Art History as a ‘Science

Observation and the Role of ‘Theory’



‘The visitor must learn some physics before he can see what the physicist sees.
Only then will the context throw into relief those features of the objects which the

physicist sees.

[...]

This obtains in all seeing. Attention is rarely directed to the space between the
leaves of a tree, save when a Keats [poem] brings it to our attention

[...]

There is a sense, then, in which observation is a theory-laden undertaking.
Observation of x is shaped by prior knowledge of x.’

Norman Hanson, Patterns of Discovery (1958) in Stuart Brown, ed., Conceptions of
Inquiry (London, 1981) pp. 267-9



‘[Art history] has nothing whatsoever to do with deduction or
speculation: what it publishes are not aesthetic judgments, but
historical facts which might then serve as a subject for inductive
research. The benchmarks of the history of art are as little of an
aesthetic nature as political history serves as the subject for moral
judgments [ ... ] the question whether a painting is beautiful or not is
actually not in any way justifiable in the history of art, and the
guestion for instance of whether Raphael or Michelangelo, Rembrandt
or Rubens achieved greater perfection is an art historical absurdity. |
can imagine the best history of art in which the word ‘beautiful’ does
not at all occur. Art historical judgments are limited to the conditions
under which a work of art was created, as these are discovered
through research and autopsy.

Moriz Thausing

‘The Place of Art History as an Academic Discipline [Wissenschaft]’
(1873)

Moriz Thausing (1838-1884)



The aestheticizing approach has been a great disadvantage for the reputation of a discipline
which has only recently been successfully inaugurate ... It created the impression that
history of art represented a sort of intellectual sofa — a sort of snack which carries with it
the threat of indigestion - and not a hearty intellectual fare, a field fraught with difficulties
and satisfaction like any other scholarly endeavor. For these reasons, the history of art has
been unnecessarily often associated with aesthetics, and we are here all the more

admonished to clarify the distinguishing characteristics more strongly than the common
elements.

Moriz Thausing

‘The Place of Art History as an Academic Discipline [Wissenschaft]’ (1873)
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R: Giorgio Vasari — Self Portrait (1566-68)

L: Giorgio Vasari — Frontispiece of The Lives of the
Most Excellent Architects, Painters and Sculptors
(Florence, 1550)



Furthermore ...

‘| have endeavoured not only to record
what the artists have done but also to
distinguish between the good, the better
and the best, and to note with some care
the methods, manners, styles and
behaviour and ideas of the painters and
sculptors. | have tried as well as | know how
to help people who cannot find out for
themselves to understand the sources and
origins of various styles, and the reasons for
the improvement or decline of the arts at
various times and among different people.’

Vasari, Lives of the Artists, Preface to Part 2,
p. 84.

Cimabue — Flagellation of Christ (1280s)
(Frick Collection, New York)



‘Although Giotto’s fame obscured
his ... Cimabue was, as it were, the
first cause of the renewal of the art
of painting. Giotto, although he
was his pupil ... aspired even higher.
It was Giotto who opened the door
of truth to those who have
subsequently brought the art of
painting to the greatness and
perfection it can claim in our own
century.’

Vasari, Lives of the Artists,
‘Cimabue,’ p. 55.

Giotto — Kiss of Judas (1305) Arena
Chapel, Padua.
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‘The history of the art of antiquity
that | have endeavoured to write is
no mere narrative of the chronology
and alterations of art .... The history
of art should inform us about the
origin, growth, change and fall of art,
together with the various styles of = o)
peoples, periods and artists ....] ' e e
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‘Just as visible and understandable as the influence of
climate on appearance is, secondly, its influence on
ways of thinking, to which external circumstances also
contribute ... The way of thinking of Eastern and
southern peoples, as well as that of the Greeks, is
evident in their works of art. Among the former
peoples, figurative expressions are as warm and fiery
as the climate in which they live, and the flight of
their thoughts often takes them well beyond the
bounds of possibility ...

By contrast, the Greeks, who lived in a moderate
climate ... Their imagination was not exaggerated as
with the Eastern and southern peoples ...’

