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PHILOSOPHICAL APPROACHES
TO PAINTING

Jonathan Gilmore

1 Definition

We are concerned here not with all kinds of painting, but only with the works produced by what,
following Richard Wollheim (1987), we will call painting as an art. So central to our discussion
are works of such overlapping kinds as frescoes, encaustics, altarpiece panels, landscapes, portraits,
still-lifes, depictions of historical events, and abstractions. We might also extend the concept with
qualifications to more peripheral kinds of paintings, inter alia: those created in novel or idiosyn-
cratic media, such as Chuck Close’s portraits composed with small paper disks and Andy Warhol’s
Oxidation canvases created with urine and copper-based paints; works whose conditions of cre-
ation are essential to what they convey, such as street art; and objects that result from equipping
non-human animals or machines with tools and materials of fine art. Whether or not the creative
mechanisms, and conceptual and performative aims, of such works count against their status as
paintings is a question a proper understanding of the core concept of painting should help illumi-
nate. In any case, in what follows, reference to painting will be assumed to include the qualifica-
tion “as an art” except where indicated.

The extraordinary variety of instances, contemporary and historical, of painting would seem
to render futile any attempt to find an essence to the art form, or a definition adumbrating neces-
sary and jointly sufficient conditions under which an object is a painting. However, some struc-
ture might be given to the concept when it is construed as referring to a cluster of individually
weighted properties. No single one of these considerations would be dispositive in answering the
question of a given artifact, “is this a painting?” But the presence or absence of such properties
would help to explain not just why core cases seem prototypical of paintings, but why there is
reasonable disagreement or uncertainty about the identification of those on the periphery. A non-
exhaustive list of such properties whose possession would tend, perhaps with different weights,
toward the identification of an object as a painting includes being:

e A visual product of intentional activity

e An artifact that endures beyond a viewer’s experience of it

* A visual representation that is most naturally seen via its vertical and horizontal axes being
perpendicular to a spectator’s line of vision

e Asurface composed of discrete marks so as to realize a cumulative visual effect

e A surface covered in a viscous medium, such as oil paint, tempera, gouache, or acrylic, the
recognition of which as such is of artistic or aesthetic interest
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* A depiction that permits its content to be recognized in a configuration of lines, shapes, and
colors

e A work ofart

e An artifact created in light of and with reference to other artifacts identified as paintings and

* A marked surface that serves as a conduit via which “the mental state of an artist makes itself
felt within the mind of a spectator...” (Wollheim, 1987: 22).

Not only might there be many other properties, the possession of which would point toward
something being a painting, but some properties might count against an object’s inclusion. For ex-
ample, some theories of forgeries question whether they are works of art or even paintings aspiring
to be art, rather than merely objects designed to give viewers a false experience of being such (see
Hick, “Forgery and Authenticity,” this volume). In this way of thinking, forgeries are no more
what they purport to be than a visualization of a mountain provided by a virtual reality headset
is a real mountain. Furthermore, even the most widely shared properties on that list admit ex-
ceptions of bona-fide paintings. Most paintings are appropriately viewed head-on, with a picture
plane perpendicular to a spectator’s line of vision, but anamorphic paintings such as Holbein’s The
Ambassadors require a sideway point of view for their content to be revealed, and Michelangelo’s
fresco on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel ceiling has been described as resolving into a coherent
image only when seen from a position that foreshortens otherwise disproportionately large figures
(Steinberg, 2019).

Finally, some works are both paintings and art but may not exemplify painting as an art. For
example, Sol LeWitt’s Red Square, White Letters of 1963, a conceptual critique of the visual au-
tonomy attributed to late-modernist painting, is indeed painted in oil on canvas but asks for its
content to be read off of its colored and shaped textual labels, not its visual presentation. Lucio
Fontana’s brightly painted slashed canvases (Cuts) of the late 1950s and 1960s are aesthetically
and artistically compelling but may only incidentally belong to the genre whose conventions the
works aim to critique.

