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Kendall Walton’s “Categories of Art” investigates  
•  “how far critical questions about works of art                                             

can be separated from questions about their histories” (333) 

Walton critiques theorists (especially Monroe Beardsley)                                           
who “have attempted:  
•  to purge from criticism of works of art supposedly extraneous excursions               

into matters not (or not ‘directly’) available to inspection of the works,  
•  and to focus attention on the works themselves.” (332) 

–  Beardsley & others who hold this view insist that:  
•  facts about the work’s origin (e.g. biographical details                                   

of the artist’s life, the historical period in which the work was made)                                    
“have no essential bearing on an assessment of its aesthetic nature” 

–  “Once produced…the work must stand or fall on its own; 
–  it must be judged for what it is, regardless of how it came to be as it is.” 

»  E.g., even if we find it interesting that Rauschenberg produced a 
work by “carefully obliterat[ing] a drawing by de Kooning”, 

»  our knowledge of this might “have no bearing whatever on the 
aesthetic nature of the finished product” (333) 

 
 



Whereas his opponents believe that criticism should only regard an artwork’s 
exhibited features (i.e., those that are perceptually manifest), 
 

Ø  Walton will argue that genetic features of an artwork (i.e., facts pertaining 
to its origins) are indispensible to the evaluation of artworks. 

•  Specifically, he will argue that our evaluation of an artwork depends upon     
the category of which we take that work to be a member, 
•  …hence the article’s title, “Categories of Art” 

Wyeth, Andrew. (1948) 
Christina’s World. 



Someone who believes criticism should only be about exhibited features      
of artworks might explain their view as follows: 
 

•  “Works of art are simply objects with various properties,                                         
of which we are primarily interested in perceptual ones: 
–  visual properties of paintings,                                                                     

audible properties of music, and so forth. 

•  A work's perceptual properties include "aesthetic”                                                    
as well as "non-aesthetic" ones: 
–  the sense of mystery and tension of a painting                                                     

as well as its dark coloring and diagonal composition;  
–  the energy, exuberance, and coherence of a sonata,                                            

as well as its meters, rhythms, pitches, timbres,…;  
–  the balance and serenity of a Gothic cathedral                                                         

as well as its dimensions, lines, and symmetries.” 

Ø Walton doesn’t explain what distinguishes these two types of properties 
(according to those who hold the view he’s opposing). 

–  How would you try to summarize these differences? 
–  Is this how you would carve up aesthetic vs. nonaesthetic properties? 

 

Reims Cathedral 



Walton’s opponents’ argument, continued:  
 

•  “…Aesthetic properties are features or characteristics                  
of works of art just as much as non-aesthetic ones are. 
–  They are in the works, to be seen, heard,                                 

or otherwise perceived there.  
–  …But these qualities must be discoverable simply by 

examining the works themselves if they are 
discoverable at all.” 

Ø The claim here is that aesthetic properties – which 
seem   to be those which are important for 
evaluating an artwork – are not present in works 
unless they are immediately apparent to observers, 
without any further information about the work. 

•  “It is never even partly in virtue of the circumstances of a    
work's origin that it has [any aesthetic properties]… 
–  Such circumstances sometimes provide hints              

concerning what to look for in a work… 
•  But these hints are always theoretically dispensable;  
Ø a work's aesthetic properties must "in principle"               

be ascertainable without their help.”  

Moreau, Gustave. (1864) 
Oedipus and the Sphinx. 
(at the Metropolitan Museum) 



•  According to his opponents’ view of art criticism, 
–  A portrait by Rembrandt cannot have the aesthetic property of being ‘mysterious’ 

in virtue of any facts “about what Rembrandt thought or how he went about 
painting the portrait or what his society happened to be like.” 

–  …It would not matter in the least to the aesthetic properties of the portrait            
if the paint had been applied to the canvas not by Rembrandt at all,                   
but by a chimpanzee or a cyclone in a paint shop.” 

Walton counters that though this view may seem persuasive, 
•  “the tendency of critics to discuss the histories of works of art in the course of 

justifying aesthetic judgments about them has been remarkably persistent.  

