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Introduction 
Welcome to Visual Studies 1: Understanding Visual Culture.  

This course unit is designed to give you the ability to think critically about the 
history and theory of images and visual perception. It should equip you with 
visual analysis skills and inform your creative practice. This unit is an introduction 
to a complex field of study. You will be introduced to core theories that underpin 
a contemporary understanding of visual culture, analysing how we look at the 
world and understand the visual vocabulary that describes it. The unit 
incorporates practical exploration of a selection of those theories and will 
provide a sound introduction to the subject in an interdisciplinary fashion. You 
will be introduced and guided to a clear understanding of key texts in the study 
of visual culture and respond to these through making and writing. 

“A tactic or strategy, [visual culture] can also be figured as a point of view that 
emphasises a non-hierarchical approach to the selection of objects for 
examination, the study of spaces, culture aspects and politics of art-making, 
circulation and reception, and, finally, an openness to the past’s inflection on the 
present.” 

Adrian W. B. Randolph in: Art: History: Visual: Culture (ed. Deborah Cherry). 

Course Overview 

The course unit is divided into five parts, each with a series of topics, research 
tasks, exercises, and assignments.  

The first assignment will enable your tutor to get to know you, review your work 
so far and decide how best to help you as you progress. Parts 2-5 will introduce 
further theories, concepts and examples, deepen your knowledge and help you 
develop critical and visual analysis skills. Throughout each part you are 
prompted to reflect on your learning and document your journey in your 
learning log.  
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Course Aims 

The course unit was written by experienced academics and creative practitioners 
in collaboration with OCA and aims to: 

A1. Introduce you to visual and cultural theory. 

A2. Introduce you to cultural theories to enable you to explore visual 
culture in contemporary society through making and writing. 

A3. Improve your research skills, become familiar with key sources and 
develop an understanding of critical and artistic theories and their 
practical application. 

A4. Develop your reflective skills and your ability to document your 
reflections. 

A5. To explore and analyse the relationship of practical work to 
theoretical study through practical making and writing. 

Learning Outcomes 

The learning outcomes for the course unit are: 

LO1. Investigate and identify appropriate sources of information for the 
study of visual culture in relationship to contemporary cultural theorists 
(A1). 

LO2. Through investigation, develop an understanding of the critical, 
theoretical and artistic developments in visual culture (A2). 

LO3. Demonstrate, through your writing and making, research skills and 
an understanding of forms and modes of gathering information (A3). 

LO4. Reflect upon your own learning (A4) (A5). 

Course Resources 

Here’s a general list of what you may need for this specific course unit: 

● Drawing and writing materials. 

● Paper/sketchbook. 

● A mode of photography to document your learning journey (your phone 
camera will most often be sufficient). 
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Art writing guides: 

● Williams, G. (2014) How to Write About Contemporary Art. London: Thames & 
Hudson. 

● Sylvan Barnet (2015) A Short Guide to Writing about Art. (numerous 
editions). 

Survey texts and subject introductions: 

● Howells, R. and Negreiros, J. (2012) Visual culture. (2nd ed.) Cambridge: 
Polity. 

● M. Sturken and L. Cartwright. (2008) Practices of Looking: An Introduction to 
Visual Culture (second edition). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

● N. Mirzoeff, ed. (2013) The Visual Culture Reader (third edition). London and 
New York: Routledge.  

● J. Elkins. (2002) Visual Studies: A Skeptical Introduction. London and New 
York: Rougledge. 

● N. Bryson, M. A. Holly, K. Moxey. (2013) Visual Culture: Images and 
Interpretation. Hanover and London: Wesleyan University Press. 

Glossaries: 

The following sources will be very useful in helping you grasp the meaning of 
new and unfamiliar terms. You can use these as templates to create your own 
glossary for the course. 

● Tate Art Terms. 

● Chicago Glossary of Media Theory. 

● Clarke, M. (2010) The concise Oxford dictionary of art terms. (2nd ed.) 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

● Glaves-Smith, J. and Chilvers, I. (2015) A dictionary of modern and 
contemporary art. (Third edition.) Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

● R. Williams. (2011) Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society. London: 
Harper Collins. 

● T. Bennett and L. Grossberg. (2005) New Keywords: A Revised Vocabulary of 
Culture and Society. Oxford: Blackwell. 
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Think about any other materials, tools, or other resources you might need, as 
well as items from the above specialist subject-related equipment that would be 
useful. 

Your unit Reading List is available in the “Resources” section. 

Feedback and Assessment 

You will be supported through the course unit by receiving formative feedback 
from a tutor, to help you develop your work. At the end of your course unit, if 
you are working towards a qualification, you will be able to submit for 
summative (formal) assessment. 

For assessment you’ll need to submit a cross-section of the work you’ve done on 
this course unit, as outlined in your assessment guidelines.  

You can access both Assessment Guidelines and Assessment Criteria via the 
Assessment Guidance section available on OCA Learn. 

If you’ve any questions regarding assessment, please speak with your tutor. 

