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Abstract
What are the challenges and opportunities posed to the dominant
interpretive paradigms of visual studies by the rise of a new fascination
with the object? How can the study of visual culture respond to what
has been variously termed a ‘pictorial’ or an ‘iconic’ turn? Can this
phenomenological concern for the power of the image to determine
its own reception be incorporated into approaches that emphasize its
political implications? Is it possible to conceive of the image as both a
representation and a presentation at the same time?
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The idea of ‘presence’, as startling to post-Enlightenment thinking as the
appearance of Banquo’s ghost at Macbeth’s table, has entered the precinct of
the humanities and made itself at home. Affirmations that objects are
endowed with a life of their own – that they possess an existential status
endowed with agency – have become commonplace. Without a doubt,
objects (aesthetic/artistic or not) induce pangs of feeling and carry emotional
freight that cannot be dismissed. They return us to times and places that are
impossible to revisit and speak of events too painful or joyous or ordinary to
remember. Yet they also serve as monuments of collective memory, as indices
of cultural value, as foci for the observation of ritual, and satisfy communal
as well as personal needs. The ‘life’ of the world, materially manifest, once
exorcised in the name of readability and rationality, has returned to haunt us.

Bored with the ‘linguistic turn’ and the idea that experience is filtered
through the medium of language, many scholars are now convinced that we
may sometimes have unmediated access to the world around us, that the



subject/object distinction, so long a hallmark of the epistemological enter-
prise, is no longer valid. In the rush to make sense of the circumstances in
which we find ourselves, our tendency in the past was to ignore and forget
‘presence’ in favor of ‘meaning’. Interpretations were hurled at objects in
order to tame them, to bring them under control by endowing them with
meanings they did not necessarily possess. Works of art are objects now
regarded as more appropriately encountered than interpreted. This new
breed of scholars attends to the ways in which images grab attention and
shape reactions for they believe that the physical properties of images are as
important as their social function. In art history and visual studies, the
disciplines that study visual culture, the terms ‘pictorial’ and ‘iconic turn’
currently refer to an approach to visual artifacts that recognizes these
ontological demands (Boehm, 1994; Mitchell, 1994). Paying heed to that
which cannot be read, to that which exceeds the possibilities of a semiotic
interpretation, to that which defies understanding on the basis of conven-
tion, and to that which we can never define, offers a striking contrast to the
dominant disciplinary paradigms of the recent past: social history in the case
of art history and identity politics, and cultural studies in the case of visual
studies.

At their most radical, theories that claim access to the ‘real’ argue that
perception allows us to ‘know’ the world in a way that may side-step the
function of language. The literary theorist Hans-Ulrich Gumbrecht claims
that an insistence with ‘reading’ the world around us – approaching it as if it
were composed of sign systems – has blinded us to its status as an existing
‘being’. Rejecting the hubris of methods that bury the objects that surround
us in ever greater layers of meaning, he favors attending to the means by
which those objects determine and define our own attitudes. We need to be
attuned to the ‘intentionality’ of nature, the life and purpose of objects, their
active role in the subtle to-and-fro of experience. He consequently calls for
interpretations that are as attuned to ‘presence effects’ as they are to
‘meaning effects’ (Gumbrecht, 2004). Fatigued by regimes of representation
that trade in ascriptions of meaning, Gumbrecht desires to do justice to the
peculiar life of objects.

This article sketches a brief historiography of the introduction of issues of
presence – the demand that we take note of what objects ‘say’ before we try
to force them into patterns of meaning – in Anglo-American and German
visual studies in order to compare and evaluate their interpretive impli-
cations. Far from comprehensive, let alone complete, I have ‘surveyed’ essays
by some influential authors in order to draw a few preliminary and possibly
controversial conclusions. I argue that the recent preoccupation with the
existential status of images, one that concentrates on their nature and
structure, adds a valuable dimension to the interpretive agenda of visual
studies. Visual studies in the UK and the US has tended to be dominated by
an interpretive paradigm according to which the image is more often than
not conceived of as a representation, a visual construct that betrays the
ideological agenda of its makers and whose content is susceptible to
manipulation by its receivers. By contrast, the contemporary focus on the

132 journal of visual culture 7(2)



presence of the visual object, how it engages with the viewer in ways that
stray from the cultural agendas for which it was conceived and which may
indeed affect us in a manner that sign systems fail to regulate, asks us to
attend to the status of the image as a presentation.

