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Today we officially begin a unit on the ontology of art, 
Ø  the attempt to answer the question                

“What is art?” 
Ø This question is ambiguous. Is it asking:  

•  What is the nature of artworks?, or 
•  What is the nature of the practice of art? 

Ø We are going to read these authors as if they are 
answering the question as a claim about artworks. 

Before discussing Collingwood’s & Bell’s answers,                                         
let’s consider a theoretical predecessor. 
 

•  The earliest views about art we have on record                                         
are mimetic, or representational theories: 
–  these say that artworks mimic & depict                                                      

images/events from the real world. 

•  As Shakespeare’s Hamlet says about plays,                                          
artworks were understood to “hold as ‘twere                                                   
the mirror up to nature” (Act 3, Scene 2) 

 

the ‘play within a play’ 
in Hamlet 2	  



Representational views were            
common among the ancient Greeks        
(e.g. Plato),  
•  and popularized in 18th century Europe 

(especially by Charles Batteaux, in            
“The Fine Arts Reduced to a               
Common Principle” (trans. from French) 

 

Why have representational theories            
of art fallen out of favor? 

Ø  There are tons of counterexamples         
to the view, e.g.: 
–  visual artworks which don’t clearly 

depict any recognizable objects or 
events (beginning in 1800s), 

–  and purely instrumental music (e.g., 
symphonies) without lyrics or   
guiding narratives.  
•  Mozart’s #40 in G Minor (1788):            

bit.ly/1O2GbSp 

Fragonard, Jean-Honoré. 
(1772) The Reader. 

Greek sculpture,         
2nd-century B.C. 

Turner, Joseph Mallord William. 
(1840) The Slave Ship. 
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(1840)  
Sun Setting over a Lake. 

Turner, J.M.W. (1839)  
The Fighting Temerarie. 

Monet, Claude. (1872)  
Impression, Sunrise. 

(1920)  
Water Lilies. [at MoMA] 4	  



Representational theories were overtaken by expressivism 
about artworks. 
»  R.G. Collingwood (1889-1943) defends this view in  

Principles of Art (1938). 
•  (Earlier expressionist views were espoused by Thomas Reid, 

Jean-Baptiste Dubos, Leo Tolstoy) 

Collingwood thought the “What is art” question must be settled before we 
can say anything substantive about art. 
 

•  “Our first business…is to bring ourselves into a position in which we can say with 
confidence ‘this and this and this are art; that and that and that are not art’.” (282) 

•  Secondly, we must proceed to a definition of the term ‘art’…no one can even try 
to define a term until he has settled in his own mind a definite usage of it. 

–  …in order to define any given thing, one must have in one’s head not only a 
clear idea of the thing to be defined, but an equally clear idea of all the other 
things by reference to which one defines it.” (ibid.) 
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Collingwood starts off with a history 
lesson, noting that the idea of ‘art’ as we 
think of it is a relatively recent concept. 
 

•  E.g., the Greek term we translate as ‘art’ did 
not distinguish between: 

a)  activities producing artifacts to be 
appreciated aesthetically, and  

b)  crafts requiring specialized skills. 

–  “It was not until the seventeenth 
century that the problems and 
conceptions of aesthetic began to be 
disentangled from those of technic of 
the philosophy of craft. 

–  In the late eighteenth century the 
disentanglement had gone so far as to 
establish a distinction between the   
fine arts and the useful arts.” (283) 

Ø  The concept of art he is concerned 
with is that of fine art. 

6	  



“Since the artist proper has something to do with emotion,                       
and what he does with it is not to arouse it,                                               
what is it that he does?” (283) 

Ø  Collingwood has already ruled out the idea                                           
that all artworks arouse emotion,  
–  i.e., actually cause viewers to feel                                                                

joy, sadness, fear, etc. 
»  Why do you think he does this? 

“Nothing could be more entirely commonplace than to say [the artist]  
expresses emotion.  
 

•  The idea is familiar to every artist, and to every one else who has any 
acquaintance with the arts. 
–  To state it is not to state a philosophical theory or definition of art; 
–  it is to state a fact or supposed fact about which, when we have 

sufficient identified it, we shall have later to theorize philosophically.” 