Getting Started 

If you are new to OCA and to distance learning, the following sub-course will help 
you get started. It will introduce you to OCA study, what it means to be an OCA 
student, and provides guidance and signposting of essential and useful 
resources, contacts and details on joining in with the OCA Community. If you 
have already studied another unit or Foundation course with OCA, you may want 
to use this as a refresher, or to help guide you around OCA Learn.  

Getting Started: An Introduction to OCA Study 

Another important area for you as a student will be your degree department 
space (available under ‘My Courses’). Here you will find links to your course 
materials and additional resources which are designed to support your learning. 
You can connect with your fellow students, and can also use this area to access 
online group sessions, ask questions to the tutor team and send messages to 
your tutors and peers. 

The My Courses area on OCA Learn features all of the courses and guidance you 
have access to, including completed units. You can pin your current unit and any 
other favourites to the top of the page by clicking the star icon on the 
thumbnail. 
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Ethical Considerations 

As you work through this course unit, you will be encouraged to connect to 
others at specific points to discuss ideas, practice and other subjects that are 
relevant to your work. You may also want to consider aspects of your practice 
such as sustainability, expression and communication of ideas, or working with 
others as the subject of your work. At different points during the Fine Art degree 
programme there will be specific introductions to ethical considerations in and 
for your practice along with guidance on ways to structure external connections, 
relationships and presentations for you and your work. In advance of this, we 
recommend you undertake this free online course by FutureLearn: 
Introduction to Research Ethics: Working with People. 

Starting your course unit 

You should now be ready to start your course unit. Don’t worry if you are still 
getting to grips with using your blog, adjusting to this form of learning, or don’t 
have all the resources you need. There’s plenty of time to develop these as you 
progress. Remember that if you get stuck along the way there’s support available 
from OCA and encouragement from your fellow students. 

It is highly recommended that you spend a little time familiarising yourself with 
the unit before you begin, including what is available in the Resources section. 

We understand that everyone learns in different ways, so a Microsoft Word 
version of the course content is available below to download. This can either be 
opened in Microsoft Word (there is guidance on how to download it in “Getting 
Started”) or opened as a G-doc simply by double clicking on it once it’s been 
uploaded to your Google Drive. From there it is also possible to print out a copy 
of the content. Please be aware though that there are limitations to using this 
print version of the course, and you will be directed back to many OCA Learn 



 

6        Visual Studies 1: Understanding Visual Culture 

resources and supporting areas throughout.  

Although every effort has been made to thoroughly quality check all of our 
course content, sometimes things get overlooked. If you notice any errors in 
your course material please let us know using this Minor Issue Report.  

(Please note that this form is for content errors such as spelling, grammar and 
broken links. If you are having trouble understanding the material or require 
teaching guidance please email your tutor, programme tutor or programme 
leader). 

Enjoy the rest of your studies! 

Course Author: Michael Belshaw. Updated by Lara Eggleton. 
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Part One: Theory, Art and 
Visual Culture 
In this first part we aim to understand a handful of terms concerned with the 
arts. The terms are few – ‘art’, ‘culture’, ‘theory’ and ‘visual’ – and on the whole 
quite familiar. Clearly they have something to do with each other. If we began a 
conversation on culture it would probably turn to art. If we began a conversation 
on art we would discuss things according to their visual interest. But why do we 
find ‘theory’ here?  

Scientific theories often yield surprising developments in a field of research when 
specialised knowledge is used to explain new data, bringing it into line with what 
is already understood. The theoretical physicist is therefore looking for a 
convincing fit between established knowledge and information. In this way 
science abides by the more rigorous definition of theory as a, ‘supposition or a 
system of ideas intended to explain something, especially one based on general 
principles independent of the thing to be explained...’ (Oxford Dictionaries). As we will 
see, theory in the realm of art and visual culture makes no such claims to rigour, 
nor does it necessarily offer explanations. 

 

Thomas Struth, Museo del Prado 6 (2005) Photo © Christie’s Images, Private Collection, 
Bridgeman Images. 

This image is unavailable in the course sample. 
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Art Theories 
Theory in the human sciences 

Such a definition of theory seems alien to art, insofar as we think of art in terms 
of appreciation rather than explanation. If a work of art could be exhaustively 
explained we would surely lose interest in it. But how would this definition fare in 
the human sciences - sociology, psychology, or anthropology – where 
observation is shaped by interests and subjective judgements? 

In these disciplines theory is concerned less with knowledge of a thing and more 
with understanding meanings; less with observation and more with 
interpretation. In this way observation and knowledge are judged according to 
their relevance – what matters to us. 

To that extent it may be said that theory becomes rather fuzzy when it finds itself 
outside of science. But there’s more at stake here than a simple loss of clarity 
since the ‘thing to be explained’ in the human sciences includes the language of 
the discipline itself. 

Talk about talk 

Natural science can tell us how much dark matter there is in the universe by 
having a rigorous definition of the thing to be measured and a rigorous means of 
its measurement. By contrast, human science may provide an explanation of the 
phenomenon of false memory syndrome, but different meanings of the word 
‘memory’ will make the explanation partial. So not only do the human sciences 
always have to accommodate different meanings, those meanings are among 
the things to be explained.  

