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Nicholas Thomas
Alfred Gell, who died in January 1997, was widely regarded as one of the most 
brilliant social anthropologists of his generation. His writing and thought were 
rigorously analytical, yet often also playful and provocative; he was equally deft 
in engaging the most general issues of social theory, and the most intricate elements of rituals, practices, and artefacts. These capacities are exemplified in 
this book, which may amount to the most radical rethinking of the anthropology of art since that field of inquiry emerged. The book certainly combines a 
good deal of abstract model-making with remarkably insightful discussions of 
particular art objects and art styles.
Yet, despite it being written in a lucid and direct way, it is not necessarily 
an easy book to grasp. It does need to be acknowledged here that, had the 
author lived longer, he would certainly have done further work; he indeed left 
notes toward revisions that he did not have the time to carry out. What we have 
is the full draft of a book, most of which was written over a period of only a 
month, not an absolutely refined version. It should be added, though, that 
Alfred Gell's essays and books did, for the most part, emerge well formed; he 
wrote with great intensity, but preferred to write when his ideas were clearly 
worked out, from start to finish. The book can therefore be said to approximate 
an intended final form, but it does lack polishing, and there are certainly forceful passages that would have been qualified, points that would have added or 
elaborated, and sections that would have been better integrated with the whole, 
had Gell had the opportunity.
What the book lacks, in particular, is a preface or introduction proper, that 
concisely foreshadows its overall argument. While I hesitate to summarize 
another scholar's book, and am frankly unsure of my capacity to do justice to 
the various dimensions of a complex and involved argument, I believe that this 
is what this foreword should attempt, in order to make the arguments that follow more accessible, particularly to readers unfamiliar with Alfred Gell's other 
work. This book builds on a number of essays, and anthropologists who have 
read `The Technology of Enchantment and the Enchantment of Technology' 
(19926), `Vogel's Net: Traps as Artworks and Artworks as Traps' (1996), or 
Gell's study of Polynesian tattooing, Wrapping in Images (1993), will anticipate 
the directions that it takes.
The essay on `The Technology of Enchantment', in particular, foreshadows 
some of the larger arguments here. In that paper, Gell provocatively claimed 
that the anthropology of art had got virtually nowhere thus far, because it had 
failed to dissociate itself from projects of aesthetic appreciation, that are to art as theology is to religion. He argued that if the discipline was instead to adopt 
the position analogous to that of the sociology of religion, it needed a methodological philistinism equivalent to sociology's methodological atheism. This 
required disowning the `art cult' to which anthropologists, as cultured middleclass intellectuals, generally subscribe. This was not, however, to advocate a 
demystifying sociological analysis that would identify the role of art in sustaining class cultures, or in legitimizing dominant ideologies: Gell suggested 
that approaches of this kind failed to engage with art objects themselves, with 
their specificity and efficacy. More particularly, he was relatively uninterested 
in the questions raised by art world institutions, believing instead that the 
anthropology of art should address the workings of art in general.


He proposed that it was possible to address questions of the efficacy of the 
art object, without succumbing to the fascination and aura of those objects, 
by taking art as a special form of technology, and especially by regarding 
art objects as devices `for securing the acquiescence of individuals in the network of intentionalities in which they are enmeshed' (1992b: 43). For example, 
brilliantly involuted and captivating forms such as those of Trobriand prowboards (of the Massim region, Papua New Guinea) work a kind of psychological warfare, in a situation of competitive exchange. These boards confront 
the hosts of exchange partners, ideally dazzle them, beguile them, and confuse 
them, leading them to surrender their valuables-anthropology's famous kula 
shells-for less than their value. The claim here is not reductive, however: it is 
not suggested that in some sense the object by itself does this, or would do it, 
independently of a field of expectations and understandings, which in this case 
envelope the artefact with magical prowess, which is known to have entered 
into its making. Technology is enchanting because it is enchanted, because 
it is the outcome of some process of barely comprehensible virtuosity, that 
exemplifies an ideal of magical efficacy that people struggle to realize in other 
domains.
There was a minor inconsistency in the 1992 article, in the sense that it 
seemed to be assumed that the anthropology of art remained the study of 
`primitive' art (Gell rejected the euphemistic term `non-Western' on the 
grounds that this included high Oriental art and other traditions, which clearly 
possessed an entirely different social location to the canonical tribal art forms). 
However, the examples he proceeded to use, in pointing to the `halo effect of 
technical difficulty' and other aspects of the art objects, included the paintings 
of the American illusionist J. F. Peto, and Picasso. The implication that his theory 
might in fact be a theory of the workings of all art, rather than that supposedly 
characteristic of particular populations, is a premiss of the present book.
The first chapters amount to a dramatic elaboration of the arguments of the 
1992 essay. Gell begins by deferring to the desirability, in broader cultural and 
political terms, of acknowledging the distinctness of non-Western aesthetic 
systems, but asserts that this cannot constitute an `anthropological' theory, on the grounds that anthropological theories are essentially concerned with 
social relations, over the time-frame of biographies. As he acknowledges, this 
definitional orientation may be contentious, but it arguably provides a productive departure point for this particular inquiry. There are two linked arguments 
for a shift away from cross-cultural aesthetics. The first is that many canonical pieces of tribal art, such as the Asmat shields of south-west New Guinea, 
are plainly not intended to elicit `aesthetic' appreciation in the conventional 
sense-they rather had a part to play in the deadly psychological warfare of 
headhunting, that was so fundamental to Asmat sociality before pacification. 
The second is a categorical rejection of the linguistic analogies that have been 
mobilized by so many semiotic and symbolic theories of art. And this is perhaps the sense in which this book is most radical. For many scholars, and 
indeed in much common-sense thinking about art, it is axiomatic that art is a 
matter of meaning and communication. This book suggests that it is instead 
about doing.


`Doing' is theorized as agency, as a process involving indexes and effects; the 
anthropology of art is constructed as a theory of agency, or of the mediation of 
agency by indexes, understood simply as material entities which motivate 
inferences, responses or interpretations. Indexes stand in a variety of relations 
to prototypes, artists, and recipients. Prototypes are the things that indices 
may represent or stand for, such as the person depicted in a portrait-though 
things may be `represented' non-mimetically, and non-visually. Recipients are 
those whom indexes are taken to effect, or who may, in some cases, be effective 
themselves via the index (a view of a country estate commissioned by the landowner may be a vehicle of the recipient's self-celebrating agency, more than 
that of the artist. Artists are those who are considered to be immediately causally responsible for the existence and characteristics of index, but as we have 
just noted, they may be vehicles of the agency of others, not the self-subsistent, 
creative agents of Western commonsense ideas and art-world theory. In this 
respect, it is worth noting that despite the notable differences between the style 
and orientation of this book, and the Melanesianist deconstructionism of 
Marilyn Strathern (1988; see also Wagner 1992), Gell could be seen to fully 
embrace Strathern's notion of the `partible' or `distributed' person, and indeed 
to make explicit the ways in which it follows from this concept that actions and 
their effects are similarly not discrete expressions of individual will, but rather 
the outcomes of mediated practices in which agents and patients are implicated 
in complex ways. On the one hand the agency of the artist is rarely selfsufficient; on the other the index is not simply a `product' or end-point of 
action, but rather a distributed extension of an agent. The chilling example of 
one of Pol Pot's soldiers, who distributes elements of his own efficacy in the 
form of landmines, is one of the many unexpected, yet apt instances that gives 
what would otherwise be an intractable, abstract exposition of these terms, 
some concreteness.


The theory receives more sustained exemplification in Chapters 6 and 7, 
which address forms of `decorative' and `representational' art respectively. The 
first discusses apotropaic patterns, involuted designs intended to entrance 
and ward off dangerous spirits; with examples such as the Asmat shield, these 
perhaps manifest most obviously one of the book's larger theses, namely that 
art objects mediate a technology to achieve certain ends, notably to enmesh 
patients in relations and intentionalities sought or prescribed by agents. Lest 
this appear a reductive approach to art, one that takes objects essentially as 
vehicles of strategies, it is important to emphasize that the formal complexity, 
and indeed the technical virtuosity, exhibited in works of art is not incidental 
to the argument but absolutely central to it. It is crucial to the theory, in fact, 
that indexes display `a certain cognitive indecipherability', that they tantalize, 
they frustrate the viewer unable to recognize at once `wholes and parts, continuity and discontinuity, synchrony and succession'. Even though this book 
engages in little sustained cognitive theorizing, it is notable at this point and 
elsewhere that cognitive observations animate Gell's argument, to a degree that 
has become unusual in anthropology.
The long chapter which follows ranges widely over idolatry, sorcery, ritual, 
and personhood, and incidentally displays Gell's grasp of a bewildering range 
of south Asian and Polynesian source material, but is fully consistent with the 
claims of the previous sections. Idols are indeed of special relevance for the 
book, because they stand for an agent or patient (in the case of sorcery), for persons or deities, in manifest and powerful ways. They are indices that may be 
animated in a variety of ways, that enable transactions in lethal effect, fertility, 
auspiciousness, and the like. The particular forms of agency and intention at 
issue here, and the process of consecration, are explored in detail. The larger 
point is that there are multiple implications of agency in objects, `an inseparable transition' between them and actual human agents. Once appreciated 
as indexes of agency, iconic objects in particular can occupy positions in the 
networks of human social agency that are almost equivalent to the positions of 
humans themselves.
Up to this point, Gell's theorizing and exemplification have focused upon 
the work of particular objects or indexes in particular actions, on specific 
processes rather than entire repertoires of artworks. He concludes Chapter 7 
by acknowledging that there are many vital respects in which artworks do not 
appear as singular entities, but rather as ensembles. The remainder of the book 
appears to take a sharp turn away from the paradigm of the agent and index 
that has received such concerted attention thus far. It tackles the question of 
familial relations among artworks, and seems to shift back to conventional 
ground, in engaging with the concept of style. Yet this discussion, which proceeds via a rich formal analysis of the extraordinary corpus of Marquesan art 
documented by the German ethnologist Karl von den Steinen, is in the end 
consistent with what comes before.


Gell is again concerned to avoid linguistic models such as `a grammar of 
style' and instead seeks rather to identify axes of coherence through a strictly 
formal analysis of generative relations among motifs. The bulk of the chapter 
consists of a richly visual analysis of these relations. The point that Janus 
figures (which are almost pervasive in Oceanic art) indexed invulnerability had 
already been made in Wrapping in Images; it was not simply that the figure 
could see in all directions, but that the face was itself an expression of power, 
and, in sculptural form, was canonically the face of a deity rather than a human. 
One of the central claims of Wrapping in Images was that eastern Polynesian tattooing was a technology that reinforced the body, and in the highly competitive, unstable, and violent societies of the Marquesas, it is not unexpected to 
find that tattooing entailed the multiplication of the body's faces. These themes 
are highly salient to Gell's discussion of Marquesan forms such as the famous 
u'u clubs, described here as `the ultimate double-double tiki', but the chapter 
goes well beyond the earlier discussions of the arts of empowerment in these 
societies. The real object, in this case, is the diagnosis of the formal principles 
that give Marquesan art its singularity, and these are identified, not at the level 
of appearance, but through the types of transformations that link Marquesan 
artworks.
At the most abstract level, the principles that govern these transformations 
can be connected to the cultural milieu. Gell suggests that the most basic 
principle to be detected in the Marquesan corpus is a principle of `least difference': `the forms taken by motifs and figures are the ones involving the least 
modification of neighbouring motifs consistent with the establishment of a 
distinction between them.' This trend can in turn, he claims, be connected 
with the most basic feature of identity-formation in Marquesan society, which 
was characterized by acute status competition; this was not simply a matter of 
political jockeying, but rather a ritually saturated process of inter-individual 
contact and commensality. Personal integrity was continually threatened by 
dispersal and de-differentiation; many Marquesan artefacts amounted, individually, to devices that wrapped the body and protected particular orifices, 
or the body as a whole in situations of crisis; in the ensemble as a whole, the 
principle of least difference resonated with a preoccupation with a continually 
prejudiced effort of differentiation, of differentiation in the midst of dissolution. `There was an elective affinity between a modus operandi in the artefactual 
domain, which generated motifs from other motifs by interpolating minuscule 
variations, and a modus operandi in the social realm which created "differences" 
arbitrarily against a background of fusional sameness.'
It is worth underlining the distinction between this effort and that of Allan 
Hanson, which Gell finds, in an opening section of the chapter, to be worthy but 
misconceived. Whereas Hanson attempted to identify one-to-one correspondences 
between formal properties in Maori art (such as disrupted symmetry) and 
properties of Maori culture (competitive reciprocity), Gell points out that the stylistic elements that are singled out are universal, or at least commonly 
encountered, and cannot therefore be determined by singular features of Maori 
culture. Although the `elective affinity' that he seeks to identify between Marquesan style and culture could be seen to be similar to the relation of recapitulation that Hanson postulated between Maori aesthetic form and culture, 
for Gell the affinities will emerge not at the level of characteristic relations in 
particular bodies of material but at that of `relations between relations'; at the 
level, in other words, of meta-properties that demonstrably render that style 
peculiar to itself.


The final chapter makes a further, equally ambitious step, on to ground that 
has often been unsatisfactorily traversed, the problem that has been conventionally posed in terms of what collective counterparts individual minds and 
consciousnesses possess. Gell's approach to the issue may be fresh and rewarding precisely because it does not start from the usual departure points, but 
rather builds on several preceding arguments--`inner' and `outer', internal 
and external, have already been shown to be relatively rather than absolutely 
contrasted. Inspired by Peer Gynt's onion, by Strathern's fractal conception of 
pcrsonhood, and by the extraordinary exemplification of fractal and distributed 
personhood in Polynesian and especially Marquesan art, Gell evokes the notion 
of a `distributed mind' through an argument that `the structures of art history 
demonstrate an externalized and collectivized cognitive process.' The famous 
Malangan of New Ireland and the Kula transactions of the Massim region of 
Papua New Guinea are invoked to advance this argument, demonstrating, with 
the support of the work of Nancy Munn in particular, that the Kula operator 
`is a spatio-temporally extended person'. At this point two of the book's key 
themes, that of the distributed mind, and that of efficacious agency-upon 
which so much emphasis is placed in the opening sections of the book-are 
drawn together. Efficacy is founded on a comprehensive internal model of the 
outside field. One becomes a great Kula operator, in other words, by modelling 
a working simulacrum, a dynamic space-time map, of the play and history 
of Kula in the world. Internal mental process and external transactions in 
objectified personhood are (ideally) fused. Mind, therefore, can exist objectively as well as subjectively, as a pattern of transactable objects.
Gell does not conclude with this large claim, but proceeds to vindicate the 
concept of the distributed mind through the more familiar instance of the individual (canonically Western) artist's work, turning also to engage with questions of continuity over time, and foreshadowing the concluding discussion of 
questions of tradition. His key terms here are `protention' and `retention', 
which advert to the ways artworks at once anticipate future works and hark 
back to others. His key example is the teuvre of Duchamp, and particularly 
the very striking notion of `the network of stoppages' which inspired not only 
Gell's understanding of the issue, but the diagrammatic form in which he presents it. The final section of the book reverts to the collective register, arguing that a similar pattern of protentions and retentions can be identified in the 
history of Maori meeting houses, therefore understanding this historical corpus as 'a distributed object structurally isomorphous to consciousness as a 
temporal process'. There are many incidental accomplishments of this discussion, such as the demonstration of the extent to which `fractal personhood', 
a concept fashioned and largely isolated within Melanesianist anthropology, 
possesses great salience beyond it.


This is a demanding book. The range of the examples that are discussed in 
detail is quite breath-taking, as is the ensemble of big conceptual questions 
that arc tackled. It will inevitably be contentious: many anthropologists of art 
have exhibited great virtuosity in semiotic interpretations, and will no doubt 
remain unpersuaded that an approach which eschews linguistic analogies and 
concepts can represent an advance on their own. Regional specialists, such as 
Polynesianists, may be taken aback by the unexpected character of Gell's way 
of seeing. Yet the fertility of his provocation cannot be questioned. His specific 
claims concerning Oceanic and other materials give specialists a chance to 
move beyond the interpretations, too often bland interpretations, that have 
assumed the status of received wisdom; while the unprecedented effort to 
theorize fundamental questions of personhood and cognition from the vantage 
point of a theory of art may be as destabilizing and suggestive for the former 
as for the latter. Friends and colleagues remain painfully conscious of our lost 
opportunities to debate the issues further with Alfred in person; yet he has 
left us with a distributed element of his own personhood, an index of his own 
creative virtuosity, a gift.
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This book chronicles a momentous and sad time for the many people who 
loved and admired Alfred, and a cataclysmic one for me and my son Rohan, 
and for Alfred's parents. Alfred began the final chapter directly upon receiving 
confirmation of an incurable condition; in the weeks that followed he devoted 
considerable time towards giving clear instructions concerning its posthumous 
publication. He had absolute confidence in Peter Momtchiloff of Oxford 
University Press, with whom he had previously liaised. It gives me pleasure to 
record that this confidence was amply justified in the months following 
Alfred's death just three days after the posting of the manuscript. With the 
exception of two illustrations pertaining to Chapter 8 the book appears in the 
form in which Alfred left it. It amounts to a first draft written during an intense 
three-week period over the Easter vacation of 1996. Alfred intended to draw 
with his own hand many of the photographic illustrations and had begun to 
make notes towards the revision of the manuscript shortly before he was taken 
ill. Blessed with implacable contentment and good humour, he was pleased and 
grateful for being granted time enough in which to squeeze completion of a 
book on art-the subject that truly gripped and delighted him-and was satisfied 
with the final product.
It must be made clear that the people listed herein were collaborators whose 
commitment to ensuring the book's smooth publication, while different in 
nature from mine, arose out of a direct personal involvement with Alfred. 
Stephen and Christine Hugh Jones had been at school with Alfred. Stephen 
devoted many hours of his time to scanning the illustrations so that the 
manuscript could be sent to the publishers while Alfred was alive. He combined this with keeping a watchful, solicitous eye over Rohan and, in common 
with Christine, with providing Alfred with an openly affectionate companionship during his last weeks. Alfred, never at a loss to respond verbally, was 
significantly silent when it came to his notice that Stephen was putting in so 
much work. Nicholas Thomas and Alfred had enjoyed a mutually stimulating 
intellectual partnership that evolved into a close friendship over many years: it 
would be fair to say that he has taken as active a role as mine in all matters relating to the publication process. Chris Pinney gave constant moral and intellectual support and Michael O'Hanlon arranged for permissions in relation to the 
illustrations held at the British Museum. Other friends of Alfred's and mine, 
namely Don Gardner, Carrie Humphrey, Eric Hirsch, Marilyn Strathern, 
Suzanne Kuchler, and Howard Morphy, attended to various queries that came 
up in the course of publication. Susan Gell, Alfred's mother, and Trudi Binns 
redrew some of the illustrations from rough sketches of Alfred's.


