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Abstract 

Pragmatist Historians of Art 

by 

Charles Oliver O’Donnell 

Doctor of Philosophy in History of Art 

University of California, Berkeley 

Professor Whitney Davis, Chair 

 

During the 20th century, several major but importantly distinct art historians 
incorporated Pragmatist philosophy into their scholarship: Bernard Berenson (1865-
1959), Edgar Wind (1900-1971), and Meyer Schapiro (1904-1996).  The Pragmatist bases 
of their interpretations are documented and described—especially in relation to the 
pragmatic maxim—and their arguments are analyzed and evaluated against the modes 
of art historical research in which they each worked: formalism, iconology, social 
history, and semiotics.  Chapter one focuses on how Berenson appropriated and 
transformed ideas found in the Pragmatist psychology of William James (1842-1910) to 
create and justify his influential yet much maligned formalist art history.  I focus on 
Berenson’s interpretation of Giotto’s naturalism—a key example for his theory of 
“tactile values”—and I contrast Berenson’s interpretation to that of his formalist peer, 
Alois Riegl (1858-1905), in order further to differentiate Berenson’s Pragmatist 
commitments.  Chapter two focuses on Edgar Wind’s often-overlooked approach to 
iconology, framing Wind’s project in relation to his confessed indebtedness to the 
philosophy of science of Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914).  Wind’s Habilitation itself is 
a Pragmatist contribution to the philosophy of science, and to help clarify how that early 
work informed his later art history I contrast Wind’s interpretation of Titian’s Venus 
Blinding Cupid to that of Erwin Panofsky (1892-1968), thereby using Panofsky’s classic 
iconological platform as a baseline against which to throw Wind’s Pragmatist 
commitments into relief.  Chapter three focuses on what I call Meyer Schapiro’s postwar 
psycho-social arguments.  Here I analyze Schapiro’s claims about Vincent van Gogh and 
Paul Cézanne, and how these claims differ from more orthodox Marxist and 
psychoanalytic interpretations, especially those of Arnold Hauser (1892-1978).  Even 
though Schapiro was deeply informed by the writings of both Karl Marx (1818-1883) and 
Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), he was also indebted to the Pragmatist aesthetics and 
psychology of John Dewey (1859-1952) and George Herbert Mead (1863-1931), whose 
Pragmatist arguments help unpack the distinctive quality of Schapiro’s claims.  Chapter 
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four again focuses on Schapiro—this time on his later semiotic writing and how those 
arguments are both indebted to the tripartite semiotics of Peirce and different from the 
structuralist claims of Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009).  In this chapter I draw on some 
of Schapiro’s unpublished lectures on semiotics and show that his claims in his book 
Words and Pictures are made largely in a Pragmatist mode.  I conclude by noting some 
analytic parallels between the neo-Pragmatist thinking of Richard Rorty (1931-2007) and 
one of the most ambitious contributions to art historical scholarship in recent years: 
David Summers’s Real Spaces: World Art History and the Rise of Western Modernism.  
Summers himself (born 1941) has described Real Spaces in openly Rortyean terms, and 
in my epilogue I analyze both the potential and the challenges that such an adaptation 
of Pragmatism poses for art history today. 
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A tradition then not only embodies the narrative of an argument, but is only to be 
recovered by an argumentative retelling of that narrative which will itself be in 
conflict with other argumentative retellings.  Every tradition therefore is always in 
danger of lapsing into incoherence and when a tradition does so lapse it 
sometimes can only be recovered by a revolutionary reconstitution. 
 

Alasdair MacIntyre 
“Epistemological Crisis, Dramatic Narrative, 
and the Philosophy of Science” 
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Introduction: Pragmatist Historians of Art 
 

The present study investigates a largely unrecognized tradition in the art 
historiography of the 20th century, a tradition made up of art historians who made their 
historical claims by way of Pragmatist philosophy.  Its main protagonists—namely, 
Bernard Berenson, Edgar Wind, and Meyer Schapiro—are famous contributors to some 
of the most prominent modes or frameworks of research that have gripped the 
discipline of art history over the past 100 years, from formalism to iconology to social 
history to semiotics, and thus are importantly distinct.  Despite the dissimilarity of their 
approaches, however, Berenson, Wind, and Schapiro each drew heavily and deliberately 
on the writings of one or more of the classical Pragmatists—namely, William James, 
Charles Sanders Peirce, John Dewey, and George Herbert Mead.  In so doing they 
became at once important art historical voices of their respective generations as well as 
a small branch of an ever-growing, interdisciplinary tradition of Pragmatist thought.1  
This dissertation seeks first to document and describe this rather remarkable historical 
matter of fact and second to analyze and evaluate it. 

As is well known, Pragmatism as a tradition has its origins in the so-called 
“pragmatic maxim.”2  Coined by Peirce in 1878, that maxim asked its readers to 
“[c]onsider what effects, which might conceivably have practical bearing, we conceive 
the object of our conception to have.  Then, our conception of these effects is the whole 
of our conception of the object.”3  While it is widely agreed that these two sentences 
speak to the outlines of an empirical epistemology, the Pragmatists themselves—to say 
nothing of philosophers and intellectual historians today—differed on the specific 
implications of the maxim.  They did so at least partially because “the effects” of which 
the maxim makes so much are left unspecified within it.  On the one hand, Peirce seems 
to have meant to evoke by these “effects” a connection to scientific experimentation, in 
the sense that the maxim’s “effects” pertain to both the real, objective world of atoms 
and forces, the world that impinges itself on our senses, and to the logical consequents 
that can be deductively drawn from rational premises about that world.4  On the other 
                                                           
1 For examples of the impact of Pragmatist thinking across disciplines see, Louis Menand, Pragmatism: 
A Reader (New York: Vintage Books, 1997). 
2 The best and most comprehensive study of Pragmatist philosophy remains H. S. Thayer’s Meaning 
and Action: A Critical History of Pragmatism (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1981).  For a shorter but 
nonetheless excellent history of Pragmatism see, Max Fisch, “American Pragmatism Before and After 
1898,” in Peirce, Semiotic, and Pragmatism, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1986. 
3 Charles Sander Peirce, “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” (1878), in The Essential Peirce: Selected 
Philosophical Writings, ed. Hauser and Kloesel, vol. 1 (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1992): 
132.  When possible, throughout this dissertation I cite Peirce’s writings by way of Hauser and 
Kloesel’s 1992 compilation.  I do this both for ease of reader access and because the size and 
complexity of Peirce’s complete published and unpublished papers raises scholarly debates that are 
beyond my scope. 
4 So much is suggested by the larger context of the above-cited essay that contains the Pragmatic 
maxim.  For an excellent account of the origins and evolution of Peirce’s version of Pragmatism see, 
Max Fisch, “A Chronicle of Pragmaticism, 1865-1879,” in Peirce, Semiotics, and Pragmatism 
(Bloomington: Indian University Press, 1986). 
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hand, William James, the great popularizer of Pragmatism, stressed that the maxim’s 
“effects” can also be deeply personal, a position he defended with the claim that the 
“effects” of subjective belief can have a bearing on what would commonly be called 
objective truth.5  The ramified legacies of both these readings of the pragmatic maxim, 
as well as variations on them, make up Pragmatism as a tradition of thought, and 
revealing their presence within and impact upon the scholarship of the above-noted art 
historians is the primary task of this dissertation. 

As might be anticipated, the fact that Pragmatism is better defined as a 
reticulated family of philosophical propositions than as a clearly delimited set of analytic 
claims has long been used to accuse it of incoherence.6  Pragmatism’s multiplicity, 
however, does not excuse art historiography from documenting and analyzing the 
historical matter of fact that some of the most famous art historians of the 20th century 
continued to look to Pragmatist ideas, and that they did in light of their active 
participation in the shifting landscape of art historical scholarship.  The recurrence of 
Pragmatism’s distinctive claims within art historical literature, in other words, poses a 
challenge to our understanding of art historiography (and therefore to our 
understanding of the history of art itself) that should not be ignored.  To meet the 
challenge that such diversity poses, in each of my chapters I am careful to relate the 
specific claims of my protagonists not just to ideas that are generally associated with 
Pragmatist philosophy and the classical Pragmatists—although I inevitably do that along 
the way—but to the very proposition from which Pragmatism emerged: the pragmatic 
maxim itself.  Such connections are the clearest way to accurately document and 
describe the impact of Pragmatist thinking on Berenson, Wind, and Schapiro—a 
documentation project that perhaps finds it best expression in the unpublished primary 
sources included in my appendices.  The result is that each chapter reveals what is best 
understood as a variety of art historical Pragmatism; some of these varieties are more 
defensible or appealing to us today than others, but each both historically and 
analytically fits into the plurality that is Pragmatism as a tradition.   

So much is straightforward.  However, since a large part of the motivation 
behind historiographic projects like this one is not merely to know what was claimed by 
past art historians but also to know what was correct, distinctive, and innovative about 
their arguments, I also frame my individual chapters against the broader disciplinary 
frameworks within which my protagonists worked.  These are the art historical modes 
or frameworks of formalism in the case of Berenson, iconology in the case of Wind, and 
                                                           
5 As is well known, James first put forward his influential interpretation of Peirce’s Pragmatism in his 
1898 speech before the Berkeley Philosophical Union titled “Philosophical Conceptions and Practical 
Results,” University Chronicle 1 (1898): 287-310. For the subsequent and most famous statements of 
his views see, William James, Pragmatism (1907; Indianapolis: Hackett, 1981). See also, Willian James, 
The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy (New York, Longmans, 1919). 
6 For an early example of such a charge see, Arthur Lovejoy, “Thirteen Pragmatisms,” The Journal of 
Philosophy, Psychology, and Scientific Methods V, no.1 (Jan. 2, 1908): 5-12.  If we accept that one of 
Pragmatism’s most famous statements is Quine’s attack on the coherence of the very notion of 
“analyticity,” such criticisms would be deeply ironic.  W.V.O. Quine, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism,” The 
Philosophical Review, 60, no.1 (Jan. 1951): 20-43. 
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socio-historical and semiotic art history in the case of Schapiro.  Each of these modes of 
research brings with it well-known but fundamental questions for art historical 
scholarship, and in each of my chapters I use these questions as a means for 
contextualizing the import and interest of my protagonists’ arguments.  Even though my 
framing questions are quite obviously broader than my topic and maybe quite banal 
from a philosophical perspective, most of the substantive problems of art historical 
scholarship lie within their scope, thus making them quite effective as a scheme or 
rubric within which to analyze and evaluate my protagonists’ claims. 
 In light of this contextualization—a context which I hope can be understood as 
separable from my project’s documentary emphasis—it is important for me to introduce 
my specific descriptions of how Berenson, Wind, and Schapiro drew on Pragmatist ideas 
as part of a brief, overarching survey of how their arguments fit into the larger body of 
20th century art historiography.  While inevitably partial, tracing this thread from the 
terminus ad quo to the terminus ad quem of this dissertation helps establish a baseline 
understanding of both what I mean by the art historical modes of formalism, iconology, 
social history, and semiotics and how my protagonists’ Pragmatist inflected scholarship 
fits within them.  Against this background, why Pragmatism’s distinctive propositions 
would have been tempting for Berenson, Wind, and Schapiro is thrown into relief.  As 
we will see, even the shortest of accounts of this story reveals that by the time 
Berenson incorporated Pragmatist ideas into his art history in the 1890s, and 
throughout the 20th century, the seemingly commonplace tasks of art historical inquiry 
were not nearly as simple as common sense might lead one to suppose.   
 
 
 
 
A Brief History of Pragmatist Art Historiography 
 

Art history is and always has been deeply and doubly committed to empiricism, 
both to the study of real objects in the world and to an especially visual analysis of those 
objects.  As Frederick Beiser has noted, what distinguished the writing of Johann 
Joaquim Winckelmann from his peers—and what ostensibly helped establish the 
received disciplinary wisdom that he is a father of art history—was the empirical extent 
of his approach.7  Of course, considering that visual art is created specifically to be 
experienced by the senses, art history’s empiricism is fitting and commonplace enough.  
At the end of the 19th century, however, just as Peirce and James were developing their 
broader Pragmatist claims, art history was undergoing a particularly acute shift in how 
art historians drew on their experience of art objects to construct their arguments.   

The new art historical approaches that resulted from this shift have come to be 
known under the umbrella term of art historical formalism, and much like Pragmatism 
itself, they developed out of a dissatisfaction with what might be called loosely positivist 

                                                           
7 Frederick Beiser, Diotima’s Children (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 156-195. 
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or documentary modes of scholarly inquiry.8  Whereas earlier generations of art 
historians had developed sophisticated approaches to both the analysis of primary 
sources and to the material study of objects—and had used such approaches to pursue 
the purportedly Rankean goal of knowing the truth of “what really happened”—at the 
end of the 19th century the limitations and liabilities of such approaches were revealing 
themselves, and soon a difference rather than a similarity between the historical and 
the natural sciences was highlighted.9  If historically interpretive disciplines 
(Geisteswissenschaften) like art history aimed at historical knowledge, so the question 
was raised, what role could our present empirical experience of the world play in that 
reconstructive effort?  In the natural sciences (Naturwissenschaften) a thoroughgoing 
empiricism makes sense as those disciplines are based around experimentation with 
and prediction of the world that constitutes our experience.  But in the historical 
sciences the role that our present experience plays in historical analysis is much more 
open ended. 

One scholar who attempted to answer these questions was Wilhelm Dilthey, and 
the art historian who most directly took up Dilthey’s answer was Heinrich Wölfflin.  
Instead of speaking about the experience of the historian in terms of Erfahrung, which 
Dilthey associated with the natural sciences, the sober activities of the intellect, and the 
impersonal flux of perception, Dilthey spoke about that experience in terms of Erlebnis, 
which he associated with moments full of emotion, value, coherence, and reciprocity.  
Dilthey made this distinction in his effort to write what he conceived as a “Critique of 
Historical Reason,” a project that would do for history what Kant had done for the 
sciences: put them on firm footing.10  Dilthey’s conceptual distinction between two 
modes of experience was fundamental to this project because, on his view, “the first 
condition of the possibility of historical science lies in the fact that I myself am a 
historical being: that he who investigates history is the same as he who makes 
history.”11  In other words, the historian’s holistic experience of what it is like to be a 
historical creature—his Erlebnis—allowed historians to empathize with historical agents 
and thereby draw on their own experiences in their reconstruction of the past.  
                                                           
8To me, stereotyped or loosely positivist approaches have three qualities: a general commitment to 
phenomenalism, meaning that they deny the existence of “essences” beyond observation; a general 
commitment to nominalism, meaning that they claim that generalities must come down to concrete 
particulars; and a general commitment to the division between facts and values.  An early 19th century 
art historian who practiced such an approach was Karl Friedrich von Rumohr.  See his, Italienische 
Forschungen (Berlin and Stettin, 1827-31). 
9 Wilhelm Windelband is often noted as the scholar who most forcefully brought this distinction to 
light.  For a historical contextualization of his work see, Charles R. Bambach, Heidegger, Dilthey, and 
the Crisis of Historicism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995).  For an analytic treatment of some 
of the implications of Windelband’s claims see, Maurice Mandelbaum, The Anatomy of Historical 
Knowledge (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977).  See also, G. H. von Wright, 
Explanation and Understanding (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1971). 
10 This project was never finished.  For an account of Dilthey’s work in English see Rudolf Makkreel, 
Dilthey: Philosopher of the Human Studies (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975). 
11 Wilhelm Dilthey, “Plan der Fortsetzung zum Aufbau der geschichtlichen Welt in den 
Geisteswissenschaften,“ Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 7, 278. 
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Wölfflin’s evident and repeated use of psychology and specifically empathy theory in his 
art historical writing was overtly indebted to Dilthey’s project—Wölfflin had studied 
with Dilthey, cited him in his dissertation, and went on to become his colleague in 
Berlin.12  Moreover, Wölfflin’s project of attempting to plot a history of vision by way of 
the history of art betrays a Diltheyan bent.  The very notion that we in the present can 
see or experience art objects from the past as the sedimentation of a mode of vision 
presupposes an empathetic project: that we have the ability to put ourselves in other 
people’s shoes—in this case the shoes of those from wildly distant cultures—and re-
experience their way of looking at the world.13   

Needless to say, such a project was a radical departure for art historical research, 
one which attempted fundamentally to transform the place of empirical experience in 
art historical inquiry.  In hindsight, despite the historical power of such formalisms—
Alois Riegl’s is another related but distinct example—their problems are multiple.  First, 
they assume a necessary connection between stylistic change in historical objects and 
changing practices of vision in historical subjects.  Second, both Wölfflin and Riegl were 
unclear about the degree to which they could participate in histories of vision or could 
stand outside them.14   

It is within the parameters of these ambiguities about the role of experience in 
art historical formalism that we should understand Bernard Berenson’s Pragmatist 
arguments, first elaborated in The Florentine Painters of the Renaissance of 1896.  In 
order to bring this context to the fore, I begin my investigation of Berenson’s 
Pragmatism by asking what “form” is, how it operates in Berenson’s work, and how 
Berenson’s use of it differs from that of his contemporaries.  Whereas Berenson’s work 
is often linked to both Wölfflin’s and Riegl’s—especially by way of the writing of Adolf 
von Hildebrand—I argue that Berenson’s notion of form is fundamentally different from 
these writers because of its basis in the thought of William James, with whom Berenson 
had studied in the 1880s and whose work he openly acknowledged as having adapted.  
Whereas for Hildebrand, Riegl, and Wölfflin form was tied to a process of the mind and 
was historically variable based on what they conceived as changing practices of vision, 
for Berenson form was historically constant and a directly perceivable quality of works 

                                                           
12 For a detailed and highly valuable account of Wölfflin’s career, including his relation to Dilthey’s 
thought, see, Joan Hart, “Heinrich Wölfflin: An Intellectual Biography,” PhD Dissertation, UC Berkeley, 
1981.  For Wölfflin’s citation of Dilthey see, Heinrich Wölfflin, “Prolegomena to a Psychology of 
Architecture” (1886), in Empathy, Form, and Space: Problems in German Aesthetics, 1875-1895, trans. 
Harry Francis Mallgrave and Eleftherios Ikonomou  (Santa Monica, CA: Getty Center Publications, 
1994): 184. 
13 Wölfflin is not alone in claiming that vision itself changes through time and across cultures.  See, for 
instance, Marx W. Wartofsky, “Sight, Symbol, and Society: Towards a History of Visual Perception,” 
Philosophical Exchange 3 (1981) 23-38; see also, Marshall H. Segall, Donald T. Campbell, and Melville J. 
Herskovits, The Influence of Culture on Visual Perception (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1966); and, 
Whitney Davis, A General Theory of Visual Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011). 
14 For an excellent account of such problems see, David Summers, “’Form,’ Nineteenth-Century 
Metaphysics, and the Problem of Art Historical Description,” Critical Inquiry 15, No.2 (Winter 1989): 
372-406. 
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of art, a claim he made by way of what I call the Pragmatist theory of perception that 
underlies his theory of tactile values.  I delve deeper into Berenson’s model of form by 
comparing his interpretation of Giotto’s naturalistic style to Riegl’s.  Whereas for 
Berenson Giotto’s style was identifiable by way of the “tactile values” that he could 
directly apprehend in it, for Riegl that style was the product of shifting modes of vision 
correlated with broader periods of cultural history.  Even though Berenson’s Pragmatist 
formalism is just as, if not more, problematic than Riegl’s—Berenson attempted to 
extract a general law about artistic form from his own personal experience of art 
objects—I endeavor to correct his most obvious mistakes without discarding his theory 
completely by framing it in relation to the broader Pragmatist tradition of which it is a 
part. 

As art historians became dissatisfied with formalist arguments like Berenson’s, 
by the second decade of the 20th century the discipline began to shift toward more 
iconological interpretations, interpretations that claimed that the very distinction 
between form and content upon which formalism was based was misleading.  Most 
characteristically, the iconological approach defends the claim that what art objects 
originally meant no less than how they were originally perceived has to be recreated in 
our contemporary experiences of them.  Accordingly, on the view of the method’s most 
influential practitioner, Erwin Panofsky, art historians do not study individual art objects 
merely in order to understand them in themselves but rather to understand them as 
individual parts of historically specific systems of thought.  Panofsky’s project relied 
heavily on the philosophy of Ernst Cassirer, who himself was a prominent member of 
the Marburg school of neo-Kantianism.  Much like Cassirer, Panofsky sought to correct 
his individual empirical observations of art works against a larger, comprehensive 
structure that could be used to describe them: what Cassirer called “symbolic forms.” 

Though such an approach was and still is undeniably appealing, the problem with 
Panofsky’s iconology is that it questions our experience of art objects to such an extent 
that it casts doubt on who in the present can actually experience them correctly and, 
more radically, even if anyone could have ever experienced them “correctly” at all.  In 
its quest for certainty, iconological interpretations turn paintings into singular 
expressions of complex conventional systems of representation—most notably 
historical systems of neo-Platonic philosophy—that few people in the past, leave be 
those in the present, fully understood.  Such a radical and conventionalist approach thus 
raises the question if the paintings Panofsky analyzed really did have a single coherent 
historical meaning at all.  By ruling out intuitive and sometimes quite evident details 
within art objects as irrelevant to their meaning, iconology thus overly limits art 
historical inquiry—and by proxy the experience of the art historian—from what is quite 
obviously the discipline’s much broader task: understanding the visual art of the past in 
all its complexity and plurality, including our experience of it in the present. 

We should understand Edgar Wind’s Pragmatist iconology in relation to such 
iconological tensions.  I begin my chapter on Wind with a discussion of depiction in 
general wherein I juxtapose naturalist and conventionalist models of depiction and 
roughly situate the bearing of both on iconological practice.  I use that fundamental 
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distinction to frame Wind’s and Panofsky’s opposing presuppositions, especially by way 
of their respective interpretations of Titian’s Venus Blinding Cupid.  Whereas Panofsky 
based his reading on a binary opposition within the painting’s iconography—a basic 
structure upon which to ground his conventionalist approach to depiction—Wind tested 
his reading against a single, observable detail, a detail whose meaning he claimed is 
directly communicable to us in the present—his naturalist approach to depiction.  Wind 
justified his naturalist approach on Pragmatist grounds, specifically by way of what he 
termed the embodiment of symbols, a term developed from his reading of Peirce, 
whose writing he encountered during his first trip to the US in the 1920s and upon 
which he based his philosophy of science.15  By “embodiment” Wind meant that one 
could test the larger tradition of meaning that a given painting purportedly visualized or 
“embodied”—in this case neo-Platonic philosophy—against its empirically observable 
details, a claim that parallels Peirce’s Pragmatist claim about procedures in experimental 
science.   Accordingly, I contend that Wind’s own active experimentation with fitting the 
various symbols in paintings to their sources—a method he pursues directly in 
opposition to Panofsky’s appeal to the visibility of sources in paintings—is the 
fundamental Pragmatist bent to his iconology.   

With roots contemporary with iconology but emerging to prominence slightly 
later, the midcentury rise of social histories of art exemplifies a further shift in art 
historical scholarship.  Most generally, social histories of art avoid the iconological error 
of privileging the iconographic dimension of art objects to an impractical degree by 
focusing on the active role that broader social relations play in artistic creation and 
experience.  These interpersonal relations can pertain to class dynamics in Marxist 
interpretations, family and sexual dynamics in psychoanalytic interpretations, or simply 
institutional and cultural dynamics in more common sense forms of social history.  
While such social contextualizations can pull in opposing directions, by definition they 
each explain the visual qualities of individual artworks by explicating the objects within 
the social groups that produced and consumed them.  In so doing, social histories of art 
importantly recognize the limited explanatory power of individual intentions and artistic 
genius in the creation of art by elaborating how the broader conditions of artistic 
production shape individual works. 

In their elaboration of such dynamics, however, social histories of art also end up 
highlighting the ambiguities surrounding the historical causation of art.  It can be very 
difficult, if not impossible, to ever decide if specific qualities of artworks were the 
product of the intentions of artists as individuals or the product of the social dynamics 
surrounding the moment of artistic creation or both or neither.  On the one hand, highly 
simplified art historical applications of Marx’s and Freud’s theories sacrifice too much of 
the agency of individual artists.  On the other hand, an approach to social history that 
focuses on the impact of artistic institutions and traditions on individual objects can 
amount to little more than documentations of the milieu in which objects were made.   

                                                           
15 Edgar Wind, Experiment and Metaphysics: Towards a Resolution of the Cosmological Antinomies 
(1934), trans. Cyril Edwards (Oxford: Legenda, 2001). 
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It is within the framework of such dynamics that we should understand 

Schapiro’s critical relationship to Marxism and Freudianism as well as his reliance on the 
Pragmatist social psychology of John Dewey and George Herbert Mead.  I begin my third 
chapter by laying out an analytic spectrum that describes models of art historical 
causation in relation to the social historical scholarship of two of Schapiro’s most 
prominent interlocutors: Arnold Hauser and Ernst Gombrich.  I show how Schapiro was 
critical of yet sympathetic to Hauser’s more orthodox Marxist and Freudian approach 
and then demonstrate how what I call Schapiro’s psycho-social arguments follow 
Dewey, with whom Schapiro studied as an undergraduate, and Mead, whose work 
Schapiro directly cites.  In order to tease out how Schapiro adapted Dewey’s and Mead’s 
work, I pay special attention first to his interpretation of van Gogh’s Wheat Field with 
Crows and second to his interpretation of Cézanne’s depictions of apples.  In the former, 
Schapiro describes how van Gogh’s curious use of perspective evidences the artist’s 
fulfillment of his socially provoked desires, a thesis that directly mirrors Dewey’s 
Pragmatist theory of aesthetics and one that is too heavily based on a unrepressed 
model of desire to be truly Freudian.  In the latter, Schapiro cites Mead’s Pragmatist 
theory of knowledge in order to frame how and why Cézanne’s repeated depictions of 
apples should be understood as highly personal objects.  Cumulatively my claim is that 
Schapiro used Pragmatist ideas in his postwar writings in order to frame an account of 
the socially created selves of van Gogh and Cézanne outside of Marxist and Freudian 
terms.   

The final art historical mode that forms a part of my project is semiotics, a mode 
with both a scattered and more belated impact on the discipline.  By definition and in 
contradistinction to iconology, instead of strictly occupying itself with what particular 
art objects meant in their historical context, semiotic art history engages more 
deliberately with how those objects mean what they do.  This approach acquired 
renewed interest in the discipline during the 1980s with the rise of poststructuralism, 
where the early 20th century semiotics of Ferdinand de Saussure with its diacritical 
analysis of meaning was applied to art objects.  While Saussure’s theories could be 
powerful tools for analyzing the meaning of works of art in their strict historical 
contexts, they also posed problems for interpretative efforts. 

For instance, a price paid for such a position is the suppression of the operative 
role of particular points of view within the interpretation of art.  In light of this problem, 
art historians in the 1980s and ‘90s often looked to the alternative semiotic system of 
Charles Sanders Peirce, a triadic semiotic—or semeiotic as Peirce called it—that offered 
a more dynamic understanding of meaning by enmeshing rather than eschewing 
individual acts of interpretation within its theory of semiosis.  While this led many 
poststructuralist writers to laud Peirce’s system as closer to the position they defended, 
this art historical recuperation of Peirce’s writing also washed over the original 
philosophical project of which Peirce’s semeioitic was an integral part: Pragmatism 
itself.  
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Predating the rise of poststructuralist arguments within the discipline, I propose 
that we should understand the pioneering semiotic art history of Meyer Schapiro as 
heavily indebted to Peirce’s system.  To contextualize Schapiro’s claims, I begin by laying 
out the overlooked Pragmatist background of Peircean semiotics and contrast it to the 
semiotics of Saussure.  To show Schapiro’s commitment to Peirce’s position, I focus on a 
critical exchange between Schapiro and Claude Lévi-Strauss in 1953 in which they 
debated the applicability of mathematics to the interpretation of visual art.  Unlike Lévi-
Strauss’s high structuralist approach—wherein the quantification of style helps establish 
the fundamental role that abstract relations play in meaning—Schapiro held that visual 
art is too predicated on subject-dependent viewpoints, on observation, to be effectively 
described in such terms.  Schapiro also applied this point in his art historical arguments, 
notably in his chapter on representations of Moses battling the Amalekites in Words and 
Pictures of 1973.  There Schapiro discusses how depictions of a single passage from the 
Old Testament (Exodus 17:9–13) change depending on the interpretation of the 
passage.  Central to Schapiro’s argument is how changing users of the passage—rather 
than changing textual translations—play a fundamental role in its various visualizations.  
Just as Peircean semiotics holds that meaning is constantly being remade in its very 
instantiations, so does Schapiro insist that the transformations in the depictions of the 
Biblical text are themselves active retranslations and remakings of it.   
 

 
 
 

Approaches, Limitations, and Interlocutors 
 

With the above summary and contextualization of my specific historical 
arguments in place, it should come as no surprise that I admire the Pragmatist 
interpretations that I read my protagonists as putting forward.  I have not, however, 
refrained from criticizing their claims when I believe they are in error.  In levying such 
criticisms I often draw on arguments of the many neo-Pragmatist philosophers still 
working today.  My motivation is twofold: first, that these arguments provide an 
effective way both to criticize and clarify the arguments of my protagonists, and second 
that we can learn much—if not the most—from outdated art historical scholarship not 
by dismissing it out of hand but rather through reinterpretations of it.  If this study has a 
distinct method of its own I would call it sympathetic rereading through period debates, 
a method that I follow based on my reading of the historiographic elements of Whitney 
Davis’s A General Theory of Visual Culture.  In adopting this approach I also draw on but 
depart from a long tradition of critical art historiography, a tradition in which I include 
such books as Michael Podro’s The Critical Historians of Art, Michael Ann Holly’s 
Panofsky and the Foundations of Art History, and Margaret Iversen and Stephen 
Melville’s Writing Art History, to name but a few.   

It is also important here at the outset to note that I am not alone in investigating 
art history’s relation to Pragmatism. Recent scholarship has begun to address this 
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connection, the most evident and synthetic example being Molly Nesbit’s essay-length 
book The Pragmatism in the History of Art.  While Nesbit’s project is like my own in that 
it situates art history in relation to Pragmatism, her historical narrative starts where 
mine ends—with Meyer Schapiro—and frames itself in relation to art history’s various 
confrontations with the art of its own present, a topic which I do not address.  In so 
doing she discusses Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze as Pragmatists, a claim that I 
take tacitly to highlight how their poststructuralist writing parallels Pragmatism’s 
potential embrace of a subject-centered approach to knowledge.  Nesbit is not the only 
scholar to make this claim; indeed, Richard Rorty’s neo-Pragmatism can be and has been 
taken in a similar key.     

More biographically focused studies have also begun to tease out how the 
writing of the Pragmatists made an impact on Berenson, Wind, and Schapiro as 
individuals.  For instance, while Berenson’s relation to William James has long been 
noted, Jeremy Melius’s recent article on connoisseurship makes much of the role of 
James’s account of habit in Berenson’s writing and Alison Brown’s essay on the origins 
of tactile values focuses at length on Berenson’s use of James’s ideas more generally.16  
John Michael Krois and Bernard Buschendorf have written essays that explore Wind’s 
significant use of Peirce’s philosophy17 and some younger scholars—specifically Tullio 
Viola and Franz Engel—have begun to explore the aspects of Peirce’s writing that have 
impacted art historical iconology more generally.18  The best scholarship to address 
Meyer Schapiro’s relation to Pragmatism is undoubtedly by Andrew Hemingway, whose 
careful and exacting essays on Schapiro and the origins of Marxist art history have done 
much to position Schapiro in relation to Dewey.19  Moreover, Schapiro’s semiotic art 
history has been more and more associated with Peirce, Charlotte Klonk and Michael 
Hatt being some of the most perceptive readers of this connection.20 

This dissertation combines a bold diachronic view with the more precise and 
historically specifying approaches to Berenson, Wind, and Schapiro explored by the 

                                                           
16 Jeremy Melius, “Connoisseurship, Painting, and Personhood,” Art History 34, no. 2 (April 2011): 288-
309; Alison Brown, “Bernard Berenson and ‘Tactile Values’ in Florence,” in Bernard Berenson: 
Formation and Heritage, ed. Joseph Connors and Louis A. Waldman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2014): 101-20. 
17 John Michael Krois, “Kunst und Wissenschaft in Edgar Winds Philosophie der Verkörperung,” in 
Edgar Wind: Kunsthistoriker und Philosoph, ed. Bredekamp, Buschendorf, Hartung, and Krois (Berlin: 
Akademie Verlag, 1998): 181-205; Bernhard, Buschendorf, “,Es war ein sehr tüchtiges gegenseitiges 
Fördern‘: Edgar Wind und Aby Warburg,“ Idea: Jahrbuch der Hamburger Kunsthalle IV (1985): 164-209. 
18 Franz Engel, “,In einem sehr geläuterten Sinne sind Sie doch eigentlich ein Empirist!‘ – Ernst Cassirer 
und Edgar Wind im Streit um die Verkörperung von Symbolen,“ in Et in imagine ego: Facetten von 
Bildakt und Verkörperung, ed. Feist and Rath (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2012): 369-392; Tullio Viola, 
“Peirce and Iconology: Habitus, Embodiment, and the Analogy between Philosophy and Architecture,” 
European Journal of Pragmatism and American Philosophy IV, no. 1 (2012): 6-31. 
19 Andrew Hemingway, “Meyer Schapiro: Marxism, Science, and Art,” in Marxism and the History of 
Art, ed. Andrew Hemingway (London: Pluto Press, 2006), 123-142; Andrew Hemingway, “Meyer 
Schapiro and Marxism in the 1930s,” Oxford Art Journal 17, no. 1 (1994): 13-29. 
20 Michael Hatt and Charlotte Klonk, Art History: A Critical Introduction to Its Methods (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2006), 212-214. 
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scholars mentioned above.  It is important to note, however, that I neither claim to put 
forward comprehensive interpretations of the three main art historians discussed here 
nor the relationship between art history and Pragmatism tout court.  For instance, I do 
not address the growing body of scholarship that interprets specific artists and specific 
art works in relation to Pragmatist thought.  From Thomas Eakins and Winslow Homer 
to Donald Judd and Robert Ryman, an impressive array of American artists have been 
connected to Pragmatist thinking.  Nor do I investigate art collectors like Albert Barnes, 
art world reformers like John Cotton Dana, or museum directors like Alexander Dorner 
even though these figures have also been productively positioned in relation to 
Pragmatism.  I leave synthesizing the relation of such artists and historical figures with 
my project’s focus on the art historiography of the 20th century for a subsequent and 
larger study.   
 
 
 
 
Pragmatism in Art History Today 
 

In an effort to acknowledge that this project is not merely documentary but also 
part of a larger resurgence of Pragmatist thought, I end this study with an effort to 
identify a specific example of how Pragmatist thinking can be said to be at work in art 
history in the present.  To do so, in my epilogue I introduce what I term a neo-
Pragmatist interpretation of David Summers’s recent and highly controversial book, Real 
Spaces: World Art History and the Rise of Western Modernism, an interpretation that I 
separate from the body of my argument for several reasons.  First, the stakes of 
interpreting Real Spaces are different from the interpretations of my body chapters as 
Summers’s book is not primarily of historiographic interest but rather is a distinctly live 
topic of art history today.  If the world art history that Summers’s book puts forward can 
be described as a mode or framework of art historical research it is one from which we 
cannot see outside.  Moreover, whereas in my body chapters I only look to neo-
Pragmatist writers in order to clarify and criticize the historical claims of my 
protagonists, in my epilogue I position Summers’s book directly in relation to the 
controversial thought of Richard Rorty—a figure who Summers knew personally and the 
philosopher perhaps most responsible for the resurgence of Pragmatism today.   Thus, 
my reading of Summers is fundamentally different from the body of my dissertation 
both in form and in import.  This being said, much like my chapters on Berenson, Wind, 
and Schapiro, my interpretation of Summers’s book pivots around how Real Spaces 
relies on what I take to be Pragmatist claims, and in unpacking that connection I tie 
Summers’s book back to the pragmatic maxim itself.  In this sense, even though 
Summers’s arguments are distinct and alive, they share much with their predecessors.  
Put simply, we might say and conclude, Summers’s project shows that the power of 
Pragmatism for writing the history of art is not going away. 
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Berensonian Formalism and Pragmatic Perception 
 

In 1896 Bernard Berenson published The Florentine Painters of the Renaissance, 
a founding document of art historical formalism.1  In the most general of terms, what 
made Berenson’s argument “formalist” was that he analyzed the visual qualities of 
works of art apart from their subject matter, a distinction he emphasized by dubbing the 
former qualities “decorative” and the latter content-laden qualities “illustrative.”2  
Berenson, of course, was not alone in contributing to the development of such 
approaches; the basis of his formalism in what he termed “tactile values” was, however, 
undeniably distinctive from those of his peers.  In this chapter I investigate the particular 
character of Berenson’s work and argue that it is largely indebted to the pragmatist 
philosophical psychology of William James.  Berenson himself even admitted as much, 
once stating that he “owe[d] everything to William James, for I was already applying his 
theories to the visible world.  ‘Tactile values’ was really James’s phrase, not mine, 
although he never knew he had invented it.”3  With this confession as my initial 
impetus, in this chapter I seek to tease out exactly how Berenson’s formalism was 
Jamesian—and hence Pragmatist—and what such a position led him to claim. 

