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CATEGORIES OF ART

I. INTRODUCTION

False judgments enter art history if we judge from the impression
which pictures of different epochs, placed side by side, make on
us. . . . They speak a different language.!

AINTINGS and sculptures are to be looked at; sonatas and
songs are to be heard. What is important about these works
of art, as works of art, is what can be seen or heard in them.?
Inspired partly by apparent commonplaces such as these, many
recent aesthetic theorists have attempted to purge from criticism
of works of art supposedly extraneous excursions into matters
not (or not ““directly”) available to inspection of the works, and to
focus attention on the works themselves. Circumstances connected
with a work’s origin, in particular, are frequently held to have no
essential bearing on an assessment of its aesthetic nature—for
example, who created the work, how, and when; the artist’s
intentions and expectations concerning it, his philosophical
views, psychological state, and love life; the artistic traditions
and intellectual atmosphere of his society. Once produced (it is
argued) the work must stand or fall on its own; it must be judged
for what it is, regardless of how it came to be as it is.

Arguments for the irrelevance of such historical circumstances
to aesthetic judgments about works of art may, but need not,
involve the claim that these circumstances are not of ‘““aesthetic”
interest or importance, though obviously they are often important
in biographical, historical, psychological, or sociological re-
searches. One might consider an artist’s action in producing a
work to be aesthetically interesting, an “aesthetic object” in its

! Heinrich Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, trans. by M. D. Hottinger
(7th ed.; New York, 1929), p. 228.

2 “[W]e should all agree, I think, ... that any quality that cannot even in
principle be heard in it [a musical composition] does not belong to it as music.”
Monroe Beardsley, Aesthetics: Problems in the Philosophy of Criticism (New York,

1958), pp. 31-32.
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own right, while vehemently maintaining its irrelevance to an
aesthetic investigation of the work. Robert Rauschenberg once
carefully obliterated a drawing by de Kooning, titled the bare
canvas “Erased De Kooning Drawing’’, framed it, and exhibited
it.3 His doing this might be taken as symbolic or expressive (of an
attitude toward art, or toward life in general, or whatever) in an
‘“aesthetically” significant manner, perhaps somewhat as an
action of a character in a play might be, and yet thought to have
no bearing whatever on the aesthetic nature of the finished
product. The issue I am here concerned with is how far critical
questions about works of art can be separated from questions about
their histories.*

One who wants to make this separation quite sharp may regard
the basic facts of art along the following lines. Works of art are
simply objects with various properties, of which we are primarily
interested in perceptual ones—visual properties of paintings,
audible properties of music, and so forth.® A work’s perceptual
properties include ‘“‘aesthetic”” as well as “non-aesthetic”’ ones—
the sense of mystery and tension of a painting as well as its dark
coloring and diagonal composition; the energy, exuberance, and
coherence of a sonata, as well as its meters, rhythms, pitches,
timbres, and so forth; the balance and serenity of a Gothic
cathedral as well as its dimensions, lines, and symmetries.®

3 Cf. Calvin Tompkins, The Bride and the Bachelors (New York, 1965),
pp. 210-211.

4 Monroe Beardsley argues for a relatively strict separation (op. cit., pp. 17-
34). Some of the strongest recent attempts to enforce this separation are to be
found in discussions of the so-called “‘intentional fallacy,” beginning with
William Wimsatt and Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy,” Sewance Review,
LIV (1946), which has been widely cited and reprinted. Despite the name of
the ““fallacy” these discussions are not limited to consideration of the relevance
of artists’ intentions.

5 The aesthetic properties of works of literature are not happily called
“perceptual.” For reasons connected with this it is sometimes awkward to treat
literature together with the visual arts and music. (The notion of perceiving
a work in a category, to be introduced shortly, is not straightforwardly ap-
plicable to literary works.) Hence in this paper I will concentrate on visual
and musical works, though I believe that the central points I make concerning
them hold, with suitable modifications, for novels, plays, and poems as well.

6 Frank Sibley distinguishes between “aesthetic’”” and “nonaesthetic” terms
and concepts in “Aesthetic Concepts,”” Philosophical Review, LXVIII (1959).
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Aesthetic properties are features or characteristics of works
of art just as much as non-aesthetic ones are.” They are in the
works, to be seen, heard, or otherwise perceived there. Seeing a
painting’s sense of mystery or hearing a sonata’s coherence
might require looking or listening longer or harder than does
perceiving colors and shapes, rhythms and pitches; it may even
require special training or a special kind of sensitivity. But
these qualities must be discoverable simply by examining the
works themselves if they are discoverable at all. It is never even
partly in virtue of the circumstances of a work’s origin that it
has a sense of mystery or is coherent or serene. Such circumstances
sometimes provide hints concerning what to look for in a work,
what we might reasonably expect to find by examining it. But
these hints are always theoretically dispensable; a work’s aesthetic
properties must “in principle” be ascertainable without their
help. Surely (it seems) a Rembrandt portrait does not have (or
lack) a sense of mystery in virtue of the fact that Rembrandt
intended it to have (or to lack) that quality, any more than a
contractor’s intention to make a roof leakproof makes it so; nor
is the portrait mysterious in virtue of any other facts about what
Rembrandt thought or how he went about painting the portrait
or what his society happened to be like. Such circumstances are
important to the result only in so far as they had an effect on the
pattern of paint splotches that became attached to the canvas,
and the canvas can be examined without in any way considering
how the splotches got there. It would not matter in the least to the
aesthetic properties of the portrait if the paint had been applied
to the canvas not by Rembrandt at all, but by a chimpanzee or a
cyclone in a paint shop.

The view sketched above can easily seem very persuasive. But
the tendency of critics to discuss the histories of works of art in the
course of justifying aesthetic judgments about them has been
remarkably persistent. This is partly because hints derived
from facts about a work’s history, however dispensable they
may be “in principle,” are often crucially important in practice.

7 Cf. Paul Ziff, “Art and the ‘Object of Art,” > in Ziff, Philosophic Turnings
(Ithaca, N.Y., 1966), pp. 12-16 (originally published in Mind, N. S. LX[1951]).
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(One might simply not think to listen for a recurring series of
intervals in a piece of music, until he learns that the composer
meant the work to be structured around it.) No doubt it is partly
due also to genuine confusions on the part of critics. But I will
argue that (some) facts about the origins of works of art have an
essential role in criticism, that aesthetic judgments rest on them in
an absolutely fundamental way. For this reason, and for another
as well, the view that works of art should be judged simply by
what can be perceived in them is seriously misleading, though
there is something right in the idea that what matters aesthetically
about a painting or a sonata is just how it looks or sounds.

II. STANDARD, VARIABLE, AND CONTRA-STANDARD PROPERTIES

I will continue to call tension, mystery, energy, coherence,
balance, serenity, sentimentality, pallidness, disunity, gro-
tesqueness, and so forth, as well as colors and shapes, pitches and
timbres properties of works of art, though ‘“property” is to be
construed broadly enough not to beg any important questions. I
will also, following Sibley, call properties of the former sort
“aesthetic” properties, but purely for reasons of convenience I
will include in this category ‘representational” and ‘“resem-
blance” properties, which Sibley excludes—for example, the
property of representing or being a picture of Napoleon, that of
depicting an old man (as) stooping over a fire, that of resembling,
or merely suggesting, a human face, claws (the petals of Van
Gogh’s sunflowers), or (in music) footsteps or conversation.
It is not essential for my purposes to delimit with any exactness
the class of aesthetic properties (if indeed any such delimitation
is possible), for I am more interested in discussing particular
examples of such properties than in making generalizations
about the class as a whole. It will be obvious, however, that what
I say about the examples I deal with is also applicable to a great
many other properties we would want to call aesthetic.

