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It is truistic to say that realist art must be descriptive of something. Realist pictures are also supposed to have something to do with knowledge.

The possible distinction between the descriptive and genetic features of pictures is usually left very fuzzy in the higher reaches of realist theory. As a consequence these notions are subjected to an ad hoc synthesis. The problematic and limited character of the How and the What of pictures goes substantially unrecognised. Semiotics clears some of the fog, but the cost is a practical epistemological vacuity – a system for picking out descriptive equivalences.

The conceptual problems of the relations of representation are not all over. The earnest hope of some realists that they are all over embraces a flight from reality. We assert that these relations are, crudely, of two sorts: ‘descriptive’ or denotative and genetic. These are two main links that a picture can have with reality. We further assert that the genetic ‘link’ is either neglected or fuzzed into description. This is a pity as it is a very powerful consideration when one is considering the problems of realism. This last contention is problematic. We need to rummage around between pictures and representations and the world before we can go on to explore the consequences for the higher reaches.

It may be contended that some pictures have a link with reality and others do not. Some pictures have a different link with reality than others. This ‘link’ is genetic.

Discussing names in connection with ‘simple’ pictures of one person, David Kaplan (1) considers a fundamental relation between a name and an object:

What we are after... is a three part relation between Ralph, a name (which I here use in the broad sense of singular term) a, and a person x. For this purpose I will introduce two special notions: that of a name a being of x for Ralph, and that of a name being vivid, both of which I will compare with the notion of a name denoting x.

Let us begin by distinguishing the descriptive content of a name from the genetic character of the name as used by Ralph. The first goes to user-independent features of the name, the second to features of a particular user’s acquisition of certain beliefs involving the name.

It is perhaps easiest to make the distinction in terms not of names but of pictures, with consideration limited to pictures which show a single person. Those features of a picture, in virtue of which we say it re​sembles or is a likeness of a particular person, comprise the picture’s descriptive content. The genetic character of a picture is determined by the causal chain of events leading to its production. In the case of photographs and portraits we say that the picture is of the person who was photographed or who sat for the portrait. The same relation pre​sumably holds between a perception and the perceived object. This relation between picture and person clearly depends entirely on the genetic character of the picture. Without attempting a definition, we can say that for a picture to be of a person, the person must serve signifi​cantly in the causal chain leading to the picture’s production and also serve as object for the picture. The second clause is to prevent all of an artist’s paintings from being of the artist. I will shortly say a bit more about how I understand this relation, which I designate with the italicized ‘of’.

The ‘user-independence’ of the descriptive content of a picture lies in the fact that ‘identical’ pictures, such as two prints made from a single negative, will resemble all the same persons. In this sense, the descriptive content of a picture is a function of what we might call the picture-type rather than the picture-token. The ‘user-dependent’ nature of the genetic character of a picture lies in the fact that ‘identi​cal’ paintings can be such that they are of different persons (e.g. twins sitting seperately for portraits). Thus the genetic character of a pic​ture is a function only of the picture-token. In order to accommodate genesis, I use ‘picture’ throughout in the sense of ‘picture-token’.

Kaplan’s three notions, resemblance (( descriptive content), genesis and vividness are powerfully interconnected. Vividness, for example, may be thought to cope with some of the anomalies and difficulties encountered in trying to deal with the possible relativity of descriptiveness, the culture​-bound or instrumentally bound character of resemblance, etc. Resem​blance and vividness are liable to be shredded by our behaviour in encoun​ters with actual pictures and by our more robust intuitions as to what is to count as a picture.

Genetic of may provide a sharp tool with which to criticise some of the ex​cessive inventions of semiotics. It may be that the substantive critical homework problem that Kaplan provides is how to preserve the notion of genesis (with a suitably non-empiricist interpretation) in the light of the fact that the other two notions are easily damaged.

It is tempting to follow Kaplan and try to stick to pictures of single persons or things on analogy with singular names and descriptions, but few pictures are philosophers’ objects. Most or all pictures are referentially intrac​table or complex in some way.

Descriptive Content?

Those features of a picture according to which we are able (under certain conditions) to see it as ‘resembling’ a person or, etc. comprise (under cer​tain conditions) the descriptive content of the picture, although these fea​tures are in general neither necessary nor sufficient for descriptive or representational content. (For some people these pictures will be seen as comprising the ‘representational content’.)

It seems that resemblance comprises the descriptive content of the picture but only with considerable modifications, under some conditions. Resem​blance is relative to practice and to other resemblances and cultures, and it is variable in time, etc. A judgement of ‘high descriptive content’, say, will not necessarily follow upon normal judgements of resemblance. What we could perhaps say is that among pictures that represent actual objects (or real objects) and within certain cultural constraints (and for pictures, though possibly not for texts, notably within a legacy of nineteenth-century cultural constraints), those features in virtue of which we might say that a picture resembles or is in some sense iconically tied to an object or scene comprise its descriptive content.

We are locating such relations as resemblance within the broad notion of descriptive content. It is more or less normal to say that in some (West​ern) cultural circumstances judgements of resemblance will consort very intimately with judgements of descriptiveness and that a picture ‘p’s’ re​semblance (or something) to an object ‘a’ will be a possible condition of its descriptiveness at least. (2)
According to Kaplan, the genetic character of a picture is determined by the causal chain leading to its production. The descriptive content of a pic​ture is comprised by its resemblance to an object or person. Is ‘comprised by’ like ‘determined by’? This is not clear. A little logical gap. A poten​tial source of less scholastical or captious problems is opened when the following modification is made to Kaplan’s formula; viz., that the descrip​tive content of a picture is under certain conditions (in certain contexts) determined by its resemblance to someone or something (or by its isomor​phic features), and furthermore that these features are only relatively independent of producers and onlookers.

Is even this true? Can it be made true? Are pictures like descriptions? Do they mesh with descriptions? That is, are pictures analogues of descriptions? Do they match descriptions? Are they analogues of sentences in some way; i.e., are they logically complex? A picture can, under cer​tain circumstances, be distinguished from other denotative things, from other things or symbols with descriptive content, but this distinguishing is not done by adverting to resemblance or similarity... or even isomor​phicness? Little violence is done to our picture of pictures in suggesting that there can be cases such that questions of degree of resemblance will have nothing to do with questions of descriptiveness. Resemblance might have a lot to do with single actual objects, tables and chairs, mayors and mayoresses; the trouble comes when they are made so special, so logically clear, as to obscure the more important features of representational equi​valence. For example, we don’t have to struggle to think of the wiring dia​gram of a Morris Marina as a picture. It doesn’t resemble the wires and connections of a Morris Marina. It is however descriptive. It may be more important to consider the problem of the equivalence of such a dia​gram with the Burial at Ornans than to consider the minutiae of a phenome​nalists’ colour photograph.

Resemblance is, of course, serviceable as a condition of representation ‘on the streets’, where a picture might be taken as a representation of that which it resembles, without any sense of the need for consideration of other possible causes of its specific appearance. But it is not open to us to ap​proach the matter in so vulgar (or robust?) a fashion, and we should thus try to avoid the possibility of confusion of ‘representation’ with resem​blance’. Presumably, necessary conditions of ‘representation’ have been concerned with cognitive content and cognitive function; whereas ‘resem​blance’ has traditionally entailed problems in dealing with a non-cognitive background to empirical experience and a-historical user-independence. More specifically: we do know that consideration of genesis can lead to re​vision of the relation between resemblance and denotation or ‘signification’. It is therefore only in the absence of genetic considerations that a picture p’s resemblance to ‘x’ can be seen as providing description of ‘x’ in the sense that the picture represents insofar as it resembles.

Obviously, many people are aware that ‘resemblance’ is not the only fea​ture that pictures can have to link them with the world. Isomorphs and non​iconic models are not resemblances. Conventional symbols, etc. are not resemblances. The point is that to treat any of them just as signs ignores genesis. Genetic of does not, however, introduce ‘straight copying from reality’, though it could look that way. Of will have to be defended.

It is fairly obvious, if one pauses to think, that there can be no such thing in painting as straight copying from reality. One cannot observe the world, decide how it is and thereby know exactly what has to be done to the two dimensional surface (the painting in the making) to pro​duce a likeness (any kind of likeness, photographic or not). The prob​lem of producing a likeness is that of working out what one has to put down in two dimensions that will produce a sense of equivalence to what one has observed in the scene to be painted. This problem cannot be resolved without resorting to invention. (3)
This much does indeed seem obvious. We shall thus expect to move a long way from the equation of representation with resemblance.

Icons

Faute de mieux, we are trying to establish some conventional quasi-term so as to refer to the locality of ‘resemblance’. In order not to seem unduly sure of ourselves, we will call those features of a picture connected with the resemblance-type aspects of its descriptive content its ‘iconic features’, ‘icons’, etc.  In conventional semiotic wisdom, icons are supposed to be symbols whose relationship with their objects is mediated by resemblance or something; non-iconic symbols are supposed to be symbols whose rela​tion(s) to their objects is (are) mediated in some other way... this is usually supposed to be by conventions, (4) and indexical signs are supposed to be mediated by where the snow lay dinted. We use ‘icon’, etc. with no great confidence. The term is here intended to push discussion towards some main features of some pictures and not towards some main features of set-theoretical textbooks or British Rail timetables. The extent to which this can be accomplished without intuitive dissatisfaction will be clear or obscure inter alia.

