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Game of Knowledge:
The Modern Interpretation of Art

Edward Tingley
Doctoral dissertation, 1995

SUMMATION: A specifically modern approach to the interpretation of art is distinguished,
rooled in the insight that cogpnitivily in interpretation must be oriented by sensitivity to the
subjectobiect paradigm. It is shown that a specific modern theory of interpretation has become
established in twentieth-century theory and practice. That theory is demonstrated to be o set of
interpretative rules. The hidden dependence of those rules on specific canceptions of the nature
of a work of art [qua hermeneutic entity) is revealed. Three such concepiions of the work of art
that are basic to modern art history are articulicd and critically examined by careful attention
to actual works. Interpretation s shown to exceed the strictures of each model, with the specific
consequence thal the meaning of the work of art in madern times is systematically narrowed.
Motives for that narrowing are discussed.

The thesis opens by explaining in what sense the interpretation of paintings, sculptures, and
works of visual art in the modern era is scientific: even in its postmodern forms, it is an enterprise
orienled toward making legitimate cognitive claims about the meaning of works of art.

| : THE THEORY OF INTERPRETATION
CHAPTER 1 explains how, in consequence, modern interpretation is run by theory, and
articulates what the modern theory of inferprelation is. Given their cognitive aim, the many
approaches of art history are deeply informed by a crucial philosophical distinction: the
difference between subject and object. Madern interpretotion is shaped by the view that the
subjectobiject dichotomy affords a crucial insight into the hermeneutic situation. Based upon this
philosophy, a single theory of interpretation (?ominotes twentieth-century practice in art Eislo .
Modern interpretation is thus a method - actudlly a set of interpretative rules of two sorts: rules
of content, wﬁich are designed to direct interpretation toward an object {a work with its own
claim to meaning, thus a thinj] problematically situated in relation to interpraters), and rufes of
form, reflecting widely shared opinions on the shape of good interpretations.

CHAPTER 2 examines the way these rules function in four classic interpretations of a single work
by Botficelli, showing weaknesses in the theory and revealing its hidden dependence upon
decisions about what kind of thing a work of art is, hermeneutically specking. Works of art do
not carry meaning by miracle; there is a mechanism of meaning. Accordingly, the modern view
holds that when we understand how the meaning got in, we will know how to get it out. This
involves unfolding models of meaning.

Il : THE CODE MODEL
CHAPTER 3 introduces the first in a set of three currently viable models of how works of art
carry meaning, demonsirating the popularity of this conception. By the code model, a wark of
art holds meaning because it is an assembly of semantic devices linked conventionally {artificiclly
and arbitrarily) to meaning by artists’ sign-meaning correlaticns. This model tells us what specific
objeclive condilions we have to go in search of it we are to arrive at an interpretafion with any
cognitive status,
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CHAPTER 4 investigates the code model against the kind of case thought to show it most
forcefully: iconographic signs like the symbol of Cupid. A cerlain ambivalence in theorisls’
explanations of such symbols leads to the discovery that the main idea of the code modal -
that signs are arlificial, arbitrarily attached tu chosen meanings - proves false. In facl arlistic
signs derive their power to mean from a preexistent and inalterable connection with redlity. A

further look at how symbolic images are road [with a painting by Veronese) reveals the necessity
of weakening the model’s conception of “arfistic conventions.”

CHAPTER 5 further examines the code madel, articulating {through the Veronese] a level of the
work's meaning (its ‘content] that can only be reached Ey thinking about realit;, not looking for
historical codes, Here the model’s deep investment in a linguistic conception of meaning, makings
images quite gratuitous, becomes clear, While Panofsky argues that images are intarpreted by
reut?in them according to historically local codas, it becomes evident that this is Aot the ganuine
basis of even his interpretations. The role played by reading images against reoli.‘} is further
demonstrated by investigating a dispute over the interpretation of a painting by Rembrandt.
This shows that when we are developing and criticizing interprelations in any depth we go
beyond the code madal.

Thus the code model not only fails its own most central cases, it fails to make room for

a deep kind of meaning that works of visual art plainly hold. This aristic conlent was invisible
because beyond the resources of sign systems.

Il : THE COMMUNICATION MODEL
CHAPTER 6 introduces the second popular model of meaning, again showing the support il is
given: the communication modal, K work of art is the communication of a person, thus
meaningful (by codes or other means] only bacause of the mind behind it, which caused its
meaning in a special kind of psychological semantic act. Thus the cognilive interpreter must seek
the substance of an act of meaning in which the work’s conlent was established.

CHAPTER 7 investigates the communication model by examining the idea of the act of
meaning. By locking at the documented creation of Picasso's Guernica, it becomes clear that
while an idea to be communicated may have motivated the work’s production, the really
significant level of meaning in the work {even for the artist) was the iind that gradually arose by
the artist’s reading of his own forms. A myth linked with the communication mode! 1s exploded:
semanlic omnipotence, that the arfist can attach a meaning to a form. It so happens that the
forms of a work of art can ccmimunicate only by their autonomous power to mean.

CHAPTER 8 treats the hermeneutic implication of the model. Forms may have autonomous
power for the artist, but surely they must be read in the perspective of the artist, because only
then will we approximate the eerrience that defined its communicolive meaning. Examining an
interpretation that attempts this sny Wollheim, of a religious work by Friedrich] reveals the
paradox of empathy, which is that precisely if we follow the model, and take the idea of the
arlist’s perspective seriously, that perspecive will have to include a level of convicfion or belief
that we do not share. By pursuing the arlist’s experience, we can never arrive at it. Moreover,
that pursuit Irivializes {as artists |iEe Friedrich do not) the problem of inducing a new outlook, and
the depth of meaning such a thing involves.

Thus the communication model fails to account for the way visual forms have meaning.
Correcting that picture shows that we have to interpret images as the artist did, by thinking
about redlity - and also not by toying with reductive conceptions of other minds. It is clear that
the communication model again diminishes the content of art.
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Iv : THE CULTURAL MODEL
CHAPTER 9 introduces the third model of meaning: the cultural model. A work of art is an
historicalccltural expression; it belongs to a world, and its meaning is invested in it by its place in
that context [an individual and his life, a society and its cullure, a religion and its beliefs). We
have lo know things about a culture to make sense of its works; the work’s own context sels the
framework In whica the work’s meaning can be unfolded.

CHAPTER 10 investigates the cultural mode! by examining two works of art that must be
interpreted, the madel suggests, in different kinds of historical context. Interpreting a work by
Munch in a psychological context, one either arrives at a meaning that fails to take account of
the image or must address the interpreter’s views about the nature of love, ou'side any historical
context of belief. Interpreting a work by Manet in a social context does reveal how historical
knowledge is needed 1o register the depth of the work. But it reveals also that the work is, itself,
an appeal o the spectator to connect the image with present life. To safisfy the contextual
model {to see the work in terms of ils own past conttanxtgJ is thus to fail to satishy it, since it
cannot recover what the work actually is: an appedl to life in the present. It appears that to
understand  painting by Munch or Manet, one had better take seriously the fact that what it
depicls is something real.

CHAPTER 11 pursues the investigation of the cultural model by posing its claim more radically: a
work from a non-Western culture (a Hindu miniature) will surely show that its meaning must be
determined by inlerpreting it within its own context (Hinduism). A careful examination of Hindu
sources reveals the possibility of different and conflicting interpretations, and the difficulty of
ascertalning what kind of fimit ‘the Hindu context’ implies. It becomes clear that a context is not
established methodologically, prior o interpretation, but something that ‘constellates’ as the by-

roduct of an interpretation that stands on other grounds. Those grounds may involve: truth-to-
ife, by no cullural standard.

Thus the cultural medel fails to recognize that one cannot even understand a work of art
historically, understand its historical message, if one does not recognize that every contfext
arounts to something only when regarded as a context in the world. The work’s ‘own context’
cannot be reductively posited as less than the world that is the context of all ‘contexts’; thus
the sirictures of the model do not apply.

CONCLUSION

It has been shown how interpratation requires rampling the objective fences of the theorists.
Since the obiect—concerﬂon has proved weaker than imagined, modern interpretation appears
much driven by the will to exclude subjsctivity. That will s fueled by three things. (1} The
theorelical idea (which proves mistaken) that the subject/obiject paradigm tells us a lot about
the hermenautic situation. [2) A special interest in the foundalion of a discipline, in the
establishment of professional interpreters. {3) Not to be underestimated, the will in trealing art to
avoid looking at life, which art is often about, The cognitive enterprise of professional
Inferpretation maintains a special dynamic of mastery over the work - not following
conversations where they lead but leading the conversation. Modern interpretation is in effect a

ame: o goaloriented operation of control that serves the interest of the professional; the work,
?or from being served in this enterprise, is deprived of its power. [f theory clarifies the conditions
for the possibility of understanding, imposing methodical controls upon interpretative encounters
with works of art makes it easy for us to ignore what art often wishes to remind us of.






The only thing which consoles us for our miscries is
diversion, and yct this is the greatest of our miscrics.
For it is this which principally hindcrs us from
reficcting upon oursclves, and which makes us
insensibly ruin ourselves, Without this we should be
in a state of weariness, and this weariness would spur
us to seck a more solid means of escaping from it
But diversion amuses us, and leads us unconscicusly

10 death,

Pascal
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PREFACE

There are several reasons why this study is a long one. The first of these is the
size of its object, which is the modem practice of the interpretation of art more or
less in totality, as we see it in the discipline of art history generally, old and new.
There have been recent calls for a contemporary overhaul or reconsideration of the
problem of interpretation, especially in light of newer trends of thought — as, for
instance, in these remarks (one by an art historian, one by a philosopher):

Perhaps it is significant that the more innovative and ‘interdisciplinary’ work in the history of art
has not set a high priority on reconceplualising the process of reading or interpreting images, ...
The not infrequent pleas made over the past ten or fifleen years to take on board the sophisticated
theorics of signs and representations developed elsewhere in the humanities have not, at least on
my reckoning, been accomplished by any very systematic, let alone recognizably new, strategics
for discussing how visual images convey meanings.

‘What is necessary today is the serious pursuit of hermeneutic questions from within or, at least,
from the viewpoint of the different disciplines of the social and human sciences. This pursuit must
be theoretical, pragmatic, and historical in outlook, for it must deal both with gencrai
philosophical questions and with the particular methodological issues facing these disciplines
tuday. One might envision, furthermore, a criticial history of hermencutics, the study of its basic
principles and strategies as they have evolved as parts of different systems of discourse.?

And indeed it happens that no systematic study of the interpretation of art has yet been
conducted in English. Bétschmann’s analysis, published in 1984 (Einfithrung in die
kunstgeschichtliche Hermene atik: die Auslegung von Bildern), remains untranslated;
Roskill’s The Interpretation of Pictures appeared in 1989, but is certainly far more
piecemeal a study than its title implies. Neither addresses the n:atter with the thoroughness
and the historical and philosophical viewpoint suggested by the above authors, and neither
devotes significant attention to the critical dichotomy that the discipline of art history is
most defined by. The following is an attempt to meet that challenge, and to offer an
extensive examination of the modern understanding of the interpretation of art. It does not,
however, do so in the spirit of the above quotations, and it is part of the problematic of the

1 Pous, “Difficult Meanings” (1987), 32,
2 Mueller-Vollmer, “Hermeneutic Theory Since the Enlightenment” (1985), 45.




matter to show why that should not be done. For what is required is niot merely analysis,
but a critical understanding.

Periodically, writers have raised a fundamental problem in the discipline’s approach
to intzrpretation,? but I have come to feei that the substance of this problem is not easily
registered in the very atmosphere of a discipline. That is, the problem of the problem is
hard to grasp in the specific light of some of our most fundamental beliefs about
interpretation. This is a situation conducive to length, for the task is now both to resolve the
problem and to make it real. Neither of these things can be done at the usual level of
discourse. Only a slower thinking brings to light the issues that hold the structure of
present thought in place, and unless the discussion sinks to the level of detail, the
theoretical problems of interpretation inevitably sound either hypothetical or far-fetched.
Unless we leave the level of the usual theoretical critique, criticism will continue to sound
like special pleading, which does not possess the power to influence how we think, Why,
indeed, change how we think at all?

A further reason for length is the fact that the modern study of art is not a uniform
phenomenon. I have said that my field is art history more or less in toto. That appears to be
a large claim, given that the forms presently taken by that discipline are numerous and
diverse, but the claim appears bigger than it is. It is my contention that they are all — from
traditional to revisionist to psychoanalytic to feminist to sociological approaches —
differentiated forms of three principal conceptions of how works of art mean.
Substantially, the discipline rests on three pillars, and all need to be examined. To address
only one would leave the principal thesis of the study a mere hypothesis, for any weakness
in one of these conceptions is easily evaded by shifting to either of the others.

Thus the study that follows is divided into four main parts (each structured like the others).
Part I presents an analysis of the theory of interpretation that has long been established in
modem culture, a general method that articulates the necessary conditions of a legitimate
interpretation of works of art. In order to be put into practice, a theory laid out in terms of
necessary conditions requires further explicitation, and that is provided by three different
(but related) conceptions of the nature of the work of art. Allied with the general method,
these conceptions have become basic modes of the modern understanding of art: the work
of art understood as an expression in a system of signs (part II), the work of art understood
as the product of an action intended to carry meaning (part I, and the work of art
understood as an artefact belonging to a culture that endorses it with its meaning (part IV).
It may be helpful to know that each of the four parts has the same form: an initial
chapter in which the established view is presented, and then one or two chapters in which

3 For instance Hofstadter in 1966, McCorkel in 1975, Pontynen in 1986, and Preziosi in 1989,



that view is examined (against works of art). The final section of each part, where the

conception is reconsidered in light of the discussion, present the gathered conclusions in a
general form.

That being my method, I hereby open up two major avenues of criticism: one concerning
the theories I examine, another concerning what I think I can say when the business is
done. Another avenue I would like to point out is closed, not because I am afraid people
will use it, but because it will take them nowhere worth going: and that is to argue that I
have chosen in my technique bad examples of art, the wrong particulars. That is
impossible, because I have always chosen works of art of the sort that the discipline is
concerned with. My examples are always works of art with the features that link them with
the method. A type of thinking that articulates basic or defining or typical features of works
of art makes it easy to find representative examples, because the whole orientation of such a
category is inclusive.

This, however, touches upon the first avenue of criticism, that the general theory
and its concrete models (presented in chapters one, three, six, and nine) is not our system.
I have taken some care, however, not to make that mistake. That we do not hold certain
belief’s is a standard line of defense, and to convince to the contrary is the reason for the
extensive quotation, which also lengthens these chapters. If it turns out, against my
suspicion, that people do not believe this is how we think of the interpretation of art, then
they will oblige, I hope, by ceasing to say the things they repeatedly say. For as I also
show, they are not things said lightly. The conclusion is not a summation of what precedes
it (which can be got from §§ 21, 48, 72, and 98) but discussion of the principal implication
of those results. It is plainly the most important part of the study. It would be strange to
arrive at the conclusions of those four sections (to understand the state of moderm theories)
without reading the message (understanding and assessing what purpose such deficient
theories serve). Equally, it would have been pointless to begin with such claims, which to a
discipline seem totally bogus without some painstaking preparation.

The final reason for length is a crucial one. We frequently behave as if something is so
because it makes sense. It is a human failing, part of the burden of having a mind. The fact
that we don’t think of being able to think as a burden is a highly interesting fact that shows
our utter vulnerability to the seductions of human thought, one of which is our failure to be
vigilant against ‘sense.” What makes sense is not always true. If we are really interested in
the truth about a thing, it is usually necessary to do some sort of checking that goes beyond
listening to a plausible argument.

We are careless about many things (at one time or another, about everything), but |
am interested here only in our thoughts about art. The great problem is that, given the

xi




direction of our culture since the eighteenth century, a setting has been created in which
mistakes of this kind are impossible to avoid and almost harder to escape from. Its
consequences are highly damaging: they are a major force in the dissipation of our
civilization. Since the modern transfer of hermeneutics from private to professional life,
these errors of sense have been elevated to theory. Theory is that kind of thing from which,
once in, escape is unlikely. The main reason for that is the all-powerful combination of
highly seductive conceptions (which one would need to resist, and to have reason to resist)
and the theorist’s prior commitment to unfold all possible consequences. When in addition
there is moral backing behind the motivation to theorize, we have more or less of a prison.

In the literature on the understanding of art there has been some criticism of “seeing
with tiie head.” It is almost inevitable that the response to this is an argument for seeing
with the eyes (with all the sensible things that can be said for it), but either-or situations in
thinking are usually tip-offs that the issue is being narrowly treated all around. There is
something quite obviously deficient in both views, because one thing I know for sure is
that I am not a mind, and I am not an eye. And I know, furthermore, that when I bother to
go into a gallery it is not my eye or my mind persuading my legs to get me there. [ go in,
because there is something important for me there. To stick to this language, what we
would probably wish to stand behind is seeing with the person — which is seeing with the
eye, the mind, the heart, the soul. To put it somewhat differently, to see from the same
source from which (so at least we tend to say) artists work, when they are most interesting
to us. In the shortest formula I can think of, to look with commitment to the business of
living, a mysterious occupation in proportion to its importance. Perhaps it is strange to
think of life as an occupation: life happens. But I think that is a misleading way to speak. It
is not like a river in which we are pulled along, or the landscape that passes by: we are all
up to something, in what we do and do not do, and we are deeply interested in this thing
we are doing all the time — utterly, vitally interested. Perhaps that is something I ought to
present as a ‘supposition’ behind some of what I mean to say, which anyone is free 10
reject. In the modsm era, however, we are not really free to accept it. That is, we believe
much more deeply in things that prevent such an attitude. That is a region of thought that it
is difficult to reach. One of the most important ways to do that, where that thought
concerns art, is to be careful not just to talk about art, but to talk while locking. My hope is
that an approach that looks in some detail at works of art, as this does — at the very things
the theory is meant to accommodate — will make a different and clearer sort of progress
than further theory.

xii
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Science is a method; it is not a ficld of study. Scientific method is

applicable to all ficlds. It is the 100l with which we find things out.

Samuel Caumann (1944)

Each period apprehends things with its eyes and no one will disputc this
right. But the historian must ask each time how an object demands to

be seen from its own point of view.

Heinrich Walfflin (1915)

Since readers and viewers bring to the texts and images their own
cultural and personal baggage, there can be no such thing as a fixed,
predetermined meaning, and the very attempt to summariz¢ meanings,
as we do in encyclopedias and textbooks, is by definition reductive. Yet
as soon as we arc forced to draw from these views the incvitable
conclusion that ‘anything gees’ and that interpretation is a futile
scholarly activity since it all depends on the individual interpreter, we
draw back. We then turn around, trying to locate, in the text or image,
not a meaning, but the “occasion’ of meaning, the thing that riggers

meaning; not fixity, but a justification for our fexibility.

Mieke Bal (1991)



INTRODUCTION

1 THE AGE OF SCIENCE

How we encounter art in contemporary culture is in an important way different from the
encounter with art of any earlier age. What has made this difference is philosophy and
scholarship, Increasingly since the nineteenth century, and today more and more, our
encounter with art takes place through a medium of interpretation (museums and
exhibitions, scholarly books, magazine articles, films and television programmes) at the
source of which lies the discipline that we call art history, which has bound itself to
philosophical theory. That theory teaches the viewer a sophisticated self-consciousness,
and as a result art today is something it has never been. The very conception that the work
of art requires a special form of approach, a special kind of stance, characterizes the
modern éra. It is not that in the pre-modern era the kind of stance at issue was never
adopted by any person, but that as the pre-modem era had no self-consciousness about the
viewer and his or her relation to the work no particular attitude toward the encounter with
art held sway: the encounter was uncontrolled by any insight into its basic conditions. The
modern era in our relation to art began around the close of the eighteenth century; it has
exercised its influence on the culture and its relations with art increasingly through the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, chiefly through the rise of institutions created to present
works of art to the public. While the profit-motive of the art gallery made it perhaps an
untrustworthy mediator, the museum and the university held as their foremost concern the
utmost fidelity to the work of art achievable; the enterprise of those institutions was not
profit but science. By the end of the nineteenth century, “nature and history are both
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considered objects of scientific investigation in the same sense. They constitute the ‘object
of knowledge’.”!

Science, though not science by too positivistic a definition, is at the heart of
modernity: modernity is the age of science, and it is an age to which we still belong.
Hopeful ninetecnth-century thinkers (often positivistically inclined) were interested in
bringing the humanities into the scientific programme, an ambition that provoked argument
for more than half of this century over the essential difference between scientific inquiry
and the study of both history and the arts (the explanation-versus-understanding debate),
with the adjunct argument that the history of art must go beyond the assembly of fact and
infringe the territories of criticism and value judgement. Just when the argument ¢f
difference appeared substantially settled, however, the scientific quality of science
collapsed (Kuhn et al.), and we now find ourselves in a post-scientific era — at least by the
old standard of ‘science’, perfectly articulated in Samuel Caumann'’s article of 1944. The
probability of any writer wishing to claim that “art history is a science” could scarcely
become smaller than it is today.2 Now that science itself has been ‘made human’ — shown
to be merely a system cf human agreement, a praxis of consensus — the great spectres of
science appear to have been pretty effectively exorcised. “Most readings [of works of art]
are offered within traditions, communities, and institutions that set limits to the interests
and purposes an interpretation may serve.”3 And despite initial alarms, the change has not
made way for a *“‘silly relativism’ — the bad inference from ‘no epistemological difference’
to ‘no objective criterion of choice™: the hermeneutic limits of the discipline have not been
set arbitrarily; they remain cognitive limits. In this post-authoritarian climate of comfort
science lives on — lives on exceedingly comfortably, since now we pay it no attention. As
Gadamer has remarked — and the remark is truer of nothing than of our relation to art —
science in the nineteenth century never played the role in human life that it does in the
twentieth.d

In the future we will likely look back upnn the last quarter of the twentieth century
— atime we have hastened to call postmodernity — as a particularly self-conscious
moment of modernity. It is likely we will not escape modernity at all, because so massive
an achievement will demand we stop doing something we continue to believe in as much as

1 Gadamer, “Foundations of the Twentieth Century" (1962), 115,

2 In 1976 Roskill’s introduction to the discipline (as has since been amply noticed) opened with that claim;
Roskill's desire was to show that art history is a practicc formed “with definite principles and techniques, rather
than a matter of intuition or guesswork.” Roskill, What is Art History? (1976), 9. His laler study (The
Interpretation of Pictures, 1989), betrays no such inclination.

3 Stout, “Meaning of a Text” (1982), 8.

4 Rorty, “Texts and Lumps” (1985), 13.

5 Gadamer, “Foundations of the Twentieth Century” (1962), 111,
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ever, something that has been built into the economy, something that is built (much deeper
still) into the categorics of thinking people everywhere in society. What T am not certain we
can give up is the discourse of knowledge, with its seductive but parasitic and desolating
philosophy. Postmodernity, as it penetrates our discourse about art, is by the fruits of its
labours evidently the attempt to continue the project of science by other means, Other
means, that is, than the objectionable scientism of the preceding generation and its alliance
with positivist, empiricist, foundational epistemologies. Many people feel we have seen a
deep change in the development of the discipline of ‘art history.’ “Postmodernism does not
appear to be just another style or movement with its attendant new jargon; its affinities,
fundamental attitudes, and habits of mind suggest a thoroughly new and different way of
looking and thinking about art.”® But philosophical revolutions are typically revolutions by
reputation rather than substance. Scholarship has been keeping a close eye on epistemology
and refashioning itself to match since the very birth of the discipline.” Episodic ‘radical
shifts’ in thought are as endemic to the continuation of the scientific programme (fo the end
of its very scientificity) as radical hem-hikes are endemic to the fashion system.8 The
endeavour of science (the discourse of knowledge) is to represent, to describe, to make
statements about the world — to capture an image of the world and its forces, in the
domain of art as in the domain of politics and subatomic phenomena. That is where the
problem arises. Despite the modern consciousness, art is not another subject matter for
scientific knowledge. Art points in the opposite direction from science, but an art that is
known in the ways that science knows points to the world that science knows, and it is not
a world in which people can live very well. What does it mean to come to art through
science? It is as if one were to extinguish the midday sun in order to see the light of a
flashlight.

The reason it is not recognized that shifts of epistemology in the humanities are not
radical and cleansing departures (but rather perpetuations of something) is that it has so far
been impossible to register any problem in that something: because the ends are beyond
suspicion, our problems must be problems of means. What fault, indeed, can one find with
the attempt to picture reality to the best of one’s limited ability, by being true to the (social)
conditions of knowledge, in just as broad or broken down a way as those conditions
permit, while raising in the process all the attendant problems and limitations of our claims

6 Klepac, “Deconstruction in Contemporary Art” (1984), 251.

7 Two fine demonstrations of this appear in Hart's outline of Wlfflin's epistemological sensitivity and Holly's
account of Panofsky’s.

8 Radical change in fashion demonstrates the new and the original, which arc the goals of fashion as an
institution. Radical change in epistemology serves a very different goal, but again, the goal that most defines the
cnterprise, which is scientific rigour: truth to the conditions of truth.
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to know? By the evidence of continuing studies now with carefully articulated
epistemological prefaces, it appears none, but that is the really deep question. It is even one
that postmodern thought initially raised in an cxemplary and unmistakable fashion. But in
fifteen years there are no signs of any “incredulity toward meta-narratives,” the legal
underwriting of science. Lyotard understands ‘modern’ as I do: “1 ... use the term modern
to designate any science that legitimates itself with reference to a metadiscourse of this kind
making an explicit appeal to some general narrative ... such as the hermeneutics of
meaning.”® There appears to have been some collective sigh-of-relief now that we have
well and truly trounced the scientism Edgar Wind denounced as long ago as 1936: “the
notion of a description of nature which indiscriminately subjects men and their fates like
rocks and stones to its ‘unalterable laws’ survives only as a nightmare of certain
historians.”1? But we are rnistaken if we think science is done away with. The problem of
‘science’ — which well beyond a field of practice is 2 modern idol — lies not in the
extremes but in the innocuous, not in its Cartesian technological aspect but in its
supposedly benign contemplative aspect, as a form of inquiry in the tradition of Aristotle.
The compatibility of that form of science with the humanities the antipositivist Wind was
able to affirm: there are “‘points of correspondence between these two worlds — or, to be
more precise, between the scientific methods which render each of them an object of human
knowledge and experience.”11 The modern approach to art establishes it as an object of
knowledge (indeed theorists lament that “it is a sad fact: art history lags behind the study of
the other arts™).12 The study that follows is an examination of the project of knowledge that
the modern age has turned upon art as it has turned it upon everything,

2 THE PURSUIT OF KNOWLEDGE

The fact that there are even deep changes in epistemology — that the old conceptions of
truth and knowledge have been impugned beyond recovery — does not mean the
abandonment of the scientific project. Upon inspection, it is even obvious that it does not
mean that but rather the continuation of the project: epistemology is the theory of
knowledge, and there is no need to overhaul or revolutionize epistemologies unless
knowledge continues to be the issue. (When I give up driving, I do not need a better-

9 Lyotard, Postmodern Condition (1979), xxiii—iv.
10 wyind, “History and Science” (1936), 256.

11 1bid., 255.

12 Bryson, Vision and Painting (1983), xi.
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designed car.) The radical transformations of epistemology have created a study of art
significantly different from what used to be available, but it is important to my purpose to
notice what remains common to both new and old. That will require that we not move too
quickly past a fundamentally untouched conception of knowledge as representation,
picturing, capturing, describing the state of things.

It is fascinating that ‘representation’ has a special and distinct meaning in
connection with art, the sense in which a sculpture by a Hellenistic artist (figures 1 and 2)
represents, depicts, pictures the appearance of a crouching woman. There is something
comparable in artistic representations and art-historical reports that shows us what modern
science is about. The two are aligned through the issue of what we might call (in as yeta
very unphilosophical and intuitive sense) correctness. We might call the sculpture an
accurate or inaccurate, good or bad, fair or unfair, better or worse representation of what it
endeavours to represent (a woman), depending upon how we see or philosophically finesse
the standard of that judgement. (She has, for instance, an extremely high waist, which
makes her lower body in this posture a kind of massive ovoid. We might also ask to what
purpose that choice, and her nudity, and her posture, were made, and perhaps ultimately
judge such a dcpibtion a mis-representation of its object — more an expression of the
interests of its maker than a fair image of a woman.)!3 The idea of a fair representation is
ineliminable from the matter of representing, and it is the business of modern interpretation
to represent, to form a fair image of, the reality that is art— even if that representing
activity is in some measure constitutive: “The representation that art history creates
establishes its own reality,” but establishes along with it “the need to account for that, as
well as for whatever external object the representation configures.” This is a responsible
act. A discipline is not a diffident discourse; it “advocates something.”!4 Every attempt to
picture or capture some state of affairs, whether in images or words, must ultimately be
held to account in some way. The epistemological throes of the history of modern thought
are the perpetually collapsing attempts to formulate that standard, to find the correct way to
think of what ‘correctness’ comes to; the standard must be conceived properly. Before
Kant it was a kind of thing-in-itself. After Kant it was a kind of reference to self-
established data, producing methodically verifiable facts. After, say, Ayer it was the
satisfaction of socially “recognized criteria” for knowledge claims!3 (which lately has been

13 The reactive swing from veridicality to pure freedom of siandard is a simplistic tendency: the situation is a
continuum between false poles, and our true problem is where to mark the balance between them.

14 ghiff, "An History and the Nineteenth Century” (1988), 48,

15 The standard of correctness is removed from a simple measure against the thing; regarding claims to know
something, “the line between pass and failure” is sct by a community, and decided ultimately “on grounds of
practical convenience.” A.J. Ayer, The Problem of Knowledge (Harmondsworth 1956), 34.
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seen as the de facto standard of art institutions). Still more recently it has broadened to
include other than “practical” considerations: no representation is adequate that reinforces
an ethically faulty message (the issue of the politics of representation).

So with a very careful rendering of the notions of ‘accuracy’ and ‘externality’, the
continued aim of science is to represent the world; it remains true that “to know is to
represent accurately what is outside the mind,”® but ‘outside’ in a sense that has come to
seem more ethical than metaphysical, for no one who writes today about created works of
art is willing to treat them as mere extensions of themselves. In the works of art we study,
“mind has congealed into permanent forms and confronts the subject as an ‘other’.”!7

Where we read truly, where the experience is to be that of meaning, we do so as if the text (the
picce of music, the work of art) incamates ... a real presence of si§niﬁcam being. ... These are not
occult notions. They are of the immensity of the commonplace. !

Comectness ultimately is that: there is something to do justice to. Understanding involves
an orientation to that other; it involves conditions of dialogue, in which one opens oneself
up to the other’s meaning.!? This insight is and has always been the humanities” Achilles
heel. It is the pivot of our total capitulation to science.

The fact that writers working in the humanities continue to caricature the
philosophical presuppositions of the sciences obscures the continuity of the modern age. It
happens that the theory of science has been able to absorb most every epistemological
challenge that thought has thrown it, and facing this fact will force some recognizing that
traditional art history has not been so epistemologically hobbled as theorists have been able
to claim. A principal conclusion of Roskill’s recent study of the interpretation of art —
“there can be no avenue to truth, or ultimate key to meaning, apart from the history of
successive interpretations made from particular positions™20 — is not new. As Wlfflin had
long ago read in Dilthey, we have no “presuppositionless” understanding of anything.?!
The problematic role of the subject as representer has never been forgotten, as
demonstrated again by Ackerman in 1959.

16 Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), 3.

17 Bleicher, Contemporary Hermeneutics (1980), 30.

18 Siciner, “A New Meaning of Meaning” (1985), 1275,

19 Bemstein, “From Hermeneutics to Praxis™ (1982), 103.

20 Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), 89. The articulation of this particular conclusion is what Bryson
calls “perhaps the book's greatest value,” Bryson, Review of Roskill (1989}, 707.

21 Dilthey, cited by Richard Palmer, Hermeneutics (Evanston 1969), 121; Hart, “Reinterpreting Wol{flin"
(1982), 293—95.
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We commonly slip into the shocking misconception that history is a science — that historians
*find out whal happened,’ without really intervening. But the historian, like the artist, exercises his
taste and applics his acquired schemata in sclecting his subject, in choosing certain facts from an
infinitely large pool, and in formulating them into what -ve significantly call a ‘picture’ of the
past. This picture, like its counterpart in the muscum, has a definite style, and may be identified as
characteristic of a certain time, place, and author.22

Interpretation requires some form of intervention, requires a position to work from. The
point is that “interpretation need not cease to be discovery ” because it operates in the
service of interest and purpose.z? The history of modern science, in the humanities
precisely, is defined by the problematic of just description; through all its epistemological
phases the primary aim has been to achieve the appropriate standard of representing works
of art — not the mere raw-material of but the object of the discipline, that other which the
discipline aims to represent as respectfully as possible.

We should be suspicious of any cffort to specify absolute standards of value, since it would be as
unhealthy for critics as for artists to accept a common standard. But if specific value standards may
be ruled out, there is a general standard imbedded in the philosophy of history thatTam
suggesting. If the goal of our studies is the discovery of the uniqueness of the work of art, this is
because we are committed to a conviction as to the positive value of individuality 24

Although we no longer shore up our historicism with such quasi-religious conceptions, the
romantic ideal of cultural pluralism has continued to be the dominant ethical norm for
interpretation during most of the nineteenth and twenticth centurics: it is more com rehensive and
humanizing to embrace the plurality of cultures than o be imprisoned in our own.

The epistemological sophistication of the discip-ine is driven by a kind of ethical concern to
do justice to its object. The claim that there are no neutral or “innocent” ways of
representing has never meant, and still does not mean today (as present sensitivities
demonstrate), that all forms of representing are equal: that there are no illegitimate forms,
no appropriating ‘representations’ that must be counted misrepresentations, nothing that
can plausibly be called a distortion,

Both painting the world and writing history are fimited by at least two related conditions: the
inherent limitations of symbolic systems to describe their subject and the subjectivity of the
individual doing the describing.

22 Ackerman "Art History and the Problems of Criticism” (1960), 258. This thesis has recently been presented
azgain by Carrier, “Objectivity in Art-Historical Interpretation™ (1989;.
Stout, *Meaning of a Text” (1982), 8 [emphasis added].
24 Ackerman, “Art History and the Problems of Criticism™ (1960), 267.
25 Hirsch, "Three Dimensions of Hermeneutics™ (1976), 197.
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It remains reasonable to claim that discourse “misrepresents its subject.’26 There is nothing
that can be called a distortion by long-dciunct notions of veridical correspondence; the
epistemology of ‘distortion’ has changed, but that change leaves the issue of legitimate and
illegitimate representations quite as strong as ever — vitally strong, for it is the very basis
of current concern over the “politics” of representation, which Eco calls “the dialectics
between the rights of texts and the rights of interpreters.”2” I do not know of any writer
who has truly embraced the indulgence in fiction that is occasionally presented as our only
recourse, as in a remark by Forster (in a footnote) in 1972:

Art appreciation ... corresponds to a position which accepts a priori the meaninglessness of
artifacts, and is consequently free to indulge in any number of completely meaningless
pronouncements about them. Only the prevailing culiural and academic consensus is powerful
enough to restore a semblance of meaning in this approach, and that meaning may very well be
that cuiture is the result of spontaneously reproduced clichés about a cenain repertoire of objects
which have their worth established on at least one level to everyone’s satisfaction, namely on the
market.

Forster himself, however, does not abandon the aim of “critical understanding” and faults
enthusiastic interpretations that “can be readily produced on no foundations at all.”28
Critique does not erase the idea of standards: “We never reach a point where the entire
background has been subjected to reasonable doubt — where would the reasons for
doubting be in such a picture? — it is misleading to describe interpretation as relative to an
ultimately criterionless choice.”2? Or again, “This handy pedagogical advantage, however,
quickly exhausts itself. The seeming spontaneity of response only throws into relief the
complete unrelatedness of the objects and their interpretations.”0 The importance of
relatedness of interpretation to work of art precisely demonstrates the concern to represent.
The modemn approach to art establishes it as an object of knowledge, something to
be properly known, something to be understood, something to be seen — as much as
possible, and in the limited way that this makes sense — for itself. The conception and the
standards of a just representation change, and may indeed become quite complex. Just as in
art the Hellenistic sculptor is not only inaccurate with regard to demonstrable anatomy, but
perhaps fails to do justice to his subject in perpetuating a male-centred image of her,
likewise in science there are distortions of the obvious and also ethical misrepresentations,

26 Smith, “Pictures and History” (1987), 98.

27 Eco, “Interpretation and History” (1992), 23.

28 Forster, “Critical History of An” (1972), 463, n. 10.

29 Swout, “Relativity of Interpretation™ (1986), 114.

30 Forster, “Critical History of Art" (1972), 463, n. 10 [emphasis added].
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values masquerading as fact: both are counted active forms of distortion. Even though the
reality we are investigating has no absolutely objective nature.

The very idea that somc particular object or image in the world has 2n intrinsic nature, meaning, or
vaiue no longer seems o be credible or valid. [This awareness] reflec's ... 8 highly developed and
extremely self-conscious awareness of the fact that human knowledge and the language used to
communicate it are, in the last analysis, artificial constructs, i.c., both are human centred.31

That there is no absolutely objective nature does not destroy our understanding that there
are things with a genuine nature that a writer can deform. Adorno, certainly, did not hold a
naive view of autonomous objects; there is a “claim to objectivity” even despite the fact that
subjectivity is involved in the object’s constitution, and objectivity cannot eclipse it:

If it did, then the artless person who lets the work of art impinge on him as though [he] were some
isolated tabula rasa would be most qualified to understand and evaluate art. This of course is not the
way things work. Just as art itself is a dialectical process, s is the cognition of art. The more the
viewer gives of himself, the more he penetrates the work of art, until he becomes aware of its
objectivity as seen from the inside.32

We have to begin our assessment of the modern (post-Kantian) approach to art with
the recognition that we see the work of art on a continuum of subjectivity: at the near end is
our simple natural ignorance of the work — a kind of passive distortion on account of
which we need to understand it. At the far end of the continuum is the active distortion .
projection and subjective interference, the constraint of what is other to our own purposes.
Though there is no pure objectivity whatever on this continuum, somewhere between these
positions lies a thing that can be known, as we say, “from its own point of view.” Ina
discipline, we report on that thing, and our concern for it — our objectivity, in that precise
but overwhelmingly important sense — implies the third-person narrative of all science.

3 THE FIGURES OF MODERNITY

Thus three things characterize the approach to art that defines the modemn, present age: the
scientific relation (that our interest in art is an interest in knowledge), our reliance upon
theory, and the specific recourse to objectivity in a very reduced sense. The three are
closely related, and it hardly matters where in this triad one begins. If first the desire to

3 Klepac, “Deconstruction in Contemporary Art” (1984), 262.
32 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory (1986), 250
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understand art is established, and understanding is recognized as a subjectively implicated
activity of mind, we have the critical importance of theory:

To understand the possibility and nature of knowledge is to understand the way in which the mind
is able to construct such representations. Philosophy’s central concern is to be a general theory of
representation, a theory which will divide culture up into the arcas which represent reality well,
those which rcspmsenl it less well, and those which do not represent it at all (despite their pretense
of doing s0).3

Theory will achieve that by «stablishing some standard by which to define objectivity — in
the restricted sense of that which has to do with the work itself. If on the other hand we
begin with a sense of respect for the individuality or identity of the specific work of art,
with an entity distinct from me and my world (the concept of objectivity, again), then we
are pushed to capture that distinctness (the scientfic relation), and in order to preserve the
scientific, entity-oriented, nature of our interest we must somehow establish the difference
between representing and misrepresenting (thus theory). These are three basic figures of all
established modern approaches to art.

Supposedly the end of the twentieth century marks a repudiation of the attitudes of
modernity. But it is my sense that while some of the dissatisfaction registered by current
thinkers holds the potential of such a rejection, the prevailing features of postmodern
thought place it squarely within the modern approach. Clearly, postmodern thought relies
upon the first figure, theory; in a sense it is even more insistent upon this than the
traditional modern views. The theory it accepts is different, but my claim about the modern
attitude is not that it relies upon any too specific theory, but that it is carefully built,
established, upon a philosophical position. When twenty years ago the rarity of theoretical
discussion was still lamented, the presence of theory was not ignored.

The disappearance of a philosophical dimensicn to what we are doing is only apparcnt. Our
notions of what constitutes the concrete work of art, how it is objectively observed, and how the
truth of conclusions may be assessed, are all aspects of an implicit philosophy ....34

Today Preziosi comments that art history is “a discipline that by its very nature is a
theoretical enterprise.”3

The second figure, objectivity, appears to mark a point of basic rupture between
modernity and the present. But through a tendency to enhance oppositions with tradition,
the conception of objectivity has been artificially reduced in the contemporary

33 Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), 3.
34 McCorkel, “Epistemological Approach” (1975), 36.
35 preziosi, Rethinking Art History (1989), 20,
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consciousness to less than it actually is: to ‘absolute reality’, factuality, autonomous truth.
“Positivists,” one author has noted, “engage in a rhetoric of objectivity; they argue as if
factual documentation is the final arbiter, neglecting the historian-observer’s own
motivations, interests, and capacities.”3 In reality the modern conception of objectivity
goes considerably deeper than this, and it is not naive but precisely critical — indeed, it is
at the very basis of postmodemity’s supposed rejection of modernity. “Modemity is the
epoch of the great division between subject and object.”37 The conception of objectivity
that defines the modemn era is simply a consciousness of the distinct and different positions
of subject and object, which involves fundamental awareness of the sensitivity of the
relation between subject and object, the politics of subject and object. The modern approach
to the work is fundamentally built upon the recognition of the subject’s potential imposition
upon and distortion of the object of his or ner investigation. The modern scholarship often
rejected todzy may have stressed some ‘inner nature’ of that object as the goal of its study;
the postmodern response is to abandon that goal, as either a non-existent or a destination
that is inherently unreachable, and to refashion ‘study’ as a kind of ‘seeing-in-context’ of
works and their interpretations that rejects any claim to essentialism or scientific finality.

From a postmodem perspective, I therefore abanden the search for truth that has characterized the
traditional exercise of thinking in the Western world, in order to launch into a search for systems
of perception and different forms of intelligibility .... [The aim is to indicate] a possibility of
understanding the territory. But no final origin or destination is arrived at. The possibilities of
expression and representation are unlimited ,...38

But as Eco notes, “To say that interpretation ... is potentially unlimited does not mean that
interpretation has no object.”?

From a post-structuralist point-of-view {and [ regard poststructuralism as the most important
ingredient in the theoretical discourse conceming postmodemismy), meaning can no longer be
regarded as the preconstituted content of texts and/or pictures. Meaning (like value and identity) has
to be produced in context. A sentence or picture is not a material container for an immaterial,
extralinguistic object called “meaning” or “intention”. Meaning is the effect, the force of the
machine we call “language” {or textual activity to be more precise). Meaning is, therefore, also
connected with efficacity (rather than with truth).40

The modern and the postmodemn are merely a laxer {more philosophically optimistic) and a
stricter (more pessimistic, self-restraining) response to the same recognized condition,

36 shiff, “Art History and the Nineteenth Century” (1988), 27.
37 Barger, “Aporias of Modem Aesthetics™ (1991), 7.

38 1va Mesquita, Cartographies (Winnipeg Art Gallery), 23.
39 Eco, “Interpretation and History” (1992), 23—24.

40 Ericsson, “Rhetoric as Textuality” (1992), 174,
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which is that there is something about the work to be captured and that something has a
problematic relation to the interpreter, as a subject. “Though there may be no neutral
interpretation, no single way of interpreting a picture as it really is, still some art historian’s
accounts can be true to the picture as it is.”41 Both “scientific and non-scientific (narrative)
knowledge,” Lyotard explains, “are composed of sets of statements; the statements are
‘moves’ made by the players within the framework of generally applicable rules.”#2
“Objectivity in art history consists in agreement about standards of debate.”*3 Typically
‘postmodern’ approaches to the understanding of art have changed their way of responding
to our position in relation to the work, but that perception of our situation — subject versus
object — remains untouched in its most crucial aspect.

In light of this, the final feature of the modern attitude (the centrality of the
discourse of knowledge ) also has philosophically varied forms. What it is in short I can
explain obliquely by comparison with a parallel attitude toward art, the discourse of
Jjudgement. One way we have always related to art is by evaluating it, by judging how fine
or strong it is. Kant and a great many other people have felt that this is, actually, a way of
uncovering what is there in the work (though not naively there ), discovering something
about the picture itself. In that sense, the discourse of judgement is actually part of the
discourse of knowledge, which is (however carefully we might wish to qualify what we
mean) a matter of grasping how things are with this work. The lately rejected scholarly
attempt to ‘establish’ the meaning of a painting or a sculpture was an attempt to do the same
thing, The postmodernist endeavour that replaces it — to discuss the work and its
meanings within specific frameworks, limited frameworks, thus avoiding closure or
totalizing claims — is no less directed at representation, grasping how things are with the
work. “Postmodernism is not so much antimodernist as it is a modification of moderism
to preserve its humane ambitions without its essentialist meta-physics....”# Where modern
scholarship aimed at fixing ‘the meaning of” the work as a kind of objective scientific
‘result’, postmodem investigation (rejecting the image of scholarship) aims at uncovering
the contextual framework within which ‘a meaning’ was or is read.43 The interest in
discussing the work ‘relative to’ a framework of meaning is precisely an attempt to find
those narrowed conditions in which one can claim to have said something about the work,

41 Camier, “Objectivity in Ar-Historical Interpretation” (1989), 344.

42 Lyotard, Postmodern Condition (1979), 27.

43 Carrier, “Objectivity in Art-Historical Interpretation™ (1989), 344.

44 Thomas McEvilley, “Tony Cragg: Landscape Artist” in Tony Cragg (Musée Départemental d”Art
Contemporzin de Rochechouart, 1592), 60.

3 Meaning exists according to existing forces: “Postmodernism seems very much disposed towards viewing
veference and meaning as profoundly influenced and even determined by the dominant ideolngical and cultural
forces at all levels.” Klepac, “Deconstruction in Contemporary Art” (1984), 262.
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avoiding the naive conception that we can speak about a work of art fourt court. A remark
made by Wittkower in 1955 is perfectly applicable today: “The arts, visual and non-visual,
and the sciences are moving in the same direction. Our common task is no longer
description and classification of phenomena, but investigation of function and meaning,™46
However one must adjust the conditions of discourse and limit the universality of one’s
claim, the purpose in writing about art is to be able to say something about it. Thus “for the
semiologist or the poststructuralist interpretation can proceed in terms of how a given
representation works to create the ‘meaning’ that it has.”47

Postmodern writers have not altogether wished to unseat the work from the position
of focal interest, to replace it with systems or power structures or other objects of study;
they are no longer interested in the object-as-such, but they are interested in the work of art
understood as part of a practice involving fictional images. It is precisely a part of the
project of science to represent the fiction as a fiction. The productions of human culture do
not “register only ‘truths’ but, rather, what has been said about the truth or what has been
believed to be true.”8

Things and pictures present themselves as reality, .... Critical fiction, on the other hand, tries to
express its own illusionism. The story and its telling are separated, ..., so that the absence of a
pre-established link between representation and referent draws atiention to the exemplary antifice.

To the scientific mind works of art tend to “solicit doubt rather than belief.”* Where the
key phrase of the modem theorist is “the work itself,” the postmodernist wants at all costs
to avoid such claims, and yet wishes in the end to “speak the work,” to expose its function,
to present it in the light in which it ought to be seen. The discourse of knowledge changes
its shape according to all successful epistemologies, bui since “knowledge is the form of an
informational commodity’*5? that discourse will always be as sinewy and substantial as the
underlying economy. There is no reason for it to diminish at all in a culture whose faith in
science is ultimate. And so long as the philosophical underwriting of the campaign does the
work that language makes possible, the cognitive project will have all the justification that it
needs.

The world at the best of times is an imperfect place, but the modern world is also sick —
deprived, systematically, of an essential factor in its health, something that gives

46 Cited by Bialostocki, “Iconography and Iconology” (1963), 777.

47 Shiff, “Art History and the Nineteenth Century™ (1988), 28.

48 Umberio Eco, Semiotics and Philosophy of Language (1986), 84.

49 Ingrid Jenckner, Visual Evidence, exh. cat. (Regina: Dunlop Art Gallery, 1993), 23.
50 Lyotard, Postmodern Condition (1979), 5.
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individuals the chance to make something out of life before that opportunity is taken away.
The decrepit tools handed us by science are a joke in the face of what life throws us. As
Merton has written, the modern person is a person who “has no longer any knowledge of
anything except himself, his machines, and his knowledge that he knows what he knows.”
To that list of knowledge we can simply add the knowledge of art. When the business is to
know, what matters is “not a knowledge of reality, but a knowledge of knowledge.”s!
Knowledge of that sort is not something one can save oneself with. The modern person is
out in a desert, living in “thirst anu starvation in a wilderness of externals.” Art, literature,
religion are practically the only means we have of digging up sustenance in the desert of the
world, and those tools have been broken by the scientific world view. A claim such as that
cannot be too directly substantiated; that is the ultimate purpose of the following pages. The
benign face of knowledge is above reproach, and the philosophy that complements it
cannot be decisively faulted. In practice the modern study of art stands on three legs, and
were it possible to register any weakness in one, the weight would simply be shifted onto
the others; because language will never disappear, a means for recommending the
programme will always exist. But shining a strong light on this language — the light of
detail — in fact reveals its illusory qualities. Recognizing a pattern of weakness in the
philosophy of these three pillars may reduce the ‘inexorability’ of the modern relation to
art. And when the modern approach stands without its logic it no longer stands. Then the

work of art may have the power to tell us something we need to know, in another sense
altogether.

51 Merton, “Symbolism: Communication or Communion?” (1968), 5.
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THE THEORY OF INTERPRETATION

Among the fundamental issues of a scicntific art history, the question of
“interpretation” has special weight. Not only is it becoming increasingly clearer
that the correct interpretation of individual works of art is the prerequisite for all
further contemplation of the work of art, and in particular also the basis of all
true art history, but the question also concerns everyonc who adopts an immediate
concern for art, and not from scientific interests. What is at stake is our relation
1o works of art in general ...

In dealing with this question what is especially important today is 1o
bring the practice of interpreting, as practiced with such great success by the
leading art historians of our day, into uncompromising agreement with the theory

of interpretation.

Hans Sedimayr (1958)

The intensity of ferment and stimulus to rethinking brought about by [recent
developments in art history] do not obviate the problem of an ‘integral’ method
resting on common groundrules as to what constitutes evidence, and how that
evidence is 10 be judged relevant and deployed, the rules being such that

disagreament can occur in a nourishing way.

Mark Roskill (1989)

The hermeneutic game doces not exclude interpretative rules.

Umberto Eco (1992)
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THE THEORY AND ITS METHOD

4 THEORY AND INTERPRETATION

That a specific form of approach to the work of art is characteristic of the modern age, an
approach that is universally advocated by writers of all kinds, means that we have an
established theory of interpretation. On the surface, however, one established view of
interpretation does not seem to prevail; people regard this a time of chaos and crisis in the
study of art.]

There never was, in fact, a holistic, comprehensive approach to interpretation that devolved from
the modern history of the discipline. As in anthropology and sociology, which developed their
modern status as disciplines more or less synchronically with art history, what one has is more like
a layering of interpretations based partly on projects that read a body of material evidence in a
certain way, and partly on the importation of “texts” that arc deemed relevant.?

If, contrary to that perception, one view prevails, it would seem we ought to be able to
name it, point to some manifest exposition of it. In fact it has no name, and there is very
little concerted discussion of interpretation at all. The reason for that is more obvious than
we think: the problems of interpretation are essentially solved. Sketching the development

Sedlmayr, “‘Probleme der Interpretation” (1958), 96.
Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), 92.
Eco, “Overinterpreting Texts™ (1992), 60.

1 Bryson, Review of Roskill (1989), 706.

2 Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), 90.
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of art history in one of the few and most recent studies of the interpretation of art, Mark
Roskill notes that by the nineteenth century

something has changed in the interim — in the way the images are read, in the inwardness of
ur.derstanding implicd, in the forms of comparison with other art adduced — that enables us o read
irto the content of those texts a greater interpretative sophistication. What has happened is that the
practices of art history, as understood today, have got under way. They have created a measure of
agreement as 1o what needs to be done procedurally, in the way of gathering the materials together,
correlating them with one another and tying them to the historical evidence.3

The motivation of this congruence was partly the modernist project and its triad of
knowledge, objectivity, and theory. As I have noted, change in recent years has not
disturbed that situation — because it is not really opposed to it. There is a view of
interpretation that is fundamentally shared by modernist scholars and postmodernist
theorists (practitioners of “the current revisionist mode of imerpretation")4 alike. Whether
one thinks this is so depends upon how deeply one looks, and how much or how little one
is willing to call a theory.

