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his sequel to The Pracuce of { heary

stresses the continued need far

self-reflective awareness in art his-

torical writing. Offering a serjes of
meditations on the discipline of art history
in the context of contemporany criteal t.hE'I:'--
ry, Moxey addresses such central issues as
the status of the canon, the nature of aes-
thede value, and the character of historical
knowledge. The chapters are linked byra
common interest in, even fascination with,
the paradoxical pewer of farrative add che
identity of the authorial voice

"Anyone wanting to see why art histary is
intellectually exciting rght now cauld hardly
do better than ro read this extremely lucid,
very important book. The Practice of Persuasion
provides a great opening for debate, %mmn;
point for the discussion of 1ssues where the
argumentation is in fux."—David Carrier,
1999-2000 Getty Scholar

FAlways provocative, Keith Moxey's wotk
secks to press at the vulnerable center of art
history, In The Praceice of Persuasion, Maxey
marties a historiography of art histany with-a
suggestive approach to are history writing to

create a valuable, thought-provoking, snd high-

ly ariginal book.*—Catherine M. Soussloff,
University of California at Santa Cruz
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cather than an accumulation of insights thar together contribute to

| some universal conception of knowledge.
“" This chapter means to test this contention agamst one of the

most radical challenges to its thesis, namely, the National Socialist
interlude in Riemenschneider studies, This account of nationalist
scholarship serves as an allegory of the dangers of persuasion, dan-
gerous not just because of its political message but hecause of our
failiiFe T aceept its status as rhetoric. Once the writings of the
German nationalists can be recognized as something other than
foundational claims to knowledge, we are in a position to analyze
their persuasive strategies for what they are and o acknowledge
that our own interventions in the rhetoric of history must also be
'mfnﬂnnd_.l.:}y ethical and political agendas. Rather than consign
Riemenschneider’s historiography to oblivion, it is possible to re-
call its danger in such a way as to inform our own historical inter-
pretations with perspectives that counter the nationalist ones. In-
stead of artempting the impossible, instead of cleansing art history
of all bias or contemporary commitment, instead of solating the
presentation of Riemenschneider’s artin “white cube” installations
that are alien to their own historical horizen, it may be possible to
do justice to the complexity of cultural transactions that once nnl
mated these works, as well as to the complexity of the intersecnion
of our values with those of the past.

The challenge of the past to the present, therefore, might be to
ask whether we have fulfilled our function as the custodians of cul-
wural memory. Have we brought the past to mind in such a way as
to manifest the rich potential inherent in the narrative process, or
have we purposively constrained and restrained our interpretations
s as to be able to aspire to a value-neutral position? Once the dis-
dnction berween rhetoric and fact has been called into question
and the historian’s implication in contemporary cultural processes
acknowledged, then it seems possible to ask: does the significance
we artach to Riemenschneider today adequately reflect not only
the circumstances of his artistic production but also those in which
we currently find ourselves?

CHAPTER THREE

Motivating History

Uniler historictsm, which entailed the historical study of anclent
and modern art as 2 new paradigm of historical experience, are his-
tory hanided over lock, stock, and barrel its legitimacy a8 0 medium
for sesthetie, philosophical, or hermeneutic reflection.

—Hans Rubert Jiuss, "History of Art and Pragiwe History™

Fortunutely we are presently rather far removed from the period of
naive seientificity during which subjectivity was considered w be
the domain of llusion and objecove knowledge o be the sole ex-
pression of truth. We know now thar our subjectivity s not an ilhs-
sion oo be overcome, bur rather char iv s another part of realivy, no
less important than any other part

—Josué Harari and David Bell, lntroduction to Michel Serres,

Hermer: Literutore, Scienve, Philamplry

— begin with an anecdote.' One day 1 went searching for
a hook in Avery Library, the art library of Columbia University,
This nme, instead of looking at the shelves as mere supports for
the volumes that contuned the informaton I sought, 1 became
aware that what 1 was looking at was the architecture (or archae-
ology) of a particular field of scholarly activity, namely, the study
of northern Renaissance art. | was stuck, in other words, by
the physical presence of an aspect of our discipline’s cultural
imaginary.

The organization of the volumes arranged on the shelves, [ real-
ized, was at least as important as the knowledge within the weighty
romes they supported. Rather than the disturbing chaos that char-
acterized the stacks in Borges'’s tale, “The Library of Babel,” these
hooks were organized according to an established pattern. Bur just
what was the system behind their organizaton? Where did this
pattern originate? (Was it any more comprehensible than that
which inspired Borgess equally famous account of in ancient Chi-

1. For the uncton of anecdote in historical nareative, see chaprer 6,
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nese encyclopedia—an account cited by Michel Foucaultz)® How
did the category of *northern Renaissance art” come i b-ein‘g as
a topic worthy of scholarly interest? Who or what had determined
that there should be more books on certain artists rather than on
others: What likes and dislikes, commitments and dismissals, do
these choices betray? What values went into forming the configu-
ration of books assembled there, and more importantly, what con-
tinues to keep those books in place?

The answer. of course, is the canon—that most naturalized of all
art historical assumptions. Certain artisis and certain waorks of art
that have received the sanetion of tradition are unquestioningly re-
garded as appropriate material for are historical study. Course syl-
labi are still arranged around artists who are deemed major figures,
and the vast majority of publications is dedicated to a consideration
of a select number of well-known “masterpieces.” The purpose and
function of privileging certain artists and works in this way are
rarely questioned. Indeed, critical analysis of the esteem in which
the canon is held is not regarded as belonging to art history proper
but rather to aesthetics, 2 branch of philosophy, or to the criticism
of contemporary art. For the most part, art history's disciplinary
work is carried on as if there were no need to articulate the social
function it is supposed to serve. The discipline’s promation rnnd
support of the canon are all too often still taken for granted. Itis as
if a conserisis had heen arrived at sometime in the past, foreclosing
further discussion. The library shelves are the physical manifesti-
tions of this consensus, the embodiment of an established cultural
practice, )

In asking for a discussion of the purpose of art history’s dedica-
tion to the canon, | hope not o be misunderstood. Mine 15 not a
call for a valuation of works of art, not a plea for a more explicit
ranking of canonical works, not a request thar students be indoctri-
nated as to which artist is “hetter” than another. The problem, it
seems to me, is that somehow the notion of “guality,” that most
subjective of judgments, is thought to be self-evident and unques-

+. Michel Foucmilt, The Order of Things: An Archacology of the Humun Sriences
{New York: Random House, 1971}, 2 % animals are dwid:d_lmrr. a} belonging

1o the Emperar, b embalmed, ¢} ame, d) sucking pigs, ) sarens, i} fabulous,
g) stray dogs, b included in the present clussifivarion, i) frenned. ) innomerable,

L) drawn with a very fine comelhar borush, 1) et ceteri, m) having just broken the wa-
ter pitcher, ) dhat from a long way off ook like flies.”

tionable. While some of us may dwell affectonately and pleasur-
ably on certain predictable canonical artists and describe their
works in glowing terms, there is usually no attempt to argue (or
even think about) why one artist should be considered more wor-
thy of study than another, or why certain moments and places in
the history of artistic production should be privileged above the
rest. As it stands now, the history of art could be described as an
unacknowledged pacan to the canon, and the intensity of this de-
votion can, perhaps, be measured by the professorial sobriety with
which we accomplish this task.

