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Abstract

This thesis argues that the interpretation of what an artwork means depends upon both
perception of aesthetic properties and knowledge of the work‟s history of production. Two
approaches to interpretation are considered: formalism, which holds that the meaning of
the artwork is discovered through analysis of features internal to the work, and
intentionalism, which uses evidence external to the work to interpret meaning. It is argued
that these approaches are both insufficient when taken alone; rather, the most aesthetically
interesting and historically plausible interpretation is arrived at through a conjunction of
them.
A theory of aesthetic properties and their relation to nonaesthetic properties is
offered in order to explain how formalism figures in interpretation. It is argued that
although aesthetic properties can be understood through formal analysis, this gives us no
indication of what the artist communicates because meaning is determined by the
intentions of agents. Then some ideas about how the instantiation of properties is to be
understood as related to the intentional activities of agents are considered. Intentionalist
theories of art are explored, concluding that only an appeal to the actual intentions of the
actual artist can serve our primary interest in art. This is motivated by the idea that our
engagement with art is analogous to having a conversation with its creator.
A conjunction of formalism and intentionalism is achieved by developing parallel
accounts of how we interpret and understand properties and intentions. It is suggested that
artworks can be broadly construed as utterances which are comprehended through a
linguistic model of interpretation. A longstanding debate over van Gogh‟s painting of
shoes is used to demonstrate how this approach might solve some kinds of aesthetic
disputes.
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Introduction

Art is a distinctly human activity, and when we seek to understand it we seek to understand
the actions of human agents. If we all interpreted art divested of a sense of its human
provenance, we would treat artworks like natural phenomena – as essentially mindless but
aesthetically interesting occurrences.
Insofar as we are interested in interpreting artworks as meaningful, we can
distinguish between the meaning of the artwork (work-meaning) and the meaning the artist
intended to convey (artist-meaning). In this thesis, I explicate work-meaning in terms of
artist-meaning. I argue that aesthetic disputes about work-meaning can be solved, although
often only provisionally, by analysis of the properties of the artefact. And aesthetic
disputes about artist-meaning can be more conclusively, but perhaps not definitively,
solved by discovering the work‟s history of production.
One way of drawing a distinction between work-meaning and artist-meaning is in
terms of approaches to interpretation. Formalist interpretation disregards the artist‟s
intentions and other historical information that is external to the artwork and focuses on
interpreting work-meaning through analysis of formal qualities; whereas intentionalist
interpretation takes into account the history of the artwork in order to reach a conclusion
about artist-meaning. But here I argue that the work/artist-meaning distinction is somewhat
misleading because although one can practice either formalism or intentionalism, thus
arriving at work-meaning or artist-meaning, an interpretation of what an artwork means
depends upon both close perceptual analysis of its formal qualities and an engagement
with its history of production. I argue that an account of artist-meaning depends upon an
account of work-meaning because the work‟s properties are intentionally produced by the
artist. The result of this is that even if work-meaning can be specified independently of
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reference to agents or intentions, it gives an incomplete account of the meaning of an
artwork because we are fundamentally interested in art as a human activity, not just as an
incidentally meaningful part of the fabric of the world.
I thus propose a conjunction of formalism and intentionalism by developing an
account of aesthetic properties and an account of artist‟s intentions. I argue that the
interpretation of the meaning of artworks depends upon both perception of aesthetic
properties, so as to capture the meaning of artworks, and the discovery of artists‟ intentions
in order to know the meaning an agent intended to convey in creating these properties. In
this sense, an artwork is a form of communication by an agent, which we interpret on a
linguistic-type model with dual attention to the features of the utterance itself and its
context of production.
Peter Lamarque (2007) worries that linguistic or pragmatic approaches to literature
such as I propose here, reduce artworks to mere utterances, wherein the primary concern is
with the semantics rather than the aesthetics of art. He inveighs against Stecker‟s (2003)
and Carroll‟s (1992) intentionalism, which analyses meaning in literature as being
analogous to conversation, because such „textual‟ approaches do not grasp what is
distinctive about literary, as opposed to non-literary, texts. Deborah Knight (2007) adds to
the case by noting that pragmatic or textual accounts of literary experience have been
offered in response to the fact that literature does not obviously admit of a traditional
Kantian account of the aesthetic. Lamarque‟s response to this reductionism is to admit that,
at some level, textual analysis has its place in the interpretation of literature, but literature
is firmly placed among the fine arts because it is distinguished from other sorts of texts by
a Sibleyan notion of the aesthetic. I assume that Lamarque would extend this to nontextual, visual arts, as it would seem equally anti-aesthetic to take a purely pragmatic
approach to painting.
2
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I appreciate Lamarque‟s concern, for if we took a purely textual approach to
literature there would be nothing to distinguish it from the call to prayer that sounds as I
write this, just as a pragmatic approach to painting would fail to adequately distinguish it
from shelf-building. One thing I aim to do with a conjunction of formalism and
intentionalism is to explicate the pragmatics of art-interpretation at the same time as
preserving the aesthetic. Roughly speaking, intentionalism provides the pragmatics by
couching interpretation in terms of speaker‟s meanings and intentions, and formalism adds
the aesthetic dimension by explicating the phenomenology of artworks in terms of our
experience of properties. I expect this analysis to apply across all the arts, which should go
some way towards placating the warranted worry Lamarque expresses. However, I suspect
I am nonetheless more sympathetic to the conversational or pragmatic approach to
literature than Lamarque is. But any worry about this sympathy is to be weighed against
the need to explain the very real fact that we do regard artworks as saliently meaningful, so
whilst offering an account of the aesthetic, it seems that we do need a robust account of the
semantic.
Intentionalism is founded on the principle that art is a form of communication
through which artists attempt to convey their ideas and express their emotions. Artworks
are regarded as historically and contextually situated and inextricably tied to the minds of
their creators. Formalism, on the other hand, is motivated by the idea that an artwork is a
complete and autonomous entity that can be judged on its own terms through the
experience it produces for us. The conflict between the two views arises from a
disagreement about what is relevant to interpretation, such as sensory qualities, context,
historical facts and intentions.
The debate between formalism and intentionalism has occupied aestheticians with
an irresistible zeal precisely because, as beings embedded in cultures, we are passionate
3
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about art, so it seems arrestingly important for us to understand how best to go about
experiencing and interpreting it. Formalism has found its most ardent support in Wimsatt
and Beardsley (1962) and has more recently been defended by Nathan (1982), while
intentionalism has its classic locus in Hirsch (1967) and recently is supported by Levinson
(1992). Most notable of efforts to reconcile debates about properties and intentions is
Walton‟s (1970) categories of art, which argues that aesthetic properties depend on both
nonaesthetic perceptual qualities of artworks and historical facts about artists‟ intentions.
This thesis is a response to Walton‟s theory insofar as it builds upon the details of his
account by elucidating on how we understand properties and how we discover intentions.
Mary Sirridge (1978) argues that there is no real conflict between formalism and
intentionalism once we have distinguished between the separate kinds of activities that
criticism engages in. She says that when we distinguish between description, interpretation
and evaluation we see that formalism and intentionalism have roles to play in them as
separate activities. Description is essentially formal because it aims to give a neutral
account of the features of the artwork, whereas interpretation is intentional insofar as it
offers an idea of the intended meaning of the work. Whether evaluation is formal or
intentional depends upon whether we are evaluating the success of descriptions or
interpretations.
I do not, however, think this is correct, for even if Sirridge‟s characterisation of
description is accurate, it seems as if description must be intentional in the sense that the
artwork has the precise qualities it does in virtue of the fact that those qualities were
arranged in just that way by an intending agent. Similarly, interpretation has a formal
dimension because what we are interpreting is fundamentally the qualities of the artwork,
so part of our interpretation is going to be based on some salient features of those qualities.

4

Introduction

It is because these critical activities are so interrelated that I develop and defend a
conjunction of formalism and intentionalism.
The theory I develop here is applied mainly to painting and architecture, and only
occasionally to literature and music. The reason for this is that it would be an implausibly
colossal undertaking to apply the theory to all the arts, so I confine myself to painting and
architecture in the hope that the theory is specific enough to cover the visual arts, but
general enough to admit of adaptation to non-visual arts.
Another way to take my claim that we are interested in art as a fundamentally
human activity is in terms of a purposely constructed aesthetic experience. I do not deal so
much with this notion, although a general concept of it is implied throughout. Rather I
focus on the enterprise of discovering meaning in art, with very little concern for the
phenomenology of experience, the psychology of perception or for whatever might
underpin the evaluation of art. All of these things are at work in my discussion, but as
basic principles that would require separate investigation.
There are, I think, three major advantages to the conjunction of formalism and
intentionalism that I propose. First, it avoids relativism, in which conflicting
interpretations are equally true or valid according to differing standards in this world, by
taking a realist approach to the standards by which we can judge properties and intentions.
Aesthetic characterisations of properties are assertions in the sense that whether or not a
work has an aesthetic property is a matter of whether or not the nonaesthetic properties
give rise to it. Similarly, meanings are determined by the historical facts about what the
artist actually intended. Second, this offers a way of resolving some kinds of aesthetic
disputes. The idea is that certain facts are fixed in the supervenience base, so that many
disputes can be resolved by demonstrating how judgements are consistent or inconsistent
with what is contained therein. And third, the conjunction serves our interest in art as a
5
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fundamentally human interest. It explicates the meaning of art in terms of the attempt by
an agent to communicate, but without denying that we are also interested in art for the
distinct kind of aesthetic experience we get from artefacts.
This thesis attempts to develop parallel accounts of form and intention. Firstly, I
outline a theory of aesthetic properties to explain how they are structured and how we
understand them; and secondly, I outline a view of artistic agency which explores how
artists‟ intentions figure in the creation of art and how we use them in interpretation. The
accounts of formal structure and intentional structure will be seen to be roughly parallel in
their constitution, which paves the way for interpreting them on a reasonably even keel.
Chapter 1 introduces the problem of interpretation as a problem about how we
ascribe aesthetic properties and meanings to artworks, by first offering working
definitions of aesthetic dispute, meaning and interpretation. Here I introduce the notion of
the optimally rich interpretation, which is characterised as the most aesthetically
interesting and historically plausible one that we are centrally aiming for. I then critically
outline formalism and intentionalism and use the example of van Gogh‟s A Pair of Shoes
to demonstrate that neither approach alone can yield adequate interpretations of artworks.
Artworks are broadly characterised as artefacts to accommodate the intuition that when
we interpret artworks we are interpreting a human creation that possesses perceptual and
semantic properties. I argue that in the case of the multiple arts, we must treat an instance
of the work as a distinct artefact because each instance has different properties that are
intentionally created by the agent who realises the instance.
Chapter 2 provides a general distinction between nonaesthetic and aesthetic
properties in order to characterise the kinds of qualities formalism aims to interpret. This
lays the foundations for the argument that although interpretation centrally hinges on
aesthetic properties, a formalist account of artworks cannot fully answer questions of
6
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meaning. I consider the views of Sibley and Beardsley and defend the idea that the
relation between properties is one of strong supervenience. I outline Pettit‟s form of
aesthetic realism, which is geared towards demonstrating how we can be mistaken in the
interpretation of artworks.
Chapter 3 ties up some loose ends and opens some new avenues of investigation.
The loose ends are questions about how supervenient aesthetic properties are related to
intentions and what distinguishes artworks from non-art artefacts. The inadequacy of
Pettit‟s constraints on reference classes in realism is overcome by invoking Walton‟s
view of categories, which preserves the idea that aesthetic characterisations are assertions
at the same time as explaining how judgements of aesthetic properties depend on more
than perceptual nonaesthetic properties. Here I introduce some ideas about how the
intentions of artists feature in the creative process. I characterise the creative process as a
dichotomy of spontaneity and planning, which highlights the sense in which art-making is
an intentional act.
Chapter 4 explores how we understand the agents whose actions and intentions
bring about the aesthetic properties that we interpret for meaning. I reject postulated
author theory because it undercuts our standard interest in art and the more general theory
of hypothetical intentionalism is explored. A moderate form of actual intentionalism is
introduced and defended against two objections.
Chapter 5 introduces a linguistic model of interpretation, which clarifies the
notions of meaning and intention in art. The roles of speaker‟s and utterance meaning,
implicature and illocutionary acts in interpretation are considered. I also discuss the issue
of how we know which properties of artworks are semantically relevant. The linguistic
model is tied to actual intentionalism through consideration of an analogy between art and
conversation.
7
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Chapter 6 demonstrates the conjunction of formalism and intentionalism. I first
give a theoretical explication of how the linguistic model of interpretation applies
specifically to painting. I then demonstrate how we discover actual intentions by detailing
the kinds of relevant historical information that apply in interpretation. Finally, the debate
over van Gogh‟s shoes is resolved through formal analysis of properties and intentional
analysis of history of production. I demonstrate how the conjunction of formalism and
intentionalism reaches the most aesthetically interesting and most historically plausible
interpretation.

8

Chapter 1
The Problem of Interpretation

This chapter introduces the problem of interpretation as a
problem about how we ascribe aesthetic properties and meanings
to artworks, by first offering working definitions of aesthetic
dispute, meaning and interpretation. It then critically outlines
formalism and intentionalism and uses the example of van
Gogh‟s A Pair of Shoes to demonstrate that neither approach
alone can yield adequate interpretations of artworks. Artworks
are broadly characterised as artefacts to accommodate the
intuition that when we interpret artworks we are interpreting a
human creation that possesses both perceptual and semantic
properties.

1.1 Two Approaches to Interpretation

1.11 Dispute, interpretation and meaning.

When many people encounter the same artwork they

formulate their own ways of characterising it; sometimes people agree with one another,
but sometimes they disagree so profoundly that bitter aesthetic disputes ensue. Some
people may say Schubert‟s Unfinished Symphony is tense, while others say it is gruelling.
Some find Foster‟s Gherkin eccentric, but others find it silly. Some think of Vermeer‟s
Girl with a Pearl Earring as haunting, when others think of it as serene. And some are
deeply saddened by Lars von Trier‟s Dancer in the Dark, while others are imbued with a
sense of hope by it.
We can ask what these disputes are about, what they are aiming for and how they
are to be resolved. First, the question of what aesthetic disputes are about might be taken to
ask what the subjects of the dispute are, so we need an account of what kinds of things
artworks are. Second, the question of what aesthetic disputes are aiming for can be
answered by noting that one goal we have is to understand the meaning of the work. And
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third, the question of how aesthetic disputes are to be resolved invites a theoretical method
of reconciliation. In what follows, all these questions are approached.
The term „aesthetic characterisation‟ is used here to capture a host of things we
ordinarily say about artworks including attributions of aesthetic properties, descriptions of
nonaesthetic properties, technical appraisals, value judgements, interpretations of meaning
and historical analyses. It is this range of things that are commonly the subjects of
aesthetic disputes; I use the term „characterisation‟ to capture all these. Here, however, I
am concerned with two subjects of disagreement: disputes concerning what aesthetic
properties an artwork has and disputes about what an artwork means, both of which I
consider to be interlinked matters of interpretation.
To say aesthetic properties and meaning are matters of interpretation depends on a
specific understanding of the term „interpretation‟. A historical analysis of an artwork
looks at when it was created, by whom and in what context; of course, the historical
evidence may need to be interpreted, but the artwork merely needs to be observed, for the
interest is in facts surrounding it. Technical appraisals similarly require analysis of the
artwork, but only to arrive at a conclusion about how skilfully the work has been rendered,
the standards for which stand outside of the artwork. Even value judgements need not
interpret the work so much as they can be basic, instinctual responses to it, depending on
the context of observation or the prejudices of observers.
By „interpretation‟ I mean scrutiny of the features of the artwork in order to
uncover further features within it, for to interpret something is to decode its appearance
with the expectation that doing so will unearth its hidden, or even true, nature. Historical
analysis, technical appraisal and value judgement are not interpretation in this sense
because they do not seek to discover anything that is in the work. By contrast, aesthetic
properties and meaning, I argue, are in the work; they are embedded in its structure in
10
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virtue of the kinds of properties it has and the kind of metaphysical relation that holds
between these properties. Therefore, we must interpret the work in order to discover them.
It is as if an artwork is the ruin of a mediaeval monastery, and in order to learn the truth of
that site we must dig trenches in the ground and extract the buried artefacts; in art we
behave as archaeologists do, burrowing beneath the surface of the artwork to find the
meanings within.
I am specifically concerned with disputes about interpretation because I believe
that there are resolutions to them, even though they are often either overlooked by or
unknown to the disputants. On the one hand, there is an inclination to think that aesthetic
properties, such as garishness, are subjectively perceived so that an individual observer is
infallible in their attribution because for them the work simply is garish, and nothing
anybody says can convince them otherwise. This is deep-seated in our sense of the privacy
of our thoughts and the ineffability of our experiences, for sure, but I argue that these
properties are the results of the metaphysical structure of artefacts, our experience of
which is subject to error.
On the other hand, there is the idea that what an artwork means is whatever it
means to a given observer, on a given occasion, in a given context, for that observer is at
liberty to interpret meaning according their own experience of the artwork. Again, this is
an insidious feeling we have when we engage with art, for a work seems to mean
something to us that it does not mean to others, and no amount of argument can persuade
us otherwise because we have experienced the work and grasped its meaning for ourselves.
However, the artwork was created by a minded human agent like us, who had certain goals
and intentions in doing so, leaving the standing possibility that there is a sense in which
the artwork means one thing rather than another.
At no point do I deny that observers have subjective experiences of aesthetic
11
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properties and meaning, nor that there is some conscious – if entirely private – basis for
their judgements, but I do argue that both kinds of judgements are subject to error, that
there is a standard of correctness. This thesis aims to explicate this standard and develop a
method of interpretation on which we might find the appropriate, or even correct, answers
to questions about aesthetic properties and meaning.
To resolve aesthetic disputes about interpretation, then, we need a means of saying
how an artwork can have one aesthetic property rather than another and a way of
discriminating between conflicting meanings, which I argue are supervenience and artist‟s
intentions respectively. Once we have this in place, we reach the optimally rich
interpretation of the artwork, which is the interpretation that is both most aesthetically
interesting and historically plausible. Such an interpretation is most aesthetically
interesting because it offers an account of the work‟s formal structure that reveals the
depth of the artwork as a complex object of experience. And it is historically plausible
insofar as it aligns with the facts about what a human agent is trying to communicate to us
through the creation of the artwork. Thus we have an insight into both the artwork itself
and the agent who created it.
However, we must be precise about the kind of meaning we are talking about.
Grice (1989:213-223) distinguishes two kinds of meaning – natural (meaningN) and nonnatural (meaningNN) – which are useful for clarifying the precise way in which we find
artworks meaningful. To say „these spots mean measles‟ is a case of meaningN, whereas to
say „those three rings on the bell of the bus mean that the bus is full‟ is a case of
meaningNN . In natural meaning there is a causal relation between measles and spots such
that a conclusion about the former can be arrived at from the presence of the latter. In nonnatural meaning no such relation pertains, so we are not committed to the claim that the
bus is full in the same way we are committed to the claim the patient actually has measles.
12
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In the case of artworks, we say the meaning of the work is that it has a moral,
makes a political statement, expresses a psychological or emotional state, and the like.
This kind of meaning tends to be meaningNN, such as when we say „Rembrandt‟s later selfportraits mean old age is brutal but the man is unflinching‟1, where the non-natural
meaning ascribed is a sort of meaning that symbols, in this case the shapes of pigment on
the canvas, have. It will be regarded as odd to interrogate natural phenomena for
meaningNN, but they do admit of meaningN such as the black clouds mean rain2. Nonnatural meaning is appropriate for the kind of meaning we ascribe to artworks because, as
Grice (1989:292) says, it retains the intuition that the meaning is a consequence of the
symbol (in the sense that there is a connection between them) without committing us to a
timeless relation between symbol and meaning.
In this sense, artworks stand closer to utterances than anything else. Like a
sequence of words, we think artworks mean something, that their point is to communicate
to us, but what a speaker means in a sentence is not always transparent in the meanings of
the words. That is, we appeal to speaker‟s meaning in order to comprehend what is being
communicated to us. This is the sense of meaningNN I argue we find in artworks: whilst the
properties of the work may mean something in themselves, the artist intends to
communicate something further with them.
1.12 Formalism.

The origins of formalism are in literature, where it gains credence from

the idea that as competent members of a language community we do not need anything
other than the text itself and our knowledge of the language in order to interpret it. The
formalist, then, claims that artworks have publicly observable features intrinsic to them,

1

The example is from Zucker (1963).
Old Wives‟ Tales are amusing because they pretend to be instances of natural meaning, such as that all the
cows in the field laying down means it will rain.
2
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which are all we need to interpret the works, so there is no recourse to anything external to
the work, such as historical facts or the artist‟s intentions or biography.
This approach to interpreting artworks in terms only of their formal qualities is
often referred to as „anti-intentionalism‟ and is motivated by two kinds of argument3.
Firstly, it is thought that purity is needed in criticism, such that the employment of
historical, biographical or intentional information in the process of criticism would
unnecessarily contaminate the critic‟s response to the artwork. When this occurs,
according to Morris Jones (1964), art has failed to be self-explanatory and criticism has
failed to retain its purity. This argument will only prod us out of our intentionalist
sympathies if we agree that criticism should be pure as Morris Jones argues and that art
should be left to speak for itself4. This thesis progresses on the supposition that if we are to
understand art, criticism cannot be pure.
The second argument, as Skinner (1972:398-399) notes, is comprised of two
contradictory claims. Firstly, the anti-intentionalist is driven to formalism by the fact that
an artist‟s intentions are external to the artwork and any attempt to explain the meaning of
the work by reference to them takes us too far beyond the artwork we are trying to
interpret. The external nature of intentions in this sense is motivated by three further
suppositions: one, intentions of minded agents are essentially unknowable and are
therefore impossible for anyone to recover; two, even if we could recover the artist‟s
intentions, they would be an undesirable standard by which to evaluate the work; and
three, intentions are not relevant to interpreting the meaning of the artwork in and of itself.
These three claims are implicit in the following discussion of formalism. It is the first
claim that I am concerned to argue against, since I think it is largely exaggerated even if

3
4

These arguments are common in the literature on the debate. I draw from Skinner (1972).
See Ushenko (1953:Chapter 4) for a statement of this view.

14

The Problem of Interpretation

sometimes warranted. It is difficult to see what even motivates the second claim, and the
third claim, I argue, is simply false.
The second claim is that we need not attempt to gather historical or biographical
information about intentions in the course of interpretation because intentions are internal
to the artwork, and thus do not require separate investigation. This is motivated by the idea
that where an artwork succeeds in achieving a goal, it is rational to assume the artist to
have intended that goal, so nothing external to the work informs a claim about intentions.
The contradiction between these two claims can be solved if we take them together as a
claim about relevant intentions – the intentions external to the work are not relevant to
interpretation, whereas the ones internal to it are. I return to the important issue of relevant
intentions in section 5.2.
This thesis responds to both of these arguments. The first argument, about the
purity of criticism, fails, I think, once we develop a view about what it is to understand an
artwork: I argue that given that an artwork is the product of human endeavours, then to
understand an artwork is to understand the agent behind it as well as the artwork itself,
which requires that we „contaminate‟ criticism with background knowledge about history
of production in order to understand agency.
The second argument, I think, misappropriates two general truths. On the one hand,
there is an obvious epistemic difficulty with knowing other people‟s mental states, but
since discerning intentions is part of our ordinary communicative practice, it is prudent to
think that there is a way it can be successfully accommodated in our interpretation of art.
On the other hand, the claim that intentions are internal to the work, that they are manifest
in the features of the artwork is, I think, generally correct. But the formalist behaves as if
they are being asked to perform an act of mind-reading when it is suggested that they try to
know the intentions of artists other than those they find in the artwork, whereas the
15
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intentionalist is suggesting that we gather some external evidence to substantiate the
evidence of intention we already have from the artwork. Both of the anti-intentionalist
arguments, then, exaggerate the effort involved in discovering artists‟ intentions to the
point where they have to say either it cannot be done or it should not be done. I am content
to admit that whilst it is difficult to know intentions, there are nonetheless ways and means
of substantiating with some certainty the intentions we find in the artwork with intentions
that lie outside of them.
Formalist anti-intentionalism derives from Lewis‟ and Tillyard‟s (1939)
formulation of the „personal fallacy‟: it is a mistake for critics to approach poetry as if it is
about the poet‟s state of mind or as if it tells us about the personality of the poet 5.
Formalism was introduced into philosophical aesthetics by Wimsatt and Beardsley, who
developed the doctrine of „the intentional fallacy‟: the view that it is mistaken to (a) infer
artists‟ intentions from evidence internal to the work, (b) suppose that artist‟s intentions
are relevant to interpretation and (c) think that the success of an artists‟ intention is
relevant to an evaluation of the work6.
Formalism takes the debate to about whether the artist‟s intentions are relevant for
the meaning and evaluation of the artwork. Wimsatt and Beardsley (1953) distinguish
between work-meaning and artist-meaning, arguing that work-meaning is what critics are
interested in and can be discovered. The intentional fallacy, then, is to suppose that
something more than the work‟s formal elements and knowledge of the language are
required to interpret what the work means. Intentionalists, in general, deny the initial
distinction between what the artwork means and what the artist intends to mean, so
Wimsatt and Beardsley are concerned to prove a narrow sense of the intentional fallacy –
5

Lewis‟s and Tillyard‟s short book is well worth reading, as they provide more abundant and compelling
arguments for their position than Wimsatt and Beardsley do.
6
Dickie and Wilson (1995) give an excellent history of and commentary on the intentional fallacy.
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namely that it is wrong to claim work-meaning and artist-meaning are identical. I do not
deny the work/artist-meaning distinction as many intentionalists do, but argue that
although work-meaning can be specified through formal analysis, it is an incomplete
interpretation because the formal structure of the work is determined by the artist‟s
intentions. On my view, the distinction partially survives insofar as we might, for whatever
reason, sometimes be interested in interpreting artworks, as opposed to artworks and
agents; nonetheless, it is only through interpreting artworks and agents that we gain the
optimally rich interpretation.
Wimsatt and Beardsley are surprisingly sparse in argument for their position,
which can be summed up in the claim, „there is criticism of poetry and there is author
psychology [and] there is a danger of confusing personal and poetic studies‟ (1962:97).
They begin by stating five guidelines for interpretation that need not concede to
intentionalism. One, it is a fact that a poem is caused to exist by the antecedent actions of
an agent. Two, there need be no mystery about how we discover intentions, since if the
poem succeeds its success is evidence enough of such an intention. Three, like judging a
pudding, one demands that the text works, that it functions correctly. Four, the thoughts or
emotions expressed in a poem are those of its dramatic speaker, not of its author. Five,
when the poem undergoes revision the intention that is realised is not after all the original
intention, so talk of original intentions is unhelpful. All five of these, they argue, do not
require anything external to the text.
To illustrate how these five principles are deployed, they then distinguish between
three types of evidence we might use to interpret the work. Internal evidence, which is
public, such as knowledge of language, grammar and syntax; and external evidence, which
is private, such as journals, biographies and anecdotes. The third kind of evidence is
indeterminate, such as the particular character of the author which might inform the
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meanings and associations of the words they use. Formalism, then, holds that only the
internal evidence is relevant, even if the indeterminate kind may sometimes be needed.
Wimsatt and Beardsley (1962:100) offer the example of a poem by John Donne
that uses astrological imagery to convey its point; they argue that to interpret this poem
and to understand it we do not need to delve into Donne‟s biography to find out about his
keen interest in astrology, we only need to analyse the language as a series of metaphors,
which can be understood through simply understanding the words used. To do anything
else, they say, is to disregard the English language, and all their examples follow this same
format, which is as close as they get to offering an argument for their position.
We begin to get some arguments when Beardsley (1970) responds to
intentionalists, such as ED Hirsch, by claiming that their „Identity Thesis‟ – that the
meaning of the text is identical with the meaning the author intended – can be refuted by
three arguments. First, he argues that there are some meaningful sentences that were not
produced by human agents, such as a randomly generated computer poem that begins with
the line „While life reached evilly through empty faces‟; given that no one intended the
meaning of the poem, its meaning – which it nonetheless has – cannot be identical with
anything anyone intends. This argument fails to thwart intentionalism, though, because it
only plays on the distinction between sentence meaning and speaker‟s meaning.
Intentionalists can and do readily admit that words have meanings independently of
agent‟s intentions, but what the sentence in Beardsley‟s example lacks is a speaker‟s
meaning, a stipulation about what is being communicated by the utterance of the sentence,
which is not something the formalist can answer with this argument.
Second, he argues that words acquire new meanings over time, so phrases in texts
later come to mean things that their author‟s simply could not have intended and yet they
are still meaningful. This argument, though, only begs the intentionalist question, for even
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though the words might have acquired new meanings, what the author meant by them is
unchanged, for it remains, in the intentionalist view, a fact that the author meant those
words with those meanings at that time.
Third, Beardsley says that a text can have meanings that its author was not aware
of and can therefore have a meaning that was not intended. Again, this cannot refute the
Identity Thesis because the intentionalist need not deny that words can have meanings
independently of intentions. The intentionalist is concerned with the fact that when agents
use words, they do so with certain aims and goals, which is what we are trying to discover
in the act of interpretation. Language may well be autonomous from language users, but
when used language becomes a vehicle for an agent‟s communicative goals7.
Beardsley, as will be seen in Chapter 2, goes on to formulate his anti-intentionalism
with a theory of aesthetic properties, by which he can explain how the formal qualities of
non-literary arts are sufficient for interpretations of meaning. Briefly, the idea is that
certain arrangements of shapes, lines and colours on a canvas gives rise to an aesthetic
property such as vibrancy. Therefore, being able to perceive the properties in this way is
all that is required to know that the work is vibrant, so Beardsley thinks there need be
nothing more to interpretation. Up to a point, I think this is correct, as will become clear,
but the argument falls short in being unable to explicate further the notion of interpretation,
since it tells us nothing about what the artist is trying to communicate through that
vibrancy. That is, it does not tell us anything about the thing that is depicted as vibrant,
such as whether its vibrancy is positive or negative, or what it means to the artist.
One route formalism could take is to say that the meaning of aesthetic properties is
governed by established conventions, which, as members of an artworld, we already know
when we come to the artwork. But even if we accept that there are certain conventional
7

See section 4.33 for more on autonomy of language.
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meanings – such that luminous colours are garish, minor keys are sad and curved edges are
graceful – this cannot explain very much. Nan Stalnaker (1996:126) notes that, in virtue of
the public conventions of meaning, a great painting of the Virgin Mary can have the same
meaning as a lesser painting of the Virgin Mary, since the symbols of the painting will
mean the same things regardless of the skill with which they are rendered.
It seems that we would have to appeal to something outside the paintings in order
to apprehend the semantic difference between them if both simply depict the Virgin in
white gowns. Of course, it is possible that both paintings, supposing they are by different
artists, mean the same thing; but this is unlikely because different people do have different
intentions in performing the same actions. Furthermore, the time and place at which the
paintings were made will determine certain semantic facts about them, even if they have
all the same conventional symbols. For example, two pictures of the Virgin Mary with the
same conventional symbols would mean different things if one were painted by a 20th
Century Lucian Freud and the other by Piero in 15th Century Florence. Formalism would
have to explain how audiences understand the meanings of contextually-situated artworks
without recourse to the intentions of artists; when we come to consider the category view
of properties (in section 3.2), we shall see that artists‟ intentions are in fact the easiest way
to offer such explanations.
The point is that there is something external to artworks that individuate them –
namely, their individual histories of production, which includes the artists‟ intentions. I do
not argue that formalism is hopeless and should be discarded because it offers us a very
useful and plausible view about the formal structure of artworks; rather, I argue that
interpretation hinges on a dichotomy of understanding artworks and their creating agents.
The major objection to formalism, and other kinds of anti-intentionalism, is that it severs
the sensible link between meaning and intention. Moreover, if an artwork is autonomous as
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regards its meaning, then our interest in artists – as well as artworks – is irrelevant to art,
as the personal fallacy suggests; this, however, does not sit well with our intuitive
approach to artists and artworks, so formalism contradicts our ordinary aesthetic practices.
Formalism, then, aims at work-meaning, whereas the optimally rich interpretation of an
artwork aims at artist-meaning, which includes work-meaning as part of its explanation.
1.13 Intentionalism.

The intentionalist holds that the meaning of the artwork is identical

with what the artist intended it to mean, but, I think, at the expense of ignoring the artefact
we experience, so I argue the intentionalist insight about meaning needs to be married with
the formalist concern for analysis of the artwork.
Intentionalism has many forms, which I consider throughout, but here I state the
position in general terms. Hirsch is credited with formulating a classic kind of
intentionalism; he holds that „Meaning is that which is represented by the text; it is what
the author meant by his use of a particular sign sequence‟ (Hirsch 1967:8). The idea is that
artworks can have determinate meanings, which are intended by their creators. As with
formalism, the debate focuses on literature, where Hirsch characterises the problem of
meaning in terms of the claim that word sequences are essentially ambiguous. The
ambiguity of language is overcome by two things: one, the fact that contextual factors can
narrow down the possible determinate meanings of a word sequence; and two, the
determinate meaning is discovered from the narrow range of possibilities by discovering
the speaker‟s intention.
Hirsch admits the commonsense claim that we cannot have direct epistemic access
to other people‟s intentions, but says that when we interpret a word sequence we must
simply guess at the speaker‟s intention. Dickie and Wilson (1995:237-238), however, find
the appeal to guessing problematic because they think we do not so much guess as we infer
other people‟s intentions on the basis of the meanings of utterances, which presupposes
21

The Problem of Interpretation

that we understand the utterances independently of intentions. Hirsch, of course, cannot
accept this because he committed to the ambiguity of language, so something other than
language needs to inform even our best guess at a speaker‟s intentions.
A central debate between intentionalism and formalism concerns the kinds of
things we take as evidence for our interpretations of meaning. Formalism focuses only on
publicly observable formal qualities and conventional facts about those qualities that are
known to the members of a language community. Within intentionalism, however, there is
a similar debate about whether we should employ the artist‟s own pronouncements of their
intentions and information found in private sources, or use publicly available accounts of
intentional states. Hirsch defends the former approach, arguing that only an artist‟s actual
intentions will tell us the meaning of the work, so we have to do what we can to discover
what the artist intended. I illustrate the debate about evidence in section 1.2.
A more serious worry about Hirsch‟s position is that it seems to make meaning
arbitrary. If you say „it is paining outside‟ but mean to say „it is raining outside‟, Hirsch
has to maintain that, since intention determines meaning, the utterance of „it is paining
outside‟ means „it is raining outside‟. Therefore, we can say whatever we like with
impunity because the words we utter do not carry our meaning so much as the intentions
we have in uttering them do. So when Humpty-Dumpty tells Alice that „glory‟ means „a
nice knockdown argument‟, Alice has to accept this as a consequence of meaning being
determined by intentions. Alice, as we all would, takes exception to this.
Stalnaker (1996:123-124) notes that there are two objections to intentionalism
when it is applied generally across the arts8. Firstly, if interpretation is guided by the
conscious intentions of the agent, then intentionalism engenders the continual risk of
straying away from the artwork and into history.
8

This is the main problem with

Again, these objections are common across the literature.
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intentionalism that I am responding to. It is especially troubling, I think, because the
properties of the artwork and their formal arrangement seem to be the first and foremost
subjects of interpretation. The method of interpretation that I offer is formalist at its
foundation in the sense that it requires we understand formal qualities as the gateway to
understanding artists‟ intentions. Some, although not all, brands of intentionalism, such as
Hirsch‟s, do not appreciate the efficacy of form in this way.
Stalnaker cites an example of how an intentionalist approach to interpretation can
take us away from attention to the artwork and thus mislead us in interpretation. Monet
claimed that he aimed to paint nature as it is seen through the eyes of a blind person who
regained their sight, so intentionalism seems committed to taking Monet‟s pronouncement
as definitive9. But Stalnaker thinks that this intentionalist commitment to artists‟ own
claims can often be abandoned because attending to the formal qualities of the artwork
itself often yields more interesting interpretations. The objection is that the intentionalist
focuses too closely on external evidence that diminishes the merit of the work as formal
structure. Moreover, Stalnaker thinks, artists‟ own interpretations are unreliable guides
because „interpreting is not a painter‟s forte; painting is‟ (1996:124).
Stalnaker is right to point out that intentionalism does have a tendency to ignore
artworks in this way, but wrong to ignore two reasons why artists‟ own pronouncements
are relevant evidence. Firstly, artists are generally well-versed in art history and theory,
which motivates their work in the same way philosophers conduct their work with an
understanding of philosophy, so the interpretation of art is a skill artists possess in virtue of
their being embroiled in an artworld – if we must deny this I would be inclined to give up
the parallel claim about anybody working within an established profession. Secondly, to
simply disbelieve Monet‟s account of his motivations for his paintings is very odd, since
9

Monet‟s claim is cited by Cabot Perry (1966:35-36).
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we generally accept – indeed we demand – explanations of the motivations for the actions
of criminals, physicians, politicians, military personnel, adulterous lovers, corporations
and practically everyone else. It is not at all clear why we should reject such accounts from
artists. What I propose is that we accept the fundamental claim of this objection to
intentionalism – that it is inclined to ignore the artwork – and try to remedy it with an
attendance to aesthetic properties; but also that if we are to respect the agency of human
artists, who are minded beings like us interpreters, then we have to consider as relevant
their own accounts of their intentions.
The conjunction of formalism and intentionalism is all about getting a balanced
diet of artworks and agents. The important thing is not to ignore artworks, as
intentionalism can do by wandering too far into the artist‟s biography, but nor should we
get so preoccupied with artworks that we forget that an intending agent created them. In
the case of Monet‟s own interpretation of his work, we should at least try it out, and if it
does not work, only then can we disregard it.
The second objection is that the historical and biographical information the
intentionalist appeals to is about unrecoverable events that are fixed in the past, which
cannot explain how and why current audiences have the responses to artworks now that
they do. Stalnaker concurs that the central mission of interpretation is to explain the impact
the work has now, using the analogy of an old joke that is still funny – we explain why it is
funny in terms of why it still makes us laugh rather than why it was funny at the time of its
creation. Similarly, an explanation of why we enjoy Caravaggio today involves why we
find his work relevant and interesting in the context of modern art, and we interpret its
meaning from our historically placed perspective of twenty-first century people. But
intentionalism seems to commit us to interpreting the work in terms of the artist‟s actual
intentions at the time of creation. If intentionalism is fixated on the historically fixed facts
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about intentions, then it cannot explain our contemporary – and very immediate –
responses to artworks. This is another consequence of intentionalism getting lost in
history; I propose that conjoining intentionalist approaches to a formalist account of
properties solves this problem. The formal part of interpretation explains our immediate
sensuous engagement with the artwork in the present, whilst the intentionalist part explains
facts about the work at the time of its creation.
Neither formalism nor intentionalism is without its problems: formalism has
difficulty in explaining meaning, for it cannot tell us either how meaning is independent of
intention or how it is really related to properties; and intentionalism seems to make
meaning arbitrary and displays a tendency to pay too scant attention to the artwork. These
problems, I think, can be solved by conjoining the two approaches. Now I demonstrate the
insufficiency of the two approaches in practice.

1.2 The Restitution of van Gogh’s Shoes

1.21 The debate.

The debacle over van Gogh‟s shoes is about what representational properties

the work has, which turns on a question of meaning insofar as being able to agree upon
what a painting represents is the first step towards being able to agree what it means. The
debate raises two questions: one, a question about relevant evidence; and two, how we
deploy the evidence in interpretation. Here I stage a litigation in which Schapiro is arguing
for the artist and Heidegger for the peasant, each trying to gain restitution of the shoes for
his client. The debate centres on whose shoes van Gogh depicted in his A Pair of Shoes.
Two interpretations are in conflict here: Heidegger (2002) claims the shoes belong to a
peasant woman, and Schapiro (1968) adduces they are van Gogh‟s own shoes.
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Heidegger‟s project in talking about this painting is characteristically obscure, for
he is concerned to demonstrate how art reveals the truth of things. But his conclusion that
these are peasant shoes is well-founded in the fact that van Gogh is known for his
paintings of scenes of peasant life, so a worn pair of shoes is consistent with that. Long
after Heidegger, Schapiro argues that when van Gogh painted peasant shoes he depicted
them as well-kept and in good condition in order to lend dignity to the peasant, and it were
only his own shoes that he depicted worn and tattered. He says the picture of the shoes
may be the ones van Gogh wore in Holland, since „from the time before 1886 when he
painted Dutch peasants are two pictures of shoes – a pair of clean wooden clogs set on a
table beside other objects‟ (1968:205). Painted in Paris in the summer of 1886, Schapiro
concludes that they are the shoes of the well-travelled artist who is by now „a man of the
town and the city‟ (Schapiro 1968:205).
There is a direct conflict between these two interpretations, just because both are
plausible. Just a broad survey of van Gogh‟s work sets a precedent for his painting both
peasants and peasant life and still lifes of his own belongings and dwellings. But the
evidence mounts up against Heidegger, such as when Glendinning (2005)10 reports how an
Oxford art historian told him that the shoes in question are miner‟s boots, which,
apparently, van Gogh always wore. For Schapiro, the claim about peasant shoes is the idle
dreaming of a professor in his hut deep in the Black Forest, which is the product of „his
own social outlook with its heavy pathos of the primordial and earthy‟ (1968:206). But van
Gogh‟s relationship with the pure ideal of peasants is more complex than this suggests for,
as Melissa McQuillan (1989:150) points out, in The Potato Eaters for example, he goes to
great lengths not to romanticise the peasants and to show them in all their impoverished,

10
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dirty, miserable glory. So Heidegger‟s conclusion seems more plausible than Schapiro‟s
claim about clean peasant clogs.
Already, our intuitions on this subject are torn apart. There is evidence, in the
formal structure of the painting and in its intentional history, to support claims of both
peasant shoes and artist shoes. The very fact that Heidegger and Schapiro were able to
enter in to a debate about whose shoes van Gogh intended to depict begs the question
about what interpretation should be grounded in and what counts as evidence to support a
claim. And nobody captures the farce of two observers arguing over their distinct
approaches to interpretation than the endlessly playful Derrida, who expresses his
exasperation with the debate, saying „I‟m interested in the correspondence between Meyer
Schapiro and Martin Heidegger. We‟re marking time. We‟re not even sliding around,
we‟re floundering, rather, with a slightly indecent complacency‟ (1987:270). His sentiment
rings true – both Heidegger and Schapiro are using divergent interpretive approaches to
answer the one question, which, in their attempts to answer, they are only reframing the
question over again. There must, surely, be a solution, a way of giving restitution of these
shoes to their rightful owner.
1.22 The evidence.