Attending to the presence of the object, being sensitive to its ‘aura’, respects
the immediacy of its location in space and time. Interpretations that capture
the specificity of such encounters betray their ‘situatedness’; they reveal the
unique quality of the particular process of understanding. While writing that
recognizes the ontological power of the object often conceals the subject
position from which meaning is constructed, the texts themselves suggest the
ideological ‘supplements’ that haunt them. The anachronism of the phenom-
enological gesture, the attempt to allow a historical object to escape time by
giving it contemporary significance, depends on chronology for its meaning.
An appreciation of the ‘exterior’ of the visual object, its protean interventions
in the life of culture, its vitality as a representation, need not be regarded as
an alternative to attempts to come to terms with its ‘interior’, its capacity to
affect us, its aesthetic and poetic appeal, its status as a presentation. Both
approaches, I argue, add power and complexity to our current understanding
of the visual.

This contemporary fascination with the other side of experience, what comes
to meet us rather than what we bring to the encounter, occurs in many
aspects of the humanities from philosophy to science. Philosophers such as
Gilles Deleuze, Felix Guattari (Deleuze and Guattari, 1991), and Alain Badiou
(2005) – for a discussion of Badiou’s ideas, see Hallward (2003) – claim that
human experience is shaped by an ontological multiplicity that outruns any
attempt to postulate ‘Being’ as a unified, but unknowable, entity underlying
the ‘reality’ to which humans respond, at the same time as it opposes the
reductive use of linguistic representation to offer a consistent view, a ‘master
narrative’, that accounts for that experience. This anti-epistemological
perspective finds a parallel in recent thinking about historical writing. In
comparison to Hayden White (1974, 1987), who once persuasively suggested
that the mediating role of language deprives us of access to the past and thus
prevents us from ever ‘knowing’ it, Frank Ankersmit (2005) currently argues
for what he calls ‘sublime historical experience’, an immediate and
unmediated experience of the past, one akin to aesthetic response, that
triumphs over the totalizing and universalizing ambitions of language (see,
also, Jay, 2005). In Science Studies, Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison
(1992), Bruno Latour (2004), Lenoir (1998a) and others, have rethought the
project of science by declaring that the ‘facts’, to whose elucidation and
interpretation empirical activity is dedicated, are as much ‘created’ as
‘discovered’. There is nothing ‘pure’ about scientific research; it is, rather, a
complex, profoundly social, and therefore cultural and political enterprise,
in which it is impossible to tell where empirical research leaves off and
theoretical, and therefore ideologically inflected, imagination begins. Rather
than being ‘constructed’, scientific facts emerge from the blurring of the
subject/object distinction in the interaction between human and non-human
forms of nature. Sociologists and anthropologists similarly evince a new
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respect for the status of objects. While created to be one kind of thing, they
metamorphose in the course of time to become what they were never
anticipated to be. Arjun Appadurai (1986) writes about the ‘social life of
things’, the capacity of objects to slip in and out of different roles – from
commodity to gift and back again – during the course of their existence;
Nicholas Thomas (1991) describes how the ‘recontextualization’ of objects –
their forms of exchange – transfigures their cultural status and value in the
course of time; while Alfred Gell (1998) speaks provocatively of the ‘lives’
and ‘families’ of images. The relation between objects and subjects is a two-
way street in which it is impossible to distinguish where agency lies. Whether
the thrust of the argument is that experience affords us access to ‘Being’, that
which necessarily escapes our capacity to transform it into ‘meaning’ – or
that it records ‘events’ that are multiple and impossible to attribute to any
unitary or unifying idea, a post-Derridean disappointment with the power of
language has been replaced by a fascination with the power of objects and
the ‘languages’ they speak. The search for meaning in the agendas implicit
in the existence of objects replaces the attempt to capture their essence with
the lost power of language.