On grounds different from those for the people mentioned above, I would 
like to thank those who responded to my requests for help: Anita Hurley, Don 
Manning, Paul Caldwell, Aidan Baker, Alison Deeprose, and Madhu Khanna. 
The following institutions generously waived normal reproduction charges: 
The British Museum, London; Musee de l'Homme, Paris; Haddon Museum, 
Cambridge; Naprstek Museum of Asian, African and American Culture, 
Prague; Rijksmuseum voor Volkenkunde, Leiden; and Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg. And finally, I wish to record a personal debt I owe to 
Robert Ritter of Oxford University Press. As the person in charge of producing a complicated book, Robert has impressed me by his constant sensitivity, 
patience, and warmth towards me.
SIMERAN GEI.I.
Cambridge, 1998
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i. i. Can there be an Anthropological Theory of Visual Art?
An `anthropological theory of visual art' probably suggests a theory dealing 
with the art production in the colonial and post-colonial societies anthropologists typically study, plus the so-called `Primitive' art-now usually called 
`ethnographic' art-in museum collections. The `anthropological theory of art' 
equals the `theory of art' applied to `anthropological' art. But this is not what 
I have in mind. The art of the colonial and post-colonial margins, inasmuch 
as it is `art', can be approached via any, or all, of the existing `theories of 
art', in so far as these approaches are useful ones. Critics, philosophers, and 
aestheticians have been busy for a long time; `theories of art' constitute a vast 
and well-established field. Those whose profession it is to describe and understand the art of Picasso and Brancusi can write about masks from Africa 
as `art', and indeed need to do so because of the very salient art-historical relationships between the art of Africa and twentieth-century Western art. There 
is no sense in developing one `theory of art' for our own art, and another, 
distinctively different theory, for the art of those cultures who happened, 
once upon a time, to fall under the sway of colonialism. If Western (aesthetic) 
theories of art apply to `our' art, then they apply to everybody's art, and should 
be so applied.
Sally Price (1989) has rightly complained about the essentialization and 
concomitant ghettoization of so-called `Primitive' art. She argues that this art 
deserves to be evaluated by Western spectators according to the same critical 
standards we apply to our own art. Art from non-Western cultures is not essentially different from our own, in that it is produced by individual, talented, 
imaginative artists, who ought to be accorded the same degree of recognition 
as Western artists, rather than being viewed either as `instinctive' children 
of nature, spontaneously expressing their primitive urges, or, alternatively, as 
slavish exponents of some rigid `tribal' style. Like other contemporary writers 
on the subject of ethnographic arts (Coote 1992, 1996; Morphy 1994, 1996), 
Price believes that each culture has a culture-specific aesthetic, and the task of 
the anthropology of art is to define the characteristics of each culture's inherent aesthetic, so that the aesthetic contributions of particular non-Western artists can be evaluated correctly, that is, in relation to their culturally specific 
aesthetic intentions. Here is her credo:


The crux of the problem, as I understand it, is that the appreciation of Primitive Art 
has nearly always been phrased in terms of a fallacious choice: one option is to let the 
aesthetically discriminating eye be our guide on the basis of some undefined concept 
of universal beauty. The other is to bury ourselves in `tribal lore' to discover the utilitarian or ritual function of the objects in question. These two routes are generally 
viewed as competitive and incompatible ... I would propose the possibility of a third 
conceptualization that sits somewhere between the two extremes ... It requires the 
acceptance of two tenets that do not as yet enjoy widespread acceptance among educated members of Western societies.
-One tenet is that the `eye' of even the most naturally gifted connoisseur is not 
naked, but views art through the lense of a Western cultural education.
- The second is that many Primitives (including both artists and critics) are also 
endowed with a discriminating `eye'-similarly fitted with an optical device that 
reflects their own cultural education.
In the framework of these two tenets, anthropological contextualization represents, 
not a tedious elaboration of exotic customs that competes with true `aesthetic experience,' but rather a means to expand the aesthetic experience beyond our own narrowly 
culture-bound line of vision. Having accepted works of Primitive Art as worthy of 
representation alongside the works of our own societies' most distinguished artists ... 
our next task is to acknowledge the existence and legitimacy of the aesthetic frameworks 
within which they were produced. (Price 1989: 92-3)
This -view is perfectly consistent with the close relationship between art 
history and the theory of art in the West. Theme is an obvious analogy between 
`culture-specific aesthetics' and `period-specific aesthetics'. Art theorists such 
as Baxendall (1972) have shown that the reception of the art of particular periods in the history of Western art was dependent on how the art was `seen' at 
the time, and that `ways of seeing' change over time. To appreciate the art of 
a particular period we should try to recapture the `way of seeing' which artists 
of the period implicitly assumed their public would bring to their work. One 
of the art historian's tasks is to assist in this process by adducing the historical 
context. The anthropology of art, one might quite reasonably conclude, has 
an approximately similar objective, except that it is the `way of seeing' of a 
cultural system, rather than a historical period, which has to be elucidated.
I have no objection to Price's suggestions so far as increasing the recognition afforded to non-Western art and artists is concerned. Indeed what wellintentioned person could object to such a programme, except possibly the 
`connoisseurs', who derive a reactionary satisfaction from imagining that the 
producers of the `primitive art' they like to collect are primeval savages, barely 
descended from the trees. These idiots can be dismissed out of hand.
All the same, I do not think that the elucidation of non-western aesthetic systems constitutes an `anthropology' of art. Firstly, such a programme is exclusively cultural, rather than social. Anthropology, from my point of view, is a social science discipline, not a humanity. The distinction is, I admit, elusive, 
but it does imply that the `anthropology of art' focuses on the social context 
of art production, circulation, and reception, rather than the evaluation of particular works of art, which, to my mind, is the function of a critic. It may be 
interesting to know why, for example, the Yoruba evaluate one carving as aesthetically superior to another (R. F. Thompson 1973), but that does not tell us 
much about why the Yoruba carve to begin with. The presence of large numbers of carvings, carvers, and critics of carvings in Yorubaland at a certain 
period in time is a social fact whose explanation does not lie in the domain of 
indigenous aesthetics. Similarly, our aesthetic preferences cannot by themselves account for the existence of the objects which we assemble in museums 
and regard aesthetically. Aesthetic judgements are only interior mental acts; 
art objects, on the other hand, are produced and circulated in the external 
physical and social world. This production and circulation has to be sustained 
by certain social processes of an objective kind, which are connected to other 
social processes (exchange, politics, religion, kinship, etc.). Unless, for instance, 
there were secret societies such as Poro and Sande in West Africa, there would 
be no Poro and Sande masks. Poro and Sande masks can be regarded and evaluated aesthetically, by ourselves, or by the indigenous art public, only because 
of the presence of certain social institutions in that region. Even if one were to 
concede that something akin to `aesthetics' exists as a feature of the ideational 
system of every culture, one would be far from possessing a theory which could 
account for the production and circulation of particular works of art in particular social milieux. In fact, as I have argued elsewhere (Gell 1995), I am far 
from convinced that every `culture' has a component of its ideational system 
which is comparable to our own `aesthetics'. I think that the desire to see the 
art of other cultures aesthetically tells us more about our own ideology and 
its quasi-religious veneration of art objects as aesthetic talismans, than it does 
about these other cultures. The project of `indigenous aesthetics' is essentially 
geared to refining and expanding the aesthetic sensitivities of the Western art 
public by providing a cultural context within which non-Western art objects 
can be assimilated to the categories of Western aesthetic art-appreciation. This 
is not a bad thing in itself, but it still falls far short of being an anthropological 
theory of art production and circulation.


I say this for reasons that are unaffected by the correctness or otherwise of 
my views about the impossibility of using `aesthetics' as a universal parameter 
of cultural description and comparison. Even if, as Price, Coote, Morphy, and 
others suppose, all cultures have an `aesthetic', descriptive accounts of other 
cultures' aesthetics would not add up to an anthropological theory. Distinctively `anthropological' theories have certain defining characteristics, which 
these accounts of evaluative schemes would lack. Evaluative schemes, of whatever kind, are only of anthropological interest in so far as they play a part within 
social processes of interaction, through which they are generated and sustained. The anthropology of law, for instance, is not the study of legal-ethical principles 
-other peoples' ideas of right and wrong--but of disputes and their resolution, in the course of which disputants do often appeal to such principles. 
Similarly, the anthropology of art cannot be the study of the aesthetic principles of this or that culture, but of the mobilization of aesthetic principles (or 
something like them) in the course of social interaction. The aesthetic theory 
of art just does not resemble, in any salient respect, any existing anthropological theory about social processes. What it resembles is existing Western art 
theory-which of course it is, applied no longer to `Western' art, but to exotic 
or popular art. To develop a distinctively anthropological theory of art it is 
insufficient to `borrow' existing art theory and apply it to a new object; one 
must develop a new variant of existing anthropological theory, and apply it to art. 
It is not that I want to be more original than my colleagues who have applied 
the existing theory of art to exotic objects, I just want to be unoriginal in a 
new way. `Existing anthropological theories' are not about art; they are about 
topics like kinship, subsistence economics, gender, religion, and the like. The 
objective, therefore, is to create a theory about art which is anthropological 
because it resembles these other theories that one can confidently describe as 
anthropological. Of course, this imitative strategy very much depends on what 
sort of a subject one considers anthropology to be; and how this subject differs 
from neighbouring ones.


What constitutes the defining characteristic of `anthropological theories', 
as a class, and what grounds have I for asserting that codifying aestheticevaluative schemes would not fall under such a rubric? My view is that in so 
far as anthropology has a specific subject-matter at all, that subject-matter is 
`social relationships'-relationships between participants in social systems of 
various kinds. I recognize that many anthropologists in the tradition of Boas 
and Kroeber, Price among them, consider that the subject-matter of anthropology is `culture'. The problem with this formulation is that one only discovers 
what anybody's `culture' consists of by observing and recording their cultural 
behaviour in some specific setting, that is, how they relate to specific `others' 
in social interactions. Culture has no existence independently of its manifestations in social interactions; this is true even if one sits someone down and 
asks them to `tell us about your culture'-in this case the interaction in question is the one between the inquiring anthropologist and the (probably rather 
bemused) informant.
The problem with the `indigenous aesthetics' programme, in my view, is 
that it tends to reify the `aesthetic response' independently of the social context 
of its manifestations (and that Boasian anthropology in general reifies culture). 
In so far as there can be an anthropological theory of `aesthetics', such a 
theory would try to explain why social agents, in particular settings, produce 
the responses that they do to particular works of art. I think that this can 
be distinguished from the laudable, but essentially non-anthropological task of providing a `context' for non-Western art such that this art can become accessible to a Western art-public. However, the responses of the indigenous art 
`public' to indigenous art is hardly exhausted by the enumeration of those contexts in which something like an evaluative aesthetic scheme is deployed in 
`appreciating' art. Such contexts may be rare or non-existent, yet `what looks 
to us like art' is none the less produced and circulated.


A purely cultural, aesthetic, `appreciative' approach to art objects is an 
anthropological dead end. Instead, the question which interests me is the possibility of formulating a `theory of art' which fits naturally into the context of 
anthropology, given the premiss that anthropological theories are 'recognizable' initially, as theories about social relationships, and not anything else. The 
simplest way to imagine this is to suppose that there could be a species of 
anthropological theory in which persons or `social agents' are, in certain contexts, substituted for by art objects.
1.2. The Art Object
This immediately raises the question of the definition of the `art object', and 
indeed, of `art' itself. Howard Morphy (1994: 648-85) in a recent discussion of 
the problem of the `definition of art' in the anthropological context, considers, 
and rejects, the (Western) institutional definition of art, that `art' is whatever 
is treated as art by members of the institutionally recognized art world (panto 
1964)-critics, dealers, collectors, theoreticians, etc. This is fair enough: there 
is no `art world' to speak of in many of the societies which anthropologists 
concern themselves with, yet these societies produce works some of which are 
recognized as `art' by our `art world'. According to the `institutional theory of 
art', most indigenous art is only `art' (in the sense we mean by `art') because 
we think it is, not because the people who make it think so. Accepting the art 
world's definition of art obliges the anthropologist to bring to bear on the art 
of other cultures a frame of reference of an overtly metropolitan character. To 
some extent this is inevitable (anthropology is a metropolitan activity, just like 
art criticism) but Morphy is understandably disinclined to accept the verdict 
of the (anthropologically uninformed) Western art world as to the definition of 
`art' beyond the physical frontiers of the West. He proposes, instead, a dualistic definition; art objects are those `having semantic and/or aesthetic properties 
that are used for presentational or representational purposes' (ibid. 655), that 
is, either art objects are sign-vehicles, conveying `meaning', or they are objects 
made in order to provoke a culturally endorsed aesthetic response, or both of 
these simultaneously.
I find both of these conditions for art object status questionable. I have 
already expressed the opinion that `aesthetic properties' cannot be abstracted, 
anthropologically, from the social processes surrounding the deployment of 
candidate `art objects' in specific social settings. I doubt, for example, that a warrior on a battlefield is `aesthetically' interested in the design on an opposing 
warrior's shield; yet it was so as to be seen by this warrior (and to frighten him) 
that the design was placed there. The shield, if it resembles the one in the frontispiece (p. xxiv), is indisputably a work of art of the kind interesting to the 
anthropologist, but its aesthetic properties (for us) arc totally irrelevant to its 
anthropological implications. Anthropologically, it is not a `beautiful' shield, 
but a fear-inducing shield. The innumerable shades of social/emotional responses 
to artefacts (of terror, desire, awe, fascination, etc.) in the unfolding patterns 
of social life cannot be encompassed or reduced to aesthetic feelings; not without making the aesthetic response so generalized as to be altogether meaningless. The effect of the `aestheticization' of response-theory is simply to equate 
the reactions of the ethnographic Other, as far as possible, to our own. In fact, 
responses to artefacts are never such as to single out, among the spectrum of 
available artefacts, those that are attended to `aesthetically' and those that are 
not.


Nor am I happy with the idea that the work of art is recognizable, generically, in that it participates in a `visual' code for the communication of meaning. 
I entirely reject the idea that anything, except language itself, has `meaning' in 
the intended sense. Language is a unique institution (with a biological basis). 
Using language, we can talk about objects and attribute `meanings' to them in 
the sense of `find something to say about them' but visual art objects are not 
part of language for this reason, nor do they constitute an alternative language. 
Visual art objects are objects about which we may, and commonly do, speakbut they themselves either do not speak, or they utter natural language in 
graphemic code. We talk about objects, using signs, but art objects are not, 
except in special cases, signs themselves, with `meanings'; and if they do have 
meanings, then they are part of language (i.e. graphic signs), not a separate 
'visual' language. I shall return to this subject at intervals, since my polemic 
against the idea of a `language of art' has many different aspects to it, which are 
better dealt with separately. For the present, let me simply warn the reader that 
I have avoided the use of the notion of `symbolic meaning' throughout this 
work. This refusal to discuss art in terms of symbols and meanings may occasion some surprise, since the domain of `art' and the symbolic are held by many 
to be more or less coextensive. In place of symbolic communication, I place all 
the emphasis on agency, intention, causation, result, and transformation. I view 
art as a system of action, intended to change the world rather than encode symbolic propositions about it. The 'action'-centred approach to art is inherently 
more anthropological than the alternative semiotic approach because it is preoccupied with the practical mediatory role of art objects in the social process, 
rather than with the interpretation of objects `as if' they were texts.
Having rejected Morphy's two criteria for discriminating the class of `art 
objects' for the purposes of the anthropology of art, I am, of course, still left 
with the unsolved problem of proposing a criterion for art object status. Fortunately, however, the anthropological theory of art does not need to provide a criterion for art object status which is independent'of the theory itself. 
The anthropologist is not obliged to define the art object, in advance, in a way 
satisfactory to aestheticians, or philosophers, or art historians, or anybody else. 
The definition of the art object I make use of is not institutional, nor is it aesthetic or semiotic; the definition is theoretical. The art object is whatever is 
inserted into the `slot' provided for art objects in the system of terms and relations envisaged in the theory (to be outlined later). Nothing is decidable in 
advance about the nature of this object, because the theory is premised on the 
idea that the nature of the art object is a function of the social-relational matrix 
in which it is embedded. It has no `intrinsic' nature, independent of the relational context. Most of the art objects I shall actually discuss are well-known 
ones that we have no difficulty in identifying as `art'; for instance, the Mona 
Lisa. Inasmuch as we recognize a pre-theoretical category of art objects-split 
into the two major subcategories of `Western' art objects and `Indigenous' or 
`Ethnographic' art objects-I conduct the discussion in terms of `prototypical' 
members of these categories, for convenience's sake. But in fact anything 
whatsoever could, conceivably, be an art object from the anthropological point 
of view, including living persons, because the anthropological theory of art 
(which we can roughly define as the `social relations in the vicinity of objects 
mediating social agency') merges seamlessly with the social anthropology of 
persons and their bodies. Thus, from the point of view of the anthropology of 
art, an idol in a temple believed to be the body of the divinity, and a spiritmedium, who likewise provides the divinity with a temporary body, are treated 
as theoretically on a par, despite the fact that the former is an artefact and the 
latter is a human being.


t.3. Art Sociology
I have just provisionally defined the `anthropology of art' as the theoretical 
study of `social relations in the vicinity of objects mediating social agency' and 
I have suggested that in order for the anthropology of art to be specifically 
anthropological, it has to proceed on the basis that, in relevant theoretical 
respects, art objects are the equivalent of persons, or more precisely, social 
agents. Are there no alternatives to this seemingly radical proposition? Well, 
one might draw back from the abyss, and agree that even if the anthropological theory of art were not to be `cross-cultural aesthetics' or a branch of semiotics, then it could still be a sociology of art `institutions' which would not 
necessarily involve the radical affirmation of the personhood of art objects. 
There is, indeed, a flourishing `sociology of art' which concerns itself precisely 
with the institutional parameters of art production, reception, and circulation. 
However, it is not coincidental that the `sociology of art' (institutions) has been 
primarily concerned with Western art, or, failing that, the art of advanced states with bureaucracies, such as China, Japan, etc. There cannot be an 'institutional' sociology of art unless the relevant institutions are extant; that is, an 
art public, public or private patronage of artists, art critics, art museums, 
academies, art schools, and so on.


