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Resumen 
Experimentar visualmente la obra de arte debe ser experimentar 'un momento de forma 
significativa' -la 'figurativa'. Pero ¿cómo debemos entender la relación entre forma y 
significado durante esta experiencia? En este ensayo enfatizo los problemas que surgen 
de cualquier intento objetivante de separar el 'interior' del 'exterior' de la obra. Irónicamente, 
este intento 'objetivante' puede también ser encontrado en fenomenólogos como Moritz 
Geiger y Mikel Dufrenne y su idea idea del 'objeto estético'. Mi interés es, entonces, 
preguntar si lo figurativo puede ser enfocado en esos términos de manera confiable. 
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Abstract 
To experience visually the work of art must be to experience 'a moment of meaningful 
form' -the 'figural'. But how should we understand the relationship between form and 
meaning during such an experience? hi this essay I stress the problems that stem from 
any objectifying attempt to keep a separation between the 'inside' and the 'outside' of 
the work. Ironically, this 'objectifying' move can also be found with phenomenologists 
such as Moritz Geiger and Mikel Dufrenne and their idea of 'aesthetíc object'. My 
concern is therefore to wonder if the figural can be faithfully approached in their terms. 

Key words: aesthetics; form; meaning; Moritz Geiger; Mikel Dufrenne. 

To experience visually the work of art must be to experience 'a moment of 
meaningful form' - the 'figural'. But how should we understand the relationship 
between form and meaning during such an experience? How should we grasp 
the formal dimensión of the figural?' How should we define its 'morphology'?^ 

In this essay, I shall stress the problems that stem from any objectifying 
attempt to keep a sometimes hidden separation between on the one hand what 

' The formal dimensión should be here understood as visual organisation, or morphology, in relation 
to meaning, and not as mere 'external aspects' or even 'contours'. It is the notion of 'physiology' 
which comes, in fact, cióse to what Gestaltism (in Germán, 'Gestalttheorie') or 'configurationism' 
aims at: studying something in terms of structure and interdependency of its parts. 

^ The way I use the word morphology should not be confused with physiology. The former studies 
the figural in its meaningful visual aspect, whereas the latter would analyse how different parts which 
might or might not be visible (for example the structural, the critical, the psychoanalytical, or the 
historical) are articulated as functions. 
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I cali 'morphisms' (matter, drawing, light, colour, or technical qualities), and, on 
the other, 'exmorphisms' (what is external to the former: subject-matter, theme, 
the 'real world', significance, etc). This 'objectifying' move can be found with, 
paradoxically, phenomenologists such as Moritz Geiger and Mikel Dufi'enne 
when they both study by contradiction 'the aesthetíc object' (Geiger 1986).^ 
Geiger inquires into the damaging effects of subject-matter, technical qualities 
and historical signifícance, when it comes to experiencing a work aesthetically, 
and Dufrenne in his Phenomenology of Aesthetíc Experience (1973) 
differentiates the notion of 'work of art' from the aesthetíc object." The work 
of art ís for hím an object that has the potential of beíng aesthetically perceíved, 
that ís to say of becomíng an aesthetíc object. The former ís already created 
and has a historical existence, the latter relies on aesthetíc perceptíon to be 
brought to líght. Henee, the phenomenologíst's enquiry starts from the work of 
art and then proceeds to the aesthetíc object.^ I shall argüe that a mode of 
understanding which truly does justice to the experíentíal nature of the figural, 
cannot allow any separation whatsoever between form and meaning, the 
subjectíve and the objectíve, morphísm and exmorphísm. 

My concern ís therefore to wonder íf this terminology and way of operatíng 
are truly adequate when it comes to work out a faithfiíl conceptíon of a moment 
of meaníngñil form in art. Is not their 'aesthetíc object' a dísguísed versión of 
that oíd díchotomy between form and content, médium and sígníficance, 
morphisms and exmorphísm? Can the figural be approached ín these terms, 
and what are the dífferences between these conceptíons of 'aesthetíc object' 
and the idea of the figural? 

' Geiger in The Signifícance of Art talks about a 'form of dilettantism where an attitude which is 
aroused by extra-aesthetic aspects and valúes of the work of art claims to be aesthetic, as when, for 
example, one is pleased merely by the valué of the subject matter of a work of art.' (Geiger, op. cit., 
182). But what he calis the 'extra-aesthetic attitude ... can also, for instance, be engendered by the 
technical ability in the production of a work of art' (ibid., 183). And, finally, another 'danger lies in 
wait for the art historians when they confuse the historical and the aesthetic signifícance of a work 
of art' (ibid). 

•• Mikel Dufrenne distinguishes the aesthetic object from the 'living being' (a distinction which has 
had to be made in the case of performing arts), from 'the natural object' (in terms of the creative 
act), and from 'the object of use' (in terms of the presence of the creator), and makes a comparison 
with the signifying object (mainly based on the 'immanence' of the meaning in the sensuous). 

' The work of art is an object which has the potential of being aesthetically perceived, that is to say 
of becoming an aesthetic object. The former is already created and has a historical existence, the 
latter relies on aesthetic perception to be brought to light. Henee, the Dufrenne's enquiry starts from 
the work of art and then proceeds to the aesthetic object. 
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I. On the Notion of Morphism 

To begin with 'morphísm' I shall díscuss the distinction Dufrenne makes between 
material and matter, for ít gíves us a good introduction to what will be radícally 
emphasísed with the figural. For Dufrenne the material ís a tool, and it only becomes 
matter when ít 'expresses' its sensuous qualities. The material is the ínstrument of 
a fiínctíon, it conveys something else as ít does for an object of use.*" 

If we take the example of Balthus's The Street (1933) the human figures 
are not líke shaped material, they are meaningful matter, with an ímmanent 
sensuousness. They are íntemally constítuted. The surroundíng street seems to 
act ín a more neutral way, a conveyance which poínts at something external to 
ít, just líke an object of use where the object ís paint, and the use, to re-present 
a Street. We become aware ín this paíntíng of the distinction between matter 
and material, paíntíng and teleological paint. The extraordínary effect of this 
work ís that ít reveáis the constítutíng différence and relation between the two: 
matter 'means' something, before ít becomes some material used 'in order to' 
mean. To choose the word 'meaning' ís here not innocuous.' It evokes a unity: 
a means which means, a fiasíon between morphisms and exmorphisms. But let 
us for the moment pursue our study of these approaches which tend to sepárate, 
although very often ínvoluntaríly, the latter from the former. 

