
 
METAPHOR(M): ENGAGING A THEORY OF 

CENTRAL TROPE IN ART. 
 
 

Thesis 
 
 

presented to the Faculty of Arts 
 
 

of 
 

the University of Zurich 
 
 

for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 

by 
Mark Staff Brandl 

 
of USA and 

Mogelsberg, St.Gallen, Switzerland 
 
 
 

Accepted in the spring semester 2011 on the 
recommendation of Prof. Dr. Philip Ursprung and 

Prof. Dr. Andreas Langlotz 
 
 
 
 
 

2011 
 









 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To my father the late Earl B. Brandl, 

my mother Ruth Staff Brandl, 

my sister Marcia Brandl-Willhite 

and my wife, Cornelia Kunz Brandl 



 

 



   

TABL E OF CONTENTS 

Acknowledgements ..................................................................................................................... i 

 

Notes on Typographic Style ...................................................................................................... iii  

 

List of Illustrations .................................................................................................................... iv 

 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................... viii  

 

Introduction ................................................................................................................................ 1 

 

Prelude: 

 Tropi, Agon et Quo Vadam ................................................................................................... 7 

 

Chapter One: 

 Wandering and Surveying; Links to Literary Theory and Contemporary Aesthetics ......... 17 

 

Chapter Two: 

 The Theory of Central Trope; Metaphor and Meta-Form ................................................... 48 

 

Chapter Three: 

 Excursus............................................................................................................................... 80 

 

Chapter Four: 

 Conceiving Metaphor(m)s ................................................................................................. 105 

 

Chapter Five: 

 My Metaphor(m), a Painting Installation .......................................................................... 118 

 

Chapter Six: 

 Central Trope in Two Contemporary Painters' Works ...................................................... 147 

 

Chapter Seven: 

 Artistic Ground; Cultural Inheritance, Struggle, Respect, Material and Identity .............. 172 

 

Chapter Eight: 

 Metaphor(m) and the Expanded Text Concept.................................................................. 188 

 

Chapter Nine: 

 Timelines, Comics and a Plurogenic View of Art History ................................................ 211 

 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................. 249 

 

Bibliography ........................................................................................................................... 268 

 

Index ....................................................................................................................................... 281



   

 



  i 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  
 

I would like to acknowledge the encouragement and assistance I have received from many people 

throughout my long journey researching, writing, painting and drawing this dissertation. I am deeply 

indebted to and appreciative of my "Doktorvater," Professor Dr Philip Ursprung. He not only set an 

amazing standard through his own art historical work, but motivated me while keeping me on track. 

After having had some difficult experiences with other academics in the past who found my interests 

too far outside the acceptable consensus, I was literally floored by Dr Ursprung's ability to see to the 

heart of my thoughts and desires, often even more clearly than I could myself, and then to encourage 

me to apply them in original ways. He continuously challenged me to be ever more creative and 

experimental in the form and argumentation in my dissertation. It was his insight that, since I am an 

artist as well as art historian, and since I was fashioning a theory rooted in the embodiment of 

creativity, I must performatively do that as well within my dissertation's form. He has been a source of 

inspiration in my studies, my dissertation and my art, above and beyond that of most other teachers I 

have encountered. This object before you would not have existed without him. 

 

Likewise, my second advisor, Professor Dr Andreas Langlotz was a continual source of inspiration to 

me. I sought him out originally in order to have an expert to keep close watch on my borrowings and 

use of cognitive science and cognitive metaphor theory. While he did indeed perform that function 

admirably, Dr Langlotz has been much more than this. He was a source of revelatory ideas for the 

entire structure of my dissertation, with its multimedial and cross-disciplinary hubris. Although he is a 

scientist and scholar, like an ideal professor of fine art he frequently saw where my ideas were leading 

me and advocated even more inventiveness and courage on my part. 

 

I also wish to thank those who have consistently supported me in my idiosyncratic combination of 

interests: painting, installation, art history, philosophy, art theory and comics. Dr Daniel F. Ammann 

has been my exciting and imaginative dialogue partner since my arrival in Switzerland some in 1988. 