For example, describing the loss of integration between individuals or groups 
and society, the sociologist Emile Durkheim uses the term ‘anomie’ - the loss of 
social norms or values. The revolutionary socialist Karl Marx will view the same 
phenomenon as ‘alienation’ – a sense of estrangement. Neither can claim to be 
rigorous because ‘loss of integration’ is itself open to debate. Is it a question of 
cultural integration, or psychological, or demographic or all three? And if all 
three, how should they be weighted? In spite of these difficulties both Durkheim 
and Marx will have to show how their concepts fit their respective systems if 
their arguments are to remain persuasive.  

Where science examines and explains things of a natural kind, the human 
sciences study things of a social kind. Rocks, clouds and fish on the one hand, 
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and anxiety, debt and justice on the other. The latter are brought into existence 
through social interaction, namely through language, and therefore cannot be 
understood independently of discourse about them. The former do not owe 
their existence to human kind and remain to that extent independent of the 
language used to explain them. The distinction is roughly that between nature 
and culture. As features of culture, Durkheim’s ‘anomie’ and Marx’s ‘alienation’ 
are the products of talk. 

Exercise 1: Questioning Objectivity 

In his book, The Construction of Social Reality, John Searle writes; 

“There are portions of the real world, objective facts in the world, that are only 
facts by human agreement. In a sense there are things that exist only because 
we believe them to exist. ... things like money, property, governments, and 
marriages. Yet many facts regarding these things are ‘objective’ facts in the sense 
that they are not a matter of [our] preferences, evaluations, or moral attitudes.” 

 Searle. J (1995) The Construction of Social Reality. Pg 1. 

Make a list of 10 such ‘things that exist only because we believe them to exist’. 

In approximately 150 words say how these things differ from concrete things 
such as mountains and forests. 

Why do you think Searle puts the word ‘objective’ in inverted commas? 
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The reflexive nature of art-writing 

Following Searle’s distinction we can see that theory in the human sciences is 
quite different to theory in the natural sciences – so much so that ‘theory’ may be 
deemed a genre of writing rather than a rigorous method of inquiry. In this 
sense theory is more a matter of ongoing debate - and something like this 
characterises theory in art. But where ‘loss of integration’ was both imprecise 
and something in need of further theorising it nonetheless had the advantage of 
naming objective conditions of modern life. When we talk about pictures and 
other kinds of representation we are bound to talk in figural or metaphorical 
terms. This is Michael Podro describing Raphael’s drawing Reading Madonna and 
Child in a Landscape Between Two Cherub Heads: 

“... the spiralling rhythm registers and connects the complex forms of the Virgin’s 
turning body, her foreshortened arm, the articulation of her wrist, and the 
torsion of the reaching child, and it does all this without loss of its own graphic 
impulse.” 

Podro, M In: Bryson, N., Holly, M. and Moxey, K. (1991). Visual theory. New York, NY: 
HarperCollins. Pg 163. 

Clearly Podro is not offering a literal description of the drawing which would be 
limited to the variety of marks on the surface. Nor is he describing the subject 
matter alone as if a woman and child were actually present. Rather his 
description brings the two elements together. 

For Podro this concerns the ‘way that the drawing or painting directs itself to the 
mind of the perceiver, who sees the subject remade within it...’ (Bryson,1991, 
163). In a comparable discussion Michael Baxandall tells us that a description 
refers, ‘first not to the physical picture itself but to the effect the picture has on 
us’ (Baxandall, 1985, 11). 
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Raphael, Reading Madonna and Child in a Landscape Between Two Cherub Heads (1509) 
Image via Wikimedia Commons. 

Picturing 

In both cases we can see that anything going by the name of ‘theory’ will have to 
deal, not simply with a degree of ambiguity in the thing to be explained but a 
thoroughly reflexive description that includes its own point of view. This is hardly 
surprising when we realise that pictures only appear to us when we picture 
them. Leonardo da Vinci famously observed that; ‘If you look upon an old wall 
covered with dirt, or the odd appearance of some streaked stones, you may discover 
several things like landscapes, battles, clouds, uncommon attitudes, humorous faces, 
draperies, etc.’ (Leonardo, 2005, 86). 

Whether it is an old wall or carefully painted scene, we do the same thing by 
picturing what we see. This sounds odd at first because an old wall is not 
intended to be a picture while a painted scene is. Even if the subject of the scene 
remains unclear we can easily recognise the look of deliberate and purposeful 



 

12        Visual Studies 1: Understanding Visual Culture 

marks on a surface. But without the faculty of picturing or ‘seeing as’ we would 
either see only the marks or we would be deluded into seeing the subject as if it 
were real. The Surrealist painter Max Ernst used a technique – ‘decalcomania’ – 
to exploit the difference between intended and unintended images. Beginning 
with accidental marks on a canvas he followed Leonardo’s advice, seeing figures 
and faces on the surface. To emphasise the pictured image Ernst added shadows 
and highlights thus making the subject matter appear deliberate. 

