






Art Theory
From Modern Art to Post-Modern Theory



Can we define art?



Art or Sport?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YkaqIujpcbw

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YkaqIujpcbw


Is this prison work song art?



The Task of Defining Art

Can we articulate something that gives the 
necessary and sufficient conditions for something 

being properly classified as a work of art?



Why it Matters
Ontological 

What is the being of a work of art as a work of art? 

Institutional 
How does a given institution decide what to 

include and exclude? 

Ethical 
What should we value, and how should we live 

toward that which we value? 



Clive Bell’s Hope
If we can discover some quality common and 

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

works of art from all other classes of objects. . . 
[for] either works of art have some common quality, 

or when we speak of ‘works of art,’ we gibber.  



The Lure of Essentialism

Essential Quality 

Essential Relation 



Anti-Essentialism

Morris Weitz 
“The Role of Theory in Aesthetics” 

Lay out the Argument 



Jerold Levinson
Is a true definition of a set of necessary and sufficient properties of art, possible?  
No. We haven’t done it yet, and it misconstrues the logic of the concept of the arts.   

The first question is “What sort of concept is art?” 

When we look at how we employ the term “Art”, 
we do not find something common to them all. 

We find similarities, relationships, and family resemblances. 

Knowing what art is is not knowing a definition, 
but how to one employ the word art upon actual artworks. 

Thus Art is an open concept. 
Artworks offer us situations where we need to make a decision on whether the existing 

definition of art covers this new case, or whether we should expand the concept.  

Why is it logically impossible to ensure a defining any set of defining principles for art.  
It forecloses the conditions of creativity in the arts and its character as a set of things.





Critique of Weitz

1) “Family Resemblance” doesn’t hold up to 
criticism (critique of big idea) 

2) There are conditions that characterize art. 
(critique of application to art) 

———————— 
Synchronic Definitions 
Diachronic Definitions 



Morris Weitz
Is a true definition of a set of necessary and sufficient properties of art, possible?  

No. We haven’t done it yet, and attempting it misconstrues the logic 
of the concept of the arts.   

The first question is “What sort of concept is art?” 

When we look at how we employ the term “Art”, 
we do not find something common to them all. 

We find similarities, relationships, and family resemblances. 

Knowing what art is is not knowing a definition, 
but how to one employ the word art upon actual artworks. 

Thus Art is an open concept. 
Artworks offer us situations where we need to make a decision on whether the existing 

definition of art covers this new case, or whether we should expand the concept.  

Why is it logically impossible to ensure a defining any set of defining principles for art.  
It forecloses the conditions of creativity in the arts and its character as a set of things.



Sociological Definitions
Institutional Theory of Art (Dickie) 
What makes something art is that it can be treated as such (is an 
artifact), and has some aspects that a social institution within the 
artworld deems to make it art.   

The Artworld (Danto) 
Artworks have relational features of:  
1) being about something 
2) being subject to interpretation.   
The artworld is that set of institutions and practicioners that 
establish a context by which artifacts can be presented to be “about 
something” and provokes its members to “interpret” such artifacts. 



Levison’s Argument
What is the nature of art? 

An artwork is what it is because it is related in the right way to  
human activity and thought. 

What are the conditions of “being related in the right way”? 
This relation is the intention of an independent individual (the artist), and the intention 
makes reference to the history of art, as distinct from merely the present artworld. 

The intention of the artist is to make something that is “regarded-as-a-work-of-art.”  
This “regarded-as-a-work-of-art” moment is given historically, in relation to actual 

things, not because of some abstract intrinsic property. 

The applicability of the concept “art” is always tied to concrete, historical realization. 

What allows for revolutionary art? 
New art is art because of this relation to not-so-distant-past-art, and this is art 

because of its relationship to more distant past art.  This goes back until the ur-arts. 

Truly revolutionary and unprecedented art is perhaps possible, but in order to be 
recognized as “art,” it still works with an audiences historical expectations. 



Marigolis Argument
What is the ontological peculiarity of works of art? 

Artworks are always particular things.  As such they possess heccity.   
They may be called tokens (particular instances) of a type of art. 

What is the relationship between types of art and tokens of art?  
Every artwork as a token, is a token of a type. 

Every type of art was “created” by the “making” of a token of art. 
New art types are not possible without made tokens that instantiate them. 

Is artificiality a necessary quality of an artwork? 
In order for there to be “beach art” as a type of art, 
a particular instance of beach art must be made. 

Thus, artist are in the business of making tokens, thus artificiality is necessary. 
But “making” a token of a type does not require manufacturing a work oneself. 

What is the ontology of the artwork (as token)? 
The company that manufactured the bottle rack that Duchamp 
made into the token “Bottle Rack,” did not make “Bottle Rack.” 

Hence they are ontologically different. 
Tokens (particular works of art) are embodied in physical objects. 

One particular (the artwork) can instantiate another particular (the physical object.)



Aesthetics and Artworks 
What makes somethings artworks, and others not? 

Artworks posses certain aesthetic qualities, distinct from non-aesthetic ones. 
What makes certain features aesthetic? 

Aristotle  
non-aesthetic features concern particulars, aesthetic features concern universals. 

The aesthetic features transcend the work itself. 

Levison 
Aesthetic features of a work of art are intended to be aesthetic features. 
To experience something as aesthetic is to experience this intentionality. 

