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Dexter Dalwood, Night Mirror, 2012, oil on canvas, 36%4 X 39% in. (92 X 100 cm) (artwork © Dexter Dalwood; photograph by Dave
Morgan)
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NOTES FROM THE FIELD
Mimesis

Dexter Dalwood

In his studio in Nice in the 1930s Henri Matisse kept a
reproduction of Antonio Pollaiuolo’s Hercules and Antaeus
(Fig. 1), an image he “drew and redrew over the next few
years when he felt himself under attack from all directions.”"
What was it about this image that held so much power for
him? Did he empathize with Hercules, the hero who purpose-
fully lifted Antaeus from the ground, severing his connection
with ground and reality, the source of his strength, so as to
crush him with a spiritual and heroic idealism? Or did he
identify with Antaeus, whose destiny was to remain perma-
nently grounded in reality, lest he perish?

Getting the world to “look” as it looks, finding a form of
naturalism in the making of a painted image, is not an
important prerequisite for painting in the twenty-first cen-
tury. The history of art shows us that mimesis—the visual
trickery of naturalism—is in fact one of the easiest aspects of
image making. One only has to consider the nineteenth
century, when any wealthy enough middle-class person, with
the help of a drawing tutor who could coax out the basic skills
of rendering and the use of perspective, could “match” the
world. Queen Victoria could even draw well enough. The
basements and storerooms of regional museums are groan-
ing with the work of artists who took the “grand tour,” exer-
cising the simple set of skills they had learned from their
drawing masters, perhaps embellished with a legend or two
pulled from what Philip Larkin, a century later, would dismiss
as the “myth Kkitty.”

The resulting acres of stumbling Neoclassicism and hack-
neyed versions of the old masters led to a connoisseurship of
mediocrity. However, while the academies of FEurope
churned out vast numbers of purveyors of such derivative
images, the really interesting artists of that period were break-
ing new ground. J. M. W. Turner, whose academic drawing
was feeble, tried to find a new way of using paint to represent
both what he could see and what was about to be lost. John
Constable constructed a particular and new “reality” by clev-
erly contraposing a protoimpressionist technique to depict a
pastoral world that he wished to see preserved. Both demon-
strated brilliantly that being a good artist was never about
getting the world to look like itself.

Mimesis raises the question not only of deception but also
of connection. What constitutes a vital link between a paint-
ing and reality? The recent exhibition at the Centre Pompi-
dou in Paris of work by Matisse, Pairs and Series, made clear his
desire for the alarming, shuddering “truth” of immediacy, his
audacious forcing of pictorial change, and his part in the
final severance of paintings’ perspectival link to the Renais-
sance window (Fig. 2). His understanding of how Paul
Cézanne, Pablo Picasso, and Cubism, along with photogra-
phy, had changed perception forever evidently strengthened

1 Antonio Pollaiuolo, Hercules and Antaeus, 1460, tempera

on wood, 6% X 3% in. (16 X 9 cm). Galleria degli Uffizi,
Florence (artwork in the public domain; photograph provided
by Scala/Ministero per i Beni e le Attivita Culturali/Art
Resource, NY)

his rejection of naturalism. Matisse rejected naturalism in the
pursuit of a more profound connection with reality.

Yet mimesis raises a further question about the pictorial
nature of reality itself. When Ernst Gombrich, in Art and
Tllusion, proposed that “the world does not look like a picture
but the picture can look like the world,” he was speaking
from the point of view of a predigital age.” In an age in which
reality seems increasingly aesthetically framed—designed, as
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2 Henri Matisse, Le violoniste a la fenétre (Violinist at the Window),
1918, oil on canvas, 59 X 38% in. (150 X 98 cm). Musée
National d’Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris
AM1975-260 (artwork © 2013 Succession H. Matisse, Paris/ Artists
Rights Society [ARS], New York; photograph by Philippe Migeat
© CNAC/MNAM /Dist. RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY)

it were—the question of mimesis returns, suggesting a new
congruence between images and the world they represent.
Reproduction has become so accurate that the process of
reproducibility has itself become a new reality of sorts, which
in turn can become a new subject matter.

Of course, this is not new. Looking back on Sherrie
Levine’s 1980 artwork After Walker Evans (her rephotograph-
ing of Walker Evans’s photographs of sharecroppers from the
1930s), it seems that what then appeared to be an uncom-
promising conceptual premise has in fact an aura of gener-
osity about it. After Walker Fvans represents the beginning of
a long inquiry into the nature of what is original or indeed
“real” in the reproduced image. Thirty-odd years later this
process of appropriation of found images, artistic styles, or
even ironic takes on artistic practice has evolved (when it
works) into a deeply embedded subjective form of appropri-
ation. It is a newer way of representing the world, within
which both artist and viewer are visually aware entities with a
now-habitual ability to rapidly digest high and low cultural

v
|

3 Christopher Wool, Untitled, 2010, silkscreen ink on linen,
104 X 78 in. (264.2 X 198.1 cm). Luhring Augustine, New
York (artwork © Christopher Wool; photograph by the artist
and Luhring Augustine, New York)

references: less a postmodern “death of the author” than a
processed version of the world that finds reality and natural-
ism through a lived and collaged version of itself. Observe the
contemporary artist Christopher Wool, who has mined the
almost airless seam left for the “space” in painting in a
postscreen-print world. For Wool, making an image entails
giving himself up to a way of painting that offers the viewer
no clue about what is actually painted and what is a painted
reproduction of something being painted (Fig. 3).

So what’s left for the painted image? I have been asking
myself this question for some time. For artists working away in
their studios, or wherever they might establish an art-making
practice, “reality” always seems to be happening elsewhere. By
day the painter is alone (working) in the studio. News images
on a screen bring in a slice of the outside world: But how can
the image be pinned down, not as a reproduction of the look
of the photograph but as a suggestion of the vertiginous
experience of the present? And where does this image stand
in relation to images from the past?

When I am looking at contemporary painting I always ask
myself the simple question, Why am I looking at this now? I
ask the same of painting itself: Why is it engaging, both
subjectively as subject and objectively as painting? And fur-
ther, How are the two integrated? It seems clear (clearly
evident in the Matisse exhibition at the Pompidou) that
techniques of mimesis have been overridden by techniques of
collage and montage over the past one hundred years, and
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collage now underlies many modes of recent painting. I like
the idea of collage as “the guerrilla occupation of a pre-
scribed and readymade field,” in which collage “sets itself up
as a machine for reprocessing the idea of painting in terms of
so much other processed information.”

Dexter Dalwood is professor of fine art at Bath Spa University and the
artist trustee for the National Gallery, London. He was short-listed as
one of the four nominees for the Twrner Prize, 2010. A major survey
show of his work is on display at the Centre PasquArt, Biel, Switzer-

Suzanne Preston Blier

The end of ancient Ife art—the celebrated Nigerian period of
Yoruba sculptural verisimilitude of about 1300 CE—manifests
the consequences of mimesis gone amok. The historical con-
text of this event centers on the life-size cast copper mask of
the Yoruba king Obalufon II (Fig. 1). Yoruba religious
scholar Bolaji Idowu, who published a version of this oral
tradition, cites an Ife monarch who, after being deceived by
a servant wearing a naturalistic face mask of the previous
ruler in order to prolong his reign, “ordered a wholesale
slaughter of all the members of the lineage of artists and
sculptors, so that such a deception might never again be
possible.”! The ruler appears on the Ife’s king lists as the
immediate successor of Obalufon II.% This intriguing story of
artistic verisimilitude, masquerade, discovery, and demise of-
fers insight into not only the likely reason for the short
duration of ancient Ife art (the work of perhaps a single

1 Life-size mask of Obalufon II,
retained in the palace through the
early twentieth century, Ife (Nigeria),
ca. 1300 CE, copper, lost-wax casting,
height 13 in. (33 cm). Nigeria National
Museums, Lagos, 38.1.2 (artwork in
the public domain; photograph by
Suzanne Preston Blier, 2006)

NOTES FROM THE FIELD: MIMESIS 193

land, in 2013 [Department of Art & Design, Bath Spa University,
Sion Hill, Sion Hill Place, Bath BA1 5SF, U.K., www.dexterdalwood
.com].

Notes

1. Hilary Spurling, Matisse: The Life (London: Penguin, 2009), 430.
2. E. H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion (London: Phaidon, 1972), 138.

3. John Kelsey, “Collage and Program: Rise of the Readymade Maidens,”
Parkett, no. 79 (2007): 51.

generation of artists) but also the inherent dangers of mime-
sis.

If mimesis consists of a process of imitation, mimicry, or
representation, it also comprises receptivity, response, or ac-
tion in equal measure. Mimesis is framed in part through the
unique way one experiences such forms. In their reception,
these forms can in some ways become greater than the thing
itself. To anthropologist Michael Taussig, mimesis is a pro-
cess, an action, of alternately appropriating and pushing
against long-standing norms in ways that carry important
political consequences. These processes he understands, in
part, through the writing of Walter Benjamin.? Especially
germane in the case of Ife art, however, are the writings of the
modern Yoruba playwright and novelist Wole Soyinka. “A
tiger does not proclaim its tigritude, it pounces,” Soyinka
insists in a comment frequently taken up by scholars of
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literary mimesis.* In short, there is no need for the tiger to
proclaim “I am tiger”; one can discern its presence by the
antelope skeleton it leaves in its wake. To Soyinka it is not the
articulation (form) of the thing that matters but its actions.