Exercise 2: Seeing things 

Look at Max Ernst’s painting The Eye of Silence (1943) and try to distinguish the 
intended from unintended faces.  

Look up the term ‘pareidolia’. Find some examples online or create some 
examples of your own, using a medium of your choice.  

Reflect on your experience of ‘picturing’ from the perspectives of both maker 
and viewer. 

 

Max Ernst, The Eye of Silence (1943) Image via WikiArt. 
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Social theories as art theories 

The arguments of Podro and Baxandall are very persuasive but it is worth 
remembering that they are about pictures in general and not just about those we 
call art. Whenever we speak of pictures we should bear in mind that not all 
pictures are works of art and not all works of art are pictures.  

As a high-status form of representation, and one that has the potential to isolate 
itself from wider concerns, art attracts the attention of theorists intent on 
maintaining its participation in the world at large. Thus there are social art 
theories, feminist art theories, queer art theories, postcolonial art theories, and 
psychoanalytic art theories, all of which have a purchase on other aspects of 
culture and society. To that extent, theories of this kind have their feet in two 
camps.  

The interests brought to bear on art by such theories determine what counts as 
evidence in any particular case. In other words (recalling the definition of theory 
above) the object of inquiry is not independent of the general principles that are 
supposed to accommodate it if those principles have been used to pick out the 
object to begin with. Thus, the general principles of Marxism or feminism can be 
brought to bear on a work of art, distinguishing features that confirm the 
particular principles that an interpretation began with. 

As an example: postcolonial studies, particularly the work of comparative 
literature scholar Edward Said, have been used in critiques of many artworks. In 
her chapter ‘The Imaginary Orient’ in The Politics of Vision: Essays on Nineteenth-
Century Art and Society (London: Thames and Hudson, 1991), Linda Nochlin 
reveals how the portrayal of Muslim societies in nineteenth-century Europoean 
art is based on a Western idea of those peoples and places. This has had a 
lasting negative effect on how ‘other’ cultures are viewed and treated within 
global politics. 
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Jean-Léon Gérôme, The Snake Charmer (1879) Bridgeman Images.  

Reading into pictures: the Carlstrom case 

An extreme example of this kind of projection or ‘reading-in’ can be seen in the 
writing of a Danish art historian Birger Carlstrom, who subjected paintings by 
Pierre-Auguste Renoir to exceptionally close attention. In doing so, Carlstrom 
finds cryptic messages, maps and images in a few square inches of brushwork 
that reveal Renoir’s views on, among other things, the British control of the Suez 
and Panama canals. As James Elkins explains, in Renoir’s Umbrellas; 

“...Carlstrom zeroes in on the ruffled hem of the girl’s skirt, which looks to him 
like another map of the Canal. As he puts it, “the little girl with her rolling hoop 
has the constructing in Panama.” She holds her stick at an angle, and Carlstrom 
sees it as a pointer, “showing us the Suez-canal which is the blue field on the 
dress of the bigger girl” next to her.” 

Elkins, J (2005) Why Are Our Pictures Puzzles: On the Modern Origins of Pictorial Complexity. 
New York and London: Routledge. Pg 2-3. 

This image is unavailable in the course sample. 
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Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Umbrellas (1886) Bridgeman Images. 

This image is unavailable in the course sample. 
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If we could ascribe a theory to Carlstrom’s endeavours it might best be a species 
of conspiracy theory, not merely because it is a creative interpretation to begin 
with but because the sheer idiosyncrasy of his method voids any credible 
alternative. Most art historians would have no hesitation in dismissing it entirely, 
but Elkins concludes that Carlstrom’s extremity ‘can be used to point up problems 
in the discipline as a whole’ (Elkins, 2005, 10).  

Another problem that Elkins identifies is the tendency for art historians to 
combine different methods of interpretation and, in doing so, abandon the 
checks and balances that a single discipline brings:  

“...art historical texts are typically mixtures of methods, and that the transition 
from one method to the next is normally made fairly quickly and without 
explanation. It is common to find art historical essays that depend on a 
succession of formal analysis, psychoanalysis, feminism, and social art history, 
and often enough the methods are mixed together.” 

Elkins, J. (2005) Why Are Our Pictures Puzzles: On the Modern Origins of Pictorial Complexity. 
New York and London: Routledge. Pg 9. 

Elkins is surely being provocative, but he nonetheless flags up a weakness in 
interpretive methods by showing that they differ from Carlstrom’s in degree but 
not in kind. As with the human sciences this means debates can never finally be 
settled; rather one theory, or a combination of theories, will prevail for some 
time until another, more persuasive one, takes its place.  

Form over content  

There is a general tendency among socially or politically oriented theories to see 
a painting as an image - to see its subject or content at the expense of its formal 
qualities (e.g. paint and its effects, such as impasto or unmodulated colour).  

To illustrate this, we will consider a Modernist theory that reverses the priorities 
of subject and surface – one that devalues the role of the subject in favour of the 
effects of the surface, most apparent in abstract painting. We will consider 
Modernism in detail in the next chapter, but for now we need only note a 
distinction made by Clement Greenberg in the 1960s:  

“Whereas one tends to see what is in an Old Master before one sees the picture 
itself, one sees a Modernist picture as a picture first.” 