And what about the history of art? How has it reacted to this call for the
recognition of presence implicit in objects; how has it reacted to attempts to
invest them with a life of their own? By contrast to the epistemologically
oriented paradigm of social history that dominated art historical writing in
the 1980s and which sought the ‘meaning’ of works of art in the context in
which they were produced and their significance in the social function they
served, phenomenological approaches derived from models created by Martin
Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty during the 1930s and 1950s have
enjoyed a vigorous revival (Heidegger, 1971[1935]; Merleau-Ponty, 1964).
Georges Didi-Huberman is perhaps the most outspoken critic of the way in
which the history of art’s preoccupation with meaning has obscured our
appreciation of the presence of the work of art. In a series of essays, he has
explored the ways received methodologies – Erwin Panofsky’s iconology or
Michael Baxandall’s social history – fail to capture some of the most important
characteristics of the works of art they address (Didi-Huberman, 2005[1990]).
Insisting on the primacy of the spectator’s response to the image, he believes
it is the experience of the work that guides its appreciation.

In a book on Fra Angelico, for example, Didi-Huberman (1995[1990]) con-
ceives of the act of painting as an allegory of the spiritual made material.
Paint is the means by which transcendental truths are vouchsafed to human
beings. Just as the theologians of the period added commentary to the Bible
without seeking to bring the process of interpretation to an end, so does the
artist. Whereas Panofsky or Baxandall set the work against, or into, the
context in which it was produced – approaching the object of analysis as if it
were inert and in need of ‘explanation’ through reference to circumstances
that are more stable and less opaque – Didi-Huberman regards the work as
an active principle, one capable of generating its own significance.
Demonstrating a scholarly erudition through a command of theological
sources that would make an iconographer proud, he nevertheless insists that
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we cannot ignore the fact that we encounter the image in the present.
Regardless of the period in which it may have been created, it is necessarily
alive in our own time.

It comes as no surprise to learn that Aby Warburg is Didi-Huberman’s
historiographic hero, for Warburg recognized the power of the image to
‘break’ time. For the past century, working concepts such as Nachleben and
Pathosformel have articulated the ways in which images have a life that
continues to haunt us long after the moment of their creation (Didi-
Huberman, 2002). One of the consequences of the unique importance Didi-
Huberman ascribes to the presence of the visual artifact is that it calls into
question art history’s received notions of historical development. If the
object ‘breaks’ time, then the history of art is necessarily an ‘anachronistic’
enterprise. The intensity of the rapport established between the work and
the contemporary spectator does not allow us to subordinate art to some
pre-established historical trajectory: 

One must not claim that there are historical objects relevant to this or
that duration: one must understand that in each historical object, all
times encounter one another, collide, or base themselves plastically on
one another, bifurcate, or even become entangled with one another.
(Didi-Huberman, 2003: 131)

Renewed interest in the presence of objects – in their capacity to outrun the
meanings attributed to them by generations of interpreters – has also had
important repercussions for visual studies. W.J.T Mitchell, for example, has
dubbed it the ‘pictorial turn’ (Mitchell, 1994). Rejecting as reductive the
semiotic analyses of images that were a feature of the 1980s because they
depend on a linguistic model, Mitchell argues that pictures should be con-
sidered independently of language – as having a presence that escapes our
linguistic ability to describe or interpret – even if they are inextricably
entangled in its coils. Intimately related, words and images are orders of
knowing that can nevertheless not be equated with one another. Pursuing
this argument in a book interrogatively entitled What Do Pictures Want?
(2005), Mitchell suggests that depictions have ‘lives’ and that these lives are
only partly controlled by those who gave them birth. We may create images
but, in doing so, we endow them with human characteristics, including the
anthropomorphic power of agency. Their second-hand life enables them to
proliferate and reproduce themselves. Mitchell’s ideas come fascinatingly
close to that of the anthropologist Alfred Gell who conceives of art as a
means by which humans allegorize the fundamental principles of their social
organizations. Among the attributes typically granted to works of art is
‘secondary agency’, the ability to affect and control the lives of their creators.
Pictures thus mimic our lives and haunt our steps at every turn (Gell,
2005[1992]), 2006; for a discussion of Gell’s theories, see Rampley, 2005).