The conviction underlying such attirudes—which continue o be
widespread, if not prevalent in art history today—is the commit-
ment to madition. The canon of artists and works discussed in art
history courses are those which were once found meritorious by
previous generations of scholars responding o very different his-
torical situations than those we currently occupy. Like Mount Ever-
est, the works, the artists, and even the methodologies for interpret-
ing them are simply there, and like mountain climbers, it is our
mandare as art historians to ascend their peaks and sing their praises
to future generations. In doing so, we often unwirtingly engage in
the unthinking reproduction of culture: reproducing knowledge,
but not necessarily producing it. As a consequence, the discipline
has often played a conservanve role in a rapidly changing society.

The way to start speculating about how we came to this discipli-
nary moment might be to engage in a cultural history of the disci-
pline, an examination of the classed, gendered, and ethnically
marked values that have shaped its development. Such a historio-
graphic survey, however, would range farther than | wish o go. In-
stead, what follows is a discrete, limited examination of what could
be called the founding moment of the canon of northern Renais-
sunce art, the historical point at which a discursive practice first
formed around works of art produced in northern Europe in the
fifreenth and sixteenth centuries. In other words, this is not a histo-
ringraphic account of the origins and development of the apprea-
ation of northern Renaissance art so much as an analysis of the po-
litical, religious, and emotional sentiments that prompted that
appreciation.’ The analysis is meant to be representative; the

3 For 2 more detailed sketch of the appreciation of carly Netherdandish art in
the eighteenth snd nincreenth cenruries, see Francis Haskell, Bediwoverser in Are:
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northern Renaissance is used here as a case study. (A similar review
might also be undertaken for canonical artists and works of other
times and places.)

Comparing the ideas that led o the historical study of the north-
ern Renaissance at the end of the eighteenth century with those that
informed the way in which the period was stdied at the middle of
the twentieth century, specifically in the work of Erwin Panofsky, al-
lows us to analyze the role of the pracuce of history in two very
different historiographic moments, How has the function of lustory
changed in the period thar separates the late eighteenth and the
mid-twentieth centuries? Is there anything we can learn from the
ways in which history has Im:n conceived, something thar imight en-
ablé us o rethink the function of history writing in our own time?

Until the end of the eighteenth century, the discipline of art his-
tory, founded by Giorgio Vasari, remained focused on the human-
ist traditions of the Italian Renaissance as they were coditied in the
art deadeniies of the seventeenth century. Not only were the styles
and artistic technigues of the great masters of the Florenune and
Venetian schools regarded as the models to which all artsts should
aspire, but the academies established a hierarchy of genres, accord-
ing to which histary painting—that is, the painting of religious and
secular subject matter depicting lofty themes taken from Christian
belief and Greco-Raman mythology and history—was ranked at
the top, and mere exercises in mimesis—such as landscape and still
life—were located at the bottom. Owing to the dominance of the
humanist tradition among the European educated elite, there were
few significant differences among the artistic aspirations of the
schoals of visual production that arose in regions that were later to
become the major nation-states. Only in the eighteenth century
was the dominance of the academy challenged by Johann Winckel-
mann, who proposed that the true source of beauty was to be found
in the art of ancient Greece. Later, in the context of the national-

Sme Aspects of Taste, Fasbion, and Cullecting in England and Prance (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, tp76); Suzanne Subeberger, La Rébatitiration der promitifs fla-
mands, 1802-1857 (Brussels: Palais des Académies, 1961} and Bernhard Ridder-
bos and Henk van Veen, eds,, “Chw ieir te weten tan de oude meesters.” De Flaamise
Primitiroen — berowtdekking, waardermy eon onderzock (Nijmegen: Ulrgeven) SUN,
1995}

isin engendered by the European wars that followed the French
Revolution, arguments began to be fielded regarding the aesthetic
interest of works of art produced at times and places other than an-
cient Greece and Renaissance Ttaly.

The first menvon of northern Renaissance painting as  location
for the discussion of artstic issues hitherto associated only with
Italy and Greece is found in the curious and delightful writings of
the short-lived young author, Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder. In
his fictional Confessions from the Heart of an Art-Loving Friar (1796),
Wackenroder makes a compelling case for the relanvity of artistie
appeal. In doing so, he boldly challenges the accepted canon of his
day, according to which ltalian art of the Renaissance and the
Greek art of antiquity possessed greater merit than art produced at
any ather place and time.

Stupid people cannot comprichend that there are antipodes on our
globe and thar they are themselves anopodes. They always conesive
of the place where they are standing as the gravitational center of
the unverse,—and their minds lack the wings w fiy around the en-
tre earth anid survey st one ghanee the integrated tormlity,

Amd, similarly, they regurd their own emotion as the center of
everything beautiful in art and they deliver the final judgement con-
cerning everything as if from the tribunal, without considering thar
no oiie has appointed them judges and that those who are condemned
by them could just as well set themselves up o the same end.

Why dix you want to condemn the American Indian, that he
speaks Indian and not your language?

And ver you want to condemn the Middle Ages, thae it did not

build remples such as Greece??

Wackenroder parades his appreciation for the art of the north-
ern Renaissance in a chapter dedicated 1o the praise of Albrecht
Diirer, His melodramatic account reveals the natonalisuc and reli-
gious values that underlic his urge to insert this arust into the
canon. Diirer is regarded as just as good an artist as those who con-
stitute the canon because of the quality of his inner spirit, an inner
spirit thar represents the essence of the German nation.

4 Wackenroder, Comfeamons amd Fantaries, trans. M. Hurse Schubert (Universiry
Park, Pennsylvania: Penn State Press, 1g9a), 1og-to.
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When Albrecht wus wiclding the painthrush, the German was at

the historian was himself part of the historical process. For him,

71
that me still a unique and an excellent character of firm constancy there are no transhistorical absolutes; all judgments are contingent
in the arena of our contment; and this serious, upright and powerful upon the ome and place in which they are produced. Wacken- it
nature of the German is imprinted in his picrures accurately and roders artistic relativism—in particular, his claim that Diirer was o
elearly, not only in the facial structure and the whole external ap- the equal of Raphael—finds its basis in Herder's emphasis on the Masiesing
pearance but also in the/inner spirit. This Grmly determined Ger- nds 155, Dasis:in Tierd | Histry

man character and German art aswell have disappeared in our
times . . . and the student of art is taught how he should imitate the
expressiveness of Raphael and the colors of the Venetian !ful:uul and
the realism of the Duteh and the enchanting highlights of Correg-
grio, all simultaneously, and should in this way arrive at perfection
which surpasses all—0), wretched sophisiry! O3, blind belief of an
age that one could combine every type of beauty and every excel-
lence of all the great painters of the earth and, through the scron-
nizing of all and the begging of their numerous great gifts, corld
unite the spirit of all in oneself and transcend them all!’