»  He thinks we need to critically analyze what people mean when 
they say that art expresses emotion. 
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Lichtenstein, 
Roy. (1964) 
Crying Girl. 



“When a man is said to express emotion,               
what is being said about him comes to this.  
 

–  At first, he is conscious of having an emotion, 
but not conscious of what this emotion is.  

–  All he is conscious of is a perturbation or 
excitement, which he feels going on within 
him, but of whose nature he is ignorant.  

–  While in this state, all he can say about his 
emotion is: ‘I feel . . . I don’t know what I feel.’ 

–  From this helpless and oppressed condition   
he extricates himself by doing something 
which we call expressing himself.” (283-4) 

» Do you think this account of 
expressing emotion is descriptive 
(telling it  how it is),  

»  or stipulative (establishing how   
he intends that phrase to be used)? 
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Picasso, Pablo. (1903) 
The Old Guitarist. 



“It has also something to do with consciousness: 
–  the emotion expressed is an emotion of whose nature the person 

who feels it is no longer unconscious. 

It has also to do with the way in which he                             feels 
the emotion. 

–  As unexpressed, he feels it in what we                                      
have called a helpless and oppressed way; 

–  as expressed, he feels it in a way from                                    
which this sense of oppression                                                   
has vanished.  

–  His mind is somehow                                                       
lightened and eased.” (284) 

Ø  He clarifies that the resulting                                         
‘lightening’ of emotions is not quite                                      
the same as purging ourselves of emotion; 

–  an expressed emotion is retained, but clarified: 
–  we gain knowledge of what type of emotion it is, “instead of 

being conscious of it only as an unidentified perturbation.” (ibid.) 
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“Until a man has expressed his emotion,            
he does not yet know what emotion it is.          
The act of expressing it is therefore an   
exploration of his own emotions.   

 

–  There is certainly here a directed process:  
–  an effort, that is, directed upon a certain end;  
–  but the end is not something foreseen and 

preconceived, to which appropriate means    
can be thought out in the light of our  
knowledge of its special character. 

•  Expression is an activity of which  
there can be no technique.” (284) 

» One interpretation of this   
claim is that all art-making is 
like improvisation. 

»  dance improv video:         
bit.ly/1PZOWLi 
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Kandinsky, Wassily. (1914) 
Improvisation “Gorge” 

Jazz trumpeter Louis Armstrong 
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Picasso, Pablo. (1937) Guernica. 

•  Collingwood also states that “No artist…so far as he is an artist proper,  
can set out to write a comedy, a tragedy, an elegy, or the like.” (286) 

Ø  Why does he think this? 

Ø  Do you agree with his view? 



Collingwood’s account of emotional expression centers on the 
experience of the artist, not that of the art’s viewer/listener/etc. 
 

•  He says that expression is “addressed primarily to the speaker [the artist] 
himself, and secondarily to anyone who can understand.” (284) 

•  In contrast, “A person arousing emotion sets out to affect his audience in a 
way in which he himself is not necessarily affected.” (ibid.) 

–  So Collingwood thinks art needs not arouse emotion, 
–  but it’s a necessary condition of art that it expresses emotion. 

–  How would we know that an artist expressed emotions in the 
making of an artwork? (an epistemic problem) 
»  Are we able to tell the difference between works that do  

and do not express emotion?  
»  What information do we need in order to do so? 

–  Can you think of counterexamples? 
»  Many of the postmodern works we saw last class seem like 

prime counterexamples to Collingwood’s expressionism. 

–  Is the expression of emotion sufficient to make something an 
artwork? (I.e., are there things that are expressive but are not art?) 
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readymades by  
Marcel Duchamp 



Expressivism has waned       
in popularity, because: 
 

-  increasingly abstract 
works were difficult to                       
explain in terms of 
emotional expression 

-  new art forms 
incorporating            
pure chance showed 
that art could be 
created without any                                         
emotional engagement 
by the artist. 
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Tzara, Tristan. (1920) 
How to Make a 
Dadaist Poem.  



An alternative to expressivism & representational was 
supplied by aesthetic theories of art,  

•  which say that artworks are designed to provoke 
aesthetic experience in their audiences. 