The importance of the ‘pictorial turn’ lies in the fact that Mitchell does not
restrict the study of images to those traditionally privileged by inclusion in
the category ‘art’. Works of art, whose status has traditionally been

Moxey Visual Studies and the Iconic Turn 135



guaranteed by notions of aesthetic value, are not the only kind of visual
objects whose presence requires recognition. Aesthetic interest is just one
form of power with which they may be invested, and Mitchell recognizes that
their appeal comes in many different shapes. Visual studies attends to the
varied and incongruous families to which visual culture belongs, as well as
the changing nature of visuality and perception (Mitchell, 2002).1

For James Elkins, another leading theorist of visual studies, pictures
privileged by the descriptive label ‘art’ constitute only a small portion of the
sea of imagery in which the world’s cultures are adrift. He sees no reason
why the discipline should continue to dedicate its attention to this small
island when it is surrounded by a vast ocean of visual interest:

I will be arguing that non-art images can be just as compelling,
eloquent, expressive, historically relevant, and theoretically engaging as
the traditional subject matter of art history and that there is no reason
within art history to exclude them from equal treatment alongside the
canonical and extracanonical examples of art. (Elkins, 1999: ix)

Elkins conceives of the field as encyclopedic in scope, but at the same time
methodologically focused on the specific nature of each picture-medium
(Elkins, 1995; see, also, Elkins, 2007). The sciences are not the only disci-
plines making use of ‘informational images’, but they do provide the greatest
variety and demonstrate the most creative invention. Fascinated, for
example, by the ways in which scientists invent and manipulate technology
in order to find ways of visualizing the often unseen phenomena they study,
his latest book, Visual Practices across the University (2007), is an anthology
of the use of visual data in the entire spectrum of disciplines that constitute
the arts and sciences. While these images are created to permit the transfer
of information and thus have the character of representations, their per-
ceptual status, their impact on our optical experience, nevertheless varies
according to the medium in which they are constructed. The status of the
image as presentation is thus just as important as the informational trans-
actions it may enable. For Elkins, therefore, these visual objects thus have
more than merely representational significance, and he is prepared to ascribe
them affective or aesthetic value: ‘The strategies that scientists use to
manipulate images might well be called aesthetic in the original sense of the
word, since they are aimed at perfecting and rationalizing transcriptions of
nature’ (Elkins, 1995: 570).

In order to make this historiographic picture yet more complex, I need now
to turn to developments in Germany that have followed an analogous, yet
distinct, trajectory. Curiously enough, the Anglo-American and German
initiatives often appear to be unaware of each other, though they have much
in common. Gottfried Boehm sparked a new concern for the existential
presence of images – their status as objects with a life of their own – in the
introduction to an edited volume entitled Was ist ein Bild? (What Is an
Image?). Unlike English, in which ‘image’ may be contrasted to ‘picture’ in
order to suggest forms of visual artifacts that are either associated with
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aesthetic value or not, the German ‘Bild’ covers both categories. Boehm
consequently makes no such distinction. While most of his examples are
indeed works of art, the implications of his argument nevertheless apply to
visual objects of all kinds. Invoking the notion of divine presence immanent
in the concept of the religious icon, his concept of the ‘iconic turn’ captures
more effectively, perhaps, the sense of life attributed to visual objects than
Mitchell’s ‘pictorial turn’, even if they are, admittedly, talking about
somewhat different things. Boehm argues that the traditional view, according
to which the linguistic is thought to dominate the visual as a more powerful
form of signification, has no philosophical justification. Words are no more a
medium of epistemological certainty than are pictures. Citing Nietzsche and
Wittgenstein, Boehm argues that images are integral to all linguistic
operations. Rather than deliver information in an orderly linear sequence
and on the basis of logical principles, language depends on visual metaphors
to move meaning from one register to another (Boehm, 1994: 13–16). He
also points to the way in which Jacques Lacan developed the ideas of
Merleau-Ponty, drawing a parallel between the former’s idea of the ‘gaze’, the
means by which pre-existing visual conventions, models of seeing, and
paradigms of visuality, serve to condition and mold subjectivity, and the
latter’s idea that vision surrounds us (p. 23). His intransigent assertion of the
autonomy of the visual is accompanied by a radical perceptual formalism that
tends to eschew considerations of content:

What we see in pictures are constructions of colors, forms, and lines
that neither describe objects nor offer us signs, but give us something
to see . . . The painter consequently, does not translate an inner idea
into an exterior one of colors, he does not project on to the screen of
the canvas; rather he works between the stains, lines and forms, puts
them together, reorganizes them, and is as much the author as the
medium of his action. (p. 21)2