The notion of technical qualities ís closely related to that of material. Beíng 
ímpressed by the technical abílíty that makes Holbein the Younger one of the 
most convincíng Northern realíst paínters of the sixteenth century stems from 
the act of acknowledging the power the creator has to master the material ín 
order for ít to convey what ís claímed to be conveyed.* To admire the way 
Rothko ín hís Untitled {\95\-55) manages to créate the íllusíon of a rectangular 
space on a canvas ís the attitude of someone who seeks to assess how well the 

' Dufrenne goes even further by stating that 'the artist's malcriáis negate themselves as things by 
appearing' (ibid., 303). His dialectics undeniably shapes his phenomenology: for him matter and 
material, immanence and conveyance, are struggling poles. Are we here in front of a kind of 
speculation? This is without doubt a problem to be considered in the part devoted to 'the subject' and 
the figural. 

' We are here playing on the fortúnate correspondence between, the Anglo-Saxon etymology of the 
verb 'to mean' ('moenan': to intend, to have in the mind), and the Latin origin of the noun "a 
means' ('médium': midst, whose Oíd French derivative is 'meien': intermedíate). This notion of 
'convcrgence' is also what Mark Roskill expresses in The Briíish Journal of Aesthetics when he 
contends that to 'ask the meaning of a work of art is ... to recognize - from whatever point of view 
- a complexity of feature calling for that term.' and he goes on to say that it 'entails ... the 
combinafion of an interpretation and a claim, which may or may not be convincing' (Roskill 1977, 
107). Meaning is between the claim and the reception, between the means and what is meant. 

* Peter and Linda Murray in Dictionary ofArt andArtists do not hesitate to see him as 'probably the 
most accompiished and penetratingly realist portrait painter the North has produced' (Murray 1989, 
198). 
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artíst manages to transmít a message.^ This ímplíes a reference to a supposedly 
exísting external 'reality' (and I should even add 'or ídealíty').'° The spectator 
who ís ímpressed by the complexity and ríchness oífered by Vieira da Silva's 
paíntíngs - see for instance her Checkmate (1949-50) - necessarily thínks of 
her abílíty to re-produce a complexity and ríchness which both exíst ín the real 
world (or m the víewer 's mind). In any case the apprecíatíon of technical qualities 
projects us out of the paíntíng: by focusíng on the artículatíon between material 
and theme we keep the former separated from the latter There ís no meaning 
anymore, only some external 'telos' to which we are dírected." But to reject 
this aspect is not to say that technical qualities are foreign to experiencing a 
moment of meaníngfiíl form ín art. On the contrary, but they should gíve way to 
the immedíacy of meaning, and be the 'shape' of the sensuous. To be totally 
convínced that they are a constítutíng part of ít, one should just thínk of natural 
objects: unless one belíeves ín an almíghty creator (an ímage that is after all 
taken very seríously by certaín contemporary astrophysícísts), one does not 
usually look for technical qualities ín the natural world. Talkíng about a technical 
'tour de forcé' when in front of the Gíants Causeway or of a veíned píece of 
marble does not make much sense. The 'natural object', ín Dufrenne's wonderfiíl 
expressíon, ís 'a desertlíke beíng whose ímage ís found ín a nature that has not 
beentransformedby the mark of human determínatíons' (ibid., 146). The figural 
bears the master's touch. But the question ís not to wonder how one masters 
the materíal's devotíon to the subject matter, but to wítness their fiasíon, where 
one experiences what Paul Ricoeur calis 'the ínnocence of the ínstrument' 
(Ricoeur 1965, 225).'^ Balthus's figures are there, through the 'ínnocence' of 
the creator's 'savoír faíre'. A moment of meaningful form needs a human 
responsíbílíty, but not always the artist's íntentíon, and such a responsíbílíty remaíns 

' Donald Judd characterises, in Complete Writings 1975-1986, Rothko's treatment of space in terms 
of 'almost traditionally illusionistic' (Judd 1987, 67). 

'° The use of the word 'reality' evokes here an authenticity which can be re-presented but which 
cannot itself re-present. The equally external characteristic of 'ideality' prevents us, in this case, 
from opposing it to 'reality': the former confines the existence of things to the world of ideas. The 
work of art's existence would therefore exclusively depend on the fact that it re-presents a pre-
conceived idea. 

" Telos: from the Greek 'telos'(end, finality). Kant, as is well known, devoted the second part of his 
Critique ofJudgemenl to a 'Critique of Teleological .ludgement' (Kant 1952, 1-180). He investígales 
the analytical (pp. 1-34), dialecfical (pp. 35-74) and methodological (75-149) dimensions of the 
'teleological judgement'. Among all the reflexive facets he ascribes to it, is the following passage in 
which the meaning of the word 'teleological' is made obvious: 'Now we have in the world beings of 
but one kind whose causality is teleological, or directed to ends, and which ...' (ibid., 99). 

'̂  Paul Ricoeur, in Histoire et Vérité, talks about technique in terms of 'Ínnocence of the Ínstrument': 'La 
technique, et, en general, toute 'technicité' ont l'innocence de l'instrument' (Ricoeur 1965, 225). 

