II*—REALISM AND RELATIVISM IN THE
THEORY OF ART

by John Hyman

Pluralism—the incommensurability and, at times, incompati-
bility of objective ends—is not relativism, nor, a fortiori,
subjectivism, nor the allegedly unbridgeable differences of
emotional attitude on which some modern positivists, emotivists,
existentialists, nationalists and, indeed, relativistic sociologists
and anthropologists found their accounts.

Isaiah Berlin'

ABSTRACT Some twentieth-century ideas about realism in the visual arts
are criticized, a new framework for thinking about realism is proposed, and
the analogy between languages and period styles in art is reassessed.

I

he use of the term ‘realism’ in ART history is so messy

and unclear that perhaps it should simply be abandoned.
It was once associated with terms such as ‘verisimilitude’ or
“fidelity to nature’, which now have a rather antiquated ring,
and which were in any case never satisfactorily defined. Realistic
art is said to include Greek painting and sculpture in the fifth and
fourth centuries BC; late Medieval and early Renaissance art, in
Italy and in Northern Europe; Dutch painting in the seventeenth
century; French painting in the mid-nineteenth century; and
disparate parts of twentieth-century art. So the term has an
extraordinarily broad scope. And it is understood in substantially
different ways. Sometimes it is assumed that a realistic work of
art is truthful; sometimes that it resembles the kinds of objects
that it represents; and sometimes that it produces the illusion of
seeing these kinds of objects face to face. More than eighty years

1. ‘Alleged Relativism in Eighteenth-Century European Thought’, repr. in The
Crooked Timber of Humanity (London: John Murray, 1990), p. 87.

*Meeting of the Aristotelian Society, held in Senate House, University of London,
on Monday, 25 October, 2004 at 4.15 p.m.
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ago, Roman Jakobson accused historians of art of acting as if
the idea of realism were ‘a bottomless sack into which everything
and anything could be conveniently thrown’.? The glossary of a
recent book about Renaissance art and literature describes the
term ‘realism’ as having so many applications as to be almost
vacuous.’

However, one powerful and original idea about realism in the
visual arts was disseminated for the first time in the twentieth
century, by Jakobson himself. It is that the representational
content of a painting or sculpture, like the meaning of a text,
depends on a system of conventions; and that the impression
of reality some works of art convey more forcibly than others
depends on the novelty or the familiarity of the system of
conventions that the artist used to represent his subject. To pro-
gressive critics, an established system of conventions will seem
tired and mechanical, and the impression of reality will be pro-
duced by novelty; whereas to conservative critics, an innovative
system will seem artificial and meretricious, and the impression
of reality will be produced by familiarity. For example:

A contemporary critic [i.e. a progressive] might detect realism
in Delacroix, but not in Delaroche; in El Greco and Andrej
Rublev, but not in Guido Reni; in a Scythian idol, but not in
the Laocoon. A directly opposite judgment, however, would have
been characteristic of a pupil of the Academy [i.e. a conservative]
in the previous century.*

Realism is therefore relative to the observer. Critics who describe
a work of art as realistic may imagine that they are referring
to an objective trait, which is independent of their outlook and
their taste. If so, they are mistaken.

In the 1920s, Jakobson’s idea about realistic art was liberating.
Daniel-Henri Kahnweiler declared that Picasso and Braque had
discovered that ‘the true character of painting and sculpture is
that of a script’; and had thereby freed the plastic arts from ‘the

2. R. Jakobson, ‘On Realism in Art’, pub. 1921, repr. in Language in Literature
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1987), p. 27.

3. This did not prevent the author from using it in the book’s title. A. Fowler,
Renaissance Realism (Oxford: OUP, 2003), p. 212.

4. Jakobson, op. cit., p. 23.
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slavery inherent in illusionistic styles’.> (He was their dealer at
the time.) And in the decades that followed several influential
art historians and philosophers advanced similar views. For
example, Leo Steinberg and Nelson Goodman each adopted one
aspect of Jakobson’s idea. On the one hand, Steinberg claimed
that we naively imagine new and refreshing styles are closer to
nature; whereas in fact the impression of reality is caused by
novel sets of conventions. And he drew the following conclusion:

The ineluctable modality of the visible—young Dedalus’s
hypnotic phrase—is a myth that evaporates between any two
works of representation. The encroaching archaism of old
photographs is only the latest instance of an endless succession
in which every new mode of nature-representation eventually
resigns its claim to co-identity with natural appearance. We
can therefore assert with confidence that ‘technical capacity in
the imitation of nature’ simply does not exist. What does exist
is the skill of reproducing handy graphic symbols for natural
appearances, of rendering familiar facts by set professional
conventions.®

On the other hand, Goodman claimed that the impression of
reality is produced by the conventions we are accustomed to:
‘The literal or realistic or naturalistic system of representation
[he writes] is simply the customary one.”’

I do not find either of these views convincing. On the one hand,
it cannot be true that every new mode of nature-representation
eventually resigns its claim to co-identity with natural appear-
ance, because not every new mode of nature-representation
makes this claim in the first place. Cubism, for example, never
did; and it would not have been plausible if it had. Besides,
it does not follow from the fact that there cannot be a final,
uniquely successful way of representing nature, that what is
naively described as a technical capacity in the imitation of
nature is really explained by ‘set professional conventions’. There

5. Daniel-Henri Kahnweiler, quoted in Y.-A. Bois, ‘Kahnweiler’s Lesson’,
Representations 18 (1987), pp. 33-68.

6. Leo Steinberg, ‘The Eye is Part of the Mind’, in Other Criteria (Oxford: OUP,
1972), p. 293.

7. Languages of Art, p. 38; cf. Goodman, ‘Realism, Relativism and Reality’, New
Literary History 14 (1983).
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may be as many different ways to skin a cat as there are taxider-
mists, but they are all constrained by the ineluctable modality
of feline anatomy. On the other hand, the realistic system of
representation cannot simply be the one to which spectators are
accustomed, because as an artistic style evolves, spectators are
inevitably less accustomed to innovative subjects and techniques
than they are to the ones these modify or replace. Hence, if
Goodman’s claim were true, an artistic style could never become
more realistic in the eyes of spectators living at the time. But
the historical record proves, on the contrary, that it does.