Two of Germany’s most prominent art historians, Hans Belting and Horst
Bredekamp, have followed Boehm’s recognition of the animated status of
images (both those traditionally defined as art and those that have not been
so designated), by calling for art history to expand the parameters of its
disciplinary activity so as to study the whole spectrum of visual imagery that
characterizes our culture. Belting proposes anthropology as his model for
the study of visual culture. In the introductory chapter, ‘Medium-Bild-
Körper’, of his book Bildanthropologie, he argues that visual artifacts are
embedded in media and that one cannot be studied without the other. The
idea of the medium – all important to his conception of the image – is a
metaphor of the human body: just as visual artifacts are inscribed in media,
so internal images are inscribed in the human body (Belting, 2001).3 The
medium is thus a figure for the agency of visual objects that are conceived as
more than mere representations. He writes:

Images traditionally live from the body’s absence, which is either
temporary (that is, spatial) or, in the case of death, final. This absence
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does not mean that images revoke absent bodies and make them
return. Rather, they replace the body’s absence with a different kind of
presence. Iconic presence still maintains a body’s absence and turns it
into what must be called visible absence. Images live from the paradox
that they perform the presence of an absence or vice-versa. (Belting,
2005a: 312).4

According to Belting, the idea of the visual object cannot be reduced to codes
and signifying systems: 

Was Baudrillard right when he sharply distinguished images from reality
and accused contemporary image practice of forging reality, as if reality
existed totally apart from the images by which we appropriate it? Is it
possible to distinguish images from so-called reality with such
ontological naiveté? (p. 316) 

Visual artifacts thus afford us access to human behavior understood broadly
enough to include reference to the emotional and psychic, as well as the more
straightforwardly rational, dimensions of experience. Bildanthropologie’s
essays include a fascinating account of the way in which pictures have been
used to mediate between life and death. By furnishing the dead body with
substitutional objects – masks, puppets, portraits – images insist on the
presence of the deceased in his or her absence.

Horst Bredekamp conceives of Bildwissenschaft as a means of institution-
alizing Boehm’s recognition of the independence of the visual. Like Belting,
this recognition is not based on affirmations of the aesthetic value of artifacts
but rather on other forms of presence. The object becomes central to a
technical and philosophical discussion that recognizes it as a form of visual
thinking. He argues that scientific representations have been mistakenly
identified as illustrations when they are actually forms of thought inde-
pendent of language: ‘Images are not illustrations but universes that offer a
semantics created according to its own laws that is unusually expressively
materialized’ (Bredekamp, 2004: 21).5 Scientific images are like scientific
objects, specimens, etc., which, when made the object of systematic interest,
are invested with an ‘aura’ not unlike that attributed to works of art: ‘As soon
as natural objects are seized by humans they cross boundaries in the zone
that separates natural images from works of art’ (Bredekamp, 2005: 11).6

In an analysis of the drawings made by Charles Darwin in the notes that led
to the composition of The Origin of the Species, Bredekamp claims that
Darwin’s sketches are as important a dimension of his thought process as his
writing. A sketch of a branching coral, for example, is crucial to his con-
ception of evolution as non-linear. In substituting the branching coral for the
tree trunk – the standard means of depicting the idea of evolution before his
time – Darwin found a way to conceive of evolution as a process endowed
with multiple timelines. An added benefit of his choice of visual metaphor is
that the dead coral on which the living grows can be understood as the
extinct species from which the living ones are descended. The image bears

138 journal of visual culture 7(2)



the inscription ‘I think’, and the drawing is clearly intended as a substitute
for language. Bredekamp concludes: ‘The image is not a derivative nor an
illustration, but an active medium of the thought process’ (Bredekamp,
2005: 24).7

The interest in the ‘work’ of pictures, along with a concern for their
reception and their effect on the viewer, has an unapologetically formalist
dimension, one that echoes the agenda earlier espoused by Boehm. In
launching a new periodical, Image – Worlds of Knowledge: Art Historical
Year-Book for Image-Criticism, Bredekamp and Gabriele Werner (2003)
make this position explicit:

Our conception of image criticism begins with form analysis, that which
is essential to the constitution of pictures. If we have an opportunity to
make mediality a formal problem once again, it is done with the
certainty that it is absolutely impossible to explain visual content and its
effects, be they in the realm of art, the sciences or politics, without a
discussion of forms and their histories. (p. 7).8