The encomium ends with the recounting of a dream in which
the friar, having fallen asleep in an art gallery, has a vision in
which artists come alive before their paintings and discuss their
merits. The shades of Raphael and Diirer appear, whom the friar
observes holding hands as they gaze in *friendly tranquility™ and
mutual admiration at each other’s achievements. By pairing
Raphael and Diirer in this way, of course, Wiackenroder explic-
itly claims a heightened status for German painting of the
Renaissance, ‘

Wackenroder's argument concerning the relativity of artistic
competence clearly depends upon the principle of historicism
which Had been introduced into the philosophy of history by Jo-
hann Gottfried von Herder a few years earlier.” Herder had argued
that there could he no objectivity in the writing of history because

. Lhid., 115,

Er. See -:".mig.: lggers, The Cierman Congeption of History: The r"!i'-ﬂ'ﬂuﬂr.lf'rmdcl'tﬂll of
Historical Thisaght from Herder to the Present (Middlerown, Conn.: Wesleyan Lini-
versity Press, 1968), 34-38. The concept of historicism is subject to a variety of
different definitions. See, for example, Maurice Mandelbaum, Hisory, M, and
Ko A Sty in Newetventh Cenury Thought (Baltimore: Johns Hoplans Univer-
sity Press, 1g71), For an interesting atempt to ihigsnlve the distinenon bﬂwulu hJs—
toricism and history by arguing that all histories share the kind of system-building
quality wsually arributed 1o historicise narratives, on the grounds that they are all
structured sccording w rhetorical ropes, see Hayden White, “Hiswricism, His-
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singularity of the historical moment. Wackenroder sees thar the
anything that preceded or followed it, can serve a natonal cause.
The natonalism ol the late eighteenth century, a moment when
Germany sought to free iself from the poligeal and cultural dom-
ination of France, found in the history of art a means by which it
case might be articulated and advanced.

With Wackenroder’s emphasis on the spintuality of art and s
capacity to embody and transmit religious emotion, along with his
conviction that these characteristics were o be found in the art of
places and rimes that had not vet been hallowed by tradinon, Con-
fesstoms from the Heart of an Art-Lovmg Friar defined the romanuce
artitude toward the issue of artistie quality. Much the same tone is
heard in the influential criticism of the writer Friedrich Schlegel,
who, during a stay in Paris, was deeply affected by his experience of
the Musée Napoleon. It was in the Louvre that Napoleon’s artstc
plunder, pillaged from all over Eurape, was placed on view as an
unprecedented display of imperial power.” Although Schlegel
shared the admiration for lralian art typical of the taste of the day,
he preferred the early painters of the fourteenth centmury. To his
eyes their work exuded a greater spirituality. [t was his affinity for
the religious E:ch'ng of old master paintings that allowed him to ex-
tend his appreciation o what he called “old German®™ painting of
the Renaissance, by which he meant not only German but Nether-
landish art of this period as well! Schlegel’s advocacy of the virtues
of old German paintng soon drew the atrention of the wealthy
sons of a German businessman, Sulpiz and Melchior Boisserée,
who traveled to Paris to meet him.” After staying at his house as

7. See Hans Fichner, Fravdridr Schlegel (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1g7o).
8. Schlegels views on urt are found in Fredrich Schlegel, Kriteobe Frivdrich
el Ausgabe, vol. g, Amsickien weid Tdeen oo der chritlichen Knast, ed. Hans Eich-
ner (Munich: Ferdinand Schining, 19541,
9. For a history of the Boiserde hothers anil their collection, see E, Fir-

— sacy, gl the Figurative Tmagination,” History und Theary 14 (1975): 48-67- menich-Richarrz, Die Briider Borsserée: Sulpiz und Melchinr Baiserée aly Kunstsamm-
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paying guests, they traveled with Schlegel through northemn
France and the southern Netherlands, visiting Gothic cathedrals
before returning to their native Cologne. In the account Schlegel
later wrote of this pilgrimage, he identified the Gothic as the Ger-
man style of the Middle Ages, extolling its beauties as manifesta-
tions of the age of faith.

Schlegel’s views were symptomatic of significant change of
taste, one that ensured that his reevaluation of German art of the
Renaissance would be underwritten by capital 50 as to eventuate in
the formation of collections and museums, On their return to
Cologne, the Boisserée brothers avidly began collecting German
and Netherlandish art. Their passion was aided by political cir-
cumstances, for the Napoleonic expropriation of the properties of
the Catholic church, enforeed throughout occupied Germany as
well as France, meant that medieval and Renaissance altarpieces
that had been part of the neglected fabric of church interiors sud-
denly entered the marketplace in large numbers, The Boisserées
soon assembled the largest and most important collection of paint-
ings of this period, including some of the most admired works of
Stefan Lochner, Roger van der Weyden, and Hans Memling. After
having been made available to the Prussian crown, which was in
the process of establishing what would eventually become the na-
tonal museurn in Berlin, this collection was eventually bought by
the King of Bavaria in 1827, and thus found an alierative route to
the fulfillment of Schlegel’s call for a national museum of old Ger-
man painang.'

Both Wackenroder anl Schltgr_l.f_t_h_n_m, had used history as a
meiiis of realizing their critical appreciation of an art that was
emotionally laden with religious values, an art which _muld. conse-
quently be appropriated as a glorious manifestation of the German
national spirit. In this enterprise, they effectively laid the founda-
tion for the study of what would come to be called northern Ren-
aissance art. The legitimation of the history of northern Renais-
sance art continues to this day, but in radically different terms. I
want to skip ahead a couple of centuries and examine how the

ler: Ein Beitrag sur Geschichte der Romneik (Jenu: Diederichs, 1916) and Gisela
Goldbierg, “The History of the Boisserée Collection,” Apolls (1gBz}: 210-13.
1o, Sulzherger, Rebadlinarimm des promisifs flaamds, 57.

study of northern Renaissance art has been legitmated in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century. What kinds of stories about
Netherlandish painting do we tell today and what motivates them?

The analysis of the twenteth-century discourse on northern
Rennissance art is located in what is usually regarded as its apogee,
namely, the work of Erwin Panofsky. Panofsky’s book The Life and
Art of Albrecht Diirer appeared in 1943, whereas Early Netberluandish
Fasnting was published a decade later, in 1953." Rather than using
the past in the service of religious, emotional, and natonalistic
goals, Panofsky's books appear to have no other ambition than w
provide a wealth of information about the subjects under discus-
sion. Both of his texts are detailed and learned readings of the
available lustoncal evidence, discussions that are, for the most part,
pursued with a relentless “objectivity"—that is, with a positvistc
desire to evaluate and supersede the nature and quality of the in-
formation given by earlier histortans, The introduction to both
volumes, however (10 turn Panofsky’s words against his own proj-
ect), “betray rather than parade” their ideological agenda."

