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ciation, as it seems very likely, from these results, that the visual states 
related to action processing also play a role in allowing the spectator 
to enter aesthetic appreciation thanks to motoric processing. 

But then, these states must figure not only in our best explana-
tion of how pictorial experience, in quality of a peculiar visual expe-
rience, can be actually reached, or is correctly generated (as recent-
ly suggested, Ferretti 2021b). They appear to be crucial also for the 
way pictures are a source of aesthetic appreciation. 

Indeed, coupling these results with the famous claim in the philo-
sophical literature above reported, namely that during aesthetic ap-
preciation the viewer visually represents the surface as the vehicle, 
or the bearer, of the marks from which the pictorial space emerg-
es, i.e. of the pictorial content, leads us to appreciate the main idea 
proposed within the present manifesto: that there are motor repre-
sentations related not to the viewer’s own potential action with re-
spect to the picture, but which allow the spectator to encode the act 
of painting of the artist, which may lead the viewer to perceive how, 
due to the motor expertise of the painter, the marks are realized on, 
as well as emerge from, the surface upon which the pictorial object 
is visually represented. More specifically, the spectator can motor-
ically represent the gesture related to the action that the artist has 
performed in order to generate the marks on the surface the picto-
rial space results from. And this could arguably happen to be an im-
portant perceptual-motor aspect at the basis of the aesthetic appre-
ciation of a pictorial content.

There is a final worry I need to address here. Note that, in line 
with critics moved to these ideas, in particular to Freeedberg and 
Gallese (2007) by Casati and Pignocchi (2007), I am not suggesting 
here that these brain responses are constitutive of aesthetic expe-
riences, but just that action mechanisms and motor representations 
can play an important role in allowing us to represent the gesture of 
the painter, and this could be a crucial aspect of aesthetic appreci-
ation, as defined here. 

In particular, I am not simply saying that motor responses are at 
the basis of aesthetic appreciation without any further argument. 
The one offered here is a two-step argument. If, according to philos-
ophers, the perception of the surface as the bearer, the vehicle, of 
the pictorial content emerging from the marks made by the artist is 
at the basis of aesthetic appreciation, and if motoric responses are 
at the basis of the perceptual understanding of the surface as being 
something motorically marked by the artist, upon whose action de-
pends the visually encoded content (again, across the surface) gen-
erating the pictorial space, then, motoric responses can play a cru-
cial role in aesthetic appreciation. This claim is more philosophically 
elaborated, while less demanding, than the claim that the mere acti-
vation of the mirror system for the action behind the encoded marks 
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is constitutive of aesthetic experience, which is the one specifically 
opposed by Casati and Pignocchi.

5	 Conclusion

Aesthetic pictorial appreciation, the philosophical literature sug-
gests, requires that the spectator can visually represent both the 
surface and the depicted object, as to visually represent the former 
as the material bearer of the latter. 

This paper suggests that a further good philosophical idea to in-
vestigate is that of postulating that at the basis of aesthetic pictorial 
appreciation there is the plethora of representational mechanisms by 
means of which the spectator realizes, both perceptually and motor-
ically (as these are visuomotor processes), that the pictorial space is 
something emerging from the marks of the depicted surface, produced 
by means of specific of skillful motor acts of the painter. The visual rep-
resentation of these motor acts constitutes the basis for the apprecia-
tion of the pictorial content as the result of a sort of human poietic ex-
pertise in the artistic manipulation of the surface as a material design.

Motor representations, thus, play a crucial role in, and are impor-
tant representational components of aesthetic appreciation of pic-
tures, in which the surface is visually represented as the concrete 
bearer of the visual significance of a pictorial space. Indeed, motor 
representations – related not to the spectator’s own potential action 
concerning the picture, but to the act of painting of the artist – per-
mit us to understand how what is visually elaborated on the surface 
is the result of an ensemble of marks made by the motor acts of the 
painter on such surface. And motorically representing these acts al-
low us to enter aesthetic pictorial appreciation. Or, we might say, 
Aesthetic Appreciation of pictures is Motoric Aesthetic Appreciation. 

The conclusion of the analysis of the empirical results above dis-
cussed is that the motor mechanisms related to action processing 
have a special role in order for the spectator to achieve both correct 
pictorial experience and aesthetic pictorial appreciation.

A final clarification on the purpose of this paper is needed. As the 
reader can realize, I have not been offering any strict philosophical 
argument to defend the thesis I propose here as following from the 
evidence discussed. But remember that the present paper, qua mani-
festo, simply wants to flag some important and fruitful routes for the 
philosophical literature, whose specific theoretical pathways, howev-
er, should be analysed under a more specific philosophical scrutiny. 

In this respect, there are many ways in which the thesis proposed 
in this paper might be spelled out and defended, especially with re-
spect to the specific interpretation we decide to offer in order to de-
scribe the experimental results that are significant for such a thesis. 
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The scope of the present paper was precisely to suggest that we 
have enough empirical evidence to suppose that motor processing 
plays an important role in aesthetic appreciation. But this is a very 
general thesis. I have suggested some more specific ways of look-
ing at this thesis, and with respect to the literature on picture per-
ception, on the basis of the experimental results we can dispose of. 
Like several sets of evidence used to defend a philosophical claim, 
however, also those will need an initial conceptual clarification and 
a philosophical analysis. This indeed will be important if we want 
to explicitly show how the experimental results from neuroaesthet-
ics can be precisely used in order to defend a specific philosophical 
claim, and not a very general idea, with respect to the many others 
we could cash out from them, and in relation to the general thesis 
flagged in this paper. 
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Abstract  Marks individually or in combination constitute images that represent ob-
jects. How do those images represent those objects? Marks vary in style, both between 
and within images. Images also vary in style. How do those styles relate to each other 
and to the objects that those images represent? Referencing a diverse range of images, 
we answer the first question with a response-dependence theory of image representa-
tion derived from Mark Johnston, differentiating Lockean primary qualities of marks 
from secondary qualities of images. We answer the second question with a perceptual 
theory of style derived from Paul Grice, differentiating physical style from image style, 
and representing conventionally from representing conversationally.

Keywords  Image. Implicature. Representation. Response-dependence. Style.

Summary  1 Representation as Response. – 2 Representational Style as Conversation. – 
3 Principles and Maxims.
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Slash a pencil across a sheet of paper and a graphite streak is left by 
the tip. The streak may represent a tire skid from a bicycle tire on a 
driveway or the water edge along a river bank or a distant desert hori-
zon. Then it is both a specific, singular graphite streak and an image of 
something else – something represented by the streak that can be drawn 
repeatedly and be represented by other, different graphite streaks or 
marks altogether. The graphite streak qua physical mark is easy to un-
derstand: it is simply itself. The object that it represents – tire skid, wa-
ter edge, horizon – presents a puzzle. How does a mark represent what 
it represents? Now vary the streak. Press down more lightly or heavily 
on the pencil, or make the streak choppy rather than straight or dotted 
rather than continuous. The mark may still represent a tire skid, and so 
would still be a specific, singular representation of something repeated-
ly representable by other marks. Yet now it represents the tire skid differ-
ently. How does the style of a mark relate to what the mark represents?

Referencing a diverse range of images – fine-art paintings to com-
ics – we propose a unified response-dependence theory of image rep-
resentation and implicature theory of its relation to image style. 

1	 Representation as Response

According to Charles Sanders Peirce ([1867] 1984, 56), the key to rep-
resentation is resemblance. The graphite streak represents the bicy-
cle tire skid because in some ways it looks like it. Peirce calls such 
resemblance-based images ‘likenesses’ or ‘icons’. According to Ernst 
Gombrich (1960), however, the graphite streak need not resemble a 
tire skid, because the artist and perceiver agree in a game of visual 
make-believe that it is a tire skid, and Kendall Walton (1990) main-
tains that all fictional representation, or mimesis, involves make-be-
lieve. Peirce calls such things as Gombrich’s and Walton’s sanctioned 
non-resemblance-based images ‘symbols’. Walton himself calls all 
marks, represented via resemblance or not, ‘props’. If the symbol 
game or prop make-believe expands to include other graphite streaks 
made by other artists and perceived as tire skids by other perceivers, 
then Nelson Goodman (1976) calls them ‘customs’ and argues that 
tire-skid customs explain the streak’s ability to represent a tire skid.

Whether likenesses or icons, symbols or props, or customs, imag-
es are often images of something.1 They are representational. As rep-

1  Images representing nothing are sometimes called ‘abstract’. But ‘abstract’ denotes 
at least two different kinds. An ‘abstract painting’ often denotes a painting without a spe-
cific represented object, such as Jackson Pollock’s action paintings and Mark Rothko’s 
field paintings. ‘Abstract’ also often denotes representational style, where degrees of ‘ab-
straction’ refer to how images alter what they represent. Though all images, even pho-
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resentational, we maintain, images can be explained with the notion 
of response-dependence. Mark Johnston (1989) coined the term ‘re-
sponse-dependence’ to generalize John Locke’s (1689/1979, II.8) anal-
ysis of secondary qualities, while ‘response-independence’ general-
izes Locke’s analysis of primary qualities.2 According to Locke, an 
object is solid if and only if its physical (Locke’s “corpuscular”) com-
position makes it solid. Being solid is a primary quality. Because it is 
instantiated by an object individually, or response-independently, be-
ing solid is a monadic property. Something is or is not solid simplic-
iter. Conversely, according to Locke, an object is red if and only if a 
suitable subject under suitable conditions would respond to the ob-
ject as being red. Being red is a secondary quality. Because it is in-
stantiated by an object relative to a subject, or response-dependent-
ly, being red is a dyadic property. Something is or is not red relative 
to a responder. Elsewhere one of us (Goldberg 2015, ch. 7) proposed 
a response-dependence analysis of meaning in a language. Both of us 
(Goldberg, Gavaler 2021, ch. 2) then proposed a response-dependence 
analysis of diegeses – stories communicated by marks arranged as 
words. We now extend this response-dependence analysis to images. 
Though words are also a kind of image, we focus on images without 
direct linguistic meaning. Indeed, elsewhere (Goldberg 2015, ch. 7; 
Goldberg, Gavaler 2021, ch. 2) we did apply this analysis to words, 
and offer the present analysis as complimentary with it.

Physical marks qua physical rather than representational, we 
maintain, are response-independent like Lockean primary qualities. 
Conversely, images, and so physical marks qua representational, are 
response-dependent like Lockean secondary qualities. An object is 
a physical mark qua physical if and only if its physical (molecular, 
atomic, sub-atomic, etc.) composition makes it a physical mark. Be-
cause it is instantiated by an object individually, or response-inde-
pendently, being a physical mark is a monadic property. Something 
is or is not a physical mark simpliciter. Conversely, a physical mark 
is an image of something if and only if a suitable subject under suita-
ble conditions would respond to the mark as representing that thing. 
Because it is instantiated by a physical mark relative to a subject, or 
response-dependently, being an image is a dyadic property. Some-
thing is or is not an image relative to a responder.3

tographic ones, alter, ‘abstraction’ in this sense refers to variations on apparently un-
mediated optic experience. We reserve ‘abstract’ as describing representational style. 
2  Other response-dependence theorists include David Wiggins (1998), Crispin Wright 
(1999), Philip Pettit (2002), Nathaniel Goldberg (2015), and Nathaniel Goldberg and 
Chris Gavaler (2021).
3  Because we have understood images as representational, our analysis might seem 
circular or trivial. There are three reasons that this is neither. First, we follow Locke 
and Johnston in identifying a property of an object with a response of a subject to it. 
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Our analysis nevertheless differs from Locke’s and Johnston’s. 
For them, a suitable subject under suitable conditions is a normal 
human being under normal conditions. A color-blind responder, a 
non-color-blind responder in the presence of a black light, and any 
other non-standard subject or condition are not reliable determiners 
of something’s being red. What an object’s color is is anthropocen-
tric – centered on paradigmatic human perceivers and conditions. 
Though there are outliers, there is often near-unanimity that a cer-
tain object is a certain color. For ours, the subject is whoever per-
ceives the mark and the conditions are under whatever conditions 
that they perceive it. (Nor is this circular or trivial, for the same 
three reasons as above.) Thus suitability is satisfied by any specif-
ic perceiver under specific conditions rather than any normal hu-
man being under normal conditions, and so is particularized. What 
an image represents is idioentric – centered on individual perceiv-
ers and conditions. Though there often is agreement, disagreement 
is common too. The same graphite streak can represent a tire skid, 
water edge, and horizon to different perceivers. It can even rep-
resent all three to the same perceiver at different times, as Gom-
brich’s example of the rabbit/duck optical illusion discussed below 
demonstrates.4

Idiocentrism does not imply anarchy. Perceivers often perceive the 
same mark similarly. They may even perceive the mark as its crea-
tor does, though this is not guaranteed. There is reason to privilege 
how the creator perceives it, and our response-dependence analy-
sis can accommodate that by regarding the creator not as a creator 
per se but as an important responder. The bodily index or action res-
idue of the creator, while likely resulting from creative intentions, 
accounts for the marks and not necessarily any image that the cre-
ator perceives while creating them. The creator’s responses to the 
physical marks rather than their intent itself makes it an image rep-
resenting something. 

Recall our example of the graphite streak and tire skid. On our 
analysis:

Locke’s, Johnston’s, and our claims are informative. Second, response-dependence 
claims hold of only some properties. Locke’s analysis of being a color and ours of being 
an image contrasts with his analysis of being solid and ours of being a physical mark, 
respectively. Each of the former, therefore, as distinct from each of the latter, respec-
tively, is a substantive claim. And third, we follow Johnston (1989, 174; 1993, 105-6) par-
ticularly in understanding all response-dependence biconditionals as aiming at concep-
tual elucidation rather than reduction or elimination. Rather than a vice, it is a virtue 
of such analyses that being red is identified with being responded to as red and that 
being an image, or representation, is identified with being responded to as an image, 
or representation, respectively.
4  See Goldberg (2015, ch. 3) on anthropocentrism and idiocentrism.
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(1)	 The graphite streak, though representing a tire skid, is a 
physical mark.

(2)	 The tire skid, as represented by the graphite streak, is an 
image.

(1) and (2) involve the same physical mark. In (1), the mark is instan-
tiating a response-independent property. It is only a mark. In (2), the 
mark is instantiating a response-dependent property. It represents 
a tire skid relative to a responder – i.e., a perceiver. Other examples 
illustrate this further. 

Chuck Close’s 1985 Fanny/Fingerpainting is composed of Close’s 
fingerprints applied to in gray oil paint to canvas. Most perceive 
the 8.5-by-7 work as a photorealistic image representing the artist’s 
grandmother-in-law, Fanny Lieber. Overlapping clusters of finger-
prints are perceived as representing darker areas of her face. Marks 
themselves – whether Close’s fingerprints or, to use other examples, 
Vincent Van Gogh’s impasto brush strokes, George Seurat’s pointil-
listic dabs, or Kara Walker’s black paper cut-outs – instantiate re-
sponse-independent properties. The image of Fanny Lieber, as well 
as of the field in Van Gogh’s 1888 View of Arles with Irises, the public 
park scene in Seurat’s 1886 A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La 
Grande Jatte, and the sequence of silhouettes in Walker’s 1994 Gone: 
An Historical Romance of a Civil War as it Occurred b’tween the Dusky 
Thighs of One Young Negress and Her Heart, respectively – instanti-
ate response-dependent properties. This is so even though perceiv-
ers may perceive Close’s fingerprints – as well as Van Gogh’s strokes, 
Seurat’s dabs, and Walker’s cut-outs – differently.

The mark/image distinction is not uncommon. Some have analyzed 
it similarly to how we have, though no one has offered a response-in-
dependence/response-dependence analysis in full or in conjunction 
with our implicature analysis of style, which follows. Thierry Groen-
steen acknowledges that drawings in comics “obey criteria that are 
just as much visual as narrative”, or, as we would put it, just as much 
physical (or response-independent) as representational (or response-
dependent). Groensteen also claims that these “two orders of pre-
occupation sometimes superimpose themselves to the point of in-
distinction” (2007, 4), though we disagree. An object’s physical and 
representational properties, while simultaneously comprised of and 
produced by the same marks (in the latter case, relative to a perceiv-
er), are always distinct. Neil Cohn poses a question distinguishing 
mark from image: “what aspects of the visual surface allow for infer-
ences to be generated in the situation model?” (2019, 4). Cohn how-
ever avoids answering by later claiming that “the graphic structure 
depicts the surface form of the visual utterance (lines, shapes). This 
representation links to the meanings of the unfurling actions and 
events of” a comic strip (2019, 7). By calling “lines, shapes” a “rep-
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resentation”, Cohn does not address how those lines and shapes can 
represent anything. Switching the order of their members, John Wil-
lats comes closer to our analysis when distinguishing representation-
al primitives, “the smallest units of meaning available in a represen-
tation”, which would be response-dependent, from physical marks, 
“the actual physical features on the picture surface used to repre-
sent the primitives” (2006, 8), which would be response-independ-
ent. Similarly, Richard Wollheim describes the seeing-in experience 
of images, which is constituted both by the configurational fold, in 
which the image’s marks are grasped, and by the recognitional fold, 
in which the image’s subject is grasped: “the two aspects are indis-
tinguishable but also inseparable” (1987, 46). Yet a perceiver may at-
tend to marks – noting the length and thickness of individual lines, 
for instance – without perceiving those properties representationally, 
and so marks are always distinguishable and separable. The graph-
ite streak and the tire skid are not identical. One instantiates a re-
sponse-independent and the other a response-dependent property.

2	 Representational Style as Conversation

An image represents what it does by a perceiver’s perceiving its phys-
ical marks as in some way related to the represented object. The na-
ture of the relation may be understood from a range of theoretical 
angles. Though resemblance may be the most common, we do not 
privilege it. Wollheim’s seeing-in, for example, is equally applicable.5

Unless an image is a perfect replica, it must, according to Gombrich, 
“involve some degree of ‘abstraction’” (1963, 1). For a physical mark to 

5  The term and its meaning, however, vary. Stuart Medley contrasts ‘abstraction’ with 
‘realism’ (2010, 67), noting how “most comics artists tend to draw and ink their worlds” 
(56) with “some degree of abstraction away from realism, clear outlines, flat colours, 
reliance on closure, a tendency towards caricature” (68). Medley also observes ‘distil-
lation’, meaning “some removal of realistic detail” (2010, 53). Itamar Berger’s study con-
cludes that the styles of artists who demonstrated higher degrees of “abstraction” drew 
“fewer, longer, and more complex-shape strokes … instead of many short simple ones” 
(2013, 9). Similarly, Pascal Lefévre describes a drawing’s degree not of ‘abstraction’ 
but of ‘deformation’ as measured against “normal proportions”. Referring to a line as a 
‘factor’ of graphic style, he asks: “What kind of lines dominate the image (rectangular 
or rather rounded lines; clear, crisp lines or rather vague, ‘hesitant’ lines)?” (2016, 75). 
Even an image that represents an object as a set of highly realistic lines involves ab-
straction. As Bilge Sayim and Patrick Cavanagh explain, “In the real world, there are 
no lines around objects”, but “lines trigger a neural response that … lets lines stand in 
for solid edges” (2011, 1). Douglas Wolk calls an artist’s line not an ‘abstraction’ or ‘de-
formation’ but “an interpolation, something the cartoonist adds to his or her idea of the 
shape of bodies in space” (2007, 123). Nonetheless, similar to Lefévre’s ‘deformation’, 
Wolk continues: “every object’s form is subject to interpretive distortion.… A consist-
ent, aestheticized distortion, combined with the line that establishes that distortion, 
adds up to an artist’s visual style”.
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be an abstraction, it must abstract from the object it is perceived to rep-
resent. No physical mark (excluding perfect replicas) when perceived as 
an image ever completely corresponds with what it represents. None-
theless physical marks can be rendered in different ways from one an-
other and still be perceived as representing the same object. Those dif-
ferent ways amount to different styles. And style conveys information. 
Will Eisner argues that “art style tells the story” through its “emotion-
al charge”, producing a “psychic transmission” that expresses “mood”, 
“ambience”, and “language value” (2008, 149, 153). John Henry Pratt 
claims that artistic styles “create a mood, give the emotional context 
of a scene or story, increase or decrease the drama of a moment, and 
so on” (2009, 110).

But Eisner and Pratt describe the effects of style, not the marks 
possessing the styles that produce those effects. Focusing on marks, 
does style apply to (1) or (2), above? Were style only physical prop-
erties of marks, then it would divide into the kind of optical illusion 
Gombrich applies to the mark/image relation:

is it possible to ‘see’ both the plane surface and [represented ob-
ject] at the same time? If we have been right so far, the demand is 
for the impossible. To understand the [represented object] is for 
a moment to disregard the plane surface. We cannot have it both 
ways. (1961, 279)

Gombrich offers the analogy of a rabbit/duck optical illusion: “instead 
of playing ‘rabbit or duck’”, perceivers of an image play “the game of 
‘canvas or nature’” (1961, 29). 

The example is imperfect because rabbit and duck are each “na-
ture”, while marks comprising both are “canvas”. Imagine instead Pi-
casso’s 1945 eleven-lithograph series The Bull. 

Each image varies in style, requiring a perceiver to differenti-
ate between response-independent properties of the marks and re-
sponse-dependent properties of the image representing the bull. 
“Style”, Barbara Postema argues, “in effect ceases to be style, since 
it is no longer a superficial surface matter” (2013, 122). Though an 
apparent property of the physical marks on the surface of the can-
vas, style ceases being response-independent.

Style then comes in two kinds. There are physical styles, or phys-
ical properties of physical marks. In the case of our graphite streak, 
one physical style is shape. Like their marks, physical styles are re-
sponse-independent. A physical style is a physical property if and on-
ly if its composition makes it that property. Something is or is not a 
physical style simpliciter. Conversely, there are representational styles, 
or representational properties of images. In the case of our graphite 
streak, the physical style of shape may resemble the representational 
style of shape. The shape of how the marks are drawn may look like the 
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shape of the perceived tire skid. Like their images, representational 
styles are response-dependent. A representational style is a represen-
tational property if and only if a suitable subject under suitable con-
ditions would respond to physical style as representing that property. 
Something is or is not a representational style relative to a respond-
er – again, a perceiver.

Thus on our analysis:
(1)	 The shape of the graphite streak, though representing the 

shape of the tire skid, is a physical style.
(2)	 The shape of the tire skid, as represented by the shape of the 

graphite streak, is a representational style.

(1) and (2) involve the same physical style. In (1), the style is instanti-
ating a response-independent property. It is only physical. In (2), the 
style is instantiating a response-dependent property. It represents 
the shape of the tire skid relative to a responder.

How does a perceiver perceive a physical style as a particular rep-
resentational style, especially insofar as it abstracts from the repre-
sented object? Physical properties cannot be entirely separated from 
the physical marks instantiating them. Graphite streaks are either 
more or less straight and cannot be neither. Nonetheless, insofar as 
we can speak of what graphite streaks of different shape – or other 
physical styles – share, we can speak of a physical mark independent 
of its physical style. That allows us to anticipate an answer to our sec-
ond opening question: How does a (representational) style of an im-
age relate to what it represents? A representational style of physical 
marks, we maintain, relates to the resulting image either convention-
ally or conversationally. Hence, while an image represents what it does 
response-dependently, the representational style of the response-de-
pendent image can be either conventional or conversational.

Physical marks, recall, may represent an object according to or not 
according to resemblance. The same is so of their physical style. Con-
sider two cases of perceiving a graphite streak as a tire skid. First, 
the shape of the graphite streak, part of its physical style, is more 
curved than straight. Since the shape of a tire skid can also be more 
curved than straight, relative to the perceiver the physical style can 
conventionally represent the shape of the tire skid. The representa-
tional style can be inferred more or less from the physical style di-
rectly. Second, the shape of the graphite streak is instead composed 
of small overlapping circles. Since the shape of an actual tire skid 
would not be composed of small overlapping circles, relative to the 
perceiver the physical style does not conventionally represent the 
tire skid. It either represents nothing – it is a kind of artistic flour-
ish with no representational content – or represents something non-
conventionally. In the context of the “conversation” that the image 
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is part of, the perceiver perceives the physical style as representing 
the tire skid produced perhaps by the tire’s quivering halts. Relative 
to the perceiver, the physical style conversationally represents the 
shape of the tire skid as such even though no actual physical proper-
ty of a tire skid resembles small overlapping circles. The represen-
tational style can only be inferred in conversational context and not 
from the physical style directly.

The distinction between conventional and conversational repre-
sentation roughly mirrors Paul Grice’s (1975) distinction between 
conventional and conversational implicature. According to Grice, lan-
guage users convey the meaning of words in two ways: conventional-
ly when communicated by the words themselves, and conversation-
ally when communicated by those words in conversational context. 
According to us, perceivers perceive the representational style of 
a physical style in one of two ways: as representing conventionally 
and as representing conversationally.6 Though he speaks of ‘conven-
tional’ and ‘conversational’, we suspect that Grice’s distinction is de-
greed. We intend ours to be, since inferring more or less directly or 
indirectly is degreed.

Discerning whether a physical style represents conventionally or 
conversationally is not always straightforward. The same physical 
style may be perceived as different representational styles by differ-
ent perceivers. 

Childe Hassam’s 1917 Flags in the Rain includes U.S. flags dis-
played on New York streets. Though physically the stripes are gray 
and orange, a viewer may perceive their color properties conversa-
tionally – within the conversation of images of flags generally and 
the U.S. flag specifically – as representing white and red. Perceivers 
may instead perceive those properties conventionally: because of the 
rain, distance, or movement of the fabric, the red and white stripes 
looked orange and gray to Hassam and so he produced that effect. 

Viewers of Flags in the Rain likely perceive it as a representa-
tion of reality – our reality. Images can also represent other real-
ities – fictional ones. A visual work of fiction (such as many com-
ics, but also the oil paintings of Lynette Yiadom-Boakye) leaves 
unclear whether physical styles represent conventionally or repre-
sent conversationally via context through an inferred break from 
appearances in the fictional reality. With caricatures of real-world 
people, physical styles represent exaggerated details convention-
ally when outside the range of anatomical possibility and conver-

6  Elsewhere (Gavaler, Goldberg 2019, ch. 7) we speak not of ‘perceiving a represen-
tational style’ conventionally or conversationally but of a ‘depiction’ as being conven-
tional or conversational. Catharine Abell (2005, 2009) speaks of conventional or con-
versational ‘implicatures of depictions’.
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sationally when inside that range. To identify plausible exaggera-
tions, perceivers need to reference the subject’s actual face, which 
is impossible if the subject is fictional. If the fictional world allows 
anatomical possibilities impossible in the actual world, then rep-
resentational style is ambiguous – it could be conventional or con-
versational – since it could depict details that may or may not be 
instantiated by the objects represented. 

Roy T. Cook’s “panel transparency principle” apparently entails 
that fictional comics images represent only conventionally: “Char-
acters, events, and locations within a fictional world described by a 
comic appear, within the fictional world, as they are depicted in typi-
cal panels within that comic” (2012, 134). This assumes that the imag-
es have the “special causal and structural relationship with the reali-
ty that they represent” that W.J.T. Mitchell dismisses for photographs. 
Though cartoon objects are impossible in our reality, their transpar-
ently drawn properties may represent properties conventionally in 
their cartoon reality. A drawing of Charlie Brown may have a round 
head roughly half his height because in his cartoon world Charlie 
Brown has a round head roughly half his height. 

Cook’s conclusion follows only if the image represents a world with 
different natural laws from ours. Fictional worlds with greater simi-
larity to ours pose a different problem. Consider Julie Maroh’s use of 
color in her 2010 Blue is the Warmest Color. 

While Maroh paints a full range of realistic watercolors for events 
in the graphic novel’s current time period, past events are gray ex-
cept for isolated blue objects of emotional interest to the main char-
acter. Grays and blue then should be perceived as representing con-
versationally. 

In fine arts, Matisse’s 1905 Woman with a Hat marked the start 
of Fauvism, which featured what would likely be perceived as a non-
transparent and so conversational representation of color following 
what Joseoph Witek terms a cartoon ethos of representing reality 
through “an associative or emotive logic” rather than realistic ob-
servation (2012, 30). Associative and emotive logic depend on con-
versational context.

Works of visual nonfiction pose a further problem for transparen-
cy because images can never be understood absent representation-
al style. That is because, to recur to Gombrich, they “involve some 
degree of ‘abstraction’” (1963, 1). Drawings, especially highly ab-
stract and cartoonish ones, do not represent their subjects through 
exact similarity. Rather than being transparent in Cook’s sense, im-
ages in nonfiction images are unambiguous representations of reali-
ty rendered in particular physical styles perceived as particular rep-
resentational ones. And no representational style duplicates reality 
transparently or perfectly. When Alison Bechdel draws her and her 
family’s mouths as single dots in her 2006 Fun Home, a viewer like-
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ly does not perceive the actual individuals conventionally as having 
such impossibly proportioned mouths. Bechdel’s physical style like-
ly is perceived as a representational style in the conversational con-
text of the images that those and other marks are perceived as being. 
Nor do perceivers conversationally perceive Art Spiegelman and his 
family as having the heads of mice as they appear to in Maus even if 
conventionally they would perceive them as such.