We do not suggest that in discussing pictures it is entirely natural to make such a restriction. Obviously, in making it we leave out half the logic and psychology of most pictures. The point is that in plotting some of the paths of genetic of-ness, the street-serviceable notion of ‘icon’ is of consider​able instrumental use. We will try to adapt the following in due course so as to deal with non-iconic symbols. This will entail some further adapta​tion to deal with overlap and fuzziness between the various symbol cate​gories. It will be obvious from some of our efforts to preserve genesis or of-ness that this notion depends on persuading the reader to entertain colour-photographic nominalistic icons. It will also be clear that any worthwhile enquiry into the instrumentality of of-ness will depend on the recognition that, insofar as ‘iconicity’ is a lemma generated by ‘geneticity’ the relationship between the two notions is ridden with dilemmas.

A. Supposed ‘Independence’

The ‘independence’ of the descriptive content of a picture – its independence from the minds and interests of ‘users’ or ‘producers’ – is supposed by Kaplan to lie in the fact that ‘morphologically identical’ pictures, such as two prints from a single plate, or an ‘identical’ copy of a picture and the original, etc., will be icons of all the same scenes, persons, etc. Impli​cit in this supposition is the suggestion that the iconic content of a picture – which is connected to the ‘descriptive’ content – approaches aspects of the picture-type rather than the picture-token. We would say, however, that it is important not to underestimate the extent – if any – to which the con​cept of a picture-type may be parasitic upon the existence of common or conventional judgements of resemblance. The question also remains whether (e.g.) an iconic symbol will differ from (e. g.) a non-iconic sym​bol in ways which are not functions of genetic features of the picture. We do not suppose that the distinctions running through this text between type and token are necessarily clear intuitive categories. Type/token distinc​tions in respect of pictures conceived (at least partly) iconically (and cer​tainly when they are conceived as ‘representational’) are perhaps a good deal more vexed and marginal than they are in respect of apparently con​ventional symbols. It is fairly obvious that of is supposed to involve some sort of ‘Markovian’ link between a picture and a bit of the world. With this in mind, it can be objected that the type/token icon/of business is quite clear - i.e., almost clear. (5)
B. Supposed ‘Dependence’

The producer – or (in the case of symbols, etc.) ‘user’ – dependent nature of the genetic history (the ‘causal’ character) of a picture is supposed by Kaplan to lie in the fact that ‘identical’ pictures can be such that they have different causal histories, different ‘real’ objects. Two virtually identical pictures might be accidentally identical insofar as different objects had ‘caused’ them. A picture of a man walking up a hill might be indistinguish​able from a picture of a man walking backwards down the same hill, though they would be of very different events. This skirts a normal problem for (e.g.) art history, where significant similarity (e.g., similarity which signifies ‘influence’) needs to be distinguished from accidental similarity or ‘convergence’.

We would say that while it is within bounds of empirical-type discourse to connect (a) picture-type and iconicity; and while it is within bounds of empirical discourse to connect (b) genesis and picture-token; it is not necessarily within bounds of discourse critical to empiricism to make these connec​tions exclusive. It is not clear that these connections are not functions of very large empirical assumptions. If you reject or begin to chip away at these assumptions (for instance, by introducing the concept of matching, etc.), it may well be, for example, that the sense of picture-type is deduc​tively connected to ‘intersubjective’ judgements of resemblance or iconicity.

This is not too much of a worry. Obviously, we can understand that if two pictures ‘describe’ the one thing, they may be connected by of-ness to two different things. Someone might object that the sense of ‘type’ is attached here to the fact that pictures can resemble objects and presumably each other. The sense in which ‘conventional’, i.e., non-iconic, symbols ought to be said to describe does not involve any resemblance between them and what they describe, or any resemblance as such between the symbols them​selves. This doesn’t matter. John and JOHN may denote John as tokens of a type in the same way as U (A) and V (B) may denote a cat. The pictures don’t really resemble one another. They are perhaps isomorphic in some way. What is worth considering for a moment, however, is whether a resem​blance to John and ‘John’ are ever tokens of the same type.

This is not to say, of course, that intelligibility requires that iconicity does not go to features of the picture-type – somehow. The question remains how ‘picture-type’ is generated. It may be conjectured that the sense of iconicity ( picture-type is within a range of empirical discourse which postulates a passive user of pictures and images and that ‘user-independence’ is secured as empirical ‘user-independence’. This statement needs to be ramified by the remark that the ordinality of ‘types’ and the inter​relationship of ‘types’ is historically produced. ‘User-independence’ is, among other things, to deny that ordinality. There may well be some real​istic ordering of supervening, more complete types over others, etc. There is a much larger critical nexus here. It may be argued that to see resemblance or icons as at all independent of users is to remove important aspects of picture generation from their genesis. What may be problematic is the pursuit of analogy between denotation and resemblance or iconicity. Genesis requires no sense of analogy.

Although at first sight the observation that (b) the genetic character of the picture is determined by (or goes to) aspects of the picture-token seems more intuitively secure than the suggestion that (a) iconicity goes to fea​tares of the picture-type, it probably isn’t. (Deductive connectedness between the two observations does not entail symmetricality.) The genesis of a picture may not be capable of being assessed independently of questions of iconicity (or something like them) and – as a consequence of (a)’s being defended – independently of picture-type and, etc. It is plainly an idealisa​tion to suggest that the question of the causation of the produced picture is to be considered independent of iconic (or, etc.) features of that picture and hence independent of some possible assumptions about picture-type. This is strange territory. Nothing could seem more commonsensical than the suggestion that if ‘p’ is (iconically) a picture of a French general c. 1805 (p:f) or (iconically) a picture of an English general c. 1805 (p:g) but not both, it would be natural to expect a decision that ‘p’ is (g) to imply a different genesis for (p:g) than for (p:f). But what then?

The convention (pace Kaplan) concerning the genetic sense of of entails that, irrespective of questions of what it is iconically connected to, a picture is of what it is genetically connected to. This may be full of intuitive fissures, but it is stiIl very powerful as an instrument for keeping your eye on the material character of pictures as produced. It may be no more than that. It seems intuitively obvious that the genetic history of a picture can deter​mine its iconic (etc.) features and not vice versa. What is not very clear is what are to be counted as the constituents of this genetic history – exactly how a picture’s genetic link with reality is to be circumscribed.

A picture that is an icon of Attila the Hun may not have been generated by Attila the Hun in the genetic sense of of. Considerations of type and token aside, this statement is fraught with difficulty on an almost theological scale. A picture that was generated by Attila the Hun may have been gen​erated via hearsay, fantasy and decay and, as a consequence or partial consequence, be iconically connected to Joe Jordan. How feeble could the causal chain become before Joe Jordan started to get genetically or at least quasi-genetically significant without abandoning or seriously mutilating our present conventions concerning genetic of? There are a lot of homework-​type problems associated with this and similar or contrasting questions.

If you are considering the matter of iconicity, it is supposed here that you can do it independent of questions of genesis. This independence is, of course, not absolute: a picture may be iconically ‘unlike’ what it is of (genetically) precisely because of this genesis – and presumably (though this is substantially weaker (?)) a picture can be iconically ‘like’ what it is not of genetically as a consequence of its real genesis and so on.

It is supposed, in order to preserve the distinction between of and icon, that, in considering an iconic feature of a picture, you are not necessarily considering its genesis (you are ‘matching’ or something). This does not entail that in considering a picture as iconic you are not participating in its genesis in some way. It is a moot point whether or not icon-genesis is any special category distinct from robust of-genesis. (An icon can be an icon of what it is not of.) The prevailing state of discourse is such as to provide one with very little clarity.

It seems you can’t sort out ‘description’ without reference both to cause and to use. A description characterises something to some end. Because the causal chains between object and representation can be very complex and highly mediated by interests, concepts of use, etc., specification of the object of the characterisation in terms of a given representation of that object will need to involve a sense of the initial contingency of attributions of cause and of iconicity.

For a given picture P, we can sustain for a while the convention that we have, on the one hand, some relative of resemblance (iconicness) and, on the other, its status as being genetically of something. We might say that an ideally ‘simple’ picture is one in which there is relatively little compli​cation in the relations between the two, but it is hard to know where to find such a picture.

We proceed to rehearse a few more commonplaces about pictures.

1) Obviously not all pictures which are supposed to be genetically of x are icons of x at all.

2) Not all pictures which are supposed to be (genetically) of x are icons in some cultural circumstances.

3) Equally obviously, not all pictures supposed to be icons are of that or those of which they are supposed to be icons, and further,

4) a picture which does ‘resemble’ someone or something (is an icon) may not be of anyone or anything at all in the supposed genetic sense, but it will be of something in the sense that it will have some material genesis.

The lemma-ridden character of the relation between the pair iconicity and geneticity should by now be apparent. It seems, however, of some heuristic value to try to preserve the conjecture (pace Kaplan) that a picture may be genetically of no-one, nothing, one person, many persons, one thing, many things, while being an icon of no-one, nothing, one person, many persons, one thing, many things, for no-one or someone or most people, and with any degree of overlap between those, or those things, whom it is of and those whom it is an icon of for those for whom it does the resembling or signifying.

