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 We analytical philosophers should be humble, and acknowledge that 
what is confused is sometimes more useful than what has been clarified. 

 Ian Hacking 

 As a study in philosophy, this is an unusual undertaking. Rather than 
attempting to define concepts alone, I hope to use philosophy to foster 
action. That action is interpreting the past—making history—but not in 
the familiar manner. Rather than rely on documents alone, I hope to pro-
mote the use of tangible things as traces of the past. The class of tangible 
things on which I focus is paintings. The result is neither pure philosophy, 
nor pure history, nor pure history of art, nor pure visual studies, but an 
amalgam that is hard to categorize. Nonetheless, I hope it will embolden 
students and scholars to consider paintings—and the process of making 
history—in a new light. 

 Among the many kinds of artworks I looked after in a museum for 
twenty years were paintings in the European tradition. For more than 
ten years prior to assuming that responsibility I had pursued a scholarly 
interest in paintings above all else. This had led me to catalogue part of 
a collection of paintings, an intimate activity that had brought me into 
close physical proximity with these things in the privileged setting of a 
conservation laboratory. All the while I was thinking of other tangible 
things, too, as well as how one might go about speaking of them. I did not 
exactly leave paintings behind as my mind increasingly ranged over other 
things while grappling with questions of history and philosophy, but it 
sometimes seemed that way, to myself as well as to others. 

 Tangible things vary hugely. If historians are to find ways of using 
material traces of the past of many—if not of all—kinds, do paintings 
constitute a special case? This is a question I can only try to answer by 
appealing to philosophy. In the end, I do not think paintings are a special 
case. However, I believe that each kind of tangible thing—whether an 
orchid from Panama, a limestone mold from the Balkans, a southeast 
Asian bird skull carved in China, a beetle ornament from northeast India, 
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or a plate decorated by a Cheyenne warrior, to cite the topics of my 
case studies in a recent publication—requires—no, absolutely demands—
recognition of its specific properties and circumstances of existence. The 
same goes for paintings. 

 Paintings present particular challenges, not least because many Euro-
peans and people of European origin (and others) consider them—or the 
best among them from Giotto to Rothko, and beyond—to occupy a pin-
nacle of human achievement. I agree with that assessment, although in 
my estimation paintings in the European tradition do not occupy that 
pinnacle alone. It is difficult to treat a thing that makes one weep—and 
I could cite numbers of such paintings—as interchangeable with, for 
instance, a safety pin, however ingenious an invention worthy of admi-
ration that device may be. Both the painting (say, Jean-Baptiste-Siméon 
Chardin’s  Basket with Wild Strawberries ) and the safety pin can be won-
drous portals to the human past, but the one has properties people in the 
European tradition discuss under the heading of aesthetics that the other 
lacks, or at least lacks if not in kind, then in degree. Unwelcome as it may 
be, to take this difference into account seems unavoidable, especially if, as 
a material culture historian, I want to use both. This remains a challenge 
easier to evade than to meet. It is a challenge that can only be met with 
the help of philosophy, which is why this book is a hybrid of philosophy 
and history. 

 I hope, though, that this book will not only be of interest and use to 
historians who seek to use paintings as evidence of past human actions, 
but also to art historians, art critics, philosophers of art and aestheticians, 
and artists whose principal concern is to attempt to understand paintings 
critically in their own right as artworks. Their concerns inevitably over-
lap with those of material culture historians who seek to use paintings as 
one kind of material evidence of human behavior among many. I hope 
the arguments that follow might be pertinent to advancing thought and 
scholarship in all these fields. 

 Indeed, working with artists was my immediate prompt to write this 
book. The head of the LeRoy E. Hoffberger School of Painting of the 
Maryland Institute College of Art (MICA), Baltimore, Joan Waltemath, 
invited me to be critic-in-residence for the spring semester, 2014. This 
involved four two-day visits of considerable intensity as I engaged in indi-
vidual and group criticism sessions with the graduate students, and deliv-
ered four lectures. Refreshingly, Waltemath believes in neither leading her 
students to the trough of received theory, nor in reinventing the theoreti-
cal wheel. Instead she encourages hard, independent but informed think-
ing in conjunction with critical painterly practice. The result is demanding 
work for all. In consequence, I found myself reengaging with the puzzles 
of painting. This book is the result. 

 At the core of this book are four chapters derived from the four lec-
tures I gave during my visits to MICA,  Chapters 3 ,  5 ,  8 , and  9 . Each 
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is an elaboration of previously existing but for the most part hitherto 
unpublished work.  Chapter 3 , “To Draw, to Paint,” began life as a lec-
ture at the Hood Museum of Art, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH, in 
2004.  Chapter 5 , “Material Realities: Trompe l’oeil,” is a derived from a 
paper first given at the symposium  Collecting and Scholarship: Nether-
landish Art in Cambridge  at Wolfson College, University of Cambridge 
in 2011, published as “Fooled Again: Trompe l’Oeil Revisited,” in  Col-
lecting and Scholarship: Netherlandish Art in Cambridge , ed. Meredith 
M. Hale (Doornik: Brepols 2016), pp. 99–106.  Chapter 8 , “The Artist’s 
Mark,” incorporates an elaboration of the exhibition review “Chris Bur-
den:  Extreme Measures ,”  West 86th  online, November 21, 2013:  www.
west86th.bgc.bard.edu/exhibition-reviews/chris-burden-extreme-mea
sures.html .  Chapter 9 , “Conditions of Encounter,” contains material from 
the exhibition review “Rothko in Britain,”  artUS  32, 2012, pp. 22–23, 
also published in  West 86th  online, November 11, 2011:  www.west86th.
bgc.bard.edu/notes-from-the-field/rothko-in-britain.html.,  and “Kuba 
Textiles in a Subversive Role,” in  Emil Bosshard, Paintings Conservator 
(1945–2006): Essays by Friends and Colleagues , ed. Maria de Peverelli, 
Marco Grassi, and Hans-Christoph von Imhoff (Florence: Centro Di, 
2009), pp. 60–71. 

 Much of the discussion of Netherlandish diptychs in  Chapter 2 , “The 
Puzzle of Meaning,” is a revised version of “Diptychs—What’s the Point?” 
 Essays in Context: Unfolding the Netherlandish Diptych , ed. John Hand 
and Ron Spronk (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Art Museums, 
and New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2006), pp. 201–213, 
also published simultaneously in the  Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criti-
cism  64: 3, 2006, pp. 325–332. The remarks in this chapter on Gerard 
David,  Canon Bernardijn Salviati and Three Saints  (National Gallery, 
London) are excerpted from “Display,”  Material Religion  7: 1, 2011, 
pp. 34–41.  Chapter 4 , “Genius, a Warning,” is a revised version of “Rem-
brandt’s Genius, Wittgenstein’s Warning,”  Res: Anthropology and Aes-
thetics  52, 2007, pp. 97–106.  Chapter 6 , “Paintings That Might or Might 
Not Be Art: Poland,” is a revised version of “ Jesus Christ as the Divine 
Mercy  by Eugeniusz Kazimirowski: The Most Influential Polish Painting 
of the Twentieth Century?”  Ars: Journal of the Institute of Art History of 
Slovak Academy of Sciences  42: 1, 2009, pp. 81–91.  Chapter 7 , “Paint-
ings That Might or Might Not Be Art: China,” derives from “Spilt Ink: 
Aesthetic Globalization and Contemporary Chinese Art,”  British Journal 
of Aesthetics  52, 2012, pp. 1–16.  Chapter 10 , “Coda: A Painter’s Tale,” 
reworks “Cézanne’s Painted Remainder,”  The Antioch Review  64: 2, 
2006, pp. 248–255. I am grateful to the original publishers for permis-
sion to make use of all this material. 