IDEAS Y VALORES 



MEANING IN FORM 

partly ín the particular technique used by the creator No natural objects can 
produce the same effect as these passers-by ín the street because they are 
presented to us, and this 'has' to be realísed through a human touch: Balthus's 
masteríng skíll which permíts the work to fiílfil what ít claims to fiílfil. 

The figural is certaínly different from the so-called 'natural object' ínasmuch 
as a human bemg has no responsíbílíty for the latter Nevertheless, there ís one 
formal símílaríty between the two of them: the former possesses a meaning 
which ís manífested through the sensuous.'^ It ís this immanence only which 
makes the natural object akín to the figural. However, their fundamental 
différence cannot be forgotten. The latter ís bound to be artíficíally created. On 
the one hand the figural ís 'natural' because there is a communíon between 
matter, sensuous and meaning. But on the other hand ít ímplíes a human 
responsíbílíty which makes ít unlike any natural object. Nature cannot deliberately 
make the spectator aware of the meaningful dimensión of things unless we 
belíeve there ís a creator behínd ít. Whether or not there ís a creator behind the 
natural world obvíously cannot be debated here. In fact, even if ít was the case 
the problem would be the same: whether ít ís human or divine, the figural or the 
natural object bears the trace of a creator behínd ít, someone who had the 
íntentíon to present some-thíng to a wítness. Form can obvíously be found ín the 
natural world, but whose status of beíng-created-for-us in the case of the figural 
remaíns certaín and not to be questioned. 

As already mentíoned, I have chosen to use the word 'meaning' ín order to 
evoke the notion of ñisíon between matter and theme, or vehícle and subject-
matter. It ís now understood that such meaning only takes shape through the 
sensuousness of such and such a configuratíon. I have in a way set the boundaries 
of this formal investigation: there ís no possible separation between cause and 
effect, orígin and finality, there ís no vehícle any more, we do not talk about 
médium and representatíon, paint and figuratíon. We talk about the 'figural', or 
the 'moment of meaníngfiíl form'. 

The problem of hidden díchotomy can be found agaín when Dufrenne 
establíshes a sort of híerarchy between colour, drawing, líght, matter, and this ín 
relation to 'aesthetíc experience'. For hím, drawing which defines the contour 
of an object has always had a privíleged posítíon ín terms of its abílíty to shape 
a represented object. As far as the spectator remaíns with the represented 
object or ascribes to paíntíng the solé 'míssíon of signifying a rational truth' 
(Dufrenne, op. cit., 285) colour wíll always have a secondary role and wíll always 
be avaílable to be perceíved separately from the unity of the painted figure. 

" The formal dimensión of the figural object (and only the formal) is in fact very cióse to Dufrenne's 
conceptíon of 'aesthetic object', which, on this occasion, 'rejects any distinction between matter and 
the sensuous: matter here is nothing other then the sensuous itself (Dufrenne, op. cit., 87). 
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According to hím, colour ís an aspect of paíntíng which asks for perception 
ínstead of interpretation. It ís the píctorial matter of paíntíng, just líke sound ís 
the matter of musíc, and to that extent ít calis for sensory-experíence. This is 
the reason why colours are 'defined by the píctorial fiínctíons assígned to them 
and even by their expressíve valué' (ibid., 289). If we were to follow Dufrenne, 
the way these colours are chosen and arranged constítutes a harmony which 
ascribes meaning to the object. Colour cannot have a representatíonal functíon. 
Only drawing, contour, shape, líght and matter belong to the represented world 
or induce the perceíver to refer to a world external to the painted or sculpted 
figure. ''' On the other hand he acknowledges that colour, contrary to drawing, 
cannot be perceíved on its own, that ít requíres form ín order to manifest itself 
And this is when hís 'aesthetic object' reveáis itself when 'form becomes colour 
without ceasíng to be form' (ibid., 293). Then drawing is not apprehended ín 
terms of representatíonal means anymore, ít ís not corruptíng anymore. 

This posítíon ís obvíously híghly questíonable. Colour can be used and 
perceíved in a very symbolic, representatíonal way. Drawing on its own can be 
abstract, without subject-matter. And ít ís certaínly due to the particular 
configuratíon ín which colour, línes, líght, matter are used, that makes the work of 
art be figural. In other words, contrary to Dufrenne's aesthetíc object, it is not 
when all the formal features of a paíntíng act líke colour that we can start witnessing 
some figuralíty from the work. Is ít colour more than línes, líght and matter which 
prevents the wítness from recognísíng what ís represented ín order to experience 
what ís presented? Is the reason why we talk about a figural object due to drawing 
and líght actíng líke colour? Contrary to Dufrenne's 'aesthetíc object' I argüe that 
the idea of the figural does not ascribe any privíleged status to colour or even 
matter over drawing and light. Its consequence would be agaín to maíntain a líne 
between médium and theme, form and content, conveyance and signifícance. It 
ís a whole whose particular artístíc nature ís to mean something by the mark of 
human determinatíon. If these formal features were to be analysed separately 
we could ascribe to them almost any fígural functíon, and thus explaín the work of 
art regardless of its particular characteristics. This cannot be accepted and there 
ís no room for manípulating generalísatíon. 

" Drawing is even categorised as a structural, repetitive, ordering element, or a 'rhythm', viz. 
something which organises and thus constítutes the unity of the work, whereas the notion of 
harmony, cióse to what can be found in musíc, seems to be ascribed to colour. They have for Dufrenne 
the power to articúlate the material. The work of art aesthetically perceived ís not a material thing 
anymore: it ís governed by rhythm and harmony. As a result we have this idea of'material background 
which is the work's elementary matter' (ibid., 308). It acts as 'the very whiteness' (ibid.) in drawing, 
'the stone's very countenance' (ibid.) in architecture. In other words it remaíns instrumental. The 
material, in the case of the figural object is not even a necessary background. It ís certaínly animated 
and articulated by rhythm and harmony, drawing and colour, light and matter, shapes, contour. 
However, it loses this functional status to let a figure reveal itself as a whole. 
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II. On the Notion of Exmorphísm 

The second constítuent of this study follows naturally from the first one. 
This is what I have conveníently (if awkwardly) grouped under the ñame of 
'exmorphisms'. It concems anything that ís outside the ímage and which might 
have a claim on the latter: the represented world through theme, subject-matter, 
and signifícance, the 'real' world, and the reproduced world. 

