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Preface


How to use this book


This book is a starting point—no more and no less—for approaching theories of art-historical interpretation and the methods that put them into practice. It is neither encyclopedic nor exhaustive—if it were, it would lose its usefulness both as an introduction and, after that, as a reference tool, the kind of dog-eared handbook kept in a pile next to the computer.


This book provides signposts, a set of possible orientations toward the field of art history, by presenting some of the theoretical perspectives most widely used in the discipline today. It tries not to over-synthesize nor to over-simplify, but to place individual arguments, controversies, and divergent perspectives in relation to each other. Art-historical theory is a forum of intense, often passionate debate. The ideas it embraces are never resolved. They will always be under development and constantly changing. For that matter, art history itself, as an academic discipline, is constantly in the process of being developed and critiqued. It has changed enormously over the last half century, and it will change just as much over the next, as both art and its history grow and stretch.


Who will be looking for and using the signposts presented and explored here? Our imagined readers will be undergraduate students of art history who are seriously interested in the practice of art history, even if they are new to it and even if they do not intend to become professional art historians. These undergraduates are interested in the world of ideas. They engage in intellectual, political, and artistic pursuits outside their coursework. They are not content simply to memorize slides—in fact, they may even actively resist memorizing slides! Because of these interests of theirs, professors may assign them readings in critical theory. Or perhaps their curiosity about critical theories mentioned in class will inspire them on their own to want more knowledge and background information for pursuing these ideas further. Even if these descriptions do not yet resonate with you, this book seeks to welcome you into the forum where they can be pondered and explored.


This book is not a history of art history, nor is it an explanation of all theories of art and its meanings. Instead, it addresses the multiple intersections of art history and critical theory. Some of the latter has been generated through the practice of art history itself, and art history has borrowed some critical theory from other disciplines. Because this book is not a historiography, it sometimes gives little attention to key figures in the history of art who are still useful to students and scholars. For example, the Swiss scholar Heinrich Wölfflin (1864–1945) and the Austrian scholar Alois Riegl (1858–1905) may not be central figures in current theoretical debates within art history, but for students interested in the development of art history as a discipline, they are critically important. Many art historians are still reading their theoretically rich work and grappling with the issues they present. Some still assign the work of these pioneers to their students. For students interested in historiography, these recent books are a good place to begin:




Preziosi, Donald, ed. The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology. New York: Oxford University Press, 2009.


Wood, Christopher S. A History of Art History. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019.


Michaud, Éric. The Barbarian Invasions: A Genealogy of the History of Art. Translated by Nicholas Huckle. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2019.





Because of the range of approaches that will be covered here, this book has a simple, straightforward plan. A series of seven chapters constitutes its core. Each chapter presents a detailed discussion of different theoretical approaches to art history. Some chapters survey a group of related approaches: for example, Chapter 1: Style, iconography, and iconology surveys three basic, traditional methods that continue to figure in some way in most art-historical interpretation. Other chapters concentrate on a single theory, or a set of closely intertwined theoretical positions: Chapter 2: Semiotics, for example. This book does not seek to prescribe a canon of critical theory, a set list of the most important approaches and how they work. Instead, think of it as a family album—a collection of snapshots that document, over time, the developing positions in the field that you can keep in mind as you move forward to develop your own way of working.


Each chapter starts with a brief introduction explaining the range of theories it presents, then separate sections discuss aspects of each. The explanation of each particular approach starts with a broad overview. Then, especially if this body of theory did not emerge from within art history, there is a discussion of art historians who have taken it up. Throughout, works of art are used to demonstrate a method or develop a line of questioning according to a particular theoretical model. In this way, students can begin to understand how to generate research questions and how the ideas of particular scholars and theorists might be employed in their own art-historical analysis. A brief conclusion sums up each chapter and adds any final thoughts, after which there is a bibliography that cites the published sources discussed in the chapter and suggests additional literature that could be useful to explore particular methods and theories in more breadth and depth. (The citations in the bibliography conform with the format recommended in the 17th edition of the Chicago Manual of Style, since it is now the most prevalent format used by American art historians and the humanities in general.)


Two additional sections frame this core of seven chapters, one at the beginning of the book and a briefer one at the end. An introduction entitled Thinking about method and theory defines the concept and explains why understanding theory is important for the practice of art history. A final conclusion, at the end of the book, points to the ways in which theory can be used to set up art-historical investigations, as well as a meditation on assessing or testing its usefulness in forming satisfying interpretations of works of art.


