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Abstract 
The concern is with titles, and what they are entitled to do 

and be. The chapters that make up the thesis are about 

categories of titles, and so the continuity between 

chapters is one of theme. Chapter One proposes a point 

of departure for the descriptive title, namely, reference. 

What follows is discussion of two types of descriptive title, 

the economy of description, and some of the difficulties 

artists have faced in giving titles to their creations. 

Chapter Two discusses six senses of description, and 

Chapter Three draws out one of the former six for further 

consideration. The concluding chapter is again about 

categories, but this time the categories are ones of 

medium, words and images. 
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Prologue 

Titles are my theme: how they direct and inform our viewing; 

how they might be categorised; and how they stand in relation to 

pictures. Anyone who reflects on the act of looking at paintings 

cannot fail to sense how words aid in shaping the ways we see and 

understand the objects of our speculation. 

The specific kind of title I will consider 1s the title as a 

description. The application of the title as a description is to 

paintings. But although I discuss titles of paintings, the application 

to other categories of art is obvious, and many of the ideas addressed 

could apply equally to media as diverse as prints, drawing, sculpture, 

and film. However, I will not take the application of ideas across 

different categories of art as unproblematic, and the final chapter is 

solely about the peculiar freedom that paintings offer. 

Where it does not lead to confusion, I have in some cases drawn 

upon titles of literary works. What holds for titles of paintings can, in 

many ways, hold also for titles of books, essays, or stories. And when 

I have used a title of a literary work, it is as a point of departure, or to 

note a distinctive comparative difference so that a difficulty might be 

resolved. And there· is too a further point to note with invoking 

literary comparisons; the interest, as with all descriptive titles, is with 

what is verbally, rather than visually, articulated. 

The initial impetus which gave rise to my theme occurred 

several years back when looking over some reproductions. The works 

in question were Brice Marden's 'Annunciation' series. In some 

respects these paintings were an affront to how I was to understand 

what was before me. I could see vertical bands of colour, note their 

uniformity, and wonder at the violent, restrained, and subdued 
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arrangements of colours in contrast. Seeing the artworks, I could 

attend to these aspects, but what I could not attend to, what eluded 

me, was that conflation of receiving sensory data and forming a 

conceptual understanding of it. What was I to take away from this 

viewing experience; how was I to understand what was before me; how 

could I mould the experience to that satisfaction taken from seeing 

and understanding? Seeing alone was less the master that I had 

conventionally taken it to be. 

Initially, all I had at my disposal was the visual image, apart 

from any verbal supplement. But it was at a later stage that the 

reading of the titles of Marden's paintings that everything, as it were, 

fell into place. The titles of these paintings describe the five 

successive emotional or psychological states that the Madonna goes 

through when she is visited by the angel Gabriel. Returning to 

Marden's paintings, what I could see had not, as a matter of fact, 

changed, but seeing itself had acquired a certain prec1s1on beyond 

mere looking. Upon reading the titles, and returning to the paintings 

with the aid of a concept, it became hard to see these paintings as 

anything but the sacred story of the Madonna's successive 

psychological states laid bare. It was at this point that the first 

observation which gave rise to this thesis occurred: words could work 

their way into seeing itself. Furthermore, my seeing acquired a certain 

acuity that was not visual in origin, had acquired a certain sharpness, 

was rendered intelligible. 

What is central to the thesis is the capacity of the title to elicit 

'something' from the viewer: whether this is a mere affirmation of that 

which we can 'all' see; an invitation to see a picture in a certain way; 

to attend to particular pictorial features; or to give a certain emphasis 

to some property of a picture. We are never indifferent to titles, and so 

for the spectator to attend to what a title articulates of a picture, is to 

begin an activity which is a process of constructing meaning as a 

response to the written word. The medium of words invite 
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psychological and conceptual adjustments and these become 

absorbed into a painting's content, subject, or theme. 

These initial observations acquired further precision when in my 

undergraduate studies I undertook a paper given by Dr. Peter Leech 

on 'Artwriting'. While many of the issues raised in that paper appear 

in this thesis in varying forms, the more central issue for my purposes 

here was the acknowledgement that the descriptive title is generally 

the first piece of artwriting with which we interact when confronting 

paintings. Inevitably, all writers on art attempt to describe 

'something' about a picture, and the descriptive title could be seen as 

one form of this. To describe a painting through a title, to put words 

where conventionally there are none, is the initial ascription of 

meaning, an articulation of an interest to be found, or an attempted 

equivalent of the visual image. 

From these initial ideas, certain questions became apparent. 

Why is it that the history of titles in Western art is predominantly a 

history of description and not reference? Could the expansive field of 

descriptive titles have some manner of categorisation applied to it? 

What was involved in the giving of a descriptive title? Who could give 

a descriptive title? The artist? Someone else? And how did the title 

as a verbal medium stand in relation to the visual medium of 

painting? 

The field of descriptive titles is enormous. My chosen historical 

expanse operates from the fifteenth century through to, and across, 

the twentieth. While we can say that a particular movement m 

painting begins with specific examples, one could not say so of 

descriptive titles. In this respect, perhaps, the thesis can only be as 

comprehensively complete in respect to the field I have chosen as a 

title might specify of a painting. If this is a limitation, then it is a 

necessary one: one could not cover the field of descriptive titles as 

attentively as one might note the nuances of an artist's oeuvre. But 

rather than this being an obstacle, in fact it permits a certain freedom: 

for the study becomes not one of the patient sifting through the 
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history of archives, documents, inventories, and translations, but one 

of thematics, and one of conceptualisation. 

Significantly, perhaps, the difficulty of the project came when 

the thesis itself called for a name. It was in conversation with Dr. 

Peter Leech that the present title of the thesis was decided on - Titles 

and their Entitlements - descriptive, minimally complete, indicating my 

direction and thesis content - what a descriptive title ought to be? 

What's in a name? Indeed. 

My first thanks must be directed to my supervisor, Dr. Peter 

Leech, whose guidance and personal warmth have helped make this 

thesis possible, in addition to making my study at the University of 

Otago both enormously pleasurable and rewarding. I too am in debt 

to the University of Otago who have provided me with generous 

financial support in the form of a University of Otago Award in Arts 

following the 1998 academic year, and a University of Otago 

Postgraduate Award which covered my tuition and supported my 

studies throughout 2000. For this assistance I must extend my most 

sincere gratitude. 

I must also thank my former lecturers, Associate Professor Peter 

Stupples and Dr. Judith Collard, for sharing their time, wisdom, and 

advice with me. Finally I would like to extend my gratitude to Richard 

Lummis for his spirited conversation and counsel which have provided 

me with much inspiration and comfort. I will be gratified if all those 

whom I have thanked can catch a glimpse of themselves in what they 

may read here. 
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Let me begin with an example of a medieval library that 1s 

described in Umberto Eco's The name of the rose: 

"But in what order are the books recorded in this list?" 

William asked. "Not by subject, it seems to me." He did not suggest 

an order by author, following the same sequence as the letters of the 

alphabet, for this is a system I have seen adopted only in recent 

years, and at that time it was rarely used. 

"The library dates back to the earliest times," Malachi said, 

"and the books are registered in order of their acquisition, donation, 

or entrance within our walls." 

"They are difficult to find then," William observed. 

"It is enough for the librarian to know them by heart and 

know when each book came here. As for the other monks, they can 

rely on his memory."l 

1 Umberto Eco, The name of the rose, translated by William Weaver, (London: Secker and Warburg, 
1983), section 7, part 5. 
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To shelve books in the order in which they are acquired by the 

library seems to be an impoverished form of classification. The 

retrieval of particular volumes in the absence of the librarian, who 

relies on mere memory, ·which is itself subject to distortion and 

forgetfulness, would be an especially approximate undertaking. There 

is no rigid form of designation or identification taking place that 

readily lends itself to the retrieval of specific items, no form of direct 

reference. As Eco would have it, only the librarian was allowed access 

to the library; 'It is therefore right and sufficient that only the librarian 

know how to decipher these things. '2 Such a system, shrouded 

amidst the secrecy of a medieval religious order, could hardly be of 

any help to a person bent on retrieving a particular book from, say, 

the University of Otago's library holdings of an estimated 1.1 million 

volumes and 1.2 million other items.3 

We require, on such occasions, the ability to pick out a 

particular book, and to be able to single out that book on successive 

occasions as it is deemed necessary. We need to be able to refer to the 

book in question, to distinguish it from all other books, in order to 

retrieve it. 

Cataloguing of books through their titles IS one way In which 

finding particular books is made accessible. As._ such, titles are widely 

accepted as access points in a referential capacity. The capacity of a 

title to refer allows us to pick out the particular book that we want to 

retrieve. 

It is not unusual to find a similarity between the ways in which 

paintings and books are recorded in a bibliographic sense. Paintings, 

as is the case for books, require titles for a similar kind of cataloguing 

process. We need to be able to distinguish one painting from another, 

and this is done through effecting reference. The title is a reference 

2 Eco, op. cit., (1983), section 7, part 5. 

3 University of Otago Calendar 2000, (Dunedin: University of Otago, 1999), p.102. 
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that allows us to pick out particul~.r paintings, and as such, 

'reference' is the fundamental imperative behind the title. 

The purpose of reference is of a practical indexical nature, or 

identification and designation. Imagine an art historical text that 

made specific claims about paintings but which effected no form of 

reference. We would be unable to make any sense of the discussion 

and would find the claims made in the text absurd given that we could 

not pin them down to any particular painting. How could we even 

begin to talk about particular examples of painting if we could not 

designate the objects of our attention? 

For paintings, titles are given through the process of historical 

cataloguing. The title, E. H. Gombrich claims, is crucially related to 

the development of the catalogue, and the 'catalogue' is the 'authentic 

source' of the title.4 Gombrich notes: 

Briefly and schematically I would suggest that the title is a by

product of the mobility of images ... The image fixed firmly in its 

liturgical or decorative setting can more easily dispense with words; it 

may have a subject, like the 'Last Supper' or the 'Apotheosis of 

Venice', but not a name. 

Thus, when he began to create for a market and for collectors 

the artist faced the task which poets, playwrights, novelists or 

authors have always had to face - they had to find a name for their 

creation ... Sending his work to a show or selling it to a collector he 

must be able to refer to it and so must the dealers and owners ... and 

when his work is published the title will go with it.5 

Reference is a kind of linguistic pointing or verbal ostension - a 

title directs our attention to particular examples of painting. If I were 

to use the title of a painting referentially, it is as if I were to stand in 

front of a particular painting and to point directly at it, such that 

there is no mistaking what painting I am directing attention toward. 

4 E. H. Gombrich, 'Image and word in twentieth-century art', Word & Image, Vol. 1:3, (1985), p.216. 

5 Gombrich, op. cit., (1985), p.216. 
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The relation between a painting and its title in a referential capacity is 

direct, as it is in the assignment of a code number. John Fisher notes 

of an artworld that assigns to paintings only numbers: 

In many ways this would be useful. It would be a remarkably 

efficient way of cataloguing ... What we would lack, however, is not 

the ease of reference but that of communicating ... No one would find 

the following conversation enriching: 

"I think Jasper Johns' #74 would have been 

more effective if executed on a less grand scale, like his 

#59." 

"But Marc Chagall tried that in #407 and also 

in #627, and it ended up looking like Marie Laurencin's 

#42, or perhaps more like Picasso's #357."6 

While Fisher's remark about the efficiency of assigning numbers to 

paintings for the process of cataloguing is acute, his following 

comment that 'no' one would find such a system enriching is perhaps 

arguable. Consider the case of the high modernist Clyfford Still. Still 

withdrew from giving his paintings descriptive titles but designated 

them by the year of execution. In early exhibitions a letter was added 

to the date, such as 1949-M, to assist in identification. Today the 

works are often identified by a 'PH#', such as Still's 1954 (PH-49), 

1954, which is a number issued when all the paintings were 

photographed.7 Following Fisher's lead, I might say; 'I think Still's 

(PH-923), 1974, is more effective in its grand scale than his (PH-282), 

1943.' (In 1974, Still copied his 1943 work but increased its 

dimensions to more than double the original scale. 8) In my statement, 

6 John Fisher, 'Entitling', Criticallnquiry, Vol.11:2, (1984), pp.289-290. 

7 Editor's note, Clyfford Still, 1904-1980: the Buffalo and San Francisco collections, ed. Thomas 
Kellein, with contributions by Michael Auping, Thomas Kellein, Susan Landauer, and Patricia Still, 
(Munich: Prestel, 1992), p.47. 

8 Thomas Kellein, 'Approaching the art of Clyfford Still', Clyfford Still, 1904-1980: the Buffalo and 
San Francisco collections, ed. Thomas Kellein, with contributions by Michael Auping, Thomas 
Kellein, Susan Landauer, and Patricia Still, (Munich: Prestel, 1992), p.17. 
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all I have done is announce a disparity in size between two things, 

and, perhaps, to propose some manner of interest to be found in the 

disparity. And there is certainly some manner of 'enrichment' in my 

stating so - working from the assumption that in articulating a 

statement I am intending some meaning.9 However, it is certainly not 

the convention to assign numbers to artworks, and so the capacity of 

a title to refer would seem to point in a different direction. 

Perhaps the title, under a special sense of reference, is a name. 

John Fisher remarks: 

[Titles] are always in words. They are never in patches of color or in 

nonverbal noises; and even if the words are words for numbers, they 

are yet words. They may be grammatically precise. They may be 

fragments. They may be comprehensible or incomprehensible, but 

titles are given in a language spoken by persons in discourse. They 

are names. A name is the verbal expression which we assign to 

something to which we wish to refer repeatedly.10 

Fisher's utterance raises two issues I want to consider. First, 

while all titles of paintings are names, they are not always in words. 

For instance, how should we understand Laszlo Maholy-Nagy's A 

IL 1924, 1924? One would not say in any normal sense that such a 

title is in words. Indeed, Gombrich notes the obvious when he calls 

such a title 'wordless'. 11 Conventionally, however, the majority of 

titles are in words. And second, when Fisher declares that all titles 

are in 'words' and that they are 'names', he seems to be proposing the 

title as something like a proper name. 

If we take the example of a girl with the proper name 'Alice', it 

does not make any sense to ask what the name 'Alice' means or 

9 Michael Baxandall,Patterns of intention: On the historical explanation of pictures, (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1985), p.10. 

10 Fisher, op. cit., (1984), p.287. 

11 Gombrich, op. cit., (1985), p.217. 
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describes. 'Alice' says nothing more than that this particular name 

linguistically points to any bearer of the name, in a way which - in 

most contexts - will pick out that particular bearer in a group.12 

Some paintings have titles that seem to be proper names. An 

example is Frank Stella's Carl Andre, 1973. In the early 1970s, Stella 

selected names from his circle of friends and used them to title his 

canvases. Carl Andre was a sculptor and classmate of Stella's at the 

Phillips Academy. 13 The title, Carl Andre, linguistically singles out a 

particular painting by Stella, but as a name, it carries no descriptive 

content; it neither describes any property of the painting Carl Andre 

nor any qualities of Stella's classmate, the person called 'Carl Andre'. 

As the title of an artwork, Carl Andre designates the painting by Frank 

Stella. 

But only a very few examples can follow Fisher's account of 

titles as (proper) names, such as Stella's. In fact, most paintings do 

not. And, more troublingly, when names are apparently used they do 

not - as with Stella - seem to refer to the painting, but to something 

else. Consider Leonardo da Vinci's example of portraiture, what is 

commonly called the Mona Lisa, 1504. 'Mona Lisa' refers both to the 

painting and to the supposed sitter for the painting. This example of a 

proper name as a title creates a double reference, and so there is 

doubt over which of the two referents is intended in the use of the 

proper name. When I mention the name 'Mona Lisa', am I referring to 

the supposed sitter, or the painting itself? But the examples of the 

Mona Lisa and Stella's use of a proper name as titles are surely most 

unusual. 

12 Obviously in certain contexts a name will fail uniquely to refer. For example - a problem in the 
group I mention in my Prologue - Art History and Theory at the University of Otago - has two 
members of academic staff called 'Peter'. The convention is to refer to one or the other as 'Peter L' or 
'Peter S'. 

13 Richard H. Axsom, The prints of Frank Stella: a catalogue raisonne, 1967-1982, with the assistance 
of Phylis Floyd and Matthew Rohn, foreword by Evan M. Maurer, (New York and Ann Arbour: 
Hudson Hills Press and the University of Michigan Museum of Art, c.1983), p.88. The name 'Carl 
Andre' is also the title of a lithograph from Stella's 'Purple Series', c.1972. 
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A purely referential title will pick out one particular painting 

uniquely, will designate a single thing. There will be no confusion over 

the referent of a particular title as the relation between the title and 

the artwork is direct, as in pointing.14 But is this what commonly 

takes place in referential titling practice? In fact, for referential titles 

in general, as was the case with proper names, a similar kind of 

ambiguity as to the intended referent exists (or at least has the 

potential to exist). Fisher notes of the strict sense of the referential 

capacity of the title: 

when I speak of a work by referring to it by title, I leave no doubt 

about the referent. But that sense of titling is hopelessly demanding. 

The strict sense excludes what can reasonably be taken as titles and 

is impossible to apply consistently ... But what could be a title in the 

strict sense? Mona Lisa - until another painter calls his work by that 

name? ... Obviously, the strict sense of a distinctive designative name 

is of very limited use, for it can be compromised on demand. Thus all 

titles would have to be tentative labels, and that would contradict the 

notion of strictness. is 

Reference is a limited and unusual way of usmg titles in 

painting and it is not characteristic for titles in general except, 

significantly, in high modernism, of which Clyfford Still is arguably the 

prime example. One reason why referential titles became significant 

in high modernism is that they seem to be free from the associations 

descriptive words invite in combination with images. As the essence 

of high modernist abstract painting lay, as Ad Reinhardt would say, in 

the medium and activity of painting itself, rather than in any subject

matter or story, a title that could merely designate (rather than 

14 Fisher, op. cit., (1984), p.290. 

15 Fisher, op. cit, (1984), pp.290-291. 
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evoking subject-matter or content which descriptive titles 

characteristically do) seemed to suffice.16 

In an ideal artworld, we might like to have a purely unique way 

of referring to paintings, such as giving every artwork its own number 

as an ISBN does for a book - of which Still's titles are the closest 

examples. 17 But indexing or purely referential procedures are 

inadequate to explain titling, and they are, moreover, surely not what 

commonly takes place in titling practice. For titles have many other 

functions. And while titles are names, titles are also much more than 

mere names. Titles too obviously have a descriptive function. 

Titles can specify features for our attention, articulate an 

interest to be found in a painting, render intelligible some property 

that cannot be deduced from mere looking, convey an intention, an 

understanding, a mode of viewing, or affirm a response we might have 

to a painting. Descriptive titles do more than merely designate, and it 

is the descriptive function of language that embraces the majority of 

titles in the history of Western art. This is what the thesis is largely 

going to concern itself with, and the issues to which I turn. 

The remaining sections of the chapter are given to the 

discussion of descriptive titles. The following two sections argue that 

there are, conventionally, two functions of descriptive titles. The first 

acts as a guide to the question 'What am I looking at?' The second 

acts as a guide to the question 'How should I understand what I'm 

looking at?' The first will be discussed in relation to the titles of 

Picasso's analytic Cubist phase and Willem de Kooning's titles from 

his 'Women' series' of paintings. The second will be discussed in 

relation to titles of the Victorian period. The discussion then shifts to 

two subsequent considerations: the economy of description; and some 

16 Ad Reinhardt,Art as art: the selected writings of Ad Reinhardt, ed. Barbara Rose, with introduction 
by Barbara Rose, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), p.49. 

17 An International Standard Book Number is given to every edition of a text before publication, 
uniquely identifying the publisher, title, edition and volume of a book, based upon a combination of the 
digits 0-9. Ray Prytherch,Harrod's Librarians' Glossary, eighth edition, (England: Gower, 1995), 
p.348. 
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of the difficulties and anxieties artists have had in giving descriptive 

titles to their paintings. 

• • • 

Titles can guide the spectator to what it is they are seemg. 

Take the example of the nai:Ve spectator who, in standing in front of 

Picasso's Portrait of D. H. Kahnweiler, 1910, asks, 'What am I looking 

at?' Our first response might be to refer them to the title as a 

description of the painting. 'It is the portrait of D.H. Kahnweiler', we 

might say. From this initial point of access, we might then go on to 

refine this description by pointing to features that apply further 

precision to the initial description of the painting. 'Here is the side of 

the face', 'there the eyes', 'the fingers', 'the curve of the brow', and so 

forth. The spectator, following from the description of the painting 

and the specificity we have added, might start to identify features of 

the painting himself, and respond, 'I see now that Picasso's painting is 

a portrait of a man.' 

The features that we have been alerting our spectator to were 

visibly manifest all along, but they were not perceived in a 

recognitionally relevant way in the absence of the guiding description. 

This is not to say that without the title such perceptions could not be 

made, but that the title can assist in the perception of the artwork, as 

it has done for the spectator in the example. The descriptive title can 

aid in the identification of features of the picture, and this, in part, 

can influence perception itself. 

John Golding noted of the analytical phase of the movement 

that 'the Cubism of this date relied on a balance between abstraction 

and representation to achieve its effects. '18 While such paintings are 

not in themselves abstract, they do not either appear to be figurative. 

One of the paradoxes of Cubism was that Picasso sought to represent 

18 John Golding, Cubism: a history and an analysis, 1907-14, third edition, (London: Faber and Faber, 
1988), p.19. 
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conceptual experience m a visual form, the essence of which is 

captured in his avowal; 'I paint objects as I think them, not as I see 

them.'19 Picasso endeavoured to represent the world as it was 

understood by the mind. 'Ideas' about the painter's subject were 

understood to be more significant than the 'realistic' portrayal of that 

subject, and this led 'to forms that are at once more abstract and 

stylised.'20 It is this that has caused the difficulty for our spectator. 

There are, of course, other ways in which a spectator can be 

guided in perceiving features of an artwork than through the title. 

Golding, speaking of the Cubist painting from 1910, states: 'the 

images in this particular series can, it is true, be "read" only with 

difficulty; some of the subject matter cannot be reconstructed without 

the help of earlier, more realistically legible drawings and sketches.'21 

Golding, here, alerts us to another way in which we can apply 

perceptual precision to the analytical Cubist works. 

But conventionally, the spectator does not have access to an 

earlier body of work to reconstruct the subject matter of particular 

paintings. Typically it is a function of descriptive titles to offer a 

measure of precision to guide the spectator through perceptual 

difficulties. Descriptive titles can provide, at least to the uninitiated, 

an indispensable orientation for what it is that is being seen. 

To render intelligible the realist motivations of the movement, 

the titles of Picasso's paintings play a crucial didactic role. Take these 

examples: Man Smoking a Pipe, 1911-12; Absinthe Glass, Bottle, Pipe 

and Musical Instruments on a Piano, 1910-11; Landscape at Ceret, 

1911. These titles are invariably like those appended to a portrait by 

Titian, a still-life by Chardin, or a landscape by Cezanne. These titles 

are typically short, conventional descriptions, that 'enumerate the 

19 Pablo Picasso, cited in Golding, op. cit., (1988), p.51. 

20 John Golding, 'Cubism', Concepts of Modern Art: from Fauvism to Postmodernism, third edition, 
expanded and updated, ed. Nikos Stagnos, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1994), pp.52-53. 