Theme ís obvíously closely related to representatíon:'^ it ís a reference to 
something external to the work whether ít is painted realístícally or not."' To 
better grasp the nature of the relation between representatíon and the figural 
object let us linger ín front of a pamting which, unsurprísíngly, proved to be of 
primary ímportance for 'anti-ocularccntric' thínkcrs such as Jacques Lacan 
and Jean-Francoís Lyotard: Hans Holbein the Younger's paíntíng The 
Ambassadors (1553)." It ís unquestionably acknowledged that it represents, 
and was m.eant to represent, Jean de Dinteville (1504-55) who was French 
ambassador to England in 1533, and George de Selve (1508/9-41), Bishop of 
Lavaur.'^ They are depícted surrounded by a whole seríes of íconographíc 
allusions suggestíng their universal knowledge as true humanísts: astronomícal 

" See Dufrenne's account of'representatíon': 'If we wish to understand representatíon ín the widest 
sense of the term, we must say that there is representatíon whenever the aesthetíc object invites us 
to leave the immediacy of the sensuous and proposes a meaning in terms of which the sensuous is 
only a means and essentially unímportant. That ís, we must explaín this meaning according to norms 
which belong not to aesthetics but to logic. What characterises representatíon and makes it contrast 
with feeling is not so much the reality of what is represented as an appeal to concept. The represented 
object is an identífiable object which demands recognition and which expects an unending analysis on 
the part of rcnection. It invites us to turn away from appearance and to seek its peculiar truth 
elsewhere' (ibid., 312). 

" Richard Wollheim, in Art and its Ohject, gíves a similar view with his concept of 'seeing-as' 
CWollheim 1980, 12-22): for him 'representatíon' induces 'representatíonal seeing', or 'seeing-as', 
in such a way that 'a representatíon of something is a visual sígn, or remínder, of ít' (ibid., 20), so 
much so that 'the former notion [representatíon] could be elucídated in terms of the latter [seeing-
as]' (ibid., 17). Modernism in general obvíously corresponds to that cultural moment when art, as 
Dufrenne reminds us, realísed the dangers of 'beíng no more than a means in the service of 
representatíon.' (Dufrenne, op. cit., 313). 

" For a presentation of 'the antíocularcentric díscourse' in twentieth century French thought, see 
Martín Jay in Downcast Eyes. He underlínes that both Lacan and Lyotard were attracted by the use 
of anamorphosís for its 'antíocularcentric' power. Lacan, ín The Four Fundamental Concepts of 
Psychoanalysis (1981), saw ín the anamorphosís the power to challenge 'the Cartesían subject's 
geometrical mappíng of space' (Jay, op. cit., 363), the 'phallic gaze' (ibid.), this 'God's-eye view of 
the world' (ibid., 364). In a similar manner, Lyotard in Discours, Figure ís ínterested in the illegitímate 
nature of anamorphosís (1985, 376-379). It ís 'the sign of an unknown writing rather than a 
representatíon': 'le signe d'une ecríture inconnue plutot qu'une representatíon' (ibid., 377). Both of 
them were m fact mspíred by Jurgis Baltrusaitis and his fascinatíon for anamorphosís, which he 
develops m hís Anamorphoses ou MagieArtificielle des Ejfets Merveilleux (1969). And for hís writing 
on Holbein the Younger's paíntíng The Ambassadors see Baltrusaitís, op. ch., 91-116. 

'* Homan Potterton in The National Gallery gíves an accurate description of the paíntíng: 'The 
mosaic floor ís derived from that still exísting in Westminster Abbey. The objects on the what-not 
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Instruments, a terrestríal globe, a hymn book, a lute, a book of aríthmetic, etc. A 
víewer who ís moved by identifying the subject-matter of the paíntíng (viz. two 
well-settled and knowledgeable humanísts) experíences what the figures 'tell' 
us to see. We are ín front of a proper teleological art. The pícture has a purpose, 
a dead end: to poínt at something which would survíve without paíntíng, which 
ís external to ít. It re-presents the ambassadors. Even more than that, ít 'de-
pícts' them, as íf the ímage was losíng its píctorial nature to their devotíon. The 
story that is told already exísts: it narrates the sumptuousness and ímpressíve 
presence of two knowledgeable humanísts, with a beginníng and an end. The 
surroundíng objects of use are only dedícated to their cause, or, I should say, to 
'a' cause which we are required to acknowledge. 

But what ís partícularly important ín this paíntíng, in so far as I am trying to 
work out the relation between subject-matter and the figural, ís the shape ín the 
foreground. It is generally held as being the anamorphíc representatíon of a 
skull.'' This painted figure can be easily mísídentífied - or not ídentified at all. In 
that case ít disobeys the narratíve systemíc logic of the rest of the pícture. It 
shows itself as a noema - the figural object - which calis for a specific and 
uníque noesis - the figural attitude.^° Nothing happens outside this línk, no theme 
to be thought of, no story to understand. This is íntentíonalíty ín its most 
accompiished form. '̂ It is not an absence of subject-matter, rather the act of 

are (lower shelf) a lute with a broken string, a case of lutes, an open hymnbook with musíc, a half-
open book of aríthmetic, a terrestrial globe and (top shelf) various astronomical Instruments íncludíng 
a cylindrical sundial, which gíves the date as II April, and a polyhedral sundial, which gíves the time 
as 10.30 a.m. The age of both sítters are given in the portrait: that of the Dinteville on the sheath 
of hís dagger. De Selve's on the book under his elbow. A crucifix is partly visible in the top left-hand 
córner, the brooch on Dintevílle's cap is ornamented with a skull ... and, on the foreground, a 
«curious shape» which also assumes the form of a skull when víewed from the extreme right.' 
(Potterton 1990, 64). 