In his introduction to the Diirer book, Panofsky declares thar
the German contribution to art history has yet to be acknowl-
edged. He proposes that the artistic accomplishments of Direr,
whom he defines as a representative of the German national spirit,
make him worthy of comparison with the great artists of the alian
Renaissunce. While there is an interesting continuity to be traced
in the nationalism of Wackenroder and Schlegel and that of Panof-
sky, the historiographic differences in the way they advance their
claims are more significant than their similarities. The period of
150 years or so that separates the texts of these authors could be
said to have witnessed the triumph of history writing. The histori-
cist principle enunciated by Herder had been developed in the
course of the nineteenth century into something resembling a sci-
ence. The recognition that nme deasively affects our understand-

vi. Panodsky, The Life and Are of ARreche Diirer, 2 vols, (Princern: Princetan
Uniiversity Press, toq3) snd Erdy Netherfandish Paimermyg, 2 vols, (Cambridge: Har-
varidl University Press, 1953),

12, The phrose is a quotation from Panofsky, “The History of Art as 8 Homan-
wtic Discipline™ {(1p40), in Meammng and the Vil Arn (Ganden Ciry, NY: Dou-
Bleday & Co, 19550 14 It oocurs 25 part of the definiton of whar he called the
“iconadogical” method of interpretation, the purpose of which was w uncover the
cultural artimdes encoded in the “content” of the work of ar.
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ing of the world transformed all aspects of human knowledge; in
addition, the influence of the success of the physical sciences during
the same period pushed historical studies into an ever-increasing
empiricism. The corresponding transtormation in the function of
history seems o depend above all else on the elimination of the
subijectivity of the historian. Whereas Wackenroder and Schlegel
willingly admitted that their interest in history grew from their re-
ligious and nationalist beliefs, in Panolsky's case, the historian’s
agenda is far less explicit,

The nationalism of the introducton to the Diirer book, for ex-
ample, appears both paradoxical and curious in light of Panofsky’s
forced exile from Germany by the National Socialists, Inserting
Diirer into the Renaissance canon of Italian wrtsts was 2 much
more complicated act than an assertion of pride in national
identity. As | have argued elsewhere, Panofsky’s view of Diirer as
torn between the principles of reason and unreason—for which he
used the emblem of Diirer’s engraving, Melencolia I—has more to
do with the politeal sitvation of Germany in his own time {that 1s,
with a defense of humanism in the context of National Socialism}
than it does with the cultural conditons of sixteenth-century
Nuremberg.!! Nevertheless, Panofsky’s engagement with politics
does not register as part of the conscious objectives of his historical
biography. Political and emotional beliefs were repressed in favor
of Kantian disinterest.

The same “objéectuve” attitude is found in the inroduction o
Early Netherlandish Painting. Here Panofsky argues that Nether-
landish naturalism, the charcteriste quality of this school, is actu-
ally indebted to the invention of one-point perspective, the
supreme artistic achievement of ltalian are of the same period. The
canonical status of Netherlandish art is thus buttressed by s
incorporation of one of the pictorial devices that serves to distin-
guish Italian art. Instead of appealing to the notion of artistic rela-
tivity on which Wackenroder and Schlegel had based their claim
for the interest of old German painting, P;muhly attempts o in-
clude Netherlandish art under the umbrella of traditional wste for

13, See “Panofsky’s Melancolia™ in my book, The Pructice uf Theary: Pussstru:
taralione, Cidesral Policicr, and Art Hivtary (Ithaca: Cormell University Press, 1904,
frg=7H.

~

the Iralian Renaissance. If Italian painting is part of the canon be-
cause it developed mimetic techniques (such as perspective) that
enabled it to achieve more convincing kinds of illusionism, thereby
heightening the nawralism for which it had been valued, then
Netherlandish painting gains status by sharing these characteris-
tics."t Similarly, P:mulihr'a. analysis of the mrnplu symbaolism of
Netherlandish painting, which is discussed at length, could be said
to represent an attempt to find an equivalent for the complicated
religious and secular allegories that are a feawre of Italian art of
this period. Once again, the artistic merit attached to early Nether-
landish art would result neither from its pictonal autonomy nor
from the prineiple of artstic relatvity, but from its similarity to the
southern European tradition.

What led to the suppression of the authorial agenda that seems
to distinguish Panofsky’s teatment of northern Renaissance art
from those of Wackenroder and Schlegel? Why did the authorial
voice become so much more removed and abstract? What ocea-
sioned the substitution of 4 colorless objectvity for a passionarely
argued subjectivity? A full answer to these questions would neces-
sitate a history of the idea of history in the ninereenth and twent-
eth centuries and would explore the institutionalization of the dis-
cipline and the professionalizavon of s practutoners. I is
immediately apparent, however, that history served a very different
function for Wackenroder and Schlegel than it did for Panofsky. In
the earlier case histories, the writing of history is clearly part of a
larger culoural rhetorie; in its later incarnation, however, it seems
to be pursued as if it could be an end in iself.

Panofsky reticence about the larger cultural function of history,
his reluctance o articulate the concerns thar animarte his scholarly
work, and his concepnon of history as a positivistic discipline, find
their theoretical justification in “The History of Art as a Humanis-
tic Discipline”(1u40). In this reflective essay, Panofsky suggests thar
the historian is involved in two very different types of activity. In re-
sponding to the work of art (which he defines as a “man-made ob-
ject demanding to be experienced aesthetically™), the art historan
must both “re-create” the work by attempting to intuir the artistic

14 [ analyze the introduction to Fardy Netherlandich Buneing in chaper 4.
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“intentions” that went into its creation, and then submit it o
archacological investigation. The reladon between “sesthetie re-
creation” and “archacological investigation™ is an “organic” one.

It is not troe that the art historian first constittes his object by
means of re-creative synthesis and then begins his archaeological in-
vestigation—as though first buying a ticket and then boarding 4
train, In reality the two processes do nor succeed each other, they
interpenetrate; not only does the re-creative synthesis serve as a ba-
sis for the archaeological investigation, the archaeological investiga-
tion in turm serves as 3 basis for the re-creative process; both mutu-
ally qualify and rectify one another."

The aesthetic re-creation of the work is deemed to depend “not
only on the natural sensitivity and visual training of the spectator,
but also on his cultural equipment.”® Unlike a naive beholder, the
art historian, Panofsky argues, is aware of his cultural predisposi-
tions; that is, he is aware of the contemporary perspective he
brings to the work of interpretation as a consequence of belonging
to a culture different from thar under investigation. The point of
the historian’s recognition of his own cultural values, however, is
neither to acknowledge them as part of the historical narrative that
will result from his engagement with the past nor to understand
that his response will inevitably be filtered through the peculiar
configuration of his own subjectivity. Rather, the presence of these
cultural values is acknowledged only so that they can be disre-
garded. Tt is by means of his knowledge of the past that the histo-
rian is to control, if not extirpate altogether, the affective and valu-
ational attitudes he brought to the enterprise in the first place,
" hecoming as “objective” as possible.

He tries, therefore, to make adjustments by learning as much as he

possibly can about the circumstances under which the objects of his

studies were created. Not only will he collect and verify all the avail-
able information as to medium, condition, age, authorship, destna-
tion, ete., but he will also compare the work with others of its class,

15, Panofsky, “The Hismry of Art and Humaniste Discipline,” 1.
wfh, [hid.

and will examine such writings as reflect the aesthetic standards of
its country and age, in order w achieve a more “objective” appraisal
of its qualiry.