But if neither of these views is convincing, both are motivated
by an interesting thought, which we should not simply brush
aside, namely, that comparing artistic styles with conventional
systems of representation can teach us to be pluralists about art.
If we take the analogy between languages and period styles in
the visual arts seriously, it is thought, we shall be forced to give
up the idea that nineteenth-century Academic painting, or any
other favoured local style, is the most universal and genuine,
sanctioned by reason, and the destiny of all mankind. That is
why the plastic arts can be freed from ‘the slavery inherent in
illusionistic styles’ by the discovery that ‘the true character of
painting and sculpture is that of a script’; and it is why Roman
Jakobson claimed that ‘it is necessary to learn the conventional
language of painting in order to “see” a picture, just as it
is impossible to understand what is said without knowing the
language.”® The things we say are not inherently truer or more
faithful to reality if we say them in French; and they are not
inherently truer if we paint them in French either. As Meyer
Schapiro put it, in his 1937 essay on the nature of abstract art:

All renderings of objects, no matter how exact they
seem. .. proceed from values, methods and viewpoints which
somehow shape the image and often determine its contents.’

For my own part, I agree that we should take the analogy
between language and representation in the visual arts seriously,

8. Jakobson, op. cit., p. 21.

9. M. Schapiro, ‘The Nature of Abstract Art’, repr. in Modern Art: 19th and 20th
Centuries (New York: George Braziller, 1978), pp. 195f.
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and I shall return to it later. But I do not believe that paintings
are handy graphic symbols, or that painting and sculpture are
like scripts. These ideas are as confused as the old-fashioned
ones about verisimilitude and fidelity to nature, which they were
intended to replace. I also agree with Schapiro’s remark, that
representation invariably proceeds from values, methods and
viewpoints. This, I believe, is the point that historians of art
are (or at least should be) keen to defend. But it can be tempting
to embrace more extravagant and less defensible ideas, because
they would support the principles we really care about, if they
were true. For example, in her authoritative study of nineteenth-
century Realism, Linda Nochlin writes as follows:

The commonplace notion that Realism is a ‘styleless’ or
transparent style, a mere simulacrum or mirror image of visual
reality, is another barrier to its understanding as an historical
and stylistic phenomenon. ... The very aspirations of realism,
in its old naive sense, are denied by the contemporary outlook
which asserts and demands the absolute independence of world of
art from the world of reality and, indeed, disputes the existence
of any single, unequivocal reality at all. We no longer accept
any fixed correspondence between the syntax of language, or the
notational system of art, and an ideally structured universe.!?

The sound point here is that the visible world does not pre-
scribe or sanction any particular style of representation for the
world of art. But, as I hope to show, this point can be disentan-
gled from the metaphysical ideas it is combined with here, and
from the claim that art is a system of notation. I shall begin by
examining Goodman’s views about realism in detail. His is eas-
ily the most incisive argument against the traditional idea that
realism consists in fidelity to nature; and his positive doctrine
proceeds logically from this attack. If the argument fails, and the
positive doctrine is untrue, it will be instructive to discover why.

IT

As I have said, Goodman holds that ‘the literal or realistic or
naturalistic system of representation is simply the customary

10. Linda Nochlin, Realism (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971), pp. 14f.
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one.” Realism, he argues, is not a matter of fidelity to nature,
and cannot be measured by resemblance. For our judgements of
resemblance are influenced by our visual habits, and our visual
habits are influenced in turn by the kinds of pictures we are
used to seeing. Hence, resemblance cannot be a ‘constant and
independent’ standard against which pictures can be measured,
because ‘The criteria of resemblance vary with changes in
representational practice.’!!

Realism [Goodman concludes] is relative, determined by the
system of representation standard for a given culture or person
at a given time.!?

Whether or not this claim is true, however, it does not follow
from the observation that the art we see modifies our visual
habits and influences the resemblances we perceive, because
fidelity to nature may also be something which we must learn to
see and judge correctly, and because art may be a source from
which we learn. In a similar way, progress in the physical sciences
has enabled us to refine our observations of natural effects,
and these observations have in turn enabled us to test scientific
theories. There is nothing suspicious about this interaction
between theory and observation, and nothing that should make
us wonder whether we possess a ‘constant and independent’
standard, with which scientific theories can be assessed. Science
has sometimes progressed in this way, step by step, placing its
weight on one foot while it moves the other one; and there is no
reason why art should not sometimes do the same.

Besides, it is easy to exaggerate the extent to which our visual
experience is modified by art. Oscar Wilde famously remarked
that nobody had noticed the fog in London until it appeared
in impressionist paintings. But in fact, writers have generally
described optical effects long before painters learned to represent
them. For example, the spinning highlights on a chariot-wheel
were described by the Latin poet Prudentius many centuries
before Velazquez captured this effect in paint. The appearance of
sunlight on a wall is mentioned by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux;

11. Languages of Art, p. 39, n. 31.
12. Ibid., p. 37.
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but there is no record of it in twelfth-century painting. And a
Babylonian poem describes the sight of the earth as it appears
to a man flying up to the heavens on an eagle’s back: first it
is like an island in a river, then like a garden surrounded by a
ditch, and so on, until it finally disappears. When the earliest
surviving manuscript of this poem was written, in the seventh
century BC, no observation of this kind had ever been exploited
by a painter—whether in Mesopotamia or the Nile valley, China
or Greece."

Goodman’s claim that ‘the criteria of resemblance vary with
changes in representational practice’ must therefore amount to
more than this, if it is to bear the weight he places on it. And so it
does. In fact, it is a sign of his allegiance to a form of nominalism
which he summarizes in the claim that ‘predicates are labels.’!*
This claim is not defended with argument in Languages of Art,
but it is expounded in detail. It is, in effect, the book’s seminal
principle and eminence grise.

III

What is meant by the claim that predicates are labels, and what
bearing does it have on the theory of realism in art? To begin
with, the terms used to state the claim are to be understood as
follows.

