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Why should a person, and in the context of this conference particuarly an art historian, take
serioudy the notion of the aesthetic, its discovery and/or rediscovery? Aesthetics might after
al be consdered at best something of a distraction from bread and butter historica and
sociologicd analysis, and at worst entirdy incompatible with it.  Pursuing the line further it
might be urged that, since on the one hand aesthetics is about 'how tings appear'—i.e. is
subject to individua predilection, taste and feding—and on the other, higtoricad analysis is
about the @reful and scholarly reconstruction of a past socid redity, the two must be at
loggerheads. What the art historian writes about on a weekday whilst wearing her hard hat a
the office must not be confused with what she persondly feds, wandering around agdlery in
her woolly hat at the weekend.

Even in some recent writing where aesthetics has been accepted as a viable mode of
thinking within art history it has largely been understood as ariva theory to explanations such
as economic, socid, and higtorical, and not something that is fundamenta to the practice of art.
David Carrier has recently argued that the historical and the aesthetic are essentidly opposed
approaches to art works and that it is smply the unhappy fate of the art historian continualy to
be torn between them.? No argument, he says, can tel us how to choose between these
adversaries. But are there reasons to be less pessmisgtic about our current Situation? Could it

be that whilst no argument can help us to choose berween the aesthetic and historica there

1 1'd like to thank my supervisor Andrew Harrison for his continual kind help and advice over recent years,
many of the thoughts | hope he will recognise as being inspired by his own work, however heis of course
not to blame for anything | say.

2 Carier (1996), 140.
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might be an argument to show that they are not realy competing theories a dl, but rather,
different forms of understanding thet need instead to be integrated?

This paper is designed to show firdly that there is no reason to think of aesthetics as a
particularly soft or woally form of understanding and secondly no reason to hold that it is
necessarily in conflict with maingream historica inquiry. | start by taking a painting of Diana
and Actaeon by Gainsborough aong with its supporting sketches® and outline a specific
problem in ther interpretation. | set about tackling the problem by arguing that there is a
misang line of questioning in standard accounts of painting, questions about #ow a particular
work was made, and argue that what is needed is an 'aesthetics of agency'.* | show why these
are not merely questions about how things 'look’ or the ‘'manner’ of appearance, or even smply
questions about the 'sgnature characteristics associated with the artist, but rather questions
about the manifestation of mind in practice, and give a brief analyss of one way in which mind
can be sad to aticulate itsdlf in painting. | then return to the works by Gainsborough,
demondtrating how the foregoing considerations about aesthetic agency resolve the problems
in their interpretation. | conclude that questions of aesthetics are not merely interesting
diversons, but are inevitable and necessary lines of inquiry, that are not only consstent with,
but actudly complement the prevailing socio-higorica mode of art historical explanation.

GAINSBOROUGH AND THE NEGLECT OF AESTHETIC AGENCY

There are a number of paintings that pose a specific kind of problem for art historica

explanation. | am going to concentrate on a group of works by Gainsborough on the theme of
Diana and Actaeon. The works are representative of this problem in that they appear to be
both highly persona and diosyncratic, and yet make quite far-reaching demands on the
cognitive, perceptua and imaginative life of the spectator. Placing the works within the rest of
Gainsborough's oeuvre they appear quite out of place, both formaly and in terms of the
chosen subject matter. These are the only mythologica works Gainsborough ever attempted

3 Thomas Gainshorough, Diana and Actaeon (c. 1784-6); First Study for Diana and Actaeon (C. 1784-6;
reprinted in Hayes (1983), no 939); Second Study for Diana and Actaeon (c. 1784-6; reprinted in Hayes
(1970), no 811); Third Study for Diana and Actaeon (C. 1784-6; reprinted in Hayes (1970), no. 812).

4 For an interesting analysis of this notion with respect to Hume's phil osophy, see Schier (1986-7), 121-135.
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and the painting is only one of two known large-scale nudes® These two strands then, the
highly persond and idiosyncratic nature of the work and yet aso the feding thet their vaue
somehow transcends local circumstance, make the pictures very difficult to ded with given
standard patterns of explanation. On ‘'old fashioned' forma accounts, the works seem
awkward, even incompetent, but equally neither does sociologica explanation quite provide
the spectator with sufficient conceptual and perceptua tools to make these peculiar pieces
intelligible.  There are numerous instances of this phenomenon and towards the end of the
paper | refer briefly to other sketches (and their status as sketches may turn out to be relevant)
by Cézanne, which prove equally problematic. First, however, | ded with Gainsborough.