... Bur when he does all this, his sesthetic perception as such will
change sccordingly, and will more and more adape itself 1o the ongi-
nal “intention” of the works, Thus what the art historian, as op-
pissed to the “naive” art lover, does, is not to erect a ratonal super-
structure on an irrational foundation, but to develop his re-creative
experiences so as to conform with the results of his archaeological
research, while continually checking the results of his archaeological
research against the evidence of his re-creative experiences,””

Because of the putative elimination of the subjectivity of the his-
torian, Panofsky’s approach to interpretation has no way of dealing
with issues of artste medt. This method could, for example, be
applied to the interpretation of any work of art regardless of its
quality or its effect on the scholar. What is missing is some way of
articulating why certain works matter to the intérpreter and others
do not.

Panofsky was, of course, fully aware that the discipline could not
exist without 4 means of privileging some works above others. His
solution was to clim that the greatness of works of art was self-
evident, Artistic achievement would disclose itself to the historian
in the course of his empirical investgations:

But when a “masterpiece” is compared and connected with a5 many
“less important” works of art as turn out, in the course of the inves-
tigation, to he comparable and connectable with it, the arigmality of
the invention, the superiority of its composition and technique, and
whatever other features make it “great,” will automatically become
evident—not in spite but because of the fact that the whale gronp of
materials has been subjected to dne and the same method of analysis
and interpretation.'™

Panofsky’s banishment of subjectivity in favor of positivistic objec-
tivity—the sacrifice of cultural judgment in favor of a re-creation

17. Ihid,; 1718,
18, Thid,, 18 . 13,
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of the artstic intentions of the past, intentions thar were to be val-
idated by archacological investigation—proved deeply influential.
Contemporary art historiography has concerned itself primarily
with the evaluation and erincsm of his methodological concepts,
“iconography” and “iconology,” that have for so long dominated
scholarly activity in our discipline.'” The other side of the coin, the
fict that this subtle and effective method of historical interpreta-
tion succeeded because it obliverated questions related to the per-
sonal experience of the historian, deserves to be recognized and
explored.

Panofsky's bias against the insertion of the concerns of the pres-
ent into narratives about the past would appear to be part of a his-
torical tendency that is also manifest in literary studies. Barbara
Herrnstein Smith has pointed out that mid-twentieth-century lit-
erary critics have also been more concerned with the development
of theories of interpretation than with articulating the rationale
that occasions their deployment.

While professors of literature have sought w claim for their activi-
ties the rigor, ohjectvity, cognitive substantiality, and progress asso-
ciated with science and the empirical disaplines, they have also -
tempted to remain faithful to the essentially conservative and
didsctic mission of humanistic studies: to honor and preserve the
culrre’s traditionally esteemed objects—in this case, its canonized
texts—and to illuminate and transmit the traditional culwral values
presumably embodied in them.™

19, Sec Panofsky, “leonography and leonology: An Introduction 1o the Study of
Renaissanee Art,” in Meaning m tbe Veetad Artr, 26-54. For comment on and eriti-
cism of this method of interpretarion, see Fhkehard Kaemenerling, ed., Tboagra
phie umd Hhonslogre. Theorien, Enrwicklung, Problese (Cologne: DuMont, 1970k
Jocques Bonnet, ed., Erzin Bofsky: Cabrers poar un temps (Paris: Centre Creorges
Pampidon, 1983% Michael Podro, The Crivical Hitorians of Art {New Haven: Yale
University Press, 19823 Michael Ann Haolly, Hewafiky umd the Frndations of Are His-
tory (Trhaea: Corell University Press, 1984) and fowografia ¢ hosalogra (Milan: Jacs
Bonks, 1g02); Keith Moxey, *Panofsky’s Coneept of *leonolags’ and] the Problem
of Interpretation in the History of Ar” New Literary Himory 17 (roBs-8h)
265-74: Siban Ferrewri, Camrrer, Hanofiky, and Warbsrg: Symebol, Art, and History,
reans, Richard Pierce (New Haven: Yale University Press, tofil Georges Dici-
Fluberman, Devant [mage (Paris: Minuit, vggo); and Brendan Cassidy, ed., Jonug-
rapdry at the Crosereands {Prineeton: Prineston Univenity Press, 1991 -

s, Barbara Herrnstein Smith, “The Exile of Evaluation,” in Comtingencier of
Vilwr: Alternative Peespectives fir Crivical Theary (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, to#h), 18 Iois significant that the book Smith identifies 25 the most extreme

Panofsky relegated the question of artstic excellence o the
realm of the self-evident, and effecovely wove this evaluative judg-
ment into the fabric of tradivon. From this perspective, one can
anly tell what is self-evident by consulting what others have con-
sidered artistically exceptional in the past. [t is alleged that by read-
ing the past we can infer what is appropriate o the present, thus
avoiding the necessity of projecting contemporary opinion into the
process. The price of interpretive objectivity 15 the abdication of
responsibility for finding in history a means of articulating the cul-
tural dilemmas of the present. The principle of self-evidence is
profoundly conservative; it is dedicated to the support of the status
quo and ideally suited 10 the task of providing art history with “sai-
entific” respectability.

Panofsky’s equation of canonical value with tradinonal value was
espoused and supported by Emst Gombrich, arguably the arher
most infliiential art historian of this century. In his view, it is be-
cause art historians are the custodians of this wraditon thar they
can be distinguished from social scientists, who approach works of
art as if they were part of the marerial of culture. In a 14973 lecture
entitled “Art Hlistory and the Social Saences,” Gombrich took it
upon himself to defend art history’s preoccupation with a canon of
works that had been recognized as “greéar,” critiquing those who
advocated the study of works of arcas éaltural arofacts. He argued
that whereas the study of historical circumstance would signifi-
cantly affect our appreciation of the art of the past, it was no sub-

version of the anti-evaluationist stance, Northeop Fryes Auastenry of Crizicinme, way,
like Early Netherfandish Paimtong, published in the 10505 Smith's book is only one
of numerous contributions o the debate over the canon in literary stdies. For
some other perspectives on the eanon, see Robert von Hallbery, ed., *Canons,” 2
speciul issue of Critical Inguiry 1o (1983, which included esasys by Barbara Herrn-
stein Smith, Charles Alner, Jerome MeGann, John Guillory, Bichard Ohmann,
unil others; Jane Tomplking, Senutionad Designes: The Codtwrnd Wk af American Fic-
ti, prgo-rido (New Yorke Oxford University Press, 19855 Robert Schaoles,
“Admning a Canon at the Corriealum,” Sefwaguendi 72 (1986} 1o1—17, and the re-
sponses by E. D, Hirsch, Marjoric Perloff, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, and others in
the same ssue; Charles Altien, Conons and Conseguences: Reflecrions on the Erbical
Firve of Tmaginatioe Keady (Evanston, I Northwestern University Press, 1000);
Jan Goran, The Makmyg of the Mudern Cavon: Crenever amd Croisnf s Leterary Rdea (Ar
lantic Highlands, N.J.: Athlone Press, 1og1); Paul Lauter, Camims in Cantexts (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1091 ); Henry Lonis Gates Jr., Laote Cames: Notes
o the Cudiwre Wars (New York: Oxtord University Press, cggz ) and John Guillory,
Cultural Capital: The Problem of Litevwry Canon Farmarion (Chicgo: Universitg of
Chicago Press, tggj).
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stitute for the connoisseur’s capacity to discern quality. For Gom-
brich, the canon

affers points of reference, smnidards of excellence which we cannot
level down without losing direction, Which particular peaks, or
which individual achievements we select for this role may be a mat-
ver of choice, but we could not make such a choice if there really
were no peaks but only shifting dunes. .. . the values of the canon
ire too deeply embedded in the totality of our civilization for them
11 e discussed in isolation. . . . Our attitude to the peaks of art can
be conveyed through the way we speak aboat them, perhaps
through our very reluctance to spoil the experience with too much
ralk. What we call civilization may be interpreted as a web of value
judgerments which are implicit rather than explicit.”!