In order to do so, I first lay out an analytic spectrum that contrasts two primary 
and opposed presuppositions of formalisms in general: that form is primarily a natural 
product of our perceptual system versus the idea that form is primarily a quality of 
objects in the world.  However crude such an opposition might initially seem, the 
fundamental distinction between these two views helps clarify exactly what Berenson’s 
presuppositions about form actually were.  With this heuristic device in place, I next 
investigate the theoretical precedents of and historical context for Berenson’s theory of 
tactile values, paying special attention to how Berenson’s indebtedness to William 
James can be used to understand his formalist arguments.  To delve deeper into the 
implications of that connection, third, I examine how Berenson adapted Jamesian ideas 
to art historical purposes by way of the specific example of his analysis of Giotto’s 
Madonna and Child Enthroned at the Uffizi (Figs. 1.1 and 1.2).  Berenson’s account of 
Giotto’s painting proves especially useful in understanding the distinctive bent of his 
arguments as Giotto’s style was also analyzed by Alois Riegl, Berenson’s formalist peer, 
and thus serves as an effective pivot point around which further to assess and 
understand the pitfalls and potential of Berenson’s formalist claims. 
 
 
 
                                                           
1 Bernard Berenson, The Florentine Painters of the Renaissance (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 
1896). 
2 While The Florentine Painters is built on this distinction, Berenson more fully articulated it in his 
book of the following year.  See, Bernard Berenson, The Central Italian Painters of the Renaissance 
(New York, G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1897), 84-85.  
3 Henry Francis Taylor, “The Summons of Art: Conversations with Bernard Berenson,” The Atlantic 
Monthly (November 1957): 124. 
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Questions of Form 
 
 One of the most basic distinctions that a formalist approach to art history can 
make concerns the very definition of form itself.  Sometimes the term “form” is meant 
to refer to the specific delimited boundaries and configurations of objects in the world, 
sometimes to the forming or shaping capacity of our perceptual system, and sometimes 
to both.  On the first view, form is a real phenomenon with extension that affects us; on 
the second view, we give form to visual experience by organizing raw sensuous input by 
way of our mental powers.  When one starts to examine the group of art historians who 
are often discussed under the label formalists, how this basic distinction is mediated 
within their writing is far too often left open.   

For instance, on the one hand art historical formalism is frequently represented 
by a figure like Heinrich Wölfflin, who claimed that the history of visual art indexes a 
history of vision and thereby that the form that the formalist studies is primarily a 
historical quality of the human perceptual system.4  Of course, since what remains from 
previous cultures are the material vestiges of the visually configured objects they 
produced, exactly how we are supposed to study those objects with our own perceptual 
system as indexes of previous perceptual systems is not entirely clear.  Wölfflin’s answer 
seems to have been that our human capacity for empathy was supposed to guide us in 
this regard, that we were supposed to be able to put ourselves in the shoes of the 
historical individuals we studied and thereby see the world the way they saw it by way 
of the objects they produced.5  In order to help realize such re-enactive encounters, 
Wölfflin codified pairs of terms that ostensibly helped transform and configure our 
experiences of visual art in the present into experiences that were more in agreement 
with the modes of vision that purportedly brought those objects into existence.  While 
such a claim certainly has analytic potential, its reliance on empathy as an intuitive 
reaction of the viewer in the present, not to mention its use of binary terms as visual 
correctives, frames perception itself as a historical veil between the art historian and 
their object of analysis, thereby situating the very experience of visual art upon which 
art history is based in a double-bind.   

  On the other hand formalism is often represented by a figure like John Beazley, 
who attributed thousands of pieces of ancient Greek pottery to specific, analytically 
possible painters based on the subtle visual qualities that he observed in their painted 

                                                           
4 Heinrich Wölfflin, The Principles of Art History (1915), trans. Hottinger (New York: Dover, 1932).  
Especially his claim that “vision itself has its history,” 11. 
5 There is debate as to the extant and import of Wölfflin’s reliance on empathy theory in his 
scholarship.  For an argument for its persistent importance in his writing see, Helen Bridge, “Heinrich 
Wölfflin and Empathy Theory: A Reconsideration,” Journal of European Studies 41, no.1 (2010): 3-22.  
For an argument against see, Andreas Hauser, “Grundbegriffliches zu Wölfflin’s ‘Kunstgeschichtliche 
Grundbegriffen,‘“ Beiträge zu Kunst und Kunstgeschichte um 1900, Jahrbuch des Schweizerischen 
Instituts für Kunstwissenschaft, 1984-86, 39-53. 
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scenes.6  As has been pointed out, instead of calling Beazley’s method of attribution 
formalist, a more appropriate description would be stylistic analysis, as the form that 
Beazley was concerned with was a quality primarily adherent to the objects he studied.7  
Despite this obvious difference from Wölfflin, Beazley’s practice of stylistic attribution is 
still often referred to as “formalist” because it frequently functions regardless of the 
meaning or content of the particular object under analysis and thereby suggests that 
Beazley studied “form,” in the sense that “form” can be opposed to “content” or 
“meaning.” 
 Bernard Berenson’s specific version of formalism is somewhere in the middle of 
what this distinction maps as a rudimentary spectrum of formalisms.  While his theory’s 
focus on the psychophysical effects that certain objects produce is like Wölfflin’s in that 
it is concerned with the dynamics of perception, Berenson’s theory of tactile values does 
not posit that vision has a history and does not rely on the possibility of an empathetic 
response.  Berenson’s theory is, much like Beazley’s, based on the assumption that our 
visual experience of art objects is ahistorical.  Moreover, while Berenson’s theory of 
form was caught up with his practice of attribution—and thus also resembled 
Beazley’s—it rested upon the effects that works of art had upon him and thereby 
concerned itself with the dynamics of visual perception as an active, forming activity.  In 
this sense we can say that Berenson internalized the “form” that Beazley kept on the 
surface of the art object; unlike Wölfflin’s internalization of form, however, which was 
mental and empathetic, Berenson’s was bodily and physical.  Examining Berenson’s 
theory itself and some of the ideas embedded within it helps flesh out exactly how this 
peculiar combination of positions is even possible.  This context not only shows the 
proximity between Berenson’s theory and James’s psychology, it also clarifies how 
James’s Pragmatism provides a justification for how Berenson leveraged his experience 
of art objects in the present to construct his historical conclusions. 
 
 
 
 
Framing Tactile Values 
 

Berenson introduced his theory as follows: 
Psychology has ascertained that sight alone gives us no accurate 

sense of the third dimension.  In our infancy, long before we are conscious 
of the process, the sense of touch, helped on by muscular sensations of 

                                                           
6 For instance, John Beazley, Attic Red Figure Vase Painters (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963).  For a 
contextual discussion of Beazley’s work see, Philippe Rouet, Approaches to the Study of Attic Vases: 
Beazley and Pottier (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
7 Whitney Davis, A General Theory of Visual Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010),  
75-119. 
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movement, teaches us to appreciate depth, the third dimension, both in 
objects and in space. 

In the same unconscious years we learn to make of touch, of the 
third dimension, the test of reality.  The child is still dimly aware of the 
intimate connection between touch and the third dimension.  He cannot 
persuade himself of the unreality of Looking-Glass Land until he has 
touched the back of the mirror.  Later, we entirely forget the connection, 
although it remains true, that every time our eyes recognize reality, we 
are, as a matter of fact, giving tactile values to retinal impressions. 

Now, painting is an art which aims at giving an abiding impression 
of artistic reality with only two dimensions.  The painter must, therefore, 
do consciously what we all do unconsciously,—construct his third 
dimension.  And he can accomplish his task only as we accomplish ours, by 
giving tactile values to retinal impressions.  His first business, therefore, is 
to rouse the tactile sense, for I must have the illusion of being able to touch 
a figure, I must have the illusion of varying muscular sensations inside my 
palm and fingers corresponding to the various projections of this figure, 
before I shall take it for granted as real, and let it affect me lastingly.8 

 
Rather than get caught up in the biases towards “naturalistic” or “illusionistic” painting 
that this famous passage implies, for my purposes it is more important to distinguish an 
initial, more fundamental proposition within it.  On his way towards defining a general 
theory of what he terms “artistic reality” by means of our sense of touch, Berenson 
aligns his theory of the judgment and criticism of art with a much more fundamental 
theory of the perception of reality in general.  This is to say that first, Berenson claims 
that our sense of touch is necessary for our perception of reality and only second, that 
this theory of perceptual reality is a governing dynamic in the production and success of 
paintings as works of art.  Drawing on one of Richard Wollheim’s distinctions, we could 
say that the first proposition is part of Berenson’s Analytic Formalism, or, how he 
describes the phenomenon of form itself, the second is part of his Normative 
Formalism, or, what he thinks artistic form ought to be.9  This distinction is important to 
make because while the second assertion is largely discredited today, the first lives on in 
current research into perception, albeit in modified form.   

Recently philosophers such as Alva Noë and Brian O’Shaugnessy have defended 
the important role of touch in their analyses of perception and they have done so in full 
awareness of the most recent research into the human visual system by the plethora of 
disciplines that now study it, from psychology to vision science to neurology. 10  In 
                                                           
8 Berenson, The Florentine Painters, 3-5. 
9 Richard Wollheim, “On Formalism and Pictorial Organization,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism 59, no.2 (Spring 2001): 127-37. 
10 Brian O’Shaughnessy, Consciousness and the World, (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 2000), esp. 
Chapter 24 “The Sense of Touch.”  Alva Noë, Action and Perception (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2004), esp. Section 3.7 “Berkeley and the Touch-Like Character of Seeing.”   
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O’Shaunessy’s Consciousness and the World the sense of touch is postulated to be the 
primary sense in the act of perception because it is more fundamental to what he calls 
“animality” than sight.  On O’Shaunessy’s view, whereas vision is more of an accidental 
feature of animal experience—the product of rays of light coming into contact with our 
highly evolved photoreceptive eyes—touch is presupposed by the movement and action 
that at least partially define animals as such. Therefore, it is only appropriate to 
associate touch, more so than vision, with the consciousness and intention that we also 
identify with animals.  In Alva Noë’s Action and Perception the relation between touch 
and sight is also taken up and analyzed because of the necessary connection that it 
reveals between perception and movement.  As Noë’s title suggests, what makes visual 
perception like tactile perception is that the former just like the latter requires action.  
What is especially important about the continued recognition of and interest in these 
ideas is that they show that Berenson’s admittedly problematic theory of tactile values 
is based on a proposition that is still very defensible today. 

Whereas Noë’s and O’Shaugnessy’s discussions of the “touch-like character of 
seeing” and the “pre-eminence” of tactile perception show that the implications of 
Berenson’s take on perception are still very much alive, the very fact that a version of 
this distinctive claim can be found in the late Victorian writing of an art historian like 
Berenson suggests that the idea has a long and complicated history.  And that is indeed 
the case.  As a proposition, the idea that there is a connection between visual and tactile 
perception is often credited and traced back to the philosopher George Berkeley, who in 
1709 first defended it in his Essay towards a New Theory of Vision.   Therein, Berkeley 
claimed that: 

 
I say, neither distance nor things placed at a distance are themselves, or 
their ideas, truly perceived by sight.  This I am persuaded of, as to what 
concerns my self: and I believe whoever will look narrowly into his own 
thoughts and examine what he means by saying he sees this or that thing 
at a distance, will agree with me that what he sees only suggests to his 
understanding that after having passed a certain distance, to be measured 
by the motion of his body, which is perceivable by touch, he shall come to 
perceive such and such tangible ideas which have been usually connected 
with such and such visible ideas.11 
 

On Berkeley’s view, only our association of the “ideas” or sensations of vision with the 
“ideas” or sensations of touch and movement allows us to perceive or understand those 
raw visual sensations as indicating depth, to organize them so as to indicate the 
presence of the third dimension.  The many questions that such a position raises, of 
course, are precisely what has been continually debated since Berkeley’s initial 

                                                           
11 George Berkeley, “Essay towards A New Theory of Vision” (1709), in The Works of George Berkeley, 
vol. 1, ed. A. A. Luce (London: Nelson, 1948), 5, 188. 
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argument, and it is certainly not possible to address all of those debates here.12  Given 
the long and persistent controversy surrounding this claim, however, in order to better 
understand how Berenson came to formulate his theory of tactile values in relation to 
Berkeley’s, it is helpful to recognize some of the especially relevant moments from the 
idea’s varied history.  Not only was Berenson but one in a long list of figures to draw on 
Berkeley’s proposition over the past 300 years, but the idea was experiencing something 
of a Renaissance when Berenson adapted it to his purposes in the summer of 1895.  

One especially important writer whose arguments bear the distinctive mark of 
Berkeley’s theory of vision is the neo-classical sculptor Adolf Hildebrand, who, along 
with Berenson, was a fin-de-siècle resident of Florence.  Much like Berenson’s Florentine 
Painters, Hildebrand’s The Problem of Form in the Fine Arts of 1893—a text that was a 
sensation in the art world of the time—developed both an analytic and a normative 
account of visual art.13  And also like Berenson, Hildebrand begins such a task by 
following Berkeley’s original assertion that our experience of the third dimension is not 
direct but rather is the product of learning through kinesthetic experience.14  In so far as 
Hildebrand was the first to use Berkeley’s theory as a normative theory of art, 
Berenson’s work parallels Hildebrand’s, a fact that made Berenson uneasy and one that 
has continued to cause much speculation to this very day.  After dining with the 
Hildebrands in April 1896 after both The Florentine Painters and Hildebrand’s The 
Problem of Form were published, Berenson confessed that he found the similarity 
between their ideas “almost embarrassing.”15   Subsequent commentators on both 
Berenson’s and Hildebrand’s work—not the least of whom was Ernst Gombrich16—have 
                                                           
12 For some recent examples of these debates see, “Is the Visual World a Grand Illusion?,” edited by 
Alva Noë, Journal of Consciousness Studies, 9, no. 5-6 (May 2002). 
13 Adolf Hildebrand, “The Problem of Form in the Visual Arts” (1893), in Empathy, Form, and Space: 
Problems in German Aesthetics, 1873-1893, ed. Harry Francis Mallgrave and Eleftherios Ikonomou 
(Santa Monica, CA: Getty Center for the History of Art and Humanities, 1994): 227-279. 
14 For a contextual discussion of Hildebrand’s ideas see Harry Mallgrave, “Introduction,” Empathy, 
Form, Space. See also, Michael Podro, The Manifold in Perception: Theories of Art from Kant to 
Hildebrand (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972).  Hildebrand likely developed his Berkeleyan ideas by way 
of his friendship with the philosopher Conrad Fiedler and through his reading of Hermann von 
Helmholtz, whose portrait Hildebrand carved.  Helmholtz is widely regarded as the most famous 19th 
century proponent of Berkeley’s theory, his version often being summed up with the phrase that 
depth perception is based on an “unconscious inference” that associates visual and tactile 
perceptions. 
15 Mary Berenson, journal, 17 February 1896. Cited in Alison Brown, “Bernard Berenson and ‘Tactile 
Values’ in Florence,” in Bernard Berenson: Formation and Heritage (Villa I Tatti: The Harvard 
University Center for Italian Renaissance Studies, 2014), 108. 
16 Ernst Gombrich, Art and Illusion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960), 16-17.  The 
relationship between Berenson’s theory and Hildebrand’s is further complicated by the accusation of 
plagiarism levied by Berenson against another fin-de-siècle resident of Florence: Vernon Lee.  Lee’s 
Beauty and Ugliness—which she co-authored with her companion Clementina Anstruther-Thomson—
shares much in common with Berenson’s psychophysical approach, not the least being its open debt 
to James.  For a discussion of the controversy see, Mandy Gagel, “1897, A Discussion of Plagiarism: 
Letters Between Vernon Lee, Bernard Berenson, and Mary Costelloe,” Literary Imagination 12, no. 2 
(2010): 154-79. 
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repeatedly noted the similarity between their arguments and have quite logically taken 
the combination of the historical precedence of Hildebrand’s text and the two authors’ 
close proximity in Florence to mean that Berenson largely derived his ideas from 
Hildebrand’s essay.  However, as is evident from the long history of the proposition that 
visual perception has a touch-like quality, Berenson could have easily found this idea in 
a number of different sources.   

Indeed, long before Berenson moved to Florence or had ever heard of Adolf 
Hildebrand, he would have been familiar with the claims and implications of Berkeley’s 
theory of vision from having studied psychology with William James at Harvard in 
1885.17  James’s Principles of Psychology of 1890—the drafts of which provided much 
material for James’s courses at Harvard—not only contains multiple discussions of 
Berkeley’s theory but it is clear from the marginalia in Berenson’s personal copy of 
James’s Principles that he read that book thoroughly and even paid special attention to 
the passages on Berkeley’s theory of vision within it (see Appendix C).18  Moreover, in 
the summer of 1895, while Berenson was in the process of revising The Florentine 
Painters for publication, he engaged in a critical exchange with Bertrand Russell (see 
appendices A and B), who was his sister-in-law’s husband, about the theory of tactile 
values that further reveals the sources of his ideas.  In that exchange Russell explicitly 
pointed out the similarity between Berenson’s and Berkeley’s theories and even 
directed Berenson to James’s Principles of Psychology to develop his ideas further.19  
The great irony of this suggestion, of course, is that Berenson was already familiar with 
James’s work—a fact that he reported to Russell via his wife.  Interestingly and not 
unimportantly, even after having been confronted with Russell’s trenchant criticisms—
criticisms that reveal much of what is agreed to be wrong about Berenson’s theory of 
tactile values today—Berenson continued to defend his commitment to the primacy of 
touch in our perception of depth, claiming that “[e]ven if our primary sensations of 
space be three-dimensional, the third dimension in precise form must largely be a result 
of tactile and locomotor sensations.”20 

For my purposes, Berenson’s firm commitment to this Berkeleyan position is 
especially important because Berkeley’s theory played a fundamental role in the 
formation of the theoretical platform that undergirds James’s thought: Pragmatism 
itself.  As mentioned in the introduction, the source of James’s philosophical position 
was the writing of his friend, Charles Sanders Peirce.  And while Peirce and James grew 
to disagree on what they meant by the term, Peirce himself acknowledged on multiple 
occasions that the fundamental idea of Pragmatism—the pragmatic maxim—first came 
                                                           
17 For a discussion of Berenson’s time at Harvard see, Ernest Samuels, Bernard Berenson: The Making 
of a Connoisseur (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979), 28-40. 
18 For further context of Berenson’s marginalia as they relate to his theory of tactile values see, 
Brown, “Bernard Berenson and ‘Tactile Values’ in Florence,” 112-113. 
19 In addition to the record of Mary Berenson’s report to her husband of Russell’s criticisms in 
Appendix A, Russell himself also later reported the details of this exchange.  See, Sylvia Sprigge, 
Berenson: A Biography (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1960), 140-141.   
20 For the full context of this quote see Appendix B. 
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to him when reading the theory of vision of none other than George Berkeley.  Peirce 
even once wrote to James directly and stated that “Berkeley on the whole has more 
right to be considered the introducer of pragmatism into philosophy than any other one 
man.”21  Just as Berkeley’s theory of vision postulated that the perception of distance is 
really a kind of predicted or anticipated touch, meaning that when we perceive an 
object to be far away we are inferring what type of action or movement it would take 
for that object to have a bodily effect on us, so too is the pragmatic maxim based on the 
predicted or anticipated consequences or effects of “the object of our conception.”  In 
light of this connection, it is not surprising that James pairs the perception of depth with 
sensations of movement in the Principles of Psychology—doing so anticipates ideas that 
are analytically central to the Pragmatism that he would later espouse.  And considering 
that Berenson learned psychology through James, Berenson’s reiteration of the same 
claim in The Florentine Painters is only fitting.22   

Given these links—links that clearly show that Berenson’s formalism and James’s 
Pragmatism are related both historically and analytically—briefly returning to the 
abovementioned similarity between Berenson’s and Hildebrand’s theories proves 
useful.  Unlike Berenson, in The Problem of Form Hildebrand outlines how different 
types of visual impressions (Vorstellungen) are produced by different modes of seeing.  
Specifically, Hildebrand notes that seeing an object at a distance produces a largely 
cohesive, static, and purely visual idea (Gesichtsvorstellung) of that object whereas 
seeing that same object up close produces a series of disjointed impressions that cohere 
by way of the movements of the eyes, impressions which he termed kinesthetic or 
movement ideas (Bewegungsvorstellungen).23  Berenson, in contrast, spoke about 
perception more generally; there was only one mode of seeing for Berenson.  This 
distinction is especially important to note when understanding Berenson’s distinctive art 
historical formalism because it was precisely Hildebrand’s notion of modes of seeing 
that was echoed by both Riegl and Wölfflin; indeed it is the very foundation upon which 
their claims for historicizing formalisms rest.24   
 
 
 
                                                           
21 Peirce to James, January 23, 1903. Cited in Ralph Barton Perry, The Thought and Character of 
William James, 2 vols. (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1935), 2: 425. For a discussion of various 
instances within Peirce’s writings where he connected Pragmatism to Berkeley see, Lesley Friedman, 
“Pragmatism: The Unformulated Method of Bishop Berkeley,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 41, 
no.1 (Jan. 2003): 81-96. 
22 William James, The Principles of Psychology, 2 vols. (New York: Henry Holt, 1890), 175; Berenson, 
Florentine Painters, 73. 
23 Adolf Hildebrand, “The Problem of Form in the Fine Arts,” (1893) in Empathy, Form, Space: 
Problems in German Aesthetics: 1873-1893, 229. 
24 For Riegl’s most characteristic use of this idea see, Alois Riegl, Late Roman Art Industry (1901), 
trans. Rolf Winkes (Rome: Giorgio Bretschneider Editore, 1985).  For Wölfflin’s acknowledgement of 
Hildebrand see, Heinrich Wölfflin, Classic Art (1899), trans. Murray and Murray (Oxford: Phaidon, 
1980), xi.  
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Berensonian Formalism and Giotto’s Style 
 

With this general background in place I turn to a discussion of how these 
philosophical disputes about visual perception were translated into art historical 
practice, moving from the realm of philosophy into the realm of art criticism.  To do so I 
will focus on both Berenson’s and Riegl’s interpretations of Giotto, interpretations that 
are related despite their fundamental differences.  For instance, just like Berenson, in 
Historical Grammar of the Visual Arts of 1897–98 Riegl drew heavily on recent research 
in perceptual psychology and philosophy in order to analyze the visual qualities of 
Giotto’s style.25  And also like Berenson, Riegl’s interpretation rests on the dynamic 
relationship between tactile and visual sensations in the perception of depth.  Because 
of such parallels, it is only natural that scholars of both Berenson and Riegl frequently 
highlight the similarities between their writing, often noting that Berenson prominently 
displayed a copy of Riegl’s Late Roman Art Industry in his house and that both Berenson 
and Riegl were familiar with the writing of Adolf Hildebrand.26  

Such general similarities, however, can all too easily mask the profound 
discrepancies between Riegl and Berenson’s arguments.  For instance, unlike Berenson, 
who associated the peculiarities of Giotto’s style both with the “hand” of Giotto as a 
historical individual and with the tactile values that Giotto’s paintings created in him, 
Riegl spoke more generally, describing what he termed “Giottoesque style” as part of a 
period shift “of the planar arts to the distant view.”27   Riegl further elaborated this idea 
by noting that: 

 
Giotto and his workshop introduced innovations that pointed 
unambiguously toward increased distant viewing, particularly in their 
efforts to create cohesive spatial contexts for large multi-figured 
compositions of conceptually purposeful content, such as hagiographic 
legends.28 

                                                           
25 Alois Riegl, Historical Grammar of the Visual Arts (1966), trans. by Jacqueline Jung (New York: Zone 
Books, 2004).  Riegl’s sources are complex, often left uncited, and beyond the scope of this chapter.  
For an excellent treatment of Riegl’s work within its historical context see, Michael Gubser, Time 
Visible Surface: Alois Riegl and the Discourse on History and Temporality in Fin-de-Siècle Vienna 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2006).  See also Margaret Olin, Forms of Representation in 
Alois Riegl’s Theory of Art (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992); and 
Margaret Iversen, Alois Riegl: Art History and Theory (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1993). 
26 For instance see, Richard Woodfield, “Reading Riegl’s Kunstindustrie,” in Framing Formalism: Riegl’s 
Work, ed. Richard Woodfield (Amsterdam: G+B Arts International, 2000), 62-63. 
27 Riegl, Historical Grammar of the Visual Arts, 263. 
28 Ibid, 263. 
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Even though this account of Giotto applies generally to his extended oeuvre rather than 
to a specific painting, it speaks well to the example of The Madonna and Child Enthroned 
(Figs. 1.1 and 1.2) as that painting measures over three meters tall and depicts 16 
figures, precisely the type of large, multi-figure composition that Riegl describes.  By 
characterizing the painting as being the product of “distant viewing,” Riegl claims that 
the achievement of virtual depth that is so heavily and famously associated with 
Giottoesque style is the product of a period-wide attention to the more static, unified, 
and purely optical sensations that characterize objects when seen at a distance.  Much 
like Hildebrand, Riegl explicitly opposes this form of artistic depiction to those that 
evidence “near viewing,” thereby leveraging the prototypical claim of historical 
formalism to explain stylistic change.29  For Riegl, as for historical formalists more 
generally, as modes of seeing change, so too does art.  This claim is different from 
Berenson’s theory not only because of its general commitment to the notion that vision 
has modes, but also because it positions Giotto’s style in particular as marked by 
strongly optical and static sensations whereas, as can be anticipated, Berenson 
championed Giotto’s paintings for the sensations of touch and movement that they 
provoked.   

Before examining Berenson’s specific interpretation of The Madonna and Child 
Enthroned, however, it is important to note that Berenson’s art historical arguments are 
much more connoisseurial than Riegl’s, speaking more of individual artists than of 
period styles.  In so doing, they follow in the footsteps of Giovanni Morelli, who 
famously sought specific details within paintings that supposedly betrayed habitual and 
unconscious patterns of execution: the hands of Cosimo Tura, the ears of Filippo Lippi.30  
The centrality of these details for Berenson’s practice bears mentioning in the context of 
my argument for Berenson’s Jamesian approach because by pointing to these details as 
important pieces of evidence for authorship, Berenson assigns the viewer perceptual 
tasks.  As Hayden Maginnis has pointed out, the so-called Morelli-Berenson method 
emphasizes the necessarily active nature of visual perception.31  Of course, William 
James also held movement to be essential to the act of perception and thus the Morelli-
Berenson method has more in common with Jamesian Pragmatism than one might 
initially suppose.  

The model of visual perception that undergirds the method of connoisseurship 
that Morelli strongly criticized was not task-based, and thus not active.  That model, 
most characteristically practiced at the time by Wilhelm von Bode, relied on what was 
                                                           
29 Ibid, 187-191. 
30 Giovanni Morelli, Kunstkritische Studien über Italienische Malerei: Die Galerien Borghese und Doria 
Panfili in Rom (Leipzig, 1890), 98-99.  For Berenson’s most extensive discussion of how he adapted 
Morelli’s method see the introduction to his, Lorenzo Lotto: An Essay in Constructive Art Criticism 
(London: George Bell, 1901), xvii-xxi.  See also Berenson’s “Preface” and his “Rudiments of 
Connoisseurship,” in Study and Criticism of Italian Art, vol. 2 (London: George Bell, 1914). 
31 Hayden B. J. Maginiss, “The Role of Perceptual Learning in Connoisseurship: Morelli, Berenson, and 
Beyond,” Art History 13, no. 1 (March 1990). 



22 
 

termed the general impression (Totaleindruck), the idea that one could take away an 
overall image of a painting from viewing it and use that experience of the painting in 
assigning it to an author.32  In his rhetorical dialogue on the methods of 
connoisseurship, Morelli caricatured the connoisseurs who relied on “general 
impressions” as follows: 

 
They [the traditional connoisseurs] would tell you that he whom Nature 
had destined for a true art-historian or critic, need not think of troubling 
himself about the details upon which you lay so much stress; in his eyes it 
would be sheer waste of time, and would simply deaden his intellect to do 
so.  The general impression produced upon him by a work of art, be it 
picture or statue, is quite sufficient to enable him to recognize the master 
at the first glance, and beyond this general impression of intuition, and 
tradition, he only needs the testimony of a written document to arrive at 
complete certainty as to its author.33 [original emphasis] 
 

The vagueness and lack of explicit directions for how one practiced connoisseurship 
through “general impressions” was precisely what Morrelli and Berenson identified.  
Their theory implicitly knows that visual perception does not function through general 
impressions.  The eye needs to move in order to take in a painting—to literally see it—
and the saccades of the eye are not conducive to producing an overall impression 
because they do not produce an overall picture from a work of art but rather broken, 
incomplete details that are perceived based on preexisting habits and tasks of 
perception.34  Morelli’s schedules of hands and ears are precisely the segmented details, 
the precise directions that vision needs to translate the raw input of our visual field into 
actual seeing.   

As any comparative reading of their work will show, however, Berenson was by 
no means a mere follower or imitator of Morelli.  Berenson’s application and 
development of Morelli’s system elevated that system from a form of technical analysis 
to a full theory of aesthetic experience.35  Accordingly, alongside attributions, 
Berenson’s art history also produced descriptions of the sensations, feelings, and 
emotions that certain artworks produced in him, sensations that he not only associated 
with authorship but upon which he also based the normative dimension of his theory of 
art.  This transformation is seen most evidently in the frequent moments within 
Berenson’s writing when his prose goes well beyond the hyperbolic empiricism of 
                                                           
32 Bode was, unsurprisingly, unsympathetic to Morelli’s method.  See, Wilhelm Bode, “The Berlin 
Renaissance Museum,” Fortnightly Review, 50 (1891), 506-515. 
33 Morelli, Kunstkritische Studien, 21-22. [18 of English translation]  
34 There are many treatments of these ideas.  See for instance, James J. Gibson, The Senses 
Considered as Perceptual Systems (Boston, 1966); Julian Hochberg, Perception, 2nd ed. (Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ, 1978). 
35 Mary Ann Calo, Bernard Berenson and the Twentieth Century (Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press, 1994), 46. 
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Morelli the physician and often is clearly indebted to the aestheticizing ekphrasis of 
Walter Pater.36  Berenson himself acknowledged and even celebrated his indebtedness 
to Pater on many occasions, one of the most poignant of these for our purposes being 
his confession in his Sketch for a Self-Portrait that it was Pater who taught him “to 
extract from the chaotic succession of events … what fed and sustained the spirit.”37  
Thus we can say with confidence that Pater’s aestheticizing descriptions, just as 
Morelli’s schedules of hands and ears, helped Berenson “extract” what he took to be 
the significant qualities of individual paintings. The difference between Berenson’s 
adaptation of Morelli from his adaptation of Pater, of course, is that while the former 
led him to “extract” specific details from paintings, the latter led him to “extract” 
holistic bodily feelings.  

Now, we can not only further differentiate Berenson’s formalism from Riegl’s but 
we can also begin to see how Berenson’s specific interpretation of Giotto’s Madonna 
and Child Enthroned (Figs. 1.1 and 1.2) parallels Jamesian Pragmatism.  At the beginning 
of The Florentine Painters Berenson states in very plain terms that “it was of the power 
to stimulate the tactile consciousness … that Giotto was supreme master.”38  And 
Berenson defends this claim by directing us to 

  
[n]ote in the [Madonna and Child Enthroned in the Uffizi] … how the 
shadows compel us to realize every concavity, and the lights every 
convexity, and how, with the play of the two, under the guidance of line, 
we realize the significant parts of each figure, whether draped or 
undraped.  Nothing here but has its architectonic reason. Above all, every 
line is functional; that is to say, charged with purpose.  Its existence, its 
direction, is absolutely determined by the need of rendering the tactile 
values.  Follow any line here, say in the figure of the angel kneeling to the 
left, and see how it outlines and models, how it enables you to realize the 
head, the torso, the hips, the legs, the feet, and how its direction, its 
tension, is always determined by the action.  There is not a genuine 
fragment of Giotto in existence but has these qualities, and to such a 
degree that the worst treatment has not been able to spoil them. Witness 
the resurrected frescoes in Santa Croce at Florence!39  
 

In this passage Berenson commands us to “note” and “follow” a specific line within a 
specific painting so as to see the head, torso, hips, legs, and feet of a specific figure.  
Such specifying directions clearly parallel the lessons of Morelli’s connoisseurship in that 
they make our seeing active by directing our focus to explicit physiognomic details of 
                                                           
36 For a developed discussion of the nature of the connection see, Paul Barolsky, “Walter Pater and 
Bernard Berenson,” in Walter Pater’s Renaissance (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1987), 139-153. 
37 Bernard Berenson, Sketch for a Self-Portrait (New York: Pantheon, 1949), 163. 
38 Berenson, The Florentine Painters, 5. 
39 Ibid, 15-16. 
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the painting.  Instead of building towards an attribution, however, Berenson’s 
imperatives combine to build towards an exclamatory sentence that simply demands 
that we as viewers of Giotto “[w]itness the resurrected frescoes in Santa Croce at 
Florence!”  In such an ecstatic cry for direct, unmediated experience—which, it should 
be noted, suddenly shifts our attention away from a specific work and towards Giotto’s 
oeuvre more generally—we can hear the echo of the holistic ekphrasis that Pater 
pioneered.  In fact, in the preceding paragraph Berenson also exclaims at the “sense of 
relief, of rapidly rising vitality, … [we find in] Giotto!”40  By combining these two 
approaches, Berenson instrumentalizes his analysis of Giotto’s painting—which is at 
once specifying and generalizing—to point to the empirical cause of the painting’s 
interest while simultaneously diagnosing the bodily effect that it provokes.  The 
individual details that form Berenson’s description, in other words, lead to a bodily 
feeling, in this case of “relief” and “vitality.”   

What makes Berenson’s combination of these two approaches particularly 
interesting is that they were each developed for antithetical purposes: Morelli’s as a 
disinterested mode of scientific attribution, Pater’s as a vitalistic provocation to come to 
terms with the power of the sensuous in art.  And yet, even though both Morelli and 
Pater likely would have seen their work as deeply opposed, in William James’s 
psychology and philosophy the two modes of visual experience that they respectfully 
advocated were brought together.  The active, Morellian seeing that Berenson forces 
upon his reader through specifying directions closely parallels James’s Berkeleyan 
insistence on the necessity of movement for perception.  And the holistic, Paterian 
descriptions that attend to the bodily responses that follow from the experience of art 
objects closely parallel the psychophysical bent of James’s psychology and the holistic 
championing of “effects” characteristic of the pragmatic maxim.  Berenson may even 
have implicitly known about some of these parallels as he recommended that William 
James read Pater’s The Renaissance and even lent him his copy, suggesting—as Ernest 
Samuels has observed—that both James and Pater focused on “the psychological reality 
of experienced sensations.”41 While Berenson openly acknowledged his indebtedness to 
both Pater and Morelli and scholars have often noted his reliance on their work, the 
significance of the connection between them is often left unanalyzed.  Berenson’s 
aestheticism and practice of attribution are all too often taken only as evidence of his 
pursuit of a life of luxury and wealth and not as an integral part of his adaptation of 
James’s model of pragmatic perception to the practice of art history.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
40 Ibid, 14. 
41 Samuels, Connoisseur, 37. 
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Pitfalls and Potentials of Berensonian Formalism 
 
 With all this said, it is important to recognize that Berenson’s theory rests on a 
flagrantly shaky foundation.  His arguments are based on a problematic form of 
inference, one that starts from his own personal experience of paintings and their felt 
effects and concludes that everyone would also experience those paintings in that way.  
Such an inference fallaciously inducts from particulars to generals and from felt effects 
to causes.  Consequently, and as Bertrand Russell pointed out to Berenson while The 
Florentine Painters was still in draft, tactile values may be better described as a theory 
of Berenson’s own, personal experience of art rather than the general theory it claimed 
to be.42  In comparison to Berenson’s version of formalism, historicizing formalisms like 
Riegl’s are much more defensible.  This is so because their claims are grounded in the 
different visual qualities that are publicly observable on the surface of art objects rather 
than in the feelings that are privately experienced by the art historian or connoisseur 
when confronted with those objects.  Thus, even though Riegl’s thesis—and by proxy his 
hope for a single principle or “grammar” that can account for the dynamics of stylistic 
change—has problems of its own and sounds wildly ambitious to us today, there is good 
reason why Riegl is generally remembered in a more positive light than Berenson.  
Moreover, in the secondary literature on both Riegl and Berenson, the distinction 
between Riegl’s historical rigor and Berenson’s suspect connoisseurship is frequently 
reinforced by the oft-repeated anecdotes that “the best art historian, to Riegl, was the 
art historian who had no personal taste”43 whereas Berenson’s ill-famed relationship to 
the art market demonstrates his belief in exactly the opposite. 