Sibley points out that a work’s aesthetic properties depend on
its nonaesthetic properties; the former are “emergent” or

337



KENDALL L. WALTON

“Gestalt” properties based on the latter.8 I take this to be true of
all the examples of aesthetic properties we will be dealing with,
including representational and resemblance ones. It is because of
the configuration of colors and shapes on a painting, perhaps
in particular its dark colors and diagonal composition, that it has
a sense of mystery and tension, if it does. The colors and shapes
of a portrait are responsible for its resembling an old man and
(perhaps with its title) its depicting an old man. The coherence
or unity of a piece of music (for example, Beethoven’s Fifth
Symphony) may be largely due to the frequent recurrence of a
rhythmic motive, and the regular meter of a song plus the
absence of harmonic modulation and of large intervals in the voice
part may make it serene or peaceful.

Moreover, a work seems or appears to us to have certain aesthetic
properties because we observe in it, or it appears to us to have,
certain nonaesthetic features (though it may not be necessary to
notice consciously all the relevant nonaesthetic features). A
painting depicting an old man may not look like an old man to
someone who is color-blind, or when it is seen from an extreme
angle or in bad lighting conditions so that its colors or shapes are
distorted or obscured. Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony performed
in such a sloppy manner that many occurrences of the four-note
rhythmic motive do not sound similar may seem incoherent or
disunified.

I will argue, however, that a work’s aesthetic properties depend
not only on its nonaesthetic ones, but also on which of its non-
aesthetic properties are “standard,” which ‘“variable,” and
which “contra-standard,” in senses to be explained. I will
approach this thesis by way of the psychological point that
what aesthetic properties a work seems to us to have depends
not only on what nonaesthetic features we perceive in it, but
also on which of them are standard, which variable, and which
contra-standard for us (in a sense also to be explained).

It is necessary to introduce first a distinction between standard,
variable, and contra-standard properties relative to perceptually
distinguishable categories of works of art. Such categories include

8 “Aesthetic and Nonaesthetic,” Philosophical Review, LXXII (1965).
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media, genre, styles, forms, and so forth—for example, the
categories of paintings, cubist paintings, Gothic architecture,
classical sonatas, paintings in the style of Cézanne, and music
in the style of late Beethoven—if they are interpreted in such a way
that membership is determined solely by features that can be
perceived in a work when it is experienced in the normal manner.
Thus whether or not a piece of music was written in the eighteenth
century is irrelevant to whether it belongs to the category of
classical sonatas (interpreted in this way), and whether a work
was produced by Cézanne or Beethoven has nothing essential to do
with whether it is in the style of Cézanne or late Beethoven.
The category of etchings as normally construed is not perceptually
distinguishable in the requisite sense, for to be an etching is,
I take it, simply to have been produced in a particular manner.
But the category of apparent etchings, works which look like
etchings from the quality of their lines, whether they are etchings
or not, is perceptually distinguishable. A category will not
count as “perceptually distinguishable” in my sense if in order to
determine perceptually whether something belongs to it, it is
necessary (in some or all cases) to determine which categories
it is correctly perceived in partly or wholly on the basis of non-
perceptual considerations. (See Section IV below.) This prevents,
for example, the category of serene things from being perceptually
distinguishable in this sense.

A feature of a work of art is standard with respect to a (percep-
tually distinguishable) category just in case it is among those in
virtue of which works in that category belong to that category—
that is, just in case the lack of that feature would disqualify, or
tend to disqualify, a work from that category. A feature is variable
with respect to a category just in case it has nothing to do with
works’ belonging to that category; the possession or lack of the
feature is irrelevant to whether a work qualifies for the category.
Finally, a contra-standard feature with respect to a category is the
absence of a standard feature with respect to that category—that
is, a feature whose presence tends to disqualify works as members
of the category. Needless to say, it will not be clear in all cases
whether a feature of a work is standard, variable, or contra-
standard relative to a given category, since the criteria for
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classifying works of art are far from precise. But clear examples are
abundant. The flatness of a painting and the motionlessness of its
markings are standard, and its particular shapes and colors are
variable, relative to the category of painting. A protruding
three-dimensional object or an electrically driven twitching of
the canvas would be contra-standard relative to this category.
The straight lines in stick-figure drawings and squarish shapes
in cubist paintings are standard with respect to those categories
respectively, though they are variable with respect to the cate-
gories of drawing and painting. The exposition-development-
recapitulation form of a classical sonata is standard, and its
thematic material is variable, relative to the category of sonatas.

In order to explain what I mean by features being standard,
variable, or contra-standard jfor a person on a particular occasion, 1
must introduce the notion of perceiving a work in, or as belonging
to, a certain (perceptually distinguishable) category.® To perceive
a work in a certain category is to perceive the “Gestalt” of that
category in the work. This needs some explanation. People
familiar with Brahmsian music—that is, music in the style of
Brahms (notably, works of Johannes Brahms)—or impressionist
paintings can frequently recognize members of these categories
by recognizing the Brahmsian or impressionist Gestalt qualities.
Such recognition is dependent on perception of particular
features that are standard relative to these categories, but it is not
a matter of inferring from the presence of such features that a work
is Brahmsian or impressionist. One may not notice many of the
relevant features, and he may be very vague about which ones are
relevant. If I recognize a work as Brahmsian by first noting its
lush textures, its basically traditional harmonic and formal
structure, its superimposition and alternation of duple and
triple meters, and so forth, and recalling that these characteristics
are typical of Brahmsian works, I have not recognized it by
hearing the Brahmsian Gestalt. To do that is simply to recognize it
by its Brahmsian sound, without necessarily paying attention

® This is a very difficult notion to make precise, and I do not claim to
have succeeded entirely. But the following comments seem to me to go in
the right direction, and, together with the examples in the next section, they
should clarify it sufficiently for my present purposes.
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to the features (“‘cues”) responsible for it. Similarly, recognizing
an impressionist painting by its impressionist Gestalt, is recognizing
the impressionist look about it, which we are familiar with from
other impressionist paintings; not applying a rule we have
learned for recognizing it from its features.

To perceive a Gestalt quality in a work—that is, to perceive it in a
certain category—is not, or not merely, to recognize that Gestalt
quality. Recognition is a momentary occurrence, whereas
perceiving a quality is a continuous state which may last for a
short or long time. (For the same reason, seeing the ambiguous
duck-rabbit figure as a duck is not, or not merely, recognizing a
property of it.) We perceive the Brahmsian or impressionist
Gestalt in a work when, and as long as, it sounds (looks) Brahmsian
or impressionist to us. This involves perceiving (not necessarily
being aware of) features standard relative to that category.
But it is not just this, nor this plus the intellectual realization
that these features make the work Brahmsian, or impressionist.
These features are perceived combined into a single Gestalt
quality.

We can of course perceive a work in several or many different
categories at once. A Brahms sonata might be heard simul-
taneously as a piece of music, a sonata, a romantic work, and a
Brahmsian work. Some pairs of categories, however, seem to be
such that one cannot perceive a work as belonging to both
at once, much as one cannot see the duck-rabbit both as a duck
and as a rabbit simultaneously. One cannot see a photographic
image simultaneously as a still photograph and as (part of) a
film, nor can one see something both in the category of paintings
and at the same time in the category (to be explained shortly) of
guernicas.

It will be useful to point out some of the causes of our perceiving
works in certain categories. (¢) In which categories we perceive a
work depends in part, of course, on what other works we are
familiar with. The more works of a certain sort we have ex-
perienced, the more likely it is that we will perceive a particular
work in that category. (b)) What we have heard critics and others
say about works we have experienced, how they have categorized
them, and what resemblances they have pointed out to us is also

341



KENDALL L. WALTON

important. If no one has ever explained to me what is distinctive
about Schubert’s style (as opposed to the styles of, say, Schumann,
Mendelssohn, Beethoven, Brahms, Hugo Wolf), or even pointed
out that there is such a distinctive style, I may never have learned
to hear the Schubertian Gestalt quality, even if I have heard
many of Schubert’s works, and so I may not hear his works as
Schubertian. (¢) How we are introduced to the particular work
in question may be involved. If a Cézanne painting is exhibited
in a collection of French Impressionist works, or if before seeing
it we are told that it is French Impressionist, we are more likely
to see it as French Impressionist than if it is exhibited in a random
collection and we are not told anything about it beforehand.