 Who is the  we  in this book? I am only too aware that some writers use 
this pronoun with the assumption that everyone shares core values with 
the person using it. These are usually hegemonic European values held by 
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the dominant elements of the European diaspora. In the words of the late 
Stanley Cavell: “The philosophical appeal to what we say, and the search 
for our criteria on the basis of which we say what we say, are claims to 
community.” 1  I hope that my  we  might constitute a modest community, 
not invariably in agreement, comprising the writer of this text (me) and 
those who choose to read it with me, wherever they come from. It is a 
pronoun of no more than gentle cajoling, though I realize—and hope—
that any such community of readers will be diverse in every human sense. 

 What is  European  in this book? In most instances, I use this term to 
denote not only people and things from the continent of Europe, but 
those people and things who dominate in other parts of the globe settled 
by people of European origin: that is, the European diaspora. 

 As I have thought about paintings, many of those to whom I owe most 
are no longer alive. They were among my most valued friends, colleagues, 
interlocutors, and personal guides: Daniel Arasse, Michael Baxandall, 
Egbert Haverkamp Begemann, Jan Białostocki, Emil Bosshard, Pierre 
Bourdieu, Anita Brookner, James Campbell, Stanley Cavell, Richard 
Cobb, Arthur Danto, Enriqueta Harris Frankfort, Hans-Georg Gadamer, 
John Gage, Ernst Gombrich, Nelson Goodman, Francis Haskell, Julius 
Held, Jan Kelch, Salim Kemal, Walter Liedtke, John Michael Montias, 
Michael Podro, Edward Said, Bob Scribner, Seymour Slive, Piet van Thiel, 
Jo Trapp, Frances Yates, Ellis Waterhouse, and Richard Wollheim. 

 I have had to think about paintings each year since 1993 as a member 
of the Vetting Committee ( keurmeester ) of TEFAF, The European Fine 
Art Fair, Maastricht, and, latterly, New York, too. I have learned an enor-
mous amount from my fellow committee members—most of them art 
museum scholars—as we scrutinize countless paintings offered by dealers 
at this extraordinary annual event. I am grateful to them all. 

 The friendships I have made through the American Society for Aes-
thetics and the American Philosophical Association have sustained my 
engagement with philosophy for the last twenty years. For considerably 
longer, two historian friends, colleagues, and collaborators have stimu-
lated and corrected me: Peter Burke and Laurel Thatcher Ulrich. I am 
greatly in their debt. 

 Writing this book would have been all but impossible without the sup-
port of a generous fellowship—now a permanent appointment—at the 
Lichtenberg-Kolleg (Advanced Study Institute) of the Georg-August Uni-
versity, Göttingen. Since 2013, I have enjoyed the friendship and hospital-
ity of the director, Martin van Gelderen, the executive director, Dominik 
Hünniger, and their colleagues, as well as the director of the Zentrale 
Kustodie (Centre for Collection Development), Marie-Luisa Allemeyer, 
and Ulrike Beisiegel, president of the university. 

 Bard Graduate Center, led by its director, Susan Weber, and its dean, 
Peter Miller, has given me outstanding support. My colleagues there 
stimulate me constantly. Alexis Mucha, was good enough to acquire the 
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illustrations and permission to publish them. Revising and preparing 
the text was greatly facilitated by helpful comments by two anonymous 
reviewers. 

 Annual summer gatherings since 2005 on Cape Cod, with Licia Con-
forti, Michael Conforti, Nicola Courtright, David Levine, Jane White-
head, and our respective teenage—now adult—children, have been the 
occasion of many fruitful discussions between swims and over wine. My 
son, Leo Gaskell, is likely unaware that sailing with him at the helm 
invariably clears my vision. 

 Two people have helped me more than any others: Anne Eaton, who 
never tires of putting me right on matters philosophical and art historical; 
and Jane Whitehead, who is as impatient with opaque prose as she is with 
pretentious people, but who has put up with me for decades regardless. 

 Note 

  1.  Stanley Cavell,  The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality, and 
Tragedy  (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), p. 20. 



 Paintings present those who view them with many challenges. Anyone 
who reflects on them, rather than uses them for such purposes as aes-
thetic gratification, status assurance, or religious devotion, confronts a 
host of problems. I know I cannot solve those problems, but I hope at 
least to set some of them out, particularly those faced by anyone who 
wishes to use paintings as traces of the past, and therefore as historical 
evidence. I believe that identifying these problems will be of use not only 
to historians, but to those whose interests are philosophical or critical, 
such as philosophers of art, aestheticians, art historians, artists, and crit-
ics. Indeed, this is at base a philosophical project. Even no more than 
acknowledging that a thing or a set of circumstances presents a puzzle 
seems to me preferable to regarding such a thing or such a state of affairs 
as inevitable and unquestionable. I know that I shall end this enquiry 
with remarks about the ineffability of paintings that would seem better 
suited to an introduction than a conclusion, but I hope nonetheless that 
the explorations I offer between here and there might at least alert read-
ers to some heretofore little discussed painting problems. 

 While I was a graduate student at London University in the late 1970s, 
I attended the first meeting of a seminar led by the late Richard Woll-
heim, a philosopher of distinction. His topic was painting as an art. When 
it became clear that he dismissed out of hand the social history of art, 
as well as iconographic and semiotic modes of analysis, I queried him. 
He replied that he simply was not going to entertain discussion of such 
approaches, preferring to focus on what he would later characterize as a 
psychological account of pictorial meaning. I was disappointed and did 
not return. In retrospect, I realize that this seminar was clearly part of 
Wollheim’s process of working out and testing the arguments he would 
employ in his 1984 Andrew W. Mellon Lectures at the National Gallery 
of Art, Washington, D.C., which he would subsequently elaborate and 
publish three years later as  Painting as an Art . There he equally firmly 
dismissed the “social or sociological explanation of the arts” represented 
by what he termed the “theoretical” and the “anecdotal” wings that he 
associated with T.J. Clark and Francis Haskell respectively. 1  Further, as 

 Why Paintings? Why Art?  1 



2 Why Paintings? Why Art?

“primary determinants of meaning” he rejected “rules, codes, conven-
tions, symbol systems”: that is, a linguistic model. Instead, he held that 
the “marked surface must be the conduit along which the mental state 
of the artist makes itself felt within the mind of the spectator if the 
result is to be that the spectator grasps the meaning of the picture.” 2  As 
a young would-be scholar seeking to mobilize art for social historical 
purposes, intent on studying iconography, and recently convinced of the 
value of a semiotic approach, I found Wollheim’s preoccupation to be 
beside the point. I have since rejected exclusively or predominantly semi-
otic accounts of paintings, advocating an approach that acknowledges 
their physical particularity as artifacts; 3  yet Wollheim’s reservations and 
explanations remain a challenging thorn in my side. This is all the more 
so because we subsequently became acquainted and spent many profit-
able (to me) hours looking at and discussing paintings together with an 
intensity of engagement I have experienced with only a handful of people. 