There are many ways to use this book. How you use it will depend on your level of expertise, your time constraints, and, most importantly, your goals. We doubt many students will read the book straight through, from cover to cover. On the other hand (and, perhaps, being more realistic) many will read a particular chapter or section to get a basic orientation to a set of ideas that interests them—say, feminism or reception theory—and then use that knowledge to put together a reading list that will help them delve further into the field. Others may simply be looking for ideas to frame a research topic, and peruse the sample works of art and browse the research questions associated with them for inspiration.


Keep in mind, however, that after reading the summary accounts in this book, students who are interested in serious engagement with any of the theoretical perspectives presented here will need to read some of the primary texts associated with that theory. For example, after reading the discussion of Marxism in Chapter 3, they would need to engage with Marxism’s foundational texts, reading works by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Antonio Gramsci, Louis Althusser, and other important theorists. To get started, there are many field-specific anthologies of excerpts drawn from such texts but, ultimately, students passionate about working in this, or any, theoretical domain, will want to read the full-length works themselves. Only then should they turn to more current works by Marxist art historians. The works listed at the end of the chapter under Suggestions for further reading will help you know where to start. There is no substitute for getting out there and digging into the literature.


The act of reading itself becomes somewhat different when engaging with challenging theoretical texts, and you may find the reading techniques you have been using in your studies so far to be insufficient. To enhance active reading and critical thinking, Francis P. Robinson’s book, Effective Study (first published in 1946), recommends a process called SQ3R (Survey, Questions, Read, Recite, Review). He proposed that readers first survey, or skim, the text to get a broad idea of the nature of the argument, paying special attention to the introduction, conclusion, illustrations or diagrams, headings and subheadings. Then, readers develop a set of questions about it. Headings and subheadings will often provide clues: a subheading such as “Freud and ancient Egypt” might become “Why and how was Freud interested in ancient Egypt?” Next comes reading the piece, either taking notes or annotating the text itself (underlining or highlighting alone is a relatively passive and ineffective reading method; the act of writing, itself, helps you learn and remember). Jot down answers to your questions, add new questions as important points emerge, and be sure you understand new terms. In the recall, or “recite,” stage, summarize what you have read, check whether your initial questions have been answered, and pay special attention to ideas that are still not clear. It might be useful to draw a diagram, or chart an outline, of the argument. Then evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the argument and relate it to other works you have read. As an art historian, focus on how the reading expands your engagement with artistic practices and with the work of art itself. A day or two later, review what you learned (the third of the 3 Rs) to help consolidate it as part of your base of knowledge.


Readers who use our book The Fundamentals of Art History (2021), will find both similarities and differences here. We have tried to keep the text simple and accessible—although, given the complexity of the ideas discussed here, the language is necessarily more technical and specialized. We have tried our best to be even-handed in discussing various theories of art-historical practice, but our own viewpoints and experiences as art historians will undoubtedly emerge from time to time, like it or not.


Several decades ago, when Michael Cothren was teaching an undergraduate course on theory and method as a First Year Seminar at Swarthmore College, his students were fortunate enough to have American art historian Linda Seidel as a visiting instructor for one class meeting, while she was on campus as a Phi Beta Kappa visiting scholar. Seidel was asked to lead a discussion on her powerful article addressing Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini Double Portrait, which had recently been published in the journal Critical Inquiry (1989) and which the students had been asked to read before coming to class. (This article will be discussed in some detail during the discussion of iconography and iconology in Chapter 1.) One of the students in the seminar asked Seidel a question that would affect the way Michael Cothren taught Methods and Theories during the rest of his career as a college professor. The student wanted to know if Seidel assigned her own scholarship to the students in her classes. He went on to argue convincingly that those who teach courses on the methods of theories of a discipline have a responsibility to assign examples of their own work so that students in their classes can develop an understanding of their professors’ theoretical positions and potential biases, enabling them to evaluate better the nature and value of what they were being taught. With this in mind, and to offer those of you who use this book the option of becoming familiar with the kinds of art history we practice in our own scholarly work, we have chosen two publications from each of us as representative examples:




Cothren, Michael W. “Why Did Louis de Roncherolles Commission a Stained-Glass


Window for the Cathedral of Beauvais in 1522?” Art Bulletin 83 (March 2001): 7–31.