Let us first call Heidegger to the stand to give his evidence. It will be

useful to begin with a statement of his motivations. Heidegger wants to know what the
origin of the work of art is, which cannot be the artist, for without art there is no artist, so
they have their origins in each other. He wants to know the essence of the artwork, which
leads him on a circular trail, for to know the essence of the artwork we must know what
that essence is11. Heidegger‟s conclusion is that it is through art that truth is revealed and
preserved in the world, for it is in the artwork that the artist discloses the truth of being; in
11

The German word Ursprung is translated into English as „origin‟ but in German has a figurative sense as
„cradle‟ or „fountain‟, giving Heidegger a sense of tracing the work of art from where it is born, nurtured or
springs forth.
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the case of van Gogh, the shoes reveal the equipmental nature of shoes.
The essence of the work of art, then, is to be found by characterising the nature of
things, which then leads to an explanation of how art reveals the truth of being. Given
Heidegger‟s more basic principle that asking questions is the basis of thinking, since at
least part of the answer is always contained in the question, his approach to the
interpretation of a painting is to study its form in perception and ask questions about it,
which opens up the realms of thought in which the answers reside12.
Heidegger‟s approach to A Pair of Shoes is essentially formalist insofar as the only
evidence he has for his interpretation is the painting itself; he analyses the arrangement of
pigment on the canvas in terms of the conventions of depiction and draws his conclusions
from there. He describes the painting, saying „the dark opening of the worn inside of the
shoes bears the imprint of the toil of heavy footsteps...The leather bears the moisture and
satiety of the soil. The soles have slid along the loneliness of the footpath running through
the field in the descending night‟ (2002:159). This is a prime example of formalism:
Heidegger has inferred a meaning – in this case, perhaps, more of a narrative – from
looking at the picture itself. It is from the precise way in which the shoes are depicted as
worn, dirty and tattered that Heidegger is able to construct this story about the peasant in
the field; of course, the loneliness of the footpath is not depicted in the picture, but it is
implied, to Heidegger at least, by the very way matter has been formed.
The silent loneliness of the shoes set on the floor in any empty space, cast off until
another day‟s toil, leads Heidegger to interpret further that the shoes are „pervaded by the
uncomplaining anxiety about the certainty of bread, the wordless joy of having once more
withstood want, the anxiety before the hour before childbirth, and by the trembling before
the hour of death‟ (2002:159). This anxiety about the future and this victory over suffering
12

Two excellent commentaries on „The Origin of the Work of Art‟ are Jaeger (1958) and Stulberg (1973).
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is implied by the way the shoes are the only objects in the picture and the way they are set
down as if prepared to be worn again. The conclusion that these are peasant shoes is
supported solely by the fact that the shoes are depicted as they are – as very old, well-used
and dirty in such a way that it suggests that there is a long story of their employment
behind them sitting there on the floor.
This interpretation is supported, for Heidegger, by the fact that art reveals truth,
and in this case, a painting reveals the truth about things, namely that they are part of
Man‟s world. We see the shoes as things because they remind us of the peasant woman‟s
existence, of the service they give her; without thinking they are the shoes of a
hardworking peasant woman, we fail to see the shoes as anything other than formed
matter. Understanding the pigment on the canvas is a matter of understanding how the
piece of equipment depicted relates to the World of Man. This helps to answer Heidegger‟s
question about why the work of art is so important, since the painting reveals to us what
peasant shoes really are – that they are an indispensible piece of equipment in the life and
world of the peasant.
Now the complaint will be that if we do not agree with Heidegger‟s view about art
and the revelation of truth, then we have no reason to accept his interpretation of peasant
shoes because of the dependence of the two claims. But this would be hasty and unfair, I
think, for two reasons. First, whilst we may not agree that the truth about peasant shoes is
revealed by the painting, we must admit that knowing what we know about nineteenth
century peasant life – its being constant hard work in poor conditions – such a well-worn
pair of dirty shoes may as well have belonged to a peasant. That is, just perceiving how the
shoes look in the picture suggests to us that they are the shoes of someone who spends
long days trudging through muddy fields, and one such kind of person is a peasant. There
is not much reason for us to think they are artist‟s shoes, for the concept of artist does not
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bring to mind someone toiling in fields, but someone sitting in their studio working. True,
muddy shoes alone do not a peasant make, they might be the shoes of a gamekeeper or a
blacksmith, but the picture certainly does not immediately call to mind an artist, but rather
a labourer, a waif or a landowner.
This brings us on to the second reason not to reject out of hand Heidegger‟s
strangely stated conclusion. Before 1886 van Gogh had painted many, now famous, scenes
of peasant life around rural Holland so it would not be so outrageous that, having settled
again in Paris, he painted a pair of peasant shoes from his memories of those days.
Although formalism is committed to using only evidence that is internal to the artwork, we
might just allow Heidegger to call upon his knowledge of van Gogh‟s body of work13. We
will allow it so long as it does not refer to van Gogh‟s intentions or biography and so long
as it only involves reference to the formal qualities of those other paintings. This, I think,
is permissible because although the evidence is external to the artwork in question, it is a
kind of evidence that we may happen upon accidentally in the gallery; we did not go
searching for the formal qualities of similar works, but they just impressed themselves
upon us. We cannot, after all, ask Heidegger to divest himself of his memory of other van
Gogh paintings whilst looking at this one. Wimsatt and Beardsley insist the interpretation
of texts is based on our knowledge of language, which means that when we take a formal
approach to literature we call upon our knowledge, not just of words or grammar, but of
phrases and sequences we recognise and remember. Therefore, in the transference from
literature to painting, I would allow that the formal structure of other works is permissible
evidence for Heidegger to call upon, which is, after all, only knowledge of the overall
„language‟ of painting.
One of Schapiro‟s major criticisms of Heidegger is that there is „nothing in
13
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Heidegger‟s fanciful description of the shoes represented by van Gogh that could not have
been imagined in looking at a real pair of peasants‟ shoes‟ (1968:206). This worry is also
expressed by Michael Ann Holly (2002), who cannot tell the difference between
Heidegger‟s description being of a painting or of a real pair of shoes. The precise objection
is reflected in Schier‟s (1993) claim that there is something distinct in the experience of a
depiction of a thing from the experience of the thing itself – and that something is the very
presence of the artist in their work, their skill in depicting the object. Heidegger is charged
with not explicating, or even recognising, this difference. True, there is nothing in
Heidegger‟s description to make this difference, but that must not be confused with the
fact that his point about art is that it brings to light the truth in things (in this case the
equipmental being of the shoes) by isolating them in an artwork, rather than that art does
or could replace the experience of the equipment‟s thingly character itself.
Lets us now call Schapiro to the stand to give his evidence. Again, we shall begin
with a statement of his motivations. Schapiro‟s guiding principle is that the still life is a
personal object, a part of the artist‟s life forever petrified in an artwork so that a trace of
the artist‟s personality and history is eternally left behind14. He says „for a painter to
represent his worn shoes as the main subject of a picture is for him to express a concern
with the fatalities of his social being‟ (1968:208). And this, let it be noted for the record,
comes from the man who accused Heidegger of fanciful romanticism. Schapiro backs this
up by relating a story told by Gauguin15 about how van Gogh had kept for many years a
particular old pair of shoes which he wore as a young man whilst working as a trainee
pastor where he saved the life of miner who was badly injured by fire. For Schapiro, it is
this story that confirms that the shoes are van Gogh‟s own personal object represented in
14

Holly‟s (2002) argument is incidentally that all art history is essentially an act of mourning for a lost past,
which we recover through the experience of the art that is left behind.
15
de Rotonchamp (1925), which is only available in French, is cited by Schapiro.
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art.
We need not doubt Gauguin‟s testimony, nor draw him into the argument, for it is
obviously a great leap to suppose that these particular shoes we are concerned with –
among the eight pictures of shoes van Gogh painted – are those very same shoes Gauguin
saw lying on the floor of van Gogh‟s studio. Indeed, Gauguin concedes that he does not
recall the shoes particularly, but he does recall the violet tones of the picture of them,
which is not the yellow picture we are talking about here. Gauguin‟s story, if it is true, and
let‟s not doubt it, proves nothing, so Schapiro needs firmer evidence.
Schapiro‟s evidence consists in scrabbling around for art historical facts from
letters and catalogues of paintings. On 13th April 1885, while still in Nuenen and year
before he painted the picture in Paris, van Gogh writes to his brother Theo, saying „I intend
to do a series of scenes from rural life [peasants at home]...When I call myself a peasantpainter, it is a real fact...It is not in vain that I spent so many evenings...at the homes of
miners and peat cutters‟ (van Gogh 1958:400)16. Shortly after that, he produced his tour de
force of peasant painting, the vulgar and beautiful The Potato Eaters. Schapiro‟s
suggestion is that with the move to Paris the following summer van Gogh turned his
attention away from peasants altogether, which is indeed corroborated in a letter van Gogh
wrote from Paris in June 1886 to Horace Livens, in which he describes his work as
concentrating almost solely on landscapes and flowers. So, perhaps Schapiro thinks that
those shoes are unlikely to be peasant shoes since peasants were no longer his concern.
In fact, van Gogh painted three pictures of shoes in 1886, at which time he also
produced a couple of self-portraits, which he continued to produce until the end of his life,
particularly in the years 1887-1888, when he painted himself many times, including the

16
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haunting Self Portrait in Front of the Easel17. In this period, van Gogh seemed to become
obsessed with what Schapiro calls the „fatalities of his social being‟, painting as he did
many aspects of his personal life, such as The Bedroom and Vincent’s Chair with Pipe, not
to mention his beloved The Yellow House. Schapiro‟s claim about artist shoes is grounded
in van Gogh‟s biography, for as he left Paris for Arles in late 1886 van Gogh began to
worry about his reputation, or lack of it, so he formulated the idea of forming a sect of ten
or so impressionists and of sharing houses with Gauguin and Bernard so they could swap
houses and locations according to the seasons to have a different creative experience. He
was getting anxious about progressing his technique and his career, and, Schapiro might
think, in this state of self-examination and deep reflection on his mortality as both a human
being and an artist, van Gogh set himself to task on painting down the details of his
personal life, including his shoes. The letters to Theo document van Gogh‟s continual
poverty and ill health, and this was getting to him in the last years of his life more than
ever, so we might be forgiven for looking at many of these still life paintings as exactly
what Schapiro says they are – embodied tokens of the artist‟s dwindling life18. These facts
lead Schapiro to conclude that „in isolating his own worn shoes on a canvas...he makes of
them a piece from a self-portrait‟ (1968:207). Schapiro‟s approach is fundamentally
intentionalist because he relies upon much more than the resources of the artwork itself,
calling upon letters, personal anecdotes and catalogues to reach his interpretation.
That completes the statement of the evidence. Both cases are plausible: a formal
analysis substantiates the claim to peasant shoes because of the way the depicted shoes
look, because of the very way in which they are painted and because of how we understand
the conventions of depiction; whereas the intentional analysis shows that just around the
17

A chronological inventory of van Gogh paintings can be found in Walther and Metzger (2001).
The van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam, notes in its introduction to the shoe paintings that they might be
interpreted as the artist coming to terms with his spiritual journey through life.
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time the picture was painted van Gogh‟s concerns took a turn away from peasants and
towards himself. They look like peasant shoes, but seem to be artist shoes. The debate
begins to look rather foolish when we recognise that both Heidegger and Schapiro think
the other is in error, but their alleged errors are comparatively equivalent. Schapiro accuses
Heidegger of not paying attention to the art historical facts, and Heidegger accuses
Schapiro of not paying attention to the painting – these are the standard objections to
formalism and intentionalism we saw in section 1.1. The conclusion, then, is that Schapiro
is missing the painting and Heidegger is missing the facts, so neither can be right because
they both only have one half of a dichotomy for interpretation.
Heidegger‟s formalism is steadfast, as he shows no interest in where the picture
was painted and its socio-historical context, which is not characteristic of the traditional
formalism outlined in section 1.12. But as JA Walker (1980:17) points out, Heidegger is
adopting an extreme formalism in order to level a familiar objection against art history:
historians are too concerned with the external relations of the work at its time of
production and thus fail to appreciate that the work has endured through history to be
viewed in the present by a contemporary audience. But Walker goes further to accuse
Heidegger of thinking the artwork is the only thing we need for interpretation and thus
ignores all the memories, knowledge and associations the viewer brings to work 19. I do not
think Heidegger is guilty of this, however, since his interpretation of peasant shoes is
deeply embedded in his own contemporary ideal of the peasant and seemingly in his
knowledge of van Gogh‟s interest in peasants. Schapiro, however, is equally steadfast in
his intentionalism, narrowing down the painting to one in the 1930 exhibition catalogue
that Heidegger saw and placing it firmly in a historical context of the artist‟s biography.

19

Walker (1980:21-22), however, also attributes Heidegger‟s peasant shoes interpretation to his Nazism with
its ideology of blood and soil. This, I think, goes a bit too far.
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My own opinion is that there is almost nothing to decide between the two approaches here:
there is nothing in the picture to support either Heidegger‟s or Schapiro‟s restitutions, but,
given the perceptual facts we do have, there is also plenty outside of the picture to support
both interpretations. We reach, then, an impasse.
For the moment, though, we can suggest a compromise between the disputants.
Suppose we grant Heidegger his formal interpretation because what is there on the canvas
looks like peasant shoes; and suppose we grant Schapiro his intentional interpretation
because history suggests artist shoes. Perhaps, then, van Gogh used his own shoes as a
model for peasant shoes, as if his worn boots from his days as a trainee pastor sat as a
model for one of the tools of peasant life, for the lover of peasants could not have brought
himself to ask for a pair of their shoes to model for him. Therefore, in the manner of
Walton (1990), we know – as a matter of fact – that what we see essentially are artist
shoes, but we are to join in van Gogh‟s game and make-believe they are peasant shoes.
Now we have an interpretation of the painting that combines Heidegger‟s and Schapiro‟s:
van Gogh is trying to tell us something about peasants and peasant life with this picture,
but he is also trying to tell us something about himself by drawing an affinity between
himself in the studio and the peasant in the field. Van Gogh, then, perhaps feels at one with
the peasant, both toiling along in their inescapable calling carving out a living from
nothingness. On this note, we send the jury out to consider its verdict, to return later in
Chapter 6.
1.23 Why it matters.

Whether we see artist shoes or peasant shoes matters a very great

deal because the answer to this question about to whom we think the shoes belong
determines the kinds of answers to further questions about what the painting means. When
Heidegger sees peasant shoes he draws different conclusions from Schapiro seeing artist
shoes. Schapiro views the still life as a personal object, seeing before him an intimate
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detail of the artist‟s life, alongside those pictures of van Gogh‟s bedroom, the welltravelled man of the town and the city settling down to work again in Paris. Therefore,
Schapiro interprets the picture as an insight into the psychology of the artist.
What Heidegger sees, on the other hand, is one of the tools of peasant life, a piece
of equipment rendered in art, concealing in its thingly character the truth of peasant shoes.
So Heidegger‟s interpretation of the same painting is about peasants, not about van Gogh
himself. Heidegger and Schapiro think the painting communicates very different things,
and which one of them is right turns on a question about whether the artist‟s
communicative goals are best discovered through a formal or an intentional approach as
outlined.
Any formalist analysis of A Pair of Shoes that reaches Heidegger‟s conclusion will
lead us into thinking that van Gogh wants to tell us something about peasants and peasant
life. This is derived from perceiving the formal qualities of the painting and inferring that
one such owner of such shoes as these is a peasant. And any intentionalist analysis that
reaches Schapiro‟s conclusion will lead us into thinking that van Gogh either wants to tell
us something specifically about himself or about artists in general. This is derived from
analysis of the history of the artwork.
The two approaches lead to radically different views about what A Pair of Shoes
means. The debate about the shoes matters because what we think the artwork means is a
result of the method by which we interpret it. Van Gogh‟s shoes have not answered
anything, they have just given an arresting illustration of the difference between formalism
and intentionalism; we must deliberate and return with the jury later.
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1.3 Artworks as Artefacts

1.31 Artefacts.

One question we can answer now, though, is the question concerning what

aesthetic disputes are about; what sorts of things in the world we are interpreting for
meaning when we interpret artworks. This is a rudimentary starting point, for if we are
going to claim that we interpret a multifarious class of things as having aesthetic properties
and meanings, it is useful to have a working concept of what that class of things is.
Characterising artworks as artefacts captures two things: first, it maintains that,
whether we are talking about a singular painting or an instance of music produced from a
score, our experience is of a particular thing and an interpretation of the work is
substantially based on that particular; and second, artefacts are distinguished by their being
intentionally produced by human agents. I take the first point to demonstrate that the
division of the singular and multiple arts – whilst useful for making ontological
distinctions – does not adequately capture the fact that each instance of an artwork is a
distinct artefact that we interpret for meaning20. And the second point motivates the
broader argument that meaning is determined by the intentions of an agent, so to
understand what an artwork means we must understand the agency behind it.
Dan Sperber (2007) draws out the implications of artefacts by noting that human
beings have made natural phenomena into artefacts: seedless grapes have been evolved
through artificial selection, dogs have been domesticated and cereals have been cultivated
to such an extent that these things exist in their current forms due to the intentional and
calculated intervention of human beings. That is, artefactuality entails intentional human
intervention, so sunsets, wild boar and mountain ranges cannot be artefacts. A salient issue
here is that since not all artefacts are artworks, there must be something that distinguishes
20
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art from non-art artefacts. Here I characterise how artworks are artefacts, in general,
leaving the more precise distinction for section 3.1.
Risto Hilpinen says „an artefact may be defined as an object that has been
intentionally made or produced for a certain purpose…Artefacts are contrasted to natural
objects; they are the products of human actions‟ (2004). But Sperber notes that this
rudimentary definition leaves us with two problematic cases: one, artefacts where it is not
clear to what extent they have been intentionally made; and two, artefacts that involve no
human modification. In the case of seedless grapes and domesticated dogs, neither of these
questions arise, but in the case of artworks they are abundant. The first problem is
illustrated by Rauschenberg‟s Factum I and Factum II: it is obvious enough that all the
features of the paintings did not occur by accident and that Rauschenberg intended many
of them, but whether the drips of paint that give the paintings their sense of abandon were
carefully crafted or simply fortuitous accidents is unclear. The solution here is to accept
that all the features of an artwork are not precisely intended, but what is important is that
we can view the work as largely intentional, so we think of it as an artefact that is
motivated by some purpose. And this is an essential part of what artworks are as artefacts –
their creation is motivated by a more or less defined goal or objective, such as
communication. The second problem is illustrated by a branch that is picked up off the
forest floor and used as a walking cane: the branch was not manufactured by humans for
that or any other purpose, but it becomes an artefact in virtue of its being used for a
specific – human – purpose21. In such cases, the degree of intentional intervention can be
minimal, for what is important is that – whether the artefact has anything done to it or not
– an agent is using it for a specific purpose.
Levinson (2006c) notes that the notion of artefacts has enabled us to break away
21
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from the traditional notion that an artwork must be a physical object, discernible sound
structure or sequence of words. It accommodates conceptual art by allowing that Cage‟s
4’33’’ is an artefact in virtue of the fact that an agent intentionally performed the act of
capturing a stretch of silence, so even though there is nothing there in the recording, it is a
specifiable artefact that we experience, like a painting or a concerto. Furthermore,
Levinson says, one way in which artworks are distinct from other artefacts is that artworks
are characteristically defined in intentional-historical terms, whereas other artefacts are
not. A chair can simply fail to be a chair because that kind of artefact is defined by its
performing a certain function and being constructed within certain parameters. No such
thing applies to artworks, which are defined as „something that has been intended by
someone for regard or treatment in some overall way that some earlier or pre-existing
artwork or artworks are or were correctly regarded or treated‟ (Levinson 2006c:27-28). On
this view, something that is intended by its creator to be an artwork cannot fail to be an
artwork, whereas non-art artefacts can fail because their success is judged by objective
standards22. I return to the distinction between art and non-art artefacts in section 3.1.
1.32 Experience of instances.

In the case of the multiple arts, the existence of a notation does

not guarantee that each instance produced from the notation will be identical, so each
instance is a distinct artefact. However, we can have different experiences (and thus
different interpretations) of a singular artwork on different encounters, so where the
qualities of the work have not changed between encounters, the one artefact is continually
reinterpreted. Here I defend the claim that the multiple arts give rise to distinct artefacts
and offer some reasons for why we have different experiences of singular arts.
In the case of the multiple arts, on the one hand, there is the fact that a notation (a
composer‟s score or an architect‟s plan) is the expression of a unified creative process in
22
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which an idea is distilled into a particular form, so that a genuine or authentic instance of
the work is one that is faithful to the notation. But on the other hand, there is the fact that
the notation is a set of instructions for producing an instance of the work which can be
interpreted at the whim or prejudice of the performer or builder. Together, these two facts
entail that every instance of a multiple work must be viewed as a distinct artefact because
the agent who produces the instance has certain intentions in doing so, which affects the
interpretation we arrive at of both the artist‟s work and the performer‟s instance of it. In
the case of the singular arts, our interpretations differ on each encounter because we notice
new aspects of the work, or our mood is different, or someone gives us new information.
To illustrate these points, consider the following examples of artworks where
sometimes the (perceptual) qualities change between instances and sometimes they do not,
but we should be inclined to admit to having different experiences on each encounter and
therefore to offering different interpretations of the works.











Dark Side of the Moon sometimes appears chilling and sometimes just
insipid.
The content of Ulysses does not change between copies of it, but on one
reading we find it turgid and on another find it epic.
No matter how many times we watch The Birds, we will still have the
same reaction when Tippi Hedren goes to see what is making the noise
upstairs.
For a hefty sum you can have Damien Hirst send one of his assistants to
your house to paint on the wall an instance of his famous Spot Paintings,
but some are garish and others are serene.
Last night‟s performance of Der Rosenkavalier is an instance of Strauss‟
score, just as is last month‟s performance, but we judge one better than
the other.
The Guggenheim in Bilbao is modern, whereas a replica in London is
passé.

The fact that properties have not changed does not entail that our experience or
interpretation is the same every time. Although nothing about The Birds, Ulysses or Dark
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Side of the Moon themselves is different from one encounter to another, that fact does not
mean that each encounter will be the same, since the works are temporally and spatially
located. It is contextual factors that are decisive here: the number of times we have seen
the film and our understanding of the genre will determine whether we feel fear for or
enraged by Tippi Hedren; our age, the circumstance of our lives and our overall view of
Joyce will determine whether we find Ulysses turgid and irrelevant or inspiring and
gripping; and our state of intoxication, the company we keep and the music we favour will
determine whether we find Dark Side of the Moon chilling or insipid. There are, of course,
indefinitely many more factors at play, but we cannot deny that contextual factors affect
how we respond to an artwork. This has the consequence that although the content of the
artwork is unchanging our interpretation of it is subject to the changing circumstances of
reception. For example, if we were to watch The Birds under duress of occupation during
wartime we may interpret it as a dark expression of fear of the palpable enemy taking over,
but if we watch it late one night with a group of friends we may just interpret it as a
humorous exploration of an exaggerated fear of nature.
The Spot Paintings, Der Rosenkavalier and the Guggenheim are all derived from
notations, but nothing guarantees that each instance of them will be identical to the last or
to the specification of the notation. The quantity, texture and consistency of paint applied
to the wall will vary according to the kinds of brushes and paints used, the skill or style of
the person painting them and the qualities of the wall to which the paint is applied. Even a
person‟s most monumental efforts to ensure these things are identical every time will
surely be thwarted (by degrees) by the laws of physics and chemistry. A given
performance of Der Rosenkavalier will inevitably differ from past and future ones because
the conductor is at liberty to interpret the score and performers have a certain power over
how they play the music, and a director realises their own vision of production design.
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Together, these things highlight and underplay different elements of the story so that we
may find the protagonist heroic in one form and foolish in another23. Finally, different
instances of Gehry‟s Guggenheim will almost certainly be physically different in virtue of
the fact that building technology is constantly progressing to offer new solutions to old
problems. Also, given that architectural works endure through time, the climate affects the
appearance of the building, so a Gehry Guggenheim built in Antarctica, in London and in
Bilbao would inevitably differ due to the force of the elements on it. The consequence of
this is that seemingly multiple arts produce singular artefacts. And again, this fact bears
heavily on our interpretation of the artwork: a particular Spot Painting on a stone wall may
be interpreted as an aggressive protrusion, whereas one painted on plasterboard may be
interpreted as a sublime engagement with the wider environment; or a production of Der
Rosenkavalier in the style of Brecht is interpreted as overtly political, whereas a
production in the style of Stanislavsky is interpreted as emotionally charged.
1.33 Architecture.

A particularly stark illustration of the artefactuality of instances is

provided by architecture, which is supposed to be multiple because its instances derive
from notations. Analysis of the process of creating an architectural work, however,
suggests there are two stages, one of which is multiple and the other of which is singular.
The first stage is design, where an idea is refined and realised in a notation (such as plan,
section or elevation); it looks as if this is on a par with a musical score, such that the
notation can then be used to produce multiple instances of the building. The second stage
is building, where the instruction of the notation is followed to create a building, which is a
singular artefact. However, I think this view is mistaken because there is a singularity in
both stages of the process, which means that we are faced with distinct artefacts for
23

Consider that the difference between Jude Law‟s and Michael Cain‟s Charlie Croaker is not just a feature
of the same character being played by different actors, but is more broadly a result of the way in which the
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interpretation, and this, I think, applies equally to music, painting, literature and building.
The view that architecture is multiple can be cashed out as follows. Nelson
Goodman (1976) distinguishes between the autographic arts in which history of production
is necessary for identifying a genuine instance, and allographic arts where history of
production is not relevant because such works are derived from notations24. This roughly
corresponds to the singular/multiple distinction: painting and sculpture are autographic
because there is one individual work, and music and literature are allographic because
multiple instances can be produced from a correctly spelled notation 25. Goodman insists
that architecture is allographic, and therefore multiple, because „any building that
conforms to the plans and specifications is as original an instance of the work as any other‟
(1976:120). By extension, the same applies to the other allographic arts: any copy of
Ulysses that reproduces all the characters of Joyce‟s manuscript in the right order and any
performance of Der Rosenkavalier that conforms to Strauss‟ score are genuine instances of
the works. My first argument is that these instances are themselves singular entities.
The view that allographic arts are two-stage in the sense of having a multiple and a
singular stage is challenged considering the points noted above: even if an instance of a
building or opera or Spot Painting is derived from a notation, the instances themselves
embody certain intentions of the people who produce them and differ from one another in
certain (perhaps accidental or unavoidable) perceptual ways, which should incline us to
think of the building or performance as a singular artefact. Kirk Pillow notes that
architecture must be allographic in the plan stage but autographic in the built stage because
„completed works of architecture have a historic specificity, and a site specificity, that
makes production history essential to their identification‟ (2003:367). It is for this reason
24
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that we have different experiences and interpretations of a Gehry Guggenheim in Bilbao
and one in London.
Gregory Currie, however, thinks that both stages of the process are multiple
because of „a failure to distinguish between aesthetic and purely historical
properties…Shut out the noise from the purely historical interest we have in certain
buildings, and architecture will be seen quite generally as multiple‟ (1989:105). That is,
the historic specificity that Pillow holds decisive in making a building singular does not,
for Currie, divorce the building from its notation in such a way that the building becomes
singular because the historical properties have nothing to do with the building‟s being an
instance of what is specified in the notation. But the history of a building is essential to it
because a building is designed for a particular site, which enforces particular constraints,
and that building is put on that site for a very particular reason, which is specified by the
client at a particular moment in history. This, I think, is why we distinguish between a
nineteenth and twentieth century performance of Der Rosenkavalier: the performance
itself is created by an individual, in a particular theatre, at a certain time and for a specified
purpose. Buildings and performances, then, have this sort of historical singularity.
My second argument is that the first stage only sustains the illusion of multiplicity
but is in fact also singular. This argument is motivated by a fact about the practice of
architecture, rather than a philosophical theory, which I think is equally a fact about the
other so-called multiple arts. This fact is that there is a sharp distinction between design
and building, which are the two stages of the process, but that the nature of the design
process and the actual practice of architecture entail that design can only be singular. To
design is to produce concepts, refine ideas and illustrate them in notations, which has
nothing to do with building, for whether or not a building is built, or indeed a score played,
does nothing to change the fact that a person had an idea, created a concept and illustrated
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it in some notation.
Zaha Hadid is no less an architect because many of her designs have never been
built, just as is famously the case with Le Corbusier, for they are designers and not
builders, just as performance is not the goal of composition, so that a composer who never
has their work performed may be unsuccessful but is not thereby any less a composer for
it. Insofar as architecture is design and not building, which it has been since the
renaissance, architects are engaged in the design of particulars which capture processes,
intentions and ideas in a singular entity26. Therefore, we should be more inclined to think
that the first stage – design – is singular because it embodies particular theories, functions
and intentions in a single thing.
The view that both stages are singular is best explained with Levinson‟s (1990c)
distinction between intentional and causal history. In painting, we are interested in the
causal history because authenticity depends upon knowing how the artwork came into
being, for it matters a great deal whether the canvas was painted on by van Meegeren or
Vermeer. But, contrary to Goodman, history of production is similarly relevant in the
multiple arts too because notations are individuated by their intentional histories. Consider
Borges‟ story „Pierre Menard, Author of Don Quixote‟: Pierre Menard, a nineteenth
century French symbolist poet, writes out the text of Don Quixote exactly word for word,
but claims that his novel is an entirely distinct novel from Cervantes‟ even though the two
are perceptually indiscernible. The difference is illustrated by comparing how Menard – a
contemporary of William James – and Cervantes – a contemporary of Shakespeare – say
that truth is the mother of history, where the same words used have very different
meanings. Borges highlights the difference thus: „[Cervantes] indulges in a rather coarse
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opposition between tales of knighthood and the meagre, provincial reality of his country;
Menard chooses as “reality” the land of Carmen during the century of Lepanto and Lope‟
(Borges 1998:48). The two books are different because Menard‟s is set in a Spain he could
only dream of, whereas Cervantes set his novel in his contemporary Spain.
The difference between the two novels, according to Levinson, is that they have
different intentional histories: Menard and Cervantes had palpably different intentions in
writing out the same words, so the novels were intended to mean different things by each
in the sense that whilst sentence meaning remains the same, speaker‟s meaning alters
dramatically. Therefore, the two versions of Don Quixote are particulars, they are singular
entities that embody distinct communicative intentions, which is the same reason as why
we should think of the design stage of architecture as singular.
Applied to architecture, we can see that the plan has a distinct intentional history in
which the architect is representing a design idea. The notation is a singular entity because
it has a distinct intentional history, and any copy of the notation – no matter how accurate
– may always have a different intentional history. Moreover, any building produced from
the plan is also a singular entity because it has its own particular intentional and causal
histories that differ from other instances built from the plan, part of which is the particular
interpretation a given builder makes of the architect‟s plan. Therefore, the singularity of
the first stage is assured by the fact that design is the design of particulars governed by
intentional histories; and the singularity of the second stage is found in the fact that each
building itself has a different history of production, as well as some physical differences
which may or may not be within the control of the builder.
There are two specific points about architecture here that illustrate two more
general points about the interpretation of multiple artforms. Firstly, building is singular
because buildings have distinct causal histories determining their physical and historical
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properties, partly as a result of builders being able to interpret the instruction of notations
and the clients‟ brief and partly as a result of inevitable physical constraints. Secondly,
design is singular because notations have distinct intentional histories, which themselves
can be realised in an instance with varying degrees of fidelity to the notation. I have argued
that both of these claims apply equally to other multiple arts such as music and drama, and
two more general points about interpretation follow from them. Firstly, the singularity of
instances means that every building or performance produced from the notation will
inevitably be different – as shown in the examples of the Spot Painting, the Guggenheim
and Der Rosenkavalier above – so that our interpretation differs from one instance to
another of the same work. Secondly, even if we are presented with a notation, rather than
an instance, our interpretation of it is affected by our knowledge of its intentional history,
so the one-stage arts, like literature, may just essentially be notations but we interpret them
as intentionally produced by a particular agent, so we see a difference between the Quixote
of Menard and that of Cervantes. The point is that both notations and instances have
intentional histories, and therefore both admit of different interpretations governed by
those histories of production.
This discussion began by considering two sorts of cases in which our
interpretations of artworks can differ: one, cases of unique paintings, accurate copies of
novels and recorded music or film where the properties of the work do not change between
encounters with them; and two, cases of instantiations of plans in buildings, performances
of musical scores and realisations of scripts in drama where the properties do change
between instances. The first set of cases is relatively straightforward, since the fact that we
have different experiences and interpretations of the one artwork is explained by appeal to
contextual factors that have nothing so much to do with the works as they have to do with
audiences. The second set of cases, however, is more provocative because notations can
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have different intentional histories and the notations can admit of differing interpretations
in the production of instances.
Insofar as we are concerned with interpretation, the notion of artefacts highlights
the fact that interpretation is of some particular thing and suggests that the work‟s history
of production determines its meaning. The argument now proceeds to show how the
interpretation of artefacts depends upon both properties and history of production, by
arguing that insofar as artefacts are intentionally created by human agents their properties
are instantiated for a communicative purpose. The notion of artefacts, then, bridges the gap
between properties and intentions, between formalism and intentionalism. The next
chapter works out a distinction between nonaesthetic and aesthetic properties, which
formalism takes to be central to interpretation. It will become clear, however, that
properties cannot be meaningful without an account of the human agency that produced
them.
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Chapter 2
Nonaesthetic and Aesthetic Properties

This chapter provides a general distinction between nonaesthetic
and aesthetic properties in order to lay the foundations for the
argument that interpretation centrally hinges on aesthetic
properties. It considers the views of Sibley and Beardsley and
defends the idea that the relation between properties is one of
strong supervenience. Finally, a form of aesthetic realism is
outlined, which is geared towards demonstrating how we can be
mistaken in the interpretation of artworks.

2.1 The Distinction between Properties

2.11 Nonaesthetic and aesthetic.

A precise metaphysics of properties is not my project here, but in

order to argue that aesthetic properties are central to interpretation we need a good
working idea of what they are. Consequently, here I offer a view of aesthetic properties,
but will surely leave some metaphysical loose ends as my purpose dictates.
We shall begin with the broad assumption that artefacts have two kinds of
properties, aesthetic and nonaesthetic, which immediately raises three questions. One, we
would want to know what these properties are; I broadly categorise them as being either
nonaesthetic or aesthetic, although there are further subdivisions and considerable
disagreement about which properties are included in which category. Two, artefacts that
are not artworks, such as chairs, show dogs and hammers, have nonaesthetic and aesthetic
properties, as do non-artefacts, such as sunsets, cockroaches and sand dunes, so we might
wonder what distinguishes these properties in artworks. And three, to distinguish between
classes of properties is one thing, but we need a story to tell about how these properties
come into being and how we perceive and understand them.
The first question is answered in section 2.1, where I draw some rudimentary
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distinctions between kinds of properties and consider the views of Sibley and Beardsley.
The second question is held off until section 3.1 in which I offer a theory about how
properties are linked to intentions. And the third question is a matter of concern
throughout: sections 2.2 and 2.3 explain the structure of properties in terms of
supervenience and realism, and section 3.2 supplements this with a theory of how we make
aesthetic characterisations. However, the understanding of properties as the products of
artists‟ intentions is the overall topic here, so the ideas presented early on are built upon
gradually.
Nonaesthetic and aesthetic properties are phenomenally and ontologically distinct,
but there is a salient connection between them. The distinction needs to accommodate two
things: firstly, that we are aware, in conscious experience, of both kinds of properties; and
secondly, that we form aesthetic characterisations because these properties are linked in
some important way27.
The first point might be explained by appeal to what Wollheim (1992b) calls the
„twofoldness of pictorial experience‟. Wollheim‟s discussion is specifically about pictorial
representation and how we see mere marks of pigment on a canvas as representations, but I
think the general spirit of his point can be put to good use here. Twofoldness is
„simultaneous attention to what is seen and to the medium‟ (Wollheim 1992b:212); that is,
when faced with Velázquez‟s Kitchen Scene with Christ in the House of Martha and Mary
we are simultaneously aware of seeing both fish in a bowl and of the paint that creates that
representation. This entails that we can see paint without seeing fish, since representation
is a cognitive matter that some observers may be incapable of, whereas we cannot see fish
without also seeing paint because the representation is manifest in the physicality of

27

Forming an aesthetic characterisation, however, depends upon more than just perception of properties.
This is explored in sections 2.12, 2.3 and 3.2 below.
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pigment on canvas. Therefore, in order to see what is represented we should have a
twofold experience of the painting.
As will emerge in the following discussion, much the same thing seems to apply to
nonaesthetic and aesthetic properties insofar as to perceive the latter we should also
perceive the former, but perception of the former alone is possible. That is, to see the
aesthetic property „vibrancy‟ is also to see the nonaesthetic property „red‟, but one could
merely see redness without any sense of the vibrancy it gives rise to, which, again, can be
explained by a lack of relevant observational faculties. Our experience of properties, then,
is twofold in the sense that we are simultaneously aware of an aesthetic property and the
nonaesthetic property that produces it, for if we were not there would be little role for
nonaesthetic properties to play in our explanations. Twofoldness, in my sense, maintains
both that nonaesthetic properties are causally efficacious in our aesthetic characterisations
and that sometimes our experience may not be twofold because we could fail to perceive
aesthetic properties.
The second point follows on from this by positing a dependence relation between
aesthetic and nonaesthetic properties, since the presence and absence of the twofold
experience is explained by understanding the relation that holds between the properties.
Consider Leonardo‟s Last Supper: prior to its controversial restoration from 1978-1999,
the jacket worn by Christ appears an orange-brown colour, but after the restoration it is
seen in its full resplendent red. On the view I am proposing, the vibrancy of Christ‟s coat
arises from the redness of the paint, so that after the restoration we have a twofold
experience of redness and vibrancy; and before the restoration we have a twofold
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experience of, perhaps, orange-brown and sickliness28. The reason we have these different
twofold experiences at different times, I argue, is that aesthetic properties depend upon
nonaesthetic properties to be realised so that different nonaesthetic properties will give rise
to different aesthetic properties29. Moreover, I argue that an interpretation of meaning
depends upon this twofold experience of properties, because it is in the conjunction of
nonaesthetic and aesthetic properties that we discern meaning. For example, before the
restoration we may interpret the orange-brown and sickliness as Leonardo trying to say
that Christ is nearing the end of His days, whereas after the restoration we may interpret
the conjunction of redness and vibrancy to mean Leonardo is saying that Christ is the light
of the world. The task now is to explain the precise nature of the nonaesthetic/aesthetic
relation in such a way as to justify the claim of twofoldness.
Nonaesthetic properties are those such as „blue‟, „weighs 12lbs‟, „square‟, „rough‟,
„three feet long‟, „curved‟. And aesthetic properties are things like „garish‟, „grotesque‟,
„vibrant‟, „whimsical‟, „chaotic‟, „sombre‟30. Nonaesthetic properties are mechanically
producible, for one does not need to be an artist to make something blue or curved or
square because these are measurable qualities of things; whereas aesthetic properties
cannot be precisely measured, for one cannot just make something whimsical as one
measures a three foot length of steel. To get clear about this distinction, in terms of the
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There is considerable debate over whether the restoration threatens the authenticity of Leonardo‟s work,
defended by Brambilla Barcilon and Marani (2001), and criticised by Beck and Daley (1993). A good
discussion of interpretations of The Last Supper is provided by Steinberg (2001).
29
Wollheim (1978) proposes a deeply perplexing argument for the distinctness of the aesthetic and the
physical object in order to say that although the nonaesthetic properties are faded the aesthetic properties are
still present because the artwork – unlike the physical object – is incorruptible.
30
An objection here is that these terms apply to artworks only metaphorically, which is made by Scruton
(1974) and responded to by Zangwill (1991).
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properties‟ production, it might be helpful to think of nonaesthetic properties as
quantitative and aesthetic properties as qualitative31.
Those properties I have listed as nonaesthetic might also be called „phenomenal‟ or
„perceptual‟ properties, as knowledge of them depends only on having functioning
perceptual apparatus. Clearly, things that are not artworks or artefacts have them too, for
they are physical properties of things; hammers are heavy, equations are long, pasta is
brown, sand dunes are tall and rivers are curved. One issue with regard to them concerns
whether they are intrinsic physical properties of things, but we can hold that in abeyance
until section 2.33, content for now to assume whether they are qualities of things or of
observer‟s responses they are real enough parts of our experience of the world. Moreover,
we can rest with the thought that suitably able-bodied human beings can instantiate them
by forming matter in certain specifiable ways.
The class of aesthetic properties can be subdivided into the substantive and the
verdictive, the difference between which is that the former are found in the work and the
latter are about the work32. Verdictive properties are „ugly‟, „exciting‟, „boring‟,
„irritating‟, „cute‟; by the criteria set out above, they must be aesthetic since one cannot
measure the conditions needed to produce them. However, a complex question concerns
whether verdictive properties are just about the work, or whether they can also be
identified as being in the work too. Take, for example, „beauty‟: to say that a thing is
beautiful is to pass a verdict on it, but one might also think that the beauty resides in the
thing in virtue of its nonaesthetic properties33.
I will not have much to say here about verdictive properties but will permit myself
a word because there are two insidious issues about evaluation to put to sleep before we
31

Sibley‟s more precise characterisation of this distinction is elucidated in section 2.12.
This is explicated by Walsh (1970).
33
As Zangwill (2001a) puts it, it is a question of whether beauty is skin-deep or in the eye of the beholder.
32
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proceed. First, Beardsley (1982b:103-110) thinks that a defining feature of aesthetic
properties is that they are essentially value-grounding in that they are the basis of our value
judgements of artworks34. This seems generally untrue when we consider that we can pass
very reasonable value judgements on the basis of purely nonaesthetic properties, such as
we may judge a film bad because it is too long or a building splendid because it has a lot of
windows. There does not seem to be anything obviously incomplete or unreasonable about
these judgements, which are easily explained in terms of how the length of films or
number of windows affects enjoyment35. Second, it is sometimes thought that substantive
aesthetic terms tend to imply value judgements, such as gentleness is positive and
clumsiness is negative36. There might be a sense in which an appeal to the conventions of
language can support this view, but conventions can just as easily be disregarded as they
can be followed; an artist could make something clumsy in order to be humorous, so if he
succeeds we might think the clumsiness a good thing, or we might dislike the gentleness of
Rolf Harris‟ portrait of Queen Elizabeth II because it is just too gentle. These are just two
problems to bear in mind as we proceed, but nothing essential hangs on them
Just one further distinction is required, and that is between broad and narrow
properties. Narrow properties are those that attach to the artefact itself, such as its sensory
nonaesthetic properties. Broad properties are those external to the artefact, such as its
history of production, style, context and the artist‟s intentions. This distinction is important
later when we come to think about what drives our interpretations of meaning, which will
be seen to centrally depend on both broad and narrow properties.
2.12 Sibley on aesthetic concepts.

Contemporary debates on aesthetic properties are directly

descended from Frank Sibley, who laid the ground by covering four main issues: the
34

Versions of this view are held by Freedman (1968) and Zangwill (2001d).
See Aldrich (1963:99) for criticism and Beardsley (1982b:105-106) for his response.
36
See Levinson (1994).
35
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dependence of aesthetic on nonaesthetic properties, the fact that they are not conditiongoverned, the notion of taste, and the essentially perceptual nature of aesthetic properties.
It will become clear that I – and others – have adopted the fundamentals, with some
amendments, of this position almost by osmosis37.
First, Sibley (1959) broadly distinguishes between two modes of perception:
ordinary perception, which is all that is required for the apprehension of nonaesthetic
properties, and taste or sensitivity, which is required for the perception of aesthetic
properties. Anybody with normally functioning perceptual apparatus can experience
nonaesthetic properties, but to also experience the aesthetic properties that arise from them
requires that we possess and exercise this further faculty of taste, which some observers
may lack, (although one might reasonably suppose that all observers possess it to some
degree).
The dependence of the aesthetic on the nonaesthetic is first apparent in the fact that
when we apply an aesthetic term, we explain it by reference to nonaesthetic – perceptual –
features. For example, we say it is delicate because of „its pastel shades and curving lines‟
(Sibley 1959:424), whereupon someone who lacks the requisite taste will still be unable to
pick out the delicacy even though they can point to the colours and lines we have cited. He
later goes on to clarify that „it is delicate not simply because it is in pale colours but
because of those pale colours, that it is graceful not because its outline curves slightly but
because of that particular curve‟ (1959:434). With the amassed metaphysical wisdom of
property dependence we now have it is easy to underestimate this claim, but Sibley here
paves the way for the details of the now popular view that aesthetic properties supervene
upon nonaesthetic properties.

37

The debt to Sibley in contemporary aesthetics is demonstrated in Brady and Levinson (2001).
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Aesthetic properties, Sibley (1965:138) says, could not occur in isolation without
nonaesthetic properties any more than facial resemblances could without facial features; he
says that the aesthetic properties emerge from the nonaesthetic ones and that any change in
nonaesthetic features dictates a change in aesthetic features. There are two specific ways in
which this emergence occurs. First, the aesthetic character of a thing results from the
totality of all of its relevant nonaesthetic properties, so that any slight change in the
nonaesthetic results in a change in the aesthetic. This is the regional view of aesthetic
properties. Second, the aesthetic character may emerge from some specific part of the
work, such as a specific concentration of colours on the canvas is responsible for the unity
of tone, in which case we call this notable specific dependence. This is the local view of
aesthetic properties. I consider this a bit more in section 2.13, but although a debate
between these views is often staged, there is, as Sibley says, no reason why we cannot hold
both simultaneously.
Sibley‟s second notable contribution is to argue that the occurrence of aesthetic
properties from nonaesthetic properties is not condition-governed. If aesthetic properties
were condition-governed, an „aesthetic clod‟ (someone who lacks all aesthetic sensitivity
(Casebier (1973)) could make a correct aesthetic attribution of, say, garishness, by simply
checking off a list of nonaesthetic occurrence conditions for garishness38. Conditiongoverning seems broadly false for the very fact that aesthetic properties cannot be
precisely measured, as I noted above, nor can we always say whether something is garish
even though we know what kinds of features make a thing garish and we know that the
thing in question has some of those features.
Sibley (1959) admits that aesthetic properties are negatively condition-governed,
since if we are told that a painting is grey and blue we can be sure it is not fiery or gaudy.
38

Conditioning-governing is defended by Kivy (1975).
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But it can also happen that we are given a remarkably detailed description of a picture,
such that we are able to infer that it is delicate, but when we come to see the picture we
find it is anaemic or insipid. Now if there are conditions then something would be
seriously wrong because the picture has all the perceptual properties that make something
delicate, such as soft lines and pale colours. However, it turns out that they way the
qualities are realised in the painting ends up making it anaemic or insipid. That there are
no such conditions testifies to an important point – there are only boundaries of degrees
between aesthetic properties, so an extra line here or a paler colour there makes the move
from delicacy to anaemia. This is the same as in facial expressions, where a slight
movement of the mouth and eyes can make the difference between a quizzical smile and a
perplexed frown. And this is what Sibley is getting at when he says that slight changes in
the nonaesthetic arrangement can have a dramatic effect on the aesthetic character.
Although there are no conditions, some nonaesthetic features are characteristically
associated with aesthetic properties. For example, garishness characteristically involves
bright colours or energetic music will tend to be fast-paced, but for Sibley this only
demonstrates that there are no conditions, since what is characteristic of one property may
also be characteristic of another. The reason for this is that no description of nonaesthetic
properties can put beyond doubt that a thing has an aesthetic property, unlike, say, a full
description of a person can put beyond doubt that they are lazy, which is a conditiongoverned term. That said, Sibley (1965) adds the caveat that it does seem that there are
some nonaesthetic properties that are logically necessary for some aesthetic properties, for
in a world of only bright colours there would be abundant garishness but no delicacy. But
even though brightness is logically necessary for garishness, it is still not a condition.
This leads onto the third main topic, which remains more contentious than first
two. Sibley supposes that aesthetic properties are essentially perceptual in the sense that in
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order to sincerely judge that a work is garish, and even to understand the judgement of
garishness, one has to have firsthand perceptual experience of it. This is also known as the
acquaintance principle39. Francis Sparshott (2004) unwittingly highlights this when he
objects to the supervenient dependence of aesthetic on nonaesthetic properties by saying
that if a thing‟s beauty depended upon on its sensory properties then we should be able to
understand – to have a sense of – that beauty from a full and accurate description of the
thing. For Sparshott, this demonstrates that something has gone awry in the explanation of
the dependence relation, but for Sibley, it tells us that aesthetic properties are essentially
perceptual.
In Sibley‟s view, the acquaintance principle is closely bound up with the fact that
aesthetic properties are not condition-governed: that we have to see the arrangement of
nonaesthetic properties in order to judge the aesthetic property is a result of our inability to
derive or apply conditions. The apparently delicate painting that turned out to be anaemic
is a case in point, for it is only on perceptual engagement with the work that we come to
sincerely judge its aesthetic properties. The plausibility of the acquaintance principle thus
rides on the plausibility of the argument against condition-governing.
Furthermore, Sibley points out that the acquaintance principle is evidenced by the
way that we conduct aesthetic disputes. When two observers disagree over what aesthetic
properties a painting has they may well argue the matter out, each finding different ways to
explain and prove their case, but ultimately, since we cannot get someone to see the book
on the table is brown by talking, it would be curious to think we could get them to see the
vase is graceful by mere talking. It is only through showing someone the nonaesthetic
arrangement that we can get them to agree with our aesthetic attribution, for they will then
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It is debated by, among others, Hopkins (2006), Budd (2004), Meskin (2004), Tanner (2003),, Pettit (1986)
and Scruton (1974).
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see the aesthetic property that we do. This, I think, needs the caveat that even when we
have shown the person the artefact we might need to offer further explanation as to how
the aesthetic property they apparently fail to see does emerge from the nonaesthetic
properties that we both see.
The acquaintance principle is, in a sense, the glue that holds Sibley‟s position
together, since it is evidenced by the argument against condition-governing, makes
aesthetic properties essentially perceptual and it prefigures the notion of taste, which is the
final topic. When Sibley speaks of „taste‟ he does not mean preferences or inclinations, but
instead the ability to discern or notice things, which is the particular form of aesthetic
perception. Somebody who cannot see the garishness of a painting or hear the melancholy
of a symphony or feel the tension of a dramatic scene lacks taste, but does not thereby lack
the capacity to perceive the nonaesthetic elements which give rise to the aesthetic ones.
Taste figures in two parts of the argument. Firstly, given that aesthetic terms are
not condition-governed, taste is required to explain how we make aesthetic attributions. It
is, after all, a certain sensitivity to aesthetic qualities, not the presence of conditions, that
enables us to make aesthetic attributions, which people possess to a greater or lesser
degree. Secondly, when we are given a full nonaesthetic description of a work we may or
may not think we can guess at its aesthetic character, but on firsthand perceptual
experience of it we see the aesthetic character that we may have correctly or incorrectly
inferred. However, taste (or the lack of it) explains those cases in which, even when
acquainted with the work, we still fail to see, infer or notice the aesthetic character. These
topics will recur throughout.
2.13 Beardsley on aesthetic qualities.

