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Introduction

How to use this book

[ want to suggest a different metaphor for theoretical work:
the metaphor of struggle, of wrestling with the angels. The
only theory worth having is that which you have to fight
off, not that which you speak with profound fluency.

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 |
present here? My imagined readers are undergraduate students of
art history. They are people seriously interested in the practice of
art history, 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, 1 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 fityou, but, regardless, I welcome you to the intellectual
forum to which this book is a contribution.

Bewarned, however, that this book is nota historiography of art
history, nor is it an explanation of theories of art. Instead it
addresses the multiple intersections of art history and critical
theory, since some of the latter has been generated 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 Wolfflin (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 of the range of approaches to be covered here, Pve 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. Each chapter
presents a group of related approaches: for example, Chapter 3,
Art’s contexts, discusses Marxist and materialist, feminist, queer,
and postcolonial theory together, because, as I see it, all of these
approaches address the contextual history of art in fundamental
ways. Of course, many such groupings are possible, as the
numerous cross-references clearly demonstrate, and the selection
of theories presented here reflects my sense of the field. In no way
doI 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 may add and remove photographs at will.

Each chapter starts with a brief introduction explaining the
range of theories it presents, then separate sections discuss each of
them in turn. The explanation of each approach starts with a broad
overview. Then, especially if this body of theory did not emerge 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. A brief conclusion sums up each chapter and
adds any final thoughts.

Two additional chapters frame this core. Chapter 1: Thinking
about theory introduces the concept of theory and explains why
theory is important to the practice of art history. Chapter 6: Work- -
ing with theory 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 many ways 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 sample
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.

Iwant 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 Karl 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
works themselves. You should also start reading works by Marxist
art historians. The works 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 yow'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 of your base of knowledge.

Readers who have used my previous book, Look! The Fundamen-
tals of 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. (Is that
a relief or a disappointment?) You’ll have to read much more
widely to gain that kind of status, but yow’ll be ready to make a
start. Good luck with your work.
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Chapter 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 of the little
piece of madeleine which on Sunday mornings at Combray . . . my aunt
Léonie used to give me, dipping it first in her own cup of tea 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 work considered theory and
another’s not?

Like “art” or “culture,” theory is one of those words that we use
all the time but which is actually hard to define when we stop to
think about it. Theory can be defined in fairly narrow terms or more
broadly, and both perspectives are useful.

To start with a relatively narrow definition, 'll turn to Merriam-
Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, which includes under the term
“theory” the 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
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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 theory of
light>

6a: a hypothesis assumed for the sake of argument or investiga-
tion b: an unproved assumption: CONJECTURE ¢: a body of
theorems presenting a concise systematic view of a subject <the-
ory of equations>

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 of inquiry, 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 century with the Frankfurt School, a
group of Marxist scholars based at the University of Frankfurt who
critiqued capitalism and consumer culture (see Chapter 3). The
term is used more broadly now to indicate contemporary theories
useful in the investigation of history, culture, and society across a
range of disciplines. These include, for example, feminism, psycho-
analysis, serniotics, and structuralism. However, I think it'simportant to
avoid creating a canon of critical theory, as if there are certain works
to be considered theory and others to be excluded. Engaging with
theory is not about what's trendy or what other people are doing; it’s
about your own intellectual, political, and creative commitments
and endeavors, and about searching out and developing the tools
you need to expand your thinking and do this work.

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 included the
famous passage from Proust at the beginning of this chapter as a
reminder of the 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 work—a
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song, a poem, a novel, a dance performance. For such prompts to
truly work as theory, I would argue thata 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 about 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 well as for other trans-
gressions (Figure 1.1).1 I was particularly interested in the class and
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 (including adultery). The
“theory” that helped me think about this situation was not, as one
might expect, the work of the French philosopher and historian
Michel Foucault (1926-1984) (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

Henry Byam Martin, watercolor of Tahitian
woman, 1847. Peabody Essex Museum,
Salem, MA.

According to Martin, a focal court condemned
this woman to death for murdering her husband.
Instead, the local missionary argued that her
face should be tattooed with the word
“murderess”—the mark of Cain to mark her
crime. Under the influence of evangelical
missionaries, Tahitian courts frequently
punished women for adultery—only defined as
a crime with the coming of Christianity—by
tattooing their faces.
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jargon

Ifyou are in difficulties with a book, try
the element of surprise—attack it at an
hour when it isn't expecting it.

H.G. Wells

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 of writing as pure jargon, make sure it’s
not just your own fack of familiarity or
discomfort with the material that’s making
you experience “the jargon effect.” Often,

when you’re new to a discipline or theoretical
approach, even basic words (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. If this is the case, it
sometimes helps to find a summary of the
arguments elsewhere (e.g. the introduction
toan anthology, a book review) which you can
then use to guide your reading.

Lo T e e

institutions, I also found myself 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, I wanted to investigate individual experience and
agency—thatis, the ability and opportunity 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 inflict a
tattoo as punishment. These are not abstract moral or poetic
questions, but central issues in examining the reception of these
tattoos and the kinds of social conditions and power structures that
made punitive tattooing possible.

Istheory pure, universal, and impartial?

The short answer to that question is “no.” Now I'll provide the
longanswer. ..

Let me first define the term discourse. As you read theoretical
works, you’ll frequently come across this word in phrases such as
“art-historical discourse” or “Marxist discourse.” In these contexts
discourse 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 potentially, 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 well as writing or speech.)

So language, or discourse, is notinnocent or neutral; it can shape,
express, reflect, or even conceal human experience and human
realities in a variety of ways. Throughout his writings, Foucault
emphasized that discourse 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 work. The work of the cultural critic bell
hooks (lower case intentional) reminds us that a revolutionary
gesture is made when disempowered peoples simply speak for
themselves and represent their own viewpoints and experiences.*

Theory is a discourse (or 2 web of many intersecting discourses)
and as such it isn’t neutral, universal, or 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 reflect
and perpetuate—as well 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.> 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 eritical
theory. The idea that there is no meaningful connection between
black experience and critical thinking about aesthetics or culture
must be continually interrogated.”® Theory doesn’t stand outside
culture, even when it critiques culture,
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Positivism, or the theory of anti-theoretical positions
“Just the facts, ma’am.” Detective Joe Friday, Dragnet

So what does it mean when Detective Joe Friday, the quintessential
TV 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 interpretaion—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.” 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 (1941-2002) discusses the ways in which racism—to give
one example—has distorted scientific practice.

In art history, positivism translates into highly descriptive
accounts of artworks, including their formal qualities, history of
creation, symbols and motifs, the biography of the artist, and so on.
Often such detailed description is presented either as an argument
against theoretically driven interpretation or as the necessary work
“prior” to engaging in interpretation (strangely, the right time to
engage in interpretation never seems to arrive . . .). Dositivist 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 if the two don’t
go together. Any 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 past 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 history, 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, art history’s institutions, power and ideclogy, relations of
production—also have roots in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
art historical practice, even if, for a variety of reasons, they fell outof
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 academic 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-
sented, what they are used to do or not do. The idea that a
presentation of facts is not shaped by an 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.”®

Thinking through 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 of issues. 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 gender 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 engage in very
in-depth formal and contextual analysis of the work. Working with
critical theory in this way will make you even more aware of art
history as a process of interpretation, 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 ask you to “prove” various theorems that are, in fact,
already well tested. The point of these 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 history works 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 of the hypotheses and further experimentation. In art his-
tory, theoty helps you frame better questions about the artworks or
cultural practices you’re studying, and then the process of exploring

What’s the difference between
theory and methodology?

characterize an academic discipline. For art
history, standard methodologies include
formal analysis of works of art; laboratory
analysis of works of art (to determine age,
identify materials, or reconstruct the artist’s
working process); and research into related
historical documents such as contracts,
letters, or journals. In some fields, interviews

The line between theory and methodology is
often fuzzy, and they’re usually spoken of
together—“theory and methodology”—so
that they seem to come as a unit. It helps me
to think of theory as the process of
formulating research questions and
methodology as the process of tryingh to .
uestions. Theory is what helps . vie

Zzir;er:t:htfj : i?lquiries and seth agenda for wit.h zfrtists, pat.rons, and o’fl;lers é nzzlt\)/::ihl:se
work on particular topics, objects or artistic production are possible. Ea

archives. Methodology, strictly speaking, is methodologies has its specific procedures

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 history. A scientist may, in the end, find a drug that is an
effective cancer treatiment, and her work then is done, or at least a
phase ofitreaches closure. But the interpretation of history, art, and
culture is different: they express such a wide range of human ideas
and experiences that there is no one result for the art historian 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
aquestion of right and wrong but of looking for insight.
Inwrestling with the relationships between “facts” and “theory”
the ideas of the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze (1925-19935)
about radical empiricism may be helpful. 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
notexplain, but must itselfbe explained; and the aim is not to redis-
cover the eternal or the universal, but to find the conditions under
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 of literature, art, and film. The way the
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the set of procedures or ways of workingthat  and theories of practice.

madeleine unleashed powerful memories for Proust’s ch'alfacter
would be a good example of this kind of process_(not surpgs.lngl.y,
Deleuze wrote extensively about Proust). Deleuzian fampmas?n. is
not narrow or limited: it is about expansion, produ?non, cregnV}ty,
and difference, and fundamentally linked to “a loglc: of multiplici-
ties.”11 The practice of theoretically inf0‘1r1?1.ed art history perhaps
reflects, or shapes, such a logic of multiphmtmg .

So how do you actually engage with theory in your.pracu_ce ofart
history? In attempting to answer that question, I feel like Glinda thei
Good Witch: I can point you to the right road, but you have to' trave
thatroad, and find the answer, yourself. The. l?est general .advme fo:i'
art-history students first engaging Yvith crlFlcal theory is .tolrea'
widely in art history, philosophy, history, literature, Polmlczia tsha;
ence, anthropology, sociology, and any other academic fields ; a
capture your interest; take a range of courses; and ask your profes-

e. .
Sorirfor];lz(lil‘;icways, your own interests and experiences will gmd;r
your theoretical investigations. For example, you maY find yourse
focusing on issues of gender or class. or race that will lfead t};lou to
engage deeply with feminist, Marxist, or post—col(?nlal 1eory.f
Working from those interests, you'll choose to examine works 0h
art, artists, and arts institutions that enab'le you tq eprOfe dsuc
issues. Or you may be interested in a particular artls.t, p«lzno , art
form, or culture, and from that develop related theoretical interests.
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Mark Tansey, Derrida Querying De Man, 19go.
Oil on canvas. Collection of Mike 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 Probiem.”

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 works 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 artworks or practices necessarily vehicles 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—tell 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
works of art. Rather theory, visual arts, culture, and politics 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 (Figurer.3),
who identifies herselfas a fa'a fafine (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 of hybridity—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 hers.elf
with slow, ritualized movements, finally kicking the tape to one side
ing away.
and‘:" iltll(rlrrllfer og Auckland’s Pacific Islander artist‘s and writers,
including the novelist Albert Wendt, argue against the term
hybridity to describe their work and their realities. If t%le work seems
hybrid or contradictory or part this and part that, Fhls is on%y because
the viewer looking at it stands outside the artist’s reality—most
frequently in the position of the colonizer.12 So on one level the
gesture of wrapping in Kihara’s performance reference(‘i the use-of
binding to render people and objects tapu (sacr‘ed) in Samoan
culture. This act claimed Kihara’s person as som.ethmg sac-red orset
apart, in distinct opposition to the kind of violence (.ilrected. at
transgendered people in Western cultures. At the same time, being
wrapped in a sex videotape also referenced Fhe ways that Frans—f
gendered people are defined—and dehumamzed;—-by the kind o
stereotypes found in pornography and other mamstre'am cul'tural
representations. Through the gesture of unwrappmg, tha.ra
reclaimed the right to determine her own representation while
simultaneously returning her body to a noa or 1.1on-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,
too, 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
Streer watching the performance, I
didn’t feel that Kihara was only
“part” any of these things: each was
a whole aspect of her whole self as
presented in the performance.

1.3 “lala Siva,” performance
piece collaboration 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 history. 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 (Il 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 supply a 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 of the 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: University of Minnesota Press, 1996; 2nd edition, 19g6.

Harris, Jonathan. The New Art History: A Critical Introduction. London and New York:
Routledge, 2001,

Macey, David. The Penguin Dictionary of Critical Theory. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000,
and New York: Penguin, 2002.

Sturken, Marita and Lisa Cartwright. Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture.
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2001.

Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. New York: Garland, 199g.

Readers

Fernie, Eric, ed. Art History and Its Methods: A Critical Anthology. London: Phaidon, 199,

Hall, Stuart and Jessica Fvans, eds. Visual Culture: The Reader. London: Sage, 1999.

Mitzoe, Nicholas, ed. The Visual Culture Reader. London and New York: Routledge, 19¢8.

Preziosi, Donald, ed. The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology. Oxford and New York:
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-
duce those meanings. Within the discipline, art historians
developed iconography as a distinctive mode of inquiry ﬁr§t,
but semiotics is actually older as a philosophy of meaning: its

_roots go back to ancient times.

As an introduction to these ideas, I'll briefly review some
theories of formalism, an approach to works of art that
emphasizes the viewer’s engagement with 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 significant deformity.

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 for its formal qualities (e.g.
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composition, 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 works of art have a unique presence, and
impact on us, is hard to dismiss. In fact, it’s an idea with a long
history: the German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), 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 prospectinto an
illimitable field of kindred representations.”2
In art history, the theories of form and style proposed by the
Swiss scholar Heinrich Walflin (1864-1945) were highly influen-
tial during the first two-thirds of the twentieth century. Writing ata
time when sciences and social sciences were uncovering seemingly
immutable laws of nature and human behavior, Walffin 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 assume 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 WolHin, the way to explore this dynamic
was through rigorous formal analysis based on pairs of opposing
principles (e.g. linear vs. painterly, open vs. closed form, planarvs.
recessive form).

WolfHin focused primarily on Renaissance and Baroque art, but
with the rise of modern art, formalism found another champion in
Roger Fry (1866-1934), 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 him, the power of art
cannot be “explained away” by talking about iconography, or
patronage, or the artist’s biography. Fry’s personal and intellectizal
resistance to the growing field of psychoanalysis—which very
directly 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.¢ Unlike psycho-
analysts, or some earlier art historians such as Alois Riegl (1858-
1905), 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 influentdal exhibition of Post-'Impr.essi‘o'nist
painting in England, and his catalogue essay explains his vision:
“These artists do not seek to give what can, after all, t?e but a pale
reflex of actual appearance, but to arouse the conviction of a new
and definite reality. They do not seek to imitate form,. but to create
form; not to imitate life, but to find an equivalent for life.. . . In fact,
they aim notat illusion but at reality.”s . '
Henri Focillon (1881-1943), an art historian who worked in
France and the United States, developed a widely debated theory of -
formalism; the 1992 reprint of one of his most ﬁn'nous WOl’kS: The
Life of Forms in Art (1934), has renewed interest in his work. Focillon
saw artistic forms as living entities that evolved and chan'ged ov'er
time according to the nature of their materials and'thelr s.p:anal
setting. He argued that political, social, and‘economlc confixUOns
were largely irrelevant in determining artist.tlc form, and,' like Fry,
he emphasized the importance of the v1ewer’§ thSI(‘?al con-
frontation with the work of art. In The Art of the West in the Middle Ages
(1938), Focillon traced the development of Romane§que and
Gothic style in sculpture and architecmrfz, emphasizing the
primacy of technique in determining artistic form. (Of course,
from a different perspective, political, social, and ecom?rr?lc con-
ditions could be seen as primary factors in determining the
availability of materials and the development of t.echnology, both f)f
which shape technique; see the discussion of Mlchael. Baxandall in
Chapter 3.) For him, the key to understanding (;jrotlnc aFt was the
rib vault, which “proceeded, by a sequence of strictly l(?glcal steps,
to call into existence the various accessories and techniques Wth.h
it required in order to generate its own architecture and style. This
evolution was as beautiful in its reasoning as the pFoof of a
theorem . . . from being a mere strengthening device, it became
the progenitor of an entire style.”® '

Even after the death of Roger Fry, modern art continued to have
its formalist defenders. Perhaps chief among the§e was C.lement
Greenberg (1909-1994), a prolific and controversial 'Amencan fll‘t
critic who championed Abstract Expressionism. His first major
piece of criticism, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” (19 3.9), app.eared in
the Partisan Review, a Trotskyist Marxist journal; in it he claims lfh?t
avant-garde art, unlike the kitschy popular art Rromoted by Stalm.s
regime, presented the only true road to revolunonar}.l change. Th.IS
was soon followed by “Towards a Newer Laocodn” .(19.40), in
which he argued that the most important modernist painting had
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renounced illusionism 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 exclusive to itself” and “exhibitled] 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 focys on abstraction, the picture
plane, and the brush stroke, was ideally suited to this perspective,

although Greenberg took pains to emphasize that modernism was

nota radical break from the past but part of the continuous sweep
ofthe history of art.

Early in her career, the American art theorist and critic Rosalind

Krauss was an associate of Greenberg’s, but she broke with him in
the early 1970s to develop 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 of Picasso”, first delivered as a lecture in 1980
at the Museum of Modern Art, is a prime example. In it, she argues
against using biographical or contextual information to interpret
Picasso’s Cubist works, especially the collages, precisely because
the works themselves 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 materialg
they assert that representation is fundamentally about the absence
of actual presence,® Krauss criticizes the practice of interpreting
artworks primarily in terms of artists’ biographies, a phenomenon
that she witheringly labels “Autobiographical Picasgo,»10 She fur-
ther challenges the way that art history ignores “alI that is
transpersonal in history—style, social and economic context,
archive, structure” and as an alternative emphasizes the potential
of semiotics as a conceptofrepresentation, 11

iconography and iconology

Iconography means, literally, “the study of images.” At its simplest
level, the practice of iconography means identifying motifs and
images in works of art: a woman with a wheel in her hand repre-
sents St. Catherine, a figure sitting cross-legged with hair in 2
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topknot and elongated earlobes nlaprelsent:ntth; i;llid:jl rSn(;r;:usn::z
iconographers focus on a particular elem 8 éower
as a human figure who is part of a larger cFowd scene, O e
i to decorate a capital; at other times, they focus. on : e
?n(:;iisse: whole, such as the Last SupPer. The process of; ;(i:rr:;f;
cation may not be all that simple: it o'ften requllz‘es
knowledge of a culture and its processes of m}‘s}ge-mla m”g.Sl .
Although the terms “iconography” and iconology often
used interchangeably, they actually refe.r lto S:)r(zv c}l;s;nlccto zi)o;raphy ,
i ion. Iconology, in a way, picks :
;)ef;\f:: rggt?? takes the i?i};ntiﬁcadons a?hieved thrzugl;1 1c:):é)};
graphic analysis and attempts to explain horv ar; bav:k yrollnd
imagery was chosen in terms of. the broader cu tu:; im,ci und
of the image. The idea is to explfnn why we c_an see ;esee Sg i
“symptomatic” or characterist.lc of a particular cu tu:e;em; o
example, once you've determined that a statue reyfh e Was.
Catherine, then you may want to .ask why' St. C_a le 1mst
depicted in this particular place and time by this pa.rncu ar ; 'n t.his
Unlike some of the theoretical approaches discusse (11 hie.
book, which developed in other disciplines and have beeln a ;1; <
by art historians, iconography and iconologyll were dev;! opeSense
by art historians specifically for thfe analysis of art. 1?-;;0 .thé
iconography, as the identification of images, has a logg h{S I\z;mml
Roman scholar Pliny (Ap 23-79), 'for exarnple,f iﬁ ‘1 Mo
History, took care to discuss the subject matter o e'lmd sc;n i
was discussing. Iconography becanqe more systematize i the
sixteenth century, when iconographic h.andb.ooks that eprﬁShEd
different themes and allegorical personifications were fhu ohed
for the use of artists a_nd connoissequ. Son‘lev&fhat lateyi,l .e e
art connoisseur and intellectual Giovanni Pietro B; ori 5 ;5)
1696), in his Lives of the Modern Painters, Scu.lptor's, and Ara 1t?ct; ) n7tiai
combined elements of his predessor Gl.OthO Va§ar1 s l11r1 ;ied ,
biographical approach with ig(?nograpkif Slr;aleygzllsl,teisn the —
i i ces of images. A
51)1(5 I?EI:rrtrlllaenl iecfgaio]‘;;ann Ioach?m Winckelma'nn (1717—1176?
laid the foundation for the modern, systtemat_lc ap[;rlozac h to
iconography in his studies of subject matter in ancient art.

Panofsky’s iconography and iconology

Working in England, the Austrian art historian {\by Warbur.g
(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 work of scholars such as Wolfflin. Warburg argued that a
given period’s art was connected in numerous ways with its relj-
gion, philosophy, literature, science, politics, and social life. As his
student, the art historian Erwin Panofsky (1892-1968), putit: “Ina
work of art, ‘form’ cannot be divorced from ‘content’; the distribu-
tion of colour and lines, light and shade, volumes 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
works of art. In Studies in Iconology (1939) and Meaning in the Visugl
Atts (1955), Panofsky defined three levels of iconographic/icono-
logical analysis, each with its own method and goal.

In the first level, pre-iconographic analysis, the viewer works
with what can be recognized visually without reference to outside
sources, a vety 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 prevailing
cultural style or style of the artist, wishes of the patron, etc. So, for
example, you might look ar 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 g type of
doll widely circulated in the United States and beyond since the

1950s. At the third level, you might examine the ways in which Bay-

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 viewers come to art ag
individuals shaped by their experiences, values, and historical and
cultural knowledge. For example, ifyou've been raised as 3 Christ-
ian, or are very familiar with the history of Euro pean art, it will be a
real challenge to see an image of the 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 too “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 geometric pattern to you ifyou’re not famlha.r w1tl(1e tfllle1
plant and can’t see the representatlona.ll aspects of the imag h §
historical and cross-cultural analysis, it may prove to be ac ; -
lenge to move from level two to level three: all sorts of gaps in N
historical record or your own knowledge, as well as,your ownI ptrl
conceptions, may complicate your wm:k. If you’re comple ely
unfamiliar with African art and are st.udylr.lg a Yoru.ba geledeﬁmas <,
you may have to work very hard to identify the different gl;;zs
depicted in the mask’s superst:ructu_re, and some of them you may
identify with any certainty. .
nm:te ?tl;]irtl((;st sub?l,e, then, iconograph.y Wo.rks to retrieve ;hi
symbolic and allegorical meanings contained in works of art. e_
me take a moment here to define these term.s. A syrlnbol is sortrile
thing that is widely recognized as representmg. an idea or en I:y
A set of scales is, for example, a symbol for the 1deja of. Iulstxce. ri
allegory is a narrative, using a set of smbols thaF is w1dfe y rec:ofgal
nized to represent an idea or entity; it may'be in the form o
personification (that is, a human or animal 1mage?. So ,a _Womag
holding a set of scales is an allegorical ﬁggre of Justice. It’s 1mp.of;‘C
ant to remember that symbols and allegories are culturally spefci1 ;
and their meanings are not always evident to everyfnember ? ;a
culture, much less outsiders. Among the Havzal ian peop e,th (;r
example, the idea of kaona, or “veiled reference,' underscor;s h'll-;
poetty and other arts have many layers of meaning, some o1 :V ic
are accessible only to those who are highly trained as artists. e
Iconology is the phase of interpretation that fol}ow§ the 1- enti-
fication of iconographies. Iconological interpr.etat.lon m.vestllgattesI
the meaning of motifs, symbols, and a.llegones in their cultura
context. In developing his theory (?f iconology, Paanskyﬁ wast
strongly influenced by Ernst Cassirer’s .theory of Slgl;ll dcj}rll
form.15 Cassirer (1874-1945), a German philosopher W.hO. <li e
Nazis, argued that images represent fundamental principles 1o§
ideas (symbolic values) in a given culture, so th.at we can see work
of art as “documents” of an artist, religion, phllos.ophly, or er;n an
entire civilization.16 This idea of significant form is different tom
the formalist idea: the formalist idea strips away cultural m?anlntcir,
while Cassirer argues that significant forms are l’oaded with cu 1
tural meaning. Cassirer noted that the res'earcher s ole persona
psychology, experience, and philosophy will shap? her 1nte_3pret.a
tion—an interesting precursor to ideas of reception and identity
politics discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.
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lconography and iconology since Panofsky

Panofsky’s method was widely influentia] in mid—twentieth—century
art history, and he is stil] 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 work of Fritz Saxl, Rudolf Wittkower,
Ernst Gombrich, Richard Krautheimer, Jan Bialostocki, and Hans
Belting in the bibliography). Leo Steinberg’s famous (and con-
troversial) book, The Sexuality of Christ (1996), is a skillful and imagin-
ative exercise in iconographic and iconologic analysis. Steinberg
(b. 1920), an American 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 Chrisg'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 theological empbhasis on Christ’s humanization, his Incarnation
as amortal—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 concern was
the changing meaning of images over time. Polish art historian Jan
Bialostocki (1921~1988) used the term “iconographic gravity” to
describe the ways in which images and motifs take on new
meanings. In fact, Aby Warburg had earlier commented on the
persistence of such themes and images in the transition from
Classical to Christian art: for example, the halo, which we typically
interpret as a sign of Christian holiness, was actually used in Jate
Antiquity to indicate princely status, “Iconographic gravity” js
particularly prevalent in what Bialostocki called Rahmenthemen, or
encompassing themes, which, like topoi in literature, persist over
time as important subjects in art.17 Ip Western art, examples
include the triumph of Virtue over Vice, the hero, the ruler, sacrifice,
mother with child, divine inspiration, and the lamentation of the
beloved dead. Each of these has appeared in Greek, Roman, early
Christian, Medieval, and Renaissance art—and beyond—in a wide
range of historical and cultura] contexts,
With the rise of the “new” art history in the late 1960s, a
productive critique of iconography developed. Working at a time of
dynamic intellectual and social movement, the new art historians
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were engaged with emerging fields of cri.tical theory, su.ch as .ptc;lset-
structuralism and semiotics, and the history of art hlétory, : ar};
began to question the assumptions, methods,_and alms (S)Odal
history.18 They emphasized the role of the viewer a,n o
context in shaping works of art: the woFk of art wasn ta rll) - Z
packaged message delivered by the afnst to Fhe viewer, e d
complex text that could be read (or'mlsrea.d') In an.y num o
ways. In particular, these art hist(.)rl.:ms. criticized lcorggrlapd e
analysis that was limited and descriptive in nature: T. J. a”r k o
missed Panofsky’s less skillful followers as “theme ghasers, w 1
Svetlana Alpers (b. 1936) challenged th.e aslsgumpuon that visua
inevi ave or express meaning. .
Synjkthlt:x;nz‘:rt;l: 1);};16, Alpefs and other scholars s.tressed thaf
Panofsky’s method had been developed fo.r the analysis 9f ld{enalIsn
sance art, and argued that this was WhaF IF was best suited to.
their view, applying this method indiscnmlr.lately was to suggets_t:
falsely, that Renaissance art—especially Ita.han Renalssarlx)ce ar -
provided a universal model of image-making.20 The de :;e ;zvn—
particularly heated with respect to seventee‘nth-‘century N s Ier na -
dish genre painting. Netherlandish art historian Edd'y e Jo ih
and others had used an iconological approach t;o dl.s;u.ss sum‘
depictions of everyday life and obje?ts as allegorlles rich in tsy "
bolic meaning.2® In The Art of Describing: Dutch Art in the Seven e??ke
Century (1983), Svetlana Alpers countered 'that Dutch ‘art, l]l)né N
Italian art, was not narrative and sy-mbohc. In her v1e:;v,h u(;
painters participated in a distinctive visual culture that le t. ernthce)
value detailed paintings of everyday life.as a way qf l‘mowmg
world, not as a way of presenting disgu{sed moralistic messages(ji
She connected painting to the production of.maps, lenses, ‘ln
mirrors as expressions of a distir_lctive Dutch visual cultu_re.. Other
scholars have argued that both perspectives on Dutch palr:jtmg atlrz
right—that Dutch artists deliberately c'reated' open-ended wor <r
which viewers could interpret symbo.hcally, if they clzlz)se to, 0
experience as a fresh and penetrating view of the world.