______. “Some Personal Reflections on American Modern and Postmodern Historiographies of Gothic Stained Glass.” In From Minor to Major: The Minor Arts and Their Status in Medieval Art History (The Index of Christian Art: Occasional Papers), edited by Colum Hourihane, 253–70. University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2012.


D’Alleva, Anne. Arts of the Pacific Islands. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1998.


______. “On 1890s Tahiti.” In Gauguin Polynesia, edited by Suzanne Greub, exhibition catalogue, 174–87. Munich: Hirmer, 2011.





After reading our book, you will not be an expert on psychoanalysis, or formalism, or semiotics, or any of the other theoretical positions surveyed here. You will have to read more widely and practice more broadly to gain that kind of status. But we hope this book will help you to make a start. Getting there is a lot of hard work, but it could become the adventure of a lifetime.



A note concerning references for works cited within the texts:


As already mentioned, the first part of the bibliography, at the end of the introduction and each chapter, gives full references for the authors and works cited within that section of the book. Occasionally, those works will be mentioned in the course of the main text or in a box treating a special topic. In other instances, they will be specifically cited by the name of the author within parenthetical references. Page numbers for direct quotations will also be found in parenthetical references after the quoted text. This system replaces the section of “Notes” that appeared in previous editions. We hope that the full bibliographies which replace the citations in those notes will make it easier for students to find the materials they are looking for, especially when using this book as a resource handbook, if they continue their study of art history. After the list of sources cited within the chapter are bibliographies of works students can consult if they decide to do further reading, to delve more deeply and broadly into a particular method or theory.










Introduction


Thinking about method and theory


Before beginning to explore different strands of critical theory—such as Marxism, feminism, or psychoanalysis—we should define what theory is and answer a crucial question: why is theory important?



What makes theory “theory”?




Undergraduate students often ask this question. Why are Marx’s writings considered theory? When people talk about literary theory, or critical theory, is that what art historians are using? Why is one art historian’s work considered theory and another’s not?


Like “art” or “culture,” “theory” is one of those words that is used frequently, but which is, actually, hard to pin down. Theory can be defined in fairly narrow terms or characterized more broadly. Both perspectives are useful.


Here is a relatively narrow definition in Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary. Under the term “theory,” it includes the following definitions:







3: the general or abstract principles of a body of fact, a science, or an art <music theory>


4a: a belief, policy, or procedure proposed or followed as the basis of action <her method is based on the theory that all children want to learn> b: an ideal or hypothetical set of facts, principles, or circumstances—often used in the phrase in theory <in theory, we have always advocated freedom for all>


5: a plausible or scientifically acceptable general principle or body of principles offered to explain phenomena <wave theory of light>


6a: a hypothesis assumed for the sake of argument or investigation b: an unproved assumption: conjecture c: a body of theorems presenting a concise systematic view of a subject <theory of equations>





 


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


The range of theories most commonly employed today in the social sciences and humanities is often called “critical theory.” The term originated in the mid twentieth century with the Frankfurt School, a group of Marxist scholars based at the University of Frankfurt who critiqued capitalism and consumer culture (see Chapter 3). The term is used more broadly now to indicate contemporary theories useful in the investigation of history, culture, and society across a range of disciplines. These include, for example, feminism, psychoanalysis, semiotics, and structuralism. However, we believe it is important to avoid creating a canon of critical theory, as if there are certain works to be considered theory and others to be excluded. Engaging with theory is not about trendiness or copying what other people are doing; it is about your own particular intellectual, political, and creative commitments and endeavors, and about searching out and developing the tools you need to expand your thinking and do this work.


In a broader way, “theory” is anything that helps us think better about a subject, enlarges our perspective, and helps us formulate new questions. The source may not be a text widely used and labeled as “critical theory.” It is hard to predict what is going to free your ideas and give you new perspectives on your work—a song, a poem, a novel, a dance performance. For such prompts to truly work as theory, you must develop from them a sustained line of questioning or a coherent perspective on your own subject. Theory does not just gives you an idea. It offers real insight and guidance in forming an argument or interpretation.