A great dedl can be learnt about the history and sociologica background from which Diana
and Actaeon emerged which helps to place the group in an appropriate setting. Michee
Rosenthal has set the work againgt the background of a much broader contemporary debate
about the status of various styles, methods and genres in painting, spear-headed by
Gainsborough on the one hand and Reynolds on the other.® Rosentha convincingly argues that
Diana and Actaeon was a bid on Gainsborough's part to show the Royal Academy and
Reynolds, its Presdent, that he could paint in the 'Grand' or 'Heroic' manner if he chose, and
could even add something sgnificant from his own gtyle.

The main sumbling block for the picture and its studies, however, is that even given this
kind of detailed reconstruction of reasons for action, the means by which Gainsborough hopes
to achieve his various ams, the materia choices he makes in painting the picture, are made
no more intdligible.” Simply by having a demonstrable goal the works are no better
understood: they can till appear confusing, awkward and incompetent.

Given that the subject matter was unfamiliar to Gainsborough, could it be then, that the
works are Smply an extra-gylidtic glitch a the end of Gaindborough's otherwise successful

® The other being the so-caled Musidora of ¢.1780-8 (oil on canvas support: 1880 x 1530 mm Tate Britain
N00308). The central figure is comparable with the nymph to the left of centre foreground, in Diana and
Actaeon.

% Rosenthal (1992).

" For the reconstruction of action in terms of giving reasons for action see Davidson (1963). Sincethe
argument concentrates on explanation in terms of giving reasonsfor action it thereby neglects important
ways in which reason finds expression in action. For example, the way that features arising in the
circumstances of action can modify and change the agent's goals, and, the way that agents often set off
with the foggiest of ideas concerning their goals, goals that only become clear in the process of action.
See A. Harrison, (1978), A. Baier, (1985).
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caer? Yet even if thisis patidly right, it does not help the spectator understand these late
works as a part of Gainsborough's overal practice, nor does it make the most of what this
group has to offer a more sympathetic recongtruction. As suitors for understanding,®
spectators want the works not just to be put in a context or be rationdised by establishing the
ends of action, rather the content and mode of action itsdlf needs to be made intelligible.
What should be done?

My solution to the problem gtarts from the basic recognition that paintings are artefacts,
which | define in this context as an object that is, anong other things, the outcome of
someone's intentional activity. If the notion of andyticity can be taken momentarily as
unproblematic, it is in a sense 'andyticdly true of paintings that they are made; they are the
direct outcome of someone's—normdly the painter's—activity. | argue that spectators are
therefore committed to a minimal line of questioning concerning 'the aesthetics of agency’,
which isto say they should ingst on asking ow a given work was made. Condder Pointon's
introductory handbook for art historians, which presents list of questions taken as an
interlocking set that she claims are to be asked of artworks.® Among them are familiar
questions like, 'Who made it?, 'Where isit?, 'For whom was it made?, "Who acquired it and
why? A lig of questions like this can not be expected to cover every possible line of inquiry
but, from the point of view of this paper, not only is there an essentid question missng but
there is a conceptud gap, awhole line of inquiry and thinking omitted that revolves around the
question of zow awork is made.

But why should Zow someone performs an action be even relevant let done essentid for
understanding? 1f someone saves your life, whether they do so awkwardly or with a graceful
gesture is surdly irrdlevant to an overdl appreciation of what they have done. A sranded
person would have every right to be pretty miffed if his friends ingsted on devisng a charming

8 This phraseis how Meredith translates Kant (1961), section 19, 102. | think it'sworth me quoting it asa
whole. 'The subjective necessity attributed to ajudgment of tasteis conditioned. The judgment of taste
exacts agreement from everyone; and a person who describes something as beautiful insists that every
one ought to give the object in question his approval and follow suit in describing it as beautiful. The
ought in aesthetic judgement, therefore, despite an accordance with all the requisite data for passing
judgments, is still only pronounced conditionally. We are suitors for agreement from everyone else
because we are fortified with aground commonto all. Further, we would be able to count on this
agreement, provided we were always assured of the correct subsumption of the case under that ground as
the rule of approval'.

° 'Interrogating the work of Art', from Pointon (1980), 61.



DANIEL DAVIES

or witty way to save him; 'Stop messing about and help” he would rightly scream!