Practicing iconography and iconology

When you begin an iconographic analysis, it can help t(i worlll<I YO(;IS
way through Panofsky’s three stages, but only _ rar’ely \;{71 yaln
systematically explain all three in your ﬁna% analysis. ‘I 1l take ;;ess
example a South Asian sculpture thzft depicts the Hindu go
Durga slaying the demon Mahisha (Figure 2.1).
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» Are there other visual images that directly inspired this repre-
2.1 Durga defeating Mahisha, sentation?
961 CE. Stone. Ambika Mata ‘
temple, Japgat, Rajasthan,
India.

An important aspect of iconographic/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 Kalika Purana, a late ninth- or early tenth-
century collection of religious verses that includes numerous
descriptions of Hindu goddesses:
The demon started to worship Bhadra Kali and when [Durgal
appeared to him again in a later age to slaughter him 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 of her feet again. [Durga] replied that his boon was
granted. “When you have been killed by me in the fight, O
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, O Danava,
it is to be worshipped and meditated upon at the same time.”

» The l?asic iconographic questions are a helpful way to start
legrnmg about this work, especially if you are unfamiliar with
Hmdu. Imagery: What does this sculpture represent, on the
most simple level? (A multi-armed female figure decap,itating a
buffalo, with a lion biting the buffalo’s hindquarters and a man
seemingly crouching on its head.)

You could also study this relief as part of the overall iconographic-
program of the temple it decorates. Ambika Mata is a Devi (God-
dess) temple, incorporating numerous images of Durga and other
female divinities. Ambika, the principal image in the shrine, is a
form of the mother goddess who is associated with Durga through

> Who are these figures? How did you identify them? (The her lion mount. So you might want to compare this image of
woman s multiple arms and the many weapons she holds— Durga with others from the same temple depicting
Z;Jéa (dxaﬁul)nd or thtlmderbolt), trident, sword, bow, Ambika.
de fo;;; elp you lfientl.fy her as Durga, the goddess who Often, iconographic/iconological analy-
Tt emon .Mahlsha in buffalo form; as she decapitated sis is comparative, and you might compare
e j:thi cf)i, Mabhisha ern'erged from its heads in human form— k this temple image with another Durga
. gureon the right.) image made in the nineteenth century
;{évmg accomplished a b_asic ic.ientiﬁcation of the figure, you could (Figure 2.2). In this image, Durga’s lion
n proceed to ask a series of iconological questions, designed to is emphasized, and the demon, instead
explore the larger dimensions of the image: 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

> ?ow Is this artist’s depiction of the subject similar to or
ifferent from other artists’ depictions at the time this was
made, or at different times?

I?ld this image inspire, orwas it inspired by, literary representa-
?Ons of this theme or subject? How is it similar to or different
rom s i i . . ‘

uch literary representations? 2.2 Durga defeating Mahisha, nineteenth
century. Painted porcelain. University

> Howd : .
0you account for these differences and similarities? of Pennsylvania (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
different ways 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 India was a British colony—it may have been
made in Europe and exported to India or produced in India by a
European manufacturer; either way, 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 some ideas, and then take those ideas as a starting
point for addressing issues of ideology, class, gender, or colonial-
ism using specific contextual theories presented in Chapter 3. For
example, feminist theory would probably help you to analyze the
range of female imagery found at Ambika Mata.

Semiotics
They say she cannot wear the color red because it is too old fora
young girl, that maybe she will be ready when she is near the end
of high school. 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 pink. 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 nighiclub they
wear black slips. They sit in front of the mirror painting
themselves with makeup, making their lips red and rich. To her
they are more beautiful in their black slips than they will ever be in
any dress. She cannot wait to wear one.

bell hooks, Bone Black: Memories of Girlhood (1997)

Semiotics is the theory of signs. Simply put, a sign is something
that represents something 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 spoken
word, “tree.” Another sign is a drawing of a tree. A little plastic toy
tree is also a sign for tree. Yet another sign is gestural: if you were
playing charades and stood straight with your legs together 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 of the window is also a
sign. But although almost anything has the potential to be a sign, it
can only function as a sign ifitis 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 color of 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, the
color black is a sign of night, both because of its darkness, like the
night sky, and because it is worn at night. Red is a sign of passion;
pink, a sign of innocent girlhood. These are meanings, or signifi-
cations, for the color black that many might recognize and agree
with. That black is a sign of hidden passion is hooks’s own, more
personal signification, prompted by the fact that the grown-up
women around her wear black slips when they go out at night; the -
slips are sexy but worn 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: how a 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 concern semioticians. For many art histori-
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
some would say more precise—Ilanguage and framework for
understanding the multifaceted connections between image and
society and image and viewer, and for understanding not only what
works of art mean but how the artist, viewer, and culture at large go
about creating those meanings.??

The founding semioticians: Saussure and Peirce

Although the theory of signs has been around in different forms
since ancient times, the modern theory of signs is based funda-
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2.3 Diagram of
Saussurean sign

mentally on the work of two theoreticians, the Swiss linguist Ferdi-
nand de Saussure (1857~1913) and the American philosopher
Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914). According to Saussure, the
sign is composed of two parts (Figure 2.3):

signifier the form that the sign takes
signified the concept it represents

The relationship between the signifier and the signified is the
process of signification, 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

Charles Sanders Peirce explained the structure of signs some-
what differently. He argued that the sign is made up of three parts:

Representamen the form that the sign takes (not necessarily

material)
Interpretant the sense made of the sign
Object the thing to which the sign refers

Within Peirce’s model of the sign, a traffic light, when considered
as a sign for the concept of stopping your car, would consist of:
ared light at an intersection (the representamen); vehicles halting
(the object); and the idea that a red light indicates that vehicles
must stop (the interpretant). Peirce understood that the process of
interpreting signs tends to generate even more signs: the way the
driver formulates the ideq that cars should stop is a sign as well as
an interpretant. Peirce’s structure is often represented as a triangle
in which the dotted line between the sign vehicle and the reference
indicates that there’s no automatic or natural connection between
the two—the connection must be constructed (Figure 2.4).25
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2.4 Diagram of Peircean sign N

Peirce developed a very elaborate taxonomy 'of s.ign'.s .(over
50,000 types!), but what’s most helpful to art historians is his iden-

tification of three basic kinds of signs:

Symbol the signifier is purely arbitrary or conventional; it
does not resemble the signified. Examples: alpha-
betical letters, numbers, traffic signs.

Icon  the signifier is perceived as resembling or imltatn'lg
the signified, or being similar to it in some of its
qualities. Examples: a portrait, a mode] airplane.

Index the signifier is notarbitrary but is directly cox.me.cted
in some way (physically or causally) to the signified
in a way that can be observed or inferred. Examples:
medical symptoms (an index of disease), sm'oke (an
index of fire), footprints (an index of a passing per-
son), photographs and films (the direct result of the
imprint of light on a sensitized surface).

Signs don’t usually belong exclusively to one category: th.er'e is af
great deal of overlap, and signs often partake of charactfensncs 0

more than one of these types. For examplg, a‘photographxc portraft
is both an index and an icon, because it is a direct n:ace of thel phg:l—t
cal presence of the person (via light) anq because it resel‘nbl es ae
person. For your purposes, labeling an image as a particular ty]i

of sign isn’t as important as the kinds of queonn§ you can gen;lra e
by thinking about these different processes of sxfgm.ﬁcatlon, t(;sle
different relationships between signifier and signified, and the
relationship between them (interpretant) generated by an observer.
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Rosalind Krauss’s essay “Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in
America” (1977) 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 united 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 of presence by means of the index. 26
Systems and codes

Contemporary semioticians study signs not in isolation butas part
of “sign systems,” groups of signs that work together to create
meaning and to construct and maintain reality, The concept of the
“code” is fundamental in semiotics. Saussure, for example, stressed
that signs are not meaningful in isolation, but only when they are
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 senge. Interpreting a text or
image semiotically 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, if you see the English word
t-r-e—e spelled out on the page, you won’t recognize that ag g sign
for “tree,” because youdon’t know the code—the English language
in this case—that makes this particular arrangement of letters
meaningful. Of course, you would recognize the word arbre, which
is the word for tree in French, as a sign for tree. At the same time,
you may also 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 assume that everyone knows that code, For
example, a person from the remote Highlands of Papua New
Guinea, who didn’t have much €Xposure 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 rep.resentation of fas ; stlogn ri):}),
“tree.” A particular kind of representation, suc.h as' aplas .c yéuau
seem natural or obvious if you grow up with it, bbult it ;cd 'uS);
belongs to a highly specific cultural code that has to be learned, j
ike a language. N
hkeIn relftioi to the working of codes, Iakobsqn’s serm_o.tlf: theor(;jr
of communication has been influential in. both ht‘erary c1l;1tlc1sm 3:;/
art history.2? A message (text, utterance_:, image) is sent yba serrider—
speaker to a receiver/reader/listener/viewer. In.order to edur der.
standable this message must refer to the reality that sende and
receiver share; this reality is called the context. The mes.sage rrtu;e *
transmitted via 2 medium the receiver can access, and it musl ; .
in a code that the receiver understands and can use. (.fleop e \;lvize
successfully send and receive email file attachments W.I rec;)fh ioe
this principle.) So a communica.tion exchange cox:isxstslo  these
steps: emission—message—reception—reference—co e. Iz; ko on's
theory emphasizes that signs are about cor‘nm}lmc.a f)tn 28 2
culturally specific process. Of course, c.omrnumcatmn isn .a ; r};
successful. The sender and/or the receiver may not be g)amcuwel};
adept at manipulating the code, or th'e code may not be Ver;; el
suited to expressing the message. (Thmk. about the texF n}e?s : sgof
that cell phones let us send: they’re functional for certain kin s o
communication, such as “Call home,” but not for. others, sucf
“Fifth Avenue is completely congestc;d t)hrough midtown so if you
owntown, take Park.” .
Wanltrfofz:,ezgigticians ha;ve elaborated the theory of codes in a
number of ways and sometimes use a cc?mplex typology of C(;Jdesnt’(;
distinguish the different ways in which t’hey. work.h.]a.;o sc;ur_
work is influential in reception theory, and I'll discuss his ideas

ther in Chapter 4.

Interpreting codes and signs o
Asign . . . is something which stands to somebodyﬂ?r somethmg 11111
some respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, that is, crec;tes lln 1 g

mind of that person an equivalent sign, er perhaps a more evte o'pe
sign. That sign which it creates I call the interpretant of the first sign.
Charles Sanders Peirce, 1031~58

For Peirce, the sign was a process (Saussure thought of it more as a

structure). The three-part Peircean notion of the s1gn——~r.epresefr11ta—
men/interpretant/object—leads 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 for 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 real.28 Building on the work of
Peirce, Eco argues that the possible meanings generated by a 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 of knowledge, 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 detectives?

Underlying formalist, semiotic, and
iconographic/iconological approaches to art
history is the basic question of whether or not
awork of art is something to be deciphered,
like a puzzle or a murder mystery. The Italian
art historian Carlo Ginzburg (b. 1939) raised
the issue in “Morelli, Freud, and Sherlock
Holmes: Clues and Scientific Method” (1 980).
Giovanni Morelli (1816-18g1), 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.2? He believed that what truly
set artists apart from each other was not the
dramatic, eye-catching features of their work,
but minor things such s the rendering of
earlobes. Ginzburg argues that Morelli and
Freud, like the great fictional detective
Sherlock Holmes, were masters of the
overlooked detail, the small but telling clue
that unravels the mystery. Ginzburg actually
calls this a “lower” empirical methodology,

and compares it unfavorably to scientific
method.3° (Of course, this empirical approach
runs exactly counter to formalism, which
would claim that there’s nothing to be
deciphered in looking at a painting, only
something to 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 works of art
that can be treated this 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
well solved, and it languishes in the face of the
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 may also be limited by the (in)competence of the
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. ofa
larger context and not “closed,” discrete little units of sngnllﬁca-
tion, was also emphasized by the French semiotician Julia Kristeva
(b. 1941). In the sixties and seventies, Kristeva was one (.>f a group
of post-structuralist thinkers associated with the radical ]our.n.aI Tel
Quel, in which she published some of her most important writings.
Kristeva developed the concept of intertextuality to explqre the
ways that texts (or signs) actually refer to each other. She situates
texts in terms of two 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,
artist/viewer) to activate those connections. Intertextuality be-
comes an important idea in post-structuralist and postmodern
thought, and I'll 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 of the 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 flower with multiple petals and
thorns, but would they be able to recognize all the flowers that are
classified as roses (i.e. denoted by the word “rose”)? Wild roses,
for example, don’t look anything like the roses that fill florists’

shops on Valentine’s Day. The word “rose” also has many connota-
tions: it suggests romance, purity, elegance—and, during the Wars
of the Roses (1455-1485) in England, red and white roses signified
the two warring factions, the houses of Lancaster and York. While
the word “rose” may readily connote romance for you, only if you
bring the “code” of a knowledge of English history to bear will red
and white roses connote the Wars of the Roses.
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The Russian linguist and semiotician 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 of the
sign, they are in fact themselves produced by the sign’s connota-
tions: “denotation is not the first meaning, but pretends to be so;
under this illusion, it is ultimately no more than the last of the con-
notations (the one that seems both to establish and close 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 of the 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
semioticians were looking at images as well as words. In a land-
mark 1934 paper, “Art as Semiological Fact,” Czech linguist Jan
Mukarovsky (x891-1975) declared that “the work of art has the
character of a sign.” He went on to apply Saussure’s method to the
analysis of the 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 philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (19o8-1961)
published a book, Signs, which applies a Saussurean model to the
phenomenology of perception (phenomenology is the study of
experience). Merleau-Ponty connected painting and language be-
cause paintings are composed of signs, assembled according to a
“syntax or logic” just like language. Barthes’s influential Elements of
Semiology (1964) applies a Saussurean framework to popular
images such as cartoons and advertising.

In the 1gbos, within the discipline of art history itself, the Amer-
ican art historian Meyer Schapiro (1904-1996) had begun to
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explore the idea of semiotic analysis in the visual art§. In 1969 h.e
published an important essay, “On Somie Problems in the Semi-
otics of Visual Arts: Field, Artist, and Society,” in which he links the
formal analysis of works of art with the examination of their SOCifil
and cultural history. In particular, he focuses on the relationship
between a painted image and the surface (ground) on Whigh itis
painted, and the issue of whether or not the image is framfzd inany
way. Schapiro ranges broadly, from Paleolithic cave pampng 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), enlar.ged, ele-
vated, lowered, etc. in relation to the frame. It’s a provocative _ess'ay,
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 thathe came to
the field from literature. In his landmark study Word and Image:
French Painting of the Ancien Régime (1981), Bryson explores the language-
like qualities of art, as well as art’s relation to actual wriFten language
(see Word and image below). Semiotically, he is 1ntere§ted in
examining the openness of the artwork: to him, an image is not a
closed 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 artas a dynamic force in society, for
he sees that sign systems “circulate” through image, viewer, and
culture (Kristeva’s idea of intertextuality is obviously relevant here).

In an influential essay on Poussin’s The Arcadian Shepherds, the
French art historian Louis Marin (b.1931) addressed the challenges
inherent in using semiotic theory, which had largely developed i.n
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 2 listener (receiver) in a particular contfext that
brings them together. The deictic traits of an utterance' include
things such as personal pronouns, verbs, adverbs of t1'me a1.1d
place. So how do we translate this to works of art—especially his-
tory paintings, like Poussin’s, which don’t seem to address a}nyone
in particular? Marin points out that except for the physical existence
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semiotic art history is to analyze simultaneously the image and the
interpretation of the 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
for visual imagcs, it may, in fact, ignore their unique qualities.

Practicing semiotic art history X

A double-page spread from the lavishly illustrated prayer book, The
Hours of Jeanne d'Evreu, 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

2.5 Nfcolas Poussin, The Arcadian Shepherds, c. 1630.
Oil on canvas. Louvre, Paris,

of tl.le painting, and the fact that we’re looking at it, nothing within
the image tells us about its situation of emission and reception: it
df)es not address the viewer (with, say, a figure who looks out of t-he
plcturfz). 'As viewers, we seem simply to catch sight of the 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

Do we “read” works of art?

As you read more art history, you’ll often Anumber of art historians, including Mieke

eflupciative structure. And yet, curiously, the concealm ent of enun- see the word “read” used to talk about the Bal, Louis Marin, and Norman Brysen, have
clative str i . i i isual i . isi i
ve uctures (and their reappearance as representation) is the process of. mterpretmgawsual‘ Ir.nage !t deve.loped th}S .|dea of reading as avery
painting’s very subject. A shepherd traces the words Et i . sounds a little strange—how is it possible specific semiotic methodology for interpreting
ona tomb, words that address the shepherds Lovs s Et in Arcadia ego to “read” a visual image? Isn’t reading only visual images.36 Their point is not to give
P $ butinan open-ended for words and texts? preference to the textual over the visual, but to

way, for the verb is missi : e
; missing from the phrase-—*“I too in Arcadia” is engage more fully with the visual nature of the

the literal translation of the Latin, Marin’s reading, which involves
subtle textual and visual analysis, reveals a Iakobs’onian model of
coTnmunication as the subject matter of the painting, with the
painter (or viewer) occupying the position of the linguist who con-
stru.cts a model.35 Marin’s essay is doubly important because it
rem'mds 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
ofart can alter our understanding of theory.

.A¥though Dutch scholar Mieke Bal (b. 19406) is a literary critic by
training, she has made significant contributions to the 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
WOl‘k‘Of art is an agent, too, an active producer of the viewer’s
experience and, ultimately, of the viewer’s subjectivity. The task of

The idea of “reading” works of art comes from  image. In various ways, they argue that

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 of signs
constructed (and interpreted) according to the
rules or conventions of a particular medium or
form of communication. Thus a novel is one
kind of text, a poem another. So in this sense,
awork of art can be referred to as a text, and
the systematic process of interpreting that
work according to the rules governing that
kind of text can be referred to as “reading.”

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 (190g—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 ability to fix the “real
meaning” of images.
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ritual, and Jeanne d’Evreux’s husband, Charles IV, King of France,
commissioned this precious book for her. I'll pursue just a few of
the possible lines of questioning here—these images are so rich
that they spark endless debate and interpretation.

2.6 Jean Pucelle, The Hours of
Jeanne d’Evreux, fols. 15v,
16r: The Arrest of Christ
and The Annunciation,
circa 1324-1328. Each
folio 32 x 27hs" (8.9 x
7.1¢m). Metropolitan

> You may want to start with some basic questions, similar to Meyer
Schapiro’s, about the visual semiotics of the work: what part of the image : Museum of Art, New
catches the viewer’s eye first? Are certain elements larger than others? Are iapincpctinenti BEY ‘ York, The Cloisters
certain elements more brightly colored, or, in the case of sculpture, in f, e tdinntin oo : '

greater relief?

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 of the 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 a game
(rather incongruously, to a modern viewer) runs along the page
below the text.

> What are the denotative and connotative aspects of this image?

Each of these images functions 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
Jeanne d’Evreux—the queen for whom the book was made—at
her prayers. The game is a medieval version of “blind man’s
bluff” called “frog in the middle.”

These three signs have overlapping connotative meanings.
Jeanne d’Evreux is a queen, just as Mary, the mother of God, is
Queen of Heaven. The parallel is enhanced visually because the
letter D enclosing Jeanne d’Evreux functions lilke the architec-
tural frame enclosing the Virgin. The juxtaposition of these two
women 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 role model and inspiration.

Each of these 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 floor of the Virgin’s
house is enlarged, signifying the importance of her encounter
with Gabriel; the upper floor, charmingly filled with a support-
ing cast of angels, has shrunk accordingly. The figure of the
Virgin is large on the page, while Jeanne d’Evreux herself is
relatively small.

40 ] CHAPTER 2 THE ANALYSIS OF FORM, SYMBOL, AND SIGN

i ey ction.
£ s Collectio

The very elaborateness of the scenes, which mark the start of a
new section of prayer, invites a moment of paL%se, or contem-
plation, appropriate to starting an act of devon(?n: 'so that the
elaborateness connotes thata new section is beginning.
What are the codes that are brought to bear on the interpretation of fhese
images—either by yourself, as art historian, or by contemporary view-
ers? o
Even when you understand that the image of the ga.me .51gmﬁes
the capture of Christ, it still seems strangely. sacrilegious 'to a
modern sensibility. Why is a frivolous scene mcorporaFec} into
such serious devotional imagery? What “code” made this )u.xta-
position possible forJeanne d’Evreux and her contemporaries?

What kinds of intertextuality 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 An_nunuatlon,?
Thinking about each scene as hingeing on a greeting (Iu.das s
kiss, Gabriel’s “Ave, Maria”) may help you explore the. inter-
textuality between the two images further. The idea For sign) of
salutation or greeting also includes the little portrait of Jeanne
d’Evreux—for prayer is itself a form of direct addrfess to God,
the Virgin, or the saints. The two pages are potentially ﬁthh.er
connected by the game: the abuse of the blinclifolded person in
the game echoes the abuse showered on Christ as he was cap-
tured at Gethsemane.
A focus on intertextuality would lead you to relate this image to
other prayer books or items belonging to Jeanne d’.EVI‘EL.lX, 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 some way
(the grisaille technique, discussed below, is one example).

» How do materials and techniques signify 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 Jeanne
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 another 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 that the 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 of the prayer book.

b What is the deixis, the enunciative structure, of the image> Who is being
addressed by this image, and how?

This becomes a complicated question here, in a set of images
that are on some level about salutation. The images specifically
address Jeanne d’Evreux, because the book was made for her,
and yet they do not engage her directly in visual terms (no figure
looks out of the 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 of the deictic structure of Poussin’s paint-
ing (page 37 above) would be a good model for teasing out these
relationships within the image and between image and viewer.