First, Goodman uses the term ‘predicate’ in an unusually
liberal way. For example, the sentence ‘Socrates is wise’ would
normally be said to consist of the name ‘Socrates’ and the
predicate ‘x is wise.” The name is used to refer to the man
whom the sentence is about; and the predicate is used to say
something about him, to characterize him in some way. But
Goodman does not distinguish between the two parts of the
sentence in this way, and he calls proper names and other
referring expressions predicates, as well as verb phrases. So the
doctrine that predicates are labels applies to referring expressions
t0o." Secondly, Goodman explains his use of the term ‘label’ as

13. This example is mentioned in H. Schifer, Principles of Egyptian Art, trans.
J. Baines, revised edition (Oxford: Griffith Institute, 1986), pp. 82f.

14. Languages of Art, p. 57.
15. Ibid., p. 30, n. 25.
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follows: ‘Objects are classified by means of, or under, various
verbal labels’; and the labels denote ‘the no or one or several
members of that class’.!® Since we can combine things to form a
class in any way we please, he points out that an object is ‘one
of countless objects, and may be grouped with any selection of
them’; and he adds that ‘for every such grouping there is an
attribute of the object.’!” In other words, we can, in principle,
attach a label to the members of any group, however large or
miscellaneous it may be.

Hence, the doctrine that predicates are labels provides a
uniform explanation of the semantic function of referring
expressions and predicates: the name ‘Zeus’ denotes nothing,
because Zeus is a fiction; both the name ‘Xenophon’ and the
definite description ‘the author of the Anabasis’ denote a single
man—the same man in both cases, as it happens; the name ‘the
Ten Thousand’ denotes Xenophon’s army; and the predicates
‘x is snub-nosed’ and ‘x is wise’ denote Socrates, plus unknown
numbers of other men and women. The point of predication
is simply to say that two labels apply to the same individual
or group. For example, ‘Socrates is wise’ says that the labels
‘Socrates’ and ‘x is wise’ apply to the same individual; “The Ten
Thousand are courageous’ says that the label ‘x is courageous’
applies to each individual to whom the label ‘x is one of the the
Ten Thousand’ applies; ‘Only the Ten Thousand are courageous’
says that the label ‘x is one of the the Ten Thousand’ applies to
each individual to whom the label ‘x is courageous’ applies; and
SO on.

If we examine judgements about resemblance in the light of
this doctrine the results are striking. The significance of the
judgement that A resembles B in being snub-nosed remains clear,
for it is true if and only if A and B are both snub-nosed, that
is, if the label ‘x is snub-nosed’ applies to both A and B. But
it becomes difficult to explain what the unqualified judgement
that A resembles B means, for there is no particular label that
applies to each of a pair of things if and only if they resemble one
another. If we decide that A resembles B if and only if at least

16. Ibid., p. 30 & p. 31, n. 26.

17. Ibid., p. 32. In Goodman’s idiolect, the term ‘attribute’ merely signifies class
membership.
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one label applies to both of them, then A and B resemble each
other come what may, for if we want a label which applies to A
and B, the label ‘A or B’ will do nicely, whatever A and B may
be. And we cannot narrow the field by denying that A resembles
B unless many labels apply to both of them, since ‘A or B or
C’, ‘A or B or D’, ‘A or B or E’, etc. are bound to apply to A
and B. The only option that remains is to prefer some labels to
others, and the only basis for preference Goodman is willing to
acknowledge is that we are in the habit of using some labels
more than others. Hence, he concludes, ‘The “natural” kinds are
simply those we are in the habit of picking out.’'8

Goodman’s doctrine does not imply that we cannot make
reliable judgements of resemblance in familiar respects—that
we cannot reliably judge that A and B resemble each other in
being round or red, for example. But it does imply that the
unqualified judgement ‘A resembles B’ is merely an expression
of the various needs, customs and prejudices that fashioned our
habitual stock of predicates. And by the same token, it implies
that the judgement ‘A resembles B in form and colour’ stands
in just the same relation to our habitual stock of form- and
colour-predicates. ‘A resembles B in form and colour’ purports
to identify an overall resemblance in appearance between A
and B, and seems on the face of it to be as objective and
categorical as the judgements that A is round, or red. But if we
accept Goodman’s doctrine, ‘A resembles B in form and colour’
merely says that the same form-predicates and the same colour-
predicates from our favoured list apply to A and B. So, if the list
changed, the judgement would change too.

Since our experience is coloured by the predicates we use,
we perceive the kinships we invent and tend to imagine that
they are independent of us. As Montaigne says, ‘Whatever is
off the hinges of custom, is believed to be also off the hinges
of reason.’'” But if Goodman’s argument is sound, the truth
of the matter is that a/l affinities are elective; and if we claim
to perceive an especially close resemblance between a painting
by Giotto, Caravaggio or Vermeer and the kinds of objects

18. Ibid., p. 32.

19. Michel de Montaigne, ‘Of Custom, and That We Should not Easily Change a
Law Received’, Essays, tr. C. Cotton, ed. W. C. Hazlitt (London: 1877), Vol. 4, xxii.
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it depicts, we shall only succeed in expressing our allegiance
to, and our familiarity with, the system of representation that
these artists found congenial, and persuaded spectators to accept.
Hence, although the doctrine that predicates are labels does not
by itself imply that realism is ‘a matter of habit’,?’ or that realism
depends (as Goodman puts it) upon ‘how stereotyped the mode
of representation is, upon how commonplace the labels... have
become’,?! it makes these claims difficult to resist, if we start out

with the thought that realism is a matter of resemblance.

v

That is how the doctrine that predicates are labels challenges the
traditional view of realism as an objective quality we can perceive
in art, rather than a trait that habit encourages us to project. But
the doctrine is demonstrably false. I shall keep my comments on
it as brief as possible, since it has been decisively criticized on
more than one occasion in the past.?? In fact, there are just two
essential points. First, we can apply a predicate—such as ‘x is
wise’, ‘x is snub-nosed’, ‘x is round’ or ‘x is red’—to indefinitely
many things. This means that understanding a predicate cannot
merely involve knowing what objects it applies to: it must mean
knowing why it applies to those objects, and not others. If a
predicate were simply a label attached to the several members of
a class, it would be equivalent to an abbreviated list of names;
and so however many times we witnessed its use, there would be
nothing we knew that would entitle us to apply it, or refuse to
apply it, to a fresh case.