At the moment we can see no way of going on that does not involve preser​ving this conjecture. This is not, however, to accord the conjecture the status of an indefeasible truth. It’s better to have some conjectures than none at all.

If Mel describes x and Anne ‘draws it’, then the resulting picture is, in the genetic sense, of x, notwithstanding the apparent lack of iconicity in the pic​ture which follows as a consequence of this genesis. If there was a drawing (genetically) of the original Banbury Parish Church which was copied by an artist with two left hands and his copy was dropped in the river and was found by someone whose heirs were amateur computer fanatics who trans​mitted a computer version of what they could make out of the drawing to another computer which reconstructed it on a TV screen which was watched by an old wino, intoxicated short of hallucination, who described it to an artist friend who painted a picture on the basis of the description, then, within the sense of genesis sketched so far, this last picture would have to be supposed to be genetically of the original Parish Church, no matter how ‘undecipherable’, and no matter what it appeared to be an icon of. It might be suggested that consequent judgements of ‘realism’ will be bounded by the reconstruction of the causal relations, rather than any iconic consideration in respect of any of the versions subsequent to the original.

Intuitively monstrous as this reconstruction might seem, its purport is worth preserving so as to have a faint glimmer of what’s good and explanatory about some aspects of some correspondence theory in the face of the spec​ulative hegemony of a coherence theory. What this says is that while it would be absurd to over-inflate of-ness – to make a genetic object a unitary cause (agent or condition) of a picture – the notion of genesis directs our attention to the world, to the problem of material causation and not to the patrician intricacies of an idealised cultural coherence. Of course, the prospects for correspondence may be dim, but the concepts lurking in its logical penumbra are illuminating. When Chomsky smashed Skinner to bits he did not suggest that speech production was uncaused. The lack of glue between a sign and the world does not make the world (which is stratified and differentiated) causally insignificant; does not make causal connections an unimportant historical and epistemological problem. Of course, causa​tion and a ‘correspondence theory’ are not necessarily connected; it’s just that some people who have been concerned with ‘correspondence’ have sus​tained some of the dialectical problems of genesis – not buried them in a bitty cultural algebra.

Let us suppose someone who, in 1979, sets out to paint a possibly religious picture. He conceives of this picture ‘realistically’ (etc., etc.). One of his ‘problems’ is whether the conventional attributes of angels (e.g., wings) a) originated in something like hallucination (hallucination ( the perception of what isn’t there) (the non-clinical borderline between chemically-induced hallucination and ideologically produced misperception is nothing if not fuzzy), or b) is a perceptual mistake (e.g., seeing flowing garments as wings). If a), then a picture of angels as they are conventionally described is (for puritanical readers of Kaplan) a picture genetically of nothing and no-one. But no-one would suggest – would they? – that this was a genetical​ly empty picture. If b), then the genetic cause is clear.

Of does not, of course, make it compulsory for angels to be real. Not only do we have the possibility that the picture is of models and attached or un​attached wings, we also have other pictures. These pictures can also mark some genetic closure or node. At the same time, wouldn’t an angel-enter​taining ‘realist’ want to look for some existential credentials for his angels? He’d have to find some angelic being or be content with an existential claim.

Fuzziness notwithstanding, the closure that’s imposed by the preservation of what may now seem like an over-rigorous sense of genesis is somehow better-than-trivial. Its better-than-trivial aspect has something to do with the link with reality it provides insofar as it can be used to exclude the hypostatised conversation about pictures produced from internal necessities or internal images, visions, etc. These images and necessities will not even qualify as Aristotelian material causes. The idea of a representa​tion as produced production is not handled by a restricted use of Kaplan’s genesis. We conjecture, however, that it is a powerful notion if adapted in suitable ways – that it provides a potential critique of those who want to hide behind idealisations and psychologised versions of material cause.

The extent to which of will accomodate highly complex or ‘constructed’ en​tities larger than or more complex than middle-sized dry goods is in ques​tion. That is, it is in question whether of can accomodate not just tables and chairs but also Scenes from the Massacre of Chios. The idea of genesis raises the question of a picture’s link with mind-independent reality. This is not to say that the idea of genesis can be used to provide answers to all the questions about what the conditions of production of a picture actually are. Nor is it a sufficient condition of the truth of any claim as to the veri​dicality or mendacity of any art.

Genetic of-ness is followed by lemmas. Iconicity, of-ness and their family are notions which have their feet in empiricism. When we’ve tried a bit longer to deal with some of the puzzles consequent upon the attempt to pre​serve a schematic or crystalline account of relations (the lacunae) between genetic of-ness and iconicity, it will be necessary for us or someone to examine them in relation to some of the powerful arguments of historical materialism. Among these upshots will be conditions of closure on genesis in iconic and non-iconic, symbolic and non-symbolic contexts and so on. A result of this examination should be the raising of such questions as to what extent the boundaries of icons and produced images and produced things of other kinds must collapse or to what extent must iconicity be in the margins of all discussion of genesis, and so forth. This cannot all be done at once. It will be appropriate to consider the matter of historical materialism and other closure conditions, othen explanatory functions, against these schema​tic rehearsings in order to use these rehearsings as instruments to discover how it is that some closures on some genetic-type arguments and consider​ations and some closures on iconic and iconic-type arguments are to be de​fended or undefended within a broad realist proposal.

There is a dialectical relation between identification of genesis and identifi​cation of descriptive content. A strong sense of how a picture is of some​thing can thus be expected to generate lemmas or anomalies (in a strict sense) with respect to identifications of or suppositions about its descriptive content. This, because of the comparatively greater material force and functionality of information about a picture’s genesis. This may seem to go against those intuitions which are secured in and by ‘on the street’ identifications of a picture’s iconic resemblance (to something). Nevertheless, the nomological priority of genetic explanation and the notion of a dialecti​cal relation between that and identification of descriptive content should be preserved as restraining conditions upon the operation and autonomy of idealist concepts of representation; and by this we mean that it is an im​portant condition of any realistic criticism of representation that genesis be recognised in general as a more powerfully explanatory concept than resemblance.

We have been trying to discuss of-ness while avoiding the shrilly material​ist view that work which is not unscientific is directly caused by the mater​ial world or is firmly secured by some series of brute correspondences with it. We are taking the broadly transcendental-realist position that a search for genesis must entail recognition of actual tools, training, dispositions, interests, etc., and that the search for genesis will itself involve making representations. This animates the other member of the dialectical pair: i.e., it makes clear that genesis cannot be sorted out independently of some sort of description. What is ‘described’ may circumscribe what can be looked for genetically. Logical construction and the stipulation (e.g.) that somehow the object which a picture is considered to be of shall serve as subject or something for the picture prevents confusion. We should take care though, lest this blinds us to instances – i.e., to actual genetic prac​tice.

In ‘Quantifying In’, Kaplan introduces the special notion of vividness:

In addition to the link with reality provided by the relation of resem​blance the descriptive content of a picture determines its vividness. A faded picture showing the back of a man wearing a cloak and lurking in shadow will lack vividness. A clear picture, head on, full length, life size, showing finger prints, etc. would be counted as highly vivid. What is counted as vivid may to some extent depend on special interests. To the clothier, nude portraits may be lacking in detail, while to the foot fetishist a picture showing only the left big toe may leap from the canvas. Though special interests may thus weight detail, I would ex​pect that increase in detail always increases vividness. It should be clear that there are no necessary connections between how vivid a pic​ture is and whether it is of anyone or whether it resembles anyone. (6)
A picture of Arthur Scargill would no doubt be vivid for Margaret Thatcher.

If she knew it was of Arthur Scargill in a genetic sense, would it be more vivid than if it was merely an icon – i.e., resembled him (or something)? It seems we will have to consider the notion of vividness as some kind of practical index of the operation of our dialectical relation or else as an escape from criticism of it. This is to say that what is to count as vivid will differ in relation to actual practices and interests. These latter are not ‘interests’ in a merely trivial sense, but include such as reason, con​straint, aim, etc.

Arthur Scargill’s causal connection (or not) with his picture notwithstanding, it might be expected that the notion of or experience of its vividness would go explicitly to features comprising the descriptive content of the picture, and to questions or assumptions about its genesis only secondarily and dis​cursively. We would, however, say that a practice or an interest which is determining vividness will include the question of genesis if it is to have any reflective potential at all. This may be to say that to talk of a non-genetic practice ‘determining vividness’ is to put the cart before the horse. Does it mean that a practice or interest determines what is vivid, or what is (conventionally) seen as ‘vivid’? Is reality as it were ‘held up’ or matched against criteria of vividness somehow instinct in or established by a prac​tice or set of interests? We might want rather to say that a representa​tional practice or interest must somehow be produced. This is to say that it may be a mistake to parse vividness as the psychological link with users in the context of icons seen as user-independent.

1a) 1 is an icon of Arthur Scargill for Margaret Thatcher: P1 is vivid for Margaret Thatcher.

1b) 1 is genetically of Arthur Scargill: P1 is vivid for Margaret Thatcher.

1c) 1 is genetically of Arthur Scargill for Margaret Tatcher: P1 is virid for Margaret Tatcher.