This, however, assumes a certain kind of reading of 'aesthetic’. It assumes that aesthetics
is, rather superficidly, about the 'appearance’ or the 'manner’ of action. So an ‘aesthetics of
agency' on this view would be concerned with how someone looks when they act. An
aesthetics that asks how an action is performed and answers in terms of how it looks or
gppearsis not only independent but therefore can often conflict with the ‘content’ of the action.
Thusit is sometimes said that a person can perform a moraly good deed that ‘looks ugly' and
bad deeds that 'look beautiful’. Equaly for culturd objects, function is sometimes isolated
from aesthetic understanding. People say things like, the bridge fel down but ‘'merely
aestheticaly' it was quite beautiful (1).

These congderations, however, build an entirely shalow foundation for notions of the
beautiful and aesthetic agency. Alternatively, the question of 'how' someone acts can be taken
more broadly to include not smply the 'manner' or appearance of action, nor just 'menta
states and 'attitudes or 'experiences™® which seem to hover mysterioudy behind the action,
but awhole range of practical thought processes as embodied in the action. Concepts such
asthe articulaion of intention, the realisation of mativations and desires, and the manifestation
of thought in action show how, and locate where, mind invests action.’! Here 'the aesthetics
of agency' invedtigates an action as an intdligent and intelligible practical solution to a specific
problem Stuation. It is a question about the manifetation of mind and thus turns out not only
to be mildly diverting but actualy an inevitable and necessary question to ask when trying to
understand the action of making art.

MANIFEST PICTORIAL THOUGHT CONTENT

So how then can 'mind’ be said to make itsdf articulate in painting? The question could be
taken, on a kind of 'bucket' theory of mind,*? to mean how do paintings reflect what happens

10 For Wollheim (1987) the beholder grasps the meaning of a painting when she shares the same
experience asthat which led the artist to mark the surface asthey did. This emphasis on mental experience
and 'internal meaning', whatever that is taken to be, hasled to the criticism that Wollheim's arguments
leave him indifferent to the painted surface. See Michael Podro (1987), 17-18.

1 See Stuart Hampshire (1983). Further, on the distinction between thought about action and thought in
action see A. Harrison (1978), chapter two, and on the concept of realising see Annette C. Baier (1985).

12 By which | mean atheory that thinksof the mind as essentially apassive register or collection of
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a a generd leve 'around it'; how, for example, does it reflect exising socid attitudes, and
current trendsin ‘ideas and prevailing ideologies. Alternatively, the question could be taken as
asking, 'How does the mind d the maker, as exhibited in painting, itself conditute a socid
practice and a mode of thought (rather than smply shadowing eisting ones)? How can a
painting gain a digtinctive kind of thought content and meaning that is ‘its own' and yet is dso
shareable?3

| gart by remembering again that a painting is an artefact, which is to say that the object
before us is the outcome of someone's activity. From this basic recognition my contention is
that the action of making a painting contributes to the life of the mind. Fundamentdly, there
is an intentiond relation set up between the maker, the object of her attention (or the 'subject
meatter' of the painting), and the materids of painting in which the subject is rendered. Since
the painter's attention is directed towards selected aspects of a specific subject matter and is
shaped within the materias of the paint, the activity of painting itsdf becomes a mode of
thinking for the artis. The artist quite literally thinks with materids, turning theminto a
medium, that is, amedium for thought about the world.

The classic argument that Frege makes concerning what | have caled meaning and
content, or what in histerminology issense and reference, isthat the sense of alinguistic term
cannot be idertical with its referent since two different terms can share the same referent. The
terms 'the morning star' and ‘the evening star' refer to the same object but have a different
sense (or, in my terminology, the meaning of the term or how it is put to use differs).*
Extrapolating from this distinction it can be said analogoudy that pictoria meaning is generated
not only by what is represented, some independent state of affairs, rather it is generated by
what is represented as it emerges in the life of the paint.*®

This last phrase concerning 'emergence’ makes it obvious why the endlesdy tempting

separation of ‘internd’ from 'externa’ properties is a mistake. The abstract divison between

impressions.

3 For the concept of 'pictorial thought' especially in contrast to views that emphasise 'inner experience' |
looked at A. Harrison (2001).

4 Frege (1980).

5 | recognisethisis, loosely, away of talking associated with later Wittgenstein and the use | make of
Frege's distinction certainly stretches his own project, since for Frege, in hisinquiry into the logic of
referring rather than actual intentional processes, meaning isidentified with the object. For mapping the
actual process of pictorial agency however, it becomes necessary to understand how meaning is
something that emerges where mind meets world.
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them becomes obsolete when faced with the fluidity of the painter's activity. For example,
whilgt the 'internd"’ properties belong on the one hand to the painting, on the other they dso
refer to, or 'pick out', properties of the subject matter.1°

Instead of following this tempting but mideading dichotomy, | am going to recdl an
important way in which pictoria thought can be said to emerge from the fluidity of the painter's
activity, that is by the action of exemplification.!’ The concept of exemplification does not fall
prey to the internd/externa squabbles sinceiit is arelation between work and world, a relation
that describes the way that the work represents the world, consisting in both possession and
reference.

