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I.
Dimensions of an Aesthetic Encounter


In Iris Murdoch’s novel, The Sacred and Profane Love Machine, Harriet Gavender, the wife of Blaise Gavender, the psychological and narrative pivot (and even butt) of the novel, is visiting the National Gallery in London and has been viewing a famous picture of St. Anthony and St. George. Murdoch writes:

She had felt very strange that afternoon ... An intense physical feeling of anxiety had taken possession of her as she was looking at Giorgione’s picture... There was a tree in the middle background which she had never properly attended to before. Of course she had seen it, since she had often looked at the picture, but she had never before felt its significance, though what that significance was she could not say. There it was in the middle of clarity, in the middle of bright darkness, in the middle of limpid sultry yellow air, in the middle of nowhere at all with distant clouds creeping by behind it, linking the two saints yet also separating them and also being itself and nothing to do with them at all, a ridiculously frail poetical vibrating motionless tree which was also a special particular tree on a special particular evening when the two saints happened (how odd) to be doing their respective things (ignoring each other) in a sort of murky yet brilliant glade (what on earth however was going on in the foreground?) beside a luscious glistening pool out of which two small and somehow domesticated demons were cautiously emerging for the benefit of Saint Anthony, while behind them Saint George, with a helmet like a pearl, was bullying an equally domesticated and inoffensive little dragon.


Hypnotized by the tree, Harriet found that she could not take herself away. She stood there for a long time staring at it, tried to move, took several paces looking back over her shoulder, then came back again, as if there were some vital message which the picture was trying and failing to give her. Perhaps it was just Giorgione’s maddening genius for saying something absurdly precise and yet saying it so marvellously that the precision was all soaked away into a sort of cake of sheer beauty. This nervous mania of anxious ‘looking back’ Harriet recalled having suffered when young in the Louvre and the Uffizi and the Accademia. The last visit on the last day, as closing time approached, indeed the last minutes of any day, had had this quality of heart-breaking severance, combined with an anxious thrilling sense of a garbled unintelligible urgent message. (52-53)


This is a remarkable description—of a full and deep encounter with a remarkable painting. The body-mediated encounter with this painting—the art product on the way to becoming the art work—is for Harriet first and foremost a work of embodied perception, just as the actual production of the painting was. Its enigmatic significance, however,  elicits a work of interpretation, just as the painting itself is an interpretation of a complex ‘spiritual’ relationship conveying a ‘vital message.’ But, in spite of its explicitness, indeed, its absurd precision, what it means seems to slip away beyond the bounds of discourse, even though the configuration of marks on the canvas was as ‘articulate’ as possible and consummately beautiful. Harriet finds—or experiences--a deep ‘affective’ affinity (not  necessarily harmonious) between herself and the world projected in the painting. The affective quality or affective tone that structures the painting offers her a source both of self-recognition and of a kind of shattered, even undefined and undefinable, self-completion. The painting ‘speaks’ to her even though she is not able to say or fully comprehend what it is saying. Murdoch, at the analytical level, pinpoints the distinctive features of the existential meeting between Harriet and the painting. Both the description and the painting described, which are clearly correlative and mutually defining, are perceptually ‘thick,’ hermeneutically engaging and nuanced, and exemplify the diversity and complexity of signifying powers of the various sign systems which carry the perceptual qualities, objects,  and significances embodied in, represented by, and expressed in the painting.

Murdoch’s schematization highlights, I think,  the essential ‘moments’ in our encounter with works of art quite generally, not just visual works. These inseparable and internally related dimensions are the perceptual, the hermeneutical, and the semiotic. While the initiating example of this paper is clearly a visual work of art, the work itself is not presented, but rather accessed through a literary text. But, it is immediately clear, the text itself has certain features that distinguish it from an art historical analysis, that, indeed, make it an instance of ‘literary discourse.’ One could see—if one’s inerst is primarily conceptual and methodological, as mine is—the interplay of ‘moments’ in Murdoch’s text itself and use it as the exemplifying instance. A rich schematization of the moments on the basis of a plethora of literary examples is given masterful discussion in Dines Johansen’s (2002), Literary Discourse: A Semiotic-Pragmatic Approach to Literature. 

While Murdoch’s focus is on the perceiving meaning-making and sign-reading interpreter, that is, on the ‘receptive’ side of the encounter, the ‘dimensions’ within which Harriet’s meeting with the art work takes place parallel the ‘productive’ dimensions within which the artist works. As Nigel Wentworth, in his The Phenomenology of Painting, has illustrated in a particularly rewarding way, there is a fusion and mutual reinforcing of the dimensions from both the productive and the receptive side. The whole logic of his book, a kind of extended meditation on and application of Merleau-Ponty’s insights, is aimed at uncovering “the pre-reflective realm of painting,” which is a matter of “lived-experience.” The viewer of any painting, as well as the reader of his book, , he claims, needs to gain an understanding of this pre-reflective activity, and to do so he “needs to live the experience involved in it, and this can be achieved through learning to look at paintings in certain ways, ways that reveal something of how paintings come into being” (19). His discussion of the material, the plastic, and the figurative elements is shot through with echoes of our dimensions. Think of Harriet’s experience of the Giorgione in light of the two following remarks: (1) “A painting does not merely express a certain feeling, but also embodies a world” (242) and (2) “… When a viewer looks at a painting, and has the experience of entering the world expressed within it, this world also enters him” (243). A rich parallel volume on the importance and implications of Merleau-Ponty’s work for aesthetics is The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader: Philosophy and Painting (Johnson 1993). 