As we will see, historical and contemporary theories of painting have typically seized on one
or more salient property of works in the genre and defended that or those properties as central to
the concept, often at the expense of diminishing other properties that would be salient in differ-
ent contexts. With few exceptions, such theories do not merely describe or define paintings but
seek to advance a view of what makes them artistically or aesthetically valuable. In some cases,
these theories, although purporting to address the nature of painting generally, are introduced
with the more specific aim of vindicating critical judgments of a given style, movement, or artist’s
work, particularly those that challenge heretofore conventions of the practice. Thus Roger Fry,
seeking to defend his judgment of the new style that he found in such diverse artists as Van Gogh,
Gauguin, and Cézanne, argued that the highest value of modern art was to be found in its aim
through formal means to express and arouse the emotions, not in its recording of the visual aspects
of nature—a project he attributed to the Impressionists and which he claimed “had been pushed to
the point where further development was impossible.” Although none of these theories survives
philosophical scrutiny, considering them is instructive for understanding the nature and artistic
value of their respectively privileged property, even if we withhold commitment to its essentialist
role. Here we will also discuss aspects of paintings that are sometimes identified as explaining the
nature of paintings, even if playing that role is not characterized as essential.

2 Representational vs. Configurational Dimensions

Most paintings involve the representation of something via marks on a two-dimensional surface.
Abstract paintings are not, in virtue of their abstraction, excluded from this group. For just as a
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figurative painting might represent a landscape, so an abstract painting might represent a mood
or an idea. What distinguishes figurative from abstract is more specifically that abstract paintings,
although sometimes representational, are not depictive—they don’t offer an experience as if of the
visual properties of what they represent. More specifically, gqua abstraction they don’t offer that
experience (i.e., an abstract painting of fire might not be abstract with respect to its use of the hues
of red and black). Sometimes this is because what they represent has no visual property, as in the
case of abstract ideas. Other times, an abstract painting is presented so as to elicit an aesthetic in-
terest in its formal qualities—the appearance and relations among its shapes, colors, lines, how its
elements are arranged, and its decorative qualities—without an attribution of content or meaning
to those marks. And, finally, an abstraction may represent a nonperceptual feature of a perceptible
thing, such as a portrait sitter’s institutional status or emotional fragility. We may, for example,
need to infer such contents of the representation from what is indeed visually represented, or be
elicited to attribute such nonperceptual contents to the representation through its arousal of the
relevant feelings in viewers.

Let us focus for the moment only on paintings understood as visual representations of their ob-
jects (as opposed to symbolic or expressive representations). They can be characterized under two
kinds of descriptions. Under one description, we refer to a painting’s configurational dimensions:
the design and arrangement of its marks, colors, shapes, and other features of its literal surface.
Under the other description, we refer to the painting’s representational dimensions: the object of
which it presents a visual experience (where this object is something other than an element of the
configurational properties that we literally see). So, under the first description we can refer to the
lines, brushstrokes, shapes, and colors of Caravaggio’s ¢.1596 Bacchus; under the second descrip-
tion, we can refer to the boy dressed as the god, the grapes and wine leaves in his hair, and the
goblet he holds. Registering the appearance of the painting under both descriptions, we can then
attribute certain other symbolic and expressive properties to its content, such as that it presents us
with a non-idealized human form (the boy’s fingernails are dirty and there is a hint of stubble on
his cheek) and that it perhaps refers to an actual human model, Caravaggio’s pupil or assistant, not
the deity of which he bears the accoutrements.

Although the terms have been employed in many ways, we will refer here, by stipulation, to
theories that attend to the first kind of dimensions as a source of painting’s distinctiveness and
value as_formal accounts and refer to theories that attend to the second kind of dimensions as mimetic
accounts. Although the difference between these kinds of accounts may lie merely in what kinds
of properties each seeks to emphasize or explain, the accounts have often been articulated as ex-
clusive rivals. So we will first discuss each approach separately and then turn to theories that seek
to show how the nature and value of painting can be understood only through attending to the
joint contribution of what those two accounts treat as exclusive foci. Yet we will also see the in-
adequacy of speaking of the nature and value of paintings exclusively in terms of what they depict
and the formal means by which that depiction is achieved. For that we will need to consider how
the medium or material, as such, of a painting may sometimes contribute to its contents and effects.

3 Mimetic Accounts of Painting

Individually or as a class, paintings may have many sorts of values, inter alia, historical, cognitive,
religious, monetary, status-signaling, and functional values. These and other values could in many
circumstances be realized in other art forms and in artifacts that are not identified as art (see Par-
sons, “Functional Art,” this volume).