What hides the fact of a prevailing theory is certain differences nearer to the surface
— four kinds of difference: differences of method, over certainty, over the aim of
“understanding,” and over the viability of interpreting at all. These certainly have the
appearance of deep conflicts, splitting the field into competing theories of what
interpretation is. Theorists and philosophers of art frequently talk about “the hermeneutic
fray,"S presenting interpretation as a troubled area, full of dispute and uncertainty. But
diversity is not reflected in the fact that certain basic limitations are uniformly imposed upon
the interpretative encounter with worky of art by writers of all sorts. The divergence
appears in the approaches embarked upon second to that basic uniformity. It concerns the
status of “methodologies that have developed alternative ways of conceptualizing what has
been left aside by the traditional ‘canons’ of interpretation (as in feminist studies)”® — that
is, approaches to new material, but not necessarily a different form of approach. The issue
between the traditional projects and revisionist interpretations is not method but interest;
each has a distinct question, from which distinct meanings follow;’ that different
interpretations arise hides the fact that these are “conflicts about immediate aims and not
about meanings.”8 So these different methods are merely differences of approach in the

ibid,, x.

Holly, Panofsky and Art History (1984), 181.

Bryson, Review of Roskill (1989), 704.

Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), 91.

7 “There are several modes of interpretation corresponding to different aims with which we interpret.” Stecker,
“Incompatible Interpretations™ (1987), 302.

8 Hirsch, “Dimensions of Hermeneutics” (1976), 206.
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most concrete sense: like the view of a house from the "ighway, from its gardens, and from
the air, presenting different “aspects” of the building.? They may not be equally desirable,
but that raises differences of merit.!? It does not constitute a dispute about what
interpretation is, about the basic conditions of interpretation; to call a ‘method’ what is
actually a ‘question’ hides what a method really is.

A more fundamental conflict of ‘theories’ appears to arise around the issues of
knowledge and understanding, the very 2ims of a discipline, but I suggested in the
introduction that differences at this level are far less significant than imagined. Modernist
scholars have long been sensitive to the problems of knowledge and truth, recognizing the
artificiality of questions such as Which is the correct interpretation? (as if there could be
only one) and Can any interpretation be proved? (as if proof were the only proper basis of
acceptance).!! It is worth recognizing how very little of all the claims established art
historians have made about art is affected by thinking of them as tentative, hypothetical.
framed by certain specific interests and concerns. It is difficult and likely impossible to find
a scholar offering his or her research as the total or last word on the meaning of the works
studied. “All determinations of textual meaning are probabilistic, ... all critical assessments
are ultimately uncertain.”12 We hope only to be able to distinguish the more from “the less
adequate” interpretations: “the ‘correct’ interpretation is to be cenceived as an asymptote of
knowledge, which these interpretations — coming as they do from different ‘sides’ —
approach in all conceivable ways, though they can only approach it.”13 The strict
historicism that excludes present-day questions is now regarded archaic, and the majority of
thoss who write about art are whole-heartedly aligned with Hauser in 1958:

Works of art ... arc like unattainable heights. We do not go straight toward them, but circle round
them. Each gencration sees them from a differcnt point of view and with a fresh eye; nor is it 1o be
assumed that a later point of view is more apt than an earlier one. Each aspect comes into sight in
its own time, which cannot be anticipated or prolonged; and yet its significance is not lost, for the
meaning that a work assumes for a later yeneration is the result of the whole range of previous
inlerpretations.

9 Abell distinguishes different “‘approaches or points of view,” differcnt “directions of atiention or emphasis.”
Abell, “Toward a Unified Ficld" (1970), 725, 727. Camrier notes that conflict between interpretations is possible
where it hinges on “some matter of fact,” but not between interpretations that “offer differing personal
viewpoints,” but a difference in viewpoints s not merely personal, but may be an orientation toward different
aspects. As he also notes, “locating the possible conflict between ... interpretations is (sometimes] difficult.”
Carrier, "Ekphrasis and Interpretation” (1987), 24,

10 A Baxandall hes illustrated, the different elements of different inierpretations sometimes depends “on our
frame of reference”; the basis of giving “privilege” to one specific set of clements “is that one is reslly studying
economic structures rather than ... general history,” Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (1983), 28,

11 For instance, “interpretations of works of art are valued, not so much for correctness, as for their validity and
perspicacity” Osborne, “Interpretation in Science and in Art™ (1986), 3.

12 Sieiner, “A New Mcaning of Meaning” (1985), 1262.
13 Sedlmayr, “Interpreticren von Werken" (1965), 188.
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We are now living in the day of the sociological interpretation of cultural achicvements,
This day will not last for ever, and it will not have the last word. It opens up new aspecls, achieves
new and surprising insights; and yet this point of view evidently has its own limitations and

inadequacies.14

A third level of possible hermeneutic difference concerns the very objective of
“understanding,” and here there are differences in our usage of the term that if not
distinguished (it has been noted) “cause confusion in talk about art.” Modern theory
distinguishes two principal usages. In one sense understanding refers to a “cognitive”
endeavour, the attempt to learn about something; “refers to knowledge.” Claims to
understanding in this sense “are publicly corrigible, correct or incorrect, probable or
improbable.” Beside that is another sense, as when we say “that’s how I understand it™:
“the phenomenal or phenomenological” understanding, according to which “‘that’s how I
understand it’ ... entails: “That is how it may be seen, taken’; it does not entail: “That is
how it is.””"!5 Postmodern theorists accept this simple claim about usage, but they typically
reject the purpose of the distinction, which is to clarify the alignment of scholarship with
cognitivity over against subjectivity. That rejection, however, needs to be articulated a little
more carefully to be understood for what it is: a rejection of the epistemology of
interpretation or understanding, not of the cognitive endeavour. Interpretation as
‘knowledge’, grounded in correctness or truth, revealing how things are rather than how
they may be taken to be, is rejected; the claims of the postmodem writer about works of art
are precisely that: positioned ways of taking the work.16 But it is not recognized forcibly
enough that contemporary writers are not presenting their claims about the work as merely
personal “takes”; the aim is to say something about something, to represent as fairly as
possible. We continue to be interested in
“cognizance of the object,” which is essentially “comprehension.”17 Only the idea of
knowledge involved here is merely “methodically regulated cognition.”18 It is a
conigmporary truism that “meaning is dependent upon what the viewer brings to the
picture,” but a distinction continues to be made between meaning that is thereby imposed or
projected upon the work and a meaning that, while rooted in subjectivity, respects the claim

14 Hauser, Philosophy of Art History (1958), 3. “One of the most radical and most characteristic features of
postmodernist art is that of discursiveness. ... it eschews cven the possibility of the single wruth or the single, all
encornpassing meaning that resolves all internal ambiguities and ties up all loose ends in a given work,
Structurally, it enables work to change (its meaning) in and through time: it ensures an open-endedness to the
work that permits the spectator continually to add something new or different to the work.” Klepac,
“Deconstruction in Contemporary Art” (1984), 266. .

15 Jones, “Understanding a Work of Ari” (1969), 129, 130.

16 wAs Sura Levine has put it, 'all inlerpretation is positioned — whether that position is contextual, empirical,
psychoanalytic, or mercantile,” Bryson, Review of Roskill (1989), 707.

17 Bewi, “Hermeneutics as General Methodology,” (1962), 75.

18 Bubner, Modern German Philosophy (1981), 55.
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of a kind of objective identity of the work itself. To ignore that difference is to pretend that
the polar spectrum of subjectivity (sketched in § 3) has no negative features at all. And in
every case there remains a basis (o be epistemologically finessed in opposition to
wraditional claims about grounds and foundations) for assessing the cognitivity of the claim
— that standard of ‘correctness’ (§ 2).

It is the need for a basis that explains the self-conscious shift from the rather too
simple ‘interpretation of” art!? to ‘interpretation within’ specific contexts, narrowed
purviews within which claims about meaning are demonstrable, and any context not
discovered is imported. The “naiveté of response” of earlier interprete:s does not suffice;
“the difference here from present-day writings can be attributed to sheer lack of
sophistication as compared with what came to be expected in the way of commentary in
nineteenth-century accounts ... and still more with what holds for today.”2? For example,
within the institutional theory a work of art can be said to have a meaning (in an
appropriately relative way) in respect of an art world that reads it for or endows it with a
certain kind of significance (even if that is not its only or perhaps even its deepest meaning);
the interpretation of a work within that setting shifts the basis from tie interpreter to a state
of affairs in the world, There are ways of reading, and contexts of meaning, and in that
sense meanings and interpretations; frameworks of interpretation within which one’s claims
are arguable — in that sense, “publicly corrigible” — exist. Moreover, contempozary
investigators of past art continue to be concerned with assembling more rather than less
probable circumstances of a work’s creation or reception, as means of telling us about the
operations of art. Contemporary writing remains opposed to the solipsistic interpretations
traditional scholarship rejected.

Last to be noted is the opposition over the project of interpretation itself — as in
Susan Sontag’s charge that “to interpret is to impoverish, to deplete the world, in order to
set up a shadow world of ‘meanings’.”"21 This is not, however, an opposition to
interpreting but to too-reductive kinds of interpreting and to interpretative closure. What is
rejected is not those sufficiently tentative efforts to understand works of art, advanced as
merely partial attempts, but the presumption of a discipline that proceeds to tell us what the
works of our history mean, more or less once and for all. It is not interpretation itself that is
rejected, but the decisive and summary programme. Providing we have prised our talk out
of the epistemologies talk may have been joined to, providing it is clear what kind of claim

19 “Unless we wish to deceive ourselves, we can no longer get away with the notion of an immediate
consciousness.” Bitschmann, Kunstgeschichtliche Hermeneuiik (1984), 81,

20 Roskill, Jaterpretation of Pictures (1989), 6—7.

21 Sontag, Against Interpretation (1967), 7.
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one is making and with what circumspection one makes it, what continues to go on in
contemporary writing is the “interpretation” and “understanding” of the human productions
called art. These are the revised forms of interpretation. Interpretation is unavoidable; as
Panofsky maintained, the moment a description of a work moves beyond colours and lines
it necessarily breaches the territory of meaning. “It is obvious that historians of philosophy
or sculpture are concerned with books and statues not in so far as these books and
sculptures exist materially, but in so far as they have a meaning.”22 Even the formalist
rejection of meaning was not a rejection of interpretation and the ‘search for meaning,’ but
rather a dogmatic insistence upon an exclusively formal kind of meaning. The only
thoroughgoing rejection of interpretation is silence, or a shift to the margins of art (to talk
about such non-interpretative matters as artist’s techniques or the art market), But
contemporary writing continues to attempt to talk about art at the level that it matters, which
is the level of meaning, Despite the decisive opposition of postmodernity to “objective”
projects, art writing stands obviously much closer to the interests of cognitive scholarship
than it does to those of self-interested subjectivity.

This alliance is explained by an underlying theory, which lies at the level of the cognitive
project and its deepest philosophy, a philosophy of the problematic lay of subject and
object. It is a theory that roots modern interpretation in an insight into the nature of reality,
the substance of which is captured in a phrase from Diirer: “The first is the eye that sees,
the other is the object that is seen, the third is the distance between.”23 Beneath differences
in our specific questions (about iconography, or the uncovering of ideology) — questions
selecting, in effect, among the thousand things that might have a bearing upon all possible
meanings of a work — and beneath deeper differences of epistemology, there is a
fundamental continuity in the recognition of “distance” and the difference and distinction
between cognitive and personal interests. The basis of that continuity is an undisturbed
recognition of the work of art as an individual, an entity, an ‘other’ (in the sense of not-I):
the work of art as a thing deserving of respect for an identity of its own, that attitude that is
unique to the modern era. '

When writing about works of art is indifferent to or demonstrates disrespect for the
work s specific identity, or nature, or individual context — how one expresses this is a

22 Panofsky, “A Humanistic Discipline” (1940), 14; Holly, Panofsky and Art History (1984), 167.

23 Holly, Panofsky and Art History (1984), 150. Panofsky saw the parallel of the subject/object relation between
pictorial representation and the cogmuve representations of discourse. “Just as it was important for the Middle
Ages to claborate a system of perspectie based on the realization of a fixed distance between the eye and the
object, so it was equa!ly important for this period to evolve an idea of historical disciplines based on the
realization of a fixed -Yistance between the present and the classical past.” Panofsky, “A Humanistic Discipline”
{1940), 4 n. 3.
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matter of one’s secondary theory — we continue to regard that as abandoning the cognitive
project.2 Whereas one form of ‘understanding’ clarifies different aspects of the work (with
reference to the artist’s problematic, or social mores, or iconographic traditions, different
facets of its human reality, the other holds no cognitive claim, and has nothing really to say
about the work at all. The deepest theory of interpretation lies in this widespread agreement
among interpreters of all stripes about the necessity in any attempt to write about works of
art of respect for the object and the entailed conditions of “cognitivity”.

Different meanings to differing audiences, or in differing periods, form part of the identity that is
being studied. The work of art represents a special kind of cultural object: physically unchanging
for the most part, and persisting as a constant through differing approaches 1o its character. The
attempt to recover the said identity must necessarily remain speculative, however systemalic
methods ??Sf recreative description and hermeneutic linkage to external data (such as biography) may
become.

We currently argue that “the boundary between facts ... and the putative application of
those facts, to support a certain reading of the work’s identity, is never totally erased,’26
but epistemological shifts in our views about the basis of what we call “evidence” in
interpretation does not undo the importance of the notions of evidence or relevance.
Evidence is connection with the entity (however far we may be from thinking of it as a
thing-in-itself)?? that we seek evidence of; our interpretative material, if it is worth
exploring, must display relevance to the case of the work. Hermeneutics implies “a
common object,” something “with a possible variety of different but equally correct
perspectives on it;" at the basis of our conception of interpretation is “a certain notion of the
object.”28 That we are aiming no higher than to reach “plateaus of consensus” about such
things as methods and evidence does not imply that we are writing about nothing, that our
writing has given up the attempt to represent the work in any way at all. Interpretation is
wha it has been since the modern era began: representation —

the bringing into being of a considered text that, if generally accepted, causes the work of art that is
its subject 1o be viewed in a certain light. ... It has as its most basic function the highlighting of
certain components of the work, in a way that enhances responsiveness to the roles thai they play

24 The first type is comrigible with respect 1o “the appearances of the object in question™; the second is correct
with regard to the interpreter’s “desired ends or purposes.” Jones, “Understanding 2 Work of Art” (1969), 137.
25 Roskill, Jnterpretation of Pictures (1989), 98.

26 1bid., 87.

27 Indeed, that was already Panofsky's view: “In epistemology the presupposition of this ‘thing in itscll’ was
profoundly shaken by Kant .... We believe to have realized that artistic perception is no more faced with a “thing
in itself’ than is the process of cognition; that on the contrary the one as well as the other can be sure of the
validity of its judgments precisely because it alone determines the rules of its world (i.c., it has no objects other
than those that are constituted within itself).” Panofsky, /dea: A Canception in Art Theory (New York 1968), 126;
cited by Holly, Panofsky and Art History (1983}, 151.

28 Cyrr, “Interpretation and Self-evidence” (1979), 139.
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and so leads 1o a sense of perception gained as 1o why they are featured in that fashion. Together,
the choice of focus and the highlighting function amount to a presentation of the work in words,
contrived so that prevailing or emergent conventions of discourse about visual images impart the
conviction of an appropriate and insightful fit between the wo.2?

Thus “the institutions of art history [cannot] do more than support or supply ways of filling
gaps, both material and conceptual, in what is taken to be relevant knowledge pertinent to
the works themselves.”30 Across its revisionist lines, the academic community displays a
remarkably tight sense of its objective, and, accordingly, a fairly unified sense of whata
correct or fitting approach to what passes as a legitimate interpretation of a work of art
comes to. In this respect, the problem of theory — of the basic conditions and requirements
of interpretation — has been settled.

The interpretation of art is not an area of crisis; it has never been less so. In virtuaily
all our dealings with art at a level of intellectual sophistication we are agreed upon the
constraints to be applied if we are to attempt to talk about the work. The evidence is
everywhere: in the absolute sway, within all manner of approachcé to the work of art, of a
fundamental set of principles; in the things typically said of interpretation by way of
criticism of, and justification of, the interpretations advanced in the scattered theoretical
discussions devoted to the subject. If we did not agree upon how to interpret, our
disagreements would go much deeper than disputes about “the particular interpretative
procedures” enjoined by different interests,3! deeper even than the usual epistemological
divisions; if we did not agree, we would not advance interpretations virtually all
demonstrably marked by the same restrictions. A theory of what it means to interpret a
work of art, to the end of understanding it, has been in place for more than a century. We
work at understanding through disciplines that have settled these issues — disciplines now
undergoing a reaction against conservatism, against certain conceptions of what it means to
know, but that have never undergone a truly deep philosophical revolution. Contemporary
writers who mark a decisive break between the new approaches to art and the scientific
tradition of art-historical scholarship are exaggerating differences that concern only the
narrower, more strident conceptions of science — conceptions that have long been
unrepresentative of established art history — playing upon stereotypes held by a younger
audience that can hardly avoid placing their own ‘critical’ writing in a special light.
Objectivity as neutrality and value freedom, scientificity as the facilitation of truth, certainty,

29 Roskill, Iaterpretation of Pictures (1989), vii.
30 big., 89.
31 wid,, xi.
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absolute and final knowledge: these are not the real issues of the notions of science and
objectivity in the study of the arts.

Is there in hermeneutics an analyticat dimension which, in contrast to the normative, is logically
deductive, empirically descriptive, and neutral with respect to values and cthical choices? The spirit
of the present age inclines us skeptically to assume that such a pretense of objective neutrality
would mercly be a mask for a particular set of values.32

The continued rejection of these conceptions is also the very best way to obscure the
continuity of the real endeavour of the scientific project that defines the modem era. Science
is cognition, the representation of reality, the endeavour to make claims about the world,
the collection of information. Postmodern writers do not continue to belong to the
institutions of that enterprise (the universities) out of cynicism. We shall come to see, 1
hope, that beside the significance of adherence to the cognitive enterprise, it is of little
importance to argue in what shape the claims ought to be advanced (as neutral or theory-
laden, as value-free or value-based, as truth or warranted assertion, as certain or probable,
as absolute or relative, as final or infinitely revisable).

We interpret according to a theory — even though there is little in the literature of
the discipline that answers to a treatise, an explicitation, an analysis of what interpretation
demands.?3 That is because what deserves the status of the term ‘theory’ is both deep and

32 Hirsch, “Dimensions of Hermeneutics” (1976), 197.

33 There has been a certain recurrent complaint about the “empiricist bias™ of traditional art history and its
corresponding disinclination of the discipline to theorize about itself — the “antitheoretical ... stance of art
historical practice.” Elkins, “Art History Without Theory" (1988), 358, 376. “'A specifically empiricist paradigm
of art history, one dedicated o the mass accumulation of factual and nostalgically interpretative descriptions.”
Pontynen, “Theery and Practice of Art History™ (1986), 467, “Discussions of thearetical issues have no sure plice
in art historical writing. Sustained theoretical arguments in the body of art historical texts have become
uncommon {Erwin Panofsky's major theoretical statements are mostly eerly works), and theoretical issucs are
taken up instead at the close of articles — as envois — in prefaces, and in introductions o books.” Elkins, “Art
History Without Theory" (1988), 355,

When it was noted that “for ‘two generations or more' theoretical aclivity in art history had stagnated”™

(James Ackerman, cited by Elkins, 356) it is the gencration of Panofsky and Gombrich that was taken to mark the
end point, There may be something to this view, for, theoretically speaking, the situation of the discipline is
utterly different than it was in the nineteenth century, or even early in this, when philosophical siudy was 8 more
natural part of a scholer’s waining. Panofsky, as has often been noted, had close contact with the philosophy of
Cassizer, and as ] have already discussed, the ‘scientific’ development of art studies came about through substantial
familiarity among historians with idealist philosophy. Nowadays, in complete contrast, there is so much factual
and technical leaming in art historical training that philosophy is the last thing students of art have occasion o
bother with. But to say that theory is “peripheral” to art history (Elkins, 356) is potentially misleading, unless it
is specified what exactly is meant. It is theory that has limited theorizing. The limited amount of theoretical
assessment in the discipline follows to a large extent, surely, from the widespread sense of satisfaction that the
theoretical phase of the discipline fought a long bautle that was in the end substantially won. The study of art was
theoretically developed. Theoretical discussion has been peripheral because a theory that is considered sound has
been built into the discipline; the work is done. There is no missing theory, “waiting to be eloquently stated, but
something which is presupposed in a vague and variable manner by the art historical texis themselves. (The
conventions, desires, and beliefs are not posilions but inferences, conjeciures, based on the texts and the ways we
speak about them.) Ast historical practice, for example, has an objectivist intention: it takes iself to be (or o
approach) ‘a science with definite principles and techniques,’ which can exclude theory and generate texts by
appealing only to previous non-theoretical texts and to the facts. This intention is rarely stated, exasperalingly
slippery to formulate clearly.” Elkins, 358.
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elementary (mutually magnetic conditions). The theory of interpretation is established inside
a philosophical distinction that lies in deeper soil of the human consciousness than
contemporary critique has yet turned; it belongs to our “categories.” While there are
innumerable expositions of that theory, they would not fill treatises, because the theory is
fundamentally simple; though it is not a ‘common-sense’ approach (one cannot picture it
developing without the philosophical thinking that made a place for it), once the basic
elements were lodged in the modern mind it required no great elaboration or articulation to
complete. It is old, and by now a matter of deep inheritance, having been passed on implicit
in the approach to art that we have learned from other interpretations, the ones we are
exposed to when we are exposed to art. Sedlmayr left us a fine picture of how such a
theory is leamed:

Since the necessity of the interpretation of works of pictorial artasa precondition for knowledge of
their history can no longer be disregarded, there is something astonishing in the fact that one is not
instructed in this primary ast of one's own discipline. Even my gencration received no instruction
in the interpretatior: of works of the visual arts; training in art-historical method concentrated on
other questions. One learned interpretation from the model of the great interpreters, without
thinking much about it, even without making use of the term interpretation, and perhaps at the
outset that wasn't at all the worst method. Things are not very different today.34

The ‘theory’ that I shall speak of is a theory that is a concrete translation of the critical
dichotomy of objectivity 1o the specific task of interpreting cultural creations: art, here —
but in the modern age, literature, poetry, music, dance, myths, rituals, and sacred texts no
less.

5 LEGITIMATION

One of the critical claims levelled against the notion of the “scholarship” of art is precisely
that interpretation is unavoidable. Traditional art historians have long noted this.

For art history to be art history it must pass through the needle-eye of interpretation. One who
wishes to stick to the illusion of the “solid basis of facts™ evades the problem of interpretation and
finishes in the stony wasteland of a history of empty forms. One who wishes to get through the
problem through intuition alone returns to the obtuseness of subjectivism 35

34 Sedlmayr, “Interpretieren von Werke” (1965), 181.
35 mid., 181.
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If we assert that ‘factual’ art history is actually rooted in interpretation, that its claims are
merely interpretative, what is the lesson? Simply that it is not sufficient to advance one’s
claims on a factual basis. Unless we are to conclude, as very few do, that there are no even
merely consensual standards at all (a condition that would leave vested traditional
interpretations intact and unobjectionable) we must investigate the basis of interpretations.
We have to ask how to draw “the limits of interpretation,”36 to ask *how ..., within the
writing of art history, is agreement reached, or assent to a particular set of interpretative
findings arrived at?"37 There is, in other words, a need for legitimation: a way of
establishing what counts as a truly cognitive representation, as an interpretation respecting
the meaning identity of the work.

What is rejected is not the idea of legitimation, but specific paradigms of legitimacy
and the: exaggerated claims once made for them. Certainly we are right to dismiss that
archaic attitude that expressed faith in philosophical guarantees of certain knowledge, but
more often than we realize, the once much-discussed matters of the “grounding,” the
“yalidation,” the “correctness” of interpretations had to do with the issue of basic
cognitivity rather than the positivistic guarantees of certainty they are mistaken for.38

What grounds do we have to validate a given interpretation? Interpretations that are not discredited
or ruled out by the text or work of art of which they purport to be interpretations are minimally
warranted; interpretations that appear to be unobtrusive from the point of view of their intended
audience are validated in a stronger sense. We may not be able (o offer firmer grounds for the
validity of a given interpretation,3?

Traditional theorists speak in the language of verification and correctness. Any valid
interpretation “is understood to be checkable in some way. There must be, in other words,
criteria of interpretation.” In discriminating among competing readings, we need “a reliable
criterion for the correctness of understanding.”#® Postmodem theorists talk rather of the
“justification for” the interpretations we advance.4! As Danto has noted, “foundationalism
is not greatly in philosophical vogue, but even a non-foundationalist philosophy has to
defend and justify its practices.”2 Thus Weitz speaks of “interpretation as the giving of

36 Beardsley, “Limits of Interpretation” (1966), 176.
37 Roskill, Interpretation o Pictures (1989), 20.
38 1is rezlly much too simple 9 say that “the concern with validity in interpretation was itself an offshoot of

the positivist theory of scientific validity, which contended that truth is independent of the observer or rescarcher
who discovers it." Holly, Panofsky and Art History (1984), 51,

39 Siem, "On Interpreting” (1980), 126.

40 Beardsley, “Limits of Interpretation” (1965), 176. Betti, “Hermeneutics as General Mecthodology,” (1962),
78.

41 Bal, Beyond the Word-Image Opposition (1321), 12—13.
42 Danip, “Discoveries in Perspective” (1985), 842.
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reasons in support of an hypothesis,”3 and Carrier contrasts the philosophical tack of the
modern art historian with the rhetorical, emotive one of the older variety: “The philosopher
aims to persuade by getting the reader to understand an argument. Vasari’s Ekphrasis
recreates the painting; Steinberg wants us to weigh his argument.”*4 So far as the need for
legitimation goes, there is really no opposition at all between “a relativist who maintains that
no absolute criteria can determine the superiority of one interpretation” and “a rationalist
who demands that argument take the form of logical and compelling reasons for preferring
one alternative to another.”#5 In every case we are talking about a basis on which both to
assess interpretations and to propose interpretations as worthy of the works under
discussion.

What is legitimation? It is the “justification” or “warrant” that claims about the
meaning of works of art are genuine claims about those works. There is an obvious
difference between something offered as ‘fact’ and something offered as ‘valid’ — that is,
not as the truth, not as a final or complete claim about what a work means, but as an
interpretative statement demonstrably free of the obvious and nullifying fallacies. Validation
or legitimation is not a warrant to claim final knowledge but insurance, based in theoretical
reflection, that operations undertaken in order to represent or understand a work of art are
not already incapable of representing or understanding it. It guarantees they do not fall prey
to categorical errors that make understanding impossible. The theory became important
exactly for this crucial if minimal security, and it continues to play this role untouched by
any antipositivist argument. Legitimation defines what counts as a legitimate effort to
understand a work of art, an adequate representation {(even though only partial and
tentative) in opposition to efforts that are unable to claim cognitive status at all, efforts
constitutionally incapable of representing the work.

We do not live in an age when there is no standard, for instance, of curatorial
discourse, as we can appreciate by comparing contemporary exhibitions to the Nazi-
organized Degenerate Art exhibition of 1937. While we grant even those authors their right
to opinion, e could hardly call them ‘curators’ for the very reason that their texts co not
pass for discussion of the works at all. Texts in the catalogue of that exhibition claimed to
demonstrate certain social facts, but we do not think of them as samples of cognitive
writing. Not because they are unscientific, because they are rooted in values, or because
they are rooted in values we reject, but because they are nothing but subjectivity
masquerading as representation. The ridicule heape on primitive sculptures demonstrates a

43 Weitz, “Interpretation and the Visual Aris” (1973), 105.
44 Carrier, “Ekphrasis and Interpretation™ (1987), 25.
45 Roskill, Inserpretation of Pictures (1989), xii.
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fundamental lack of attention to the guidelines of cognitivity, to the demonstrable qualities
and circumstances of the works themselves: they are expressions of self posing as
representations of objects. Understanding imposes a task upon the interpreter; there are
basic questions that require answering;:

How do we identify the artwork? How may we choose beiween conflicting interpretations? What is
the relation between an interpretation to the interpreter’s goals?™6

The problems are the eternal ones: What are we Iooking at? What do we need to know about it?
Who are “we”™?47

Questions, that is, concerning the nature of object and subject, of the work and the
interpreter’s own dispositions. Through a general answer to these questions, the theory is
able to reject the claim of some interpretations to represent the work; the theory clarifies
certain basic conditions of understanding, conditions of what can be taken to count as a
legitimate grasp of the work, a just representation.48

Through these conditions, the theory was set up to guide interpretation by limiting
it. The ‘grounding’ or ‘validation’ of an interpretation retains that kind of significance; it
does not imply, s it rarely ever did, ex cathedra claims to correctness. Criteria of legitimate
understanding are not criteria of having understood; rather, they rule out. Hauser argued
that there is no such thing as having understood a work of art: “a work of artis a
microcosm whose totality is indescribable by the historian.”4? For some *“‘understanding”
develops with the “improvement” of interpretation;3? Hauser believed there were merely
different historical moments of the work. Some have believed that understanding
presumably lies in the direction of a “synthesis™ of approaches;3! others doubt these
approaches are compatible, believing that “a spectrum of approaches to the work of art does
not add up to seeing it more completely as it is.”52 What all agree on is that whatever level

46 Carrier, Artwriting (1987), 136.
47 Charlotte Townsend-Guult, in Sightlines (Montréal 1994), 145.

8  As, for instance, here: “Thus it is not only the functioning of the imagination but also, and perhaps most
importantly, the problem of the nature of language which must be investigated anew. This investigation should
undoubtedly take into consideration the latest achicvements in the ficld of linguistics. All this, however, means
that the problem of understanding, of hermeneutics, must also be reexamined. Textual analysis as developed by
biblical excgesis, jurisprudence, and classical philology should now be clarified epistemologically. The question
which a new hermeneutics would have to answer within the ontological frame of reference already mentioned is
‘how can & critic communicate, in terms that are universally valid, the result of an act of comprehension which can
be realized only individually and subjectively?"” Lohner, “The Intrinsic Method” (1968), 170 [italics added].

49 Hauser, Philosophy of Art History (1958), 154,

50 Sedimayr, “Interpreticren von Werke" (1965), 183.
51 Abell, “Toward a Unified Field” (1957), 727.

52 Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), xii,
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of understanding one can have depends upon interpretations that are advanced by respecting
certain limiting conditions.

Recognizing the basic difference between subject and object implies guidelines for
legitimate representation. And while the theory that unfolds those guidelines is not
complex, it contains a number of specific directives,? directives whose effective purpose is
to constrain the interpreter’s activity. As Wind remarks:

By the application of the critical method the [interpreter's) raw excitement is refined to a more
thoughtful mode of behaviour. He does not simply follow his spontancous emotion, instead he
appeals (more or less accurately and successfully) to a system of grammatical and critical rules, on
which he bases his interpretation and which, in their turn, are tested by being applied.34

Underlying the approaches (“the particular interpreiative procedures™) of current art writing,
there is a method 55 — an unfolding of the practical implications of what was originally a
philosophical insight (the critical dichotomy of subject and object) into a set of rules to be
applied to every interpretation oriented toward understanding. These rules are “controlling
principles”36 that ensure actual discrimination among interpretations. There are two
different classes of rule, which we might differentiate as rules of content and rules of form.
Here is one theorist’s rather complex introduction:

If you take matter like that of the last paragrarh and shake it, it sorts itsclf out into three
interconnecting criteria or — as I would prefer — three self-critical moods of a commonsense sort,
As a student of the classical tradition I think of these as external decorum, intemal decorum, and
parsimony; but you will prefer me to refer to them as (historical) legitimacy, (pictorial and
expositive) order, and (critical) necessity. They are not modes of proof but stances from which one
may reflect on the probability of one intentional account fof meaning] as against another.57

We shall see, in more detail, what these distinctions are.

53 swe should be careful to distinguish tules from principles.... Rules attempt to direct our actions, whereas
grinciplcs attempt to guide our consciences.” Pontynen, “Theory and Practice of Art History™ (1986), 475.

4 Wind, “History and Science” (1936), 260,
55 1 use ‘method’ in a restricted sense. While there are many “methods” or “methodologies” in current practice,
these 1 think of as various “approaches™ (o works of art. A method, however, is a more fundamenta] and systematic
form oi approach that may be present in all these approaches, brought to bear in order to constitute them s
basically cognitive — in fact, precisely as Preziosi defines it: “Any methodology is a set of explicit and imjylicit
stage dircctions for taking up declamatory, analytic positions — positions from which to make statements that
are dans le vrai.” Preziosi, Rethinking Art History, (1989), 34, A method has the fusther distinction of being
rooted in a specific theory (in this case, a critical theory of objectivity) — in that sense, I will sometimes call it
the ‘theory of interpretation.’ But a method is distinct from a theory in the respect that it is the translation of that
theory into a set of directives, outlining what one must do to realize a certain objective (here, achieving a
legitimately cognitive interpretation of a work of art). In relation to its origin, it is a theory; in relation to its
application, a methed,
56 Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), 14

57 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 119—20.
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6 THE RULES OF CONTENT

Rules of content might equally well be called rules of substance, or material rules, for they
concern the content or substance of the interpretation advanced of a work of art, the material
the interpretation is formed of (for instance, a specific Christian atlegory). Rules of content
are designed to ensure the cognitive relevance of an interpretation: that a prospective
interpretation is directed at the work. So far as how the interpreter regards his or her project
is concerned, it may make some difference how the interpreter talks about that object: As
the nature of the work? As the work itself? As the identity of the work? As the work in its
surrounding conditions of production, or reception? As the work situated within extant
systems of perception? But again, beneath these genuine differences of epistemology lies
the unified basis of the modern conception of science, which is inherent to the investigative
study: the conception that there is som » state of affairs whose condition is to be respected,
one that must be protected against appropriative forms of discourse that can be shown, in
certain perhaps limited ways, to misrepresem or distort. Indeed, it is remarkably invisible to
those who claim a break with modernity over the issue of cognitivity that therc is no reason
for specifically epistemological differences if postmodern writers are no longer interested in
making claims about anything, if revisionist histories are not just fictions but pure fictions.
Adorno, for instance, spoke of ‘orientation to the object.’

Aesthetic feeling is not what is being aroused in us. It is more like a scnse of wonderment in the
presence of what we behoid; a sense of being overwhelmed in the presence of a phcnomenon that is
non-conceptual while at the same time being determinate, The arousal of subjective cffect by art is
the last thing we should want to digni{y with the name of acsthetic feeling. Truc acsthetic fecling
is oriented to the object; it is the feeling of the object, not some reflex in the viewer.58

There are many ways of conceiving this orientation. For instance, Greenberg’s
concern with “limitations — without which criticism would become arbitrary, unconnected
to its object.””s? An interpretation is purported to “give information” about the work and its
circumstance, and accepting an interpretation gives one a sense of learning something
“about the work.”’50 Other expressions of this concern follow:

58 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory (1986), 236, The same point is made by Osborne. “The acsthetic atitude is a
cognitive attitude in so far as attention is concentrated on the mental object with a view to bringing it into more
and more luminous awazeness of it rather than on our ewn affective and emntional response 10 it." Osbome, Art of
Appreciation (1970), 48.

59 “Complaints of an Art Critic™; cited by David Baichelor, “Abstraction, Modernism, Representation” in
Thinking Art: Beyond Traditional Aesthetics, ed. Andrew Benjamin and Peter Uskome (London: Institute of
Contemporary Arts, 1991), 48.

60 Beardsley, “Limits of Interpretation” (1966), 176.
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Perception or contemplation [Anschauung | is the attempt to experience the picture as itself .61

The hermencutics of art must concem itself with the work of the painter, since firstly the painter
belongs o the community of discourse and, secondly, this investigation brings to a halt the hunt
for meaning. ... Interpretation of the work of the artist cannot go wrong if it identifics its object as
the work.®

This “correct” conception can also be designated as the one that is “innate” in the work of ar.63

The task of the interpreter would be, for instance, to see the work of art not with the “eyes” of the
interpreter, but, as it were, with those of its creator, in its own inherent lawfulness, according to
the mind that has created i One can also conceive of the process as a kind of restoration,
restitution, cven a resurrcction of the work of art in its lost immediacy.54

This orientation to do justice to something that is outside and different from us is the
motivation that we call objectivity. This sense of objectivity is obviously substantially
different from the one it immediately brings to mind, a totally neutral representation of the
truth. That sense has long been defunct in art studies,S and it is highly questionable
whether typical discussions of objectivity in much earlier theory truly had to do with
detached knowledge.

As I have said, postmodem writing has not rejected the orientation to a state of
affairs that is inherent to the notion of study, and that underlay modemist concern with “the
work itself,” and in all that follows it is not really necessary to continue noting the
differences between traditional and postmodern approaches to art, to continue articulating
the postmodern parallels with the typically modern concern with the “work itself.” I would
ask the reader who is concerned about that to recognize his or her affinity with the basis of
the modernist position — to recognize, beneath differing epistemologies, the enduring
concern that defines all modern hermeneutics against an earlier age of interpretation
unrestrained by this ideal: the concern that the interpreting writer acknowledge the eye, the
object, and the distance between; that he or she is oriented to a situation that, in a decisive if
not absolute way, stands outside, apart from, and indifferent to the subject’s interests,
wishes, and desires. That there is something to respect is the underlying premise for which

61 Bhischmann is using a term that is richer in German than “perception” (with its empirical sensory
connotations) is in English. Blitschmann, Kunsigeschichtliche Hermensutik (1984), 131.

62 Byischmann, Kunstgeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1984), 83—84.

63 Sedlmayr, “Probleme der Interpretation™ (1958), 111.

64 Scdimayr, “Interpreticren von Werke” (1965), 185—86,

65 One writer comments on an author who “equates objectivity with absolute truth. His attack against this
concept is, as such, justified, but in the issue at stake here, it is only an unfair manocuvre, as the opponent at
which it is aimed has long been dead. Although this concept of truth is occasionally still found, unreflected,
among hard-vore natural scientists, it hardly exisis anymore ameng philosophical theoreticians.” Gottfried
Gabricl, “Postmodemism as a Retumn to Rhetoric” in Stillstand switches (Zurich: Shedhalle, 1992), 204.
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method was originally developed: respect for otherness is basic. For prior to modemn
hermeneutics, which is defined by this form of objectivity, was another form:

To take a central example from the history of interpretation: by the cighteenth century an
impressive victory had been won over certain medieval modes of interpretation, so that by then
anachronistic allegorizing scemed 10 be permanently repudiated. Under the post-medicval view,
since Homer and Virgil were not Christian their texts could not legitimately be regarded as
Christian allegories. Schleicrmacher, in the late eighteenth century, was merely codifying the work
of his humanistic predecessors when he stated the following as a universal canon of interpretation:
“Everything in a given text which requires fulier interpretation must be explained and detcrmined
exclusively from the linguistic demain common to the author and his original public.” Under this
principle, Christian allegorizing of the ancients is deprived of all legitimacy, and the way is thereby
opencd to an interpretation that is truly historical and scientific.66

Hirsch was not naive about the cpistemology of that shift, however it may once have been understood:

[Schleiermacher’s] nomm of legitimacy is not, of course, deduced at ail: it is chosen. It is based
upon a value-preference, and not on theoretical necessity. His preference for original meaning over
anachronistic meaning is ultimately an ethical choice. I would confidently gencralize from this
example to assert that the normative dimension of interpretation is always in the last analysis an
ethical dimension.57

The basis of objectivity (wrested from its antipositivist reduction) is a motivation that
Hirsch traces to Kant, which is that human beings, and as “an extension and expression” of
human beings, works of art, “should be conceived as ends in themselves, and not as
instruments of other men.”%8 As Hirsch notes, “the vocation of interpretation has always
carried ethical duties,” and Ricoeur remarks that “whereas the definition of objectivity was
“logical’, it has now become ethical.”®? A method based upon the motive of objectivity
explains what you must do to find the meaning a thing like a painting withholds, the
meaning that belongs to it. Rules are meant to close down the paths to distortion, and one
major highway is those approaches that do not accept that there are conditions to be
respected. For example, the path of subjectivity.

66 Hirsch, “Dimensions of Hermeneutics” (1976), 195—96.
67 Tbid., 196.

68 In unother expression, “To encounter a work of art as a work of art is to encounter it for is own sake, and not as
a means towards any purpose.” Morstein, *Understanding Works of Art” (1975), 351,

69 Siciner 100 bases hermencutics in ethics. As he observes, “the resort to certain ethical postulates or categorics
of respect of our interpretations and valuations of literature and the arts is older than Kierkegaard.” Steiner, “A
New Meaning of Meaning” (1985), 1262. Indeed, on this count it has been noted that interpretation is capable of
offering a kind of moral training: interpretation is “a discipline especially suited for imparting to young people a
habit of tolerance and a sense of esteem for foreign opinions.” Betti, cited by Sedlmayr, “Interpretlatieren von
Werke" (1965), 181. Hirsch, “Dimensions of Hermencutics™ (1976), 208—09. Ricocur, “Objectivity and
Subjectivity in History” (1952), 31.
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7 SUBJECTIVITY: WHAT THE WORK IS NOT

Consider E.H. Gombrich’s remark that the study of art “must be intolerant of subjectivity,
it must aim at objective results.””0 In light of the foregoing, we shall perhaps adopt the
charitable view that what is stated here is that interpretation is objective in principle
(oriented toward a meaning that belongs to the work and its circumstance), however little
that objective meaning may be fully or sufficiently revealed in practice. This condition is
entirely unaffected by the conviction prevailing today that objectivity in our results is
effectively impossible. Even if it were shown how what a ‘traditional’ historian like
Gombrich might call objective results is not objective (not free of the introduction of
subjective values),’! that would not contradict his point; it would not tell us that there are
no conditions of meaning to “aim at.” Fair criticism could be that Gombrich is establishing
an unobtainable goal, and causing subjective results to be mistaken for objective ones. But
that is not to argue that the distinction should be abandoned, and indeed it is not: it would
be entirely empty to make the critical point that subjective results are being given a false
status were there no externally constituted conditions of meaning to be misrepresented.”
All that we require is “a clear distinction between the knowing subject and his object.”?3
The distinction that Gombrich makes is not overturned at all by the discovery that
perfect objectivity in our work is unrealizable; art history will become critical “to the extent
that it hecomes cognizant of its own subjectivity.”?* We aim at the reduction and the
control, if not the elimination, of subjectivity. In fact objectivity is not only an aspiration; it
is “‘the difference between a good and a bad subjectivity”: the method is not directed at an
inevitable and constitutive subjectivity, but only at a negative form, a narrow or exploitative

70 Gombrich, “Reason and Feeling in the Swdy of Art" (1979), 205.

7 *Although established art history pretends to be objective, it is in fact allied to a conservative ideology and
very involved with the art market.” Glueck, “Clashing Views Reshape Art History” (1987), 22.

72 An author observes that “traditional notions of truth, essence” are *“concepts that are now widely accepied as
velue-laden and contingent on subjective frames of reference.” Mary Anne Moser, “Inevitable Tension: Art in
Electronic Culture™ in Angles of Incidence, ed. Sara Diamond (Banff 1993), 25. The claim here is not that there is
no negalive subjectivity (opposed to objectivity), but that a negative subjectivity exists and occurs within claims
to objectivity. The point may be there is nowhere subjectivity cannot be found, but if subjectivity were both
incliminable and irreducible, the fact that truth is subjectively “contingent™ could hardly be a eriticism. Unless
nothing i5 to be ‘true’ in any sense, the critical thrust must be that subjective involvements be identified and
controlled, so that a judgement of truth is “as objective as it can be,” and not less. Stout, "Meaning of a Text”
(1982), 8.

The subject/object opposition continues to be the basis of critique. Where the traditional theorist was
concemned with the misrepresentation of objective reality (by subjective projections), the postmodern theorist is
concerned with the misrepresentation of subjective reality (the failure to acknowledge the subjective dimensions
of scholarship).

73 Beui, “Hermencutics as General Methodology,” (1962), 63.
74 Shiff, "Art History and the Nineteenth Century™ (1988), 48.
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subjectivity.” Indeed it has long been recognized that a positive form of subjectivity
remains among the preconditions of interpretation.

To arrive at an interpretation which is as objective as possible, (the in.crpreter] must — and this is
not immediately sclf-evident — bring his subjectivity into play. “It ic. certainly correct that the
task of the interpreter is solely that of seeking the intended meaning of & forcign (past) declaration,”
and for works of visual art that means, to restore adequate perception, “But such a sense is not
something that the signifying form would offer the interpreter ready for use ...; it is on the contrary
something that the interpreter must rec ~gnize and ceconstruct in himself with his sensitivity and
intelligence, with his powers of perception and the inventive categories of his experiential
knowledge.” “For just this reason the endeaveur of many historiographers to divest themsclves of
their own subjectivity is completely nonsensicai: withoul it the interpreter would in fact lose the
eyes with which he sces; just as a dove deprived of the air, which, as Kant says, it may tend to

consider merclgr an flight-impeding obstacle, would thereby lose the means by which it is able 1o
move at all."7

“How, then, is it possible to build up art history as a respectable scholarly discipline, if its
very objects come into being by an irrational and subjective process?"?7 Through the
“yulnerability of the work’78 interpretation poses, in a particularly strong way, the problem
of “the sovereign subject.”??

Legitimate interpretations continue to be those demonstrably oriented towards
conditions of the work, conditions of meaning that can be misrepresented; that meaning is
not relative to us,30 is not determined by our varying situations, our taste, our interests, our
random knowledge. Panofsky spoke of the neglect of the work in subjectivity,8!
Biitschmann of its appropriative “conversion.”

The question remains whether in ... the project of the recovery of meaning we take too short a
route and only apparently solve our problems. We cannot spare ourselves from travelling the long
route from the intended sense as one of the moments of the painting 1o the painting as the object of
interpretation. ... We cannot afford a conversion of the works to our immediate needs, cither for our
sake or for the work's.82

75 “Thus we have a feeling that there is a good and bad subjectivity and we expect the very exercise of the
historian's craft to decide between them.™ Good subjectivity is “investigative subjectivity,” bad is “passional

subjectivity.” Ricoeur, “Objectivity and Subjectivity in History" (1952), 22, 30, 31. The negative conception of
subjectivity was articulated in relation to art by Hegel, Aesthetics, 1, 96{f.

76 Sedimayr, “Interpretatieren von Werke"” (1965), 187, citing Beui.

77 Panofsky, “A Humanistic Discipline” (1940), 15.

78 “The reader ... in whom every book or work finds its completion at ils own risks.” Ricoeur, “Objectivity and
Subjectivity in History™ (1952), 22. “The objectivations contained in what is handed down arc themsclves

corapletely dependent on an interested mind in order to be brought to the understanding.” Bleicher, Contemporary
Hermeneutics (1980), 30.

79 Vattimo, “Hermeneutics and Nihilism"” (1986), 454.

80 The “meaning of the work™ versus “its significance for us.” Nordensiam, Explanation and Understanding
(1978), 15. “The meaning of a work of art is not, or not necessarily, what it means to me."” McFee, “The
Historicity of Art" (1980}, 307,

81 punofsky, “Artistic Volition™ (1920), 24.
82 Bitschmann, Kunstgeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1984), 81.
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The first rule of content thus establishes, as a necessary condition of understanding a work
of art, that the goal of interpretation is an orientation to the thing through the avoidance of
subjective influence. Thus those “arguments that developing an explicit consciousness of
one’s implicit subjectivity is the first step towards objectivity.”8?

What might constitulc an objective interpretation? Can we talk of ‘objective interpretation’ in the
context of an? It may be that we can talk of ‘persuasive interpretation,” interpretation that appears
10 match with what we know of the antist’s intentions or with what might emerge as a common
feature in the public perception of the work. Perhaps objectivity in this context is best defined in
terms of what it is not. It is not idiosyncratic interpretation that bears no relation to what we
actually know of the production of the work or its history in terms of public perception pertaining
to it. It may be, however, that an idiosyncratic interpretation draws public attention to a quality in
the work that was not apparent before.84

I myself am active as a subject in interpreting, otherwise [the legitimation of interpretations] does
not come about at all, and hence T must reveal the rules and motives of my own action. I must
explain in the strict sense not only the historical conduct of others but also my own,
Argumentation in interpretation does not mean to prove, but to set forth the reasons why and how
one has arrived at this interpretation 85

This first rule brings concreteness to the subjective implications of the motive of

objectivity, because it involves an articulation of the precise nature of negative or bad
subjectivity, which has several distinct features. The “reconstruction” of the context of
meaning

is complicated by the fact that [the observer’s] spontaneous interpretations are founded, consciously
or unconsciously, on patterns of behaviour and attitude proper to his own culture, and thus must

always be wrong,86

This askesis of the observer with respect to any practical or indeed ‘existential’ considerations
wh;‘c_lil might affect his view of the pheromenon, this ‘epoché’ as Husserl calls it, is fundamental

‘The first rule by which to make tk= vivid character of the work of art “sound” is: the ability to
remain silent. To be silent and “still.” Thinking and wanting must be brought quite io silerze,
Modern people achieve this required state more casily before the sight of nature than beiore works

of ar, ...88

The initintive, therefore, should lie on the side of the work of art. Where the work is not granted
this, interpretation lacks its “natural” basis. The intespreter becomes active too early — that is,

83 Davey, “Nietzsche's Aesthetics” (1986), 332.

84 Radford, “Meaning and Significance™ (1992), 61.

85 Butschmann, Kunstgeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1984), 159,
86 Nodelman, “Structural Analysis™ (1970), 80—81.

87 Nodelman is discussing the structural analysis of art on the model of “structural analysis practiced by Lévi-
Strauss and by the Strukturforschung school.” Ibid., 82.

88 Sedlmayr, “Probleme der Interpretation™ (1958), 1185.
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before he has allowed himself 1o be seized by :he total mood of the work of art. His premature
‘understanding’ becomes a misunderstanding atd thus an obstacle tr genuine understanding.8%

Bad subjectivity is made up of patterns of reading and attitude peculiar to oneself%0 or one's
time alone;9! the motivations of existential considerations, or involving the preoccupations,
emotions, and desires of the individual;%2 judgements based on “preference™;% “poetic™
and uncontrolled intuitive95 readings.

The observer, as perforce a non-participant in the convention and value-sysicms presupposed by the
society or work of art in question, is strengthened in his objectivity by the minimization of his
tendency to interpret — or indeed even to observe — in terms of alfective reactions generated by a
naturally biased and partisan position.%6

Distance from the work, which creates sirangeness, may actually help the interpreter to
restrain his or her particularity, his or her tendency to see the work within an individual
framework. To be a legitimate interpretation (one oriented toward a fair representation of
the object), an interpretation must not be formed from this material. Thus it is a rule of
content. Such content may in some cases be shared by the work itself, but in that case we
must find it by orienting ourselves toward the work (anticipating rule two, which says that
an interpretation must be formed only of a content known to belong to the work’s own
circumstance).

89 Sedlmayr, “Interpretieren von Werke” (1965), 185.

%0 Objectivity is limited by *“the subjectivity of the individual doing the describing.” Smith, “Pictures and
History™ (1987), 98, 99.

91 “The first (interpretative stance], legitimacy, is a matter of external propriety. Much of this is straightforward,

a normal avoidance of anachronism. We try not to suppose things in the painter’s culture which are not there.”
Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 120,

92 wpg long as it remains in the state of personally felt values there cannot be the slightest guarantec that these
feelings comrespond to the ones held by the historical person with whom the historian empathizes.” Benti,
“Hermencutics as General Methodology,” (1962), 66. Pan of the “problem of subjectivity” is “the emotional
subjectivity” that influences our representations. Smith, “Pictures and History™ (1987), 100.

93 The interpreter must not efface subjectivity, all he “has to do is to exclude any personal preference congerning
the result,” Betti, “Hermeneutics as General Methodology,” (1962), 65.

94 Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), 53. Bryson comments on Roskill’s assessment of the approaches
of Walter Pater and Kenneth Clark, driven by “the critic's own intuition or powers of empathic projection,” a route
that is “closed off by art history’s professionalization.” Also, “given the protocols of modern art hisiory, Roskill
asserts, i1 is no longer possible simply to glide between the work of art and the supposed inner state of the artist,
in the manner of Freud in his commentary on Leonardo. Other, and more ‘objective’ mediating terms are needed,

terms that will not depend on the critic’s private hunch (or fantasy, or caprice).” Bryson, Review of Reskill
(1989), 706.

95 Bew distinguishes "Auslegung (objective interpretation)” from “Deutung (speculative interpretation,” the
latter characterized as “remaining dependent on intuition and the internal coherence of an a priori established
system." Betti, cited by Bleicher, Contemporary Hermeneutics (1980), 30. Subjective interpretation involves free
“meaning-inference’: “The dialogue that should occur between the historian and the mind objectivated in his
sources would fail completely and tum into a mere monologue because one partner would be missing altogether:
the parmer that should be represented by the text as the unchangeable mind of an Other” Betti, “Hermeneutics as
General Methedology,” (1962), 70.

