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Introduction: 
Art History After Deleuze and Guattari

Sjoerd van Tuinen and Stephen Zepke

The Event: Art, History, Philosophy
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari have written extensively about art and art history, 
but they are no art historians. Whereas the very identity and idea of art history, as 
opposed to natural history, implies human subjectivity as its unchanging basis of 
meaning and composition, they flatly deny any interiority to history. For Deleuze 
and Guattari art works are expressions of immanent and abstract forces that ani-
mate all aspects of our world, and indeed what is not ours, the cosmos. Each ‘work’ 
expresses or acts force according to its own conditions, conditions that can, through 
the processes of expression, themselves change. While these conditions include the 
political realm and other areas of life largely determined by human consciousness, 
these aspects do not, in Deleuze and Guattari, tend to play a decisive role. Forces 
do not obey ‘ideas’. Instead, they emerge through the materials that actualise them, 
through the abstract movements, machinic relationships and often unconscious and 
inorganic motives of ‘matter-force’. In explaining the emergence of the ‘time-image’ 
in cinema after WWII Deleuze famously dedicates a mere paragraph to its histor-
ical conditions, while spending the rest of the book explaining how it expresses a 
fundamental shift in the nature of ‘thought’ and the functioning of the brain that 
has little to do with history and far more to do with a transhistorical ‘will to art’. 
Clearly then, expression is creative, and art ‘thinks’ precisely in the way it is able to 
invent new solutions – which means new experiences, new sensations – to problems 
both new and old. In this sense art is ‘alive,’ but it is so in a way that both connects 
it to the natural world (Deleuze and Guattari claim birds are the first artists), and 
distinguishes it as a separate path of development that generally draws on its own 
means (every painter, Deleuze will claim, recapitulates the history of painting for 
him- or herself ). 
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This model that both disperses the ‘work’ of art into the boundless energy of 
‘life,’ while simultaneously making it the focal point for a singular mode of devel-
opment is typical of the way Deleuze and Guattari approach other disciplines. Art 
history is thereby deterritorialised, disconnected from its usual methods and rep-
resentational assumptions (both as an iconography and as ‘history’), before being 
reterritorialised on a selection of its aspects (its stylistic formalism and focus on ‘the 
new’), now transformed and energised by passing through Deleuze and Guattari’s 
vitalist sieve. Consequently, the way Deleuze and Guattari treat art history is no 
different from the way they treat art, or indeed any object at all; they seek to find 
the potentials within it that will allow it to mutate into something else, and in this 
metamorphosis (an ‘event’) express in singular terms the more abstract rhythms that 
compose the universe. In this way they prove themselves worthy heirs of Wilhelm 
Worringer, in whose work scholarship doesn’t simply describe art, but rather ac-
quires an expressionist quality itself (Donahue 1995, 3).

Despite their ‘philosophical’ interest in art, Deleuze and Guattari continue to 
define philosophy in traditional terms as a logic of concepts. But instead of refer-
ring to historical states of affairs, concepts speak the event, just as the lines, colours, 
sounds or moving images of works of art express events in their own way. Thus The 
Logic of Sense (1969) and The Logic of Sensation (1981) converge in a logic of events, 
providing concepts for processes of genesis occurring in their respective realms of 
emergence. Such a logic is not a set of linguistic instruments that can be applied to 
works of art. Instead, a logic of sensation uses art as the medium for the creation of 
new concepts. These are concepts specific to an artistic discipline, or even artist, but 
they could only be made by philosophy; concepts that express lines and colors, but 
also materials, techniques and relations of production. Perhaps this is why Deleuze 
and Guattari have been so popular and influential amongst artists. They are able 
to conceptualise what appears in the materials of paint, or more than this, they are 
able to conceptualise in art those aspects of its emergence that philosophy shares, 
although in an entirely different medium. It is precisely this aspect of transversality 
(as they call it) that makes it possible for philosophy to conceptualise a sensation 
(or art to create a sensation of a concept), but makes it nearly impossible for art to 
create a concept, or philosophy to create a sensation (with the notable exceptions 
of Nietzsche and Mallarmé).1 The logic of sensation is not art as a conceptual or 
interdisciplinary research-based practice, however, but precisely the opposite: it is a 
rather old-fashioned plea for medium specificity. 

In any case, most art historians certainly have no complaints about this, inas-
much as they are themselves clear about the distinction between their discourse and 
the objects of which they speak. Unlike Deleuze and Guattari however, art history 
as a discipline generally sees them as being connected through the operation of rep-
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resentation, a quasi-scientific relation in which art history maps the co-ordinates 
of art within what is assumed to be a common plane of reference. The axis of time 
for example, on which art works can be arranged chronologically. Or that of place, 
within which art works find their location or paths of movement. Or more com-
plexly, that of content, by which the lines and colours on the canvas can be under-
stood in terms of their meaning, itself determined by various socio-historical factors 
providing a work’s political, religious, biographical, cultural, and even philosophical 
reference points. 