Theories that attribute a distinctive value to painting thus try to show that it has some capacity
for the realization of value that other art forms and artifacts do not. The natural candidates for
such a capacity are found in the visual experience that painting affords. The thought here is that
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there is something unique or at least especially effective in that visual experience through which
a painting realizes certain values, perhaps, including such values as those cited above. Where such
theories differ is in how they characterize that experience and the means by which it is produced.

Mimetic accounts of painting see that experience as primarily constituted by our perception of
a certain kind of content: the visual properties of the object, scene, state of affairs, and so on, that
the painting represents. Such theories acknowledge that a painting may engage in several differ-
ent kinds of representation. A painting may represent (to borrow language from Saussure, 1983)
something indexically, as footprints do. We see this in how Robert Ryman’s canvases composed
of repeated and parallel brushstrokes instantiate physical traces of the movement of his hand as he
applied them; and in how Jackson Pollock’s works register the gestures he employed as he poured
and dripped paint onto canvas. Other paintings represent symbolically, via conventions, as the
bird in Raphael’s Madonna of the Goldfinch represents the Passion. Yet those forms of representation
don’t reflect what makes painting a specifically visual art. For tactile information could tell us in-
formation about the movement of an artist’s hand in creating a work, and symbolic descriptions
are employed in verbal art forms as well. Thus, the mimetic account seeks to ground its answer
to what is distinctive and valuable in painting in some dimension of how paintings communicate
their contents in the first instance via visual representation. Here, what matters is how an artist’s
gesture is presented visually, whether or not the visual representation is genuinely caused by the
movement it seems to be a trace of, and how a symbol is itself visually depicted, e.g., how the bird
in Raphael’s Madonna of the Goldfinch is painted such that it can serve as a reminder to audiences
literate in such symbols of Jesus’ later suffering.

One version of the mimetic theory holds that the visual experience paintings offer is one of an
actual object—where, that is, what a painting allows us to see is what we would see if we could
confront the object face-to-face. But that account is too crude, not only because paintings often
offer a visual experience of something that doesn’t exist but also because paintings show us their
subjects represented in ways that may or may not correspond to how those subjects look in the
flesh.

A more sophisticated version of the mimetic theory recognizes that paintings do not represent
their subjects “transparently.” Rather, paintings offer us a visual experience as if it were of their
subjects, without that visual experience necessarily aspiring to conform to what a visual experi-
ence would in fact be of the subject encountered extra-pictorially. Thus, a painting of a beautiful
movie star—like De Kooning’s Marilyn Monroe (1954)—can represent her as grotesque; a painting
of'a populated industrialized countryside—like Impressionist landscapes that edit out the evidence
of the railroad—can represent it as pristine and pastoral. And Caravaggio’s Bacchus can represent
his model as the god of wine, or as a young man just past the flush of youth dressing up as the
mythological character. Here, the value of the visual experience a painting offers is to be found in
the value of the visual experience of the painting’s content—the object or scene as it is represented
by the painting.

The mimetic account of painting has a long pedigree and gains a prima facie support from
histories of the arts (at least those of Western Art) that purport to trace a progressive mastery of
techniques by which visual aspects of the experience of real things can be registered in a repre-
sentation. We can see intimations of such a historical account in Vasari’s 1550 narrative of the
progress of painting from Giotto through Michelangelo, “the end and perfection of art” and in
the (perhaps apocryphal) anecdote told about the academic history painter Paul Delaroche who,
upon seeing a daguerreotype in 1839, exclaimed “from today, painting is dead” (Bann, 1997).

How paintings depict their objects so as to give us an experience as if it were of those objects
has historically been answered through a particular theory of depiction that we can call illusionism.
(We will see in a moment not only why that theory is unsatisfactory as a theory of depiction but
also why mimetic approaches need not be saddled with a commitment to illusionism.) The idea
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that paintings fool viewers into thinking they actually stand before the subjects the paintings de-
pict is most dramatically illustrated in the Roman writer Pliny’s narrative of the contest between
Zeuxis and Parrhasius over who is the greater painter (see Pappas, “Antiquity,” this volume).
There, Zeuxis presents a painting of grapes that is so realistic that the birds descend from the trees
to peck at the panel. Yet, when he asks Parrhasius to remove drapery covering his painting, the
latter reveals that his creation is only a depiction of drapery. Whereas the one contestant succeeds
in causing mere birds to confuse a painting with what it depicts, the other triumphs by fooling
a celebrated artist. Plato presents a similar but much dimmer view of how painting works in the
Republic:

a painter, we say, will paint us a cobbler, a carpenter, and other craftsmen, though he himself
has no expertness in any of these arts. But, nevertheless, if he were a good painter, by exhib-
iting at a distance his picture of a carpenter he would deceive children and foolish men, and

make them believe it to be a real carpenter.
(598b—c)