I will say that a feature of a work is standard for a particular
person on a particular occasion when, and only when, it is
standard relative to some category in which he perceives it,
and is not contra-standard relative to any category in which
he perceives it. A feature is variable for a person on an occasion
Jjust when it is variable relative to all of the categories in which he
perceives it. And a feature is contra-standard for a person on an
occasion just when it is contra-standard relative to any of the
categories in which he perceives it.10

0 In order to avoid excessive complexity and length, I am ignoring some
considerations that might be important at a later stage of investigation. In
particular, I think it would be important at some point to distinguish between
different degrees or levels of standardness, variableness, and contra-standardness
for a person; to speak, e.g., of features being more or less standard for him. At
least two distinct sorts of grounds for such differences of degree should be
recognized. (a) Distinctions between perceiving a work in a certain category
to a greater and lesser extent should be allowed for, with corresponding
differences of degree in the standardness for the perceiver of properties relative
to that category. (b) A feature which is standard relative to more, and/or more
specific, categories in which a person perceives the work should thereby count
as more standard for him. Thus, if we see something as a painting and also as a
French Impressionist painting, features standard relative to both categories
are more standard for us than features standard relative only to the latter.
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III. A PoiNT ABoUT PERCEPTION

I turn now to my psychological thesis that what aesthetic
properties a work seems to have, what aesthetic effect it has
on us, how it strikes us aesthetically often depends (in part)
on which of its features are standard, which variable, and which
contra-standard for us. I offer a series of examples in support of
this thesis.

(a) Representational and resemblance properties provide
perhaps the most obvious illustration of this thesis. Many works
of art look like or resemble other objects—people, buildings,
mountains, bowls of fruit, and so forth. Rembrandt’s “Titus
Reading” looks like a boy, and in particular like Rembrandt’s
son; Picasso’s “Les Demoiselles d’Avignon” looks like five women,
four standing and one sitting (though not especially like any
particular women). A portrait may even be said to be a perfect
likeness of the sitter, or to capture his image exactly.

An important consideration in determining whether a work
depicts or represents a particular object, or an object of a certain
sort (for example, Rembrandt’s son, or simply a boy), in the
sense of being a picture, sculpture, or whatever of itl! is whether
the work resembles that object, or objects of that kind. A signif-
icant degree of resemblance is, I suggest, a necessary condition
in most contexts for such representation or depiction,!? though
the resemblance need not be obvious at first glance. If we are
unable to see a similarity between a painting purportedly of a
woman and women, I think we would have to suppose either
that there is such a similarity which we have not yet discovered
(as one might fail to see a face in a maze of lines), or that it
simply is not a picture of a woman. Resemblance is of course not a
sufficient condition for representation, since a portrait (containing
only one figure) might resemble both the sitter and his twin

™ This excludes, e.g., the sense of “represent’ in which a picture might
represent justice or courage, and probably other senses as well.

12 This does not hold for the special case of photography. A photograph
is a photograph of a woman no matter what it looks like, I take it, if 2 woman
was in front of the lens when it was produced.
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brother equally but is not a portrait of both of them. (The title
might determine which of them it depicts.)?

It takes only a touch of perversity, however, to find much
of our talk about resemblances between works of art and other
things preposterous. Paintings and people are very different
sorts of things. Paintings are pieces of canvas supporting splotches
of paint, while people are live, three-dimensional, flesh-and-blood
animals. Moreover, except rarely and under special conditions
of observation (probably including bad lighting) paintings and
people look very different. Paintings look like pieces of canvas
(or anyway flat surfaces) covered with paint and people look
like flesh-and-blood animals. There is practically no danger
of confusing them. How, then, can anyone seriously hold that
a portrait resembles the sitter to any significant extent, let alone
that it is a perfect likeness of him? Yet it remains true that many
paintings strike us as resembling people, sometimes very much or
even exactly—despite the fact that they look so very different!

To resolve this paradox we must recognize that the resem-
blances we perceive between, for example, portraits and people,
those that are relevant in determining what works of art depict or
represent, are resemblances of a somewhat special sort, tied up
with the categories in which we perceive such works. The prop-
erties of a work which are standard for us are ordinarily irrele-
vant to what we take it to look like or resemble in the relevant
sense, and hence to what we take it to depict or represent. The
properties of a portrait which make it so different from, so easily
distinguishable from, a person—such as its flatness and its
painted look—are standard for us. Hence these properties just
do not count with regard to what (or whom) it looks like. It

13 Nelson Goodman denies that resemblance is necessary for representa-
tion—and obviously not merely because of isolated or marginal examples of
non-resembling representations (p. 5). I cannot treat his arguments here,
but rather than reject en masse the common-sense beliefs that pictures do
resemble significantly what they depict and that they depict what they do
partly because of such resemblances, if Goodman advocates rejecting them,
I prefer to recognize a sense of ‘‘resemblance” in which these beliefs are
true. My disagreement with him is perhaps less sharp than it appears since,
as will be evident, I am quite willing to grant that the relevant resemblances are
“‘conventional.” Cf. Goodman, Languages of Art (Indianapolis, 1968), p. 39, n. 31.
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is only the properties which are variable for us, the colors and
shapes on the work’s surface, that make it look to us like what it
does. And these are the ones which are taken as relevant in
determining what (if anything) the work represents.1¢

Other examples will reinforce this point. A marble bust of a
Roman emperor seems to us to resemble a man with, say, an
aquiline nose, a wrinkled brow, and an expression of grim
determination, and we take it to represent a man with, or as
having, those characteristics. But why don’t we say that it
resembles and represents a perpetually motionless man, of
uniform (marble) color, who is severed at the chest ? It is similar to
such a man, it seems, and much more so than to a normally
colored, mobile, and whole man. But we are not struck by the
former similarity when we see the bust, obvious though it is on
reflection. The bust’s uniform color, motionlessness, and abrupt
ending at the chest are standard properties relative to the cate-
gory of busts, and since we see it as a bust they are standard
for us. Similarly, black-and-white drawings do not look to us like
colorless scenes and we do not take them to depict things as
being colorless, nor do we regard stick-figure drawings as resem-
bling and depicting only very thin people. A cubist work might
look like a person with a cubical head to someone not familiar
with the cubist style. But the standardness of such cubical shapes
for people who see it as a cubist work prevents them from making
that comparison.

The shapes of a painting or a still photograph of a high jumper
in action are motionless, but these pictures do not look to us like a
high jumper frozen in midair. Indeed, depending on features
of the pictures which are variable for us (for example, the exact
positions of the figures, swirling brush strokes in the painting,
slight blurrings of the photographic image) the athlete may seem
in a frenzy of activity; the pictures may convey a vivid sense
of movement. But if static images exactly like those of the two

14 The connection between features variable for us and what the work
looks like is by no means a straightforward or simple one, however. It may
involve “rules” which are more or less “conventional” (e.g., the “laws” of
perspective). Cf. E. H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion (New York, 1960) and
Nelson Goodman, op cit.
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pictures occur in a motion picture, and we see it as a motion
picture, they probably would strike us as resembling a static
athlete. This is because the immobility of the images is standard
relative to the category of still pictures and variable relative
to that of motion pictures. (Since we are so familiar with still
pictures it might be difficult to see the static images as motion
pictures for very long, rather than as [filmed] still pictures.
But we could not help seeing them that way if we had no ac-
quaintance at all with the medium of still pictures.) My point
here is brought out by the tremendous aesthetic difference
we are likely to experience between a film of a dancer moving
very slowly and a still picture of him, even if “objectively” the
two images are very nearly identical. We might well find the
former studied, calm, deliberate, laborious, and the latter
dynamic, energetic, flowing, or frenzied.