If the concept immediately expresses the event, by contrast, this means that 
Deleuze and Guattari are not offering a chronological account of the history of art. 
Even if they suggest connections and influences between artists, they are instead 
developing a philosophy of art and of the aesthetic that is embodied in art works, 
which develop it for themselves, and in their own, irreducible way. This philosophi-
cal understanding of art applies ontological criteria to it, and rejects those works, or 
parts of works that do not follow these criteria. With respect to Francis Bacon’s work 
for example, Deleuze argues that its essence is found neither in Piet Mondriaan’s 
geometrical abstraction, which remains an abstract and ultimately ideal code, nor 
in Jackson Pollock’s abstract expressionism, whose materials remain too chaotic to 
produce anything beyond the ‘sensation’ of their emergence, but in Bacon’s ‘Figures’. 
The reason for this is that Bacon’s ‘Figures’ begin from the chaotic distortion and 
final ‘catastrophe’ of the ubiquitous visual clichés determining our perception, and 
use this catastrophe as the starting point (or ‘event’) for composing new sensations 
(2003, 96). That this understanding of Bacon’s work is ‘philosophical’ should be in 
no doubt once Deleuze makes it clear that the organism itself is a ‘cliché,’2 and that 
Bacon’s own ‘Figures’ are what he calls ‘Bodies without Organs’ (2003, 44-5). On 
the other hand, Bacon does not magically appear as if out of nothing, and indeed his 
Figures and their chaotic genesis draw upon many historical precedents that Bacon 
seems to reassemble into his own machine. If Deleuze and Guattari could be said to 
‘read’ art history from the perspective of the event, this is not to entirely abandon 
history, and especially not the history of art, but it is to use it selectively to explain 
the emergence of what is non-historical (and perhaps in this, thoroughly philosoph-
ical), which is the event.

Perhaps this relationship can be explained by saying that an event has its own 
formal characteristics, which can be described and inventoried as a system of signs, 
and doing so in the realm of art requires connecting art’s formal qualities with the 
conceptual features of an event. In this respect, Deleuze and Guattari have reinvigo-
rated both ontological approaches to art and the formal analysis of art works, and so 
made a significant contribution to the disciplines of art history and cinema studies. 
Moving in the other direction, Deleuze and Guattari also utilize concepts they find 
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in art history in a wider philosophical context (for example Alois Riegl’s ‘historical 
grammar,’ or Heinrich Wöllflin’s formal ‘tensors’). This back-and-forth between art 
history and philosophy raises wider methodological questions concerning the dif-
ferences and relations between ontology and aesthetics, between ontology and his-
tory, between philosophy (conceptual logic), art (sensation), art history (referential 
propositions), between ‘what artists say’ and what art historians say, and between 
an ontology of expression and more formal methods of analysis. These questions are 
important not only in the realm of Deleuze-studies, but in that of art history as well.

Bergsonism: History and Becoming
Having said all this, and despite Deleuze and Guattari’s insistence on the force of 
creation, the artists they discuss and the connections they find between them can 
appear canonical. Linking the loose brushwork of the Venetian Renaissance to 
Turner and then to Cézanne and Bacon is hardly news, but the fact that Deleuze 
and Guattari do it via an incendiary ontological force fundamentally changes the 
criteria of these ‘historical’ connections.3 Similarly, Deleuze’s account of cinema 
barely deviates from the canonical auteurs he so clearly venerates, but this is not 
evidence of the conservatism of his taste but of the way he ventriloquises the history 
of art to say something new, to express an ontological perspective that it had not 
explicitly declared, but that he has it clearly state. The point here is that Deleuze 
and Guattari seek to connect their analysis of an ‘historical’ artwork to its ahistor-
ical breakthrough, or event, that not only marks the moment of its creation, but 
the way this moment repeats (albeit differently) all those events that preceded it, 
a difference once more repeated in their philosophical concept. As Deleuze says in 
conversation with Toni Negri, ‘history isn’t experimental, it’s just the set of more or 
less negative conditions that make it possible to experiment with something beyond 
history’ (1995, 170).

Following Bergson’s criticism of Kant, Deleuze strictly distinguishes between 
the virtual becoming of art and the actual history of art. While the latter appears as 
an analytical and linear succession of distinct artistic styles and clearly identified im-
ages, the former is a contingent and variable assemblage of ‘diagrams,’ a co-existence 
of creative potentials or ‘abstract machines’ capable of turning each historical for-
mation inside out through a repetition of its internal differences. While art history 
describes and analyses images, Deleuze is Bergsonian in considering these as being 
simultaneously objects that participate in an open and changing whole (duration) 
that they not only express, but also actively construct. In this sense art, art history, 
philosophy, and indeed all activity produces ‘analog’ image-objects synthesising (ie., 
expressing/constructing) non-human and inorganic forces, rather than simply pro-
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ducing images through the hands of ‘man’ (an idea of Henri Focillon that Deleuze 
criticises (2003, 154)), or as conditioned by his necessary cognitive a prioris. Clear-
ly this cuts to the very heart of the post-Kantian development of the relationship 
between aesthetics and concepts within art historical and artistic movements, and 
in a wider sense it marks a fundamental conflict over what constitutes ‘thought’. 
If art follows consciousness (or indeed discursive mechanisms of the unconscious) 
in passing through the structure of representation (and obviously this can be un-
derstood in various ways) on its way from perception to thought, then perception 
or the aesthetic is always overdetermined by conceptual conditions of possibility 
that enforce upon it certain transcendental co-ordinates, the most important being 
space and time and subject and object. In the face of this representational image of 
thought, philosophy must follow the defining move of modern art: ‘The theory of 
thought is like painting,’ Deleuze writes at the end of Difference and Repetition, ‘it 
needs that revolution which took art from representation to abstraction: this is the 
aim of a theory of thought without images’ (2001, 276).

Recently Bergson’s influence in early twentieth century art has received much 
attention (Antliff 1993; Demille & Mullarkey 2015). However, this interest is usu-
ally historical in its focus and assumptions. In breaking with its speculative origins 
and establishing itself as a positive science, art history has traditionally valorized its 
‘original manuscripts’ above all else. Even if, today, it has replaced its textual orien-
tation on originals with a focus on materials and techniques, art history continues 
to insist that artifacts are the connection (representation) between creativity and 
its historical conditions. In reducing the past to its recordings, it either pursues the 
impossible dream of giving an exhaustive representation of a historical event (the 
Mona Lisa, the Lives of the Artists, or even of The Story of Art as such), or it limits 
itself to describing that event’s original context; the biography of the artist, the his-
torical socio-economic circumstances, etc. Either way, the past is interpreted in the 
image of its present, and the creative event has evaporated.

