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' That Obscure Object of Desire:
, The Art of Art History*

Donald Prezios!

A work of art can be defined as a man-made object of
aesthetic significance, with a vitality and reality of its
own. Regardless of the medium of expression, a work
of art I3 a unique, complex, Irreducible, In some ways
even mysterlous, individual whole.

W. E. KleInbauer, Modern Perspectives In
Western Art History

1. Lust for Life

While to be sure there is a certain tronic fictionality In the consti-
tution of disciplinary “‘objects" In the human sciences, the fictionality
: of the object-domain of art history is almost unique of Its kind as an
{ iltlusory, panoptic projection—hypostatized precisely because of the
‘ rhetorical and metaphorical power of its discursive protocols and
I ideological double-binds. In this theatre of iilusion and memory, the
i “art” of art history has been rather like a holograph—a multiple pro-
jection by an apparatus of self-defining and mutually-supportive

i *This essay is a condensed version of the second chapter of the writer's forth-
! coming volume, Rereading Art History: Meditations on a Coy Sclence.
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practices and desires, achieving solidity and “‘configuration” as the
Imago agens of those practices.

The Hollywood fiim blography of the nineteenth-century painter
Vinoent van Gogh, Lust for Life (1988), Included a number of scenos
where the aye of the camera was colncident with the eyes of the artist.
hero looking at various landscapes, persons, and Interlors. In each case,
after a momentary pause—during which there was a quick flash to the
intensely concentrated visage of the tortured artist—the scene
dlasolved Into one or another famous van Gogh palinting.

The use of cinematic dissolve In these Instances Is no mere
decorative flourish: it Is intended precisely to exemplify and perform
the derivation and provenance of the completed aesthetic image before
our very eyes. In so doing, the cinematic device exemplifies two
things: the predominant conception of “art” In the West since the
Renalssance—namely, as a morphological transformation or translation
of orlginary sensory perception, and the predominant notion (up to o
own time) of art historical and critical practice—namely, the detection
of an originary view of an artist which comes to be transformed In a
metamorphized vision by the artist. At the same time, the device per-
forms for a lay audience what must be done to measure and appreciate
that vision.

This Is truly extraordinary. In the twinkling of an eye Lust for
Life sets out for its viewers the dominant thrust of speculation on the
nature and processes of aesthetic creativity In the visual arts over the
past four centurles, since its paradigmatic foundatlons In the work of
Vasarl.! And in addition, the demonstration is mythomorphic, appro-
ximating the “form" of that which it speaks,? twice over—In the for-
ward motion of the mode of aesthetic or artifactual production, and
in the (sometimes Implied, sometimes shown) “backward” motion of
the mode of art historical reconstruction.

Nevertheless, the former process is given a miraculous aura,é
if the artist's brush were a wand transforming an optical array into a
new reality. The spectator never sees the processes of productio
actual painting of the scene) directly, even though we are shown Vincen
applying paint to canvas from time to time. We are shown a species
of creativity rather than a form of labor or production. Nor do we
see on the screen the art historian-critic at work, oniy the results of
that labor of detection and exegesis; the historian too Is indicated as
a re-creator of originary vision.

The artist-hero (the ostensible protagonist; the actual “hero” of
Lust for Lite Is the discipline of art history) Is also to be construed here
as a grid or fliter, an aesthetic mediator refracting the prose of the world’
to poetry, distiller of the Essential from the world in which we live.

In this refractive regime, the artwork Is a record or tracé o

artist’s Individuality and originality. Indeed, the film Indicates for us
that the measurable distance (difference) between palnted Image and.—
encatalyzing view Is Isomorphic with the artlst’s original degree of dif-
ference from the mundane: this distance Is an iconlc sign of artistic
genlus. As the distance changes, so also, and to an equivalent de

of sorts, does that genlus change and grow. Vincent's fife Is a narrative
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f growth from _the_photographie-te-the.abstract, a quest I
} ':Tuéns?ér?ﬂ‘c’? ighen Reality Increasingly_ditferent from the ordinary—

But here, precisely, Is the rub: as a fabula metr : a
distance may alsg he a sign of increasing removal from sanity: It Jd
also a Journey Into madness. 1he flim ostensifies the agony ltlln
madness of the artist-hero as a measured dlstance“lrom an obrl‘etq' ve
(camera-eye) real world.? The resultant artwork ("'Starry Nig 'thg:
whatever) stands as eloquent testimony to that madnesls, e
marginality. As time passes, the Increasing madness of Vincent Is mz:"e
to be seen as congruent and commensurate with an increased r:leda y
of his paintings. To be sure, there are occaslonal iapses into eucildean
lucidity, but the essential vector remains constant.

Let us examine this more closely.

The "story" of Vincent van Gogh Is an occaslon for Lust for Life
to peﬁﬁﬁir_np_oga_r\l jgsoloaical work for art histofy amd cniticism. Apant
o g TS o G wess samy s madnoss for W
‘ K rolis boundary betwe&n santty: ss-fon
%ﬂapﬂmammmcemed with esfabllshing and gx_@.f!!g{'_-_
istorical practlcg“ag_aA‘b.e,n!gn,th9r$ggu!l€ operating within
aé[;?;?gﬁhm%"_‘g, and neutral frame. The-ar Rlstorfan or critic™
=l ih"e'lmp{l_e,a_pmcm oner (operator) of a revelatory machinery, WorkITy —~
" at a recuperative task of reconstitutliig Tor us ali an originary Tullness
.,4'BTFﬁé‘Eﬁlﬁ@"ifﬂftéle\r.e_nge...g-.sm@m!s?!ggl:Qﬂly-.aﬂmmat_a!?E;preW
,_,reaLBo‘l,{I»g.are made to understand that the historian-critic is one who
with patience, fine cunning, and with a certain behlnd-the-scen?
modesty will restore the original sense of What Vincent Saw. (Inde'ﬁ <
he has already done so, hence the film, and the existence of thek m
as an example of narrative 'realism” assures us that we are look{pg
at a biographic record, i.e., a true Istoria, a projection through aI
Albertian window.)® Tracer of Lost Person(a)s, the analyst is a 1orentshc
detective, whose de-tect-ion (literally and etymologically) removes the
opaque roof off the lugubrious chambers of the artistic mind. 4
And yet it is also apparent from the film that this Is adaring an
dangerous metrology nonetheless, for the dlstance betxveen somle
“original" state and its filtered, altered, post-hoc ‘“‘record” or tralc? ]
both negative and positive. We are shown, bqth directly and 'l()ly ntgr-
ence, those villainous art critics of Vincent s"tlme who, taking hle
distance from optical illusionism (“"photographic” or near- phololgrapthc
“reality”) In the canvases as a negative measure, a quantity below the
point of a Cartesian zero, see a sign of a separatlon from sanity. |
But Lust for Life assures us thaltt:he same quant'|tgrg\aa'¥vlla'3 r::d
erly, more truly) as a positive measure o
gn:l%:za‘l)lrt(;?a I¥elghtened a)gsthetlc Vision. For by hind-sight, Vincent
Is aesthetically dans /e vral: " his work is a pointer toward a (mor: tehn-
lightened) future; the artist is a Gregor Mendel who understoo 3 ! e
evolutionary line of “art history" before the time of his profession. gs
the historian-critic possesses a measure which can be used to remedy

a true pharmakon.®
and poﬁgal'here in t,r,\e film Is it made apparent that critical dispute has
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any basis other than In terms of a progressive evolution o

morphology—the sometimes gradual, sometimes abrupt e\f,:'zst:gre‘t;c
# visual aesthetic logic. The flim thus works to hypostatize the Implicit
soclal Darwinism of the survival of the best and brightest of that
company of artistic Seers—a Justification of the dlachronic Can
monumer.\‘tallzed in the corpus of disclpiinary “textbooks’* which syn-
optically “survey” the “history” of that object termed “art.”® It works
to legltimize and naturalize the Idea that art (as such) "has" a history
of Its own; that there Is a vie de formes which Is independent of the
life of men and thelr Interrélations and soclal determinations. In this
grey and fugubrious “history,” form Is all, and any work of art incor-
porates traces of its (own) funicity.* The subject of van Gogh's painting
is ultimately art history Itseif, which Is & history of Form.

The flim accomplishes the recuperation of positivity In

First, It make_s it clear that Vincent's genlus did cg?ne tott)): rérgg\:;);sd
by the company of critics In due courss (albeit rather too late, perhaps
to do out hero much good—and here Lust for Life stands as an ob]ect'
jesson for the modern art critic and historian). in other words, it Is made
clear that there Is a true history of art, a real evolutionary p;ogress|on
which In time will out. Secondly, the flim ashows us at various points
!,“ the cinamatic narrative samples of Vincent's grounding In traditional

representational” tachnique—the fact that he couid “reaily draw,” and'
produce images which were fully “naturalistic’ (sc., photograph'lc) In
short, Vincent is revealed as In fact a child of orthodoxy—a reve|ation
which is greatly strengthened by perlodic reference to his religiously
orthodox upbringing and famiiial roots. This Is an astute recuperativ
devlice, Iintended to resonate with, and call up In the minds of the
audlence, the fact that In a theologic order there are higher Realitles
;Nhl.ch may n9t “resembie” at all the realitles of sensate and mundate
ite: Vincent's paintings might very well then indicate, in their Altered
Vislon, deeper or higher truths. And In the fliim there is nothing but a
profound religlosity about our hero. He is, of course, a Saint.
the b Vincent's aesthetically orthodox training is thus presented as

‘ tepresenfational
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fully to suggest the reality of a Progress not only in "art”

scientific and technological products of a (pyrt')greirstiv;mn'\:rtkzet
economy. |t Is of no smali Interest that the flim appeared at a time when
the U.S. had come to successfully market its cuiture industry abroad
and it Is now guite common knowledge that one of its major lnstruments'
in the cBoI? \:ftahr was in fact Lormallst abstract palnting."

ut at the same time that the film ostenslfies van '
to produce the kind of Images he did, it performs fo??:ghas'liﬁednso?
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morality play demonstrating that liberties have limits and embody a
certaln clvic responsibility; boundaries are suggested and shown
beyond which artistic vision dissolves Into madness, and, of co

soclal opprobrium. At the same time that the flim valldates what can

only Justly be termed a teleological sc|entlf|c|t%, It tells us that progress
es..10Q.

and change should best come about by properly graqualec s tag
fAuch 100 soon 1S madness—AMtToUgn the li;m validates Vincent's
forward-Tooking vision, Tt Indicates that, after all, there are absolute

limits in the accelerational capacities of the apparatus; to strain the
machinery in reaching toward an art historically inavitable future may
very well lead to mental dis-integration. Lust for Life performs an ethical
and soclal tesson, and stands as a Guide for the Perplexed on a variety

of different crossroads of Indlv
about lust.