In general, then, what we regard a work as resembling, and as
representing, depends on the properties of the work which are
variable, and not on those which are standard for us.’® The latter
properties serve to determine what kind of a representation the
work is, rather than what it represents or resembles. We take
them for granted, as it were, in representations of that kind.
This principle helps to explain also how clouds can look like
elephants, how diatonic orchestral music can suggest a conversa-
tion or a person crying or laughing, and how a twelve-year-old
boy can look like his middle-aged father.

We can now see how a portrait can be an exact likeness of the
sitter, despite the huge differences between the two. The dif-
ferences, in so far as they involve properties standard for us,
simply do not count against likeness, and hence not against exact
likeness. Similarly, a boy not only can resemble his father but can
be his “‘spitting image,”” despite the boy’s relative youthfulness. It
is clear that the notions of resemblance and exact resemblance that

15 There is at least one group of exceptions to this. Obviously features
of a work which are standard for us because they are standard relative to
some representational category which we see it in—e.g., the category of nudes,
still lifes, or landscapes—do help determine what the work looks like to us and
what we take it to depict.
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we are concerned with are not even cousins of the 'notion of per-
ceptual indistinguishability.

(6) The importance of the distinction between standard and
variable properties is by no means limited to cases involving
representation or resemblance. Imagine a society which does not
have an established medium of painting, but does produce a
kind of work of art called guernicas. Guernicas are like versions of
Picasso’s “Guernica” done in various bas-relief dimensions. All
of them are surfaces with the colors and shapes of Picasso’s
“Guernica,” but the surfaces are molded to protrude from the
wall like relief maps of different kinds of terrain. Some guernicas
have rolling surfaces, others are sharp and jagged, still others
contain several relatively flat planes at various angles to each
other, and so forth. Picasso’s “Guernica’ would be counted as a
guernica in this society—a perfectly flat one—rather than as a
painting. Its flatness is variable and the figures on its surface are
standard relative to the category of guernicas. Thus the flatness,
which is standard for us, would be variable for members of the
other society (if they should come across “Guernica’) and the
figures on the surface, which are variable for us, would be stan-
dard for them. This would make for a profound difference
between our aesthetic reaction to “Guernica’ and theirs. It seems
violent, dynamic, vital, disturbing to us. But I imagine it would
strike them as cold, stark, lifeless, or serene and restful, or perhaps
bland, dull, boring—but in any case not violent, dynamic, and
vital. We do not pay attention to or take note of “Guernica’ ’s
flatness; this is a feature we take for granted in paintings, as it
were. But for the other society this is “Guernica” ’s most striking
and noteworthy characteristic—what is expressive about it.
Conversely, “Guernica”’s color patches, which we find note-
worthy and expressive, are insignificant to them.

It is important to notice that this difference in aesthetic
response is not due solely to the fact that we are much more
familiar with flat works of art than they are, and they are more
familiar with “Guernica” ’s colors and shapes. Someone equally
familiar with paintings and guernicas might, I think, see Picasso’s
“Guernica” as a painting on some occasions, and as a guernica on
others. On the former occasions it will probably look dynamic,
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violent, and so forth to him, and on the latter cold, serene, bland,
or lifeless. Whether he sees the work in a museum of paintings
or a museum of guernicas, or whether he has been told that it is a
painting or a guernica, may influence how he sees it. But I think
he might be able to shift at will from one way of seeing it to the
other, somewhat as one shifts between seeing the duck-rabbit as a
duck and seeing it as a rabbit.

This example and the previous ones might give the impression
that in general only features of a work that are variable for us are
aesthetically important—that these are the expressive, aestheti-
cally active properties, as far as we are concerned, whereas
features standard for us are aesthetically inert. But this notion is
quite mistaken, as the following examples will demonstrate.
Properties standard for us are not aesthetically lifeless, though the
life that they have, the aesthetic effect they have on us, is typically
very different from what it would be if they were variable for us.

(¢) Because of the very fact that features standard for us do not
seem striking or noteworthy, that they are somehow expected or
taken for granted, they can contribute to a work a sense of order,
inevitability, stability, correctness. This is perhaps most notably
true of large-scale structural properties in the time arts. The
exposition-development-recapitulation form (including the typical
key and thematic relationships) of the first movements of classical
sonatas, symphonies, and string quartets is standard with respect
to the category of works in sonata-allegro form, and standard for
listeners, including most of us, who hear them as belonging to
that category. So proceeding along the lines of sonata-allegro
form seems right to us; to our ears that is how sonatas are supposed
to behave. We feel that we know where we are and where we are
going throughout the work—more so, I suggest, than we would
if we were not familiar with sonata-allegro form, if following the
strictures of that form were variable rather than standard for us.16
Properties standard for us do not always have this sort of unifying
effect, however. The fact that a piano sonata contains only piano

16 The presence of clichés in a work sometimes allows it to contain drastically
disorderly elements without becoming chaotic or incoherent. Cf. Anton
Ehrenzweig, The Hidden Order of Art (London, 1967), pp. 114-116.
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sounds, or uses the Western system of harmony throughout, does
not make it seem unified to us. The reason, I think, is that these
properties are fo0 standard for us in a sense that needs explicating
(cf. note 10). Nevertheless, sonata form is unifying partly because
it is standard rather than variable for us.

(d) That a work (or part of it) has a certain determinate
characteristic (for example, of size, speed, length, volume) is
often variable relative to a particular category, when it is never-
theless standard for that category that the variable characteristic
falls within a certain range. In such cases the aesthetic effect
of the determinate variable property may be colored by the
standard limits of the range. Hence these limits function as an
aesthetic catalyst, even if not as an active ingredient.

Piano music is frequently marked sostenuto, cantabile, legato, or
lyrical. But how can the pianist possibly carry out such instruc-
tions? Piano tones diminish in volume drastically immediately
after the key is struck, becoming inaudible relatively promptly,
and there is no way the player can prevent this. If a singer or
violinist should produce sounds even approaching a piano’s in
suddenness of demise, they would be nerve-wrackingly sharp and
percussive—anything but cantabile or lyrical! Yet piano music can
be cantabile, legato, or lyrical nevertheless; sometimes it is extra-
ordinarily so (for example, a good performance of the Adagio
Cantabile movement of Beethoven’s Pathétique sonata). What
makes this possible is the very fact that the drastic diminution of
piano tones cannot be prevented, and hence never is. It is a
standard feature for piano music. A pianist can, however, by a
variety of devices, control a tone’s rate of diminution and length
within the limits dictated by the nature of the instrument.?

17 The timing of the release of the key affects the tone’s length. Use of the
sustaining pedal can lessen slightly a tone’s diminuendo by reinforcing its
overtones with sympathetic vibrations from other strings. The rate of di-
minuendo is affected somewhat more drastically by the force with which the
key is struck. The more forcefully it is struck the greater is the tone’s relative
diminuendo. (Obviously the rate of diminuendo cannot be controlled in
this way independently of the tone’s initial volume.) The successive tones
of a melody can be made to overlap so that each tone’s sharp attack is partially
obscured by the lingering end of the preceding tone. A melodic tone may

also be reinforced after it begins by sympathetic vibrations from harmonically
related accompanying figures, contributed by the composer.
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Piano tones may thus be more or less sustained within these limits,
and how sustained they are, how quickly or slowly they diminish
and how long they last, within the range of possibilities, is variable
for piano music. A piano passage that sounds lyrical or cantabile
to us is one in which the individual tones are relatively sustained,
given the capabilities of the instrument. Such a passage sounds
lyrical only because piano music is limited as it is, and we hear it
as piano music; that is, the limitations are standard properties
for us. The character of the passage is determined not merely by
the “absolute’ nature of the sounds, but by that in relation to the
standard property of what piano tones can be like.18

This principle helps to explain the lack of energy and brilliance
that we sometimes find even in very fast passages of electronic
music. The energy and brilliance of a fast violin or piano pas-
sage derives not merely from the absolute speed of the music
(together with accents, rhythmic characteristics, and so forth),
but from the fact that it is fast for that particular medium. In
electronic music different pitches can succeed one another at any
frequency up to and including that at which they are no longer
separately distinguishable. Because of this it is difficult to make
electronic music sound fast (energetic, violent). For when we have
heard enough electronic music to be aware of the possibilities we
do not feel that the speed of a passage approaches a limit, no
matter how fast it is.1?