A major difference between Sibley‟s and Beardsley‟s

accounts of aesthetic properties is their motivations: Sibley is concerned to elucidate on
aesthetic concepts in terms of how we apply aesthetic terms and to distinguish between
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different kinds of perception; whereas Beardsley is concerned to defend a certain view of
criticism, namely formalism, by supporting it with a particular account of aesthetic
properties.
Beardsley‟s „descriptivist account of aesthetic attributions‟ has three theses: one,
aesthetic attributions are assertions; two, aesthetic predicates do not have applicationconditions; and three, aesthetic qualities have occurrence-conditions (1974:337). The first
has an eye towards aesthetic realism, which I consider in section 2.3; the second agrees
with Sibley‟s argument against condition-governing; and the third maintains the
dependence relation between nonaesthetic and aesthetic, although Beardsley‟s view of it
differs somewhat from Sibley‟s. Here I focus mainly on the third.
Beardsley begins by noting the received wisdom of the claim that the presence of
aesthetic qualities in a thing depends upon the presence of nonaesthetic qualities; indeed,
he says the phenomenal objectivity of properties is empirically obvious and need not be
challenged40. A very pervasive illustration of this dependence, for Beardsley, is the fact
that „the waywardness of the composition cannot be corrected...by the simple and direct
process of removing a certain amount of waywardness. The sculptor must alter his shapes
and textures until some of the waywardness disappears‟ (1974:338). The crucial question
for Beardsley concerns the sort of dependence that is involved here.
Initially, Beardsley says that a nonaesthetic quality, such as slow tempo in music,
tends to give rise to an aesthetic quality, like sadness. But this is criticised by Sibley
(1965) as a generalisation from frequency of occurrence that does not take account of the
fact that slow tempo is also closely associated with other aesthetic characteristics, such as
solemnity, majesty or pensiveness. Beardsley (1974) then replies that slow tempo
influences the music in the direction of sadness as well as in the direction of majesty or
40

See Goldman (1995) for an extended argument against the objectivity of aesthetic properties.
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pensiveness, but that when a particular rate of slowness is combined with a certain set of
other nonaesthetic qualities sadness will always result. Beardsley‟s view here seems quasiscientific in the manner of theories like the Golden Section that attempt to mathematically
measure beauty. Beardsley, then, reads Sibley as rejecting the claim that we can make
empirical generalisations about the relations between nonaesthetic and aesthetic qualities.
Beardsley, however, thinks we must make such generalisations if we are to
maintain that aesthetic properties are not condition-governed, for we have to preserve the
commonsense idea that there are some sufficient nonaesthetic grounds for the aesthetic,
such as slowness is to sadness. The precise disagreement is here is that Beardsley rejects
Sibley‟s claim that there are certain conceptual relations between nonaesthetic and
aesthetic properties. These conceptual relations are in the idea that negative conditions
apply, since a pale coloured thing cannot be garish, so there is a conceptual link between
garishness and colour-saturation.
Beardsley thinks there are conceptual relations between aesthetic qualities, such
that melancholy is a species of sadness and therefore excludes joy, but denies the
aesthetic/nonaesthetic conceptual relation. He grants that in a world of only bright colours
there would be no delicacy, but prefers to explain this as a contingent fact of nature rather
than proof of conceptual connections. He has two a priori reasons for this. First, aesthetic
and nonaesthetic qualities belong to different regions of the artefact and it seems
implausible to suppose a conceptual connection between things that occupy different
locations. Therefore, if garishness entailed highly saturated colours, it could not be a
genuinely regional quality. Second, the nonaesthetic qualities in the region of an aesthetic
quality are either relevant or irrelevant and they are obviously not conceptually connected
to the irrelevant ones. And the relevant properties are causally connected, which is a
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contingent relation, otherwise we would not be giving genuine explanations of our
aesthetic attributions.
Neither of these reasons succeeds. The second reason depends upon agreeing that
the nonaesthetic/aesthetic relation is causal. There are, of course, relevant and irrelevant
nonaesthetic qualities, but we need an explanation of how to distinguish between them,
which Beardsley does not offer except to say that some nonaesthetic qualities will tend to
produce aesthetic qualities. We have already seen that Sibley‟s rejection of such a
generalisation is plausible, and in section 2.2 I explore this possibility by considering
supervenience. Supervenience also explains the distinction between relevant and irrelevant
properties by specifying what is and what is not included in the supervenience base; it also
explains why the apparent causal chain is metaphysically necessary rather than contingent,
so we shall leave a response to the second claim for a moment.
The first reason fails to budge the conceptual connection argument if we have
reason to doubt that aesthetic qualities are regional qualities, which would involve arguing
that we have reason not to hold total and specific notable dependence at the same time.
Beardsley (1982b:94-95) defends the claim that aesthetic qualities are regional by noting
that we often describe the timbre of a single note played on a French horn as piercing,
biting or murky but prefer to describe these attributions as poetic rather than aesthetic. If
this single note has an aesthetic quality that is localised to the single note and not the
overall effect, then it looks as if there are aesthetic qualities that are not regional. He
concludes there is no consensus on the status of timbre terms and therefore no reason to
think aesthetic qualities are not regional.
However, I think the plausibility of the regional claim dissolves once we look to
empirical evidence for Sibley‟s claim that aesthetic properties are often the result of
specific or notable dependence. For example, Jackson Pollock‟s Summertime has the
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aesthetic character „audacious‟, but its colours are unremarkable yellow, grey, black and
blue with a hint of red, and the paint is dripped in thin, scattered loops, some of which are
filled with colour. Overall, the arrangement of colour and line is messy and fragmented,
with little splashes and dabs of paint withering into confusion of form and incoherence of
narrative. But, despite the weakness of composition and the uncertainty about what it is
supposed to mean, the painting is an audacious statement (perhaps about the purity of
abstraction). It derives its audacious character from the sheer size of the canvas, which, at
84.8cm high and 550cm long, sprawls itself across an entire wall of the gallery.
The specific or notable nonaesthetic property here is the size of the canvas, and
when you encounter the painting firsthand it overrides all other qualities. This is not to
deny there might be a certain boldness to the colouring in places, but even if this
contributes to its overall audacious character, the withering and uncertain arrangement of
line and shape do not. An aesthetic quality, on Beardsley‟s view, can only be regional if it
is the result of the totality of a work‟s features, which, in this case, it is not. Therefore, it
looks as if aesthetic properties are not regional in the sense of always being a result of total
dependence, and there is an abundance of other examples to demonstrate this. Now I turn
to Sibley‟s implied account of dependence, which offers an alternative to Beardsley‟s
causal account.

2.2 Supervenience

2.21 Levels of explanation.

A supervenience thesis aims to give an all-encompassing, but highly

economical, explanation of the contents of reality by positing a basic level of facts, from
which upper levels of facts follow. Supervenience is a series of dependence relations
between phenomena in which upper levels robustly depend upon lower levels for their
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character, such that any difference at the lower level dictates a change at the upper level. In
aesthetics, supervenience characterises aesthetic properties as fundamentally descended
from sensory qualities of artefacts. Crucially, supervenience offers an explanation of
twofoldness by positing families of properties that depend on one another, so that our
perceptual sense of nonaesthetic and aesthetic properties is explained by the way the latter
depend upon the former. Here I defend strong supervenience, which suggests a realist view
of aesthetic properties, thus giving aesthetic characterisations the status of assertions so
that we can be wrong in our interpretations.
Levinson (1990a:135) begins by distinguishing three kinds of phenomenal
properties: structural properties that are intrinsic features perceivable by mere observation;
substructural properties that can be identified if closely examined; and contextual
properties to do with the relation of the work to its artistic context. He concludes that,
since aesthetic properties are apprehended through mere perception, they must be centrally
supervenient upon the structural properties of the work, namely the nonaesthetic
properties.
The substructural level is the microphysical level at which physical facts are
determined. For example, the structural property „red‟ is explained by the substructural
molecular composition of paint and of the interaction of light rays. The structural level,
then, is the redness of the paint, which is the perceptual source of our judgement that the
artefact is red, and of our aesthetic characterisation that it is „vibrant‟. The nonaesthetic
property supervenes upon the microphysical facts because if facts were different at the
lower substructural level, then so would the facts be different at the upper level41.

41

Secondary qualities – such as redness, loudness, pungency – are thought to be response-dependent, which
is explored in section 2.33 below.
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We say the relation is supervenient rather than merely causal because the
nonaesthetic property is a metaphysically necessary result of the microphysical facts. So
too, then, the aesthetic property is a metaphysically necessary result of the nonaesthetic
property, for any change at the structural level dictates a change in those features that
supervene upon them, which itself could only come about by a change at the substructural
level. For the current purpose, we only need assume causation to occur at the
microphysical level, since the reflection of light and the chemical constitution of pigment
cause the paint to have the qualities it does, but it‟s being red is a necessary consequence
of its microphysical constitution.
Each upper level is supervenient upon the levels below it, but this does not mean
that the levels are thereby reducible. Levinson characterises it thus:

Aesthetic attributes are ontologically distinct from whatever
structural bases support them...they arise from them without in
any sense including or comprising them in what they are
(1990a:140).

It is not being claimed that as a matter of definition phenomenal appearances are reducible
to physical bases and aesthetic properties are reducible to phenomenal properties. If this
were the case, then there would be little distinction to draw between the two kinds of
properties. For example, it is not the case that gracefulness can be reduced to a certain kind
of line, but merely that it is the case that this certain kind of line gives rise to the property
of gracefulness. In cases where this certain kind of line is present but we judge that
gracefulness has not been realised, we are not to assume that something has failed at the
substructural or structural level, rather we are to assume something has gone awry in
perception or characterisation.
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As we have already seen, one explanation for this kind of error is Sibley‟s notion of
taste. An observer may simply lack the sensibility to perceive certain (or any) aesthetic
properties, so that when faced with the kind of subvenient base that produces grace they
simply cannot perceive the aesthetic property. This need not perturb us into thinking that
there is no supervenient property of grace if an observer does not perceive it, since the
grace will be perceived by normally equipped perceivers in normal conditions.

Aesthetic properties

Characterisation

Nonaesthetic properties

Microphysical (physical facts)

This model shows the path from microphysical facts all the way up to characterisation as a
series of supervenience relations where the next level is a metaphysically necessary result
of the previous one. Fundamentally, the relation between characterisation and properties is
one of supervenient causation because there is an apparent causal relation between the
property and the characterisation to the extent that it is caused by the (experience of) the
property, but we must, strictly speaking, say the characterisation supervenes upon the
experience of the property because that experience simply would not have been caused in
us without that property42. The aesthetic characterisation we make, then, of any given
work, depends specifically on the kind of experience we have, which itself depends on the
42

The supervenient relation between micro and macro levels of explanation is explored by Kim (1993c).
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kinds of properties the work has. Any change at any level of this model dictates a
complementary change at all levels above it.
2.22 Strong and weak supervenience.

There are questions to ask, however, about the strength of

this relation: Levinson (1990a and 2006b) holds weak supervenience whereby an artwork
can have different aesthetic properties in different worlds even though it has the same
nonaesthetic properties in all worlds; whereas Zangwill (2001b and 2007) defends strong
supervenience under which so long as the artwork has the same nonaesthetic properties in
all worlds it will also have the same aesthetic properties in all worlds.
Levinson is motivated towards weak supervenience because he thinks the
contextual properties of an artwork partly determine its aesthetic properties, so in different
contexts, different properties are realised. Zangwill (2001a), however, thinks that we
cannot imagine a butterfly being exactly as it is in another world without its being
beautiful, and it looks as if there is a similarly strong modal commitment in aesthetics 43. In
aesthetics, we want to hold strong supervenience because it allows aesthetic properties to
be sufficiently causally efficacious to be the antecedents of interpretation, whilst admitting
the weak supervenience claim about how context bears upon aesthetic properties. Here I
argue that both things are possible if we are careful about what is included in the
supervenience base.
Jaegwon Kim says „A weakly supervenes on B if and only if necessarily for any x
and y if x and y share all properties in B then x and y share all properties in A – that is,
indiscernibility with respect to B entails indiscernibility with respect to A‟ (1993b:58).
This is Levinson‟s position: although the relation of properties between A and B is
necessary, there is nothing to prevent B from having different properties in another world
so that A differs also in that world. Kim‟s strong supervenience is that „A strongly
43

Wittgenstein (1967:§199) presents it as if it is contradictory to suggest the butterfly is not beautiful.
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supervenes on B just in case, necessarily, for each x and each property F in A, if x has F,
then there is a property G in B such that x has G, and necessarily if any y has G, it has F‟
(1993b:64), which is the view Zangwill holds.
To draw out the implications of this distinction for aesthetics, consider Danto‟s
(1981) mystifying picture The Israelites Crossing the Red Sea, which is a uniform expanse
of red paint on a square canvas44. On strong supervenience, it has the aesthetic property
„triumph‟ in all worlds, but on weak supervenience the same nonaesthetic properties could
give rise to other aesthetic properties in other worlds.
In the philosophy of mind, weak supervenience entails that two entities in world X
with the same physical properties will have the same mental properties; but this need not
carry over into world Y where entities with same physical properties as in world X could
have different mental properties in world Y45. The reason for this in both mind and
aesthetics is similar: supervening properties are determined, in part, by things external to
the entities in question. This is supposed to prove that aesthetic properties are determined
by more than just the (sensory) nonaesthetic properties of the artwork, namely the work‟s
context of production. Therefore, The Israelites Crossing the Red Sea does not express
triumph in a world where observers have no knowledge of the Old Testament because the
aesthetic property supervenes in part upon the work being viewed in a context that
includes knowledge of the Old Testament. Similarly, sentient beings with the same
physical constitution in world X and Y have different mental states because worlds X and Y
are constituted differently, so that their mental states depend saliently on their context.
This anticlimax of weak supervenience is apprehended by Kim, who uses the case

44

Danto‟s point is quite different from this, of course, because he uses a series of red squares to demonstrate
that the difference between indiscernible artworks and mere things depends upon something more than the
properties of those things, namely an Artworld.
45
See Kim (1993b:60).
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of morals to highlight that it seems like a much weaker relation that one might expect:

If being a good man is dependent on, or is determined by, certain
traits of character, then these traits must insure or guarantee being
a good man...the connection between these traits and being a good
man must be more than a de facto coincidence that varies from
world to world (1993b:60).

This is undesirable because the one and same work can be said to mean, express or
represent different things in different worlds. This is problematic because we ordinarily
think our aesthetic characterisations to have some important modal force, such that our
own judgement of „harmony‟ rules out another‟s judgement of „chaos‟. The goal here is to
establish that we can be wrong in our aesthetic characterisations and we can misinterpret
artworks. This is possible if we take a careful view of strong supervenience whilst also
admitting that we make differing aesthetic judgements if we perceive the work in different
categories, and lacking certain categories can lead to mistakes in characterisation.
We can admit that aesthetic properties depend upon something in addition to
sensory nonaesthetic properties at the same time as maintaining strong supervenience by
recalling the distinction between broad and narrow properties. Aesthetic properties
supervene on narrow nonaesthetic properties such as shape, line, colour and texture, but
context of production, style and the artist‟s intentions are all broad nonaesthetic properties
that also play a part in determining aesthetic properties. The Israelites Crossing the Red
Sea has the aesthetic property „triumphant‟ partly as a result of the liberal application of
vibrant red paint but also partly as a result of the artist‟s intention to convey the triumph of
Moses. Whilst the aesthetic property supervenes on the colour and texture, it does not
supervene on the artist‟s intentions, since for B to supervene on A then A must be
continually present and the artist‟s intentions, insofar as they are momentary brain states,
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are now vanished. Nonetheless, the artist‟s intentions to depict a particular scene, to
express anguish, to paint in the style of Mondrian or to comment upon war are – and
remain – facts about the work‟s genesis. Aesthetic properties do not supervene directly on
broad nonaesthetic properties, but they do robustly depend on unchanging facts about
them. Understanding such historical facts is part of how we understand the picture as
having the aesthetic properties it does, so making judgements of aesthetic properties
depends upon knowing these facts. This will become clearer when we come to the
categories of art in section 3.246.
Therefore, aesthetic properties strongly supervene on nonaesthetic properties
because they are determined by unchanging facts as well as sensory qualities, so observers
across all worlds can always be mistaken in their characterisations. This means our
characterisations can be assertions, since they have to cohere with the facts in the
supervenience base. After all, the style of painting at the time, the emotions the artist
intended to express and the reasons behind the work‟s creation are all matters of historical
fact. Being in another possible world with the same painting does nothing to change the
facts about its genesis, so the same aesthetic properties arise from the supervenience base
because in all possible worlds it still has those narrow nonaesthetic properties and,
crucially, the broad nonaesthetic facts remain the same whether or not observers in another
world are aware of them47.
2.23 Multiple-realisation.

We do not want to say that for every aesthetic property there is

only one arrangement of nonaesthetic properties that can realise it. Kim characterises
46

Sibley‟s defence of the acquaintance principle is slightly weakened by this admission that certain facts
about history of production are contained in the supervenience base, since we can go some way towards
getting someone to see the grace of a vase by talking just by explaining to them these relevant facts. The
discussions of reference classes (section 2.32) and categories (section 3.2) will illuminate this.
47
On this view, characterisations which lack requisite knowledge of the facts are incorrect, but if sensory
qualities are response-dependent then we lack recourse to say observers with different responses from our
world are simply wrong, which I consider in section 3.33 below.
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multiple-realisation in the psychological states of nonhuman creatures:

Their observable behaviour is best explained by imputing to
them certain internal states...in the way psychological states are
so connected for humans. And yet the biochemistry of these
creatures may be so different from ours that there is no sense in
which we may speak of „the same physical state‟ (1993d:179).

The aesthetic problem can be summed up by considering two paintings by David
Lynch which instantiate the property „eeriness‟: Billy was Half Way between His House
and the Sickening Garden of Letters is painted in blues and greys and Shadow of a Twisted
Hand across My House uses browns and blacks. Now we do not want to say that since
they have different nonaesthetic properties they cannot both have the same aesthetic
property. The supervenience thesis allows that exactly the same aesthetic property can be
realised in many different ways. For example, redness instantiates vibrancy, but so could
yellowness, since vibrancy is a measure of warmth, intensity and vivacity, not of colour.
Kim (1993a:60 and 1993e:271-275) points out that the upper-level properties
cannot be, and need not be, reducible to the lower-level properties if they can be
instantiated in many ways48. The reason for this is that if the reduction were posited then
there would be no interesting metaphysical difference between the two properties, which
contradicts the fact that there is – or we definitely perceive there to be – such a
metaphysical distinction at different levels of explanation. The perception of this
difference is, as I characterised it in section 2.11, the phenomenon of our twofold
experience of properties.
So Billy was Half Way between His House and the Sickening Garden of Letters and
Shadow of a Twisted Hand across My House both instantiate the same aesthetic property,
48

Kim attributes the introduction of multiple-realisation into discussion of the mind-body problem to Putnam
(1990b).
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namely „eeriness‟, even though they have markedly different narrow nonaesthetic
properties. Aesthetics needs the multiple-realisation thesis for three reasons: one, since in
language we can describe many diverse things as „eerie‟, „elegant‟ or „sad‟, pictures too
need to admit of the fact that many things can be described with the same words because
those words denote different forms and degrees; two, if there were only one nonaesthetic
base for each aesthetic property then we would be broadly mistaken in our aesthetic
characterisations, such as that only one of the two paintings mentioned here could have the
property „eeriness‟; and three, to say that aesthetic properties are multiply-realised is to
guard against reduction of aesthetic to nonaesthetic properties.

2.3 Aesthetic Realism

2.31 Phenomenal objectivity and subjectivity.

Aesthetic realism has two main attractions. First, it explains

our commonsense approach to aesthetic judgement insofar as it explains the truth and
correctness to which we think our judgements are aspiring. For, as Zangwill (2001a) notes,
when we judge that a thing is beautiful we are committed to denying that it is ugly, and we
think those who say it is ugly are incorrect. Without this appeal to aesthetic
characterisations being assertions, we are at a loss to explain what aesthetic disputes are
aiming at. As an illustration, consider that Heidegger and Schapiro each think they have
apprehended the truth about van Gogh‟s painting and therefore think the other is mired in
error.
And second, it gives a very economical explanation of the source of our aesthetic
judgements, since supervenience tells us that the aesthetic property we respond to is a
result of the nonaesthetic property it supervenes upon. Strong supervenience, on this
model, is what makes aesthetic properties sufficiently causally efficacious to explain how
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we have the responses that we do because they are responses to a fixed set of physical and
historical facts. Moreover, I argue, aesthetic properties are the bearers of meaningNN, so
realism maintains that our interpretation of what an artwork means is subject to standards
of correctness such that we can misinterpret artworks.
I think that the aesthetic property „vibrancy‟ is created by the artist with the
intention that it communicate something. This view entails that we take all the insights of
formalism and add them to intentionalism wherein we appeal to the artist‟s intentions, the
work‟s history of production and its context in order to explain how the meaning of the
artwork is a matter of what the vibrancy communicates. An appeal to aesthetic realism is a
step towards arguing that whatever an artwork meansNN is interpreted from its aesthetic
properties, which are themselves the results of an agent‟s intentions, so that both properties
and meaning are fixed in history, and it is only by perceiving these properties and
investigating that history that we can make valid assertions about both properties and
meaning.
Brandon Cooke says the aesthetic realist is committed to two claims49:

First, the discourse is genuinely representational. That is, the
distinctive terms of a discourse refer to certain facts, properties, or
states of affairs. Secondly, those facts, properties, or states of
affairs are mind-independent (2007:30).

Firstly, the discourse of art is genuinely representational because its predicates such as
„red‟ or „square‟ refer to facts about things in the world that are the results of the
microphysical structure of those entities. Similarly, aesthetic predicates such as „vibrant‟
49

Pettit (1991) maintains that realists should, although need not, be committed to a third claim which he calls
the „cosmocentric thesis‟. This is the view that our judgements of reality must be subject to error because we
may lack experiential contact with them, which is explored more in section 2.32.
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and „garish‟ refer to distinctly aesthetic properties which are the metaphysically necessary
results of the constitution of broad and narrow nonaesthetic properties. The supervenience
thesis has been defended precisely because it supports the view that when we make
aesthetic characterisations we are referring to states of affairs that can be explained in
terms of the structure of reality. Aesthetic properties are „phenomenally objective‟, as
Beardsley would say, insofar as they are real properties of artefacts that can be perceived
with the senses, and supervenience explains how these properties are part of the fabric of
the world, so that our talk about art does genuinely represent the way these artefacts are.
Secondly, the claim of mind-independence means that these properties, facts or
states of affairs do not depend, for either their nature or their existence, on being
apprehended by consciousness. However, once we admit that sensory, or secondary,
qualities are best thought of as response-dependent, the claim that aesthetic properties are
mind-independent becomes untenable. I say more about this in section 2.33 below, but the
key thing I want to maintain is that our talk about aesthetic properties involves making
assertions. Response-dependence means that suitable perceivers have certain responses in
appropriate circumstances, so properties are relational in the sense that an object has
response-dependent property P in relation to suitable perceivers. I say these responsedependent properties are phenomenally objective because there can be fact of the matter
about whether an object possess a relational property. So even though P is not mindindependent, objects can nevertheless really possess P.
Those who find phenomenal objectivity problematic in this case are often ailed by
a confusion: people are often inclined to say that if the song sounds sad to them, then it is
sad, for that is how they perceive it, whereupon they leap to saying that given this fact
about experience there cannot be mind-independent properties. To be sure, this is an
arresting intuition because it explains aesthetic disputes away into the ether, but the
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confusion is in the fact that these disputes should be thought of as differences in subjective
experience, rather than assuming they tell us anything very informative about the
phenomenally objective nature of the world50.
There is no need here to deny subjectivity of experience: if you say the artwork is
„garish‟ and I say it is „sumptuous‟ then I cannot deny the occurent content of your
experience, since it is a phenomenally subjective matter that when experiencing this
artwork you experience garishness. It is a fact of human psychology that individuals have
different private experiences of one and the same thing, but accepting this need not lead us
to deny that the one and the same thing in question is an objective reality. Aesthetic
realism is geared towards showing how we can be right or wrong in our judgements, and
later I briefly consider some of the reasons why our subjective experience fails to
apprehend the nature of the objective reality. Even if secondary qualities are responsedependent, rather than mind-independent, there is room to say people with the same
perceptual apparatus and faculties as us are wrong in their judgements because we are all
equally equipped to perceive one and the same reality.
The fact that an individual‟s subjective experience is often not such a reliable guide
to objective reality is demonstrated by language acquisition: when learning Arabic I may
experience no difference between the sounds of ( كkaf) and ( قqaf) and no amount of
practice seems to cast doubt on my ineffable conscious experience. To me, it seems as if
there is no phonetic difference, no matter how much I try to hear it and reproduce it, but
Omar insists that there is a difference that I fail to apprehend. If I therefore conclude it is a
subjective matter that qur’an and kursi have different sounds, this is a feature of my
perception of things and not of the nature of the things themselves51. Omar, exhausted with

50
51

I am grateful to James Buckhalter and Matthew Tandy for lively discussion on these issues.
See Dennett (1990b) on scepticism of this nature about qualia, and Levinson (2006a) for a response.
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teaching, will resolve that I am wrong in my phonetic judgements, and it is this possibility
of being wrong in our judgements of reality that realism maintains.
In the following chapters, I explain how agents produce nonaesthetic properties
with the intention of realising certain aesthetic properties that communicate the meaning
they want to convey to the audience in the creation of the artwork. Audiences then
interpret that meaning first by perceptual engagement with the work‟s properties and
second by applying the facts of history of production to discern the intended meaning.
Aesthetic realism guards against relativism of interpretation, in which all interpretations
are equally valid, because our aesthetic characterisations are assertions whose truth
conditions are whether the artefact actually possesses those properties in perception and
whether facts about history of production supports our judgement of an agent‟s intended
meaning. Therefore, it will emerge that although varied audience responses may be
interesting and even valid, they have potential to be incorrect in respect of the facts, even if
the judgements themselves are sincere reports of subjective experience of the artefact. So
although aesthetic properties cannot be said to be mind-independent, there are various
kinds of things that can intervene in our subjective experience of an objective reality to
give rise to error in our judgements, which I think still stands even when we admit
response-dependence.
2.32 Reference classes.

Philip Pettit (1983) identifies two elements of aesthetic realism that

are rendered problematic by claiming that aesthetic characterisations are assertions. Firstly,
that aesthetic characterisations are essentially perceptual, insofar as to judge that a painting
is elegant we need to have had firsthand perceptual experience of it, such as Sibley argues.
Although we can make the assertion without experience, our judgements would be
insincere without it. And secondly, such characterisations are perceptually elusive in the
sense that we very often argue about whether a painting is elegant or clumsy. Without
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perceptual elusiveness, realism would diminish aesthetic debate to a trivial quarrel about
facts with no regard for the very real and common event of bitter aesthetic disputes.
In order to defend aesthetic realism as a theory that can incorporate being both
essentially perceptual and perceptually elusive, Pettit argues that we need parallel accounts
of the conditions that support aesthetic and pictorial characterisations52. The pictorial
assertion „X is red‟ relies on the condition that „X looks red to a normal observer under
normal conditions‟ so aesthetic characterisations require a similar condition. This
condition, Pettit argues, is „positioning in a reference class‟:

For any property which an object can display in perception, the
object can display that property only in so far as it is positioned in
an appropriate reference class: that is, only in so far as the
perceiver knows what the relevant contrasts are (Pettit 1983:3031).

So we see a duck if we position the duck-rabbit picture in a duck reference class, where the
relevant contrast is with rabbit and that all relevant contrasts can be seen in the picture
itself. Aesthetic characterisations, then, are assertions insofar as their truth or falsity is
determined by their being made within appropriate reference classes, as in the reference
class of ducks it is false that the picture is of a rabbit. Positioning does not affect the real
properties of the artefact – they remain as they are – it merely determines whether our
assertions about the artefact are true or false.
This is one thing that accounts for error and aesthetic dispute: when we have
engaged perceptually with the artwork and offer a characterisation, somebody can
demonstrate to us that our assertion is false by explaining how we have positioned the
picture in an inappropriate reference class. If, for example, one insists that one sees a

52

„Pictorial‟ characterisations are of nonaesthetic properties, which Pettit gets from Goodman (1976:42).
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goose in the duck-rabbit picture it can be demonstrated that to see a goose is simply wrong
because the picture should be viewed in reference classes of ducks or rabbits. A lingering
question with this account, however, is how we can know what are the appropriate (or
right) reference classes in which to view a given work; Pettit has an answer to this, which
we will see shortly, but this thesis aims to explore how an appeal to artists‟ intentions can
give a fuller answer to this question.
Artworks can, and often do, have numerous aesthetic properties, but the current
view would suffer from the problem that whilst an assertion is true of a work when
positioned in one reference class, another assertion, which also seems to be true, would
come out false. However, the solution here is simply to say that the work can be positioned
in a number of reference classes: for example, it is true that The Potato Eaters is vulgar in
the reference class „domestic scenes‟ but false that it is exemplary, even though it is
exemplary in the reference class „van Gogh paintings‟. Again, though, realism is
nonetheless committed to the claim that the artwork eternally possesses all its properties in
virtue of supervenience relations; the properties do not suddenly come into being when we
position the work, but only that positioning enables to us perceive those properties clearly
and make assertions about them. When faced with the duck-rabbit, it is easier to see a duck
rather than a rabbit if we position the picture in the duck reference class, but doing so does
not bring the duck in to being.
The parallel condition Pettit therefore formulates is that „X is sad if and only if X is
such that it looks sad under standard presentation and under suitable positioning‟. This
incorporates the two elements of realism: firstly, „standard presentation‟ rules out having a
testimonial relation to the picture by suggesting that it must be seen under certain
(perceptual) conditions, thus upholding the essentially perceptual nature of aesthetic
characterisations; and secondly, „suitable positioning‟ maintains the perceptually elusive
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nature of our characterisations because it allows us to say that when dispute occurs
between two observers they have positioned the picture in different reference classes.
Aesthetic characterisations, then, can be assertions in virtue of the fact that they owe their
truth or falsity to being viewed in an appropriate reference class.
How to resolve such disputes is a complex issue, but one thought is that both
observers could be making true assertions in different reference classes, or that one (or
both) of them is making a false assertion. The first case is answered by an appeal to
reference classes and the second by demonstrating that a certain choice of reference class
is wrong for the real properties of that work. Deciding which are the appropriate reference
classes is by no means a clear-cut matter, since we could truncate outlandish reference
classes to make our assertions true, so Pettit places two constraints upon how we position a
picture. First, any one position must form a coherent unity with any others; and second,
since we see the artwork as something that is produced by a human being, the positioning
must be consistent with what we can intelligibly assume the artist‟s mental economy to
be53.
As an example of the constraints in practice, consider Guernica: in the reference
class „war paintings‟ it is horrific, but in the class „Fascism paintings‟ it is triumphant; or
we might want to place it in both „cubist paintings‟ and „impressionist paintings‟. In the
first case, the two classes do form a coherent unity insofar as during the Spanish Civil War
the Fascists were triumphant and it is not inconceivable that a painting could depict both
the horror and triumph in contrast. However, the second constraint puts an end to this
because it is – given Picasso‟s character and disposition and the context – not likely that

53

The coherence of classes can be judged according to the laws of logic, such that the classes of „Byzantine
sculpture‟ and „not Byzantine sculpture‟ are, logically, incoherent; moreover, the coherence of classes can
also be judged according to established artistic practices, such that we find the conjunction of „comedy‟ and
„horror‟ coherent. Working out the mental economy of the artist, however, is the subject of later chapters.
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Picasso intended to represent the triumphs of Fascism, so „Fascist paintings‟ is a decisively
inappropriate reference class. In the second case, however, the first constraint is decisive,
since although an observer could conceivably construct and defend a case for saying it is
both cubist and impressionist, the history of art tells us that these are incommensurable
classes in the late 1930s, even if we can now conceive of a modern artist conjoining them.
There is, however, a general objection – concerning the practice of making
aesthetic characterisations – to the view of supervenience and realism I have outlined here.
Lionel Trilling (1959:50-65) comments on how criticism of Dickens can never be finished
because as time passes we see new features in a work and we reinterpret it based on our
historical perspective and context; on each reading the work might seem so radically
different from the last that we have to renounce our previous interpretation and offer a new
one. The objection is that this seems impossible if the aesthetic properties of works are
fixed by supervenience relations that are real and objective features of the world.
There are two things we can say about this objection. First, the fact that we change
our minds about artworks is a result of the fact that our initial assertions were either true
but require further explanation or that they were simply false. In this case, changing
interpretations over time is a feature of how we deploy reference classes in interpretation,
and not a feature of the natures of artefacts. Thus a new characterisation or interpretation
will just employ another appropriate reference class to characterise the new features we
have perceived; moreover, continually positioning in new classes enables us to analyse the
work more closely and reveals to us those properties that were always there to be
perceived. For example, when all we know about Kafka is that he was Jewish, we interpret
Before the Law as an allegory for G-d in Jewish mysticism and can defend this positioning
of the work in terms of its properties. However, later on we read more of Kafka‟s work and
discover his preoccupation with mysterious bureaucratic institutions, so that when
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positioned in the institutional reference class, rather than the Jewish mysticism reference
class, we see all the properties we saw before plus some new ones which leads us to a new
interpretation.
Nonetheless, an opponent will remind us that, over time, we refine our aesthetic
characterisations, which suggests that we need to refine our judgements because something
about the work seems to change over time. But we can simply respond by admitting that
although historical information, for example, does indeed refine and change our
characterisations, this does not mean the character of the work itself has changed because
supervenience is a metaphysical and not an epistemological claim. After all, a change in
our characterisation is a move closer towards understanding the true nature of the work;
even if our first assertion about the work is true, we may come to refine our
characterisation in such a way that we make more assertions, many of which are also
true54. Of course, another possibility is that our first assertions about the work are false,
and continued attendance to the work enables us to correct ourselves where the error
before was perceptual or reference class related.
For example, we may initially characterise the Sunflowers as sad because of the
way they appear wilting and not as vibrant as van Gogh‟s other flower pictures. When we
discover that the eleven sunflower pictures were painted to appease a highly disgruntled
and inconvenienced Gauguin who had been compelled to stay with the intensely depressed
van Gogh to prevent him from committing suicide, we refine our characterisation to
include anguish as well, thus gaining a better understanding of the picture.
Further on this same problem, John E MacKinnon (2001:72) proposes that our
critic will be perturbed by the idea that a work viewed in the class „mosaic‟ might be
judged as coarse but in the class „Roman mosaic‟ the same work is delicate. If
54

These arguments are explored by MacKinnon (2001).
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supervenience is right, then the mosaic is either coarse or delicate in virtue of its base
properties, but our critic cannot escape the fact that we often feel comfortable and justified
in making contradictory characterisations of a single work. The response here is to note
that it is exactly this intuitive response to artworks that the perceptually elusive nature of
reference classes tries to preserve: the subvenient properties could well produce both of
these contradictory properties if placed in coherent reference classes because the qualities
that make a mere mosaic coarse are the same qualities that make a Roman mosaic delicate.
The reason for this would be something like that historically Roman mosaics are generally
haphazard so a delicate one is one that is less haphazard.
The second thing to say about this general objection is that it does not seem that
changes of mind about interpretations or characterisations are a serious threat to realism
when we consider the multitude of things that interrupt and inhibit perception. Even
though there is a single objective reality that is perceived, perceptual conditions are subject
to constant change. „Perceptual conditions‟ includes the reference class in which we
position the artefact, so that the supervenience base admits of coarseness when viewed as a
mere mosaic, but the delicacy of the composition comes to light when we perceive it
positioned in the class Roman mosaics. The properties have not changed, but the
perceptual conditions have, since background knowledge of Roman mosaics enables us to
see the delicacy in the nonaesthetic properties, just as knowledge of ducks enables us to
see a duck in the duck-rabbit – the picture does not change even though what we are
looking for does. Any number of other factors (such as weather conditions, emotional
disturbance, background noise, prejudice, taste, sensibility, historical knowledge) can
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intervene, so our characterisations – although of an objective reality – are bound to
differ55. The innocent eye is a myth, but so is the uninterrupted experience.
This goes some way towards explaining aesthetic disputes. There are four things
that may account for why observers disagree over characterisations: one, perceptual error
(physical conditions or perceptual apparatus are poor); two, subjective experience
(observer‟s mood, state of mind or prejudices and tastes); three, contextual factors
(circumstances such as location, time, company); and four, historical knowledge (what we
know, or think we know, about the work already). These things that cause dispute are all
external to the artefact. The unchanging artefact is subject to these errors, which observers
sometimes mistakenly construe as telling them about the artefact, whereas really the
occurrence of dispute tells us more about the observers and the conditions they are in.
These can explain the majority of aesthetic disputes in such a way as to maintain that the
disputes are about real facts, properties and states of affairs, the perception of which is
marred by human and worldly error.
The fact that we change our minds about our characterisations can only threaten
realism if we suppose that (a) the true nature of an artefact can be perceived once and for
all in one encounter, and (b) perceptual conditions can ever be such that the possibility of
the four errors occurring is ruled out. Point (a) may be possible, but usually is not, and the
fact that we discover new historical information and position in new reference classes
explains how we are able to change our minds over time; and (b) preserves perceptual
elusiveness in such a way that if the four errors never occurred then art criticism and
debate would become a mathematical exercise of assent or dissent about assertions. But it

55

This, remember, was captured in section 1.32 in terms of how our interpretations of singular works change
between encounters.
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is not that at all, for the fact that the errors occur is precisely what makes our engagement
with art in a community interesting, pleasurable and fulfilling.
2.33 Response-dependence.

Finally, I should say a word about response-dependence, since it

is widely thought that secondary qualities are partly constituted by the responses of normal
observers in normal conditions. If secondary (sensory) qualities are response-dependent,
namely nonaesthetic properties, then aesthetic properties must be also, in which case
aesthetic properties are not mind-independent56.
Zangwill (2001a) distinguishes between rigid and non-rigid views of response
dependence. On the rigid view, sensory properties are dispositions to provoke sensations in
human beings as we are actually constituted, so that a thing has a given sensory property in
virtue of its having an intrinsic physical property that, given the laws of nature, gives it a
disposition to provoke certain sensory experiences in normal human beings in normal
conditions. Therefore, London buses have an intrinsic disposition to give us the sensation
of redness, which means that we are not committed to the counterfactual claim that if we
had different reactions then London buses would have different colour properties. The
non-rigid view, however, is committed to this counterfactual because it holds that the
disposition is not only determined by the intrinsic qualities and the laws of nature, but also
by the specific constitution of observers.
The argument for the non-rigid over the rigid view is devilishly compelling. Firstly,
Zangwill says we are to imagine Martians who have radically different perceptual
mechanisms from humans, but who have equally clear experiences of colour. When the
Martians see London buses, they experience them as green, and when they see grass, they
experience it as red. Secondly, given that the Martians have perfectly veridical experiences
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At the other extreme, claiming that these so-called secondary qualities are in fact primary, intrinsic,
qualities, we could cite Smart (1963:75-84) and Armstrong (1968:270-291).
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of buses and grass, and given that their experiences, and therefore their judgements of
colour, are a result of the way their perceptual apparatus is arranged – just as our
experiences and judgements are the results of the way our eyes and brains are arranged –
we would be tolerant of their divergent colour judgements.
Sensory properties, then, look as if they must be response-dependent in the nonrigid sense because observers can only have the experiences of physical properties that
their perceptual apparatus allows them to. Therefore, we must be tolerant of the divergence
in colour judgements because if our perceptual apparatus were like the Martians, all the
grass in the world would be experienced as red.
Since we are already committed to saying that aesthetic properties partly depend,
via supervenience, on narrow nonaesthetic properties, we are now compelled to admit that
aesthetic properties are also response-dependent. The perception of elegance in a vase
depends on our ability to discern elegance-making qualities, which Sibley characterises as
taste, so all observers with comparatively similar taste faculties will perceive the vase as
elegant57. That is, the vase will not be elegant to observers who lack the taste for elegance.
Response-dependence is bolstered by the claim, in section 2.22, that aesthetic properties
also depend on broad facts so that our responses depend on our having requisite
knowledge of the work, which might generally be thought of as part of taste.
The realist, supervenient model of aesthetic properties is the one I now adopt
throughout. If formalism has a chance of offering interpretations of artworks, I think this
view of formal qualities is its best, since it enables formalism to ascribe meanings to
nonaesthetic properties without having to pay service to relativism in interpretation. The
problem with this is that if aesthetic properties depend only on narrow nonaesthetic
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Such „elegance-making qualities‟ are the kinds of facts of the matter that make relational properties, such
as aesthetic properties, phenomenally objective.
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properties, then the agent behind the work falls out of the picture, just as formalism
ordinarily requires. I, however, have already admitted that broad properties have a role to
play, too, which is why a notion of agency is essential for fixing the meaning of properties.
In the next chapter, therefore, I explore the ideas proffered by the constraints on reference
classes, such as appealing to artists‟ intentions. I develop an account of how history of
production is relevant to interpretation whilst still preserving the realist, supervenient
nature of properties that also includes an appeal to artists‟ intentions.
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Chapter 3
Creating and Interpreting Art

This chapter ties up some loose ends and opens some new
avenues of investigation. The loose ends are questions about how
supervening aesthetic properties are related to intentions and
what distinguishes artworks from non-art artefacts. The
inadequacy of Pettit‟s constraints on reference classes is
overcome with a view of categories, which preserves the idea of
aesthetic characterisations being assertions, at the same time as
explaining how aesthetic properties depend on more than narrow
nonaesthetic properties. Some ideas about how the intentions of
artists feature in the creative process are also introduced here.
This begins the conjunction of formalism and intentionalism.

3.1 Properties and Intentions

3.11 Aesthetic intentions.

An account of how aesthetic properties are linked to intentions serves

two ends: first, it motivates a distinction between those artefacts that are artworks and
those that are not; and second, it explains how meaning is intimately related to intention.
Zangwill (1995) proposes „the creative theory of art‟ in order to explain how
supervenient aesthetic properties are the causal consequents of agents‟ intentions. He
argues that for an artefact to be an artwork, three conditions need to be fulfilled. The first
condition is one of mere intentional action. That is, the artist intends to realise certain
aesthetic properties, and must therefore create the nonaesthetic properties that instantiate
them. The second condition is of success: if the artist intends to make a painting vibrant
but uses a dull shade of red then they have failed to realise their intention because the
subvenient property of dull red does not admit of the supervenient property vibrancy. The
success condition is needed to avoid intention being used as an arbitrary or mysterious act
of will, for without it an artist or critic could nonetheless insist that the painting is vibrant,
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even though it does not look vibrant, in virtue of the fact that that is what its creator
intended. This gives artists the esoteric powers of gods to simply will into existence what
is not there in perception, such as when Beardsley‟s (1958:20) sculptor insists the pink
sculpture is blue because he intended it to be.
It is important that the right sort of causal chain led to the creation of an artefact.
For instance, the artist might have the right kind of intention to create an artefact that
realises the aesthetic property „dynamic and frenzied‟ by painting a blue splodge in the
middle of the canvas. Suddenly struck by the brilliance of this idea, they stand up and
knock the pot of blue paint onto the floor creating the blue splodge on the canvas. Now
this satisfies both of Zangwill‟s conditions because it was their intention to paint the
splodge and the resulting blue splodge is dynamic and frenzied. Therefore, Zangwill adds a
third condition for the creation of artworks, namely that it must be the result of a nondeviant causal chain in which aesthetic properties are realised through intentional action as
well as a mere intention to act.
Zangwill gives a yet stronger characterisation of how intention features in planning
and execution in his discussion of insight and ideas. An aesthetic insight is „an insight in to
the nonaesthetic-to-aesthetic necessity‟ (Zangwill 1995:310) whereby the artist imagines
the way in which a configuration of nonaesthetic properties could determine certain
aesthetic properties; then follows an idea – a conception of the artefact – that can be
communicated to others. Crucially, there is nothing in this that definitely commits the artist
to a plan: the insight and subsequent idea are merely a projection of how the work is to
proceed, and they can change their minds at any stage of the process.
These conditions alone, however, do not distinguish artworks from mere artefacts.
One could have aesthetic intentions, meet a success criterion and follow the right sort of
causal chain in order to produce an artefact that has aesthetic properties which supervene
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upon nonaesthetic properties, but nonetheless end up with a purely functional artefact like
a hammer. This difficulty is brought out by considering David Shrigley‟s Northern Line
billboards: Shrigley uses the medium of cartoon to convey social commentary, humour and
to question art-historical conventions. It can, however, be argued that Platform for Art is
primarily concerned with merely decorating the dourer and crumbling walls of the
Underground, with no particular concern for art as fine art, but simply for art as functional
decoration. So far, Zangwill‟s creative theory can tell us about how Shrigley realised his
aesthetic intentions, but it does not prove that this process produces artworks rather than
mere artefacts with other purposes58.
Zangwill says „it is necessary only that aesthetic considerations had some impact
on the design of a thing. I say only that there must be aesthetic intentions…The aesthetic
need not even be the primary or most important function. But it must be a significant
factor‟ (1995:312). In the Shrigley case, it is the nonaesthetic properties of black ink lines
and inaccurate composition of figures that produce the aesthetic properties of childish
abandon in these works, and much of the reason why we admire them is these aesthetic
properties. So it seems that we can safely assume that Shrigley robustly intended aesthetic
properties to supervene on the nonaesthetic ones, for without those particular aesthetic
properties these works would be the mere scribbles of a deranged incompetent. Even if
Platform for Art was motivated by purely functional concerns to decorate the crumbling
walls of the Underground, this tells us more about Ken Livingstone‟s intentions in
employing artists as interior designers than it does about Shrigley‟s intentions in creating
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One solution to this problem is to appeal to the mechanisms of an „artworld‟ as Dickie (1974) and Danto
(1981) do, so even if Shrigley‟s work is functional it is also art because he works embroiled in the artworld.
This institutional theory is well known for its problems and I will not rehearse them here, but I offer a
different solution specifically related to intention.
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his work. The Mayor‟s intentions may have involved a concern for function over aesthetic,
but in the commission the artist‟s intentions were primarily aesthetic59.
3.12 Artworks and non-art artefacts.

To say that aesthetic intentions need not be, but could be,

primary does nothing to illuminate the distinction we are looking for, but instead only
makes it more elusive. Even if we now think Ken Livingstone‟s intentions were not
primarily aesthetic, but largely driven by the functional need to cover the walls of the
Northern Line, and nonetheless accept that Shrigley‟s intentions in meeting the brief were
aesthetic, it still looks like an act of will on Shrigley‟s behalf that makes his billboards
artworks, in the sense of fine art, rather than mere wall-coverings. Consideration of a
similarly problematic case will solve this conundrum.
If Harry Beck had some aesthetic intentions in designing the London Underground
map, then it looks as if we can call it an artwork, for its causal history meets all three of
Zangwill‟s criteria. This runs counter to our intuitions, for even if we find the map
aesthetically pleasing and wish to hang it on our wall, we do not view it as an artwork, but
as something that is functional in the context of travel around the Capital, and merely
ornamental in the manner of a decorative plate. The map was designed as a functional
guide to the ever-expanding complexity of the world‟s first underground railway, but it
would be foolhardy to think that Beck never intended it to have any aesthetic impact at all.
These aesthetic elements, however, are not sufficient to declare it an artwork, for even
though those things that are functional can be aesthetically pleasing, such as shoes and
hammers, surely functionality and clarity were the highest of his priorities60.
There is no great danger of error in assuming that Beck intended the map to be
aesthetically pleasing, for a map that is easy on the eye will be easy to use. The regularity
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A delightful survey of the social aims of Platform for Art is given by Coles and Dillon (2007).
A nice history of the development of the map is given by Garland (1994).
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of lines and range of colours seem to be quite obviously chosen for their aesthetic effect;
imagine the map in shades of pink or in luminous yellow and orange, or perhaps with very
thick lines meeting at right angles, and it becomes apparent that Beck‟s selection of
nonaesthetic properties is at least more aesthetically pleasing than other possibilities.
Moreover, of course, we must admit that Beck‟s actual design is much clearer than other
possible designs, such as swirling, chaotic lines in grey and white61. So Beck can be
thought of as having aesthetic intentions in at least Zangwill‟s minimal sense. Whether or
not the resultant artefact is an artwork turns on the exact kinds of intentions the agent has:
Beck intended the map to perform its function as clearly and as efficiently as possible and
he intended it to have aesthetic qualities, but this alone produces only a functional artefact.
There would seem to be a further kind of intention that makes an artefact an artwork.
I propose that artworks are marked off from other artefacts with aesthetic
properties in virtue of an agent‟s intention for aesthetic properties to communicate
meaning. Therefore, an artefact is an artwork if its nonaesthetic properties were
intentionally created to instantiate aesthetic properties, and if it is also intended to be
interpreted as meaningful in the sense that an agent created the artefact to communicate
something to an audience.
This distinction between art and non-art artefacts captures, I think, a commonsense
view that we have when approaching artworks. We may see a hammer and wonder what it
is for and how we might use it, and we may admire the craftsmanship of the ironmonger
who made it for its elegant but strong design, so much so that we think its aesthetic
qualities merit its having pride of place above the fireplace. But we do not enquire after the
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Shrigley, incidentally, was also commissioned to design the front cover of the pocket Underground map
(February 2006), in which he represented the map with an insane jumble of all the right lines, starting and
finishing in the right places and in the right colours; it is clearly a representation of the map, but exactly one
which, although recognisable as such, fails to meet any requirements of clarity or utility.
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meaning of the hammer. The questions we ask are different, however, when we stroll
through an art gallery, for we assume that Velázquez is trying to communicate something
to us about King Felipe IV, or that Rembrandt‟s self-portraits betray some deep message
about the artist‟s view of himself. Broadly speaking, we do think artworks mean
something. This always seems to be the problem with modern and conceptual art – we find
it hard to see how a few minutes of recorded silence or an unmade bed could possibly
mean anything, unlike a portrait of the King of Spain that tells us about his masculinity,
authority and bravery. That we think this way is well-evidenced in the practice of talking
about art: we might like Rothko‟s Chapel because it expresses the profound emptiness of
the void into which we stare every day, or we may dislike Picasso‟s portraits of his lovers
because they objectify women, or we may find Mother Courage and Her Children
interesting because it offers a vision of the world at war with capitalism.
However, the initial characterisation of the meaning of artworks as meaningNN will
not suffice to make the distinction between art and non-art artefacts. After all, whilst
Beck‟s Underground map does not have a natural meaning, it certainly does have a nonnatural meaning. The red line meansNN the Central Line, a circle meansNN stations
interchange and a red triangle meansNN the station is served by Piccadilly Line trains at
early morning. Now our intuition that the map is not an artwork is battered further by the
fact that it also possesses aesthetic properties, which were intentionally instantiated by the
creation of nonaesthetic properties. The Underground map fulfils the current criteria for
being an artwork.
If artworks are marked off from other artefacts by their being intentionally
communicative, a different characterisation of meaning is required to explain the
distinction. I propose that the particular kind of meaningNN we find in artworks is a species
of speaker‟s meaning. The speaker‟s meaning of artworks, however, is only
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conventionalised insofar as it is expressed in the language of literature, music, depiction or
architecture, but what we ultimately take the work to meanNN is a result of our being able to
discern its creator‟s communicative intentions in using some symbol.
The conjunction of formalism and intentionalism is motivated by the fact that, on
the one hand, the formal structure of the work is the perceptual basis of our interpretation,
but, on the other hand, the work‟s history of production helps us to further understand the
formal structure. So an analysis of Shrigley‟s billboards must include reference to his
communicative intentions if we are to treat them as artworks rather than convenient
ornaments. It is the presence of an intention for speaker‟s meaning that makes Shrigley‟s
billboards artworks and the absence of it that makes Beck‟s map non-art. Even a careful
look at the formal qualities of an artefact cannot reliably tell us whether it is an artwork,
either because some artworks have few aesthetic features we think characteristic of
artworks (as in the case of Shrigley) or because some non-artworks have an abundance of
aesthetic features (as in the case of Beck). There is something above and beyond the mere
formal structure which makes an artefact a work of art, and that something is speaker‟s
meaning62.
Another pervasive example of the art/non-art distinction is architecture, which we
want to include in the category of art, even though we know its creation to be significantly
motivated by functionality. But, like artworks, buildings are intended by their creators to
communicate in virtue of their having aesthetic properties. One way of explaining this, as
Robert Venturi (1977) argues, is to consider architectural works as intentionally endowed
with symbols that communicate, such that the architectural form of the Las Vegas Strip is
a vast semiotic message. Another way would be to analyse architecture in terms of the
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That artefacts themselves cannot tell us much about whether they are artworks seems to be an underlying
motivation for Goodman‟s (1978) substitution of the question „what is art?‟ for „when is art?‟.
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social and political ends to which its functions are directed, as Ruskin (1895) does. Either
way, there is considerable mileage in the view that architecture is art rather than mere
artefact63.
Architecture is interesting precisely because it admits of meaningNN and speaker‟s
meaning in the senses I have elucidated, which corresponds to its dual roles as functional
and aesthetic. Certain architectural forms have conventional meanings, such as the
personalities of the classical orders: the Doric is masculine, to be used for extroverted male
saints such as St Paul and St George; the Iconic is sexless, appropriate for aging scholars
or matronly saints; and the Corinthian is pure and virginal, especially for the Virgin Mary.
These are cases of meaningNN because, although initially stipulated by Vitruvius and
refined over the centuries, wherever the orders are employed they are read as such64.
The speaker‟s meaning of architecture is more complex. A contemporary example
is Foster‟s dazzling regeneration of St Pancras International: the labyrinth series of
enclaves for national and international trains construct distinct atmospheres with their
distinct designs and are yet unified by a cathedral-like sense of reflection and calm
throughout. At the level of speaker‟s meaning, we might interpret Foster‟s design as
meaning that international rail travel is an intricate and far-reaching process, but also a
deeply ordered and profound experience, as if in the cathedral we are given the space and
serenity to reflect on the vast complexities of God65.
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See Scruton (1979) for assessment of the view that function and aesthetic in architecture can be separated
and Hale (2000) for a discussion of the tension between viewing architecture as engineering and as art.
64
See Summerson (1963:13-15) for the conventions of the orders. The meaningsNN of the orders have to be
intentionally stipulated since there is a contradiction in the fact that the Corinthian is for purity, but the city
of Corinth was famous for being the most immoral city in the ancient world, hence the saying „some people
are not so lucky as to go to Corinth‟.
65
Experience has taught me, however, not to loiter in St Pancras International contemplating this thought,
since doing so invites the exercise of Section 44 of the Terrorism Act.