Sometimes an object can make use of one physical style perceived 
as a representational style conventionally and another physical style 
perceived as a representational style conversationally. 

In Kehinde Wiley’s 2018 portrait of Barack Obama, most perceive 
the central object as a seated figure, whose style is perceived con-
ventionally as representing Barack Obama. Yet most also perceive 
the wallpaper-like array of partially overlapping objects surrounding 
it not conventionally but instead conversationally as foliage – since 
conventionally the representational style defies norms of realism. 

Cook later revised his views on comics transparency: “our access 
to the physical appearance of drawn characters in general is indi-
rect, partial, inferential, and imperfect” (2015, 25). While his earlier 
view seemed to be that fictional comics images represent only con-
ventionally, now it seemed to be that they do so only conversation-
ally – since indirectness, partiality, inference, and imperfection are 
perceived correctly only within conversational context of images. We 
think that Cook should accept the disjunction of his views. A physi-
cal style can be perceived as a representational style conventional-
ly or conversationally.

3	 Principles and Maxims

Since some physical styles are perceived as representing convention-
ally and others conversationally, under what conditions does each 
occur? We alluded to the answer above, though recurring to Grice 
makes it explicit. Grice claims that communication by means of words 
requires that speakers generally follow the Cooperative Principle: 
“Make your contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it 
occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in 
which you are engaged”. When speakers apparently violate (“flout”) 
the principle by not using words conventionally (such as asking some-
one what time it is by asking whether they know what time it is), they 
often are using them conversationally. We claim that communication 
by means of images requires that perceivers follow an analogous per-
ceptual principle based on the assumption that the images are meant 
to communicate representational content: “Make your contribution 
such as is required to perceive marks as representing something, at 
the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction 
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of the image exchange in which you are engaged”. When perceivers 
apparently flout the principle by not perceiving physical properties 
conventionally (such as tire skids being represented as small over-
lapping circles), they often instead perceive them conversationally. 
Grice provides four subsidiary maxims for his principle. Each sug-
gests an analogous perceptual maxim. While a perceiver often flouts 
more than one simultaneously, we introduce each individually. 

Grice’s Quantity maxim states: “Make your contributions as, but 
only as, informative as possible”. 

Marisa Acocella Marchetto’s 2006 graphic memoir CancerVixen 
represents the author with loosely hand-drawn outlines and blocks of 
solid color. A viewer of the actual Marchetto would perceive a range 
of additional details regarding her anatomy and clothing, including 
depth, shadows, and fabric folds. Perceiving the physical style of 
the shapes and colors as representational style conventionally flouts 
Quantity’s perceptual analogue: the perception of Marchetto is not 
as “informative as possible”. The paucity of detail is perceived in-
stead as representing Marchetto conversationally. Images can al-
so be perceived as overspecified when an artist employs a physical 
style conventionally perceived as interpolating or inventing details. 

When drawing “Stepfatherly Counsel” from her 2001 graphic mem-
oir collection A Child’s Life (53), Phoebe Gloeckner draws her stepfa-
ther’s sweater with meticulous precision, apparently creating individ-
ual threads of fabric. The patterned weave of the couch is similarly 
precise. Is such precision depicting Gloeckner’s photographic mem-
ory or a conglomerate pattern of events? If the second, then not only 
is the sweater and couch fabric overspecified, but the figures are too. 
Gloeckner must draw them in postures of some kind, but not neces-
sarily as they were ever actually seated in the autobiographical mo-
ment represented. Flouting Quanity when perceiving the image con-
ventionally, perceivers likely perceive Gloeckner’s representational 
style conversationally. 

Grice’s second maxim, Quality, states: “Try to make your contri-
bution true”. 

Regarding her 2002 graphic memoir One! Hundred! Demons!, 
Lynda Barry asks: “Is it autobiography if parts of it are not true?” 
(2017, 7). The parts that apparently “are not true” include Barry’s 
cartoons of her mother rendered in a physical style that if perceived 
as a representational style conventionally would have anatomically 
impossible traits (2017, 95). Perceiving the physical style as a repre-
sentational style conventionally flouts Qaulity’s perceptual analogue: 
“Try to make your perception true”. Henri Matisse’s 1905 Woman with 
a Hat includes bright unblended swaths of green, yellow, and pur-
ple representing the colors of the figure’s face and clothes despite 
also contradicting them. Since Matisse was painting from a model 
(his wife, who by one account was dressed in black), perceiving his 
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physical style involving color conventionally as a representational 
style contradicts the model’s actual appearance. Only perceiving it 
conversationally avoids flouting the perceptual analogue of Quality. 

Grice’s Manner maxim states: “Be perspicuous by avoiding obscu-
rity and ambiguity and striving for brevity and order”. At a midpoint 
between Close and Matisse’s portraits, Miriam Libicki captions a car-
toonish illustration of herself: “You are unlikely to recognize Miri-
am Libicki on the street, with these drawings to go on” (2016, 48), 
though her realistic watercolor self-portraits elsewhere in the same 
collection represent her primarily through similarities (2016, 6, 32, 
64, 65, 71, 76, 89). Still, her simplified line-drawing appears as if it 
could be roughly accurate in terms of line shape, though reduced in 
detail and so flouting Quantity as discussed above. If so, might not 
the image still be adequate to recognize her? Perceiving the physical 
style of various sets of marks all as Libicki’s contradictory self-por-
traits flouts the perceptual analogue of Manner by not “avoiding ob-
scurity and ambiguity”. Which of the contradictory details are most 
accurate and which least? The perceiver cannot know. Libicki later 
explains that she varies physical styles to vary their perceived rep-
resentational styles depending on her desired degree of subjectivity:

I found that [naturalistic watercolors] communicated verisimili-
tude, and was suited to more journalistic pieces (and to more lyri-
cal open-endedness as opposed to rhetoric). Cartooniness, on the 
other hand, is more immersive (if it’s done well), because the read-
er has to collaborate by translating the “shorthand” of simplified 
designs back into their real-life referents. Photo-real paintings 
don’t “put pictures in your head” because the picture is already 
there on paper. I think working in nonfiction means I get to decide 
whether something is better depicted “subjectively” or “objective-
ly” or a point in between. (2020)

A perceiver having to “collaborate by translating … back into their 
real-life referent” involves response-dependence. Conversely, “the 
‘shorthand’ of simplified designs” is a kind representational style, and 
subjectively/objectively parallels conversationally/conventionally.

Though Grice’s maxims provide insight into why responders per-
ceive styles as they do, there is no uniform response to physical styles 
across different works resulting in a consistent set of representa-
tional styles, conventionally or conversationally. Scott McCloud as-
serts that “all lines carry with them an expressive potential” (1993, 
124), but what is expressed is perceived not only individually, but al-
so case by case, by each individual. Simon Grennan is impressive-
ly precise when measuring physical styles, observing that the line 
Mike Mignola uses in The Right Hand of Doom “is invariably 5 pix-
els wide, including the line that outlines panels, speech balloons, 
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thought bubbles and narration” (2017, 185), but the representation-
al style that one likely perceives is not correlated with any clear or 
consistent property. Thin straight lines may suggest a range of rep-
resentations, even within a single image. Concerning Barry’s “Red 
Comb”, Hillary Chute observes: “The frame is shaded with thin black 
horizontal lines behind the leaves; this darkening effect appears to 
indicate evening, or night – or, an alternate temporality, a recollect-
ed event” (2011, 284). 

Catherine Khordoc observes that in Albert Uderzo’s Asterix “the 
line of certain [speech] balloons is jagged, suggesting a tone of voice 
which is not steady and calm, but rather, shocked or angry” (2001, 
163). But perceivers do not always perceive the jaggedness of lines 
as shock or anger. Identically jagged lines in another image might 
cause different perceivers or even the same perceiver to perceive 
alertness or playfulness. Reviewing David Beauchard’s graphic mem-
oir Epileptic, Andrew Wilson describes the artist’s “quivering, qua-
vering world”, claiming that “the tension between David’s self and 
reality charges his sinuous, nervy line” (2005), but the causality is 
reversed: the physical style creates that representational style. Ste-
phen Tabachnick cites Wilson’s description of Epileptic’s world, at-
tributing the adjectives to the artist’s style: “Beauchard’s ‘quivering, 
quavering’ drawing line … captures his shaky psychological world” 
(2011, 105). The interchangeability reveals how represented objects 
influence interpretations of representational styles, and vice versa, 
suggesting that no generalized theory of style can emerge.

Thus, while an image represents what it does because a perceiver 
responds to its physical marks by perceiving them representational-
ly as such, the perceiver perceives a mark’s physical style as a rep-
resentational style conventionally if the representational style can 
be inferred more or less from the physical style directly, and conver-
sationally if it cannot be. Because images typically consist of multi-
ple marks each with its own physical style, a multi-mark image then 
may represent both conventionally and conversationally as a whole.7

7  We thank the editors and anonymous reviewers for their very helpful comments 
and assistance.
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1	 Introduction

Images are ubiquitous. Central in many areas, such as art history 
and visual studies, they have been widely investigated as vehicles 
of aesthetic content as well as scientific knowledge (Elkins 1995; 
Bredekamp 2003; Hentschel 2014). By way of example, images have 
been explored as crucial for media studies (Ott, Mack 2020), learn-
ing (Bilbokaitė 2008; Smith 2008), and as a fundamental subject in 
the mental imagery debate in cognitive sciences (Kosslyn, Thompson, 
Ganis 2006; Richardson 2013). Indeed, the use of images within sci-
entific disciplines has always been remarkable. Scientists often pre-
sent the topics they investigate by relying on images for visualizing 
and modelling natural phenomena when not directly available to the 
senses. Neuroscience is a prototypical example of this. For instance, 
we refer to neuroscientific imagining techniques such as structural 
and functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI and fMRI, respec-
tively), Positron Emission Tomography (PET), and Computed Tomog-
raphy (CT) scan which allow researchers and clinicians to study the 
inner structures of the human brain by means of images. 

In the last decades several studies have addressed the impact of 
neuroimages and related techniques in cultural and visual studies 
(Prasad 2005; Casini 2011; 2015; 2020; Stephens 2012; Hentschel 
2014), and assessed how scientific knowledge can be conveyed 
through neuroimages, by questioning their epistemological nature 
(Roskies 2007, 2008; Schweitzer et al. 2011; Dumit 2014). In particu-
lar, an aspect critically pointed out by such literature (e.g., Rosk-
ies 2007) is that the relationship of resemblance occurring between 
neuroimages and the natural phenomena they describe (e.g., brain 
functioning) does not bear per se any informational value. Howev-
er, by analysing the conceptual connections between the notions 
of representation and resemblance, it could be possible to further 
understand the scientific informativeness of neuroimages. That is, 
whether such an informational value is determined by specific tech-
nical aspects or can be even related to conscious pictorial interven-
tion of the scientist, and if the researcher’s imagination (or mental 
imagery) may play a role in defining instruments for the transmis-
sion of neuroscientific knowledge.

Throughout the present article, we will try to approach such is-
sues. First, starting from a general philosophical analysis of the no-
tion of representation (section 2), we will retrace Nelson Goodman’s 
argument concerning the theoretical independence between this con-
cept and the one of resemblance (or similarity). Then, by specifically 
focusing on scientific images, we will examine how their information-
al value represents a relevant factor for understanding their relation-
ship with the depicted phenomena. To do that, we take into account 
the notion of ‘informational images’ introduced by the art critic and 
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art historian James Elkins (1995) whose work on scientific images 
has opened the field of visual studies of science. 

Then, in section 3, we will question the epistemological role of fM-
RI images by taking into account some examples from published neu-
roimaging literature as case-study. This part of the paper is devot-
ed to explain how neuroimages are created and can be manipulated 
by scientists in order to become effective vehicles of neuroscientific 
theories. From this analysis, a point should be evident: the process 
of neuroimages production is multifaceted and the scientist decides 
to directly and deliberately intervene on it, independently from the 
technological advances of MRI technique. Such manipulations tend 
to alter the visual and aesthetic properties of the images in order to 
make them more informative. Therefore, in section 4, we plan to ex-
plore the potential contribution of the neuroscientist’s imagination 
and creativity. We sketch two potential directions. The first one is 
that neuroimages are not just visual reproductions of a certain natu-
ral phenomenon, but (visual) scientific models of the theory they con-
vey. In this respect, imagination will be discussed as central in the 
construction of scientific models, according to the debate already 
tackled in philosophy of science (Toon 2016; Frigg 2010; Frigg; Reiss 
2010; Salis; Frigg 2020). The second direction, instead, sheds light on 
the possible intersection between artistic and neuroscientific images. 
Indeed, a fruitful dialogue may exist between the creativity and the 
aesthetic manipulations applied on (neuro)scientific images and art-
works inspired by scientific processes (Stokes 2016; Gaut 2003; 2010).

2	 Representation, Resemblance, and Informativeness  
of Scientific Images

Consider the portrait of Queen Elizabeth II and Queen Elizabeth II 
herself. Intuitively, one can argue that the portrait represents the 
Queen if and only if the portrait resembles the Queen. In other words, 
it appears that the concepts of representation and (pictorial) resem-
blance or similarity are strictly connected and, furthermore, that the 
definition of the former depends on the definition of the latter. How-
ever, that is not the case, as demonstrated by the American philoso-
pher Nelson Goodman whose work (e.g., Goodman 1976) has greatly 
influenced the investigation of the concept of symbolization both in 
art and philosophy of language.

In the rest of the chapter, we first follow Goodman’s (1976) concep-
tual analysis to shed light on the relationship between the concepts 
of representation and resemblance with regard to images in gener-
al. Second, by specifically referring to scientific images, we take in-
to account the notion of ‘informational images’ introduced by James 
Elkins (1995). The resulting general framework about the conceptu-
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al interdependencies occurring between the notions of representa-
tion, resemblance, and informativeness will be useful to approach the 
case-study of neuroscientific images discussed in the next section. 

From a logical point of view, the notions of representation (‘R’) and 
resemblance (‘S’) can be represented as binary relations occurring 
between two objects of any sort ‘x’ and ‘y’. From now on, we adopt 
the notations ‘xRy’ to state that ‘x’ represents ‘y’, and ‘xSy’ to state ‘x’ 
resembles ‘y’. Then, by assuming that ‘a’ is the portrait of the Queen 
Elizabeth and ‘b’ is the Queen Elizabeth herself, we can reword the 
relation between the portrait and the Queen as ‘aRb’ if ‘aSb’, that is, 
object ‘a’ engages a relation of representation with object ‘b’ if and 
only if ‘a’ is similar to ‘b’. 

The first Goodman’s clarification about representativeness and re-
semblance regards whether both the two relations are reflexive and 
symmetric. For instance, ‘being brother’ is a symmetric, but irre-
flexive relation, while ‘being equal’ is a relevant case of both reflex-
ive and symmetric relation. Therefore, in general, for every binary 
relation ‘G’, to be reflexive over an object ‘x’ means to relates to ‘x’ 
itself, i.e., ‘xGx’, while to be symmetric over two objects ‘x’ and ‘y’, 
means that if ‘G’ occurs between ‘x’ and ‘y’, then ‘G’ occurs between 
‘y’ and ‘x’, i.e., ‘xGy iff yGx’. 

Goodman points out that while the relation of resemblance is both 
reflective and symmetric, the relation of representation does not. An 
object ‘a’ resembles itself to the maximum degree, but it is not the 
case it represents itself (Goodman 1976, 4). Then, in symbols, while 
‘aSa’ seems to state a meaningful relation, ‘aRa’ does not. Further-
more, concerning symmetricity, for two objects ‘a’ and ‘b’, it is true 
that if ‘a’ resembles ‘b’, then ‘b’ resembles ‘a’, but it is not the case 
that if ‘a’ represents ‘b’, then ‘b’ represents ‘a’ (Goodman 1976, 4). 
For instance, the portrait of Queen Elizabeth of course resembles 
Queen Elizabeth, and the other way round, the Queen resembles the 
portrait of her, but we would not say that Queen Elizabeth represents 
her portrait, even though the portrait of Queen Elizabeth represents 
the Queen. Therefore, while ‘aSb’ seems meaningful, ‘aRb’ does not.

Then, the relations ‘S’ and ‘R’ do not share the same properties, 
and this is the first evidence for arguing that resemblance is not a 
sufficient condition for representing. Indeed, two different portraits 
of the Queen may perfectly resemble each other, but it is not a suffi-
cient condition to conclude that they represent each other. Moreover, 
‘S’ appears not even necessary for determining ‘R’, indeed, a linguis-
tic description of an object has not to be to some extent (pictorially) 
similar to the object it describes for referring to it. This last exam-
ple, however, can be useful to correctly understand what the relation 
of representation actually is. According to Goodman, representing 
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means being a sign of, i.e., denoting. Then, denotation1 is what ac-
tually characterizes the relation of representation discussed so far. 
Denotation is a broad notion, encompassing every kind of sign. Lin-
guistic expressions as well as images can simply denote because they 
are signs through which we refer to objects. Therefore, the relation 
of representation should not be understood anyway, but as a particu-
lar kind of denotation occurring between a sign (e.g., a linguistic or 
pictorial sign) and its reference (e.g., an object).2 Moreover, the rela-
tion of representation, or denotation, drawn between a sign and its 
reference can be considered as conventionally fixed, that is, origi-
nated by the symbolic norms that generally govern how we name ob-
jects, and how we communicate and socially interact. According to 
major theories of reference proposed in philosophy of language (i.e., 
the ‘causal theories of reference’, Donnellan 1970, Kripke 1972), a 
sign represents a certain object depending on its own adequacy as 
bearer of the relation and this aspect can be thought as complete-
ly (causally) determined by the symbolic system in which we live. In 
other words, representing something is not a matter of degree or in-
tensity of how robust a relationship of representation is with respect 
to another one: either ‘x’ represents ‘y’ or ‘x’ does not represent ‘y’, 
given the specific rules governing the symbolic system in which ‘x’ 
and ‘y’ occur. This is a further aspect that differentiates representa-
tion from resemblance. Resemblance, indeed, can be naturally con-
ceived as varying in degree: we can always rank ‘x’ as more similar 
to ‘y’ than ‘z’. A son can resemble his father more than what his sis-
ter does.3 Therefore, we claim, the relation ‘S’ naturally accommo-
dates this shift in meaning towards a graduated or discrete judge-
ment of similarity, while ‘R’ cannot.

A further characteristic of signs is to what extent they convey in-
formation about the object they stand for, i.e., the ‘informativeness’ of 
signs. Such a notion has been introduced by Elkins (1995) in the vis-
ual studies debate with specific regard to scientific images,4 explic-
itly defined as ‘informational images’. The purpose of this concept is 

1  A classical topic of discussion in philosophy of language and metaphysics (Frege 
[1892] 1980; Russell 1905; 1911; Kripke 1972; Putnam 1974; 1975).
2  According to this, non-representational or abstract pictures that widely populate 
art history are analyzed by Goodman (1976) by means of the concept of ‘null’ or ‘mul-
tiple denotation’. 
3  In brief, to formalize such a degree in resemblance that objects show, the original 
relation ‘S’, now interpreted in a comparative way as ‘being more similar’, should be 
considered as an order relation. A binary relation ‘G’ is an order relation, i.e., it can or-
der the objects of a set against one another, if it is true, for instance, that: (1) if ‘xGy’ 
and ‘yGx’, then ‘y=x’, and (2) if ‘xGy’ and ‘yGz’, then ‘xGz’, for any ‘x’, ‘y’, and ‘z’ be-
longing to a set ‘A’.
4  In the rest of the paper, we will follow Elkins’ (1995) discussion within the field of vis-
ual studies and, then, confine the question about informativeness to (scientific) images.
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to group all those images principally intended to perform some utili-
tarian or technical function and transfer knowledge by means of sym-
bolic and pictorial features, such as schemas, numbers, and writing. 
As images, however, they have always been excluded from the canon-
ical research field of art history due to a deficiency in terms of vis-
ual expressiveness, eloquence, and complexity they were supposed 
to suffer. However, Elkins argues, informational images address the 
central issues of art history and images studies and they should be 
investigated as well as artworks. Our purpose here is to briefly ex-
plore the meaning of Elkins’ notion of informativeness for scientific 
images and to outline the potential connections occurring with the 
relations of representation and resemblance. 

Assumed that ‘being informative’ means conveying information, 
such as a map conveys spatial knowledge of a certain geographical 
region and given the variety of images usually employed in scientific 
and technical contexts, to clearly categorize the ways through which 
information can be pictorially conveyed is far from the purpose of the 
current work. However, as a general statement, we can say that ‘be-
ing informative’ reflects a sort of relation occurring between a vehi-
cle of the information (e.g., a sign such as a schema or an image) and 
a subject the information is about (e.g., a scientific theory). Conse-
quently, the fact that an image ‘x’ is informative of ‘y’ requires, as a 
minimum requirement, that ‘x’ stands for ‘y’ or represents y, to some 
extent. In order words, to establish the effective conveying of knowl-
edge between the vehicle and the subject, the fact that the vehicle (or 
components of it) represents the subject (or parts of it) seems funda-
mental. Thus, representing is not enough for conveying information, 
otherwise a simple photo would result informational as much as a pic-
torial schema, whereas we would like to disentangle between differ-
ent levels of informativeness of pictures, depending, for instance, on 
the amount and type of information they provide. Then, it seems plau-
sible to conceive images as vehicles of information gradually ranging 
from better to worse ones, depending on several factors. An infor-
mational image employed for explaining a theory in highly special-
ized academic papers, for instance, is differently informative from 
a similar image targeting a general audience. We can generally ob-
serve that (scientific) images are not all informative in the same way.

However, does the informativeness of an image depend on the re-
lationship of resemblance between its content and the theory it con-
veys? Indeed, it could be argued that, for better conveying informa-
tion, the content of an image should resemble the object it represents 
as much as possible. 

We claim that the concepts of resemblance and information are 
independent. Suppose, for instance, to figuratively describe the soil 
composition of a certain piece of ground. A schematic figure describ-
ing the soil profile by sketching with lines and alternate pattern tex-
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tures the different layers you may encounter can be more informative 
of, even though less similar to, the piece of ground than a picture of 
it. Then, it could happen that the more informational images do not 
correspond to those that resemble at best the content they refer to. 
Furthermore, because of their theoretical independence, it is even 
possible that as far as the informativeness of an image increases, its 
pictorial resemblance to the reality decreases. 

With regards to scientific images, this may lead to an apparent 
contradiction. Indeed, on one hand, due to the relation of denotation 
rigidly determined by the symbolic (cultural, linguistic, and scien-
tific) systems in which the sign at stake occurs, the scientific image 
seems to represent (or denotes) a certain phenomenon in objective 
and direct way, that is, they mimetically5 capture the ‘authentic’ na-
ture of the phenomenon. On the other hand, however, the scientific 
image seems to better accomplish its informational (scientific) pur-
pose, the less pictorially similar it is to the phenomenon it refers to. 
In other words, the extent to which the image enables the users to 
understand the phenomenon under scrutiny, i.e., being informative 
about it, may depend on some modifications of the pictorial format 
of the image itself that actually make it less similar to the phenom-
enon how it naturally observable and, in turn, questions its status 
of objectivity. 

In line with this, the neuroscientific images – as far as the neuroim-
aging techniques (e.g., fMRI) have become more and more employed 
by psychologists and clinicians for understanding our brain – can 
represent an interesting case-study. Indeed, the relatively brief but 
crowded history of neuroimages that will be overviewed in the next 
section critically emphasizes such a particular path that informa-
tional images can follow. 

3	 Case Studies: Does the Brain Represent the Brain  
in Neuroimaging?

The relationship between fMRI images and the phenomenon they 
represent, i.e., brain activity, has been widely discussed by the phi-
losopher of neuroscience Adina L. Roskies (2007; 2008). Her works 
address the epistemological differences between fMRI images and 
photographs. Intuitively, both these types of images appear to be 
transparent vehicles of representation of the objects they refer to. 
However, it can be argued that photographs represent a relatively di-
rect means of representation of reality due to the more understand-

5  For a general overview on the concept of mimetic representation see Kurtz, Kris 
1979.
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able causal and counterfactual dependencies6 with the visual prop-
erties of the subject (Roskies 2007). On the other hand, neuroimages 
convey just an illusion of “inferential proximity” (Roskies 2008) about 
the phenomenon they refer to. Such an illusion would rely on the fact 
that fMRI images allow to visualize the brain functioning, while ac-
tually “there are no visible properties of brain activity to be instan-
tiated in the image” (Roskies 2007, 863). Indeed, even though people 
tend to attribute to fMRI images the same transparency of photo-
graphs, the complexity in the elaboration of brain imaging data (e.g, 
the pre-processing of raw data, their statistical analysis, the gener-
al theoretical and experimental framework they are related to) and 
the unclear understanding of brain functioning, make the interpre-
tation of neuroimages much more problematic. 

Such a complex relationship between neuroimages and the phe-
nomena they represent can become even more challenging when they 
are considered within the actual scientific practice, that is, as vehi-
cles of specific information about neuro-psychological theories and 
experimental findings. In other words, researchers can alter such 
a relationship in order to visualize and communicate informational 
content. To highlight this aspect, we decided to consider some neu-
roscientific images as case-study. Our aim is to prove that in order 
to achieve their specific purpose, they usually undergo stylistic and 
deliberate modifications by the researcher (and only marginally due 
to technical issues) that further reduce the similarity between the 
neuroscientific image and the natural phenomenon described, while 
increasing the informativeness about the theory, the experiment, etc. 
These deliberate manipulations by the researcher are made possi-
ble by technical advancement, but are not only dependent on tech-
nical aspects: they have simply enlarged the range of possible inter-
ventions of the researchers on the visual properties of such images. 
In order to discuss how the neuroscientist directly acts on them, we 
will provide examples from different decades.

We opted for functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) stud-
ies because of their wide diffusion (more than 196000 published pa-
pers on Pubmed in the last five years) and the consequent centrality 
in neuroscientific research. We preferred not to use structural MRI 
images, because they bear a clinical relevance and their application is 

6  By means of causal and counterfactual dependencies images have to the objects 
they represent, Roskies (2007; 2008) intends that the visual properties of the real ob-
ject cause the visual properties of the image and that, if the subject had been differ-
ently arranged in terms of visual properties, the resulting image would have appeared 
correspondingly different. Actually, neither photographs nor fMRI, Roskies (2007, 867) 
argues, “bears a perfect informational relationship to the object”, but intuitively we 
have a clearer understanding of how these relationships (in particular in the case of 
the counterfactual one) occurs in photography rather than imaging. 
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diffused in many fields of medicine (neurology, psychiatry, etc.); on the 
other hand, fMRI is mainly a research tool with few or no clinical ap-
plications so far (Waller et al. 2021). fMRI gives a graphical represen-
tation of brain activity. This technique is sensitive to variation in the 
local ratio between oxygenated and deoxygenated blood in the brain, 
that is, variations in the local consumption of oxygen by brain cells. 
The assumption behind it is that neurons demand more oxygen when 
they are activated. Therefore, fMRI provides an indirect measure of 
neuronal activation, based on oxygen consumption (Ogawa 2012). In 
fMRI images, this neuronal activation can be seen as groups of voxels 
(a regular measure of volume, we could image those as cubic bricks of 
volume) that are colored (therefore activated), with a peak of activation 
defined as the most active part, surrounded by a gradient of activity.

We selected some brain images from scientific papers in peer-re-
viewed journals,7 namely two studies for each decade starting from the 
nineties. The selected studies can be considered representative of the 
field at their time; they are all based on healthy individuals (psychiat-
ric and neurological conditions were not included), employ compara-
ble techniques, and their results are presented through brain activa-
tion images and brain reconstructions. Neuroscientific fMRI images 
have already been analyzed from a visual and philosophical point of 
view by Roskies (2007; 2008), underlying how far they are from being a 
mere reproduction of the brain. However some elements have not been 
clearly delineated yet. Such images serve a specific purpose: convey-
ing information (i.e., the results of the study, a theory about the brain 
functioning) in the best way possible. In this framework a question 
arises: how the deliberate choices of researchers influenced the crea-
tion of such images and therefore the quality of the message delivered?