Winckelmann, History of the Art of Antiquity (Los
Angeles, 2006) p. 121.
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The Idea of Positive Science

‘... just like the physical sciences, research [into culture] culminate in the establishment of constant
relations between facts; the discovery of these dependencies in the physical sciences has given men
the ability to anticipate and modify events in nature; an analogous discovery in the moral sciences
must be able to provide men with the means to anticipate and modify to a certain degree historical
facts.

‘The entire secret of our practical progress, 300 years, is encapsulated here: we have separated out
and defined pairs of facts, such that whenever the first appears, the second one never fails to follow

’

Hyppolite Taine, Essais de Critique et de I’Histoire (Paris, 1858) p. xxiv and xxvv



The ldea of Positive Science (2)

‘The key ideas are as follows: (1) An emphasis upon verification (or some variant such as
falsification): Significant propositions are those whose truth or falsehood can be settled in some way.
(2) Pro-observation: What we can see, feel, touch, and the like, provides the best content or
foundation for all the rest of our non-mathematical knowledge.

lan Hacking, ‘Positivism’ from Hacking, Representing and Intervening (Cambridge, 2012) p. 41



The Historical Critical Method

Origins in the interpretation and criticism of biblical and classical texts:

Barthold Georg Niebuhr (1776-1821) - Roman History (Berlin, 1811-1832)
David Strauss (1806-75) — The Life of Jesus, critically Analysed (Tibingen, 1835-36)
Leopold Ranke (1795-1886) — German History in the Age of the Reformation (Berlin, 1839-47)

Based on systematic and critical reading of historical source texts

Guided by belief in objectivity and idea of presenting history ‘as it really was’ (Ranke)
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Carl Friedrich von Rumohr (1785-1843)

Author of Italienische Forschungen (ltalian
Enquiries) (Berlin, 1827)

Pioneer of the ‘Philological Method’
borrowed from historians at the Humboldt
57 University, Berlin

Friedrich Groger
Portrait of Carl Friedrich von Rumohr (1802)



‘The reader should not expect any literary
accomplishment ... when establishing
individual facts that provided a point of
support in obscure periods, | found it
necessary to present them in an intricate
manner and their connections extensively,
since any benefit that | can bring to others
with my work rests on the reliability of the
details, | can assure, have been fully
weighed up, examined and inspected in
every way.

Rumohr, Italienische Forschungen, Vol. |, p.
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1827.
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ded godlften Sahrhunbdertd faum begonnen, die Umriffe toic-
derum g filllen, fonft e Holldunfeld nodh durchaus entbehrte,
bicFe Umriffe fehen lief, und im Ulgemeinen su einer toidvic
gent Kiirge der Proportion hiniberneigte, Wir lernen ausd ¢is
nem Gemdlbe der dfentlichen Gallevie ju Siena, bdaff diefe
rohe Manier in Toscana mindeftend bid auf dag Jahr 1215
noc) in Gebraudh) getwefert. -

Auf diefern Gemdlde, tweldyed nach dem Katalog et
Gallerie, &, 18, in ber Kirche S. Salvatore della Berardenga
gefunden tworden, lieft man am NRanbde:

~~ ANNO DNI MILLESIMO: CC. XV: MENSE .

NOVEMBRI: HEC. TABVLA. FACTA. EST:
Sn der Mitte der Tafel, welche von mdfiger Hohe, grofiever
Breite, fit cine flach exhobene Geftalt, twelche gleich dem abri
gent tibergypfe und mit Sold und Favben bemalt iff, Chriftus
in Glorie, an den vier Ecfen die befannten Jeichen der Eoans
geliften; alles in der Ynordnung, jenem Blatte ded oben bes

\ seichneten Bibelcoder von SNonte Amiata nicht undhnlich. Au-
ferhalb ber Glorie lieft man: THS; — bad gegenuiberfichende
Monogramm ift erlofchen; die griechifche Abkirsung davf ungd
bice nicht Befremden, Dda fie feit den dltefen Beiten auch in
ber lateinifchen Rivche 1blich, oielleicht durch ihre fremdartige
Crfdeinung dunfler und heiliger war *).  Su beiden Seiten

