
by an "anonymaus" African-American woman in Alabarna, Walker 
writes poignantly of "an artist who left her mark in the only 
materials she could afford, and in the only medium her position in 
society allowed her to use. "31 In a similar vein, art historians such 
as Patricia Mainardi, Rozsika Parker, and Griselda Pollack have 
confronted the gendered nature of the division of art and craft (ar 
high art and low art), the assumption that what warnen rnake is 
"craft" and what men make is "art. "32 A nnmber of studies in both 
art his tory and anthropology have discussed the artistic practice of 
warnen in such media as textiles and ceramics, which were not 
formerly considered worthy of serious attention. 

The American art historians Norma Broude and Mary Garrard 
have contributed a great deal to the development of feminist art 
history through their own research as weIl as through editing three 
volurnes of essays in feminist art his tory. In the introduction to the 

63/ CHAPTER 3 ART'S CONTEXTS 



first of these volumes, published in I982, they emphasize feminist 
art history's examination of the ideologies that shape the produc
tion of art and of art his tory, working to exdude women.33 A 
decade later, in I992, the introduction to the second collection 
notes the expansion offeminist art history through its engagement 
with critical theory, and addresses newly defined areas of interest 
such as the body, the gaze, and the social construction of femi
ninity.34 The third collection focuses more specifically on feminist 
artists ofthe I970s, and provides a rich documentary history as weIl 
as art criticism and history that takes the politics of this art fully 
into account.35 Garrard's own book on Artemisia Gentileschi was 
alandmark study in feminist art his tory; through in-depth archival 
work and sensitive re-readings of the paintings themselves, she 
recuperated the work of this seventeenth-century female artist, 
who had been quite weIl known in her day but who was consigned 
to oblivion by later scholarship.36 Ifsome ofGarrard's biographi
cal and psychoanalytic readings have been challenged, even the 
possibility of staging such a debate around multiple perspectives 
on a woman artist signals the vitality of the field. 37 

Feminist art historians are also exploring how multiple and inter
twining identities-race, dass, family, age, sexual orientation, 
etc.-help to shape both women's artistic production and the 
representation of warnen. In this regard, the engagement with 
theories of psychoanalysis (as represented, especially, in the work 
oOulia Kristeva, Luce lrigaray, and Helene Cixous), with decon
struction, and with post-structuralism has been especially 
productive for feminist art historians, enabling them to develop 
theories of artistic practice and discuss the artist without resorting 
to traditional artistic models of genius (see also Chapters 4 and 5). 
Rather than assuming a stable identity for artists, an identity 
embedded in the work of art that can be revealed through art 
historical analysis, feminist art historians envision a more frag
mented and multiple subject, one situated within and shaped by 
not only his tory and culture but also by the psyche and individual 
experience. A number of feminists work to investigate the "subject 
effect" in this way, recognizing that the subject isn't natural or 
whole but is produced through discourse, always gendered and 
shaped by power relations in society.38 Pollock's recent analysis of 
the work of artists as diverse as Artemesia Gentileschi and Lubaina 
Himid is a good example.39 

Warnen of color and lesbians have made their voices heard 
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within mainstream art his tory and in the feminist movement, 
examining the ways in which race and/or sexual orientation affect 
artistic production and reception (see also "Sexualities, LGBTI 
Studies and Queer Theory" and "Cultural studies and postcolonial 
theory" in this chapter). The cultural critic bell hooks, for example, 
has written extensivelyon intertwining issues of race, gender, and 
representation. Her analysis ranges from film to painting to 
photography, demonstrating the common cultural ground of a 
wide variety of visual images. The artist and scholar Freida High 
Tesfagiorgis has pointed to the "semi-invisible" status of African
Arnerican warnen artists, marginalized sirnultaneously by ferninist 
art historians, who focus on the work ofEuro-American warnen, 
and by African-Americanist scholars, who focus on the wark of 
African-American men. She calls for a black feminist art his tory 
and art criticism that would not only work to uncover the lives and 
work of African-American warnen artists, butwould also challenge 
the paradigms that allow them to remain invisible.40 

Parallel to this interrogation of the subject is the interrogation 
of the female body as the object for the male gaze and as a vehide 
for expressing and reinforcing patriarchal values, such as the asso
ciation ofwomen with nature rather than the "higher" sphere of 
culture (see Chapter 4 for a discussion ofthe gaze).41 In her study 
of early 1970S body art, art historian Amelia Jones reminds us that 
body art has a particular power to engage the viewer-and that 
feminist body art, like the work of Hannah Wilke, is potentially 
deeply political in the ways that it challenges the construction of 
women's subjectivities.42 Johanna Frueh turns to the culture at 
large to study the aesthetics and erotics of oIder women's bodies, 
stemming from her own experience as a midlife body-builder and 
professor. She notes that "beauty is not natural to anyone, for peo
pIe create or negate their beauty" by various means, and asks why 
the culture at large so consistently denies beauty to older 
women.43 The Black Female Body: A Photographic History (2002) by 
Debarah Willis and Carla Williams examines the ways in which 
photography extended the Westernfascination with black 
women's bodies, as representations ofthe exotic, the primitive, ar 
the maternal, and in the context of scientific experimentation and 
the development of race tl1eory. They also examine the ways in 
which black warnen, induding performers such as Josephine 
Baker and artists such as Renee Cox, have redaimed photography 
and the representation oftheir bodies.44 
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Essentialism and feminist art history 
Is "woman" a universal category? Does it mean the same thing to 
be a woman in medieval England as among the pre-Columbian 
Olmec people of Mexico, or in China today? Is there a universal 
female aesthetic? Can you always recognize the art of women as 
distinct from the art of men? Does the art of women share certain 
characteristics acroSS time and space? 

Feminists and feminist art historians struggle with such 
questions, which revolve around the issue of essentialism. Feminist 
philosoph er Diana Fuss defines essentialism as "a beliefin the real 
true essence of things, thc invariable and fixed properties which 
define the 'whatness' of a given entity. "45 Essentialist arguments are 
not intrinsically good or bad, but they can be used to support a 
variety of positions. Some feminists have asserted the universality of 
the female condition, an essentiaIism that forges a sense of 
connection across time and space. Such essentiaIist connections 
can be, in the moment, creatively productive, politically useful, or 
culturally fulfilling (see "The Problems and Promises of Identity 
PoIitics" below). Other feminists emphasize that a category or 
identity such as "woman" is determined by cultural discourse, not 
bya "natural" or "essential" existence, some going so far as to assert 
the impossibility of cross-cultural understanding. 

As a scholar, you need to retain a sense ofhistorical and cultural 
specificity in relation to the works of art you are studying: you 
wouldn't assurne, for example, that an upper dass nineteenth
century Parisian woman who bought a print by Mary Cassatt 
necessarily shared experiences and beliefs with a fifteenth-century 
Italian woman who sat for a wedding portrait, much less with a 
Mende woman who commissions a mask in Sierra Leone today. 
Keep in mind that women artists may share as much or more with 
male artists of their own culture than with women artists of other 
cultures and times. Atthe same time, be aware of aspects ofwomen's 
experience that are continuous-similarities that are there not 
because of some "essential" or innate characteristic, but because of 
the persistence of sexistinstitutions, beliefs, and practices. 

Practicing feminist art history 

1'11 take a celebrated painting by the ItaIian artist Artemisia 
Gentileschi (r593-circa r653) to demonstrate feminist lines of 
questioning (Figure 3.4). (I make no apologies for using this pic
ture again, since it validates my points here as weIl as in Look!) 
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Unlike most other women, Artemisia Gentileschi had access to 
extensive training through her father, who was hirnself a 
professional artist. She became a famous painter in Rome and 
Florence, and was particularly known for the depiction of powerful 
biblical heroines. As a young woman, Gentileschi was raped by 
another artist, and some feminist scholars, induding Mary 
Garrard, have speculated about a connection between her choice of 
subject matter and her life experiences. Others, such as Griselda 
Pollock, have pointed to a larger cultural taste for images of 
sexually charged violence. The painting here depicts the Old 
Testament story ofJudith, a heroine who saved the Jewish people 
from destruction by decapitating the Assyrian general HoloferQes. 

Here are some ofthe questions you might ask about this work 

from a feminist perspective: 

p What was Artemisia Gentileschi's training as an artist? How 
was it different from the training of male artists? 

.. Was the development of her career different from that of her 
male peers? Did her studio function differently from theirs? 

.. Was she an exception, or were there other women artists like 

her working at the time? 
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3.4 Artemisia Gentileschi,Judith 
and her Maidseruant SlayinB 
Holofernes, circa 1625. Oil on 
canvas. Uffizi, Florence. 



~ How da es this painting relate to her other subjects? Did she 
usually paint female subjects? 

~ Is her subject matter different because she's a woman? Because 
she was raped? Da her male contemporaries also depict this 
subject? Is her approach to the subject different from that ofher 
male peers or from her female peers? Are there subjects she, as 
a woman, was not able to paint? 

~ Does the choice or treatment of subject matter relate to her life, 
and her experiences as a woman? 

~ Who is her intended audience here? Is she painting with male 
or female viewers in mind? 

~ How does the portrayal of a woman here reflect or shape social 
values with regard to warnen? 

~ Who bought her paintings? Who were her patrons? Did she 
have warnen patrons, and, if so, did she have special relation
ships with them? (Here feminist and materialist cancerns 
intersect.) 

~ How did male artists and critics respond to her wark? And 
female artists and critics? 

In crafting a feminist analysis ofthis image, you might want to look 
at the feminist writings about it and extend, critique, or respond to 
their perspectives. For example, Griselda Pollock's Ditferencing the 
Canon (1999) re-evaluated the scholarly literature on Gentileschi, 
and her arguments could be a starting point for your own analysis. 

1'11 shift my focus here to an African mask to examine issues of 
women's patronage and performance in addition to the depiction 
of a woman. The nowo mask shown in Figure 3.5 was used by the 
members of a women's society called Sande among the Mende 
people ofSierra Leone. Although male artists actually carve these 
masks, women commission and perform with them. The masks 
depict a beautiful female water spirit who visits the village during 
the initiation ofyoungwomen inta the Sande society. 

Same ofthe questions you might ask in a cross-cuItural femi
nist analysis might weIl be different from those that you would ask 
about a European painting. The cllltural situation itself is different 
and may prompt new questions, and the information YOll have ta 
work with in a cross-cllitural analysis mayaiso be different. For 
example, the element of artist's biography that informs the study 
of Artemisia Gentileschi's work may be missing in the study of an 
African mask, because the identity of the artist and patron may not 
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3.5 Mask, Mende people, Sierra Leone. 
Earlytwentieth century. British 
Museum (1956.Af27·18). 

be known. Working from a feminist perspec
tive, you might ask the following questions 

about this mask: 

~ What is the relationship between the female 
patron and the male artist? To what extent 
does she determine the final appearance 

ofthework? 

~ Which women can be patrons? How do 
they paylcompensate the artist? To 
what extent da they have creative input 
into the making of the mask? 

'" Da men also serve as patrons for simi
lar masks? How is their relationship to 
the artist similar to or different from 
that offemale patrons? 

.. Does this mask depict an ideal of feminine 
beauty? What are the elements of that ideal? How da 
women and men respond to this image ofideal beauty? 

'" Which women wear the masks? How does a woman train to be 
a dancer? Is the patron who commissioned the mask also the 

performer? 
~ What role does the masked spirit play during initiation? 

~ How da the young female initiates res pond to the mask and the 

spirit it represents? 

~ Da male villagers and elders res pond differently than female vil
lagers and elders to the appearance ofthe mask in the village? 

Here again you may want to turn to particular theorists to help you 
frame your analysis. Feminist art historians and anthropologists 
Sylvia Arden Boone and Ruth Phillips have both written ab out this 
masking tradition based on their own extensive field work.

46 

Comparing and contrasting the feminist perspectives presented in 
their work-published nearly ten years apart-might prove to be 
interesting. For additional help in framing your argument, you 
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could also look at feminist theories of performance or writings by 
feminist art historians about women's artistic patronage. Even if 
these writings don't focus on the Mende or other West African 
cultures, the cross-culturaI comparisons may prove iIIuminating. 

sexualities, lGBTI Studies. and Queer Theory 

Between the time ofSappho and the binh ofNatalie Cljjford 
Barney lies a "lesbian silence" oftwentyJour cenruries. 

Benha Harris, Our Right to Love (1978) 

So how do "Gender Studies" differ horn feminism? What's 
"queer" about Queer Theory? How do Gay and Lesbian Studies 
mesh with Queer Theory? Or with Gender Studies, for that matter? 
Why is that field called Gay and Lesbian Studies instead ofLGBTI 
(lesbian/gay/ bisexual/ transgenderlintersex) Studies? 

All of these scholarly arenas share common ground, but there 
are distinctions among them, both in terms of their academic 
history and in terms oftheir areas ofinquiry. Whereas feminism is 
particularly concerned with the sodaI construction of women's 
identity, Gender Studies is concerned with the sodal construction 
of all gen der identities and experiences-whether man, woman, 
transgendered, gender-blended, queer, or something else alto
gether. Gay and Lesbian Studies developed in the I970S as a 
response both to feminism in the academy and to the lesbian and 
gay liberation movement (itself sparked by the I969 Stonewall 
Rebellion, when a multicultural crowd of drag queens, trans
sexuaIs, gay men, and working-cIass Iesbians fought back against 
a police raid on the Stonewall Inn in lower Manhattan). Gay and 
Lesbian Studies provides a forum for recuperating the forgotten or 
concealed histories of gay and lesbian people, cultures, and 
institutions. Although you'll still see this term, it is being sup
planted by the terms Sexuality Studies or LGBTI Studies, which are 
more incIusive. Queer Theory has a political as weIl as a scholarly 
tradition. It emerged from and in reaction to the Gay and Lesbian 
Studies movement and the AIDS epidemie, calIing for a radical 
reconfiguration of scholarship and politics and an examination of 
alJ forms of gender oppression. 

In this section, 1'11 provide an introduction to LGBTI Studies 
and Queer Theory, discuss gender performativity_a key concept 
in Queer Theory-and explore the practice of art history in relation 
to LGBTI Studies and Queer Theory. 
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what's normal ....... or normative? 
gender theorists, and queer 

use the term "normative" to 
and critique oppressive gender 

standards and categories. Normative means 
notwhat is "normal" but what is considered 
"normal." One of my queer students once 
noted that just because heterosexuality is 
more common in our culture, that doesn't 
make it normal, just as brown eyes may be 

lGBTI Studies 

more common, but not more normal. Society 
dictates that certain ways ofliving are 
normal, and then coerces or persuades 
individuals to conform to these standards 
and perpetuate them. But when you look at 
the range ofhuman behavior, you soon 
realize that there's no such thing as 
"normal," however much societywould like 
us to thinl< that there iso 

The history of LGBTI Studies is parallel to and intertwined with 
politicaI feminisms and feminist scholarship. Initially, like femin
ism, the ambition of Lesbian and Gay Studies when it first 
developed was to document spedfic gay and lesbian identities and ' 
cultural practices. In art history, this meant researching artists who 
were gay and lesbian, and exploring homoerotic themes and 
subjects in works of art. Like feminist scholarship, LGBTI Studies 

retains strong connections with LGBTI political activism
especially around civil rights and the AIDS epidemie. Again, just as 
feminist studies are largely produced by self-identified feminists 
(largely, though not excIusively, women), LGBTI Studies are largely 
produced by scholars who self-identifY in these ways. 

Queer Theory 

Queer Theory is certainly related to LGBTI Studies, but takes a 
somewhat different approach. You probably know that the word 
queer means "weird" and has been used as derogatory slang far 
lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender people; it's a word that some 
LGBTI people have reclaimed, using it proudly instead of"gay" to 
subvert its stigma. Queer theorist and literary critic Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick defines queerness as: "the open mesh of possibilities, 
gaps, overlaps, dissonances, and resonances, lapses and excesses 
of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone's gender, of 
anyone's sexuality aren't made (or can't be made) to signifY 
monolithically."47 For Classics scholar and queer theorist David 
Halperin, "queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the 
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normal, the legitimate, the dominant. There is nothing in partieular to 
whieh it neeessarily rifers. It is an identity without an essence. "48 

The practice ofQueer Theory is not so much about identifjring 
and bringing to light particular LGBTI subjects and histories, as 
LGBTI Studies does. Rather, it focuses on tracing the power 
dynamics of what lesbian feminist poet Adrienne Rich (b. 19

2
9) 

caUs "compulsory heterosexuality," the way in which hetero
sexuaIity is placed at the center of society and other sexualities are 
marginalized.49 Queer theorists argue that homophobia is not just 
a byproduct ofindividual ignorance and prejudice, but an essential 
aspect of social organization and the distribution of power. 
Moreover, gender identity and sexual orientation aren't natural, 
inevitable, or inherent, but created by society-after all, the terms 
homosexual and heterosexual, wh ich you may think of as scientific 
and descriptive, were only coined in the late nineteenth century. Of 
course, "queer" is itself a historically specific term, like "homo
sexual" or "straight" or "man" or "woman." Queer Theory isn't 
any more inevitable or natural than anything else, but it is strategic
ally useful: it makes sense to its practitioners as a way of analyzing 
the world. And yet as productive as Queer Theory has been, Teresa 
de Lauretis, the scholar often credited with introducing the phrase, 
Iater abandoned it, arguing that it had been co-opted by the very 
mainstream forces itwas coined to resist. 50 

Michel Foucault, whose work is discussed at length in Chapter 5, 
was enormously influential in the development of both LGBTI 
Studies and Queer Theory. His multi-volume History of Sexuality 
(1978, 1984) argued that "homosexuality" should be seen as a histor
ically specific product of a particular society. In the West, Foueault 
argued, the homosexual person was ealled into being by the legal, 
medieal, and eultural discourses that created-and regulated-the 
category "homosexual" in the mid-nineteenth eentury: "the sodo
mite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a 
species. "51 Although Foucault's work has been criticized for its lack 
of historically-specifie analysis and its faHure to recognize human 
agency, it did in manyways set an agenda for the study of sexuality as 
a cultural construct rather than as a biological given. 

Gender performativity, a key queer idea 

Judith Butler's work on gender performativity has been central to 
tl1e development of queer theory.52 She argued that gender is per
formative-that is, a sense of gender identity for an individual or 
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develops via actions such as wearing certain clothes (skirts 
dresses forwomen, ties and jackets for men), engaging in cer
rituals (such as marriage), taking certain jobs (women don't 

work in construction), and employing certain manner
isms (girls are quiet, boys are rowdy); there is no natural, true, or 
innate essence to gender--or any other identity, for that matter. 
For Butler, identity is "performatively constituted by the very 
'expressions' that are said to be its results. "53 

According to Butler, this performance functions according to 
two basic mechanisms: citation and iteration; she notes "femininity 
is thus not tl1e product of a choice, but tl1e forcible citation of a 
norm."54 (And I would point out here tl1at tl1e same can be said for 
masculinity: men may end up witl1 much more social and economic 
power than women da, but the process of masculine gendering can 
be just as constraining.) Citation is copying others, a performance. 

Butler points out tl1at change happens-and tl1at there's poten
tial for resistance-because it's impossible to copy or to repeat 
tl1ings exactly.55 Think about playing tl1e game "telephone" or 
"Chinese whispers" and how much tl1e message changes by tl1e 
time it goes around tl1e circle, sometimes by accident and some
times because a player deliberately intro duces a change. From a 
performative gender perspective, not only da artists themselves 
sometimes perform or undermine mainstream (normative) gen
der identities and sexualities (malelfemale, straight) in their own 
lives, but they also sometimes create images that can perpetuate or 
challenge mainstream gender identities and sexualities. 

lGBTl/Queer art history 

The art historian Jonathan Weinberg has noted tl1at among tl1e 
humanities, art history has been relatively late to address tl1e inter
relationship of art and sexual orientation: "From its beginnings in 
the writings of Johann Winckelmann, art history has been a 
closeted profession in which tl1e erotic is hidden or displaced."56 
Altl10ugh tl1ere has been an increasing nu mb er of essays on lesbian 
and gayartists and images, tl1ere are still few full-Iengtl1 studies of 
tl1ese subjects, and work on transgender, intersex, gender-blending, 
bisexuality, pansexuality and other gender identities and sexualities 
has yet to emerge fuUy. The critic Laura Cottingham has pointed out 
the near invisibility oflesbian artists and themes in art history: the 
challenge may be to face the double whammy ofhomophobia and 
sexism.57 Confronting such gaps, same scholars acknowledge tl1at 
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"Queering" works of art (that is, destabilizing our confidence in the 
relations hip of representation to identity, authorship, and behavior) 
is important, but they also emphasize that this approach should not 
completely supplant the process of recovering LGBTI icono
graphies and historical moments. 

In the end, many art historians combine LGBTI and Queer The
ory approaches-mining archives and museums for information 
about LGBTI images, artists, communities, and institutions, while 
employing Queer theoretical frameworks. Alandmark in the field 
is a coIler.tion of essays edited by Whitney Davis, Gay and Lesbian 
Srudies in Art History (1994), first published as a special issue ofThe 
Journal ofHomosexuality. The essays raise a number of critical ques
tions, and provide methodological models as they engage with 
specific images, from Boucher's paintings of women in bed to
gether to Safer Sex posters. Also an important study is Jonathan 
Weinberg's SpeakingforVice: Homosexuality in theArt ofCharles Demuth, 
Marsden Hartley, and the First American Avant-Garde (1993), which 
explores how Demuth and Hartley reconciled the tensions bet
ween the creation oftheir self-consciously "American" art and the 
representation oftheir own marginalized sexuality. Weinberg also 
reflects on tlle ethics of research, the process of" outing" artists 
who felt compelled to conceal their identities and desires in their 
lifetimes. 

The study of sexuality crosses boundaries in multiple ways, 
reminding us that "queer" and "straight" are not necessarily oppo
site terms, especially in relation to other cultures and periods in 
which such categorizations and identities do not exist. One good 
example ofthis is an edited collection of essays entitled Sexuality in 
Ancient Art (1996). Studying sexuality, art historian Natalie Kampen 
reminds readers in the introduction, is not the same as studying 
the erotic (that which attempts to arouse the viewer). The study of 
sexuality encompasses the representation of the [clothed and 
nude] body, the ways in which sexual identity and sexual conduct 
define social categories and individuals, and the way that imagery 
allows human beings to find and measure themselves as sexua1.58 

Practidng Queer/lGBTI art history 

In the first half of the twentieth century, the American artist 
Charles Demuth (r883-r935) produced aseries ofwatercolors that 
represent men's homoerotic desire. This example, Two Sailors 
Urinating, provides an opportunity to consider a number of ques-
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3.6 Charles Demuth, Two 
Sailors Urinating. 1930. 
Watercolor and pencil on 
paper. 

tions from the perspectives of LGBTI Studies and Queer Theory 
(Figure 3.6). It's often very difficult to ana!yze the role that the 
artist's own sexual orientation and identity play in the production 
of works of art, especially when an artist has left few statements or 
images that give us insight into his or her own sense of self. An 
artist's identity-including but not limited to sexual orientation
also has to be seen in the context of the larger society. 

~ How does tl1e artist visually construct homoerotic content? 
(Think about the focus on genitals, facial expressions, ges
tures, and the viewer's implied position in the scene.) 

~ What were the possible sexual identities at this time? Was the 
artist expressing or forging a new kind of identity through this 
image? Or conforming to an available identity through this 

imagery? 

~ How does tl1is scene represent the idea and experience of 
homoerotic des ire in the 1930S? Why sailors, for example? 
(There was enormous oppression of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 
transgender people at this time. Same-sex sexual acts were 
outlawed in most states-as they still were in some states unti! 
a 2003 Supreme Court ruling banned such discrimination
and meetings had to be clandestine. Such sexualities could be 
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practiced most freeIy in socially marginal places such as 
waterfront bars or theatres.) 

~ Who was the viewer for these works? Did the works present an 
image of homoeroticism that was meant to attract? Repulse? 
(Demuth, for example, intended the works for himself and a 
very small circle of ttusted friends who knew and shared his 
sexual orientation. You could also work, however, on images 
that were negative or ambiguous in their representation of 
such sexualities-the sensationalist covers of I950S dime
novels with lesbian themes are one example). 

~ Does the artist atltlress homoerotic subjects in other media and 
kinds of images (oil painting or drawing, for example)? Why 
did Demuth choose to wark in watercolor and a relatively small 
format in depicting these subjects? 

~ How does this body of imagery relate to the other imagery 
Demuth produced (for example, abstract works, stilllives, pre
cisionist images offactories and silos)? 

~ You might also look at the scholarship on Demuth: which 
scholars discuss the homoerotic watercolors? (Jonathan Wein
berg's "Speaking for Vice" is an obvious starting point.) Are 
there scholarly works that seem to suppress these watercolors, 
and, if so, why? (For example, arecent visit to the Charles 
Demuth Museum website revealed no mention ofhis sexuality 
or the homoerotic content in his work. I can't help but think 
that if he had been a heterosexual married man, his personal 
life would have been mentioned.) 

Cultural Studies and postcolonial theory 
Culture is ordinary. 

Raymond Williams, "Movingftom High Culture to 
Ordinary Cu/ture" (1958) 

Culture is everything. Cu/ture is the way we dress, the way we 
carry Dur heads, the way we walk, the way we tie our ties-it 

is not only the fact of writing books or bui/ding hauses. 

Aime Cesaire, "Cu/ture and Colonizatian" (1956) 

Cultural Studies is an interdisciplinary academic movement that 
takes culture out of the realm of the elite and examines its inter
connections throughout society. From a Cultural Studies perspec
tive, all people engage in culture, in the making of symbols and the 
practices of representation (verbal, visual, gestural, musical, etc.). 
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Cultural Studies is wide-ranging-its practitioners may discuss 
novels, workers' diaries, concepts of race or gender, soap operas, 
or objects of daily life, from hand-embroidered tabledoths to Ikea 
furniture. In doing this work, Cultural Studies is strongly interdis
ciplinary: it derives its methods and issues from anthropology, his
tory, economics, sociology, literary criticism, and art his tory. Art 
historians have been particularly involved in the branch ofCultural 
Studies known as Visual Culture Studies. 