Even though such a distinction likely has some truth to it, it also ignores the 
more compelling Pragmatist arguments that we can, thanks to Berenson’s close 
association with William James, imagine inspiring, if not supporting, Berenson’s 
claims.  For instance, an important motivation that Berenson could well have invoked 
in order to defend his theory of tactile values is William James’s theory of emotions.  
As Berenson was well aware, even though James never developed a systematic 
theory of aesthetics, it was under his discussion of “the subtler emotions” that James 
briefly discussed works of visual art.44  And as Alison Brown has recently pointed out, 
entries in Mary Berenson’s diary suggest that the Berensons actually took James’s 
theory of emotions to be his theory of aesthetics, the implication being that aesthetic 
experience is a subset of emotional experience.45 James’s theory of emotion, which is 
known as the James-Lange hypothesis due to its simultaneous development by the 
Danish psychologist Carl Lange, holds that the symptoms of emotions should be 

                                                           
42 See Appendix A for Mary Berenson’s full report of Russell’s criticisms.  For a contextual discussion 
of them see, Samuels, Connoisseur, 231-233. 
43 Quoted in Udo Kultermann, Geschichte der Kunstgeschichte (Vienna and Düsseldorf: Econ-Verlag, 
1966), 288. 
44 James, Principles, 468-472. 
45 Brown, “Bernard Berenson and ‘Tactile Values’ in Florence,” 101-120. 
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equated with the emotions themselves and should not, as is more commonly 
believed, be seen as the product of an inference about emotions in the mind.  Using 
James’s own words helps illustrate this counter-intuitive idea.  He states: 

 
Our natural way of thinking about … emotions is that the mental 
perception of some fact excites the mental affection called the emotion, 
and that this latter state of mind gives rise to the bodily expression. My 
theory, on the contrary, is that the bodily changes follow directly the 
perception of the exciting fact, and that our feeling of the same 
changes as they occur IS the emotion. Common-sense says, we lose our 
fortune, are sorry and weep; we meet a bear, are frightened and run; we 
are insulted by a rival, are angry and strike. The hypothesis here to be 
defended says that this order of sequence is incorrect, that the one 
mental state is not immediately induced by the other, that the bodily 
manifestations must first be interposed between, and that the more 
rational statement is that we feel sorry because we cry, angry because 
we strike, afraid because we tremble, and not that we cry, strike, or 
tremble, because we are sorry, angry, or fearful … Without the bodily 
states following on the perception, the latter would be purely cognitive 
in form, pale, colorless, destitute of emotional warmth.46   [original 
emphasis] 
 

Here James equates the symptoms of various emotions with the emotions themselves; 
an approach that, much like the pragmatic maxim, equates the effects of the object of a 
conception with that conception itself.  While the validity of this idea is still being 
debated today,47 Berenson’s theory of tactile values makes a similar inference, claiming 
that the bodily symptoms that works of art provoke—such as Berenson’s tingling 
palms—do not follow from an inference about those objects but rather are integral to 
our recognition of them as works of art in the first place.  Given the widely agreed fact 
that works of art do often have emotional significance, one of the often overlooked 
strengths of Berenson’s theory is that it incorporates—rather than ignores—an 
explanation for this fact into its historical arguments. 

Another important motivation that Berenson could have invoked in order to 
respond to the criticisms of his formalist approach is the holistic, embodied approach to 

                                                           
46 James, Principles, 449-450. 
47 For a recent examination of the possible validity of James’s theory see, Peter J. Lang, "The Varieties 
of Emotional Experience: A Meditation on James-Lange Theory," Psychological Review 101 (1994): 
211-21.  For a recent criticism of James’s theory see, Walter B. Cannon, "The James-Lange Theory of 
Emotions: A Critical Examination and an Alternative Theory," The American Journal of Psychology 100 
(1987), 567-86. 
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belief and truth that James defined in his lectures on Pragmatism.48  In fact, Berenson 
later claimed that for an object to be a work of art, it “must appeal to the whole of one’s 
being, to one’s senses, nerves, muscles, viscera. . .”49  Although this holism does not 
save Berenson’s theory from its logical fallacy, it is significant because it further aligns 
Berenson’s aesthetics to a Jamesian theory of belief—one that Berenson was taught 
when he took James’s course in psychology.50  That theory tied belief to the entirety of 
the human organism by holding that belief has no meaning except in relation to our 
actions.  For James, belief was better analyzed in terms of its effects and consequences, 
not in relation to its validity or truth by way of its logical constituents or objective 
correspondences.51  As James pointed out, many people hold many irrational beliefs, 
and the objectivity of scientific discourse does not make irrational beliefs unreal.  
Building on this, James even went as far as to say that insofar as beliefs were useful for 
those who held them, the irrationality of a belief did not even make it untrue.52  Thus, 
on a Jamesian, Pragmatist reading, because personal experience is always already the 
only ground for anyone’s and everyone’s belief—aesthetic belief being a notoriously 
subjective instance of this general rule—the burden of Berenson’s theory was not so 
much to construct a perfectly logical proposition but rather to construct a widely 
appealing theory that described the experience of visual art.  With this theory of belief 
as an inspiration, that Berenson’s notion of “tactile values” became so popular and 
widespread can be seen as a testament to its success.  As a work of criticism, and not of 
science, others’ adoption of it cannot be separated from its purported truth for its 
pragmatic truth value lies precisely in others believing in it. 

Stanley Cavell’s more recent pragmatist aesthetics reinforces and further 
clarifies this point.  Applying Cavell’s words, we could claim that the logical objection to 
Berenson’s theory “dissociates the exercise of taste from the discipline of accounting for 
it[.]”53  This is to say that the problem with calling Berenson’s theory subjective is that it 
assumes that the validity of Berenson’s theory simply rests on “tactile values” being 
present in the work of art or not.  Such qualities could, however, be present in a work of 
art and not be perceived or not be present in a work of art and yet be perceived to be 
present.  In other words, perceiving the aesthetics of a work of art—what Cavell calls 
the “exercise of taste”—is not simply a matter of objective qualities.  Only on such a 
model of perception can Berenson’s positive claim for his theory be easily and 

                                                           
48 William James, Pragmatism (1907; Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing, 1981), esp. Lecture II (25-
39) and Lecture VI (91-105). 
49 Bernard Berenson, Aesthetics and History (London: Constables Publishers, 1950), 58. 
50 Max Fisch, “Alexander Bain and the Origins of Pragmatism,” in Peirce, Semiotic, Pragmatism: Essays 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1996), 92-3. 
51 Bertrand Russell sharply criticized James’s view in his The History of Western Philosophy (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1959), 814-818. 
52 William James, “The Will to Believe,” New World (June 1896). 
53 Stanley Cavell, “Aesthetic Problems in Modern Philosophy,” in Must We Mean What We Say (New 
York: Scribner, 1969), 87. 



28 
 

instantaneously disproven simply by not experiencing “tactile values” when looking at a 
work of art that is purported to have those qualities.   

The problem with a logical criticism of Berenson, as Cavell might have pointed 
out, is that there is also a discipline of taste and, as Cavell continues, “all that makes the 
critic’s expression of taste worth more than another man’s is his ability to produce for 
himself the [cause and effect] of his response; and his vindication comes not from his 
pointing out that it is, or was, [in the work of art], but in getting us to [see] it there.”54  
Under this framework, the burden of Berenson’s theory was not merely to account for 
the aesthetic qualities of works of art—qualities that much current scholarship denies—
but also to produce those qualities in himself and to get others to perceive those 
qualities themselves.  The important point here is that those qualities cannot be 
experienced on their own; in Cavell’s words, they have to be “produce[d].”  Producing 
them, however, is more complicated than bringing certain visual sense data into contact 
with the brain.  As the modern art historian knows, the act of description, or ekphrasis—
an often invoked starting point of the disciplinary practice of art history—is fundamental 
to the experience of works of art for in describing our aesthetic experiences we help 
create them.  Despite its limitations, what the widespread appeal of tactile values 
clearly demonstrates is that Berenson was a master of such descriptive acts of aesthetic 
creation.   
 
 
 
 
Conclusion – The Reception and Legacy of Tactile Values 
 

The immediate success that Berenson’s writing enjoyed, of course, was much 
more complex and overdetermined than the underlying Pragmatism of his arguments.  
In many respects, Berenson’s success was also tied to the distance between his 
burgeoning formalist position and the ebbing tide that was the moralizing art writing of 
John Ruskin and Charles Eliot Norton.  By the time The Florentine Painters was published 
in 1896, a moralizing bent had dominated English language art writing for at least half a 
century.  And the success, however controversial, of aestheticist writers like Walter 
Pater and Oscar Wilde, not to mention that Ruskin lost the legal suit brought against 
him by James McNeill Whistler, certainly shows that the tides were turning, that the 
writing was on the wall.  Capitalizing on what in hindsight is now an evident watershed 
moment in the history of art history, Berenson’s theory of tactile values further exposed 
the problems with not sufficiently accounting for the sensuous dimension of works of 
art—an aspect of art that was perhaps too close to its potential to provoke the hedonic 
pleasure and emotional feelings that were anathema to Victorian morality.55   

                                                           
54 Cavell, “Aesthetic Problems in Modern Philosophy,” 87. 
55 For an excellent contextualization of Berenson’s place in this transition see, Calo, Bernard Berenson 
and the 20th Century.  For more general context see, Rachel Teukolsky, The Literate Eye: Victorian Art 
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Despite Berenson’s initial innovation and success, his work became an especially 
problematic and troubling chapter in the history of art history.  In 1904, just eight years 
after having written the theoretical tract that was The Florentine Painters, Berenson 
agreed to work as an agent for the dealer Joseph Duveen, for whom he would primarily 
attribute and authenticate pictures.56  This arrangement led Berenson into situations 
where conflicts of interest could not be avoided, where, as several authors have argued, 
his judgment as a connoisseur was almost inevitably corrupted.57  Perhaps, we might 
even jest, Berenson took William James’s description of Pragmatism as the investigation 
of the cash value of ideas a little too literally.  Or perhaps Berenson’s willingness to 
enter into business with Duveen shows that he really did not take seriously the 
Pragmatism that undergirds much of his writing.  Whatever the case, Berenson’s critics 
often forget that Berenson was a self-made man who relied on the support of others to 
start his career.  That he would desire the type of independent means that marked his 
one-time patrons is only too understandable.  The devastating implications of 
Berenson’s connection with the art market for his scholarship, of course, should 
nevertheless not be doubted and need not be recapitulated here in any detail. 

While Berenson later regretted his decision to work for Duveen and late in life 
even tried to recapture some of the theoretical vigor that had once motivated his 
writing, by the time he did so, it was already far too late to turn around.58  The 30 years 
that Berenson spent in the picture trade hopelessly distanced him from cutting edge 
ideas.  Berenson’s late theoretical books such as Seeing and Knowing and Aesthetics and 
History are hardly more than a recapitulation of what he had already said in 1896.59  
What is especially unfortunate for our present purposes is that those books were 
Berenson’s attempt at what in the summer of 1895 he had planned as a big book in 
aesthetics, which he initially and explicitly envisioned as more fully answering Bertrand 
Russell’s previously mentioned criticisms, criticisms that mirror much of what is thought 
to be wrong with Berenson’s theory today.60  As my discussions have attempted to 
show, had Berenson taken his Pragmatist leanings further and pursued and developed 

                                                           
Writing and Modernist Aesthetics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); and, Linda Dowling, The 
Vulgarization of Art: the Victorians and Aesthetic Democracy (Charlottesville: University of Virginia 
Press, 1996). 
56 For a compact, contextual discussion of Berenson’s dealings with Duveen see, Rachel Cohen, 
Bernard Berenson: A Life in the Picture Trade (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), esp. chapter 
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57 For the most sensational of these accounts see, Colin Simpson, The Partnership: The Secret 
Association of Joseph Duveen and Bernard Berenson (The Bodley Head, 1987).  For a more implicit, 
but nonetheless devastating attack on Berenson see, Meyer Schapiro, “Mr. Berenson’s Values,” in 
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58 For Berenson’s regret on working for Duveen see, Ernest Samuels, Bernard Berenson: The Making 
of a Legend (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), 428-429. 
59 Bernard Berenson, Seeing and Knowing (New York: Macmillan, 1953).  Bernard Berenson, 
Aesthetics and History in the Visual Arts (New York: Pantheon, 1948). 
60 See Appendix B.  For context see, Samuels, Connoisseur, 233. 
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his interest in philosophical aesthetics and the psychology of art, he might have more 
adequately defended his ideas.61 

In hindsight, that Berenson did not choose to do so seems especially 
unfortunate.  Shortly after Berenson drew on James’s work to develop his theory of 
tactile values, the neurologist Charles Scott Sherrington also turned to James’s 
psychology.  And as Jonathan Crary has noted, by doing so Sherrington subsequently 
developed one of the most influential modern theories of the nervous system.62  
Building on James’s work, Sherrington’s more explicitly and thoroughly experimental 
investigations further demonstrated the idea that movement is necessary for perception 
and that a holistic, as opposed to an atomistic, approach to human action and behavior 
was essential to the study of the human mind.63  The legacy of these ideas in the 20th 
century is truly pervasive: from the philosophical work of phenomenologists like 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty to the environmental theory of perception of psychologists like 
J. J. Gibson.  Looking back on the summer of 1895 and observing the proximity between 
Berenson’s art history and such a pivotal moment in the history of ideas, one cannot 
help but wonder what might have been. 

Berenson’s ability to engage with such developments, to meaningfully and 
productively apply them to art historical inquiry seems very much in doubt.  He openly 
admitted that he was not much of an abstract thinker, and his many followers have 
often pointed out that his strength lay more in his acute and seemingly innate sensitivity 
to visual detail as well as in his profound memory than in his powers of abstract 
reasoning.64  Such a judgment of Berenson is especially reinforced by his published 
writing; today, it is widely agreed that Berenson’s biggest contribution to art history is 
not his theory of tactile values but rather his catalog The Drawings of the Florentine 
Painters, a book that carefully compiles, describes, and attributes dozens of previously 
unorganized drawings into a very useful resource, one that virtually created the sub-
field of Italian Renaissance drawing studies by itself.65  The great irony of this 
achievement is that The Drawings of the Florentine Painters is both the publication that 
most fully expresses Berenson’s commitment to connoisseurship, as opposed to 
aesthetics, and yet it is also his greatest contribution to scholarship.  This is to say that 

                                                           
61 The case of George Santayana serves as an effective contrasting example.  Santayana’s The Sense of 
Beauty—which is still today held up as a major aesthetic theory—was published near 
contemporaneously with Berenson’s The Florentine Painters and was also deeply indebted to James’s 
psychology.   
62 See Jonathan Crary, Suspensions of Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999), 348-349. 
63 Sherrington summarized his work in The Integrative Action of the Nervous System (New York: 
Scribner’s, 1906). 
64 For instance see, Kenneth Clark, “Bernard Berenson,” The Burlington Magazine 102, no.690 (Sep. 
1960): 381-386. 
65 Bernard Berenson, The Drawings of the Florentine Painters Classified, Criticised and Studied as 
Documents in the History and Appreciation of Tuscan Art, with a Copious Catalogue Raissoné (New 
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while Berenson later regretted his decision to become a connoisseur instead of a 
theorist, it is also what led him to make his greatest contribution to knowledge.66 

As this story suggests, the seemingly ever-shrinking constituency of art historians 
who remember Berenson in a positive light usually do so in relation to his book on 
Florentine drawings.67  The proposition that implicitly accompanies such a positive 
legacy is that Berenson’s theory of tactile values—and not his connoisseurship, at least 
when it was practiced rigorously—embodies the elusive dimension to his writing that 
led him astray.  Several prominent popular representations of Berenson also support 
this view.  In E.M. Forster’s novel A Room with a View, Berenson’s notion of “tactile 
values” is sharply satirized as preposterously subjective and aristocratic, and in a 1939 
Time magazine article, the same theory is held responsible for “[n]aïve tourists [who] 
have consequently stood before masterpieces in the Florence Academy waiting for their 
palms to tingle[.]”68   

As much of this chapter has shown, the blame for the evident flaws in 
Berenson’s work might be reversed, pegged not to his theory of tactile values but to the 
pseudo-Positivism that underlies the attributions that all too easily followed from it.  
While “tactile values” as a theory certainly has its short-comings, some of its 
fundamental warrants are derived from ideas that are still highly compelling and 
credible today.  Moreover, had Berenson’s followers taken his most significant 
contribution to be his theory of tactile values instead of his book on Florentine 
drawings, the problematic claims to certainty that haunt his connoisseurial method 
might not have been passed down.  This is especially so in the case of the positive legacy 
of The Drawings of the Florentine Painters because that book is blatantly silent on the 
question of method.  Instead of further elaborating and specifying his approach as he 
attempted to do elsewhere, The Drawings of the Florentine Painters espouses the idea 
that the ultimate test for an attribution is the “quality” of the drawing under 
discussion.69  Given my above elaboration of the importance of specificity, direction, 
and action in connoisseurship, we might rhetorically respond by asking what quality 
exactly?   Without being more specific, Berenson’s method all of a sudden becomes 
dangerously close to the older connoisseurial appeal to the “general impression,” the 
very tradition of connoisseurship that Morelli and Berenson reacted against.  It is this 
                                                           
66 In 1929, when presented with the opportunity to revise his four theoretical books from early in his 
career Berenson wrote, “The man who wrote those little volumes should not have let himself be led 
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type of claim, rather than the idea that seeing might have a touch-like character or that 
visual art might produce a bodily response, that is most problematic for art history. 

As I have endeavored to show in this chapter, when one takes Berenson’s 
confession that tactile values was William James’s idea seriously, it becomes evident 
that we have often misunderstood Berenson’s writing.  Doing so means recognizing that 
Berenson’s initial and persistent intuition that tactile values was a general theory for art 
history has some truth to it.  Of course, this is not to say that the whole theory of tactile 
values was well-directed; as I have argued, only select parts of that initial idea were: its 
basis in an active and embodied model of perception, its attention to the effects that 
works of art have on the viewer, its basis in Berkeley’s theory of vision.  It was these 
propositions that allowed Berenson to justify his formalist arguments and it is these 
propositions that are still defensible today.  While such an approach poses problems of 
its own, understanding those problems, let alone answering them, surely requires first 
recognizing the particularity of Berenson’s achievement, an achievement that, as I have 
argued, is largely indebted to William James and the philosophy known as Pragmatism. 
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Figure 1.1: Giotto di Bondone, Madonna and Child Enthroned, 1305-10. 
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Figure 1.2: Giotto di Bondone, Detail of Madonna and Child Enthroned, 1305-10.  
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The Pragmaticism of Edgar Wind’s Iconology 
 

In 1926 Edgar Wind presented a paper entitled “Experiment and Metaphysics” at 
the International Congress of Philosophy at Harvard University.1  That paper would go on 
to form the basis for Wind’s Habilitation of 1934, and as I will argue in this chapter, its 
underlying ideas continued to play a part in his scholarship throughout his distinguished 
career as an art historian.  What is most significant about this fact is that “Experiment 
and Metaphysics” was not based on the neo-Kantianism of Wind’s teachers back in 
Hamburg—Ernst Cassirer and Erwin Panofsky—but rather on Wind’s reading of the 
Pragmatist philosophy of Charles Sanders Peirce, a philosophy that Wind first 
encountered while teaching in the US from 1924 to 1927 (See Appendix D).  Importantly, 
Wind himself even recognized Peirce along with Aby Warburg, rather than his actual 
Doktorväter Panofsky and Cassirer, as his true teachers (see Appendix E) and in 
retrospect claimed that what he learned during his student days was not the neo-
Kantian epistemology of his official supervisors but rather the Pragmatism of Peirce and 
William James.2  In this chapter I investigate and analyze Wind’s underlying philosophical 
position and contrast it to that of Cassirer and Panofsky in order to tease out the 
implications of Wind’s Pragmatism for the paradigm of art historical research that he 
helped pioneer: iconology. 

I begin by laying out a general analytic spectrum of iconological practice in order 
to provide a heuristic base line for my historical exegesis.  Second, I contextualize Wind’s 
scholarship, first against both Cassirer’s philosophy and Erwin Panofsky’s art history, and 
second against Wind’s own Pragmatist philosophy of science.  With this theoretical 
background in place, I then examine Wind’s and Panofsky’s opposing interpretations of 
Titian’s Venus Blinding Cupid from the 1560s (fig. 2.1).  Not only does Wind and 
Panofsky’s disagreement about this painting help unpack in concrete terms the art 
historical implications of their respective theoretical presuppositions, but it also helps 
clarify the fraught reception of Wind’s scholarship, exemplified for my purposes by a 
review of Wind’s controversial book Bellini’s Feast of the Gods of 1948.  In focusing on 
these two examples of Wind’s iconological platform, I aim to illustrate what Wind’s 
alternative, Pragmatist approach to iconology looked like and what its potential and 
limitations were.  
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Questions of Depiction 
 
 At its most basic level iconology poses an analytic question to its practitioners 
that often goes undiscussed by art historians.  This question stems from the method’s 
admitted focus on the content or meaning of works of visual art—especially that of 
Renaissance paintings—and the unsettled and persistent questions that surround how 
the representation of content in depictions functions tout court.   Though the answers to 
that question might initially seem quite simple and intuitive, even a cursory presentation 
of some well-known philosophical debates about depiction and resemblance shows that 
how paintings represent their content—and thus how iconologists like Wind and 
Panofsky might go about reconstructing their content—is much more perplexing than 
one might initially suppose. 
 The most commonsense approach to how paintings represent their content is 
through perceptual resemblance.  This is to say that paintings are often thought to 
represent their content to us because the colors and lines that make up their depictions 
simply look like what their subject matter would look like in natural vision.  We look at 
Titian’s Venus Blinding Cupid (Fig. 2.1) and we see it as representing five figures with a 
landscape in the background because the lines and colors on the surface of the canvas 
look like what five people and a landscape would look like if we were to see them in our 
everyday experience of the world.  The well-known problem with this approach is that it 
is evidently circular and hence vacuous.  If Titian’s figures look like people in the world 
and people in the world look like Titian’s figures, then how Titian’s painting represents 
those people to us has not been explained at all.  As Max Black tersely put it, the 
problem with explaining the subject matter of pictures by way of their resemblance to 
things in the world “is not that they don’t, but rather that so little has been said when 
only this has been said.”3  An account of the perceptual mechanisms that correlate 
pictures with their subject matter is still very much needed. 
 In a notoriously strong reaction against the circularity of explaining the content 
of pictures by way of their resemblance to objects in the world, Nelson Goodman 
claimed that the representational qualities of pictures were arbitrary, that “almost any 
picture may represent almost anything.”4  Goodman made this claim on the grounds 
that pictures are like languages, arguing that what correlated an object in the world to a 
picture was “a system of representation, a plan of correlation, under which the picture 
represents the object … and there are countless alternative systems of representation 
and description. … The choice among systems is free.”5  As many writers have noted, 
Goodman’s argument against perceptual resemblance in pictorial representation in 
general is overstated; understanding pictures as purely conventional goes too far against 
what is commonsense: that pictures do, for some reason, look like the objects in the 

                                                 
3 Max Black, “How Do Pictures Represent?” in Art, Perception, and Reality, ed. Maurice Mandelbaum 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1972), 122. 
4 Nelson Goodman, Languages of Art (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1976), 38. 
5 Ibid, 38-40. 
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world that they represent.6  Despite the acknowledged problems to Goodman’s 
conventionalist argument, however, it is important to note that his alternative to the 
resemblance thesis is effective in some cases.  For instance, portraits from Picasso’s 
period of so-called analytic Cubism are at first glance often difficult to see as depictions 
of anything let alone portraits of particular individuals.  It is only after careful study and 
comparison of these portraits that the named subject matter of the paintings becomes 
easier and easier to see.  Thus, the case of analytic Cubism demonstrates that in some 
cases there is a learned or conventional dimension to the representational content of 
pictures.7   
 Taken together, the resemblance thesis and the convention thesis form a useful, 
if rudimentary, spectrum upon which to position the iconological practices of art 
historians.  It might even be said that all iconographic or iconological interpretations—
from Cesar Ripa’s Renaissance manuals to Emile Mâle’s work on cathedrals—function 
somewhere between a conventionalist and a perceptualist position.  While neither Wind 
nor Panofsky can truly be said to occupy either extreme node of this spectrum, 
Panofsky’s writing is much closer to Goodman’s conventionalist or linguistic theory of 
pictures than Wind’s.  And in turn, Wind’s scholarship is much closer to a perceptualist 
or naturalist approach to pictures than Panofsky’s.  Considering their close ties and 
overlapping intellectual formations, keeping this distinction in mind proves useful for 
keeping their difference in focus.  Understanding exactly where both Panofsky’s and 
Wind’s arguments fall on this rudimentary spectrum, however, and recognizing how 
Wind’s particular position was Pragmatist, requires fleshing out the historical and 
philosophical context within which their arguments were forged.   
 
 
 
 
Cassirer and Panofsky 
 

As is often reported but all too infrequently explained, the neo-Kantian 
background of Panofsky’s iconology grew up alongside his friendship with Ernst Cassirer, 
one of the principle figures in the succession of the Marburg school of neo-Kantianism.8  
As a young man of twenty-two, Cassirer began to work under that school’s greatest 
representative, Hermann Cohen, finishing his dissertation under Cohen in 1899 before 
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Humanists (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013); Sylvia Ferretti, Cassirer, Panofsky, Warburg: 
Symbol, Art, History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989); and, Allister John Naher, “Panofsky, 
Cassirer, and Perspective as Symbolic Form (PhD Diss., Concordia University, 2000). 
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completing his Habilitationsschrift in Berlin in 1906.9  Cohen had founded the Marburg 
school in the 1870s based on an influential interpretation of what was termed the 
Kantian “fact of science.”   This first principle meant defending the Kantian a priori in 
what is now a fairly standard way: the a priori does not shape our experience of the 
world in conjunction with objects in that world but is actually constitutive of experience 
or even actively generates it.10  By making this claim, Cohen shifted the definition of the 
a priori away from Kant’s original assertion that space and time in general were a priori 
intuitions of the mind and replaced it with the claim that the mathematical systems used 
as laws in the natural sciences can be understood as such.  Cohen positioned these 
systems and laws as the formal conditions of the possibility of experience, and in turn 
defined philosophy as the investigation and identification of these systems.  This shift in 
Kant’s original program allowed Cohen to frame the problem of the objectivity of 
knowledge as a pseudo-problem that was explained away by a more fundamental theory 
of experience itself. 

Integral to Cohen’s revision of Kant’s system was his discarding of one of the 
most problematic parts of Kant’s original argument: that there are “things-in-
themselves” that both constitute the external world but which we can never access.  By 
removing “things-in-themselves” from Kant’s argument, Cohen was able to ground 
science’s claim to knowledge purely on mathematic systems because those systems now 
made experience itself possible.11  As Michael Friedman has pointed out, this change to 
Kant’s original argument was necessitated by the earlier development of non-Euclidian 
geometries like those put forward by Bernhard Riemann and Carl Friedrich Gauss, 
geometries whose very existence and axiomatic coherence meant that the Euclidian 
system presupposed by Kant’s original project could not be a part of any a priori 
synthesis of the mind.12  Indeed, if space was not necessarily definable by Euclid’s 
axioms—for instance, if two-dimensional space is curved instead of flat—then Euclidian 
space could not be part of an a priori intuition because then that a priori intuition would 
be both false and an impediment to rather than an explanatory ground for our ability to 
gain knowledge of the external world.   

Marburgians seized on this insight and put forward what they termed the genetic 
(erzeugende) conception of knowledge.  According to this characteristically Marburgian 
view, knowledge mutates and develops over time not based on new empirical 
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(Berlin: Harrwitz und Grossmann, 1885), 615. 

12 Michael Friedman, A Parting of the Ways: Carnap, Cassirer, Heidegger (Chicago, IL: Open Court, 
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observations alone but also and much more fundamentally on the underlying 
mathematical principles and systems that are used to describe those observations.13  
Under this model, the scientific revolutions that took place between Euclid and Riemann 
or between Newton and Einstein not only advance knowledge but actually transform 
what is observable.  Accordingly, rather than see knowledge as something that is 
established once and for all, the Marburgians defined knowledge as an “infinite task.”  
There is a striking analytic similarity between this view and the ideas put forward by 
Thomas Kuhn in his book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions of 1962.14  And 
accordingly, Kuhn himself has even sometimes been categorized as a neo-Kantian.  
 In true Marburgian fashion, Cassirer’s early Das Erkenntnisproblem in der 
Philosophie und Wissenschaft der neueren Zeit, which today would be categorized as a 
contribution to the history and philosophy of science, traces the scientific project of 
refining mathematical models of nature back to Galileo.  Therein, however, Cassirer also 
associates the genetic approach to knowledge with the Platonic tradition; for Cassirer, 
Plato’s claim that our knowledge of the external world rests upon “pure forms” was, in 
effect, the philosophical kernel from which the Marburgian conception of knowledge 
developed.15  The importance of the Platonic tradition for Cassirer’s philosophy becomes 
especially apparent in his work published during his association with the Warburg 
Institute, including his magnum opus The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, published over 
the course of the 1920s.16  Unlike Cohen and the other members of the Marburg school, 
who focused their attention on the methods of the so-called hard sciences, Cassirer 
broadened the scope of his neo-Kantian epistemological project to ask how more 
primitive or basic forms of knowledge were possible.  In so doing, he transformed 
Cohen’s search for the conditions of the possibility of knowledge into a search for the 
conditions of the possibility of meaning.17  Importantly, however, Cassirer’s 
transformation of the Marburgian project maintained that school's focus on structural 
principles.  For Cassirer it was only by reconstructing the functioning of the historically 
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given, more fundamental systems that bolster knowledge and meaning—exemplified for 
him by myth, religion, and language—that we can begin to understand the full 
complexity of human experience.18   
 Erwin Panofsky was deeply indebted to Cassirer's philosophical project.  Not only 
was Panofsky's first book, Idea: a Concept in Art Theory, written as a companion volume 
to a lecture that Cassirer gave at the Warburg Library on Plato’s theory of art, but his 
essay “Perspective as Symbolic Form” of 1924 and his groundbreaking book Iconology of 
1939 made heavy use of Cassirer's ideas.19  The similarities across these three works 
show that, following Cassirer, Panofsky explained historical change first and foremost by 
analyzing fundamental transformations in underlying historical structures, the 
implication being that art historians needed to reconstruct and master those underlying 
structures in order to be able to understand the meaning of the works of art that 
emerged from them.  Panofsky himself even explained his adaptation of Cassirer’s 
philosophy in these terms, stating that “in thus conceiving of pure forms, motifs, images, 
stories and allegories as manifestations of underlying principles, we interpret all these 
elements as what Ernst Cassirer has called ‘symbolical’ values’”20 (my emphasis).  That 
Panofsky would have followed Cassirer’s project so closely is not that surprising.  
Panofsky not only arrived in Hamburg already working under a neo-Kantian framework 
but upon arrival he established a student-like relationship with Cassirer—perhaps best 
evidenced by the fact that as a young professor Panofsky broke with tradition and 
actually attended Cassirer’s lectures.21  

Taken as a first epistemological principle of art history, the Marburgian genetic 
conception of knowledge ultimately meant that studying the changes in underlying 
historical structures was more important than studying changes in individual historical 
documents or artworks because our ability to make sense of the empirically observable 
changes within individual art objects rests upon our understanding of the structural 
principles that sustain those objects.  Consequently, just as Panofsky’s Idea traces the 
structural or systemic changes in Plato’s theory of art from Plato through to 
Michelangelo by highlighting the divergences within Platonic and neo-Platonic doctrine 
and the bearings of those divergences on art theory and practice, so too does his 
                                                 
18 For Cassirer’s own statements about the importance of reconstructing these systems see Cassirer, 

Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Vol. 3, 67. As well as Cassirer, Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, vol.4, 
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“Perspective as Symbolic Form” trace similar changes by comparing the differences 
between the dominant optical theories of antiquity and the Italian Renaissance and the 
effects of those theories on perspectival systems of depiction.22  In terms of the initial 
analytic spectrum of iconological practice laid out at the beginning of this chapter, in 
these works Panofsky very much follows a conventionalist line of argument.  By focusing 
on Platonic and neo-Platonic thought in Idea as well as on ancient and Renaissance 
optical theories in “Perspective as Symbolic Form,” Panofsky argues that a set or system 
of rules is essential to the emergence of the content of pictures in the past and therefore 
that our understanding of that system is essential in our ability to reconstruct the 
content of those pictures in the present. 
 Teasing out how Panofsky applied this structural or conventionalist approach to 
the history of art within his book Iconology helps clarify its implications.  There Panofsky 
put forward a revised version of the iconological method that he first developed in 1931 
and that he codified in his synoptic tables (Fig. 2.4).23  Building on his forceful critique of 
art historical formalism—a critique that denied the very possibility of the “pure” or 
contentless seeing that was explored in chapter one—Panofsky introduces the reader to 
his three-tiered system of interpretation by way of his anecdote about a man tipping his 
hat.  At the first stage of Panofsky's interpretive ladder a viewer automatically recognizes 
the man and his gesture based on natural capacities of perception, however he is not 
able to attribute any significance to them.  At the second stage of Panofsky’s system, the 
performed action of hat tipping is recognized as a sign of respect based on a learned 
body of what Panofsky terms conventional knowledge.  And at the third stage of 
iconological interpretation—which, it should be noted, is reserved for experienced 
observers or experts—one is able to bring to bear on the gesture an understanding of 
what Panofsky calls “underlying principles” and thereby come to understand the 
individual gesture as a symptom of what he terms the man's larger “personality.”24   

After elaborating this program of interpretation, Panofsky explicitly—and for the 
second time in Iconology—evokes Ernst Cassirer as the inspiration of his insistence that 
these “underlying principles” are the “ultimate goal” of his system.25  What these 
underlying principles actually are in each individual case, however, was difficult for him 
to pin down, and Panofsky even confesses that he cannot adequately explain them.  He 
admits that he can do no better than to use “the rather discredited term ‘synthetic 
intuition’” to describe the mental faculty necessary to grasp these underlying principles.  
Considering the neo-Kantian background of his work, it is important to take Panofsky’s 
apology for the term “intuition” in the context of the controversy surrounding the 
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Kantian a priori; the very notion that there are a priori “intuitions” of the mind was what 
the Marburgian school of neo-Kantianism reworked.  As a Marburgian, Panofsky did not 
believe that this synthetic intuition was static and universal—as Kant had—but rather 
that we could change and correct it by way of knowledge of “the manner in which, 
under varying historical conditions, the general and essential tendencies of the human 
mind were expressed by specific themes and concepts.”26  Though the “general and 
essential tendencies of the human mind” that Panofsky refers to are clearly meant to 
evoke the mathematical systems that his Marburgian peers had used to rework and 
defend the Kantian a priori, exactly what systems or conventions Panofsky means to 
reference in relation to visual art is unclear.  Part of the reason for this difficulty was 
undoubtedly that Panofsky’s system borrows an approach to epistemology that 
originally was developed within the philosophy of the natural sciences as a response to 
the development of non-Euclidian geometries.  As mathematical systems, however, the 
geometries of figures like Riemann and Gauss are much more clearly systematic, 
internally consistent, and axiomatically comprehensive than any of the underlying 
principles that Panofsky could cite in relation to human behavior or art making. 
 Despite this major obstacle, Panofsky still attempted to apply the Marburgian 
genetic theory of knowledge to art history.  As his citations attest, this bold move was 
clearly inspired by Cassirer's own broadening of the Marburgian approach.  Another 
reason, however, was the research into the philosophy of science by Panofsky's first 
doctoral student, Edgar Wind.  In a long footnote within the introduction to Iconology, 
Panofsky cites Wind's Habilitationsschrift and then claims that “whether we deal with 
historical or natural phenomena, the individual observation assumes the character of a 
‘fact’ only when it can be related to other, analogous observations in such a way that the 
whole series ‘makes sense.’27  On Panofsky’s reading of Wind, regardless if one is 
speaking of the natural or the historical world, the underlying and overarching structures 
which we use to make sense of our observations function as correcting principles for our 
observations.  Whereas the initiated layman is sure that the man’s gesture of hat tipping 
is a sign of respect because he is simply familiar with these conventions, the expert is 
able to read more deeply into the gesture because he is familiar with the deeper 
structural systems of which it is supposedly a part. This hermeneutical approach to 
knowledge wherein the part cannot be defined without the whole holds for the natural 
sciences just as it does for the humanities. And this is the case because we need those 
underlying structures—whether they be alternative, non-Euclidian geometries or codes 
of social conduct—in order to make our specific individual observations in the first place.  
Those systems are, in effect, the conventions from which images and their meaning 
emerge and the burden of Panofskian art history is to reconstruct those systems so as to 
be able to access the true, historically specific content of images. 
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Wind and Peirce 
 

Panofsky’s citation of Wind's philosophy of science, however, also ignores a 
fundamental aspect of Wind’s position.  Nowhere in Wind’s Habilitation does he defend 
the Marburgian approach to knowledge that Cassirer and Cohen put forward and that 
Panofsky took up in his own scholarship.  In fact, Wind’s claim for the methodological 
similarities between the natural sciences and the humanities is not based on 
Marburgian, idealist grounds but rather on the Pragmatist grounds of his reading of the 
philosophy of Charles Sander Peirce.28  Accordingly, it is neither unforeseen that Wind 
would openly criticize Cassirer’s philosophy in some of his early articles nor that Cassirer 
saw Wind’s position as a “deplorable lapse into empiricism,” a statement that fittingly 
highlights both the empirical bent of Wind’s Pragmatist position as well as the 
underlying idealism of Cassirer’s and Panofsky’s approach.29   

