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Painting and the Promiscuity of Vision 

Taylor Carman 

Henry Moore did not start by looking at his  
model. He started by looking at his stone. 

E. H. Gombrich 

“Every theory of painting is a metaphysics,” writes Merleau-Ponty in his last published work, 

“Eye and Mind” (MPAR 132). His particular case in point is a passage in the Optics in which 

Descartes seeks to undermine the Aristotelian-scholastic theory of sensible forms by severing 

(almost) all connection between pictorial representation and visible resemblance. Descartes 

observes (correctly) that pictures not only need not resemble their objects, but often represent 

them precisely by not resembling them: “You can see this in the case of engravings: consisting 

simply of a little ink placed here and there on a piece of paper, they represent to us forests, 

towns, people, and even battles and storms.” In fact, an image cannot in principle resemble its 

object too closely, for if it did, “there would be no distinction between the object and its 

image.”1  

Descartes’s larger argument in the context is that seeing an object cannot be a function 

of having in your mind a picture that resembles the object, since not even physical pictures 

represent things simply by resembling them. For a rationalist like Descartes, perceiving is 

thinking, and the unique force and directness with which images seem to impress us is an 

illusion of common sense, for “our mind can be stimulated by many things other than images 

– by signs and words, for example, which in no way resemble the things they signify.”2 
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Descartes’s critique of the scholastic image theory of perception is devastating, but his 

argument goes beyond that critique to the point of assimilating perception to cognition and 

blurring the distinction between pictures and symbols: “The magic of intentional species,” 

Merleau-Ponty remarks, “loses its final argument if the entire potential of a painting is that of 

a text to be read, a text totally free of promiscuity between the seeing and the seen” (MPAR 

132). 

What is the “promiscuity” of seeing? Merleau-Ponty expresses the same idea, though 

more chastely, when he writes in Phenomenology of Perception that “sensation is, literally, a 

communion” of my body with my “existential environment.”3 Unlike texts, pictures 

materially embody and enact vision’s free mingling with the visible, putting us in concrete 

contact with the world. Perception is our immersion in the inexhaustible expanse of visible 

reality that – far from being somehow “conceptual all the way out,” as John McDowell puts 

it – engulfs us, beneath and beyond the reach of thought and representation.4 That 

immersion is what Merleau-Ponty later called the “flesh” (chair) common to ourselves and the 

world we perceive, inhabit, and are part of. The perceptual environment is not the same as 

the space of reasons, and our unthinking identification with it is precisely what pictures, 

unlike mere signs, are able to evoke, so that we literally see in them – as opposed to reading 

off, deciphering, or inferring from them – something other than themselves. It is what allows 

pictures to show rather than merely say. 

Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, that austere blend of logic and mysticism, seemingly worlds 

away from Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological and aesthetic essays, also invokes a distinction 

between saying and showing. It is not exactly the distinction we find in “Eye and Mind” and 

The Visible and the Invisible, but neither is it entirely different. Indeed, it seems to me, 
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Wittgenstein’s concept of showing in the Tractatus sheds light on Merleau-Ponty’s denial that 

perception is a form of cognition, and so too on his insight that the art of painting, both 

figurative and abstract, involves an evocation of the world that differs fundamentally both 

from discursive meaning and from the mere similarity of a picture to what it depicts. 

Painting, as Merleau-Ponty conceives it, summons up or makes manifest the world neither by 

describing nor by imitating it, but by embodying its visibility – not unlike the way in which 

propositions, according to Wittgenstein, mirror reality not by specifying or describing it 

correctly, but by “displaying” or “exhibiting” (aufweisen) its logical form.5  

An important clue to what Wittgenstein has in mind is the fact that he does not merely 

distinguish showing from saying, but insists further that “What can be shown, cannot be said” 

(TLP 4.1212). The kind of “showing” he has in mind cannot therefore be our normal 

concept of depiction or illustration, that is, our ordinary notion of the representational 

content of an image, which often enough, after all, can also be stated or expressed. To 

mirror, display, or exhibit in Wittgenstein’s sense is instead something formal, something 

constitutive of the image’s being an image, its simultaneous continuity and discontinuity with 

its object, its uncanny ability to participate in what it represents while yet standing far 

enough apart from it as to be able to represent it. That distinctive perceptual manifestation 

of images, their necessarily unstated surplus or residue of visual presence, I want to suggest, is 

what Merleau-Ponty means by “promiscuity,” or as he also says, “the metamorphosis of 

seeing and seen that defines both our flesh and the vocation of the painter” (MPAR 130).  