Before discussing these points, some brief technical considera-
tions are needed (for an exhaustive description of technical advance-
ment in fMRI field, please refer to Bandettini 2012 and Specht 2020). 
Over the years, technical improvements in the fMRI technique al-
lowed a higher level of details and a better resolution of the images, 
as clear moving from figure 1.B to figures 2.B and 3.B. More power-
ful software allowed a better reconstruction of the brain grey and 
white matter, with more defined images (compare the 3D reconstruc-
tions presented in figures 1.A, 2.A.1, and 3.A.1). These advancements 
affected the graphic representation, making the brain images more 
recognizable. Due to more modern technologies – such as finer scans, 
and upgraded softwares for image reconstruction – a detailed repre-
sentation (i.e., higher graphical resolution) leading to a better defini-
tion of the brain processes studied is feasible. 

7 Menon et al. 1992; Che et al. 1998; Wagner et al. 2008; Tsubomi et al. 2008; Seydell-
Greenwald et al. 2017; Koutsouleris et al. 2018; Pujol et al. 2018.
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Similarly, the need to compare results from different studies brought 
to the creation of atlases based on several subjects (such as the Mon-
treal Neurological Institute). In this way, a ‘typical’ brain was cre-
ated as an average of different, individual, brains: a model of the 
‘standard’ brain. Indeed, while figure 1 presents the brain of a single 
subject, without important mediators, the others derive from group 
differences plotted on a standard brain. Then, the brain we see in fig-
ures 2-4 is not an individual one. Such a remark is relevant because 
when we consider neuroimages, we should bear in mind that in most 
of the cases it is not a single subject’s brain that is represented, but 
an average brain, obtained from different samples and metrics. The 
distance between the single subject and the group average is then 
added to the already present conceptual gap between the actual brain 
and the picture of it. The brain is highly variable and can be influ-
enced by various features, ranging from genetic influences to learn-
ing and training in a specific field (Ritchie et al. 2018). Therefore, as 
customary when dealing with the brain and with neuropsychiatric 
syndromes, a single individual does not summarize all the possible 
differences and the visual results tend to be highly variable: thus, 
the need of averaging. This average moves the observer away from 
the object and also might influence the narrative related to brain im-
ages, as discussed by Joseph Dumit (2014).

Figure 1  (A) 3D functional map of an individual subject obtained with fMRI, modified from Chen et al. (1998). 
(B) Functional maps of an individual subject obtained after visual stimulation, modified from Menon et al. 1992
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However, the presented technical improvement accounts only for a 
limited part of the variability in the presentation of relevant fMRI im-
ages. Other visual aspects of them are also dependent on the choices 
made by researchers, aiming at effectively conveying their message. 
The first choice regards which image or part of the image to show. As 
presented in figures 1-3, the selection of 2D and 3D images is not mere-
ly linked to technical advances, since they were already available in 
the nineties, even though with a lower resolution [fig. 1.A]. Research-
ers deliberately decide to present 2D slices or/and 3D reconstructions. 
Interestingly, the 3D picture could seem easier to interpret because it 
resembles the human brain more closely. However, in the clinical field 
where such resemblance could be of great utility to the clinician in or-
der to make diagnoses or program treatments, 3D is little employed. 
Indeed, we are accustomed to clinical images of brains as slices (both 
CT scans and MRI), while the 3D reconstruction is able to show only 
superficial/external regions, whereas deeper regions tend to remain 
hidden. This is of limited use in clinical practice when we need to see 
even what is underneath (i.e., in case of a neoplastic lesion, it is man-
datory to understand which areas of the brain are involved or disrupt-
ed by such lesion). Therefore, the 3D brain raffiguration loses any re-
semblance with a typical clinical brain image and serves only as a 
model. Moreover, those 3D pictures can be unrealistically re-oriented 
(i.e., presented on a bottom up or top-down view – see for instance fig-
ure 3.A.1 – which means that the observer can move around the brain 
in every direction, even the non-real ones, such as seeing it from the 
bottom, like a disembodied object with an all-around design), with the 
only purpose of conveying scientific information. Therefore, are the 
results of a study easier to interpret when presented in 3D, or is it just 
an aesthetic decision aimed at outlining the neuroscientific theory?

Furthermore, the choice of which slice to present in 2D images is 
left to the researcher. Since no clear guideline is available, the slices 

Figure 2  (A.1) 3D reconstruction and (A.2) fMRI images in the sagittal plane modified from Tsubomi et al. 
2008. (B) fMRI images, in the transverse plane, modified from Wagner et al. 2008
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that give a better and clearer presentation of the results are usually 
displayed. They can be in the sagittal plane (as in figures 2.A.2 and 
3.B), or in the transverse plane [figs 1.B, 2.B, 3.A.2]. Only in a minor-
ity of cases, instead, the coronal plane is presented ([fig. 3.B], right 
side), since it is difficult to evaluate where the position of our point of 
view is located. After deciding which plane to display, the researcher 
needs to choose which slice to present, following again the principle 
of the most informative image. The right images of figures 2.B and 
3.A are slices coming from the top of the brain; while in others it is 
possible to see its internal structures (i.e., lateral ventricles), mean-
ing that we are roughly in the middle part of the brain.

Finally, a choice has to be made regarding the color scale. Although 
it is a common tendency to use the scale so that the peak of activa-
tion is marked by the brightest color, no definite guideline is availa-
ble, and many differences can be spotted in the literature. For exam-
ple, some researchers opted for a yellow-to-red scale [fig. 2.A.2], others 
for a warm color scale, ranging from bright yellow to orange [figs 2.B, 
3.A.1], others preferred ranging from colder to warmer colors [figs 1.B, 
3.A.2]. Similarly, both activation and deactivation8 can be presented, as 
in figure 3.B, where warmer colors are used to graphically present the 
increase in activation and colder ones for the decrease in activation.

8  We are usually accustomed to consider the peak of activation as always positive. 
However, we can also have peaks with negative sign, meaning reduction in neuronal 
activation.

Figure 3  (A.1) 3D reconstructions and (A.2) transverse images of the brain, modified from Seydell-Greenwald 
et al. 2017. (B) Sagittal, transverse, and coronal fMRI images, modified from Pujol et al. 2018
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However, these peaks are presented after selecting a threshold. Im-
aging softwares offer the possibility to choose the level of activation 
to show, by increasing/decreasing the dimension of the colored ar-
ea. It is customary to present only the most relevant findings, that 
is, those significant from a statistical point of view, but a decision re-
garding how much to show is necessary.

These are just the easiest examples of how the neuroscientist’s in-
tervention can be relevant in the creation of images with the aim of 
better presenting results and conveying a specific message. Other 
aspects (e.g., the choice of the preprocessing pipeline and of the soft-
ware to employ) are far too technical for our discussion.

As a final remark, we introduce figure 4 (adapted from Koutsoul-
eris et al. 2018). At a first glance, it is very similar to the other fig-
ures presented, despite the different graphic rendering due to a new 
available software. However, this is not an fMRI study and such im-
ages represent the brain differences between groups after a machine 
learning analysis. This example clearly shows how the reconstruction 
and the presentation of brain images are employed as ‘models’ to il-
lustrate results and convey specific theoretical information. Moreo-
ver, despite the clear similarity among the different figures, it is im-
portant to bear in mind that as scientific images they are difficult to 
be interpreted without a scale and a text describing what they illus-
trate. In line with the figures previously analyzed, they can be also 
considered as neuroscientific visual models. 

Ultimately, the pictorial intervention on scientific images dis-
cussed so far modify their informational value useful to understand 
neuroscientific theories and results, making the relationship of sim-
ilarity with the actual natural phenomenon even more complex. 

Figure 4  Between-groups brain differences after cross 
validated machine learning analysis, modified from 
Koutsouleris et al. 2018
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4	 The Artistic Value of Scientific Images  
and the Contribution of Imagination

As already stated, the topic of representing reality has always been 
a challenging question for most people dealing with the production 
and reception of images. Even if this theme has more frequently been 
associated with the study of art history and the investigation of the 
artist as a pivotal figure in understanding how to connect the realm 
of reality with its depiction, the problem deeply influenced the sci-
entific field as well.

What we will try to figure out with this last section can be sum-
marized as it follows. First: we will take into account the central role 
played by images for their use as a symbolic metaphor and linguis-
tic tool to convey information. Second: we will discuss how repre-
sentation of reality cannot be considered objective neither for paint-
ings and artworks nor for scientific images. They ‘re-present’ reality 
as an abstract ensemble of forms revealing a particular relationship 
between the observer and the outer world. Third: we will argue how 
the intervention of imagination and creativity in creating and mod-
ifying images to make them more or less scientifically informative 
can be considered a crucial characteristic belonging both to the ar-
tistic and the scientific field. In particular, with regard to science, 
we will take into account the role of the imagination not in bringing 
to light new discoveries (e.g., the famous Kekulé’s discovery of the 
ring structure of benzene, see footnote 12), but in conceiving scien-
tific models and conveying information through images. According 
to this, fMRI images would not only be pictorial representations of 
neuroscientific theories, but scientific models which the researcherʼs 
imagination contributes to create. On the other hand, although crea-
tivity can be treated as a synonym of imagination, it is instead a con-
cept that we can connect to the active contribution brought by the 
scientist that reworks and interprets images to make them explica-
tive and supportive of a given theory. As we will try to briefly outline 
later in the text, the debate regarding the connection between imag-
ination and creativity has a lasting and rich literature (Salis, Frigg 
2020; Stokes 2016). However, if imagination plays a central role in 
building theories, the subject of creativity – more generally associ-
ated with art history – could be also applicable to the scientific field 
in order to explain the aesthetic contribution of the researcher on 
the production of fMRI images. Even though his or her contribution 
might appear merely visual, it also impacts on the informational con-
tent lying on the image. The centrality of images and their use as a 
symbolic form to convey information and meanings is a point we can 
all agree upon, as already treated in the first chapter. Rudolph Arn-
heim, for example, a German art and film theorist and a perceptu-
al psychologist, writes “what makes language so valuable for think-
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ing cannot be thinking in words. It must be the help that words lend 
to thinking while it operates in a more appropriate medium such as 
visual imagery” (Arnheim 1971, 231).9 That statement can be easily 
applied to the scientific field in the same measure we tend to do with 
the artistic one. While on the one hand, we have paintings, sculp-
tures, installations, drawings, on the other we can equally take into 
account charts, diagrams, histograms, and fMRI as images that try 
to represent phenomena happening in the external world. 

The proximity between art and non-art images have been already 
investigated by Elkins who gives examples of artists that use scien-
tific methods to create artworks over time and, vice versa, by dem-
onstrating that fine-art conventions intervene preponderantly in the 
production of scientific images to make them more expressive and 
‘prettier’, especially the medical ones. “In terms of the attention sci-
entists lavish on creating, manipulating, and presenting images, the 
‘two cultures’ are virtually indistinguishable” (Elkins 1995, 559).

The example he provides is about the diagrams used by the Ger-
man immunologist Paul Ehrlich who presents some drawings regard-
ing the function of antibodies in response to the presence of toxins 
attacking a cell. The Y-shaped diagrams he uses to represent the an-
tibodies do not correspond at all to previous knowledge but can be 
fully-fledged considered as a pictorial way to give shape to a scientific 
process and represent something that cannot be seen. Nonetheless, 
from that moment on, those images become the theory from which 
modern immunology derives and consequently evolves. 

Yet, even if imagination in the scientific field could be evident by 
keeping in mind Elkin’s example of Paul Ehrlich’s drawings, it could 
also not be necessary or sufficiently reliable when applied to other 
scientific images – like the aforementioned fMRI – that seem to ob-
jectively represent reality throughout mechanic and sophisticated 
processes. But the question is: do they represent reality? Is objectiv-
ity a pure and untouched value belonging to those images or there is 
something that goes beyond that?

As we saw in the previous section, fMRI images represent the neu-
ral activity by detecting changes in the ratio of oxygenated and deoxy-
genated blood. As Roskies states (2007, 864) the visual product deriving 
from this process lets the observer believe that neural firing – which is 
colored in the image – corresponds exactly to the brain activity. How-
ever, as she notes, it is not entirely correct. In fact, what we see in ev-
idence reflects an indirect measure of the neural activity that forces 

9  The statement inevitably recalls the activity of scholars coming from the German 
context that is not appropriate to define as art historians but more as image historians 
such as Aby Warburg. His famous project titled Mnemosyne is in fact one of the clearest 
examples of the visual thinking practice, based on the association of various pictures. 



162
JoLMA e-ISSN  2723-9640

2, 1, 2021, 147-170

the image to be interpreted since it does not provide a clear explana-
tion or an unquestionable representation of the phenomenon. Despite 
their mechanical and technical features, neuroimages establish a com-
plex relationship with reality, since they make visible phenomena such 
as the brain activity that naturally lack any visual property. Due to this 
indirect relationship with reality (Roskies 2007), neuroimages seem to 
require some level of (aesthetic) intervention by the scientist. This is 
aimed at making visible information that otherwise would have been 
unreadable and would remain obscure. In other words, the attempt of 
describing the brain’s activity with an image could be decidedly unsat-
isfactory without pictorial modifications (e.g., the use of colours) and 
an iconological interpretation (Panofsky 2019) which is – by necessi-
ty – required to the observer. Hence, the contribution of the research-
er is essential to let data emerge from the image and to make them in-
formative about a specific theory. Imagination (involved in creating the 
scientific model) and creativity (useful for aesthetically intervening on 
the scientific model) can be considered as two sides of a unified process.

It is not coincidental that members of the scientific community do 
not always ‘read’ and convey information in the same way and that 
the understanding of the image is all but unique or univocal (although 
brain imaging remains a reliable tool). The absence of a process mak-
ing those images alike and equally readable, leaves the neuroscien-
tist the chance to deliberately and pictorially intervene.

Referring to a statement Paul Klee famously made “art does not 
reproduce the visible; rather it makes visible” (Klee [1920] 2013) he 
seems to declare that art does not reproduce what we see but rather 
it manufactures what we see. Under this interpretation, a painting 
is not a sort of mechanism that captures and displays existing visi-
ble data, but an engine to create a way of looking and interpreting 
the world. In other words, the act of painting is an endeavor to make 
visible what commonly is not seen.

Scientific images can be related to that statement inasmuch as 
they are not simply a mechanical process of reproduction. On the con-
trary, they create and interpret what is not visible, and even when 
they are produced through scanning technologies, like the magnetic 
resonance, they demand the participation of a ‘creator’ in any case. 
If we accept this vision, fMRI products could be closer to painting 
than photography (Roskies 2007, 2008), closer to interpretation than 
objectivity, closer to imagination than reproduction.

However, while the contribution of art conventions in the analysis 
of scientific or, more generally, informational images, have already 
been investigated, the figure of the neuroscientist as an active ob-
server is still lacking. In this perspective, the topic of imagination 
requires more attention.

Art historians have always been inclined to consider artists in-
volving scientific samples in their artworks as such. Contempo-
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rary art is full of examples in which medical images have been ‘re-
mediated’(Bolter, Grusin 1999; Montani 2010) and turned into art.10 
Strongly established artists employ scientific material in their works: 
Robert Rauschenberg in Shades (1964) and Booster (1967) and Meret 
Oppenheim in X-ray of M.O.’s Skull (1964)11 make use of x-ray photo-
graphs to create sculptures and collage paintings; Joseph Beuys stud-
ies accurately a various aspect of the human skull by creating new 
arrangements of elements according to his own creativity; Hermann 
Nitsch uses entrails for his performances; Pierre Huyghe in 2019 at 
the Serpentine Gallery in London presents Uumwelt,12 an installation 
in which fMRI technology is used to create surrealistic neuro-images 
in motion thanks to an artificial neural network software.

The terms ‘art’ and ‘imagination’, at least till post-Kantians 
thought, seem to trace some sort of parallel lines in which the latter 
is considered as a fundamental and unified human faculty which is 
essentially intertwined with conscious life and artistic genius. Our 
commonsense view is generally associated with the belief that art 
making, in a broader definition, is considered as the ability of acti-
vating our inner faculties that “conjure new things, or at least, new 
ideas of things, into being” (Wiltsher, Meskin 2016, 180). However, 
even if we tend to think that imagination and creativity are widely 
distant from the scientific field – maybe because they appear not to 
lead to a systematic objective result – they play a significant role in 
scientific inquiry and discovery.13 Paying attention to the imagina-
tion might help us not only to shed a light on scientific discoveries 
but also to better understand how scientific theories are conveyed 
and modelled. Given that, scientists may acquire a more relevant po-
sition in the complex relationship between scientific information, fic-
tion, and art. 

In this regard, fMRI images can be considered as an example of 
scientific models, depending on the level of intervention of neurosci-
entists. Not by chance, the contribution of the imagination in the de-
velopment of scientific models have reached major importance in the 

10  Plenty of other examples could have been discussed here, such as the famous brain 
studies conducted by Leonardo da Vinci, for instance. We decided to refer to Contem-
porary Art because artists have more easy access and use more frequently techniques 
and materials belonging to the scientific field.
11  Cf. Casini 2011; 2015; Stephens 2012.
12  https://www.serpentinegalleries.org/whats-on/pierre-huyghe-uumwelt/.
13  August Kekulé’s discovery of the ring structure of benzene after dreaming of a 
snake swallowing its own tail as well as Paul Elrich’s drawings regarding antibodies 
and toxins are two explanatory examples of how imagination impacts scientific think-
ing (Elkins 1995). Cf. also Holton 1978.

https://www.serpentinegalleries.org/whats-on/pierre-huyghe-uumwelt/
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recent literature in philosophy of science.14 Imagination can be de-
fined (even if not always) as a voluntary mental activity that involves 
a visual or other sensory mental state to subjectively describe non-
present objects or circumstances (Stokes 2016). The term ‘imagina-
tion’ is often used as a synonym of ‘creativity’ but, although being 
imaginative can be easily associated with originality or innovative-
ness, not all imaginative actions rely on creativity. Indeed, creativi-
ty is more connected to the creation of something new, of novelties 
which become substantial in and for a specific context. (Gaut 2003, 
2010; Salis, Frigg 2020) Therefore, with respect to neuroimages, cre-
ativity refers to the aesthetic intervention of the scientist that, by 
modifying some visual features, creates something new.

Neuroscientists study our brain via an abstract and simplified 
system that includes a pictorial and visual outcome. Therefore, neu-
roimages do not represent phenomena until we make the effort that 
stands behind the creation process of modeling, that is imagination. 
Even though there is an intricate debate regarding the type of mod-
els, that can be physical or theoretical, they are central to scientists’ 
attempt to understand and give shape to the world and its phenome-
na (Toon 2016). In addition, a creative and aesthetic action from the 
scientist is required in order to express and communicate those nat-
ural events. Thus, creativity becomes central to pictorially intervene 
on the outcome by creating a new product and favoring the compre-
hension of some information.

Boundaries and interplays between art and neuroscience progres-
sively appear blurred if creativity is taken into account not only for a 
better understanding of artistic production and artists, not only for 
investigating possible categories medical images could borrow from 
art, but also to start seeing neuroscientists through a different angle. 
As a matter of fact, due to the complex analysis they carry out and 
their creative contribution, they seem to engage in a peculiar rela-
tionship with images and act like visual investigators. 

In this regard, the 2017 exhibitions Reaching Beyond the Obvious, 
taking place in Montréal on the occasion of the Organization for Hu-
man Brain Mapping (OHBM) Conference, a world-famous event on 
neuroscience, show how profoundly arts and sciences can collabo-
rate symbiotically, combining creative thinking with scientific de-
scriptions of the brain. The undeniable aesthetic values of those im-
ages – characterized by charming colors and manneristic nuanced 
shapes – make the spectator doubtful if he or she is looking at scien-
tific products or artworks and bring us to reconfigure the scientist 
persona appealing to his or her creativity to create images. 

14 Godfrey-Smith 2006; Toon 2012; 2016; Weisberg 2013; Levy 2015; Frigg 2010; Frigg, 
Reiss 2010; Salis, Frigg 2020.
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“Beauty is inside” is also the motto of the neuroimaging artist duo 
DiMa – composed by Diana Roettger and Matthew Rowe – that trans-
forms complex visualizations of the brain into artistic pictures. The 
two imaging scientists aim at questioning the fMRI technique by 
making 3D images representing the workings of the human brain, by 
pictorially intervening on the product that results incredibly articu-
lated, eye-catching, and profoundly distant from a representation of 
objective reality (surprisingly enough, they are also sold as it is usu-
ally done with paintings and artworks).15

The development of unique and creative techniques for mapping 
and visualizing such data has led more and more to abstract pictures 
that, albeit providing detailed information, become detached from 
the natural phenomenon it describes. As a consequence, they turn 
into artistic products that highlight the active contribution of their 
authors and end up counteracting the concept of mimesis itself by re-
jecting reality as it roughly appears. 

5	 Conclusion

Images are crucial subjects that have been investigated in many areas 
of knowledge such as neuroscience and visual studies, research fields 
we discuss in this essay. As claimed by Elkins (1995) and Bredekamp 
(2003), the pictorial categories traditionally exploited in art history 
can also be applied in the study of scientific-oriented images. In this 
regard, brain images can be analyzed in a multidisciplinary way and 
provide the opportunity to reflect upon their theoretical nature.

As we tackled in section 2 and highlighted by aforementioned 
scholars, a conceptual independence between the notions of resem-
blance, representation, and informativeness can be drawn. Images 
can be informational and explicative about scientific theories even 
if they lack a high degree of similarity with the studied phenomena. 
In other words, the quality of informativeness belonging to a scien-
tific image does not depend on how it objectively adheres to reality. 

Neuroimaging, i.e., fMRI, is a clear example of the deliberate picto-
rial intervention brought by scientists that could alter the production 
of images for scientific purposes. Over the years, fMRI-based imag-
es have undergone technical improvements, providing higher levels 
of detail and better resolutions. Undoubtedly, beside a more sophisti-
cated reconstruction of the brain, technological advances increased 
the possibility to pictorially intervene on the images, making them 

15  On the relationship between objectivity and scientific image-making see Jones, Gal-
ison 1998; Daston, Galison 2007. Moreover, for a suggestive discussion about the per-
formative capacity of MRI outcomes to function as a portrait see Casini 2011.
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more informative about the scientific findings. As seen in section 3, 
the choice of selecting 2D or 3D format, showing a distinctive slice of 
the brain to the observer, specifying colors, texts, and shades to de-
note the presumed neural activity, are all elements at the neurosci-
entist’s full discretion. Therefore, the graphic representation and its 
stylistic results widely depend on the intentional contribution of the 
researchers that work on the visual properties of the neuroimages.

Such pictorial interventions create products able to convey sci-
entific knowledge as part of an active process that originates from 
the neuroscientist’s imagination and creativity. As seen in section 4, 
both play a significant role in scientific inquiry, even though it is of-
ten regarded as distant from science. Paying attention to the imag-
ination might help to better understand how scientific theories are 
conveyed and modelled.

The interpretation of neuroimages requires the effort of consid-
ering the purpose of the neuroscientist’s imagination that aims at 
framing the scientific message in what can be considered a pictorial 
model of the theory itself. On the other hand, creativity also plays a 
fundamental role in the construction of images. Even though inter-
twined with the imagination, creativity is more related to the aes-
thetic and stylistic intervention coming from the deliberate choices 
of the scientists. Therefore, neuroimages which are determined by a 
theoretical framework, can acquire and increase their informational 
content due to this creative work. In this process, the neuroscientist 
turns into an active observer in the creation of images.

Furthermore, the fact that neuroimages have effectively become 
material for recent artworks such as Huyghe’s Uumwelt and DiMa 
creations and for related academic discussion (Jones, Galison 1998; 
Daston, Galison 2007; Casini 2011; 2015; 2020), suggest that such im-
ages can talk even outside the scientific field, highlighting a range of 
potential manipulations and creative interventions.

In conclusion, by looking at images of the brain as a spectrum rang-
ing from the mere reproduction of reality to the creation of pictorial 
models of neuroscientific theories till the most radical artistic inter-
ventions, we are encouraged to further explore the concepts of mimet-
ism, scientific objectivity, and intentional manipulation. This multidis-
ciplinary perspective opens up the opportunity to consider the figure 
of the neuroscientist not only as an objective observer that merely doc-
uments reality, but as a visual expert able to create images.
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List of abbreviations

CT Computed Tomography 
fMRI functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging 
MRI structural Magnetic Resonance Imaging
OHBM Organization for Human Brain Mapping
PET Positron Emission Tomography 
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1	 Introduction

Wittgenstein was brought up in an aesthetically educated household. 
His father was a patron of the Vienna Secessionists and Brahms was 
a frequent visitor to the house. His sister Margarete’s wedding por-
trait was by Klimt.1 Against this background of privilege in pre-First 
World War Vienna, and with specific training in engineering draw-
ing and experience of architectural design with Engelmann, it is not 
surprising that Wittgenstein had a high awareness of visual culture. 
Some of his comments on drawing, painting and visual representation 
reflect this cultural education and there are passages in the middle 
and late period works where the act of drawing is a starting point for 
understanding representation in language, e.g. The Blue and Brown 
Books [BBB] (1969), Philosophical Grammar [PG] (1974) and Philosoph-
ical Investigations [PI] (1953).

Wittgenstein does not have an explicit theory of visual represen-
tation. This is despite the so-called ‘picture theory of meaning’ in his 
early work Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus [TLP] (1961 [1922]) which, 
as discussed below, is not a theory of pictorial representation. Indeed, 
the majority of the mention and use of visual representations occurs 
in the later philosophy in which it is frequently claimed that explic-
it theories are avoided. However, Wittgenstein does make a number 
of remarks relevant to visual representation. These remarks cover 
the act of representation itself, its relationship to thinking and our 
grammar of thought, and the ways in which we interpret and act up-
on images. It is also characteristic of the later period that the spur 
to philosophize often comes from language associated with visual 
experience.

The so-called picture theory of meaning in TLP has been widely 
accepted in the analytic tradition as a comparison between the way 
in which an engineering drawing is derived by means of projection 
from the object, and the way in which language and/or thought is de-
rived from the world around us. Recent research into the intellectu-
al history of graphical representation has shown that in addition to 
this kind of drawing, other forms of graphical representation were 
gaining in importance during the first decade of the twentieth cen-
tury. Section 2 of this paper uses graphical statics and dynamical 
modelling to argue that Wittgenstein’s picture theory of meaning is 
not based on a relationship of iconic similarity, but on the contrary 
seeks a linguistic mode of representation by analogy, in which per-
formance and action can be calculated by extending the number of 

1  Gustav Klimt, Margaret Stonborough-Wittgenstein, 1905, Bayerische Staatsgemälde-
sammlungen – Neue Pinakothek, München. https://www.sammlung.pinakothek.de/
en/artwork/8MLvMXyxz3.
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dimensions beyond the basic three of visual experience. In Section 
3, this linguistic interpretation of picturing is extended into meta-
phor by breaking the direct relationship of analogy between the rep-
resentation and what is represented, in favour of the cultural inter-
pretation of his later period. In Section 4 this linguistic account of 
the continuity of Wittgenstein’s representational investigations, from 
similarity through analogy to metaphor, is used to reveal how the 
apparent incommensurability of the analytic and visual cultural ap-
proaches to image interpretation might be bridged.

2	 The Early Period and Picturing

Although TLP is a difficult book, it is fairly easy to understand the 
visual analogy of the picture theory of meaning. It appears to de-
rive from the way a drawing is constructed in descriptive geometry 
or engineering using lines of projection that map one onto the oth-
er, and makes the analogy that language has a similar relationship 
to the world that it describes. One reason why one can call this an 
analogy, a term that Wittgenstein does not himself use to describe 
this relationship in TLP,2 is because the concept has a four-term 
structure (Biggs 1992, 4 f.).

The possibility of an analogous representation has its base in an 
isomorphism (Wittgenstein also uses the term “logical multiplicity”, 
§ 4.04), which ensures that aspects of the object can be mapped on-
to aspects of the representation, and vice versa. But Wittgenstein 
wants to do more than visually depict reality. Bearing in mind the fi-
nal topics of TLP § 6, if the method of representation could be suffi-
ciently abstracted, one might be able to make calculations and judge-
ments about ethics, etc. Such a requirement to calculate rather than 
to depict, transforms the focus of the method from visual representa-
tions such as descriptive geometry and engineering drawing, to logi-
cal representations such as graphical statics and dynamical models.