That Wind was even able to come into contact with Peirce’s ideas was largely the 
product of his unusual historical circumstances.  Between completing his PhD in 1924 
and submitting his Habilitation in 1932—both of which were done in Hamburg under 
Cassirer and Panofsky—Wind temporarily moved to the US.  The reeling German 
economy after the First World War combined with Wind’s outcast status as Jewish made 
the move hopeful if not sensible for Wind’s career.  Wind arrived in New York in 1924 
and shortly thereafter met Sidney Hook, who at that time was a doctoral student of John 
Dewey at Columbia University.  Hook’s then in-process dissertation was called “The 
Metaphysics of Pragmatism” and, as John Michael Krois has shown, the published 
version of that project is undeniably similar to Wind’s “Experiment and Metaphysics.”30  
Another source for Wind’s Pragmatist ideas, however, was also the work of Morris 
Raphael Cohen.  Largely forgotten today, Cohen was one of the most prominent 
American philosophers of his generation and both Hook’s undergraduate professor at 
City College in New York and an important mentor to Wind in the US.  Cohen not only 
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introduced Wind when he presented his doctoral research to an American audience, but 
Wind also corresponded with Cohen and even requested a letter of recommendation 
from him (see Appendix D).  In the context of Wind’s Pragmatism, this relationship is 
especially relevant because Cohen was the editor of the first published collection of 
Peirce’s essays: Chance, Love, and Logic of 1923, a volume still preserved in Wind’s 
private Oxford library and a volume that Wind cites in his scholarship.31  Thus it was 
almost certainly through Cohen and Hook that Wind came to learn about Pragmatist 
ideas 

This historical context is central for understanding the differences between Wind, 
Cassirer, and Panofsky: upon his move to the US, Wind replaced his Marburgian 
allegiances with Pragmatist ones.  The expanded version of Experiment and Metaphysics 
that Wind submitted as his Habilitation bears this transformation out both in its content 
and its citations; Wind not only does not cite Cassirer or any of his Marburg 
predecessors in that book, he repeatedly cites Peirce and other Pragmatists.32  And 
considering that Experiment and Metaphysics is a contribution to the philosophy of 
science—the central topic of Marburgian neo-Kantian research—Wind’s transformation 
is all the more striking.  Perhaps the most conspicuous instance of this transformation 
comes at the end of Wind’s own introductory preface wherein he explains the overall 
bent of his argument as follows: 

 
[T]he maxim of Charles Peirce, more than fifty years old now, has retained 
its validity. “Though in no possible state of knowledge can any number be 
great enough to express the relation between the amount of what rests 
unknown to the amount of the known, yet it is unphilosophical to suppose 
that, with regard to any given question (which has any clear meaning), 
investigation would not bring forth a solution of it, if it were carried far 
enough.”33 
 

Since this document was first written as a Habilitation for a group of neo-Kantians, part 
of the drama of this concluding citation is both that it goes completely unexplained and 
that it claims to move beyond the dominant paradigm of neo-Kantian research of the 
time.  Wind not only rests content with Peirce’s initial claim—his final introductory 
words are not even his own, they are Peirce’s—he also claims to move beyond the 
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Marburgian conceptualization of scientific knowledge as an “infinite task” by positing 
that “final solutions” are both possible and philosophically necessary.  As might be 
anticipated by such a bold and contrarian position, Wind’s Habilitation was controversial 
to say the least among the Hamburg faculty who evaluated it.34  

Exactly why Wind believed that Peirce’s Pragmatism underwrote this claim stems 
from Wind’s approach to one of the most basic paradoxes of scientific research; while 
scientists use measuring instruments to discover and establish the laws that govern the 
world of nature, the instruments used in these procedures presuppose the existence of 
the very natural laws which they are trying to establish.  Put another way, how could it 
be that the means of science and its object of investigation are one and the same?  
Unlike the Marburgian solution to this problem—which secured the facts of science by 
appealing to the coherence of the systems that make them observable—Wind appealed 
to what he called the experimentum crucis: a crucial or critical experiment.35  On Wind’s 
view, science is able to escape its apparent circularity because its instruments—those 
seemingly problematic sites that both produce the facts while simultaneously enabling 
the means of testing those facts—are part of science’s confrontation with its own 
presuppositions.  What crucial experiments test, in other words, is not merely specific 
facts of science but also the systemic foundations of the experiments themselves. Thus 
Wind went beyond the Marburgian appeal to the systems that undergird scientific 
observation to suggest that those systems themselves get tested and either accepted or 
abandoned in the act of experimentation.  In this sense, Wind recognized both the 
power and the limitations of the Marburgian project.  Rather than claim that empirical 
observations are subservient to the analytic systems that make them possible—as the 
Marburgians had done—Wind argued that empirical observations and experimentation 
is part of the process of refining the very systems that give rise to those same 
observations and experiments.  Elsewhere Wind called this process the circulus 
methodicus, by which he meant that science is not viciously circular but productively 
so.36      

Examining some of Wind’s own words concerning this dynamic helps further 
clarify his position as well as its distance from those of his neo-Kantian teachers.  In the 
1926 version of “Experiment and Metaphysics” Wind first recognizes the insight of the 
Marburgian project by claiming that “that which we usually call ‘fact,’ is neither ultimate 
nor immediately given.  …  And in appealing to facts, we unconsciously appeal, whether 
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we admit it or not, to the systems which are responsible for their formation.”37  And yet, 
in recognizing this characteristically Marburgian insight on the importance of systems, 
Wind also goes beyond it to suggest that in appealing to the systems of which the “facts” 
are but a part:    

 
we appeal to something more than that [system].  We appeal to those 
occurrences which have tested the system.  We appeal to those incidents 
in which a physical object that had been endowed with metrical 
significance, lived up, as it were to the logical standards implied in its 
metrical endowment.38 
 

While Wind’s Marburgian teachers held that facts were secured only in so far as they 
could be situated within a system that itself was coherent, a system that made those 
facts visible, Wind suggests that facts also transcend the systems which give rise to 
them.  On Wind’s view, this is because when we understand empirical objects as existing 
within a certain system of representation we also implicitly appeal to those instance 
where similar objects have shown that the system supporting that specific interpretation 
of those objects is itself also coherent.   Thus, only when “a physical object … endowed 
with metrical significance [has] lived up … to the logical standards implied in its [own] 
metrical endowment” is the fact that that object reports secured.   
 Wind’s insistence in this passage on physical objects being tests of the systems 
that endow them with significance is important for two reasons.  First, in holding this 
position, Wind shows how his approach departs from Panofsky’s and Cassirer’s 
conventional approach to meaning.  If researchers can use physical objects to correct or 
test the systems or conventions that give them meaning, then the meaning of those 
objects, their symbolism or content, must at least partially exist independently of those 
systems and be accessible by viewers independently from the larger system of which 
they are a part.  Accessing the meaning of symbols, in other words, must to some extent 
be a natural product of perception and not merely the product of convention.  

Second, in Wind’s insistence on the role that physical objects play in testing the 
systems that are used to make sense of them, he reveals what he called the 
embodiment of symbols.39  Here Wind uses the term embodiment in both a synecdochal 
and empiricizing sense.  The physicist’s instrument or the historian’s document (whether 
it be a clock, a ruler, a letter, or a painting) embodies the system of representation that it 
participates in (whether it be a time scale, a geometry, a narrative, or a philosophy) 
because in any inquiry involving that document or instrument, that document or 
instrument stands in as a physical instantiation or manifestation of the entire system of 
representation of which it is seen to be a part.  On Wind’s view, this synecdochal and 
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empiricizing relation of the part to the whole is unavoidable and automatic for two 
reasons.  First, much like Cassirer, Wind recognized that all investigations necessarily 
presuppose a system of reference in order to make sense of their observations.  Second, 
however, unlike Cassirer, Wind believed that for any system to have meaning it must 
manifest itself in the world in some way so as to have physical consequences for us.  In 
Wind’s insistence on the meaning of a system being necessarily pegged to the empirical 
translatability of that system—to the possibility of that system being embodied in 
specific instances of it in the world—Wind goes past any position Cassirer would have 
defended.  

Wind’s claim that a given system’s meaning necessarily relies on it manifesting 
itself in the world and having consequences for us is the lynchpin of his Pragmatist 
philosophy of science.  As Bernard Buschendorf and others have noted, Wind’s concept 
of the embodiment of symbols is a clear reworking of the Pragmatic maxim.40  Wind 
even cites the original source essay for that maxim in his Habilitation and elsewhere 
acknowledged that his approach “is closely related to the one recommended by Peirce, 
in his essay “How to Make Our Ideas Clear.”41  As the reader will remember, Peirce there 
had urged his readers to “[c]onsider what effects, which might conceivably have 
practical bearings, we conceive the object of our conception to have.  Then, our 
conception of those effects is the whole of our conception of the object.”42  Mirroring 
this proposition, Wind claimed in his Habilitation that meaning in general had to be 
grounded not in an internally coherent yet abstract and independent system of relations 
but rather in the physical manifestations of ideas because it is only those individual 
physical manifestations which endow ideas with consequences and hence meaning.  
Wind later summed up his position by claiming that symbols were “‘real’ only to the 
extent in which they can be embodied in an experimentum crucis whose outcome is 
directly observable.”43  Fittingly, this claim is the exact opposite of Cassirer’s proposition 
that “symbols are no part of our physical world.  They belong to an entirely different 
universe of discourse.  Natural things and symbols cannot be brought to the same 
denominator.”44  In opposing the latter claim with the former, it is clear that Wind 
rejected the typical Marburgian approach to epistemology that seeks to ground 
knowledge and meaning in underlying structures, structures whose very independence 
from our experience is what allows us to be confident in the validity and meaning of our 
experiential judgments. Wind consequently follows Peirce by holding that it is only by 
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bringing abstract ideas to bear on individual experiences, as he said, by making them 
enter this world, that they can even have meaning in the first place.45   In so doing, Wind 
reveals both his distance from Panofsky and Cassirer and his Pragmatist leanings. 
 
 
 
 
Wind and Panofsky on “Blind Love”  
 

Comparing Panofsky’s and Wind’s respective interpretations of Titian’s Venus 
Blinding Cupid (Fig. 2.1) helps make the art historical stakes of the distinction between 
their positions more apparent.  The painting itself is dominated by five figures in three-
quarter view.  On the right, two female figures approach, both in profile; the one in front 
conspicuously reveals her left breast and holds a quiver of arrows by her side with both 
hands, the second, behind, leans towards the center holding a bow in her left hand, 
exposing her upper back and a leather strap over her left shoulder.  Left of center sits a 
crowned young woman in a white dress who turns her head to her right as a Cupid leans 
over her shoulder, his mouth buried in his hands against her scapula.  With her attention 
diverted towards her right, she ties a blindfold around a second Cupid who lies face 
down in her lap. In addition to Venus Blinding Cupid, the painting is also known as The 
Education of Cupid and The Education of Love.  For Panofsky The Education of Cupid is 
the appropriate title because it best defines what he interprets as the moralizing 
marriage allegory depicted.  For Wind only Venus Blinding Cupid is accurate as he takes 
the blindfolding of Cupid by the central female figure to be the essential kernel of the 
painting’s meaning.46   

As could be expected from Panofsky’s structural approach to iconology, he begins 
his reading of this mysteriously allegorical painting by fitting the individual figures into 
known typological series of similar figures both in Renaissance iconography generally 
and in Titian’s oeuvre specifically47 (Figs. 2.5–2.8). These historical typologies serve to 
emphasize how the meaning of the individual figures represented can be teased out and 
secured by comparing them to other similar cases.  As individual representatives of more 
general series, Panofsky focuses on the contrast in the painting between a blindfolded 
and a seeing Cupid and points to this contrast as an example of the common dichotomy 
between lowly, profane, and blind love and his sacred, philosophical, and clear-sighted 
counterpart.48  Building from this first order, iconographic reading of the two cupids, the 
painting’s higher iconological or “intrinsic meaning” is secured by Panofsky’s appeal to 
the well-established tradition within the time’s neo-Platonic thinking of contrasting Eros 
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with Anteros, requited with unrequited love.  Positioning the two Cupids as 
manifestations of this binary allows Panofsky to interpret the painting as a marriage 
scene, where the central crowned woman, the bride, is being warned of the dangers of 
blind, unrequited love by her clear-sighted “advisor” at her shoulder.  The two female 
attendants on the right are then said to symbolize marital affection and chastity, and it 
becomes clear, according to Panofsky, that the “Blind Cupid will not be permitted to 
cause mischief with his bow and arrows.”49 Titian’s painting, in Panofsky’s words, reflects 
how “the Renaissance spokesmen of Neoplatonic theories refuted the belief that Love 
was blind as emphatically as the medieval champions of poetic Love, and used the figure 
of Blind Cupid, if at all, as a contrast to set off their own exalted conception.”50 

Within Panofsky’s overall project, this reading serves as the climactic example of 
a chapter that starts out by explicitly elaborating the intricacies behind the neo-Platonic 
theories of love developed by figures like Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola.  And 
in this regard Panofsky’s interpretation is especially fitting because, as Panofsky is sure to 
point out, “[t]he idea of love is, in fact, the very axis of Ficino’s philosophical system … 
the motive power which causes God—or rather by which God causes Himself—to effuse 
his essence into the world, and which, inversely, causes His creatures to seek a reunion 
with Him[.]”51  Since love is the ultimate causal force within Ficino’s philosophy, any 
depiction stemming from that system would need to somehow account for it.  As might 
be expected, in his elaboration of the theoretical structure that underlies the painting’s 
juxtaposition, Panofsky continuously highlights the systematicity of neo-Platonic 
philosophy, even illustrating and perhaps exaggerating its structural qualities via his own 
tables and diagrams.52  While one of these diagrams (Fig. 2.2) is striking because it was 
constructed by Panofsky based on Ficino’s own Latin terminology, another is perhaps 
even more noteworthy because it (Fig. 2.3) mirrors Panofsky’s synoptic table of his own 
methodology (Fig. 2.4), thus suggesting that both are systematic modes of thought.  Far 
from being an unnecessary philosophical elaboration for what is ultimately an art 
historical argument, however, Panofsky’s Marburgian commitments would have it that 
his claim to an objective interpretation rested on this systematicity.  For if neo-Platonic 
theories of love were not part of a comprehensive, structurally sound, axiomatically 
coherent system, then the degree to which that system was a reliable anchor for his 
interpretation of the painting could be called into question. 

Panofsky's reading is certainly impressive and erudite and continues to remain 
compelling, however, Wind explicitly criticized it.  He did so by focusing on an especially 
important detail within the painting that does not fit into the binary structure that 
undergirds Panofsky’s reading.  In his own words Wind states: 
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Panofsky's attempt to interpret [Titian's Venus Blindfolding Cupid] on the 
theory that the blindfolded Cupid represents a frivolous and inferior form 
of love from which the main figure advisedly withdraws leads to the hardly 
tenable description that, [in Panofsky's words] '[the central woman] has 
already stopped blindfolding him.'  The position of her fingers rather 
suggests the reverse: they are tying, not loosening, the 'knot of love.'53  

 
Whereas Panofsky is forced to read the central woman’s gesture of knot tying as finished 
and secondary in order to see her clear-sighted advisor as the main driving force of the 
painting’s allegory, Wind thinks this reading is simply not believable.  And on this matter 
Wind does have a point.  Venus's hands are clearly still exerting pressure on the ends of 
the blindfold and thus it is simply not true, at least in any literal sense, that she has, as 
Panofsky claimed, “stopped blindfolding him.”54  Of course, this very possibility could not 
be admitted by Panofsky for doing so would remove a foundational, first-order support 
from his iconological house of cards.  In the terms of his own iconological system, it 
would mean that Panofsky had misidentified the primary or natural subject matter of 
the painting and jumped rather hastily to situating it within a history of types that seems 
to offer an anchored interpretation of what he claimed was its conventional meaning.    
 Rather than begin with an outside structure against which to secure his 
interpretation, Wind's approach is more empirical, and in this sense more ideographic, 
while at the same time more subjective and potentially anachronistic.  This being said, 
Wind’s approach avoids Panofsky’s vague distinction between the second and third level 
of his iconological ladder; because meaning for Wind, following Peirce, is always already 
based on possibilities for individual action, there is no sense in talking about the 
“synthetic intuition” necessary to unlock the collective forces behind the “intrinsic 
meaning” of a painting.  Of course, Wind follows through with these principles by also 
positioning his interpretation in relation to historical documents and the conventional 
ideas promulgated therein.  In this particular case, what this approach allowed Wind to 
do was to make sense of some important historical statements about love that 
Panofsky’s interpretation was forced to ignore.  Specifically, some of the central neo-
Platonist writers of the time, including Ficino and Mirandola—the very same writers that 
Panofsky used to construct his interpretation—explicitly stated that the highest form of 
love was not clear-sighted but actually blind.  Panofsky had to ignore these statements 
because they reveal how the neo-Platonic structure that supposedly serves as a 
foundation for the theories of love depicted in Titian’s painting was actually logically 
inconsistent or axiomatically incoherent.  But what, we might ask, do these unaccounted 
for pieces of evidence allow Wind to alternately claim, and is his alternative any more 
convincing than Panofsky’s interpretation? 
 As the title of the book that contains Wind’s discussion of Titian’s Venus Blinding 
Cupid suggests, Wind’s interest in the subject was part of a larger project that identified 
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and discussed the vestiges of pagan thought in Renaissance philosophy and imagery.  
Whereas Panofsky’s interpretative platform rests on distinctions that were introduced 
into neo-Platonic theories of love by way of Christian writers like Plotinus, Wind focuses 
in how some of the Christianized versions of Plato’s writings still retained some of their 
pagan roots.  One of the most conspicuous examples of this pagan genealogy is seen in 
the Orphic vein within Pico della Mirandola’s writing, especially in his belief that love is 
blind “because he is above the intellect.”55  Mirandola’s philosophical justification for 
understanding the highest form of love as blind relates back to Plato’s general suspicion 
of the senses and his statement about the creation of the world which posited that an 
“all-embracing body would not require eyes to see, or ears to hear, since all things would 
be within it, and none outside.”56  These statements fed into the neo-Platonic position 
that “the eyes of the mind begin to see clearly when the eyes of the body begin to 
fail.”57  Wind, in turn, uses these statements to explicate the clearly deliberate action of 
the central female figure in Titian’s painting.  On his view, the blinding of the cupid is 
better explicated as an embodiment of the highest form of Orphic, blind, pagan love and 
not as a secondary action that needs to be explained away.  In other words, the central 
female figure is blinding the cupid in her lap not to create a traditional Christian contrast 
between sacred and profane love, but because she represents, following Ficino, the 
belief that “intellectual [seeing] love is not an end in itself but must find its fruition in joy 
(voluptas).”58 As Wind explains, for the pagan-inspired neo-Platonist, blindfolded love is 
the only way to escape the clear-sighted conceptual traps of the intellect, the only way 
to give one’s self over to the “the impulsiveness of passion because ‘the soul by love 
acquires more divine goodness than it does by knowledge.’”59   

By paying careful attention to the details in Titian’s painting, Wind was able to 
reconstruct an idiosyncratic but highly plausible interpretation of the painting’s 
mysterious allegory.  As a Pragmatist the charge that his reading was too idiosyncratic, 
too ad hoc, or not grounded enough in other comparable examples did not dissuade 
him; what mattered for Wind was the extent to which he could fit depicted details to 
textual traditions, the extent to which he could see images as the embodiment of 
meanings found in contemporary sources.  This procedure was the Pragmatist aspect of 
his experiment-based approach, his experimentum crucis, where his ability to give a 
symbol embodiment, his ability to let it enter this world, was the ultimate test of its 
meaning. 
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Conclusion – The Reception of Wind’s Iconology 
 
 Those closest to Wind and Panofsky might have expected to find them at odds on 
the interpretation of Titian’s Venus Blinding Cupid.  Even though the two scholars 
continued to respect each other throughout their distinguished careers, correspondence 
confirms that there was serious rivalry if not downright suspicion between them. In 
December 1938 Panofsky’s wife Dora wrote to Adolf Goldschmidt that her husband 
“bewundert [Wind] sehr, hat aber seltsamerweise menschlich immer ein gewisses 
Mißtrauen gegen ihn.“60   As early as Wind’s canonical 1931 lecture “Humanitätsidee und 
heroisiertes Porträt in der englischen Kultur des 18. Jahrhunderts,” Panofsky began to 
undercut Wind’s scholarship.  According to Wind’s later recollections to his wife, at that 
event Panofsky put forward a completely contradictory theory to Wind’s thesis, claiming 
that Reynolds should be associated with Rousseau and Gainsborough with Voltaire.  
Panofsky’s reasoning in support of his assertion is lost but his lengthy letter to Cassirer 
about Wind’s lecture—specifically Panofsky’s insistence that Wind “conceded” 
(einräumte) the role that certain idealisms (Idealismen) played in the paintings Wind 
analyzed—further confirms Panofsky’s antagonistic attitude toward Wind’s more 
empirical scholarship.61  The rivalry between Wind and Panofsky continued when both 
scholars immigrated to the US; in 1940 Panofsky attempted to stop Wind from lecturing 
at New York University on Michelangelo—ostensibly because Panofsky believed 
Michelangelo was his subject—and even contested the publication of Wind’s 1948 book 
on Bellini.62  And in case there was any doubt that the feelings were mutual, in 1958 and 
1963 Wind opposed Panofsky’s appointment to two different visiting professorships at 
Oxford.63  
 In keeping with these feelings, Panofsky rejoiced at reading the rather loud 
critical response to Wind’s book on Bellini, a response that largely played itself out in 
The Art Bulletin between 1949 and 1951 and that functions as a fitting introduction to 
the reception of Wind’s Pragmatist inflected iconology.64  That book argued that Bellini’s 
painting Feast of the Gods (Fig. 2.9) and Mantegna’s painting Parnassus (Fig. 2.10) were 
originally commissioned as part of a very specific iconographic program that was 
intended for display in the studio of Isabella d’Este.  While Panofsky did not review the 
book himself, the first and most comprehensive attack on it was very much in keeping 
with his approach as it was hostile to Wind’s blatant rejection of interpreting those 
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paintings as examples of period thought—what Panofsky once called and art historians 
today still sometimes refer to as “the spirit of the time.”  The reviewer—Erica Tietze-
Conrat, a prominent idealist art historian—was unsatisfied by what she took to be the 
iconoclastic, subversive, and highly conjectural nature of Wind’s book.  Tietze-Conrat 
lauded a more “conventional” approach to art history, one that was reluctant to 
introduce mere hypotheses, and positioned herself as committed to a more sober form 
of scholarship that was ostensibly more based on certainty.65  Wind’s reply to this 
criticism is worth quoting at length as it speaks directly to his engagement with 
Pragmatism. On Wind’s view:  
 

hypotheses are the most vital part in the logic of exploration, and no 
scientific discovery can be made without them.  The historian who thinks 
he can say hypotheses non fingo is either deceived or he is barren.  As 
Poincaré observed, the only vicious hypotheses are those which have 
hardened into customs and commonplaces and are hence mistaken for 
safe.  And of these supposedly sound assumptions, some of the most 
questionable in ‘the more conventional approach of the art historian’ take 
on the form of linear arguments, producing a series of Polyhymnias in 
which one Polyhymnia ‘explains’ a second Polyhymnia, and she a third.  
These are the vestiges of a method which, unbeknown to many of its 
adherents, rests on an evolutionary hypothesis and suffers from the 
inherent weakness of purely linear demonstrations in matters of fact.  It is 
essential to a mature science, according to the logic of Charles Peirce, ‘to 
trust rather to the multitude and variety of its arguments than to the 
conclusiveness of any one.  Its reasoning should not form a chain which is 
no stronger than its weakest link, but a cable whose fibers may be ever so 
slender, provided they are sufficiently numerous and intimately 
connected.”66   
 

In citing Peirce in this passage, Wind again highlights the Pragmatist bent of his 
iconology, stating that it is the plethora of interrelated evidence—the parts—rather than 
the strength of any single piece of evidence—the whole—that matters.  This position 
reflects Wind’s Pragmatist commitment to what he called the embodiment of symbols, 
that the ultimate test of our interpretations is our ability to let symbols “enter this 
world” by assigning specific meanings to specific examples.  On Wind’s view, it is the 
combination and concatenation of our plausible interpretations of individual observable 
details rather than the prominence or “conclusiveness” of a single overarching and 
generalizing position that matters.  Accordingly, and as Tietze-Conrat both pointed out 
and questioned in her review, in Bellini’s Feast of the Gods Wind endeavors to interpret 
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as many individual details in the paintings he analyzes as possible.  This approach echoes 
Wind’s later criticism of Panofsky’s interpretation of Titian; and it reflects Wind’s belief in 
the importance of “the part” as a means to test “the whole” rather than Panofsky’s 
belief that “the whole” secures the meaning of “the part”; it reflects Wind’s 
commitment to his own empirical observations rather than to those agreed upon by the 
field.   

Quite contrary to such a position, throughout her review, Tietze-Conrat refers to 
the scholarly consensus about the historical norms that would have shaped the painting, 
and she uses those norms as evidence for why Wind’s interpretation is so outlandish.  
We read that Wind’s identification of a general Homeric theme in Mantegna’s painting 
cannot be accurate because Homer was not “fully absorbed by the period,” that Wind’s 
interpretation of specific motifs in the painting are improbable because they go against 
what is “typical” in Mantegna’s oeuvre, that Wind’s interpretations would not have 
meaning for “the public of the period,” and that Wind’s interpretation departs from 
what is the consensus about “Renaissance artists” and “the Quattrocento.”67  The 
danger with this generalizing and collectivizing approach—as Wind’s dispute with 
Panofsky demonstrates—is that it subsumes the individuality of specific paintings under 
general rules or historical tendencies.  These generalized norms are undoubtedly 
powerful and real, however, just like Panofsky’s “general tendencies of the human 
mind,” they can all too easily lead an interpretation away from the specifics of the object 
at hand.  In relation to the initial iconological spectrum laid out at the beginning of this 
chapter, those scholarly norms are the conventions within which the meaning of images 
are fixed and, as should be clear by now, Wind was very much suspicious of such 
conventions. 
 With all this said, it is important to note that even though Wind’s Pragmatist 
leanings facilitated some of his most ingenious arguments, they also point to one of the 
persistent criticisms of his scholarship.  In assessing Wind’s place in art historiography, 
Creighton Gilbert noted that Wind’s claims were repeatedly based on what was seen as 
shaky evidence and that there was often a general feeling of incredulity about Wind’s 
scholarship.68  Of course, the outspoken reaction to Wind’s book on Bellini is part and 
parcel of Gilbert’s assessment and that reaction is just the tip of the iceberg.  Wind also 
felt compelled to respond to forceful criticisms of his work on Michelangelo,69 and his 
BBC Reith Lectures on Art and Anarchy, despite their popularity, also provoked criticism 
in print.70  Given Wind’s Pragmatist commitment to his own experience as a kind of 
testing ground of the art historical consensus, the prevalence of these reactions is not 
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without warning.  Wind’s position brought with it the danger that his own 
interpretations were not verifiable enough, that his readings were more the result of an 
anachronistic response to an object in the present than an account of that object in its 
historical specificity.   
 Looking back at Wind’s place in the history of iconology, it seems that such 
worries prevailed, that Panofsky’s more nomological or conventionalist approach to 
iconology carried the day.  It would be hard to claim that Wind, despite his prominence 
during his lifetime, enjoyed the same type of prominence and influence as Panofsky.  
And while that hierarchy might continue for good reason, in assessing Wind’s place in art 
historiography it is essential to point out that he defended his position with open eyes 
and in unabashedly Pragmatist terms.  In the final lecture of Art and Anarchy, a lecture 
fittingly titled “Art and the Will” and one that could well be dedicated to William James, 
Wind defends the place of subjective experience in his scholarship.  Therein Wind draws 
on James’s lecture “The Will to Believe”, which formed a cornerstone of his Pragmatism, 
and defends the central role that an individual’s will plays in the construction of belief 
and knowledge.71  Following James, Wind asserts that while we obviously cannot simply 
will our way out of believing in propositions like “two plus two makes four,” our “will to 
believe” nevertheless does play a fundamental role in our confrontations with the 
unknown.  As Wind points out, many scientific discoveries (he uses the example of 
Gauss’s mathematics) were only confirmed because the researcher acted on a hunch 
that he believed to be true.  In relation to Wind’s scholarship, Wind’s praise of Gauss’s 
“will to believe” runs directly parallel to his own elaborate and ostensibly shaky 
hypotheses.   

Much of Wind’s scholarship was intentionally written against the dominant 
norms and theories of his day, with the goal of testing what could well be called the 
underlying metaphysics of established art historical knowledge.  And as his explicitly 
Jamesian lecture on “Art and the Will” shows, Wind’s commitment to this iconoclastic 
position was derived from his reading of Pragmatism, a fact that is only appropriate.  As 
Hilary Putnam has pointed out, James and Peirce neither wholeheartedly embraced nor 
unequivocally denied the role of metaphysics in the construction of knowledge; rather, 
they, like Wind, committed themselves to testing metaphysical systems for their practical 
results.72   Looking back on Wind’s scholarship, we should remember his daring 
approach.  For even if we question it or are hesitant to adopt it ourselves, it serves as an 
important reminder of the limitations of Panofsky’s more well-known alternative and of 
the peril inherent in the metaphysical conventions of art historical knowledge. 

 
 

                                                 
71 Edgar Wind, Art and Anarchy (1960; Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1985), 75-89. 
72 Hilary Putnam, “Pragmatism,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, New Series 95 (1995): 293. 
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Figure 2.1: Titian, Venus Blinding Cupid, 1560s. 
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Figure 2.2: Panofsky’s diagram of Ficino’s philosophy using Ficino’s own vocabulary, 1939. 

Figure 2.3: Panofsky’s table comparing the place of love within Ficino’s and 
Pico’s philosophies, 1939. 

Figure 2.4: Panofsky’s synoptic table of his iconological method, 1939. 
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Figure 2.6: Titian, Allegory of the Marquis 
d’Avalos, Paris, Louvre, c.1530. 

Figure 2.8: Michelangelo, Isaiah, Rome, 
Sistine Chapel Ceiling, 1508-12. 

Figure 2.7: The Punishment of Cupid, Pompeian 
Mural, Naples, Museo Nazionale. 

Figure 2.5: Detail from a Roman relief of the 
Judgment of Paris, Rome, Palazzo Spada. 
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Figure 2.10: Andrea Mantegna, Parnassus, 1497. 

Figure 2.9: Giovanni Bellini, The Feast of the Gods, 1514-1529.  
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Pragmatism and the Psycho-Social Bases of Schapiro’s Postwar Art History 
  

In 1950, more or less at the middle point of his academic career, Meyer Schapiro 
published a book simply titled Vincent Van Gogh.  Therein Schapiro characterizes van 
Gogh’s painting first as a “truly personal art, art as a deeply lived means of spiritual 
deliverance or transformation of the self” and second as painting that “could only have 
been produced in the place where he lived and worked; his Holland art is possible only 
there—a life-space, a full milieu, is evident in it.”1  Given the psychological and socio-
environmental claims inherent in these statements, it is fitting to read Schapiro’s Van 
Gogh as looking forward to the author’s later confrontation with psychoanalysis and 
backward to his earlier, explicitly Marxist arguments.  Schapiro’s Van Gogh is, in short, a 
psycho-social history of art.  In this sense, Schapiro’s book is much like his other writing 
around midcentury in that it distances itself from an orthodox Marxist account of the 
social by way of a psychology of the individual.  And yet, unlike the work of Schapiro’s 
peers at the Frankfurt school of Social Research and despite Schapiro’s theoretical 
interests and political leanings, Schapiro’s Van Gogh is neither openly Marxist nor 
evidently Freudian.  In fact, even when Schapiro later confronted psychoanalysis directly 
in his essays “Leonardo and Freud” and “The Apples of Cézanne,” much like his 
unorthodox or critical Marxism, Schapiro was sure to qualify his interest in 
psychoanalysis.  In this chapter, I explore the distinctive character of what I call 
Schapiro’s psycho-social art history and argue that an important and much overlooked 
part of Schapiro’s approach is a Pragmatist social psychology, an account of the self that 
found its most robust exposition in the writing of John Dewey and George Herbert 
Mead.   

As in my other chapters, I begin making my argument by framing it in relation to 
an initial analytic spectrum, in this case one that describes psycho-social arguments like 
Schapiro’s in general.  With this background in place, I then discuss Schapiro’s approach 
in relation to the continuities and discontinuities between Marxism and Pragmatism.  
This comparison helps explain some of the peculiar qualities of Schapiro’s scholarship, 
qualities that are distinctly Pragmatist, and qualities that I first elucidate through 
Schapiro’s analysis of van Gogh’s Wheatfield with Crows (fig. 3.1).  I next discuss 
Schapiro’s criticisms of psychoanalysis and how those criticisms parallel Pragmatist social 
psychology.  In order to show that Schapiro thought about those parallels in explicitly 
Pragmatist terms and that they impacted his psycho-social interpretations, I analyze 
Schapiro’s writing on Cézanne and its prominent and crucial citation of George Herbert 
Mead.  Finally, with these substantive discussions of the Pragmatist dimensions of 
Schapiro’s psycho-social art history in place, I conclude this chapter with an investigation 
of Schapiro’s remarks during a Life magazine roundtable on modern art in 1948.  
Schapiro’s comments at that roundtable are especially useful for evaluating his approach 
as they appear alongside the reactions they provoked and thus help unpack both the 

                                                 
1 Meyer Schapiro, Vincent Van Gogh (New York: Abrams, 1950), 12. 
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potential and the dangers inherent in what I take to be Schapiro’s Pragmatist inflected 
psycho-social arguments.   

 
 
 
 

Questions of Causation 
 

At their most basic level, social histories of art—of which I count Schapiro’s 
psycho-social histories as a variant—are especially effective at dramatizing one of the 
most fundamental questions of art history, a question about the relation between the 
art objects analyzed and the causes responsible for them.  Since those objects are by 
definition things made by humans, it is only natural to interpret them as caused by the 
intentions, decisions, and actions of their individual makers.  Such an answer is merely 
common sense; however, it also opens up the especially vexed question of historical 
causation itself—of the nature or the source of the actions that are recorded by the 
objects under analysis.  Since it is equally evident that art objects are made within 
traditions of making and that the decisions that go into them are shaped, if not 
determined, by the society and environment in which they are made, it is hard to deny 
that all the decisions behind works of art are not merely the singular product of distinct 
individuals.2  Decisions about the format of certain objects as well as the materials used 
to make them, to use the most obvious examples, are clearly limited by both the 
tradition and the environment in which they are made, thus making art objects as much 
passive symptoms of the culture of which they are a part as active expressions of their 
individual creators.  Negotiating the two poles of this spectrum of causal agency 
becomes an especially important and nuanced affair within all social histories of art. 

As is well-known, an early, strong, and influential solution to mediating this 
spectrum is found in the writing of Arnold Hauser, who applied the theories of both 
Marx and Freud to the entire diachronic sweep of Western art history and with whose 
writing Schapiro was sympathetic.3  Part of the power of Hauser’s application of Marx’s 
and Freud’s theories lay in the determinism that he read into their writing; thus it should 
only be expected that Hauser’s narrative often paid more attention to the agency of 
social forces and collective groups than to that of specific individuals.  One example from 
Hauser’s massive survey is how he describes van Gogh’s painting, which he groups 
                                                 
2 For a helpful discussion of this dynamic in relation to the “intentionality” of art see, Whitney Davis, 

Masking the Blow: The Scene of Representation in Late Prehistoric Egyptian Art (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1992, 30-37. 