Ø  This is partly because hints derived from facts about a work's history,        
however dispensable they may be "in principle," are often crucially important   
in practice.” 

•  “I will argue that (some) facts about the origins of works of art                    
have an essential role in criticism,  

•  that aesthetic judgments rest on them in an absolutely fundamental way.  

Ø  For this reason, and for another as well, the view that works of art should be 
judged simply by what can be perceived in them is seriously misleading,  

Ø  though there is something right in the idea that what matters aesthetically      
about a painting or a sonata is just how it looks or sounds.” (377) 



Walton expands upon what he is counting as                                       
‘aesthetic’ properties of artworks: 
 

•  I will continue to call tension, mystery, energy, coherence, balance, serenity, 
sentimentality, pallidness, disunity, grotesqueness, and so forth                     
[aesthetic] properties of works of art. 

–  I will include in this category "representational" and "resemblance" properties 
•  …for example, the property of representing or being a picture of Napoleon, 

that of depicting  an old man (as) stooping over a fire,  
•  that of resembling, or merely suggesting, a human face,                           

claws (the petals of Van Gogh's sunflowers),  
•  or (in music) footsteps or conversation.  

•  These contrast with nonaesthetic properties such as                                           
“colors and shapes, pitches and timbres” 

“It is not essential for my purposes to delimit with                                                       
any exactness the class of aesthetic properties                                                                  
(if indeed any such delimitation is possible), 
•  for I am more interested in discussing particular examples                                           

of such properties than in making generalizations about the class as a whole.”  

Van Gogh, Vincent.  
(1887) Sunflowers. 



“As [Frank]Sibley wrote, aesthetic properties depend upon, or supervene on, 
non-aesthetic properties.” 
 

Ø  Supervenience is a metaphysical relationship where upper-level properties    
of a system [in this case, an artwork] are determined by lower-level properties, 
•  such that there could be no difference in the upper-level properties 

without a difference in the lower-level properties.  

•  “It is because of the configuration of colors and shapes on a painting,                
perhaps in particular its dark colors and diagonal composition,                          
that it has a sense of mystery and tension, if it does.  

•  The colors and shapes of a portrait are responsible for its resembling                   
an old man and (perhaps with its title) its depicting an old man. 

Moreover, a work seems or appears to us to have certain aesthetic properties 
because we observe in it, or it appears to us to have, certain nonaesthetic features… 
 

•  A painting depicting an old man may not look like an old man to someone      
who is color-blind, or when it is seen from an extreme angle or in bad lighting 
conditions so that its colors or shapes are distorted or obscured.” 

Ø  Walton is pointing out that both aesthetic and non-aesthetic properties are  
not intrinsic to artworks, but are relational: 
•  they depend upon who is perceiving them and under what conditions. 



“I will argue, however, that a work's aesthetic properties depend                        
not only on its nonaesthetic ones,  
Ø  but also on which of its non-aesthetic properties are ‘standard,’               

which ‘variable,’ and which ‘contra-standard,’ in senses to be explained.  
 

 

There are many “perceptually distinguishable categories of works of art:            …
media, genre, styles, forms, and so forth” 

Ø  Each of these categories has standard, variable and contrastandard features. 

–  A feature of a work of art is standard with respect to a…category just in case        
it is among those in virtue of which works in that category belong to that category 
•  that is, just in case the lack of that feature would disqualify,                           

or tend to disqualify, a work from that category. 

–  A feature is variable with respect to a category just in case it has nothing             
to do with works' belonging to that category;  
•  the possession or lack of the feature is irrelevant to whether a work      

qualifies for the category.  

–  Finally, a contra-standard feature with respect to a category is the absence          
of a standard feature with respect to that category 
•  that is, a feature whose presence tends to disqualify works                                 

as members         of the category.” 



Some examples of each of these types of properties: 
 

•  “The flatness of a painting and the motionlessness      
of its markings are standard,                                        
and its particular shapes and colors are variable,                                              
relative to the category of painting.  