21 John Golding, Visions of the Modern, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), pp.60-61. 
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places, persons, and objects under painterly consideration' as titles of 

classical paintings conventionally do.22 Cubist titles are 

predominantly of this nature, and the point of this might suggest that 

such simple descriptive titles make intelligible the 'realist' intentions 

of Picasso.23 There is a sense in which if Picasso's analytic works were 

to be considered 'abstract', a title which described and identified 

objects of the 'real-world' would be misleading.24 This is not to say 

that such titles would be false as descriptions, but that they would 

create a radically different reading of the artwork. Rather than the 

spectator having to make the connection between the painted image 

and its 'resemblance' to 'real-world' objects or subjects, perhaps the 

titles of Picasso's paintings had to literally spell it out. 

• • • 

Willem de Kooning, the expressionist side of the Abstract 

Expressionist movement, was to use the descriptive title in a similar 

fashion to the way the titles of Picasso's analytic paintings function. 

De Kooning's slashing strokes and distortion of his subject under 

consideration dissolved the immediate legibility of the image. 

Perceptually, what remained were fugitive signs or mere vestiges of 

representational imagery that can create an uncertainty among 

spectators as to what it is they are supposed to be perceiving. As has 

been discerned in the relation of the Cubist title and image, de 

Kooning's titles guide the viewer to what it is that is being seen. Here 

I want briefly to consider de Kooning's series' of 'Women' paintings. 

22 John C. Welchman,Invisible Colors: A Visual History of Titles, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
c.1997), p.153. 

23 Golding notes that in 1910, Metzinger had written of Picasso's realist intentions, stating; 'Picasso 
s'avoue franchement realiste.' John Golding, Cubism: a history and an analysis, 1907-1914, (London: 
Faber and Faber, 1959), p.88. 

24 For a contemporary perspective on a resurgence of descriptive titles that seemingly lack any 
pertinence to the work they describe, see Salman Rushdie, 'Shouts and Murmurs: Reservoir Frogs (or, 
Places called Mama's)', The New Yorker, Vol. 72:28, (1996), p.104. 
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The titles in this series are typically uniform, specifying the subject of 

a painting, 'Woman', often followed by a differentiating numeral and 

the date of execution. 

De Kooning was to note; 'The drawing of a face is not a face. It's 

the drawing of a face. '25 Richard Shiff responds; 'He meant both that 

drawing removes itself from mimetic representation and that 

figuration emerges from within a drawing, whether or not a particular 

image, such as a face, is intended. '26 Shiff notes that for the drawing 

of a face to be seen as a face, it does not need to 'resemble' a face. But 

his following point is more troubling. Are we 'intended' to see a face at 

all? Shiff's elaboration addresses de Kooning's remark and not 

specific examples of painting, but, as was the concern with the Cubist 

image, a similar kind of ambiguity as to what it is we are seeing 

endures. 

Lynne Cooke notes another kind of ambiguity in de Kooning's 

painting. While Cooke emphasises that what we see in de Kooning's 

paintings are 'figures', she notes the following perceptual ambiguity: 

A lone figure, generally portrayed nude, the female protagonist 

usually adopts one of two poses: a full frontal stance or a frog-like 

squat. While the first implies a direct counterpoint in the spectator, 

in the second the viewpoint is frequently ambiguous. Whether the 

spectator is looking across at her or down from above is often difficult 

to ascertain. 27 

Although Cooke discerns a visual ambiguity in pose, there is no 

mistaking the painter's subject of consideration, and this is, in part, 

25 Willem de Kooning, cited in, Richard Shiff, 'Water and Lipstick: De Kooning in Transition', Willem 
de Kooning: paintings, essays by David Sylvester and Richard Shiff, catalogue by Marla Prather, 
(Washington and New Haven: National Gallery of Art and Yale University Press, c.1994), p.44. 

26 Shiff, op. cit., (c.1994),p.44. 

27 Lynne Cooke, 'De Kooning and the Pastoral: The Interrupted Idyll', Judith Zilczer, Willem de 
Kooning: from the Hirshhorn Museum collection, with essays by Lynne Cooke and Susan Lake, and an 
exchange of letters between Willem de Kooning and Joseph and Olga Hirshhom, (Washington D .C. 
and New York: Hirshhom Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Rizzoli, c.1993), 
p.96. 
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due to what the title relays to the spectator. Even in a painting such 

as Woman, 1962, where the visually recognisable features have all but 

disappeared and only the curves and angles might suggest a bodily 

form (although there is difficulty in attaching any certainty to the 

naming of anatomical parts), the title stipulates what it is that is being 

perceived. 

In earlier examples of de Kooning's series' of 'Women' paintings, 

anatomical features are given greater stress, either through colour 

contrasts, 'striking linear configurations, or a disproportional 

prominence within the general scheme. '28 But whether de Kooning 

represents recognitionally relevant features such as the mouth, eyes, 

genitals, breasts or feet with any sense of 'precision', 'vagueness', or 

even without any 'specificity' at all, the spectator may take up the 

position between the guiding title and the artwork, engaging the two, 

arranging the 'fit', and constructing the perceptual experience of the 

artwork.29 To attend to the artwork in this way is to give a certain 

emphasis to the title and to attend to the activity of the spectator in 

respect to perception itself and how we are guided in seeing the 

painting with the aid of language. 

But titles that aid the spectator m refining or enhancing the 

perceptual act are typically few and located within particular historical 

periods, such as in Cubism, or an artist's oeuvre, such as in de 

Kooning's series' of 'Women' paintings. Titles that guide us in how to 

see paintings are related, in part, to how we 'understand' paintings. If 

a title guides us in seeing a painting in a particular way, we can then 

say that we understand something about that painting. The more 

pervasive form of descriptive title is that which guides the spectator to 

an understanding of the painted work, to which I turn in the following 

section. 

28 Shiff, op. cit., (c.1994), pp.40-41. 

29 The terms 'precision', 'vagueness', and 'specificity', are the terms Shiff uses in his characterisation 
of de Kooning's painting. Shiff, op. cit., (c.1994), pp.40-41. 
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+ + + 

My second theme is that the descriptive title may act as a guide 

to the question 'How should I understand what I am looking at?' To 

examine this function of the descriptive title I will consider examples 

of titles from Victorian painting. First I will give an elaborate example 

and then pursue examples of titles from Pre-Raphaelite paintings. 

Consider this extended title, Francis Danby's Liensfiord Lake, in 

Nonuay: A sudden storm, called a flanger, passing off - an effect which 

on their lonely lakes occurs nearly every day in Autumn, c.1841. 30 This 

title purports to tell us how to understand those features set down on 

the canvas. 

Danby's unusually long title has an explicit sense of didacticism 

which arises through its lengthy and elaborate articulation of features 

associated with the painting. Engaging the title, the spectator 1s 

schooled in the following: geographic location of the scene of 

representation; the weather effect, complete with specialist 

terminology; a description of the isolated environment and the 

apparent seasonal period. The title informs the viewer as a caption 

beneath a photograph in a popular scientific or geographic manual 

might do. Danby's title singles out his particular pictorial observation, 

his scientific accuracy, for which the painting is a form of 

documentation, and the topographical specificity with which he has 

captured the scene.31 Reading the title, we are led to an 

understanding of what is depicted. We are furnished with the kind of 

information which educates the non-specialist. And so there is a 

sense in which Danby's title does not specifically address the painting 

30 The painting was exhibited in 1841 with the title Liensfiord Lake, in Norway at the Royal Academy. 
The exhibition catalogue provides the further explanatory information. Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), 
pp.54-55. 

31 John Welchman notes; 'despite the apparent topographical specificity of the caption-title, Liensfiord 
Lake did not exist ... Joining with imagination and memory, the title is clearly an active agent in the 
market-driven "embellishment" of Danby's paintings.' Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), p.56. 
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itself, but the spectator; an image which can only be fully appreciated 

with the aid of an explanatory note. 

In many Pre-Raphaelite titles a moral and social concern is 

especially conspicuous. Certain titles have a particular didactic 

emphasis, often in the form of a determined social probity or criticism. 

Victorian England held a strong belief in the transformative power of 

art, and the morality of the community became an artistic concern, for 

which the titles I will discuss show clearly enough. Although the 

images often existed for public edification, words played a great part in 

such images, shaping the image and guiding the spectator to an 

understanding of the painted work. While some of the titles I will 

consider seem to encourage an introspective stance in relation to the 

artwork, elevating the thoughts of the reader and 'refining' their ideas, 

titles could outwardly assist in the moral purposes of art, producing 

discourses on morality and sexuality through the presence of the 

written word. 

Whitney Chadwick writes: 

The 1840s saw the publication of a series of treatises on prostitution 

including Ralph Wardlaw's Lectures on the Female Prostitute (1842) 

and James B. Talbot's The Miseries of Prostitution (1844). It is at this 

moment, as Susan Casteras suggests in her study of images of 

Victorian womanhood, that depictions of prostitutes in painting begin 

to increase, peaking in the 1850s and 1860s. In an age obsessed 

with virginity and prostitution, themes of the prostitute and the fallen 

woman found a wide audience. Holman Hunt's The Awakening 

Conscience (1854), Dante Gabriel Rossetti's Found (1854), Ford 

Maddox Brown's Take Your Son, Sir! (c.1857), and Augustus Egg's 

Past and Present (1858) are among the many representations of 

woman's fall from virtue and its consequences executed by the Pre

Raphaelite Brotherhood. 32 

32 Whitney Chadwick, 'Sex, Class, and Power in Victorian England', Whitney Chadwick, Women, art, 
and society, second edition, revised and expanded, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1996), p.189. 
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Let me consider two of the titles identified in the passage by 

Chadwick. The first will be Ford Maddox Brown's Take Your Son, Sir!, 

c.1857. The painting itself is unfinished, but it has a particular 

pertinence for my purposes. The painting apparently portrays the 

'fallen' woman, proffering her illegitimate son to her seducer who is 

partially reflected in the halo-like mirror behind the woman's head. 

The frontality of the woman's pose engages the viewer in an act of 

confrontation. Her child, in arms outstretched, is offered to the 

spectator, drawing them into participation in the event. Timothy 

Hilton notes that the emotion of the picture is 'primarily one of pride' 

but framed by the terms of a wider discourse on social injustice and 

prostitution.33 Andrea Love elaborates: 

A new divorce bill was passed in 1857, the date of this painting, in 

which for the first time women were able to sue for divorce, though 

only on the grounds of desertion and cruelty. The passing of the bill 

had been preceded by much public debate ... The illustration of 

'unconsecrated passion within modern life', as Hunt called it, is taken 

by Brown in this painting to reveal the plight of the seduced. The 

wronged woman courageously exhibits her baby from the folds of her 

womb-like clothing to us, the watching audience, placing the 

responsibility both on the seducer ... and on society as a whole.34 

Teresa Newman and Ray Watkinson offer an alternative to the 

line of enquiry advanced by Chadwick, Hilton and Love in respect of 

the conventional moral and social reading of the painting. They state; 

'Brown, intensely proud of his son, had made a careful drawing of 

Arthur the previous December and painted him into Take Your Son, 

Sir, where Emma proffers the child to its father (himself glimpsed 

33 Timothy Hilton, The Pre-Raphaelites, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1970 [reprinted 1997)), p.155. 

34 Andrea Rose, The Pre-Raphaelites, (Oxford: Phaidon, 1981 [reprinted 1984 ]), no page numbers, 
colour plate 23 and accompanying text. ' 
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minute in a convex mirror).'35 In Newman's and Watkinson's terms, 

the painting is a familial scene; Ford Maddox Brown is the receiving 

father reflected in the mirror, whose wife Emma holds out their son, 

Arthur, to his waiting arms. 

Whether the images of Ford, Emma, and Arthur, are merely 

models for the picture or not, the title invites a reading of the work as 

representing the theme of the seduced confronting her seducer. There 

is no personal or familial emphasis in the title itself. There is neither 

warmth nor generosity. The 'Sir' is formal and impersonal, the 'Take 

Your Son' urges the enacting of moral responsibility, and the 

exclamation mark emphasises the imperiousness of the event. And so 

the artwork, following the invitation of the title, can be understood 

within the wider context of moral transgression and the way in which 

the inequalities and injustices of social stations might be confronted. 

A similar kind of subject is addressed in William Holman Hunt's 

The Awakening Conscience, 1854. The title refers to the 'kept' woman 

who, while seated on her lover's lap, is woken to her life of guilt and 

leaps up as if to grasp at virtue itself.36 Hunt was to recollect: 

in scribbles I arranged the two figures to present the woman recalling 

the memory of her childish home, and breaking away from her gilded 

cage with a startled holy resolve, while her shallow companion still 

sings on, ignorantly intensifying her repentant purpose.37 

While Hunt's woman has 'fallen', she is not, as the title implies, 

beyond redemption. While the image might convey its message plain 

enough, with its overt symbolism such as the cat who plays with the 

bird, the title further emphasises the Victorian moralising. 

35 Teresa Newman and Ray Watkinson, Ford Maddox Brown and the Pre-Raphaelite circle, (London: 
Chatto and Windus, 1991), p.109. Newman and Watkinson omit the exclamation mark that 
conventionally comes at the end of the title. 

36 Rose, op. cit., (1981), no page numbers, colour plate 15 and accompanying text. 

37 Hilton, op. cit., (1970), p.92. 
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The Awakening Conscience was acquired by Thomas Fairbairn 

who was chairman of the Executive Committee of the Manchester Art 

Treasures Exhibition, 1857; the largest exhibition of fine art held in 

England to that time.38 Fairbairn lent from his own collection the 

moral subject of The Awakening Conscience, exemplifying his own 

belief in the didacticism of art.39 The Manchester exhibition afforded 

many of the 600,000-700,000 working class who attended the 

exhibition their first introduction to the fine arts,40 and Fairbairn was 

to stamp his own tone on the production, where Macleod notes: 

[the] exhibition presented Fairbairn ... with the opportunity to forge a 

communal consensus based on self-improvement and moral 

responsibility in the aftermath of the working-class demonstrations of 

the previous two decades. Their objective accorded with the civic 

humanist goal of protecting the state from discord by appealing to the 

higher nature of its subjects.41 

And so we can discern in Hunt's and Brown's paintings, and 

read in their titles, an accentuated moral concern, and one to be 

disseminated to a wider audience to provide instruction in, and 

understanding of, acceptable social practices. Both title and painting 

are meant to be received as a preeminent form of popular edification. 

The titles are meant to have an effect on those who read them -

precisely a moral or redemptive effect. 

John Everitt Millais's The Woodman's Daughter, 1851, 

addresses a theme similar to that of Hunt's and Brown's paintings, 

but sets the moment within the innocence of childhood. The title 

derives from a poem by Coventry Patmore of the same name, for 

Patmore was planning an edition of his works that were to be 

38 Dianne Sachko Macleod,Art and the Victorian middle-class: money and the making of cultural 
identity, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p.102. 

39 Macleod, op. cit., (1996), p.103. 

40 Macleod, op. cit., (1996), p.107. 

41 Macleod, op. cit., (1996), p.102. 
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illustrated by Millais. 42 The painting depicts the initiation of a 

friendship between the wealthy squire's son and the woodman's 

daughter, Maud. Patmore's stanzas corresonding to the moment 

Millais chooses to depict read as follows: 

Her secret's this: In the sweet age 

When heaven's our side the lark, 

She follow'd her old father, where 

He work'd from dawn to dark, 

For months, to thin the crowded groves 

Of the old manorial park. 

She fancied and he felt she help'd; 

And, whilst he hack'd and saw'd, 

The rich Squire's son, a young boy then, 

Whole mornings, as if awed, 

Stood silent by, and gazed in turn 

At Gerald and on Maud. 

And sometimes, in a sullen tone, 

He offer'd fruits, and she 

Received them always with an air 

So unreserved and free, 

That shame-faced distance soon became 

Familiarity. 43 

Millais's painting corresponds to only a few of the many stanzas 

of the poem which goes on to narrate the couple's later sexual 

awakening and an ill-fated affair, the birth of a bastard whom Maud 

drowns in a pool, and Maud's descent into madness and eventual 

death.44 The title of the painting refers us to a text that emphasises 

42 Alastair Grieve, 'Style and content in Pre-Raphaelite drawings 1848-50' ,Pre-Raphaelite papers, ed. 
Leslie Parris, (London: Tate Gallery, c.1984), p.40. 

43 Coventry Patmore, cited in Robert M. Polhemus, 'John Millais's Children: Faith, Erotics, and The 
Woodman's Daughter', Victorian Studies, Spring, (1994), pp.436-437. 

44 Polhemus, op. cit., (1994), p.437. 
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the moral incompatibility of different classes, Victorian conceptions of 

'proper' and 'inherited' stations, innocence, virtue, appetite and power 

relations. 45 The title cues this reference to Patmore's poem and its 

concerns, and so the painting is to be viewed 'obliquely' from this 

position, as Griselda Pollock notes, 'like Medusa's head in a mirror.'46 

Implicit in Millais's title is a sense of social probity. As in 

Hunt's The Awakening Conscience, there 1s hope of redemption -

Millais's children are not yet lost or irredeemable. William Mulready's 

Train up a Child, 1841, more explicitly commands the spectator to 

stall the slide into decadence. The words 'train up a child' are those 

which begin chapter twenty two of the Book of Proverbs: 'Train up a 

child the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from 

it. '47 The words elicit from the reader moral action, or in their breach, 

moral indictment. 

While Victorian England espoused a peculiar denial of the body 

and its senses, as can be discerned from the preceding examples, it 

also extolled values such as a hard-work ethic. The following passage 

is from Ford Maddox Brown's diary, and its clear emphasis is on the 

value he attaches to 'work': 

... of one thing fortune cannot rob me - the pleasure I have already 

extracted, distilled I may say from the very work itself; warned by 

bitter experience I have learned not to trust only to hope, nor to 

consider toil a sacrifice, but to value the present, the pleasure that I 

have received and daily yet receive from the marking out of a subject 

after mine own heart ... 48 

45 Polhemus, op. cit., (1994), p.435. 

46 Pollock's remark comes in a discussion of Dante Gabriel Rossetti and elaborates on a situation 
similar to the example I have been discussing. Pollock, speaking of Rossetti in the late 1850s, states: 
'The paintings which mark the turning-point from 1858 onwards were increasingly devoid of narrative, 
relying instead on linguistic messages in the form of titles and poetry inscribed often on the canvas or 
frame. These word-signs serve as relays not to complete narratives elsewhere, but to sonnets, a form 
which establishes particular positions from which the object in the poem or painting is obliquely 
viewed, like Medusa's head in a mirror.' Griselda Pollock, cited in Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), p.52. 

47 Book of Proverbs, cited in Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), p.57. 

48 Ford Maddox Brown, cited in Newman and Watkinson, op. cit., (1991), p.120. 
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The title of Brown's painting, Work, exhibited 1865, is epic in its 

brevity. The principle message of the painting derives from Sartor 

Resartus, 1831, and Past and Present, 1843, by the influential author 

and social critic, Thomas Carlyle.49 Carlyle, represented at the right of 

the painting with F. D. Maurice, the co-founder of Christian Socialism 

and the Principal of the Working Men's College, was Brown's 'favourite 

prose writer.'50 Carlyle attacked capitalism and the evils of commerce 

and espoused in its place a 'mutual helpfulness' and a 'gospel of 

work.'51 Newman and Watkinson note: 

Carlyle's philosophy is not 'illustrated' but forms the very substance 

of Brown's painting . . . Carlyle had touched on the nobility and 

necessity of work, had contrasted industry and idleness, had attacked 

the 'Unworking Aristocracy' and the dilettanti for exploiting the poor 

and had warned against flouting the 'Laws of Nature'. 52 

Brown's title, eloquent in the simplicity with which its message 

1s conveyed, poses the idea of work as a means of dignity and 

fulfilment, collective in nature, and elevated as an agency of 

edification, in tandem with the image. 53 The heroes are those who 

labour, and the painting contrasts those who work with those who do 

not. The message implicit in the title of the painting is that work is 

'good'. Work is honest, simple and bold, as the title is in its locution, 

as are the painting's heroes who labour. The message is one aimed 

toward a social conscience. 

49 Newman and Watkinson, op. cit., (1991), pp.122-23. 

50 Newman and Watkinson, op. cit., (1991), p.122. 

51 Newman and Watkinson, op. cit., (1991), p.123. 

52 Newman and Watkinson, op. cit., (1991), p.123. 

53 Newman and Watkinson, op. cit., (1991), p.120. 
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These titles of Danby's, Brown's, Millais's, Hunt's, and 

Mulready's paintings offer little to enhance or refine the perceptual 

act, but a great deal to how one is to understand the principal theme 

or message of the painting. More than merely names of paintings, 

these titles elicit a structure of meaning that works its way into the 

artwork and shapes our understanding of those features set down on 

the canvas. 

But in fact, it is not merely these Victorian titles which guide us. 

to an understanding of the artwork or how to receive those features 

set down on the canvas. Indeed, the majority of descriptive titles do 

so. As a descriptive function, this second descriptive category has a 

broader application to titles in general. The title as a guide to the 

question 'How should I understand what I am looking at?' can stand 

as a general possibility for the nature of the descriptive title. 

• • • 

So far I have been discussing the functions of the descriptive 

title as they relate to 1) how we perceive the artwork, and 2) how we 

understand the artwork. But the problem, as it pertains to the nature 

of description, is that the answer to neither issue is likely to be 

economical. And so I want to follow in this section with some remarks 

about the economy of descriptive titles. 

James Elkins notes that descriptive titles 'are frequently 

minimal statements of content, normally restricted to the sensus 

litteralis' - a short piece of writing with a sense of meaning or 

purpose. 54 Elkins clarifies the concept of relating the descriptive title 

to the sensus litteralis by distinguishing it from a painting's fabula -

the textual source of a painting's representation, or a detailed account 

of the story a painting represents. Hence the sensus litteralis is 'the 

form of a re-telling of the fabula or an inventory of the picture's 

54James Elkins, Why are our pictures puzzles? On the modern origins of pictorial complexity, (New 
York: Routledge, 1999),p.27. 
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contents.'55 The point of the comparison here is to explain the sense 

of restriction apparent in the form of the descriptive title, of what 

Elkins refers to as a 'minimal statement', or a certain economy of 

words. If the form the title takes is not in some sense restricted, the 

title may traverse an indeterminate boundary from a descriptive 

summary of a painting's features or properties to a kind of titular 

ekphrasis. I am thinking here of some of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century English and French titles such as F. C. Heim's The 

new role of 'official exhibitions': Charles X of France distributing 

decorations in the Paris Salon of 1824, 1824, or John Carter's Interior 

View of the Church of St. Giles, Cripplegate, looking West, Showing the 

Monument of Constance Whitney, 1 781, or Thomas Landseer's Persian 

cats at a window with view of town hall at Maldon in Essex, 1816. 