For this reason, Bergsonian philosophers have warned of the historicist fallacy 
in which the production is derived from its product (resonating with Marx’s cri-
tique of fetishism (see Egenhofer 2010)), and the possible is projected onto the 
past. Charles Péguy, whose theory of the event influenced Deleuze greatly, argued 
that history conceived as a science risks delivering the mystique of the event to ‘the 
historical optical illusion which consists in constantly transferring the present into 
the past, the ulterior to the anterior’ (Péguy 2001, 69). Even in the case of so-called 
‘primary sources,’ Péguy argues, these are nothing more than ‘the first copy of the 
first edition for the recording of history’ (Péguy quoted in Roe 2014, 107).4 In real-
ity, every ‘first time’ is part of a series. Every event has future and past reverberations 
that extend well beyond the moment that is said to be actual. Thus if art history 
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is analytical and decomposes the event, then philosophy and art take the past as a 
part of synthetic duration continuing to move on without them. The past is never 
fully done with, but rather forms a durational continuity with the present that un-
folds into the future at all its coexisting levels. This is not the classical art historical 
notion that history develops cyclically – birth, growth, degeneration – or that it 
even develops chronologically through cause and effect, but is rather a theory of 
certain privileged ‘events’ that exceed all temporal conditioning (i.e. ‘history’) by 
inserting into it an aleatory impulse. For Deleuze and Guattari this aleatory im-
pulse is primary and aesthetic. Feeling comes before its understanding, and is quite 
capable of thinking without it. This would be the basis of Deleuze and Guattari’s 
‘sublime’ aesthetics. The sensation exceeds understanding because its emergence 
does not pass through the concept, it’s ‘intuition’ (to use Kant’s term) remaining 
connected, even if only by the thinnest of threads, to an infinite and virtual cosmos. 
Art is sublime because it gives us sensation beyond any conceptual limits, and so, as 
in Kant, it opens up the transcendental realm of problematic Ideas, which are not 
moral on Deleuze’s account, but instead define faculties inasmuch as ‘each faculty is 
unhinged’ (1994, 141).

One such realm would be art, or painting, and the aim of painting, Bacon says, 
is to paint ‘what happens,’ to paint the event. This is why, with respect to Bacon, 
Deleuze never writes directly about the psychological ‘content’ of his paintings. Nor 
do we read anything about Bacon’s life, about his long nights at the Colony Room, 
his lovers or his friendships with Balthus, Lucian Freud and Frank Auerbach. His-
tory is the residue, what emerges in the wake of the event. In carefully ‘listening’ to 
Bacon, and in extensively drawing on what he says, Deleuze is not giving historical 
‘support’ to his reading, but seeking the sedimented expressions of a creative process 
that exceeds it, and is the true object of a ‘creative’ practice now encompassing art 
and philosophy.

Deleuze wrote his study of Bacon for a series (‘La Vue, le Texte’) presenting 
exchanges between art and philosophy. But his philosophical identification with 
Bacon’s painting practice went further than that. When, in 1981, Bacon received a 
copy of Deleuze’s The Logic of Sensation, he reacted: ‘It’s as if this guy were watching 
over my shoulder while I was painting.’ (Dosse 2007, 528) Without ever having 
explained his choice of Bacon’s work, Deleuze used it as a material of philosophical 
expression, just as his ‘conceptual portraits’ of Nietzsche, Kant, Bergson, Spinoza, 
Leibniz and Foucault are also both a depiction and a simultaneous deformation. In 
the case of Francis Bacon, as with the others, Deleuze’s ventriloquizing method re-
lies on a close reading of the texts, in this case not only the paintings but also on Ba-
con’s interviews with David Sylvester. In a well-known passage Deleuze emphasizes 
the point: ‘We do not listen closely enough to what painters have to say.’ (2003, 99) 
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While the meaning of this phrase remains open, and was perhaps an ironic retort to 
the ‘open’ postmodern text of the time, and the death of its Barthesian author, we 
have already seen that it cannot be limited to a call for staying true to original sourc-
es. Obviously listening carefully enough to artists doesn’t mean hearing everything 
they say, sensitive listening is in fact a process of selection, of ‘getting it right (even 
if they didn’t exactly say it like that)’.5 Deleuze was perfectly capable of not listening 
very carefully to what Bacon said, and certainly invented things he then attributed 
to Bacon.6 More to the point then, is that a vitalist understanding of ‘expression’ im-
plies a necessary process of de- and re-territorialisation that expresses the immanent 
rhythms of ‘life’. Invention was never restricted by ‘truth,’ or perhaps better, truth 
is of necessity ‘invented,’ or as Deleuze says in the Cinema books ‘fabulated’. This 
would be the meaning of Deleuze’s Nietzschean claim that ‘Every Painter Recapitu-
lates the History of Painting in His or Her Own Way.…’ (2003, 122f ). This history 
of painting then, would be a history of the untimely. We must listen carefully to 
artists, but not to the literal, or representational meaning of their words, but to their 
rhythms and cadences, their tones and overtones, their abstract and material ‘styles’ 
so that these might inhabit us, overtake us, animate an ever-growing ‘Body without 
Organs’ with their unique speeds and slownesses.