Greenberg, C. (1995) Collected Essays and Criticism, Volume 4, Modernism with a Vengeance. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Pg 87. 
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 This inversion was a cornerstone of Greenberg’s theory and he encouraged 
others to see things the same way. From a practice perspective, however, he was 
of the view that theorising was inimical to the production of art: 

“...Modernist art does not offer theoretical demonstrations. It can be said, rather, 
that it happens to convert theoretical possibilities into empirical ones, in doing 
which it tests many theories about art for their relevance to the actual practice 
and actual experience of art.” 

Greenberg (1995) Pg 92. 

Greenberg’s ‘Modernist art’ is very selective. It includes Cezanne, Matisse and 
Pollock and excludes Duchamp, Dali and Warhol (as well as most women and 
non-Western artists). The point he makes here is that Modernist artists don’t 
make pictures from theories, although they may test a theory through practice. A 
painter like Mondrian may find that repeating the shape of the canvas 
strengthens the look of the painting, but had he understood this before he 
began painting, the result would have been a theoretical demonstration at odds 
with the central tenets of Modernism. 

 
Paul Cezanne, Still Life with Plaster Cupid (1895) Bridgeman Images. 

This image is unavailable in the course sample. 
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Jackson Pollock, Silver over Black, White, Yellow and Red (1948) Bridgeman Images. 

 
Andy Warhol, Electric Chair (Magenta, Red, Muted Yellow, Orange, Black, White) (1928-87) 

Indianapolis Museum of Art, USA. Bridgeman Images.  

This image is unavailable in the course sample. 

This image is unavailable in the course sample. 
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Exercise 3: Idea or form? 

Identify two works of art in which theory plays a decisive role in its creation, 
and two works of art that seem more concerned with formal elements or 
processes (hint: the work of Marcel Duchamp can be understood as ‘conceptual’, 
or led by concepts or ideas).  

In 100 -150 words, reflect on the distinction between them. 

 
Marcel Duchamp, abolit la peinture', exhibition poster for 'Notre Héritage Artistique', at the 

Galerie Breteau, Paris, (March 1968) [litho] French School. Bridgeman Images. 

This image is unavailable in the course sample. 
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Theories of Art 
Art theories are in many ways unlike scientific theories, though some kinds of 
systematic ideas and general principles are common to both. The differences lie 
between objectivity and subjectivity and the question of independence, distance 
or detachment of the observer from the observed. In this section we see the 
return of that independence when we answer the question – what, then, is a 
‘theory of art’. 

Art theory vs theory of art 

‘Art theory’ and ‘theory of art’ are often conflated, but the accepted usage is to 
say ‘art theory’ when we want to refer to a theory within art, such as Modernism 
or a theory of an avant-garde movement, and to say ‘theory of art’ when 
referring to art as such, as in the institutional theory of art. Art theories are 
generally regarded as aesthetic theories insofar as they are concerned with how 
art is judged rather than what it is. A theory of art is a theory about the whole, 
but an art theory is about only a part of that whole. To see art from the outside 
is to see it from the perspective of a different discipline. Art theories, by contrast, 
are the concern of artists, critics, and spectators, all of whom take the realm of 
art as a given when they observe works of art with an insider perspective. 

Necessary and sufficient conditions of art 

We should make a distinction at this point concerning the way we use the word 
‘art’. On the one hand it may be thought that art is just all of those things that 
have gone by that name, and that a definition of art could be determined by 
whatever properties all known works of art share. But, to remain valid, a 
definition must include all possible instances of art, not just actual ones. To do 
this, it is necessary to show that all known works of art, whether we approve of 
them or not, are covered by the definition but that the definition doesn’t derive 
from them. In other words we won’t arrive at a definition of art through 
observation, but through reason. This means we should be able to weigh up 
competing claims by applying a simple distinction.  

Most theories of art only tell us what property something must possess if it is to 
be a work of art. For example, it seems reasonable to say art must express an 
emotion of some kind. But this doesn’t amount to saying that all things 
expressing emotion are works of art. A speech at a funeral, a letter to a friend, a 
soap opera or birthday card can be expressions of emotion, but they would not 
be considered works of art. In this case we should conclude that emotion is 
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necessary for something to be a work of art, but, because we find it elsewhere, 
emotion isn’t sufficient. 

Other necessary conditions may come to mind: representation, beauty, form. It 
may be said that any one of these is necessary if something is to be a work of art, 
but we would surely find it elsewhere, so it wouldn’t be sufficient. To improve the 
odds it should help to have a pair of conditions rather than just one. Perhaps 
‘representation’ and ‘beauty’ will do. That would exclude beautiful people and 
beautiful sunsets on the one hand, and cartoons and adverts on the other.  

But saying Tracey Emin’s My Bed is beautiful doesn’t seem convincing, so we 
would be obliged to discount it, or revise the definition. 