John Welchman in his Invisible Colors calls such elaborate 

titular descriptions 'caption-titles', or 'titular surpluses', or refers to 

the Salon's 'promotion of over-elaborate, pseudo-narrative incident. '56 

Contemporary French critics such as Felix Feneon and Charles 

Baudelaire were scathing of the appending of overly elaborate and 

overly specific descriptions to paintings in catalogues.57 Welchman 

notes: 

Attempting to review an exhibition of amateur, Messonier-influenced 

pastels and "tableautins" made by a certain General Clauseret in 

Turkey following the war of 1878, Feneon can barely bring forth a 

critical comment. Instead he turns to the catalogue and ironically 

recites its contents: 

From the catalogue of the exhibition - printed in red 

and invaded by a ridiculous poem from Mr. Paul 

Roinard - I'll copy the text of the several titles of the 

55 Elkins, op. cit., (1999), p.27. 

56 Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), see pages 56 and 148. 

57 Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), p.114. 
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paintings: "Faith is Vanquished! A Dervish harangues 

the common people, who laugh." - "Northern Girl after 

bathing. A contraction of the muscles and flushing of 

the extremities indicate the sensation of cold." - "The 

Bull and the Dog. Allegory of France and Prussia." -

"War Engenders Idiots, the Mutilated, Fourteen Year-Old 

Mothers and Beggars."58 

28 

Such elaborate descriptions as these become a form of verbal 

recreation of a picture's pictorial content, subject or theme. They 

seem to attempt to capture the image in words, as if elaborate 

description and virtuosic linearity might almost replace the image. 

The length of these titles may arguably be the demand of a certain 

kind of pictorial subject, but the greater degree of specificity to such 

titles is difficult to reconcile with Elkins's concept of the title as a 

'minimal statement' or of its having a certain economy. When titles 

cease to be pared-down descriptions, we begin to doubt that they are 

titles, and begin to think that they are something else. 

What is crucial to the nature of the descriptive title is that 'more' 

is required than the referential identification of individual works. We 

describe when it is insufficient to merely designate particular pictures 

or when we cannot 'point'. But the distinct limitation here is that 

description is not normally referential and is non-ostensive, and so we 

lack the directness of referential titles. Description usually fails 

economically to serve purely referential function. 59 

• • • 

My concluding remarks for this chapter address a further 

concern about descriptive titles and pose some proleptic questions 

58 Felix Feneon, cited in Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), p.114. 

59 There is of course what philosophers designate as 'definite description' (eg. 'the finest Greek poet') 
which is a form of reference. The problems here, however, are philosophically deep and not pertinent 
to my purpose. Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Vol. 3, ed. Edward Craig, (London and New 
York: Routledge, 1998), p.19. 
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that will be taken up throughout the thesis. This further concern is 

the difficulties and anxieties that artists have faced in giving titles to 

their paintings. I will offer two examples and then comment on them 

both. 

John Welchman states: 

Picasso, in particular, seems to have been almost wilfully careless in 

the bestowal of names upon his works. In consequence, many of his 

titles are the product of the first and sometimes of subsequent 

encounters of the work with the dealer system, and with the necessity 

of labeling the product prior to a possible sale. Because of the 

notorious circumspection of both Picasso and Georges Braque 

concerning the public exhibition of their work, before 1914 at least, 

some titles may not have been given until several, and in some cases 

many, years after the works had been completed.60 

Picasso had a certain resistance to titling his paintings, and William 

Rubin notes that 'Picasso studiously avoided giving titles to his 

works. '6 1 Arguably the first Cubist painting, or perhaps 'proto-cubist', 

because the classical Cubist style did not embody symbolic, 

biographical, or allegorical themes, is Picasso's Les Demoiselles 

d'Avignon, 1907. And even though the work is titled, the artist was to 

claim that the name annoyed him. 62 A similar kind of anxiety as that 

expressed by Picasso in relation to the title of his Demoiselles is 

advanced by Clyfford Still. Still states: '[m]y paintings have no 

[descriptive] titles because I do not wish them to be considered 

illustrations or pictorial puzzles. '63 

60 Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), p.153. 

61 William Rubin, 'The Genesis of Les Demoiselles d'Avignon', William Rubin, Helene Seckel, Judith 
Cousins,Les Demoiselles d'Avignon, (New York: Museum of Modem Art, c.1994), p.17. 

62 William Rubin, cited in Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), p.157. 

63 Clyfford Still, cited in Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), p.276. 
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For Picasso and Still, there seem to be certain difficulties in 

finding appropriate words to title their paintings. When Still states 

that he does not want his paintings to be considered 'illustrations', it 

seems to be the case that he thinks of the title controlling the image, 

stipulating its meaning or significance, for 'Yhich the painting will 

follow along, illustrating the words which give it meaning. When Still 

states that he does not want his paintings to be considered 'picture 

puzzles', his refusal to give descriptive titles seems to be a reaction 

against the capacity of description to resonate with relations, 

associations, and connections, none of which are intended to be 

understood in tandem with the image. Words invite the kind of 

adjustments in seeing and understanding that visual apprehension 

alone does not. What is crucial, and what seems to have caused 

anxiety for Picasso and Still, is for the descriptive title to create 

structures of meaning that bear upon paintings, but which paintings 

themselves do not necessarily invite. And so Still, because of the 

anxieties he seems to find through giving descriptive titles to artworks, 

withdraws from using words at all, and this could be, arguably, a 

reason for Picasso's reluctance to give titles to much of his work before 

1914. 

So some artists have experienced difficulties in appending 

descriptive titles to their paintings, like Picasso and Clyfford Still. But 

in fact, many paintings never had titles given by the artist at all, and 

this also is a feature of the title of Picasso's painting, Les Demoiselles 

d'Avignon.64 And if, as was noted in the remark by Gombrich in the 

chapter section on reference, that the title is crucially related to the 

development of the catalogue, how do paintings prior to the 

development of the catalogue acquire the names they do? Not by the 

artist. Who else might have the authority to title an artwork? And 

given that artists have expressed anxieties about giving titles to their 

64 Les Demoiselles d'Avignon has gone by several other names, but this particular title came about, 
Welchman claims, on 'account of the "spontaneous baptism" of the work as a "studio prank" by friends 
- later specified as Guillaume Apollinaire, whom [William] Rubin claims devised the title, Max Jacob, 
and "myself"[Andre Salmon].' See Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), p.157. 
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paintings, what assurances do we have that the title given to a 

painting by someone other than the artist would find agreement with 

the artist? Furthermore, if someone other than the artist is to give a 

title to a painting, is there reason to attempt to find accord with the 

intention of the artist? Marc Chagall certainly thought so. Reacting 

to various titles, such as 'Landscape' and 'Burning House', given to a 

painting from 1913, Chagall protested and his cataloguer chose the 

description The flying carriage in accord with Chagall's wishes. 65 But 

perhaps Chagall is the exception? And one could hardly conceive of 

Nicholas Poussin, for example, doing the same. Perhaps there are 

others who are entitled to title? 

• • • 

The chapter began with discussion of reference, the 

fundamental imperative behind the title. But there are limitations to 

the referential function of titles, and it seems to be that description is 

the more prevalent form of titular practice in the history of Western 

painting. The chapter then turned to argue that there are two 

conventional functions of descriptive titles. The first is as a direction 

to seeing, and the second as a direction to understanding. It is the 

second that has a broader application to titles in general. The 

discussion then pursued the economy of description: we describe 

when we cannot point, and so no form of direct designation normally 

takes place through descriptive titles. The concluding remarks of the 

chapter considered some of the difficulties artists have had in finding 

words to title their paintings. 

The chapter has largely concerned itself with applying categories 

to titles. Titles generally fall either into the categories of reference or 

description, and descriptive titles are usually either a direction to 

seeing or a direction to understanding. But there is a further question 

65 Gombrich, op. cit., (1985), pp.219-220. 
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to be considered, and one that will form the substance of the chapter 

which follows and the issue to which I now turn: what is a descriptive 

title a description op 
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The kind of titles I am concerned with are those which describe 

something about a painting. But there is the problem of quite what a 

descriptive title is a description of 1 In this chapter I want to address 

six senses of description and to discuss the virtues and limitations of 

each. The senses of description are textual description, physical 

description, represented description, implied representational 

description, expressive description, and interpretative description. 

Each will be dealt with in turn. 

Textual Description 

Let me begin this section on textual description with some 

general remarks about what it is that titles articulate about pictures. 

Descriptive titles often ignore pictoriality as such, or say little about a 

picture as a picture.2 In one sense, what a title describes of a picture 

is that which can be readily articulated by language. Descriptive titles 

are often words about words. This may stand as a general possibility 

1 The form this question takes was generated from reading Michael Baxandall's Patterns of intention: 
On the historical explanation of pictures, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), p .1. 

2 I will leave the discussion of the reasons why it is that titles often say little about a picture as a picture 
until the final chapter. 
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for what it IS that titles conventionally articulate m respect of 

paintings. 

One way m which titles seem to be words about words, as 

opposed to words about pictures, is that the title lends itself in its 

descriptive faculty to 'things' which can be readily articulated by 

language. This often constitutes 'things' such as people, places or 

events, which are already considered under a readily available verbal 

specification. Hence, portrait paintings are named after their sitters, 

landscapes by geographic location, and the still-life by an inventory of 

objects. Titles can only describe that which is easily seized by 

language. 

A descriptive title IS a transcription of pictorial elements into 

words. For titles, this textual transcription is the substitution of 

descriptive terms for things related to the textual, physical, 

represented, implied representational, expressive, or interpretative 

properties of an artwork. To engage the site of the descriptive title is 

to enter a space that offers a set of names of 'things'. To bend Louis 

Marin's words to my context, what titles describe is akin to 

'statements made by the reader in front of the painting: "It is a tree, it 

is a man, it is a tomb," as the immediate discourse of the painting 

itself. '3 Hence, if I were to stand in front of a painting by Chardin, I 

might state what I see; 'a copper pot with casserole, a pestle and 

mortar, three eggs, two onions, two leeks and cut cheese.' What I 

have done is to substitute readily available terms for pictorial features 

which build up a description of what it is I see before me. Any 

pictorial feature which is not susceptible to ready verbal articulation, 

in any simple sense, I have passed over. And so, the initial 

description I have given of Chardin's painting is, in fact, the title of 

Chardin's painting of c.1735-40. 4 

3 Louis Marin, 'Toward a theory of reading in the visual arts: Poussin's The Arcadian Shepherds', The 
Reader in the Text: Essays on Audience and Interpretation, eds. Susan R. Suleiman and Inge Crosman, 
(New Jersey: Princeton University Press, c.1980), p.295. 

4 It is questionable whether one can see the 'casserole'. 
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Pictures, of course, say many more things than I have allowed 

for in transcribing into words features of the painting by Chardin. But 

titles are generally short, convenient summations of features related to 

pictures. In the title I have not articulated the subtleties of relations 

between pictorial elements, or pointed to the ways in which colour is 

handled sensitively, or remarked about the effect of the composition 

as a whole. To articulate such concerns is to leave the concept of the 

title behind. One of the features of the descriptive title is the certain 

economy of words with which titles are articulated. The distinct 

limitation of the descriptive title, then, is that as a summary form of 

the readily verbal features of a painting, it can only be of the most 

general application to the specificity of pictures. 

The title speaks of things represented in painting as if they were 

'separated from their ground and from the medium which makes them 

appear.'5 But in painting, or seeing a painting as a painting, 'there is 

no such separation possible.'6 Unlike what a title articulates, objects, 

places, and figures in painting 'present more than names or 

predicates. '7 Titles, however, merely nominate 'things' in a picture 

which can readily be transcribed into words. 

But this also works to preserve a certain simplicity in what 

descriptive titles conventionally articulate. A title is generally only a 

handful of words, and the range of possibilities it can describe is only 

given to 'things' which are readily transcribed into words, or the length 

language can easily go while remaining intelligible. Titles, in this 

respect, more readily call forth the easily verbal features of a painting. 

5 Tony Green, 'A Shadow in Arcadia: Poussin's Painting in the Louvre', (Auckland: University of 
Auckland, Unpublished, 1985), p. 10. Green's context is different from mine in that he is discussing 
art theorists of the Enlightenment who speak of the relation of the written text to the painted image. 
But his terminology is useful in explaining what it is that titles speak of, and titles can be seen in this 
context as one form of the relation between text and image, and hence the application of Green's 
discussion to my own. 

6 Green, op. cit., (1985), p.11. 

7 Green, op. cit., (1985), p.11. 
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Another way in which descriptive titles seem to be words about 

words is through the articulation of a painting's subject or content as 

it can be derived from a written text.s This particular focus is in 

accord with the adage that 'every picture tells a story', which for titles, 

is characteristically generated by narrative subjects. This sense of 

description I will call 'textual description', and it entails either a 

description of, or a reference to, a textual source. 

One way m which painting 1s generally susceptible to 

verbalising is through the pictorial representation of written texts, 

such as in narrative painting. 'Narrative' may be defined here, as 

Gerard Genette defines the literary narrative, 'as the representation of 

a real or fictitious event or series of events by language, and more 

specifically by written language.'9 In painting, narrative is the 

picturing of a written text, or the picturing of 'stories'. Narrative 

interest typically entails the categories of scripture, allegory, 

mythology, or literary representations, and this narrative focus runs a 

course through Western art to the end of the nineteenth century, 

beginning in the Renaissance. As Michael Baxandall noted of the 

quattrocento artist; 'The painter was a professional visualizer of the 

holy stories; '10 or as Svetlana Alpers notes of the narrative 

commitment in painting; '[it] continued to challenge ambitious artists 

well into the nineteenth century.'11 The narrative orientation may 

stand as a general possibility for artistic practice spanning four 

hundred years, as a picture's 'interest' was to be largely found m a 

8 Green., op. cit., (1985), p.4. 

9 Gerard Genette, 'Boundaries of narrative', translated by Ann Levonas, New Literary History, Vol. 
8:1, (1976), p.1. 

10 Michael Baxandall, Painting and experience in fifteenth century Italy: a primer in the social history 
of pictorial style, second edition, (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), p.45. 

11 Svetlana Alpers, 'Describe or narrate? A problem in realistic representation', New Literary History, 
Vol. 8:1, (1976), p.16. 



37 

subject-matter or story before its non-narrative qualities could be 

appreciated.12 

The narrative adherence in picture-making is bound to the 

range of possibilities a title might describe. A title itself is not a 

narrative in view of the economy of words with which a title is 

articulated, and so the details a title might mention are limited and 

selective. The distinction made in the previous chapter was that the 

descriptive title is a form of restricted or economical re-telling of the 

fabula - the textual source of a painting's representation. The 

features a narrative title might articulate characteristically will not say 

anything about the painting in a specific way, other than that a 

particular painting depicts a particular story or moment in a story. 

Further details are left for the viewer to discern, or the imitative power 

of the artist to make clear through some telling action or gesture by 

which a picture's theme is to show itself. However, such details are 

unnecessary if the aim of the title is merely to identify the story a 

painting depicts. Take the example of the class term Annunciation. 

Annunciation is a descriptive term that refers to certain biblical 

passages such as Luke 1:26-38, where the angel Gabriel announces to 

the Virgin Mary; 'You shall conceive and bear a son, and you shall give 

him the name Jesus.'13 This is one such textual source the title 

Annunciation might refer to. 

Characteristically, the description of a picture's narrative action 

is often at the same time a reference to a textual source. Descriptive 

titles allied to narrative paintings are less about paintings, as such, 

and more about the evocation of textual sources or stories. This is not 

to diminish a title's relation to a painting, but to invoke a further 

dimension that a title might also be a reference to, or a description of, 

a textual source. For example, John Everitt Millais's The Woodman's 

12 James Elkins, Why are our pictures puzzles? On the modern origins of pictorial complexity, (New 
York: Routledge, 1999),p.129. 

13 James Hall, Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in Art, with introduction by Kenneth Clark, (New 
York: Harper and Row, c.1974), p.19. 
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Daughter, 1851, refers to the poem by Coventry Patmore of the same 

name, in addition to describing the scene of representation.14 

Whereas Holman Hunt's Valentine Rescuing Sylvia from Proteus, 1851-

52, describes both the scene of representation and an event from Act 

V, Scene 4 of William Shakespeare's The Two Gentlemen from Verona. 

In this respect, it may be discerned that a descriptive title is a verbal 

representation of a visual representation - that 1s, a verbal 

representation of that which is already verbal. 

Narrative images emerge from a textual base, turning the 

medium of language into the visual medium of painting. Titles, 

however, turn the image back into a handful of words from which the 

image originated, 'reflecting writing back again. '15 The title, in this 

sense, is the verbal counterpart of a visual medium, and this visual 

medium began, in a circular sense, from a verbal origin. This line of 

enquiry points, to one degree or another, to the interest of the 

descriptive title as verbal rather than visual in what it might 

articulate. Narrative titles are in words that recall words, appended to 

a visual image. A title which is descriptive of narrative action, acts, in 

a sense, like the title of a book. We may thumb through the archives 

for any number of examples; Pollaiuolo's Martyrdom of St. Sebastian, 

1475, Durer's Adam and Eve, 1504, or David's Death of Marat, 1793. 

The concern with the narrative adherence in picture-making 

and the evocation of textual sources was gradually to lose force as the 

modern period approached. For painting at the end of the nineteenth 

century and throughout the twentieth century, language to describe 

artistic practice is less readily available. Terms to describe the 

differing concerns and shifts in pictorial complexity in respect of the 

kinds of painting taking place in the modern period are less readily at 

hand. As the critic George Heard Hamilton explains of critics of 

Cezanne's time: 

14 Alastair Grieve, 'Style and content in Pre-Raphaelite drawings 1848-50', Pre-Raphaelite papers, ed. 
Leslie Parris, (London: Tate Gallery, c.1984), p.40. 

15 Green., op. cit., (1985), p.4. 



[They] had to find verbal equivalents for what seemed to them 

unorthodox pictorial situations for which few of the customary words 

were adequate or relevant. Until new terms could be found the old 

ones necessarily imparted a negative, derogatory tone to such 

criticism [of Cezanne].16 
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Further through the course of modernism, Ad Reinhardt writes 

of the insusceptibility of abstract painting to verbal articulation, 

declaring: 

It is more difficult to write or talk about abstract painting than about 

any other painting because the content is not in a subject matter or 

story, but in the actual painting activity.11 

Titles are markers for changes in representational practices. 

When painting in the early twentieth century became less concerned 

with the representation of the world of objecthood, subject-matter, or 

stories, which was the dominant thread running throughout painting 

from the fifteenth century to the late nineteenth century, description, 

as the dominant form of titular practice throughout this period, 

similarly became of less concern. And so in the modern period, we 

have the emergence of apparently pure referential titles. However, the 

descriptive title was certainly not debarred from office, but began to 

describe artworks in ways distinct from the description of paintings 

through the title in earlier periods. One way in which the descriptive 

title continued in the modern period was through the description of 

the artwork as an object- the issue to which I now turn. 

16 George Heard Hamilton, cited in Carl R. Hausman, 'Figurative language in art history', The 
language of art history, eds. Salim Kemal and Ivan Gaskell, (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), p.108. 

17 Ad Reinhardt,Art as art: the selected writings of Ad Reinhardt, ed. Barbara Rose, with introduction 
by Barbara Rose, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), p.49. 
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Physical Description 

Let me begin in a rough and ready way with some examples of 

titles which describe the physical properties of the artwork. Take 

Kasimir Malevich's Quadrilateral (The Black Square), c.1915. 18 

Malevich's title describes the format of the painting. The term 

'Quadrilateral' calls attention to the physical form of the painting as 

an area bounded by four sides. The ensuing 'Black Square' adds 

specificity to the term 'Quadrilateral'. The Quadrilateral does not have 

oblong proportions, elongated in one direction as a deviation from an 

exact square, but is a square of geometrically uniform proportions of 

four equal sides. Furthermore, the title tells us that the square is 

black. Malevich's title describes the physical properties of the 

painting as an object. The shape and colour of the artwork are 

articulated under the title. 

Some of Piet Mondrian's titles address properties of a similar 

nature to Malevich's Quadrilateral (The Black Square). Take a work 

such as Lozenge, 1919. The title acts as a simple description of the 

painting's format as a plane rectilineal figure with four equal sides and 

two acute angles and two obtuse, or what could alternately be called a 

'diamond' shape. 

Mondrian's title, Large Composition with Red, Blue and Yellow, 

1928, differs slightly from the previous example in that the format is 

left unarticulated, or at least given no real specificity beyond being 

18 The English translation of the Russian title often takes various forms, such as Black Square, Black 
Suprematist Square, The Black Quadrilateral, or Quadrilateral (The Black Square). The literal 
translation of the title from the Russian is The Black Quadrilateral, for in Russian, there is no 
distinction between the English 'square' and 'quadrilateral' - the two are equivalent. I would like to 
thank Associate Professor Peter Stupples for generating this distinction. As an example, the catalogue 
for the exhibition Kasimir Malevich, 1878-1935, (catalogue), organised by the Ministry of Culture, 
USSR, Municipality of Amsterdam, and the Stedlijk Museum. Russian Museum, Leningrad, 
10/11/1988 - 18/12/1988; Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow, 29/12/1988 - 10/2/1989; Stedlijk Museum, 
Amsterdam, 5/3/1989 - 29/5/1989; (Amsterdam: Stedlijk Museum, 1988), calls the 1915 painting by 
Malevich Black Suprematist Square. See page 9. However, the other two 'Black Square's' in the 
catalogue, one dated 1929 and the other from the late 1920's, are simply called Black Square. See 
pages 149-150 of the catalogue. The title, Quadrilateral (The Black Square), is taken from the book by 
John C. Welchman,Invisible Colors: A Visual History of Titles, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
c.1997), p.35. I use this title for my example in the body of the text because it suits my purposes more 
fully in illustrating the concept of the title which describes a picture's physicality. 
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'large'. We could, however, say that there is some interest to be found 

in the 'largeness' of the composition by virtue of its 'presentness' in 

the description. The title too describes the painting's properties of 

colour, or more specifically the primaries to which Mondrian was to 

restrict his palette in much of his distinctive mature work. 

I would like to offer one final example of a painter who uses 

titles which describe the physical properties of the painting, the New 

Zealand high modernist, Milan Mrkusich. Mrkusich, like Malevich 

and Mondrian before him, articulated in the form of the title the 

physical properties of the painting such as format and colour. An 

example is his Monochrome Orange, 1979, which describes the 

distinctive overall single colour of the painting's surface. Another, 

Two Areas Red-Purple, 1981, is a simple description of the division of 

the painted surface into two distinct colour areas. Hence, Malevich, 

Mondrian, and Mrkusich, have all used titles which describe the 

physical properties of the painting itself. 

The titles which these three painters have used describe what 

we see when looking at the artworks. Malevich's Quadrilateral (The 

Black Square) is a black square (although set on a white ground), 

Mondrian's Lozenge is a lozenge format, Mrkusich's Monochrome 

Orange is a canvas painted in a single orange hue. There is a simple 

and direct correlation between what these titles describe and what we 

see when looking at these paintings. 