From Mannerism to Expressionism …
The ‘major’ mode of art history has by and large followed a neo-Kantian path, as it 
was laid down by Ernst Cassirer, and enshrined in art history by his student Erwin 
Panofsky and his colleague Ernst Gombrich. Like Bergson, by contrast, Deleuze 
and Guattari are post-Kantian rather than neo-Kantian. Largely ignorant of, and 
probably not very interested in the epistemological underpinnings of Kunstwissen-
schaft, they are much more interested in the ways in which the understanding and 
the imagination can be dislocated in favour of a transcendental empiricism oriented 
towards the ideas of reason, a reading already begun in Kant’s life-time by Salomon 
Maimon.7 As a result, and unsurprisingly, Deleuze and Guattari are heavily influ-
enced by the school of ‘Expressionist’ art historians that are most often opposed to 
art history’s neo-Kantian trajectory. It was probably through his colleague in Lyon, 
Henri Maldiney, that Deleuze discovered the work of Aloïs Riegl (1858-1905), 
Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-1945) and Wilhelm Worringer (1881-1965). While these 
art historians were all significantly influenced by philosophy, Deleuze and Guattari 
are perhaps more interested in how they pursue their philosophical speculations 
through rigorous formal analyses of arts and crafts. This is because for these figures 
the one implies the other. Riegl, for example, found ontological implications in the 
depiction of the natural world on the Vaphaio cups, or the shift to group portrai-
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ture in Dutch painting. His most philosophical concepts such as the ‘will to art,’ 
or the categories of the ‘haptic’ and the ‘optic’ have little meaning outside of the 
empirical examples that ‘express’ them in culturally and indeed historically specific 
terms. Similarly, the differential Principles of Art History (linear/painterly, plane/re-
cession, closed/open, multiplicity/unity, clear/unclear) developed by Wölfflin sig-
nificantly influenced Deleuze and Guattari’s development of a non-representational 
and non-structuralist taxonomy of signs. Worringer, finally, showed that classical 
figuration is not the representation of an exterior content, but the emphatic cor-
respondence between two forms: the forms of representation in art and the forms 
acting as the conditions of possibility of perception. In this sense Classical art is not 
representative qua objects and symbols, but qua form, whereas modern art reveals 
an abstract, even Gothic sensibility.

In the light of Deleuze and Guattari’s preference for the older art historians, 
Georges Didi-Huberman’s work, particularly that on the art historian Aby Warburg 
is important, as it acts as a kind of corrective to the dominant neo-Kantian trajec-
tory of art history. In many ways, Warburg acts as a kind of switching point where 
the Expressionist line of art history is abandoned in favour of its neo-Kantian ‘cor-
rection,’ a shift embodied by Gombrich’s book on Warburg (1970). Warburg’s work 
drew heavily on Nietzsche and shared much with his fellow German Expressionist 
art historians. Didi-Huberman’s work is important in showing Deleuze and Guat-
tari’s unacknowledged and perhaps even unintentional debt to Warburg, and hence 
their continuation of a ‘minor’ ontological, Nietzschean line of art history up to the 
present. A resistant line perhaps, certainly a non-representational line, a more open 
and flexible line that refuses to defend the discipline but instead constantly blurs its 
boundaries and seduces it out of its own bed. 

Perhaps the best example of this ‘resistant line’ is Deleuze’s construction of the 
central ‘concept’ of the Baroque, the fold taken to infinity, in The Fold. The fold 
constitutes the ‘operative function’ (1993, 3) of baroque art, music, literature and 
architecture, and returns in the Leibnizian theory of monads as the primary forces 
that animate the universe. Is it then an art historical concept? Yes and no. Yes, inas-
much as it allows us to analyse baroque and mannerist art in new ways, but no be-
cause in doing so it rejects their ‘historical’ framework. The infinite fold is the event 
that happens to materials and forms, but it is also the point at which one discipline 
passes into another and the different media extend into one another. It is, in other 
words, a philosophical concept that can be used in the context of art history, but is 
not restricted to it. On the one hand, the concept of the fold offers no more than the 
description of the historical situation of the baroque (the infinite folded total work 
of art of Bernini). On the other hand, it also reveals its age-transcending potential 
(each material and technology contains implicit foldings that can be developed). 
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Put differently, the fold is the typically baroque ‘condition of the new,’ (1993, 79) a 
mode or manner in which philosophy and art, thought and life interfere: philoso-
phy systematizes sensation, art feeds new modes of thought.

The modern artist finds a precursor in the untimely becomings produced by the 
mannerist craftsman. One of Deleuze and Guattari’s favorite examples is Tintoret-
to, the ‘little dyer’ who materialized like no other the human in relation to non-hu-
man forces and whose authenticity Jean-Paul Sartre therefore liked to oppose to the 
grand seigneurial Titian. Of course it makes little sense to say that the art of the 19th 
and 20th century is the same as that of the 16th and 17th century, even if new tech-
nologies can always be reduced to old codes or bring new ones with them (Deleuze 
and Guattari 1994, 181-2). The Venetian import of oil paint comes shortly after the 
adoption of linear perspective in Central Italy, and while Venetian painting utilizes 
this perspective, it also completely changes the way paintings are constructed. This 
leads to a radical transformation of painterly technique and of what constituted 
aesthetic ‘good taste’. The history of codes, icons, techniques and styles recount the 
various materials of art, but cannot explain it. They offer only the sum of negative 
conditions that block the production of the new as much as they make it possible 
(Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 92). The creative act presupposes an event that con-
fronts the a priori stylistic elements with something that is not yet given in experi-
ence. On the one hand, mannerism and baroque remained bound by the old forces 
of figuration and narration. On the other, they allow new forces to render visible 
becomings that are all the more ‘untimely’. 

