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- To ask an art historlan to speak on the subject of style Is to

expect something straight from the horse's mouth. Even
when the toplc Is not set, colleagues in the other humanistic
disciplines assembled (to take a typlcal academic situation)
for a qualifying examination will turn to the art historian as
the acknowledged bearer of, definer of, style. ‘‘How would

- you describe the style of the baroque lyric In France," or

"*Could you comment on the development of the German
baroque drama?'’ The questions are put to the student, but
the professor of French or German looks across at the art
historian for confirmation. We know the answers, for it is we
who set, who valldated the questions.

It is at moments like these that | begin to squirm. And,
indeed, | have done a certain amount of squirming in
preparing this lecture. For the normal invocation of style in
art history Is a depressing affair indeed. One might prefer,
as | have trled in my own writing and teaching, to avolid its
terminology altogether: to Insist, for example, on teaching
Dutch art of the seventeenth century rather than northern
baroque; to discuss the nature of some works by Rubens
with reference to the relationship between manner and
meaning rather than style and content; to avoid questions
about the baroque aspects of Rembrandt and turn rather to
consider description and narration in his works. Yet the
issue (can It really be called a concept) of style touches on
some essential phenomena and—call it style or, as | shall
suggest, by another name—one surely must deal with them.

Style, as engaged in the study of art, has always had a
radically historical blas. It Is this that has always impressed,

and | think had suchan unfortunate effect on, the
neighboring humanistic disciplines. Musicologists, literary
scholars and historians following the example set by art
historlans have felt that the nomination of period styles and
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sub-styles Is a more honorlfic (because it Is sclentific)
activity than the critical appreciation of and interpretation of
Individual works. The serlous implications of this enterprise
are hardly suggested by the endless art historical articles
and books which multiply stylistic terms—we have baroque,
early, high and late, and then early, high, and late baroque
realism—In order to denote and group art objects, In the
handbooks of art history today the denotative stylistic terms,
far from admitting to an historical and aesthetic blas, are
96  treated as attributes of the works or groups of works. Thus
It Is characteristic in art historical discourse to move from
the locating of a work in a perlod style to the analysis of Its

Image or object contrasts with the time it takes to read
through a verbal artifact, There is something immediate, in
other words, about the perception of "'style'* in this formal
sense. Added lo this Is the enormous task the student of art
faces In Identifying and ordering the objects of hig study.
Nowhere Is this more evident than In the study of socleties, / }

such as those studied by Kubler, where artifacts often stand
alone without any verbal record. The style of artifacts Is not
then only taken historically; Tt tself constitutes the historical

¥<-sequence, It permits art historlans to enter In where

students ol literature would simply have no place., Finally,
and paradoxically, it is not only the fact of our distance but

[omp? Vle“ stylistic (for which read *“formal’") components and Its the desire for discriminating possession—the art market, in
.por’“ﬁ‘.@ nf‘”’ iconography (for which read loosely ‘content'* or Short-~that drives us on in stylistic placing. Often the valug.
o’ “meanlng"“j.”Categorles are developed in the interest of 1y&of an object depends on assigning it a stylistic identity. This
externallly and objectivity, freeing the observer from any %ﬁﬁmwﬁmmoua! allribute. It is
responsibility for them. These presumably objective a major problem in classification that is essentlally assigned -
categorles of large historical classifications are then to a group of specialists in the field known as connoisseurs. ”’7':‘70/
(silently) treated as aesthetic properties of each object. Even dealing with traditions such as that of Chinese ‘5’5@%
Style, designated by the art historlan, Is treated as if it were painting, or in media such as prints, where replication S
possessed by each object. Thus presumably denotative rather than origination Is the principle of making, the
terms are made to serve as explanations, are pursued (*'In stylistic view locks for the first.invent'on. This validation of
what respects Is Rembrandt's Blinding of Sam.son 24 primacy in Invention.‘ W."ich of course has sources In the 2y
baroque?'') as leading to the proper interpretation of est that go much deeper than the whims of the art @7 cy
images. O, L
954,
é@(ap /G The most diplomatic yet enthuslastic account of style that ey
we have is the well-known piece by Meyer Schapiro.! Its
Kub oy thrust has been well summarized by George Kubler when he
‘ wrote, *'The notion of slyle has long been the art historlan’s
principal mode of classing works of art. By style he selects
"and shapes the history of art.'"? The nature of the objects to
‘ be studied has much t6 do with this situation. The speed of
ect 0 F the glance with which one can take In the "look" of an
, f{,‘ﬂ’\(f) v o '
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market, sits awkwardly, it seems to me, with a notion of
stylistic ordering by period.

There are certain questions suggested | think by even this
cursory summary of the use of style In the practical
operations of the study of art. How, to summarize the
conclusions of my last two paragraphs, without altering our
notion of style, do we get from a frankly external system of
style classification to a discourse which posits art objects
possessing stylistic features and valldates the originator of
those features?

Busying themselves with the kind of activities | have just
outlined ;@%gggqmv@m@mmgrea with
Gombrich's infroductory statement to his Art and !llusion
that *‘The art historlan’s trade rests on the conviction once
formulated by Wlfflin that ‘not everything Is possible in
every perlod.’ *'* But it Is no exaggeration to say that It is
just this view of the historlcal nature of the stylistic
problematic that has been the basis for the most serlous
thinking about style and art. Although Gombrich's quotation
from Wélfflin Is couched in terms of excluslons (and these
are basic to Gombrich's Popperian approach to stylistic
phenomenon), it speaks to constancies. While there have
been different explanations (Wdifflin appealing to the history
of vision, Riegl! to his ample and ambivalent Kunstwollen,
Gombrich to making and matching), there hag been
agreement on locating style In the constancles exhiblited by
objects within a particular perfod of iime. Pursued single-

mindedly, this approach has radical effects on our study of
“‘objects™ and "Images.” | use these terms because even
the validation afforded an object by calling It art Is here
called Into question. Let us take that Issue first: What
objects are the proper concern of such an investigation of
style or how do we distinguish art from non-art? In a famous

remark, Wolfflin, arguing the stylistic equivalence of a
Gothic shoe and a Gothic cathedral, suggested that stylistic
constancy extends beyond the range of objects we in the
West would normally consider art.* Yet when he writes The