Secondly, if referring expressions and predicates were both
labels, as Goodman claims they are, predication would be
impossible. For either ‘A is F’ would simply juxtapose two
labels—Ilike ‘Zeus, Socrates’, for example—and therefore fail to
say anything; or it would be equivalent to a statement of identity,
1.e. it would purport to tell us that an object denoted by the label
‘A’ is identical with one denoted by the label ‘F’. But in that case,

20. Languages of Art, p. 38.
21. Ibid., p. 36.

22. See, for example, P. T. Geach, ‘History of the Corruptions of Logic’, repr. in
Logic Matters (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1972), pp. 44ff.
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‘A is F” would in effect be an abbreviation of the disjunction, ‘A

is identical with one of the following things:... or... or...’; and
hence, if it were true, it would be unmasked by analysis as the
tautology: ‘A = A or A =B or A = Cor...". ‘Socrates is wise’

may be a truism, but it is not a tautology.

It follows that Goodman’s doctrine is not an austere and faith-
ful explanation of what predication involves. It does not explain
predication, it abolishes it—by exaggerating the kinship between
class membership and predication and by conflating predicates
and names. In fact the predicate ‘x is round’ is not a name at-
tached to the several members of the class of round things—any
more than it is a name attached to the class of round things, or to
the property of being round—because it is not a name at all, and
it cannot be used grammatically as if it were one. The term we use
to refer to the class of round things is ‘the class of round things’,
and the term we use to refer to the several members of the class of
round things is ‘the several members of the class of round things’.
The predicate ‘x is round’ is equivalent to neither of these noun-
phrases. We use it to describe something as round, not to refer.

Since predicates are not labels, the use of resemblance to
explain realism cannot be impugned on the grounds that criteria
of resemblance are dictated by habits of classification. For there
is no reason to demand that the judgement that A resembles
B be supplemented by a list of the classes of which A and B
are supposed to be joint members. It is true that the judgement
will seem equivocal unless it is clear what sort of comparison is
intended. But this does not imply that there is nothing more to
one thing’s resembling another than our choosing to apply the
same labels to them, since there is no need for us to indicate
the sort of comparison we have in mind with a string of labels:
‘A resembles B in colour’ and ‘A resembles B in shape’ are
unambiguous as they stand. Resemblance cannot be reduced
to co-membership of a class; but the concept of resemblance
is not discredited by this fact, any more than the theory of
classes is.

\Y%

I have argued that we cannot make predications unless we can
both use words to refer to particular things, as for example we
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standardly use proper names, and use words to ascribe properties
to these things. For example, the sentence ‘Socrates is wise’
could not be used to say that Socrates is wise if there were
not linguistic conventions both for referring, by the use of a
personal name, and for attributing a property to the person
thereby referred to, by attaching a predicate to the name.
Conventions of both kinds are needed; and neither kind can
be assimilated to the other. Now pictures are not names or
predicates; nor are they combinations of the two. But this basic
difference between pictures and predications reflects another that
is equally basic, and that deserves more attention than it has
received.

A sentence which is capable of being used to say something
true or false—for example, one that combines a name with a
predicate—can be used to state (or to purport to state) a fact,
or to tell part of a fictional story. But there is a sense in which
the first way of using a sentence of this kind must precede the
second. By this I do not mean that a sentence which is used in a
fictional story must first have been used to state, or to purport
to state, a fact. What I mean is this. Telling fictional stories
involves an implicit agreement, or understanding, between the
speaker and her audience. Speaker and audience implicitly agree
to suspend a pragmatic convention, namely, the convention that
a sentence which can be used to state, or to purport to state, a fact
is—inter alia—being used to do so. But a convention cannot be
suspended unless it first exists. Hence, the use of language which
embodies this convention—the fact-stating use of language—
must already exist for the custom of telling fictional stories to
begin.

In the case of pictures, there is no analogue of the pragmatic
convention I have referred to. For example, there is no
convention to the effect that an engraving of a battle represents
a battle that was once actually fought; or that a painting
which depicts a man with a distinctive physiognomy is a
portrait. And if a convention of this sort were introduced, for
whatever reason, it could subsequently be dropped. Whereas the
linguistic convention could not be dropped, except perhaps in a
community in which there was no intention to pass on the use of
language from one generation to the next. So, what is said is, by
default, said to be so; but no similar assumption operates in the
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field of pictorial art. If it did, the poignant captions to Goya’s
series of prints The Disasters of War would be superfluous: Yo lo
vi. Y esto tambien. Asi sucedio. (I saw it. And this too. It happened
thus.)

So we have, on the one hand, the absence of rules or
conventions in the field of pictorial art which are analogous to
those involved in making predications; and, on the other hand,
the absence of a pragmatic convention analogous to the one
which accords priority to the fact-stating use of language over
its use in fiction. But now it should be obvious that these two
absences are not coincidental, because it is first and foremost—
and more pertinently, first—in the fact-stating use of language
that we are taught rules or conventions for referring to things
and for ascribing properties to things that are referred to. That is
why I said that the pragmatic convention could only be dropped,
if it could be dropped at all, in a community which did not
intend to pass on the use of language from one generation to the
next. So, the absence of an analogue of the pragmatic convention
and the absence of rules analogous to those involved in making
predications is not a coincidence, because the second absence
follows from the first.