94

Creating and Interpreting Art

The difference between artworks and non-art artefacts, I propose, is this: those nonart artefacts that nonetheless have aesthetic properties are not art precisely because their
creators did not instantiate those aesthetic properties with any semantic intention for
speaker‟s meaning to be conveyed – a hammer‟s aesthetic properties are not intended to be
interpreted beyond the conventions of its function, whereas a building is intended to
convey meaning beyond its function. On this view, then, we assume the Underground map
is not an artwork because it lacks such a semantic intention on Beck‟s part, whereas, by
contrast, Shrigley‟s billboards have the requisite intention for speaker‟s meaning.
3.13 Supervenience and intention.

Aesthetic properties, then, are the result of an agent‟s

intentions insofar as the creator of an artefact intends for aesthetic properties to be
instantiated by the creation of nonaesthetic properties. Intentions are the causal antecedents
of the artefact‟s properties and those properties are the causal antecedents of aesthetic
characterisations. Zangwill‟s theory fleshes out how those aesthetic properties are robustly
the results of agents performing certain actions with certain intentions, as well as moving
us to suggest the particular kind of semantic intentions that make artefacts artworks. Thus
we now have this model of the process:

Aesthetic properties

Intention

Characterisation

Nonaesthetic properties

Microphysical (brain states)
facts)

microphysical

(physical
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In the same way that characterisation is causally supervenient upon aesthetic
properties, intention is causally supervenient upon microphysical processes such that if an
agent had different physical brain states they would also have different intentions. We can
now see that an interpretation of an artwork involves a characterisation of aesthetic
properties, which depends upon understanding how those aesthetic properties supervene
upon broad and narrow nonaesthetic properties and how they are the results of intentions.
Chapter 2 offered a theory of the formal structure of the artwork that we apprehend in
perception, and now the rest of this thesis provides an account of how we are to know and
understand the histories of production on which our characterisations also depend.

3.2 Categories of Art

3.21 Walton’s theory.

Aesthetic realism was left standing at the point where Pettit had explained

how aesthetic characterisations can be assertions. This is an important claim because it
means we can be mistaken in our aesthetic characterisations. There is, after all, no reason
to think that art is the one area of life in which our judgements are utterly infallible. Pettit‟s
claim is that aesthetic characterisations are assertions because we position the artworks in a
reference class, which determines the truth or falsity of statements about works in that
class. The positioning of a work in a reference class is guided by the constraint that a class
must form a coherent unity with other relevant classes and the constraint that positioning
must be consistent with our best assumption about the artist‟s mental economy. We now
need a more detailed account of how we are to apply these constraints, such as what the
artist‟s mental economy involves and how we are to know of it, and what a coherent unity
of classes looks like. Furthermore, we need to explain how the inclusion of broad
nonaesthetic properties fits in with the view of supervenience.
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Walton‟s (1970) theory of the categories of art evokes something of the spirit of
reference classes, but goes to greater lengths to explain why categorisation is essential for
aesthetic characterisation. Walton sets the argument up against the anti-intentionalists, who
think that the interpretation of art depends only on resources internal to the artwork. These
anti-intentionalists, like Beardsley, take Sibley literally in the claim that aesthetic
properties depend upon nonaesthetic properties in the sense that there is nothing more to
the dependence relation. Walton‟s innovation was to demonstrate how aesthetic properties
depend upon nonaesthetic properties and certain facts about history of production, thus
showing the anti-intentionalist to be mistaken. I advocated something like this claim in the
discussion of strong supervenience, and consideration of Walton‟s theory will help bind
that to an explanation of what kinds of information underpin our assertions about artworks.
The central question, for Walton, is „how far critical questions about works of art
can be separated from questions about their histories‟ (1970:335). Walton has two
ingenious illustrations of the importance of his theory. Firstly, he mentions
Rauschenberg‟s Erased de Kooning Drawing, which is literally the canvas on which a
drawing by de Kooning used to be before Rauschenberg carefully erased it. Secondly, he
imagines a painting that has been excavated from the rock on Mars, about whose origins
we know nothing, and brought back to Earth for inspection. The point is that, in order to
understand these works, we must be able to categorise them, which requires knowledge of
narrow and broad nonaesthetic properties. I will return to these later.
Walton begins by accepting the common assumption that aesthetic properties are
just as real features of artworks as nonaesthetic properties66. He says „seeing a painting‟s
sense of mystery or a sonata‟s coherence might require looking or listening longer or
harder than does perceiving colours and shapes, rhythms and pitches...But these qualities
66

He attributes this claim to Ziff (1951).
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must be discoverable by examining the works themselves‟ (1970:336). If this were all
there was to be said about aesthetic properties, however, the Beardslean anti-intentionalist
view would survive, since critical questions about artworks are entirely distinct from
questions about their histories. Walton‟s contribution is to hold this standard position
about properties in addition to a further view about history.
He claims that an artwork‟s aesthetic properties depend not only on its narrow
nonaesthetic properties, but also on which of those properties are standard, variable or
contrastandard for us. These properties are relative to perceptually distinguishable
categories of artworks; categories like paintings, Hollywood movies, Gothic architecture,
cubist paintings, classical sonatas and paintings in the style of Cézanne. A feature is
standard with respect to a category if it tends to include a work in the category or its
absence disqualifies the work from that category. The flatness of the surface of a painting
is standard for the category of paintings because it includes artefacts in the category. A
feature is variable if it has nothing to do with the work being or not being in the category.
Arrangements of colours and shapes are variable with respect to the category of paintings
because no such arrangement qualifies or disqualifies the artefact‟s inclusion in the
category. A contrastandard feature tends to disqualify an artefact from being in a category,
such as three-dimensional objects protruding from the canvas would make the artefact a
collage or a sculpture rather than a painting.
To recognise an artwork as belonging to a category, then, is to perceive standard,
variable and contrastandard features for that category. Walton characterises this as
perceiving the Gestalt of the category: to recognise something as belonging to the category
of van Gogh paintings is to perceive standard features of that category and to know that
they are standard for it; it is not to infer the category from the presence of particular
features, but rather to recognise the category because the work has the overall look – or
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Gestalt – of the category of van Gogh paintings. I take this to be a general truth about our
recognition of art, which can be empirically tested, for we often say that a piece of music
sounds like Wagner or a sculpture looks like Rodin, and we are often correct because we
do have a sense of the Gestalt of the categories we are familiar with. For example,
someone who is confident that they are familiar with the category of van Gogh paintings
can recognise them by looking at a selection of different paintings from such a distance as
to not be able to identify specific features but close enough to see the overall effect.
Knowing the Gestalt of the category (its standard features) – in this case, heavily daubed
paint, visible brushstrokes and vivid colouring – will reveal the category without inference
from details.
Walton offers an explanation of the external factors that cause us to perceive works
in certain categories. Firstly, the category in which we perceive a work depends on what
other works we are familiar with, since we may not perceive Suburb of Paris Viewed from
a Height as a van Gogh painting if we are not at all familiar with the category. Secondly,
critics and other people point us towards categories by explaining the Gestalt of the
category, so we might come to understand the category of Schubert music by having
someone explain to us what is distinctive about Schubert‟s style. And thirdly, the way we
are introduced to the work makes a difference, since encountering a Cézanne in a random
assortment of pictures gives us less a sense of the category of French impressionist
paintings than does encountering it in an exhibition of French impressionist works, in
which case we will easily categorise the Cézanne as French impressionist.
It now begins to emerge what is so instructive about the examples with which we
began. The work from Mars can hardly make sense to us because we are not familiar with
the kinds of categories of artworks that are produced on Mars, nor do we therefore know
which kinds of features are standard, variable or contrastandard for those works. The
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Gestalt of the category simply eludes us, and we do not even know – whatever kind of
thing it is – whether it is supposed to be viewed in the category of paintings, maps or
sculptures. Whereas, on the view as so far elucidated, the Rauschenberg partially makes
sense, since we are familiar with the category of works by Rauschenberg and de Kooning,
and we might assume it is to be counted among the category of paintings. Nonetheless, a
full understanding of the work depends upon knowing further facts about it, which changes
our opinion of the work, and the further details of Walton‟s theory explain how we can
know this. Again, I return to these examples later.
The difference between features that are standard and variable relative to a category
has an essential role in explaining how we react to artworks, for the kinds of aesthetic
characterisations we make depends upon which features we find standard and which we
find variable for the category in which we view it67. Walton has a deservedly famous
example to demonstrate this. He asks us to imagine a society which has no established
form of painting as we understand it, but that instead produces works called guernicas.
They are versions of Picasso‟s Guernica that have all the shapes and colours in the same
positions, but are formed in various bas-relief dimensions so that their surfaces protrude
from the canvas. Some of them have soft, rolling surfaces, and others have sharp, jagged
surfaces, while others have flat planes at angles to one another. In this society, Picasso‟s
Guernica would count as a guernica because it has the standard features of the same
shapes and colours in the same positions, but its flatness, which is standard for us in the
category of paintings, is a variable feature because the degree of protrusion from the
canvas is variable for them relative to the category of guernicas.

67

Recall that this was the point of viewing Guernica differently in the reference class war paintings and
Fascism paintings, but I take Walton to offer a more complete explanation of the difference than Pettit.
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The difference between what is standard for one society and variable for another
means that the two societies would have very different reactions to Picasso‟s Guernica.
Walton says that it seems violent, dynamic, vital and disturbing to us, but to the guernicas
people it would seem cold, stark and lifeless, or serene and restful, or even bland because
the flatness – which we take for granted as a standard feature of paintings – is variable and
in this case the variation has not achieved as pleasing an aesthetic effect. The crucial point
here is that Guernica‟s aesthetic property of dynamism does not, and cannot, simply
depend on its narrow nonaesthetic properties. Rather it depends on them plus broad
nonaesthetic properties such as the work‟s history of production, namely those facts about
standard and variable properties in categories. If we are not acquainted with what is
standard and variable for the category in which the work is best viewed, then no amount of
perceptual attention to nonaesthetic properties is going to help us in arriving at an aesthetic
characterisation.
The problem now, which bothers even a tentative commitment to aesthetic realism,
is that there is no fact about the matter whether Guernica is dynamic, for all we can say is
that it is dynamic as a painting and undynamic as a guernica. Either we give up the claim
that aesthetic characterisations aim at truth, concluding that these kinds of disputes only
reach faultless disagreement, or we find a standard of correctness by which Guernica is
either dynamic or not. This is the dilemma Pettit found himself in when it appeared that we
could truncate outlandish reference classes to make all our assertions about artworks true,
the solution to which was to posit two constraints on positioning. Walton does much the
same thing, because it aligns with our intuitions that our aesthetic judgements should
sometimes be mistaken. Our intuition being that someone who calls Guernica dull or
lifeless because they see it as a guernica is wrong because they are perceiving it in the
wrong way, in the sense that Guernica should be perceived as a painting. Correct and
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incorrect judgements about artworks are determined by perceiving them in the correct
categories. The question, then, concerns how we know what the correct categories are.
Walton gives four conditions to guide the categorisation of artworks. (1) The work
has a relatively large number of features that are standard for the category, since the
correct way to perceive it will be the way in which it has the fewest features that are
contrastandard for us. (2) The work is more interesting, enjoyable or aesthetically pleasing
when perceived in that category rather than in any other. (3) The artist who produced the
work intended or expected it to be perceived in that category. (4) The category is wellestablished in the society in which the work is produced, such that members of that society
are familiar with works in that category. Therefore, aesthetic properties depend on the
nonaesthetic properties we perceive and the category in which we perceive the work,
which itself depends upon knowing which features are standard, variable and
contrastandard for the category and on facts about the work‟s history of production as
outlined in the four conditions. This completes Walton‟s attack on the anti-intentionalists.
3.22 Some problems.

The main sticking point with Walton‟s theory is the idea that

aesthetic properties are category-dependent, since at some points Walton suggests that our
whole understanding of artworks and our ability to articulate judgements about them
depends on our ability to categorise them, which makes nonaesthetic perceptual properties
incidental to history of production. As Zangwill (2001c) points out, Walton suggests that
artworks do not make sense when they are taken alone without categories because they are
historically situated and that history is essential to making aesthetic judgements.
Zangwill‟s problem is that this fact does not mean artworks are contextual, since later
Mondrian paintings, although situated in an art-historical context, make sense on their own
so do not need to be placed in a category.
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Furthermore, Zangwill argues, the fact that we often do say that a work is „elegant
for a C‟ does not necessarily imply that our judgements are category-dependent. Rather, it
implies aesthetic properties are a matter of degrees: to say a mosaic is delicate for a Roman
mosaic is just to say that the delicacy of a mosaic is a scale of degrees – a scale that is
illuminatingly expressed in terms of categories. This does not mean our characterisations
are category-dependent, just that the particular characterisation we make is dependent
upon the degree to which the aesthetic property is realised by the work‟s narrow
nonaesthetic properties.
These two objections point to a salient fact that the notion of category-dependence
overlooks. Aesthetic properties can be characterised without categories because aesthetic
characterisation depends upon perception of narrow nonaesthetic sensory properties. This
is not to deny Walton‟s thesis, but simply to admit that so long as we have functioning
perceptual faculties and understand concepts like delicacy or dynamism, in the sense that
we understand the kinds of nonaesthetic properties that realise them, then we are able to
make aesthetic characterisations without the aid of facts about history of production. I
return to this is section 3.23.
Another problem is that Walton uses the inadequacy of condition (2) alone to
demonstrate the necessity of (3) and (4) because to categorise a work according to whether
it is aesthetically more interesting in that category could lead to thinking of a substandard
piece of art as a masterpiece. Therefore, he says, we need to invoke historical or
intentional information to get the correct category. Daniel O Nathan (1972), however,
argues that conditions (1) and (2) are all we should need for categorisation. When
Schoenberg composed his first 12-tone piece, Walton says, we could not have categorised
it according to condition (1) because there was no category of 12-tone music, so we need
to appeal to Schoenberg‟s intentions. But, Nathan says, there is no reason why the category
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already needs to exist, but only a requirement that the category be discoverable so that
somebody listening to the music for the first time could possibly think up the category of
12-tone music. So Schoenberg could have had no such categorical intention, but someone
who heard his music invented the category which did not exist, thus proving that (3) and
(4) are not necessary as Walton says.
This may well be the case, but Nathan now has no way of securing the correctness
of aesthetic judgements. The fact that the music has many standard features of and is best
heard in the 12-tone category just means that it makes sense to hear it in the 12-tone
category, but what makes sense is not necessarily always the truth. Similarly, the facts
about what actually happened in the work‟s creation determine which judgements are right
or wrong, for if Schoenberg intended the music to be 12-tone, which he did, and if 12-tone
sounds discordant in virtue of its nonaesthetic properties, which it does, then it is correct to
judge the music as discordant because Schoenberg, as a matter of historical fact,
intentionally made it that way and the judgement is supported by the narrow nonaesthetic
properties. Whilst it is possible to both judge and categorise artworks without them,
conditions (3) and (4) maintain the assertive element of aesthetic characterisations.
3.23 Supervenience, categories and dispute.

There are now two questions to answer. First,

whether we can consistently hold the view of supervenience and realism with the category
view. And second, whether the category view sheds any light on aesthetic dispute. The
first point is suggested by Zangwill‟s objections to category-dependence, since it seems to
underplay the importance of narrow nonaesthetic properties in explanations of
categorisation. And the second point arises from the idea that settling disputes about
categories could settle disputes about aesthetic characterisations.
The first question can be posed by considering the examples with which we began.
Rauschenberg‟s Erased de Kooning Drawing only makes sense if you know something
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about its history of production, namely that it really is an erased de Kooning drawing and
that Rauschenberg intended it to be viewed in the category of drawings even though it has
the contrastandard feature of having no marks on the canvas68. Furthermore, knowing
about Rauschenberg‟s body of work, such as his paint-splattered bed, helps us to
understand it because we then have a sense of the artist‟s good humour. The case of the
mysterious artwork from Mars is still more infuriating because we do not know who
created it or when and we do not know what categories were prevalent at the time of its
creation. So the only hope we have of categorising it is according to our own existing
categories using conditions (1) and (2), but this is insufficient because either (3) or (4) are
necessary for our characterisations to be assertions.
This seems to demonstrate that categories are necessary after all, but it commits the
same kind of error as Zangwill pointed out. It suggests that the narrow nonaesthetic
properties of the work are not enough to make aesthetic characterisations. This, I think, is
too rash a conclusion because we do understand that certain kinds of lines make a thing
graceful or that certain colours make a thing garish, which is independent of history and
only dependent upon the physical constitution of things. The supervenience thesis serves to
defend the idea that we can perceive and characterise aesthetic properties in virtue of
perception of their narrow nonaesthetic bases because the relations that hold between them
are observable relations.
However, what the categories give us, as I said before and as Pettit says, is the
standard of correctness by which our assertions can be judged: whether or not an artwork
is garish can be decided from perceptual attention to its nonaesthetic properties, but an
interpretation of the meaning of the garishness does depend on the categories. After all,
68

Even if it turns out that it is not an erased de Kooning at all but a blank canvas, we would still need some
background knowledge to get the joke, unless we have knowledge that gives us reason to think
Rauschenberg is simply being insincere. Still nothing important seems to hang on its genuineness.
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narrow nonaesthetic properties are perceptual sensory qualities, which do not require
categories. Consider a variation of the guernicas example: as a painting, the starkness of
Guernica means that war is inhumane and cold-hearted, but as a guernica the starkness of
Guernica means war is banal and tedious. Even if the work has the same aesthetic property
in different categories, the standard, variable and contrastandard features of those
categories dictate that the picture means different things in those categories. The starkness
is a supervenient result of the nonaesthetic properties, regardless of which category it is
viewed in, but the meaning we interpret the work to have in virtue of that starkness differs
between categories because the categories have different standards.
If, as a matter of historical fact, the guernica people had made Guernica they
would have used its flatness to convey the banality of war, but since Picasso made it, its
flatness is not relevant to a judgement of what he means, rather its colour and shape is. My
claim here, then, is that semantic properties are variable features so we need categories to
interpret meaning for two reasons: one, since the same properties can mean different
things, the meaning is fixed by the agent‟s intentions; and two, since the meaning of
variable features is fixed by intentions, we need to categorise the work correctly in order to
maintain that we can be right or wrong in our judgements of meaning. This way we can
accept that categories have an essential role in aesthetic characterisation without
compromising the efficacy of supervenient properties. Guernica could possess the
aesthetic properties starkness and banality in virtue of its narrow nonaesthetic properties,
but what those properties mean or communicate is different in the categories guernicas and
paintings because the meaning is determined by different facts in each case.
In any case, it is thought that the guernicas example is a counterexample to
supervenience. If aesthetic properties irreducibly supervene on narrow nonaesthetic
properties, then Guernica cannot have different aesthetic properties in different categories
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or in different societies/worlds. The supervenience thesis fails because it cannot fix the
properties in the face of the categories, since Guernica really is dynamic as a painting and
is undynamic as a guernica. The solution, we can now see, is this: aesthetic properties
saliently depend on narrow nonaesthetic properties in virtue of certain physical facts,
which themselves depend on further microphysical facts; but the truth or falsity of our
assertions about their meaning depends on broad properties such as historical facts about
where and when they were created and what the agent intended as regards them. Therefore
Guernica‟s dynamism supervenes on its narrow nonaesthetic properties and a correct
judgement of that dynamism depends on knowing the broad nonaesthetic properties too.
This pays service to the formalist intuition that properties can be characterised
independently of anything external to the artefact and the intentionalist intuition that
meaning is determined by something external to the artefact. It does not, however, entirely
concede to either approach because the formalist position alone leaves us wondering how
these independent properties could plausibly be said to mean anything and the
intentionalist position alone can tend to understate the autonomy of narrow nonaesthetic
properties to produce aesthetic properties. This means that although the narrow
nonaesthetic properties of Guernica can intelligibly be said to give rise to the aesthetic
property banality as well as starkness, given the historical facts about the genesis of
Guernica, the guernicas people are wrong to ascribe meaning to the painting on the basis
of its banality because that is something that Picasso did not, as a matter of historical fact,
intend to be part of the work‟s meaning. It is along these lines that my proposed
conjunction of the two approaches now progresses.
The second question arises from the fact that, in section 2.32, I suggested that
aesthetic dispute arose because observers disagreed about reference classes. I suggested
that the different positioning might be due to perceptual error, subjective experience,
107

Creating and Interpreting Art

contextual factors and background knowledge. Walton‟s categories are preferable to
Pettit‟s reference classes because they have, to guide them, more detailed application
conditions than mere coherence or the artist‟s mental economy, so the question is whether
categories can do more to explain and resolve aesthetic disputes.
We disagree with the guernicas people over Guernica because we are talking at
cross-purposes in different categories, and Walton‟s conditions assure us that we are right
and they are wrong. This means that if we could teach them enough about paintings,
Picasso pictures and other relevant categories, we could get them to see what we see and
thus to make a correct judgement. Therefore, the dispute is a disagreement about
categories, and not so much about artefacts. This is a simple case of dispute because we
have a firm and reliable sense in which we are right about Guernica, so either we convince
them of that or we walk away feeling righteous. The issue is not that the dispute cannot be
resolved so much as is that it will not be resolved if they do not heed us or if we fail to
explain adequately.
The more worrying situation is one in which people of the same community, with
relatively equal knowledge of the same categories, encounter bitter disputes. When one
party says Guernica is stark and another says it is vital there is perceptual and historical
evidence to support both: the grey tones, angular figures and Picasso‟s known disgust at
the harsh bombing of Guernica convey starkness, but the depiction of contorted bodies and
the sense of urgency with which Picasso painted it to immediately protest convey vitality.
The category view, plus supervenience, can support both of these judgements in any
number of permutations of evidence. But, if we are committed to realism and want to say
the painting means one thing rather than another, we should want a way of resolving this
dispute, at least within our given community of observers.
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I do not think this dispute can necessarily be resolved, for realism does not pretend
that reality is explicable or discoverable in its entirety. The view of supervenience we have
accepted now comes to bite us because we have to face the fact that it is so vast and
complex. Given that we cannot expect to know, or to be able to discover, everything about
broad and narrow nonaesthetic properties, there will always be something in the
supervenience base that we just cannot know, and so long as that is the case there will be
irresolvable aesthetic disputes. This need not be too disheartening, though, because so long
as the two opposing judgements sound plausible in light of the broad and narrow
nonaesthetic properties that support them, then there seems to be no harm in accepting
both. Guernica is stark and vital in virtue of its broad and narrow nonaesthetic properties,
and until we can discover that Picasso intended one or the other, or neither, it makes sense,
in all categories, to assume he meant either or both69. There is, after all, no rational reason
why art should be finitely explicable with definitive answers, given that physics, medicine
and geology are all subject to falsification by new evidence. One thing we can say is that
when two parties disagree about verdictive properties – that the work is interesting or
insipid, say – then given that these properties are projected onto the work (see section
2.11) there can be no answer apart from the observer‟s subjective experience. In the case
of verdictive properties, the disputes are not just irresolvable because there is no objective
standard by which we can judge them, they are cases of faultless disagreement70.
Aesthetic disputes are a fact of our engagement with art in a community, but there
are often answers to our questions about what aesthetic properties artworks have and about
what they mean. I now go on to explain how this is the case, but it is worth remembering
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See sections 4.11 and 6.3 for a distinction between pluralism and relativism.
I draw this thought from Barker (2007), who argues that faultless disagreement occurs about non-objective
properties, although contrary to the position I advance here, he thinks all „taste‟ properties are non-objective,
whereas I think only verdictive judgements are.
70
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that, even with supervenience, realism and categories in place to help avoid them,
irresolvable disputes will continue to occur and become bitter, often with impunity.

3.3 Intentions in Creation

3.31 Spontaneity and planning.

If we are going to hold that aesthetic properties are the results of both

broad and narrow nonaesthetic properties and that the meaning of an artwork is a meaning
intended by the artist, then two things are required. First, a working understanding of the
creative process, which will highlight the kinds of intentions we take an artist to have in
the creation of their work, and understanding those intentions is part of understanding the
history of production that intentionalism requires. Second, we need an account of how we
are to gain knowledge of intentions through appeal to history of production and how we
can discover the meaning the artist intended. The remainder of this chapter tackles the first
point and Chapters 5 and 6 elucidate on the second.
In the first instance, we might distinguish between two different processes artists
go through in the creation of artworks. Physical processes that require bodily exertion
upon materials, such as putting paint onto canvas, chipping away pieces of marble,
moulding clay, welding metal and weaving cloths. And purely cognitive processes such as
sequencing one note after another, structuring sentences, inventing characters, telling a
story and returning to the theme. Physical and cognitive processes may have limited
application to the interpretation of art, since physical processes can only help us to judge
the skill with which materials are formed and cognitive processes tend to lead us to
judgements about the artist‟s intelligence or creativity. But it is worth bearing the
distinction in mind because it reminds us that artworks are, after all, the products of human
actions, which have come about through the mental and physical endeavours of a human
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agent who set to work with certain goals and finite abilities to achieve them. Therefore, to
think of art-creation as an interplay of physical and cognitive processes is to remind
ourselves of the very real agency behind the artwork. Moreover, it clarifies the point that
the creation of an artwork is a causal process in which thoughts are developed and acted
upon to produce an artefact.
Also there are different kinds of process-facts corresponding to different questions
we ask of artworks. To enquire about the genesis of the identical drips of paint in the
corners of Rauschenberg‟s Factum I and Factum II is to ask how the agent did something,
whereas an explanation of Duchamp‟s coming to put Fountain in a gallery is about why the
agent did something. How-facts are centrally relevant to making critical appraisals of skill
or technique, for knowing how Rauschenberg created his identical drips of paint leads to
judge his expertise as a painter. Whereas knowing what motivated Duchamp to exhibit a
urinal leads us to a judgement about what the work means because why-facts determine
how we interpret the work. These kinds of process-facts reflect a very basic way of
understanding agents‟ actions as requiring certain mental and physical abilities and as
being suitably motivated towards some goal. To understand agents in this way is to regard
them as essentially rational beings who perform certain actions for specifiable reasons,
which, as will emerge, is a condition for our interpreting artworks at all.
Leonardo‟s Treatise on Painting71 is full of lessons for the student of painting and
advice for the critic which is geared towards emphasising that art is the product of
distinctly human labours. Leonardo captures the importance of thinking of artists as
engaged in both physical and cognitive processes when he says „it is by manual work that
the hands represent what the imagination creates‟ (1989:36). Crucially, the act of creating
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See White (2000:309-327) for how the Treatise itself developed as a labour of the imagination
painstakingly rendered by the hands.
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a painting or a sculpture is interplay of the physical with the cognitive and when we
encounter the artwork, we encounter the product of this process, in which we have the
palpable result of the hands‟ and imagination‟s labour.
However, it is not to be thought that Leonardo conflates the physical with the
cognitive, so as to blur the obvious differences of degrees in which the two processes are
present in particular artforms: „the sculptor undertakes his work with greater bodily
exertion than the painter, and the painter undertakes his work with greater mental exertion‟
(da Vinci 1989:37). In the case of painting, the mental exertion is of extreme importance
because it involves extensive research into perspective and colour, whereas the sculptor
needs to have the bodily strength and dexterity to realise what is in his imagination. In both
cases, artworks are created through conscious and deliberate application of technical
principles in the physical and cognitive realm72.
Another thing Leonardo indicates is a particular view of the creative process. He
characterises the artist as constantly working between inspiration and technique, or
engaged in spontaneity and planning. He famously tells his students to stare at the moss
and mould on a damp wall, or to gaze into the clouds, until elegant figures, scenes of
battles and fantastical creatures emerge. The lesson is to be open to inspiration, to allow
the imagination to play with ideas inspired by nature until the image of an artwork presents
itself. But, for Leonardo, art is a profession of science in which inspiration and creativity
must be mediated and controlled by reason and physical abilities. Similarly, EugèneEmmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, in a discussion of style as the uniting feature of art in a
historical period, says:

72

There are, of course, cases such as music and literature where the process is significantly more cognitive
than physical.
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Style is inspiration; but it is inspiration subjected to the laws of
reason – inspiration invested with a distinction peculiar to every
work produced by a genuine feeling rigorously analysed by reason
before being expressed; it is the close accord of the imaginative
and reasoning faculties; it is the effort of the active imagination
regulated by reason (quoted in Mallgrave 2006:519-520)73.

The issue of intention can be divided rather coarsely into two broad notions, for on
the one hand we have intention conceived as the act of planning, and on the other hand
there is intention as embedded in creative spontaneity74. Understanding the dichotomy of
spontaneity and planning in the creation of art gives us a very basic conception of agency
and intention. The conception is basic because we recognise it in everything we do, as how
human agents go about any – even mildly – creative activity, ranging from cooking to
painting and cleaning to policy-making. To understand art-making in this way is to firmly
ground it in the realm of ordinary intentional action, so that we can develop an account of
how we discover and understand artists‟ intentions that is analogous to how we interpret
the intentional utterances of agents in conversation. That is, I argue that there is nothing
especially remarkable or mysterious, in the case of art rather than human conversation,
about either the kinds of intentions artists have or the ways in which audiences are to
interpret and understand those intentions.
Artistic creation must be a delicate balance of planning and spontaneity if we are to
give a convincing explanation of the fact that our reaction to art is so markedly different
from our reaction to science or nature or manmade but unintentional occurrences. After all,
these things possess some of the same qualities that art does. Firstly, there would be
something very curious indeed about our fondness for art if we discovered that all artworks
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Original source: Viollet-le-Duc (1987).
Intention is involved in spontaneity or inspiration in the Leonardo/Voillet-le-Duc sense that whilst ideas
occur, seemingly from the ether, they are then mediated and subject to reason. This is explored in section
3.32.
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really came about with the rigour and calculated precision of a mathematical formula. If art
were just a matter of planning – of carefully considered intentions embodied in a plan – we
would then have to ask searching questions about what we mean by „creativity‟ or
„originality‟. Berys Gaut (2003), for example, defines a creative act as one that has
qualities of originality, value and flair: a mathematical formula will certainly only be
original in the sense that we have never heard it before, it only has instrumental value and
flair is restricted by the purely scientific resources of mathematics. There is a palpable
difference in the reaction we have to those things which we take to be the result of plans,
like mathematical formulae, maps or surgical procedures, and those things, such as
artworks, which we take to have something more like inspiration or spontaneity as (at least
part of) their genesis.
Secondly, if we were to discover that all artworks are the result of some deeply
mysterious causal process that is often too complex to discover or explain, then it seems as
if we would again have to reconsider our reactions to them. Natural phenomena are not
uncaused, and nor do we need to think they are, but sometimes their origins are so
puzzling that we think of them as just having happened mysteriously. Things like mould
growth on the wall, the rhythmic blowing of the wind or sand dunes across the desert elicit
aesthetic responses from us, but in a different way from artworks. In this case we would be
inclined to think of artworks like the mould, as if a painting were a curious, but in principle
explicable, protrusion from the wall, or an unasked for pleasure as if a symphony were a
peculiar, but pleasing, motion of the wind. That is, if we thought art came about in the
same unintentional but strangely causal way as nature we might well still enjoy it, but as
something determined by laws of nature beyond our grasp.
Thirdly, some things are created by human beings in a largely unplanned,
spontaneous manner, like the scene following a wardrobe torn apart by the frantic search
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for a lost pair of cufflinks or the scattered debris of an exploded building that has fallen to
ground in the shape of a face. In this case, there would be a certain amazement in looking
at a classical portrait and considering how a complete lack of intentional activity on behalf
of the artist had made something that looked so carefully crafted or a feature film would
seem to be the fortuitous unfolding of events before the camera lens. But again, this would
not be amazement at agents but rather at the luck or coincidence with which the matter of
the universe has arranged itself with the very minimal or indirect assistance of a human
being.
Artworks are not the results of rigid rule-governed processes, or the mysterious
products of the natural world, or the unintended by-products of human actions. Ultimately,
our appreciation of art involves an appreciation of the agency behind it, which involves
awareness of agents acting on plans, subject to the whim of inspiration, towards a more or
less defined goal – the goal being the production of an artefact that communicates
meaning.
This is what is insightful about Walton‟s categories: they show us that the agency
of artists is an essential part of understanding and appreciating art. The interpretation of
art, then, hinges equally on the perception of properties and knowledge of history of
production because they are causally linked by the artist‟s agency. This much we learn
from the category view, but this thesis elucidates on how we understand the intentional
part of the history of production in the same way we understand conversational utterances.
Therefore, to think of the creation of art as a balance of spontaneity and planning gives art
and its interpretation a sense of the dynamic unfolding of conversation.
3.32 A delicate dichotomy.

It would, then, be erroneous to think of the creation of art as a

matter of spontaneity or planning, even though both views have certainly had some
currency in the history of art. When we engage with an artwork, we do so as if it is the
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product of an intelligible process which includes spontaneity and planning, even if we
cannot discern which features of the work are the products of which of the two. There are
artists who have fallen uncomfortably on either side of this dichotomy: Paisley Livingston
(2005) puts Coleridge on the side of spontaneity and Edger Allen Poe on the side of
planning. A brief look at these cases demonstrates that the majority of artworks are
probably best explained as a combination of the two.
Firstly, Coleridge famously says of „Kubla Khan‟ that he had a vision of the poem
in a dream, whereupon he awoke and scribbled the words down as a man possessed by
divine insight. This is what is meant by „spontaneity‟ or „inspiration‟ and surely does
account for at least some of the way in which artworks are created. After all, we do often
have ideas in dreams or we are out walking when the solution to a problem suddenly
occurs to us, for, as Peter Kivy says, „some people get bright ideas; most people don‟t.
And the people who get them tell us they do not know how or why: they just pop in their
heads. The ancients called it inspiration‟ (1993:68)75. It is this inspiration that inclines us
to hold the artist in high esteem as the bearer of some unasked for and inescapable creative
gift that eludes common folk; inspiration gives us the idea of the creative genius of the
artist. But a view of complete momentary inspiration leaves us wondering why we admire
Vermeer so much for the way his women look so haunting if they were painted with
minimal intervention from him. If the pure inspiration account is to be believed then the
proportions of classical architecture, the refined tones of Mozart and the intricate details of
Titian might be better attributed to a muse than to the artists themselves. We would still
admire the artist for their skill in rendering what inspiration dictates, but our sense of their
creative genius overrides our appreciation of their real skills and of their semantic
achievements in the medium. We want to know what the artist meant, and not what their
75

Remember Nietzsche‟s dictum that „Only thoughts reached by walking have value‟ (1982:471).
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muse compelled them to say.
Secondly, Livingston cites Poe as the scientific artist, who says of „The Raven‟ that
it „proceeded, step by step, with the precision and rigid consequence of a mathematical
problem [without any hint of either] accident or intuition‟ (Poe 1984:14-15). On this view,
artists labour long and hard over every aspect of the work, thinking it through like a
mathematical problem until the finished product is a perfectly refined distillation of all
their plans and reflections. We can happily imagine Leonardo standing in front of the
Refectory wall with his brush contemplating the form and composition of The Last Supper
deciding where and how to start. It is this element of the artistic process that gives us the
impression of skill: just as we admire the mathematician for their ability to think through
complex problems or the builder for their solid roofs, we admire the artist for their ability
to realise the idea in the medium. But if it is all just skill and technique after all, we might
be at a loss to explain why art fascinates us at a level beyond mere appreciation of skill or
technique, which it surely does; apart from admiring the physical process of creating,
rendering, this artefact in its form, we also saliently admire something about the cognitive
process that gave rise to it, which we think transcends mere skill or technique.
The problem with the inspiration model is that it might detract from the
appreciation of skill in creating the artefacts we experience, and the problem with the
planning model is that it makes artworks look like rigid mathematical progressions from
means to ends. Intuitively, I do not think we are terribly inclined to accept either one of
these views alone as an explanation of the creation of art; and it is this intuition that is
captured by Leonardo‟s view of painting – that art comes about because the mind and the
body, the physical and cognitive, the spontaneous and the planned work together in
tandem. In terms of the process-facts mentioned in section 3.31, we appreciate art because
of the physical skills and the cognitive intelligence that goes into creating it.
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The combination of spontaneity and planning in practice is nicely demonstrated by
Flaubert in the composition of Madame Bovary: Livingston reports that Flaubert‟s rough
drafts of Madame Bovary comprise 3700 large manuscript pages that include notes on
scenarios and characters, story plans, research notes, story summaries and even some
copies of the text of the novel itself76. Now Livingston rightly points out that this neither
fits with the Coleridge nor the Poe model: an inspired artist who has words dictated by
some divine force has no use for such a lengthy drafting process, but one who solves a
mathematical problem does not produce such scattered and fractured notes, but rigidly
proceeds to their conclusion. Flaubert is an example of what we generally think to be the
majority of cases77.
3.33 Semantic and pragmatic intentions.

We now have a series of connections between some

kinds of intentions. First, I have characterised spontaneity as a prime source of our view of
the artist‟s creative or imaginative abilities, for it is in the mystery of where great ideas
come from that we admire the artist‟s work as fundamentally creative. And second, I have
characterised planning as what gives us a sense of the artist‟s skill or technique, for it is in
the artefact itself that we perceive the artist‟s aptitude to realise ideas in the medium.
The first point roughly corresponds to cognitive processes inasmuch as the artwork
is conceived of in the mind of the artist, and the second point to physical processes because
it is in the bodily exertion upon materials that cognitive processes are realised. However,
this might seem to be the wrong way round, since we would think that the act of planning
is cognitive because it involves rationally surveying options and spontaneity is physical
because it involves giving ideas form before they have the chance to disappear off into the
ether again. But I think we can, and must, hold both of these characterisations
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Livingston cites de Biasi (1996) as the source of this information.
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simultaneously: spontaneity is both cognitive and physical because it is the rapid interplay
of the formulation of ideas with the need to set them in some concrete form; and planning
is both cognitive and physical because it is the formulation of intentions and the attempt to
realise those intentions in a medium even in the face of unexpected events. The cognitive
and the physical – as evidenced in Leonardo‟s theory – go hand in hand in the creation of
art, as do spontaneity and planning – as evident in Flaubert‟s case. If we are to understand
the creative processes of art as a fundamentally human activity, there does not seem to be
any coherent way of splicing these notions into discrete theoretical parts. It might even be
impossible to enumerate all the ways in which they are linked and separate, but it is clear
that they are interlaced with one another as much in art-making as in anything else.
To this web of dichotomies, we can add a further distinction between intentions
that corresponds again to a distinction between process-facts. The distinction is between
semantic intentions, which relate to why-facts about artworks because they tell us what it
means, and pragmatic intentions, which relate to how-facts because they tell us about the
structure of the artwork as a means to an end.
A semantic intention guides an action when that action and/or its product is
supposed, by the agent, to mean something. The design of flags illustrates the deployment
of semantic intentions, for colours and shapes convey a meaning that is intended by the
designer. The flag of Israel, for example, uses a Star of David between two blue lines to
convey the idea that an eternal and undivided Jewish state shall exist between the Nile and
the Euphrates. This is a semantic intention because the colours and shapes are supposed to
mean something, rather than provide decoration or balance in design. A pragmatic
intention guides an action when that action and/or its product is aimed at achieving
practical ends or means to other practical ends, with no sense, on the agent‟s behalf, that
those actions or their products be thought to mean anything. Pragmatic intentions are often,
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then, practical means to semantic ends. For example, the precise dimensions of the red
triangle in the Palestinian flag are not semantically intended to convey anything about how
much blood or where it has been spilt, but is merely pragmatically intended to achieve a
pleasing aesthetic effect78. Pragmatic intentions might always be related to semantic ones,
but distinguishing between them reminds us that not every part of a design is relevant to
intended meaning.
Highlighting a theoretical distinction between semantic and pragmatic intentions,
therefore, illustrates that not all actions, words, flecks of paint, jump cuts or changes of key
are semantically relevant. This is discussed further in section 5.2, where it is argued that
being able to judge semantic relevance is crucial to interpretation. The task now, however,
is to explain how we can distinguish between what is and what is not semantically
relevant. This is explored further in Chapters 5 and 6; but now I offer an example of the
utility of the distinction and suggest how we might distinguish them in interpretation.
The epic climax of David Lynch‟s INLAND EMPIRE is a scene in which Laura
Dern‟s character lies bleeding to death on the intersection of Hollywood and Vine. A
Japanese girl and a tramp woman are talking whilst sitting on the pavement, but the
Japanese girl‟s words, although in English and audible, are subtitled. Now, we may assume
that Lynch had a pragmatic intention to use the subtitles to ensure that we can understand
what the girl is saying; and this, one would naturally suppose, is because what she says is
relevant to the story. The use of the subtitles is guided by a purely pragmatic concern for
ensuring that a casting decision which employed an actress with poor diction does not get
in the way of the unfolding story. This is the kind of case in which we say an artist has
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The flag was designed, in 1917 by Shariff Hussein, for the Arab rebellion against the British Mandate of
Palestine, where the colours are what convey the meaning: green for the fertile land of Palestine, white for
the peace the Arabs once lived in, black for the misery of occupation and red for the blood shed in resistance.
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pragmatic intentions that can be discerned solely from attention to the artefact, in this case
the nonaesthetic property of the way the actress‟ voice sounds.
Whilst it may be satisfactory to settle with the pragmatic intention, assuming Lynch
to have had an altogether different – semantic – intention gives us an aesthetically more
interesting interpretation. This inference is guided by other features of the film and
(providing we have it) our knowledge of Lynch‟s other films, so it is contextual, as well as
intrinsic to the artefact. Once we realise that the subtitles are utterly superfluous and we
can perfectly well understand what the Japanese girl is saying, we must give up our claim
about pragmatic intentions. Now this scene begins to mean something important. The
subtitles are there to give us a (false) impression of incoherence in order to supplement the
already monumental bewilderment that the film has fostered; but once we accept that the
girl is not incoherent and we can understand her without subtitles, we then realise, just as
the subtitles have falsely convinced us of incoherence, so has the rest of the film, which
jolts us into reanalysing the film as a fractured but essentially intelligible narrative. In a
crucial sense, we come to understand INLAND EMPIRE through this scene, so Lynch can
be seen to have had a semantic intention to use these subtitles to explain the whole theme
of the narrative.
Furthermore, as far as meaning is concerned there is another important thing to
note about the use of these subtitles: whilst it solves some overall mystery about the film,
it also acts as a distraction. Even if we grasp who or what Laura Dern‟s character is, we are
not supposed to empathise with her because the impression that this is only a film, a work
of fiction, must be maintained. Thus, huddled on the intersection of Hollywood and Vine,
Dern‟s character is made utterly incidental to what should be a pivotal scene for her. She is
made incidental by the fact that the two women continue their conversation regardless of
her presence and the camera focuses tightly on them only. Here the subtitles draw us into
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the scene so that when we realise we do not need to read the subtitles we are already
mesmerised by the conversation between the two women. Thus the subtitles function, in
part, as a means of making us forget Dern is there just as the other two women seem
oblivious to her, and in so doing Lynch leads us to forget to care about the Dern character
so that we feel rather fooled when the Panavision camera swings into shot and Dern gets
up and walks away. The use of the subtitles, then, is a robustly semantic intention for
Lynch to ensure that we see the complexity of a film-within-a-film film, and it thereby has
meaning for us in virtue of Lynch‟s intentions for the work to have certain kinds of
features79.
Understanding that scene, and indeed the entire film, depends upon being able to
distinguish between Lynch‟s pragmatic and semantic intentions. Any interpretation of
INLAND EMPRE that does not do this will be deficient because it will rest on a false view
of what the agent behind the work intended to communicate. In this way aesthetic
properties are essentially semantic: the subtitles on the screen constitute a nonaesthetic
property of the artefact and the aesthetic property that supervenes upon it is „incoherence‟.
The aesthetic property is a result of the subtitles, the obscure content of the speech and the
curious proxemics of the scene. When we interpret the scene in terms of what it means, we
do so in terms of this aesthetic property because we want to know why, if at all,
incoherence is being conveyed here, how it relates to the narrative and what value it has.
Semantic intentions, then, are embodied in aesthetic properties, which are superveniently
supported by nonaesthetic properties. Semantic intentions guide the creation of
nonaesthetic properties because the aesthetic properties which supervene upon them are
the bearers of meaning, which, by the creative theory, means that nonaesthetic properties
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Rather like Brecht‟s (1993) Verfremdungseffekt, which, in my sense, can be characterised as a network of
semantic intentions to convey meanings through certain techniques.
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are created as part of this semantic intention. However, this does not rule out cases in
which nonaesthetic properties are created through pragmatic intentions and therefore have
no semantic relevance: Dern‟s shirt may be the colour it is just to complement the
colouring of the backdrop where the colouring of the backdrop is intended to be purely
aesthetic, for there is no reason to think that all features of a work are semantically
relevant, but the semantic/pragmatic distinction helps to identify those which are.
The semantic/pragmatic intention distinction does not seamlessly correspond to the
nonaesthetic/aesthetic property distinction because both nonaesthetic and aesthetic
properties can be either semantic or pragmatic. A depiction of a yellow flag on a
seemingly fictitious or nondescript landscape could be the result of a pragmatic intention
to compliment the colouring of the picture, where the colour of the flag is of no semantic
importance even if the presence of the flag might be. Or the yellow flag could be depicted
as a result of a semantic intention to denote Hezbollah, in which case we are to think its
colour means something in the context of the picture. Similarly, an aesthetic property may
or may not have semantic relevance, such as a vibrant tone to a painting is not a semantic
intention to mean or imply anything by the vibrancy, but just intended to be an
aesthetically pleasing quality of the picture. On the other hand, the vibrancy, such as that
of Christ‟s jacket, could be the result of a semantic intention to communicate something.
Again, there is no clear-cut way of working out what is the case here, but the four
conditions guiding the ascription of categories go a good way towards answering these
many questions about semantic and pragmatic intentions. If aesthetic properties supervene
on narrow nonaesthetic properties and relevant facts about history of production, then we
have half of the work easy, since nonaesthetic properties require only functioning
perceptual faculties and because of the nature of a supervenience relation we can often
make coherent guesses at the kinds of aesthetic properties that supervene upon such
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nonaesthetic physical properties. Knowing that the artist intended or expected their work to
be viewed in a category will reveal to us elements of the work that are the results of the
pragmatic intention to include the work in that category. And for the work to be
aesthetically more interesting or valuable in a category, we might think that the right
category is the one in which it has the most interesting meaning, so we assume the artist
had semantic intentions that include their work in a category. Moreover, we will come to
work out the distribution of semantic and pragmatic intentions in the course of aiming for
the optimally rich interpretation, which is the most interesting and most plausible
interpretation, because it will seem to have the right balance of the two kinds of intentions.
This provides an overview of the kinds of intentions artists have in creating
artworks. If aesthetic properties are the basis of interpretation and if aesthetic properties
are determined by narrow and broad nonaesthetic properties in the sense this chapter has
elucidated, in order for artworks to be meaningful, we need to conceptualise their
provenance in terms of the minded agents who produce them. The next chapter, then,
investigates how we are to understand artists as communicating agents and what that
understanding adds to our experience and interpretation of art.