" Principles of Art History, Wolfflin restricts himself to what,

since the eighteenth century at least, would have been
called the fine arts—architecture, sculpture and painting.
There Is nothing Iinherent in the notion of style itself that
encourages such distinctions being made. In other words,
value—as boetween varlous objects made at one time, or
between diiferent time spans—Is not at all at issue. Finally,
such a notion of style skirts the Issue of the nature and role
of the Individual maker and In effect questions the entire
notion of authoring or creating. For if the question of
stylistic persistence Is our prime concern, there is no
emphasis glven to the uniqueness and/or inventiveness
{hence discontlnufly versus continulty] thaf are commonly

'‘Meyer Shaplro, ""Style,” in Aesthetics
Today, ed. Morrls Philipson (New York, 1961);
originally in Anthropology Today, ed. A. L.
Kroeber (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1953)

2George Kubler, 'Style and the
Reprasentation of Historical Time," Annals of the
New York Academy of Sciences 138 (1967): 853.
Kubler himself dissents from this view and has
continued to do so In his later work.

3E. H. Gombrich, Art and Illlusion (Princeton:
Bollingen, 1960), p. 4.

‘Heinrich Woliflin, Prolegomena zu einer
Psychologle der Architektur (1886), reprinted in
his Klgine Schriften (Basel: B. Schwabe, 1946),

" p. 44,

wlfFlin
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assoclated (once again in Renalssance an -
Renalssance & oT The West) wih the o Loavidual
maKer. TaKing TH1s as our starting point, it might be that the
persistence of an animal among the Scythlans’ gold, or of
patterns within oriental carpets rather than the works of a
Michelangelo would attract the student of artistic styles.
This Is indeed just what concerned the keeper of textiles
In the Vienna Museum of Arts and Crafts in the 1880s, Alols
Riegl, who has written the most persuasive and profound )
account of style 8o concelved. In a serles 6" works
published between 1891 and 1308 on the textiles of the
anclent mid-East, the art of late antiquity, Dutch group
portraits, and post-Renalssance Italian art, Rlegl proposed
what in retrospect Is an essentlally structuralist
Interpretation of the course : @ ndeed
moved closer and closer with each study, he specifically
avolded what Is, as | shall argue a bit later in this paper, the
often unacknowledged normative center of art historical
studies—the art of the tallan Renalssance. Riegl dealt with

art which was at bes{ considered marglnal. at worst the

degenerate version of previously great styles. (It Is worth
pointing out that it is no accident that the greatest
chronicler of the Italian art of the Renaissanca, Vasarl, is
generally acknowledged as the first art historian. In many
ways Riegl offers an alternative to this.) It Is also significant
that like structuralists today—Levl-Strauss In Brazll, or
Plaget among school children—Rieg! turned to phenomena
to which he stood, by their nature, but also by his distance,
In a nonparticipatory relationship. He chose in other words
a position from which to see all the better the essential
structure without an interpretive blas. )

The historical and deterministic aspects of Riegl's .
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System, his Hegellanism In short, have been severely
criticized by Gombrich and others. | am less Interested here
In the undoubted evolutlonary thrust Implicit In Riegl's
devising and use of the term Kunstwollen (vartously -
translated as will to art, that which wills art and the _
aesthetic urge) than In the psychological terms In which
Rlegl on many occaslons employs it. Although Riegl wants
his study of art to be valld for any observer (hence, he
makes the claim to objectivity of analysis that | have Just
described), he sees the production of art as dependent on a
particular maker or community of makers. The drive or the
necessity of making Is a matter of the psychological
relationship established between man and his world. Art Is,
in short—though the term is mine and not Riegl's—a

mediation between the maker and the world. This Ts The

most valuable aspect of Riegl's rigid developmental scheme

of art from the haplic (facfile) and objective Egypt fo the
optic (sub nineteenth century. And we Tind Tis virtues
less In the theoretical stance as such than in the local
passages of writing about particular works. tn his discussion

‘of Dutch group portraits, formal analysis of surface, space,

and figures yield to an analysis of the relationship of the
Individual portrayed to the group within the work and from
individuals within to the viewer of the painting. Works which,
like northern art in general, seem disorderly and unresolved
from an Italian stylistic point of view are rendered
comprehensible.

Let us look briefly at the earllest of Dutch group
portraits—the members of the Company of St. John as
deplcted by a fellow member and artist, Geergten Tot Sint

- Jans, as they attend the finding of the bones of St. John in

the wing of an altarplece dating from the 1480s (Fig. 1).