The Tractatus is famous for advancing (or seeming to advance) a “picture theory” of 

meaning.6 On Wittgenstein’s account, sentences (or propositions, the German word Satz is 

ambiguous) have meaning, or say something, by representing (darstellen) possible states of 
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affairs, which in turn constitute the world (“The world is all that is the case,” TLP 1). True 

propositions represent existent states of affairs, or what Wittgenstein calls “positive facts” 

(TLP 2.06). Simply put, “A proposition is a picture of reality” (TLP 4.021).  

In addition to representing the world, however, propositions also display, exhibit, or as 

Wittgenstein says, reflect or mirror (spiegeln) “what they must have in common with reality in 

order to be able to represent it – logical form” (TLP 4.12). “Propositions cannot represent 

logical form” (TLP 4.12), but instead “show the logical form of reality” (TLP 4.12). What 

some sentences – for example, A = A and S is p and not p – show in their form is precisely that 

they cannot be showing the logical form of the world, and so cannot be stating facts of any 

kind: “tautologies and contradictions show that they say nothing” (TLP 4.461). Only in this 

technical sense of the word “show” can Wittgenstein plausibly say, as he does emphatically, 

that what can be shown “cannot be said.” Why not? What kind of showing not only differs 

from saying, but excludes it?  

In the ordinary sense of the word, a picture often “shows” what can also be said – for 

example, George Washington, or George Washington crossing the Delaware, maybe even 

the fact that George Washington crossed the Delaware. How does it do so? By being a 

painting of or about the person, the deed, the fact. In depicting what it depicts, however, the 

picture necessarily does something else, something in addition, namely, it presents itself as a 

picture. To represent anything, that is, the picture must also exhibit itself in such a way as to 

make manifest or plain that it is a picture (of whatever it is a picture of). But that – what it 

“shows” in Wittgenstein’s sense – is not, indeed cannot be, what it represents. That it is a 

picture at all cannot be included in what it depicts.  
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Or rather, more precisely, if a picture does somehow manage to depict that it is a 

depiction of something, it can do so only by, again, manifesting itself, “showing” itself in a 

way that is not contained in its representational content. Art works often exhibit sophisticated 

forms of self-reference. Andy Warhol’s Brillo Box is a classic example, at least on Arthur 

Danto’s suggestion that it poses a question about itself, namely, the question, What makes it a 

work of art? 7 Michelangelo’s “unfinished” sculptures are another, since they are arguably not 

just sculptures of partially revealed human forms, but also sculptures of themselves revealing 

those forms. At a minimum, figurative sculptures depict forms by being sculptures, by 

presenting themselves as sculpted representations. If Michelangelo’s Awakening Slave can be 

said to depict its own status as a sculpture, however, it must do so in some further way, for 

example by remaining – in dramatic contrast, say, to the highly polished Pietà – 

conspicuously unfinished, deliberately rough hewn so as to expose its own sculptedness. 

Could we suppose that not just its being a sculpture, but moreover its remaining conspicuously 

unfinished, is also part of what it depicts? Perhaps, but it can depict that only by manifesting or 

presenting itself in some other way yet again, which in turn must fall outside the scope of the 

depiction. If the sculpture comments on its own unfinishedness, for example, it does so (in 

part) simply by being made of marble – and that fact is not something that marble can 

represent just by being marble. A chunk of marble is not a sculpture of a chunk of marble, 

just as a piece of paper is not a picture of a piece of paper. A picture, an image of any kind, is 

always, cannot fail to be, more than what it depicts.  