Many ancient Ife sculptures portray individuals of almost
sublime beauty and bodily perfection, yet these are counter-
balanced by a sizable number that depict individuals suffer-
ing from disease and deformity. Since sculptures of differing
subject, genre, style, and scale have often been unearthed at
the same site and level, the diverse sculptural forms appear to
be part of the same artistic corpus. This indicates that artists,
patrons, and viewers were aware of the importance such
differences conveyed. One such sculpture is a granite figure
generally identified as the god Olofefura and housed in the
city’s Ore Grove (Fig. 2). It displays complementary qualities
of mimesis, those that address art in action through viewer
engagement. This stone figure is said to have laughed at
passersby. Idowu writes that Olofefura was “reputed to have
the habit of hailing and welcoming visitors even from the
distance with laughter and spontaneous joy as one does an
old, long-missed friend.® If, however, any visitor responded
correspondingly, his facial features would remain perma-
nently fixed in the contortion of mirthless laughter.” Here,
too, the viewing of art holds considerable risk, in this case, a
warning to control one’s response, or at least the outward
signs thereof—qualities that also speak to the importance of
Alfred Gell’s suggestion that artworks are traps.®

The squat, distorted appearance of the god Olofefura im-
plies at first glance that its maker was a less accomplished

[}
1

2 Sculpture of Ore (Olofefura;
Olofefunra) (left), Ife (Nigeria),
granite, height 31% in. (80 cm).
Nigeria National Museums, Ife (artwork
in the public domain; photograph by
Suzanne Preston Blier, 2004), and
Carl Arriens, the Ore figure in situ
(right), from Leo Frobenius, The Voice
of Africa: Being an Account of the Travels
of the German Inner African Exploration
Expedition in the Years 1910-1912,
London, 1913, 297 (image in the
public domain)
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artist than King Obalufon’s mask maker, but in view of the
striking number of sculptures that portray deformity in an-
cient Ife, the deity figure more likely represents the sufferer
of a congenital deformity, such as dwarfism. The very alterity
of the figure serves as a warning to residents and visitors to
the city that Ife was a potentially dangerous place where
viewers would see remarkable sights, but where they might
themselves be transformed into stone.” Emile Durkheim has
argued that abnormal forms such as these assume a distinc-
tive social significance in both defining and reifying what a
society values and considers normal.® Without recognition of
the aberrant, there can be no concept of a standard; without
a notion of unbeauty or ugliness, there can be no larger
conceptualization of beauty. Both these qualities speak in
important ways to issues of mimesis.

These two sculptures and many others from this center
share another notable quality of mimesis: their identity as
living skeuomorphs: works in one medium (copper, granite)
that represent forms otherwise identified with different me-
dia altogether, specifically, living flesh and breathing bodies.
Babatunde Lawal points out that the local Ife consideration
of the ancient sculptures as living humans transformed to
more permanent media (stone, metal, baked clay) has an
aesthetic complement: “The legend that the ancient ones did
not die but turned into stones resonates in the popular
Yoruba saying . . . ‘It is death that turns an individual into a
beautiful sculpture; a living person has blemishes.” ” At the
same time, related qualities of verisimilitude speak to more
than the roles of these works to honor key figures of the past.
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They also comprise ideas of character and composure valued
by the living.

In ancient Ife art, a particular aura of timelessness conveys
a unique inner composure and calm—in Yoruba, ifarabale
(Lawuyi) or aikomintn (“tranquility of the mind,” Abra-
ham).'” Most ancient Ife sculptures are free of emotion. This
is consistent with their function as memorials intended to
bring the past into the present. Besides speaking to the dead
and the living, Ife art speaks to the implicit cross-currency
between the two: Ife art bridges the temporal (and spiritual)
gap between the past and the present, and in this way, the
works themselves are considered to be alive. As Aristotle has
argued, representation carries metonymic weight as referent
not only to the knowledge of things (techne) but also to
specific responses and actions (praxis) that are effectuated by
these forms."'

Suzanne Preston Blier, former chair of the Art Bulletin Editorial
Board, is Allen Whitehill Clowes Professor of Fine Arts and of African
and African American Studies, Harvard University. Her books in-
clude African Vodun: Art, Psychology, and Power (Charles
Rufus Morey Prize winner) and Art and Risk in Ancient Yoruba
(in press) [History of Art and Architecture and African and African
American Studies Departments, Sackler Museum, 485 Broadway,
Cambridge, Mass. 02138, blier@fas.harvard.edu].

Daniela Bohde

We are familiar with mimetic art but we are not yet aware of
the great extent to which art historical methodology is in-
formed by mimesis. Mimetic thought dwells at the core of art
history. Throughout the history of the discipline, visual arti-
facts have been conceived of as expressions of invisible enti-
ties, such as the character of the artist or period. The visible
outside seems to mimic an invisible inside, and the artwork is
governed by a kind of indwelling or involuntary mimetic
process. The concept of a natural or involuntary mimesis,
however, lies at the foundation of physiognomics, which
means that art history is imbued with physiognomic thinking.
One need only name Johann Caspar Lavater and his famous
readings of qualities of soul in facial characteristics to make
the point.

Especially in the period about 1800, but also in the early
twentieth century, a physiognomic reading was applied not
only to faces and bodies but also to landscapes, plants, and
even the stars, which were all believed to mimic some interior
quality. Architecture was also regarded as a mimetic art, a fact
well demonstrated by illustrations in architectural treatises
that present facades in the guise of faces (Fig. 1). The an-
thropomorphic notion of architecture prevailed until the
nineteenth century, if not later, and it made possible a phys-
iognomic reading of architecture, as shown by Charles Blanc
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Notes
1. E. B. Idowu, Olodumare: God in Yoruba Belief (New York: Praeger, 1962),
208.

2. On this ruler, see Suzanne Preston Blier, “Kings, Crowns, and Rights of
Succession: Obalufon Arts at Ife and Other Yoruba Centers,” Art Bulle-
tin 67, no. 3 (1985): 73-91. See also idem, Art and Risk in Ancient Yo-
ruba: Ife History, Power, and Identity c. 1300 (New York: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, in press).

3. Michael Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses
(London: Routledge, 1993).

4. Wole Soyinka, quoted in Willfred Feuser, “Wole Soyinka: The Problem
of Authenticity,” Black Literature Forum 22, no. 3 (Fall 1988): 559. See
also A. C. Okere, “Art, Mimesis, Mythography and Social Relevance:
The Aesthetics of Wole Soyinka’s Season of Anomy,” Literary Criterion 29,
no. 4 (1994): 44-54.

5. Idowu, Olodumare, 11.

6. Alfred Gell, “Vogel’s Net: Traps as Artworks and Artworks as Traps,”
Journal of Material Culture 1 (1996): 15-38. See also idem, Art and Agen-
¢y: An Anthropological Theory (Oxford: Clarendon, 1998).

7. See Suzanne Preston Blier, “Religion and Art in Ile-Ife,” in A Compan-
ion to African Religion, ed. Elias Bongbma (London: Wiley-Blackwell,
2012), 400-416.

8. Emile Durkheim, Selected Writings (1897; New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1972), 110. See also Suzanne Preston Blier, “La laideur
nécessaire,” in 100,000 Years of Beauty, ed. Elizabeth Azouley (Paris:
Gallimard / Babylon, 2010), 132-33.

9. Babatunde Lawal, “Aworan: Representing the Self and Its Metaphysical
Other in Yoruba Art,” Art Bulletin 83, no. 3 (September 2001): 513.

10. O. B. Lawuyi, “Is Tortoise a Trickster?” African Languages and Cultures 3,
no. 1 (1990): 76; and R. C. Abraham, Dictionary of Modern Yoruba (Lon-
don: Hodder and Stoughton Press, 1958), 388.

11. Aristotle, Aristotle’s Physics, trans. Richard Hope (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1961), 2.8.199a.

(Fig. 2). The anonymous book Untersuchungen iiber den Cha-
rakter der Gebiude (Investigations into the Character of Buildings)
of 1788 applied the principles of Lavater’s Physiognomische
Fragmente zur Beforderung der Menschenkenninis und Menschen-
liebe (Essays on Physiognomy: For the Promotion of the Knowledge
and the Love of Mankind) (1775-78) to buildings in order to
determine their moral character (Fig. 3).

The search for a hermeneutics of the visual also fueled the
natural sciences, as exemplified by such texts as Karl
Friedrich Struve’s Versuch einer Physiognomik der Erde oder die
Kunst aus der Oberfliche der Erde auf ihren obern Inhall zu
schliefen (Attempt at a Physiognomy of the Earth, or the Art of
Deducing from the Earth’s Surface the Qualities of Its Interior)
(1802) and Alexander von Humboldt’s Ideen zu einer Physiog-
nomik der Gewdchse (Essay on the Physiognomy of Plants)
(1806). The outward appearance of plants was used not to
establish a taxonomy but to obtain information about them
and their habitat. Within this visual turn in many sciences,
the new discipline of art history emerged, taking physiog-
nomics—the leading visual hermeneutics—as an orientation.
This is evident, for example, in Johann Joachim Winckel-
mann’s concept of style, which is based explicitly on physi-
ognomics. Winckelmann’s point of departure is as physi-
ognomic as it is mimetic: the body mirrors the soul.
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1 After Vincenzo Scamozzi, Tuscan entablature, from Jacques-
Francois Blondel, Cours d’architecture, Paris: Desaint, 1771-77,
vol. 1 of plates, pl. XI (artwork in the public domain; photo-
graph provided by the Universitatsbibliothek Johann Christian
Senckenberg, Frankfurt)

Accordingly, Greek statues express the Greek soul. Winckel-
mann’s physiognomic concept is not restricted to the repre-
sentation of the body in art, however, but forms the very
matrix of his notion of style, according to which the visual
surface describes the invisible interior and style discloses the
spirit. Winckelmann believed that bodily constitution and
factors such as climate or political situation influence a peo-
ple’s way of thinking, and that these are expressed in artistic
style.!

Winckelmann’s physiognomic understanding of style was
retained by later generations of art historians, and it was
reintegrated into physiognomics. Many physiognomists did
not develop a system of defined signs for deciphering faces.
Instead, they interpreted faces stylistically, taking art histori-
cal methodology as their orientation. Already Lavater relied
on the aesthetic theories of his time, especially Winckel-
mann’s notion of style as an expression of the period. Lavater
used the physiognomy of a painter, for example, as a basis for
interpreting that painter’s style, and vice versa. In Lavater’s

i 2
=g
e

J—

RAPPORT DE L'ARCHITECTURE A LA FACE HUMAINE.