*¥) Nach den beFannten Monogrammen: A. )%. Q. ober IHC.
XPC, haben SBerfdyicdene geglaubt, bey italienifdhen IMalereven il-
ven griechifchen Uefprung befimmen ju Ednnen. Diefe Monogramme
und Seichen waren indefi feit den diteften Beiten bey lateinifdyen
Snfdyeiften und in anderen Denfmalen des Weftens in Gebraudy
geblieben, mie man in Ermangelung eigner Anfdauung aus Bofio,
Boldetti, Ciampini und andeven eclernen Fann. — Yus nach-
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fonnen, die fragliche Umsvandlung der italienifchen, wenigftens
der fofcanifchen Maleren fop das Werf ber feidberen Decen:
nien ded drepjehnten Fabrhunderts.

Die unumgdngliche Borausfesung eines gedeihlichen Wi

fFeng in den BVortheilen, Handhabungen, Formen der neuen

italienifeh -+ griechifchen Kunfiart tvar denn nun allerdings die

¢ben Damal8 eingefrefenc, junehmende Cmpfanglichfeit file
tedinifche  Forderung ober geiftige Steigerung der bildenden
Runfte.  Unter den dufeven BVeranlaffungen, weldhe ier, toie
uberall, bingugetvirfe Haben, tvar indef bdie Croberung von
Conftantinopel durc) Franfen und Staliener offenfundig und
cinlenchtend die michtigfie. —  Die Benegianer fcheinen auf
bie KofilichFeie Firchlicher Kunfifchige der Byjantiner fi) Deffer
verfianden ju Haben, al8 bie Friegerifchen Pralaten und muthis
gen Nitter der Franfen. BVillehardouin enthdlt, bey oiel
allgemeiner Berunbderung der Pracht bygantinifcher Baufunfe
und Lebenseinvichtung, durchaus feine in dag Eingelne gehende
Kunfinachricht *). Dagegen haben wir lange BVergeichniffe von
Biichern, Kleinoden, Gerdthen, toelche die Benegianer qus den
Rivchen der Dauptftadt follen entnommen Haben **).  Uebers

*) Villehardouin, Geoffroy de, hist. de la conquéte de
Constantinople. Paris 1657. fo. p- 8L. — Wom Brande, welcher
der Eroberung poranging. — ,Les barons de V'armée edrent grande
compassion, de voir ces hautes Eglises et ces riches palais ,,fondre
et abaissier. — Kt les grandes rués marchandes avec des riches-

ses inestimables toutes au Seu**

*¥) ©. Alter, §r. €, philologifch-Frit. Miscelaneen. Wien
1799. XVIL (&. 234). Wo ,,lber eine lit. artififche Plinderung
tu Anfang des drepiehnten Sabrhunderts’’ die wichtige Stelle der
Chronit des Dorotheus (Vener 1778. 4. p. 397 f) durdy Ver-
gleichungen und {hagbare Demerfungen erldutere mwird.




Gustav Friedrich Waagen
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(1794-1868) e
Hubert und Johann van Epck.

Director of the Art Gallery,
Berlin
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First catalogue raisonnée
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‘The information preserved for us by Vasari about
Johann van Eyck, especially about his invention of oil
painting and its dissemination across Italy, has been
contradicted in many ways, and moreover its
credibility has been challenged due to his claim that
he has no source. It cannot be denied, he provides no
guarantor for what he says about van Eyck. And yet
he is not entirely silent about his sources. In the
paragraph where he deals with van Eyck and many
other Netherlandish painters, he says, when
discussing the painter Lambert Lombard: “Domenico
Lansonio of Liege, a highly learned man with fine
judgement in all matters,

told me many things about the excellent qualities of

this Lambert in his letters”’