What was it that led leading art historians of the caliber of
Panofsky and Gombrich to dismiss iny discussion of the cultural
Gualities of canonical works of art on the basis that they were self-
‘evident? What supported their belief that artistic merit was univer-
sally discernible? The unstated assumption underlying their posi-
tion would appear to be a universalist theory of aesthetics.

According to the aestheric theory formulated by lmmanuel Kant
in the late cighteenth century, ceram works of art had the capacity
to provoke a transhistorical recognition of their extraordinary
quality.” The existence of the beautiful was thus something lo-
cated in the human response to objects rather than in the objects
themselves. By making the capacity to recognize artistic quality
part of the definition of “human nature,” Kant's theory offered a
basis for the identification of canonical status with the judgment of
wradition, Both Panofsky and Gombrich belong to the humanist
tradition of which Kant's theory is a part. They share the convie-
cion that human nature affords an adequate epistemological foun-
dation on which to understand both the world and “man’s” place
within it. For this reason, they can assert that the artistic quality of
certain cultural artifacts is self-evident.

11, Gombgich, Art History and the Socunl Screnver: The Romanes Lecture for 1973
{Onfoed: Clarendon Press, 1975), 54 Northrop Frye also suggested silence as the
means by which a eritic might validate the equation of the canon with traditian.
See Smith, “The Fxile of Fvaluation,” 24.

ss, Kant, Critigne of Aestbetic Judgewent, trans. James Meredith (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1052},

The humanist conception of human subjectivity as something 81
stable, continuous, autonomous, and unmodulated by cireum-
stances of time and place has itself been subject to devastating crit- o4
icism in our own time. Psychoanalysis, for example, has tended o )
emphasize the contingency of human consciousness. According to "H::I:::'

Jacques Lacan, subjectivity is split by the acquisition of language
into that which represents the desires and drives of a pre-conscious
condition (the unconscious) and thar which represents the codes
andl conventions that govern social life (the symbolic).™ On this
account, ilentity is shifting and unstable, constantly under revi-
sion as the relation hetween the unconscious and the social is re-
negotiated in the light of the everchanging circumstances of every-
day life. Such a view of identty formarion clearly militates against
the concept of an inherent human nature, against the assumption
that all human beings react to the same things in the same way, lese
alone works of art. The idea of a universal human response to art
has been further undermined by cultural critics, such as the Marx-
ist sociologist Pierre Bourdien, In a materialist critique of Kant’s
aesthetic theory, he showed that in contemporary French society,
the response to works of art differed widely according to social
elass: while cerrain social groups aseribed exceptional quality to
certain cultural objects, others denied them any value whatso-
ever.”! Anthropologists such as Johannes Fabian and literary eritics
such as Edward Said have drawn attention to the ideological
agenda underlying humanist epistemologies, suggesting that the i
conception of the human subject as stable and unchanging, a self-
comscinus entity capable of knowing both the world and irself, is a
dimension of the Eurocentrism that characterized Western culture
during the colonial period of the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.”’ The age of empire saw a fusion of the desire for knowl-
edge with the worldwide expansion of European power. The
search for knowledge was backed by epistemological assumptions

13, Lacan, “The Mirror Stge as Formative of the Function of the 1" as Re-
vealed in Psychoanalytic Experience” and “The Agency of the Letter in the Un-
consciow, or Reason since Freud,” in B A Schetion, trans. Alan Sheridan (New
York: Norwn, 1977} 1—7 amd 14675,

24 Pierre Bourdie, Distenction: A Social Critique of the JFrdgement of Tiste, trans.
Richard Nice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 108g).

24, Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes I Obpect
{(New York: Columbis University Press, ro#ty); Edward Said, Orienadion (New
York: Vintage Books, 1979) and Cudrare amd Imperialiom (New York: Knopf, 1go3).




that precluded culral differences; moreover, in every encounter
with other peoples, Europe was chosen as the standard by which 1o
judge the rest, The result was a subordination of other cultures to
a European conception of civilization and a reduction of the differ-
ent ways of understanding the world to what we know as “science.”

In one way or another, all these critics suggest that the means by
which individuals, classes, and cultures invest objects with social
value are so varied that such processes cannot be considered 1o be-
long to the same category. If this is the case, then the concept of
aesthetics, one ntimately associated with the humanist conception
of an unchanging human nature, is emptied of its content.” Rather
than trying to reduce the rich vanery of human responses to art to
a single kind of experience, it seems more important o arnculate
the grounds on which these different responses attain the status of
discursive pracuces.

Panofsky’s attempts to naturalize the concepr of artistic qual-
ity—or, to paraphrase Gombrich, the elaim that quality is one of
the implicit value judgments that make up our civilizaton—were
never completely convincing. Among the most important {and cu-
riously neglected) arguments recognizing the role of the present in
the task of aceounting for the past is Leo Steinbergs remarkably
prescient 196 essay, “Objectivity and the Shrinking Self.” By in-
sisting that subjectivity mattered, Stemberg rebelled against the
antiseptic objectivity, the positivistic empiricism, of the art history
of his day. According to him, the way in which the art historian’s
cultural outlook is modelled by the cultural circumstances of his
own time determines the importance he ulimately aseribes to the
work of art under consideration. Mannerist art, for example, had
long been dismissed hecause of its negative assessment by the Iral-
ian art academies of the seventeenth century, but was rediscovered
by twentieth-century Expressionist artists and critics on the hasts
af their own artistic preferences. In Steinbergs view, there is no
evading personal involvement. All historical interpretation is nec-
essarily colored by the beliefs of the interpreter.

It is maive to (magine that you aveid the risk of projection merely by
not interprering. In desisting from interpretation, you do not cease

16, See Tony Bennetr, *Really Useless Knowledge: A Political Critique of Aes-
thetics,” Livermeere and Hivtry 13 (1087), 38-57.

3 I . Y i b
to project. You merely project more unwirtingly. There is appar-
ently no escape from oneself and linle safety in closing art history
aff against the cometiporary imagination. ™

It was not unnl the advent of feminism, however, that the equa-
tion of the art historical canon with tradition received a lasting
challenge. More than any other historian or critic, it was Linda
Nochlin in her famous piece, “Why Have There Been No Great
Women Artists?” of 1971, who placed the issue of artistic merit
squarely in the foreground of the disciplines attention. ™ She
demonserared just how unsatisfactory the concepr of tradition was
tor a definition of the canonical status of a work of art by under-
scoring the extent to which a putative masterpiece serves to articu-
late and support a hierarchy of the sexes. There is nothing inher-
ently natural about the selection of great artists and works on
which art history depends, hecause that choice is the product of

£7. Len Steinberg, “Cjectivity aml the Shrinking Self” Davdafir o8 (summer
rofigk 836, Svethima Alpers sl drew attention to the importance of the present in
the interpretation of the past: see *ls Art Hintory?™ Dasdadie 106 (775 1-13, De-
serihing the work of T. ). Clark, Michiel Fried, Leo Steinbery, and Michsel
Baxanatall, she clumed thar they emphasized the way in which the srtistie meri
discovered by past critices in works of trt needs m be evalited in the context of the
present. In doing so, these authors implied that dhe canon inherited from mraditon
was fot absalute anl that it was subject to revision ay the hands of sucoeeding gen-
erations.