2 Correlation of architecture and the human face, from
Charles Blanc, Grammaire des arts du dessin—Archilecture, sculpture,
peinture, 3rd ed., Paris: Librairie Renouard, 1876, 108 (artwork
in the public domain; photograph provided by Bildstelle des
Kunsthistorischen Instituts der Goethe Universitat, Frankfurt)

view, physiognomy and style revealed the character of artist
and artwork, which, according to him, had to be identical.

In fact, Lavater was a leading figure in the establishment of
the concept of character. Originally—which is to say, in an-
tiquity—character was considered a kind of external sign,
like a brand on the hide of a cow. It was not until the
eighteenth century that character became the equivalent of
an internal quality man had to possess and show outwardly.
At about this same time, character became an important
notion in the art historical discourse. Here, as well, the
meaning of “character” changed. Initially used to refer to the
specific characters of a handwriting style, character was then
applied to the brushwork of the artist, until finally it was
loaded with psychological meaning. As early as 1677, Roger
de Piles claimed to recognize the character of the artist’s
spirit or genius in his manner of handling the paint.2 In the
art historical writings of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, character became a leading concept. Art historians
maintained that they could discern the hidden character of a
period or nation by analyzing its style. It was in good part this
assertion on which art history based its claim to being a
leading discipline in the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, and other sciences and disciplines modeled themselves
after the art historian’s ability to read the visual. Many were
impressed, for instance, by Heinrich Wélfflin’s alleged rec-
ognition of the Gothic spirit in the Gothic shoe.
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3 Physiognomies of buildings, from Untersuchungen uber den
Charakter der Gebdude; iber die Verbindung der Baukunst mit den
schonen Kinsten und iber die Wirkungen, welche durch dieselben
hervorgebracht werden sollen, Leipzig, 1788, pl. 1a. Universitits-
bibliothek Basel, Sign. AC VIII 7 (artwork in the public
domain; photograph provided by Universitatsbibliothek Basel)

In the 1920s, as a general distrust in language and its ability
to analyze and represent the world spread, many writers
expressed the sentiment that they could no longer decipher
the rapidly changing post-World War I world. Especially in
new metropolises like Berlin, the city seemed to show the
contemporary an anonymous, impenetrable face. Not sur-
prisingly, physiognomics experienced a remarkable revival,
while all forms of visual interpretation were highly appreci-
ated in general. Art history figured largely in this state of
affairs, and style was a key term.

Writing in the 1920s, Béla Balazs argued that the cinema
would restore the lost physiognomy of people and things.
Meanwhile, the photographer August Sander wanted to doc-
ument the “face of the period” by portraying different classes
and professions. For the psychiatrist Ernst Kretschmer, the
appearance of the patient’s body was the main source for his
diagnosis, which he said should be carried out with an aes-

Helen C. Evans

The study of mimesis has been an essential tool of art histor-
ical research since the founding of the field more than a
century ago. Use of the term has expanded from the meaning
popularized by Plato and Aristotle in the fifth and fourth
centuries BCE on the limits of man’s ability to copy/not copy
nature in literature and art to include its application in other
contemporary academic fields. In sociology, the term relates
to the deliberate imitation of the behavior of one group of
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thetically trained gaze. Racist anthropologists such as Ludwig
Ferdinand Clauss classified people according to their racial
style. These men were not the only ones to rely on art
historical categories; scholars of economics and history like-
wise turned their disciplines into forms of stylistic research.
In this period, art historians such as Wilhelm Pinder, Hans
Sedlmayr, and Wilhelm Fraenger proclaimed a physiognomic
turn in art history. Pinder saw the art historian as a physiog-
nomist of style; Fraenger developed a psychographological
physiognomics of artistic form; and Sedlmayr declared the
physiognomic gaze the foundation of art historical research.
Sedlmayr developed different ways of discerning the invisible
character in the visible, most famously in his 1948 Verlust der
Mitte (Art in Crisis: The Lost Center), a book in which artworks
figure as symptoms of the crisis of the modern world.

Today, the hypertrophy of style is obsolete. However,
echoes of older physiognomic aspirations can still be heard in
debates over a visual or iconic turn in art history. The visual
is once again credited with superior qualities, and art histo-
rians claim to be generally capable of reading the visual
world. Especially in the field of neuroaesthetics, mimetic
relations between brain processes and artistic forms, or even
between the artwork and the artists’ character, are again in
vogue. Mimesis seems to be an undying companion of art
history.3

Daniela Bohde, who specializes in art historiography and early
modern art, is professor of art history at Universitit Marburg. In
2010-11 she was a Samuel H. Kress Senior Fellow at the Center for
Advanced Study in the Visual Arts, Washington, D.C. Her book
Kunstgeschichte als physiognomische Wissenschaft appeared
in 2012 [Kunsthistorisches Seminar, Universitat Marburg, 35037
Marburg, Ger., bohde@kunst.uni-frankfurt.de].

Notes

1. Johann Joachim Winckelmann, Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums, erster
und zweiter Teil (Dresden, 1764; reprint, Baden-Baden: Heitz, 1966), 19—
25.

2. See Roger de Piles, Conversations sur la connaissance de la peinture, et sur le
jugement qu’on doit faire des tableaux. . . . (Paris, 1677; reprint, Geneva:
Slatkine, 1970), 10-11.

3. Precise references to all of the texts mentioned can be found in Daniela
Bohde, Kunstgeschichte als physiognomische Wissenschaft: Kritik einer Denk-
Sigur der 1920er bis 1940er Jahre (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2012).

people by another as a factor in social change; it carries the
implication that the deliberate imitation is usually by those
less advantaged. In biology and zoology the term is identified
as referring to mimicry. Art historians make use of all these
meanings with critical theory, postcolonial theory, and so on,
questioning the traditional top-down center-periphery model
by increasingly focusing on issues of multiple cultural centers
and the reaction of the so-called periphery to the dominant
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1 Roundel fragment with confronted hunting Amazons, said
to have been excavated at Panopolis (Akhmim), Egypt, 7th—
9th century? weft-faced, compound twill (samite) in blue-violet
and beige silk, 8% X 8% in. (20.5 X 20.5 cm). Musée National
du Moyen Age, Thermes et Hotel de Cluny, Paris, C1.21840
(artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by Art
Resource, NY)

center(s). Through these issues mimesis offers an essential
tool for defining the “visual voices” of the varied political,
religious, and other cultures whose interaction we increas-
ingly seek to understand.

For Byzantine culture, mimesis has generally been under-
stood as imitation as it was defined in the 1991 Oxford Dic-
tionary of Byzantium." There Byzantine culture, which under-
stood itself to be a continuum of the Roman Empire and the
intellectual life of the classical past, was described as priori-
tizing mimesis over innovation in its preference for imitating
or continuing classical models. Within this construct the
Byzantine use of mimesis was identified as including the
creative reidentification of classical concepts to mask new
ideas and forms. This understanding of the role of mimesis in
Byzantine culture encouraged a vision of the state as a static
society, an ever weaker echo of the greatness of the classical
age in which the concept of mimesis was developed. Byzan-
tine scholars have also tended to accept the traditional iden-
tification of mimesis as representing culture emanating from
a center, the capital Constantinople, and being copied, often
poorly, in the provinces and by neighboring peoples.

More recently Byzantine scholars have increasingly concen-
trated on the mimetic innovations hidden within the Byzan-
tine appearance of mimetic traditionalism. Thomas Mathews
demonstrated that Byzantine manuscript illuminations were
commentaries on texts, rather than increasingly confused
copies of original illuminations, as once argued. John Low-
den, in his study of the Jaharis Lectionary, pointed out how
the dramatically new lectionary format for the Four Gospels

was made acceptable by keeping the traditional name for the
text.?

The exhibitions at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York, The Glory of Byzantium: Art and Culture of the Middle
Byzantine Era (843-1261) in 1997 and Byzantium: Faith and
Power (1261-1453) in 2004 presented other examples of Byz-
antine innovative mimesis in their exploration of the inter-
action between the empire, the center, and the periphery—
border states, the West, and the Islamic world. The cultural
strength of the center during eras of prosperity and decline
was shown to have been both accepted and reworked or
rejected by the periphery seeking its own “visual voices.” In
these instances mimesis functioned as an interactive connec-
tion to other peoples throughout the history of the state.

The diverse approaches to understanding the center and
the periphery in these exhibitions were extended further in
the Metropolitan Museum’s 2012 exhibition Byzantium and
Islam: Age of Transition (7th—-9th Century), which explored the
interconnections within a limited region, the wealthy south-
ern provinces of the empire, from Syria to Egypt and across
North Africa, during a specific moment in their evolution as
power shifted from the existing Byzantine state to the newly
emerging Muslim world. The transformation was viewed
through the varying Christian, Jewish, and Muslim commu-
nities of the region. In recognizing the plurality of the com-
munities involved and their often underappreciated well-
established relations with each other—Christian and Muslim
Arabs, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim merchants on Red Sea
trade routes—apparently simple examples of mimetic imita-
tion were revealed to contain significant unexpected inter-
connections between cultures.

Three silk roundels in the show depicting mounted hunt-
ing Amazons demonstrated the need to consider mimesis
from multiple perspectives. One displays only the figures of
the classical theme (Fig. 1). Another repeats the scene, add-
ing a small Christian cross to the interstices of at least one
roundel (Fig. 2). The third contains the first phrase of the
bismallah (In the name of God, the merciful, the compassion-
ate) in Arabic (Fig. 3). All are associated with the ancient
Egyptian city of Panopolis (now Akhmim, Egypt), named
after the Dionysian figure Pan and well known as a weaving
center. Thus, the images are as much a product of the region’s
deep-rooted interest in classical themes extending back be-
fore the founding of Alexandria, by Aristotle’s pupil Alexan-
der the Great, in 331 BCE, as they are about the influence of
the dominant centers, Christian Constantinople or Muslim
Damascus. Moreover, limiting reading of the patterns as sim-
ply dominant/inferior mimetic copying through the chro-
nology of religions and conquest—pagan Roman, Christian
Byzantine, Muslim caliphate—ignores the questions as to why
they all date to the same time frame, probably when Panopo-
lis was under Muslim rule.