" Lyotard reminds us of two different kinds of anamorphosís, which he took from hís reading of 
Baltrusaitís's detailed study on the subject: one triggers a 'fíat anamorphotical figure' ('figure 
anamorphotique plañe' (Lyotard, op. cit., 376), and the other is a 'catoptrical anamorphosís' 
('anamorphose catoptrique', ibid.). The former ís the one used by Holbein according to a technique 
of projectíon where the 'normally proportioned' figure can be seen when reflected on a vertical 
cylindrical mírror. 

" The notions of'noema' and 'noesis' are to be found ín Husserl's Cartesían Meditations: they both 
come from the Greek 'noein' (to think). The first cited is the 'object of consciousness' (its Latín 
derivative is 'cogitatum'), and the second is 'consciousness' (in Latin "cogito'). As a result, a 
'noematic description' describes what is experienced, and a 'noetic description' investígales the 
experiencing subject. 

" Husserl, in his Second Meditation, defines 'íntentíonalíty' as follows: 'Conscious processes are 
also called intentíonal; but then the word íntentíonalíty signifies nothing else than this universal 
fundamental property of consciousness: to be consciousness of something.' (Husserl 1977, p. 33). 
Lyotard, echoing Husserl ín La Phenomenologie, wrítes: 'To say that consciousness is consciousness 
of something ís to say that there is no noesis without noema, no cogito without cogitatum, but no 
amo without amatum eíther, ....' (Lyotard 1954, 54). 
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focusíng on something: its meaning. The anamorphosís has a meaning, a more 
abstract m.eaníng precísely because ít ís abstracted, bracketed, from the 
representatíonal scheme of the rest of the paíntíng. It 'means' the shapes, lines 
and colours it dísplays. 'Because we are ín the world, we are condemned to 
meaning' says Merleau-Ponfy (op. cit., xíx). It follows that any formal perception 
ís meaningful. But this ís not to say that to experience the figural is about retrieving 
a re-presented object. Rather, as a visual phenomenon ít 'means' an amalgam 
of colours and lines showing itself as such because of that other píctorial 
surroundíng, that other signifying layer where the two humanísts, their clothes, 
the curtains, the carpet, and the table are all part of the same semantic story 
and the same unity. Nothing índícates that the painted figure which represents 
a table should be prevented from fulfillíng its fiínction (which ís ín that context 
to signífy a table), no more than any of the other figures that obey the same 
logic of signs. The moment of meaníngñil form comes here from. a dissident 
figure which seems to represent itself, just as one of those 'tautologícal objects' 
that Georges Dídi Huberman talks about (1992,28).^^ In fact, Holbein's paíntíng 
is more complex to the extent that the notion of píctorial irrelevance does not 
exclusively occur ín terms of semantics, but also ín terms of visual logic. Even 
íf one had recognised the figure as an anamorphosís of a cranium, how would ít 
relate to the rest of the paíntíng? What physícal laws enable this anamorphosís 
to stand líke that in the míddle of a realístíc scene? There are here different 
levéis of representatíon. In the case of The Ambassadors when the figure in 
the foreground ís recognised as being a represented anamorphosís of a cranium, 
the figural acts as an irrelevance, or rather a différence of visual logic. When 
the same figure ís not ídentified as such and ís consequently perceíved as a set 
of colours and línes then the figural has more to do with 'semantic différence'. 
In both cases, the conveyance of a potential subject-matter ís disturbed by 
something whose nature ís different, and this ís when theme ís challenged by 
meaning. 

Another form of representatíonal thínking can be found with the notion of 
the historical (and I should add cultural) signifícance of the work.̂ ^ For instance, 
taking ínto account how important Pícasso's paíntíng Guernica (1937) ís for 
the history of western cívilísatíon, or perceiving Holbeín's paíntíng as a 
masterpiece ín the history of portraíture because of their penetratíng realísm, ís 

'̂ Georges Didi Huberman, in Ce Que Nous Voyons, Ce Qui Nous Regarde, talks about 'tautologícal 
objects' as 'objects which cali for nothing else than beíng seen for what they are' (Didi Huberman 
1992, 28). 

" Geiger distínguishes the historical sígnificance of the work of art from its aesthetic nature. See 
Geiger, op. cit, 183-184. 
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to treat the work as an íllustratíon, an ílluminatíng object. '̂' To explaín colourless 
Guernica ín relation to the 1937 human predícament of a small bombed víllage 
during the civil war ín Spaín ís ín a way to use the paíntíng for some external 
purpose: that of understanding what historical context the work is meant to 
represent. However, this is not to say that what ís figural ín the paíntíng ís 
meaníngless: ít re-presents a historical fact, but ít 'ínvokes' a dramatic situation. 
It 'means' a clash where no room ís left for colour and which ís rendered 
through an extraordínary tensión between aggressors and aggressed, víolence 
and peace, darkness and líght. 

The painted figural is not a re-presented object ínsofar as the spectator 
remaíns with a certaín 'from itself of the ímage. This, as Dufrenne puts it, ís 
actualísed by the immediacy of the sensuous.̂ ^ Both immediacy and the sensuous 
seem to prevent any act of recognition. Whíle perceiving, the víewer does not 
línk what is seen with what is already known, although it 'ís' already known: we 
have already seen passers-by ín a street, but in spíte of this Balthus's painted 
figures 'show' themselves ín front of us. In other words, the sensuous whose 
nature is immedíate does not have the time to convey anything other than itself 
Because ít refers to itself, ít has a meaning, an íncamated one. Matter, the 
sensuous and meaning constítute therefore a whole which might well prepare 
the ground for the idea of presentatíonal dimensión of the figural. In a way, this 
whole precedes the theme, and the clash precedes Pícasso's bombed víllage, or 
fascísm versus democracy. 