Cultural Studies emerged in Europe and the US after the Sec
ond World War, and in many ways it was strongly influenced by 
Marxist cultural analysis; in fact, the English scholar Raymond 
Williams (1921-1988), quoted above, could just as easily ha.ve 
appeared above in the Marxism section. Cultural Studies is particu
larly concerned with ideology and power. It takes as a primary con
cern subjectivity-that is, how human subjects are formed by the 
social and cultural forces around them, and how they experience 
their lives in culture and society. It has a particular interest in both 
"ordinary" people and in communities marginalized by race, dass, 
gender, sexual orientation, etc. For example, Stuart Hall, one ofthe 
founding figures in the field, argues that people are simultaneous 
makers and consumers of culture, participating in that culture 
according to their place in economic and political structures. He 
argues that people, via processes of encoding and decoding, shape 
culture, and that institutions such as the church, the state, etc. 
encode certain ideas in mass media, which audiences then decode 
(this is an alternative perspective to Adorno's). But Hall holds that 
we are sophisticated consumers of mass media: we can respond to 
these representations with skepticism and make oppositional 
readings. Depending on their cultural backgrounds, individual 
experiences, etc., some people may accept most ofthe "text" ofthe 
media message, while others reject it almost entirely.59 

Postcolonial theory has been important to the development of 
Cultural Studies, so I've put the two together here, though there's 
nothing necessary or inevitable about this placement. Colonialism 
has been a powerful cultural force across the globe, and has 
manifested itselfin several farms. The term postcolonial refers not 
only to the shaping of new identities, and political and cultural 
practices in former colonies, but also to a body of theory that sup
ports the study of the distinctive cultural, social, and political 
dynamics ofboth colonial and postcolonial societies. I do also want 
to note here that the term postcolonial has its critics. Some argue 
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that the "post" in postcolonial fails to recognize the exploitation 
still present in neo-colonial relationships: despite political indep
endence, former colonies are often economically dependent on 
former colonizers, and oppressive relations of power may develop 
within a former colony itselE Moreover, studying cultures, regions, 
or nations through categories such as pre-colonial/colonial/ 
postcolonial prioritizes the colonizer's perspective and can be, 
itself, a form of neo-colonialism. 60 

Of course, engaging in Cultural Studies requires a worldng 
definition of the term "culture." For Raymond Williams, culture is 
an organic "way oflife." Culture can also be social process, com
munication, interaction between people, the common frames of 
reference for interpreting experience. Culture is group identity. Cul
ture is also a site of struggle for dominance by competing groups. 

Race al'ld postcoionial theory 

In discussing race, Stuart Hall argues that there are two kinds of 
identity: identity in being (which offers a sense of unity and com
monality) and identity as becoming (or a process ofidentification, 
which shows the discontinuity in our identity formation). Identity is 
important, but it is a process of "imaginative rediscovery": he 
argues against the idea ofidentity as true or essential, emphasizing 
instead the ways in which cultural identities are subject to the con
tinuous "play" ofhistory, culture, and power.61 For Hall, identities 
of race or gender are not an unchanging essence, but a positioninll, 
unstable points ofsuture within the discourses ofhistory and cul
ture (see also the discussions of essentialism and Queer Theory 
above).62 

Race is a key issue not only in studying contemporary cultures, 
but also in studying the his tory of colonization, especially through 
postcolonial theory. According to one influential definition, the 
term "postcolonial" signifies "all the culture affected by the impe
rial process from the moment of colonization to the present day ... 
there is a continuity of preoccupations throughout the historical 
process initiated by European imperial aggression."63 Colonial 
relationships are inherently unequal: social, political, and eco
nomic power are held by the colonizer, who exploits the colonized 
people and territory. Even so, it's important to remember that 
there's no one, single type of colonial experience. Scholars dis tin
guish between different kinds of colonial relationships. For exam
pIe, there are settler societies, to which Europeans emigrated in 
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large numbers (such as Australia and the United States) and also 
colonies that served primarily as sources of raw materials and as 
market outlets (like many African colonies). Moreover, there is 
also variation, among both the colonists and the colonized, based 
on race, dass, education, religion, gender, and other factors.64 An 
army officer, a merchant, and a low-Ievel plantation manager 
would potentially have very different colonial experiences, as would, 
among the colonized, a local aristocrat and a plantation worker. 

The Palestinian cultural critic Edward Said's Orientalism (1978) 
was a groundbreaking work in postcolonial theory. In it, Said 
(r935-2003) employed Foucault's ideas about discourse and 
power to assert that the West, via Orientalism, represented the ~ast 
(induding the Middle East, China, Japan, and India) as exotic, 
mysterious, distant, unlmowable, as a way of controlling it.

65 

According to Said, there never was an "Orient," except as an inven

tion that Westerners used to subjugate the region. 
Critiques ofSaid's work (induding those ofBernard Lewis and 

Aijaz Ahmad) have argued that Said's divide between East and 
West is too simplistic, tl1at colonial experience was more compli- , 
cated and multifaceted, with more players and participants, than 
this binary division allows.66 Moreover, scholars have applied 
Said's framework to a variety of colonial situations and relation
ships, some of which it doesn't fit very well. Nonetheless, Said 
raised a set of theoretical issues-especially about representation 
and discourse-that has been widely influentiaL 

In The Location of Culture (1994), Homi Bhabha, a leading 
scholar in postcolonial studies, explores mimicry and hybridity as 
ways of negotiating the power relationships between colonizer 
and colonized. In mimicry, the colonizers compel the colonized 
to imitate them-to use their language, customs, religion, 
schooling, government, etc.67 Bhabha considers what this means 
not only to the colonized, but also to the colonizer. How does it 
distort culture and experience to be imitated? What are the power 
dynamics ofthe relations hip? How is resistance possible? Bhabha 
also investigates hybridity-what happens when cultures corne 
into contact with each other, especially in colonial situations. He 
argues against binary oppositions (such as First World/Third 
World, black/white, rnen/ warnen) and fixed borders. Instead, he 
explores what happens at the interstices, at the places where peo
ples, cultures, and institutions overlap, where identities are per

forrned and contes ted. 
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Drawing on the writings of the Caribbean politicaI theorist and 
activist Franz Fanon (1925-1961), Stuart Hall points out thatwithin 
colonial contexts a process of "self-othering" takes place. This is 
distinct from Said's OrientaIism, where the colonized were con
structed as different by the colonizer within the categories ofWest
ern knowledge. Hall argues that the colonizer had "the power to 
make us see and experience ourselves as 'Other. "'68 That is, in a colo
niaI regime, the colonized people begin to see themselves as infe
rior, strange, uncivilized, etc.-they internalize the negative view of 
the colonizer. Hall writes eloquently ofthe ways in which this inn~r 
expropriation of cultural identity undermines people, and he 
emphasizes the need to resist it. He quotes Fanon, who wrote that 
this process produces "individuals without an anchor, without 
horizon, colourless, stateless, rootless-a race of angels. "69 This is 
a process that has implications not only for formerly colonized 
nations such as Jamaica, Ghana, or Papua New Guinea but also for 
people of color in places such as New York and London. 

The broadening scope of art history in recent years has meant 
that art historians have addressed the impact of race on visual rep
resentation in a variety of cultural contexts, including coloniaIism. 
One area ofinterest is the representation of colonized people and 
people of color, especially in painting and photography: a good 
example is Colonialist Photography: Imagining Race and Place (2002), 

which includes essays on subjects as diverse as Algerian postcards, 
French films of the Second World War, and Hawaiian advertising 
images.70 Australian art historian Bernard Smith (b. I916) has 
written pioneering studies ofthe European depietion ofthe Pacific 
and Australia, and the kinds of values expressed in those images, 
which addressed difference, the exotic, the taming of the wilder
ness etc. 71 Among art historians, practices of hybridity-the fus
ing of cultures and traditions-have also been an important focus. 
Recent studies of colonial architecture address not only off1cial 
architecture (court houses, governors' mansions) but also the 
hauses, churches, and market buildings of colonized peoples 
grappIingwith newly introduced forms,72 New understandings of 
modernity and modernism have also emerged: scholars have 
pointed out that there isn't just one Modernism, located in Europe 
and the United States, but multiple Modernisms that developed in 
Africa, Latin Ameriea, and elsewhere.73 

In the United States, African-Ameriean Studies (sometimes 
also caUed Black Studies) has made important contributions to 
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these theoretical debates as weH as to the knowledge of African
American and Diaspora artists. African-Ameriean Studies, much 
like Women's Studies or LGBTI Studies, both develops theories of 
race and power and also mines the archives to recuperate forgotten 
histories. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., a key figure in the development of 
African-American Studies, has stressed the need to define a canon
ical tradition in African-American literature. 74 Whether or not a 
canon is necessary (canons work both to inelude and exelude), art 
historians have worked at recuperating the history of Afriean
American artists, from highly trained s~ulptors and painters to 
quiltmakers and potters. David Driskell was one ofthe founders of 
this movement, while Sharon Patton's recent survey provides an 
exceHentintroduction to the material and the issues.75 

Subaltern Studies 

1'11 discuss briefly here the work of the Subaltern Studies Group, 
aIthough it could as easily have been ineluded in the Marxism sec
tion above. Subaltern Studies is the discipline of a loose collective 
of scholars who study colonial and postcolonial his tory, largely in 
South Asia. The term "subaltern" (whieh literally means "subordi
nate") comes from the work of Antonio Gramsci: he used it to indi
cate the ways in which proletarian voiees are deIiberately silenced 
by dominant, bourgeois capitalist narratives. Subaltern Studies 
emphasizes that powerful institutions and individuals (the govern
ment, the Church, business leaders) control the ability and oppor
tunity to tell history and to represent what's going on in society, 
even as they suppress the voices of protesters, the paar, revolution
aries, warnen, the siek or disabled. 76 

Subaltern Studies seeks to recuperate those silenced voiees, 
especially those of peasants, merchants, smalliand-holders, and 
others who either do not have power or else have limited kinds of 
power, within colonial and postcolonial regimes. Subaltern Stud
ies does this by innovative historieal methods: scholars read the 
sources produced by the dominant culture "from within but 
against the grain" so that subaltern voices emerge, and evidence of 
agency and resistance can be uncovered. 77 For example, one of the 
primary resources is court records, for trial testimony sometimes 
reveals subaltern voices representing themselves and their view
points. As Gayatri Spivak notes, these voiees are a necessary and 
pervasive part of such records, even though the records deliber
ately try to suppress them.78 
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Art history, Cultural Studies, and Visual Culture 
Art historians, as weIl as anthropologists, film theorists, sociolo
gists, and others, have created Visual Culture Studies as a distinctive 
arena within Cultural Studies.79 What's the difference between art 
history and visual culture? One answer is that, in certain respects, 
visual culture invites the study of a broader array of objects than art 
historians typically engage with. 80 So, taking a visual culture 
approach, an art historian may focus not on "high" art produced by 
trained artists, but on middle-range housing, family snapshots, tex
tiles, advertising images, postcards, etc. Another helpful way of 
framing the distinction (as weIl as the potential overlap) between 
the two disciplines is to say thatvisual culture focuses not on objects 
but subjects-that is, the ways in which works of art (broadly 
defined) catch up their creators and viewers in interconnecting 
webs of cultural meanings and relations of power.81 

While some art historians find Visual Culture Studies liberat
ing, others argue that this focus on subjects fails to engage with 
the materiality of art objects, or else they object that it promotes the 
model of textual analysis in ways that don't address the specific 
visual characteristics of works of art. 82 Still others point out that 
the kinds of questions asked in Visual Culture Studies already have 
their roots in the art history of an earlier generation: scholars such 
as Alois Riegl ranged widely in the questions they asked and the 
kinds of objects they addressed.83 It's important to note here that 
art historians sometimes use the term "visual culture" in a very 
specific way to discuss theories and the technology of vision in 
different cultures and periods. Such scholars as Jonathan Crary 
and Barbara Maria Stafford have discussed, in the context of partic
ular time periods, theories ofvision, image-making devices, and 
visual skills.84 

Browsing through some of the many readers in Visual Culture 
Studies will give you a sense ofthis emerging interdisciplinary field. 
One example of visual culture studies-produced at the crossroads 
of art history, visual cultural, and Queer theory-is Erica Rand's Bar
bie's Queer Accessories (1995). Trained as an art historian, Rand brings 
all her critical skills to bear on Barbie, controversial and beloved 
doll. Any good feminist could point out the cultural messages 
encoded in Barbie that work to reinforce a very narrow vision of 
womanhood. But Rand goes beyond this, examining how con
sumers of all ages have rewritten the Barbie script to challenge dis
criminatory cultural messages about bodies, gender, and sexuality. 
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Practidng art history informed by 
cultural Studies/postcolonialism 

To explore how this line of questioning might evolve, 1'11 take as an 
example a set of photographs from a geography book published in 
19

0
9. These pages from The Harmsworth History ofthe World (London 

19
0

9) are captioned "Racial Contrasts under the British Flag" and 
"Dusky Beauty and Ugliness Under the British Flag" (Figure 3·7)· 
This isn't the kind of celebrated masterpiece you may be used to 
analyzing in art history, but from a Cultural Studieslvisual culture 
perspe('tiVf~, wh ether or not a work can be thought of as a "master
piece" is irrelevant: what's important is what that work teHs us 

about the culture in which it was produced. 

~ Who is the intended audience? (In this case, an educated, mid
dIe-dass general readership of both sexes; the assumption is 
that they are British and white.) Why would such a collection of 

pietures be made available to this audience? 

~ What does it mean for the reader to be confronted by the array 
of nine photographs on a two-page spread? What kinds of 

5S.W 

3.7 Pages from The Harmsworth History ofthe World (London 1909) captioned "Racial 
Contrasts underthe British Flag" and "DuskyBeautyand Ugliness underthe 
British Flag" (Coombes, Reinuenting Africa, p. 204, fig. 100). 
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messages are encoded in the ways that the photographs are 
arranged and juxtaposed? You could combine a Cultural Studies 
perspective with semiotics here to analyze these images further. 

P> Howwould this collection ofimages help to shape the typical 
reader's sense of selfand others? Think, for example, about the 
location of the reader in terms of racial hierarchies displayed 
here and the imperial hierarchies displayed. Think, too, about 
the person from Nubia or Sudan reading this magazine-how 
might Stuart HaII's ideas about internalized self-othering be 
relevant here? (To develop a line of questioning about the 
rece.ption ofthe image further, scc Chapter 4). 

P> How are cultural ideas about race, class, and gender played out 
here? What does it mean, for example, to label the image of a 
French-Canadian man a "gentleman" and the Central African 
man a "dandy"? What is the effect of labeling the English 
woman and the Egyptian woman "beauties" whiIe the other 
women (Zulu, Sudanese, Ceylonese) are not? If the Egyptian 
woman is the only "beauty" among the women of color, then 
are the others, by implication, representative of "ugliness"? 
What kinds of racial hierarchy do all these words establish? 

P> In Reinventing Aftica: Museums, Material Culture and Popular Imagi
nation in Late Victorian and Edwardian England (1997), art historian 
Annie E. Coombes examines this image in relation to the 
colonial and missionary ideologies that informed museum dis
plays of African art at this time. You might also think about this 
collection of images in relation to other ways of representing 
African and Middle Eastern peoples-perhaps in novels or 
erotic photographs. 

Of course, contemporary art history studies not only objects in 

themselves, but practices related to tlle visual arts: the history and 

philosophy of collections and exhibitions, for example, or the 

practice of art criticism in a particular culture. Such studies focus 

on the practice itself, with artwor/es themselves appearing only as a 
secondary object of analysis, if at all. 

Although such a case study could appear in any chapter of this 
book, let me take as an example here the repatriation ofWar God 

figures, ahayu:da, to the Zuni people ofNew Mexico. (Repatriation 

in this context is the return of an artwor/e to its rightful owner or 

owners bya museum or other culturaI institution.) My focus here is 

not on the contextual or formal analysis of the figures themselves 

but on the practice ofrepatriation, how and why it has unfolded, 
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its significance to the Zuni people, to museum practices, and 

the culture at large,8s Cultural studies, postcolonial theory, the 
of ideas, and Marxist/materialist perspectives are particu

.larly useful in this analysis. I won't reproduce a photograph of an 

ahayu:da here because, until very recently, the Zuni people did not 

want these figures exhibited or published (some pictures have 

recently been allowed to circulate, enabling museums and private 

collectors to identifY such wodes in ilieir possession). 

P> What is the legal basis for repatriation? In legal terms the War 
Gods are considereJ "inalienable property"-that is, property 
that cannot be sold or given away (alienated) by an individual or 
community. Thus, in legal terms, any War Gods removed from ' 
the Pueblo have been stolen. Severallaws, including the I99° 
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, have 

addressed this issue and established guidelines for the process 

of repatriation. 
P> What is the moral basis for repatriation, as it relates to the 

history of relations between Zuni people and the dominant 

culture? 
P> What are the major concepts structuring this discourse--for 

example, the idea ofinalienable property, or the Zuni idea that 

artwor!es are, in so me sense, living beings and members ofthe 
community? What are the places of commonality or difference 

in these ideas between the Zuni and the dominant culture? 

P> What is the process of repatriation? What are the power rela
tions at work in this process? Do tl1e Zuni have the community 
and financial reSOllrces to press their claims? Do museums 

resist these claims? 
P> How does ideology work to shape the process of repatriation? 

Think, for example, about the Western notion ofthe museum 
as an institution that permanently holds its collections, or the 

history of museums in relationship to colonialism. How do 
these histories and ideologies shape the museum staff's reac

tion to this process-and that ofthe public at large? 

P> What has repatriation meant to the Zuni people? Has the return 
ofthe War Gods fostered astronger sense of cultural identity or 
renewal? Are there conflicting ideas about repatriation within 

the community? 
P> Has the repatriation ofZuni War Gods changed how the muse

ums involved perceive their function? Has it changed collecting 

practices? 
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~ Does repatriation reftect or create a new respect for Native 
Americans before the law and in the culture at large? 

Condusion 
This chapter has introduced a number of ways to address 
contextual questions in art his tory. These contextual ques
tions have compelled art history to reach out to anthropol
ogy, political theory, sociology, and other disciplines. At the 
same time, questions of context, with their political impli
cations, also break down the barrier between aeademia and 
the world at large, especially in relation to aspects ofidentity 
such as gender, sexual orientation, race, and dass. 

More than any other duster of theories, the history of 
ideas, Marxism and materialism, feminisms, LGBTI Stud
ies/Queer theory, cultural studies, and postcolonial theory 
work to open up the art-historieal canon, the list of accepted 
"great" works of art and artists that are the primary focus of 
art-historical study. These perspectives demand thatwe look 
at advertising, industrial ceramics, women's embroidery, 
snapshots, missionary churches alongside Michelangelo 
and Monet. In her feminist and deconstructive critique ofthe 
canon, Griselda Pollock has pointed out that the canon is a 
"discursive strategy for the production and reproduction of 
sexual difference and its complex configurations with gender 
and related modes of power. "86 From the perspectives pre
sen ted in this chapter, we could argue that the art-historical 
canon also works to produce and reproduce differences in 
dass, sexuality, race, and ethnicity. Whether it continues to 
do so is up to the practitioners of art his tory today. 
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Chapter 4 
psychology and perception in an 

How the vi ewer experiences art is an im portant subject in art his tory. 
There is a great, and ancient, tradition of writing, called ekphrasis, in 
which people describe works of art (among other things) and record 
their impressions ofthem. But art historians today also investigate 
the psychological/psychical and physicaI aspects of the experience 
oflooking at art. This chapter will review the basic elements of such 
approaches, starting with psychoanalytic theory and proceeding to 
various theories of reception and the gaze. Because of the complex 
interrelations of these theoretical approaches, and the need to pres
ent a lot ofbackground material that isn't directly used in the prac
tice of art history today, 1'11 save the examples of art-historical 
analysis far the end of the chapter, rather than interspersing them 
with each section. 

Art history and psychoanalysis 
Happy people haue no stories. 

Louise Bourgeois 

Narrowly speaking, psychoanalysis is a method of analyzing psy
chic (psychologieal) phenomena and treating emotional disorders; 
broadly speaking, it is a philosophy ofhuman consciousness, both 
individual and socia!. Its modern founder is Sigmund Freud (1856-
1939), an Austrian doctor who developed a therapeutic method for 
analyzing the unconscious through the interpretation of dreams, 
verbal slips, jokes, etc. and through the use of free association. 
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Freud hirns elf, and many after hirn, applied the theory and practice 
of analysis to works of art and literature and to society at large. 

Psychoanalysis is also an enormous field of inquiry in its own 
right, and I won't exhaustively explore all aspects or branches of 
psychoanalysis here, but instead will discuss some basic concepts 
that have been particularly relevant to the practice of art history. 
Psychoanalysis has at various times been used to address the con
tent or subject-matter ofindividual works of art; the relationship of 
individual works of art to the artists who created them; the rela
tionship of the viewer to the image; and the nature of creativity and 
of art itself. 

Basic Freud 

Freud galvanized late Victorian society when he argued that 
repressed des ire was at the raot of human civilization. His work 
revolutionized the way people thought about desire (sexual and 
otherwise), about the workings of the mind, ab out basic human 
interactions and the human sense of self. Although subsequent 
theorists have challenged virtually every aspect of his work, it 
remains a touchstone of psychoanalytic theory. PU summarize 
Freud's basic ideas here before delving into the critique. 

Freud's theory rests on the observation that humans have to 
work to survive, which means that, unfortunately, we can't just 
hang araund and have fun all daYi instead, we have to repress so me 
of our tendencies to pleasure and gratification. Freud saw this 
process of repression as the key to the human psyche. As literary 
critic Terry Eagleton has pointed out, if Marx looked at con
sequences of labor in terms of social relations, politics, and the 
economy, Freud looked at its implications for the psyche.1 It's not 
surprising that both the materialist conception of history and 
psychoanalysis emerged amid the rapid industrialization and 
urbanization of nineteenth-century Europe, with its new forms of 
work that oppressed body and spirit. 

For the individual, managing repressed desires is a difflcult 
business, and Freud named that place in ourselves where we store 
Dur unfillfilled desires the unconscious, because we are unaware of 
them. One way we try to manage our unfulfilled desires is through 
sublimation, directing them toward a more socially valued objec
tive. Like so many other psychoanalytic ideas, this one has entered 
popular culture-for example, we talk about exercise as an outlet 
for sexual frustration. Freud pointed out that sometimes the reality 
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principle (the necessity of work) represses the pleasure principle (the 
desire to have fun) so much that it makes us siek. This is neurosis. 

Unfortunately, human beings aren't born equipped with the 
psychie mechanisms for repressing our unfulfilled desires. We 
have to learn how to do it in childhood, and Freud was intensely 
interested in the sequence of childhood development. In particu
lar, he focused on the harnessing ofthe libido, the individual's psy
chie (not merely sexual) energy. As the child's libido develops, it is 
centered first on the child's body. The baby will nurse, and in the 
process learn that this biologieal process is also pleasurable-this 
i8 the first dawning of sexuality. After weaning, the child passes to 
the anal stage. The anus becomes an erotogenie zone, and the 
child takes a sadistic pleasure in defecation; at the same time, the 
child is anarchie and aggressive. 

As the erotogenic zone shifts from the anus to the genitals, 
children pass into the phallic stage. Freud deIiberately called this 
the phallic stage, rather than genital stage, because girls had to be 
content with the clitoris, which he saw as inferior to the penis. At 
this point, the Oedipus complex in boys and the Electra complex in 
girls involves the child's unconscious desire to possess the oppo
site-sexed parent and to eliminate the same-sexed one. The boy 
feels aggression and envy toward his father, yet also fears the retali
ation of this powerful riyal: the boy has noticed that women have 
no penises, and he fears that his father will remove his penis, too. 
He only resolves the conBict by reaJizing that he can possess his 
mother vicariously by identitying with the father, thereby assum
ing his appropriate sexual role in life. Similarly, the Electra com
plex has its roots in the little girl's discovery that she, like her 
mother and other women, lacks the penis that her father and other 
men possess. Her love for her father then becomes both erotic and 
envious, as she yearns for a penis ofher own. She comes to blame 
her mother for her perceived castration, and is struck by penis 
envy, the counterpart to the boy's castration anxiety. 

As the child grows, the pressure of dealing with conflicting and 
repressed desires splits the mind into three aspects: id, e8

0
, and 

supere8°' The id is the part of the self devoted to the pleasure
principle, the part that can't suppress or defer pleasure, but instead 
always demands immediate gratification. The ego has a bettel' 
grasp on the reality principle: it understands that sometimes it's 
preferable, even safer, to delay gratification. Because of this, the 
ego often has to repress the id. The ego's efforts to satisty these 
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in acceptable ways eventually builds memories and skills 
(projection, rationalization, and dis placement) , and the ego 
gradually becomes aware ofitself as an entity. With the formation 
ofthe ego, the individual becomes a self, instead of an amalgam
ation of urges and needs. While the ego may temporarily repress 
dIe id in fear of punishment, eventually these external sources of 
punishment are internalized. The superego uses guilt and self: 
reproach to enforce these rules and repress the id. The superego is 
subdivisible into two parts: conscience and ego ideal. Conscience 
teIls what is right and wrong, and forces the ego to inhibit the id in 
pursuit of mo rally acceptable, not pleasurable or even realistic, 
goals. The ego ideal aims the individual's path oflife toward tJ'le 
ideal, perfect goals instilled by society. (This dynamic has implic
ations for the understanding of the workings of ideology, 
discussed in Chapter 3.) In this way, the psyche attempts to make 
up for the loss ofthe perfect life experienced as a baby. 