The bare fact of a representation’s being a representation at all, then, must manifest itself 

and, as it were, go without saying: “A picture cannot … depict its pictorial form: it displays 

it” (TLP 2.172). So too, in contrast to its content, or what it says, a proposition must simply 
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display or exhibit its logical form: “The rules of logical syntax must go without saying” (TLP 

3.334). Representations, that is, carry a surplus of exhibition, inasmuch as there is always 

more in how they manifest themselves than they can represent, more in what they show of 

themselves than they can say. It is that surplus of exhibition, that excess of manifestation over 

and beyond representation, that Wittgenstein has in mind with his concept of showing. 

Propositions can say something, can have meaning at all, only by showing themselves to be 

propositions without saying that they are, just as pictures must simply show themselves to be 

pictures without somehow representing – being pictures of – that fact.  

Keeping this essential fact about pictures in view helps stave off some persistent 

confusions concerning the nature of pictorial representation. One such confusion, as 

Descartes clearly understood, is the naïve (indeed absurd) idea that depiction just is 

similarity. Another, the intellectualist reaction that Merleau-Ponty finds in Descartes’s 

comments in the Optics concerning engraving, is the temptation to conflate images with signs, 

the perceptual with the linguistic, to reduce visual depiction to discursive description, token 

pictures to symbol types. Both sorts of confusion, the mimetic and the symbolic conceptions 

of representation, are intimately bound up with traditional theories of perception. 

Aristotelians and empiricists sought to understand seeing on analogy with picturing: to see 

something is to have an image in your mind that resembles the object you see.8 Rationalists 

and intellectualists maintained, on the contrary, that experience, vision included, is a form of 

judgment, its content conceptual. According to some contemporary theories of mind and 

language, perceptual content is literally symbolic, indeed computational.9  

Although the temptation to think of perceiving as somehow confronting (or perhaps 

drawing) a picture may be quite archaic, it gained much of its historical momentum from the 
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invention of linear perspective in Renaissance painting. Ancient theorists did not know, for 

example, that the only thing that literally gets into our eyes in vision is light, not colors or 

sensible forms peeling away from objects, as it were, traversing the distance between them 

and us, and finally entering and inhabiting the soul. It therefore never occurred to them that 

a perceptual picture might have to be projected – somewhere, somehow – onto a flat surface, 

as opposed to the round (outer) surface of the eye.10 This was not a trivial difference, for it 

meant that they did understand, contrary to the prescriptions of linear technique centuries 

later, that straight architectural lines often look curved, tapering or sagging in the middle, 

and that an object twice as far away occupies half the angle of what Euclid called the “visual 

cone,” not half the distance along a flat perpendicular surface.11  

As Erwin Panofsky argued in his seminal essay Perspective as Symbolic Form, the invention 

and refinement of linear perspective in the fifteenth century cannot therefore be understood 

simply as providing a closer, truer approximation to perceptual experience. It was instead an 

ingenious abstraction, a rationalization, a mathematization of visual space, an idealized 

reconstruction that has come to seem natural, indeed transparent, to us only because our 

culture has so thoroughly absorbed and generalized the systematically unified conception of 

space that later flourished in modern philosophy and science, especially in Descartes and 

Kant. The reputation for phenomenological correctness that linear perspective has enjoyed 

over the centuries, however, has wreaked havoc on theories of vision, most egregiously 

perhaps in Berkeley’s argument that we literally see a two-dimensional mosaic of token 

images, and only then infer or impose upon it an additional idea of depth.  

Pictures, of course, are not mere copies of objects or simulations of visual experience.12 

According to Pliny the Elder, Zeuxis, in a contest with Parrhasius, painted grapes so 
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realistically that birds flew down to eat them. Invited to remove the curtain veiling 

Parrhasius’ painting, however, Zeuxis discovered that it was in fact a painting of a curtain. 