Curiously enugh, the sooal history of are inspired by the Mardse criticism of
T.J. Clark has by and large taken the exstence of a tradivional canoa for granted.
Clark never conceived of the canon as 2 body of works imbued with historally
contmgent social meanng. While his own interpretutons of canonical works are
clearly pulitically murivated, be rarely calls attengon to his own intellectual beliefs
and social engagement in the process of his encounter with the pas, See, for ex-
ample, Fmage of the Praple: Cusnrve Coterdet amd the 1848 Revofusion (Princewon:
Princeton University Press, 1o73) and The Femting of Modern Life- Farss in the Art
af Mangt snd Hit Follrirers (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984). For criti-

- cism of Clark’s lalluee 1 address the question of the canon, see Adrian Rifkin,

“Mancs Clarkism,” Art History 8 (1985): 488-95.

8. Linda Nochlin, “Why Have There Been Mo Great Women Artises?™ Arr
News 6 (197 1) 2430, 6769, See alw Lisa Tickner, "Femingm, Art History and
senual Differonce,” Gendery {1988): g1-127, and Nunetre Salomon, “The At His-
torical Canon: Sins of Chmbssion™ in (i) Cendermg Knombedge: Feonimists i Acodemie,
eil. Joan Hartman and Ellen Messer-Davidow (Knosville: University of Tennesses
Press, 1por), 222-36. Contnbunions since this chaprer was writen include “Re-
thinking the Canon,” 2 collection of cominents by Michael Camille, Zevnep Celik,

- John Onians, Advian Rifkin, and Christopher Stemer, in Are Ballerin -8 {1t

198-217, and Griselda Pollock, Eifferensing the Canon: Feominsse Desire sond the W
g of Art’s Historier {London: Routledge, 1909).
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. historically determined social artitudes. The equation of artistic rian’s pmitifm in hisFur}* and l:ﬁ!mre, If art history can be regarded s
1 e dition. Nochlin argued, honored the cultural as a discursive practice, then it is susceptible o the type of rextual
L :;ﬁﬂcmunu of men because social forces prevented women from analysis !umwn as dmmstn.u:_tian.” Derrida has shown that lan- s
participating fully in the processes of artistic producton. By means fuage is mml_ved i game of nhlur:nr presence, that it serves 1o be- Michuating
The of a striking case study of the history of the exclusion of women stow ontological status on 1:vhat is r.tdn-r_wme un:hr an m*ftahle unld Sl
Practice from drawing or painting the nude in the art academies that domi- sh:fm_xg system of signs wll'uch draw their meaning not from their '
af nated artistic education undl the end of the nineteenth u::‘ntury. capacity to Teﬁ:r o objects in th_u waorld, but n:d‘wrfrum the culmfnl
o Nochlin suggested that social institutions, rather than an innate attitudes with which they are invested by their users. In such cir-

lack in female character, were responsible for the underrepresenta-
tion of this gender among the *great” artists of the past.

Hopefully, by stressing the maitutional—i.c., the puhl_il:-—ﬂ:thr.r
than the individual, or private, pre-conditions for mhmcnt or the
lack of it in the arts, we have provided a paradigm for the llnﬂﬁltlg‘a—
tion of other areas in the field. By examining in some d.uil,:ul IISIITIph:'
instance of deprivation or dissdvantage—the unawihhﬁ!'r.y uf l:mtls:
models to women art students—we have suggested that it was in-
deed instirntioadly made impossible for women to achieve artistic
eucellence, or success, on the sarme footing as men, m marter ot
the potency of their so-called ralent, or genius.™

Rather than attempt 1o insert historical wamen 'ul'l.tu a sutr.iul
practice that had been constructed on the basis of their n:xch.:smn,
subsequent feminist erities demanded the eomplete ctnsn‘_uc_unn of
art history as a discipline. Griselda Pollock has used semmiotics -.:rn-.l
the work of Foucault to argue that art history is itself a d:snlrmvlu
practice, 3 way of making meaning that is imbued wlr.h the atti-
tudes of the dominant gender. She concludes rh:rr fr:mmlst scholar-
ship has no place within art history as it has traditionally been ..1._._
fined. Instead of addressing the canonical works around which
disciplinary activity has revolved, she advocates what she calls
“ferninist interventions in the histories of art.™

Following Jacques Derrida, Adrian Rifk'u.1 ha_s drawn out th.e
consequences of linguistic theory for the urtthmnnml canon, ﬁ:;nt?

“ing in particular on the necessity to recognize that the work of the
historan—the historical text—is inevitably colored by the histo-

4 Py me;mﬁ;?:;m: s the Histaries of Art: An Intro-
duntion." in Vision and Difference: Femiminity, Feminison, and the Histories of Art (Loo-
don: Routledge, 1088), 1-17,

cumstances, the noton of “ant™ is transtormed: no longer refernng
to a series of cultural objects distinguished by its capacity to pro-
voke a universal response to artistic merit, *art” becomes a series of
cultural objects that has been arbitrarily awarded a privileged status
by authors whose interests have been served by doing so.* The cul-
tural category of “art™ and the discursive practice of “art history”
are social constructs, not constants in the history of civilization.

In the light of these critiques, we must rethink the function of
authorial subjectivity in the writing of history, as well as the nature
and status of the art historical canon. First, and perhaps most
startling, we must realize that the type of appreciation expressed
for northern Remaissance art in the work of Wackenroder and
Schlegel is more relevant to the process of contemporary historical
nterpretation than is the work of Panofsky. Once the concept of
tradition has been shown to be historcally compromised, laden
with the cultural attitudes of a particular historical moment, and
once every attempt to make textual meaning has been shown o be
less about the world than about the projection of authorial bias and
prejudice—as well as insight and understanding—then it seems
clear that art historians must address the question of why they be-

- lieve the works they discuss are worth talking about. Once there is

no longer anything self-evident about the status of the works that
are the focus of art historical attention, it is necessary to explain
why certain works have been chosen rather than others. The sub- .

it Adrian Rifkin, “Ars Hismories,” in The Newr A Hirtoery, v, A L. Rees and
Frances Borzello (Landon: Camden Press, 1g86), 15763, See alio Gerand Mer-
mu, “Rhetweie and Fpisteme: Writing about “An” in' the Wake of Post-Structural-

i bso,” et Hesrory 12 (1gHg); R 7=500.