For example, Anne D’Alleva has used a rather unconventional approach to theory in interpreting a particular cultural practice in early nineteenth-century Tahiti, where judicial courts were established under the influence of English missionaries. These courts made tattooing a crime, but, paradoxically, also used tattooing as a punishment for the crime of getting tattoos, as well as for other transgressions (Figure 0.1). D’Alleva was particularly interested in the class and gender dimensions of this set of practices: the elite did not typically receive these punishments, and, among commoners, only women were marked on their faces for crimes (including adultery). The “theory” that helped her think most profitably about this cultural situation was not—as someone steeped in critical theory might expect—the work of the French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault (1926–84) (see Chapter 7). In his famous book about prisons and corporal punishment, Discipline and Punish (1975), Foucault explored the ways in which European societies punished criminals and changed behavior using the body. As useful as Foucault was to her in tracing the social construction of power and the development of institutions, D’Alleva also found herself turning to fiction, to Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel The Scarlet Letter (1850) and Franz Kafka’s short story “In the Penal Colony” (1919). In relation to these tattooing practices, she wanted to investigate individual experience and agency—that is, the ability and opportunity to act in society—which Foucault doesn’t really consider in Discipline and Punish. In fiction, she found a framework to help her discuss the individual and experiential aspects of this tattoo practice; it was important for her to consider what it may have been like for a woman or a religious resister to wear a tattoo as punishment, especially over time, or for someone to inflict a tattoo as punishment. These are not abstract moral or poetic questions, but central issues in examining the reception of these tattoos and the kinds of social conditions and power structures that made punitive tattooing possible.




[image: Illustration]


0.1 Henry Byam Martin, Tahitian woman, 1847. Watercolor. Peabody Essex Museum, Salem, MA.


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






Theory is a discourse




Is theory pure, universal, and impartial? The short answer is “No,” but a longer answer may be more useful here. We can begin by defining the term “discourse.” As you read theoretical works, you will frequently come across this word in phrases such as “art-historical discourse” or “Marxist discourse.” In these contexts, the word discourse has a very specialized meaning. In common usage, discourse might be defined in general terms as “conversation,” “speech,” or “communication.” But within writings on theory, the word does not mean idle or casual chitchat. It represents deeply meaningful communication that expresses and shapes cultural ideas and practices. It includes moving or still images, gestures, or sounds, as well as writing or speech.








What’s the difference between theory and methodology?


The line between theory and methodology is often fuzzy, and the two terms are frequently spoken of together—“theory and methodology”—so that they seem to come as a unit. It may help to think of theory as the process of formulating research questions, and method as the means of seeking answers to those questions. Theory is what helps us frame our investigations and set an agenda for work on particular topics. Methodology, strictly speaking, is the set of procedures or ways of working (methods) that characterize an academic discipline. For art history, standard methodologies include formal analysis of works of art; laboratory analysis of the physical properties of works of art (to determine age, identify materials, or reconstruct the artist’s working process); and research into related historical documents such as contracts, letters, or journals. In some fields, interviews with artists, patrons, and others involved in artistic production are possible. Each of these methodologies has its specific procedures and theories of practice.





Discourse is not innocent or neutral. It shapes, expresses, reflects, or even conceals human experience and human realities in a variety of ways. Throughout his writings, Foucault emphasized that discourse is interwoven with power relations and social practices. This dynamic is visible both on a large scale—when certain groups do not have access to governmental power and cannot, therefore, make policy or law— and on a small scale, in the interactions of families or classrooms. The work of the African-American cultural critic bell hooks (lower case intentional) reminds us that a revolutionary gesture is made when dis-empowered peoples simply speak for themselves and represent their own viewpoints and experiences.


Theory is a discourse, or a web of many intersecting discourses. As such, it cannot be neutral, universal, or impartial. Different theories and writers present specific points of view on the world. Any given theory emerges in a particular place and time, in response to particular events or tensions. It subsequently circulates and is used and developed by scholars with particular motivations, working in particular places and times, with particular audiences.


Poet and activist Audre Lorde (1934–92) said, “The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.” New ideas and new theoretical constructs are necessary if we are going to achieve social justice. She argued that the ideas that emerge within racist, sexist, and homophobic contexts are not going to be able to change those contexts. Similarly, bell hooks challenges the racism underlying much contemporary critical theory, writing that “racism is perpetuated when blackness is associated solely with concrete gut-level experience conceived either as opposing or having no connection to abstract thinking and the production of critical theory. The idea that there is no meaningful connection between black experience and critical thinking about aesthetics or culture must be continually interrogated.” (1990, p.23) Theory does not stand outside culture, even when it critiques culture.