Goodman's exampleis atailor's book of cloth swatches. The swatches function as samples
that exemplify, that is both possess and refer to certain properties. But exemplification is not
arelation between every property of the swatch and the living room curtains, let ussay. Itisa
sample of colour and texture but not of size or shape. If the department store ddlivered ten
feet of curtain cut up into four-inch swatches you would be pretty upset! Similarly
exemplification is a relaion between the work and the world, a relation that means the work
both possesses and makes reference to certain properties® Thus, when the artist sets about
selecting, organisng and reorganising aspects of her subject matter in terms of the paint, she
presents, by taking either literd or metgphorica possesson of them, certain properties of the
subject matter, and makes reference to them. The atis is thus congructing a specificaly
intentiona relation; she is able to direct and shape her thought o the world, selecting,
organising and reorganising aspects of the subject matter in terms of the painting materids. In
selecting to paint apicture of ared-green apple on atable, and in selecting red-green paint, the
work takes literal possession of the property 'red-green’ and refers to that property in the
agopleon thetable. Differently, however, in painting awaterfdl (asin Diana and Actaeon) the
painting does not literaly have to be kept wet, rather the artist uses the sheen of the oil and the
whiteness of paint, metgphoricaly to possess ‘wetness and at the same time refersto it in the
subject matter. Gainsborough can therefore be said to be directing his mind towards the world

16 Goodman (1978), 23-40.

7" Goodman (1976), particularly 52-57.

18 For more on this see A. Harrison (1999), in which he arguesthat pictures are like models, (including
scientific experimental models and children'stoys). Both pictures and models function by legitimising
certain qualities, in the case of picturesit isloosely 'aesthetic qualities that they make present.
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and shaping it with the materid of paint: heisthinking with materids.

Following this way of putting things, the spectator’s role can usefully be conceived as
collaborating with the maker. The 'maker' and 'spectator’ are two roles within a sngle co-
operative project rather than two isolated people. Both roles are involved in making, re-
making, following and coming to understand a shared pattern of atention as articulated in the
painting process. A shared understanding is assured for them in terms of a common intentiona

object.

RETURNING TO GAINSBOROUGH: THE REALISATION OF INTIMACY AND EMBARRASSMENT.

How do these rather technical sounding congderations about exemplification mesh with the
problem of understanding the peculiarly personal and idiosyncratic Diana and Actaeon
series? The group of works depicts what Ovid describes in his Metamorphosis when the
young Prince, Actaeon, hunting in the forest, sumbles accidentally upon the Goddess Diana
and her nymphs bathing in agrotto.!® If we recall, the problem was that these works are very
difficult to tak about giventhe standard patterns of inquiry. They are quite unlike anything else
Gainshorough painted. Formaly they look very awkward, even incompetent, and socid
explanation alone does not redly demondtrate for the spectator an appropriate way of
engaging with these peculiar works. So then the problem restates itsdlf: are the works just
extra styligtic glitches, examples of Gainsborough overstretching himsdlf late in his career?

This is probably the most prevaent view. Rosenthd says, for example, in the cataogue to
the recent Gainsborough exhibition at the Tate, that Gainsborough, ‘appears to discard the
iconographic possihilities of the subject which could, for instance, be about such serious idess
as the randomness of fate," however, he goes on interestingly to say that the work reveds itself
essentidly as being, 'at best about imaginative, even erotic looking, and at worst about
voyeurism...'

Yet does this 'at best' redly make the mogt, for spectators, of what the works have to
offer? By ingsting on questions concerning the aesthetic agency of the artist, such as the
missing question 'how was the painting made? the works can be understood differently and

19 |t is suggested by Paulson (1975) that Gainsborough took the story from Addison's translation of Ovid.
% Rosenthal and Myrone (2003), 278.
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more sympatheticaly as quite moving and perfectly serious pieces about the celebrated relation
of ashared intimacy between Diana and her Nymphs and the intense and panicked consensua
embarrassment that results from the accidenta intrusion into that persona space by Actaeon.?