Thelma Thomas, in her study of the silks, identified the
Amazons as related to contemporary popular literature.® As
she recognized, this fact makes the mimetic source of the
motif less important than their relatively concurrent use,
which suggests a common taste among the elite of all local
communities at that time—Christian, Jewish, and Muslim.
The Amazon silks thus give evidence that the paideia, the
common classically based culture of the elite of the late
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2 Roundel fragment with a cross and confronted hunting
Amazons, Egypt or Syria? 7th-9th century? weft-faced compound
twill (samite) in green, beige, and brownish silk, 8%4 X 7% in.
(21 X 19.9 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,
Gift of Mrs. Hayford Pierce, 1987, 1987.442.5 (artwork in the
public domain; photograph © The Metropolitan Museum of Art)

antique Byzantine world as identified by Ruth Leader-Newby,
could expand to include members of the Muslim upper
classes, some of whom would have already known the Byzan-
tine/classical world through military service and trade.*
Through these textiles, we glimpse an unexpected multicul-
tural koine, an innovative mimesis, whose existence chal-
lenges the traditional explanation of an abrupt cultural shift
with the change in political power between Byzantium and
Islam. At the same time, the Christian symbol and Arabic
Muslim inscription on two of the silks are elements of the
distinctly different mimetic “visual voices” pertaining to the
religious affiliations of those who had and would dominate
the region.

In the multiple readings of their mimetic connections, the
silks demonstrate that mimesis in such cultural interaction
needs to be understood from the differing perspectives of all
the participants in their own time. Mimesis is imitation, but,
as art historians increasingly recognize the complexity of
cultural development, we should ask not only the source but
also the varying reasons for its employment by cultures as
they develop their “visual voices.” By doing so, mimesis con-
tinues to be a critical tool for art historians today.

Helen C. Evans, former chair of the Art Bulletin Editorial Board, is
the Metropolitan Museum’s Mary and Michael Jaharis Curator for
Byzantine Art. There she installed the first Byzantine galleries in a
major encyclopedic museum and curated The Glory of Byzantium,
Byzantium: Faith and Power, and Byzantium and Islam [Me-
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3 Roundel fragment with confronted hunting Amazons and
bismallah, 7th-9th century, weft-faced compound twill (samite)
in polychrome silk, 9% X 6% in. (24.1 X 17.1 cm). The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 1951,
51.57 (artwork in the public domain; photograph © The
Metropolitan Museum of Art)

dieval Department, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1000 Fifth
Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10028, helen.ecvans@metmuseum.org].
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1. The entry for “mimesis” refers the reader to “See Imitation. Vol. 2, p.
1375”: Alexander P. Kazhdan and Anthony Cutler, “Imitation,” Oxford
Dictionary of Byzantium, ed. Kazhdan (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1991), vol. 2, 988-89.

2. Thomas F. Mathews, “The Epigrams of Leo Sacellarios and an Exegeti-
cal Approach to the Miniatures of Vat. Reg. Gr. 1,” Orientalia Christiana
Periodica 43 (1977): 94-133, reprinted in Art and Architecture in Byzantium
and Armenia: Liturgical and Exegetical Approaches (Brookfield, Vt.: Vario-
rum, 1995), chap. 8, 94-133; and John Lowden, The Jaharis Gospel Lec-
tionary: The Story of a Byzantine Book (New York: Metropolitan Museum of
Art, 2009).

3. Thelma Thomas, “Silks of the Panopolis (Akhmim) Group,” cat. no.
103, in Byzantium and Islam: Age of Transition (7th—9th Century), ed. Helen
C. Evans with Brandie Ratliff (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art,
2012), 154-59.

4. Ruth E. Leader-Newby, Silver and Society in Late Antiquity: Functions and
Meanings of Silver Plate in the Fourth—Seventh Centuries (Aldershot, U.K.:
Ashgate, 2004).
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Sarah E. Fraser

Theoretical texts addressing questions of mimesis in Chinese
painting and calligraphic traditions begin in southern cul-
tural centers during the fourth century. Cong Bing’s (375—
443) Introduction to Painting Landscape discusses the mimetic
possibilities of landscape representation and painting’s role
as a substitute for experience in nature—a theme that is well
developed by the Northern Song period (960-1127)." Gu
Kaizhi’s (ca. 345—ca. 406) Essay on Painting (Lunhua), with its
emphasis on the human figure, reflects the early domination
of figure painting and concerns with conveying the human
body and spirit. Zhang Yanyuan’s mid-ninth-century survey
Record of Famous Painters throughout the Ages signals new aes-
thetic issues articulating a performative mimesis in which the
artist plays a central role in mediating nature’s imprint on
painting. While the artist’s body serves as a conduit for nat-
ural forces, it is only as a vehicle through which nature
conveys its imitative representation on silk and wall.? In elev-
enth-century texts, cognition and artistic agency take center
stage in debates about mimesis. Su Shi (1037-1101), the

1 Zhang Dagqian and Qinghai painters reproducing wall
paintings, Yulin Caves, Anxi, Gansu Province, China, 1943,
photograph, 9% X 6% in. (23.9 X 17.3 cm) (photograph
provided by The Lo Archive)

renowned poet, scholar, and statesman, emphasized the cul-
tivation of the artist’s character, shifting discussion to ques-
tions about representation of the self through objects in
nature.” Mi Fu (1052-1107) highlighted one of the primary
reasons for the massive transformation in subject matter
(from figure to landscape painting) in the history of Chinese
art at this juncture: the abstraction possible with landscape
motifs better suits the exploration of interiority—or an inner
mimesis.* Subsequently, in the period from the fourteenth to
the eighteenth centuries, when innovation in landscape dom-
inated both academy and independent ateliers, theories of
representation were often reduced to an oversimplified, fre-
quently repeated bifurcation describing two different kinds
of reality: “depict or express ideas [xieyi]” or “depict from life
[ xiesheng].” Highly aestheticized nomenclature became a crit-
ical part of discursive conventions associated with brushwork;

” «

“willow-leaf line,” “nail-head and rat-tail” contour, and “rain-
drop” and “hemp-fiber” texture strokes are a sampling of the
terms used in later painting manuals. Poetic artifice is more
critical to understanding art than any direct references or
praxis invoking nature in Qing dynasty (1644-1912) paint-
ing.5

In the modern period, mimesis made a comeback. Its
resurgence, however, was not brokered through new technol-
ogies, as in Europe, or with colonial exploits abroad, as
outlined so adroitly by Michael Taussig in Mimesis and Alterity,
but rather took the form of cultural encounters with the
“other” on home turf. In a 1943 photograph, the painter
Zhang Dagian (1899-1983) is depicted collaborating with
Tibetan artists in the multicultural world of western China in
a Buddhist Silk Road cave temple (Fig. 1). It represents a
classic case of what Taussig defines as mimesis in the ethno-
graphic sense—the “art of becoming something else.”® This
mimetic process, in effect, consists of becoming more like
oneself, or “pure self-identity in otherness.” The process of
self-discovery was contextualized in a neocolonial framework,
with Han Chinese reappropriating Tibetan and Mongolian
cultural spaces to fashion a Sino-modern agenda. Zhang was
aminor celebrity in the Shanghai art world in the early 1930s,
where he, along with his older brother, produced nationalis-
tic-themed paintings, generic landscapes, and forgeries of
Ming dynasty works.”

Zhang participated in a larger western exodus of millions
fleeing coastal chaos during the Sino-Japanese War, which
lasted from 1937 to 1945. Along with other artists and intel-
lectuals, Zhang found his way to Gobi Desert monuments in
search of an idealized Han past void of Euro-American mo-
dernity. The medieval wall painting he encountered in the
Buddhist Silk Road temple, widely viewed as quintessentially
Han Chinese, was thought inaccessible in the modern artistic
lexicon. Zhang and his Tibetan assistants made copies of the
Buddhist murals at Dunhuang; others excavated tombs of
medieval Turkic rulers and the westernmost ruins of the
Great Wall. For most Chinese in the wartime capital of
Chongqing, these sites were available only through accounts
in newspapers or in exhibition copies. The multiethnic west-
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ern frontier became a discursive space of Han fantasy among
Chinese during the war—a zone that expanded notions of
what it meant to be modern and Chinese, providing a refuge
to fashion a Sino-modernity through an ethnic other.

Zhang leveraged this shifting world by employing native
informants who possessed a technical expertise in Buddhist
art that enabled him to capture this medieval pictorial do-
main with precision. Zhang reframed and repackaged it with
much enigmatic, lavish fanfare for a Nationalist audience in
a series of exhibitions. And, as is suggested in this photo-
graph in the Lo Archive, part of that mimetic journey of
self-discovery literally involved entering the world of those
paintings. With the canvas lashed to the wooden frame,
Zhang leans in to make color notations on the copy after the
tracing was complete. Touching and digesting the wall sur-
face, his bodily engagement often extended to peeling or
ripping away the upper mural layers in search of the earliest
Han Chinese paintings. He traced each layer before discard-
ing it and then tore down to the layers underneath. This is
consumptive, possessive mimesis, “To get ahold of something
by means of its likeness.”® In the process he destroyed cen-
turies of painting, going well beyond the typical boundaries
of inspiration and appropriation.’

Aside from their superior technical skill, Zhang’s collabo-
rators may seem like a random choice for a partnership, until
one considers the long Tibetan presence in the region, going
back to the period of Tibetan control of Dunhuang during
the eighth and ninth centuries. Later, during the early mod-
ern period, Qing imperial armies reestablished imperial hege-
mony over the western regions in the eighteenth century,
and, in the modern period, the neocolonial Republican proj-
ect fixed its sights on an inner frontier reclamation from the
1920s through the 1940s.' Thus, Zhang’s undertaking was
part of a millennium-long struggle between the Tibetans and
Chinese. Understood in an ethnographic framework, mime-
sis does not exist without historical encounters between na-
tions or kingdoms that, in the course of interaction and
hegemonic struggle, construct representations of each
other."' It had been more than a millennium since Dun-
huang had been under Tibetan rule (786-848 CE) when
Zhang and the Tibetan painters from nearby Qinghai Prov-
ince gathered in this cave to trace murals in the 1940s.'?
Poignantly, this grotto, known as the Treaty Temple of the
Turquoise Grove, may have been built, as Matthew Kapstein
proposes, to commemorate a peace agreement between the
Tibetan and Chinese empires in about 825 CE, after a long
period of Tibetan control."® The multicultural modern team
selected this cave for several mural copies retracing the Ti-
betan-Chinese pictures of the past. Zhang’s path to self-
awareness was only possible through the expertise of artists
adept at delineating scenes of the Western Paradise and the
Paradise of the Future Buddha painted within.