Idual and collectlve life. It is, after all,

-

These cinematic accomplishments, however, raise some art

historical problems, and point

to at least one major contradiction in

the picture of historical criticism constructed by the film. Indeed, it
points to a scandal, which Is the essentlal ambigulity of critical
“gtandards” as such, the fact that they are instruments of power.
The exhibltion of van Gogh's very fine abliities as adraughtsman,
scatterad as mementoes over many splisodes In the filmic narrative,

is the result of a very obvious

tension regarding the ambivalence of

critical standards and norms—the fact that the same norms (all based
upon distance or difference from an optic reality) have distinct and even

opposite meanings. in the first

place, a distance from a figural, realist

ground is a sign of madness and aesthetic (and consequently social)

deviancy; on the other hand, it

is a measure of originality and genius,

a mark or trace of a deeper, more Real Vision. it Is a ‘measure” with
two opposite or opposed meanings. In effect, this fact erases t

distinction between the positive and negative axes of a Carteslan
geometric grid, leaving us with no absolute standard or frame of
reference—for it allows for the existence of a quantity which has an-

titheticat referents.

The contradiction is elided in the fiim by appeal to the real or’

true history of artistic evoluti

on, the historical denouement which

reveals which application of this wgtandard” Is right and which Is wrong.

Which Is to say, it Is resolved in

teleological and ideal time, as the result

of a synoptlﬂmmmmmmﬂ%if%mi
quv,nmmmurs/ e of history,
Jmmﬁﬂem%
But the contradictions ompounded. Not only are we

up against a normative contradiction, we are also up against the
problem—Indeed the scandal—that “taste” and critical “norms” or
standards are themselves artifacts of historlcal and soclal development
and change. in other words, It is made apparent that aesthetic standards
are conventional and arbltrary, and not neutral or value-free or absolute
or independent of institutions, classes, or ideologles. In short, they are
revealed as Instruments of power: the power of the villainous critic to
inter the genius of Vincent beyond the pale of a Canon, the power of

the enlightened critic to rescue

that genlus and enshrine it In its (proper)
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place In the growing pyramid of human creatlvity and worth.
Agalin, this contradiction can only be rescued by the flim in a
theocratic and meta-historical manner. some critics are right, perlod. _ _
This__right(aous)ness_is_ proved_by the subsequent, valldating syn-
_.opticism of the art historical textbook of the future, that Domesday
Book Trwhich;-afteratt; ATGur names are inscribed, all Is justified, and

“rascued” from a world In which might makes right Into a future world
In which right makesmight. ~ ~——.

This Is extraordinary, a remarkable sleight-of-hand, an optical
Muston of very fine cunning and cinematic brilliance. And Lust for Life
performs for us how to step aside from these nicely-woven doublie
binds, in the following manner, echoing art history Itself.

The problem is that if (a) the standards of an age and plac& can
change, often abruptly, over time, and If (b) even within the same time
and place standards can d/ffer among historlans and critics, then the
film's promise of the existence of absolute limits and norms Is a
recuperative lllusion. But by portraying nay-saying critics as obsoles-
cent dunderheads behind thelr (l.e., art history’s) “time,” we are shown
that certain critical perspectives and evaluations must needs be bet-
ter, in some Intrinsic way, than others. And of this set of "better”
judgments, It Is necessary that only one can be the correct and true
perspective. This is a doubly etfective movement, indicating that better
judgments are historically-grounded (in terms of the evolutionary time
of formalist progress) and (presumably if the spectator doesn’t com-
pletely buy this) it is outside and beyond mere historical fluxion. And
the film makes quite clear Just what the criteria for the latter—1.e., for‘
absolute critical standards, those which are non-relativist—would be.
In short, that stance Is true and right which Is restorative of narrative
fullness, sense, and order; a com-posed plcture of "the-w

all the now-hidden linkages of (a true) history are charted. We are-
j |

work" precisely as a

. . unique, homogeneous, complex, Irreduclble, In
some ways even mysterious, individual whole.

—to repeat Kleinbauer's definition of “‘a work of art.”'? The critical
restoration of Belng, then, Is shown to operate in a sclentistic man-
ner, purporting that the “simplest,” most “economical,” most (sclentl-
ﬂcallly) “elegant” solution is necessarlly the truest. True sclence is a
real art.

This is perforce a gestaltist ggomancy, a fixing of the artist- hero
on the sunlit stained-glass-window of a homogeneous Selfhood.

But should the spectator, viewing a flim produced and manu-
factured at least half a century beyond Freud, st//l have quaims, Lust
for Life has words for you (this Is, after all, a Hollywood movie), which
amount to the implication of a drolt des artistes for a certain con-
trariness and blographic messiness (not. however, a deep contra-
dictoriness or deep dis-order). This Is couched In the allusory trope of
the great Artist-Genius's (Iimited) license to be Contrary and idiosyn-
cratic. Of course the buck ultimately does stop, and the fiim’s beginn-
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iddle work Inexorably to a theatrically composed end, for tnls
:ggaatg?nr:d idlosyncracy whergln the man (and/or his work) can be“ in
some ways ever mysterious” while remalning as a homogeneous "In-
dividual whole.” This may be a tuzzy gel, but It Is stili a set, and Lust
for Life works to re-center a potentially (and dangerously) de‘-‘centered
Subjecthood:" the “man-and-his-work” must be thought as "“the-man-
ae onr:hs the fiim engenders and produces “the-man-as/and-his-
work” as itself a “work of art,” and Indicates to us that only such a
regime of critical history can be acceptable as true. Consequently, on
the critic/historlan who uses the apparatus of his discipline (need It
be said, his own “draughtsmanly” Instruments?) to compose such a
Iife can In fact himself be dans le vral.

So, desplte the fact that

The judgments of the art historlan are not correct or
|ncolrreé;t In the way a hypothesis In sclence Is; rather
they are tHuminating for the time and place in which
they are made."*

it will be understood additionally that

Art historians may approach art and work around it,
but they can never penetrate Its mysterlous core Inthe
way a scientist seeks out the truth of his theorles and

hypotheses."

—so therefore we are warned In advance of the following:

The art historlan . . . shuns the tendency of the sclen-
tific historian to empty works of thelr aesthetlﬁ
significance and drain away thelr aesthetic integrity.

ite clear that false vite will be those whose compo-
gl:l?)rt\hc;ra:: rsamqal:\-andlasz~h|sz-work" are architectonically heterogene?us
or Internally contradictory, and poorly carpented. Po?r |::'arpennrgt,
craftsmanship In which the Joints and seams of the hero’s etart?and
finely meshed, s to be avolded at all costs: the outer must ma :: and
reflect the Innermost, and gaps In the logical and verbal ca;pen"R« wit
invarlably lead to leakage, the emptying, draining away of Sp
integrity. _ ol

of course we cannot have; In this classiclst architec

rhetorlxv ah ::chhlnk in the armor of the artist-hero inexorably |eadsxt to th|:
promiscuous Insertion of Interrogative wedges which pry thls|| e:ng
of the spirit apart. And it Is best to burn all biueprints and prelim ;\Icrg
sketches, and all traces of the chisel in this Praxitelean p|ragma| .
All traces, In short, of art historical and critical grounding in time, p aqas.
and soclal ideology: art history I8 to be written in such a manner
to suggest that Its story, Its text, composes itself, autho
third person singular.”




These would be marvelous Instruments indeed, stuff that dreams
are made of—the dream of sclentificity.

M. Dreams of Sclentiticity

History does not therelore escape the common obll-
gation of all knowledge, to employ a code to analyze
Its object, even (and especlally) If a continuous reall-
ty Is attributed lo that object. The distinctive features
of historical knowledge are due not to the absence ol
a code, which Is lllusory, but to Its particular nature:
the code /s & chronology.

Claude Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, 1968, p. 258

The data of the art historian are unique, while those
of the scientific historian are specimens of a class,
or cognale occurrences under a law.

W. E. Klelnbauer, Modern Perspectives In Western
Art History, 1971, p. 34

Lust for Lite presents Itself as a paradigmatic framework for art
historical criticism, and stands a4 an exemplar, a fab/eau vivant both
of "the-man-and/as-hls work" and "“the-historlan-and-his-work," repll-
cating, in a mythomorphic manner, a Vasarlan auteurist problematic.
This cinematic “blography” only makes sense If (a) Its format Is infinite-
ly extendable to any aesthetic Moment, Genre, Life, or Period, and (b)
if it Is but one case study, one case(tte) taken from the shelves of a
Universal Archlve or library of “works and days,” yet another Testimony
or trace of human creativity and artistry in all their Ineffabllity.

But this can be no random aggregate of vite: It assumes the ex-
istence of a pre-existent domain of like phenomena systematically at-
tended to so as to capture and articulate the transfinite variety of tokens
of a type of class. -

The objects within this constant and uniform domain will
necessarlly be a sub-class within the entire set of artifactual creations
of a society or period. The domain, in other words, Is not coterminous
with the “materlal culture” or the made world or bulit environment of
a time or place. Not everything may be subsumed under this special
domain, and objects belonging to this class cannot be indistinguishable
from mere commodities or product(ion)s.