Style Is What You Make It: The Visual Arts Once Again
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Flgure 1:

Geergten Tot Sint Jans, The Burning of the
Bones of John the Baptist, Kunsthistorisches
Museum, Vienna,
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*Relgl's major wrltings are: Stilfragen
{Berlin: Slemans, 1893); Spatrémische
Kunstindustrle (Vienna, 1901); Das holléindische
Gruppenportr4t (Vienna: Druck und Verlag der
Osterrelchischen Staatsdruckerel, 1931: 3rd
editlon, Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgeselischaft, 1964), originally published as
an article in 1902; Dia Entstehung der
Barockkunst in Rom (Vienna, 1908), published
posthumously, There have bsen a furry of
modern reassessments of Rleg!'s work: Otto
Plécht, “Art Historiang and Critics, VI: Alols
Rlegl,” The Burlington Magazine 105 (1983):
188-93; Henrl Zerner, ““Alols Riegl: Art, Value,
and Historlclsm,” Daedalus 105 {1976). 177-88,
Willlbald Sauerfander, **Alois Riegl und die
Entstehung der autonomen Kunstgeschichte am
Fin de slécle," In Fin de slécle, ed. Roger Bauer
(Frankfurt, 1977), PP. 125-39. A most positive
presentation of Rlegi from g Structuralist point of
view Is found in Sheldon Nodelman,
“Slructuralist analtvsis In arl and anthropology, "
In Structuratism, od, Jacques Ehrmann (New
York: Anchor Books, 1970), pp. 79-93.



it was . . . a general principle of early Dutch painting

Riegl begins his very lengthy analysis by asking if anything
to avoid subordination and to isolate figures from

holds the portraits of these twelve Individuals together.®

100

Whoever has trained his eye~—as have most art
historians nowadays—in front of Itallan works of art
will be of the opinion that . . . the inner unity has by
necessity already been given through the narrative
character of the subject matter, including all
participants in one story by characterizing one
sector of them as engaged In action, the rest as
passive bystanders.’

Here, however, this does not happen.

Although the legendary event furnished the means
by Itself to arrive at a unifying Interpretation, the
painter_has done all he could o reverse the situation
in order to biot out the unity of action and to

“represent the figures as mutually Independent of

each other and of their action . . . ho deprived the
main action as much as possible of every subordin-
ating effect, first by introducing contrasting side
shows, and second, by attempting to replace the
active will and its possible domination of the events
with as expression of passive feelings.®

Riegl continues the contrast with Italian art in terms of the
viewer of the plcture:

The figures of the Renalssance are consclous of the
fact that within one pictorial unit they find
themselves in mutual relationship. That means: an
onlooker Is pre-supposed, one who wants to see
single figures In a picture united, and therefore
everything has to be avolded that could disturb the
impression of such unity.®

Rieg! goes on to propose that an attitude toward the

% individual figures is tied to certaln compositional hablti:.

Svetlana Alpers

one another outwardly through coordination. . ., At
the time when Geertgen's painting . . . originated,
subordination had already been developed Into keen
pyramidal compositions in ltaly. Their element is the

“diagonal, In other words, the combining line on the
‘picture ptane. Just this line is fotally missing_In_our
palnting; where it could not be avolded, as in the
detail of the uxecutioners, it was defeated as incon-
gplcuously as possible. Most of the figures by far,
including in part even the few who are really acting,
retain a strictly vertical pose in order to stand side
by side, without combining diagonals, as purely
Isolated and coodinated vertical axes.®

He offers a comparison with the italian artist Ghirlandalo in
regards to the natur® of the spectators In the picture

(Fig. 2).

\

Again one has to compare these (Geertgen's) heads
with, say, those by Ghirlandalo in order to recognize
how (the latter's) figures, even when shown as
passive spectators, present their falr existence with
self-complacency and thirst for conquest . . . the
eyes of the Haarlem people are rather turned inward,
gathering the world outside as in a mirror."!

Rieg! finally ties the nature of the depiction to the attitude of
_the putative viewers of northern and Italian works (Fig. 3).

The portralt of Cardinal Francesco Gonzaga by
Mantegna . . . with its captivating look, protruding
eyeballs, and lips shown In sensual tangibllity . . .
makes the immediately impressed viewer totally
obtlivious of himselt. In comparison, our Johannites
appear unprentious, yet full of inner life, their vision

Style is What You Make It: The Visual Arts Once Again



directed as much Iinwardly as outwardly in such &
way that one remains unaware of the physical eye
itself. As they look about, they can only be
appreciated in thelr spiritual significance through a
truly intimate contemplation by an observer who has
’ enough time finally to discover himself.2
The viewer '‘discovering himself’* In contemplation of these
Individual painted portraits is contrasted by Rlegl to the
Italian onlooker desiring unified action and composition in
ftallan art and losing himself in admiration of Gonzaga.

The distinction that Riegl repeatedly makes between
Geertgen's work and Itallan ones Introduces a major theme
of {his lecture: namely the degree to which style in art
historical discourse has aiways been percelved and defined
on the basls of Italian examples, It is a curious fact that the
same blas persists if we follow the Dutch group portrait up
into the seventeenth century. In the face of a continuing
Dutch emphasis on what Rieg! calls coordination of distinct
individuals, historlans of Dutch art argue that the most
britliant and culminating solution to the pictorial problematic
presented by the group portrait is Rembrandt's famous
Syndics. This work is praised not only tor its great individual
portrayals, but specifically because Rembrandt has invented
an action (the figures look out as If In response to a query)
designed to subordinate the individuals 10 a single unity.
This is the ltallan prejudice once more, which here sees

_Rembrand!'s departure from northern concerns.as the best
way of dealing with them.'s :

Althaugh the particulars of Riegl's psychology are
considered dated and unacceptable today, It is to the
relationdl or, perhaps better, the modal nature of his
understanding of style that | wish to draw attention.

Compositional and dramatic unlity, or rather the lack of i,

AN

and the very nature of portrayal In art are, as Riegl subtly
argues, psychological Issues setting forth The measure o

man through his relationship to others and to the world.

In turning away from style and towards mode | am of
course indebted to Northrup Frye's Tormulation of a ""Theory
of Modes"": “‘Fictions, therefore, may be classified, not
morally, but by the hero's power of action, which may be
greater than ours, fess, or roughly the same.''"*

The term mode, as several commentators on Frye have
argued, refers to the fictional hero's strength

The following quotations are taken lrom the
fine translation of a section of Riegl's Das
holléndische Gruppenportr4t, which appeared In
W. Eugene Kleinbauer, Modern Perspective in Art
History (New York: Holt, Rhineharl, and Winstons
1971), pp. 124-38.