96 Nodelman, “Structural Analysis™ (1970), 81.
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Any content derived from the situation of the interpreter must be verified as fitting or
belonging to the work, for otherwise that path leads one away from the external
circumstance — the problem of projection. The essence of projection is the externalization
or self. As we shall see, there is no problem wil%i externalization in itself, which does not
need to be stamped out. But it does need to be eliminated from activities that are cognitive,
for its presence nullifies them.

Wz may be tempted to fall back on a false inlerpretation, a surrogate which consisis of a reading
based, not on the work itself, but on what we would like it to be. As happens, generally, in human

r:lationsh;)s: the only way o get on with people is to seck in others whal already exists within
ourselves.97

“Projective readings™ serve the purposes that dream interpretations do: here “there is an
active and reflexively self-justifying use of association to extrapolate on the character of the
imagery, considered vis-a-vis the overall impression that it makes and those features of it
that register most strikingly.”8 The imagery is only a means of understanding oneself; the
object of interest is not the material but the self. An interpretation seriously built out of
contingent subjectivity is thus either a mis- interpreiation or no interpretation at all. Fence
the first rule of the method: suspend one's self-involvement in order 1o approach the
conditions of the work. On whichever part one lays the stress (calling it a rule of objectivity
or of subjectivity), this rule calls us off a route leading away from the work.

The point of a method is to direct practice, and my claim about the theory of interpretation is
that it is the norm of our practice; all of the rules have been taken into interpretative studies.
As I have noted, the rules can be used in two practcal ways: in justifying and also in
criticizing interpretations. Meyer Schapiro’s dismissal of Heidegger’s interpretation (in
“The Origin of the Work of Art”) of a painting of boots by Van Gogh — earth-bound
“equipment” whose meaning Heidegger found emblematic of material want, loneliness,
conditions of the world-bound — is based upon this first rule.

Unfortunately for him, the philosopher spins a story. He has drawn from his encounter with the
painting of Van Gogh a moving ensemble of associations with peasants and with the earth, which
the peinting itself does not support, and which are founded rather in the social vision of the
philosopher himself, with all its pathos of the primitive and the earthy: Heidegger has effectively
“imagined everything and projected it into the painting.” His relation to the work constitutes an
experience at once oo rich and 0o poor.9?

97 Zeri, The Art of Reading Paintings (1987), 31.
98 Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), 53.

99 Schapiro, “Nature mort comme objet personnel” (1968), 7 [a retranslation to English from French; I was
unable to find the English original].
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The interpretation of art does not involve the expression of a philosophy. In the following
example you can see the rule used again to eliminate an interpretation of several works by
Botticelli. The criticism is familiar, that this is an interpretation whose content does not
come from the situation of the work but exclusively from that of the interpreter; the
historian is Michael Levey, writing in 1960, and the interpretation he is dismissing is from
Walter Pater, from 1870.190 Pater’s understanding of Botticelli, Levey writes, fits
“perfectly” into the pattern of his own conception of man’s dilemma — *“a complete concept
itself the theme of all Pater’s work: the duality of Christianity and Paganism.” Which is to
say that in the faces of Botticelli’s Madonnas and Venuses Pater sees women “with the
dilemmas of a don in North Oxford in 1870, one who can see no solution but to be
uncommitted [to Christianity]. Taking now the face of Venus, Pater brushed it with the
preoccupations of so many creative people of his period.”10! Ii1 short, Pater’s
interpretation, flouting the first rule of a method intended to lead us toward the work and
not the interpreter, was again a projection of his own concerns. In a straight appeal to the
first rule of the theory, Levey calls Pater’s approach “subjectivism,” and moves on to more
serious efforts: that way you don’t understand a work, you “paint” a meaning onto it.!02
In a note Levey adds the following interesting remark, that “Pater’s own highly
personal interpretation is not of course invalidated by his subjectivism.” In calling Pater’s
interpretation valid, is Levey accepting or rejecting the rules of content? This is “validity™ in
another sense altogether. Theorists are not interested in curtailing people’s freedom — as
Mannings has asked, “are there wrong reasons for responding to a picture?"103 But it
remains to be asked what an interpretation “not invalidated” (in this sense) actually does,
and we are returned to the cognitive and non-cognitive senses of “understanding.” The
second type, even if we call it understanding, even if there is no reason to dismiss it (since
its aim is simply different), and even if we cannot maintain it bears “no reference at all to
the work, or is in no way conditioned by it” (since it is “‘parasitic upon and derivative from
cognitive understanding’)104 — the second way is not even oriented toward understanding
the work of art. However you frame it, *“‘meaning to the individual® says very little about
the work itself.”105 Even if it is eternally right to claim that the work and our interests in

100 Michael Levey, “Botticelli and Nineteenth-century England,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes
XXI:3—4 (1960), 291—306. Pater's article first appeared in the Fortnightly Review and was republished in
1873 in his The Renaissance.

101 | evey, “Botticelli" (1960), 302—03,

102 ypid,, 302 n. 62.

103 Mannings, “Panofsky and Interpretation” (1973), 149.
104 71ones, “Understanding a Work of Art” (1969), 138.
105 Radford, “Meaning and Sigmiucance” (1992), 55.
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connection with it cannot be wholly separated, we see the orientation in each case as
fundamentally different. For instance, an interpreter’s “personal involvement” with a
Christian message “‘refers his experience back to his /ife,” something that is not sufficiently
“disinterested” to be counted as knowledge; on the other hand, an interpreter who proceeds
by an “analysis of formal and iconographical elements” 4t least “thinks in terms of art.”106
‘Subjectivism’ does not hold out the prospect of understanding; there are “limitations
imposed on knowledge by subjectivity.”107

Levey was making a point about tolerance; granting subjectivism “validity,” in
Levey’s sense, is to give Pater’s interpretation a place among interpretations (to see it as
one kind, among kinds of interpretation) while at the same time maintaining a strict division
between these kinds, which need to be distinguished on a cognitive basis. It is the basic
critical opposition between subject and object. Subjectivity is permissible, but it is “highly
personal,” private.

As we must have theoreticians as well as technicians, so we must have amateurs as well as
professionals. The amateur, in the traditional sense of the word, has two preéminent qualifications
for our job. First, as implied in the word itself, that he loves art, Sccond, that he is a non-
professional, that his primary attachment is not to his career or to his colleagues, but, and here let
me interpolate, to his own interests, and to thoss of his contemporaries at large, 108

But permissible as that may be, the theory articulates that attachment to our “own interests”
does not produce a representation of the thing it purports to explain; that is not even its
intent. Pater’s interpretation is valid as a sort of interpretation, but it has no cognitive value,
and it is cognitive value that understanding is concerned with. In this light, Pater’s
interpretation clearly has nothing to do with the work of Botticelli, its ostensible object, and
thus it is not true understanding at all: as a means of understanding, it is invalidated. A
further instance — a line of praise from the jacket of the most recent serious monograph on
Botticelli — makes reference to Paier and many others who made Pater’s mistake, which is
common. “Scrupulous attention has been paid to detailed, accurate descriptions of all the
major works, sweeping aside a long legacy of inaccurate and subjective
misinterpretation.”109

While claims to objectivity have diminished, subjectiviiy remains a civersion from
the object. It is worth noting in these two examples how the rule of ,ubjectivity has an

106 Mannings, “Panofsky and Interpretation™ (1973), 149—350. The author’s further attempt to claim these are
not wholly distinguishable seems rather perfurctery, but his point is not unerguable.

107 Smith, “Pictures and History™ (1987), 100. It is cvident that we are not talking any longer of subjectiviiy at
the Kantian level.

108 Ackerman, “American Scholarship™ (1958), 362.

109 The book is by Ronald Lightbown: Sandro Botticelli (London 1978).
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essentially negative form. To that extent the critique is insufficient; it indicates what path not
to take but leaves us without further direction. The rule of subjectivity indicates where the
material of an interpretation is nor to be found. But the rule constraining the material of
legitimate interpretations needn’t be put negatively; subjectivity can be controlled also by
certain positive guidelines. There is the orientation to the work; the overcoming of

subjectivity will be made “by appeal to the work in question.”!10 Holly comments on
Schleiermacher’s position:

Disinteresied objectivity just will not do; the individual must be provoked into a primal encounter
with the work. In rediscovering the object on its own terms, we must enter into a dialogue with it,

human being speaking to human being, across space, across lime: a confrontation of like with like,

Before we may do so effectively, however, higher understanding must always situate the object or
event in a larger fabric of meaning.111

But to what about the object do we tum? What is needed is a substantial indication of where
the material of a legitimate interpretation can be found.

8 OBJECTIVITY: THE WORK

If the rule of subjectivity tells how not to interpret — more precisely, specifies where the
content of a correct or legitimate interpretation is not to ~ ume from — the rule of objectivity
specifies where this material is to come from. It is based upon the reality, the “interior
structure,” the properties or nature of the object in question “Problems of the theory of art”
must be addressed “to the question of what the work as itself brings forth,”112

Kaschnitz objects to the prevailing terminology and methods ... of Waliflin, and to “style-
criticism’ in general, that these are concemed solely with the effect of the work of art upon the
beholder, with the ‘impression’, rather than with the interior structure of the work itself, 113

110 Beardsley, “Limits of Inteipretation” (1966), 176.

111 Holly, Pa.:ofsky and Art History (1984), 39 [emphasis added).
112 Bycchmann, Kunstgeschichtliche Hermeneusik (1984), 163,
113 Nodelman, “Structural Analysis” (1970), 83.
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We must turn, as modern theory expressed it, to “the work itself,” and as postmodern
writers advocate, to the work within established “systems of representation.”!14 But what
is the work, and what are the relevant structures?

The theory-ladenness of description has long been noted in art history. “Every
theory of interpretation presupposes implicite a theory of the essence of the work of art.”115
It may not be necessary to put this quite so strongly, in terms of “essence’’; the problem of
subjectivity concerns the distance, the gap, that necessarily exists between subject and
object — a gap that is most visible when we recognize the difference between a
participant’s and an observer’s understanding of other cultures.

The participant understands and knows his culture with an immediacy and spontancity the observer
dnes not share. He can act within the culture’s standards and norms without rational sclf-
consciousness, often indeed without having formulated standards as standards. He does not, for
example, have to list to himself five requirements of allarpicce paintings: he has internalized an
expectation about these over a period of experience of altarpicces. He moves with ease and delicacy
and creative flexibility within the rules of his culiure. His culture, for him, is like the language he
has learned, informally, since infancy: indeed his language is one large articulating part of his
culture. The observer docs not have this kind of knowledge of the culture.116

The existence of this gap must be acknowledged and dealt with, and the rule of objectivity
clarifies what tiis involves. In fact, as Erwin Panofsky explained, the very problem
addressed by the first rule delivers this answer of itself. It is an unavoidable fact, Panofsky
says, that interpretation depends upon “cultural equipment.”

There is no such thing as an entirely “naive” beholder. The *“naive” beholder of the Middle Ages
had a good deal to leamn, and something to forget, before he could appreciate classical statuary and
architecture, and the “naive” beholder of the post-Renaissance period had a good deal to forget, and
something to learn, before he could appreciate medieval, to say nothing of primitive, art. Thus the
“naive” beholder not only enjoys but also, unconsciously, appraises and interprets the work of art;
and no one can blame him if he docs this without caring whether his appraisal and interpretation
are right or wrong, and without realizing that his own cultural equipment, such as it is, actually
contributes 1o the object of his experience.

Precisely as an historical entity the work possesses not only its own range of meaning but
also its own native contexts, and hardly ever does this happen to include our own. But
“there is a role for a sort of empathy to help cope with the fact that mind now is not what
mind was in, say, the fifteenth century.”!17 Panofsky goes on to explain what redress this
suggests.

114 w5 order to avoid [an] apparent regrese into subjectivity, the postmodemist’s move is 1o locate all signs and
their references to an cxtant system of represeatation that is presently operative in the culure.” Klepac,
“Deconstruction in Contemporary Art™ (1984), 257.

115 Sedimayr, “Probleme der Interprewation” (1958), 100.
116 Baxandall, Patterns of Iniention (1985), 109.
117 Panofsky, “Humanistic Discipline” (1955), 14.
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The “naive” beholder differs from the art historian in thau the latter is conscious of the situation,
He knows that his cultural equipment, such as it is +.ould not be in harmony with that of people
in anuther land and of a different period. He tries, therefore, 1o make adjustments by learning as
much as he possibly can of the circumstances under which the objects of his studies were created.
... He will do his best to familiarize himself with the social, religious, and philosophical attitudes
of othvr periods and countries, in order to correct his own subjective feeling for content, 118

The second rule of the theory of interpretation is to transpose yourself into the situation of
the work: to give up your own perspective for that of the past, the work’s circumstance or
society, and to interpret from within an established semantic context.

It has not always been as clear as it is today (when it is constantly repeated and
unmistakable) that meaning exists only in a context. A political observation is made
concerning this fact, which is that the advocates of world-views have either naively or
knowingly exploited that ignorance about the conditions of meaning, acting as if signs
simply mean — that is, ‘have’ their meanings, in an absolute sort of way. Paintings were
understood to carry truth, hold a metaphysical meaning, and against modemn thinkers (such
as Heidegger) who have attemipted to restore this view, theorists have insisted that the
“concept of the metaphysical power of art remains completely theoretical.”!19 Because
meaning exists only within a context, paintings hold their meanings only in a relative way,
and the fact that it is only ‘for such-and-such’ that something means undermines the
significance of a large category of meaning altogether. But at the same time it establishes the
framework in which meaning does exist.120 The second rule is served by the notdon of
se.mantic contexts, cognitive rather than projective contexts: settings close to the work’s
creation, or linked to its ideolagical purposes or historical reception, in terms of which
meanings were configured that are closer to the work itself than our unrestrained interest-
driven interpretations and the context ot our self-concerned subjectivity. The material of an
interpretation is to be drawn from these frameworks of reading in terms of which the work
derives its meaning.

There are different general ways in which to particularize, in concrete terms, what
the semantic context of a work might come to. Of the six historically prevailing
interpretative approaches to art catalogued by Abell in 1957, only three retain any cognitive

118 hid., 16—17.
119 Schapiro, “Nature mort comme objet persennel” (1968), 9.

120 “The very idea that some particular object or image in the world hes an intrinsic nature, meaning, or value no
longer seems 1o be credible or valid. ... Human knowledge and the language used to commiunicate it are, in the Jast
analysis, artificial constructs, i.c., both are human centred. ... For this reason, there seems to be a fundamentally
anthropological orientation to postmodemism. ... The question is not whether some particular statement is true,
but why it is thought 10 be true by a particular culture at a particular time and what criteri¢ confirmed this truth.”
Klepac, “Deconstruction in Contemporary Art” (1984), 262.
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validity;!2! in the decades since, those categories have been refashioned to accept new
questions that correct the values behind some of the old. Interpretations are now developed
in terms of any or all of the following: the context of an historical visual code (of which the
work is a concrete expression), the context of the artist’s specific communicative actions
(the purposive formation of the work), or the historical world to which the work belongs
(the context from which it was created and/or to which it was delivered, beyond the control
of the artist).122 For a work of art is not merely the isolated thing we see on a museum
wall; every individual work is rooted in a “whole matrix of assumptions, values, and
usages.”12 The context is effectively part of the identity of the work aof art; the context is a
constitutive extension of the work itself,124

These are the three general sources from which the material of legitimate
(cognitively relevant) interpretations can be assembled.1? The rule of objectivity or context
is clearly established: “that the resituation of works of art in its widest sense must lead the
way to interpretation is so self-evident that here only a few indications are required.”126 A
more recent formulation follows (from the preface to a history of art), and touches upon the
several definitions of context outlined above:

There is still a further difficulty 1o our appreciation of works from times gone by; art presents us
first of all with a visual stimulus, and we sce it all, whatever its original context, through the lens
of our cumulative experiences .... If we are to avoid the pitfalls of judging all art by our own
experience and our own subjective views, we have to learn the background against which a work
was crealed; what the historical and social conditions were under which the artist lived and worked,

121 pefunct arc “Acsthetic Materialism” (exemplified by the nineteenth-century Semper), which interprets art —
that is, understands or cxplairs it — as determined by implications of its material; *Aesthetic teleology™ (Riegl),
which interprets it as the outcome of an immanent "will to art”; and “Pure Visibility” (Wblfflin, Fry), which
interprets art in terms of formal significance. Abell, “Toward a Unified Field” (1957), 725—26, The former two are
non-cognitive because fundamentally they are expressions of their interpreters’ commitment to a story of
universal history. The latter is non-cognitive — illegitimate, rather than merely narrow — because it misses the
lesson of objectivity: it relics totally upon the imposition of the interpreter’s uncontrolled habits of formal
reading. (As Panofsky noted, of the three “most widespread views of the concepis” that are “used in the modem
academic study of art,” the most quickly aud casily dispatched is the understanding of interpretation based on
*“gesthetic experience,” based on “the impressionistic experience of a modern beholder.” Panofsky, *Artistic
Volition" (1920), 20, 24.

122 T4 give two instances of newer approaches, Marxist interpretation fits chiefly into the third of these, whase
conception of “world™ encompasses material and ideological dimensions of meaning. Feminist interpretation fits
into them all, for a feminist interpretation — say of Artemisia Gentileschi — can concentrate on the gender codes
she worked with, the rebellious communicative purpose of her pictures, or the world in which those works were
launched and perceived. Among Abell's traditional divisions, “Iconography” (exemplified by Panofsky, Mille,
Wind) falls under the first of these, “Historical Determinism” (though not as a form of Geterminism or why-
¢vplanation) under the third, and “Biographical Criticism” under the second or third, according 1o whether
biographical meterial is relevant to intended or unintended meanings. Abell, “Toward a Unified Field” (1957),
T25.

123 Nodelman, “Structural Analysis” (1970), 80.

124 [ vas, “Inte.tional Fallacy Revisited” (1983), 294.

125 parts 11 to IV of the present study are devoted successively to these three distinct conceptions of
interpretation.

126 Scdimayr, “Probleme der Interpretation” (1958), 100,
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who his patrons were and what their information was on taste and style, and what philosophical
views affected the artist’s (and everyonc clse’s) way of sceing the world. 127

According to the theory, onc brings to one’s encounter with sculptures, paintings —
indeed, cultural creations of all kinds — such reflections as these.

You will also have realized that it would be futile in this case to try 10 understand the painting

wilhmilzasn intimate knowledge of the religious attitude of the man who had it painted above his
tomb,

‘Legitimacy’ and ‘generic appropriateness’ urge us to check that what we claim is so is conceivable
in the culture and does not ignore its sense of kind. ... What we say ... should be actively
consistent ... [with the work as a whole] standing in a legitimate relation to the external facts.129

An explanation of a work ... must be compatible with the historical circumstances of origin in so
far as these can be ascertained from documents or by other objective methods, 130

The first rule warns against subjectivity, which means giving yourself up to objective
conditions. The second rule articulates what this means, what objective conditions are; it
clarifies that understanding is historical, that the meaning of a work is a human dimension
relative to historical conditions. Together the rules of content decide the legitimucy of

interpretations: that is, they are employed in the formation of valid interpretations, but as we
have seen they are also used to criticize them.

Some examples. Here is one in which an interpretation of a Renaissunce altarpiece by Piero
rella Francesca is faulted for being developed from content considerably prior to its
creation, and thus remote from the work’s semantic context (in sense three, context as the

historical world of the work):

The criterion of legitimacy would raise questions przcisely about arguments {rom laic antique and
medieval, rather than fifteenth-century, texts and artefacts; and indeed about whether such layered
and multiple intention was compatible with cither the theory or the practice of the fifteenth-century
allarpicce image.131

Consider the rule of objectivity applied now to an interpretation presented in 1907 by an
historian called Strecter of another Renaissance picture: one of Botticelli’s most famous

127 Sara Comnell, Art: A History of Changing Style (Englewood Cliffs 1983), 8—9.

128 gax1, “Why Art History?" (1948), 355.

129 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 119.

130 Yauser, 7 hilosophy of Art History (1958), 243, in support of Karl Mannheim, Beitrdge zur Theorie der
Weltanschauungsinterpretation (1923), 27.

131 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 122.
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works, known since Vasari as Primavera or Spring (figure 3). Streeter writes, “I have
alreadv expressed my conviction that Botticelli’s purpose in Spring was purely decorative.
The whole poetical significance of the picture, I believe, lies in its name .... The glories of
the springtime, this is Botticelli’s subject.” Which means that Streeter dismisses any deeper
reading: “the picture is a pure fantasy, of which the elements are developed in relation only
to their artistic quality.”132 Right away, of course, we see the dogmatic traces of turn-of-
the-century formalism; this is an interpretation that belongs to the ‘art-for-art’s-sake’
movement that set the taste of Streeter’s time. ‘Formalism’ is a good example of what
Panofisky called “subjective cuitural equipment,” and the conclusion appears plain: had
Streeter bothered to follow rule two, the rule of orientation to the work, the rule limiting
him to the human context of the work itself, he would have encountered a Renaissance very
different from Victorian England; it might have led him to an interpretation that was of
interest outside essays like this one. “Formalist aesthetics” was “an attempt to justify
theoretica!ly a certain aesthetic ideal” that was itself based on “mistaken interpretations of
the intentions of the nionobjective arts.””133 As Panofsky notes, this sort of interpretation
does not have to do with an “historical object,” “the work of art,” or “the artist,” but with
contemporary prejudices, with “the psyche of a modern beholder” and his “inclinations of
personal taste.”134 As Panofsky writes, “He who teaches innocent people to understand art
without bothering about classical languages, boresome historical n-cthods, and dusty old
documents, deprives naiveté of its charm without correcting its errors.”133 So the theory
warns against subjectivity, which means orienting oneself to external conditions; a
genuinely cognitive understanding establishes historical limitations.

9 THE RULES OF FORM

Thus far the standard hermeneutic method is ‘material’ in nature — that is, a method
discriminating legitimate from illegitimate interpretations on the basis of matters that have to
do with the origins of the specific content of those interpretations, There is also a

132 sirecter, Botticelli (1907), 67—68.

133 Hofsidadter, “Significance and Artistic Meaning” (1964), 100.
134 panofsky, “Artistic Volition” (1920), 24.

135 Panofsky, “A Humanistic Discipline” (1940), 19.
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component that deals with form, a hermeneutic theory without a formal side is incomplete.
A positivist i1:age of interpretation suggests that an historically minded interpreter proceeds
(respecting rules one and two) by collecting all the documents pertaining to the work whose
significance he or she wishes to interpret, and that once this is done the mass of their
collected evidence (assuming it is adequate and properly assembled) will point by itself to
the meaning of the thing under examination. It will point, that is, in one direction only. It
suggests also that that interpretation stands upon this material evidence alone, and, by
corollary, also falls by evidence alone. But it is hard to find that merely common-sensical
view of interpretation advocated in any of the literature.

One of the main reasons it is recognized fantasy is that it is rather plain that historical
evidence does not always point in clear and distinctly compatible directions: a faultlessly
collected mass of evidence might well suggest more than one direction — indeed, historical
contexts are capable of offering evidence for contrary interpretations. Kemp, for instance,
has noted how open Christian thought is to substantially opposed views of Botticelli (the
resort to that context “proved nothing other than the variety and subtlety of Christian
philosophy in demonstrating, on the one hand, the incompatibility and, on the other hand,
the compatibility of rational science and received revelation, with all shades of opinion
between’).136

Surely this apparent conflict is nothing but an indication that, whatever the quality of
evidence, more is needed, and the clearest indication possible that the interpretations
suggested are as yet only hypotheses, still to be tested by further investigation. One shall
have to test, for instance, which set of the various circumstantial implications of
interpretations A and B is borne out in the case, add that to the mass of evidence, and see
where one’s material points then. But the material for that test is not always there, and the
rules of interpretation are rules for present practice. The problem is how to assess and by
what standard to develop interpretations here and now, when our material may well be and
probably is inadequate. The theory of interpretation is directed not at a perfect
representation of the work, in its meaning but rather at a definition of what, in our own
practice, constitutes our best chance of perceiving it even from a narrow and limited point
of view. Interpretation is not an ideal project; we would like a hermeneutic method that
allows us (if rationally permissible) to discriminate better and worse interpretations at the
present state of our knowledge, given that we cannot now and usually never will know
everything we might. It will be necessary to suspend interpretation (until such time as

136 Kemp, “Usc of Evidence” (1984), 212.



THE THECRY OF INTERPRETATION

evidence in the web of material by which we read the past is more decisive) only if there is
no other way to discriminate among interpretations.

If the material considerations of method close the distance between the context of the
interpreter and the context of the work (picture that as the distance between two cities), we
still need to reach that precise point, among historically possible interpretations, that marks
a legitimate grasp of the meaning of this work (we need to reach a specific address). We
have a way to do this. We do in fact dismiss interpretations despite the soundness of their
evidence; not every historically based interpretation is regarded correct. How, among all the
interpretations we might make from within the context of the past, do we recognize the
interpretation we are looking for, the one that presents the mcst plausible of plausible
readings?!37 The answer lies at a further level of theory, and the rules that articulate it are
the rules of form. Because to know the meaning of a meaningful thing is knowledge, the
conditions of knowledge apply likewise to interpretation, and what the theory has shown is
that what is objective (with an identity of its own) has a level of universality. Hauser notes,

Whenever we ascribe to an intellectual structure objective meaning ..., whenever we expect or
demand that others look at it the same way as we do, we are dealing with something that may
indeed be derived from empirical conditions, but can never be reduced entirely to them. Whenever
we discover or invent this structure or pattern, we think of it as having a meaning that must for
others have the same reference and the same validity that we ourselves ascribe to it. This meaning,
in its objectivity and with its reproducible pattem, is toto genere different from any subjective and
ephemeral contents of consciousness, fluctuating emotions and moods that come and go w138

There is 2 way of identifying a legitimate interpretation from the outside, as it were.
Representations are accessible to all; that is why studies of art are published rather than not:
they present statements that have an implicit validity for cthers, that can be held upto a
certain mzasurement or test. Just as “» scientific theory once formulated and accepted is in
principle common property, not varying from man to man,”139

something more is involved in this striving for verification: the hope of agreement. Initially, the
same work of art is reflected differently in different observers — even if each one maintains
“silence.” In the “correct” and probably correct interpretation the observers, coming from different
sides and never completely casting off the difference of their initial impression, approach a new
impression in which they all come to agreement. It is an agreement that the work, grasped in its
own spirit, effects in them, 140

137 “Economical and cogent explanations™ are “preferable in the absence of anything to verify them.” Summers,
“Painting in Political Context™ (1986).

138 Hauser, Philosophy of Art History (1958), 170—11.
139 Osborne, “Interpretation in Science and in Art” (1)25), 12.
140 gedimayr, “Interpretieren von Werke” (1965), 185.
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This agreement is the great meaning of the new demand for an “objective” way of looking at an,
deeply united with other tendencies of our time,141

A legitimate interpretation will be an interpretation upon which we can agree in certain
limited respects: one whose merits or virtues are clear. This introduces the formal features
of interpretations. Agreement does not depend simply upon content, upon how an
interpretation fits the purported facts, upon alignment in beliefs linked to content. Indeed,
that is hard ground on which to agree, because subjectivity is far too easily drawn into
judgements based on the work’  ubstantive’ coaditions. Besides accuracy, “we want our
interpretations to have other vin..cs such as explanatory scope, power, and simplicity as
well.”142 Agreement hinges substantially upon the recognition of certain external featires
by which valid interpretations are distinguished — features so unambiguous that their
recognition ca:: ot be obstructed by subjective mind.

By formal features I mean external properties, general features that every
interpretation might possess no matter what its content, for the right interpretation among
hist..:ically developed ones will necessarily have particular surface qualities. Of course, we
cann.t elaborate a niethod with rules that contradict the two rules we already have, and it is
a condition of any formal rule that it not reintroduce the subjectivity that the rules of content
were established 1o reduce. That would be a possibility if the formal features to be
discerned could not be seen by anyone given a basic exposure to the practice of
interpreting. The rules of form can be operated by cveryone alike; they are a means of
interpretation that does not depend on how interpreters think. Appiied to any set of
hypothetical interpretations, thesz Cilicria on their own single out the most valid.

Perhaps the easiest way to introduce the formal side of the theory is to make a
comparison, in fact, with the theory of science. It is fascinating to note how remarkably
closely the formal virtues compare to what are called the ‘virtues’ of good theories in
science, that familiar set of equally formal qualities that distinguishes a good scientific
theory: empirical adequacy, simplicity, coherence, power, and scope. The surprising thing
is that the *hermeneutic virtues’ are not merely analogous, they are the same. In addition to
the two rules of content, there are five rules of form. Here is the full list of rules that make
up the modem theory of interpretation:

141 Sedlmayr, “Probleme der Interpretation™ (1958), 128,
142 gyout, “Relativity of Interpretation” (1986), 116.
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RULES OF CONTENT
1. subjectivity the content of an imerprelation must not be
formed out of bad subjectivity, out of what has
nothing to do with the work
2. objectivity the content of an interpretation must be

formed out of the work's own identity, out of what has

10 do with the work itsclf

RULES OF FORM

3. ade q‘u acy an interpretation must be adequate to the work;
it has (o fir the work that it interprets

4. simplicity it can’t be overcomplex; it must be simple

S5.coherence it cannot contradict itself; it must form a
coherent whole

6. explanatory power it must remove puzzlement about the work, by
finding actual meaning

7. scop¢c it needn’t fit or bring clarity to other works,

other circumstances, but if it does, it gains added

plausibility

The criteria of a good scientific theory have been observed to be their adequate treatment of
the phenomena (“experienced fact and observation are the ultimate criterion of all theory,”
which must thus be “falsifiable by fact™), their “simplicity and elegance,” their “lucidity for
the understanding,” their “predictive power or fertility in leading to new avenues of
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knowledge,” and finally their comprehensiveness or scope. 143 In the hermeneutics of art
the same standards apply. It is interesting to notice how often the argumentative structure of
typical essays in interpretation is outlined by these rules; interpretative articles commonly
set out systematically to satisfy them.!44 Occasionally, one also sees the rules stated in
abstract explanations of interpretation itself. Where the formal rules are most overt,
however, is not in the development of interpretations but in their criticism. In critical
essays, formal features of interpretations are constant!v called upon to discriminate among
various contending candidates, or to establish the credentials of the critique; as we shall see,
the rules are often made explicit.

10 ADEQUACY

‘Legitimacy” and ‘generic appropriateness’ urge us to check that what we claim [in our
interpretation] is so is conceivable in the culwre and does not ignore its sense of kind. But it also
points more insistently 1o the need for internal adequacy in cxplanation. ... What we say [should]
be consistent with the painting in every part,14

This “correct” conceplion caa also be designated as the one that is “innate” in the work of art, that
fits it (is adequate to it).146

By the rule of adequacy, an interpretation must fit the work that it interprets: interpretations
are “answerable to the perceptible feawres of that work of art.”"147 Interpretation concerns

“the properties of a finitely bound object.”!48 “A genuine interpretation, drawn purely from
the work of art ... has always to with~tand the test of holding up in the face of the concrete
work of art.”149 It must do that in two distinct senses: in both quantity (it must fit all that is

143 Osbome, “Interpretation in Science and in Art” (1986), 7.

144 Interpretative essays are often built out of the following compenents: with regard to rules 1 and 2,
legitimation of the objectivity of the interpretation's content (docuinentation, appeals to histerical knowledge,
and the discussion of conventions and precedents). With regard to rule 3, the rule of adequacy, a seriatim
interpretation — that is, an interpretation working through all the elements of the picture. With regard 10 rule 5,
the rule of coherence, some discussion of connectives — that is, a justificd linking of the meaning of the
interpreted segments. And with regard to rule 4, the rule of adequacy, a concise summation of the overall
interpretation, in which both the simplicity and the coherence of the interpretation can be put on display.

145 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 119 fitalics added).

146 Scdlmayr, “Probleme der Interpretation™ (1958), 111.

147 McFee, “The Historicity of Art” (1980), 308.

148 Margolis, *Deconstruction and Its Victims™ (1985), 203.

149 gedimayr, “Probleme der Interpretation” (1958), 126. “An interpretation can be discredited only if it is ruled
out by the author’s text.” Stern, “On Interpreting” (1980), 124.
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there) and quality (it must fit what is there exactly as it is there). It is a necessary condition,
rooted in basic cognitivity. An interpretation that ignores the work does not give us its
meaning.

With regard to the quantitative aspect, an interpretation is good only to the extent
that it interprets everything that the work offers to be interpreted: ir must deal with all the
data of the work. As expressed by the social historian Karl Mannheim in 1923, “an
explanation of a work must ... fit every perceptible feature of the work in the
interpretation,”150

The observer must at first confine himself to pure description, confident, as in Husserlian
phenamenology, that the entire being of the phenomenon is inherent and given in its appearance, if
the appearance be permitted to present itself fully and without distortion. 31

According to these criteria, the correct interpretation will be considered the one that makes the
particular features of the work of art understandable, features the others simply take for granted.152

Here, as an instance, is a formal critique of an interpretation, based upon this rule of
adequacy. It comes from an old monograph on Botticelli; the work in question is again the
Primavera, and the same A. Streeter whose own interpretation we deemed deficient by the
rules of content makes a criticism by appeal to the rule of adequacy, a criticism that stands
today because it a faultless application of the method. Streeter in 1907 comments upon an
interpretation by Emst Steinmann from ten years before. Steinmann had argued that the
Primavera was painted in illustration of a contemporary Florentine poem that celebreted the
meeting of Giuliano de’ Medici and his “inamorata” Simonetta Vespucci; Streeter responds
with a narration of the event described in the poem, and concludes by a simple comparison
with the painting:

The conneclion between the poem and the picture, which have nothing in common except the
forest glade and the flower-embroidered robe (this, by the way, not wom by the chief figure), is so
slight that onc wonders it can ever have been advanced as a serious explanation .... The passage in
question leaves the right-hand group in the picture quite unaccounted for, and makes no mention
that Giuliano haypened at that mement 1o be masquerading as Mercury. 153

150 Hauser, Philosophy of Art History (1958), 243, in support of Karl Mannheim, Beitrdge zur Theorie der
Weltanschauungsinterpretation (1923}, 27,

151 Nodelman quotes L&vi-Strauss, “On the observational level ... ell the facts should be carefully observed and
described, without allowing any theoretical preconceptions 10 decide whether some arc more important than
others.” Nodetman, “Structural Analysis” (1970), 82.

152 Sedlmayr, “Probleme der Interpretation” (1958), 112.

153 gyecter, Botticelli {1907), 65. Shearman comments on Steinmann’s Sixtinische Xapelle (1901) in reference
to contemporary hermeneutics: “it is almost certain that Stcinmann would not now be counted as interpreting, not
doing re=! interpretation, and to the extent that this is rue it shows how narrowed and deracinated our definition of
the hurmeneuti: enterprise has become.” Shearman, Art and the Spectatcr (1988), 4.
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N
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The rule states that an interpretation has to offer an explanation of what is there in
the picture — as it says, everything there, and everything there as it appears (the qualitative
aspect). Which means in this case that you must interpret not only the young man fitted out
with Mercurial winged boots and wand, but a young mar turned from the scene and
preoccupied with something above him. Qualitative adequacy in fact marks a connection
with the rules of content, for the thiig to be interpreted is not merely the whole work just as

it appears, it is the whole work as it appears when it appears as it truly is: for instance, as it
appeared at the time of origin.

Acts of understanding have their object in the meaning of the picture, their goal in the recovery of
the meaning. The localization of the meaning within, in what is hidden beneath the surface, in
what is real, expresses in many metaphors the loss of meaning; that is confirmed by the conception
of understanding as the re-production of meaning — indecd, usually onc says, imprecicsely, it is
supposed to be a re-producing of works of art. 154

The Primavera affords a good illustration of this point. Interpreting the painting just as it
appears, you would need, it seems, to interpret the obvious pregnancy of the woman at its
centre, and some historians have done just that (for instance, Francastel in 1952).15% But
by the rule of adequacy as affected by the rule of objective content, you must see the things
the interpretation must deal with for what they are; ‘data’ is an unreliable notion. Adequate
recognitica may require special knowledge: “certain features which we can see in a work
are such that we can only see them there if we have a knowledge of the context of the
work;"” as in the case of identifying a chess piece, “I need a knowledge that mere scrutiny of
its surface features cannot give me.”156 Franscastel’s interpretation was wrong because,
while it accommodated appearance, it did not do this; by already misreading the work, he
encountered ‘data’ to be counted in his interpretation that were in fact not there at all. Is this
woman pregnant? As subsequent writers have been compelled to remark, “the bulge in
Venus's belly — mistakenly taken for an indication of pregnancy by some writers — ... is
a conventional feature in the full-length portrayal of women in Flemish art of the fifteenth
century” — and likewise, the point is, in the art of Florence.157 At the time this picture was
painted the gravid figure belonged to a feminine ideal, pregnancy being so valued a moment
of a woman's life that it was beautiful.138

154 Btitschmann, Kunstgesckichtliche Hermeneutik (1984}, 78.
155 Erancastel, “Féte mythologique au quattrocento” (1952), 396 n. 1.
156 Lyas, “Intentional Fallacy Revisited” (1983), 295.

157 Eulinger and Ettlinger, Botticelli (1976), 120; see also Panofsky, Renaissance and Renascences (1960),
195 n. 4.

158 I fact you can see this quite plainly in the Primavera itself, for the likewise pregnant-looking figure at the
far right is Chloris at the moment she is caught by her first lover. The Renaissance “idealisation of pregnancy™ is
noted by J.C. Flugel in The Psychology of Clothes (1966), 143—49, 160.
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A proper definition of adequacy raises the problem of ‘givenness’ or ‘obviousness’
in cultural settings. As Bétschmann notes, “Max Imdahl has ... uifferentiated between
recognizing seeing, which relates painting to data known outside the picture, and secing
seeing (sehenden Sehen), which is directed to whatever sense-data painting by itself brings
forth.”159 The object of interpretation ““is a datum of some sort, but a datum as
understood.”1%0 What this actually indicates is that the rule of adequacy operates
secondarily to rules of content — rather, not so much secondarily as beside it. Argan
speaks of the special relation between seeing (as “re-creative synthesis”) and research;

It is not true that the art historian first constitues his object by means of re-creative synthesis and
then begins his archacological investigation — as though first buying a ticket and then boarding a
train. In reality the two processes do not succeed each other, they interpenetraie; not only does the

re-creative synthesis [the ‘recognizing seeing’] serve as a basis for the archacological investigation,
the archacological investigation in turn serves as a basis for the re-creative process; both mutually

qualify and rectify one another. 16

This provides the answer to a basic interpretative question inseparable from adequacy. To
follow the rule of “adequacy,” interpreting everything in a work, requires that one solve the
problem of “sufficiency” or semanticity: How much of what is in a work has a meaning to
be interpreted?

With pictorial representations we cannot determine whether a scene has or does not have an
iconographically fixed content.!62

On the question of symbols, the most persistent problem is knowing where to draw the limit. The
wholc subject is constantly liable to over-interpretation, 163

This again is more than a merely quantitative question. On one level one asks Which of a
work’s motifs has specific meaning? But one also asks, Does any? Without some objective
indication “'it is impossible to know how far to go” in interpreting; “there will be a problem

159 Max Imdahl, “Zum Verhilinis zwischen Bildautonomic und Gegenstandssehen” (1974) in Bildautonomie und
Wirklichkeit, Zur theoretischen Begriindung der modernen malerei (Minenwald 1981), 9——50; Bitschmann,
Kunsigeschichtliche Hermeneuwtik (1984), 27,

160 wWhat is evident in the work “js, indeed, *given’, but il also involves interpretation: that which actually refers
in the mesning-situation is the inferpreted-given, and not the given alone.” Cunningham, “Perspective and
Context" (1935), 46—47. “What is obvious to a particular person or to a few people may not be obvious in
general. One might, for sume purposes, want to distinguish the obvious in general and the obvious to me from the
obvious to the expert or initiate or insider.” Barnes, “Remarks about the Obvious” (1983), 29. “Only the given
qua interpreied has meaning. Within the total artistic organism any detail at all can be interpreted in the present
completely differently from what it was in the past and so have a completely erroncous formal effect upon us.”
Panofsky, “Artistic Volition™ (1920), 32.

161 panofsky, “A Humanistic Discipline” (1940), 16. As Sedlmayr too remarks: “my vision had been transformed
by knowledge; by ‘seeing through knowledge' I had come to understand something essential about the work. To be
sure this was only one slep among many that were to follow, leading to a better understanding, to a ‘formed
secing.'" Sedlmayr, “Interpretieren von Werke" (1965), 195.

162 Byischmann, Kunsigeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1584), 65.

163 Mannings, “Panofsky and Interpretation” (1973), 153.
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in knowing where to stop, and, indeed, in knowing whether we should have started [to
attribute meaning] at all.”164 What that second question really asks is What kind of meaning
is involved here? An image that is merely a representational depiction of a thing is not by
that token meaningless, because it is not symbolic.!65 Semanticity is the issue of how much
in a work has meaning, which involves deciding what kind of meaning it has. The answer
in a general sense is evidently, everything that the appropriate knowledge (through the rule
of objectivity) reveals to be meaningful, and as far as it is revealed to be meaningful.

So it is clear also that interpretation has levels, which one can see by comparison
with the rule of adequacy in the theory of science. On the one hand, one can certainly talk
of ‘empirical adequacy’, which stresses the fit at the level of ‘seeing-seeing’, between one’s
interpretation and what is indisputably and demonstrably there in the picture. In Botticelli’s
picture there are undeniably wing-shaped configurations of paint on the boots of the left-
hnd figure; we know that merely by looking, and pointing them out is all the argument
there is that the reading ‘winged boots’ fits the image. But that this figure with winged
boots is Mercury (that the interpretation ‘Mercury’ also fits the image) cannot be settled
empirically, or not empirically alone. Qualitatively, there is more in that figure than a man in
winged boots, since here the winged boots happen to indicate a god. Discerning those
levels, interpreting ‘what is there’, involves 2 good deal more than fitiing an interpretation
to things one can point at; to interpret fully demands more than meiely ‘empirical’
adequacy. “Some of the real properties of a thing require the possession of contextuai
knowledge for their detection.”166 Adequacy, in sum, is accounting for ‘everything’, but
everything by a somewhat sophisticated standard, a standard that can be determired only
through the rules of content.

11 SIMPLICITY

By the rule of simplicity — known likewise as economy or parsimony or necessity (what is
required, as opposed to what is not strictly called for) — an interpretation must have a

164 Kemp, “Use of Evidence” (1984), 213, 214,

165 A battle was fought some years ago over the tendency of the success and prestige of ivonography o establish
symbolic meaning as not a form of but the very type of artistic meaning. See, for insiance, A, Pigler, “The
Importance of Iconographic Exactitude,” Art Bulletin XXI (Sept. 1939): 228—37, the reply by Panofsky, Art
Bulletin XX1 (Dec. 1939): 403, and especially Creighton Gilbert, “On Subject and Nen-Subject in Renaissance
Pictures,” Art Bulletin XXXIV (1952), 202—16,

166 L yas, “Intentional Fallacy Revisited” (1983), 294,
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certain elegance; it must not be unnecessarily complex. Of two equally adequate, equally
historical interpretations, the better interpretation (if it is either) will be the simpler of the
two. One asks the question, “What is the simplest sufficient, material explanation that is
consistent both with the facts and the kind of explanatory model which can be confirmed in
other contexts?’167 One brings to interpretation the fewest possible anciilory conditions. As
for “the functional look” of a probable interpretation,

for this one falls back on weak forms of old general criteria: economy and pragmatic utility. The
simpler way of reaching a certain level of coherent explanation is likely to be the more attractive:
there is an obligation to demonstrate the need to invoke this or that bit of circumstance, 168

As one reviewer notes, Ginzburg “admires the elegance of one of the interpretations” of
Piero’s Baptism of Christ.'69 And to cite another instance, here is another of Streeter’s
criticisms of an interpretation of the Primavera, relying now upon the rule of simplicity:

Jacobsen has suggested an interpretation which woald be pretty if it were not too far-fetched and
intricate. ... Elaborate allegory was undoubtedly a taste of the late quattrocento, but would any
great artist, however much a “child of his age”, devote some of his best work to such a confusion
of idcas as this?170

There is something interesting to note in the Streeter/Jacobsen example just cited, which is
how the rule of simplicity overrules an interpretation with some claim to historical
legitimacy — a job for which the formal rules are especially valuable. Instances of this rule
used both in the critique of interpretations and in the development or defence of an
interpreiation are easy to come by. Here is a positive example, again of an interpretation of
Botticelli (the St. Augustine in the Metropolitan): the author notes that in “the friar’s habit”
wormn by Augustine “we have an individual feature that precisely matches the evidence with
no redundancy, insufficiency, or special pleading.”17! Another example concerns Piero
della Francesca’s Baptism of Christ:

The criterion of necessity finds the readings unparsimonious in offering such multiple explanations
involving so many exiemal circumstances: things seem over-elaborate. The same four peculiarities
can be more coherently explained, with a picce of low iconography like the onc that follows.172

After which the author identifies a virtue of the newly proposed interpretation:

167 Kemp, “Use of Evidence” (1984), 214.

168 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 119.
169 summers, “Painting in Political Contex:” (1986).
170 gyrester, Bossicelli (1907), 66.

171 Kemp, “Use of Evidence” (1984), 214.

172 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 123,
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A self-critical explanation has led, then, to a reading of the picture that is iconogrphically
minimalist .... No hidden meanings are necessary to explain it.}73

Evidently, the desired simplicity may be of more than one form: on the one hand
simplicity of interpretation in the interpreter's lahours to make a case, and on the other
simplicity, a certain conciseness, in the interpreiusion itself. The simplicity of an
interpretation may lie in the argument required to make it plausible, but it may also apply to
the work’s meaning, and concern the awkwardness or subtlety of the ‘message’. Here is
the rule used again in this second sense (both positively and negatively) with reference to
three interpretations by Leo Steinberg, Gombrich, and Vasari of Micheiangelo’s
Conversion of St. Paul:

Steinberg makes the painting sound so much more subtlc that even Gomurich’s defence of Vasari
itself requires, perhaps paradoxically, more sophisticated theorizing than we can casily attributc to
Vasari. But although Steinberg gets us (0 see the picture differently, his account docs not explicitly
contradict the earlier {interpretations).174

The best interpretation does not necessarily oppose those it replaces, and an interpretation
that makes the work appear more subtle may be preferable to one that makes it seem less
so, How do we know when?

Notice again Streeter’s remark about the rejected interpretation of Botticelli:
“Elaborate allegory was undoubtedly a taste of the late quattrocento, but would any great
artist, however much a ‘child of his age,” devote some of his best work to such a confusion
of ideas as this?” That itis & “grrat artist” who would not produce a complex allegory
suggests a possible qualification of the principle of simplicity; the suggestion is that the
standard of simplicity to be applied in a given case is relative to the given situation, since it
is altogether certain that works of art have been produced with complex meanings.17 This
is another contrast with the case of science, for whatever we might suspect about the basic
conditions of nature, we can be sure that there are human minds that work in complex
ways. Indeed the passage also suggests that complexity is even a matter of taste. Asa
standard, the concept of ‘simplicity’ is not, again, a merely quantitative notion, If it is to be
correctly applied, the principle has to be formulated somewhat more carefully than 1 have
done: an interpretation must have the degree of elegance that it ought to have in the given
context. To be able .2 apply the second rule of form, one must work out that degree of

173 Ibid,, 131.
174 Carrier, “Ekphrasis and Interpretation” (1987), 24,

175 Because of this Summers nullifies Ginzburg's approval of an interpretation on the basis of elegance: “We
cannot be sure that this is comrect, however, since, for all we know, events themselves may have been messy rather
than elegant.” Summers, “Painting in Political Context” (1986).
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+ aplicity that is applicable to the interpretation sought. Hence the rule of simplicity too has
its historical or ‘material’ dimension. Generally speaking, simplicity is something of a
comparative virtue, but where a specific context identified through the rule of objectivity
establishes a specific quality of simplicity, an interpretation without it is discredited: it
becomes a necessary condition.

12 COHERENGCE

By the third rule of form, the rule of coherence — or unity, or order — an interpretation
must have a unity, in two distinct senses: an interpretation must not contradict itself, and it
must not hang together loosely but form @ meaning that works as a whole. That “‘an
explanation of a work must ... be free from contradiction™76 in fact represents the second
of the two basic ‘canons’ of interpretation enumerated by the hermeneutic theorist Emilio
Betti (“the second fundamental canon, ... the canon of totality and the coherence of
meaning of hermeneutical investigation™).1”7 Moreover, interpretations are “all explanations
in the sense that ... interpretations function as hypotheses that attempt to bring coherence
and intelligibility to works of art.”178 As Gadamer has remarked, in our approach to
understanding we have an “anticipation of ‘perfect coherence’’: “the perfect coherence of
the global 2ad tinal meaning is the criterion for the understanding. When coherence is
wanting, we say that understanding is deficient.” Some philosophers have criticized this
requirement as a normative element, a bias in favour of certain qualities of meaning, but
Gadamer does not exclude the incoherent work, Works of art with no unity of meuning are
uninterpretable; we can only interpret their fragments, or find some singular significance in
the fact of their incoherence itself. Coherence is a kind of limit condition of irterpreting, of
finding meaning at all.

To begin with, this perfec. oherence can be understood in the sense of an anticipation of a purely
formal nature: it is an ‘idea’. It is, nevertheless, always at work in achievine understanding, It
signifies that nothing is really understandable unless it is actually presented in the form of a
coherent meaning, Thus, for example, it is implicit from the outset in our intention of reading a

176 Hauser, Philosophy of Art History (1958), 243, in support of Karl Mannhwisi, Beitrdge zur Theorie der
Weltanschauungsinterpretation (1923), 27,

177 Beti, “Hermeneutics as General Methodology™ (1962), 59.
178 wWeitz, “Interpretation and the Visual Arts* (1973), 112.
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text that we consider the text to be ‘coherent’, unless this presupposition proves untenable, in
other words, as leng as the message of the text is not denounced as incomprehensible.17?

What it is that makes coherence a criterion of legitimacy is more evident, perhaps,
than with the other virtues, That interpretation is a form of cognitive representation, an
interpretation of a work’s mearing will mirror the unity of that meaning. Naturally, this
level of coherence depends upon the specific constitution of the work of art. But it is
exactly that the rule of objectivity directs us toward. As Baxandall explains:

That positing an intentional unity and cogency entails a value judgement and hypothesizes a high
degree of organization in the actor and the object will not worry us. Only superior paintings will
sustain explanation of the kind we are attempting: inferior paintings are impenctrable. What may
appear as a lack of unity or organization in the explained painting is liable to be a sign of
incompleteness in the explanation, a failure to take into account ¢ circumstance that resolves this
or that apparently detack=d clement into an intentional unity. Thus, on the whole, the explanation
positing the more complete and embracing order is preferable. 180

This objective dimension of the criterion raises, again, the fact of a certain fluidity in its
nature. Just as what has meaning in a work is subject to contextual conditions, what form
of coherence is appropriate also depends upon context. That there are quite different forms
or models of unity operative in different eras was an influential point made in the recent
theory of history,18! and the point has been carried into the hermeneutics of art.182

As an example, coasider an instance where coherence is used not in criticism but in
defence of an interpretation, One must interpret all the details, and simply, but also link
them into a consistent whole. Two authors write, summing up thcir interpretation of
Botticelli’s Primavera: “So one thing can be said of this picture without fear of
contradiction: the imagery is of Spring, which begins when Zephyr transforms Chloris inio
Flora and thereby brings forth the first flowers™:

A painting called “Spring” less than a hundred years after it was created may be nothing more than
its name tells: a series of delicate poetic images, all associated with that scason and all having their
sources in the mainstream of the classical tradition.