124

Chapter 4
Understanding Agents

Having established the fundamentals of formalism, in the
discussion of properties, the argument now moves on to
intentionalism by characterising how we are to interpret the
intentions of artists. Postulated author theory is rejected for
undercutting our standard interest in art. A moderate form of
actual intentionalism is introduced, contrasted to hypothetical
intentionalism, and defended against two major objections.

4.1 Postulated Authors

4.11 Relativism and pluralism.

Formalism rests on two claims: one, the negative claim that artists‟

intentions are not relevant to the interpretation of artworks; and two, the positive claim that
artworks contain all the publicly observable resources required for interpretation. The
discussion of aesthetic properties honoured the positive claim, but now I turn to the
negative claim, which I argue that formalism is wrong to hold. Given that aesthetic
properties are central to interpretation and that they are instantiated by agents, they must be
understood in terms of those agents.
My guiding thought is that artworks do not come in to being by sorcery or by stork.
They are the products of human actions: intentional, goal-directed, motivated actions, even
if they are in part brought about by acts of spontaneity or inspiration. The previous chapter
outlined how artists instantiate aesthetic properties and offered a view about the kinds of
intentions they have in the creative process. We now need an account of the agents who
bring about the aesthetic properties that we interpret.
There are two basic ways of understanding agents: actual intentionalism, which
explains the features of the artwork by reference to the actual intentions and actions of the
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creator; and hypothetical intentionalism, which attributes the features of the artwork to the
creator based on a contextually informed hypothesis about their intentions. Some forms of
hypothetical intentionalism, which I will call „postulated author theories‟, construct agents
on the basis of the features of the work, such as Currie‟s (1990), Vermazen‟s (1986) and
Nehamas‟ (1981), in order to attribute the features of the work to that agent; while other
forms, for which I reserve the title „hypothetical intentionalism‟, such as Levinson‟s
(1992) and Tolhurst‟s (1976), merely hypothesise on the actual artist‟s probable intentions.
In this chapter, I aim to do two things. Firstly, I want to reject postulated author
theory: this involves defending the claim that a primary interest we have in art is in
engaging with real human agents, so the postulation of an author over and above the
historical one does not serve that interest; moreover, I think that since artworks are, as a
matter of historical fact, created by real agents, any other postulation can lead us wildly
astray in interpretation. And secondly, I want to show that we can sensibly hold actual
rather than hypothetical intentionalism: this involves outlining how the two approaches do
indeed often converge in both their methods and results, so given a commitment to the
importance of historical facts we have already made then we should be willing to discover
actual, rather than merely hypothetical intentions; furthermore, I briefly consider that
Levinson‟s supposed advantages of hypothetical over actual intentionalism do not hold. As
noted earlier, the intentionalist debate is primarily concerned with literature, so much of
the forgoing discussion will be in that vein, but the rest of this thesis explores how these
same insights can be transposed on to an account of the visual arts.
First, however, I should say a word about the relativism that has been a target of
this project from the outset. The particular form of relativism that is such a worry is that
which holds that conflicting interpretations are all true or correct according to different
standards within this world. On this view, a Marxist and a Freudian interpretation of, say,
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Winnie-the-Pooh are both equally correct because their correctness is judged by the
respective standards of the methods. This is what I want to argue against. On one view, the
adventures of Pooh are an analysis of power relations among the proletariat, and on
another view, they explore the complexities of youth sexuality, but neither of these
interpretations – thrilling as they may be – necessarily reflects what AA Milne intended
the story to be about or to mean. The position I have defended here is exactly that there is a
fact about the matter concerning what Milne wanted to communicate, so any interpretation
that does not cohere with even the possibility of that fact is bound to be fallacious.
Relativism in the interpretation of art is undesirable because it thwarts our realist
intuition that our aesthetic disputes are aiming at the meaning of the artwork. This is
determined by a combination of the aesthetic properties that actually supervene on the
nonaesthetic properties, which are intentionally instantiated, and the communicative
intentions possessed by the artist in the act of creation. Therefore, all interpretations of the
artwork must eventually be traced back to the author of the utterance, whose
communicative intentions we are trying to uncover. Intentionalism, in some form, should
help us to avoid relativism in interpretation because all of our statements about the artwork
should be true or false as regards the facts about the actions and intentions of the fixed,
finite agent who created the work.
If there could never be an answer to the question of what the artwork means, our
interpretation of art would be a relentlessly unrewarding struggle towards an impossible
goal, as if we were all Sisyphus pushing the aesthetic boulder to the top of the
interpretation hill only to watch it roll back down again each time we thought we‟d got
there at last. If relativism truly reflected our interpretive practice, then why would we ever
argue about art? The arguments would be null and void by our acceptance of relativism,
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and therefore eternally fruitless and unnecessarily exhausting. Surely, then, we would not
do it; but we do.
The attraction of relativism is that it preserves the thrilling inexhaustibly of
artworks; it suggests that the artwork is infinitely rich in meanings, so every member of the
audience can find something new in it and they are utterly infallible in doing so. This,
remember, began the discussion of aesthetic dispute in section 1.11, and is not something I
have denied; what I want to deny is that all interpretations are equally valid because some
will simply not be supported by the contents of the supervenience base. There is a richness
– indeed a colossal richness – of interpretations that can be validly offered of a single
artwork, which is why we find art interesting, exciting and intellectually stimulating, but
the richness is constrained by the range of actual properties and historical facts pertaining
to the work. A commitment to objectivity in this anti-relativist sense, as was discussed in
section 2.32, need not deny the richness or inexhaustibility that we ordinarily admire in art.
It is prudent to distinguish between relativism and pluralism. I advocate the latter,
but not the former. Relativism is the view that there are different standards of
interpretation which are all appropriate, and with respect to which conflicting
interpretations are correct. Pluralism, on the other hand, is just the view that there are
many valid interpretations, but does not claim that they are infinite in number, which
means that many interpretations of the meaning of an artwork are acceptable, but that there
is a class of interpretations which are not acceptable, valid or true. It is pluralism within
objective limits that I defend in this thesis, which is motivated by a profound respect for
agents: in creating an artwork, an agent is attempting to communicate to us and invariably
there is always a class of things they neither wish nor intend to convey, so to simply
disregard their communicative intentions for our own pleasure is to disrespect their
agency.
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John Bender (1996) considers that irresolvable aesthetic disputes pose a threat to
realism, since it is mysterious as to how two critics could disagree over an aesthetic
characterisation if what they are experiencing is the same objective reality. The emphatic
bitterness with which the disputants argue may, after all, suggest that we should be
relativists about art, for two well-versed critics could view the Sunflowers together, but one
claim it is „anguished‟ and the other claims it is „exuberant‟. But these claims about
substantive properties, we can now see, can be substantiated by discovering what is
contained within the supervenience base.
More problematic disputes are about verdictive statements, and I think we should
be relativist about these. The reason we disagree about evaluations, says Bender, is that we
prioritise different values, so where one person thinks „grotesqueness‟ is a bad thing
another thinks it is good; the reason for this is that the two people simply conceive the
values in different ways. This is what Putnam (1990a) calls „the interest relativity of
interpretation‟: when we set out to interpret an artwork we do so with certain goals and
interests of our own, among which are our own values, and there is nothing to prevent this
because we are all minded, prejudiced human beings who have sometimes similar and
sometimes radically different conceptions of values. Given this fact, it just looks as if
verdictive disputes reach only faultless disagreement.
However, we should not be relativist about substantive judgements because they
are facts rooted in the supervenience base, even though we can be pluralist about them
because of the variation therein. Therefore, aesthetic disputes about substantive properties
are in principle resolvable. Since I am interested in meaning rather than value in art, I am
not too concerned to defend this claim further, but the take home point is that the intention
of the agent is a historical fact about which we can be wrong when interpreting meaning.
Indeed, we should, I think, want to be pluralist about meaning if we are to preserve our
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interest in art and relativist about values at least until we can demonstrate how values
realistically inhere in things in the world.
4.12 Agency and meaning.

Alexander Nehamas (1981) defends a postulated author theory,

which is ideal for my purpose here because we have a shared interest in avoiding
relativism and using agents to explain meaning80. He begins with the agreed claim that
texts must be understood as the productions of authors, so to understand the meanings of
texts we must understand the agents behind them: „the author is postulated as the agent
whose actions account for the text‟s features: he is a character, a hypothesis which is
accepted provisionally, guides interpretation, and is in turn modified in its light‟
(1981:145). But he adds a crucial rejoinder, saying that the author we construct must be
„historically plausible‟, so we cannot attribute to the postulated author meanings that the
historical author could not have meant, such as meanings of words or historical references
that came about after the author‟s death81. Whilst there may well be a convergence
between the historical and the postulated author, readers must not be unduly constrained
by the facts about the historical author because „the regulative end is to construct, for each
text, a complete historically plausible author – a character who may not coincide with the
actual writer‟s self-understanding‟ (Nehamas 1981:147). The postulated author, then, is
constructed from the features of the text in order to be the agent to whom we attribute
meaning. As will emerge, I agree with Nehamas on the claim about meaning, but disagree
that the postulation of an author of any kind is the way to go about it.
Nehamas calls the position he is arguing against „critical pluralism‟, which is the
view that where a number of different interpretations of the same text can be given they
are equally useful, interesting and valid. For example, one may interpret Kafka‟s Before
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See also Nehamas (1986) and (1987) and for a survey of intentionalist theories, see Irwin (1999).
This is was my response to Beardsley‟s change of meaning argument for anti-intentionalism in section
1.12.
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the Law as an allegory for Kafka‟s troubled relationship with his father or as an exercise in
the kabala that recounts an engagement with the unknowable G-d. Both interpretations can
tell us something different about the story that need not conflict with one another because,
in formalist terms, they are equally supported by the evidence of the text. As far as I
distinguished relativism from pluralism above, Nehamas is talking about relativism. I am
pluralist about interpretation just because an agent can – and often does – mean a plurality
of things by their utterances, especially in the case of artworks. I am not relativist about
interpretation because I think there are some interpretations that are unacceptable, and
Nehamas is not relativist either because he thinks some interpretations can be attributed to
the postulated author while others cannot. So when Nehamas says he is arguing against
pluralism, we should read him as meaning he is arguing against relativism.
For sure, many different interpretations of the same thing may well give us a
clearer perspective on it, enabling us to see all its features from all angles. As MH Abrams
says, „the use of such diverse but complementary conceptual vantages seems to me not
only rationally justifiable, but necessary to the understanding of art‟ (1974:552). That is,
our understanding becomes more profound the more we interpret, and if those
interpretations use different methods then we get a clearer picture of the meaning of the
work.
Many vantage points on the one artefact gives us a more detailed picture of it, but
this fact should not lead to the claim that all conclusions drawn from those points of view
are equally valid. Insofar as we interpret art with the goal of discovering its meaning, many
incommensurable conclusions will frustrate our sense that there is an essence of the work
to be captured. Such an approach can never tell us what it means, for either Kafka is trying
to tell us about how he feels rejected by his father, or he is exploring his interest in Jewish
mysticism. Kafka could, of course, mean both of these things, which is why we are
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sensible to accept pluralism about meaning. One might say that conflicting interpretations
are acceptable so long as, in the end, they reach the same conclusion; that is, the use of
multiple methods of analysis is a means of gaining a broader insight, but should not be
taken to entail that there are different truths, realities or meanings, for, as Renford
Bambrough says, „that what a thing is like from this point of view and from that point of
view is all part of what the thing is like, and that if that is what we want to know we are
not at liberty to choose part of it and represent it as being whole‟ (1974:283)82.
What I am suggesting here is that we approach interpretation first from the angle of
aesthetic properties, which are realist entities and have an independently specifiable
meaning and we attribute the genesis of these properties to an agent in order to understand
it as communication. Part of what informs this process is categorising the works:
understanding the work as a painting, or as a Mondrian, connects our experience of
properties to the fact that the artefact is historically situated, and part of that history is the
intentions of the agent who produced it in their particular context.
4.13 Regulation.

Nehamas wants to use the postulated author to regulate our

interpretations so that we can gain an ideal interpretation of the text, even if this is reached
by differing methods of analysis. A particularly striking example of his notion of critical
pluralism is the plethora of writing on Kafka: Stanley Corngold (1973) explains the mass
of commentaries on The Metamorphosis as a testament to the point of the story itself,
which is an allegory for the act of writing in the sense that just as Gregor Samsa is
transformed into a vague and incomplete monster, language too is vague and terminally
unable to communicate. Thus, the imperfect communication of language is analogous to
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Rorty (1985) suggests that we could gain more fruitful and interesting interpretations of things if we
widened the boundaries of who is to do the interpreting, such that if we find a lump of matter we should take
to a literary theorist for analysis and take a text to a chemist. The idea being that different vantage points are
gained from a variety of interpreters.
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the imperfect creature of the story, which is what generates so many different
interpretations of the story. Insofar as the perennial problem of language is that it fails to
communicate, any interpretation of the story is valid because the incomplete monster in the
story – however it is interpreted – is a standing analogy for the incompleteness of the
language it is written in.
This view, Nehamas argues, is paradoxical because if the story succeeds in
communicating Corngold‟s interpretation then it communicates the idea that it fails to
communicate, and if it fails to communicate it succeeds. So Corngold‟s interpretation must
be correct if it is to succeed in showing that there can be no correct interpretation, and it is
this kind of paradoxical pluralism that Nehamas hopes to avoid with the postulated author.
In particular, Nehamas wants to use the postulated author to circumnavigate the extreme
view of Derrida‟s claim that „the text is cut off from all absolute responsibility, from
consciousness as the ultimate authority, orphaned and separated at birth‟ (1977:181).
Deconstruction frustrates the whole enterprise of discovering the meaning of the text by
severing the link between text and author with the claim that writing is both radically
ambiguous and entirely autonomous83.
However, Nehamas also finds problematic the opposite extreme of actual
intentionalism, that „if the meaning of the text is not the author‟s, then no interpretation
can possibly correspond to the meaning of a text‟ (Hirsch 1967:5) because it is difficult to
see how we could be sure of an agent‟s intentions in this sense. A position somewhere
between radical pluralism and steadfast monism, Nehamas considers, might be to
distinguish between textual and literary meaning, as Jack Meiland (1978) does. This
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This view has somewhat fallen out of fashion, but still has abundant proponents who cite as influences,
among others, Geoffrey Hartman (1976) who argues that knowing about real authors‟ lives and intentions
only muddies the water further, and of course Foucault (1977) who finds the idea of an author to be a
fictional construct.
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entails that the textual meaning is what the words – in their usual senses and with
appropriate grammar – mean in that language, which can be identified as a fundamental
level of meaning; whereas the literary meaning is the interpretation of the meaning of the
text, which is underpinned by textual meaning. But Nehamas argues that this will not
suffice because the textual meaning is a minimal interpretation of what the words are being
used to do in this context, and thus literary meaning is just a more or less detailed
interpretation.
The solution to these worries, Nehamas says, is to develop a kind of ideal critical
monism, since the fact that there are different legitimate ways of interpreting the text does
not mean either that different results must be reached or that all results are equally valid.
Critical monism is the view that „identifies the meaning of a text with whatever is specified
by the text‟s ideal interpretation…answering more questions…and thus being closer to that
hypothetical ideal that would answer all questions‟ (Nehamas 1981:144). In order to do
this we must construe the text as the production of an agent which is directed at certain
aims and goals. The postulated author, then, is a reaction to two things: first, the outlandish
pluralism that the lack of appeal to authors leads to, and second, the fact that appealing to
historical authors is fraught with epistemic difficulty.

4.2 Explanation, Interest and Scepticism

4.21 Causal explanation.

Consider Nozick‟s (1974:42) experience machine: if there were a

machine that could give us the feeling of any experience we desired by just plugging
ourselves in to it and letting neuropsychologists stimulate our brains accordingly, we
would invariably choose not to be plugged in to it for life. The reason for this is that we
have an interest in being a certain sort of person who actually has experiences, rather than
134

Understanding Agents

living just as if we were having them. Similarly, we are interested in understanding the
works of great authors, painters, composers, film-makers and architects, rather than just
wilfully counterfeiting the experience of engaging with great artists. This thought inspires
three objections to the postulated author theory. One, it fails to offer genuine causal
explanations for both the existence of artworks and for our experience of them. Two, it
undercuts our primary interest in art as the work of real human agents. And three, any
mistrust of evidence relating to actual agents‟ intentions would be arbitrarily applied to
artists when in daily life it is not applied to other people.
On the objection of causal explanation, Livingston notes that „the theory of
appreciation and interpretation should be attuned to the artist‟s constitutive role in the
making of works‟ (2005:164). Postulated authors simply lack the right sort of causal
powers to produce artworks because they do not exist independently of the work, so they
cannot be the entities that produce the works. But even if Nehamas does not hold this,
which he surely does not, there seems to be no utility in uncovering the meaning of a work
unless that meaning is attributed to the real human agent from whom it issues. Part of the
answer to the question of what an artwork means involves something about the process by
which it was given that meaning by the agent who created it, which postulated author
theory cannot begin to explain.
The idea that process-facts can help to explain how the artwork came to be the way
it is (section 3.31) becomes nonsensical: we are being asked to attribute cognitive and
physical activities to fictional agents, which means that what an agent did and how they
did it is illuminated only by an account of a nonexistent agent. Process-facts offer a causal
story about how artefacts come to have their properties in terms of the process of planning
and execution that went on, but it is difficult to see what is added to this explanation by the
postulation of an agent when the actions of a real agent are there to explain.
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It is the same as when our parents tell us that the causal explanation for why there
are gifts under the Christmas tree is that Santa brought them. The story about how things
got to be the way they are is false, based on the character of a fictional agent – everything
we understand about the origins of our gifts depends upon believing what we are told
about the agent behind it, but all of that is false. When we think we have understood the
story and enjoyed our gifts we are thankful to Santa; we think we have convened with an
agent, and that engagement becomes somewhat inauthentic when we discover the agent is,
after all, just a fiction.
What is at stake here, insofar as meaning is concerned, is the authenticity of our
communion with an agent who is communicating to us. There is something more valuable
in knowing what the real Kafka meant to say rather than what we think a postulated Kafkalike figure might have meant to say. Postulated author theory neglects to recognise that
there is a difference between understanding an utterance by a known and by a postulated
agent, since when we understand Kafka in terms of his own self-understanding, rather than
our postulation thereof, the meanings of his works alter, if only slightly, to being deeply
embedded in the context of a real human being‟s life and character. The meanings
attributed to a postulated author always run the risk of being falsified by the facts about the
real author which do not cohere with our working postulation. This risk can be avoided by
simply not postulating any author at all, instead preferring to understand as much as
possible about the actual author‟s intentions as regards the meaning of their work in their
distinct historical context84
4.22 Interest in art.

The second objection is that postulated author theory undercuts our

interest in art, which has worrying consequences for our search for meaning in art. We are
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Stephen Davies (1997) also doubts that it adds anything important to our experience of the expression of
emotion in music.
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interested in artworks as the products of human endeavour such as we are interested in
Rembrandt‟s self-portraits because we want to know how the real man Rembrandt van
Rijn viewed himself as he aged. In this sense, we are interested in artists as people: we
know them to be human beings much like us and we take their work to be an expression of
something from within them, as an exercise of skill, as the result of a shared cultural
enterprise and as the product of a person‟s real hard work85.
If our interest in art is significantly an interest in people, then part of that is the
knowledge that artists are human beings with real skills that enable them to achieve certain
things, to produce artefacts and refine their skills over the course of a body of work, then
attributing the features of a given work to a merely postulated author simply fails to serve
our primary interest in art. Postulated author theory, I argue, undercuts three things about
the human agency of artists in which we are so interested: facts about human personality,
the diversity of a body of work, and the sense of progress in an individual artist‟s work.
The first problem is that by postulating an agent to explain the artwork, there is a
tendency to deny or at least ignore some facts about human personality, which frustrates
our attempts to „get to know‟ the artist through their work. This is demonstrated by Wayne
C Booth‟s (1991) recommendation that when reading Tom Jones we should postulate an
author to account for the features of the work because there is an inconsistency between
the fact that Tom Jones is a touching and sentimental story and that, by all accounts, Henry
Fielding was an avaricious and contemptible individual. Thus, if we are uncomfortable
with the fact that an unpleasant man could write such a beautiful story, we can happily live
in denial of the brute historical fact that this is what actually happened.
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This, remember, is why we should be reluctant to simply reject Monet‟s interpretation of his own work
(section 1.13) – he is a thinking human agent who has the power to explain his actions in intentional terms.
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Firstly, this wilfully denies that human beings are multifaceted creatures, with
varied and sometimes contradictory personalities. Think, for instance, of Adolf Hitler: on
the one hand, a mass-murdering, lunatic dictator, but on the other hand, a sensitive, very
keen and accomplished artist. These are both facts about Hitler and if we are to understand
the man, we must understand – and accept – both of them in tandem, to avoid taking part
of the man and representing it as being the whole, as Bambrough warns against. This by no
means vindicates Hitler, but it demonstrates that it is unrealistic, even foolish, to think
human beings possess only one character trait. Indeed, by all accounts, Hitler‟s passion for
art matched his passion for the Third Reich and even superseded it as the empire began to
crumble86. This, again, is a fact of history. Perhaps Fielding was generally found to be
avaricious and cruel, but nothing in this means he was incapable of writing touching and
sentimental stories. Postulating an author over and above the real Fielding or real Hitler,
then, gives too convenient way of circumnavigating facts about human personality.
Secondly, Booth‟s particular example is in need of further investigation for it to
have any credibility, for Fielding – a man of great social conscience – was Magistrate of
Westminster and the founder of the Bow Street Runners. Now one would think that the
kind of person who would give up his illustrious literary career to bring about major social
reform for the safety and well-being of his townspeople was quite an altruistic man.
Perhaps, of course, Fielding had ulterior motives for his social reforms, but it is not at all
clear that we should assume he was not motivated at least partly by a desire to improve the
lives of those less fortunate than himself, especially since as a noble author he could have
easily written more novels and continued to live far away from the poverty and crime he
sought to change.
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A wonderful analysis of Hitler‟s work as a painter and of his continued interest in art, as something
separate from his political activities, is given by Spotts (2003).
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With these two thoughts in hand, postulated author theory does more harm than
good: to think of a person as one who is capable of contradictory actions adds richness to
their character, for now we look at Tom Jones in light of these other intriguing facts about
its author, whereas Booth‟s approach denies us this interpretive richness. And this richness
seems essential for the kind of meaning we impute to the artist‟s work: if Tom Jones is
interpreted as an exploration of altruism, then it makes a difference whether we think this
altruistic message issues from an avaricious man or from an altruistic man. The
conjunction of formalism and intentionalism exactly holds that meaning cannot be
divorced from either the qualities of the artefact or from the agent who constructs it, but
postulated authors seem to frustrate this by not giving a full and frank picture of the
historical agent.
The second problem is that postulated author theory fails to explain the diversity of
a given artist‟s body of work. It might be taken to suggest that we have to postulate a
different creator for each of their works or group of works because each has such a distinct
character that it suggests a different postulated author, thus seeming to deny the diversity
of talents possessed by a single individual. To do this is to detract from the impressiveness
of a body of work: for example, it is much less interesting and impressive to imagine a
different persona for the Rothko who painted landscapes of New York, such as Entrance to
a Subway, and the Rothko who painted the Seagram Building Murals, than it is to suppose
they are different instantiations of the same individual‟s work at different periods in his
career87. In appreciating that a single real individual is capable of this diversity in his work
we are honouring the diversity of thought and creativity that the human mind is capable of.
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Indeed, a not very intense look at these two works of Rothko‟s reveals that they are, although very
different, obviously the work of the same artist, so it still more absurd to hypothesise different creators.
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An essential side of the human element of art is exactly this diversity, the fact that
we are interested in the work of a single artist because we are interested in the different
ways in which they can deploy their ideas and exercise their talents. Becoming familiar
with this diversity, coming to understand it and recognise it in a body of work is all part of
our endeavour of getting to know the person behind the work, and a postulated author – no
matter how historically plausible – denies a human agent their due credit. Note that
historical plausibility is not the same as historical truth and that what we may believe is
not always the truth. Thus when we have got to know a postulated author through
engaging with their work, we have nonetheless failed to fully convene with the actual
author who may have sides of their character that postulated author theory cannot
accommodate. I do not want to labour the point further, but there is a clear sense in which
authenticity is at stake here.
The third problem is that it thus obscures the fact that individual human agents
produce their work over a period of time as a continuous development of a style or the
exploration of a theme. To deny this threatens the sense of progress in an artist‟s work.
There are, for example, a number of themes running through Kafka‟s work, but a major
one that he sustains throughout much of it is that of the existential mystery of institutions
and systems. This theme is present in quite obvious ways in works such as The Trial, The
Castle and Before the Law, where it is elucidated in the form of the mysteries of state
bureaucracy; but the same theme is treated in similar detail in works such as The Great
Wall of China, The Judgement and America, where it is couched in terms of the
individual‟s position in society or as part of the institution of the family. To attribute this
diverse exploration of a single thought to a postulated author seems to fundamentally
misunderstand something crucial about Kafka‟s work and his reality as a human being.
Kafka, the son of a wealthy Jewish merchant, was born into the very institutions that he
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writes about, passed through the university system to gain a doctorate and eventually earn
a living as high-ranking civil servant for the Czech government. His writing, then, is a
literary exploration of the situation of his own life, to deny which is to ignore the fact that
a human being is able to progress in the exploration of an idea.
Our postulated author, of course, could admit of this sense of progress in virtue of
the fact that we, the audience, construct the postulation so it can accommodate whatever
facets we wish to include (within the bounds of historical plausibility and the evidence of
the text). But it is difficult to see why we should do this when there is a world of facts
about the author out there waiting to be discovered. Again, insofar as the meaning of an
artwork is concerned, part of what the artwork means can be plausibly inferred, not just
from its properties and specific intentions relating to them, but from the historical position
of that work in its creator‟s life.
The postulated does not have, and by definition cannot have, any life outside of the
artwork, as Livingston worries, so this way of judging meaning or setting it into context is
unavailable. I take this to be common practice in interpretation: the plausibility of Dennis
Hopper‟s performance in Apocalypse Now is judged partly in terms of the drug-fuelled
frenzy in which he lived at that time; Nietzsche‟s revision of all values later in life might
be regarded too ambitious in light of his burgeoning insanity; or Sylvia Plath‟s Ariel
poems hardly make sense without any reference to the dissolution of her marriage. The
sense that art is a process of growth which involves progress is intrinsic both to our interest
in art as a human activity and our understanding of its meaning as such88.
4.23 Scepticism about agents.

The third objection is to the idea, certainly implied by

Nehamas and those who share his view, that constructing a postulated author on the basis
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This is analogous to the sense in which we ordinarily interpret a person‟s conversational utterances also in
terms of what we know about their pasts and presents, which is explored in Chapter 5.
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of the text and the known historical evidence circumnavigates problems concerning the
reliability of artists‟ own reports or evidence as regards their intentions. My objection is
based on the fact that we generally do have to trust accounts of intentions from people in
everyday life and this practice tends to serve us well; similarly, given that artworks are
made by actual people, we should trust the available evidence as regards their intentions
In general, we do attribute intentions to the people we interact with because we
understand the necessity – however unsettling it may sometimes be – to treat people as
minded human agents. In doing so, we accept that our attributions of intentions to other
people, however we have arrived at them, might sometimes be wrong. So the question
arises, why should we attribute the intentions of artists to a postulated character, but not do
the same for the people we interact with? What is it about artists that make us so afraid of
being wrong about their intentions?
Consider that I read In Search of Lost Time without postulating an author of text, so
when I am finished I conclude that Proust thinks dinner parties are boring. The evidence of
the text (the characters and stories) suggests that the speaker of the utterance thinks dinner
parties are boring. But it turns out that, as a matter of historical fact, Marcel Proust thought
dinner parties were jolly good fun. Now I have misrepresented Proust‟s view, which I
could have avoided if I had accepted that the text of the novel is not a reliable guide to
Proust‟s mental states and instead postulated an author who does think dinner parties are
boring. That is, from Proust‟s novel I cannot infer anything about Proust‟s intentions.
Now suppose that my friend Tom writes to me from Geneva, telling me all about
the things he is doing, the places he is going and the people he is meeting. From this letter
I infer that Tom likes dinner parties, and nobody is going to tell me that – so long as there
is evidence in the text of the letter – I am not permitted to infer Tom‟s mental states from a
letter. In both cases, Proust‟s and Tom‟s mental states have been inferred from the
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evidence presented in a text, except that in the former case I am to treat that evidence as an
unreliable guide. Looked at in this way, I find postulated author theory somewhat perverse,
for it suggests that we should be fearless about interpreting our friends or other people we
interact with on the basis of evidence, but that we should be terrified of interpreting artists
on the basis of comparable evidence. For some reason, I should be more worried about
misrepresenting Proust‟s preferences about dinner parties than I should be about
misrepresenting Tom‟s preferences.
In real social interaction we do not deeply distrust the evidence presented to us, we
take people‟s words, gestures, implicatures, past histories as at least potentially relevant to
understanding them, and we generally trust this evidence until there is substantial reason
not to. I argue that we can in fact take the same approach to artists as we do to real people
we interact with, even if artists‟ mental states are harder to gauge because they are not
spatially and temporally present to us. I will have more to say about this worry later, when
discussing the distinction between public and private sources of evidence, but for now I
just want to note that our engagement with art is a human situation in which the same rules
of trust and discretion should apply. Postulated author theory looks cowardly in the face of
this challenge by advising us to use the evidence before us to construct a persona who is
distinct from the historical artist, even if they substantially converge, just in case some
evidence we may happen upon threatens to be exaggerated, unreliable or just plain false.
At an early stage in the intentionalist debate, Henry David Aiken remarked „our
interest in many works of art arises from the fact that they express to us in a poignant and
affecting way recurrent patterns of human behaviour‟ (1955:751). Part of the pleasure we
derive from art is learning, over a period of time, about the work of an artist because we
then feel that we have got to know a person. If we attempt to sustain this interest through
postulated author theory, we have got to know an imaginary person, much in the same way
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as children or the insane have imaginary friends, which means that our approach to art is
always saliently delusional. Philosophy here does violence to the agency of artists by so
wilfully abandoning Aiken‟s insight, but now I want to demonstrate that not only does
intentionalism have no need for postulated authors, nor does it require mere hypotheses
about artists‟ intentions.

4.3 Defending Actual Intentionalism

4.31 Hypothetical and actual intentionalism.

For hypothetical intentionalism, the meaning of an artwork

is the meaning a member of the intended audience would plausibly interpret given their
knowledge as a member of the intended audience. According to Tolhurst, a member of the
intended audience would therefore hypothesise on the intentions had by the actual creator,
and, being a member of the intended audience, they would have at their disposal the means
to do so. Levinson modifies this account slightly by removing reference to the actual
creator and instead saying that the appropriate or ideal audience will judge the creator‟s
categorical intentions for the work to be viewed in a certain way and therefore will
hypothesise on their semantic intentions. Crucially, Levinson thinks categorical intentions
are decisive, whereas semantic intentions can be disregarded if doing so stands to make the
work aesthetically more interesting.
Hypothetical intentionalism does not, therefore, construct a postulated author, but
instead fully attributes the features of the artwork to its actual creator by using the
available evidence (of the work itself and some historical data) to hypothesise on the
intentions of the artist, which does indeed often converge with the artist‟s actual intentions.
It remains hypothetical, however, because it only offers (sometimes very well) educated
guesses at what the artist‟s mental economy, including intentions, might have been. By
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doing this, the hypothetical intentionalist is able to offer sound guesses about what an
artwork means in terms of the meaning most likely intended by that utterance as it issues
from a defined agent. At the root of it, however, hypothetical intentionalism is not
interested in rummaging around in the minds of artists for their thoughts, ideas or
emotions, but is only concerned with understanding the work they have produced.
It should be clear enough by now that I too seek to understand artworks in and of
themselves, but I do not think we can do this without engaging with artists as human
agents; therefore, I think we need to do a certain amount of psychological rummaging to
understand the person from whom the artwork issues. After all, it is the product of an agent
who has a whole life story, a continuous series of thoughts and performs certain kinds of
actions; I think actual intentionalism can accommodate this interest in agency without
falling into the error, that hypothetical intentionalism so fears, of straying too far from the
artwork into the mysterious recesses of artists‟ minds.
This is clearly at the other end of the scale from the formalism of Beardsley and
clearly shares the same concern as I have defended throughout, so as such I have no
objection to the hypothetical intentionalist‟s goals. Rather, I think that the hypothetical and
actual methods converge so often and so seamlessly that we could simply give up the
claim to hypotheses; this involves asserting, with confidence, claims about artists‟
intentions that are based on robust sources of evidence. I think, then, there are a couple of
worries that can be waylaid by actual intentionalism. Moreover, I think Levinson is hasty
to celebrate his hypothetical intentionalism for having two key advantages over its actual
brother.
The problem I have with the method of hypothetical intentionalism, as it is
espoused by Levinson, is the idea that an appropriate or ideal audience is supposed to rule
out audience members having privileged or private evidence at their disposal because an
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appropriate audience will be the one that is generally well equipped to understand the
work, thus serving the artist‟s (largely assured) desire to reach the widest possible
audience. Thus it seems that unpublished letters and diaries, personal anecdotes from the
artist‟s associates or little known facts about their personality are not permissible evidence
for the artist‟s intentions as regards the meaning of their work. Indeed, the only
permissible biographical evidence is that which is in the public domain that is widely
known by ordinary people, rather than the esoteric knowledge of scholars.
This might well be the case in the sense that artists would do well not to limit their
potential audience by requiring that specialist knowledge is needed in order for their work
to be understood and appreciated. But this simply fails to cohere with ordinary practice in
which art is often autobiographical or intertextual. Some artworks are so intensely
autobiographical that we are grateful for every snippet of information we come by,
whether it is a well-known anecdote or an obscure diary entry. An aesthetically satisfying
and semantically accurate reading of The Bell Jar is achieved by knowing a certain amount
of Sylvia Plath‟s biography, which is well-known, but getting lesser known biographical
facts enriches our reading further.
There seems to be an arbitrary limit on when that knowledge becomes sufficiently
public as to allow us to utilise it in interpretation. In the years following the publication of
The Bell Jar and Plath‟s death, the Hughes family kept Plath‟s biography viciously secret
(to the extent that her own mother was led to believe she died of pneumonia). Readers of
the novel for some years were very possibly unaware of the extent of its autobiography,
and therefore could not fully understand it. The life and work of Sylvia Plath were
swaddled in such secrecy that the novel was not even published in America, for fear of
unsettling her friends and relatives, until the copyright was about to expire in 1968.
The hypothetical intentionalist is committed to saying that readers at this time had
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to make their best informed guesses at interpretation because they were not permitted to
rummage around in the Hughes family archives or the memories of friends for „private‟
evidence. When, however, the Hughes family finally relented and a steam of letters,
manuscripts, journals and biographies began to trickle through, readers were permitted to
consult this now public – but once private – evidence89. Following in the vein of the
previous section, it is reasonable to think that these sorts of biographical facts are relevant
to understanding the meaning of the work; this is especially arresting in literature, where
words, although meaningful in some sense, require an intentional context in order to be
fully understood. Hypothetical intentionalism expects us to accept that we are condemned
– by its public/private distinction – to misunderstand and under-appreciate artworks.
Here the hypothetical intentionalist fails to step in line with our ordinary practice.
When we encounter works that we know to be autobiographical we seek out the available
evidence in the justified belief that this will help us to understand the work, but we do not,
as a matter of fact, shun offers of less public, more esoteric evidence. We do not look the
biographical gift-horse in the mouth, no matter from where he roamed into our interpretive
field. The hypothetical intentionalist requirement on evidence is both too stringent for us to
be able to understand the work fully and at odds with ordinary peoples‟ desires to
understand art90.
In arbitrarily marking out a realm of „private‟ evidence for communicative
intentions, it is suggested that where a work is saliently intertextual only public evidence
can be used to decode it. It seems, then, to be committing the formalist error of assuming
that artworks are publicly explicable, so that evidence in the public domain is all we
89

An informative account of the Hughes family guarding the Plath legacy is given by Malcolm (1994).
With the distinction between private and public evidence in hand, it is difficult to understand the notion of
an ideal audience, for if the ideal audience is one who possesses only public evidence, then they are bound to
misunderstand the work, which makes it mysterious why that audience – although abundant – is the ideal
one.
90
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should need for interpretation. Hypothetical intentionalism, of course, separates itself from
formalism by allowing this public evidence to include evidence of intentions, but the
formalist and hypothetical intentionalist mistakes nonetheless seem to amount to the same
limitation on understanding.
The films of David Lynch are a case in point: to understand Mulholland Drive, one
needs to have seen Lost Highway, and to understand any of them, one really needs to have
seen his first feature, Eraserhead. The films, as cultural artefacts embedded in a history of
surrealism and part of a tradition of independent American cinema, are exactly the kind of
contextual public knowledge that hypothetical intentionalism allows, but the problem of
understanding Lynch‟s work is deeper than that. Watching Eraserhead, one gains a sense
of themes, ideas and images that recur throughout later films: zigzag tiled floors,
telephones on empty tables, candles and fires, lamps, heavy machinery, industrial noise
with no apparent cause, dogs, impromptu musical performances. Seeing these things in
Eraserhead helps us to recognise and piece them together in later films. But, on a close
watching, we conclude this public evidence is not enough to really understand what they
are doing in those films or what they are supposed to mean in context. One needs to know
the obscure stories of the origins of these elements: dogs, for instance, are never relevant to
the story, they just reflect Lynch‟s love of dogs, but the zigzag tiled floor is always
relevant, as a vision of it as denoting an otherworldly dimension came to Lynch in a dream
in the mid-seventies. Some evidence that explains these things, the hypothetical
intentionalist would have to call private evidence, so we are therefore forbidden from
understanding such an impressive and complex body of work as Lynch‟s91.
Actual intentionalism however, holds that the interpretation of artworks is not so
dissimilar from the interpretation of human speech or action insofar as our interpretive
91

See Rodley (1997) for rare insight into the mind of David Lynch.
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goal is to discern our interlocutor‟s actual intentions. On this view, admissible evidence
includes anything that we can find out, since in conversation with people we do not limit
the range of evidence according to an overarching standard, such as public/private, but
only to what seems centrally relevant in the given context. The moderate form holds that
an artist‟s actual intentions constrain our interpretations: where the word sequence of a text
can support either of two interpretations we are bound to choose the one that aligns with
the author‟s actual intentions. Hypothetical intentionalism, however, says we choose the
meaning that an ideally contextually informed audience would attribute to the author,
based on their discernable categorical intentions. The difference is that actual
intentionalism is committed to going that extra bit further in searching around for the
artist‟s actual intentions, whereas hypothetical intentionalism prefers to make informed
guesses; but in both cases, meaning is thought to be determined by intention, so they just
disagree over how we reach it.
Moderate actual intentionalism holds that our interpretation of a person‟s gestures
and behaviours are part of our attempt to discern their intentions and our interpretation of
art is an extension of that. Carroll (2000:81) notes that there is little reason for
discontinuity in art and non-art contexts, since interpretation is a crucial part of our daily
lives; interpreting a person‟s behaviour tells us whether they are friend or foe or whether
they are sincere or disingenuous. In the case of art, we admire singing, dancing and writing
because they are extensions of our ordinary practices of moving and speaking, which are
subject to interpretation, so the interpretation of art is merely an extension of our usual
practices. Moreover, Carroll notes, the hypothetical intentionalist recommends as evidence
for (hypothesised) intentions the artefact itself, the artist‟s body of work, the cultural
context and the public biography of the artist. All these things, however, trace the actual
intentions of artists, so the gap between the hypothetical and actual methods is created only
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the former‟s unwillingness to venture to say the intentions it has identified are actual
intentions.
A moderate actual intentionalism, then, holds that the meaning we take the artist to
have intended has to be compatible with the words, sounds or images of the artefact. In
some cases, artists will fail to say what they mean, but the hypothetical intentionalist
thinks they are well-placed to deal with this since they can then identify the meaning of the
work with a claim that is consistent with an informed hypothesis about intention, whereas
the actual intentionalist has to admit that what the text seems to mean and what it is
intended to mean are inconsistent.. This, however, is not a problem for the actual
intentionalist, who just says we have to discover what the artist meant to say, since
knowing that the artist has failed to say what they mean is to know about their actual
intentions insofar as it is to know that they did not actually intend what they ended up
saying92. The fact is sometimes people do fail to say what they mean, and in these cases we
should accept that the artwork – however aesthetically interesting – is a communicative
failure. Furthermore, the vast complexity of the supervenience base, which contains these
facts about what was actually (historically) intended, means that sometimes we will not be
able to discover the relation between what was said and what was meant.
Robert Stecker (2006:434-435) defends actual intentionalism against an objection
raised by Alex Kiefer (2005:276), who argues that since there is a difference between
creating something intentionally and creating something with a specific intention,
intentions may not always be relevant to art interpretation. Kiefer thinks that whilst
artworks are created intentionally, many of them are not created with a specific intention;
he cites Pollock‟s drip paintings as an example in which an artist creates his work
intentionally, but with no specific (meaning) intention. Stecker (2006:435) doubts the
92
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distinction applies generally to artworks, since understanding many artworks depends upon
understanding them as the results of a „fairly specific aesthetic program‟. Minimalist
sculpture, particularly, requires that we know what that program is in order to understand
and enjoy the experience of stacks of identical boxes such as Rachel Whiteread produces.
Pollock‟s drip paintings, too, are created intentionally, but the colours and movements of
the drips probably are and need to be understood as the result of specific intentions in
order to see them as paintings rather than as inartistic messes.
I think Kiefer‟s objection can be met by highlighting the distinction between
semantic and pragmatic intentions. The parts of an artwork, for instance, that seem to have
been created intentionally but without a specific intention are likely to be those parts that
are pragmatically intended. They do not strike us as having any semantic purpose or
import in the work, so we do not think they were specifically intended, but they are part of
the overall intention to create the artwork and for it to be just the way it is. Those parts that
seem significant enough to have been specifically intended are therefore likely to be the
results of semantic intentions. Kiefer, however, means a broader-ranging problem than
this, since he is worried about the intentions that guide the creations of whole artworks and
not just their parts. It is not clear to me how we would make this distinction in any case: it
does not seem possible to say whether an entire artwork was created intentionally or
created with a specific intention because its individual features will strike us as more or
less purposeful in the overall aims of the work. So, to say a work was created only
intentionally is to commit oneself to saying that no part of it is specifically intended, the
admission of which nullifies the original claim that the work cannot be interpreted in
intentional terms because there was no specific intention behind it.
Actual intentionalism is crucial to solving the debate about van Gogh‟s shoes
because Schapiro‟s best informed hypothesis that van Gogh intended to depict his own
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shoes leaves us with the nagging feeling that Heidegger apprehends something important
about the formal appearance of peasant shoes which is missing from Schapiro‟s evidential
hypothesising. Van Gogh‟s actual intentions, from a full survey of the evidence should
help to settle the quarrel. We should want to be actual intentionalists because the theory
accommodates two common interpretative practices in the arts: it preserves the real human
agency of artists and it explains why we are interested in art. In what follows, I explicate
the fundamental features of actual intentionalism, before showing in Chapter 6 how it can
be used to solve the van Gogh problem.
4.32 Humpty-Dumpty theory.

Levinson (1992) identifies two problems with actual

intentionalism that he thinks the hypothetical variant can overcome. The first is that if
meaning is determined only by the author‟s intention, then it looks as if utterances can
mean whatever speakers intend them to, as Alice‟s encounter with Humpty-Dumpty
illustrates93.
In defending actual intentionalism, Iseminger (1992) argues that only one of a pair
of contradictory interpretive statements about a text can be true, even if both are
compatible with the text, and the one that is true is the one that is intended by the author.
Thus actual intentionalism is committed to discovering what the artist actually intended the
text to mean, which, it is thought, invokes the Humpty-Dumpty theory of language. But
Levinson argues that this can „just as easily and reasonably come from an audience‟s best
contextually informed hypothesis of authorial intention in a given passage‟ (1992:236).
Levinson considers that hypothetical intentionalism is preferable because it „preserves the
intuitive difference between what ends up being said (or conveyed) in a complex discourse
situation, whether literary or nonliterary, and what some agent was trying (or aiming) to
say‟ (Levinson 1992:236). This is not an arbitrary act of will on the author‟s behalf, but an
93
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educated guess on the reader‟s part, based on the evidence of what was actually said.
Now if actual intentionalism leads to the Humpty-Dumpty theory by its appeal to
intentions, then we would be prudent to abandon it because the whole point is to secure
meaning to something determinate, not to make it essentially arbitrary. Iseminger,
however, denies that it applies to the form of actual intentionalism he defends. This is
because the meaning of the work is „the meaning compatible with the text that the author
intended. Where the author (or utterer) intends a meaning not compatible with the
text…[then] there is a clear distinction between what was said and what the author or
utterer meant‟ (1996:321).
Levinson considers the question of identifying the meaning of a work as a matter of
choice between four options: one, word-sequence meaning as the meanings attachable to a
string of words in virtue of the semantic rules of the language; two, utterer‟s meaning as
the meaning an agent intends to convey with their words; three, utterance meaning as the
meaning a given text ends up conveying in its context; and four, ludic meaning as the
meanings that can be attached to the text constrained only by the loosest requirements of
plausibility and intelligibility. Now literary meaning cannot be simply word-sequence
meaning because we take the text to be a unitary expression by some agent, and the
distinction between literature and ordinary conversation would dissolve if we identified
literary meaning with utterer‟s meaning. Since ludic meaning is also rejected without too
much discussion, Levinson is left with utterance meaning to explain the literary meaning
of the text. Here he follows Tolhurst (1976) in saying that utterance meaning is the
author‟s intention that a member of the intended audience would be most justified in
attributing to the author, which is thus our best hypothesis for intended meaning.
Iseminger (1996) argues that Levinson has too narrow a view of what constitutes
meaning here because literary meaning is not to be identified with one of these four, but in
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fact with both utterer‟s meaning and word-sequence meaning. This preserves the
distinction between what was said and what was meant insofar as utterer‟s meaning is
taken to be what the author was trying or intending to convey and word-sequence meaning
is taken to be what ended up being said. So actual intentionalism preserves the distinction
between what is said and what was trying to be said because it regards the meaning of the
text to be a function of both utterer‟s meaning and word-sequence meaning. Thus,
Iseminger has successfully demonstrated that not only does actual intentionalism not
obliterate the distinction, but also that the preservation of the distinction does not make
hypothetical intentionalism exceptional.
Consider again van Gogh‟s shoes: if Levinson is right that the meaning of the
picture is utterance meaning alone, then the debate is not solved at all. Suppose we think
what ends up being conveyed is Schapiro‟s conclusion about artist shoes and this
hypothesis is informed by van Gogh‟s publicly available letters. The conclusion is not
sustained by anything specific in the picture but by something external to it; the „utterance‟
in this case is the picture, which is explained by appeal to external evidence. Therefore,
Levinson commits the more general error of intentionalism, noted in section 1.13, of
ignoring the specific qualities of the artefact which may saliently inform interpretation
because his utterance meaning appeals to the general fact of the picture and the specific
fact of some letters. The approach I am aiming for appeals to specific facts about the
picture as well.
What this teaches us is that our interpretations have to be balanced on evidence
internal and external to the picture. Analogously, Heidegger‟s conclusion is supported only
by the picture, as if he has only appealed to word-sequence meaning. Therefore, an
intentionalist approach to the interpretation of pictures requires the same kind of actual
intentionalist conjunction of word-sequence meaning (formal analysis) and utterer‟s
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meaning (intentional analysis) as Iseminger recommends for literature. This demonstrates
that actual intentionalism can accommodate the conjunction of formalism and
intentionalism that I propose and now go on to develop.
4.33 Autonomy of art.