 Wollheim’s aims and my own differ considerably. My ambition is to 
elucidate what I can of the complex relationships among tangible things, 
between people and things, and among people mediated by things, for 
I believe these to be among the fundamental relationships that govern 
the dynamics of the phenomenal world. 4  This is a historian’s task, for 
it places people, and changes in their relationships mediated by tangible 
things, rather than those things themselves, in first place. In contrast, 
art historians quite properly try to explicate some among such things 
(artworks) as objects of criticism, thereby placing things in first place. 
Wollheim, though, was no art historian but an analytical philosopher. He 
and I share a concern with people above things, for his goal of explicat-
ing the “conduit along which the mental state of the artist makes itself 
felt within the mind of the spectator” plainly puts people first. We are 
both concerned primarily with human relationships. I have found myself 
drawn to philosophy—predominantly though not exclusively analytical 
philosophy—as a way of trying to deal with the questions behind the 
questions that so irritatingly come to my mind as I try to work out how 
to make use of paintings (among other things) as traces of the past, and 
as guides to understanding human relationships. 

 Why focus on paintings? (By  paintings  I mean paintings in the Euro-
pean manner: I shall use the term in this sense henceforth, unless other-
wise indicated.) Many people take paintings to be ipso facto artworks, 
and Wollheim is only interested in paintings that are or that function as 
artworks (a distinction to which I shall return). As I shall demonstrate, 
there are other kinds of paintings; but for now, I shall confine discus-
sion to paintings as artworks. Yet paintings that are or that function as 
artworks can function in other ways, too. With the benefit of forty years’ 
hindsight since my first encounter with Wollheim at his seminar, I now 
realize that the question I should have asked him then was the question 
I asked of a panel of art historians at a conference in Chicago in 2014, 
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inadvertently causing some confusion:  Does any interest you may have 
in a thing as an artwork necessarily exhaust your interest in it?  Wollheim 
would have grasped the implications without hesitation, but the art his-
torian panelists appeared nonplussed. Later, I elaborated my question at 
the request of an astute graduate student blogger who posted my hastily 
composed explanation. 5  This explanation (which follows), addressed to 
anyone interested in artworks, introduces several of the themes that will 
recur in this book. 

 In asking this question I was trying to get at the following: If a thing is 
an artwork, or is used as an artwork, is it solely its properties that distin-
guish it as an artwork, or allow its use as such, that are of interest to you; 
or can the properties it may have that do not distinguish it as an artwork 
(an example cited by one of the panelists was the fibers of the paper on 
which a poem is printed) also be of interest to you? If so, how might that 
interest differ from your interest in a thing’s artwork properties? Fur-
ther (and underlying this question): What might criteria for distinction 
between artwork and non-artwork properties be? Some would claim that 
the former are the result of the artist’s intentions, but I am not sure what a 
reliable test to identify all these properties in any given case might be, nor 
what a reliable way of discerning an artist’s intentions might be (though 
this is a much debated matter). Such a test must be more than identifying 
those characteristics that mark a thing as an artwork having aesthetic 
properties, for non-artwork characteristics can have aesthetic properties, 
too. Yet further, why should anyone assume that an artwork is invariably 
an artwork? Nelson Goodman proposes (though his account is incom-
plete) that what people recognize as artworks are not necessarily onto-
logically so, but function as artworks contingently when he points out 
that “What is art?” is a bad question, the good one (he proposes) being 
“When is art?” (a proposal to which I shall return). 6  On this account, the 
kind (class of things)  art  is unstable. Art is an  open kind : People add to it 
and subtract from it. However, I suspect these to be asymmetrical actions, 
it being easier to add to the kind  art  than to subtract from it, a claim I 
shall elaborate when taking issue with the commonly held notion that 
what an artist claims to be art must be art (in  Chapter 8 ). 

 Wollheim, a philosopher, may have been interested in art as a conduit 
between maker and percipient, but he had little or no time for art as 
anything other than art. In this he was just like many art historians, such 
as those I encountered at the Chicago conference. The opinion that the 
only serious interest one can take in an artwork is what makes it so that 
prevails in such circles need not inhibit others, in particular, historians 
(and, I suggest, some philosophers), from taking an interest in the non-
artwork properties of artworks. However, historians, given their educa-
tion in the interpretation of archival documents and other texts rather than 
non-textual tangible things, are not necessarily adept at working with 
artworks, or any tangible things for that matter. 7  
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 For example, in  Acts of Union and Disunion , a series of BBC radio 
lectures in 2014 discussing the history of political and social relation-
ships among communities within the British Isles, historian Linda Colley 
appeals to the works of British painter L.S. Lowry (1887–1976). 8  She 
deftly describes Lowry’s paintings of Manchester and neighboring Sal-
ford as showing “rows of square mills and red terraced houses grimed 
with soot, their factory chimneys protruding into white-gray skies, their 
dour chapels and slag heaps, their cynically polluted waterways, and 
their swarming skeletal inhabitants who appear oddly isolated even when 
Lowry shows them scurrying to a football match or gathering at a fair.” 
So far, so good, but a claim follows immediately as an assertion: “Lowry’s 
paintings have deeply influenced not just how we imagine industrial life, 
but also the English North.” Well, perhaps; but I should like to see this 
demonstrated (and I wonder who “we” might be here). The sentence that 
follows is also questionable: “In some respects, his canvases have been 
too influential because, of course, the North is actually very large and 
scenically variegated.” What is it for canvases to be “too influential”? 
Has their popularity led to the propagation of a cultural stereotype? Do 
they mislead? When I found myself “scurrying to a football match” at 
Manchester City Football Club’s Maine Road stadium (which closed in 
2003) past “red terraced houses,” I did not feel as though I was among 
“swarming skeletal inhabitants” (though there were plenty of people 
heading in the same direction) in the real-life equivalent of a Lowry 
painting. My observation is no more than anecdotal, of course, but I do 
not count myself one of Colley’s “we”; neither do I know what it might 
be for Lowry’s paintings to be too influential. I fully realize that Colley 
was obliged to abbreviate and to rely on implication in her informative 
and thought-provoking lectures. I also applaud her wish to appeal to 
paintings as primary evidence in constructing a historical argument. I 
do not claim that the example from my own work that follows—also an 
observation derived from paintings of a city—is any better. 