Positivism, or the theory of anti-theoretical positions




What does it mean when Dragnet Detective Joe Friday, the quintessential TV cop, asks for “just” the facts when talking to crime victims and witnesses? His statement implies that the facts are essential to solving the crime, but that their interpretation—the important stuff—should be left to the professionals. Facts, in and of themselves, do not say much; poor interpretation says less when claiming to say more.


“Positivism” is a term often used to describe scholarship that refuses to engage in interpretation, as if the facts can be selected and presented without an overarching explanation—and as if interpretation is some kind of deeply suspicious, subjective activity. Positivism developed in the nineteenth century as a philosophical argument against metaphysics and theology. Positivists believed the sciences, which deal in “facts,” were the only source of true knowledge. The French philosopher Auguste Comte (1798–1857) believed that human behavior follows laws, just as gravity and motion do. By discovering those laws through scientific observation, it would be possible to eliminate immoral and evil behavior without recourse to religion. Given the critiques of science and ideology that have appeared over the past half century, it is hard to take the position now that science is value-free or presents uninterpreted factual truth. Historian of science Stephen J. Gould (1941–2002), for example, has discussed the ways in which racism has distorted scientific practice.


In art history, positivism translates into highly descriptive accounts of artworks, including their formal qualities, the historical facts of their creation, an identification of their symbols and motifs, their place in the biography of their artist, and so on. Often, such detailed description is presented either as an argument against theoretically driven interpretation or as the necessary background work “prior” to engaging in interpretation. Positivist art history—without identifying itself as such—often claims to be more real, or more factually grounded, than theoretically informed art history. In making this claim, positivism sets up an unfortunate opposition between theory and fact, as if the two cannot co-exist. Facts about an artwork often form part of a theoretically informed interpretation, but they are not the end points of a theoretically informed interpretation.


Over the past fifty years or so, art historians have passionately debated the role that theory should play in the interpretation of works of art. These debates were sparked, in part, by the widespread engagement with structuralist and post-structuralist thought of literature scholars and art historians, particularly the work of French scholars as it was translated into English in the 1960s and 1970s. Some scholars have argued against the “importation” of theory into art history, as if the practice of art history has no theory and does not need it. Sometimes, critics have embraced formalism and often rather narrow iconographic approaches (see Chapter 2) as “native” to art history, and have resisted what they see as the temptation to examine issues such as politics or reception raised by Marxist, psychoanalytic, or semiotic lines of questioning. In fact, many of the kinds of questions raised by theoretically informed art history—about context, reception, art history’s institutions, power and ideology, methods of production—also have roots in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century art-historical practice, even if, for a variety of reasons, they fell out of favor for a time. That art historians now range widely when crafting theoretical frameworks for their studies—engaging with political theory, anthropology, psychoanalysis, cultural studies, etc.—reflects both the interdisciplinary nature of recent academic practice and the kinds of questions art historians have been asking for a long time.


The use of theory is not an argument against detailed visual and contextual analysis. Both are essential to good art history. The problem is not with the “facts” themselves, but the way in which they are sometimes presented, and how they are used. The idea that a presentation of facts is not shaped by an intellectual position is an illusion, although that intellectual position may be less apparent if the author is not open about it. As Terry Eagleton has shrewdly pointed out, “Hostility to theory usually means an opposition to other people’s theories and an oblivion of one’s own.” (pp.vii-viii)











Jargon


One of the common critiques of “theory” is that is laced too heavily with vague “jargon.” When is language appropriately precise and technical, and when is it filled with jargon— pretentious, longwinded, and obscure? It is sometimes. Before being too quick to damn a piece of writing as pure jargon, make sure your confusion is not the result of your own lack of familiarity or discomfort with the material that’s making you experience “the jargon effect.” Often, when a discipline or theoretical approach is new to you, even basic words (such as, in the case of semiotics, “sign,” “interpretant,” or “semiosis”) will seem strange and unwieldy. As you keep reading, these words will become more familiar and will no longer be stumbling blocks. At the same time, some theoretical writing is convoluted. Not all great thinkers are elegant writers. If this is the case, it sometimes helps to find a summary of the arguments elsewhere (e.g., the introduction to an anthology, or a book review), which you can then use to guide your reading. As a reader you may find it helpful to keep a list of unfamiliar words and their definitions close by as you plunge into the dense reading, editing, and annotating it as you go.