In order to be a picture a fact must have something in common with 
what it pictures. […] What the picture must have in common with 
reality in order to be able to represent it after its manner – right-
ly or falsely – is its form of representation. The picture can rep-
resent every reality whose form it has. The spatial picture, eve-
rything spatial, the coloured, everything coloured, etc. […] What 
every picture, of whatever form, must have in common with real-
ity in order to be able to represent it at all – rightly or falsely – is 

2  However, he does use it several times in the antecedent Notebooks 1914-1916 (38, 
99, 113) and elsewhere. 
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the logical form, that is, the form of reality. If the form of repre-
sentation is the logical form, then the picture is called a logical 
picture. Every picture is also a logical picture. (On the other hand, 
for example, not every picture is spatial). The logical picture can 
depict the world. The picture has the logical form of representa-
tion in common with what it pictures. (TLP §§ 2.16-2.2)

2.1	 Logical Pictures

One can regard the concept of dimension in a number of different 
ways, and to understand Wittgenstein it is useful to adopt the math-
ematical concept of dimension rather than the spatial one. The math-
ematical concept is that there is one dimension per quality to be 
recorded; thus if one records the three-dimensional position of an 
object and additionally records its colour, one needs four dimensions. 
If one also records its material it would add a fifth dimension, etc. 
This is not the everyday use of the word dimension, which starts with 
length, width and breadth, and adds time as a possible fourth dimen-
sion, but seems to make further dimensions ‘inconceivable’. The eve-
ryday concept therefore includes an implicit visualisation which lim-
its the number of dimensions to those of everyday experience. The 
mathematical dimensionality of a representation allows one to record 
qualities and to satisfy Wittgenstein’s principal objective to be able 
to ‘reconstruct the object’.3 This reconstructive purpose is empha-
sised in his examples in TLP which are not just restricted to three-
dimensional objects, for example the gramophone record allows us 
to reconstruct the sound of a piece of music by decoding it. 

There is a general rule by means of which the musician can ob-
tain the symphony from the score, and which makes it possible to 
derive the symphony from the groove on the gramophone record, 
and, using the first rule, to derive the score again. That is what 
constitutes the inner similarity between these things which seem 
to be constructed in such entirely different ways. And that rule 
is the law of projection which projects the symphony into the lan-
guage of musical notation. It is the rule for translating this lan-
guage into the language of gramophone records. The possibility of 
all imagery, of all our pictorial modes of expression, is contained 
in the logic of depiction. (TLP §§ 4.0141-4.015)

3  This allows for non-visual ‘pictures’, an apparent paradox that can be dealt with by 
noting that the original German word ‘Bild’ includes the concepts of model and sche-
ma as well as picture.
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The coding and decoding processes are mirror images of one anoth-
er, but even though the analogue gramophone record has sufficient 
dimensional richness to be a logical picture of the music, it does not 
include an image of what the orchestra looked like when they were 
playing the music. Thus DVDs have a greater logical multiplicity or 
mathematical dimensionality than gramophone records. Digital tech-
niques make it easy to record very large amounts of information 
about an object but they have a non-visual picturing relationship to 
what they represent or encode. When one is recording an event one 
must decide what it is that one wishes to record and therefore the 
number of dimensions and therefore the medium that is required. 
This was reflected in the Bergen project to digitise Wittgenstein’s 
Nachlass.4 The project began with facsimiles of Wittgenstein’s hand-
written manuscripts etc. and a decision had to be made about what 
was important to record. Naturally, the orthographic types (writ-
ten letters and words) were of prime importance, but how important 
were spelling mistakes; what about the graphologist who attributes 
meaning to the shape of individual letter forms? What about the line 
breaks and page breaks? Each logical ‘dimension’ of the original de-
mands a dimension in the representation.

Wittgenstein’s paradigm is the ability to reconstruct an object from 
its representation, to reconstruct a thought from a sentence, etc. This 
representational relationship appears to derive from classical mechan-
ics: three-dimensional objects in three-dimensional space in mechan-
ical relationships to one another, but Wittgenstein’s mention of both 
Hertz and Boltzmann in TLP provides the clue to an alternative role of 
models as ways of thinking about the world rather than as depictions 
of the world. Graphical statics and dynamical models enable one to in-
fer the performance of real objects such as the behaviour of propellers 
from vector diagrams or scale models. These techniques were very im-
portant at the time that Wittgenstein studied engineering (1906-11) 
because they were being used to design the first flying machines.5 Al-
though there is sometimes a visual or iconic aspect to these drawings, 
they are principally a method of representing invisible forces using 
vectors. They are therefore at best a schematic representation of what 
the object might look like, and the notion of representation is principal-
ly one of function rather than appearance. Stenius, in his commentary 
on TLP, calls these “unnaturalistic pictures” (1960, 113).

Hamilton (2001) discusses various modes of engineering repre-
sentation in Wittgenstein’s works, including descriptive geometry, 

4  http://wab.uib.no/index.page.
5  The aeronautical pioneer Henri Coanda studied at Technische Hochschule Berlin-
Charlottenburg at the same time as Wittgenstein. Both Coanda and Wittgenstein went 
on to design innovative air-reactive (jet) propulsion systems.

http://wab.uib.no/index.page
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graphical statics and dynamical models. However, the title ‘Witt-
genstein and the Mind’s Eye’ seems unfortunate because the mind’s 
eye is something explicitly rejected by Wittgenstein in the later Blue 
Book (1969, 4). This common interpretation of TLP is described by 
Stenius as a “misunderstanding” (1960, 113). Sterrett (2002), recog-
nising the role of performance models, preferred Hamilton’s expres-
sion “engineering mind set” (2001, 73). However, the concepts of the 
mind’s eye or a mindset are unnecessary for the argument of the pre-
sent paper, which rejects Hamilton’s emphasis on representation as 
the description of appearance (e.g. 2001, 53, 88) in favour of the de-
scription of performance. What is significant is not that through lan-
guage or another form of representation we are able to perform the 
practical manipulation of the world, but the very possibility of that 
manipulation. So here one may see a symptom of the change of inter-
est from Wittgenstein’s applied studies in engineering to mathemat-
ics and the foundations of mathematics, which took him away from 
engineering to work on logical problems with Russell in 1911. TLP, 
which was written around 1918, reflects the idea that representation 
is more to do with possibility and functionality than physical appear-
ance. In particular, to employ terminology from Wittgenstein’s later 
work, when we move to an alternative form of notation, certain as-
pects become “perspicuous” (PI-I § 122).

There are, however, limitations to what can be recorded in any par-
ticular notation. Although Wittgenstein was seeking a perfect lan-
guage, he was not seeking one with universal application but rath-
er one that avoided being misleading. Thus when Hamilton refers to 
Wittgenstein’s preference for “palpable, graphic forms of representa-
tion” (2001, 56 reporting Schulte), Wittgenstein’s preference should 
be interpreted not as focussing on the merits of the graphical, but 
on the merits of the perspicuous. This paper’s analysis of TLP re-
veals that different forms of graphical notation, and other forms of 
notation such as truth-tables and symbolic logic, each have the ca-
pability of rendering certain dimensions more clearly than others. 
Wittgenstein’s training did not so much indoctrinate him to graphi-
cal rather than non-graphical methods, as raise his awareness of the 
influence that notational systems as a whole have on our concepts 
and reasoning.

2.2	 The Limits of Picturing

The explicit comparison between visual representation and repre-
sentation in language is a feature of the later period but not of the 
earlier. Although the later work begins with visual examples of pro-
jection drawing, the examples are used to question whether this one-
to-one relationship holds good. When discussions of visual experi-
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ence are advanced in the later period it is normally to combat the 
idea that when we are thinking or intending there is a picture before 
our minds. Particularly targeted is the idea of some kind of primacy 
such a picture might have because of its ‘direct’ association with the 
thought by means of the earlier projection relationship. Thus when 
Wittgenstein says, “The picture shows me a cube” (PG, 165), the em-
phasis is on the immediate object of experience. If one takes this im-
age as a representation – in this case a cube – one uses the image in 
a particular way. “If the picture tells me something in this sense, it 
tells me words” (PG, 164). To interpret the figure as a cube involves 
reacting to the figure in a particular way which is as culturally de-
termined as the association between the word ‘cube’ and the three-
dimensional figure. This visual culture interpretation is in contrast 
with the analytical relationship of TLP because the cultural inter-
pretation of a figure is discretionary. In TLP the picturing relation-
ship is obligatory because a picture will embody the logical form of 
its object, “the spatial picture [can represent] everything spatial” 
(TLP § 2.171). What is not anticipated in TLP, in terms of visual rep-
resentation, is that a spatial picture may be taken for a representa-
tion of some other object or form according to a convention or with-
in a particular language-game. This change in the later period shifts 
his visually-led interpretation from something embodied in the rep-
resentation to something embodied in our practices. It reveals the 
limitations, not of a single representational system, but of any rep-
resentational system.

It is a key concept in TLP that a representation cannot represent 
its own representational form (TLP§ 2.174). To describe a represen-
tational form requires one to step outside it. Thus, if one did not un-
derstand English, no amount of reading the Oxford English Dictionary 
would help. Contrary to Hamilton (2001, 85) the fact that a picture 
cannot depict its representational form is not a problem of what can 
be visualised as opposed to what can be verbalised, but rather what 
can be expressed in a particular form of representation as opposed to 
the representational relationship itself. The latter requires stepping 
outside of the language of the representation in order to describe it. 
If we are talking about the totality of all our forms of representation 
of the world, i.e. thinking, then this process of ‘stepping outside’ be-
comes impossible. One could compare this to the limitation of a par-
ticular paradigm (Kuhn 1996): if the paradigm changes then all sorts 
of ideas become possible that were hitherto impossible or unthinka-
ble. On the other hand, despite any changes of representational form, 
when a paradigm changes the world remains unchanged.6

6  Kuhn links his argument to a starting-point in Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investi-
gations in the section “The Priority of Paradigms”, 43-51. 
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The fact that ethics cannot be put into words (TLP § 6.421) is not 
a reference to the possibility that ethics could be put into pictures 
(Hamilton 2001, 85). These are two different modes of representa-
tion: language and pictures, and they can show two different things. 
Pictures are no more able to show their representational form than 
is language (TLP § 4.121). Neither drawing nor language, to the ex-
tent that they represent thinking, can represent the relationship be-
tween thinking and the world, because that requires stepping out-
side thinking. This is the problem that finally broke Wittgenstein’s 
analytic image of a projection model of representation.

3	 The Later Period and Seeing-as

In the later period (principally in PI) Wittgenstein’s visual represen-
tations cease to have a projection relationship to their objects. One 
consequence of this change is that his use of images begins to refer 
not only to individuals but also to types, or general and unspecific 
aspects such as a facial expression rather than the specific look on 
a specific person’s face. When looking at such images we see an as-
pect in them; seeing-as a face, a smile, etc.

The first part of PI engages with his principal difficulty which is 
the significance of the representational relationship itself. In projec-
tion drawing the projection ‘explains’ how the image stands in rela-
tion to its object: in linguistic terms, ‘this word means this object’ 
(cf. PI-I § 1). The system of projection (not the projection drawing it-
self) is what gives meaning to the image and gives meaning to the 
word. However, in his later period Wittgenstein claims this compari-
son cannot reliably be mapped onto our use of words. He particularly 
wants to object that meaning is not a third element standing between 
a representation and its object because we cannot, for example, spec-
ify the object of an ostensive definition. The ostensive definition ‘this 
is a red patch’ has as its visual phenomenon, the experience of a red 
patch, not the redness of the red patch. Offering up the sample of a 
red object, during the act of the ostensive definition, is part of the 
definiens and not the definiendum of red. Therefore, unfortunately, 
ostensive definition is not where ‘explanation comes to an end’ ow-
ing to it being fundamental, as is the case with simple ideas in TLP: 
explanation comes to an end because we cannot express the direct 
visual experience in the indirect language-game.

This sample is an instrument of the language used in ascriptions 
of colour. In this language-game it is not something that is repre-
sented, but is a means of representation (PI-I § 50).
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As a result, Wittgenstein uses images, pictures and picturing in the 
later period in a very different way from their use in early period. 
He can no longer appeal to the structure of analogy to explain the 
picturing relationship because there are no longer four terms in a 
set relationship: p stands to q in a comparable relationship to how r 
stands to s. In the terms of analogy, we no longer know what the re-
lationship between r and s is. Instead, the image stands without ex-
plication and therefore much better compared to the use of meta-
phor rather than analogy. 

As is the case with linguistic metaphor, the underlying relation-
ship of this later picturing is not unpacked and explained. The impli-
cation is that the earlier attempts at unpacking the relationships in 
TLP were futile. In PI the reader must allow the experience of exam-
ples to accrue in their cultural context, in order to intuit from custom 
and use how the community of users intends one thing to ‘mean’ an-
other, and how we learn to ‘see-as’ (PI-II, 210). It shows a shift from 
a prescriptive, analytic visual image theory to a therapeutic, cultur-
al interpretive visual image strategy.

It is not our aim to refine or complete the system of rules for the use 
of our words in unheard-of ways. For the clarity that we are aiming 
at is indeed complete clarity. But this simply means that the philo-
sophical problems should completely disappear. The real discovery 
is the one that makes me capable of stopping doing philosophy when 
I want to. The one that gives philosophy peace, so that it is no longer 
tormented by questions which bring itself in question. Instead, we 
now demonstrate a method, by examples; and the series of examples 
can be broken off. Problems are solved (difficulties eliminated), not 
a single problem. There is not a philosophical method, though there 
are indeed methods, like different therapies (PI-I § 133).

3.1	 The Relationship of the Analytical and Cultural Contexts

Our ubiquitous cultural practice of using samples and pictures as rep-
resentations disguises their social origins and encourages the belief 
in a corresponding, analytic association with the thought. The habit 
requires cultural qualification.

Perhaps the following expression would have been better: we re-
gard the photograph, the picture on our wall, as the object itself 
(the man, landscape, and so on) depicted there (PI-II, 205).

The ability to make a conventional association between an image and 
what it represents is particularly complex in the case of pictures of 
generalisations.



180
JoLMA e-ISSN  2723-9640

2, 1, 2021, 171-186

When I look at a genre-picture, it “tells” me something even though 
I donʼt believe (imagine) for a moment that the people I see in it 
really exist, or that there have really been people in that situa-
tion (PI-I § 522).

In Wittgenstein’s terms, the necessity of identifying the role of a par-
ticular picture within our broader practice – the specific or unspe-
cific reading – must be made perspicuous. Unfortunately, the pos-
sibility of genre-pictures introduces what Wittgenstein might call 
a ‘temptation’ which is to think that this process leads to a gener-
al image or that the genre-picture ‘depicts’ something general, i.e. 
that it has a projection relationship with a generalised object. If one 
sees a genre-picture as an unspecific depiction that does not neces-
sarily imply that what is depicted is unspecific, only that certain as-
pects of the specific depiction are not part of its function as an un-
specific picture. Thus,

there is a tendency rooted in our usual forms of expression, to 
think that the man who has learnt to understand a general term, 
say, the term “leaf”, has thereby come to possess a kind of gener-
al picture of a leaf… one which only contains what is common to 
all leaves (BBB 17 f., cf. Goethe’s Urpflanze).

Another equally erroneous temptation is that each as-yet-uninter-
preted representation carries with it as some kind of cultural bag-
gage of all the objects which the representation might stand for in 
other contexts. This is just the sort of hidden signification which Witt-
genstein is at pains to deny.

Suppose someone said: every familiar word, in a book for exam-
ple, actually carries an atmosphere with it in our minds, a “coro-
na” of lightly indicated uses. Just as if each figure in a painting 
were surrounded by delicate shadowy drawings of scenes, as it 
were in another dimension, and in them we saw the figures in dif-
ferent contexts (PI-II, 181).

The unspecific pictorial image does not have a projection relation-
ship to its object that can be explained by the analytic approach to 
image interpretation. It must be used correctly within the context 
of a language-game that constitutes our visual culture. “For such a 
schema to be understood as a schema… resides in the way the sam-
ples are used” (PI-I § 73). In practice this is determined by the use 
to which the drawing is put, rather than some inherent property of 
the drawing itself. There is therefore no transparent method of pro-
jection, no primacy of one form of projection over another: in other 
words, in the later work the analytic approach to the interpretation 
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of images has been superseded by the visual cultural. The directness 
and indirectness of the visual experience, and our understanding of 
it is reflected in Wittgenstein’s rejection of the assumption that there 
is only one way of interpreting the picture: he complains that “a pic-
ture held us captive” (PI-I § 115); also, “the picture was the key. Or it 
seemed like a key” (Wittgenstein 1981, § 240). Interpretation on the 
basis of mere similarity misses the way in which the picture can act 
within a cultural practice and be seen-as as a type and not as a token.

3.2	 The Relationship of Analogy and Metaphor

The claim that Wittgenstein uses images as metaphors (e.g. Wilker-
son 1973; Biggs 1992; Nyiri 2014) draws attention to our ability to 
work abstractly with signs, to use them creatively, but also to cast 
doubt upon the possibility of an analytic, non-metaphorical use of 
signs.

We find certain things about seeing puzzling, because we do not 
find the whole business of seeing puzzling enough (PI-II, 212).

This new difficulty with the previously favoured analytical use of 
signs arises in PI-II because ‘aspect-blindness’ – which in relation 
to the duck-rabbit describes the user responding to it only as a rab-
bit – does not prevent responding to it as a rabbit. True aspect-blind-
ness would prevent seeing the image as depicting anything including 
the rabbit. Therefore the user needs to ‘see the aspect’ that enables 
the projection drawing to be an image by similarity, just as much as 
she needs to ‘see the aspect’ of the duck and the rabbit. Further-
more, one cannot unilaterally extend the use of the sign beyond the 
aspects accepted by the users within a particular visual culture, for 
example, by seeing the duck-rabbit as an elephant.

Acting in a particular way in response to an image shows that some-
one is seeing a sign in a particular way. This does not imply that when 
one draws an image, that one’s intention that it should be seen in this 
or that way somehow lies hidden. Wittgenstein asserts this in his usu-
al, ironic way, expecting us to see the impossibility of the assertion:

We mean the arrow in one way or another. And this process of 
meaning… can be represented by another arrow (pointing in the 
same or opposite sense to the first) (BBB, 33).

Our intention will only be satisfied if someone reacts to our sign in 
the way we wish, and this establishes a cultural context for interpre-
tation. Thus the iconicity in a pointing arrow is only conventionally 
or culturally determined.
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What has the expression of a rule – say a sign-post – got to do with 
my actions?… I have been trained to react to this sign in a particu-
lar way (PI-I § 198).

This gives a clue to the basic use Wittgenstein finds for visual repre-
sentations in the later period. They function as a therapeutic device 
against the temptation to pursue philosophical investigations in ways 
determined by the structure of a sentence rather than the character-
istics of what it represents. The difference between the two can be 
revealed by a change in the representational form, e.g. by a picture 
instead of a sentence. The benefit of the use of a picture is to provide 
a contrast with the sentence, rather than providing a more accurate 
representation. It is this contrast which gives the utility to Wittgen-
stein’s later use of images.

4	 Conclusions: Bridging the Apparent Incommensurability

This paper makes six claims, of which the last is original. First, that 
Wittgenstein’s early model for how we represent the world to our-
selves is based on a type of visual ‘picturing’ exemplified by ortho-
graphic projection engineering drawing. The act of projecting and ex-
plicitly connecting the object to its representation shows that this is 
a relationship of direct correspondence or similarity. Second, that as 
he extends the logical complexity of the relationship to include non-
visual representations such as gramophone records, the visual rela-
tionship of similarity is better replaced by the structural relationship 
of analogy. This second claim marks a shift from a visual paradigm 
to a structural paradigm. Third, that owing to its genealogy in visu-
al representation, this structural relationship of analogy shares fea-
tures with the analytical model of image interpretation. Fourth, that 
in response to the limitations of the method from analogy to account 
for the fundamental connections between a representation and what 
it represents, Wittgenstein abandoned this explanatory model from 
his early period in favour of a descriptive model based on metaphor 
in his later period. Fifth, that once again owing to its genealogy in 
visual representation, this cultural relationship of metaphor to what 
it represents, shares features with the visual culture model of image 
interpretation. Sixth, therefore the relationship between the analyt-
ic and visual culture approaches to image interpretation can be in-
vestigated in terms of the relationship between analogy and metaphor 
in structural linguistics, and as a result the latter can offer a bridge 
between the apparent incommensurability of the analytic and visu-
al culture approaches to image interpretation.

The first three claims about Wittgenstein and representation may 
be summarised as follows. His early model arises in the visual prac-
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tice of engineering drawing but owing to Wittgenstein’s interest in 
the structural possibilities of the model, it is quickly extended from 
the visual into the abstract through a change from an underlying vis-
ual similarity to a structural relationship comparable to linguistic 
analogy. This change allows the model to be applied to non-visual 
representation whilst maintaining the fundamental principle of iso-
morphism. The isomorphic relationship ensures that there is a corre-
spondence between the logical complexity of the representation and 
the logical complexity of the object. As the early period progresses, 
by sophisticating the notion of dimensionality from 2-D drawing, via 
3-D engineering drawing, to the multiple dimensions of mathemat-
ical space, Wittgenstein shows that one can speak meaningfully of 
an analogous picturing relationship beyond what can be merely vis-
ualised. On the other hand, Wittgenstein had to deploy strategies to 
avoid the paradox of using language to speak about the limits of lan-
guage. In his early period this simply meant that “what we cannot 
speak about we must pass over in silence” (TLP § 7).

The fourth and fifth claims about Wittgenstein and representation 
may be summarised as follows. During the transition and into the lat-
er period, Wittgenstein eschewed his increasingly complex defence 
of the relationship of analogy in favour of a metaphorical relation-
ship. By the later period he had changed his approach to the problem 
of how to speak directly about the limits of language, in favour of an 
indirect method: “to travel over a wide field of thought criss-cross in 
every direction” (PI Preface). Methodologically, the shift to indirect-
ness reveals that by exchanging the analogical, proximal relationship 
of one object to another for the abstract categorization of objects not 
usually juxtaposed, one can speak meaningfully about commonality 
without having to explain how that relationship functions.

The sixth, and principal claim of this paper, is as follows. The lin-
guistic tropes of similarity, analogy and metaphor have been described 
using terms from structure-mapping theory in linguistics. The key dif-
ference between similarity and analogy is that similarity maps many 
attributes but few relationships from the target (about which we seek 
knowledge) to the base (about which we are familiar), whereas anal-
ogy maps few attributes but many relationships. In other words, sim-
ilarity involves superficial similarity whereas an analogy is often all 
the more striking owing to the lack of superficial similarity to the base.

The central idea is that an analogy is an assertion that a relation-
al structure that normally applies in one domain can be applied 
in another domain (Gentner 1983, 156).

Analogy is in this sense closer to metaphor than to similarity, owing 
to them both relying on disjunction, e.g. between the claim of the 
metaphor – for example “Juliet is the sun” – and its literal interpre-
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tation. By this comparison, Wittgenstein’s early period includes two 
related but distinct picture theories of meaning. The first adopts a 
simple iconic model in which both iconicity and spatial picturing are 
used. The second is more dimensionally complex and meets Wittgen-
stein’s description of a logical picture/representation. This shifts the 
linguistic description of the relationship from similarity to analogy 
because the latter relies on the target and base having comparable 
relationships despite having dissimilar appearances.

According to [structure-mapping theory], the contrast between 
analogy and literal similarity is a continuum, not a dichotomy 
(Gentner 1983, 161). 

As a result, it would be in accord with recent scholarship about Witt-
genstein’s early period to avoid using the term ‘picture theory of 
meaning’ – which he himself did not use – in favour of a ‘theory of 
representation by analogy’. However, in his later period he rejects the 
adequacy of such a correspondence relationship owing to the lack of 
both the attribute and the relationship mappings regarding the way 
that images and words function as representations. Continuing the 
appropriation from linguistics, various commentators have described 
the representational relationship in the later period as functioning 
by metaphor. This description applies to his use of both words and 
images. According to structure-mapping theory, metaphor works by 
a process of categorization in which a novel category is established 
that can contain both the target and the base:

the base concept is used to access or derive an abstract metaphor-
ic category of which it represents a prototypical member, and the 
target concept is then assigned to that category. (Bowdle, Gentner 
2005, 195)

The novel abstract category does not rely on a similarity of attributes 
or relationships. It achieves its polysemy by the creative possibility 
of generating multiple categories, and some of that possibility arises 
from the lack of explicit similarity, including any apparent categorial 
similarity. One of the challenges discussed by Bowdle and Gentner 
is how the user chooses between competing potential abstract cate-
gorizations in order to select the most productive one for the inter-
pretation of the metaphor. Wittgenstein’s response would seem to be 
that this is a societal matter resolved by normal usage, commonly ex-
pressed as his concept of ‘language-games’. Wittgenstein’s presumed 
response would be harmonious with visual culture interpretation, in-
deed Barker and Jane claim that cultural studies is constituted by the 
language-game of cultural studies (2016, 4).
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This leads to the final issue of what benefit is gained from the 
above analysis. Wittgenstein’s abiding interest from the early peri-
od to the later period was in the relationship between language and 
the world. His use of images throughout his lifetime was always to 
illustrate what he thought was the nature of this relationship. In his 
later period he abandoned the so-called ‘picture theory of meaning’ 
in favour of a culturally focussed account of the connection between 
language and meaning. This is supposed to stem from the day when 
his colleague Sraffa passed him by on a bicycle and made a rude ges-
ture at him (Malcolm 1958, 69). Wittgenstein realised that the mean-
ing of this gesture was culturally determined, and this extended to 
the meaning of words in general. This has become known as ‘mean-
ing as use’ and occurs in a cultural context that Wittgenstein called 
‘language-games’, i.e. cultural practices. The interpretation of that 
gesture, and of words and images in general, may be compared to 
the linguistic practice of metaphor, in which two disparate terms are 
juxtaposed and this disjunction provides rhetorical impact. The dis-
junction also serves to cue, break or prevent the literal interpreta-
tion of the words in favour of an indirect meaning. When we are pre-
sented with an image we understand, owing to this cultural context, 
that we are supposed to see beyond the objectivity of the colours on 
paper and to ‘see-as’ an image what is apparently merely an object. 
Such implicit, culturally inferred meanings are, according to struc-
ture-mapping theory, mediated by an indirect object of a different 
category than the base and target terms. The metaphor is polysemous 
and so the optimum meaning must be negotiated by the users as part 
of a cultural practice. There is, therefore, a continuity in the repre-
sentational relationship between the analytic and visual culture ap-
proaches to image interpretation that can be investigated in terms 
of the relationship between analogy and metaphor in structural lin-
guistics, and as a result this method can offer a bridge between the 
apparent incommensurability of the analytic and visual culture ap-
proaches to image interpretation.
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We become invested in films, we get emotionally involved in depicted 
stories, we identify with the protagonists, we care about their fate. 
Film magicians create for us a fictional world with distinct charac-
ters, dynamic action, and scenes brimming with emotions. Gregory 
Currie writes about the particular vividness of the film experience in 
contrast to the other representational arts – even though film relies 
on the photographic method, i.e. it simply registers a certain previ-
ous state of things, it records actors playing their roles (Currie 2018, 
186).1 Yet we follow the adventures of the protagonists, not just the 
movements of those particular people. The question arises – how is 
it that we see Robin Hood and not a specific actor? From where does 
film get its vividness, its power to draw us into a fictional world?

This problem is an echo of an earlier debate concerning the status 
of a photograph as representation (and thus also of the film, record-
ing a certain state of affairs). The discussion oscillates between de-
fending its representational qualities and denying them. The denial is 
linked to the causal process of photographic development. This pro-
cess is supposed to eliminate or diminish the role of the artist’s in-
tention, so that photographic representation becomes limited to the 
person or object placed in front of the camera. Roger Scruton took a 
particularly clear stand in this debate; one that he presented in his 
impactful text Photography and Representation (1981), which prompt-
ed a lot of responses and counterarguments, and some of its senti-
ments are still valid. In reference to this text and Currie’s works, I 
shall outline the previously-suggested denial or doubts concerning 
photographic representation.

I recall the above-mentioned debate in order to point out the two 
important aspects of photography that can make it easier to answer 
the question about the vividness of the film, or rather the potential for 
such vividness. The first aspect concerns the relationship between a 
photograph and its object, or more precisely, the distance between 
the object of a photograph and the photograph itself as an independ-
ent, physically distinct object with its own features, which offers us a 
certain view. The photograph – through what it represents – has visu-
al dynamics, a composition (more or less fortunate, harmonious, etc.) 
through which we recognise figures in particular proportions and mu-
tual arrangement. They can be perceived and interpreted not only by 
reference to the photographed object and the context of creation, but 
also through their aesthetic nondifferentiation. I thus include in this de-
bate the issue from image hermeneutics (mostly in Gottfried Boehm’s 
conception),2 which shall allow me to acknowledge the key role of film 

1  The paper was created as a result of the research project no. 2017/25 / N / HS1 / 
01626, financed from the funds of the National Science Center, Poland.
2  Boehm 1978, 451.
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tools both in constructing the representation and managing the view-
er’s attention. I shall use the examples of specific film shots in refer-
ence to the rules of cinematography.