In one sense, these titles which describe the physical properties 

of the painted canvas act in a referential way. And this is because 

they are delineated or distinguished from other paintings by the 

unique description of their physical properties. Malevich's Black 

Square is distinguished by the description of its physical features from 

his Red Square, also of 1915. Mondrian's Composition in Yellow, 

1930, is distinct from his Composition with Red, 1931, and his 

Composition with Blue, 1935. And Mrkusich's Monochrome Orange, 

1979, is distinct from his Monochrome Blue, 1978, or his Two Areas 
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Red-Purple, 1981, from his Two Areas Yellow-Orange, 1981. There is, 

of course, a certain problem with wanting to imply a uniquely 

referential capacity to a title that is a description of a painting's 

physical properties, and in particular with Mondrian. The description 

could only act in this referential way until another painting is given 

the same title. One could note the multitude of examples of painting 

by Mondrian with what seems to be a generic title, Composition with 

Red, Yellow and Blue. 19 To distinguish particular paintings with this 

title we require further descriptive information. So, despite the limited 

nature of the idea, there is a certain attraction to thinking of titles 

which describe the physical properties of paintings in this referential 

way. 

But, such titles as those which describe the physical properties 

of paintings are surely most unusual. Imagine describing paintings of 

the quattrocento in this way. Take, for example, a description of Piero 

della Francesca's Madonna di Sinigalia, c.14 78-1480, as Achromatic 

Rectangle with Red and Pink, or of Mantegna's Judith with the Head of 

Holofemes, c.1495-1500, as Monochrome Grey, or a description of 

Piero della Francesca's Montefeltro Diptych, 1472-73, as Two Areas: 

Red, White, Blue, Green. To describe these quattrocento paintings in 

this way is ludicrous. No one, of course, could claim that these 

descriptions are false. None of these titles, however, are particularly 

pertinent to the demands of the works of art, although they remain 

possibilities. 20 

To say that the descriptive capacity of the title addresses the 

physicality of the painting is a particularly limited and unusual way of 

understanding what is going on in titling practice. This becomes 

patently obvious if we were to try and describe the paintings of the 

quattrocento in this way. Titles which address the physical properties 

19 There appear to me to be at least sixteen paintings with such title in Mondrian's oeuvre dating from 
1920 to 1943. See Michel Seuphor,Piet Mondrian: life and work, (London: Thames and Hudson, 
1957), pp.383-395. 

20 John Fisher, 'Entitling', Critical Inquiry, Vol.11:2, (1984), p.287. 
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of the painting invariably belong to a particular period of art, namely 

the modernist and high modernist practices of the twentieth century. 

But up until the end of the nineteenth century, the concern of most 

titles was with the description of a painting's represented properties. 

So in fact, most titles of paintings describe not the physical properties 

of the object, but their represented features. 

Represented Description 

In this section I want to consider titles which describe the 

represented properties of paintings. Some titles describe features 

specifically within the limits of the pictorial field, or the exclusively 

internal represented properties of paintings. 

My first example is Edouard Manet's The Boy with the Sword, 

1889. The background upon which the figure of the boy is set is 

monochromatic. The effect is to isolate the figure with sword in hand 

as the sole theme of representation, such that what the title 

articulates is the specifically internal features of the canvas, or the 

features represented within the physical limits of the painting's field. 

The title solely articulates the represented features of the painting, 

subsuming the picture's represented properties in words. The title of 

Chardin's painting, Still-life with Copper Cauldron, c.1725, describes 

in a similar way. The represented elements are described, but, in a 

similar fashion to the Manet example, the objects are set within an 

indeterminate space, such that all that could be described about the 

painting is the central, internal represented properties. 

These two examples are typically straightforward. The 

represented features are set in the middle ground of the painting and 

are clearly delineated against indeterminate background settings. All 

that these two titles describe are the internal represented features of 

their respective paintings because there are the only internal 

represented features to be described. No represented details are left 

unaccounted for. 
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But what of titles which describe represented properties in a 

selective fashion? Cezanne's The Blue Vase, 1883-1887, is one such 

example. The vase is the central focus of the composition, but 

depicted too are fruit, a plate, a table, and an expansive bouquet 

arrangement. And while the vase is blue, the fruit is in varying hues 

of red, to orange, to yellow, and the bouquet in green, red, and white. 

Furthermore, these are only the clearly delineated features and the 

easily describable colours. A further example might be Chardin's The 

Teapot, 1764. The title describes a specific represented property of 

the painting, but what goes undescribed are the depicted grapes, the 

pear and other fruit, and the table or surface of some kind on which 

the depicted objects rest. While the titles of both Cezanne's and 

Chardin's paintings describe internal features of their respective 

painting's represented properties, only some features are articulated 

in the form of the title, and others are left unaccounted for. 

One might speculate why some titles describe only certain 

represented features of a painting and not others. For example, we 

might say that Cezanne's The Blue Vase has the title it does because 

the blue vase is the central focus of the composition around which the 

other elements that are represented are arranged. Furthermore, the 

centre of the canvas is traditionally reserved for the more significant 

features of what a painting might represent, and so the title, The Blue 

Vase, could be articulated on this account. But such a claim is not 

sufficient to explain another of Cezanne's paintings and its title, The 

Black Clock, c.1870. The black clock sits to the right of centre in the 

composition and so it does not assume the centrality that the blue 

vase occupies. Rather, it is more probable that titles describe focal 

features of a painting's represented properties. It would likely be a 

futile or lengthy exercise for a title to articulate 'all' of a painting's 

represented detail or content, and so it would appear that it is the 

convention for a title to describe focal features of a painting's 

represented properties (this is also because of the economy or sense of 

restriction apparent in the form a descriptive title might take). In this 
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way, the description of distinctive internal features of a painting helps 

to distinguish one painting's represented properties from another, and 

to distinguish between paintings in general. Imagine, for example, the 

vast number of still-life paintings that depict fruit and which could be 

called Still-life with fruit on that account. The multitude of different 

paintings with the same title would be overwhelming. 

When titles describe internal features of what a painting 

represents, characteristically, the title describes certain distinctive 

features of a painting's represented properties, or perhaps the more 

interesting, pleasing, or even amusing features. But, the distinctive 

limitation here is that the kind of title that describes the exclusive 

represented properties set within the physical limits of the painting is 

not the paradigm. Moreover, such titles are a minority. To say that a 

title describes only the internal properties of what a painting 

represents creates a certain problem. 

I would like to frame the problem of the title as a description of 

the exclusively internal represented properties of a painting, and to 

bridge from this third section to the fourth, by considering a 

particularly unusual example of a painting and a dispute over its title. 

The problem of the title's descriptive capacity in relation to the 

picture's represented properties is brought to the fore in relation to 

the bewilderment of Richard Shiff over his discernment of a 

discrepancy between title and the painting it purportedly describes. 

In the opening passage of the essay, 'Cezanne's Physicality: the 

politics of touch', Shiff notes; 

When preparing the standard catalogue of Paul Cezanne's works, 

Lionello Venturi decided to title an unusually small canvas "Deux 

pommes et demie." His choice seems born of a stubborn literalness, 

nevertheless resulting in ambivalence. The picture is of three apples, 

but apparently a fragment, so that one apple is truncated by the 

framing edge. This leaves "two and a half apples."21 

21 Richard Shiff, 'Cezanne's Physicality: the politics of touch', The language of art history, eds. Salim 
Kemal and Ivan Gaskell, (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), p.129. 
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The Cezanne painting 1s a particularly unusual but pertinent 

example for my purposes. Venturi's description of the work is 

amusmg for the reason that it appears unlikely that Cezanne was 

responsible for the truncation of the image. The painting itself appears 

to be a severed part of a larger work. Ambrose Vollard explains of the 

'studies' by Cezanne, of which the work in question is an example: 

[Cezanne] left it to Tanguy to cut them up. These little sketches were 

intended for collectors who could afford neither one hundred nor forty 

francs [the prices for larger works]. So one might have seen Tanguy, 

scissors in hand, disposing of tiny "motifs," while some poor 

Mycaenas paid him a louis and marched off with three Apples ... !22 

So the Cezanne example is certainly odd, but it poses the 

question of how a painting's features might be described. Shiff's 

questioning of Venturi's choice of title asks; 'is a painting properly 

described in terms of pre-existing physical objects that fall within its 

view (in this case, three apples)? Or is it described by the material 

marks that fall within its immediate physical borders (here 

constituting only two and a half apples)?'23 Shiff's question could 

alternately be put in these terms: Is the title a literalist description of 

exclusively internal represented properties of the canvas, or can the 

description of a painting account for more features than those which 

fall specifically within the field of representation. To say that the title 

describes the internal represented features of the canvas, as Manet's 

The Boy with the Sword and Chardin's Still-life with Copper Cauldron 

do, is a particularly limited way of understanding what a title can 

reasonably be said to describe of a painting's properties. For there are 

represented properties, and implied representational properties. 

22 Ambrose Vollard, cited in Shiff, op. cit., (1991), p.133. 

23 Shiff, op. cit., (1991), p.129. 



47 

Implied Representational Description 

In this section I want to consider the implied representational 

properties of paintings and to discuss the description of implied 

representational properties as they are articulated by the title. 

The central issue given rise to by Shiff's observation 1s the 

cropping of pictorial elements and how the resulting description of the 

cropped image and the severed elements of depiction might be 

articulated. As a structural device, cropping had been used in earlier 

historical periods, such as in the Renaissance, of which Da Vinci's 

Mona Lisa, 1504, is an example. However, the explicit cropping of the 

pictorial field found its most overt expression among the artists of the 

Impressionist movement. Degas, arguably, was its most notable 

exponent. His painting served to showcase the pictorial possibilities of 

cropping, and it raises certain issues of the description of a painting's 

representational properties. 24 

The issue of cropping can create two central ways that I want to 

focus on for understanding the description of the representational 

properties of the painted image. The first is as a sign of wilful artifice, 

or that which draws attention to the limits of the canvas and makes 

those limits explicit. The second is as a form of signifying a 

continuous world beyond the defining field of the picture, making 

explicit the notion of the picture as extracted from a larger scene, but 

always making reference to 'the bigger picture'. Hence, the pictorial 

device of cropping can signify two contrasting ideas about the 

representational properties of the pictorial field: closure and non

closure. 

First, the cropping of the pictorial field draws attention to the 

artist's wilful act of selection, or as Linda Nochlin notes; '[cropping] 

24 Francis Pound, Cut-outs, Killeen, Vol. 1, (Auckland: University of Auckland, Unpublished PhD 
Thesis, 1991), p.66. Francis Pound discuses issues relating to the New Zealand artist Richard Killeen. 
While Killeen's work is not my own concern here, Pound's comments have pertinence to some of the 
issues that I am dealing with. 
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functions as a signifier of artifice which points to the painter's 

deliberate and willful choice.'25 Take, for example, the painting by 
' 

Degas, Jockeys Before the Start, c.1879. A vertical pole slices through 

the length of the canvas and the head of the foreground horse. This 

pole internally parallels the limit of the field of representation and is 

emphasised by the cropping of the hindquarters of the horse at the 

edge of the canvas. In this respect, the cropping of depicted objects 

draws attention to the immediate borders of the canvas and the slicing 

of elements comprising the representation by the painting's edge. This 

kind of cropping can make the picture's limits explicit, and hence the 

cropping of represented features too are made explicit. 

And so, perhaps, a title such as Venturi's Deux pommes et 

demie takes into account in its locution the artifice of the cropped 

image, articulating only what can be found within the field of 

representation itself. But, Venturi's literalist choice of title for the 

Cezanne painting, Deux pommes et demie, is, in fact, a rather unusual 

example of a literalist approach to what a painting can be seen to 

represent. One would not say of an example of portraiture, such as 

Leonardo da Vinci's Mona LisaJ that what is depicted is only half of the 

sitter and to alter the title on that account. Classic conventions of 

cropping are such that portraits are often half or three quarter length, 

or without arms or lacking other appendages.26 We go unaware, for 

the most part, of such conventional and classic contrivances.27 To be 

sure, in a literal fashion, only half of the sitter in the Mona Lisa is 

represented. Yet, as far as titling practice may reasonably be said to 

go, it is a rather unusual premise on which to base a description of 

the painted work. 

25 Linda Nochlin, 'Manet's Masked Ball at the Opera', Linda Nochlin, The politics of vision: essays on 
nineteenth-century art and society, (New York: Harper and Row, c.1989), p.89. 

26 Pound, op. cit., (1991), p. 63. 

27 Pound, op. cit., (1991), p.63. 
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There is a tendency to regard the severed representational 

elements as not severed in themselves, but as continuing beyond the 

painting's representational field. We do not see Degas's severed horse 

as a severed horse and turn away in horror. Nor do we see Da Vinci's 

Mona Lisa as only half the sitter cut off at the waist.28 And to see 

Degas's horse and Da Vinci's Mona Lisa in this way is to see what is 

implied by the representational properties of the painting. They are 

representational properties implied, and perhaps filled in by an 

operation of the mind, if in fact this is what we do. 

So, cropping can be seen as a device for avoiding pictorial 

closure, so denying the physicality of the pictorial field. Cropping, in 

this sense, can stand as a marker for the representation of that which 

is not directly represented or that which is implied by the severing of 

pictorial elements at the limits of representation.29 

A title such as Degas's Jockeys Before the Start does not make 

explicit the severing of representational properties in the way that 

Venturi's title, Deux pommes et demie does, but implies 

representational properties not locatable m the painting's 

representational field itself. To see the painting in this way is also to 

see what the title implies in respect of that which is not directly set 

down on the canvas. The title does not make explicit any pictorial 

contrivance and so the title implies representational properties as the 

painting does. 

Here is a further example which does not address the pictorial 

device of cropping, but which extends this idea of the title's 

articulation of implied representational properties. The picture and 

28 The terminology of 'seeing-as' comes from a discussion by Richard Wollheim on representational 
seeing. Richard Wollheim,Art and its Objects, (London: Pelican Books, 1970), sections 11-14. 
Wollheim's examples in section 14 note: 'we may say that a still-life has depth, but the canvas is flat; 
that a fresco has a void in the middle, but the wall on which it is painted is intact.' Wollheim, op. cit., 
(1970), p.37. So we see 'in' the still-life depth, yet we see the canvas 'as' flat, or we see 'in' the fresco 
the void, yet we see the wall on which it is painted 'as' intact. And while my own discussion is less 
about representation than its description through the title, the terminology is helpful in setting out my 
position. 

29 Pound, op. cit., (1991), p.66. 
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title is Degas's The Dance Foyer at the Opera, 1872. The title 

describes the specific location of the representational scene as located 

in a 'dance foyer'. But to this is added the specification that the dance 

foyer is located within the wider context of the Opera as a place in 

Paris. The Opera itself is not locatable to the picture in the way that 

the dance foyer is: we cannot point to or pick out this feature from 

those features set down on the canvas. The Opera, then, is an implied 

property of the image given rise to by the title, rather than a direct 

represented feature of the picture itself. 

So the title can articulate representational properties which are 

not visibly manifest - where are the hind legs of Degas's horse, or the 

lower section of the sitter's truncated body in the Mona Lisa? And do 

titles conventionally bring such contrivances to our attention? Such 

features of paintings are implied rather than visibly locatable, and 

titles characteristically avoid articulating such mutilations. But, some 

paintings contain neither represented nor implied representational 

properties, and to say that titles describe implied representational 

properties of paintings would seem ludicrous in respect to paintings 

that do not exhibit any representational properties at all. This opens 

up a further question of how titles articulate properties which are not 

so much representational, as expressive. It is to the notion of the 

expressive title that I now turn. 

Expressive Description 

For the title to describe the physicality of a painting is to treat 

that painting as an object. For the title to describe represented 

features or implied representational features of a painting is to treat 

those features as related to the visible world represented in painting. 

Characteristically, the title describes features that are represented or 

are implied as representational properties. However, a title may 

describe non-representational properties too - for example, expressive 

properties. In this fourth section I want to consider the kind of title 
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which describes features of paintings which are not visible per se, or 

features not visibly manifest in any demonstrative sense. The 

examples I will use are from paintings by Kasimir Malevich of the early 

twentieth century and the 'Annunciation' series by Brice Marden of 

the late 1970s. 

Some titles describe properties of an 'inner' world, and this in 

part expresses the psychology of some abstract painters who have 

supplanted the objective world from painting, and have replaced it 

with a subjective world. What is being distinguished by the portrayal 

of a subjective, inner world, is a state in which access is limited owing 

to the nature of subjectivity itself. As such, the title exists as a crucial 

tool in our understanding of the painting's thematic premise. 

An expressive property is that which induces in, or identifies for, 

the spectator a particular feeling. Feelings are not, of course, visual 

objects, or directly representable as visual objects. Some of Malevich's 

titles identify for the spectator expressive properties held to be present 

in the artwork. By contrast, it is less clear whether the titles of 

Marden's 'Annunciation' series identify for, or induce in, the spectator 

particular feelings. 

Kasimir Malevich was to state: 

It appears to me that, for the critics and the public, the painting of 

Raphael, Rubens, Rembrant, etc., has become nothing more than a 

conglomeration of countless "things," which conceal its true value -

the feeling which gave rise to it. The virtuosity of the objective 

representation is the only thing admired. 30 

Suprematism undertook to ignore the familiar appearance of 

objects, banishing the objective world or any correspondence to 

'likeness of reality' from painting.31 The world of visual phenomena 

3° Kasimir Malevich, 'Suprematism', Theories of modern art; a source book by artists and critics, ed. 
Herschell B. Chipp, with contributions by Peter Selz and Joshua C. Taylor, (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1968), p.342. 

31 Malevich, op. cit., (1968), p.342. 
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was understood to be meaningless.32 Following from this general 

premise, Malevich's title, Suprematist Composition expressing the 

feeling of non-objectivity does not describe features or represented 

objects of the painting in the way that, say, Manet's Boy with the 

Sword describes features we can see set down on the canvas. 

In abandoning the visual phenomena of the objective world, 

Malevich understood his painting to be an expression of non

objectivity.33 What was crucial for Malevich was that once concepts 

and images were cast aside, what remained was 'feeling', such that 

feeling was all that could be perceived. Suprematism was to be the 

understanding and manifestation of pure feeling in creative art. The 

artwork was to be the external form of pure sensation, and, noting the 

paradox, the visual articulation of non-visual properties.34 

Malevich's title, Suprematist Composition expressing the feeling 

of non-objectivity, describes a feature of the painting not visibly 

manifest, such that there is no specific pictorial property that can be 

apprehended as designating the 'feeling'. The title describes no 

features we can visually pick out, and no features which could be said 

to occupy the field of the canvas. Malev:ich's title constitutes for the 

spectator a specific understanding of the work not deducible, as it 

were, from visibly available features. What is expressed, and what the 

title crucially articulates, is an inner immaterial state, or a feeling 

given rise to by the abandonment of the object in painting: 'for the 

Suprematist does not observe and does not touch - he feels! BS 

Consider a further example of Malevich's titles: his Suprematist 

Composition expressing the combined feeling of the Circle and the 

Square, 1913. For Malevich, there existed a quasi-religious or highly 

personal function to painting's ceasing to make reference to objects in 

32 Malevich, op. cit., (1968), p.341. 

33 Malevich, op. cit., (1968), p.341. 

34 Malevich, op. cit., (1968), p.342. 

35 Malevich, op. cit., (1968), p.345. 
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the world.36 The character of Malevich's pictorial elements is a 

reduction to non-natural, non-material, non-objective forms, which 

are not found in the natural world. The forms of the circle and the 

square in Malevich's painting float in a freedom of space that is held 

to have a dynamism of movement or an expression of 'feeling' in the 

combination of pictorial elements. To experience the painted work is 

not to fall prey to the familiar appearance of the geometric forms or 

the mere visual availability of the circle and the square, as Malevich 

would have it, but for these forms in combination to identify a feeling 

'quite apart from the environment in which it is called forth. '37 The 

title exists to identify a property the artist wishes to express 

pictorially, but which is not directly available to the spectator in any 

visibly manifest form. 

As some of Malevich's paintings attempted to express what can 

be considered the intangible, his titles create for the spectator a cue 

for the reconstruction of his thinking about the relation of pictorial 

elements where the emphasis is on the feeling which gave rise to the 

pictorial creation. The significance of the work for the spectator lies, 

in part, with the articulation of the painter's expressive concern 

through the medium of the title. These two titles of Malevich's identify 

for the spectator the form of the expression the artist wished to 

articulate. 

A further example of an artist who uses the title as a description 

of non-visible pictorial properties is Brice Marden in his 1978 

'Annunciation' series. Here I want to develop a notion of Marden's use 

of the title as a description of his thinking about the representational 

practices of quattrocento artists. These representational practices are 

the portrayal of the emotional states of the Madonna as she is visited 

36 Malevich was to note: 'The art of the past which stood, at least ostensibly, in the service of religion 
and the state, will take on a new life in the pure (unapplied) art of Suprematism, which will build up a 
new world - the world of feeling.' Malevich, op. cit., (1968), p.342. 

37 Malevich, op. cit., (1968), p.341. 
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by the Archangel Gabriel, set down in Michael Baxandall's Painting 

and experience in fifteenth century Italy. 38 

Baxandall, following from an analysis by Fra Roberto Caracciolo 

da Lecce, notes the five Laudable Conditions of the Blessed Virgin 

comprising the third mystery of the Annunciation, the Angelic 

Colloquy: Conturbatio, disquiet; Cogitatio, reflection; Interrogatio, 

inquiry; Humiliatio, submission; Meritatio, merit.39 The five conditions 

constitute the emotional or psychological states that the Virgin 

successively passes through upon the announcement of the 

Incarnation by the angel Gabriel. 

The painters of the quattrocento characteristically depicted one 

or a combination of these emotional states of the Virgin. For example, 

Fra Angelico's Annunciation, c.1460, depicts the Madonna in the state 

of submission, exemplified by her lowered head and humbled pose. 