Writers who deal with the sociology of art, such as Berger (1972) and 
Bourdieu (1968, 1984), concern themselves with particular institutional characteristics of mass societies, rather than with the network of relationships 
surrounding particular artworks in specific interactive settings. This division 
of labour is characteristic; anthropology is more concerned with the immediate context of social interactions and their `personal' dimensions, whereas 
sociology is more preoccupied with institutions. Of course, there is continuity 
between the sociological/institutional perspective and the anthropological/relational one. Anthropologists cannot ignore institutions; the anthropology of art 
has to consider the institutional framework of the production and circulation 
of artworks, in so far as such institutions exist. But it remains true to say that 
there are many societies in which the `institutions' which provide the context 
for the production and circulation of art are not specialized `art' institutions as 
such, but institutions of more general scope; for example, cults, exchange systems, etc. The anthropology of art would forever remain a very undeveloped 
field were it to restrict itself to institutionalized art production and circulation 
comparable to that which can readily be studied in the context of advanced 
bureaucratic/industrial states.
As it is, the `sociology of art' is represented in the `anthropology of art' primarily in the guise of studies of the market in `ethnographic' art, such as the 
distinguished recent work by Steiner (1994). Morphy (iggi), Price (1989), 
Thomas (tggt), and others have written very illuminatingly about the reception of non-Western art by the Western art-public; but these studies concern 
themselves with the (institutionalized) art world of the West, and the responses 
by indigenous people to the reception of their artistic production by this 
alien art world. I think one can distinguish between these investigations of the 
reception and appropriation of non-Western art, and the scope of a genuinely 
anthropological theory of art, which is not to denigrate such studies in any way. 
One has to ask whether a given work of art was actually produced with this 
reception or appropriation in mind. In the contemporary world, much `ethnographic' art is actually produced for the metropolitan market; in which case 
there is no possible way of dealing with it except in this specific framework. 
However, it also remains true that in the past, and still today, art was and is 
produced for much more limited circulation, independently of any reception 
which may be accorded to this art across cultural and institutional boundaries. 
These local contexts, in which art is produced not as a function of the existence 
of specific `art' institutions, but as a by-product of the mediation of social life 
and the existence of institutions of a more general-purpose kind, justify the assertion of at least relative autonomy for an anthropology of art not circumscribed by the presence of institutions of any specific, art-related, kind.


It seems, then, that the anthropology of art can be at least provisionally separated from the study of art institutions or the `art world'. Which implies the 
need to return to, and reconsider, the proposition advanced above. To suggest 
that art objects, to figure in an `anthropological' theory of art, have to be considered as `persons', seems a bizarre notion. But only if one fails to bear in mind 
that the entire historical tendency of anthropology has been towards a radical 
defamiliarization and relativization of the notion of `persons'. Since the outset 
of the discipline, anthropology has been signally preoccupied with a series of 
problems to do with ostensibly peculiar relations between persons and `things' 
which somehow `appear as', or do duty as, persons. This basic theme was initially announced by Tylor in Primitive Culture (1875), where, it will be recalled, 
he discusses `animism' (i.e. the attribution of life and sensibility to inanimate 
things, plants, animals, etc.) as the defining attribute of `primitive' culture, if 
not culture in general. Frazer returns to precisely the same theme in his voluminous studies of sympathetic and contagious magic. Identical preoccupations 
surface, in a different way, in the work of Malinowski and Mauss, this time in 
relation to `exchange' as well as the classical anthropological theme of magic, 
about which each also wrote extensively.
The proposition just advanced, that the anthropological theory of art is the 
theory of art which `considers art objects as persons' is, I hope, immediately 
and legibly Maussian. Given that prestations or `gifts' are treated in Maussian 
exchange theory as (extensions of) persons, then there is obviously scope for 
seeing art objects as `persons' in the same way. In fact, it might not be going 
too far to suggest that in so far as Mauss's theory of exchange is the exemplary, 
prototypical, `anthropological theory' then the way to produce an `anthropological theory of art' would be to construct a theory which resembles Mauss's, 
but which was about art objects rather than prestations. Levi-Strauss's kinship 
theory is Mauss with `prestations' replaced by `women'; the proposed 'anthropological theory of art' would be Mauss with `prestations' replaced by `art 
objects'. Actually, this would be a travesty of the theory I am about to produce, 
but I make the analogy in order to guide the reader as to my basic intentions. 
The point I am making is that an anthropological theory of any given topic is 
only `anthropological' to the extent that it resembles, in key respects, other 
anthropological theories, otherwise the designation `anthropological' has no 
meaning. My aim is to produce an anthropological theory of art which has 
affinities towards other anthropological theories, not just Mauss's of course, 
but various others as well. One of my basic objections to the `cross-cultural 
aesthetics' and `semiotics' theories of ethnographic art is that the theoretical 
affinities of these approaches lie in (Western) aesthetics and art-theory, not 
autonomously within anthropology itself. It may be that there is no useful theory of art that can be founded on or derived from existing anthropological 
theory, but until one has made the experiment to construct a genuinely anthropological theory of art, this question cannot be decided.


1.4. The Silhouette of an Anthropological Theory
The position I have reached is that an anthropological theory of art is one 
which `looks like' an anthropological theory, in which certain of the relata, 
whose relations are described in the theory, are works of art. But what do 
`anthropological' theories look like? Can one really give an identificatory silhouette of an anthropological theory as opposed to any other kind of theory? 
Well, possibly not, in that anthropology is a broad church and is only very 
ambiguously distinct from other disciplines, such as sociology, history, social 
geography, social and cognitive psychology, and so on. This much I readily 
concede. On the other hand, let us consider what anthropologists do best from 
the viewpoint of neighbouring disciplines. Anthropology is, to put it bluntly, 
considered good at providing close-grained analyses of apparently irrational 
behaviour, performances, utterances, etc. (The `my brother is a green parrot' 
problem: Sperber 1985; Hollis 1970.) Since almost all behaviour is, from 
somebody's point of view, `apparently irrational' anthropology has, possibly, 
a secure future. How do anthropologists solve problems about the apparent 
irrationality of human behaviour? They do so by locating, or contextualizing 
behaviour not so much in `culture' (which is an abstraction) as in the dynamics of social interaction, which may indeed be conditioned by `culture' but 
which is better seen as a real process, or dialectic, unfolding in time. The 
anthropological interpretative perspective on social behaviour is shared, needless to say, with sociology and social psychology, not to mention other disciplines. Anthropology differs from these in providing a particular depth offocus, 
which perhaps one could best describe as `biographical', that is, the view taken 
by anthropology of social agents attempts to replicate the time perspective of 
these agents on themselves, whereas (historical) sociology is often, so to speak, 
supra-biographical and social or cognitive psychology are infra-biographical. 
Anthropology therefore tends to focus on the `act' in the context of the `life'or more precisely, the `stage of life'-of the agent. The fundamental periodicity of anthropology is the life cycle. This time perspective (fidelity to the 
biographical) dictates just how close to and how far away from the subject 
the anthropologist stands; if the anthropologist studies (say) cognition at the 
micro-scale typical of much laboratory cognitive psychology, the biographical 
perspective is lost and the anthropologist, in effect, is just doing cognitive psychology; conversely, if the anthropologist's perspective expands to the degree 
that the biographical `life cycle' rhythm no longer delimits the scope of the discourse, he or she is doing history or sociology.


Perhaps this definition of anthropology will not be to the liking of all, but I 
would argue that it does in fact encompass most of the work which is regarded 
as typically `anthropological'. This specifically biographical depth of focus has 
of course also a spatial correlate; the spaces of anthropology are those which are 
traversed by agents in the course of their biographies, be they narrow, or, as is 
becoming increasingly the case, wide or even world-wide. Moreover, it dictates 
a certain view of social relations. Anthropologists typically view relationships 
in a `biographical' context, by which I mean that relationships are seen as part 
of a biographical series entered into at different phases of the life cycle. 
`Sociological' relations, are, so to speak, perennial, or supra-biographical, like 
the relation between the classes in capitalism, or the relationship between 
status-groups (castes) in hierarchical societies. `Psychological' relations, on the 
other hand, are infra-biographical, often no more than momentary 'encounters', as, for instance, in experimental settings in which subjects are required 
to interact with one another, and with the experimenter, in ways which have 
no biographical precedents or consequences. Anthropological relationships 
are real and biographically consequential ones, which articulate to the agent's 
biographical `life project'.
If these stipulations are correct, then the characteristic silhouette of an 
`anthropological theory' is beginning to emerge. Anthropological theories are 
distinctive in that they are typically about social relationships; these, in turn, 
occupy a certain biographical space, over which culture is picked up, transformed, and passed on, through a series of life-stages. The study of relationships over the life course (the relationships through which culture is acquired 
and reproduced) and the life-projects which agents seek to realize through 
their relations with others, allows anthropologists to perform their allotted 
intellectual task, which is to explain why people behave as they do, even if this 
behaviour seems irrational, or cruel, or amazingly saintly and disinterested, 
as may be. The aim of anthropological theory is to make sense of behaviour 
in the context of social relations. Correspondingly, the objective of the anthropological theory of art is to account for the production and circulation of art 
objects as a function of this relational context.
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2. 1. Constructing a Theory: Terms and Relations
To construct such a theory it is first of all necessary to define certain theoretical entities (terms) and relations. Just now, I suggested that such a theory 
would `look like' familiar anthropological theories, such as the theory of 
exchange, or the theory of kinship, but that it would replace some of the terms 
of such theories with `art objects'.
However, this raises immediate difficulties, in that `art objects', `works of 
art', or `artworks' may form a readily identifiable class of objects in some art 
systems, but this is hardly true of all of them, especially not in anthropological 
contexts. In effect, if we make `the work of art' the corner-stone of the anthropological theory of art, the theory itself becomes instantly otiose, for reasons 
which have already been alluded to. To discuss `works of art' is to discuss entities which have been given a prior institutional definition as such. The institutional recognition (or `enfranchisement') of art objects is the subject-matter of 
the sociology of art, which deals with issues which are complementary to the 
anthropology of art, but do not coincide with it. Of course, some (in fact, many, 
or even all) of the objects which fall within the scope of the sociology of art may 
also be considered `anthropologically' as entities in whose neighbourhoods 
social relationships are formed; but `work of art' status is irrelevant to this. The 
anthropology of art, if it is to be distinguished from the sociology of art, cannot restrict its scope to `official' art institutions and recognized works of art. It 
cannot, in fact, talk about `works of art' at all, not only because of the institutional implications of `work of art' status, but because this term has undesirably exclusive connotations. An object which has been `enfranchised' as an art 
object, becomes an art object exclusively, from the standpoint of theory, and can 
only be discussed in terms of the parameters of art-theory, which is what being 
`enfranchised' in this way is all about. The anthropological theory of art cannot afford to have as its primary theoretical term a category or taxon of objects 
which are `exclusively' art objects because the whole tendency of this theory, 
as I have been suggesting, is to explore a domain in which `objects' merge with 
`people' by virtue of the existence of social relations between persons and 
things, and persons and persons via things.
I do not promise never to mention art objects again; in fact, I shall do so 
repeatedly, since excessive terminological consistency is the enemy of intelligibility, my primary objective here. But I do not intend to use `art object' or `work of art' or `artwork' as technical terms, nor to discuss when an object is 
an `art object' and when it is something else. The technical term I am going to 
employ is `index'. This requires explanation.


2.2. The Index
The anthropology of art would not be the anthropology of art, unless it were 
confined to the subset of social relations in which some `object' were related to 
a social agent in a distinctive, `art-like' way. We have dismissed the idea that 
objects are related to social agents `in an art-like way' if (and only if) social 
agents regard these objects `aesthetically'. But in this case, what alternative 
means can be proposed to distinguish art-like relations between persons and 
things from relations which are not art-like? To simplify the problem, I shall 
henceforth confine the discussion to the instance of visual art, or at least, 'visible' art, excluding verbal and musical art, though I recognize that in practice 
these are usually inseparable. So the `things' of which I speak may be understood to be real, physical things, unique and identifiable, not performances, 
readings, reproductions, etc. These stipulations would be out of place in most 
discussions of art, but they are necessary here if only because difficulties can 
best be surmounted one at a time. And it certainly is very difficult to propose 
a criterion which would distinguish the types of social relations falling under 
the scope of the `anthropology of art' from any other social relations.
I propose that `art-like situations' can be discriminated as those in which the 
material `index' (the visible, physical, `thing') permits a particular cognitive 
operation which I identify as the abduction of agency. An `index' in Piercean 
semiotics is a `natural sign', that is, an entity from which the observer can make 
a causal inference of some kind, or an inference about the intentions or capabilities of another person. The usual example of an `index' is visible smoke, 
betokening `fire'. Fire causes smoke, hence smoke is an `index' of fire. Another 
very common example of an index is the human smile, indexing a friendly attitude. However, as we all know, smoke can arise in the absence of fire, and smiles 
may deceive. The cognitive operation through which we infer the presence of 
fire (given smoke) or friendliness (given the smile) is not like the cognitive 
operation by means of which we `know' that 2 + 2 = 4, or that if somebody 
utters the word `dog' he means `canine' and not `railway train' or `butterfly'. 
Indexes are not part of a calculus (a set of tautologies, like mathematics) nor are 
they components of a natural or artificial language in which terms have meanings established by convention. Nor are inferences from indexes arrived at by 
induction or deduction. We have not made a test, and established that by a law 
of nature, smoke means fire. In fact, we know that smoke may not mean fire, 
since we know of fire-less ways of producing smoke, or the appearance of 
smoke. Since smoke as an index of fire does not follow from any known law of 
nature, deductively or inductively arrived at, and is neither a tautology nor a convention of language, we need another technical term to designate the mode 
of inference (or cognitive operation) we bring to bear on indexes.


2.3. Abduction
The term employed in logic and semiotics for such inferences is `abduction'. 
Abduction is a case of synthetic inference `where we find some very curious 
circumstances, which would be explained by the supposition that it was a case 
of some general rule, and thereupon adopt that supposition' (Eco 1976: 131, 
citing Pierce ii. 624). Elsewhere, Eco writes `Abduction ... is a tentative and 
hazardous tracing of a system of signification rules which allow the sign to 
acquire its meaning.... lit] occurs with those natural signs which the Stoics 
called indicative and which are thought to be signs, yet without knowing what 
they signify' (Eco 1984: 40). Abduction covers the grey area where semiotic 
inference (of meanings from signs) merges with hypothetical inferences of a 
non-semiotic (or not conventionally semiotic) kind, such as Kepler's inference 
from the apparent motion of Mars in the night sky, that the planet travelled in 
an elliptical path:
Abduction is `induction in the service of explanation, in which a new empirical rule 
is created to render predictable what would otherwise be mysterious' . . . Abduction is 
a variety of nondemonstrative inference, based on the logical fallacy of affirming the 
antecedent from the consequent ('if p then q; but q; therefore p'). Given true premises, 
it yields conclusions that are not necessarily true. Nevertheless, abduction is an indispensable inference principle, because it is the basic mechanism that makes it possible 
to constrain the indefinitely large number of explanations compatible with any event. 
(Boyer 1994: 147, citing J. Holland et al. 1986: 89)
I have a particular reason for using the terminology of `indexical signs' and 
`abductions' therefrom in the present connection. No reasonable person could 
suppose that art-like relations between people and things do not involve at least 
some form of semiosis; howsoever one approaches the subject there seems something irreducibly semiotic about art. On the other hand, I am particularly anxious to avoid the slightest imputation that (visual) art is `like language' and that 
the relevant forms of semiosis are language-like. Discovering the orbits of the 
planets is not in the least analogous to interpreting a sentence in any natural 
language. Kepler did not discover the `grammar' of planetary motions, for 
there is no equivalent to grammar in nature. On the other hand, scientists often 
speak (metaphorically) of their data as `meaning' this or that, in other words 
permitting certain inferences which, if they do not appeal to established physical laws, are abductions. The usefulness of the concept of abduction is that 
it designates a class of semiotic inferences which are, by definition, wholly 
distinct from the semiotic inferences we bring to bear on the understanding 
of language, whose `literal' understanding is a matter of observing semiotic conventions, not entertaining hypotheses derived ad hoc from the `case' under 
consideration (Eco 1984: 40). Abduction, though a semiotic concept (actually, 
it belongs to logic rather than semiotics) is useful in that it functions to set 
bounds to linguistic semiosis proper, so that we cease to be tempted to apply 
linguistic models where they do not apply, while remaining free to posit inferences of a non-linguistic kind.


For our purposes, a more perspicuous example of abductive inference from 
an index is the instance of smiling `meaning' friendliness. Very much part of 
the theory I am proposing is the idea that we approach art objects (and members of a larger class of indexes of agency) as if they had `physiognomies' like 
people. When we see a picture of a smiling person, we attribute an attitude of 
friendliness to `the person in the picture' and (if there is one) the sitter or 'subject' of the picture. We respond to the picture in this way because the appearance of smiling triggers a (hedged) inference that (unless they are pretending) 
this person is friendly, just as a real person's smile would trigger the same 
inference. We have, in short, access to `another mind' in this way, a real mind 
or a depicted mind, but in either case the mind of a well-disposed person. 
Without pausing to unravel the very difficult question as to the nature of the 
relationship between real and depicted persons, the point I want to emphasize 
here is that the means we generally have to form a notion of the disposition and 
intentions of `social others' is via a large number of abductions from indexes 
which are neither `semiotic conventions' or `laws of nature' but something 
in between. Furthermore, the inferential schemes (abductions) we bring to 
`indexical signs' are frequently very like, if not actually identical to, the ones 
we bring to bear on social others. These may seem very elementary points, but 
they are essential to the anthropology of art.
The minimal definition of the (visual) `art' situation therefore involves the 
presence of some index from which abductions (belonging to many different 
species) may be made. This, by itself is insufficiently restrictive, since it will 
be apparent that, formal reasoning and linguistic semiosis apart, the greater 
part of `thinking' consists of abductions of one kind or another. To restrict the 
scope of the discussion, I propose that the category of indexes relevant to our 
theory are those which permit the abduction of `agency' and specifically `social 
agency'. This excludes instances such as scientific inferences about the orbits 
of planets (unless one imagines that the planets are social agents, which of course 
many people do). However, the restriction is narrower than this, and excludes 
much else besides scientific hypothesis-formation. The stipulation I make is 
that the index is itself seen as the outcome, and/or the instrument of, social agency. 
A `natural sign' like `smoke' is not seen as the outcome of any social agency, 
but as the outcome of a natural causal process, combustion, so, as an index of 
its non-social cause, it is of no interest to us. On the other hand, if smoke is 
seen as the index of fire-setting by human agents (burning swiddens, say) then 
the abduction of agency occurs and smoke becomes an artefactual index, as well as a `natural sign'. To give another example, let us suppose that, strolling along 
the beach, we encounter a stone which is chipped in a rather suggestive way. 
Is it perhaps a prehistoric handaxe? It has become an `artefact' and hence 
qualifies for consideration. It is a tool, hence an index of agency; both the 
agency of its maker and of the man who used it. It may not be very `interesting' as a candidate object for theoretical consideration in the `anthropology of 
art' context, but it certainly may be said to possess the minimum qualifications, 
since we have no a priori means of distinguishing `artefacts' from `works of art' 
(Gell 1996). This would be true even if I concluded that the chipped stone was 
not actually made by a prehistoric artisan, but, having taken it home anyway, I 
decide to use it as an ornament for my mantelpiece. Then it has become an 
index of my agency, and qualifies yet again (besides which it is now obviously 
a `work of art' i.e. a `found object').