Levinson identifies a second major advantage of hypothetical

intentionalism as the fact that it preserves the autonomy of literary works (and, therefore,
of artworks in general). The autonomy is the fact that the work is ultimately more
important than and distinct from the inner life of the artist, since if meaning is solely
determined by the artist‟s intention, then the artwork itself saliently depends upon the
artist‟s mental processes. Levinson is worried by the actual intentionalist‟s claim that
„actual intentionalism is committed to the view that some fact about the artist‟s “inner life”
(if that is what one takes intention to be) is typically one of the truth-conditions of claims
about the meaning of literary works‟ (Iseminger 1996:322). Iseminger maintains, however,
that this does not permit us to „rummage indiscriminately‟ in the psyche of the author for
outlandish explanations of the features of the artwork.
Iseminger points out that actual intentionalism does not deny that the text is, in
some sense, an autonomous object because it admits that word-sequence meaning, which
is a result of the rules of language, is a crucial determinant of the meaning of the text.
Therefore, the text is autonomous insofar as the meanings of words in a language are
independent from the mental processes of language users. Similarly, A Pair of Shoes
retains autonomy from van Gogh‟s mental processes because the arrangement of pigment
on the canvas, by the conventions of depiction and the perceptual capacities of observers,
does not require anything from van Gogh‟s mind to be seen as a pair of shoes. In both the
cases of language and pictures, what we have is formal autonomy: the understanding of a
sequence of words or a series of marks on a canvas depends on reference to established
rules and conventions that require no reference to intentions. The form of the artwork is
155

Understanding Agents

therefore autonomous from the artist‟s mental processes, which both hypothetical and
actual intentionalism can admit.
At best, then, Levinson can only claim that actual intentionalism deprives artworks
of semantic autonomy because it appeals to the intentions of actual agents for the specific
meanings of symbols. But in order for Levinson to hold this claim about semantic
autonomy he needs to say that meaning is determined by intention alone so that meaning is
autonomous when it is divorced from actual intentions. Hypothesised intentions preserve
this autonomy, presumably, because the meaning of the work is unshackled from the artist
and in the hands of the audience‟s contextually informed hypothesis. However, in the
hands of the audience, the semantic content of the work is autonomous from the artist‟s
mind, but subject to the audience‟s abilities to construct plausible hypotheses, which seems
no better a position to be in than deconstruction leaves us in. Levinson‟s semantic
autonomy, then, seems to be a case of taking meaning out of the artist‟s controlled
communicative frying pan, but then throwing it into the audience‟s unpredictable
interpretive fire. It would appear that meaning is in a safer place if it is not autonomous.
Furthermore, insofar as the meaning of the artwork is a feature of both its formal
qualities and its history of production the most autonomy from human minds we can grant
artworks is a sort of formal autonomy. Given that artworks are intentionally made by
human beings, unlike infectious diseases or sand dunes, it is odd for Levinson to even
consider that the artefacts which are artworks even could be entirely autonomous from
their creators. The mental processes of artists, their intentions and actions are the palpable
causes of those artefacts existing and therefore of their having the properties they do. So
actual intentionalism turns out to give artworks just the right amount of autonomy in its
formal autonomy; the hypothetical intentionalist dream of complete autonomy from agents
cannot be sustained once we admit that it is in the nature of artefacts that they saliently
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depend on agents, not just for their very existence, but also for their continued utility in the
human world. Moreover, the idea that the artwork has no autonomy at all similarly denies
the fact that words, arrangements of paint or sounds do function independently of human
mental processes. Actual intentionalism accommodates a position somewhere in between
these two conceptions of the autonomy of art.
In the next chapter, I develop a linguistic model of art-interpretation, which treats
artworks as utterances whose meanings are fixed by the intentions of speakers. I argue that
we can discern actual intentions in art in much the same way as we do in conversation.
This simultaneously serves our primary interest in art, as outlined above, and provides
methodological principles for interpretation that can be applied across the arts.
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Chapter 5
Art as Communication

This chapter introduces a linguistic model of interpretation,
which clarifies the notions of meaning and intention in art. The
roles of speaker‟s and utterance meaning, implicature and
illocutionary acts in interpretation are considered. The issue of
how we know which properties of artworks are semantically
relevant is also discussed. The linguistic model is tied to actual
intentionalism through consideration of the analogy between art
and conversation. This prepares the ground for the final chapter,
in which the methods of discerning artists‟ intentions are
discussed.

5.1 Art and Language

5.11 Words, speakers and utterances.

A commonsense reason why we need agency in our

understanding of art is given by the case of expression: when we say a picture expresses
„joy‟ we do not mean a nonsentient object possesses emotions, rather we mean that a
person is expressing joy through the painting of a picture94. Therefore we need a notion of
agency to explain the expressive qualities of objects. Moreover, expression is an aesthetic
property so we can explain its presence in terms of its supervenient relation to nonaesthetic
properties. The same goes for all aesthetic properties, and actual intentionalism can explain
them.
A central question in intentionalism concerns the kind of meaning we take to
interpret in artworks. In section 1.11, I characterised this as Grice‟s meaningNN, which was
clarified in section 3.12 as a form of speaker‟s meaning because it firmly relates meaning
to the intentions of agents. A purely formalist account of meaning would be awkward
because we would then have to specify things like the meaning of the colour grey or the
94
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meaning of E flat. The very best prospect for this approach would be to argue that the
meanings of such symbols are conventional, so when we encounter them in artworks
supervenient properties can tell us all we need to know about meaning. This is a dim
prospect for the formalist, since it is not even clear that reference to convention removes
the need to talk of intentions. Conventions are deployed intentionally and do not make
sense without an intending agent, so, as Denis Dutton says, „it is only by virtue of having
established so much familiarity with intentions that we can afford to disregard them and
talk only of conventions. Intentions are thus not ignored by appeals to conventions; such
appeals presuppose them‟ (1987:200). Some formalists may attempt this, but I think we
can preserve the spirit of formalism – that properties are central to interpretation – without
getting our feet wet in the lake of convention.
I want to look closer at the choice of characterising the kind of meaning we
interpret in artworks as either utterance meaning, word meaning or speaker‟s meaning; this
will bring out the salient differences in the approaches to meaning taken by formalism and
intentionalism and cement the case for actual over hypothetical intentionalism. None of
these three alone is sufficient because they suggest either implausible formalism with
disregard for intentions, or implausible intentionalism with disregard for artworks.
At the beginning I said the formalist-intentionalist conjunction explicates artistmeaning in terms of work-meaning. It is now possible to see how this works. The account
of supervenience and realism about nonaesthetic and aesthetic properties offers a
perceptual means of characterising the formal structure of artworks. This gives us workmeaning, which may point towards artist-meaning but cannot fully explain it because it
cannot explain what is communicated in intentional terms. Artist-meaning is explained in
terms of work-meaning, however, for the very reason that the artefact is the utterance
made by the agent, and in the analysis of communication the precise content or form of the
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utterance contributes to what we think an agent intends to communicate95. The formal
analysis of properties had to appeal to the creative theory and categories to explain the
origins of properties, whose meaning now requires explanation in terms of agents‟
intentions. Therefore, I develop a linguistic model of art-interpretation which anchors the
meanings of utterances in the intentions of agents. My goal is to build parallel accounts of
properties and intentions; that is, to characterise the intentionalist part of the conjunction
with the same multi-layered dependence as the formalist part.
Utterance meaning is what is conveyed on a given occasion by a particular
sentence. This is what hypothetical intentionalism takes to be the meaning of the text,
since there is no need, in the case of art, to confine ourselves to what was actually intended
if the utterance plausibly means what an agent could have intended it to mean. The main
problem with this is that utterance meaning is then a form of work-meaning and thus does
not precisely tell us anything about actual artist-meaning. Utterance meaning, if taken
alone, would therefore undercut our stated interest in the agency of artists, leaving us with
a formalist account of work-meaning. Nonetheless, since utterance meaning is informed by
the meanings of words and the context of utterance, I argue that it is an important
intermediary step between sentence meaning and speaker‟s meaning; this, as will be
shown, is roughly analogous to the role of aesthetic properties.
Formalism holds that the meaning of an artwork is a function of word meaning.
The original Wimsatt and Beardsley argument applied this to literature, where the meaning
of a poem is identical with the meanings of the words of which it is composed. There is no
need to appeal to author‟s intentions here. Later on, Beardsley turned his hand to applying
this analysis to non-textual art, resulting in his view of aesthetic properties, which we saw
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in section 2.13. On this view, the vibrancy of the painting is to be explained in terms of its
contingent relation to a red patch of colour; therefore we can judge the painting to be
vibrant without any reference to the artist‟s intentions because it is contained in the formal
qualities of the picture.
In the case of textual and non-textual artworks alike, I agree with the formalists that
aesthetic properties emerge from nonaesthetic properties in such a way as to give us workmeaning; but I disagree that this is the end of interpretation, for we need an account of
what aesthetic properties are being used to communicate on this occasion – for instance, to
say that something is vibrant is to say only that, it does not tell us why the artist is pointing
out that vibrancy. It is here that intentions must enter the equation. Similarly, although we
do not want to deny that words have meanings, we must admit that often the meanings of
words themselves are relatively uninformative. A reasonable response to the utterance „the
cat is on the mat‟ is „yes, so what?‟ because although we understand what the words mean,
we may not understand what the speaker means. They might be warning us that the cat is
getting close to us, or they might be alerting us to the fact that the cat is not allowed on the
mat. It seems intuitive that there is more to communication than the mere meanings of
words or other items in a symbol system.
Tolhurst (1976:6-8) makes the case against word meaning by noting that Swift‟s
„Modest Proposal‟ would be misunderstood if interpretation relied only on the meanings of
words. The meanings of the words in the text entail that the speaker is suggesting Ireland‟s
poverty and population problems could be solved by parents selling their babies as meat
for consumption by the upper classes. Swift, however, is being ironic and it is only by
reference to his intention to be ironic that we can understand the text as meaning
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something apart from what its constituent words mean96. Intentions seem indispensible in
the interpretation of word-sequences because of the prevalence of things like irony and
metaphor in language use.
The distinction between word meaning and text meaning is supported by the broad
intentionalist commitment to a claim about the individuation of texts, namely that
„different written instantiations of the same word sequence can have different meanings
qua text‟ (Tolhurst 1976:6). This is the thought that motivates a claim about the differences
between Danto‟s red squares or even the different supervenient properties of a work in
different possible worlds – agents‟ intentions are required to fix the meaning of an
instantiation of symbols. It is not clear how formalism can deal with this, without saying
that every artefact with the same instantiation of symbols will have the same meaning,
although I shall not dwell on that here. Tolhurst demonstrates this by positing another
world in which infanticide of children under two years old is perfectly acceptable; in this
world, an author called Sw*ft writes a „Modest Proposal‟ word for word identical with
Swift‟s – the two texts say the same thing at the level of word meaning, but they convey
different things, since Swift is being ironic and Sw*ft is seriously advocating infanticide.
Word meaning, or even word-sequence meaning, is not enough to fix the meaning of the
text.
Nathan (1982:247) objects that no recourse to the author‟s intentions is needed here
because the meanings of words support the claim that the proposal is ironic. Early on in the
„Modest Proposal‟, the dramatic speaker explicitly condemns abortion and speaks of how
the landlords metaphorically consume the parents. This, Nathan argues, tells us the text is
ironic because the words mean that although abortion is savage, the parents are justified in
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selling their babies for food in order to compensate for the harm done to them by the
landlords. Nathan‟s objection makes the reasoned point that, given that it is in virtue of
word meaning that we understand there is a contradiction between condemning abortion
and advocating infanticide, we know the speaker does is being ironic97.
However, Nathan only manages to establish an interpretation of the text which
recognises the contradictory statements that abortion is acceptable and infanticide is not.
Although the word meanings do suggest an interpretation of irony, it seems as if we still
need to suppose an intending agent who is being ironic in deliberately creating this
contradiction. Without this, the contradiction is perplexing, so we either infer an irrational
agent who contradicts themselves unknowingly, or an agent who purposely creates the
contradiction with the intention to be ironic so the text makes sense as a joke. Either way,
making sense of the contradiction depends upon supposing an agent is behind it because
intentional concepts like jokes, irony or pretence require agents to be fully understood.
It is the failure of word meaning alone that leads us to add speaker‟s meaning to
word meaning, as Iseminger does. The speaker means to be ironic, partly in virtue of the
meanings of the words they use because what a speaker means has something saliently to
do with what they say, otherwise they would not say it, they might wave or grunt instead.
Even if not always entirely consciously, we choose our words because they convey our
meaning. On Grice‟s view, to mean „Stephen is quite dull‟ by saying „Stephen has nice
hair‟ when asked your opinion of Stephen is to use the meanings of the words you say to
imply that Stephen has some good attributes but perhaps not the right ones. The speaker‟s
meaning could not have been implied by the meanings of the words „cats have three tails‟
in response to the same question; therefore, there is an important sense in which speaker‟s
97
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meaning depends upon word meaning so the two cannot be separated98. This is the crux of
the conjunction because meaning requires both the formalist analysis of utterances and the
intentionalist analysis of the agents who produce them.
Whilst formalism‟s appeal to word meaning rightly captures the intuition that
words – or pictorial or aural items – play a role in interpretation, speaker‟s meaning rightly
captures the intuition that speakers do sometimes mean something contrary to the
meanings of the words they have uttered. Word meaning alone removes agents from
interpretation, as formalism alone does, and speaker‟s meaning alone removes artworks
from interpretation, as intentionalism does. Both are required for the optimally rich
interpretation.
The approach I advance here retains the artefact in interpretation whilst admitting
that some historical research into actual intentions is necessary for understanding meaning.
Therefore, if we hold the centrality of artefacts and their properties and agents and their
intentions in the interpretation of art, the meaning we are looking for is a combination of
both word meaning and speaker‟s meaning. Utterance meaning, then, is a step between
these two, which provides us with the means to initially guess at what a speaker means
based on the form and context of the utterance.
We can now offer a model of language that is parallel to the model of properties
that was illustrated in section 2.21:
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Utterance meaning
meaning

Speaker‟s

Word/sentence meaning

Microphysical (rules of language)

At the substructural level, we have the rules of language: as a level of microphysical facts,
this differs from the case of properties insofar as the rules of language are more easily
discoverable than the physics of properties, but this need not worry us, since the parallel
point is that the structural level is robustly determined by a causally closed rule-governed
system that underlies it. At the structural level, we have words, often formed in sentences,
which are the basis for our judgements of both utterance and speaker‟s meaning. The
important thing about both the properties and language models is that in each case an
upper level depends upon the levels below it being constituted just as they are – a change
in constitution must go all the way up.
5.12 Implicature.

Grice (1989:222) draws a parallel between intentions in linguistic and

non-linguistic situations: whether we utter a sentence or throw an egg, it is presumed that
we intend the normal consequences of those actions. This is pertinent for a linguistic
method of interpretation for the visual arts: when van Gogh arranges pigment on a canvas
in such a way as to represent shoes, we think he intends to depict shoes. If he does not
intend to depict shoes, then we require an explanation of what he does intend and why he
chose to thwart our ordinary expectations. Artists often do not intend the normal
consequences of their actions: Kevin Sinnott, in Running Away with the Hairdresser, does
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not intend to say people are taller than houses even though the skewed perspective of the
painting certainly makes the proposition – he does not intend the normal consequence of
how the paint is arranged. In language, action and art alike, we need a way of explaining
these divergences if we are to interpret meaning with minimal distraction. Here I opt for a
Gricean explanation.
Successful communication depends upon active participation from all parties. This
is the co-operative principle that conversations „are characteristically, to some degree at
least, cooperative efforts; and each participant recognizes in them, to some extent, a
common purpose or set of purposes, or at least a mutually accepted direction‟ (Grice
1989:26). I take this to apply to all (but the most extraordinary) conversations: the purpose
is to arrange a meeting, justify an action or prove a point, or to head in the direction of
talking amusing nonsense or discover more about a person‟s private life. The refusal to
respond relevantly or to speak at all amounts to a conversational failure because the cooperative principle is not being observed.
Some artworks may not be intended to communicate anything at all, they are
semantically impoverished even if perceptually pleasing. But we are concerned here with
artworks which are intended to communicate something, and the first step towards
interpreting them as such is to assume that the artist and the audience have implicitly
agreed to observe the co-operative principle. This means that, in depicting shoes, van
Gogh intends us to regard the picture as a depiction of shoes. Moreover, we will trust that
he means to depict old shoes and ensure that our attempts to interpret the picture are
constrained by relevant information about shoes, while van Gogh is bound to co-operate
with us in our interpretive efforts by giving us sufficient information.
Following the maxims of Quantity (amount of information provided), Quality
(truth of contributions), Relation (relevance of contributions) and Manner (avoidance of
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obscurity and being orderly) ensures that we are observing the co-operative principle. We
are not, for example, co-operating with the goal of arranging a meeting if we are obscure
in our description of the place to meet, or we are not co-operating in the goal to explain our
actions if we say things we know to be false. The striking thing about Grice‟s maxims is
the contradiction between the fact that they are very reasonable guides to successful
communication and the fact that we so rarely follow them in practice99.
Perhaps this explains why Heidegger and Schapiro cannot agree on the shoes. It
might be that van Gogh is not observing the co-operative principle because he does not
offer any relevant information in the picture as regards whose shoes he depicts. In flouting
the maxims so wildly, van Gogh is refusing to co-operate in the artist/audience indenture
of interpretation. This conclusion has unpalatable consequences, since we might then think
that failure to observe the co-operative principle is what explains the general phenomenon
of aesthetic dispute. This would certainly be a neat explanation, but it is implausible that
audiences argue about art just because artists do not follow Gricean theory, because it puts
all the responsibility on artists. Moreover, the conjunction of the co-operative principle and
the maxims is just too simple an explanation of such a complex phenomenon as human
communication. A theory of interpretation has to accommodate two equally pervasive
facts: firstly, that in general we do succeed in communicating, and secondly, that success is
usually possible even when the maxims are flouted. The interpretation of art and language,
therefore, needs something to explain how intentions discernibly fix meaning in cases
where speakers are co-operating but are not doggedly applying the maxims.
Grice explains that when a maxim is flouted but the speaker is observing the cooperative principle we have a case of conversational implicature. Implicature captures the
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sense in which an intended meaning is implied, suggested or insinuated by the words the
speaker utters100. There is a distinction between conventional and nonconventional
implicature: conventional implicatures are implied by the meanings of words, such as
saying „I need to get to the fridge‟ conventionally implicates „can you move out of the
way‟. Conversational implicatures are a subclass of nonconventional implicature because
they depend on something more than meanings of words, such as in Grice‟s example
where A asks B how their mutual friend C is doing in his job at the bank, where B replies
„Oh quite well, I think; he likes his colleagues, and he hasn‟t been to prison yet‟. B is
conversationally implicating that C is managing to resist his criminal urges to defraud the
bank he works for. The central difference between conventional and nonconventional
implicature is that the former are intuitive and require no argument or explanation,
whereas the latter is not obvious and would need to be explained to someone who does not
know C101. Grice says that nonconventional implicature is cancellable because it is not part
of the meaning of the sentence, whereas speaker‟s meaning is not cancellable because it is
part of the meaning of the utterance. This subtle difference between implicature and
speaker‟s meaning is important: when we interpret the meaning of the artwork as speaker‟s
meaning we are then committed to saying that what is conveyed is a direct result of what is
said, whereas when we interpret implicatures in the artwork we are entitled to say that
what is implicated is not a direct result of the meanings of what is said.
Perhaps, then, part of the reason we argue about art is that artists often flout the
maxims even though they are observing the co-operative principle, so one means of
solving these disputes will be to appeal to implicature. For example, Sinnott flouts the
100
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maxim of Quality by telling us people are taller than houses, but this is to be explained, not
as a refusal to co-operate, but as him intending to mean, at the level of implicature, that the
people are the real subject of the painting and it is to them that our attention should be
directed. Implicature is essential to explaining why artists sometimes do not seem to say
what they mean but that we are nonetheless to understand what they intend to convey
because implicature relies partly on context (facts about agents, history, the immediate
situation). Perhaps implicature does not have easy or common application in the
interpretation of art, but it has potential to explain those cases in which an artist says one
thing but apparently means another. This is demonstrated by the Sinnott case where what
is said (that people are taller than houses) is false, but what is meant (the people are the
focus of the picture) is true102.
5.13 Illocutionary acts.

The view that the interpretation of art is essentially linguistic

suggests that the understanding of symbols in artworks should also be rule-governed in a
way similar to how it is in language. Here I outline Searle‟s view of the structure of
illocutionary acts in fiction, which will demonstrate that, when we interpret the meaning of
artworks, the process is guided by the standard rules of speech acts, so art interpretation, to
this extent at least, involves no more abilities than we ordinarily possess as members of a
language community.
Illocutionary acts in fiction present a curiosity. Searle says, „how can it be the case
that words and other elements in a fictional story have their ordinary meanings and yet the
rules that attach to those words and other elements and determine their meanings are not
complied with‟ (1975:319). This is partly explained by the fact that fiction is nonserious in
the sense that when an author utters an assertion they are not seriously committed to its
truth or falsity. This traces back to Austin (1962), who characterised fictional discourse as
102
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parasitic upon ordinary language, so in order to know what it is to promise or make an
assertion in fiction we need to first understand how it works in ordinary nonfictional
discourse. Thus Searle says, „in the case of the distinction between fiction and nonfiction,
the relation is one of logical dependency. One could not have the concept of fiction
without the concept of serious discourse‟ (1977:207).
Searle begins by noting that there are four rules that govern the utterance of
assertions: (1) the utterer commits themselves to the truth of the proposition, (2) the utterer
must be in a position to provide evidence or reasons for its truth, (3) the proposition must
not be obviously true to either speaker or hearer, and (4) the utterer commits themselves to
a belief in the proposition‟s truth. Searle compares a news report with an excerpt from a
novel to demonstrate that the latter, unlike the former, follows none of the rules of
assertions, but the statements in the fictional text definitely look like assertions in all
relevant respects.
It might be supposed, Searle conjectures, that the answer to this question is that the
author is not making an assertion at all, but instead is performing the illocutionary act of
writing a novel103. Indeed, writing a novel could be an illocutionary act that has its own
set of meaning determinative rules and therefore functions alongside standard illocutionary
acts. But the illocutionary act performed in the utterance of a sentence is a function of the
meaning of the sentence, and we know the difference, say, between the interrogative and
indicative sentence forms; so if the same sentence forms were used in fiction but as part of
the illocutionary act of writing a novel, then the sentences would have different meanings
from those that are ordinarily determined by their literal meaning. Thus Searle concludes
„anyone therefore who wishes to claim that fiction contains different illocutionary acts
from nonfiction is committed to the view that words do not have their normal meanings in
103
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works of fiction‟ (1975:324), so anyone approaching fiction has to learn a whole new set
of meanings.
Searle says that if sentences retain their literal meanings in fiction, then an author
of fiction is pretending to make an assertion, or generally imitating the performance of
illocutionary acts. The particular kind of pretending here is not deceptive, it is
representative: the pretended performance represents illocutionary acts to us as if they are
really being performed in order to create the fictional speech act 104. In addition to this is
the fact that „pretend‟ itself is an intentional concept, one cannot pretend unintentionally or
accidentally. Thus we can identify a text or speech as fiction by determining the
illocutionary stance the author takes: if the author is pretending to perform illocutionary
acts then we know they are intending to present fiction to us.
The rules of assertion correlate words to the world in their commitment to truth and
falsity, and fiction obviously subverts these rules, but fiction is made possible by a set of
non-semantic, extralinguistic conventions that break the word/world connection. These
conventions of fiction allow speakers to use words with their literal meanings without
being committed to anything that is normally required by those meanings. It is in this sense
that fiction is parasitic upon ordinary discourse: the conventions of fiction, such as
pretending, rely on ordinary illocutionary acts for meaning because the conventions
themselves are not meaning conventions. Fiction is possible, then, because although there
is not a separate category of illocutionary acts for it, there is a separate set of conventions
for the construction of those acts.
Searle (1977) responds to Derrida‟s (1977) objection that since writing functions in
the „radical absence‟ of the writer and the context of production, it cannot be a vehicle of
intentionality. Derrida is motivated here by the notion that the linguistic elements of the
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text (and therefore the text itself) are iterable – they can be repeated in the absence of the
writing and therefore do not require intentionality. But Searle points out that Derrida is
here confused about the difference between iterability and permanence: it is the fact that
the elements of the text are set in a particular form that makes it possible for people to
continue to read it long after the author has died – therefore, the text is permanent;
iterability, on the other hand, is the fact that the linguistic elements can be repeated with
certain (sometimes new) intentions for communication, but this repetition of elements is
not to be confused with permanence because the text is a token constituted by an
arrangement of types. So „the phenomenon of the survival of the text is not the same as the
phenomenon of repeatability: the type-token distinction is logically independent of the
permanence of certain tokens‟ (Searle 1977:200). The text is permanent because it is an
arrangement of types into the token the author intended, and the fact that it can be
reiterated or quoted is distinct from this insofar as reiteration is to do with the intentions of
the reader, so iterability does not prove that writing is not a vehicle of the author‟s
intentions.
Searle says „a meaningful sentence is just a standing possibility of the
corresponding (intentional) speech act‟ (1977:202). Derrida, however, supposes that there
must be some gap between the illocutionary intention and the illocutionary act, where the
intention lays behind or underpins the act. Searle responds, noting that we tend more often
than not to formulate our intentions as we speak or write so it does not look as if there are
two separate processes. Speech acts are by definition intentional and the performance of
them is therefore the expression of an intention, so there is no gulf between an intention
and its expression.
Aside from fiction, we encounter illocutionary acts in artworks more generally. In
painting, Velázquez makes the assertion „King Felipe IV has a moustache‟; in architecture,
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Foster gives the instruction „follow the escalator for Jubilee Line trains‟; in film, Kubrick
makes the promise „Alex will be punished for these heinous acts‟; and in conceptual art,
Creed gives the explanation „the lights might be broken‟. Insofar as artists communicate
through the creation of artworks, those works include illocutionary acts which we are to
interpret as intentional expressions of some point or other. That is, when we interpret
artworks, we do so as if they are offering promises, commands, assertions and the like to
which are inclined to respond accordingly.
Searle says the author of fiction is pretending to make assertions because they do
not follow the rules of assertion and yet we understand the speech act as such, but it is not
obvious that this conception of pretence either does or needs to stretch across all the arts. It
seems that Velázquez is genuinely, seriously asserting that the King of Spain has a
moustache. What reason have we to think he is engaged in the pretended performance of
an illocutionary act? Seemingly none, since we have no reason to think he is not following
the rules of assertion. He must be committed to the truth of the proposition, in virtue of
working for the King, he can provide evidence, it is not obviously true and he believes it is
true. At the time the portrait was painted the truth of the assertion could be verified by
seeing the King, and nowadays we could verify it by consulting reliable historical sources.
In all relevant respects, it looks like a serious assertion.
The reason authors of fiction are only pretending to perform illocutionary acts is
precisely that they are writing stories about worlds, people, events that never existed, so
there is no external standard by which the truth of assertions can be judged. For instance,
García Márquez opens One Hundred Years of Solitude with the line „Many years later, as
he faced the firing squad, Colonel Jose Arcadio Buendía was to remember that distant
afternoon when his father took him to discover ice‟ (1973:1). He is not seriously
committed to this assertion in respect of the truth of whether Buendía ever stood before a
173

Art as Communication

firing squad, whether he had a father or whether he actually remembered any ice because
none of these things ever happened, they exist only in the world of the fiction, so there no
truth about the matter105.
Velázquez, however, is not representing a fictional person or talking about a
fictional world, so the conventions of illocutionary acts in fiction do not apply to him.
Searle‟s thesis, then, only applies to fiction, so deploying it in interpretation depends upon
first being able to discern whether the artwork is a work of fiction. When we encounter
illocutionary acts in artworks we have to first decide on the illocutionary stance the artist is
taking before we interpret them. I do not think this requires too great an explication
because we generally do know, or at least are able to discover, the difference between
fiction and nonfiction106. Foster, then, is giving a serious instruction because Canary Wharf
Underground Station is not fictional and it is not fictional that the trains are accessed via
the escalators. But Kubrick is bound by the fiction conventions because he is directing a
film about something that never happened. Even Creed is seriously explaining that the
lights might be broken because it is not fictional that they flicker on and off in an empty
room, which is not affected by whether he is being sincere.
In cases where we are interpreting artworks that are not works of fiction, Searle‟s
thesis has nothing to offer, since we interpret illocutionary speech acts according to normal
procedures. But it does illuminate the pretence that occurs in the case of fiction, which is
useful, for example, in much representational painting: Titian‟s Three Ages of Man
presents a mythical scene, which we understand in virtue of the conventions of depiction,
but it is nonetheless a fiction, so any assertions we take Titian to be making we take in the
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fictional sense.
Potentially awkward cases would be religious paintings, where one‟s own beliefs
would determine whether one thought Caravaggio, Piero or Leonardo were engaging in
fictional discourse. Should we think an artist is seriously asserting or pretending to assert
that Jesus was the son of God? Given that we simply do not know as a matter of historical
fact and that it is an issue decided primarily by faith whether Jesus was the son of God, the
most reasonable answer to this question is to say that it depends upon your persuasion. So
in the case of religious painting the kinds of illocutionary acts we take the works to present
depends upon our own beliefs about the subject of the painting. But, as committed actual
intentionalists, this cannot be right because we are concerned to interpret the work as the
artist intended, not as we intend. Therefore, we have to interpret the work according to the
artist‟s actual intentions, which involves knowing their specific illocutionary stance
towards religious painting. Hypothetical intentionalism will doubtless claim a victory here
because it can bypass the effort of discovering the artist‟s illocutionary stance, instead
resting on its best contextually informed hypothesises. But surely discovering
Caravaggio‟s view of religion is not that difficult through recourse to historical evidence,
which is the point of actual intentionalism – that the evidence is not, after all, so difficult to
come by.
It is, I think, in principle possible to know the illocutionary stance an artist takes
towards the speech acts performed in their work. Searle‟s analysis merely highlights that
some of those stances will be pretence, while others will not be. The interpretive strategy
with which we proceed is this: we use our normal abilities to discern between fiction and
nonfiction and our knowledge of the artist‟s intentions on a case by case basis to determine
how we should interpret the speech acts that we encounter in the artwork. In this way, we
can interpret artworks as we interpret ordinary human behaviour, according to whether we
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think a person is being truthful, sincere, serious or reliable. The rest of this chapter
explores how these features are present in interpretation.

5.2 Semantic Relevance

5.21 Subsequent history.

One approach to the interpretation of artworks is to consider that a

painting is an utterance through which an artist intends to communicate. This view has its
roots in the idea that art-making is a piece of behaviour which we interpret for meaning in
terms of the intentions behind the act. Stalnaker says that „to explain the intentions of an
artwork is…like interpreting the intentions of ordinary behaviour, in particular, the kind of
ordinary behaviour governed by complex, multilayered motives‟ (1996:124). On this view,
the act of painting a picture is directly analogous to the act of saying a sentence, so similar
considerations apply to the interpretative act of discerning meaning through the discovery
of intentions.
Stalnaker takes interpretation to be an attempt to identify the artist‟s critical choices
as part of a coherent plan which has been designed to accomplish their communicative or
expressive purposes. Just as we interpret a person‟s words, movements and gestures in
conversation, we analyse the formal qualities of a painting in order to discern the
intentions that guided its creation so we can interpret its meaning. The key thing here is
Stalnaker‟s three principles that guide the interpretation of behaviour so broadly construed.
One, the artist‟s intentions are reconstructed by using subsequent history and the evidence
of the formal visual qualities of the work; two, we infer an intention from the successful
performance of a function; and three, although interpretations do not have to be confined
to what the artist actually did intend, they must be historically plausible.
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The first principle trades on the idea that an artist‟s ends are motivated by things
which can only be understood in their own times, which means that we must use
subsequent history to articulate our interpretation of temporally fixed (and distant) facts.
Stalnaker‟s example is this: the striking black of the boy‟s jacket in Manet‟s Luncheon in
the Studio can be explained in terms of Matisse‟s (much later) use of black as a positive
colour. Our knowledge of Matisse enables us to explain what Manet intended to convey in
ways that were unavailable at that time for Manet to explain himself, even though that is
what he intended. Therefore, looking through the lens of subsequent history has given us
the tools to discern Manet‟s intentions107.
This, however, seems to be more a point about the explanation of intentions than
about the intentions themselves. Just because Matisse‟s abundant and well-known use of
black as a positive colour gives us the idea of explaining Manet‟s use of it in the same
way, this does not tell us so much about Manet‟s actual intentions as it does about the
resources at our disposal to hypothesise about them. That is, although subsequent history
helps us to construct an explanation for what Manet might have intended, it does not
provide evidence for what he actually did intend. Therefore, it seems as if the first
principle is only a guide to hypothesising about intentions. Actual intentionalism need not
object to this, for hypotheses must be formed in the pursuit of actual intentions, but
subsequent history can only serve actual intentionalist ends insofar as it can help us to
articulate our assumptions about intentions, which we must then hold in abeyance until we
discover evidence of the artist‟s actual intentions.
Indeed, the second principle seems more useful and more plausible for explaining
Manet‟s intention to use black as a positive colour. Whilst subsequent history gives us the
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tools to articulate the idea, it leads to a plausible guess at intention because where a
function is performed successfully it is reasonable to think that the creator intended that
function to be performed108. The positivity of black is admirably achieved, so it is rational
to think Manet intended it, since, as Davidson (1984:199-2214) notes, it is a condition of
interpreting someone at all that we take them to be largely rational, for if we conceive of
people as irrational beings then it becomes more difficult to piece together strands of
actions to form a coherent unity. The first principle seems only to be rational in
conjunction with the second, for we could use subsequent history to justify outlandish
interpretations: for example, we could explain the low rumbling of the tympani‟s in The
Rite of Spring in terms of the rumbling industrial noise in David Lynch‟s Eraserhead,
where we can see Stravinsky as trying to create a surround-sound effect of all-consuming
terror. But this seems like an irrational way of explaining it when we could assume
Stravinsky intended that effect because he succeeds in creating it. Moreover, it seems that
it functions in the other direction – that Matisse derived his use of black from Manet and
Lynch was inspired by Stravinsky‟s sounds.
5.22 Aesthetic pleasure.

Stalnaker‟s example for the second principle is that since

Cezanne‟s apples have such a palpable appearance of solidity, we do not ask if Cezanne
intended them to look solid, we simply assume that he did because such an intention is so
successfully realised. However, strict adherence to artists‟ intentions may cause artworks
to lose some of their aesthetic value. The problem is that performing a musical work in a
way the composer did not intend may make the work more aesthetically pleasurable and
interesting. Furthermore, a commitment to intentions should not lead us to think that
everything is relevant to interpretation because sometimes artists do things for very
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mundane reasons, such as painting due to the need to make a living or to meet a salon
deadline, which may not be very useful evidence for interpretation.
That a concerto successfully expresses solemnity when played on a piano may
incline us to infer the composer intended it to be played on a piano; or the fact that a patch
of colour completes the composition of the foreground may lead us to assume it was
intended as a unifying device. But, in the former case the piano may just have been the
only instrument available to the composer at the time and in the latter case the patch of
colour could have been hastily painted in just to bring a quick finish to the painting. In
these cases, the successful performance of a function could lead us to infer an intention,
which, if strictly adhered to, may either diminish our enjoyment of the work or lead us
astray in interpretation. Therefore, not all seemingly intended functions are useful or
relevant to the audience.
The worry about adherence to intention leading us astray in interpretation is best
illuminated in terms of semantic and pragmatic intentions. It is important not to conflate
the pragmatic intention to finish the painting in time for a salon deadline, and the semantic
intention that the work be played on a particular instrument. To confuse these distinctly
pragmatic and semantic intentions is to bellow fog over the terrain of interpretation, for it
then becomes unclear what we should consider relevant to the interpretation of meaning.
If, for example, Manet had to finish his Luncheon in the Studio more hurriedly than he
would have liked, this fact may explain the uniform black of the boy‟s jacket but tell us
little about its meaning. There is, however, a subtlety here in the fact that the nonaesthetic
properties of expanses of colour, in virtue of supervenience, give rise to aesthetic
properties which are relevant to interpretation.
The fact that the nonaesthetic properties were not intended by the artist to be
semantic does not prevent them from nonetheless producing aesthetic properties for us in
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perception because the supervenience of aesthetic on nonaesthetic properties is partly a
physical relation. As far as pragmatic intentions are concerned, properties and historical
facts have a different status in interpretation: pragmatic intentions are not directly relevant
to meaning, so nothing semantic depends on the fact that Manet painted this patch of
colour to finish the picture quickly, even if we perceive an aesthetic property as
supervening on that patch of colour, for whatever we think that property means is not
something Manet (semantically) intended. A distinction between intended and unintended
meaning in this sense is crucial if we are to honour the sensible claim of formalism that
sometimes purely formal qualities do mean something to us. I am here only interested in
explicating how we understand intended meaning, which is the result of an agent‟s
semantic intentions. Therefore, although the successful performance of a function does
legitimately lead to an inference of intention, in the case of pragmatic intentions so
inferred, it is mistaken to think those intentions are relevant to the question of meaning.
However, pragmatic intentions are not thereby redundant in interpretation because
it is by appeal to them that we can explain why nonaesthetic properties are arranged as
they are when there is no obvious or plausible way of explaining them in semantic terms.
A further explanatory role of pragmatic intentions is to account for species of aesthetic
characterisation apart from interpretation of aesthetic properties and meaning, such as
nonaesthetic description, technical appraisal and historical analysis. When we engage in
these activities we are talking about the how-facts of the artwork: how the artist was able
to carve wood so it resembles the face of Christ, how this range of colours unifies the
composition, or how this symphony builds upon earlier styles. These things are all results
of pragmatic intentions, but they may ultimately be underpinned by broader semantic
intentions inasmuch as the wood had to be carved in just that way to make Christ‟s face
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look suitably anguished. As a theoretical supposition, the semantic/pragmatic distinction is
clear enough, but it obviously blurs in the practice of interpretation.
The other worry, that following the artist‟s semantic intentions can lead to an
aesthetically impoverished experience of the work, is expressed by Alan Goldman (1990),
who thinks it is quite an obvious fact that the richness of music would be lost if we
confined ourselves to the composer‟s intentions. A concerto may be aesthetically better if
played on an instrument unavailable at the time of composition so that the composer could
never have intended it to be played on this instrument, but if we did as the composer
intended then something of the music would be lost.
The choice of instrument is semantically relevant because the concerto purports to
mean one thing rather than another when played on this instrument rather than that one,
which is due to the fact that the nonaesthetic properties, namely sounds, of instruments are
different and therefore give rise to different aesthetic properties. Consider if the choice is
between a piano and a harpsichord: on the piano the concerto could be bold and resonant,
and on the harpsichord it could be magical and buoyant. The two different instruments
would lead us to very different interpretations of the same concerto. Why, after all, should
we imagine Leroy Anderson composed a song with a typewriter solo in the middle if a
glockenspiel would suffice? It would not have served his semantic intentions to use any
other instrument, for his intended meaning is conveyed with a typewriter109. The difference
in instrument constitutes a difference in the kind of twofold experience we have for the
very reason that harpsichords and pianos have different nonaesthetic properties, so even if
both made the concerto sound bold, the boldness would be differently realised in each
case, which is a consequence of the multiple-realisation of aesthetic properties. If we
experience it played on the intended instrument then our understanding will be in line with
109
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what we were intended by the composer to understand because we have had the experience
they intended. Insofar as the choice of instrument is a semantic intention, a change of
instrument dictates a change of meaning.
This view of semantic intentions is also demonstrated by painting: in what is now
Tate Britain the eight Seagram Building Murals were spaciously hung in a large, brightly
lit room, not unlike any other room in the gallery. In this environment they were somewhat
naked, stripped of all context, giving a feeling of desolation in which the dark colours
throbbed from the canvas like contusions. Now they hang in Tate Modern, crammed
together, consuming the walls of a tiny, dimly lit room. Here they are intense and
suffocating expanses of purposeful colour that seethe quietly in the murky half-darkness,
always threatening to swallow us up as we gaze into their cavernous souls. Where the
paintings are hung is the result of a semantic intention, as the two different rooms in the
two different galleries lend the paintings different meanings; this is not to say the paintings
do not mean anything in and of themselves, of course their aesthetic properties are relevant
and pervasive, but the way they are hung – and how we experience them – saliently
contributes to how we interpret them. The experience we now have is the one the artist
intended us to have, which is due to the fact that Sir Nicholas Serota unearthed a cardboard
model of the Rothko Room, which was made by Rothko himself to denote precisely how
the paintings were to be hung in relation to one another for the optimum aesthetic effect.
In the setting Rothko did not intend, the paintings were obtuse and alarming, but in the
setting he did intend they are brooding and threatening. Given that the latter is Rothko‟s
own semantic intention, it seems as if we should experience the art as its creator intended.
Now we have two kinds of cases: one in which ignoring the artist‟s intentions
really might make the work better, such as in music, and another in which it does not, such
as in painting. A profound respect for the intentions of agents drives me to the edge of an
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extreme position: if the artist had a semantic intention for the work to be viewed or
performed in a certain way, then we should respect that if we are to apprehend the meaning
of the work that was intended. And I err towards the Rothko case here, for the very reason
that we might just hold comprehending an agent‟s intended meaning above our own
aesthetic pleasure.
To deny an artist‟s intentions is to do violence to them, especially if we do so
purely for our own pleasure; rape comes about by denying the palpable, clearly stated
intentions of agents, which is frowned upon in decent society. Now we reach a dilemma
because we neither want to violate artists‟ agency nor enjoy artworks any less than we
could. The way out of the dilemma is not obvious either, since semantic intentions are not
usually as clear as they are in the Rothko case and composers‟ stipulations concerning
instruments are usually interpreted quite liberally.
In the case of music, our default assumption is that composers intend their music to
be played on the best available and most appropriate instrument, which means that
performers are at liberty to choose the best available instrument at the time. This rests on
the unchallenged assumption that composers intend audiences to derive as much aesthetic
pleasure as possible from their work, but it does not thereby licence performers to choose
any instrument they wish because the structure of the music itself will be more or less
amenable to some instruments rather than others. So in choosing the best available
instrument at this time we are following the composer‟s intentions in such a way that
Goldman need not worry either that our experience is impoverished or that we are slaves to
intentions because following a kind of value-related intention like this is to our aesthetic
advantage110.
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In the case of painting, however, things are more awkward because presumably the
people who originally hung the Seagram Building Murals at the Tate Gallery thought they
were doing, not just the right thing, but the best thing. It turned out that they were wrong
because evidence of what Rothko actually intended emerged. But this kind of evidence
does not always, or even often, emerge with paintings, and since the formal qualities of
paintings do not dictate the manner or conditions in which they are to be hung in quite the
palpable way that music suggests how it is to be performed, it looks as if sometimes we
will fail to realise the semantic intentions of painters. This might well be the case, but it is
not to be used as a reason not to try to discover the painter‟s actual intentions, since actual
intentionalism is committed to using any means at its disposal to discover exactly what the
artist intended, which includes the discovery of these kinds of semantic intentions. The
principle that an artist always intends their work to be optimally enjoyed is fruitful here too
because it guides us to position the painting in many ways until we find the one that offers
the optimum experience, at which point we should take ourselves to have honoured the
painter‟s intention.
It is well worth remembering that following the artist‟s intention is very often
extremely fruitful. Here is an example of where following the artist‟s intentions does not
just convey what they meant but also delivers the optimum aesthetic experience. The
architect Faulkner-Brown designed the University of Nottingham‟s modernist Hallward
Library, which has a striking hewn concrete exterior that is softened by being punctured at
regular intervals with floor-to-ceiling windows. The idea was that the library would be
comprised only of vast open spaces that could be adapted as open study spaces and filled
with row upon row of books, creating freedom of circulation in an arrestingly simple, selfexplanatory plan where light and space created serenity conducive to learning. Driven by
its desire to fill every corner with administration, the University built offices along three of
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the four walls on the ground floor. The library became a dank cave where no sunlight fell,
where florescent lights hummed and air-conditioning buzzed, consuming all the space in a
claustrophobic cavern of mysterious offices and regimented order, all too reminiscent of
Kafka. Eventually the University realised that ignoring Faulkner-Brown‟s intentions
grossly diminished the experience of the building and tore down the offices, restoring the
library to its intended, resplendent glory111.
The third principle, concerning historical plausibility, I take as obvious, since when
we explain the intentions and motives that govern human behaviour our hypotheses must
be plausible as regards the facts of what happened if they are to be useful in interpretation.
But Stalnaker says that our interpretations must be historically plausible even though they
do not have to be confined with what the artist actually intended in order to place a
constraint on the parameters of interpretations without admitting actual intentionalism. It is
clear by now that I only accept the historical plausibility part of this principle, so I shall
not dwell on it here. The important point to be drawn from this discussion is that insofar as
we interpret artworks for meaning rather like we interpret actions and utterances,
Stalnaker‟s principles highlight how similar methods apply in both cases. Our
interpretations of artworks, like utterances, are reconstructed according to evidence that
has amassed over the course of subsequent history, which enables us to articulate our
understanding and when we perceive a function has been successfully performed by an
artwork we rationally assume that function is intended These are both bound by the
constraint that all such interpretations are plausible given the history of the artwork, the
artist and the more general history of art.
5.23 Relevant intentions.