Waagen, Uber Hubert und Johann van Eyck, pp. 4-5
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~ file angebe, angefocjeen worden *).  Audy upefie

nidyt {dugnens daf ev fiie das, was e dber'J. v. -

fihee. € hat jedoch tiber feine Quellen nidyt gings

lidy gefdwicgen. Sn dem Abfchnitte ndmlich, worin
ev von dem . v. €pF und viclen andern nieders

landifdyen Kiinfilern Handelt, fagt er, nady Crwah:

nung des Malers Lambere Lombard: ,,Bon den teeffs
menicoCanfonio von Cdttid, cin in den Wiff

fenfdpaften vicl cefohener Mann, und in allen Dins

gen von grofiem Urtheile, duvd) feineBDriefe mu
Nadyridten mugetbeilt” oy
- €r. erwdhnt davauf hody uamemlad} einer %m
graphie des Lombard in lateinifdyce Opradie, welde
er von demfriben crbalten habe, und gibt den Jns
hale ‘,I'eiuw erfien Driefes vom Jahre 1564 an.

Diefer Lampfon, damals Secretair des Bijdofs von

') &, zambmm in_ der . Borrede st Cennino Cenmm :
Trattato della p:tl.ura Roma 1821. p. 37.

") ©. den Sten Band. p. +71. der ﬂnsgabc m!d,u um
1648 Bis 1665 ju Bologna in 5 BVinden in Quart erfthienen

¢+ ift, von benen der erfte die beiden erfien Theife, die andern

beiden aber den dritten Theil des ABerfs enthalten. - Unfere
Gitate besichen fid) immer auf Ddiefe Ausgabe, da wir nidt Ges
Tegenbeit Batten, eine andere, Beffere benugen ju founen. .




Positivism and its problems



Examples of Art Historical Positivism

Research into who painted / sculpted / engraved / installed what, where
and when (questions of provenance, attribution etc.)

Research into the life history of artworks (who owned them, how much
they were sold for etc.)

Catalogues raisonnées
Topographical Studies
Iconological dictionaries



‘Research into sources leads, as every expert

knows, to the singular item; hence the
results of my research disintegrated into a
series of ragged treatises, for which | could
provide no external coherence. In order to
avoid repetition of this, it therefore seemed
all the more necessary to determine the
point of view from which | was grasping the
individual objects. | was thereby prompted,
against my wishes and initial purpose, to
reach into the domain of theory ...

Rumohr — Italienische Forschungen, p. ix

IX
lidh erwogen und auf alle Weife gepriife und gefich
tet fworden. . '

So viel von dem Jufalte der wenten Abthei.
lung diefer Sdrift, welde bder erfien unmittelbar
nadyfolgen foll. Dod auch von diefer werde idy er-
wafnen miffen, weshalb und wie fie entffanden.

Urfundlide  Forfhungen fiifren, wic ¢ Sadhs
Funbdigen befannt ift, gav fehe ing Cingelne; und fo
gerficl audy das Crgebniff der: meinigen in cine Reifje
abgeriffence Abhandlungen, denen idh Feine dufiere BWers
bindung u geben wufite,.  Deffo mehr fhien e8 mir
nothig, um Wicderholungen aucyuweichen, von porn
ferein den Standpunct gu begeidhnen, aug weldhem idh
dag Cingelne aufgefafit. Hicdurd) ward ich tiber mei-
nen Wunfdy und crfien Jwec hinaus veranlaft, in
dag. @cbict der Theorie hintiber gu greifen, was der
reinfte Wille, dag Gedeifien der Kunft und den unges
tedbten Genuf ifree Werfe gu fordern , audy bey des
nen entfhuldigen mag, weldye auf die Sadhe minder,

mefie auf die Form fehen.

Allcin audy in hiftorifder Begichung bedurfte das

Bereingelte und - Abgeriffene cines  gemeinfdafelichen

i




‘The hundreds of pictures in a gallery ...
Art History places them in a context
they do not possess in themselves, and
for which they were not painted, and
from which there arises a sequence, a
continuity, under the influence of which
the painters of these pictures stood
without being aware of it/

Gustav Droysen, Historik. Enzyklopddie
und Methodologie der Geschichte
(1858) (Munich, 1958) p. 35

David Teniers the Younger
Archduke Leopold in his Art Gallery in Brussels (1647-51)



‘... if historians are to contribute distinctive knowledge, annals of events have to be ordered
according to some principle. The alternative ... amounts to nothing more than a “planless
conglomeration of human actions.” But what might serve as an ordering principle? This
guestion in turn raises other questions. Does history have meaning? Shape? Pattern?