–  A protruding three-dimensional object                            
or an electrically driven twitching of the canvas        
would be contra-standard relative to this category.  

 

•  The straight lines in stick-figure drawings                            
and squarish shapes in cubist paintings are standard           
with respect to those categories respectively, 
–  though they are variable with respect to the 

categories of drawing and painting.  

•  The exposition-development-recapitulation form of                  
a classical sonata is standard, and its thematic 
material is variable, relative to the category of sonatas.  

Malevich, Kazimir.  
(1915) Suprematism. 

Wood, Grant. (1930)  
American Gothic. 



Walton says not only that works belong to particular categories,  
Ø  but that we perceive works as belonging to a certain category. 

–  This does not require making an inference that the work belongs to a category                    
on the basis of its having features consistent with that category. 
•  Instead, it is something we perceive immediately, just from the overall 

impression, or ‘Gestalt’ of the work: 

–  “…recognizing an impressionist painting by its impressionist Gestalt, 
is recognizing the impressionist look about it, which we are familiar 
with from other impressionist paintings;  
»  not applying a rule we have learned for recognizing it                

from its features.” (341) 
 

“We can of course perceive a work in several                                                    
or many different categories at once.  
 

•  A Brahms sonata might be heard simultaneously  as a piece 
of music, a sonata, a romantic work, and a Brahmsian work.  

•  Some pairs of categories, however, seem to be                                                     
such that one cannot perceive a work as belonging to both 
at once,  
•  much as one cannot see the duck-rabbit                                                               

both as a duck and as a rabbit simultaneously  



“It will be useful to point out some of the causes                                                     
of our perceiving works in certain categories.  
 

(a)  In which categories we perceive a work depends in part,                                     
of course, on what other works we are familiar with.  
•  The more works of a certain sort we have experienced, the more likely         

it is that we will perceive a particular work in that category.  

(b)  What we have heard critics and others say about works we have experienced, 
how they have categorized them, and what resemblances they have           
pointed out to us is also important. 

(c)  How we are introduced to the particular work in question may be involved.  

•  If a Cezanne painting is exhibited in a collection             
of French Impressionist works, or if before seeing it         
we are told that it is French Impressionist,          

•  we are more likely to see it as French Impressionist         
than if it is exhibited in a random collection and            
we are not told anything about it beforehand.” 

Cézanne, Paul. (1898) 
Chrysanthemums. 



Walton clarifies his usage of standard, variable,                   
and contra-standard as follows: 
 

•  “…a feature of a work is standard for a particular person   
on a particular occasion when, and only when,  
–  it is standard relative to some category                                     

in which he perceives it,  
–  and is not contra-standard relative to any category                   

in which he perceives it.  
 

•  A feature is variable for a person on an occasion just when  
–  it is variable relative to all of the categories in which               

he perceives it.  
 

•  And a feature is contra-standard for a person on an 
occasion just when  
–  it is contra-standard relative to any of the categories                

in which he perceives it.” 

Ø  Each of these terms is relativized to the perceiver,           
the occasion of perceiving, and the categories in which 
they are perceiving. 



Walton explains that his view about art criticism                                                      
uses as one of its premises a “psychological thesis that  
•  what aesthetic properties a work seems to have,                                                         

what aesthetic effect it has on us, how it strikes us aesthetically  
•  often depends (in part) on which of its features are standard,                                     

which variable, and which contra-standard for us. 
 

He illustrates this point by discussing what it takes for an artwork to be perceived              
as having the aesthetic property of representing or depicting an object. 
 

•  For a painting to represent x, it must at least resemble x (though this is not sufficient, 
“since a portrait…might resemble both the sitter & his twin brother”). 

–  But how can a painting resemble a person in the first place? 
•  “Paintings and people are very different sorts of things. 
•  Paintings are pieces of canvas supporting splotches of paint,                 

while people are live, three-dimensional, flesh-and-blood animals.” 

»  Walton says that we would never mistake a portrait for a real 
person, or vice-versa – so we must recognize a significant 
difference in how they look. 