There are also visual correlates of these musical examples. A
small elephant, one which is smaller than most elephants with
which we are familiar, might impress us as charming, cute,
delicate, or puny. This is not simply because of its (absolute)
size, but because it is small for an elephant. To people who are
familiar not with our elephants but with a race of mini-elephants,
the same animal may look massive, strong, dominant, threatening,

18 «[TThe musical media we know thus far derive their whole character
and their usefulness as musical media precisely from their limitations.” Roger
Sessions, ‘“‘Problems and Issues Facing the Composer Today,” in Paul Henry
Lang, Problems of Modern Music (New York, 1960), p. 31.

19 One way to make electronic music sound fast would be to make it sound
like some traditional instrument, thereby trading on the limitations of that
instrument.
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lumbering, if it is large for a mini-elephant. The size of elephants is
variable relative to the class of elephants, but it varies only
within a certain (not precisely specifiable) range. It is a standard
property of elephants that they do fall within this range. How an
elephant’s size affects us aesthetically depends, since we see it as an
elephant, on whether it falls in the upper, middle, or lower part of
the range.

(¢) Properties standard for a certain category which do not
derive from physical limitations of the medium can be regarded as
results of more or less conventional ‘“rules” for producing works
in the given category (for example, the ‘“rules” of sixteenth-
century counterpoint, or those for twelve-tone music). These
rules may combine to create a dilemma for the artist which, if he is
talented, he may resolve ingeniously and gracefully. The result
may be a work with an aesthetic character very different from
what it would have had if it had not been for those rules. Suppose
that the first movement of a sonata in G major modulates to
C-sharp major by the end of the development section. A rule of
sonata form decrees that it must return to G for the recapitulation.
But the keys of G and C-sharp are as unrelated as any two keys
can be; it is difficult to modulate smoothly and quickly from one
to the other. Suppose also that while the sonata is in C-sharp there
are signs that, given other rules of sonata form, indicate that the
recapitulation is imminent (for example, motivichints of the return,
an emotional climax, or a cadenza). Listeners who hear it as a
work in sonata form are likely to have a distinct feeling of unease,
tension, uncertainty, as the time for the recapitulation approaches.
If the composer with a stroke of ingenuity accomplishes the
necessary modulation quickly, efficiently, and naturally, this will
give them a feeling of relief—one might say of deliverance. The
movement to C-sharp (which may have seemed alien and brashly
adventurous) will have proven to be quite appropriate, and the
entire sequence will in retrospect have a sense of correctness and
perfection about it. Our impression of it is likely, I think, to be
very much like our impression of a “beautiful” or ‘“elegant”
proof in mathematics. (Indeed the composer’s task in this example
is not unlike that of producing such a proof.)

But suppose that the rule for sonatas were that the recapitula-
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tion must be either in the original key or in the key one half-step
below it. Thus in the example above the recapitulation could
have been in F-sharp major rather than G major. This possibility
removes the sense of tension from the occurrence of C-sharp
major in the development section, for a modulation from C-sharp
to F-sharp is as easy as any modulation is (since C-sharp is the
dominant of F-sharp). Of course, there would also be no special
release of tension when the modulation to G is effected, there
being no tension to be released. In fact, that modulation probably
would be rather surprising, since the permissible modulation to
F-sharp would be much more natural.

Thus the effect that the sonata has on us depends on which of its
properties are dictated by “rules,” which ones are standard
relative to the category of sonatas and hence standard for us.

(f) I turn now to features which are contra-standard for us—
that is, ones which have a tendency to disqualify a work from a
category in which we nevertheless perceive it. We are likely to
find such features shocking, or disconcerting, or startling, or
upsetting, just because they are contra-standard for us. Their
presence may be so obtrusive that they obscure the work’s
variable properties. Three-dimensional objects protruding from a
canvas and movement in a sculpture are contra-standard relative
to the categories of painting and (traditional) sculpture respec-
tively. These features are contra-standard for us, and probably
shocking, if despite them we perceive the works possessing them
in the mentioned categories. The monochromatic paintings of
Yves Klein are disturbing to us (at least at first) for this reason: we
see them as paintings, though they contain the feature contra-stan-
dard for paintings of being one solid color. Notice that we find other
similarly monochromatic surfaces—for example, walls of living
rooms—not in the least disturbing, and indeed quite unnoteworthy.

If we are exposed frequently to works containing a certain kind
of feature which is contra-standard for us, we ordinarily adjust
our categories to accommodate it, making it contra-standard for
us no longer. The first painting with a three-dimensional object
glued to it was no doubt shocking. But now that the technique
has become commonplace we are not shocked. This is because
we no longer see these works as paintings, but rather as members
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of either (a) a new category—collages—in which case the offending
feature has become standard rather than contra-standard for us,
or (b) an expanded category which includes paintings both with
and without attached objects, in which case that feature is
variable for us.

But it is not just the rarity, unusualness, or unexpectedness of a
feature that makes it shocking. If a work differs Zoo significantly
from the norms of a certain category we do not perceive it in that
category and hence the difference is not contra-standard for us,
even if we have not previously experienced works differing from
that category in that way. A sculpture which is constantly and
vigorously in motion would be so obviously and radically different
from traditional sculptures that we probably would not perceive
it as one even if it is the first moving sculpture we have come
across. We would either perceive it as a kinetic sculpture, or
simply remain confused. In contrast, a sculptured bust which is
traditional in every respect except that one ear twitches slightly
every thirty seconds would be perceived as an ordinary sculpture.
So the twitching ear would be contra-standard for us and would
be considerably more unsettling than the much greater movement
of the other kinetic sculpture. Similarly, a very small colored
area of an otherwise entirely black-and-white drawing would be
very disconcerting. But if enough additional color is added to
it we will see it as a colored rather than a black-and-white
drawing, and the shock will vanish.

This point helps to explain a difference between the harmonic
aberrations of Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde on the one hand and
on the other Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande and Feux and Schoen-
berg’s Pierrot Lunaire as well as his later twelve-tone works. The
latter are not merely more aberrant, less tonal, than Tristan. They
differ from traditional tonal music in such respects and to such
an extent that they are not heard as tonal at all. Tristan, however,
retains enough of the apparatus of tonality, despite its deviations,
to be heard as a tonal work. For this reason its lesser deviations
are often the more shocking.2® Tristan plays on harmonic traditions

20 Cf. William W. Austin, Music in ‘the 20th Century (New York, 1966),

pp. 205-206; and Eric Salzman, Twentieth-Century Music: An Introduction
(Englewood Cliffs, N. J., 1967), pp. 5, 8, 19.
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by selectively following and flaunting them, while Pierrot Lunaire
and the others simply ignore them.

Shock then arises from features that are not just rare or unique,
but ones that are contra-standard relative to categories in which
objects possessing them are perceived. But it must be emphasized
that to be contra-standard relative to a certain category is not
merely to be rare or unique among things of that category. The
melodic line of Schubert’s song, “Im Walde,” is probably unique;
it probably does not occur in any other songs, or other works
of any sort. But it is not contra-standard relative to the category
of songs, because it does not tend to disqualify the work from
that category. Nor is it contra-standard relative to any other
category to which we hear the work as belonging. And clearly we
do not find this melodic line at all upsetting. What is important is
not the rarity of a feature, but its connection with the classification
of the work. Features contra-standard for us are perceived as
being misfits in a category which the work strikes us as belonging
to, as doing wviolence to such a category, and being rare in a
category is not the same thing as being a misfit in it.