Differently pitched  theories of interpretation intersect in the interweaving and weighting (or valorizing) of perceptual, hermeneutic, and semiotic strands in their approaches to art. Perception-based models, rooted in our bodily-being, hermeneutical approaches, which are rooted in the primordiality and universality of our relation to language, and semiotic frameworks, rooted in the ‘spiral’ of unlimited semiosis, the production and interpretation of signs, are not really alternatives or in irresolvable conflict. They are rather different ways of foregrounding and ‘scaling’ permanent features of our encounter with texts of all sorts, whether explicitly or thematically aesthetic or not. Art works are configurations of perceptible qualities and hence must be perceived in some modality or other. As having a ‘content,’  as world-opening, these configurations must be interpreted, that is, they set us a hermeneutic task of self-understanding, of orienting ourselves to and within a world (cf. Ricoeur 1976, esp. 36-37, Johansen 2002: 113-174). Further, the perceptual configurations and contentful meaning-structures have a distinctive make-up as artifacts: they are combinations of sign-functions with distinctive 'logics’ or ‘grammars,’ the investigation of which is the task of a philosophical semiotics. 


The aesthetic domain—or, in Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (John Dewey-confirmed) anti-Kantian way of putting it, the domain of the experience of the work of art (see Truth and Method, Part One)—can function as a kind of laboratory wherein the adequacy as well as the complementarity of differently oriented interpretative strategies and theories of interpretation can be fruitfully assessed. Keeping constantly in mind the concrete instance of Harriet’s fictional experience in the National Gallery, I would like to indicate, briefly and schematically, how conceptual tools taken from representative or paradigmatic philosophical, or philosophically relevant, positions can illuminate, in specific and powerful ways, the essential dimensions of aesthetic experience and aesthetic reflection. 
 

While these conceptual tools are derived from sources that have a deep affinity with one another,  they were in some cases, though not all, developed without explicit connections. The choice, of course, reveals a set of value judgements and theoretical commitments on my part. My semiotic commitments are fundamentally of a pragmatist sort, grounded in the work of Peirce and Dewey, but also deeply influenced by the parallel work of Susanne K. Langer and Ernst Cassirer. A sufficiently sober semiotics, I will try to show, thematizes the perceptual sphere, but it also intersects with the more florid phenomenological tradition in aesthetics, culminating, in my opinion, in the types of investigations undertaken by Merleau-Ponty and Mikel Dufrenne. The hermeneutical dimension here is represented first of all by the work of Gadamer, but it will become clear from the discussion that semiotics and hermeneutics are not competitors, but rather collaborators, in a properly configured account of the dimensions of an aesthetic encounter.  At any rate, my intention is both to initiate a discussion about the dialectic of methods and to exemplify the heuristic fertility of doing so with these conceptual resources. In this sense my essay is to be seen as strictly programmatic.  

II.
Perception and the Qualitative Matrix

Any interpretation theory adequate to the experience of art must find some way of thematizing the perceptual dimension. Gadamerian hermeneutics, stemming from and extending Heidegger’s project, while certainly opposing the ‘principle of the empty head’ and insisting on the tradition-laden and prejudice-informed nature of our understanding quite generally, for the most part ‘starts high.’ The body-subject, in whom, in Dewey’s words, “action,  feeling, and meaning are one” (1934: 17), plays little role in Gadamer’s thought. Perhaps we could say that his language-based hermeneutical theory suffers from a blind spot which we could call the ‘principle of the empty body.’ Because, as Dewey says, the self is a “force, not a transparency” (1934: 246), its transactional relation to the experiential field itself is intrinsically ‘problematic.’ The ‘enigmatic’ nature of texts of all sorts, which for hermeneutically oriented theories of interpretation elicits the labor of interpretation, prolongs in fact the original (and originary) labor of perception, a point developed by Louise Rosenblatt’s extension of Dewey’s pragmatist positions into a theory of reading (Rosenblatt 1965, 1978, 1998; see also Innis 1998) as well as by Alexander (1987), who foregrounds the actional nature of an organism’s transactions with its ‘situation,’ and Shusterman (2000), who confronts Dewey’s positions with traditional theory by focusing in novel fashion on what lies ‘beneath interpretation, namely, the lived body, the aesthetic implications of which are to be studied (and promoted) by a new (practical) discipline, ‘somaesthetics.’ The ‘opening’ that Gadamer ascribes to texts, following Heidegger’s analytical lead, marks the field of perception itself, which has, if we follow Dewey, no greatest upper bound. 

We unconsciously carry over [a] belief in the bounded character of all objects of experience (a belief founded ultimately in the practical exigencies of our dealings with things) into our conception of experience itself. We suppose that experience has the same definite limits as the things with which it is concerned. But any experience, the most ordinary, has an indefinite total setting. Things, objects, are only focal points of a  here and now in a whole which stretches out indefinitely. This is the qualitative ‘background’ which is defined and made definitely conscious in particular objects and specified properties and qualities. (1934: 193) 

Art explores or makes manifest in a distinctive way the forms in which this qualitative background comes to appearance. This background, Dewey asserts,  is a “bounding horizon” which moves as we move (1934:193). It is a field which can never be expanded out to definite margins, which themselves “shade into that indefinite expanse beyond which imagination calls the universe” (1934:194). Thus, “about every explicit and focal object there is a recession into the implicit which is not intellectually grasped” (194) but which functions as a frame qualitatively defined and revealed. This is the field that Harriet finds herself embodied in, willy-nilly, as she is grasped by the painting’s ‘aura. There is an allusion here to William James’s distinction between the focus and fringe of the field of consciousness. The fringe makes up a vast web of interconnected links and nodes, in multiple sensory modalities, which are not the thematic object of consciousness but which surround, emerge out of, flow into, expand and modify it. The richer the fringe the richer the matrix of the ‘given’ focal object. The fringe is not stable. It is constantly ‘in motion,’ although it is clearly not ‘going any place.’ The dynamism and time-conditioned character of aesthetic apprehension is deeply conditioned by this fringe, as the embodied interpreter is caught up in the to and fro of the relational field, which cannot be surveyed all at once.  James’s great image of conscious experience being structured like the alternations of the flight and perchings of a bird, with the periods of transitions composed of transitive parts and the period of rest composed of substantive parts is of great aesthetic importance.