The idea that the self is split into warring parts has been 
absorbed into pop culture, and so may not seem strange to you, 
but in Freud's time it was revolutionary. Early twentieth-century 
Europe had inherited the humanist idea of the unified self, whieh 
is whole and exercises free will and self-determination. Freud 
undercut aU this, although he did hold out the pramise that the 
ego, the sense of self, can be strengthened enough to manage 
repressed desires and achieve a sense of unity. 

Unfortunately, repressed desires aren't just stored in the 
unconscious like unwanted files in an office warehouse; instead, 
like nuclear waste, they always seem to have a way ofleaking out. 
According to Freud, there are a number of relatively harmless ways 
in which repressed desires assert themselves. Freud saw dreams as 
the expression of repressed desires that play out in symbolic terms 
because they are too disturbing to express direcdy and think about 
consciously. The unconscious also manifests itself through para
praxis: unexplainable failures of memory, mistakes, misreadings, 
mislayings (you can never seem to find your keys on weekday 
mornings), and the odd misspeakings we call "Freudian slips." 
Freud argued that these aren't random occurrences, but can be 
traced to unconscious wishes and intentions. Similarly, jokes 
aren 't just fun ny in the Freudian world: they express unconscious 
libidinal, aggressive, or anxious impulses. However, if the 
repressed desires are very strang, the ego will have to work extra 
hard to reroute them, and this internal conflict results in neurosis, 
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paranoia, or schizophrenia (it's important to remember here that 
Freud was working before any real understanding of the impact of 
genetics, biochemistry, and enviranmental factors on such condi
tions). Freud developed psychoanalysis, "the talking eure," as a 
way to heal psychic conflicts. 

For Freud, human society operated like the individual psy
che, but on a grand scale. Culture pravides a way to express and 
manage desires in conflict with one another and with society, and. 
is at the same time the praduct ofimpulses denied a more directly 
sexual or aggressive satisfaction. Because sociallife originates in 
tlH:~se irresolvable confiicts, civilization is always vulnerable to rad
ical disruptions. Fram the First World War until his death in I939, 
as the Second World War began, Freud witnessed increasinglyvio
lent social crises, which he interpreted as irrational "symptoms" of 
these primal conflicts. In Civili:wtion and its Discontents (r93

0
), he 

explored the consequences of repressing impulses in order to live 
in society. He argued pessimistically that civilization must curtail 
the death instinct, but, if people are denied the satisfactions of 
aggression, they turn against themselves. 2 

Freud on art 

Only in art does it still happen that a man who is 
consumed by desires peiforms something resembling the 

accomplishment ofthose desires and that what he does in 
play produces emotional qfects-thanks to artistic 

illusion-just as though it were something real. 

Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo (1912- 13)3 

Freud hirns elf was extremely interested in art. He frequently ilIus
trated his writings with examples drawn from art and literature
and of course such names as the Oedipus complex derive from 
Greek rnythology. In fact, he kept a copy ofIngres's Oedipus and the 
Sphinx in his office and avidly collected art and antiquities. 

Despite this intense interest, onIy two ofFreud's publications 
directly analyze the visual arts. In an essay on Michelangelo's Moses 
(19 I 4), he discusses the similarities in the ways that art history and 
psychoanalysis both focus on the significant, but overlooked, 
detail, and he interprets the Moses via a dose examination of the 
figure's posture and gestures. Freud argued that Michelangelo 
depicted Moses just at the moment when he stops hirns elf from 
breaking the tablets. Thus Michelangelo represented an inhibited 
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Moses's triumph over his passionate anger for the sake of a 
cause.4 

In Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory ofhis Childhood (1910), Freud 
developed the pathographical approach, applying the rnethods of 
clinical psychoanalysis to the artist's life and work, trying to 

. "the artist's homosexuality, the slowness with which he 
worked, even his use of certain forms and motifs. 5 Freud focused 
on Leonardo's early childhood, which he spentwith his unmarried 
mother, only moving to his father's house later. One ofLeonardo's 
childhood memo ries concerned a vulture that came to hirn in his 
cradIe, opened his mouth with its tail, and repeatedIy struck his 
lips with it. (Strangely, it turns out that "vulture" was a mistransla
tion of the Italian: the bird was actuaUy a kite, a raptor that doesn't 
have nearly the same degree of cuIturai resonance.) Freud argued 
that this was actuallya fantasy, transposed to childhood, that con
cealed Leonardo's memo ries of nursing at his mother's breast and 
also expressed his unconscious desire for fellatio. The replace
ment of his mother by the vulture indicates that the child was 
aware of his father's absence and found hirns elf alone with his 
intensely affectionate mother. Freud draws a range ofirnplications 

Jungian archetypes 
One ofFreud's sometime collaborators, the 
Swiss psychoanalyst earl Jung (1875-1961), 
argued that the unconscious was not 
individual but collective and shared byall 
humanity. The collective unconscious is a 
kind ofknowledge we are all born with, 
though we are never conscious ofit.ln Man 
and His Symbols (1964) and other writings, 
Jung discussed the archetypes, key symbols 
or images, which, he argued, appear in the 
arts, histories, philosophies, myths, and 
dreams of all cultures.6 Archetypes include 
the shadow, the animus and anima, the 
mother, the divine couple, the trickster, 
the child, and the maiden, among others. 
Because archetypes are not under conscious 
control, we mayfear them, and Jung argued 

that people who experience mental 
disturbances or iIInesses are haunted by 
them. Psychoanalysis, for Jung, is an 
exploration ofthe archetypes, so that we 
can heal by understanding how they shape 
our emotional and spirituallives. 

In the mid-twentieth century, Jung's ideas 
were widely discussed among people 
interested in psychoanalytic interpretations 
of art. Today, art historians are more 
interested in culturally specific inter
pretations ofimages, ratherthan cross
cultural comparisons and analogies that 
may work to erase cultural difference and 
historical specificity. 
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from this interpretation, arguing, for example that Mona Lisa's 
famous smile embodies the history of his childhood, simultane
ously maternal and boyish, tender and menacing. 

Freud's critics 
Freud is the father of psychoanalysis. It had no mother. 

Germaine Greer, The Female Eunuch (1970) 

More than a century of argument and scientific investigation has 
left few ofFreud's theories unchallenged. At the same time, the 
idea that human consciousness is affected by underlying motiva
tions or thoughts, the realm of the unconsdous, is widely 
acknowledged. The literary critic Terry Eagleton argues that 
Freud's importance lies in having developed a materialist theory of 
the making of the human subject.7 We come to be what we are 
through an interrelation ofbodies, through the complex transac
tions that take place during infancy and early childhood between 
our bodies and those around uso Such interactions are inevitably 
situated in culture, and in history: parental roIes, mo des of caring 
for children, the notion ofthe ideal individual all vary considerably 
from one sodety or era to another. According to Eagleton, Freud 
makes it possible for us to think of the development of the human 
individual in sodal and historical terms even ifFreud's own pres
entation ofthe material is often universalizing and ahistorical. 

In fact, it's important to recognize thatFreud's theories of devel
opment and the workings of the psyche are very culturally specific, 
not universal. For example, toilet training takes place in different 
ways and at different times in the child's life in different cultures 
and may not always be the source of conftict and repression that it 
often was in late nineteenth- or early twentieth-century Europe. 
Then there's the question of what's normal-or normative-in 
personality and the psyche and who gets to decide such questions. 
Some critics argue that psychoanalysis is a repressive form of sodal 
control, working to eliminate ways ofthinking, feeling, and behav
ing that are uncomfortable or inconvenient for sodety. 

Feminists have been very vocal critics ofFreud's theories of the 
body, sexuality, and individual development. These critiques have 
emerged both within psychoanalysis (Karen Horney,8 Helene 
Deutsch,9 Nancy Chodorow10) and outside it (Sirnone de 
Beauvoir,ll Kate MilIet12). Freud's feminist critics note that ideas 
such as the Oedipus and Electra complexes, the castration complex, 
and penis envy reftect Freud's experience of nineteenth-century 
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Dourgt:(Jlti male culture, not the range ofhuman experience. They 
challenge the way Freud places the penis at the center of human 
sexuality and his inability to see the cIitoris and vagina as anything 
other than inferior alternatives to it. In Freud's terms, female sexu
aIity is never without conftict and not really fully resolvable, unlike 

male sexuality. 
Critics such as Judith Butler have challenged the ways that Freud 

privileges heterosexuality by making it the normative model for all 
sexualities and sexual identities, with homosexuality aUdeviation" 
from that norm.13 Freud did break newground by insisting that 
heterosexuality is not natural or inevitable: he said that everyone is 
born bisexual and everyone experiences a homoerotic phase of p~y
chosexual deveIopment, and argued that the search for a sexual 
object can lead either to heterosexuality or homosexuality. At the 
same time, he regarded homosexuality as undesirable, and, in many 
respects, pathological; for hirn, it was an immature form of sexual
ity typically resulting from bad or incompleteIy processed child-

hood experiences. 
In terms ofFreud's specific contributions to the study of art, his 

pathographical method is not an approach that art historians typi
cally utilize today, although psychoanalysts sometimes do. The 
method faces real challenges in terms ofthe nature ofthe evidence 
available. It's difficult enough to diagnose a patient with whom 
you can speak, much less one you know through documents or 
works of art. And if it's achallenge to understand an artist's con
scious intentions (see Chapter 5), how much harder is it to under
stand her unconscious intentions? There's a fimdamental 
question here, too, about the nature of works of art: do works of art 
really fimction Iike parapraxes or jokes, expressing unconsdous 
desires? Pathography assurnes that the meanings (whether con
scious or unconsdous) an artist invests in a work are primary, and 
it potentially overlooks the role of patrons or sitters, and the larger 
sodal context. In his essay "Leonardo and Freud: An Art Historical 
Study," Meyer Schapiro points out that Freud' s framework does 
not allow Leonardo' s work to be related to his artistic context. The 
features of such figures as the Mona Lisa and St. Anne are not only 
significant for Leonardo's personality or pure invention on his 
part, but exist within the larger history of art of that time. In sup
port of his critique, Schapiro notes that Mona Lisa's smile was 
probably adopted from the sculptural style ofLeonardo's master, 

Verrocchio.14 
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Object relations theory and 
the natu re of creativity 
The Austrian psychoanalyst Melanie Klein 
(1882-1960) closely examined artistic 
creativity in the context ofhuman psychic 
development.ln her essay "Infantile Anxiety 
Situations Reflected in a Work of Art and in 
the Creative Impulse" (1929), Klein argues 
that the creative impulse stems from adesire 
to make reparation. According to Klein, 
because ofits frustrated desires, the infant 
experiences co nt rad ictory phantasies (sie) 
about the maternal body: phantasies of 
erotic possession (the "good breast") and 
phantasies of violent dismemberment (the 
"bad breast"). (Klein deliberately spelled 
phantasies with a "ph" to distinguish these 
simmering unconscious dramas from 
ordinary fantasies and daydreaming.) 
This creates a profound psychic conflict in 
the infant that it carries throughout life; 
making art is one way to make reparation, 
to atone for the fantasies ofhatred and 
destruction that the infant harbored about 
the maternal body.15 The Kleinian view of 
art as a kind of"constructive guilt" 

Basic lacan 

influenced a number of art historians and 
critics, including Adrian Stokes and Richard 
Woll heim (see below). 

Also strongly influenced by Klein, the British 
psychoanalyst D.w. Winnicott (1896-1971) 

located the origins of rreativity in thf' early 
pre-Oedipal relationship of mother and 
child.16 Winnicott noted that between four 
and twelve months of age babies become 
attached to what he called the transitional 
object, such as ablanket, stuffed animal, 
pacifier, etc. Similarly, there are transitional 
phenomena, such as singing, babbling, and 
daydreaming. Both transitional objects and 
transitional phenomena enable the baby to 
separate from the mother because they stand 
for her in some way. These transitional 
objects and phenomena form the basis for 
creative pursuits later in life: the transitional 
object serves as a template for all art, which 
always, for Winnicott, has a transitional 
function, standing in for something else. 

In the mid-twentieth century, the French psychoanalyst Jacques 
Lacan (I90I-1981) revolutionized his field by reinterpreting 
Freud's work through semiotics, linguistics, and structuralism. 
For Lacan, the ego-the sense of self as coherent, rational actor 
expressed in the word "I"-is nothing but an illusion ofthe uncon
scious, which is the true foundation of a11 existence. Where Freud 
focused on how the pleasure-seeking, anarchic child learns to 
repress his desires so that he can become a (productive, heterosex
ual) social being, Lacan asks how this illusion of the self comes 
into being in the first place. 
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At the core ofLacan's work is the idea that the unconscious is 
structured like language. He was inspired to this insight by struct
uralism and semiotics, especially the work of the French 
anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss (b. 1908) and the semiotician 
Ferdinand Saussure (see Chapters 2 and 5). The linguist Roman 
Jakobson had already noted the similarities between dreams and 
language, for both rely on metaphor (condensing meanings 
together) and metonymy (displacing one meaning on to another)J7 
Lacan built on this idea, emphasizing that Freud's dream analyses, 
and most ofhis analyses of the unconscious symbolism used by his 
patients, depend on word-play, puns, associations, etc. 

Where semioticians talked about the relationship between sig
nifier and signified, Lacan focuses on relations between signifiers 
alone (see Chapter 2 for a discussion of semiotics). For Lacan, the 
elements in the unconscious-wishes, desires, images-all form 
signifiers, which in turn form a "signifjring chain." There are no 
signifieds attached to signifiers in the psyche: they don 't ultimately 
refer to anything at all. A signifier has meaning only because it is 
not some other signifier, not because it is linked to a particular sig
nified. Because of this lack of signifieds, the signifjring chain is 
constantly shilling and changing. There is no anchor, nothing that 
ultimately gives definitive meaning or stability to the whole sys
tem. Lacan says that the process of becoming a "self" is the 
process of trying to stabiIize the chain of signifiers so that mean
ing-including the meaning of"I"-becomes possible. Of course 
this "1" is only an illusion, an image of stability and meaning cre
ated bya misperception of the relationship between body and self. 

Like Freud, Lacan talked about three stages in the trajectory of 
development from infant to adult, but rather than labeling them 
the oral, the anal, and the phallic, he called them the Real, the 
Imaginary, and the Symbolic. Lacan asserts, like Freud, that infants 
have no sense of self and no sense of an identity separate from the 
mother (between selfand other). The baby's needs for food, com
fort, etc. are satisfied by an object (the breast, the diaper, etc.). 
There's no absence or lass or lack; the Real is a11 fullness and com
pleteness, where there's no need that can't be satisfied. And 
because there is no absence or lass or lack, there is no language in 
the Real. Lacan says that language is always about lass or absence; 
you only need words when the object you want is gone. 

Between six and eighteen months of age, the baby starts to be 
able to distinguish between its body and everything else in the 
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worid. The baby starts to become aware that it is separate from the 
mother, and that there exist things that are not part of it; thus the 
idea of "other" is created. (Note, however, that as yet the binary 
opposition of "selflother" doesn't exist, because the baby still 
doesn't have a coherent sense of"self".) That awareness of separa
tion, or the fact of otherness, creates anxiety and lass. At this point, 
the baby shifts from having needs to having demands, which can't 
be satisfied with objects. 

At same point in this period, the baby will see itselfin a mirror. 
It will look at its reflection, then look har.k at areal person-its 
mother, or someone else-then look again at the mirrar image. 
The baby sees an image in the mirror; it thinks, "that's me there." 
Of course, it's not the baby; it's onlyan image of the baby. But the 
mother, or same other adult, then reinforces the misrecognition: 
when the mother says, "Look, that's you!" she affirms the baby's 
identification with its image. The baby begins to have a (mistaken, 
but useful) sense ofitself as a whole person. 

The baby's experience of misrecognizing itself in its mirrar 
image creates the ego, the conscious sense of selE Ta Lacan, ego is 
always on same level a fantasy, an identification with an external 
image. This is why Lacan calls the phase of demand, and the mir
rar stage, the realm ofthe Imaginary. The mirror image (the whole 
person the baby mistakes for itself) is known as an "ideal ego," a 
perfect self who has no insufficiency. This "ideal ego" becomes 
internalized; we build our sense of"self" by (mis)identif'}ring with 
this ideal ego. The fiction of the stable, whole, unified self that the 
baby sees in the mirrar compensates for having lost the original 
oneness with the mother's body that the baby enjoyed in the Real. 

On ce the baby has formulated same idea ofOtherness, and of a 
selfidentified with its own "other," its own mirror image, then it 
begins to enter the Symbolic, which is the realm of culture and Ian
guage. The Symbolic order is the structure of language itself; 
human beings have to enter it in order to become speaking sub
jects, and to designate themselves by the "1" that was discovered in 
the Imaginary. Ta enter the Symbolic as speaking subjects, 
humans must obey the laws and rules oflanguage. Lacan calls the 
rules oflanguage the Law-of-the-Father in order to link the entry 
into the Symbolic to Freud's nation of the Oedipus, Electra, and 
castration complexes, with their pivotal figure ofthe angry father. 

The Law-of-the-Father (ar Name-of-the-Father) is anather 
term for the Other, for the center ofthe system, the thing that gov-
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erns the whole structure-its shape and how all the elements in 
the system can move and form relationships. This center is also 
called the Phallus, to emphasize the patriarchal nature ofthe Sym
bolic order. No one is or has the Phallus, just as no one actually 
rules language. The Phallus governs the whole structure, it's what 
everyone wants ta be (ar have) , but no element ofthe system can 

ever take the place of the center: the desire ta be the center, ta rule 
the system, is never satisfied. The individual's position in the Sym
bolic is fixed by the Phallus. Unlike the unconscious, thechains of 
signifiers in the Symbolic don't circulate and slide endlessly 
because the Phallus, as center, limits the play of elements, and 
gives stability to the whole structure. The Phallus staps play, SQ 

that signifiers can have same stable meaning in the conscious 
world, even if that stable meaning is an illusion. 

lacan on art 

Lacan addressed art and literature in his "Seminars" on numerous 
occasions. He was interested in Melanie Klein's interpretation of art 
as reparation (see boxed text on p. 96), although he insisted at the 
same time on the historical specificity of art, what he called "social 
recognition." That is, art isn't only private fantasy: it belangs also ta 
the public arena ofhistory and culture. In The Ethics ofPsychoanalysis 
(1959-60), Lacan writes that "no correct evaluation of sublimation 
in art is possible if we overlook the fact that all artistic praduction, 

including especially that of the fine arts, is historically situated. You 
don't paintin Picasso's time as you painted in VeIazquez's. "18 

In The Four Fundamental Concepts ofPsychoanalysis (1964), Lacan 
asserts that, in addressing art, psychoanalysis must go beyand 
Freud's pathobiographical concerns.19 Art, for Lacan, is about lack: 
"A work of art always involves encircling the Thing." That ward 
encircling is important: art, for Lacan, isn't straightforward, it 

doesn't simply represent the presence or absence of the object of 
desire (the Thing). Instead, paradoxically, art represents the Thing's 
presence as its absence, and helps society bear this void. Psycho
analysis enables us ta address not only the artist's own psyche, but 
also the larger social dimensions of sublimation thraugh art. 

lacan's critics 

Among Lacan's fiercest cnucs and defenders are feminist 

psychoanalysts, who have found his re-reading of Freud both 
enormously liberating and deeply prablematic. Lacan's elimination 
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ofmuch ofFreud's biological essentialism is a huge plus. But fem
inists, following in part the example ofMelanie Klein, have argued 

for the centrality of the maternal fimction and its importance in the 
development of subjectivity and access to culture and language. It; 
as Freud and Lacan suggest, our primalY motivation for entering the 
sodal realm is fear of the futher, then more of us should be 
psychotic. The missing piece in their theories, according to feminist 

critics, is motherhood. In Tales of Love (I987), for example, the 
French psychoanalyst and linguist Julia Kristeva (b. I94I) argues 
that maternal regulation is the law before Paternal Law, before 
Freud's Oepidal complex or Lacan's mirror stage. 20 

In "Motherhood According to Bellini" (1980) and elsewhere, 
Kristeva suggests that the maternal fimction cannot be reduced to 
"natural" ideas about the mother, the feminine, or womanhood. 

By identifYing the mother's relationship to the infant as a function, 
Kristeva separates the fimction ofmeeting the child's needs from 

both love and desire. Kristeva's analysis suggests that to some 
extent anyone can fulfill the maternal function, men or women. As 

a woman and as a mother, a woman both loves and desires and as 
such she is primarilya sodal and speaking being. As a woman and 
a mother, she is always sexed. But, insofar as she fulfills the mater
nal function, she is not sexed. 21 

In fact, Kristeva uses the maternal body, with its two-in-one 
structure, or "other" within, as a model for all subjective relations, 

displadng Freud and Lacan's idea of the autonomous, unified 

(masculine) subject. Kristeva argues that, like the maternal body, 

each one of us is what she calls a subject-in-process. As subjects
in-process we are always negotiating the "other" within, that 
which is repressed. Like the maternal body, we are never com

pletely the subjects of our own experience. But even if the mother is 

not the subject or agent of her pregnancy and birth, she never 
ceases to be primarily a speaking subject. 

This Freudian and Lacanian unitary subject even reveals itselfin 
the way psychoanalysis approaches the issue of sexuality, based on 
the norm ofthe single unitary member: the penis. The French fem
inist philosopher Luce Irigaray (b. 1932), for example, has noted 
that there is no one single female sex organ that corresponds to the 
penis.22 According to Irigaray, both Freud and Lacan do not have 

an adequate way oftalking aboutwomen's sexuality and women's 

bodies because they are wrapped up in this idea of the penis and 
can define women's sexuality only in terms of male bodies (for 
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Freud, female genitalia are "nothing" since he sees girls as cas
trated boys, essentially). ForIrigaray, female desire is like a lost civ
ilization whose language hasn't been deciphered. Because 
Western philosophy, since the Andent Greeks, has emphasized 
the visible and concrete over the absent or invisible, feminine 
desire is erased or subsumed into male desire. Irigaray argues that 

we must find specifically female imaginary and syrnbolic realms, 

challenging the necessity ofthe monolithic law ofthe father. She 

takes a radical step in this direction in arguing that female sexual 

pleasure (jollissanrp.) is of a completely different order from male 
sexual pleasure. In a celebrated passage, she explores the unique
ness of women's sexuality, for woman touches herself all the 
time-via the "two lips" of the vagina-whereas a man needs 
something external (the hand, vagina, language) to touch the 

penis to produce pleasure. 
Just as Irigaray explored the notion of a unique feminine 

sexuality, French novelist, playwright, and feminist theorist Helene 
Cixous proposes the idea of a unique female way ofwriting, ecriture 
feminine, as a way ofbreaking free from patriarchy.23 Ecriturefeminine 
is an "Other" mode of discourse-it subverts the phallocentric 
symbolic order even as it is repressed by it. Ecriture feminine gives 

voice to that which is silenced or marginalized in the masculine 

symbolic order. Critics have sometimes interpreted this as an ess

entialist idea (see Chapter 3), but Cixous emphasizes that neither 
woman nor language is natural-they are both socially constructed. 

Along with other feminists, American literary theorist Jane 

Gallop (b. 1952) has challenged Lacan's insistence on the split, 
the divided subject.24 The antagonistic model, Gallop suggests, 
emerges from a certain male-centered ideology in which both 

Freud and Lacan are immersed. She points to feminist and post

colonial theorists who have critiqued the processes of Othering 
that are foundational to what Europeans call "Western culture": 

the Selt; in this scenario, is always white and male, the Other 
always female or dark-sldnned. She characterizes this Othering, 
this split in Western culture, as a heavily policed border aimed at 
the domination and exploitation of women (and people of color, I 
would add; see Chapter 3). Gallop asks whether the relations hip 
to the unconscious has to be adversarial, constandy undermining 

the ego. She draws on Freud's PsychopatholoBY of Everyday Lrre 

(I901) and other writings that present the unconscious as a won

derful ally and a tremendous resource.25 
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Within psychoanalysis, the clinical and therapeutic value of 
Lacan's work has been widely debated. There have been a number 
of critics, too, of Lacan's linguistics, particularly his dependence 
on Saussure's work, which has been widely critiqued by Noam 
Chomsky and others as adequate only to the individual ward and 
unable to address grammar or context.26 Shilling fram a Saus
surean to a Peircean framework, for me at least, addresses a num
ber ofthese objections (see Chapter 2). 

Psychoanalysis and contemporary 
art history 

Many art historians have engaged with psychoanalytic theory over 
the past century or so to study the personality of the artist, the cre
ative pracess, the effect of art on the viewer, as weIl as the issues of 
reception discussed below. Same of this work is not central to the 
practice of art history today (such as Freud's pathobiographic 
method, discussed above), and so I won't review it here just for his
toriography's sake. Instead, I'll focus on recent works by philoso
pher Richard WoIlheim, art historians Suzanne Preston Blier and 
Rosalind Krauss, and literary theorist and art historian Mieke BaI, 
who an use psychoanalytic theory to discuss art in provocative 
ways. 

In Painting as an Art (I984), Richard Wollheim analyzes paint
ings as parapraxes, actions motivated by unconscious intentions.27 

He demonstrates that the explanatory rales of painter and painting 
can be reversed: the painting reveals the painter's intentions no 
Iess than the painter's intentions illuminate the painting. Drawing 
heavily on the work of the psychoanalyst Melanie Klein28 and the 
critic Adrian Stokes,29 Wollheim focuses on the specific formal 
and visual ways in which the artist transfers his/her unconscious 
fantasies to the painting. He argues that paintings are particularly 
suited to expressing unconscious desires that can't adequately be 
expressed in words. This has led to same interesting perspectives. 
Although many art historians (and artists) emphasize the distinc
tion between abstract and figurative art, Wollheim, like Stokes, 
argues that this distinction is largely irrelevant. In terms of picto
rial metaphor, an abstract painting can metaphorically evoke the 
body without actually depicting a body: so the texture of a painted 
surface may suggest flesh, for example. What is more important is 
the extent to which the artist emphasizes the distinction between 
abstraction and interpretation. 
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4.1 Bodo figure, Fon people, 
Benin. Ben Heller 
Collection, NewYork. 