2a) 2 is an icon of Arthur Scargill for Margaret Thatcher: P2 is vivid for Margaret Thatcher.

2b) 2 is genetically of Clint Eastwood: P2 is vivid for Margaret Thatcher.

2c) 2 is genetically of Clint Eastwood for Margaret Thatcher: P2 is not vivid for Margaret Thatcher.

3a) 3 is not an icon of Arthur Scargill for Margaret Thatcher: P3 is not vivid for Margaret Thatcher.

3b) 3 is genetically of Arthur Scargill: P3 is not vivid for Margaret Thatcher.

3c) 3 is genetically of Arthur Scargill for Margaret Thatcher: P3 is vivid for Margeret Thatcher.

4a) 4 is not an icon of Arthur Scargill for Margaret Thatcher: P4 is not vivid for Margaret Thatcher.

4b) 4 is not genetically of Arthur Scargill: P4 is not vivid for Margaret Thatcher.

4c) 4 is not genetically of Arthur Scargill for Margaret Thatcher: P4 is not vivid for Margaret Thatcher.

This table is not logically exhaustive. Among its general artificialities is the assumption that 1a-4c represent psychologically discrete encounters, that they do not overlap or impinge upon or influence one another. A fur​ther assumption is the one criticised to some extent in the foregoing, viz: that it is thoroughly possible to abstract iconic ‘readings’ of a picture from some variant of genetic-type inquiry or knowledge. Neither is this table concerned with questions of degree of vividness as might be expected to arise with different icons and so forth.

Clearly the table illustrates something. But it and its restrictions can only be defended in a practically empty universe.

We would expect, for example, that some at least marginal genetic pre​sumptions would be made in actual instances of 1a, 4a and perhaps others. We would expect that the addition of explicit or discursive positive genetic-​type information would, in an instance of 1a, lead to an increase(?) of vivid​ness and that the addition of negative genetic-type information, in an instance of 1a, would lead to a relative decrease of vividness, etc. How considera​tions of vividness would connect with of in the absence of information about of-ness is a bit hazy – unless we are going to conscript these interests such that pictures are pictures of things. Certainly, there are people who would do the other possible thing: they confuse the existence claim associated with the experience of vividness with the existence fact associated with of-ness.

Kaplan’s notion of vividness is a bit intractable in other ways. It is hard to be convinced that increase in detail always leads to an increase in vividness – unless we can find some way of restricting implicit reductionism in our notion of detail. A ten-foot square hyper-realist portrait of Arthur Scargill is surely not vivid. Its ‘detail’ is formal, the picture was probably painted upside down – a fetish of airbrush, epidiascope and alienation. Roman Jakobson’s and Claude Lévi-Strauss’ stylistic analysis of Baudelaire’s Les Chats (7) is surely not detailed, even though it goes on page after page picking patterns from the poem. The status of intuitions, purposes and interests in the determination of detail is highly problematic. What is to count as an increase in detail for someone in his internal picture will not be exempli​fied by ‘fingerprints’.

Vividness is almost clear intuitively. It does seem to be powerfully con​nected to genesis and icon. We are not sure how. The trouble with genesis in Kaplan’s text is that it may be dangerously phenomenalistic. Its related notions similarly so. However, we can understand that two look-alike pic​tures can be of non-identical things, scenes or people. We can understand that two pictures which are of non-identical objects can look alike. We can also understand that two pictures of the same object can look different and so forth. We can understand it all within limits. It is ‘clear’.

The fact that pictures can be vivid may well account for the relative casual​ness with which the logical structure of representation is treated. Kaplan’s notion of vividness goes importantly to ‘special interests’. It is associated with the descriptive content of a picture, though it does not involve any necessary connection with the naturalism of a picture or whether this is an icon of anyone or anything or whether it is of anyone. We would argue that vividness is a powerful concept, notwithstanding its troubles. What is inter​esting is the extent to which the high vividness (or something very like it) of a picture or pictures is held to be the principle reason for their ‘realisticness’ (or something very like it). Certainly, in much of the literature that purports to treat of ‘realism’ there is no clear differentiation between (produced) genetic considerations and those (produced) judgements of vivid​ness which do not necessarily entail the genetic or denotative features of pictures. (We would say, however, that the hermeneutic that surrounds the problems of genetic conditions of representation will involve genesis as an historical function of vividness.)

It might be argued that pictures judged vivid by someone are not so much replete with detail as productive of (or contain) features which match the beliefs or interests of some onlooker or class of onlookers. (Compare the realism of Lukacs: ‘Realism in art portrays the world in the sense that it enables man to perceive his own true nature.’)

If we understand the observation that a picture p is vivid for T. J. Clark, then this involves the picture p’s ‘representing’ what T. J. Clark is interested in. What T. J. Clark may be interested in may be actual or not, although usually he will claim that what he is interested in is actual. A picture’s vividness is at least conceptually separated from its genesis and iconicity; i.e., we might say that there is some predicate of it which renders it vivid in relation to a user’s interests but which is a function neither of its gene​sis nor of its iconicity. For a variety of historical reasons such conditions of vividness may be analytic in their contributions to rigour-bearing depic​tions, representations, etc. This is not the lunatic assertion it may at first appear to be, since vividness and matching, etc. must involve some degrees of logical transitivity, etc. and some possibilities of cognitive con​tent, to escape from accusations of relativism.

The productive or descriptive (or iconic) features may of course be of pic​tures which are of certain bits of the world and which are icons of other sorts of representations of them. But not necessarily. You cannot infer of-ness and iconicity or naturalism from vividness – and you can distinguish them from it.

But, presumably, ‘good’ pictures are usually vivid. It is highly likely that vivid pictures for someone or for some class or interest have a high plausibility for them. (Class naturalism? Bourgeois naturalism?) And vivid pictures might be expected to involve an ontological claim or be thought to expect some sort of ontological commitment (but not knowledge as such). (8)
It would be hard to think of a picture as vivid unless its being vivid involves some sort of ontological commitment to what it is thought to describe for those for whom it is vivid. This may be hard to take – just sort of stipula​tive. We may seem to be restricting vividness to an artificially small class of pictures – pictures that seem to involve an existence claim in respect of what they describe on the part of those for whom they are vivid.

A picture that shows some sort of humanoid out of science fiction might be traceable or of something, might be thought to be an icon or a multiple icon, or it might be of other pictures, or of nothing, or, etc. The picture might be vivid for someone but only if he, she or they are in some way ontological​ly committed to what is ‘described’.

But what is described is not thought to exist by people who look at the covers of science-fiction books. It is hard to be categorical about this. We think that it is not an uncritical regurgitation of the philosophical analysis of fic​tions to suggest that a vivid picture should involve an existence claim in some possible world for someone. The extent to which the relations between this possible world and the actual world are thought to be specified will depend on the contextually determined logical limits.

The extent to which this purely ‘internal’ (to someone) existence claim is, or could be, a claim that whatever is vivid has ontological credentials in the actual world is of some interest. The blithe postulation of a well-mark​ed possible world will not cope with all questions, anomalies, etc.

Bearing in mind ‘vivid’, we return to of. Consider the following: A hyperrealist H is going to have a show at the O.K. Harris Gallery. Ivan Karp, the owner of the gallery and entrepreneur of hyperrealist painting, has in​formed the artist that the portrait he exhibited in the gallery artists’ Summer Show was the subject of enormous interest on the part of the illiterate plutocrats who patronise his gallery. Could he possible do ten more, just like it? H agrees. He photographs Bob, Carol, Ted, Alice, Jules, Jim, Tex, etc. with his perfectly functioning Hasselblad. His brilliant technician girlfriend develops the film and produces perfect 1O” x 8” colour prints. H sticks the prints in his epidiascope which enlarges the image to lO’ x 8’, and proceeds to airbrush and fudge a hyperrealist picture complete with en​larged pores, blackheads, eyelashes and hair-roots.

H’s ‘picture of Bob’, etc. satisfies or seems to satisfy Kaplan’s criteria of of-ness, resemblance and vividness. At the same time, it involves us in no undue metaphorical strain to say that H’s ‘picture of Bob’, etc. is of no​-one, that it is only marginally iconic and that it is utterly lacking in vivid​ness. It would be sufficient for him to have an adequately caparisoned doll. The metaphor is not strained. We could say that it is almost to be taken literally.

We may be able to accept – in a commonsensical or culturally-bound pheno​menalistic way (?) – the argument that H’s picture of Bob is a picture such that Bob played an important part in ‘the causal chain leading to its produc​tion’. We are nevertheless struck by the vacuity of the argument. In fact it seems to be the poor historiographical brother of ‘the First World War was caused by the assassination of the Archduke Ferdinand at Sarajevo.’ It is a vastly inferior argument to account for the picture when compared with the statement that the picture was produced – materially caused – by other hyperrealist pictures, by the pressure of the hyper-realist market, and that these material causes do not involve reference to Bob in any significant sense. (9)
The point about the notion of genesis (not the only point, but it must be im​portant) must be the question of the explanatory power of an account of the production of something. For Kaplan, at first sight, explanatory power may not seem to be of the essence. This is a pity. If you are considering how you got a name you could very well be explaining to yourself how you acquired it.