In short, one use of pictures is analogous to the use of
words to describe particular historical events or situations, and
particular persons; but this is not the essence of depiction.
Reference and predication are rooted in reportage, and the
purely imaginative use of words is secondary or dependent; but
this is not true of depiction, which is at root an imaginative act.
No theory of art that disregards this fundamental difference can
be right. Jakobson and his followers did disregard it, because
they exaggerated the affinity between language and pictorial art.
By and large, they did so in a rather sketchy way, as when
Jakobson made the assertion I quoted earlier, that ‘it is necessary
to learn the conventional language of painting in order to “see”
a picture, just as it is impossible to understand what is spoken
without knowing the language.” The great merit of Languages
of Art is that Goodman formulated this assertion in a precise
and testable way for the first time. As a result, however, we
can see exactly why the idea of a ‘conventional language of
painting’ cannot play the role in art theory traditionally assigned
to ‘verisimilitude’ or ‘fidelity to nature’.
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VI

Let us return now to the general question of how the concept of
realism is to be understood. As we have seen, Goodman argues
that realism is relative—determined by the system of represen-
tation standard for a given culture or person at a given time.
Goodman’s nominalism makes this idea difficult to resist, if we
start out by assuming that a realistic picture is one that resembles
what it represents especially closely. Like many philosophical
ideas, it gets a leg up from the doctrine that it clamorously rejects.
But although I have argued that Goodman’s theory of realism
is false, I do not want to support the view that he opposes. The
truth, I believe, is less simple and more interesting than that.

If the term ‘realism’ does not merely record how stereotyped
or novel the mode of representation is, or how commonplace
the labels have become, we can begin to map the ground it
covers by drawing a rough distinction between subject-matter
and technique. Consider subject-matter first. In their book
Romanticism and Realism, Charles Rosen and Henri Zerner
argue that the great achievement of nineteenth-century Realist
painters was to make art out of trivial or banal material, without
ennobling or idealizing it, or making it picturesque.?* And they
point out that this is something novelists attempted too. Flaubert
comments on this in a letter to Louise Colet:

To write the mediocre beautifully, and at the same time to have it
retain its aspect, its shape, its very words, this is truly diabolical.?*

Realism, in this sense, is about the choice of subject-
matter and the manner in which it is treated. For example,
compare Ingres’ painting of 1808, The Valpincon Bather and
Degas’ inaccurately titled pastel of 1885, Woman Drying Herself
(Figs. 1 and 2). One salient difference between them is that the
surface of Ingres’ painting is almost transparent—the brush-
strokes are barely visible at all—whereas Degas compels the
spectator to attend to the individual strokes that were deposited
on the surface of the paper as the pastel crayon was rubbed back

23. C. Rosen & H. Zerner, Romanticism and Realism: Mythology of Nineteenth-
Century Art (London: Faber & Faber: 1984), p. 148.

24. Quoted in C. Rosen & H. Zerner, op. cit., p. 146. The translation is theirs.
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and forth. But if we set this difference in the use of materials to
one side, and focus on the way in which the theme of the nude
was treated by the two artists—if, in particular, we consider the
ungainly pose of the woman in Degas’ drawing, her feet planted
steadily on the ground, her bottom sticking out just enough to
balance the weight of her head, and the rapid gesture with which
she pulls her shift over her head—there is a sense, although it is
not the only available sense, in which this is the more realistic
treatment of the theme.

I do not mean to imply that realism in subject-matter is
confined to nineteenth-century European art. On the contrary,
it is ubiquitous. To take two examples more or less at random,
Beazley describes the Foundry Painter, who decorated red-figure
cups in the first quarter of the fifth century BC, as a Greek realist;
and although he apologizes for not wanting to discuss or define
realism as such, this is evidently what he has in mind.?> One
of Beazley’s examples is a small skyphos decorated with a boy
running off with a plate of cakes or fruits, carrying his hoop so
that he can run faster. We can contrast this boy with the golden-
haired Ganymede on a Bell krater by the Berlin Painter (to whom
I shall return shortly) gracefully trundling his hoop and carrying
a cock, a love-gift, in his outstretched hand.?® Again, Murillo’s
Four Figures on a Step is a realistic painting in this sense, whereas
Poussin’s The Holy Family on the Steps is not (Figs. 3 and 4). As
it happens, when Murillo’s painting was exhibited in New York
in 1925, it was described as ‘A Family Group [Presumed to be
Doiia Beatriz, wife of Murillo, and their three children]’. There
was not a shred of evidence for this identification of the group.
Perhaps it seemed the only way of doing justice to the impression
of reality the scene conveyed.

Realism in technique is a different phenomenon. For example,
compare the paintings on two Panathenaic vases, which were
made about fifty years apart (Figs. 5 and 6). On the earlier

25. ‘A Greek Realist’, in Greek Vases: Lectures by J. D. Beazley, ed. D. C. Kurtz
(Oxford: OUP, 1989), p. 78.

26. Regrettably, I was not able to include photographs of these vases in the
illustrations. The skyphos (Athens, National Archaeological Museum 14705) is
reproduced in Greek Vases: Lectures by J. D. Beazley, plate 64; the Bell-krater
(Louvre G 175) is reproduced in Martin Robertson, The Art of Vase-Painting in
Classical Athens (Cambridge: CUP 1992), Fig. 64.
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vase, which was decorated by the Euphiletos Painter in about
530 BC, the artist conveys the exertion of the burly runners
in a marvellously vivid way. But their anatomy is sketchy and
their posture is wrong. The second vase is very different. The
Berlin Painter prefers grace to exertion, and these men look as
if they are setting out for a gentle jog. But their anatomy is
depicted with a plausible economy of means and the forward
arm is placed, as it is in nature, opposite the forward leg. So the
differences we would have in mind if we described the Berlin
Painter as a more realistic artist than the Euphiletos Painter
are not differences in subject-matter. They are differences in the
technical resources he was able to control. The same would
be true if we described Masaccio’s Maesta as more realistic
than Duccio’s. The differences that would encourage us to
describe the later artist’s work as more realistic include a more
precise control of anatomy in the case of the vase-paintings,
and more successful modelling and perspective in the case of
altarpieces.

The distinction between subject-matter and technique is
rough, and paintings which are realistic by these two criteria
have traits in common. For example, rather as the Berlin painter
rejected the archaic formula for the running man, French Realist
painters rejected the academic repertoire of idealizing poses and
gestures—which, ironically, were ultimately derived from Clas-
sical Greek art. But the distinction is useful because it is mainly
in the study of realism in technique that nominalism has sown
confusion. In the remainder of this article, I shall define the main
elements of realism in technique, concentrating in particular on
Greek painting, and then discuss the general terms in which
the evolution of realistic techniques in pictorial art should be
understood. From now on, ‘realism’ means realism in technique.