»  “Yet it remains true that many paintings strike us as resembling 
people, sometimes very much or even exactly                                                       
– despite the fact that they look  so very different!” 



“To resolve this paradox, 

•  we must recognize that the resemblances we perceive…that are relevant 
in determining what works of art depict or represent,                                   

•  are resemblances of a somewhat special sort,                                                  
tied up with the categories in which we perceive such works.  

–  The properties of a work which are standard for us are ordinarily irrelevant 
to what we take it to look like  or resemble in the relevant sense,  

–  and hence to what we take it to depict or represent.  
•  The properties of a portrait which make it so different from, so easily 

distinguishable from, a person – such as its flatness and its painted look 
– are standard for us.  

•  Hence these properties just do not count with regard                             
to what (or whom) it looks like. 

–  It is only the properties which are variable for us,                                        
the colors and shapes on the work’s surface,                                                                  
that make it look to us like what it does. 
•  And these are the ones which are taken as relevant                                 

in determining what (if anything) the work represents.” 



Other examples will reinforce this point. 
 

–  A marble bust of a Roman emperor seems to us to resemble          
a man with, say, an aquiline nose, a wrinkled brow, and an 
expression of  grim determination, and we take it to represent       
a man with, or as having, those characteristics.  

–  But why don't we say that it resembles and represents                          
a perpetually motionless man, of uniform (marble) color,                  
who is severed at the chest?” 
»  Because motionlessness, uniformity of color, & inclusion            

of only the head and shoulders are standard features of busts. 

–  …The shapes of a painting or a still photograph of a high jumper 
in action are motionless, but these pictures do not look to us like  
a high jumper frozen in midair.” 
»  This is because motionlessness is a standard feature of a 

photograph: it does not contribute to the photo’s 
representational capacity. 

–  “…But if static images…occur in a [film], & we see it as a [film], 
they probably would strike us as resembling a static athlete” 
»  That’s because static images are a variable feature of films. 



“In general, then,  
•  what we regard a work as resembling, and as representing, 
•  depends on the properties of the work which are variable, 

and not on those which are standard for us.  

–  The latter properties serve to determine                    
what kind of a representation the work is,              
rather than what it represents or resembles.  

–  We take them for granted, as it were,                              
in representations of that kind.  

“This principle helps to explain also  
•  how clouds can look like elephants,  
•  how diatonic orchestral music can suggest                           

a conversation or a person crying or laughing,  
•  and how a twelve-year-old boy can look like                    

his middle-aged father.”  

Ø  Walton is claiming that differences between               
two things that “involve properties standard                    
for us” as features of that category                              
don’t count against resemblance. 



Walton’s thought experiment about guernicas: 
•  “Imagine a society which does not have an established medium of painting,  
•  but does produce a kind of work of art called guernicas 

–  …surfaces with the colors and shapes of Picasso’s “Guernica”, but the surfaces  
are molded to protrude from the wall like relief maps of different kinds of terrain. 

Picasso, Pablo. (1937) Guernica. 



Picasso’s “Guernica” would be counted as a guernica in this society                                 
– a perfectly flat one – rather than as a painting. 
•  … the flatness, which is standard for us [when we judge “Guernica”                             

in the category of painting], would be variable for members of the other society… 
 

This would make for a profound difference between our aesthetic reaction to 
“Guernica” and theirs. 
•  It seems violent, dynamic, vital, disturbing to us. 
•  But I imagine it would strike them as cold, stark, lifeless, or serene and restful,           

or perhaps bland, dull, boring. 

We do not pay attention to or take note of “Guernica”’s flatness… 
 

•  But for the other society this is                                                                                     
[its] most striking & noteworthy                                                                                     
characteristic – what is                                                                                       
expressive about it.  

•  Conversely, “Guernica”’s                                                                                          
color patches, which we find                                                                          
noteworthy & expressive,                                                                                            
are insignificant to them.” 