Sarah E. Fraser is professor of Chinese art histories at the University
of Heidelberg. The author of Performing the Visual: The Practice
of Buddhist Wall Painting in China and Central Asia, 618-
960 (Stanford University Press, 2004), she is currently completing a
book on Buddhism and Sino-modernity during the 1940s [University
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of Heidelberg, Center for East Asian Studies, Institute of East Asian
Art History, Seminarstrasse 4, 69117 Heidelberg, Ger., sarah.
fraser@zo.uni-heidelberg.de].
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Thomas Habinek

Classical accounts of mimesis were never intended to provide
norms for art. Plato, Aristotle, and others articulated a theory
of mimesis in order to exempt philosophy from it. Implicitly
or explicitly, their discussions and those of their philosophi-
cal successors assume that thought, especially as practiced by
philosophers, is a privileged, nonmimetic practice. Even the
later, classical expansion of mimesis to encompass represen-
tation of the spiritual in nature or the fancy of the artist, while
it broadened the definition of art, it insulated the practice of
philosophy. As a result, we should view with suspicion any
attempt to recover a defense of artistic practice or dispassion-
ate analysis of art’s nature and function from such writers.
They wrote not to answer our questions but to advance their
own objectives in relation to their contemporary readers and
professional rivals.

Which is not to say that there is nothing to be gained from
exploring the vast array of references to mimesis in Greek
and Roman texts or from reflecting on the reception of those
references by later readers. The persistent interest in mime-
sis, if only to belittle or contain it, speaks to the ubiquity of
the practice and the failure, even of its opponents, to imagine
human existence in its absence. The ancient accounts antic-
ipate contemporary scientific discussion of the species-spe-
cific faculty of imitation and, precisely because of their po-
lemical, invested nature, raise questions that might otherwise
be neglected by dominant modern approaches.

For example, we might turn the tables on the classical
philosophers and ask not whether and how mere mimesis is
to be justified but whether and how any human activity,
including cognition, can escape the chain of resemblance.
Recent research has indicated that the capacity to identify
and construct similarities is a precondition for language,
music, art, empathy, cooperative action, and social learning.1
The propensity to imitate is so pervasive that many research-
ers now regard the development of inhibitions on imitation
as a key step in human evolution.? Crucial to this new line of
inquiry is the rejection of mental representations as a neces-
sary component of cognition: recognition of similitude leads
to action without an intermediary stage of intellection. From
this standpoint, it is the Platonic project of belittling mimesis
at the expense of dialectic that requires explanation, not the
craftsmanlike reworking of matter (including one’s own
body) that is lauded in other traditions, past and present.
Indeed, it is striking, if rarely observed, that in order to
denounce painterly mimesis as inferior to thought, Plato
found it necessary to change the term applied to images from
etkon, which implies a substantive connection between imita-
tion and imitated, to eidolon, which does not.®> The folk wis-
dom about images that Plato was repudiating seems to have
come closer to modern scientific understanding than his own
influential construction of a separate realm of cognition.

Much of Plato’s anxiety about imitative practices (not lim-
ited to painting but including drama, music, and dance)
derives from their association with pleasure. The connection
is reinforced by Aristotle, who in attempting to justify at least
some mimetic arts, calls attention to the pleasure inherent in

noting that “this is like that.” Rather than situating such
claims in a long history of ethical debate over the uses of
pleasure, as is usually done, we might stop to ask whether
recognition or construction of similarity actually yields plea-
sure and, if so, how and why. Given the proliferation of
imitative impulses documented by neuroscientists, the answer
may well lie in the subtractive aspect of imitation rather than
in imitation itself. An imitation is never an exact replica, and
artifactual imitation in particular depends on a process of
selection. The philosopher John Kalvicki makes this point in
arguing that pictures, as a subtype of imitation, depend on
explicit and implicit noncommitments: we readily recognize
that a black-and-white photograph is not telling us about the
color of the object whose resemblance it presents.* Aristotle
may have had something similar in mind when speaking of
multiple dramas on the same topic: resemblance is estab-
lished through omission as well as inclusion. Is it possible that
the pleasure of mimesis derives from the settling of the
impulse to imitate rather than from its exercise? Does the
biological need for the inhibition of mimesis help account
for artistic style and its regularity? The mimetic impulse that
energizes artistic genres and traditions shapes and disciplines
similitude (of perception, action, belief) even as it multiplies
and transmits it.

Precisely because of its power to limit, artistic mimesis is an
important means of social as well as individual regulation, as
ancient thinkers of every persuasion apparently recognized.
Without the inhibition of imitation within the individual
organism, there is the potential for compulsive as opposed to
coordinated or purposive mimetic practice. But coordination
and inhibition are necessary at the social level as well, to allow
for communication, cooperation, and transmittal of knowl-
edge across time and space.” Who decides on the forms
coordination and inhibition are to take? This is, in effect, the
question at the heart of Plato’s Republic, which despite its
critique of mimesis, proposes to empower the philosophical
rulers and their entourage of guardians to determine the
patterns for imitation, not to dispense with it. And it is the
question still largely neglected in contemporary discussions
of imitation, whether scientific or humanistic in nature. Mi-
mesis may be a natural phenomenon, but regimes of mimesis
are contingent human constructions. Because works of art
play a critical role in establishing, transmitting, and, at times,
altering or resisting mimetic regimes, art historians would
seem to have both an opportunity and a responsibility to
identify and critique those inhibitors of mimesis that enable
and constrain human personal development and social inter-
action in any given context.

Thomas Habinek’s publications include The Politics of Latin
Literature (Princeton, 1998), The World of Roman Song
(Baltimore, 2005), and Cicero on Living and Dying Well
(London, 2012). With art historian Hector Reyes he is at work on
a synoptic account of the divergent physical theories employed in
aesthetic discourse [Department of Classics, University of South-
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Notes
1. Susan Hurley and Nick Chater, eds., Perspectives on Imitation: From Neuro-
science to Social Science, 2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005).

2. See the special issue entitled “Evolution, Development and Intentional

Tom Huhn

Mimesis is an ideal term to describe the dynamics of affirming
continuity between things and ourselves, or—more general-
ly—the word mimesis might best refer to the plausibility of
likeness in the world. We may not fully fathom just how
deeply mimesis grounds such connectivity.! Aristotle’s re-
nowned definition of drama as a mimesis of human ac-
tion—as well as his characterization of both knowledge and
human events as centrally mimetic—has overshadowed his
more profound insight regarding narrative unity as itself a
mimetic achievement.? That is, the seeming obviousness of
Aristotle’s delineation of plot as the inexorable procession
from beginning to middle and thus to end has obscured the
real triumph of narrative chronology in the unity conjured
up out of singular events. The thoroughly mimetic character
of plot can be seen, then, not solely in its representational
content—the imitations of human actions—but rather, and
more profoundly, in the very form of plot as the forging of a
unifying continuity from beginning to end. Aristotle acknowl-
edges that though a far more noticeable mimetic continuity
appears always to reside in the visual imitations that bind a
representation to a referent, the true import of mimesis lies
elsewhere. And we can surmise that even such a well-tethered
continuity as the one between thing and referent—or, say,
the one between image and object—is underpinned by the
far less obvious unities of narration and visual form. It is from
this latter species of mimesis—the one that produces not so
much likenesses and representations as unities and continu-
ities—that we have much to learn. That is, the mimetic genius
of images may lie not in the imitative likening of images to
things but in the manner in which every image reproduces
and approximates the unity of an object (Fig. 1).

Paul Ricoeur explains the origin of a more expansive,
indeed, sweeping understanding of mimesis as first arising
out of Aristotle’s break with Plato. Plato, convinced of the
thoroughly unoriginal and solely reproductive tendency of
mimesis, considered it to be the most powerful deflection
from truth and reality, a threat to politics and intellect. For
Ricoeur, an enlarged, active understanding of mimesis con-
stitutes Aristotle’s “rupture” with Plato’s static conception,
which depicts all human making as proceeding shadowlike
from whatever already exists. Whereas Plato’s doctrine of
mimesis confines it entirely to the realm of reproduction and
aftereffect, Aristotle’s (mimetic) reconceptualization con-
strues mimesis as a form of dynamic, original human action—
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logical Sciences 364 (2009).
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30.

4. John Kalvicki, “Pictorial Representation,” Philosophy Compass 1, no. 6
(2006): 535-46.

5. Roy Rappaport, Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999).

1 Ed Ruscha, Look-A-Like, 1990, acrylic on canvas, 48 X 32 in.
Gagosian Gallery, New York (artwork and photograph © Ed
Ruscha)

more specifically, of making and production not prejudged
as inevitably unoriginal. As Ricoeur explains, “far from pro-
ducing a weakened image of pre-existing things, mimesis
brings about an augmentation of meaning in the field of
action, which is its privileged field. It does not equate itself
with something already given. Rather it produces what it

imitates, if we continue to translate mimesis by ‘imitation.’ »3
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2 Mary Jo Vath, Batman Pinata, 2010, oil on linen, 25 X 20 in.

In the enlarged view, mimesis is a form of iberproduction: it
produces, and it produces meanings. The making of mean-
ing, in other words, is another mimetic means of forging
continuities.

Mimesis is enabled by the epistemological relation between
sense and judgment. David Summers’s Judgment of Sense shows
the great variety of ways in which sense and judgment were
construed by a host of medieval and early modern thinkers as
necessarily continuous with one another. Judgments about
things could thus readily come to be seen as mimetic reca-
pitulations of sensations.” We witness this same mimetic cou-
pling of sense and judgment in the essay that would become
the most important touchstone for many eighteenth-century
writers on taste and aesthetic judgment: Joseph Addison’s
1712 essay “Pleasures of the Imagination.”5 Addison describes
imagination as an elaborated, controlled, and willed resusci-
tation of the pleasures of sensation. Imagination’s pleasure is
grounded in a return to the pleasures of sensation, and
imagination takes pleasure in the submission of sensation to
the possibility of imaginative mimetic repetition.