1	 Photography and Representation

Scruton forms a thesis about the nonrepresentative nature of pho-
tography. He explains his stance by highlighting the differences be-
tween photography and painting. To this end, he creates models of 
them, logical ideals which include their most important distinguish-
ing features. From the beginning, however, this makes recognition 
of the representative potential of the former dependent on its differ-
ences from painting. Scruton sees this distinction mostly in the abil-
ity (or lack of it) to express artistic intentions, which are the indica-
tor of representation. What is representation? It is a relationship in 
which one object “expresses a thought about” another object or “is 
designed to remind one of” another object (Scruton 1981, 580). It is 
a relationship which is described through the categories of thoughts 
about the object, which are communicated through the image. It oc-
curs in painting. An artist creates an image of a certain object ac-
cording to his thoughts (and abilities) while offering the viewers a 
way of seeing it:

These thoughts determine the perception of the man who sees with 
understanding, and it is at least partly in terms of our apprehen-
sion of thoughts that we must describe what we see in the picture. 
We see not only a man on a horse but a man of a certain charac-
ter and bearing. (581)

Yet how are these thoughts communicated? What makes them acces-
sible to the viewer? Can we assume that it is the way of representa-
tion (representation for its own sake) (586), which, according to Scru-
ton, is the main point of interest in the case of painting? This is an 
important issue because it can determine how the artist’s intention is 
expressed in a work of art. Is the intention recognised through draw-
ing the attention to a certain way in which a character was paint-
ed, to the painter’s style, or the technique applied?3 Does this rely 
on the viewer’s observation of a character’s features emphasised in 
the painting, its particular nature, on their recognition of, for exam-

3  Additionally, my reception, the way I perceive and understand an object, does not 
necessarily have to conform to the artist’s intention. From a hermeneutical perspective, 
the author is not the authority that determines the proper interpretation. However, this 
does not mean that a work of art is not treated as carrying a certain message or thought.
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ple, an interpretation of, e.g., a mythological or biblical motif? That 
is an even more basic question. Expressing thoughts through paint-
ing requires translating them into shapes and colours, into a compo-
sition which determines the relations between the elements, focus-
es on certain characters while leaving the other in the background, 
and emphasises important gestures or glances. This is how “certain 
character and bearing” can be observed. The given object appears 
through its means of representation, which I understand as a meth-
od of organising the visual field. The way the object is shown con-
tains its interpretation. An object or a character is always depicted 
in a certain way (in a particular technique, colour palette, propor-
tions, etc.) and this influences how it is received and judged (as pow-
erful, strong, with an angry glare, weak, pensive, etc.).

This is the aesthetic nondifferentiation described by Boehm.4 On 
the one hand, it is a quality of visual objects: what appears, always 
appears through a certain combination of colours, in a certain posi-
tion in relation to other elements of the image or to the background. 
Nondifferentiation is also an aspect of image reception: the under-
standing of an object (attributing to it certain features, behaviours, 
role in a given situation) depends on how it appears. However, Scru-
ton does not recognise the power of visual dynamics (he reduces 
them to an object’s visual properties)5 in the viewer’s experience, in 
which he distinguishes:

1.	 The intentional object of sight: a god (defined by my experi-
ence);

2.	 The represented object: a warrior (defined, to put it rather 
crudely, by the painter’s intention);

3.	 The material object of sight: the painting (Scruton 1981, 580).

The visual component of the image is either not listed here or was 
equated to the material object. The represented object reveals itself 
through the artist’s intention, but we must remember that it is real-
ised in the specific visual field of the painting.

A photograph is not considered a representation (or it is, but in a 
very limited sense), it is denied the possibility of expressing inten-
tion due to the causal process of development: a recording of light 

4  Boehm takes this term from Hans-Georg Gadamer. According to the latter, nondif-
ferentiation means that in the hermeneutical experience, a work of art is inseparable 
from its non-aesthetic elements. The experience of sense is a unity with the formal, the 
semantic, the subjective and the cultural. The unity and sense of the work of art are 
revealed in a simultaneous presentation of meaning and becoming-present within the 
presentation, together with the circumstances in which the work is being shown – all 
this is part of the work’s being. Boehm emphasises the unity of sensual appearance and 
creation of being in aesthetic nondifferentiation. Gadamer 2004, 73-4.
5  Scruton 1981, 586.
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reflected from an object placed in front of the camera.6 Thus, a pho-
tograph does not rely (or relies to a lesser extent) on the author’s in-
tention, but is determined by the existence of a real object. Scruton 
explicitly states that the relationship between the photograph and 
its object is a causal one, not based on intention. This corresponds to 
Kendall Walton’s photographic transparency thesis, which is based 
on the conviction that a photograph has a counterfactual depend-
ence on its object (if there were no object, there could be no photo-
graph) and on showing real similarity relations (Walton 1984, 265. 
271). The photograph is not supposed to be a medium which allows 
thoughts about the object to be expressed, it simply shows the object, 
it reveals its appearance. What is in the photograph (identification) 
is separate from the “how” of the picture. When viewing, we do not 
focus on the qualities of representation, but rather on the features 
of the object itself.7 Currie, while distancing himself from Scruton’s 
radical approach, reaches similar conclusions when he writes that a 
photograph might be taken accidentally, and we could still observe 
and determine that it is a photograph of a particular object. Howev-
er, he finds the counterfactual dependence thesis inadequate, since it 
can be also applied to painting and the potential dependence on the 
features of the object observed by the painter. It does not account for 
mediation through the artist’s intention (or lack of it).

Currie introduces a distinction between sitters and sources. In 
the case of a painting, a real object or person might serve as a model 
for the representation, but they do not necessarily belong to it. The 
representation itself can refer to a mythical character, etc. In oth-
er words, a model facilitates the process of creating a representa-
tion, but is not required. In the case of a photograph, a real object 
is essential, it is its source (Currie 2008, 268). Moreover, the photo-
graphed person will always remain a particular human being. A pho-
tograph is forever connected to a certain person.8 Because of that, 
however, a photograph is characterised by a particular closeness, or 
intimacy, towards its object. It is an important aspect which not on-
ly relies on a connection to a specific, living (or once living) individu-
al, but we could also add to the scholar’s statement that this intima-

6  How then should we approach the paintings and drawings which were made with 
the use of a camera obscura or camera lucida, like in the case of the watercolour draw-
ing Scenery from Mr Jenkins cottage (1850) by John Rea or View of Coffins Beach (1862) 
by Fitz Henry Lane?
7  A question may be asked here about the difference between amateur and artistic 
photography – however, in terms of primary features, scholars do not see the necessi-
ty. Currie also writes about the dominance of the image source in reference to artistic 
photography. See Currie 2008.
8  Of course we are talking about analogue photography; digital processing of an im-
age exceeds photographic activities in terms of what belongs to ideal photography.
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cy means capturing something ephemeral, e.g., an emphatic gesture, 
raised eyebrows, a glance, a movement of the hand, or posture, which 
occurs only for a moment.

According to Scruton, the source of a photograph is its main and 
only subject and a photograph cannot turn the object into a repre-
sentation of something else. On the other hand, Currie does not deny 
the photograph’s potential to be a representation. However, he dis-
tinguishes between representation-by-origin and representation-by-
use. In painting, representation-by-origin depends on the painter’s 
intention and the limits of their imagination, while representation in 
a photograph is always connected to the source. Only through its us-
age can a photograph represent something different. My doubt con-
cerning ascribing photography to the category of representation is 
based on – as Currie states – that in particular circumstances a “pep-
per pot may represent a regiment by being so used in the course of 
explaining the battle” (2010, 19). As Currie says,

So a photograph or film image may represent one thing by ori-
gin – Cary Grant for instance – while representing something else 
because of the use of that image in a project of narrative commu-
nication. (20)

Does a pepper pot fulfil its function in the given context as well as a 
photograph, or a film shot? Do the latter not possess certain visual 
qualities which make them more suitable as a representation? Does 
the way a photograph was taken (its composition, etc.) not impact the 
way it represents and the features it emphasises?

The relation between the image and its source or model, the ob-
ject involved in the process of photograph development, is the indi-
cator of the possibility of communicating thoughts about the repre-
sented object. Thus the representation is linked to the relationship 
(mechanical, causal or intentional – that is, mediated through the art-
ist’s sight and brush) with the preliminary object of the painting, or 
even dependent on it. This does not take into account the function of 
the visual layer of the image with regard to what it depicts (and how 
it does that). The omission of the visual layer makes that dependence 
possible. This is also confirmed through Currie’s distinction, which 
does not consider the role of the visuality of a photograph in the rep-
resentation it creates. 

The representative e potential of photography (or rather, the lack 
of it) is further examined by Scruton with reference to the relation-
ship with the source of a photograph, which also influences how film 
is approached. It is a recording of an arranged situation acted out in 
front of the camera, along with the acting, scenography, make up, etc. 
Cinematographic tools can only record the representation and broad-
en its reach through arranging situations impossible on the stage. 
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On the other hand, a film is supposed to make the efficiency of repre-
sentation and conveying the reasoning behind it more difficult – the 
viewer needs to understand that the person caught on camera is try-
ing to show behaviours and emotions which are not their own and 
belong to a fictional story. Scruton states that the audience is given 
no criterion of relevance, no criteria listing the things on which they 
should focus (1981, 599). A film is subjected to accidentality and mul-
tiplicity of elements such as dust on a jacket, actor’s wrinkles, a mul-
titude of appearing elements which interfere with the message – es-
pecially when compared to a theatre stage. Yet Currie states that a 
film contains certain elements designed and recognised as by de-
sign, which are evidentially significant for some aspects of the story 
(but not all are significant), and recognising these meaningful ele-
ments is tied to, e.g., the camera movement (2010, 57). Thus, he con-
firms that cinematographic tools indicate what is relevant to the sto-
ry, yet this is still not the same as conveying thoughts on the object.

What about choosing the shot, the specific perspective that sets 
limits to what appears in a photograph? According to Scruton, these 
activities do not make the photograph a representation for two rea-
sons. First of all, these are aesthetic actions which emphasise the 
charm of the given place, but they are not the expression of thoughts 
on the object. Second, they do not occur in the photographic medium, 
but before the picture is taken. In a thought experiment, Scruton of-
fers the example of a frame he would place at the end of a street, so 
that it shows the desired view:

I move the frame so that, from the chosen spot, only certain parts 
of the street are visible, others are cut off. I do this with all the skill 
available to me, so that what is seen in the frame is as pleasing as 
it might be […] But how could it be argued that what I see in the 
frame is not the street itself but a representation of it? (1981, 596)

However, Currie argues against such correlation between perceiving 
a view and observing a photograph by pointing out the lack of ego-
centric information in the case of the latter. The presence of this in-
formation depends on the location of the person observing the view. 
The location determines our access to the view – which means that 
seeing is perspectival (1991, 26). Photographs do not offer such in-
formation, and the access to the view is not determined by my angle 
of viewing a photograph.

Moreover, seeing is perspectival, but it is also embodied and multi-
sensory. The light which reveals the view can also be the thing which 
obscures it, if we have the sun in our eyes. A romantic morning and 
a foggy landscape (or a rainy city) are associated with the sensation 
of moisture or cold. We perceive distance by estimating it in geomet-
ric parameters, but also by the reach of our body’s movement. Depth 
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is not just positioning one object behind the other, but is also the ev-
idence of corporeal being among things – as Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
would say (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 265-79). These are important phe-
nomenological conclusions concerning embodied seeing and sharing 
(being in) a space. Such perception offers us a richness of sensations, 
which are not reduced to recording visual features. Similarly, even if 
we place a frame limiting the view, the view will always be insepara-
ble from its spatial context and will remain ingrained in its horizon.

2	 Distance of the Photography

The lack of egocentric information not only means that I am not sit-
uated in the location of taking the picture, but also that viewing a 
photograph establishes its own different perceptual situation and 
that the photograph is an independent object with its own material 
features. No matter where I position myself in relation to the photo-
graph, I cannot change the perspective of the view on it. It appears 
that the above considerations overlooked not just the role of visual-
ity in the photograph, but also its materiality. A photograph is a dis-
tinct object with its own physical features, and an image independ-
ent from its viewers or its creator themselves. It comes into being 
through registering the visual qualities of its object, and it also shuts 
out its other features. A sort of photographic reduction takes place, 
reducing the object to its visuality. The object becomes removed from 
its spatial context while the chosen frame determines the composi-
tion of the picture, and defines the surroundings which become the 
background for the given object or person. It shows the objects’ pro-
portions and visual relationships which are observed regardless of 
the spatial whole of the original view. It becomes clearer because of 
that removal.

A photograph is an item which is independent of the photographed 
object. Thus not only does physical distance appear between the pho-
tograph and the object, but also the distance of the object from it-
self. Although an object, as a source, is always a specific individual, 
the visuality becomes removed from its context. If this is not a cut, 
then it is certainly a rift between a photograph and its object, which 
allows for rich and creative usage of the photograph, while oscillat-
ing between closeness and remoteness. The way of reception of the 
photograph and the objects oscillates between a sense of remote-
ness and closeness, incomprehensibility and obviousness – depend-
ing on whether we know the particular person, whether we treat the 
photograph as a record of a specific event or confront it with a visu-
ality that we cannot ascribe to any particular situation, and its com-
position is exceptionally clear. Such works can be found in Spencer 
Tunick’s creations. Dream Amsterdam from 2007 shows alternating 
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stripes: a white stripe and a stripe formed by nude people facing 
back. Their corporeality – arranged into repetitive patterns, crowd-
ed in a vertical frame – becomes abstract.

We might not recognise a particular person or context, but we 
can be struck by a facial expression, a captured gesture or a posi-
tion shown on a photograph. They become the basis for interpreta-
tion of the picture, they evoke associations, feelings of familiarity 
or strangeness, and determine the features we ascribe to the giv-
en person. This particular expression can be found in Jacques Hen-
ri Lartigue’s works, like in the photograph of a laughing couple from 
1925; in Anysia Kuzmina’s photograph of hands (2017); or in Anders 
Petersen’s shot of a kiss from 1978.

Photographic images can be both intimate and universal. Ken 
Rosenthal, through his original method of exposure and development, 
creates memory images.9 They resemble pictures from family albums, 
but they cannot be linked to specific people because of their particu-
lar visual quality: a blurriness and softness which gives them an oneir-
ic atmosphere (like in the photograph series The Seen and Not Seen). 
Blurriness not only stops us from recognising the person, but it al-
so changes the nature of the environment itself. In the photograph of 
a woman under water (number 237-1 from the series), the whole im-
age is arranged in such a way – through the woman’s position in verti-
cal lines, the contrast between the bright, shimmering water and the 
dark silhouette, and between the bright bottom and dark top – that it 
evokes the impression of ascending, of calm and stability, or even an 
image of holiness.

The photographed objects become easily available, they reach out 
to the viewer; sometimes they are reduced in size, sometimes they 
are enlarged and thus made homogenous. The photograph is repro-
duced, moved, subjected to modifications and juxtapositions. Colloqui-
ally speaking – it has a life of its own. This is because a photograph is 
a separate object, not a view within a frame. The life of a photograph 
and the changes it introduced to the way of experiencing the photo-
graphed objects were described, among others, by Walter Benjamin 
(1969, 217-51). Because of these qualities, the photograph became the 
foundation of Aby Warburg’s work. Through photographs he traced 
transformations of, among others, antique motifs beyond the previous 
classifications of the history of art. Because of this removal, we can 
easily juxtapose a photograph with other photographs or texts in oth-
er contexts, and influence the way of understanding of what is photo-
graphed. Such transformations are traced, among others, by Georges 
Didi-Huberman (2018) in Bertolt Brecht’s works, e.g. Arbeitsjournal, 

9  https://petapixel.com/2014/09/23/conversation-fine-art-photographer-ken-
rosenthal/.

https://petapixel.com/2014/09/23/conversation-fine-art-photographer-ken-rosenthal/
https://petapixel.com/2014/09/23/conversation-fine-art-photographer-ken-rosenthal/
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in which the author confronted photographs of war, cities in ruin, 
speeches, councils, different persons and daily life photographs. He 
arranged them in the manner in which films are edited – he created 
tensions, conflicts, he emphasised differences. He used these photo-
graphs as tools of reflection. Of course, we could say that this is rep-
resentation-by-use (depending on the context in which Brecht placed 
them), but without their visual content they would not fulfil this role: 
they would not emphasise shocking similarities or differences. In this 
case, using these photographs means experimenting with their poten-
tial meanings, meanings of what they depict. This in turn would not 
be possible without the distance between a photograph and its object.

In Kriegsfibel, in which Brecht (2017) arranged photographs from 
newspapers with various captions, there appear, among others, pic-
tures of soldiers: one standing above the other, dead or dying. We 
identify them as an American and a Japanese soldier, moments after 
the former shot the latter. We could say that identification is a ba-
sic representation-by-origin. The contexts which Brecht gives them 
by adding different comments or epigrams change our perception of 
the posture of the standing man and of the situation itself. Does the 
representation, or its meaning change? Is the way we perceive, as-
cribe features to people and determine their relationship, a part of 
representation?

The caption for the newspaper featuring one of these photos refers 
to the tactical necessity which forced the American to shoot the Jap-
anese. In Brecht’s work, however, there is another comment, a ques-
tion: what necessity put them in this situation? Brecht’s works fulfil 
Benjamin’s postulate in which he says that “What we must demand 
from the photographer is the ability to put such a caption beneath his 
picture as will rescue it from the ravages of modishness and confer 
upon it a revolutionary use value” (Benjamin 1997, 169). A photograph 
becomes engaged in new contexts because of the montage, which al-
lows the photographed object (with all of its visual expression) to be 
confronted with other pictures or captions, which change the way we 
interpret a given situation, relationships or posture.

The above examples of using photography don’t just show how in-
terpretation of what is shown on a photograph can change depending 
on the right context – or at least the reception of the meaning of the 
representation is changed. In this case, is this representation-by-or-
igin, or representation-by-use? Can we say that a photograph in the 
first context of its publication (the newspaper from which Brecht cut 
it out) was representation-by-origin, or is it representation-by-use in 
both cases? Is representation-by-origin always obvious and is there 
only one? Is it enough to say that a photograph represents-by-origin 
two men on a beach without recognising the situation, or determin-
ing the relationship between those people? Will reconstruction of the 
event ensure representation-by-origin? So many questions arise, which 
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shows that the issue of representation and defining the object of a pho-
tograph is not apparent.

Doubts concerning the causal relationship between the photo-
graph and its object, which is supposed to be the foundation of rep-
resentation-by-origin or determine the subject of the photograph (in 
the case of Scruton), do not only arise with regard to those of Brecht’s 
works analysed by Didi-Huberman. Dawn M. Phillips provided impor-
tant arguments in this matter. She questions this relation by show-
ing that the causal relationship between the photograph and the ob-
ject placed in front of the camera does not necessarily result in the 
subject of the picture (neither does it need to convey the real quali-
ties of the object or result in an image). The subject is not the result 
of the mechanical process of photographic development. Phillips says 
that, “Rather, photographed objects are elements involved in the pho-
tographic process that constitute part of the causal provenance of a 
photograph. It is possible for those objects to be the subject, but it 
is also possible for something else to be the subject. It is even possi-
ble that the photograph has no subject at all” (2009, 331). The author 
carefully forms her theses and states that if a photograph has a sub-
ject, it is not because of a causal relationship. She also confirms that 
this idea suggests another one: namely that intention plays a part in 
the creation of a photograph, and even more so – let us add – in de-
termining its subject. Can we then establish that the object placed in 
front of the camera is automatically what the photograph represents?

An important example of the concept that the object in front of 
the camera and the record of the light it reflected do not obviously 
determine the subject of the photograph, but that the subject emerg-
es through interpretation and montage activities (through juxtapo-
sition against other photographs), is the unreadability of the pic-
ture analysed by Didi-Huberman. It refers to a photograph from a 
series taken by a Sonderkommando in a concentration camp, and 
smuggled from the camp in order to serve as evidence. I do not in-
tend to engage in a broad discussion regarding the possibility and 
moral justification of imagining and reconstructing the situation 
in which the photographs were taken. I shall refer to only one as-
pect of these photographs: to the black frames, or rather – black, 
illegible fragments obscuring large parts of the pictures. Howev-
er, the black areas appeared as a result of the photographic pro-
cess, they are the mark of the state of things and objects in front of 
the camera in the specific moment. As Didi-Huberman writes, “This 
mass of black is nothing other than the mark of the ultimate status 
by which these images should be understood: their status as visu-
al event” (2008, 36). Illegible fragments become the subject of the 
photograph and the representation of the situation only after the 
sequence is established, with the aid of other photographs and the 
scholar’s explanation. The black mass is the darkness of the build-
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ing where the photographer was hiding. Changes in the shapes of 
the frames correspond to the change of the photographer’s location, 
while blurry fragments and askew framing offer us important infor-
mation about the urgency, the risk, the secrecy of the whole action. 
Is this representation-by-origin, or representation-by-use (use in the 
sequence, by adding a comment)? Does recognition of the situation 
and the photographed object not happen through establishing the 
intention and location of the photographer? This shows how non-
obvious the subject of a photograph can be, and that the source of 
a picture does not guarantee representation (or its evidence). The 
aforementioned analysis by Didi-Huberman is also an example of 
how – in the process of interpretation – we oscillate between judg-
ment of the visual aspects of a photograph and reconstruction of 
the situation in which the photograph was taken (together with the 
trace left by the objects in front of the camera).

3	 Visual Power of Photography and Frame

The visual aspects of photography and the composition can be shaped 
through a photograph, and also expose the particular objects and de-
termine their significance. Among them there are the visual qual-
ities which do not depend on the source of the photograph, but on 
the photographer’s decision – as Jiri Benovsky shows (2011, 559-80). 
These are: aperture, focal length and shutter speed, and we can al-
so add the choice of lens. Aperture impacts the depth of field, i.e. 
which object shall be in focus. Focal length affects how the objects 
show their spatial relations (it can create a sense of depth, increase 
the distance or make the objects appear closer to each other) and 
the field of vision they cover. Benovsky confronts Walton’s transpar-
ency thesis, according to which we look through a photograph at the 
source itself. He compares photographs to telescopes and mirrors 
that help us to see through them (1984, 251). This thesis corresponds 
with Scruton’s conviction about the lack of impact of the photograph 
on the photographed object. Benovsky, by listing these photograph-
ic tools and their impact on the image, states that “the overarching 
aim of photography is not accuracy in depicting the world; it is rath-
er, the aim to make us see the world in a way the photographer wants 
us to see it” (2011, 392).

If a photograph or a single film frame were to remain transparent 
with regard to its objects, it would not matter which frames were in-
cluded in the film representation, and the possibility to create sto-
ries through images would be limited. Even single photographs can 
stimulate the imagination; they suggest relations between the char-
acters and their potential motivations. One of Gaetano Luisi’s pho-
tographs from the Echoes passing through the sea series (2012) – in 
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which we can see a woman in the water in the foreground, on the 
right, and a ship far away on the left – has a great narrative potential. 
This potential results from the composition, which shows the wom-
an and the ship on opposite sides, the contrasting line of the horizon 
which splits the image in two, and the overlapping line of the wom-
an’s gaze, diagonal and directed towards the ship.

Frames can be wrong or misleading, or good and artful. They 
lead the viewer scene after scene by carrying sufficient information 
which shall be revealed in a particular moment of the film. Through 
various tools, filmmakers shape the visuality of the film to tell a sto-
ry – they reveal information about the protagonist, their desires and 
emotions, they offer the means of perceiving them, they show their 
relationships with the other characters. The way the protagonist ap-
pears affects how they are received, how their behaviour is inter-
preted and judged. This constitutes aesthetic nondifferentiation of 
the film. Skilful shaping of visuality (in accordance with the many dif-
ferent rules and conventions, and also through creative use of visu-
al mechanisms) allows for precise communication and management 
of the viewer’s attention.

Phenomenal transparency, mentioned by Currie, only increases 
aesthetic nondifferentiation. The term, which the English philoso-
pher introduced, refers to the qualities of a film experience and con-
sists of focusing not on the image surface, but on the represented ob-
ject itself. Currie writes:

When we see a cinematic image we usually do not attend to any 
property of the image surface; we attend rather to what is repre-
sented. We may attend to how the people and objects in the scene 
are laid out, the point of view of the camera, the kind of lens used, 
and so on. In doing that we are focusing on what is represented, by 
what technical means and as a result of what decisions. (2018, 192)

However, it is also worth mentioning here that the tools used to cre-
ate the scene and the filmmakers’ decisions affect the represented 
object itself, the way it is perceived and understood.

A film representation includes many different factors, such as 
movement, sound and montage, which orders the sequences, creates 
the dramatic effect of the scenes through timely planning, and builds 
the film as a whole.10 However, the shot understood as a film frame – a 
photograph – is the content-carrying element of a film. It does not just 
gain meaning in a given sequence, it affects the sequence. Therefore, 

10  This is consistent with the conclusions of Noël Carroll, who emphasises the role 
of order of events, the amount of time of showing an element, and its scale in the view-
er’s attention management. See Carroll 2008, 116-46.
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the composition, spatial relations between the objects, lighting and 
depth of field, are subject to decision at the frame level.

It is important whether the things within the frame are in the fore-
ground, within the depth of field, in the centre of the composition or 
situated according to the rule of thirds, or in a specific location. These 
different elements require specific decisions. Placing one character on 
the foreground and the other in the background (in the case of, e.g. 
two people looking in one direction) introduces a hierarchy of impor-
tance between these characters. Capturing one character before the 
other in one shot, e.g. through a panoramic view, suggests a connec-
tion between them. Using a balanced composition showing two char-
acters creates the effect of tension, it gives their meeting aspects of 
a confrontation.

Close-ups draw the attention to the character’s emotions and re-
actions; they can also evoke a sense of confined space, stuffiness, or 
the character being stuck in a hopeless situation (as it was used in 
C.T. Dreyer’s La Passion de Jeanne d’Arc, 1928). Long shots allow the 
character’s gestures and the way they move to be emphasised; they 
reveal more about their surroundings, they show them in a context 
and establish the relation between the character and the space. Me-
dium close-ups allow the character’s reaction with the environment to 
be contrasted. Gustavo Mercado analyses an interesting case (2011, 
43). It is a shot from the film Perfume: The Story of a Murderer (Tom 
Tykwer, 2006), a part from the scene of Jean-Baptiste Grenouille’s ex-
ecution, right after the crowd has been intoxicated with the smell of 
perfume. A medium close-up is used, which is a meaningful choice: it 
clearly shows the protagonist’s emotions, his disaffected, disdainful 
look and his loose shoulders, indicating the calm and relaxation of a 
person who was about to be killed.

In such a close frame, however, it is difficult to show a wider space 
(in this case the marketplace and the gathered crowd), and space is 
significant as an effect of the protagonist’s actions and the object of 
their reaction. This is why the camera is situated slightly above the 
character’s eye level, which usually gives the impression of reducing 
the character’s power; yet here, by placing him in the middle of the 
frame – along with his clear emotions – it creates the effect of him 
dominating the environment. The depth of field is balanced, so that 
it does not draw the attention away from the protagonist’s face but 
it retains the background as the context of the scene. Using similar 
techniques, i.e. a shot from above, central placement of the char-
acter can work differently in an appropriate context. In one of the 
last scenes of the series The Morning Show (2019), this is the way 
of presenting the forsaken, defeated Mitch Kessler, who is seated 
behind a large table. The camera is situated so that it captures the 
symmetry and perspectival depth defined by the lines of the table, 
other furniture and walls that surround the character, and appear 
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to dominate him and point to him. His central position is also sig-
nificant, as he was an egocentric, formerly admired by other char-
acters, and now he has lost his social status, job and respect. What 
is different between these two methods of framing is the size of the 
location: the character is shown in a broader context, and the ex-
pression of emotions is evident through the character’s posture (a 
close-up is not necessary).

Awareness of cinematographic tools is also necessary if there are 
lots of elements in the film that are perceived as significant – if film-
makers do not take this into account, the message can be unclear, 
ambiguous. Therefore, a film can be subject to randomness (as seen 
in the works of beginner artists), but cinematographic craft relies on 
skilful managing of the viewer’s attention, on visual presentation of 
a number of pieces of information. The elements which are not clear 
and on which we – as viewers – do not focus on, and which Currie 
would describe as insignificant, are equally important. They are the 
equivalent of what Boehm calls the iconic thickness in the case of 
painting. These are the elements of a painting which are not attrib-
uted or adjacent to any figure – they are an interspace of ambiguous 
content. This space is a vast continuum which brings to light the fig-
ure and the relations between figures and the whole representation. 
This is the paradox of iconic thickness. These elements, which cannot 
be attributed to a particular figure of meaning, organise figuration 
and allow the explication of sense: “This impossibility of utterance 
which is not capable of describing the intensity of the phenomenon 
and breaks down in it, […] exposes what is pictorially the thickest” 
(1978, 463). What has not been articulated plays an important role 
in the process of the image’s interpretation (1996, 164).