In her book Aftican Vodun (1995), the American art historian 
Suzanne Preston BHer brings psychoanalytic theory to bear on the 
investigation of small sculptures called bo or bodo, made by the Fon 
people ofDahomey (now Benin) (Figure 4-I). Psychoanalytic the
ory, particularly the nation oftransferences, helps Blier to unpack 
the spiritual and political power oftheir sculptures. She does not 
regard bodo as parapraxes that provide insight into the artist's psy
che, but as therapeutic tools, helping to achieve the psychic health 
ofthe individual and the community. Bocio sculptures are active in 
the world-they deflect or absorb harmful forces, such as sick
ness. Ta make it active and effective, the small wooden figural 
sculpture might be sprayed with saliva, prayed over, and wrapped 
with various materials that relate to the problem ofthe owner (thus 
undercutting the nation of"the artist" since several people would 
participate in the process of creating the work). 30 

According to Blier, the person who acquires a bodo projects 
anto it his or her own anxiety in order ta restare a sense ofbalance 
and contra!. So, for exampIe, a man whose daughter rejected a 
suitor whom he hirns elf had selected commissioned a bocio that 
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represented her. This bocio was meant to control and direct her 
affections, so that the father could then go about his daily life with
out worrying about the social consequences of her rejection. Blier 
points out that in a situation like this, a kind oftransference takes 
place. lust as an analysand transfers problems onto the analyst 
during psychotherapy, the father transferred his problem onto the 
bocio, thereby experiencing relief. 

In this analysis, Blier takes figures that were once called 
"fetishes" and regarded as signs of the superstitious "primitive" 
mind, and shows how they "make sense" aestheti~ally, culturally, 
and intellectually in a local context. She thereby enables the outside 
viewer to make sense of them as weIl. Thinldng innovatively via 
psychoanalytic theory, Blier comes to a very local understanding of 
sculpture and the meaning (and power) of a work of art. She also 
places the therapeutic dynamic invested in bocio in the larger cul
tural and historical context ofFon culture. For her, bocio testifY to 
the disturbing effects of war, poverty, the slave trade, and the plan
tation labor system supported by the Dahomean monarchy. Trans
ferring strang and potentially disabling emotions to these 
sculptures enables Fon people to manage their emotions and sur
vive in a difficult and hostile world. 

Working in a very different vein, Rosalind Krauss's The Optical 
Unconscious (1994) employs psychoanalytic theory as a way of 
rethinking the history ofmodern art. 31 Borrowing a phrase from 
the German philosopher Walter Benjamin (I892 - 1940 ), Krauss 
examines the "optical unconscious" of modern art, focusing on 
the way in which a number of different modern artists, incIuding 
Max Ernst, Marcel Duchamp, Jackson Pollock, and Eva Hesse, 
construed their work "as a projection of the way that human vision 
can be thought to be less than a master of all it surveys, in conflict 
as it is with what is internal to the organism that hauses it." Krauss 
argues that the formalist his tory of modern art, as practiced by 
element Greenberg or Michael Fried, has focused on formal and 
optical works of art at the expense of art genera ted from the uncon
seiaus. She labels this art "modernism's repressed other." 

In this argument, the artist is not a master in control of the 
process of creating and viewing, so much as a force who releases 
unconscious drives and desires through represented (painted, 
sculpted) seeing. The works that construct "the optical uncons
cious" all have in common an exploration of seeing itself. At the 
same time, these works all prompt unconscious projections from 
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viewers. This takes place not so much through the viewer's 
identification with their imagery ("Gosh, I have dreams about 
human-headed birds tao!") but by the way in which the work 
positions the spectator and by formal qualities such as rhythm, 

variation, and repetition. 
As her key point of reference in charting visual relations, 

Krauss uses two diagrams derived from psychoanalysis: the Klein 
group and Lacan's L-Schema (Figures 4.2 and +3)· The Klein 
group diagram describes the opposition between figure and 
ground, and thc implied opposition between their opposites, not
figure and not-ground. Lacan's L-Schema uses a similar structure 
to graph the subjectas an effectofthe unconscious: here the paired 
oppositions occur between an imagined self and a misrecognized 
object, and between the unconscious Other and the resulting Self. 
Krauss uses these charts to analyze modern artists' inventive work
ing processes, such as Max Ernst's collage technique and 
Duchamp's readymades. For example, Krauss shows that Ernst 
created his collages not only by clipping images from magazines, 
catalogues, scientific manuals, etc., and adding elements to them, 

4. 2 Klein Group diagram 

4.3 Lacan L-schema diagram 
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but also by removing unwanted elements from those pages-a 
subtractive as weIl as an additive process. 

Art historians have also turned to the idea ofthe mirror stage 
in the analysis of works of art, seeing it as a process experienced 
not only at the individual level but also at the societal level. Soci
eties, too, know and define themselves in relation to others, and a 
society's sense ofitselfis not unified and identical with the self, but 
is the productofits relation to the other (the mirror image). In this 
vein, Mieke BaI has written a provocative analysis ofCaravaggio's 
painting of Narcissus.32 In Greek myth, Narcisslls wastes away 
when he falls in love with his own reflection in a pool ofwater: as 
BaI points out, he mistakes a sign for reality. BaI rewrites Lacan's 
narrative of the mirror stage through Caravaggio's image. She 
points out that the "real" body ofNarcissus in the painting is dis
jointed and fragmentary: the Imee projects out into the viewer's 
space, while the reflected Narcissus is much more coherent. BaI 
departs from Lacan's theory in noting the presence ofthe viewer in 
this exchange: the sharply foreshortened knee ofNarcissus is rec
ognizable as such onIy from the viewer's vantage point. So the mir
ror stage in Bal's account becomes not a story of selfand other, but 
of intersubjectivity-the I/you exchange that incorporates the 
viewer. 

Thegaze 

Looking is a powerful weapon. To look is to assert power, to con
trol, to chaIlenge authority. Parents say "Don't look at me like 
that!" or "Look at me when I'm speaking to you!" to disobedient 
children. 

Freud observed that des ire is crucially involved in the process of 
Iooking, and Lacan saw the Gaze as one of the main manifesta
tions of the four fundamental concepts of psychoanalysis-the 
unconscious, repetition, transference, and drive. FoHowing Lacan, 
psychoanalytic theorists use "Gaze" to refer to the process oflook
ing, which constitutes a network of relationships, and "gaze" 
(with a lower-case "g") to refer to a specific instance of looking. 
According to Lacan, we try to give structure and stability to our illu
sions, our fantasies of self and other via the Gaze. It is only 
through art and language (that is, through representation) that the 
subjectcan make his or herdesire for the lostobjectknown. So, for 
Lacan, looking at art is not a neutral process: instead, the viewer is 
adesiring subject open to the captivation exerted by the work of 

106/ CHAPTER 4 PSYCHOLOGY AND PERCEPTION IN ART 

ßarbara Kruger, Your Gaze Hits 
the Side of My Face, 1981. 

Collage. 

The text si9nals the power of 
100kin9 - and the camplex 
relationship between the 9aze 

and uiolence. Kruger's use of a 
classical sculpture, rather than an 
Qctual woman, connects this issue 
10 the history of art, and the 
ability of male artists to look 
while warnen can nnly be looked 
at.At the same time, thegender 
identity ofthe uiewer C'you") is 
open, renderin9 the image doubly 
ambi9uous and disturbin9· 

art. In fact, Lacan argues provocatively that the function of the 
work of art, especially a painting employing linear perspective, is 
to "trap" the gaze (dompte-regard), because the image (falsely) puts 

the viewer in the position ofthe eye (Figure 4·4)·33 
A lot of contemporary theorizing about the Gaze emerged in 

film theory, which emphasized the psychic process and experience 
ofviewing. In her groundbreaking essay "Visual Pleasure and Nar
rative Cinema" (1975), English filmmaker and feminist theorist 
Laura Mulvey challenged patriarchal models ofviewing in her cri
tique of classic Hollywood cinema.34 Drawing on psychoanalytic 
theory, Mulvey argued that viewers derive pleasure from films in 
two ways: through scopophilia (or voyeurism), the pleasure in 
looking, and through identification with the ideal ego, represented 
by the on-screen hero. Hollywood cinema reftects and reinforces 
the way that, in patriarchal society, "pleasure in looking has been 
split between active/male and passive/female." In the film, the 
hero is male and active and possesses the gaze; he makes the story 
move forward. In contrast, the film treats women as objects of 
desire, not heroes: they are passive, and, rather than possessing 
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the gaze, they are the object of it. In fact, Mulvey argues, the 
woman's appearance on screen often interrupts the ftow of the 
narrative--she is pure spectade. (If you're not sure what Mulvey 
means by this, check out the opening credits ofHitchcock's Rear 
Window, which perfectly illustrates her thesis. While you're at it, 
the opening credits ofDesperately Seeking Susan, in which Madonna's 
character takes charge of a camera, provide a very funny antidote to 
the patriarchal Gaze.) 

According to Mulvey, this leaves the female viewer in a tough spot. 
Hollywood's ideal viewer is straight and male (African-American 
cultural critic bell hooks would later point out thathe's white, tao). 
The viewer can easily identif)r with the hero on screen, and can also 
get full pleasure out oflooking at the female object of desire ftash
ing across the screen. The straight (and white) female viewer isn't 
left with much. Does she suppress her identity in order to identif)r 
with the male hero? Does she identif)rwith the passive spectade of 
womanhood on the screen? Classic Hollywood cinema foredoses 
her gaze, and her pleasure in film, in multiple ways. 

There have been a number of responses to and elaborations of 
Mulvey's provocative thesis. Many critics have argued that, what
ever Hollywood may intend, viewers may actually occupy multiple 
viewing positions, not just the binary either/or male/female. There 
are various ways for both men and warnen to possess the gaze or to 
be exduded from it due to such factars as sexual orientation, dass, 
or race. Similarly, a woman vi ewer may indeed identif)r with a male 
protagonist, even ifthe Hollywood machine doesn't intend her tOj 
and a lesbian woman may fully experience the scopophilia, the 
erotic viewing pleasure, to be had from the spectacle of a woman 
on screen, while a gay man may not. The boundaries between 
active/passive and male/female aren't always so dear-cut, either: 
the male body can also be fetishized and displayed as spectacle. In 
her essay "The Oppositional Gaze," bell hooks argues for a gaze 
that challenges and critiques what's going on in the film, rather 
than passively complying with it. 35 

Film theory, and theories ofthe gaze, have been important for 
art history because they provide an account of the individual expe
rience of viewing. As they've developed, these theories have been 
able to account for gender, sexual orientation, race, and dass as 
factors shaping the gaze and subjectivity in general in ways that the 
theories of vision generated within art history and the psychology 
of art, though provocative, have often failed to do. 
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ReceDtion theory I: the psychology of an 
Interpretation on the part ofthe image maker must always be 

matched by the interpretation ofthe viewer. 
No image tells its own story. 

Ernst Gombrich, The Image and the Eye (1982) 

Reception theory shifts attention from the artist to the viewer. The 
history of reception may focus on what contemporary critics and 
other vi ewers had to say about a particular artist or works of art, or 
it mieht tr;lc.~ th~ history oft;lste, ;lS in Francis HaskeIl's Taste and 
the Antique: The Lure of Classical Sculpture, 1500-1900 (r98r). The 
psychology of art, meanwhile, is concerned with the psychic an.d 
physiological aspects of viewing works of art. The idea is that the 
viewer actively completes the work of art. The art historian Ernst 
Gombrich (r909-20or) calls this the "beholder's share," the stock 
ofimages stored in the viewer' s mind that she brings to the process 
of viewing art. Interest in reception has been strong in psycho
analysis, art his tory, and literary theory, and the development of 
reception theory has been an interdisciplinary effort. 

Art historians have lang discussed what we would identif)r as 
issues of reception. In The Group Portraiture of Holland, first 
published in 1902, Alois Riegl observed that the painters ofDutch 
group portraits assumed an ideal viewer who could negotiate the 
interplay between collective and individual identity in these 
images.36 However, it was the conjunction of art history, psycho
analysis, and Gestalt psychology in the early twentieth century that 
crystallized this !ine of questioning. The art historian and psycho
analyst Ernst Kris (1900-1957) proposed a theory of creativity and 
artistic experience that was important in the development of 
reception theory. He argued that, through art, the artist-and, 
vicariously, the spectator-secures psychic gratifications tl1at are 
unavailable in daily life via a process of regression. Art makes these 
gratifications available because, in the first place, the regression 
does not occur defensively or under pressure, rather the ego 
exploits itj and, secondly, the regressive gratifications are not 
related to specific desires but come from recognizing that there are 
such sources of pleasure that may still be tappedY Kris was partly 
inspired in this work by Freud's Jokes and their Relation to the 
Unconscious (1905), which Freud hirns elf had seen as providing a 
potential model for the analysis of art and literature. 38 

Kris noted that the creation of a work of art is not a narrowly 
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The anxiety of influence 
Literary critics and art historians have taken 
the idea of artistic influence beyond 
identifying sources for motifs and images 
to consider the complex ways in which artists 
respond to the art ofthe past.ln 1973, 
the American literary critic Harold Bloom 
published a widely read and influential book 
about these processes called The Anxiety of 
Inßuence. In it. Bloom argues that neW poems 
originate mainly from old poems because the 
primary struggle ofthe young poet is against 
the old masters. The young poet must "clear 
imaginative space" for her own work through 
a "creative misreading" ofprevious literature. 
According to Bloom. only gifted poets can 
overcome this anxiety ofinfluencej lesser 
artists become derivative f1atterers and never 
achieve greatness for themselves. The truly 
great poet. however. willsucceed in making 
us read the ear/ier works through the lens 
ofher creative misreading.39 

Norman Bryson. in Tradition and Desire (1984). 
adapts Bloom's work. and that ofliterary 
critic W. Jackson Bate (b. 1918), to the history 
of art.40 Bryson traces the differentways in 

which David. Ingres. and Delacroix perceived 
their places in artistic tradition and negotiated 
the promise-and the burden-oftraditian. 
Tradition. he points out. "supplies every 
reasan for activity and celebration" when 
it inspires and excites uso At the same time. 
for the artist who is obliged bya stylistic 
consensus (for example. neoclassicism) to 
imitate the art ofthe past. or who perceives 
himselfas a latecomer to the tradition of 
art-making he admires, tradition can be 
inhibiting and anxiety-producing. threatening 
the artist's sense of self. For example. in 
discussing Ingres's portraits ofthe Riviere 
family. Bryson argues that for Ingres, the 
meaning of a painting is always. explicitly, 
another painting. The Riviere portraits 
reference works by Raphael. and in so daing. 
set up a signifying chain. aseries of displace
ments in wh ich no sign. no image. stands 
alone. The portrait ofHme Riviere may 
reference Raphael's Madonna oftheChair, 
but only by way ofthe Giardiniera. These links 
are elusive-the viewer is left with an 
enigma. rather than a direct and conclusive 
viewing experience. 

individualistic activity: it requires the participation of both artist 
and spectator. Ernst Gombrich. who collaborated with Kris, took 
the point further and argued that the essentially sodal character of 
art imposes limits upon what psychoanalysis can explain: Gom
brich doesn't see psychoanalysis as fully addressing either the 
sodal. political, and religious context in which the artist had to 
wor!e. or the choices the artist mllst make within "the logic ofthe 
situation. 11 (Of course, this is something that Lacan emphasized as 
weIl.) Gombrich's basic question is not about the classification or 
description ofartistic styles, as itwas for so manyofhis contempo
raries. but the question of how style comes into being-the idea, 
which he takes from Wölffiin. that "not everything is possible in 
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every period." Gombrich argues that the illusionistic style-the 
representation ofthe real-is a lot more complex than it may seem 
at first to people like us, who are used to negotiating illusion. 
Gombrich uses a wide range of imagery. from Renaissance paint
ing to cartoons and advertising images, to build his argument. Far 
example. he reproduces the famous duck/rabbit diagram to 
demonstrate how complex even such a simple visual ruse is

much less a complex narrative painting (Figure 4· 5)· 

4.5 Duck/rabbit diagram. after Ernst 
Gombrich. Art and Illusion (1961 ). 

Gombrich used this image, wh ich we 
can see as either a duck or a rabbit but 
neuer as both simultaneously, to 
argue that we cannot simultaneously 
see both a painting itself (as literally 
paint on canuas) and the 
representational illusion it creates.ln 
Art and Its Object (1980), Richard 
Woll heim rejects this claim, arguing 
that such artists as Titian and 
Vermeer use their uirtuoso skills with 
line, color. and brushwor!< to foeus our 
attention on particular 
representational effects; Wal/heim 
asserts that this wouldn't work if we 
had to alternate our gaze between the 
materiality of the war!< and the 
illusion of representation it creates. 

For Gombrich, the worle of art is fundamentally the record of a 
perception that is itself shaped by the previous representations 
available to the artist in his/her tradition. In one ofhis most famous 
wor!es, Art and Illusion (1960), Gombrich outlines the way in which 
images are created via a process of testing not unlike that of the 
sdences. When an artist confronts a problem, such as representing 
the human face. she turns to tradition. to the work of previous 
artists, for a formula or schema that she can use to create her 
image. As she WO rIes with these available schemata. she realizes 
that they are inadequate for the task of representing her own 
perceptual findings, and she must modifY them accordingly. The 
modified schemata then enter the repertoire of visual schemata 
available for use, testing, and modification by other artists. 41 
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The psychologist and art theorist Rudolf Arnheim (b. 1904) has 
covered similar terrain in the psychology of visual perception from 

a somewhat different perspective. Arnheim challenges the idea 
that vision is a mechanical and primarily physiological function, 
and argues vehemently against the idea that vision and thought are 
two separate processes. Arnheim had studied Gestalt psychology 

in Bedin with major figures in the field; the ward Gestalt in German 
means simply "shape" or "form," and Gestalt psychology focuses 

on experiments in sensory perception. Ta support his arguments 

about the nature of visual thinldng, Arnheim engaged in 
penetrating and wide-ranging studies of the basic perceptual 
structures of works of art. His first major work, Art and Visual 
Perception (1954), traces how vision becomes the apprehension of 
significant structural patterns, with chapters focusing on such 

visual characteristics as balance, shape, form, space, light, color, 

and movement. Interestingly, he completely revised that book for 

republication in 1974, having changed a number of his 

conclusions. In his 1969 book Visual Thinking, Arnheim expanded 
his challenge to the idea that verbally articulated thought precedes 
perception. He argued tllat artistic expression is a form of reason

"A person who paints, writes, composes, dances, I feIt compelled 

to say, thinks Witll his sens es. " In works such as The Power 01 the 
Center (1982) and The Dynamics 01 Architectural Form (977) he has 

explored particular spatial and pictorial patterns, such as the grid, 

and argues that form and content are inextricably intertwined. 42 
Norman Bryson and others have critiqued the psychology of art 

for focusing exclusively on the artist's "arc ofinner vision or per
ception" running from the hand to the retina. This model excludes 
the arc that extends from the artist to viewer, across the contextual 

(and conceptual) spaces in which the artist, the work of art, and the 
vi ewer are all situated. In Visual Theory (199I), Bryson argues that 

the psychology of art leads to "a vision of art in isolation from the 

rest of society's concerns, since essentially the artist is alone 
watching the wodd as an ocular spectacle but never reacting to the 
world's meanings, basking in and recording his perceptions but 
apparently doing so in same extra territorial zone, off the social 
map."43 It's an issue that Gombrich and Arnheim both aclmowl
edged at various points in their writing, and art-history students 

today, whiIe employing Arnheim's and Gombrich's wode to 

achieve fresh perspectives on perception and the viewing process, 
also address socia! and historica! issues at the same time. 
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Reception theory 11: reader response theory 
and the aesthetics ofreception 

The too is a tissue 01 quotations drawnftom the innumerable centres 01 
culture ... The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make 
up a writing are inscribed without any oithem being lost; a too's unity 

lies not in its origin but in its destination. Yet this destination cannot 
any langer be personal: the reader is without history, biography, 

psychology; ... the reader} is simply that someone who holds tagether in 
a singlefie!d al! the traces by which the written tOO is constituted. 

Roland Barthes, The Pleasure ofthe Text (1973) 

According to reader-response theory, meaning happens through 
reading-it doesn't exist as a pre-given element ofthe text. Read: 
ing isn't for the lazy: the reader has to malee connections, fil! in 
gaps, draw inferences, and make hypotheses as she proceeds 
through the text. Without the active participation of the reader, 

there wouldn't be any text. The Polish literary theorist Roman 

Ingarden (1893-1970) said that the text is no thing more than a 

series of schemata-predictable or usual patterns-wh ich the 
reader then interprets and shapes into meaningful language.

44 

The reader brings "pre-understandings," a set of contexts and 
beliefs and expectations, to the worle The idea is that there are 

three interconnected worlds: the world ofthe author, the world of 

the text, and the world ofthe reader. 

the world 01.. • the world 01 
the author the text 

~ the world 01 / 
the reader 

When she picks up a book, the reader encounters not the world 

ofthe author, but the world ofthe text. The world ofthe autllor 

(her tastes, interests, experiences, goals) has certainly helped to 
shape the world of the text, but it's not as if the two are identical 
(not even in autobiography, where the author will include or 
exclude all sorts of events and emotions for various reasons). And, 
of course, as the autllor has worked on the book, the world ofthe 
text has shaped the world of the author. Furthermore, the reader 
brings her own world to the process of reading that book, and, in 

turn, her world may be affected by the experience ofhaving read it. 

The German literary critic Wolf gang Iser (b. 1926), in The Art oI 
Reading (1978), discusses further the idea of the schemata, the 
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strategies that texts use, and the repertoires of familiar themes and 
allusions they contain.45 The text itself, according to Iser, suggests 
the existence of an "implied reader," who may or may not fit the 
profile ofthe actual reader. The readerwho is familiarwith the strat
egies and repertoires employed in the text will have a fuIler, richer 
reading experience, but there's never going to be a perfect match 
between the text's codes and the reader's codes. This isn't a bad 
thing: the mismatches give literature its power to challenge, awe, 
surprise, and change uso Literature doesn't simply reinforce what 
we already think and know, it gives us newways to think and see <lnd 
understand. Although Iser more or less ignores the social and 
historical dimensions of reading, German literary theorist Hans 
Robert Jauss (192I-1997) emphasizes that people within a culture 
share a common set of understandings about what's possible or 
probable.46 He caIIs this the horizon of expectations, the context of 
cultural meanings within which the text is produced. Texts and 
literary traditions are themselves actively altered according to the 
various historical horizons in which theyare received by readers. (In 
relation to this, you may want to think about the idea of unlimited 
semiosis and the practicaI limitations placed on it by context.) 

American literary theorist Stanley Fish (b. 1938) makes a similar 
point when he argues that readers belong to "interpretive com
munities" that share reading strategies, values, and assumptions
that's what constitutes the "informed reader." Fish is concerned 
with what the text does, rather than with what the text means. For 
hirn, what the text means and how it goes about creating that 
meaning happens within the reader, through reading; meaning 
does not exist as a pre-given element of the text. Far example, Fish's 
essay "Surprised by Sin: The Reader in Paradise Lost" (1967) argues 
that the text ofParadise Lost employs a number ofliterary techniques 
to lead the reader into a false sense of security, only to then intro
duce a surprise, disappointing the reader's expectations and making 
her aware of her own proud-and mistal<en-sense of self
sufficiency. The text urges the informed reader to see her own 
sinfulness in a new light and opens up the possibility of returning to 
God's grace.47 

So what's the point of reading? Reader-response theorists 
answer that question in different ways. Iser, for example, argues 
that the purpose of reading is to stabiIize meaning, to eliminate the 
text's multiple possibilities and pin down one true meaning. 
Roland Barthes, in The Pleasure of the Text (I973), opposes this idea 
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by saying that the pleasure of the text lies not in pinning down 
meaning, but in enjoying the free play of words-the gliding of 
signs-as the reader catches provocative glimpses of meanings 
that surface only to submerge again.48 CI sometimes think ofthis 
as the whale-watching concept of reading.) There is an obvious 
connection here to Lacanian psychoanalysis and the sliding of sig-

nifiers in the unconscious. 
A number of art historians have adapted reader-response the-

ory to the study of visuaI art-and, indeed, we can regard a "text" 
as an imagc, sound, gesture, or any other cultural phenomeuuIl tu 
be interpreted. In aseries ofbooks and articIes ranging widely in 
European art, the German art historian Wolf gang Kemp (b. 1946) 
has outlined a methodology and history for the process of what 
have been called the aesthetics of reception.49 Kemp argues that 
the context of reception-the conditions of access and conditions 
of appearance-has to be taken into account in any interpretation 
of a work of art. Whether a work is seen in a church or in a museum 
has a great deal to da with how the work is seen. In fact, Kemp is 
highly critical ofthe institutions and modern techniques ofrepro
duction that present works of art as single entities unrelated to 
anything else-"ubiquitous, homeless, displaced." 

Kemp borrows the idea of the implied reader from reader
response theory to discuss the nation ofthe implied beholder
the idea that the work of art implies a particular viewer or tries to 
set up a particular viewing experience. Related to this is the issue of 
"forms of address," the ways in which elements ar figures in the 
image interrelate with each other and with the vi ewer. (See also the 
discussion of deixis in Chapter 2.) Sometimes in a painting, for 
example, a figure makes eye contact with the viewer to draw her 
into the image. Such figures, called focalizers, may even direct the 
viewer's attention toward a particular element within the scene, 
perhaps by pointing directly at it. SimiIarly, perspective works to 
situate the viewer in relation to the image. In architecture, you 
would want to look at how the viewer is positioned by elements of 
the architecture to experience it-far example, by the placement of 
doorways, staircases, hallways, etc. (Similar attention to various 
viewing positions, the forms and directions ofthe gaze, emerges 

within film studies.) 
Kern p also calls on art historians to payattention to the ways in 

which the artwork is unfinished or indeterminate. This doesn't 
meanliterally that brushstrokes or bricks are missing, but that the 
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spectator, as part ofthe viewing experience, must mentally com
plete the invisible reverse side of a painted figure, or trace the 
course of a staircase past its curve. Following Iser, Kemp notes that 
sometimes these blanks, these missing elements, are as important 
as what is actual1y there-they are often used deliberately to 
emphasize schemata and are meant to trigger particular responses 
in the viewer. 