It is perhaps interesting to consider Kaplan’s of in relation to W. B. Gallie’s genesis. According to William Dray:

In his general account of genetic explanation, Professor W. B. Gallie says ... if a historian explains the rapid rise of Christianity by referring to its possession of the proselytizing platform of the Jewish synagogue... this does not commit him to arguing that the development was either necessary or probable. The force of the explanation is rather to show how Christianity got its opportunity. An everyday example of the same pattern would be the explanation of an angry retort by reference to the taunt which evoked it. Once again, there is no claim to show the retort to be deducible or predictable. It is rather that but for the taunt, ‘the statement would remain unintelligible in the sense of lacking an ap​propriate historical context.’ (10)
Now, it may seem that we could substitute ‘Bob’ for ‘the taunt’ and ‘hyperrealist picture’ for ‘the retort’ in the passage above. This will not, how​ever, lead to a satisfactory result. We would argue that in order to get a satisfactory result what would have to be substituted for ‘the taunt’ in the above passage is a lengthy sentence concerning the interests of O.K. Harris, art money and art market. Thus:

An everyday example of the same pattern would be the explanation of a hyperrealist picture by reference to the art market (etc.) which evoked it. Once again, there is no claim to show the hyperrealist picture to be deducible or predictable. It is rather that but for the art market (etc.), ‘the hyperrealist picture would remain unintelligible in the sense of lacking an appropriate historical context.’

What would artistic pictures be like if a Kaplan sense of the genesis of such pictures were not only true but important as an explanation – contributed something to a sense of material cause?

Everyone, or nearly everyone, can understand that a picture can be an icon of what it is not of, that pictures that ‘look alike’ can be of different actual objects, and that pictures that do not look icon-alike can be of the same ac​tual objects, etc. This all makes sense diagrammatically.

Of can have a strange stipulative character. We are suggesting that it is more than or less than merely genetic. Stipulatively associate some pictures with perceptions of their objects and that’s all you have – a dogmatic claim that some conjunction occurred sometime. This can be genetically empty. The hyper-realist’s ‘piece’ is of Bob. The painting is associated with its object by some ‘natural’ stipulation. Weymouth Bay by John Constable is also of its object – Weymouth Bay. Now we suggest that it is not wilfully obtuse to record the thought that this genetic association of the pic​ture Weymouth Bay with Weymouth Bay is to tell us something quite differ​ent about how Weymouth Bay was produced than the stipulative association of the hyper-realist ‘piece’ with Bob. This would seem so even if the genetic connection between Weymouth Bay and Weymouth Bay were via hearsay and drunken verbal description. Why is this?

We can further conjecture that of,or rather the problem of of-like relations between pictures and their objects, is central to any discussion of realism. (Far too much of the debate at Realism conferences and so forth is concen​trated on (vague and laymanlike fixations with) the descriptive character of pictures and with ‘semiological’ updates of these; not enough attention is paid to the genetic character of pictures. Indeed, these aspects of pictures are often confused, etc.)

The genesis of a photograph could include the camera factory in Germany or Japan. The of-ness of (e.g.) a photograph can provide an epistemologically significant closure on such a genetic discussion. It is (e.g.) of Arthur Scargill. Of-ness is stipulative in that it seems to licence the stipulative associ​ation of a picture with another bit of the world. It is not a correspondence but a genetic relationship. What is complex and interesting is that the genetic significance of the stipulation will be a matter of enquiry for any picture or pictures. Within the limits of artificial intelligence, or of vulgar intui​tion, the epiphenomenal photograph can be insulated from absurdity. The epiphenomenal painting, it might be said, is close to being a category mis​take. The painter is not a mechanism triggered by the tree or whatever he is painting. At least, you might want to say, ‘Look at the painter for the “causes” of the painting. Look for a structure, not at the tree.’ The point is that of-ness does not impose a Skinnerian metaphysics of cause; it stipu​lates some possible genetic closure.

Perhaps there are arguments for seeing symmetry between of-ness and genetic closure. Firstly, such a condition would dispose of behaviourists’ (and others’) reification. Secondly, closure is interest-bound rather than a mechanical conclusion from which of-ness is seen as produced. Thirdly, of-ness must be complex and must be intimately connected to the functions of closure.

In order to ask the right sorts of questions concerning the significance of the relation between genesis and of-ness to the problem of realism, a num​ber of continuing difficulties must be faced, and if not brought to solution at least given some dialectical air. These difficulties continue largely in the locale of accusations that the Kaplanesque notion of of is phenomenalistic, empiricistic, behaviouristic or just vulgarly materialistic. A similar ob​jection is (e.g.) that it makes one of a picture’s possible links with the world the alleged fact that it is an epiphenomenon of it, or that the painter just mechanically and passively copies his object and so on. Another pos​sible criticism is that anyone who conscripts Kaplan’s of-ness into art discourse is trying to make some sort of glue with which to stick (some) signs to the world and vice-versa. Not many of these objections are easily met. The problems come thick and fast when it is remembered that of-ness is being considered not because of its psychological interest but primarily be​cause of its historical and historiographical explanatory interest. It has to do with how something was produced.

We are suggesting, in adapting of-ness, that it is a special sort of restric​tion in arguments concerning the production of certain types of pictures or representations. This restriction is genetic. Of-ness has genetic status but it is not genetically sufficient. Genetic considerations are, as we have earlier mentioned, in some clear and vulgar ways distinct from considera​tions of (e.g.) iconicity and isomorphicness. The defensibility of a partic​ular sort of genetic argument in analysis distinguishes some kinds of art production from other kinds. (And to put what we keep saying another way, we pursue this conjecture on the near conviction that the semiological self-restriction of many earnests of ‘realism’ has them worrying about whether pictures are like something or other or nothing, whereas what they should be worrying about or asking is whether pictures are of something or other or nothing. If you ask the latter question the genetic debate is brought to the forefront and we can thus stifle the anxious squeaks of those whose in​terests are served by the high-minded suppression of informal fallacies.)

In order for a genetic explanation to be complete there would have to be a reduction of the various genetic desciplines (all the possible ways to account for things) to a single stratum, a complete description of all the individuals at that level. There would have to be an antecedent closure. This is absurd not because it is a megalomaniac dream but because it amounts to a condi​tion of the impossibility of any meaningful enquiry not only into representa​tion but into anything. The possibility of enquiry entails that what is en​quired into is open. The high-bourgeois consumer account of the genesis of the masterpieces of, e.g., Robyn Denny or Carl Andre at the Tate Gal​lery is dogmatically complete. Their genesis is fully explained and closed off on pain of curatorial suicide. Such a dogmatic closure is irrational, not merely self-serving or venal. This can be shown by showing what it would presuppose if its practitioners could be bothered to consider the up​shots of their smugness. (11)
A stipulative association of picture and object obviously suggests a closure of some kind. It does not suggest that a complete explanation is possible, however. Of-ness appears to have the merit of preserving some sort of alternative to a coherence theory of representation. That is, it directs at​tention and it directs enquiry to material causation; it is materially intel​ligible quasi-closure, not an arbitrary criterion of the credibility of some cultural interest.

Of-ness does not suggest that there is a complete genetic explanation of any picture. Neither does it suggest that this is a reasonable aim. What it does is suggest that for some kinds of representational work a quasi-closure is defensible and that this can lead to more, perhaps, than the examination of structures of some kind, but not just the examination of recorded exper​iences nor the trivial collection of recorded experiences by artists and their apologists.

The quasi-experimental character of some picture production is dependent upon the fact that the producer produces a closure which is intelligible, and that its intelligibility is rooted in some reality. Of-ness proposes and can be defended as a condition of such a closure.

One of the possible ways of-ness can be thought to mark a difference between realistic and non-realistic artistic work is that it is defensible and significant in accounting for the genesis of realistic pictures and arbitrary and marginal in accounting for other types. You can’t always – can seldom ever – just tell by looking whether artistic work is idealistic or not. This last statement is so obvious as to have the status of a truism.

We recapitulate our conjecture and say that a closure of a possibly ‘stipula​tive’ – but not antecedent – kind is defensibly associated with of in instances of realistic pictures. That is, there may be a way to regard realistic pictures as, among other things, pictures whose genetic systems contain a ‘closed’, or rather partially closed, system. We may be able to regard a realistic picture as a picture whose termini are that picture and that which it is of. Such a system is not really closed, rather it is differentiated from other non-realist art practice in that it is limited or restricted in some way that is historically or cognitively significant, and not just structurally or because of an investment in dominance.

This is not to presume that human agency is not an important genetic ques​tion. What of-ness does is introduce a closure in the form of a conjecture and a set of lemmas as to what you can go on and say about that agency – what that agency is like. (A greedy painter’s painting of something is per​haps not the same sort of genetic object as a greedy painter’s painting of nothing.) Because of the ‘realist’ conjecture above and its lemmas, ques​tions concerning agency may well differ in cognitively dramatic ways.

Whether or not of-ness distinguishes a particular kind of ‘operation’, as we appear to be suggesting, is far from clear. If we are suggesting such an operationism, then it should be clear that the relations which this implies are not seen as such as to require that a picture p being of x is both neces​sary and sufficient. We are not prohibited, for example, from having pic​tures of x which are ‘irrational’,  that is, presumably contrastive predicates may still be simultaneously applicable. From the point of view of a theory of types, we should not suppose that x’s are primitive items, nor should we suppose that pictures of x’s are modally simple things or relations. Of-ness does not suggest some variant of action by contact thought not to require ex​planation. We’re not thinking in terms of a set of cog-wheel relations. The causal agent in the genetic sequence is the artist or artists, men and women as producers of produced production. The notion of producer is better un​derstood than the notion of a producer of pictures of something.