From the moment there is genius, there is something that belongs to no 
school, no period, something that achieves a breakthrough – art as a process 
without goal, but that attains completion as such. […] It is here that art ac-
cedes to its authentic modernity, which simply consists in liberating what 
was present in art from its beginnings, but was hidden underneath aims and 
objects, even if aesthetic, and underneath recodings or axiomatics: the pure 
process that fulfills itself, and that never ceases to reach fulfillment as it pro-
ceeds – art as “experimentation”. (Deleuze and Guattari 2003, 370-1, 132)

… and from Modernism to the Contemporary
Modern art is anti-classical by definition (ie. anti-representational), but at the same 
time every age, regardless of how classical it is, already contains its own revolution-
ary potential, or to use a more ‘modern’ vocabulary, its own avant-garde. Indeed, it 
is in the sense of this transhistorical modernity that Deleuze will declare, ‘there is 
no other problem than that of the insertion of art into everyday life’ (1994, 293). 
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When Deleuze and Guattari speak of art then, they are referring to both its histori-
cal examples (artists, movements, art works, etc.), and to an ‘aesthetic paradigm’ that 
is epitomised perhaps in what we call ‘art,’ but which can also be seen at work where 
creation and emergence escape their historical determinants to role the dice again. 
This can be a work of art, or it can be the ‘work’ of art within the social or political 
realm. As a result, Deleuze and Guattari write; 

In no way do we believe in a fine-arts system; we believe in very diverse 
problems whose solutions are found in heterogeneous arts. To us, Art is a 
false concept, a solely nominal concept; this does not, however, preclude the 
possibility of a simultaneous usage of the various arts within a determinable 
multiplicity.8 (1987, 300) 

There can be no question of a linear sequence of styles and images of artistic thought. 
Instead, history consists of a multi-linear ensemble of complex formations, in which 
each historical age possesses the same formal possibilities, albeit ordered according 
to a differently stratified geography. In A Thousand Plateaus Deleuze and Guattari 
explore the geology or natural history of creative processes (1987, 67). The con-
tinuous and endless variation of these processes constitutes the inorganic life that 
traverses and subjects matter, those processes that have been consolidated in rela-
tively stable strata, to its constant intrusions. Hence Deleuze and Guattari speak of 
a ‘breakthrough’: a material, inorganic life overspilling the formal molds, traditional 
stylistic distinctions, the discipline-bound media, artistic intentions and classical 
models, and dragging them along. In the modern aesthetic paradigm there is no 
longer any difference between nature and art. 

This is Deleuze’s starting point when he situates Bacon or cinema in relation 
to pre-historical, Egyptian, Byzantine, Gothic, mannerist, Baroque and modernist 
strata, but also in relation to the codes of the church or the photographic visual 
consciousness that begins to emerge in the 19th century. They are historical layers 
that necessarily stick to Bacon’s paintings without being able to explain them. As 
Riegl already emphasized, the latter result from a ‘struggle’ or ‘competition’ (Riegl 
2004, 52). It follows that there is not one history of painting, or of cinema. There 
is a history, but it is turned inside out with every creative act/repetition, such that 
only retrospectively we can say that it is a pictorial or cinematic act. Worse still, it 
is only thanks to this exteriority to the ‘pre-pictorial’ that painting is more than 
a representation and capable of working directly on life. The power of painting, 
according to Deleuze, is precisely the non-pictorial becoming it effectuates. This 
is why we must define the epochs of the history of art ‘materially and genetically 
rather than formally’ (Deleuze 2006, 181). Beyond traditional modern oppositions 
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such as those of illusionism and media history, figuration and abstraction, or repre-
sentation and the self-reflective questioning of representation, lies a multiplication 
of historical perspectives on, and assemblages of, art, e.g. abstract painting, figural 
painting, diagrammatic painting. 

As we have seen, however, Deleuze will call this ‘vitalist aesthetics’ ‘modern’. He 
draws on Harold Rosenberg’s ahistorical theory of influence in Difference and Rep-
etition, and refers to the modernist art theorists Clement Greenberg and Leo Stein-
berg, along with Michael Fried. Indeed, in Francis Bacon Deleuze will claim that 
his differences from Greenberg and Fried are ‘a quarrel over words, an ambiguity of 
words’ (2003, 107). One of these words is doubtless ‘opticality,’ which Deleuze and 
Guattari reject, while embracing the American critics’ emphasis on non-representa-
tional abstraction and the shallow, but nevertheless material depth their work cre-
ated (1994, 194). Additionally, Deleuze and Guattari were also drawn to the mod-
ernist insistence on painting as a practice of immanent critique, a critical (precisely 
in Kant’s sense) practice that sought its own a priori conditions, even if those con-
ditions were not colour and two dimensionality as they were for Greenberg, but the 
ontological process of experimentation, or becoming, itself. In Difference and Repe-
tition, Deleuze draws on some ‘fine pages’ (1994, 91) of Harold Rosenberg concern-
ing the repetition of historical ‘events,’ and was also possibly influenced by his work 
on ‘action painting’. While in Cinema 2 and What Is Philosophy? Leo Steinberg’s 
concept of ‘flat bed painting’ is used to criticise the emerging new technologies, and 
Conceptual art, respectively. This criticism was fundamentally political, and sug-
gested that the shift in compositional principles as a result of the ‘screen’ (whether 
the electronic screen in Cinema 2, or the screen-prints of Rauschenberg in What Is 
Philosophy?) led to a homoginisation of material and experience in the ubiquitous 
display of information. In this Deleuze and Guattari seem to be following Benjamin 
Buchloh’s famous argument made in his essay ‘The Aesthetics of Administration’ 
(1999) that Conceptual art’s mimicry of contemporary mass-media was in fact a 
political capitulation to it, and not a form of critical resistance. While a politicised 
art history is clearly possible (ie. T.J. Clark), and arguably fundamental to feminist 
art history or ‘new art history,’ it generally tends to follow the political commit-
ments of those artists discussed (the anarchist Pissaro (Clark) or the communist 
Constructivists), rather than develop an aesthetics as political strategy. Certainly the 
militant Guattari insisted that the aesthetic paradigm was first of all political.