He clarifies that  
•  though “this example and the previous ones might give the 

impression that in general only features of a work that are 
variable for us are aesthetically important,”  
–  standard features do have an aesthetic impact,                 
–  but one of a particular kind. 

•  “Because of the very fact that features standard for us do not 
seem striking or noteworthy,  

•  that they somehow are expected or taken for granted,  
–  they can contribute to a work a sense of order, 

inevitability, stability, correctness. 

•  E.g., a sonata that follows the standard         
“exposition-development-recapitulation form ”sounds 
right to us, because “to our ears that is how sonatas 
are supposed to behave.” (video: bit.ly/1MTv7qx) 

•  “Properties standard for us do not always have this sort of 
unifying effect, however. 
–  The fact that a piano sonata contains only piano sounds, 

or uses the Western system of harmony throughout,    
does not make it seem unified to us.” 



Walton says that when a work contains features contra-standard                                 
to the category in which we perceive it,  
•  “we are likely to find such features shocking, or disconcerting, or startling,           

or upsetting, just because they are contrastandard for us. 
•  Their presence may be so obtrustive that they obscure the work’s variable properties. 

–  E.g., “The monochromatic paintings of Yves Klein are                               
disturbing to us (at least at first) for this reason: 
•  we see them as paintings, though they                                                    

contain the feature contra-standard for paintings                                           
of being one solid color. 

–  Notice that we find other similarly monochromatic surfaces                                          
– for example, walls of living rooms –                                                not in the 
least disturbing, and indeed quite unnoteworthy.”  

•  “If we are exposed frequently to works containing                                                      
a certain kind of feature which is contra-standard for us,  

•  we ordinarily adjust our categories to accommodate it,                                      
making it contra-standard for us no longer.” 

Ø  This point reinforces the idea that standard, variable,                                       
and contra-standard features are relative to the perceiver, 
Ø and depend upon the perceiver’s prior experience. 

Klein, Yves.  
(1962) IKB 191. 



“But it is not just the rarity, unusualness, or unexpectedness                           
of a feature that makes it shocking.  
 

•  If a work differs too significantly from the norms of a certain category 
•  we do not perceive it in that category and hence the difference is not 

contrastandard for us.” 
 

–  He gives the example of Wagner’s opera Tristan and Isolde,  
»  the atonality of which is shocking because the opera           

“retains enough of the apparatus of tonality, despite its deviations, 
to be heard as a tonal work” (bit.ly/1W4Et3i) 

–  in contrast, Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire rejects tonality altogether,  
»  so its atonality is not shocking in the same way. (bit.ly/1hTY4ps) 

 

 

Walton clarifies that “what is important [for contra-standardness] is not                   
the rarity of a feature, but its connection with the classification of them work. 
 

•  Features contrastandard for us are perceived as being misfits in a category  which 
the work strikes us as belonging to, as doing violence to such a category, 

•  and being rare in a category is not the same thing as being a misfit in it.” 
 

Walton concludes that it is a “a pervasive characteristic of aesthetic perception” that 
whether features are standard, variable, or contra-standard to the category in which 
we perceive the work “has a great deal to do with what effect it has on us”. 



This raises the question:  
 

•  If a work can be perceived in multiple categories,  
•  and its aesthetic impact depends on which category it is viewed in, 

–  then “can one way of seeing it be ruled correct, and the other incorrect?” 

–  Some may seek to avoid the possibility of conflicts between judgments   
in different categories, 

–  by asserting that judgments just are “category-relative interpretations”: 
»  On this view, no judgment can be incorrect in comparison to 

another judgment made relative to a different category. 

»  Walton doesn’t like that this solution suggests that judgments 
about art can never be wrong. 

–  Instead, he thinks that:  
»  “at least in some cases, it is correct to perceive a work                     

in certain categories,  
»  and incorrect to perceive it in certain others; 

•  That is, our judgments or it when we perceive it in the      
former [correct category] are likely to be true,  

•  and those we make when perceiving it in the latter           
[incorrect category] false.” 



“How is it to be determined in which categories a work is correctly perceived?” 