It should be clear from the above examples that how a work
affects us aesthetically—what aesthetic properties it seems to us to
have and what ones we are inclined to attribute to it—depends
in a variety of important ways on which of its features are stan-
dard, which variable, and which contra-standard for us. More-
over, this is obviously not an isolated or exceptional phenomenon,
but a pervasive characteristic of aesthetic perception. I should
emphasize that my purpose has not been to establish general prin-
ciples about how each of the three sorts of properties affects us.
How any particular feature affects us depends also on many
variables I have not discussed. The important point is that in many
cases whether a feature is standard, variable, or contra-standard
for us has a great deal to do with what effect it has on us. We
must now begin to assess the theoretical consequences of this.

IV. TrutH AND FALsITY

‘

The fact that what aesthetic properties a thing seems to have
may depend on what categories it is perceived in raises a question
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about how to determine what aesthetic properties it really does
have. If “Guernica” appears dynamic when seen as a painting,
and not dynamic when seen as a guernica, is it dynamic or not?
Can one way of seeing it be ruled correct, and the other in-
correct? One way of approaching this problem is to deny that
the apparently conflicting aesthetic judgments of people who
perceive a work in different categories actually do conflict.2!

Judgments that works of art have certain aesthetic properties,
it might be suggested, implicitly involve reference to some
particular set of categories. Thus our claim that “Guernica” is
dynamic really amounts to the claim that it is (as we might say)
dynamic as a painting, or for people who see it as a painting. The
judgment that it is not dynamic made by people who see it as a
guernica amounts simply to the judgment that it is not dynamic as a
guernica. Interpreted in these ways, the two judgments are of
course quite compatible. Terms like “large” and “small” provide
a convenient model for this interpretation. An elephant might be
both small as an elephant and large as a mini-elephant, and
hence it might be called truly either “large” or “small,” depending
on which category is implicitly referred to.

I think that aesthetic judgments are in some contexts amenable
to such category-relative interpretations, especially aesthetic
Jjudgments about natural objects (clouds, mountains, sunsets)
rather than works of art. (It will be evident that the alternative
account suggested below is not readily applicable to most judg-
ments about natural objects.) But most of our aesthetic judgments
can be forced into this mold only at the cost of distorting them
beyond recognition.

My main objection is that category-relative interpretations do
not allow aesthetic judgments to be mistaken often enough. It
would certainly be natural to consider a person who calls “Guer-
nica” stark, cold, or dull, because he sees it as a guernica, to be

# I am ruling out the view that the notions of truth and falsity are not
applicable to aesthetic judgments, on the ground that it would force us to
reject so much of our normal discourse and common-sense intuitions about art
that theoretical aesthetics, conceived as‘attempting to understand the institu-
tion of art, would hardly have left a recognizable subject matter to investigate.
(Cf. the quotation from Walfflin, above.)
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mistaken: he misunderstands the work because he is looking
at it in the wrong way. Similarly, one who asserts that a good
performance of the Adagio Cantabile of Beethoven’s Pathétique
is percussive, or that a Roman bust looks like a unicolored,
immobile man severed at the chest and depicts him as such, is
simply wrong, even if his judgment is a result of his perceiving
the work in different categories from those in which we perceive
it. Moreover, we do not accord a status any more privileged to
our own aesthetic judgments. We are likely to regard, for example,
cubist paintings, serial music, or Chinese music as formless,
incoherent, or disturbing on our first contact with these forms
largely because, I suggest, we would not be perceiving the
works as cubist paintings, serial music, or Chinese music. But
after becoming familiar with these kinds of art we would probably
retract our previous judgments, admit that they were mistaken. It
would be quite inappropriate to protest that what we meant
previously was merely that the works were formless or disturbing
for the categories in which we then perceived them, while admit-
ting that they are not for the categories of cubist paintings, or
serial, or Chinese music. The conflict between apparently
incompatible aesthetic judgments made while perceiving a work
in different categories does not simply evaporate when the
difference of categories is pointed out, as does the conflict between
the claims that an animal is large and that it is small, when
it is made clear that the person making the first claim regarded it
as a mini-elephant and the one making the second regarded it as
an elephant. The latter judgments do not (necessarily) reflect a
real disagreement about the size of the animal, but the former do
reflect a real disagreement about the aesthetic nature of the
work.

Thus it seems that, at least in some cases, it is correct to perceive
a work in certain categories, and incorrect to perceive it in certain
others; that is, our judgments of it when we perceive it in the
former are likely to be true, and those we make when perceiving
it in the latter false. This provides us with absolute senses of
“standard,” ‘“‘variable,” and ‘“contra-standard”: features of a
work are standard, variable, or contra-standard absolutely
just in case they are standard, variable, or contra-standard
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(respectively) for people who perceive the work correctly. (Thus an
absolutely standard feature is standard relative to some category
in which the work is correctly perceived and contra-standard
relative to none, an absolutely variable feature is variable relative
to all such categories, and an absolutely contra-standard feature is
contra-standard relative to at least one such category.)

How is it to be determined in which categories a work is
correctly perceived? There is certainly no very precise or well-
defined procedure to be followed. Different criteria are empha-
sized by different people and in different situations. But there are
several fairly definite considerations which typically figure in
critical discussions and fit our intuitions reasonably well. I
suggest that the following circumstances count toward its being
correct to perceive a work, W, in a given category, C:

(?) The presence in W of a relatively large number of features
standard with respect to C. The correct way of perceiving a
work is likely to be that in which it has a minimum of contra-
standard features for us. I take the relevance of this consideration
to be obvious. It cannot be correct to perceive Rembrandt’s
“Titus Reading” as a kinetic sculpture, if this is possible, just
because that work has too few of the features which make kinetic
sculptures kinetic sculptures. But of course this does not get us
very far, for “Guernica,” for example, qualifies equally well on
this count for being perceived as a painting and as a guernica.

(it) The fact, if it is one, that W is better, or more interesting or
pleasing aesthetically, or more worth experiencing when perceived
in C than it is when perceived in alternative ways. The correct
way of perceiving a work is likely to be the way in which it comes
off best.

(i) The fact, if it is one, that the artist who produced W
intended or expected it to be perceived in C, or thought of it as a
C.

(iv) The fact, if it is one, that C is well established in and
recognized by the society in which W was produced. A category
is well established in and recognized by a society if the members
of the society are familiar with works in that category, consider a
work’s membership in it a fact worth mentioning, exhibit works
of that category together, and so forth—that is, roughly if that
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category figures importantly in their way of classifying works of
art. The categories of impressionist painting and Brahmsian
music are well established and recognized in our society; those of
guernicas, paintings with diagonal composition containing green
crosses, and pieces of music containing between four and eight
F-sharps and at least seventeen quarter notes every eight bars
are not. The categories in which a work is correctly perceived,
according to this condition, are generally the ones in which the
artist’s contemporaries did perceive or would have perceived it.

In certain cases I think the mechanical process by which a
work was produced, or (for example, in architecture) the non-
perceptible physical characteristics or internal structure of a
work, is relevant. A work is probably correctly perceived as an
apparent etching?? rather than, say, an apparent woodcut or line
drawing, if it was produced by the etching process. The strength of
materials in a building, or the presence of steel girders inside
wooden or plaster columns counts toward (not necessarily
conclusively) the correctness of perceiving it in the category
of buildings with visual characteristics typical of buildings
constructed in that manner. Because of their limited applicability
I will not discuss these considerations further here.

What can be said in support of the relevance of conditions
(i), (ii), and (i)? In the examples mentioned above, the
categories in which we consider a work correctly perceived
seem to meet (to the best of our knowledge) each of these three
conditions. I would suppose that “Guernica” is better seen as a
painting than it would be seen as a guernica (though this would be
hard to prove). In any case, Picasso certainly intended it to be
seen as a painting rather than a guernica, and the category of
paintings is, and that of guernicas is not, well established in his
(that is, our) society. But this of course does not show that (i),
(1), and (iv) each is relevant. It tends to indicate only that one or
other of them, or some combination, is relevant. The difficulty of
assessing each of the three conditions individually is complicated
by the fact that by and large they can be expected to coincide,
to yield identical conclusions. Since an artist usually intends

2 Cf. p. 339.
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his works for his contemporaries he is likely to intend them
to be perceived in categories established in and recognized
by his society. Moreover, it is reasonable to expect works to
come off better when perceived in the intended categories
than when perceived in others. An artist tries to produce works
which are well worth experiencing when perceived in the in-
tended way and, unless we have reason to think he is totally
incompetent, there is some presumption that he succeeded at
least to some extent. But it is more or less a matter of chance
whether the work comes off well when perceived in some un-
intended way. The convergence of the three conditions, however,
at the same time diminishes the practical importance of justifying
them individually, since in most cases we can decide how to
judge particular works of art without doing so. But the theoretical
question remains.