The appearance in 1755 of Johann Joachim Winckel-
mann’s Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works marks a wa-
tershed in the history of thinking about mimesis, since it
cordons off mimesis to the realm of art making.6 Winckel-
mann’s contraction of mimesis severely restricts the range of
the term, stipulating that originality can arise only from
imitative continuity. With a wave of the hand, Winckelmann
elevated mimesis to the center of all genuine artistic produc-
tion. His exhortation to make truly original art by imitating
the art of the ancient Greeks is complemented by his justly

renowned phrase in praise of all successful art: “a noble
simplicity and quiet grandeur [eine edle Einfalt und eine stille
Grisse]” not only elevates the best of ancient Greek art, it also
signals elevation and equipoise—of style, subject, and affect.
Winckelmann’s famous phrase is no empty recommendation
of beautiful art but an acknowledgment, via simplicity and still-
ness,7 of the Aristotelian formulation of mimesis as the simul-
taneous movement toward continuity and unity (Fig. 2).%

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, whom we rightly thank for the
modern discovery of artistic medium,® conceives his book
Laocoon as a rebuttal to what he takes to be Winckelmann’s
mischaracterization of mimesis.'"” Lessing’s division of the
arts according to their kinship either to painting or poetry
signals more than the recognition of the distinction between
time-based and non-time-based arts. It is also an implicit claim
that all art making proceeds mimetically from one of two
constitutive categories of human experience: time and space.

From the Aristotelian position, all of the now long-standing
characterizations of mimesis as variations of imitation, resem-
blance, representation, and so on are mere secondary ap-
pearances of a more primal mimetic impulse toward unity.
The suspicion that mimesis is more importantly a momentum
toward unity perched very deep within us is likewise found in
Sigmund Freud’s investigation of what underlies our human
inclinations toward pleasure. Freud locates a tendency akin
to mimesis in his speculation that repetition—more funda-
mental even than pleasure—manifests itself most often as
imitation."" Freud comes to characterize this overarchingly
imitative, repetitious momentum as the return motion to-
ward whatever state a thing might previously have been—and
he asserts that this fundamental inclination lies at the base of
all organic life. Alongside Freud we might nominate Walter
Benjamin as having provided another important twentieth-
century reconfiguration of mimesis. Benjamin’s conception
of the human mimetic faculty yields an ideal location in
which to witness the convergence of its most primal and most
sophisticated facets. For Benjamin, human language is both
the active instigator as well as the passive resonator of na-
ture’s self-generative, repetitious dynamic.12 Human lan-
guage is the appearance, the approximation, and the most
recent iteration of nature’s own recapitulating mimetic
pulse.'? For Freud and Benjamin, mimesis figures a continu-
ity constitutive of human experience.'*

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, oddly enough, comes to
mind here. Granted more time and space, perhaps even his
dialectic could be made to reveal its mimetic allegiances. For
Hegel, the origin of consciousness emerges when sensuous-
ness takes flight. Consciousness first appears in the content
arising from the negation of the features and stuff of sensu-
ousness.'® In this view, consciousness is the obverse mirror
image of sensuousness, for consciousness comprises all that
sensuousness leaves behind.'® Just picture that.

Tom Huhn, chair of the Art History and Visual & Critical Studies
departments at the School of Visual Arts, has published Imitation
and Society: The Persistence of Mimesis in the Aesthetics of
Burke, Hogarth, and Kant; The Semblance of Subjectivity:
Essays in Adorno’s Aesthetics; and The Cambridge Compan-
ion to Adorno [Visual & Critical Studies, School of Visual Arts,
209 East 23rd Street, New York, N.Y. 10010, thuhn@sva.edu].
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2. Aristotle, Poetics, trans. Richard Janko (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1987).

3. Paul Ricoeur, “Mimesis and Representation,” in A Ricoeur Reader: Reflec-
tion and Imagination, ed. Mario J. Valdés (Toronto: University of To-
ronto Press, 1991), 138.

4. David Summers, The Judgment of Sense: Renaissance Naturalism and the
Rise of Aesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).

5. Joseph Addison, “Pleasures of the Imagination,” Spectator, nos. 411-21
(1712).

6. Johann Joachim Winckelmann, Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works
in Painting and Sculpture (1755), trans. Elfriede Heyer and Roger C.
Norton (La Salle, Ill.: Open Court, 1987).

7. For an illuminating discussion of alternative translations of stille (calm,
quiet), see the introduction to Alex Potts’s Flesh and the Ideal: Winckel-
mann and the Origins of Art History (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1994).

8. This point is made still more forcefully in Winckelmann’s remarks on
the unity between surface and depth in successful works of sculpture.
It’s just this unity of surface with all that appears to be beneath it that
signals the triumph of a work of sculpture.

9. This is, of course, Clement Greenberg’s view of Lessing. See Green-
berg, “Towards a Newer Laocoon” (1940), reprinted in Clement Green-
berg: The Collected Essays and Criticism, vol. 1, Perceptions and Judgments,

Jeanette Kohl

Art is imitation of nature. The more the imitation imitates, the
greater the art is.—Kurt Schwitters, “What Art Really Is: A Rule
for Great Critics,” 1920"

Mimesis as a core concept of human creativity defines many
of our actions and aesthetic practices in relation to the world.
In antiquity, the term mimesis (from the Greek word group
mimos) related not least to practices of acting and reenact-
ment, and in Pindar, Aeschylus, and Herodotus, mimesis
refers to imitation with an emphasis on impersonation. As
such, it is closely associated with portraying something or
someone. For a scholar of Renaissance art and portraiture,
concepts of mimesis become second nature. “Memes” related
to the culture of memoria and self-fashioning are as much at
the core of this period’s intellectual setup as is the awareness
of the role of mimetic processes in nature and religion. The
Renaissance is a period of deceptions and illusions, but it is
also one of likenesses and similarities.

While similitudo is a form of structural resemblance,” mi-
mesis is a procedural paradigm. The first is passive and
relational, whereas the second is generative. Similarity is a
common product of mimesis. Yet while similarity or resem-
blance is based on categorical comparisons, mimetic pro-
duction not only reproduces the visible world but it also
potentially improves, idealizes, embellishes, generalizes, or
exaggerates. One might say that mimetic acts bear the inspir-
ing potential to subvert and play with similarity and our
expectations about it in creative ways. In the Renaissance,
artistic mimesis provided a leeway for the artistic mind on the
margins of reproduction. Mimesis is an innate talent, and
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“The Idea of Order at Key West,” which begins: “She sang beyond the
genius of the sea. / The water never formed to mind or voice, / Like a
body wholly body, fluttering / Its empty sleeves; and yet its mimic mo-
tion / Made constant cry, caused constantly a cry, / That was not ours
although we understood, / Inhuman, of the veritable ocean.”

13. Walter Benjamin, “On the Mimetic Faculty” (1933), in Walter Benjamin:
Selected Writings, vol. 2, 1927-1934, ed. Michael W. Jennings (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), 720-22.

14. For a particularly illuminating treatment of the mimetic history of the
term figure, see Erich Auerbach’s “Figura” (1938), reprinted in Auer-
bach, Scenes from the Drama of European Literature: Six Essays (New York:
Meridian Books, 1959).

15. G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), trans. A. V. Miller (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 1977).

16. Hegel credited Friedrich Schiller for having inspired in him the insight
that the shape of consciousness was first and foremost set by the deter-
minations of sensuousness. See Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of
Man in a Series of Letters (1794), ed. E. M. Wilkinson and L. A. Wil-
loughby (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1967).

beautification and the freedom of electio (artistic choice) to
improve nature become the ingredients of artistic theory—
and associated mythmaking—that strives to overcome a con-
ception of art as the ape of nature and the artist as a slave to
the visual facts.

In portraiture, the early modern artist had to submit to the
strictures of similarity more than in other fields. This is not to
say that the artist had no latitude. Rather, indebtedness to the
recognizable exterior forms of the face and body was central
to the problematic status of portraiture in aesthetic theories,
fueled, still, by a Neoplatonic skepticism of images. Portrai-
ture in this perspective was the shadow of a shadow, but it was
also more an outcome of the repetitive ritrarre than the more
interpretative imitare.®

At the same time, indexical, merely documentary portraits
were extremely popular. In images produced by sheer me-
chanical procedures of imprinting and casting, the immedi-
ate touch of material on material eliminates the artist’s
“thinking hand” and creative mimesis. The physicality of the
facial imprint, which we find in many sculpted Renaissance
portraits, infiltrates the lofty thought processes we associate
with the mimetically versed Renaissance artist. The prefer-
ence for the index is part of an intellectual framework that
operates heavily with tropes of imprinting: virtuous behavior
from father to son, pious and beautiful ideas into women’s
and children’s minds, and the beloved’s image onto the
lover’s soul. In turn, these portraits “imprint” themselves in a
very striking way into our collective memory of faces.

First produced in Roman antiquity, such “ultramimetic”
portraiture, which aims at maximal likeness rather than the
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1 Marc Quinn, Self (Blood Head), 2006, the artist’s blood, liquid silicone, stainless steel, glass, Perspex, and refrigeration equipment,
80% X 25% X 25% in. National Portrait Gallery, London (artwork © Marc Quinn; photograph provided by EFE/Andy Rain)

re-creation of an individual through the artist’s eye, leads an
interesting afterlife in British artist Marc Quinn’s group of
four self-portraits, dated 1991 to 2006, entitled Self (Blood
Head) (Fig. 1).* These portraits bring to life an array of
questions about the relation of mimesis, materiality, and
portrait sculpture in a substantial way.” Each of the images—
the portraits vary slightly in outcome and appearance—is
made from ten pints of Quinn’s blood, poured into a cast of
his head and subsequently deep-frozen. As documentary in-
dices of the head with all its details, the sculptures are quite
disturbing. In their “brutalist” mimesis and materiality,
Quinn’s skinless faces record his aging, yet the process is
literally frozen in time. In this way, they address the central
function of portrait sculpture: to keep the dead alive. Ironi-
cally, the material used is not known to be particularly dura-
ble in itself. The durability of the portrait bust carved in
marble or cast in bronze is counteracted by the precarious
nature as well as the aggregate state of the matter used. Blood
is usually hidden within the body and only emerges through
the skin if it is injured. Needless to say, it is not typically the
material of mimetic portraiture.