3 On Hauser’s adaptation of these ideas to his project see Arnold Hauser, The Philosophy of Art History 
(1958), trans. (New York: Knopf, 1959).  Schapiro sympathy for Hauser’s project is perhaps best 
represented by the fact that he blurbed the first English translation of Hauser’s The Social History 
of Art, calling it “… the most serious and comprehensive work of its kind that I know, a book based 
on great knowledge of both the arts and history.  I have found in it many original, penetrating 
observations.” 
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under the loaded label “bohemian.”  He states: 
 
The bohème had become a company of vagabonds and outlaws, a class in 
which demoralization, anarchy and misery dwell, a group of desperados, 
who not only break with bourgeois society, but with the whole of European 
civilization.  Baudelaire, Verlaine, and Toulouse-Lautrec are heavy drinkers, 
Rimbaud, Gaugin, and Van Gogh tramps and homeless globe-trotters, 
Verlaine and Rimbaud die in hospital, Van Gogh and Toulouse-Lautrec live 
for some time in a lunatic asylum, and most of them spend their lives in 
cafés, music-halls, brothels, hospitals, or on the street.  They destroy 
everything in themselves that might be of use to society, they rage against 
everything that gives permanence and continuity to life and they rage 
against themselves, as if they were anxious to exterminate everything in 
their own nature which they have in common with others.4 
 

As is often the case in Hauser’s The Social History of Art, in this passage the author does 
not spend the time to analyze specific works and rather leaves it to his reader to apply 
his description of van Gogh’s behavior to his distinctively expressive style of painting.  
While Hauser’s description does not name his well-documented theoretical sources, it 
does speak directly to both the work of Marx in that it analyzes van Gogh as a member 
of a specific socio-economic class—the bohème—and to the work of Freud in that it 
explains van Gogh’s life via the cultural discontent that Freud diagnosed—in this case 
expressed by the rage and impulse to destroy.5  In describing van Gogh in this way, 
Hauser emphasizes, however implicitly and partially, that van Gogh’s paintings are 
symptoms of the larger social collectives of which he was a part. 
 These generalizing claims were heavily criticized at the time of their publication, 
a fact no doubt exacerbated by the climate of the Cold War.  While critics were 
sympathetic to the idea of a social history of art, what they took that phrase to mean 
was very different from Hauser’s Marxist and Freudian inflected approach.  As Ernst 
Gombrich noted:  
 

If by the “social history” of art we mean an account of the changing 
material conditions under which art was commissioned and created in the 
past, such a history is one of the desiderata of our field.  Documents there 
are, of course, in profusion, but it still is not easy to lay one’s hands quickly 
on information regarding, say, the recorded rules and statutes of lodges 
and guilds, the development of such posts as that of the peintre du roi, the 
emergence of public exhibitions, or the exact curricula and methods of art 

                                                 
4 Arnold Hauser, The Social History of Art: Naturalism, Impressionism, The Film Age (1951), trans. 

Stanley Godman in collaboration with the author (New York: Knopf, 1952), 191-192. 
5 Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents (1930), trans. Joan Riviere (London: Hogarth Press,  

1939). 
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teaching. … Unfortunately, Mr. Hauser’s two volumes are not concerned 
with these minutiae of social existence. … What he presents is not so much 
the social history of art or artists as the social history of the Western World, 
as he sees it reflected in the varying trends and modes of artistic expression 
…6   
 

As such criticisms suggest, Gombrich had a very different understanding of the social, 
and by proxy the individual, than Hauser.  Many of Gombrich’s most famous ideas and 
statements—including his notion of “making and matching” as well as his claim that 
“[T]here really is no such thing as art.  There are only artists”—betray the nominalism 
and methodological individualism that he championed.7  On this view, while cultural 
traditions and institutions certainly shape the art objects produced within them, those 
traditions can and should be broken down into their constitutive parts, which are 
ultimately made up of the decisions and actions of the individuals who compose them. 
 The model of socio-historical causation that Meyer Schapiro advocated in 
describing the painting of both van Gogh and Cézanne lies somewhere in between these 
two extremes, extremes which, it should be noted, were contemporary to Schapiro’s 
writing.  Like Hauser, Schapiro continued to attribute a certain causal role to the 
collectives of which each artists was a part; the “life-space” of van Gogh and the 
unconscious desires of Cézanne play a definitive role in his analysis.  In direct opposition 
to Hauser, however, Schapiro did not interpret van Gogh’s painting as representative of 
some collective discontent or social disillusion and rather saw van Gogh’s paintings as 
actively fulfilling—rather than unconsciously expressing—some of his most fundamental 
desires.  Moreover, like Gombrich, Schapiro was keen to analyze specific works and to 
unpack how the individual choices recorded on their surfaces speak to the individual life 
circumstances of their makers.  As I will endeavor to show throughout this chapter, in 
order better to understand Schapiro’s defense of this concatenation of positions it is 
helpful to place his scholarship in relation to the Pragmatist social-psychology of John 
Dewey and George Herbert Mead, a tradition of thought in which Schapiro was well 
versed.  
  
  
 
 
Pragmatism and Marxism 
 

Because Schapiro started out his career with strong Marxist leanings and is 
perhaps best known as an early Marxist art historian, demonstrating the Pragmatist bent 
                                                 
6 Ernst Gombrich, “The Social History of Art by Arnold Hauser,” The Art Bulletin 35, no.1 (1953): 79-80. 
7 Of course, these two famous statements come respectively from, Ernst Gombrich, Art and Illusion 

(New York: Pantheon Books, 1960); and Ernst Gombrich, The Story of Art (New York: Phaidon, 
1950). 
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of his psycho-social research requires first recognizing that he did not think in exclusively 
Marxist terms.  The most basic evidence for this are the statements of praise for Dewey’s 
thought found scattered throughout Schapiro’s writing.  For instance, in the long first 
footnote to “Philosophy and Worldview in Painting” Schapiro states very plainly that 
“Dewey has much to say about the making of the work of art and the experience of art 
that I believe is important.”8  Even more boldly, in his review of Edmond Wilson’s To the 
Finland Station he notes that “Dewey[‘s] … recent little book Theory of Valuation far 
surpasses in clarity and sharpness anything in Marxist literature.”9  And most 
dramatically, when confronted with the criticisms of Jacques Derrida at a symposium 
late in his career, Schapiro stood up, proclaimed that he was a student of John Dewey, 
and stormed out.10  These statements fit with the known fact that Schapiro studied with 
Dewey as an undergraduate at Columbia from 1920 to 1924, which he reported with 
pride throughout his career.  In an unpublished autobiographical note about those years, 
Schapiro noted that he took four classes with Dewey and his transcript confirms at least 
one of them: a graduate level philosophy seminar titled “Types of Philosophical 
Thought.”11   

Of course, Schapiro’s relationship to Dewey’s philosophy was not without its 
criticisms.  Thus, before delving more fully into the aspects of Dewey’s thought that 
Schapiro adapted, it is important first to tease out how and where Schapiro was critical 
of Dewey’s project.  In a 1993 interview, David Craven directly asked Schapiro about his 
connection to John Dewey and Schapiro responded as follows: 

 
I was a student of John Dewey, whose classes I very much enjoyed.  
Dewey asked me to do a critical reading of Art as Experience in 
manuscript form.  The book is important, of course, but it is marked by 
a tendency to treat humanity and art as extensions of nature, as 
products of nature, without dealing with how humanity reshapes and 
remakes nature, hence also itself.  This lack of emphasis on mediating 
nature, on humanity using craft and art to redefine itself, is a problem 
with the book.12 

                                                 
8 Meyer Schapiro, “Philosophy and Worldview in Painting,” Meyer Schapiro: Worldview in Painting – 

Art and Society (George Braziller, 1999): 71. 
9 Meyer Schapiro, “The Revolutionary Personality,” Partisan Review 7, no.6 (1940), 478.  
10 This anecdote is reported in multiple sources. David Shapiro, “Van Gogh, Heidegger, Schapiro, 

Derrida: The Truth in Criticism (Notes on Restless Life),” in Van Gogh 100, ed. Joseph Masheck 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1996): 293; Molly Nesbit, The Pragmatism in the History of Art 
(Pittsburg, Periscope Publishing, 2013).  Jonathan Crary was in attendance at this symposium and 
confirmed to the author that Schapiro said something of this sort. 

11 Meyer Schapiro, Box 100, Folder 1, Meyer Schapiro Collection, Columbia University Libraries.  For 
Schapiro’s transcript, I am indebted to Schapiro’s nephew, Daniel Esterman. 

12 Meyer Schapiro, Lillian Milgram Schapiro, and David Craven. “A Series of Interviews (July 15, 1992-
January 22, 1995),” Res: Anthropology and Aesthetics 31 (Spring 1997): 159.  Dewey thanks 
Schapiro for his critical reading of Art as Experience in the Preface to the book.  See Dewey, Art as 
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This criticism of Dewey is analytically foreshadowed in Marx’s own work, a fact that 
might be anticipated from Schapiro’s reputation alone.  In Capital Marx discusses man’s 
relationship to nature in terms of labor and like Schapiro, emphasizes their mutually 
transformative relationship.  Marx states: 
 

Labor is, first of all, a process between man and nature, a process by 
which man, through his own actions, mediates, regulates and controls 
the metabolism between himself and nature.  He confronts the 
materials of nature as a force of nature.  He sets in motion the natural 
forces which belong to his own body, his arms, legs, head and hands, in 
order to appropriate the materials of nature in a form adapted to his 
own needs.  Through this movement he acts upon external nature and 
changes it, and in this way he simultaneously changes his own nature.13 
 

From this comparison it is clear that Schapiro’s criticism of Dewey’s aesthetics might be 
taken as Marxist, the central criticism being that Dewey did not adequately recognize 
the role that art can and does play in human self-transformation.  Coming from a 
Marxist perspective, of course, such a critique goes hand in hand with Marxism’s 
promotion of humanity’s potential for revolutionary change and its distrust of mere 
reform.  In opposition to this, Dewey’s aesthetics portrays art as a more static, enduring, 
and universal aspect of human experience (and thus can be taken as more in agreement 
with democracy), and betrays a political position that is more centrist than anything a 
Marxist would likely promote.   

In light of this clear criticism, coming to terms with how Schapiro’s relationship 
with Dewey was not only critical but also productive for his own work requires 
recognizing that Marxism and Pragmatism are far from opposed on all fronts.  The 
similarity between Marxism and Pragmatism was widely recognized and discussed 
among Schapiro’s peer group, the so-called New York Intellectuals.14  And, as Andrew 
Hemingway has pointed out, Schapiro’s critical relationship to Dewey’s work—not to 
mention his distance from orthodox Marxism—was very much a part of this milieu.15  
Like Schapiro himself, many of Schapiro’s peers had studied with Dewey at Columbia in 
the 1920s, and like Schapiro, many of them brought their familiarity with Pragmatist 
ideas to bear on their Marxist leanings. Perhaps the most developed example of the 
once-perceived harmony between Pragmatism and Marxism came from one of 

                                                 
Experience, 7. 

13 Karl Marx, Capital: Vol. 1 (1867), trans. Ben Fowkes (London: Pelican Books, 1976), 283. 
14 For a discussion of these overlaps see, Neil Jumonville, Critical Crossings: The New York Intellectuals 

in Postwar America, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1991.  See also, Christopher 
Phelps, Young Sidney Hook: Marxist and Pragmatist (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997). 

15 Andrew Hemingway, “Meyer Schapiro and Marxism in the 1930s,” Oxford Art Journal 17, no. 1 
(1994): 13-29. 
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Schapiro’s life-long friends, Sidney Hook, whose 1936 book, From Hegel to Marx: Studies 
in the Intellectual Development of Karl Marx, was summarized by Max Eastman as “what 
Marx might have thought and said had he been a pupil of John Dewey.”16    

While Schapiro remained far more liberal in his politics than Hook—who came to 
denounce his early Marxism and to promote and defend American Cold War capitalist 
policies—their shared interest in the overlaps between Dewey’s thought and Marx’s 
means that Hook’s early work stands as a useful source for understanding the real 
analytic connections between Pragmatism and Marxism.  For instance, as Hook’s work 
testifies, just as Marxists believe that the point of philosophizing is not just to interpret 
the world but also to change it through action, so too do Pragmatists judge the validity 
of a given proposition on its actionable consequences.   Moreover, just as Marxists 
recognize the pervasive role of self-interest in belief—so much so, in fact, that Arnold 
Hauser once argued not only that art itself but even the academic discipline of art 
history was governed by ideology17—so too do Pragmatists argue that the truth is not a 
correspondence between what is and what is understood but rather that the truth is 
what works for the interested individual.  And finally, just as Pragmatists are thoroughly 
naturalistic and biological in their approach to human nature, conduct, and knowledge, 
so too is Marx’s famous materialist doctrine based in the inescapability of humanity’s 
natural and biological conditions.  Thus, despite Schapiro’s critique of Dewey’s 
aesthetics, his Marxist leanings are in fact much in agreement with Pragmatist 
positions.18 

Some of Schapiro’s own statements about the fundamental philosophical 
presuppositions of his work show how this parallel manifests itself in Schapiro’s thought 
and how some of Schapiro’s own presuppositions can even be taken as more Pragmatist 
than Marxist.  For instance, in response to a question about the interplay between 
subjectivity and objectivity in his scholarship and the possibility of “value-free” research, 
Schapiro responded with the following statement:  

 
What is a fact? According to most languages, it is a product of labor. 
Consider the word for fact in German, ‘Tatsache’ - which means ‘thing 
done’ - in French, ‘fait’ - which means ‘made’ - or even the Latin base 
for the English word ‘fact’- which is the word ‘factum’ and is related to 
manufacture, which means ‘made by hand’ ... What is the truth? The 

                                                 
16 Max Eastman, “An Interpretation of Marx: Sidney Hook’s Daydream of What Marx Might Have Said Had 
He Been a Pupil of John Dewey,” New York Herald Tribune of Books, 13 April 1933, 6.  Hook later accepted 
this characterization of his work, although thought it applied better to his earlier Towards and 
Understanding of Karl Marx: a Revolutionary Interpretation.  See Sidney Hook, Out of Step: An Unquiet Life 
in the 20th Century (New York: Harper & Row, 1987), 139. 
17 Arnold Hauser, The Philosophy of Art History, 38-9. 
18 For a comparison of Pragmatism with Marxism see, George Novak, Pragmatism versus Marxism: an 

appraisal of John Dewey’s Philosophy (New York: Pathfinder Press, 1975).  See also, John Ryder, 
“Community, Struggle and Democracy,” Studies in Soviet Thought 27, no.2 (Feb. 1984): 107-121. 
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truth is what is made.19 
 

Rather than a more traditional understanding of “facts” and “truth” as relations of 
correspondence between what is and what is understood, between the physical and the 
mental, here Schapiro pegs his understanding of these basic epistemological terms to 
labor, making, and action. By defining truth in this way, Schapiro situates his thought 
directly in line with Pragmatism―most specifically perhaps, with William James’s claim 
that the truth is what works and that reality is not static but rather constantly in the 
making.20  While the early Marx also theorized knowledge as something that was 
actively produced between man and his environment and even hinted at a similarly 
radical theory of truth, the Marxist tradition is not nearly as associated with this 
position.21  Rather, as Lenin argued in Materialism and Empirio-criticism, man’s action is 
fundamental to the Marxist conception of truth because action helps verify the truth, a 
position that maintains the traditional correspondence theory of truth and that reflects 
the curious but nevertheless common marriage of Marxism and a loosely conceived 
positivism.22  

Recognizing that Schapiro departed from orthodox Marxist positions is important 
to note because, as many commentators have mentioned, after the Second World War 
Schapiro’s art history lost much, if not all, of its Marxist character.23  In contrast to more 
orthodox forms of Marxist art history that position ideology and class conflict as the 
underlying structures of experience and the determinative forces behind style, in the 
1940s and ‘50s Schapiro’s search for the causes of style becomes more individualizing.  
While his essays from the 1930s, especially his “From Mozarabic to Romanesque at 
Silos” of 1939, do take an evidently Marxist approach in that they identify class conflict 
as the explanatory ground for the configuration of certain forms, by his 1946 article on 
van Gogh, Schapiro began to move away from such class-based explanations.  In fact, at 
points the latter essay is even openly at odds with a Marxist understanding of style, 
claiming that van Gogh’s painting “seems to originate Symbolism and Expressionism 
entirely from within, apart from all that is going on around him.”24  This statement gives 
far too much agency to the individual artist in the creation of style to be considered 
Marxist and stands in stark opposition to Hauser’s claims about van Gogh “the 

                                                 
19 Schapiro, Schapiro, and Craven, “A Series of Interviews,” 166. 
20 William James, Pragmatism (1907; Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing, 1981), 98. 
21 Leszek Kolakowski, “Karl Marx and the Classical Definition of Truth,” in The Two Eyes of Spinoza and 

Other Essays on Philosophers (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine Press, 2004).  For a criticism of 
Kolakowski’s interpretations see, Allen W. Wood, Karl Marx (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1981). 

22 V. I. Lenin, Materialism and Empirio-criticism (New York: International Publishers, 1927). 
23 For Marxist art historians who have doubted the extent of Schapiro’s Marxism see, O. K. 

Werckmeister, “Review of Romanesque Art. (Selected Papers, Volume 1),” Art Quarterly (Spring 
1980): 211-18.  Gen Hoy, Materializing Art History (Oxford: Berg, 1998), 92-98.  And Serge 
Guilbault, How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985).  

24 Schapiro, Van Gogh, 97. 
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bohemian” noted above.  In light of these remarks, Schapiro’s invectives against some of 
his most prominent Marxists peers, for instance he called an editorial by Max 
Horkheimer “a pessimistic, somewhat whining, criticism of the present state of 
society,”25 as well as the reproaches he received from others, for instance, Max Raphael 
once called his writing insufficiently dialectical, might be predicted.26  Of course, 
combined with the highly fragmented nature of the American Left around the Second 
World War, Schapiro’s strained relationship to Marxism is understandable and also 
historically appropriate.   

For our present purposes, Schapiro’s heightened focus on the agency of the 
individual within his postwar writing is important to note because it further aligns his 
thinking with Pragmatism.  Whereas a Marxist philosophy of history generally downplays 
the role of the individual in favor of material conditions—Marx himself claimed that 
“[t]he nature of individuals … depends on the material conditions determining their 
production”—Dewey’s Pragmatism promotes the agency of individuals—in Philosophy 
and Civilization Dewey states that “[p]ragmatism and instrumental experimentalism 
bring into prominence the importance of the individual.  It is he who is the carrier of 
creative thought, the author of action, and of its application.” 27  Rather than see such a 
stark opposition as necessitating the mutual exclusion of Pragmatist and Marxist 
positions, however, for Schapiro Dewey’s thought acted as an effective foil for mediating 
his Marxism.  In a 1943 letter to his novelist friend and fellow intellectual James Farrell 
(see Appendix F), a letter that stands between his more overtly Marxist claims from the 
1930s and his more subdued politics of the 1950s, Schapiro discussed some of his 
frustrations with orthodox Marxism and notes that  

 
although I do not believe Engels and [Trotsky] were right in their 
conception of [dialectical materialism] as a formal science and as a set 
of laws, they were correct in their idea that experience itself, the world 
of man and the world of non-human nature show characteristic features 
of process, movement, concreteness, crucial increment in change, 
interaction, and (in man) continuity and mutual determination of theory 
and practice, which must be recognized and studied if we are to have a 
sound working knowledge of natural and human affairs.  The 
concentration on the formal dialectic by the Stalinists has something 
bureaucratic in it (although it isn’t necessarily bureaucratic in origin); 
people who no longer create living things, but guard an already 
achieved structure are inclined to be highly formalistic, attached to the 

                                                 
25 Meyer Schapiro to James T. Farrell, 10 October 1941.  James Farrell Papers, University of 
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rules, the boundaries, the formulas; and in the same way, their enemies, 
who also have no concern with revolutionary action or thought but are 
busy mainly with destroying the bureaucratic as such, devote 
themselves to disproving the formulas and the rules, rather than to 
reviving the repressed, famished living core of historical materialism 
 
Because of this situation I think it is one of the more important tasks of 
our times to analyze Dewey’s philosophy from this point of view, to 
show to what extent the best in his thought agrees with Marxism, and 
then to reveal the contradictions and confusion that exist in his thinking 
because he has not carried out his program of thought consistently, 
compromising with traditional American political and social ideas, 
fearing to study social conflicts deeply, ignoring the vast contributions 
of the revolutionary movements of the 19th and 20th century, and 
refusing to face the failure of his ideas about education, society, politics, 
war, culture (and even art).28   

 
While Schapiro criticizes Dewey’s work in this passage, he also uses Dewey’s thought to 
qualify the rigidities of Marxism’s dialectical method.  In light of the “highly formalistic” 
character of orthodox Marxism, Schapiro calls for an analysis of Dewey’s philosophy, 
even calling such an analysis “one of the more important tasks of our times.”  This call is 
far from coincidental as his earlier emphasis in the passage on the dynamics of 
“experience itself” speaks not only to Trotsky and Engels but also to John Dewey’s 
thought.  “Experience” was one of Dewey’s key terms and Schapiro had learned as an 
undergraduate to think about traditions of philosophy through it.  One of the courses 
that Schapiro took with Dewey was described in the course catalog as an attempt “to 
place and interpret the chief types of philosophy as having a specific origin in some 
describable phase of experience.  The treatment of each as originating in a special phase 
of experience and as a response to some characteristic problem will serve as a standard 
of valuation and criticism" [my emphasis].29  Schapiro’s penchant to think about 
Marxism along these Deweyan lines is demonstrated in the above quote. 

While the above discussion reveals that Schapiro’s distance from orthodox 
Marxism was directly related to his reading of Dewey, it also begs for further clarification 
about what exactly Schapiro meant by the term experience.  How does Schapiro’s use of 
it correspond to or diverge from Dewey’s or, for that matter, from other Marxists’?  Is 
Schapiro’s art history closer to what Martin Jay has called the Pragmatist cult of 
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experience or the Marxist crisis of experience?30  Shedding light on these questions 
requires analyzing some of Schapiro’s most notable interpretations of individual artists 
for it is there that Schapiro comes closest to revealing his understanding of the term and 
it is there that his psycho-social arguments take an evidently Pragmatist turn. 
 
 
Van Gogh’s Experience and Schapiro’s Psycho-Social Art History 
 

Schapiro’s book on van Gogh had its origins in an essay published in 1946, which, 
much like the 1950 book, gives pride of place to van Gogh’s Wheat Field with Crows, a 
painting that Schapiro called van Gogh’s “deepest avowal.”31  In both texts Schapiro 
intimately ties van Gogh’s painting to the artist’s social relations and presents an 
argument that is revealing of how he envisioned experience as such exerting a causal 
force on art.  For instance, in an especially poignant passage Schapiro frames van Gogh’s 
painting as emerging from the artist’s experience “that the world around us is an object 
of strong desire or need, as a potential means of fulfillment of the striving human being, 
and is therefore also the necessary theme of art.”32  The transactional emphasis of this 
passage, its emphasis on an interested interaction between an individual and nature, is 
deeply reminiscent of both Pragmatist social psychology and Marxism.33  As previously 
mentioned, Pragmatism and Marxism both frame humans as biological organisms 
striving within specific environments.  In Schapiro’s claim that these natural conditions 
are “the necessary theme of art,” however, he takes a specifically Deweyean approach. 
The idea that art or aesthetics is the necessary product of the fulfillment of an 
individual’s desire within an environment is perhaps the most characteristic feature of 
Dewey’s aesthetics.  In Art as Experience Dewey describes this fulfillment as the result of 
what he terms an “impulsion,”  meaning the striving of an entire organism within a 
specific environment, and it is the foundation upon which Dewey articulates what he 
calls “having ‘an experience.’”34  Similarly, in his book on van Gogh Schapiro describes 
Landscape with Ploughed Fields (Fig. 3.2) as “a powerful desire and its fulfillment,” a 
description that also directly parallels Dewey’s notion of an impulsion, making it only 
appropriate to understand Schapiro’s argument in relation to Pragmatism.35  

The implications of Schapiro’s Pragmatist interpretation of van Gogh’s painting 
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do not stop there.  Schapiro’s argument pivots around what he calls “the singularity of 
van Gogh’s life”:36 his failure as a picture-dealer, his work as a preacher, and his 
emotional turmoil as recorded in his letters.  In giving these experiences the substantial 
causal weight that he believed they had in shaping van Gogh’s painting, Schapiro argues 
that they manifest themselves in van Gogh’s use of perspective.  To this end, Schapiro 
claims that for van Gogh perspective was:  

 
something as real as the objects themselves, a quality of the landscape 
that he was sighting.  This paradoxical device—both phenomenon and 
system—at the same time deformed things and made them look more 
real; it fastened the artist’s eye more slavishly to appearances, but also 
brought him more actively into play with the world.37  
 

Here we can see that Schapiro posited a deep-seated connection between van Gogh’s 
style of painting and his experience of the world, and we can see why Schapiro framed 
van Gogh’s paintings as “extensions of his being.”38  To do so, Schapiro points to van 
Gogh’s perspective—as both a quality of natural human vision and of depicted, painted 
space—as the locus of where this nexus of style and sight occurs.   

Schapiro’s actual descriptions of van Gogh’s paintings, however, show that 
Schapiro’s approach to perspective was even more radical than his nascent 
understanding of it as “an extension of his being” might initially suggest. Schapiro’s 
descriptions actually parallel van Gogh’s own relationship to perspective, “deforming” 
aspects of the painting by bringing us as readers and viewers more “actively into play” 
with it.  For instance, in relation to his earlier description of Landscape with Ploughed 
Fields, Schapiro describes Crows in a Wheat Field (Fig. 3.1) as follows: 

 
The converging lines [of Landscape with Ploughed Fields] have become 
diverging paths [in Crows in a Wheat Field] which make impossible the 
focused movement toward the horizon, and the great shining sun has 
broken up into a dark scattered mass without center—the black crows 
which advance from the horizon toward the foreground, reversing in 
their approach the spectator’s normal passage to the distance; he is, so 
to speak, their focus, their vanishing point.  … The artist’s will is 
confused, the world moves towards him, he cannot move towards the 
world.  The painter-spectator has become the object…39  
 

What is most remarkable about this passage is how it shifts back and forth between 
describing the viewer of the painting, who is also the reader of Schapiro’s passage, and 
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39 Schapiro, van Gogh, 31. 
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van Gogh himself, as if we, Schapiro’s readers, can actually assume the same 
relationship to the painting that van Gogh did.40  Schapiro does this first by exploiting 
the parallel between the individuality of his reader and the individuality of the artist and 
second through his description of van Gogh’s particular use of perspective as a denial of 
the dichotomy between subject and object.  In so doing, Schapiro’s interpretation is able 
to move from a historically contained and isolated account of the relation between van 
Gogh, the subject, and his painting, the object, to a dynamic engagement with the 
reader, the subject, about the painting, the object.  This masterful use of ekphrasis 
facilitates a re-experiencing by the reader of what Schapiro claims was van Gogh’s initial 
lived experience of the landscape both as a painting and as an environment.   

Needless to say, what is especially radical about Schapiro’s description is that it 
elides the difference between the historically specific and environmentally provoked 
desires that van Gogh supposedly fulfilled in making the painting and the present 
environmental desires of us, the individual readers of his own essay, desires which 
Schapiro’s description helps create.  Whereas the former were supposedly fulfilled in 
making the painting, the latter are both provoked through the visual directions provided 
by Schapiro’s description and fulfilled through the resolution of his interpretation.   In so 
doing Schapiro creates what Dewey might well have called “an experience,” the 
fulfillment of a desire of the whole organism (in this case the desire to understand van 
Gogh’s art) within a specific environment (in this case in front of a reproduction of van 
Gogh’s Crows in a Wheat Field).  In short, in reading Schapiro’s description of van Gogh’s 
painting, we become Dewey’s version of the artist, the subject who fulfills his 
environmentally provoked desires and thereby has an aesthetic experience.   
 
 
 
 
Pragmatism and Freudianism 
 

Schapiro’s focus in his work on van Gogh on how desires are operative within 
aesthetic experience is, of course, also reminiscent of Freud and an account of 
Schapiro’s postwar psycho-social art history would be incomplete without addressing 
Schapiro’s relationship to psychoanalysis.  In fact, in so far as Schapiro positions van 
Gogh’s desires as unconscious urges that nevertheless result in actions, Schapiro might 
be taken as making a Freudian argument.  In Schapiro’s insistence, however, that those 
desires were completely and directly fulfilled in the making of art, he departs from 
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typical Freudian art criticism as that approach not only frames art in relation to 
repressed desires but is usually wed to the persistence of a minimum amount of 
repression in its explanation of artistic creation.41   On a typical Freudian view—a view 
that, it should be noted, was prevalent at the time Schapiro was writing due to the 
popular Freudian interpretations of such figures as Oskar Pfister and Ernest Jones—art 
and fulfillment must remain in tension, artistic production always being a stand-in for 
the fulfillment of the artist’s baser instinctual drives.42  By insisting in his work on van 
Gogh that the artist’s desires were more fully fulfilled in making his painting than this 
popular Freudian view would suggest, Schapiro is here much closer to Dewey’s 
aesthetics than to a typically Freudian interpretation.  Indeed, as outlined above, the 
claim that art simply is the fulfillment of holistic desires of the organism is one of the 
most characteristic claims of Art as Experience. 

Of course, that Schapiro distanced his work from basic Freudian ideas despite his 
interest in psychoanalysis was thoroughly demonstrated in print by Schapiro in his essays 
“Freud and Leonardo: An Art Historical Study” and “Two Slips of Leonardo and One of 
Freud”—essays that likely respond as much to the prevalence of diluted Freudian 
interpretations around mid-century as to Freud’s original ideas.43  Therein Schapiro uses 
ordinary textual analysis to demonstrate the various faults with Freud’s study Leonardo 
da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood. The latter essay focuses on Freud’s overly strict 
determination of the meaning of the factual errors in Leonardo’s account of his father’s 
death, and the former focuses on the fallout of Freud’s reliance on a mistranslation of 
the Italian word “nibbio” in his interpretation of Leonardo’s painting The Virgin and Child 
with St. Anne.  In both instances, however, Schapiro’s critical assessments of Freud have 
much the same function as Schapiro’s criticisms of orthodox Marxism: they mediate a 
theory with deterministic implications by way of a more thoroughgoing empiricism and 
methodological individualism.  As Schapiro himself stated, Freudian theory “provides no 
bridge from the infantile experiences and the mechanisms of psychic development to 
the style of Leonardo’s art.”44  In other words, and as K. R. Eissler pointed out, Schapiro’s 
objections to Freud reflect a conflict between psychoanalysis and art history: the art 
historian reads the visible surface of the object and the psychoanalyst reads its 
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psychobiographic depth.45  Freud’s ultimate goal in analyzing Leonardo’s paintings is to 
understand Leonardo as a historical personage; Schapiro’s goal is to understand the 
directly observable visual configurations specific to Leonardo’s artistic practice.  In his 
insistence that there must be a “bridge” between psychobiography and the “style” of 
art, Schapiro shows how his criticisms of psychoanalysis stem from his desire to more 
thoroughly ground the analysis of art in the empirical experience of it. 

 
 A similar critique of the basic premises of Freudian theory is found in John 
Dewey’s writing.  In Dewey’s Human Nature and Conduct of 1922—a first edition of 
which is preserved in the so-called “Schapiro Books” at Columbia University46—Dewey 
criticizes psychoanalysis for its basis in “a separate psychic realm” and perhaps more 
poignantly for “[t]he transformation of social results in psychic causes.”47  By this Dewey 
means that psychoanalysis creates what he thought was a specious dualism between 
self and world in order to explain actions without clear causes.  While Schapiro was not 
nearly as dismissive of the very possibility of the unconscious as Dewey, his own 
criticisms of Freudianism similarly problematize its exclusive reliance on “a separate 
psychic realm” and for ignoring social causes.  For instance, in writing on Cézanne’s still 
lifes, Schapiro noted that 
 

[t]o rest with the explanation of the still-life as a displaced sexual interest 
is to miss the significance of still-life in general as well as important 
meanings of the objects on the manifest plane.  In the work of art the latter 
has a weight of its own and the choice of objects is no less bound to the 
artist’s consciously directed life than to an unconscious symbolism; it also 
has vital roots in social experience.48 
 

In keeping with Dewey’s objection mentioned above, Schapiro saw Freudian art criticism 
as failing to capture the multiple causal dimensions of artistic creation; conscious as well 
as social causes cannot be ruled out.  This is not, of course, to say that Schapiro’s 
criticisms of Freudianism grew directly out of Dewey’s criticisms or for that matter that 
Schapiro could not have formulated them himself independently.  But the parallel is 
important to note because, as we will see, Schapiro’s approach to social psychology was 
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directly and explicitly indebted to Pragmatism.  
 
 
 
 
Cézanne’s Experience and Schapiro’s Psycho-Social Art History 
 

In Schapiro’s widely read and celebrated essay “The Apples of Cézanne” of 1968, 
he analyzes Cézanne’s repeated fascination with apples by way of an investigation of the 
artist’s sexual desires as expressed in his poems and letters.  Schapiro’s explicit focus in 
this essay on the sexual content of Cézanne’s depictions of apples is, at first glance, 
deeply Freudian, and Schapiro acknowledged it as such.  As Schapiro himself puts it, 
“[b]y connecting his favored theme [of apples] with the golden apple of myth [Cézanne] 
gave it a grander sense and alluded also to that dream of sexual fulfillment which Freud 
and others of his time too readily supposed was a general goal of the artist’s sublimating 
effort.”49  Even here, however, in Schapiro’s explicit acknowledgement of Freud, 
Schapiro qualifies Freudian theories as too strong, as too ready to suppose a blanket 
cause of art.   
 Before making this critical nod to Freud, however, but after introducing the 
overall focus of his argument, Schapiro frames his interest in Cézanne’s apples using his 
own theory of still life painting, a theory whose direct and explicit connection to 
Pragmatism makes it worth quoting at length.  Whereas Schapiro left his reliance on 
Pragmatist ideas uncited in his work on van Gogh, in this instance he lays those sources 
bare: 
 

Still-life, I have written elsewhere, consists of objects that, whether 
artificial or natural, are subordinate to man as elements of use, 
manipulation and enjoyment; these objects are smaller than ourselves, 
within arm’s reach, and owe their presence and place to a human 
action, a purpose.  They convey man’s sense of his power over things in 
making or utilizing them; they are instruments as well as products of his 
skills, his thoughts and appetites.  While favored by an art that 
celebrates the visual as such, they appeal to all the senses and especially 
to touch and taste.  They are the themes par excellence of an empirical 
standpoint wherein our knowledge of proximate objects, and especially 
of the instrumental, is the model or ground of all knowledge.  It is in this 
sense that the American philosopher, George H. Mead, has said: ‘The 
reality of what we see is what we can handle.’50 
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By citing Mead approvingly and directly in this passage, Schapiro reveals two significant 
facts about his writing about Cézanne and his psycho-social approach more generally.  
First, Schapiro shows that he mediated his psychoanalytic reading of Cézanne’s painting 
by way of Pragmatism.  Mead’s proposition that “the reality of what we see is what we 
can handle” is a direct outgrowth of the pragmatic maxim and that maxim’s 
championing of effects or actionable consequences.  As the reader will remember from 
chapter one, Peirce himself acknowledged that Pragmatism was based on his reading of 
George Berkeley’s theory of vision, a theory that, just like Mead’s proposition, linked the 
perception of reality to tactile qualities and bodily movements, linked reality, in other 
words, to “what we can handle.”  Here the physical handling of reality—our imagined 
ability literally to pick up and grasp the objects depicted in still life paintings—becomes 
integral to our psychological handling of those same objects.  Second, by beginning this 
passage with the acknowledgment that his theory of still life predates this article, 
Schapiro further reveals the deep roots of his Pragmatist leanings.  In the passage 
quoted, Schapiro cites his own 1952 book on Cézanne as an earlier iteration of his 
Pragmatist theory of still life.  Because that book appeared just two years after his book 
on van Gogh, and as we will see shortly in more detail, it is important to read Schapiro’s 
adaptations of Dewey and Mead in those two texts as mutually reinforcing.    

Of course, it should also be emphasized that Schapiro’s pragmatist leanings 
revealed here are not tangential but rather fundamental to his overall argument about 
Cézanne’s painting.  The very force with which Schapiro makes his psycho-biographic 
claim about Cézanne’s apples rests on the validity of Mead’s adaptation of the pragmatic 
maxim, that “reality is what we can handle.”  If we do not accede that the power of still 
life painting in general and by definition relies on the potential of the objects in still lifes 
to have immediate bodily impacts on us, then Schapiro’s very claim that Cézanne’s 
apples are highly personal objects loses much of its weight; Mead’s general proposition 
lends credibility to the specific case Schapiro investigates.  As Schapiro was well aware, 
we as readers do not have the same personal relation to apples as Cézanne did.  We 
could, however, be said to have the same general relation to the objects represented in 
still life painting and that shared relation is what Schapiro draws on in order to frame his 
argument.    

With this context in mind, Schapiro’s 1952 book on Cézanne reveals in more 
detail how Schapiro adapted Pragmatist social-psychology to his art historical practice, 
and exactly why Schapiro thought of Cézanne’s paintings as revealing the validity of 
Pragmatist claims.  Therein Schapiro described Cézanne’s style as follows: 

 
The apple looks solid, weighty, and round as it would feel to a blind man; 
but these properties are realized through tangible touches of color each 
of which, while rendering a visual sensation, makes us aware of a 
decision of the mind and an operation of the hand.  In this complex 
process, which in our poor description appears too intellectual, like the 
effort of a philosopher to grasp both the external and the subjective in 
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our experience of things, the self is always present, poised between 
sensing and knowing, or between its perception and a practical ordering 
activity, mastering its inner world by mastering something beyond 
itself.51 [my emphasis] 
 

In this passage, Schapiro first frames Cézanne’s style of painting, his “touches of color,” 
as making us aware of the artist’s decisions.  Unlike purely mental decisions, however, 
Cézanne’s decisions have left remnants of themselves on the surface of his paintings and 
in observing those decisions, we, the observers of Cézanne’s painting and the readers of 
Schapiro’s essay, confront a self.  As Schapiro says, “the self is always present” in 
Cézanne’s paintings, a claim that he subsequently reinforces by describing Cézanne’s 
work as “a fusion of the self and nature,”52  suggesting that when we look at Cézanne’s 
paintings we inevitably experience something of the artist.  Crucially, however, the 
reason why Cézanne’s self is perceivable to us is because we can see in Cézanne’s 
“touches of color” the dynamic interaction between an individual and their world.  As 
Schapiro says, Cézanne’s paintings reveal to us an individual “mastering its inner world 
by mastering something outside itself,” a description that posits the self is emergent in 
an interaction with its environment.   
 Given Schapiro’s citation of Mead, it comes as no surprise that this 
understanding of the self finds one of its most robust expressions in Pragmatist social-
psychology.  One of John Dewey’s most famous ideas, one of the ideas that helped make 
his career, and an idea that Schapiro would have inevitably been familiar with having 
studied with Dewey in the 1920s is the reflex arc concept in psychology.53  By the reflex 
arc Dewey meant to recharacterize the traditional psychological dichotomy between 
stimulus and response.  This distinction is pervasive in psychology and philosophy more 
generally and finds parallels in the ubiquitous divisions of subject and object, mind and 
world, sensation and idea that often define approaches to the self or the individual.  On 
Dewey’s view, these divisions or dualisms as he often called them are unhelpful and 
inaccurate hypostatizations.  And in his attempt to expose this problem he borrowed 
from William James and used the example of a child reaching for the flame of a candle.54  
In traditional, hypostatized terms, the flame is understood as a stimulus and the child’s 
reaching for it is understood as the response.  The child’s subsequent feeling of pain at 
being burned is then a second stimulus and the withdrawal of their hand is a second 
response.  Dewey rejected this compartmentalized model for understanding the 
interaction between child and candle, individual and environment, mind and world.   