He had been fooled, and Parrhasius won the contest. Like the bird, Zeuxis failed to see the 

picture as a picture. One dollar bill is not a picture of the other, nor, contrary to a common 

misconception, does pictorial representation normally aspire to trompe l’oeil. Extremely 

schematic stick figures in children’s drawings are pictures, even when they function more as 

conventional symbols than as visible likenesses: a circle is a person’s head or the sun; a 

triangle is a tree; a triangle on top of a square is a house. Picturing, as Nelson Goodman 

argues, is at least in some minimal sense a semantic phenomenon: “Denotation is the core of 

representation and is independent of resemblance.”13  

Goodman is surely wrong, though, to assimilate pictures to conventional symbols as 

thoroughly as he does. Following Panofsky, he reminds us of the many ways in which linear 

perspective departs from and distorts real visual perception: it projects the scene onto a 

plane; it draws receding parallel lines, but often neither verticals nor horizontals, as 

converging; it substitutes a single, stationary, instantaneous point of view for our two eyes 

and mobile bodies. And so on. And yet, even if Goodman is right, as I think he is, to insist 

that linear (artificial) perspective cannot claim to get it uniquely right about how things visually 

appear to us, it is hard to deny that it is at least one way of getting it right about some of the 

structures inherent in real (natural) perspective. As J. J. Gibson has said, “it is one thing to 

argue that perspective is not necessary for a painting, but it is quite another to say that 

perspective is a language.”14 Artificial linear perspective is a convention, but it is also a 

genuine innovation, since it does indeed mimic – if only instantaneously and for a single, 

motionless eye – what Gibson calls the “ambient array” of light, which, according to his 
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“ecological optics,” provides the structural invariants that allow us to see (and, more 

essentially, see our way around in) the practical environment. Properly visual information, 

Gibson insists, “is not explicit. The invariants cannot be put into words or symbols.”15 

Gibson, for his part, has been widely criticized for failing to recognize the depth of the 

contribution we ourselves make to what we see, in contrast to what the environment provides 

by way of lighting and scenery. That criticism often comes from proponents of cognitivist 

theories of perception, according to which what we contribute to vision is something like 

conceptual thought or information processing. But one needn’t be an intellectualist or 

computationalist to suspect that Gibson has indeed underestimated the role of our own 

spontaneity in perception, particularly what we might call the imaginative dimension of visual 

experience, over and beyond its mere responsiveness to given optical invariants.  

Like Gibson, Arthur Danto rejects Goodman’s conventionalism by observing that some 

of the same “ ‘perceptual pathways’ are involved in learning to recognize pictures of things 

the outlines of which are learned in the perception of those things as such.”16 Children who 

grow up in a picture-free environment have little trouble recognizing things in pictures on 

first viewing, and apparently even pigeons can sort some pictures according to what they 

depict – or perhaps we should say, just as they sort the objects depicted in the pictures.17 

More to the point, Danto observes, “sentences, unlike pictures, are in a language,” and 

languages, at least in lexicon and surface grammar, are conventional, whereas the ability to 

recognize things depicted in pictures appears to be, at least in part, an innate capacity.18  

Danto’s purpose is twofold. His main thesis is that while Wittgenstein might well be right 

that there are things that can be shown but not said, there are also things that can be said but 

not shown. His example is negative facts (think of Sartre’s example of seeing that Pierre is not 
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in the café), but he could as easily have mentioned conjunction, disjunction, conditionals, 

quantifiers, and tense. (Try drawing a picture of the fact that if Pierre is not in the café, then 

I will have to borrow money from someone else.) But Danto also wants to distinguish what 

we might call “brute pigeon perception” from our distinctively human ability to “read” 

rather that merely see pictures, an ability essential to our identifying some pictures as works of 

art, that is, as artifacts demanding a special kind of interpretation and so enjoying a special 

status as art works – as, in Danto’s words, transfigured rather than merely commonplace.19 

But the distinction between pigeon perception on the one hand, and the interpretation of 

art works on the other, leaves out something crucial in between: our mundane recognition of 

pictures as pictures. Danto writes, “it is difficult to see in what way pictorial competence can 

differ from what one might call perceptual competence.”20 And yet what is distinctive of human 

beings, in contrast to pigeons, and even other higher apes, is precisely our ordinary 

perceptual grasp of the duality of pictures, that is, their both having representational content 

and being perceptible things in their own right.21 This basic grasp of pictures as pictures is 

unique to human beings, yet far more elementary than the specialized practice of 

interpreting works of art. Basic pictorial understanding requires a kind of intelligence that 

goes beyond the mere animal ability to recognize things depicted in pictures, yet falls short 

our hermeneutical understanding of things belonging to that special ontological space that 

Danto calls “the artworld.” 