 

–  In his 1914 book Art, Clive Bell (1881-1964)  
defended a type of aesthetic theory called 
formalism, 

–  which proposes ‘significant form’ as the feature 
common to all artworks which is responsible for 
provoking aesthetic experience. 

•  (Other well-known aesthetic theories were defended 
by Frances Hutcheson, Immanuel Kant (3rd Critique),  
Monroe Beardsley.) 

Like expressivism, formalism also emphasized               
the role of emotion – but in the experience of the 
audience, not in the artist. 
•  This made the view immune to counterexamples from 

artworks made by chance or discovery. 
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Bell claims: “The starting-point for all systems of aesthetics must be            
the personal experience of a peculiar emotion.” 

Ø  (in the audience, that is.) 
 

“The objects that provoke this emotion we call works of art.”  

–  “All sensitive people agree that there is a peculiar 
emotion provoked by works of art. 
»  I do not mean, of course, that all works provoke the  

same emotion. On the contrary, every work produces a 
different emotion. But all these emotions are 
recognizably the same in kind. 

– …This emotion is called the aesthetic emotion;  
»  and if we can discover some quality common and 

peculiar to all the objects that provoke it, we shall have 
solved what I take to be the central problem of aesthetics. 
•  We shall have discovered the essential quality in a 

work of art,  
•  the quality that distinguished works of art from all 

other classes of objects.” (2) 

Ø  premise: x is an artwork if it provokes the aesthetic emotion. 15	  

Klimt, Gustav. (1907) 
The Kiss. 



“There must be some one quality without which a work of art cannot exist; 
possessing which, in the least degree, the work is altogether worthless.” 

What quality is common to all visual artworks? 
•  “Only one answer seems possible – significant form. 
•  In each, lines and colors combined in a particular way,                      

certain forms and relations of forms,                                                         
stir our aesthetic emotions. 

Another premise: 
Ø  x is an artwork only if it exhibits significant form. 

•  “only if” signifies a necessary condition. 

•  The theory seems easily falsified if significant form is 
also supposed to be a sufficient condition for art status. 

•  Non-art objects (like scenic landscapes, 
flowers, artifacts) can exhibit significant form. 

Kandinsky, Wassily.     
(1926) Several Circles. 
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Ø  Bell immediately addresses a 
common objection to his view. 

“At this point it may be objected 
that I am making aesthetics a purely 
subjective business,  
since my only data are personal 
experiences of a particular emotion. 
 

•  It will be said that the objects 
that provoke this emotion vary 
with each individual,  

•  and that therefore a system of 
aesthetics can have no     
objective validity.” (2) 

Ø  Let’s call this the      
“subjectivity objection” 

 

Matisse, Henri. (1910) Still Life with Geraniums. 

Braque, Georges. (1912) Still Life with a Bunch of Grapes. 17	  



To the subjectivity objection,  
 

Ø  “It must be replied that any system of aesthetics which              
pretends to be based on some objective truth is so palpably ridiculous 
as not to be worth discussing. 

•  We have no other means of recognizing a work of art than our   
feeling for it.” (2) 

–  He defends this point by insisting that an art critic can only convince 
someone that x is an artwork if the critic makes them see the significant 
form in the work, thus provoking the emotion in the viewer. 
•  “…it is useless for a critic to tell me that something is a work of art; he 

must make me feel it for myself.…Unless he can make me see 
something that moves me, he cannot force my emotions.” (ibid.) 

Bell claims: “I have no right to consider anything a work of art to which     
I cannot react emotionally.” (3) 
 

- Does this argument use circular reasoning?  
Ø He has already asserted that x is an artwork                                                 

if it provokes the aesthetic emotion. 
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He admits that aesthetic experience is subjective: 
•  “The objects that provoke emotion vary with each 

individual” (3) 
 

But he asserts this is no reason to think that  the 
formalist view lacks “general validity”, 
•   i.e., that it can’t tell us what is common to every 

individual’s aesthetic experiences. 
 

–  “For, though A, B, C, D are works that move me,    
and A, D, E, F the works that move you,  

–  it may well be that x is the only quality             
believed by either of us to be common to                 
all the works in this list. 