179 Gadamer, “Problem of Historical Consciousness” (1963), 40, 46.

180 Raxandall, Patterns of Intentior. (1985), 120—21

181 Hayden White, Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (London 1978).

182 Bryson is writing specifically about the coherence of historical accounts, but the deeper issue concerns
historical's variable conceptions of order. “What constitutcs & coherent narrative is very different, for example.
for Vasari and for a modern art historian such as Eve Borsook. Vasari, in his account of Uccello, wriles about
medium, location, and subject; he comments on the haadling of perspective; he refces o compositional format and
coloration. Eve Borsook subsumes this account into a much more comprehensive narrative, structured by the
protocols of professional art history in the mid-twenticth century. The rules her writing follows are firly clear-
cut, and they are shared by a gencral community of interpreters.” Bryson, Review of Roskill (1989), 705.
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With this introduction, these authors go on to demonstrate, as a strength of their
interpretation, the link that each of the figures has with the season of spring.!83 It is a task
of interpretation to make “the internal coherence of the symbols in the painting ... clear.”184
Baxandall offers an excellent description:

The second [criterion], order, is a matter of adequately comprehending an internal organization,
posited in the object one is addressing and reflected, in a different and informal guise, in the nature
of one's cxplanation; both have an intemal consistency. If the word did not have technical senses in
both hermeneutics and the philosophy of truth T would have liked to call it coherence: *order’
sounds bland. The arca I have in mind is articulation, system, integrality, cnsemble, 185

We ask, therefore, whetiier an interpretation is “intellectually sufficient,”186 whether the
reading proposed has any kind of unity or fails to hring the flux of reading under control.
About an interpretation of Piero’s Baptism Baxandall comments:

The criterion of order is worried by the darting about of attention the readings demund, back and
forth across ficld and .n depth, and also by their detachment from strong pictorial suggestion in the
painting's own organization.!87

Cohsrence too is a necessary condition; satisfying the first two rules, but not this
one, is insufficient. An interpretation that dealt with every element in the work, and that
was appropriately simple, but that was an aggregate of meanings that did not make sense
together, a sum of smaller interpretations that did not make a whole, would not be what we
think of as an interpretation at all. The interpretation that is adequate to the work, and
simple to the extent required, but that most fully integrates all the piecemeal interpretation,
that draws all this interpreted material together into a whole that is meaningful as a whole, is
certainly the one to be counted most valid. “The best assurance an individual wculd have
[facing the immense task of full undersianding] would be established by the coherence and
consistency of the different things he was inclined tc say about the work.”188 The claims of
an interpretation are “summative statements” that “function as hypotheses about what make
coherent and intelligible the various elements™ of the work:

As hypotheses, they are neither true nor false; instead they are more rather than less adequale in so
far as they do render coherent, without distortion or omission, the ostensible, describable elements
of the works.

183 |, was a “cosmologicel allegory." Ettlinger and Etlinger, Botticelli (1976), 128, 129.
184 K omp, “Use of Evidence™ (1984), 211.

185 Buxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 120.

186 Kemp, “Use of Evidence" (1984), 214,

187 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 123.

188 jones, “Understanding & Work of Art” (1969), 142.
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Moreover, these judgements of coherence are not themselves made by criteria, “necessary,
sufficient, or central”; they are “descriptive, yet non-condition governed.” The coherence
must simply be recognized.189

13 EXPLANATORY POWER

The rule of “‘explanatory power” could perhaps be explained as an aspect of coherence,
Indeed, when you look at some of the explanations of coherence that I have cited, it is
effectively encompassed there. But I separate it because it is a crucial feature different fiom
the considered aspects of coherence, and one that is hard to define. Cohzrence as non-
contradiction is unmistakable, and coherence as unity of meaning easily grasped, but the
“comprehensibility” and “intellectual sufficiency” of an interpreted meaning is getting at
something deeper. Perhaps there is a simple way to make it clearer: an interpretation is
oriented to understanding, but in one way it is an explanation. “Most good interpretations,
like most good explanations, resolve puzzles. Their success in resolving puzzles is what
makes them good.”190 An interpretation must explain what is puzzling in the work, must
explain the presence of those of its elements and qualities thz: raise puzzlement, answering
such questions as What is going on here? and What is the cou::: stion between these things?
A genuine interpretation must “remove whatever mysteries the - ~pearat:ce of the work
poses” — puzzlement of the sort that Michael Baxandall mention. with regard to Piero della
Francesca's Baptism of Christ:

Is there, then, no przzle in the Angels needing cxplanation? It scems to me thal we have here
reached a point where individual responsc must take over; certainly your feeling about this has
quite the same status as mine, My feeling is that there is stifl somcthing to explain ....{becausc]
the Angels are quite unusually complex and differentiated in their interacting group. 191

To be plausible account of a work, an interpretation must eliminate problems and make the
work intelligible, which is something' that goes beyond mere unity.

In its simplest sense, this virtue is a kind of super-clarification. Occasionally,
interpreting brings to light a whole level of significant detail in the work that had gone
unnoticed, giving a sense to everything; one has an interpretation that at once reveals and

18% Weitz, “Interpretation and the Visual Arts™ (1973), 105, 108.
190 gy, “Relativity of Interpretation” (1986), 104,
191 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 130.
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deepens. “The explanation must pay its way, and the most obvious style in which it can do
this is to solve an observed puzzle in the object not previously observed.”192 An
interpretation with power is obviously one that

makes ‘visible what had not previously been apparent’ [which] once given, is visually self-evident,
$0 ‘that the picture scems 10 confess itself and the interpreter disappears'.19

In a way this is only a kind of enhanced adequacy, and it is becoming clearer how these
virtues are in some ways intc:.ally connected and not easy to separate in a logically
exclusive manner. The virtue of explanatory power has obvious links with adequacy (for an
interpretation that explains what is in the work must fit the work) as well as coherence (for
a meaning that removes puzzlement is a coherent meaning). But this criterion goes further
still, for an interpretation may address all the work’s fzatures, simply and coherently, but
may yet not achieve a quality of meaning that is truly sufficient, in a somewhat new sense.
We are interested in a quality of “cogency” that goes beyond coherence.19 Indeed, these
other criteria somewhat lean upon it. When we think of the criterion of adequacy — the fit
of an interpretation to the work — the core of that conception seems t0 involve quantity;
adequacy is a reading of all the elements that are present. Butin fact that is not the case:
virtually no interpretation is required i assign a meaning (directly or by implication) to
every visible thing and relation in a painting, and how far one need go cannot be answered
numerically, by determining (historically, by the rule of objectivity) the number of
meaningful elements the work contains. For in interpreting we are not simply, not even
primarily, following a kind of script; we are searching for sense. Adequacy is determined
by a condition of sufficiency of meaning, which is a point at which no further explanation
is required.

Sufficiency here has the sense of value of meaning, a meaning that not only holds
together but comes to something — the difference between a sentence that is grammatically
sensible but empty and one that makes sense, the difference between a purported meaning
and a meaning that makes sense. This is something hard to define or reduce to conditions.

The third mood [or criterial approach] is critical necessity or fertility. One does not adduce
explaatory matter of an inferential kind unless it contributes to experience of the picture as an
object of visual perception.193

192 id,, 119.
193 Carrier, “Ekphrasis and Interpretation™ (1987), 21,

194 £ a1l that historical information I laid out ... dacs not prompt other people to a sharper sense of the pictorial
cogeney of Chardin's A Lady Taking Tea, then it fails: I reported an experiment and it has been found not
repeatable. Not only my critical points but my historical claims are thrown out.” Baxandall, Patterns of Intention
(1985), 136—37.

195 1pid., 121.
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The fact that one has grasped a meaning does not yet make it certain that onc has grasped a
significance.196

A work of art did not merely ‘have a meaning’ for an artist, but held meaning, and in this
direction an interpretation of art “we assess ... for its insight and interest rather than for
correctness.”197 The basis of such a judgement remains to be clarified, and the great danger
is to flout the rule of subjectivity. But not every conception of a substantial meaning is a
subjective conception. The standard of sufficiency depends upon the context. And again it
is a necessary condition, for to satisfy all the other rules (of both form and content) and
finish with a meaning that made no sense, that matched the work but really did not remove
its perplexity, would make a poor claim of cognitive understanding. For sense, like
coherence, is an objectively rooted criterion reflective of the fact that originally, for the artist
or audience for whom it was produced, the work was neither mysterious nor of no
significance.

14 SCOPE

A final criterion is scope — known also as fertility and fruitfuiness — which has to de with
the power of sore interpretations to clarify more than the work they are of, justas a
scientific theory of one phenomenon may prove itself by explaining phenomena outside the
original focus, For it is common that the meaning of a work be related to things outside it
(the most obvious of these things being other related works). An interpretation that sheds
light on other problems recommends itself as knowledge, because of its scope.

The greater the number of *messages’ which make sensc in the light of a particular solution, the
smaller is the danger that the correspondence is merely fortuitous.198

To whomever this “criterion of greatest fruitfulness” is insufficicnt, the task is given o establish
other criteria for the discrimination of interpretations of one and the same work, all of which make
the same claim to correctness, 199

196 Iser, Theory of Aesthetic Response (1974), 150. Iser makes reference to Frege
197 Osbome, “Interpretation in Science and in Art" (1986), 6.

198 Gombrich, “Botticelli’s Mythologies™ (1945), 66.

199 Sedlmayr, “Probleme der Interpretation™ (1958), 112.
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Roskill compares early and modem inwerpreters of Hogarth's engravings, noting how an interpreter did not

used o be concerned with the way interpretations of several pictures were at odds with one another:

There is & greater sell-consciousness in the modemn writers as to whether such differing
interpretations are or are not compatible with one another; and second, that they tie their analyses
together more explicitly with those that they make of other prints [conceivably related to i1].200

Whilc this is not necessarily a fault, “the interpretation that is most convincing may be the one that offers a
way of making two or more ... readings hang together.”201 Scope is a less important virtue because it is
weaker; it is not a quality necessary (o legitimate interpretations, which has the consequence that it is the
only criterion that cannot be used negatively. An interpretation without scope is not inadequate, but scope is

a virtue wherever it is present,

15 THE RULES OF INTERPRETATION

This, then, is the method. “At each stage of our historical explanation we should ask a
series of questions about the position towards which we are progressing,” questions about
the hypothetical interpretation with reference to simplicity and adequacy, historical
possibility, and satisfactoriness and adequacy.202 Is anything left out — anything so
obviously crucial as these basic conditions of all genuine interpretations? Unquestionably,
interpretation involves a great deal more than can be spelled out in any set of rules, but the
aim of a method is not a reduction of all one’s steps. In fact the rules have three general
functions. The entire method establishes a standard for the legitimation of interpretations, in
the two senses of support and critique, while supplying at the same time general guidelines
for the development of legitimate interpretations. As Baxandall lias noted, “These may
appear blunt tools but energetically applied together ... they can cut radically.”203 The rules
work together, and a calculus of al! the virtues of any prospective interpretation will have
substantial power to validate and rank interpretations. Any interpretation that does not
develop its content as the rules of content direct, or that does not display the form that the
rules of form indicate, will not be counted legitimate, in the sense of an interpretation with
any cognitive claim to make about the work it supposedly repre.erits. It is exposed as an

200 Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), 15.
201 pig,, R0.

202 Kemp, “Use of Evidence” (1984), 210, 214.
203 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 121.
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interpretation incapable of providing understanding of its object. Between them, the rules of
content and the rules of form indicate that what is to count as a legitimate interpretation is
determined not by private subjectivity but by establishable historical conditions, and that
what distinguishes such an interpretation is a clear and distinct set of objectively
ascertainable, objectively demonstrable virtues. “Critical interpretation does not always
‘tacitly claim correctness,” and usually it does not claim to be guided by a rule."2 But
though the procedure of interpretation is not reducible to rules, modemn interpretation
adheres to a standard that ensures it has cognitive significance, a standar for determining
what interpretation affords understanding of its object, what does not.

My aim in this chapter has been to draw together and articulate — more
comprehensively and in more detzii than we are used to seeing — the essential theory of
interpretation that our culture relies upon to represent the meaning of works of art. That is, 1
have tried to present as clearly as possible the method (in the form of two sorts of rule) and
to show at the same time that it is followed. The following chapters are an exploration of
this method, examined in the only detail by which it can be assessed at all, which is in
actual interpretations studied against the works they are about. History makes it clear that
our concern over art is the basis of our interest in the power of a method and the developed
rules. That being so, it is hard to imagine that anything could be decided about these issues
without looking at a single picture, and thinking these mutters through in the detail they gain
when they are actually applied. Our confidence in the theory rests in the tacit supposition
that by now the assessment has certainly been achieved, yet it is difficult to cite any work
where it has been done, and what there is normally passes with only general comments
about actual works.

What we are in the habit of calling a test of method are its ‘results’, but results in
hermeneutics are not comparable to the situation that term comes from, which is the case of
science. The meaning of ‘results’ in science has to do, for the most pa.t, with prediction
and control: if our methods of building theories (and the logic behind them) build us
theories vy which we can predict and manipulate naiural phenomena, we win a kind of
confirmation of those methods, perhaps one quitc external to the logic by which we built
them. But understanding is not regarded a practical science; it is a purely cognitive
endeavour. The aim is not knowledge in order to do anything, bui what Adorno has called
“the bliss of knowing."*? It is a pleasure not dependent upon whether that knowledge is
certain; where certainty is impossible, knowing what one can know to the limit one can

204 Hampshire, “Types of Interpretation” (1964), 108,
205 Adomo, Aesthetic Theory (1986), 21.
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know it is all the bliss that knowing ever offered. Thought and not action defines for us
what it means to understand and to make sense of a work of art, and develops also the
interpretations that deliver that sense. In that case, does the fact that we end np with sense
test anything at all? We have merely put an idea into practice. Examining a theory of
understanding is a more complicated affai. than either thinking about it or getting it to work;
it certainly must involve works of art.



2

INTERPRETATIONS OF BOTTICELLI

16 THE METHOD EXAMINED

I would like to begin to examine the theory, which we have now seen reconstructed from
occasional theoretical/methodological comments of interpreters, by looking at the rules of
interpretation just laid out, and to examine those rules in thz only way that I think truly
sensible: by examining their role in actual interpretations, as carefull:’ as we can. Not just
one and not just any interpretation: I would like to examine a series of good interpretations
— at the very least, carefully conducted interpretations, by credible interpreters, which have
established themselves as at least plausible. What is a plausible interpretation? We answer
this according to the method. A plausible interpretation is an interpretation that satisfies the
rules of form and content, and it is plausible to the extent that it satisfies them. Let’s look at
some actual interpretations of a painting, which is what all of this theory is meant to fit.

The painting I wish to consider is a famous image, Botticelli’s ‘Primavera’ (figure
3). I choose it first because it demands interpretation: in: their monograph on Botticelli of
1976 L.D. and Helen Ettlinger introduced it like this:

None of Botticelli’s paintings with mythological figures are straightforward illustrations of a
classical text, and a great deal of ink has been spilled over their interpretations. None has received
more aitention than the Primavera or Spring, This beautiful work has tempted the ingenuity of
writers and scholars for over a hundred years, all of whom have tried to explain it, [and to] provide

cach figure with a name and significance.!

1 Eulinger and Eulinger, Bouticelli (1976), 118.
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It has been called “one of the most abiding puzzles of Renaissance art history2 but it has
nonetheless given rise to interpretations with substance, whose conflicts and status are; well
worth the trouble to examine. When in 1945 E.I*, Gombrich came to write about the
painting, he suggested that “anyone interested in problems of method can do no better than
to study the conflicting interpretations of the Primavera and the discussions which centred
round them,”3 and this is just the approach I want to take. In the following pages I would
like to make a fairly careful summary of what you would find if, wishing to discover the
meaning of Botticelli’s Primavera, you did what modern wisdom suggested and read some
reputable studies in the area of Renaissance painting. And I would like to compare the
different interpretations that that would give you. In particular, let’s consider, by looking at
them, what interpretations involve and what is really at issue when one is thrown over for
another. We already have the answer to that: when one interpretation is replaced by another,
it is because it either critically fails the rules in some way or satisfies them significantly less
well than the alternative interpretation. If that is the case, the examination we are about to
make will exemplify the theory. It might, to that end, be an especially helpful exercise if the
reader would make the effort to determine which interpretation of the Primavera is most
likely right — to try to make up your mind and attempt to understand how you did it. In the
course of what follows I will certainly have to omit much of the accompanying arguments,
but will attempt to do justice to the evidence for these interpretations so that that exercise
will not be totally foolhardy. And then of course, there is the method to rely on.

17 VENUS ANDL VIRTUE

Let’s first consider Gombrich’s interpretation, from 1945, This is how he himself summed
it up. The so-called Primavera is known to have first come from

the Villa di Castello [outside Florence], which was owned by the cousin of Lorenzo de’ Medici,
Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco, who remained a patron of Botticelli. Documents show that the villa was
acquired by and for him in 1478, when he was an adolescent of fifteen. This is the period into
which the Primavera [its on stylistic grounds and so it has Ic.xg been surgested that it was
commissioned when the new villa was fitted out for Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco. Now it tumed out
that in this very year [the great Florentine Neoplatonist Marsilio] Ficino had sent the young
Medici a moral exhortation conched in the «orm of an allegorical horoscope. It culminates in an
appeal 10 the young man that he should fix his eyes on Venus who stood for Humanitas. Let him
submiz 1o the charm of this beautiful nymph, ...4

2 James H. Beck, “In Detil: Bouticelli's Primavera,” Portfolio V:4 (July/August 1983), 39.
3 Gombrich, “Botticeili's Mythologies” (1945), 37.

4 Gombrich, “Botticelli's Mythologies"” (1945), 33. Page references to this work are henceforth given in the text
in parenthescs.
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Gombrich’s suggestion is that the picture was painted for the fifteen-year-old Medici as a
kind of exemplification of the virtuous lesson in his tutor’s letter:3 in accord with some
meaning that was its purpose, a classical humanist (who was perhaps even Ficino himself)
drew up the programme of this painting, choosing its cast of characters and their
combinations and actions. The purpose was a lesson by symbol.

What we see at the centre of the work, then, is Venus, perfect beauty, as
Humanitas, the emblem of all human virtue. For it so happens that for Ficino, Gombrich
notes, the image of the good was beauty, and Gombrich quotes Ficino from another source:

Much do the philosophers argue, the orators declaim, the poets sing, in order to exhort man to a
true love of virtue.... 1 think, b awever, that virwe herself (if she can be placed before the cyc) may
serve much better as an exhortation than the words of men, ... If we could present the wonderful
aspect of Virtue itsclf to the eyes of men there would no longer be any need for our art of
persuasion.

As Gombrich says of the painting, “its very beauty is part of its theme.” It presents to us
the garden of this Platonic Venus, where she is so significantly seen, surrounded by “her
train”; Mercury, from the story of the Judgement of Paris (in which Venus eclipsed her
rivals), and near him the three Graces, exemplary companions of Venus; on the right, the
goddess of Spring, lauding Venus with her flowers, and so on. Gombrich doesn’t attempt
to say what all these figures might have symbolized: tney are the companions of Venus, and
may have had no exact and many potential meanings — as he points out, that is how the
Renaissance read the myths (59—61).

Gombrich suggests, in fact, that the visual appearance of the painting is more
determined by its literary sources than by an intended meaning. He quotes a passage from a
story by the Latin writer Apuleius in which Venus, Mercury, and the Graces all appear: it is
a passage containing what seem strikingly accurate descriptions of one or two of the figures
in the painting — in particular, the fleeing woman at the right, whose identity remains to be
determined. Gombrich suggests that a hypothetical corruption in the available edition of
Apuleius might have led these Renaissance scholars to mistake what was in reality a
description of Venus for the description of another figure, who they identified as Flora.
Boticelli’s depiction of the figure in Apuleius’ description as ‘FFlora’ would have rested
vpon this mistake — though the faulty edition is a conjecture, not a fact, developed only to
explain the striking similarity between a Venus described by Apuleius and the gauze-

5 ] ¢o not claim and cannot claim that Botticelli’s painting illusirates the letter. What T propose is rather that it
was intended to serve a similar purposc” (33).

6 Ficino to Lorenzo il Magnifico de' Medici and Bemardo Bemba, 1470s (45).
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covered girl in this painting. If the painting were to be retitled — since on Gombrich’s view
it is nothing like a mere evocation of spring — it would be called, perhaps, The Garden of
Venus, Embodiment of Virtue.

We can set asi- & the question of whether this is the meaning of the Primavera. Is it, simply,
a legitimate interpretation, one worth turning to to understand Botticelli’s painting? The
only way we have of answering that question is our understanding of what makes for
legitimacy. Does Gombrich's interpretation satisfy the rules?

The rules, in fact, explain quite a lot about what he has done and intended to do.
Gombrich’s first step was an objective one (the satisfact:on of rules one and two)’:
Gombrich looked for a sense of the painting in the “Circle” of the man for whom it was
made, and at the precise time in which it is believed to have been painted he discovered an
ethical interpretation of Venus that was addressed to exactly this young patron. Gombrich
was cautious and careful to note that “there is still a big gulf separating the picture and
Ficino's text” (46), but the remainder of his argument went toward narrowing it: accounting
for each of the remaining figures, which he did through a reading of a classical text known
to the Renaissance. The very point of this “historical approach,” as Gombrich explained, is
to overcome subjectivity.8 When you also consider the form of his interpretation, and
appreciate that what he has attempted to do is to accommodate, simply and coherently,?
everything that the picture presents, removing puzzles (the purpose of his explanation of the
essential arbitrariness of the image) — the satisfaction of rules three to six — you appear to
have an interpretation that fulfils all the necessary conditions of the theory.

Between dismissing, as he does, the subjectivity of numerous past interpretations
(Pater’s among them) and setting out on this historical approach, Gombrich has taken
several additional steps in order to satisfy the rules, just as we might expect. What are these
steps? We appreciate now that despite the fact that the rules offer general guidelines in
Jeveloping interpretations, they do not specify just how they are to be satisfied. When
Jombrich makes the shift from projection to establishing, as he puts it, the “concrete
significance” of works of art (39), he has now begun to ask a very precise question. His

7 ‘Entirely’ objective, given ine most that objectivity can mean: the sincere atiempt lo adopt a perspective built
in the context of the objsct, not the context of the subject.

8 “The beautiful pages which have been written by masiers of prose on the emotional impert of Botticelli’s
figures remain purely subjective unless the context in which these figures stand can be established by outside
means” (39).

9 As he notes, his interpretation “proposes to show that a coherent reading of Botticelli's mythological
paintings ¢cn be obtained in the light of Neo-Platonic interpretations™ (31, 36).
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aim is likely as simple as Panofsky’s: “to understand art.”!0 But in fact there is something
quite particular that Gombrich wants to know, and it is what those people involved in
producing this painting (the painter, the patron, the author of its programme) intended to
achieve with it; how they wanted it to be read or how they themselves read it. This is no
arbitrary cr surreptitious narrowing of focus. It is a simple formulation of the nature of the
object, which is needed to unfold the necessary concrete implications of the rule of
objectivity. The aim is to understand the work of art, but how are we to develop our
interpretation out of what has to do with the work itself except by registering what the work
itself is. “The need for a more strictly historical interpretation of Botticelli’s mythologies™ is
not based arbitrarily on the historian’s vested interest, but is argued by a closer recognition
of what a work of art is. Where Victorian interpreters took the work as a canvas on which
to play out their favourite Renaissance story, a genuine conzern for the work begins with
what it is, a created artefact, Gombrich recognizes that it is (in part if not necessarily in toto
) what it was historically meant to be (36—39).

Thus he admits, for instance, that as an interpreter he has to face the following
problem: that “the fact that a given myth can be interpreted symbolically does not prove that
it was intended in a given instance to be so interpreted.” He needs to uncover “the way
these works were intended to be approached,” and it is this question that inspires the “more
strictly historical interpretation.” This conception of his goal in interpreting is bound
together, plainly, with a conception of the nature of the painting itself, recognized as
something essentially historical, as something expressive of an historical intention. To
approach the work itself is the philosophy behind the two most basic rules of the theory,
but they do not tell us how to do it. The rule of objectivity tells us that the work’s own
identity be respected, but it remains for that identity to be ascertained.

Gombrich, then, has a more precise question than ‘what does this mean?’ —
indeed, must have in order to apply the rules at all. On the surface his interest may seem
just ‘to understand’, but it is a very particular conception of understanding that he is
pursuing. Making this objective precise (the unravelling of the work’s meaning for its
creators) tells us what Gombrich is actually doing, but it tells us more than that. It clarifies
how the rules of the method only begin to apply after the objective of understanding has
become more particularized, rendered more concrete than just ‘understanding”: it is the
understanding of a cestain type of object. That is, applying the rules relies partly upon a
kind of thinking that is not a matter of rule-following. For the two initial rules can be

10 wEgr from destroying the works of art of the past, these autempls to establish their concrete significance only
help us to recreate their acsthetic meaning” (39).
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followed at all only by sketching the limits of the work’s identity and establishing what
kind of meaning the work of art as itself has.

This is perhaps not a very momentous discovery, but it is something worth
clarifying here because it sometimes appears as if the method, the rules, the historical
approach, simply follow as a matter of course from the nature of the goal, which is the
understanding of art. The method is the simple means by which to arrive at understanding,
but in reality it is more than that: it is a part of understanding itself, because it leads us to
answer the question What is this thing we want to understand? If the theory is to be
followed and the method is to be applied, boundaries of the identity of the thing will have to
be outlined, the nature of the thing given some definition. Without that, we could not know
how to follow the rule of objectivity. Once interpretation is oriented by the motive of
objectivity, we cannot proceed straight into understanding. If one is to direct oneself to do
something that approaches the object, to proceed in the direction of that object, one’s aciual
aim has to be made precisc. Understanding the work of art qua historical expression (in so
far as it is something once intended to mean something) is a response to thie theory that
gives one something to go after. Any interpretative method oriented by objectivity works
according to some description or sense of that object. One of the most fascinating things
about the modern theory of interpretation is the almost total absence of argumentation about
this unavoidable preliminary, which can be called the determination of the object. Thus
Gombrich’s rhetorical question: What else can a work be than what it was when it was
made, and for which purpose it came into being?!! We shall examine this further in parts II
to IV, but we might suppose from the present instance that such matters ave not settled by
any philosophical argument, but rather by raw intuition.

Naturally, understanding a work of art whose nature we have understood to be an
historical expression of intention requires us to know the initial function of the Primavera,
and it is this that determines where you have to look (into the context of Florentine
humanists) and what exactly you have to interpret (what Florentine humanists saw in the
painting). I will call the transition from the determination of the object (as an historical
expression) to the more precise situation of the circle of Ficino in Renaissance Florence the
refinement of Gombrich’s aim — the completion of the discernment of identity. Where the
objective of interpretation is to understand the work of art for itself, and the determination
an identification of the nature of a work of art in general, the aim of the interpreter must be a
more specific discrimination of the nature of the particular work in question. It will serve

11 “The historian's tesk is to establish the precise meaning of the symbols used by the artist. ... The question as
1o what Venus signified ‘to the Rensissance’ or even ‘to the Florentine Quattrocento’ is obviously still too vague
for the historian to obtain a well-defined answer, It must be narrowed down to the question of what Venus signified
to Botticelli's patron at the lime and occasion the picture was painted.” (39—40)
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henceforth to limit the material relevant te his interpretation. The determination of the object
and the materialization of the interpreter’s specific aim are what select the relevant material
for an interpretation.

So it is actually a determination of the work of art that gives the rules of content their
power to discriminate. Since the Primavera is an historical expression, the rules of content
direct you to know something about the work’s origins, and then something about
Florentine humanism, and what Florentine humanists would have seen and thought (as
Gombrich says, “who his patrons were and what their information was™). And this
introduces another matter beside the determination of the work and the narrowing of one’s
aim, one that might be called the matter of belief. Your labours of interpreting are directed
not merely by an intuitive identification but also by the specific things you know, or merely
believe, that are relevant to that condition. Your efforts are directed by the type of thing that
you are aiming to interpret, but also by your detailed knowledge of it. For instance, if you
consider you know (as Gombrich had reason to do) when this painting was painted, and
for whom it was painted, and if you know of a letter to this patron discussing the meaning
of the classical goddess who happens to occupy the centre of the picture, an interpretation
like Gombrich’s appears to be a very good one; no one before him had considered Ficino's
letter.!2 The point is not simply that to interpret you have to know things: that is obvious. It
is a reminder that what we call a legitimate interpretation — an interpretation with a genuine
cognitive claim — is singled cut as much by what you know and believe as by rules. It is
not too difficult to imagine interpretations before Gombrich’s that were formally perfect and
materially valid, but only as good as the knowledge they were built on. There are, certainly,
errors of belief. It is obvious that the cognitive viability of an interpretation is measured also
by the truth of various things you believe that are part of, or the basis of, or implicated in in
various ways, the interpretation you develop — for instance, those two beliefs about the
date and the patron, which were at the root of Gombrich’s interpretation.

Clarifying the nature of the work and knowing relevant things are some of the
necessary preconditions of interpretation — indeed they are decisive preconditions, because
they deliver and restrict the material the method is to work with. Moreover, as we saw in
chapter one, that specific material will have a bearing upon the function of the formal rules;
as the materiai of an interpretation changes it c/ianges the way the rules work, The formal
rules get their shape according to both the determination of the work’s identity and the
relevant things that we believe. Consider the rule of adequacy. One thing it cannot be is
accounting for ‘everything in the picture,’ ‘all the pictorial data.” What ‘everything’ in a

12 Panefsky, Renaissance and Renascences (1960), 196 n. 7.
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work is depends upon what that work is — upon its ideutity, for instance, as an historical
expression. We recall that the rule of adequacy operates alongside the rules of content, but
that means that it operates second to the determined aim (the work qua artefact) and the
specific knowledge one has about the original circumstance one is examining (Renaissance
or Florentine humanism). The list of what we must interpret in this painting is established
only through the rule of objectivity. That means clarifying what kind of thing the work of
art is (a work produced to express) and narrowing the aim: establishing, through specific
knowledge, the relevant circumstance (Florentine humanism). What ‘everything’ means to
Gombrich is consequently ‘everything that i Florentine humanist would have seen’ (no
pregnant Venus, for a start).

The same is true of the rule of coherence, which likewise gets its definition from the
material that is marked out by a determination of identity and the things one believes that are
relevant to the work so identified. Coherence — an interpretation further on in this chapter
will show this much more cleasly — comes to mean only that sort of unity of meaning that
a Neoplatonist could find to be unified, for a sense that ‘hangs together’ does so given a
capacity to see it. In the same way as the pregnancy of a figure depends upon us, the clarity
of a meaning 1ray depend upon us. The mind of a humanist might find order where 1
cannot, and it is his orde that Gombrich considers to be there. We ought to be careful not
to confuse this: it is not, to be sure, that the meaning of the concepts of adequacy or
coherence changes according to the material case; it is that what they amount to, their effect,
is different according to the circumstance. ‘Unity’ means the same thing tor everyone, but
what in a given situation is a unified interpretation follows upon the work’s identification.
The exact bearing of these notions in particular cases (exactly where they begin to work as
criteria) is dependent upon establishing the work’s identity and laying out what specifically
is known about it.

This is merely a clarification of the method. What has been made clear is that the
method cannot be applied except in the shape it is given by some specific determination of
identity and some person’s beliefs. Does this preclude what the theory looks for: a
cognitive standard of interpretation applicable to everyone. No. The method itself is not
relative, since the general notions of unity, adequacy, and so on remain applicabie in every
case. It is only that in a given case — given the work in question, according to its
determination as an historical expression, and given what one believes about the things it is
consequently necessary to know about it — the concrete senses of unity, adequacy,
simplicity, and so on, are not independent of these variable elements. The method stipulates
that. What we tend to overlook about method is its two concrete extremities: the role of an
intuitive conception of what a work of art is, which gives the rules of content sufficient
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meaning that they can discriminate (so that the theory can actually be applied), and the
connection or interconnection of the method with our beliefs about the matter of each
individual case, which determines the specific effect of the rules of form. We overlook, in
other words, the application of the theory to the concrete conditions the theory was
designed for. We can simply append this explication to the theory already outlined.

18 THE NATURAL VENUS

Gombrich’s interpretation of the Primavera was opposed in 1952 by Erwin Panofsky.13
For what reasons? As we should expect, for reasons in line with the theory. In part, for the
rule of adequacy. Panofsky claimed that Gombrich’s explanation that Mercury (figure 4) is
pointing to heaven as in Apuleius, “indicating by a sign that Jupiter has sent him,” is
nonsense (194 n. 2);!4 Panofsky considered that what Mercury is doing (he holds his
caduceus in a flotilla of wispy clouds)!3 is just not reducible to “pointing,” and he is not
“leading” the Graces, as Gombrich claims, but flatly indifferent to them. Because the
Mercury in the painting is not interpreted, at the most basic empirical level, the
interpretation is not adequate to the work, and fails. There was criticism as well from
another part of the theory — that Gombrich’s interpretation works only at the price of
complications: it bases the painting on a Latin text whose content ‘fits’ the image rather
awkwardly, and then only given a quite peculiar reading of the words. Unnecessary
complexity (194 n, 3).16 By consequence, the correspondences that Gombrich was able to
make between his interpretative material and Botticelli’s work can only be regarded as
coincidental.

So Panofsky begins again. There is a poem, he says, by the Florentine poet
Poliziano that describes the “realm of Venus™ in a way that is almost a description of
Botticelli’s painting; a single scene of this poem “enumerates all the elements that play their
part in Botticelli’s picture: Venus; Cupid; Spring; Flora [as Poliziano describes her]
‘granting welcome Kisses to her amorous husband,’ viz., Zephyr; and the dancing Graces”
(193). This is the Realm of Venus exactly as Florence knew it; there is no need to bend a

13 In lectures Panofsky delivered that year at Uppsala, published in 1960 as Renaissance and Renascences in
Western Art. Further references are given in parentheses.

14 gee also Gombrich, “Botticelli’s Mythologies” (1945), 52.

15 Always visible, although rather obscured by grime until the painting’s cleaning around 1983,

16 Gombrich himself was first to recognize this weakness: “the emendation and interpretation of a text to make it
fiit the picture which it is supposed to explain is open to serious objections on the grounds of method™ Gombrich,
“Botticelli's Mythologies” (1945), 52.



THE THEORY OF INTERPRETATION

remote passage of Apuleius to bring this group together. By recourse 10 a Florentine poem
Panofsky has come by it, then, in an elegant and historically plausible way. Further, as
Botticelli presents the figures in the painting (dancing, showering roses, pursuing love),
they become more than mere associates of Venus; they actively celebrate her. That
celebraticn is the painting’s subject. But what, then, does this festival of Venus mean? For
though we have objectivity, adequacy, simplicity, and coherence, we are also looking for
explanatory power: we want an explanation that gives the work a meaning, but a meaning
that makes sense. To see the work as a “festival” of Venus does not in fact entirely remove
our puzzlement.

Panofsky accepted that the painting had, as Gombrich had claimed, a philosophical
significance sketched by Marsilio Ficino or one of his followers, but for Panofsky this was
a differcnt type of philosophy than the sort Gombrich had proposed: not vague moralizing
but systematic Neoplatonism. Ficino was after all one of the most thorough of Platonists: in
1469 he had completed his translation for the Medici of Plato’s entire corpus, at the end of
which (“fighting deep melanchc.ly”) he began writing his De amore, a kind of commentary
on the Symposium. There in the De amore Ficino presented the realm of Venus as the realm
of beauty — an important realm in his Christian Platonism because beauty, Ficino tells us,
is the origin of love, and love is that force that “‘calls the soul to God'” (185). What kind of
beauty, and what kind of love? As Panofsky explains, Ficino, erasing the division that
Aquinas had drawn between the good and the beautiful, elaborated a Christian view that
“aholished all borderlines between the sacred and the profane” (188). Human beauty (the
painting’s reserved and graceful Venus) inspires human love — amor humanus. Thus we
are given the story of Chloris and Zephyr, the wind god whose union with Chloris
transformed her into the goddess of spring. Human love is sensual, but it is love, and being
love it is worship: adoration in flesh, a bodily worship of the perfection that is beauty.
(Amor ferinus, the kind of love that animals know, is a physical passion that is no more
than that: it adores nothing, and serves nothing but its own appetite [185].) The painting,
then, is a representation of Ficino’s conception of love, a force with two aspects that Ficino
symbolized as two Venuses. Amor humanus, natural love as a pathway to Ged, is being
given the honour due her. What the Primavera should be called, Panofsky suggests, is The
Realm of the Natural Venus (199).

But if this is the interpretation, where, we might wonder, is the rest of Ficino’s
theory, for human love is the way of only half the human soul (sense and emotion)? There
is a higher level of soul, which sees an even higher realm of beauty: Ficino symbolized it in
the Celestial Venus, who “dwells in the sphere of Mind” and engenders a love — the
transcendent amor divinus — that draws us “to an enraptured contemplation of that which
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wrranscends not only perception but even reason” in the highest grasp of Mind (185, 198). It
is a significant omission, since this way, by a concise and fitting interpretation of the so-
called Primavera, Parofsky found an interpretation of Botticelli’s second striking picture of
Venus — also painted for Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco and, unique as a subject in Botticelli's
time, fully as perplexing. As the Primavera is not really about spring, the famous Birth of
Venus, also in the Uffizi (figure 5), is in fact The Advent of the Celestial Venus. Ficino's
dual conception of love, figured by two forms of the one goddess, explains both pictures.
Panofsky cites Ficino: “each of the two Venuses ‘impels us to procreate beauty, but each in
her own way.”” For Panofsky the Birth of Venus becomes “a theophany rather than a
festival,” and the Primavera “a festival rather than a theophany” (199).

Yet before this interpretation is complete, a lingering question about the Primavera
requires an answer: who is Mercury, the puzzle that Gombrich managed so poorly?
Panofsky’s solution, by contrast, not only deals with the Mercury we see but meshes nicely
with the reading he gave — (it alsc passes on a piece of Ficino that, by the genius of
coincidence, comments upon the attitude of philosophy in the face of beauty, the encounter
of theory with art), Mercury is Reason. For Ficino reason “has no direct access to the
sphere of the celestial Venus,” Moreover, reason is cold, and turns away from, and “is
even hostile to, the activities of the natural Venus”; it does not take the route of beauty and
love. As Panofsky writes, Mercury, as the Primavera pictures him,

can dispel but not transcend the mist which befogs the “lower faculties” of the soul: he may be said
to express the dignity, but also the loncliness of the one psychological power which is excluded
from the precincts of Amor divinus and cxcludes itself from those of Amor humanus. (200)

Isn’t this a clearly finer interpretation than Gombrich’s? The theory tells us it is: it
accommodates what is there, in the grossest sense of ‘seeing-seeing’ (Mercury’s peculiar
action, and the behaviour of the other figurcs); it is less awkward, it gives the work a
meaning that makes sense in terms of Ficinian philosophy; and it turns out to have an
unexpected scope — the last of the hermeneutic/scientific virtues. And in this case it may
well be these formal virtues that do the final work of discriminating between the two
interpretations, both of them historically plausible; just as the theory says, it is the formal
virtues themselves that lead us to the most legitimate interpretation.

But this case, where the formal virtues do indeed discriminate, is not just any case.
It is the case where the method happens to work, and it works here because of those
conditions that the method overlooked. We need to ask, given what can one interpretation
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overcome another by formal qualities alone? And we are back with the adjustment made
after Gombrich. Since the rules apply only in relation to a determined object and specific
knowledge, only when both the aim and the knowledge behind two interpretations are the
same is it left to formal things alone to discriminate between interpretations. That, of
course, actually follows from the fact that the application of rules such as adequacy is
influenced jointly by both factors. Panofsky’s question is the same as Gombrich's; he
makes it evident, if you look for the signs, that he ton is concerned with “the artist’s
intention” (189). And there is no difference regarding belief; what each scholar believed
about what was relevant to this question was not crucially different. Both followed
indications of date and patronage to examine the circle of the patron’s tutor Marsilio Ficino,
and both went on to explore Ficino's teachings, merely settling in different areas of his
thought. When the same question is asked, when the same facts are accepted, in these
conditions the better interpretation is likely to be turned out by a simple calculus of the
virtues. It is fair to wonder, however, whether this alignment of conditions is typical or

even very common. If the formal rules work in only one sort of case, they have a far
smaller stature than the method gives them.

19 THE CYCLE OF LOVE

In 1958, several years after the essays of Gombrich and Panofsky, the most detailed
interpretation of this painting that has so far been developed was presented by the art
historian Edgar Wind.!7 Wind’s interpretation too is opposed to Gombrich’s, but it is
interesting to note how his criticisms differ. As Wind wrote, Gombrich’s arguments (a
mere “aggregate of Neoplatonic quotations”) “unfortunately ... lead all around the
programme of the picture but not to its centre”; Gombrich “does not explain the programme
of the painting” (100—01, 101 n. 1). What form of critique is this? Unlike Panofsky,
Wind is not fanlting Gombrich for neglect of something in the picture (inadequacy). Neither
for overcomplexity. Nor is it a hidden difference with respect to criteria of content, since
Wind has determined the nature of the work in the same way: it is an historical expression;
his aim is identical: he too is interested in the sense that its Neoplatonist authors devised the
painting to convey.!® Which rule is the critique based on?

17 Wind, “Botticelli's Primavera " in Pagan Mysteries of the Renaissance (1958). Further references given in
parenthesis.

18 Thus Wind's careful articulation of rule two in the introduction to his book, provoked by the problem that
“distance in time" poses for present understanding, The approach of his entire work, Wind tells us, is set by the
following question about “the Renaissance painter™; “By what method can his knowledge now be reconstructed
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The issue seems in some way to concern the criteria of coherence and what we have
called explanatory power, in that the deficiency of Gombrich’s interpretation has to do with
its meaning as a whole, and with a quality of explanation that Wind considers is missing.
But the link with these criteria is not totally clear. The issue is plainly not coherence in the
more concrete senses: Wind is not saying that Gombrich’s interpretation is contradictory or
does not hold together. And he is not saying that there is any mystery that Gombrich leaves
unresolved. He claims that his own interpretation does “explain the programme,” which I
think must be understood to mean, offers a more satisfying, a superior, sense of what all
the figures in the work are doing together. What Wind said is this: we agree that the original
interpretation, the interpretation that explains this picture’s existence, is Neoplatonic, but
what Gombrich produces is not a Neoplatonic interpretation; it is a mere shadow of
Neoplatonist thought. The rule involved in this criticism now appears to be the second rule,
the rule of objectivity, but Wind did not claim that Gombrich had not recovered the work’s
own context, for Wind took his lead precisely from him. Neither was he claiming that that
context was improperly narrowed down, or that the facts were wroag, for he focused upon
the same Neoplatonic circle built upon the same facts.

Wind claimed that the reconstruction was too loose, a mere “aggregate” of
Neoplatonism, This is a criticism that can be mounted on the basis of the rule of objective
context, but delivered only through Wind's specific understanding of Neoplatonism. It has
to do with a difference of belief about matters pertaining to the work’s origins — belief,
however, based not on a difference of fact but on a different conception of Neoplatonism,
one built out of the details of Ficino’s philosophy as Wind reads them. If all are agreed that
the right interpretation is to have true Meoplatonic substance, what interpretation that is will
depend upon your understanding of Neoplatonism. As Gombrich later wrote of his own
interpretation, “Edgar Wind objected on philosophical grounds.”1? A detailed look at
Wind's interpretation shows you how different a meaning a difference of belief such as this
can lead to.

Ficino’s theory of love you will recall from Panofsky’s interpretation, and though
there is no indication in Wind’s essay that Wind knew of Panofsky’s account, the two
interpretations greatly overlap. But at the same time they are in a sense opposed, since the
“theory of love” that Panofsky found laid out in two paintings Wind discovered in the
Primavera alone: the Primavera is a painted ‘representation’ of the “two consecutive phases
of one coherent theory of love” (101).

—_—

historically?” His answer — recovery of this intei'ectual context by “reading and influence” — was identical 1o
Panofsky's, and is the established historical approach. (21—22)

19 Gombrich, “Botticelli's Mythologies” (1945), 34.
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The creation of spring, which is played out by the three figures at the right of the
painting, who present a story from Qvid, “is only the initial phase in the Metamorphoses of
Love that unfold in the garden of Venus,” goddess of love.?® Wind cites a passage from
Ovid’s Fasti that, in its utterly perfect fit with the painting, surely provides the right
description of what is happening in this half of the painting. Ovid wrote about a “nymph of
the fields” whose name was Chloris (the Greek word means ‘pale’). It is the story of how
Chloris found her husband, the wind god Zephyr, whose caress transformed her into Flora:
“Goddess,” Zephyr told her, “be queen of flowers.”2! Wind writes, “the awkwardness of
the shy ... creature, caught against her will by the ‘gale of passion,’ is transformed into the
swift poise of victorious Beauty, *Till then,” according to the Fasti, ‘the earth had been but
of one colour.”” The roses and cornflowers that with Zephyr's touch and the breath of his
mouth pour forth from Chloris’ mouth fall straight into the lap of Flora, who strews them
over the ground (102). What is this story of the birth of a goddess and the origin of colour,
flowers, and spring but the story of the origin of beauty. And what does this mean? Wind
answers, as his interpretation demands, in Ficinian language:

In the guise of an Ovidian fable, the progression Zephyr—Chloris—Flora spells out the familiar
dialectic of love: Beauty arises from an harmonious disagreement between Chastity and Love. (103)

Amor humanus, that is to say, is productive: it unfolds into new beauty. And it is the first
stage of the progress of love, for this fruitful passion is only part of the work of Cupid,
servant of Venus.

Cupid, above Venus at the centre of the picture, directs his arrow at the Graces,
whom Wind associates (throngh their appearance and the meaning of their Latin names)22
with the Ficinian triad we encountered in the painting’s right half: Beauty, Chastity, and
Passion (figure 6). If you look closely, you will see that the Grace his aim would find has
set her eyes on Mercury, standing indifferently at the edge of the scene, glancing upwards
through the clouds that he is parting with his staff — an ostensible relation of parts,
something in the picture, that neither Gombrich’s nor Panofsky’s interpretation explained.
This portrays the second stage of Ficino’s theory. Wind writes:

If it is the hidden light of intellectual beauty ... 1o which Mercury raises his eyes and lifts his
magic wand then his posture also agrees with his role as ‘leader of the Graces’; for in turning away
from the world to contemplate the Beyond, he continues the action begun in their dance. The Grace
of Chastity, who is seen from the back, looks in his direction because it is the transcendent love

20 wind, Pagan Mysteries (1958), 103,
21 Qvid's Fasti, trans. J.G. Frazer, Loeb Classical Library (1967), 274—77.

22 Op the left Lactitia Uberrima (Abundant Pleasure) and Veluptas; in the centre Splendor and Pulchritudo; and on
the right Viriditas (Juvenescence) and Castitas. (103—04)
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— amore divino — toward which she is driven by the flame of the blindfolded Cupid. While she
remains linked to her sisters by the *knot which the Graces are loth to loosen,” she unites and
transcends the peculiarities of Beauty [to her right] and Passion [to her left] by following Mercury,
the guide of spirits. (108)

While, in the initial phase of love, amor humanus produces beauty, in another phase, amor
divinus produces transcendent love — indeed, the two phases are cyclically linked. Here is
Wind's nice summary:

If Platonic Love were understood only in the narrow, popular sense in which it means a complete
disengagement from earthly passions, the solitary figure of Mercury would be the only Platonic
lover in the picture, But Ficino knew his Plato too well not to realize that, afier gazing into the
Beyond, the lover was supposed to return to this world and move it by the strength of his clarified
passion. The composition of the painting is not fully understood, nor the rele of Mercury quite
comprehended, until he and Zephyr are scen as symmetrical figures. To tun away from the werld
with the detachment of Mercury, 1o re-enter th 2 world with the impetuosity of Zephyr, these are the
two complementary forces of love, of which Venus is the guardian and Cupid the agent .... What
descends 1o carth as the breath of passion, returns to heaven in the spirit of contemplation. {108—
09)

Botticelli has painted much more than a simple Primavera: he has depicted the entire Cycle
of Love, which has both its end (perfection in itself) and its origin (God-given passion) in
the divine.

There is something wonderful about this interpretation. With all these figures marvellously
linked, and so many of their gestures, their glances, given so precise and coherent a sense,
surely this is the best if not decisively the right interpretation. If we are inclined to think so,
what is it that leads us? Apparently the rules, which are understood as the steps we must
take in order to arrive at the most plausible revelation of the work’s meaning. Is it by
satisfying the conditions of the method that Wind’s interpretation stands out? Like
Panofsky’s interpretation, this one deals very nicely with what Botticelli troubled to show
us. One of the strengths of Wind’s account is his treatment of the problematic Mercury: “the
crux of any interpretation of the Primavera,” he says, “is to explain the part played by
Mercury” (106). Wind gives sense both to Mercury’s gesture and to his indifference to the
Graces and the entire scene — satisfying, in other words, the condition of adequacy.
Indeed, Wind’s interpretation also brings significance to many details (including a virtuoso
exegesis of the postures of the Graces)2 that were wholly mute in the other two
interpretations — that enhanced adequacy that was a partial sense of explanatory power. Is
it therefore better? For the question arises once again, how muich has to be accounted for,

23 Wind weaves into his interpretation the expressions of their faces, their dress and undress, the differentiated
forms of their three pairs of hands and feet, and their orientations one to another (104),
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and in what detail, to make an interpretation ‘adequate’ to the work? Indeed we recognize
that “not all gestures or spatial relations implied by the work are meaningful,”24

The method’s solution to this problem was the rule of objectivity: there is an
historical background against which the abstract rule gets the definition it requires. Plainly
there is no self-evident checklist of the semantic elements in a paiating, the things to be
given an interpretative sense; what those things are is determined (through our identification
of the work as a human expression) by our resituation of the work in its context. But there
is also no readily demonstrable historical index. If you have Wind’s aim, you will have to
assess to what things in the work or to what sort of thing the artist or the programme
designer would have assigned a specific meaning; that is something that still must be
judged, and there are many historical possibilities. By turning to the coaception of the
appropriate historical limit we get nothing actually by which to answer real questions.
Consider as an illustration Wind's interpretation of the Graces: the subtle features of their
postures, glances, and interlaced fingers might tell us, as Wind says they do, that the Grace
Chastity is opposed to Passion and aligned with Beauty, but can yet be “initiated into Love”
by a beautiful passion.25> This may offer a powerful explanation of the details of the
women’s faces and forms, yet not satisfy us; it is perfectly acceptable to claim that this is
too pedantic an attention to such features as fingers and feet, and there is no historical
argument to be made either way. Quite plausibly, these details might show us just the grace
of the Graces. According to the way we look at it — rather like those pictures such as
Wittgenstein’s duck/rabbit drawing, which are also puzzles of interpretation -— both
interpretations feel ‘enough’; both fit the facts of the picture and botn are compatible with
what we know of the semantic proclivities of Renaissance interpreters and artists. What this
tells us is simply that the choice between them, if we require to make one, will depend upon
something other than abstract claims about criteria of adequacy and explanatory power
concretized through the rule of objectivity.

Consider another rule: plainly, Wind’s interpretation is not simpler than the others.
It is more complex, but in that respect, I think, we would hardly call it weaker. For its
increase in complexity also increases the focus, as it were, with which we view the picture.
And the result of that was to bring into Wind’s interpretation those many details that the
other accounts failed to treat. Wind’s interpretation has a kind of increased adequacy. And
is it more coherent? It is, certainly, coherent: Wind offers an account that leads, right to left,
through all the figures and then back again (through God’s implicit presence in heaven) in a
genuine Neoplatonic circle. But coherence is coherence: simpler interpretations have a

24 Carrier, “Ekphrasis and Interpretation” (1987), 24.
25 i so far as dialectic can be danced, it has been accomplished in this group™ (104).
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coherence among fewer parts; this inierpretation, among many. Coherence is a quickly
exhausted criterion; cnce you have it it is of no use in discrimination, and you can have it in
ali shapes. According to the theory, a calculus of the virtues was thought to discriminate
among competing interpretations, eliminating those that have no claim to legitimacy. Here
our calculus does, to some extent, and then stalls; it fails to discriminate and leaves us
looking for sharper criteria. What we have discovered is this: the formal virtnes do not
distinguish the best interpretation; the rules of form have the power simply to eliminate the
obvious failures. They are rules that take us a relatively short distance toward the work’s
meaning,

What does distinguish the best interpretation? Rather, we have two questions: What
leads us to prefer one of these interpretations (if not the rules of form)? and What is the
legitimacy of that force or faculty? Just as the difference between these three interpretations
of Botticelli depends on the beliefs they follow upon, the interpretation to prefer may
depend upon what you think of those beliefs — upon what you yourself believe. Both
Gombrich and Wind accepted that Botticelli painted to a Neoplatonic programme, but
perhaps only Wind, who delved into Ficino, looked at the painting with the kind of
understanding that its humanist author might have had. This is something the interpreter
must decide — decide in the sense of ‘take individual responsibility for,” for there is no
non-interpretative way to determine what ‘real’ Neoplatonism looks like. Gombrich
conceived of this humanist project as a general thing, and paid attenfion to a leiter. Once
correcting his obvious errors (Mercury), there is nothing factual to prevent us from once
again considering the viability of reading the picture as The Garden of Venus, Embodiment
of Virtue, understanding it as an image where a simple kind of beauty uncomplicated by
stories might work an effect upon the heart of the young Pierfrancesco. Gombrich believed
(and there is much evidence for doing so) that Renaissance artists were open to using
classical stories without special intent, merely for the sake of their classical origins. And it
is clear to us from both Panofsky and Wind how human beauty figures in Ficino’s
theology. Wind, on the other hand, thought Ficino’s undertaking must have involved a
much finer articulation of Neoplatonism, and paid attention to the finesse of his theory. But
Wind’s interpretation is better only if you insist that a Neoplatonic allegory such as this has
to have more system and philosophical subtlety than Gombrich’s ‘simple’ (yet also deep)
moral lesson, and the basis of such a claim about Neoplatonism derives no support from
the rules whatever.