Donald Dryden has explored this theme in his 2001, connecting not James and Dewey, but James and Langer. He points out, with startling clarity, that for James, naming—language and discursive forms—which are oriented toward the substantive parts of consciousness can capture only, in James’s words, “the very smallest part of our minds as they actually live” (James 1890, 255). It is the role of art—of presentational forms—to capture and express the “innumerable relations and forms of connection between facts of the world.” So numberless are these relations, James writes, that “no existing language is capable of doing justice to all their shades” (244-45). Thinking about the stream of thought, James, in a powerful metaphor, speaks of the “free water of consciousness” that is resolutely overlooked by psychologists. But, in his view, which is confirmed by art, “every definite image in the mind is steeped and dyed in the free water of consciousness that flows round it. With it goes the sense of its relations, near and remote, the dying echo of whence it came to us, the dawning sense of whither it is to lead. The significance, the value, of the image is all in this halo or penumbra that surrounds and escorts it” (255). It is the artistic image which valorizes and makes present to awareness this vague, yet rich, domain. Dryden shows in detail how Langer’s aesthetic theory speaks to these issues.

This penumbral field is defined by a distinctive quality or affective tone, by what Mikel Dufrenne calls “dim evidences” (1953: 67).  Dewey would say that Harriet interacts with the painting as a “whole organism” (1934: 127). The “total response” charted in Murdoch’s description is mediated by the senses in their diverse ways, as Dewey is at pains to affirm. 

It is not just the visual apparatus [he writes] but the whole organism that interacts with the environment in all but routine action. The eye, ear, or whatever, is only the channel through which the total response takes place. A color as seen is always qualified by implicit reactions of many organs, those of the sympathetic system as well as of touch. It is a funnel for the total energy put forth, not its well-spring. Colors are rich and sumptuous just because a total organic resonance is deeply implicated in them. (1934: 127)

The “limpid sultry yellow air” and the “ridiculously frail poetical vibrating motionless tree" illustrate the intersensory—indeed, total-sensory—nature of Harriet’s reading of the signs inscribed on the canvas. As I have written elsewhere, “this organic resonance makes up the body of semiosis, objectified in systems of perceptual signs which have their own intersensory ‘feels’” (Innis 1994:  62). 
Russell Epstein has pointed out many instances of this phenomenon in Proust and its connection with the work of James. Taking the simple example of how wiping one’s mouth with a starched napkin can bring a whole past situation back to consciousness, Epstein notes how Proust speaks of re-experiencing “not only…the sight of the sea as it had been that morning but…the smell of my room, the speed of the wind, the sensation of looking forward to lunch, of wondering which of the different walks I should take” (Proust, vol III, 909). Involuntary memory is, in fact, a kind of paradigm of what happens to us when we encounter or are interrupted by a work of art, although the ‘contingency’ of such an episode of memory in ‘real’ life is replaced by the ‘necessity’ or ‘felt rightness’ of the artistic form. A work of art can condense and make manifest a “tissue of dimly-felt associations” with a force and power beyond normal experiencing. But what Proust says about involuntary memory in life also applies to the complex artistic image which combines, in dialectical fashion, the voluntary and the involuntrary.

An image presented to us by life brings with it, in the single moment, sensations which are in fact multiple and heterogeneous. The sight, for instance, of the binding of a book once read may weave into the characters of its title the moonlight of a distant summer night. The taste of our breakfast coffee brings with it that vague hope of fine weather which so often long ago, as with the day still intact and full before us we were drinking it out of a bowl of white porcelain, creamy and fluted and itself looking almost like vitrified milk, suddenly smiled upon us in the pale uncertainty of the dawn. An hour is not merely an hour, it is vase full of scents and sound and projects and climates, and what we call reality is a certain connection between these immediate sensations and the memories which envelope us simultaneously with them…(924).  

It is the skilled artist who knows how to capture these felt significances—and the skilled critical perceiver who is sensitive to them, indeed, who is captured by them.

Aesthetic perception, as Dewey works it out, is characterized by a kind of ‘unbalancing’ preanalytic apprehension of meaning or significance which defines a kind of dialectic of “original seizure and subsequent critical discrimination” (1934: 150). Rosenblatt makes much of this dialectic, making it a cornerstone of her practice-oriented theory of interpretation. Think, for example, of the unbalancing nature of Harriet’s encounter with the painting in light of the following passage from Dewey:

The total overwhelming impression comes first, perhaps in seizure by a sudden glory of the landscape, or by the effect upon us of entrance into a cathedral when dim light, incense, stained glass and majestic proportions fuse in one indistinguishable whole. We say with truth that a painting strikes us. There is an impact that precedes all definite recognition of what it is about. As the painter Delacroix said about this first and preanalytic phase “before knowing what the picture represents you are seized by its magical accord.” This effect is particularly conspicuous for most persons in music. The impression directly made by an harmonious ensemble in any art is often described as the musical quality of that art. (1934: 150)

The preanalytic phase (or stratum) goes over into the analytic or interpretative (or hermeneutic) phase.

The ‘phasal’ structure of the aesthetic encounter is, as John Armstrong (2000), has shown, is markedly our first being ‘drawn’ to a work, our being ‘affected’ by it, a process, it is clear, that cannot be forced and is not first and foremost dependent  upon ‘information’ or ‘objective knowledge’ in any technical sense. A work of art whose ‘magical accord’ has quickened our sensibility and enlivened our reveries, as in Harriet’s case, leads us to deep contemplation. Armstrong charts and concretely exemplifies contemplation’s rhythmically phasal structure—animadversion, or noticing of details, concursus, or seeing the relations between the details, hololepsis, the seizing of the work as single, complete entity, the lingering caress, the “holding on to our perceptual holding of the object” (98), and catalepsis, the mutual absorption of self and object. Absorption, he notes, “is not a quick or simple process. It depends upon what is already there within us: our pre-formed digestive capacities, our already existing manner of feeling and behaving” (101). Such is clearly Harriet’s situation.

Murdoch’s presentation of Harriet’s experience of the art work is focussed on the meaning of ‘being moved.’ Hermeneutics, exemplified in the Gadamerian mode, is first and foremost interested in the ‘movement of meaning.’ In fact, the Giorgione, as it functions in Harriet’s lifeworld, is paradoxically a ‘symbol’ in both Gadamer’s and Susanne Langer’s sense. The ‘symbolic’ nature of art for Gadamer is derived from our recognition that certain pregnant forms ‘complete’ us by giving us a means of self-recognition and a sense of being connected in a vast interlocking realm of references and meanings. This notion is ultimately derived from Goethe’s concept of an Urphänomen, or ‘primary phenomenon,’ which Cassirer made the focal point of his Philosophy of Symbolic Forms (see especially Chapter 5 of volume 3 of this work).