This theory began in free-for-all brainstorming-like discussions with him. Dr Thomas Emil Homerin 

has been my main intellectual discourse partner since we were 10 years old. He was often there for me 

even from afar when I needed to sound out ideas in this dissertation. There are many, many others who 

have been direct sources of inspiration and information to me when I needed them. These include: Dr 

Clemens Müller, my Latin professor, who encouraged me to continue when I met some resistance 

before, fortunately, discovering Dr Ursprung. Dr George Lakoff, a source for my theory, who I first 

called out of the blue, but who took time for me at a peak of his media fame. Dr Cornel West has 

always inspired me, both through his writings and recently personally as well. Dr David Carrier, an 

internationally important art historian and philosopher has been a continually stirring correspondent 

via email and his own numerous books. Dr Arthur Danto could have viewed me as troublesome, 

especially as I challenge George Dickey's philosophy of the ontology of art based on Dr Danto's work. 

Dr Danto is far too famous and important to have repeatedly taken time to comment on my 

dissertation-in-progress as he did (as I posted it on-line chapter by chapter). Dr James Elkins, another 

superstar of current art history, who truly deserves this status, also found time amidst his prolific 

productivity to comment on aspects of my dissertation. Comic book artist Gene "the Dean" Colan, 

famed for his artwork for 7 decades, has inspired me since I was a child. He and his late wife Adrienne 

became my friends in recent years and their continual, personal comment on and support of my work 

has been motivating. Jeffrey Hoke is an incredible artist with whom I have been befriended since we 

were in undergraduate studies and worked at the natural history museum in Chicago together. He gave 

me extensive and highly personal feedback after the first several chapters, when I most needed it. John 

Haber, my favorite New York art critic took the time to read the entire work in its second-to last draft, 

giving me detailed feedback. I was awarded a three-week residency as a working-guest of the Dr 

Robert and Lina Thyll-Dürr Foundation at the Casa Zia Lina on the island of Elba, Italy in the summer 



  ii  

of 2010. Due to this superb experience I was able to bring the largest part of this dissertation to a close, 
working day and night, but feeling as if I were on a luxury vacation. Thank you to them. My gratitude 

is also owed to Marcus Landert, the Director of the Art Museum of Thurgovia for encouraging me to 

turn this dissertation into several exhibitions as well. Dr Ginger Campbell's podcasts on neuroscience 

from her website, Brain Science Podcast were a continuous spring of motivation, re-inspiring me each 

time I listened to them in my car while driving to teach art history or while walking my dog River in 

the forest. There are many more who have helped me who I do not mention here: thanks to you all. 

 

Finally, thanks and love to my wife Cornelia Kunz Brandl, who believes in me even when I am 

following strange, seldom traveled paths of my own devising (a frequent habit of mine), but who also 

walks them with me (physically and metaphorically), being a much needed analytical and motivational 

discussion partner in four languages: English, German, Swissgerman and that of love and 

understanding. 



  iii  

NOTES ON TYPOGRAPHIC STYLE 
 

Tropes 
 

The typographical conventions of style in this paper for presenting figurative phrases, 

metaphors and metaphor themes are the ones established by the preeminent journal in the 

field, Metaphor and Symbol. Figurative sentences or phrases are set in quoted lower-case 

italics (e.g., "My soul is an enchanted boat"). Expressions of foundational metaphors (also 

termed metaphor themes or metaphor formulas) are set in quoted upper-case italics (e.g., 

"LIFE IS A JOURNEY"). Subordinate instances of these foundational themes are set in quoted 

lower-case italics ("Our relationship has come a long way"). This is based on George Lakoff's 

work, but with some slight changes. Thus, although he and his co-authors' books established 

the field, quotations from their works prefigure and do not always follow this scheme. 

 

Capitalization 
 

Names of historical periods, styles, movements, schools and trends are capitalized when 

they serve as proper nouns designating specific, usually time and location-bound, entities. 