By turning his body’s internal fuel into the raw material of
its own image, Quinn addresses the idea of the body turning

into an image in death.® He also radicalizes traditional artistic
casting practices and their relation to concepts of memoria
and genealogy. Self (Blood Head) tackles these ideas in a bi-
ologistic manner. It also evokes Christian blood metaphors,
such as the New Testament substituting the Old Testament’s
covenant carved in stone with the liquid covenant of the
Eucharist: blood as the everlasting fluid, the medium of
circulating the testament through Christ. Quinn’s Blood
Heads clearly operate with the idea of physical and spiritual
sacrifice, but they cast the material and Christological fluidity
and currency of the medium into a state of technically mas-
tered preservation. Engineering makes it possible for Quinn
to be literally and substantially iz his own image—at the
expense of the artist’s blood and his likeness both being at
the utter mercy of a refrigerating system.

Historically, an artist’s portrayal of himself was the out-
come of close introspection and observation. The challenge
of traditional self-portraiture requires a reflected form of
automimesis in which an inner similarity shines through in
the likeness of one’s visible self. Quinn’s Selfs are less charac-
ter portraits than simulacra, addressing (and counteracting)
the function of portraits as making memory present. The
series documents and testifies to the artist’s physical life in
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the guise of a blood relic. But Quinn’s is also a series of
antiportraits, in the sense that the London version is de-
signed to be melted, recast, and refrozen when moved: the
artwork’s mimetic form can be “destroyed” and re-created
technically. Such a re-creation would revive nothing, how-
ever. On the contrary, the artwork literally freezes and deac-
tivates the oscillating contiguity of presence and absence,
closeness and distance characteristic of portraiture. What we
get is what we see: frozen blood—and a blatant violation of
conventions related to the promise of presence, which the
mimetic portrait generates.

Jeanette Kohl is associate professor of art history at the University of
California, Riverside. Author of Fama und Virtus: Bartolomeo
Colleonis Grabkapelle (2004) and co-editor of Similitudo: Kon-
zepte der Ahnlichkeit in Mittelalter und Frither Neuzeit
(2012) and En Face: Seven Essays on the Human Face (2012),
she is completing Sculpted Renaissance Portraiture [Department
of Art History, UC Riverside, 900 University Avenue, Arls Building,
Riverside, Calif. 92521, jkohl@ucr.edu].

Niklaus Largier

In the Life of Moses, the fourth-century theologian Gregory of
Nyssa makes an attempt to explain what he considers the
deep paradox and ultimate challenge of mimetic figuration.
Reaching the summit of Mount Sinai, dwelling in “darkness”
after gaining access to “the invisible and the incomprehensi-
ble . .. beyond all knowledge and comprehension,” Moses is
“led . .. to the place where his intelligence lets him slip in
where God is.” There, Moses “sees that tabernacle not made
with hands” that he will have to show “to those below by
means of a material likeness [ mimesis].” Moses has to do so in
order to guide them in their way to the contemplation of true
reality, and its beauty—“Beauty” and “Being,” as Gregory calls
the divine in a Greek philosophical vein.

The gap could not be more gnawing between the reality of
the things Moses sees in divine darkness and the “material
mimesis” he is meant to engage in. As he learns, the very
mirroring that material mimesis performs—Latin transla-
tions speak of speculatio—is the only access to the truth of all
things and of each particular thing in its worldly and tempo-
ral existence.! Gregory, to be sure, is not a Gnostic who
chooses a spiritual flight into a world of ideas. Instead, he
emphasizes that as Moses returns from the heights of Sinai,
he brings back not only the Law but also an art of figuration,
a “material mimesis,” that “reweaves” perceptions and opens
a path where conceptual knowledge fails. This path includes
allegorical readings of the mimetic figures drawn from the
Holy Scriptures that are to be interpreted in the process of
contemplation. However, as Gregory and Origen, a theolo-
gian very close to him, make abundantly clear, mimetic figu-
ration is more than a practice of representation that opens
ways of reading and of a hermeneutic engagement with
things, the world, and God.
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Beyond and below the level of hermeneutics, material
mimesis creates networks of figures and figuration—figures
that do not “mean” anything but that impose themselves on
our sensual and affective perception, forming a particular
sphere of knowledge. The fact that Moses “boldly ap-
proached the very darkness itself” thus translates—as Origen
stresses in his engagement with the Scriptures—into a form
not of conceptual knowledge (gnosis) but of aesthetic expe-
rience (aisthesis).” Ideally, material mimesis would bring back
the true nature of things, lost in darkness. Yet it can never be
more than the production of a growing and ever more ab-
sorbing intimacy with that very nature of things.

What I have been fascinated with in recent years is both the
utterly realist side of these theological thoughts and the light
they throw on our view of mimetic figuration. Gregory and
Origen engage in an elaborate understanding of “material
mimesis,” of image and object making, that does not end with
an allegorical reading of images and their symbolic function.
Instead, they foreground the aspect of aisthesis, of sensual and
affective perception, and thus of aesthetic experience. As
Origen points out, the Scriptures have to be read in light of
intellectual understanding and in forms of an experience
where figures and tropes deploy their effects by shaping
perception, sensation, and affects and by liberating things
from a discursive grasp that turns them into idols and ideol-
ogy.

Erich Auerbach, trying to understand what he sees as the
realism, the “concreteness,” the “intensity,” the “sensuality,”
and the absorbing style of Dante’s poetry,” returns to this
theological concept of mimetic figuration in a 1944 essay with
the title “Figura.” In a detailed analysis of the use of the word
in classical rhetoric and poetry, he elaborates on the material
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quality of the term, which, as he points out, never loses the
character of plasticity and concreteness. It is remarkable that
exactly this plastic-concrete and haptic aspect of figura is most
prominent in the Christian use of the term. In Tertullian,
Auerbach writes, “figura is something real and historical” that
points to something else that is also “real and historical.”*
This, however, does not mean that the reader or viewer of a
figure is to interpret it in a spiritual way, moving from a
literal-historical meaning to an allegorical one. Rather, we
discover in Tertullian’s lively and evocative poetic writing
what Auerbach calls Tertullian’s “energetic realism.” This
realism produces an absorbing figural reality that not only
affects the reader and shapes his affects and perception but
also brings figures in communication with each other in the
very act of perception. Thus, the plastic sensual and historical
concreteness of figures never moves into the background.
Instead, it produces figural networks below the horizon of
hermeneutics and allegorical interpretation.

What is striking here is another aspect that Auerbach does
not mention explicitly. It is the very experimental nature of
this practice of material mimesis or, to put it in broader
terms, the openness of experimental figuration toward the
production of aesthetic experience. Born out of the impos-

g

sibility to name and represent things “as they are,” mimetic
practice is to be understood as a never-ending play with
figures, their capacities to produce effects and to form net-
works. The history of the adaptations and reworkings in
poetry and the visual arts of elements drawn from the biblical
Song of Songs since Gregory of Nyssa and Origen is a won-

derful example of exactly this history of experimentation.

Peter Mack

The high value placed on the concept of mimesis offers a
point of comparison between the literary and visual arts.
Aristotle, writing about tragedy, focused on the imitation of
an action, while implying that there should also be an imita-
tion of character, whereas theorists of the visual arts in the
Classical period speak of the imitation of reality." The ancient
anecdotes about the skill of the painter center on the ability
of his representations to trick either animals or other painters
into thinking that the painting is a real object: a bunch of
grapes or a curtain.” In order that a painter be taken seri-
ously, a certain skill in mimesis seems to be a requirement. In
that sense, mimesis for the painter may be not so much a goal
as a means to an end. The fact that you can portray appar-
ently unimportant objects (grapes, curtains) realistically pro-
vides a guarantee of competence that can recommend you as
a candidate for more ambitious projects (portraits of an
emperor, depictions of mythological or landscape scenes). In
rhetorical terms, to demonstrate skill in mimesis might be
thought of as part of the painter’s ethos, part of his self-
presentation as a dependable partner in the transaction of
creating a public visual image. Since ethos is part of rhetorical
theory, to speak of ethos inevitably directs attention to the role
of the audience in such a transaction.” If you engage some-

The history of still lifes is another case worthy of study. In
their thoughts about a modern notion of aesthetics, Alexan-
der G. Baumgarten and Johann G. Herder argue in the
eighteenth century (far away in time but not far from the
problems discussed by the early theologians) that this exper-
imental play with figures on a ground of darkness constitutes
the very foundation of aesthetic experience—not as a prac-
tice of mimetic illustration and allegory, but as a practice of
creation of ever new possibilities of sensual, affective, and

cognitive perception through “material mimesis.”®
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one to make a representation of a subject, you want to be sure
that you are at least paying for competence; in ideal circum-
stances and in order for your commission to achieve a great
success, you want to engage the person capable of the best
possible imitation of the subject. Of course, successful imita-
tion of reality requires that an illusion be created. In keeping
with most Western theorists, who consider mimesis a preem-
inent goal of painting, E. H. Gombrich has described the part
that expectations and projections on the part of the viewer
play in the process of responding to the visual stimuli pro-
vided by art objects.*