After having stressed the non-representatíonal characteristic of the figural, 
we have to wonder íf we are not confiníng ít to the notion of abstract art. The 
answer is two-fold. If abstract art is usually narrowly defined ín terms of non-
figurative, in the sense that it does not have any objectíve correspondence ín 
the real world, then the figural object ís surely not abstract. No one can doubt 
that Balthus's passers-by exíst ín the real world, or rather ín the non-painted 
world.^* Such a definítion of abstract art corresponds to what Marxíst aesthetics 

" The well-known historical context of this paíntíng can nevertheless be recalled: on 26 April 1937 
the Germán Nazis bombed for three hours the Basque víllage Guernica ín the míddle of the civil war, 
as a means to try out their Heinkel and Junker bombers. This triggered Pícasso's first explicít 
historical/humanitarian artistic engagement. 

" More exactly, for Dufrenne, because the aesthetic object is expressed, ít 'ís represented in its truth ... 
and not in its flat and meaníngless reality.' (Dufrenne, op. cit., 312). 

" Graham McFee, in The Briíish Journal of Aesthetics, makes a very relevant remark: when it comes 
to defming 'the concept of truth' in píctorial representations, the 'différence is not between true and 
false, but between true of the pícture and true in the street: seeing the woman in the pícture ís just that 
- seeing the woman ín the pícture.' (McFee 1994, 45). This ís obvíously related by the author to 
Wollheím's concepts of 'seeing-in' and 'seeing-as' which the latter develops in Painting as an Art 
(1987). McFee's problem of píctorial truth ís cióse to my problem of the objectíve existence of 
Balthus's passers-by. As Balthus's artefacts they exíst as much as the 'real' passers-by in a 'real' street. 
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calis 'formal art',^' or to what some western art theoríes ñame on the other 
hand 'informal art'.^* It ís what Etíenne and Arme Souriau, with some nuances, 
define as 'first degree art' (Souriau 1990, 9).̂ * Now, if we are more faithfiíl to 
its etymology and if we follow Andre Lalande for whom the term 'abstract' ís 
about 'any notions of qualíty or relation which are considered apart from the 
representations ín which they are given' (Lalande 1968, 9), then what triggers 
the experience of the figural ís about abstractíon. It ís a figure that the víewer is 
induced to ísolate from a given configuratíon.^° The painted passers-by present 
themselves because they are pulled out from their context. It ís ín a way between 
non-figuratíve and figuratíve art and the Souriaus do not hesitate to classífy it as 
'second degree representatíonal art' (see note on 'first degree art'). For more 
claríty I define the figural as beíng abstract and meaningñilly presentatíonal. I 
understand here that ít offers the same characteristic as abstract art ín the 

^' Plekhanov, for instance in Art and Social Life at the beginníng of the twentieth century launched 
a famous attack on cubísm for its lack of 'social realísm' (Plekhanov 1972). Defming the functíon 
of art as reflecting social forces, cubísm líke any formal experimentation is a decadent art which 
reflects the decadence of western bourgeois society. At the same time 'formal art' ís rejected 
precisely because ít does not mírror 'reality'. An obvious contradiction which finds its source in a 
dogma: the only true and possible realísm is a social, figurative, one. 

*̂ Informal paínters of the 1950s such as Fautrier, Dubuffet, Moreni or Lapoujade rejected any form 
of representatíonal order, whether figurative or geometrical, ín order to fully explore the qualities of 
matter. These were ín fact largely ínspired by Bataille's notion of'informe' understood as a materialism 
of raw matter: '... formless is not only an objectíve with a certaín meaning, but a term serving to 
deprécate, impiying the general demand that everything should have a form', and most 'materialists, 
although they want to elimínate all spírítual things, have ended up describing an order of being which, 
ínsofar as ít involves híerarchical relatíons, is characterísed as specifically idealistíc. They have 
located dead matter at the summit of a conventíonal híerarchy of facts of diverse orders, without 
noticing that they have thereby succumbed to the obsession with an ideal form of matter, with a form 
more approximate than any other to that which matter should be It is time, when the concept of 
materialism is involved, to refer to the direct interpretation of raw phenomena, excluding all 
ídealism; ....'(quotcd and translated by Charles Harrison and Paul Wood ín^r t in T/ieory (1993, 475-
476). The original text ín French can be found in Documents (Paris, 1968). 

" In their Vocabulaire d'Esthetique Etíenne and Anne Souriau dístinguish 'first degree art' from 
'second degree art'. The former is non- representatíonal, i.e. when 'the form involved ... concerns, 
and ínforms about, a being presented by the work's díscourse by way of hypothesis or of lexis 
presented by this díscourse, but a beíng ontologically well distinguished from the work itself (quoted 
by A. Souriau 1990, 9; from E. Souriau's La Correspondance des Arts - chap. xx, page not mentioned). 
This art is therefore non representatíonal and non figurative, and is therefore what is commonly and 
according to them illegitímately called 'abstract art'. 'Second degree art' would be representatíonal 
but still non figurative. This would be for them a more rigorous way to define 'abstract art': '... these 
forms of abstract art represent definítely something, idea, essence, feeling [sentíment], form, etc.; ... 
But they do not represent objects from the real world as they appears ín perception; this is therefore 
a non figurative art... '. (A. Souriau 1990, 9). Defined as such the figural object would be an abstract 
second degree form of art. 