Thus a primary condition for the sclentificity of a disciplin
whose domain Incorporates such objects would be that this domain
be clear, cohgrent, and consistent: that its "boundaries” are ar-

~teulatable and distinct (ar_at least Tuzzy but sufficiently dense and
thick). Consistent definitions of appropriats & yﬁﬁ'r'ﬁade E)
—8s 1o distingulsh them from_ ather phenomena in the artifactual uni-
verse. may assume that characteristic de [
propertles as medium, mode of perceptual address,' a certaln

evident constancy of ‘“subject matter” or “content,” or the pre-
dominance of certair themes, modes of reading and receptlon, or even
characteristic orientations and sitings within a given buiit environ-
ment." Beyond such boundaries, however delimited, objects cannot
share the same propertles, or share them to an equivalent extent. Art
cannot exist by degree (any more than one can be only a little
pregnant)—a situation which raises not a few eplstemological and prac-
tical problems.

This Is a measured and measurable world. For Its norms and
standards to be operable at all, they must perforce be absolute and
trans-historical, beyond the vagarles of temporary taste or fashion
(presumably those artworks which “endure” and have pertinence for
the ages Justity thelr Inclusion In the canon—a tricky proposition, as

id indicate). Its objects of study are "'unique, com-
juew%ég;mﬁéuﬁnﬁmnm’&meoven withinr —
this framework or domain of attention everything but its objects)

-

~—gystamatically 1dentilled as ] authorle al Tntention.
‘-—-—1W5T'\¥l'ﬁ1ﬁ1nmeans,o Coursy, e disclplinary

Is significant in some way, but not everything can be significant in the
same way; in addition, everything cannot be significant in every way.
The historian and critic (not to speak of the lay viewer/user) are not frée

to assign (or “discover”) any set of meanings or referents or asso-
clations In an “artwork'": aithough it will be admitted that the range
of assoclations catalyzed by an artwork may multiply to Inf

range |8 fixed and orlented.and grounded in some common core sel ™

e
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mlotic bricolage or free play. As our film makes quite plain, it must”

ations ar ers, closer

t-Some_njerprefations arg TTUer Th:
:- ;o orlg%naﬂ [nientien-and-pragrammatic purpGss. Ang Trittct

aratus and discursive practice to ensure a fidelity 16 (what It has

dealing with a code of determined and determinate formations
contents. And herein lies the tip of the problematic lcebe
In the first place, there is an essentlal contrad!::tion between
a domaln of objects which are *unique and Irreducible” and a domain
of objects which are tokens of a type or class of tike phenomena. Either
we are dealing with an order of monadic unicums or with a constant
class of phenomena. If the former, there is no possibility of having a
disclpiinary sclence; if the latter, then “art" cannot be a kind of thing
but rather a way of attending to or)t;s:\llng a xvlde variety of (what might
rphologically quite distinct ngs.
be mo R therg is tg t;‘e a discipline of art history (and the existence of
Lust for Life indicates that there must be for its conclusions to be
accorded any seriousness), th'?n lnna g:neral ser(\seprt:;:e rte)‘r,:?
s must govern it: (1) that artworks 'say” (ex , ,
g:telg::lsa?e. pro]ectg o) somet;\l)ng delerminate; that (2) such determinacy
is grounded ultimately in authorial or artistic intention—what the maker
meant to express or “‘convey” about a view of the world or the truth
of an “internal,” emotive state; and that (3) the properly equipped
historian or critic can mimetically approximate such determinate in-
tentionality by producing a reading which it Is assumed a similarly




trained and skilied expert might agree possesses some (consensual)
oblectivity.¥

Such fixity of determination underlles the cinematic perfor-

mance of Lust for Life and a corresponding_determination to fix

_._meaning gharacterizeg the activity of critical history In the 11, We are
" glven the measure of fIxity In tha ical disfance between optlc

~View and-artistic ttransiormative) Vislon, T atter As grounded
—Jn.and catalyzed by the-former: The hISIBTIAR-SHTIC {fn the “person” of
clnematic apparatus) works [0 render morphological opacity

semiologically transparent: within the code of artistic practice
developed by our artistic-hero, meaning Is reduced uitimately to

reference In a complex heuristic manner, which might be understood
as follows.

in the first place, it is taken as glven that the paintings of Vincent
refer to a glven view of the natural world, and that the latter comprises
the works’ '‘subject matter” or content. This might be termed a
“vertical” axls of signification. Secondly, it is Implied by the film, the
historlan works to establish the “Intentions’ of the artist by a varlety
of means, most notably by a comparative method or combinatolire
wherein the corpus of works are juxtaposed and compared so as to
reveal a certaln constancy or invarlance of pattern (In formation or in
“content”). These teli-tale signs of constancy, which might loosely be
termed “'style,”# are assumed to be arrayed along—which Is to say align
themselves 8o as to suggest—a plane or table of distinctive features
characteristic of the corpus of the artist. Such a grid of features may
then be emptoyed (by hind-sight) as a criterion for judgment as to
whether certaln works are attributable to the authorship of this artist.?
Needless to say, such “features’” may concern morphology pure and
simple, or may Indicate other kinds of constancy (thematic, semantic,
and so forth),>* and may be used to distinguish other aspects of the
artist's corpus.? This second analytic practice might be consldered as
a kind of “horlzontal” axis of signification.

The foregoing may be understood, according to the implications
of the film, as the disclplinary apparatus which works to decode or
declipher the system of formation and signification comprising the
artist's oeuvre—to render the visuat legible as signs within an aesthetic
system, structure, or code, pecullar to an artist, period, or piace. Indeed
1t necessarily follows that the aesthetic code of our artist-hero Is bu
one of a large number of partly idlosyncratic, partly shared * i
of practice. The meanings of the artist's work is thereby taken to
represent a personal and original “Inflection’ of a wider code or system
of artistic practice: an Idiolect which Is recognizably th Gogh.

Moreover, each of the distinctive features of this particular
of practice must in some way be mutually-Implicative and mutuatly-
defining: each must in some way mesh with all others so as to work
in concert to engender and exemplify that stylistic code.. -

Such a set of assumptions depends, for Its pertinency, upon a
further set of clrcumstances. For the entire system to work at all, it
must be assumed that there is an eplstemologically legitimate division
hetwéen "form' and “contant” —or, In modarn terms, hetwesn a for-
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tent or “meaning” or -
atlon which 1s thal which signifies, and a con .
Trefetence" which Is thal which I8 signified. The purpose of the |for
mation is to convey or transport a meaning (from a maker to a rtfa(:ﬁ ver
or beholder). it would be proper, then, to assume th%t each of helsre‘
facets might form the basis o:‘ :vio s?‘m|-ag::por;ngr?heo;];ﬁ:ﬁmm(/a \::I "
susceptible to having a “hislory”—a histo .
gfs formeps), and a history of signifieds (a Gelstesgeschichte): e?ch
might then “evolve” or undergo diachronic change and transforr?at on,
and each might be seen as having “lives,” so to speak, qf tl:e':eo;»'\/er\d
The two facets are in fact the two faces of tr;z "a‘;i:?tr;a:’f)'rgtr;agyalrand
Mediaeval scholastic philosophy up throu .
fI_rg(r;l‘(ean extensions and transformations, to the cuiminative w?rk |<'>f
Saussure.? This is the notion of the sign and of semiosis In its
structuralist mode.
“ " lysis as implie
The semiological framework of stylistic” ana
by Lust for Life (angd forming the tacit base of the disclpline or:' a;:
history) hinges essenlially on one malor assumption—the Isomorp usre
of the significative elements of the entire system or code or oe e
of an artist (or by extension a time or place),” itself grounded l‘n ta p
bellef In a homogeneity of Selthood on the part of the artist. s
it is clear that he entire system makes seq'se only Huwe as|s !
that “the-man-and/as-his-work’' Is a "well-formed’ system displaying
a constancy of patterning (morphologlcallyt?‘nctilor t?‘ewg::(caélgt)ha?rr‘gss
instance of the corpus of objects: that eac .
?;?a?;(y and in all its detalls, Is a trace <|>|f"an or|g;rlmé<:‘:/holeness, a
_identity of the Subject In all ils var .
consta?rt‘ ::gd, the s);stem is teleologlcal, grounded In a”conflatlon |of
“the-man-and-his-work" with “the-man-as-a-work (of art). Onc? a"ga n,
to recall the discussion in the previous section, the dlsc‘p nars
apparatus works to validate a me&aphyslcal\ 're<|:upe'r'a,\:3 Ig;h?a'n IBcer:gl?:e
ity of Intention or Voice. At base, this is a ,
(r)r:aaml:fnac)tlured in the same workshop which once crafted pakraqlgm? %f_
the world as Artifaci of a divine Artificer, all of those Works nlco'p
rate a magnetism oriented upon an immaterial Center. in an equivale
fashion, all the works of the artist canonized in this reglrng re(\jle:n
trace of (are signifiers with respect to) ahomogeneous Selfhood,
or(ty) to him.
e proR“ gly !Nhlch necessarlly stiuales the art historlan ;nTT' cr'mclgs
sacerdotal semlotician or diviner oftAnttent|ona||tgegnnl;e?‘§reowah ;
atlon. It becomes evident that we are
g?s?:%?lg\ary apparatus which In delimiting a domain of attention e.q%al:z
specifies what constitutes proper hlstorlc'al crltflclsﬁm o; exegesis: bo
it of art history and the art historian of a
::':)emglementary alignment as mutually-defining and supportive artifacts
isciplinary apparatus. .
of ad ?:oflt wr|¥| bgpclear that the “protagonist’ of Lust for :.Ife, aag
the implied historian {manifested here as the performative ¢ ?emaw.
apparatus) are not historical figures as such, but rather charatcheris p o
Jected by the textual machinery. Let us examine some of the imp
oations of ihis ficilonal ragime.
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1t may be evident that the art historlcal canon includes classes
and typas of objects which both “have’ and “'do not have” “authors.”
Looking at the preserved traces of the visual environments of histo-
rical socleties, It Is clear that the overwhelming bulk of this artifactual
world Is “anonymous” with respect to known authorship, The art _
historical archive, however, works_to ractify this anonmity by meana __

“-ot 8 ancyclopedic system of riom nallzations (“the master ot x; school

wmmﬁlcﬁ may or may nol Include a proper name
as such, but Invarlably Includes some form of diachronic and diatoplic
attribution or provenance—In short, a marker of fixity within a (pro-
jected) universal space-time grid of appearances. Indeed, It Is obvious
that the greater bulk of art historical practice Is concerned specifically
with attribution In varlous senses of the term, with assignatlon of works
to locl of generation, with “authen-tication.”