VII

The first main element of realism is accuracy; but accuracy in a
specific form. Accuracy in general takes three forms: narrative
accuracy, which is the accurate representation of a story or an
episode within a story; iconic accuracy, which is the accurate
representation of a particular individual or place; and pictorial
accuracy, which is the accurate depiction of a kind of material
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or object or activity—such as water or satin, a palm tree or a
dove, sleeping, galloping or making love.

In each of these three forms, accuracy combines a degree of
individuation or precision with the avoidance of idealization,
fantasy, error and deceit. The history of these forms of accuracy
is of course entwined. But neither narrative accuracy nor iconic
accuracy alone is a reliable measure of realistic art. For example,
the scene of the Last Supper in Monreale Cathedral is as accurate
a representation of the gospel story as Leonardo’s painting in
Milan, but the second work is more realistic than the first; and
Giotto’s Expulsion of the Money-Lenders is a realistic painting,
but it is not an accurate representation of Herod’s temple.

However, pictorial accuracy is a salient characteristic of
realistic art. For example, the subject of each of the vase-
paintings I mentioned earlier can be recognized with equal
facility or speed and neither of these paintings is artificial or
unskilled. But the depiction of anatomy and posture on the later
vase is more accurate. By this I do not mean that it is more
accurate by fifth century standards. For when a man runs, his
forward arm is in fact opposite his forward leg. This was just as
true in 530 BC as it was in 480 BC, and as it is today. It was not
necessary to use a camera with a rapid shutter-speed in order
to discover this, as it was necessary in order to discover how
a horse gallops. But both of these discoveries made it possible
for artists to represent particular kinds of motion with greater
accuracy than before.

If I seem to be labouring an obvious point, I hope the reader
will accept that what is obvious to some people needs to be
proved to others. In fact, ‘accuracy’ has become a suspect term
in the eyes of many historians of art. The following passage from
a recent study of Greek vase-painting is a representative example
of a way of thinking that is now widespread:

Most stylistic histories treat Attic vase-painting as a quasi-
scientific adventure in accurate description. It is commonplace
to celebrate the objectivity of the artists, their powers of obser-
vation, and their tireless curiosity. In this way, representational
systems take on all the authority of science: dispassionate obser-
vation, not historical milieu, determines stylistic development.
The key maneuver here is not so much the equation of accuracy
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with quality, but the establishment of accuracy as a supposedly
objective criterion in the first place. For obviously there are
many ways of making an ‘accurate’ picture.?”

It is debatable whether it is more common today to celebrate
the objectivity of artists or to deny it. But in any case, this
passage is unconvincing for two reasons: first, if there are
many ways of making an accurate picture, it does not follow
that a judgement about the accuracy of a picture cannot be
objective. The plurality of ways does not imply the subjectivity
of judgements or results. Secondly, if observation plays an
important role in art, it does not follow that stylistic development
is unaffected by historical milieu. We are not forced to choose
between these explanations of stylistic change.

In fact, observation is at the heart of painting and sculpture at
all times and in every culture, even if it is mainly the observation
of other works of art. But the particular objects, qualities and
structures that are observed, and the techniques that are used to
observe them, are influenced both by forces within the artistic
tradition itself and by forces beyond it. This is true of painting
and sculpture, and it is true of other human pursuits as well:
farming, warfare and navigation, for example. In particular, it is
surely a truism that while science depends on observation, it does
not depend on observation alone, and observation alone does
not determine how science evolves, any more than it determines
the development of art. Hence, the sharp distinction this author
proposes, between the motor of development in science and
the motor of development in art, misrepresents the history of
both. The opposition between ‘dispassionate observation’ and
‘historical milieu’ is false.

In short, accurate observation is not a solitary or sovereign
principle in art any more than it is in science. For example, six-
pack abdomens and superficial veins did not appear on male
figures because a sculptor noticed for the first time that they exist
(Figs. 7 and 8). Furthermore, Greek art was not a department of
Greek science. The elaborate musculature of the dead Sarpedon
on Euphronios’s Calyx krater has much more to do with the
aesthetics of the gymnasium than with anatomy in sixth-century

27. R. T. Neer, Athenian Vase-Painting (Cambridge: CUP, 2002), p. 28.
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Greece. Nevertheless, the clarity, consistency and precision with
which Sarpedon’s muscles and the veins of the Riace warriors
are represented is unprecedented; and their accuracy can be
objectively assessed.?®

VIII

The second main element of realistic art is animation, which
combines mobility with the expression of emotion, character or
thought. For example, the first painful grimace on a surviving
vase appears in the tondo of a cup from about 500 BC, which
represents Achilles binding the wound on Patroclus’s arm (Fig. 9).
The tense expression on Patroclus’s face is marked by three
curved lines between his mouth and cheek. The vase-painter has
added a little white pigment to show him bearing his teeth with
pain. And he has also depicted him turning away from Achilles,
and bracing his foot against the tondo’s frame. (It looks as if
Patroclus’s mouth is turning down, but this is the effect of the
moustache. It works in same way as the moustache in Frans
Hals’s famously mistitled Laughing Cavalier, but in the opposite
direction.)

Xenophon records a conversation on this topic between
Socrates and the painter Parrhasios, whom Pliny describes as
‘the first to give liveliness to the face’.?” Parrhasios is at first
doubtful whether ‘the character of the soul’ can be represented
in a painting: ‘How could that be imitated, O Socrates, which
has neither proportions, nor colour... and is, in fact, not even
visible?” But he is rapidly persuaded that it is possible to
represent both ethos and pathos—both character and emotion—
by showing their physical expression in the gaze, the face and the
posture of the body, ‘both stationary and in movement’. We do
not have to believe that this conversation actually took place.
But the story reflects a lively interest among both artists and
philosophers in the expression of character and emotion, which
painting and sculpture amply documents.