Practidng reception theory/psychoanalytic 
arthistory 

Edouard Manet's Olympia, 1863 (Figure 4.6), and Yasumasa 
Morimura's Futago, 1990 (Figure 4.7), have an obvious relationship 
to each other, and 1'11 develop lines of questioning for them both 
individual1yand tagether. Manet's painting is, of course, one ofthe 
most celebrated works of the nineteenth century. Rather than 
painting a classical nude, Manet depicts a woman (the model Vic
torine Meurent) who seems to be a prostitute or courtesan. She 
challenges the vi ewer with her stare, even as a black servant (an 
Afro-European woman named Laure) presents her with a bouquet 
offtowers. Morimura's image reimagines Manet's painting as part 
of aseries of photographs in which Morimura restaged great 
works of art with hirns elf as protagonist. Morimura takes care to 
replicate Victorine's pose-the hand pressed in front ofthe geni
tals, the challenging stare-but his male, Japanese body disrupts 
not only Manet's pictorial scheme but also the ideologies of race, 
gender, and sexuality in which Manet's image was-and is
embedded. Manet's ftower-embroidered shawl and kitten are 
replaced with a lavishly decorated kimono and a waving cat statue 
(a sign ofluckdisplayed in manyJapanese hornes and shops). 

~ Each ofthese works sets up a complicated relations hip with the 
viewer. Is there an implied ideal vi ewer for either work? If so, 
how is that established? Does Manet's painting imply that the 
viewer is a dient or lover, and, if so, is the viewer a weIcome 
guest or an unexpected intruder? Is there an implied gen der, 
race, dass, or sexual orientation to the vi ewer ofManet's paint
ing? If so, what are the schemata that help establish this 
implied viewer? 

~ The kinds of issues raised by Kemp in terms of "forms of 
address" are pecuIiarly appropriate to these images. How does 
communication takes place between figures in the image? 
Who is the "focalizer" for the viewer? 
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4.6 Edouard Manet, 
Olympia, ,863. Oi! 
on canvas. Musee 
d'Orsay, Paris. 

4.7 Yasumasa 
Morimura, Futago, 
1990. Cibachrome 
print. togan 
collection/San 
Francisco Museum 
ofModern Art. 

'" The gaze i5 critical in these works-how is it operating? Ana
Iyze this in Lacanian terms, or in terms of film theory. Does 
Morimura's work represent an "oppositional gaze" in relation 

to Manet's painting? 
'" How might the notion of the mirrar stage be at work here? 

What i8 the sense of self-does the viewer look into the image 
as into a mirror? Has Morimura looked at Manet's image as a 
mirrar image? Is he "reflecting" back to Manet's image a mir
ror image? The whole self? The fragmented sein How might 
race, gender, sexual orientation, and class affect these mirror-

ing dynamics? 
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I> Morimura's FutaBo raises the issue ofthe anxiety ofinfluence, 
in relation to both Manet and also the photographer Cindy 
Sherman, who stages herself as the heroine of Hollywood 
drama in her Untitled Film Still series, and restaged Raphael's La 
Fornarina as a self-portrait in I989. You could draw on both 
Bloom's and Bryson's work in exploring these issues. 

,. Manet's Olympia shocked many viewers when it was first dis
played at the Paris Salon in I865. Ifyou were going to approach 
these images from the history of spectatorship, then you might 
want to trace the responses to these works, and think also 
aboutwhat's shocking in art, when and why. Does Morimura's 
work have a similar capacity to shock its viewers today? 

,. Could you argue that Krauss's notion of the optical uncon
scious in artis atwork in either ofthese images? 

4.8 louise Bourgeois, Maman, 
1999. Steel and marble. 
Tate Modern, london. 

Over thirty feet taU, Maman (Figure 4.8) depicts a pregnant spider 
that is overwhelming, even menacing, and yet, at the same time, 
somehow fragile. The titIe of the work and the fact that the spider 
is pregnant raise the issue of maternity. Louise Bourgeois notes on 
one of her drawings that she associates spiders with her mother, 
"Because my best friend was my mother and she was also intelli
gent, patient, clean and useful, reasonable, subtIe and as indispen
sable as a spider. She was able to look after herself. " 
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,. Because Bourgeois discusses her works in autobiographical 
terms, it may be tempting to perform a Freudian pathobiogra
phy of the artist through this image. Instead, you may want to 
look at how the issues of maternity represented here potentially 
play out for the viewer. Reader-response theory, which focuses 
on the effect ofthe text on the reader, not on the author's inten
tions, would help you frame your arguments. 

,. Bourgeois has said that her sculpture is problem-solving, espe
cially in terms of working out anxieties or emotions. She has 
likened the challenge of working with sculptural materials to 
the challenge, the resistance, in dealing with human relation
ships. Does the concept oftransference or the idea ofthe tran
sitional object help you understand this sculpture? 

,. There are tensions in this image between the protective 
mother, who takes all her children in her arms (the viewers 
become like smaII children moving among her legs) and the 
threatening, overwhelming aggressive mother, not only because 
of the size of the image, but also because it is a poisonous 
brown recluse spider. What kind of psychoanalytic interpreta
tions can you bring to bear here? Ifyou think ofthis sculptlire 
as an image ofthe mother, what does it mean in psychoanalytic 
terms for the viewer to (re)enter the mother's body? Think not 
only about the mother-child relationship, but also about the 
egg sac holding large marble eggs, which represents the prom
ise of new life and a deadly threat all at the same time (it has to 
make the viewer just a littIe nervous to walk under that sac ... ) 

4.9 Shirin Neshat, Feruor, 
2000. Video, Morocco/US. 
Barbara Gladstone 
Gallery, NYC. 
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Shirin Neshat is a photographer and video artist born in Iran but 
educated in the USo Herwork focuses on Muslim women and chal
lenges sexist and racist stereotypes about Muslim women gener
ated both within and outside Islam. Fervor (Figure 4-9) is a poetic 
exploration of romantic love between a Muslim man and woman. 
It raises a provocative set of questions about gen der, culture, and 
thegaze. 

~ The eye ofthe camera here is Neshat's eye: how does the shoot
ing of the film reftect her sense ofherself as living between two 
worIds, as an Iranian-born artist living and working in New 
York? How does her gaze work to undercut a patriarchal, West
ern gaze? 

~ This video challenges the viewer, resisting easyassumptions 
about Self and Other (who is Self here? Who is Other?). How 
does your position as a viewer, your own understandings of 
culture, religion and gender, shape your experience of the 
work? 

~ In this film, the female protagonist wears a black chador, with 
only her face exposed, and for most ofthe video, a large black 
screen physically separates her from the male protagonist. 
Neshat asserts that the piece is about the elash between sexual 
desire and socia! control. How can theories of desire, sexuality, 
and the gaze help the viewer "unpack" this work? How does the 
video challenge the viewer to realize the cultural specificity of 
such theories? 

~ What does it mean when the female protagonist ofNeshat's 
film turns to face the camera? What are the irnplications for the 
gendering of the gaze? What is the significance of this gaze for 
Neshat's representation not of "wornen" but of Muslim 
wornen? 

~ Postcolonia! and Subaltern Studies theory mayaiso help you 
here. How does Neshat's film work to represent the cornplex 
voices and experiences ofMuslirn women? How do stereotypes 
around gender, race, and religion often work to silence Muslim 
wornen? 

Condusion 
Psychoanalysis and reception theory provide chal1enging and 
provocative perspectives on the visual arts. These theories 
open up art history to fundamental questions about the seIf, 
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mind, and society. If psychoanalysis destabilizes our 
ofself, challengingwhatwe thinkwe know aboutour

it also destabilizes our sense of our own discipline, 
we think we can know about the artist's intentions or 

the viewer's experience. The next chapter, in taking up issues 
of epistemo10 gy, will further destabilize your sense of self (as 

arthistorian, thatis). 
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Chapter 5 
Taking a stance toward knowle 

This chapter presents a number of different theoretical per
spectives that I caU "ways of thinking about ways of thinking." 
These perspectives ask us to consider how we're approaching 
knowledge, and how we're engaging in interpretation. What is it 
that we think we can know about works of art, their creation and 
reception? How can we know it? Prom what vantage point? And 
towhatend? 

Hermeneutics 

The work, by its ownforce and fortune, may second the workman, 
and sometimes outstrip him, beyond his invention and knowledge. 

Michel de Montaigne, "OftheArt ofCo!iferring" (15 80) 

Hermeneutics focuses on the theory and practice ofinterpretation. 
It first developed as a branch of philosophy and theology Iargely 
concerned with the interpretation of biblical texts. Hermeneutic 
readers of the Bible held that all biblical tales-however mythic, 
fOlkloric, Or even strange they seemed-were divinely inspired and 
therefore contained moral truths and lessons, if they were inter
preted correcrly. Practitioners studied grammar and phrasing, and 
tried to set biblical stories in a historical context. Hermeneutics 
later expanded to the analysis of many kinds of spoken and written 
texts, and it has since been applied to all Sorts of representations 
and cultural practices. 

The hermenel.ltic trio 

Although a number of scholars have made important contrib
utions to non-biblical hermeneutics, three in particular stand out. 
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In the nineteenth century, the German scholar Wilhelm Dilthey 
(1831- 19II) did a great deal to broaden the scope ofhermeneutics. 
Dilthey distinguished between the human sciences (history, 
economics, religion, philosophy, the study of art and literature, 
etc.) and the natural sciences, arguing that the goal ofthe human 
sciences was understanding, while the goal of the natural sciences 
was objective explanation.1 "Understanding" (Verstehung) can add
ress the meanings expressed in a range of cultural practices, 
including texts and images. According to Dilthey, understanding a 
particular cultural practice or object requires a familiarity with both 
its social and cultural context and also with fundamental human 
mental processes. Most of all, understanding requires an almost 
mystical, sympathetic identification with the mind of anothe; 
person or the culture of another era. 

In the twentieth century, the German philosopher Martin 
Heidegger (r889-1976) also made key contributions to hermeneutic 
theory. His career was marked by controversy because he joined 
the Nazi Party in 1933 and had participated in the Nazification of 
the University ofFreiburg. 2 Nonetheless, his majarwork, Being and 
Time (1927), had a profound influence on twentieth-century thought. 
Heidegger addressed himself to the basic philosophical question 
"What does it mean to be?", and was concerned that modern 
industrial society had fostered nihilism, depriving human life 
(being) of meaning. He argued that human beings don't exist apart 
from the world-the world isn't just out there somewhere, waiting 
to be analyzed and contemplated from the distant heights of 
rationality. Instead, we emerge from and exist in the world, and 
can only know it, and ourselves, as part ofit, as being-in-the-world. 
This is what Heidegger means when he discusses the "pre-under
standing" that underlies any human knowledge.3 Understanding 
isn't an isolated act of cognition but part of human existence, 
emerging from the assumptions and opinions generated by our 
concrete experiences in the world. Understanding, then, is rooted 
in history and rooted in time: it is always embedded in the 
observer's experience. 

Language has great significance for Heidegger, far he says that 
"the human being is indeed in its nature given to speech-it is 
linguistic."4 In this view, language isn't just a tool for conveying 
information; instead, it is our way ofbeing in the world. Heidegger 
distinguished between "calculative" or scientific/representative lang
uage, and "essential" or meditative/philosophical/non-representative 
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language. 5 In the calculative mode, language is information, and it 
pretends to describe things as they are. In contrast, essential 
language doesn't pretend to deal directly with objects: instead, it 
deals with being, the ground of reality, via the intricate 
relationships of language. Heidegger argues that philosophers 
must reject the idea that they can possibly represent being via 
calculative language. Instead, the philosopher should approach 
language creatively, like a poet. For Heidegger, poetry and philo
sophy say what they have to say not directly but through metaphor. 
Metaphor enables philosophers to express, in a non-represent
ational (or non-calculative) way, the relations that refiect what is 
involved in being in the world. Metaphor is not literal and 
descriptive, but imaginative and allusive, and a better way to show 
relations without ossifYing them as literal "things" via represent
ational, descriptive language. 

Although Heidegger rarely commented directly on art, he did 
write an important essay, "The Origin of Art," in which he argued 
that the wark of art has a special character: it is "a being in the 
Open" and "opens up a world."6 The Open is a cultural space cre
ated by a particular understanding of what it is to be a being-a 
thing, a person, an institution. Works of art express this shared 
cultural understanding of the meaning ofbeing, for they give "to 
things their look and to men their outlook on themselves."7 When 
art fimctions in this way, it can darifY and make coherent any nu m
ber of related practices. But, at the same time, art cannot itselfbe 
explained and rationalized; the artwork has a kind of stubborn 
irreducibility-Heidegger says this is why people argue about the 
meaning of art. Of course, art can stop working in this way. When 
artworks no longer function as cultural paradigms, they can 
become "merely" objects of aesthetic contemplation-precious 
treasures, perhaps, but relegated to the margins ofhuman experi
ence. Heidegger argued strenuously against this kind of aesthetic 
appreciation of art; for hirn, art is about experience, not ab out feel
ing.8 He also opposed the idea that art is representational or sym
bolic, arguing that this approach can't even begin to capture the 
way that art fi.ll1ctions to shape human experience. (Just imagine a 
conversation between Heidegger and Panofsky ... ) 

The leading contemporary hermeneutician, the late German 
philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-2002), was Heidegger's 
student. In his major work, Truth and Method (I960), Gadamer 
engaged with the history ofWestern philosophy, entering into dia-
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logue with the philosophical tradition in order to interpret and 
understand it.9 He argues that the meaning ofliterature-or art, 
for that matter-isn't limited to the creator's intentions. Rather, 
for Gadamer, art takes on new meanings as it passes into different 
time periods and different cultures, meanings that could never 
have been anticipated by the creator. He dedares that "the work of 
artis onewith the history ofits effects."lo 

Gadamer thought of interpretation not as a sympathetic leap 
into another's mind, butas a process oflanguage and communica
tion. He insisted that the hermeneuticist in search ofundf'rst:mc1-
ing cannot overcome historical distance from her subject. Using 
art as his paradigm, Gadamer argued that the contemporary inter .... 
preter can never perfectly recreate the artist's original intentions, 
or the original conditions of reception. Both the artist and the 
hermeneuticist are limited by their different social, cultural and 
intellectual horizons. Far Gadamer, the interpretation of a work of 
art is a dialogue: the hermeneuticist tries to alter her own horizon 
to encompass the harizon ofthe WOr!<.l1 As a result, both horizons 
are changed, and neither the meaning of the work nor the nature 
ofthe interpreter remains the same. (Again, Peircean semiotics is 
not unrelated here-see Chapter 2.) A common language, the 
product of previous interpretations, connects past and present, 
artworl< and interpreter, and each new interpretation contributes 

to and extends it. 

The hermeneutic drde 

Both Heidegger and Gadamer asserted that "the hermeneutic cir
deI> governs all knowledge: they argued that the process ofinter
pretation does not proceed in linear fashion, from a beginning 
point (no knowledge) to an end point (full knowledge).n Rather, 
interpretation is circular, a constant process that we are always 
already engaged in. Dilthey says that the hermeneutic circle arises 
because the meaning expressed by a cultural artifact or practice 
does not emerge only from the creator's intentions, but also 
depends on the whole system of meaning of which it forms part. 
To understand each part implies an understanding of tl1e whole, 
yet there is no way of understanding the whole independently ofits 
parts. As Heidegger famously noted, a hammer is a hammer not by 
itself, but only in relation to nails, walls, and the practice of carpen
try in generaJ.13 This hermeneutic understanding of meaning 
should remind you in some ways ofPeirce's construction ofthe 
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sign, in which the interpretant, yet another sign, is generated in 
response to the sign. 

The hermeneutic cirele means that all understanding begins 
somewhere in the middle of things, with some sort of pre-under
standing already in place. For Gadamer, interpretation is about 
achieving "an" understanding ofthe work, not "the" understand
ing. All truths are relative, depending on time and place and inter
preter. When you take your first art his tory elass, it's notas ifyou've 
never seen a work of art before. You may have visited museums 
many timp.s, Clr have aposter of a favorite artwork in your room, 
and you probably have a working definition of the concept of art 
that seems right to you. You may even already have some exposure 
to art history itself from all those museum visits-or maybe even 
because you're a devoted Sister Wendy fan. When you first step 
into that art-history lecture hall, the subject may seem absolutely 
new, butyou're actually starting somewhere in the middle. 

In terms of the practice of art his tory, this is something we see 
very elearly in the his tory of reception. Take, as an example, quilts 
made by African Americans during the era of slavery and recon
struction (Figure 5.1). When theywere made in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, these quilts were seen as craft. Media 
hierarchies meant that quilts, as textiles, were less valued than the 
arts of painting or sculpture, and works by African Americans (and 
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5.1 Marie Hensley, Quilt, circa 1900-10. 

Philadelphia Museum ofArt. 

Historica/ly, quilts made by African 
Americans for their own (amilies 
and communities often featured 
asymmetrical patterns and distinctiue 
color combinations. Scholars haue 
compared this style to the improuis
ational and rhythmic aesthetics ofjazz, 
and haue noted its connections to the 
textiles ofWest ond Central Africa. 

local artisans generally) were valued less than those produced by 
highly trained artists. So, the media hierarchies of the art world, 
combined with the racism of society at large, meant that these 
works were largely ignored and unappreciated, except by the peo
pIe who made them and the family members who inherited them. 
With time, not only have quilts come to be seen as an art form, but 
society at large has begun to challenge the race and dass preju
dices that rendered these works invisible.14 There is no such thing 
as an unchanging, eternally correct interpretation. 

At thp. same time, of all the interpretations available at any given 
time, some will be more persuasive than others and better able to 
account for the available evidence. In practical experience, tQe 
process of interpretation may seem to stop, just as se miosis may 
seem to stop, when the interpreter reaches an understanding that 
makes sense at that moment, but the hermeneuticist takes a larger 
perspective and knows that the hermeneutic cirele goes on. Hei
degger asserted, "What is decisive is not to get out of the cirde but 
to co me into itin the rightway."15 

Hermeneutics and art history 

In general, you could say that contemporary art history has a 
hermeneutic orientation, in that art historians are self-conscious 
about the process ofinterpretation. They work from an awareness 
of the historieal context not just of the work of art, but also of the 
act of interpretation itself. Although art historians are still deeply 
interested in the artist's intentions, this interest is accompanied, 
and shaped, bya greater skepticism about our ability to know the 
intentions of the artist fully, or to interpret them in any way other 
than through our own culturallens. In fact, there are numerous 
links between Gestalt psychology, hermeneutics, and reception 
theory. The development of reception theory, particularly the idea 
that the viewer "completes" the work of art, owes a great deal to 
hermeneutics, especially to Gadamer's work (see above, p. 124). 

Art historians who engage deeply with hermeneutic theory shift 
attention away from iconography to the experience of the wark of 
art itself. Art historians such as the Swiss scholar Oskar 
Bätschmann (b. 1943) take the aesthetic experience as a starting 
point for interpretation, and examine the interrelationship 
between aesthetic experience, theory, art his tory, and the practical 
work of an artist. 16 The art historian Gottfried Boehm is also inter
ested in hermeneutic perspectives and the history of ideas: he 
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coined the phrase "iconic turn" to describe the proliferation of 
visual images in the twentieth century and their increasing central
ity in cultural practice. Boehm's contributions to hermeneutics 
and art history include the edited collection Was ist ein Bild? ("What 
is a Picture?", 1994).17 

Some ofMieke Bal's recentwriting also suggests a hermeneutic 
approach to art his tory, especially at the points where the herme
neutic circle and semiotics cross. In Quoting Caravaggio: Contemporary 
Art, Preposterous History (1999), BaI provocatively argues that the work 
of art actively pro duces the vi ewer' s subjectivity. She asserts that the 
work of art "thinks" culture: Iike many other art historians, she sees 
art as actively shaping its social and historical context, rather than 
merely reflecting it. However, whereas traditional art history sees 
the artwork's cultural context as fixed historically at its point of 
creation, Bal's art objects produce interpretations ofthe culture they 
occupy, including the present, where they may exist as museum 
objects or reproductions. To make her point, BaI focuses on images 
in which contemporary artists, such as Andres Serrano and Carrie 
Mae Weems, use visual techniques that are akin to Caravaggio's. 
These artworks suggesta kind of"preposterous his tory" composed 
of scraps and fragments of other discourses, in which the image 
that comes later in some ways gives rise to the earlier.18 

Practidng hermeneutic an history 

In practicing hermeneutic art history, you would focus on your 
process of interpretation. Start from the idea that his tory is not 
recovered information: 

~ What questions am I asking? Why am lasking them? 

~ How do these questions relate to contemporary art-historical 
practice? Or to other sources ofideas and inspirations? 

~ In what ways do my questions stern from my previous und er
standings ofthis wode or its context? In what ways are these 
questions very much of my moment? How do my questions, or 
my process ofinterpretation, differ from others at other points 
in time? 

~ In what specific ways are these questions genera ted by my 
engagementwith the wode of art itself? 

.. How can Ireframe my understanding so as to be able to see this 
wode of art or issue as part of other wholes, or as a whole rather 
thanapart? 
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1'11 take a difficult, and potentia11y emotional, example to dis
cuss how the context of the present shapes our interpretation of 
the past, and to explore questions that might reveal how objects 
from the past actively shape the present. I would strongly suspect 
thatthere are few readers ofthis bookwho canlook atan image of 
the New York World Trade Center (Figure 5.2 ) without thinking 
about the tragic events ofSeptember II, 200I. So there's no way of 
interpreting the architecture of the World Trade Center, really, 
without taking that "present" into account. It's a situation that 
foregrounds, in a very visible way, our inability to be objective 
about the past: there's no way ofbeing some kind of disembodied 
neutral eye at this point in history when viewing a photograph of 
the World Trade Center before its destruction. Similarly, the Libes
kind model for rebuilding the complex (Figure 5·3) makes refer
ence to the original Center's architecture, and to the events of 
September II, and so must strongly influence our view both of 

those destroyed buildings and ofthe tragedy itself. 

5.2 Minoru Yamasaki, 
World Trade Center, 
1966-77' NewYork. 

5.3 Studio Daniel Libeskind, 
Model for the new World 
Trade Center, 2002. 
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P> How do the events of September II shape how I interpret the 
World Trade Center as architecture? Similarly, how does my 
understanding ofthe World Trade Center's architecture inform 
my understanding of September II? (Think here about the 
record-breaking height of the buildings, the way they fitted 
into the Manhattan skyline, the ideas evoked by their high 
modernist style, etc.) 

P> How do the events of September II shape the interpretation of 
the Libeskind plan? And vice versa? (The Libeskind plan, of 
course, wouldn't exist without September II, and it must take 
both the previous buildings, and the tragedy, into account. 
Think here about the incorporation of a memorial into the 
plan, and the reworking ofthe two towers.) 

~ How does the architecture of the destroyed World Trade Center 
shape our understanding of the Libeskind plan? 

~ How does the architecture represented by the new plan shape 
our understanding ofthe original World Trade Center? 

~ The discussions around the rebuilding ofthe World Trade Cen
ter may remind you of the fifth-century BCE debates around the 
building ofthe Parthenon on the ruins ofthe Acropolis, which 
had been sacked by Persian invaders in 480 BCE. To what extent 
might the Parthenon debates become part of your context, as 
an art-history sudent, for understanding the rebuilding ofthe 
World Trade Center? 

Let me turn to another, less disturbing image (Figure 5-4), to 
explore hermeneutics further. A hermeneutic approach toward the 
process ofinterpretation can often be most successfully combined 
with other theoretical models in generating questions. You could, 
for example, consider this print from hermeneutic, feminist, and 
postcolonial perspectives combined: 

~ What kind of pre-knowledge do you bring with you to the 
analysis of this image? The image of the geisha is highly 
charged and subject to numerous stereotypes, especially in 
cross-cultural contexts-in the West, she becomes a beauty, a 
courtesan, a prostitute, the embodiment of "the mysterious 
Orient." How do such stereotypes affect your interpretation of 
this image? How does this image support or undermine such 
stereotypes? Howdoes your response to these stereotypes, and 
to such an image, change, depending on your own cultural 
background? 
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5.4 Kitagawa Utamaro (1753-1806), 
Geisha with Samisen, from the series 
Daughters ofEdo Who Chont Drama, 
circa 1805. Woodblock print. 

~ Utamaro presents this woman in dose-up as an exquisite 
object of contemplation-her beautiful kimono, impeccable 
coiffure, and elegant instrument are designed to appeal to the 
viewer. How does your understanding, from a feminist per
spective, of the workings of the (male) gaze affect how you 
interpret this image? How does your experience as a film
viewer affect how you view this dose-up from the past? Do 
ideas about woman as spectade, as object of the gaze, shape 

your interpretation? 

structuralism and post-structuralism 
Strllcturalism emerged in France in the 1950S and 1960s among 
anthropologists, sociologists, and literary theorists who took as 
their model the linguistics ofFerdinand de Saus sure (see Chapter 2). 

Saussure saw language as a network of structures that could be 
studied if one broke them down into their component parts-such 
as letters or words-which cOllld then be defined by their 
relations hip to each other. structuralists argued that this Saus
surean concept of language structure provided a model for the 
analysis of many different kinds of cultural prodllction, from 
myths to kinship networks to literary genres. structuralism, 

therefore, views cultural practices as being made up of a system of 

underlying structures. 
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Culture as structure 

The French anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss (b. I908) made 
major contributions to the development of structuraIist thought 
He had worked in the Amazon as a young anthropologist and had 
begun, in the light of the cultural sophistieation he encountered 
there, to re-evaluate his concept of"primitive" peoples. During the 

Second WorId War, as a refugee living in New York, Levi-Strauss 
met the structural linguist Roman Jakobson, whose work had a 
profound influence on hirn. 