'° This quote is taken from Andre Lalande's Vocabulaire Technique et Critique de la Philosophie: 
'[abstrait se] dit de toute notion de qualité ou de relation que l'on considere de facón plus ou moins 
genérale en dehors des representations ou elle est donnée.' (Lalande 1968, 9). 
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common and philosophical senses of the word. It is not depríved of any meaning 
whose equívalent can be found in the objectíve world. Balthus's painted human 
figures are constítuted through meaníngfulness, they present themselves 
precisely because they are abstracted from some original reality. It can be 
compared with music, when ít ís so convincingly defined by the linguíst Nicolás 
Ruwet (1972), as a language which signifies itself^' The figural poínts at itself 
because of its presentatíonal meaníngfulness for the spectator It does not refer 
to the real world, but has a correspondence with ít (ín the sense of símílaríty or 
analogy). Indeed, ít does not point to the real world, but ít presents the real 
world without beíng the real world precísely by being separated from ít. In this 
sense the figural ís an abstracted meaning. 

Another kind of exmorphísm is obvíously introduced by the prevíous 
paragraph: the problem of 'reality'. I shall first of all summarise the figural's 
particular status as follows: it shows itself, it neither ínforms ñor ínstructs. It 
díscloses its meaning through the sensuous by not referring to an external world. 
It does not re-present a world and in that sense the figural does not claim to be 
ídentícal to this world. It reveáis itself precisely by showing that its links with 
this other world are based on a principie of abstractíon. It shows a 
correspondence with what I cali the real world, but ít 'ís' not the real world 
precísely by pullíng out from it. This ís where the dífficulty líes. It has ín fact 
more to do with an atmosphere rather than a clearly dísplayed world. But this ís 
not to say that ít ís unreal líke ín a dream or an íllusíon. The moment of meaníngfiíl 
form has its own world and is thus real itself This is rendered possible because 
of what is external to it, because of another real world. It is a temporally 
bracketed meaningful form which plays with the notion of reality, and which ín 
any case poínts at how arbítrary and subjectíve the effect of realness can be. 

Without goíng ínto detaíl ín the usual debate surroundíng the problem of 
appearance/realify, ít ís worth mentíoning Dufrenne's view on this matter when 
applíed to hís 'aesthetic object'. The starting point of hís enquiry ís a distinction 
between subjectíve and objectíve worlds. On the one hand the objectíve world 
'has no other prerogatíve than that of beíng the límít toward which each subjectíve 
world tends when the latter ceases beíng líved ín order to be thought' (Dufrenne, 
op. cit., 192), andón the other the perceiving subject ís 'ín'the world, 'openingup 
a world' (ibid., 195). This goes against two traditionally opposed approaches: 
rational objectivísm which consíders the world as not beíng related to subjectívífy, 
and mere subjectívism which would present the subject as 'the' world. The 
'aesthetíc object' which ís presented by Dufrenne as a 'quasí-subject' - í.e. ín the 
sense it expresses its creator, ít ís partly intentíonal - 'can appear both as beíng ín 

" This concept is developed by the French linguíst Nicholas Ruwet through a comparative study of 
language, music and poetry in Language, Musique, Poesie (1972). 
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the world and as opening up a world' (ibid.). It owns a form of subjectivity whíle 
remainíng real. Therefore he questíons the relation between realify and aesthetic 
world. The problem ís not here to hold as real the only objectíve world. Effectively 
what ís bracketed by the spectator perceiving the 'aesthetic object', ís what 
subjectivity makes real. It ís ín fact with representatíonal paíntíng that the ímage 
cannot be held as real precísely because the spectator necessarily refers to the 
objectíve world. On the contrary, his aesthetíc world constítutes a world of its 
own and becomes real as soon as it is perceíved as such, as soon as ít reveáis the 
expressed world and the represented world joíned together As a result 'the objectíve 
world ís no longer regarded as the absolute norm of the real' (ibid., 197). Dufrenne 
ín fact presents the problem of realíty/unrealífy ín terms of whether there ís a 
referent or not. Thus the realify of an object depends on whether ít ís perceived as 
something of its own or not, it ís m fact subjectívely determíned. Hís posítíon ís 
therefore not to say that there ís one real world which makes the 'aesthetíc object' 
unreal because ít does not belong to ít. It ís rather to use the fact that any attitude 
toward some so-called reality ís to perceíve something of its own. 

Thus, as far as this problem ís concemed, Dufrenne's 'aesthetíc object' ís 
very cióse to the idea of the figural object. Only two poínts show some slíght 
dífferences. First of all hís remainíng díalectical oscíllatíon between quasí-
subjectívíty and aesthetíc realify cannot be taken ínto account here. This ís 
because ít is related to the hidden separation between morphisms and 
exmorphisms: 'quasí-subject' and 'real world' are one and the same, just líke 
the whole of matter, colour, drawing, and líght 'ís ' the whole of theme, 
sígníficance and subject-matter It constítutes 'meaning', a means which is 
meaning. This is in fact only a way to emphasise more radícally what Dufrenne 
suggested with hís represented and expressed worlds joíned together ín order 
to constítute hís aesthetíc world. 

More concretely, with representatíonal paíntíng the víewer tends to ídentífy 
what belongs to the 'real world' which one belíeves to be universal. Most of the 
time the represented world claims for objectivíty, whereas the real world ís held 
as 'beíng' objectivíty. The former thus presents by nature an íncomplete ímage of 
reality, precísely because of the ímpossible task of imítatíng what does not and 
cannot exíst by itself or as a universal authenticity. The figural presents itself to 
the spectator as 'a' real world, and at the same time ít shares the appearance 
with 'the' real figure. It ís a real but not objective world which actualises itself in 
a shared experience with its wítness. This leads us to the second aspect of my 
'disagreement' with Dufrenne's approach to reality ín relation to his 'aesthetíc 
object'. The poínt should not be ín fact to claim that any real world ís no more than 
a world of its own and that ít ís not the prívílege of the objectíve one. The poínt is 
not to wonder whether Balthus's painted passers-by are real as such ín the same 
way that objectíve human figures ín a street can be. It is rather to acknowledge 
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that what is objectively real ís the meaníngfiíl experience that stems from such a 
figural object. Such an experience has an objectíve existence and to that extent 
belongs to Dufrenne's 'objectíve world'. And I can push the límít even further by 
saying that, after all, only the 'objective world' ís real and ít íncludes experience 
as an authentic existence, a world of its own. 