Direction? Stages?’

John Hall, Cultures of Inquiry (Cambridge, 1999) p. 35.



Alois Riegl
Late Roman Art Industry (1901)

‘Scientific’ Art History here means grounding it in:
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* The psychology of Johann Friedrich Herbart (1776-1841)
* The aesthetic theory of Robert Zimmermann (1824-1898)
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Sought to understand the visual style of late Roman art as
expression of late Roman ‘Kunstwollen’ (formal artistic impulse)
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Based on theory of history of perception:
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1. Nahsicht (proximate vision, with an emphasis on tactile
engagement with the external world)
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2. Normalsicht (a combination of tactile and visual engagement)

3. Fernsicht (a distanced vision, based purely on visual
engagement)
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... from the viewpoint of modern taste it seems absolutely impossible that there should ever have been a
positive Kunstwollen directed towards ugliness and non-animation, as we seem to see it in late Roman art.
But everything depends on our understanding that the aim of the fine arts is not completely exhausted
with what we call beauty ... but that Kunstwollen may be directed towards the perception of other forms
of objects ... one must first demonstrate the existence of laws specific to late Roman art.’

Riegl, Late Roman Art Industry (Vienna, 1901) p. 6



Alois Riegl
Late Roman Art Industry (1901)

Key focus of analysis:

1. figure / ground relation

2. relation between figures and space

His argument =

1. the history of perception is reflected in the changing
relationship between these in art, and

can also explain the specific aesthetic qualities [‘style’] of
classical art (especially late Roman art)
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L: Bust of Constantine the Great (4t Century CE)
R: Bust of Cato the Elder (15t century BCE




‘... the ultimate aim of the visual art of the whole of antiquity was the representation of external
things in their clear material individuality, and thereby in contrast to the accidental appearance of
things in nature, to avoid and minimize anything that might cloud or weaken this direct convincing
impression of material separateness.’

Riegl, Spétromische Kunstindustrie p. 17

‘The art of antiquity ... had deliberately to deny and suppress the existence of space, for it was
detrimental to the clear appearance of absolutely isolated individuality of external objects in the
work of art.

Riegl, Spétromische Kunstindustrie p. 18



‘In ancient Egyptian art there is ... just planar composition, while it evidently deliberately avoided spatial
composition ... Relief figures are kept flat, so that a minimum of shadow is visible; they must therefore be
enjoyed by being viewed close up [Nahsicht] because the further one moves away from them, the blunter
and flatter the surface will necessarily appear to be ...

Riegl, Spédtromische Kunstindustrie p. 52

‘Two phenomena accompanied the decisive transition to an optical perception of things ... First, the
viewer is placed at a distance, whereby the tactile material existence of things withdraws in favour of
their mere chromatic appearance ... we call this distancing “viewing from afar” [Fernsicht] in contrast to
“viewing from close up” [Nahsicht] ... Second, there is a heightened appeal to the experience, the
consciousness of the viewer.

Riegl, Spdtromische Kunstindustrie p. 64



L: Etruscan relief (ca. 7th century BCE)

R: Sarcophagus of Junius Bassus (359 CE)




'Normalsicht’

Hegiso Relief (ca. 400 BCE)




The problem of ‘objectivity’



Max Weber (1864-1920)
‘Objectivity in Social Science and Social Policy’

‘The quality of an event as a “social-economic” event is not
something which it possesses “objectively.” It is rather conditioned
by the orientation of our cognitive interest, as it arises from the
specific cultural significance which we attribute to the particular
event in a given case.

‘There is no absolutely "objective" scientific analysis of culture. ...
All knowledge of cultural reality ... is always knowledge from
particular points of view. ... An “objective” analysis of cultural
events, which proceeds according to the thesis that the ideal of
science is the reduction of empirical reality to “laws,” is
meaningless [because] the knowledge of social laws is not
knowledge of social reality but is rather one of the various aids
used by our minds for attaining this end.