2.4. The Social Agent
However, as is generally the case with definitions, the stipulation that the index 
must be `seen as the outcome, and/or the instrument of, social agency' is itself 
dependent on a still undefined concept, that of `social agent'-- the one who 
exercises social agency. Of course it is not difficult to give examples of social 
agents and social agency. Any person must be considered a social agent, at least 
potentially.
Agency is attributable to those persons (and things, see below) who/which 
are seen as initiating causal sequences of a particular type, that is, events caused 
by acts of mind or will or intention, rather than the mere concatenation of 
physical events. An agent is one who `causes events to happen' in their vicinity. As a result of this exercise of agency, certain events transpire (not necessarily the specific events which were `intended' by the agent). Whereas chains 
of physical/material cause-and-effect consist of `happenings' which can be 
explained by physical laws which ultimately govern the universe as a whole, 
agents initiate `actions' which are `caused' by themselves, by their intentions, 
not by the physical laws of the cosmos. An agent is the source, the origin, of 
causal events, independently of the state of the physical universe.
Actually, the nature of the relations between the agent's beliefs, intentions, 
etc. and the external events he/she causes to happen by `acting' are philosophically very debatable. Philosophers are far from agreed as to the nature of 
`minds' harbouring `intentions' and the relation between inner intentions and 
real-world events. Sociologists, also, have every reason to be aware that agents' 
actions very often have `unintended consequences' so that it cannot be said 
that real-world (social) events are just transcriptions of what agents intended 
to happen. Fortunately, in order to carry on this particular discussion, I do not 
have to solve problems which have preoccupied philosophers for centuries. For 
the anthropologist, the problem of `agency' is not a matter of prescribing the most rational or defensible notion of agency, in that the anthropologist's task 
is to describe forms of thought which could not stand up to much philosophical scrutiny but which are none the less, socially and cognitively practicable.


For the anthropologist `folk' notions of agency, extracted from everyday 
practices and discursive forms, are of concern, not `philosophically defensible' 
notions of agency. Some philosophers believe that `folk' notions about agency, 
intention, mind, etc. constitute a set of philosophically defensible beliefs, but 
this is of no particular concern to us. I am going to take seriously notions about 
agency which even these philosophers would probably not want to defend, for 
example that agency can inhere in graven images, not to mention motor cars 
(see below). I do so because, in practice, people do attribute intentions and 
awareness to objects like cars and images of the gods. The idea of agency is 
a culturally prescribed framework for thinking about causation, when what 
happens is (in some vague sense) supposed to be intended in advance by some 
person-agent or thing-agent. Whenever an event is believed to happen because 
of an `intention' lodged in the person or thing which initiates the causal 
sequence, that is an instance of `agency'.
Putting the word `social' in front of the word `agent' is in a sense redundant, 
in so far as the word `agency' primarily serves to discriminate between 'happenings' (caused by physical laws) and `actions' (caused by prior intentions). 
`Prior intentions' implies the attribution to the agent of a mind akin to a human 
one, if not identical. Animals and material objects can have minds and intentions attributed to them, but these are always, in some residual sense, human 
minds, because we have access `from the inside' only to human minds, indeed 
to only one of these, our own. Human minds are inevitably `social' minds, to 
the extent that we only know our own minds in a social context of some kind. 
`Action' cannot really be conceptualized in other than social terms. Moreover, 
the kinds of agency which are attributed to art objects (or indexes of agency) 
are inherently and irreducibly social in that art objects never (in any relevant way) emerge as agents except in very specific social contexts. Art objects 
are not `self-sufficient' agents, but only `secondary' agents in conjunction with 
certain specific (human) associates, whose identities I discuss below. The 
philosophical theory of `agents' presupposes the autonomy and self-sufficiency 
of the human agent; but I am more concerned with the kind of second-class 
agency which artefacts acquire once they become enmeshed in a texture of 
social relationships. However, within this relational texture, artefacts can quite 
well be treated as agents in a variety of ways.
2.5. 'Things' as Social Agents
The immediate `other' in a social relationship does not have to be another 
`human being'. My whole argument depends on this not being the case. Social 
agency can be exercised relative to `things' and social agency can be exercised by `things' (and also animals). The concept of social agency has to be formulated in this very permissive manner for empirical as well as theoretical reasons. 
It just happens to be patently the case that persons form what are evidently 
social relations with `things'. Consider a little girl with her doll. She loves her 
doll. Her doll is her best friend (she says). Would she toss her doll overboard 
from a lifeboat in order to save her bossy elder brother from drowning? No 
way. This may seem a trivial example, and the kinds of relations small girls 
form with their dolls are far from being `typical' of human social behaviour. 
But it is not a trivial example at all; in fact it is an archetypal instance of the 
subject-matter of the anthropology of art. We only think it is not because it is 
an affront to our dignity to make comparisons between small girls showering 
affection on their dolls and us, mature souls, admiring Michelangelo's David. 
But what is David if it is not a big doll for grown-ups? This is not really a matter of devaluing David so much as revaluing little girls' dolls, which are truly 
remarkable objects, all things considered. They are certainly social beings'members of the family', for a time at any rate.


From dolls to idols is but a short step, and from idols to sculptures by 
Michelangelo another, hardly longer. But I do not wish to confine the notion 
of `social relations between persons and things' to instances of this order, in 
which the `thing' is a representation of a human being, as a doll is. The concept required here is much broader. The ways in which social agency can be 
invested in things, or can emanate from things, are exceedingly diverse (see 
Miller 1987 for a theoretical analysis of `objectification').
Take, for instance, the relationship between human beings and cars. A car, 
just as a possession and a means of transport is not intrinsically a locus of 
agency, either the owner's agency or its own. But it is in fact very difficult for 
a car owner not to regard a car as a body-part, a prosthesis, something invested 
with his (or her) own social agency vis-a-vis other social agents. Just as a salesman confronts a potential client with his body (his good teeth and well-brushed 
hair, bodily indexes of business competence) so he confronts the buyer with his 
car (a Mondeo, late registration, black) another, detachable, part of his body 
available for inspection and approval. Conversely, an injury suffered by the car 
is a personal blow, an outrage, even though the damage can be made good and 
the insurance company will pay. Not only is the car a locus of the owner's 
agency, and a conduit through which the agency of others (bad drivers, vandals) 
may affect him-it is also the locus of an `autonomous' agency of its own.
The car does not just reflect the owner's personhood, it has personhood as a 
car. For example, I possess a Toyota which I esteem rather than abjectly love, 
but since Toyotas are `sensible' and rather dispassionate cars, my Toyota does 
not mind (it is, after all, Japanese --cars have distinct ethnicities). In my family, this Toyota has a personal name, Toyolly, or `Oily' for short. My Toyota 
is reliable and considerate; it only breaks down in relatively minor ways at 
times when it `knows' that no great inconvenience will result. If, God forbid, my Toyota were to break down in the middle of the night, far from home, I 
should consider this an act of gross treachery for which I would hold the car 
personally and morally culpable, not myself or the garage mechanics who service it. Rationally, I know that such sentiments are somewhat bizarre, but I also 
know that 99 per cent of car owners attribute personality to their cars in much 
the same way that I do, and that such imaginings contribute to a satisfactory modus vivendi in a world of mechanical devices. In effect, this is a form of 
`religious belief' (vehicular animism) which I accept because it is part of `car 
culture'-an important element in the de facto culture of twentieth-century 
Britain. Because this is a form of `animism' which I actually and habitually 
practise, there is every reason to make mention of it as a template for imagining forms of animism that I do not happen to share, such as the worship of idols 
(see Chapter 7 below, and particularly Sections 7.8-9, where the discussion of 
the `agency' of images is taken up in greater detail).


So, `things' such as dolls and cars can appear as `agents' in particular social 
situations; and so-we may argue-can `works of art'. While some form of 
hedged agreement to these propositions would, perhaps, be widely conceded 
in the current climate of conceptual relativism and pragmatism, it would be 
facile in the extreme not to observe that unwelcome contradictions arrive in 
their wake.
2.5.1. Paradox Elimination
An agent is defined as one who has the capacity to initiate causal events in 
his/her vicinity, which cannot be ascribed to the current state of the physical 
cosmos, but only to a special category of mental states; that is, intentions. It is 
contradictory to assert that `things' such as dolls and cars can behave as `agents' 
in contexts of human social interactions, since `things' cannot, by definition 
have intentions, and moreover, such causal events as occur in their vicinity 
are `happenings' (produced by physical causes) not `actions' referable to the 
agency exercised by the thing. The little girl may, possibly, imagine that her 
doll is another agent, but we are obliged to regard this as an erroneous idea. We 
can preoccupy ourselves with detecting the cognitive and emotional factors 
which engender such erroneous ideas-but this is very different from proposing a theory, as I seem to be bent on doing, which accepts such palpable errors 
in agency-attribution as basic postulates. This appears a dangerous course 
indeed. A `sociology of action' premised on the intentional nature of agency, 
undermines itself fatally by introducing the possibility that `things' could be 
agents, because the whole interpretative enterprise is founded on the strict separation between 'agency'-exercised by sentient, enculturated, human beingsand the kind of physical causation which explains the behaviour of mere things. 
However, this paradox can be mitigated, initially, in the light of the following 
considerations.


Whatever happens, human agency is exercised within the material world. 
Were the kinds of material cause and effect with which we are familiar not in 
place, intentional action, action initiated in a social context and with social 
objectives in view, would be impossible. We can accept that the causal chains 
which are initiated by intentional agents come into being as states of mind, 
and that they are orientated towards the states of mind of social `others' (i.e. 
`patients': see  unless there is some kind of physical mediation, 
which always does exploit the manifold causal properties of the ambient physical world (the environment, the human body, etc.), agent and patient will not 
interact. Therefore, `things' with their thing-ly causal properties are as essential to the exercise of agency as states of mind. In fact, it is only because the 
causal milieu in the vicinity of an agent assumes a certain configuration, from 
which an intention may be abducted, that we recognize the presence of another 
agent. We recognize agency, ex post facto, in the anomalous configuration of the 
causal milieu-but we cannot detect it in advance, that is, we cannot tell that 
someone is an agent before they act as an agent, before they disturb the causal 
milieu in such a way as can only be attributed to their agency. Because the attribution of agency rests on the detection of the effects of agency in the causal 
milieu, rather than an unmediated intuition, it is not paradoxical to understand 
agency as a factor of the ambience as a whole, a global characteristic of the 
world of people and things in which we live, rather than as an attribute of the 
human psyche, exclusively. The little girl's doll is not a self-sufficient agent 
like an (idealized) human being, even the girl herself does not think so. But 
the doll is an emanation or manifestation of agency (actually, primarily the 
child's own), a mirror, vehicle, or channel of agency, and hence a source of such 
potent experiences of the `co-presence' of an agent as to make no difference.
I am prepared to make a distinction between `primary' agents, that is, intentional beings who are categorically distinguished from `mere' things or artefacts, and `secondary' agents, which are artefacts, dolls, cars, works of art, etc. 
through which primary agents distribute their agency in the causal milieu, and 
thus render their agency effective. But to call artefactual agents `secondary' is 
not to concede that they are not agents at all, or agents only `in a manner of 
speaking'. Take, for instance, the anti-personnel mines which have caused so 
many deaths and mutilations in Cambodia in recent years. Pol Pot's soldiers, 
who laid these mines, were, clearly, the agents responsible for these crimes 
against innocent people. The mines themselves were just `instruments' or 
`tools' of destruction, not `agents of destruction' in the sense we mean when 
pinning moral responsibility on Pol Pot's men, who could have acted differently, while the mines could not help exploding once trodden on. It seems senseless to attribute `agency' to a mere lethal mechanical device, rather than its 
culpable user.
But not so fast. A soldier is not just a man, but a man with a gun, or in this 
case with a box of mines to sow. The soldier's weapons are parts of him which make him what he is. We cannot speak of Pol Pot's soldiers without referring, 
in the same breath, to their weaponry, and the social context and military 
tactics which the possession of such weaponry implies. Pol Pot's men were 
capable of being the kind of (very malign) agents that they were only because 
of the artefacts they had at their disposal, which, so to speak, turned them from 
mere men into devils with extraordinary powers. Their kind of agency would 
be unthinkable except in conjunction with the spatio-temporally expanded 
capacity for violence which the possession of mines makes possible. Pol Pot's 
soldiers possessed (like all of us) what I shall later discuss as `distributed personhood'. As agents, they were not just where their bodies were, but in many 
different places (and times) simultaneously. Those mines were components 
of their identities as human persons, just as much as their fingerprints or the 
litanies of hate and fear which inspired their actions.


If we think of an anti-personnel mine, not as a `tool' made use of by a (conceptually independent) `user', but, more realistically, as a component of a particular type of social identity and agency, then we can more readily see why 
a mine can be seen as an 'agent'---that is, but for this artefact, this agent (the 
soldier + mine) could not exist. In speaking of artefacts as `secondary agents' 
I am referring to the fact that the origination and manifestation of agency takes 
place in a milieu which consists (in large part) of artefacts, and that agents, 
thus, `are' and do not merely `use' the artefacts which connect them to social 
others. Anti-personnel mines are not (primary) agents who initiate happenings 
through acts of will for which they are morally responsible, granted, but they 
are objective embodiments of the power or capacity to will their use, and hence 
moral entities in themselves. I describe artefacts as `social agents' not because 
I wish to promulgate a form of material-culture mysticism, but only in view of 
the fact that objectification in artefact-form is how social agency manifests and 
realizes itself, via the proliferation of fragments of `primary' intentional agents 
in their `secondary' artefactual forms.
2.5.2. Agents and Patients
Many more examples of social agency being attributed to `things' will be provided as the discussion proceeds, but there is another issue which needs to 
be dealt with in this connection. There is a special feature of the concept of 
agency that I am advancing to which I must draw particular attention. `Agency' 
is usually discussed in relation to the permanent dispositional characteristics of 
particular entities: `here is X, is it an agent or not?' And the answer is---'that 
depends on whether X has intentions, a mind, awareness, consciousness, etc.' 
The issue of `agency' is thus raised in a classificatory context, classifying all the 
entities in the world into those that `count' as agents, and those that do not. 
Most philosophers believe that only human beings are pukka agents, while a 
few more would add some of the mammals, such as chimpanzees, and some 
would also include computers with appropriately `intelligent' software. It is important to emphasize that I am not raising the question of `agency' in anything like this `classificatory' sense. The concept of agency I employ is relational and context-dependent, not classificatory and context free. Thus, to 
revert to the `car' example; though I would spontaneously attribute `agency' to 
my car if it broke down in the middle of the night, far from home, with me in 
it, I do not think that my car has goals and intentions, as a vehicular agent, that 
are independent of the use that I and my family make of my car, with which it 
can co-operate or not. My car is a (potential) agent with respect to me as a 
`patient', not in respect to itself, as a car. It is an agent only in so far as I am a 
patient, and it is a `patient' (the counterpart of an agent) only is so far as I am 
an agent with respect to it.


The concept of agency I employ here is exclusively relational: for any agent, 
there is a patient, and conversely, for any patient, there is an agent. This 
considerably reduces the ontological havoc apparently caused by attributing 
agency freely to non-living things, such as cars. Cars are not human beings, but 
they act as agents, and suffer as patients `in the (causal) vicinity' of human 
beings, such as their owners, vandals, and so on. Thus I am not really indulging 
in paradox or mysticism in describing, as I shall, a picture painted by an artist 
as a `patient' with respect to his agency as an artist, or the victim of a cruel 
caricature as a `patient' with respect to the image (agent) which traduces him. 
Philosophers may rest content with the notion that, in such locutions, the only 
pukka agents are the human ones, and that cars and caricatures (secondary 
agents) could never be pukka agents. I, on the other hand, am concerned not 
with the philosophical definition of agency sub specie aeternitatis. I am concerned 
with agent patient relationships in the fleeting contexts and predicaments of 
social life, during which we certainly do, transactionally speaking, attribute 
agency to cars, images, buildings, and many other non-living, non-human, 
things.
In what follows, we will he concerned with `social agents' who may be persons, things, animals, divinities, in fact, anything at all. All that is stipulated is 
that with respect to any given transaction between `agents' one agent is exercising `agency' while the other is (momentarily) a `patient'. This follows from 
the essentially relational, transitive, and causal implications of our notion of 
`agency'. To be an `agent' one must act with respect to the `patient'; the patient 
is the object which is causally affected by the agent's action. For the purposes 
of the theory being developed here, it will be assumed that in any given transaction in which agency is manifested, there is a `patient' who or which is 
another potential' agent, capable of acting as an agent or being a locus of agency. 
This `agent' is momentarily in the `patient' position. Thus, in the `car' example just considered, if my car breaks down in the middle of the night, I am 
in the `patient' position and the car is the `agent'. If I should respond to this 
emergency by shouting at, or maybe even punching or kicking my unfortunate 
vehicle, then I am the agent and the car is the patient, and so on. The various possibilities and combinations of agency/patiency will be described in detail 
later on.