To explore the contextual issues generated within semiotic analysis,
you may also 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 mentio.n
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 al‘tl‘;?tlc
practices such as diplomatic gift-giving, you may want to think
hard about how to use these frameworks effectively.

word and image

But here the speakers fell silent. Perhaps they were thinking that
there is a vast distance between any poem and any picture; and
that to compare them stretches words too far . . . But since we love .

words let us dally for 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 each
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 relationship 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 of images?

The first part of this “problem” is the relationship between tesz
and images, especially within works of art that themselves contain
images. This is an issue with a very long history: the Greek pf.lil(?so-
pher Aristotle discussed the parallels between poetry and painting,
and today we still quote the Roman poet Horace’s elegant phrase ut
pictura poesis—-“as is painting so is poetry” (Ars Poetica). As Mie.ke B;?l
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 of its ‘self”, its own proper essence. Equally impor-
tant, each art characterizes itself in opposition to its ‘signiﬁczfnt
other.””38 W. ]. T. Mitchell likens word and image to two countries
that speak different languages but have a long history 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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In'mge, Text, Ideology (1986) and Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and
Visual Representation (1994) Mitchell 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 Camille in his
work on medieval illuminated manuscripts, directly address these
relationships 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 Word-Image Opposition (xggr) maps out the tensions
between word and image in the practice of art history. Bal points
O}It 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 word (or theory) in art history, while the
Fraditionalists accused the new art historians of neglecting the
1mfige.4° Mitchell observes that some of these tensions were
pelghtened because several of the key practitioners of theoretically
informed art history actually came over from literature studies—
including Mitchell himself as well as Bryson and Bal—so that the
development seemed to some like “colonization by literary imperi-
alism.”#1 These issues are very much unresolved in art history
'—almost necessarily so, because the discipline’s internal critique
is ongoing and because these questions lie at the very heart of the
discipline. James Elkins goes so far as to argue that art history’s
words are always doomed to failure on some level, because there
are aspects of images 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
deliberate, thoughtful explanation of something, or the
search for meaning. Where and how that meaning is to be
ff)und is hotly contested—whether, as formalists claim, it
h.es 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. Just 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 fields highlighted in the chapter: Formalism, lcono-
graphyliconology, Semiotics, and Word and image. Some of these sources are scholarly
studies in the field, while others are primary texts and anthologies. '

Formalism

Focillon, Henri. The Life of Forms in Art. New York: Zone Books, 1989.

Fry, Roger.A Rager Fry Reader, edited by Christopher Reed. Chicago: University of ~
Chicago Press, 1996.

Greenberg, Clement. The Collected Essays and Criticisrm, Vol. 4: Modernism with a Vengeance,
19571969, ed. John 0’Brian. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 195.

Krauss, Rosalind. “In the Name of Picasso.” In Francis Frascina and Jonathan Harris,
eds, Art in Modern Culture: An Anthology of Critical Texts, pp. 210—21, New York: Icon
Editions, HarperCollins; London: Phaidon Press/Open University, 1992.

Sontag, Susan. Against Interpretation And Other Essays. New York: Farrar Straus and
Giroux, 1966; London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1967; London: Vintage, 1994; New

York: Picador, 2001.

Iconography/iconology

Alpers, Svetlana. TheArt of Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, and London: John Murray, 1083,

Holly, Michael Ann. Paniofsky and the Foundations of Art History. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
Uniiversity Press, 1984.

panofsky, Erwin. Studies in iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance. New
York: Harper and Row, 1972.

Steinberg, Lea. The Sexuglity of Christ in Renaissance Art and in Modern Oblivion. London:
Faber, 1984; revised edition, Chicago: University of Chicago Press; 1996.

Semiotics

Barthes, Roland. Elements of Semiolagy, trans!. Annette Lavers and Cofin Smith, London:
Jonathan Cape, and New York: Hill and Wang, 1968.

Fco, Umberto. Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language. London: Macmillan, and
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984.

Kristeva, Julia. Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, ed. Leon S.
Roudiez, transl. Roudiez, Thomas Gora, and Alice Jardine. New York: Columbia
University Press, 1980.

Peirce, Charles Sanders. The Essertial Peirce: Selected Philosophical Writings (1867-1893), ed.
Christian Kloesel, Nathan Houser, et al. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992.

Word and image
Bal, Miele. Reading “Rembrandt”; Beyond the Word—Image Opposition. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1991).
Mitchell, W. J. T. lconology: Image, Text, Ideology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986.
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Chapter 3
Art’s contexts

For the past thirty years or so, “art in context” has been a catch-
phrase of art history. In introductory surveys, new art-history
students learn to interpret art in terms of the culture of its
times: art is widely seen as affecting and being affected by
religion, politics, 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 different ways to
approach contextual issues. This chapter presents several of
the most widely practiced methods of engaging in contextual
analysis: the history of ideas; Marxism and materialism;
feminisms; gay/lesbian studies and queer theory; cultural
studies and postcolonial theory. These perspectives are not
mutually exclusive: they often intersect, and are combined
with other approaches such as semiotics and deconstruction.
Each of these perspectives gives you some precise language for
asking questions about race, class, nationality, gender, and
sexual orientation.

The history of ideas

Broadly viewed, the history of ideas considers how the cultural
meanings generated by a 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 history in the
nineteenth century; in the twentieth century, the English philoso-
pher Isaiah Berlin (xgog—1997) has been among its most famous
practitioners, publishing a series 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
sciences and technology. .. The other, without doubt,
consists in the great ideological storms that have altered the
lives of virtually all 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 history of ideas may focus on philo- M/
sophical concepts, scholarly debates,
political movements, or even popular
ideas. Note, too, 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 flat without ever sub-
scribing to it. Similarly, many of Sigmund Freud’s il
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 influence Freud exerted on
later thinkers.

Charioteer of Delphi, circa 478474 BCE. Bronze.
Museum of Antiquities, Delphi, Greece.

The Charioteer originally stood in a bronze chariot with
four horses. The entire figure is carefully rendered, down
to the veins in the feet, though only half of it would have
been visible to the viewer. Pollitt relates this kind of
careful depiction and realism to Greek ideals of order
and emphasis on the individual human expetience.
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Any number of art historians have engaged with the history of
ideas: it has obvious relations to the iconographic approaches dis-
cussed in Chapter 2, as well 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. Pollitt 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 Odes, 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 before the gods.”? More recently, Linda Henderson’s

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

Marxist and materialist perspectives on art

Marxism is a whole world view.
Georgi Plekhanov

The term “Marxism” can mean many different things. Of course, it
derives from the name of Karl Marx (1818-1883), economic
theorist, philosopher, and revolutionary activist. In the discussion
of politics, Marxism has come to indicate socialist theories and
systems of government based on the ideas of Marx, his
collaborator Friedrich Engels (1820-1895), and their various
successors. But Marx and his successors addressed history and
culture as well as economics, and their theories and methods have
provided the framework for a strong tradition of scholarship in art
history as well as in other academic disciplines.

Because Marxism includes wide-ranging theories of history
and culture, itis a mistake, as a scholar, to identify Marxist thought
(and politics) too closely with the former Soviet Union. In the early
and mid-nineties, several undergraduates told me that they
thought Marxist cultural analysis was irrelevant or wrong since the
U.S. had “won” the Cold War, as if the disintegration of the Soviet
Union had somehow discredited Marxist cultural and historical
analysis. ’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 tl.leory or prache
of communist government. In fact Critical Mamsm‘ (s‘omenrnes
called Western Marxism, because it evolved primarily in EuroPe
and North America) encourages the production of.non-dogmatlc,
open scholarship, and this is the tradition of Marxist thought that
has been most productive for art history.> .

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'll al§o touch on
Marxist and materialist theories of art history, an.d ﬁI:tlSh by .devel-
oping materialist, or Marxist, lines of questioning in relation to
two examples. .

The critique of capitalism and
historical materialism

Writing in the wake of Europe’s Industrial Revolution, 'Marx was
critical of capitalist society. In his greatest work, Das Kapital (publ{-
cation begun in 1867), Marx argued that the fundamental condi-
tion of capitalist society is the exploitation of the worker’s .labor by .
the capitalist. The worker does not receive full‘value for his labor;
instead, the true value of the 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.*

As Marx and Engels saw it, this exploitation of workers led to
class struggle. In the Communist Manifesto of 1848, t.hey declared
that “the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class
struggles.”> Under capitalism, the two major ?Iasses are Fhe
bourgeoisie (or capitalist class) and the proletarlaF (or Work%ng
class). The capitalists own the means of productlop (factories,
mines, financial institutions, etc.), while the proletariat own only
their ability to work and so have no option but to work fo.r the
capitalists. In fact, Marx argued that each c!ass has a ‘consc.lo.us—
ness, a way of seeing the world determined by its economic position.

To explain their vision of social structure, Marx and E.ngels used
the metaphor of base and superstructure: the economy is the base,
and it determines the superstructure, the forms of the sta_te and
society.® You can think of society as a building: the economic base
is the concrete foundation, the state and society are the hous? that
rises on that base. It's important to remember that the ba§e is not
just the economy narrowly construed, but all relations of
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production, including class relations. Later scholars have pointed

out that the influence doesn’t just go one way, either, from base to
superstructure.

Ideology and 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 superstrucfure of society.
From a Marxist perspective, art is an “ideological form” that domi;
nant classes may use to perpetuate class relations that benefit
them—or that revolutionaries may use to undermine the power of
the dominant class. An impressive portrait of a factory owner, a
grand presidential palace, or a cartoon showing triumpha,nt
worker-revolutionaries are all ideclogical artworks in this sense.

The issue of ideology came to the fore in Marxist theory during

the 1920s and 1930s, at a point when the workers’ movements in
Burope and North America had made many gains but had failed to
overthrow capitalism and establish socialist societies. Marxist
theori‘sts had to ask why capitalism was able to survive if it was so
.explmtative. Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937), an Italian scholar,

journalist, theorist, and activist, provided one compelling set 0%
answers to this question. During the years he spent in prison for
opposing Mussolini's fascist government, Gramsci developed a
thc?ory of cultural 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 other writings have continued to inspire cultural ana-

lysts, including many art historians and literary theorists.

Gramsci argued that dominant groups in society maintain their
control by securing the “spontaneous consent” of subordinate
groups, who willingly participate in their own oppression. To be
sure, workers 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 [is] given by the great masses of the population to the
general direction imposed on social life 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.””

The dominant class 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 classes
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.”® Gramsci noted that the
working class 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 somewhat later, 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 before him,
Althusser believed that capitalist society perpetuated itself by 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).®

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
number 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 geniuses 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

51 CHAPTER 3 ART’S CONTEXTS



H

artistic ability. Artistic specialization, in this viewpoint, results
from the (capitalist) division of labor more than anything else, for
they asserted that “in a communist society there are no painters but
only people who engage in painting among other activities,”10
Marx himselfrealized 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, 11
A number of later Marxist thinkers took up the issue of artistic
production more systematically. The Hungarian scholar Georg
Lukdcs (1885~1971) was a revolutionary as well as a philosopher
and literary critic, and he clashed frequently with the Comintern
(the international governing body of the Communist movement)
because of his unorthodox views. In History and Class Consciousness
(1923), Lukdcs 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 all-embracing as to conceal every trace of its
fundamental nature: the relation between people.”2 In the
absence of true socialism, according to Lukdcs, 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 Lukdcs believed
that nineteenth-century realist novels, such as those by Honoré de
Balzac, epitomized this because of the way they united the explo-
ration of a perfectly observed exterior world and an inner truth,
Lukdes 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 1923) who
focused on popular art and the “culture industry.” Among them,
Theodor Adorno (1903~1969) theorized the ways in which art can
be used to pacify and co-opt the working classes and to spread the
dominant ideology. In The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass
Deception (1944), written with 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 desire for consumer goods, rather than their true n.eeds

for freedom, social equality, creative outlets, and the opporu}mty to

fulfill their human potential. Adorno felt this most fully fiur{ng the

Second World War, which he spent in unhappy exile in Los

Angeles: “What has become alien to men is the hum.an component
of culture, its closest part, which upholds them against the world.
They make common cause with the world again‘st themselves, and
the most alienated condition of all, the omnipresence (?f corr}—
modities, their own conversion into appendages of machinery, is
for them a mirage of closeness.”*# Although Adorno wrote 4 great
deal about film, radio, and other media, television' may ?e the
perfect illustration of his 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 by ’a
barrage of awful programs and commercials for thm_gs they don’t
need and can’t afford. Adorno himself championed difficult avz%nt—
garde art and music, emphasizing its potential for radical
transformation.15 .

A number of Marxist theorists have argued persua.sxvely that aljt
cannot be separated from its environment, espec%a-lly when it
comes to issues of technology or social class. The critic and theo-
rist Walter Benjamin (1892-1940), in his famous essay “Th.e Work
of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (x936), prov1ded‘ an
insightful analysis of photography and film as .art fom.ls, tracing
their effect on perception, and, therefore, social rélanons. Ben-
jamin argued that artworks once had an aura derived frm?l tl'le
presence of the original, but the potential for mass reproductlf)n in
photography and film eliminates that aura. Removed from ritual,
art becomes politics, but of a particular kind: “The ﬁlr'n makes the
cult value recede into the background not only by putting the pl%b-
lic in the position of the critic, but also by the .fac.t thatat thé movies
this position requires no attention. The public is an exammef.’, bl‘lt
an absent-minded one.”*® Writing as Fascism was on Fhe rise in
Europe, Benjamin warned that Fascism would play on thls.sense of
alienation in its drive to subjugate people, so that the Worl<1ng class
would “experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of

the first order.”1”
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 (1931-1994) declared that in con-
temporary capitalist society “The entire life of societies in which
modern conditions of production prevail announces itself as an
immense accumulation of spectacles.”8 According to Debord, the
dominant classes control spectacle, even as all other expression
and forms of representation are banned: in this context spectacle
is inseparable from the State, and it works to reproduce social divi-
sions and class formations. Like Lukdcs, he questions the extent to
which art is complicit with capitalist power structures or can work
to undermine them. Debord was part of the Situationist Interna-
tional, a network of avant-garde artists that took shape in 1957 and
sought to break down the barriers between art and life, engaging
inaesthetic actions that would precipitate revolution.19

Materialist and Marxist art history

Over the past thirty years or so, materialist art history has focused
not on iconography or stylistic classification, but rather on art's
modes of production—that s, it focuses on the labor that produces
art and the organization of that labor. Art, in this view, is the prod-
uct of complex social, political and economic relationships, not
something labeled “artistic genius.” In the mid-twentieth century, a
movement called “the social history 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
ofart history is Arnold Hauser’s four-volume The Social History of Art,
first published in 1951, 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 history, whose practi-
tioners focused on very specific and detailed analyses of artworks in
terms of economy, class, culture, etc. Nonetheless, Hauser’s work
was an inspiration for later materialist art historians,

A classic work in this vein is Michael Baxandall’s Painting and
Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy (1988), 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 dictated 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 work, art becomes not the mysterious manifestation
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of genius, but an outgrowth of complex interactions l?etween artists
and patrons in the context of a particular cultural environment. ’
An equally remarkable work is Svetlana Al.pers’s Re.mbrandts
Enterprise: The Studio and the Market (1988), in which she dlsregar.ds
Rembrandt’s style, iconography, and the (often troubled) attmt.)-
ution of his works, and instead focuses on the organization of his
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 b.eca_use he usz?d his
paintings as a way to pay his debts: the palnnqgs fun-ctloned
‘essentially like currency. Alpers points out tha_t thls'p'ractlce was
very much in keeping with the entrepreneurial Spl.rlt of Dutch
society at the time, even if it ran counter to the e.stabhshed system
of artist—patron relationships. Although Alpers is one of the n.lost
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 z}rt history,
scholars have paid increasing attention to the relationship bereen
artand ideology. One of the 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) convincingly argues
that the lack of visual clarity in works such as Burial at Ornans (1842?)
represents Courbet’s rejection of the political. c.)rder and . his
involvementwith socialist politics.?* To support his interpretation,
Clark provides both a subtle visual reading of the WO‘rkS. and
extensive analysis of texts written by the artist and critics. Similarly,
art historian Michael Camille emphasizes that images are not on'ly
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‘malt-
erial conditions.”22 In The Gothic Idol: Ideology and Image-making in
Medieval Art (1989), he explores the ways in which Church
authorities 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 ritnal. The museum’s sequenced spaces and arrange-
ments of objects, its lighting and architectural details provide both
the stage set and the script.”?3 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.?*

Two recent surveys you may encounter in your art-history

studies have made materialist and Marxist art history available to a
broader audience. Stephen F. Eisenman and Thomas Crow have
edited a survey, Nineteenth Century Art: A Critical History (2002), which
focuses on the relationship between art and ideology. Rather than
using artistic style as the organizing framework of the book, they
discuss class, gender, race, and the relationship between popular
and elite culture in the visual arts. Similarly, Richard Brettell’s
Modern Art, 18 51~1929: Capitalism and Representation (2000) explores
the works of modern artists such as Gauguin and Picasso in
relation to colonialism, nationalism, and economics.

Practicing Marxist art history

Jacques-Louis David’s painting The Consecration of the Emperor
Napoleon and the Coronation of Empress Josephine (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 a series of four large paintings documenting
his coronation (only two were ever executed).

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

»  What was the social status of this artist—and that of the artist
in society at this time?

»  What is the significance of the scale of the work? (Think about
the tradition of history painting in this regard.)

» How did David receive the assignment from Napoleon? Does
the contract for the work survive? If so, what does it specify? Do
other records of their 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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onsecration of the Emperor Napoleon and the Coronatlon.of
1806-1807. Canvas. Musée du Louvre, Paris.

.2 Jacques-Louis David, The C
Empress Josephine (December 2,1804)

» Whatwere Napoleon’s motivations in choosing DaYid as cmﬁft
painter? (David had been a supporter o.f the Revolutlon,.and. he

was perhaps the most celebrated artist in France a}t the txme£h e
was famous for developing a severe neo-classical style that
seemed to express revolutionary values.)

» What ideologies—on the part of the painter, pa.tron, an.d
intended audience—shaped the creation and reception of this
image? If Napoleon demanded images of grandeur, how does
this painting fit that need? . 7

» Why did David choose to depict this pfqrucular mom;nt.
(Napoleon had pre-empted the Pope by taking the crown o:ln
his hands and crowning himself, and Fhen sub‘sequgn y
crowning Josephine, leaving Pius VII to deliver blessmgsl rgm
the sidelines. The Pope had thought Napoleon would pledge
his allegiance to the Holy Roman Empire.) ‘

» What qualities in Napoleon does this n.loment emphasme:?
How are these emphasized formally in the 1m.age? (N apole?n is
at the center of an awesome spectacle—notice how marginal-
ized the Popeis.) .

» Where was the painting displayed? Who saw'it? Was 1.t repro-
duced as an engraving or otherwise made widely available to

the public?

Notice that in a materialist or Marxist line of questiomng: 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
S0 c?ompellingly represents the dominant ideology of Napoleon’s
regime, you could usefully read any number of Marxist theorists:
Debord’s ideas about spectacle or Gramsci’s theory of sponta-
nem.ls consent could help deepen your understanding of the work.
Ar.1 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
which 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 of Los Angeles (1976~1983), a public mural that
stretches for half a mile across one of Los Angeles’s Latino
neighborhoods (Figure 3.3). It presents a history 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 history, which is often excluded from official accounts and
textbooks. The part of the mural shown here is called Division of the

3.3 Judi?h Baca, The Great Wall of Los Angeles: Division of the
Barrios|Chavez Ravine, 1976-1983. Los Angeles.
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Barrios/Chavez Ravine. It depicts two events from the 1gs0s: 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 of Chavez Ravine were forced to evacuate their
houses and never received adequate compensation for the destruc-

tion of their homes and neighborhood.

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

» 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, 2
restricted space that not everyone knows about or feels com-
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-
ing art for art’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 commniunity?
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» Whatis the ideological impact of her 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 of the Mexican muralists—
artists such as Diego Rivera (1886~1957) and José Clemente Orozco
(1883-1949), who saw mural art as a way to challenge society and

forge a new class 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 Painting on the
Left: Diego Rivera, Radical Politics, and San Francisco’s Public 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 cruel enough to stop the blood.

Alice Wallker, “In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens”

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

As you get to know more about feminist art history, you’ll learn
how multiple and varied it is. If feminists 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.”

A brief history of the women’s movement

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 of the key texts from this time, Mary Wollstonecraft’s
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A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), challenged the idea that
women, as a group, were in any way inferior to men.25 If women
were less capable than men, Wollstonecraft declared, it was only
because they were poorly 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 suffrage, 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 lull in feminist politics and scholar-
ship. One notable exception was Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s
Own, published in 1929, in which she discusses the challenges
facing women writers.

In the 19508, books such as Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex
(1953) 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-class women.2¢ Partly in response
to the liberation movements in African and Asian colonies, and the
American Civil Rights movement of the 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 well as political activism.
Young feminists today, who have grown up with feminism as part
of their world, sometimes identify themselves as the Third Wave.

The beginnings of feminist art history

A feminist art history is one that focuses on women as artists,
patrons, viewers, andjor subjects. A feminist study must explicitly
address the issue of female gender—that is, the idea of femininity
and/or the experience of being a woman—in one or more of these
arenas. So, for example, a study of a painting by a woman artist isn’t
a feminist art history if it doesn’t take into account the ways in which
the identity of the artist as a woman 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 influential article published by
Linda Nochlin in 1971, tiled “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 women have had a
very difficult time training as artists. Nochlin says that the surprise
is not that there haven’t been great women artists, but that there
have been any women artists at all, given the obstacles they have
had to confront. In Europe, for example, women 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.2?

Nochlin’s second answer challenges the set of assumptions
underlying the very question “Why have there been no great
women artists?” Nochlin suggests that maybe art historians
haven’t been able to find great women artists because the way art
historians go about defining and looking for greatness excludes
wormen 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.”2® Men aren’t naturally better at art than women; 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 women 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 Nochlin and others were fomenting an art-history
revolution in North America, similar events were taking place in
Britain and Europe. British scholar Griselda Pollock was, and con-
tinues to be, a leading feminist art historian, addressing ideologies
of gender in the representation of women and in women’s work
and lives as artists. She and art historian Rozsika Parker published
Old Mistresses: Women, Art, and Ideology in 1981.29 The book itself rep-
resents a different way of doing art history, for the authors
acknowledge the contribution to their work of a feminist art his-
tory collective in which they participated. The title itself is ironic:
“old mistresses” doesn’t have quite the ring of “old masters,” and
the authors explore some of the reasons why. They draw especially
on theories of ideology developed in Marxism and Cultural Studies
to examine the attitudes toward women artists in art history, and
consider how women artists such as Mary Cassatt negotiated their
own status as women 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 of women artists and with some fundamental revisions to.art
history’s paradigms, feminist art historians todgy are expan‘dmg
the goals of art history in new ways. In The Subjects of Art HIS’[(:JTg
(1998), art historian Patricia Mathews outlined three representative
practices of recent feminist art history:

1 recuperating the experience of women and women artists;

2 critiquing and deconstructing authority, institutions, and ideo-
logies and/or examining resistances to them;

3 rethinking the cultural and psychological spaces traditionally
assigned to women and consequently re—envisior%ing the sub-
ject self, particularly from psychoanalytic perspectives.