I will begin with (). If we are faced with a choice between two
ways of perceiving a work, and the work is very much better
perceived in one way than it is perceived in the other, I think
that, at least in the absence of contrary considerations, we
would be strongly inclined to settle on the former way of per-
ceiving it as the correct way. The process of trying to determine
what is in a work consists partly in casting around among other-
wise plausible ways of perceiving it for one in which the work is
good. We feel we are coming to a correct understanding of a work
when we begin to like or enjoy it; we are finding what is really
there when it seems to be worth experiencing.

But if (i) is relevant, it is quite clearly not the only relevant
consideration. Take any work of art we can agree is of fourth- or
fifth- or tenth-rate quality. It is quite possible that if this work were
perceived in some far-fetched set of categories that someone
might dream up, it would appear to be first-rate, a masterpiece.
Finding such ad hoc categories obviously would require talent and
ingenuity on the order of that necessary to produce a masterpiece
in the first place. But we can sketch how one might begin search-
ing for them. (a) If the mediocre work suffers from some disturb-
ingly prominent feature that distracts from whatever merits
the work has, this feature might be toned down by choosing
categories with respect to which it is standard, rather than
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variable or contra-standard. When the work is perceived in the
new way the offending feature may be no more distracting
than the flatness of a painting is to us. (b) If the work suffers
from an overabundance of clichés it might be livened up by
choosing categories with respect to which the clichés are variable
or contra-standard rather than standard. (¢) If it needs ingenuity
we might devise a set of rules in terms of which the work finds
itself in a dilemma and then ingeniously escapes from it, and
build these rules into a set of categories. Surely, however, if
there are categories waiting to be discovered which would
transform a mediocre work into a masterpiece, it does not follow
that the work really is a hitherto unrecognized masterpiece. The
fact that when perceived in such categories it would appear
exciting, ingenious, and so forth, rather than grating, cliché-
ridden, pedestrian, does not make it so. It cannot be correct,
I suggest, to perceive a work in categories which are totally
foreign to the artist and his society, even if it comes across as a
masterpiece in them.23

This brings us to the historical conditions () and (iv). I see no
way of avoiding the conclusion that one or the other of them
at least is relevant in determining in what categories a work
is correctly perceived. I consider both relevant, but will not
argue here for the independent relevance of (iv). (i) merits
special attention in light of the recent prevalence of disputes
about the importance of artists’ intentions. To test the relevance
of (i1z) we must consider a case in which (i) and (iv) diverge.
One such instance occurred during the early days of the twelve-
tone movement in music. Schoenberg no doubt intended even
his earliest twelve-tone works to be heard as such. But this
category was certainly not then well established or recognized
in his society: virtually none of his contemporaries (except
close associates such as Berg and Webern), even musically
sophisticated ones, would have (or could have) heard these

2 To say that it is incorrect (in my sense) to perceive a work in certain
categories is not necessarily to claim that one ought not to perceive it that way. I
heartily recommend perceiving ‘mediocre works in categories that make
perceiving them worthwhile whenever possible. The point is that one is not
likely to judge the work correctly when he perceives it incorrectly.
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works in that category. But it seems to me that even the very
first twelve-tone compositions are correctly heard as such, that
the judgments one who hears them otherwise would make of them
(for example, that they are chaotic, formless) are mistaken.
I think this would be so even if Schoenberg had been working
entirely alone, if none of his contemporaries had any inkling of
the twelve-tone system. No doubt the first twelve-tone composi-
tions are much better when heard in the category of twelve-tone
works than when they are heard in any other way people might
be likely to hear them. But as we have seen this cannot by itself
account for the correctness of hearing them in the former way.
The only other feature of the situation which could be relevant,
so far as I can see, is Schoenberg’s intention.

The above example is unusual in that Schoenberg was extra-
ordinarily self-conscious about what he was doing, having
explicitly formulated rules—that is, specified standard properties
—for twelve-tone composition. Artists are of course not often so
self-conscious, even when producing revolutionary works of art.
Their intentions as to which categories their works are to be
perceived in are not nearly as clear as Schoenberg’s were, and
often they change their minds considerably during the process
of creation. In such cases (as well as ones in which the artists’
intentions are unknown) the question of what categories a
work is correctly perceived in is, I think, left by default to con-
dition (iv), together with () and (¢¢). But it seems to me that in
almost all cases at least one of the historical conditions, (i) and
(iv), is of crucial importance.

My account of the rules governing decisions about what
categories works are correctly perceived in leaves a lot undone.
There are bound to be a large number of undecidable cases
on my criteria. Artists’ intentions are frequently unclear, variable,
or undiscoverable. Many works belong to categories which
are borderline cases of being well established in the artists’
societies (perhaps, for example, the categories of rococo music
—for instance, C. P. E. Bach— of music in the style of early Mozart,
and of very thin metal sculptured figures of the kind that Gia-
cometti made). Many works fall between well-established
categories (for example, between impressionist and cubist
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paintings), possessing some of the standard features relative to
each, and so neither clearly qualify nor clearly fail to qualify
on the basis of condition () to be perceived in either. There
is, in addition, the question of what relative weights to accord the
various conditions when they conflict.

It would be a mistake, however, to try to tighten up much
further the rules for deciding how works are correctly perceived.
To do so would be simply to legislate gratuitously, since the
intuitions and precedents we have to go on are highly variable
and often confused. But it is important to notice just where
these intuitions and precedents are inconclusive, for doing so will
expose the sources of many critical disputes. One such dispute
might well arise concerning Giacometti’s thin metal sculptures.
To a critic who sees them simply as sculptures, or sculptures of
people, they look frail, emaciated, wispy, or wiry. But that is
not how they would strike a critic who sees them in the category
of thin metal sculptures of that sort (just as stick figures do not
strike us as wispy or emaciated). He would be impressed not
by the thinness of the sculptures, but by the expressive nature
of the positions of their limbs, and so forth, and so no doubt
would attribute very different aesthetic properties to them.
Which of the two ways of seeing these works is correct is, I
suspect, undecidable. It is not clear whether enough such works
have been made and have been regarded sufficiently often as
constituting a category for that category to be deemed well
established in Giacometti’s society. And I doubt whether any
of the other conditions settle the issue conclusively. So perhaps
the dispute between the two critics is essentially unresolvable.
The most that we can do is to point out just what sort of a dif-
ference of perception underlies the dispute, and why it is un-
resolvable.

The occurrence of such impasses is by no means something to be
regretted. Works may be fascinating precisely because of shifts
between equally permissible ways of perceiving them. And the
enormous richness of some works is due in part to the variety of
permissible, and worthwhile, ways of perceiving them. But it
should be emphasized that even when my criteria do not clearly
specify a single set of categories in which a work is correctly
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perceived, there are bound to be possible ways of perceiving it
(which we may or may not have thought of) that they definitely
rule out.

The question posed at the outset of this section was how to
determine what aesthetic properties a work has, given that
which ones it seems to have depends on what categories it is
perceived in, on which of its properties are standard, which
variable, and which contra-standard for us. I have sketched
in rough outline rules for deciding in what categories a work is
correctly perceived (and hence which of its features are absolutely
standard, variable, and contra-standard). The aesthetic prop-
erties it actually possesses are those that are to be found in it
when it is perceived correctly.