But why do we recognize certain forms as deeply revelatory of ourselves and our sense of existence? According to Langer, writing far from the Heidegger inspired tradition of Gadamer and much closer to Cassirer, to whom she dedicated Feeling and Form, it is because they articulate a particular ‘morphology’ of feeling.   Writing in her last work, she asserted that “all levels of feeling are reflected, explicitly or implicitly, in art” (1988: 83). These forms are ‘symbols of feeling’ or formulations of a peculiar and distinctive ‘logic of sentience.’ They ‘body forth’ their sense and, as Langer sees it, the ‘response’ of the perceiver/interpreter encompasses all those dimensions of sentience that are ‘articulated’ in the form, which is their ‘symbol’: order, pattern, rhythm, growth and diminution of energies, sense of effort and release, dynamism and relaxation, and so forth. “Gradients of all sorts—of relative clarity, complexity, tempo, intensity of feeling, interest, not to mention geometric gradations...—permeate all artistic structure,” Langer writes (1988: 85).

James Bunn has given a remarkable exemplification of issues surrounding the importance and pervasiveness of gradients, rhythms, tempos, and so forth, focussing on the linguistic domain, but with sensitive awareness of the similarities and differences between linguistic and visual forms, in his (2002) Wave Forms: A Natural Syntax for Rhythmic Language. Consider the bearing of the following passage on our discussion.

Why should literary and artistic people interest themselves in the sometimes recondite theory of symmetry? In every art form one finds a rhythmic pattern as a base. These patterns, though formal, are everywhere evidence of material in action. Principles of symmetry provide a way of explaining how aesthetic patterns are enactments of the very principles that structure the universe in rhythmic patterns. Every artwork, whatever its nature, is constructed of materials that make the patterns develop at the same deep level as the laws of physics and biology. Perhaps the most important thesis is that the principles of symmetry can help explain the ways that nature distributes patterns as stabilizing structures. If symmetry conserves structures in rhythmic patterns of material, works of art also should enact those same kinds of harmonic principles but in wonderfully strange and sometimes discordant harmonies of form. So a fair answer to the question is, I believe, that symmetry theory can explain why the arts are not just an “add-on,” but that they demonstrate in different media and by different enactments the ways that the world works, moves, and stabilizes itself in rhythms. What I have called natural syntax is a way of describing these physical transformations of pattern. (xii-xiii).

While Gadamer, for his part, leaves relatively unthematized the ‘lower threshold of the symbol,’ concerned as he is with tracing the web of symbolic connections and reverberations in which we are caught up,  that is, their ‘play,’ Langer, following Cassirer and others, wants to indicate the rootedness of the symbol and the roots of interpretation in that ‘lower threshold’ and in the grasp of form and formal significance, in, that is, “the basic symbolic value which probably precedes and prepares verbal meaning” (1953: 378).

In this she is supported by psychoaesthetic investigations, which likewise, but with different emphases, push the originating stratum down to a stratum pregnant with meaning, constitutive of Dufrenne’s realm of dim evidences. This stratum is not coded or at least easily codable. David Maclagan in his Psychological Aesthetics has vigorously discussed the role and status of this stratum for an adequate aesthetics. He points out, relying on such writers as Anton Ehrenzweig and Marion Milner, that while art works emerge as structures, as Gestalts, out of the material transforming processes of sense-giving, their originating matrix is a complex mix of pre-structural, pre-symbolic, pre-thematic elements and factors. The key is the notion of an ‘inarticulate’ or ‘Gestalt-free’ form and its continuing effects in the objectified art work (62). Here “vagueness, fluidity and superimposition” rule, and they appear, as characteristics, in the completed form. In any articulate form there is “a dynamic and rhythmic interplay between depth and surface,” between “instinctual pressures and their sublimation” (66). It is precisely the dialectical tension not just between surface and depth but between ways of understanding surface and depth that Maclagan shows we should be concerned with. Already existing unconscious processes are not necessarily to be thought as represented in consciousness, where depth content defines or “insinuates itself into surface form” (69). Indeed, it could be the case that “it is not just the artist who consciously or unconsciously imbues his or her work with certain psychological content, but that the work itself, both in process and in its final form, suggests or dictates these, both to the artist and to the spectator” (69).

Cassirer calls this pre-thematic semiotic basic value ‘symbolic pregnance,’ whose fundamental stratum is the ‘expressive,’ upon which supervenes the stratum of ‘representation’ and the stratum of ‘signification. Symbolic pregnance is the ‘primary phenomenon’ [Urphänomen], which reveals “the true pulse of consciousness” (Cassirer 1929:203), the secret of which, according to Cassirer, is “precisely that every beat strikes a thousand connections.”

No conscious perception is merely given, a mere datum, which need only be mirrored; rather, every perception embraces a definite ‘character of direction’ by which it points beyond its here and now. As a mere perceptive differential, it nevertheless contains within itself the integral of experience. (1929: 203)

The notion of a definite character of direction allows Cassirer to claim that consciousness in all cases takes on a “specific directional meaning—a vector, as it were, pointing to a determinate goal” (1929:203). But the content of consciousness may, Cassirer notes, “assume very different shades of signification” by a process of differentiation, each dimension of which exemplifies and further concretizes the principle of symbolic pregnance, the indissoluble wedding of form and content in every phenomenal unity or configuration of consciousness. That is, the phenomenal content of consciousness is always ‘torqued’ and in the case of a work of art this ‘torquing’ involves the exploitation of all the differential vectors that the perceived form contains and makes possible. Here Cassirer’s analysis joins hands with the insights of James and Proust. 