On Dewey’s view, the candle as stimulus is inseparable from the child’s entire life 
cycle, entire life of learning, and entire life of action that preceded the moment of seeing 
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the candle.  Those preceding actions shaped the desires and the very act of experiencing 
and wanting that led the child to reach for the candle.  And, thus, Dewey describes the 
child’s visual experience of the candle not as a “stimulus” but as a “seeing-for-reaching” 
and his subsequent visual experience of the candle after being burned by it as a “seeing-
of-a-light-that-means-pain-when-contact-occurs.”55  These hyphenated descriptors 
function to break up the hard separation between an internal mind and an external 
world and the interactive model that they propose is how Dewey imagined departing 
from a strict dualistic understanding of individuals and their environments.   

Needless to say, Schapiro’s claims about Cézanne’s paintings—that “the self is 
always present” in Cézanne’s work—are directly related to such anti-dualistic 
approaches.  On this view, Cézanne is not just a human body and mind, he is also the 
interactions between that body, that mind, and an environment, and Cézanne’s 
paintings are records of that formative interaction.  Because of this analytic parallel, we 
might imagine Schapiro adopting Dewey’s famous hyphenated descriptors—descriptors 
that were made even more famous by William James in his famous concept of the 
“stream of consciousness”—and describing Cézanne’s painting as part of a practice of 
“mastering-his-inner-world-by-mastering-something-outside-of-himself.”56  
 
 
 
 
Conclusion – The Life Roundtable and the Reception of Schapiro’s Psycho-Social Art 
History 
 

In hindsight, it is clear that part of the reason why the Pragmatist elements of 
Schapiro’s postwar psycho-social approach have gone largely unnoticed and unanalyzed 
is because his scholarship is heavily associated with the Marxist tradition, one that, 
despite its once perceived harmony with Pragmatism, today generally eschews those 
affinities.  With the rise of the New Left and the New Art History in the 1970 Marxist art 
historians began looking to Schapiro’s essays from the late 1930s, especially “The Social 
Bases of Art” and “The Nature of Abstract Art,” as key origins to and manifestos of 
Marxist method.57  Accordingly, when Schapiro’s scholarship from the ‘50s and ‘60s is 
analyzed, it is often criticized as compromising if not abandoning the ideas that once 
gave it its force, a negative reputation that makes understanding the once-perceived 
appeal and power of Schapiro’s postwar scholarship all the more difficult.58   Today it is 
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58 For an especially strong criticism of Schapiro’s later career see, Francis Frascina, “Meyer Schapiro’s 

Choice: My Lai, Guernica, MOMA and the Art Left, 1969-70, Parts 1 and 2,” Journal of 
Contemporary History, 30, no. 3 and 4 (Jul. and Oct., 1995): 481-511 and 705-728.  For other art 
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easy to forget that Schapiro’s books on van Gogh and Cézanne were central to the 
growth of his reputation as a scholar; they each went through multiple editions and are 
even still in print.   In light of this situation, Schapiro’s contribution to a panel debate on 
the value of modern art—held at the Museum of Modern Art and sponsored and 
published by Life magazine in 1948 (Fig. 3.4)—is especially valuable as the published 
version of that debate preserves one of Schapiro’s postwar psycho-social interpretations 
alongside its immediate reception.59  The panel was made up of 15 widely recognized 
experts on modern art, including such luminaries as Clement Greenberg, Aldous Huxley, 
Theodore Greene, H. W. Janson, and James Soby and it was organized with the explicit 
purpose of interpreting modern art for Life magazine’s popular readership.   

One of the artworks discussed by the panel was Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror 
(Fig. 3.5) and Schapiro began his interpretation of it as follows: 

 
Our knowledge of the human body is not only anatomical; there 

is also an image of the body which does not conform to the anatomist’s 
picture and is full of distortions and strange relationships.  When you 
have a toothache, for instance, one side of your face feels bigger than 
the other.  Your so-called ‘body image’ changes.  In a similar way, in 
fantasy, our conception of the bodies of others is affected by our 
feelings and desires. 

In painting the girl before the mirror, Picasso proceeds from his 
intense feeling for the girl, whom he endows with a corresponding 
vitality.  He paints the body contemplated, loved and self-
contemplating.  The vision of another’s body becomes an intensely 
rousing and mysterious process.  Picasso and other moderns have 
discovered for art the internality of the body, just as the Impressionists 
discovered blue shadows, which were at first a scandal.   

Thus, the body is represented both from outside and within, and 
in the mirror is still another image of the body.  I think that is a 
wonderful, magical, poetic idea, to show the human body which is 
ordinarily represented in one way—in its familiar surface form—as 
belonging to three different modes of experience, within one picture.  I 
don’t know of another painting in all history which does that.60 

 
Part of the undeniable force of this pithy and straightforward interpretation resides in 
Schapiro’s initial appeal to the everyday experience of his audience.  He speaks of “our” 
experience in general as human beings and only subsequently goes on to discuss 
Picasso’s painting as a representation of it.  The experience that Schapiro initially evokes, 
however, is not visual but rather the everyday feeling of a toothache, an experience that 
                                                 

historians who questioned Schapiro’s Marxism see note 24. 
59 Russell W. Davenport, “A Life Roundtable on Modern Art,” Life, October 11, 1948, 56-79. 
60 Ibid, 59. 
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despite its distance from the subject matter of the painting is nevertheless highly 
relevant because it is both common and strange.  As Schapiro points out, tooth aches 
make our bodies strange to ourselves.  The effectiveness of Schapiro’s subsequent 
interpretation rests in no small part on this initial general observation as it sets up an 
analogy between the viewer’s experience and Picasso’s as recorded in his depiction.   

Of course, Schapiro’s choice to begin his interpretation with such an analogy was 
no doubt informed by the moderator’s initial framing of Girl Before a Mirror.  The double 
face, distorted body, and the painting’s supersaturated color palette had been 
introduced to the group as representing a “crazy world” without “the warm natural 
values of life … without morals, and hence, without meaning.”61  Within this context, 
Schapiro’s strategy is precisely to reveal how the painting in fact captures and represents 
qualities that are familiar to and experienced by everyone.  No doubt at least in part to 
reinforce this fact, Schapiro continued his initial psychological framing of the painting 
with a subsequent exacting description of it that essentially shows how the painting 
achieves its effect:   

 
The woman outside the mirror is unbounded and her arm extends into 
the mirror image.  The mirror is strongly enclosed but by orange and 
black, two colors which pull apart with an enormous tension.  The face 
is lavender, and where normally there would be a shadow there is a 
brilliant yellow.  This is an inversion of the expected relation of the overt 
and the hidden.  The exposed profile is cool and pale and what is hidden 
and imagined, the unseen face, is an intense yellow, like a sun—a 
surprising and poetic idea.  In the mirror the reflected lavender becomes 
richer and warmer.  The vermillion and orange seem to grow out of it.62   
 

Beyond the content of the painting’s scene, here Schapiro highlights the painting’s 
formal tensions, inversions, and contrasts in order to reveal how Girl Before a Mirror 
conveys the hidden, multiple body images that Schapiro initially proposed.  Schapiro’s 
subsequent description of the image, in other words, acts as evidence for his initial 
suggestion and thereby leverages his psychologizing interpretation into an empirically 
observable reality.  The moderator notably confessed that Schapiro held the panel 
“spell-bound” during his description and “dazzled” his audience with his insights.  After 
Schapiro was finished it was noted that his observations were especially insightful 
because they seemed to be “confirmable by any layman,” that is, Schapiro’s propositions 
about Picasso’s painting could be tested by anyone through their own experience of it.63   

Such confirmation is, of course, only possible because Schapiro—much as in his 
interpretation of van Gogh’s Wheat Field with Crows—rather slyly elided the distinction 
between Picasso’s experience when creating Girl Before a Mirror and the viewer’s own 
                                                 
61 Ibid, 59. 
62 Ibid, 59. 
63 Ibid, 59. 
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experience when seeing the painting as Schapiro described it.  By describing Girl Before 
a Mirror as a “fantasy … affected by … desires” and as “proceed[ing] from [Picasso’s] 
intense feeling for the girl,” Schapiro’s interpretation elicits a transference between the 
artist and the viewer that, in this case, clearly worked.  Both the moderator of the panel 
and at least one of the other participates—Sir Leigh Ashton—affirmed the intense 
sensual, or even sexual, feelings that they experienced in looking at the picture while 
Schapiro described it.64  By way of Schapiro’s description, we as viewers of Picasso’s 
painting begin to experience it as we imagine Picasso himself had experienced it.  The 
shared experience between us, however, is not merely that we see the same lines and 
colors and shapes that Picasso did—although, as Schapiro’s description makes clear, 
those lines and colors and shapes are crucial.  We also begin—or at least believe we 
begin—to make the same associations, the same inferences; we begin to see the 
painting as Picasso himself saw it, engaged with it, and formed himself through it.  Much 
as with his descriptions of van Gogh’s paintings as “extensions of his being” and of 
Cézanne’s paintings as a “fusion of the self and nature,” here Schapiro frames Girl Before 
a Mirror as a record of a past transaction between Picasso and his environment and thus 
as a vestige of his past self.  In so doing the claim that we as viewers of Picasso’s painting 
can see or re-experience what Picasso experienced when making the painting becomes a 
possibility, for in so doing Picasso himself—the individual mind or being who formed 
himself in the process of making the painting—is put on display.  Such an approach 
parallels one of the tenets of Pragmatist social-psychology in that it relies on an 
understanding of the self that is radically extended into its surroundings. 

Describing Schapiro’s approach in these terms, of course, also reveals the real 
dangers inherent in it.  Schapiro’s psycho-social arguments rely on a psychological leap 
of faith that is, in this instance at least, precariously grounded more in mere observables 
than in historical evidence.  While Schapiro undoubtedly could have drawn on Picasso’s 
biography and the prominent role that his various lovers played in his life in order to 
support his claim, withholding that information made Schapiro’s interpretation all the 
more powerful as it grounded his assertions in direct visual experience that was 
immediately recoverable by his audience.65  Schapiro was thereby more readily able to 
exploit the parallel between an artist making a work of art and a viewer experiencing it 
so as to ostensibly transform his viewers into the very artist they were trying to 
understand.  Perhaps needless to say, without being more careful and explicit with how 
Pragmatist social psychology underwrites this claim, we are well justified in being 

                                                 
64 Ibid, 59 
65 The model for this painting was Picasso’s young mistress Marie-Thérèse Walter.  A Life magazine 

article from the previous year explicitly framed Picasso’s portraits in relation to his mistresses, 
even quoting Picasso’s claim that his new young mistress at the time, Françoise Gillot, was both 
“helping [him] with his work” and had “borne [him] a son.”  Thus, Schapiro would seem to be 
tacitly leveraging the fact that his fellow roundtable participants knew about the sexual life that 
lay behind Picasso’s paintings of young women.  See Charles C. Wertenbaker, “Picasso,” Life 
(October 13, 1947), 104. 
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suspicious of its full theoretical implications. 
The most prominent criticisms of Schapiro’s scholarship have not deemed his 

claims as too bold but rather have positioned his heavy reliance on mere observables to 
be atheoretical.  In a review of Schapiro’s Theory and Philosophy of Art—the fourth 
volume of his selected papers—W.J.T. Mitchell called Schapiro’s work “one of the most 
depressing episodes in art history’s continued failure to engage with theory and 
philosophy in the 20th century.”66  Even though Mitchell recognizes Schapiro’s work as 
fundamental to the introduction of new approaches and ideas into the field, for 
Mitchell, Schapiro’s postwar scholarship is marked by an all too conservative strain.  The 
very fact, for instance, that Schapiro thought he could disprove Martin Heidegger’s 
argument in “The Origin of the Work of Art” through empirical claims about van Gogh’s 
life and painting, and thus that he could “test” Heidegger’s theory, shows his reliance on 
an inappropriate and inapplicable model of theory from the natural sciences.   While 
Mitchell’s critique is fair in the sense that Schapiro’s criticisms of figures like Heidegger 
and Freud stem from his, and his field’s commitment to empiricism—a position which, 
within the humanities, can be tempting to describe as atheoretical—he overstates his 
case by claiming that Schapiro’s work was adverse or opposed to theoretical claims in 
general.  In fact, as I have shown throughout this chapter, much of Schapiro’s postwar 
writing can been read as attempts to reconcile two of the great theories of his time with 
the unavoidable place of direct visual experience within art historical argument, a 
reconciliation that he achieved largely thanks to his engagement with Pragmatist ideas. 

Undoubtedly, part of the success of Schapiro’s psycho-social approach is that it 
forfeits neither its empirical sensitivity to individual art objects nor its engagement with 
a theoretically compelling social psychology.  Much like Dewey and Mead, Schapiro’s 
commitment to empiricism did not entail reducing knowledge and experience to what 
we can see.  Schapiro worked from the outside in, from his empirical experience of the 
objects that compose the history of art to theoretical propositions about the causes that 
were responsible for that history. In doing so, Schapiro makes our own experiences 
absolutely central not only for understanding the objects that make up art history but 
also, and perhaps more importantly, for our ability to understand the historical causes, 
the agents, the selves, who were responsible for those objects.  And that is because, as 
Schapiro learned from Dewey and Mead, in our experience of those objects we 
experience much more than paint and canvas and bronze and stone; we also experience 
something of the past selves who both emerged in the process of making those objects 
and who, in their visibility to us in the present, make possible a Pragmatist psycho-social 
history of art.    

                                                 
66 W. J. T Mitchell, “Schapiro’s Legacy,” Art in America 83 (1995): 29-31. 
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Figure 3.1: Vincent van Gogh, Crow
s in a W

heat Field, 1890. 
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Figure 3.2: Vincent van Gogh, W
heat Field w

ith Rising Sun, 1889. 
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Figure 3.3: Paul Cezanne, Still Life with Plaster Cast of Amor, c.1894.  
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Figure 3.4: Life Magazine Round Table on Modern Art, Museum of Modern Art, 1948. 
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Figure 3.5: Pablo Picasso, Girl Before a Mirror, 1932. 
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Pragmatism and the Peircean Ground of Schapiro’s Semeiotic Art History 
 

In June 1952, Meyer Schapiro debated the applicability of mathematics to the 
study of visual art with Claude Lévi-Strauss at the International Symposium on 
Anthropology in New York.1  While this exchange preceded Schapiro’s first published 
attempt to bring the lessons of semiotics to bear on art historical analysis by more than 
15 years, it very much foregrounds and helps explicate that later work.  Schapiro 
developed the subsequent publication, “On Some Problems in the Semiotics of Visual 
Art: Field and Vehicle in Image-Signs” of 1969, directly out of his debate with Lévi-
Strauss, repeating the central claim of the earlier publication and even using the same 
heuristic diagram to do so.2  Harnessing the confrontation between these two 
intellectual giants as a pivot, in this chapter I argue that Schapiro’s disagreement with 
Lévi-Strauss and his insistence on the importance of accounting for a particular 
standpoint in a semiotic understanding of visual art betrays a Peircean and Pragmatist 
bent.  Schapiro’s lectures on semiotics show that he introduced and understood the 
field primarily in Peircean terms (see Appendix G), and, furthermore, his own later 
application of semiotics to art history also focuses on the “pragmatics” central to 
Peirce’s triadic framework.   
 As in my preceding chapters, I begin my argument by way of an analytic 
spectrum, in this case one that frames Schapiro’s disagreement with Lévi-Strauss in 
relation to the canonical semiotic systems of Peirce and Ferdinand de Saussure.  Even 
though Peirce’s and Saussure’s theories are well worn within the discipline, reiterating 
their specifics proves important for recovering the appropriate historical context of 
Schapiro’s semiotic arguments, for understanding how Schapiro’s claims are related to 
Peirce’s semiotics, and for understanding how that system is a correlate of the 
pragmatic maxim.  Against this background I analyze Schapiro’s confrontation with Lévi-
Strauss in detail before turning to analyses of both of Schapiro’s published forays into 
semiotics: his 1969 essay and his 1973 book Words and Pictures: On the Literal and 
Symbolic in the Illustration of a Text.  I then conclude with an evaluative discussion of 
the reception and legacy of Schapiro’s semiotic writing in relation to semiotics-based art 
history more generally. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 “Style” in An Appraisal of Anthropology Today, ed. Tax, Eiseley, Rouse, and Voegelin (Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 1953): 61-66. 
2 Meyer Schapiro, “On Some Problems in the Semiotics of Visual Art: Field and Vehicle in Image Signs” 
(1969), in Theory and Philosophy of Art: Style, Artist, and Society (New York: George Braziller, 1994): 
1-32.  I am indebted to Cynthia Persinger’s dissertation for this observation.  See her “The Politics of 
Style: Meyer Schapiro and the Crisis of Meaning in Art History,” Doctoral Dissertation, University of 
Pittsburgh, 2008. 
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Questions of Representation 
 

Within art history today, the very notion of semiotic interpretation is often if not 
categorically associated with the rise of poststructuralism.  Most famous in this regard is 
Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson’s 1991 article “Semiotics and Art History” which briefly 
rehashes the semiotic systems of both Peirce and Saussure primarily in order to reveal 
their potential as means to a deconstructive end.3  Bal and Bryson speak about “the 
theoretical skepticism of semiotics” in general and position the complex signifying 
dynamics that both Peirce’s and Saussure’s semiotic theories explicate as instruments 
for their own Derridean critique of art history’s aporias or “logocentrisms,” exemplified 
for them in the traditional art historical vocations of revealing the authorship, context, 
and reception of individual art objects.4  On this view, the very purpose of semiotic art 
history is to expose the hidden assumptions, false steps, and dead ends within art 
historical arguments, to show that art history is the interpretation of signs all the way 
down.  Needless to say, Meyer Schapiro’s semiotic writings are not based on this 
project, meaning that understanding the Pragmatist basis of his semiotic 
interpretations—let alone how that basis explains his differences with Lévi-Strauss—
necessitates reframing the very semiotics systems that Bal and Bryson’s article 
introduced. 

The characteristic distinctions of Saussure’s system—notably between the 
concept or signified and the sound-image or signifier—had precedents going all the way 
back to the ancients and found another important iteration in the 17th-century Port 
Royal writers Antoine Arnaud, Claude Lancelot, and Pierre Nicole, for whom “[t]he sign 
encloses two ideas, one of the thing representing, the other of the thing represented.”5  
Much in line with this rationalist tradition, the dyad of Saussure’s system was not 

                                                           
3 Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson, “Semiotics and Art History,” The Art Bulletin 73, no.2 (Jun. 1991): 
174-208.  Norman Bryson’s Calligram: Essays in New Art History from France (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988) also speaks to this development as the book essentially translates and 
compiles art historical applications of French poststructuralist theories.  A second poststructuralist art 
historian who should also be noted is Donald Preziosi.  Along with Bal and Bryson’s article, Preziosi’s 
The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998 and 2009) has also 
done much to solidify the poststructuralist reputation of semiotics within art history.  For Preziosi’s 
fullest statement of his views see, Rethinking Art History: Meditations on a Coy Science (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1989).  For a developed response to Preziosi’s claims see, Whitney Davis, 
“Review of Donald Preziosi, Rethinking Art History: Mediations on a Coy Science,” The Art Bulletin 72, 
no.1 (March 1990): 156-166.  The upsurge of interest in Lacanian psychoanalysis among art historians 
was also an important dimension to the rise of semiotic art history, Lacan’s theories being intimately 
connected to his theory of signs. 
4 Bal and Bryson, “Semiotics and Art History,” 174.  The term “logocentrism” comes from Derrida and 
while its adaptation to art historical purposes is part of Preziosi’s project rather than Bal and Bryson’s, 
Bal and Bryson might well have deployed it for their purposes as well. 
5 Quoted in Michel Foucault, The Order of Things, (1966; London: Tavistock, 1970), 63-64.  For the 
most comprehensive overview of the tradition of semiotics of which Saussure’s was a part see, Hans 
Aarsleff, From Locke to Saussure: Essays on the Study of Language and Intellectual History 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982). 
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between a physical object and its mental correlate but rather was cognitive on both 
sides.  As Saussure states, “[the signifier] is not the material sound, a purely physical 
thing, but the psychological imprint of the sound, the impression that it makes in our 
senses.”6  In Saussure’s model the signifier or sound-image is not independent of its 
conceptual correlate; the two are deeply bound together.  In clarifying this point, 
Saussure wrote that “[t]hought is the front and the sound the back [of a piece of paper]; 
one cannot cut the front without cutting the back at the same time.”7  Quite apart from 
the many nuances and ambiguities of this distinction, what is especially striking and 
radical about Saussure’s theory is how thoroughly mentalist it is.  In fact, Saussure’s 
theory is so mentalist that it excludes the physical object from the process of semiosis 
all together.  As part of the legacy of this position Bal and Bryson begin their 1991 article 
with the declaration that “[t]he basic tenet of semiotics … is antirealist.”8   

In light of the relative absence of structuralist interpretations in art history when 
compared to anthropological and other disciplines, the antirealist and highly mentalist 
dimension of Saussure’s system made it akin, albeit antithetically so, to Bryson and Bal 
poststructuralist goal.9  Under Saussure’s model of semiosis, art history’s traditional 
objects become “signifiers,” a proposition that forces art history into an absolute, 
synchronic study.  Even though this approach is powerful and useful for explaining art 
objects in historical context, as Bal and Bryson and sure to point out, it also reveals the 
persistent struggle to account for the diachronic differences and ambiguities in meaning 
that pervade the history of art.  Just because Saussure’s approach was in this important 
sense ahistorical, however, does not mean that he denied or was oblivious to the quite 
obvious fact that languages and other semiotic systems do change over time.  As Bal and 
Bryson rather quickly brush by, for Saussure the primary difficulty with the historical 
“mutability” of language was that “the individual does not have the power to change a 
sign in any way once it has become established in the linguistic community.”10  This 
statement, rather than the antirealism of signs, is the appropriate context for Saussure’s 
distinction between langue from parole—language as an abstract structure versus 
speaking or the use of that structure—as well as for Saussure’s commitment to 
separating language itself from its users and to transforming language into an abstract 
entity that could be studied on its own.   

As part of their critique of Saussure’s system, Bal and Bryson positioned Peirce’s 
semiotics as more akin to their own project, an analogy that is both analytically apt and 
yet precarious.  Even the briefest of analyses of Peirce’s theory shows why.  Peirce 
explained his triadic theory as follows: 
                                                           
6 Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, ed. Bally and Sechehaye, trans. Baskin (New York: 
Philosophical Library, 1959), 66. 
7 Ibid, 113.  
8 Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson, “Semiotics and Art History,” The Art Bulletin 73, no.2 (Jun. 1991): 
174-208. 
9 For an attempt to recapture the power of structuralist interpretation for art history in the wake of 
the discipline’s poststructuralist turn see, Thomas Crow, The Intelligence of Art (Chapel Hill, NC: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1999). 
10 Saussure, General Course in Linguistics, 69. 
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A sign, or representamen, is something which stands to somebody in some 
respect or capacity.  It addresses somebody, that is, creates in the mind of 
that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more developed sign.  That 
sign which it creates I call the interpretant of the first sign.  The sign stands 
for something, its object.  It stands for that object, not in all respects, but 
in reference to a sort of idea, which I sometimes called the ground of the 
representamen.11 
 

The sign or representamen for Peirce is roughly equivalent to Saussure’s “signifier,” it is 
the vehicle or mental representation that is used to stand for something else.  The 
object for Peirce is what the representamen stands for and thus is roughly equivalent to 
Saussure’s signified.   On both of these points, however, it is important to note that 
unlike Saussure, Peirce did ultimately connect his theory of semiosis to what he called 
Reals—physical objects in the world beyond our mental representations of them—and 
that he even radically held signs themselves to be real; thus Peirce’s semiotics is not, as 
Bal and Bryson suggest, anti-realist.12  The third part of Peirce’s theory, the interpretant, 
is what the individual engaged in the process of semiosis uses to join the representamen 
and object; the interpretant is, in effect, a sign of a sign; it is a mental representation of 
the relation between the sign and its object and because of this leads us to a deeper or 
as Peirce says “more developed” understanding of the “object” itself.  Poststructuralists 
often ignore this melioristic dimension of Peirce’s system and focus instead on Peirce’s 
claim that semiosis is on-going, infinite, highly dynamic, and highly individualized.   
 Peirce’s theory was, certainly, known by later structuralists like Roman Jakobson.  
And considering that Jakobson did slightly qualify his adaptation of Saussure’s theories 
with a functionalist tinge—that is, by emphasizing how signs were used—his work is 
closer to Peirce’s than Saussure’s was.  Nevertheless, Saussure’s binarism prevailed in 
structuralist writing.  As Émile Benveniste noted in the inaugural issue of Semiotica, 
“[s]omewhere, the universe must acknowledge the difference between the sign and the 
signified.  Every sign must be taken and understood in a system of signs.  That is the 
condition of signification.”13  Peirce’s triadic approach was, it would seem, too unwieldy 
to fit into the hermetic systems that in large part defined the structuralist paradigm.  

                                                           
11 Charles Sanders Peirce, The Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, ed. Hartshorne, Weiss, and 
Burks (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931-58): vol. 2, §228. 
12 For an analytic discussion of Peirce’s quite explicit realist commitments see, Peter Skagestad, The 
Road of Inquiry: Charles Sanders Peirce’s Pragmatic Realism (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1981).  On this point it is also important to note that Peirce conceived of his semeiotics as part of his 
broader philosophy of science, a project that aimed at experimental results.  Peirce spent many years 
conducting pendulum experiments for the US Coast and Geodetic Survey—work that contributed to 
cartography—and his Photometric Researches of 1878 is still considered to be a contribution to 
astronomy.  For an account of how Peirce’s philosophy of science fits into his applied work as a 
scientist see, Joseph Brent, Charles Sanders Peirce: A Life (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1993). 
13 Émile Benveniste, “Sémiologie et la langue,” Semiotica (Paris: Mouton, 1969) : 1-2. 
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And on this point the distance that structuralist writers maintained between their work 
and Peirce’s may have been justified.  Peirce himself never finished his semiotics; he 
subdivided his general triadic model into 66 sub-compartments, painstakingly described 
how his various terms necessarily and continually nested within each other, and 
predicted that 59,049 terms were in fact necessary to complete his system.14  The 
complexity of Peirce’s model was, thus, at best formidable and at worst verging on 
incoherence. 

To clarify the nuances, complexities, and implications of Peirce’s approach—and 
thereby further differentiate it from the poststructuralist project—it is helpful to trace 
an example that Peirce gives of semiosis.15  Doing so fleshes out both what Peirce meant 
by his triadic terminology and helps frame why his approach is directly related to his 
Pragmatism.  Take hardness as the example.  In such a case the representamen would 
be the word or utterance “hard” and the object would be the physical, experiential 
quality of hardness.  Depending on who is experiencing this representamen and object 
together—say, a layman versus a mineralogist—the interpretant that is used to join 
them and create a deeper understanding will be different.  For both the layman and the 
mineralogist, there is first an immediate and direct feeling that is used to associate the 
representamen with the object.  There is a kind of raw experience from which the 
process of semiotic association starts: the smoothness, coolness, and heft of glass for 
example.  Second there is a differential understanding that emerges; it is widely known 
that diamonds are harder than glass and thus when the representamen “hard” is 
associated with the physical quality of hardness that association is mediated by its 
relative hardness in comparison to other “hard” phenomena.  Third, and this is perhaps 
where the mineralogist most evidently departs from the layman, there is a habit of 
action that is brought to bear on the differential understanding of the association of the 
representamen “hard” with the experiential quality of hardness.  We can imagine that a 
mineralogist would more readily keep a diamond ring away from a window pane than a 
layman precisely because mineralogists are more aware, more attuned, to the 
differential scale of hardness that describes both “hard,” “glass,” and “diamond.”  
Mineralogists are more prepared to act on that differential scale, more certain of its 
meaning and truth, than laymen and because of this Peirce would say that they have a 
more reticulated understanding of hardness itself.   

Peirce called these three types of experience of semiotic association different 
ontological modes or categories that he labeled Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness.16  
They are but one of the many triadic divisions that pervade and compose his semiotic 
theory; the more commonly known division of icon, index, symbol is another.  Whereas 

                                                           
14 For a helpful breakdown of Peirce’s theory into its various parts see, Paul Weiss and Arthur Burks, 
”Peirce’s Sixty-Six Signs,” The Journal of Philosophy 42, no.14 (Jul. 5 1945): 383-388. 
15 Charles Sanders Peirce, “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” (1878), The Essential Peirce, vol. 1, ed. 
Houser and Kloesel (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1992): 124-141. 
16 For a discussion of these categories by Peirce see, Charles Sanders Peirce, “Sundry Logical 
Conceptions” (1903), in The Essential Peirce, vol. 2, ed. Houser and Kloesel (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 1998): 267-288. 
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the latter is more readily applicable to art history because it is a classification of the very 
“objects” that art historians traditionally study, the former is more fundamental to 
Peirce’s theory as it provides the foundation upon which those later triadic divisions 
stand.  Peirce’s ontological categories are the framework within which those 
subsequent triadic divisions are made.  I highlight the fundamental role that Peirce’s 
ontological categories play in his semiotic theory because they provide both a base upon 
which his massive semiotic theory was constructed and point towards how that theory 
was a correlate of his Pragmatism.  Just like the pragmatic maxim—which the reader will 
remember equates of the “effects” of conceptions with those conceptions themselves—
Peirce’s ontological categories describe thought itself in relation to the effects and 
actionable consequences of our conceptions.  In the example above, our conception of 
the hardness of glass is made up first of its smoothness, coolness, and heft, second of its 
relative hardness in comparison to other hard phenomena, and third of the habits of 
action that we have developed in relation to it.  While this premise does parallel 
poststructuralism’s insistence on the operative role of the individual in the creation of 
knowledge, the effects and consequences that are central to Peircean semiotics are part 
of the progressivism and experimentalism inherent in his Pragmatism and are very much 
at odds with the skepticism and antirealism that Bal and Bryson championed.   
 
 
 
 
Schapiro and Lévi-Strauss on Style 
 
 Meyer Schapiro’s debate with Lévi-Strauss in 1952 betrays a Peircean bent, most 
specifically in his insistence on the variability of semiosis depending on the individual 
involved.  Schapiro’s familiarity with these Peircean ideas almost certainly dates back to 
his undergraduate days at Columbia in the early 1920s; in addition to his coursework 
with Dewey—which bears mentioning in this context as Dewey himself was both an 
early historian of Pragmatism and an early interpreter of Peirce’s semiotics17—
Schapiro’s transcript reveals that he took a course in the History of Philosophy and a 
course in Philosophical Methodology, the latter of which specifically dealt with 
“Pragmaticism,” the epithet that Peirce gave to his specific version of semiotic-based 
Pragmatism.18  Moreover, in the 1930s Schapiro himself began a never-finished 
typescript on “The Origins of Pragmatism,” and while Peirce goes unmentioned in it, the 
paper’s very existence shows that Schapiro was well aware of the debates pertaining to 

                                                           
17 John Dewey, “Peirce’s Theory of Linguistic Signs, Thought, and Meaning,” The Journal of Philosophy 
43, no.4 (Feb. 14, 1946): 85-95.  
18 This course was taught by William Pepperell Montague, one of the New Realists, a group of 
American philosophers for whom Peirce’s philosophy was especially important.  I am indebted to 
Daniel Esterman for Schapiro’s transcript.  The course description is preserved in the bound edition of 
the 1923-24 Columbia College Course Bulletin in the Rare Books and Manuscript Library of Columbia 
University.  
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the roots of that philosophical tradition: that is, the Metaphysical Club and the writing 
of Charles Sanders Peirce.19   

Schapiro’s interest in and confrontation with Pragmatist semiotics clearly 
continued in subsequent decades and did not merely resurface later as part of the 
growth of semiotic studies in the 1960s and ‘70s.  For instance, thanks to his 
participation in the Encyclopedia of the Unified Sciences, in 1941, Schapiro was invited to 
participate as a principal speaker in a conference on “Communication and the Theory of 
Signs” at the University of Chicago.20  While Schapiro never finished his contribution to 
that encyclopedia—an ongoing project that had contributions by such luminaries as 
Rudolph Carnap, Otto Neurath, Bertrand Russell, John Dewey, and Thomas Kuhn—his 
involvement with it was undoubtedly productive for his own later work on semiotics.  
Schapiro had planned to write a monograph for that publication on “The Interpretation 
and Judgment of Art,” and while no typescripts with that specific name remain extant, 
some of his lectures for his course on the “Theories and Methods of Art History,” which 
ran from the 1950s to the 1970s, do share that title.21  In light of this relation, one might 
predict that those lectures not only address the possibility of Peircean semiotics for the 
study of art but that they also do so through the terms of the man who was both most 
responsible for the development of semiotics at midcentury in the United States and 
who had invited Schapiro to speak on semiotics at Chicago in 1941: Charles W. Morris. 