Matthews 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 always,
male. The American novelist Alice Walker (b. 1944), in her famo.us
essay “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens,” asserte;d that dis-
covering the history of black women’s art requires looking a.t fo‘rms
we don’t usually consider as art— such as quilts, church singing,
and gardens—because black women historically were. denied
access to education and training as artists. Describing a quilt made
by an “anonymous” African-American woman in Alaba.ma, Walker
writes poignantly of “an artist who left her mark in t}{e. on.ly
materials she could afford, and in the only medium her pf)smon in
society allowed her to use.”3* In a similar vein, art historians such
as Patricia Mainardi, Rozsika Parker, and Griselda Pollock have
confronted the gendered nature of the division of art and craft ((?r
high art and low art), the assumption that what wome.n r{lake is
“craft” and what men make is “art.”3? A number of studies in both
art history and anthropology have discussed the artistic practice of
women 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 well as through ediFing three
volumes of essays in feminist art history. In the introduction to the
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first of these volumes, published in 1982, they emphasize feminist
art history’s examination of the ideologies that shape the produc-
tion of art and of art history, working to exclude women.33 A
decade later, in 1992, the introduction to the second collection
notes the expansion of feminist 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 of the 1970s, and provides a rich documentary history as well
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 history; 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 well known in her day but who was consigned
to oblivion by later scholarship.36 If some of Garrard’s biographi-
cal and psychoanalytic readings have been challenged, even the
possibility of staging such a debate around multiple perspectives
Onawoman artist signals the vitality of the field.37
Feministart historians are also exploring how multiple and inter-
twining identities—race, class, family, age, sexual orientation,
etc.—help to shape both women’s artistic production and the
representation of women. In this regard, the engagement with
theories of psychoanalysis (as represented, especially, in the work
of Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray, and Hélene 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 history 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
Women of color and lesbians have made their voices heard
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within mainstream art history and in the feminist mf)vement,
examining the ways in which race and/or sexual orier%t..atlon affect
artistic production and reception (see also “Sexualities, LGBTI‘I
Studies and Queer Theory” and “Cultural studies and postcolonial
theory” in this chapter). The cultural critic bell hooks, for example,
has written extensively on intertwining issues of race, gender, and
 representation. Her analysis ranges from film to painting to
photography, demonstrating the common cultural grOL'lnd of a
wide variety of visual images. The artist and scholar Freida ngh
Tesfagiorgis has pointed to the “semi-invisible” status of Afrlf:a'n—
 American women artists, marginalized simultaneously by feminist
art historians, who focus on the work of Euro-American women,
and by African-Americanist scholars, who focus on the quk of
African-American men. She calls for a black feminist art history
and art criticism that would not only work to uncover the lives and
work of African-American women artists, butwould also challenge
the paradigms that allow them to remain invisible.4° ' .
Parallel to this interrogation of the subject is the interrogation
of the female body as the object for the male gaze and as a vehicle
for expressing and reinforcing patriarchal values, such as the asso-
ciation of women with nature rather than the “higher” sphere of
culture (see Chapter 4 for a discussion of the gaze).41 I.n her study
of early 1970s body art, art historian Amelia Iones' reminds us that
body art has a particular power to engage the v1ew.er——and Fhat
feminist body art, like the work of Hannah Wilke, is potepnally
deeply political in the ways that it challenges the construction of
women’s subjectivities.#? Johanna Frueh turns to the culture? at
large to study the aesthetics and erotics of older women’§ bodies,
stemming from her own experience as a midlife body-builder and
professor. She notes that “beauty is not natural to anyone, for peo-
ple 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
Deborah Willis and Carla Williams examines the ways in which
photography extended the Western fascination W.ith. 'black
women’s bodies, as representations of the exotic, the primitive, or
the maternal, and in the context of scientific experimentation an.d
the development of race theory. They also examine the ways in
which black women, including performers such as Josephine
Baker and artists such as Renée Cox, have reclaimed photography
and the representation of their bodies.#+
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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 wormen share certain
characteristics across time and space?

Feminists and feminist art historians struggle with such
questions, which revolve around the issue of essentialism. Feminist
philosopher Diana Fuss defines essentialism as “a beliefin the real
true essence of things, the 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 essentialism that forges a sense of
connection across time and space. Such essentialist connections
can be, in the moment, creatively productive, politically useful, or
culturally fulfilling {see “The Problems and Promises of Identity
Politics” below). Other feminists emphasize that a category or
identity such as “woman” is determined by cultural discourse, not
by a “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 of historical and cultural

Unlike most other women, Artemisia Gentileschi had a}ccess to
extensive training through her father, Wh_o Wa‘s himself a
professional artist. She became a famous pam.te1: in Rome and
Florence, and was particularly known for the deplctl.on of powerful
* biblical heroines. As a young woman, Gentilesck.u was raped by
another artist, and some feminist scholars, including Mary
Garrard, have speculated abouta connection between her cho.lce of
subject matter and her life experiences. Others, such as Griselda
Pollock, have pointed to a larger cultural taste fo.r images of .
sexually charged violence. The painting here deplct§ the Old
Testament story of Judith, a heroine who saved the Jewish people
from destruction by decapitating the Assyrian general Holo.ferrges.
Here are some of the questions you might ask about this work

from a feminist perspective:

» 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?

3.4 Artemisia Gentileschi, Judith
and her Maidservant Slaying
Holofernes, circa 1625. Oil on
canvas. Uffizi, Florence.

specificity in relation to the works of art you are studying: you
wouldn’t assume, for example, that an upper class 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. At the same time, be aware of aspects of women’s
experience that are continuous—similarities that are there not
because of some “essential” or innate characteristic, but because of
the persistence of sexist institutions, beliefs, and practices.

Practicing feminist art history

Pll takke a celebrated painting by the Italian artist Artemisia
Gentileschi (1593—circa 1653) 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 well as in Look!)
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» How does 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? Do her male contemporaries also depict this
subject? Is her approach to the subject different from that of her
male peers or from her female peers? Are there subjects she, as
awoimar, 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 women?

» Who bought her paintings? Who were her patrons? Did she
have women patrons, and, if so, did she have special relation-
ships with them? (Here feminist and materialist concerns
intersect.)

» How did male artists and critics respond to her work? And
female artists and critics?

In crafting a feminist analysis of this 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 Differencing the
Canon (1999) re-evaluated the scholarly literature on Gentileschi,
and her arguments could be a starting point for your own analysis.

I’ll 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 of Sierra 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 of young women into the Sande society.

Some of the questions you might ask in a cross-cultural femi-
nist analysis might well be different from those that you would ask
about a European painting. The cultural situation itself is different
and may prompt new questions, and the information you have to
work with in a cross-cultural analysis may also 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.
Early twentieth century. British
Museum (1956.Af27.18).

be known. Working from a feminist perspec-
tive, you might ask the following questions
about this mask:

» Whatis the relationship between the female
patron and the male artist? To what extent
does she determine the final appearance
of the work?

Which women can be patrons? How do
they pay/compensate the artist? To
what extent do they have creative input
into the making of the mask?

Do men also serve as patrons for simi-
Jar masks? How is their relationship to
the artist similar to or different from
that of female patrons?

» Does this mask depict an ideal of feminine
beauty? What are the elements of that ideal? How do

women and men respond to this image of ideal 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 do the young female initiates respond to the mask and the
spirit it represents?

» Do male villagers and elders respond differently than female vil-
Jagers and elders to the appearance of the mask in the village?

Here again you may want to turn to particular theorists to help you
frame your analysis. Feminist art historians and anthropologxs\?s
Sylvia Arden Boone and Ruth Phillips have both written about this
masking tradition based on their own extensive field WOrk.‘-"G
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

Sexualities, LGBT] Studies, and Queer Theory

Betiween the time of Sappho and the birth of Natalie Clifford
Barney lies a “leshian silence” of twenty-four centuries,

Bertha Harris, Qur Rightto Love (1978)

So how do “Gender Studies” differ from 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 of LGBTI
(lesbian/gay/ bisexual/ transgender/intersex) 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 of their areas of inquiry. Whereas feminism is
Particularly concerned with the social construction of women’s
identity, Gender Studies is concerned with the social construction
of all gender identities and experiences—whether man, woman,
transgendered, gender-blended, queer, or something else alto-
gether. Gay and Lesbian Studies developed in the 1970s as a

crowd of drag queens, trans-
sexuals, gay men, and working-class lesbians fought back against

a police raid on the Stonewall Inn in lower Manhattan). Gay and

concealed histories of gay and leshian people, cultures, and
institutions, Although yow'll still see this term, it is being sup-
planted by the terms Sexuality Studies or LGBTI Studies, which are
more inclusive. Queer Theory has a political as well as a scholarly

all forms of gender oppression.
In this section, 11l 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
t LGBTI Studies and Queer Theory.
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what’s normal—or normative?

more common, but not more normal. Society
dictates that certain ways of living are
erces of persuades

enti iti i der normal, and then co
i and critique oppressive gen nor .
men:;fyd and caiegories Normative means individuals to conform to th;se stan s
ot . i en you loo
. is “normal” but what is considered and perpetuate them. Butyv ¥
e the range of human behavior, you soon
realize that there’s no such thing as .
“normal,” however much society would like
us to think that there is.

fﬁinists, gender theorists, and queer
orists use the term “normative” to

“normal.” One of my queer students.on.ce
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

The history of LGBTI Studies is parallel to and intertvﬁne? W%th
.. . . min-
iti ini d feminist scholarship. Initially, like fe
B e ambition o i d Gay Studies when it first
_ism, the ambition of Lesbian an y es v | |
E;leloped was to document specific gay and Iesbnar% 1dent1.ues agg
cultural practices. In art history, this meant researcbmg ;mStSS v:nd
i loring homoerotic theme
re gay and lesbian, and exp' ; ‘ :
‘s’\fbjec%s }i,n works of art. Like feminist scholarshllp., LGBTI.S.tudlfj
retains strong connections with LGBTI poht.lcal ac'nv¥sm
especially around civil rights and the AIDS epldemlc: é&ialfn, ]l-ljzz
ini i d by self-identified femini
inist studies are largely produce .
g?:gely though notexclusively, women), LGBTI Studies are largely
produc’ed by scholars who self-identify in these ways.

Queer Theory

Queer Theory is certainly related to LGBTI Studiesil btutthtal‘f:(jrg
i h. You probably know that the
somewhat different approac
queer means “weird” and has been used as derogatorylslang for
it’ ome
lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender pegple; it’s a worc(ii t ;it as me
LGBTI people have reclaimed, using it proudly 1n_s.te;; ) . ogs Oyf_Sky
its sti heorist and literary critic Eve
subvert its stigma. Queer t ; om0k
i : “the open mesh of possi ,
Sedgwick defines queerness as: ssibittes,
i d resonances, lapses and e
aps, overlaps, dissonances, an :
cg)flzneaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gend.er, %1;
i ’ to signi
’ ’t made (or can’t be made) :
anyone’s sexuality aren . D o sen
ithi ” holar and queer theoris
monolithically.”47 For Classics sc : :
Halperin, “queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the
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normal, the legitimate, the dominant. There is nothing in particular to
which it necessarily refers. It is an identity without an essence.” 48
The practice of Queer Theory is not so much about identifying
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. 1929)
calls “compulsory heterosexuality,” the way in which hetero-
sexuality is placed at the center of society and other sexualities are
marginalized.49 Queer theorists argue that homophobia is not just
a byproduct of individual 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, which youmay 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,
later abandoned it, arguing that it had been co-opted by the very
mainstream forces it was coined to resist.50
Michel Foucault, whose work is discussed at length in Chapters,
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 3 particular society. In the West, Foucault
argued, the homosexual person was called into being by the legal,
medical, and cultural discourses that created—and regulated—the
category “homosexual” in the mid-nineteenth century: “the sodo-
mite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a
species.”s1 Although Foucault’s work has been criticized for its lack
of historically-specific analysis and its failure to recognize human
agency, itdid in many ways set an agenda for the study of: sexuality as
acultural construct rather than ag 3 biological given.

Gender performativity, a key queer idea

Judith Butler’s work on gender performativity has been central to
the 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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oup develops via actions such as wearing certain clotl'les .(sklrts
1d dresses for women, ties and jackets for rger}), engaging in celi-
in rituals (such as marriage), taking certalrf jobs (ngen don’t
typically work in construction), and employ-lmg certalnlm;nnes;
iSms (gitls are quiet, boys are rowdy); thgre is po natural, uet,te
innate essence to gender—or any other 1dent:1.ty, for that matter.
For Butler, identity is “performatively constituted by the very
‘expressions’ that are said to be its results,”s3 . o
According to Butler, this performance functions ac“cor ing to
two basic mechanisms: citation and iteration; she potes . fer.mnmlty
is thus not the product of a choice, but the forcible c1tat10n. otinC a
. norm.”5* (And I would point out here that the sarr.1e can be said (?r
masculinity: men may end up with much more so?lal and ect?nomlc
power than women do, but the process c.)f masculine gendering can
be just as constraining.) Citation is copying others, a perforfmance. -

Butler points out that change happens‘—and that there’s poten
tial for resistance—because it’s impossible to cogy or to regeat
things exactly.55 Think about playing the game telephorll)e tl(1)r
“Chinese whispers” and how much the message' changes by the
time it goes around the circle, sometimes by accident and some-
times because a player deliberately introduces a c.hange. From a
performative gender perspective, not only do artists th?mselves
sometimes perform or undermine mainstream. (norr'natlve.) gen-
der identities and sexualities (male/female, straight) in their own
lives, but they also sometimes create %mages that can perpetuate or
challenge mainstream gender identities and sexualities.

LGBTHQueer art history

The art historian Jonathan Weinberg has noted that among the
humanities, art history has been relatively late to g{ddress_ l’h? mte'r-
relationship of art and sexual orientation: “Frorp its beginnings in
the writings of Johann Winckelmann,‘ arF history I.1as been” 52
closeted profession in which the erotic is hidden or dlsplalcedt; '
Although there has been an increasing r.lumber of essays on (eis 1ar1f
and gay artists and images, there are sul} few full-length stu he_s o
these subjects, and work on transgender, m.terse).g'gender—blen 1 .1r‘1g,
bisexuality, pansexuality and other gender 1c.1€ntmes and sefxua dmes;
has yet to emerge fully. The critic Laura ComngharTl has p91nte ;)}111
the near invisibility of lesbian artists and themes in art hlstog: 2
challenge may be to face the double whammy of homophobia an
sexism.57 Confronting such gaps, some scholars acknowledge that
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“Queering” works of art (that is, destabilizing our confidence in the
relationship of representation to identity, authorship, and behavior)
is important, butthey 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. A landmark in the field
is a collection of essays edited by Whitney Davis, Gay and Lesbian
Studies in Art History (1994), first published as a special issue of The
Journal of Homosexuality. 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 Speaking for Vice: Homosexuality in the Art of Charles Demuth,
Marsden Hartley, and the First American Avant-Garde (1993), which
explores how Demuth and Hartley reconciled the tensions bet-
ween the creation of their self-consciously “American” art and the
representation of their own marginalized sexuality. Weinberg also
reflects on the 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 of this 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 sexual.>8

Practicing Queer/LGBTI art history

In the first half of the twentieth century, the American artist
Charles Demuth (1883-1935) produced a series of watercolors 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 Utinating, 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 analyze 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 the 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 this scene represent the idea and experience of
homoerotic desire in the rg30s? 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 until
a 2003 Supreme Court ruling banned such discrimination—
and meetings had to be clandestine. Such sexualities could be
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practiced most freely in socially marginal places such as
waterfront bars or theatres.)

» Who was the viewer for these works? Did the works presentan
image of homoeroticism that was meant to attract? Repulse?
(Demuth, for example, intended the works for himself and a
very small circle of trusted 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 19508 dime-
novels with leshian themes are one example).

» Does the artist address homoerotic subjects in other media and
kinds of images (oil painting or drawing, for example)? Why
did Demuth choose to work 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, still lives, pre-
cisionist images of factories 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, a recent visit to the Charles
Demuth Museum website revealed no mention of his 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, “Moving from High Culture to
Ordinary Culture” (1958)

Culture s everything. Culture is the way we dress, the way we
carry our heads, the way we walk, the way we tie our ties—it
is not only the fact of writing books or building houses.

Aimé Césaire, “Culture and Colonization” (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 tablecloths to Ik_ea
furniture. In doing this work, Cultural Studies is strongly interdis-
ciplinary: it derives its methods and issues from anthrop(?logy, his-
tory, economics, sociology, literary criticism, and art history. Art

historians have been particularly involved in the branch of Cultural
 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 f{ave
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, class,
gender, sexual orientation, etc. For example, Stuart Hall, one of the
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 of the “text” of the
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 itself in several forms. 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.sgp—
ports the study of the distinctive cultural, social, and political
dynamics of both 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 itself. Moreover, studying cultures, regions,
or nations through categories such as pre-colonial/colonial/f
postcolonial prioritizes the colonizer’s perspective and can be

itself, a form of neo-colonialism.6° ’

Of course, engaging in Cultural Studies requires a working |

definition of the term “culture.” For Raymond Williams, culture is
an 01€gar?ic “way of life.” 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 and postcolonial theory

¥n 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 of identification
which shows the discontinuity in our identity formation). Identity is’.
important, but it is a process of “imaginative rediscovery”: he
grgues against the idea of identity as true or essential, emphasizing
11.rlstead the ways in which cultural identities are subject to the con-
tinuous “play” of history, culture, and power.6 For Hall, identities
of race or gender are not an unchanging essence, but a positioning
unstable points of suture within the discourses of history 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,
butalso in studying the history 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 presentday. . .
there is a continuity of preoccupations throughout the historical
process initiated by European imperial aggression.”¢3 Colonial
relationships are inherently unequal: social, political, and eco-
nomic power are held by the colonizer, who exploits the colonized
people and territory. Bven so, it's important to remember that
there’s no one, single type of colonial experience. Scholars distin-
guish between different kinds of colonial relationships. For exam-
ple, 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, class, education, religion, gender, and other factors.%4 An
army officer, a merchant, and a low-level 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
(1935—2003) employed Foucault’s ideas about discourse and
power to assert that the West, via Orientalism, represented the East
(including the Middle East, China, Japan, and India) as exotic,
mysterious, distant, unknowable, as a way of controlling it.65
According to Said, there never was an “Qrient,” except as an inven-
tion that Westerners used to subjugate the region.

Critiques of Said’s work (including those of Bernard Lewis and
Aijaz Ahmad) have argued that Said’s divide between East and
West is too simplistic, that colonial experience was more compli-
cated and multifaceted, with more players and participants, than
this binary division allows.6¢ 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.6? 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 of the relationship? How is resistance possible? Bhabha
also investigates hybridity—what happens when cultures come

into contact with each other, especially in colonial situations. He
argues against binary oppositions (such as First World/Third
World, black/white, men/ women) 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-
formed and contested.
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Drawing on the writings of the Caribbean political theorist and
activist Franz Fanon (1925~1961), Stuart Hall points out that within
colonial contexts a process of “self-othering” takes place. This is
distinct from Said’s Orientalism, where the colonized were con-
structed as different by the colonizer within the categories of West-
ern knowledge. Hall argues that the colonizer had “the power to
make us see and experience ourselves as ‘Other, »68 Thatis, in a colo-

nial 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 of the ways in which this inner
expropriation of cultura) 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.”9 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 colonialism.
One area of interest 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.”® Australian art historian Bernard Smith (b. 1916) has
written pioneering studies of the European depiction of the Pacific
and Australia, and the kinds of values expressed in those images,
which addressed difference, the exotic, the taming of the wilder-
ness etc.”t 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 official
architecture (court houses, governors’ mansions) but also the
houses, churches, and market buildings of colonized peoples
grappling with newly introduced forms.?2 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 America, and elsewhere, 73

In the United States, African-American Studies (sometimes
also called Black Studies) has made important contributions to
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these theoretical debates as well as to the knowledge of African-

 American and Diaspora artists. African-American Studies, r}iuch
 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.?4 Whether or not a
canon is necessary (canons work both to include and exclude?, art
historians have worked at recuperating the history of African-
American artists, from highly trained sculptors and painters to
quiltmakers and potters. David Driskell was one of the foun.ders of
this movement, while Sharon Patton’s recent survey provides an
excellent introduction to the material and the issues.”s

Subaltern Studies

Pl discuss briefly here the work of the Subaltern Studies' Group,
although it could as easily have been included in the Marxism sec-
tion above. Subaltern Studies is the discipline of a loose collecnYe
of scholars who study colonial and postcolonial history, largely in
South Asia. The term “subaltern” (which literally means “.sub(')rd%—
nate”) comes from the work of Antonio Gramsci: he used it Fo indi-
cate the ways in which proletarian voices are deliberately sdenc.ed
by dominant, bourgeois capitalist narrat%ves.. 'Subaltern Studies
emphasizes that powerful institutions and mdmdugl.s (the govern-
ment, the Church, business leaders) control the ability apd oppor-
tunity to tell history and to represent what’s going on in soc‘lety,
even as they suppress the voices of protesters, the poor, revolution-
aries, women, the sick or disabled.”¢ ‘
Subaltern Studies seeks to recuperate those silenced voices,
especially those of peasants, merchants, small lan.d—l'lolder, 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 historical methods: scholars. refld the
sources produced by the dominant culture “from w1lth1n but
against the grain” so that subaltern voices emerge, and evidence of
agency and resistance can be uncovered.”? For ey.(ample, one o.f the
primary resources is court records, for trial testimony son?eu.mes
reveals subaltern voices representing themselves and their view-
points. As Gayatri Spivak notes, these voices are a necessary. and
pervasive part of such records, even though the records deliber-
ately try to suppress them.”8
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Practicing art history informed by

Cultural Studies/postcolonialism
To explore how this line of questioning might evolve, I'll talhce as afn
example a set of photographs froma geography book pubhsheg in
190g. These pages from The Harmsworth History of the World (Lo’r,x 02
190g) are captioned “Racial Contrasts undf:]{ the Brl’t’lsh‘Plag an
«Dusky Beauty and Ugliness Under the British Flag” (Figure 3.7).
This isn’t the kind of celebrated masterpiece you may be used to
but from a Cultural Studies/visual culture
work can be thought of as a “master-
tant is what that work tells us

Art history, Cultural Studies, and Visual Culture

Art historians, as well as anthropologists, film theorists, sociolo-
gists, and others, have created Visual Culture Studies as a distinctive
arena within Cultural Studies.?® 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 well 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.®3 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 of vision, image-making devices, and
visual skills,84

Browsing through some of the many readers in Visual Culture
Studies will give you a sense of this 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.

analyzing in art history,
perspective, whether or not:a.
piece” is irrelevant: what’s impor
about the culture in which it was produced. .
» Who is the intended audience? (In this case, an educated,. mi(‘i-

dle-class general readership of both sexes; the assumpt?on is

that they are British and white.) Why would such a collection of
pictures be made available to this audience?

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

AR EEGLISH BEAUTY

A TRENCH.CANADIAN GENTLEMAN

g
DUSKY BEAUTY AND UOLINESS UNDLI THb

3351

T
RACIAL CONIMASTS UNDER THE BRITISHE FLAS
3350

3.7 Pages from The Harmsworth History of the World (London 1909) captioned “Racial

Contrasts under the British Flag” and “Dusky Beauty and Ugliness under the
British Flag” (Coombes, Reinventing Affica, 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.

v

How would this collection of images help to shape the typical
reader’s sense of self and 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 Hall’s ideas about internalized self-othering be
relevant here? (To develop a line of questioning about the

reception of the image further, sce Chapter 4).

» 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” while 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”?
WhatKinds of racial hierarchy do all these words establish?

» In Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture and Popular Imagi-

nation in Late Victorian and Edwardian England (1gg7), 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

Aftican 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 the 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 artworks themselves appearing only as a
secondary object of analysis, if atall.

Although such a case study could appear in any chapter of this
book, let me take as an example here the repatriation of War God
figures, ahayu:da, to the Zuni people of New Mexico. (Repatriation
in this context is the return of an artwork to its rightful owner or
owners by a museum or other cultural institution.) My focus here is
not on the contextual or formal analysis of the figures themselves
but on the practice of repatriation, how and why it has unfolded,
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and its significance to the Zuni people‘, to museum Prailtllces, a:}l,d
to the culture at large.8> Cultural smd{es, postcolc_)mal eorir,t.1 e_
history of ideas, and Marxist/materialist perspectives are p;: j fc:n
rly useful in this analysis. I won’t reproduce a pl"lotogrilpdid an
ahayu:da here because, until very recen}tly, the Zuni pef)p e et
want these figures exhibited or pubhst'led {(some plcturdes ave
recently been allowed to circulate, ena_bhng mus.eums and p
collectors to identify such works in their possession).

» What is the legal basis for repatriation? In legal terms the War
Gods are considered “inalienable property”——that' 1s,.p.ropelrty
that cannot be sold or given away (alienated) by an 1nd1v1du? or
community. Thus, in legal terms, any War G.ods re.moved rom -
the Pueblo have been stolen. Several laws, mcl.ud.mg the 1990
Native American Graves Protection and Repamatxon Act, have
addressed this issue and established guidelines for the process
of repatriation. .

» What is the moral basis for repatriation, as 1t relates tc-) thet
history of relations between Zuni people and the dominan
culture? o

» What are the major concepts structuring this dlscop.rse—‘-}flort
example, the idea of inalienable propc'zrty, or the Zuni idea ; t;le
artworks are, in some sense, living beings and fnembe.rs )
community? What are the places of commor'lahty or dlffe;ence
in these ideas between the 7uni and the dominant culture?

» What is the process of repatriation? Wha}t are the power rel‘a—

tions at work in this process? Do the Zunt h_ave the community

and financial resources to press their claims? Do museums

resist these claims? .

» How does ideology work to shape the process of repatriation?

Think, for example, about the Western n(.)tlon of tk.le museltlhm

as an institution that permanently holds its collle.cnons, or de

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 of the public at large?

» What has repatriation meantto the Zuni people? Has _the re-turn
of the War Gods fostered a stronger sense of culmr.al .xdentx.ttyh or
renewal? Are there conflicing ideas about repatriation within
the community?