They are lower-cased when the word is intended in a general sense or as a broad 

classification. Therefore Pablo Picasso and Ernest Hemingway are Modernists, but Julian 

Schnabel and Thomas Pynchon are not, although each may consider himself modernist. 

Likewise, most literary theories today are poststructuralist. Paul de Man was one of the 

leading American Poststructuralists. 
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ABSTRACT 

METAPHOR(M): ENGAGING A THEORY OF CENTRAL TROPE IN ART. 

Mark Staff Brandl 

 

This dissertation presents, tests, embodies and performs a theory of trope in visual art. 

My thesis is that the formal, technical and stylistic aspects of creators' approaches concretely 

manifest content in culturally and historically antithetical ways through a particular trope. 

Creators seek to discover and construct such a central trope of form in a dialectical, even 

dialogical, circle of testing and understanding. This process allows them to express their 

desires, both those willed and those revealed by the trope. The term metaphor(m) used in the 

title is a pun; it describes the core of the theory ð that such tropes are both metaphoric and 

meta-formal. My theory is grounded in the continuing scholarship on conceptual metaphor 

pioneered by cognitive linguists and scientists, particularly George Lakoff, Mark Turner and 

Mark Johnson and the personal and cultural process of struggle as advance by Harold Bloom 

in his work on poetic misprision. The theory of central trope is applied to single paintings, 

series of paintings, installation works, electronic media, the expanded text concept, art history 

timeline models, comics, and artistic cultural inheritance. This dissertation is in the traditional 

form of a book, but with the addition of paintings and sections in sequential comic form as 

well as an actual installation comprised largely of paintings.  

ABSTRACT DEUTSCH 

METAPHOR(M): ZUR THEORIE DER KERNMETAPHER IN DER KUNST 

 
Die vorliegende Dissertation entwirft und überprüft eine Metapherntheorie und bringt 

diese in der visuellen Kunst zur Anwendung. Der Verfasser geht dabei von der These aus, 

dass in formalen, technischen und stilistischen Aspekten gestalterischer Schaffensprozesse 

besondere Tropen oder Metaphern zur Anwendung kommen, die antithetisch auf kulturelle 

und historische Ausdrucksformen reagieren. Um ihre formale Kernmetapher aufzuspüren und 

konstruktiv zu entwickeln, bedienen sich Kunstschaffende eines dialektischen, wenn nicht 

sogar dialogischen Verfahrens, in dessen Verlauf Erkenntnis und Überprüfung wechselseitig 

zum Einsatz kommen. Dieser Prozess bringt ihr Verlangen zum Vorschein ï das beabsichtigte 

ebenso wie jenes, das durch die Metapher enthüllt wird. Beim Begriff Metaphor(m) handelt es 

sich um ein sinniges Wortspiel, das auf den Kern der Theorie abzielt, denn die diskutierten 

Tropen sind sowohl metaphorischer wie metaformaler Natur. Die Theorie stützt sich auf eine 

lange Reihe wissenschaftlicher Untersuchungen zur konzeptuellen Metaphorik (allen voran 

die Arbeiten der Sprach- und Kognitionswissenschaftler George Lakoff, Mark Turner und 

Mark Johnson) sowie auf Harold Blooms Traditionstheorie und dessen Aufsätze zur 

"kreativen Fehl-Lektüre" (poetic misprision). Die Theorie der Kernmetapher wird auf 

einzelne Gemälde, Bilderserien, Installationen, elektronische Medien, das Konzept des 

erweiterten Textbegriffs, Zeitleisten der Kunstgeschichte, Comics und künstlerisches 

Kulturerbe angewandt. Die Dissertation erscheint in traditioneller Buchform, enthält aber 

zahlreiche Bilder und Zeichnungen, Abschnitte in sequenzieller Comicform sowie eine 

mehrheitlich aus gemalten Bildern bestehende Installation. 

 

 



    

INTRODUCTION  
 

 

...[T]he human conceptual system is 

metaphorically structured and defined. 