The nature of the revolution wrought in the approach to visual objects by
Mitchell and Elkins in the English-speaking world, and by Boehm, Belting,
and Bredekamp in the German, both of which respond to a new conception
of the visual object as invested with an animating power of its own, contrasts
vividly with another branch of visual studies whose intellectual ancestor is
English cultural studies. I rehearse its ambitions here in order to throw those
of the ‘iconic turn’ into high relief. The best known exponent of this tradition
is Nicholas Mirzoeff (1999), whose popular anthologies have served many as
an introduction to the field. Mirzoeff conceives of visual studies in terms of
an analysis of the message of visual artifacts rather than their medium, being
above all interested in the cultural and political functions of images in social
situations. Whereas Mitchell and Elkins tend to stress the physical status of
objects, the nature and structure of the media in question, Mirzoeff is inter-
ested in the purposes to which they are put; where the former emphasize the
quality of the medium – the nature of its ability to inform and to move us –
Mirzoeff concentrates on its ideological potential. The centrality ascribed to
the concept of representation, the need to articulate the cultural assumptions
embedded in it not only by its creator and its receiver but also by the
interpreting critic, has been made explicit by Irit Rogoff (1998). Answering
criticism of ‘visual culture’ as an intellectual enterprise, she writes:

In visual culture the history becomes that of the viewer or that of the
authorizing discourse rather than that of the object. By necessity this
shift in turn determines a change in the very subject of the discussion
or analysis, a shift in which the necessity for having it in a particular
mode and at a particular time become part of the very discussion. This
conjunction of situated knowledge and self-reflexive discourse analysis
accompanied by a conscious history for the viewing subject . . . [is] an
opportunity for a bit of self-consciousness and a serious examination of
the politics inherent in each project of cultural assessment. (p. 20)
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By drawing attention to the role of the viewer/critic rather than to the
character of the visual object in question, this other approach to visual
studies insists that his or her identity matters, that every interpretation differs
according to the subject position of the person in question. Far from
suggesting that an explanation follows from a particular identity according to
some ‘essential’ or defining characteristic, these authors assume that sub-
jectivity is forever in flux and that while all knowledge is ‘situated’, it is never
fixed (Haraway, 1988).9

Can we then articulate the methodological differences that serve to
characterize these different attitudes to the ongoing enterprise of visual
studies? The very names attributed to these models are revealing. While
‘visual studies’, Bildwissenschaft (‘image-science’), or Bildanthropologie
(‘anthropology of images’), invoke established traditions of academic
objectivity guaranteed by unmarked subjectivity traditionally associated in
the humanist tradition with impartiality and universality, ‘visual culture’ adds
a relativizing dimension to the project by identifying and specifying the
subject position of both the producer and the receiver of images.
Bildwissenschaft and Bildanthropologie appear to offer the hope of estab-
lishing the mechanisms by which different media affect human perception
generally so as to provide accounts of their reception, including reference to
cultural context or historical circumstance; ‘visual culture’ pays less attention
to the operating structures of particular media in order to focus on their
social and political function. Much hinges on whether the concept of the
picture is regarded as a ‘place holder’, a cultural construct that is filled with
meaning ascribed to the circumstances in which it is produced and received,
or whether it is revered as potentially loaded with iconic presence.

These contrasting, yet overlapping, attitudes clearly depend on very different
ideas of what constitutes an ‘image’, ideas that determine what the agenda of
‘visual studies’ or ‘visual culture’ purports to be. In one, Bildwissenschaft,
Bildanthropologie, and the version of visual studies theorized by Mitchell
and Elkins, the image is a presentation, a source of power whose nature as
an object endowed with being requires that its analysts pay careful attention
to the way in which it works its magic on its viewer. In the other, ‘visual
culture’, as conceived by Mirzoeff and others, the image is a cultural repre-
sentation whose importance lies as much in the content with which it is
invested as in its intrinsic nature. Depiction is to be studied not only for its
own sake but for the spectrum of social effects it is capable of producing.
Some theorists, of course, straddle the difference. Mitchell, for example, is
interested in both the ontological and the political functions of the image
(see, for example, Mitchell, forthcoming, 2008).