 My comment on a city scene arose from a set of circumstances different 
from those in which Colley composed her lectures, but that also required 
economy of expression. I had to install a painting by Claude Monet in an 
art museum gallery, and to write a label for it, a genre that, like the radio 
lecture, demands concision. The painting was  Charing Cross Bridge, Fog 
on the Thames , 1903 (Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, Cambridge, 
Mass.), which was to be included in a new installation in the Arthur M. 
Sackler Museum at Harvard University in 2008 ( Figure 1.1 ). What inter-
est can one take in the nearly one hundred paintings made by Claude 
Monet between 1899 and 1903 of views of the River Thames in London? 
Each captures unique atmospheric conditions, and Monet’s remarkable 
rendering of these ever-changing effects is the customary topic of the art 
historical discussion of these works. This is perfectly legitimate. However, 
I chose another approach. Monet exhibited thirty-seven such paintings in 
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Paris in 1904. On that occasion the catalogue stated: “These paintings of 
Charing Cross show the railway bridge . . . and, further away, scarcely 
visible, are the delicate silhouettes where one senses the crowded dwell-
ings and the uproar of the factories.” 9  Are not those crowded dwellings 
and factories, and the people who lived and worked in them, also legiti-
mate subjects of interest? (In thinking this, was I unwittingly subject to 
Lowry’s ostensibly over-determining influence?)  

 In 1903, the year in which Monet painted  Charing Cross Bridge, Fog 
on the Thames , which was included in the 1904 exhibition, the social 
reformer Charles Booth concluded the publication of the seventeen-
volume third edition of his  Life and Labor of the People in London . 10  
Booth’s secretary’s notebooks describe streets within Monet’s painted 
view of Charing Cross Bridge. Among them is Holmes Terrace: “Very 
poor. Many prostitutes living in the street: work the Strand & Waterloo 
Rd: all doors open.” 11  Monet’s vantage point—and by implication, the 
viewer’s—was the window of his room in the Savoy Hotel on the Strand. 

  Figure 1.1   Claude Monet.  Charing Cross Bridge: Fog on the Thames , 1903. Oil 
on canvas. Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, Gift of Mrs. Henry 
Lyman, 1979.329. 

  Source : Imaging Department © President and Fellows of Harvard College. 
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Not only is this vantage point clearly one of moneyed privilege from 
which the circumstances of London’s workers become no more than a 
blur, but the women who lived in that blur reportedly plied their trade 
outside the painter’s expensive hotel door. This would seem to me to be 
of at least as much interest as Monet’s depiction of the effect of fog on 
the Thames, and it was to this observation that I drew museum visitors’ 
attention in my text label beside the painting. 

 Like Colley’s remarks on Lowry’s paintings of Manchester and Sal-
ford, mine on Monet’s scene of the Thames were historically motivated. I 
meant to insert the painter Monet into a social milieu of historical inter-
est, focusing on people. Also, like Colley’s remarks, it is an example of the 
claims of a historian resulting from an observation of likely non-aesthetic 
aspects of a painting. Historians do such things secure in the belief that 
any aesthetic properties of a work are beside the point—at least,  their  
point. Yet, whatever the merits or demerits of Colley’s observations about 
Lowry’s works, and of mine on those of Monet, Wollheim is surely right 
in suggesting that such appeals are not sufficient. As it happens, Col-
ley’s appeal to Lowry’s paintings was prompted by an exhibition at Tate 
Britain accompanied by a catalogue by the art historians T.J. Clark and 
Anne Wagner. 12  As we have seen, Wollheim specifically singles out the 
influential Clark as representing the “theoretical” wing of the “social or 
sociological explanation of the arts” that he summarily dismisses. 13  I am 
not suggesting that Colley alone could or should do better. I am suggest-
ing that I could and should do better, too, as should any historian who 
wants to appeal to things as complex as paintings. 

 In consequence, I must goad myself no less than other historians by ask-
ing a question that takes matters further than the question above ( Does 
any interest you may have in a thing as an artwork necessarily exhaust 
your interest in it? ). That further question is:  If a thing is or functions 
as an artwork, does the pursuit of any interest you might have in it that 
extends beyond the properties that make it an artwork oblige you to take 
its artwork properties into account?  That is to say, can one say of a paint-
ing that is or functions as an artwork, “My only interest in it is historical, 
so I can ignore those properties that make it of interest to those whose 
concerns are, for instance, critical, art historical, or philosophical”? Are 
those same properties irrelevant to historical enquiry? It seems to me 
that whereas those properties that might be centrally relevant to a his-
torian might justifiably not be to critics, art historians, or philosophers, 
no historian can afford to ignore those properties that might be centrally 
relevant to members of those same groups. A central claim of this book 
is that historians who wish to appeal to things that are or that function 
as artworks (such as paintings) must be prepared to take all their prop-
erties into account. Among them are their aesthetic properties. Colley’s 
generic description of Lowry’s paintings may be an aesthetic response, 
but she could not begin to convey the consequences of Lowry’s social 
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observations and inventions without engaging far more fully than she 
did with the aesthetic manner in which he depicted his scenes. Similarly, 
I cannot begin to understand, let alone convey, Monet’s social circum-
stances as reflected by  Charing Cross Bridge, Fog on the Thames  or his 
other Thames scenes without taking into account the manner, including 
the aesthetic manner, in which he depicted that scene. 

 There are challenges in consequence for historians. Those challenges 
are such that most people might think of them as the business of philoso-
phers, rather than historians; and this may be so, in the first instance. 
This is why I choose to present this book as an attempt to address certain 
philosophical puzzles in the first instance. Challenges that must underlie 
any such consideration include: If artworks require particular forms of 
attention from historians as well as from critics, art historians, and phi-
losophers, how is a historian (let alone a philosopher) to know whether 
any given thing is an artwork or not, and thus, presumably, subject to 
special forms of attention? If art is an open kind, in which circumstances 
is any given thing an artwork, and in which circumstances is it not? Sec-
ond, if some things (including individual paintings) may be artworks at 
certain times and in certain places but not in others, some things (includ-
ing individual paintings) may never yet have been artworks. (I shall dis-
cuss several in  Chapters 6  and  7 ). How do such distinctions, when they 
can be made in particular instances, affect how historians might appeal 
to such things as evidence of the past? Further, a given thing that may 
not at present be or may never yet have been an artwork is not there-
fore necessarily bereft of aesthetic properties. Perfectly ordinary things 
can have aesthetic properties. Indeed, as philosopher Yuriko Saito has 
argued, people’s fixations on artworks can blind them to the aesthetic 
properties of ordinary things. 14  In the light of this claim, is the artwork 
or non-artwork status of any given painting at any given point in its 
existence a distinction crucial to its proper understanding as historical 
evidence? Do not all paintings, whether artworks or not, have a claim 
to aesthetic attention that anyone attending to it, including historians as 
well as philosophers, should take into account? At the very least, anyone 
intent on using tangible things as evidence has to be aware of both the 
ambiguities of artwork status, and of the aesthetic dimension of ordi-
nary things. These are all philosophical issues. 