Taking Deleuze and Guattari’s almost complete silence over Critical Theory9 to-
gether with their frequent dismissal of photography, their aforementioned rejection 
of representation, their denial that Conceptual art is in fact ‘art,’ and their suspicion 
of new media, this adds up to a conundrum in relation to contemporary artistic 
practices, which rests heavily on all of these strategies. In this sense, Deleuze and 
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Guattari seem to be suggesting that art after the end of the 60s, in today’s terms 
‘postconceptual art,’ in fact moved away from ‘art,’ or at least from their own specif-
ically aesthetic understanding of it. This can perhaps be most clearly seen in Nicolas  
Bourriaud’s book Relational Aesthetics, which for a time spanning the turn of the 
21st century was seemingly the handbook for every contemporary artist, and which 
heavily draws on Deleuze and Guattari’s work but with the important proviso 
that to do so necessarily means ignoring their rejection of Conceptual art (1998,  
100-1). The fact that Bourriaud was a member of Guattari’s seminar, and that Guat-
tari had published an early version of his text in the journal Chimeras perhaps makes 
this even more striking. Nevertheless, Guattari’s reading of Duchamp, for example, 
opens up a new, materialist genealogy of Conceptual art that offers, perhaps, a ‘mi-
nor’ theory of contemporary practice that continues to resist its ‘post-conceptual’ 
trajectory. (2013, 209; 1995, 14) Similarly, his affirmation that ‘Conceptual art is 
just the most deterritorialised form of sensation,’ his insistence on the necessary 
autonomy of art, and his interest in the avant-garde are further examples of how 
his work offers new and provocative insights on the central debates of modern and 
contemporary practices.

Notes
1. For Deleuze and Guattari art and philosophy are materially and even essentially distinct (concepts, 

they claim, have ‘an intuition specific to them’ (1994, 7)), but from within this difference they can reg-
ister each other in their own terms. Consequently there are not only alliances but also branchings and 
substitutions [that] means that the concept as such can be concept of the affect, just as the affect can be 
affect of the concept. The plane of composition of art and the plane of immanence of philosophy can 
slip into each other to the degree that parts of one may be occupied by entities of the other. (1994, 66)  
The ‘hybrid geniuses’ who produce works that can operate as both philosophy and art (Deleuze 
and Guattari mention Nietzsche and Mallarme in this regard) nevertheless ‘do not produce a syn-
thesis of art and philosophy’ (1994, 67).

2. In Cinema 2 Deleuze writes: ‘A cliché is a sensory-motor image of the thing.’ (1989, 20) In this 
sense it is perhaps more accurate to say that the organism (i.e., the sensory-motor mechanism as 
defined by Bergson) produces clichés qua images, and only ‘if our sensory-motor schemata jam or 
break can a different type of image appear’ (1989, 20). In Cinema 2 this is a time-image, but in 
Francis Bacon ‘beyond the organism […] lies […] the body without organs’ (2003, 44).

3. It is important to point out that Deleuze and Guattari were not the first to spot this connection, 
which Ruskin, Elie Faure and indeed countless post-Nietzscheans had also seen.

4. Craig Lundy’s forthcoming overview of Péguy’s influence on Deleuze has been very inspirational 
for this introduction and all references to Péguy are taken from his essay.

5. Examples of this expressionist ‘hermeneutics’ are Deleuze’s third seminar on Kant where he says 
regarding Kant’s sublime; ‘This is not what Kant says, but it is what he was thinking,’ (1978, n.p.) 
or his remark that the history of philosophy ‘rather than repeating what a philosopher says, has to 
say what he must have taken for granted, what he didn’t say but is nonetheless present in what he 
did say’ (1995, 136).

6. Deleuze writes that Bacon says photography reduces sensation to a single level, as this is something 
Bacon actually says about abstract art (2003, 58-9). As a result, Deleuze’s claim that ‘Bacon has a 
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radical hostility towards the photograph’ (2003, 92) is not what Bacon says at all, but Deleuze’s 
‘critical method’ sweeps aside this inconvenience.

7. Deleuzean scholarship is divided on how to interpret his post-Kantian aesthetics. On one side 
there is interest in Kant’s ‘Aesthetic Ideas’ as a way in which representation might include their 
virtual ‘drift’ (see Kerslake 2009; Shaviro 2009), while on the other the sublime destruction of the 
representational understanding and the imagination’s ‘empirical’ sensation of transcendental Ideas 
are seen as Deleuze’s most important Kantian inheritances (see Zepke 2017).

8. Instead of essentializing the artistic disciplines, Deleuze and Guattari will define them by their crit-
ical ‘problem’ and ‘clinical’ mode of existence. ‘The “problem” within which painting is inscribed 
is that of the face-landscape. That of music is entirely different: it is the problem of the refrain.’ 
(Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 300-1) Thus if art has no ideal essence, it does have distinct his-
torical modalities of existence. While the clinical essence of music is the ‘schizophrenic’ develop-
ment of the ‘natural’ refrain, painting maintains a ‘hysterical’ relation to the ‘face-landscape system’ 
(Deleuze 2003, 47-55).

9. Herbert Marcuse and Erich Fromm are mentioned in Anti-Oedipus in passing, Adorno and Bloch 
receive some ambiguous words in a footnote to What Is Philosophy?, and Walter Benjamin’s theory 
of allegory is briefly discussed in The Fold, and his thesis on Art and mechanical reproduction is 
mentioned in Cinema 2.
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Remake/Remodel:  
Strategies of Reading Art Historians

Vlad Ionescu

Tout commentaire d’une œuvre est mauvais ou inutile,  
car tout ce qui n’est par direct est nul.  