Thinking through theory




Using a theoretical approach to the practice of art history means channeling visual and contextual analysis into a more focused inquiry around a particular set of issues. Instead of starting from the general question “What is this painting expressing through this imagery?” you might ask “What does this painting tell us about gender relations in eighteenth-century France?” Engaging with a theoretical approach means pursuing a particular line of questioning in depth. It means that both interpreters and their readers will need to educate themselves about this line of questioning, and commit to engaging in a deep formal and contextual analysis of the work within this framework. Working with critical theory in this way will underline the central position of art history as a process of interpretation, not description.


You may have noticed that a number of the dictionary definitions of theory quoted at the beginning of this chapter focus on scientific theory. When we study art history, are we trying to “prove” a theory, in the same way that controlled laboratory experiments try to prove scientific theory? The answer here rests on making a distinction between two different levels of scientific practice. As a student, your lab experiments aim to “prove” various theorems that are, in fact, already well tested. The point of these exercises is not, in the end, to prove the theorem, but to teach you how to engage in the scientific process and its laboratory procedures. Theory in art history works more like true experimental science. Scientists have working hypotheses, or theorems, and then engage in experiments to see if those hypotheses are true. Often, that process of experimentation leads to a revision of the hypotheses and further experimentation. In art history, theory helps us frame better questions about the artworks or cultural practices under investigation, and the process of exploring the answers to those questions helps develop a more productive theoretical framework, one that generates further questions and further analysis.


There is an even more important difference, however, between the sciences and art history. For example, scientists may, in the end, find a drug that is an effective cancer treatment. At that point, their work will be done, or at least a phase of that work reaches closure. The interpretation of art and its history as an aspect of culture is different: because art expresses such a wide range of human ideas and experiences, there is no one interpretive result for art historians to seek. Each person, each generation, each cultural viewpoint reinterprets artworks within or over time, finding in them new significances. Certainly, some arguments are more persuasive than others. Some arguments do a better job of accounting for a wider range of evidence. But when interpreting the past, or interpreting cultural practice, there may not be a right or wrong, but a more or less useful insight.


In wrestling with the relationships between “facts” and “theory,” the ideas of French philosopher Gilles Deleuze (1925–95) about radical empiricism may be helpful. Empiricism, generally speaking, holds that knowledge derives from the senses alone, and stresses the importance of observation and experience in interpretation rather than theoretical constructs. Deleuze emphasized that his radical empiricism has two key principles: “the abstract does not explain, but must itself be explained; and the aim is not to rediscover the eternal or the universal, but to find the conditions under which something new is produced (creativeness).” (p.vii) Empiricism allows us to analyze the state of things so that “nonpre-existent concepts” can be derived from them, an approach that Deleuze brought to bear in his own studies of literature, art, and film. Deleuzian empiricism is not narrow or limited. It is about expansion, production, creativity, and difference, and it is fundamentally linked to “a logic of multiplicities.” The practice of theoretically informed art history perhaps reflects, or shapes, such a logic of multiplicities.


So how might you actually engage with theory in your own practice of art history? The best general advice for art-history students who are exploring critical theory for the first time is to read widely in art history, philosophy, history, literature, political science, anthropology, sociology, and any other academic fields that capture your interest. Take a range of courses. Ask your professors for advice. In many ways, your own interests and experiences will guide your initial theoretical investigations. For example, you may find yourself focusing on issues of gender or class or race that will lead you to engage deeply with feminist, Marxist, or post-colonial theory. Working from those interests, you will choose to examine works of art, artists, and arts institutions that enable you to explore such issues. Or you may be interested in a particular artist, period, art form, or culture, and develop theoretical interpretive strategies that will help you understand why they interest you, or enrich your own understanding of them. You may be interested in portraiture, for example, and that may lead you to psychoanalytic and reception theory. As you become familiar with different theoretical perspectives, you will also be able to understand which ones among them will help you in answering certain kinds of questions and analyzing particular works of art, artistic practices, or institutions. Ultimately, this kind of inquiry leads to, or derives from, a rather open and broad set of questions around the relationship between art, ideas, and society. Are artworks or practices necessarily vehicles for ideas in society? Can art and ideas exist in separate realms? Can they exist outside society? What do ideas—in this case, critical theory—tell us about the arts? What do the arts tell us about critical theory?