'Ibid., p. 128.

*Ibld., p. 129 and p. 130.

‘Ibid., p. 132.

'oibid., p. 133 and p. 135.

"ibld., p. 133.

|bid., p. 134.

3 am not disputing this analysis of
Rembrandt's Syndics—It was indeed Riegl's own
analysis of the work—bul rather the peculiar
velidation that is given lo ihe picture in the eyes
ol historlans of Dutch art because it conjoins an
lallanate with a Netherlandish mode.

“Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), p.33.

fe s






Figure 2:

Domenico Ghirlandalo, Confirming the Rule
of St. Francls, Florence, Santa Trinlta,
Sassettl Chape! (photo by Alinarl).

Figure 3:

Andrea Mantegna, Cardinal Francesco
Gonzaga, Camera degll Sposa, Mantua
{photo by Alinari).
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relative to his world—and thus we have Frye's mythic,
romantic, high mimetic, low mimetic or ironic modes.'® The
hero 18 1HUS a modular for the verbal construct. Two
problems appear to arise when we turn from literature to art
In these terms. In dealing with art at large we are not
limiting ourselves to fictional narratlves or thelr equivalent,
and It seems clear that, as Rlegl's commentaries
reveal, the viewer himself Is an essential part of the
modulai equation. While ths is so In priniciple, 1t Is fiot so In
practice In Frye's application of his categorles. The
relationship of maker or viewer to the putative world of the
work seems a more basic dimension here than that ot hero
to narrative fiction. Further, and related to this, the
categories, perhaps even the need for categorles, into
which Frye organizes his fictions sesms_not clearly
applicable to the range of materials we Include Tn the visual
arts.
~Although he has had his partisans, Rlegl has not had a
central or lasting influence on the main course of the study
of art. One reason is his flercely difficult German and, for
“the non-German, the fact that he has never been translated.
But historically the most important reason Is the Inter-
jection, early on, of the interpretation and interpolations of
Erwin Panofsky. In the name of clarifying Rlegl's term
Kunstwollen, Panofsky directed attention away from the
structural elements caught in a web of psychological drives
and connotations to an objective meaning intrinsic to a
_work. Artistic volition {Kunstwollen), wrote Panofsky, cannot
by anything else than what resides In artistic phenomena as
thelr essential meaning.'® The energy and the psychological
compiexity of art-making according to Riegl are sacrificed In
the name of, quite literally the nomination of, art's
possession of meaning. The relation between meaning and

Ay
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image that Panoisky desired In his aesthetic and the notion
of the work as an object were found peculiarly in the art of

the Ttallan Renaissance which Panofsky Therefore made*the
wdy. By the same token he shifted the
rneaning of a work of art from the relations of man to his
world to an objeciive phenomenon within a cyjtural
setting.™. )

It would seem, and | think art historical practice has
since confirmed, that_Panofsky changed the basic issues.
What Rieg! called questions of styleare pre-empted by,
absorbed into, questions of meaning. lconography (which
Panofsky had first referred to with \he Kantian Sinn, or
intrinsic meaning, and then the Cassirerian symbolic form)

¥ Is split off from style or at least given more weight. This is
certalinly the basis on which art historians have operated in
the interpretation of works ever singe. The resulting
unproblematic identification of and ttren relating of style and
iconography (form and content) as two stages of analysis
contrasts sharply with the problematic consideration of
these Issues In literary and more recently historical studies.
For Riegl the activity of art-making absorbs and,
mysteriously, accounts for all. Panofsky's essentially
objectifying impulse (the impulse to treat the work of art as
an object already made rather than as a process of making)
had the Inevitable effect of ralsing the question, and then
asserting the unity, of form ‘and content. Panofsky's original
‘argument for (he autonomous nature of the art object Is
contained in a theory of aesthetlc distance. But as this is

presented in his studies of perspecilve, proportion, Durer, or

the ltalian rebirth of antiquity, it is revealed to be after all
not a theoretical stance as much as the analysis of a

particular historical situation. The assumption of the
physical and psychological distance between artist or

Style Is What You Make It: The Visual Arts Once Again
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viewer and image Is, historically, part and parcel of the
Tnvention of the perspecilve system which is basic to much,
though not all, ltalian Renalssance picture-making. A maKer
or viewer is posted whose location and size are the module
or measure for the figures and space around them in the
painting. The objecthood of the image, If | can put It that_
way, Is in_other words part rcel of the sta :
image or the relationship set UWG
ce. The modal nature of art-making

" propo!

DS

sed
1S ]

There seems to be in a similar way an emplrical rather
than a theoretical basis for Qanolsky's famous *'principle of
disjunctiop.** His argurment, a powerful oné historically,

with antique content (the gods) which had been treated
separately but not together in the intervening centuries. The
Renalssance sense of distance from ancient form and
content (objecthood, in other words) is very similar to that
found in the perspective system and gives a very
persuasive account of the Renaissance rebirth of antiquity.
But this has the effect of leaving the negative term
disjunction to serve as an analysis of what Panofsky himself
terms the realer, because less distant engagement with
antiquity In the art of the intervening centuries. (He speaks
movingly of a medieval sense of the classical world as both
a menace and a possession.)'® Tj\g_mlnclple of disjunction
like the system of linear perspective posits a perfect,
conjoined unity percelved at a distance from the viewer. But
why was there not a different kind of art object made during

Jn 107 \was that the Renalssance achleved for the first time the
reuniting of antique forms (the nude being a prime example)

the Middie Ages7 And If we grant such art cbjects separate

@_should they Then be seen as conjoining (i.e., uniting)

1Saee Paul Alpers, “*"Mode in Narrative
Poetry,” In To Tell a Story: Narrative Theory and
Practice, ed. Robert M. Adams (Los Angeles:
Willlam Andrews Clark Memorlal Library, 1973),
pp. 26 1t., and his comments in turn on Angus
Eletcher, “Utoplan History and the Anatomy of
Critielsm, " In Northrop Frye in Modern Criticlsm,
ed. Murray Krieger (New York, Columbia
Univergity Press, 1966), pp. 34-35.