This form of bodily expression and posture was to be the outward 

manifestation of an inner psychological state. By contrast, Piero della 

Francesca's Arezzo Annunciation, c.1455, depicts the Madonna in a 

composite psychological state: her eyes are downcast as if in 

reflection, while her hand is raised, gesturing as if to question, 

combining the psychological states of Interrogatio and Cogitatio. Such 

representational practices were codified, for as Baxandall notes; 'The 

preachers coached the public in the painters' repertory, and the 

painters responded within the current emotional categorization of the 

event.'40 

Marden takes up the issue of the painterly representation of the 

Madonna's psychological posturing. In his 'Annunciation' series, he 

produces five works each titled after the psychological states of the 

Virgin. Whereas the painters of the quattrocento sought to make 

evident the Madonna's emotional state through the contemporary 

38 Baxandall, op. cit., (1988), pp.51-56. 

39 Baxandall, op. cit., (1988), p.51. 

40 Baxandall, op. cit., (1988), p.55. 
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representational practices of the day, such as gesture and bodily 

posture, Marden creates juxtapositions of colour as alleged visual 

equivalents for emotional properties. Conturbatio, for example, 

produces a violent contrast between panels of deep blue, yellow and 

red to exemplify the startled disposition of Mary as Gabriel descended 

upon her.41 

Marden produces a meditative surface of colour contrasts which 

are held to be evocative of the Virgin's response. The intent is to 

create a concentration of feeling through the juxtaposition of vertical 

bands of colour, or the externalisation of inner emotional workings 

through colour contrasts. John Russell of the New York Times noted: 

What could be less obviously evocative of the Virgin Mary's traditional 

and successive states of mind than a succession of tall panels of oil 

paint mixed with wax that varied only in breadth and color as they 

moved across canvases 7' high by 8' wide? Yet for those who knew 

how to look, the whole story was there. 42 

Without their titles, the works in the 'Annunciation' senes 

would present a great difficulty to the spectator, for what is being 

expressed is that which we cannot 'see'. Marden's titles stimulate the 

viewer to a certain mental posture, for he expresses the immaterial 

and intangible inner world of emotion or psychological disposition, or 

that which is not evident from mere apprehension, but reflection. And 

so there is a sense in which both Marden's and Malevich's titles owe 

less to the act of looking and less to the apprehension of a painting's 

physical features, and more to the intellect. For such titles are 

addressed to the mind of the perceiver, rather than the eye. 

However, titles which describe the expressive properties of a 

painting are, invariably, few in number, and surely most unusual. 

41 Roberta Smith, 'Brice Marden', Brice Marden: Paintings, Drawings and Prints, 1975-80 
(catalogue), (Whitechapel Art Gallery, 8 May - 21 June, 1981), p.51. 

42 John Russell, cited in Maurice Poirier, 'Color-Coded Mysteries' ,ARTnews, Vol. 84:1, (1985), p.58. 
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Titles that describe the expressive properties of a painting, like those 

which describe a painting's physicality, are characteristically confined 

to the context of twentieth century abstract art. Whereas the titles 

which describe a painting's represented features or implied 

representationality, or indeed narrative or textually descriptive titles, 

are invariably associated with painting prior to the twentieth century. 

Each of these descriptive titular categories, the textual, the physical, 

the represented, the implied representational and the expressive, can 

only speak for certain examples of painting and the kind of titles 

which describe these paintings. And so no one of these categories can 

explain away what is going on in descriptive titles. Surely there must 

be a way of understanding the nature of the title and how it relates to 

the description of artworks? 

Interpretative Description 

overwhelmingly historians trace, fix, and confirm unitary intentional 

meanings, placing them before the nebulae of meanings that are 

unconfirmed, conjectural, ancillary, anecdotal, or personal. When 

primary meanings are elided, absent, or called into question, art 

historical interpretations lose their foothold.43 

James Elkins 

Descriptive titles are verbal representations of features or 

properties of paintings. What the title articulates is characteristically 

singular, and this stresses the significance of the verbal statement.44 

However, in this section, I want to take exception to the notion of a 

painting declaring a single meaning. In what sense can we say that 

43 Elkins, op. cit., (1999), p.126. 

44 Elkins notes; 'pictorial ambiguity went almost unperceived before the twentieth century. 
Renaissance and Baroque works were constrained to declare relatively stable primary meanings: a 
painting could mean many things, but it would normally be expected to present a principal message or 
subject matter, together with an allegiance to one idea or theme. This is true of all academic work 
except preparatory studies (whose subjects did not need to be specified), and it is true of the great 
majority of pictures before the twentieth century. To some degree this is a simple subject, because the 
primary meaning is often adequately captured by a painting's title.' Elkins, op. cit., (1999), p.88. 
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what the title articulates is significant and that which the title does 

not articulate is of secondary or ancillary concern? Pictures 

themselves declare nothing. Rather, the notion of a singular or 

unitary meaning appears allied to the emphasis that the title places 

upon the artwork. Instead of a picture declaring a single meaning, we 

have titles; and rather than the title being a unique, single meaning, 

we should see the title as one meaning among others, or an 

interpretative description. 

Here I want to consider two ideas which challenge the 

adherence to the notion of the title as a unitary meaning. The first is 

in relation to a statement by Michael Baxandall. 'Description', he 

states, 'covers various kinds of verbal account of a thing.'45 Following 

Baxandall's lead, we could say that the title is not a umque 

interpretative description. I want to address this notion in relation to 

an altarpiece by Fiero della Francesca and an observation by Laurence 

Lerner. The second issue is how titles may change in the course of 

time - interpretative description of an artwork can change over time, 

according to the interests of that time. 

First, I shall begin with an example of painting by Fiero della 

Francesca. The work is at times known as the Brera Altarpiece, 

c.14 72-7 4 (although I offer the title with some reservation, the reasons 

for which will become fully apparent in the following discussion). The 

subject of the work has at least two significant areas of interest that 

have relevance for the description of the work in the form of the title, 

and a third in relation to the residence of the work. As such, the 

concept of the title as the articulation of a unitary monothematic 

subject is problematised. 

On the one hand, the painting can be seen as a conventional 

sacra conversazione that depicts the Madonna and child with saints. 

The work might have formed part of an altarpiece, and so the religious 

setting would apparently seem to support the notion that the picture's 

45 Baxandall, op. cit., (1985), p.2. 
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subject is of an exclusively religious nature. In accord with this 

conception, Ronald Lightbown describes the painting through the title 

The Virgin and Child Enthroned and Attended by Angels and Saints. 46 

In a similar fashion, Pierluigi de Vecchi calls the painting Madonna 

and Child, Six Saints, Four Angels, and Duke Federico II Da 

Montefeltro. 47 Lightbown's and De Vecchi's titles are similar in what 

they articulate except in one significant respect. Both mention the 

Madonna or Virgin, the child, angels and saints. However, De Vecchi 

incorporates within his title a reference to the painting's patron, 

Federico da Montefeltro, which introduces another of the painting's 

central themes. 

The Brera Altarpiece has a certain relation to an earlier diptych 

portrait of Federico da Montefeltro and his wife, Battista Sforza, The 

Montefeltro Diptych, 1472-73, painted by Fiero. In the diptych portrait 

that resides in the Uffizi, both Federico and Battista are depicted in 

profile facing each other in a kind of mutual meeting of the minds. In 

the Brera Altarpiece, Federico kneels prominently in the foreground 

and assumes the same profile stance as in the diptych portrait, but 

this time the opposing space, presumably to be inhabited by Battista, 

is absent. This absence is a gesture to Federico's departed wife. And 

so the painting can be seen as a memorial image commemorating the 

death of Battista Sforza to which further pictorial features add 

testimony. The 'scallop shell' that forms the apse in the architectural 

setting may be seen as a symbolic reference to pilgrimage or travel. 

The 'egg', suspended from the shell, is a reference to rebirth, 

resurrection, or the absent mother. In accord with the subject of the 

painting being understood as a personalised devotional image, Marilyn 

Aronberg Lavin titles the painting, The Montefeltro Altarpiece.48 

46 Ronald Lightbown, Fiero delta Francesca, (New York: Abbeville Press, c.1992), p.246. 

47 Pierluigi de Vecchi, The complete paintings of Fiero delta Francesca, introduction by Peter Murray, 
notes and catalogue by Pierluigi de Vecchi, (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, c.1970), p.106. 

48 Marilyn Aronberg Lavin,Fiero delta Francesca, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1992), p.116. 
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The memorial subject and the religious theme may be brought 

together as a form of depiction of worship, and hence to be thought of 

as a kind of singular subject or emphasis. But the two themes are 

quite different, and should be seen as two intersecting subjects as 

opposed to being melded into a single subject. The sacra 

conversazione is a form of objective representation, whereas the 

memorial theme is a subjective, self-representation, emblematic of the 

intertwining of art and aspects of personal, inner life. 

This particular painting by Piero della Francesca might be 

thought to be a somewhat unusual example in its representation of 

more than one 'subject'. However, there is a further third aspect to be 

addressed, and one that could have further consequences for virtually 

any painting and its title. This further feature is the title from which 

the discussion began, The Brera Altarpiece. Eugenio Battisti titles the 

work La Pala di Brera, and this adds a further complication to our 

understanding of the title and the artwork. 49 Battisti's title is not a 

title that would have made any sense to Piero, or, for that matter, to 

any of his contemporaries. For the title does not so much describe the 

artwork as refer to its location - it is derived from where the work is 

currently in residence at the Pinacoteca di Brera. 

Piero's painting sustains various titular responses from the 

painting's commentators. Each title is understood~ Lu tc a ~::::it.9..ry 

meaning, and yet, to bring the multiple titles of the one work together 

is to see the ways in which a single artwork may be described in many 

ways, creating the seeming paradox that the artwork might sust::i_ia 

'many' singular meanings. The paradox, however, is easily solved. 

Rather than the descriptive title's declaring a single monothematic 

meaning, the title is an interpretative description. 

Laurence Lerner notes of the various kinds of description a 

painting can sustain in discussing Magnasco's A Writer, c.1700, and 

49 Eugenio Battisti, Piero della Francesca, Vol. 1, (Milano: Istituto Editoriale Italiano, c.1971), p.330. 
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Tiepolo's Portrait of Antonio Riccoboni, 1745.so Although Lerner 

switches between titles of artworks and the titles of exhibitions under 

which artworks are placed, his observation is pertinent for my 

purposes because the essence of his claim is that titles have an effect 

on how we understand artworks, and that the different titles 

associated with a single artwork will generate different interpretations 

of that work. He states of Magnasco's and Tiepolo's paintings: 

Both pictures are so finely balanced between the individual and the 

general, that much will surely depend on how we are invited to view 

them; and both invitations turn out to be ambiguous. We do not 

know if the title A Writer goes back to Magnasco, and we do not know 

the identity of the sitter: there is no certainty how we are intended to 

see it. Antonio Riccoboni was certainly a real man, but he died a 

century or more before Tiepolo was born; so the invitation to view his 

picture as a portrait is a kind of lie. The fact that both paintings 

figured in an exhibition on 'Le Portrait en Italie au Siecle de Tiepolo' 

(Paris: Petit Palais, 1982) imposed on the viewers one way of looking: 

we can regard this as a title bestowed by the exhibition. If the one 

painting had figured in an exhibition of Magnasco (called, shall we 

say, 'A Modern Man before his Time'), and the other in an exhibition 

on sixteenth-century humanism, where it would have been described 

as an idealized picture of a Renaissance scholar, we would view them 

with quite different instructions, and would constitute their 

significance differently. Restored respectively to their private owner 

and the Pinacotheca de Rovigo, they would stand deprived of any title 

save what the curator attached to them ... s1 

Paintings are not usually or ever equipped to declare singular 

meanings, but titles characteristically do. But the fact that single 

artworks can sustain various descriptive titles, and hence various 

meanings, leads one to see the title as an interpretative description 

of one interpretation among others. 

50 Laurence Lerner, 'Titles and timelessness', Reconstructing Literature, ed. Laurence Lerner, (Totowa, 
NJ.: Barnes and Noble Books, 1983), pp.194-195. 

51 Lerner, op. cit., (1983), pp.194-195. 
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I want now to turn to the second issue, that titles might change 

in the course of time, according to interests of that time. John Fisher 

outlines the example of the Velazquez painting, Las Meninas - 'the 

ladies in waiting'. The palace inventory of 1666 titles the painting as 

Her Royal Highness the Empress with Her Ladies and a Dwarf, and 

then in 1734, the palace inventory titles the painting as Family of King 

Philip Jv.52 Since 1843, the painting has been known as Las Meninas, 

to which Fisher responds; 'Is it about royalty or about servants?'53 

Fisher continues: 

Perhaps the incendiary republican ideas in Europe in the nineteenth 

century can explain the change of title, but does the change in title 

change anything? Indeed, it seems to me, that whether it is about 

royalty or about servants would, if not today, at least in another era, 

mcj.ke quite different interpretations inescapable. 54 

If, as Fisher states, the change in title is a response to nineteenth 

century political factors, and the title was changed on this account, 

does this not show a change in concern for how the artwork was to be 

perceived in its own time, or by the artist, or how it might determine 

the way we understand the artwork in our own present culture? To 

see the change in title of the artwork according to contemporary 

political ideas is to see the way in which a previous culture's 

understanding of an artwork is relativised to a cultural present; how 

its meaning, as constituted by the title, shifts. Artworks themselves 

do not change over the course of time, but our understanding of them 

can. Julia Kristeva's words might help to elaborate on the situation: 

52 Fisher, op. cit., (1984),p.293. 

53 Fisher, op. cit., (1984),p.293. 

54 Fisher, op. cit., (1984), p.293. 
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As Walter Benjamin said ... 'It is not a question of presenting works ... 

in correlation to their own times, but rather ... to present the time 

that knows them, that is, our own'.55 
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Was not the shift in title to Las Meninas a title for a time that knows 

the artwork? And are not the earlier titles similarly for a time that 

knows them? If we were to take the title as a sign based within a 

cultural system, then there is no stability and any sense of an artwork 

declaring a singular meaning across time is elided. 

Stephen Bann offers another example: 

More ... examples could be adduced with ease to show how the 

identity of a painting, as measured by the name or title attributed to 

it, changes in the course of time. An informative publication of 

extracts from episcopal registers and local newspapers shows us how 

Piero della Francesca's Madonna del Parto quite lost its badge of 

authorship and illustrious origin, receiving in return the status of a 

cult object famed for its powers of stimulating fertility, until the 

providential visit of an art historian in the late nineteenth century 

restored its Renaissance identity (without, of course, cancelling out 

the acquired social meaning). Across this lengthy period, Piero's 

image survives both the ravages of time and the trauma of 

transportation from one building to another. But no name persists to 

identify the image at every stage in its career. At each point where it 

is designated, it is adapted to the specific, utilitarian purposes of the 

enquiry which is under way.s6 

A singular meaning for an artwork is something we can discern 

as if from a distance, and with the aid of convention. The convention 

is that we rarely see a painting exhibited with 'all' of the titles that 

have been appended to the artwork throughout its existence. And 

how would we understand the artwork if the label at the side of the 

55 Walter Benjamin, cited in Julia Kristeva, 'Giotto's Joy', Calligram: essays in new art history from 
France, ed., Norman Bryson, (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p.50. 

56 Stephen Bann, 'The mythical conception is the name: Titles and names in modem and post-modem 
painting', Word & Image, Vol. 1 :2, (1985), p.176. 
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painting listed all the titles bestowed on a single work? Perhaps it is 

merely easier for us to think of paintings in descriptive terms which 

articulate a single, significant thing. 

The title, as Derrida might say, 'speaks too loud.'57 It selects 

specific elements and presents them to the spectator. In presenting 

only specific elements, the title stresses their importance, granted by 

their presence.ss But to inspect more closely the meanings bestowed 

on a single work is to elide the sense of any singular meaning, or at 

the least, to broaden the adherence to any one theme or meaning. 

Part of the problem here is due to the interpretative nature of the 

descriptive title itself. Invariably, any and all descriptive titles are 

interpretations of an artwork, and there are further issues at stake if 

we are to consider the descriptive title as an interpretation. 

57 Jacques Derrida, cited in Josep Besa, 'Title, text, meaning', Textual Practice, Vol. 11:2, (1997), 
p.324. 

58 Besa, op. cit., (1997), p.323. 
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The Title as 

Interpretation 

Chapter Three 

In the previous chapter it became apparent that the categories 

of textual, physical, represented, implied representational, and 

expressive titular description could only speak for certain examples of 

descriptive titles, and these categories are, invariably, limited to 

specific historical contexts. However, to consider the title as an 

interpretation (the last of the six categories) is a fluid and flexible way 

of accounting for the diversity of descriptive titles. In this chapter I 

want to consider the descriptive title as an interpretation, and to 

pursue the concept further and more broadly. 

My aims are multiple. First, I want to address the nature of the 

title as an interpretation as it stands in relation to the artwork. The 

second section will address generating the 'correct' interpretation of 

the artwork through the title. The third section examines a 

subsequent application of generating the correct interpretation by 

addressing rival or opposed interpretations of a single painting. The 

fourth pursues the difficulty of the non-neutrality of verbal 

representation in view of the complicating factor of the artwriter's 

'interest'. 
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Titles play a significant interpretative role. John Fisher noted; 

'when an artwork is titled ... a process of interpretation has inexorably 

begun'l, and Laurie Edson was to note that 'it is impossible to 

interpret without considering the title.'2 First, I shall pursue issues 

relating to the remark by Fisher, and then turn to the remark by 

Edson. 

The title can guide interpretation, forcing and limiting the 

meanings an artwork might sustain. A title can articulate a painting's 

significant emphasis, putting particular 'things' in words and not 

others, beginning the process of the construction of meaning. The 

very presentation of specific elements, retailed to the spectator 

through the title, stresses the significance of those elements. 

Consider this literary example. In Discourse Analysis, Gillian 

Brown and George Yule revealed the results of an experiment which 

illustrates the interpretative nature of the title.3 In each case, the title 

furnished the reader with particular information and set in order the 

interpretation they would make: 

Two groups of subjects were asked to read the same text, but under a 

different title, and then to answer questions on it. The authors found 

that the general interpretation of the text depended to a large degree 

on the title that preceded it. The two titles were 'A prisoner plans his 

escape' and 'A wrestler in a tight corner'. Those who read the text 

under the first title interpreted that a prisoner named Rocky had been 

arrested by the police, and was alone and unhappy in prison. The 

other group interpreted that Rocky was a wrestler who was in chains, 

or locked up in some way, and was planning how to free himself. 

1 John Fisher, 'Entitling', Criticallnquiry, Vol.11:2, (1984), p.293. 

2 Laurie Edson, 'Confronting the Signs: Words, Images, and the Reader-Spectator' ,Dada/Surrealism, 
Vol. 13, (1984), p.92. 

3 Gillian Brown and George Yule, cited in Josep Besa, 'Title, text, meaning', Textual Practice, Vol. 
11 :2, (1997), pp.323-324. 
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Rocky was not alone in a cell, nor had he had anything to do with the 

police.4 
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In the sense that Brown and Yule have used the title, it acts as a 

guide as to how to interpret the text. The title's have elicited 

particular understandings of the literary passage, working their way 

into the text, and influencing how the passage is to be understood by 

various readers. The passage of text has not changed, but the ways in 

which it is 'read' is informed by how the title effects the reader's 

interpretation of the text. 

So what about paintings and titles? Take, as an example, 

Ruben's Rape of the Sabines, c.1635. The title creates a structure of 

meaning for the artwork. If we engage the title, it refers us to a story 

from the early history of Rome, where Romulus, the city's founder, 

undertook to ensure the strengthening of the population.s Under the 

ruse of a festival, Romulus arranged for the neighboring Sabines to 

partake in the city's festivities. At a specified moment, the young men 

of Rome abducted the unmarried women of the Sabines and carried 

them away.6 The title of Ruben's painting refers us to this story, and 

as such, it will influence how we interpret those features set down on 

the canvas. 

Conventionally, the title guides us in our interpretation of the 

artwork by articulating a painting's subject. A painting may be of 

interest to us for many other reasons, but as James Elkins notes; 

'Even the most wide-ranging contemporary scholarship still begins 

with catalogue entries or museum labels, and a description is still 

held to be minimally complete if it names the artist and the title or 

4 Brown and Yule, cited in Besa, op. cit., (1997), pp.323-324. 

5 James Hall, Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in Art, revised edition, with introduction by Kenneth 
Clark, (New York: Harper and Row, 1979), p.269. 

6 Hall, op. cit., (1979), p.269. 
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subject.YT 'Naming the subject' of the artwork can assist m 

interpretation, 8 and naming the subject and understanding its 

application to the artwork can have a direct influence on the ways we 

perceive and understand the artwork. So the title, as Fisher had 

noted, can begin a process of interpretation. 

I want now to return to Edson's remark and comment on the 

impossibility of interpretation without considering the title. The title 

is often the first verbal component we engage when we confront or 

discuss artworks, and this is fundamentally to effect reference. But 

for descriptive titles, there is the further aspect that the title will say 

something meaningful about the work to which it is appended, 

offering an interpretation of the work in the first instant. For books, 

titles come at the top of the page or on the spine; for paintings, titles 

seem to hover below or to the sides of the artwork, or for illustrations, 

titles typically embrace the perimeter of the reproduction. 

The title is located at the 'beginning' of discussion about an 

artwork, and this is the case for 'every' interpretative discussion. We 

may refer to a not too distant reminder of this presence and location of 

the title when Jacques Derrida, submitting a paper for publication, left 

his text untitled.9 Derrida was attempting to evade the title, to resist 

the significance it might have, and the way it might equip the reader 

with a prior idea that would inform the reading of the text. The 

editors of the Tel Quel group, of course, published the work and gave 

it the title La double seance.10 This example seems to support Edson's 

remark about the impossibility of interpretation in the absence of the 

guiding title. Derrida's evasion seems to be countered by some 

institutional demand or necessity. But as far as the idea that a title is 

7 James Elkins, Why are our pictures puzzles? On the modern origins of pictorial complexity, (New 
York: Routledge, 1999), p.128. 

8 The terminology, 'Naming the subject' is taken from Elkins, op. cit., (1999), p.128. 

9 Besa, op. cit., (1997), p.324. 

10 Besa, op. cit., (1997), p.324. 
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necessary for interpretation to take place, it can only have a most 

limited application, and only to unconventional examples. Such an 

example might be found in Gerard Genette asking; 'How would we 

read Joyce's Ulysses if its title were other than Ulysses?'11 Or, 

perhaps, in relation to Brice Marden's 'Annunciation' paintings. 

Without the prerequisite cognitive stock, the spectator might be hard

pressed to identify Marden's paintings as colour-coded configurations 

of emotional or psychological states. However, interpretation would 

not necessarily (and it is, in fact, very unlikely), be brought to an 

abrupt halt. One could comment on the colour contrasts, the 

arrangement of vertical bands, or speculate about possible meanings 

of Marden's paintings. And this itself is a process of interpretation. 

It is certainly not impossible to interpret in the absence of the 

title, although in a very few examples, it might be extremely difficult. 

For the majority of paintings, the absence of a title will not inhibit 

interpretation, although it could slow interpretation, or make it less 

certain in the absence of an initial grounding. So in this respect, we 

might see the title as a kind of invitation to interpretation or an 

offering of words that will encourage further verbalising, but certainly 

not an impossibility in its absence. 

• • • 

Here I want to consider the idea of generating the 'correct' 

interpretation of the artwork through the title. I will look briefly at 

three examples to expose some of the difficulties associated with 

generating the correct interpretation, and then pursue a fourth 

example in more detail. The first is in relation to an observation by 

Giorgio Vasari and a seeming inability to generate the correct 

interpretation of the artwork - what the artwork means. The second 

discusses an observation by James Elkins and problems associated 

11 Gerard Genette, cited in Besa, op. cit., (1997), p.329. 
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with the precise use of language m generating the correct 

interpretation. The third discusses an observation by Svetlana Alpers 

in relation to a painting that seems to sustain a variety of narratives. 