Theoretical analysis is not a one-way street. Theory is not something simply to be applied to works of art. Rather theory, visual arts, culture, and politics are all caught up in a web of relationships. Sometimes it is art that helps us think through theory, rather than the other way around. For example, a performance by artist Shigeyuki Kihara (Figure 0.2), who identifies herself as a fa’a fafine (in her Samoan heritage, a man who dresses and lives like, and considers himself, a woman) inspired Anne D’Alleva to reconsider how she thought about multiple cultural practices, gender identities, and the idea of hybridity—a widely used concept in post-colonial discourse (see Chapter 5). In the performance, a collaborator broke open the casing of a sex video and then slowly walked around Kihara, wrapping her in the shiny videotape. Kihara stood quite still and upright, saying nothing, and only occasionally moving her arms to change her pose as the tape accumulated around her body. When the tape was at an end, she began to unwrap herself with slow, ritualized movements, finally kicking the tape to one side and walking away.
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0.2 Shigeyuki Kihara and Filipe Tohi, Lala Siva, 2003. Performance. Auckland, New Zealand.







A number of Auckland’s Pacific Islander artists and writers, including the novelist Albert Wendt, have argued against the term “hybridity” to describe their work and their realities. If the work seems hybrid or contradictory—part this and part that—it is only because the viewer looking at it stands outside the artist’s reality—most frequently in the position of the colonizer. So, on one level, the gesture of wrapping in Kihara’s performance referenced the use of binding to render people and objects tapu (sacred) in Samoan culture. This act claimed Kihara’s person as something sacred or set apart, in distinct opposition to the kind of violence directed at transgendered people in Western cultures. At the same time, being wrapped in a sex videotape also referenced the ways that transgendered people are defined—and dehumanized—by the kind of stereotypes found in pornography and other mainstream cultural representations. Through the gesture of unwrapping, Kihara reclaimed the right to determine her own representation while simultaneously returning her body to a noa, or non-sacred state. The staging of the performance (at an “adult store,” in a sexy outfit) referenced the urban Pacific drag-queen scene, and there was something, too, of the geisha in Kihara’s self-conscious and highly stylized performance of gender. Kihara is also Japanese, and sometimes goes by the name of Dusky Geisha. Standing there on Karangahape Street watching the performance, D’Alleva did not feel that Kihara was only “part” any of these things. Each was a whole aspect of her whole self as presented in the performance.






Conclusion




This introduction has explored definitions of theory and made a case for its importance in contemporary art history. The definition of theory proposed here is utilitarian, a working definition that can help art-history students engage with these ideas. When writing and revising this book, the authors looked at a number of theory handbooks and websites to see how they defined theory. Interestingly, a number of these sources plunged right into the discussion of theory without seeking to define it first, as if assuming students reading the book already had this knowledge. Because that did not seem a fair assumption, this introduction offers a basic discussion of the nature of theory as a common starting point for all readers. Where they will end up, of course, is a question that remains intentionally open.
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Chapter 1


Style, iconography, and iconology


This first chapter surveys some of the most basic and widely used methods of art-historical interpretation: stylistic analysis, iconographic identification, and iconological interpretation. Since they are usually introduced in beginning-level classes on art history, we sometimes think of these methods and strategies as “natural” or “obvious,” standing somehow outside the theoretical frameworks that support more “serious” art-historical study. But theories as well as methods are at play here. In this chapter, we will not only outline and demonstrate the methods but comment on their assumptions and theoretical underpinnings. It would be irresponsible to continue to use these investigative tools without understanding their own origins and meanings.



Style




Style is a favorite word in art history. There are styles of individual works, the developing personal styles of individual artists, styles associated with particular times and places, moods and subjects, schools and movements, training and influence. Style is not an easy word to define, but in a now-classic article of 1953—published in an anthology on anthropology—influential art historian Meyer Schapiro (1904–96) may have given the art-historical usage of the word its clearest definition: “By style is meant the constant form—and sometimes the constant elements, qualities, and expression—in the art of an individual or a group.” He goes on, “To the historian of art, style is an essential object of investigation. He [sic] studies its inner correspondences, its life-history, and the problems of its formation and change… style is, above all, a system of forms with a quality and a meaningful expression through which the personality of the artist and the broad outlook of a group are visible.” (p.287)





Practicing stylistic analysis




For many art historians, analyzing the formal qualities and visual structure of a work of art is an indispensable first step in coming to an understanding of its character and significance, whatever the theoretical perspective taken by the interpreter. This practice is based on the belief, on the one hand, that the unique expressive character of a work of art can be determined and characterized by formal analysis, and, on the other hand, that fundamental relationships between one work and other works are revealed by recognizing their shared formal features or style. Stylistic analysis is performed first by assessing the expressive character and importance of the work’s individual formal features— such as line, color, light, form, and space—and then by turning to its composition, the overall arrangement and organizational structure of the representation as a whole.