» Has the repatriation of Zuni War Gods cha.nged how the mu.se~
ums involved perceive their function? Has it changed collecting

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

Conclusion
This chapter has introduced a number of ways to address
c.ontextual questions in art history. These contextual ques-
tions have compelled art history to reach out to anthropol-
ogy, po}itical theory, sociology, and other disciplines. At the
same time, questions of context, with their political impli-
cations, also break down the barrier between academia and
the world at large, especially in relation to aspects of identity
such as gender, sexual orientation, race, and class.
' More than any other cluster of theories, the history of
fdeas, Marxism and materialism, feminisms, LGBTI Stud-
ies/Queer theory, cultural studies, and postcolonial theory
work to open up the art-historical canon, the list of accepted
« grea‘t” works of art and artists that are the primary focus of
art-historical study. These perspectives demand that we look
at advertising, industrial ceramics, women’s embroidery,
snapshots, missionary churches alongside Michelangelc;
and Monet. In her feminist and deconstructive critique of the
iax.mn, C.xriselda Pollock has pointed out that the canon is a
dxscurs.lve strategy for the production and reproduction of
sexual difference and its complex configurations with gender
and related modes of power.”8¢ From the perspectives pre-
sented in this chapter, we could argue that the art-historical
canon also works to produce and reproduce differences in
class, .sexuality, race, and ethnicity. Whether it continues to
do sois up to the practitioners of art history today.
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Chapter 4

Psychology and perceptioninart

How tl'le viewer experiences art is an Important subject in art histo

Th?re IS a great, and ancient, tradition of writing, called ekphrasis A
Wh%cf.l people describe works ofart (among other,things) and rec;)rlzll
their impressions of them, But art historians today also investigat

the psy.chologicallpsychical and physical aspects of the ex eri e
oflooking at art, This chapter will review the basic elementsp of se ncﬁ
ap;?roaches, starting with psychoanalytic theory and proceedin Ui

various tt.leories of reception and the gaze. Because of the co gl .
Interrelations of these theoretical approaches, and the need 1:0mp .
e.nt a lot of background materia] that isn’t dir’ectly used in the orac.
tice of art history today, I'll save the examples of art—hist(irii;

analysis for the end of the
_ chapter, rather than in i
with each section. persing them

Arthistory and psychoanalysis

Happy people have no stories,
Louise Bourgeois

Na_rrowly speaking, psychoanalysis is a method of analyzin

chic (psychological) phenomena and treating emotional )cliiso%dpsyj
!Jro.ac‘ily speaking, itis a philosophy of human consciousness bertil’
individual and social. Its modern founder is Sigmund Freud (;8 06
19 39),.an Austrian doctor who developed a therapeutic methodsf .
analyzmgr the unconscious through the interpretation of dr o
verbal slips, jokes, ete. and through the use of free associzj:lil:rj,
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reud himself, and many after him, applied the theory and practice

fanalysis 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 of individual 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

Frend galvanized late Victorian society when he argued that
repressed desire was at the root of human civilization. His work
revolutionized the way people thought about desire (sexual and
otherwise), about the workings of the mind, about 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. I'll 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 around and have fun all day; instead, we have to repress some
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. 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 difficult
business, and Freud named that place in ourselves where we store
our unfulfilled 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 sick. This is neurosis.
Unfortunately, human beings aren’t born equipped with the
psychic 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 of the libido, the individual’s psy-
chic (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 biological process is also pleasurable—this
is the first dawning of sexuality. After weaning, the child passes to
the anal stage. The anus becomes an erotogenic zone, and the
child takes a sadistic pleasure in defecation; at the same time, the
child is anarchic and aggressive,

As the erotogenic zone shifts from the anus to the genitals,
children pass into the phallic stage. Freud deliberately 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 rival: the boy has noticed that women have
1o penises, and he fears that hjs father will remove his penis, too.
He only resolves the conflict by realizing that he can possess his
mother vicariously by identifying with the father, thereby assum-
ing his appropriate sexual role in life. Similarly, the Electra com-
plex has its roots in the little gitl’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 of her own. She comes to blame
her mother for her perceived castration, and js 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, ego, and
superego. 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 better
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 satisfy these
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rges in acceptable ways eventually'builds memoriesdang Skelll(S)
rojection, rationalization, and dlsplac§ment_), an ; the ti(g)n
gradually becomes aware of itself as an enFlty. With the orn;aam-
of the ego, the individual becomes a self, instead of an filma gmsS
ation of urges and needs. While the ego may temporarily rep *
the id in fear of punishment, eventually these extema‘l sources o
punishment are internalized. The superego uses guilt and se i;
kreproach to enforce these rules anfi repress the 14. The supergggce
subdivisible into two parts: conscience and ego 1de?al. .Cfmscw‘:d ce
tells what is right and wrang, and forces the ego to inhibit thel idi
pursuit of morally acceptable, not pleasurable or even rea (;st;c,
goals. The ego ideal aims the indiYidual’s Path of h_fe ttlow.?u' ;Ce—:
ideal, perfect goals instilled by society. (This dy.namxc fa;xmg
ations for the understanding of the workings of ideo %,y,
discussed in Chapter 3.) In this way, Fhe psyche attempts to make
up for the loss of'the perfect life ex‘pe-rlenced asa baby. ok b
The idea that the self is split into warring parts has be
absorbed into pop culture, and so may not seem stra.nge to you,
but in Freud’s time it was revolutionary. Early W\.rennetti—fcen;irg
Burope had inherited the humanist idea of the unlﬁed self, vg i :
is whole and exercises free will and self—determmagon. re;l
undercut all this, although he did hold out the promise that Z
ego, the sense of self, can be strengthen.ed enough to manag
repressed desires and achieve a sense of umt’y. . A
Unfortunately, repressed desires aren’t just store in !
unconscious like unwanted files in an office warehouse; 1.nstea ,
like nuclear waste, they always seem to have a 'Way of leaking out.
According to Freud, there are a number of relatively harmless Wayz
in which repressed desires assert themselves. Fre-ud saw dl;?ams as
the expression of repressed desires that pla){ outin symb<.) 1lc te;n:1 t
because they are too disturbing to express dlre.crly and thin ; abo :
consciously. The unconscious also man1fest§ itself thrgug dpara
praxis: unexplainable failures of memory, mistakes, misrea 1lndgas,
mislayings (you can never seem tf) find your lieys (zln wef;.(SZ
mornings), and the odd misspeakings we call “Freu l;zm slip t;e
Freud argued that these aren’t rando.m oc?urrenc?s,. ult cefnl e
traced to unconscious wishes and intentions. Similarly, J(.) k :
aren’t just funny in the Freudian Wor?d: they express unconégli;lle
libidinal, aggressive, or anxious 1mpulse_s. However, l1 e
repressed desires are very strong, the ego Wlll have tq work exi
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 environmental factors on such condi-
tions). Freud developed psych

oanalysis, “the talking cure,” as a
way to heal psychic conflicts,

For Freud, human society operated like the individual psy-
che, but on a grand scale. Culture provides a way to express and
manage desires in conflict with one another and with society,
is at the same time the product of impulses denjed a more dir
sexual or aggressive satisfaction. Because social life origina
these irresolvable conflicts, civilization is always vulnerable
ical disruptions. From the First World War untl his death
as the Second World War began, Freud witnessed increasingly vio-

lent social crises, which he interpreted as irrational «

symptoms” of
these primal conflicts. In Civilization and its Discontents (1930), he
explored the consequences of repressing impulses in order to live

in society, He argued pessimistically that civilization must curtajl

the death instinct, but, if people are denjed the satisfactions of
aggression, they turn against themselves. 2

and
ectly
tes in
to rad-

0 1939,

Freud on art

Only in art does it still happen that a man who is
tonsumed by desires performs something resembling the
accomplishment of those desires and that what he does in
play produces emotional effects—thanks to artistic
illusion—just as though it were something real.
Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo (1912-13)3
Freud himself was extremely interested in art. He frequently illus-
trated his writings with examples drawn from art and literature—
and of course such names as the Oedipus complex derive from
Greek mythology. In fact, he kept a copy of Ingres’s Oedipus and the
Sphinx in his office and avidly collected art and antiquities,

Despite this intense interest, only two of Freud’s publications
directly analyze the visyal arts. In an essay on Michelangelo’s Moses
(1914), 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 close examination of the
figure’s posture and gestures. Freud argued that Michelangelo
depicted Moses just at the moment when he stops himself from
breaking the tablets. Thus Michelangelo represented an inhibited
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tion, Moses’s triumph over his passionate anger for the sake ofa
’ .
1g?1frl,zj:§ffi.o da Vind and a Memory of his Chiltflhood (1910), Fdreuclf
eveloped the pathographical apprf)ach, .applymg thelmeth? s (t)o
linical psychoanalysis to the ar.tlst’s life and wor :fl m{:nﬁ o
explain” the artist’s homosexuality, the slowqess wi wf ic y
orked, even his use of certain forms and motlfs_.5 Fr.eud ocus.ed
n Leonardo’s early childhood, which he spent with his unmame’
mother, only moving to his father's house later. One of Le.onalrdlci.s
childhood memories concerned a vuIFllre that came to him 1{1 h%s
:cradle, opened his mouth with its tail, and regeatedly sFruc< ]:
lips with it. (Strangely, it turns out that “vu.lture was 4 mlstsans -
tion of the Italian: the bird was actually a kite, a raptor tha(l; oesnd
have nearly the same degree of cultural resonan'ce.) Freud argue :
that this was actually a fantasy, transposed t(_) chlldhoc’)d, that cond
cealed Leonardo’s memories of nursing at his mot.her s breasi an :
also expressed his unconscious desire .for fellatio. The hrc;g ace
ment of his mother by the vulture indlcater that the c 1' v;rlgs
aware of his father’s absence and found himself al(.me ;Nlth 12
intensely affectionate mother. Freud draws a range of implication

jungian archetypes

One of Freud’s sometime collaborators, the ti?at people who.expenence n;]eT:tIEd by
Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung (1875—1961), disturbances or ll:nte.sszjljr:n a e
argued that the unconscious was not them. Ps.ychoana ysusl; " gs,o o
individual but collective and shared by all exploration of the arc de.typho,w ey
humanity. The collective uncenscious is a can heal by understanding y

i i iritual fives.
kind of knowledge we are all born with, our emotional and spiritual

though we are never conscious of it. In Man

. . ,
and His Symbols (1964) and other writings, In the mid-twentieth century, jungls ideas
Jung discussed the archetypes, key symbols were widely discussed among peop et o
or images, which, he argued, appear in the interested in psychoanalytic interpretation

’ , , istori more

istori i i d of art. Today, art historians are

arts, histories, philosophies, myths, an . _ are more
drea'ms of all cultures.® Archetypes include interested in culturally specific inter:

the shadow, the animus and anima, the pretations ofim?\ges, rat:ertl;an.:-:ot;s;t
mother, the divine couple, the trickster, cultural comparisons an rg;foglnce -
the child, and the maiden, among others. may w.ork to erase cultural differe
Because archetypes are not under conscious historical specificity.

control, we may fear them, and Jung argued
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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 of Freud’s theories unchallenged. At the same time, the
idea that human consciousness is affected by underlying motiva-
tions or thoughts, the realm of the unconscious, 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.” We come to be what we are
through an interrelation of bodies, through the complex transac-
tions that take place during infancy and early childhood between

our bodies and those around us. Such interactions are inevitably
situated in culture, and in history: parental roles, modes of caring

for children, the notion of the ideal individual all vary considerably

from one society or era to another. According to Eagleton, Freud

makes it possible for us to think of the development of the human

individual in social and historical terms even if Freud’s own pres-

entation of the material is often universalizing and ahistorical.

In fact, it’s important to recognize that Freud’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 conflict 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 social
control, working to eliminate ways of thinking, feeling, and behav-
ing thatare uncomfortable or inconvenient for society.

Feminists have been very vocal critics of Freud’s theories of the
body, sexuality, and individual development. These critiques have
emerged both within psychoanalysis (Karen Horney,® Helene
Deutsch,® Nancy Chodorow20) and outside it (Simone de
Beauvoir,1* Kate Millet12). Freud’s feminist critics note that ideas
such as the Oedipus and Electra complexes, the castration complex,
and penis envy reflect Freud’s experience of nineteenth-century
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bourgeois male culture, not the range of human experience. They
challenge the way Freud places the penis at the cepter of hurrfan
sexuality and his inability to see the clitoris and vagina as anything
other than inferior alternatives to it. In Freud’s terms, female se).(u-
ality is never without conflict and not really fully resolvable, unlike
exuality.
malérsitics such as Judith Butler have challenged the ways that Freud
privileges heterosexuality by making it the normatiye rn:)del. fo.r ali
sexualities and sexual identities, with homosexuality fl. .de\'natlon
fom that norm.13 Freud did break new ground by insisting l'h?:lt
heterosexuality is not natural or inevitable: he said t.hat everyone is
born bisexual and everyone experiences a homoerotic phase of psy-
chosexual development, and argued that the search foxj a sexual
object can lead either to heterosexuality or hOfnosexuahty.. At the
same time, he regarded homosexuality as undesirable, and, in many
respects, pathological; for him, it was an immature form of Semﬁ_
ity typically resulting from bad or incompletely processed child-
eriences. .
hoolcrili)eqr)ms of Ereud’s specific contributions to the st}ldy (?f art, hl.S
pathographical method is not an approach thatart hfstorlans typi-
cally utilize today, although psychoanalysts sometumes d(?. The
method faces real challenges in terms of the nature of thcj. evidence
available. It's difficult enough to diagnose a patient with whom
you can speak, much less one you know through docufne)nts or
works of art. And if it’s a challenge to understand an a_mst § con-
scious intentions (see Chapter 5), how much harder is it to under-
stand her unconscious intentions? There’s a fundamental
question here, 00, about the nature of works of arF: doworks o_f art
really function like parapraxes Or jokes, exprc?ssmg unconscious
desires? Pathography assumes that the meanings (whfether con-
scious or unconscious) an artist invests in a work are primary, and
it potentially overlooks the role of patrons or SItters, and th.e larger
social context. In his essay “Leonardo and Freud: An Art Historical
Study,” Meyer Schapiro points out that Freud’s .frz}mework does
not allow Leonardo’s work to be related to his artistic context. The
features of such figures as the Mona Lisa and St. 1_Xnne are not onl.y
significant for Leonardo’s personality or pure 1nven‘tlon on his
part, but exist within the larger history of art of th?lt t,lme. ?n sup-
port of his critique, Schapiro notes that Mona Lisa’s s’mlle was
probably adopted from the sculptural style of Leonardo’s master,
Verrocchio. 4
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Object relations theory and
the nature of creativity

influenced a number of art historians and

The Austrian psychoanalyst Melanie Klein
critics, including Adrian Stokes and Richard

(1882—19060) closely examined artistic

creativity in the context of human psychic Wollheim (see below).

development. In her essay “Infantile Anxiety

Situations Reflected in a Work of Art and in Also strongly influenced by Klein, the British
the Creative Impulse (192g), Klein argues psychoanalyst D.W. Winnicott (1896—-1971)

that the creative impulse stems from a desire  located the origins of creativity in the early

to make reparation. According to Klein, pre-Oedipal relationship of mother and
because of its frustrated desires, the infant child. 16 Winnicott noted that between four
experiences contradictory phantasies (sic) and twelve months of age babies become
about the maternal body: phantasies of attached to what he called the transitional
erotic possession (the “good breast”) and object, such as a blanket, stuffed animal,
phantasies of violent dismemberment (the pacifier, etc. Similarly, there are transitional
“bad breast”). (Klein deliberately spelied phenomena, such as singing, babbling, and
phantasies with a “ph” to distinguish these 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
making art is one way to make reparation, creative pursuits later in life: the transitional
to atone for the fantasies of hatred and object serves as a template for all art, which
destruction that the infant harbored about always, for Winnicott, has a transitional

the maternal body.15 The Kleinian view of function, standing in for something else.

art as a kind of “constructive guilt”

simmering unconscious dramas from
ordinary fantasies and daydreaming.)
This creates a profound psychic conflict in
the infant that it carries throughout life;

Basic Lacan
In the mid-twentieth century, the French psychoanalyst Jacques
Lacan (19or-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 of the uncon-
scious, which is the true foundation of all 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 of Lacan’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 Lévi-Strauss (b. 1908) and the semiotician
Ferdinand Saussure (see Chapters 2 and s). 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).17
Lacan built on this idea, emphasizing that Freud’s dream analyses
and most of his analyses of the unconscious symbolism used by hibt
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 “signifying 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 signifying chain is
constantly shifting 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 stabilize the chain of signifiers so that mean-
mg——including the meaning of “I”—becomes possible. Of course
this “I” is only an illusion, an image of stability and meaning cre-
ated by a 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 self and 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 loss or lack; the Real is all fullness and com-
pleteness, where there’s no need that can’t be satisfied. And

because there is no absence or loss or lack, there is no language in
the Real. Lacan says that language is always about loss or absence:
ou only need words when the object youwantis gone. 7

Between six and eighteen months of age, the baby starts to be
‘ble to distinguish between its body and everything else in the

HAPTER 4 PSYCHOLOGY AND PERCEPTION IN ART



world. 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 “selfjother” doesn’t exist, because the baby still
doesn’thave a coherent sense of “self”.) That awareness of separa-
tion, or the fact of otherness, creates anxiety and loss. At this point,
the baby shifts from having needs to having demands, which can’t
be satisfied with objects.

At some point in this period, the baby will see itself in a mirror.
It will look at its reflection, then look hack at a real person—its
mother, or someone else—then look again at the mirror image.
The baby sees an image in the mirror; it thinks, “that’s me there.”
Of course, it’s not the baby; it’s only an image of the baby. But the
mother, or some 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 of itself as a whole person.

The baby’s experience of misrecognizing itself in its mirror
image creates the ego, the conscious sense of self. To Lacan, ego is
always on some level a fantasy, an identification with an external
image. This is why Lacan calls the phase of demand, and the mir-
ror stage, the realm of the 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)identifying with
this ideal ego. The fiction of the stable, whole, unified self that the
baby sees in the mirror compensates for having lost the original
oneness with the mother’s body that the baby enjoyed in the Real.

Once the baby has formulated some idea of Otherness, and of a
self identified with its own “other,” its own mirror image, then it
begins to enter the Symbolic, which is the realm of culture and lan-
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 “I” that was discovered in
the Imaginary. To enter the Symbolic as speaking subjects,
humans must obey the laws and rules of language. Lacan calls the
rules of language the Law-of-the-Father in order to link the entry
into the Symbolic to Freud’s notion of the Oedipus, Electra, and
castration complexes, with their pivotal figure of the angry father.

The Law-of-the-Father (or Name-of-the-Father) is another
term for the Other, for the center of the 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 of the 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 to be (or have), but no element of the system can
ever take the place of the center: the desire to be the center, to rule
the system, is never satisfied. The individual’s position in the Sym-
bolic is fixed by the Phallus. Unlike the unconscious, the chains 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 stops play, sq
that signifiers can have some stable meaning in the conscious
world, even if that stable meaning is an illusion.

Lacanon 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. g6), although he insisted at the
same time on the historical specificity of art, what he called “social
recognition.” That s, artisn’t only private fantasy: it belongs also to
the public arena of history and culture. In The Ethics of Psychoanalysis
(1959-60), Lacan writes that “no correct evaluation of sublimation
in art is possible if we overlook the fact that all artistic production,
including especially that of the fine arts, is historically situated. You
don’t paint in Picasso’s time as you painted in Veldzquez’s.”18

In The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis (1964}, Lacan
asserts that, in addressing art, psychoanalysis must go beyond
Freud’s pathobiographical concerns.9 Art, for Lacan, is about lack:
“A work of art always involves encircling the Thing.” That word
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 to address not only the artist’s own psyche, but
also the larger social dimensions of sublimation through art.

Lacan’s critics

Among Lacan’s fiercest critics and defenders are feminist
psychoanalysts, who have found his re-reading of Freud both
enormously liberating and deeply problematic. Lacan’s elimination
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of much of Freud’s biological essentialism is a huge plus. But fem-
inists, following in part the example of Melanie Klein, have argued
for the centrality of the maternal function and its importance in the
development of subjectivity and access to culture and language. If,
as Freud and Lacan suggest, our primary motivation for entering the
social realm is fear of the father, then more of us should be
psychotic. The missing piece in their theories, according to feminist
critics, is motherhood. In Tales of Love (x987), for example, the
French psychoanalyst and linguist Julia Kristeva (b. 1941) 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 function 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 function of meeting 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
awoman and as a mother, a woman both loves and desires and as
such she is primarily a social and speaking being. As a woman and
amother, 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,
displacing 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 of the 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 of talking about women'’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). For Irigaray, female desx.re is like a lost civ-
ilization whose language hasn’t been deciphered. Becguse
Western philosophy, since the Ancient Greeks, l}a.s emphagz.ed
the visible and concrete over the absent or invisible, feminine
desire is erased or subsumed into male desire. Irigaray ax‘fgues that
we must find specifically female imaginary and symbolic realms,
challenging the necessity of the monolithic law of the father. She
takes a radical step in this direction in arguing that female sexual
pleasure (jouissance) is of a completely different order from @ale
sexnal pleasure. In a celebrated passage, she explores the unique-
ness of women’s sexuality, for woman touches herself all tl}e
time—via the “two lips” of the yagina—whereas a man needs
something external (the hand, vagina, language) to touch the
penis to produce pleasure. _ N
Just as Irigaray explored the notion of a ‘umque . feml/n\me
sexuality, French novelist, playwright, and feminist ThE(E)lElSt H,ellene
Cixous proposes the idea of a unique female way of wn‘nng, /ecril’n'tre
féminine, as a way of breaking free from patriarchy.23 Ecriture ﬁemmu?e
is an “Other” mode of discourse—it subverts ‘the Rhgllf)cen_trlc
symbolic order even as it is repressed by it._ Ecm}:re féminine gives
voice to that which is silenced or marginalized in thf: masculine
symbolic order. Critics have sometimes interprete_d this as an ess-
entialist idea (see Chapter 3), but Cixous empbhasizes that neither
woman nor language is natural—they are both socially consFructed.
Along with other feminists, Americar‘l li.terary theorist Iar.1e
Gallop (b. 1952) has challenged Lacan’s insistence on the split,
the divided subject.2+ The antagonistic model, Gz%llop S}Aggests,
emerges from a certain male-centered ideology 1‘n.wh1ch both
Freud and Lacan are immersed. She points to feminist and po.st-
colonial theorists who have critiqued the processes of Otherm”g
that are foundational to what Europeans call “Western culture”:
the Self, in this scenario, is always white an.d male:, the OFher
always female or dark-skinned. She charactérlzes this Ot'henng,
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 relatlor_lsplp
to the unconscious has to be adversarial, constantly undermmlr?g
the ego. She draws on Freud’s Psychopathology o_f Fveryday Life
(19o1) and other writings that present the unconscious as a won-
derful ally and a tremendous resource.?>

101 | CHAPTER 4 PSYCHOLOGY AND PERCEPTION IN ART



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 word and
unable to address grammar or context.26 Shifting from a Saus-
surean to a Peircean framework, for me at least, addresses a num-
ber of these 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 process, the effect of art on the viewer, as well as the issues of
reception discussed below. Some of this work is not central to the
practice of art history today (such as Freud's pathobiographic
method, discussed above), and so Iwon’t review it here just for his-
toriography’s sake. Instead, I’ll focus on recent works by philoso-
pher Richard Wollheim, art historians Suzanne Preston Blier and
Rosalind Krauss, and literary theorist and art historian Mieke Bal,
who all use psychoanalytic theory to discuss art in provocative
ways.

In Painting as an Art (1984), Richard Wollheim analyzes paint-
ings as parapraxes, actions motivated by unconscious intentions.2?
He demonstrates that the explanatory roles of painter and painting
can be reversed: the painting reveals the painter’s intentions no
less than the painter’s intentions illuminate the painting. Drawing
heavily on the work of the psychoanalyst Melanie Klein2® and the
critic Adrian Stokes,?9 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 some 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 Bocio figure, Fon people,

Benin. Ben Heller
Collection, New York.

In her book Affican Vodun (1995), the American art historian
Suzanne Preston Blier brings psychoanalytic theory to bear on the
investigation of small sculptures called bo or bocio, made by t}.1e Fon
people of Dahomey (now Benin) (Figure 4.1). Psych(?analytlc the-
ory, particularly the notion of transferences, helps Blier to unpack
the spiritual and political power of their sculptures. She fioes not
regard bocio as parapraxes that provide insight into the artl.st’s psy-
che, but as therapeutic tools, helping to achieve the psychic health
of the individual and the community. Bocio sculptures are active in
the world—they deflect or absorb harmful forces, such as sick-
ness. To male 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 of the owner (thus
undercutting the notion of “the artist” since several people would
participate in the process of creating the work).3° ’ .