Finally, in Art and Illusion, Ernst Gombrich offers a comparable theory that paintings depict their
objects through aiming to cause an experience like that of the object being present before the
viewer (see Seeley, “E.H. Gombrich,” this volume). However, Gombrich doesn’t suggest, like
Plato, that such illusionism causes viewers to form the false belief that a painting is actually what
it depicts. That would be a theory of painting as prompting delusion, which outside of invented
stories, is rarely instantiated in our encounters with works of art. There is some controversy over
whether Gombrich’s analysis of depiction is committed to paintings actually achieving such illu-
sionism, but a plausible interpretation of his theory is that for a picture to depict some content X is
for the picture to be composed in such a way that it tends to cause audiences to have an experience
as if they are viewing X itself. Such illusionistic accounts of depiction have been heavily criticized,
principally on the grounds that, outside of genres such as trompe l'oeil, we rarely experience what
a painting depicts as if it were there in the flesh. We do not even experience, say, a tendency that
is overridden by our recognition that we stand before a representation, to see paintings this way.

However, the failure of illusionism as a theory of depiction hardly undermines the mimetic
theories of painting. Indeed, a proponent of such a theory may appeal to a number of other highly
developed, if rival, theories of how paintings depict their contents. (For a full discussion of such
theories, see Hyman, and Bantinaki, 2021.)

One alternative theory of depiction appeals to the notion of visual recognition. In this account,
developed in Schier (1986) and Lopes (1996), we recognize the things pictures depict via the same
mental capacities we employ in recognizing those things outside of pictorial contexts. Here, for a
picture to visually represent X is for us to recognize X in the picture just as we would an actual X,
not for us to necessarily have the experience we would of X in the flesh. A painting depicts, e.g.,
a bridge insofar as we can recognize a bridge in the painting using the same capacities involved
in seeing a real bridge.

A second alternative is the theory that a painting depicts some extra-pictorial thing insofar as
viewers experience a resemblance in certain respects between the painting’s surface and that thing.
Thus, for Robert Hopkins (1998) and Catharine Abell (2007), who have each developed resem-
blance theories of depiction, a painting depicts, say, a bridge through affording an experience of
its surface as resembling in certain respects a bridge. One of the more important respects identified
here is an object’s outline shape: something O is seen in a surface P iff P is experienced as resem-
bling O in outline shape (Hopkins: 77).

A third kind of theory, conventionalism, dispenses with notions of perceptual resemblance
between a painting’s surface and what it depicts. Instead, conventionalist theories (such as that
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introduced by Nelson Goodman [1968] and developed by John Kulvicki [2006b]) treat pictorial
depiction as a function of the role a symbol plays in a certain system.

Goodman thus argues that a picture does not visually represent something by providing a mi-
metic appearance or resemblance to it. Rather, a painting of X visually represents x in virtue of
the semantic and syntactic conventions that constitute the symbol system to which the painting
of X belongs (1968: 42). Such a system (Goodman refers to “the traditional Western system of
representation” [1968: 226] as an example) is made up of rules that associate symbols with certain
denotata. So just as the noun “boot” refers to a boat in German but a boot in English, a “Blue
Nude” painting might represent a woman with an ordinary appearance in a system associated
with a Fauvist style or one with an unusual complexion in a system associated with a realist style.
Here, depictions of the sort addressed by perceptual and resemblance theories are construed as
just as arbitrarily related to what they depict as linguistic descriptions are to what they represent.

While the conventionalist approach has been found to be much more controversial than rec-
ognition or resemblance views, it is important to note that none of these theories limits itself to
explaining just painterly depiction; in principle, they aspire to explain depiction across many
different domains, including that found in photographs, diagrams, and maps. Thus, worries over
a theory such as conventionalism when it is restricted to painting may be compensated for by a
strength in the theory’s general applicability over many kinds of depiction beyond painting.

Even when a mimetic theory does not explicitly identify a commitment to one of the above
explanations of depiction, it must offer some account of what specifically it 1s in the experience of
a painting’s depicted contents that can supply painting’s distinctive value.