@ee Erwin Panofsky, 'Der Begrliff des
Kunstwollens,” In Erwin Panofsky: Aulsitze zu
Grundfragen der Kunstwissenschafl, eds. Harloll
Oberer and Egon Verheyen (Berlin, 1964), p. 39.
This article originally appeared In 1920.

11The objectilying of, and thus granting a
cultutal meaning to, art works, won out over the
often vague psychologizing and historicism of
Riegl. Howevar, the conltrast | wish lo draw

attentlon to is ditferent: that belween a modal (or
relational) model of the making and perceiving of
art versus the autonomous object posited by
Panoisky. The following studlies were most
helpful In sorting out these issues: Jan
Blalostockl,"Erwin Panolsky (1892-1968).
Thinker, Historlan, Human Being," Simiolus 4
(1970): 68-89; Diane Broulllette, *The Concepl
of Kunstwollen in the Eacly Wrltings ot Erwin
Panolsky,” (M.A. thesis, Universily of California,
Berkeley, 1970).

wEor the fullest selling torth of the
“principle of disjunction,’ see Erwin Panolsky,
Renaissance and Renascences in Western Art
(New York: lcon Books, 1972). This was first
published in 1960.

“ibid., pp. 112-13.

105




106

at all? It is assumed by Panofsky that distance (detachment)
and the perception of unity are more essential to what we
call art than a lack of unity and a sense of identification.
(Rlegl's analysls of Geertgen comes 10 mind once more.) In
much the same way as the perspective theory relfies the
accomplishment of an art object separate from us, $O the
theory of disjunction is really a justification of the unity
possessed by such objects.

wesented to us by Panofsky are not
theorles of interpretation but historical 6xeges 5 dealing with
ohe mode of art among many. This mode has provide
WMSLMW_GS—\.)W“’”"QM@_

discussion of art and its nature ever since. This aesthetlc
lew might not be far from what we find In Wterary studies,
but the roots can be more clearly traced here. It Is N0
exaggeration to say that the entire sense of what it means
1o be addressed or studied as a work of art Is tied up with
the art object as it was defined (in certain quarters) in the
Renaissance.

While Panofsky was ambivalent about the normative
nature of the phenomenon he studied, all of this has
become explicit in the work of E£. H. Gombrich. (One might
demonstrate this difference by comparing thelr treatment of
linear perspective: Panofsky seeling It as a symbolic form,
and Gombrich claiming it to be true.) Think of the subtitle,
for example, of Gombrich's well-known essay “Norm and
Form: The Stylistic Categories of Art History and thelr
Origins in Renaissance Ideals." There is an air of discovery
but not of demystification In this plece. Gombrich, arguing
that “‘description can never be completely uivorced from
criticism,”" puts his trust, and assumes that we put ours, In
the norm of “lucid narrative and presentation of physical
991&13)(f\l,,w.,:hi,g.b.,i_.s.,cﬁem‘r,aLto,.l,tal_lan Renaissance art.?® His

Svetlana Alpers

Art and lllusion calls attention In a twentieth-century. mode
to the mental and perceptual processes involved in all
visual perceptlon—strxl_e is thus Inevitably part of any .
artifact since no work can be ldentica! with nature. But the
“beholder's share" can contribute only to seeing lilusions of
people, things, actions and space: the object of
Renaissance art. Let us recall at this point Kubler’s phrase
that summarizes the practical strategles of most students ot
art: **The notion of style has long been the art historian’s

* principal mode of classing works of art. By style he shapes

the history of art.”

~—How_can one conduct a study of all art with tools and

assumptions developed In the service of one?
~This problem is tar from new. Ttallan commentators in the
sixteenth century wrote that they simply could not deal in
their terms with the (non-ltalian) art of northern Europe. It is
the nature of “thelr terms'" to which | want to draw your
attention Gefore we go on to consider how we might deal
with the non-ltalian phenomena. Let me read you a bit from
one of the best-known ltallan accounts of Flemish art—a
statement attributed by Franesco de Hollanda, a Portuguese
writer, to Michelangelo himselt:
The Flemish pictures please women, especially the
old and very young ones, and aiso monks and nuns,
and lastly men of the world who are not capable of
understanding true harmony. In Flanders they paint,
before all things, to render exactly and deceptively
the outward appearance of things. The painters

choose, by preference, subjects provoking transports

of plety . . . Eut most of the time they paint what are
called landscapes with plenty of figures. Though the
eye is agreeably impressed, these pictures have
Tielther art nor reason; neither symmetry nor

Style Is What You Make It: The Visual Arts Once Again
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proportion . . . In short, this art is without power and
without distinction; it aims at rendering minutely
many things at the same time, of which a single one
would have sufficed to call forth a man's whole
application 2
This sounds churlish though not wholly Incorrect.
Landscape, detalled renderings—all this Is descriptively
right though art historlans have traditionally argued that
what the Itailans did not realize was that the north, too, was
involved in a Renaissance. Van Eyck's Madonna of the
Canon van der Paele (Fig. 4) and Venezlano's St. Lucy
altarplece (Fig. 5) can provide us with the handbook
comparison. While light in Italy places figures In space, In
the north it Is reflected off surfaces of objects. We have two
different ways—one detalling surfaces, one generalizing
bodies in space—ol trylng to capture the world observed,
which was a new alm of art. But notice the curlous clalm
that northern art Is an art for women which lacks all reason
and proportion. The implication, it is clear, Is that Itallan art
Is for men and Is reasonable and proportioned. If we turn to
one of the first spokesman for thig new art—we
1d that he starts by positing a viewer, the artist, from
whose location and according fo whose size the entire
world of the picture Is constructed. The picture plane Is
here defined as a transparent glass or window which cuts
through the visual pyramid. Vislon, or sight, Is not here a
matter of the glow of light and different colors, but rather
_@Lgeometrlcally constructed relatlonship to the world. The
world is fitted to our measure and position. Man, and Albert|
himself quotes Protagoras, Is the mode and measure of all
things, and the size of all things In a painting Is known by
the size of a man depicted there,**