In the case of film, what are iconically thick are those elements 
which are not brought to light, which stay out of the depth of field; it is 
the background which allows one to focus on the character while it re-
mains in the dark. A rather painterly effect of thickness was achieved 
in the very tense group scene in the film Exiled (Johnnie To, 2006), 
right before the shoot-out: the characters are situated in various plac-
es within the frame, some in the background (with significant short-
ening and well lit), others in the foreground, almost flat without the 
depth effect, fading into the undefined blackness, separated by hang-
ing fabrics, doors or just darkness. However, more often this insignifi-
cant in-between space is filled with objects, buildings or sights which 
do not attract attention, but which are a continuation of the presented 
world and build a specific atmosphere; they are the elements of archi-
tecture, e.g. vertical lines in scenography, which are not significant 
in themselves, but which allow the effect of bias (deformation caused 
by tilting the camera and increasing the effect of tension) to be cre-
ated; they are the details which in any given moment can be high-
lighted, e.g. through focusing on them, and become a part of the plot.
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4	 Conclusions

Scruton’s reflection (whose perspective is similar to the one taken by 
Currie or Walton) on the status of the photograph as a representation 
was focused on the relationship between the object (the source) and 
the photographic image. This relationship was the basis for the abil-
ity to express the artistic intention while at the same time express-
ing the thought which is the object of interpretation. The subject was 
equated to the object, ignoring the material and visual aspect of the 
photograph as an image. However, as a result of photographic reduc-
tion (the process through which the photograph comes into being, in-
dependent of both its source and the viewer), it becomes distanced 
from the photographed object.

The latter becomes removed from its own context, time, space 
and situation, and is reduced to its visuality. It appears within a giv-
en frame, in which the proportions and relationships between the 
elements and the background are established. At the same time, 
it offers closeness of the object, its intimacy, i.e. concreteness and 
the captured moment, an ephemeral gesture, a display of emotions. 
Through this removal, we can observe the gesture and experience 
it. In a film, this is additionally intensified by the length of a given 
shot – the amount of time the viewer is exposed to the given emotion.

This distancing is also the reason why interpretation of the pho-
tograph – recognising what is in it, what the situation is, or what it 
means – is not always obvious. We can be moved by an emotion but 
we cannot identify it or relate it to anything. Sometimes it turns out 
that establishing the representation-by-origin requires using a pho-
tograph: placing it in the given context or juxtaposing it against oth-
er photographs. Thus representation-by-origin is not always evident. 
On the other hand, representation-by-use is not discretionary – we 
cannot compare the use of a photograph to the use of a pepper pot 
to explain battle strategy. A photograph is an image, it has visual dy-
namics within which a figure appears against a given background, 
in a particular location with regard to other elements. The figure be-
comes revealed and defined through this dynamics; we observe it, re-
ceive it, judge it through its visuality – in aesthetic nondifferentiation

The removal of the photograph from its source, as well as the pow-
er and suggestiveness of its visual dynamics (depending on a success-
ful or unsuccessful shot), are a necessary condition for the cinemato-
graphic creation, in which a two-dimensional moving picture shows 
viewers a complex world, frame by frame. Even single shots provide 
information about the protagonist through how they show the char-
acter and their surroundings (depending on the situation, location, or 
depth of field, which are decided by the filmmakers and allow them 
to manage the viewer’s attention and offer them their vision). Thus 
shaped, the visual dynamics of shots and frames, the context, and 
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also the order and rhythm introduced through the whole sequences 
of images in the montage, constitute the film plot – a rich represen-
tation of a given story and its protagonists.
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The productive inadequacy of image is a painter’s response to the 
evanescence and mutability of images. Painting has been used as an 
exemplar of image, but material dependencies and objecthood, and 
a factious history of self definition and reappraisal can give it an un-
helpful opt out when the term image is put under any pressure. Paint-
ing’s image status seems increasingly awkward in the slipstream of 
expanding optical consumption that marks our contemporary con-
dition, yet I propose that contemporary painting is ideally placed to 
open up an account of images. Through a consideration of works by 
painters Beth Harland, Jacqueline Humphries and R.H. Quaytman, 
I do not position painting as image, rather it is approached as a pro-
cessor of image information, producing and prompting an image re-
sponse, and modifying the attentional deployment of a viewer. 

I argue that the paintings of Harland, Humphries and Quaytman 
utilise image based operations which are cognitively conditioned and 
art historically determined, and are responsive to an exponential ex-
pansion of visual pulls on our attention. The image based operations 
identified are activated to combat the subsuming of painting into the 
category of image while simultaneously harnessing image and imag-
ing potential, with painting considered a modifier of the attentional 
deployment and experience of a viewer. The methodologies of Har-
land, Humphries and Quaytman enable the intangibility of image to 
be filtered through material and process, and image response be-
comes dependent on surface, viscosity, and method of application. 
Additionally, image tangibility is resisted by strategies of visual in-
stability and displaced through layering, repetition and opticality, 
snagging our attentional processing in complex ways.

Painting’s early immersion in depictive motivations countered by a 
radical rejection of a representational function makes image a height-
ened term for painting. Painting as image is encountered at the point 
of upload, archive or visual analysis. At each of these moments image 
acts as a limitation or dilution of painting’s objectness, material par-
ticularities and its spatial and durational positioning. Art historian Da-
vid Joselit points to some of the consequences of “painting’s entry in-
to the world as an image in circulation”. In the context of a scroll past 
apprehension, “The question has become, not where to deposit a quan-
tum of paint on its support, but rather, where will the painting – or 
the image – go. How will it behave?” (Joselit 2016, 17). This prefigur-
ing of the future moment of a painting’s reception informs the practic-
es of Harland, Humphries and Quaytman. For each artist, complicat-
ing the spatial and durational circumstances of painting’s reception 
are productively at odds with its condition as an image in circulation. 

In discussing works by Harland, Humphries and Quaytman, pro-
duced over the last decade, I will concentrate on interviews and tran-
scribed conversations with the artists and their own writing. The di-
rectness of these sources identify strategies that negotiate painting’s 
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complex relationship with image through the observations of paint-
ers; strategies that demonstrate a multiple and intersecting resist-
ance to image while still processing, producing and prompting im-
ages. With all quoted commentary on the work and working methods 
from the artists themselves, we see that this resistance is framed 
by the art historical and philosophical legacy of image expectations 
and preclusions that each artist individually feels compelled to work 
against, in particular a critical engagement with the legacy of mod-
ernism. For each artist this resistance to image is also conditioned 
by the prevalence of the screen as the dominant interface in our so-
cial, cultural and economic interactions. More intrinsically, this re-
sistance intersects with a question about the processes of vision, and 
the imaging making conditions of perception. 

Before turning to the specific artists’ works, I need to lay out a se-
ries of functional sub categories of image that are pertinent to the 
discussion and emerge in the artists descriptions of working process-
es and responses: image as visual artefact, image as data, and im-
age as visualisation. I say functional because I can put them to work 
to map the image field contemporary painting finds itself negotiat-
ing and because they are certainly not exhaustive. The issue of def-
inition, edge cases, and taxonomy, can stall an analysis of image as 
the terms of reference are under dispute (Elkins, Naef 2011). Within 
each of my functional sub categories, the physical requirements of 
painting hits up against the mutable and intangible potential of im-
ages, articulating a point of access and avoidance of image for the 
artists, and providing a juncture that captures image’s productive 
inadequacy in their practices. 

Firstly, I refer to image as visual artefact when image is used in-
ter-changeably with painting, or image is used as a catch all term for 
the visual outputs of a culture. Painting enters art history most easi-
ly under the conditions of image, as the comparative and categorising 
impulses of art history run parallel to visual capture and storage fa-
cilitated by the invention of photography. Image in this sense readily 
gets stretched to ‘image of…’, foregrounding a representational func-
tion for painting whilst demoting other characteristics. Here image 
is allied with language and can imply a sort of material transparen-
cy that a naming response to image relies on. It might also act as a 
reminder of an optical emphasis that was a factor of modernism, in 
which the material properties of painting are just a circumstance of 
process to be looked past in the service of visual effect. Jacqueline 
Humphries describes her frustration with this emphasis on the visu-
al for painting; “sometimes the difficulty for me is simply the ‘given’ 
of the visual aspect and how that seems to ignore the physicality of 
painting which differentiates it from other kinds of images […]. The 
term ‘visual’ does not adequately describe the procedural and per-
ceptive physics of painting in all its aspects” (Ryan 2018, 15) 
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Secondly, image as data. For contemporary painting, participating 
in the digital slipstream is to enter into the potential of image as com-
modity, and image as data is painting at the point of upload, circula-
tion and exchange. Painting enters art history most easily under the 
conditions of image, as the comparative and categorising impulses of 
art history run parallel to visual capture and storage facilitated by 
the invention of photography. For contemporary painting, participat-
ing in the digital slipstream is to enter into the potential of image as 
commodity. Image as data and the reproducibility and shareability it 
infers also captures the sense of image information imported into or 
onto painting. It zooms into the unit by unit marking of a surface, or 
zooms out to the overlay of an appropriated schema or an already im-
aged source material. For R.H. Quaytman image as data enables im-
age to be included in the space of painting, when direct depiction or 
gestural response have been excluded by the artist. Quaytman’s use 
of reprographic processes helps her bypass an art historically condi-
tioned “horror of the representational”. As she outlines, “you could say 
that the paintings are elaborate exercises of avoiding that fundamen-
tal mimetic gesture” (Joselit 2011). 

Finally, image as visualisation is the sense of image as a conse-
quence of our perceptual modelling of the world, connecting to the 
anticipatory and reflective processes of imagination and memory. Im-
age as visualisation tilts between image as an objective record of per-
ception, and image as subjective, biased, and predictively coded. This 
is where painting might act as a prompt for an image response in a 
viewer or might be considered as material evidence of the perceptu-
al engagements of its maker. It might also signal image perceptually 
detached from the concrete support of the painting, image that can’t 
be located on or in the painting, but is producible by the painting un-
der viewing conditions or positions. It captures image as internal pic-
turing, the anticipatory and reflective responses of imagination and 
memory. Image as visualisation positions painting as a compelling 
example for philosophies of perception, but it also opens up a criti-
cal obstacle for evaluating a cognitive response to painting that is 
particular to art discourse. The thrust of recent radical art practic-
es towards participation, envisaged as a direct physical or collective 
interaction, has for many devalued the internalised cognitive engage-
ment and attentional attachment painting might prompt, character-
ising it as privileged, individualistic and removed from any urgent 
social and political context. The works of Harland, Humphries and 
Quaytman each make a claim for the complexity of cognitive partici-
pation, and the modes of attention painting facilitates, while also in-
troducing methods of displacement that avoid a singular encounter. 
Beth Harland points to “strategies of interruption, shifts in expecta-
tion through subtle in-congruity, something repeated (but perhaps 
with slight variation) that you remember seeing at an earlier point” 
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that engage memory processes and increase the duration of our at-
tentional attachment (Thomas 2018, 118).

Importantly, all three serviceable categories, image as visual ar-
tefact, image as data, and image as visualisation, highlight painting’s 
misalignments with image, but also position painting’s material, du-
rational and spatial decisions within the context of image processing 
and production. Contemporary painting’s resistance to the category 
image gives some traction for considering the ubiquity and elusive-
ness of image, and its pertinence in a consideration of the visuality 
of our contemporary experience. 

Jacqueline Humphries, interviewed by the artist David Ryan in 
2018, proposes painting as a sort of meme (Ryan 2018, 47). Painting 
is envisaged in adaptive and recurring circulation but also as a re-
iteration of itself. Humphries has long made a correspondence be-
tween the space of painting and screen based space, but the corre-
spondence is made in terms of process and interaction rather than 
as a purely visual reference. As she outlines, “by equating a can-
vas with a screen (common in my work through many different iter-
ations), I can play out behaviours that I think are ever more present 
and common in our culture. I can transform those behaviours into 
painting” (Ryan 2018, 55). Gaming space in particular provides an 
equivalence for Humphries to the moves and counter moves of pro-
cessed paint that the work is immersed in for both maker and viewer. 
The direct gaming references Humphries uses in the 2018 interview 
are Pong, Minecraft and Dwarf Fortress, all exemplifying a logic that 
compounds look with function. In Dwarf Fortress the game space is 
depthless in the sense of an overhead view, and built only out of text 
and symbols. It is reiterative of its own programming logics. As Hum-
phries asserts the visual output of the game “is instrumental to the 
needs of the game” (Ryan 2018, 54). Taking that thought back into 
painting connects with some wryness to the modernist demand that 
painting should be only itself. Stripped back of any rendered graph-
ic interface. Humphries identifies strongly with what she calls “the 
purist, fetishistic aesthetic” of a game space made solely out of da-
ta. This seems to me where Humphries painting practice productive-
ly bounces against a determining tendency in painting’s art history. 
The user interface a painting might present to a viewer can be gen-
erated by the logics and consequences of its own making, the pro-
cedural behaviours and processes of “dismantling and rebuilding” 
(Ryan 2018, 50). In this sense Humphries’s work meets a modernist 
requirement set for painting in the twentieth century, avoiding a re-
semblance based category of image, while also working with an ac-
cumulative process of image data and image output.

This resistance to being categorised as image is highlighted by 
the destination of painting as part of a screen formated visual feed. 
As Humphries describes, “What’s striking in today’s screen culture 
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is how one image is so rapidly replaced by another which doesn’t re-
late to it in any way: there’s no definitive image, nothing which syn-
thesizes or sums up, just an endless torrent. The screen itself is the 
unifying element, and compresses within itself this multitude. I can’t 
look at an image on a screen any more without sensing another one 
or another billion images lurking just behind it ready to push it off-
screen” (Ryan 2018, 56). This multiplicity can be seen as a modifi-
cation of our attention capacity and mode of deployment. Jonathan 
Cray has argued, “part of the cultural logic of capitalism demands 
that we accept as natural switching our attention rapidly from thing 
to another” and that “the rhythms, speeds, and formats of acceler-
ated and intensified consumption are reshaping experience and per-
ception” (Crary 1999, 29-30; 2013, 39-40). 

Humphries sees her work within the logics of screen culture but as 
offering a counter measure of compressed material processing. The 
painting as a single frame of material information is primed for vis-
ual consumption but can displace a sense of unity with a visual hum 
of layered materiality that requires variable viewing distances that 
are perceptually irreconcilable. The abstract rebuff to representa-
tion and illusion shimmers elusively in Humphries practice. In an ear-
lier interview with artist Cecily Brown, it is clear Humphries values 
how the paintings cannot be captured as a single image, either per-
ceptually or as a document. Working at the time with metallic paint 
and its changeability under varying light conditions, Humphries re-
counts how “the paintings change as your physical relationship to 
them changes. I like the unstable situation that depends on the light 
and the viewer both moving around; the painting changes before 
your eyes. They’re impossible to photograph – there’s no ‘accurate’ 
image” (Brown 2009).

The analogy to the screen at this point for Humphries was pre-
dominantly cinema, partly as a question about the attentional cap-
ture that cinema space demands of an audience, and partly in relation 
to the optical flicker that her multi-layered processes can produce. 
As Humphries notes, “there’s no protocol for making people look at 
paintings”, and certainly nothing equivalent to the durational and 
collective viewing experience framed by cinematic space. For Hum-
phries the work of the painting to capture attention is certainly fa-
cilitated by a perceptual instability as “light moves across the sur-
face and makes new images before your eyes” (Brown 2009). This 
perceptual instability links to recent writing on aesthetic experience 
that draws on current cognitive and neuro psychological research, 
particularly the distinction between focused and distributed or fo-
cal and diffuse attention. Whether aesthetic experience is supported 
by distributed attention (Nanay 2016) or the sequential reallocation 
of attention (Fazekas 2016) across the various properties of a single 
painting is a live discussion. Contemporary painting’s reaction to 
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the limitations and possibilities of an aesthetically framed response 
needs to navigate some critical quicksand, but it is clear that shift-
ing attentional modes are activated in the live encounter with a work, 
whether a returning gaze or a gaze scattered by oscillating layers 
of paint application. Research into the connection between focused 
and distributed attention and mood brings an emotional cadence to 
the attentional capture and modulation that Humphries’ paintings 
prompt (Srinivasan et al. 2009). Humphries has used the term acti-
vation to express her desire for the paintings to do something, “to 
intensify the sense of one’s own interaction with it” (Ryan 2018, 53). 
This motivation for activation was a driving factor in the black light 
series, in which the paintings take on illuminating and illuminated 
properties of the screen. These were paintings as a light source “ac-
tivating their environment rather than the other way around. The 
painting isn’t just on the wall with you looking into it, the painting is 
really in the room” (Ryan 2018, 54).

There is a balance Humphries seems to be trying to strike, be-
tween the optical charge of a work into the space of its reception and 
a pull back to the work’s surface conditions. In this way the work al-
so rewards a moving viewer in physical space and disappoints as an 
on screen capture as image. In a recent group of works stencils are 
used to transfer a mesh of small emoticon motifs across the painting, 
the perceptual permutations shifting radically between a close up or 
distanced viewing, The emoticon reference allows Humphries to riff 
on expressionist and gestural precedents for painting at arm’s length, 
imported as a repeated signifier of mood or attitude. As Humphries 
states, “It seemed a funny idea that a painting could come with its 
own expression, for instance in the case of :), which is a blue paint-
ing, I layered the emoticons vertically but upside down, so then it ap-
pears to frown. That way the painting becomes, on its face, ‘a blue 
painting that is sad’”. This balance gets articulated in the optical and 
material consequence of this mesh, where the decisions of materi-
al thickness, pressure, speed and direction of application bump up 
productively against the mechanism of image transfer. Humphries 
alerts us to her procedural observations at that micro level of mak-
ing, that “by forcing the paint through the stencils very gesturally, I 
could make the gesture register in the pattern, and that’s primarily 
what you see – a kind of fragmented mechanized gestural haze – un-
til you get very close to the painting, and only then can you see the 
tiny emoticons” (Ryan 2018, 54). Here painting contains image, pro-
duces images, while still avoiding becoming image. 

Beth Harland’s work also takes on the consequences of the screen 
and digitization for painting’s ingrained materiality. Like the seem-
ingly contradictory values of abstraction and image processing seen 
in Jacqueline Humphries work. Beth Harland’s paintings are a com-
plex response to art historical precedents and a contemporary con-
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text of extreme visuality. This is steered by the commitment to the 
experience of viewing in space and over time, and the fascination 
with the processing of image information through and into the ma-
terial of paint. I will draw predominantly from a transcript of a pan-
el discussion at ICA Singapore in 2016 during an iteration of the ex-
hibition project Impermanent Durations: On Painting and Time and 
two descriptions by Harland of the process of making work (Harland 
2011; 2019; Thomas 2018). 

Paraphrasing John Berger, Harland expresses the sense that paint-
ing “addresses all sorts of future moments in which it will be looked 
at – a kind of premonition” (Thomas 2018, 108). Looking forward and 
looking back is part of the durational scope that Harland has mapped 
for painting. Harland’s recent work Methods of Modern Construction 
returns the artist to a pivotal moment in painting’s history, early 
modernism, with ways of seeing upended by visual invention (Thom-
as 2018, 112). This recognition of a radical perceptual model but 
one housed in an art historical past, instigates a sort of improvisa-
tion loop for the artist, building an iterative set of remakings and re-
turns. In a visual essay in the Journal of Contemporary Painting in 
2019, Harland lays out this methodology in 3 parts. As Harland de-
scribes, “Part 1 is a large wall collage, built up through small varied 
elements. These are made with exuberance, both in their use of col-
our, eclectic materials and motifs” and as a direct response to paint-
ing precedents, particularly Henri Matisse, engaging with painting 
“as a way of looking” rather than a vehicle for depiction (Harland 
2019, 213-14). This approach frees the work to engage speculative-
ly and as Harland says ‘exuberantly’ with paintings art history, but 
generating fragments or moments that don’t build to a stable and re-
solved whole. Rather they act as a resource to be endlessly resorted 
and reordered. Each collage element can sit as a component within 
a larger grid format of shifting adjacencies or can be detached from 
the grid as a single work. Calling the collage “a generative form, an 
archive of sorts from which the act of remaking can take place”, im-
age as visual artefact and image as data are both deconstructed and 
become pliable under Harland’s methodology (Harland 2019, 215). 

This process of distilling colour, mark, motif and shape from an 
art historical source is then reformatted by Harland. Part 2 of the 
work consists of a digital picture of the wall collage as it was set up 
in the studio, a momentary fixing of a work that by its nature feeds 
off realignments and shifting placements. This image capture is the 
work as a gridded block, small and flattened but exquisitely high res-
olution and chromatically brilliant on the back lit surface of a tablet. 
The screen size is a close approximation of the individual collage el-
ements and “the re-presentation of it as a screen image is an action 
of removal from the origin and also introduces another form of at-
tention and temporarily, that of the digital realm” (Harland 2019). 
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It embraces both the seductiveness and the inadequacy of image as 
data, and screen based destination of painting as an image in digital 
circulation. In part 3 of this sequential but looped system a series of 
small paintings transcribe aspects of the original collage through 
a filter of pixel-like blocks of colour or tone. Carefully and precise-
ly reworked via the conventions of easel painting, “they each focus 
on separate aspects of the original: one painting takes up only the 
colour information and distills it into a grid of the most dominant 
chromas and tones; others are rendered first as pencil drawings, re-
moving the colour and surface variations, and then painted in mono-
chrome” (Harland 2019, 115). Like Hito Steyerl’s ‘poor image’ these 
works connect with a loss of visual information but these inadequa-
cies or limitations are meticulously and labour intensively rendered 
in paint (Steyerl 2019). The exuberance of the collage working is 
countered and also refined by this slow extraction. Harland has de-
scribed these works as becoming documentary, and “as a kind of 
aside from the main story – of life, of history and their forceful nar-
ratives – that can perhaps only be dealt with as small steps, negoti-
ations that relate to individual moments of sensation: touch and col-
our, space and time” (Harland 2019, 214).

The component nature of Harland’s practice in Methods of Modern 
Construction mirrors the selective function of attention, identifying 
targets for the artist’s attentional focus and peripheral pulls that tug 
in the making and then are played out in the dispersal of those com-
ponents when installed on space. Each reworking trails the logics of 
its imaging potentials and histories with it, and shifts between the 
digital realm and material reworkings are asked to account for each 
other, but also to modulate the attentional attachments of a viewer. 
In recent exhibition projects, the set ups of work are clearly provi-
sional, the work describing its own potential to be repositioned, re-
worked and reimaged. As Harland recounts, “This comparison of for-
mats asks: How is the viewer’s experience of looking and time altered 
in the shift from the complexity of the unruly collage to the distilled 
precision of the small monochromes? Might both formats provide a 
rhythmic structure for viewing, affecting the pace of the act of look-
ing?” (Harland 2019, 114). The extended and dispersed durations 
of looking that the works ask for are more poignant because of the 
awareness of an inherent time limit of a particular configuration, a 
moment of address with an individual viewer in a specific space and 
context. The interdependencies in process, between collage, digital 
rendering and transcribed painting, are redistributed when the work 
is installed. Sequencing and spacing decisions provide “cues for look-
ing” (Thomas 2018, 110), directing the movement of a viewer and du-
ration of their attention within the architecture of the gallery space. 

Beth Harland’s engagement with early modernist motifs in Meth-
ods of Modern Construction signals a long investment in working 
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with source material. Unlike Jacqueline Humphries working against 
painting re-presenting something already seen in the world, Har-
land’s work engages with processes of repicturing. Thinking about 
painting in terms of a negotiation between illusion and materiality, 
Harland wrote in 2011 about the interplay between an image source 
and material handling, “when sight and touch open the same space 
in the painting, when visual resemblance and affect combine; when 
I internalise the experience of looking” (Harland 2011, 11). Harland 
conveys the combination of looseness and control that an external 
source can facilitate, that the concentration on something external 
to the painting attaches and detaches the application of both mate-
rial and image to the painting surface so that neither fully settles or 
resolves; “There’s a photograph as reference, the colours of nature 
removed, and an oscillation in my attention between the ‘image’ and 
the application of ‘material’. There are times when these positions 
of attention seem to coalesce, and eye and hand execute one singu-
lar action” (Harland 2011, 11). This oscillation evokes and values a 
sense of tactile verification for painting, the conferring modalities of 
sight and touch (Olin 1989, 294-6). 

This repicturing process is enabled because image as outcome 
has already been secured by the image source, in this case a ref-
erence photograph. The responsibility to be image is therefore dis-
placed from the painting, while carrying a response to image data, 
built mark by mark, moment by moment. As an instance of the pro-
ductive inadequacy of image for painting, Harland articulates this 
interplay in relation to Jacques Rancière’s writing on image, “Ran-
cière has much to tell about the complexities of image, and he is clear 
about the fact that in art the question is one of alteration of resem-
blance: ‘the images of art are operations that produce a discrepancy, 
a dissemblance’” (Rancière 2007, 6; Harland 2011, 13). What is clear 
in Harland’s engagement with source material is the discontinuities 
that open up between what can be pictured and what can be named, 
or between image and material, offer a productive space for the art-
ist. The art historically fraught aspect of painting and imitation or 
likeness is tackled by Rancière in The Future of the Image when he 
makes a distinction between mimesis and resemblance, “the anti-
mimetic revolution never signified renunciation of resemblance. Mi-
mesis was the principle not of resemblance, but of a certain codifi-
cation and distribution of resemblances” (Rancière 2007, 104-5). In 
Harland’s work, the attentional capture triggered by resemblance is 
internalised for both artist and viewer, and also scattered between 
works, and between the processes of observation and the process-
es of memory. 

Scattering the viewer’s attention is a strategy also used by R.H. 
Quaytman. Quaytman’s shift from the restriction and convention of 
single paintings to using a serial structure, binds individual works 
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into a set of dependencies within a collection of works, or chapters 
as Quaytman terms them. This strategy is tightly co-ordinated by a 
set of rules established by Quaytman that draws every work into an 
overarching system. This was partly motivated by the desire “to shift 
the most intense focus off the individual painting and into the situ-
ation of the painting – to its neighbors and context” and “to create 
a lateral reading as opposed to one that was primarily about depth 
or surface” (Bessa 2014). The stretch and temporality of attentional 
possibilities this accommodates is partly an acknowledgment of con-
ditions of viewing work that are often far from the ideals imagined 
by art history or by artists. Quaytman has stated, “I actively try to 
make paintings for passive, distracted, foreign, and even disinterest-
ed audiences” (Krebber 2016). For Quaytman paintings are objects 
that are changed by and dependent on location, placement, sequence 
and of course other paintings rather than self contained and auton-
omous within a framed limit. Here Quaytman unsettles painting as 
visual artefact by making works that already predict their destina-
tion as objects stored as much as pictures displayed. Shelving and 
storage structures used by Quaytman imagine the work under the 
conditions of a physical archive, and complicate its ability to be ar-
chived as image or as visual artifact. 

In acknowledging these conditions of display, storage and circu-
lation, Quaytman recognises that the works “have to be open to dis-
ruption and shifts in legibility” (Joselit 2011). This issue of legibility 
is carefully calibrated through her procedural entanglement of im-
age and material, using silkscreen to bypass an art historically con-
ditioned aversion to representation and as Quaytmans says giving ac-
cess to content “without my having to paint it with a brush” (Joselit 
2011). Image as data opens a dense archive of photographic and print-
ed material for Quaytman, supporting a research process that is site 
responsive. Image is translated through the liquidity and mesh of the 
silkscreen process, making photographic information materially con-
tingent, and also inextricable from the absorbent chalk ground of the 
panels Quaytman uses. As she remarks “silkscreening abstracts the 
photograph, materializes it and snaps attention back to the picture 
plane” (Stillman 2010). Screen printing for Quaytman imports imag-
es onto painting while absorbency provides image into painting, pro-
viding procedural negotiation between image and its material carri-
er that synthesizes access to pictorial content and the properties of 
abstraction, This calibration of image and material connects to an 
early motivation for works to be directly handled, as objects and as 
surfaces (Krebber 2016). The bevelled edges of Quaytman’s panels, 
slanting back from the front face of the work, might heighten a sense 
of surface facing, but they also increase their potential to be lifted, 
overlapped, and slotted as objects. The holdability of the work, and a 
viewer’s awareness of their surface tactility, is now deferred by the 
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requirements of museum and gallery installations, and is left to in-
vite an imaginative and optical experience of its materiality.