 Let us attend now to paintings that are or that function as artworks, 
even though not everyone’s interest in them is necessarily in respect of 
their artwork properties as such. My principal contention is that histo-
rians must nonetheless take those artwork properties into account when 
appealing to such things as historical evidence. Paintings happen to be the 
most prominent example of a category of things that many people within 
the European tradition hold self-evidently to be not only artworks, but 
artworks exhibiting aesthetic properties at their most sophisticated. Such 
paintings range at an extreme, so there can exist no type of thing more 
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challenging than a painting if one takes all its properties into account. 
That is, if there is nothing more ordinary than, say, a safety pin, there 
is nothing more extraordinary than a painting by, for example, Nicolas 
Poussin, Rembrandt van Rijn, or Mark Rothko. This is not to claim that 
a safety pin does not hold just as much historical potential as a paint-
ing, nor that a safety pin does not exhibit aesthetic properties, but that 
a painting requires an approach by the historian that differs, at least in 
part, from that appropriate to her approach to a safety pin. This realiza-
tion helps to explain why Wollheim’s concern with paintings, and his 
brilliant, though, to me, still problematic attempts to explain them, still 
nag at me after more than forty years, especially when my own concerns 
range far beyond his immediate topic. 

 Mention of pins and paintings brings up a need to acknowledge that 
anyone who uses tangible things as evidence of the past ought to be able to 
press anything into service. This includes not only paintings, other Euro-
pean (and diaspora) fine art forms, European (and diaspora) decorative 
arts, and art in non-European traditions, but also artifacts more gener-
ally. These include human-made things that may or may not be artworks 
from various parts of the world (including so-called ethnographic mate-
rials) that may or may not be imbued with personhood or the capacity 
for agency. Historians who use tangible things can also appeal to things 
selected by humans from the natural world that they have modified in 
life (through selective breeding) or in death (through various modes of 
preservation), or otherwise chosen or designated. These, too, may or may 
not, according to circumstance, have a capacity for agency. I do not refer 
to agency as described by either anthropologist Alfred Gell or sociologist 
Bruno Latour. 15  Rather, I mean agency far more literally, in the sense of 
a capacity for action that is recognized by peoples in many traditional 
or subaltern societies (groups at a disadvantage to hegemonic societies, 
including many Indigenous peoples) and that at best has an equivocal 
place in the academic world. 

 In the context of the huge variety of tangible things available, I should 
explain further what qualities of paintings would seem to elicit special 
treatment, though I want to make it clear that I do not view this special 
treatment as confirmation of any qualitative superiority on the part of 
paintings, simply that they present particular complexities to whoever 
confronts them. There is no hierarchy of things in my mental world of 
history and philosophy. However, I have to acknowledge that some paint-
ings are among those things that compel attention in a rich and varying 
set of registers. They have, as I have already stated, aesthetic properties, 
often of considerable intensity and complexity. They can also raise ethi-
cal and metaphysical issues, again of great complexity and consequence. 
I cannot, nor do I even really wish to, suppress or ignore issues aris-
ing from encounters with things that might be labeled aesthetic, ethical, 
or metaphysical. For instance, I have to acknowledge and deal with the 
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consequences of the recognition that I emerged from viewing the exhi-
bition of paintings by Nicolas Poussin at the Royal Academy, London 
in 1995 with a profound feeling that I had thereby been given a rare 
and inexplicable opportunity to become a better person. I also have to 
acknowledge that I feel no such thing after visiting the Hall of African 
Mammals at the American Museum of Natural History, New York, how-
ever impressive from both a natural history and an aesthetic viewpoint 
that exhibit may be. This recognition would seem to vitiate my impulse 
to treat all tangible things equally. Yet this is not so. To acknowledge that 
tangible things can function in varying degrees of superficiality and pro-
fundity, and that the perception of these will vary among communities as 
well as among individuals, is not to deny their claim to equal historical 
treatment. No historian adjudicates from a place beyond cultural affilia-
tion shaped by place and time, and I am no exception. Neither does any 
philosopher, though some fondly imagine themselves able to do so. In 
these terms, my own place is complex, and it entails an acknowledgement 
that for me, as for many others, paintings can be special things. But then 
so can be a pair of Niitsítapi (Blackfoot) moccasins. 

 European and European diasporic (hegemonic) art practices since at 
least the 1960s, and, increasingly, what often passes for global art prac-
tices in hegemonic terms, have cast strong doubt on the primacy of paint-
ing. In the tangible realm, I accept that there is a category of things called 
 art , which may in some circumstances be distinct from what the phi-
losopher Arthur Danto terms “mere real things.” 16  (I am less compelled 
that there is a single overarching category of things exhibiting deliber-
ately contrived aesthetic properties comprehending many kinds of things 
gathered under the term  art  or  the arts  whose similarities in this respect 
transcend their differences in others.) However, when it comes to making 
or designating tangible things as artworks, it seems unwarrantable to rate 
one form as necessarily inherently superior to another: paintings over 
sculpture, sculpture over jewelry, jewelry over glassware. Not only do 
societies in various parts of the world vary in their estimations of forms—
the Chinese, for instance, have long held calligraphy in particularly high 
regard—the hierarchy can change within any given society over time. In 
the European tradition, among movable arts tapestry once occupied the 
pinnacle, whereas painting—at least in popular opinion—now takes first 
place. To abolish hierarchy in the European mode of practice and recep-
tion one must overcome the consequences of its establishment from the 
fifteenth century onwards and its formulation by Immanuel Kant in the 
eighteenth in terms of a distinction between fine and decorative arts. 

 Over the course of several generations from the early twentieth century 
onwards, artists in the European tradition have made such an attempt 
to subvert hierarchy, and this, in turn, has prompted scholars to reflect 
on what they believe to be either their success or failure. One promi-
nent example is art theorist Thierry de Duve’s book  Kant after Duchamp , 
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which drew criticism on various grounds—notably for not having escaped 
Kantian antinomies—by several philosophers. 17  The most common move 
in the twentieth century on the part of artists and theorists to escape 
traditional European-based aesthetic consideration was to shift the locus 
of the artwork from material thing to concept. For instance, artist and 
theorist Joseph Kosuth claimed in 1969 that “art is analogous to an ana-
lytic proposition.” 18  Treating artworks as solutions to problems rather 
than as bearers of aesthetic qualities opened the door fully to the notion 
that a solution should take the form most appropriate to it, regardless of 
medium. In consequence, in contemporary art practice painting gradually 
or even precipitately (depending on one’s viewpoint) lost its position of 
privilege, and—I have long held—rightly so. Broadly speaking (of course, 
there are qualifications), no one medium or form exceeds any other in 
intrinsic significance in art made in recent generations in the European 
tradition. Fluorescent light fixtures (Dan Flavin) serve as well as grey felt 
(Joseph Beuys), and both can equal the painted surface. 