And the fourth will draw together the previous ideas in discussing the 

Giorgione painting, The Three Philosophers, c.1525, and the 

restoration of the subject, captured in the summary form of the title, 

to what is held to be the correct interpretation of the artwork. 

Vasari notes of a fresco in the Fondaco de' Tedeschi in Venice, 

that; 

Giorgione set to work, but with no other purpose than to make figures 

at fancy to display his art, for I cannot discover what they mean, 

whether they represent some ancient or modern story, and no one 

has been able to tell me. Here is a lady and there a man, in various 

attitudes, one has a lion's head hard-by, another an angel in the 

guise of a cupid, and I cannot tell what it means. 12 

Vasari cannot interpret the painting beyond identifying its discrete 

parts. He cannot interpret the work as a whole, its subject, its story, 

and so he cannot make any sense of what the painting means. 

Understanding pictures is an issue we are confronted with every time 

that we visit a museum or gallery. Often we engage paintings only to 

be halted in our understanding of the work because we cannot 

articulate the story a painting is to tell. 

In the seventh and sixth centuries, Greek vases of the black 

figure style typically had the names of their narrative characters and 

their depicted themes inscribed to explain the representation. 13 

Paintings typically lack this kind of information, but instead may have 

descriptive titles. 

One reason we have descriptive titles is that a picture's subject 

does not necessarily make itself known to us in any immediate way, 

12 Giorgio Vasari, The lives of painters, sculptors and architects, Vol. 2, (London and Toronto: Jim 
Dent Publishing, 1927), p.170. 

13 Gombrich, 'Image and word in twentieth-century art', Word and Image, Vol.1:3, (1985), p.215. 
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as was the case for Vasari and his estimation of the Giorgione 

painting. Some paintings present difficulties in our discerning of their 

subjects through a lack of identifying setting, expression, or an 

unconventional treatment of theme. 14 Almost any painting, even the 

most simplified or crudest representation, can create difficulties in our 

discernment of what it is to mean, or what its theme or subject might 

be. We characteristically overcome the problem of the artwork not 

speaking to us by turning to the title. Titles often act as markers in 

this kind of situation. They provide, as it were, a kind of foothold on 

which we can stand, grounding us in how to correctly interpret the 

artwork. With the ground holding firmly beneath our feet, we can 

then go on to say many other things. 

But it is often not as simple as this. Titles are an agent of 

articulation which encourage the subject of a painted work to be 

accessible beyond the experience of merely looking at paintings. Titles 

function to articulate the inarticulateness of pictorial representation. 

They may grant a limited idea of what the subject of a painting is, but 

this limited sense of subject is at times problematic and makes the 

ground on which we stand seem less firm. Consequently, when a 

picture's subject is brought under scrutiny or called into question, the 

ways in which a title is articulated too can be called into question. 

Consider this discussion by James Elkins: 

It does not matter much, in this respect, if Andrea Castagno's fresco 

in SS. Annunziata, which depicts Saint Jerome, the crucified Christ, 

two angels and two obscure female saints, is called St. Jerome, The 

Vision of St. Jerome, or The Saviour, St. Jerome and Saints, or even 

(most explicitly) The Saviour, St. Jerome, and Saints Paula and 

Eustochium. Any of these titles is enough to show that the painting 

has an explicit primary meaning. In another sense this is a huge and 

difficult topic, because it would soon become necessary to ask if the 

identities of the two female saints are essential or optional, and 

14 Svetlana Alpers, 'Describe of narrate? A problem in realistic representation' ,New Literary History, 
Vol. 8:1, (1976), p.25. 
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whether the indispensable point is Jerome's vision of the Crucifixion 

or the Crucifixion itself.15 
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Consider the first title, St Jerome. Such a title appears to be a simple 

reference to a figure represented in the painting. Presumably, St. 

Jerome names the subject, and is considered to be the central 

interpretative interest of the artwork. The second title is The Vision of 

St Jerome. Such a title offers a significantly different interpretation 

from St Jerome. Saint Jerome is merely a biblical figure, whereas his 

'vision' is a scriptural event with a didactic concern. The third and 

fourth examples, The Saviour, St. Jerome and Saints, and The Saviour, 

St. Jerome7 and Saints Paula and Eustochium, bring into the 

interpretation of the work successively more figures which acquire 

significance by virtue of their presence in the title. Each title offered 

will suffice to create a significant structure of meaning for the artwork, 

but each title becomes evermore complex, specific, and elaborately 

descriptive. With each title given, a different interpretation of the 

artwork is generated. 

After offering four titles, Elkins points out the 

incommensurability of the situation. He asks to what extent the two 

female saints are significant, and then queries whether it is the 

Crucifixion itself or St. Jerome's vision of the Crucifixion which is the 

significant element. One might then ask to what degree the two 

angels (included in Elkins's description before he offers the four titles, 

but not articulated in terms of the titles he offers), are significant? 

The title can direct the viewer to the correct reading of a 

painting by narrowing its subject in the first instant, safeguarding the 

viewer from generating what could be a 'wrong' reading.16 But the 

situation discussed by Elkins is hardly of much help. Any of the titles 

15 James Elkins, op. cit., (1999), p.88. 

16 Laurence Lerner, 'Titles and timelessness', Reconstructing Literature, ed. Laurence Lerner, (Totowa, 
NJ.: Barnes and Noble Books, 1983), p.182. 
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Elkins gives will suffice as an interpretation of the painting, but each 

is a markedly different interpretation from the next, so shaping 

different understandings of the artwork. Surely the aim should be in 

pursuing the correct interpretation through the title, and this involves, 

to borrow a phrase from Italo Calvino, 'a language as precise as 

possible in choice of words and expression.'17 Ideally, a descriptive 

title will adopt a certain exactitude in what it articulates about a 

picture, rather than retailing features in a seemingly random, 

approximate, or blunted form. 18 If indeed a picture is worth one 

thousand words, surely the choice of only a handful of words that will 

capture the image should attempt, at least, to have the greatest degree 

of specificity. 

possible with 

The title 'should' be as precise and concise as is 

the economy of words with which titles are 

conventionally articulated. The choice of available words should have 

the greatest degree of precision to aid in the correct interpretation of 

the artwork. 

Certain types of painting refuse to divulge their subjects with 

any clarity or immediacy, such that more than one story or narrative 

may seem to be in accord with a picture's representation of a scene or 

event. The example I will discuss is an extremely simplistic one where 

I take the title to be a statement about the meaning of the artwork. 

Svetlana Alpers notes of a painting from the Hermitage which (at that 

time on loan in the United States) 'has been variously titled The 

Disgrace of Hamann, Hamann Reconizes His Fate, David and Uriah, 

and Elijah and the Feast of Purim. '19 

The painting seems to sustain a variety of narratives. The fact 

that such various contradictory interpretations are ascribed to the 

artwork forces us to think about the limits and extents of generating 

17 Italo Calvino, 'Exactitude', Italo Calvino, Six memos for the next millennium, (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1988), p.56. 

18 Calvino, op. cit., (1988), p.56. The choice of terminology ('exactitude', 'random', 'approximate') is 
taken from Calvino. 

19 Alpers, op. cit., (1976), pp.24-25. 
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the correct interpretation. Logically, the painting cannot sustain the 

four different stories. At best, one of these titles is the correct 

interpretation of the artwork. At worst, the correct interpretation is 

none of these. And perhaps, given the situation as it is, more 

interpretations of the artwork could be generated with ease to further 

exacerbate the dilemma. One could say that the four titles ascribed to 

the work are 'plausible', and that this would be consistent with the 

belief that there exists one correct interpretation of the artwork. The 

limitation, however, is that if these titles as interpretations of the 

artwork are to be assessed for their acceptability or plausibility, then 

none of the interpretations are concerned, as such, with generating 

the correct interpretation. Generating the correct interpretation 

should be the standard by which the title as an interpretation of the 

artwork is to be judged. But, what is it to be? Which is the correct 

interpretation of the artwork? The question comes easily, but the 

answer less so. 

I want now to consider an example where the correct 

interpretation of an artwork, captured in the summary form of the 

title, is pursued in relation to Salvatore Settis's questioning of the 

subject of The Three Philosophers, c.1525, in his Giorgione's Tempest: 

Interpreting the Hidden Subject.20 The example draws together the 

ideas in the previous discussion whereby the title is an interpretation 

of the artwork, the precise use of language is scrutinised, and the 

correct interpretation is held to have been generated. 

Take the example of the Giorgione painting in Vienna known as 

The Three Philosophers. The subject of the painting has 

conventionally been held to be ambiguous. James Elkins summarises 

the position given in Salvatore Settis's discussion of the Giorgione 

painting, stating: 

20 Salvatore Settis, Giorgione's Tempest: interpreting the hidden subject, translated by Ellen Bianchini, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), pp.15-47. 
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The so-called Three Philosophers in Vienna, depicting three exotic

looking men in front of a cave, demonstrably began as the Three Magi 

(An X-ray revealed that one "philosopher" was black, in accord with 

the conventions of the Magi.) There is a possibility that the cave, 

which was more prominent before the painting was cut down, referred 

to a myth about the Magi, according to which they waited near a cave 

on the Mons Victorialis for the advent of Jesus. Their instruments 

and notations would have signified their astronomical interests: they 

were watching for the Star of Bethlehem, whose reflection may once 

have been visible gleaming on the cave wall. As we have it, with the 

Magi altered and the cave nearly cut out of the picture ... generations 

of scholars ... have attempted to restore the [s]ubject by naming the 

three philosophers.21 
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To put it briefly, the three philosophers, or astronomers, as is 

sometimes the interpretative case, have been variously identified as 

Aristotle, Avicenna, Pythagoras, Tolomeus, Archimedes, Virgil, 

Regiomontanus, al-Battani, and Copernicus among others.22 Various 

other interpretations have suggested that the subject is a classical 

legend, or was deemed to be of a more general nature; 'an allegory of 

three phases of life and thought'; 'the three ages of man'; 'the three 

races of mankind'; 'the three phases of Aristotelian philosophy'; or as 

Hubert Janitschek saw the painting; 'the three ages of human 

wisdom.'23 Several other identifications and interpretations have been 

put forward and the literature is well-encompassed by Settis in his 

Giorgione's Tempset: interpreting th.e hidden subject24 

Settis puts forth the description of the Giorgione painting given 

by Marcantonio Michiel in 1525 in his Notizia d'opere di disegno, 

which states; 'oil on canvas of three philosophers in a landscape, two 

standing and one seated who contemplates the sun's rays, with a 

21 Elkins, op. cit., (1999), p.130. 

22 Settis, op. cit., (1990), p.18. 

23 Settis, op. cit., (1990), pp.17-18. 

24 Settis, op. cit., (1990). While Settis lists the previous interpretations of the artwork, in many cases he 
does not argue against them, and he then goes on to put his own interpretation forth. See pages 15-4 7. 
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marvellously imitated rock. '25 Settis's argument is organised around 

the point that Michiel's description of the figures as 'philosophers' is 

generic rather than literal, as the description neither grants the 

identity of the 'philosophers', nor does it grant the object of their 

fixation.26 

In contrast to Michiel's description, Settis works from the 

identification put forward by Christian von Mechel's catalogue when 

the painting was in the Imperial collection in Vienna. Von Mechel's 

description of the painting's subject states: 'Giorgione, the three wise 

men from the East. '27 Settis works around the thesis that the three 

figures in Giorgione's painting are the Magi, in accord with Von 

Mechel's description. 

The Giorgione painting has given nse to a multitude of 

interpretations, creating ambiguities in how we should understand 

and respond to those features set down on the canvas. When a 

picture does not reveal its meaning in any immediate way, one must 

look beyond the picture itself. David Carrier notes; 'Every interpreter 

aims to explain what is in the picture, but this unavoidably involves 

relating the picture to other pictures and texts.'28 By turning to other 

images and texts that have been identified with more certainty, or to 

images where the facts are less in dispute, or to turn an acute critical 

eye to historical interpretations, or to x-rays of the under-painting, 

such material can provide a general corpus from which to argue for 

that which is held to be questionable or misguided - as Settis does in 

his interpretation of the subject of the painting as representing the 

three Magi. 

25 Marcantonio Michie!, cited in Settis, op. cit., (1990), p.15. 

26 Settis, op. cit., (1990), p.15. 

27 Christian von Mechel, cited in Settis, op. cit., (1990), p.16. 

28 David Carrier,Principles of Art History Writing, (University Park: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, c.1991), p.40, fn#45. Carrier's context is the discussion of Piero della Francesca's Flagellation, 
but his claim is useful for my context for the reason that it will apply, invariably, to any painting where 
the subject is in dispute. 
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Settis concludes his discussion of Giorgione's Three 

Philosophers by stating: 

Anyone familiar with the subject would see in the figures of the Magi 

not only the sages of history ( quos enim Graeci philosophos, Persae 

magos appellant [for they are called philosophers by the Greeks and 

Magi by the Persians]), the first to receive God's Grace, led by 

prophecy to pay the first homage of the Gentiles to the Saviour; they 

would also see the human race discovering the plan of salvation 

through study and observation, and coming to know God through 

science and philosophy. It is in this sense alone that the traditional 

subject has been not erased but superseded, placed in a more 

modern and higher perspective. '29 

So Settis sees the term 'philosophers' as a generic term for the 

Magi, and in Elkins's summary of Settis's discussion he states that 

the Giorgione painting 'demonstrably' began as the Three Magi.30 The 

title can be used as an interpretative summary to the subject of the 

painting. Those of the opinion that the subject of the work is the 

figures as philosophers, as opposed to the Magi, would presumably 

use the title The Three Philosophers. Those of the opinion that the 

painting represents the Magi would presumably use a title such as 

The Three Magi 

The interest 1n the renammg of the artwork is to generate, 

through the title, the 'correct' interpretation. The x-ray which revealed 

that one 'philosopher' is black in accord with the traditional depiction 

of the Magi, and the truncation of the painting such that the cave has 

nearly disappeared, appears to have historically altered the 

understanding of the picture and redirected attention to the naming of 

the philosophers. However, changing the title of the picture to The 

Three Magi ostensibly has the intention of righting a wrong, or 

29 Settis, op. cit., (1990), pp.46-47. 

30 James Elkins, op. cit., (1999), p.130. 
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restoring an understanding of the painting to the correct 

interpretation. As John Fisher noted; 'Today ... almost everyone 

identifies them with the three Magi on the way to Bethlehem to honor 

the birth of the Christ Child', suggesting that the painting has been 

restored to the correct interpretation, that there is some consensus on 

the matter, and that this is captured in the summary form of the 

title.31 However, Fisher's remark is of further interest. When Fisher 

states that almost 'everyone' is in agreement, he seems to be stating 

that the restoration of subject and title is a 'consensus truth', which 

can only ever mean 'taken to be true', rather than what is 'actually' 

true. 

To change title, from The Three Philosophers to The Three Magi, 

1s inevitably an attempt to stop squeezing from the painting various 

identifications lost to speculation. The intention is to restore the 

subject of the artwork through the title to what is 'actually' portrayed. 

This, at least, 'should' be the consideration if an artwork is to be 

renamed. I want to turn now to a very different case where the idea of 

generating the correct interpretation through the summary form of the 

title becomes further complicated. 

• • • 

If two interpretations attribute different meanings to a painting, but 

both are consistent with the facts about the artwork, artist, the 

artist's society, etc., there is no further order of fact to which one can 

appeal to decide between them. 32 

David Carrier 

31 Fisher, op. cit., (1984), p.293. 

32 David Carrier, cited in Jonathan Gilmore, 'David Carrier's Art History' ,Journal of Aesthetics and 
Art Criticism, Vol. 53:1, (1995), p.43. The words are Gilmore's, but they are a summary or paraphrase 
of the arguments David Carrier is making for the nature of artwriting. 
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In this section I want to pose the title as a summary articulation 

of rival interpretations. Although the dispute I will illustrate is 

invariably one that is unlikely to be solved, and in itself particularly 

unusual, it provides a pointed reflection on the interpretative nature 

of the title as a summary articulation of interpretation. A further 

notion emerges of the way in which a title can stand for an allegiance 

to a particular idea or a specific understanding of an artwork. I will 

outline the example and then consider the rival interpretations of the 

painting. 

The ensumg discussion 1s of Paolo Veronese and the 

renomination of a painted work. The canvas in question was initially 

known as The Last Supper, 1573. This enormous canvas was 

commissioned from Veronese for the rear wall of the refectory of the 

Church of Santi Giovanni e Paolo in Venice, and is now housed in the 

Gallerie dell' Accademia there. 

The form of the dispute with this painting lies in Veronese's 

execution of the commissioned subject and the way in which the work 

was received. Veronese's canvas was to represent the subject of the 

Last Supper.33 This work was to replace a painting by Titian of the 

same subject which had been damaged by fire in 1571.34 Veronese's 

Last Supperwas completed on April 20, 1573, and three months later, 

the painter was called before the Holy Tribunal to answer charges of 

impropriety. 35 

Veronese had represented the holy scene of the Last Supper as 

a grand Venetian festivity that incorporated banqueters and attendant 

servants, German soldiers, and animals of an exotic nature. In the 

middle of the tripartite composition, lost amidst the revelry of the 

festive milieu, resides Jesus. 

33 David Rosand,Painting in Cinquecento Venice: Titian, Veronese, Tintoretto, (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, c.1982), p.163. 

34 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982), p.163. 

35 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982), p.163. 
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The charge of impropriety was levelled at Veronese's depiction of 

'buffoons, drunkards, Germans, dwarfs and other such scurrilities' in 

the holy scene of the Last Supper.36 Veronese attempted at some 

length a defence of his depicted subject, the basis of which was to 

make recourse to the poetic licence of the painter. When asked, 'Why 

the jester with a parrot?', he replied, 'For ornament, as is 

customary.'37 Veronese replied, when asked whom he thought had 

been present at the Last Supper; 'but, if in a picture there is extra 

space, I enrich it with figures according to the subject.'38 And when 

asked if he had been commissioned to depict Germans and buffoons, 

he responded no; 'But the commission was to decorate the picture as I 

saw fit; it seemed to me that it was large and capable of 

accommodating many figures.'39 However, for the most part, 

Veronese's defence was an apology for the excessive number of 

figures . 

The outcome of the proceedings against Veronese required him 

to alter the painting at his own expense, to remove the indecorous 

figures, and to do so within a period of three months.40 Rather than 

taking brush to canvas and altering the painting, Veronese merely 

altered the title, changing the canvas in a much more profound way. 

The Last Supper became in an instant, the Feast in the House of Levi 

David Rosand notes that the Feast '[was] a less frequently depicted 

subject that called for the presence of "publicans and sinners" (Luke 

5:30) and which presumably could also accommodate "other such 

scurrilities."'41 The renomination appears to have appeased the 

Inquisitors' objections, and to have satisfied the painter himself. 

36 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982), p.163. 

37 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982), p.163. 

38 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982), p.163. 

39 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982), p.163. 

40 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982), p.163. 

41 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982), p.163. 
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When Veronese transformed the title, he effectively transformed 

the 'subject' of the painting. To the Holy Tribunal, Veronese's 

depiction of the Last Supper was an act of impropriety. The Feast in 

the House of Levi, however, was acceptable. 

Here I want to consider two commentator's responses to the 

titular renomination of Veronese's canvas. The first is W. R. Rearick 

in The A.rt of Paolo Veronese} 1528- 1588. 42 Rearick's response to the 

change in title and subject is this: 'One label or another, what matters 

is that in this banqueting picture Veronese refined his virtuosity even 

further.'43 Rearick's response, then, is typically ambivalent. The 

change in title is acknowledged as part of the historical interest of the 

picture, yet what apparently matters for Rearick is the skilful 

execution of the image. Rearick states: 

The scene is viewed from directly in front with all the personages 

close to the foreground plane and with the protagonist, Jesus, serving 

as centralized vanishing point. Around him, some fifty major figures 

and supernumeraries are disposed in such a way as to create an 

effect of contrapuntal chorality, with multiple secondary foci that drop 

progressively lower as they begin to involve the foreshortened 

elements of the architectural decor. 44 

Rearick refers to the image as the Feast in the House of Levi, 

and so there is strong reason to believe that he considers this to be 

the subject of the picture. Rearick pauses on the initial title, the Last 

Supper, but refrains from italicising it (as may be considered the art 

historical practice), only to point out the historical complications of 

the subject of representation. 

42 W.R. Rearick, The Art of Paolo Veronese, 1528-1588, with introductory essay by Terisio Pignatti, 
(Cambridge: National Gallery of Art and Cambridge University Press, c.1988). 

43 Rearick, op. cit., (c.1988), p.14. 

44 Rearick, op. cit., (c.1988), p.14. 
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Rearick's withdrawal from italicising the 'Last Supper' points to 

an acknowledgement that this is neither the title nor the subject of the 

painting. When Rearick casually states, 'One label or another. .. ', he 

seems to effectively withdraw from any debate about the title and 

subject of the painting. However, he leans toward the title and subject 

of the work as the Feast in the House of Levi. More explicitly, 

Rearick's allegiance to a particular way of understanding the artwork 

comes when he states: 'The huge canvas created grave problems for 

Veronese. Not only did he not paint the subject assigned him, a Last 

Supper, but he transformed it once again into a grand Venetian 

festivity. '45 The latter title either affects Rearick's response to the 

painting, such that he cannot understand the work as the depiction of 

the Last Supper, or, he finds in the title a particular understanding of 

the artwork akin to his own. Rearick, in a sense, accepts the change 

of title and inevitably the recognition of the subject as it appeared to 

the Holy Tribunal and, in the end, to Veronese himself. Rearick 

interprets the artwork from the position of the latter title, and the title 

he uses restricts him from understanding the artwork as The Last 

Supper. 

Where Rearick had referred to Veronese's canvas as the Feast in 

the House of Levi, David Rosand in Painting in Cinquecento Venice 

refers to this particular picture as Veronese's Last Supper. 46 Rosand 

constructs an argument for the title or subject of the work that is 

sensitive to extracts of Veronese's defence. 

Rosand's argument takes the following form: 

Twice, when asked why he painted those buffoons, drunkards, 

Germans, and dwarfs, he [Veronese] refers in reply to the spatial 

structure of the composition: "I did it because I assumed that these 

were outside of the place of the supper," and "While I may not have 

considered many things, I intended to cause no confusion, especially 

45 Rearick, op. cit., (c.1988), p.13. 

46 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982). 
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since those figures of buffoons are outside of the place where Our 

Lord is depicted." Twice, then, Veronese himself makes the kind of 

spatial distinctions suggested by our analysis, isolating the middle 

level as a sort of sacred space. 47 

82 

The distinction that Rosand makes for his recourse to the initial 

title and subject is based upon the spatial composition of the picture. 