For example, a late nineteenth-century landscape painting by Claude Monet in the National Gallery in Washington (Figure 1.1) is easily characterized on first glance by a set of salient formal signposts. A series of stacked horizontal bands of color run across the canvas, defined by loose brush strokes and distinguished by uniformities of hue (mostly blues and greens). The bands alternate regularly—light, dark, light, dark, light, from bottom to top. The more detailed forms created by the quick touches of pigment across the lowest and tallest band suggest that it is in the foreground, whereas the smaller size of the dark trees further up on the surface, as well as the more diffuse appearance of the clouds forming the uppermost strip, push the top of the painting into the background. Since it reflects the trees in the distance, the body of water at the middle of the canvas represents the middle ground of the spatial organization. Implied overlapping of the bands is consistent with these observations and gives a sense of receding space within the softy illuminated world of the painting as a whole. On the other hand, the repetition of shapes, the homogeneity of color, and the mirrored forms traversing the lake underline a sense of surface pattern that, more than anything, pulls the motifs of the painting together into an organized whole.




[image: Illustration]


1.1 Claude Monet, Banks of the Seine, Vétheuil, 1880. Oil on canvas. 287/8 x 399/16 in (73.4 x 100.5cm). National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. (Chester Dale Collection, 1963.10.177).


In 1879, Monet and his family moved from Argenteuil to the village of Vétheuil, on the banks of the River Seine, about 35 miles northwest of Paris, and, soon after they arrived, his wife Camille died from uterine cancer at the age of 32, leaving him as the single parent of two young sons. In the following few years, he began to paint the surrounding landscapes, producing some of the greatest works of his long career as an artist, while his friends helped him care for his children.





Like Monet’s painting, a smaller and much older picture (Figure 1.2)—painted by Fecundus to be encountered intimately, within a book, rather than hung in open access on a wall—is also organized, in part, by the distribution of color. Bands of strongly divergent hues create stacked fields of color, separated from each other by sharp lines and working together to create a background screen running behind the equally sharply delineated forms silhouetted against them. In this case, however, other formal factors are more significant in creating visual structure. The bands do not present or create the subject; they extend behind the subject, which floats as a composition of evenly distributed flattened forms in front of them, each outlined and alternating in color. Those forms, rather than the horizontal spread of color, grab the viewers’ attention. Fecundus has arranged them within the painting in a strictly symmetrical system, with human and fanciful creatures pushed to the sides and a large triangular mound, with a lamb sitting on the top, dominating the central space on the vertical axis. In fact, this painting contains two separate pictures: the lower two-thirds is a squarish, rectilinear composition of shapes that fill most of the available space and conform to the straight sides and bottom of the frame. Above this composition is another arrangement of figures conceived in relation to a curving internal frame that separates this world from the one below. Though there are correspondences of forms and colors across the barrier between these worlds, the artist has worked to separate them, not only by the internal frame but by the differing compositions that fill these two areas.




[image: Illustration]


1.2 Fecundus, “Adoration of the Lamb,” painted in 1047 for Ferdinand I of Castile and León and Queen Sasha, fol. 205r in an illustrated manuscript of the Beatus Commentary on the Apocalypse (known as the León Apocalypse). 14¼ x 10½in (36.1 x 26.7cm). Now in Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional, MS BVit. 14.2.





Neither of these rudimentary and incomplete formal analyses of two very different paintings brings us to a full understanding of them. The observations offered here are meant as beginnings. Much more formal analysis is required before justice can be done to the complex visual structures of these two examples, but the primary language of these paintings is visual and spatial rather than verbal and linear. Most of us will want to employ other methods to probe the rich contexts beyond the formal structures of these paintings—a rich set of social and scientific factors that will associate Impressionism with Monet’s picture and the Mozarabic world in which Fecundus lived and worked (Schapiro, 1939). But before addressing those questions by exploring secondary literature, we may first need to get to know these pictures on their own visual terms. They are the primary sources.
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