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Isadora Duncan 
(1904).  
Photo by       
Hof-Atelier 
Elvira. 



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. 

2	  



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? 
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Last class we considered three different theories about the ontology of art: 
representational, expressionist, and aesthetic (specifically formalist) views. 
 

Ø  Today we turn our focus to a body of theories popular today:            
historical theories of art. 
•  Each of these react especially against aesthetic theories, 
•  by rejecting the idea that there is any perceptible feature manifest in all artworks, 

which distinguishes them from ordinary objects. 

The earliest version of these is the institutional theory of art,                  
promoted by Arthur Danto (1924-2013) and George Dickie (1926-present). 

» Danto (1964) famously introduced the idea of ‘the artworld’:  
•  the community of art makers/curators/critics/viewers (etc.),       

whose approval of a candidate object transforms that object 
into a bona-fide artwork. 

»  The institutional view was able to make sense of why       
postmodern works (especially readymades, which are sensorily 
indiscernible from ordinary objects) can qualify as artworks. 

Ø Anything can be art, as long as                                 
the artworld recognizes it as such. 



ç Andy Warhol’s famous 1964 
exhibition of Brillo Boxes (exact 
replicas of the ordinary objects) 

Mike Bidlo’s recent work 
Not Warhol (Brillo Boxes, 
1964), 2005. è 



George Dickie’s (1984) version of the institutional theory of art: 
•  “a work of art is of a kind created to be presented to an artworld public” 

–  “A public is a set of persons the member of which are                          
prepared in some degree to understand an object                                    
which is presented to them” 

–  “An artworld system is a framework for the presentation                                 
of a work of art by an artist to an artworld public” 

–  “The artworld is the totality of all artworld systems” 
–  “An artist is a person who participates with                                   

understanding in the making of an artwork” 

 
Noël Carroll (1947 – present) explains that the definition above is circular:     
it makes sense of art in terms which presuppose the concept of ‘art’. 
 

–  Carroll says we should see this as abandoning the aim of producing               
a real definition of art, in terms of necessary & sufficient conditions 

–  Also, it doesn’t tell us anything about art in particular: 
•  anything that involves “coordinated, communicative practices of a certain 

level of complexity” could be given an institutional description. 



Carroll argues that what the institutional theories  
really achieved was to show “the importance of    
social context for the prospects of identifying art.” 
 

•  He says that he has “become suspicious of the   
plausibility of institutional theories”,  

•  and counters that “art is not identified by definitions, 
institutional or otherwise, but by narratives.” (75) 

Ø Hence, his view is called the                 
narrative approach to identifying art. 

 

He begins by explaining that “the question ‘What is art?’ may,                         
at different times, signal a request for different kinds of information” (76) 
 

–  “First of all, how do we identify or recognize or establish       
something to be a work of art? 

•  …theory here would appear to be driven by practical concerns:  
•  that is, given the consistently anomalous productions of the avant-garde,       

how does one establish that these works are artworks? 
•  …Are there indeed reliable methods for establishing or identifying     

something to be a work of art?” (76-77) 



A separate concern is “the question of whether art has an essence, 
•   . . .some general, shared feature or features of artworks                                  

that are useful to mark them but are not shared by artworks alone.” 
–  Whatever might be called ‘the essence of art’ would be a necessary 

condition but not a sufficient one; 
–  it would be “a matter of pointing to an informative general feature of art 

without maintaining that it is a feature that uniquely pertains to art.” (77) 

“Third, ‘What is art?’ may also be taken as  
•  a request for a real definition in terms of necessary conditions                     

that are jointly sufficient.” (ibid.) 
 

Other questions “involve requests for information about the        
importance of art as a human activity . . . 

–  …Why is art valuable as a human activity? 
–  …What is the peculiar value of art in contradistinction to the values 

available in every other arena of human activity?” (ibid.) 
 

Ø  Carroll says “there is an underlying philosophical dream such that, 
ideally, all the relevant answers in this neighborhood should                 
fit into a tidy theoretical package.” (78) 



But the difficulty of giving a unified account of all the aforementioned         
facets of art prompted some theorists to give up the attempt altogether. 
 

•  E.g., Morris Weitz (1956) argued that it is impossible to ascribe an essence,           
or a set of necessary & sufficient conditions, to artworks, 

•  but that we can still identify artworks, without a real definition of art. (79) 

–  Carroll agrees “that a real definition of art is…unnecessary,”         
–  but “we nevertheless have reliable means at our disposal for 

establishing whether or not a given candidate is an artwork” (82) 

Ø He proposes “historical narration” as this means for identifying art. 
 

»  This is an alternative to reliance on “family resemblance”,          
an idea popularized by Wittgenstein (1953). 

•  The proposed method is to identify             
new artworks by their resemblance to 
established artworks. 

•  Carroll thinks this doesn’t work,             
because plenty of non-art objects resemble art 
(and vice-versa). 

•  (E.g., many dogs resemble their owners) 

 



Carroll argues that art’s one necessary feature is historicity. 
 

•  “Art…is an affair of ancestors, descendants, and postulants.  
•  Each artist is trained in a tradition of techniques and purposes to which                

her own work, in one way or another, aims to be an addition. 
–  …But in every instance, the artist is always involved in extending the tradition: 
–  typically, even the artist who repudiates large portions of it does so                        

in order to return it to what she perceives to be its proper direction.” (86) 
 

“Understanding a work of art, in large manner,                                              
is a matter of situating it, of placing it in a tradition. 
 

•  …Producing art, on the other hand, also,                                                          
often unavoidably, involves awareness of the tradition. 

•  …Art has an inexpugnable historical dimension                                            
because it is a practice with a tradition. 