ðGeorge Lakoff and Mark Johnson
1
 

 

 

 

This dissertation presents, describes, investigates, performs and embodies an original 

theory of trope in art. My proposition is that the formal, technical and stylistic aspects of 

creators' styles concretely embody content in new, yet culturally and historically antithetical 

ways. One central trope of form is sought and discovered by creators. This tool allows them to 

express their desires, both those willed and those discovered within the trope. The term 

metaphor(m) used in the title is a pun. Puns can be particularly slippery when used in theories. 

However, this one works so well I consider it, only partially tongue-in-cheek, to belong to me 

as a trademark: Metaphor(m)Ê, as can be seen throughout this dissertation on the paintings 

which begin each chapter.
2
 This word describes and embodies the core of my theory ð that 

such tropes in the hands of artists and authors are both metaphoric and meta-form.  

 

My claim is that a vocabulary of "foundational cognitive metaphors" is at work in the 

formal, technical, and stylistic aspects of the works of artists and other creators. One central 

trope is brought into being through a figurative vision of one or more aspects of the form, 

most often by way of what George Lakoff and Mark Turner refer to as "image mapping" or 

"image schemes."
3
 This central trope may be located in construction, composition, paint 

handling, color, dialogue, syntax, or other qualities of the aesthetic object. It can be a complex 

comprised of various metaphors, metonymies and other figurative forms. These may be 

extended, elaborated, composed, questioned, and/or otherwise manipulated. 

 

Due to cognitive science there have been major breakthroughs in understanding tropes. 

This began in earnest approximately twenty years ago, yet has been most impressive over the 

last decade. Especially in the last few years, major cross-disciplinary communication has been 

cultivated concerning the connection between "poetics" and thought in general. Many 

approaches, including the one presented here, are inspired by and profoundly indebted to the 

continuing work on conceptual metaphor by George Lakoff, Mark Turner and Mark Johnson. 

Such a large portion of research is grounded in cognitive psychology and science that some 

even call this new outlook on the mind a "cognitive revolution." It is important to know, 

                                                 

 

1
 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1980), p. 6. 
2
 This is not because of a wish to discourage anyone else from using this theory or term, if they are so 

inclined. In fact I rather encourage it. However, a trademark allows control of how it is used, if need be. 

Additionally, most powerful terms in our postmodern culture seem to have that small tm after them. I 

have joined the club. Finally, this little symbol pleasingly fits the comic/show-card style of the Covers 

paintings at the start of each chapter. 
3
 "Foundational metaphors," "image-mapping" and "image schemes" are important in all the publications 

of George Lakoff and his co-scholars. Foundation metaphors were brought to the attention of a wide 

public first through the book Metaphors We Live By. The best short descriptions of image-mapping and 

image schemes are in Lakoff and Mark Turnerôs More than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic 

Metaphor (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1989). 
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though, that the man who has inspired many of us, Lakoff, has a background in linguistics and 
logic. There are other contributors to the study, analysis and application of trope to thought 

including scientists from other fields, literary and cultural theorists, philosophers (especially 

from aesthetics and the philosophy of mind), artificial intelligence and computer experts, 

scholars of religion, scholars of literature, and even a few creative artists and authors. The 

discovery animating all of this is that trope is the basis of thought, thus language is one 

instance of it, not the other way round. This new concentration on the human power of 

cognitive imagination strengthens some old contentions of artists and inspires new 

observations, such as the theory in this dissertation. 