Another objection to of-ness (which is connected variously to many others) is that it can only go to features of a very restricted class of pictures. Think of this as a theoretical argument in the sense that what is being ob​jected to is the causal implication that there is some intelligibly equivalent Markovian-ness to be found in very long and attenuated genetic chains and in very short and apparently simple ones. That is, it may be thoroughly objectionable to suggest that a relation of of-ness established between a photographic print and a depicted object (where, e.g., mediation and so forth are not all that complicated) is significantly like a relation of of-ness thought to be reconstructable in a very long, complex and highly mediated chain. Such an objection to of-ness amounts to saying that while it may be sort of commonsense to think of some very simple pictures as epiphenomena of the ‘actual objects’ of the world, it makes no sense to think this way of most pictures which are genetically the result of human activity, compe​tences, cognitivity, etc. It’s not obvious whether this objection concerns some sort of implicit phenomenalism of of-ness. To accuse of-ness of phe​nomenalism may not be to say that it is genetically insignificant – although it would be if you thought that phenomenalism was incapable of accounting for anything. The objection may not be so much an accusation of phenomenalism but a suggestion that of-ness can’t account for anything non-phenomenalistic – which is different.

The objection that of-ness makes pictures epiphenomena of actual objects is perhaps something to infiltrate Kaplan with. Of-ness is, however, not un​avoidably phenomenalistic. It might be true that a genetic of-ness ‘link’ be​tween a picture and reality could be seen as phenomenalistic; if, that is, the chain involved was sufficiently oversimplified. But what we have to defend is a claim for of-ness that it is a ‘link’ with the independently real world that a picture (etc.) can have, and one which is distinct from a descriptive or denotative or iconic link, in some fairly important and clear ways. The logical character of of-ness is such that it continues to show through a lot of counter-exemplary fog. The link is phenomenalistic only if it’s made that way – only if a phenomenalistic emphasis is gratuitously produced.

An elaboration of the criticism – viz. that of-ness is only one of many candi​dates for consideration in trying to account for picture-production genetical​ly – is well taken. But of-ness is at least a differently weighted candidate when one is dealing with some or some possible representational pictures. Of-ness is epistemologically significant. It is not a notion that points to some epiphenomenal residue. It is a special type of genetic category.

But this is not the end of the troubles of of-ness. Someone might object that of as a stipulative association (hyperealism and John Constable) will cover a wider (looser) range of pictures than of as a genetically significant explan​atory function (just John Constable). Of works on at least two levels of pic​ture ‘intelligibility’. These two levels are in some way unreconcileable. They belong to different types or levels of enquiry. One of-ness is just ob​scurantist. The trouble with an objection of this sort is that it is founded on a misunderstanding of the instrumentality of of-ness. While some pictures of something or other are ‘only trivially so’, and others not, this does not mark any subdivision of of-ness. The fact that for a hyperealist ‘portrait’ of is a merely stipulative, explanatorily insignificant relation is indeed highly problematic. This ‘insignificance’ is due to the fact that there are other genetic considerations which are liable to obliterate the sense that the of-ness of such portraits is a (genetic) link with reality. Indeed, it can be argued that of-ness is here a condition of the critical obliteration of the hyperealist’s claim to any sort of realism. The fact that the hyperealist portrait of Bob is of Bob and the fact that this stipulative association is no significant closure on accounts of its genesis is some indication that the por​trait has no realistic character (unless we were to assent to the preserva​tion of a stipulative quasi-denotative (dogmatic and boring) restriction on of-ness). We conjecture that the realistic or unrealistic character of a pic​ture of something (e.g., hyperealism v. Pissarro, etc.) is meaningfully contributed to by answers to the question, ‘How significant is the of-ness of that picture in accounting for its genetic intelligibility?’ Another way of put​ting this is in answer to the question, ‘How significant is its of-ness in the production of a closure, given that any explanation of the genetic system in which it is produced is necessarily incomplete insofar as the system itself is open?’ (12)
Of is a link as a functional relation between a picture and some part of the world. The non-dogmatic aspects of the stipulative association between the two entail the cognitive conditions discussed earlier. Some pictures are of some part of the world, though this stipulative association does not seem to express one of their links with reality. Other pictures are of some part of the world, and this stipulative association does seem to express one of their links with reality. The detail and truth-value of the stipulation are not the same in both cases. But this does not mean that we have to interpret of dif​ferently in each case. Indeed, the relevance of the very distinction between the cases is a pointer to the critical explanatory potential of our concept of of.

Of-ness is not just a relation between middle-sized dry goods. Not quite. It is indifferent with respect to homeomorphic, isomorphic, paramorphic representations. This does not mean it is empty. The fact that the double-​helix representation of the DNA molecule is grounded in mechanical, not biophysical, models does not reduce its of-ness with respect to (all or some) DNA molecules. This is, of course, to extend Kaplan’s of-ness – but not beyond intuitive facility. To say that a model is supposed to be of a DNA molecule is to say a bit more than that it is supposed to represent it or look like it or explain it. It is to say that it is in some way genetically tied to some actual (though presumably not real) object of science (or some real object that science studies) and not the product of mere fantasy or an imagi​nary object or some other object. The link between representation and some parts of external reality has its explanatory power, etc. in hypothe​sis-formation. The links are not themselves hypotheses. Hypotheses are not just poetic correspondences within the discourse of science. As actual though not real objects they are part of the production of scientific discourse.

Of is always potentially marginal or genetically vacuous. What positively distinguishes some representational pictures from others is the genetic significance of of-type relations in accounting for their character.

Of handles the possibility that two formally and at a certain level psychologically identical pictures could have different genetic links with reality. Of course, pictures of the same thing can have different genetic character, etc., pictures of nothing could differ genetically, etc. Of-ness is a link that a picture can have with reality. It can be suggested that it is a link that any realist picture must have. It is in order to point out the difference between a descriptive or iconic link of of-ness and a genetic link of of-ness that diagrammatic examples have been used above. These diagrammatic examples make ‘a picture of’ seem like ‘based on a perception of’. This is fraught with anxieties about practical redundancy and logical collapse (as we have seen). Of’s apparent reducibility to some form of phenomenalism is the problem.

Actual instances of pictures do not very often just involve a decisive single or simple of in their genesis. At the same time, the genetic significance of an apparently reduced and primitive sense of of is of importance in distinguishing some categories of pictures. There is a more psychologically real circumstance such that of is involved and which can be thought to bear on some actual instances of pictures.

Picture-production is not passive perception-copying. It must be clear that perception of or mechanical conjunction of object and picture (or picturer) is by no means genetically sufficient for any recognisable pictures. It was never supposed to be. Perception of is a sort of genetic closure. Of can comprehend that virtual absence of the ‘object’ which is involved in a defen​sible sense of picture genesis. By ‘virtual absence’ we mean the following: If Courbet’s The Stonebreakers is of (or not of and not both) actual people, then that is, among other things, epistemologically significant. The occur​rence of some specific bit of stonebreaking in nineteenth-century France is not sufficient for The Stonebreakers. The non-occurrence of that bit of stonebreaking is not sufficient for the rejection of an of-ness claim with re​spect to The Stonebreakers. But if an of-ness claim is to be sustained, then the painting must be some significant genetic conjuncture, and the con​stituents of this genesis must be people and processes independent of the painting, and there must be part of this genesis independent of the producer of the painting. Furthermore, there must be some way in which it can be claimed that the picture refers to what it is of.

The ambiguity of the more or less conventional phrase ‘plays a significant part in the (causal) genesis of the picture’ can be thought to permit some sense of this ‘virtual absence’. By ‘virtual absence’ we mean to emphasise the fact that pictures have a mediated genesis. We mean to bury the idea that the epistemological significance of of denotes the epiphenomenal – or ​worse picture. ‘Mediation’ is not here supposed to throw fancy intellectual Lukacsian idealist notions into the discussion. Nor is mediation here sup​posed to be of some abstract form, isolating human agents and agency from each other and from external reality; historical agency is the mediation. By talking of a ‘virtual absence’ of the object we mean to point to the fact that pictures are produced production and that within the of-ness relation between a picture and an object other pictures and descriptions can be accommodated. Recent criticism of Stalinist left-wing usage of ‘mediation’ has suggested that such epistemological problems of pictures and reality are not subject-object interfaces or problems, but that mediation is simply a function of human agency in subject-subject relations.

We have tended to dwell on the problem of a very schematic of. Genetic credentials and the derivation of genetic credentials are of great epistemological significance. If The Stonebreakers was transported without comment to Southern California, it could denote two Californian artistic persons collect​ing stones for their crib of a Richard Long. The painting’s realistic status as having something to do with knowledge can only be extracted from its genetic attachment to some real peasants – whether it naturalistically denotes them or not.