In some cases, that value might be identical to the value of experiencing a painting’s object
in the flesh. Prior to the invention of photography, paintings were one means by which people
could experience what were presented as realistic depictions of such things as foreign locales, his-
torical events, deceased relatives, and for the aristocracy, even marriage prospects. However, that
documentary function cannot of course be the only source of painting’s value. For if the value of
paintings is found in the appearance of something that, in principle, we might confront directly,
unmediated by a representation, it is hard to explain why we often savor the visual experience of
a painting of a landscape more than seeing that part of nature in person.

Relatedly, we often take pleasure in seeing things depicted in paintings that we would suffer
from seeing for real. Aristotle puzzled over that latter phenomenon, suggesting in the Poetics that
“we enjoy looking at the most exact portrayals of things whose actual sight is painful to us” (he
refers to pictures of corpses as an example) because of the pleasure we take in acquiring knowledge
of those things (Aristotle, 1987). Even if this is true of the first occasion, it isn’t clear that such
compensation is available upon subsequent viewings of the same image, in relation to which the
putative knowledge has already been acquired. Also, we need an explanation of why, when paint-
ings depict things that could just as easily be represented via photography, we do not necessarily
value the latter experience over the former.

Finally, while viewers of a painting might take pleasure in its success in depicting a three-
dimensional reality on a two-dimensional surface—that is, just its being an achievement of a visual
representation—this can be only a partial answer to what is distinctive of value in painting. For
that kind of value attaches to any successful painterly depiction, irrespective of what content it
makes available to viewers. An explanation of what makes the experience of a painting valuable
should, by contrast, recognize some role played by the specific properties of its contents, not
merely that any given contents are represented. Whereas the defect there is to find value only in
a representation qua representational vehicle, without regard to the specific contents represented,
a contrary defect attends 17th and 18th century academic theories committed to the hierarchy of
genres. There, a painting that portrayed a historical event or monarch would, by virtue merely of
that subject, be attributed a higher value than one that depicted a domestic scene or arrangement
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of flowers (see Wrigley, 1993). That is, these theories located the value of paintings in their extra-
pictorial subjects themselves, not in the subjects-as-represented by the paintings.

More illuminating versions of the mimetic approach to painting identify, not the value of the
visual experience of the bare subjects that paintings present, but what is special about painting’s vi-
sual content across many different kinds of subjects. Such theories aim to tell us what is distinctive
in painting’s specifically visual mode of representing things. Renaissance defenders of painting
in the paragone, or contest of the arts, thus typically pointed to what they claimed painting could
show or achieve that sculpture, poetry, and, by extension, other arts could not, such as the color
and texture of things, or how all elements of some state of affairs look at the same time (sculpture,
by contrast, requires one to shift one’s position to take in all that it represents). For other theorists,
such as Lessing, the capacity to represent a certain kind of beauty is painting’s essential function
(Lessing, 1766/1962). For later theorists, such as Ruskin (19006), paintings serve as visual pros-
thetics: showing us more of what can be seen in what we see. And artists as varied as Chardin,
Cezanne, and modernist Photorealists have been interpreted as engaging in the representation of
objects not for their visual properties alone but in order to convey some thesis—only conveyable
through painting—about the nature of vision and representation itself (Gilmore, 2005).

4 Formalist Theories of Painting

Of course, a theory of painting that focused solely on the genre’s represented contents would ig-
nore a fundamental feature of such works—that they are representations in paint. In other words,
a theory of painting ought to explain our interest in, and the capacities for representation afforded
by, such painterly resources as lines, shapes, contours, brushstrokes, hues, glazes, scumble, gran-
ulation, washes, and textures of the canvas, linen, plaster, or wood support. A staunch defender
of the mimetic account might argue that all such painterly means are of interest solely for their
contribution to a painting’s capacity to present a visual experience as being of what it depicts.
But as noted above, this would fail to explain why the visual experience a painting provides of a
subject-as-represented can have aesthetic or artistic values that, say, a photograph of, sculpture of,
or actual encounter with, the subject does not. Often a representation of something is of greater
aesthetic interest to us than a visual experience of the actual thing itself. Other theories thus focus
on aspects of painting whose artistic and aesthetic value is not exhausted in their contribution to
the presentation of the depicted object. Emphasis on the distinctiveness and value of such config-
urational aspects of painting in the history and criticism of art is associated with the concept of
Sformalism.