This relatlonship of the human figure to the world and to

and objects In it Is certainly central to our

experience of ltallan Renalssance art, though not, | would
argue, to our experience of the art of the north. And this is
what the writer means when he says that northern art Is for
women. As a gloss to this let us turn to a handbook on
painting, also dating from the fifteenth century, by Cennino
Cennini:

Take note that, before going any farther, | will glve

you the exact proportions of a man. Those of a

g woman | will disregard for she does not have any set

proportions . . . | will not tell you about irrational

animals, because you will never discover any system

of proportion in them. Copy them . . . from nature

and you will achleve a good style In This respect.?*
To say an art Is for women is thus 1o reiterate that It
displays no measure, but rather, to ltalian eyes, a flood of
observed, unmediated detall. Renalssance writas TIke

¥E, H. Gombrich, the title essay In Norm
and Form: Studies In the art of the Renalssance
(London: Phaldon, 1966), p. 81 and p. 96. This
essay \vag originafly published In 1963.

!'Translated from the Portuguese in J.
Hulzinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages (New
York: Anchor Books, 1954), p. 265.

"Leon Battista Albertl, On Painting and On
Seulpture, trans. Cecll Grayson (London:
Phaldon, 1972), p. 49 and p. 61.

#Cennino d'Andrea Cennlnl, The Craftman’s
Handbook, trans. Danle! V. Thompson Jr. (New
York: Dover Books, 1954), pp. 48-49.
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Figure 4:

Jan van Eyck, Madonna of the
Canon van der Paele, Bruges,
Musée Communal des
Beaux-Arts (Copyright AC.L.
Bruxetles).

Figure 5:

Domenico Venezlano,
Madonna and Child with Saints,
Uftizl, Florence (photo by
Anderson).




Alberti were certain only of the mode of their own making,
but their self-consclousness about the process itself offers
us a way to deal with human making of different kinds.

Let us consider the question of human measure In a
northern work. An Interesting gauge of it is, | think, the way
in which the artist posits himself (Fig. 4a). Consider the
image of van Eyck reflected on a plece of St. George's’
armor.2* We find van Eyck not standing back, providing a
location and size from which to look through the window of
art, but actually caught on the surface, mirrored as a tiny
image among all the others described on the mirroring
surface of the panel. This curlous phenomenon is far from
unique. The artist at his easal is frequently reflected on the

surface of objects in Dutch stiil-lifes of the seventeenth
century, These self-portraits literally reflect not a lack of
measure, as the Itallans would have it, but a different
¢ Mmeasure, a different mode. The maker IS absorbed Thto the
"work and 1§ measured; as it were, by the myriad objects of
the world among which he is seen as a tiny part.

We can profitably distinguish two aspects of this artistic
mode (aspects Indeed of every artistic mode): (1) a question
of scale (our size relative to the world); and (2) a question of
place (our situation in relationship to the world). Both of
these are handled with a flexibility in northern art, ranging
from confuslon to daring, which contrasts with the clarlty of
the relationship between viewer and object-work in Italian
art and questions the stylistic unity created there. (it strikes
me that a comparison of English and ltalian pcetry in the
Renalssance can be made In simllar terms.)

In Pleter Bruegel's The Carrying of the Cross (Fig. 6), for
example, the juxtapostion of scale Is striking, We look down

#4

#

Flgure 4a. )
Dgtall of figure 4, (Copyright A.C.L. _.and across the landscape fllled with small, compact, active
Bruxelles). and singularly dispassionate figures of the common people,

Svetlana Alpers
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among whom Is Christ himself, The carrying of the cross
takes place in the present. Then In the foreground and to
the right, on an elevated plot of ground, stand the tall, lean
angular figures elaborately mourning, which are quoted
from the Passlon as It was staged in the art of the past.
There are two body sizes and types, two ways of responding
- to the death of Christ, neither of which Is clearly open to us.
We are larger than the common people and do not appear
like them, and we are cut off from the holy figures by the
convention of thelr bodlies and expressions. How does one
respond to the Passion? The event Is part and parcel of the
mode of presentation and the question Is left unresolved,
perhaps unresolvable. :

In that curlous northern seventeenth-century art-game,
the peep-box, the questlon of scale is jolned to the question
of place. These are different from the contemporary
flilusionistic Italian cellings to which they are so often
compared.?® Here the viewer is not piaced on a spot
standing beneath a fictitious architectural vauit. In the
peep-box the viewer's eye Is fixed at a hole, thus cut off,
Isolated from his body. Sense of place and of proportion are
both wiped out. As to the overgrowth Alice looking Irito the
inaccessible garden in Wonderland, ¢r Monet looking Into
his lily pond, or Vermeer gazing at Delft, to such a viewer
the world percelved is dependent on the eye alone.