On the Methodology of Social Sciences (Glencoe, 1949) p. 64 and
80.



‘The topics of socio-historical inquiry are not
pre-formed things in the world itself. Instead,
inquiry draws aspects of the world into focus
through concepts like “industrialisation”,
“social movement”, “coup d’état” and
“citizenship” ... we are best served by
assuming that these organizing rubrics are not
only historically saturated but also mediated
by a welter of meaningful interests that shape

inquiry.

John Hall, Cultures of Inquiry (Cambridge,
1999) p. 33

Pic Cultur der Renaiffance

in Jtalien.

CGin BVerind

Jacob Burdihardt.

Bafel,
Drud und BVerlag der Sdpweighauferiden Verlagsbudyhanblung.

1860.




Brnénsky architektonicky manual 1918-1945

- Masarykova étvrt, Centrum, Pod Spilberkem, Zabovfesky, Vista
struénymi medailony architektd.
Autorky odbornych textl, historiéky Petra Hlavackova, Sarka Svobodova a Luci
od prvniho vydani, novou pfedmiuvu doplnil | Rostislavy Kory&anek, autor koncepce a odborny garant celého projektu. Aktualizace se dod / také prak
Druhé vydani zistava ve stejném grafickém zpracovani studia 20YYDesigners (Petr Boséak, Robert Jansa, Adam Machadéek), diky némuz ziskala publikace v roce 2012 druhé misto
v soutédi Nejkrasn&si kniha v kategorii Odborna literatura.

Cheete-li mit BAM privodce z nadich webovych stranek i v tisténé verzi, jeho druhé dopinéné vydani mizZete zakoupit v Domé uméni mésta Brna a Domé pand z Kunstatu za vyhodnou cenu 380 K&,
publikace je dostupnd i v béEné distribuéni siti.
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‘Knowledge is not produced by passively perceiving individuals, but by interacting
social groups engaged in particular activities. And it is evaluated communally and
not by isolated individual judgement. Its generation ... must be accounted for by
reference to the social and cultural context in which it arises. Its maintenance is not
just a matter of how it relates to reality, but also of how it relates to the objectives
and interests a society possess by virtue of its historical development.’

Barry Barnes, ‘Conceptions of Knowledge’ in C. Harrison, ed., Modernism, Criticism,
Realism (London, 1984) p. 104



Hayden White (1928 - 2018) - history as a
kind of writing that maps historical events
onto narrative structures (‘emplotment’)
according to literary genres such as:

* Tragedy
* Romance
 Comedy

e Satire

White, Hayden, Metahistory. The Historical Imagination
in Nineteenth-century Europe (Baltimore, 1973).
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Consider the tradition of artists’
biographies, which involves constructing
a narrative about the artist’s life, using
emplotment according to a particular
literary genre. Thus, Artemisia Gentileschi
is heroic, Suzanne Valadon is romantic,
van Gogh is tragic ....




.... Tracy Emin is satirical

~ - . . [ =7 |
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- A chance encounter
B between Tracy Emin
and Lucian Freud have an

unsetting influence on
young Matthew...........
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Indecidability — the Case of Modernism

For Clement Greenberg the rise of modern painting was
dominated by the quest for artistic autonomy in the face
of popular culture (‘kitsch’).

The logic of modernism was driven by an emphasis on
the physicality of painting, resulting in a flattening of the
pictorial space and, eventually, abstraction.

Greenberg, Clement (1939). ‘Avant-Garde and Kitsch, in
Partisan Review Vol. VI No. 5, pp. 34-39.




For Thomas Crow the flatness of modernist art was a positive
engagement with popular culture, and in particular, with the flat

surfaces of advertising posters.

Thomas Crow, ‘Modernism and Mass Culture in the Visual Arts’

(1985)
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For Rosalind Krauss modernity resulted in a crisis of subjective identity, as a result of
which modernism was concerned with interrogation of identity. Consequently, for Krauss,
it is surrealism, rather than abstraction, that is of key importance.

Krauss, Rosalind (1985). Amour Fou. Photography and Surrealism. Cambridge, MA, MIT
Press.