According to Blier, the person who acquires a bocio projects
onto it his or her own anxiety in order to restore a sense of balance
and control. So, for example, a man whose daughter rejected a
suitor whom he himself had selected commissioned a bocio that
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represented her. This boce 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 of transference takes
place. Just 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” gesthetically, culturally,
and intellectually in a local context. She thereby enables the outside
viewer to make sense of them as well. Thinking 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 of Fon 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 strong 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 of modern art.31 Borrowing a phrase from
the German philosopher Walter Benjamin (1892-1940), Krauss
examines the “optical unconscious” of modern art, focusing on
the way in which a number of different modern artists, including
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 itis with what is internal to the organism that houses it.” Krauss
argues that the formalist history of modern art, as practiced by
Clement Greenberg or Michael Fried, has focused on formal and
optical works of art at the expense of art generated from the uncon-
scious. 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, 1 l_lave d.reams about
human-headed birds too!”) but by the way 'm which the work
positions the spectator and by formal qualities such as rhythm,
iati d repetition. .
Vanztslolrllé: rLey 1;oint of reference in charting visugl relanon§,
Krauss uses two diagrams derived from psychoanalysis: the Kllel'n
group and Lacan’s L-Schema (Figure§ .4.2 and 4.3). The Ken(li
group diagram describes the opposition betv'veen ﬁgure an
ground, and the implied opposition between their ‘op.posmes, not-
figure and not-ground. Lacan’s L-Schema uses a similar strucFurS
to graph the subjectasan effectof thc.z unconscious: he're the pa}red
oppositions occur between an imagined self and a mlsrelcggn;ztif
object, and between the unconscious Other an.d tl}e resu. Flng el .
Krauss uses these charts to analyze modern artists mveane Worz
ing processes, such as Max Ernst's collage technique an
Duchamp’s readymades. For example, Krauss shows that Fjrnst
created his collages not only by clipping imgges from magazines,
catalogues, scientific manuals, etc., and adding elements to them,

figure

round ! 3
; " serigl repetition

4.2 Klein Group diagram field of synchrony
. “yisual as such”

automaton

not ground
(part objects) (figures of absence)
“belong to me”
(Es)S a’ other

4.3 Lacan L-schema diagram

(ego)a
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but also by removing unwanted elements from those pages—a
subtractive as well as an additive process.

Art historians have also turned to the idea of the 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 of itselfis not unified and identical with the self, but
is the product of its relation to the other (the mirror image). In this
vein, Mieke Bal has written a provocative analysis of Caravaggio’s
painting of Narcissus.32 In Greek myth, Narcissus wastes away
when he falls in love with his own reflection in a pool of water: as
Bal points out, he mistakes a sign for reality. Bal rewrites Lacan’s
narrative of the mirror stage through Caravaggio’s image. She
points out that the “real” body of Narcissus in the painting is dis-
jointed and fragmentary: the knee projects out into the viewer’s
space, while the reflected Narcissus is much more coherent. Bal
departs from Lacan’s theory in noting the presence of the viewer in
this exchange: the sharply foreshortened knee of Narcissus is rec-

ognizable as such only from the viewer’s vantage point. So the mir- -

ror stage in Bal’s account becomes not a story of self and other, but
of intersubjectivity—the Ifyou exchange that incorporates the
viewer.

The gaze

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

Preud observed that desire is crucially involved in the process of
looking, 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. Following Lacan,
psychoanalytic theorists use “Gaze” to refer to the process of look-
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 (thatis, through representation) that the
subject can make his or her desire for the lost object known. So, for
Lacan, looking at art is not a neutral process: instead, the viewer is
a desiring subject open to the captivation exerted by the work of
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, Barbara Kruger, Your Gaze Hits

* relationship between the gaze

the Side of My Face, 1981.
Collage.

The text signals the power of
Jooking — and the complex

and violence. Kruger's use of a
classical sculpture, rather than an
actual woman, connects this issue
to the history of art, and the
ability of male artists to look
while wamen can anly be looked
at. At the same time, the gender
identity of the viewer (“you”) is
open, rendering the image doubly
ambiguous and disturbing.

art, In fact, Lacan argues provocatively that the function gf th.e
work of art, especially a painting employing li.near perspective, 1s
to “trap” the gaze (dompte-regard), because the image (falsely) puts
the viewer in the position of the eye (Figure 4.4).33 .

A lot of contemporary theorizing about the Gaze emergfed in
film theory, which emphasized the psychic Process and experience
of viewing. In her groundbreaking essay “Visual Pleas.ur.e and Ngr—
rative Cinema” (1975), English filmmaker and .fen?lms.t theorls't
Laura Mulvey challenged patriarchal model§ of viewing in her cri-
tique of classic Hollywood cinema.3# Drawing on psychoanalyt.lc
theory, Mulvey argued that viewers derive p.leasure from films in
two ways: through scopophilia (or voyeurl.sm), the pleasure in
looking, and through identification with the ideal ego, repr-esented
by the on-screen hero. Hollywood cinema reﬂects arfd 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 t}}e 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 flow of the
narrative—she is pure spectacle. (If you’re not sure what Mulvey
means by this, check out the opening credits of Hitchcock’s Rear
Window, which perfectly illustrates her thesis. While you're at it,
the opening credits of Desperately 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 pointout that he’s white, too).
The viewer can easily identify with the hero on screen, and can also
get full pleasure out of looking at the female object of desire flash-
ing across the screen. The straight (and white) female viewer isn’t
left with much. Does she suppress her identity in order to identify
with the male hero? Does she identify with the passive spectacle of
womanhood on the screen? Classic Hollywood cinema forecloses
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 women to possess the gaze or to
be excluded from it due to such factors as sexual orientation, class,
or race. Similarly, a woman viewer may indeed identify with a male
protagonist, even if the Hollywood machine doesn’t intend her to;
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 clear-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 of the 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 class as
factors shaping the gaze and subjectivity in general in ways that the
theories of vision generated within art history and the psychology
ofart, though provocative, have often failed to do.
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eception theory I: the psychology of art

Interpretation on the part of the image maker must always be
matched by the interpretation of the viewer.
No image tells its own story.

Ernst Gombrich, The Image and the Eye (1982)

Reception theory shifts attention from the artist to the Viex‘»v.er. The
history of reception may focus on what contemporary critics and
other viewers had to say about a particular artist or works of art, or
it might trace the history of taste, as in Francis Haskell’s Taste and
the Antique: The Lure of Classical Sculpture, 1500~1900 (1981).. The
psychology of art, meanwhile, is concerned with tl‘le ps‘ychlc and -
physiological aspects of viewing works of art. The 1(.1621 is that the
viewer actively completes the work of art. The art historian Ernst
Gombrich (1gog—2001) calls this the “beholder’s share,” the stock
of images stored in the viewer’s mind that she brings to t-he process
of viewing art. Interest in reception has been strong in psycho-
analysis, art history, and literary theory, and the development of
reception theory has been an interdisciplinary effort. o
Art historians have long discussed what we would identify as
issues of reception. In The Group Portraiture of Holland, first
published in 1902, Alois Riegl observed that the painters of Dutch
group portraits assumed an ideal viewer who C(?uld geggnate the
interplay between collective and individual 1de{1Uty in these
images.36 However, it was the conjunction of art .hlstory, psycho-
analysis, and Gestalt psychology in the early twentxgth century that
crystallized this line of questioning. The art historian and‘p‘sycho-
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 _amst———and,
vicariously, the spectator—secures psychic gratifications that 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 it; and, secondly, the regressive gratiﬁcadons are not
related to specific desires but come from recognizing that there are
such sources of pleasure that may still be tapped.37 Kris was partly
inspired in this work by Freud’s Jokes and their Relatwn' tlo the
Unconscious (19os), which Freud himself 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 of the past. In 1973,

the American literary critic Harold Bloom
published a widely read and influential book
about these processes called The Anxiety of
Influence. In it, Bloom argues that new poems
originate mainly from old poems because the
primary struggle of the young poet is against
the old masters. The young poet must “clear
imaginative space” for her own work through
a “creative misreading” of previous literature.
According to Bloom, only gifted poets can
overcome this anxiety of influence; lesser
artists become derivative flatterers and never
achieve greatness for themselves. The truly
great poet, however, will succeed in making
us read the earlier works through the lens

of her creative misreading.39

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

which David, Ingres, and Delacroix perceived
their places in artistic tradition and negotiated
the promise—and the burden—of tradition.
Tradition, he points out, “supplies every
reason for activity and celebration” when

it inspires and excites us. At the same time,
for the artist who is obliged by a stylistic
consensus (for example, neoclassicism) to
imitate the art of the past, or who perceives
himself as 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 of the Riviére
family, Bryson argues that for Ingres, the
meaning of a painting is always, explicitly,
another painting. The Riviére portraits
reference works by Raphael, and in so doing,
set up a signifying chain, a series of dispface-
ments in which no sign, no image, stands
alone. The portrait of Mme Riviére may
reference Raphael’s Madonna of the Chair,

but only by way of the 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 social character of
art imposes limits upon what psychoanalysis can explain: Gom-
brich doesn’t see psychoanalysis as fully addressing either the
social, political, and religious context in which the artist had to
work, or the choices the artist must make within “the logic of the
situation.” (Of course, this is something that Lacan emphasized as
well.) Gombrich’s basic question is not about the classification or
description of artistic styles, as it was for so many of his contempo-
raries, but the question of how style comes into being—the idea,
which he takes from Wolfflin, that “not everything is possible in
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every period.” Gombrich argues that the illusionisti(f style—the
representation of the real—is a lot more complex th.an‘lt m?y se_em
at first to people like us, who are used to negotla.nng 1111181.011.
Gombrich uses a wide range of imagery, f[OITl Re_nalssance paint-
ing to cartoons and advertising images, to build his .argl}ment. F(t)r
example, he reproduces the famous dx{cl<lrabb}t dlagrarrT 0
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, which we
can see as either a duck or a rabbit but
never as both simultaneously, to
argue that we cannot simultaneously
see bath a painting itself (as literally
paint on canvas) and the
representational illusion it creates. In
Art and Its Object (1980), Richard
Wollheim rejects this claim, arguing
that such artists as Titian and
Vermeer use their virtuoso skills with
line, color, and brushwork to focus our
attention on patticular
representational effects; Wollheim
asserts that this wouldn’t work if we
had to alternate our gaze between the
materiality of the work and the
illusion of representation it creates.

For Gombrich, the work of art is fundamentally the record.of a
perception that is itself shaped by the previous r.epresentamons
available to the artist in his/her tradition. In one of his most} famqus
works, Art and Musion (1960}, Gombrich outlines the. way in which
images are created via a process of testing not unlike that of Fhe
sciences. When an artist confronts a problem, suchas represenpng
the human face, she turns o tradition, to the work of previous
artists, for a formula or schema that she can use to create .her
image. As she works with these available schemata,' she realizes
that they are inadequate for the task f’f represennng. her (;v;rn
perceptual findings, and she must modify Fhem ac.cordmgly. he
modified schemata then enter the repertoire of visual schemata

o a1
available for use, testing, and modification by other artists.
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The psychologist and art theorist Rudolf Arnheim (b. 1g04) 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 Berlin with major figures in the field; the word Gestalt in German
means simply “shape” or “form,” and Gestalt psychology focuses
on experiments in sensory perception. To support his arguments
about the nature of visual thinking, 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 196g book Visual Thinking, Arnheim expanded
his challenge to the idea that verbally articulated thought precedes
perception. He argued thatartistic expression is a form of reason—
“A person who paints, writes, composes, dances, I felt compelled
to say, thinks with his senses.” In works such as The Power of the
Center (1982) and The Dynamics of Architectural Form (1977) he has
explored particular spatial and pictorial patterns, such as the grid,
and argues that form and content are inextricably intertwined.#2

Norman Bryson and others have critiqued the psychology of art
for focusing exclusively on the artist’s “arc of inner 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
viewer are all situated. In Visual Theory (xg91), 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 world as an ocular spectacle but never reacting to the
world’s meanings, basking in and recording his perceptions but
apparently doing so in some extraterritorial zone, off the social
map.”#3 It's an issue that Gombrich and Arnheim both acknowl-
edged at various points in their writing, and art-history students
today, while employing Arnheim’s and Gombrich’s work to
achieve fresh perspectives on perception and the viewing process,
also address social and historical issues atthe same time.
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Reception theory Il: reader response theory
and the aesthetics of reception

The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumqable centres of
culture . . . The reader is the space on which all the quotations thc&t mql«a
up a writing are inscribed without any of them beujg los'f; a text’s unity
lies not in its origin but in its destination. Yet this c!esunatu?n cannot
any longer be personal: the teader is without history, bwgriph'y,
psychology; . . . the reader] is simply that someone who hol.ds togq 81‘1;
a singlefield all the traces by which the written text is constituted.

Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text (1973)

According to reader-response theory, meaning happens through
reading—it doesn’t exist as a pre-given element of the 'text. Reacll:
ing isn’t for the lazy: the reader has to make connections, fill (1111
gaps, draw inferences, and make hypotbe.ses. as she proceeds
through the text. Without the active participation of Fhe reader,
there wouldr’t be any text. The Polish literary.theorlst Roman
Ingarden (1893-1970) said that the text is nothing more.than a
series of schemata—predictable or usual patterns—which the
reader then interprets and shapes into meaningful language.**
The reader brings “pre-understandings,” a set f)f contexts and
beliefs and expectations, to the work. The idea is that there are
three interconnected worlds: the world of the author, the world of

the text, and the world of the reader.

the world of the world of
the author the text

\ the world of /

the reader

When she picks up a book, the reader encounters not the world
of the author, but the world of the text. The world.of the author
(her tastes, interests, experiences, goals) has certainly h.elped. to
shape the world of the text, but it’s not as if the two are identical
(not even in autobiography, where the authf)r will include or
exclude all sorts of events and emotions for various reasons). And,
of course, as the author has worked on the book, the world of the
text has shaped the world of the author. Fu.rthermore, the readfzr
brings her own world to the process of reading that bo'ok, and, .m
turn, her world may be affected by the experience of hav'mg read it.

The German literary critic Wolfgang Iser (b. 1926), in The Act of
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 of the actual reader. The reader who is familiar with the strat-
egies and repertoires employed in the text will have a fuller, 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 us. Literature doesn’t simply reinforce what
we already think and know, it gives us new ways to think and see and
understand. Although Iser more or less ignores the social and
historical dimensions of reading, German literary theorist Hans
Robert Jauss (1921-1997) emphasizes that people within a culture
share a common set of understandings about what’s possible or
probable. 46 He calls 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 they are received by readers. (In
relation to this, you may want to think about the idea of unlimited
semiosis and the practical 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
him, 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. For example, Fish’s
essay “Surprised by Sin: The Reader in Paradise Lost” (1967) argues
that the text of Paradise Lost employs a number of literary 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 mistaken—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.4?

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 stabilize meaning, to eliminate the
text’s multiple possibilities and pin down one true meaning.
Roland Barthes, in The Pleasure of the Text (1973), opposes this idea
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by saying that the pleasure of the text lies not in pinnin.gr ldown
meaning, but in enjoying the free play of words—the ghdlng of
signs—as the reader catches provocative glimpses of .rneanmg‘s
that surface only to submerge again.*& (I sometimes think of this
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 visual art—and, indeed, we can regard a “text”
as an image, sound, gesture, or any other cultural pllenome’fuun Fu
be interpreted. In a series of books and articles ranging widely in
European art, the German art historian Wolfgang Kemp (b. 1946)
has outlined a methodology and history for the process of what
have been called the aesthetics of reception.*® Kemp argues that
the context of reception—the conditions of access and conditi(?ns
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 ina museum
has a great deal to do with how the work is seen. In fact, .Kemp is
highly critical of the institutions and modern techniques of repro-
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 notion of the implied beholc.ier-——-
the idea that the work of art implies a particular viewer or tries to
setup a particular viewing experience. Related to this is the is§ue of
«forms of address,” the ways in which elements or figures in the
image interrelate with each other and with the viewer. (See %ﬂso the
discussion of deixis in Chapter 2.) Sometimes in a painting, for
example, a figure makes eye contact with the viewer to d}'aw 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. Similarly, 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—for example, by the placemel?t of
doorways, staircases, hallways, etc. (Similar attention to various
viewing positions, the forms and directions of the gaze, emerges
within film studies.) .
Kemp also calls on art historians to pay attention to the ways 1n
which the artwork is unfinished or indeterminate. This doesn’t
mean literally that brushstrokes or bricks are missing, but that the
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spectator, as part of the 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 actually there—they are often used deliberately to
emphasize schemata and are meant to trigger particular responses
in the viewer.

4.6 Edouard Manet,
Olympia, 1863. Oif
on canvas. Musée
d’Orsay, Paris.

Practicing reception theory/psychoanalytic
art history

Edouard Manet’s Olympia, 1863 (Figure 4.6), and Yasumasa
Morimura’s Futago, 19go (Figure 4.7), have an obvious relationship
to each other, and I'll develop lines of questioning for them both
individually and together. Manet’s painting is, of course, one of the
most celebrated works of the nineteenth century. Rather than
painting a classical nude, Manet depicts a woman (the mode] Vic-
torine Meurent) who seems to be a prostitute or courtesan. She
challenges the viewer with her stare, even as a black servant (an
Afro-European woman named Laure) presents her with a bouquet
of flowers. Morimura’s image reimagines Manet’s painting as part
of a series of photographs in which Morimura restaged great
works of art with himself as protagonist. Morimura takes care to
replicate Victorine’s pose—the hand pressed in front of the 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 flower-embroidered shawl and kitten are
replaced with a lavishly decorated kimono and a waving cat statue
{a sign of luck displayed in many Japanese homes and shops).

4.7 Yasumasa
Morimura, Futago,
19g0. Cibachrome
print. Logan
Collection/San
Francisco Museum
of Modern Art.

»  Each of these works sets up a complicated relationship with the L in these works—how is it operating? Ana-

viewer. Is there an implied ideal viewer for either work? If so, » The gaze Is critica or it terms of film theory. Does
. . o i s, .
how is that established? Does Manet’s painting imply that the lyze this in Lacanian terms, Of | oppositional gaze” in relation
viewer is a client or lover, and, if so, is the viewer a welcome Morimura’s vx.ror.k re;present an "OpP
guest or an unexpected intruder? Is there an implied gender, to Manet's panting: ) cace be at work here?
. . . . . : a f
race, class, or sexual orientation to the viewer of Manet’s paint- » How might the notion of the mirror $ glook oo the image
. . . . er
ing? If so, what are the schemata that help establish this What is the sense of self—‘d. oes the view o s image 2 2
implied viewer? a5 into a mirror? Has Morimura Loolfe‘j 2;\t/[ irtl’es image a mir-
R . « ino” back to Man

» The kinds of issues raised by Kemp in terms of “forms of mirror image? Is he lreﬂft??n’rrlﬁe fragmented self? How might
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» Morimura’s Futago raises the issue of the anxiety of influence,
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 1989. 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 1865. If you 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
about what'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 art is at work in either of these images?

4.8 Louise Bourgeois, Maman,
1999. Steel and marble.
Tate Modern, London.

Over thirty feet tall, Maman (Figure 4.8) depicts a pregnant spider
that is overwhelming, even menacing, and yet, at the same time,
somehow fragile. The title 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, subtle and as indispen-
sable as a spider. She was able to look after herself.”
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4.9 Shirin Neshat, Fervor,

» 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 of the 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 of transference or the idea of the 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 small 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? If you think of this sculpture
as an image of the 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 little nervous to walk under thatsac. . .)

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 US. Her work 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 gender, culture, and
the gaze.

» The eye of the camera here is Neshat’s eye: how does the shoot-
ing of the film reflect her sense of herselfas living between two
worlds, 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 easy assumptions
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 of the video, a large black
screen physically separates her from the male protagonist.
Neshat asserts that the piece is about the clash between sexual
desire and social 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 of Neshat’s
film turns to face the camera? What are the implications for the
gendering of the gaze? What is the significance of this gaze for
Neshat's representation not of “women” but of Muslim
women?

» Postcolonial and Subaltern Studies theory may also help you
here. How does Neshat’s film work to represent the complex
voices and experiences of Muslim women? How do stereotypes

around gender, race, and religion often work to silence Muslim
women?

Conclusion

Psychoanalysis and reception theory provide challenging and
provocative perspectives on the visual arts. These theories
open up art history to fundamental questions about the self,
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and society. If psychoanalysis destabilizes our
f challenging whatwe think we know about our-

clves, it also destabilizes our S€nse of our own dlS(?lpllIle,
’ about the artist’s intentions or
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. knowledge,
Michel de Montaigne, “Of the Art of Conferring” (1 580)

Hermeneuti
neutics focuses on the theory and practice of interpretation

texts, and it has since been a
and cultural practices.

The hermeneutic trio

Alth
e I(l)sutgh a nur'nb.er of scholars have made important contrib-
0 non-biblical hermeneutics, three in particular stand out.

1
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In the nineteenth century, the German scholar Wilhelm Dilthey

(1831—1911) did a great deal to broaden the scope of hermeneutics.

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 of the human

sciences was understanding, while the goal of the natural sciences

was objective explanation.® “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 another
person or the culture of another era.

In the twentieth century, the German philosopher Martin
Heidegger (188g-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 of Freiburg.2 Nonetheless, his major work, 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 of it, 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, for he says that
“the human being is indeed in its nature given to speech—it is
linguistic.”# In this view, language isn’t just a tool for conveying
information; instead, itis our way of being 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 reflect 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 work of art has a special character: it is “a being in the
Open” and “opens up a world.”® 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 of being, for they give “to
things their look and to men their outlook on themselves.”” When
art functions in this way, it can clarify and make coherent any num-
ber of related practices. But, at the same time, art cannot itself be
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 of human experi-
ence. Heidegger argued strenuously against this kind of aesthetic
appreciation of art; for him, art is about experience, not about 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 functions to shape human experience. (Just imagine a
conversation between Heidegger and Panofsky . . .)

The leading contemporary hermeneutician, the late German
philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer (19goo—2002), was Heidegger’s
student. In his major work, Truth and Method (1960), Gadamer
engaged with the history of Western 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 of literature—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 declares that “the work of
artis one with the history of its effects.”0

Gadamer thought of interpretation not as a sympathetic leap
into another’s mind, but as a process of language and communica-
tion. He insisted that the hermeneuticist in search of understand-
ing cannot overcome historical distance from her subject. [.Jsing
art as his paradigm, Gadamer argued that the contemporary intex-
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. For Gadamer, the interpretation of a work of
art is a dialogue: the hermeneuticist tries to alter her own horizon
to encompass the horizon of the work.1* As aresult, both horizons
are changed, and neither the meaning of the work nor the nature
of the 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 prf:sent,
artwork and interpreter, and each new interpretation contributes
to and extends it.

The hermeneutic circle

Both Heidegger and Gadamer asserted that “the hermeneutic cir-
cle” governs all knowledge: they argued that the process of inter-
pretation does not proceed in linear fashion, from a beginning
point (no knowledge) to an end point (full knowledge).12 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 the whole,
yet there is no way of understanding the whole independently of its
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 general.’3 This hermeneutic understanding of meaning
should remind you in some ways of Peirce’s construction of the
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sign, in which the interpretant, yet another sign, is generated in
response to the sign.

The hermeneutic circle 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 of the work, not “the” understand-
ing. All truths are relative, depending on time and place and inter-
preter. When you take your first art history class, it’s not as if you've
never seen a work of art before. You may have visited museums
many times, or have a poster 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 history, this is something we see
very clearly in the history of reception. Take, as an example, quilts
made by African Americans during the era of slavery and recon-
struction (Figure 5.1). When they were 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

Phitadelphia Museum of Art.

and communities often featured

5.1 Marie Hensley, Quilt, circa 1goo-1o.

Historically, quilts made by African
Americans for their own families

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-
ple 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 class preju-
dices that rendered these works invisible.14 There is no such thing
as an unchanging, eternally correct interpretation.

At the 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, the
process of interpretation may seem to stop, just as semiosis 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 circle goes on. Hei-
degger asserted, “What is decisive is not to get out of the circle but
to come into itin the right way.”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 of interpretation. They work from an awareness
of the historical 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, by a 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 cultural lens. In fact, there are numerous
links between Gestalt psychology, hermeneutics, and reception
theory. The development of reception theory, particularly the idea

asymmetrical patterns and distinctive
color combinations. Scholars have
compared this style to the improvis-
ational and rhythmic aesthetics of jazz,
and have noted its connections to the
textiles of West and Central Africa.

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 work of
art itself. Art historians such as the Swiss scholar Oskar
Bdtschmann (b. 1g43) take the aesthetic experience as a starting
point for interpretation, and examine the interrelationship
between aesthetic experience, theory, art history, 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
isa Picture?”, 1994).17
Some of Mieke Bal’s recent writing also suggests a hermeneutic
approach to art history, especially at the points where the herme-
neutic circle and semiotics cross. In Quoting Caravaggio: Contemporary
Art, Preposterous History (19g9), Bal provocatively argues that the work
of art actively produces the viewer’s subjectivity. She asserts that the
work of art “thinks” culture: like 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 of the culture they
occupy, including the present, where they may exist as museum
objects or reproductions. To make her point, Bal focuses on images
in which contemporary artists, such as Andrés Serrano and Carrie
Mae Weems, use visual techniques that are akin to Caravaggio’s.
These artworks suggest a kind of “preposterous history” composed
of scraps and fragments of other discourses, in which the image
that comes later in some ways gives rise to the earlier.18

Practicing hermeneutic art history

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

»  Whatquestions am I asking? Why am I asking them?