 

If understanding a work of art involves placing it within a tradition,  
 

•  then challenging a particular claimant amounts to the charge that                           
it cannot be placed in any intelligent way within the tradition. 

•  Meeting that challenge, then, is a matter of placing the claimant within the 
tradition” – and the best way to do so is to supply a historical narrative. (ibid.) 

 



“…a major impulse for a great deal of what we call art theory derives from      
the practical pressure of adjudicating momentous shifts within                             
the practice of art.” (83) 

»  The need for theories to accommodate innovation   
becomes especially urgent in “the age of the avant-garde”, 
when painting began to eschew realism. 

 

“Implicit in the theories of Clive Bell           
and  R.G. Collingwood are the defenses        
of emerging avant-garde practices” (ibid.) 

•  [neo-impressionism and modernist 
poetry, respectively] 

Ø Carroll’s point is that each theorist          
is tasked with the need to explain         
why the innovative art styles                 
of their particular era qualify as art. 

-  “The question ‘What is art?’ as it is  
posed by the art theorist in the age of  
the avant-garde has generally…been a  
question of fitting innovations into the 
continuum of our artistic practices.” (84) 

Seurat, Georges. (1884) Study for a 
Sunday on La Grande Jatte. 

Stein, Gertrude. (1913) 
 “Sacred Emily.” 



If a new work presented by an artist “is at odds with 
the public’s expectations about what counts as art”,  

•  those who defend the work as art commonly do so     
by “tell[ing] a story” – 

•  i.e., providing a historical narrative, that :    
–   “connects the disputed work x with          

preceding artmaking contexts in such a way          
that the production of x can be seen as an 
intelligible outcome of recognizable processes       
of thinking and making within the practice.” (84) 

A historical narrative challenges a skeptic’s     
“fail[ure] to see how the object in dispute          
could have been produced in the network               
of practices with which she is already familiar” (ibid.) 
 

•  The skeptic perceives a gap “between the         
anomalous avant-garde production x and                     
an already existing body of work” 
–  “In order to defend the status of x as art,                      

the proponent of x must fill in that gap” (ibid.) 

 
 

van Rijn, Rembrandt. (1653) 
Aristotle Contemplating a Bust 
of Homer. 

a readymade by Marcel Duchamp 



Specifically, the narrative should tell:    
•  “how [putative artwork] x came to be 

produced as an intelligible response  to 
an antecedent art-historical situation 
about which a consensus with respect    
to its art status already exists” (85) 

 

–  E.g., Clement Greenberg explained      
why a Morris Louis painting is art by 
“provid[ing] a narrative that connects      
it to the program of analytical cubism” 

 
 
 

(1960) Alpha-Phi. Louis, Morris (1960) Untitled. 

Picasso, Pablo (1921) Three Musicians. 



Other criteria that historical narratives must satisfy: 
 

•  “ the reports of events and states of affairs that constitute the  
narrative must be true” (88) 

•  “the asserted connections between those events must obtain” (ibid.) 

•  “an accurate report of a time-ordered sequence  of events” (ibid.) 

•  “show that this event is the result or outcome of a series of   
intelligible decisions, choices, and actions that originate in          
and emerge from earlier, already acknowledged                  
practices of artmaking” (89) 

 
Ideally, a narrative will: 
 

•  start by supplying an artworld context for the work 

•  describe a deficiency in the art canon that the artist wanted to fill, 
or a problem she wanted to solve 

•  “show that what the artist did in the existing context was                
a way of achieving her purposes” (90) 

 
 
 

Classical ballerina 
Anna Pavlova 

Modern dance pioneer 
Isadora Duncan 



Carroll gives an 
example of a 
historical narrative,  
 

which explains how 
Isadora Duncan’s 
lyrical movement 
qualifies as art 
(specifically,     
modern dance) (91): 
 
 
 

bit.ly/1LmtnB2 



Carroll lists the necessary conditions of an identifying narrative as follows: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

He says that the “explanatory force of this sort of narrative relies on the fact                 …
that underlying this narrative is the structure of practical reasoning. 
 
 

-  The artist’s assessment leads to a resolution, 
-  which leads to the choice from alternatives of means to that end, 
-  which choices then ensue in the action we want explained                                    – 

the production of the disputed work. 

Ø  If in our [narrative] reconstruction of the process we are able to show that 
the assessments, resolutions, and choices were intelligible in context”,  

Ø  then we are likely to be able to explain why x is an artwork. 



“One objection to the narrative approach might be that 
•   there are intelligible processes of assessment, 

resolution, and choice in artworld contexts that         
do not issue in artworks. 
–  Thus, identifying narratives of certain objects                

and performances might be told of productions that      
are not art.” (93) 

•  E.g., one could argue that filmmaker                   
Sergei Eisenstein’s dog, named ‘in dishonor’ of his 
rival Pudovkin, might be explicable as a     
reactionary artwork, 

•   by providing an appropriate historical narrative of 
how the dog came to be so named. 



Carroll responds to this objection by adding the 
following constraint: 
•  “the thinking and making that our identifying narratives 

reconstruct [must] be localized to activities occurring 
within recognizable artworld systems of presentation:  

•  that is, artforms, media, and genres that are available to 
the artist in question.” (93) 

–  This revision is meant to exclude something like 
Eisenstein’s dog from counting as an artwork. 

One might worry that this revision doesn’t solve       
the problem: 
•  E.g., in Jose Luis Borges’ short story “Pierre Menard: 

Author of the Quixote” (1939),  
•  a literary critic gives a historical narrative to defend the   

art status of a work which is a word-for-word copy of 
Miguel de Cervantes’ classic novel Don Quixote (1602). 

–  The new work is within a recognizable artform, genre,     
& medium – but it’s also just an act of plagiarism. 
Ø Does the critic’s historical narrative make it           

an artwork? 

 
 