 

Tracey Emin, My Bed (1998) Image © Tracey Emin. 

  



 

22        Visual Studies 1: Understanding Visual Culture 

Art defined by context? 

Perhaps what is needed is not a property or attribute of a work of art, but 
something to do with its circumstances or context. For example, something may 
be a work of art merely because it has a connection with things that are art 
already. Or perhaps an appropriate intention is enough for something to be a 
work of art. We must then address what is meant by a ‘connection’ and how we 
decide what is ‘appropriate’. If I photograph some sunflowers for a calendar does 
the ‘connection’ with Vincent Van Gogh’s 1885 painting Sunflowers make my 
picture a work of art? Can I intend my trimmed hedge to be a work of art if I 
haven’t so far expressed an interest in art? Such contextual theories seem to 
require a lot of amendments to begin to sound plausible. Nonetheless, one such 
theory has risen above the others – the institutional theory of art. 

The Institutional Theory of Art 

‘Institution’ here means the ‘artworld’ – artists, critics, curators, and indeed 
anyone with comparable authority. This now familiar term, was coined by Arthur 
Danto in his 1964 essay ‘The Artworld’ which aims to understand Warhol’s Brillo 
Boxes as exact copies of their commercial model. For Danto the two – model and 
copy – are ‘indiscernible’, thus raising the question of why the copy is a work of 
art when the model is not? If the difference cannot be seen, then observation has 
no place in a definition of art that rests on observation. From this Danto 
concludes that Warhol’s Brillo Boxes are works of art only when understood 
according to an art theory. 

In this way perception gives way to conception – an idea has to be in place for 
something to be seen as art. Such ideas are generally recognised by those who 
constitute the artworld and therefore have the power to confer art status on a 
‘candidate’ work. This is George Dickie’s institutional theory of art. It doesn’t 
require a work of art to have any specific features or properties, merely that 
someone should offer a thing as a candidate artwork. One of the problems here 
is that whilst we see works submitted for entry in an exhibition and judged 
accordingly, no such judgments are made with respect to their art status. No 
one, individually or collectively, makes that call. Dickie is surely right to say 
something would not be art if the right people didn’t agree, but to agree is to 
accept a prior judgement, and that takes us back to square one. How does 
something become a ‘candidate’ work? 
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Andy Warhol, surrounded by stacks of Brillo boxes (1964) (photo) Bridgeman Images. 

The question ‘what is art?’ belongs to the modern period. Only when artists begin 
to challenge assumptions about art does it become necessary to say what it is, 
and the institutional theory recognises this difficulty. Nonetheless many 
conclude, or concede, that there are no necessary and sufficient conditions for 
something to be a work of art. We just don’t know. 

Exercise 4: How is it art? 

In what sense could: 

1. A Dyson vacuum cleaner 
2. Tenniel’s illustrations of Alice in Wonderland 
3. The Nazca lines 

...be understood as works of art? 

Take a speculative approach to this question: don’t say whether you think 
they are, or should be, considered as art - rather say how someone might see 
them that way. 

This image is unavailable in the course sample. 
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Visual Culture 
The ‘visual’ in culture 

Much of the controversy that surrounds visual culture lies in this use of ‘visual’ as 
a noun, for the more we think about it the more obscure this everyday word 
becomes. Evidently ‘the visual’ isn’t intended to be so inclusive as to refer to 
anything we can see, but rather, it refers to visual interest. But we then want to 
know what counts as interest and whether it is exclusively or only partially visual 
– whether text, dialogue, music, taste or touch are part of the object of study. 
And, if they are, how can the visual aspect be singled out for scrutiny? 

The visual as a form of power 

One of the issues in the on-going attempt to define visual culture lies in the 
concern over essentialism – the tendency to treat something as ‘purely’ visual 
(objections to Greenberg’s Modernism often focus on his efforts to isolate optical 
effects at the expense of all others). 

Visual culture is an interdisciplinary field of study, a hybrid of art historical 
practices and cultural studies, so it would seem inconsistent to pick out visual 
aspects for special attention. However, attention has shifted in recent decades 
from what is seen to how it is seen – from perceived to perceiver, flagged in the 
critical vocabulary of ‘the gaze’, ‘scopophilia’ and the ‘scopic regime’. This shift is 
outlined in Nicolas Mirzeoff’s widely recognised definition of visual culture, along 
with the expanding range of visual media through which information is 
communicated and received: 

“Visual culture is concerned with visual events in which information, meaning or 
pleasure is sought by the consumer in an interface with visual technology. By 
visual technology, I mean any form of apparatus designed either to be looked at 
or to enhance natural vision, from oil painting to television and the internet. Such 
criticism takes account of the importance of image making, the formal 
components of a given image, and the crucial completion of that work by its 
cultural reception.” 