Such a practice goes well beyond mere attribution of an artwork
or artifact to a glven Individual, however; Its purpose, as Foucault has
reminded us, Is In fact to ‘construct the ratlonal entlty we call an
author.”” He notes turther that

these aspects of an individual, which we designate as
an author (or which comprise an Indlvidual as an
author) are projections, In terms always more or less
psychologlcal, of our way of handling texts.»

In the traditlon of biblical exegesls as codlfied by St. Jerome,*'
the author Is understood as (1) a consistent standard of quality
(distinguishing him from Inferlors or Imitators), (2) a fleld of concep-
tual or theoretical coherence (with a regard to the articulation of a
system of doctrine), (3) a certaln stylistic uniformity (exhiblting certaln
characteristic morphologlical elements), and (4) a definite historical
flgure In which a serles of events converge (thereby eliminating works
of a different time or place).

Foucault observes that modern criticism (In referring to lterary
analysis) presents a number of striking simllaritles to these exegetical
strategles, and St. Jerome's criteria “define the critical modalltles now
used to display the function of the author.”*2 it wlll be evident that the
criterla for reconstituting the (visual) artist performed by Lust for Life
(as exemplar of historlco-critical practices In the discipline of art history
at least over the past century)* are fundamentally the same as these.
“The artist” explains the presence of elements In a corpus of work—
which Is to say that “‘the artist” operates as a principle of unification
for (what is thereby simultaneously assembled as) an oeuvre:

The author also constitutes a principle of unity in
writing where any unevenness of production Is
ascribed to changes caused by evolution, maturatlon,
or outside Influence.*

In additlon, the artist-function serves, In historical and critical
discourse, as a device to neutrallze contradiction. Which Is to say that
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~—w6T Tunction at all-The-concern for fakes and forg
- marglnirﬁh'ﬁaglty: It is the key matrix where disciplinary, legal, and

-

Itis do so, by appeal
It is one of the functions of art historical discourse to .

to authorlal self-ldentity In all its works:* Plcasso must alway? |bte
himself In his palntings, ceramics, whimslical sculptures, personal iel-
ters, and signed recelpts. And governing all of this

icular tevel

_ I8 the bellef that there must be—at a particular

:f":an author's thought, of his consclous or un-
consclous deslre—a point where contradictions are
resolved, where the incompatible elements can be
shown to relate to one another or to cohere around
a fundamental and orlginating contra tion.*

The disclplinary involvement with artistic attribution and

oes very far beyond a dispassionate librarlan-
;ecu :c:nté?m:s'.' ol i or Its own sake. It
‘EE%Eﬂ')"Qrounded In a deep concarn for - scnifIcation

Iidity of the
f what Is proper(ty) to an artist and thereby with the so
gasls for trr)\e F::Irz:t);latlon of artistic commodities within a ggll?'r‘y-
marketplace system,_At the same_.time;-.It._works to;r{ar e
F_iﬁt_@lzaﬂen—andmﬁu&itwmf-maalﬂmmwmoﬂ_a e

t

modity) system cou
out_which.the.entire- y .

le
-W
her; the -
rclal lines of power converge and support each other,
ﬁg)rlns?:)en: In the d|sc|gllnary edlfice. Not only must the property ?f .
different artists (or places or periods or ethnicitles) be sharp’);
distingulshed from each other, but the artist must be true to himse.
In all his works:* he must always be self-Identical, and his work ovler
time and clrcumstance must be woven together as a coherent fabri
a_need-rot-be-r this.nation of Selfhood Is
consonant with ethnlc and natlonal seli-igentity. indeed, 1

mutaatly SUPPo snd defining. Nor Is it without pertinence
b et g 3 Systematic technology,

isTiptinary-apparat e Wil —
4 dtscursive-framework TG @ century Icreasingly obsess
W'Sﬁﬂﬂﬂfﬁm national sfﬁ_fé_m.hﬂmwwar p
—tor-the-produstiemaraper-io Ahce.al regnan 7
Iatssﬁginnln g8, one ol \na Workshaps ich the Idea of the nation {
“slale was manu

IIl. The Wickerwork of Time

The Vasarlan apparatus—the method grounded In the Mediaeval
principles of blbllca?pexegesls—sets forth the protocols for t:‘her
disclpline's erection of Temples of (the) Spirlt. This Is a nao's ra 7
more Roman than Greek, more Pantheon than Parthenon—no :jnfere y
a sculpted Block of sollds, but an articulated mass defining an Irar|r|\-
ing an Ineffable Vold: a materlal Lust for an adjacent, metonymtc':‘a‘\ y
contliguous, mold-negative, Intangible Life. It carves out of airy qroh grg'
a local habltatlon, an obscure object of meta-physical desire. h e d
of art history, to paraphrase Wallace Stevens, Is the Palm at the en

of the Mind.
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And like the Pantheon, the discipline Is a vast aggregate ot
materlals, methods, protocols, technologies, institutions, ggc&airl.tu:l
systems of clrculation and inventory: some visible, most hidden, ali
Interlocked iIntolas a machinery, an architectonic apparatus for
engendering and sustaining a central Truth, a vold made so palpable
as to appear as a distinct solldity, an object In Its own right. Let us
look at some of this machinery.

1t almost seems natural at times to approach the disclpline as
if It were a department store of methodological options from which we
might pick and choose or mix and match, according to the dictates of
personal taste, selecting particular instruments suited to interlock with
the configurations of percelved problems.*' Indeed Increasingly, Insti-
tutlonal departments of art history have come to advertise themseives
as such, although to be sure such apparent diversity masks not merely
an implicit and tenaclous hlerarchy of “methods” but also a widenin
rift and deep Incompatibility between art history as a form of history
and art history as a form of art—or between (not always exactly the
same thing)* a secular practice and a metaphysical one.

Yet this seemingly iInnocuous pluralism Is but the equally ex:
treme polar correlate of an opposite reductionism wherein we treat
everything as a hall because all we have Is a hammer, The “views" lliu-
minated by (or revealed by the apparently differently crafted windows
of heuristic opportunity under the rubrics of) iconography, connols-
seurship, styllsm, seamlology, critical theory, soclal history, etc., are
neither different 'perspectives’ on the ‘‘same’ objects, nor differ-
entlated facets of some ultimately unlform master Instrument.

Any methodology Is a set of explicit and Implicit stage direc-
rtlons for taking up declamatory analytic positions—positions from
which to make statements which are dans /e vral, from which certain
kinds of questlons are natural or pertinent or polgnant. The self-
identitles of professional practitioners derive In no small measure from
just such an eplistemological stagecraft whose function Is to valldate
and naturalize and centrallze certaln kinds of discursive protocols while
simuitaneously marginalizing others. The disciplinary strategy (by no
means unique to art history of course) Is not merely to carve up
discursive flefdoms related as equals In some disclplinary com-
monwgalth, but rather to make It appear that other forms of discourse
other "“methods,” are off the wall. The “language" of art history has
always‘;)een Intensely agonistic and theocratic.

ur concern at the present stage in the development of th
discipline should | think be less with perpetuating the dre:ry osclllatlo:
of alternate theologles, playing the prepple to some hipple only to be
punked in turn, but rather with understanding why and how certaln
metaphorical options In practice (I.e., metaphors for practice) are con-
sistently or characteristically adopted at certain times: why some
rhetorical cholces seem natural, Inevitable, or polgnant and Insightful.
A rereading of the history of the discipline (as a discipline) will show
that certain dominant themes and ‘“methods” do emerge at certain
times, and In thelr emergence serve to align chains of consequential
paradigms, co-implicative of a variety of supportive rhetorical apparatus.
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One of the most persuasive and tenacious tacit structures of

the discipline is what may be termed the Instrumentalist metaphor, a
paradigm which has worked as a validating and naturalizing scaffold
for many aspects of art historical practice, and many apparently ./
opposed “theoretical” positions. By picturing methodologles as *“tools’ \
for analysis, we tacitly legitimize an empiricist modality which by its
very terms—its implicit euclidean geometry—situates the “analyst”
behind a glass wall, “apart” from “objects” and “analysands.” This
binarism, this subject-object topology, serves to reify the phonomenon
In question (“artwork”), investing It with a pre-given ontological
status—an otherness which Is (must be) autonomous of the analyst-
subject. As H. |. Brown observes,

we must remember that sclentists are trylng to under-

stand a reality which Is objective In the sense that it

exlsts independently of their theorles.*

in investing this Gegenstand with ontological status, the object-
to-hand (the Palm at the end of the Mind) Is loosened from its modes
of production and reception in order to align it with “classes of objects”
percelved and defined as homologous or Isomorphic on formal and/or
thematic or functional lines.* This instrumentalist apparatus works to
encatalyze a wide varlety of con-sequent paradigms and chalins of
deponent propositions, one of the more obvlous of which Is that If such -
objects have a “life’" and reality of thelr own, they must aiso have a -
“history" of thelr own.** Thus the subject-object opposition works
actively to relfy both oblect and subject, held here in suspension in
disciplinary space.