The effect of successful imitation is often amazement at the
painter’s skill. When we look at a van Eyck or Vermeer we are
astonished at the precision of the detail even though we must
to some extent be collaborating in viewing the panel or
canvas as a representation of people in a sitting room, a
studio, or a bedroom. But it can also be shock. On looking at
a large nude by Lucian Freud I am both amazed at the
detailed rendition of the flesh colors and blemishes and in
some way stunned by the apparent pitiless, unflinching gaze
of the artist, as if he is determined to show me the kind of
animals we humans actually are, without illusions of idealiza-
tion, compassion, or love. Some of this shock (if that is the
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right word) comes from a crossing in perceptions. We are so
used to projecting a certain kind of idealization on the cen-
tral nude figure of a painting that to be compelled to con-
front so much that is nonidealized can be a jolt. The size of
the paintings and the postures imposed on the models may
also contribute to their startling effect. Freud’s paintings may
also implicitly comment on other imitative nudes. What we
usually think of as a realistic portrayal of a body may in fact
involve a degree of idealization, both in the models chosen
and in the manner of their depiction. An unintended ideal-
ization may be a component of the “realistic depiction” of
brothel or drinking scenes in genre painting. Even unattractive
people look better in films and on television than in our lives.
To depict scenic reality in literature, writers focus on spe-
cific objects and on visual sensations in the viewer. These
depictions are always selective and are often celebratory. We
think that we have seen the whole of King Arthur’s feast in Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight (lines 60—84, 114-29) because
the poet has described in detail a few of the textiles and
sounds, leaving the audience to fill in the rest of the scene.
Successful literary mimesis requires a very strong fit between
characters, causes, and action so that it will seem that the
action results almost inevitably from the people and the
situation. At its most successful, the writer’s art of illusion
goes beyond mimesis and becomes enargeia, bringing an ac-
tion before the eyes of one’s audience and thereby achieving
a tremendous emotional impact on them.” Enargeia is pro-
duced by the way in which the circumstances are portrayed.
The force attributed to enargeia is the literary artist’s envy of
the power of the eye. To the eye an effect is always immediate
and individual. Only when they are used with great skill can
words and narrative have the same impact. A literary mimesis
works through time; it depends on a fit between what we
learn about the people involved and the action portrayed.
Painting sometimes implies the elements of time and causa-
tion, but it can also make its effect without them. Francis
Bacon may have had something like this difference in mind
when he spoke about the difficulties involved in narrative
painting. “I don’t want to avoid telling the story, but I want
very, very much to do the thing that Valéry said—to give the
sensation without the boredom of its conveyance. And the
moment the story enters, the boredom comes upon you.”
The requirements of mimesis differ according to the dif-
ferent media. In the theater, mimesis depends on providing
adequate causations for actions that evolve at appropriate
speeds and in accordance with what can be presented on-
stage. There is no doubt that actual bodies perform the
action; the question, which depends on the complementary
skills of writer and actor, is whether they are credibly and

Alex Potts

The term mimesis is not often deployed in modern discussions
of the visual arts. There is no art historical equivalent to Erich
Auerbach’s magisterial study of literary mimesis." Mimesis is
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significantly motivated. In media where less is already given,
the requirements of mimesis may be satisfied with less, or an
audience may be more willing to collaborate in the illusion.
With the right words and the right actors, an audience may be
willing to accept a row of umbrellas as an artful imitation of
Noah’s ark or the flapping of a single umbrella as the flight
of a raven. In painting there may be more expectation of a
certain degree of skill with line, organization, and color, less
toleration of improvisation; in sculpture, especially in re-
stricted places, correspondingly more.

Mimesis depends largely on what an audience is willing to
regard as a realistic representation. This will vary according to
both their expectations about the world (under what circum-
stances is what sort of person likely to perform what sort of
action?) and their understanding of the medium in which the
imitation is conveyed. Understanding a particular culture or
period’s criteria of accurate representation involves studying
its beliefs, its practices of education, and the representations
that artists and audiences will have had before them as mod-
els. It requires us to investigate the different types of plausible
connection that individuals have learned from the stories
they have been told, from their practical social lives, and from
their visual experience. A period or a cultural mimesis will
depend fascinatingly on the interactions between the conven-
tions of different forms of expression; in some periods, on
the relations of visual art, theater, and literature; in others, of
video games, social media, film, and photography. The con-
ventional aspect of mimesis gives artists the opportunity to
present new visions of reality shockingly and convincingly.
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generally conceived of in terms of imitation, the term that
stood in for mimesis in traditional art theory. With modern
theories of art prioritizing the constructive dimensions of
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artistic process, imitation has acquired increasingly negative
connotations. Terms such as depiction or representation tend to
be used instead, even if these, too, are associated with uncrit-
ical reflection of given appearances in the more radically
antimimetic twentieth-century theorizing about art. Never-
theless, much modernist or avant-garde art that is character-
ized by commitment to abstraction and to rejection of the
artistic imitation of reality often powerfully evokes aspects of
a larger world lying outside the domain of art.> To make
sense of these complexities, with antimimetic imperatives
existing alongside equally powerful impulses to engage with
nonartistic realities, much can be gained from considering
the broader meanings mimesis has had in earlier thinking
about art and literature.

Roughly speaking, Western conceptions of mimesis that
originated in ancient Greek theorizing about literary repre-
sentation and image making fall into two categories.” One
prevalent view has it that mimesis is the fashioning of an
image or appearance that imitates something in the real
world or gives the illusion of doing so. Such understanding of
mimesis as the artistic reflection of something real has dom-
inated conceptions of representation in the visual arts. In
contexts where naturalistic notions of art have held sway, it
acquired positive connotations as endowing the work of art
with lifelikeness and vitality. Equally, it has often, as it did in
Plato, been envisaged negatively—with the image realized in
the work of art being seen either as an inadequate copy of
something real or as a deceptive illusion. Envisaging mimesis
thus as a reflection of reality often entails a disregard for the
internal configurational aspects of the artwork, as if the most
compelling picturing has a visual immediacy that cancels out
awareness of artistic medium and process. Yet medium was
integral to ancient understandings of mimesis. Even for
Plato, mimesis was “intentionally making an appearance
(phainomenaon, phantasma) that resembles something of a
certain kind but is not something of that kind itself.”*

An alternative theorizing of mimesis, which had its origins
in Aristotle’s poetics, focused on the internal configurational
coherence of a work. At issue was the compelling nature of
the work seen as a whole rather than reflective resemblances
between individual images and motifs and realities they pur-
portedly conjured up. A work of art envisaged in these terms
was mimetic because the compelling picture or fiction gen-
erated through the artistry deployed in fashioning it evoked
something significant about the world without imitating it
directly. In traditional post-Renaissance artistic and poetic
theory, these two understandings of mimesis usually went
hand in hand. The antimimetic turn, which became particu-
larly acute in the late nineteenth century, operated in part by
instituting a dichotomy between the world-reflecting and the
world-creating capacities of art, with mimesis being associated
with passive reflection.

The antimimetic turn was more thoroughgoing in the
visual arts than in literature, giving rise to modern artistic
formations in which the configurations were entirely abstract
and divested of representational or mimetic elements. There
are two broad points to be made here. First, this development
originated in part in reaction against a very particular under-
standing of pictorial mimesis that had taken hold in the later
nineteenth century—one in which processes of artistic rep-

resentation were conceived of as drawing or painting directly
from life, almost as if the artist were a living camera register-
ing visual sensations of things seen through the filter of his or
her temperament. Second, the pioneers of radical abstrac-
tion were often motivated by a belief that the self-generating
artistic processes to which they gave themselves over were
resonant with a reality inaccessible to conventional pictorial
representation. They were, in effect, holding onto something
of the world-creating aspect of traditional understandings of
mimesis.

The imperative driving the modern antimimetic turn had
less to do with representational forms as such than with a
larger compulsion to fashion radical alternatives to prevailing
artistic conventions seen as empty and as confirming the
established cultural and political order of things. Such an
imperative was already at work among the more radical nine-
teenth-century realists,” so it cannot simply be identified with
an abandonment of the mimetic impulse. What occurred was
an increasingly fraught split between world-reflecting and
world-making processes that had been encompassed, largely
without critical anxiety, within traditional understandings of
artistic mimesis.

New forms of art emerged in which mimesis existed uneas-
ily, if suggestively, alongside an artistic configuring that op-
erated independently of conscious portrayal. A good instance
is Jean Dubuffet’s painting Shot in the Wing (Fig. 1). A mod-
ernist engagement with painting’s messy and polychromatic
materiality is central to its conception. It is in no way a
depiction of an observed street scene. Even so, it contains
representational cues evoking the urban environment’s cha-
otic flow of traffic and array of discordant signage and its
isolating collectivity. These cues prompt one to envisage the
melee of paintwork as possibly having something to do with
the fabric of experience in the modern metropolis. Any
direct apprehension of this kind, though, is blocked by the
image-disintegrating effects of the painterly process. Ideally,
the representational motifs should acquire a more lifelike
resonance through being embedded in the material fabric of
the work, while the latter’s generalized evocativeness should
take on a vivid concreteness from the mimetic cues. Yet the
impact the work has comes more from interferences and
disparities between the largely nonrepresentational power of
the painting and the fragmented representational cues,
blocking any easy resolution and prompting one to keep
looking.

This argument has been advanced from a context very
different from the one in which Dubuffet and other self-
consciously modern artists were operating in the earlier and
mid-twentieth century. Nowadays the urgency attaching to
the modernist or avant-garde commitment to a negation of
lifelike pictorial representation understood in narrowly re-
flective terms has dissipated, leading to clearer awareness of
the historically and culturally diverse nature of artistic mime-
sis. Gone is the idea of a revolutionary artistic project pursued
through a radical reconfiguring or negation of traditional
cultural forms. This is a loss that has had its effect on the
urgency that can be claimed for a committed artistic practice.
But it does not mark the end of art that seeks to be modern
and politically engaged. Understandings of the viability of
artistic formations have shifted, with overtly mimetic effects
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1 Jean Dubuffet, Shot in the Wing (Le plomb dans Uaile), 1961, oil on canvas, 74% X 98% in. (190 X 250 cm). Detroit Intitute of Arts
(artwork © Artists Rights Society [ARS], New York/ADAGP, Paris; photograph © The Bridgeman Art Library)

and the explicit referencing of realities lying outside the
domain of art being more freely exploited. What persists in
experimental work is a willingness to face up to ongoing
dislocations and tensions between the configurational and
the representational dimensions of artistic process—symp-
tomatic of a broader disintegrative logic in capitalist cul-
ture—and a refusal that is as much political as it is aesthetic
of the affirmative synthesis of the two posited in classical art
theory.
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