Gaut raises a problem for the interpretation of semantic intentions:

„to interpret a work is to discover its meaning, and since meaning is a linguistic property,
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the proper way to interpret all aspects of artworks is via the model of understanding
linguistic meaning‟ (1993:597). The objection is that there are features of artworks that do
not contribute to the meaning of the work, so we have to explain essentially non-semantic
features in semantic terms or admit that some features are not semantically relevant.
The distinction between semantic and pragmatic intentions has already gone some
way towards waylaying this concern. The fact that some features of an artwork will
inevitably only have been pragmatically intended should steer us away from the inclination
to treat all features as semantic. In painting, for example, the size of the canvas may often
not directly contribute to meaning, since it could be a result of canvases that were available
to the artist or dictated only by the nature of the detail in the picture112. Similarly, the way
a film fades from one scene to another need not be semantic, for it could be a result of the
editor‟s personal preference or the limitations of their equipment. We do not know a priori
which features of an artwork are pragmatic and which are not, of course, but it is
something we draw conclusions about in the process of interpretation. This means that as
we go along we eliminate certain features that we do not reasonably believe to be relevant
to an interpretation of meaning. This process is guided by our knowledge of categories
insofar as knowing about the work‟s history of production enables us to categorise the
work according to the properties we perceive, which entails knowledge (or at least highly
educated guesses) concerning which features are semantically relevant and which are not.
For example, in the category „Mills and Boon books‟ we can be well assured that the
length of the novel is not relevant to its meaning because novels in that category are not
aiming at literary finesse or profound insight, but rather at trashy but thrilling romance
romps. But in the category „Kafka books‟ we would be forgiven for thinking that the
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length of the story is relevant to its meaning because a central theme in Kafka is the
attempt to uncover meaning in a seemingly stark world 113. Part of knowing, therefore,
what is semantically relevant depends on knowing first the overall goal or direction of the
work, as outlined in section 5.1, for knowing the novel is romantic trash guides our further
filtering of semantic and pragmatic features.
Gaut‟s objection, however, is that there are features which are not, and could not
be, semantic. I think Gaut‟s worry here cannot be sustained once we see that the two types
of apparently non-semantic features that he is thinking of depend for their semantic
relevance or irrelevance upon the context in which they are found. Firstly, features such as
historical or biographical facts are thought to be non-semantic. An artwork is bound to
have features that do not contribute to the meaning of the work, but just explain origin,
context or history. These features would be things like the precise chemical composition of
the paint, which tells us only about when the picture was painted, or about what paints
were available.
But the view of supervenience and categories already defended here locates such
facts at the very base of what aesthetic properties depend upon and argues that it is
centrally aesthetic properties that we interpret in perception as meaningful. This means that
some of those apparently non-semantic features will have semantic relevance in a given
individual artwork, but that relevance will depend upon some broader fact about the
artwork rather than a fact about those features themselves. Gaut‟s objection, then, supposes
that whether or not features are semantic depends upon the features themselves. For
instance, in the case of A Clockwork Orange it is relevant to the meaning of the story that
Anthony Burgess lived in Manchester because that informs the nightmarish vision of the

113

The very experience of reading the long and sometimes turgid The Castle gives the reader a sense of the
mystifying complexity and frustrating endlessness that the story is about.
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city that the novel is partly about, but this is not the case with Nineteen Eighty-Four,
understanding of which does not depend on knowledge of wherever Orwell lived.
Therefore, whether such properties are semantic depends on other facts about the artwork
and not on some intrinsic feature of the supposedly non-semantic features themselves.
Secondly, Gaut notes that although syntactic features, such as rhythm, rhyme and
assonance are crucial to the correct interpretation of poetry, they are not semantic features.
He does not explain what he means by their being crucial to the correct interpretation, but
we might read him as meaning that understanding syntactic features is crucial for getting a
sense of the poem‟s pace and its phonetic beauty. This is surely correct, but there is also a
sense in which syntactic features actively contribute to our understanding of the meaning
of the poem.
Read aloud to yourself the following stanza:

A car radio bleats,
„Love, O careless Love…‟ I hear
my ill-spirit sob in each blood cell,
as if my hand were at its throat…
I myself am hell
(Lowell 1959)

Its staccato rhythm serves to highlight the otherwise subtle rhyme in the third and fifth
lines and the absence of rhyme in the others. The three longer lines in the middle delay the
inevitable conclusion of the last line, and the dots enforce seemingly unnatural pauses.
These syntactic features contribute to the poem‟s meaning: these features give the poem a
tone of despairing paralysis when read out loud; they therefore become expressive of the
aching misery and hopelessness Lowell intended. Other examples from poetry include
Pierre Coupey‟s (1964) „Study No. X‟, where the concrete verse form exemplifies and
contributes to a plausible interpretation of the poem as being about the fragmentation of
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mother-son relationships in a century of catastrophe. If we do not understand these
syntactic features as semantic, then we do not understand the poems. Syntactic features
will not always be semantic in this way, but Gaut‟s general claim that they are never
semantic does not reflect the facts in some salient cases.
It looks as if we should treat all features of the work as potentially semantic
because syntax can sometimes be semantic as can historical fact. This is similar to the way
in which when we are having a face-to-face conversation with someone we take all of their
gestures, past histories, words and movements as potentially relevant to interpreting their
meaning, and part of the reason for this is that we suppose there is meaning beyond the
level of mere words. Similarly, then, we suppose that meaning in artworks is partly
constituted by something beyond the level of what we perceive in the artefact, namely its
history or the internal workings of its components. Having an idea of what the
conversation or artwork is centrally about is what enables us to quite effortlessly filter out
those features which are not semantically relevant. This is demonstrated by monumentally
obscure things like Eraserhead where the subject of the film is so unknown to us that we
have no idea which parts of it might be relevant to its meaning. In most usual cases,
though, we know the novel is about working class families, the painting is of Salisbury
Cathedral or the music commemorates the engagement of the youngest prince, which is the
standard by which we judge relevant features. Moreover, even if formalism could give a
semantic explanation of the features of A Pair of Shoes it would still lack an account of
how the history of production, as used by intentionalism, informed some of the picture‟s
semantic content. Therefore, the conjunction of the two approaches gives us a better clue
as to how we understand the meaning of art because it broadens the range of candidates for
semantically relevant features.
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Another way of explicating which features are semantically relevant to
interpretation is Levinson‟s (1992) distinction between categorical and semantic
intentions. Categorical intentions determine a work‟s features, whereas semantic intentions
indicate the work‟s meaning. At face value, this looks like the semantic/pragmatic
distinction, but Levinson‟s categorical intentions have a restricted role, since they only
determine which category the work is part of. An author has a categorical intention to
write a ghost story, which in turn determines the story‟s features, or a painter has a
categorical intention to paint a still life, which determines the picture‟s features. Pragmatic
intentions, however, include categorical ones, but also purely practical aims.
There are three objections to the distinction. Firstly, Livingston (2005:160-165)
points to an oddity in Levinson‟s account, whereby, providing we observe the correct
evidential strictures, we can appeal to the author‟s actual categorical intentions. This is a
curious move for a hypothetical intentionalist to make because the further claim is that we
should only hypothesise on the author‟s semantic intentions. The problem being that if we
think semantic intentions in some way depend on or at least derive from categorical
intentions – which Levinson does – then it is mysterious as to why we cannot appeal to
actual semantic intentions that follow from actual categorical intentions. Levinson thinks
actual semantic intentions can impoverish our experience of the work, but we have already
seen many reasons to think this is not the case.
The second objection arises from the fact that, for Levinson, although semantic
intentions often fail and works do not mean what they were intended to mean, a work
virtually cannot fail to be taken as a poem if it has features such that it is capable of being
taken as a poem. However, categorical intentions can and do fail, sometimes spectacularly.
Consider how Kurt Cobain‟s categorical intention to write a classic rock song fortuitously
failed when „Smells Like Teen Spirit‟ entered the echelons of the perfect pop song. It has
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the narrow nonaesthetic properties of a rock song, so should be taken as such, but it fails,
not because of features of the song itself, but because of the manner and climate in which
it was marketed. In this case, as Walton argues, the category in which an artwork is placed
is a result of more than just its narrow properties, since its context and history of
production help to determine its category too. Given that the artist is not necessarily, and
not usually, in control of the work‟s full range of contextual features, their categorical
intentions are always liable to failure, such as when the artist is not in control of their
work‟s broad nonaesthetic properties. Narrow nonaesthetic properties can thwart
categorical intentions too: an intention to paint a picture in the style of Barnet Newman
could be thwarted by a few careless brushstrokes and end up looking like a minimal
Bridget Riley or an exceptional Rothko or even a curious Mondrian. In the case of broad
nonaesthetic properties, categorical intentions can fail because an audience can fail or just
refuse to categorise the work as the artist intends, and in the case of narrow nonaesthetic
properties, the intentions can fail because the artist is unable, for whatever reason, to
realise their well-meant intentions.
Finally, Levinson says that categorical intentions are determinant if the work
allows of being taken that way, but semantic intentions are not determinant because they
depend on knowing (or hypothesising) the intentions of an agent. But here we can object
that semantic intentions must be determinant in at least the sense that word meaning is.
Remember Levinson thinks semantic intentions are indeterminate because the meaning of
the work is utterance meaning, whereas Iseminger says it is a function of sentence meaning
plus speaker‟s meaning. Levinson, then, can only hold his position if he continues to deny
the pervasive fact of word/sentence meaning in our understanding of utterances. Consider,
for example, the ee cummings poem „BALLAD OF AN INTELLECTUAL‟, which closes
with the lines:
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or as comrade Shakespeare
All that Glisters Is Mike Gold

remarked

(but a rolling snowball gathers no
--and the same hold true of Karl the Marks).

of

old

sparks

(cummings, 1994)

Forgetting the idiosyncratic typographical features of the text, even though they are
semantic features in the relevant sense here, the meanings of the words determine a great
deal of our interpretation even before we come to think about cummings‟ intentions. Mike
Gold, author of Jews without Money and one-time cultural commissioner of the
Communist Party, relates to Karl Marx, founder of communism, via a humorous
paraphrase of a famous quote by Shakespeare, author of many famous plays and one-man
reformer of the modern English language. We know that „comrade‟ is a term of affection
used by left-wing activists, we know what a snowball is and we know the saying about a
rolling snowball. This knowledge, which we possess purely in virtue of being part of a
language community, suggests we can interpret the poem as saying that although a rolling
snowball gets bigger it nonetheless remains cold and wet, and no matter how much Karl
Marx retains interest for some, he is still a fanciful communist who only had one good
idea. This interpretation is based solely on our knowledge of the language. Digging a little
deeper into our linguistic resources, we might conjecture that it means to say intellectuals
are subject to the basic laws of nature that motion ends with rest and energy is displaced
from one place to another in the universe, so that sometimes we do run out of ideas and
sometimes are bursting with them. To fully understand what cummings communicates we
would need to know his semantic intentions, but sentence meaning is sufficiently
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determinate to give us a good idea of how to interpret the poem. It is in this sense that
artist-meaning entails work-meaning.
The objection, then, is that cummings‟ semantic intention to use those words, in
that order, is determinate to an extent, without which we would be unable to proceed
further with our interpretation. Therefore, just as broad nonaesthetic properties outside of
the artist‟s control cause categorical intentions to fail to be determinant, sentence meaning,
also outside of the artist‟s control, succeeds in being determinant in virtue of the internal
workings of the language. To deny this is to revert to the Humpty-Dumpty theory and say
that „Mike Gold‟ has only the referent and „snowball‟ has only the meaning here that
cummings assigns to them. We have come so far now; it would be a shame to lose so much
ground by exaggerating the extent to which meaning depends upon intention.

5.3 Art and Conversation

5.31 Relevance, success and sincerity.

The idea is that the interpretation of art has important parallels

with the interpretation of language: appeal to word and speaker‟s meaning, importance of
implicature, illocutionary acts and discernment of semantically relevant intentions. This
can be explicated still further by considering the ways in which our engagement with an
artwork is saliently analogous to engaging in a conversation with the artist. The analogy is
neither overarching nor flawless, but some principles of conversation apply to the
interpretation of art which highlight the kinds of concerns that are at stake when we
undertake interpretation and capture the audience‟s active participation with the artwork.
The analogy with conversation is founded on the principle that when we engage in
talk with a person we have a vested interest in understanding their point, and similarly
when we embark on interpretation of artworks we do so with the goal of understanding
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what the artist means. In both cases, this understanding is directed towards discerning and
comprehending an agent‟s communicative intentions. Carroll says, „we enter a relationship
with its creator that is roughly analogous to a conversation…just as an ordinary
conversation gives us a stake in understanding our interlocutor, so does interaction with an
artwork‟ (1992:117). As we interpret the artwork, we are conscious of constraints on
relevance, success and sincerity, which apply equally to the artist‟s attempt to
communicate and the audience‟s attempt to understand. It is the presence of these
constraints that cements the analogy between art and conversation interpretation114.
Firstly, our contributions to interpretation must be relevant to the goal of reaching a
conclusion about what that particular artwork means. Carroll illustrates this by noting that
in 1988, at a high point of avant-garde film-making, J Hooberman judged that Edward
Wood‟s Plan 9 from Outer Space is a postmodernist transgression of the Hollywood
standard because it uses a highly fractured narrative, discontinuous editing and poorly
observed continuity. Hooberman is making an irrelevant contribution to criticism here
because, as Carroll rightly notes, „transgression‟ is an intentional concept, which it is
deeply implausible to attribute to Wood. In fact, Wood‟s incompetence is so welldocumented that historical fact dictates we conclude that Plan 9 from Outer Space is a
ludicrously slapdash attempt to conform to the norms of the Hollywood horror movie.
History informs us that Wood uses poor sets, costumes and effects, and hurries through the
process of making a feature film devoid of due care and attention to the details.
Transgression was indeed the furthest thing from his mind; rather, he was desperately and
obsessively concerned with conformity, but always failed spectacularly.

114

The analogy with conversation is one of the things Lamarque (2007) doubts the cogency of, since it
emphases a pragmatic rather than aesthetic approach to literature.
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To say Wood was trying to transgress the rules amounts to a conversational failure
because we are not making our contribution relevant to interpretation since transgression is
entirely irrelevant to any guess about Wood‟s intentions. But artists, too, are bound by this
constraint on relevance: if it is their intention to make a run of the mill film about the
Spanish Civil War, then dressing the actors in Elizabethan costumes will be irrelevant to
communicating their intentions to an audience. This point is basically Gricean: insofar as
artists communicate their intended meaning for audiences and critics to offer an
interpretation of that meaning, the maxim of Relation applies to discourse on both sides if
they are to succeed in their communicative goals. Moreover, artists and audiences alike, if
they are to succeed, are bound by the maxim of Quantity, since too much information
confuses an audience and too little fails to get an artist‟s point across and vice versa115.
Secondly, we enter into conversations with the hope that they will reach a point or
a conclusion; when this does not happen, we walk away with a sense of failure. The same
concern is prevalent in our attempt to interpret artworks. Carroll illustrates this with
Kierkegaard‟s story of the sober man who engages in a deep and meaningful conversation
with the drunk man, where „the contradiction lies in the mutuality presupposed by the
conversation, that it is not there, and that the sober man has not noticed its absence‟
(Kierkegaard 1941:466). In this case, the sober man‟s failure is compounded by the fact
that he has entered into the conversation willingly, but misconstrued the kind of
conversation he is having.
In the case of art, these conversational failures occur when we categorise the work
incorrectly: we misunderstand Picasso‟s place in the history of art and fail to see the full
force of his point if we categorise Guernica as a guernica; like the sober man, we walk
115

In Gricean terms, Stalnaker‟s problem with Luncheon in the Studio is that Manet flouts the maxims of
Relation and Quantity by including the suit of armor, which muddies the idea that the painting is actually
about the boy in the striking jacket.
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away from the conversation having failed to interpret the work appropriately because the
interpretation was carried out under a misapprehension about the kind of artwork we are
talking about. This, Carroll says, undermines our sense of ourselves as authentic
participants in the conversation. Moreover, since we generally take our aesthetic
characterisations to have a certain modal force, such that when we interpret art we regard
ourselves as aiming at finding the meaning, we are just as concerned for these endeavours
not to fail in art as we are in conversation. In both cases, we think our interlocutor is
saying something to us, and we fail as authentic participants if we do not get at that
something.
Thirdly, Carroll notes how Stanley Cavell (1976) has pointed out that much of our
interest in modern art is the preoccupation with whether it is sincere: we wonder if Tracy
Emin really thinks her bed is an artwork or if she is making fun of the artworld, and we
busy ourselves worrying about whether Morrissey really believes in and sympathises with
the BNP flirtations in some of his songs. This is because our engagement with art is a
human situation in which we feel our sense of ourselves as people could be at risk, since
we do not want to be fooled and made to look stupid either by our interlocutor or by
ourselves. Any human situation is polluted with a fear of insincerity, conscious or not, and
art is no exception. Therefore, we engage with artists, as in conversation, in the
simultaneous hope that they are being sincere and the underlying suspicion that they might
not be. This, for example, might affect our decisions regarding which features are
semantically relevant because some features which seem insincere would then be
disregarded as irrelevant to the meaning of the work. If we judge that Morrissey does not
mean it when he says „England is mine and it owes me a living‟ we would discount this
lyric from our overall interpretation of the song „Still Ill‟, the other features of which
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suggest it is about the lasting effects of a misspent youth rather than a man‟s relation to his
country.
The exchange between Derrida and Searle, discussed in section 5.13, illustrates the
point about sincerity rather nicely. Searle unwittingly becomes the fool because he takes
Derrida to be engaged in a serious critique of speech act theory. At every stage in the
argument, Searle feels a sense of immense superiority as he demolishes Derrida‟s
criticisms. The joke is that Derrida is less concerned to perform analytic philosophy than
he is to summarise deconstruction. For Derrida, the whole incident is a game in which he
gets to rile a stuffy analytic philosopher, whereas for Searle it is an opportunity to
demonstrate his philosophical prowess. Searle misinterprets Derrida‟s intentions, which
leads him astray in his interpretation of Derrida‟s words; if artists are being insincere like
Derrida, then our interpretations are similarly awry.
These three constraints on our interpretation of conversations and artworks are
there to ensure that we have the best possible chance of discerning our interlocutor‟s
intentions and therefore their intended meaning. And, of course, to ensure we derive the
greatest pleasure from the encounter. If we judge the artwork to have a meaning beyond
the artist‟s intentions, then we run the risk of either taking from the work a meaning that is
not there or being confounded as to any idea of its meaning116. Whether or not we are
always consciously guided by concerns for relevance, success and sincerity in
conversation is not something I want to decide here, but it seems that we are so
consciously guided sometimes. The analogous concern in art, though, seems to be that we
should be guided by these constraints all the time and we should be conscious of them if
we are to reach the optimally rich interpretation.
116

Ignoring or not knowing artist‟s intentions in interpretation is demonstrated by the common view that Lou
Reed‟s „Perfect Day‟ is a song about two lovers enjoying a day in the park. People are alarmed when they
discover the song is actually meant as a gruesome exploration of the virtues of heroin addiction.
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5.32 Address and archaeology.

This is not to claim that our engagement with art is the same

as conversation, but that the same kinds of things are at stake. One objection to the
conversation analogy might be that relevance, success and sincerity are equally at stake in
other areas of life, but that fact does not incline us to think of those areas as conversational
in any sense117.
Firstly, a physicist could attribute the weakness of gravity compared to magnetism
to the fact that God simply has less affection for gravity than He does for magnetism. This
is an irrelevant contribution to the interpretation of phenomena, but the fact that science is
concerned with relevance of contributions as a constraint on interpretation does not lead us
to draw an analogy between scientific exploration and conversation. Secondly, there is
nothing distinctly conversational in our desire for our interactions to be successful, since
we approach poker with the goal of winning and feel disappointed when we lose to a
compulsive bluffer, but we do not let this concern for success lead us to think playing
poker is saliently conversational. And thirdly, we worry about the sincerity of politicians‟
speeches or of news reports because they are human situations, without thinking there is
anything distinctly conversational in them.
This objection is correct to point out that the three constraints extend beyond
conversational exploits in life, but it is only a partial objection, since I take the
conversation analogy to be founded upon the broader linguistic analysis this chapter has
offered. Therefore, the three constraints supplement what has already been argued about
the nature of art interpretation. However, supposing that the constraints are too general to
sustain an analogy with conversation, one strategy is to dispense with the notion of
conversation and consider our engagement with art to be more like an address.
Experiencing art as a quasi-linguistic human situation is closer to hearing a speech or a
117

This objection was offered by Greg Currie in a discussion of this chapter.
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lecture where there is no exchange or feedback, but where we receive information. This is
still not a passive process, since we criticise, analyse and respond to information, which is
constantly subject to scrutiny, but without direct exchange with the speaker. Similarly, an
artwork gives us information which we are prone to interrogate. An address accommodates
two things: one, the constraints of relevance, success and sincerity are equally at stake in
our comprehension of an address; and two, it accounts for the absence of an exchange and
the dynamic unfolding of conversation.
But this does not seem to help much, since the underlying problem with the
analogy is that both conversation and address are essentially linguistic and relevance,
success and sincerity are not confined to essentially linguistic situations. Therefore, it may
only apply to literature and drama because they use language to address us, but it is a
stretch to extend this sense of being „talked‟ to as far as music, painting, sculpture,
architecture and dance.
This worry may then lead us to think of our interpretation of art as archaeology,
which is characterised by the leisurely contemplation of an artefact rather than the
momentary interpretation of an interlocutor. Archaeology is the study of artefacts that do
not speak to us, that we have found somewhere in the mud; we have to use our powers of
reason and rummage around in the archives for answers to our questions about its purpose,
the people who made it and the relevance it has today. And this is not so dissimilar from
the approach to art I am advancing here – we take artworks as artefacts that record human
achievement and endeavour, that manifest the mental states and communicative intentions
of agents, which we have to understand by attending to both the properties of the artefact
and its history.
Since artefacts do not talk to archaeologists we avoid the problems of conversation
and address, but can retain our quasi-linguistic approach to interpretation. But this will not
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do, either, because archaeologists are perhaps less interested in the artefacts themselves
than they are in what the artefacts can tell us about their historical context. The broken
piece of pottery tells us about civilisation, social reform, religion, industry and a whole
host of other things that surrounded the artefact at some point in the distant past. Part of
the reason I want to retain the essentials of formalism is because the artwork, as an
artefact, is something which we value in itself, and an archaeological model of
interpretation seems to threaten this.
5.33 Dynamic unfolding.

However, I do not think we need worry about this first objection

because there is a more serious problem that, if we cannot solve it, threatens the analogy
more deeply. But, if we can solve it, the problem of the first objection is thereby fixed
because the analogy honours a salient similarity between art and conversation, so we can
forgive the overgeneralisation of the three constraints.
An advantage of the conversation analogy is exactly that it captures the active
engagement with art when we interpret it. We do not just receive art, we look, we listen,
we read in order to make judgements, interpretations and evaluations, which are active
enterprises. The content of art does not change depending on our responses, as it does in
conversation, but there is a perceptual curiosity that gives rise to this illusion: when we
experience an artwork for the first time we miss certain details of it; these missed details
suddenly appear to us on later encounters as new scenes of the film, new shades of colour
on the canvas, more subtle changes of tempo in the main theme. Of course, they were
always there, but it feels as if the artist has just imparted a new morsel of information that
they were previously withholding.
The phenomenology of this is like a conversation, for each time we revisit the
artwork we discover something new as if the conversation with its creator is continuing.
This continuation of the engagement over an extended period of time, where the
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conversation moves on each time, is much more like a drawn out conversation than it is
like an address. For an address typically occurs only once and if we get to continue our
engagement with the addressor then it typically becomes a conversation.
One way in which the analogy obviously flounders is in respect of the fact that our
interaction with art lacks exchange or feedback. As a conversation unfolds we discover
new things and respond; we ask questions, we are critical, we do not understand, and our
interlocutor responds to us accordingly. At every stage in the conversation our opinions,
emotions, beliefs and the like are liable to change because of the nature of the
conversational exchange. This is absent from art, even with the perceptual curiosity of
artworks unfolding their meaning before us; but it is not the dynamic, two-way unfolding
of a conversation. This is the more serious problem which has to be solved to sustain the
analogy.
There is, I think, a sense of unfolding pertinent to our experience of artworks. It
takes time to experience a piece of music, literature or drama, so we have a sense of the
story unfolding in time, each new movement, chapter or scene building upon the previous
one. And similarly, we have to look at a painting or a sculpture many times in order to gain
a full sense of all its characteristics. Interpretation depends on the unfolding of ever more
information and this is pervasive in drawing the analogy, for when we leave a conversation
halfway through never to return we have to accept that we will never understand the point
our interlocutor was trying to express; and if we leave the conversation with the intention
of returning we know we have to wait for its conclusion. This concern for the unfolding of
information is present in art interpretation too, but we need a way of characterising how
this unfolding is dynamic as in conversation.
Architecture provides a notable case of dynamic unfolding. Architecture does not
unfold in a perfectly linear way like music, but nor does it present itself in its entirety like
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painting. It is both wholly situated in space and only fully discoverable over time. By its
very nature as a functional artform, architecture is the longest conversation. Our
conception of what an architect means to communicate must develop as we experience the
artefact; walking around the building, dwelling in its rooms, using its functional spaces we
gain a sense of what an agent intends to say to us. The conversation is endless, though,
because the building is experienced at all times of the day and night, so we discover
something new each time we see the light fall a different way, hear the sounds outside,
embark upon a new activity; and the building copes differently with different weather
conditions, changing our conception of the relation between inside and outside. These
things change our experience because they reveal to us those things the architect did and
did not account for – time and experience reveal the architect‟s manifest intentions. We are
critical and analytical of the architect‟s work, for as the conversation unfolds we question,
deride, analyse or praise some of their design decisions. Even in the radical absence of the
architect, the building has the capacity to answer our questions, too: just as we wonder
why a person says something in particular so we either ask them or wait for the reason to
emerge, we wonder why windows are so high until one day at sunset the orange glow of
the sun is cast across the ceiling. That is, a building does not explain everything all at once,
but only over time the explanation unfolds, just as in conversation.
The complaint now will be that even if this dynamic unfolding captures our
engagement with linear arts, it is not obvious how it is manifest in spatially situated arts
like painting and sculpture. There is no reason to think that perception in most humans is
so acute as to capture all the features of an artefact at once, even if the artefact is wholly
present. A painting‟s details have to unfold over time, and that unfolding is subject to
dynamic perceptual conditions as it is in architecture. Where and how the painting is
displayed, in what surroundings and in what light, our mood, prejudices, mental and
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physical states, the weather, the company we keep all affect our perception – they dictate
what we do and do not see in the painting118. In this sense, we have an impression of the
painting unfolding before us; it judges our mood, or the lighting conditions, and
accordingly decides what new information to respond with. Granted, this is a metaphor,
but a highly arresting one. Perhaps this sense of dynamic unfolding is an illusion, since the
metaphor only pretends that the painting actively reveals new information. But so what if it
is an illusion? The conversation analogy has great plausibility and explains our
interpretation of art in such a way as to advise us on how to do it; if it is sustained by an
illusion, then we should be grateful to that illusion for the way it illuminates to us
something we did not previously understand.
From the conversation analogy we get the constraints of success, relevance and
sincerity, the sense of interrogating our interlocutor and the dynamic unfolding of
communication. My argument here is not that art and conversation are the same, but that
the features outlined here are, in salient ways, common to both. This should incline us to
treat our engagement with art somewhat as we treat conversation for the very reason that
we are interested in the actual agents behind artworks because we take them to have
communicative intentions in creating the artefact. Aesthetic properties needed to be
explained first in their own terms and second in terms of the agents who create them; those
agents needed to be explained as autonomous real entities so they would have the causal
powers to produce artefacts and so we could attribute meanings to those artefacts. The
linguistic model of meaning in art that I have sketched here now calls for a theory of
interpretation, which I offer in the next chapter.

118

This is why it was worth labouring over experience of instances in sections 1.3.
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Chapter 6
Interpreting Properties and Intentions

This chapter demonstrates the conjunction of formalism and
intentionalism. It first gives a theoretical explication of how the
linguistic model of meaning interpretation applies specifically to
painting. It then demonstrates how we discover actual intentions
by detailing the kinds of relevant historical information that
apply in interpretation. Finally, the problem of van Gogh‟s shoes
is solved through formal analysis of properties and intentional
analysis of history of production.

6.1 From Language to Pictures

6.11 Aesthetic experience.

The argument so far has rested on an unstated notion of aesthetic

experience. Underlying the argument has been the thought that there is a sensual and a
cognitive element to aesthetic experience: the ancient sense of the word „aesthetic‟ pertains
to the sensual element of engaging with the artwork with our bodily senses, and the
cognitive element is the Gestalt perception associated with the categories.
Baumgarten (1954) fused these elements when he distinguished between
intellectual sense of logic or deduction and aesthetic sense of discernment or taste, which
gave birth to the modern sense of „aesthetic‟. This is the sense in which I have been using
„aesthetic‟, to capture the perceptual nature of the artwork‟s properties and the activity of
surveying its history of production. Here I do not want to explicate the notion of aesthetic
experience in any detail, but just to give an outline of how the account of interpretation I
have offered is essentially experiential. It is experiential in the sense that our knowledge of
aesthetic properties, which are so central to interpretation, comes from perceptual
engagement with the artwork, but also that our knowledge of the artist‟s intentions is an
experience of the work‟s history, particularly of its creator. I consider „aesthetic

Interpreting Properties and Intentions

experience‟ to be an immersion in the experience of the artefact and in the world of the
artist119.
A powerful candidate for the source of this experience is the artwork. It is through
seeing the paint on the canvas, hearing the notes of the music, reading the words on the
page that we experience the world of the artist; it is only through perception of those
manifest properties that get a palpable sense of the artist‟s intentions and history.
RG Collingwood (1938) violates this pretheoretical presupposition by arguing that
the artwork is something that exists in the mind of the artist, so that the artefact we
experience is an intermediary to imaginatively reconstructing the idea that the artist
possesses in their private consciousness120. On such a view, the artefact is rendered at best
secondary to our interest in and engagement with the mind of the artist and the very
material of art – whether physical or abstract – does not play any important role in
aesthetic experience. Peter Johnson rejects this denial of material and medium because „the
skills involved in moulding the clay or mixing the paint…are real material skills…they
play as important a part in the creation of the work of art as the artist‟s idea of it‟
(1998:98). The devastating consequence of Collingwood‟s view is that the artefacts of art
become secondary, or even irrelevant, in aesthetic experience, which must now somehow
be only an experience of the artist‟s emotional perturbations contingently and incidentally
embodied in the object of perceptual experience121.
To understand what is meant by „the idea in the mind of the artist‟ and to
resuscitate artefacts back into the life of art, Wollheim (1992a:41-42) calls upon Croce‟s
distinction between the „physical‟ medium of material in the world and the „conceived‟
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More conventional views of aesthetic experience are reviewed by Carroll (1986) and Collinson (2000).
See especially Collingwood (1938:36-37 & 142). Ridley (1997) attempts to demonstrate that
Collingwood‟s theory is not Ideal, which is countered by Dilworth (1998).
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Collingwood, of course, thinks art is essentially the expression of emotion and thus that the audience is
primarily concerned with engaging with that emotion.
120
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medium of the thoughts in the imagination. Croce (1958:10) recounts the story of how
Leonardo scandalised the prior of Santa Maria della Grazie by staring for days on end at a
wall he was to paint without even touching his brush: in deciding precisely and carefully
what he was going to paint on the wall before painting it, Leonardo had created a painting
in the conceived medium before realising it in the physical medium122. The conceived
medium is important, for Collingwood, because it is here that the artwork proper exists for
it is in the mind that the emotional expression truly takes place. The conceived/physical
medium apparently saves Collingwood from idealism because it admits the physicality of
an artefact, whilst maintaining the idea in the mind is „the work of art proper‟ which does
not need to be externalised in the physical medium123.
Wollheim notes it is hard to believe that the mental articulation of a painting can be
as precise as to both realise the image in its entirety and solve all the problems the artist
may encounter when actually working in the physical medium. The conceived medium
underestimates the degree of contingency involved in the making of an artwork, since the
artist may encounter difficulties in applying paint evenly to the rugged texture of a stone
wall which could change the perfect plan in the conceived medium. A more plausible
account would be that the physical medium dictates what parts of the conceived medium
can be realised, so the artwork ends up being a realisation of actual possibilities. This way,
the artefact regains its value in aesthetic experience because of the way it imposed upon
the artist‟s plans. Only the most militant intentionalists claim the interpretation of art is the
interpretation of what an artist merely conceived of; but, if we are to fully explain aesthetic
experience, we must take account of the fact that we interpret the artefact the artist made in
relation to what they conceived of. That is, we interpret what an agent means in terms of
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The importance of medium is considered by Alexander (1925).
See Nahm (1955) and Hospers (1956) on the affinities between Croce and Collingwood.

206

Interpreting Properties and Intentions

what they say, not in terms of what they mean to say with indifference to what they
actually said124.
For Beardsley (1982c) aesthetic experience involves having a sense that sensory
stimuli are making us think, which is the „active discovery‟ of meanings in the work. This
is closer to the account I am looking for because it appreciates that it is the sensual
engagement with the properties of artefacts that triggers interpretation. Moreover,
Beardsley notes that we are active participants in aesthetic experience, consciously aware
of how the artwork is affecting us and thinking about that effect. But Derek Matravers
(2003) objects that Beardsley is only positing that we have a feeling that thinking is
happening, rather than asserting that it is actually occurring. Beardsley says the interaction
between percepts and meanings gives us „a sense (which may be illusory) of intelligibility‟
(1982c:289). Thus, Matravers concludes Beardsley is saying that we have a feeling of
thinking about the artwork that just may not be actual thinking.
However, we could take Beardsley‟s point to be that the experience of the
properties of the artwork causes us think about it, thus adding the cognitive element. But
the sense of intelligibility we thereby gain could be illusory insofar as the sensory
experience is so overwhelming that we may not yet be able to fully understand the
artwork‟s cognitive content. Perhaps this mysteriously relies on a kind of Kantian sublime,
but it captures the very real fact that sometimes we are awestruck by the experience of
artworks and find it difficult to articulate what we are thinking about it. As Rothko said,
sometimes „silence is so accurate‟125.
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Wollheim (1973) goes as far as to say that the very physicality of pigment on canvas contributes to its
meaning, which he (1987) later develops in terms of a psychoanalytic interpretation of painting as a
metaphor for the body.
125
Rothko allegedly said this about the experience of his blocks of colour, although I cannot find a source for
the quotation. I heard it in a lecture by Andrew Edgar that I attended as an undergraduate.
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A more precise characterisation of aesthetic experience is offered by Levinson
(1996), who argues that an experience (particularly of pleasure) is aesthetic if our
„apprehension and reflection‟ on the meaning of the work is derived from consideration of
how its aesthetic properties arise from its nonaesthetic properties. Levinson‟s
characterisation gives us the broad notion of the aesthetic that we were toying with in
section 3.12, since it includes non-art artefacts and non-artefacts as well as artworks. It
means that we can have aesthetic experiences of paintings, train stations, desserts and
shoes alike.
This notion of aesthetic experience captures the two elements I have been
explicating throughout. Firstly, it involves multi-layered supervenient properties: things
have certain microphysical properties which cause them to have nonaesthetic properties,
upon which supervene certain aesthetic properties, which is a point about the
phenomenology of experience of the world in general rather than just about art. If one
were so inclined, this could add an existential dimension to talk about art, in terms of
artworks being a fundamental part of the fabric of the world of experience which we
interpret for meaning, perhaps to relieve the anxiety of existence. I might be so inclined,
but not here. Secondly, it includes interpretation, as well as experience: it is the way we
perceive aesthetic properties as arising from nonaesthetic properties that governs our
interpretation of meaning. Part of that meaning, in the case of artworks, is something about
the thing‟s creator, such as their intentions, their lives and histories. This also
accommodates the notion of taste, as whether or not one can discern the relevant aesthetic
properties has a bearing on whether the experience is aesthetic. On this view, an
experience of an object or event that just includes its nonaesthetic properties is purely
perceptual rather than aesthetic, which we might want to leave as a standing possibility for
all experiences.
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Aesthetic experience, then, is the sensual and cognitive engagement with
phenomena in which the senses perceive what the mind discerns in an attempt to interpret
the phenomena. In the case of art, the aesthetic experience aims at enjoying the artwork
created by a human agent and trying to understand its meaning through entering into the
world of the artwork and the agent behind it.
6.12 Intentional form.

It is now time to make explicit the linguistic method of

interpretation that I have been developing, by spelling out how the linguistic model applies
to the visual arts. This will be done with reference to painting but insofar as it is a theory
about the meaningNN of nonaesthetic and aesthetic properties as intentionally instantiated
by an agent, it should be possible to transpose much of the theory onto non-visual arts,
although I will not attempt that here. The theory demonstrates how we interpret the
meaning of artworks first by analysis of its formal qualities and second by reference to its
history of production in such a way that traditional conceptions of either formalism or
intentionalism alone could not arrive at the optimally rich interpretation of an artwork.
Formalism, remember, aims at work-meaning, which fails to account for the agency
behind the work; and intentionalism aims at artist-meaning, which typically includes an
account of work-meaning, but lacks an appreciation of the artefact as valuable in itself.
The conjunction of formalism and intentionalism rests on the fact that to
understand what an agent meant we have to pay attention to what they said as well as to
the intentions that motivated their saying it. Formalism just tells us what is said and
explains it in terms of the internal workings (such as conventions) of the symbols. But in
trying to tell us what was meant traditional intentionalist theories get lost wading through
historical data for evidence and seem to forget that the artefact itself can give us substantial
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information in virtue of its supervenient properties126. The conjunction of the two theories
is designed to highlight the fact that the interpretation of art is the interpretation of both an
artwork and an agent where work-meaning and artist-meaning are inseparable.
At a basic level, communication is achieved through the deployment of finitely
differentiated meaningful units, the use of which is governed by the rules or conventions of
the system in which they are used. The broad characterisation of „finitely differentiated
meaningful units‟ captures the full range of things (characters, inscriptions, actions) that
are used to communicate127. This, then, includes the hand gestures used by tic-tac people to
communicate across the racetrack to bookmakers, the connectives used in formal logic to
denote sentential relations, and the symbols in a musical score. Each gesture or inscription
means something by itself, such as both hands on the head means 9-4 or a dash means
negation, but those meanings are in virtue of the established conventions of the system.
Moreover, when sequences of those units are produced according to the conventions of the
system, meaningful – and comprehensible – discourse is produced. A sequence of hand
gestures communicates that the favourite is now at 3-1 or a sequence of markings on a
score communicates that the music is to be played with a staccato tempo.
Similarly, then, in natural language, words are the basic elements of
communication, which have foundational dictionary meanings; when used in appropriate
sequences, as the rules of the language dictates, they make sentences. The view of a basic
level of meaning in representational painting that I am getting at here is just an extension
of this same view about words, hand gestures or notational symbols. Marks on a canvas
mean something in the sense that an arrangement of lines depicts a man, a house or a pair
of shoes. Just as the rules of a language dictates that the letters e, h, s, o, u must be
126

This was the point of the analysis of ee cummings in section 5.23 and is my genetic connection to Dewey.
The idea of characters in notional, communicative systems being finitely differentiated derives from
Goodman (1976:135-136).
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arranged in a certain way to make the word „house‟, so too do the conventions of depiction
dictate that lines be arranged in a certain way to make a depiction of a house. The obvious
difference here is that within the English language only one arrangement of the letters
makes the word, whereas in depiction an indefinite arrangement of lines makes a house.
This difference is to be explained by an account of depiction, which is not relevant or
necessary here; rather, the important thing is the negative point that there are certain
arrangements of lines that will not succeed in depicting a house128.
On this view, we take nonaesthetic properties of paintings in the same way we take
words: lines, shapes and colours, when arranged in certain ways, have certain conventional
meanings. A similarly analogous sense of sentence meaning, therefore, is when a number
of things are depicted to form a coherent unity. When we talk about the sentence meaning
of a painting, we are talking about the basic meaning of the combination of its narrow
nonaesthetic elements: a painting of a tree is just a picture of a tree, like the word „tree‟
denotes only a kind of plant; but a painting of a tree, some fields, a lake and the sky has the
sentence meaning „a landscape‟ – the separate, meaningful elements combine to create a
piece of discourse. When we interpret paintings, we do so in terms of sentence meaning,
since we usually aim to explain the whole depiction rather than part of it129. Nonaesthetic
properties, then, are the foundation of the interpretation of meaning in painting, and, if the
thesis can be adequately generalised, in art.
This, however, does not seem to obviously apply to abstract or non-representational
painting. Abstract paintings, like nonsense limericks or metaphors, require more than an
128

Remember how Goodman (1976) notes that a native of some farflung tribe may not recognise a picture of
his own mother-in-law because he is not familiar with the conventions of photography. This is a pervasive
insight which shows that, even if depiction entails more than mere convention, it is crucially dependent upon
familiarity with convention, just as failure to recognise familiar words or concepts in foreign languages
betrays a lack of understanding of relevant conventional relations within the symbol system.
129
In the case of language, Alston (2001:159) argues that we can usually interpret utterances in terms of
sentence meaning alone, since it presupposes the coherence of word meaning.
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account of word meaning to explain them because symbols are used in unconventional
ways; and non-representational paintings do not employ conventional symbols at all. But
any basic theory of meaning should expect and be able to account for exceptions to the
rule, and the theory of painting here admits as much. Abstract paintings, such as Willem de
Kooning‟s rough marks of paint that purport to depict people in landscapes, are to be
understood as we understand linguistic metaphors. Symbols are used partly or wholly
divorced from their conventional uses in such a way that reference to the intentions of the
speaker is necessary for understanding the utterance. In the case of de Kooning, for
example, the marks on the canvas do not look like people, but we are to understand them
as such because de Kooning intends that we do. This is a case of semantic deviance, where
a symbol, such as a vertical line, is used to denote something it does not normally denote,
just as the word „sun‟ is used to denote or say something about Juliet.
Other cases of abstract painting would be ones in which nonaesthetic properties are
arranged in such a way that we recognise what they represent, but the representation is
nonetheless somewhat unconventional. For example, David Lynch‟s abstract landscapes
have house-shaped figures in them, but they are child-like or unrealistic depictions. This is
to be understood as the artist making a semantic choice about how to represent what they
intend because the particular symbols they use are semantically relevant, just as we often
choose strange or even inappropriate words to express our point because that choice of
words serves some greater purpose we have in mind. Non-representational painting, such
as that of late Rothko, nonetheless represents purely geometric concepts. The shapes in
which paint is arranged in such works are surely part of what we base our interpretation on
and are therefore the meaningful units of the painting, so even though they do not
represent anything, they nonetheless employ recognisable symbols which we take to be the
bearers of any semantic content the work may have.
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The next level of meaning depends upon both the meanings of symbols and some
other facts about the discourse situation. In this sense, what is communicated by a
particular instantiation of a sequence of symbols is a feature of not just the symbols
themselves, such as the dictionary definitions of words, but is also a feature of the context
in which they are used. This accommodates multiple-realisation: it entails that what is
communicated by an utterance on a given occasion is a result of the precise constitution of
the utterance, where the same thing could also be conveyed by another, differently
comprised utterance.
This is the level of utterance meaning, which is important, although not decisive, in
comprehending what a speaker intends to communicate. On some specific occasion, given
the meanings of words and the context of utterance, „the cat is on the mat‟ means the
speaker is issuing a warning. This is in virtue of the conventional denotations of „cat‟ and
„mat‟ and the rule-governed use of prepositions and articles in the language, but also in
virtue of the context of this utterance of this word sequence, such that the person addressed
is afraid of cats. Utterance meaning, then, is the meaning of a word-sequence on a
particular occasion.
The relevance of this to the method of art interpretation is brought out by the
supervenience thesis of aesthetic properties. Insofar as nonaesthetic properties are wordlike units of meaning, they are basic such that red patch means „this thing is red‟ or a
house-shape arrangement of lines means „this is a house‟. What those particular
arrangements of nonaesthetic properties communicate on a given occasion, however, is a
matter of what aesthetic properties they give rise to. Moreover, given the metaphysics of
supervenience, an arrangement of narrow nonaesthetic properties can only mean the range
of things allowed by the supervenience base. That is, an arrangement of soft lines and
colours gives rise to gracefulness or sickliness, but not garishness; whether it is graceful or
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sickly is determined by a combination of broad and narrow nonaesthetic properties. This
relates to the claim that our experience of properties is twofold: whilst we have
simultaneous awareness in perception of nonaesthetic and aesthetic properties, we are also
simultaneously aware of sentence meaning and utterance meaning. The two go hand in
hand, such that we could not experience the latter without the former and an experience of
the former alone is essentially incomplete.
The utterance meaning of a painting, then, is characterised in terms of its aesthetic
properties, such that on this occasion a uniform patch of red conveys vibrancy. Utterance
meaning is context-specific in the sense that a particular hue and saturation of redness
communicates vibrancy. The emergence of an aesthetic property from an arrangement of
nonaesthetic properties depends upon the intrinsic features of the nonaesthetic properties,
since a different redness could not be vibrant, it could be dull, lifeless or sickly as the
restoration of The Last Supper shows. The vibrancy of the red patch also depends, in part,
on other contextual factors such as facts about broad nonaesthetic properties130.
Utterance meaning, on the view I defend, is intermediate between sentence
meaning and speaker‟s meaning; although it is certainly relevant in interpretation it is not
final or decisive. Utterance meaning so construed is what I take formalism to characterise
as work-meaning: the Wimsatt and Beardsley approach to interpretation is precisely to
discern what is conveyed by a particular arrangement of formal qualities on a given
occasion. This attempt to discover work-meaning in terms of the meaning of the utterance
is, for formalism, aided and abetted by public knowledge of the kind I have outlined. Such
„public knowledge‟ includes the meanings of words and the conventions of the language;
in the analogous case of painting, the conventions of depiction within an epoch or style, for
130

That is, the people of Leonardo‟s time, namely the monks who inhabit the refectory, would ordinarily
expect this vibrancy to be attributed to the Christ and that expectation forms part of the explanation for why
Leonardo made those properties and how they supervene upon the nonaesthetic properties.
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example, are the kinds of public knowledge the formalist relies on to interpret the utterance
meaning of a given arrangement of paint. To stop interpretation of meaning at the point at
which we have worked out utterance meaning – that is, the point where we have
comprehend the supervenient relations of properties in the artefact – is only to have
explained work-meaning and therefore to have achieved the ends of formalism.
The conjunction of the formalist and intentionalist approaches rests on the intuition
that work-meaning, in the formalist sense, is a real and discoverable semantic feature of
artworks, just as there is a commonsense way in which word-sequences have
independently specifiable meanings. The semantic autonomy of symbols is a deep issue
which I cannot deal with here, but I want to maintain a diplomatic position on it: on the
one hand, symbols are meaningful insofar as we can understand utterance/work-meaning
independently, but, on the other hand, the intentions of agents in deploying those symbols
are essential for speaker‟s/artist-meaning.
An interpretation of The Last Supper, for example, illustrates the inherent
plausibility and interpretive incompleteness of formalism as regards utterance meaning so
construed. Nonaesthetic properties are arranged in such a way as to depict Christ and His
disciples taking their final meal as related in the New Testament, which constitutes the
sentence meaning. On one interpretation of the painting, a salient part of the composition –
that is, a decisive part of the sentence uttered – is the nonaesthetic property of Christ‟s
jacket, namely its redness because it gives rise to the aesthetic property vibrancy. The
utterance meaning, then, is that Christ‟s jacket is vibrant. This is based on some public
information external to the artefact itself, such as the traditional conception of Jesus being
the Truth and Light of the World, which leads us, in addition to what we perceive as
supervenient properties, to a conclusion about utterance/work-meaning.
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But this need not be the end of it, since utterance meaning is saliently contextual
(and context can, after all, encapsulate a great range of things) and since formalism is
committed to the use of public evidence (which, again, need not be finite), work-meaning
can be – and often will be – richer than I have explicated in this case. A further suggestion
might be that The Last Supper means Christ is the Light of the World and will shine
eternally upon those who follow Him, which requires no more interpretive resources of
evidence than those provided by the painting itself and our public knowledge of
Christianity.
I say that utterance/work-meaning so characterised is both plausible and
incomplete because, on the one hand, it is based on the perceptible formal properties and
known historical facts, but, on the other hand, it does not necessarily tell us what Leonardo
specifically intended to communicate through the painting. The plausibility of utterance
meaning as being derived from the metaphysical relations of properties and known
historical facts suggests that what we can formally interpret as work-meaning is part of
what an agent intends to communicate, for if it were not we might think the agent should
then have chosen their „words‟ more carefully. Our interest in agents is served by
discovering speaker‟s meaning, which includes, but is not wholly constituted by, utterance
meaning.
The move from utterance meaning to speaker‟s meaning is parallel to the move
from hypothetical to actual intentionalism: utterance meaning is discoverable without
rummaging around in the lives and minds of agents, whereas speaker‟s meaning requires a
more detailed and intrusive investigation of an agent‟s private mental states. Where
hypothetical intentionalism bases its interpretations on probable, historically plausible
hypotheses about what an agent could have meant, utterance meaning is similarly based on
the probable assumptions about what the utterance could mean given the rules of the
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symbol system and our public knowledge. Actual intentionalism enters the picture when
we take all the public information available and supplement it with whatever private
resources we can muster, so we end up with an interpretation of what a speaker meant in
producing an utterance with just those qualities. Speaker‟s meaning, then, will typically
include utterance meaning, but going beyond the public evidence of the work to make
educated, fact-based guesses, rather than plausible hypotheses, tells us what the actual
agent intended to communicate. We obviously need an account of what counts as evidence
for a speaker‟s intention and how we are to discover such evidence. This now completes
the parallel models of properties and intentions:

Utterance meaning

Intention

Speaker‟s meaning

Word/sentence meaning

Microphysical (brain states)
language)

microphysical

(rules

of

In the production of language, just as in the instantiation of properties, intentions are
determined by microphysical facts at the basic level of brain states; and intentions then
guide the production of sentences, which are selected by the agent precisely because they
realise the meanings intended.
6.13 Real conversations.