 Yet in spite of its implicit demotion, painting has not gone away; nei-
ther have the concerns that Wollheim addressed in  Painting as an Art , 
even if one disagrees fundamentally with his mode of explanation. Paint-
ing demonstrably remains a viable, indeed a thriving, practice worldwide, 
even if predominantly in the European tradition. Its peculiarities require 
attention even if one’s ambition is not principally to understand it as 
art, but is rather to mobilize examples for historical purposes, just as 
one might a stuffed elephant or a sewing machine. No one interested in 
painting can afford to ignore its complexities. And even if one’s ambi-
tion is to understand paintings as art—as might an art historian, an art 
critic, an artist, a philosopher of art, or an aesthetician—taking histori-
ans’ concerns regarding paintings into account will enhance one’s ability 
to address their complexities. In the next chapter, I turn to consider some 
of those complexities, in particular as they relate to claims of meaning. 
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 Although painting is a physically limited set of procedures—in spite 
of considerable varieties of supports, media, pigments, techniques of 
application—it is capable of unsurpassed subtleties of differentiation that 
Richard Wollheim, following distinguished predecessors such as the art 
historian Heinrich Wölfflin, discussed under the term  style . Does style, 
together with other variables at the disposal of the painter, produce 
even halfway controllable meaning, as Wollheim asserts? Is there such a 
thing as Wollheim’s “conduit along which the mental state of the artist 
makes itself felt within the mind of the spectator” constituting mean-
ing? 1  I sincerely doubt it, but I acknowledge that even now painters who 
are learning their craft can be strongly motivated by the belief that their 
manipulation of paint can convey their mental states to viewers attentive 
to their efforts. Can so persistent and widespread a belief be a delusion? 
Well, yes, of course; but at what point does a belief that is widely shared 
within a community become, at least for a time, even some consider-
able time, an epistemological imperative? That is, does the mechanism 
that Wollheim described as a conduit for the mental state of the artist to 
the spectator, if not in some sense natural (psychological), as he would 
have it, become encoded so that characteristic traces in paint of certain 
gestures, or certain modes of paint application, appear as though they 
signify identifiable aspects of the painter’s mental state by convention 
alone? For instance, to cite a familiar case, does the swirling brushwork 
of Vincent van Gogh’s  Starry Night , 1889 (Museum of Modern Art, New 
York) convey mental agitation in the painter because of a natural, indexi-
cal correlation between the purportedly agitated character of the paint 
application and the painter’s supposed mental state, or is this a matter 
of encoding according to precedent and convention? Is there anything in 
van Gogh’s painted oeuvre, as opposed to his writings (his letters) and 
other archival traces, that necessarily compels a viewer to suppose him 
to have been a person other than one who was determined and well-
adjusted exercising his painterly skills calmly and methodically? Perhaps 
the only way to paint successfully, even to give an impression of agita-
tion, is in the way in which Oscar Wilde’s Algernon Moncrieff describes 
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eating muffins: “Well, I can’t eat muffins in an agitated manner. The but-
ter would probably get on my cuffs. One should always eat muffins quite 
calmly. It is the only way to eat them.” 2  This may also be the only way 
to paint, or at least to paint successfully, swiftness, and vigor on the part 
of the painter being the consequence of acquired motor-memory rather 
than recklessness. 

 Furthermore, to what extent does relying on apparently agitated brush-
work to indicate mental agitation on the part of the painter (who may 
have been quite calmly giving his brushwork no more than the appear-
ance of agitation) an error of technological determinism, in this instance 
consequent upon the increased use of oil media in place of egg tempera 
for painting on wood panels? Was the conveying of mental agitation on 
the part of a painter simply unavailable prior to what Wollheim describes 
as the thematization of the “unit mark or stroke” in around 1500? 3  

 Yet for all the suspicion that agitation (and other supposed frames of 
mind on the part of the painter) are likely to be encoded, the mechanism 
would not seem to be a matter solely of semiotics. Wollheim is surely 
right when he points out that painting functions beyond as well as, in 
part, within semantics, for in spite of styles, both shared (chronological 
and geographical) and personal, marking with paint is entirely variable, 
both grossly and nicely, within the physical possibilities that the materials 
of painting allow. 4  Further, Wollheim does not claim an immediate causal 
connection between the mental state of a painter and what he terms the 
projective properties of a painting. 5  He claims, inter alia, that “pictorial 
expression is controlled, and boosted, by reflection upon, and by recollec-
tion of, the emotion” on the part of the painter. 6  The implication, though, 
is that the painter must have experienced the emotion concerned, not 
merely imagined it, even if it is, as William Wordsworth famously put it, 
recollected in tranquility. 7  

 A painting is not so much a communication device, though it can be 
this, as an artifact that has a place in the world beyond any meaning 
with which its maker might have furnished it, whether by conduction 
of a mental state or encoding or both. This claim casts doubt on the 
primacy that Wollheim and many others give to meaning, or as he puts 
it when describing the end of painting, “the acquisition of  content  or 
 meaning .” 8  

 I shall return to the puzzle of meaning shortly, but before examining 
this property of paintings, if property it is, I should straight away admit 
that my experience of paintings intuitively suggests that they can indeed 
have meaning. If this were not the case, why did I feel that viewing a 
considerable number of Poussin’s paintings laid out chronologically and 
covering his entire career had given me a moral opportunity unlike any 
other I have experienced? Is this not consequent upon their meaning, 
even if it is not a meaning that Poussin deliberately imbued them with 
throughout a working life of over forty years before his death in 1665? 
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Do I delude myself if I (like some others) see Mark Rothko’s paintings 
originally intended for the Four Seasons restaurant in the Seagram Build-
ing, New York (nine of which are now in the Tate, London) as witnesses 
of black despair at the sight of the forbidden that would eventually drive 
the painter to suicide in 1970? Was the gallery attendant mistaken when 
he told a friend who was waiting to meet me in the room in which they 
were displayed, “If you stay in here too long you’ll go mad!”? Is the con-
duction of emotion so intense as to threaten the inducement of madness 
their meaning? 

 As I look at paintings that do not necessarily affect me emotionally as 
profoundly as Poussin’s  Blind Orion Searching for the Rising Sun , 1658 
(Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York) or Rothko’s  Black on Maroon  
and  Red on Maroon  canvases, 1958–59 (Tate, London), made three hun-
dred years later, I nonetheless acknowledge that they escape formulaic 
comprehension. It is not my purpose to dwell on, let alone attempt to 
explain the cause of these feelings by appealing to the properties of paint-
ings and thereby seeking to explain their capacity to have, in some sense, 
meaning. I wish merely to acknowledge this issue as inevasible as I try to 
use such things for their historical potential. Indeed, anyone who would 
use paintings, and other aesthetically charged things, as traces of the past 
can scarcely evade these issues. 

 I now turn explicitly to meaning. In  The Blue Book  (1933), the phi-
losopher Ludwig Wittgenstein notes: “What one wishes to say is: ‘Every 
sign is capable of interpretation; but the  meaning  mustn’t be capable of 
interpretation. It is the last interpretation.’” 9  Art historians, not histo-
rians, nor philosophers, are the scholars who habitually seek meaning 
in paintings and other artworks. Here I shall argue that art historians’ 
questions about such meanings are often unrewarding. I certainly do 
this not to denigrate art history as a discipline, but rather to suggest 
that different questions might yield richer results for art historians as 
well as for others, including historians, artists, critics, and philosophers. 
In making this argument, the majority of the examples I use are paint-
ings known as diptychs, although the argument does not apply to dip-
tychs alone. Although diptychs were made at various times in various 
materials within various cultures, those to which I shall refer are from 
the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Netherlands, each comprised of two 
painted panels joined by hinges. 