Sibley 
Aesthetic features emerge from the non-aesthetic features, but are not determined 

Aesthetic features are discernible through the exercise of taste, not merely perception. 
Discerning aesthetic entails interpretation of non-aesthetic qualities, and provokes the 

critic to defend what it is that they see/hear/feel.  



Be an Art Critic
Prepare to give a critique of the work of art 

1) Point out the non-aesthetic features of the work.   
2) Mention the aesthetic qualities you want the audience to see. 
3) Remark about how the aesthetic and non-aesthetic features are linked. 
4) Make extensive use of metaphors and similes to help people see. 
5) Make use of contrasts, comparisons, conditionals, reminencences. 
6) Point out the repetitions and reiteration of qualities in a work. 
7) If we are presenting our critique (not just writing it), then how we gesture 
and inflict our voice helps people to see. 



Imitation Theory

Imitation is a necessary condition for any form of fine art.  That is, all art 
refers to something it is not, and all art attempts to mimic something else in 
some interpretive way.   

The relationship between Art and Reality 
All arts (music, poetry, painting, and sculpture) imitates some other real thing.   

Drama imitates real people. 
Sculpture represents the human form. 
Painting does this – even Poetry. 
Reproduces the appearance of things.   

To be an artist is to be skilled at imitating reality through some medium other 
than the reality itself. 



Representation Theory

Definition:  Artworks are art when they are intended to stand for something 
else (represent) and are recognized as such by the audience. 

Representation does not require imitation, replication, resemblance, 
realism. 

Formally:  x represents y if and only if (1) a sender intends x to stand for y and 
2) the audience realizes that x stands for y. 

Art is about something – it has a referent outside itself to which it refers. 
All artworks require interpretation 
Art has semantic meaning – it has about-ness. 



Formalism
Inspired by shifts in artistic practice 
Modernism – Cubism and Minimalism 
Advent of Photography 
Focus on the surface of the painting rather than reference to reality or 
emotions 

Clive Bell, Art 
Something is a work of art if and only if it is designed primarily in order to 
possess and to exhibit significant form. 

The design prompts the viewer to fill the artwork in such a way that we 
apprehend it as an organized configuration of lines, colors, shapes, 
spaces, vectors, etc. 



Formalism
Form is the common denominator of all art 

Not a sufficient condition – but necessary 
E.g. A sloppy sermon will not be considered artistic if its form is not 
interesting (arresting) enough to intrigue us. 

Art is distinct because its intended function is to display its form. 
Beautiful natural things are not art because they are not 
intended by an artist. 
Mathematical theories are not art because their form is not 
their function. 

Representational content is irrelevant to its form 
Enabled Europeans to appreciate Non-Western art 
Egalitarian and Democratic – Anything can be art since it is not 
dependent upon representational content 



Neo-Formalism

Critique:  Formalism is too vague and fails to convey what actually 
happens in a work of art. 

Something is an artwork if and only if: 
(1) it has content 
(2) if it has form, and  
(3) the form and the content of the artwork are related to each other in 
a satisfyingly appropriate manner. 



Neo-Formalism
Fact:  Art is restless: it changes and evolves over time. 
Question: So how do we explain change in artistic style, method, taste? 

Representation theory fails to explain this 
Once we knew secrets of realism in painting, 
art would cease to evolve. 

Formalism fails to explain this 
Once we discovered the significant forms, 
art would cease to evolve. 

Neo-Formalism does explain it: 
What is significant content changes with culture.  As the content of 
our issues change, the form we use to appropriately address that 
content must change. 



Expression

Expression is the manifestation, exhibition, 
objectification, embodiment, projection, or showing 
forth of human qualities (anthropomorphic 
properties). 



Expressionism

Axiological Claim: The chief reason we value art making and 
works is because of the expression of emotion that occurs 
between artist and audience. 

Ontological Claim: Something is a work of art if emotional 
expression by way of sensory media is a permeating and defining 
quality of the artwork. 



Tolstoy
“Art is a human activity consisting in this, that one man 
consciously by means of certain external signs, hands 
on to others feelings he has lived through, and that 
others are infected  by these feelings and also 
experienced them.” 

Something is a work of art if it is: 
An intended transmission to an audience of the self-
same individualized feeling state that the artist 
experiences (her/himself) and clarified by means of 
lines, shapes, colors, sounds, actions and/or words. 



Varieties of Expressionism

Common Idea: Emotion is of fundamental value in artistic communication. 

Tolstoy:  Emotion is the shared content of the experience between the 
artist and audience. 

Aristotle:  Emotional catharsis is provoked in a distinctively therapeutic way 
by the arts. 

Croce:  Emotional intuition allows the audience to engage the symbolic 
expressions in a work’s “image.”  We see the art as art through emotions. 

Collingwood:  Art is not magic, but is recreated in the mind of the audience 
when the artist expresses the shared emotions of the community between 
the artist and audience. 



Do an analysis:
https://mcachicago.org/Exhibitions/2016/Riot-Grrrls

https://frieze.com/article/its-own-reality

https://mcachicago.org/Exhibitions/2016/Riot-Grrrls
https://frieze.com/article/its-own-reality


Jacques Louis David, Oath of the Horatii, 1784, oil on canvas



§ Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944), Transverse Line, 1923 
§ 141 x 202 cm, Oil on canvas 



Impression, Sunrise (Impression, soleil levant) 1872 
48cm x 63cm or 19 x 24 3/8" - Oil on canvas 
Claude Monet



Mark Rothko - Untitled
1952-53
Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa
Oil on canvas
300 x 442.5 cm