In thelr very making, these northern works glve evidence
of modallty against the Itallan claim that they are somehow
beyond or oufside of measure. We have, however, not
developed Just ways of tatking-about northern works. When,
as in Rlegl, the modal! (relational) nature of art Is assumed,
the tendency Is to see the north as divergent from, usually a
polar opposite to, the norm of scale and position assumed

in the making of an italian work. (Riegl's terms here were
_—

subjective north and objective south.) However, the added
diificulty in the case of art is that the art of the north, unlike
ltaltan art, Is not so uniquely accommodated to verbal . -
constructs or models. The verbal terms in which we might
distinguish and characterize such basically epistemological
modes of northern ert Is one of the most difficult
problems,2*

This becomes very clear in the attempts made to account
for the rise of landscape—a pecuiiarly pictorlal subject, one
would think—as a separate subject In western art. This

M1t Is unfortun-.tely, but significantly, very
i, rd to reproducc such a refiection.
« ™A basle survay of the few surviving peep-
boxes Is found In Susan Koslow, *'De wonderlijke
Perspectyfkas: An aspect of Seventeenth
Century Dutch Palnting," Oud Hoffand 92 (1967);
35-38. What seems to me to be misleading In
this account Is the famlliar attempt to equate all
experimentation with the representation of the
saen world with the particular assumptions about
plcturing the world that were bullt Into Hallan
linear perspective.

#Panolsky revealed this problem when he
resorled to the by now often repeated visual
analogy between the art of Jan van Eyck and a

microscope and a telescope. See Erwin Panofsky,

Early Netherlandish Painting, 2 vols. (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1953), 1:182, Wollflin's
foray Into the north in /tallon und das deutsche
Formgefilh! (Munich, F. Brilckmann, 1931)
admits openly to such problems.

11
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Figure 6:
Pleter Bruegel, The Cadrrying of the Cross,
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna,

#E, H. Gombrich, '‘The Renalssance Theory
of Art and the Rise of Landscape Painting,” In
Norm and Form (London: Phaldon: 1966), p. 114,
This essay was first published in 1953.

northern European preoccupation and prowess (the pseudo-
Michelangelo, you will remember, made this point) came
into prominence as an independent artistic concern in the
sixteenth century in the north (one thinks of Bruegel's
works), and in the seventeenth It spread throughout Europe.
Claude, Poussin, and the Dutchman Rulsdael are the great
representatives of this new kind of art. Gombrich has
argued in a basic paper that the rise of landscape is not
due to the atrophy of religious motifs, nor to a new look at
the actual landscape, but rather to the combination of 113
northern skills with Itallan theory that made tandscape a
suitable subject for art. *'Here then," he writes of thig
theory, *“was a sultable frame Into which the admired
products of northern skill and patience could be fitted."'2’
The frame, which Gombrich also describes as an "‘aesthetic
atlitude" towards the deplction of landscape, turns out to
be couched In terms of distinctions such as those between
herolc and pastoral—both modes in the humanistic
categories of Itallan art.*Gombrich is perhaps the most
articulate living exponent of the Renaissance point of view.
He Is here arguing that not until man is the measure In the
particular terms In which he Is in heroic and pastoral
modes, and not until this Is institutionalized (the word Is
Gombrich's) in painting (as opposed to watercoiors or
prints), can landscaped art exist. In view of the topic of this
essay, It is Interesting that Gombrich specifically makes the
point that it is what he calis the Institutional aspect of
landscape art, not its stylistic development, that is his
concern. For example, he argues that though Dilrer’s skill
and patience already made him (to the stylistic approach)
one of the world's greatest landscape painters in the
sixteenth century, this came out In topographical water-
colors for his own delectation, not in Institutional,
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marketable paintings. But what does Institution mean In
Gombrich's usage but what Is for him the normative,
Renalssance painting style--one kind of art, | repeat,
among many. .

It Is appropriate to look at a landscape by a Poussin or by
a Claude as accomodated to human measure in just
Gombrich's terms. But what do we do with the northerners,
with Dlrer's watercolors or with such a work as Ruisdael's
View of Haarlem (Fig. 7)? It becomes clear when we look at
the Rulsdael that such a panoramic view Is not seen by a
single viewer, of certain size, located In a certaln position.
Yet the unlocated viewer, the heightened descriptive
function, the concern with surface and extent rather than
with volume and solidity, all constitute art. It Is not irrelevant
that Holland was the first country to produce and hang
maps as common domestic wall decoration. Maps were
sold by the same dealers who handled prints and books.
This serves to remind us that there was less distinction feit
between a work of art and an image functioning as a map
than Gombrich feels there to be. It is man's recording of the
world, observation itself in a Baconlan sense, which -

consfitutes the mode of such a pictorial making. .
The study of enres seems 1o me always In

danger of extracting, by naming and singling out, the
accomplishment of specific modes which seem by virtue of
this nomination to have pre-eminence. But style Is whatyou
mmhﬂmmlwﬁﬁance
r%ﬂmmwmmmwm aesthetics because

it produces the materlial for thelr study: works judged when
completed, objective, outside the maker and prior to the
viewer and presumably not tied to a function In the world. It
Is only certain modes that posit such an objective world and
maker. Questions about style and Iconography are

Svetiena Alpers

appropriate for Renalssance art, but we want questions that
are appropriate for all art. The main question, it seems to
e, shoutdbe modal, And it goes something like this:
“What-would T (reallly, the world) be like if the relationship
!_DFeMe.eLus_and the world were 1o be this one?* This has
the virtue of not distinguishing form and content, of not
excluding function, of not choosing in advancé between the
parts played by the Individual maker, his community, certain
establlshed modes of percelving the world, or the viewer.

