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APPROACHING INTERPRETATION 

In approaching the structure of art one can notice that structure is a 
concept including both content and form so far as they are organized 
for aesthetic purposes. The work of art is then considered as a whole 
system of signs or structures of signs, serving a specific aesthetic pur-
pose. Jean Mitry describes the supreme value of art as mediation 
between man and his own impuissance, his feelings of disharmony with 
and in the universe.1" Mitry thinks that artistic impulse ultimately 
expresses man's inexhaustible and unsatisfied feelings for the abso-
lute. Needing to explain, to preserve, and to control the mysterious, 
fleeting, and ungraspable present, man developed tools (science, art, 
religion), in such a way as to possess a s imulacrum." 8 

In contemporary works, which are related to our own cultural tra-
dition, the footnotes are in our head due to our sharing a common 
culture and experience. It is possible to think that whereas high cul-
ture's currently prevalent aesthetic theories assume that the artist is 
active and the spectator passive, in fact the artist is active and the 
spectator is active too. And if their activities don ' t exactly overlap, 
they're bound to collide somewhere in the middle of the work of 
a r t . "" 9 The spectator shares the emotions of many of the persons 
on the screen and simulates these so that all the resulting sensations 
give the colour of living experience to the emotional reflection in our 
mind.140 There are unconscious conclusions derived f rom sensations, 
which are equivalent in their consequences to the so-called conclu-
sions from analogy. Whenever the parts of retina in the outer corner 
of the eye are stimulated, it has been found to be due to external light 
coming írom the direction of the bridge ot the nose, the inference 
we make is that it is so in every new case whenever this part of the 
retina is stimulated. This if free of conscious thinking, and these un-
conscious conclusions are irresistible, and the effect of them cannot 
be overcome by a better understanding ol the real relations. 
76 



AESTHETIC & PICTORIAL C O M M U N I C A T I O N 

In short, the artwork does not simply offer a 'reflection of reality', 
but first and foremost it offers a type of engagement: it projects a state 
of being with the world in which the ineffable finds itself controlled. 
For example, Jean Mitry holds in common with Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, Jean-Paul Sartre, and other existentialist aestheticians a view 
of the artwork as an invitation among individuals to share a certain 
valued life experience. The art work is a communication, and at the 
same time a revelation of being, in some full aspect of its particular-
ity."141 

Arthur Koesder has stated: "The mind is insatiable for meaning, 
drawn from, projected into, the world of appearances, for unearthing 
hidden analogies which connect the unknown with the familiar, and 
show the familiar in an unexpected light. It weaves the raw material 
of experience into patterns, and connects them with other patterns; 
the fact that something reminds me of something else can itself be-
come a potent source of emotion. '"4 2 

Aesthetic inquiry consists of an examination of the nature of art and 
why individuals respond to art as they do based on what meanings 
they give to art. Aesthetics as an area of study entails an examina-
tion of aesthetic meanings. For example, art criticism is based in that 
analyses and evaluations of art can be tested against information on 
a specific work of art and from perceptual evidence. In aesthetic in-
quiry, statements on art are examined as to their logical and rational 
t ru th and their persuasive power. Works of art are related to a variety 
of contexts, including the world they represent, the artist who made 
them, the audience, and the art world and various aspects of the cul-
ture in which they were produced. 

A basis for interpretation is provided in Arthur Danto's theory of 
art.143 Unlike modernist theorists, Danto thinks that the observer 

77 



AESTHETIC & PICTORIAL C O M M U N I C A T I O N 

must attend to the non-exhibited qualities of a work. We must look 
not only at the relationship of elements within the work, but also be-
yond the object to its historical, rhetorical and philosophical contexts 
in order to comprehend its meanings. Danto thinks that doing so our 
interpretation constitutes the work of art. Danto's theoretical think-
ing points out that the works of art are about something. They are 
created to present a view of the world and to affect our attitudes and 
visions of the world. Danto thinks that works of art can be thought of 
as an externalisation of the artist's consciousness, because we cannot 
overlook the fact that works of art derive their identities and structure 
f rom historical and causal matrices. Their meanings and associations 
are bound to the cultural framework of the time and assume causal 
connections with an artist environment. A causal line is a temporal 
series of events so related, that given some of them, something can be 
inferred about the others whatever may be happening elsewhere. 

The works of art embody ideas that express an age, the attitudes 
and beliefs that define a world by those living in that period. It is 
through the attributes of style and expression that the observer dis-
covers these ideas. Further on Danto thinks that artists do not merely 
assert these facts or ideas in their works, because they suggest them 
in ways intended to transform the way the observer receives them. 
Art aims at some effect and transformation in our affirmation of the 
way the world is viewed. The artist's use of rhetoric and metaphor is 
an at tempt to get the observer to take toward the work an attitude, 
which involves more than recognition of a t ruth or an idea. The ex-
pression of the otherwise inexpressible is not the only communica-
tive function that, for example, metaphors serve. They also achieve 
a certain communicative compactness, since all the applicable predi-
cates belonging to the metaphorical vehicle are implied succinctly 
through the vehicle itself. Works of art can cause viewers to heighten 
and confirm convictions or transform their ways of thinking about 

78 



AESTHETIC & PICTORIAL C O M M U N I C A T I O N 

their convictions. Danto contends that interpretation is puzzling to 
a person with insufficient knowledge. He acknowledges that at one 
point in the history of art, there was complicity between artist and 
spectator, in which the latter was to disregard the paint and gape at 
the Transfiguration, to stand dumb in front of it.144 This is not t rue 
anymore, works of art have meanings that can be distinguished from 
those held by other cultural objects, and this opens up possibilities 
for talking about them. 

Danto thinks that aesthetic understanding is far closer to intellectual, 
cognitive action than to a mode of sensory stimulation and calls for 
an aesthetic stance as something that has to be constructed. Danto's 
theory of art presents a foundation for interpretation that is predi-
cated on our understanding of art being culturally, philosophically 
and historically developed. That is why we must shift our conceptions 
of interpretation to a broader, more global approach. In this way we 
might have a better theory for interpreting works of art and a better 
foundation for teaching students to understand their meanings. 

Theories of art as a foundation for interpretation provide insights 
and they entail more work on the part of teacher and student alike. 
Teachers will have to present works of art in a more studied context, 
knowing something about the history of art, the art world, and art 
theories which will better enable them to explain the artist's inten-
tions, theories of art the work rejects or internalises, technique and 
style. Students will also have to develop grounding in art history, the-
ory and knowledge about the different contexts (cultural, historical) 
of the work. The more and more detailed background research will 
be a guiding force toward a more plausible and complete unders tand-
ing of the different aspects of contemporary art. 
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