Having said this, we have to introduce to the discussion of belief a suggestion,
perhaps a disruptive one, that runs quite counter to the logic of rule following, merely
because the suggestion arises here as a truly real answer to our first question, about the
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basis of preference. D~ we really believe that Gombrich and Wind proceeded step-wise:
first committing themselves to the level of detail their beliefs about Neoplatonist
interpretations compelled them to pursue, in accordance with their picture of Ficino, and
proceeding to judge all interpret.;isas by it? Or is it not more realistic to imagine that their
ideas about the kind of Neor® +.unic programme that *had to be’ involved were actually
based upon the sort of interpretations they had managed to develop, rather than the basis for
those interpretations? That is a dialectic in which the interpretations themselves, because
satisfactory in some way, become evidence for the nature of humanist programmes. While
we are pursuing this inquest into the logic of interpretation it is important at least to make
room for our intuitions of realism, whatever place we finally accord them. Did Gombrich
and Wind proceed step-wise, as the method suggests they do, or did they notice some
correspondence (in each case different) between the image and Ficino, and then pursue that
correspondence (each in different ways) until they discovered a plausible reading, a way of
seeing the whole — a reading, that is, that satisfied them (as we have seen, in a way that
overshoots the limitations of the rules). Did Gombrich pay attention to a letter, and then
conceive of humanist projects as something general? That each account should work in its
particular v.ay would be reason in itself to favour a certain view of Neoplatonic image-
making; the neat picture is its own argument. That kind of hermeneutic ‘success’, however
uncontrolled, is inevitably part of the w2y in which we develop conceptions of historical
reality. For on what other basis could Gombrich, or Wind, or Panofsky arrive a priori (as a
methodological corrective) at a conception of Neoplatonic image-making?

If, on the other hand, we take the more rational view and see these conceptions of
Neoplatonic interpretation as beliefs guiding interpretation, it is clear that the right
interpretation is not a matter merely of what rules you follow, but even moreso of what you
accept. Wind and Gombrich, rationally compared, can be separated only on the basis of
different conceptions of Neoplatonist image-making. The strength of their interpretations
rests, and can be measured, only in the substance of our own thought, the material beneath
our own point of view. And in this respect the rational and the irrational approaches are,
surprisingly, closer than we imagined, for the basis of a ‘correct’ conception of
Neoplatonism and of a favoured interpretation, one that we judge ‘works’, is the same. It is
a matter of conviction. In that regard, if any interpretation is to be preferred it is because in
that case there is something we have found it preferable to believe. Thus far the method
shows a certain weakness in deciding among interpretations at all; an interpretation has the
strength of the beliefs it is tied to.
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20 A WOMAN'S PRAISE

One last interpretation of Botticelli’s painting is worth attention — this one radically
opposed to all those we have considered — just because it gives so dramatic an illustration
of the effect of beliefs upon interpretation. Its author is Ronald Lightbown, who wrote the
latest substantial monograph on Botticelli in 1978.26 His interest was ideriical: to find out
how this painting was originally meant to be interpreted.2’ But one belief in the
‘substructure’ of his interpretation, one that determined its entire direction, was crucially
different. Lightbown discovered evidence to show that the Primavera was not painted for
the fifteen-year-old Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco in 1478 (the year of the didactic letter, or the
years of his Neoplatonic upbringing), but for the twenty-year-old Lorenzo in 1482, when
he married Semiramide d’Appiano. Since Gombrich, Panofsky, Wind, in fact every
interpreter after 1908 had believed differently,28 they all looked for clues to meaning
around Lorenzo’s humanist tutors. Lightbown looked instead around his marriage, and he
interpreted this painting as a wedding present in praise of a bride.

Here Venus stands as the goddess of “love and marriage.” Her arbour is guarded by
Mercury (thus his sword, helmet, and military cloak, attributes that are 211 missing from
customary depictions of Mercury), dispelling the clouds that darken less auspicious
matches not favoured by the goddess who gives her blessing here.?? “No clouds ... are
permitted to chill or darken the garden of Venus.” That here love touches even the Graces,
Lightbown says, “is an nbvious compliment to a bride.” And what of Ovid’s story of
Chloris and Zephyr, telling us of a union that literally transformed a woman into a goddess?
It is a tale “of love ending in marriage. In the background is the tempting beauty of the
virgin nymph, in the foreground the smiling satisfaction of the young wife” (77—80). This
author asks:

How then should we interpret the picture? Its principal action lics between Venus and Cupid and
the Grace whose heart they intend to pierce with the arrow of love and to fire with its flames. Thal
love, we know, is one that will enjoy a lawful fruition in marriage, just as Zephyr's ardent pursuit
has ended in his happy marriage with Flora. (81)

In Lightbown’s account, even the spring season so gloriously present here has
significance, since the wedding took place on the first day of May. And that is not the only

26 Lightbown, Sandro Botticelli (1978). Further references, to volume I, appear in parentheses.

27 The goal of interpretation in this study is to reach a “sense of the significance of these pictures in their own
time ... 1o establish what they vepresent and why they were painted” (70).

28 Accepting the primary research of the scholar H.P. Home, in Alessandro Filipepi, Commonly Called Sandro
Botticelli, Painter of Florence (London 1508) (80).

29 Thus interpreting the raised hand of Venus that has perplexed many. See Gombrich, “Botticelli’s
Mythologies™ (1945), 38.
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‘obvious' feature of the painting that this interpretation seems for the first time to

accommodate. The following remarks are implicitly addressed tc Gombrich, Panofsky, and
Wind, all three.

The great argument against interpreting the Primavera in too lofty and didaclic a mode is the
sensuality, discreet but unequivocal, which pervades it. ... [In addition] much that is otherwise
inexplicable becomes plain if this interpretation is accepted. ... The frank, if restrained carnality of
the picture, so strange if we see it as an exemplum of humanitas or any other moral virtue, is
understeod at once when we remember thai marriage was celebrated in fifieenth-century Iuly with a
candidness of rejoicing in the ending of the bride's virginity ... (81)

Well, this is a nice account too. Is it preferable? Has it a better claim to tell us about the
work? Our question now is whether the method gives us the basis on which to answer that.
Every interpretation after 1908 had accepted that the Primavera was painted when its patron
was about fifteen, and this bit of *knowledge’ set boundaries on the interpretations it made
sense to consider — given, certainly, that one’s aim lay in uncovering the original
interpretation. If you believe something different, if you look at this picture accepting that it
was painted at the time of its patron’s marriage,3 the situation is almost transformed. An
entirely different interpretation arises, also subject to the test of the virtues (so far as they
g0), but as they apply second to what you happen to think, Here it isn’t the formal rules
that mark this as a better interpretation, if indeed it is. It has merely the kind of coherence
you would expect it to have, given what you consider the work was for (praise rather than
philosophical subtlety). It is not markedly simpler than Panofsky’s interpretation, yet it is
simpler than Wind’s interpretation, though complexity was rather a virtue in Wind’s case,
because of the resulting increase in adequacy: the criterion of simplicity doesn’t assist us
much. Is it more adequate? Mercury’s military trappings, the blessing gesture of Venus,
and the spring setting are all given a specific explanation for the first time, though in fact
they all had a general explanation before (the returning problem of ‘semanticity’). Now, an
the other hand, we no longer have an explanation of the gestures of the Graces or the
symmetry of the two halves of the picture.3! If Lightbown’s interpretation is considered
more adequate, it must be because for the first time the specific camality of the picture is
accounted for. But in that case, the assessment would depend equally much upon a matter
of belief, a belief we share with Lightbown: the judgement that this carnality is inadmissible
to Christian philosophy. This is a matter of conviction, judgement, and not a simple

30 The case is painstakingly made by Lightbown (7273, 80).
31 The circular motion down from Cupid and up again through Mercury, down through Zephyr and up 1o Cupid.
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historical conclusion, for Wind and Ficino did not think that way, as demonstrated by their
explanations of amor humanus.

For seventy years, no one thought of the carefully researched date of this painting as
erroneous, or as a “cramping influence” on interpretation, which is what Lightbown called
it (80). Lightbown began his search for meaning on a different basis of information. The
issue, then, between his and other interpretatior.s also concerns fact. By the theory we have
to interpret without misconceptions that foreclose on the nature of the object (material
belonging to the ignorant pole of bad subjectivity); the erroneous nature of the old date
given to the Primavera drew interpreters away from its most substantial semantic setting.
The trouble here is wrong beliefs, of a more factual sort than we examined above — factual
in the sense of having to do with more demonstrable events than we discussed above (the
nature of Neoplatonism or Christianity). The cognitive motivation of modern interpretation
establishes that the revealing or semantic context of the work necessarily involves such
matters — thus the injunction that interpretation must have its “source” in “traditional
‘documents’.”32 Facts are relevant to resolving disputes in interpretation.3? The main effect
of beginning an interpretation from an erroneous date is to fall afoul of objectivity: we are
not even approaching the context that our identification as a culturally situated expression
makes crucial, In light of the theory, Lightbown has reason to expect that the earlier
interpretations are now effectively discredited. Unuil it has been gemonstrated (by the kind
of painstaking scholarly argument with which Lightbown overturns the old date) that the
factual basis of an interpretation is sound enough to be accepted, interpretations may satisfy
the rules but still fall short of the goal, which is cognitively specific. Someone sensitive to
this fact would have to set our present understanding of art (based on masses of incomplete
research) into a cloud of tentativeness and doubt.

Lightbown’s interpretation has the further effect of deepening our appreciation of
the dependency, which the method recognizes, of the rules and matters of judgement.
While the method determines legitimacy (an interpretation’s cognitive relevance) it is not the
sole basis of an interpretation; a good interpretation according to the method, such as
Wind’s, is good by the rules, but the rules as run against a background of belief. That
belief has an ultimate claim at least over the rules of form, for when it changes, all of the
old interpretation’s virtues are rendered null. The rule of objectivity, which is what
encourages this rigour of fact or belief, and which, as we have seen, shapes the rules of
form, has a greater stature than the list of rules makes plain.

32 panofsky, “Artistic Volition” (1920), 27, 28
33 Mannings, “Panofsky and Interpretation” (1973), 147,
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21 THE METHOD RECONSIDERED

There are gaps in the theory of interpretation, That isn’t surprising: there are gaps in every
theory. A theory is a model, and a model only works if you leave things out. The only
issue concerning omission is whether the things left out are part of the structure or the
function the method aims to portray; omissions such as those are critical. After looking at
the rules beside the kind of interpretative material they are supposed to shape, it appears that
we need to say more in defining them than we usually say. The method we typically voice
is simpler than it ought to be. If discussions of interpretation are really to do it justice, if we
are to understand sufficiently what we are doing, we need to make some adjustments.

The first problem concerns the formal rules; our conception is certainly far too
simple if we run into as much difficulty as we did in getting these criteria to do some actual
work. Take, for instance, simplicity. Because it is not a necessary condition, it cannot
discredit anything, We have a rule that is in fact extremely weak. It3 strongest but
narrowest sense (marking interpretations that work with strain, as in Gombrich’s invention
of the corrupt edition of Apuleius) has edge but little scope; there are few interpretations
likely to fail it. Wind's account does not fail that test, yet it is still not simple, and the fact
that it is not was not a deficiency, because its complexity was so finely matched to details of
the work that it gave the interpretation a close fit to the work.

This criticism [i.e., adequacy or explanatory power] will often work against the other two
[simplicity and historical plausibility], and quite rightly so. There is no guarantce that the
materially simplest explanation is correct. There is an intuitive, almost *acsthetic’ clement in the
judgement to be made of how far to go beyond the minimal explanation.34

Simplicity is not necessary since sometimes complexity is better. Of course, we say, the
rules have to be worked all together; judging an interpretation involves a kind of calculus of
the effect of all the virtues taken together. But how does one judge, actually, whether the
increased adequacy of Wind’s interpretation outweighs its complexity (its recourse to
subtleties like the matching of the Graces’ feet and hands with Ficino’s theory), and how
do we compare it in those respects to Gombrich’s? Well, certainly, the matter has to be
weighed. That, however, is a much more surprising conclusion than it sounds, because by
pursuing the details of how rules function (which no method explains) we have passed out
of the realm of rules. The rules are not just factors of some sort or other, but criteria
precisely of ranking, evaluating — ostensibly clear features that distinguish valid
interpretations. They are the reasons why interpretation is not a matter of mere preference.
But if there is no indication of how to judge whether a complex but adequate interpretation

34 Kemp, “Use of Evidence” (1984), 214.
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is better or worse than a simple interpretation that is also adequate {at a lower levei of
detail), and if we must simply ‘judge’ or ‘weigh’ the best interpretation, are we applying
the rule of simplicity at all: are we relying upon criteria to indicate what is best? It seems
not. Simplicity, though on paper it seems to do something, has no edge.

Coherence presents a somewhat different problem: it appears to have an edge
(unlike simplicity, either of self-contradiction or disorder spells immediate failure) but there
is very little for that edge to cut. A meaning that does not contradict itself, and that hangs
together as a whole, fits by far the greater number of interpretations ever advanced.35 None
of the four interpretations examined of the Primavera could be catied incoherent. Yet the
difference in unity between the meaning Gombrich found in the work and the meaning
found by Wind is immense: they offer a ‘whole’ that feels utterly different, and yet they are
both ‘wholes’. The criterion is virtually without substance, and the rule of coherence is a
second weak step in the calculus of rules.

The criterion of adequacy introduced a comparable but more complex problem.
Beside explanatory power, it is certainly the most decisive rule: we know when an
interpretation utterly fails to take account of something that demands explanation
(Gombrich’s treatment of Mercury). But again, this affects only relatively few
interpretations, and the nature of images allows one many ways of ‘accounting for’
something. For instance, we might account for the figure of Mercury in number but not in
detail. Panofsky’s interpretation gave Mercury a place in the work’s meaning
(representative of reason), as indeed the figure demands. But he did not give any meaning
to Mercury’s military kit, as Lightbown did (Mercury as guardian of happiness). Which is
adequate? Both are adequate, but one in number, the other in number and detail. Which
sense of adequacy is important? The rule is becoming unmanageable through the problem
of semanticity (the issue of how much meaning there is). Does it become empty? No, the
burden of the discrimination shifts to rule 2: the iconic features of a work can be determined
by research. The point to be made is that adequacy is not so much a critetion in itself but an
aspect of the rule of objectivity; the weight of the rules is travelling to the top of the list.

The *criterion’ of explanatory power raises a distinct problem, for upon examination
it seems a criterion {an external legitimation) in name only, for when we attempt to make it
concrete we are driven back to ‘judgement’. When is a puzzle resolved? We simply judge
which interpretation offers the best explanation — in reality we have achieved no insight at
all into what it is that makes it ‘best’. Explanatory power is troubling for another reason; it

35 1 do not see any way o preserve the metaphor of a text's éinternal coherence. I should think that a text just has
whatever coherence it happened to acquire during the last roll of the hermeneutic wheel, .... Its coherence is no
more than the fact that somebody has found something interesting to say about a group of marks ...." Rorty. “The
Pragmatist’s Process™ (1992), 97.
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is problematic precisely against the objective focus of modern theory. Does an interpretation
that I judge explanatory, that resolves my sense of puzzlement about a work, that satisfies
me as sufficient, constitute a basis of cognitivity? In fact the drive of an interpretation
stands behind the subject not the object unless, once again, ‘sense’ is given an objective
orientation. My conception of sense must be bracketed, and an historical standard
established for each case. A closer look at the formal rules has increased our awareness of
their dependence upon the rules of content, whose importance is now magnified.

As non-positivists we grant that the method has chiefly to do with ranking:
“questions of validity are questions of relative validity.”38 But the satisfied shift in the
discipline of art history from truth and correctness to probability or merit is still concerned
with discrimination. When we hear the rules explained, it appears that some kind of
summative calculus will rank the better and the worse interpretations and draw a hard line
between the legitimate and the failed. In this chapter we have looked at four interpretations
of a single painting. How does the method rate them? Gombrich’s is the only one that
appears to fail, failing to interpret Mercury's gesture and straining credibility by some play
with sources (but on the first point, we could easily slip in Panofsky’s interpretation of
Mercury, and on the second, Gombrich’s interpretation does not so much fail as weaken,
for the suggestion is not impossible.) How do we rank the other three? The rules, in fact,
do not do rank them, because they are satisfied by all, in the different forms those criteria
can assume. Panofsky’s has the added virtue of scope (but that is a2 non-necessary
criterion); Wind’s has a certain ponderousness, but a magnificently enhanced adequacy (yet
we cannot actually call the adequacy of Lightbown’s inferior). Lightbown’s interpretation
possesses a certain veracity, but a veracity that hinges upon detailed but highly subtle
documentary arguments that may yet be overturned, and that may push his interpretation
toward complexity, according to how we see it. These interpretations do not fail the
method, nor yet display any notable deficiency — except in relation to beliefs you may have
about the nature of Neoplatonic imagery, the involvement of Ficino, or the circumstance of
the work’s commissioning. Preference seems to hinge upon matters of belief, which the
method barely treats.

The second issue follows from the first, which illuminates a specific line of
dependency that is not initially visible in a list of rules. As we already knew, the rules of
form rely upon the deeper determinations of the rules of content; we now see how deep that
reliance is. We also see that the rules of content rely, likewise, upon a deeper determination
of the nature of the thing we are concerned to know; the method did not bring to light our

36 Buxandall, Patterns of Intention (1985), 124—25.
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entire process, which begins with the recognition that we cannot hope to approach the
meaning of the thing without identifying what kind of thing it is, and hence where its
meaning is to be found. In fact we can unfold three distinct preliminaries, which we might
call identification, elaboration, and reconstruction. The first of these is a determination of
the general nature of a work of art: for instance, to iuentify Botticelli’s Primavera as a kind
of object or entity — an historical expression, a work with a communicative purpose,
which is the very thing that brought it into being. The second is an elaboration of the
concrelte significance of that recognition, unfolding what specifically that means: to identify
Botticelli’s Primavera as the expression by commission of Florentine Neoplatonists or of a
prince honouring his bride, Elaboration is a narrowing of one’s aim, and the last step is to
pursue the chosen course in a reconstruction of that context: to bring together what we can
know about Florentine Neoplatonism. This whole operation is th > objectification of the
work of art, the making concrete of the work’s own reality. The theory of objectivity is the
philosophy behind it, and it is crucial to defining the formal rules. ‘Everything in the
work,’ for Gombrich, is ‘everything that a Florentine humanist would have seen’ in the
way that Gombrich understood a Florentine humanist.

It is not necessarily a deficiency of the method that the relevance to interpretation of
issues of belief is not given much attention, but without it one easily gets a false image of
how the rules work.37 Just as the formal rules tend to lean upon the rule of objectivity, it
leans upon something the list does not include. Even if Wind’s critique of Gombrich is
mounted on the basis of external rules it is delivered only through his understanding of
Neoplatonism; though the criteria are the same, there is a difference in the ‘reconstruction’
of Neoplatonism, Wind's “philosophically” different understanding of Ficino. Our choice
between them would likewise depend upon our own sense: if the right interpretation is to
have true Neoplatonic substance, what interpretation that is depends upon our
understanding of Neoplatonism. Does that suit the theory? Just as a mistake about the fact
of when the painting was painted can render interpretations like Gombrich’s and Wind’s
mistaken, we would need also the right understanding of Neoplatonism. But here we need
to face a difference, which the theory can accommodate, between a ‘fact’ (something
capab!z of decisive demonstration) and an ‘opinion’ (something we believe but cannot very
effectively demonstrate). Obviously, interpretations must be judged in the face of what is
thought to be the truth,

37 1t causes trouble everywhere it a:ses in disputes of interpretation, as for instance in the interpretation of
history; a key discussion in that connection is W.H. Walsh’s “Can History be Objective?” in his Philosophy of
History: An Introduction (New York 1967).
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We have asked in this chapter what it is that legitimate internretations involve, what
is really at issue when one is thrown over for another. The answer we tend to give — that
one is abandoned for another because it critically fails the rules, or satisfies them Jess well
than a different interpretation — now looks simplistic, because there is plainly more going
on within that operation, It is less the rules that discriminate than the beliefs defining them.
Interpreters have different notions affecting the identification, the elaboration, and the
reconstruction of a work of art and thus the consequent conditions in which the meaning is
10 be found. That has one notable consequence with respect to the increasingly apparent
dependency of the rules of form. We are not going to get any unified set of virtues by
claiming (as the method must) that these criteria will be defined by each particular historical
setting, because our reconstructions of those settings are S0 often crucially different. Our
look at one painting, with one origin, has turned up numerous senses of adequacy,
simplicity, and coherence. If these formal rules are not generally applicable, they are not
comparative. As we recognize, “an interpretation is never a presuppositionless
apprehending of something presented to us.”38 If an interpretation is to be preferred, it
appears the case that it is to be preferred because of something it is preferential to believe,
But as what defines a good interpretation shifts toward matters of conviction, our
conception of what the method is for falls apa:t. It is perhaps apparent, then, why some
theorists reject the formal rules altogether: “Material completeness, fruitfulness, ora
resulting coherence of meaning I cannot recognize as arguments for the correciness of an
interpretation.’3?

The final adjustment to be made concerns the deepest move behind the method, the
step that I have called ‘identification’. The method’s most substantial rules require us to
form a sound conception of the general nature of the work of art itself, for without it the
method could not win the cognitive power it is about. To know the work, in its meaning,
requires knowing what kind of thing the work of art is: “anything may be the object of
understanding and ... analysis of understanding x depends on the x40

The object of understanding detcrmines the sense of undcrstarldin} it, and elucidation of what it is
that one claims to understand clarifics what it is to understand it.%1

Without this understanding “how [do we] validate evidence for relevance and irrelevance to
the work in question?42 Just as in physical restoration the restorer attempts to give a

38 Yeidegger, cited by Davey, “Nietzsche's Aesthetics™ (198€), 333 n. 19.
39 Butschmann, Kunsigeschichiliche Hermeneutik (1984), 161,

40 Jones, *Understanding a Work of Art” (1969}, 131.

41 phid., 139.

42 Kemp, “Use of Evidence" (1984), 209,
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painting back its own appearance, by fundamental analysis the theorist sets the work in its
own category, on which basis the historian can isolate the semantic context that is its own.
A single aim drives the desire to obtain a correct grasp of the current “appearance of a
waork,” of its “original effect,” and of the “nature of the object.”3 And as restoration
depends on scholarship, scholarship depends on a deeper ievel of thought; they are all
moves of orieatation toward the entity we wish to know about.

One has to determine whether the work of art still stands before us in the condition in which it left
the hand of its creator. Where that is not the case, the work must be returned to its original
condition. Often that happens in actuality — as, for instance, in the restoration of paintings, In
most cases, however, it takes place within the viewer's ima{._\,'inali(m.44

As Panofsky recognized early on, icentifying the work’s basic nature is the necessary and
deepest foundation of a hermeneutic method. “The grasp of ‘immanent meaning’ is based
on a grasp of the essence of a work and conditions of its existence.”> Later he would
express it more in terms of the necessary theoretical basis of cognitive endeavours:

In dirccting their attention to certain objects they obey, knowingly or not, a principle of pre-
sclection dictated by a theory in the case of the scientist and by a general historical conception in
the case of the humanist. ... We are chiefly affected by that which we allow to affect us; and just as
natural science involuntarily selects wha it calls the phenomena, the humanities involuntarily
select what they call the facts.46

The importance of this insight is still recognized: “To some extent we do legislate
[interpretation] in advance. The idea that we should stand in front of a picture with
absolutely open minds, that we exercise no stringencies at all, impose no demands
whatever, is hard to make sense of.”7 In developing an interpretation it is necessary to rely
upon “categories which are valid a priori ” that reliably reveal the basic nature of the work
of art.48

But what is it, specifically, that accomplishes this identification? It is not the theory
of objectivity; the theory does not identify the work but tells us there is something with an
identity to be grasped. It goes only so far as to clarify that an object is at issue in
understanding, and that a separation of what belongs to self and to other is essential if we
are to discover it. For the theory to be followed and the method applied, boundaries must

43 Mannings, “Panofsky and Interpretation” (1973), 3132,
44 Sedimayr, “Probleme der Interpretation”™ (1958), 98-—59,

45 Panofsky, “Artistic Volition™ (1920), 28, 29, 31. “According to Panofsky, the inherent ... meaning of works
of visual art can only be grasped by an interpretative act based upon the deduction, a priori, of categorics that are
essential to ‘*the being of the work’.” Editor’s introduction to Panofsky, “Artistic Volition™ (1920), 17.

46 Ppanofsky, “A Humanistic Discipline” (1940), 6.
47 Mannings, “Panofsky and Interpretation” (1973), 150—51.

48 panofsky, "Artistic Volition™ (1920), 26—29.
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be marked, and marking boundaries of identity is the task of a more abstract and categorial
thinking.

Without theory we are barely justified in describing and analysing works of art, dating them,
reconstructing, icono-graphing them, but we cannot evaluate or interpret them.49

Thosg 6vho deny the importance of theory in the practice of art history are in {act oblivious to their
own.

We might call identification a task of philosophy, but this does not seem to us a
philosophical matter, rather a matter of intuition. It is basic insight that asks What else can a
work be than what it was when it was made, for which purpose it came into being? Each of
the interpretations examined in this chapter is based on the same apparently implicit answer:
the work is a human product; it is the product of a mind intent upon conveying meaning; it
was produced to have meaning, and by consequence is inherently meaningful, for it is that
meaning that explains the work’s existence. It is that initial grasp of what the work is that
gives specific substance to all the rules; identification provides what a cognitive discipline
needs, “a readily negotiable bridge between the grand generalities of theory and the
particulars of practice.”5! For the rule of subjectivity, it defines whar specific aspects of
subjectivity are irrelevant; for the rule of objectivity it defines where precisely we must look
for a content belonging to the work; and for the rules of form it defines what particular
shape the formal rules must take. The applicability of the entire method depends upon this
identification; without it, legitimacy remains a theoretical dream.

It is apparent, upon examination, that the method is not the method we believe we have and
the one we continue to recommend. A more developed sketch of the rules according to how
they actually work will take the foregoing into account, including all its parts and clarifying
their systematic interconnection — specifically, the logical suspension of the method from

its cognitive ‘ground’ in a grasp of the object of interpretation and the key position of the
rules of content:

49 Ackerman, “American Schole ship" (1958), 361.
50 Ppontynen, “Theory and Practice of Art History" (1986), 467.
51 McCorkel, “Epistemological Approach” (1975), 42.




1. identification

2. subjectivity

3. objectivity

4, veracity

5. adecquacy

6. simplicity

7. coherence

THE THEORY OF INTERPRETATION

The System Of Rules

BASIS:

the work of art must be identified as what in
general it is, and its specific nature elaborated in order
to cstablish from where its meaning must be derived

RULES OF CONTENT:

the content of an interpretation must not be
formed out of subjective malerial that has nothing to
do with the work as identified (as per 1)

the content of an interpretation must be formed
out of material marked out by the identification (as per

D

the content of an interpretation must be developed
according to one’s belief aboul the things relevant to
the historical setting indicated (as per 3)

RULES OF FORM:

an interpretation must fit what has meaning in the
work, to the adequacy required by the historical setting,
according o one's understanding of it (3, 4)

it must be simple o the extent required by the
historical setting, according to one's understanding of
it(3,4)

it cannot contradict itself; it must form a coherent
whole by standards of the historical setting, according
to one’s understanding of it (3, 4)

8. cxplanatory power it must remove puzziement about the work, while

9. scope

creating no sense incompatible with the work's sctting
(2—4)

it needn’t fit or bring clarity 0 other works or
circumstances of its setting (3, 4), but if it does, it has
added plausibility

The key position of identification in this picture of the rules raises a single question: What is

the status of any identification?

The danger is that, regardless of technique, historians must make certain theoretical assumptions
about the nature of art ... before they can assemble their data in any order. Would be technicians
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make them too, but they do so unconsciously or, I should say, they aceept them unawares from the
past. In doing so they may well be fostering a bad philosophy or diluting a good one.52

Parts I to IV of this study examine the three principal forms of identification operative in
modemn interpretation. Modem intefpreters are too well informed to be shy about the
necessity of taking a position. “It can be freely admitted that an aesthetic ... aimed at the
history of meaning, must ‘listen to artistic objects according to certain concepts fixed from
the outset.” As Panofsky regards them, concepts that “could certainly completely
characterize all artistic phenomena.”s3 In a discussion entitled “The Interpretative Model”
Kemp has observed that

much art history assumes that the process of understanding consists of looking at the visual and
other evidence, asking relevant questions, and honestly providing answers of a nonarbitrary kind.
But ‘evidence’ in this schema assumes its status only in relation to presupposed questions; that is,
it has special significance only in relation Lo a given explanatory goal. And the ‘question’ gains its
legitimacy from one or a scries of expectations or predicates, normally shared by the intended
audicnce, for the answer.54

We have seen that the explanatory goal is determined by what w= identify the work to be;
few are willing to count that identification a shared prejudice.

In the history of art, our questions will be determined by our image of what is important in the
process of making a work of art, and even more fundamentally what is imponant in ‘art’ itsell. If,
for example, we believe that art is cssentially a series of signs communicative of social systems,
our most valued evidence will be that concerned with the action of art in its social context.33

All that remains to be explored about modemn interpretation is the cogent intuitive support
that these bases of practice are rooted in. The question has been raised,

all attempts to explain phenomena are nolions relative to interest; the answers we obtain are
influenced by the questions that we ask. But toward which interests (or within which contexis}
should the scholar operate?36

We need to explore the answer that has been given. We have to understand why the work
of art must be identified as modern hermeneutics identifies it: as an expression in a semantic
system, as a meaningful communication, and as a cultural entity constituted within specific
worlds.

52 Ackerman, “American Scholarship™ (1958), 360.

53 panofsky, “Artistic Volition" (1920), 29, 30.

54 Kemp, “Use of Evidence™ (1984), 207,

55 Ibid,, 207.

56 pontynen, “Theory and Practice of Art History" (1986), 474.
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ART AS LANGUAGE

The reading of a painting, no matter what era it belongs to, is not the business of
an innate and mysterious talent that a certain manner of looking possesses by
nature, but an often complex and difficult apprenticeship in hicrarchically ordered
codes that permit us, so far as is possible, to reproduce the creative construction
of the artist in its conscious and unconscious aspects. Codes that translate in an
inherently complex manner the ideologics and the representations of an epoch, a

class, a social group, a culture ....

Louis Marin (1971)

The naturalized sign is an arbitrary cultural construct that presents itself as the
real or the natural; it is therefore the bearer of ideclogy and the mask put on *real’
conditions. ... Naturalized signs inhibit critica! thought through the strength of

their claim (o a proper, univocal reading; ....

Richard Shiff (1988)
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THE MODEL OF THE CODE

22 DETERMINATION OF THE OBJECT, |

To interpret, we must know what kind of thing we are interpreting: that is fundamental.
Grasping the most basic and recognizable nature of the work of art is the root of the
theory's cognitive development, That is the entire orientation of modern hermeneutics. To
interpret a thing, one has to know what sort of thing it is — indeed, that is required even to
know to what extent it is interpretable at all. This fact, that we are not interested in
‘interpreting’ meaningless things, reminds us that the concept of interpretation is inherently
cognitive, oriented toward something, a meaning that is, that exists in some way. To
‘interpret’ what does not, in any contextual sense, possess its own meaning can only be to
provide that meaning found missing; that is, it can only be pure projection, and pure
projection is fundamentally not what we understand interpretation to be. To know whether
there is meaning to interpret is a crucial preliminary. Thus we must identify the class of the
meaningful, and then determine what is the specific semantic mechanism of the work of art,
throngh which it belongs to that class: that is, we must establish by what means it holds its
meaning. “One of the most striking phenomena of advanced twentieth-century thought has
been the increasing utilization of the concept of structure as a tool of understanding in the
human sciences.”! This chapter articulates one such clarification: one fundamental and

Marin, “Comment lire un tableau™ (1971), 99.
Shiff, “Art History and the Nineteenth Century™ (1988), 39.
1 Nodelman, “Structural Analysis” (1970), 79.



3 THE CODE MODEL 99

widespread manner in which works of art are presently identified as meaningful things,
containing meaning in certain specific respects. “In the absence of any coherent theoretical
explanation of what painting is"2 we are left in a weak position in which to proceed to
understand it. That is why there are established models of how works of art mean. [ have
not yet made it clear, in what has been said thus far about the identification of — the
determination of the nature of — the object of interpretation, that there does not appear to be
an infinite number of ways to picture the work of art, a great number of models. Or rather,
of the many historically imagined ways, there are chiefly three that hold our attention, three
in which we continue to believe.?

The identification at issue in this chapter, as the sources I cite will demonstrate, is
well established and widespread. The last chapter finished on the question of the legitimacy
of these identifications, which is in some sense crucial precisely if hermeneutics is to be
developed as a cognitive enterprise (our modem concern). This chapter demonstrates the
cogency of this first view. As we expect, it is not proofs or subtle deductive argument but
intuition, insight, and basic reasoning that lend our identifications credence; it is the
credence on which we have confidently established a standard of legitimate interpretation,
an interpretation capable of telling us about the works we are concerned to know. We are
looking for a genuine sense of the work of art by which an objectively oriented hermeneutic
method can be structured and controlled. It is plain that we do not want merely a basis; if
the objective aim of the theory is not to be undermined at its deepest level, it is necessary to
sustain the claim that our identifications truly characterize works of art, present them as they
genuinely are, are the most respectful categories of apprehension. The basis of
identification still remains rather nebulous, and the historical attrition of these arguments
suggests a certain vulnerability. It is only by looking that we will gain any real insight into

2 Watney, “Modemnist Studies” (1984), 104,

3 We must show reluctance to claim that identifications are obvious or self-evident; the now established forms
won their ‘obviousness’ far later than we may suspect. One of the defunct conceptions, which held credence long
into this century, was the ‘Hegelian’ view of art, a conception that it look substantial battering to eliminate (two
of the best known discussions are those by Gombrich, in /n Search of Cultural History [1969], and Amold Hauser,
“Art History without Names," Philosophy of Art History [1958], 119—276): the conception that the work of art
is, essentially, the product of a king of supra-individual tendency inherent in the nature of things. Works of art
appear in answer to problems that arise of necessity from a sclf-perpetuating artistic force or "will to ant” (Alois
Riegl's Kunstwollen ). The view was held by Riegl, but also W&lfflin and the early Panofsky, who noted that a
work's “immanent meaning"” is the product of a “formative force™ of creation that goes beyond the artist’s
“subjective expression of feclings” Panofsky, “Artistic Volition™ (1920), 33. A key concept in this view was the
concept of “law,” which we now consider a particularly vacuous notion in connection with art. Panofsky in 1920
viewed Ricgl as being faithful to the real nature of art in directing “his attention to the inherent laws underlying
artistic activity” Panofsky, “Artistic Volition” (1920), 19. Once remendously important, the view is now dead.
McCorkel notes that it had become impossible to sustain in the thirties. McCorkel, *“Epistemological Approach”
(1975), 37. And as Gombrich observed, “Kulturgeschichte has been built, knowingly and unknowingly, on
Hegelian foundations which have crumbled.” Gombrich, In Search of Cultural History (1969), 6.
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where they come from. This chapter, then, elaborates our understanding that a work of ant
is an expression in a language — in a sign system through which meaniug is encoded.

23 LANGUAGE AS SIGN SYSTEM

How do we know that paintings and sculptures are meaningful, thus interpretable? One of
our most basic apperceptions concerning works of art is that they are productions, humanly
made, thus fundamentally historical. This tells us a great deal that is crucial to the
concretization of the rules of content. But those rules can be concretized precisely enough to
have methodical implications only if we go further, and distinguish works of art from other
artefacts (such as hammers, earrings, or shoes). Works of art are artefactual expressions,
they are expressions in humanly devised languages. Language is our most primary model
of the mechanism of meaning. Gombrich’s teacher Julius Von Schlosser, for instance, in
the earlier part of this century allocated art to the sphere of “language” because language is
“characterized by preserving artistic conventions and stereotypes.™ Works of art, we
know, belong to systems of signs.

We believe that recognizing the work of art as an expression or a statement in a
humanly devised language tells us something essential (though plainly not metaphysically
essential) about it. Artistic images are unlike natural images precisely in being humanly
structured to mean. This structure determines equally the substance and the limit of their

meaning (a limit broader than one reading only, but a limit nonetheless, exclusive of many
misreadings).

The image which is discredited or sometimes contaminated by ingenuous associations,
combinations, or even by banal confusions (through assonance) with other latent images in the
memory is the document of a culture of the diffused image; it is a signifiant to which may be
attributed, as to the words of a spoken language, many signifiés. For this reason iconologism,
much more than Wol{{Iinian formalism, confronts the problematic of art as that of linguistic
structures.”

The possibility of ‘interpretation’ at all is based on this fact about works of art, that they are
a linguistic means:

4 Bakos, “Art Historical Process” (1983), 121.
5 Argan “Ideology and Iconology" (1975), 299 [emphasis added)
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The basic meaning of ‘interpret’ is ... ‘verbally to unfold or disclose’ the information encoded in
any communication be it written or spoken words, gestures, smoke signals or puises of light from
a laser beam. 8

Meaning in art may be extremely complex in some situations, but to the extent that it does what it
does, to the extent that it communicates thoughts, perspectives, expericnees, and the like, then at
base it is subject to the same conditions as language. Artists must work within the domain of
some publicly identifiable organization of signs or symbols.’

It is in this way, above all, that a work of art is analogous to a text (thus the historical
relevance to art of the tradition of hermeneutics, whose object was entirely textual). A text,
and a simple expression of language like a sentence, are meaningful structures built from
the configuration of semantic components. And how do we understand the meaning of an
expression of language? By learning the language that it is built of, By an established view
of language, the meaning of a linguistic expression is uncovered by reading the opaque sign
according to the semantic system within which, according to which, it was formed.

A language is commonly understood as a system of semantic devices: a set of ways
of meaning things (by lexicon, by syntax, by inflexion, ...) that functions, capturing and
then conveying iis meanings, by virtue of an overall regularity. Languages are humanly
devised semantic systems, and as inventions they are historical constructions: their
historical fixity determines the limit of the meaning of signs. A work of art likewise belongs
to an historically devised semantic system: it is a meaningful expression constructed
through the devices of a pictorial language — “the ‘language’ of the artist, the rules and
conventions that he adopts.”8 Thus the importance of “the determination to read the work of
art as a structure of signs.” We are familiar with pictorial language at perhaps its least
subtle in the devices of advertising.

Today, images that are to deliver their messages quickly and clearly operate an analogous system of
conventional signs or visual stercotypes, though the system is much less closely articulated than
in renaissance religious narrative and the specific meanings are almost always defined by an
accompanying text.1¢

'Though there may be a difference in subtlety, it is by devices that the work of art also holds
what meaning it has, and it is through the public system of these devices that it conveys that
meaning to us.

It is because we are able to identify or define works of art as tokens of language that
we have insight into what is required to understand them; we know from what conditions

6 Osbomne, “Interpretation in Science and in Art” (1986), 3.

7 Radford, *Meaning and Significance™ (1992), 61.

8 1bid,, 66.

9 Kuspit, “*Traditional Art History's Complaint” (1987), 347.
10 pous, “Difficult Meanings” (1987), 31.
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the meaning of a linguistic expression derives. Pictorial meaning has been humanly
established, and

pictorial semiology sets itself the scicntific task of describing and understanding simultancously the
mechanisms of their articulation (in the creative act) and the process of reading and deciphering (in
the act that answers 1o it, contcrmplation) — what Poussin called the “delectation” of the eye
vealizes this enigmatic operation of reading the visible and secing the intelligible: which is to say,
the meaning of the painting.11

The deficiency of earlier art history was to some extent its failure to address this most
fundamental level of rieaning,.

Our methods of style description, iconographic interpretation, and contextual commentary depend
upon extcrmal comparisons — with other works of art, cultural conventions, and social situations,
Hardly ever do we attempt to deal with the communicative functioning, the visual mechanics, so o
speak, inherent in the work of art itself.12

It is by understanding the human mechanism of meaning that we can ask, “which signs
convey, or trigger, which meanings?"13 Interpretation is thus the re-articulation of the
devices of meaning that belong to the language. By recognition of the fact that the work of
art is, essentially and unavoidably, a linguistic expression, the theory of interpretation gains
its final concretization.

Through this identification, what precisely one must do to follow the rules of
content is made clear; two more or less distinct operations of the method can now unfold.
The identification of the work as a semiotic phenomenon can be elaborated: that is, one
must proceed to determine what historical language the work is a token of, and that
elaboration leads one into a reconstruction of the precise linguistic conditions (to the extent
that we can know them) of the expression at hand, in terms of which its meaning is held.
Through identification, we have uncovered the limits of a truly cognitive interpretation: to
understand this work of art, the content of our interpretation must finally be restricted by
and constituted through an understanding of how the language of art works, and through a
sound understanding of the language of art operative in a specific time and place. “We
require a concrete and highly developed notion of artistic meaning for the foundation of
artistic hermeneutics.”14 What we are to bring to light about the work are the conditions of
the working of its language, the broader semantic system of which it was originally part,

11 Marin, “Comment lire un tableau” (1971), 99.

12 Rosand, “Art History and Criticism" (1974), 437; Holly, Panofsky and Art Hisiory (1984), 171—72; n. 40.
13 Bal, Reyond the Word-Image Opposition (1991), 12.

14 Hofstdadier, “Significance and Artistic Meaning” (1964), 98.
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the framework that fixes its meaning. For to identify a work of art as an expressionina
historical language means it is a part of something larger, which is the language itself.

Given this determination of the object, we now also recognize how the work’s
identity stretches beyond it — an important insight for distancing our sense of objectivity
from the old empirical objectivism. It was objectivism, likening the work to its physical
singularity, that raised problems over ‘special knowledge’, knowledge going beyond the
empirically given. Understanding the work as a token of a language makes obvious the
prejudice behind that paradigm.

[The meaning of a work of art] cannot be grasped without reference to something which lies
outside the work itsclf.!3

The external boundaries of works of art, for instance the frame of an easel painting, must not be
identified with the ‘boundaries of their being.16

Some of the real propertics of a thing require the possession of contextual knowledge for their
detection.!”

The language is a constitutive part of the work. What, specifically, are the features of
language that we must uncover?

There are, evidently, two established “semantic models” to guide us, one of British
origin, one of continental. The first, which lays stress upon purpose and intent, is “the
concept of language as the invention and means of expression for thought,” which is a
conception that is more closely focused upon the act and conditions of communicating than
the language that effects it; the other, which is associated with the “father of modern
linguistics” Ferdinand de Saussure, is “a concept of language as an elaborate system of
signs.” Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics (1916, English trans. 1959) had an
important effect from early on in this century, which was “to empbhasize the arbitrary nature
of the relationship between language and dings.”18 The authors of the recent primer
Essential Art History suggest that it has suppiied the basis for ou: present understanding of
the linguistic nature of art.

Since the 1960s art history ... has come under increasing pressure (o recognize that art, far from
being an exclusive and somewhat mysierious language, shares common ground with other forms of
communication, from road signs to mathematical equations. We owe to the Swiss linguist

15 Lohner, “The Intrinsic Method” (1968), 170.

16 Sedimayr, “Probleme der Interpretation” (1958), 100.
17 Lyas, “Intentional Fallacy Revisited” (1983), 294.
18 Jackson, Meaning of Texts (1989), 12—13.
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Ferdinand de Saussure the insight that all languages, whether visual, verbal, or symbolic, use
‘signs’ in a conventional, not natural way. 1%

We have long recognized that a “language is a system of signs, different from the things
signified, but able to suggest them”20 by some non-natural means. What do we need to
know about that ‘system’ to understand a language’s ability to convey meaning? The crucial
thing is that it is a publicly established set of sign-meaning relations, a substantially fixed
correlation between the signs of the language and the meanings they stand for, “The secure
fixing of signs in a system, the code,”?! is codification. In understanding art we are
concerned with “culturally encoded systems of meaning,” “the highly developed codes of a
culture,22 “systems of visual signification prevailing in a particular culture and period."3
We understand languages as essentially codes, and through our identification of art as
language “‘code” is a term recurrently used in the hermeneutics of art.

A humanly established structure of meaning-conveyance is an established code of
correspondence between meaning and sign. That the meaning of signs is deliberately
established, in this conception, is a crucial feature, for it clarifies the distinctness of artistic
from natural images, obscured during those unenlightened ages when works of art and
constellations of stars were read in exactly the same way. (That works of art were initially
collected in “Wunderkammer,” along with bits of coral, weirdly shaped rocks, and other
wondrous objects, is indicative not only of the nature of interest in art but also of the
hermeneutic applied to it.) And as Norman Bryson has commented, “Saussure’s conception
of the sign is exactly the instrument we need to cut the knots” of the notion that painting is a
‘record of perception’.?4 “Much recent painting positively invites the viewer to read its
marks and motifs as signs rather than as expressive gestures or records of observation™?
— thus the value of those techniques that have been developed to deal with “the form and
structure of systems of signs.”26 It is certainly probable that this development in our

19 Greenhalgh and Duro, Essential Art History (1992), 267—68. Guy Bouchard has suggested to me that the
subtlety of Saussure’s Course does not appear to be reflected in the talk of theoretically minded an historiuns. It is
very likely, indeed, that theorists have not taken pains to properly translate the system to the visual arts; the
‘pedigree’ thus applicd to the code model may therefore be overstated by these authors. But for our purpose it is
interesting to note the academic legitimacy that is sought for the kind of basic insights into code function that, us
I show in this chapter, arc common in the discipline of art history.

20 James, Principles of Psychology, XXILI.

21 Butschmann, Kunstgeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1984), 45.

22 Marin, “Comment Lire un tableau?” (1971), 89.

23 Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), 95.

24 Cited by Kuspit, “Traditional Art History's Complaint” (1987), 346.
25 pous, “Difficult Meanings” (1987), 30.

26 hid., 29.
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understanding of art has had an effect upon art itself, for it is the way artists too look upon
what they do.?’

Certainly a language, on the face of it, does not lock altogether like a code structure.
Of the language we use, it is more difficult than it first appears to articulate any strict system
of correlations and contextual conditions. And certainly in learning a language we are not
actually presented with ‘structures’; we know the meaning of a hand-wave, for instance,
not because we have been shown the correlation and conditions (this, in this circumstance,
means thar); we have simply learned about waving. But if the leaming of a language does
not teach us about its structure it surely teaches its structure, implicitly.

As long as an ulterance is phrased in language that is familiar to us and refers to a situation that we
know by expericnce, understanding will be immediate and we shall be unconscious of the mental
process involved.28

One of the most important characteristics of this system is its tacit, largely unconscious nature; it
is so ‘obvious’, so all-pervasive, that there is no easily available horizon against which it can be
scen as a special phenomenon, deserving notice or comment. 29

The practices we mimic and take up are a rule-governed system. The linkages of the
structure have been tacitly understood, and they are respected in effect in simple behaviour
taken over as ours. We learn, just in belonging to a culture, how to employ language,; it is
only when we are not a part of that setting that we need to bring the inner structure into the
open,

Texts are understood in the contexts of their surrcunding conditions. These conditions are spelled
out if there is a need for interpretatinn. But once an interpretation is accepted by an audience, the
spelling out of these conditions ¢ an 1 .cede into the background; the inlerpretation becomes
unobtrusive for that audience. 3¢

We must recall the position of “the observer, as perforce a non-participant in the
conventions and value-systems presupposed by the society or work of art in question.”31
According to our understanding of what we are interpreting, today legitimately cognitive
interpretation is understood to require the recognition and the reconstruction of these codes.

27 “Much recent art shows an increasingly sophisticated sense of sign sysiems, encoded messages, and of ways in
which they can be decoded and deconstructed.” Atque Ars: Art from Mount Allison University, 1854—1989, exh.
cat. (Sackville, Owens Art Gallery, 1989), 24.

28 yackson, Meaning of Texts (1989), 18.

29 Nodelman, “Structural Analysis” (1970, 92.
30 Stem, “On Interpreting” (1980), 125.

31 Nodelman, “Structural Analysis” (1970), 81.
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24 ART AND CODES

A code is a system of artificial relations, by which one thing is more or less arbitrarily
established as meaning some other thing. The most banal examples reveal this: American
Morse code, in which ---———--- means SOS; or an invented code, in which a, b, ¢,
... might mean z, y, x, .... Writing is a code, in which the letter s means a certain sound.
This item-per-item system of replacements is technically a cipher, but the basic conception
of code is the relation of artificially standing-for. Thus one also has codes, in which the
ensemble enahr might mean dismantled. A lexicon too is a code, such that a set of letiers (or
the sound that set means) itself means something. With pictographic writing, which
approaches representational imagery, the sign-meaning relation is somewhat less arbitrary,
for there is an element of resemblance: some pictographs look like what they mean, and are
suggestive of their meaning, But reduced to such simple forms they are not usually highly
suggestive, and to that extent the correlation even of pictographs requires explicitation.

Art would appear to be considerably less like a code than pictographs, for there is
obviously a vast region of artistic meaning captured by visible resemblance, not explicit
coding. This is the area of simple representations: where the image of a child obviously
resembles a child no interpretation is required, in the specific sense we are interested in
here. But there is less distance here than we suspect, and to see this we can turnto a
distinction commonly made between interpreting and describing. We don’t say thata
depiction of a child (for instance, by Mary Cassatt) is interpreted; we tend rather to say that
we can simply ‘see’ the child — we understand that level of the picture’s meaning without
assistance. As theorists have taken pains to explain, however, that does not mean on a basis
of nothing. There is a required fund of knowledge that permits us to do so, which
belonging to a culture such as ours tends to endow us with. Given the knowledge,
representations are obvious to us — we simply know their meaning. Thus there is a kind of
“training in correlation’ even with representations.’2 But this brings to light the real
difference between describing and interpreting, which is that “interpreting” names the
situation where the knowledge is missing, in which we don’t know the meaning.33 The
connection of images with meaning is also expressed as a “transcendent” relation, where
the visible thing in some way “points beyond itself.”34 Interpreting, in a very broad sense,
takes place in all the situations we describe using expressions like

32 “we more casily overlook the fact that we are reading codes when we see a landscape painting.” Atque Ars: Art
from Mount Allison University, 1854--1989, exh. cat. (Sackville, Owens An Gallery, 1989), 25.
33 Bamnes, “Remarks about the Obvious™ (1983), 37.

34 Cunningham, “Perspective and Context” (1935), 45.
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‘connotes’, ‘symbolizes’, ‘denotes’, and ‘refers to’. In each case there is something, the signifier,
and something clse, the significd, and the former in some way refers or goims 10 the lauwer, whether
by denoling, connoting, symbolizing, imitating, or otherwise referring.33

But interpretation in the usual sense applies to those situations where this reference is
obscure.36 Where the reference of imagery is not fixed by sclf-evidence (by prior training,
the implicit learning of codes), it is fixed by external reference to the code. To understand
the code that art works by, it is important to appreciate the differences among these various
types of meaningful ‘representation’ “such as being a sign of, being a symbol of, copying,
imitating, representing, expressing.”37

25 THE CODE RELATION

“Theorists who have studied the function of artistic signs have distinguished types of sign
on the basis of these differences of relation between sign and meaning. Consider Cassatt’s
sketched image of a child. Just as does the word, a drawing of a child ‘means’ a child. So
there is a relation of meaning — a semantic relation — between artistic images and things,
or the concepts that represent them in our minds. Butitisa relation of a very particular sort,
and different from the relation between words and their meanings. The kind of image in
question here is what Panofsky calls, technically, a motif, and what I have callc: -
representation: this is a first type of artistic sign.3® The first kind of relation, between the
representational image and its meaning, Panofsky calls natural, on account of the fact that
there is an objectively existing resemblance between the thing that is meant and the sign that
represents it. The semantic relation is struck on that basis. This class — Panofsky calls it
“the class of primary or natural meanings” — would include, by virtue of the relation that
characterizes it, both pictures and pictographs.3? For present purposes what serves to

35 Hofstdadter, “Significance and Artistic Meaning" {1964), 91.

36 «In interpreting one is in a weaker epistemic position vis & vis the Other than in describing. Whereas in
describing the person must be in a position to know whether the stalements constituting his or her description are
true of the object, in interpreting the person must not be in a position to know this, but must be in a position to
know 'that the statements constituling the interpretation are plausible, reasonable, or at least defensible on
evidence provided by the interpretandum.”™ Bames, “Remarks about the Obvious™ (1983), 32,

37 Hofsdadier, “Significance and Artistic Meaning” (1964), 90.

38 panofsky, “Iconography and Iconology™ (1955), 28—30.

39 But some pictographs, not all: the qualification regarding the pictograph is that it be sufficiently ‘articulate’
that one can identify its meaning on the basis of resemblance alone (for this is how, as Panofsky explains, natural
meaning is conveyed: we are able to connect the sign and its meaning by likeness). A further qualification might
concern the meaning we give to ‘natural’, which ought to be understood in a merely relative way, bat it is of no
great concemn for my purposes that the ability to recognize the similarity between a flat and greatly schematized
image and the thing it represents might well involve, as Panofsky himself made clear, some kind of acculturation
{sec § 40).
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define this class of sign is not the nature or origin of one’s ability to read them but the
visibility of the similarity between image and thing — that we identify what is meant
because the sign acally looks like ir. 40 For in the next class we are tempted to say nothing
like that.