 I begin with an example provided by an exhibition of four early Neth-
erlandish paintings (one triptych and three single panels):  Medieval Mys-
tery: Who Is the Master of the Embroidered Foliage? , which I saw at 
the Clark Art Institute, Williamstown, Massachusetts. 10  Each of the four 
paintings in  Medieval Mystery  is associated with the unidentified late 
fifteenth-century Flemish painter known as the Master of the Embroi-
dered Foliage and depicts the Virgin seated with the Christ Child on her 
lap facing the viewer. 
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  Medieval Mystery  was structured with exemplary clarity around four 
art historical questions: “What are the  origins  of the paintings? How do 
the paintings  relate  to each other? What did the paintings  mean  in the 
fifteenth century?  Who  was the Master of the Embroidered Foliage?” 11  I 
want to examine the third. 

  Medieval Mystery  addresses this question of meaning very clearly. 

 The paintings in this exhibition were intended to glorify the Virgin 
and inspire devotion. The inclusion of religious figures in recogniz-
ably contemporary settings encourages viewers to identify more 
closely with Mary. In each case details—and their related symbolic 
meanings—add layers of complexity to the overall message of each 
work. 12  

 What should the reader notice about this statement? Primarily, the author 
is using  meaning  to address several distinct issues. First, the author pres-
ents a strong claim, but in the passive voice, allowing evasion of the 
question of responsible agency. This strong claim concerns the intention 
behind these artifacts. There is much to say about intention and its role 
in the generation of artifacts, but here I want to draw attention solely to 
the relation of this claim to  meaning . This is a claim about purpose, and 
here the author uses  meaning  in the sense of  purpose . In other words, the 
claim implies that the meaning of the artifact is its intended purpose, its 
teleology. 

 Second is a claim about the recognizably contemporary settings of the 
representations. They are anachronistic. The viewer sees historical and 
mythological figures that, in terms of a decorum of naturalistic plausibil-
ity, are juxtaposed incongruously with other, subsidiary figures and set-
tings that appeal to knowledge of the world at the time these things were 
made. The author of the text makes a familiar claim about the contem-
porary purpose of such anachronisms. This, too, is a claim about purpose 
as meaning, but in contrast to the first claim, it concerns means rather 
than ends. The author claims that the means described were instrumental 
in inspiring contemporary devotion. As we have seen, this is one of the 
two purposes-as-meaning that the author imputes to the paintings. The 
author presents this instrumentality, too, as itself  meaning . 

 The third claim concerns individual details of the paintings and their 
cumulative effect. These details are simultaneously plausibly naturalistic 
and symbolic; that is, they refer for the most part to abstract concepts in a 
codified manner that was commonly understood when the artifacts were 
made. They vary in character. Some are even representations within the 
representation, such as the stylized pomegranates woven in the textiles 
that form the cloths of honor that in two instances hang behind the Vir-
gin and Christ Child. By convention these pomegranates evoke fertility 
and the Resurrection of Christ. 13  
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 That such iconographic elements could signify in a manner commonly 
understood when the artifacts were first made and used is a familiar 
claim in discussions of early Netherlandish paintings. 14  The  Medieval 
Mystery  author specifically attributes one or more symbolic meaning 
to each element discussed, the combination of these symbolic meanings 
complicating and presumably rendering more profound the meaning of 
each painting as a whole. Thus, they are compatible and mutually rein-
forcing. This relation of part to whole, and the concomitant observation 
that the associations of each can affect the meaning of their combina-
tion in ways unique in each instance, reminds us of the need to avoid 
what Ernst Gombrich termed the “dictionary fallacy” in affixing mean-
ing to individual motifs. 15  In other words, iconography is syntactical. 
Further, I would claim that iconographical syntax is not independent 
of other pictorial and artifactual factors that generate meaning. We are 
reminded of this most effectively by Mary McCarthy’s short story, quoted 
by Nelson Goodman, about a creative writing course in which one of 
the students reports that her teacher is going to go over her most recent 
story, and together they will “put in the symbols.” 16  So, bearing these 
factors in mind, we can nonetheless see that, on our author’s account, 
each of the motifs represented—most of them being mimetic representa-
tions of things in the world—is itself an iconographic symbol with its 
own meaning. Although accounts by scholars from Erwin Panofsky to 
Jacques Derrida of the mechanics of this kind of iconography vary, an 
association of motif with meaning, whether simply codified or endlessly 
deferred, is constant. 17  The  Medieval Mysteries  author clearly subscribes 
to one variant or another of this association. For this discussion it mat-
ters not which, for the point here is that on this account meaning adheres 
to identifiable motifs in a way that viewers can build on to complement 
and enrich other kinds of pictorial meaning. Some of these are straight-
forwardly communicative (although whether an artifact can be proposi-
tional, as we have seen Joseph Kosuth claim, is open to doubt), whereas 
others require the initiative of the beholder in the performance of more 
complex and delicate acts of interpretation. Thus I may not know pre-
cisely what the male and female figures in the middle distance at the side 
of  The Virgin and Child Enthroned  (Clark Art Institute, Williamstown) 
might signify (the  Medieval Mysteries  author makes a tentative sugges-
tion that they are the parents of the Virgin), 18  but I can usually tell the 
difference between the signs for men’s and women’s bathrooms, however 
idiosyncratically inventive any given pair may be, so that they can be 
said to communicate this simple distinction successfully and allow me to 
avoid the embarrassment of making an inappropriate choice ( Figure 2.1 ). 
We are now in a position to see that the  Medieval Mysteries  author uses 
meaning in at least four senses in the space of just three short sentences. 
Ian Hacking has drawn attention to the perils of such proceedings, dem-
onstrating that when a term is used repeatedly in different senses without 



  Figure 2.1   Master of the Embroidered Foliage.  The Virgin and Child Enthroned , 
ca. 1500. Oil on panel. The Clark Art Institute, Williamstown, 
Massachusetts, Gift of the Executors of Governor Lehman’s Estate 
and the Edith and Herbert Lehman Foundations, 1968. 

  Source : Image courtesy of the Clark Art Institute, Williamstown, Massachusetts, USA. 