Emil Cioran, Syllogismes de l’amertume (1952)

Applications 
Generically, the phrase ‘art history after Deleuze’ can mean three things. First, the 
phrase points to a methodology that consists of applying philosophical concepts to 
other fields within the humanities, like art history. This presupposes a well-known hi-
erarchical procedure: the philosopher ‘thinks’ concepts that the art historian subse-
quently applies to other primary sources. The procedure generates a type of research 
that addresses, for instance, the ‘minor,’ ‘rhizomes’ and the ‘percept’ in a type of cin-
ema, installation art, contemporary music, etc. This implies a transference of compe-
tences because ‘to apply’ means here that the individual artwork is the representation 
of a concept that precedes it. The minor, the affect and the percept are notions that 
Deleuze invented in relation to singular artistic assemblages. Just as there is no all-en-
compassing model for composing music, there are no pertinent ‘applications’ of the 
singularities from which these notions emerged without risking turning them into 
generalities. Hence, applying concepts that Deleuze invented on the basis of singu-
larities can turn the intensity of a repetition into the conformity of a law. 

After all, an efficient way of dismantling a philosophical system is to transfer it 
all over the humanities according to the model: concept x in medium y, for instance, 
deconstruction in literature, music, cinema, photography, etc. In order to achieve 
this, let there be dictionaries, readers, encyclopedic entries, congresses and ‘illustra-
tions’ of these concepts. In this case, the initial confrontation between thinking and 
exterior force, the initial encounter through which problems are detected and con-
cepts are invented, is tempered. Instead of generating new concepts, we recognize 
them on the horizon of humanities. 
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Second, and on a more positive note, ‘art history after Deleuze’ is a productive 
intellectual endeavor when artworks are approached as opportunities to look at the 
world in a specific way: as an intensive field of tensions. Art history after Deleuze is 
an inquiry into how constellations of sensation modify our perception of the world 
(as opposed to a field that merely applies the concepts that philosophy has pre-
pared). Art constructs the world just as much as science and its history should be 
the story of its arrangements, questions and solutions. The only pertinent contribu-
tion that philosophers can make to art history is, as in other domains, to question 
some of its clichés. Take for instance the first concept introduced in the Logic of 
Sensation (1981), namely, the ‘figural’. Deleuze borrows it from Lyotard’s Discourse, 
Figure (1971) where it designates an inherent conflict between the visual forms 
constituting an image and what can be said about them. The concept designates 
a confrontation between the variable sensitive body (that sees and moves without 
a pre-established structure) and an invariable language (whose meaning realises a 
deep linguistic structure). For Lyotard, an image is a field of tensions between forms 
that can be read (paraphrased, described and interpreted) and forces that disrupt 
this consistent act of reading (and that point to a desiring body). Hence, other than 
the claim to a conceptual iconological meaning behind an artwork, the concept of 
the figural sees meaning as equally modified by visual constituents that resist any 
conceptual stability. 

Third, conceiving artworks as constellations of sensations moving throughout 
history questions another art historical cliché, namely the central position of the 
artist as a creative genius. With Deleuze, there is no history of artistic subjective 
geniuses that create a distinct object called art because this object called art is not a 
human privilege: the lava flowing down on mountains, the shape of the waves and 
the plumage of the birds can be as touching as Francis Bacon’s colors. Sensations 
refer to aesthetic instantiations that outlive the human and occur outside the realm 
of human artifacts. With Deleuze, the questions of sense and artistic intentionality 
become a question of sensitivity where iconology is subordinated to aesthetics. 

Instead of testing the applicability of Deleuzian concepts to art history, the alter-
native that we will test here is to detect the specificity of Deleuze’s position towards 
art historiography, i.e. to the epistemology that any art history presupposes. With 
this goal in mind, two points have to be clarified: first, what is Deleuze’s relation to 
the writing of art history? Is there a history of art and what type of temporality does 
it abide to? Second, how do art theoretical concepts emerge and what do they ac-
count for: the meaning of artworks or a conception of art works as other than gener-
ators of meaning? Deleuze was open about the sources that inspired his philosophy, 
hence, from a methodological perspective we follow two paths: first, we need to de-
tect the strategies that he employed in his reading of the art historians he relied on. 
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As we shall see, Deleuze focuses on central figures of formalism: on the one hand, 
the founding fathers (Aloïs Riegl, Wilhelm Worringer and Heinrich Wölfflin) and, 
on the other hand, the later art critics (Clement Greenberg, Michael Fried, Leo 
Steinberg and Harold Rosenberg). Second, Deleuze’s idiosyncratic appropriation 
of these modern art historians justifies the transformations that he implemented in 
the conception of the visual arts. The goal is thus double: we test Deleuze’s relation 
to art history and we try to envisage a Deleuzian manner of writing art history. The 
question is whether this maniera deleuziana can still be called historical? 

The Time of Visual Arts
When discussing Deleuze’s philosophy in relation to art history two topics need to 
be addressed: first, the temporality presupposed in this type of writing and, second, 
the type of interpretation employed. These two topics constitute the epistemolog-
ical foundation of all history writing. No modern scientific approach analyses an 
object from all perspective just like no history addresses it from all perspectives. In 
this sense, a credible scientific approach is essentially reductive: it presents an object 
from one or various perspectives, distinctively or in relation to each other. Writing 
history presupposes the detection of an object – art, science, religion, etc. – whose 
interpretation depends on the way the object is structured in time. Temporality de-
termines the perspective from which the object is approached for the simple reason 
that there is no proper science of singular objects. Every science is the result of a 
particular subordination of singular objects to a type of organization. On the one 
hand, artworks can be conceived from a genetic perspective and treated as a series 
caught in a process of transformation. On the other hand, a singular artwork can be 
conceived as the realization of a structure. 