What then Is art? Does the percelving or granfing of

~modality to any human construct mean that the thing so

dealt with is art? Is the writing of history, for example, no
different as Hayden White would seem to have it, from
narrative fiction in this sense?
- For anyone concerned with art, the issue is a very real
cne today. We are in the midst of what might be described
as a levelling upwards In the arts. Paintings and drawings at
Sotheby's and Christle's are joined by furniture, maps,
books, carpets, spinets, watches and even wines, We are
also faced by an outward spread. Berkeley's Telegraph
Avenue Is a model for streets everywhere where leather
goods, dyed shirts, and tiowers under glass are sold by their
‘makers. On Berkeley's nearby streets refurbished Victorian
houses are signed by their house painters. Objects of tribal
socleties are exhibiled in art museums not as the source of
but as the equal of Western art. Artists who once worked In
studlos and made things to be shown in galleries are out
making photographs and TV strips, digging ditches, making
spiral jetties of rock, mapping, criss-crossing the
countryside with fences—in short, taking to task (while
perhaps also taking advantage of) the privileged position of
art. A common element here is a concern with the exercise
of craft, human making In its myriad forrrls_. The distinction

Style Is What You Make [t: The Visual Arts Once Again



A0 g
LI N

115

Flgure 7:
: : Jacob van Ruisdael,
E : View of Haarlem,
. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.,
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between art and craft, but also between crafted objects of
one culture and another seems less significant. “"Art”
seems to be endangered. .

We find ourselves In a situation much more extreme than
that which Riegl faced when he turned from the
Renaissance to try to comprehend the world of textiles, late
antique sculpture and post-Renalssance painting. Though
there Is probably general agreement on what is “‘great"’
among the art of the past, few today share Gombrich's
certainty about a norm, about those qualities which make a
work of art good, which make a work *art." Yet curiously
the accustomed standards are still being applied. An
installation of tribal art opened recently In ©. San Francisco
museum with the injunction 10 the viewer to ''pick the
masterpleces."

In an Interesting essay written some years ago, Kristeller
argued that we owe the modern system of the arts to the
elghteenth century: painting, sculpture and architecture,
music and poetry then took their places as the proper
objects of the newly articulated aesthetic Interest.?®

.~ Students of Renalssance art are well versed in the history

of the validation and successful struggle to elevate painting
and sculpture from the category of the mechanical to that

Svetlana Alpers

*

of the liberal arts. We tend to react to this history as it
finally the truth 'was out. But Kristeller's account suggests
that this certainty, though hard won, Is contingent on the
particular gittitudes of maker as well as of viewer. These
attitudes did not exist in antiquity (when the visual arts were
never ranked with poetry), and they are under some
question, consclously and unconclously today. Even more
radical arguments have been made aboul literature: by
Foucault?® who dates its birth to the nineteenth century and
by Stanley Fish® who argues that all literature is simply
janguage framed and is thus a matter of atlitude.

This issue then Is what is Involved in making and
percelving somelhirg as art? This seems particularly
complicated In the visual arts where there is not even a
shared medium such as language. Sticks, stones, paint,
mortar, photographs, and so on, have all been used. And
the functions of art are so diverse. At different times and in
different societles something that has carrled water or
served as a map can be seen as art. The answer might well
lie in the area of purpose—but this must be doubly viewed
as purpose intended by the maker and purpose perceived
by the viewer. Historical texts can be read as literature
even as a water-jug can be seen as a work of art. This does
not mean that there are no such things as historical
accounts (as distinct from literature) or water jugs (as
distinct from art). It Is a self-consclousness on the part of

the maker, the viewer or their communities that makes the
difference. :

—Atew years back in an exchange with Gombrich over the
use of stylistic designations, H. W. Janson went a step

further than his colleague. Granting G ' int that
all perlod termino - looked

_ahead to the time when Its “'relative importance will

Style Is What You Make It: The Visual Arts Once Again
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_probably shrink as art historians turn Increasingly to non-

Western fields where such terms never existed.* In actual -
fact, however, these terms and the notions of making,
progress and artistic achievement that go with them, are
being sent on ahead as a way to order all art. What one
would hope is that the questions ralsed by the spreading out
| have described would reverberate backon our own
studies to question the use of those terms even here. For__
The study of art is an empirical, historical and inevilably an

ideological rather than a theoretical pursult.

This formulation leads to more questions than it answers
but at least | think that the questions it leads to are real
ones and worth pursuing. Let me close with one important
one. In turning away from style as historical ordering to the
mode of making, how do we then account tor continuity, for
the fact that art (the arts) has a history? This Is essentially
the problem of the relationship of a maker to the tradition of
making. In asking it we are righl back where we started.

| am more and more dissalisfied with the convention ol

“antistic problems'' which seems to me to explain continuity

afierThe TacT By defining. in terms of problems posed and
problems solved, the one path taken of the many that were
indeed available. Let us consider the phenomenon—which
provides interesting parallels between seventeenth century
art and the art of our time—of an artist “finding himself."
Look at an early, representational painting by Clyfford Still,
for example, and a history painting by Vermeer. At a certain
point early in their careers, both Stilt and the Dutch painter
-turned away from an established mode (and in each case
{rom one which was highly valued at the time—away from
representation and away from narration) to something else
at which they were both much better, Still turned to large
abstractions, Vermeer to small renderings of women in
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interiors. Do we call this *'finding himself** or “‘taking on a
style" (by which we mean hooking into the stylistic
problematic of the time)? The problem occurs again in those
artists with great old age styles: Titian, say, or Rembrandt. It
is noticeable that some artists paint in their old age Ina
way that is strikingly individual, out of kilter with the art of
wiﬁe fr contemporaries. But there again Is the question. Do
we account for this by saying that they are particularly in
touch with themselves, or by saying that they are like the
aging scientists described by Thomas Kuhn, simply out of
WMM@Q B
y suspicion Is that these are not questions that can be
answered. For a dichotomy Is built in (a false dichotomy to
my way of"Seeing) between 1he Indivdual style and the
period style that cannot be bridged as long as we persist in
bl
%)ga}Mstyllsﬂc terms. In Taking on a modatrway of — —

inking we realistically link the maker, The work and the
~world and leave the fiction of the stylistic proble 0 be

just that—one of the many modes In which man makes

meaning of his experience.
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