Often forgotten by art historians today, Morris was a student of George Herbert 
Mead, had strong Pragmatist leanings, and openly framed his work as a development of 
Peirce’s.  While Morris was more thoroughly behavioristic in his approach to semiotic 
than Peirce—Morris extended the process of semiosis to animal behavior as well as to 
human cognition—Morris agreed with Peirce on the fundamental idea that “something 
is a sign only because it is interpreted as a sign of something by some interpreter … 
Semiotic, then, is not concerned with the study of a particular kind of object, but with 
ordinary objects in so far (and only in so far) as they participate in semiosis.”22  Unlike 
Saussure, Morris followed Peirce in defining semiotics not as the study of signs as 
special objects or systems of thought but rather with the study of semiosis as a 
ubiquitous act that pervades empirical experience.  Morris, like Peirce, put the 
interpreter at the center of his semiotics.  Consequently, when Morris discussed works 
of art as signs in his essay “Esthetics and the Theory of Signs” of 1938, he recognized his 
efforts as agreeing “in all essentials with the formulation given by John Dewey in Art as 
Experience.”23  Indeed, and as Morris himself noted, by distinguishing between the art 
product and the work of art, Dewey too can be said to have embraced Peirce’s semiotic 

                                                           
19 Meyer Schapiro, “The Origins of Pragmatism,” Meyer Schapiro Collection, Subseries IV.3, Box 235, 
Folder 38. Columbia University Libraries. 
20 Charles W. Morris to Meyer Schapiro, April 19, 1941.  Meyer Schapiro Collection, Series II, Box 149, 
Folder 18, Columbia University Libraries. 
21 An example of one of these lectures in presented in Appendix G. 
22 Charles W. Morris, Foundations of a Theory of Signs (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1938): 4. 
23 Charles W. Morris, “Esthetics and the Theory of Signs,” in Writing of the General Theory of Signs 
(The Hague: Mouton, 1971), 415.  
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because Dewey’s aesthetics, just like Peirce’s theory, places individual action, rather 
than individual objects, at the center of his theory of art.24 

Keeping this background in mind is key for understanding the debate between 
Lévi-Strauss and Schapiro at the 1952 symposium because their disagreement pivoted 
on the differences between their respective structuralist and pragmatist approaches.  
Whereas Schapiro developed his semiotic writings by way of Morris, Dewey, and Peirce, 
Lévi-Strauss developed his famous structuralist approach out of his belated 
confrontation with Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics.  While that course had been 
published from student notes in 1916, its influence had largely been contained to its 
own field; in the 1920s and ‘30s it acted as an important cornerstone in the work of the 
Prague School of linguistics and for that school’s most well-known representative, 
Roman Jakobson.   After the vast intellectual migration that proceeded from the Nazis’ 
ascension to power, however, Jakobson and Lévi-Strauss ended up as colleagues at the 
New School of Social Research, and it was there that, as François Dosse has noted, 
structural anthropology was born.25  Even a cursory reading of Lévi-Strauss’s ground-
breaking book The Elementary Structures of Kinship of 1949 reveals, among other 
influences, the characteristic features of Saussure’s system: synchronic analysis and 
dyadic, or differential, structures of meaning.  Because of this analytic similarity, one 
might expect to learn that Lévi-Strauss both attended what he termed Jakobson’s 
“dazzling” classes in New York and was encouraged to write his pioneering and 
prototypical structuralist argument by Jakobson himself.26   

Much in keeping with these commitments, in his debate with Schapiro, Lévi-
Strauss’s basic proposition was that mathematics should be applicable to styles of visual 
art because “the human mind is working unconsciously along similar lines to nature’s.”27  
And since one would not doubt that mathematics can be used to describe the 
morphology of a natural phenomenon like a crystal—i.e., a crystal’s form in terms of its 
geometry—it stands to reason that it must be possible to describe the style of visual art 
in mathematical relationships, that is, independently of visual art’s relation to 
individuals, social institutions, technology, or any external factor.  Mathematics, in other 
words, promises to describe visual art hermetically, that is purely in its own terms.  
While Lévi-Strauss agreed with Schapiro that doing so poses many difficulties because 
works of visual art are often much more complex than the basic structures of nature, in 
typical Saussurian fashion, he insisted that “the relationship between two art forms” 
could be mathematicized.  Lévi-Strauss continued: 
                                                           
24 On this point it is important to note that Morris and Dewey disagreed on some of the finer points 
of Peirce’s theory.  For a recapitulation and analysis of their disagreement see, Jonathan D. Moreno, 
“The Dewey-Morris Debate in Retrospect,” Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society 19, No. 1 
(1983): 1-12. 
25 Francois Dosse, History of Structuralism: vol. 1, The Rising Sign, 1945-1966, trans. Glassman 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 12.  
26 Claude Lévi-Strauss, De près et de loin (Paris : Odile Jacob, 1988), 7.  For more context on Lévi-
Strauss’s confrontation with structuralist ideas by way of Jakobson see, Lévi-Strauss, preface to 
Roman Jakobson, Six Lectures on Sound and Meaning, trans. J. Mephan (Sussex: Harvester, 1978). 
27 Claude Lévi-Strauss, “Style” in An Appraisal of Anthropology Today, 62. 
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[E]ven if it were not possible to define in mathematical terms what a 
[complex phenomenon like a] tree is, it would remain possible to define 
the kind of transformation making it possible to pass from, let us say, an 
oaklike tree form to a firlike tree form because the redundancy of the 
system (as linguists would say)—that is, what makes a tree—can be left 
out and replaced by another and much simpler question, namely, that of 
the difference between two kinds of trees.  When I tried to use 
mathematical devices to study kinship systems [in The Elementary 
Structures of Kinship], some mathematicians objected that this was 
impossible, since there is no mathematical way to define what marriage is.  
This was settled when a mathematician (Professor Weil, of Chicago) 
remarked that the question was irrelevant, since not marriage but 
relationships between marriage forms was the object of the study.28 
[original emphasis] 
 

Lévi-Strauss’s example of a tree in this quote is the same heuristic example found in 
Saussure’s General Course in Linguistics and in Lévi-Strauss’s reuse of it we see just how 
important the prototypical marks of structuralist semiotics are to Lévi-Strauss’s 
approach.29  On his view, relational differentiation is an almost infinitely powerful tool, 
one that Lévi-Strauss deploys to see through the fleeting vagaries of empirical 
experience in order to reveal the enduring and more permanent organizational forms 
that lay behind individual objects.  It is in this context that Lévi-Strauss’s later comment 
that “symbols are more real than what they symbolize”30 should be understood.  For 
Lévi-Strauss symbols are “more real” precisely because they are abstracted from 
experience and are the enduring and permanent qualities that multiple experiences 
share.  The potential realness of these structures is precisely what led Lévi-Strauss’s 
structuralist followers to attempt to “confederate the human sciences around the study 
of the sign.”31  

In his response to Lévi-Strauss’s position, Schapiro claimed that the major 
problem with a mathematical approach to styles of visual art is its inability to account 
for the dynamics of an individual’s perceptual experience, specifically its inability to 
describe the experience of looking at a work of art from an individual’s viewpoint.  To 
clarify his reservation, Schapiro raised the example of looking at a simple linear diagram 
of an unevenly divided rectangle upside down (Figs. 4.1 and 4.2).  In the absence of 
some hypothetical and non-existent algorithmic operator, in basic mathematical terms 
this object would be identical to its right-side up counterpart; yet our actual visual 
experiences of the two iterations of the same diagram would be fundamentally 
different.  Building on this insight, and as if conducting an experiment with his fellow 
                                                           
28 Ibid, 68.  
29 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 66-67. 
30 Claude Lévi-Strauss, “Introduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss,” (London: Routledge, 1987), 37 
31 Dosse, History of Structuralism, vol. 1, 388. 
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symposium members, next Schapiro added two dots to the same diagram and noted 
how such dots create a certain tension or pull in the diagram (Fig. 4.3).  The obvious 
point here is that that experiential quality—the tension that the addition of two simple 
dots creates in our experience of the diagram—is very real but nonetheless very subject 
or viewer dependent.  One could understandably doubt, for instance, if such a quality 
would even be communicable or translatable to someone who could not see.  And just 
in case there was any additional doubt that this felt quality of our experience was 
unconducive to mathematicization, Schapiro then continued his diagrammatic 
experiment by turning those two dots into eyes (Fig. 4.4).  Certainly, as Schapiro 
suggests, the meaning and expressiveness of looking at depicted eyes in cultural objects 
is something that is so inherently visual that translating it into any other communicative 
system—mathematic or linguistic or otherwise—would not produce something 
equivalent. 

As an explanation of why this disjunction is the case, Schapiro offers a brief aside 
on the difference between the function and meaning of a line in plane geometry versus 
an artistic line:   

 
For a mathematician proving a theory, it does not matter whether he 
draws [a line] in red chalk or white chalk.  It does not matter whether his 
triangle is big or small or to the right or left of the blackboard.  But for an 
artist the precise thickness or thinness of a line and the colors and the 
position with respect to others—these are really constituent factors.32  
  

Here again, Schapiro’s point is that mathematics is done without a specific vantage 
point; to put it in more current terms, the signs of visual art are unusually dense.33  That 
structural, mathematic approaches to visual art are not typically sensitive to this 
dynamic is even evident in their very name.  “Structure” is a term that does not apply to 
what is directly observable; Lévi-Strauss himself even admitted at the same 1952 
conference that a structure is something that transcends individual empirical 
observations.  Schapiro’s whole point, of course, is that since visual art objects are 
themselves meant to be seen, are constructed with and for the dynamics and 
ambiguities of visual perception itself; studying them apart from such dynamics 
abstracts away their very distinctiveness.34 
 
 
                                                           
32 Meyer Schapiro, “Style” in An Appraisal of Anthropology Today, 65. 
33 For an account of this dynamic within art history see, Whitney Davis, Masking the Blow: The Scene 
of Representation in Late Prehistoric Egyptian Art (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1992), 
esp. 242-248.  For a philosophical account see, Nelson Goodman, Languages of Art (Indianapolis, IN: 
Hackett, 1972).  
34 Schapiro’s commitment to understanding visual art in terms of the “semiotic density” of artistic 
creation testifies both to his championing of Abstract Expressionist painting as well as to his lack of 
interest in the art that followed from it.  Jack Burnham’s The Structure of Art of 1973, for instance, 
directly challenges Schapiro’s presuppositions. 
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Schapiro’s “On Some Problems in the Semiotics of Visual Art”  
 
 As initially suggested, Schapiro’s first published essay to explicitly deal with the 
applicability of semiotics to visual art developed out of his confrontation with Lévi-
Strauss’s structuralism, and this despite the fact that that first essay did not appear in 
print until 1969, some 17 years after the International Symposium on Anthropology.  
Nevertheless, just like his criticism of Lévi-Strauss at that symposium, Schapiro’s much 
later “On Some Problems in the Semiotics of Visual Art: Field and Vehicle in Image-
Signs” was largely critical of any semiotic understanding of visual art that abstracted 
from specific vantage points.  In making this argument in 1969, however, rather than 
frame it in relation to the limits of a mathematic study of visual art, Schapiro 
investigated and qualified the purported “arbitrariness” of various conventional tropes 
of image-making.  On Schapiro’s view, approaching art objects as if they were truly 
arbitrary frames the meaning of those objects as if their meaning were a product of 
their internal relations and their relative place in an abstract system rather than as tied 
to the natural conditions of human perception.  Accordingly, even though the history of 
visual art is chalk full of various non-mimetic and thus at least partially conventional 
aspects of image-making—for instance, the various grounds, frames, and exaggerated 
scales that appear throughout art’s history—those conventions cannot be said to be 
truly arbitrary as they are still expressive regardless of whether or not we are 
knowledgeable of the convention of which they are a part.  For instance, when we look 
at the “Relief of Ur Nanshe” from c. 2550 BCE (fig. 4.5), even though the figures 
depicted are plainly informed by a conventional scale that both governs their 
proportional sizes and that is foreign to us, we still understand that the bigger figures in 
the relief are more important or significant because of our intuitive and natural sense of 
space in our everyday world.   
 Obviously, the notion that signs are arbitrary and that their meaning is the 
product of their relative place in a system of signs is one of the grounding claims of 
Saussure’s General Course in Linguistics.  That claim is part and parcel of Saussure’s 
dyadic and synchronic approach.  If signifiers were not arbitrary and contained some 
aspects that were naturally meaningful to their users, then the very proposition that 
one could study language apart from its users—that is, apart from the source of 
signifiers’ naturally meaningful qualities—would be problematic.  Since Schapiro’s 1969 
essay is largely a qualification of the applicability of understanding some of the most 
ubiquitous signs in visual art as arbitrary, it is clear that that essay is a further extension 
of his earlier criticism of structuralism and its attempt to objectify visual art by severing 
it from its users. 
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In case the analytic similarity between the 1969 essay and 1952 debate was not 
evident enough, the continuity between them is solidified by Schapiro’s use of the same 
heuristic diagram in both texts: an unevenly divided rectangle (Fig. 4.1) and its opposite 
(Fig. 4.2).  In the 1969 essay, these diagrams reappear and their “non-commutative” 
nature is again highlighted.  To make his point this second time, Schapiro notes the 
obvious but nevertheless poignant fact that if an architect were to base the design of a 
façade on one of these diagrams the result would be radically different than the result 
of having chosen the other.  In the context of Schapiro’s argument, this simple point is 
meant to highlight that there are certain grounding or a priori principles of our visual 
experience of elementary forms that are naturally acquired and hence cannot be 
considered to be arbitrary.  He points out that “[t]he qualities of upper and lower are 
probably connected with our posture and relation to gravity and perhaps reinforced by 
our visual experience of earth and sky.”  And continues that “[w]e live more in the 
horizontal dimension than the vertical … [that] [t]he felt space of everyday experience is 
anisotropic.”35  In other words, due to our human nature, due to the natural vantage 
point of visual experience, visual forms acquire meaning quite independently of their 
place in an arbitrary system of relations.   

 
 
 
 
Schapiro’s Words and Pictures 
 

Schapiro was, patently, aware that a behavioristic approach to semiotics existed, 
that it had been developed by Charles Sanders Peirce, and that it was a correlate of 
Peirce’s pragmatism.  Even though Schapiro did not cite Peirce in any of his published 
writings on the semiotics of visual art, his lectures on the subject reveal that he 
understood the field in Peircean terms and his most developed application of semiotics 
to visual art betrays an evident Peircean inclination.  The essay-length book, Words and 
Pictures: On the Literal and Symbolic in the Illustration of a Text, was not published until 
1973, however, much like his 1969 essay on semiotics, it had much earlier origins.  
Analyzing that text, both in its early and published forms, lays Schapiro’s Peircean 
commitment bare. 

Schapiro remarked in the acknowledgments to the version of Words and Pictures 
published in 1996 that the book had its origins in a lecture he gave to the Seminar on 
Hermeneutics at Columbia University in April 1960 and that he presented the substance 
of it at a symposium held at St. Mary’s College, Notre Dame, Indiana in November 1969.  
While both of those drafts were undoubtedly folded into the published form of the text, 
lectures that Schapiro gave as part of his course on the “Theories and Methods of Art 
History” in 1963 are in fact more revealing of its presuppositions (see Appendix G for 

                                                           
35 Meyer Schapiro, “On Some Problems of the Semiotics of Visual Art” (1969), in Meyer Schapiro - 
Theory and Philosophy of Art: Style, Artist, and Society (New York: George Braziller, 1994), 15. 
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the full lecture).  For whereas the published and extant typescripts of the publicly 
presented forms of the text leave the theoretical sources of Schapiro’s thought implicit 
and undiscussed, Schapiro’s course lectures do not.  In those lectures, Schapiro quite 
naturally used the content of his nascent book on semiotics to illustrate his discussion of 
the applicability of semiotics to art history.  Before delving into the specific illustrations 
that he used, however, he gave the following summary of semiotics as a field: 

 
[The] branch of science called semiotics (the term is used already by Locke 
who appreciated the importance of signs) … was developed by the 
American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce, friend of William James.  
[Peirce was a p]ioneer in mathematical logic who wrote fundamental 
studies of the nature of signs and communication; he tried to do so in a 
scientific way.  [A] book by Charles Morris which summarizes [Peirce’s] 
theory, [Foundations of the Theory of Signs of 1938] remarks on art as a 
semiotic system.  In semiotics there is a branch called semantics which 
deals with the relationship of signs to objects, that is designations and 
denotations, and there is a part which deals with the rules governing the 
grouping or syntax, or syntactics, and there’s finally a branch which deals 
with the relationships of the signs to the uses of the signs, this is called 
pragmatics.  These three constitute the major fields of semiotics …36 
 

What is important to note about this heuristic summary of semiotics is that Schapiro 
leaves Saussure out of his discussion all together.  Schapiro’s earlier exchanges with high 
structuralists like Lévi-Strauss in the 1950s, of course, shows that he was familiar with 
their alternative approach.  And while a more thorough definition of semiotics may have 
been warranted for publication or even perhaps for professional presentation, for the 
purposes of his course, defining semiotics via Peirce and Morris no doubt helped him 
frame and explicate his subsequent examples.  In fact, as Schapiro’s students would 
soon learn, the images that Schapiro used to illustrate his Peircean definition of 
semiotics, were the same illustrations that he would published in Words and Pictures 
some ten years later.  
 Those examples were each depictions of a single passage from the Old 
Testament: Exodus 17: 9–13, the story of Moses battling the Amalekites.  In introducing 
the images, Schapiro followed the King James version of the passage and translated it as 
follows. 
 

9. And Moses said to Joshua: Choose out men for us and go out to fight 
with Amalek.  Tomorrow I will stand on the top of the hill with the rod 
of God in my hand. 

                                                           
36 Meyer Schapiro, “Lecture on the concept of style in philosophy of history, interpretation, and 
semiotics,” Meyer Schapiro Collection, Subseries III.2.1, Box 184, Folder 7, Columbia University  
Archives. 
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10. So Joshua did as Moses had said to him, and fought with Amalek; and 
Moses, Aaron, and Hur went up to the top of the hill. 

11. And when Moses held up his hands, Israel prevailed; and when he let 
down his hand, Amalek prevailed. 

12. But Moses’ hands were heavy.  So they took a stone, and put it under 
him, and he sat on it.  And Aaron and Hur stayed up his hands on both 
sides.  And his hands were steady until the going down of the sun. 

13. And Joshua discomfited Amalek and his people with the edge of the 
sword.37 

 
Schapiro notes in the beginning of Words and Pictures that his interest in this passage 
stems from the fact that in “a great part of visual art … [t]he painter and sculptor had 
the task of translating the word … into a visual image.”38  And yet, even though such 
artworks often depict the exact same passage of the exact same text, as images they will 
almost undoubtedly be radically different. These differences arise in no small part 
because of the makers of images and the audiences for them; a focus that approaches 
the semiotics of visual art as a process of active semiosis, one where signs of signs, or 
Peircean interpretants, are the motors of difference.  In focusing his study of the 
semiotics of visual art in this way, Schapiro directs his attention squarely to what he had 
introduced to his students as the branch of semiotics called pragmatics: how signs are 
used, that is, precisely the dimension of semiotics that structuralists like Saussure 
sought to excise from their study.  Indeed, the whole point of the various images that 
Schapiro addresses in Words and Pictures—and I will look at some of those images 
below—is that they are different despite their shared referent.  Such a focus allowed 
Schapiro to highlight what we can, following Peirce, call the Thirdness of his examples, 
the ontological mode that, as the reader will remember, just like the pragmatic maxim, 
equates meaning with effects.  Through such a Pragmatist framing, the images 
themselves become effects or interpretants; they become the very interpretations that 
Exodus 17:9–13 can provoke in its readers and thus its meaning.  Turning to Schapiro’s 
actual examples adds clarity here. 
 The first image that Schapiro uses to illustrate his point (Fig. 4.6) comes from a 
13th-century manuscript known as the Oxford Moralized Bible.  On the upper edge of 
the upper medallion you see Moses depicted above a battle with his arms being held up 
on either side by Aaron and Hur in an outstretched, crucifix-like pose.  As Schapiro 
notes, the text that accompanies this image explains that Moses’s pose is symbolic of 
Christ and is meant as a symbolic foreshadowing of the lower medallion, which depicts 
priests praying before Christ at an altar.  This juxtaposition thus interprets the Old 
Testament story of Moses battling the Amalekites as if that story portended the coming 
of Christ; the miraculous power of Moses’s pose during the battle with the Amalekites is 
                                                           
37 Meyer Schapiro, “Words and Pictures: On the Literal and the Symbolic in the Illustration of a Text” 
(1973), Words, Script, and Pictures: Semiotics of Visual Language (New York: George Braziller, 1996), 
25-26. 
38 Ibid, 11. 
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connected to the truth and power of Christ’s message.  In analyzing this image in basic 
Peircean terms we can say that the sign or representamen is Exodus 17:9–13, the object 
is Moses praying with Aaron and Hur, and the interpretant is Moses presaging the 
coming of Christ through his crucifix-like pose. 
 The second image that Schapiro uses to illustrate his point (Fig. 4.7) also comes 
from the 13th-century but is found in a Hebrew manuscript.  In it, instead of Moses 
holding out his arms in a cross-like or Christ-like pose, he brings his hands together in 
front of his chest.  And as the inscription states, since it is a depiction of Exodus 17:9-13, 
Aaron and Hur are still present and they still hold up Moses’s arms.  The difference in 
Moses’s posture here can be accounted for by the very fact that this image was 
intended for a Jewish viewer; with Moses’s hands held in towards his chest he no longer 
prefigures the coming of Christ and thus Exodus 17:9-13 is no longer conscripted into a 
Christian narrative.  In Peircean terms we can say that while the sign or representamen 
of this image is still Exodus 17:9-13, and the object is still Moses praying with Aaron and 
Hur, the interpretant is no longer Moses symbolizing Christ.  That the scene no longer 
explicitly lays bare some theological content in excess of the specific Old Testament 
passage does not make it any less of an interpretant.  The clothing of the figures and 
style in which this image was made, for instance, place it within a certain context of 
image making that is quite obviously in excess of anything directly stated in the original 
passage. 
 A third image that Schapiro uses to illustrate his point also comes from the 13th-
century but in this version Moses, Aaron, and Hur are shown in profile (Fig. 4.8).  
Moreover, in this image the battle is being fought next to Moses instead of below him.  
Schapiro notes that this variation of the scene shifts the emphasis of the story from 
Moses as a symbolic figure that foreshadows the coming of Christ to a figure that is 
more than merely intellectual.  By bringing Moses down to the same horizontal plane as 
the ongoing battle and by depicting his body in profile just like that of the soldiers, 
Moses’s is transformed into an everyday figure and the miraculous story of his simple 
act of praying affirms the power that that simple act has in the everyday world of the 
reader.  In short, here Moses’s praying during the Battle of the Amalekites is used to 
illustrate the power of prayer in everyday life.  By highlighting the idea that symbols are 
not merely intellectual but also take on their meaning thanks to their practical, enactive 
qualities, Schapiro again emphasizes his interest in and focus on the pragmatic 
dimension of signs that was anathema to Saussure’s approach but an important mark of 
Peirce’s.  In Peircean terms, the sign or representamen of this image is still Exodus 17:9-
13, and the object is still Moses praying with Aaron and Hur, but the interpretant is the 
daily, enactive, miraculous dimension of prayer in the medieval Christian world.    
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Conclusion – The Reception of Schapiro’s Semiotic Art History 
 

Given that Schapiro had studied with Dewey in the 1920s and had thus been 
familiar with Pragmatism from early on in his career, one might anticipate that he would 
have recognized both the potential of Peircean semiotics for art history as well as the 
limits of high structuralism.  One of the most common refrains of Dewey’s writing is his 
relentless criticism of binary oppositions or dualisms in any form, and it is easy to read 
Schapiro’s criticisms of Lévi-Strauss’s platform in a similar key.39  While I obviously take 
Schapiro as having done so—and I take the evidence presented above as demonstrating 
that he did—understanding Schapiro’s semiotics in these terms goes well beyond 
understanding Schapiro’s scholarship by itself.  A large part of what makes Schapiro’s 
semiotic writing interesting is that he was both an early adopter and promoter of 
semiotic art history and that that mode of analysis soon became ubiquitous in the 
discipline.  Moreover, considering that Schapiro did so by way of Peirce and that Perice’s 
theory of signs is the single-most prominent vestige of Pragmatism to which art 
historians today still refer, Schapiro’s Peircean semiotics becomes all the more 
important to understand.  Doing so, in other words, is not merely an exercise in 
understanding Schapiro but also an exercise in understanding the stakes and 
applicability of semiotics to art history in general.   
 A logical place to start to understand how Schapiro’s work relates to those stakes 
are the reviews that Schapiro’s Words and Pictures garnered.  While the reviews were, 
on the whole, very positive, they expressed the wish that Schapiro had grounded his 
analysis in a more general and thorough discussion of signs themselves.  One review 
complained that “what is lacking is any systematic definition of semiotics or a 
methodological discussion of its possible applications to the history of art.”40  Another 
noted that even though “[t]heoreticians … will be excited by the problems [Schapiro] 
poses … they may also feel that these theoretical matters are insufficiently examined.”41  
Part of what I have endeavored to show in this chapter is the theoretical framework 
behind Schapiro’s semiotic art history.  In that my own project is even necessary, 
however, the criticisms of these reviewers are warranted.   

Despite Schapiro’s public silence on his theoretical sources, a reviewer in the 
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism was particularly discerning in his reading of Words 
and Pictures as he saw through Schapiro’s implicit approach.  He noted that:  

 
Schapiro has not fully mined his rich vein of ore.  If Schapiro had ventured 
in his analysis into the pragmatics of pictures, many reductions, 

                                                           
39 On this point we should also recognize that Schapiro’s criticisms of Lévi-Strauss are fairly crude.  
The grounding of Lévi-Strauss’s theories in the incest taboo and exogamy, to take only the most 
obvious example, is completely ignored by Schapiro. 
40 Sandra Hindman, “Review of Meyer Schapiro, Words and Pictures,” Speculum 51, no.4 (Oct. 1976): 
791. 
41 Robert L. Brown, Jr. “Review of Words and Pictures, Meyer Schapiro,“ Leonardo 10, no.3 (Summer 
1977): 251. 
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unanalyzed and careless assumptions, might have been avoided and 
clarified.  Pictures as ‘picture acts’ are not just simply translations, pictorial 
titles, illustrations, or even interpretations.  I suggest that the uses of visual 
aids extend far beyond our understanding of their uses.  I suggest that it is 
our simplistic understanding of such uses that leads us in part to denigrate 
pictorial art.  Schapiro’s case study provides us with excellent materials to 
pursue these suggested problems about the uses of pictures.42 
 

The reviewer’s point here is that even though Schapiro frames his study in relation to 
the uses of pictures, he does not fully “venture into” that domain, what Charles W. 
Morris named the pragmatic domain of signs.  It need hardly be mentioned that this 
observation is helpful for my purposes because Schapiro had developed his argument in 
Words and Pictures out of his reading of Pragmatists like Peirce and Morris.  Schapiro 
had even, in a previous draft, subtitled his book “the perspectives of the viewer and the 
reader,” thereby underscoring just how central the users of pictures were to his 
argument.43  In Schapiro’s focus on those perspectives, he described and unpacked the 
images he analyzed more in relation to their pragmatics, meaning in relation to the 
circumstances of their use, than in relation to the larger whole of which they were a 
part, their syntactics, or in relation to what they denote, their semantics.  Words and 
Pictures is an exercise in investigating how the meaning of depictions are bound to their 
users: that is why each depiction is of the same passage in the Bible (has the same 
semantic content) and why the depictions are isolated from the larger codices and 
iconographic programs of which they are but parts (their syntactic relations).  By 
focusing his investigation on the pragmatic domain of pictures, Schapiro was able to 
highlight and isolate the active role that interpreters play in the meaning of images.  
Nevertheless, despite the pragmatic bent of Schapiro’s argument, it is easy to see why 
the reviewer thought of it as underdeveloped.  Schapiro only explicitly framed his 
project in relation to pragmatics in his unpublished lectures and never engaged with or 
entered into the sizable literature on pragmatics beyond Morris—from J. L. Austin to 
John Searle to Paul Grice—that was growing up around him.  

This underdevelopment of Schapiro’s semiotic art history is, for better or worse, 
one of the characteristic features of semiotic art history more generally.  As James Elkins 
has noted, art historians tend to evoke the rudimentary terms of both Saussure and 
Peirce—whether they are the dyad of signifier and signified or the triad of icon, index, 
symbol—independently of the larger projects of which those terms are but a part.44  
Such theoretical cherry-picking is enticing as semiotic terms can undoubtedly be used to 
animate and breathe life into the visual objects that not only compose art history but 

                                                           
42 George E. Yoos, “Review of Meyer Schapiro, Words and Pictures: On the Literary and the Symbolic 
in the Illustration of a Text,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 34, no.4, (Summer 1976): 507. 
43 Meyer Schapiro, “Words in pictures: the perspective of the viewer and the reader,” Meyer Schapiro 
Collection, Subseries IV.4, Box 256, Folders 1-6, Columbia University Libraries. 
44 James Elkins, “What Does Peirce’s Sign System Have to Say to Art History?” Culture, Theory, and 
Critique 44, no.1 (2003): 5-22. 



105 
 

that all too easily come across as bewilderingly mute if not intractably dead to viewers 
and readers in the present.  And since the larger systems of which those terms are but 
parts are often unwieldy in their technical detail and the traditional goal of art history is 
not to theorize grandly but to speak for objects that cannot speak for themselves, the 
unevenness of art history’s frequent instrumentalization of semiotics is understandable.   

What is interesting about Schapiro’s semiotic approach in relation to what we 
can call the art historical instrumentalization of semiotics, however, is that even though 
his theoretical position is likewise and admittedly underdeveloped, he neither 
instrumentalizes key terms in order to make his points nor makes his semiotic claims for 
the purpose of elucidating a particular art object or a particular period.  Schapiro’s 
semiotic art history ranges widely, so widely in fact that it might even be said to be more 
of a contribution to semiotics proper than to art history itself.  Whereas the classic 
examples of semiotic art history draw on semiotics to understand specific objects or 
periods—for instance, Rosalind Krauss’s use of Peirce’s notion of the index to 
understand art of the 1970s45 or Edmund Leach’s use of structuralist oppositions to 
understand Michelangelo’s Sistine Ceiling46—Schapiro’s semiotic writing is much more 
general.  This is why the titles of his semiotic essays speak about “problems of the 
semiotics of visual art” and “the literal and symbolic in the illustration of a text.”  To 
state the obvious but nonetheless important point, these essays do not have the goal of 
explicating specific works of art as signs—although they do so along the way—but 
rather to make general points about how images function as signs.  In this sense, even 
though Schapiro’s semiotic art history is theoretically underdeveloped, it can be 
understood to more fully embrace semiotics as such. 

Schapiro drew on his wide-ranging knowledge of the empirical record of image-
making and in effect used that record as a testing ground to examine how images 
function as signs.  Such an approach allowed Schapiro to maintain the empiricist 
commitments of art history while at the same time taking the claims of semiotics 
seriously.  The very fact that the signs he was analyzing were primarily visual no doubt 
lead him towards a semiotic that accounted for the dynamics of visual perception and 
the very fact that he was a historian no doubt pushed him towards a semiotic that 
incorporated a dynamic account for historical change.  That Schapiro found that theory 
in the writing of Peirce and Morris is only understandable.  For it was in Peirce’s writing 
that those factors were brought together; it was in Peirce’s writing that we find a 
semiotics that embraced rather than eschewed the interpreter.  And as Schapiro no 
doubt recognized, accounting for how the changing interpreters of images actually 
changed images themselves was crucial for reconciling semiotics with art history; 
interpreters are the very reason why images have the visual configurations they do, they 
are the motors of historical change.   

                                                           
45 Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index: Part 1 and 2,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other 
Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985): 196-206. 
46 Edmund Leach, “Michelangelo’s Genesis: A Structuralist Interpretation of the Central Panels of the 
Sistine Chapel Ceiling,” Semiotica, LVI, 1985, 1-30. 
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Schapiro’s embrace of this Pragmatist approach has, in so many words, been 
recognized by many.  For instance, almost 40 years ago, in discussing Schapiro’s semiotic 
writing David Rosand noted that:  

 
Schapiro’s work … remains very much grounded in the process of picture-
making.  His criticism of art of remote times and places always leads us 
back to the artist, to the hand as well as to the eye and mind. … His analyses 
work back to, and in effect re-create, the basic decisions of the maker.47   
 

As should be clear by now, while I agree with such assessments, what I think needs to be 
added to them is an explication of the presuppositions of Schapiro’s position, 
presuppositions that explain why the direct, visual confrontation with works of art is 
truly unavoidable; that, in their semiotic form, emphasize the user and interpreter of 
images; and that, as I have endeavored to show, are Pragmatist through and through. 
  
 

                                                           
47 David Rosand, “Semiotics and the Critical Sensibility: Observations on the Example of Meyer 
Schapiro” Artibus et Historiae, vol.3, no.5 (1982): 11. 
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Figure 4.6: Moses, Aaron, and Hur, Oxford, Moralized Bible, Bodleian Library, 270b, fol. 51v, c.13th century. 

Figure 4.5: Relief of Ur Nanshe, from Tello (formerly Ur-Nina), ca. 2550 B.C. 



 

109 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.7: Moses, Aaron, and Hur, London, British Museum Additional, British Library, ms. 
11639, f.525v, c.13th century. 
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Figure 4.8: Moses at Battle, Paris, St. Louis Psalter, Bibliotèque Nationale de France, ms. lat. 
10525, c.13th century. 
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Epilogue: A Neo-Pragmatist Interpretation of David Summers’s Real Spaces1 
 

In a 2005 roundtable about the possibility of making art history a truly global 
discipline, David Summers, author of Real Spaces: World Art History and the Rise of 
Western Modernism and a prominent figure in contemporary debates about art 
history’s global potential, noted that: 

 
[a]n important implication of [my book Real Spaces] is what my old 
colleague Richard Rorty calls "contingency."  /  It's a hard thing for people 
to acknowledge that what they believe most deeply and assuredly is 
contingent. But, to use another of Rorty's terms, we must all learn to 
maintain reserve of irony in our beliefs, such that there is room for the 
beliefs and practices of others. That to me would be the ideal 
circumstance.2 

Quite apart from the potential ambiguities embedded within this appeal by Summers to 
some of Richard Rorty’s peculiar terminology—I explore Rorty’s notions of ‘contigency’ 
and ‘irony’ below—this description of Real Spaces presents something of a paradox.  On 
the one hand, it makes perfect sense that Summers would describe his project this way; 
he and Rorty were colleagues at the University of Virginia from 1982 to 1997, and not 
only were they good friends but they also had many conversations over the years that 
bore on the content of that project.3  On the other hand, despite this connection, much 
of the criticism that has been brought against Real Spaces characterizes the book as 
putting forward precisely the type of monolithic approach to art history that the above 
quote by Summers explicitly rejects.4  If such criticisms are correct then it would seem 
that either Summers is inappropriately applying the ideas of his close friend and 
colleague to Real Spaces or he is misrepresenting his own project.  If such criticisms are 
wrong, however, and as I believe Summers’s sketch of the Rortyean implications of Real 
Spaces is accurate, then the reception of Summers’s book has largely missed one of its 
important features.   

Clarifying this feature of Real Spaces is, of course, an especially germane way to 
conclude this dissertation because Richard Rorty not only described his own philosophy 
as a form of Pragmatism but also did more to reinvigorate interest in Pragmatist 
thinking over the last 35 years than any other scholar.  In fact, if Rorty had not written 
his Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature of 1979 or the collection of essays that followed 
it, The Consequences of Pragmatism of 1982, the present dissertation would almost 

                                                           
1 David Summers, Real Spaces: World Art History and the Rise of Western Modernism (London: 
Phaidon, 2003). 
2 David Summers et al., “The Art Seminar,” in James Elkins, ed. Is Art History Global? (New York: 
Routledge, 2007), 156-57. 
3 David Summers, in email exchange with the author, 7 and 9 November 2015.   
4 For example see the many discussions in James Elkins, ed. Is Art Global?  For more recent but similar 
criticisms of Real Spaces see, Jill Casid and Aruna D’Souza, ed. Art History in the Wake of the Global 
Turn (Williamstown, MA: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 2014). 
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certainly not have been written.  And thus it is only fitting that my own project should 
conclude not so much with a recapitulation of its own arguments—arguments that I 
take the preceding four chapters to have made by themselves—but rather with an 
inquiry that seeks to extend this dissertation’s historical reach and trajectory into the 
present, thereby teasing out some potential for Pragmatist and neo-Pragmatist thinking 
within art history today.  
 Pursuing this goal requires doing a little groundwork.  Most specifically and 
importantly, it requires articulating exactly how Summers’s remark speaks to Rorty’s 
Pragmatism.  To do so I will first briefly engage with the complex thought of Richard 
Rorty—one of the most prolific philosophers of the second half of the 20th century—and 
differentiate Rorty’s Pragmatism from that of his predecessors.  Unlike the many 
available treatments of Rorty’s thought, of course, my primary aim is to articulate how 
Rorty’s larger project speaks to art historical concerns, specifically by way of the 
commonalities and divergences between Rorty’s Pragmatism and David Summers’s Real 
Spaces.  With some connections between Rorty’s and Summers’s thought in place, 
second I delve into two important philosophical concepts for Summers’s project—
Charles Sanders Peirce’s notion of the “index” and Martin Heidegger’s notion of 
“handedness”—and to an example of how Summers uses these concepts to frame his 
interpretation of a specific non-Western art object: the Coatlicue or “Serpent Skirt” from 
Tenochtitlan.5  Despite Heidegger’s independence from the Pragmatist tradition, in this 
second section I rehearse some well-known arguments about Heidegger’s affinity with 
Pragmatism and argue that Summers’s adaptation of Heideggerean terms to construct 
his interpretation of the Coatlicue is both furthered by his evocation of Peirce and adds 
important specificity and substance to his description of Real Spaces through Rorty’s 
terms.  Ultimately I aim to show that the Pragmatist dimension of Real Spaces does not 
stop with Summers’s Rortyean description of his book but in fact reaches to the very 
heart of that project—to the very alternate art historical vocabulary that it puts 
forward—thereby revealing how Pragmatism can help us think through one of the most 
pressing issues facing art history today: namely, its global reach. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
5 The most developed account that I know of that unpacks how Summers deploys Heidegger’s 
vocabulary in Real Spaces is James Elkins’s essay “On David Summers’s Real Spaces” in Is Art History 
Global?, 41-70.   In a conversation with the author, Summers noted that his reading of Heidegger 
began early on in his career.  Being and Time occupied much of his nighttime reading while 
researching his doctoral dissertation in Florence in 1966.   



113 
 

Rortyean Pragmatism and Real Spaces 
 
 Richard Rorty’s version of Pragmatism is controversial and the notions of 
contingency and irony that Summers deploys in the above quote lie at its very heart.6  In 
fact, Rorty’s Pragmatism is so controversial that critics have repeatedly denied that his 
ideas bear sufficient resemblance to those of the classical Pragmatist to share the same 
name.  For instance, the intellectual historian James Kloppenberg has described Rorty’s 
Pragmatism as an “old name for some new ways of thinking,” a playful description that 
inverts the subtitle of the book by William James that thrust Pragmatism upon the 
intellectual scene in the first place.7  The central distinction that Kloppenberg and others 
have pointed to in their efforts to qualify—if not outright deny—Rorty’s Pragmatism is 
Rorty’s effort to exorcise the fraught notion of experience from Pragmatist thinking and 
to replace it with a thoroughgoing linguistic approach to thought.   Rorty himself has not 
attempted to hide this difference.  In his essay “Dewey between Hegel and Darwin” 
Rorty speaks of a “hypothetical Dewey” rather than the actual historical personage, one 
that would “have dropped the term experience rather than redefined it” and “would 
have said, we can construe 'thinking' as simply the use of sentences.”8  Unsurprisingly, 
such a hypothetical Dewey fits perfectly with Rorty’s more general understanding of 
Pragmatism itself, which he at least partially defines as the doctrine that “there are no 
constraints on inquiry save conversational ones” as the belief that “the only sense in 
which we are constrained to truth is that, as Peirce suggested, we can make no sense of 
the notion that the view which can survive all objections might be false.”9   
 This linguistic approach to truth is also what Rorty means by contingency, hence 
the association between it and his Pragmatism.  Rorty makes this connection clear by 
noting that “I call the ‘contingency of language’ … the fact that there is no way to step 
outside the various vocabularies we have employed and find a metavocabulary which 
somehow takes account of all possible vocabularies, all possible ways of judging and 
feeling.”10  Needless to say, this belief is radical as it can be taken to disregard the 
constraints that the objective world is traditionally thought to have on inquiry and 
thereby positions itself close to the forms of skepticism and relativism that reigned 
supreme during that all too ill-defined post-modern moment.  For art historians like 
Summers—and for all art historians traditionally conceived—the suspicion and the 
denial of the role of experience in inquiry is unsurprisingly troubling.  The very notion of 

                                                           
6 For a thorough discussion of Rorty’s Pragmatism, including responses to criticisms by Rorty himself 
see, Herman Saatkamp, ed., Rorty and Pragmatism: the philosopher responds to his critics (Nashville: 
Vanderbilt University Press, 1995). 
7 James Kloppenberg, “An Old Name for Some New Ways of Thinking?,” Journal of American History 
83, no.1 (June 1996), 100-138.  And, of course, William James, Pragmatism: a New Name for Some 
Old Ways of Thinking (New York, Longmans, 1907). 
8 Richard Rorty, "Dewey between Hegel and Darwin," in Modernist Impulses in the Human Sciences, 
1870- 1930, ed. Dorothy Ross (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994), 46-68. 
9 Richard Rorty, “Pragmatism, Relativism, Irrationalism,” in Consequences of Pragmatism: 1972-1980 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), 165. 
10 Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), xvi. 
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an art history without experience is deeply inimical, amounting to something akin to an 
art history without perception.  Consequently, while Summers’s description of his 
project within the confines of Rortyean contingency might make it seem that his project 
is purely linguistic, Real Spaces quite clearly resists the full implications of Rorty’s 
Pragmatism.   The vocabulary that Summers develops in Real Spaces, for instance, is 
heavily based in what he has called “the conditions of human presence”—conditions 
which are for obvious reasons unavoidably experiential—and Summers himself has 
stated that he “spent many years trying to disentangle the history of art from what [he] 
came to call linguisticism”—a statement that is also evidently at odds with Rorty’s more 
radical embrace of certain potential implications of the linguistic turn.11  Given such 
divergence between Summers and Rorty, what are we to make of Summers’s 
description of his project in Rorty’s terms?  Turning to the reception of Real Spaces and 
to the second term of Rorty’s that Summers invokes—that of irony—adds clarity here. 