Some versions of formalism evolved as a reaction against the earlier mimetic theories and yet,
like those earlier theories, often turn out to be accounts of painting’s value masquerading as ac-
counts of its essential nature. What they stress, and this is particularly so once technical achieve-
ments of realism are largely mastered and widely demonstrated, is the artistic value that is to be
found in painting’s configurational aspects (see Nanay “Pictorial Organization” for a discussion of
surface pictorial organization and its relation to formalism, this volume).

Thus Clement Greenberg asserted that the history of painting from Manet and his contempo-
raries to the Abstract Expressionists, whom Greenberg championed in his own day, was painting’s
progressive shedding of all that wasn’t essential to it, including that which could be achieved by
other art forms such as literature and sculpture. This culminated, he asserted, in painting achiev-
ing a kind of “flatness,” one that, in excluding three-dimensional space, is to be appropriately ex-
perienced and evaluated only for its configurational aspects (Greenberg, 1940). Greenberg allowed
that paintings after Manet might seem deeply committed to mimetic aims but argued that it was
only in virtue of their reference to their two-dimensional picture plane that they are to be judged
as paintings (1960/1993).

11
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The historical and explanatory commitments a theory such as Greenberg’s must take on
render it highly implausible as a theory of painting’s essence or value. It would have to claim
that naturalistic painters outside the particular modernist tradition Greenberg narrates were
misguided in what dimension of their craft best realized artistic or aesthetic values peculiar to
painting. However, Greenberg’s theory can be charitably interpreted (against his intentions)
with much more limited scope: as a critical analysis of the aims of some of the painters he
championed, making salient which of their properties are relevant to artistic appreciation of
works in light of their aims or purposes (see Gilmore, 2011). In the same way we might respond
to Roger Fry’s justification of Post-Impressionism before a skeptical audience accustomed to
traditional realist and academic modes of representation: we can consistently reject the claim
that the investigation of form is central or essential to painting and yet acknowledge that such
investigation might have a comparatively greater potential for the realization of artistic value
in certain periods, for example, when the alternative project of naturalistic depiction seemed
to reach a limit, or when abstraction seemed capable of communicating content that figuration
could not.

5 Dual Aspect Accounts

When proposed as exclusive theories of painting, neither configurational nor representational
accounts succeed. Configurational theories that focus on formal features and representational the-
ories that focus on mimetic features each identify important dimensions of painting. Where they
fail is in treating their favored dimension as central to the nature and value of the art form. Dual
aspect accounts attempt to improve on those partial theories by attending to both those dimensions
and how they interrelate.

One way to account for the dual aspects of a painting is to treat each dimension described above
as contributing to a work’s value additively: the value of a painting is the sum of the values of our
visual experience of the configurational elements and the represented content. Ernst Gombrich’s
description of our experience of paintings as involving aspect perception seems to endorse this
additive approach. He suggests that we flip back and forth in viewing a painting between seeing
it as presenting its represented content and seeing it as a formal configuration of lines, patches of
color, and so on. There, our experience of a painting involves a cognitive and perceptual opera-
tion of seeing as: preferentially attending to some of a painting’s features lets us see it as one thing,
preferentially attending to other features has us see it as another, as in the experience described in
a novel by Jack London:

An oil painting caught and held him... There was beauty, and it drew him irresistibly. He
forgot his awkward walk and came closer to the painting, very close. The beauty faded out
of the canvas... He stared at what seemed a careless daub of paint, then stepped away. Imme-
diately all the beauty flashed back into the canvas. ‘A trick picture,” was his thought, as he
dismissed it...

(London, Martin Eden)

Although one could, like London’s character, attend to a single daub of paint to the exclusion of
registering whatever object or scene it serves the representation of, the seeing-as account doesn’t
explain how our in-principle distinct forms of attention to configurational and representational
elements of a painting can--and perhaps in some cases must--interrelate. On the one side, we
cannot see a painting’s represented content without literally seeing features that belong to a de-
scription of the painting’s configuration. We can’t, for example, see a red ball without seeing
whatever lines, colors, and shapes constitute the representation of the red ball. On the other side,
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at least with figurative paintings, one of the non-arbitrary ways to see the relevant configurational
properties of a painting as constituting a formal design or pattern is to see those properties in light
of the structure given to them by the object or scene they serve to represent. That is, among the
ways in which to objectively individuate lines, shapes, brushstrokes, and so on, on the surface of a
painting into distinct groups or patterns of color is to refer (if only implicitly) to their contribution
to a visual experience of the painting’s represented object. It should be said that this is not the only
non-arbitrary way to individuate such configurational elements, for a painting’s surface may reveal
a pattern, e.g., a grid or a systematic direction of brushstrokes, that is of visual interest independent
of whatever the painting represents.