Merleau-Ponty, for his part, who deeply mines Cassirer’s work at crucial times, pointed out in his Phenomenology of Perception (1945) that “we must recognize as anterior to ‘sense-giving acts’ (Bedeutungsgebende Akten) of theoretical and positing thought ‘expressive experiences’ (Ausdruckserlebnisse); as anterior to the sign significance (Zeichen-Sinn), the expressive significance (Ausdrucks-Sinn), and finally as anterior to any subsuming of content under form, the symbolical ‘pregnancy’ of form in content” (235). ‘Semiosis’ is here ‘pushed down,’ with an explicit reference to Cassirer, to the emergence of meaning in the lowest dimensions of the perceptual field itself, which permeate its ‘higher’ dimensions without reducing them. Cassirer (1979, 186) has a passage that exemplifies the polydimensionality of the phenomenon of art.

The sphere of art is a sphere of pure forms. It is not a world of mere colors, sounds, tactile qualities—but of shapes and designs, of melodies and rhythms. In a certain sense all art may be said to be language, but it is language in a very specific sense. It is not a language of verbal symbols, but of intuitive symbols. He who does not understand these intuitive symbols, who can not feel the life of colors, of shapes, of spatial forms and patterns, harmony and melody, is secluded from the work of art—and by this he is not only deprived of aesthetic pleasure, but he loses the approach to one of the deepest aspects of reality.

The notion of an ‘intuitive symbol’ is crucial: perception, interpretation, semiosis are interpenetrating ‘dimensional planes’ of the total phenomenon.

Langer highlights the intertwining of dimensions in an important way:

The comprehension of form itself, through its exemplification in formed perceptions or ‘intuitions,’ is spontaneous and natural abstraction; but the recognition of a metaphorical value of some intuitions, which springs from the perception of their forms, is spontaneous and natural interpretation. Both abstraction and interpretation are intuitive, and may deal with non-discursive forms. They lie at the base of all human mentality, and are the roots from which both language and art take rise. (1953: 378)

Langer points out that the logical, that is, semiotic, distinction between discursive and presentational forms, one of the permanent themes of her work, accounts in a pivotal fashion for the different ways meaning emerges and is ‘symbolized’ in our experience of any form. Discourse, she asserts, “aims at building up, cumulatively, more and more complex logical intuitions” (1953: 379). The sudden emergence of meaning that marks discourse is “always a logical intuition or insight” (1953: 379). However, the art symbol, even the linguistic work of art, Langer contends, 

cannot be built up like the meaning of a discourse, but must be seen in toto first; that is, the ‘understanding’ of a work of art begins with the intuition of the whole presented feeling. Contemplation then gradually reveals the complexities of the piece, and of its import. In discourse, meaning is synthetically construed by a succession of intuitions; but in art the complex whole is seen or anticipated first. (1953: 379) 

Langer is not denying the ‘temporality’ of intuition, that it is a sequence of syntheses, a position that lies at the heart of a Gadamerian theory of interpretation.  Intuition as interpretation ‘takes time.’ But the result is the grasp of a unique whole, however complex, held in the unity of ‘vision.’ Langer (1988: 84) speaks of “the inviolable unity of a total form.” This wholeness is the semiotic (and, for Langer, ‘logical’) key to art’s inexhaustibility and inability to be formulated in or translated into ‘concepts.’ While Gadamer treats this issue by constant references to a central thesis of Kant’s aesthetics, Langer’s semiotic proposal for a hermeneutic practice is to indicate how to escape what she calls “a real epistemological impasse” deriving from the fact that verbal meaning and artistic import differ in how they can be accessed. Artistic import must be “exhibited,” that is, since the art symbol cannot be separated from its sense and since there are no “equivalent symbols” or “semantic units with assigned meaning” to effect either a translation or a paraphrase, the mode of accessing the “feeling-content” of a work of art, its character as an “affective whole,” is “to present the expressive form so abstractly and forcibly that anyone with normal sensitivity for the art in question will see this form and its ‘emotive quality’” (1953: 380).

But it would seem that even the original interpreter is bound to the expressive form itself and that all critical analysis, all attempts to ‘dismember’ and ‘segment’ the form into ‘parts,’ must return, ideally enriched, to the original whole and its sui generis feeling and significance. Polanyi, in another context (Polanyi 1958: 50-52), speaks of ‘destructive analysis’ and of ‘reintegration’ as part of the hermeneutical and critical enterprise. If the carrier of the form is, as semiotic theory teaches, ‘sign-bearing matter’ and we avoid the logocentric trap of thinking of signs along the model of language, then the ‘significance’ of the prime symbol that makes up the work of art can be ascribed to the material quality resident in and projected in it—its semiotic feel—and can be differentiated into ‘interpretation-spaces’ attendant upon the Peircean insight that every sign gives rise to an equivalent sign—an interpretant-sign--in the interpreter. 

III.
The Play of Interpretants

Every prime symbol unfolds its significance within these interpretation spaces, the actual contents of which we become aware of in our engagement with the sign-configuration, which, as Mikel Dufrenne has pointed out and Gadamer echos, puts a demand on us. C. S. Peirce’s schematization of interpretants—the proper significate effects of signs—supplies us with a semiotically derived framework that allows us to situate the ‘event’ of interpretation in a way that is not too closely tied to ‘grasp’ of content in any, however attenuated, purely intellectual sense. Indeed, Peircean semiotic theory allows us rather in the semiotic key to foreground with precision and nuance our being grasped by a content, of being caught up in a play of signs. (See my 1994, Chapter 2 and passim).

On Peircean terms, and avoiding, on this occasion, any contentious discussion of the ultimacy and relative priority of the various typologies of interpretants (see Liszka 1996: 120n12, Johansen 2002: 42-49)), every sign—or every structural-logical dimension of a sign--gives rise to an equivalent sign—the interpretant—in  the mind of the interpreter. Indeed, for Peirce the mind of the interpreter is a ‘topos’ or ‘place’ or ‘space’ where the ‘play’ of interpretants takes place. We are ‘in’ the play rather than the play being in us—Gadamer’s position exactly, which is extensively developed in the aesthetic context (although its implications are, as I have tried to show (Innis 2001 and 2004) much wider) in his ‘The Relevance of the Beautiful: Art as Play, Symbol, and Festival,’ the lead essay in his (1986). The differentiation of types of ‘meaning spaces’ or interpretants is due to the semiotic structure of the art work, which, in any case, must be sensuously present, and hence perceptible and perceived, in some way, as Dufrenne incessantly argues. The nuances of meaning, found in the complex play of signs in any artwork, will have their counterparts in the distinctive and unique configuration of sign-factors, their unique patterning and balancing. 