It is important to understand, though, that `patients' in agent/patient interactions are not entirely passive; they may resist. The concept of agency implies 
the overcoming of resistance, difficulty, inertia, etc. Art objects are characteristically `difficult'. They are difficult to make, difficult to `think', difficult to 
transact. They fascinate, compel, and entrap as well as delight the spectator. 
Their peculiarity, intransigence, and oddness is a key factor in their efficacy as 
social instruments. Moreover, in the vicinity of art objects, struggles for control are played out in which `patients' intervene in the enchainment of intention, instrument, and result, as `passive agents', that is, intermediaries between 
ultimate agents and ultimate patients. Agent patient relations form nested hierarchies whose characteristics will be described in due course. The concept of 
the `patient' is not, therefore a simple one, in that being a `patient' may be a 
form of (derivative) agency.
2.6. The Artist
However, we still have not specified the situation sufficiently to circumscribe 
the scope of an `anthropological theory of art'. Agency can be ascribed to 
`things' without this giving rise to anything particularly recalling the production and circulation of `art'. For this to be the case it seems necessary to 
specify the identity of the participants in social relations in the vicinity of the 
`index' rather more precisely.
The kinds of `index' with which the anthropological theory of art has to deal 
are usually (but not always) artefacts. These artefacts have the capacity to index 
their `origins' in an act of manufacture. Any artefact, by virtue of being a manufactured thing, motivates an abduction which specifies the identity of the 
agent who made or originated it. Manufactured objects are `caused' by their 
makers, just as smoke is caused by fire; hence manufactured objects are indexes 
of their makers. The index, as manufactured object, is in the `patient' position 
in a social relationship with its maker, who is an agent, and without whose 
agency it would not exist. Since art-making is the kind of making with which 
we are primarily concerned, it might be most convenient to call the one to 
whom the authorship of the index (as a physical thing) is attributed, `the artist'. 
Wherever it is appropriate, I shall do so, but it is important to note that the 
anthropology of art cannot be exclusively concerned with objects whose existence is attributed to the agency of `artists', especially `human' artists. Many 
objects which are in fact art objects manufactured by (human) artists, are not 
believed to have originated in that way; they are thought to be of divine origin 
or to have mysteriously made themselves. The origins of art objects can be forgotten or concealed, blocking off the abduction leading from the existence of 
the material index to the agency of an artist.


2.7. The Recipient
Art objects lead very transactional lives; being `made by an artist' is only the 
first of these. Often an art object indexes, primarily, not the moment and agent 
of its manufacture, but some subsequent, purely transactional, `origin'. This 
applies, for instance, to ceremonial valuables in Melanesia (such as Kula shells) 
whose actual makers (who are not in the Kula system) are forgotten-Kula 
shells `originate' with whoever possessed them as a kitoum, that is, as unencumbered ceremonial property (Leach and Leach 1983).
Similarly, in the Victoria and Albert Museum, one may see the beautiful 
carved onyx cup of the Mogul emperor, Shah Jehan. This cup is Shah Jehan's 
kitoum for all that it is now British government property. But there is a difference, in that in Shah Jehan's cup, we see, first and foremost, the power of the 
Mogul emperor to command the services of craftsmen possessing more skill 
and inventiveness than any to be found nowadays. Shah Jehan's agency is not 
as a maker, but as a `patron' of art, and his cup indexes his glory in this respect, 
which contemporary potentates can only emulate in feeble, vulgar, ways.
Thus a second abduction of agency which an index in the form of an artefact normally motivates is the abduction of its `destination', its intended reception. Artists do not (usually) make art objects for no reason, they make them in 
order that they should be seen by a public, and/or acquired by a patron. Just as 
any art object indexes its origins in the activity of an artist, it also indexes its 
reception by a public, the public it was primarily made `for'. A Ferrari sports 
car, parked in the street, indexes the class-fraction of `millionaire playboys' for 
whom such cars are made. It also indexes the general public who can only 
admire such vehicles and envy their owners. A work of contemporary art 
indexes the contemporary art public, who constitute the intended recipients of 
such work. If the work is to be seen in the Saachi gallery, it indexes this famous 
collector and his patronage of contemporary art. And so on. In the course of 
their careers, art objects can have many receptions. While I am able to feel 
that I belong (as a gallery-goer and occasional reader of Art Now and similar 
periodicals) to the `intended' public for contemporary art, I know perfectly 
well that the Egyptian art in the British Museum was never intended for my 
eyes. This art permits the vicarious abduction of its original, or intended reception, as a component of its current, non-intended reception.
The public, or `recipients' of a work of art (index) are, according to the 
anthropological theory of art, in a social relationship with the index, either as 
`patients' (in that the index causally affects them in some way) or as `agents' in 
that, but for them, this index would not have come into existence (they have 
caused it). The relation between the index and its reception will be analysed 
in greater detail in due course. For the present it is sufficient to stipulate that 
an index has always to be seen in relation to some specific reception and that 
this reception may be active or passive, and is likely to be diverse.


2.8. The Prototype
To complete the specification of the network of social relationships in the 
vicinity of art objects, we need only one more concept, one which need not 
always apply, but which very commonly does. Most of the literature about `art' 
is actually about representation. That representation is the most complicated 
philosophical and conceptual problem stemming from the production and circulation of works of art there is no doubt. Of course, by no means all `art' actually is representational, even in the barest sense, and often it is the case that 
the `representational content' of art is trivial, even if the art is representational 
(e.g. the bottles and guitars in Cubist still lifes, or the botanically arbitrary 
flowers and leaves in textile patterns). I do not propose to discuss the problem 
of representation as a philosophical problem in any detail. I should, however, 
state that I espouse the anti-Goodmanian view which has been gaining ground 
recently (Schier 1986). I do not believe that iconic representation is based on 
symbolic `convention' (comparable to the `conventions' which dictate that 
`dog' means `canine animal' in English). Goodman, in a well-known philosophical treatise (1976), asserts that any given icon, given the appropriate conventions for reception, could function as a `representation' of any arbitrarily 
selected depicted object or `referent'. The analogy between this proposition 
and Saussure's well-known postulate of the `arbitrary nature of the sign' does 
not need to be underlined. I reject this implausible claim as an overgeneralization of linguistic semiotics. On the contrary, and in accordance with the 
traditional view, I believe that iconic representation is based on the actual 
resemblance in form between depictions and the entities they depict or are 
believed to depict. A picture of an existing thing resembles that thing in 
enough respects to be recognized as a depiction or model of it. A depiction of 
an imaginary thing (a god, for instance) resembles the picture that believers 
in that god have in their minds as to the god's appearance, which they have 
derived from other images of the same god, which this image resembles. The 
fact that `the picture that people have in their minds' of the god's appearance is actually derived from their memories of images which purport to represent this appearance does not matter. What matters to me is only that people 
believe that the causal arrow is orientated in the other way; they believe that 
the god, as agent, `caused' the image (index), as patient, to assume a particular 
appearance.
It is true that some `representations' are very schematic, but only very few 
visual features of the entity being depicted need to be present in order to 
motivate abductions from the index as to the appearance (in a much more 
completely specified form) of the entity depicted. `Recognition' on the basis 
of very under-specified cues is a well-explored part of the process of visual 
perception. Under-specified is not the same as `not specified at all', or `purely 
conventional'.


One can only speak of representation in visual art where there is resemblance, triggering recognition. One may need to be told that a given index is an 
iconic representation of a particular pictorial subject. `Recognition' may not 
occur spontaneously, but once the necessary information has been supplied, 
the visual recognition cues must be present, or recognition will still not occur.
Meanwhile, there are indexes which refer to other entities (such as gods, 
again) which (a) are visible, but which (b) do not permit abductions as to the 
visual appearance of the entity (god) because they lack any visual recognition cues. Sometimes gods arc `represented' by stones, but the god does not 
`look like' a stone in anybody's estimation, believer or non-believer alike. The 
anthropology of art has to consider such instances of `aniconic' representation, 
as well as the ones involving more or less overt visual cues as to the appearance 
of the entity being represented. There are many forms of `representation' in 
other words, only one of which is the representation of visual form. Approximately, the aniconic image of the god in the form of a stone is an index of the 
god's spatio-tcmporal presence, but not his appearance. But in this case, the 
spatial location of the stone is not `arbitrarily' or `conventionally' associated 
with the spatial location of the god; the stone functions as a `natural sign' of the 
god's location just as smoke is a natural sign of the spatial location of fire.
In what follows I shall use the term `the prototype' (of an index) to identify 
the entity which the index represents visually (as an icon, depiction, etc.) or 
non-visually, as in the example just considered. Not all indexes have prototypes or `represent' anything distinct from themselves. Abstract geometric patterns have no discernible or relevant prototype, but such abstract decorative 
forms are of great importance theoretically, as I shall describe later. As with the 
artist (the originator of an index) and the recipient of an index, I hold that there 
are various types of social agency/patiency relationships linking indexes and 
their prototypes, where they exist. That is to say, there is a species of agency 
which is abducted from the index, such that the prototype is taken to be an 
`agent' in relation to the index (causing it, for instance, to have the appearance 
that it actually has). Conversely, the prototype may be made into a social 
`patient' via the index (as in `volt sorcery', to be described later).
2.9. Summary
Let me briefly recapitulate the argument so far. The `anthropological theory 
of art' is a theory of the social relations that obtain in the neighbourhood of 
works of art, or indexes. These social relationships form part of the relational 
texture of social life within the biographical (anthropological) frame of reference. Social relations only exist in so far as they are made manifest in actions. 
Performers of social actions are `agents' and they act on `patients' (who are 
social agents in the `patient' position vis-d-vis an agent-in-action). Relations 
between social agents and patients, for the purposes of the anthropological theory of art, obtain between four `terms' (entities which can be in relation). 
These are:


i. Indexes: material entities which motivate abductive inferences, cognitive 
interpretations, etc.;
2. Artists (or other `originators'): to whom are ascribed, by abduction, 
causal responsibility for the existence and characteristics of the index;
3. Recipients: those in relation to whom, by abduction, indexes are considered to exert agency, or who exert agency via the index;
4. Prototypes: entities held, by abduction, to be represented in the index, 
often by virtue of visual resemblance, but not necessarily.
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3.1. The Table of Agent/Patient Relations between Four Basic Terms
Where the four terms-Index, Artist, Recipient, and  we 
have, so to speak, the `canonical' nexus of relations in the neighbourhood of art 
objects, which the anthropology of art must describe and elucidate. But, as we 
will see, many instances can be cited in which `artists' or `recipients' or 'prototypes' may be lacking or only ambiguously present.
A theory of the kind being developed here consists primarily of a device for 
ordering and classifying the empirical material with which it deals, rather than 
offering law-like generalizations or predictions therefrom. The situations in 
which indexes of an art-like kind can form part of a nexus of social relations 
between agents arc very diverse indeed, and it is necessary to classify them, 
before offering commentaries which will, in the nature of things, only apply to 
certain of the situations under consideration, and not to others. One convenient approach to the problem of classification is the construction of a table of 
combinations, such as the one I will introduce at this point. This table is based 
on the premiss that all four of the `terms' so far distinguished can be considered as social agents of different kinds, and as such, are capable of being in 
the `agent' or `patient' position vis-d-vis one another (and in relation to themselves). Table i therefore opposes indexes, artists, prototypes, and recipients 
as, respectively, `agents' (horizontally, reading downwards) and as `patients' 
(vertically, reading across).
Turning to Table t, I shall now embark on an account of agent/patient relations between opposed terms, using the suffixes -A and -P to indicate agent and 
patient status respectively. I consider first the index, in the `agent' position.
3.2. Index-A - Artist-P
The index is the material thing which motivates abductions of an art-related 
kind. What we have to consider under this rubric are instances in which the 
material index dictates to the artist, who responds as `patient' to its inherent 
agency. This, of course is the precise inversion of the relationship which we 
normally think of as obtaining between artists and indexes, which is Artist-A 
-* Index-P. However, it is possible, if not very easy, to find examples. Thus, 
Father Roman Pane, who wrote an account of the religion of the inhabitants of 
the Antilles, at the behest of Christopher Columbus, reported that: `Certain trees were believed to send for sorcerers, to whom they gave orders how to 
shape their trunks into idols, and these "cemu" being then installed into templehuts, received their prayers and inspired their priests and oracles' (Tylor 1875: 
216). Even this terse statement is enough to establish the possibility that, in 
certain instances, it is an agency in the material of the index, which is held to 
control the artist, who is a patient with respect to this transaction.


Table i. The Art Nexus
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The more common case is for the material index to dictate its form simply 
on the basis of traditional knowledge, rather than by occult instruction. 
Turner, in his account of Ndembu `rituals of affliction' (1968: 72-5), describes 
the carving of figurines from the wood of the sacred Mukula tree. This tree 
secretes blood-resembling gum; in the ritual context it is identified as `the 
shade' who is causing menstrual and reproductive problems to female patients. 
After being worshipped, the tree is ritually cut down, and its wood is carved 
into figurines resembling babies  These figurines assist the afflicted women in regaining their fertility, via further ritual procedures. In the context 
of the ritual, it is clear that the tree which is worshipped in its living form and 
the carved `babies' that are subsequently made of its wood, are both alternative 
forms of the fertile/destructive Mukula tree. It is the identity of the index in its 
living form which imposes form on the index in its subsequent, carved, state, 
the actual carving being the mere extraction of this inherent form. Perhaps 
analogous instances arc not so hard to discover in the Western art doctrine of 
`truth to materials', the idea that it behoves the artist (or craftsman, architect, 
etc.) to make from his materials what `they' want, rather than what he wants. 
The act of carving, famously in the instance of Michelangelo's `slaves', is often 
seen as a matter of `liberating' forms which inhere in the uncut stone or wood.


In this connection, one may also note the more common instances in which 
the artist does not so much make, as `recognize' the index. The idea of the 
`found object' or the `ready made' place the artist in the patient position with 
respect to the index, in that it is the index which inherently possesses the 
characteristics which motivate its selection by the artist as an art object, to 
which, none the less his name is attached as originator. Oriental art, especially 
Japanese, is particularly rich in the use of found objects for artistic purposes, 
for instance, the natural boulders which are deployed in Japanese gardens. 
These uncarved stones are, by common consent, among the most entrancing 
objects to be seen anywhere, and the Buddhist garden-designers who made use 
of them are far more revered than any stone-carvers from Japan. The West has 
an activist notion of artistic creativity, whereas the oriental art public esteems 
far more those `quietist' modes of creativity in which success attends those who 
open themselves most to the inherent physiognomic appeal of natural objects. 
The same tradition exists in Indian tantric art, which involves the cult of natural, or slightly modified, river boulders, nuts of the coco-de-mer, and so on, 
as lingam and yoni, though in these instances no artist's name is attached to 
the object, as it is in Japan. The Indian examples really come under the heading of `self-made' indexes, which will be discussed later under the heading of 
Index-A -* Index-P.
Modern Western artists using found objects, most notably Duchamp, are 
ostensibly less passive. I)uchamp claimed that his ready-mades, such as the 
snow-shovel, the bottle-rack, etc., possessed `the beauty of indifference', that 
is, they were selected on the grounds that nobody could possibly imagine that 
Duchamp had any particular reason to select them, rather than something else 
(which was, in fact, far from being the case). Their selection was presented as 
a pure act of will on his part, an acte gratuite in the manner of Gide's amoralist hero, Lafcadio Wluiki. However, having `no reason' to select something 
as an object of ready-made art, is of course, a reason, since it is motivated by 
the need to avoid selecting anything for whose selection some reason might be 
proposed. This was Duchamp's conceit. Consequently, even the purportedly 
`arbitrary' ready-mades of Duchamp, forced themselves on the artist (as patient) who responded to the appeal of their arbitrariness and anonymity, just as the 
Buddhist landscape artists responded to their mutely speaking boulders.


3.3. Index-A Recipient-P
This is the elementary formula for `passive spectatorship', which is of course 
not at all difficult to conceptualize or exemplify. Whoever allows his or her 
attention to be attracted to an index, and submits to its power, appeal, or fascination, is a patient, responding to the agency inherent in the index. This 
agency may be physical, spiritual, political, etc. as well as `aesthetic'. The warrior's shield (Fig. 1.2/1) is an index which, in context, possesses agency, having the power to demoralize the enemy warrior (the recipient patient). It would 
be unwise to impose any theoretical restriction as to the type of agency which 
the index can mediate, since, as we will see, these may be exceedingly diverse. 
None the less, one may, under the rubric Index-A -* Recipient-P, offer certain general points about the effect of the index on the recipient.
Reconsider, for a moment the Asmat shield which terrifies the opposing 
warrior. It is surely noteworthy that these designs produce terror by making 
terror manifest-these designs seem to have been composed in a mood of terror, 
and we are terrified by them (or can easily imagine being terrified by them) 
because, submitting to their fascination, we are obliged to share in the emotion which they objectify. The tiger which is about to pounce and devour its 
victim looks, above all, terrified-of itself, as it  the same is true of 
warriors bearing down with grimaces of fear and rage. The Asmat shield is a 
false mirror, which seems to show the victim his own terror, when in fact, it is 
another's-and in this way persuades him that he is terrified. Like the famous 
trompe-l'wil image (by Parmigianino) of the Medusa's head in the mirror of 
Perseus (in the Uffizi gallery) the shield terrifies by persuading us that we are 
what it shows.
The same `false mirror' effect is observable in myriad other contexts, and 
may, according to Benjamin (see Taussig 1993; Benjamin 1933), constitute the 
very secret of mimesis; that is, to perceive (to internalize) is to imitate, and thus 
we become (and produce) what we perceive (see below, Sect. 7.2). At any rate, 
the spectacle of a painted saint at prayer is conducive to piety, of an amorous 
couple, to lustfulness, and so on, as has been endlessly commented on since 
ancient times. Without dilating any further on this venerable theme, we may 
suggest that the primary means through which the index affects the recipient 
is by subverting the recipient's sense of self-possession in some way. It may be 
that there is, as in the Asmat-shield case, a spontaneous convergence between 
the index and recipient such that the recipient takes on the nature of the index; 
but usually the mediation is much more roundabout, as will be described in due 
course. Indexes can work by alienating the spectator as well as by producing 
identification (e.g. Hyacinthe Rigaud's picture of Louis XIV, discussed below, which certainly is not intended to make the spectator feel `regal' or to identify 
with the monarch, but to have exactly the reverse effect).