Richard Wollheim’s concept of seeing-in supplies a better characterization of our prima facie
experience of seeing a represented object in and through configurational elements, and of see-
ing such configurational elements via their role in representing an object (Wollheim, 1980). For
Wollheim, it is essential to the way pictures depict that they provide a “twofold” experience: we
are aware of both a picture’s surface and what it depicts, and the latter is seen in the former. In
Wollheim’s proposal, the phenomenon of seeing-in comprises not two visual experiences between
which we flip back and forth, but one visual experience with two simultaneous dimensions: that
of a picture’s (literally present) surface configuration and that of the (not literally present) three-
dimensional space the picture depicts. Seeing-in occurs in contexts outside of our encounters with
representations, as other phenomena—such as a cloud or a stained wall—permit us to see things
in their configured surfaces. But what distinguishes those experiences from pictorial depiction in
Wollheim’s view is that only the latter involves a form of normativity. There is no right or wrong
way to see a figure in a cloud, whereas there is plausibly the possibility of misrecognition and fail-
ure to see altogether what is represented in a painting.

The source of the normativity Wollheim attributes to seeing-in is tendentious. He suggests that
what is to be seen in the marked surface of a painting is constrained by what its creator intended,
but other accounts leave room for unintended depictions that are nonetheless recognizable via
seeing-in. Whether all paintings invite seeing-in is also controversial. Trompe-l’oeil paintings
aim to diminish attention to their surface properties, even as those properties must be visually
registered to see the playing cards, letters, and so on, that the trompe-l'ocil represents. And some
paintings, such as minimalist works and those of purely decorative design, frustrate attempts to
attend to any visually represented content, excluding even the appearance of a shallow spatial
depth that obtained in the most austerely non-figurative abstract expressionist works. Denying
that they offered a window onto some virtual scene, Frank Stella quipped of his paintings (often
mounted on thick stretchers to emphasize their status as objects), “what you see is what you see”
(Stella, 1966). While the tautology is of course true of even traditional figurative paintings that
invite seeing-in, a theory that posits seeing-in as an essential dimension of the experience of any
painting either excludes many instances of what prima facie are paintings or invites the wrong
kind of experience of those works—wrongly recommending, say, that we seek to discover some
hidden object or scene emerging from a purely abstract design.

A third approach that recognizes the dual aspects of painting, a theory that is consistent with
Wollheim’s notion of seeing-in, holds that sometimes our awareness of a painting’s subject or con-
tent is inflected by our awareness of the formal aspects of how it is rendered. Robert Hopkins de-
scribes the purported phenomenon of inflection this way: “[sJometimes, what is seen in a surface
includes properties a full characterization of which needs to make reference to that surface’s design
(conceived as such)” (Hopkins, 2010: 158; see also Nanay, 2010). Demonstrations of inflection
typically feature cases in which our awareness of how paint and brushstroke are handled shapes
our perception of what is represented by those means. Thus, Michael Podro remarks of a painting
by Veronese of a woman turned away from us (later titled Unfaithfulness) “the sense of the brush
across the heavy weave canvas intimates the physical immanence of the woman’s back” (Podro,
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1998: 13). Here, Podro speaks of how features of the form or design of a painting are “recruited”
into the scene visible in the picture (Podro, 1998: 13, 26). Comparably, we can say that our
awareness of the mottled, textured, scored, and roughened surfaces of Lucien Freud’s paintings
conditions our perceptual experience of the represented flesh of the people he portrays. Thus, in
works that exhibit inflection, there can be an aesthetically or artistically valuable relationship be-
tween our awareness of the represented object and of the nature of the particular configurational
elements used to render it. In proposing the existence of that relation, the theory of inflection
offers a way of understanding how the visual experience of an object within a painting might not
be available, even in principle, outside of that form of representation.