28. For an interesting and controversial treatment of the relationship between art,
medicine and physiology in fifth-century Greece, see Guy P. R. Métraux, Sculptors
and Physicians in Fifth-Century Greece (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, 1995).

29. Pliny, Natural History, 35.67; Xenophon, Memorabilia, 3.10.
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Animation deserves to be mentioned separately because paint-
ings that are more realistic by other criteria, such as the
accurate depiction of anatomy or the control of modelling and
perspective, are commonly less realistic by this one. For example,
compare Cimabue’s Crucifixion with Simon Vouet’s Christ on the
Cross—bravely maintaining his contrapposto to the bitter end; or
compare the fresco of the Lamentation in St. Panteleimon, Nerezi
with William-Adolphe Bouguereau’s Pieta (Figs. 10-13). How-
ever, animation also points towards a much more general mea-
sure of realism, namely, the extent of the range of questions it is
possible to ask about a depicted scene: modality, as 1 shall call it.

IX

The overarching idea of modality is the key to understanding the
evolution of realism in pictorial art. For the principal measure of
realism—that is, realism in technique—is the range of questions
we can ask about a picture’s content: Is this man angry or
impassive? Is he despondent or alert? Is he Semitic or Egyptian?
Is he young or old? Is he fat or thin? Is his cloak made of linen or
of wool? Is he standing in the shade or in the sun? Is he running,
walking, jumping or standing still?

Consider the problem of depicting motion. As I have said,
Socrates persuades Parhassios that character and emotion can
be represented by showing their physical expression in the
posture of the body ‘both stationary and in movement’. But if
Xenophon had made Socrates ask Parrhasios whether motion
can be represented in a painting it is not difficult to imagine the
artist’s reply: ‘How could that be imitated, O Socrates, which
has neither proportions, nor colour... and is, in fact, not even
visible without change?’ In fact, however, four solutions to this
problem are particularly well known, and Parrhasios himself
certainly knew three of them. First, motion is generally not
depicted as such, but merely implied by a familiar pose, as it is
on the Panathenaic vases mentioned above. Secondly, a painter
can also depict the physical effects of motion, as the painter
of a fifth-century skyphos did, when he showed a girl’s hair
and the fabric of her dress pulled back by her motion on a
swing (Fig. 14). Thirdly, a painter can depict the side-effects of
producing motion, as opposed to the effects of motion itself.
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For example, Parrhasios himself is said to have painted a man
in a race in soldier’s armour dripping with sweat.*® Finally, an
artist can depict the appearance of motion, as Leonardo did in
a beautiful red chalk drawing of a copse of trees (Fig. 15). Blur
and shimmer are of course also effects of motion; but they are
optical effects, and not mechanical ones.

The last technique is worth dwelling on for a moment, because
only in this case is motion shown, and not merely implied. One
famous example is Velazquez’s Fable of Arachne, in which the
shimmering highlights on the spokes of a spinning-wheel float
in the space within its rim (Fig. 16). This remarkable painting
is commonly described as producing the illusion of movement.
For example, Gombrich describes it in this way.’! But the word
‘illusion’ is being used carelessly here. For there is no illusion:
nothing appears to be other than it is. On the one hand, the wheel
appears to be spinning, and it is spinning—just as the woman
behind the wheel appears to be teasing wool from the ball on
her distaff, and is. On the other hand, the surface of the painting
does not appear to shimmer or move. If the word ‘illusion’ is
used to describe this painting, this is really a kind of hyperbole,
which is quite misleading. What is remarkable about the painting
is that the motion of the wheel can actually be seen, and need
not be inferred from any other cues.

Gombrich’s description of Velazquez’s painting as producing
‘the illusion of movement’ is not a slip. In Art and Illusion, he
defines realism in terms of a picture’s psychological effect, and
he thinks of this effect as an illusion. ‘The history of art...’
he writes, ‘may be described as the forging of master keys for
opening the mysterious locks of our senses to which only nature
herself originally held the key.3? I shall comment on this view
in more general terms shortly. But Gombrich is also aware of
the idea of modality, and he illustrates it with characteristic
simplicity and flair:

As soon as the Greeks looked at the Egyptian figure type from
the aspect of an art which wants to ‘convince’, it undoubtedly
looks unconvincing. It is the reaction we express when we speak

30. Pliny, Natural History, 35.71.
31. E. H. Gombrich, Art and [llusion, fifth edition (Oxford: Phaidon, 1977), p. 192.
32. Ibid., p. 304.
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of its ‘rigid posture’. It might be argued that this reaction itself
is due to our Greek education; it was the Greeks who taught us
to ask ‘How does he stand?” or even ‘Why does he stand like
that?’. Applied to a pre-Greek work of art, it may be senseless to
ask this question. The Egyptian statue does not represent a man
standing rigidly or a man standing at ease—it is concerned with
the what, not the how. To ask for more might have struck an
Egyptian artist as it would strike us if someone inquired the age
or mood of the king on the chessboard.??

I do not want to endorse the idea that Egyptian art was not
intended to convince. Indeed, I am not sure what the word
‘convince’ here is supposed to mean. But the principal idea in
this passage—that there are questions we can address to some
works of art which it would be senseless to address to others—
is clear and, I believe, correct. The key word here is ‘senseless’.
Animation combines mobility with expression; but once these
qualities can be depicted, immobility and absence of expression
can count as much as their opposites, as, for example, the slack
body and mute face of the dead Christ in the Lamentation in
Nerezi confirm (Fig. 12). The fundamental division, where the
depiction of the passions is concerned, is between cases in which
the question “What does this person feel?” makes sense, and cases
in which it cannot properly be raised at all.

X

If modality is the key to understanding the development of
realistic art, two important results follow. First, we can turn
the analogy between language and representation in the visual
arts against Goodman’s claim that ‘the literal or realistic or
naturalistic system of representation is simply the customary one’
and Steinberg’s view that a realistic style is merely a novel set
of conventions for making graphic signs. Secondly, we can show
that realism and illusionism are fundamentally different concepts.
I shall enlarge on these two points in turn.