If Courbet heard snatches of a report about a burial at Ornans and that’s all he had to go on, then (some of) the genesis of Burial at Ornans could be traced back from mouth to mouth or from ‘mouth to eye’ to the actual burial (eventually). This is not at all surprising. This tracing may seem to have very little to do with the significance of Burial at Ornans. But if Burial at Ornans is supposed to have anything to do with the class struggle in France, it will have to be linked to it by more than resemblance to people at a funeral and the presumption that the descriptive features of the picture are somehow discursive enough to produce or match knowledge. Of course, the picture may not be linked genetically to people at a funeral – it may be linked to a different event in the life of the country bourgeosie and the burial may be a kind of metaphor. There is nothing genetically odd about that. The picture is of what it is of. Alternatively, it may be ‘about’ the rural proletariat in a metaphor that ‘describes’ the country bourgeoisie. If it’s of the rural proletariat, it has to satisfy of-ness conditions. ‘Serve as subject’ is not that simple. It is no less of what it is of when what it is of is not the pri​mary subject of the picture. Title and subject do not have to coincide; artist’s subject and subject may well be a matter of genetic investigation, etc. (We do not need to say that what a picture is of must also be the sub​ject of the picture in order to stop pictures just being of the artist. We can either stipulate that they shall not be of the artist or else include the artist in the list of those – usually many – things which the picture is of, stipula​ting that there are no realist pictures which are genetically restricted to being of the artist.)

Someone might object that the suggestion that Courbet’s The Stonebreakers is of artistic persons making a silly Richard Long sculpture is itself so silly, so lacking in plausibility, as to be able to mark no boundary between iconic ‘naturalism’ and of-ness. The objection has a certain merit – but not much. It is perhaps more genetically significant to say that Courbet was French, that he lived at a certain time and that the genesis of the picture is what was happening at the time he lived and his perception of it and his perception of truths about it. Maybe. But the production of certain resemblances by Courbet will not link his picture with reality genetically. We cannot infer realism from resemblance. Neither can we infer realism from the extruded heroic personality. The assertion that Courbet held such and such a social position or positions, that he had such and such a grasp on the character of society, and that these views were true and were knowledge as a sort of con​sequence cannot be true unless these views and the pictures which formed and were formed by them are genetically linked to a world which is indepen​dent of him and his pictures.

Unless ‘realistic’ pictures have of-ness as at least one of their properties, no decisive move can be made against a theory of mere pictorial coherence. To fail to pay attention to the genetic credentials of Courbet’s pictures is to extrude a mysterious hero. To extrude the hero is to minimise or to obliterate the genetic (epistemological) credentials of his pictures.

A picture of E. P. Thompson is genetically tied to E. P. Thompson. This genetic tie is with a specific actual entity. For a picture to be tied thus to E. P. Thompson is not to have this or that genetic history predictable of it or glued to it by necessity. (13) It is, rather, to say that it has a link with the actual E. P. Thompson such that the well-rehearsed distinction between what is produced and how it is produced is reduced in its range of applica​tion. E. P. Thompson stands as a significant contributor to How? ‘How’ must conceptually restrict ‘What’ if representation is to be intelligible at all beyond the vagaries of coherence theory. Indeed, it might be argued that unless the genetic link with reality is supplied initially by something like of-ness, then all realistic projects must be unintelligible. If of-ness were not a powerful link between a picture and reality, if it were merely a fifth-rate genetic explanatory device, then realist projects would, it might be conjec​tured, degenerate as modernist art projects have degenerated – into super​mediated art-world projects susceptible to no intelligible closures, suscep​tible only to the arbitrary closures which are functions of the instrumental apologetics of the rest of the bourgeois cultural creation.

We do not say that there is a correspondence between pictures and the world. Rather that without of we cannot contemplate, let alone stress, the role that someone’s knowledge might play in the production of pictures and representations.

It should not be assumed that – we are trying to enshrine of in a world of con​templative social atoms. The individuality of the dramatis personae of most examples in the foregoing is accidental. Kaplan’s text is more than touched with empiricism/positivism. We do not stress passive, disinterested con​templation – indeed we would say that it is an unworkable distortion of a link between a picture or representation and reality. On our account, of stipu​lates not a disinterested individual’s perception of an object conceived as a middle-sized dry goods, but a genetically significant part of the world independent of the picture and the mind of the artist coupled with or conjoined with a denotative or referential claim concerning that part of the world and the picture in question. The perceptual experience of an individual or a col​lective is by no means sufficient for the closure or confirmation (or discon​firmation) of an of claim in respect of a given picture. Our examples are no more than diagrams of a bit of of’s territory. Pictures (and many other sorts of representations) are not (of themselves) sufficiently discursive in their descriptive or semiotic aspects to establish links with reality in a ma​terially significant way. This is the case notwithstanding the plethora of transitive objects which must be ‘reality’ for most putatively realistic pic​tures. Of-ness is a property (or a tendency) that pictures can have signifi​cantly and without recourse to an overweening empiricist epistemology. The discursive elaboration of an of-ness claim in respect of some picture will be a representational activity itself. This does not imply an idealist world. An of-ness claim is work. A picture is work on available materials circumscribed by available cultural resources. An of-ness claim will have material as well as efficient causes. A picture’s of-ness, if it has any, will involve material (Aristotelian) causes as well as efficient ones.

We have made lemmatic presumptions that of involves the causal indepen​dence of that which a picture is of. What a picture is of is supposed to be agent and not patient. This supposition is too strong. We are by no means sure that asymmetrical agency is required. The ontological independence of the world which a picture pictures does not require the causal asymmetry of picture and world. The causal interdependence of a picture and what it is genetically of is not hard to think of. Trivially, a simper in a portrait may involve a genetic reference to a simpering person who simpered at the second sitting because other aspects of the portrait were flattering and, etc. – problematically. The causal or genetic interdependence of the pro​cess of picturing and what is pictured is obvious. Of does not imply unin​terpreted or unreflected reality. Of is not super-correspondence. The status of the closure is not very often that of the intransitive nature of natu​ral science.

Of is a notion transcendentally raised in pursuit of something very like the question, ‘How is some limited sort of realist art possible?’ It may be that (some) realist pictures are the intersections of defensible and accessible of-ness and descriptiveness. At least, these intersections (to which we could add vividness (14)) will permit the strongest claims to realism. Of is cold comfort. It’s cold out. A lot more work has to be done.

Some of the work to be done concerns the question of of’s transcendental character. We need to look at the question whether or not of is just a simply a priori requirement established once you’ve claimed something is a real​istic representation, and meant something specific by that.

The genetic relation between many pictures and their objects is complex and mediated. The relation between many pictures and what they denote is com​plex and mediated. The relationship between many pictures’ genesis and their descriptive content is very often complex if not so often mediated. We might say, pace Thompson, that all the difficulties are so immense that it has become apparent that reality and ‘realism’ must be totally distinct, but that it does not follow from this that we must establish what links them. (15)
Notes

(1) In ‘Quantifying In’, first published in Words & Objections: Essays on the Work of W. V.Quine, D. Davidson and J. Hintikka (eds.), D. Reidel Publish​ing Co., Dordrecht-Holland, 1969, pp. 178-214.

(2) (This is a virtual précis from N. Goodman, ‘Seven Strictures on Similarity’, plus some upshots.)

1. ‘Similarity does not make the difference between representations and descriptions distinguish any symbols as peculiarly “iconic”, or ac​count for the grading of any picture as more or less realistic or natur​alistic.’ There is a conviction that ‘resemblance is the necessary and sufficient condition for representation.’ Of course, as Goodman goes on to say, this conclusion is wrong.

2. Certainly, resemblance alone is not enough for representation... and even where reference has been established, similarity is not a sufficient condition of representation.

3. Pictures are or can be (among other things) denotative symbols.

4. But even when they are denotative, comparative naturalism among them does not depend on their degree of resemblance to what they represent. (Unicorns, etc. can be more or less naturalistic – even, and importantly, realistic.) The most that can be said is that among pictures that represent actual objects (?) degree of naturalism correlates to some extent with the degree of resemblance of picture to object.

5. But resemblance does not constitute any firm invariant criterion of naturalism.

6. Resemblance is relative, variable and culture-dependent.

7. In some cultures, it might be argued that resemblance is a criterion of ‘realism’ – or rather, judgements of ‘realism’ tend to coincide, and, even when they do, we can’t safely say that judgements of realism (or naturalism) follow upon judgements of similarity or resemblance. The reverse may be equally true: that the resemblance is judged greater where as a result of our ability to ‘read’ the representational means we think that the realism (or naturalism) is greater than in another instance.

These strictures (1-7) are relevant to the concept of ‘matching’. One dime matches another. One dime also matches a sea shell, where a given sea shell will get you a ‘phone call or, etc.

Is matching then a more general concept than resemblance? And how does it connect with description? We might say that descriptions ‘match’ or ‘fit’ what they describe; that is, they are referentially successful if they match, in some way, at some time, etc.