Levi-Strauss analyzed kinship, myths, totems, and other cul
tural phenomena as if they were language systems. He argued that 
such phenomena were buiIt according to structures inherent in the 

human mind, structures that cut across cultural differences. So, for 
example, he argued that even though myths seem to vary widely 
from culture to culture, theyare, in fact, merely variations on basic 
themes (or structures): "a compiIation ofknown tales and myths 

would fill an imposing number ofvolumes. But they can be reduced 
to a small number of simple types if we abstract from among the 
diversity of characters a few elementary functions."19 Levi-Strauss 

explained thatmyths, like languages, are created trom units thatare 
assembled according to known rules. In Saussurean linguistics, 
these basic elements of langtlage (a letter, sound, or word) are 
caIIed phonemes, so Levi-Strauss coined the term mytheme to refer 
to these basic units of mythology.2o Of course, in the end, what's 
important is the larger set of relations contained in a myth, not sim
ply the relationship between the signifier and signified in a particu
lar mytheme, for, as Saus sure noted, "normally we do not express 
ourselves by using single Iinguistic signs, but groups of signs, 
organized in complexes which themselves are signs. "21 

Like language, which is constantly changing, myths aren't 
entirely preprogrammed according to their structures. Myths, as 
they are retold, change in various ways: they can be expanded or 
edited, paraphrased or translated, and elements of the story can be 
emphasized or de-emphasized. In this way, myths have both 
synchronie and diachronic aspects. The synchronie is the un
changing, basic structure Ofthe myth; the diachronic is the specific 

telling of the myth at any particular time. (The synchronic/ 
diachronie divide corresponds to the Saussurean idea oflangue and 
parole, or language and speech.) 

French Cultural critic Roland Barthes applied structuraIist 
analysis to contemporary Western culture, noting that such struc-

1321 CHAPTER 5 TAKING ASTANCETOWARD KNOWLEDGE 

tures were not only characteristic of so-called primitive societies, 
but also of modern industrial societies. In Mythologies (r9S7), Ele
ments ofSemiology (I964), and The Fashion System (I967), he exam
ines the structural units of cultural practices in diverse arenas, 
from advertising to clothing. He argued that popular icons could 
be interpreted in just the same way as Levi-Strauss's myths, for a 
myth is something that "transforms history into nature."22 Myth is 
read as true and non-ideological-as if its representations, the 

relationships between its signifiers and signifieds, were natural 
instead of constrllf:tf.d. For Barthes, this rrieans that myths can be 
used to jllstifY dominant beliefs, values, and ideas. But where Uvi
Strauss insisted on the scientific nature ofhis structuralist method, 
Barthes approaches cultural analysis as a form of play. 

Like Barthes, many structuralists address a wide range of 
cultural practices, including the visual arts as weIl as religion, cook
ing, or sexuality. The English anthropologist Mary Douglas (b. 

I921), for example, in her celebrated book Purity and Danger: An 
Analysis of the Concepts ofPollution and Taboo (r966), emphasizes the 
importance oflooking at the larger context of any cultural practice, 
observing, as the Earl ofChesterfield (1694-1773) so famously did, 
that dirt is only matter out of place. 23 The soil in a flower bed may 
be admired as fertile loam, but as soon as a careless gardener tracks 
it into the house, it becomes dirt that must quickly be swept up. As 
scholars we don't want to locate ourselves either in the flower bed 

or in the house-we need to encompass both viewpoints on soil. 

Billary oppositions 

Levi-Strauss says that myths are important because they pro
vide a logical model capable of overcoming contradiction. How is 
it that we live in a world that encompasses life and death? Beauty 
and ugliness? Selfishness and altruism? Violence and peace? Myths 
seek to explain these opposing concepts because, Levi-Strauss 
asserts, every culture organizes its view ofthe world through pairs 
of opposites, and the idea ofbinary oppositions is central to struc
turalist thought. 24 Although the term binary oppositions may be 
unfamiliar to you, the idea surely isn't: black/white, male/female, 
rich/poor, dark/light, old/young, right/left, healthy/sick, public/ 
private, and-thinking back to the previous chapter-Self/Other. 

Structuralists emphasize the fundamental nature ofthese binary 

divisions to human thinking, seeing them as part of the "deep" or 
hidden structure of human creations. Like many other aspects of 
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structuralist analysis, the emphasis on binary oppositions derives 
from Saussure's work. Saussure noted that we define signs in rela
tion to each other: a working definition of"healthy," for example, is 
"not siel<. "25 These paired opposites, lmown as antonyms, are 
practical and useful because they help us sort out our experiences. 

Binary oppositions don't only exist alone, in isolated pairs. 
Instead, they link up, or align, with other binary pairs, to create 
"vertical" as weIl as horizontal relationships. Levi-Strauss dis
cussed this in terms of analogies, which enable us to see some 
oppositions as metaphorically resembling othf.r oppositions 
("edible" is to "inedible" as "native" is to "foreign"). Units within 
the system have meaning only in relation to other units, and can be 
analyzed only in binary pairs; according to Levi-Strauss, you 
should look not at why Ais A, but at how Ais to B as Cis to D.26 

Binary pairings aren't always equal: often, one term is valued 
more highly than the other, an idea that Levi-Strauss explored in The 
Raw and the Caaked (I964). For example, in the pair healthy/sick, we 
would typically pick out the term healthy as the preferable term. 
Structuralists and semioticians often caH the preferred term in the 
pair the unmarked term, while the less desirable term is the marked 
term.27 Although the two terms can only really be defined in rela
tion to each other-neither one makes sense without the other-it 
can often seem as if the unmarked term is independent of the 
marked term, as ifit doesn't need the marked term to make sense. 
To go backto the healthy/sickpair, when you've got the flu you most 
appreciate how it feels to be healthy, while when you're feeling weIl, 
you don't think much about how it feels to be siel<. Structuralists 
point out that the unmarked term can appear to be universal, time
less, fundamental, original, normal, or real while the marked term 
seems to be secondary, derivative, dependent, or supplementary.28 
But this is an illusion: the secondary term, although considered 
marginal and external, is essential to the existence of the primary 
term. The unmarked term is "transparent" and its privileged status 
isn't immediately evident, while, in contrast, the deviance or inferi
ority ofthe marked term is immediately obvious. 

Intertextuality and the death of the author 

In Chapter 4, und er reception and reader-response theory, I dis
cussed those theorists who focused on the reader's and viewer's 
experience of the text or the image, arguing against the idea that 
the primary goal of the reader or vi ewer was to recuperate the 
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author's or artist's intentions. Similarly, structuralists and post
structuralists argue that the concept of authorship-the idea that 
individual genius and expression determine the work of art-is 
itself a cultural construct, a legacy of the Renaissance which 
reached its peak in the Romantic era. Instead, they see texts and 
images as works that are embedded in a web of cultural represen
tations, where the reader's (or viewer's) context, the patterns and 
conventions of representation with which she is familiar, are as 

important as the author's or artist's intentions. 
Again, the ideas of Sam;sure were imporiant in this develop

ment. Saussure emphasized that language is a system (or structure) 
that pre-exists the individual speaker: communication, therefore, 
always employs pre-existing concepts, patterns, and conventions. 
Structuralists refer to the subject as being spaken by language
Barthes went so far as to say that "it is language which speaks, not 
the author; to write is ... to reach the point where only language 
acts, 'performs,' and not 'me.'"29 Barthes ultimately moved away 
from rigid structuralism, coming to understand that writing was 
not a process of recording pre-formed thoughts and feelings~that 
is, working from signified to signifierj instead, writing meant 
working with the signifiers and letting the signifieds take care of 
themselves. There are not fixed, pre-given meanings for Barthes, 
for he notes that "writing ceaselessly posits meaning ceaselessly to 

evaporate it."30 
The notion that language pre-exists the individual speaker was 

part of a larger structuralist rejection of the humanist idea of the 
autonomous, thinking, coherent, integrated, human subject--an 
idea that had already been questioned by psychoanalysis (see 
Chapter 4). The humanist tradition holds, of course, that the 
human subject can know the world through rational thinking and 
through language that is fixed and conveys fixed meal1ings. In art 
history, this leads to an emphasis on the artistic genius as the cen
ter figure in cultural production, so that the scholar's primary goal 
becomes that of uncovering the artist's intentions.31 Of course, for 
the artist, her intention to communicate and what she intends to 
communicate may be important to her as an individual; however, 
meaning, in a larger cultural sense, cannot be reduced to her inten
tions. An artist may, for instance, communicate things without 

intending to do so. 
In this spirit, Roland Barthes dramaticaIly dedared that "the 

birth of the reader must be at the cost ofthe death ofthe Author." 32 
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According to Barthes, the author doesn't endow the text with 
organic unity. Instead, the work of art or literature is an artifact that 
brings together any number of codes available in the artist's or 
author's culture. As articulated by Barthes, Julia Kristeva, and 
others, the concept of intertextuality reminds us that each text 
exists in relation to other texts, to other cultural expressions-texts 
owe more to other texts than to their own makers. For Kristeva, the 
text is really an intersection of texts in which we read yet another 
text; the act of reading is in this sense also an act of creation.33 

Post-structuralism 

Post-structuralism refers to the theoretical movement that grew out 
of structuralist theories. Art historian Jonathan Harris notes that we 
can take this "post" in two senses-as "over/finishedl after," or as 
"in light oflin relation tO/meaningful in terms of."34 The trend 
toward post-structuralism occurred because of same problems 
with structuralist thought. Structuralism was, according to same 
critiques, ahistorical: if structures are always already there, what da 
we make of dass struggle or feminist struggle in the context of this 
theoretical framework? How da we account for social and cultural 
change? In addition, structuralism often assurnes the presence of 
an ideal readerlviewer and doesn't take the experience of actual 
readers or viewers into account. Many of the same theorists worked 
in structuralist and post-structuralist modes, and, despite a tremen
dous diversity of perspectives, post-structuralists share fimdamen
tal assumptions aboutlanguage, meaning, and subjectivity. 

The Russian linguist Mikhail Bakhtin (r89S-197S) pointed to 
same of these problems early on, arguing against a static and ahis
torical model of structures. Bakhtin's life as a scholar was marked 
by political upheaval, and he addressed the socia! and cultural 
issues raised by the Russian Revolution and Stalinism. For 
Bakhtin, Ianguage was always ideological-itwas always rooted in 
struggle and the social conditions of speaking.35 Bakhtin says that 
theories of language have always postulated an isolated, single 
speaker, whose utterances create unique meaning. He calls this 
monologic language, because it seems to come from a single, uni
fied source, and contrasts it with "heteroglossia," the multiple 
forms of speech that people use in the course oftheir daily lives.36 
So, for example, you may have very differentways of speakingwith 
the random people that you encounter daily-from the waiter who 
takes your breakfast order to the police officer who stops you for 
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speeding. These different ways of speaking use different vocabu
laries, sentence structures, accents, even tones ofvoice. 

Bakhtin points out that monologic language is centripetal: the 
speaker of monologic language is trying to push all the varied ele
ments and forms of language into one single form or utterance, 
coming from one central point. Monologic language requires one 
standard language, an "official" language that everyone would be 
forced to speak (the ongoing debate over the validity ofEbonics, or 
Black English, is a good example). Heteroglossic language, on the 
other hand, tends to be centrifugal, moving language toward multi
plicity by induding a wide variety of different ways of speaking, dif
ferent rhetorical strategies and vocabularies. Both heteroglossia 
and monologia, Bakhtin says, are always at work in any utteranceY 
This concept is critical for helping us to recognize, value, and 
interpret the different ways of speaking in relation to and via the 
visual arts-whether that's studying horne-made quilts as weIl as 
the Sistine Chapel ceiling, or researching the experience ofworking
dass families at museums as weil as the work of Clement Green
berg or other celebrated art critics. 

Post-structuralists further argue that structures aren't same 
kind of universal, timeless truth just waiting to be uncovered. 
Ratller, structures are fictions that we create in order to be able to 
interpret the world around uso Kristeva argued that a text-ar, we 
could say, a cultural practice-is not a "structure" but a process of 
"structuration."38 Similarly, Jacques Derrida, an important post
structuralist theorist who will be discussed in detail below, argues 
that, in texts, structures are really dependent on the conventions of 
writers. For post-structuralism, meaning is a lot less stable than 
structuralism would suggest. Post-structuralism emphasizes the 
constant slippage in the play of signs, in the relations between sig
nifier and signified. 

Post-structuralism has important implications for the practice 
ofhistory-and art history. Post-structuralist historians argue that 
history isn't just waiting out there to be found in documents and 
images. When we write history, the context that is important is not 
only the past but also the present, which conditions what we find 
and how we interpret it Ca nation that hermeneutics also recog
nizes). Art historian Norman Bryson has pointed out that the evi
dence for historical interpretation is vast-potentially limitless.39 

Stop to think about this, and you'll realize that the shape of the 
final interpretation can't really come from this enormaus mass of 
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evidence: it has to come from the perspective the art historian 
brings to the process ofinterpretation. A good example ofthis is 
the relatively recent scholarly interest in issues of gen der and sexu
ality: these issues were aIways there, but it taok the right "lens" to 
focus on them. 

Foucault's history: Imowledge is power 

What we need is awareness, we can't get careless 
You say what is this? 
My beloved let's get down to business 
Mental self dgensivejimess 
(fo) bum rush theshow 
You gotta go for what you know 
Make everybody see, in order to jightthe powers that be 
Lemme hear you say ... 
Fight the Power 

Public Enemy, "Fight the Power" (199 0 ) 

The work of the French historian, philosoph er and post-struc
turalist theorist Michel Foucault (1926-1984) has had a profound 
influence on the humanities and sodal sciences since the late six
ties. Although he has been attacked variously as a paar historian, 
an ideologue and a charlatan, I beIieve there is a great deal to be 
learned from his work. 

Foucault, as a philosopher, starts from a fundamental ques
tion: who are we today? Ta answer this question, he finds he also 
has to ask, how did we get to be this way? History, effective his tory, 
is for Foucault a genealogy ofthe present.40 We don't trace from 
the past to the presentj instead we trace from the present ta the 
past, examining the choices and accidents that resulted in the pres
ent. There is no inevitable march ofhistory, no model of progress, 
there are no continuities: history is a process ofleaps, gaps, accd
dents, ruptures, and disjunctures, and the task ofthe historian is to 
focus on these.41 For Foucault, the historian isn't someone who 
connects the past to the present; instead, the historian disconnects 
the past from the present, challenging our sense of the present's 
inevitability and legitimacy. 

History is about asking who are we in terms of our knowledge 
of ourseIves, about inquiring into the political forces that shape us, 
and investigating the sense of Our relations hip to ourselves-the 
ethical choices we make to govern these internal relationships. 
This means that his tory has to focus on tradng the effects of power 
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in society, how it acts, who has access to it. Instead of the story of 
great men and battles, history is about institutions, ideas, beliefs, 
and practices; it is about ordinary people caught in the web of 
power relations. Foucault's work focused on topics in European 
history that hadn't ever been framed in quite this way: the history 
of sexuality, the histary of prisons, the history ofinsanity. 

Though power is a critically important concept for Foucault, it 
is elusive and not easily defined, taking on multiple associations 
and meanings in differentworks. Power is hard to grasp .conceptu
ally, because it is itself plural, fragmentary, and indeterminate. At 
its core, for Foucault, power is "a multiple and mobile field offorce 
relations where far-reaching, but never completely stable, effects 
of domination are produced. "42 At the same time, it is historically 
and spatially specific, working through normative values, sociaI 
institutions, and politics (for more on normativity, see Chapter 3). 
Moreover, power isn't only at issue in the State or the law: it perme
ates all aspects of society and all relations, from the economic to 
the spiritual, sexual, or artistic. 

Foucault focused in particuIar on the idea of discourse,. or dis
cursive practices. How da we present and deploy knowledge in 
society? How does knowledge relate to power? How is power 
invested in particular institutions, theories, or ideologies? The 
Archaeology of Knowledge (1974) explores the conditions that allow 
discourses to develop. This concept of discourses includes not only 
texts, terminoIogies, images, and concepts, but also cultural prac
tices and artifacts such as maps, calculations, and experiments. 
Discourses collect in "fields," intersecting formations or strands of 
Imowledge.43 Discourses are powerful because they representwhat 
is asserted as truth by the peopIe and institutions who controllan
guage, and reality can't exist outside these discursive frameworks. 

Through this work, Foucault became particularly interested in 
the ways that society seeks ta control, manage, and monitor 
human bodies, what he calls "the political technologies of the 
body."44 In Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (I995), Fou
cault traces the history of the development of prisons genealogi
cally. We may think from our cultural perspective that prisons have 
always been around, but they've only existed a few hundred years. 
Foucault looks at the eighteenth century, when penaI systems 
began ta move away from punishments such as whipping or 
branding to reform as their primary goa1.45 This necessitated the 
building of prisons where the bo dies of offenders would not be 
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punished, but regulated, controlled, and reformed so that they 
would learn not to transgress again. 

Foucault also broke new ground in his willingness to look at 
sexuality as a social construct, rather than innate or natural, and as 
an instrument ofthe regimes ofpower (see also Chapter 3). The 
first volurne ofhis History ofSexuality (also published as The Will to 
Knowledge) opens by questioning the widely accepted beliefthat our 
post-Victorian culture represses sexuality.46 On the contrary, 
Foucault argues, our culture engages in discourses that actively pro
duce sexuality and sexed subjects. This is because sexuality is a key 
"transfer point" for relations of power in multiple directions and 
between many partners: men and warnen, young and old, priests 
and laity, etc.47 He argues that since the eighteenth century, the web 
of knowledge/power relations centered on sexuality has relied on 
four essential strategies: the "hysterization" ofwomen's bodies, the 
"pedagogization" of children's bodies, the socialization of procre
ative behavior, and the psychiatrization of perverse behavior. 48 

Structuralism, post-structuralism, emd art history 

Both structuralism and post-structuralism have been enormously 
influential within art history, especially as their development has 
coincided with an interest in semiotics and issues of social context. 
For example, French art histarian Hubert Damisch has used struc
turalist approach es in his work on Renaissance art, suggesting 
that the strict linear perspective ofRenaissance painting is coun
tered by the use of clouds and other hazy atrnospheric effects. 49 In 
some ways, elements of structuralist thought have lang been pres
ent in art his tory- Heinrich Wölffiin's use ofbinary oppositions 
to perform visual analysis (linear/painterly, open/closed forms) is a 
good example.50 

Post-structuralism, in particular, has required a different way of 
thinking about worles of art, representation, and, especially, 
mimesis (the imitation of reality). As we've seen, post-structuralist 
theorists of language have argued that there is no obvious or 
necessary connection between langtlage and what it refers to: such 
relationships are cultural, based on human choices and con
ventions. Post-structural theorists and art historians have extended 
such arguments to the visual arts. For example, Camera Lucida: 
Riflections on Photography (I982), by Roland Barthes, is an eloquent 
meditation on portrait photography and the relationship between 
the photograph as signifier and the sitter as signified. Barthes 
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notes the peculiar way in which we do not separate the photo
graphic representation from the person represented. 51 As Keith 
Moxey says in The Practice ofTheory: Poststructuralism, Cultural Politics, 
and Art History (1994), visual farms are not mimetic, they are not a 
means by which the artist captures the qualities of the real world; 
instead, visual forms are value-laden interpretations ofthe world 
which vary from culture to culture and period to period. 52 

Although art history has traditionally taken a single artist's 
worle, aperiod, or a culture as its focus, post-structuralism points 
out the artificiality of those interpretive trames, even though they 
may seem natural ar inevitable. It may be more provocative to trace 
a particular motif or a practice such as iconoclasm, or to group 
artists or images in newways, as Barthes did in Sade, Fourier, Loyola, 
which makes same unexpected connections among these three 
very distinctive thinkers. 53 In post-structuralist art history, instead 
of simply cataloguing an artist's "influences" to see what wor!es 
from the past or present interest her, the focus shifts to asking why 
she's choosing particular artists and images-asking what she is 
seeking to da in reusing and reworking visual images in her pres
ent context, and tracing the effects of these choices on the viewer. 

Foucault's ideas about power, the political technologies of 
the body, sexuality, and the nature of history have had a strong 
impact on art-historical practice. Although Foucault is primarily 
associated with literature, philosophy, and history, he did write 
about art (and wasn't one to pay too much attention to disciplinary 
boundaries anyway).54 One approach is to examine art's instit
utions-such as museums or art galleries-just as Foucault 
examines mental hospitals and prisons (see also Chapter 3).55 
Nicholas Mirzoeff draws on Foucault's worle to trace the "body
scape"-the body as a cluster of multiple, flexible signs-to explain 
how differentversions ofthe ideal figure have been created in art. 56 

Practidng structuralist and post-structuraiist 
art history 

This photograph (Figtlre 5.5) was taken for the French physician 
Jean-Martin Charcot (r82s-r893), who studied nervous illnesses. 
Charcotworked at the famous Salpetriere hospital for poor women 
in Paris, and Freud, among others, studied with hirn. Under 
Charcot's direction, patients identified as hysterics were 
methodically photographed, providing skeptical colleagues with 
visual proof of hysteria's symptoms. These images provided the 
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material for the multivolurne album lconographie photographique de Ia 
Salpfuiere (r877-r880). The photographs are highlystaged, and itis 
questionable to what degree the warnen depicted in them per
formed according to Charcot's expectations.S7 

~ What does this image tell us about the disciplining of the 
human body through the medical profession and the medical
ization of madness? What da es this image tell us about con
cepts of hysteria, of mental illness, at this time? What are the 
institutional and social contexts-the insane asylum, the med
ical profession, gender and class relations--of the imagf'? 
(Foucault is an obvious reference point here.) 

~ What are the binary concepts at work here (sanity/insanity, hys
teria/calm, genuine/performed, hysteria/arousal, etc.)? How is 
the implied viewer, the reader of the lconographie-whom we 
might expect to be a white, heterosexual, professional man of 
the late nineteenth century-implicated in the construction of 
these binaries? 

~ What conventions (structures) of photography do we see at 
work here? How does the photographer-or the sitter, for that 
matter-challenge or restructure those conventions? What role 
did photography play in the creation ofthe category ofhysteria? 

~ What narratives of power and ideology, what discursive prac
tices, inform this image? 

~ Da the photographs reveal a tension between the idea, or diag
nosis, of hysteria, and the particular patient's hysteria? This 
could be read as a tension between the langue and parole ofhys
teria, or between monologia (the authority of the physician) 
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5·5 Attitudes passion ne lies, 
Iconographie photographique 
de la Salpetriere, pI. XXIII. 

and heteroglossia (the multiple conditions experienced, and 
expressed, by the patients). 

~ Through techniques such as hypnosis, electroconvulsive ther
apy, and genital manipulation, Charcot instigated the hysteri
cal symptoms in his patients, who often came to hate his 
treatments. Does any sense ofthis emerge in this image? 1s the 
subject's resistance evident? 

Deconstruction 
[Deconstruction] is notthe exposurc of error. It is co11Stantly 

and persistently looking into how truths are produced. 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Bonding In Ditference: 
Interview with Alfi'ed Arteaga" (The Spivak Reader, 1995) 

Deconstruction is a ward that is used-and misused-frequently. 
It often appears, inappropriateIy, as a synonym for "analyze" or 
"interpret," as in "Let's deconstruct this painting." As the Spivak 
quote above suggests, the term can also be wrongly used to mean 
finding out hidden "errors." Tossing around the ward deconstruc
tion may make same people feel intellectually hip, but it actually 
indicates a serious lack of engagement with this very specific, and 
camplex, theoretical construct. 

The French-Algerian philosopher Jacques Derrida (b. I930) 

coined the term deconstruction to indicate a theoretical project 
that explores how knowledge and meaning are constructed.58 He 
adapted the term deconstruction from Martin Heidegger, who 
used several different terms (including destruction and retrieve) to 
indicate his complex relationship to philosophy's past. Heidegger 
feIt that he was simultaneously critical ofContinental philosophy 
and deeply attached to it. So, tao, is Derrida deeply attached to the 
text and yet critical of it. Derrida points out that even though we 
typically think of language as conveying meaning, language can 
simultaneously convey both the presence and the absence of 
meaning. S9 That is, what any given statement tries not to say may 
be as important as what it does say. The shilling play of signs 
makes this tension between meaning and non-meaning possible 
(see Chapter 2). Deconstruction starts from the idea, articulated by 
a number of post-structuralist thinkers, that structures are not 
some kind of deep truth waiting to be uncovered, but are them
selves cultural constructs created through discourse. There is no 
objective, universal way to achieve knowledge or to claim truth. 
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In 1967 Derrida laid out his central ideas with the pubIication of 
three important books: Speech and Phenomena, Writing and Dj:tference, 
and 01 Grammatology. Like other post-structuralists, Derrida 
challenges the metaphysical certainty that the speaking subject 
puts forth a consistent, intentional, and rational point of view, and 
a unified meaning that directIy refers to apre-existent reality. For 
Derrida, deconstruction is a necessary strategy of reading because 
the idea of rationality is so deeply embedded in Western thinking 
and language-and yet completely unacknowledged. 6o In this 
early work especiaIly, Derrida challenged the binary oppositions 
(nature/culture, man/woman) that are accepted as customary and 
foundational in a given context. By examining these basic 
structures of the argument, Derrida exposes them as human 
constructions, rather than the essential truths they pretend to be: 
"the reading must always aim at a certain relationship, unperceived 
by the writer, between what he commands and what he does not 
command of the patterns of the language that he uses. "61 We can 
then ask why these constructs were put into play in the first place. 
Why might a text construct culture as superior to nature? Or men as 
superior to warnen? 