Paradoxically enough, both visual studies inspired by the ontological turn,
and its counterpart indebted more clearly to the legacy of cultural studies,
affirm that the reception of visual artifacts matters. Those interested in a
phenomenological response – who stress that the form or medium of an
image determines its message as much as its content – tend to bracket the
identity of the recipient, however, in the interest of making manifest what
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they believe are the artifact’s inherent properties (or ‘pull’). In their case it is
the moment that matters, the here and now of reception, more than who has
that experience. Others, more concerned with the political function of
images, tend to emphasize the identity of both producers and recipients over
their peculiar structure. It is the content of the visual object, its role within
schemes of cultural and political ideology that is deemed more meaningful
than the nature of the medium.

Both approaches, however, dramatize the contingency of interpretation. In
one case, by drawing attention to the contemporaneity of experience: the
specific encounter that enables subject and object to interact with each other
to produce a response that collapses the distinction between them. In the
other, by describing both how the distinct identities of producer and recipient
determine and shape the image that serves as a communicative bridge, a
mediating third term between them, and how the identity of the critic affects
the interpretation. In one instance, the identity of the authorial voice is
purposely elided so as to enable that attributed to the object to be heard; in
the other, the identity of the authorial voice is made manifest by emphasizing
the constructed nature of its subject position. Both approaches ‘situate’ the
author, but in one the gesture is implicit while in the other it is explicit. The
binary opposition that I have discerned in these two approaches, that which
adheres to the ‘iconic turn’ as opposed to that which pursues a more overtly
political agenda, is clearly a heuristic distinction. It is a device that has
enabled me to bring out what distinguishes one position from the other. In
practice we face a spectrum of interpretive positions in which the two terms
slide in and out of one another, often becoming indistinguishable.

Perhaps Derrida’s insights about language and how its lack of referentiality
constitutes the very grounds of its capacity to make the world accessible to
us can help us think about the role of images. Words create worlds that may
or may not correspond with the one in which we find ourselves. Their
capacity to absorb the context in which they are enunciated fills them with
presence, while ensuring that their meaning cannot be fixed. Latour (2004)
and Daston (2000), for example, suggest that language is not a medium we
smear across the surface of reality in order to make it meaningful, but that it
is constitutive of the very things to which it refers. Language has a thickness
that, while forever distorting that which it describes, nevertheless has the
power to bring its referent into being – to give life to what it cannot grasp.
Far from resuscitating a referential theory of language, this perspective
acknowledges the inevitable slippage that occurs as a human signifying
system slides over a world that antedates and exceeds its descriptive and
analytical capacities, while at the same time affirming that for all intents and
purposes, it structures the world as we know it. It’s all we have: as Timothy
Lenoir (1998b) writes: ‘once it is realized that the signified is originally and
essentially trace, that it is always in the position of the signifier, the
metaphysics of presence must recognize writing as its source’ (p. 5).10

Some of the authors associated with the iconic turn, such as Belting, for
example, tend to assume that depiction functions in ways that are analogous
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to the role ascribed to language in science studies: images, that is, both
create and discover the ‘real’ at the same time. While conceding the historical
specificity and contingency of their ‘reality effects’, pictures nevertheless
allegedly afford us access to something that resonates with the ‘real’. Those
engaged in a form of cultural studies, however, wedded as they are to a
notion of representation rather than presentation, insist on being able to see
around the edges of images in order to determine the social forces respon-
sible for their ideological agendas. On this view, visual artifacts can only have
a fictive relation to the ‘real’. These critics are neither deceived by what
objects purports to be, nor are they fooled by their alleged existential power,
for they deny them the capacity to determine their own interpretive fate in
the interest of identifying the political commitments of those who make and
consume them.

Such attitudes appear grounded on incompatible and incommensurable
assumptions. In one case, it is necessary to ascribe an existential value to
visual artifacts, implying that they possess a meaning-laden status, something
that antedates the encounter with the viewer; in the other, one must assume
a philosophical or ideological perspective that enables one to encounter the
apparently chaotic and multifarious quality of visual culture as if it
nevertheless possessed political meaning. Different though they appear to
be, the ontological and semiotic perspectives on visual objects may in fact be
reconcilable. The ways in which objects call to us, their animation, their
apparent autonomy, stem only from their association with us. To insist on
their ‘secondary’ agency, is not only a means of recognizing their inde-
pendence but also their dependence on human culture. They may haunt us
but their autonomy is relative. They cannot exist without the power with
which we invest them. Mitchell (2005) describes the relation in the following
terms:

For better or for worse, human beings establish their collective identity
by creating around them a second nature composed of images which
do not merely reflect the values consciously intended by their makers,
but radiate new forms of value formed in the collective, political
unconscious of their beholders. (p. 105)

Such are the animating myths on which knowledge about the visual currently
depends. The recent recognition that visual artifacts have a ‘life’, that they are
not inert vehicles for the transport of ideas, but rather beings possessed of
agency, transforms our conception of work in visual studies. The ‘iconic turn’
adds the dimension of presence to our understanding of the image, calling
for analyses of media and form that add richness and texture to established
forms of interpretation. Whether this scholarly enterprise is conceived of as
the study of different media with special interest in their peculiar natures
(Elkins), as the analysis of the way in which human intelligence uses images
rather than words in the construction of meaning (Bredekamp), as a
historical anthropology detailing the forms of life with which images have
been and continue to be animated (Belting), as a continuing study of the
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ways in which perception is affected by changes in visuality (Mitchell), or all
of the above and more, the range of intellectual challenges to future scholars
is formidable. While I have outlined some of the methodological paradigms,
it is clear that the possibilities are as infinite as the objects themselves. These
new approaches do not make established forms of analysis obsolete. Quite
the contrary. Differing assumptions, as I have tried to emphasize, need not
lead to incommensurable conclusions. An analysis of medium leads easily to
political considerations, while political analysis can make use of the ‘aura’ of
the image as part of its rhetoric. The ‘iconic turn’ reminds us that visual
artifacts refuse to be confined by the interpretations placed on them in the
present. Objects of visual interest will persist in circulating through history
demanding radically different methods of analysis and engendering
compelling new narratives as they wander.
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Notes

1. The rise of visual studies in the United States is usefully surveyed by Elkins

(2003) and Dikovitskaya (2005).

2. Boehm (1994):

Was wir in den Bildern sehen sind Fügungen von Farbe, Form und Linien,

die weder Gegenstände umschreiben noch Zeichen setzen, sondern etwas zu

sehen geben . . . Der Maler übersetzt deshalb keine innere Vorstellung ins

Äussere der Farben, projiziert sie nicht auf den Schirm der Leinwand,

sondern er arbeitet zwischen den Flecken, Linien, und Formen, richtet sie

ein, baut sie um, ist so sehr Autor wie Medium seines Tuns. (p. 21) 

This and the following translations are my own.

3. See also Bogen (2005): ‘Das Verhältnis zwischen äusserem Bild und materiellen

Trägermedium wird in Analogie zur Unterscheidung von inneren Bildern und

eigenen Körper bestimmt’ (p. 60).

4. See also Belting (2005b: 15–18).

5. Bredekamp (2004): ‘Bilder keine Illustrationen sind, sondern Kosmen einer

eigengesetzlich geschaffenen Semantik bieten, besonders aussagekräftig

verkörpert’ (p. 21). I am grateful to Friedericke Kitschen for this reference.

6. Bredekamp (2005): ‘Sobald sie Naturdinge vom Menschen erfasst warden,

bewegen sie sich grenzüberschreitend in der Trennzone zwischen Naturbilde

und Kunstwerk’ (p. 11).

7. Bredekamp (2005): ‘Das Bild ist nicht Derivat oder Illustration, sondern active

Träger des Denkprozesses’ (p. 24).

8. Bredekamp and Werner (2003):

Unser Begriff von Bildkritik setzt bei der Analyse der Form an, also dem, was

die Spezifik von Bildern ausmacht. Wenn uns daran gelegen ist, Medialität

wieder zum Formproblem zu machen, so folgt dies der Gewissheit, dass sich
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die visuellen Gehalte und Wirkungen, sei es im Bereich der Kunst, der

Wissenschaften oder der Politik, ohne die Erörterung der Formen und ihrer

Geschichte schlechterdings nicht klären lassen. (p. 7)

9. See also Haraway ( 1998: 191). For a discussion of the role of identity in the

interpretation of images, see Davis (1994: 570–95).

10. This is a position described as ‘cultural or social constructivism’ by Hess (1997:

35).
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