Rosand argues that there are different 'spatial strata' to the picture: 

first, those figures, including the troublesome German soldiers and 

buffoon, in front of the loggia and belonging to the realm of the 

spectator; then, just on the other side of the front arches, beneath the 

vaulting of the loggia, and clearly within the world of the picture, 

Christ and his disciples at the table; and finally, viewed through and 

beyond the arcade is the panoramic backdrop of the buildings and 

open sky ... The architecture of each of these realms is constructed 

according to its own individual perspective system. 48 

Rosand argues to 'restore' the initial subject and title of the 

artwork through an attentiveness to the spatial construction of the 

picture, and through a sensitivity to the intentions of the artist who 

cues us to the spatial dislocations. Rosand's own words are: 

I do not think that the painter's own comments can be dismissed or 

even devalued as simply nai:ve or as expediently disingenuous. They 

point, rather, to a positive significance in the compositional structure 

of his Last Supper (as we should now call it) that is surely worthy of 

the sophistication of the structure itself. 49 

For Rosand, the title and subject of the artwork are now 

restored to the initial intentions of the artist. For Rearick, the title has 

47 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982), p.164. 

48 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982), p.162. 

49 Rosand, op. cit., (c.1982), p.164. 



) 

A 

\ ~ 
\ 
I 
I, 
I 

r> 
I' ,, 
;1 

\ I 

\/ 
\' 
IJ 
11 
/: 

7 

83 

become absorbed into the historical factors impinging on the reception 

of the artwork. 

The issue I want to focus on is this: What is the 'subject' of 

Veronese's canvas? Is the transformation of titular description on 

Veronese's part enough to transform the 'subject' of the painting? It 

would seem to have satisfied the Holy Tribunal, and indeed Rearick. 

Or was the transformation of the title a superficial appeasement that 

can be restored historically by appealing to the artist's defence as 

Rosand argues? 

After seeing the way in which the title becomes for both Rearick 

and Rosand a summary articulation of the interpretation of the 

artwork, to what can we appeal to decide between these rival 

interpretations of subject? A central issue of the interpretative force of 

the title becomes this, and it is a question that can be posed for 

virtually any understanding of an artwork and its title: is the artwork 

understood the way it is because of the declaration the title creates for 

the work of art, or does the title take the form it does because the 

work of art is understood in a particular way?SO The form of this 

question is taken from a critique of David Carrier by Jonathan 

Gilmore, and while the question posed by Gilmore is from a different 

context, I find the form of the question useful for my purposes. 

Gilmore's response to posing this type of question is; 'How could the 

choice between these alternatives be decided? An appeal to the 

artwork as "it really is," independent of interpretations' is, in itself, 

impossible.Si Laurie Edson notes pertinently; 

In order to judge the title inadequate, one would have to be able to 

interpret the work without considering the title; in other words, one 

would have to (first) arrive at an understanding of the work, and then 

50 Gilmore, op. cit., (1995), p.41. 

51 Gilmore, op. cit., (1995), p.41. 
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But Edson also notes; 'Changing a title will not lead to a better or 

worse understanding, it will only lead to a d.zfferentunderstanding.'53 

The situation as it stands is one that cannot be easily solved or 

explained away. Logically, Veronese's picture cannot be both The Last 

Supper and The Feast in the House of Levi And yet there is no firm 

ground from which to say that one interpretation is correct and the 

other incorrect. Can the correctness of an interpretation through the 

title be ascertained by appealing to the facts which correspond with 

the artwork? Both Rosand and Rearick interpret the artwork in a way 

consistent with the facts, and yet their interpretations of the work, 

captured in the summary form of the title, are opposed. The two 

interpretations are contradictory, and yet each is asserted truly and 

appears to be true. What is problematic is that contradictions cannot 

be asserted truly. David Carrier notes; 'Truth to the facts is too weak 

a criterion ... to adjudicate disagreements among present-day 

interpreters. '54 

This example is particularly extreme, but it forces us to confront 

a significant problem. If there is no logic by which we can call a single 

title the correct interpretation of the artwork, then why does the idea 

of generating the correct interpretation of the artwork hold any 

interest for us? 

To see both Rosand's and Rearick's advancement of a particular 

title is to see the way in which the descriptive title is an interpretation 

of the artwork. There is a form of relativism to the interpretation of 

paintings. Rosand and Rearick are roughly contemporaneous and the 

different interpretations they make of the Veronese painting seems to 

52 Edson, op. cit., (1984), p.83. 

53 Edson, op. cit., (1984), p.83. 

54 Carrier, op. cit., (c.1991), pp.45-46. 
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be one of 'viewer' or 'reader-response'. But there is also the kind of 

relativism in the interpretative enterprise that was discussed in 

Chapter Two, which was that titles of artworks may change over time, 

according to the interests of that time. The kind of title which 

provides a convincing explanation of the artwork to one artwriter will 

not necessarily be found convincing by another, whether they are 

contemporaries or separated across history. To use one particular 

title as opposed to another is to pledge an allegiance, to one degree or 

another, to a particular understanding of the artwork. 

• • • 

there is no neutral mode of verbal representation ... that does not 

imply some interpretation of the artworks described. 55 

David Carrier 

In this concluding section of the chapter I want to consider the 

non-neutrality of verbal representation and the complicating factor of 

an artwriter's special interests in giving a verbal representation, in the 

form of a title, to an artwork. The artwriter is John Pope-Hennessy, 

and the discussion will develop around his fast and loose play with 

the terms of titular description. 

The title as a description perhaps ought be a neutral 

articulation by language of that which we can 'all' see. An example 

might be Manet's The Boy with the Sword discussed in the chapter 

'Senses of Description'. When looking at Manet's painting we see a 

boy and we see a sword. But we might also say that a descriptive title 

entails the existence of a particular interest in what features are 

significant for that interest. We might then ask, 'whose interest?' For 

there too is the interest of the artwriter. 

All writers on art attempt to describe something about an 

artwork. Vasari, for example, writing about Michelangelo's Conversion 

55 David Carrier, cited in Gilmore, op. cit., (1995), p.40. 
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of Saint Paul, c.1545, in the Vatican, describes his subject matter, 

while Wofflin's goal was to describe his style and composition.56 We 

might say that Vasari's interest was the description of content or 

theme, and Wofflin's interest is the description of style and 

composition in Michelangelo's work. Both Vasari and Wofflin have 

different interests, although they discuss a single artist's work. The 

artwriter's interest can at times influence the painting's subject, and 

this is characteristically articulated in the form of the title. The 

artwriter's interest can impact upon the title of the work as an 

interpretation of that work, and can transform the title, painting, and 

the range of interpretations the artwork might sustain. 

Consider this example. We can separate John Pope-Hennessy's 

account of Piero della Francesca's Flagellation, c.1455, from all other 

interpretations. This can be done because all other of Piero's 

commentators are agreed, to one degree or another, that the left part 

of the subject of the painting is the flagellation of Christ, originating 

initially with Ubaldo Tosi's inventory of the Cathedral at Urbino.57 

Tosi's inventory reference, dated 1744, states: 'In the sacristy ... the 

Flagellation of Our Lord upon the column and, set apart, our most 

serene highnesses the dukes Oddo Antonio, Federico and Guid'Ubaldo 

by Pietro Dall'Borgo.'58 For three centuries, no record of Piero's 

painting apparently exists, so this makes Tosi's eighteenth century 

reference the earliest description of its kind in respect of this painting. 

Most of the painting's commentators are in disagreement about 

other features of the work, such as the relation between the individual 

figures and the nature of the foreground/background interaction. 

Some commentators want to explain the left side of the painting, some 

56 Carrier, op. cit., (c.1991), pp.102-103. 

57 Carlo Ginzburg, The Enigma of Fiero: Fiero della Francesca; the Baptism, the Arezza Cycle, the 
Flagellation, translated by Martin Ryle and Kate Soper, introduction by Peter Burke, (London: New 
Left Books, 1985), p.53. 

58 Ginzburg, op. cit., (1985), p.53. 
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want to explain the right. Many commentators spend some time 

identifying the figures.59 Since the right side of the painting and the 

nature of the figures is conventionally understood to be more 

enigmatic than the left, the title of Piero's painting is generated from 

the identification of the event at the left of the painting, namely, 'the 

flagellation of Christ'. In this single respect, Longhi, Gombrich, Lavin, 

Ginzburg and Clark, to name but a few of the painting's 

commentators, are agreed. Pope-Hennessy disagrees, withdrawing 

from the identification of the left half of the subject of the painting as 

Christ's flagellation. His disagreement has a decisive consequence for 

the title of the artwork. 

The form of Pope-Hennessy's discussion is based upon what he 

refers to as the 'myth' of an untested assumption. 60 This assumption 

is that the 'subject' of Piero's painting is the flagellation of Christ, 

captured by the title. Pope-Hennessy takes issue with the general 

familiarity of the description of the left half of the subject of Piero's 

painting in Tosi's inventory, and determines that the description has 

blinded interpreters to the 'true' subject of the artwork. 

Hennessy states: 

there is no Christ, no Pontius Pilate, indeed no real flagellation. 

Neither the gilded classical figure on top of the column, nor the 

aureole surrounding the victim's head, nor the brilliant light with 

which this part of the picture is suffused is explicable if the scene 

depicts the Flagellation of Christ. The subject of the painting ... is 

The Dream of St Jerome. 61 

Pope-

Pope-Hennessy determines Piero's panel to be markedly 

different from 'other' representations of Christ's flagellation, 

59 James Elkins, Our Beautiful, Dry, and Distant Texts: Art History as Writing, (Pennsylvania: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), p.169. The literature on the identities of the figures on the 
right side of Piero's Flagellation is summarised on page 167 of this text. 

60 John Pope-Hennessy, The Fiero della Francesca Trail, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1993), p.8. 

61 Pope-Hennessy, op. cit., (1993), pp.8-10. 
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containing features that do not conventionally appear in works 

depicting this subject. These features, Pope-Hennessy notes, are the 

gilded classical figure, the aureole around the head of the 'victim', and 

the brilliant light in the flagellation scene of the painting.62 According 

to Pope-Hennessy, these three features are not 'explicable if the scene 

depicts the Flagellation of Christ. '63 

For Pope-Hennessy, previous interpretation has not adequately 

explained away these three features, and so the subject of the painting 

points for him in a different direction. This direction leads to his 

discerning that the subject of the left half of Piero's picture 1s the 

dream of St. Jerome, and he seeks to explain the subject of the 

painting by recourse to St. Jerome's letter to Eustochium. Through 

recourse to this letter, the unexplained imagery is now explicable. 

After extensively quoting St. Jerome's letter as a textual source for the 

subject of the picture, Pope-Hennessy exclaims: 

The points of correspondence, while not in themselves conclusive, are 

extremely close. The dazzling light towards which the head of the 

figure at the column is directed, the brilliant reflected illumination of 

the figures round him, and the impassive seated figure on the left 

correspond precisely with the description in St. Jerome's letter, while 

those features which do not correspond, the harmonious architecture, 

the classical column, the gilded figure and the celestial staircase seen 

through a doorway at the back, are more readily explained as 

extrapolations on the subject of St. Jerome's dream than as additive 

elements in an orthodox Flagellation. 64 

Pope-Hennessy believes the three features inadequately 

accounted for in other interpretations (gilded classical figure, the 

aureole around the victim's head, and the brilliant light of the 

62 John Pope-Hennessy, 'Whose Flagellation?' ,Apollo, Vol.124:295, (1986), p.162. 

63 Pope-Hennessy, op. cit., (1986), p.162. 

64 Pope-Hennessy, op. cit., (1986), p.163. 



I , 
I
,' 
i '>-

89 

flagellation scene) are integral to the flagellation scene of St. Jerome. 

However, after citing St. Jerome's letter, Pope-Hennessy invokes the 

correspondence of dazzling light in the picture and in his textual 

source, makes no reference to the aureole around the victim's head, 

and refers to the gilded figure not as a point of correspondence, but as 

an extrapolation on the subject of St. Jerome's dream - the inference 

of unknown values from the textual source. 

Pope-Hennessy has recourse to further 'evidence' to support his 

contestation of subject. 'Visual confirmation' is found in comparison 

to a predella of an altarpiece painted by Matteo di Giovanni, a painter 

who worked briefly in Sansepolcro in the late 1450s.65 This predella, 

Pope-Hennessy claims, depicts the subject of the dream of St. Jerome: 

In the centre is a naked youth, once more with an aureole not a halo, 

with hands raised in self-protection against two flagellants; to the left 

is a male figure in right profile seated on a throne; and beside him, 

facing the spectator, stands a second figure, who receives instructions 

from the seated judge. On the extreme right are two male spectators 

who comment on the scene. At the back is an open doorway, with a 

baptismal relief above it, and through it can be seen a gilded font or 

tabernacle. Matteo di Giovanni was no geometer, so there is no 

geometry; his mastery of light was limited, so the Flagellation is 

represented in the open air, and the judge is shown in shadow; and 

he was no humanist, so there is no column and no gilded statue. 66 

Pope-Hennessy concludes emphatically; 

But the actors correspond so closely, in function if not in pose, that 

one conclusion and one only is admissible. If Matteo di Giovanni's 

panel represents the Dream of St. Jerome, Piero della Francesca's 

panel does so too. 67 

65 Pope-Hennessy, op. cit., (1986), p.163. 

66 Pope-Hennessy, op. cit., (1986), pp.163-64. 

67 Pope-Hennessy, op. cit., (1986), p.164. 
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Pope-Hennessy's account is speculative, but his narrative is a 

response to an extraordinary similarity of composition and detail that 

he discerns between Piero's work and Giovanni's Dream of St. Jerome, 

c.1476.68 

The point of interest I want to pursue is this; as the very subject 

of Piero's painting is in dispute, so too is its title. And so, in a deft act 

of interpretative strategy, Pope-Hennessy changes the title of the 

painting. To change the title from The Flagellation to The Dream of St. 

Jerome, Pope-Hennessy must regard the title as a verbal description of 

part of the subject of the painting. Conversely, so too must Longhi, 

Lavin, Gombrich, and other of Piero's commentators who retain the 

conventional title, The Flagellation of Chii.st. 

Is Pope-Hennessy merely righting a wrong, restoring an identity 

that has become the conventional way of understanding the story of 

Piero's painting? The situation is more involved than this. If Pope

Hennessy were to advance his interpretation without changing the 

title he would risk an equivocation. And so the change of title 

becomes an important part in the adequacy of Pope-Hennessy's 

interpretation. His argument would risk being an interpretation 

without weight, and this would further compound and exasperate the 

speculative elements of his narrative. Rather, Pope-Hennessy 

advocates a change in our understanding of the picture's story-telling 

subject, or that which the title retails to us, and so the title must be 

contoured to the subject he advances, rather than risking the merits 

of his interpretation. 

But there is also reason to leave the title as it is. Pope

Hennessy agrees that part of the subject of the painting is a 

flagellation, just not that of Christ's, but St. Jerome's for reading 

pagan literature. Could one not more readily refer to the painting in 

the vernacular, such that the painting be called The Flagellation? This 

would perhaps be a more neutral title for organising our response to 

68 Carrier, op. cit., (c.1991), p.36, Fn#32. 
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half of the artwork, but one which is ambivalent. And so, in a sense, 

we must be a little suspicious of Pope-Hennessy's change to the 

description of Piero's painting through the title. It seems to come so 

quickly and so easily as to invite this kind of suspicion. 

Pope-Hennessy's account is certainly not without its converts. 

Robert Black, for instance, reviewing Carlo Ginzburg's The Enigma of 

Piero for the Oxford A.It Journal concludes his discussion, stating; 

an alternative to Ginzburg's amateurism has now been offered, on the 

basis of precisely these methods of textual and visual commentary, by 

John Pope'-Hennessy. Pope-Hennessy argues that Piero's Flagellation 

depicts not the flagellation of Christ but of St Jerome in his dream as 

described in his famous letter to Eustochium. This text provides an 

almost complete programme for Piero's painting ... It seems that one 

of Piero's enigmas has at last been solved, but not by the author of 

the The Enigma of Piero!69 

As a counter-example to Pope-Hennessy's interpretative 

advancement, consider Ernst Gombrich's interpretation of Piero's 

Flagellation. Gombrich shifts the focus from the left-side subject of 

the painting to the right, and attempts to account for the enigmatic 

bystanders. Gombrich had put forth the thesis that the foreground 

bystanders might represent the scene of Judas's repentance.70 

However, after setting forth the initial hypothesis, Gombrich noted; 'I 

do not know whether the literary and iconographic parallels I was able 

to cite convinced anyone. Having examined the picture in vain for any 

traces of the thirty pieces of silver I was ready to join the sceptics. '7l 

But then, Gombrich notes: 

69 Robert Black, 'The uses and abuses of iconology: Piero della Francesca and Carlo Ginzburg', Oxford 
Art Journal, Vol. 9:2, (1986), pp.70-71. 

70 E. H. Gombrich, 'The repentence of Judas in Piero della Francesca's Flagellation of Christ,' Journal 
of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, Vol.22, (1959), p.172. See also, E. H. Gombrich, 'The 
liternture of art: Piero della Francesca' ,Burlington Magazine, Vol. 94, (1962), pp.176-78. 

71 Gombrich, op. cit., (1959), p.172. 
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The drawing in the Albertina recently attributed to the circle of Tura, 

has occasioned a relapse. There are no coins here either, but the type 

and gesture of the main figure clearly fit the story of Judas throwing 

the money at the feet of the Elders. There is no need to dwell on the 

difference between this crude drawing . . . and Piero's arte non 

eloquente. But this very character of Piero's narrative style makes it 

possible to see behind the undeniable similarities of type, gesture and 

pose an identity of subject.72 
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After offering a speculative account, inconclusive in itself and 

based upon visual suggestion or similarity, Gombrich does not go on 

to change the title of the artwork to The Repentance of Judas. And so 

in contrast to Pope-Hennessy and his renomination of Piero's painting, 

the stakes appear to be a little higher than the restoration of the 

subject of a painted work. 

Pope-Hennessy's renomination becomes a kind of strategy to 

further the plausibility and weight of the claims he makes. Changing 

the title becomes an extension of Pope-Hennessy's argument, or is 

complicit with it. It is as if the 'evidence' invoked by the artwriter is 

enough to recast the very understanding of part of the painting's 

subject, and consequently, or perhaps strategically, the title. The title 

reflects this interpretation back as an interpretation of the painted 

work itself. 

The descriptive title, in the sense in which Pope-Hennessy 

changes the terms of description, is not a neutral description 

transparent to the transmission of fact, but an expressive medium 

through which to voice the artwriter's interest, or an agent that can 

become complicit with the artwriter's goals. 

So what could be Pope-Hennessy's 'interest' in changing the 

terms of titular description? In what way could the changing of a title 

be complicit with the goals of the artwriter? Pope-Hennessy's 

72 Gombrich, op. cit., (1959), p.172. 



I, 

{ 

,; 

l . 
\ 
f > 
! 

:, 

! ' 

93 

renomination is somewhat perverse. His narrative is speculative and 

based on a text which he believes to provide the source of Piero's 

painting, and the visual similarity of Matteo Giovanni's The Dream of 

Saint Jerome. Visual similarity is just that, and not reason, in itself, 

to sweepingly administer a change in description. And as Gombrich 

notes more generally of the matching of textual sources to artworks: 

any text will give plenty of scope to the artist's imagination. The same 

text can be illustrated in countless ways. Thus it is never possible 

from a given work of art alone to reconstruct the text it may illustrate. 

The only thing we can know for certain is that not all its features can 

be laid down in the text. Which are and which are not, can only be 

established once the text has been identified by other means.73 

To match St. Jerome's letter to Piero's painting cannot in itself 

be conclusive. And so, to offer a speculative narrative and to change 

the title of the artwork on that account seems to go against generating 

the 'correct' interpretation and then changing the terms of description 

on that basis. The provision of a coherent narrative by Pope-

Hennessy is found to be questionable. 

Perhaps a passage from James Elkins's Our Beautiful, Dry, And 

Distant Texts can offer a suggestion: 

When we understand something about a painting and can say some 

things about it, then it is in some sense our property, and we can 

write or lecture or publish on it. A historian who can discover and 

master a new meaning, and successfully claim that meaning is the 

single essential meaning, can "own" the work, at least for a while: it 

becomes the historian's intellectual property, and rival interpretations 

have to measure themselves against the new meaning. 74 

Elkins notes earlier in the same book: 

73 E. H. Gombrich, Symbolic Images: Studies in the Art of the Renaissance, (London: Phaidon, 1972), 
p.3. 

74 Elkins, op. cit., (1997), p.234. 
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the notion that the act of putting words where there are none 

becomes, in certain literatures, the desire to possess or repossess the 

artwork in the name of some historian, some period, or some idea or 

ideology. Derrida calls this "restitution," denoting a particularly 

violent form of the inescapable desire to respond to visual works with 

words, and in art history it is more commonly known as attribution, 

interpretation, or identification ... Considering art history this way, as 

if historians write in order to answer some call for grounding or 

attribution that they hear in the works themselves, is among the 

clearest ways to see that unthematized desires shape arguments.75 
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I offer this explanation tentatively as it is speculative and not an 

answer in itself. But I do so for the following reason. Description has 

a certain 'weight', and to disrupt that weight is to unsettle the 

understanding of the artwork. To reconfigure the understanding of 

one of the more notorious paintings in the history of art by changing 

its title and disrupting part of the subject of the work is no light 

matter. 

Pope-Hennessy's renomination becomes absorbed into our 

thinking about Piero's painting, and if we were to accept his 

declaration about the subject of the work through the title, it can have 

an effect on how we are to understand the artwork. This effect is how 

to understand the identity of the flagellated figure and the figures 

which surround him in the left half of the painting. David Carrier, 

noting an observation by Gombrich, states; 'once an imaginative 

interpretation ... is proposed, even readers who reject it are forced to 

respond. '76 

It would seem that Pope-Hennessy is not the 'passive recipient' 

of meaning generated before him, but rather he casts meaning in the 

terms of his own rhetorical motivations.77 These motivations could be 

75 Elkins, op. cit., (1997), p.xv. 

76 Carrier, op. cit., (c.1991), p.108. 

77 Elkins, op. cit., (1997), p.36. While Elkins's context is different from mine, I find his terminology 
useful for setting out my argument. 
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the exploration of an avenue previously unexplored or neglected. Or it 

could simply be to offer a plausible and interesting account, although 

these considerations are not necessarily to be conflated with 

generating the correct interpretation. But there is also a sense in 

which the artwriter's intellectual property becomes invested in the 

work. The title is, after all, Pope-Hennessy's own contribution, and 

there is certainly an attraction to the idea that an example of 

significant painting such as Piero's Fla.gella.tion can be cast in the 

terms of one's own intellectual interests. 