Quaytman’s engagement with the optical has also connected 
with the perceptual effect of the after image, recalling Wladyslaw 
Strzeminski’s avant garde experiments with perception in the thir-
ties. Quaytman underlines her position, “unlike ’60s Op, my pattern 
paintings do not convey a future of freedom and fun, but call atten-
tion – as Strzeminski’s work did – to vision itself” (Stillman 2010). In 
discussing the optical charge she has utilised across various chapters 
of work, Quaytman notes how they are hard to look at, and simulate 
for Quaytman the experience of a monitor image. For the viewer “it 
feels like zzz, like electricity in your vision” (Bessa 2014). Quaytman 
also comments on what she sees as a positive instability in reproduc-
ing this aspect of the work as image, “when it’s reproduced it’s always 
different, because the pixilation never gets it right. I kind of like that 
aspect of its resistance to be documented” (Bessa 2014). By harness-
ing opticality and simulating pixelation Quaytman future proofs the 
painting from being adequate to a pixel based image of itself.

This approach to image processing and diverse image registers 
has been described by Quaytman in terms of pictorial events. For ex-
ample the placement of a panel with an optically charged but abstract 
surface can manage or counter the narrative draw of a photography 
based panel, each offering “a different kind of time and appearance” 
(Bessa 2014). Pictorial event is a term associated with art histori-
an Michael Baxandall writing about renaissance narrative painting. 
For Baxandall, and I think also for Quaytman, the issue is not what 
a medium can represent, “rather the nub is what a medium must 
explicitly discriminate. The things that language must be decisive 
about and pictures must be decisive about are different” (Baxandall 
2011, 123). Baxandall defines pictorial events in a way that connects 
closely to Quaytman’s thinking and the oscillations she orchestrates 
within and between the works. So for Baxandall they are “pictorial 
in that they are proper not just to seeing but to seeing a depiction on 
a plane surface; and events in the sense that one may be led to con-
sider them as outcomes from conditions. These events must be part 
of a sense that the picture has a character beyond the sum of objects 
represented”. (Baxandall 2011, 117) 

In interviews, Quaytman has at various points identified the sense 
of painting having a posture, an attitude of address that the painting 
is configured by and potentially configures in its viewer. This mir-
roring folds compositional structure into a physical and psychologi-
cal alignment to the work. One posture is figured as a profile stance, 
the other is figured as though turning towards the viewer with a face 
in 3/4 view. Both profile and 3/4 view seem to picture for Quaytman 
the attentional attachment of catching a viewer’s eye, and then the 
slide sideways of a peripheral pull of an adjacent panel. Interviewed 
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in 2010, R.H. Quaytman describes how she conceptualises the pro-
file. As a contemporary painter negotiating a somewhat problematic 
legacy of modernism, the trajectory indicated by the profile gives an 
alternative alignment to the work, both physically and conceptually. 
The profile is distinct from facing, facingness being a quality that mod-
ernism had promoted as a seemingly logical partner with flatness and 
instantaneousness for painting (Fried 1996, 266-70, 307). The profile 
facilitates a sideways move for Quaytman, away from a face to face 
encounter, while still retaining an exposure to surface, with surface 
experienced laterally rather than centrally. Quaytman says of the pro-
file, “It seemed to refer to the viewer’s movement past a painting. I be-
gan to think of paintings as objects that you passed by – as things that 
you saw not just head-on and isolated, but from the side, with your pe-
ripheral vision, and in the context of other paintings” (Stillman 2010). 

The profile manages a double move for Quaytman; it pictures an 
absorbed attentiveness in the sense of an attitude of interiority and 
a gaze directed across the painting surface rather than outwards to 
the space of a viewer, while also providing an exit point or direction-
al cue for the viewer to move on. This displacement of a central po-
sitioning of a viewer in front of a painting connects to Quaytman’s 
intention to keep the gaze of a viewer mobile and contingent, rather 
than being fixated by an individual work. As Quaytman outlines, “I 
try to use images that are not too magnetic emotionally so that you 
won’t be wanting to stare at it too much. It has to allow you to slide 
off it. It’s sort of like a profile. Often if it’s people […] they look to the 
side. If she’s looking to the side, you look to the side. It’s like a direc-
tive or an arrow” (Bessa 2014). The directive function of image in-
formation within Quaytman’s practice is a recurring strategy, arrow-
like motifs and profiled figures share the same status.

The alternative to the profile for Quaytman is a 3/4 stance that 
both faces and turns away, equivalent to a compositional device snags 
our attention and acts as a pause or interruption within a sequence of 
works. In an interview in 2011 with art historian David Joselit, Quayt-
man singles out her attachment to a figure in a Marcantonio Raimon-
di print The Judgement of Paris (1517 ca.) that has this turning 3/4 
stance. Identified as the source for a figure in Édouard Manet’s Le 
Déjeuner sur l’herbe of 1863, its multiple recurrence in the archive 
of art history gives a resonance to Quaytman’s claim, “If paintings 
could have a posture this would be it” (Joselit 2011). In the Raimondi 
example the sense of the figure turning its back to the viewer while 
also turning to face the viewer is more pronounced than in Manet’s 
version. As a posture it articulates the distance and closeness that 
painting depends on, drawing a viewer in and holding a viewer back. 
These alignments or stances draw on and undercut the pull of image 
in our experience of the work, and a reciprocity between our looking 
and the characteristics of what is being looked at.
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When considering the image saturated parameters of contempo-
rary painting, image in all its guises provides a productive inade-
quacy to work into and against. The working methods of Jacqueline 
Humphries, Beth Harland and R.H. Quaytman all invest in image pro-
cessing and image response while deferring image as an adequate 
category for painting. Jacqueline Humphries has expressed the need 
to acknowledge a new “regime of the image”, recalling Jacques Ran-
cière again, and a “radically shifting landscape of knowledge and the 
massive social impact of that”. For Humphries “the library is no long-
er a gridded block but an unnavigable amoeba” (Ryan 2018, 57). Here 
image as data permeates everything, but “the procedural and per-
ceptive physics of painting” provides some material adhesion (Ryan 
2018, 51). Returning to Quaytman, we see image as visual artefact 
stymied by a set of rules that prefigure the archive. They function for 
Quaytman “to confront what seemed problematic to me about paint-
ing – the overbearing authority of its long history, its exhaustion, 
its capitulation to capital and power”, and as a sort fiction that ena-
bles making, “they continue to generate new possibilities” (Stillman 
2010). Beth Harland has argued that “painting has the possibilities 
of multiplicity and of slowness on its side, a very particular kind of 
temporality; an accumulation of presents, all of which are there but 
not all seen, nor in any particular order” (Harland 2011, 13). Image 
as visualisation intersects with all other image possibilities for paint-
ing, observed, remembered, imagined. As Harland has expressed so 
persuasively, “we might say that a painting’s capacity to refer to the 
world in a convincing and evocative way, while keeping its distance, 
remaining ‘other’, sets up a complex space for the painter and the 
spectator in which to be” (Harland 2011, 13). 
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1	 Introduction 

Protest images have recently received a great deal of attention within 
various disciplines, especially in visual culture studies, media stud-
ies, and the studies of social movements. Two main tendencies with-
in this recent work can be distinguished. On the one hand, scholars 
regard protest images as a tool with which protests can be media-
tized. According to this view, protest can be seen as a form of visual 
dissent (Neumayer, Rossi 2018) or as a performative act (McGarry et 
al. 2019) and images are helpful for protests because they can make 
such actions more widely known, for example through the spread of 
these images on social media. The main interest for these scholars 
is on the social movements of protest and how they build up momen-
tum (Sadaian 2019). Studies in this vein also consider how images of 
certain disasters or of protests can lead to political change (Casas, 
Webb Williams 2019). On the other hand, protest images are seen as 
a subject worthy of study in their own right. For example, some ar-
gue that protest images have a certain aesthetics (Göttke 2020), while 
others explore how new technologies like smartphones diversify and 
multiply the kinds of protest images that exist (Neumayer, Stald 2014; 
Stuart 2013), or how picture-books and movies about historical pro-
tests utilize documentary footage and repurpose such events into 
new forms (Davis-McElligatt 2017; Lyons 2015).

While researchers in the latter strand are merely interested in 
the aesthetics of protest images, those in the former strand want to 
study how social movements gain momentum and how protests can 
lead to social change. But the two approaches are closely connect-
ed. I want to combine these two strands and argue that protest im-
ages are indeed a crucial factor for social movements and that this 
is due to their narrative structure and aesthetics of dramatization. I 
will apply some accounts developed in analytical aesthetics and im-
age theory to show how a protest image – through its content, nar-
rative structure and aesthetics of dramatization – can become an in-
fluential tool for social transformation.1

New technologies and social media can be crucial for protest 
movements. Such digital devices and platforms are used to mobilize, 
plan, and communicate (Walgrave et al. 2011; Poell, van Dijck 2017). 
Nevertheless, it remains contested how influential the digital space 
is for protests (Christensen, Garfias 2018) and it proves to be difficult 
to make general claims about the communication of protests per se. 

1  A historic example for this might be the images by Charles Moore from the Birming-
ham Campaign, which were printed in Life magazine. The case has been made that these 
images played a crucial role in the civil rights movement. For three exemplary images 
and an argument about this case see Johnson 2007.
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The communication of protest is complex and different models 
have been developed to describe it.2 Three things seem important: 
there are different media to communicate a protest with (for example 
linguistic or pictorial); different channels to communicate a protest 
through (newspapers, social media, online spaces, television, direct 
messages, etc.); and different addressees to communicate a protest 
to (like fellow protesters, sympathizers, adversaries, or the general 
public). My focus in this paper is on a specific medium a protest can 
be communicated with: images. While I touch on aspects to whom a 
protest is communicated to, I won’t discuss aspects of different plat-
forms through which protests are communicated.

Most protest images accrue their transformative power through 
vast distribution on social media and the interest of news media in 
broadcasting and commenting on these images. But in order to be dis-
tributed widely, these images first need to be sufficiently interesting 
and arresting. And this is mainly achieved through their narrative 
and dramatizing content and aesthetics. The bandwidth of the distri-
bution and the extent to which they are commented on may neverthe-
less be the main factor for an image’s potential for transformation. 
But it is not certain whether and how one can separate the power of 
the image’s content from its distribution. As such, it is worth looking 
at the content specifically to obtain greater clarity about how these 
images communicate, surprise and engage spectators and evoke emo-
tional responses and tensions. 

What is a “protest image”? In this text, I take protest images to be 
photographs of people demonstrating, striking or using other forms of 
civil disobedience as a tool of protest. These images are documenta-
ry in form and can be made either by people who are not part of the 
demonstrating group, or by the demonstrators themselves. I take pro-
test images to be in most cases a welcome and intentional act with-
in a group’s repertoire of actions, as they can function as a potential 
multiplicator and therefore an effective tool of protest. 

A protest image should capture the people demonstrating or their 
actions. For example, an image that depicts the destruction of a build-
ing that was burned down during a protest the previous day would 
not count as a protest image, in my definition; rather, it would be ev-
idence or a documentary image of the result of an event that was a 
demonstration. A protest image is therefore closely connected to 
what is intended to be seen by the demonstrators, even though the 
images themselves might be taken by other people who are not part 
of the demonstrating group.

2  Like ICT based models (Little 2016; Garrett 2006), ‘ecological’ models (Mercea, Ian-
nelli, Loader 2016) and action-network-models (Bennett, Segerberg 2012).
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Though my account may be applied to most kinds of protests, the spe-
cific elements differ with each cause. To this end, here I will focus on 
climate change protests. My reasoning for doing so is that such pro-
tests are frequent and not limited to a single country, making them 
especially suited to serve as a case study. Moreover, climate protests 
have achieved one key aspect of transformation: growing their sup-
port into a global movement.3

The image on the left of Greta Thunberg in front of the Swedish 
Parliament [fig. 1] cannot be the sole reason for the whole Fridays 
for Future movement. Indeed, the movement cannot be reduced to 
this image. That said, the image led to certain developments, other 
strikes and demonstrations that in turn were mediatized, which led 
to still others, and so on. So, it was an important strike and an impor-
tant image. Why was this image successful? The reason, I argue, at 
least in part, is that it captured viewers’ attention, not only because 
of the visuals, but also because of the circumstances that are rep-
resented. A school strike was a novel event. It was a teenager who 
struck. The action disrupted the regular order of things and can be 
seen as a form of civil disobedience. This leads me to one of the the-
ses for which I will argue. In order to be transformative, protest im-

3  As climate protests have become a global movement, it may be worth considering 
how much they are still a protest, and whether some parts of it might be characterized 
as civil resistance. Roberts and Ash (2009) understand civil resistance as a politically 
transformative force alongside other forces.

Figure 1  Stockholm, 2018. Photography © Michael Campanella/The Guardian
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ages often depict a form of civil disobedience, as this is an effective 
way of getting attention. 

From the millions of protest images of the climate movement, I will 
pick just some to consider. To a certain extent, this choice is some-
what arbitrary. But I have chosen them to illustrate what I take to be 
crucial to the transformative aspect from the content side, namely 
that they are narratively engaging and dramatizing. To achieve this 
dramatization, the images often deploy a dystopian and negative aes-
thetics and stage interventions in the public sphere.

The paper proceeds as follows. First, I consider the goal(s) of pro-
tests and argue that there is always a message which strives to trig-
ger a reaction. Second, I highlight three different functions of pro-
test images – documentation, illustration, and a tool of protest – by 
identifying the latter as the relevant function for a possible transfor-
mation, either by growing the protest into a movement (for example, 
from a national to a global movement) or by influencing the public 
discourse or even leading to changes in behavior, laws, governance 
and commerce. Third, I identify several aspects of narrativity and 
narrative structures that have yet to be analyzed when studying pro-
test images and argue that this narrative complexity, which seeks to 
dramatize, is essential for images to function as a form of protest. 
Fourth, I argue that this narrativity and dramatization framework us-
es a certain aesthetics that is inspired by artworks and movies, and 
uses dystopian references, performances, and what one could call a 
negative aesthetics. Finally, I will highlight the ways in which imag-
es can add to the transformative power of protest.

2	 The Message and Aim

The message of many protests across the political spectrum and for 
different causes is a voicing of opposition to the status quo, certain 
behavior or laws. And, ideally, a protest’s message puts pressure on 
and influences public discourse such that it leads to a change from 
the unwanted situation. The message of climate activists that is con-
veyed through protest images is around the following lines: there is 
an urgency to act now, to change behaviors and laws, for if this does 
not happen, our future will be devastating. The effects of this inac-
tion will be mass species extinction, water pollution, melting ice caps, 
rising sea levels, people’s livelihoods endangered, and an increase in 
wildfires, droughts, and natural disasters. Additionally, the protests 
do not just give warnings about and depictions of a certain threat-
ening scenario; they also want to instigate a threat of their own: by 
no longer playing along. We will not go to school. We will access this 
prohibited area. We will occupy this bridge. The urgency that moti-
vates the demonstrators is therefore also expressed through this be-
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courage against an injustice, or by providing a visual accompani-
ment to a verbal explanation of a certain topic; or they can serve to 
amplify a protest, for example by vast distribution via news outlets 
that gives the event more widespread attention and increases public 
awareness of the protest. As I am focusing on climate change pro-
tests, which are ongoing, I do not want to look at them solely as doc-
umentary images nor as illustrations. They are documentary imag-
es, but they are not just that. I am mainly interested in them when 
they are used as tools to reach the goals of voicing dissent, aiming 
for change in behavior and/or policy, and bringing awareness and 
new supporters to the cause. In these ways, protest images function 
as tools of the protest.

As a tool of protest, images of ongoing demonstrations may not 
seem to be especially differentiated from other parts of protest, such 
as marching in the street, chanting, holding placards, etc. [figs 2-4]. 
The images are a form of protest, meaning that the relation to the 
process, to the actual physical happening, is not the relation of an il-
lustration. And they have a function that exceeds the documentary 
function, like that of a history book. When one is interested in the 
power of protest images, the most relevant function is to look at them 
as tools of protest.

When discussing protest images, it may be useful to differentiate 
between vehicle, image content and image sujet (Pichler, Ubl 2014; 
Pichler 2018). Some protests use images on and next to protest signs, 
when marching on the street. They give the protest a sense of visual 
unity: for example, in the Fridays for Future protests, the image of 
the earth is a major trope, sweating, crying, burning, sick, standing 

Figure 4  Friday for Future protest. Berlin, 2018. Photography © Michael Kappeler/dpa



228
JoLMA e-ISSN  2723-9640

2, 1, 2021, 221-238

in as the letter “o”, as an eye, or other things that are round, etc. The 
cardboard is the vehicle, the depicted earth the image content, and 
the climate crisis the image sujet. When used at protests, the card-
board images function to give the people marching a certain unity; 
they serve as a visual message as to why the people are protesting, 
and as a visual speech act (“the earth is too hot”).5

On the other hand, in protest images as I have defined them at the 
outset, as images of people demonstrating, the photograph is the ve-
hicle, people demonstrating the image content, and the climate cri-
sis the sujet. Here the function of these images, when used as tools 
of protest, can be to amplify the message of the protest through dis-
tribution, seeking to gain wider support from the public.

4	 Different Narrative Structures and Dramatization

What does the image content need to entail to function as a tool of 
protest in the best possible way? I argue that an image is ideally 
suited when it dramatizes the cause of protest, is visually captivat-
ing, and has high levels of narrativity. If it does all three of these, 
the image can be narratively engaging and has a better chance of 
being distributed widely and thereby putting pressure on organiza-
tions, governments and businesses. It may be easier to motivate oth-
ers to join or support the protest by giving a face to what was pre-
viously an abstract cause, and to make this face as convincing and 
likable as possible to recruit new allies and thereby potentially build 
up a social movement.

What does narrativity mean in this context? Analytical aesthet-
ics offers some accounts that can be applied to protest images. I will 
briefly outline these accounts and use them to show that the differ-
ent narrative structures support protest images in their function as 
tools of protest.

4.1	 Narratively Engaging Images

Bence Nanay (2009) has established an account of what makes an 
image narratively engaging. He argues that to be narratively engag-
ing, an image needs to represent goal-directed actions. Now, pro-
tests are in and of themselves goal-directed actions. People are dem-
onstrating with the aim to change something. The goal is something 

5  This might be a symbol for this movement. Another symbol can be seen in card-
board signs inspired by Greta Thunberg’s now famous sign with three words [fig. 1]. 
They seem to have been the model for further protest signs. 
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along the lines of voicing dissent with something, to trigger debate, to 
push agendas, to put forward an opposing perspective, and to make 
hardship and restraints visible. The protest’s goals might also be to 
change the status quo by prompting people to alter their behavior, 
to pressure lawmakers to change or create certain laws, to compel 
companies or individuals to change their typical behaviors and prac-
tices, or to influence public opinion. This is not to say that everybody 
who protests against something reflects on all of these features. But 
many have at least some of these aspects in mind. And images that 
show protestors at a demonstration are often narratively engaging, 
even if the exact cause of this specific protest is not known. To be 
narratively engaging is one reason why protest images can be trans-
formative, because through this attention is secured, a rough idea 
of what is happening arises, and one might even have some emotion-
al reaction. Narratively engaging images can also provoke curiosi-
ty and a desire to know what exactly is going on in the image and 
why. So, to be narratively engaging is important, but this alone is 
not enough. Many images, even many documentary images, repre-
sent goal-directed actions in a form akin to someone jumping from 
a springboard into a swimming pool. And while these images are al-
so narratively engaging, insofar as they provide a starting point for 
an explanation, can capture the attention of a spectator, and offer an 
idea of what was happening when the image was shot, their ability 
to narratively engage alone is not enough to explain the transforma-
tive power of protest images.

4.2	 Narrative Images

An account on narrative images maintains that in order to be narra-
tive, an image needs to represent goal-directed actions, as in Nanay’s 
account, or to represent five characteristics, like two events that are 
connected through a unifying subject and bridging connections, the 
representation of time passing, and to have someone in the picture 
display intentions (Fasnacht 2021). If these narrative characteristics 
can be detected, the image is capable of autonomously telling a sto-
ry that can be understood by different people without background 
knowledge. With this account, one might call protest images in gen-
eral narrative images, because all five characteristics are fulfilled: 
one event as the cause of protest that is indicated; the other event 
as people protesting that is depicted. These events are connected 
through the unifying subject (demonstrator or the cause of protest), 
bridging connections (a causal relation), the passage of time and the 
display of intentions by the demonstrators, for example to voice dis-
sent or to change the circumstances that causes them to protest in 
the first place. But many protest images are narrative in this clas-
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sical documentary sense, and not all these images have transform-
ative power. Thus, more must be needed to make a narrative image 
transformative.

4.3	 Dramatization

I argue that dramatization plays a crucial role in allowing these nar-
rative images to have some transformative power. Dramatization can 
be understood either in a documentary way, or in a performative 
way of storytelling. I will sketch both quickly. Dramatic documen-
tary protest images are those in which there is some sort of conflict 
or violence depicted, for example a violent arrest, the teargassing of 
protesters, or demonstrators burning or throwing something. These 
images score high in narrativity,6 and are images that tend to be pho-
tographed, printed, and shared widely. They are narratively engag-
ing and capture the viewer’s attention. Another form of dramatization 
is when protesters are staging a performance. Then they highlight 
something that is central to the cause of protest and they capture it 
pictorially. In climate change protests, one way to do this is to take a 
possible situation in the future and act it out in a way that dramatiz-
es it, for example by staging a “die-in” in reference to a possible fu-
ture mass extinction of some species. These images are also high in 

6  Marie Laure Ryan argues that images can have different degrees of narrativity (Ry-
an 2014). Images that depict some sort of conflict, obstacles or violence may therefore 
in general be higher in narrativity than images that do not.

Figure 5  Climate protest in Lugano, 2020. Photography © CdT Archive
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narrativity, but not just on account of the documentary form, where 
they could be described as someone lying on the floor, but also be-
cause of the story that is told through them. They might be spectac-
ular to look at as well, but the intention with these protest images is 
to tell, or rather show a possible future scenario by dramatizing it, 
as in the example above [fig. 5].

In this way, some of the most persuasive protest images are argua-
bly not necessarily the ones that represent goal-directed actions in a 
documentary sense. Rather, they are ones that use the whole field of 
narrative possibilities to tell, dramatize, and show the problem that is 
causing people to protest. In climate change protests, these are pos-
sible future scenarios. These are images where the message can only 
be understood through background information and context. There-
fore, even though they are captivating and narratively engaging, they 
force the onlooker to inform themselves so as to fully understand what 
is depicted.

Figures 6-7  Climate protest by “Extinction Rebellion” in Zurich, 2019

Figures 8-10  “Green river”. Interventions by the artist Olafur Eliasson in 1998. Images: https://
olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK101541/green-river

https://olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK101541/green-river
https://olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK101541/green-river
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5	 Aesthetics

Protest images generally have a certain content that leads to them 
having a certain aesthetics that is perpetuated again and again. They 
often have the following elements: protest signs; people in public 
spaces (often many people, but not always); people shouting; mes-
sages on cardboard signs, which are either shouted or visually rep-
resented. These images shape our understanding of what protests 
look like and make them in general easily recognizable as images of 
protest. One could call these prototypical protest images.

But there are also other protest images, like the ones that drama-
tize in the performative way. They do not have the typical aesthetic 
content of people marching in the street with cardboard signs, but 
instead show unusual interventions that act out a possible future 
scenario. To further strengthen this dramatization, climate change 
activists often use an aesthetics that resembles artworks or dysto-
pian and apocalyptic movies. I will consider three examples to illus-
trate this point.

5.1	 Artistic References

At first glance, the images on the first row [figs 6-7] do not really dif-
fer from the images in the row below [figs 8-10]. But the first images 
document an intervention by climate activists, while the latter are 
images of artistic interventions by the artist Olafur Eliasson some 
years before.

I would call the former protest images, even though they are cer-
tainly not typical ones. What they show is the importance of back-
ground information to categorize them as images of protest. In their 
aesthetics alone, they are no different from the latter.

Figure 7 has some narrative structure, but with a message that 
requires interpretation. It is not a picture of someone holding a sign 
with “pesticides are dangerous”; rather, it dramatizes a certain eco-
logical danger, like pesticides or contaminated water, by staging a 
performative act that dramatizes and shows this danger via visual 
means. It makes something visible that in general goes unnoticed or 
does not receive much attention. And this dramatizing aesthetics is 
delivered through an extreme color that is guaranteed to grab view-
ers’ attention. Now the protest image needs to trigger some reflec-
tion and narrative understanding on the part of the spectator. If they 
think, “ah, nice, green rivers are beautiful”, then the images were 
not successful in their function as tools of protest. But as soon as re-
flection on, and maybe a sense of curiosity about, the activists’ mo-
tivation begins, the images’ function as a tool of protest can be seen 
to have succeeded.
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5.2	 Apocalyptic and Dystopian References

Some protest images use apocalyptic references as their dramatiz-
ing element. They portray interventions and performances, for ex-
ample in so-called “die-ins”. They use performances to highlight the 
possible extinction of certain species as a result of climate change. 
These images can again be understood narratively as showing a pos-
sible future through an act of protest with a performative element. 
They function as tools of protest through taking one element, con-
cretizing it and performing it in a way that disrupts and intervenes 
in open spaces. This secures them attention, and the narrative and 
dramatizing aesthetics may be at least part of the reason for that.

Figure 11  Extinction 
Rebellion protest in London, 
2020. Photography © Jeremy 
Selwyn, Evening Standard/
Redux

Figure 12  Extinction 
Rebellion protest in London, 
2020. Photography © Steve 
Bell, Camera Press/Redux



234
JoLMA e-ISSN  2723-9640

2, 1, 2021, 221-238

Figures 13-14  “Ende Gelände” protest against coal mining. Germany, 2019

Figures 15-16  Stills from the movie The Island (2005)

Dystopian places, landscapes and apocalyptic narratives are famil-
iar from aesthetics in art and movies.7 Some protest images deploy a 
similar aesthetics. Through this aesthetics, protest images may trig-
ger (perhaps unconsciously) comparisons with these kinds of films.

In the examples above [figs 13-14], demonstrators of Ende Gelände 
protest the use of coal in hazmat suits and amid barren landscapes. 
Now the image understood documentarily shows people trying to 
disrupt the coalmining. But the aesthetics they used resemble those 
of dystopian movies that show uninhabitable landscapes, like in the 
examples above [figs 15-16]. This is further dramatized by the use 
of the hazmat suits.

One needs to gain attention if one wants the protest image to be ef-
fective. One way to do this is to use visuals that are extraordinary and 
capable of capturing the viewers’ attention, visuals that are engaging 
and at the same time evoke particular associations and imaginations. 
A typical way for climate activists to do this is to stage performance-
like interventions of a possible or probable future by using a certain 

7  See Brady (2021, 16) for further ideas on how a future aesthetics of nature in the 
wake of climate change can be imagined with the help of negative aesthetics and apoc-
alyptic narratives from movies and literature.
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aesthetics that is culturally familiar from art, movies and literature. 
There is a rich common knowledge of visuals related to apocalyptic or 
negative environmental aesthetics. These are gleaned from fiction and 
documentary images. References to such visuals are likely to boost the 
aesthetics and argumentative power of protest images. These perform-
ative protests can also be compared to what are sometimes called “im-
age events”, that is, “deliberately staged spectacles” planned by social 
movements that aim to gain mass media attention (Johnson 2007, 3).

The protest march wants to act like an image; it intends to be 
photographed. The interventions above stage a photogenic image; 
besides the desired disruptive effect, the whole performance is in-
tended to attract attention and be pictorially reproduced. And this 
is achieved with an aesthetics that is widely known and recogniza-
ble from visual culture.

6	 Transformative Power

So far, I have argued that the power of protest images comes from 
their function as a tool of protest, which is achieved through a nar-
rative structure and an aesthetics of dramatization. Through this 
they have some transformative potential, both inside and outside the 
movement. Inside, they can help with identity- and movement-build-
ing, and in growing and gaining influence through visibility. Outside, 
they can train the gaze, shape the public discourse and potentially 
lead to actual changes, be it in law, behavior, or practices.