Where the relation between sign and meaning is not ‘natural” we have a second type
of signification. This kind of relation is, as Panofsky explains, secondary or conventional,
on account of there being no resemblance whatever between the sign and what is meant by
it: the connection is artificial, established by convention. Consider, for instance, an image
we have already seen. representing a child with wings and a bow and arrow (figure 7). We
recognize those features by virtue of simple resemblance; the image itself, at a level
Panofsky calls formal and others the level of “the first-order properties of a painting
(patches of paint),” suggests its natural meaning.4! This collection of contours, tones,
colours, and their various analyzable relations (wings relative to back, bow relative to hand)
simply happen to mean for us a winged child carrying a bow. But as we also tend to know,
there is another level of meaning here. The image understood as a morif (winged child with
bow) possesses a meaning of its own: the first-order meaning becomes a second-order
sign, the sign of a further level of meaning. As it happens, a winged child with a bow is the
sign of Cupid or Eros, the symbol of love.

What kind of relation holds between that sign and its meaning, which is love? Here
we have, certainly much more obviously, the level of the code. The relation is

40 panofsky says little about what defines the class of representations; he says that we can simply ‘idemify the
sign with’ the referent; we “recognize” it on the basis of practical experience. “The objects and events whose
representation by lines, colours, and volumes constitutes the world of motifs can be identified ... on the basis of
our practical experience. Everybody can recognize the shape and behaviour of human beings, animals and plans,
end everybody can tell an angry face from a jovial one. It is, of course, possible that in 2 given case the range of
our personal experience is not wide enough, for instance when we find ourselves confronted with the
representation of an obsolete or unfamiliar tool, or with the representation of a plant or animal unknown to us. In
such cases we have 1o widen the range of our practicel experience by consulting a book or an expert, but we do not
leave the sphere of practical experience as such.” Panofsky, “lconography and Iconology” (1955), 33. His
introductory example is a case not from art or verbal language, but from the language of gestures. “When an
acquaintance greets me on the street by lifting his hat, what I see from a formal point of view is nothing but the
change of certain details within & configuration forming part of the general pattern of colour, lines, and volumes
which constitutes my world of vision. ... When I identify, as I automatically do, this configuration as an object
(gentleman), and the change of detail as an event (hat-removing), I have already overstepped the limits of purely
formal perception and entered a first sphere of subject matter or meaning. The meaning thus perceived is of an
elementary and easily understandable nature, and we shali call it the factual meaning; it is apprehended by simply
identifying certain visible forms with certain objects known 1o me from practical experience, and by identifying
the change in their relations with certain actions or evenis. ... Psychological nuances will invest the gestures of
my acquaintance with a further meaning which we will call expressional. It differs from the factual one in that it i
apprehended, not by simple identification, but by ‘empathy’. To understand it, I need a certain sensitivity, but this
sensitivity is still part ... of my everyday familiarity with objects and cvents. Therefore the factual and the
expressional meaning may be classified together: they constitute the class of primary or natural meanings,” 26—
27 [emphasis partly added])

41 «The first-order properties of a painting (patches of paint) do not resemble people, but the perceptual
experience of & man in the painting emerges from the perception of the painting’s first-order properties.” Davies,
“Authors’ and Painters” Intentions™ (1982), 70.
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conventional, for there is only an arbitrary or artificial connection between sign and
meaning. While we might discuss artistic codes at the level of representation, for purposes
of introduction there is more clarity to be gained by focusing upon symbolism. How does a
code work? At some moment in the history of artistic imagery, the sign of a winged child
with a bow became correlated with the concept of love, and in such a way, in such a
setting, that this sign was instituted, and the connection held. Perhaps the connection may
not have been utterly arbitrary; there might have been some special reason for this particular
choice. But a reason for tying the sign of a winged boy to the meaning of love is still not a
natural link; the relation is artificial.42 This is coded meaning, a type of meaning
fundamental to works of art. With the code relation sketched, it is important to appreciate
what exactly is involved in setting meaning up in this way, for it is this mechanism that
constitutes the social extension of the work itself. This is what identification went in search
of: understanding the mechanism of meaning is exactly what is needed to reveal what
objective interpretation concretely demands.

26 THE CODE MODEL

When the rules of content, directing us at what belongs to the work, are concretized, they
direct us to look for evidence in the work’s historical setting of just these features of
linguistic mechanism. Following theorists and interpreters who have explained it, we can
recognize four elements that are basic to the functioning of a code structure, four things
defining the model of the code: the notion of convention, the institution of meaning; the
place of semantic rules; and the specific role of context. The “foundation of artistic
hermeneutics” requires that we clarify the hermeneutic implications of the role these features
play in the functioning of artistic languages.

In art “meaning is more than a matter of intention, it is also a matter of
convention.”3 As we have noted briefly, the notion of convention or conventional meaning
stands in contrast to the notion of natural meaning. Meaning cannot be expressed merely as
a matter of will, and artificial languages have to be devised because there is no natural way

42 Panofsky again illustrates this level of meaning with a geswre: “... when I interpret the lifting of a hat s a
polite greeting, I recognize in it a meaning which may be called secondary or conventional; it differs from the
primary or natural onc in that it is intelligible instead of being sensible, and in that it has been consciously
imparted 1o the practical action by which it is conveyed” Panofsky, “Iconography and Iconology™ (1955), 27.
That the recognition of natural meaning is merely “sensible” does not seem (o me a still popular notion, but this
makes no difference; the real distinction is the second matier, the infention fo correlate the meaning with the sign,
which is institution,

43 LR. Searle, cited by Jackson, Meaning of Texts (1989), 9.
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to express the things that we want a language for. The range of meaning that can be
expressed naturally, by such natural signs as there are, is far too restricted; the kind of
meaning that we want a language to carry is not naturally bound to any sign. All we can do
is to make a basically artificial connection; in a language, the relation between the meaning
and its sign is man-made,

The substantive issues that a semiological analysis would have to confront [in art history] have
long been the stock in trade of art-historical analysis — the conventional nature of visunl
representations, however realist the rhetoric of the imagery might be, the cultural specificity of the
mcanings that are read from visual images, and in particular their grounding in codes and
stereotypes operating in a particular art form and culture at a particular historical conjuncture.4

We talk about signs and “the symbolism attached to them.™3 Art expresses meaning by a
“set of conventions” that are “made by fiat,” by “signs previously agreed upon,”

sets of conventions of one sort or another more or less arbitrarily set up and accepted; and in cach
instance, what means has the character of an artifact. It means what it does mean, because the
conventions are as they are 46

Certain “linkages ... of word with image” are set up.#’ The allegorical “manner of stating
meaning ... must be regarded as conventional in the fullest sense of the term,”4¥

So a language is built of conventional relations between meaning and sign. But for a
conventional sign to function it has not merely to be assigned a meaning; it must also
convey it. Precisely because the sign is conventional, it will not do this on its own; because
it is artificial, this linkage of sign and meaning must be generally established. It must be set
down in a public way (as the conventional correlations of words are in a published
dictionary). It must be made known to the entire group of persons for whom the language
is to function as a means of meaning, made “common” for artist and interpreter.

Without those conventions which form a sort of code common to artist and spectator, the work
would be indecipherable, and art, not acting on a specific and accepted cultural terrain, would not
collaborate, as it often does, to modify that terrain.4?

We have come further in understanding how art operates than to think that, being visual, it
simply borrows from real vision, and thus possesses a message

44 pous, “Difficult Meanings” (1987), 29.

45 Bluny, Picasso’s Guernica (1969), 311.

46 Cunningham, “Perspective and Context” (1935), 41, 45, 48.
47 Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), 30.

48 Symmers, “Problem of Art Historical Description™ (1982), 303.
49 Argan “Ideology and Iconology™ (1975), 302.
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‘untroubled by the culturally produced ang culturally determined codes of recognition.’ These codes
‘descend’ on and replace the field [of vision] with an *idcologically saturated,” ‘almost perfect
replica,*30

As we have noted, it is now a commonplace that even so-called ‘realistic’ art feeds off
codes.

Pictorial representation relies on making marks which codify what they represent, ... Painting or
the ‘language of painting’ is a closed system making reference to the world outside by virtue of
deploying internally organised differences which are functions of the sophistication of the system
to which they belong.>!

Understanding, at all levels of meaning, involves recognizing these established correlations
of meaning 52 Just as “the representational character of a painting arises from one’s
recognition in the painter’s work of the conventions of pictorial representation,”? so the
interpretation of symbolism involves knowing the linkage used. We do not interpret a
religious image merely by reading it; what we do is to recognize a “coded sign denoting an
event in a narrative sequence that was deemed to have particular significance”; we see the
work according to an established system of religious imagery.34

This social and public establishment of the artificial linkage, on which basis
conventional meaning works, is what is meant by the institution of meaning. In fact there
are frequently, though not always, two aspects to institution: public explicitation and public
acceptance. For a conventional sign to work it is not enough that its correlation with a
meaning be publicized, since the correlation might be totally ignored; languages do not
work on the basis of ignored correlations. A conventional linkage of sign and meaning is
truly instituted only when effectively instituted, when the correlation is accepred by the
audience. As we know from the case of spoken language, this frequently happens without
the linkage being fixed in a public way: somehow, without any formal inauguration or
stated agreement, a word or a sign is taken up and used for a specific meaning. That
phenomenon of de facto institution is actually a specialized meaning of the word
‘convention’. “Things become symbols by the way people respond to them.”5>

Objective meaning, in this case, lies in the fact that our shared experience of the use of a word or
symbol leads us Lo agree upon its meaning, and thus is established a convention for its correct

30 See Kuspit, *Traditional Art History's Complaint” (1987), 346.
51 Smith, “Pictures and History” (1987), 98.

52 Davies, “Authors’ and Painters' Intentions” (1982), 69, 71, 72
53 bid., 71.

54 Pous, “Difficult Meanings” (1987), 30.

35 Mannings, “Panofsky and Interpretation” (1973), 153,
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usage, It is then by reference o this convention that I can objectively recognize whether the word
or symbol is being correctly used.36

The important thing is that the linkage is established, not the way that happens. The original
availability of the code is what explains how art has been understood throughout history,
and on what basis its cultural influence was exerted.

In art, the expression of meaning depends upon “a shared vocabulary of agreed
symbols.”57 What does it mean for symbols to be agreed upon, a linkage accepted? It
means the correlation is consistently followed. Codification requires an “invariable
attachment of signifier ... and signified.”58 If an ‘established’ sign is used by members of a
community sometimes for the established meaning, but sometimes for some different
meaning, the system will be compromised; the linguistic machine will break down.
Conventions must be both “established and maintained.”? This is the relevance of the
concept of semantic rule, whose importance in language function is generally accepted,
and nicely expressed by a clear-thinking character in Eco’s The Name of the Rose:

In every human language there are rules and cvery term significs ad placitum a thing, according 10 a
law that does not change, for man cannot call the dog once dog and once cat, or utter sounds (o
which a consensus of people has not assigned a definite meaning, as would happen if someone said
the word *blitiri’.61

Sufficient irregularity in practice makes the system fail; without consensus in usage that
‘dog’ is to be used for the barking animals, a dictionary could not serve to institute anything
at all, The real problem is hermeneutic: without a more or less fixed linkage, some will
know what is meant, but many will guess the wrong meaning. A sign or symbol is
considered to be “a thing regarded by general consent as naturally typifying or representing
or recalling something by possession of analogous qualities or by association in fact or
thought.”62 If the sign becomes a functional part of the language for the community of
interpreters, that consent becomes embodied in a de facto semantic rule. The important role
played by this fixed regularity of connection is the third element of the code model.

56 Radford, “Meaning and Significance” (1992), 59.

57 Ibid., 55.

58 Buischmann, Kunstgeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1984), 45.
59 Davies, *Authors’ and Painters’ Intentions™ (1982), 72.

60 wAs far as linguistic meaning is concemned, its dependence upon linguistic rules is now widely agreed upon.”
Beardsley, “Limits of Interpretation™ (1966), 176,

61 Eco, The Name of the Rose, wrans, W, Weaver (San Diego 1983), 47.
62 Coneise Oxford Dictionary, cited by Mannings, “Panofsky and Interpretation™ (1973), 154,
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Rule, also, has two important aspects: it keeps the sign intelligible, but at the same
time it creates a standard of correct reading.53 Regularity is important both for permitting
artists to use signs and for permitting interpreters to read them for their precise meaning. In
the model book created by Charles Lebrun to illustrate how to depict the passions, human
expressions of emotion (figure 8), we can see an instance of the institution of codes
(establishing fixed links of sign to meaning), the attempted creation of a rule, and the
implicit value of fixity in making these signs functional for artists’ expressive purposes and
‘univocal’ for the interpreter, for Lebrun’s

schema was meant to help artists express, uncquivocally, the affects of their figures. And with the
help of the schema the observer could uslock the representation in one way.

Interpreters today still rely on this regularity of sign use; the “human sciences depend upon
assignably regular structures of language in virtue of which particular utterances and acts
may be correctly interpreted.”s5 On the basis of the code - ructure of the usage itself,

the historical content (both cultural and artistic) [remains] established so that when the ant historian
invesligates the grammar of the work, its signifying structure, he has some sense of the rules of
syntax and semantics with which he is dealing.66

Thus it is the code, by the power of institution and the rule that maintains that institution,
that fixes the meaning of the sign, even over the actual intention of the artist.5? Rules also
solve the problem of semanticity: by the code model there is further meaning when a
symbolic correlation was made (made use of} by the artist, and just that quantity of
meaning. Because the artist is working in an historical language, there are precisely as
many symbols as that artistic language permits, and it is knowledge of its rules that disclose
which visual elements have meaning.

63 “To understand a language is to kmow when and how to use it; the performance is rule-govemed and publicly
corrigible.” Jones, “Understanding a Work of Art” (1969), 134. If the meaning of art is “something that has been
extended, perhaps gradually, from language in general to the nonlinguistic, then the idea of regularization of use
goes with it, and there must be rules for (meaning formation and) meaning interpretation.” Beardsley, *Limits of
Interpretation” (1966), 177,

64 RBitschmann, Kunstgeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1984), 46 [emphasis added], Blitschmann uses the word
einstimmig. The English “uncquivocal” loses the German meaning — that a sign has, literally, ‘one voice’ —
which is the key here, more to the point than saying it is not ambiguous or unclear,

65 Margolis, “Schleiermacher Among the Theorists” (1987), 364.

66 Holly, on Panofsky’s semantic analysis. Holly, Panofsky and Art History (1984), 182.

67 “The publicly verifiable and thus objectively available concept of meaning [is] the meaning that is publicly
agreed in respect of words and symbols generally. In this context, a work of art has meaning if it communicates
cffectively. Hs meaning is the publicly perceived understanding, what the work communicates to people whether
or not ... this coincides with the artist’s intentions, I1f I say, *I am going out’ but state that I mean to say or intend
to say, 'l am staying in,’ the words ‘I am going out’ do not in any circumstances come to mean ‘I am staying in.”
They have an objective meaning that is publicly recognizable and stands independently of any inientions I may
have in staling them." Radford, “Mecaning and Significance” (1992), 56.
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It is important to know, for the purposes of a hermeneutic theory, how codes are
linked to a cultural setting, a context. In art, dictionaries recording such rules of correlation
are effectively missing; Lebrun’s work is one of conspicuously few dictionaries we can
cite. Since the image “is incompetent to point beyond itself”” to the meaning (a sign by itself
cannot make the reference ‘a means z'), what serves as the “ground” of that correlation,
what establishes it in any given case, is a context that is constituted by the spectator's
general knowledge 68 The ‘dictionary’, as it were, is spread throughout the knowledge of
the audience for which a work is made. A correlation of sign and meaning is often first
established, or thereafter sustained, by a text that is familiar to the work’s audience, a text
belonging to that “specific and accepted cultural terrain.” It is fumiliarity with such a text
that frequently clarifies the meaning, and their often canonical stature tends to sustain the
correlation and preserve the rule; a tradition is a kind of social training. Communicating
with each other depends, more than upon a shared reality, “upon a shared language and a
shared environment.”6? So the conventions of art carry their meaning because its audience
knows the linkage, by direct knowledge of texts or by training. “Only in respect of some
body of beliefs may anything refer meaningfully to anything else or be said to have
meaning.””® For instance, in interpreting religious art “the religious interpreter must gain
guidance from religious practice,” from “this closed canon,” just as “it is from the closed
system of laws and statutes that the judge must gain guidance in the judicial decision
procedure.””! A thing can mean something only with reference to a “meaning-situation”
against which it possesses that significance.”2 It is because of this social basis of languages
that the meaning of a work is determined by the work plus the meanings of the audience of
the artist’s perind,” just as in a language meaning is fixed by the meaning of the words at
the time they were written.”® The effectiveness of a symbol is due not to intention or
novelty, but to “its potency in a given context.”’ Thus the correlation of meaning is carried
not by intent but by an existing context.

The words which the poct writes in a given passage depend for their meaning in one sensc on the
personal context and the author's intention (his word as parole), but they depend also, in a sense
more important to the critic, on the wider context of the language (his words as langue) and

68 Cunningham, “Perspective and Context” (1935), 45.
69 Jackson, Meaning of Texts (1989), 15.

70 Cunningham, “Perspective and Context” {1935), 39.
71 Siem, “On Interpreting” (1980), 121.

72 Cunningham, “Perspective and Context” (1935), 2.

73 Davies, “Authors’ and Painters’ Intentions™ (1982), 68.
74 TIbid., 68.

75 Mannings, *Panofsky and Interpretation” (1973), 154.
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culture. Otherwise they would never, here and now, there and then, make sense 1o anybody but the
author himsclf.76

The reason this is hermeneutically important is that while the knowledge and training that
perpetuates these semantic rules is perpetually lost, the fact that such rules were learned
from a cultural context — sometimes actually recorded in various ways in the vestiges of
those cultures — means that it remains possible in principle to recover them, through a
reconstruction of that knowledge.

Once the work of art has been identified as an expression made within a sign
system, the implications of this fact must be elaborated. What does it mean,
hermeneutically, for a work of art to be an expression in a language? The model of the code
is the elaboration that answers this, and in answering tells us how the rule of objectivity can
be served. Any interpretation with a claim to tell us about the meaning of the work will have
to be developed by the recovery of codes — by collecting the instituted references of sign
that are established within an historical context — and interpreting the work on that basis,
not through that part of mind not “identical with [a mirroring of] the context.”77 Meaning is
knowledge in a “disclosed context,”?® and disclosure of the context means the interpreter
must uncover the background of the code.

If the analyst is not at the same time an historian, if his analyses arc not founded in historical
crudition, they arc only the pastimes of an amateur.”®

27 CONTEXT AND THE 'DICTIONARY FALLACY’

Have we any reservations about this model of meaning? The code model explains how an
artist like Botticelli can represent love, by using the sign of a winged child according to the
rule that links it to love, a rule ultimately based in Renaissance culture, its knowledge, its
textual sources, its traditions of talk about art. It is that established regularity of usage that
allows Botticelli to represent that meaning in an interpretable way, and that today permits us
to interpret it. But ‘regularly respected’ correlations and ‘laws that do not change’ do not
mean that once a sign-meaning relation has been established, the meaning of the sign is

76 Wimsatt, A Fallacy Revisited” (1968), 223—24,
77 Cunningham, “Perspective and Context” (1935), 47.
78 1bid,, 49,

7 Helmut Herzfeld, Initiation & I'explication de textes frangais, 10; cited in Lohner, “The Intrinsic Method”
(1968), 150,




3: THE CODE MODEL

eternally fixed; the same sign might well be used elsewhere for a different meaning. The
rule element of the code model only apparently tends to suggest a system of one-to-one
sign-meaning relations, but what the rule truly addresses is the reading of signs, not the
nature of the system. A code that aliows us to “unlock a representation in one way" only
does not necessarily imply a system of one-to-one relations. This oversimplification
Gombrich has called “the dictionary fallacy.” The fact that signs can carry different
meanings simply complicates the kind of rule needed; it is rarely so simple as sign s =
meaning a.

It is this crucial fact that is sometimes obscured through the way iconologists have tended to
present their interpretations, Quitc naturally the documentation provided in their texts and footnotes
gives chapter and verse for the meaning a given symboi can have — the meaning that suppons
their interpretation, Here, as with language, the impression has grown up among the unwary that
symbols are a kind of code with a onc-to-one relationship between sign and significance, The
impression is reinforced by the knowledge that there exist a number of medieval and Renaissance
lexts wh%%h are devoted to the interpretation of symbols and arc sometimes quoted dictionary-
fashion.

It is understandable, then, why talk simply of a ‘code’ might sound simplistic;
“there is a false reduction of meaning to a simple relation between object and meaning,"8!
That this is an oversimpiification is evident even from the way we understand the simple
language of gesture, for with a gesture we need to know not only the established correlation
between sign and meaning, but the circumstance within which this correlation properly
holds: is a wave of the hand a greeting or a farewell — and when it is made from the stage
or by a complete stranger, is it really 1o be understood as either? Since the reconstruction of
codes involves the recovery of the historical setting, the notion of a sign system is
broadened to include that functional element of language, the situation or background that
clarifies in what circumstance; a sign means one thing, in what another, and in what again
nothing at all. Thus in clarifying how we are to understand art Bryson urges recourse to
“Saussure’s conception of the sign,” cautioning, however, that we take care not to “‘end up
with a perspective as rigid and unhelpful as the old one, a perspective in which the meaning
of the sign is defined entirely by formal means, as the product of oppositions among signs
within an enclosed system.” What is needed in addition to the crude picture of acode as a
mere table of correlations is to reveal “how signs interact with the world outside their
internal system.”82

80 Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Jconology” (1972), 12.
81 Cunningham, “Perspective and Context” (1935), 37.
82 Rryson, Vision and Painting (1983), xiii.
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The notion of context reaches beyond too simple a conception of sign systems. In
fact the kind of rule at issue is more complex than it may appear, something to the effect
that in some situation sign s will mean such and such, and in some other something else:
sign 5 = meaning g only in the appropriate context. Reading a code is an operation that
involves a calculation of context.

We may call it the principle of intersection — having in mind the use of letters and numbers on
the sides of a chequerboard or map which are used conjointly to plot a particular square or area. The
Renaissance antist ... had in his mind a number of such maps, listing, say, Ovidian stories on onc
side and typical tasks [related to the semantic function of the work of art] on the other. Just as the
letter B on such a map docs not indicate one field but a zone which is narrowed down by consulting
the number, so the story of Icarus, for instance, does not have one meaning but a whole range of
meaning, which in its turn is then determined by the context,83

In the example of a depiction of the story of Icarus, the specific context, Gombrich
explains, may be in one case the artistic decoration of a fountain, and in another the
decoration of a Bankruptcy Court. The intersection of the story with fountain decoration
shows that the meaning of the representation is merely its “association with water”; the
intersection with the latter, that the representation is “a warning against high flying
ambition.”® Signs in themselves have a range of meaning, narrowed by the context; a sign
may figure in a string of codes, but which code we should turn to is indicated by the
circumstance. A sign means something only in relation to a context that must be
uncovered.8 Qur basic model of meaning relation has thus not two but three basic terms,
making up a “triangle of linguistic interpretation” formed of connections between the
utterance or sign, the language (a system of codes) and its background, and the specific
situation of the expression; it is this model — this “wriangle of interpretation” — that is
applied by the legitimate interpreter to arrive at meaning.36

How are we to establish what the revealing context is? “To accomplish this,
technique for exploring the context is of course necessary; and such technique we have,
already developed, in experimental observation and ideal experimentation or rational
analysis.” The context is nothing but that “specific and accepted cultural terrain” in which
the intended correlation was imbedded, that shared background which secured the meaning
on the basis of familiarity with a text (the one that originally instituted the correlation) or a

83 Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconology” (1972), 8.

84 bid.

85 This is a second sense of context, which might be differentiated as the context of the code and of the work. The
sense noted in § 26 concems the cultural background that sustains specific codes, from which those corrclations
may be reconstructed, Context in this sense concerns the specific circumstance of an individual work (a
commission, the seiting it was first given, the background of its creation), with which some coded readings but
not others might be compatible,

86 Jackson, Meaning of Texts (1989), 16—I18.
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commeon tradition of reading (the one that disseminated that way of reading within the
community) or a common training. For that context originally contained all the material by
which the conventional linkage was secure. Cultural research and rational inference may in
some cases prove difficult; that difficulty has to be faced.87 If our research into context
uncovers only a context “inadequate ... to fix the referent,” it is preferable, and closer to
knowledge, to suspend judgement about the meaning. It would be fallacious to “regard the
reference [between sign and meaning] as determinate™ when it has not been shown to be
50.88

What is needed is a sense of the context, the situation in which correspondences
hold, but this adjustment to the simplistic picture does not alter the important fact that
language, complex as it is, has a rigid structure; conventions ensure that they are followed
“in one way” (in which respect they are comparable, some have observed, to social
conventions: “once accepted, conventions impose definite limitations; one may be arrested
and imprisoned for violating them”89). The principle of intersection may allow many
meanings, but it sustains the fixed schema of rules; though a convention is ultimately
arbitrary, in a given context the reference of a sign is “definite.” As we have noted, it is this
rigidity that makes the language work.

Implicit ... is an assumption that a communication of which an interpretation is offered docs have
a meaning and that the interpretation is correct or incorrect in relation to that meaning, The
meaning is determined by the common conventions operative in that mode of signalling, for
example the rules of a language. 90

An instituted sign functions in a language, conveying the meanings it is meant to, according
to the rule of its correlation and against the background that makes that correlation (and no
other) unavoidable. There is a “strict compulsion ... imposed by the structure of the
context.”! Natural signs do not work by this system, but if a conventional sign is to retain
the power to convey the meaning it has been unnaturally yoked to, it must be bound to that
meaning by humanly constituted, therefore temporally specific, circumstances.

87 “Where the feat is intrinsically imporsible, the assertion [that the sign has some specific meaning] can never
be tested; but one is quite justified in suspecting that, in such a case, we are not confronted with a genuine
meaning-situation and the problem of the reference is only & pseudo-problem.” Cunningham, “Perspective and
Context™ (1935), 49,

88 Cunningham, “Perspective and Context” (1935), 49—50.

89 mnid., 45.

90 Osborne, “Interpretation in Science and in Art” (1986), 4.

91 Cunningham, “Perspective and Context” (1935), 46; sce also the afterthought on “compulsion,” 51,
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28 A MODEL OF INTERPRETATION

Despite recent talk of new theories of meaning, this conception has held its ground for
many years.

The not infrequent pleas made over the past ten or fifteen years to take on board the sophisticated
theories of signs and representations developed elsewhere in the humanities have not, at least on
my reckoning, been accompanied by any very systematic, let alone recognisably new, strategies for
discussing how visual images convey meanings.

The code model of meaning endures because it is sound. In identifying works of art as
expressions in a system of signs, and by understanding how such a language functions, we
are fulfilling a basic directive of the modern theory of interpretation, that genuine
interpretation must be directed by the nature of the work. Once the work is recognized as a
meaningful production, the specific mechanism of its meaning can be elaborated and the
theory of interpretation brought to fulfilment. We now have a fully complete model of
legitimate interpretation, one that satisfies the theory and clarifies exactly how cognitive
understanding of a work of art is to be attained.

Recognizing the work as an expression in a conventional language requires a
reconstruction of that language through an examination of its traces. Reconstruction is a
fundamental step that is carried out by means of many specific techniques of research
(dating, connoisseurship, provenance research). Our search within that context for the code
serves the rule of objectivity because according to our fundamental identification of the
work (a linguistic expression), the context is clearly a constitutive extension of the work
itself, the very framework within which its meaning is held. Exploring the context involves
a phase of searching: hunting until one finds (perhaps using the principle of intersection)
various correlations of the work’s signs with their historical meanings. The next step is the
application of the recovered codes, reading the work according to those correlations and in
connection with the work’s specific circumstance.

Details not obvious in their implications ... may be read in the same kind of general way as one
unravels the details of encoded messages. ... Ancther kind of interpretative procedure ... comes into
effect when puzzlement is engendered and there is no clear indication as to how the different
elements of the visual ensemble fit together. Data, which may consist either of images
corresponding in certain of their features to the object under scrutiny, or of texts which can be held
1o throw light on the character of the cbject in some pertinent way, are then combined with
interpretation of those dala to yield speculative suggcstions. arrived at inferentially, as to how an
adequate representation in words may be achicved.

92 pouts, “Difficult Meanings™ (1987), 32.
93 Roskill, Interpretation of Pictures (1989), 66—67.
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The final procedure is formal checking: applying the rules of form (as they are determined
by the reconstructed context) to the interpretation arrived at, in order to check its formal
legitimacy.

This model of interpretation gives the rules concrete substance and satisfies the objective
motivation of modern interpretation.

Here we have “an interpretative theory” that is “inferentially arrived at” as opposed
to one that is simply imposed.? Does the account we have just seen, whose insights often
appear in explanation of modern hermeneutics, answer our questions about interpretation?
There is a dangerous tendency among philosophers, the theorists who take after them, and
those influenced by their discussions to imagine that a few more arguments or observations
of the sort I have been citing might settle the matter, but the truth is that at this level of
generality no answer is decisive. After all these arguments the question still remains: is a
work of art to be understood, for the purpose of understanding how to interpret it, as an
expression in & language? Despite all the cogency of the code model, we have so far not
examined in any real detail a single case of what we mean by a code. The ‘examples’ have
all been generalized and schematic. The problem is not that nothing general and schematic
can be true, but that at this level alone we can never know if it is true. Until we have
bothered to consider it, we do not know what relation holds between our general talk and
the particular instances we take it, intend it, to represent. So far we have examined the
features of this conception through only cursory examples, to the extent that these
characterizations have involved examples at all. But the functions we are trying to describe
are real, and it is ime to look at actual works of art. What we are trying to describe is the
way art truly communicates its meaning: convention, the institution of meaning, and the
application of contextual rules will have to be facts of history, not just theoretical events.
We need at this point to look very closely at the function of artistic symbols without too
much specific prompting from the theory.

94 vid., 67.
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ICONOGRAPHY

29 RECOVERING A CODE

As we understand it, a code is not merely a way of meaning, but a way of meaning in so far
as it establishes a way of reading. Iconography is that major branch of the hermeneutics of
art that is devoted to the unravelling of conventional meaning: the interpretation of symbols
and symbolic images. Methodically speaking, as we have seen, it is the historical recovery
of lost codes. But what, concretely, is a code like, and how exactly do we use it to
interpret? I should like to answer this by examining two of the most venerable and detailed
explicitations of the method of code interpretation, by Erwin Panofsky (who has been
called “the undisputed master of the theory of interpretation in the history of art™)! and E.H.
Gombrich.2 One of the examples of conventional meaning used by Gombrich we have
already looked at in a general way: “a winged youth.””? We recall him from Botticelli,
hovering above the central figure of the Primavera (figure 7). It so happens that we know

1 Skubiszewski, “Deux approches en 1'histoire de 1'an” (1973), 611. Despite the recent broacening of arl-
historical inquiry, the value of Panofsky's theoretical work has not weakened. Studies in Iconology “has had a
significance for the development of art-historical methods comparable only to that of Riegl's." Bialostocki,
“Iconography and Iconology™ (1963), 777. "It is now orthodox for a student of past art to attempt to situate his or
her study in a context and to decipher, on some level, the personal and cultural ideas that it embodies. Pursuing the
always-clusive ‘meanings’ of works of art, scholars trained within the last thirty-five or forty years continue to
demonstrate their special debt to Panofsky's later works.” Holly, Panofsky and Art History (1984), 158.

2 Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconology™ (1972), 12—16.

3 mid., 2—3.
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without recourse to demonstration that this is Cupid, and that Cupid is a symbol of love.
We talk about ‘codes’ in art partly because of that structure: a basic relation here of two

terms, sign and muaning, one of which must be translated into the other for the meaning to
be read.

winged youth = love

Here we have a simple but concrete instance of coded meaning.

How, at the end of the twentieth century, do we know how to read this particular
sign? Ostensibly because at some point in our lives we have been taught, in effect, that
specific correlation — that this image is, stands for, and means Cupid, a symbol of love.
The symbol of Cupid is an interesting case, because it is a sign whose background of
knowledge has survived for some twenty-two centuries (figure 9). Its initial institution is an
event that took place in classical times, and the subsequent history of the sign demonstrates
an enduring respect for this particular correlation: for some two thousand years (with a few
gaps) the generations have effectively carried forward the rule, a winged boy with a bow
means love.4 What sort of event was that original institution? Of course we don’t know
anything about it. Certainly we have no record of the first ime the correlation was made;
the historical record of original institutions, when institution involves records, is
infinitesimal. But a code is not explicitated only once, when it is devised. In the course of
its effective life the correlation may be reiterated many times over, and it is the recovery of
such reiterations in the reconstructed context that very often constitutes the recovery of a
code. The iconographer often searches the context for just such repetitions. There are many
instances from classical times of exactly this, and it is on that basis that we know that the
Cupid sign had the meaning that it does today even in the third century B.C. How, when
we look at this Greek eros, do we know what meaning it holds? We know because of texts
that articulate the code in which this sign was used — texts like the following, from an
elegy by Propertius written in the first century B.C.:

Whoever he was who first painted Amor as a boy,

Surely you must agree that he had a marvellous hand.

He it was who first saw that the life of lovers lacks rcason,
And that great goods are lost through their small worrics.
He, 100, gave him wings for good reason,

And made him fly about the hearts of men:

For we are in fact tossed by the rolling waves

And the wind that drives us is never sicady.

4 There are “innumerable representations of Cupid [with this appearance] in Hcllcnislic‘and Roman ant” Panofsky,
“Blind Cupid"” (1939), 97. The history of the image secms traceable, therefore, to the third century B.C.
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Deservedly also his hand is shown armed with barbed arrows,
And the Gnossian quiver hangs from his twin shoulders:

For he strikes from afar when we think we are safe from the foe,
Nor docs anyonc go scatheless from the wound he deals. .3

According to our view of symbolic languages, correlations of this sort are needed
just because there is no natural image by which to express such an abstraction as love.
There is, accordingly, no natural relation between the notion of love and this image, an
infant with wings and arrows. In fact it is the absence of such connection that appears to
explain why such passages as this one from Propertius exist: as theorists continually
remind us, the image, alone, stands in need of explanation, because unlike the natural
symbol it will not explain itself. So Propertius’ verse is a literary echo of the institution of a
sign for a certain meaning; the text explicitly ties the image to a meaning that language,
unlike the pure image, has the capacity simply to state. For it is a fact that the investiture of
a sign with a certain meaning is most decisively effected by language, and it is this special
power of language to explicitate such correlations that makes texts (like this ancient poem)
so important to iconography. Texts of this kind, if they do not actually institute a
correlation, repeat or reaffirm some prior institution, and they are evidence that that earlier
act of correlation has not lost its force; they are evidence that the rule that originally
correlated image and meaning is still respected. We can easily see how these texts present
three of the aspects of codes — convention, rule, and institution: they are made necessary by
the looseness of the link of convention; they articulate a rule; and thereby they perpetuate an
institution. The text, then, reveals a code, and it is genuinely like a dictionary entry
(explaining a potential meaning of a sign) in that it does not create the correlation, but
records a correlation once instituted and still respected in practice.

30 FIGURES AND SYMBOLS

What a code is in the case of an image like that of Cupid thus seems fairly clear, but the
picture is already a little oversimplified. Even here there are nuances to be marked, for we
have seen, to begin with, that the figure of the winged boy stands for not one thing but two:
“the winged youth as an archer calls up one and only one figure in the mind of an educated

5 Cited by Gombrich in “lcones Symbolicac” (1948), 133, Panofsky also notes that Propertius describes Love in
a famous clegy “as artists depict him™ “as a nude, winged infant, carrying bow and arrows, or a torch, or both. ...
These are his attributes [also] in Seneca’s Octavia, in Apulcius® Golden Ass, and in many Hellenistic epigrams. ...
Further instances abound both in Latin and Greek literature.” Panofsky, “Blind Cupic” (1939) 96, 96 n. 4.
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Westerner: it is Cupid.”8 But of course, it is also love — or to put it in what may seem a
better way, the motif or image means Cupid, and Cupid means love. In other words there
seem to be two relations here, which doesn’t fit our model of artistic signs. To fit it will
require asking whether both are relations of convention.

Because interpretation progresses from a basis in representation, it has levels. For
Panofsky, the sphere of conventional meaning itself has two levels: a level he calls the level
of allegories and stories and a level of themes and concepts.” Gombrich has made exactly
the same analysis, but showing a little more precisely how those two levels are related to
one another. Taking everything into account (plus the prior relation of form to motif) we
now have three distinct levels cf meaning, which we move through in sequence. Each level
consists of a particular kind of relation between a sign and a meaning. The first level of
meaning (the basic level of motif already introduced in § 25) we have called the level of
representation; the relation here is the one that holds between the pure form of an image (a
configuration of paint) and the things it depicts (boy, wing, bow). But now there are two
further relations, which establish two further levels of sign and meaning: the relation
between that concrete representation of winged child and the visible god Cupid, which
Gombrich calls the level of illustration, and the relation between the illustration of Cupid
and the abstract conception of love, which he calls the level of symbolization. We might lay
out these levels and relations as follows:

sign > meaning

form: a sub-interpreted configuration of paint > representation: winged child

[ by relation of represcntation )

winged child > illustration: Cupid

[ relation of illustration ]

Cupid > symbol: love

[ relation of symbolization )

6 Ciombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconology” (1972), 3.

7 “The sphere of secondary or conveniional subject matter, viz., the world of specific t.]}cmcs or concepls
manifested in images, stories, and allegories.” Panofsky, “Iconography and Iconology” (1955}, 29.
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Note the sequence that runs through these levels, which is that the sum or product of sign-
meaning relation at one level becomes the sign of a further meaning at the next: itis a
cumulative progression.! What is of interest to us, however, is that (as we should expect,
according to the established model of the artistic sign outlined in § 26) both Panofsky and
Gombrich explain these two further levels as two levels of conventional meaning.?

The relation Gombrich calls illustration is less familiar to us than that of
symbolization, from which in many treatments of symbolization it is not clearly
distinguished.1? But if it is a type of conventional meaning, it is a type worth
distinguishing. A better name for it than illustration might in fact be personification or

figuration, taken very literally. Cupid is the figirre of love: that is, he is a kind of bodily
materialization of an abstraction, as if the concept of love were itself to take physical form,
the form of a human figure. Thus it is a kind of mixture (befitting its middle position) of the
concrete (the pictorial image of a god, as in figure 9) and the abstract (the force that that god
‘embodies’). And there is something important about that verb ‘embody’ that is exactly
fitting, In those classical stories of which he is a part, Cupid is not a mere sign of love, a
mere signal; he is the being of love. Though he symbolizes love, he does not represent it as
a mere token for or sign of it; ke is the being of love itself — Cupid is love embodied, the
figure of love.

We are most familiar with the idea of figurations in the form of personifications,
which are really a type. Cupid or Eros is one of Gombrich’s own examples, which he calls
the “personified abstraction” of love or charity; another is Justice, the figure of the principle
of justice; another is the British Empire, figured as a lion — the figure of a state.11 I prefer
to call these figurations rather than personifications not primarily because the abstraction
that is embodied is not always embodied as a person, but because the name stresses the
defining feature of the entire class: the rendering into the form of a figure what in reality is
not. Despite, as Ficino explains, its relation to bodies, one thing love is not is an embodied

8 Specifically, the form is the sign of the meaning ‘winged child’, both forming the representation; the
rcpresentation is then the sign of the meaning Cupid, both forming the relation of iflustration; and so on. “It
looks quite plausible to speak of various ‘levels of meaning' and so to say for instance, that Gilbert's figure [the
Eros in Piccadilly Circus, London) has & representational meaning — a winged youth — that this representation
can be referred to a particular youth, i.e. the God Eros, which tumns it into the iflusiration of a myth, and that Eros
is here used as & symbol of Charity." Gombrich, *Aims and Limits of Iconology” (1972), 2—3.

9 Gombrich, “Icones Symbolicac™ (1948), for example, on 177. “[A painting] may also symbolize an idea. To
those conversant with the conventional meanings attached to these images the woman with the balance will
symbolize Justice, the lion Courage or the British Empire or any other concept conventionally linked in our
symbolic lore with the King of Animals,” Gombrich, “Icones Symbolicac™ (1948), 124,

10 Panofsky, for instance, does not differentiate them: “Images conveying the idea, not of concrete and individual
persons or objects (St Bartholomew, Venus, ...), but of abstract and general notions such as Faith, Luxury,
Wisdom, etc., are called cither personifications or symbol .” Panofsky, “Iconography and Iconology” (1955), 29
n 1

11 Gombrich, “Icones Symbolicae” (1948), 124—25; Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconology” (1972), 2—3.
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reality. But while figurations are fictions, the things they figure are not fictions: they may
be abstract conditions or concepts (fortune, charity), physical forces (like the wind figured
by Zephyr), feelings or states (such as melancholy or love). To say that figurations are
fictions is to say simplv that however we do, in reality, encounter the things they figure, we
do not encounter them figured. It remains simply to note that figuration is merely an option
of symbolization, since it is possible to symbolize abstractions also by mere things (for
instance, divine love symbolized by the sacred heart of Christ).

31 SYMBOLS AS ILLUSTRATED METAPHORS

We are looking into a clear instance of an artistic code, based on essentially conventional
meaning. Analyzing it has turned up two aspects or relations of conventional meaning:
figuration and symbolization. Understanding conventional meaning will involve clarifying
how they function, and there is a potential confusion here that we might eliminate. As
noted, figuration (when it occurs in an image at all) appears to occupy a sort of middle
position in the sequence from representation to symbolization: the meaning of the
representation of winged boy is Cupid, and Cupid symbolizes love. What further light we
can throw on this sequence appears when we ask a question that may seem unnecessarily
subtle: is it Cupid that is the sign of love, or is it the winged boy? If we ask whether the
relation between the image and Cupid is conventional, we ask & question very hard to
answer. Cupid, excluding what Cupid symbolizes, is only a name; certainly it is arbitrary
that some specific figure be called ‘Cupid’ or any other name. The oddness of the answer
shows us that the question is misapplied: the significant relation is not between the image
and the name, but between the image and what the name names. The name Cupid is not
actually, despite what we thought, a middle term between representation and symbol
(winged boy-—which is Cupid—which is love) as much as it is the name that we attach, for
purposes of linguistic reference, to that two-term relation: the relation ‘winged boy—Ilove’,
taken as a unit, is called Cupid. The relation to focus upon stands between the
representation and its symbolic meaning: love, the meaning for which the winged boy is a
sign. (It is after all love itself, not the sign, that is named Cupid; the origin of his name is
cupido, the Latin for desire.) _

Once clarifying that the main relation is that between representation and concept or
symbolic meaning, it is now important to take note of some equivocation in the theoretical
literature about the exact nature of that relation. Our familiar theoretical talk (apparent in
chapter three) indicates how strongly we think of this as a rzlation of convention, whose
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several aspects were noted in § 26 — the main one being that no natural connection exists
between a winged boy with bow and arrow and the reality of love. It is that fact alone that
explains the recourse to the procedure the code model indicates. After Saussure, arguing
that meaning, even at the level of representation, is conventional or artificial rather than
natural has been an intellectual industry for decades of this century. The same has been said
of what relation exists between a figure and the meaning it figures: it is purely a matter of
arbitrary convention that abstractions or immaterial realities like love or justice should be
given human form, and it is pure artifice to embody them. Panofsky, for one, is quite clear
but rather cursory in stating that the correlation between the sign and the abstracticn that is
its meaning is a matter of convention.!2 Gombrich, who took actually a much closer look at
the mechanism of symbolization, says much the same thing, but he appears at some
moments to contradict this explanation, arguing (contra the theory) that symbols in art are
not conventional.!3 Given the depth at which he appears to have examined the matter, it is
an odd confusion. If one takes a close look at what Gombrich himself has to say about
symbols in art, this slippage is easily explained, and reveals something unexpected.

In a long essay entitled “Icones Symbolicae: Philosophies of Symbolism and their
Bearing on Art,” Gombrich undertook to clarify the precise nature of the relation between
sign and meaning in the ‘symbolic images’ (the Latin of the title) that are characteristic of art
— to clarify, in other words, the precise nature of the principal relation we have been
discussing. He felt that doing this involved making a certain important distinction between
two opposed ‘theories of symbols’, both of ancient origin but, as Gombrich argues,
theories that have each held sway in two different phases of history, before and after a
break he locates early in the 1700s.!5 One of these was ultimately rejected, because “it is by
the nature of [its] argument an irrational doctrine™;16 the survivor is our own theory — in
fact it is the theory presently under discussion: the theory of the code, the symbol
understood as a conventional relation between a sign and a meaning. By modern
estimation, the defunct theory never truly explained how artistic symbols worked, but it
remains important just because during a long period of the history of art it was taken to
explain them. To know that theory — and this is Gombrich’s point — is to grasp the basis

12 The entire category of symbolic meaning is called “conventional meaning.” Panofsky, “Iconography and
Iconology™ (1955), 29.

3 Gombrich, “Icones Symbolicae” (1948).
1: E.H. Gombrich, in Symbolic Images: Studies in the Art of the Renaissance, 11, 2d ed. (London 1978), 123—
95.
15 Joseph Addison’s Dialogue on the Usefulness of Ancient Medals, of 1726, is regarded as an index, for it rejects
the prior view. Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconolegy™ (1972), 181—82.
16 Gombrich calls it an “irrational conception™; the notion of the “open sign™ containing a “message of
mystery” is now regarded as “an absurdity,” Gombrich, “Icones Symbolicae™ (1948), 160, 182.
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of a different logic of institution than we are used to, and resurrecting defunct theories of
symbol-making is a crucial part of the reconstruction of background knowledge from which
historical codes can be recovered. Gombrich distinguishes the two theories by connection
to the two great competitive philosophic systems of the early modern era: the esseatially
modem theory, the one I am exploring here, he calls the Aristotelian theory; the other is of
course the Platonic.

The theory that Gombrich calls Aristotelian is fully compatible with our conception
of the symbol. In fact the Aristotelian theory offers us exactly what we have been looking
for: an exact understanding of the nature of this conventional relation between sign and
meaning in artistic symbols. For when we say that the relation between an arrow and love
is “arbitrary,” are we being truly precise? The Aristotelian theory explains that conventional
symbols, the signs in artistic codes such as the sign of Cupid, are in fact “illustrated
metaphors.”1? How an illustrated metaphor works we’ll consider first from the position of
the artist, by asking How is a conventional symbol formed? The starting point, plainly, is
the thing that the artist wishes t¢ symbolize, the thing that the symbol stands for — for
instance an abstract thing like love; it is the symbol’s task to ‘mean’ this. First, then, is the
thing to be symbolized: love. The second step, as Gombrich explains, is an important one:
in preparing to choose an effective symbol, the artist must turn to some definition or
characterization of the thing to be symbolized, to some essential feature that differentiates
love. Of course there may be more than one such feature (the many ‘aspects of love”); the
point is to choose one of special importance. For instance, it is one feature of love — an
important feature — that love strikes. Having selected this feature, for the purpose at hand,
how is the sign itself chosen (the third step)? If the job has been already done, the artist
may simply borrow an image from some text where the correlation is already made, but this
is not what interests us. If a sign can be lifted from a text, a pictorial symbol has already
been formed, by the text’s author, and what we are asking is just that: How was it done?
What the symbol maker does is to look for some material, representable, thing thar
possesses the chosen quality of love (in our example, its power to strike), but one that
possesses it in the same way — that is, as an essential, not merely incidental feature,
Moreover, as an artist we are looking for a thing that possesses that feature in an especially
visible way. Love strikes and an arrow strikes, and an arrow can be seen to strike — and
that is no incidental capacity, because an arrow is made to strike. So the artist chooses the

17 “The Ar'stotelian conception of the synthol as an illustrated metaphor.” Ibid., 182,
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arrow to symbolize love, as the arrow did both for the Greek draughtsman and Botticelli
(figures 7 and 9).18

The point that Gombrich means to stress with the theory of the ‘illustrated
metaphor’, and of his slight equivocation, is now clear: in art the relation between sign and
meaning is in fact neither altogether arbitrary nor entirely artificial. An arrow not only
shares this power to strike that characterizes love, but shares it in the same way, as a
defining quality (since striking cannot be eliminated from the arrow without the arrow
ceasing to be an arrow). Possessing an analogous quality is precisely what gives the
symbol its power to symbolize. The arrow has, naturally, and essentially, and visibly, the
same quality that love has. Love is not genile: love strikes : that is how love is. With
conitext set aside, there are, then, three elements in the most basic relation of symbol and
meaning, whereas by the model of the code we expected only two: instead of there being a
meaning and a sign artificially bound to it, as the theory suggested, there is a meaning, a
sign, and a quality that links them that they both actually possess in the same way — love :
the power to strike : an arrow. There is a discovered and natural area of ‘shared nature’.

_f#—‘_—_h:}:'—_‘_—‘_h_‘—-\q__
the power
< love <ostrik> gn arro»>
.w-

Does this seem a weak sort of bond? Gombrich does not remark upon the fact, but
there is especial power in such linkages, which I believe is one of the foremost reasons
why there are pictorial symbols or symbolic images at all. With even a single object such as
an arrow there can be not one but several aspects of shared nature. An arrow not only

18 This *Aristotelian’ theory was originally a prescription for the devising of symbolic images, and of course not
all symbols followed it well. Morcover, there are different and less strictly philosophical sorts of *essence’ than
*that without which a thing is not itself.’ Thus, as Gombrich notes, “within the definition ‘accidental’ features arc
allowed and even welcomed,” if they manage to tell us something crucial about the thing. For instance the lion of
the British Empire: the lion possesses power not quite essentially, for there are weak lions, and not in any
pointedly visible way, and is for Uiose reasons a somewhat weak symbol, but lions are typically powerful and to
that extent not ineffective symbols of power.

Another related case is interesting and will become ‘mportant to us further on: as Gombrich notes, the
symbol designer Cesare Ripa argues that “it would be a mistrke 1> represent Beauty simply by an image that is
supremely beautiful, *for this would merely be explaining idex, per idem.’ [Ripa] has therefore represented Beauty
with her head in the clouds ...." Ibid., 143—44. But artists were unimpressed with such a treatment, and Ripa’s
approach to representing Beauty was wholly ignored. For an artist, the most powerful way to communicate beauty
(by cssentials, and visibly) is to demonstrate it — strictly speaking, not a metaphorical expression but a directly
essential one. Thus there are many ways lo convey “the natures™ of things, and in as many ways as there are, we
have signs of different character and strength. Eco lists fourteen kinds of symbolic relation, of which connection
“by a common characteristic” is only one. Eco, “Overinterpreting Texis" (1992), 46.
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strikes — that is, suddenly, and violently (as love) — it leaves stricken: that is, it alters the
state of the one it strikes (the transformation worked by love). There is analogy moreover in
the state it brings on: the wound brings pain (the pangs of love). Further, the wound of an
arrow goes deep (the depths that love reaches). Depending upon the choice, there can be
tremendous richness in a sign. And we have only begun to examine the sign of Cupid,
which is not restricted to the arrow alone. We have left out the bow, a weapon that strikes
from a distance (“across a crowded room,” as the song goes); and the wings, which give
Cupid flight (the ‘flightiness’, the coming and going of love); Cupid’s age and thus naiveté
(the perpetual foolhardiness of lovers); his nakedness (love cannot be hidden). That these
arc not our imaginative projections upon this particular historical sign is indicated by texts
such as that of Propertius.?

This principle of the formation of artistic conventions, which Gombrich calls the
illustrated metaphor, is preciseiy the explanation given by Panofsky in his own discussion
of artistic symbols. Panofsky devoted an essay to a ninth aspect of the symbol of Cupid:
Cupid’s blindfold, which we notice once again in Botticelli’s ‘Primavera’ (figure 7).
Through this particular sign we can return to the issue of the conventionality of artistic
codes with the device of illustrated metaphor in mind. Images of the blind Cupid can be
traced back only to the middle ages, and for that reason the institution of this symbolism is
understood to be later than that of the classical Cupid, who is simply nude and winged with
bow and arrow.20 But this symbolism works no differently from the other ‘attributes’ of
Cupid that we have examined. As Panofsky explains,

this attribute belongs in the same class as other specifically medicval molifs such as the Wheel of
Fortune, the mirror of Prudence, or the ladder of Philosophy, which differ from the auributes of
classical personifications in that they give visible form to a metaphor, instead of indicating a
function.21

The metaphor illustrated here, that “love is blind,” is familiar from spoken language.
Simple as it is, it is a metaphor that presents a fairly complex assertion. Love is
indiscriminate, in that it sirikes all manner of people alike, and in this respect Cupid’s
blindfold has the very same significance as the blindfold worn by the figure of Justice,

19 “propertius’ Elcgy, already mentioned, not only describes the image of Cupid bitt also gives an allegorical
explanation of his characteristic aspects: the childlike appearance symbolizes the ‘senseless’ behaviour of Jovers,
the wings indicate the volatile instability of amorous emotions, and the arrows the incurable wounds inflicted
upon the human soul by love. ... The Mythographus II feels obliged to account for the nakedness of Cupid in the
same way as Fulgentius had accounted for the nakedness of Cupid'’s mother Venus; ‘the wrpitude of love is always
manifest and never hidden,'” Panofsky, “Blind Cupid” (1939), 104—05,

20 The image seems to appear first in thirteenth-century poetry. Ibid., 95, 105.

21 mid,, 110,
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whose judgement falls without consideration of the recipient.22 But love is indiscriminate in
a different way as well, a way that could positively not be shared by justice: love impairs
judgement. To be stricken is often to be blinded by the attractions of the beloved, so that
faults go unnoticed: love misjudges, it fails to see. Expressing both senses, an early poet
has Cupid say, “I am blind and I make blind."2 Panofsky cites explanations of the image
of tise blindfolded Cupid left to us by Boccaccio and a friend of Petrarch, covering both
points.