» How do these questions relate to contemporary art-historical
practice? Or to other sources of ideas and inspirations?

» In what ways do my questions stem from my previous under-
standings of this work or its context? In what ways are these
questions very much of my moment? How do my questions, or
my process of interpretation, differ from others at other points
in time?

» In what specific ways are these questions generated by my
engagementwith the work of artitself?

» How can I reframe my understanding so as to be able to see this
work of art or issue as part of other wholes, or as a whole rather
than a part?

128 [ CHAPTER 5 TAKING A STANCE TOWARD KNOWLEDGE

P’ll take a difficult, and potentially emotional, example t.0 dis-
cuss how the context of the present shapes our interpretatlo.n of
the past, and to explore questions that might reveal how objects
from the past actively shape the present. I would strongl;{ suspect
that there are few readers of this book who can look atan 1m.age: of
the New York World Trade Center (Figure 5.2) without thinking
about the tragic events of September 11, 2001. So there’s no way of
interpreting the architecture of the World Trade Ct_anter_, really,
without taking that “present” into account. ?t.’s a situation tt}at
foregrounds, in a very visible way, our inabl}lty to l?e ob]ect}ve
about the past: there’s no way of being some 1f1nd 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 th.e events of

September 11, and so must strongly inﬂuer.lce our view both of
those destroyed buildings and of the tragedy itself.

5.2 Minoru Yamasaki,
World Trade Center,
1966-77. New York.

5.3 Studio Daniel Libeskind,
Model for the new World
Trade Center, 2002.
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» How do the events of September 11 shape how I interpret the
World Trade Center as architecture? Similarly, how does my
understanding of the World Trade Center’s architecture inform
my understanding of September 11?7 (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.)

» How do the events of September 11 shape the interpretation of
the Libeskind plan? And vice versa? (The Libeskind plan, of
course, wouldn’t exist without September 11, 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 of the 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 of the original World Trade Center?

» Thediscussions around the rebuilding of the World Trade Cen-
ter may remind you of the fifth-century BCE debates around the
building of the Parthenon on the ruins of the 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 of the
World Trade Center?

Let me turn to another, less disturbing image (Figure 5.4), to
explore hermeneutics further. A hermeneutic approach toward the
process of interpretation 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? How does your response to these stereotypes, and
to such an image, change, depending on your own cultural
background?
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» Utamaro pre g

j ion—her bea
object of contemplation ‘
coiffure, and elegant instrument are designed to appeal to the
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5.4 Kitagawa Utamaro (1753-1806) ,
Geisha with Samisen, from the series
Daughters of Edo Who Chant Dramg,
circa 1805. Woodblock print.

sents this woman in close-up as an exquisite
utiful kimono, impeccable

viewer. How does your understanding, from a feminist per-
spective, of the workings of the (male) gaze affect howﬁ)lrou
et this image? How does your experience as a fim-
this close-up from the past? Do
s object of the gaze, shape

interpr
viewer affect how you View
ideas about woman as spectacle, a
your interpretation?

structuralism and post-structuralism

Structuralism emerged in France in the 19508 a.nd 19608 amlong
anthropologists, sociologists, and literary theorists who took as

their model the linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure (see Chapter 2).

Saussure saw language as network of structures that could be

studied if one broke them down into their component parts~suc.h
as letters or words—which could then be defined l?y their
relationship to each other. Structuralists aljgued that thlsf Sau;—
surean concept of language structure provided a mod.el 0; ] He1
analysis of many different kinds _of cultural production, IFSOm
myths to kinship petworks to htera.ry genres. Structurall ,f
therefore, views cultural practices as being made up of a system O

underlying structures.
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Culture as structy re

;;h? French-anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (b. 1908) made
o jjlcl)ardcontrlibut‘lons to the development of structuralist thought.
worked in the Amazon as 2 young anthropologist and had

th - : i
Seere, :{O VL\'Ie elx(lfluate his concept of “primitive” peoples. During the
cond World War, as a refiy iving i ‘
, gee living in New York, Lévi
met the structural liney; o ok s
guist Roman Jakobson
profound influence on him. hose work had a
. Iiev}ll—Strauss analyzed kinship, myths, totems and other cuj
fdl phenomena as if they we ’ ’ :
re language systems. 1
such phenomena were hyj i e
uilt according to st i i
et g uctures inherent in the
an mind, structures that eyt across cultural differences. So for
. k]

diversi : W 19 T év) 3
(irs.lty of characters j fe elementary functions,” Lévi-Straus
explained that myths, like Jan : un S_tha are
, guages, are created from unj
assembled accordin 4 i ;
g to known rules. In § inguisti
o . aussurean linguistics
€se Dasic elements of language (a lett wor are’
these b er, sound, or d
called phonemes, so Lévi i ’ rim myth’ eme 0)refer
to these basic units of 20 tW at’s
mythology.20 Of coyrse.
. ' . in the end, what'
importantis the larger set of re i ntai ’ n , m
lations contained i i
i - amyth not S’. =~
ply the relationship betwee igni ’
n the signifier and sj ified i i
l signified in a particy-
ar mytheme, for, as Saussure noted, “n, y not express
yth fi ormally we do
ourselves by using sin inguistic s; : g
gle linguistic signs, but i
ves I - ) groups of signs
orgaqlzed I complexes which themselves are signs.”21 ’
.l,l 1<e language, which is constantly changing myths aren’t
»
entirely preprogrammed according to their structures. Myths, as

Fre iti
. Sincth cultural critic Roland Barthes applied Structuralist
YSIS to contemporary Western culture, noting that such struc-
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tures were not only characteristic of so-called primitive societies,
but also of modern industrial societies. In Mythologies (1957), Ele-
ments of Semiology (1964), and The Fashion System (1967), 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 constructed. For Barthes, this means that myths can be
used to justify dominant beliefs, values, and ideas. But where Lévi-

~ Strauss insisted on the scientific nature of his 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 well as religion, cook-
ing, or sexuality. The English anthropologist Mary Douglas (b.
1921), for example, in her celebrated book Purity and Danger: An
Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (1966), emphasizes the
importance of looking at the larger context of any cultural practice,
observing, as the Earl of Chesterfield (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.

Binary oppositions
Lévi-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, Lévi-Strauss
asserts, every culture organizes its view of the world through pairs
of opposites, and the idea of binary 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, darkflight, oldlyoung, right/left, healthy/sick, public/
private, and—thinking back to the previous chapter—SelfjOther.
Structuralists emphasize the fundamental nature of these 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
f‘rom Saussure’s work. Saussure noted that we define signs in rela-
tion to each other: a working definition of “healthy,” for example, is
“not sick.”25 These paired opposites, known as antonyms z,tre
pract‘ical and useful because they help us sort out our experienc’es.
Binary oppositions don’t only exist alone, in isolated pairs.
Instead, they link up, or align, with other binary pairs, to create
“vertical” as well as horizontal relationships. Lévi-Strauss dis-
cusseq Fhis in terms of analogies, which enable us to see some
opp(?sumns as metaphorically resembling other 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 Lévi-Strauss, you
shou.ld look notatwhy Ais A, butathow AistoBasCisto D.,26
Binary pairings aren’t always equal: often, one term is valued
more highly than the other, an idea that Lévi-Strauss explored in The
Raw and the Cooked (1964). For example, in the pair healthy/sick, we
would typically pick out the term healthy as the preferable te’rm
S@cmralism and semioticians often call the preferred term in the;
pair the unmarled term, while the less desirable term is the marked
t?rm.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 if it doesn’t need the marked term to make sense
To go back to the healthy/sick pair, when you’ve got the flu you mosé
appreciate how it feels to be healthy, while when you’re feeling well
you don’t think much about how it feels to be sick. St].'ucmralistsj
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
1s1?’t immediately evident, while, in contrast, the deviance or inferi-
ority of the marked term is immediately obvious.

Intertextuality and the death of the author

In Chapter 4, under reception and reader-response theory, I dis-
cussefi those theorists who focused on the reader’s and Vi’ewer’s
experience of the text or the image, arguing against the idea that
the primary goal of the reader or viewer 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 thatare 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 Saussnre were important in this develop-
ment. Saussure emphasized thatlanguage is a system (o structure)
that pre-exists the individual speaker: communication, therefore,
always employs pre-existing concepts, patterns, and conventions.
Structuralists refer to the subject as being spoken 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.’”2 Barthes ultimately moved away
from rigid structuralism, coming to understand that writing was
nota process of recording pre-formed thoughts and feelings—that
is, working from signified to signifier; 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 meanings. 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 dramatically declared that “the
birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the 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/finished| after,” or as
“in light offin relation to/meaningful in terms of.”34 The trend
toward post-structuralism occurred because of some problems
with structuralist thought. Structuralism was, according to some
critiques, ahistorical: if structures are always already there, what do
we make of class struggle or feminist struggle in the context of this

theoretical framework? How do we account for social and cultural
change? In addition, structuralism often assumes the presence of
an ideal readerfviewer and doesn’t take the experience of actyal

readers or viewers into account. Many of the same theorists worked

instructuralist and post-structuralist modes, and, despite a tremen-

dous diversity of perspectives, post-structuralists share fundamen-

tal assumptions aboutlanguage, meaning, and subjectivity.

The Russian linguist Mikhail Bakhtin (r895-1975) pointed to
some 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 social and cultural
issues raised by the Russian Revolution and Stalinism. For
Bakhtin, language was always ideological—it was 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 of their daily lives.36
So, for example, you may have very different ways of speaking with
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 difjferent vocabu-
laries, sentence structures, accents, even tones of voice. ‘

Bakhtin points out that monologic language is cenmpeFal: 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 WOl.lld be
forced to speak (the ongoing debate over the validity of Ebonics, or
Black English, is a good example). Heteroglossic language, on th‘e
other hand, tends to be centrifugal, moving language toward mulFl—
plicity by including a wide variety of different ways of speaking, dl.f-
ferent rhetorical strategies and vocabularies. Both heteroglossia
and monologia, Bakhtin says, are always at work in any utterance.3?
This concept is critical for helping us to recognize, valuef and
interpret the different ways of speaking in relation t.o and via the
visual arts—whether that's studying home-made quilts as wel.l as
the Sistine Chapel ceiling, or researching the experience of working-
class families at museums as well as the work of Clement Green-
berg or other celebrated art critics. ,

Post-structuralists further argue that structures aren’t some
kind of universal, timeless truth just waiting to be uncovered.
Rather, structures are fictions that we create in order to be able to
interpret the world around us. Kristeva argued that a text—or, 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 stat?le than
structuralism would suggest. Post-structuralism emphasizes t'he
constant slippage in the play of signs, in the relations between sig-
nifier and signified. .
Post-structuralism has important implications for the practice
of history—and art history. Post-structuralist historians argue that
history isn’t just waiting out there to be found i.n.document.s and
images. When we write history, the context thatf is important is not
only the past but also the present, which cond1t10n§ what we find
and how we interpret it (a notion that hermeneutics also recog-
nizes). Art historian Norman Bryson has pointed out that the evi-
dence for historical interpretation is vast—potentially limitless.3°
Stop to think about this, and you’ll realize that the shape of the
final interpretation can’t really come from this enormous mass of
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eV{dence: it has to come from the perspective the art historian
brings to the process of Interpretation. A good example of this is
the relatively recent scholarly interest in issues of gender and sexu-

ality: these issues were always there, but it took the right “lens” to
focus on them,

Foucault’s history: knowledge 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 defensive fimess

(Yo) bum rush the show

You gotta go for what you know

Make everybody see, in order to fight the powers that be
Lemme hear yousay . . .

Fight the Power

Public Enemy, “Fight the Power” (1990)

The work of the French historian, philosopher and post-struc-

Furalist theorist Michel Foucault (1926-1984) has had a profound
lflﬂuence on the humanities and social sciences since the late six-
ties. Although he has been attacked variously as a poor historian
an ideologue and a charlatan, I believe there is a great deal to bé
learned from his work.

. Foucault, as a philosopher, starts from a fundamental ques-
tion: who are we today? To answer this question, he finds he also
.has to ask, how did we get to be this way? History, effective history,
is for Foucault a genealogy of the present.40 We don’t trace frorr;
the past to the present; instead we trace from the present to the
past, examining the choices and accidents that resulted in the pres-
ent. There is no inevitable march of history, no model of progress
there are no continuities: history is a process of leaps, gaps, accci—,
dents, ruptures, and disjunctures, and the task of the 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
Fhe 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 ogrselves, about inquiring into the political forces that shape us
and investigating the sense of our relationship to ourselves——thé
eth_ical choices we make to govern these internal relationships.
This means that history has to focus on tracing the effects of power

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 history of prisons, the history of insanity.

Though power is a critically important concept for Foucaul, it
is elusive and not easily defined, taking on multiple associations
and meanings in different works. 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 of force
relations where far-reaching, but never completely stable, effects
of domination are produced.”42 At the same time, it is historicallgr
and spatially specific, working through normative values, social
institutions, and politics (for more on normativity, see Chapter 3).
Moreover, power isn’t only atissue 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 particular on the idea of discourse,. or dis-
cursive practices. How do we present and deploy knowledge in
society? How does knowledge relate to power? How is power
invested in particular institutions, theories, or ideologies? The
Atchaeology of Knowledge (1974) explores the conditions that allow
discourses to develop. This concept of discourses includes not only
texts, terminologies, 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
knowledge.*3 Discourses are powerful because they represent what
is asserted as truth by the people and institutions who control lan-
guage, and reality can’t exist outside these discursive frameworks.

Through this work, Foucault became particularly interested in
the ways that society seeks to control, manage, and monitor
human bodies, what he calls “the political technologies of the
body.”#4 In Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1995), 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 penal systems
began to move away from punishments such as whipping or
branding to reform as their primary goal.45 This necessitated the
building of prisons where the bodies of offenders would not be
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punished, but regulated, controlled, and reformed so that they
would learn not to trans gress 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 of the regimes of power (see also Chapter 3). The
first volume of his History of Sexuality (also published as The Will to
Knowledge) opens by questioning the widely accepted belief that our
post-Victorian culture represses sexuality.46 On the contrary,
Foucaultargues, 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 women, young and old, priests
and laity, etc.4” He argues that since the eighteenth century, the web
of knowledge/power relations centered on sexuality has relied on
four essential strategies: the “hysterization” of women’s bodies, the
“pedagogization” of children’s bodies, the socialization of procre-

ative behavior, and the psychiatrization of perverse behavior. 48

Structuralism, post-structuralism, and 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 historian Hubert Damisch has used struc-
turalist approaches in his work on Renaissance art, suggesting
that the strict linear perspective of Renaissance painting is coun-
tered by the use of clouds and other hazy atmospheric effects. 49 In
some ways, elements of structuralist thought have long been pres-
ent in art history— Heinrich Wolfflin’s use of binary 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 works 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 language 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, Camerg Lucidg:
Reflections on Photography (1982), 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 separatesihe pEOF?};
graphic representation from the person repre'sentedi 1Tsp H:CS
Moxey says in The Practice of Theory: Poststructur‘ahsn?, Cultural Po \ ;
and Art History (1994), visual forms are not rr.u.metxc, they afe nold.
means by which the artist captures thfz qualities .of the re; wor' ki
instead, visual forms are value-laden 1nte.rpretatlor.15 05 2t e wor
which vary from culture to culture and period to penoc'l. o
Although art history has traditionally taken a smg e am‘s ts
work, a period, or a culture as its focus, post-structuralism po:}x: S
out the artificiality of those interpretive frames, even th'ough ey
may seem natural or inevitable. It may be more provocative to tr;we
a particular motif or a practice such as 1cfor'10clasm, or’ to gr 111_p
artists or images in new ways, as Barthes Q1d in Sade, Fourier, Loio a,
which makes some unexpected connectlon.s among thESfE reg
very distinctive thinkers.53 In post—structurahs’t art hlstohry, lnste?
of simply cataloguing an artist’s “influences” tq see W laF wor ;s
from the past or present interest her, the focus sh1ft§ to asking f\liv ly
she’s choosing particular artists and images-—‘askmg f/vhat she is
seeking to do in reusing and reworking visual }mages in hf.zr pres-
ent context, and tracing the effects of these ch.o.lces on the VLeYver. )
Foucault’s ideas about power, the political technologies o
the body, sexuality, and the nature of history have hé.ld a ‘strorrillg
impact on art-historical practice. Although F<')ucault is gFéma .ty
associated with literature, philosophy, and hlsFory, he' 1. Yvn e
about art (and wasn’t one to pay too much attenmor.l to dxs,mp.hna.ry
boundaries anyway).>* One approach is t(? exa.mme art’s mstx;—
utions—such as museums or art galleries—just as I*‘oucau5 5t
examines mental hospitals and prisons (see also Chapte‘r‘ 3)(.1
Nicholas Mirzoeft draws on Foucault’s Work to l‘:race the bc; y-
scape”—the body as a cluster of multiple, flexible 31gns——to_ exp 351161
how differentversions of the ideal figure have been created in art.

Practicing structuralist and post-structuralist
art history
This photograph (Figure 5.5) was taken for‘the French P?ysician
Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-1893), who studle(.i nervous illnesses.
Charcotworked at the famous Salpétriére ho§p1tal .for poorwomen
in Paris, and Freud, among others, studied with hlr.n. Under
Charcot’s direction, patients identified as hysterics we'r;
methodically photographed, providing skeppcal colleagl.lssdwtlli
visual proof of hysteria’s symptoms. These images provided the
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matf:rial for the multivolume album Iconographie photographique de la
Salpetfiére (1877-1880). The photographs are highly staged, and itis
questionable to what degree the women depicted in th,em per-
formed according to Charcot’s expectations.57

»  What does this image tell us about the disciplining of the
%mrr‘lan body through the medical profession and the medical-
Ization of madness? What does this image tell us about con-
cepts of hysteria, of mental illness, at this time? What are the
fnstitutional and social contexts—the insane asylum, the med-
ical profession, gender and class relations—of the image?
(Foucault is an obvious reference point here.) |

> Wl.lat are the binary concepts at work here (sanity/insanity, hys-
terla‘/calm, genuine/performed, hysteriajarousal, etc.)? H;)W is
th.e implied viewer, the reader of the Iconographie—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
rr'latter——challenge orrestructure those conventions? V\,/hat role
did photography play in the creation of the category of hysteria?

> What.narranves of power and ideology, what discursive prac-
tices, inform this image?

» Do Fhe photographs reveal a tension between the idea, or diag-
nosis, of hysteria, and the particular patient’s hyste;'ia? This
COl.lld be read as a tension between the langue and parole of hys-
teria, or between monologia (the authority of the physician)
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5.5 Attitudes passionnelles,
Iconographie photographique
de la Salpétrigre, pl. 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 of this emerge in this image? Is the
subject’s resistance evident?

Deconstruction

[Deconstruction] is not the exposure of error. It is constantly
and persistently looking into how truths are produced.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Bonding In Difference: -
Interview with Alfred Arteaga” (The Spivak Reader, 1995)

Deconstruction is a word that is used—and misused—frequently.
It often appears, inappropriately, 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 word deconstruc-
tion may make some people feel intellectually hip, but it actually
indicates a serious lack of engagement with this very specific, and
complex, theoretical construct.
The French-Algerian philosopher Jacques Derrida (b. 1930)
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
felt that he was simultaneously critical of Continental philosophy
and deeply attached to it. So, too, 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.5 That is, what any given statement tries not to say may
be as important as what it does say. The shifting 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 publication of

three important books: Speech and Phenomena, Writing and Difference,
and Of 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 directly refers to a pre-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.®° In this
early work especially, 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.”5! 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 women?

A key idea for Derrida is différance. Although Derrida insists
that différance is not a word or a concept, its usage over time
in effect makes it seem like both. Différance is a (mis)spelling of the
French word différence, which is roughly equivalent to the English
“difference.” Différance, however, refers to the idea that signifiers
and signifieds are not identical: they differ from each other, there
is a space between them.62 Signs not only differ, they also defer
(différer) 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 the creation
of meaning). Any truth is therefore contingent, relational, and
partial. Signs only signify, or create meaning, via difference (just
as in Lacanian psychoanalysis, the Self exists only because of
its relationship to the Other). If a word signifies, it signifies by
differing, and what it differs from becomes a trace—an inevitable,
absent part of its presence.53 In this view, culture becomes

a network of relations: differences, displacements, traces,
deferrals.
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Although Derrida insists that deconstruc_tion doesn’t provide a
methodological program for analyzing texts, in the. three early works
cited above he developed a practice of close reading rhat' hzts been
influential among cultural critics in many fields. Derrida’s later
works, such as The Truth in Painting (1978) and The Post Card (19?;),
often experiment with new relationships of théme and fqrm :f; er
than the systematic treatment of language and interpretation.

Art history and deconstruction

Much of what Derrida has to say about texts or textual repre:senta-
tions can also be adapted to visual representations. F(')r Derrida, art
is critically important, for it is capable of challenging the rtr)lleta:
physical foundation of our civilization. Works of art may be a le tof
pointa way out of logocentrism because tl?eyf transcend the loglfc 0
sameness, they foreground the play of différance. 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 deconstrucnor} challenges' the
dangerous idea that we can know the Worlq with any.clarltttyl—
much less express and act on what we know w1th'any clarity—then
visual arts are a prime example of this indeterminacy, of the open
ignifiers. .
Playl()’:ﬁ; has written several books that deal directly w1th. the
visual arts. The Truth in Painting’s most celebr?ted ess,ay exan‘l‘mes
art historian Meyer Schapiro’s response to Heidegger’s essay T}Ee
Origin of the Work of Art” (1935), W.thh ad,()lress.es van Gog ) s
painting of two shoes.65 “This equ1pfnent, Heidegger wro e,t
“helongs to the earth, and it is protected in t}.1e world of the peasalx:
woman . .. Van Gogh’s painting is thc? d'nsclosure of V\That t. e
equipment, the pair of peasant shoe.s, is %n trutk},ﬁ.ﬁ. . This e.gut)j
emerges into the unconcealment of its being . . . Forh Hei leg
ger, the image of these battered shoes e'vokes, and l?rmgs into
being, the world of the peasant; but Schapiro :ftttacks thisasa dzgll-
gerous sentimentalism of a kind that the Nazis employed so rub -
lessly. He goes on to argue that these were not pea.sant shoesthut
the shoes of the urbanite Van Gogh himself. De‘mda argues at
because Heidegger had ties to the Nazis, Schapiro’s analysis was
enge—and restitution. .
an i?c(tro fDr::ridalg, this exchange raises a host of in.terestmg' ques-
tions. To whom does the painting belong_? Wh‘y did S”che.lplro feei
compelled to return it—restitute it—to 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 parallels the problem of ethics.
Derrida goes on to question why Heidegger and Schapiro both
assume 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), Derrida
declares, we have already started to arraign the artwork.

And yet this kind of “arraigning” of the 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 reality. 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 history 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 of the objectin 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 it with a discursive representation that reduces the object to
a “mere” theoretical construct. That is, the threat that the object is
but a construct of theory 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 imposition on
the object but “a not wholly proper effect of the object itself.” The
object’s effects stem not from its essence, but from its relations
with the subject of art history: the object prefigures its own histori-
ographical and theoretical accounts.

Practicing deconstructive art history

Derrida’s rejection of the 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 frorr.l trying 1t In this s'ec-
tion, P11 try to be mindful of Derrida’s objections while developmg
lines of questioning informed by the processes of deconstrucqon.
Edmonia Lewis (circa 1840s—circa 1890) was an z?xtraordlr.lary
person, a woman of African-American and Native-American
descent who had a passion for art, and particularly scu?pture. In
spite of the many obstacles she faced, she was able to t.ral.n profes-
sionally as a sculptor. For many years she kept a §mdlo in Rome,
often selling her work to wealthy Americaqs traveling abroad.

» What are the binary oppositons at work in this sculpture (Fig-
ure 5.6) (male/female, black/white, enslaved/free)? If the sculp-
ture represents freedom, for example, how does slavery also

¢

exist here as a trace?