Another form of exmorphísm which stems from the problem of reality ís 
the one of reproductíon. The experience one has of The Street as a pícture ín a 
book ís obvíously different from the one which stems from the authentic píece 
Itself This ís partícularly true for paíntíng or sculpture (or I should say obvious) 
and, to a certaín extent, photography. One líves that unique moment of creation 
m one's own temporalífy. It ís this presence of the creator which makes the 
work of art a human achievement. It actualises itself ín a shared temporalíty 
between the artíst and the spectator, ít ís a mutual respect between the two of 
them. Even more than that, to experience the authentic work of art ís the 
necessary celebratíon of our human nature, a sort of ímpossible reflexivity which 
mírrors ín us that the other is. 

The role of a reproductíon of a paíntíng and even a sculpture, need one 
even say this, ís to invite the víewer to have an idea of what the 'real' work ís 
about, ít only shows the proof of its existence. The case would probably be the 
same with cinema, theatre, opera, or musíc. But ínstead of beíng a reproduced 
pícture from a book, a slíde or a poster, the reproductíon occurs through televisión 
or radío. For each of these forms of art the notion of authentic work depends on 
its particular performance ín front of its particular wítnesses. The authentic 
movíe ís the one perceíved at the cinema; the 'real' play, opera, or concert, 
however ít is ínterpreted, ís the one performed on the stage or in an auditorium 
for its audíence. With paíntíng the performance ís different but the authenticity 
remaíns the same: rooted ín a respectfiíl, faíthñil, and direct relationship between 
the víewer and the creator's work. Reproductíon transfers, translates and affects 
the whole of matter, drawing, colour, líght, and thus its sensuous nature. By 
givíng such a processed versión of the relationship mentioned above ít damages 
that shared temporalíty between the spectator and the artíst, that líved meaníngfiíl 
experience which humaníses us. To see a copy of The Street from a book 
ínstead of experiencing Balthus's paíntíng at the New York Museum of Modem 
Art enables one ín fact to approach the figural at a conceptual level, ín its 
principie. This, after all, does not affect the nature of any objectivísm: to explaín 
or analyse a meaningful form does not require líved faithfiílness, respect and 
authenticity. The colour photograph of The Street provides, to use Dufrenne's 
wonderfiíl expressíon, a 'real but dímíníshed presence' (ibid., 44). It gíves us 
the possíbility to study what the figural ís by remainíng paradoxically wíthín the 
fíeld of exmorphisms, this time understood as ideas, principies, concepts. The 
reproduced ímage does not prevent us from understanding how Balthus's passers-
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by present themselves by being abstracted from some objective context. But ít 
certaínly prevents us from evoking the figural, whose actualíty can only be 
found ín the experience of the work of art as an authentic human achievement. 
To experience what might be called the 'original' paíntíng íncludes a subjectíve 
component - the spectator's knowledge of what this 'original' ís meant to be, or 
of its existence. This ís a fiíndamental constítutíng part of any artístíc experience 
which can claim to pay tribute to any artístíc creation. 

Perhaps I can add that, depending on the nature of the reproductíon and the 
work to be reproduced, the damage caused by this 'dímíníshed presence' varies. 
Reproductions can be classífied and organised ínto a híerarchy according to how 
well they dísclose the presence of the creator's work, and to what extent they 
can be considered as works of art themselves. For Dufrenne, on the contrary, the 
sensuous nature of any reproduced work will be necessarily ímpoverished, the 
spectator wíll enjoy an experience of another nature. As a matter of fact certaín 
kinds of reproductíon (líke líthographs, bronzes, or casts) do possess some sensuous 
qualíty of their own, and the víewer ís not inclíned to refer to what ís beüeved to 
be the 'ongmal', or rather to the 'model'. However, we should not forget that 
Dufrenne's notion of sensuous nature ís related to aesthetíc valué. The authenticity 
I am referring to, brings together the sensuous and the proxímity of the human 
creator. However and regardless to its qualíty, reproductíon wíll never fiilly reveal 
the work of art as an authentic creation to the spectator where drawing, colour, 
líght and matter, are íused with theme and sígníficance. It wíll never fiilly show 
itself as a temporal sensuous meaning, which only the mark of human determinatíon 
can render possible, and for which no díchotomy between what I have called 
'morphism' and 'exmorphísm' bears any relevance. 

Formahsm as a projective method of interpreting resembles an írrelevant 
systematíc hermeneutics, which alíenates itself from what is at work. It makes us 
follow Hermes's boundaries in order to see the formal nature of things. There ís 
neither time ñor room for a díchotomy between the outside and the inside world 
of the work, between cause and effect, origín and fmalíty, no teleology. The figures 
we are dealíng with are actuahsed by the immediacy of their sensuous dimensión. 
As a result, there cannot be any opposítion between 'sígníficant form' and some 
ideal or real world whether ít ís cultural, social, historical or religious. There ís only 
a fusión: 'a means' which 'means', a presented meaning; and this fiasion is a 
moment of meaningful form from which represented worlds ought to be drawn. 
But the figural can also be understood as a presentation that disrupts, or even 
transcends already exísting representations; an event which in any case ís not 
'íntended' for the objective world, but whose phenomenalíty ís 'different' from it. 

1̂ 1 
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