The allegorical interpretations of this newly acquired handicap are as unflattering as possible. [For
Boccaccio] Cupid is ... blind “because he does not mind where he turns, inasmuch as love descends
upon the poor as well as the rich, the ugly as well as the handsome. He is also called blind because
people are blinded by him, for nothing is blinder than a man influenced by love for a person or
thing.” Or: “Painters cover his eyes with a bandage to emphasize the fact that people in love do not
know where they drive, being without judgement or discrimination and guided by mere passion."24

This dual impairment is a condition actually shared by both the literally depicted
state (wearing a blindfold) and the state in mind, love; the two states are not related hy mere
correlation, To see this in a wholly different example, consider another of the symbols
mentioned by Panofsky: the Medieval symbolization of the concept of fortune or human
destiny, according to which the personification of Fortuna is represented turning a wheel
(figure 10). According to the model of the code, the wheel is a conventional sign artificially
linked to the concept of fortune. But we have now seen th.e process by which that sign was
formed; it is the literal illustration of a metaphorical characterization of human destiny, The
basis for choosing the wheel is the same as before: an essential quality shared between the
meaning and the sign that will visibly represent that meaning,

fortune : instability, never remaining stable : a turning wheel

A wheel not only possesses this quality of instability that characterizes human lives, it has it
in the same way: as an essential, not an accidental quality, since turning cannot be
eliminated from the wheel without the wheel more or less ceasing to be itself. In the same
way, fortune cannot be made to stand still, guaranteed to remain stable: that is how fortune
is, in essence, That human life is inherently and unavoidably unstable is the great truth
about human affairs that the medieval mind wanted understood.

22 Or does the blindfold of Justice mean something else, as it did to a man badly served by the legal system in
Texas (convicled by a reasoning that appeared inscrutable, as vividly documented in the film The Thin Blue Line )?
“That’s why she got that blindfold on: we don’t see behind the closed doors.”

23 Thomasin von Zerclaere in “Der willsche Gast” (c. 1215). Panofsky, “Blind Cupid” (1939), 105.

24 Berchorius introduction to the Moralized Ovid and Boccaccio's Genealogia Deorum, IX 4, cited by Fanofsky,
Ibid., 107—08, nn. 38, 40,
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We can now see that, precisely according to the Aristotelian theory that Gombrich
presents as the modern view, the relation between the thing to be symbolized and the
symbol that represents it (at least in cases such as these) is not, in fact, eirther arbitrary or
artificial. Not arbitrary because in the forming of symbols the artiat is not actually free to
make just any correlation of sign and meaning, and not artificial hecavse of the reason why:
the artist is enjoined to look for something fhat has the required meaning. This principle —
the very core of the principle of illustrated metaphor — was laid out quite explicitly in what
is perhaps the most famous symbol book or ‘jconography’ ever written, Cesare Ripa’s
Iconologia of 1593, which Gombrich citce. itis not always appreciated that the /conclogia
was not written as a key to the interpretation of symbols (au interpreter’s ‘dictionary’)2 but
rather as a manual instructing artists how to create symbols and containing a :tore of ready-
made symbolizations. The principle of formation was again not artificial coding but, as we

by now expect, the exploitation of actual qualities. What Ripa explained in his introduction
is that, as artists,

we have to look for the similitudes that exist between these concepts [that we wish to symbolize]
and material things, and which function as substitutes for the words as uscd in the images and
definitions of the orators,26

It is important to notice that the issue stressed here is choosing, selecting the visible sign;
Ripa is not talking about fabrication or invention: we have to “look for the similitudes that
exist” between concepts and visible things. Symbols are made by being chosen. Hence that
aspect of the sign for which it is called a convention is not truly, if we look carefully at real
signs, that the correlation is either arbitrary or artificial, since it is neither. The choice of the
feature to represent the concept is not arbitrary, because it must fasten upon an essential
feature. Neither is the choice of thing to represent that feature arbitrary; the thing must
simply possess it. And they are not artificial, because these similitudes are not man-made;

25 According to Beardsley these are a basis for understanding art as language: iconography and its “official

rulcbooks™ present strong cases of rule-based intcrpretation. Beardsley, “Limits of Interpretation™ (1966), 180.
26 Gombrich, “Iconcs Symbolicae™ (1948), 143, The mention of “the orators” is imporiant, for the symbol would
truly symbolize only if the chosen feature was truly part of the definition of both the sign and the meaning to be
symbolized: i.c., only if both the wheel and fortune were both truly defined by instability. Thus the appeal to the
philosophers who have correctly defined the elements of reality.

With reference to Ripa's book, Gombrich explains that in art, “as with language, the impression has
grown up among the unwary that symbols are a kind of code with a one-to-one relationship between sign and
significance. The impression is reinforced by the knowledge that there exist a number of medieval and
Renaissance texts which are devoted to the interpretation of symbols and are sometimes quoted dictionary-
fashion. The most frequently consulted of these dictionaries is Cesare Ripa's lconologia of 1593, which lists
personifications of concepts in alphabetical order and suggests how they are to be marked by symbolic attributes,
... Ripa establishes quite explicitly that the symbols he uses as attributes are illustrated metaphors [i.c., an image
of a lion illustrates a metaphor establishing the symbolic link between lion and courage]. Metaphors are not
reversible” [i.e.. courage might be associated with the lion, but the lion is not associated only with courage].
Combrich, “Aims and Limits .f Iconology” (1972), 12—13.
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they must be naturally present. The connection is one that the artist acknowledges but does
not create or force together by “fiat”; the sign of arrow, blindfold, or wheel is not invested
v-ith its meaning. Love does strike. And if the state of being blindfolded or the turning of a
wheel are in some way humanly-made features of reality, that level of fabrication has no
bearing on the issue; once the wheel and the blindfold are invented, their qualities are there
simply to be recognized. A wheel may be an artefact, but its reality is that it turns. It is
precisely from the pre-existence and inaiterability of reality that the artist draws the power
of the chosen sign.

The ‘conventionality’ of the symbol must therefore have to do with something else,
with the area of freedom that still remains after these conditions are satisfied. What freedom
is the artist left? First, obviously, that among the essential features of love or fortune, artists
are free 10 choose the one that they want to present; choice in the quality to be presented is
not determined arbitrarily but by what the artist wants to say. Beyond that they are free to
choose, among all the objects that in the nature of things objectively share that choszn
quality, the object that they wish.27 The chosen quality might after all be possessed by
many actual things — in fact we have already seen a case of this. Both love and fortune
have been symbolized in art through the same quality: love and fortune both are flighty and
unstable. Indeed, it is an important part of the message of the medieval figure of Fortuna
that none of the conditions of human life (love not excepted) is guaranteed to last; love is
only human fortune, and just as stable. Wings and the wheel both convey instability, and
artists chose the symbal they wished. That there is freedom here is clear from the fact that
they also chose other solutions, for indeed, there are not just two things in the world that
put unsteadiness on display. An interesting engraving by Otto Van Veen (figure 11) shows
another choice: there both Cupid and Fortune are perched upon a ball used as a pedestal,
another ‘conventional’ device for instability.28 (We also find a particularly articulate
application of the blindfold sign, noticing that a blindfolded Fortuna is blindfolding Cupid,
suggesting precisely the point noted above: that all the conditions of human fz fue
uncertain, and our blindness in love is only an instance of our basic blindness about the
course of our lives.) While the link made between the meaning to be represented and the
thing chosen to represent that meaning is in none of these cases artificial, the choice of one
thing over others is pretty much arbitrary, beyond quite incidental considerations of
decorum, precedent, etc. The conventionality of the symbol, therefore, is prisicipally that

27 This point is made by Swnmers, who nevertheless goes on to consider such symbols “conventional in the
fullest sense of the term.” Summers, “Broblem of Art Historical Description™ (1982), 303.

28 Panofsky traces this choice 1o a pseudo-Ciceronian text whose date he does not give. Panofsky, “Blind Cupid”
(1939), 124,
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there is some freedom of choice within the range of things that are naturally linked to the
meaning in question.

We are able to recognize, now, in what way our stanu.rd picture of artisiic codes is
exaggerated, and we should modify it somewhat. Whatever we intend by the
‘conventionality’ of the symbol, in many or even most cases?? it will not be that the
correlation of sign and meaning is artificial. Far from being artificial, artistic codes such as
we have examined turn out, in fact, to work by reflecting conditions of reality; that is not
just their purpose but their means. They are rooted in metaphorical assertions about the
nature of things. In our conventional codes, then, “conventionality” means that the artist
can choose a sign from among those objects that themselves possess a certain quality,
objects that, becaus. they possess it, have the povser to suggest that meaning; the artis! does
not give the depicted thing that meaning, for it is on the basis of possessing that meaning
that the chosen signs are found.

32 CONVENTION: SYMBOL VERSUS SIGN

By the theory of the ‘llustrated metaphor (which we are exploring as an explicitation of the
precise nature of artstic codes, “the conventional nature of visual representations™) it is the
purpose of the symbol to represent, in some essential way, the concept that it symbolizes:
1o bring out the quality of instability or of uncertainty that characterizes love, life, or both.
In fact that is the very strength of the symbol in contrast with other types of sign. Symbols
do not just represent but “embody the ‘essential’ attributes” of what they symbolize30 —
the represented thing has, as a real quality, the quality it is used to represent. The
consequence of this oversight is the failure of the theory to distinguish symbols from signs.
It is a significant failure, because a hermeneutic method designed for signs is not what art
requires.

The important thing we have uncovered in codes is this realism of the artistic sign,
the significance of which can perhaps be made clear by examining a somewhat different
relation of signifying, the relation that holds, for instance, between the word ‘1-o-v-¢’ and
the concept of love. The word is a sequence of letters, and looking at those letters tells us
nothing about the concept it stands for. The word serves as a kind of device that, by an

29 Op the evidence of the few symbols considered onc cannot make a very broad claim, but investigation of
symbols repeatedly turns up this metaphorical basis; indeed, Gombrich’s claim is that that is how symbolic
images are generally designed.

30 Gombrich, “Icones Symbolicae" (1948), 173.
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entirely artificial or non-essential linkage, serves merely to call up a conception that we
already know — one that we already carry, as it were, fully formed in our heads. At its
origins this linkage was entirely something made; it was in no way discovered, and in no
way drew upon any existing meaningful state in reality (such as the capabilities of arrows).
Moreover, it is entirely arbitrary; the compcnents selected for the sign (the particular letters
of the word ‘1-o-v-e’) answer to nothing in the nature of love. A sign of this sort is
precisely what the code model describes. It is purely ‘conventional’ in all the senses of that
theory (where the notion goes to indicate a convergence in usage, the arbitrariness of the
linkage, end the artifactuality of the linkage, the man-made correlation). This kind of sign,
the kind that exists wholly by convention, we might call a sign proper, as something
distinct from a symbol.

The works of art that we have been looking at, however — not only the famous
Botticellis but the lesser Van Veens — do not use signs, in this sense; they use symbols.
The synibol is only partly arbitrary (love symbrlized with wings rather than a ball), and it is
not artificial at all, where the sign is toth (love signified by the word ‘1-o-v-e¢'). We have
seen that ‘convention’ in art applies to the degree of arbitrariness that lies in the choice of
object truly possessing the quality that to the artist is important; a second use of the term
‘convention’ — the most idiosyncratic use in the literature on art — is related to it. A
convention is one choice among several that happens to have become standard; itis a
tradition of symholization, a standard specific metaphor that is used again and again — as
in the following, where the author speaks of the “grounding [of artistic representations] in
codes and stereotypes operating in a particular art form and culture at a particular historical
conjuncture.”! This author is not talking about a “code” as the model understands it at all,
but rather about symbolic linkages that are used repetitively and without innovation,
involving metaphors that have, in addition, probably become unfamniliar with time. The
issue here is that force of conservatism pasallel to and inhibiting innovation; “geniuses are
able to transcend all conventions.”32 ‘Convention’ here singles out a standardized
symbolization, not necessarily one that is arbitrary. As has been noted of Gombrich’s view,

according to him there is only one kind of art and all art is of a sociological nature. All art is
primarily a language, a particular way of social communication. As a consequence of the social
nature of art, artistic forms follow the social functicn of art. The principal social task of art is to
maintain social conventions. Art fulfils this task by maintaining artistic stercotypes, by artistic
tradition ... to preserve status quo33

31 pous, "Difficult Meanings" (1987), 29.
32 Bakos, "Art Historical Process”™ (1983), i20.
33 Ibid, 121.
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As a tradition, therefore, a symbolic choice has a life span, and these choices change:
arrows for the power of love (a choice that has survived from anciznt Greece until the
present), or wings for love’s instability (equally enduring), a wheel for fortune’s, and then
later a ball (choices of signs whose meaning we are no longer, for some reason, able to
penetrate).

In an entirely different sense, however, signs and symbols both possess a kind of
‘artificiality’ (giving us a third sense of conventionality). Both the symbol and the sign are
artifice in the sense that they are both devices to which mankind has resorted as means of
communication. As explained by a Renaissance theorist, the symbol is “nothing else buta
rare and particular way of expressing oneself”’;34 to the extent that it is a tool this symbolic
ability is “a kind of artifice which the orator or poet finds it useful to analyze and master.”
But it is important to point out, given the foregoing, that here device and artifice mean man-
chosen and utilized, not fabricated or man-made; the parallels (between love and arrows)
are recognized to exist, they are not ‘set up’. “It is ... we,” Ripa says, “who select and use
symbols for communication.” 35 By the Aristotelian theory, a symbol is a metaphorical
illustration made through the free selection of a pre-established analogy — a relation pre-
established not by man but by the state of things; it is merely a “comparison ... based on
qualities objects really possess.”36

So we make an adjustment to the sign-system theory. Artistic symbols are
conventional in the sense that the artist freely chooses whichever metaphor he or she wishes
to illustrate; the concept to be conveyed demands a natural choice, but it does not demand
any particular choice. They are conventional also to the extent that some of these
illustrations become, at different times and places, the standard and invariable means of
representing a concept, to the exclusion or disfavour of others. Finally, they are
conventions {qua artifice) in the sense that they represent a humanly chosen means of
conveying meaning, but the meaning symbols convey is not attached to them but found in
them. Symbols are conventional in those senses alone. The relation that exists between the
sign and its meaning is, on the other hand, not a convention at all. The thing that happens to
be selected is not artificially linked to that meaning, but possesses the desired quality on its
own; that a wheel has an affinity with fortune or fortune with a wheel is a relation 10 be
recognized as a fact (presuming we can see the analogy), not a relation to be instituted. All
that might be instituted is the choice of a wheel (versus a ball, etc.) as a means of
expressing the quality of uncertainty. And it is not made a means of conveying that

34 Scipione Bargagli, cited by Gombrich, “Icones Symbolicae™ (1948), 162.
35 Ibid., 162, 178, 184 [emphasis added].
36 mid,, 162,
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meaning, for it has that capacity by its own nature. Only the particular comparison is man-
made; the ‘correlation’ of meaning to symbol is already there to be exploited. Institution is
understood as the establishment by fiat of a sign-meaning connection. But the connection is
the very thing not established by fiat, and it is that fact from which the symbol derives its
power. Institution is the selection and usage of a specific pre-existent relation, such as the
one that holds between being smitten and an arro'w.

Artistic signs are not quite as the model of the code depicts them. They are not mere
signs (comparable to Morse codes, road signs, artificial gestures such as hat-tipping); they
are symbols. Henceforth, we are going to have to consider codes (at least in regard to
images like these) as sign-meaning linkages, arbitrary in their particularity (this motif
versus that) but not in their linkage, which is a real and existing connsction not created by
artists: a symbolic linkage.3? Even the most frequently cited, common-garden instances of
artistic codes (such as Cupid), which have been explained to work as illustrated metaphors,
turn out to possess an unexpected quality. The meaning of a sign, such as a boy with bow
and arrow, is not set there by agreement but is a meaning hidden in the depicted things for
those with the capacity or the insight to see the similarity between the sign and the reality —
love, or human destiny — that the artist is speaking of. And this is actually an extraordinary
discovery, because it is precisely such a quality that opposes the modern, rational
understanding of artistic signs to the irrational, archaic tradition that Gombrich regarded as
always fallacious.

The other tradition, which I have called the Neo-Platonic or mystical interpretation of symbolism,
is even more radically opposed to the idea of a conventional sign-language. For in this tradition the
meaning of a sign is not something derived from agreement, it is hidden there for those who know
how to seek.38

37 In its definition of the symbal in art, the Encyclopedia of Werld Art {1960) appears at first to recognize this
in some sense, but then comes down quite clearly with a classic formulation of the code mudel, “Symbolized
conceptions of art are those in which the intrinsic identity of the sign and 1. . thing signified is fundamental; all
artistic images, therefore, being by their very nature signs of something else, constitute symbolic forms that of
themselves identify the thing signified,”” But the case at issue here is only, apparently, the representational aspect
of art. “In allegorical conceptions of art, on the other hand, the meaning is never held 1o be implicit in the sign
but is merely associated with it, so that the more specifically artistic clement in the work of art, the image, is
regarded as the temporary clothing of a meaning which is not identical with it but which rather finds its most
complete and appropriate expression in the conceptual formulation, o which the artistic image serves merely as
an introduction.” Oreste Ferrari, “Symbolism and Allegory,” 792—93.

38 Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconology™ (1972), 13.
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33 READING SYMBOLIC IMAGES

The issue we are neading toward concerns interpretation. Understanding the working of
isolated symbols, extracted from artistic images, is naturally only a very preliminary step to
understanding the interpretation of symbolic images. We can examine the significance of
the code model further by considering the problem not of forming symbols (as in the
discussion of the technique of illustrated metaphor) but of reading them. How, actually, are
symbolic images read? If we are to regard symbols as illustrated metaphors, uncovering the
meaning of a symbol is surely uncovering the existing middle term, the quality shared
between the sign and the meaning. But the familiar code model is a simpler sign-meaning
relation, according to which interpreting is the context-assisted recovery of semantic
pairings of signs with meanings. Since illustrated metaphors are not signs but symbols,
with three terms, interpreting will likely be something different and more complex.
Intuitively, it would appear to involve bringing to light the essential feature shared by the
concept and the sign chosen to convey it; reading the symbol means recognizing in some
way the powerful, penetrating force of both the arrow and love. But one question we
cannot ask is, What quality is shared by an arrow and love? If we have already completed
the reference to love it would appear that interpretation is over: we have the meaning
already. How, then, would one discover that a symbol such as Cupid meant love?

It makes perfect sense to suppose, as an hypothesis, that one would do the reverse
of what the artist, or the originator of the symbol, has done.

The solution of the puzzle, the decoding of the pictorial signs proceeds strictly in the reverse of the
creation of the puzzle, coding. For the solution of .hie picture puzzle one must not only know or
find out the language into which one must tran’ - .ie, but must also guess the (igures of the puzzle's
invention,39

The hermeneutic import of the model of the code was exactly this, that the interpreter
discover some record of or evidence of the full code in the historical setting so as to be able
to read the correlation in reverse, from sign back to meaning.40 Let’s look at such a
process. The artist, of course, begins with the abstraction, In devising a symbol, as Ripa
explained, “we have to look for the similitudes that exist between these concepts and
material things™: the artist’s question is first, What in particular is distinctive of the
conception I wish to express? and then, What object shares this quality in the same essential

39 Buschmann, Kunstgeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1984}, 36. Understanding is “an inversion of the creative
process.” Betti, “Hermeneutics as General Methodology,” (1962), 57, 87.

40 “The iconologies were conceived as & cummon lexical basis both for the production of art as well as for its
contemplation. There one could learn not only how to pictorially represent a concept by its attributes, but also
how one would have to decipher a pictorial representation to get back to the concept.” Bitschmann,
Kunsigeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1984}, 40.
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way? Now since the interpreter, plainly, begins with the sign, the interpreter surely does
just the opposite. The interpreter’s question is, What in particular is distinctive of this sign
whose meaning [ wish to penetrate? — that is, what is distinctive of a wheel, of an arrow,
of armed little infants with wings? Having answered that question, the interpreter would
then ask, What concept also possesses that quality? If this reversal is, truly, the manner in
which the code is broken, then it will be possible to demonstrate it by turning to a new
example.

We shall move on in time, however, to consider a work painted a hundred years
after Botticelli’s, a painting by Paolo Veronese (figure 12) that for the moment goes without
a title, so as not to preclude what we are about to attempt: an interpretation of the work
aided by nothing but our revised analysis of artistic codes and symbolic images. According
to that analysis, we have to look at the work by moving systematically through the levels of
sign and meaning. At the lowest level, form and representation, we have no trouble at all.
OQur understanding is immediate; it takes no mental labour to ‘understand’ everything
represented here; as Panofsky suggests, we register representations “automatically,” “by
simply identifying.”4! A woman, a man, two litde children with wings, a horse; trees and
sky, a building; clothing, weapons, .... It is pointless to list, to begin converting all this to
language, for we see a great deal, and though all the individual details are quite clear it is
more diffizult than it might first have appeared to state exactly what is represented. The
woman is nude, essentially; but she is jewelled and partly covered. She leans an elbow
upon the man, and raises a leg over his knee; but how exactly do you name her action —
what exactly is her action? With her right hand she holds her breast, or rather appears to
press from it drops of milk. By contrast to the woman, the man is clothed. He wears a rich
leather-and-bronze armour; his helmet lies beneath him. He is holding (raising, lowering?)
a cloak before the woman. It is likely Ais sword that is being carried (lifted? offered?) by
the child at right. The winged child at the left is tying, it appears, something around the
woman’s calf. And the horse is tethered to a tree. What appears at first to be a building is
perhaps not a building, exactly, but a ruin or an architectural decoration; it has a sculpted
herm.

Also at the level of representation, the two principal figures have expressions that
we can quite easily register — registering along with them all their ambiguity — but we
have even greater difficulty naming those expressions. We have to acknowledge, quite
simply, that that is impossible; we can mark a few boundaries but not capture what we are
trying to delimit. The woman'’s expression is very affecting: a gentle smile, almost a laugh,

41 panofsky, “Iconography and Iconology™ (1955), 26.
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but restrained and inward-looking. The man is peasive, thoughtful; perhaps there is a look
of distraction — distraction, that is, but not detachment. The child at their feet has a curious
expression: there is an uncertainty in his face (2 look of daring, of mischief, of unease?).
Even the child in the distance, as little as we can see of him, has an expression: an open-
mouthed excitement.

As Panofsky explained, the level of representation has divisions: Panofsky diviZzd
it into motif {object and action) and expression. Regarding motifs, concrete objects, most
everything in the picture is clear, but not immediately clear, of course. You have to have
seen a sixteenth-century helmet, for instance, to identify the thing on the ground as one.
More: to have seen such a thing and learn (and how could you learn it except by being told
in some way?) that it is a sixteenth-century helmet. Here we encounter that ‘special
knowledge’ — to put it more naturally, that background or training — that is effectively a
part of languages. It is a fact that you must have seen many things in life in order to make
out the list of things we have passed over. There has been much discussion about what
kind of preparation you do need, but I am not concerned here to offer a total explanation of
how we read pictures; we need only recall that for interpretation some kind of cognitive
preparation is required. As Panofsky explains it, it is experience that supplies that capacity,
and of course the requisite experience for some aspect of interpretation may be something
that we do not yet have — knowledge of the look of Renaissance helmets, for instance, for
without it the thing in the picture will not look like a helmet at all.

If, passing beyond objects, we consider the area of action, however, there is a
certain ambiguiiy that acquired experience cannot so decisively resolve. As we have already
seen, the positions of the figures suggest different possibilities of meaning, possibilities
that are raised by our experience; on the face of it, there is more than one way t0 read what
we see. We cannot call this simply ambivalence of meaning; we will probably want to
distinguish ambivalence, an uncertainty created by the artist, an aspec’, of meaning itself,
from a subjective ambiguity, one due to the interpreter’s circumstantial inability to settle
upon the actual meaning. This “plenitude of meanings,”#2 that there are manifest or
apparent possibilities of meaning, is something we have already discovered in the figures’
expressions. It is not, looking at the face of the man, that we have no idea what we are
seeing; it is that expression alone suggests different directions of interpretation. The same
applies to some of the action of the picture, which is still ‘fluid’, tending in more than one
direction of meaning. The man may be covering or uncovering the woman; a meaning has
not become concrete. At the level of representation, then, it woulkld be too quick to say that

42 Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconology” (1972), 14.
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the meaning is entirely clear here, interpretable on grounds of experience, learning, or both.
Much of what representation encompasses is clear, but key elements such as expression
and action remain uncertain; we are presented with various more or less distinct possibilities
of meaning,

If interpretation is a stepped process, we will want to settle the meaning at the
representational level before moving on to the level of symbolism. But if that is how
interpretation ought to proceed, it happens in fact that we already want to know the
symbolic significance of the things we have made out, which marks a movement into the
second level of meaning. Here a difficulty arises that we have encountered before, in the
problem of semanticity (raised in § 10). As we have seen, from the point of view of the
interpreter a2 work of art bears no specific indications of whether, precisely where, and
exactly how elaborate a symbolism has been used.43 The theory explains that we resolve
this by knowledge of the context and artistic language, and now we are ready to pursue this
suggestion in detail. Familiarity with artistic signs tells us that there are actually three
general indications of the existence of symbolic meaning. The first of these we can cail an
indication internal to the work,% which occurs when the work itself raises a question or
presents a puzzle: symbols stand out as ‘making no sense’, as not fitting the scene in any
sensible way.45 Symbols tend to draw attention to themselves; making no apparent sense,
they call for a deeper reading.46 Is there any inherent evidence of symbolism, in this sense,
in the Veronese? More than one thing is especially notable about the woman: her pose, and
her expression; her nakedness, and her fairness, especially beside the man; her decoration,
with the unusual strap she wears across her chest; her action. But a particularly puzzling
thing are the drops of milk at her breast, made noticeable by the placement of her hand. Is it
puzzling only given some special cognitive background, only for certain groups of peopls?
[ suspect not: it is as unnatural and in need of explanation for us as for Renaissance
Venetians. If this phenomenon had some natural and familiar significance amidst the
surrounding action, we would not be puzzled, but it has none; by almost any standard of

43 The trouble is thai it is not always possible to identify what in an image is a representation, what has this kind
of meaning: “The omamental monsters round the base [of London's statue of Eros] no doubt are meant partly to
represent marine creatures, but where in such a composition does the meaning end and the decorative pattern
begin?” Ibid., 3.

44 According to a distinclion commonly made in the theory of interpretation between “internal evidence (i.c.,
evidence provided by the interpreted work)” and “external evidence (i.e., not provided by the interpreted work,” or
what I have been calling special knowledge. Matthews, “Describing and Interpreting & Work of Art” (1977), 12—
13,

45 Asin Panofsky's remark that “There is so obvious an improbability in the combination of temple and narthex
in the Master of Flémalle's Betrothal of the Virgin that we cannot help interpreting this contrast as indicative of a
delibosate antithesis.” Cited by Dislostncki, “lconography and Iconology™ (1963), 781.

46 Surely the suggestion that some elements in a work are simply given as symbolic involves forgetting the
preblem of “givenness.” We ask, they do this given what knowledge or preparation? Surcly, sometimes given that
level of human expericnce, however small it may be, that we generally share,
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familiar human behaviour it stands out as strange. It is plausible to suppose that these drops
of milk are present to convey a symbolic meaning, and before we consider external
indications of symbolism, we might just attempt to read this particular sign as the code
model suggests we should: by a reversal of the method used to devise them — the method
of the illustrated metaphor.

How would we proceed? As interpreters we have been given a possible symbol (by
what we are calling internal evidence). Our first question, prompted by the method of
illustrated metaphor, will be What is distinctive of this sign, essentially? What quality is
distinctive of a drop of milk at a woman’s breast? What I myself think, thinking quickly, is
of its life-sustaining quality; indeed, it is humankind’s first food, and keeps alive the
helpless. It is also a woman'’s gift — when you think of it, a woman’s specific gift, one a
woman alone can give. It is also nourishment from her body itself. Several possibilities,
not all apparently related. It would appear that symbolic objects, too (not only expressions
and actions) possess that hermeneutic ‘fluidity’ we noted at the primary level of meaning;
they suggest various directions of symbolic reading. It would be wrong, however, to
imagine that we have answered our question with tnis list of significances — to think that
they all come to more or less the same thing, that a common element runs through them or
they are reducible to some predominant concept. Noie of this is true, We have given 100
many answers to our very first question; we have a list of essential properties.

Right at the start we discover that the process cannot be reversed. In fact this is
apparent even logically. Finding the ‘essential’ quality of a thing by contemplating the thing
is not analogous to or a mere reversal of what the artist does. What the artist does is to
select a quality already important by virtue of the meaning he or she wants conveyed. An
artist focuses upon a love he or she already understands to be painful, and thus is already
pushed toward one essential quality. The interpreter has no such prior impetus but his or
her own subjectivity, which the method precisely intends to constrain. Because we have
given foo masy answers to our first question, we are in real diificulty proceeding with the
next step. The artist’s next step is to choose some thing possessing that quality, and that,
too (a movement from particular quality to complex thing), is altogether different from the
movement he interpreter must make from a thing with many qualities to the one particular
one at issue. What allows the artist to make the one-to-one step from ‘pain inducing’ to an
arrow is missing when one must move from the thing to one meaning in a list of possible
readings. The initerpreter cannot reverse the process. Having isolated no quality, it is
impossible to decide what concept also has this quality. If reversal of the code is the
process of interpreting, we have a right to feel totally baffled.
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34 THE ROLE OF CONTEXT

To get anywhere with our interpretation will have to involve another tactic, and before we
find it we can return briefly to the problem of potential symbolism to consider other ways in
which the presence of symbolic meaning can be identified. Beside internal indication there
is also an external or contextual indication, which is something that can be historically
checked, and the remaining two approaches are its two types, direct and indirect.

The external but direct indication of symbolic meaning is the strongest form of
indication, and fully aligned with the code model, for it is precisely what the model directs
us to: the recovery of the historical code itself — the discovery, that is, of explicit
correlations of meanings with the signs depicted in our painting, and correlations made
precisely in late Renaissance Venice. The external but indirect indication is based upon
successful interpretations of other works of art drawn from the historical setting in question
(Renaissance Venice). That is, one comes 10 have a sense of what is and what is not
symbolic that is gradually built up out of successful symbolic interpretations. For knowing
the tradition to which the artist in question was exposed gives us the artist’s own experience
of the language, the very thing that established that artist’s own stiise of what is and is not
symbolic. Traditions of symbolization involve not only habitual correlations, but habits in
the choice of vehicles for symbolism, A journal study that endeavours to establish
“Venetian attitudes” toward artistic symbolism provides a p rfect illustration of this. In
establishing Venetian habits, its author turns to surviving written artistic programmes where
symbols and their meanings are explicitly linked:

It may be thought that ... 1 have relied ioo much on the few programmes that happen to have
survived. My response would be that these constitute the best evidence that exists about Venctian
attitudes regarding such decorative schemes.#?

It is shown, further, that artists such as Veronese “worked in a relatively straightforward
and systematic way.”

Fur from drawing on csoleric texts and endowing the pa‘ntings themselves with several distinct
tevels of meaning, they generally seem to have used the most readily available manuals [Cartari,
chiefly] to produce schemes which were supposed to be comprehensible to educated people and for
the most part unambiguous in their content.?

It is plain how this approach too respects the rules of content.

47 Hope, “Veronese and Venetian Tradition of Allegory” (1985), 389.
48 1pid,, 428.
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As the above citation suggests, scholarly reality, the scarcity of evidence, compels
us to recognize degrees of strength, according to how close it is possible for a modern
inter-. ster to get to the work’s own setting with either direct or i~ direct external evidence.
Consider (as an instance of an explicit correlation external to the work) Propertius’ ancient
verse identifying the winged boy as love. As a baws for the interpretation of Veronese,

naturally there is a continuum of strength from weaker to stronger, according to what we
are able to claim:

i Propertius’ text was prior to Veronese’s time (and might have been known
by Veronese)

ii Propertius’ text was known in Veronese’s time (and might have been known
by Veronese)

ii later paraphrases of Propertius’ text were written in Veronese’s time (and

might have been known by Veronese)

iv Propertius’ verse (or a later paraphrase [e.g., by Cartari]) was definitely
known to Veronese

These claims are increasingly stronger, and interpreters are constantly making use of all
levels of argument; the key issue for the method is not their relative strength but their equal
legitimacy, by contrast with interpretative approaches not based upon evidence at all. The
main purpose of the recourse to external evidence — in both identifying what elements are
symbolic and in interpreting them — is to satisfy the method and systematically exclude
interpretations that make no attempt to approach the context at all.

Returning to our reading, what conclusion are we to draw? Simply, that our next
step must be to take the context into account merely 50 as to determine what motifs in the
painting we are to press for symbolic meaning. This does not mean that a rearticulation of
the code theory as a metaphorical correlation is either false or just hermeneutically useless; it
has simply become clear that the method of illustrated metaphor does not alter the
importance of the context. We cannot uncover the meaning of a symbol, or detect the
presence of meaning, by immediate scrufiny.

We are never, clever as we may be, able to decipher the text from the pictorial represemation. The
passage from the text to the picture is final and not reversible. We can retrace the path if we have
the text, but not otherwise.

The great undertaking of iconologists clearly shows that the [conception of] pictorial codification
therefore fails [as an interpretative paradigm], because it is always only a one-way strect; we can
indeed move from the text to the image, but not the reverse.4?

49 Buischmann, Kunstgeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1984), 39—40.
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Codification “fails” when it has to work alone, withou any further assistance or
information, and this happens to bring to light the artificiality of the situation I have given
us to work with. The way I have set up the interpreter’s situation, we have attempted to
read an element that appears symbolic not only in isolation from the cultural setting, but in
total isolation from all in the work that surrounds it. There is an entire picture surrounding
these scant strokes of milk-white paint. Other symbols are after all more obvious, and
against their meaning one aspect of the ‘essential” significance of drops of milk might well
stand out. But the implications of that correction obviously reach much further. If it is an
artificial restriction to exclude the influence of other clearer symbols in the work, why is it
not also artificial to exclude other sources of information? The code model requires the
interpreter to take account of the context, and in an attempt to explicate how symbols are
read it is inappropriate to commit the interpreter to face the work “unaided.”

Taken in isolation and cut loose from the context in which they are embedded none of these images
could have been interpreted correctly. 0

In order to improve imperfect understanding of [a work's] meaning it is necessary for the interpreter
to supplement the text cither by adding to it information that readers previously lacked or to look
at the text from a different point of view. Most practical criticism is a mixiure of these
aliernatives.1

We have ended up once again with the full code model of interpretation, which requires
reconstructing the work’s context: hunting through that context for constitutive evidence of
the correlation by which the work is given meaning and material adequate “to fix the
referent” (the co-ordinates of Gombrich’s chequerboard schema, stemming from the
work’s specific purpose or occasion); then reading the work according to that correlation;
and finally applying the rules of form to check the final interpretation arrived at. These are
the conditions of understanding according to our model. Moreover, merely to stipulate
‘pure’ conditions of reading, and then analyze what happens, is not really to examine the
workings of symbols at all; we would clearly do better to stick closer to art in the way or
ways we commonly experience it.52 And the fact is that in the history of the viewing of art
(not excepting works of genius) one tends to encounter individual works with some form

50 Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconology” (1972), 12.

51 Jackson, Meaning of Texts (1989), 9.

52 s important all the same to acknowledge the difficulty of fully analyzing our actual process of interpreting.
The reason why analysis focuses on pure conditions is the need for scientific controls: any explanation of
interpreting that relies on other interpretations is going w be inconclusive, damaged by the problem of regress.
There seems (o be a hole in the explanation that cannot be closed until one can take out of one's explanation
products of the very thing one is attempting to explain. We can ignore this problem here because we are not reelly
conducting any experiment or attempling to mode! any process. We are just trying to see how much we can say
already about how we alrcady interpret works of a.*.
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of hermeneutic assistance, and where one hasn’t a clue (as also happens), interpretation
draws a blank until one gets some. What do I mean by assistance? Sometimes, of course, a
person who tells you things, but more often, probably, other works of art that do mean
something (about which, very likely, you have been told something too).

Pursuing the reading of Veronese’s painting, it is necessary to recover the work's
semantic context. What, concretely, is such a context? It is interesting to note how rarely,
given the importance of the concept, this question is answered. In our explication of the
model we unfolded two somewhat different forms of context: the context of a language and

its usage (§ 26) and the ~ ext of the specific work’s production and intended function (§
27). Theoretically, a comi.at is

the total whole which is relevant to the verification of an assertion or denial of a relation of
reference {*x means y']. Precisely what this total whole is may be difficult, even practically
impossible, to determine in any given instance; indeed, it is just this difficulty which renders
verification far from simple and which stands in the way of our making glib assertions about
absolute knowledge. But, whether determinable or not, the context ideally at least is the entire
structure or entity which fumishes the logical ground of the relation of reference ....53

As the code model clarifies, Veronese chose his symbols for specific meanings against the
background of an established language, a tradition of symbolization and symbolic usage
with which he was familiar. Rather than attempt to read Veronese’s symbols directly, our
interpretative model explains that we must gain some insight into that historical language.

One cannot completely understand most works of visual art — even on a purely perceptual level —
without having some idea of the religious worship, and the political and social institutions for
which they — according to their external historical scnse — were originally created, But the path
to a reawakening is open only where this knowledge has passed into perception, dissolving into th»
capacity to bring to life, to recreate, the perceptual basic content of works of an. >4

As Gombrich has suggested, “more is altogether involved in the interpretation of
representational conventions than literally ‘meets the eye™;% in addition to being able to
read the representations (aided as even that is by knowledge), it is natural to possess a little
information at the level of symbolization as well. “But just as principle precedes physical
form, it is only by first becoming familiar with certain ideas that the physical object can be
properly understood.”56 We must with reference to Veronese’s context identify the
elements that are symbolic, establish the three-term metaphorical code by which Veronese’s
symbols held their meaning, and read the work accordingly. How do we proceed?

33 Cunningham, “Purspective and Context” (1935), 43 {2mphasis added].
54 Sedlmayr, “Probleme der Interpretation” (1958), 98,

55 Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconology” (1972), 3.

56 Pontynen, “Theory and Practice of Art History™ (1986), 476,
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as READING AS TRANSLATION

Our first tactic of reading (by reversal) failed; our second will do exactly what the model
tells us to do. Simply to make use of our familiarity with this symbol, we might focus our
attention first on the most prominent of Veronese’s Cupids. Any person in Veronese’s time
who did not already know the meaning of a winged boy would simply be told it — ‘and
this is Cupid, god of love.’ r.ny reconstruction of Veronese's context will certainly bring
forth that much identification; as Hope has told us, Veronese made use of Vincenzo
Cartari’s compendium, a systematic primer on the classical gods and iheir meanings.
Research tells us the children in Veronese's picture are Cupids, personifications of love.
Further, a check with the context of the work's production (Gombrich’s “principle of
intersection”) — an historical investigation of the role this work played in the collectinn of
its owner-commissioner — makes such an interpretation perfectly fitting. This does
precisely what the model explains we must do. “The convergence between the results of
iconographic ‘decoding’ and information about ‘commissioning’ not only allows us to
select among different possible readings, the author argues, it also reduces the possibility of
error ‘practically to nothing’.”57 Is it the recovery of a code? Many of the theorists
canvassed in chapter three would say yes, for a code is usually understood as this simple
sign-meaning relation (winged boy = Cupid or love). But as we have seen in this chapter,
visual symbols have more complexity than that. If Cupid is a symbol, an illustrated
metaphor, we do not have a two-term connection fixed by the intersection of a context but a
three-term connection. Recovering the linkage ‘in this context Cupid = love’ is not to
recover a code but merely its outer terms. That may be all we require to know; on the code
model, that is all the meaning there is. But to do only that is to take no account of our
precise and historical understanding of artistic signs as illustrated metaphors; indeed, it
makes that explanation wholly gratuitous. And to ignore it is to ignore the way it can be
used by an interpreter.

If we combine the acquired knowledge that ‘Cupid is the god of love’ with the
understanding of symbols as illustrated metaphors, the interpreter acquires a whole new
tactic of reading. For if one knows the outer terms of the metaphorical relation, one is able
to ask a question that is comparable to the one the artist asked: we can ask What is the
analogy between love and a winged boy? What is the common element between love
(which Cantari tells us Cupid personifies) and this particular image of Cupid? With these
two points of reference even vaguely sketched, the possibilities of meaning we intuit from
the image alone become much more decisively narrowed.

57 Summers, “Painting in Political Context™ (1986), on Ginzburg.
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Let's look again at the painting, considering this somewhat developed modet of the
code in connection with the nude woman we see there, who is perhaps more central to the
work’s meaning than is Cupid. Accordingly, we search the context for a code linking this
representation to a meaning, and let us say we discover a text such as Alexander Ross's

Mystagogus Poeticus, or the hiises Interpreter, which says the following under the
heading of ‘Venus’:

Shee was the goddesse of love and beauty.... She was also painted naked, ... {and] by this
nakednesse is meant, that love cannot be conccan or long hid.58

What we have here, according to the revised conception of the code, is a record of the
following three-term metaphorical ‘convention’:

nude woman : unconcealedness : love (named Venus)

As the woman is unconcealed, so “love cannot be concealed or long hid.” We hava
uncovered a complete historical code and thus are now able to read, with historical
legitimacy and relative strength (subject to support of the work’s purpose), from the
symbol to its meaning. While it may appear that we have taken adequate account of the
revision, there are two problems with even this account of interpretation.

One of them is that the middle term is effectively skipped over as unnecessary, for
what purpose does it serve in our inteipretation (other than deference to a conception of
how symbols are formed)? We are still interpreting on the basis of a correlation external to
the work, and the middle term is hermeneutically redundant. The other problem is that this
plucking-out of a recorded code for theoretical purposes (as is common the hermeneutics of
art, and encouraged by the code model) is a misrepresentation of the real historical
situation, as Gombrich has adenuately warned us. In effect we are merely projecting a
chosen explanation onto the work, for a search through ‘the context’ produces not just this

one metaphorical relation but many, too many such relations. The text actually reads as
follows:

Shee was the goddesse of love and beauly.... She was also painted naked, ... for she strips men of
their estates: and the whore will lcave them raked at last; or her nakedness may signific that all

58 The work cited is an English work of the following century, and thus not extremely close to the narrow
context. But as in our continuum of proximity and strength of argument (outlined in the preceding seclion) we can
call this a comparatively weak but still legitimate argument, for we have good reason to think that the symbolism
of the principal gods was very widespread and long-lasting in Europe. It is likely we could find an carlicr Jtalian
work with the same import, A Critical Edition of Alexander Ross's 1647 Mysiagogus Poeticus, or the Muses
Interpreter, ed. John R. Glenn (New York 1987), 549, 551.
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things should be open and naked among lovers, and nothing hid in the heart; or by this nakednesse
is meant, that love cannot be concealed or long hid.>?

Not only are there iumerous middle terms, and numerous possible meanings, but the first
line tells us that Venus is the goddess of love and also the goddess of beauty (recall also
Gombrich's and Wind’s interpretations of Botticelli), and familiarity with Veronese's
tradition tells us that she is the goddess of marriage (recall Lightbown’s), and
lasciviousness, and vanity as well, all of which makes interpretation by recovery of
documented codes still inconclusive. We do not have a demonstration of meaning,
However, if we give up not only the two-term sign relation of the simplistic code but alsu
the translation pattern that virtually defines code reading -— the cashing-in of a sign fora
linguistically articulated meaning (whether we do it in a simple left-right sign-to-meaning
movement or we use Gombrich’s more elaborate co-ordinate schema) — we encounter
neither of these problems. And we are prompted to do that by our understanding of
symbols.

Reading these images is not a matter of translating the visible symbol to a conceptual
meaning, skipping over the middle term of the metaphorical relation; it involves filling in
and concentrating upon that space. Despite the clarity and explicitness of such explanations
as Ross’s, and their sure fit with the image, such codes, whether derived from direct
evidence (as here, in an artists’ image book or in classical poetry) or from indirect (found in
inherited knowledge, in the traditions of art, or elsewhere in Veronese’s own work), have
nothing to offer us beyond suggesting the range of meanings that Venus might have. As
Gombrich has made adequately clear, the sources leave us still unsure of the meaning of the
image. According to Gombrich’s refinement of the model, what is needed is more factual
information about the work: who it was painted for and what kind of person they were,
where the painting was intended to be hung, what other works it was to accompany, and so
on. Though in Veronese’s case our information about the purpose and uses of his
allegorical paintings is adequate to complete an argument of this sort, and contextually
narrow down the work’s meaning, it is not very complete or certain; there is certainly
reason to invoke that theoretical situation called the inadequate disclosure of context, which
requires us to refrain from inadequately based projections concerning the work’s meaning.
But the main and final point is that contextual information does not conclusively resolve the
problem of possibilities of meaning. Paying attention to the fact that Veronese painted this
picture for Rudolf II of Prague®® might lead us to the conclusion taat the meaning of Venus

59 Ross, Mystagogus Poeticus, or the Muses Interpreter, 549, 551 [emphasis added).
60 Rearick, Ars of Veronese (1988), cat. no. 68.
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is simply her nakedness, since Rudolf is known to have relished “highly erotic,
mythological canvases, depicting primarily the amorous adventures of stylized, contorted
couples.”8! In that event the work has only a negligible symbolic meaning. But this
matching of code and context in deference to our theoretical conscience (our conscientious
service to theory and model) has the immediate conseauence of turning us away from the
work. Interpreting the work, on the contrary, involves attending to it.

In my view, it is our business now to read what meaning is there by looking at the
work we see. The suspension of interpretation for dearth of specific context is warranted
only by a theory that ignores the nature of the symbol. Moreover, Gombrich's recourse to
factual information is not sausfying, because all it could serve to do is to foreclose the
project of interpreting the work upon the discovery of some circumstantially warranted
match; Gombrich is still looking for a key to translation. Our fourth tactic of reading
involves reading what we see. If we truly understand the image of this woman as a symbol,
we will discover her meaning by looking at her, for the artist has correlated image und
meaning visually: Veronese has linked the woman to the specific meaning of Venus that he
intended by a quality that is pre-eminently visual. It is by asking ourselves kow this woman
is portrayed that we are pointed in the direction of who this Venus is, of the specific
meaning of Venus in this work. What are the things most noticeable about her? Her
nakedness, for one, and her decoration. When we look at these features, thinking of the
possivic meanings of Venus, a natural link is struck right away with beauty. The way she is
presented — unclothed, but ornamented with bands and gleaming pearls, which emphasize
her presentation to the eye, that she is meant to be seen — makes her a highly effective
personification of beauty. Looking at her this way, the grace of her pose (with the lovely tilt
of her leg), of her hands, of her expression, which we had not taken to be symbolic at all,
suddenly becomes so. Vis-a-vis the appearance of the work, it is Cupid, rather, who is
love; what visibly distinguishes Venus is her beauty, and it is that quality of beauty that
suggests what Venus is goddess of here — though, in the face of all the painting presents
to us, that is hardly the limit of her meaning,.

In fact, she takes on a sense in this picture that the notion of the code and the
traditional codes it sends us to do not even prepare us for. For if we look at her closely, we
recognize that it is not just physical beauty that distinguishes her, but her fineness (the
delicacy of her ornaments, of her expression, the extraordinary lustre of her skin) and her
marvellous grace (the set of fingers, hands, wrists, the tilt of body and leg, the way she
gently leans upon Mars) — it is this fineness and grace precisely in contrast with the rough,

61 Watson, Wisdom and Strength (1989), 38; citing R.J.W. Evans, Rudolf If and His World: A Study in
Intellectual History (Oxford 1973).
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stolid, brooding Mars. Venus is, here, an exemplifying emblem of all these qualities, which
are not easily summed up into a concept, and which to the extent they can be named (by
‘beauty’, for instance) are not captured and known at all, but simply categorized. If we take
specific account of the contrast with Mars, which is the dramatic chord of the image, we
begin to see her as the personification of an ideal that is meant to correct and soften the
ways of the man — not merely the man, and not necessarily men, but mankind. We can see
the gods in this painting as representing aspects of humankind: a brute, primitive force, and
a refined, finessed manner that moreover has the power to bring the violent temper into
harmony with it. It is by no means an accident that this particular contrast is marked by the
contrast of a woman with a m:as. Who are these gods but the personifications of woman
and man, precisely in terms of distinctive and distinguishing qualities, and through them
ideals of behaviour and society.

It is important to recognize the general significance of this result. Symbols, as we
have explained them, do not convey mere abstractions, vague conceptions like ‘love’ or
‘beauty’; they convey the substance of conceptions, love understood as something (as a
force with the power to strike), beauty understood as something (as grace, and a force of
refinement or civilization). A symbol, in this way, has far more eloquence than a concept
named by a mere word, for a symbol is the analogue not of a word but of something closer
to an ostensive definition, a demonstration, an articulate insight into the character of the
thing. A concept says where a symbol shows; and the symbol shows not what the concept
says, but what it means.

Venus is the female balance of the man, in this marriage of Venus and Mars; she is
the feminine qualities that balance and temper the masculine — that soften the man in order
that he can be close to what is different from him. What the painting presents us with is the
roughness, the severity that is by tendency masculine, beside a conception of woman as a
force of civilization: a model of grace, influencing the acceptance of difference for the sake
of companionship. It presents a contrast of two temperaments not in opposition and
conflict, but harmonized. The middle term in the relation ‘woman/grace/Venus as beauty’
amounts to far more, in the material offered by this painting, than any concept of beauty we
might have had to offer. What beauty is — its qualities, its content, its role, its influence —
are all part of what the picture demonstrates. The woman is not just Venus as “narrowed
down,” by a natural metaphor or a contextual index, to ‘beauty’; she is Venus, the
personification of beauty, in the sense of an emblem that explains 1o us what beauty is. The
revelation of this meaning is not delivered, therefore, by an historically disclosed code by
which to translate sign to meaning, for there is no recorded code that contains any such
meaning as this at all. The meaning of the image is delivered, finally, by the power of this
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image to tell us something specific, given various suggestions of general meaning, various
possible directions of reading, The detail of the work clarifies the nature of this Venus. The
meaning stands, finally, on the basis of the ‘substance’ of what is said: something rings
true in this reading of grace and its power, and what rings true is that very thing — the
importance of grace. Our claim to kaving uncovered the work’s meaning (if only in part)
rests on having found an interpretation with substance. There is a power and sufficiency of
meaning, a meaning that makes sense to us (the qualities demanded by explanatory power
in § 13).

In this case, what the historical code supplied was not even the final term of the
translation, but only a certain rudimentary categorization of the meaning: the idea of beauty,
in the abstract, which gave us a direction to follow, an idea that focused our attention upon
the work in a way that brought us into contact with a great deal of what is visible in the
image. Interpretation suggested a way of reading that also brought more than just one sign
to life. The depth and the power of this natural connection between the inarticulate idea of
‘beauty’ (drawn from our historical knowledge of Venus as goddess of beauty) and
numerous aspects of this image make this a far more significant reading of the work than,
say, to regard Venus as the goddess of lascivious love, which we could do only without
giving much attention to — by disregarding, almost — the manner in which she is depicted
here.

The coded image is read, therefore, in a way that is not so much a reversal as a sort
of repetition of the process by which it was coded. For we began here with a ‘given’
(historically produced) range of possibilities of symbolic meaning (Venus as love, beauty,
lasciviousness, ...), and our procedure was then to look for a significant quality shared by
those potential meanings and the woman as Veronese depicted her, something that is not
unlike the artist’s selection of a quality shared by two things. One sense came out of this
with great adequacy and explanatory power; one sense of Venus was illuminating of the
work: Venus is beauty. But reading the image using such a procedure as this — moving
through the image toward a powerful illumination of this sort — was not a matter of
translating, because the meaning of ‘beauty’ that is revelatory here was not contained in the
code at all. The process of reading this sign was not to end up with an abstract concept such
as ‘beauty’, but to uncover a specific and particular sense of beauty as a civilizing force, in
a tempering relation with qualities of masculinity, something that is not abstract but that is
repeatedly visible throughout the work.