•  Walton suggest that “the following circumstances count toward                             
its being correct to perceive a work W in a given category C”,                                 
when they actually hold for work W: 

i.  the presence in W of a relatively large number of features             
standard with respect to C 

ii.  the fact that W is “better, or more interesting or pleasing aesthetically,    
or more worth experiencing when perceived in C                                 
than it is when perceived in alternative ways” 

iii.  the fact that the artist who produced W intended or expected                 
it to be perceived in C 

iv.  the fact that C is a well-established category of art                                  
in the society in which W was produced 

Ø Note that criteria iii) and iv) are genetic features,                                                        
or “historical conditions” of artworks. 
–  Hence, facts about a work’s origin are relevant to determining                        

which category to perceive (and criticize) a work in. 

•  He also adds that “In certain cases I think the mechanical process                           
by which a work was produced, or…the non-perceptible physical characteristics                              
or internal structure of a work, is relevant.”) 



Walton explains, 
•  “My account of the rules governing decisions about what categories                  

works are perceived in leaves a lot undone. 
•  There are bound to be a large number of undecidable cases on my criteria. 

–  Artists’ intentions are frequently unclear, variable, or undiscoverable. 
–  Many works belong to categories which are borderline cases of being well 

established in the artists’ societies… 
–  Many works fall between well-established categories (for example, between 

impressionist and cubist paintings), possessing some of the standard features 
relative to each, and so neither clearly qualify nor clearly fail to qualify on the 
basis of condition i). 

He notes that this may account for critical disputes about these kind of works, 
•  but believes that “the occurrence of such impasses [i.e., intractable disagreements]                                                    

is by no means something to be regretted. 
–  Works may be fascinating precisely because of shifts between equally 

permissible ways of perceiving them. 
–  And the enormous richness of some works is due in part to the variety of 

permissible, and worthwhile, ways of perceiving them. 
•  …even when my criteria do not clearly specify a single set of categories in which a 

work is correctly perceived, there are bound to be possible ways of perceiving it…
that they definitely rule out.” (362-3) 



Walton concludes: 
 

•  “If a work’s aesthetic properties                                        
are those that are to be found in it                                   
when it is perceived correctly, 

•  and the correct way to perceive it is                        
determined partly by historical facts about                         
the artists’ intention and/or his society, 

Ø  no examination of the work itself, however thorough, 
will be itself reveal those [aesthetic] properties” 

The takeaway for art criticism: 
 

Ø  If aesthetic properties are the basis of artistic evaluation, 
Ø  then we must appeal to genetic features of artworks,    

in order to evaluate them in appropriate categories. 

–  Is it true that aesthetic properties are            
what we appeal to in art criticism? 

–  Should they be what we appeal to? 

»  What features of works might be left out   
of art evalaution on these grounds? 



“It should be emphasized that the relevant historical facts are not merely                
useful aids to aesthetic judgment; 

•  they do not simply provide hints concerning what might be found in the work. 

•  Rather, they help to determine what aesthetic properties a work has; they, together 
with the work’s nonaesthetic features, make it coherent, serene, or whatever. 

•  …Aesthetic properties, then, are not to be found in works themselves in the 
straightforward way that colors and shapes or pitches and rhythms are. 

•  …We must learn to perceive to work in the correct categories, as determined in 
part by the historical facts, and judge it by what we then perceive in it. 

•  The historical facts help to determine [what aesthetic properties a work has] 
by affecting what way of perceiving the [work] must reveal this quality            
if it is truly attributable to the work.” 

 

“Perceiving a work in a certain category of set of categories is a skill that must be 
acquired by training,  
•  and exposure to a great many other works of the category or categories in question   

is ordinarily, I believe, an essential part of this training. 
–  …this has important consequences concerning how best to approach            

works of art of kinds that are new to us 
–  …we must become familiar with a considerable variety of works of similar sorts.” 



Dalí, Salvador (1931) The Persistence of Memory. 

Picasso, Pablo. 
(1932) Girl 
Before a Mirror. 