Pope-Hennessy's renomination is an unusually explicit example 

of an artwriter getting 'involved' and influencing the terms of 

description. There are, however, other commentators who share 

similar sentiments. Michel Butor is one: 

In Les Mots dans la peinture, Michel Butor makes an extraordinary 

claim about the relationship between a painting and its title: "works 

of art may be dangerously misnamed. By using an ill-considered title, 

a painter may prevent us from seeing his painting" ... Suggesting that 

the problem can be corrected by substituting a better title, his 

argument concludes on an optimistic note: "we can . . . restore titles, 

eliminating misunderstandings. "78 

Stephen Bann is another: 

When Norman Bryson reproduces a fine Vermeer on the cover of a 

recent book, he identifies it as The Artist in His Studio. When 

Svetlana Alpers reproduces and discusses the same work in another 

recent study, she calls it The Art of Painting. It could be argued that 

each author has chosen the title which suits their general argument 

best. And that would certainly be true in my own case, where I use 

the same picture on the front of a book of historiographical essays: 

78 Michel Butor, cited in Edson, op. cit., (1984), p.83. 
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the title required in this case, which foreshadows the invocation of 

Clio, Muse of History at the outset of the work, is Allegozy of Fame. 79 
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This passage from Bann is seemingly favourable to the kind of fast 

and loose play with the terms of titular description. I would like to 

offer one final example here, this time by John Fisher, who adopts a 

more deprecating tone in respect of the way in which descriptive titles 

seem to be composed and replaced at will. He states: 

the experiences of interpreting and evaluating the work are both 

affected by the name given to it. How one interprets the large Titian 

in the Louvre depends to a certain degree on whether it is The 

Mocking of Christ, as the catalog indicates, or Signor Pellegrini 

Attempting to Escape from Prison, a title which no one has ever 

ascribed to it until this moment but one which one (in a very 

Veronese moment) could. 

Of course, manipulating interpretation by contrived titles 

sounds slightly unethical. Undaunted by such considerations, 

contemporaries do it all the time.so 

Fisher's use of the word 'contrived' is worth comment. Are not all 

titles, to varying degrees, contrived in some way? Are not all 

descriptive titles 'constructions', 'devices', or part of the 'apparatus' of 

the experience of the work of art? A title, such as the kind which 

Pope-Hennessy gives to Piero's Flagellation, is a declaration about 

features held to be significant for our understanding of the work of 

art. But titles, more generally, are not neutral descriptions 

transparent to features set down on the canvas, but a specific 

interpretative cue that impacts upon our understanding of the painted 

work. In fact, it might seem that a descriptive title can be composed 

whenever the need is felt to do so, and it is certainly arguable, in 

regard to Fisher's comment, whether there are 'ethical' considerations 

79 Stephen Bann, 'The mythical conception is the name: Titles and names in modem and post-modem 
painting', Word and Image, Vol.1:2, (1985), p.176. 

8° Fisher, op. cit., (1984), pp.293-294. 
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to be taken into account. What, exactly, might these ethical 

considerations be? An appeal to the intentions of the artist? An 

appeal to the facts in respect of the artwork, or the society in which 

the artist lived? 

Descriptive titles are interpretations of artworks, or language 

veiled in thought. Perhaps, ideally, the emphasis 'should' be on 

getting the description 'right', where 'rightness' implies the 'neutrality' 

of a title. But descriptive titles, perhaps, seem to be more in accord 

with the interest of the artwriter than in the interest of the artist, and 

so the description of a picture is likely never a neutral enterprise. If, 

indeed, descriptive titles can be comprehensively understood as being 

interpretations, and it is this which I have been pursuing, then the 

whole field of the title as a descriptive interpretation of features or 

properties of the artwork is fraught with anxieties and enamoured in 

an endemic complexity of issues in the joining of title to artwork, word 

to image. 



r 

'r 

,. 
,. 

i ;~ 
I 

1 

i 

'~ 

98 

Titles and 
Catachresis: 
A Conclusion 

Chapter Four 

In the preceding chapters I have tried to articulate a number of 

different problems, issues, ambiguities, and anxieties of titling 

practice. But there is one final - very general - issue which causes 

unease. Titles are in words; paintings are not. So I close with 

remarks on catachresis. 

Many of the ideas m this final section were generated from 

issues pertaining to artwriting1 and through the essays collected 

under the title The language of art histo.ry, edited by Salim Kemal and 

Ivan Gaskell.2 The underlying theme of this collection of essays 

concerns the relationship between the artwork and language, and 

titles are one application of the relation between word and image. Of 

particular pertinence is Michael Baxandall's contribution to this 

1 In my undergraduate studies I undertook a paper given by Dr. Peter Leech given the name Artwriting. 
Many of the issues considered in this paper have been taken up in this thesis, and in particular for this 
chapter, the issue of catachresis. 

2 The language of art history, eds. Salim Kemal and Ivan Gaskell, (Cambridge and New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
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volume, 'The language of art criticism'3, and also Baxandall's Pattems 

of intention: On the historical explanation of pictures.4 

• • • 

Pictures provoke us. One way in which we respond to this 

provocation, to answer the call for grounding, is to respond with 

words. What a description explicitly is, is a requirement for more than 

the designation of particular pictures. If all that was required was the 

singling out of artworks, then purely referential titles would suffice. 

The description of the artwork through the title is the initial attempt to 

capture the image in words. 

There are certain problems in trying to capture images in words. 

One of these problems lies in the bringing together of two different 

mediums, images and words, and a certain incommensurability of 

trying to explain one in the terms of the other. It is not a problem 

exclusive to the relation between title and artwork, but one endemic in 

art discussion in general. There is the logical paradox in the precise 

sense of the term, namely, how language might capture the ineffable, 

the unutterable. 

James Elkins notes; 'The whole literature on "word and image" -

which began in the sixteenth century, but only flowered in the 

twentieth - can be taken as a sign that contemporary art historians 

are aware, as never before, of the problems of putting text together 

with image. We are more reflective about interpretation, more aware 

of its pitfalls.'S The problem, as Giovan Pietro Bellori noted in 1672, is 

that words are inadequate to describe paintings. 6 Ultimately, pictures 

3 Michael Baxandall, 'The language of art criticism', The language of art history, eds. Salim Kemal 
and Ivan Gaskell, (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 

4 Michael Baxandall,Patterns of intention: On the historical explanation of pictures, (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1985). 

5 James Elkins, Why are our pictures puzzles? On the modern origins of pictorial complexity, (New 
York: Routledge, 1999), p.30. 

6 Elkins, op. cit., (1999), p.27. 
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are resistant to description, and this poses a significant problem for 

titles as descriptions of paintings. I would like to flesh out the nature 

of the problem by citing an extended passage from Flint Schier's 

Deeper into pictures to elaborate on this apparent refusal of images to 

let themselves be turned into words. Schier states: 

Anyone who reflects on pictorial experience cannot fail to sense that 

pictures are both like and unlike literary works. A Dutch landscape 

painter and a travel writer can give us, each in his own way, an idea 

of what a town or river looks like, but while the painter makes us see 

his town, the writer can at best inspire us to imagine our seeing it. 

Vermeer's lh'ew of Delft is just that: a view of Delft: we seem to see 

through his canvas to a small Dutch town, its dark reflection 

shimmering in the river. No doubt the gifted writer can 'paint' such a 

scene with a few deft words, but reading her will not remotely 

resemble a Vermeerian view of Delft. 

To get a feel for the importance of this distinction, imagine 

replacing various depictions by descriptions. Take down the portrait 

of grandfather judge and replace it by a description of his appearance; 

replace the altarpiece by a passage that describes the crucifixion; take 

down the poster of Bakunin or Colette and put a description in its 

place. Pictures, one finds, are more apt than descriptions to stand in 

for what they symbolise or denote. Nor is the representational virtue 

of depiction due to any aesthetic inferiority of description, for not even 

the most moving description of the crucifixion could take over the 

function of the meanest provincial altarpiece. 7 

This passage by Schier gives nse to varymg sorts of descriptions, 

where my own concern is with descriptions that are linearly quite 

short.s But Schier's discussion raises the distinction that I want to 

generate, and this distinction is the absurdity of attempting to capture 

in words the properties of pictures. 

7 Flint Schier,Deeper into pictures: An essay on pictorial representation, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986 [reprinted 1989]), p.l. 

8 The terminology 'linearly quite short' was generated in contrast to the terminology Michael 
Baxandall uses, 'linearly quite long', in Baxandall, op. cit., (1985), p.5. 
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The basic form of the absurdity is that the visual artwork is not 

structured like a passage of language, which is linear, discursive, and 

sequential.9 We understand language through sequence, structure 

and rules. When language is not used sequentially, we are unable to 

understand. Painting, however, lacks the kind of structure with 

which language is articulated. In fact, the very structure of a painting 

itself is unclear. We cannot say of a painting where its beginning, 

middle and end are. The adage that 'a picture is worth one thousand 

words' seems to point to the fact that a picture can do what words do. 

But the 'one thousand words' of a picture come all at once - they come 

instantaneously - and this cannot be done economically by language. 

As Cy Twombly was to inscribe on his Untitled, 1990; 'the image 

cannot be dispossessed of a primordial freshness which ideas can 

never claim. 'lo 

The issue at stake is one of catachresis; the 'Improper use of 

words; [or the] application of a term to a thing which it does not 

properly denote;' or the use of a strained or deliberately paradoxical 

term which is too far removed from its true meaning. 11 Here, the term 

catachresis is applied to the mismatch of describing paintings through 

language. 

There 1s a certain incommensurability in attempting to bring 

together successfully the image and the word. And this is because 

descriptive titles are the application of linguistic/ conceptual ideas to 

non-linguistic/non-conceptual objects (paintings), and so the title 

constitutes a misapplication of conceptual structures to non

conceptual structures. If the title and the artwork have different 

9 Baxandall, op, cit., (1991), p.72. 

10 For the inscription, see Kirk Varnedoe, Cy Twombly: A Retrospective, (New York: Museum of 
Modem Art, c.1994), p.154, plate 113. 

11 Oxford English Dictionary, second edition, Vol. II, prepared by J. A. Simpson and E. S. C. Weiner, 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989). P.965. The application of the term 'catachresis' is given further 
discussion in Richard Shiff, 'Cezanne' s Physicality: the politics of touch', The language of art history, 
eds. Salim Kemal and Ivan Gaskell, (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 
p.150. 
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structures, how can one be about the other? How can the title be a 

description of the artwork? This issue of catachresis, of the 

inadequacies of describing pictures through words, forces us to 

confront a deficiency in language and the failure of words. If a picture 

is worth one thousand words, what severely limited number of words 

should one use in attempting to capture the image through a title? 

• • • 

I want to pursue the deficiency of language to articulate 

specifically pictorial values in a form of a rejoinder to the section on 

'Textual Description' which began the chapter 'Senses of Description'. 

I would like to propose why titles articulate the readily verbal, rather 

than the specifically pictorial, features of a picture. I will argue that, 

as if sensing the catachrestic distance between the medium of 

language and the visual medium, titles articulate features or 

properties not so much about pictures as about that which can be 

readily transcribed into words. I shall consider some of the ways in 

which pictorial values are conventionally subordinated to content, and 

then I shall pursue the approximateness with which language 

articulates specifically pictorial values. 

In James McNeill Whistler's title, Arrangement in Grey and 

Black: Portrait of the Painter's Mother, 1871, one might note a 

somewhat perverse tendency to subordinate form in favour of content. 

The first-order title, Arrangement in Grey and Black, addresses a 

formal concern of the painting, and the second-order title, Portrait of 

the Painter's Mother, addresses content. The way in which the title is 

articulated posits form as the primary focal interest, and content as 

an ancillary concern. As Gombrich noted; '[Whistler] wished the 

viewer to attend to the sensory qualities of colour and composition 

rather than going straight for the representation of a resigned old 
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lady.'12 And yet the painting was once used on an American postage 

stamp to honour Motherhood, diminishing the primacy of Whistler's 

formal emphasis.13 

Consider a further example, Henri Matisse's Portrait of Madame 

Matisse, 1905, also known by the title, The Green Line. The title, 

Portrait of Madame Matisse, identifies the sitter of the painting, 

articulating its content. Whereas the title, The Green Line, describes 

the band of colour which runs vertically down the middle of the 

sitter's face, dividing the tonal variations of light and shade.14 Such a 

title describes a feature of the painting without any concern for 

content or story. John Fisher noted: 

Whether the head painted in 1905 by Henri Matisse is called Madame 

Matisse, as it sometimes is, or The Green Line, as it perhaps more 

often is, alters the meaning of the work in a significant way. As 

Madame Matisse, it is a portrait, suggestive of, if not representative 

of, her features. As The Green Line, it is a purely fauvistic abstraction 

with the crucial emphasis upon color. The unnatural green line, 

wiping the face from forehead to chin, ruins the portrait but generates 

the powerful construction of the abstraction. Without it, the yellow 

ocher and the pink sides of the face lose their color relationships. 15 

If, as Fisher states, the picture is more often known as The Green Line, 

then there is to be a certain emphasis placed on the specifically 

pictorial values of the painting. But the painting is never to be free 

from the evocation of content. The title, Portrait of Madame Matisse, 

always acts as a support, a vestige of an emphasis on articulating 

content. 

12 Ernst Gombrich, 'Image and word in twentieth-century art', Word and Image, Vol. 1:3, (1985), 
pp.221-222. 

13 John Fisher, 'Entitling', Critical Inquiry, Vol. 11:2, (1984), p.295. 

14 John C. Welchman,Invisible Colors: A Visual History of Titles, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
c.1997), pp.194-195. 

15 Fisher, op. cit., (1984), p.292. 
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I would like to offer one further example, not about titles, but 

which reflects the concern with evoking issues of content as opposed 

to the articulation of pictorial values. The example concerns Frank 

Stella's book Working Space.16 James Elkins, reviewing the book to 

redress the ways in which it has been received, noted; 'Several 

influential readers rejected the book. They found it ... narrow-minded 

(because Stella reads Renaissance paintings as spatial compositions 

and bypasses their narrative meanings). '17 The general tendency 

seemed to have been to address issues of content, and to subordinate 

pictorial values. 

One might speculate why it is that descriptions of paintings so 

often stress the narrativising of the image and the suppression of 

pictorial values. In Western culture, there seems to be a certain 

pleasure in the telling of a story. Once pictorial features are 

narrativised, ostensibly they inspire a more widespread interest, at 

least at a popular level. Such tendencies, however, were to exasperate 

Whistler. Rather than attending to the sensory qualities of his 

painting and the ways in which he had arranged the colour on the 

canvas, his audience was to pass over such concerns. Whistler 

protested; 'The vast majority of English folk cannot and will not 

consider a picture as a picture, apart from any story which it may be 

supposed to tell.'18 Emile Zola spoke to the point when in one of his 

Salons he was to exclaim that 'what he wanted above all in a painting 

was to see a man and not a painting.'19 

Pictorial values, such as colour, composition, or 'space', are 

conventionally subordinated to issues of content as they are 

articulated by the title. And this is because such concerns are so 

16 Frank Stella, Working Space, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986). 

17 James Elkins, 'Abstraction's Sense of History: Frank Stella's Working Space Revisited', American 
Art, Vol. 7:1, (1993), p.29. 

18 James Whistler, cited in Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), p.122. 

19 Emile Zola, cited in Svetlana Alpers, 'Describe or narrate? A problem in realistic representation', 
New Literary History, Vol. 8:1, (1976), p.37. Zola's point is paraphrased by Alpers and not referenced. 
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difficult to describe, if in fact they can be intelligbly described at all. 

Consider this remark by Svetlana Alpers; 'Color is perhaps the least 

discussed and the least well-defined aspect of pictorial art. Generally 

I think this is because it is so hard to describe it in words and its 

effects are so uncalculable.'20 That which cannot be articulated in any 

simple, informative sense, titles pass over. This is not to say that 

issues of colour are not brought to the attention of the spectator by 

descriptive titles, but when such properties are, they seem to be 

subordinated to the articulation of content, and are only articulated in 

the most approximate way, such as 'red', 'blue', and so forth. I want 

to turn now to consider the approximateness with which specifically 

pictorial values are articulated. 

• • • 

One of the demands we place on the descriptive title is that we 

must be able to discern or pick out what is being described. This may 

take various forms, such as with Manet's The Boy with the Sword, in a 

typically straightforward way, or in more complexly organised 

responses such as the relation between the paintings and titles of 

Marden's 'Annunciation' series. But there must be some sense of 

precision applied to, or specification implicit in, the relation between a 

painting and the title which describes it. What a title might describe 

of a picture must be discernible in a recognitionally relevant way. To 

elaborate on this specifying aspect of description, I want to briefly 

address a series of abstract paintings and the description of them 

through the title. Consider John Canaday's deprecating remarks in 

reference to the lack of precision or specificity to a Barnett Newman 

title and the paintings it purportedly describes: 

I had hoped to die without ever having to see again Barnett Newman's 

"Stations of the Cross," that series of empty abstractions given a 

20 Alpers, op. cit., (1976), p.27. 
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faintly sacreligious or at least preposterously pretentious tone by the 

title given them as an afterthought. I cannot really trust the 

judgment of anyone who continues to find significant content in these 

sterile paintings posing as arcane perceptions. We have had 10 years 

now to realize that their only content is simply one of verbal injection 

by Newman's sponsors among critics.21 
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Canaday is unable to apply any sense of precision to the paintings 

through the title Stations of the Cross. The title seemingly does not 

specify in relation to the artworks what it is they are describing. 

When descriptive titles do not specify of pictures what it is that they 

are descriptive of, the description itself seems impoverished and 

blunted. This becomes a significant issue in attempting to account for 

the pictorial values of paintings and their articulation through titles. 

To see the way in which this specifying aspect is at work in 

description, and the lack of precision with which language attempts to 

articulate pictorial values, I want to return to Whistler's title, 

Arrangement in Grey and Black: Portrait of the Painter's Mother. How 

does one pick out an 'Arrangement in Grey and Black'? To what 

degree can one intelligibly make sense of the description 1n a way 

which one can show another what one is referring to? What would 

one point to, in any simple sense, such that another could pick out 

the way that colour is arranged? I could point to areas of grey or 

black, or comment on the juxtaposition of colour areas, but if I was to 

try and say what an arrangement of colour is in a few deft words, I 

would not get very far. The alternative, it might seem, is to go straight 

for the figure of the mother in Whistler's painting. 

Language finds pictorial values inarticulate, whereas content is 

more readily described. Pictorial values less easily lend themselves to 

convenient articulation through language. As language is the domain 

of the title, pictorial values are typically subordinate to issues of 

content, and so are seldom offered in the title in the way that content 

21 John Canaday, cited in Fisher, op. cit., (1984), p.294. 
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1s. A limited and sometimes inadequate language does not easily 

articulate specifically pictorial values. 

Do titles ever address pictures as pictures? James Elkins 

states; 'To see what a picture is, is to see what about it cannot be 

described.'22 Descriptive titles treat paintings crudely. Words seem 

clumsy and crude, approximate and general, in contrast to the 

complexity and specificity of pictures. There is always a sense of 

incompleteness to titles - crude remarks in need of refinement. For 

titles to treat pictures in this way is enough to divert us from seeing a 

picture as a picture, but also to see what about pictures can be 

described. The title, to contour Elkins's context to my own, can 'only 

reach as far as language can easily go.'23 What can be described, 

what the title can articulate, is 'what can be put reasonably well into 

words.'24 The title eludes a firm grasp in describing a picture as a 

picture. 

• • • 

To see the ways in which the descriptive title stands in relation 

to the visual image, to see how it might adhere, its attempts to 

'capture' the image, is to bear witness to the difficulties that language 

has in attempting to get on level terms with pictures. One of the great 

interests of painting is a certain freedom which is not apparent when 

restricted by language. The fundamental practical question for the 

title is whether the image can be captured in conceptual thought? 

Gustave Courbet spoke to the point; 'Titles have never (at any time) 

22 James Elkins, On pictures and the words that fail them, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998), p.47. 

23 James Elkins, Our Beautiful, Dry, and Distant Texts; Art History as Writing, (Pennsylvania: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997). p.44. The context of Elkins's discussion relates to a 
critique of features set forth in an argument by the philosopher Richard Wollheim. While Elkins's 
concerns in this passage are not my own, the terminology is useful for my purposes. 

24 Elkins, op. cit., (1997), p.44. 
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given an accurate idea of objects; if it were otherwise, works would be 

superfluous. '25 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines catachrestic applications 

as an 'abuse', 'misuse', or a 'perversion'.26 In many ways this is a 

characterisation of the descriptive title in its application to the artwork 

which I have been pursuing. There is the problem of quite what a 

descriptive title is a description of; the point that there is no 'unique' 

descriptive interpretation, and so the possibility that a single picture 

might sustain multiple meanings that are even rival or opposed, and 

there is the further complication of the artwriter and his/her 

involvement in giving a title to a painting. And so it might seem that 

in appending words to images, a number of anxieties are raised as to 

how those words stand in relation to the visual image. 

However, Quintilian noted that; 'he that denies that a certain 

term is applicable to a certain thing, is obliged to show what term 

would be more applicable.'27 One might recall at this point the remark 

by John Fisher cited in the chapter section that concerned issues of 

reference, that titles 'are never in patches of color or in nonverbal 

noises. '28 And what if they were? Surely no one would suggest that 

titles would be more applicable to paintings if they were in spots of red 

or blue or the flourish of a flute or in birdsong. 

Pictures often jar our efforts to comprehend them, and this is a 

feature of the 'muteness' of painting, its refusal to speak. But the 

experience of art is not merely the experience of looking at art, and 

herein lies a central function of the title in its application to pictures . 

Where purely referential titles are mute, as in pointing, the descriptive 

title is never so. The descriptive title entails prosopopoeia - 'the 

25 Gustave Courbet, cited in Welchman, op. cit., (c.1997), p.59. 

26 Oxford English Dictionary, op. cit., (1989), p.965. 

27 Quintilian,Institutes of Oratory, Vol. 2, translated by Rev. John Selby Watson, (London: George 
Bell and Sons, 1902), p.34. 

28 Fisher, op. cit., (1984), p.287. 
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rhetorical technique of envoicing a silent object', and so the act of 

describing is the occasion for the lack of muteness.29 

The title is a means by which a concern is communicated, an 

interest in the artwork is proposed, or some feature or property that is 

held to have some significance for us, is articulated. And this can 

only be done through a medium which is readily comprehensible and 

digestible. If pictures could say all that they have to say, we would 

have no need for descriptive titles. But pictures are inarticulate, 

whereas language is articulate. Description is the finding of words for 

an artwork, an ascription of meaning, or the placing of words where 

conventionally there are none. The description of an artwork through 

the title constitutes a distinctive use of language; an 'exposed use of 

language' to articulate the inarticulate, to speak of the ineffable, the 

unutterable.30 

Why else do we have descriptive titles if not to facilitate the 

transmission of some idea or understanding? Inevitably, descriptive 

titles are the initial means through which to fulfil that most 

fundamental of human desires: the urge to communicate. To 

conclude I will adopt Michael Baxandall's terms and turn them to my 

own context: 'why else than for dialogue do something as hard and as 

odd as attempting to verbalize about pictures.'31 There is a futility in 

art which is incommunicable. What else could art be for, what else 

could the descriptive title be for, but communication? 

29 James, A. W. Heffernan, Museum of words: the poetics of ekphrasis from Homer to Ashberry, 
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1993), p.6. 

30 Baxandall, op. cit., (1985), p.11. 

31 Baxandall. op. cit., (1985), p.137. 
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