 

The personal and cultural process lying at the heart of the discovery of creators' 

individual metaphor(m)s is the antithetical struggle they enter into with their precursors. This 

is the "agon," a battle based in love and fear, so well described by Harold Bloom. His inspired 

concept of misreading, or misprision as he calls it, borrowing a wonderful word from 

Shakespeare, offers the important clarification of why the invention of a metaphor(m) takes 

place. His "agonistic"ò revisionism, cognitive metaphor, and the theory of central trope will 

be shown to interlock with reciprocal rapport.
4
 

 

The postmodern flowering ðeven, until recently, overwhelming hegemony ð of 

literary theory, or critical theory as it is more broadly termed, has both bolstered and limited 

contemporary discourse on the arts. It is thus a necessity to address such postmodernist 

metacriticism in this paper. Likewise, philosophy has experienced a surprising growth in the 

stature of aesthetics, once the barely tolerated foster child of metaphysics, to a position of 

vital importance in the discipline. How insights gleaned from this field bear on the theory of 

central trope will also be canvassed. I seek to integrate certain aspects of important theories 

from both these camps into my notion, when they either parallel or contribute to it. Major 

literary-critical thinkers and aestheticians have indeed made very discerning insights and 

speculations, which have direct pertinence for my theory. By looking for useful tools in both 

areas, I will be avoiding the still almost war-like divisions between the two fields. Whereas it 

would be hoped that all could learn from one another, there may be even a three-pronged 

separation emerging: literary criticism vs. aesthetics vs. cognitive metaphor. We must get 

beyond such partisan thought, fostered by petty jealousies between academic disciplines, old 

rivalries between schools of thought, and simple nationalism. The theory of metaphor(m), 

while simple in many ways, is integrative and cross-disciplinary in its search for the actuality 

of the various dialectics of the creative act. I occasionally focus on my disagreements with 

specific theorists in order to clarify the thought process in my own presentation here. This 

should not mask the huge debt I owe to all the philosophers and thinkers I mention. I see 

theorization at its best as a polyphonic dialogue, often even an argument. I may have the 

tendency to appear polemical, but I genuinely desire heartfelt discussion. 

 

Therefore, in the following chapters, metaphor(m) will be seeking "similar souls," but 

also countering opponents. A particular strength of my theory is that Formalism is subsumed 

and transumed in it, rather than denied or faithfully obeyed. My theory allows the 

incorporation of certain positive aspects of what has been called (artworld) Formalism or 

(literary-world) New Criticism and Structuralism, while in effect standing them on their 

                                                 

 

4
 Harold Bloom introduced and developed this exciting contention in his trilogy of books on the subject: 

The Anxiety of Influence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), A Map of Misreading (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1975; Oxford University Press Paperbacks, 1980), Agon: Towards a Theory of 

Revisionism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982; Oxford University Press Paperbacks, 1983). 
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heads, showing form to be a function of achieved content. Such object-obsessed 
hypothesizing is shown to be a useful, but not exclusive, tool. In another vein, the theory of 

central trope is an attempt to create a pugnacious logic of critical poststructuralist 

interpretation, which is however purged of post-deconstructivist nihilism. 

 

A general comment on terminology is in order. The term trope is used in this paper 

when figurative language in general is meant. Metaphor is one usual term for the idea which 

is discussed here. Unfortunately, though, this word is used in two distinct applications, one 

general and one particular. Confusion often results from this failure to distinguish the species 

from the genus. Metaphor may mean alternately either figurative expression itself, the genus 

ð therefore identical with figurative language or trope ð or that particular instance thereof, 

the species, usually described as follows. 

 
A figure of speech, an implied analogy in which one thing is imaginatively compared to or 

identified with another, dissimilar thing. In metaphor, the qualities of something are 

ascribed to something else, qualities that it ordinarily does not possess.
5
 

 

That is the famous description of metaphor as a "comparison without a like or as," 

which is always taught in high school and secondary school literature classes. "Achilles is a 

lion." Useful terminology does not allow a thing to be a species of itself. Other terms bring 

other difficulties, all probably reflecting the various underlying philosophies of the animal 

under study. Various general terms include trope, figure and figurative language. The latter 

two would cause a problem when the theory is applied to visual art as well as literature. 