A key idea for Derrida is diifirance. Although Derrida insists 
that djifirance is not a ward or a concept, its usage over time 
in effect makes it seem Iike both. Djifirance is a (mis)speIIing ofthe 
French ward diifirence, which is roughly equivalent to the EngIish 
"difference." Differance, however, refers to the idea that signifiers 
and signifieds are not identical: they differ from each other, there 
is aspace between them. 62 Signs not only differ, they also defer 
(diifirer) to many other signs as part of the endless chain of 
signifiers. The differing and deferring of signs means that every 
sign repeats the creation of space and time. In the end, there can 
be no ultimate truth, because truth can only exist by virtue of 
difference: it can't be absolute or universal because it can't 
be outside time and space (which are both essential to tIle creation 
of meaning). Any truth is therefore contingent, relational, and 
partial. Signs only signifjr, or create meaning, via difference (just 
as in Lacanian psychoanalysis, the Self exists only because of 
its relationship to the Other). If a ward signifies, it signifies by 
differing, and whatitdiffers from becomes a trace-an inevitable, 
absent part of its presence.63 In this view, culture becomes 
a network of relations: differences, displacements, traces, 
deferrals. 
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Although Derrida insists that deconstruction doesn't provide a 
methodologicaI program for anaIyzing texts, in the three earlyworks 
cited ab ave he developed a practice of e10se reading that has been 
influential among cultural critics in many fields. Derrida's later 
works, such as The Truth in Painting (1978) and The Post Card (1980), 

often experiment with new relationships of theme and form rather 
than the systematic treatment oflanguage and interpretation.64 

Art history and deconstruction 

Much ofwhat Derrio;! has to say about texts or textual representa
tions can also be adapted to visual representations. For Derrida, art 
is critically important, for it is capable of challenging the meta,:
physical foundation of our civilization. Works of art may be able to 
point a way out oflogocentrism because they transcend tIle logic of 
sameness, they foreground the play of djifirance. The work of art 
itself deconstructs the quest for presence and truth, or truth as 
presence (remember that Western philosophy's traditional goal 
has been the pursuit of Truth). If deconstruction challenges the 
dangerous idea that we can know the world with any e1arity
much less express and act on what we know with any darity-then 
visual arts are a prime example ofthis indeterminacy, ofthe open 

play of signifiers. 
Derrida has written several books that deal directIy with the 

visuaI arts. The Truth in Paintinfl's most celebrated essay examines 
art historian Meyer Schapiro's response to Heidegger's essay "The 
Origin of tl1e Work of Art" (1935), which addresses van Gogh's 
painting of two shoes.65 "This equipment," Heidegger wrote, 
"belangs ta the earth, and it is protected in the world ofthe peasant 
woman ... Van Gogh's painting is the diselosure of what the 
equipment, the pair of peasant shoes, is in trutl1 ... This entity 
emerges into tl1e unconcealment of its being ... "66 For Heideg
ger, tl1e image of these battered shoes evokes, and brings inta 
being, the world of the peasant; but Schapiro attacks this as a dan
gerous sentimentalism of a kind that tIle Nazis employed so ruth
lessly. He goes on to argue that these were not peasant shoes but 
the shoes of the urbanite Van Gogh himself. Derrida argues that 
because Heidegger had ties to the Nazis, Schapiro's analysis was 

an act of revenge-and restitution. 
For Derrida, this exchange raises a hast of interesting ques

tions. Ta whom does tl1e painting belang? Why did Schapiro fee! 
compelled to return it-restitute it-ta its "rightful" discourse? 
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What is restituted in a painting anyway? Does mimesis-the repre
sentation of the shoes in this case-restore the shoes to us? If a 
painting renders something, in the sense of representation, does it 
then also render it to its owner (the viewer, painter, or subject)? In 
this way, the problem of mimesis paralleIs the problem of ethics. 
Derrida goes on to question why Heidegger and Schapiro both 
ass urne that the painting represents a pair of shoes, rather than 
simply two shoes. To respect the work of art is to avoid jumping to 
conclusions, but as soon as we assert that this painting represents 
a pair of shoes (a right and a left shoe that go together), Derrirla 
decIares, we have already started to arraign the artworl<. 

And yet this kind of"arraigning" ofthe artwork, which Derrida 
finds so problematic, is fundamental to art-historical practice. 
From Vasari to Panofsky, art historians have focused on explana
tion-the idea that the work of art is logical and comprehensible, 
that it is mimetic and represents reaIity. In the spirit of deconstruc
tion, some art historians have deconstructed the binary opposi
tions of the discipline itself by emphasizing art's resistance to 
interpretation, a resistance that art his tory would be all too happy 
to push to the margins (after all, if art really can't be explained, 
then there wouldn't be any need for art historians). 

Art historian Stephen Melville has grappled with the implica
tions of deconstruction for the study of visual objects, noting that 
"The question ofthe object in and for deconstruction ... is a ques
tion not about what the object is, but about how or, even more sim
ply, that it iS."67 Melville is concerned that once deconstruction 
recognizes itself in the object, it must be careful not simply to 
replace itwith a discursive representation that reduces the object to 
a "mere" theoretical construct. That is, the threat that the object is 
but a construct oftheory surfaces once theory attains self-recogni
tion in the object. If objects are objects, it is because they resist 
(object to) theory on some level. At the same time, however, the 
"interdisciplinary framing of the object" is not an im position on 
the object but "a not wholly proper effect of the object itself." The 
object's effects stern not from its essence, but from its relations 
with the subject of art history: the object prefigures its own histori
ographical and theoretical accounts. 

Practking deconstructive art history 

Derrida's rejection ofthe idea that deconstruction can be applied 
programmatically to the study of visual or textual representations 
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hasn't stopped any number of scholars from trying it. In this sec
tion, pU try to be mindful ofDerrida's objections while developing 
lines of questioning informed by the processes of deconstruction. 

Edmonia Lewis (circa r84os-circa r890) was an extraordinary 
person, a woman of African-American and Native-American 
descent who had a passion for art, and particularly sculpture. In 
spite of the many obstacIes she faced, she was able to train prof es
sionallyas a sculptor. For many years she kept a studio in Rome, 
often selling her work to wealthy Americans traveling abroad. 

... What are the binary oppositions at work in this sculplure (Fig
ure 5.6) (malelfernale, black/white, enslaved/free)? lfthe sculp
ture represents freedom, for example, how does slavery also ' 

exist here as a trace? 
... How does this sculpture navigate the binary terms 

man/woman? Which term is prioritized? Which is subordi
nate? How is this established visually? How does this hierarchi
cal pairing exist in relation to other hierarchical pairs 
supposedly challenged by the sculpture (white/black, freel 
enslaved)? Does the prioritizing of male over female under
mine other readings of the sculpture? How stable are these 

oppositions? 

5.6 Edmonia Lewis, Forever Free, 
1867. Marble. Howard 
University Art Gallery, 
Washington, D.C. 
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"" Also here, as a trace, are the crude racist representations of 
Africans and African Americans that circulated widely in the 
nineteenth century; you could say that the image defers or 
refers (dWlrer) to them even in their absence. Edmonia Lewis 
draws on the conventions and materials of cJassical sculpture 
to COunter this, to endow these figures with dignity. And yet
does that not simply justity the canon of aesthetics that defines 
blackness as ugly in the first place? Does Lewis's representa
tional strategy successfully challenge the underlying hierarchy 
of white over black aesthetics? What does this image say about 
the (im)possibility of making a non-racist image in the nine
teenth century? 

"" Also implicit here are the ideas of Black Artist and Woman 
Artist and Black Woman Artist How does the virtuosity ofthis 
piece speak to those statuses? Like hermeneutics, or any ofthe 
other stances discussed in this chapter, deconstruction is often 
combined with other theoretical approach es, and both femi
nism and critical race theory may help you here. 

5·7 Installation view of 
Parthenon Marbles in 
the British Museum, 
London,looking 
toward the East 
Pediment figures. 

A deconstructive reading of the Parthenon scUlptures (Figure 5.7) 
might address issues pertaining to their interpretation and owner
ship: 

"" In presenting the Parthenon (Elgin) marbles as great master
works and as "our" heritage, the British Museum celebrates 
Greek culture as a universal human value, and as the wellspring 
of Western civilization. What is the logic of those binaries
past/present, civilized/savage, universal/particular, apex/nadir, 
oursltheirs, Western/non-Western? What gets pushed to the 
margins in constructing this argument? 
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"" Greece has formally asked for the Parthenon sculptures to be 
repatriated, arguing that theywere taken out ofthe country ille
gally in the early nineteenth century. The British Museum 
denies the validity ofthe claim, and points out that one ofthe 
Museum's three founding principles is that the collections 
should be "held in perpetuity in their entirety." If deconstruc
tion is ultimately concerned with truth claims, politics, and jus
tice, how might a deconstructive reading of the Greek and 
British arguments help illuminate the situation? 

postmodernism as condition and praetice 

Postmodernism is an important contemporary critical and creativ~ 
movement. But before we can really delve into postmodernism, we 
have to ask: what is modernism? 

Defining modernism(s) 

In art his tory, we may use the terms modernism or modernist to 
designate a time period, an artwork or group of artworks, a cul
ture, or an approach to the interpretation of culture. Thebegin
nings of modernism, in the art world, are usually located in France 
in the I850S with the work of such artists as Gustave Courbet and 
Edouard Manet and the writer Charles Baudelaire, and modernism 
is generally recognized as coming to full fiower in the first half of 
the twentieth century 

Modernist artists and writers found the inspiration for their art 
in the ever-changing present, in the dazzling spectacle of the city, 
and in the modern world. They deliberately rejected the idea that 
they should look to past traditions of art, as the academies taught. 
This break with the past meant that modern artists had to invent 
forms, compositions, media, and signs that would be adequate to 
express the novel and breakneck pace of the modern world. So 
when Manet decided to paint a female nude, he didn't produce a 
sentimental, soft-focus image of a pseudo-Greek goddess; rather, 
he painted a vigorous modern woman, a prostitute--complete 
with bouquet-bearing servant, a joke of a cat, and achallenging 
stare. In a similar tradition-breaking spirit, in the early twentieth 
century Marchel Duchamp signed a urinal "R. Mutt" and hung it 
on a gallery wall; Wassily Kandinsky delved into abstract form; and 
the Surrealists delved into the unconscious. 

Along with modernism, the notion of the avant-garde comes 
into play-the idea ofbeing self-consciously at the cutting edge, of 
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creating and seeking out the new, of attacking the established 
institutions of art and culture. Duchamp made the urinal precisely 
to shock the art-viewing public, consciously rejecting past tradi
tions of representation and striving toward samething that was 
more direct, honest, and fundamentally more legitimate. Artists 
worked to create new forms and media-new images, and new 
social orders, to be built on the ruins ofthe old. And yet, in spite of 
its revolutionary aims, in many ways this modernist movement 
displaced one authority with anather, as one overarching view of 
culture and cuIturaI production displaced anather. 

At the same time, modernism became associated with a partic
ular way oftelling the history of art, a particular narrative of art his
tory. It was a unitary, totalizing narrative-one that emphasized 
the figure ofthe heroic (maIe) artist, the centraIity ofEurope (and, 
much later) American cultural production, one that traced a his
tory of art from the ancient world to the present. Art his tory has 
been so preoccupied with European and American modernism 
that it has often overlooked modernist phenomena elsewhere. The 
modernist movement unfolded very differently in Africa, Asia, the 
Pacific, and Latin America than it did in Europe or the Uni ted 
States. Modernism didn't just happen in Europe, and it didn't just 
happen there firstand then exportitselfwhole to other parts ofthe 
world (in spite of the mechanisms of colonialism). There were 
modernist practices both distinct from and in dialogue with West
ern modernism. 

Addingthe "post" to modernism 

Does the "post-" in postmodern mean "after" modernism, "in 
light of" modernism-or both? Does postmodernism offer a cri
tique of capitaIism, or is it the cultural expression of capitalism's 
ascendancy? When did postmodernism start, anyway? 

The word itselffirstappeared in the I930s, and gained currency 
in Iiterary criticism in the I950S and I960s, but it didn't reaIly take 
hold until the seventies and eighties as a way of talking about 
forms ofliterature, music, and visual arts that departed from mod
ernist conventions. The term first came into wide use to describe 
architecture that found its inspiration not only in Modernist struc
tures but in an edectic array ofbuildings and motifs from the past. 
In painting, sculpture, and other media, postmodernism is associ
ated with a rejection of the rigid truths and hierarchies of mod
ernism; an interest in the past traditions that modernism rejected; 
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5.8 James Stirling, Neue Staatsgalerie, 1977-83' stuttgart. 

Stirlina's art-aallery buildina for the city ofStuttaart combines classical references, in its proportions 
and use ofwindows and columns, with playful elements such as briaht colors and undulatina walls. 
The museum, Stirlina once wrote, is a place "in which the styles of different eras are broua ht toaether 
as in a aiant collaae-so why shouldn't the buildina itself also be such a collaae of architectural 
quotations?" Despite the buildina's innovative architectural forms, Doualas Crimp criticized itfor 
perpetuatina an outmoded and reactionary model of the museum's function. 

pastiche, the varied mixture of elements and motifs; and areturn to 
figurative imagery. Good examples are NewYorkCity's AT&T (now 
Sony) Building (I984), designed by architects Philip Johnson and 
John Burgee (b. 1933), James Stirling's Neue StaatsgaIerie (1977-
83, Figure 5.8) in Stuttgart, or Kenzo Tange'sTokyo City Hall (I99 I

). 

The term postmodern proliferated so quickly that you might 
understandably think of postmodernism only as a trendy style of 
architecture or interior design. But cultural critic HaI Foster argues 
that postmodernism is not just an artistic style but a condition of 
life in a media-saturated global viIlage, in the context ofthe shift
ing dass and culture formations of post-industrial societies. It 

constitutes a major challenge to ways of thinking about the world 
that have their origin in Enlightenment theories of rationality and 
progress. Foster's influential anthology The Anti-Aesthetic (1983) 
contains not only his own very useful overview of postmodern the
ory, but also key essays by Jurgen Habermas, Jean Baudrillard, 
Frederic Jameson, Rosalind Krauss, and others.68 These critics 
explore postmodernism's critique of the central truths of mod
ernism and they challenge dichotomies such as center/periphery, 

civilized/primitive, high artIlowart, culture/nature, image/reality, 
innovation/tradition. As Huyssen points out in "Mapping the Post-
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modern" (1984), postmodern theory and cultural practice no 
longer automatically privilege the first term in such pairs.69 There 
are, however, less optimistic views of postmodernism. The Ameri
can literary critic Fredric ]ameson (b. 1934), in Postmodernism, Gr The 
Cultural Logic ofLate Capitalism (1991), links postmodern culture to a 
new wave of American military and economic domination-"in 
this sense," he argues, "as throughout class his tory, the underside 
of culture is blood, torture, death, and terror. "70 

Challenging master narratives 

One of the major works of postmodern theory is the French 
philosopher Jean-Franc;;ois Lyotard's The Postmodern Condition: A 
Report on Knowledge (1979). Lyotard (b. 1924) argues that Western 
civilization's master narratives-those overarching truths that 
claim to explain everything-no longer wod<. He asserts that 
grand, totalizing theories such as humanism don't help us under
stand the constant flux of culture, its endless pro ces ses of synthe
sizing and resynthesizing forms and practices. No single 
explanation for culture is possible-culture can't be reduced, for 
example, to economic determinism alone, as some Marxists would 
have it, or psychic determinism, as some psychoanalysts might 
hold. Instead, Lyotard and others ask us to examine culture as a 
process rather than a thing, and they emphasize the social contexts 
that shape that process. Lyotard argues that, most of all, we must 
identifY the master narratives that shape our culture and society, 
those narratives that conceal as much as they reveal, and that work 
to oppress as much as to enable human action. History and culture 
are not single narratives, in this view, but conversations which 
struggle to come to terms with the relations of power. 71 

In particular, postmodernists such as Lyotard reject the idea 
that the European tradition sets a universal standard for judging 
historical, cultural, or political truth. No tradition can speak with 
authority and certainty for all ofhumanity. Instead, a wide range of 
traditions can be valued for their particular ways of viewing the 
worid. Traditions are notvalued for their claims to truth or author
ity, but for the ways in wh ich they serve to Iiberate and enlarge 
human possibiIities. In this way, postmodernism, feminism, queer 
theory, and post-colonialism have much to say to each other, for, in 
challenging the primacy of Western culture, postmodernism 
opens aspace for the politics of race, gender, sexuality, class, eth
nicity, etc. Postmodern theorists share with Marxist theorists of 
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ideology the perspective that culture is just as important as eco
nomics in shaping human existence and identity, and is just as 

much a site of struggle. 
Tust as postmodernism decenters Western culture, so tao it 

decenters the Western idea of the subject. One of the key master 
narratives chaIIenged by postmodernism is the idea of the single, 
unified, whole subject speaking from one place with a sense of 
authority. Postmodernism shares the post-structuralist concept of 
the subject as fragmented and contradictory, and challenges the 
idea that human consr.iollsness or reasOn are powerful forces 
shaping human his tory. The postmodern subject is fragmented, 
decentered, speaking from a particular place with only his or her 
own authority from a particular viewpoint. Andreas Huyssen re;
sons that postmodernism does not argue for the death of the sub
ject, like post-structuralism, so much as work toward new theories 
and practices of speaking, writing, and acting subjects. Instead of 
celebrating (or negating) the individual subject, the emphasis is on 
how codes, texts, images, and other cultural artifacts and practices 

shape subjectivity. 

Fragmentation, pastiche, and the simulacrum 

Any number of discursive practices are related to postmodern art 
and culture. I want to treat three ideas here that are key for art his
tory-fragmentation, pastiche, and the simulacrum. 

Aswe've noted, postmodernism is often associated with plural
istic thought-the idea that there's no single correct way of seeing 
the world. In this context, the fragmentation of the subject 
replaces the alienation of the subject that characterizes mod
ernism. So in modernism the subject feels alienated from the 
world around her-but at least, she has a way of knowing both 
herself and the world and recognizing the gulf that separates her 
from it. According to Fredric Jameson, the fragmentation of the 
subject develops because ofthe new ways ofliving in the world and 
occupying space that have developed in late capitalism. Whether 
we're talking about the architectural space of a building or the con
ceptual space of global relations, late capitalism has transcended 
the ability of the individual human body to locate itself, to organize 
its immediate surroundings perceptually, and to map its position 
in the vast, multinational network of communication and capital 
in which we're all caught. Late capitalism aspires to this hyper
space, an unprecedented vastness of scale. 
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Late capitalism is also marked bya focus on the recycling of old 
images and commodities, and postmodern art and theory chal
lenge the very idea of originality, the very nations of progress and 
of the continual remaking of civilization. In this spirit, artist Cindy 
Sherman (b. 1954) posed herselfin photographs modeled deliber
ately on film-stills, and her contemporary Sherrie Levine (b. 1947) 

simply rephotographed photographs by other artists. Jameson 
cites the artist Andy Warhol's work as a prime example of a world 
transformed into images ofitself. 

Posullodemislll I:; Cüllceflled wilh llIe illvesLigaLion of image:; 
in a number of realms, and in Simulacra and Simulations (1981) the 
French philosopher Jean Baudrillard (b. 1929) explores the simu
lacrum, the copy without an original. 72 Baudrillard points out that 
in the mass media there is no signified attached to the signifier: 
there is no reality, no thing that the signifier reproduces or repre
sents. In this way, the simulacrum-the image-becomes the real
ity. Postmodern cultural critics have made a minor industry of 
analyzing such celebrities as Madonna, who are all image: between 
the PR machine, the make-up artist and image consultants, the 
studio remixes, the video manipulation, etc., who's actually there 
when it comes to Madonna? The emergence of the simulacrum 
threatens the very foundations of Western thought, which since 
the time ofPlato has made a distinction between the original and 
the copy, the latter being inferior or ofless value. 

What's more, Baudrillard argues that there's no way of getting 
away from simulacra, because of mass media. Simulacra are every
where, and they determine our reality, how we live and behave. They 
provide us with codes or models that tell us what to da, and we're 
passive before this onslaught. Baudrillard says thatwhen the image 
is more "real" than any other "reality," where there is only surface 
but no depth, only signifiers with no signifieds, only imitations 
with no originals, we are in the realm ofhyperreality. One ofthe best 
examples of such a hyperreality is Disneyland, which is a minutely 
created "reality" ofthings that don't exist in the "real world." 

Modemism, postmodernism, arid art history 

Among its various other meanings, the term modernist can be 
used to describe a particular way of telling the history of art-espe
cially modern art. Modernist art his tory is based on the kind of 
totalizing narrative that postmodernism critiques. In this view, art 
history focuses on Europe, especially urban centers such as Rome, 
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Paris, and Berlin. It proceeds according to a model of rationality 
and progress-all of art's history is a march toward the (inevitable) 
present. The rest ofthe world is largely ignored, and the focus is on 
male artists who are trained to produce high art: painting, sculp-

ture, and architecture. 
Postmodernist art historians have worked to replace this single 

master narrative with the practice of multiple histories of art. In 
particular, in telling the histories of modern art, the emphasis is on 
modernisms rather than the singular modernism, as art histarians 
work tu illcorporate both regional and multi-nationa 1 perspectives, 
as weIl as issues ofrace, class, gender, and sexuality. There is new 
attention to the distinctive modernisms of Asia, Africa, the Pacifi<:;, 
and Latin America, as weil as a fuller range of visual arts, including 
"high" and "low" art. Good examples are Okwui Enwesor's exhi
bition catalogue, In/Sight (1996), which focuses on photography in 
twentieth-century Africa, and Enwesor and Olu Oguibe's edited 
volume Reading the Contemporary: Aftican Artftom Theory to Marketplace 
(2000).73 Art historians also critically interrogate the foundational 
beliefs and practices of modernism-as in Rosalind Krauss's essay 
"The Originality of the Avant-Garde: A postmodernist Repetition" 
(1981), in which she examines the beliefs about originality and 
masculine individualism that underlie the idea of the avant-

garde.74 

For art historians, postmodernism has prompted a re-
evaluation ofthe history ofthe discipline and our relations hip to the 
art and art his tory of the past. A provocative analysis of this turn in 
art history was presented by German art histarian Hans Belting 
(b. 1935) in The End ofthe History of Art? (1983).75 Belting argues that 
art history had experienced a split in the nineteenth century, when 
modernist artists turned away from the past. As a result, he says, 
we've developed two differentways oftelling the histories of art, one 
for the pre-modern period and anather for the modern period. 
Belting contends that art historians must bring these two 
approaches tagether, rejecting the idea of"art far art's sake" in favar 
of an awareness that art shapes and is shaped by cultural practices. 
In this way art historians will deconstruct the old binary oppositions 
between art and life, image and reality. Belting goes on to suggest 
that art historians must also take an interest in contemporary art, 
which, unlike modernist art, is grounded in intense historical and 
cultural awareness and no langer pretends to a totalizing narrative. 
We may not share Belting's faith in contemporary art, but his point 
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is worth considering. At the same time as Belting's work was 
published in English, American art historian Donald Preziosi 
(b. I94I), in Rrthinking Art History: Meditations on a Coy Science (I989), 
argued that the crisis art history experienced in the I970S and I980s 
was nothing new. The questions raised by post-structuralism, 
postmodernism, and by critical theory generally, could be traced to 
the very foundations of art history as an academic discipline.76 

Practidng postmodern ist art history 

Yinka Shonibare was horn in London, ofNigerian descent As an 
artist, he challenges easy binaries of geography, race, and artistic 
practice, exploring the power dynamics of colonialism. In this 
installation, Shonibare depicts a nuclear family of astronauts 
dressed in printed textiles. We often think of such textiles as quin
tessentially African, but these were actually designed and produced 
in the N etherlands and Asia. Practicing a postmodernist art history 
in relation to this piece might mean critiquing master narratives, 
and being sensitive to ideas of pastiche and the simulacrum at 
workhere. 

~ Vacation CFigure 5.9) raises the idea of the future and Africa's 
place in the future. Where is the future located? And who is 
there? It's jarring to see "African" textiles in this context instead 
of some kind ofhigh-tech NASA fabrics. What does this tell us 
ab out the contradiction between the idea of Africa and the idea 
ofthe future, atleast forWesterners? Does Africa belong to the 
past and not the future? Are there any ways of bringing these 
two terms, Africa and füture, together? 
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5·9 Yinka Shonibare, Vacation, 
2000. Mixed media 
instaliation.Stephen 
Friedman Gallery, London. 

~ There's a tension here between the idea of the nuc1ear family 
on vacation and astronauts at work. Is this a futurist astronaut 
family, like the Jetsons? Can astronaut families go on vacation? 
In what kind of future world? Have the astronauts "gone 
native" by wearing African textiles, like a vacationing family? 
Does this question assurne they're not African? Can this family 
be African? Some would argue that the nuc1ear family is an arti
fact of Western industrial capitalism, as opposed to the 
extended family, which is found in much of rural Africa and 
which we think of as "authentically" African. 

" Do Baudrillard's ideas help you interpret this piece? To what 
extent are the figures here simulacra? Do they "represent" a 
signified? 

~ Questions of pastiche arise in this wark as well-what are the 
multiple and seemingly disparate sources that Shonibare 
draws on? 

" How might you interpret this image in relation to the intersee
tions ofpostmodern and postcolonial theory? 

condusion 
1s postmodernism over? Are post-structuralism and decon
struction just passing intellectual fads? 1s hermeneutics 
largely irrelevant now? How you answer such questions 
depends on what you think the nature and significance of 
theory iso If you think it' s just a way of describing a particular 
style of analysis (or a window or chair, for that matter), then, 
yes, while remnants of postmodernism or post-structuralism 
may linger, as intellectual movements they may easily become 
passe. However, if you think of structuralism and post
structuralism, postmodernism, hermeneutics, or decon
struction as discourses that raise important questions about 
how we live and think, then they continue to be of vital 
interest. 
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Chapter6 

writing with theory 
I think I did pretty weH, considerin9 I started out with nothin9 

but a bunch ofblank paper. 
Steve MaTtin 

At this point, you may be wondering how to work with theory' 
in the context of your training as an art historian. How do you 
leam to think as a theorist? How do you leam to write with 
theory? Or actually get to a point where Marxist, feminist, or 
psychoanalytic theories might help you in developing a 
research project? Unfortunately, there's no easyanswer 
here-your skills as a writer and research er, your expertise in 
art history, your own intellect and interests, will determine 
how you leam to write with theory. Working with theory is 
very much about the maturation of your own thought 
processes, your emergence as an independent thinker. 