It may well be that human beings have an innate capacity not only to recognize things 

depicted in pictures, a capacity we share with pigeons, but also to recognize pictures as 

pictures of something, even very schematic combinations of lines and dots as faces, for 

example. Yet it is also surely true that many pictures, both paintings and photographs, 
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represent their objects by means of stylized conventions, that there are culturally variable 

vocabularies and grammars of depiction, and that we are not born with but acquire, or even 

learn, the skills necessary for seeing them properly. Appreciating Impressionism as a 

challenge to traditional concepts and techniques of painting is an achievement of aesthetic 

understanding, but even recognizing Monet’s water lily paintings as paintings of water lilies 

might require some prompting and demonstration, perhaps by the titles of the paintings 

themselves (not to mention some prior familiarity with ponds and water lilies). And yet 

Monet’s images are indeed visual images. Their intelligibility is a specifically visual kind of 

intelligibility. They are not mere symbols. Like linear perspective, Impressionism is a stylized 

convention, but not literally a language. 

What all this shows is that the dilemma we seem to face in conceiving of pictures as 

either mere duplicates or reiterations of perception on the one hand, or as thoroughly 

conventional symbol systems on the other – that is, as either mechanical copies of visual 

experience or as arbitrarily contrived languages – is a false dilemma. Merleau-Ponty, both in 

his phenomenological account of perception and in his remarks on painting and language, 

bypasses that dilemma and advances an original and plausible conception of pictorial 

representation that recognizes its essential semantic basis and yet maintains a robust 

distinction between images and signs.  

Moreover, he maintains that both pictures and symbols occupy a continuum extending 

from direct, concrete involvement with the world to more and more remote, transparent 

forms of depiction and description. The world is at once perceptual and conceptual, 

conducive to both picturing and speaking, neither of which is essentially closer to or farther 

from the world they mutually articulate. Each, however, may be relatively at grips and 
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expressively engaged with the world or – with increasing reflection and calculation – more 

objective, either correct or incorrect.  

In The Voices of Silence, the 1951 edition of his four volumes of art history and criticism 

originally published together under the title, The Psychology of Art, André Malraux maintains 

that all artistic productions “speak for the same endeavor; it is as though an unseen presence, 

the spirit of art, were urging all on the same quest.”22 In his great essay, “Indirect Language 

and the Voices of Silence,” Merleau-Ponty replies that this can only be half right, at best. For 

while it is true that all art forms are expressive, visual and linguistic expression differ not just 

in the means or materials available to them, but in the very relations in which they stand to 

the world. Malraux criticizes the “objectivist prejudice” according to which meaning simply 

adheres to things, awaiting reflection or imitation in art or language. He is right that 

meaning is not an objective property of things, but neither does it lie solely in the subjective 

moment of creative expression. Perhaps, Merleau-Ponty suggests, Malraux “has not 

measured how deeply the prejudice is rooted. Perhaps he was too quick to concede the 

domain of the visible world to it.”23  

To get clear about the relation between images and words, and so between visual art and 

literature, we must distinguish between two questions. First, how is visual art rooted in the 

mute, nonsymbolic world of ordinary experience? Second, how does visual art nevertheless 

acquire at least some of the expressiveness of language and literature? These two questions 

can be collapsed into a single question, implicit in all of Merleau-Ponty’s essays on painting, 

namely, how does visual art manage to speak to us? Merleau-Ponty says, “language speaks, 

and the voices of painting are the voices of silence” (S 101/81/117). Is the phrase “voices of 

silence” more than an oxymoron? Insisting on a fundamental distinction between visual and 
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symbolic content, Gibson writes, “There is no way of describing the awareness of being in 

the environment at a certain place. Novelists attempt it, of course, but they cannot put you in 

the picture in anything like the way the painter can.”24 The nonsymbolic content of vision 

differs essentially from the symbolic content of language. Gibson’s remark raises the question, 

how are visual works of art able to capture our concrete sense of being somewhere, given that 

they are neither reenactments of full-fledged visual experiences nor mere signs? 