As mentioned at the outset, in response to Summers’s project many critics, 
especially those of a post-colonial bent, have criticized what they perceive as the 
universalizing impulse of Real Spaces.  The central and often repeated point behind this 
objection is that the alternative art historical vocabulary that Summers puts forward in 
Real Spaces—a vocabulary that includes terms such as facture, place, image, planarity, 
virtuality, and space—is just as deeply imbued with the biases and values of Western 
thought as the concepts that it attempts to replace.  While such an objection is familiar 
enough to be anticipated, Keith Moxey, one of Summers’s most persistent critics in this 
regard, adds a dimension to this criticism that is especially interesting for our present 
purposes.  Namely, Moxey not only questions the underlying Western values of 
Summers’s project but also uses such an observation to question the very affinity 
between Summers’s and Rorty’s projects.  On Moxey’s view:  

 
[Summers’s] position echoes aspects of that of Richard Rorty, who argues 
that one's values cannot escape the context of the culture of which they 
are a part.  /  Rorty, however, seems more prepared to grant the limitations 
and biases associated with identifying one's views as culturally specific 
than is Summers.  Whereas Rorty sees the impossibility of escaping the 
values of one's circumstances as responsible for cultural conflict, Summers 
finds it a basis for reconciliation.12 

Moxey is right that Summers is less explicit in Real Spaces about admitting the values 
and biases embedded within his own vocabulary than Rorty was in his scholarship.  The 
distinctive set of concepts that Summers introduces in Real Spaces is clearly meant as a 
kind of general vocabulary for art historical interpretation and because of this, 

                                                           
11 David Summers, in email exchange with the author, 7 November 2015.  Richard Rorty did much to 
popularize the very motion of a “linguistic turn” with his The Linguistic Turn: Recent Essays in 
Philosophical Method (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967).  His understanding of the phrase, 
however, is understandably partial. 
12 Elkins, Is Art History Global?, 208-9. 
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Summers’s effort can be and has been taken precisely as the type of metavocabulary 
that Rorty rejected.  This being said, with his insistence that it is important for everyone 
to maintain a certain sense of irony in one’s beliefs—by which Summers, following 
Rorty, meant that we should embrace the contingency of our most central beliefs and 
desires—Summers himself acknowledged that his project could never be a 
metavocabulary.13  This rather peculiar position—where Summers puts forward and 
defends a general vocabulary as general and then acknowledges that this general 
vocabulary is contingent—undoubtedly exposes a tension at the heart of Summers’s 
project, however, it is a tension that is present in Rorty’s work as well.  As Summers 
himself knew, one of Rorty’s favorite jokes was to claim that at some point one had to 
be confident in one’s own ethnocentrism.14  The tongue-in-cheek quality of such a 
statement, of course, does much to make it digestible, does much to support Moxey’s 
assertion that Rorty was willing to recognize cultural values as a source of cultural 
conflict, however, it does not make the assertion any less sincere.   
 Indeed, while Rorty’s frequent talk of his own ethnocentrism can, at first glance, 
seem merely self-critical, it in fact speaks to a fundamental and continuous aspect of his 
philosophy that parallels Real Spaces: a commitment to a conceptual sea change that 
followed from the Enlightenment.  As Robert Brandom, Rorty’s student, has noted, what 
was so important for Rorty about the Enlightenment was that:  
 

we gave up the idea of the norms governing human conduct having their 
source in something non-human (their being something imposed on us by 
a divine will) and came to see that we ourselves need to take responsibility 
for those norms—that we need to deliberate with each other and decide 
what sort of beings we want to be, and so what we ought to do.15 
 

This notion that we are responsible for determining the norms that govern our conduct 
is continuous between Rorty’s and Summers’s projects.  Their shared focus on 
constructing and defending their own interpretive vocabularies reflects their shared 
belief that the very concepts we use within the Geisteswissenschaften not only 
determine our factual beliefs but also determine the norms that lay behind our 
intersubjective responsibilities to each other.16  Summer’s commitment to developing a 

                                                           
13 For Rorty’s definition of “irony” and what he calls “the ironist” see, Richard Rorty, Contingency, 
Irony, Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), xv. For Rorty on “ethnocentrism” 
see, Richard Rorty, “On Ethnocentrism: A Reply to Clifford Geertz,” in Objectivity, Relativism, and 
Truth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 203-210. 
14 Summers repeated this joke in an email exchange with the author on November 11, 2015. 
15 Robert Brandom, "An Arc of Thought: From Rorty's Eliminative Materialism to His Pragmatism," in 
Alexander Gröschner, Colin Koopman, and Mike Sandbothe, eds., Richard Rorty: From Pragmatist 
Philosophy to Cultural Politics (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 23-4. 
16 Here I again follow Robert Brandom’s interpretation of Rorty’s project.  See for instance, Robert 
Brandom, Articulating Reasons: An Introduction to Inferentialism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2000).  In a telephone conversation of 20 November 2015 with the author, David Summers also 
agreed that such a position describes his project. 
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new art historical vocabulary in Real Spaces speaks directly to this position and in so 
doing fittingly parallels Rorty’s notion of “irony.”  Indeed, Rorty partially defines 
“ironists” as those whose “unit of persuasion [is] a vocabulary rather than a 
proposition.”17 Accordingly, it comes as no surprise that Summers himself makes the 
ethical motive of his project explicit throughout Real Spaces and that he does so 
through his appeal to his alternative art historical vocabulary.  For instance, in the 
introduction he states: 
 

[t]his book might be described as an essay toward the negotiation, not only 
of differences between the modern West and other cultures, but between 
the modern West and its own foundational institutions, as well as its own 
historical consequences.  However such accommodations might be 
achieved, a simple return to the premodern is not an option.  The world in 
fact is smaller, literally for better or for worse, and return to a 
heterogeneous world of absolute regional differences can only be the 
prelude to repetition on a global scale of the incalculably vast twentieth-
century tragedies of Western history.18 
 

Within the larger context of Real Spaces, the foundational institutions that Summers 
speaks to in this quote are precisely the means, vocabularies, or concepts by which we 
have come to speak about and understand visual art from around the world.  Most 
specifically, and as Summers makes explicit at the beginning of Real Spaces, the 
institutionalized vocabularies that Summers is out to replace are those of formalist art 
history.  He even names his alternative approach to art history “post-formalist” and 
suggests that art historians should start conceiving of their inquiry as concerning the 
spatial rather than the visual arts.19   

Summers’s criticisms of art historical formalism grew out of his earlier essays, for 
instance “The ‘Visual Arts’ and the Problem of Art Historical Description,” wherein he 
advances criticisms of the concept of form in art historical analysis,20 criticisms that are 
redeployed within the pages of Real Spaces.  In summary, these criticisms revolve 
around how the concept of form within Western thought is tightly tethered to Kant’s so-
called Copernican revolution and the widespread art historical assumption that follows 
from it: most famously that works of art are “indirect” records of the visual perceptions 
and imaginations of their makers.  If we take this Kantian view for granted—as Summers 
argues formalist art historians like Heinrich Wölfflin did—we end up treating art objects 
as if they are merely expressions of the perceptual forming activities of the historical 
imaginations that created them, a scholarly endeavor that leads to the reconstruction of 

                                                           
17 Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 78. 
18 Summers, Real Spaces, 25. 
19 Summers, Real Spaces, 15-28. 
20 David Summers, “The ‘Visual Arts’ and the Problem of Art Historical Description,” Art Journal 42, 
no.4 (Winter 1982): 301-10.  See also, David Summers, “Form, 19th Century Metaphysics, and the 
Problem of Art Historical Description,” Critical Inquiry 15, no.2 (Winter, 1989): 372-406 
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historical psychologies and visualities by way of art objects.   While we can and perhaps 
should imagine art history revising and working through the implications of such a 
project rather than completely abandoning it,21 Summers, following Gombrich, is keen 
to point out that such formalisms can all too easily lapse into the so-called physiognomic 
fallacy: namely, the belief that we can infer from the “forms” that compose a work of 
art something about the artist’s inner mind—or even more dangerously, something 
general about the collective mind, or Spirit, of his time.22  The well-known potential 
consequences of such inferences—most famously, the connection identified by Karl 
Popper between them and totalitarian politics—are a large part of what motivates 
Summers’s critique of formalism.23  In other words, Summers develops his alternative 
art historical vocabulary in Real Spaces because he recognizes that art historical 
concepts have consequences; they determine and limit what we can say, what we 
believe, and thus how we feel justified to act.  Concepts are the building blocks not just 
of knowledge claims but of social practices, practices that include art history itself.    

Our goal of criticizing and revising art historical vocabulary, however, should not 
be merely to note the incommensurabilities between the vocabularies and practices of 
different artistic traditions but rather to construct an art historical conversation that is 
as inclusive as possible.  Part of the difficulty that often accompanies scholarship on 
non-Western art is that it can champion cultural difference to such an extent that the 
very possibility of understanding a given culture’s artistic production can be effectively 
reserved for scholars or natives of that culture.24  Nicely connecting the danger of such 
strict cultural relativism back to his Pragmatism, Rorty noted that:  

 
[th]e pragmatists tell us that the conversation which it is our moral duty to 
continue is merely our project, the European intellectual’s form of life.  It 
has not metaphysical nor epistemological guarantee of success.  Further 
(and this is the crucial point) we do not know what “success” would mean 
except simply “continuance.”25 
 

                                                           
21 For a summary of a contemporary effort to revise and work through such assumptions see, 
Whitney Davis, “Succession and Recursion in Heinrich Wölfflin’s Principles of Art History,” The Journal 
of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 73, no.2 (Spring 2015): 157-64. 
22 Summers, “Form, 19th Century Metaphysics, and the Problem of Art Historical Description,” 380.  
For Gombrich’s treatment of the so-called “physiognomic fallacy” see, Ernst Gombrich, “Art and 
Scholarship” and “On Physiognomic Perception,” in Meditations on a Hobby Horse: An Other Essays 
on the Theory of Art (London: Phaidon, 1963). 
23 In a conversation with the author, Summers acknowledged Karl Poppers impact on his thinking.  
Karl Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013) [1945] 
24 Robert Bagley’s criticism of Wu Hung’s use of terms like “liqi” from classical Chinese texts to 
interpret Chinese artifacts is representative of such debates.  See, Robert Bagley, “Review of Wu, 
Monumentality,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 51 (1998): 221-56. And Wu Hung, “Response to 
Robert Bagley’s Review of My Book, Monumentality in Early Chinese Art and Architecture (Stanford 
University Press, 1995),” Archives of Asian Art 51 (1998-99): 92-102. 
25 Richard Rorty, “Pragmatism, Relativism, Irrationalism,” 172. 
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While this quote specifically concerns Rorty’s version of Pragmatism, it also speaks to 
Summers’s project as Real Spaces can be read as an effort to keep the Enlightenment 
project that is art history going.  Indeed, despite the current growth of and interest in 
world art studies, the idea of a global art history is undoubtedly one of the discipline’s 
founding projects, Franz Kugler’s Handbuch der Kunstgeschichte of 1842 being a notable 
example.26  Thus, even though Moxey and others are right in recognizing Summers’s 
ethnocentrism and the Western biases within his art history—and we should note that 
in so doing they are contributing to the scholarly debates that Rorty champions and that 
are very much a part of the Western tradition of thought itself—we should be careful of 
the full implications of such criticisms as they can well do more to halt rather than to 
further what Summers’s project is clearly attempting to continue and what is originary if 
not fundamental to art history as a discipline: what Rorty called “the great conversation 
of mankind.”27  At the risk of oversimplification, the point of such a conversation—and 
what we might even call the point of Real Spaces as well—is to try to move away from 
seeing non-Western art objects as the products of “others” and to start to see them as 
products of “ourselves.”  If we are wary that Real Spaces’s alternative vocabulary is 
adequate to such a task, we should remember that it positions itself not as absolutely so 
but merely as “contingently” so, as more adequate than the “formalist” vocabularies 
that the book directly opposes and that it attempts to displace.  This is why Summers’s 
very prominently labels his project “post-formalist;” doing so acknowledges the place of 
the book within the history of art history and reaffirms the book’s goal of attempting to 
research art objects from a more inclusive perspective.  And in attempting to be more 
inclusive, the book continues the conversation that, from this Rortyean perspective, is 
our only hope.   
 
 
 
 
Pragmatism and the Vocabulary of Real Spaces 
 
 With my reading of the Rortyean dimension of Summers’s project articulated, in 
this second section I turn to an analysis of how Summers went about constructing the 
new art historical vocabulary of Real Spaces, and I do so by focusing on how Summers 
adapts Charles Sanders Peirce’s notion of the index and Martin Heidegger’s concept of 
handedness to art historical purposes.  While Summers does acknowledge his debt to 
both Heidegger and Peirce at the beginning of Real Spaces, his words are restrained, 

                                                           
26 For Kugler see, Dan Karlholm, Art of Illusion: The Representation of Art History in 19th Century 
Germany and Beyond (Bern: Peter Lang, 2004).  For other global art history projects and some of their 
implications see, Whitney Davis, “Radical WAS: The Sense of History in World Art Studies,” World Art 
3, no.2 (2013), 201-10.  For the claim that art history is an unavoidably Western tradition see, James 
Elkins, “Art History as a Global Discipline,” in Is Art History Global?, esp. 17-18. 
27 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), 
389-94. 
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undoubtedly for a variety of reasons.28  First, while Peirce’s notion of the index is well 
known among art historians, it is both heavily associated with a form of semiotic art 
history that Summers explicitly rejects and—as outlined in chapter four—is part of a 
notoriously complicated and unwieldy classificatory system that Peirce never 
completed.  Second, Heidegger’s political association with National Socialism has often 
been tied to what many take to be his mystifying prose,29 an association that Summers 
would want to avoid for obvious reasons, not the least being that Real Spaces has 
explicitly liberal and democratic ambitions.  Moreover, Heidegger had a fraught relation 
to the discipline of art history itself.  Not only did art historians like Meyer Schapiro 
criticize Heidegger’s aesthetics on rigid art historical grounds but Heidegger himself 
criticized the documentary or positivistic project of art history as missing art for what it 
really was.30  Considering such conflicts, in excavating how Summers draws on Peirce’s 
and Heidegger’s terminologies in Real Spaces, it is important to note at the outset that 
Summers does not take on either thinker’s project as a whole.  Rather, he does so 
partially and primarily, on my view, in order to attempt to avoid or side-step the 
problems that can accompany formalist art historical description, especially the 
potential consequences of the physiognomic fallacy noted above.  In relating Summers’s 
adaptation of these philosophical terms back to his invocation of Rorty, we could label 
that adaptation part of Summers’s “ironism,” his belief that the appropriate unit of 
persuasion is a vocabulary rather than a proposition. 
   The import of these philosophical terms, however, can be difficult to parse, a 
fact that has no doubt lead to much confusion.  While Summers does make his post-
formalist claim explicit—that works of art need to be understood not as mere 
reflections of the minds that created them but as real objects produced within real 
social-historical contexts—such an insistence is hardly unique within art history.  An 
emphasis on the relation between the material dimension of art objects and their 
historical context has been a mark of art historical research at least since the early 19th 
century; Karl Friedrich von Rumohr, for instance, championed the power of analyzing 
pigments and binding mediums as a means for delimiting individual painter’s oeuvres.31  
This fact can make the interpretations that Summers puts forward in Real Spaces seem 
less original than they are.  For example, Summers emphasizes that the massive 
Coatlicue or “Serpent Skirt” that once stood in the central temple precinct of 

                                                           
28 Summers, Real Spaces, 19 and 27. 
29 For an example of a critique of Heidegger’s prose by an art historian see, Edgar Wind, “Jean-Paul 
Sartre: A French Heidegger,” Smith College Associated News (March 5, 1946), 1–4. 
30 Heidegger criticizes both art history and connoisseurship in his essay, “The Origin of the Work of 
Art” (1950), in  Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. Albert Hofstadter (New York: Harper Collins, 1971), 
39.  For Schapiro’s traditional and rigid criticisms of Heidegger’s aesthetics see, Meyer Schapiro, “The 
Still Life as Personal Object: A Note on Heidegger and van Gogh” (1968), and “Further Notes on 
Heidegger and van Gogh” (1994), in Theory and Philosophy of Art: Style, Artist, and Society (New York: 
Braziller, 1994), 135-52. 
31 Karl Friedrich von Rumohr, Italienische Forschung, 3 vols., (Berlin: 1827-1831).  For an English 
translation of an example of Rumohr’s approach see his “On Giotto,“ in German Essays on Art History, 
ed. Gert Schiff (New York: Continuum, 1988), 73-94.   
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Tenochtitlan (Fig. 5.1) is made of stone.  For one, that material makes the sculpture both 
one with the earth from which it emerged and one with the structures of its original 
built environment, a shared material quality that functions, on Summers’s view, as a 
powerful metaphor for the cosmological might of the god that the sculpture depicts.  
Summers also emphasizes the physical weight of the stone sculpture and that, given the 
technology used by the Aztecs to quarry, transport, and carve it, stone would have 
signified “the power to command and organize labour on behalf of the people and the 
gods.”32  Building on this description, Summers then emphasizes the format of the 
massive sculpture, that it was cut from a square block, and that this format provides 
“the conditions of the planar presentation of the image, and for its integration with the 
planar directional order of the sacred place in which it stood.”33  Here the sculpture’s 
four sides are interpreted to show that the Coatlicue was but a part of a larger spatial 
order (he notes that Tenochtitlan was at the intersection of fours roads along the 
cardinal directions and that its temple precinct was considered the center of the 
universe) and that the Coatlicue’s format would have allowed the sculpture to 
continuously face the sun, the celestial body whose movement across the sky Aztec 
religion did not take for granted.  Together these real spatial qualities of the Coatlicue, 
on Summers’s view, allow us to more appropriately understand the sculpture not as the 
result of some ancient Aztec artist’s imagination but rather more satisfactorily as a piece 
of a complex cosmic and social order.   
 Because this interpretation of the Coatlicue builds towards the types of social-
historical propositions that are familiar enough to all art historians, Summers’s 
interpretation does not, at first glance, necessarily appear distinctive—let alone 
Heideggerean or Pragmatist.  It is important to remember, however, that the distinctive 
nature of Summers book does not lie at the level of such social-historical propositions 
but rather at the more fundamental level of the vocabulary that Summers uses to access 
or construct such interpretations in the first place.   Heidegger changed the course of 
20th century philosophy with a similar shift.  Just as Heidegger’s philosophy was an 
intervention in neo-Kantian debates about epistemology in general by way of what he 
took to be the more primordial modes of being-in-the-world (In-der-Welt-sein), so too 
Real Spaces rejects the neo-Kantian assumptions behind art historical epistemology in 
favor of a more fundamental ontological approach—that is, by framing art objects not 
as “form” but as real entities that are enmeshed in worldly practices.34   Accordingly, 
Summers comes to his real spatial interpretation of the Coatlicue by way of what he 
terms the conditions of human embodiment, conditions that parallel Heidegger’s 

                                                           
32 Summers, Real Spaces, 45. 
33 Ibid, 45. 
34 For a rigorous analytic discussion of Heidegger’s break with neo-Kantianism see, Michael Friedman, 
A Parting of the Ways: Carnap, Cassirer, Heidegger (Chicago: Open Court, 2000).  For a useful 
annotated commentary of Heidegger’s actual debate his principal neo-Kantian rival see, Peter 
Gordon, Continental Divide: Heidegger, Cassirer, Davos (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2010). 



121 
 

existential ontology.35  This emphasis is not only visible in Summers’s description of the 
Coatlicue—his interpretation is sure to describe the felt bodily presence of the 
sculpture—but crops up repeatedly in the vocabulary that Summers develops in Real 
Spaces.  For instance, Summers’s concept of cardinality is defined in relation to the 
“normative uprightness, symmetry, … and facing” of the human body and he repeatedly 
describes objects through bodily metaphors such as “facing” and “standing.”36   
 This general ontological and existential perspective allows Summers to approach 
the Coatlicue less as a culturally specific representation—that is, as a specific symbol 
within an entire cosmology—than as what Peirce called an index, a sign that signifies 
through an existential relation.  As an index, the Coatlicue is evidence for all of the past 
actions that shaped it: the marks on its surface become signs of the carving tools that 
struck the stone and the sculpture’s immense weight becomes a sign of the human 
labor that once moved the sculpture into place.  Accordingly, facture, “the indication in 
an artifact of its having been made,” becomes an essential starting point of Summers’s 
project.37  Such an approach provides him with a point of view on artifacts like the 
Coatlicue that precedes the intractable questions of its meaning within Aztec language 
and that is therefore largely independent from the object’s place in the culturally 
specific systems of representation of which it was a part.  The ontological and existential 
bent of Summers’s “real spatial” vocabulary, in other words, provides an alternative to 
the first order work of formal description that is so necessary and yet so problematic for 
art historical scholarship. 

Summers reinforces his existential approach by describing the real spatial 
qualities of the Coatlicue through metaphors of handedness, metaphors that are central 
and famously specific to the Heideggerean project.38  From early on in his writings, 
Heidegger developed the distinction between an entity being “present-at-hand” 
(Vorhandenheit), which he associated with the distancing, observational, factual, and 
theoretical practices of the sciences, and something being “ready-to-hand” 
(Zuhandenheit), which he associated with a more everyday, practical engagement with 
things that is primarily based in action.  Though Summers himself does not adopt this 
specific distinction, he does rely on the Heideggerean notion of “handedness” in general 
and frames his theoretical vocabulary through it.  For instance, in Real Spaces Summers 
describes the general conditions of the presentation of art objects as always coming “to 
hand”39 and more specifically describes formats of artistic production in general—

                                                           
35 Summers Real Spaces, 36-41.  The place of embodiment within Heidegger’s thought is a fraught 
and complex issue.  While many of the most famous arguments of Being and Time follow from what 
Heidegger terms Dasein’s ‘bodily nature’, he also notes that this “‘bodily nature’ hides a whole 
problematic of its own, though we shall not treat it here.” Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (1931; 
New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 143. 
36 Summers, Real Spaces, 37. 
37 Summers, Real Spaces, 74. 
38 For an analysis of the importance of the Vorhandenheit/Zuhandenheit distinction within 
Heidegger’s thought see, Robert Brandom, “Heidegger’s Categories in ‘Being and Time,’” The Monist 
66, no.3 (July 1983): 387-409. 
39 Summers, Real Spaces, 39. 
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formats like the square cut block of the Coatlicue—as “ready at hand.”40   Summers 
even relies on this Heideggerian turn of phrase to define what he calls the originating 
idea of his book, a “real metaphor,” which he uses to describe art objects as things “at 
hand that [are] changed from one context to another in order to be treated as if [they] 
were something else.”41  Given such statements, it comes as no surprise when Summers 
justifies his entire project through the notion of handedness as well, stating that he has 
“never been failed by the thesis that art records the many ways in which the world at 
hand has been acknowledged in being shaped by us human beings; the thesis has simply 
never been falsified.”42   

The upshot of Summers’s repeated discussions of art’s “handedness” is that the 
“real spatial” vocabulary that follows from it describes experiences that precede 
concept-formation and thus that engage with a dimension of the experience of art that 
is theoretically free from the cultural complexities of language.  In this sense, the 
position that Summers advances in Real Spaces is—like the positions advanced by 
Heidegger and the American Pragmatists—that the fundamental mode of engagement 
with the world is not based in culturally specific representations but rather is based in 
action.  Just as the pragmatic maxim advances this view by reducing concepts to their 
effects so too does Heidegger advance it by positioning our engagement with the world 
as being primarily based in actionable potential, his Zuhandenheit.43  On this view, while 
we can and often do experience works of art through culturally specific concepts—
through words like “form” as 20th-century Westerners, through words like 
“commensurazione” as 15th-century Italians, and through words like “liqi” as ancient 
Chinese—this mode of engagement is in an important sense always already secondary 
to the initial bodily and ontological encounter between us and the work of art.  This 
initial bodily encounter is something that “we all” can experience and in this sense it is 
importantly democratic.  Real Spaces builds on—indeed, the entire project departs 
from—this insight and attempts to develop a way of speaking about works of art that 
circumvents the difficulties of historically and culturally specific language through it.  In 
doing so it develops a vocabulary of its own, one that seeks to leverage the practical, 
bodily, and action-based qualities of works of art so that they can function as the 
building blocks of rigorous interpretation.   

If we return to Summers’s interpretation of the Coatlicue as a “real metaphor” 
we can now see more clearly both why this Pragmatist position is fundamental to Real 
Spaces and how it avoids the known problematics of formalist art historical description.  
Through Heidegger’s notion of “handedness” and Peirce’s notion of the index, the 
Coatlicue is no longer merely an “art object”, a thing that is by definition distant from us 
and the product an artist’s imagination, but rather becomes both a sign of past actions 

                                                           
40 Ibid, 53. 
41 Ibid, 20. 
42 Ibid, 19. 
43 See for the most thorough discussion of this analytic parallel see, Mark Okrent, Heidegger’s 
Pragmatism: Understanding, Being, and the Critique of Metaphysics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1989). 
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and a piece of equipment that is immediately “to hand” and integral to the practices 
and actions for which it was made.  In this instance Summers furthers such an approach 
by describing the Coatlicue’s terrifying imagery—its looming, monumental presence, its 
necklace of hands, hearts, and skulls, and the blood serpents that coil out of its 
decapitated body—and thereby reiterates that the Coatlicue was not merely a 
representation of a god to be stared at but more importantly a cog within the very 
rituals in which it played a part and which were fundamental to Aztec culture: most 
famously, human sacrifice.  We might even imagine Summers further developing this 
radical, action-based dimension of Real Spaces by more fully embracing Heidegger’s 
vocabulary and characterizing the Coatlicue itself as a with-which (das Womit) that 
abets the “in-order-to” (das Umzu) of the Aztec world (die Welt).44  Along similar lines, 
the former title of Summers’s project—“The Defect of Distance”—as well as Summers’s 
earlier description of his approach as “functionalist” may better capture the pragmatic 
dimension of Real Spaces than the published book.45  And this is because distance—
specifically the distance between subject and object and the epistemic qualities that 
follow from that relation—is both what Summers criticizes and what Heidegger 
undercut with his ontological categories of Vorhandenheit and Zuhandenheit.  
Nevertheless, the accomplishment of Real Spaces is clear.  Through it we can begin to 
imagine being aware of “art objects” like the Coatlicue without categorizing them as 
“sculptures” but rather as indexical signs of historical practices.  Such a mode of access 
and analysis is a powerful alternative to the “formal” descriptions that are still often 
essential starting points of art historical interpretation. 

In light of such a reading, it is important to note that Summers is closer to Peirce 
than to Heidegger in one especially important way.  Whereas Summers’s project is 
primarily empirical and directs its attention outward towards things in the world, 
Heidegger’s is phenomenological and directs its attention inward towards the structures 
of human consciousness.   Because of this we can say that Summers shares the 
embodied focus of Heideggerean phenomenology without its introspective method, 
qualities that he also shares with Peirce and the American Pragmatists.  Just like 
Summers, the Pragmatists were empiricists, meaning that they directed their attention 
outward towards the world and were experimental in their focus, and yet in so doing, 
just like Heidegger, they accepted the bodily conditions of knowledge.  Peirce named 
the empirical and experimental mode of inference that lay behind his Pragmatism 
abduction—a term that Summers himself considered deploying in Real Spaces—by 
which Peirce meant “the process of forming explanatory hypotheses,” “all the 
operations by which theories and conceptions are engendered.”46   It is in this intrepid 
spirit of discovery that we should understand Real Spaces; its ontological approach quite 
clearly builds on the lessons drawn from the “linguisticism” of the 1980s and ‘90s and 

                                                           
44 For an example of how Heidegger uses such terms see, Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, 120. 
45 Summers, Real Spaces, 11.  For Summers’s description of his approach as functionalist see, 
Summers, “Form, 19th century Metaphysics and the Problem of Art Historical Description,” 393. 
46 David Summers, in email exchange with the author, 13 January 2016.  Charles Sanders Peirce, 
Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, vol. 5, 172, 590. 
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attempts to move art history past the discipline’s tacit but entrenched formalist 
foundation. 

The obvious objection that has been repeatedly brought against the pragmatic 
base of Summers’s project is that its Heideggerean—and I would say Pragmatist—
footing is still problematically Western.  While so much is undoubtedly true in a 
historically narrow and literal sense, it does not mean, as many seem to suggest in their 
criticisms of Real Spaces, that Summers’s project is just another hopelessly Western 
narrative.  For in its search for an art historical vocabulary that is more general, more 
applicable to non-Western cultures, Real Spaces clearly demonstrates that we art 
historians both today and in the future do not need to make the same mistakes of 
earlier art history, that we can move beyond those mistakes and make our discipline’s 
conversation more inclusive.  So much is, in the simplest of terms, the purpose of Real 
Spaces: to take responsibility for the consequences or “effects” of art history, to adapt 
art history to and, as A J Ayer once said of Pragmatism in general, “help modify an ever 
changing world.”47   

                                                           
47 A J Ayer, The Origins of Pragmatism (San Francisco: Freeman, Cooper & Co., 1968), 6. 
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    Figure 6.1: Coatlicue, c.1300-1500.   
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Appendix A –Mary Berenson to Bernard Berenson, 1895 

Note to the reader – The following letter from Mary Berenson to Bernard Berenson 
is dated August 1, 1895 and is preserved in the Berenson archive in I Tatti.    The 
letter primarily communicates Bertrand Russell’s criticisms of Berenson’s theory of 
tactile values, criticisms that arose from Mary Berenson sharing a manuscript of The 
Florentine Painters of the Renaissance with Russell and that were communicated to 
Mary Berenson in conversation.  I reproduce the letter here because it not only 
documents the general fact that Berenson was made aware of several common 
objections to his theory while formulating it but also because it documents the 
specific fact that Berenson was made aware of the connection between his theory 
and that of George Berkeley. 
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Appendix B – Bernard Berenson to Mary Berenson, 1895 

Note to the reader – The following letter from Bernard Berenson to Mary Berenson 
is dated July 31, 1895 and is preserved in the Berenson archive at I Tatti.  Even 
though the letter pre-dates that published in Appendix A, it reads as if it were 
Berenson’s response to the criticisms of his book by Bertrand Russell that his wife 
would communicated to him the following day.  We might infer from this that an 
earlier, no longer extant, and perhaps briefer letter from Mary Berenson also 
communicated those criticisms.  I reproduce the letter here because in it Berenson 
plainly states both that he was already familiar with William James’s The Principles 
of Psychology during the summer of 1895, that is, while he was writing The 
Florentine Painters of the Renaissance and articulating his theory of tactile values. 
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Appendix C – Marginalia in Berenson’s Copy of James’s The Principles of Psychology 

Note to the reader – The following image documents the marginalia on page 306 of the 
second volume of Berenson’s personal copy of the 1893 edition of William 
James’s Principles of Psychology.  The book is preserved in the I Tatti archives and its 
frontispiece is signed by Berenson.  Marginalia similar to these (made up mostly of 
asterisks and lines in the margin) are spread through both volumes of the 1600 page 
book and there are two distinct sets, one in pencil and another in pen, suggesting at 
least two separate readings.  I chose this page from all the others because the heavy 
marks in the margin quite clearly capture the fact that Berenson was aware of George 
Berkeley’s theory of vision by way of William James’s The Principles of Psychology.  
Moreover, in conjunction with the evidence from Berenson’s letters presented in 
Appendices A and B, it seems probable that he made these annotations sometime 
between the book’s publication in 1893 and writing The Florentine Painters of the 
Renaissance in 1895.   
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Appendix D – Edgar Wind to Morris Cohen, 1925 

Note to the reader – The following letter from Edgar Wind to Morris Cohen from 1925 is 
preserved in the Morris R. Cohen Papers in the University of Chicago Libraries.  I 
reproduce it here because the vast majority of Edgar Wind’s books and papers from 
before the Second World War were lost and thus are not preserved as part of the Edgar 
Wind Papers in Oxford.  The letter, which was written while Wind was Graham Kennan 
Fellow in Philosophy at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, both helps further 
document Wind’s exact itinerary in the US in the 1920s and provides further evidence 
for the close, intellectual relationship between Wind and Cohen—who the reader will 
remember was the first editor of Peirce’s essays—and thus between Wind and 
Pragmatism itself.   
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Appendix E – Margaret Wind to Jaynie Anderson, 1984 

Note to the reader – The following letter from Edgar Wind’s wife Margaret to Jaynie 
Anderson, dated May 10, 1984, is preserved in the Edgar Wind Papers in Oxford 
University’s Bodleian Libraries.  Despite its remove from Wind’s himself, I reproduce it 
here because it adds weight to the matter of historical fact attested to in Appendix D 
and because the major scholarship on Wind by figures such as John Michael Krois and 
Bernard Buschendorf often refers to Margaret’s testimony about Wind’s relationship to 
Pragmatism.  Margaret Wind was a powerful force in her husband’s life and scholars 
owe her a great debt for having collected and begun the organization of her husband’s 
papers, a cataloguing project that Oxford University archivists had recommenced while 
this author was writing.  The following letter was no doubt originally written as part of 
the collaborative effort that led to Jaynie Anderson’s 1983 edited volume of Wind’s 
papers: The Eloquence of Symbols: Studies in Humanist Art.  
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Appendix F – Meyer Schapiro to James Farrell, 1943 Letter 

Note to the reader – The following letter from Meyer Schapiro to James T. Farrell is 
dated June 25, 1943 and is preserved in the James T. Farrell Papers in the University of 
Pennsylvania Libraries.  Schapiro and Farrell had an extremely lengthy correspondence 
that spanned from the 1930s to the 1970s and their correspondence became especially 
developed around the Second World War.  Unfortunately, not all of Schapiro’s letters 
from his correspondence with Farrell appear to remain extant; there was a fire in 
Farrell’s home and much of his correspondence with Schapiro, including this letter, 
show the evident signs of fire damage.  It is not only fortunate that this letter survives 
but also that Farrell appears to have had as much difficulty reading Schapiro’s 
handwriting as this author; consequently, the majority of Schapiro’s letters to Farrell are 
typed—a request that Farrell made himself.  Due to their fragile state, however, the 
letters are stored in reflective Mylar sleeves, which makes photographing them difficult.  
This particular letter, like most of the lengthy letters in the Schapiro-Farrell 
correspondence, was written while Schapiro was on summer holiday in his house in 
South Londonderry, Vermont.  The other letters from the summer of 1943 reveal that 
Schapiro spent a good amount of time that summer reading Dewey’s writing.  Schapiro 
correspondence with Morton White during this same summer also document this 
reading.  The figures that Schapiro refers to by first name or initials below are Dwight 
MacDonald, Sidney Hook, and Leon Trotsky, figures who need no introduction.  Earlier in 
the year, Schapiro had himself engaged with Hook in a lengthy and heated debate in the 
pages of Partisan Review about the so-called “failure of nerve” discussed below.  I 
reproduce this letter here in full and without additions or corrections so as to reveal 
some of the nuance of the non-Stalinist left of which Schapiro was a part as well as to 
provide the full context of Schapiro comment that he took it to be “one of the more 
important tasks of our time to analyze Dewey’s philosophy”. 
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Appendix G - Meyer Schapiro, Lecture on Interpretation, 1963 

Note to the reader - The following text forms the second half of a lecture delivered in 
1963 for a course on the “Theories and Methods of Art History” at Columbia University 
and is preserved in the Meyer Schapiro Collection in the Columbia University Libraries.  
Schapiro’s hand-written notes in the header of the manuscript indicate that it was the 
sixth meeting of the class.  The first half of this lecture concerns style and is titled as 
such.  The second half, reproduced here, is indicated in the original manuscript with a 
double line break and two parallel, horizontal lines in the margin accompanying the 
hand-written word “Interpretation.”  Like many of his lecture typescripts, Schapiro 
corrected this typescript by hand and its prose is only schematic, obviously never having 
been intended for publication.  This typescript may have initially been the product of a 
stenographer—perhaps even Schapiro’s wife, who had retired by the early 1960s and 
often attended Schapiro’s lectures.  Whatever the case, the abbreviated style of the 
writing is apparent, especially so in relation to the letter reproduced in Appendix F. 
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