The "method" devolving upon this spatlal metaphor Is that which
is the ground to disciplinary knowledge as such: a panopticism which
served as the dominant nuclear metaphor during the period of the
astablishment, institutionalization, the systematization of the
disciptines of Western education and professional life during and since
the Enlightenment. Miche! Foucault's classic study of the importance
of Jeremy Bentham's Panopticon model tor the Ideal prison or institute
for surveillance \s worth recalling;*® for our purposes here it will suf-
fice to note that the site of observation in the circular structure con-
fers upon the observer an invisibility and detachment—a position
bearing no small resemblance to the epistemological and synoptic posi-
tion of the (art historical) disciplinary “subject.” Indeed, the panoptic
prison, in its topological stagecraft, also provides a systematic ground-
ing for the organization of the disciplinary Archive:" each back-
filuminated cell Is the extension of the Vasarlan Frame, a pre-figurement
of the cinematic logic of our Lust for Life. It Is also an extenslion of
a metaphysicat and onto-theologic regime, con nected (as Foucault does
not discuss) with an earlier (Renaissance) perspectivism.*

The pertinence to our present concern is that the panopticist
metaphor has given the discipline the lllusion that a site of subject
observation Is neutral and detached—a locus inhabitable by anyone
with appropriate credentials, and a position which remains constant
and conslistent desplte changes in personnel.
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But In addltion, this panoptic instrumentalism works to
tain the lilusion of its “objects' of survelllance as understandable by
removal and isolation from their soclal and historical contexts. What
Is occluded here is the fact that these “‘data” are in fact capta. This
fragmentation necessarily gives priority to the formal, morphological,
and surface characteristics of the observed objects.

The instrumentallst paradigm, in foregrounding and abstracting
phenomena from their "'context" (Indeed from thelr “‘textuality” as
such)* establishes the topological protocols of the discipline to per-
mit the (bracketed) object—‘tokens” of a reified type—to remain
suspended on a lattice of formal or functional homologies.

But not without consequent loss, for the resultant “formalism,”
despite an enormously extended sophistry to the contrary,® Is a
deponent modality, the sound of one hand clapping. Consequently, an
Important recuperative movement takes place In the direction of “con-
necting” or “relating” the object or class of objects back to their
historlcal, social, individual “grounds” or con-texts: for every text there
must be an apposite and opposed context. Having made the Inltial in-
:tru'mental!sl suture, the double-bind must be sewn back together

gain.

What Is of interest here Is the metaphorical operation of re-
Integration as such. More often than not (indeed almost without ex-
ception), the operation |s couched In the vocabulary of euclidean spallﬁl’
geometry. Relations between object and context, between “art’’ and
its contexts, are articulated as {inear or muitilinear planar connection,
with the object staged as a resonance or refiection of a historical or
ﬁoclal or temporal ground; a frace of (necessarily, In this regime)

external” forces; a sign of its time, a symbol or emblem which evokes,
in a particular medium, the pertinent or salient properties of Its
geographical or chronological “surround’; or a distiliation of theZspirit"
of a person, place, or perlod. l

Necessarlly, all such figurations are not reducible to the same
master or nuclear metaphor, and there is a wide varlation In the
:a{\nguage of the dllscalpllne In |rnodem times; but it is clear that_under-

atlo -integrat
ullness. Nevertheless, there are Important distinc |¢;?\: o'fnsomg
assumptlons underlying (l.e., pro-ducing) these lingulstic
and spatiallzing protoeols, stemming from a basic contradiction In the
discipine between “art" as autonomous and "art" as essentlally one
(sometimes Ironically distinct) facet of a broader set of soclal and
historical processes.

And yet it Is apparent that (within the discipline as such), there
is a general or common ambivalence about the whole problematic of
contextual re-integration and Its “methodologles”—which range from
the mechanical simpliclties of iconographic text-matching® of an early
modern generation to more contemporary ‘postmodern” or post-
structuralist practices and varlous verslons of ''social history,” all of
which continue to coexist in pedagogical colloidal dispersion. Al of
this is above and beyond formalist “connoisseurship’ which, as the
archival arm of the art-commodity marketplace (and currently up against
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the wall of obsolescence being erecied by computer-aided technologies
as varlous as “aesthetic scanning™ and “shape grammar"’)*? hardly sees
this as an Issue at all, even though (as Is suggested by the previous
sections above) it too is grounded in a reintegrative praxis.

{ think this ambivalence Is best illustrated by the very wide range
of geometric theorems informing contextual praxis (and not only in an
explicit vocabulary)—from a view of an artwork as a literal
pictorialization of a guiding text through various metaphysical
marxisms*® to the rube-goldergesque contraptions of certain forms of
artistic psychobiography.*

It may seem obvious that if one hand of the discipline dissects,
the other must sew up the patient after the operation, and it migh- -2
seem apparent that we might thus envision the discipline as mau.
of a corporation of practitioners each with their own tasks to perform
in seelng to it that all parts of the machinery are well-olled and meshed
together with somewhat clumsy but ultimately good Intentions. It iIs
less obvious, but clear after some careful clrcumspection, that this is
an Hluslon manufactured by the very geometry of “disciplinary”
knowledge as such—the idea, that Is, that like the parallels of Euclid
the various tines of sub-disciplinary work run In paralie! toward an ideal
future (perhaps just around the corner) where the strands will be tied
together by our Betters, by disciplinary Masters with a synoptic vision
to match those of our (idealized) masters of some golden disciplinary
age two or three gendrations ago. )

There Is no central control tower In the disclplinary shunting-
yard of lines of research. To purport that there Is or should be is to
continue the Ideoliogical work of idealization and mystification which
engendered and relfied artwork as an instrumentalist Object. it Is much
more Important to rearticulate the blueprints which have worked to erect
(and continue to maintain by thelr absence) the metaphorical land
scapes within which we practice. Metaphor Is never Innocent: it orlents
research, and prefabricates and fixes its results.®

At varlous times In the history of art history certaln ima
persist almost as “prefabricated™ material capable of assimilation to
a wide variety of rhetorical and methodologicat practices. A close
rereading of the history of the disclpline’s retentions and
transformatlons of its gulding tropes reveals a picture of that evolu-
tion which is rather ditterent from that to be tound in the most promi-
nent “histories” of art or art history. By attending to the detalied
mechanisms by which tropes, paradigms, and metaphorical images
work to estabiish the positions by which art historlans define or envl-
slon thelr tasks, we come Into closer contact with the ideologles which
double-bind us. These bonds operate with remarkable—Indeed Increas-
od and helghtened—power at the most elementary constltutive syn-
tactic levels of art historlcal texts.

- To understand the ideological double-bindings which work to
legitimize the discipline’s operational protocols, it Is necessary to
attend closely to language—to attend to the fact that language is never
transparent, neutral, or value-free. To employ a disciplinary fanguage
is to enter Into (not that we are ever outside some prefabricated
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fanguage] a 08ed world, a tapestry of ontologlcal é&%’?’“‘
whereln an liiusaoeﬂ %rmmmmmmatwr colage fre- -
quently masks precisely those sites of deciamation which are the most
controlled. The observer in a panoptic apparatus, while hidden from
that system of objects under survelllance, and hence “Invisible™
himself In a prefabricated position or focus, a prisoner of a device which
delimits and defines what may be *'seen’ at all. The seer and the seen
are functions of the apparatus. '

The Instrumentalist metaphor is precisely an apparatus for the
manufacture of a particular famlly of ideologles. Within Its Frame, it
comaes to appear inevitable and natural that any artwork, any “object” //
of attention fs “fully” accountable only (and ultimately) by certain '
absences (of which It Is In some way an “effect”). That-which-is-absent ; *
opératas a$ anything from “spirit” {of a person or time) to soclai or (’ ]
economic or historical “‘forces” determining anything from the object's ',
morphology to its operative functions. The hypostatized ob/et is akin i

to a gnarled tree on a windswept coast, whose very “form" Is a ‘func-
tion” of many years of a constant Invisible *'wind."

An obsessional formalism, which sees the task of the historian-
critic as complete In a verbal paraphrase of its visuality, nonetheless
Is a subspecles of a re-integrational regime, If only In situating the
object as a Testament of genlus (or lack thersof). in all versions of
disciplinary praxis, the object Is Invarlably a sign, a signifier of
something signified—an artifact resuiting from some prior mentifac-
tion. While it Is obvlous that art objects are Invarlably the result of some
prior assemblage of materials (whether manufactured or appropriated
from a given environment),* and are thus in some sense an effect of
activity, within an instrumentalist paradigm the cause-effect relation-
ship Is characteristically skewed so as to privilege the prlor state—
whether that is envisioned as “situated” “Internal’ to the maker or as
“external,” as In the case where the maker Is reduced to an instrument
of extrinsic “forces” of varlous kinds (economic, soclal, historical, etc.)-
in short, the Instrumentalist metaphor—whether in its formalist mode
or in its "structuralist/semliological’ mode—raises question
confusion of final, proximate, or efficient cause.’