V. CoNCLUSION

I return now to the issues raised in Section I. (I will adopt for
the remainder of this paper the simplifying assumption that there
is only one correct way of perceiving any work. Nothing important
depends on this.) If a work’s aesthetic properties are those that
are to be found in it when it is perceived correctly, and the
correct way to perceive it is determined partly by historical
facts about the artist’s intention and/or his society, no examination
of the work itself, however thorough, will by itself reveal those

24 This is a considerable oversimplification. If there are two equally correct
ways of perceiving a work, and it appears to have a certain aesthetic property
perceived in one but not the other of them, does it actually possess this property
or not? There is no easy general answer. Probably in some such cases the
question is undecidable. But I think we would sometimes be willing to say that
a work is, e.g., touching or serene if it seems so when perceived in one correct
way (or, more hesitantly, that there is “‘something very touching, or serene,
about it”’), while allowing that it does not seem so when perceived in another
way which we do not want to rule incorrect. In some cases works have aesthetic
properties (e.g., 1ntr1gu1ng, subtle, alive, interesting, deep) which are not
apparent on perceiving it in any single acceptable way, but which depend on
the multiplicity of acceptable ways of perceiving it and relations between them.
None of these complications relieves the critic of the responsibility for deter-
mining in what way or ways it is correct to perceive a work.
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properties.?s If we are confronted by a work about whose origins
we know absolutely nothing (for example, one lifted from the
dust at an as yet unexcavated archaeological site on Mars), we
would simply not be in a position to judge it aesthetically. We
could not possibly tell by staring at it, no matter how intently
and intelligently, whether it is coherent, or serene, or dynamic,
for by staring we cannot tell whether it is to be seen as a sculpture,
a guernica, or some other exotic or mundane kind of work of art.
(We could attribute aesthetic properties to it in the way we do to
natural objects, which of course does not involve consideration
of historical facts about artists or their societies. [Cf. p. 355.]
But to do this would not be to treat the object as a work of art.)

It should be emphasized that the relevant historical facts
are not merely useful aids to aesthetic judgment; they do not
simply provide hints concerning what might be found in the
work. Rather they help to defermine what aesthetic properties
a work has; they, together with the work’s nonaesthetic features,
make it coherent, serene, or whatever. If the origin of a work
which is coherent and serene had been different in crucial
respects, the work would not have had these qualities; we would
not merely have lacked a means for discovering them. And of
two works which differ only in respect of their origins—that is,
which are perceptually indistinguishable—one might be coherent
or serene, and the other not. Thus, since artists’ intentions are
among the relevant historical considerations, the ‘“‘intentional
fallacy” is not a fallacy at all. I have of course made no claims
about the relevance of artists’ intentions as to the aesthetic
properties that their works should have, and these intentions
are among those most discussed in writings on aesthetics. I am
willing to agree that whether an artist intended his work to be
coherent or serene has nothing essential to do with whether it is
coherent or serene. But this must not be allowed to seduce us
into thinking that no intentions are relevant.

Aesthetic properties, then, are not to be found in works them-
selves in the straightforward way that colors and shapes or

‘

25 But this, plus a general knowledge of what sorts of works were produced
when and by whom, might.
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pitches and rhythms are. But I do not mean to deny that we
perceive aesthetic properties in works of art. I see the serenity of a
painting, and hear the coherence of a sonata, despite the fact
that the presence of these qualities in the works depends partly on
circumstances of their origin, which I cannot (now) perceive.
Jones’s marital status is part of what makes him a bachelor,
if he is one, and we cannot tell his marital status just by looking
at him, though we can thus ascertain his sex. Hence, I suppose,
his bachelorhood is not a property we can be said to perceive in
him. But the aesthetic properties of a work do not depend on
historical facts about it in anything like the way Jones’s bachelor-
hood depends on his marital status. The point is not that the
historical facts (or in what categories the work is correctly
perceived, or which of its properties are absolutely standard,
variable, and contra-standard) function as grounds in any ordinary
sense for aesthetic judgments. By themselves they do not, in
general, count either for or against the presence of any particular
aesthetic property. And they are not part of a larger body of
information (also including data about the work derived from
an examination of it) from which conclusions about the work’s
aesthetic properties are to be deduced or inferred. We must learn
to perceive the work in the correct categories, as determined in
part by the historical facts, and judge it by what we then perceive
in it. The historical facts help to determine whether a painting is,
for example, serene only (as far as my arguments go) by affecting
what way of perceiving the painting must reveal this quality if
it is truly attributable to the work.

We must not, however, expect to judge a work simply by
setting ourselves to perceive it correctly, once it is determined
what the correct way of perceiving it is. For one cannot, in general,
perceive a work in a given set of categories simply by setting
himself to do it. I could not possibly, merely by an act of will,
see “Guernica” as a guernica rather than a painting, or hear
a succession of street sounds in any arbitrary category one might
dream up, even if the category has been explained to me in
detail. (Nor can I imagine except in a rather vague way what it
would be like, for example, to see “Guernica” as a guernica.) One
cannot merely decide to respond appropriately to a work—to be
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shocked or unnerved or surprised by its (absolutely) contra-
standard features, to find its standard features familiar or mun-
dane, and to react to its variable features in other ways—once
he knows the correct categories. Perceiving a work in a certain
category or set of categories is a skill that must be acquired by
training, and exposure to a great many other works of the cate-
gory or categories in question is ordinarily, I believe, an essential
part of this training. (But an effort of will may facilitate the
training, and once the skill is acquired one may be able to
decide at will whether or not to perceive it in that or those
categories.) This has important consequences concerning how
best to approach works of art of kinds that are new to us—
contemporary works in new idioms, works from foreign cultures,
or newly resurrected works from the ancient past. It is no use
just immersing ourselves in a particular work, even with the
knowledge of what categories it is correctly perceived in, for that
alone will not enable us to perceive it in those categories. We
must become familiar with a considerable variety of works of
similar sorts.

When dealing with works of more familiar kinds it is not
generally necessary to undertake deliberately the task of training
ourselves to be able to perceive them in the correct categories
(expect perhaps when those categories include relatively subtle
ones). But this is almost always, I think, only because we have
been trained unwittingly. Even the ability to see paintings as
paintings had to be acquired, it seems to me, by repeated ex-
posure to a great many paintings. The critic must thus go beyond
the work before him in order to judge it aesthetically, not only to
discover what the correct categories are, but also to be able to
perceive it in them. The latter does not require consideration of
historical facts, or consideration of facts at all, but it requires
directing one’s attention nonetheless to things other than the
work in question.

Probably no one would deny that some sort of perceptual
training is necessary, in many if not all instances, for apprehend-
ing a work’s serenity or coherence, or other aesthetic properties.
And of course it is not only aesthetic properties whose apprehension
by the senses requires training. But the kind of training required
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in the aesthetic cases (and perhaps some others as well) has not
been properly appreciated. In order to learn how to recognize
gulls of various kinds, or the sex of chicks, or a certain person’s
handwriting, one must usually have gulls of those kinds, or
chicks of the two sexes, or examples of that person’s handwriting
pointed out to him, practice recognizing them himself, and be
corrected when he makes mistakes. But the training important for
discovering the serenity or coherence of a work of art that I have
been discussing is not of this sort (though this sort of training
might be important as well). Acquiring the ability to perceive a
serene or coherent work in the correct categories is not a matter of
having had serene or coherent things pointed out to one, or
having practiced recognizing them. What is important is not (or
not merely) experience with other serene and coherent things, but
experience with other things of the appropriate categories.

Much of the argument in this paper has been directed against
the seemingly common-sense notion that aesthetic judgments
about works of art are to be based solely on what can be per-
ceived in them, how they look or sound. That notion is seriously
misleading, I claim, on two quite different counts. I do not deny
that paintings and sonatas are to be judged solely on what can be
seen or heard in them—when they are perceived correctly. But
examining a work with the senses can by itself reveal neither
how it is correct to perceive it, nor how to perceive it that way.
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