I think Merleau-Ponty would agree with Gibson that there is a fundamental difference 

between pictures and symbols, for while linguistic signs relies on general and abstract terms, 

images are bound to the concrete scenes they depict. Language does not just reveal, it also 

refers arbitrarily: “a statement purports to reveal the thing itself, it goes beyond itself toward 

what it signifies” (S 101/81/117). Language has something in common with “mute forms of 

expression such as gestures or paintings” (S 101/81/118), yet it differs from them in allowing 

(at least approximate) synonymy, “the substitution of equivalent meanings (sens)” (S 

102/81/118). Painting and perception, by contrast, are inarticulate, for they do not admit of 

the substitutivity of terms. 

Yet, as Merleau-Ponty insists, painting does after all have a kind of voice, somehow akin 

to literature, and he is, in the end, less interested in how they differ than in what they have in 

common, namely, “the phenomenon of expression.”25 In exploring their rootedness in 

perception, he wants to rescue them from the false dichotomy between the (supposedly) bare 

givens of sense experience and the (supposedly) pure abstractions of the intellect. Perception 

is not a dumb confrontation with sensory input, and “no thought ever detaches itself entirely 

from a support” in our concrete relation to the world.26 To see the wrongness of those 

distorted images of perception and cognition, we need to appreciate the primitive expressive 
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intelligence at work in both vision and language, and in both art and literature. We need to 

look beneath the difference between perceptual and semantic content to see their common 

origins in expression and style. 

Consider language. Language is not just an abstract system of signs. According to the 

structural linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, signifiers signify only in virtue of the system of 

differences among them, never by directly expressing some discrete semantic content. And 

yet, Merleau-Ponty insists, our experience of speaking and listening testifies to “the power 

speaking subjects have of going beyond signs toward their meaning (sens). Signs do not simply 

evoke other signs for us, on and on without end, nor is language like a prison we are locked 

up in” (S 101/81/118). We experience and understand language as opening us onto a world, 

and no theory of syntax or semantics should tempt us to dismiss that experience as an 

illusion.  

Putting words together in speech is not just a matter of manipulating symbols according 

to an algorithm, but is more like painting. For both speaking and painting are ways of evoking, 

ways of rendering things freshly visible. The writer’s task, Merleau-Ponty says, is to apprehend 

and make the world manifest through language, and in this sense, “his procedure is not so 

different from the painter’s” (S 56/45/82). We might suppose that a painting is mere color 

and line and cannot say anything, unlike a poem or a novel, which is composed of an 

established system of signs. Yet language is meaningful not just as a function of the 

combination of signifiers, but thanks to quasiperceptual effects such as mood, inflection, and 

silence. Speech emerges against “a background of silence that does not cease to surround it 

and without which it would say nothing” (S 58/46/83). Spoken language is “simply the 

highest point of a tacit and implicit accumulation of the same sort as painting. … Like a 
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painting, a novel expresses tacitly” (S 95/76/113). The silent significance of Julien’s actions 

in The Red and the Black, for example, is “not in the words at all: it is between them, in the 

hollows of space, time, and signification they mark out, just as movement at the cinema is 

between the stationary images that follow one another” (S 95/76/113). Literary language has 

a “halo of signification” comparable to “the mute radiance of painting” (S 97/78/114–15). 

In addition to the explicit, articulate language of words and sentences, Merleau-Ponty 

therefore maintains, “there is a tacit language, and painting speaks in this way” (S 

59/47/84). 

“Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence” is dedicated to Jean-Paul Sartre and can 

also be read as a reply to his essay, “What Is Literature?” There Sartre draws a sharp 

distinction between art and writing, poetry and prose. The artist is concerned only with 

appearances. “He is therefore as far as he can be from considering colors and signs as a 

language.”27 Like Merleau-Ponty, Sartre observes that linguistic meaning permits the 

synonymy of different expressions: “the significance of a melody – if one can still speak of 

significance – is nothing outside the melody itself, unlike ideas, which can be adequately 

rendered in several ways.”28 Language is an instrument for disclosing facts, truths about the 

way the world is, whereas painting merely uncovers the appearance of concrete particulars: 