–  …We may differ as to [our judgments of] the 
presence or absence of the quality x.” (ibid.) 

So, Bell thinks that judgments of                         
whether or not a particular artwork has           
significant form vary between viewers, 
Ø  but the effect that significant form has on us            

is the same for all viewers. 19	  

Rothko, Mark. (1949)              
No. 3 / No. 13 (Magenta, Black, 

Green on Orange).  

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



Why are we emotionally moved by significant form? 
•  Bell says this question is beside the point,  
•  and unnecessary to the study of art. 

–  “For a discussion of aesthetics, it need be agreed only                   
that forms arranged and combined according to certain       
unknown and mysterious laws do move us in a particular way,  

–  and that it is the business of an artist so to combine and          
arrange them that they shall move us.” (3) 

Bell does insist that our experience of significant form is      
different from the experience of beauty. 
 

•  We call objects in nature beautiful, even though they           
don’t provoke the emotion that artworks do. 
–  So beauty is broader than significant form,                                   

and we shouldn’t confuse the two terms, 
–  especially because we often use ‘beautiful’ in an               

imprecise, metaphorical, or euphemistic way. (4) 
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illustrations by   
Leif Parsons for a 

NY Times article on 
neuroaesthetics 



Bell claims: “The hypothesis that significant form is the essential quality in 
a work of art has art least one merit… – it does help to explain things. 
 

–  We are all familiar with pictures that interest us and excite our admiration, 
but do not move us as works of art. 

–  To this class belongs what I call “Descriptive Painting: - that is, painting in 
which forms are used not as objects of emotion, but as means of suggesting 
emotion or conveying information. 

–  Portraits of psychological and historical value, topographical works, pictures 
that tell stories and suggest situations, illustrations of all sorts, belong to      
this class.” (5) 

 
 

Bell thinks many                                                                                              
paintings in this category                                                                                      
leave us cold,  
because they aren’t really                                                                                   
artworks at all:  
•  since they lack                                                                                         

significant form, they                                                                                     
“leave untouched our                                                                                           
aesthetic emotions” (ibid.) Frith, William Powell. (1862) The Railway Station. 
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Bell says this is “not a work of art”, because its lack of significant form        
means that it does not provoke the aesthetic emotion. (6) 
•  He claims that it only suggests emotion (sentimental concern for a sick child). 
•  He also says our moral concern for the child’s wellbeing, or admiration for the 

doctor, should be irrelevant to aesthetic judgment:  “Art is above morals” 

Fildes, Sir 
Luke. (1891) 
The Doctor. 
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Severini, Gino. (1915) Armored Train in Action. (at MoMA) 

Boccioni, Umberto. (1882) 
Simultaneous Visions. 

Some works by Italian Futurists, 
which Bell thinks aren’t artworks: 
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Bell indicates that        
(so-called) ‘primitive art’ 
had significant form. 
 
He also thinks both 
representational and 
abstract works can be art, 
as long as they have 
significant form. 
 

•  …but “Very often, . . . 
representation is a sign of 
weakness in an artist. 

•  A painter too feeble to 
create forms that provoke 
more than a little 
aesthetic emotion will try 
to eke that little out by 
suggesting the emotions 
of life.” (8) 

 
Breugel the Elder, Pieter. (1560) Landscape with the Fall of Icarus. 
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Lascaux             
cave paintings, 
circa ~15,000 BCE 



Bell concludes by asserting: 
 

•  “The forms of art are inexhaustible;  
•  but all lead by the same road of aesthetic emotion to the                       

same world of aesthetic ecstasy.” (11) 
-  Keep in mind that Bell is only making claims about visual art. 
-  Does an equivalent view work for music, literature, etc.? 

 
He has argued that: 
 

Ø  x is an artwork if it provokes the aesthetic emotion. 
Ø  x is an artwork only if it exhibits significant form. 

-  Are these two criteria completely coextensive? 
-  (i.e., do they pick out the same group of objects to                      

designate as artworks?) 
•  Do objects with significant form always provoke the aesthetic emotion? 
•  Do objects that provoke the aesthetic emotion always exhibit          

significant form? 

Ø  What do you think constitutes a better ontology of art:                    
expressivism, or formalism? 
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