Nor can the formula Index-A -* Recipient-P be restricted to those 
contexts in which the recipient is confined to seeing the index, as opposed to 
interacting with the index in some other way. For instance, kissing a holy icon 
will, some believers hope, elicit the agency of the image in relieving illness 
or poverty. Not all images with the same ostensible `reference' are equally 
efficacious in this regard; only some images, for example, of the Virgin, have 
this quality. Worshipping the others may assist in one's salvation, but will not 
cure one's rheumatism. So it is the inherent agency of the material index, 
rather than the Virgin, which is at issue (whatever the priest says). Wherever 
images have to be touched, rather than merely looked at, there is an imputation 
that there is inherent agency in the material index, which is not to say that the 
agency of the prototype is excluded in these instances.
And here we encounter a difficulty in presentation. The formula for passive 
spectatorship, Index-A ---* Recipient-P is so fundamental and general that 
it is difficult to cite a `pure' case. The `holy icon of the Virgin which cures 
rheumatism' is probably more accurately represented as  - 
Index-A] -* Recipient-P, than by the simple formula (the Prototype being 
the Virgin Mary). I intend to deal with three-place and four-place expressions 
later, however, where I will explain the significance of the brackets and provide 
a more perspicuous graphic representation. For the present, it will be sufficient 
to stipulate that where the index is not seen primarily as the outcome of an 
external artist's agency, and where it also has no prototype, its agency with 
respect to the recipient will be a pure case of Index-A - Recipient-P.
3.4. Index-A -* Prototype-P
Here the index behaves as an agent with respect to its prototype. A familiar 
example of this is provided by Wilde's short story The Portrait of Dorian Grey, 
in which the ageing undergone by the picture in the attic causes the prototype 
to retain his youthful good looks indefinitely. The fact that this is a fictional 
example need not deter one from citing it, since anthropology has to deal with 
fictions as much as with real situations, the two often being hard to tell apart, 
anyway. Another type of instance of Index-A -) Prototype-P is in sorcery, 
where the injury done to a representation of the victim causes injury to the victim; this very common type of image-sorcery ('volt sorcery') will play an 
important part in the argument later on. However, as with Index-A -* 
Recipient-P, Index-A -* Prototype-P is more commonly encountered with 
recipients or artists or sorcerers in the `agent' position as well, in a three- or 
four-place expression.
Next, I consider the `Index' in the `Patient' position.


3.5. Artist-A > Index-P
This is the elementary formula for artistic agency. The index usually motivates the abduction of the agency of the person who made it. The index is, in these instances, a congealed `trace' of the artist's creative performance. Much postRenaissance Western art projects the artist's agency in a very salient manner. The brushwork in works by Van Gogh emanates an almost palpable sense of the artist's presence, smearing and dabbing the still viscous oil paint. Jackson Pollock's `drip' paintings provide even more striking examples. They have no subject at all except the agency of Jackson Pollock himself; they are (nonrepresentational) self-portraits of a man in frenzied ballistic activity.'   Among the very earliest examples of art of any kind are the famous hand-prints which occur beside the cave paintings of Lascaux, Altamira, etc. These are particularly `pure' cases of Artist-A -* Index-P.
3.6. Recipient-A ) Index-P
This is the elementary formula for `patronage' and/or `the spectator as agent'. In so far as a recipient can abduct his/her own agency from an index, this formula is satisfied. One does not have to lift a finger in order to feel that one has `made' something. One may readily conceive that a great king (such as Louis XIV strolling in the grounds of Versailles) surveying the works he has commissioned and financed, regards himself as the author of the scene before his eyes, for all that these works have been created, in the material sense, by hosts of architects, artists, craftsmen, masons, gardeners, and other labourers. The patron as provider of the commission is an efficient cause of the index; his glorification is its final cause. The patron is the conduit of the social causation of such works of art; his agency is therefore readily abducted from it.
But it is not just great patrons such as Louis XIV who have to be considered in this connection. There is a more general sense, which has been given particular prominence in contemporary aesthetic theory, in which recipiency as spectatorship conceals a form of agency. `Seeing' is a form of agency in psychological theories of perception which emphasize the way in which perception `goes beyond the information given'. According to such theories, the mind of the perceiver actively `constructs' the perceptual image of the thing perceived. Semiotic/interpretative theories of art give prominence to the fact that what a person sees in a picture, or, even more, gleans from an utterance or a text, is a function of their previous experience, their mind-set, their culture, etc. Readers, according to some critical theorists, have been promoted to a status hardly distinguishable from that once occupied by writers; and I think that gallery-goers have shared, though to a lesser degree, in the transfer of agency from the originators of works of art to the recipients of works of art. I do not wish to 
discuss literary theory, since I am only interested in visual art. But one can 
hardly fail to take note of the fact that many members of the contemporary 
art public have actually internalized the view critics take of their agency as 
recipients of art, that is, they attribute creativity to themselves as spectators, 
who can `make something' out of the raw material presented to them in the art 
gallery, in effect Recipient-A -* Index-P. Artists collude in this, disclaiming their own undivided agency and transferring partial responsibility for their 
art to its public.


The ideological congruence between the `spectator as agent' theory and other aspects of Western individualism is too obvious to need underlining. Gallery-goers, who are mostly middle class and educated, are involved in lifeprojects which are predicated on individual freedom, autonomy, personal responsibility, and so on. They are hardly likely to abandon these existential attitudes on entering a gallery. They do not feel passive; after all, entering a gallery is something they do voluntarily, out of motives which can certainly be attributed to their own social agency.'   In ages past, the art public more resembled, in its own estimation, the religious devotees who humbly submit to the power of the icon and who find causes for personal satisfaction in their very passivity before it (Index-A Recipient-P). But it is certainly true, now, that spectatorship is seen as a form of agency, even though the spectator role simultaneously involves the passive registering of a `given' art object.
Such considerations aside, there is almost always a sense in which the recipients of a work of art can see their own agency in the index. Even if one is not `the patron' who caused the work of art to he made, any spectator may infer that, in a more general sense, the work of art was made for him or her. A religious congregation, for instance, is entitled to think that their piety and devotion were contributory to the causation of the cathedral in which they worship, even though this cathedral was constructed centuries earlier, because they (not unreasonably) believe that the cathedral was erected with them in mind, the future generations of worshippers therein. They are, in other words, the teleological cause of the cathedral. Alternatively, in that gallery art is a commodity, gallery-goers as consumers can infer that their `demand' for art is the factor ultimately responsible for its existence, just as the existence of any commodity on the market is an index of consumer demand for it.


3.7. Prototype-A ) Index-P
The agency of the prototype can frequently be abducted from the index. There 
are obvious ways in which `prototypes' can have agency attributed to them. In 
our own art system this kind of agency is everywhere manifest, since it is essential to the notion of `realistic representation'. Let me give an example. Who is 
responsible for the appearance of the Duke of Wellington in Goya's wellknown portrait? We might be tempted to invoke Goya's name here, because 
we are so inclined to impute primary agency to artists with respect to works 
of art, but this is not so self-evident as it appears. Goya's task was to make a 
representation of the Duke of Wellington, the prototype of the index he produced. He could not produce a picture of a little girl with golden curls and 
tell the world that this represented the Duke; he would have been regarded 
as insane and the Duke would have been understandably displeased. In the 
circumstances, he had to produce a portrait depicting the features actually possessed by the Duke and regarded as characteristic of his persona, his Roman 
nose, serious demeanour, military attire, etc. It is reasonable to attribute agency 
to the Duke of Wellington with respect to his portrait by Goya, not because 
he wielded Goya's brushes, but because, in the social nexus which existed 
between Goya, his painting, and the Duke, he dictated the strokes Goya had 
to make with his brush, merely by possessing certain features which it was 
Goya's task to represent. The Duke, in other words, played a causal role with 
respect to the appearance of his portrait. However, this is not a `pure case' of 
Prototype-A -* Index-P in that Goya's mediation, as artist, is an essential 
feature of the situation:  Goya/Artist-A] -~ IndexP would be a more accurate formula.
Actually, in this instance, the Duke of Wellington (as the possessor of a 
given physiognomy) is best considered a `secondary agent', part of the causal 
milieu surrounding and permitting the manifestation of the `primary' agency 
of the artist, Goya.
Photography was, once upon a time, considered to be an `artist-less' mode of 
image-production, and is still so seen by some. The image which forms itself 
out of light emanating from the prototype provides a model for the `pure' case.
3.8. The Centrality of the Index
These are all the abductions which can be drawn from the index as agent and 
as patient. "Turning to Table i, we see that there are quite a number of other 
agent-patient relationships to be considered. Thus we have Artist-A -* 
Recipient-P, Artist-A -* Prototype-P, Recipient-A -* Prototype-P and 
so on. The relevant cells in Table i provide indications of the relationships 
involved. However, there is a theoretical problem associated with discussing them separately, one by one. A basic constraint on the theory being developed 
here is that unless there is an index, there can be no abductions of agency, and 
since the topic of this theoretical enterprise is precisely the abduction of agency 
from indexes, the index has to be present for analysis to proceed. One can construct formulae which lack the artist, or the recipient, or the prototype, but not 
ones which lack the index. It follows that a formula such as Artist-A -* 
Recipient-P is always implicitly  or 
some variant thereof, including the index. So cells in Table i which show 
binary relations between terms neither of which is an index are not theoretically `well-formed' expressions.


However, for purposes of general guidance, I will later give a brief account 
of these illegitimately formed expressions, since there is no point in being 
pedantic. Then I will proceed to discuss the `self-reciprocal' relations, IndexA -p Index-P, Artist-A -f Artist-P, Recipient-A -* Recipient-P, 
Prototype-A -* Prototype-P, of which the last three are not `well formed' 
either. I particularly need to do so because the reader may be at a loss to imagine what may be intended by self-reciprocal relations, for example, an artist 
being an agent with respect to himself.
3.8.1. The Logic of `Primary' and `Secondary' Agents and Patients
Before turning to the `illegitimate' expressions, I can specify the `logic' of wellformed expressions rather more precisely; the centrality of the `index' is not all 
there is to it. Let me return to the distinction, sketched in earlier, between 'primary' agents (entities endowed with the capacity to initiate actions/events through 
will or intention) and `secondary' agents, entities not endowed with will or intention by themselves but essential to the formation, appearance, or manifestation 
of intentional actions. It will be apparent that `indexes' are, normally, 'secondary' agents in this scene; they borrow their agency from some external source, 
which they mediate and transfer to the patient. It will be equally apparent that 
`artists' are normally `primary' agents. They initiate actions on their own 
behalf. This is true even if, as is often the case, they act under the direction of 
patrons. The artist may be a socially subordinate agent, a hired hand, but 
unless the artist wills it, the index he has been hired to make will never come 
into existence. In other words, `subordinate' (but still `primary') agency of this 
kind, is logically quite distinct from `secondary' agency, as I have just defined it.
Approximately, then, artists are primary agents and indexes are secondary 
agents. What of recipients and prototypes? Recipients are just like artists; they are 
primary agents and/or primary patients, the sources, prime movers, or intended 
(social) targets of art-mediated agency. Unless recipients were primary agents, 
the art nexus would not be (as it is) a series of social transactions between persons, but a recondite type of causal interaction between things.
Prototypes are more ambiguously situated. In general, the prototype of an 
index is not an intentional or `primary' agent; an apple (say) does not `intend' to appear to us (or to a painter) as round, red and green, of certain dimensions, 
etc. Nor does it intend to be represented at all. It just has these visual characteristics, and these are part of the `causal milieu' which the artist exploits, and 
contends with, in producing (as a primary agent) an index which will trigger 
`recognition' as a representation of an apple. The apple is a `secondary' agent 
though, in that it is only by `submitting' to the apple, by allowing the apple to 
impress itself on him, that the artist can attain his goal (as an agent) of 'representing an apple'. Anyone who has tried and failed to draw a `difficult' object, 
such as the human hand, will know what it is to be an artist in the `patient' position, confronted by the prototype-as-agent.


However, prototypes are not always just `secondary' agents, part of the 
causal milieu of art-making and circulation. Some entities, unlike apples, `will' 
their appearance as intentional beings, and hence also will their appearance 
as subjects for portrayal. Anyone can see that the Louis XIV of Ilyacinthe 
Rigaud's well-known portrait is looking as he wishes to look-he has devoted 
his whole career, it seems, to perfecting his expression of hauteur, and his very 
features have been moulded into a mask of power, as if they were of latex rather 
than living flesh. His pose and magnificent dress are equally manifestations 
of his royal power of command over appearances, especially his own. In an 
instance such as this, the distinction between patron (recipient) and prototype 
threatens to dissolve. Rigaud's agency, though still indisputably present and 
`primary' is utterly subordinated to Louis XIV's as patron of the art-making 
process and also as the one who has the power to appear precisely as he wishes 
to appear (like a god). Here artist and patron prototype jointly exercise 'primary' agency, whereas in the `apple' case, the artist's agency is primary and the 
prototype's is secondary. In short, where the prototype is an object not normally thought capable of exercising primary agency `in the world', then as the 
subject of representation, it will convey only secondary agency; but where the 
prototype of an index is an entity (such as a king, magician, divine being, etc.) 
endowed with the ability to intend its own appearance, then the prototype may 
be partly or wholly a primary agent as well as a secondary agent.
Now a word about the general logical format of the expressions I shall be 
developing in later sections. The pivot of the art nexus is always the index. The 
index, however, is never, or at least rarely, a `primary' agent (or patient). The 
index is just the `disturbance' in the causal milieu which reveals, and potentiates, 
agency exercised and patient-hood suffered on either side of it-by the primary agents, by recipients (patrons and spectators), by artists, and to a lesser 
extent, prototypes. The index is articulated in the causal milieu, whereas intentional agency and patient-hood somehow lie just outside it. The index is at 
once a prosthesis, an extra limb, of the patron and/or artist, while it is also the 
handle, attached to the patient-recipient, which is grasped and manipulated by 
external agents like these.
I provide a general depiction of the situation in Fig. 3.8.1/I, which shows 
the index as the region in the causal milieu in which the `sphere of action' of the primary agent and the `sphere of vulnerability' of the primary patient meet and 
overlap.
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FIG.  The index as the 
pivot of the art nexus
There is thus a general pattern which underlies all the examples I will be discussing in the ensuing sections; all of which are really no more than variations 
on the pattern shown in Fig. 3.8.1/1. That is to say, we are concerned with 
relations between `primary' agents and patients (artists, recipients) who figure, 
so to speak, at the points of origin and termination of art-mediated chains of 
transactions. These transactions manifest themselves in the causal milieu which 
they both share, in the form of `secondary' or derivative agents and patients 
which are indexes, objectifications of agency distributed in the causal milieu:
Primary agent -* (secondary patient -* secondary agent) -~ 
primary patient.
However, the interest of all this does not lie simply, I hope, in the elaboration 
of abstract models such as these. Let us return to a more informal exploration 
of the cells shown in Table t, making use of relevant examples.
3.9. The 'Illegitimate' Expressions
i. Artist-A -p Prototype-P. This is the general formula for `imaginary' 
images made by artists. From our point of view, an index is an instance of 
`imaginary' image-making, when its appearance is held to have been dictated by the artist and to be an index of his agency as an imaginer of the appearances 
of things. William Blake's well-known pencil-sketch of The Ghost of a Flea is 
a pure case of imaginary art, and a pure case of artistic agency dictating the 
appearance of a (fictional) entity. Any picture of a unicorn is also `imaginary' 
in that, as unicorns are as fictional as the ghosts of fleas, no artist has patiently 
attempted to delineate their forms `from life'. On the other hand, the unicorn 
is a `received image' which was not invented by the agency of any known artist 
who has represented a unicorn. An artist who depicts a unicorn is not dictating the form of the prototype, even though the prototype is fictional, so this 
is not Artist-A - Prototype-P, in the `pure' sense. Meanwhile, each artist 
may invent various details of the unicorn he represents, so, in those particular respects, the formula would be satisfied. The inverse of Artist-A -* 
Prototype-P is:


2. Prototype-A -* Artist-P, which is the formula for `realist' imagemaking. Here, the appearance of the prototype dictates what the artist does. I 
introduced this concept of `realistic depiction' earlier under the heading of 
`Prototype-A (Duke of Wellington) -* Index-P (his portrait by Goya). The 
prototype, as social agent, in this case, impresses his/her/its appearance on the 
index, via the mediating agency of the artist, who is a `patient' with respect 
to the prototype while remaining an `agent' with respect to the index. In sum, 
the pair of expressions Artist-A -* Prototype-P versus Prototype-A -4 
Artist-P encodes the basic contrast between artistic activity as the origination 
of appearances versus artistic activity as the `realistic' depiction or imitation of 
`given' appearances. In practice, any given index may motivate the abduction 
of both of these formulae; that is, in certain respects, the index shows the 
artist's imagination at work, causing the prototype to have a particular appearance, while in other respects, the index shows the prototype causing the artist 
to reproduce, passively, its `given' appearance.
3. Artist-A -* Recipient-P. This formula expresses the power of the artist 
as a social agent over the recipient as a social patient. Many works of art inspire 
wonder, awe, fear, and other powerful emotions in the spectator. Artists, 
whose technical prowess enables them to produce these powerful effects on 
recipients, are (sometimes) heroes, magicians, persons of power and consequence 
(see e.g. Kris and Kurtz 1929; Forge 1966; Morphy 1991). The particular 
nature of the awe aroused by artistic activity is taken up below in a separate 
Section (5.2, below), besides which I have already written at some length on 
this topic elsewhere (Gell 1992b, 1993). The reciprocal of the artist-as-hero 
(Artist-A -) Recipient-P) is:
4. Recipient-A -9 Artist-P, the formula for the `artist as artisan', that is, 
a hired hand who does the recipient's bidding. Here the recipient figures as the 
`patron' (see above, 3.6) rather than as the passive spectator. The pair of formulae Artist-A -* Recipient-P/Recipient-A -* Artist-P, as with the pair 
Artist-A -* Prototype-P/Prototype-A -* Artist-P may both be abducted 
from the same index simultaneously. That is to say, from one point of view, the index may manifest the independent agency of the artist and his preeminence over the spectator, while the same index, from another point of view 
manifests the subordination of the artist and the pre-eminence of the patron.