The Peircean emotional (I prefer to speak of an affective) interpretant allows us to differentiate a semiotic dimension (the iconic) in the configured art work and a correlative dimension in our response that is distinctively a ‘form of feeling,’ an embodiment of a distinctive ‘quality’ that is not an object qua tale but the qualitative feel of the object. Dewey saw this and made it the cornerstone of his pragmatist aesthetics. This feel is first of all bound to the material quality of the art work, to the particular way the constituent signs of the art work become ‘palpable’ and are not ‘transparent.’ 

James Elkins (1999) has given a strong—at times bewildering but certainly challenging—meditation on the materiality of painting—using the language of alchemy. His focus, like Wentworth’s, on “the act of painting, and the kinds of thoughts that are taken to  be embedded in paint itself. Paint records the most delicate gesture and the most tense…Painting is an unspoken and largely uncognized dialogue where paint speaks silently in masses and colors and the artist responds in moods” (5). Indeed, the meanings embedded in paintings preserve the motions that generate them. “Painters can sense those motions in the paint even before they notice what the paintings are about” (5), and so can the perceivers of the paintings. Wentworth (2004) gives a nuanced and convincing defence and illustration of the thesis that “each material has its own qualitative nature” (43). His analysis of the intertwining of brush, paint, and gesture, as material supports of pictorial meaning, is complemented by a fine account of the plastic elements—color, line, tone, texture, form, and composition—that function on the border between the semiotic and the non-semiotic as well as between expression and figuration. Verbal art, though admittedly with a different feel, is also embedded in language’s own materiality.

In fact, on Peircean grounds there are no purely transparent signs, since even transparency has a distinctive feel. Polanyi’s theory of tacit knowing, whose aesthetic aspects I have discussed elsewhere (Innis 1977, Innis 1994: 36-43, and Innis 2002: 149-163) specifies this feature of consciousness by distinguishing a ‘phenomenal’ aspect of the universal from-to relation, based on the distinction between focal and subsidiary awareness, that generates meaningful wholes, which are assimilated to ‘meanings’ or ‘ordered contexts’ quite generally. Ordered contexts have qualitatively defined structures. 


The affective interpretant covers the domain of Befindlichkeit or, following Dreyfus’s suggestion, ‘affectedness’ in Gadamer’s (Heidegger influenced) project and is developed extensively by Dewey’s philosophical and aesthetic potentiation of the ramifications of Peirce’s theory of quality, based on ‘resemblance’ or what I think could also be called a ‘qualitative affinity’ between a feeling and a ‘form.’ (See my (1998) on this aspect of the Peirce-Dewey relationship.) This is the starting point of Langer’s independent semiotic expansion and development of aesthetics and of J. H. Randall’s own stimulating critical (Dewey-influenced but with reservations) reflections on the ‘adverbial’—and anti-essentialist--nature of aesthetic experience in his ‘Qualities, Qualification, and the Aesthetic Transaction,’ (Randall 1958: 271-295). Here the art work functions iconically, with all the complexities attendant upon that notion—which perhaps Langer, without calling it just that,  has been most helpful in clarifying in the aesthetic domain quite generally. Dines Johansen, however, using essentially Peircean schemata, has perspicuously shown how ‘reading’ a literary text is a process of iconizing, involving imaginization, diagrammatization, and allegorization as its phases (326-341).

The Peircean ‘energetic’ interpretant, functioning in the domain of secondness or indexicality, illuminates the dimension of 'clash’ or ‘shock’ that comes from the encounter with a work of art. Works of art touch us so.  Gadamer writes, in his essay, ‘Aesthetics and Hermeneutics,’  that “the intimacy with which the work of art touches us is at the same time, in enigmatic fashion, a shattering and a demolition of the familiar” (Gadamer 1977: 104), indeed, a marking of difference. Clash, shock --“a joyous and frightening shock” (Gadamer 1977: 104)--and challenge on the one side, affective, qualitative ‘definition’ on the other. The ‘world’ of the art work, which is not as world an object or thing, is a horizonally structured and qualitatively permeated matrix of felt significance, irreducible in its particularity and distinctive in its ‘energetic’ effect. It is an instantiation of a unique, even if trivial, meaning-frame or form of sense, which elicits from us some ‘action,’ even the action of ‘non-action.’ The work of art interrupts,  effecting a rupture in everydayness. The Peircean energetic interpretant can be assimilated to the demand that Gadamer insists every work of art makes upon us: “Thou shalt change thy life.” ‘Being moved’ or ‘being touched’ foregrounds, on Peircean terms, this dimension of an hermeneutical encounter. Qualitative definition and existential connection, Peircean firstness and secondness, exemplified in the iconic and indexical dimensions of semiosis and embodied in the semiotic structure of the art work, are, however, the firstnesses and secondnesses of thirds, of the results of semiosis or sign action, sign interpretation and sign production, qua tale. 