But It is clear that the metaphor Is dependent upon some theory
of semiosis in ali of its variant “theoretical” or “methodological™
formals. And the verslon of semlosis on which ail of these variations
rest Is rather more akin to that Inherited from Medlaeval scholasticism
than from any more recent post-structuralist tradition; and in particuiar
from the theorles of the Port-Royal grammarlans.*

To return to the question of the sltuational geometry of the in-
strumentalist metaphor: if every methodology Is construed as oriented
toward some (autonomous or pre-given) “domaln" of attention, it
simultaneously Implicates a ‘near side™ or “Inside” of the window. it
Incorporates a viewing "from somewhere": a perspective whose apex
is at the site of the analyst, the wielder of tools.

it is not without significance that this “view from” Is
characterlistically occluded or taken for granted In art historical and
critical writing. The position of the analyst (in this panoptic regime) Is

in

a tacit space (which may be “filled” by similarly-equipped or invested
persons)—an ldeally neutral Cartesian zero-point, as divested of its own
history, soclality, and conditions of Investment and establishment as
its analysand. Just as the analytic isolation of the object under study
serves to generate and naturalize illusions of completeness or
closure—the artwork as an “‘object” or unity in its own right—and
evokes or elicits deponent chains of metaphorical imagery in validation
of such closure, so we may observe that the antl-symmetric isolation
of the analyst produces similarly powerful consequences.*

In our discussion above in connection with Lust for Lile and its

imp!i&d art historian it was observed that the “"art object” and The "arl
—gritic™are to-Tmplicative and mutually-defining Tuncilons. The “sut-___

—ject-establishied In_refation to an "object” is himself subjected to the

Snstraints of the insirumentallst machinery. Thesé con-
<straints are manifested In Two primary ways: (1710 the specltic regime
of visibility of the apparatus, which constructs a position from which,
and only from which, the object (artwork, an ceuvre, a vita, a genre or
period) Is readable or “legible’; and (2) in a system of linguistic
protocols whereby declamation by the subject is acceptabie only in
an “historical,” narrational, third-person mode. The latter (shared by
the historical and sociological disciplines in general) involves a praxis
which Is carrled forward in an enunclative regime, in Benveniste's sense
of the term,® while the former is a specles of anamorphism—the
channeling of vision into the singular point from which a scene reveals
itself as veridical or “real.” Anamorphism is a fundamental design
principle of the entire disciplinary apparatus,® from panoptic {nstru-
mentality to the organization of the art historical archlve—one of a
serles of gulding metaphors in the discipline which link together
formats for pragmatic analysis, theorles of visual representation, and
definitions as to acceptable and proper forms of declamation.

Lust for Life performs and valldates, as we have seen, a notion
of the life and work of an artist as an ordered unicum, an art work In
its own right, characterized by an essential homogeneity and selt-
identity. And It was clear that the film blography derives its own
naturainess from an impiied universal archive of equivalent vite. it wili
also be apparent that the vita is also a paradigm for other kinds of
“fives” —the life of a people, race, nation, and period—and t‘tjat In so
being, operates and suggests itself as a ‘‘micro-period |n" t
diachronic evolution of artwork. In short, the Vasarlan Frame of “the-
man-and-his-work” resonates with and evokes larger un/cums on a
diachronic scale, and leads us to a consideration of one of the central
probiematics of the discipline—the notion of perlodicization. Frederic
Jameson has aptly noted:

" {t may suffice to note that any rewarding use of the
notion of an historical or cultural pertad tands In spite
of itself, and often desplite the best intentions, to

foster the impression of a facile tolalizatlon, a §
7 seamiess web of phenomena each of which, in its own
way, “expresses” some unified inner truth—a world
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view or a perlod ‘'style” or a set of structural categories
which marks the whole length and breadth of the
“perlod” In question.®

it Is not difficult to understand the manner In which the Individual
vita operates as a nuclear metaphor aligning chalns of consequent and
deponent metaphors or paradigms, and It may be suggested that on

the dual axes of space and time, the v/ta of an Individual is the model Y{

both of the art historical ‘period” (or period “style’) and of an "‘ethnic”
or “natlonal” “style.” We need not be reminded that a large bulk of
art historical discourse has been devoted to the justification ot such
unities. Indeed, the history of the discipline may be portrayed not'un-
Jugtly as an ongoing and ever-refined writing-out of this Implicit pro-
grammatic,® and the history of museology Is essentlally a resonance
and performance of that programme In the Imaginary “space” of the
museum.*
It has already been observed above that the disclpline In Its for-
mative phases In the latter part of the nineteenth century was one of
the Important s/tes for the manufacture, validation, and perpetuation
of Ideologles of ideal nationalism and ethnicity—for a view of the under- \s
lylng cultural unity of “‘a people” (necessarily in opposition and con-
tradistinction to other “peoples’). in this regard, the discipline may be
seen as one facet of a broader movement which Included the resusci-

tation of national or “folk” art and architecture and literature, operating,

80 to speak, at the “fine arts” end of this broad spectrum, and Intend- ‘
ed In no small measure to justify the selt-Identity of a people or nation f
back to origins lost In the mists of primordial time.* And In additlon,
varlous natlonal "histories” of art came to be systematized and codified
according to contemporary paradigms of evolution. But apart from more
generic blological models, It may well be that closer and more specific I
models were to hand to Inform the eplstemological foundations of the
growing discipline—notably philology and g/ottochronology.*

The latter, In my view, Is one of the primary sources for an art
historical formalism which assumes an “intrinsic” or “internal”
aesthetic evolutlonism—the view that art forms exhibit a largely tS
autonomous growth and evolution according to laws which are largely
independent of external conditions (barring Visigothic or Mongollan
invaslons). The glottochronological model of 1anguage change tocussed
specifically upon diachronic changes In the signifler—In this case
phonemic and acoustic conflguration—held that there could be shown
to exist Inexorable laws of change and transformation in linguistic
sounds which operated Independently of meaning, context, or soclal
usage. The abstraction of such ‘'laws" could therefore serve as stan-
dards agalnst which to assess the relative age of linguistic texts of
unspecified date.

Glottochronology was a facet of nineteenth-century phliological
study addressed to the question of the orlgins and formation of
linguistic families, a study which achleved a major breakthrough after
the palnstaking demonstrations of the previous century that the ancient
sacred language of the Rg Veda, Sanskrit, was a cognate of classical
Greek and Latin, and could also be shown to be cognate to other
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languages of the European group {which came to be known alternately
as Indo-Germanic or Indo-European).”

Such work should be seen in theI c:?ntext o: th?mlgct,tretnasr.‘e:
elghteanth-century concern for natural evolution, a not un
faget of which was;ythe study of geology and of the earth itself as bearing
within Wself traces of “naturai hleroglyphs,” sedimenis and sirala
indicative of cataclysmic upheavals of past eons. The latter, a focus
of an Important genre of European painting discussed recently with
great eloquence by Barbara Stafford,* provided one of the correlative
metaphors for philological research, and eventually served as a
theoretical ground for the subdiscipline ot glottochronology.

This Is not to claim that art historical formalism in Its diachronic
mode Is a direct linear “descendent” of these paradigms (even If in
some cases art historical evelution in the early modern perlod was con-
celved of as a direct analogue to glottochronotogy),® rather it s to affirm é
that the former grew up within acertain epistemic framework of which
linguistic and "natural” evolutlon were also facets. In other words, it
would be more realistic to view the situation as one of mutual
engenderment and Interwoven theoretical justification and natural-
Izatlon. In the case of language evolution, it Is quite clear that in no
small measure this line of study served (both implicitly and covertly)
mportant ethnic and nationalstic priorvies; in This regard, theoretical
lfT{.‘rar.W)TkmtTeﬁlT\'|3|'ﬁ?ﬁ?ﬂﬁ‘?—fa_rprotocols in the develop-
ment of aesthetic history served equivalent if not {dentical alms.

In one very important sense, early art history and glottochrono-
loglcal phonology operated from a common set of assumptions, chief
among which was the notlon that the spirit or nature of a people was \S’
manifested—and could be systematicaily traced through—every mot-
phological detail of a cultural system. That Is to say, everything about
any detail of formation will (Indeed, logically must) reveal something
of the central organizing nature of a people in its varlous phases of

development. " —

evoluncl,tr‘laerIear thafsuch a perspective Is at one with the agsumptive .}
principles governing the rhetorical writing and framing of artistic vite, '
within which, as we have seen above, the artist is revealed in every facet |
of his engendered products —everything from his hand in proper(ty) to
him. And It Is equally apparent that the concept erlodlclztlon Is
grounded In 1he Same perspectiver SNot 0 mmrrmmm:
court that the differences belween generic art historical period “styles”

“may be historically real: it | w varl

ustificatory assumptions gulding such framings have been couched
“ina me!amﬂ“ry cal rﬁpeforic which Is metaphysical at base, and at one

It need not be argued strenuously that a great deal of art
historical writing, even today, In being pervaded by the problematics
of "perlodicization,” works In such a way as to Isolate and privilege
an element in a totality such that the element or class of elements—
forms, forms of betief, formats of social Interaction and ritual—serves
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K cuiturarnistory—a utopla as compeningly well-ordered and Internally

as a master code or "essence’” capable of explicating other elements
of the totallty In question. It has been precisely this reificational move-
ment which has lent the “history” of art history Its characteristic
fictionality. At the same time reductlonist and sclentistic, the
engendered "history” of art works to occlude complexity and contra-

diction in both “life"” and “art,” producing a curiously (but certainly un-
surprising, as we have suggesEeB} aesihelic™ version of soclal and

self-consistent as TTTs fictional. And the discipline manufaciures this
ideologica a varlety of often disparate “sites” —textbooks,
archives, blographles (verbal and cinernatic), university syliabl, the

topology of establishing a “fields" of research both for pro-
essional praciifioners and doctoral candidates (the constitution, in

other words, of what shall be dans le vral In both questioning and
answering), the formats of journalistic *“reviewin “ "

[ho5e carpented grids of intelligibllity, museus. '
If the "“history” of art history has more often
history as Disneyland is to the history of the U.S., It Is because both

@ have worked as paradigmatic sites for the maintenance of a particu-

3

larly theocratic Ideology, a utopic vision of what it would be more com-
forting to belleve about ourselves and our history. But this Is not to
oppose the “history” of art history to some truer or more ““real” history,

to Imply that the view of history manufactured and maintained by
formalist Instrumentalfsm Is fictiv se of being a clums
nopsis or distortive refraction of a fulter /stor/a. it Is to affirm that

s very relationship y but of equality: there
1s no history which Is not fictive or not ideologically invested which
is articulated within a discursive framework based upon homogeneity,
centrality, or continulty (whether linear or multilinear).