In this chapter, PU provide some basic suggestions for 
approaching theory and the challenge of integrating theory 
into your work as an art historian, but be aware that you will 
have to find your own path. Some of these suggestions may 
work beautifully for you, others, not at all. I've included 
examples of student writing, only lightly edited for grammar 
and clarity, to illustrate the points I make here. These are all 
papers produced for actual courses and will give you real-life 
examples of students rising to the challenge of writing with 
theory. 

The kind ofpaperyou're probablywriting now 
Students in upper-level art-history courses are typically writing 
papers that present a mix of formal, iConographic, and contextual 
analysis. I'm not sure most students could even identifY the theo-
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6.1 Michelangelo, Prophet 
Zechariah, Sistine Chapel 
Ceiling, 1508- 1512• 

Vatican. 

retical underpinnings of their approach; often, they're simply 
modeling their work on a pastiche oftechniques they see their pro
fessors using in dass, or kinds of analysis they've seen in textbooks 
or other readings. 

This paper, written by a student for a survey ofItalian Renais
sance an, presents a typical mix, emphasizing iconographic analy
sis supported by some basic formal analysis and Contextual 
information (Figure 6.1). In the following excerpt I've underlined 
iconographic passages, bolded contextual analysis, and italicized 
the formal analysis to help you understand what's here: 

In May 150 8 Michelangelo began his work on the Sistine 
Chapel in Rome. Pope Julius II had commissioned hirn to 
redecorate the entire ceiIing of the chapel. The Pope initially 
suggested that the ceiling should depict the twelve apostIes; 

however, he agreed to allow Michelangelo to decide his own 

theological program after the sculpror had rejected the 

Pope's original idea (Hibbard, 105). Michelangelo replaced 

the twelve apostles with twelve figures of both Hebrew 

prophets and pagan sibyls. Christian theologians interpreted 
these figures as seers who foresaw the coming ofJesus Christ. 

Throu9houtthe ceilin9, prophets and sibyls sit on carved thrones next to 
one another, each holdin9 a scrall or book. Some appear contemplative, 
others feOljUl; the Ji9ures are consumed by their knowledge ofthe foture 
and 9rasp their scriptllres as ifto sU99est to the viewer that the truth, no 
matter how it is told, is too poweljUlfor human kind to bear. 

This essay focuses on the significance of the prophet 
Zechariah, the first seer depicted in Michelangelo's schema. 

160 I CHAPTER 6 WRITING WITH THEORY 

Zechariah sits on his throne, positioned right above the entrance door for 
the congregation. The placement of Zechariah is important 
because some of the themes derived from the book of 
Zechariah in the üld Testament can be interpreted in other 
scenes and figures on the ceiling. By examining some of these 
themes, the viewer is able to understand why this prophet 
begins the succession of prophets and sibyls, culminating 

with the figure of Jonah, who sits at the other end of the 

ceiling above the altar. Some important motifs include the 
coming ofChrist and the suffering ofhumankind ... 

The figure ofZech~ri::Jh is also a symbol ofthe patron of 
Michelangelo's artistic endeavor, the Pope. In the üld Testa
ment Zechariah prophesies the foundation of the church of 
the Lord and the coming of the servant of God: "Behold, the 
man whose name is the branch: for he shall grow up in his 
place, and he shall build the temple ofthe Lord". (Zech. 6:13). 

Della Rovere, the family name ofPope Julius n, translates as 
"oak tree" in English, and therefore the image ofZechariah 

also conflates messages about the religious authority of the 

papacy with the secular authority of the Della Rovere family 
in Rome (Hibbard, 109). Thus the figure ofZechariah sends· 
the message that the Catholic Church has its roots in the time 
of Jesus Christ, when he decreed that the church (Le. the 
Pope) would be His vicar on earth ... 

Although Zechariah may symbolize the coming ofChrist, 
the Lord and Savior to his people, this message is shadowed 

by the catastrophic images depicted in the scene of the Del
uge, depicted next to the figure, and by the scene of man's sin 
in the Drunkenness of Noah. Zechariah's face is shadowed and 
dark; his intense expression does not seem to rqJectthe elation one mig ht 
haue in rejoicing at the coming of the Messiah. This is because the 
book of Zechariah also prophesies apocalyptic destruction: 

"And this shall be the plague with which the Lord will smite all 
of the peoples ... their ftesh shall rot ... their eyes shall rot in 

their sockets, and their tongues shall rot in their moutlls" 

(Zech. 14:12). It also makes reference to tlle four chariots 
(Zech. 6:1), a theme interpreted in the New Testament as the 
four chariots ofthe Apocalypse (Revel. 6:5-8). Zechariah's place
ment immediately next to the panel depictin,g the Drunkenness ofNoah 
emphasizes that Zechariah prophesies not only the coming ofChrist, but 
also the catastrophes and suffiri119s that will bifall humanity ... 

This paper presents some effective iconographic analysis, but 
in a fairly unstructured and unsystematic way. The third para-
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graph, for example, mixes iconographic, formal, and contextual 
analysis, without really providing in-depth analysis in any ofthem. 
The issue of the Della Rovere family deserves its own paragraph 
and a more extended consideration ofhow the family relates to the 
figure of Zechariah via the conflation of Zechariah's metaphoric 
"branch" with "oak," the meaning of the name Della Rovere. I 
don't want to suggest that it's a bad paper; in fact, overall it's 
thoughtful, carefully observed, and generally weIl written (and of 
course remember that you're not seeing the whole piece here). 
None the less, systematizing the inquiry in theoretical terms would 
help the writer develop her arguments fully and give the paper a 
tighter organization: the points don't lead into each other, and the 
paragraphs aren't interconnected. This organization should be 
reflected in a more dynamic-and specific-topic sentence than 
"This essay focuses on the significance ofthe prophet Zechariah, 
the first seer depicted in Michelangelo's schema." 

, In revising this paper, the writer has any number of options. 
For example, she could have followed Panofsky's method for 
iconographic analysis, as discussed in Chapter 2. This means 
deliberately proceeding from pre-iconographic analysis (interpre
tation based on purely visual analysis and practical experience) to 
iconographic analysis (connection to literary sources) to iconolog
ical interpretation (addressing the meaning of the image in its his
torical context). Elements of all these aspects of analysis are 
present in the paper, but following Panofsky's method, and 100k
ing to his work as a model, might help deepen the analysis. A para
graph of pre-iconographic analysis-that is, a paragraph of 
thorough formal analysis-would be effective if inserted between 
the first and second paragraphs. It would establish same of the 
importantvisual elements in the image, and actually make it easier 
to write the subsequent iconographic and iconological analysis, 
because the reader would already have a sense of the essential 
visual elements. 

Of course, there are limits to Panofsky's method, tao, and the 
writer could use the figure ofZechariah to explore these limits
far example, by turning to reception theory in order to think about 
same issues of viewer and audience not raised in an iconographic 
analysis. Semiotics might also be helpful here, especially 
considering the placement of the figure on the ceiling (Meyer 
Schapiro's farnaus essay on the frame would be relevant). The 
author could also explore issues of intertextuality both within the 
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work-in the ways in which the different parts of the ceiling and 
the different narratives relate to each other-and between this 
wark and others ofthe period. In this way, the figure ofthe prophet 
Zechariah would provide an opportunity to think about the 
interrelation oficonographic, iconological and semiotic methods. 
The politics surrounding the Della Rovere family and its artistic 
patronage could also be explored further via materialist or Marxist 

analysis. 
Please keep in mind that I'm offering alternative, theoretically 

informed ways to develop research topics and write papers not 
because they'll necessarily getyou better grades. In fact, your theo
retical readings will probably make the writing process more 
difficult initially, and the paper you write may suff er. But, this 'is 
about your intellectual and personal growth: it is a way of encoun
tering the world, for those who are seriously committed to engag
ing with art history as an academic discipline and as a process of 
interpretation. And taking a risk in writing one of your research 
papers now, when you have a highly trained expert in your profes
sor helpingyou develop your ideas, is a good oppartunity. , 

Ideally, working with theory enables you to think more deeply 
and critically about your research topic and better prepares you to 
analyze arguments in the literature, synthesize different perspec
tives, evaluate arguments, and develop your own interpretation 
with subdety, rigor, and imagination. In this wayworkingwith the
ory is important for those students who want to go on in academic 
life, but it is also good training for anyone seeking to think criti
cally and express complex thoughts and arguments in writing. 
Ultimately, the process isn't about the paper but about thinking 
critically; the special ways in which you grapple with theoretical 
ideas by trying to write with them will, perhaps, deepen not only 
your understanding but your commitment to particular ideas and 

ways ofinterpreting images. 

Learning how to write with theory 
Several strategies may help you learn how to write d1eoretically. 
The first is obvious but important: read a lot of theory, and a lot of 
art history. This will not only help you familiarize yourself with a 
variety of different theoretical approaches, but will also give you 
models: pay attention to what you are reading not only for content 
but also for the style and structure of the argument. Eventually, 
you'll develop particular interests within critical theory, but you'll 
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also have a good, basic knowledge of a wide range of theories so 
that ifa research topic you're working on has a good "fit" with a 
particular theoretical approach, you'll have some basic idea of 
where to turn in order to pursue this line of questioning. 

As you read theoretical wod<s, think about how the material 
you're reading might relate to an analysis of the visual arts. What 
kinds of issues does it make you consider-what kinds of ques
tions da es it make possible? When the theoretical wark comes 
from outside art history (as with psychoanalytic or Marxist theory) , 
be sure to read some art historians who work from these theoreti
cal perspectives as a model for your own wod<. When reading theo
retically informed art his tory, be sure to pay attention to the way the 
author structures the arguments. How is the authar using theory to 
generate questions? How does her analysis produce thearetical 
insights? What's the interplay between theory and practice in her 
wad<?' Is the theory driving the argument or does it seem extrane
ous? Is the theoretical apparatus convincing, or are there logical 
flaws in the argument? 

In addition to your own reading, your art his tory department 
may offer courses on theory and methodology. Courses such as 
these are enormously useful in getting you grounded in theoretical 
approaches: you'll work quickly and efficiently, with the guidance 
of a knowledgeable instructor and the help of a group of peers who 
are working through similar issues. Plus, you'll almost certainly 
have the opportunity to write a great deal. Check other depart
ments. A Political Science department may off er an introductory 
course on Marxism, an English department may offer a course in 
semiotics, or Sociology a course on theories of race. One of my stu
dents took a Philosophy course in logic that helped her enar
mously in learning how to strucUlre arguments. Within these 
contexts, you may be able to arrange with the professor to write a 
paper with an art-historical focus, which will help you apply the 
insights gained to your own field. 

If you can't find such courses, you can always gather together a 
group of art-history students who are also interested in theory to 
form a theory reading group. The group can set a reading list, 
meeting on ce a week or every two weeks to discuss particular read
ings. You mayaiso want to function as a writing group, discussing 
your various research projects and critiquing each others' papers. 
Ask a faculty member to advise you on a reading list, or even super
vise your work as an independent study. 
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The place oftheory in research 
If you're interested in writing with theory, you can't leave theory 
aside until you sit down at the computer to write your first draft. 
Working with theory has to be part of the entire process of 
producing the paper. As you develop interests in theory, this work 
will go on continuaIly, even as particular research projects come 

andgo. 

Which comes first? 

So which comes first, the theory or the research topic? This is one 
of those chicken-or-egg questions that doesn't have a definitive 
answer. In fact, it depends-partly on your research topic, partly 
on the nature of your interests, partlyon your knowledge of 

theory. 
I'll generalize very broadly here by saying that when you first 

start working with theory you will probably start from the material 
first, since that is how you're used to working. That is, you will 
decide to research a particular artist, image, or issue (be it Faith 
Ringgold's story quilts, the Woman ofWillendorf, or nineteenth
century French art criticism), and then you will go out and find an 
appropriate theoretical framework to help you develop your inter
pretation. As you keep working with theory, reading more widely 
and becoming more conversant with different theories, you'll find 
yourself developing certain interests ar commitments to particular 
theoretical frameworks. This will then begin to guide the kind of 
research you da. So, if you're interested in the kinds of issues 
raised by reception theory, you're not very likely to wark on small 
ceramic pots from Ancient Rome that were originally used for 
storage and rarely seen-although someone working from mate
rialist or Cultural Studies perspectives might weIl find them inter
esting. If you go on in art his tory, and as you mature as a scholar, 
you may become a specialist in a more narrow range of theoretical 
approaches to wh ich you make important contributions. 

As you're researching your topic, you'll start to develop a point 
of view, a distinctive interpretation that you want to present. This is 
where you ShOlUd be using theory to generate questions aboutyour 
topic, to guide your research and push it in new directions. The 
sampIe questions presented in Chapters 2 through 50fthis book 
should give you some idea ofhow to formulate theoretically driven 
questions during your research. At every level, there's a to-ing and 
fro-ing between the empirical research and the theoretical wod<. 
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Your research on the topic will prompt you to turn to a particular 
theoretical constructj reading in that theory will yield questions 
that send you back to your subject; and so on. 

In the end, you may not end up using a lot of what you read. For 
example, ifyou're pursuing a psychoanalytic framework, you may 
read very widely about "the mirror stage," but in the end refer only 
to Jacques Lacan's original essay on the subject ("The Mirror Stage 
as Formative ofthe Function ofthe I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic 
Theory," I949) and an article about the mirror stage and film 
theory by Kaja Silverman (The Acoustic Mirrar, I988). Other readings 
you did on the idea of the mirror stage by David Carrier and 
others-although interesting, valuable, helpful in expanding your 
mind-may not in the end help you develop your particular 
argument. You shouldn't feel that this is was ted time; not only is it 
inevitable to discard some material in the development of your 
ideas, butwhatyou've read may prove to be helpful in the future, in 
some other research project. 

How do you know which theory (or theories) to use? 

Although some topics will lend themselves more easily to one 
mode oftheoreticaI inquiry than to another, there's no one right or 
wrong theory or line of questioning to take with a particular sub
ject. There is, however, a sense of "fit" between a subject and the 
theoretical framework you use to address it; the "fit" isn't sitting 
out there, waiting to be discovered-it comes from you, in how 
you think and write and work with the visual arts. Be aware that if 
the process of researching and writing seems difficult, and you feel 
like you're constandy hitting dead ends in your analysis, then the 
fit may not be right. This is a good time to take the problem to your 
instructor and work through your ideas. 

Sometimes there's a good fit between your subject and your 
theoretical framework because d1e artists themselves were inter
ested in that theory. This is often especially true of modern and 
contemporalY art, where artists may be actively engaged with many 
kinds of theories. For example, many Surrealist artists in the 1920S 

and 1930S were deeply interested in Marxism and psychoanalysis, 
and these theoretical frameworks often provide a productive 
approach to the analysis of their work. There's a similar kind of fit 
in the following introductory paragraph from a student research 
paper, which uses Donna Haraway's famous essay "A Cyborg Man
ifesto" published in Sirnians, Cybargs and Warnen: The Reinventian af 
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6.2 Lee Bul, Cyborg, 1999. Aluminum wire, 
stainless steel, polyethylene resin, 
polyurethane sheet. Kukje Gallery, 

Seou I, Korea. 

Warnen (I991) to analyze contemporary Korean artist Lee. BuPs 

Cyborg figures (Figure 6.2): 

Lee Bul's cyborg figures highlight various feminist debates 
over the implications technology has for women and their 
socio-political placementwithin society and its various institu
tions (specifically, the new, technologically induced ones, such 
as the internet, virtual reality, and biomedical engineering). 
Donna Haraway's landmark essay "A Cyborg Manifesto" (1991) 

has been crucial to outlining the doctrine/dogma of cyborg the
ory from a socialist-feminist stand point ... I would like to dis
cuss the positive aspects of Haraway's work for feminist 
epistemology-how the female cyborg can be used as a 
[means] for understanding the myths that surround gender, 
specifically the idea that gender is a unified holistic identity
while also engaging with her work critically to point out how 
her vision fails to recognize some of the realistic operational 
tactics oftechnology. Haraway's utopian vision, although pre
cise in rendering the contradictory postmodern condition of 
women, fails to recognize [that] and indicate how-when rhe 
existent mechanisms [power dynamics] [and gen der stereo
types] still underlie the technological apparatuses constituting 
the cyborg woman-we can move beyond the gendered stereo
types still pervading representations of women. Lee Bul's 
cyborg women address just this problem, in exploring how 
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technology and science are invested with the same patriarchal 
ideologies of sexism, racism, and ageism that saturate the 
larger culture. 

This student focuses on the direct relations hip between the 
sculptures and feminist cyborg theory, both of which address the 
problem of sexism in technology and science through the figure of 
the cyborg. She takes care to interpret Lee Bul's figures and Donna 
Haraway's essay together and in relation to each other, giving us 
insight into both. Notice that it isn't just a ql1fstion of applying 
Haraway's essay to the interpretation ofthe figures, as ifthe theory 
provided a program for interpretation that was al ready whole and 
complete in itself. Rather, the interpretation and questioning go 
both ways: Haraway's essay helps this student interpret Lee Bul's 
figures, and vice versa. 

That kind of direct connection isn't always present, though, 
and isn't necessary. For the most part, male Surrealist artists orthe 
192 0S and 1930S couldn't accurately be described as feminists, and 
yet feminist analyses of their work-which includes many images 
ofwomen's bodies-are often very insightfuI. This issue can be 
especially difficult when dealing with non-Western or ancient art, 
where the theoretical framework you're using may feel very foreign 
to the material in some sense, or distant from it, in that the art was 
generated in a very different cultural context. But remember that 
any theoretical framewark is imported, in some sense, because the 
way you use it is particular to you and your way of thinking. lust 
because a theoretical frameworkwasn't available at the time an art
work was created or an art practice was current, doesn't mean that 
it isn't an effective mode of analysis. Michelangelo, after all, wasn't 
familiar with Panofsky's iconographic method, yet that's still a 
productive way to approach his work. You can remember that peo
pIe in Michelangelo's time performed similar kinds of analysis, 
and every culture has traditions for analyzing and interpreting 
visual works. You're looking for insight within the context of art 
his tory, within a specific disciplinary frame; you're not making the 
only or final statement about the warth of an object, artist, or artis
tic practice. 

Working with theory does, at the same time, require an aware
ness ofyour own position in relation to the material you're study
ing. Why are you interested in the material? What do you hope to 
accomplish in studying it? What are the relations of power that 
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shape your study? How do gender, class issues, or the legacy of 
colonialism shape access to education and information in relation 

to your topic? 

writingthe paper 
Writing theoretically informed art history is challenging-it will 
stretch you intellectually and creatively. Be sure to get the help you 
need during the writing process. Ask your instructor for advice 
about your research topic and discuss with her the theoretical per
spectives that interf'st YOll. She can probably provide background 
information, references, and insights to help you in your work. I 
know students hesitate to visit professors during office hours-I , 
did too as an undergraduate. But as a professor myself, I can say 
that talking with students about their research is one ofthe most 
important and enjoyable things that I do. I will also note here that 
although I am a very strong supporter of writing centers, they may 
not be able to help you with this kind of theoretical, discipline
specific writing project unless theyare staffed by professionals as 
weil as peer editors. As a more long-term strategy, take advanced 
writing courses, especially courses in expository writing or 
advanced writing of research papers. One of the real regrets I have 
about my own undergraduate education is that I didn't take writing 

courses beyond the required first-year course. 
Writing is a process ofthinking, and your argument will proba

bly be rather different at the end of the first draft than it was when 
you started. Even though outlining is an important part of organiz
ing your thoughts and developing your argument, don't lock your
self into an outline as an inflexible program. Also, free yourself 
from the expectation that you'll be gene rating brilliant, high-level 
theory from the beginning: the first draft of any particular project 
will most likely be very rough, with all sorts of incomplete argu
ments and gaps in your supporting materials, and the first theoret
ical papers you write will probably be very rough. Remember that 
even widely admired art historians with many years of experience 

may still struggle with theoretical ideas. 

Crafting a theoretically driven argument 

Your research is done and you're outlining and preparing the first 
draft of your paper: this is a critical point at which to remember to 
integrate theory fully into the argument; theory shouldn't be sepa
rate or introduced later, but should shape the analysis you present 
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at every step. Ifyou find that you're writing some formal analysis 
followed bya generalized contextual analysis and then introducing 
a theory, you need to go back and rethink your outline. 

Integrating theory 

I'lI briefly discuss here some ofthe common pitfalls that students 
encounter when crafting theoretically driven arguments. 

Descriptive writing Tust as you don't want to write descriptive art his
tory--art history that' s not fundamentalIy interpretive-neither do 
you want descriptive theory. You're not iust summarizing a theoret
icaI argument, you're engaging with it-using it, extending it, 
challenging it. One of the worst things you can do is to just plunk a 
mass of undigested theory-writing at the beginning of the paper 
(maybe in an effort to look intellectually sophisticated or more on 
top ofyour subject than you actuallyare) and then leave it there, 
completeIy unconnected to anything eIse you're writing about sub
sequently. Also, beware of long quotes from theoretical sourees, 
because writing these often indicates that you haven't fuHy 
digested the perspectives they represent. 

Losing the foeus on art Your argument has a problem when there are 
pages and pages oftheoretical writing in whieh the artworks drop 
out completeIy. At that point, ask yourseIfwhether you're writing 
about the theory or about your proposed subject. Maybe in the end 
what you want to write is a paper about Antonio Gramsci's theory 
ofhegemony, but ifyou've set out to write about David's portraits 
ofNapoleon then you have to figure out some way to bring these 
two subjects together. Often, the works of art become the key to 
better, more interesting theorizing. The following excerpt from the 
paper about Lee Bul's Cyborg figures (quoted above) attempts to 
perform this kind ofinterconnected analysis oftheory and artwork: 

It is here that we should keep in mind Lee Bul's Cyborg Blue, 
which can arguably be regarded as a visual representation of 
Foucault's notion of the body as a "site of power." For Fou
cault, the material body becomes a site of conflict, where the 
apparatuses of power continuously disperse its regulatory 
investments. We are presented with simulated models and 
eroticized categories of identity that our bodies must corre
spond to. Understood in terms ofHaraway's Cyborg vision, it 
is these particular structures ofthought and identity-hitherto 
understood as unified and fixed-which have so suppressed 
our fluid and unstable subjectivities. 
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The student is juxtaposing Foueault and Haraway in an inter
esting way, and Cyborg Bille is the nexus ofher argument, but she 
doesn't give us the visual analysis of Cyborg Bille to support and 
develop these ideas. She has to show us how it represents Fou
cault's notion ofthe body as a "site of power" in relation to Cyborg 
image and theory: it's not enough just to say that it does. 
Ineorporating the visual and contextual analysis of Cyborg Bille 
would, I think, also require her to pursue her provocative ideas 
about "simulated models and eroticized categories" ingreater 

detail amI specificity. 

supporting your points/providing evidente 

This raises the issue of the importance of providing supporting 
evidence to prove your point. Don't just list supporting materials, 
as if their relevance is seIf-evident; instead, explain how the evi
dence supports your point of view. In the following excerpt from a 
paper, a student juxtaposes an installation work by Pepon Osorio, 
En La Barberta No Se 110m (No Crying Allowed in the Barbershop) with 
Gilles Deleuze's ideas about empiricism, memory, and differenee, 
as a way of coming to new understandings of both artist and 

philosopher (Figure 6.3): 

\ 
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6.3 Pepon Osorio, En La Barberia No 
Se lIora (No Crying Allowed in the 
Barbershop), 1994. Real Art Ways, 
Hartford, er. 



In Djfference and Repetition, Deleuze discusses the syntheses of 
time, of memory, and imagination that are part of the mecha
nisms that support empiricism. He states that "The active syn
theses of memory and understanding are superimposed upon 
and supported by the synthesis ofthe imagination" (r994: 71). 

Deleuze sees the active syntheses of memory and understand
ing as antagonistic to true empiricism, [even] ifthey are gener
ally conceived as being the basis for it. The passive synthesis of 
imagination gives rise to the active syntheses mentioned above. 
Deleuze's idea of the relationship between imagination and 
memory providcs a better way u[ understanding En La Harberia 
No Se Llora, which could fit the categorization of a "memory 
project," as they are typically called in the art world. It would 
seem that the installation has as much to do with Osorio's, and 
the community's, imaginations as with their memories per se. 
The installation is, after all, art, not a business, and the space 
was used as a community forum. Furthermore, as discussed 
above, the installation lacks verisimilitude. [An earlier paragraph 
explored how the installation was not a faithfoI reproduction of a Puerto 
Rican barbershop so much as an exuberant, exaggerated reimagining of 
one.] But it does involve the kind ofimagination that can best be 
described in terms of play ... 

When writing, be sure to qualifY what you say: you want to 
develop a nuanced argument. Also, you may want to take the time 
to refute obvious counterarguments: argue against yourself, 
acknowledging possible weaknesses in your interpretation and 
presenting evidence to counter potential criticism. 

Creativity, imagination, and truth 
These qualities belong to scholarly writing, to theory, and to art 
his tory as much as they do to fiction or poetry. And they apply 
equally to researching, crafting an argument, and writing. All writ
ing, whether it engages historical facts or not, is about telling the 
truth, or bearing witness in some sense, and all writing emerges 
from the writer's unique way of seeing the world. It requires imagi
nation, as weIl as courage, to write something better than the safe, 
dutiful scribing students usually produce in search of a good 
grade. 
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Dismantle the Master's House," in Sister Outsider: 
Essays and Speeches (Crossing Press, 1984): 110-13. 
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