Anything containing the word language is not interdisciplinary enough and figure in visual art 

is widely used to mean the human form (e. g. "figure painting").These terms are inadequate in 

reference to literature anyway. They clearly reinforce views of the subject opposite to those 

espoused in this paper. Connotations such as figure skating or ornateness come to mind, 

declaring metaphor to be no more than decorative fancy. There are linked terms such as 

scheme, conceit, symbol, rhetoric, poesy, poetics, analogy, etc. Yet each expresses a particular 

idea somewhat askew of the intentions here. It will be shown that some of these terms 

describe ideas which are corollaries or particular instances of metaphor(m). In short, the 

problems with many terms reflect old, deficient and competing theories of the thing itself. 

Trope is difficult because it is derived from turning, which might suggest that analogies of 

any sort are decorative twists on normal "transparent" speech. However, it seems that trope 

and its concomitant adjectives tropological or tropaic are the most promising. Turning can be 

envisioned in other, more evocative images and analogies. Therefore it will serve as the 

general term, metaphor will be chiefly used in its specific application ("no like or as" species), 

occasionally substituting for the general, along with the other terms mentioned, where this 

occurs in common use and for stylistic variety. It is included in the title for the word play as 

noted, and because it remains an important keyword in any literature search of poetics. In 

addition, cognitive science now uses the term for the broad, analogical basis of thought itself. 

 

Linking striven-for content, discovered form, antithetical historical and critical cultural 

awareness, metaphor(m) is proposed as a general theory of trope in the arts. This is primarily 

a theory aimed at visual art, especially painting, but cross-disciplinary in implication, making 

suggestions about application to other art forms. For the sake of economy in argument and my 
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own strengths, art forms other than painting will be touched on only in passing. It is hoped, 
however, that an interdisciplinary understanding of this theory will encourage readers to 

envision its potential usefulness in other arts and genres. 

 

The theory of central trope is applied in this paper specifically through discussions of 

several visual artists (Vincent van Gogh, Charles Boetschi, Leonard Bullock, among others); 

authors (including Ernest Hemingway); of a single painting (Color Unit 24.1 by Charles 

Boetschi); and a variety of other visual artworks, electronic media, literary works, and 

comics. I additionally apply the theory to models of the art history time-line, to the extended 

text concept in media, to a tropaic re-envisioning of Harold Bloom's theory of revisionism and 

to my own development as an artist. Finally, I attempt to embody my theory within the form, 

structure and details of the dissertation itself. 

 

This is the most exciting aspect of this dissertation for me. It is a direct result of the 

amazing creative encouragement I received from my professor, Dr Philip Ursprung at the 

University of Zurich and my reader, Dr Andreas Langlotz of the University of Basel and the 

University of Lausanne. They suggested the performative application of my theory to the text, 

to my own work and to the conception of the dissertation as a whole. Concrete results of this 

notion will be seen in several aspects of the dissertation, e.g.: the Covers paintings beginning 

each chapter; the comic sequences adding a personal dimension, commenting on and ending 

each chapter; Chapter Three, which is entirely in a pictorial, extended comic form; the 

extended metaphors or conceits guiding each chapter's composition ð some of which are the 

relics of actual use; the Conclusion, which is also largely in comic form; and Chapter Five, 

which is a painting-installation created by me to embody and visually discuss my own 

metaphor(m) within a work of my own. In that chapter, the installation is in fact the chapter. 

The text is a contemplation of the artwork, making it oddly both secondary and primary (from 

the artist's mouth). This entire dissertation will exist, upon completion, as both a book and an 

exhibition, with the assistance of Markus Landert, the Director of the Art Museum of 

Thurgovia. 

 

Both my professors noted that the chapters could be assembled in several orders other 

than that with which they appear here, each with a different effect upon the perceptions of 

readers, although the texts would stay the same. Professor Langlotz in particular feels that he 

most appreciates Chapter Five, My Metaphor(m), as the culmination of my dissertation, rather 

than as one interspersed, embodied example. However, he feels it works as it is situated as 

well. This reminded me of Alasdair Gray's Lanark: A Life in Four Books. In the Epilogue, this 

author suggests that he would like the book "to be read in one order, but eventually thought of 

in another." He has joined chapters into groups which he labels "Books." These he feels 

should be read in the order numbered and printed, but thought of in the sequence "books 

three, one, two, four."
6
 In this spirit, I will suggest an alternative ordering of my dissertation 

chapters, while leaving them as they stand. An order which places the emphasis upon my own 

art would be: Introduction, Prelude, Chapters One, Two, Four, Seven, Eight, Nine, Six, Three, 

Five, Conclusion.  