However, it is not clear what the theory that some or all paintings exhibit inflection adds to
the already noted point that it is in virtue of our literal perception of a painting’s surface qualities
(its configurational qualities) that we see its represented object (Hopkins, 2010). Not all properties
literally seen on the surface of a painting (such as creases in a canvas or areas where pigment has
faded) appropriately enter into our visual experience of its represented object. In this sense, paint-
ings exhibiting inflection are not different in kind from those that do not. In all cases, viewers
must at least implicitly decide which of a painting’s surface features properly constitute the work
of art (and which do not), and thus belong to it as a representational vehicle that determines how
we see its object (see Danto, 1981).

Perhaps (as some of the figurative language characterizing its instantiation suggests) the phe-
nomenon of inflection should not be construed as solely visual, but covers any case in which
the content of a painting is in part constituted by an awareness of one or more of its physical
properties—e.g., the gestures or tools it bears the traces of, the materials it is composed of, the
textures of its painted surface or canvas support. Understood that way, inflection describes one
of the ways in which the manipulation of the standard materials of the art form can contribute to
its contents. That is, inflection shows one way in which aspects of what David Davies calls paint-
ing’s “vehicular medium”—the materials that are operated on to produce a work—can count as
aspects of painting’s “artistic medium”—materials or the manipulation of which, as such, supply a
work’s meaning (see Davies, 2005). As Davies (“Sculpture,” this volume) writes, “artistic medium
mediates between the vehicular medium and the artistic content” (see also, Boyce, The Medium(-
Re)viewed,” this volume).

That recognition that the content of a painting is not merely causally dependent on, but con-
stituted by an awareness of, its material constitution is registered in one of the founding texts in
the history of painting, Alberti’s della pittura (1436), where the Renaissance humanist and artist in-
structs painters to foreswear using actual gold leaf'in the rendering of such things as angel’s haloes
or blond hair, but to achieve the same effect through pigmented paint. In effect, Alberti, seeking
to establish painting as a liberal or intellectual art, not a merely manual one, asks that such paint-
ings convey the holy status of their subjects through solely representational and symbolic means,
not via material with extra-pictorial value. Comparably, when certain materials in painting could
be recognized both for their symbolic and actual value, they could serve dual roles as artistic me-
dia, qua those materials. In, for example, certain paintings by Sassetta, the blue cloak Saint Francis
gives to a poor knight is rendered in paint made from precious lapis-lazuli, not to merely present
the bright blue color of the Saint’s gift, but to elicit in viewers a symbolic association between the
significance of the Saint’s charity and the value of the gemstone (Baxandall, p.11). More recently,
Kerry James Marshall describes how he renders the skin of Black individuals in his paintings
chromatically, through an exclusive use of black pigment, without any of the adjustments in tone
(lightness or darkness) that white or lighter pigments would offer. In these paintings, he notes
“blackness is non-negotiable....unequivocal...,” implying a contrast with those works in the West-
ern canon in which the appearance of Black people is marginal or diminished (Mason, 2016).
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6 Conclusion

In the limited space given to this discussion, we followed philosophical accounts of the nature
of painting that address the distinctions between, and potential interactions among, visual repre-
sentational properties and visual configurational properties. Thus, we surveyed certain attempts
to characterize the nature of painting by appeal to its traditional representational role; its literal
surface appearance; and how the content of a painting may be constituted by a simultaneous
awareness of its representational content and its literal surface. Yet, as we saw in the discussion
of inflection and artistic medium, the content of a painting can be a function of more than its
visual properties, and what those visual properties express or symbolize. Indeed, in principle,
any physical property of a painting—the materials it is made of, the tactile nature of its surface,
the thickness of its supports—may be such that an intended recognition of it can enter into the
painting’s content. In this respect, the above discussion provides only a preliminary account of the
nature of painting. That is, whereas we may be able to identify some of the prototypical proper-
ties of a painting under configurational or representational descriptions, these descriptions do not
capture all the contributions to the work’s content made by its artistic medium. For recognizing
what a work represents in and through its formal and material features may be only the first step
in identifying the preconditions of further sources of content, such as what a work expresses or
symbolizes. Finally, only through recognizing how paintings represent, express, and symbolize
can we begin to address such larger questions as how they can have cognitive values, elicit the
emotions, be subject to moral and political critique, and normatively constrain how they are con-
served, displayed, and interpreted.
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