» How does this sculpture navigate the .bin.ary term.s
man/woman? Which term is prioritized? Which Is §ubord%—
nate? How is this established visually? How does this _hlerarc}.u—
cal pairing exist in relation to other hier-archxcal pairs
supposedly challenged by the sculpture (white/black, free]
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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> Ale) here, as a trace, are the crude racist representations of
Afncans and African Americans that circulated widely in tlf
nineteenth century; you could say that the image d:f .
refers (différer) to them even in their absence, Edmonia f:wf’r
draws on the conventionsg and materials of classical sculptu .
to counter this, to endow these figures with dignity. And pet~ni
does that not simply justify the canon of aesthetics t'hat de);in
b'lackness as ugly in the first place? Does Lewis’s represent::
tlonal’strategy successfully challenge the undetlying hierarch
of white over black aesthetics? What does this image say ab(c)u}t,

the (im)possibility i
of making a non-racist i i i
conth com Image in the nine-

> Alsp implicit here are the jdegs of Black Artist and W,
Amst and Black Woman Artist. How does the virtuosity ooflgla'n
plece speak to those statuses? Like hermeneutics, or any of thl .
other .stances discussed in this chapter, deconsm;ction 1); oft :
C?mbxned with other theoretical approaches, and both £ i
nism and critical race theory may help you here’. o

toward the East

A deconstructive readin
might address issues p
ship:

g of the Parthenon sculptures (Figure 5.7)
ertaining to their interpretation and owner-

> In presenting the Parthenon (Elgin) marbles as great mast;
works and as “our” heritage, the British Museum celebrate s
Greek culture as a universal human value, and as the wellspri .
of Western civilization, What is the logic of those binarli)esl—rf
past/prf:?ent, civilized/savage, universal/particular, apex/nadj
ours/Fhelrs, Western/non-Western? What gets pu,shed t t}ir,
margins in constructing this argument? o
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5.7 Installation view of
Parthenon Marbles in
the British Museum,
London, looking

Pediment figures.

b Greece has formally asked for the Parthenon sculptures to be
repatriated, arguing that they were taken out of the country ille-
gally in the early nineteenth century. The British Museum
denies the validity of the claim, and points out that one of the
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 practice

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

Defining modernism(s)

In art history, 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. The begin-
nings of modernism, in the art world, are usually located in France
in the 1850s 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 flower 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 a challenging
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 of being 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 something 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 of the old. And yet, in spite of
its revolutionary aims, in many ways this modernist movement
displaced one authority with another, as one overarching view of
culture and cultural production displaced another.

At the same time, modernism became associated with a partic-
ular way of telling the history of art, a particular narrative of art his-
tory. It was a unitary, totalizing narrative—one that emphasized
the figure of the heroic (imale) artist, the centrality of Europe (and,
much later) American cultural production, one that traced a his-
tory of art from the ancient world to the present. Art history 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 United
States. Modernism didn’t just happen in Europe, and it didn’t just
happen there first and then export itself whole to other parts of the
world (in spite of the mechanisms of colonialism). There were
modernist practices both distinct from and in dialogue with West-
ern modernism.

Adding the “post” to modernism

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

The word itself first appeared in the 1930s, and gained currency
in literary criticism in the 1950s and 1g6os, but it didn’t really take
hold until the seventies and eighties as a way of talking about
forms of literature, 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 eclectic array of buildings 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.

Stitling’s art-gallery building for the city of Stuitgart combines classical referen;es, i: ilts ;?roport!;:)ns
i i bright colors and undulgting waks.
ws and columns, with playful elements such as
o «in which the styles of different eras are brought together

building itself also be such a collage ofarchitectl.'lml
quotations?” Despite the building’s innovative architectural forms, Douglas Crimp criticized it for

The museum, Stirling once wrote, is a place
as in a giant collage—so why shouldn’t the

. , )
perpetuating an outmoded and reactionary mode! of the museum’s function.

pastiche, the varied mixture of elements and motifs.; and a return to
figurative irnagery. Good examples are Ne-w York le.ty’s AT&T (novg
Sony) Building (1984), designed by architects Philip ]ohr'lson an
John Burgee (b. 1933), James Stirling’s Neue Staatsgalene (1977-
83, Figure 5.8) in Stuttgart, or Kenzo Tange’s Tf)kyo City Hall (199 I})l.
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 Hal Foster.a.rgues
that postmodernism is not just an artistic style buta condmon. of
life in a media-saturated global village, in tl?e cont;xt of tpe 'Shlft—
ing class and culture formations of post—lnd.ustnal societies. It
constitutes a major challenge to ways of thinking ab01-1t the. world
that have their origin in Enlightenment theories of ratxon'ahty and
progress. Foster's influential anthology The Anti-Aesthetic (1983)
contains not only his own very useful overview of postmoder.n the-
ory, but also key essays by Jurgen Habermas, Jean Baudrllltal.rd,
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 cenFerlperlphe.ry,
civilized/primitive, high art/low art, culture/nature, 1r.nagelreahty,
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.% There
are, however, less optimistic views of postmodernism. The Ameri-
can literary critic Fredric Jameson (b. 1934), in Postmodernism, Or The
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991), links postmodern culture to a
ne_w wave of American military and economic domination—=<in
this sense,” he argues, “as throughout class history, 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-Francois Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition: A
R.eplort on Knowledge (1979). Lyotard (b. 1924) argues that Western
c1V1.lization’s master narratives—those overarching truths that
claim to explain everything—no longer work. He asserts that
grand, totalizing theories such as humanism don’t help us under-
sFapd the constant flux of culture, its endless processes 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 W(’>uld
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
Fhat 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 WOI'I;
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
tl?at the European tradition sets a universal standard for judging
historical, cultural, or political truth. No tradition can speak with
auth.ority and certainty for all of humanity. Instead, a wide range of
traditions can be valued for their particular ways of viewing the
Yvorld. Traditions are not valued for their claims to truth or author-
ity, but for the ways in which they serve to liberate and enlarge
human possibilities. 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, postmodernfsm
o%)e?ns a space 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.

Just as postmodernism decenters Western culture, so too it
decenters the Western idea of the subject. One of the key master
narratives challenged 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 consciousness or reason are powerful forces
shaping human history. The postmodern subject is fragmented,
decentered, speaking from a particular place with only his or her
own authority from a particular viewpoint. Andreas Huyssen rea-
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 emphasisis 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 of the new ways of living 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 by a focus on the recycling of old
images and commodities, and postmodern art and theory chal-
lenge the very idea of originality, the very notions of progress and
of the continual remaking of civilization. In this spirit, artist Cindy
Sherman (b. 1954) posed herself in 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 of itself.
. Postunodernisu is concerned with the luvestigation of inages
in a number of realms, and in Simulacra and Simulations (1g8x) the
French philosopher Jean Baudrillard (b. 1929) explores the simu-
%acrum, the copy without an original.?2 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 of Plato has made a distinction between the original and
the copy, the latter being inferior or of less 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 do, and we’re
passive before this onslaught. Baudrillard says that when 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 of hyperreality. One of the best
examples of such a hyperreality is Disneyland, which is a minutely
created “reality” of things that don’t exist in the “real world.”

Modernism, postmodernism, and 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 history 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 2 model of rationality
and progress—all of art’s history is a march toward the (inevitable)
present. The rest of the world is largely ignored, and the focus ison
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 historians
work to incorporate both regional and multi-national perspectives,
as well as issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality. There is new
attention to the distinctive modernisms of Asia, Aftica, the Pacific,
and Latin America, as well as a fuller range ofvisual 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: African Art from 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.”4
For art historians, postmodernism has prompted a re-
evaluation of the history of the discipline and our relationship to the
art and art history of the past. A provocative analysis of this turn in
art history was presented by German art historian Hans Belting
(b. 1935) in The End of the 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 of telling the histories of art, one
for the pre-modern period and another for the modern period.
Belting contends that art historians must bring these two
approaches together, rejecting the idea of “art for art's sake” in favor
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 longer 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- 1941), in Rethinking Art History: Meditations on a Coy Science (1089),
argued that the crisis art history experienced in the 1970s and 1g8os
was nothing new. The questions raised by post-structuralism
postmodernism, and by critical theory generally, could be traced tc;
the very foundations ofart history as an academic discipline.76

Practicing postmodernist art history

Yinka Shonibare was born in London, of Nigerian 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-
Fessentially African, but these were actually designed and produced
{n the Netherlands 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
work here.

> Vacation (Figure 5.9) raises the idea of the future and Africa’s
place in the future. Where is the furure located? And who is
there? I’s jarring to see “African” textiles in this context instead
of some kind of high-tech NASA fabrics. What does this tell us
about the contradiction between the idea of Africa and the idea
of the future, at least for Westerners? Does Africa belong to the
past and not the future? Are there any ways of bringing these
two terms, Africa and future, together?

2000. Mixed media
installation. Stephen
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5.9 Yinka Shonibare, Vacation,

Friedman Gallery, London.

» There’s a tension here between the idea of the nuclear 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 assume they’re not African? Can this family
be African? Some would argue that the nuclear 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 work as well—what are the
multiple and seemingly disparate sources that Shonibare
draws on?

» How might you interpret this image in relation to the intersec-
tions of postmodern and postcolonial theory?

conclusion

‘Is postmodernism over? Are post-structuralism and decon-

struction just passing intellectual fads? Is hermeneutics
largely irrelevant now? How you answer such questions
depends on what you think the nature and significance of
theory is. 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
passé. 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.

157 | CHAPTER 5 TAKING A STANCE TOWARD KNOWLEDGE



A place to start Chapter6

Writing with theory

I'think 1 did pretty well, considering I started out with nothing
’ but a bunch of blank paper.

Steve Martin
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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
learn to think as a theorist? How do you learn to write with
theory? Or actually get to a point where Marxist, femini_st, or
psychoanalytic theories might help you in developing a
research project? Unfortunately, there’s no easy answer
here—your skills as a writer and researcher, your expems¢? in
art history, your own intellect and interests, will determm.e
how you learn to write with theory. Working with theory is
very much about the maturation of your ox.zvn thought
processes, your emergence as an independent thmke-r.

In this chapter, I'll provide some basic suggestions for
approaching theory and the challenge of integrating theo.ry
into your work as an art historian, but be aware thaF 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—l}fe
examples of students rising to the challenge of writing with
theory.

The kind of paper you're probably writing nhow
Students in upper-level art-history courses are typically writing
papers that present a mix of formal, ic’onographi.c, anc.i contextual
analysis. I'm not sure most students could even identify the theo-
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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

6.1 Michelangelo, Prophet
Zecharigh, Sistine Chape
Ceiling, 15081512,

Vatican,

retical underpinnings of their 3
modeling their work on a pastiche
fessors using in class, or kinds ofa
or other readings.

pproach; often, they’re simply
of techniques they see their pro-
nalysis they've seen in textbooks

This paper, written by a student for a survey of Italian Renais-
Sance art, presents a typical mix, emphasizing iconographic analy-
sis supported by some basic formal analysis and Contextuyl
.mformation (Figure 6.1). In the following excerpt I’ ;
lconographic passages, bolded contexwual analysis
the formal analysis to help you understand what's h(’?

ve underlined
and italicized
re:

In May '1508 Michelangelo began his work on the Sistine
Chapel in Rome, Pope Julius X had commissioned him to
redecorate the entire ceiling of the chapel. The Pope inirial]
suggested that the ceiling should depict the twelve apostles}j
however, he agreed to allow Michelangelo to decide his own’
theological program afier the sculptor had rejected the
Pope’s original idea (Hibbard, rog). 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 of Jesus Christ
Throughout the ceiling, prophets and sibyls sit on carved thrones nex ‘[1;
one another, each holding a scroll or book. Some appear contemplative
others fearful; the figures are consumed by their knowledge of the ﬁitur(;
and grasp their scriptures s if to suggest to the viewer that the truth, no
matter ?ww itistold, istoo powerful for humankind to bear. ,
Thl.s essay focuses on the significance of the prophet
Zechariah, the first seer depicted in Michelangelo’s schema
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Zechariah in the Old 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 of Christand the suffering of humankind. . . ‘

The figure of Zechariah is also a symbol of the patron of
Michelangelo’s artistic endeavor, the Pope. In the Old 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 of the Lord”. (Zech. 6:13).
Della Rovere, the family name of Pope Julius II, translates as
“oak tree” in English, and therefore the image of Zechariah
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 of Zechariah sends-
the message that the Catholic Church has its roots in the time
of Jesus Christ, when he decreed that the church (i.e. the
Pope) would be His vicar on earth.. ..

Although Zechariah may symbolize the coming of Christ,
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 reflect the elation one might
have 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 flesh shall rot . . . their eyes shall rot in
their sockets, and their tongues shall rot in their mouths”
(Zech. 14:12). It also makes reference to the four chariots
(Zech. 6:1), a theme interpreted in the New Testament as the
four chariots of the Apocalypse (Revel. 6:5-8). Zechariah’s place-
ment immediately next to the panel depicting the Drunkenness of Noah
emphasizes that Zechariah prophesies not only the coming of Christ, but
also the catastrophes and sufferings that will befall 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 of them.
The issue of the Della Rovere family deserves its own paragraph
and a more extended consideration of how 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 well 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 of the 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 look-
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 some 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, too, and the
writer could use the figure of Zechariah to explore these limits—
for example, by turning to reception theory in order to think about
some 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 famous 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 anfi
the different narratives relate to each other—and between this
work and others of the period. In this way, the figure of the prophet
Zechariah would provide an opportunity to think about the
interrelation of iconographic, iconological and semiotic .meth(.)d_s.
The politics surrounding the Della Rovere family. ar.1d its artlsflc
patronage could also be explored further via materialist or Marxist
analysis. . ‘

Please keep in mind that 'm offering alternauvg, theoretically

informed ways to develop research topics and write papers not
because they’ll necessarily get you better grades. In fact, your theo-
retical readings will probably make the writing process n?OEe
difficult initially, and the paper you write may suffer. But, this is
about your intellectual and personal growth: itis a vyay of encoun-
tering the world, for those who are seriousl.y 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 helping you develop your ideas, is a good oppoanlty. »

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 dlffe.rent persp'ec—
tives, evaluate arguments, and develop your own m.terpr.etatlon
with subtlety, rigor, and imagination. In this way workxggthh thc?—
ory is important for those students who want to go on in a_caderr.u‘c
life, but it is also good training for anyone seeking to think 'c.rm—
cally and express complex thoughts and arguments in vv.rmfxg.
Ultimately, the process isn’t about the paper but a!aout thmk‘mg
critically; the special ways in which you grapple with theoretical
ideas by trying to write with them will, perhaps, Qeepen‘ not only
your understanding but your commitment to particular ideas and
ways of interpreting images.

Learning how to write with theory
Several strategies may help you learn how to write theoretically.
The first is obvious but important: read a lot of theory, and a l?t of
art history. This will not only help you familiarize‘ yourself. with a
variety of different theoretical approachesr 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 if a research topic you’re working on has a good “fit” with a
particular theoretical approach, yow’ll have some basic idea of
where to turn in order to pursue this line of questioning.

As you read theoretical works, 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 does it make possible? When the theoretical work 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 work. When reading theo-
retically informed art history, be sure to pay attention to the way the
author structures the arguments. How is the author using theory to
generate questions? How does her analysis produce theoretical
insights? What's the interplay between theory and practice in her
work?'Ts 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 history 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 offer 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 enor-
mously in learning how to structure 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 once a week or every two weeks to discuss particular read-
ings. You may also 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 of theoryin research

If yow'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 pro?ess of
producing the paper. As you develop interests in theoryZ this work
will go on continually, even as particular research projects come
and go.

Which comes first?

o 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, partly on your knowledge of
theory.

Tl generalize very broadly here by saying that when you ﬁfst
start working with theory you will probably start from the maten.al
first, since that is how you're used to working. That is, you V&.’lﬂ
decide to research a particular artist, image, or issue (be it Faith
Ringgold’s story quilts, the Woman of Willendorf, or nineteenth-
century French art criticism), and then you will go out and ﬁr‘ld an
appropriate theoretical framework to help you deYeIop your lflter—
pretation. As you keep working with theory, readmg more widely
and becoming more conversant with different theories, you’l.l find
yourself developing certain interests or commitments to part.lcular
theoretical frameworks. This will then begin to guide the kind of
research you do. So, if you're interested in the kinds of issues
raised by reception theory, you’re not very likely to work on small
ceramic pots from Ancient Rome that were originally used for
storage and rarely seen—although someone working from r.nate—
rialist or Cultural Studies perspectives might well find them inter-
esting. If you go on in art history, and as you mature as a scho}ar,
you may become a specialist in a more narrow range of theoretical
approaches to which you make important contributions. .

As you’re researching your topic, you'll start to develop a p?lr}t
of view, a distinctive interpretation thatyou wantto present. This is
where you should be using theory to generate questiqns a.bout your
topic, to guide your research and push it in new dlrecuor}s. The
sample questions presented in Chapters 2 through 5 (?f this bf)Ok
should give you some idea of how to formulate theoretlcall)f driven
questions during your research. At every level, there’s a t_o-mg and
fro-ing between the empirical research and the theoretical work.
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Your research on the topic will prompt you to turn to a particular
theoretical construct; reading in that theory will yield questions
that send you back to your subject; and so on.

| 6.2 Lee Bul, Cyborg, 1999. Aluminum wire,
‘ stainless steel, polyethylene resin,
polyurethane sheet. Kukje Gallery,

In the end, you may not end up using a lot of what you read. For
example, if you'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 of the Function of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic
Theory,” 1949) and an article about the mirror stage and film
theory by Kaja Silverman (The Acoustic Mirror, 1988). 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 wasted time; not only is it
inevitable to discard some material in the development of your
ideas, but what you’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 of theoretical 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 constantly 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 the artists themselves were inter-
ested in that theory. This is often especially true of modern and
contemporary art, where artists may be actively engaged with many
kinds of theories. For example, many Surrealist artists in the 1g20s
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 Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of
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Seoul, Korea.

Women (1g9r1) to analyze contemporary Korean artist Lee Bul’s
Cyborg figures (Figure 6.2):

Lee Bul’s cyborg figures highlight various feminist debate.s
over the implications technology has for women an.d t}.lelr
socio-political placement within society and its various Instfu-
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 cyfborg th.e—
ory from a socialist-feminist standpoint . . . I'would like tO'dI.S—
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 sur'rogn.d ger_lder,
specifically the idea that gender is a unified hohsnF identity—
while also engaging with her work critically to point out.how
her vision fails to recognize some of the realistic operational
tactics of technology. Haraway’s utopian vision, although pre-
cise in rendering the contradictory postmodern condition of
women, fails to recognize [that] and indicate how—when the
existent mechanisms [power dynamics] {and gender sterfeo-
types] still undetlie the technological apparatuses constituting
the cyborg woman—we can move beyond the gendered stere(’)-
types still pervading representations of Women. L.ee 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 relationship 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 question of applying
Haraway’s essay to the interpretation of the figures, as if the theory
provided a program for interpretation that was already 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 of the
1920s and 1930s couldn’t accurately be described as feminists, and
yet feminist analyses of their work—which includes many images
of women’s bodies—are often very insightful. 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 framework is imported, in some sense, because the
way you use it is particular to you and your way of thinking, Just
because a theoretical framework wasn’t available at the time an art-
work was created or an art practice was current, doesn’t mean that
itisn’tan 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-
ple 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
history, within a specific disciplinary frame; you’re not making the
only or final statement about the worth of an object, artist, or artis-
tic practice.

Working with theory does, at the same time, require an aware-
ness of your 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?

writing the paper

Writing theoretically informed art history is challenging—it will
stretch you intellectually and creatively. Be sux:e to get the help yf)u
need during the writing process. Ask your instructor foF advice
about your research topic and discuss with h‘er the_theoretlcal pet-
spectives that interest you. She can probably prov@e 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 researgh is one of the most
important and enjoyable things that I do. IYV{H also note here that
although I am a very strong supporter of writing ce.nters, Fhe?y may
not be able to help you with this kind of theoretical, dl.sc1phne—
specific writing project unless they are staffed by professionals as
well as peer editors. As a more long-term strategy, take a‘dflanced
writing courses, especially courses in expository writing or
advanced writing of research papers. One of'the r.eal regrets I bfwe
about my own undergraduate education is that I didn’t take writing
courses beyond the required first-year course. .

Writing is a process of thinking, and your argument_ will proba-
bly be rather different at the end of the first draft than it was whfzn
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. Als<_), free 'yourself
from the expectation that you'll be generating brilhar_lt, hlgh—le.vel
theory from the beginning: the first draft of any Parncular 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 rerr,lember to
integrate theory fully into the argument; theory shou'ldn t be sepa-
rate or introduced later, but should shape the analysis you present
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at every step. If you find that you’re writing some formal analysis
followed by a generalized contextual analysis and then introducing
atheory, you need to go back and rethink your outline.

Integrating theory

I'll briefly discuss here some of the common pitfalls that students
encounter when crafting theoretically driven arguments.

Descriptive writing Just as you don’t want to write descriptive art his-

tory—art history that’s not fundamentally interpretive—neither do
you want descriptive theory. You’re not just summarizing a thearet-
ical 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 of your subject than you actually are) and then leave it there,
completely unconnected to anything else you’re writing about sub-
sequently. Also, beware of long quotes from theoretical sources,
because writing these often indicates that you haven’t fully
digested the perspectives they represent.

Losing the focus on art Your argument has a problem when there are

pages and pages of theoretical writing in which the artworks drop
out completely. At that point, ask yourself whether 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
of hegemony, but if you've set out to write about David’s portraits
of Napoleon 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 of interconnected analysis of theory 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 of Haraway’s Cyborg vision, it
is these particular structures of thought and identity—nhitherto
understood as unified and fixed—which have so suppressed
our fluid and unstable subjectivities.
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The student is juxtaposing Foucault and Haraway 1n arbl ntlteg;:
esting way, and Cyborg Blue is the‘nexus of her argument, 0;1t znd
doesn’t give us the visual analysis of Cyborg Bl%te to supp oreand
develop these ideas. She has to show us h(:\fv it re[?resenc e
cault’s notion of the body as a “site of pqwer in relantc;ln to.t ydoe Sg
image and theory: it's not enough just to s'fly fa(l}t blm. B[u;
Incorporating the visual and contextual analysis 0 yb gideas
would, I think, also require her to Px.lrsue her pr(')vo”ca.uve eas
about “simulated models and eroticized categories” 1 gre

detail and specificity.
Supporting your points/providing evidence

This raises the issue of the importance 'of providir%g suppor.tnisg
evidence to prove your point. Don’t just list suppo@ng maézlerlz i,_
as if their relevance is self-evident; instead, exp?lam how fe H\:a
dence supports your point of view. In th_e following exce/rptorc()) -
paper, 4 student juxtaposes an installation wgrk by Pepor;l s t};
En La Barberfa No Se Llora (No Crying Allowed in the Barbers. fofp) wi
Gilles Deleuze’s ideas about empiricism, r.nemory, and di farf;n(:(,i
as a way of coming to new understandings of both artist a

philosopher (Figure 6.3):

6.3 Pepén Osorio, EnLa Barberfa No
; Se Llora (No Crying Allowed in the
Barbershop), 1994. Real Art Ways,
Hartford, CT.
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In Difference 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 of the imagination” (19g4: 71).
Deleuze sees the active syntheses of memory and understand-
ing as antagonistic to true empiricism, [even] if they 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 of understanding En La Barberia
No Se Llora, which could fit the categorization of a “memory

Introduction

1

Chapter 1 Thinking about theory

1

For students interested in the historiography of art
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Moxey, Keith 141
Mukarovsky, Jan 36
Mulvey, Laura 107-8
mural art 58, 58-6o
museums 556, 115,137, 1415 and
repatriation of artworks 84-6,
148-9
myths 106, 132,133

Neshat, Shirin 120; Fervor 119, 120

nihilism 123

Nochlin, Linda 61—2
“normal”/“normative” 71

object relations theory g6
Oedipus complex go, 92, 94, 100
Oguibe, Olu 155
Oppenheim, Dennis 32

“optical unconscious” 104~5, 118
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Orozco, José Clemente 6o
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Liora 171, 171~2
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140~3; and feminisms 64
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Shepherds 378, 38, 42
power 7,77, 81,139, 141
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166 and art 10g, 110, 120, 121;
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dEvreux 39-43, 41
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quilts, African-American 63, 126,
126-7, 165

race 64~5, 83-6;.see also culture(s)

racism g, 10, 127; and postcolonial
theory 78-81

Rand, Erica82

Raphael 110,118

reader-response theory 113-16

“reading” works of art 39

Rear Window 108

reception theories 14, 22, 33, 88,
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109~12; reader-response
113-16

Rembrandt van Rijn 55

Renaissance art 18, 24, 25, 545,
135,140,160

repatriation (artworks) 84-6
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Riegl, Alois 18, 82, 109

Ringgold, Faith 165

Rivera, Diego 6o

Said, Edward 79, 80
Saussure, Ferdinand de 30, 30, 32,
33,36,97,102,131,132,134,
135
Sax, Fritz 24
Schapiro, Meyer 367, 40, 95, 145,
146, 162
schemata 111,113,110
science 10, 12, 48
Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky 71
«Salf” and “Otherness” 8o, 84,
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semiotics 6,8, 17, 20, 22, 25,
28-32, 44, 45, 97; and art
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significant forms 23
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Silverman, Kaja 166

simulacra 153, 154
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“social history of art” g4
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101, 102, 115, 149; “optical”
104-5,118
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