The Peircean intellectual or logical interpretant specifies the ‘articulate content’ of an art work, its “urgent” or “vital” message, as Murdoch describes it. In Langer’s terms it is the ‘aesthetic idea’ resident in the art work as a structure, an idea or ‘conception’ that is inseparable from its presentational form, whose logic is not a discursive logic but nonetheless cognitive. Murdoch’s account of Harriet’s ‘response’ to the painting also charts the logical interpretant that the sign-complex has given rise to in Harriet, as perplexed interpreter.  The art work, in its Peircean symbolic dimension,  “gives rise to thought” but it is not a thought that can exist independently of the symbolic structure itself, which defines access to the ‘content.’ As Dufrenne puts it, “the work’s meaning is not exhausted in what it represents” (1953: 65). Indeed, the logical interpretant is as ‘sense’ “always immanent in the sensuous” (1953: 89) and what the art work ‘represents’ is conveyed only through what it expresses (1953: 65). Aesthetic ‘signification,’ as carried by the aesthetic object, does not “speak to me about its subject” (1953: 123) and it does not preexist the aesthetic object (1953: 124).  “From Rembrandt to Rubens it is the same Christ, but it is not the same Christianity” (1953: 167). The “atmosphere of a world” projected is radically different in the two cases. As Wentworth puts it (204), “representations illustrate a subject; expressions embody one.” The dialectical interplay between the plastic and the figurative elements, which constitute the pictorial meaning, entail a kind of dual apprehension. It has as a consequence, Wentworth thinks, that paintings, as paintings, cannot ever have “a determinate stateable meaning” (215). Pictorial meaning is “indeterminate, unstateable and intrinsically experiential.”

IV.
Gadamerian Distinctions


 Although it must be said that Gadamer (as opposed to Paul Ricoeur and Umberto Eco) keeps his distance from any formal ‘semiotic’ approach to art,  the diffferentiation of the three dimensionalities—the perceptual, the hermeneutical, and the semiotic--is clearly and per necessitatem present in his work.  An art work is, on his account, exemplified in his essay, ‘Intuition and Vividness,’ (in Gadamer 1986) first of all an invitation to intuition (161), which is “processual” (161), involves a “play of syntheses” (169), and puts us in contact with an “affective whole” (162). But intuition is not to be identified with an instrumental take on sense perception. Intuition, in his understanding, intends a world—a matrix of meaning--and not just the objects in it (I64). At times Gadamer connects the ‘symbolic’ with ‘conceptual’ understanding, and hence with signs, schemata, conceptual expressions, which are in themselves, he contends, ‘abstract’ (162) and hence not ‘vivid.’ Vividness certainly refers to a perceptual quality attendant upon the work as an intuited whole or configuration. But Gadamer for the most part speaks of vividness as a property of the verbal arts, which for him have a perhaps fateful ‘methodological priority.’ There is a Hegelian background here: poetry is the most ‘spiritual’ art form because of its embodiment in the least ‘material’ medium, puffs of ‘transparent’ air. At any rate, vividness, in this sense, belongs to what Gadamer calls “presentation as art” (167), which Langer assimilates quite generally to the creation of a prime symbol in the presentational, not discursive mode. 

But vividness potentiates the constructed perceptual form which carries the art work, independent of medium, and is, as I see it, correlative to Jakobson’s (and the Prague School’s) insistence on the ‘palpability of signs’ as the mark of the ‘poetic’ (that is, aesthetic) function of an ‘utterance.’ Thus, the intuited whole is not ‘indicative’ of something in the sense that it can be separated from what it ‘points’ to. The intuited whole, Gadamer asserts, does not point to; it points out and hence, as Gadamer puts it in his essay, ‘Composition and Interpretation,’ “relates back to a kind of sign that interprets itself”  (1986: 68).  The art work, as vector, points us (indeed, carries us) “in a certain direction” (72), and both the poet and the interpreter “pursue a meaning that points toward an open realm” (72). The hermeneutical task is based upon the fact that while “we have only to interpret that which has a multiplicity of meanings” (69), the ‘symbolic’ nature of the art work—understanding ‘symbol’ now in Goethe’s sense of a ‘pregnant’ form that points to an inexhaustible system of connections and relevances—entails, in the words of Hölderlin, that in the last analysis “we are a sign without interpretation” (I73), that is, without a specifiable ‘final interpretant.’ This I take to mean that there is no ‘closure’ to the circle of interpretation, which is rather a spiral or a widening gyre. The unbounded nature of interpretation, that it makes up what Gadamer calls an historical-effective consciousness, is the hermeneutical correlative to the Peircean unlimited semiosis, which is, indeed, its condition of possibility. (Sheriff 1989 and 1994, and Johansen 2002, esp. 353-411, give pregnant indications of how to proceed here from a Peircean point of view.)

In his essay on ‘‘Art and Imitation” (in his 1986) Gadamer utilizes the analytical triad of expression, imitation, and sign to undertake an analysis of the significance of modern painting, with an eye to its general aesthetic relevance. Gadamer’s first thesis is that the concept of ‘imitation,’ understood as naturalistic resemblance or ‘copy,’ “seems inadequate for the modern age,” having been superseded, since the end of the 18th century by that of ‘expression,’ whose validity is itself challenged by the existence of kitsch, which Dufrenne would define as the substitution of emotion for feeling or affect. The classical concept of imitation, which aimed at the idealization of nature and held to the principle of ‘resemblance,’ and the concept of expression, which aimed at the “display of inner feeling,” lose their analytical and heuristic power when confronted with modern painting—which Murdoch’s (and Harriet’s) Giorgione definitely is not. We are accordingly led, so Gadamer claims, to the possible heuristic relevance of the concept of sign and sign language to explain, at least, the hermeneutical problems posed to us by modern painting. Gadamer admits, albeit in a most loose and elusive manner, that we ‘read’ paintings. But modern paintings, he contends, present us with a severe problem: “we no longer see these paintings as copies of reality that present a unified view with an instantly recognizable meaning” (95).  Viewers of Piero della Francesca’s or Caravaggio’s radically dissimilar ‘Flagellation’ or of Vermeer’s ‘Girl with a Pearl Earring’ might question, in the very heart of the ‘high tradition,’ the notion of an instantly recognizable meaning, which Gadamer strangely seems to identify with the ‘subject’ of the painting. Be that as it may, speaking of a painting such as Malevich’s ‘Lady in the City of London,’ Gadamer notes the extreme demand on the viewer to synthesize “the various different aspects and facets” of the painting which, however, “no longer appears as a perceptible totality with an expressible pictorial meaning” (95-96). There is a kind of “refusal of meaning” built into the painting’s pictorial language, which functions as a kind of shorthand. Gadamer concludes: “The concept of the sign [that is, a signifier with an assignable meaning] thus loses its proper significance and the modern language of painting increasingly tends to reject the demand for legibility in art” (96). 