Concretely, the Baroque can be viewed as a transformative process starting with 
Michelangelo’s mannerism that itself belongs to a broader Western tendency to 
move from the representation of enclosed forms (antiquity) to the gradual dissolu-
tion of their well-delineated outline (mannerism up to impressionism). Following 
the same model, we can also focus on the lives of artists (Filippo Baldinucci, author 
of The Life of Bernini) or on the shifts in the cultural sensibility of an age ( Jacob 
Burckhardt, author of the Cicerone). But the Baroque can also be conceived as type 
of sensibility that is actualized throughout the 17th century and that is realized in 
different singular artworks. In this sense, Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint 
Teresa (1651) would be the realization of a sensibility that historians will later call 
Baroque. 
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Naturally, there are variations between these two generic models, but where does 
Gilles Deleuze’s contribution fit into this debate about the time of art history? In 
Francis Bacon. The Logic of Sensation (1981) he relies on Aloïs Riegl who thought 
that visual arts follow a historical evolution that has its own ‘grammar,’ that is to 
say, its own inherent logic. And this inherent logic consists in a series of answers to 
one central problem of visual presentation: the relation between an outline and the 
background from which it emerges.1 In the Egyptian relief, the outline of a present-
ed object is haptic, meaning that it reduces the object to its material essence and 
that it represses its integration in deep space. This relation between background and 
outline is the symptom of all visual presentation because even in the Egyptian relief 
the density of objects is visible when bodies are presented as overlapping volumes. 
The slightest shadow due to the overlapping of figures is the index of spatial rela-
tions.2 The significance of Riegl’s historical grammar is that it combines these two 
approaches, the historical explanation (or the diachronic model) and the structural 
explanation (or the synchronic model). 

Art becomes optic (or painterly) when objects loose their material consistency 
and are perceived as purely visual appearances extending in depth. Classicism in 
visual arts presents figures as optic and homogeneous forms, coherent and stable 
organisms where the parts are proportional to the whole. In contrast, the Figures 
of Francis Bacon disturb this organic stability and homogeneity. Deleuze sees in 
them forces that dislocate the organic body and maintain it in a continuous trans-
formation (2002, 49-50). Bacon is here associated with a Christian dissolution of 
the material clarity of objects in visual arts (Deleuze 2002, 116). According to Riegl, 
Christianity conceives visual forms just like it conceives its historical role, as a pro-
cess unfolding in time. Instead of the rigid and eternal Egyptian forms, Christianity 
gradually accepts the presentation of visual forms in accidental positions.3 

On this point, Deleuze follows Riegl literally, and we need to examine his im-
plicit acceptance of Riegl’s analogical interpretation of visual forms. After all, Riegl 
argued that the Kunstwollen – the way in which arts present objects visually – runs 
parallel to their worldview: Antiquity idealizes physical beauty because the antique 
worldview is based on the right of the physically stronger. The disproportionate 
bodies of the early Christian art are not a stylistic regression; on the contrary, they 
emulate the upcoming worldview that accepts imperfections and concentrates on 
spiritual beauty (Riegl 1966, 36).4 Hence, Riegl justified the meaning of forms’ re-
lation to culture on the basis of their homologation. The ethical and the visual re-
gime are formally correlated in order to generate a stable and meaningful entity: 
the worldview (or the religious, political and ethical conceptions of a culture) and 
the Kunstwollen (or the corresponding aesthetic sensibility) constitute a continui-
ty of sense. The relation between these two entities is already a problem in Riegl’s 



25 Remake/ Remodel: Strategies of Reading Art Historians

thought because he never explained how their homologation works.5 Yet how is it 
possible that Deleuze – the philosopher of immanent relations between intensities 
that resist all stability – accepts such an analogical interpretation of visual art? Is 
this type of analogical thinking a tension in Deleuze’s understanding of Riegl or just 
another ‘free use’ of art theoretical notions? (Deleuze 1980, 493)

Just like in Riegl’s Historical Grammar, the logic of art history involves an evolu-
tion from the haptic to the optic mode of presentation. However, whereas Riegl em-
phasized the continuity of a forward-moving temporal process, Deleuze concentrates 
on two possible modes that disturb this organic presentation: either the subordina-
tion of the haptic outline to the optic space or vice versa, as in the implementation 
of a tactile and violent outline, such as the volutes of late Gothic architecture that 
disseminate infinitely without any organic continuity. Deleuze reinterprets the dia-
chronic unfolding of art in time as the oscillation between two types of intensities, the 
haptic and the optic. What interests Deleuze is not the historical continuity of these 
intensities, which can be presented as the canonical history of styles, from antiquity 
to modernity. On the contrary, Deleuze emphasizes their potentiality to disturb the 
homogeneity of the organic body. Why? This is an intuition that repeatedly returns 
in many other post-structuralist thinkers: the organic body is a sign of regular struc-
ture that abides to an unchangeable set of rules. Painting is a reacting against forces 
that subordinate the body to a stable and irregular form. Why? Because this stability 
blocks the transformative potential of life in all its forms, subsequently turning the 
body into a machine. Painting is one possible response to this affirmative transforma-
tive power of life, a privileged response that various modern philosophers addressed, 
from Merleau-Ponty, to Lyotard and Derrida. Why painting? Hypothetically be-
cause painting presents the world while combining technical means with singular 
experiences. Painting includes variable sensations that artists multiply and that vary 
from viewer to viewer, thus resisting the reduction of the world to invariable struc-
tures, like the perspectival presentation. Only sculpture would arguably include a 
more intimate and variable involvement of the sensitive body that temporarily re-
sists and improvises with the rigid structures of perception and behavior that govern  
human life. 

Riegl, on the other hand, had a perspectivist attitude regarding these two pos-
sibilities of form: they represent either the periods of Organismus, the tenden-
cy of visual forms to insert the movement of life in rigid structures of matter, or 
Harmonismus, periods when visual forms are stabilized and standardized. (Riegl 
1966, 87-88) While Organismus represents the baroque because it is a force that 
moves visual forms from within, Harmonismus emerges in antiquity where sym-
metry and proportion regulate visual forms. Despite Riegl’s perspectivism, for 
Deleuze, the time of art remains the time of discontinuities that disturb the stabil-