Mirzoeff, N. (1998) The visual culture reader. London: Routledge. Pg 3. 
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Vision and difference 

The recognition of subject-object relations and the Western-centric, patriarchal 
origins of Art History and related disciplines, has led to a rethinking of visual 
culture in line with changing politics of gender, class, sexuality, race, ethnicity and 
ability. Theories of looking are thus concerned with looking as a form of power, 
which has historically mirrored the subjugation or omission of women, 
homosexuals, colonised peoples, minority races and ethnic groups, and people 
with disabilities. As Griselda Pollock argued in the introduction to her seminal 
book Vision and Difference: 

“The structural sexism of most academic disciplines contributes actively to the 
production and perpetuation of a gender hierarchy. What we learn about the 
world and its peoples is ideologically patterned in conformity with the social 
order within which it is produced.” 

Pollock. G, (1998) Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism, and Histories of Art. London: 
Routledge, and New York: Methuen. Pg 1. 

The recognition of the male gaze and the social and political circumstances that 
have prevented women from practicting art and being recognised as artists has 
been an important feminist project for Pollock and others before her. Linda 
Nochlin addressed this problem in 1971 with her groundbreaking essay, ‘Why 
Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’ in which she levelled a critique at the 
Western patriarchal conditions that have limited women’s ability to practice or 
indeed excel in the arts. The idea of looking as a form of oppression was 
succinctly expressed by art critic John Berger in his remark, ‘Men look at women. 
Women watch themselves being looked at’ (Berger, 1972, 47). In 1975, feminist film 
theorist Laura Mulvey attacked Hollywood cinema for its positioning of men as 
voyeurs and women as objects of their desire in her now famous essay, ‘Visual 
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’. 
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Technology and the image 

In spite of the reference to oil painting above, Mirzeoff puts the emphasis on 
modern technology when he says, ‘Modern life takes place on screen’ (Mirzeoff, 
1999, 1). If the screen erases the physical properties of works of art, it also erases 
size. Seen on a computer screen one might think paintings by Caspar David 
Friedrich would be quite large as if to accommodate the sublime effect of the 
landscape. To see that they are in fact quite small is to recognise the pictorial 
irony the artist submits us to. 

Caspar David Friedrich, A large enclosure near Dresden (1832) Bridgeman Images 

Visual culture struggles to accommodate these aspects of artworks, but it has no 
such problem with the photographic image in all its forms because the 
photograph has no surface that provides the basis of the subject. Thus, that 
aspect of a picture that would overcomplicate a visual culture interpretation is 
overlooked. The screen – computer screen, television screen, cinema screen, 
mobile phone screen – trades the physicality of a work for the temporality of the 
moving image. How we think about time in art and culture will be crucial to 
understanding not only the technology of the screen but also the inert or 
immobilised subject matter of pictures at large. 

This image is unavailable in the course sample. 
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Exercise 5: Art in the digital age 

In 1935, Walter Benjamin wrote an essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction’ in which he argued that the aura of a work of art is devalued by its 
mechanical reproduction. He feared that the more an image is reproduced, and 
thus distanced from the moment of its creation, the weaker the effect on its 
viewers. Benjamin was referring to printing technology and died long before the 
advent of the digital age, but his theory can be easily applied to our present-day 
sharing and mass reproduction of images.  

How has technology changed the way we see and experience images? Make a 
list of the ways that it can detract from our experience of art, and another list 
of ways that it can add value to our experience of it. 

Barthes: visual rhetoric 

The homogenising effect of the screen bears comparison with the early writing of 
Roland Barthes which established semiotics (a.k.a. semiology) as a principle tool 
of analysis. Taken to be a science of signs, the aim of semiotics, as demonstrated 
by Barthes in his book Mythologies, was to show that anything could be 
understood as a sign, thus making the world suddenly seem legible. The old 
division of word and image could now be unified as types of ‘sign’ – symbolic and 
iconic respectively. Barthes was a remarkably astute reader of the popular 
culture of Postwar France. For all the dense theory he produced, his method 
evolved around a keen grasp of the difference between literal and rhetorical 
readings of the same thing.  

In the late 1950s an American photographic exhibition, The Family of Man, was 
making its way around the world. By their nature photographs have a literal, 
documentary quality and the themes in the exhibition were likewise of an 
everyday kind – work, leisure, family. Barthes seized on the metaphor ‘family of 
man’ to challenge the myth of unity in the wake of the Second World War, and at 
the height of the Cold War. In effect, he showed that a figure of speech had been 
grafted onto a literal image, thus creating a false, but highly seductive meaning. 
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The photography exhibition 'The family of man' at Clervaux castle in Luxembourg. Image 

courtesy of Gorup de Besanez, via Creative Commons. 

Construction 

Barthes’ wider aim was to reveal the way visual rhetoric functioned in a 
bourgeois culture to naturalise and normalise beliefs and thereby maintain the 
status quo of power. His studies are largely compatible with the aims of visual 
culture in that they seek to reveal the covert mechanisms of representation as a 
form of power, but by contrast, he doesn’t set his sights on the marginalised, 
oppressed or subordinate. Visual culture avowedly does, thereby raising the 
stakes of its own raison d’être. Its methods rest on the premise that we construct 
the world through representations. In an everyday context when we say 
something is ‘constructed’ the idea that it was constructed in a conscious and 
deliberate way is generally assumed. But ‘constructed’ here can be an 
involuntary act – something that just goes on whether we know it or like it or not. 