5. Prototype-A -p Recipient-P. One might call this the `idol' formula. 
Here the agency abducted from the index, by the patient-recipient, is that of 
the prototype, who, besides causing the index to assume a certain appearance, 
exercises social agency vis-d-vis the recipient. A typical instance of this is the 
practice of dictators, such as Mao and Stalin, in having enormous images of 
themselves posted on walls, keeping the population under continuous surveillance and control via their images. Later on in this book, I shall discuss the 
worship of images in considerable detail, so there is no need to adduce detailed 
examples at this stage. However, it is important to note that this formula is also 
`reversible' in the same way as the ones I dealt with a moment ago. The inverse 
of Prototype-A -- Recipient-P is:
6. Recipient-A -* Prototype-P. This is the `volt sorcery' formula. Volt 
sorcery is the practice of inflicting harm on the prototype of an index by inflicting harm on the index; for example, sticking pins into a wax image of the prototype. Volt sorcery will play a large part in the argument later, as well, so 
I shall not give any more details at this stage. In general Recipient-A -* 
Prototype-P refers to situations in which the prototype can be `got at' in some 
way via his or her image. This may be as a result of malign artistic agency (a 
case of Artist-A -) Recipient-P) or the agency may stem not from the artist's 
activity in making the image, but the recipient's activity in defacing it. Painting 
a moustache on a picture of Mrs Thatcher is not necessarily `artistic agency' so 
much as a (hostile) mode of reception, through which the recipients of Mrs 
Thatcher's image can obtain redress against the woman (prototype) they hate 
and despise. This reception-tactic is not necessarily mystical, that is, based 
on the supposition of `sympathetic magic' in the manner of volt sorcery. A 
poster-defacer might quite rationally suppose that Mrs Thatcher herself, or at 
least some of her supporters, might see the defaced poster and feel bad as a 
result of being made aware of the extent of anti-Thatcher feeling.
It will be apparent that  Recipient-P/Recipient-A -* 
Prototype-P form a couple; a single image can be an index of both of these 
relations simultaneously. Thus an idol is simultaneously an index through 
which the god mediates his agency over his devotees, who submit to him in the 
form of his image; but at the same time, the devotees actually have power over 
the god via his image, because it is they who have made, installed, and consecrated the idol, it is they who offer sacrifices and prayers etc., without which 
the god would hardly he so consequential. In fact, there is a great deal more in 
common between volt sorcery and idol-worship than initially meets the eye 
(see below, Ch. 7).
This completes our survey of the cells in Table i with the exception of the 
cells showing `self-reciprocal' agency. To these I shall now turn.


3.10. Index-A > Index-P
An index can be seen as the `cause' of itself. To convey an idea of this, imagine being a spectator at a performance of the Chinese State Circus's acrobatics 
team. At a certain point all the acrobats start clambering over one another and 
lo!-as if by magic they have turned themselves into a majestic human pyramid. But who or what has made this pyramid? Clearly, the acrobatics team. 
And of what does this pyramid consist?-the acrobatics team. The human 
pyramid as an index (and a kind of work of art) is a `patient' in the sense that 
it is something that is made by someone (a collective someone, in this instance) 
but it is also an `agent' in that the act of `making' is one that it performs on 
itself; it is self-made. There are many works of art (indexes) which have characteristics similar to a human pyramid created by acrobats. For instance, long 
yams are displayed at annual festivals by the Abelam of the Sepik district, New 
Guinea, as cult objects. They are in fact decorated (painted and provided with 
masks) but the object on display is the yam itself, rather than the mask. Yams 
grow themselves. It is true that yam-growers can assist yams to grow, technically, by hollowing out the earth around the growing tuber, and socially, by 
refraining from sexual intercourse, which is deleterious (or more precisely, 
offensive) to yams. The yam must be magically protected, but the magic of 
yam-growing does not cause tuberous growth. The powers of growth inherent 
in yams is precisely why they are cultivated ceremonially and exhibited; they 
are objects of wonderment, attaining, sometimes, lengths of over ten feet. 
Yams of these dimensions are utterly inedible, their only destiny is to be looked 
at and to be a source of planting material (yams are, of course, alive and social 
agents, just like people). The ethnographer (Forge 1966) is quite explicit in 
stating that yams are `art objects' categorically assimilated to the sculptures and 
painting which the Abelam also make and display.
Abelam yams provide a suitable example of indexes which exert agency with 
respect to themselves. This is the abductive inference drawn by the Abelam, 
but it is not in the least obscure; all living things are agents with respect to 
themselves in that their growth and form may be attributed to their own 
agency. What is counter-intuitive, from our point of view is that `yams' should 
be considered person-like agents and `works of art'. But of course horticulturalists frequently do personify their plants and the blooming back-gardens of 
England abound with unacknowledged animists. The behaviour of attenders at 
garden shows is exactly comparable to the behaviour of spectators at art shows 
except that it is generally less self-conscious and solemn. Highly nuanced aesthetic judgements are freely voiced on the subject of roses and cauliflowers by 
no-nonsense matrons who would hardly care to utter any opinions at all on 
`works of art' explicitly identified as such. Such is the nature of our art world, 
which is no more rational than the one operated by the Abelam, but which is 
predicated on a different set of social relationships-social class relationships in particular (Bourdieu 1984). We find it hard to see things which `grow by themselves' as works of art because, for us, the activities of an `artist' are intrinsic to 
the concept of art itself. But from the standpoint of the anthropology of art this 
is merely a relative matter, an axis of comparison between different art systems.


However, we do not have to consider only indexes which actually `make 
themselves' under this heading. Agency is not just `making' but any modality 
through which something affects something else. Indexes do commonlyindeed universally perhaps-exert agency over themselves in the sense that 
they consist of visual parts, and these parts are seen as affecting one another 
internally to the index.
To revert to the human pyramid formed by the acrobatics team; when we 
see this form we recognize that it is in stable equilibrium. Each acrobat is exerting the necessary force to maintain this equilibrium, but if one should make an 
unexpected movement, then we should fear to see the whole pyramid collapse. 
The forces in the structure, the agency exercised by one part (one acrobat) 
with respect to the others, are visually embodied in the structure as a whole 
(Fig. 3.101). What we see is a complex network of agent/patient relationships 
between individual acrobats, pairs and triads of acrobats, etc. within the index. 
Thus acrobat 6 can be seen as the agent who holds up 8 and 9, and the patient 
whom 2 and 3 hold up. Together with 5 and 7, he is part of a three-man team, 
jointly holding up 8, 9, and 1o, and jointly sustained by 1, 2, 3, and 4, and so 
on. Innumerable relations of this kind can be extracted.
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FIG. 3.to/t. The self-made index
The important point is that it is not just in connection with works of art 
whose `parts' consist of human acrobats that such part-to-part and part-towhole agent/patient relations can be extracted (or abducted). The same is 
equally true of artefactual indexes of all kinds. Indeed, the kind of part-to-part 
and part-to-whole agent patient (cause and effect) relationships within indexes is the subject-matter of the most developed branch of the cognitive psychology 
of art, the part developed from Gestalt psychology by Rudolf Arnheim in his 
classic treatise on art and visual perception (1974). Fig. 3.102 comes from the 
opening pages of Arnheim's work, and it demonstrates a fundamental visualcognitive phenomenon. Whereas if the black disc were positioned in the centre of the white square it would appear to be at rest, as it is in the figure the 
disc seems to be drawn towards the right against some kind of resistance or 
tension (ibid. 12-13). Parts of indexes (such as the disc, though of course, 
Arnheim does not use this language) are shown to be at the conductors of pictorial `forces' affecting the appearance of balance, energy, growth, dynamics, 
etc. (passim). I have no intention of summarizing Arnheim's authoritative presentation of visual psychology at this stage; the important point to note is that 
the idea of agency internal to the (pictorial or sculptural) index is an exceedingly familiar one.
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FIG. 3.102. The black disc looks as if 
it `wanted' to return to the centre of 
the square. Source: Arnheim 1974
Abstract art exploits our perception of internal agency (or to be more precise, cause and effect) within the index to a great degree and in fairly obvious 
ways. Patches of colour seem to whirl around, hover, clash, and fragment as if 
they had internal sources of energy and were engaged in complex causal interactions. With representational art the situation is different, in that we have 
to distinguish between the `internal' causal domain of the picture surface 
or sculptural form, and the external causal processes in the world to which 
the index relates. One of the most striking examples of `apparent causality' 
in Western art are the perfectly modelled depressions in the soft flesh of 
Persephone's thigh, produced by the fingers of Pluto grasping her in Bernini's 
masterpiece of illusionistic sculpture (see Fig. 3.10/3). These marble depressions are `representations' of the causal nexus between gripping fingers and 
yielding flesh; but I do not think we see them as such. Instead-so compelling 
is the illusion- we see these depressions as instances, rather than representations, of causality. This kind of trompe Veil pseudo-causality (agent/patient interaction) within the index is not necessarily confined to illusionistic Western 
art. Any representational index, which depicts causal interactions in the prototype, can also be considered as a separate domain of causality unto itself, in 
which parts of the index causally interact with other parts of the index.
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FIG. 3.10/3. Causality made 
visible: detail from Pluto 
and Persephone by Bernini. 
Source: H. Hibbard (1976), 
Bernini (2nd edn.; 
I larmondsworth: Penguin), 
plate 16
However, in the light of our previous discussion of primary and secondary 
agency, it is necessary to qualify the above in certain respects. Abstract patterns appear to show `cause and effect' relations between motifs rather than 
`agent/patient' relations between motifs, in that nothing makes us think that the 
motifs in patterns are sentient in themselves, that they have intentions or desires 
etc. Whereas the part-to-whole relations within the human pyramid testify to 
`primary' intentionality on the part of acrobats whom we instantly recognize as 
intentional agents, the same is not true of the relations between the individual 
flower motifs on our floral drapes, be they ever so bustling. These motifs 
only have `secondary' agency, they manifest the effect of agencylintentionality 
without possessing it intrinsically. These motifs only interact causally with one 
another, not intentionally. However, even in this case, we do see `intentional 
activity' here, but it is displaced onto the imaginary creator of the pattern, 
rather than onto the physical constituents of the pattern. Complex causal rela tions, whether they are only `suggested'-as in patterns and abstract art-or 
whether they are depicted directly, as in Bernini's Pluto and Persephone, testify 
to complex intentional agency not in the index itself, but `off-stage', in the 
cunning mind of the artist.


3.11. Artist-A ) Artist-P
Having explicated the sense in which an index, or candidate work of art, can 
exercise agency with respect to itself, let me turn to the kind of self-reciprocal 
agency which can be exercised by artists. Every artist is a patient with respect 
to the agency s/he exercises, indeed, artistic agency cannot proceed otherwise. 
Consider the act of drawing something that one has not attempted to draw 
before (a Chippendale chair, say). One desires to make an index which will 
refer to this chair. The act of drawing is preceded (whether the object to be 
drawn is present or not) by an act of visualization of the drawing to be made. 
One internally rehearses the line(s) which must be produced, and then draws 
them (a drawing is always really a drawing of a drawing, the drawing in one's 
head). Because one's hand is not actually directly controlled by the visualized 
or anticipated line that one wants to draw, but by some mysterious muscular 
alchemy which is utterly opaque to introspection, the line which appears on the 
paper is always something of a surprise. At this point one is a spectator of one's 
own efforts at drawing; that is, one has become a patient. Subliminally, one 
asks, `would I recognize this (index) as the chair I wanted to draw?' just as if it 
had been drawn by somebody else.
Drawing, and most other artistic skills (carving, etc.) are what are known as 
'ballistic' activities, muscular performances which take place at a rate such that 
cognitive processing of the 'outcome' of action only takes place after the act 
is complete, not while it is in progress. (The archetypal 'ballistic' behaviour is 
throwing.) Most often, if one is not very good at drawing, the result of one's 
ballistic chair-drawing gestures are frustrating: 'this chair is not the one I 
wished to draw-the legs are too long and it is all lop-sided'. The patient position of the would-be artist who cannot draw objects 'as intended' is a familiar 
predicament. Occasionally though, by a happy muscular fluke, the line drawn 
is actually superior to the one visualized beforehand.
This is the `generate and test' sequence which is a fundamental feature of all 
complex cognitive performances. Dennett quotes Valery as saying `It takes two 
to invent anything. The one makes up the combinations; the other chooses, 
recognises what he wishes and what is important to him in the mass of things 
which the former has imparted to him. What we call genius is much less the 
work of the first one than the readiness of the second one to grasp the value of 
what has been laid before him and to choose it' (Dennett 1979: 71). Dennett 
devotes a chapter to vindicating Valery's argument, though he disagrees that 
`choosers' are necessarily more important than `generators'. Valery is obviously talking about Artist-A - Artist-P in precisely our sense. Of course, he is 
speaking of poetry, an art form which permits indefinitely many cycles of selfcorrection. This is not always possible in graphic plastic art, where erasure by 
the `chooser' may be difficult or impossible, and the whole enterprise may have 
to be restarted if the results of any given `test' cycle are deemed unsatisfactory. However, one does see copious evidence of `generate and test' in artists' 
preparatory drawings, especially those by such Renaissance masters of the art 
of drawing as Raphael and Michelangelo, many of whose exquisitely drawn 
forms emerge out of clouds of provisional strokes known as abbozzi.


Moreover, it is often the case, especially with more complicated drawings, 
paintings, or carvings that the final product comes as a surprise to the artist 
simply because it never was the `final product' which was visualized beforehand, but only the successive generate-and-test cycles along the road to its 
completion. D'Azevedo cites the testimony of an African carver, who says:
I see the thing I have made [a Sande mask] coming out of the women's bush. It is now 
a proud man jlna [spirit] with plenty of women running after him. It is not possible to 
see anything more wonderful in this world. His face is shining, he looks this way and 
that, and all the people wonder about this beautiful and terrible thing. To me, it is like 
what I see when I am dreaming. I say to myself, this is what my neme [familiar spirit] 
has brought into my mind. I say, I have made this. How can a man make such a thing? 
It is a fearful thing that I can do. No other man can do it unless he has the right knowledge. No woman can do it. I feel that I have borne children. (d'Azevedo in Forge 
1973: 148)
The artist vacillates between the `patient' response, the astonishment and awe 
that the Sande mask produces in  can a man make such a thing?'-and self-approbation stemming from the fact that, after all, his was the agency 
which produced it-`It is a fearful thing I can do.' It would be impossible to 
find a more explicit instance of self-reciprocal artistic agency than this. The 
caiver's statement that in carving the mask, he thinks he has `borne children' 
and his evidently total commitment to the notion that the mask is a living, 
perceiving, being `looking this way and that' is also very helpful testimony 
bolstering our general hypothesis that, anthropologically speaking, works of 
art are best considered as types of agents. The makers of our idols are no less 
enthusiastic idolaters than the rest of us, because, in some sense, they always 
remain passive spectators at the birth of their very own creations. Correctly 
expressed, this is really 
Finally, on this subject, I should signal a theme which will not fully surface 
for a long while yet. Artists do not just produce singular `works', they have 
careers and produce an reuvre (I will reserve the French word for `work' to 
mean `lifetime work' or `all the work to date' of an artist). Artists are not just 
patients with respect to the `work' they are producing right now. They may 
also be in the patient position vis-d-vis all the work they have ever produced. Some artists, for instance, seem unwilling to repeat themselves, or work for 
patrons who demand that they should not do so. For instance, it seems to 
me that Poussin, for whatever reason, rarely if ever repeated a composition 
at all closely. If Poussin, as I hazard, observed a principle which discouraged 
him from repeating his own work, then his every work, individually, was negatively determined by all the others, so as not to resemble them in composition 
(though of course his personal style remained relatively consistent). Renoir, 
on the other hand (as one may verify by visiting the Barnes collection, in 
Philadelphia), painted a large number of `bathers' which resemble one another 
very closely indeed; and he did so, presumably, because he had (in Mr Barnes) 
a patron who was happiest if the next painting he purchased from Renoir 
resembled all the ones he had purchased from the same artist on previous occasions. In either case, the artist was in the `patient' position with respect to his 
total wuvre at any given time, to the extent that his current work had to be 
related, in a specific way, to his previous works.


3.12. Recipient-A ) Recipient-P
The category of `recipients' splits into agents and patients in a very salient 
fashion, so much so that one might be tempted to deny that it was really a 
single category at all. The differentiation that I have in mind is that between 
`passive spectators' (the general art public) and `patrons'-those who actually 
commission artists to produce works of art, and whose agency, as patrons, is 
consequently indexed in the works of art they have caused to come into existence. Patronage is a very significant form of agency from the point of view of 
the anthropology of art. It seems very different from mere spectatorship, which 
involves being in the patient position vis-d-vis a work of art and being `caused' 
to respond by it (being impressed, fascinated, etc.). On the other hand, art 
patrons are profoundly impressed, or can be, by the works of art that they have 
caused to come into existence by commissioning them. The Sande adepts 
(important, senior, women) who commissioned the carver whose words are 
cited above, are the same women whom he describes as `running after' it, subject 
to its spiritual and masculine allure. Here, for comparison, is a quotation from 
a fourteenth-century observer, describing the public homage paid to Duccio's 
Majesty of Christ altarpiece for Siena cathedral by the patrons of the work:
And on the day that it [the new painting] was carried to the Duomo the shops were 
shut, and the Bishop conducted a great and devout company of priests and friars in 
solemn procession, accompanied by the nine signiors, and all the officers of the commune, and all the people, and one after another the worthiest with lighted candles in 
their hands took places near the picture, and behind came the women and children with 
great devotion. And they accompanied the said picture up to the Duomo, making the 
procession around the Campo, as is the custom, all the bells ringing joyously, out of 
reverence for so noble a picture as is this. (MS of  cited in Holt vol. i 1957: 135) The bishop and lay authorities (the `nine signiors') who commissioned the 
work, glorified themselves by conspicuously showing reverence, in public, 
towards the product of their own agency (mediated by Duccio). They were, of 
course, also revering Christ, the Virgin, and the Saints, but it was really the 
picture itself which was the object towards which reverence was being shown, 
because, at that time, such holy icons were believed to protect the specific 
interests of the commune which harboured them. Duccio's picture was to 
replace an older icon, the Madonna of the Large Eyes (removed to the church 
of St Bonifacio), to which was attributed the victory of the Sienese forces over 
the Florentines at the recent battle of Monte Aperto. So it was most important 
that the new picture should `realize' that the whole town was depending on it 
to `keep us from the hands of traitors and enemies of Siena' (ibid.).