What does Gadamer think would constitute an “adequate response” to the art of the past (that is, 20th) century if the concepts of imitation [Peircean iconicity], expression [Peircean indexicality], and sign [Peircean symbolicity] are unacceptable? Gadamer, in the end, true to Heidegger’s deepest insight, will not accept flat-out the Kantian repudiation of the conceptual or cognitive dimension of art and hence is hesitant to apply directly Kant’s philosophy to modern art, as, for example, Paul Crowther (The Kantian Sublime, Critical Aesthetics and Postmodernism, Art and Embodiment) or Jean-François Lyotard (Lessons on the Analytic of the Sublime) have tried to do.  But where is one to look for the key overarching category? Gadamer wants to return to a universalization of Aristotle’s fundamental concept of mimesis, which has, he insists, “an elementary validity” (97).  Aristotle connected imitation with “the joy of recognition” (98). “Recognition confirms and bears witness to the fact that mimetic behavior makes something present. However, this does not imply that when we recognize what is represented, we should try to determine the degree of similarity between the original and its mimetic representation” (98). Nevertheless, Gadamer goes on to assert that “the essence of imitation consists precisely in the recognition of the represented in the representation” without any advertence to a “real” distinction between representation and the represented. They share, in Langer’s sense, the same ‘logical form.’ Imitation, on Gadamer’s analysis, reveals “the real essence of the thing” (99): representation is intrinsically connected with recognition, that is, the cognizing of something as something. This process of ‘cognizing as’ is part of a process of self-recognition, of developing familiarity with the world and hence with ourselves, Harriet’s situation exactly. Self and world are correlative—and neither self nor world are things or stable substances. They are meaning fields. But without a binding tradition perhaps dependent upon ‘substance’ metaphysics and its demand for stability modern art becomes unable to be assimilated to a “purely objective pictorial representation of something” (100) and hence “the [traditional] concepts of imitation and recognition fail us and we find ourselves at a loss” (101). 

V.
Mimesis, Poiesis, and Semiosis

If that is our situation, what, in short, is being—or can be—imitated in the movement of ‘mimesis’ in the fundamental sense? 

Gadamer makes here a remarkable observation. For him mimesis, quite generally and not restricted to ‘imitation’ in any traditional sense,  “reveals the miracle of order that we call the kosmos” (101).  Modern art paradoxically bears witness to an essential task and achievement of all art: to reveal order as such and indeed “a spiritual energy that generates order” (103). Order—as ordering—transcends the distinction between objective and nonobjective art. 

... Art is present whenever a work succeeds in elevating what it is or represents to a new configuration, a new world of its own in miniature, a new order of unity in tension. This can occur whether the work presents us with specific cultural content and familiar features of the world around us, or whether we are confronted by the mute, yet profoundly familiar, Pythagorean harmonies of form and color.

From this remarkable observation Gadamer then draws a remarkable conclusion—remarkable in light of our discussion, that is. He writes: “If I had to propose a universal aesthetic category that would include those mentioned at the outset—namely expression, imitation, and sign—then I would adopt the concept of mimesis in its most original sense as the presentation of order” (103). Mimesis then refers—in ‘neoHumboldtian’ fashion no less, and really close to Cassirer’s semiotic position that arcs from ‘expression,’ through ‘representation,’ to ‘signification’—to “that spiritual ordering energy that makes our life what it is” (103). The work of art exemplifies the “universal characteristic of human existence—the never-ending process of building a world” (104) through polyform acts of sign-constituted perceptually embodied interpretative mimeses. Semiosis as ‘mimesis’ defines, even on Gadamer’s reckoning, the unbounded and moving ‘upper threshold’ of all productive and interpretative activity just as it defines its ‘lower’ perceptual threshold.  

The parallelism between the ‘receptive’ and the ‘productive’ dimensions of an ‘aesthetic encounter’ overlaps the distinction between the perceptual, the hermeneutical, and the semiotic dimensions. The work of art must have a ‘material carrier’ of some sort, without being identical with it. The art object, as Dewey put it, is not the art work. And this necessary materiality gives it the character of being an artifact, a shaped or made thing, no matter what the medium. Dewey, for his part,  clearly affirms that the artist perceives the work at various stages of its ‘realization,’ entailing a feedback relation as the work crystallizes the ‘generative insight’ which often only becomes concrete with the work’s development, even if it is dictated, as in Henry James’s late novels. The generative insight itself, however, is an interpretation, wedded to a possible expressive form, which, of course, is recognized as adequate only when the material media in which the art work is embodied are recognized to ‘fit.’ What is it an interpretation of? Langer would answer, the life of forms as embodying the logic of sentience. Works of art are expressive interpretations of the life of feeling, of the ways it feels to be in the world in every dimension and modality of human existence. But the ‘matter’ of works of art is ‘sign-bearing’ matter, not mere stuff. Its very perceptual reality is ‘semiotically’ relevant and presents us with an interpretative challenge. Choice of material configurations that ‘embody’ the work of art is a form of poiesis as a form of ordering. There is, consequently, a deep affinity, if not identity, between poiesis, mimesis, and ordering as themselves constitutive dimensions of semiosis. These ‘dimensions’—as well as the others we have been discussing--could are not to be considered hierarchically. The aesthetic dimension, in spite of being rooted in the affective/emotive dimension, the realm of affective tones, which is its superordinate matrix, should not be schematized in such as way that we look for hierarchically ordered sequencing as some universal pattern. Works of art effect a ‘partitioning’ of a complex continuum by structuring in dynamic, even revolutionary ways, foreground/background relations, just as language does (Thelin). When Dewey writes that art “intercepts every shade of expressiveness found in objects and orders them to a new experience of life” (1934, 110), this ‘interception’ is first and foremost a continuously creative and novel ‘drawing the line’ through an affective plenum, which ‘differentiates’ it. In this sense all aesthetic reception and production are ‘abductions,’ that is, discoveries, in which the perceptual, the hermeneutical, and the semiotic are factors in, but not types of, abductive processes. 
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