First, if artistic styles are compared to languages, it is possible
to assume that they differ in the way that different systems

33. Ibid., p. 114.
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of rules do, when they provide different ways of recording
information, without differing in the information they can be
used to record. This mistake can result from confusing a
comparison between two languages with a comparison between
two scripts or codes. For example, the hieroglyphic and hieratic
Egyptian scripts do not differ in the information they can be
used to record; and neither do Morse code and Semaphore.
When Kahnweiler says that ‘the true character of painting and
sculpture is that of a script’, and when Gombrich describes ‘the
tricks of how to draw this or that—a cat for instance’ as ‘simple
methods of coding’,* their remarks can therefore dispose us to
assume that the modality of pictorial art is always essentially
the same. But if we distinguish between languages on the one
hand, and scripts or codes on the other, we should not be
tempted to make this false assumption. For languages differ
widely in their expressive powers. For example, the Psalms are
not inferior as poetry to Shakespeare’s sonnets; but the language
at Shakespeare’s disposal was much richer than the language
available to the Psalmist. Again, ‘All happy families are alike’
can probably be translated into every human language that is
known; but the same is not true of ‘Energy is equivalent to mass.’

Hence, the analogy between styles and languages or between
paintings and texts should not encourage us to accept that
realism is relative to a spectator or a community of spectators, or
that it is ‘determined by the system of representation standard
for a given culture or person at a given time’. For if pictorial
styles are compared to languages, we should not compare
the difference between the pictorial techniques available to a
contemporary of Polygnotus or Giotto and to a contemporary
of Apelles or Leonardo to the difference between Morse code
and Semaphore or to the (different) difference between English
and French. We should compare it to the difference between
the English of Beowulf and the English of Paradise Lost. The
technical resources of pictorial art are always limited in their
expressive range, as languages are also bound to be; and these
technical resources, like languages, can expand to express new
ideas and new observations. Naturally, they can also expand
in different directions. For example, the series of questions

34. Ibid., p. 16.
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I used to introduce the idea of modality was chosen with
Greek painting specifically in mind, and would not help us to
describe the development of Chinese landscape painting in the
Song Dynasty. Hence, there is no single trajectory that realistic
traditions in pictorial art are bound to follow, and no single
destination towards which they must all progress. But in any
artistic tradition, the periods of rapid expansion in modality are
the periods in which the realistic motive is especially marked.

Turning to the second point, realism and illusionism are
sometimes equated, as we have seen. This is one of the main
themes of Gombrich’s book Art and Illusion; and Clement
Greenberg’s influential essay ‘Modernist Painting’ is founded on
the same idea:

Realistic, naturalistic art had dissembled the medium, using art
to conceal art; Modernism used art to call attention to art.
The limitations that constitute the medium of painting—the flat
surface, the shape of the support, the properties of the pigment—
were treated by the old masters as negative factors that could be
acknowledged only implicitly or indirectly.3?

One could be forgiven for finding this remark puzzling. For
anyone who has wandered through a gallery of European art will
be aware that painting did not invariably aspire to the condition
of trompe ['oeil before Courbet. Not every painter drew the
spectator’s attention to the surface as emphatically as Titian, El
Greco, Rembrandt or Frans Hals; but equally, few were as intent
on erasing it as, say, Pieter Claesz or Gerrit Dou. In any event,
the theoretical point that needs to be emphasized is that although
the illusionistic potential of realistic painting has at times been
greatly admired, illusionism is not the same as realism itself.
Constable once said that art pleases by reminding, not deceiving.
The old masters can be assumed to have known this too.

A painting is illusionistic to the extent that a spectator finds
herself unable to see its surface as a surface. In some cases,
a painting’s appearance may not even disclose the fact that it
is a painting until the spectator moves around it, or looks at

35. Clement Greenberg, ‘Modernist Painting’, repr. in The Collected Essays and
Criticism 4, ed. J. O’Brian (Chicago, IlL.: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1993), p. 86. Similar
remarks occur frequently in Greenberg’s writings.
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it closely, although we should not forget Ruskin’s percipient
remark that trompe ['oeil invariably has ‘some means of proving
at the same time that it is an illusion’.’® But there is generally
no difficulty in seeing the surface of a realistic painting as a
surface; and most realistic paintings do not use art to conceal
art, even at first glance. Furthermore, it is a familiar fact that
a painting which is generally found to be illusionistic in one
time or place may not be found to be so in another. But we are
misrepresenting the significance of modelling and perspective
if we say, for example, that Masaccio’s Maestd was realistic
relative to a spectator in fifteenth century Pisa, but is not
realistic relative to a spectator in twentieth century London; or
that it has become less realistic with the passage of time.

Consider perspective. It is obvious in the case of the bronze
reliefs by Donatello and Ghiberti, which are among the earliest
examples of Renaissance perspective, that trompe ['oeil cannot
be in question; and the same is evidently true of prints. But it is
generally true also of paintings, because the use of perspective
does not prevent the flatness of the painted surface and the
substance of the pigment from being visible to a spectator. For
example, Tintoretto’s dramatic paintings of the discovery and
theft of the body of St. Mark are at the same time elaborate
exercises in chiaroscuro and perspective and vivid records of
the motion of the brush. These two aspects of the paintings are
perfectly consistent; and perspective is not being used here to
dissemble. Perspective is an indispensable tool for certain kinds
of illusionistic painting, especially for large scale architectural
trompe ['oeil. But of course the end is not the same thing as
the means.

In short, the principal measure of realism in pictorial art is
not the tendency of a picture to deceive the eye, or to elicit the
same kind of response as the scene in the picture would, if we
saw it face to face. It is not the quantity of information a picture
records, or the ease or rapidity with which this information is
retrieved by the spectator. And it is not how novel the ‘labels’
or the ‘handy graphic symbols’ used by artists are or how
commonplace they have become. The development of realism

36. John Ruskin, Modern Painters I, in The Complete Works of John Ruskin, ed.
E. T. Cook & A. Wedderburn (London: George Allen, 1903), vol. 3, p. 100.