Opening up the problematic of history as such—history, that
Is, as a discursive practice and a genre of writing—brings us up against
one of the most deeply-seated metaphors for artwork in the entire
historical development of the discipline.

IV. Every Little Breeze Seems to Whisper Loulse

He walked Broadway like an active transitive verb
amidst a rabble of adverbs, prepositions, and other In-
significant parts of speech.™

The notlon of art objects a8 communicallve tokens, as forms
T aphoi

~wivich has Tiser |ik8 8 Boenix {tom the ashes o y ove -
ramework In the history o WEHYEET;STh\née(and transcending

of cofidenséid messagé-Materlal, in short as (a) /anguage, Is a el

metfod-

vany diverse and otherwise o ) ectives) and In

the history of writing about art in the West. Its more recent variants
have been iconography, and /ts more recent apotheosis, structuralist
semiology. Indeed, the notlon of art as (a) language seems at times
coterminous with the history of art histcry itself.” we will concern our-
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selves here with some of its more recent varlants and nuclear

paradigms.

_Within such a framework, aesthetic activity Is In broad terms
plctured'as a nonverbal correlate or analogue of the speech act or enun-
clative situation whose three primary constituent elements are a
speaker, a message, and allstener. The speaker [s taken to correspond
to that of the designer or maker or artist; the made object—which,
depending upon the particular level of analysis, may be anything from
a salt cellar to an entire city—Is taken to be a message or “text’’; and
the vlewer or beholder or user (singular or plural) is taken to be an ad-
dressee or recelver or consumer of such message-objects.

Despite Its rhetorical variants, what has remalined constant over
the centuries has been the geometry (more specifically, the topology)
of relatlonships among the three terms or constituent elements. And
what has remained constant in disciplinary discourse, particularly over
the past century, has been a very strong attempt to render this
metaphorical paradigm natural or inevitable. Indeed, what could seem
more natural than aview of art as a form of soclal communication? For
surely, art objects can with some reason be spoken of as conveying
a certain content (intellective, emotive, social, historical) to a certain
audlence? As we shall see, however, the paradigm in its disciplinary
formats Is neither natural nor Inevitable. ‘

It is certalnly true that formations are made and used, and that

In cerfain socletles at particular times maker and user are distinct in-
dividuals, groups, classes, or professions. And unquestionably it has
been the case that makers and users do Indeed construe artifactual
formatlons as communicative in some fashion. To greater or lesser
degrees, made formations are taken as autonomous and semiotically
complete or closed or finished, or as coordinated components in
broader soclo-cultural transmissions which may or may not include for-
mations In the same or in other media. Soms of these latter may (if
one Is thinking of painting) be architectonic, verbal, musical, tactlle,
olfactory, and so forth; one may Imagine the iconographic programme
of a Medlaeval church or a modern museum as necessarlly including
the bullding "itseif,” as well as the varlous performative rituals oriented
around an lconographic stage.’

To construe made formations as meaningfully communicative
In some way (at least to construers) may or may not be generically per-
tinent or historically apt; but to construe them as always com-
munlcating, or as always communicating In the same or equivalent ways
across contexts Is quite another kettie of fish (inciuded In this chowder
Is also the Idea that the artwork “has™ a message “in Itself,” and tha
we may Interrogate "it" so that it may “tell us" what |t 18 saying. . ).
It Is this kettle which has been simmering (and not only on the ba
burner) throughout the history of the disclpline, but In this century the

boll with the advent of visual semliotics.™

Woe are confronted here with an essentially transitive and linear
chaln of events wheraein the object In question i8 taken as a trace of
the intentions of an active fashioner whose Intentions and conditions

gas has been turned up by Iconography to arrive at a full and conslsy

L.

7
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/’f production are to be reconstituted by users, viewers, or behoiders—
) in short, to be ‘‘read.” In this (often very long) chain of assumptions,

-mentifaction: it is the signifier of some set of signifieds. That which

/

e

the artwork Is construed as a refiection or re-presentation of originary

Is signified is assumed to have existed In the mind of th
consclously or unconscfously).

What tends to remain constant here s the topology of relations
among maker, object/message, and viewer {or among producer, product,
and consumen). If we look at the paradigm more closely In the history
o'f the discipline, we can see that there are In fact five constituent
elements:

aker (elther

A makerlartist

B processes of production
C object

D  processes of reception
E useriviewer

There have been a wide varlely of metaphorical variants for each of
these positions or functions In the paradigm. These have inciuded:

(a) maker as: inspired articulator of coflective or
class vatues; privileged servant of a soclal order;
5 prophetic or bohemian rebel dissidently marginal
. o conventional soclety; independent manufac-
turer freely offering his or her private products
to an amenable audience; god; or worker-
engineer or bricoleur on a fraternal footing with
an audlence,

(b) process of production as: manufacture; revela-
tlon; play; Insplration; iabor; refiection; reproduc-
tion (of originary mentifaction), reproduction of
intention; or fantasy;

(c) artwork as: product; process; practice; medium;
symbol; epiphany; gesture; Icon; Index; or as the
message In a personal or collectivs, real or Im-
aginary code;

(d) process of reception as: consumption; magical
influence; ritual; participatory {or Indirect)
dialogue; passive reception; spiritual encounter;
translation; divination; cryptanalysis;

(e) userlviewer as: reader; consumer, recelver of a
transmission which may or may not have been
broadcast at him or her; critic, connolsseur; wor-
shipper. s

Close attentlon to art historical writing reveals far fewer.meta-
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phorical variants for (e) than for any of the other terms In the paradigm,

for essentlally the viewer has been seen as a passive or reactive reader
or consumer of Tmages: ne, so to speak, a targe
audlence of {or inadverient interceptor of) a transmisslon. By and large,

this logocentric paradigm Is glven a characteristic siant or tra}ecloryj

so as lo privilege the maker or artist as an essentlally actlve, origina
force, In complementary contrast to the largely passive consumer or
viewer of works.

it invoives no great feap of the imagination to see that the
paradigm simuitaneously serves as a validating device lo privilege the
rola or function of the historian or critic as a legltimate and Invested
diviner of intentionality on behalf of iay beholders.” The position Is at
the same time sacerdotal and secular, the historian or critic inevitably
(wlittingly or not) representing the interests of a certain class or group
or coliective in the rectification of readings {in “interpretation”).

In the artlculated space of the paradigm, the art historian and
critic occupy a position athwart (d)—let us cali this (d,)—functioning
as an exegetlical grld. Indeed, it might apear that (d,) Is the enabling
device or mechanism which glves life and direction o the entire
paradigm: viewing artworks cannot uitimately be an occaslon for idio-
syncratic bricolage or fraeplay on the part of beholders If the entire
disciplinary domain Is to exist as a domain at all. Which is not to say
that even within this disclplin-ary regime, beholders cannot assign
personal meanings to Imagery or cannot employ imagery as sites for
the evocation of polysemlic and changing reference—only that, as we
have seen above in the case of Lust for Life, some meanings must be
truer or closer to originary intentionality. In short, plctorial imagery Is
a code, and by definition conventionally-grounded and arbitrary, with
determinate and determinable signifieds.

it will be clear that we are dealing here with an essentially
representatlional, logocentric paradigm. in sum, the obje pnstruag
as a "vehicle” whereby the intentlons of the maker are “transporiad™

(o] 8 (T 3 O a2 beholder, the object 1S a jorm Q pnyvevance jor g par-

cular aUSe D ef n e Same manne ha words arn

meanings” of reterencds. 1he paradigmatic apparatus may be seen
as working In support of reflectionist notions of artwork consonant with
those discussed above In connection with Vasarlan auteurism and In
strumental formalism. For the lay beholder, moreover, the “message"
Is invariably the same—the genius of the artist as yet another trace
of hu':nan creatlvity in all its ineffability; the Artist as chip off the Divine
Block.

Historically, this “absent content” has been positioned on one
of two major axes:

(1) externally, in the directlon of a “'Zeitgelst’ or 'Kunstwollen”
or of ethnlcity in general, or of primitively or mechanically conceived
.economic or social or historical “forces,” of which the maker is but
the “instrument” of transmission; the ghost-writer, so to speak;

(2) Internally, In the direction of creative or libidinal Impulses
or energles of which the maker Is as often as not unconsclous, and
for which (again) he or she may serve as the Instrument.
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These two explanalory axes connect the logocentrist paradigm
to (with regard to {1]) assumptions and rhetorical paradigms of
periodicization and ethnicity, and (with [2]), to Romanticist notions of
al homogeneous Selthood, all of whose producis are 1o be construed
as complementary evidenca Yor psychobiographic unit seif- identity.
And In’addition, Both X85 GONRET Togocentrism 1o valdaiing. ar—
sumptions within the art-commodity marketplace: to possess a work
by x Is to possess, dually, the spirit of x and of x's period or piace.

It will also be clear that the linguistic paradigm in all of Its
metaphorical varfants is not only idealist in the extreme with regard
to language as such (occiuding the actual complexities in ail but the
most simpie soclal and historical situations)™ but is also deeply meta-
physical. Ultimately, It derlves from (and works to maintain) a metaphor
of the world Itself as the artifact of an ldeal or divine Artificer, privileging
otlginary Voice over its representations or materiai “Traces.”* |t may
be suggested, then, that logocentrist paradigms of artistic activity are
deponent metaphors orlented around a core ontotheologic paradigmatic
apparatus, oné of whose manifestations has been the co-ordination of
Vision and Voice in Renalssance lconography.