“The writer can guide you and, if he describes a hovel, make it seem the symbol of social 

injustice and provoke your indignation. The painter is mute. He presents you with a hovel, 

that’s all.”29 Sartre’s distinction, however, is not between linguistic and visual representation 

as such, but between significative and aesthetic uses of representation, between denotation 

and decoration, prose and poetry: “The empire of signs is prose; poetry is on the side of 
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painting, sculpture, and music. … Poets are men who refuse to utilize language,” for the 

poetic attitude “considers words as things and not as signs.”30 

Merleau-Ponty rejects Sartre’s distinction by insisting, first, that visual arts like painting 

and sculpture do have a kind of voice of their own, that they never merely display, but also 

(so to speak) speak of the things they show; and second, that no use of language, not matter 

how artless or prosaic, is literally without style, a mere transparent signifying instrument. 

What vision and painting, art and literature, poetry and prose all share is a way of seeing, a 

character, a style. 

Even our normal ways of seeing and hearing, not to mention watching and listening, are 

imbued with a certain character. Prior to any special effort, “perception already stylizes” (S 

67/54/91). How? By means of an “inner schema” (S 66/53/90), a “system of equivalences” 

(S 68/54/91) that coordinates one’s grip on things and allows the world to reveal itself as 

coherent and intelligible. The body schema is a bundle of flexible but enduring dispositions 

that organize ordinary perception and behavior. Likewise, there are more refined acquired 

schemas that generate the styles immediately recognizable in artistic works. So, for example, 

Our handwriting is recognizable whether we trace letters on paper with three fingers 

of our hand or in chalk on the blackboard at arm’s length, for it is not a purely 

mechanical movement of our body … but a general power of motor formulation 

capable of the transpositions that make up the constancy of style. (S 82/65/102) 

Expression – affective, linguistic, or artistic – presupposes a world given in perception, yet 

perception itself always already has expressive significance of its own, for the body brings a 

distinct style of comportment to its apprehension of what it perceives: “if expression recreates 

and transforms, the same was already true … of our perception of the world before painting, 
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since that perception already marked things with the trace of human elaboration” (S 

74/59/96). We each find ourselves with subtly unique and individually recognizable ways of 

walking, talking, and seeing things, and the creative expression of artists is a further 

deliberate refinement of those characteristic dispositions: “For each painter, style is the 

system of equivalences that he sets up for himself” (S 68/54/91).  

Creative expression takes place not in the artist’s mind, but in her concrete engagement 

with the world: 

The work is not brought to fulfillment far from things and in some intimate 

laboratory to which the painter and the painter alone has the key. … he always goes 

back to his world, as if the principle of the equivalences by means of which he is 

going to manifest it had been buried there since the beginning of time. (S 68/55/92) 

The cultivated body schema of the artist is a kind of second nature, a set of acquired yet 

spontaneous skills, skills that come to feel natural though they are in fact products of years of 

effort and practice. Carving out a unique artistic style worthy of the name, over and beyond 

one’s everyday personal style of moving and speaking, is like learning a second language. 

Merleau-Ponty therefore refers to “the painter’s labor and study, that effort that is so like an 

effort of thought and that allows us to speak of a language of painting” (S 69/55/92). If 

painting can be called a kind of language, it is a language learned with reference to the more 

primitive means of expression inherent in ordinary perceptual behavior.  

Vision is itself already essentially expressive, for it always has its own bodily character, its 

own style. It is no more a brutely given natural fact than any (so-called) “natural” language, 

no more fixed and surveyable in all its possible forms and purposes. Like speech, vision 

“moves itself, a means that invents its own ends” (Œ 26/165/127). This is why painting can 
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never simply duplicate the structure and content of visual experience. Even Renaissance 

painters knew that their perspectiva artificialis was not simply a copy of perception, “that no 

technique of perspective is an exact solution,” that linear perspective is not a uniquely correct 

mode of representation, but rather “opened several pathways for painting” (Œ 50/174/135). 