I now continue with the theoretical discussion by outlining how it

coheres with, and even requires, the commitments to aesthetic realism and the
conversation analogy.
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This thesis has been predicated on the fact that such a literal notion of discovering
intentions is impossible, but also on the fact that, given communication through artworks
often does succeed, there are ways in which we can discover the actual communicative
intentions an artist had. We discern the intentions of an interlocutor in face-to-face
conversation, quite naturally and without much conscious awareness of it, through a
combination of their words, gestures and context, which is all the easier when we are more
or less acquainted with our interlocutor. But we also routinely discern the communicative
intentions of people whose identity we are utterly unaware of131. Where we encounter
meaningful symbols, we carry the default assumption that somewhere there is a minded
human agent who is communicating with us. And this is precisely the approach I claim we
should take towards the interpretation of artworks – they are, after all, produced by minded
agents, and if they seem to communicate to us, it is rational to assume an agent is
communicating to us.
I have tentatively defended the claim that aesthetic properties are real enough
features of artefacts. Further to this, what an artist intended to do or to communicate is
fixed in history as a matter of fact. The challenge of interpretation is to do as best we can
to recover these facts, given the resources at our disposal such as the artefact itself and
whatever we can uncover about its history of production. As actual intentionalists we are
therefore engaged in the historical enterprise of researching the best possible evidence for
the intentions of actual agents, which, with a realist string to our bow, we conduct under
the conviction that not only are there such facts, but also that they are in principle, at least,
discoverable.

131

I am thinking of things like the sign that denotes disabled access parking – we treat it as if an agent is
communicating with us, even though we often have no sense of that agent‟s identity.
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Realism, then, maintains that our aesthetic characterisations are assertions, which
are true or false in virtue of their correspondence to the facts about broad and narrow
nonaesthetic properties. This avoids relativism and preserves pluralism: only
characterisations that are consistent with the facts (perceptual or historical) can be valid, so
some assertions will end up simply being false, and where a number of such
characterisations, even if contradictory, are supported by the facts we have a plurality of
interpretations.
The spectre hanging over all human communication is a fear of getting it wrong;
and the devil inside is fearlessness about getting it wrong. There is an implicit realism in
the way we normally treat conversation in the sense that we regard it as aiming at a goal
and that our interlocutor intends, as we do, to mean one thing rather than another.
Kierkegaard‟s sober man failed to see that the conversation was just emotional babble in
which the drunk man only intended to indulge his intoxicated sense of profundity –
knowing this fact about his interlocutor‟s intentions would have spared the sober man the
embarrassment and perhaps the effort.
Similarly, when we interpret artworks we are guided by concerns for semantic
relevance, conversational success and sincerity precisely because we treat the artwork as a
human communication. We could, after all, be wrong about whether this fleck of paint is
relevant to the meaning of the painting, or wrong about whether we have succeeded in
interpreting the meaning that was intended, or simply wrong about whether the artist
sincerely means what they say. We could be wrong about these things precisely because
they are physical or historical facts about the artefact, so a commitment to aesthetic realism
in this sense underpins our conversational approach to art. Just as we do not want to
misunderstand why our lover wants to meet us by the cemetery gates, nor do we want to
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misunderstand what an artist thinks about the revolution – in both cases, we assume we
must do our best to discover the real communicative intentions.
The linguistic model of interpretation outlined here possesses various tools to aid
the discovery of these real communicative intentions. The notion of conversational
implicature reminds us that what a speaker means is not always transparent in what they
say. For example, the horse and the bull in Guernica look freakish and violent as depicted
in Picasso‟s style, but this is not supposed to tell us anything about the animals in the town
of Guernica at the time of the bombing. Rather, we explain this odd way of depicting the
animals as a metaphor for the monstrous and inhuman act committed against the civilians
of Guernica. The implication is that the act of bombing the town was an affront to nature
just as such freakish animals are. Without recourse to what the artist intends to implicate,
their work could seem unnecessarily obscure and difficult to interpret if we confined
ourselves just to what is said.
Application of the principle of relevance is as pervasive in art as it is in
conversation and other human situations. In cases where we know, or have a good idea of,
the goal of a discourse, so if we are arranging a meeting, being invited to a wedding or
reading assembly instructions for furniture we assume we assume the information we are
given is relevant to that goal. Our particular interests or personal aims in going to the
wedding or assembling the table will further determine which pieces of information we
accept and which ones we filter out according to our overall aims. Similarly, in art, where
we know or have a good idea of the goal or direction, we engage in this same relevancefiltering process.
Finally, knowing what illocutionary stance an artist is taking in their work is
crucial to knowing how to begin interpreting it, just as understanding an utterance of „shut
that door‟ depends upon knowing whether the speaker is commanding, complaining or
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joking. Illocutionary stances are by their nature intentional, so this is one of the first kinds
of actual intentions we need to discover. These, I think, are quite easily discoverable from
the kind of public knowledge that formalism relies on: the historical context of Guernica
tells us that Picasso is protesting, the history of music and knowledge of an avant-garde
body of work tells us Cage is rebelling, and a modernist concern for function over form
tells us that Le Corbusier is innovating. Knowing the illocutionary stance ensures we do
not grossly misunderstand what the artist is intending to communicate, for we would be
wrong to think Picasso is celebrating fascism, that Cage has no musical abilities or that Le
Corbusier is being deliberately banal. These are possible interpretations of the works that
are based on the artefacts‟ formal qualities, but they are incorrect interpretations because
they do not cohere with the historical facts, which is why formalist analysis of artworks
requires intentionalist analysis of agents.
This method of interpretation, combining equal concern for artworks and agents,
offers us a solution to the debate over van Gogh‟s shoes. We can analyse A Pair of Shoes
at the level of sentence and utterance meaning to conclude that a worn, weary pair of shoes
is depicted. Then, at the level of speaker‟s meaning, we can reach a conclusion about
whether they are intended to be seen as peasant shoes or artist shoes, which opens the
gateway to further interpretations of what is communicated by the work.

6.2 Discerning Intentions

6.21 Context of perception.

Before finally putting to rest the Heidegger/Schapiro quarrel, I explicate

how relevant historical information can lead us to plausible conclusions about the artist‟s
intentions. I do this with reference to Velázquez‟s Kitchen Scene with Christ in the House
of Martha and Mary.
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First I want to further question the cogency of the distinction between public and
private evidence, which divides the hypothetical and actual intentionalists132. Private
evidence is thought to be archived material, documents held by the artist‟s estate and
anecdotes in the memories of people who knew the artist. But this continually faces the
prospect of becoming public, as the case of Plath estate showed, so it looks as if all
evidence is in principle public if only we can manage to access it. The hypothetical
intentionalist, in their appeal to public evidence, seems to be appealing to a certain notion
of „public‟: it is not evidence that can be obtained by an industrious, independent
individual, but evidence that is so widely available that it can be almost stumbled upon
rather than actively sought out133. The ideal, or appropriate, audience is the one which can
stumble upon this public information so as to ensure that the work has the greatest possible
chance of wide dissemination. The problem, remember, is that the constraint on such
public evidence seems to condemn the ideal audience to failing to fully grasp the
intricacies and fascination of the work.
Given this, the public/private distinction is impossibly vague and unhelpfully
trivial. It is vague because it is then unclear whether historical information is considered
public or private: for instance, a correct interpretation of religious painting from 17th
Century Spain depends upon knowing about the strictures of the Council of Trent, but on
the distinction so construed this looks like private evidence because, although not a secret,
it is not common knowledge to ordinary people and requires active research to discover.
However, surely we want to consider the practice of history as essentially public

132

See section 4.31 for the initial attack on this distinction.
The public evidence of hypothetical intentionalism is not, however, to be confused with the public
evidence of formalism, for the latter approach does not allow any evidence, no matter how public, about
artists‟ mental states, whereas the former does.
133
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knowledge because we can discover historical evidence; even if we have to rummage
around in obscure places for it, surely this does not make it private.
The distinction is trivialised by this characterisation because it then seems to be
making an implausible division between the ease of accessing evidential sources. Books
we find in the bookstore or in the local library are public evidence because they are open
access to everyone who wanders in, but papers in archives or the anecdotes of friends are
private because happening upon them requires a little more effort. This is trivial because it
exaggerates the difference in effort and ingenuity it takes to consult a public library or
interview a living person, as if we should all prefer to consult Wikipedia from the comfort
of our homes, rather than take a trip to London to get a reader‟s pass for a day in the
British Library. There is a difference between these sources for sure, and a very important
one, but the difference in ease of access fails to establish a distinction between public and
private evidence.
Therefore, actual intentionalism declares open season on all evidence, since there is
no coherent distinction between what is public and what is private, but only a trivial
distinction between the diligence required to access different kinds of evidence. After all,
we have set the stakes very high by committing ourselves to understanding what a minded
human agent intends to communicate to us, where fear of failure to successfully commune
with them is rife. In outlining kinds of evidence for actual intentions, then, there is no
recourse to distinguish between public and private because so long as an interpreter is
committed to the goal of communication they will be industrious in their efforts.
Intentions, therefore, are always in principle discoverable.
The first two kinds of evidence are largely, although not completely, available in
the immediate context of perceiving the work because they are derived from the resources
of the artefact itself and our general cultural knowledge. „General cultural knowledge‟ is to
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be taken very broadly to encompass our knowledge of linguistic and social conventions,
popular stories and history, and the varied kinds of things that human beings know purely
in virtue of being situated in, and ultimately entrenched in, a culture. This general
knowledge is neither vague nor trivial because it comes to bear in the context of perception
in such a pervasive way as to make sense of art. Imagine you have been in a coma since
birth, never awake or conscious, until one day you wake up in the middle of Heathrow
airport – your lack of simply being embedded in a culture entails that you are not equipped
to make sense of the experience of an airport. This is what the concept of general
knowledge does here in the context of art.
First, a very basic conception of what the artist intends is gained from the
interaction of our immediate experience of the artefact with our general cultural
knowledge, which gives rise to initial interpretations of sentence and utterance meaning.
These initial characterisations are the starting points of interpretation, which are subject to
revision on the basis of new perceptual or historical evidence. As the „conversation‟ with
the artist unfolds, we modify our preliminary expectations and approaches.
In the case of representational painting, we first recognise the picture as being a
depiction of something: understanding Monet‟s water lily paintings depends first upon our
ability to recognise the marks on the canvas as depicting flowers, and second on our
knowing what kinds of flowers; or understanding Goya‟s May 3rd depends upon being able
to understand gun-shaped and people-shaped marks on a canvas134. The basic recognition
of depiction constitutes our foundational interpretation of sentence meaning; it depends
upon the functioning of our perceptual and cognitive apparatus, as well as upon our
knowledge of the conventions of the „language‟ of painting. Therefore, there is an
134

The psychology of pictorial recognition is another question altogether, which is not relevant here. A
classic discussion of it is in Gombrich (2002), which is criticised by Lopes (1996), but to my mind the best
discussion of recognition, in terms of natural generativity, is found in Schier (1986).
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immediate interaction between what we now see and what we already know.
Our interpretation of Velázquez‟s Kitchen Scene begins with recognition of this
type and then proceeds to set what we perceive in context. It is this setting in context that I
take Walton‟s categories to articulate: by bringing what we perceive under concepts such
as „painting‟, „17th Century Spain‟, „Biblical scene‟, „Velázquez paintings‟ and „still life‟,
we are using our cultural knowledge to make sense of mere markings of pigment on a
canvas. The initial act of categorisation is what determines sentence meaning, in the sense
that the interpretation of some part of the picture as „Jesus is a talking to a young woman‟
depends centrally on our ability to categorise the painting as a Biblical scene. For each
category, we have a stock of knowledge consisting of the features that are standard,
variable and contrastandard for that category which enables us to categorise the work as
such. But this knowledge is finite and surely often incomplete, which determines the
weight we place on a given category in interpretation. For instance, we may have only a
cursory sense of the Gestalt of „Velázquez paintings‟ but a very deep knowledge of
„Biblical scenes‟, so our interpretation will be guided by knowledge of the latter category.
This is important to note because it determines the kinds of properties we characterise the
work as having and therefore the kind of interpretation of meaning we will arrive at. And,
remember, category errors and omissions are one thing that account for aesthetic disputes,
for we may end up making false assertions about the Kitchen Scene if interpreted primarily
in the category „Biblical scenes‟ with little regard for its place in the category „Velázquez
paintings‟.
Because our cultural knowledge may always be incomplete art galleries tend to
offer us an introduction to the painting, although we may not want or need it. The plaque
in the National Gallery informs us, just in case we are unaware, that the story of Christ‟s
visit to Martha and Mary appears in the Gospel of Luke (10:38-42); Martha complains to
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Jesus that because Mary is listening to Christ talk she has been left alone to prepare supper,
to which Jesus replies „Mary has chosen the best portion, which shall not be taken from
her‟. This kind of information is important for interpreting the picture. But, the National
Gallery goes further to suggest an interpretation of speaker‟s meaning, rather than stop at
helping us to construct sentence meaning: it says that the two women in the foreground of
the painting, dressed in 17th Century Spanish costume, are a latter day Martha and Mary,
so Velázquez is telling the story from the point of view of the women‟s memories135.
Insofar as utterance meaning is the characterisation of aesthetic properties, it
involves perceiving the artefact‟s nonaesthetic properties and categorising it according to
its history of production. On the one hand, aesthetic properties are instantiated by an
agent‟s insight that a certain arrangement of nonaesthetic properties will create the
aesthetic quality they intend; on the other hand, they are apprehended by observers in
perception. Therefore, aesthetic properties are to be understood in both intentional and
perceptual terms. Given this, our estimate concerning the utterance meaning of the
painting will also be both intentional and perceptual.
Whilst the combination of general cultural knowledge and the artefact itself bring
us to a conclusion about sentence meaning, it will thus also enable us to arrive at an
estimate of utterance meaning. For example, we might say the Kitchen Scene has the
aesthetic property „intensity‟: the way the old woman‟s finger points so sternly, the
sadness of the young woman‟s face and her stubborn grip on the pestle, and the
counterpoint with the mixture of calm and agitation of the two women with Christ are
composed in such as way as to create a certain intensity. But this impression is also
derived from our knowing the Bible story‟s account of the conflict between Martha and
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I am not at all convinced that art galleries should offer interpretations at all, since it needlessly prejudices
are own interpretations, thus diminishing our aesthetic enjoyment of art.
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Mary that Christ‟s visit caused, so utterance meaning in painting, like in language, is
context-specific in the sense that it depends upon the meanings of symbols plus other
background information.
This first kind of evidence counts as evidence for actual intentions because it is
derived from properties of artefacts and contextual information. Properties are intentional
in the sense outlined by the discussion of Zangwill‟s creative theory and the discussion of
spontaneity and planning. An artist selects and instantiates nonaesthetic properties because
they superveniently give rise to the aesthetic properties they intend. Therefore, we largely
consider properties to be the results of intentional action. The distinction between semantic
and pragmatic intentions helps us to identify which properties might be semantically
relevant to interpretation. The contextual information, or general cultural knowledge, that
enables us to categorise the work involves the artist‟s most probable intentions for the
work to be categorised as such, as the discussion of Walton‟s theory showed. Moreover,
once we have decoded the composition of symbols, such as understanding language or
depiction at this basic level, we assume that since such basic sentential functions are
successfully performed, that is what the agent intended.
6.22 History of production.

Second, we can gain evidence for intentions from the work‟s

historical context. Knowing something about the history of the work, as is the case with
the categories, gives an insight into the kinds of actions an agent performed in order to
bring the work into being. Jane Boyd (2006) argues that the clearest interpretation of the
painting is gained by considering it in each of its three historical contexts: the Biblical text,
the artist‟s time, and the viewer in the present day136.
The historical context of the Biblical text informs us of Velázquez‟s narrative
intentions to depict the story in a certain way. Scholars believe the Gospel of Luke was
136
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written sometime in the first century, between 80-95AD, by Luke who was a close friend
of Paul and, like the other Synoptics, based his account of the Ministry of Jesus of
Nazareth on testimony from others. Martha – a widow and sister of Lazarus – lived in the
town of Bethany, less than two miles from Jerusalem, with her brother and with Mary.
Jesus is received into the house by Martha whilst on a mission in Galilee with his
disciples, where his hosts strive to offer him the best hospitality, whereupon Martha is
distressed to find she alone is to prepare the meal for their guests137. In Luke‟s account,
Lazarus is nowhere mentioned as being present. What we are talking about here, and what
Velázquez is depicting, is a scandalous turn of events in ancient Palestine: women lived
their lives practically in seclusion and were firmly under the control of men, so it is
extraordinary that here we see two women left alone in the company of a man. Knowing
the Biblical historical context here informs us that Velázquez intends to depict a scene of
scandal, honour and devotion, having a sense of which is crucial to understanding the
picture and interpreting it in terms of the artist‟s communicative intentions. It is more
rational to assume Velázquez to have intentionally depicted this particular scene than it is
to assume he just painted a picture which happened to depict a scandal. That is, as a
rational, educated agent, Velázquez must have known the implications of the story he was
telling.
In the context of Velázquez‟s time, a constraint on the artist‟s work on Biblical
paintings was the decrees of the Council of Trent, which produced policy on the
iconography, style and general manner of Biblical pictures. These factors directly
determined the parameters within which Velázquez could work, so to see the painting in its
context is to be aware of the conditions under which it was created and to be able to
137

Abundant hospitality towards guests is mandatory in Arab culture, traditionally illustrated by the story
about a man who slaughtered and cooked his prize horse in order to offer a delicious meal for his unexpected
visitors.
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discern their semantic and pragmatic intentions. Additionally, the output of printmakers at
this time was high, and it is more than likely that Velázquez was familiar with Joachim
Beuckelaer‟s version of the same story, which was a going concern at the time with
Flemish painters. And it is from this tradition that Velázquez draws much of his stylistic
influence138. These historical facts are to be taken as determining constraints upon exactly
how Velázquez went about making the picture, so they become relevant in our
interpretation because they had causal influence on the work that we now see. It is these
kinds of constraints that govern the planning and execution of the work, which I teased out
in the discussion of the creative process, for the decrees of the Council of Trent are
relevant process-facts in interpretation.
Finally, in the current context of us interpreting the painting in this age we must do
so with an awareness of Velázquez‟s concern for optics and illusions, otherwise we will
not understand why perspective is distorted in the picture. Boyd (2006:76) suggests the
scene was painted in a mirror, which explains why Christ appears to be committing the
abominable act of raising his left hand, and which explains the awkward perspective of the
table. Knowing this enables us to say Velázquez intended to present the Biblical scene as
the focal point of the narrative and that he intended the additional kitchen scene to bear an
important narrative relation to it. These contexts get at Velázquez‟s actual intentions
insofar as given that these kinds of intentions are so successfully realised, to think
Velázquez did not intend them as such is to think him irrational or stupid in creating the
work as he did. Moreover, working out that Velázquez intended these things requires using
subsequent history to piece together the Bible story, the facts surrounding the work‟s
creation and Velázquez‟s style of painting.
All of this explains a number of things: one, knowing what is said in Luke 10:38138

See Boyd (2006:75) for a full inventory of influences.
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42 tells us which part of the picture depicts Christ with Martha and Mary; two, the sociocultural context of ancient Palestine enables us to understand the scandalous nature of the
scene; three, the sparsely decorated surrounding is explained by the restrictions imposed
by the Council of Trent; four, the mixture of Biblical scene, still life and portrait is a result
of Velázquez‟s being influenced by the Flemish tradition of his day; and five, a working
knowledge of Velázquez‟s other paintings leads us to the supposition that there is an
intimate connection between what is depicted in the background and in the foreground.
Historical context involves a third kind of evidence, namely the artist‟s body of
work, which is equally allowed under formalism and intentionalism; it enables us to judge
a given work according to the unity of a standard. A working knowledge of Velázquez‟s
style helps us to understand narrative complexity and skewed perspective which would
otherwise perhaps dissolve into mere obscurity. Part of the historical context of a single
painting, after all, is the stage at which it was made in the artist‟s career; for example, a
late Rothko makes considerably more sense when compared with his early landscapes for
we can then see how the style of painting is essentially the same but with the
representational element removed. Similarly, our understanding of an isolated utterance by
an agent can be considerably improved by knowing something of their previous utterances;
sometimes when we meet people for the first time we find their words offensive, but this
dissipates as we get to know them because we get a feel for their sense of humour. A
general knowledge of an artist‟s body of work gives us a sense of the kinds of
communicative intentions they have in their work: Velázquez often paints contemporary
Spanish life, in the form of both domestic and royal scenes and mythical or Biblical scenes
because he intends to communicate the important parallels between them. Understanding
this painting, then, as an early stage of that life‟s work is central to understanding what
Velázquez is trying to communicate. This is an appeal to subsequent history in which we
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reconstruct intentions based on our retrospective knowledge of an agent‟s personality and
actions. Interpreting a single artwork is just like interpreting a single utterance insofar as
we have to piece together the meaning with reference to its relation to all the parts of a
coherent unity.
The obvious explanation for the conjunction of seemingly disparate scenes is the
one offered by the National Gallery – that the two women in the foreground are a latter day
Martha and Mary stood in their kitchen with a portrait of a scene from their earlier years.
What explanatory value does this have? According to Marta Cacho Casal (2000), it
reminds us of the moral of the story – that the one chosen by Christ for enlightenment
retains the upper hand of wisdom, which is as relevant in the contemporary age as it ever
was. Moreover, this interpretation enables us to make sense of the picture‟s curious
composition: the conjunction of the contemporary kitchen scene with the image of the
painting on the wall expresses a lasting bitterness on Martha‟s behalf and a continuing
sense of superiority for Mary. As we shall see, Velázquez often goes to great lengths to
develop the characters in his paintings as one would do in a novel, so to think he is trying
to communicate Martha‟s bitterness and Mary‟s superiority is not unreasonable.
6.23 Optimally rich interpretation.

However, this interpretation is deficient because, when we

consider the complexity of Velázquez‟s other works, this interpretation makes Kitchen
Scene with Christ in the House of Martha and Mary rather too simple and it does not
adequately explain the narrative, such as why the older servant seems to be chastising the
younger one. In aiming for the optimally rich interpretation of an artwork, we are aiming
for the interpretation that is most historically plausible, as concerns the artist‟s intentions,
and the one that gives us the greatest aesthetic enjoyment of the work. The current
interpretation is not entirely historically plausible because it does not align with our usual
estimates of Velázquez‟s communicative intentions, and it is not as aesthetically
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interesting as it could be because it does not offer a full explanation of what we actually
perceive.
Velázquez intends, for sure, to say something about the contemporary relevance of
the story, but his intimate portraits of the King‟s courtiers and of Spanish peasants
suggests he also intends to convey something more about the lives and characters of the
individuals in the story. There is, in Velázquez‟s work, always a continuity between, say,
the Venus and the Woman Frying Eggs: he constantly constructs an interplay between the
past and the present or myth and reality in order to bring out similarities between them. It
is from this narrative device that Velázquez‟s work derives its richness in the exploration
of human nature139.
If we assume that the scene with Christ is a picture hanging on the wall in the
kitchen and that both of the two servants in the foreground are Martha then a complex
narrative begins to unfold. We have Martha preparing another meal in the sight of a picture
of a scene from earlier days, and behind her a vision of her older self chastising her for
being subjected to the will of Mary, which is a sign that she shall live to regret the incident
as her life unfolds in an endless tedium of service. Her fist clenched around the pestle, her
older self‟s finger pointing sharply and the precedent set for illusion of this kind in
Velázquez‟s works such as Las Meninas and Kitchen Maid with the Supper at Emmaus all
suggest this conclusion. In this interpretation, Velázquez is both highlighting the
contemporary relevance of the Biblical story and exploring the characters involved in it.
We reach this interpretation precisely by perception of the artefact and by reconstructing
an account of Velázquez‟s communicative intentions.
Moreover, first thing to catch the eye is the glimmering scales of the fish on the
table, which guides the eye up to the Biblical scene and along to the kitchen scene. This
139
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suggests Velázquez‟s concern to present the Biblical scene as the central intermediary
between the contemporary scene and the still life. Furthermore, the fish have a clear
significance in this picture: Jesus, the Fisher of Men, earned his living fishing on the Sea
of Galilee and fed the five thousand with fish. The fish are an important compositional
device because not only do they historically relate to the story of Jesus of Nazareth but
their striking appearance in this picture captures our attention in such a way that our eyes
are then automatically guided upwards to the figure of Jesus. Velázquez has a masterful
way of dictating to us how we are to look at his paintings, he guides our eyes from one
striking feature to the next in a predestined sequence so we discover the narrative; this has
the effect that we assume Velázquez to be telling a story and intends us to learn that story
in a particular order, so in this case we are intended to see fish, Jesus, and Martha and
Mary in that order, which is how we are to make sense of the narrative. This is the
optimally rich interpretation exactly because it is based on a historically plausible estimate
of Velázquez‟s intentions and delivers an aesthetically interesting conclusion.

6.3 Discerning Meaning

6.31 Sentence and utterance meaning.

Let us now call back the jury in the case of Heidegger versus

Schapiro. Ultimately, we want to know what Vincent van Gogh means, and not just what A
Pair of Shoes means, so we must keep in mind the principles of section 6.2 as we use the
method to interpret the painting and solve the debate. What the picture depicts on an
uncontroversial level is the sentence meaning of the depiction, for conventionally shoeshaped, shoe-looking marks on a canvas depicts shoes. The mere depiction of shoes only
has the sentence meaning „here is a pair of shoes‟ and at the level of sentence meaning, we
take the speaker to expect and be committed to the ordinary consequences of their actions.
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Sometimes speakers do not intend the conventional meanings of sentences, but
there are ways of explaining the maxim flouting that then occurs. For example, I may say
„bring me a spade‟ every time I mean „bring me a copy of the Qur’an‟ because I think of
reading the words of the Prophet Mohammed (pbuh) as an exercise of digging deep into
the soul for hidden treasures of wisdom and serenity. Conventional meanings remain
constant but can be flouted, in which cases we need to appeal to speakers‟ intentions to
explain deviations.
The point of detailing a sentence meaning for depictions is so that we can – in
every instance – agree on the level of what is said. This is not a theory of depiction, but the
founding principle for a theory of meaning, for to know whose shoes van Gogh has
depicted we must first be able to agree that he has depicted shoes. What is depicted is a
result of the way narrow nonaesthetic properties are arranged, which itself is a feature of
the substructural properties, just as what is said is a result of the way words are arranged
and of particular semantic and grammatical features of the words themselves. Interpreting
artist-meaning, then, is a matter of knowing both what is said and the intentions that
motivate it. What is said is that there are shoes and this depiction of shoes has the utterance
meaning, „there are old shoes‟. This also demonstrates the twofoldness mentioned earlier,
since utterance meaning depends on sentence meaning, but we could simply understand
the sentence without understanding its utterance meaning because we lack contextual
knowledge, but we cannot understand utterance meaning apart from sentence meaning.
Looking only at the qualities of the artefact, A Pair of Shoes tells us there is a pair
of shoes and, crucially, nothing else, for van Gogh depicts nothing else in the scene, not
even specifying a location. Looking at the picture, we can see the way van Gogh has
painted shoes as worn and tattered, scuffed and misshapen, which leads us to say they are
an old, well-used pair of shoes, and the laces look hardened, rigid with years of mud.
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Therefore we conclude they are the shoes of someone who has spent time trudging through
muddy fields. They are cast aside from all other objects, but are somehow put on display
with nothing else to detract from them, and one shoe has its ankles turned down to show
how flexible the leather has become. The shoes are painted in dark brown with a black
tinge because they are mud-sodden black shoes. One shoe is gaping open, as if crying out
to be worn again, whilst the other, with its upturned ankles, seems to be shying away,
lusting only after respite from overuse. And one shoe still has its laces tightly woven
through the holes, securing it against the harsh outer world, whilst the other has its laces
loose as if torn from the foot in a desperate bid for freedom from the shackles of these
working shoes.
This then leads us to a characterisation of utterance meaning because we are
interpreting the work in terms of its properties and how they relate to our background
assumptions. To say that „one shoe is gaping open, as if crying out to be worn again, whilst
the other, with its upturned ankles, seems to be shying away, lusting only after respite from
overuse‟ is to formulate utterance meaning. There is no „shying‟ or „crying‟ depicted and
to suggest that one of the shoes was taken off in a desperate hurry is a conjecture based on
the properties of the picture, which the pictures does not explicitly tell us. The „crying‟ and
„tiredness‟ we perceive here is partly a result of the aesthetic properties we perceive as
supervening on the nonaesthetic properties, but it is also partly a function of our
knowledge of van Gogh‟s own obsessions with mundane objects and with hardworking
peasants.
Heidegger and Schapiro agree with one another about both the sentence meaning
and the utterance meaning of the picture, but they disagree on speaker‟s meaning, for
whose shoes we think are depicted determines our ultimate interpretation of what van
Gogh is communicating to us. It is the notion of taste that ultimately determines whether
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we agree on utterance meaning, for it is the ability to discern certain nonaesthetic-aesthetic
relations, so Heidegger and Schapiro are bound to agree on that level. But they are also
bound to disagree on the level of speaker‟s meaning because what we interpret a speaker to
mean depends on our view of their communicative intentions, partly determined by our
gathering and deployment of reliable evidence.
6.32 Speaker’s meaning.

When I discussed this picture before I suggested a compromise

between Heidegger‟s and Schapiro‟s accounts, arguing that we should assume that van
Gogh wants us to make-believe that his own shoes are those of a hardworking peasant140.
The meaning of A Pair of Shoes, then, is that painters are analogous to peasants in the way
they are unavoidably devoted to their work no matter how much pain and trouble it causes
them. We say the sentence meaning of the picture is „here is an old pair of shoes‟, but the
speaker‟s meaning is „the labour of painting is just like the toil of working the fields‟.
On the one hand, we have an element of Heidegger‟s claim about peasant shoes
and, on the other hand, we have the spirit of Shapiro‟s claim about artist shoes. This
interpretation is consistent with van Gogh‟s actual intentions so far as we can discover
them from the work‟s history of production. In 1885, a year before the picture was painted,
van Gogh clearly stated his deep concern for making accurate representations of peasant
life. He says, of The Potato Eaters, „the point is that I‟ve tried to bring out the idea that
these people eating potatoes by the light of their lamp have dug the earth with the selfsame hands they are now putting into the dish‟ (1958:404). Schapiro‟s criticism of
Heidegger as being excessively concerned with the „primordial and earthy‟ does not stand
up to the historical fact that van Gogh intended to depict peasant life in such a way as to
illuminate the peasants‟ connection to the earth. Furthermore, van Gogh later says that „in
the long run one gets better results from painting [peasants] in all their coarseness than
140
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from introducing a conventional sweetness‟ (1958:404), which finally demolishes
Schapiro‟s claim that van Gogh intended to depict peasant shoes as clean and dignified.
Evidence for the claim that van Gogh modelled the peasant shoes on a pair of his
own shoes in order to draw an analogy between peasant work and artist work, however, is
similarly available. By 1886 van Gogh was living in Paris with his brother and it is known,
from his biography, that at that time he was particularly struggling with his failure to make
his work famous. This was a period of great reflection for van Gogh, in which he had
plenty of time to work without the usual difficulties of merely surviving because he had
not just Theo‟s help, but his physical presence. It is known, according to Walker (1980),
by art history scholars, than van Gogh was highly reluctant to paint without a model, so we
can think that even if he intended to paint peasant shoes he had to have a model to do so;
and therefore, it is not too much of a stretch that he did in fact use a pair of his own citydweller shoes to sit for his picture.
This interpretation of speaker‟s meaning, then, is derived from the properties of the
artefact and from our knowledge of its history of production. What van Gogh intends to
communicate with this utterance is a feature of his utterance and the intentions we can
reliably attribute to him. Speaker‟s meaning, on the Gricean model, is not cancellable
because it is part of the meaning of what is said. So the speaker‟s meaning here, „the
labour of painting is just like the toil of working in the fields‟, cannot be cancelled because
it is part of the meaning of the picture (what is said).
There is something decidedly sad about or in this picture of shoes, on whatever
interpretation we favour. They look morose, slightly brooding and dejected. This is just a
thought about how the picture looks to observers, but obviously requires a careful account
of pictorial expression to explain it. But I do not think we need explain it here, as this
sense of sadness is self-evident enough in perception for our purpose. On this view, we
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take van Gogh to be adopting the illocutionary stance of a lament. A lament for his lost
days, his lost life, working away at paintings that bear no tangible gains; and a lament for
the peasants‟ lost days and energies, toiling away in the fields for very minimal material
gains. In both cases, the labours bear fruits, but perhaps just not the kinds of fruits that
truly enrich the lives of the labourers for the costs they incur. Van Gogh, then, is lamenting
the loss of energies and vitalities that the wearers of these shoes – artists and peasants alike
– suffer in pursuit of their inescapable calling.
6.33 Optimally rich interpretation.

A second interpretation of A Pair of Shoes, however, is

historically plausible but more aesthetically interesting. Focusing tightly on the shoes
themselves we notice they portray disparate characters: one has a downturned ankle,
loosened laces and sits open, the other has an upturned ankle, tightened laces and flinches
backwards141. One shoe appears at rest and willing to be worn again, but the other is
defensive and shying away from further use. We might, then, conjecture that these two
shoes are being used to represent two conflicting sides of van Gogh‟s character, of his state
of mind at the time of painting.
On the one foot, refreshed by the country air, van Gogh has returned to Paris to
give a new lease of life to his painting, he is relaxed and eager, painting furiously day and
night to exorcise himself of images and ideas crowding his mind. But on the other foot, he
is exhausted and morose, holing himself up in his studio to hide with his first love, his
work, from the cruel world that shuns the fruits of his labour. In this interpretation, a
picture of a pair of shoes is more like a metaphorical self portrait, which van Gogh had set
a precedent for in the winter of 1885 whilst still in Antwerp by painting the sinister Skull
with Burning Cigarette, which many critics have also conjectured is a symbolic self-
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portrait. So the speaker‟s meaning of A Pair of Shoes now becomes „I am this pair of
shoes‟, which is curious and yet aesthetically very rich, for we learn more about the
historical artist Vincent van Gogh and feel closer to the human mind behind the work.
The sentence meaning „here is an old pair of shoes‟ has the speaker‟s meanings of
both „the labour of painting is just like the toil of working the fields‟ and „I, Vincent, am
this pair of shoes‟. Insofar as we have a quasi-conversational interest in interpreting
artworks, we are bound by the constraints on relevance, success and sincerity, which this
pluralist interpretation of A Pair of Shoes meets. Firstly, we are being relevant in talking
about peasants, artists and self-reflection because these are evident recurring themes in van
Gogh‟s work, just as we are being relevant when we discuss Ed Wood‟s films in terms of
dire incompetence. Van Gogh, as already discussed, seems guilty of not entirely following
the co-operative principle by not providing, in his utterance, relevant information as to the
owner of the shoes. The reason the ownership of the shoes is crucial to interpretation is
that van Gogh‟s still lifes fall into two categories: studies to improve his painting
technique, such as the abundant flower pictures of 1885/6, or intimate details of his private
life, such as the pictures of his chair and his bedroom. The art historical evidence strongly
suggests this shoe picture is not a study because it is part of a series he painted in Paris
having refined his murky, earthy style, just when he was experimenting with new brighter
colours in the flower pictures. Given this fact, we are strongly inclined to think the shoe
painting falls into the latter category and therefore that it is supposed to communicate
something about whomever the shoes belong to. We can, however, forgive artists for this
kind of relevance-flouting because it is what lends artworks their mystery, their
interpretive richness; for an artist to give all relevant information would be for them to
diminish their work to the status of flatpack furniture or recipe books which give all the
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relevant information, thus there would be no interesting distinction between interpreting
artworks and mundane instructions.
Secondly, the stricture on success is met by discovering what artists actually did
intend so we are giving ourselves the best possible chance of interpreting their meaning. In
this case, we have succeeded in our own goal of reaching the optimally rich interpretation,
but we have also, it would seem, succeeded in interpreting what van Gogh intends us to,
since the interpretation is most historically plausible. For van Gogh‟s part, he has
succeeded in communicating his meaning to us with this picture because this particular
utterance is conveniently situated amongst many other similar utterances, as if his
contribution to the conversation is not just this picture, but also his life‟s work. Thirdly, we
have no reason to doubt van Gogh‟s sincerity, whether we take him to be talking about
artist shoes, peasant shoes, a combination of both or just about himself. Indeed, a look at
his life and character tells us that he was not the kind to trick us or scheme his way through
the artworld.
This, however, requires that we accept both a conclusion about peasant shoes and a
conclusion about artist shoes, since both are supported by relevant perceptual and
historical facts. Intentionalism gains credence from its very nature as an historical
enterprise that deals in the discovery of facts, so the interpretation that A Pair of Shoes is a
symbolic self-portrait, which is advocated all along by Schapiro, hardly needs more
defence than the facts themselves provide. First, we have Gauguin‟s account of the shoes
on van Gogh‟s studio floor and a story told by van Gogh‟s friend Gauzi (1974) about how
he had actually bought a new pair of leather shoes and traipsed through the mud in them to
create a subject for a still life. Then we have the fact, documented by Bogomila WelshOvcharov (1976), that van Gogh consciously decided to move to Paris to paint urban rather
than country life. And finally there is the wealth of evidence of van Gogh‟s tendency to
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use the still life as a personal object, as Schapiro argues. Schapiro‟s case, however,
remains dented by his ill motivated claim about clean clogs and his criticism that
Heidegger views the picture in isolation from its context when Schapiro himself is guilty
of viewing Heidegger‟s comments about the picture in absolute isolation from a sense of
Heidegger‟s overall philosophical project.
In order to sustain the pluralist interpretation I have offered here, and ultimately to
demonstrate that the Heidegger/Schapiro argument is six of one and half a dozen of the
other, we need further evidence for the claim about peasant shoes. At present, we just have
the properties of the picture and knowledge of van Gogh‟s body of work and biography,
but the history of the artefact and its context of production has yet more to offer – more
than either Heidegger or Schapiro acknowledge.
Firstly, in his letters, van Gogh talks a lot about religious painting and how he is
not interested in doing it in any conventional sense because he prefers his work to deal
with concrete particulars. However, he expresses an anthropomorphism by which he
regards nature as embodying God, so there is a strain of religious symbolism throughout
his still lifes and landscapes. Walker (1980:19) convincingly reads this preoccupation into
the shoes: an ancient Israelite custom in the Old Testament is the exchange of shoes to seal
a deal on land exchange, so that none but the owner of the shoes shall walk on the land,
which is echoed in A Pair of Shoes by their appearance of having walked the land as the
rightful owners of the land on which they stood. There is here a clear relation to the
peasant-owner of the shoes as the rightful owners, as Heidegger would have it, of the earth
they tread. And secondly, van Gogh (1958:626) comments to Theo that he identifies his
work as an artist with that of a craftsman, particularly a shoemaker, who labours tirelessly
at refining and perfecting his craft. This also relates nicely to Heidegger‟s concern for
equipment, as if the artwork is the product of mental exertion and manual labour that is
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skilled and learned over time. We get a sense of peasant shoes from this association
precisely because van Gogh clearly regards the artist‟s work as a profession, much as
Leonardo does, which is the result of a calling to form matter as the peasant is relentlessly
engaged in. Heidegger, then, at least has symbolism on his side, which is so pervasive that
it cannot be ignored; indeed, I think accepting the conclusion about peasant shoes as well
as Schapiro‟s conclusion is necessary for the richness of our interpretation.
Now, however, we must admit a difference between the evidence we have for
peasant shoes and the evidence we have for artist shoes. The evidence for artist shoes is
saliently factual, historical documents and personal anecdotes, whereas the evidence for
peasant shoes is essentially inferential, symbolic references and readings of the depiction.
The theoretical framework I have developed requires that we now say the claim about
peasant shoes features at the level of implicature, rather than speaker‟s meaning. The
factual claim about artist shoes features in both parts of the interpretation – the comparison
of artists with peasants and the self-portrait; it is the speaker‟s meaning because it is part of
the meaning of what is said (what is painted) and cannot therefore be cancelled because it
is supported by the historical facts. The inferential claim about peasant shoes, however,
although perceptually and historically supported, is cancellable because it is not so much
part of the meaning of the syntactic features of the utterance as it is derived from or
implied by certain contextual factors surrounding the utterance. Therefore, the part of this
interpretation that involves peasant shoes is a nonconventional implicature in the Gricean
sense; so it is a real part of what the speaker means by their utterance, but a part that is not
wholly constituted by the utterance itself, deriving its provenance from a plausibly
reconstructed view of the speaker‟s communicative intentions.
The argument between Heidegger and Schapiro, then, is solved by admitting that
perceptual and historical facts reasonably admit of interpretations of both peasant shoes
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and artist shoes. This means Heidegger and Schapiro are both half right because the most
historically plausible and most aesthetically interesting interpretation of what van Gogh
intends to communicate is a combination of the two. When you see artist shoes as peasant
shoes, you learn about the labours and troubles of artists; and when you see peasant shoes
as artist shoes, you learn about the stubborn diligence of peasants. The combination of
Heidegger‟s peasant shoes and Schapiro‟s artist shoes, then, suggests the interpretation on
which van Gogh is making a metaphorical self-portrait because an essential element of the
artist‟s self-understanding is of himself as being at one with the peasant. Therefore, the
optimally rich interpretation of the picture requires knowledge of both the intentional
history about artist shoes and the formal qualities of peasant shoes to be conjoined.
Attention to artworks brings us to analyse them as complex symbolic utterances
that are designed to communicate meaning, and attention to agents brings us to analyse
artworks in terms of minded beings who perform actions with communicative intentions.
Both of these things are required in order to reach the optimally rich interpretation of an
artwork. So one would think that Heidegger and Schapiro need not have fought so much as
they should have reached a gentlemanly compromise.
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In this thesis I have tried to show that the tension between formalism and intentionalism
can be resolved by conjoining the two approaches in the interpretation of art. Formalism
serves our interest in seeking the most aesthetically interesting interpretation, and
intentionalism aims at the most historically plausible interpretation. But neither formalism
nor intentionalism alone can reach the optimally rich interpretation that their conjunction
achieves. The conjunction is developed by constructing parallel accounts of properties and
intentions, which characterises them both as constituted by multi-layered structures of
dependence.
I first explained why the two theories alone cannot reach the optimally rich
interpretation of artworks. Formalism treats the properties of artefacts as the sole bearers
of meaning, which yields rich and varied interpretations of work-meaning but with the
consequence that it tends to ignore or undercut the fact that the artwork was created by a
minded human agent. And intentionalism surveys the artefact‟s history of production in
order to interpret its meaning as issuing from an agent, but with the consequence that the
real perceptual properties of artefacts can be underestimated in favour of historical facts.
I have demonstrated how an interpretation of the meaning of an artwork requires
the conjunction of these two approaches. The conjunction is motivated by the thought that
our interest in art is a joint interest in having an aesthetic experience of an artefact and in
understanding the communicative actions of actual human agents. The need for the
conjunction was demonstrated by the dispute over van Gogh‟s A Pair of Shoes, where a
formalist approach served only the interpreter‟s interests and an intentionalist approach
overlooked the efficacy of properties in interpretation. The method of interpretation I have
defended is geared towards offering the tools to resolve these kinds of aesthetic disputes.

Conclusion

I offered an account of the properties that the formalist part of the conjunction
requires. I argued for a distinction between nonaesthetic and aesthetic properties in order
to underpin the claim that the relation between them is one of strong supervenience. The
supervenience

thesis

for

aesthetic

properties

implied

realism

about

aesthetic

characterisations because it explains them as being fixed at the level of physical facts,
which helps to avoid relativism in aesthetic judgements. This has the result that the formal
part of interpretation is always subject to a standard of correctness whereby our
characterisations of properties have the status of assertions.
The discussion of properties was linked to intentionalism by consideration of how
aesthetic properties are intentionally instantiated by agents. This led to a useful distinction
between art and non-art artefacts, which enabled us to clarify that whilst the meaning we
take artworks to have is a kind of non-natural meaning, it is also a species of speaker‟s
meaning. Consideration of the categories of art revealed how judgements of aesthetic
properties depend not only on perception of narrow nonaesthetic properties but also on
knowledge of intentions and other historical facts. In order to begin an account of agents, I
considered the intentional act of creating an artwork as a process of spontaneity and
planning in which an agent realises ideas in the form of an artefact through jointly mental
and physical processes that are simultaneously the results of conscious plans and moments
of inspired spontaneity. This gave rise to a conception of the kinds of process-facts that are
relevant to interpreting artefacts in intentional terms, most important among which are
semantic and pragmatic intentions.
The intentionalist part of the dichotomy was developed by considering the debate
between understanding agents through recourse to postulated author theory, hypothetical
intentionalism and actual intentionalism. Postulated author theory was rejected because it
fails to serve or reflect our primary interests in interpreting artworks as the communicative
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efforts of human agents. This then gave way to a moderate version of actual intentionalism
that conceives of art as subject to the same procedures of interpretation as linguistic
utterances, which was contrasted to the methods of hypothetical intentionalism. The
advantage of this move was that it brought out the relation between the meanings of
properties and the intentions of the agents who create them.
The linguistic model of interpretation was explicated by demonstrating how
Gricean conversational principles apply to the interpretation of artworks. I explored the
notions of relevance and implicature, and showed how artworks communicate through the
production of illocutionary acts. I drew and defended an analogy between our engagement
with art and conversation, which highlighted that the same concerns are at stake when we
interpret the intended meaning of an artist through their work as are prevalent in
conversation. The method of interpretation was finally demonstrated by a theoretical
discussion of how linguistic principles apply to the interpretation of painting.
The conjunction of formalism and intentionalism comes about because we regard
artworks as fundamentally communicative we need to analyse the properties of the
utterance, but insofar as we interpret what an agent means we need an account of how to
understand those agents and how we are to know their intentions. Therefore, we need a
formalist account of artworks and an intentionalist account of agents. The two are
conjoined by the fact that when we interpret an artwork as meaningful, we do so in terms
of its aesthetic properties, judgements of which depend upon the facts about broad
nonaesthetic properties and the narrow nonaesthetic properties of sensory qualities. The
parallel account of properties and intentions, then, consists in the fact that interpretation
depends upon dual attention to perceptual and historical elements of the work.
This approach to the interpretation of art goes some way towards resolving at least
some kinds of aesthetic disputes. Firstly, the realist formalism about properties I have
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defended ensures we can be wrong in our aesthetic characterisations, so at least some
disputes will be based on an identifiable perceptual or historical error. Secondly, the fact
that we interpret art ultimately in terms of artist-meaning entails that what the artist could
have historically meant to communicate guides us towards concluding that some
interpretations must be wrong, so aesthetic disputes about meaning are judged by their
historical plausibility. The notion of the optimally rich interpretation, then, captures our
pleasure in interpreting art by aiming for the most aesthetically interesting interpretation,
but also avoids relativism by being committed to reaching the most historically plausible
interpretation.
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