The metaphor of art as (a) visuai “fanguage™ is thus no mere in-
nocen! or neutral analogy, sven if that metaphor has been largely

secularized" In the modern disclpline: it is in fact the very warp on
which the disclplinary weft has been supporied In its ongoing historical
development.
) in addition to a de-emphasis upon the viewer or user of artworks
(co-ordinated with a privileging of the artistiSpeaker), the Intermediary
elements In the verbocentric paradigm have been marginalized in the
discipline, and relegated to “external” or “extrinsic" status In the hler-
archy of attention, to use Kieinbauer’s term. Both (b} (circumstances
and processes of production) and (d) (processes of reception) have been
largely attended to In a reduced fashion, aithough attention to the lat-
ter has Increased greatly in recent years.* 8ut apart from the exemplary
and powerful studies of reception (such as the work of T. J. Clark,
among others)*? and occasional reconstructions of the formats of
artistic production, the bulk of work In mainframe art history has
attended to secondary issues.®* Moreover, discliplinary attention to
probiems of perceptual and cognitive psychoiogy has aii but ceased
after the heyday of Gestaltist study, as has attention to the Important
question of how children learn to mean nonverbally.*

In no small measure, the discipline has malintained Its focus
upon the “what" of artwork to the near-exclusion of the “how'"—the
historical circumstances of artistic work, and the complex mechanisms
of how meaning Is soclally produced. This persistence stems from a
perspective on art as “representation” In a narrow sense—art as a
second “reallty” alongside the world In which we live day to day, rather
than as one of the principal Instruments for the creation and
maintenance of the world in which we iife. The former perspective in-
varlably legitimizes “art” as essentially a form of entertainment, a dream
world to distract from the actual compiexities and contradictions of
the past and the present.
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The disclpiine surely knows what it does. It frequently knows
why it does what it does. What it "“knows" less Is what what It does
does. ¢ -t

The reaction to the tedious michelangelism of a previous genera-
tlon shouid not be a repetition of the logocentrist double-bind in reverse,
a privileging of “addressees” or “decoders,” a throwing of the question
of meaning into an arena of compietely Idlosyncratlc bricolage, or an
"opening up” of the artwork to the transtinite multipiication or eternal
polysemy of signification. Such a movement would amount to a
negative theology as theocratic as that which is negated, amounting
ultimately to maintaining the severance of the subject or the object
from their sociai and historical and ideological circumstances. To do
so wouid be to continue to practice an idealist and mystifying priori-
tization with a different hand but with the same deck of cards.

Moreover, a reversed iogocentrism would work to obscure the
psychic complexities of individual subjects (as logocentrism itself
obscures those of makers). Subjects, rather than “consuming" or
passively deciphering artworks, appropriate, maintain, transform, and
reckon with the made world In all its facets in meaningful and changing
and frequently seif-contradictory ways. In so doing they may be said
to *'transmit” to themselves and others certain information regarding
the dynamic and changing nature of such appropriations. | use the term
“Information” here in Gregory Bateson's sense as “news of difference,”
and the term reckon with rather than "read” precisely because of its
double meaning of “‘coping with’' and “thinking with.” Whatever the
source(s) of artitactual production, the user is always an active, com-
plicit, constru(ct)ing subject. _—

Artworks (as ail artifacts) afford positions for sublects In sig-
nitylng practice. The maker of an object is at the same time an “‘ad-
dressee’ of her own activity. Any articulation Is necessarily directed
both towards oneself and some Other. indeed, one may say that on
articuiates to oneself from the place of an Other.* Semiosic activjty,
whether verbal or visual, invoives not simply the transfer of inform
tion from a to b, but coevally invoives the very establishment and
malntenance of the Subject in relation to his Other, as well as the ways
in which this Other is internailzed in the very formation of the seif.

Moreover, ali signifying actlvity Is, in varying and changing ways;
referentlai, self-refiective and autotelic, aliusory with respect to a
system or code ol values or bellefs or formations, territorial or phatic,
emotive or expressive, and conative or dldactic or directive. Varylng
degrees of domination among these modalities may be attested In the
intentlons of the maker and also (and thus not necessarily In similar
or equivalent ways) in the reckonings of the viewer or user with respect
to the "'same" work. And in additlon, such semantic configurations will
necessarlly change over time, place, and clrctimstance: a painting of
a Virgin and Chiid in a thirteenth-century church may be materlaily iden-
tical to itseif when removed to a forelgn museum, but it Is not the “same
kind" of object aesthetically (being prized more for its morphological
ot historlcal vaiue than for its role as an Imago agens In a rellglous pro-
gramme) or historically (having become part of a new and different

—
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fconographic programme for a museum).

Precisely because visual artifacts have a certain degree of

“object permanence”—in contrast to unrecorded speech acts—and
may remain perceptually avallable over fong periods of time, they are
necessarlly subject to often major changes In significative appropriation
by different users, or by the same users at different times and in diverse
circumstances.

The complexliles may be multiplied quite easlly, and It hacomas

clear that the difterences between verbal language and visual artifacts
may be much more pertinent than their purported homologies, as | have
argued at some length elsewhere.*” The point to be made is that we
must attend to the entire set of processes whereby artifacts used as
artworks are produced and reckoned with in the maintenance and
engenderment of individual and soclal reallties or ideologles If we are
o see the logocentrist and instrumentalist double-binds in a clearer
and more enhanced light. And In attending to the “how' of such pro-
cesses, we shall be in a better position to understand why it has been
that certaln rhelorlcal tropes and gulding metaphors have Informed the
growth and development of art history as a disclpline; why, In other
words, they have come to seem natural, neutral, legitimate, or Inevitable.

Which Is not to say that we shall “escape” Into a neutral clearing

in the forest of ideological symbolism, or outside the tissue-box of
metaphors. To Imagine that we might do so is to fall precisely into a
prefabricated trap,

This essay has focussed upon several of the more pervasive meta-

phorlcal andmines In art history. There are of course many more, for
in its fong and complex history since the Renalssance what we refer
to as the “disclpline” of art history has been dominated by several major
themes. Among these may be noted the themes or metaphors o
genesls, origins, continuity, resembfance, evolution, and
periodicization. The corpus of art historical and critical writing h
spoken of dualitles and binarisms, among which have been the notlons
of primitivism vs. sophistication, simplicity and complexity, monu-
mentality vs. ordinariness, uniqueness and reptication. Our discourse
Is deeply imbued with notlons of invention, change, problem-solving,
transformations, the gradual (or abrupt) emergence of one visual logic
or style out of or against another or others, as well as various kinds
of geometric theorems for the mapping of relationships between
ob']ects and surrounds or systems of soclal, cuitural, and individual
value.

In point of fact, art history has always been a system of value

pertalning to the nature of history, sociallty, production, consumption,
exchange, perception, cognition, and origins. Historlcally, its discursive
formats have been bent toward making Inevitable and natural the idea
of “art” as an “object” In its own right. We have seen here how some
of its metaphorical mechanisms work to establish and position artwork
and “art historlan” relative to one and another as functions within a
disciplinary apparatus, with all that has entailed. All of this suggests
that the disclpline has served also as a mechanism to produce certain
kinds of viewing subjects (ideally passive consumers—In more con-

28

4

.

b e m————— e

'lemporary contexts, educated and discerning cryptographers—but

“recelvers” of messages all the same). And it has served as a system
of investiture of certain groups (art historians, critics, connoisseurs,
curators, archivists) with interpretative, semlotic, or exegetical power.

In sum, the discipline of art history has been a complex
apparatus for the ongoing manufacture of certain forms of ideology-
as-knowledge. Its forms of power and control, despite alatent tendency
toward heroicization, are diffuse and diverse, as anonymous as a
machine or a language, or a wotk of art whose mode of addrass Is *'19
whom It may concern.” In the words of Stephen Heath,

systems ...is the achievement of a number of
machines (Institutions) which move, which movle, the
Individual as subject—shifting and placing deslre, the
energy of contradiction—in a perpetual retotalization
of the imaginary.®®

an Iimportant—determining—part of ideological \§3

SUNY-Binghamton
NOTES

1 Glorglo Vasarl's Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors and Architects was
first published in Florence in 1550 and In an enlarged edition In 1588. In the intro-
duction to his blographies of individual artists, Vasarl Includes a tripartite schema
for historical development {infancy, adofescence, maturlty) which is cyclical. On the
latter, see the critical appraisal by Svetiana Aipers, “Ekphrasis and Aesthetic
Attitudes In Vasari's Lives,” Journal of the Warburg & Courtauld institutes, 23 (1960),
190-215.

2 Jacques Derrida’s now classic critique of Levl-Straussian structuralism {“Structure,
Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sclences,” a lecture detivered In 1966
at the International Colfoquium on Critical Languages and the Sclences of Man at
Johns Hopkins University, and published In Alan Bass, ed. & trans., Writing and
Dilterence [Chicago: Unlv. of Chicago Press, 1978] pp. 278-293) opposes mytho-
morphlic discourse to epistemic discourse, which Is founded on the principfe of
return to origina (pp. 286-87 and n. B). Art historical discourse partakes of both,
and indeed works to frame the former by the latter.

3 On this "distance,” see the important articte by Joel Snyder, “'Picturing Vision,"
In W. J. T. Mitchell, The Language of Images (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1980),
pp. 219-46, esp. p. 219 and notes 1 and 2 in reference to Descartes's Dioptrics. See
also n. 8 below.

4 These terms will be used more or less interchangeably here in reference to the
disciplinary practice of the interpretation of artwork, as for our purposes both “critic”
and '‘historian’ will be seen as occupying equivalent discursive positions within
the disciplinary apparatus.

5 The most Important critique In modern times of the metaphysical, "onto-theological”
programme of Western phllasophy and art Is the body of work of Jacques Derrida
(understood as a reaction to and {n part an extenslon of the work of Heldegger).
See especlaily his De fa Grammatofogle (Parls: Editions du Seull, 1967) (English
transfation Of Grammatology {Battimore & London: The Johns Hopkins Unlv. Press,
1976), transiated by and with an extraordinary 78-page introductory essay by Gayatrl
C. Spivak[pp. Ix-Ixxxvil}), and also his La Vérité en Peinture (Parls: Flammarion, 1978)
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