Sturken and Cartwright agree with this view when they write: 

“We construct the world and its meaning through the systems of representation 
we deploy… the material world only has meaning and only can be “seen” by us, 
through these systems of representation.” 

 Sturken, M. and Cartwright, L. (2001). Practices of looking. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. Pg 12. 
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The point is illustrated with a still life painting by the Dutch artist Pieter Claez 
that, like so many paintings, can be seen as highly realistic and also highly 
symbolic. 

Sturken and Cartwright argue that this painting ‘produces meaning about these 
objects rather than reflecting some meaning that is already within them’ (2001, 13). 
Because we necessarily ‘represent’ the world to ourselves rather than experience 
it directly, we are therefore in a position to change it. 

 
Pieter Claesz, Stoneware Jug, Wine Glass, Herring and Bread (1597/1598- 1660) Image via 

Wikimedia Commons. 

Exercise 6: Constructing reality 

Produce a still life of your own.  

Do you think you have ‘constructed reality’ through this process, or at least 
created new meaning(s) of some kind? Reflect on this, keeping in mind Searle’s 
observation at the beginning of this section. 
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Visual Culture Studies make much use of Barthes and other French writers - 
Michel Foucault and Jacques Lacan as well as Hannah Arendt, Jacques Derrida 
and Jean-François Lyotard. They also combine elements from the writing of 
Sigmund Freud, Simone de Beauvoir, Karl Marx and Friedrich Nietzsche, shaping 
these sources to the projects of feminism, postcolonialism and queer theory. 

Here then is a crucial distinction: Barthes was an assiduous student of linguistics 
and he tried consistently to apply rigorous methods of analysis from that 
discipline to other features of the cultural landscape. By such means his work 
could be tested, but having such a varied list of theorists available to Visual 
Culture Studies makes any such testing a non-starter. This, we will recall, was the 
point Elkins made about the theories that inform Art History. 

This may sound like a plea for scientific rigour of the kind that says nothing can 
be true unless it can pass the test of falsifiability, but we have already seen that 
such a test would render claims in the human sciences void. Thus we legitimise a 
degree of subjectivity in interpretation if the outcome is persuasive. Certainly 
articles written in the name of visual culture can be very persuasive in 
themselves, leaving the suspicion that it is merely the elusive coherence of the 
‘discipline’ that is problematic. But doesn’t the absence of agreed methods, 
competencies and general principles serve as quality control by recognising 
shared judgements even where they conflict? 

Further suggested reading 

● Barthes, R. (1983). Barthes: Selected Writings. New York: Fontana. 
● Carroll, N. (2000). Theories of Art Today. Wisconsin: The University of 

Wisconsin Press. 
● Cooper, D. (1992). A Companion to Aesthetics. Oxford: Blackwell. 
● Davies, S. (1991) Definitions of Art. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
● Gamez, D. (2007). What We Can Never Know. London: Continuum. 
● Holly, M.A. (1996). Past Looking: Historical Imagination and the Rhetoric of the 

Image. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
● Mitchell, W.J.T. (1994) Picture Theory. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
● Griselda Pollock (1999). Differencing the Canon: Feminism and the Histories of 

Art. London: Routledge. 
● Warburton, N. (2003) The Art Question. New York: Routledge. 
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Assignment One 
Part A 
Look at the painting The Innocent Eye Test (1981) by Mark Tansey, below. The 
phrase ‘the innocence of the eye’ was coined by the British critic John Ruskin in 
1857: 

“The whole technical power of painting depends on our recovery of what may be 
called the innocence of the eye; that is to say, of a sort of childish perception of 
these flat stains of colour, merely as such, without consciousness of what they 
signify,-as a blind man would see them if suddenly gifted with sight.” 

Consider what Ruskin is saying (bear in mind he was writing in the Victorian 
era) and give an interpretation of Tansey’s painting in light of this (1,000 
words). What point or argument do you think Tansey is making here, and how 
does it complicate straightforward notions of representation and viewer 
perspective?  

Remember to structure your response and organise your ideas in essay style. If 
in doubt, here’s a handy essay writing guide. 

Showcase your learning by referencing your sources, using the Harvard style 
guide and avoid internet sources such as websites and blogs (tip: if it doesn’t 
have an author then it’s not a valid source). 

 
Mark Tansey, The Innocent Eye Test (1981) © Mark Tansey. Image via Wikiart. 
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Part B 

Reflect on Part One of the course, noting concepts or ideas that you found 
challenging and areas you would like to explore further. Refer back to specific 
learning log entries and the unit assessment criteria.  

Aim to write 300 words.  

Submit your 1000 word interpretation and your 300 word reflection to your 
tutor via this assignment activity. The Submitting Assignments video will guide 
you through this if you’re unsure. 

Reworking your assignment 

Following feedback from your tutor, you may wish to rework some of your 
assignments, especially if you are ultimately submitting your work for formal 
assessment. If you do this, make sure you reflect on what you have done, and 
why, in your learning log. 