That illuminating sense coalesced among the general possibilities raised by historical
knowledge through an attentive and imaginative examination of t!: symbols of the work
and their manner of depiction. An illuminating sense, of this sort, cannot be dictated by any
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circumstance external 1o such an interpretative-imaginative working-through of the sign’s
features, for it is only that that both defines and secures the meaning that we uncover., it is
claimed that an “interpretation must rely either on an oral tradition or it must be
institutionally supported and sanctioned.”62 But the phrase “must rely on” is ambiguous,
and usually understood in the wrong way. If it means *for validation’, the claim is false; it
is the power of the reading that held it. If it means ‘as a source of content’, that meaning is
trite, for from where else are our basic associations likely to come? The rough content, a
general notion of the work’s meaning, may be dictated by the context, from sources
external to us, objectively, in accordance with the method. But that any such proposed
meaning is at all related to the genuine sense can only be determined in the interpreter’s
examination of the work. It was by freely exploring, in an historically uncontrolled way,
the detailed possibilities of meaning that the woman’s features themselves suggested
(following the basic prompting of the historical code Venus=beauty) that beauty itself came
10 be understood as a force of civilization, in all its senses. The only objective constraint on
that operation was the work, as we s:e it.

36 READING ALLEGORIES

How far does this revised sketch of reading take us, and what is its legitimacy? It is natural
in our encounter with symbols, we have accepted, to be given certain facts and possibilities
of meaning (such as the names of the personifications involved and what those figures are
figures of), facts on the basis of which one can often fill out, in the way just demonstrated,
a reading at the level of symbolism. But certainly that is not always the case, and it will not
give us a complete interpretation, because the meaning of discrete symbols does not give us
the meaning of an entire work. With the ‘Primavera’, for instance, the problem was not
simply to identify and string together the symbolism of its figures, but to identify the
subject matter of the work and to give the whole a coherent meaning; not one of the
interpretations examined was merely a sum of component interpretations. There is,
therefore, a further level of meaning which we might think of as higher (or deeper) than that
of figures and their symbolism, a level that we can examine at the same time as we explore
one final tactic of reading. Sometimes, in order to resolve the meaning of a ‘preliminary’
level, we have to leap ahead to a further one. Theorists tend to believe that an illegitimate
procedure. The correlation must be secured at each level before proceeding on to the next.

62 Siern, “On Interpreting” (1980), 127.
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“I know of no theory of the interpretation of art in art history that does not establish a
hierarchical order. Either layers of the work are built upon one another or individual acts of
understanding are arranged in a hierarchy.”63 But perhaps that is not what we always do.

That further level is the level of allegory, which has to do with the significance of
the relations that exist between the work's individual symbols. For relations between the
depicted symbols (as between Venus and Mars) are suggested by the action in the work; we
have to attend not only to how Venus is represented, but to what she is doing. It is
preferable, really, to think of this not as a wholly new level, but rather as a higher stratum
of symbolism, which we have been discussing, for it works in much the same way, by
analogies. Just as isolated symbols held their meaning through analogy (e.g., the analogy
of nakedness and love), the link here is also analogy, but now an analogy of relationship.
The relation of the represented symbols in the painting is also the relation of the concepts or
meanings that they symbolize. Consider, for instance, the Cupid in the background of
Veronese’s picture, who is actually walking away with the sword of Mars. This is not
merely a way of composing symbols; it depicts a symbolic relationship: the literally
depicted relation between the motifs expresses the relation between the symbolic meanings
of those motifs. As Cupid is to Mars in the painting, love is to might: as Cupid disarms
Mars, love removes the threat of might.

This reading, like the reading of Venus herself, is an interpretation in a sense that
appears to stand somewhat closer to personal understanding (how I take it) than to
demonstrably cognitive understanding. It is a reading that :: olves and builds upon some
notion of or belief about the significance of love, for there are other plausible ways to
describe the same acticn (icve brings peace, love weakens, love ‘unmans’). In describing
these relations, as in developing a reading of Venus, we re-encounter the problem the rules
of content are designed to address: the problem of the cogniae legitimacy of freely reading
what we see; we involve a subjective faculty that does not rely upon collected facts or
external support. By the theory, whether there is a relational meaning, and which among
several possibilities of meaning is the appropriate one, and whether the one elaborated is
legitimate, requires to be established in some objective way. But at the level of individual
symbols, our recourse to the historical context to find some kind of standard by which to
answer these questions did not provide one. Certainly, we were able to find precedents to
decide that in Renaissance Venice signs such as Venus have a symbolic meaning, but no
such check was made for all the motifs interpreted in Veronese’s picture. The recourse to

such grounding of interpretations was eventually suspended, primarily for lack of evidence.

63 Butschmann, Kunsigeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1984), 76.
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When we explored the figure of Venus so as to articulate the meaning she held as the
goddess of beauty, we simply read her image, freely unfolding the suggestions of very
specific gestures, her expression, her omaments, and so on. Legitimation could not be
carried to the very bottom of the practice; there is a point at which one has simply to start
reading.

We can look upon this ‘impulse’ to move ahead in two different ways. Applying the
strictest kind of opposition between subject and object, this has to be counted an illegitimate
impulse; though they are focused on the appearance of the work, these readings are not
necessarily grounded in the work as it truly is. But it is clear what kind of argument this is:
it is philosophical, a necessary recourse not to the thing itself but to our understanding of its
boundaries. That is, we cannot claim the obvious exclusivity of subjective and objective
reality; indeed, the theory has already made it clear that there is a level of overlap or
compatibility between subject and object (§ 7), there is a region of ‘good’ subjectivity
which is that very thing that makes interpretation possible. If one holds a less oppositional
understanding of what the object is, these forms of reading are not obviously legitimate and
are perhaps even necessary. What is illegitimatc has to be defined, perhaps, on the basis of
more concrete misrepresentations. We also have to recall the objective dimension of
explanatory power itself (§ 13): that the work has a ‘meaningful’ meaning of some sort is
fundamental to our conception of it, and it is possible that we must find that meaning by
sorting through what kinds of sense we can come up with. It is perhaps philosophically
mistaken to impose too strict a standard here. Moreover, all the interpreted relations must
work together, and the rule of coherence too may play a kind of reciprocal role in defining
what ceunts as the work itself.

Consider the second Cupid, in light of this less dogmatic philosophy. If you look
carefully — and you tend to miss this when you simply look at the painting, without any
sense of the symbolic meaning we have just developed of the picture — you nctice that the
ribbon Cupid is tying passes not only around Venus’ calf, but around Mars’ as well: Cupid
is binding them together. Again, that action presents a relationship, this time among three
figures: to make an initial, free, cursory suggestion, love unites beauty and might. That
would make perfect sense of the relation of this Cupid, but we have to make sense of all the
relationships together, ang it does not fit the interpretation of Mars and the Cupid at right,
for might unarmed is no longer might. We therefore abandon that reading of the group
Cupid, Venus, and Mars. Another suggests itself that takes account of all four figures,
though taking all the relations together leads one to explore more subtle or complex
interpretations, such as this: the man bound to beauty by love loses his fierceness. This
captures the sense of — perhaps better, gives sense to — ot only the action of Cupid in
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relation to Venus and Mars but the relationship between Venus and Mars themselves, a
relation we had already begun to explore in determining the meaning of Venus alone: the
beauty that tempers roughress. When an interpretation ‘comes together’ in this sort of way
we have an actual experience with legitimating power. As we saw with the meaning of
Venus herself, among the possibilities of meaning that imagination suggests (prompted by
acquired information and directed by the imagery), there may be some that are especially
illuminadng, in a sense that appears to reconnect us with the rules of form. The question of
how much meaning there is and what it is appears to be answered by an interpretative
explanation with an especially intense or satisfying explanatory force. Interpretations that
seem to bring the whole work together in a way that makes it highly visible and alive with
meaning. The metaphor of illumination is quite fiiting, for working through the various
possibilities of reading that our search for analogies suggests, we find some that throw light
on and bring to life recessive details of the work that had previously escaped notice or
seemed merely incidental; what had appeared unimportant or accessory becomes filled with
significance. Among all the possible readings of symbols and symbols in their relationships
that our pursuit of metaphorical qualities suggests, there may be some senses that stand out,
senses that recommend themselves chiefly because of a quality of experience. Perhaps
legitimacy Jeans more strongly upon explanatory power than we had supposed.

Our tactic of reading does not need to be changed, then, but merely has to extend
into the allegorical stratum of meaning: to take account of the significance of the depicted
relationships between the symbols {and the relations between the relationships — for
interpreting the two Cupids has just shown how the relations themselves carry mutually
influential senses). Allegory is analogous in every respect tc the level of the symbol above
(or beneath) it. Like the personifications or figures, the relations between them can also be
named; Cupid binding Venus und Mars (allegorical works of art are often titled in this
way). In that description we have the meaning of the work at the level of what we might
call subjecr matter. That interpretation is plainly incomplete, however, because it is empty:
because these figures embody meanings, it is not what Cupid does that matters but the
meaning of what he does. That too can be neaty expressed: love disarming power by
beauty, which is a formula that gives us the meaning at the level of allegory. Subject matter
names the relations of figures: allegory unfolds the meaning of the symbolic relations. We
also know that the means by which allegorical meaning is suggested (analogy) is
comparable to the means employed at the level of symbolism. If we picture the entire

interpretative schema, bringing all the levels of meaning together, it comes to something
like this:
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sign__—-___-[means of suggestion] >meaning
lovels
of
meaning:
I REPRESENTATIONAL
form (paint configurations) resemblance of representation (winged child)
visible [catures

11 SYMBOLIC
i representation resemblance of figure (Cupid or Love)
essential qualitics

symbol (love)®4

i symbols rescmblance of subject matter (Mars and Venus
essential relations bound by Cupid)

allegory (love disarming power
by beauty)

37 THE REVISED CODE MODEL

It is worth listing the several things we have learned about interpreting (at least interpreting
a work such as Veronese’s allegory of Venus, Mars, and Cupid), potential adjustments to
be made to the model of the code and the method behind it.

First, we have clarified the symbol-mearing relation that defines a code, which we
can see is actually not conventional, in the sense in which it was first understood to
be conventional, but natural, Artistic codes of the sort we have examined are thus
not two-term sign-meaning relations, but three-term relations involving qualities
shared by the sign and its meaning.55 Artistic signs are joined to their meanings by

)

64 Note that figure and symbo] are not two levels of meaning, but two aspects of onc level of meaning; that is
because they are both meanings of the same sign, which is the representation. Likewise with subject matter and
allegory: wo aspeets of the meaning of the symbols.

65 I just the way that representations share perceptual qualities possessed by objects (a contour, a relative
placement of features, specific proportions). “Certain characteristics of perceptual signs [our pereeption of
objects] are capable of being wanslated or carried over into pictorial signs™ Walker, “Art History Versus
Philosophy™ (1980), 20,
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natural metaphoric relations, not artificial correlations. They are symbols: they
possess the qualities that are their meaning; their meaning is not assigned to them.

We have also examined two levels of symbolic meaning (the level of figure and

symbol and the level of subject matter and allegory), examining two commen forms
of that natural relation.

And with these things clear, we have begun to explore how the meaning of the two
levels of symbolism is read — a discussion that has brought out several things:

interpreting artistic symbols is not translating those symbols, from sign to
meaning, according to a cultural code;

interpreting symbols requires us to penetrate the niiddle term (the
metaphorical quality shared by both symbol and meaning), which reveals the
full meaning of the symbol;

that is a task in which cultural codes, certain direct information about
symbols, may be instrumental, in raising important suggestions of meaning
that could otherwise be unavailable;

such codes, however, neither resolve nor ades1aizly complete the meaning,
which can be amplified only by examining the : npearance of the symbols
(and symbolic relations) so as to uncover the mid.. term (or shared
quality);

there is no properly methodical way to establish culturally what in a work is
to be read symbolically or allegorically (and to what depth) before
embarking upon such an interpretation; only an illuminating interpretation
(an interpretation with an unspecifiable degree of explanatory power)
appears able to secure, retroactively, the sourdness of such an interpretation;

and finally, interpreting is to some extent, sometimes, an interpretative
progression through the levels of meaning; but a still uncertain reading at the
symbolic leve! may be secured by looking for a satisfying reading at the

il
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atiegorical level — success at ‘preliminary’ levels may depend upon success
at higher levels.

How does this influence our understanding of interpretation according to the model
of the code? The most significant shift has to do with the basis upon which we elaborated
our hypothetical reading of the symbolic and aliegorical meaning of Veronese's painting, so
far as we have progressed with it. By what method did we make that reading? By
identifying the signs (for instance a nude woman, and the relation between Venus, Mars,
and Cupid), but less z-vording to historical precedent than the method appeared to
advocate. Interpretation was guided by certain rudimentary knowledge about the symbols
(such as the names of the personifications and what in general they are said to represent),
but this was knowledge of no proven pedigree, and ip its detail the interpretation was
driven primarily by those things in the work that our eye was drawn to understand, and it
proceeded just to the extent that finding a satisfactory meaning, by no historical standard,
seemed 10 require. This is plainly a much laxer procedure than we were prepared to expect,
and it pushes the interpretation of symbolism directly into that irrational category Gombrich
believes we should reject.

Where symbols are believed not to be conventional but essential, their interpretation in itself must
be left to inspiration and intuition. The reason is not far to seck. Conventions can be lcarned, if
necessary by rote. The symbol that presents to us a revelation cannot be said to have onc
identifiable meaning assigned to its distinctive featurcs. All its aspects are felt to be charged with a
plenitude of meanings that can never be exhaustively learned, but must be found in the very process
of contemplation it is designed to engender.56

Perhaps we shall need to pay some attention to that laxness.

66 Gombrich, “lcones Symbolicac” (1948), 159.
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FROM CODE TO CONTENT

as OBJECTIVITY AND CONTEXT

Our attempt to interpret symbols includes an intuition of essential qualities (the meaning of
drops of milk); the possibilities of reading that historical knowledge raises are narrowed by
our freely conducted reading cf the work’s details (the specific beauty of Venus): a meaning
comes together around a sense that rings true (grace as an ideal taught by women). These
modifications to the code model place a certain pressure on the objective method the code
model was designed to serve. Which are the relevant qualities of a wheel, whose
predominant qualities are few, might be easy to guess, but we should hardly expect that the
relevant quality of a drop of milk or Venus’ string of pearls can be known so easily; itis an
established record of that quality, surely, that resolves that problem. A reading of
Veronese’s picture as an emblem of conceptions of masculine and feminine, moreover,
comes from no historical evidence whatever. The inherent indeterminacy of all but the most
penetrable signs must require us to make a turn from work to context for additional help.
Without an external demonstration of the meaning, the rules of content will not be
adequately served and the revision just made to the code model will compromise the method
itself: it drives interpretation away from cognitivity.

It is possible that we have undervalued the contribution of the context. With resnect
to such aspects of the image as the identity and possible symbolism of the nude woman, the
context was exactly what we turned to. The companion who in Veronese's time says that
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this is Venus, and Venus is love or beauty, is telling us the code; nowadays we need to
reconstruct it, and hunt for some source that records it. As we know, the code might be
stated in miore than one way: the record might deliver the whole thing, sign, middle term,
and meaning (some source that says nakedness means lust, by means of its quality of
inciting desire). On the other hand it might give us just the correlation of sign and meaning,
middle term omitted. Indeed, the fact that such ‘middle terms’ are frequently missing in the
historical records the code model is based on may require us to diminish the relevance of
illustrated metaphor. And most symbolic interpretations of art do not concern themselves
with it, regarding it not part of the work’s meaning but rather as a rationale (now of little
relevance) for the artist’s original choice of symbol. While Gombrich explains that symbols
are constructed through metaphors, he does not go on 1o Suggest that it is important for us
1o elucidate the metaphors used. All that matters is the referent; the means of referring is of
no issue to interpreters at all, That, indeed, is how texts like Cartari's Imagini degli Dei and
Ripa’s Iconologia are used by modern interpreters: to cite an instance, an interpretation of
Veronese’s allegorical decorations at the Villa Maser notes, of one of the rooms, thac “on
the ceiling we find Juno, Hymen, and Venus, deities of marriage taken straight from
Cartari.”! No effort is made to explain on what basis these gods and goddesses represent
marriage, as Cartari himself explains; all that is important to interpretation is what they
signify, as a translatable sign-meaning relation. The established correlations that listorical
languages are built of afford us, as the model explains, external corroborations of our
interpretations; that is their special cognitive importance. Before we can be certain that the
revision made to our hermeneutic model sketched in § 37 has any substance it will be
necessary to take a second look at codes.

39 THE ROLE OF THE CODE

One thing we have not adequately explored is how in interpretation a code ‘secures the
meaning’ of a work, what its exact role is. What sort of interpretative aid is it? There is
considerable talk about codes “making sense” of images and “providing the key” to their
meaning, and on the surface this appears an unambiguous event. But there is more than one
thing that ‘providing a key’ might come to — actually fou'. quite different things — and our
familiar talk about sign systems does not trouble to clarify what exactly it is that a code
gives us.

! Hope, “Veronese and Venetian Tradition of Allegery™ (1985), 419.
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i) Knowing historical correiations of sign and meaning makes it easier for us to find a
reading that makes sense of the image.
One way to understand the contribution of the code — the weakest contribution of
the four — is that it raises for the interpreter a possibility of interpretation, one that
might never have arisen without it. This corresponds to the role the code played in §
35, where traditional meanings of the figure of Venus raised suggestions we could
explore. It is a weak role because while the code raises possibilities of meaning it
does not establish them as correct, as the standard model has it do. The code serves
only the ‘context of discovery’.

(i)  Knowing these symbolic codes makes our interpretations more historically correct.
Another possible function of the code is to historically legitimate an interpretation
that may already have arisen, and may already make sense, but that without
legitimation by a code derived from the historical context has no cognitive status as a
reading of the given historical work. In this case the code dozs not actually prove
that the interpretation applies to the given work; it merely guarantees its historical
plausibility. What it proves is that the interpretation serves the rule of objectivity (an
interpretation formed according to an appropriately established historical meaning is
thus formed within the work’s own context).

(ii)  Codes show when a correct reading has been found.
Tt.2 third contribution — the most powerful — is to serve as our cognitive
guarantee, the “key,” in that sense; the code is what ‘secures’ an interpretation that
may have arisen without it and that may possess historical legitimacy on other
grounds. Where a code derived from the appropriate historical context fits the work
and its specific setting, it simply dictates the work’s mezning: the meaning can be
simply ‘read off’. We might express this by saying the code is a necessary or
sufficient condition of validation.

(iv)  Knowing the symbolic codes is necessary to making sense of the image.
The final way is harder to describe but no less significant. We can well imagine an
existing and legitimate hypothetical interpretation that is coherent but lacking in
sense to us — lacking in explanatory power: it may fit the work and belong to the
context, but the sense it offers does not make the work meaningful, dissolve the
puzzle that the work poses us (as in the explanation of the Primavera as a Festival of
Venus). The tinal possible contribution of a code might be to provide not so much
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the interpretation but the actual sense of any possible interpretation: it supplies, in
other words, the material that makes a given interpretation actually meaningful. The
role of the code is to supply the explanatory power.

It is plain what the differences among these are. Of the four, it is the third way of
understanding what recorded codes do that appears to capture the sugg.estion of the
standard code model, according to which, in specific context ¢, sign § = meaning m. The
code functions in the ‘context of proof’. The first fails short of the usual view, for it has to
do only with what in theory of science has been called the ‘context of aiscovery’
(concerning only the means by which our hypotheses of meaning arise), whereas the
second has to do exclusively with the ‘context of legitimation’, which concerns the basis on
which any hypothesis has cognitive potential. The fourth possibility concerns something
that is actually more basic than all of these, for it suggests that the code supplies those
unclear conditions according to which a potential interpretation not only fits a work but
‘makes sense’ of it. We need to look primarily at the third version.

On the standard model, a code functions in a ri'e-like way, and determines the
meaning itself: it lays down the rule, and where it fits, we follow it to the meaning — that is
what guarantees the effectiveness of languages. In semaphore, computer languages, lexica,
the correct reading is ensured only by the mechanistic following of each separate
correlation. Though this is an essential feature of true coding, and some contexts of
language use, it is unlikely that it applies at all to the case of art. Look again ot how we
understand the symbolism of Venus in Veronese’s picture. We see the woman in the
painting; how do we know that she is Venus? There is more than one way open to us. It
might be the case (as it probably is) that we are told she is Venus: by the person we are
with, by the label on the wall, by the caption on the page. On the other hand, we might look
at a number of other works of art with similar figures who are called Venus. Or turn to an
image book, like Ripa’s, or Cartari’s, where the prototypical image of Venus in Veronese’s
time is defined as typically nude:

This goddess was made nude so as to show, ..., for what she is always prepared, which are
lascivious embraces, which we enjoy better nude than clothed, or to show why the one who is

turncd always to lustful pleasures remains often undressed.

As an English printing of Cartari expresses it:

2 Vincenzo Cartari, Imagini de i Dei, 535,
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With the Grecians the image and picture of this goddesse was set forth ngked and without cloths ...
meaning therby, that al vencrous and licentious people are by such their inordinate lust, like beasts,
deprived of sense, and left as it were naked and despoiled of reason and the cloths and garments of
undcrst:;nnding; and ofien times also stripped and wasted of their pristine and former riches, and
goods.

Alternatively, we might find a poetic text that does the same thing, since the explanation of
an image needn’t be done in images at all (it is interesting to know that both Cartari and
Ripa were first published without illustrations). But to whatever form of code we appeal,
identifying the figure as Venus does not tell us what she means as a symbol; the gods, we
have seen, are no more univocal than other signs, and have manifold aspects. Certainly
Venus is the personification of love, but with Botticelli we have had a taste of the possible
meanings of even that ‘one’ significance. It is no accident that the one specifically naked
goddess personifies love, and the reason is not merely that she is “dressed for love” (Isabel
Allende) but that, as Ficino noted, she inspires love. Beauty is another facet of the
significance of Venus, and not an arbitrary one. And it is further linked to her beauty that
she personities also vanity. We do not yet know the meaning of the work if all we can do is
name a figure and cite the range of its possible meaning. After the codes are found, we still
need to answer the question Who is Venus?

T .e discovery of a pedigreed correlation (one with the appropriate historical
legitimacy} supposedly clinches this — for instance, this text from Plutarch that Edgar
Wind cites as clarifying the meaning of Veronese's painting:

Harmony was bom from the union of Venus and Mars: of whom the latter is ficrce and
contentious, the former generous and pleasing.”

If we look at Veronese’s painting, we come to recognize how nicely this fits it. If we add to
this that coordinate of local context stressed by Gombrich, we have even further support:
the creation of harmony is a perfect subject for a head of state. “Rudolf, who had just
become Emperor” when Veronese’s pictures were produced, “was pleased to show that he
attached more value to the qualities of peace and love than to Mars’s warlike attributes.”6
Now, by the model of the code, such a text is taken to tell us the meaning of the picture by
virtue of the fact that it makes a fitting (of both work and context) and explicit correlation
between a set of signs (Venus, Mars, and their union) and a set of meanings (generosity

3 Under “Venus” in Richard Linche, The Fountains of Ancient F iction (1599).

4 wCertainly the gods, or as our theologians say, the angels, adinire and love divine beauty, and men admire and
love the beauty of the body. And this certainly is the praise of Love.” Ficino, Commenlary on Plato's Symposium
on Love, trans. S. Jayne, rev. ed. (Datlas 1985), 37.

5 Plutarch, De Iside et Osiride, 48, in the Moralia 370d—371a; cited by Wind, *Virtue Reconciled with Pleasure”
(1958), 82.

6 Watson, Wisdom and Strength (1989), 63.
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and pleasingness, fierceness and contentiousness, harmony). Interpreters (such as
Gombrich, for instance) continually lend support to this rule conception of codes: a close-
enough historical match settles meaning.

Like all kinds of historical detective worY the solution of iconographic puzzles needs luck as well
as a cerlain amount of background knowtedge. ... If a complzx illustration can be matched by a text
which accounts for all its principal fcatures the iconographer can be said to have made his case.’

But is this truly the way in which a text (such as that verse of Plutarch, which “matches”
the work perfectly) clarifies for us the meaning of a picture? Does such a text “account for
all its features,” and if it does so, does it then dictate the reading we are to make?

Some of the qualities of the imagery we did not, of course, need pointed out by any
code. The power and fierceness of Mars is ‘palpable’. So, even moreso, is the beauty of
Venus — and also her generosity . This last quality we had not so neatly isolated, but
generosity is precisely one of the meanings that the hand at her breast and the few drops of
milk suggested when we questioned the image alone, helped only by the most obvious
connotations: it is a literal illustration of the metaphor ‘giving of self’. And then harmony
— that is the very thing we saw in a whole range of noted features: the intertwining of the
couple’s gestures, Mars’ service, their gentle compatibility, the composure and kindness of
their expressions. The text did not supply that meaning. The text ‘speaks’ to us of the
meaning of the work, but not because it matches the depicted forms and supplies by
correlation their intelligible meanings (as a code that states thatin contexte, s 1=m1,52=
m 2, etc.). What the text of Plutarch does here is not state the meaning of Venus and Mars
but orient the reader, who is able to see a range of visible meanings that the features of the
v;ork themselves possess; it enables us to see, and thus offers a meaningful way to scan the
entire imzge, drawing in ‘peripheral’ features we might never have listed as primary, but
which in light of this suggestion of meaning come forth as central (more of the work’s
features come to the fore in light of this potential interpretation than they did in the
vaassisted, purely material observation). “An interpretation,” Steinberg says, ““is ‘probable
if not provable’; it makes ‘visible what had not previously been apparent’; and once given is
visually self-evident.”8 Plutarch’s text suggests a particularly illuminating reading that is
secured (accepted) on the basis of the meaning that the signs can be seen to hold. The text
not only has to ‘account for the features’ (in the sense of mentioning the principal objects
depicted in the work) but offer a mear;sg that is amplified by the way those things are
represented there (a deepening of adequacy), and fit them in such a way that the whole

7 Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconology™ (1972}, 6.
8 Carrier, *Ekphrasis and Interpretation” (1987), 21.
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image acquires an illuminating sense (coherence and explanatory power). With all of this I
would expect Gombrich to agree.

But that text from Plutarch becomes a code for or a ‘key’ to Veronese’s painting not
simply because it is historical and fits the context, nor because it lists the main figures and
provides them with an explicit sense that fits that context, nor even because it offers a
meaning that ‘belongs to’ or is finally articulated by the nature of the imagery itself, that has
an enhanced adequacy and coherence in relation to this w' *<. All of those facts 1aken
together deliver a reading that is virtually established, but for one final thing. As the rules of
form make clear, a reading must not only fit and bring order to the details of the work, it
must do so in a way that gives the work a meaning sufficient to explain it. Works of art are
not created merely to be coherent. We can recall, from our experience with Botticelli’s
Primavera, that not every adequate and coherent interpretation is actually satisfying. This
has to do with the criterio: of explanatory power, whose nature is not adequately suggested
by the notion of ‘explanation’, the satisfaction of curiosity. The reading of the Veronese
according to Plutarch has explanatory power; we accept that Plutarch’s text applies to
Veronese's picture because this historical and deeply adequate reading leads us toa
powerful reading, one that has power in terms of its meaning, not merely in terms of its
qualities of form and historical legitimacy. Wz do not accept the reading as applying to the
work on account of the text, we accept the text as applying becuuse of where it leads us.
The text, therefore, does not dictate or secure the meaning, but rather plays a role in
facilitating a meaning that we accept, finally, ou other grounds.

That becomes perfectly clear when we notice how other historially fitting texts that
correlate these same signs with other meanings are rejected when the interp:=tations they
suggest are not satisfying. We have a particularly fine example of this in the painting by
Veronese. We have already had cause to recognize how long-standing is the symbolism of
Cupid, whose wings mean the impermanence of love. In the Veronese there are two
Cupids, but minus the bow and arrow it is only their youth, nakedness, and wings that
distinguish them. We might ask, what is the meaning, here, of their wings? It is true,
certainly, that we turn to tradition to find out: their meaning is clear not only in countless
representations of Cupid but in numerous written texts. But that direct and explicit
correlation of sign and meaning daes not fell us the mea.:ing of the sign here; rather it offers
a possibility of meaning to be «ccepted according to the rules of form. It does not dictate or
stipulate, in rule fashion, what the sign means (wings equal fickleness). In the case
presented by this work, the coded meaning (by the correlation of sign and meaning laid
down by a tradition alive in Veronese’s time) is a possibility that we reject, apparently for
reasons of coherence. The most prominent Cupid is binding together the man and the
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woman; we are prepared to believe that the love we are introduced to here is not evanescent.
But coherence is not the rule that eliminates it, for binding does not exclude breaking; it
makes it possible. Though it fits the image perfectly, what the ‘code’ tells us does not make
sense of the image, but by a standard of sense that goes beyond cogency, and has to do
with explanatory power, substance, strength of meaning: it is more satisfying, it delivers a
more powerful message, to see this work as the emblem of an ideal, and ideals are not
affected by the vicissitudes of fortune. Wings, in the correct historical contexy do not
‘equal’ fickieness, and the simplistic rule-conception must be dismissed. Codes do not
dictate meaning: we find which code applies on the basis of discovering meaning; we do
not discover the meaning on the solitary basis of the code. Codes are legitimated quite as
much by explanatory power alone as by the rules of content.

Codes are in this sense answerable to interpretations. To put it another way, they are
a source not of verifications (per iii, above), but of possibilities of meaning (per i). Which
is to say that tradition is important as a source of content, not as a source of demonstration;
it is important as initiating possible directions of interpretation, not as a method of
translation. The ‘rule’ aspect emphasized in the code model is positively the most useless to
hermeneutics. A text such as Plutarch’s text is not a code at all, understood as the record of
a rule. In this case, it did not supply us with the meaning of the figures in the work, since
that significance was already apparent merely from the way Veronese rendered them.
Instead it outlined a possibility of reading, a way of seeing or looking at the work, which
delivered a reading that without it might not have come together quite so completely and
clearly. It is the power of that meaning in the face of the work that decides us, not a rule.

40 THE 'HISTORY OF TYPES'

Do codes do anything more than raise possibilities of meaning? A good way to answer this
would be to look at an important discussion by Panofsky that provides one of our most
articulate treatments of the code model. Languages are historical, and any specific language
is an historically distinct one that a person is versed in just by virtue of belonging to a
particular age. To return to the original formulation, communication through a language can
work only if those one addresses know the code that is used, and to the extent that codes
are historical, this means the code used at the time in ques:ion. To know the meaning of an
expression means recovering the convention of its ime, And as the theory has explained,
and as still sex™s to be true, the institution of codes is contextual: correlations of signs and
meanings are fixed by the specific beliefs and knowledge of a coniext. Isn’t this, after all,
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what the failure to understand tells us? Meanings fall away from their signs because we lose
the language of the past that bind sign and meaning together, and confront human creations
not with the correlations of their own grammar but with those of our own. Isn’t it because
of this that signs remain opaque to us? Thus the need to recover codes. Panofsky put it this
way: we need a knowledge of “the history of rypes (insight into the manner in which, under
varying historical conditions, specific themes or concepts were expressed by objects and
events).” But again, how does such knowledge function, hermeneutically? How exactly
does this knowledge of correlations secure the meaning, operate, as Panofsky expresses it,
as a “corrective principle of interpretation”??

Panofsky explained the way in which, in the successful reading of images, we rely
upon historical codes when interpreting at all the levels of meaning so far distinguished
{representation, figure, and symbol). We might go back to the basic level, representation.
As I have presented it, essentially following Panofsky, with representations the relation
between sign and image is natural, But Panofsky we: cautious here, for while there is a
relation of visual similit. de between the form and the thing that is represented, there are
also elements of dissimilitude that obstruct our ability to recognize, on the basis of image
alone, the object represented — due to the extraordinary difference between real things and
flat daubs of paint, on the one hand, but also to the fact that not all representations are
realistic, This problem we recognize as the same one that Gombrich pointed out in relation
to symbols: while the symbol indeed possesses self-evident aspects that lead us toward a
certain meaning, it also possesses aspects that lead us away from that meaning.1® It is to
resolve the problem this poses the interpreter — the problem of the ‘fluidity’ of images,
which lean in more than cne direction of meaning (§ 33) — that the code comes into play.
In order to read these imagus (whether at the level of representation, symbolism, or
allegory) we need to know how such an image was read at the time it was made, a reading
that was a correlation of this “type” of image with a specific meaning. We need to uncover
that traditional correlation (which may indeed exploit some natural relation) by which a type
of image conveyed only one of the meanings we might naturally link to it. As the image
itself remains fluid, we must look beyond the image. We look for codes: conventional
correlations (understood in the proper way) between signs and meanings made in a sp.*ific
historical culture.

With conventions of representation, certain types of image are meant to depict
certain motifs, certain objects and events. Panofsky explains that,

9 Panofsky, “Iconography and Iconology" (1955), 41.

10 “Metaphors ase not reversible” - i.c., courage might be associated with the lion, but the lion is not atsociated
only with courage, Gombrich, *Aims and Limits of [conology” (1972), 12—13.
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while we believe that we are identifying the motifs on the basis of our practical experience pure and
simple, we really are reading ‘what we see’ according to the manner in which objects and events arc
expressed by forms under varying historical conditions. In doing this, we subject our practical
expericnce 10 a corrective principle which may be called the history of style.

Qur practical experience [has)] 1o be corrected by an insight into the manner in whlch undcr varying
historical conditions, objects and events were expressed by forms (history of style), 11

Does Panofsky mean we do read or we should read in this way?!2 Tc answer that we might
do well to restrict ourselves to Panofsky's own examples. How, he asked, do we know
how to read — that is, understand the representational meaning of — an image from a
tenth-century Ottonian miniature (figure 13). Simply looking at it, we distinguish in the
upper half of the image a set of buildings surrounded by a wall with towers, which we
recognize to be an ancient city. To read the picture, we need to figure out where in the scene
the city is; it appears to be suspended above the heads of figures whose feet are clearly
depicted touching the ground. On the basis of visual evidence alone — mere similitude to
the look of things in life ~ we seem to see figures on the ground and a city in the air. But,
as Panofsky explains, we are not meant to read it this way, We ought tc look, Panofsky
says, beyond the image and its natural representational similitudes; we have to recover the
Ottonian representational code. What that code tells us is that pictorial space in tenth-century
Germany is not soiely naturalistic; that is, it tells us that the space above figures might not
be sky, as it is in life, hut an available place in which to put a piece of visual information.

In a miniature of around 1000 ‘cmpty space’ does not count as a real three-dimensional medium, as
it does in a more realistic period, but serves as an abstract, unreal background.

Once we know this code we can read the ‘hovering town’ as a kind of stage prop: it is not
in the sky at all; it merely indicates that the action of the picture takes place near a city.!3
Panofsky's argument presents the established code model. That codes are historical,
that such conventions are relative to times and places, and that the code must be
rediscovered for each such locus, Panofsky wished to prove with the following example.
The problem of interpretation is the same as with the Ottonian miniature and the pictorial
material is similar: this time it is an image in a fifteenth-century Flemish altarpiece, where
once again something appears to float in the sky (figuie 14). As before, we have a motif

n Panofsky, “Iconography and Iconology™ (1955), 35, 38,

12 Panofsky actually expresses his inquiry in different ways, speaking of the second work he discusses (see
below) he says, “How do we know that this child is meant to be an apparition?" and “How do we know that he
hovers in mid air?" It appears, therefore, that his question concerns how we actually do make sense of the image.
But in introducing the inquiry he says "how do we achieve *correctness’ in operating on these three levels?” Thus
his question appears concemed with validation, Ibid,, 33—34.

13 Ibid., 34.
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easily identified by basic similitude: a naked infant. Bui ousting natural similitude, we are 2
little :zzled about what is going on, the spatial representation. Is this child floating,
levitating? Or is the child mere information not in the scene at all, as per the German
convention of five hundred years earlier? As Panofsky explains, there is a still further
possibility of meaning, for this might be either an actual child (miraculously levitated) or an
apparition of one. Contemplation of the image does not settle this problem. To read the
image we need the historical code, which tells us what ‘aspect’ of the image (in the
duck/rabbit sense), which way of reading it, we are to take to understand it. According to
the *history of types’, Panofsky tells us, we find that the code for “unsupported figure” in
fifteenth-century Flanders invoives a different correlation from that made in Ottonian times:
“while the unsupported figure in the van der Weyden picture counts as an apparition, the
floating city in the Ottonian miniature has no miraculous connotation.” Picture space in
Flanders is “realistic’” space, and thus a floating child can be understood only in the most
plausibly naturalistic way: appearing in the air as an apparition.!¥ Thus the conventicns of
these times differed. That we can grasp the correct reading

in the fraction of a second ... must not induce us to believe that we could ever give a comrect ...
description {of the motifs] of a work of art without having divined, as it were, its historical
“locus.” While we belicve that we are identifying the motifs on the basis of our practical
experience pure and simple, we are really reading “what we sce” according (o the manner in which
objccts and events are expressed by forms under varying nistorical conditions.!3

Here we have two distinct codes by which the same sign, the same visual form (an object
with no visible contact with the ground), carried different meanings in different ages. It is
concrete evidence, surely, that the language of art is a code language even at the level of
representation.

Panofsky evidently considered this argument sufficient, without looking into what it
actually implies. We understand a motif by first situating it in its historical locus and
discovering, in effect, the rule that is operative there (in ¢, s = m). It is notable that
Panofsky says nothing about how we do this. In fact, what steps must we take? (And we
can pursue at the same time th: question raised in § 39, still not fully answered, What does
the code we come up with give us? Does it raise a possibility of meaning, legitimate the
answer, dictate the work’s meaning, or generate the work’s sense?) How did Panofsky
himself recover these two codes for his theoretical purposes? As we can expect, such codes

14 Panofsky is unfortunately vague about what the convention he wants 1o differentiate from the Ottonian onc
actually is. It is interesting that he does not bother to state it, and formulating it in such a way that it excludes the
possibility of = real child floating in the air is not casy, but it probably involves the following sort of logic:
fifteenth-century space is realistic-scientific, and science excludes levitation, which is physical, but not
apparitions, which ure psychological.

15 Par~fsky, “Iconography and Iconology™ (1955), 34—35.
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are never spelled out in a simple lexicon; there is no rule book in which to look up the sign
‘object suspended in space’ — the difficulty even of clearly verbalizing such a sign makes it
obvious just how improbable such rule books are, and how intuitive such ‘rules’ must be.
We have already seen virtually the only sort of rule book that exists for artistic signs:
‘iconologies’ like Cartari’s (suggesting how to depict Venus or Cupid in a recognizable and
authentically classical way) or Ripa’s (explaining how to represent concepts such as fortune
by means of analogy with things). Those are scme of the firmest examples of historical
convention we have. But we have also seen (in §§ 35 and 39) that they do not define or fix
for a given period an historical correlation — that Cartari, whatever his intention might have
been, does not establish even for the Venice of his own time a rule for the representation of
Venus or Cupid. Cartari offered tc the artist and thus to the interpreter a possible
symbolism, Though the iconologies (full of sign-meaning relations as they are) appear to
offer the most manifest instances of historical codes, they are not codes in the strict sense at
all,

Panofsky, however, did not claim that these conventions are recordcd, he believed
they were not. There are no written records at all for codes of the kind in his examples, and
for this level of reading he does not suggest that we look for textual sources.!8 That does
not imply that there are no rules of representation; in fact it brings the case of art closer to
the model by which we are trying 10 understand it, for languages do not work by written
rules either. Languages are taught not simply by rule but by example. There are rule-like
correlations, we imagine, that are implicitly ‘aosorbed’ in the training that the students of a
language receive, and becanse of this fact what we are looking for in recovering an
historical code is not so much a record of the code (something explicitating the correlation
between sign and meaning) as evidence of the code.!? Since records do not actually exist,
the usual task is a rational reconstiuction of the leamned correlation. As the theory tells us,
the evidence for this reconstruction can be found in the tradition that the artist absorbed it
from; the way in which we find it is to learn it, in the way in which the artist learned it.

We look, therefore, at the works that the Ottonian artist locked at. But how do we
reconstruct the code from doing that? How can looking teach us that in tenth-century
Germany pictorial space can mean unrealistic space? Evidently, we grasp the archaic
pictorial language in the same way as we learned our own spoken language: by a trial-and-
error of reading, by that guessing of meaning through which we learned the language we

16 1 am sure also that Gombrich's repeated stress on documentation tends 10 overstate the extent to which cven he
considers texts relevant to interpretation,

17 g return to the distinction made in § 33 and 34, Panofsky (here at least) appears (o emphasize the importance
of external and indirect evidence of codes, whereas Gombrich's stress upon teats appeared to emphasize internal
and dircct evidence,
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speak.!® We discover it by looking at, and by simply interpreting, as the German
apprentice once did, Ottonian pictures. Eventually, one way or another, we find a reading
that makes sense of these works, a reading that from one picture to the next delivers an
interpretation of what goes on in them that is acceptable. That is one of the prominent ways
in which we learn a language: by relying on what meaning we can fathom of the things said
to us, and then correcting that interpretation as necessary. In fact that is precisely how
Panofsky claimed he had discovered the Ottonian code: by reading Ottonian pictures and
deriving a way of reading that works for them.!? What exactly is that cod2? Not a rule that
all Ottonian space is schematic, because the space on which the figures of Christ and the
litter-bearers stand is not, Not a rule that all unsupported objects are not real but
informational, for that would have made it impossible for Ottonian artists to paint falling
objects and birds in the sky. The rule would have to be more complex: unsupported objects
are not floating but merely supply information about the scene where reading them as
floating does not make sense of the image. But what do we have here? We have an
unnecessarily complicated way of saying that space is schematic wherever this makes
sense.

And what kind of a ‘rule’ is a rule like that? It is a rule that we construct out of
making sense of the picture in that way; it is a generalization based on an experience of the
work (an experience that was not rule-guided) in which a specific reading was discovered
and found to make sense. Where did the way of reading that defines this Ottonian code
come from, the thing that I am calling ‘schematic space’? For Panofsky (as probably for the
Ottonian apprentice) the schematic reading likely arose as a free possibility. We can imagine
an Ottonian apprentice being told, ‘No, the city is not in ihe sky, this is just to show where
the story happened,’ but it is improbable that most of this work’s audience, or even many,
learned it that way — as is more or less demonstrated by children’s drawings: children
freely use both kinds of space, without any instruction whatever. What this means is that
the first step of Panofsky’s reconstruction of the code was finding a way of reading this
picture and others like it on his own. Panofsky reconstructed these ‘implicit conventions’ of
other times by coming up with a meaning that works, seeing how widely it works, and
taking it as a rule, and that is the approach he recommends.?? This happens to give us a

18 Amoeng certain possibilities of how to understand an unfamiliar term (however we come by them), we settle on
one by our best guess and sce where it takes us, deciding eventually on the basis of the outcome.

1% We must “correct the interpretation of an individual work of at by a ‘history of style,’ which ... can only be
built up by interpreting individual works.”" Panofsky, “Iconography snd Iconology™ (1955), 35 n, 3 [emphasis
added],

20 The method is “synthesis rather than analysis"; “the individual observation assumes the character of a *fact’

only when it can be related to other, anatogous observations in such a way that the whole series ‘mekes sense’.
Ibid., 32, 35 . 3.
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decisive verdict regarding the fourth possible service a code might perform (§ 39). Codes
are not needed to create, generate, produce, or constitute the sense of a reading. in the
course of reconstructing this code, Panofsky did not already need the code to find a
plausible way of reading the image. Knowing a correlation may tell us how to read, but the
way of reading itself must in principle be accessible without the rule. Panofsky’s recovery
of the rule that Ottonian artists use space non-naturalistically depended upon the sense thut
he discovered in Ottonian art by looking at Ottonian pictures and interpreting space non-
naturalistically — by interpreting without a code. (Any other interpretations he developed
presumably left contradictions and puzzles in the meaning of Qttonian pictures).

A code we discover by deciding how tc read a wosk is not what tells us how a wori
must be read. A code undersiood either as the source of the sense of our reading (per iv) or
as the necessary Loundation of a reading (per iii) involves a logical circularity, which tums
up once you inquire into how such codes are recovered. What Panofsky did was to
interpret those prior works without aid, to find some way of reading (in whichever way
possible) that made sense of them, some way that fit the work and made sense of it.
Imaginative reading is the source of our “insight into the manner” in whi_h things are
represented and symbolized “under varying historical conditions,” and the satisfaction of
that reading (on no foundation but Panofsky’s judgement) was what secured it as a code.
Earlier in his career, Panofsky was interestingly enough one of few theorists genuinely
concerned to keep hermeneutics free of circular methods: “the vicious circle of interpreting
the work of art on the basis of perceptions which we owe first of all to interpretation of the
work.2! It is fascinating to read the footnote offered in his later theory in which he
‘overcomes’ this problem. There Panofsky forthrightly explains that a code is established
by making interpretations of a given feature without a code; but these methodically

uncontrolled interpretations divest their subjectivity when ihe given correlation begins to fit
many works, so that

the whole series “makes sense.” This “sense” is, therefore, fully capable of being applied, as a
control, to the interpretation of a new individual obscrvation within the same range of
phenomena.22

It is plain, first of all, that this formulation itself undermines the classic conception (as per
iii) of a code as the necessary ground of a correct interpretation, for the ultimate basis is
plainly and simply finding a satisfying way of reading a group of analogous images. Since

21 panofsky, “Artistic Volition” (1920), 21.

22 Panofsky, “Iconography and Iconology” (1955), 35 n. 3. Sece also Hasenmueller, “Panofsky, Iconography,
and Semiotics™ (1978), 297—98.
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the power of the ccde itself derives from sheer sense-making, it is not the code that
provides the validation.2

We have finally eliminated two conceptions of what a code does. It is not a rule that
dictates meaning (iii). It is not a necessary condition of validation, because its indirect
reconstruction must be based upon doing what Panofsky did, finding a successful
interpretation. And it is not a sufficient conditicn, because it may be rejected; the
acceptability of an interpretation depend. not upon the rule but upon the power and
satisfactoriness of the interpretation.?4 The code is a rule of thumb, which we can ignore if
necessary. It is aiso not constitutive of ihe sense of an interpretation (iv), because it is a rule
of thumb based on, distilled from, reading without rules. It could not be ccustitutive of
meaning, for how then could we read other Otionian pictures, in order to learn the Ottonian
code, in order to read our initial Ortonian picture? To ‘reconstruct codes of representation’
(to form conclusions about “the manner in which objects and events are expressed by forms
under varying historical conditions™) we have to interpret the works, When we examine
Panofsky’s method, we find that sensible interpretations are our only substantial evidence
for the conventions we imagined necessary in order to generate sensible interpretations.

23 Circutarities in hermencutics, however, have io be treated delicately; “circular reasoning is intrinsic to
hermencutic thought.... [It] is vicious only if you have a certain jdeal of knowledge: that of total objectivity.”
Hurt, “Reinterpreting WoIfflin™ (1982), 295, 296. The famous hermeneutic circle has figured in the theory at least
since: Schleiermacher, Richard Palmer, Hermeneutics (Evanston 1969), 95.

One of the tusks theorists give it it is able to handle: to see if our guesses are substantiated by the
context. Hauser articulates this process precisely: “One begins with a more or less arbitrary assumption
conditioned by one’s historical situalion, thal is, with an intention or an act of **'1 and a hypothesis appropriate
10 it; then one follows up the course thus marked out or one modifies it accordiny as the facts that emerge agree
with it or not.” It is a simple recourse to the material, which one uses to vet ones guesses — but a circle in that the
initia! guess limits what one will find (“what *new facts emerge’ depends in part upon the preconceived idea, upon
the provisional review and the original choice of course. One is continually driven from one course to the other
without ever reaching a final solution™). In other words, the circular element amounts to the fact that the recourse
to the data is no final or foundationat 1est (contra positivism). Hauser finds this “no peculiarity of the historical
studies” but a basic motif of “all forms of knowing and willing.” Hauser, The Philosophy of Ari History (1958),
153—354. But that is not its legitimating role.

*The circular flow of interpretation -~ ‘circulus methodicus,” as Panofsky called it — leads the interpreter
to reexperience the fabric of meaning in which the object of investigation was once entangled.” Holly, Panofsky
and Art History (1984), 41. But if every interpretation must be checked by the recovery of a convention, and
conventions can be consolidated simply by reading prior works in a sensiole way (interpretation), then circularity
has a specific logical consequence: it becomes in fact not true that every interpretation must be checked by the
tecovery of & convention, We can have the circular logic, but we cannot have it as the mechanism of that specific
rule. The rule — assigning the legitimating function of the circle — is simply a fiction. As Gadamer says, the
“circle of understanding is not a ‘methodological’ circle.” Truth and Method (1960), 261.

24 “The interpretation that is directed to what is unsaid or elicited (brought forth) can and indeed mus: be
grounded. But the grounding cannot be achieved through evidence of the agrecment between characteristics of
image and text.” Bitschmann, Kunstgeschichtliche Hermeneutik (1984), 58.
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41 CODES AND GENRES

It is worth noting, in this connection, the decisive paralle! that exists between interpretation
oti the code model and a technique that is strictly analogous to it. ‘Genre interpretation’,
proposed by Hirsch in literary hermeneutics and taken over into the interpretation of art,
recommends precisely what the code model does, though at another level. While the code
theory says that similar signs using different historical codes mean different things, genre
theory says that similar features of works in different artistic genres mean different things.
Both theories require us to dctermine the code or the category as a necessary prerequisite 1
an objective interpretation, the issue in each case being the reduction of the work’s
subjective possibilities of meaning to the meaning understanding must uncover. Genre
interpretation is a kind of correlation like a code (in ¢, s = m). As Gombrich notes,

Hirsch comes to the conclusion that the intended meaning can only be established once we have
decided what category or genre of literature the work in question was intended to belong o, Unless
we try to establish first whether a given literary work was intended as a serious tragedy oras a
parody, our intcrpretation is likely to go very wrong indeed. ... People have been known to laugh
at tragedies if they took them to be parodics. 2

In looking at a painting

we are bound Lo see it not merely as a picture but as a picture of a certain sort. And our decision as
to what sort it is, as to its geare, will condition our whole response from that point onwards,26

Gombrich believed that in art

we see a [repeated] confirmation of the methodological rule emphasized by Hirsch: interpretation
proceeds by steps, and the first step on which cverything else depends is the decision o which
genre a given work is to b assigned.27

Reading a work according to genre is analogous to reading according to code
because a genre is a kind of meaning category. Identifying the genre serves to indicate what
general kind of meaning a work has: to eliminate false possibilities, to keep the
interpretation within certain bounds. A prime example of a genre interpretation in art we
encountered with Lightbown’s critique of all three Neoplatonic interpretations of the
‘Primavera’ . its features of frank carnality shifted it, in his view, from the sacred genre to
the secular. The same sort of comment has been made concerning Veronese’s Venus and
Mars, one of six comparable allegorical works believed to have been painted for Rudolf II.

25 Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconology™ (1972), 5.
26 Mannings, “Panofsky and Interpretation” (1973), 151,
27 Gombrich, “Aims and Limits of Iconology” (1972), 21.
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Equally significant, so far as Rudolf’s tastes were concerned, cach of the six pictures shows a
woman who, il not tolally naked, is in some way scduclive or in a state of deshabillé. Veronese
could not have done this if he had painted religious subjects for the Emperor. ... But nudity,
provided it was set amid a morally uplifting theme, was acceptable.28

Knowing the earmarks of a genre closes down avenues of interpretation, and as Gombrich
has noted, “all iconological research depends upon our prior conviction of what we may
look for, in other words, on our feeling for what [sort of meaning] is or is not possible
within a given period or milieu.” 29

The similarity with codes extends to the way the “rule” of the genre works; the
qualifications developed in the preceding section apply to it too. A genre does not dictate a
specific range of meaning; what a work means depends upon many further judgements.
Genres are not necessary to unfolding the work’s meaning, since formulating the rule of a
genre is based upon interpretations that do not rely on it. It is absurd to stress the necessity
of reading a Renaissance picture according to its genre, because we must develop our
repertoire of genres by interpreting other Renaissance pictures (if genres are actually
constitutive of a work’s meaning, we would again never have been able to read the works
from which we initially formed them). Thus they, too, do not supply the basic sense of a
work; we must inherently be able to find sense without genres. Genre gives us a sense of
different ranges of meaning — as Gombrich expresses it, of “what is possible”30 —
something that may be useful in finding directions of interpretation to explore.

42 CODES AS HISTORICAL LEGITIMATIONS

One possible function of the code outlined in § 39 remains to be assessed: a code may give
an interpretation its historical legitimacy (ii). Perhaps Panofsky’s claim was not that
knowing about conventions is necessary to interpreting, or provides what sense we make
of the image, but that