In other words, the very essence of successful performance of the `patron' 
role, necessitates a show of reverence towards the products of patronage. The 
patron is Primus inter pares among the general art public. Unless the patron is 
visibly and/or privately impressed by the index of which s/he is patron, the very 
act of patronage is a failure, and the resources which have been invested in the 
commission have been wasted. It follows that patronage has, intrinsically, a 
phase in which the patron/agent [Recipient-A] is a patient [Recipient-P].
3.13. Prototype-A > Prototype-P
The prototype of an index can be a patient with respect to the index which, by 
representing him or her, incorporates his or her agency. Consider the case of 
Councillor (later Mayor) H, hailing from an old-established industrial town. 
Councillor H's party is more or less permanently in power in the town, and 
H, who is an intelligent and efficient businessman, rises gradually through 
membership and chairmanship of committees to the position of leader of the 
Council, which he occupies successfully for a number of years. The town flourishes; at the appropriate time, he relinquishes the leadership to a younger 
colleague, and accepts the mayoralty. He presides with dignity over public 
functions, and, behind the scenes, helps to secure no end of lucrative grants 
and contracts for his community. He is universally popular, even winning the 
respect of his sometime political opponents. To commemorate his term as 
mayor, the Council unanimously propose that he should sit for his portrait, 
which will hang in the council chamber, in an honoured place. He agrees, 
partly because he knows how pleased his wife will be, and partly because he 
obtains an assurance that he will not have to endure long sittings in the artist's 
studio, which, as a still very busy man, he has no time for. And so it proves; 
the artist only needs an hour to dash off a number of quick sketches, and take 
a large number of photographs from various angles and distances.
The appointed day arrives; the Council is assembled, and, seated on the 
mayoral throne, H watches as the curtain is drawn apart and his image is revealed. As the inevitable, and prolonged, speeches proceed, H has a good 
opportunity to scrutinize his portrait. As he does so, he is assailed by panic and 
despair. For the portrait appears to him not to be a representation of a man, 
but of some vegetable, a turnip in fact, with a revolting purplish sheen to it, 
disfigured by nameless appendages. He is not a vain man; in fact it is years 
since he looked at himself for more than a moment at a time, for he is even 
accustomed to shave in the back of his limousine on the way to work, rather 
than waste precious moments before the bathroom mirror. But it is a terrible 
shock to him to discover how ugly he really is, and the effect is made worse by 
the contrast between his impossible turnip-head and the splendour of the mayoral costume he wears. He cannot blame the portraitist for his discomfiture, 
because he is intelligent enough to appreciate that the portrait is faithful to his 
actual appearance; the artist did not wield either his camera, or his brushes, 
inexpertly. Would that he had!-but H, who began life as an apprentice and 
imbibed the Protestant ethic, knows honest workmanship when he sees it. `Is 
this how I am going to be remembered forever,' he wonders, `as a turnip? What 
does my appearance matter anyway? Why does my face, of all the things to do 
with me, have to be remembered?' He wishes he could have been memorialized aniconically, by something in the nature of an inscribed plaque-but you 
have to be dead for that. In the end, there is nobody he can blame for what has 
happened but himself, his own ugly mug. If he were better-looking, his portrait 
would not have been such a horrid thing. As it is, H is his own victim, the victim of the direct causal influence his actual appearance [Prototype-A] has of the 
actual appearance of his portrait, which is so damaging to him [Prototype-P].


This, I admit, is an invented example. But there are numerous real instances 
of sitters for portraits feeling victimized. I might cite the well-documented 
antipathy felt by Winston Churchill towards the portrait made of him by 
Graham Sutherland (whose public circulation he prevented). This portrait is 
widely regarded by critics as a penetrating study of the great leader, very `true 
to life'. Churchill himself infinitely preferred the heroic photographic portrait 
by Karsh, as well he might have, in defiance of contemporary opinion which 
detects much less authenticity in Karsh's photograph than in Sutherland's 
painting. Churchill was vain enough to blame Sutherland, in public, for the 
ugliness of his image, rather than himself, unlike our honest H, who knows 
where agency really lies in the coming-into-being of ugly portraits. But I think 
he must have had private doubts-otherwise his reaction would not have been 
so violent.
This type of self-reciprocal agency/patiency exercised by the prototype of 
an index with regard to itself is actually very familiar to us. If we look into 
the mirror, and dislike what we see, or indeed approve of what we see, we are 
responding, as patients, to an index (the mirror image) of which we are the 
agents. Portraiture is only a special instance of this, mediated by the activities 
of an artist, or a photographer. Wherever there is really or supposedly a causal relationship such that the prototype is the cause of the index, it must be that the 
index is at least potentially able to cause effects (dismay, etc.) in the prototype. 
A very pure `artist-less' case of Prototype-A -* Prototype-P is provided by 
the myth of Narcissus, whose beguilement by his own reflection (index) in a 
pool caused him to fall in, and drown. However, mostly the effects of the index 
on the prototype are not primarily caused by the index, but simply mediated 
by the index, and agency lies with the artist or the recipient. In the Churchill/ 
Sutherland case, Churchill considered himself the victim of the agency of the 
artist, rather than his own agency as an ugly person.
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4. 1. Hierarchical Embedding of Agent/Patient Relations
This completes our survey of binary relations. As the reader will have noticed, 
in the discussion of these relations, it has often been necessary to refer to more 
complicated relations, involving more than two terms. An example of such an 
expression, would be:
[ [ [Prototype-A] -* Artist-A] -4 Index-A] -* Recipient-P.
This expression refers to a nexus of agent patient relationships such that the 
recipient is the `patient' and the agent acting on him is the index. This is the 
relationship between a (secondary) agent (the index) and a `primary' patient, in 
this instance, the recipient. I adopt the graphic convention of always indicating the relationship between the index-agent and the `primary' patient in a 
relation by the use of a long arrow `-j' as opposed to the short arrow `-*' 
indicating subordinate agent/patient relations. Because of the centrality of the 
index (see above, 3.8) it is always immediately to the left (or occasionally to 
the right) of the long arrow. Agents are always placed to the left of patients; 
the terminations `-A' and `-P' are really redundant because any term to the 
left of another is always interpreted as an `agent' with respect to it; however, I 
retain the `-A' and `-P' suffixes because they make the resulting formulae more 
readily intelligible, or at least, I hope they do.
The index in the above formula is not acting on the recipient autonomously. 
It may be the focal carrier of agency, but it is serving to mediate other types of 
agency affecting the patient recipient. The recipient's response to the index 
incorporates the abduction that the index is a `made thing', the outcome of the 
agency of an artist. That is to say, the index is an agent with respect to the 
recipient by virtue of the fact that the recipient abducts the agency of the artist 
from it. The index is an agent (with respect to the recipient) but it is simultaneously a patient, with respect to the agency of the artist, which it mediates. 
This `indirect' relationship between the recipient as patient and the artist as 
agent is expressed in our formula via the brackets. The term `index' includes 
within itself another term, `artist'; thus, `[Index]' expands to become `[ [Artist] 
Index]'. Adding `-A' and `-P' suffixes, and the agency arrow indicating that 
the artist is an agent with respect to the index, this becomes: 
 Index-A] -* Recipient-P.


Finally, in the above formula, the prototype also makes an appearance as an 
agent with respect to the artist, the index, and the recipient. This can only 
occur when the abduction is made that the activities of the artist are subordinated to the prototype, for example, to the appearance of the prototype, as in 
realistic forms of art, such as portraiture. From a certain point of view, a portrait is an index of the appearance of the sitter, mediated by the artist's performance in creating an index, which mediates the prototype's appearance to the 
recipient. The sitter's appearance caused the index to appear as it does. This is 
expressed by enclosing the prototype in the `artist' brackets, `[ [Artist] Index]' 
becomes  Artist] Index]', which finally with the addition of the 
`-A' and `-P' suffixes, and the agency arrows, becomes 
 Artist-A] -* Index-A] -* Recipient-P, our starting-point.
4.2. The Effect of Substitutions
What purpose does such a formula serve? I am only too well aware that many 
people find formalization objectionable, especially the kind of people who 
interest themselves in artistic matters, many of whom (like me, in fact) suffered 
exceedingly during maths lessons at school. I dare say all these symbols, even 
though I have kept them to the minimum and made them as perspicuous as 
possible, seem to have little to do with `art'. None the less, there is some point 
in formalization if it genuinely assists one in thinking clearly. The formula 
under discussion, I claim, encapsulates in the most economical way, just one of 
the myriad possibilities which exist for art objects to mediate social relations. 
In more impressionistic language,
 -* Artist-A] -4 Index-A] -* Recipient-P
picks out the situation in which a `passive' spectator is causally affected by the 
appearance (or other attributes) of a prototype of an artwork (the index), when 
this attribute is seen as itself causal of the spectator's response. This is a very 
common situation. A good example of this would be our response to Reynolds's 
portrait of Dr Johnson (Fig. 4.2/I). This portrait, excellent example though it 
is of Reynolds's art, is none the less seen primarily as an icon of Dr Johnson, a 
culture hero of the English. Reynolds, in painting his portrait, is understood 
by us to be as much in awe of the lexicographer as we are ourselves, and this 
has affected the way in which the sitter is portrayed. The situation is quite 
otherwise in the case of a portrait, or ostensible portrait, such as the Mona Lisa, 
by Leonardo da Vinci. The priorities are reversed in this instance; the features, 
or some semblance of the features, once possessed by the woman referred to in 
Leonardo's picture, are significant only in so far as they mediate our awareness 
Leonardo's art as a painter:
 -* Prototype-A] -* Index-A -* Recipient-P;
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FIG. 4.2/I. The prototype as 
agent: Samuel Johnson by 
Reynolds. Source: Tate 
Gallery, London
that is, Leonardo is seen as responsible for the Mona Lisa's appearance, or at 
least, what is fascinating and compelling about her appearance from the patient/ 
recipient's point of view; whereas Reynolds is not seen as responsible for the 
compelling aspects of Dr Johnson's appearance.
By making substitutions within the  this case, by switching 
the relative positions of the artist and the prototype in an otherwise identical 
formula-we can express the basic difference between representations in which 
the ultimate source of agency over the index is attributed to the artist (as in the 
Mona Lisa case), and those representations in which ultimate agency seems 
to rest with the prototype (as in the case of Dr Johnson). Our formulae are 
designed therefore to provide models which can be manipulated and transformed at will, so as to discriminate between all possible combinations of agent/ 
patient relations between terms.
4.3. Tree-Structures
Underlying our formulae are tree-structures as represented in Fig. 4.3/1. This 
graphic convention is less economical, but more perspicuous than the formulae using brackets. In particular, it brings out the crucial idea that the `index as agent' encompasses, within itself, hierarchically subordinate `patient' relationships, and conversely, the index as patient contains subordinated agency 
relations. The index, in other words, has an involute hierarchical structure, 
permitting abductions of agency at multiple levels simultaneously.
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FIG. 4.3/'. The multiple levels 
of agency within the index
The tree-structure shown in Fig. 4.31 is not the only possible one. For formulae with four terms, such as the one we have been considering, there are also 
four more possibilities (Fig. 4.32).
An example of the second type of `tree'-the kind in which both agents and 
patients are to be found on either side of the `primary' agent patient relations 
would be:
[ [Recipient-A] -* Index-A] -~ [Artist-P -* [Prototype-P] J.
This corresponds to a situation in which the artist is a `patient' with respect to 
the index, which mediates the `patient' relationship he has with the recipient; 
with respect to the reference of the image, however, he is the agent. `RecipientA' in a formula like this, means generally the recipient as patron or prime 
mover. `Artist-P' implies that the artist's passive acceptance of the patron's 
demands on him are what we abduct from the index; on the other hand, the 
prototype of the index (in this formula) is contributed by the agency of the 
artist. What kind of real-life index might motivate the abduction of agency 
`distributed' in this way? Well, consider a school situation as follows; the 
teacher (recipient patron) enters, and says: `today, class, I want you all to paint 
something from your own imaginations, so get busy! . . .'. The young artists 
accordingly set to and produce their indexes under orders. The resulting 
works of art index the agency of the teacher; but for the teacher giving the class 
its instructions, none of these exercises in imaginative art would exist. School art is, or at least was, indicative of the lives children lead as `patients'. School 
art is produced at the behest of adults, so as to please them, or at least not 
offend them. Anthropologically speaking, the important feature of school art is 
what it tells us about the social relations between adults in authority and the 
children in their charge. On the other hand, the teacher has not, on this occasion, told the children in the class what to represent, so although each child 
attempts to paint something which will be acceptable to the teacher (no `rude' 
people, no bleeding corpses, plenty of views of mountains and botanically questionable flower-pieces), each is obliged to exercise agency within the `patient' 
role. Hence the requirements of the formula given above would be met.
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FIG. 4.312. The hierarchical 
embeddedness of 
agent-patient relations
Finally, let us take another instance, this time of Artist-A -+ [Index-P -4 
[Prototype-P -*  This formula shows the artist as sole agent, 
exercising agency over the index, which mediates his agency over the prototype, 
which in turn mediates his agency over the recipient. This, so to speak, is the 
`artistic genius' formula. A suitable example might be provided by the work of 
Salvador Dali, a painter who played the `genius' role to the hilt, before an adoring public. Any painting by Dali (e.g. The Persistence of Memory a.k.a. The Soft Watch) can be seen, and frequently is seen, primarily as an index of his agency 
as a painter. Dali's painterly agency is emphasized by the brilliant technical 
finish of his work. Moreover, the prototype of a Dali (the representational content) is supposedly Dali's private dream-world, rather than anything in the real, 
external, world, which he was striving to represent. Hence the prototype is in 
the `patient' position, relative to Dali's agency as the producer of the index. The 
Persistence of Memory is a Surrealist `self-portrait' of Dali. Finally, the recipient 
is not a patron, but a passive spectator, whom Dali regarded with a fine show 
of aristocratic contempt. The aim of Dali's art was to dominate the spectator 
by subverting and deranging his or her petit bourgeois sensibilities. Sadistic, 
domineering artists like Dali do not target their art at a public of fellow-sadists, 
but at a masochistic public which revels in being outraged and loves the 
oppressor. Hence it is appropriate to indicate the recipient as a `patient' here.


There are, according to my laborious calculations, thirty-six formulae which 
can be derived by combining index, artist, recipient, and prototype in agent 
patient relations corresponding to the tree-structures shown in Figs. 4.31-2, 
and keeping to the stipulation that the `index' has to figure either as the primary agent or as the primary patient. However, the reader will be relieved to be 
told that I do not intend to provide instances of every single one of them, 
though perhaps examples might be found. "There would be little point in doing 
so though; these formulae just provide a means of distinguishing between different distributions of agent patient relations in the vicinity of works of art; 
they do not predict them or explain them. And, as we will see, in order to provide appropriate models for very common modes of artistic agency, we need to 
add some further refinements. There is, in particular, no empirical reason why 
any of our four basic `terms' should appear only once in a given formula. We 
already know this, because in the instances of self-reciprocal agency discussed 
earlier, the same term necessarily occurs twice, as an agent or a patient. But 
before I conclude the discussion of four-term formulae and their associated 
tree-structures, there are some further points which require discussion.
The first of these is methodological; it concerns the degree to which each 
formula is to be understood as a schematic description of an `objectively' different situation, as opposed to a different `perspective' on a situation which 
remains the same. We can conveniently discuss this problem with reference 
to two examples that have already been introduced; Dali's Soft Watch and the 
Mona Lisa, by Leonardo, for which I gave the formula:
(Leonardo)  -* Prototype-A~ -9 Index-A] -* Recipient-P 
while for the Dali I gave the formula:
(Dali) Artist-A -* [Index-P -* [Prototype-P -* 
The difference between these two formulae is produced by a shift of the `index' 
term from the left of the focal agency arrow ()) in the Mona Lisa formula, 
to the right, in the Soft Watch formula. It is far from being my contention that this shift results from any objective feature present in either of these paintings. 
The shift is a shift in `perspective' on the nexus of relationships around these 
paintings. The `Dali' formula puts the spotlight on the artist; his person and 
activity are out in the open and thematic from the observer's point of view. All 
other factors in the situation are seen as subordinated to him; the canvases on 
show are, above all, `Dalis'-passive impressions of his dominant personality, 
mediating his agency over his public. The cult of personality is, anthropologically 
speaking, the salient social transaction from this perspective. We could, however, refuse to take this point of view; focusing instead on Dali's painting as the 
overt agent, rather than on Dali the painter as the focus of our attention. Then 
our perspective would correspond to the Mona Lisa formula. The Persistence 
of Memory is a distinguished painting, deserving of serious art-historical consideration independently of the cult of personality surrounding Dali. Conversely, 
there is reason to suspect that Leonardo exercised agency not only over his painted 
canvases, but also in initiating a cult of personality of his own, which is part of 
his historical legacy, just as in the Dali case. From the point of view of the da 
Vinci cultists, the Mona Lisa is thematically perceived, not as an image, but as a 
sacred relic of Leonardo, the semi-divine creative hero. So we may be at liberty 
to redescribe the nexus of relations surrounding the Mona Lisa from this alternative perspective, in terms of the formula we previously used for Dali.


What changes, and what remains the same, if we make these substitutions 
or redescriptions? In a sense, the difference between placing the index in the 
agent or patient position is rhetorical; akin, in fact, to the rhetorical difference 
between (i) `Leonardo da Vinci painted the Mona Lisa' and the equivalent 'passive' construction (ii)'The Mona Lisa was painted by Leonardo da Vinci'. Although responsibility for the Mona Lisa is in both cases attributed to Leonardo, 
only in (i) is Leonardo the subject or topic of the sentence, whereas in (ii) the 
Mona Lisa is. Sentence (i) corresponds to the formula in which the index 
comes to the right of the 'agency' arrow, whereas sentence (ii) corresponds to 
the case where agency can be attributed to the index, as in: 'The Mona Lisa 
(which was painted by Leonardo da Vinci), blew my mind away when I was a 
kid'. In fact, passive constructions largely exist for use in relative clauses like 
this. This sentence does not mean quite the same as one in which Leonardo da 
Vinci figures as main subject: 'Leonardo da Vinci (who painted the Mona Lisa) 
blew my mind away when I was a kid'. The same basic information is there, 
but a different syntactical pattern implies a distinctly different 'analysis' of the 
world. Which analysis is the appropriate one is a matter of social or psychological judgement. On this basis I would argue that although the decision to 
treat the index as primary agent or primary patient is a matter of choice not 
dictated by the 'basic facts' of a situation, the choice is not arbitrary, but is 
motivated by sociological or psychological considerations of appropriateness.
The next point is related to this. In the formulae I have presented, it has 
been stipulated that the index is always focal or central agent o