Painting is a mode of creative expression, not a means of technically reproducing what we 

see in our actual bodily engagement with the world: “Geometrical perspective is no more the 

only way of looking at the sensible world than the classical portrait is the only view of man” 

(PM 75/53). 

It is worth noting that since painting almost inevitably acquires and generates symbolic 

content of some kind, it can never simply capture the content of visual perception with no 

additional symbolic import. Images and icons are always more or less bound up with 

discourse in such a way that they never merely reveal the world, but also always allude, refer, 

indicate, and comment. Consequently, “no means of expression, once mastered, resolves the 

problems of painting or transforms it into a technique, for no symbolic form ever functions as 

a stimulus” (Œ 50–1/ 175/135).  

Malraux is therefore right to deny that meaning simply inheres in the world, that there is 

a kind of natural language of things, which the arts simply echo or reflect. Unfortunately, he 

counters that crude objectivist prejudice, which he thinks defined classical art, with an 

equally crude subjectivist interpretation of modern art as withdrawing from all concrete 

engagement with the world and retreating into an inner sanctum of subjectivity, into “a 

secret life outside the world” (S 59/47/84).  

Merleau-Ponty considers that dialectical reversal not just internally incoherent, but 

wrong even as a description of the works of art Malraux discusses. The difference between 
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classical and modern painting cannot be understood as the difference between objective and 

subjective. Abstract painting, for example, is in no way detached or removed from the visible 

world. Instead, visible features of a representationally indeterminate picture suggest or evoke 

a palpable visible presence – a hint of depth, space, distance, light or shadow, coolness or 

warmth, perhaps weight, fragility, softness, inflexibility, brittleness – yet without specifying 

any thing, property, or even kind of thing as the object of depiction. Jackson Pollock’s drip 

paintings, even Piet Mondrian’s austere black lines and colored rectangles, though they shed 

all trace of representational character and float free of specific objective reference, still 

nonetheless manifestly evoke and body forth in their own visible presence the visible presence 

of the external world. There is nothing essentially “subjective” about that. Or better, like 

Byzantine icon painting and classical perspective, abstract art was always as objective as it 

was subjective, as outwardly world-directed as it was spiritual and interior.  

Not surprisingly, Malraux’s flawed notion of the subjectivity of modern art is parasitic on 

a correspondingly flawed notion of the objectivity of classical styles. Malraux assumes that 

sensory input as such has remained more or less constant through history and so conceives of 

the classical ideal as an effort to reflect and reproduce that input. As Merleau-Ponty argues at 

length in Phenomenology of Perception, however, the very idea of determinately given sense data 

is confused, for it is meant to satisfy two competing, often conflicting, identity criteria: that of 

the sensory stimulus and that of the phenomenal appearance. The moon looks bigger on the 

horizon than at its zenith, though its angular diameter, hence stimulus value, remains 

constant. So, how big does it really look? 

Classical painters cannot simply have been trying to mimic or duplicate the world. 

Instead, Merleau-Ponty writes, following Panofsky, “classical perspective is just one of the 
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ways man has invented for projecting the perceived world before him, it is not the copy of 

that world. It is an optional interpretation of spontaneous vision” (S 61/48–9/86). Granted, 

some paintings approximate the formal and material properties of natural vision more 

closely than others. But this is like saying that some particular pieces of music express 

emotion better than others. That is true, but it does not imply that there is a single musical 

form or tradition best suited to the expression of emotion. Neither is there a single aesthetic 

style best suited to the evocation of visual experience. Given some artistic techniques and 

resources, one can always do better or worse, but nature does not – indeed cannot – prefer 

one style over others a priori.  

Pictures depict; they do not literally describe. Nor do they depict by describing, as 

language does. Instead, they express – or better yet, they present and depict by expressing – 

the nonsymbolic significance things have for us in perception thanks to the stylized expressive 

habits of our bodily skills. More precisely, pictures present and depict the visible world by 

transposing perceptual meanings from their original sensorimotor terms into the largely 

conventional idioms of pictorial practice. No doubt expression has natural origins in 

instinctive behavior, but any transposition of the spatial world of perception onto the flat 

surface of a picture is also necessarily conventional, beholden to its object yet at the same 

time, at least in part, arbitrary. 
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