By way of conclusion, I will briefly restate the key features that I 
associate with the transformative power of protest images. One as-
pect is to transform the gaze, the focus, the attention. This is a vis-
ual aspect that is best achieved through pictorial means. Through 
dystopian aesthetics, the dramatization in pictures, the image di-
rects the attention of people to such circumstances in their every-
day lives. The protest image can also be transformative insofar as 
it trains the spectator to see similar aesthetics or problems in plac-
es where one might have previously overlooked them. An important 
aspect of this is the dramatization and use of a specific aspect and 
turning it into a visual symbol for a far bigger issue that cannot be 
explained through a single image. Through this symbolization, one 
might find an entry into a topic that might otherwise seem over-
whelming or “not one’s problem”.8

8  Regener, Safaian and Teune (2020) have argued that symbols are visual conden-
sations of the key message of a protest movement. Through the spread of this symbol, 
not only is visibility achieved, but also the symbol might change its meaning. They ex-
emplify this with the symbol of the rainbow flag.
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Shaping and influencing the public discourse is a further potential 
transformative power. If the protest images are in some way spec-
tacular – for example they show large masses of people, they show 
some kind of conflict, are otherwise disruptive or aesthetically inter-
esting – then they have a higher chance of being printed in newspa-
pers, shown on television, shared on social media, and so on. If there 
are protest images that show repercussions against those protest-
ing, this usually has a multiplying effect not only in terms of the im-
age’s circulation, but also in bringing new active supporters to the 
next protest of its kind.9 Many protest movements have some kind 
of clear demands, and these demands have a higher chance of being 
read, shared and discussed if there is an image that is worth print-
ing alongside them.

But the main aim in transformation is a real-world change in the 
kind of behavior, laws, and mechanisms that cause the problem one 
is protesting against. Protests and protest images can expedite such 
developments. In slow, democratic mechanisms, they might be used 
to push for changes and/or compress the timeframe in which this pro-
gress is achieved. Whether and to what degree this is statistically 
successful is another question, and this is not my concern here since 
it would require extensive empirical investigation. But there is cer-
tainly evidence of certain protests being able to generate sympathy, 
to gain passive and active supporters, to grow a protest into a move-
ment, and to change public opinion and put pressure on policymak-
ers, businesses, individuals and society at large. 
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1	 Introduction

The article is devoted to selected works by the visual artist Andrea 
Carlson, born in the Grand Portage Ojibwe Indian Reservation, with 
French and Scandinavian roots, who presently lives and works in 
Chicago, Illinois. These works either date from 2017, or were once 
again presented in 2019 as part of the European project Mississip-
pi. An Anthropocene River. Research conducted in areas adjacent to 
five field stations along the Mississippi River revealed rapidly chang-
ing ecosystems marked by the brutality of colonial practices, and af-
fected by both human and non-human activities and interventions. 
In examining Carlson’s visual works, I will present images of the Mis-
sissippi that argue with Western research methods and concepts. 
These visualisations restore people, places and histories eradicated 
in the European, and later American colonial project. They take into 
account the philosophies and cosmologies of marginalised commu-
nities, and reveal a certain global logic behind the project of colo-
nization, whose effects can be seen in contemporary global crises. Im-
age-making here is a process taking place across various timescales, 
spaces and knowledge systems. Existing methods of image analysis 
are not, therefore, adequate for the examination of the multicontex-
tual issues involved, which include that, which took place before the 
image existed, how it was created, what it reveals, what it relates to, 
as well as what change it is capable of enacting. 

Andrea Carlson designs visualizations of the river from a per-
spective grounded in specific geopolitical and cultural contexts. She 
includes in this process the history and knowledge of Indigenous 
Peoples, as well as non-human individuals marginalised in colonial 
hierarchies and dominant scientific paradigms. Her works are aes-
thetically and ideologically related to the Indigenous Futurism move-
ment, and are based on video formats. They are always tied to a spe-
cific location and address its multicontextual issues.

The article is comprised of three sections. The first is devoted to 
The Uncompromising Hand, a video projection that took place in 2017 
and 2019 on the walls of the St. Anthony Lock and Dam, on the Up-
per Mississippi River. This visual intervention in the industrial land-
scape of the river, is devoted to Spirit Island, which was destroyed 
during the construction of the lock and dam system, and before Eu-
ropean settlement served as a sacred site for the colonized and dis-
placed Dakota tribes. I will examine how images of the Mississippi 
presented in this project reveal the complex issues surrounding re-
search in this area. 

The second section is devoted to images of the river which emerge 
from the history of the Upper Mississippi, closely tied to industrializa-
tion, technological development, as well as the relationships between 
the colonizers, the colonized, and the Indigenous tribes themselves. 
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A closer examination of these components allows me to demonstrate 
their impact on the displacement of Indigenous communities from 
specific places to areas marginalised on world maps. 

The third part is devoted to the theory of the Anthropocene; tit-
ular to the Mississippi. An Anthropocene River project. In this sec-
tion, I will present images of the river from the perspective of the 
AWG research group, as well as Andrea Carlson’s and Amina Harp-
er’s animation Anthropocene Refusal, which dispute its primary ge-
ological assumptions. 

2	 Erasing and Restoring Images and the Creation  
of Global Models of Power

In 2017, a video by Andrea Carlson entitled The Uncompromising 
Hand was projected on the wall of the Upper St. Anthony Lock and 
Dam, located on the Upper Mississippi River. Two years later, this 
work became part of the activities conducted at Field Station 1 for the 
Mississippi. An Anthropocene River project. The animation consisted 
of sketches based on six photographs of Spirit Island. These photos, 
taken from the MN Historical Society’s collection, documented the 
location from the 1890s through the 1960s. Carlson’s three-dimen-
sional drawings depicted bright red fragments of the island, placed 
against backgrounds consisting of historical maps. On the visualiza-
tions presenting the region changing over the course of time, names 
of territories surrounding the river appear, hand-written by the art-
ist in Dakota, English, and Anishinaabemowin: 

Owámniomni – Turbulent Waters – Spirit Island – Manidoo Minisiniban
Dakhóta Makhóčhe – Dakota Land – Bwaanaki
Wakpá Tháŋka – Great River – Gichi Ziibi
Ȟaȟáwakpa – River of the Waterfalls – Gaakaabikaang1

The area of the Upper Mississippi was initially inhabited by Dakota 
tribes. They lived on this territory until their first contact with Eu-
ropeans (Anfinson 2003, 252-3). For Indigenous communities, Spir-
it Island, located on this area, was seen as a sacred place, and a site 
devoted to spiritual practices. It was used to create buildings and ur-
ban infrastructure. The island also underwent constant erosion in its 
interaction with the river. In the 1960, the U.S. Army Corps of Engi-
neers irrevocably destroyed the island, and wiped it from the map. 
The reason behind this was the planned construction of the Upper St. 
Anthony Lock and Dam, which would make the city of Minneapolis a 

1  See https://vimeo.com/426744913.

https://vimeo.com/426744913
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navigation hub. The event was treated as an ‘engineering marvel’ and 
an industrial triumph symbolic of the victory of (Western) Man over 
the geologically troublesome and energy-effcient St. Anthony Falls 
(Anfinson 2003, 253). In 2015, the lock was closed to navigation and 
opened to the public as a tourist attraction. Two years later, as part 
of the Illuminate the Lock program,2 it was temporarily transformed 
into an art gallery devoted to the presentation of site-specific works. 

Carlson’s film was a visual intervention against the industrial land-
scape that dominated the Mississippi. In the artist’s piece, the titu-
lar ‘illumination of the lock’ restored, symbolically, a long-destroyed 
place, along with its multicontextual history. The piece constituted an 
official recognition of Indigenous communities’ belonging to the terri-
tories once taken from them, as well as their relationship to the land.3 
The projection depicting the island in the form of overlapping imag-
es in contrast with the concrete wall of the dam, invoked themes tied 
to the project of colonization of the peoples inhabiting the area. Both 
Indigenous and English names of regions, written out by the artist 
and projected onto the visualization, demonstrated the political and 
ideological role of language as well as the significance of its use in 
the creation of specific ontologies and epistemological approaches.4

The Uncompromising Hand exposed overlapping colonial process-
es that include: the marginalisation of populations, their culture and 
knowledge systems, the exploitation of land, destruction of ecosys-
tems, and the creation of social, political, and epistemic hierarchies. It 
can thus be interpreted as a form of visual representation of the glob-
al logic behind the colonization project. This concept, defined by some 
decolonial researchers as the ‘coloniality of power’ forms the basis for 
understanding the world order built during the process of colonization. 
It defines the identity and place for the individual in the world, and 
creates new orders of power and knowledge under decolonial politics.5

2  Illuminate the Lock was an artistic program that took place over two weekends, creat-
ed in association with Northern Lights.mn, Mississippi Park Connection and the National 
Park Service. See http://northern.lights.mn/platform/illuminate-the-lock/.
3  This type of declaration known as Land Acknowledgement, an increasingly popular 
practice among Western instututions, non-profit organizations and art groups, is part of 
Indigenous protocol. It is always tied to a specific area, where research activities or in-
terventions are undertaken, and is situated in the present as defined by the colonial pro-
cess. See http://convention.myacpa.org/columbus2017/land-acknowledgement/.
4  Insofar as the English language, dominant in the naming of territories adjacent to 
the river, accentuates objects, entities, acts of ownership, this invoking approaches con-
nected to the dominant position, in the language of the Annishinaabe, which is heavi-
ly verb-based, emphasis is placed on relationships and interactions between entities. 
5  Annibal Quijano’s concept of the coloiality of power has been expanded upon glob-
ally since 2000 by a group of researchers connected to the Modernity / Coloniality 
Group. See e.g., Quijano 2000, 2007; Wynter 2003; Lugones 2006; Mendoza 2016; Mi-
gnolo 2018; Grosfugel 2011. 
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According to Annibal Quijano (Quijano 2000, 2007), the coloniali-
ty of power is comprised of three elements: domination, exploitation, 
and conflict, which are directly embedded into four primary dimen-
sions of social existence: labour, sexuality, authority and subjectivity, 
as well as their resources and products.6 Furthermore, racial hierar-
chisation influenced not only commonly accepted models of employ-
ment and exploitation of land and resources, but also legitimized, in 
the eyes of the colonizers, European hegemony over culture, the def-
inition of the subjectivity of individuals, their identity, ways of know-
ing the world, and systems of knowledge production. According to the 
Argentine philosopher Walter Mignolo, coloniality as opposed to co-
lonialism, is neither a European nor an American product, as it func-
tions as a sort of model that supports colonialism, forming a basis for 
the understanding of the world from the perspective of marginalised 
peoples (Mignolo, Walsh 2018, 148). It is a model for decoding meth-
ods in which particular groups form histories of the world, revealing 
universalist models of understanding reality as unique and encom-
passing all living entities. Mignolo defines the process of decolonial-
isation as the Third Nomos (Mignolo, Walsh 2018, 204). It constitutes 
simultaneously a crisis of Western civilization, deprived of the nec-
essary tools to solve the problems that it itself created. Expanding 
upon the theme, Catherine E. Walsh adds, that in the current crisis 
of civilization, universalist models and Western paradigms are dis-
integrating before our eyes, and the catastrophe we are experienc-
ing is symbolic of the war against all manifestations and forms of life. 

It is a war that aims to break the social weave, and to engulf and de-
stroy all – including beings, knowledges, lands, and ways of thought 
and existence – that obstruct and impede its path. (2018, 15)

An analogy to Andrea Carlson’s project can easily be drawn from the 
above quote. The removed island, whether in the process of increas-
ing exploitation or complete eradication, can symbolize the victim of 
war in Walsh’s writing. In this case, this war is set on the uncompro-
mising quest for progress, acting in the name of modernist values and 
worldviews, which annihilate not only places, but entire cultures and 
peoples, subjugating them to the dominant systems of authority. De-
colonial politics stand in opposition to Western universalism, which 
in itself contains embedded epistemic violence (Spivak 2010, 35). In 
exchange, it offers a pluriversal approach (Grosfugel 2011) in which 
many disparate concepts and worlds exist without mutual exclusion 

6  These key premises of Quijano’s concept are presented by dr Luiza Prado de O. Mar-
tins in one of her lectures for Universität der Künste Berlin Poetics of Anticolonial Joy. 
See https://www.luiza-prado.com/anticolonial-joy.

https://www.luiza-prado.com/anticolonial-joy
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nor the division between allies and enemies, but instead communicate 
and cooperate with one another (Mignolo, Walsh 2018, 2). The image 
of the island does not exist in place of that of the lock, but alongside 
it, and I can thus interpret it as an example of a decolonial practice. 

In her essay On the Uncompromising Hand: Remembering Spirit Is-
land (2018), that tackles issues specific to the project, Andrea Carlson 
speculates on the process of planning the construction of the Upper 
St. Anthony Lock and Dam. The artist pointed out the role of sketch-
ing maps, and architectural drawings often being the first materi-
al imagining of the ‘progress’ of the river’s area. In this context, the 
role of technical skill in drawing becomes political, and along with the 
creator’s own position, influences visions of future landscapes – those 
which will come to be, and those which will be eradicated. Carlson 
tells the story in which the map’s creator begins working on the blue-
print in the fifties, which is to say, before the official unveiling of the 
new industrial construction project. In doing so, he sketched places, 
which later irreversibly altered the course of the river and the func-
tioning of its ecosystems: environmental, economic, political, cultur-
al and social. The creation of a symbolic imagination of the artist that 
positions him as someone rooted in a specific contexts, is a significant 
practice of decolonial methodologies. As Linda Tuhiwai Smith com-
ments, knowledge of genealogy, as well as cultural, social and politi-
cal experiences concerning specific environments can be understood 
as a survival tactic not just for communities, but for entire ecosystems 
(Smith 2002, 2). The artist depicted by Carlson recreates in his draw-
ing elements of the space in which the infrastructure of the Upper St. 
Anthony Lock and Dam will be built in the future, without acknowl-
edging the presence of Spirit Island. In Carlson’s words: 

This was not a mistake of the artist. The island wasn’t drawn, be-
cause leaving it out was the first step in imagining its absence. 
(Carlson 2018, 64) 

Using the drawing as a tool in her everyday work, the artist brings at-
tention to the significance of creating sketches, paintings, and visual 
representations. Their moral neutrality is preserved only when one 
ignores the possibility that they may be used as propaganda in the fu-
ture, in the creation of maps, blueprints or the introduction of physi-
cal changes in existing landscapes. They may migrate across space 
and time, transforming from hand-drawn lines and shapes on sheets 
of paper into real actions: interference with ecological, political and 
social systems, signed treaties and deeds, erased names, places and 
communities, as well as new systems of authority and domination.

Our hands abstractly plot out power on paper long before that pow-
er alters the landscape. Drawings are fast skeletons of potential 
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ideas. Drawings are powerful tools. To viscerally bring back the is-
land, I turned to drawing; the same tool that imagined the island’s 
destruction could be used to bring it back. (2018, 68)

3	 Visual Representations of the River in Western Maps  
and Global Systemic Models

In her previously cited critique of The Uncompromising Hand, An-
drea Carlson comments an article “Famed Falls of St. Anthony as 
They Looked at an Early Day”, published by Frank G. O’Briene in The 
Minneapolis Tribune (1899). The article describes Spirit Island as a 
beautiful natural object destroyed by “the uncompromising hand of 
man, to make room for the (paddle) wheels of progress” (1899, 3). In 
her view, the author’s lament over an island destroyed by settlers is 
spurious, and yields to a narration favourable to the colonialist drive 
towards progress. Carlson juxtaposes the newspaper text with Marc 
Turcotte’s poem entitled “Woman Calls Water” in Exploding Chippe-
was, (2002, 55-6) dedicated to Susan Power, a Chicago activist and 
Dakota elder. In the poem, the ‘progressive’ tools of the settlers, in-
cluding the maps they devise, are described as hostile towards In-
digenous communities. They define lines of material division, and act 
destructively towards the environment, and the lands and animate 
and inanimate entities that comprise them. 

Current maps of the Upper Mississippi River, are part of a com-
plex and prolonged process that fits within a model of the coloniality 
of power that I have cited here. Its origins can be sought in the areas 
around St. Anthony Falls and Mille Lacks lake in the seventeenth cen-
tury, upon arrival of one of the first Europeans, the Franciscan priest 
Louis Hannepin (Anfinson 2003, 252). Imprisoned by the Dakota, he 
drew maps of the landscapes he observed and took notes on the cus-
toms and traditions of the local population. Once transferred to pa-
per in the form of sketches and notes, the effects of his work inspired 
and encouraged further European exploration, as well as a percep-
tion of the lake and waterfall regions in terms of their commercial, 
economic and energy-producing potential.7 By the early eighteenth 
century, an ever-increasing number of water mills, sawmills and bar-
racks were being built in the area. Their construction fuelled the pro-
duction of flour and the clearing of forests, the transport of timber, 
local agriculture, and by the end of the nineteenth century, the geo-
logical exploitation of limestone islands in the region, including the 
very site fundamental to Andrea Carlson’s work – Spirit Island. On-

7  The European priest’s name was also given to, among others, one of the islands in 
this region, Hannepin Island.
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going field work conducted by Europeans, initially visualized through 
sketches in journals, influenced the subsequent exploitation and set-
tlement of lands belonging to the Dakota, and contributed to the ir-
reversible transformation of their landscapes and expansion of set-
tler maps. It is not coincidental that Linda Tuhiwai Smith, identifies 
the word ‘research’ as one of the most negatively perceived words in 
Indigenous vocabularies, invoking only negative memories, arousing 
suspicion, and associated with the process of destruction and appro-
priation of not only territories, but also traditions, beliefs and identi-
ties (Smith 2002, 44). It is for this reason that when considering the 
research process, it is of such importance to become aware of its po-
litical implication. For Indigenous communities, it often becomes a 
method and a methodology, working out the dynamics of what is lo-
cal, regional and global. It is based on trust and the sharing of knowl-
edge, and often plays a more significant role than the research itself, 
as well as its conclusions (2002, 45).

Along with the commercial development of St. Anthony Falls, large 
metropolises such as Minneapolis and St. Louis came into being, as 
well as hydropower management companies such as the Minneapolis 
Mill Company and the St. Anthony Water Power Company. At the same 
time, dams were built alongside a system of channels that regulated 
the flow of the river, and enabled an expansive exploitation of the land. 
Economic factors alone did not influence these incursions into the Up-
per Mississippi. In the nineteenth century, violent erosion of rocks un-
derneath waterfalls threatened their destruction and became the ba-
sis for building further locks and dams as well as a concrete barrier 
that regulates the flow and water level of St. Anthony Falls (Anfinson 
2003, 260). The falls had become a significant source of electrical en-
ergy and prompted the construction of hydroelectric power plants that 
gradually supplanted individual mills. In the thirties, in order to fulfill 
ambitions of turning Minneapolis into a nexus for inland water nav-
igation, it was necessary to adapt this geologically challenging area 
to its new function. The Upper Minneapolis Harbor Development Pro-
ject started 1937 and was financed by the city of Minneapolis. These 
plans were implemented, and individual elements of the landscape re-
moved. The shifting image of the river was visualised in the first Eu-
ropean drawings that attempted to capture the wild beauty of the sur-
rounding landscapes, appearing in the architectural blueprints. It was 
preserved in constantly evolving maps, expanded by subsequent, cap-
tured territories, cities built, and infrastructure subjugated to man-
age locally sourced and globally distributed resources and products. 

In the history of the modification of the Upper Mississippi’s land-
scape, it is worth pointing out the relationships between the tribes 
living in this region, as well as their diplomatic efforts with the gov-
ernment of the United States. In the seventeenth century, the Ojibwe 
initiated the process of pushing the Dakota from their lands in a se-
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ries of tribal conflicts. David Treuer, a writer, literary critic and lec-
turer, as well as an Ojibwe himself, in his account of the history of 
and life within the American reservations (Treuer 2020, 78-89) em-
phasizes that the Mille Lacks and St. Anthony Falls areas were in-
habited, conquered and lost long before the Dakota appeared. It is 
an important theme, as it points to other eradicated places and com-
munities that can not be reinstated in the dominant historical narra-
tive as sufficient information about them no longer exists (2020, 81).

Since signing the Treaty of Paris in 1783, the United States gov-
ernment freed itself of British influence, and conducted negotiations 
pertaining to the settlement of each region directly with Indigenous 
tribes themselves. In 1825, the U.S. government signed a treaty in 
Prairie du Chien with local communities (including the Ojibwe, Dako-
ta, Ho-Chunk, Sac and Fox, Menominee and Iowa), which was to en-
sure peace between the warring tribes and to enable free trade and 
settlement of these lands. The Ojibwe, who still constituted a formi-
dable military power, eventually lost access to new land and resourc-
es, and in 1837 signed another treaty with the American government 
(2020, 83). The stabilization and security that they counted on turned 
out to be illusory, and led to the mass clearing of American pine for-
ests by the government, which fuelled the industrial development of 
cities in the region. Further treaties signed until 1862 were in turn 
broken by the government, and Indigenous tribes deprived of their 
land and rights. The brutal war fought in the 1860s between the Da-
kota united with a subset of Ojibwe tribes and the government was 
a consequence of the deteriorating situation of Indigenous communi-
ties and the cruelty which they experienced at the hands of the Amer-
ican authorities. The Dakota were resettled from their native lands 
for over a century (2020, 88). 

According to Andrea Carlson, treaties signed during the Dakota/
Ojibwe conflicts, that forced the former to do abandon their lands, 
were often staged as ceremonies, and their terms were honoured 
(Carlson 2018, 69). The Ojibwe also continued the tradition of protect-
ing and caring for places of spiritual significance to the Dakota peo-
ple. During the drafting of new colonial maps and renaming places 
that had been resettled, Americans primarily consulted with Ojibwe 
communities, with whom they had closer relations that stemmed from 
past mutual interests. 

In this context, it can be said, that the changes that took place in 
the landscape of the river were dependent on two interwoven fac-
tors: the relationships forged between particular groups, as well as 
the approaches these groups represented. Among Indigenous com-
munities, who were no strangers to war and territorial conflicts, re-
specting the beliefs and traditions of conquered peoples played an 
important role. Western settlers, however, intent on domination on 
every level – social, political, cultural, epistemic – annihilated every-
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thing that served as an obstacle to realising their objectives. In pro-
jecting Western civilization, subjugated to progress, against the ex-
isting image of the river and its surrunding terrain, they erased not 
only enormous areas of land, but also people, and their homes, their 
beliefs, and traditions.

In the understanding of Linda T. Smith, designing maps in ac-
knowedgment of decolonial theory strengthened the position of Indig-
enous communities at the periphery of the world, in areas marginalised 
in Western models of authority (Smith 2002, 150). The distinct Western 
perception of space and time also contributed to the growth of systems 
of domination, which in turn influenced the delineation of bordersand 
territorial boundaries, and the definition of centres of colonial power. 
They shaped historical models based on a linear time scale in which all 
that is modern (European) displaced that, which is traditional (Indige-
nous). The consequence of this disparity was the separation of individu-
als from the land and landscapes they inhabited. Smith comments that: 

Through the controls over time and space the individual can also 
operate at a distance from universe. (2002, 56) 

The position of distance in the Western approach allowed the riv-
er to be seen as a part of a global system. Its visual representations 
can be found in the historical processes of designing the Earth as a 
whole, initially conducted as part of the European colonial project, 
and resumed in the second half of the twentieth century by the Unit-
ed States (Jelewska 2019, 21). The emergence of the first known globe 
in the fifteenth century, progressively updated with new conquered 
territories, and of the concept of the Earth as a cybernetic model, a 
single organism comprised of interdependent human and non-human 
systems and its development into the Earth System Sciences super-
discipline based on advanced algorithmic models both situated West-
ern man with regards to the planet in different ways. He was, suc-
cessively, a conqueror of territories, a holistic manager adapting to 
new scientific and technological discoveries, working in the interest 
of colonial, economic, and political systems. 

Currently, representatives of Western institutions, in response to 
the global climate crisis, are attempting to include the notions held 
by Indigenous communities in their research. The reasoning behind 
this practice is the desire to draw upon the experiences of colonized 
peoples, whose primary “research” goal for over 500 years is, in fact, 
survival. In light of this, perspectives are emerging that advocate 
‘becoming local’, (Chandler, Reid 2019) the creation of knowledge re-
lated to the Earth and a return to the Earth from remote measure-
ment stations, (Latour 2018) the acknowledgment of multiple entan-
gled worlds existing concurrently, and the relationships between the 
ecological and social spheres (Danowski, Viveiros de Castro 2015).
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4	 Images of the River in the Anthropocene(s): Controversy 
and Negotiation

As I pointed out in the introduction, the visual works of Andrea Carl-
son comprised a part of the actions that took place at the first field 
station during Mississippi. An Anthropocene River.8 Its goal was to 
seek new methods of producing knowledge and educational practic-
es in relation to the concept of the Anthropocene, a geological ep-
och shaped and dominated by human activity, first posited in 2000 
(Zalasiewicz, et al. 2019, 2). 

Anthropocene Refusal is another animation created by Andrea 
Carlson, this time working together with Minneapolis-born and based 
Amina Harper.9 The project consists of visualizations aesthetically 
and ideologically tied to Indigenous Futurism. Works situated in this 
movement depict the past, the future, and the present from the per-
spective of Indigenous communities in the context of themes such as: 
colonialism and the coloniality of power, and the resulting environ-
mental destruction, systems of social hierarchisation, and differenc-
es in the perception of time and space (Fricke 2019, 109). 

The video projection Anthropocene Refusal consists of a series of 
single shots, or two shots in a single frame next to one another on a 
split screen. The animation begins with a large-scale satellite image 
of the Mississippi as a line winding its way through the land, standing 
out through its shape and darker colour. This is the only image of the 
river seen in the film from such a great distance. Subsequent footage 
shows the Mississippi and its related spaces and structures shot from 
a much closer vantage point. Among them are: the rhythmically undu-
lating surface of the water; a human hand extended towards the riv-
er, with the surrounding landscapes digitally superimposed upon it; 
hands rendered in a similar technique being immersed in the water 
intermixing with it; another shot of the river’s surface set on a split-
screen against floral beadwork;10 the same floral beadwork superim-
posed on the outlines of hands submerged in the river. These images 
show humanity, and its products in constant relationship and insepa-
rable from the river, water and Earth. Simultaneously, in between the 
images, an incomplete list of Indigenous kin appears, who are living 
in close relations with the Mississippi and Dakota lands. Among those 
mentioned are: Mona Susan Power, Mona Smith, Kate Beane, Dakota 

8  The Mississippi. An Anthropocene River project was part of a wider initiative, the An-
thropocene Curriculum, developed in Berlin since 2013, and presently realised around 
the world.
9  See https://www.anthropocene-curriculum.org/contribution/anthropocene-
refusal.
10  The beadwork presented in the film were likely from bandelior bags, which were 
worn by members of Indigenous Ojibwe communities.

https://www.anthropocene-curriculum.org/contribution/anthropocene-refusal
https://www.anthropocene-curriculum.org/contribution/anthropocene-refusal
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Hoska, and Gwen Westerman: artists, activists, social activists whose 
work, much like that of Andrea Carlson, concentrates on reclaiming 
the erased images of the languages, histories, and lands belonging to 
Indigenous communities. Significantly, the work that many of them 
produce or perform in the field of decolonization of the regions of the 
Upper Mississippi, is political, and results in social change, and thus 
steps beyond theoretical, artistic or symbolic domains. As an exam-
ple, the work of Mona Smith, a Dakota artist and media producer who 
is one of the names mentioned in the project, provoked a series of ed-
ucational practices in Minneapolis that were based on, among others, 
collaboration with city organizations. It also resulted in the creation 
of the Healing Place Collaborative, a non-profit organization bringing 
together Indigenous artists.11 

The post-war decolonial research program, implemented more in-
tensively since the sixties, managed to reformulate itself from local-
ly-focused activities to a kind of global mission based on strategic 
collaboration between individuals situated in disparate geopolitical 
and cultural spaces (Smith 2002, 384). According to Linda Tuhiwai 
Smith, it is based on two primary approaches. The first takes the form 
of community-based research and it embrace the local initiatives or 
tribal research devoted to solving particular problems. They are of-
ten supported by Indigenous academics, often educated in Western 
academia. The second approach is related to work inside institutions, 
where research centres and education programs that make use of In-
digenous methodologies are created. They can steer academic inter-
est towards solving specific local problems and forge new research 
strategies. In this developing program, it is not only the focus on lo-
cal histories, relationships, beliefs and philosophies emphasized in 
Carlson and Harper’s images that becomes visible, but also the man-
ner in which they shape global processes. 

The Anthropocene Refusal project presents an alternative vision 
of the planet’s survival, consistent with the beliefs and cosmology of 
Indigenous communities. It denies dystopian prospect of the extinc-
tion of humanity, and concentrates on its healing. The titular refusal 
of the Anthropocene stems from the creators’ view of the concept’s 
causality of the destruction of local and global environments, and 
the universalist, and thus colonial view of humankind. In the artists’ 
view, the geological quest for the moment when the epoch begins is 
always tied to a vision of its end. To Indigenous communities, howev-
er, the end of the world is not situated in the past, but has been on-

11  Smith’s 2006 installation, entitled City Indians, shown at the All My Relations gal-
lery in Minneapolis, resulted in the Bdote Memory Map project, which contained the 
original names of places inhabited by the Dakota, and recordings of Indigenous peo-
ples’ stories related to the history of colonization in these territories. See http://
bdotememorymap.org.
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