1. For a discussion of the way in which works of art are “framed,” see Jacques

- Dernda, The Tratk m Pomting, wans. Geofl Bennington and lan McLeod (Chi-

cage: University of Chicago Press, 1987) and Paul Duro, ed., The Rberaric of the

- Frame: Exiays ont the Bownduries of the Artwork {Cambridge: Cambridyge Llniverty

Press, tgon),



jective attitudes and culrural aspirations of the art historian be-
“come just as important an aspect of the narrative as the works that
are its object. This is tantamount to saying that there is no canon
heyond that which we ourselves construct. Instead of using history
to buttress the existence of a traditional canon, instead of making
the historical imagination serve the status quo, that is, the tastes of
those whose culture we have inherited, a movivated history can be
used to destabilize and call into question our culture’s assumptions
and prejudices by insisting on their contingency and relanvity.
But these conclusions have profound pedagogical implications
for art history. As a discipline organized around the study of a
canon of artists and works guaranteed by tradition, art history was,
at least untl relanively recently, an agent in what Pierre Bourdieu
has called the process of “cultural reproduction.” The canonical
content of our syllabi, for instance, serves as a means of wansmit-
ting “cultural capital” from one generation of the elite to another.”
By transferring knowledge about a set of works whose merit can
neither be questioned nor discussed, art history is often viewed as o
conservative force in contemporary culture. How can this situation
be transformed? The elimination of 4 canon seems to be a utopian
dream. To suggest that art history could continue as a social insu-
tution without choosing which artists and works should be taught
and which should not presupposes that the discipline could operate
without a cultural agenda. Such manifest naiveré would simply re-
produce the circumstances that promoted an unquestioning atti-
wude toward the traditional canon in the first place. IFwe assume, in
the wake of pest-structuralism, that there are no disinterested nar-
ratives, that all art historical accounts are informed by one hias or
another, then it seems wiser to acknowledge that there will always
be some works considered t be of greater artistic merit than oth-
ers. The standards that go into making such judgments change ac-
cording to the attitudes and interests of different histarical groups

and individuals,
As | write, it is clear to me that ransformations that accord with

31. Pierre Bourdicu and fean-Claude Passeron, Reprodaction i Educazion, Soer
ey, wnd Culture, trans. Richard Nico (Laondon: Sage Publicatiom, 1gg0). For an in-
dicument of the way in which art history serves the process of cultural reprodue-
tion, see Crirol Duneuan, *Teaching the Rich," i The Aestbetior of Prmer: Esvitys
Ciritteal Ars Hisrory (New York: Cambrdpe Universing Press, 1993}, 13542

these arguments are actually being carried out in practice. Rather
:hzn assturtie that the discipline might ever agree on what constitures
quality,” our students more and more frequently encounter con-
cepts of artistic merit that respond to varied political and cultural be-
liefs. Tn such circumstances, they may he introduced to s formalist
mnun:, Murxist canon, feminist canon, gay and leshian canon, post-
clulnmnl canon, and so on. Alternatively, they may study tht“l:r:llji'
!:mnal set of works, but be given very different reasons for consider-
ing them extraordinary. This plethora of ideals of social value does
not pretend to coexist in egalitarian conviviality. The value of ac-
knowledging their struggle for atention is that none can henceforth
be regarded as a “master narrative.” Decisions to subscribe to one or
ur!urhcr of their social agendas must be made with a full recognition
of the Elii{itﬂ and cultural implications of that choice., In vim%':f the
‘TII[EI'I‘HIIIVES_, none of these initiatives can conceal the contingency of
its assumptions behind the naturalizing mask of tradition, ﬁ
Previously sanctioned narratives on which canonical status de-
pended are being called into question by narratives that no longer
shara: their assumptions, Individual artists and works of m—r—-cfen
entire periods—are being reevaluated in 2 way that places their
mnnngcd representation in the canon in doub, just 45 canonical
status 1s now being sought for artists, works, and periods hitherto
unrecognized. Indeed, as David Carrier has suggested, art history
'wmtld appear to be experiencing o “paradigm shife.” U-:ir:;
['hlumnds Kuhn's notion of the paradigm to refer to forms nl'art-his-
torical interpretation that are regarded as acceptable by the domi-
nnnt.insrjtutiuru; in the profession at any particular point in time
Carrier suggests that our discipline’s notion of “truth” is bein :
transformed and that we are witnessing the development of nlnf
f.!:ll‘lidigmﬁ of what might count as acceptable forms of interpreti-
_uun."* Kuhn’s sociology of knowledge not only affords us insight
into r:uml.cmpumry circumstances but also presents a means of un-
dempnd:ng change. Despite the appeal of some of art history’s
If.-::{mg practitioners to an unchanging, constant notion of tradi-
ton, one that would stabilize and perpetuace a fixed concepr of

i 14 _I}T'-'l_li Carrier, “Erwin Panofsky, Leo Steinberg, David Carrier: The Prob-

-rt'::‘: of [HJlT‘I.‘I.;I;T in Are l-;irmmul Interprecation,” Jowrmal of Aesthesicr and Art

srrtwom 47 (19801 1337, For Kuhn's theory of *paradigms,” 8 ’

Soeatific Revalwetions, 2d ed, {Chicagn: Universiny u[‘m{ :h'.—_-x.in o T::‘::Wmﬂ? ’
Prese, 1g2a).
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quality, the canon has always been malleable, seemingly engaged in
a process of continual change.

This chapter, however, is not descriptive account of art his-
tory’s metamorphoses. Far from an empirical report, it is an appeal
for a broader recognition of the role played by subjectivity in the
articulation of historical interpretations. Rather than legitimate 2
pre-established canon of artists and works following the principle
of objectivity, L argue that historians should pursue their own agen-
das and articulate their own motives for engaging in the process of
finding cultural meaning in the art of the past. Rather than regard
the subject of art history as fixed and unchanging, scholars have an
opportunity to define what that subject might be, In doing so, they
can display rather than conceal the cultural issues thar preoceupy
them. The subject of art history thus becomes manifestly an alle-
gory of the historical circumstances that have shaped and empow-
ered the subjectivity of the author.

This emphasis on the agency of the historian, his or her capacity
to subject the values of the past to intense scrutiny and nigorous
cnticism, as well as o articulate the culiural aspirations of his or
her own times, should not be misunderstood. This is not a call for
some simpleminded correspondence between interpretation and
interpreter, not a suggestion that one should reflect the other. The
allegories of consciousness that we call *history” must inevitably
be opaque. We can never be fully conscious of the motives that
compel us to give one shape to an interpretation rather than an-
other. The unconscious must, by definition, remain beyond our
comprehension. Not only is the historian’ subjectivity partly de-
termined by unconscious forces, but it is also governed by the ide-
ological traditions that are characteristic of its situation in history.
Following Louis Althusser, we might define ideology as 4 social un-
conscious.”” The histarian’s work belongs (sometimes knowingly
and sometimes unknowingly) to i variety of ways of conceiving the
relations berween human beings as members of a particular cul-
ture, and of the means by which that culture relates to other cul-
tures and to the world. These structures of understnding define
his or her identity in relation 1o all other times and places.

350 L. Althusser, “Ideology and the Mealigical State Apparanmses,” in Lemin end
Philavyiey ared Other Ersarys, trans, Ben Brewster {MNew York: Monthly Review Press,
1971}, txfi-Ra.
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