The Puzzle of Meaning 19

clear distinctions among them, those distinctions elide, and what might 
be proper to one sense surreptitiously transfers to another, invalidating 
claims and chains of reasoning. 19  All too often this remains undetected. 
Do we therefore need to label our various senses of meaning (such as 
meaning 1 , meaning 2 , meaning 3 , meaning 4 ) so as to be able to keep track 
of them accurately and use them appropriately? Or do we need to search 
for the meaning of these and various other meanings of meaning, perhaps 
in an infinite regression of meanings? In both cases I think not. Meaning 
is one of a number of words that arise by what philosopher W.V.O. Quine 
terms semantic ascent. 20  (Others are truth, facts, and reality.) As Hacking 
points out, they work at a different level than do words for objects in the 
world (such as diptychs) or ideas, which concern but are not confined to 
classification. Hacking calls these elevator words. 21  They tend to have 
two particular characteristics, which we can readily see meaning as hav-
ing. First, they tend to be circularly defined, and second, they exhibit 
instability of sense. Both these factors make them difficult to use clearly. 
It does not follow, though, that we should not use them, but if we do we 
should be aware of some of the problems they bring. Meaning, with its 
various appeals to communication, expression, inherence, inference by 
response, private, public, and so on, is a particularly challenging elevator 
word. It can take us to scarcely scaleable metaphysical heights that can all 
too readily turn out to be the setting of a Monty Python movie. 22   

 Some art historians have recognized the problems that arise from associ-
ating objects with meaning, among them Gombrich, who notes: “Images 
apparently occupy a curious position somewhere between the statements 
of language, which are intended to convey a meaning, and the things of 
nature, to which we only can give a meaning.” 23  Of course, he is using 
meaning in its communicative sense when referring to language, and as 
the result of ascription when referring to nature: an example of the insta-
bility of sense of an elevator word. In the face of the confusions it occa-
sions, I suggest that we try to control our craving for meaning. Many are 
familiar with that craving. It is exemplified in the  Medieval Mystery  exhi-
bition. When confronted with an artwork, most people want to know 
what it  means . But is this invariably a good question? Indeed, one might 
go so far as to describe this craving for meaning as a particularly unfor-
tunate addiction. Meaning is the opium of the art historian. 

 Hacking shows a way of relinquishing the addiction to meaning. 
“Don’t ask for the meaning,” he writes, “ask what’s the point.” 24  

 When we ask what is the point of a diptych—or of any artifact—what 
are we enquiring after? The point does not comprise a single explana-
tory factor. Rather, we might think of it as constituted of three factors: 
meaning (in the narrow sense of Wittgenstein’s “last interpretation”), 
other interpretations, and uses. I shall not attempt to surmise more pre-
cisely how these three factors may relate to one another; nor am I able 
to offer a general theory of meaning (in the broad sense). Nonetheless, 
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it may be helpful to recall Wittgenstein’s claim that use is the source of 
meaning (in the broad sense), which is a mutually comprehensible toler-
ance of uses. 25  On his account, meanings do not have sharp boundaries. 
“This is not a defect,” he writes. “To think it is would be like saying 
that the light of my reading lamp is no real light at all because it has 
no sharp boundary.” 26  In thinking of meaning (in the narrow sense), 
interpretations, and uses as together constituting the point of an artifact, 
we should always respect the particularities of any given example, and 
beware what Wittgenstein terms the “craving for generality” and “the 
contemptuous attitude towards the particular case.” 27  The characteris-
tics of, and balance among, constituents are likely to vary considerably 
from artifact to artifact. 

 We have seen that art historians’ craving for meaning can include an 
implicit longing on their part for the last interpretation, or something 
approaching it, which they usually assume to have been chronologically 
the first (that of the maker or makers, patron, first users, or a combi-
nation thereof). This craving generally entails tacitly discounting other 
interpretations and the many uses to which the artifact may have been 
put, except insofar as they have a direct bearing on the elucidation of 
meaning in the prevailing art historical sense. (There are notable excep-
tions: the history of taste as instituted by Francis Haskell attends to inter-
pretations and uses of artworks subsequent to their initial interpretations 
and uses, a procedure dismissed by Wollheim as “anecdotal,” and largely 
irrelevant to what he considers the “central problems of the study of 
art.”) 28  In contradistinction, the discussion of the point of an artifact can 
avoid the art historian’s rush to meaning by attending to interpretations 
and uses over time, how they vary and how they progressively or retro-
spectively modify one another. Such an endeavor in respect of any given 
artifact can never be comprehensive. 

 Although for the historian such a discussion would be predominantly 
descriptive, no one undertaking it would be able entirely to avoid judging 
which interpretations and uses might be legitimate and which not. (Such 
considerations do not apply to meanings in the narrow sense, as they must 
be legitimate.) Once again, we might follow Wittgenstein in acknowl-
edging that legitimate interpretations and uses are rule governed. 29  The 
viability of rules depends on a community of subscribers. A unique or 
otherwise idiosyncratic interpretation or use of an artifact that fails, for 
whatever reason, to acquire the assent of a community of subscribers 
may be of interest in some circumstances (as a symptom of a pathology, 
for example), but not all interpretations and uses can be accounted equal. 
However, exactly where the boundary between idiosyncrasy and viabil-
ity within a community may lie in any given instance is not necessarily 
clear, rather like the boundary between the light of Wittgenstein’s reading 
lamp and the darkness that surrounds it. Suffice it to say here that the 
use of a diptych in devotion (its likely original use, however difficult to 
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understand) commanded the assent of a community in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries, just as does its subsequent, very different, use in an 
art museum (predominantly for aesthetic contemplation and art histori-
cal education) in the twenty-first. 

 I should at least raise the question of whether original purpose and 
use take priority over subsequent interpretations and uses, even if I am 
unable to resolve it as a matter of philosophy. Bearing the particularity of 
each case in mind, we may ideally wish to establish the original purpose 
of an artifact, and the intention of its maker or makers and, where appli-
cable, that of the patron. (Intention raises its own set of knotty puzzles.) 
However convincing such attempts may be, we should recognize that the 
results are not pristine recoveries but are themselves subsequent interpre-
tations and uses. We might also bear in mind that the exercise of human 
ingenuity in respect of artifacts is not confined to the creation of new 
ones, but includes the creative adaptation of existing ones. The applica-
bility of this principle to use is likely clearer than to interpretation, but 
it holds in both cases. Thus, the point of an artifact (meaning, interpre-
tation, and use) is constantly liable to change. As such, it is the subject 
of history; and, when it comes to attempting to understand past human 
actions, history takes precedence over philosophy. 

 Most analytical discussion of meaning, in both the narrow and the 
broad sense, has concerned language rather than tangible artifacts. For 
instance, Richard Rorty has critically reassessed vagueness theory, the 
argument from use, and the claims made on behalf of Saul Kripke to 
have redefined decisively the nature of truth. 30  In spite of Rorty’s doubts, 
it may be profitable to entertain an analogy between Kripke’s fixing of 
reference and chains of communication in language on the one hand, 
and interpretations and uses of artifacts on the other. 31  That aside, one 
advantage of discussing the point rather than the meaning (in the pre-
vailing art historical sense) of an artifact is that it can elucidate things 
that may exhibit certain language characteristics, but which cannot be 
accounted for in linguistic terms alone. This would seem to be precisely 
what Wollheim is trying to achieve in  Painting as an Art , though by other, 
psychological, means. Let me try applying this to painted diptychs as a 
case study. I might ask “What’s the point?” in two instances: first, of dip-
tychs as a whole (the diptych form); and, second, of any given example. 

 Diptychs vary greatly in appearance, especially in size. The common 
element in all the applications of the term (as Wittgenstein puts it) is 
fairly straightforward: All diptychs share a particular form, that of two 
hinged components of equal size that close upon one another. Fifteenth- 
and sixteenth-century Netherlandish examples are made of painted wood 
with metal hinges. Some are large and some are small. Both types are 
clearly diptychs but, equally clearly, the large and the small likely had dif-
ferent uses, or at least they did when they were first made. They may all 
be diptychs, sharing what Wittgenstein termed a family resemblance, but 