(See ‘Seven Strictures on Similarity’ in Problems and Projects, N. Goodman, Bobbs-Merrill Co., Indianapolis and New York, 1972, pp. 437-448.)
(3) See Art, An Enemy of the People, R. Taylor, Harvester Press, London, 1978, p. 85. Cf. Gombrich (Art & Illusion, Phaidon Press, London, 1960, p. 78): ‘... the correct portrait, like the useful map, is an end product on a long road through schema and corrections. It is not a faithful record of a visual experience but the faithful construction of a relational model.’ Gom​brich’s introduction here of the notions of correctness and fidelity suggests a view as to how representations are tied to their objects which is curiously insulated from the kinds of problems which are raised by consideration of the notion of vividness. While we might sympathise with the fastidious dis​taste for sociological explanations which is perhaps what such insulation ex​presses, we would say that the assertion of correctness for a portrait, or the recognition of something as a relational model, must involve a descriptive​ness claim and that descriptiveness claims can’t be evaluated independently of considerations both of modes of production and of some such user-related notion as that of vividness.

(4) Although both sociological and logical reductions would try to banish ‘medi​ations’ between iconic symbols and their objects (e.g., Hindess and Hirst, or the ersatz type-theory of pictures), it could be the case that at some time somebody would state that there are ‘mediations’ that are analytic functions and are a priori conditions of both (or either) symbols and (or) objects. That is, iconicness could have some assertoric background, and the mediation which invested that bit of stuff with the isomorphicness was a competence which transcended a number of sociological contingencies of experiencing the symbol and the object; if ‘mediation’ may involve historical subject relations, then some sort of mediation is required between (or for the genetic conditions of) symbols and their corresponding objects. Two important points: it is silly to think of objects matched in the world as simply first-order only; there may be no limit on the complexity of the objects described, denoted or depicted (we’re not initially thinking of just simple descriptions); and we’re not considering mediation in any way close to the semiotic idealisation of an asocial glue of rationality that sticks objects to depictions, statements, etc. or vice versa. Among the complexities of competences that must transcend (what? – very obvious and limited cases of representation – object(s) pairing) a highly conditional production of icon(s), etc. and/or a cognitive experience, we have to include modally varied conditions of consistency, identity, onto​logical range and other ‘basic’ pre-conditions.

We are not saying, however, that matching-correspondence is mediated by resemblance, nor that conventionality has no part to play in determining degrees of (or satisfaction in) resemblance. Non-iconic symbols (e.g., non​analogical representations and semantic information) may well be bound to corresponding parts of the world through the mediations of conventionality, but is so very far from the case that conventions are historically or methodo​logically or ontologically, etc., etc. arbitrary or accidental. Much of the discussion over such distinctions between iconic and non-iconic or resem​blance and (e.g.) mapping has been derelict, with the assumptions of histor​ical conditions as natural conditions supervening production, etc.

(5) Those vagrants in art (art history) who connect fixations with technology to misapprehensions of Frankfurt may happily consider the distinctions between types and tokens. Mechanical reproduction may seem a wonderful opportunity to exploit such distinctions for a half-baked theory of mass and public beha​viour – given enough tokens of type ‘x’ you can dominate or save the world – but nevertheless such a logical dependency on types for tokens does require a cognitive content of that type. That’s difficult to deal with, and it must be asked to what extent what historical power you have will serve (or simply what sovereign authority may exist) to keep the right tokens to the right types. If type-token relations were stabilised (stable) – and they may be where sov​ereign power may be maintained – then a number of important questions are raised outside cognitive psychological issues: (e.g.) a type must be complete etc. Even empirical user-independence can screw up the logical dependency of tokens-to-type generation. Further, there may be a generative discourse surrounding what is accepted as ordinarily a token of... The more elaborate causal chain of production and reception of a token (rather than a type) may or may not have any bearing on the generation of productive dis​course that the token is a function of. Further, given particular forms of method (ontological grip, class consciousness, etc.), it may be difficult to acknowledge any (or any distinct) heir-lines between tokens and types. What would be the heir-lines between a pound note and paradigmatic pound notes, safes, vaults and the IMF idealisation in monetarism?

(A)

[image: image1.png]



(B)
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( (6) ‘Quantifying In’, D. Kaplan, reprinted in Reference and Modality, L. Linsky (ed.), Oxford Readings in Philosophy series, O.U.P., London, 1971, pp. 112-144. References are to this printing. This reference p. 134.

(7) ‘Charles Baudelaires’s Les Chats’, R. Jakobson and C. Levi-Strauss, in Structuralism: A Reader, Lane (ed.), London, 1970.

(8) Cf. Kaplan, loc. cit., p. 136.

(9) This may be, for some, the beginning of a slippery slope down which we are often accused of sliding. The so-called ‘informal fallacies’ do seem endemic to genetic considerations. Adequate genetic inquiry will not be able to support an unrestrictedly punctilious distinction between what a picture is of (of) and how that picture came to be produced (cf. Kaplan, loc. cit., p. 134).

(10) ‘Explanation in History and the Genetic Sciences’, W. B. Gallie, in Theories of History, Glencoe, Ill., 1959. Quoted in ‘The Historical Explanation of Actions’, William Dray, in The Philosophy of History, Oxford Readings in Philosophy, London, 1974.

(11) Completeness of descriptions within closures is not a conclusive problem, insofar as closure involves a number of functions, each one of which may have separate histories or heir-lines. We can consider descriptions, se​mantic information and, for example, Tarskian conditions of truth as com​present within a particular closure. We should not confuse vacuousness of any of the above conditions or values with an assumed compieteness: e.g., with regard to the masterpieces of Robyn Denny or Carl Andre.

(12) In what way is an of claim like cookery? Mathematics is like cookery – or the writing of a score. Of might sometimes be considered the advertisement of a bit of the world as recipe. That’s not a causal business. It is powerfully genetic. Pictures which are not of something don’t have this ‘text’. Is this an epistemological canard?

(13) We do not inquire into the order of things. We do not inquire as to the mechanism whereby a thing in the world may ‘cause’ a perception, or be part of the ‘cause’ of a perception, in another part of nature. Some people do inquire. There are many experimental results and quasi-experimental results in cognitive psychology and transcendental arguments in philosophy. It’s cold outside. What we do say is that a picture produced by somebody and which is of something involves significant consideration of that some​thing as genetic.

(14) Many of the most vivid pictures (pictures that match or cohere with our interests, practices and commitments) seem genetically and descriptively intractable. An objection to this, to the effect that all pictures are ‘natural​ly’ caused and that consequently they cannot be genetically homeless, is fairly feeble in respect of of: of is defined such that a connection is established between of-ness and a descriptive or referential claim – and this is done notwithstanding the necessity that of compass the margins of ‘of the artist’, etc. A further (or related) objection might be raised that a picture could be of (e.g.) the artist’s beliefs, and that it could also describe those beliefs. We might accept this much, but further to contend that a picture can be of an artist’s beliefs identified somehow with his ideas is in for the usual Lockean troubles: we could merely stipulate that if pictures or parts of pictures are used to ‘express’ beliefs or something like them, then they may be supposed to refer to or to describe and (possibly) to be of what those beliefs are about even if they are about beliefs – or nothing much. And clearly, that aspect of a picture which expresses, e.g., unnameable dread involves neither a problem of reference nor a problem of of. (There will be some structural considerations, however.)

Consider the possibility that our sense of a picture’s vividness invited a question of tolerance. Vivid pictures might, for a realist, be interrogated with respect to the bit of the world that provides the best (not necessarily the most interference-like) fit (cf. Kaplan, loc. cit., p. 138). This would mean sorting out some way to ask for and answer the requirement that the picture be of (whatever) and that it ‘describe’ (whatever) or be iconically connected to (whatever) and that it be vivid – and damn the elisions associated with pratique.

The trouble with that sort of genetic quest is that one would be committed to boldly going towards some individual thing. The really obvious thing about some pictorial individuals is that they are genetically of more than one indi​vidual. The problem with trying to make a tolerance fit between those as​pects of a picture considered vivid and the world is that, in relation to a ‘given’ pictorial individual, we can’t have more than a single individual to get a fit with – however complex that individual may be. And this won’t do. A ‘given’ pictorial individual may be the result of multiple informational conflations. A Hit or Myth kind of thing. Bearing in mind conflations, it might be possible to look at some pictures in the following ‘extreme’ fashion: examine the picture considered to be vivid (i. e., to consort intimately with some ‘beliefs’, practice, commitments, etc. which are under some epistem​ic criticism) and cut out (i.e., remove from a possible world of its vivid​ness) all (or as many as possible) of the things which that picture is not of and which it does not describe or otherwise denote. The picture so pro​duced may or may not be vivid. And there may be a lot of things that one picture may be of, even when that picture or part of a picture is thought to describe or to denote a single individual.

This last methodological desiderate, which brings of to the fore, is almost infantile. It would help to limit the determining power of the bourgeois sen​sitive’s taste in deciding the realisticness of pictures.

It may be said that many ‘realistic’ pictures denote or describe, etc. in vir​tue of what they are of, although what they are of may be included in the set of what they denote or describe. We might make this modification to the ‘extreme’ method of questioning vividness. To be able to say that what a picture ‘p’ is of is significantly included in the set of things it describes is not to be in an intractable circumstance. Pictures are not always (or very often) of middle-sized dry goods, although they are often of something. What they denote or describe is not always (or very often) middle-sized dry goods: the suggested modification to the extreme method of criticism of vividness is supposed to recognise this difficulty at least.

(15) The Poverty of Theory and Other Essays, E. P. Thompson, London, 1978, p. 211.
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