We know from various kinds of evidence that Gainsborough was shy of painting nudes,
particularly women, and that fact is perhgps reveding in conjunction with this picture, but in
another sense it redly does not maiter. What a theory of agency?® shows, is that what does
meatter is the way in which the agitated, twisting, darting marks and lines that dash across the
page, direct the spectator's imaginative engagement with the subject matter. The property of
'being made quickly with a darting gesturé means the lines literdly possess a darting qudity,
which sustains the spectator's imagined relationship to the figures from the story, as
Gainsborough depicts them. The spectator's notion of the panic and embarrassment as the
figures run for cover, is directed by the swirling, darting marks, and the sense of the dramaiis
heightened by the quite sharp contrast in tone. That is, the properties of the white chak and
those of the grey and black washes possess aliteral contrast, which in the context of the works
take on metaphorica sgnificance in referring to the drama of the depicted scene.

The works then, have many properties that belong to them, but when looking in terms of
the aesthetic agency of the artist, what dowly emerges is the notion that in organising the work
as he has done, the artist has exemplified a certain kind of intentiond relation to the world: he
has embodied a particular thought with specific use of his materids, which the spectator can
aso thereby follow, understand, appreciate and call beautiful .2

CONCLUSION: ART HISTORY AND AESTHETICS

So there are good reasons to be less pessmistic about the relationship between art history and

aesthetics, more than it seemed at the beginning of the paper.
If the Diana and Actaeon works by Gainsborough are understood in terms of the agency

2 Whether we call the painting voyeuristic or not there remainsin my view a consensual embarrassment
and shock felt by Dianaand Actaeon, in what is after all meant to be an accidental meeting.

2 Following the last sentence it is worth making explicit that atheory of agency isdifferent from
biography.

2 Noticewhat is called 'beautiful’ here is not the thing depicted nor merely the formal qualities, but the
artist's agency, the object as depicted, the virtues of mind as displayed in the action.
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of the artigt, that is, as the outcome of the artist's thought process, then they are made less
obscure, less gpparently incompetent, and shown to be perfectly serious works that articulate
a particular kind of intentiona relation. On the agency view the works can be understood
more ggnificantly as exemplifying a certain kind of disabling embarrassment that overwhems
Actaeon, Diana and her Nymphs and, indeed, Gainsborough as he pushes the boundaries of
his own experience and practice. The works possess many properties but as a result of

Gainshorough's actions—as a result of his sdection and organisation of the materids—they
come to exemplify a particular kind of attention to objects and relations between people.

What | have identified as 'the thought of the picturé—the intense disabling embarrassment—
does not then float behind the picture or in the artist's head® but is enacted in the materid

procedures of the paint. The benefit of putting things thisway is thet the spectator then comes
to understand 'that thought' by reconstructing the same making process by which the artist
madeit intdligible to himsaf or hersdf. Here the sceptic has little room for manoeuvre.

If within art history aesthetic agency is given the importance that this paper argues it
deserves, then the traditiona categories of time and place can be enriched with the addition of
the neglected category of rask. So for example, as| sad, thisis not a phenomenon peculiar to
Gainsborough. There are some significant styligtic smilarities between the Gainsborough
examples and works by Cézanne.>® The point is, however, that Gainsborough's work does not
just look similar rather, it shares asSmilar task or problem with Cézanne work. Moreover, the
gpectator can come to understand how the works embody a smilar thought content asit is
made manifest in each artist's practica solution to the ‘problem stuation' they faced. In
panting the Diana and Actaeon series Gainsborough uncovers a pictorial concern about
intimacy, embarrassment and anxiety that finds subsequent expresson in Cézanne: The two
atigs, remote in time and place, share arelatable pictoria project.

Finally then, what the theory of agency demongtratesis that ‘the aesthetic' cannot be limited
within art history to a category of mere gppearances or mannerisms but must be reconceived

2 Cf. Wollheim (1987), 18. When locating 'the intentional description’ he says 'everything depends on
what goes onin his[the artist] head' where asfor the agency theory presented here, the intentional
description depends upon the way the mind makesitself manifest in practicei.e. everything depends not
upon 'mind' as opposed to ‘matter' but upon the way mind infuses matter in the artist's practice.

% Cézanne, Bathers (c. 1903). Many of Cézanne's late series of bathers sketches share the featuresin
question. For Cézanne's themes of touch and anxiety see Smith, (1996), 63-69.

9%
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as a category of inteligent and intdligible thought. As such, it can no longer be left in isolation
from other forms of understanding but can function only in communion with them as one

amongst arange of cognitive, epistemic and, perhaps only then, as mord, socia and emotiond
vaues.
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