 

Why have I spent so much time on this dissertation? Over the 12 years since I first had 

the initial inkling of desire to write it, Metaphor(m): Engaging a Theory of Central Trope has 

become my chief artistic creation, although in that time I did more than 50 art shows of 

paintings and installations, both group and solo, as well as taught, wrote articles and reviews, 
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blogged and gave speeches. These exhibitions, publications and presentations were in 
galleries, museums and Kunsthallen all over the world, but Metaphor(m) dominated my 

thoughts since I first brainstormed it in discussion with Daniel F. Ammann in Switzerland. It 

has colored all of the other art and teaching I have done. Especially while learning Latin as a 

part of my studies, but also due to the length of time I took to accomplish this dissertation, I 

have been confronted by others with the question as to why I would want to write, paint and 

draw such an extensive work. Most frequently, I have answered that it is my own, though 

radically different, Über das Geistige in der Kunst, Wassily Kandinsky's personal book of 

theory.
7
 This is approximately true, although a bit disingenuous, for as compared to 

Kandinsky I am more philosophical and not at all esoteric in thought. It might be more 

appropriate to say that in my own thoughts it is my mixed and cross-media, personal, 

equivalent of Tintoretto's Scuola Grande di San Rocco, or at least the prolegomena to one. 

 

A shorter answer to the question: Beyond the pure joy of using difficult reasoning to 

discover and formulate a serious new perception of art, the aim of this dissertation and theory, 

like that of many others, is to serve as a truth and corrective to certain deficiencies of the 

current theoretical landscape in which I am an artist ðhopefully, in the minds of others, thus 

my web-presence and lectures, yet chiefly in my own mind. As Lakoff has pointed out, 

"Philosophy matters. It matters more than most people realize, because philosophical ideas 

that have developed over the centuries enter our culture in the form of a world view and affect 

us in thousands of ways."
8
 Most of all I am concerned with understanding works of art and the 

creative thought processes embodied in them. I have a daily practice of making art for some 

40 years, thus am invested in the phenomenological reality of artistic agency. If this or any 

other theoretical analysis of art is worthy of serious consideration, it is in its usefulness for a 

fuller understanding and criticism of the works before us. 

 

                                                 

 

7
 Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art (Original published 1914 in German as Über das 

Geistige in der Kunst), trans. by M. T. H. Sadler (New York: Dover Publications, 1977). 
8
 George Lakoff, Women, Fire and Dangerous Things : What Categories Reveal about the Mind 

(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1987), p. 157. 



 Introduction 6 

 
 

 

 



    

 
fig. 1 

Cover Prelude: Tropi, Agon et Quo Vadam, 

oil, acrylic and ink on wood, 

2008, 

40 x 27.5 cm / 16 in x 11 in 



 Prelude 8 

PRELUDE 

Tropi, Agon et Quo Vadam 
 

 

 

Theories are constructed objects. é 

[Example:] 'They assembled a theory.' 

ðGeorge Lakoff (The Conceptual Metaphor 

Home Page)1
 

 

 

 

A Personal Beginning 

 

In the early 1980s, the artworld was in an uproar. It was increasingly clear that 

Modernism had, surprisingly, indeed been a "period," not the ultimate state of culture, and 

furthermore that it was slowly coming to a close. Postmodernism seemed a little insipid, even 

unappealing at first as diverse anti- or retro-styles vied for the pole position. French literary 

theory of a Deconstructivist bent slowly became hegemonic, a situation still now in place. 

Yet, for most artists and authors, Post-Modernism (still capitalized and hyphenated at that 

time) seemed an opportunity to seek new theoretical inspiration, to free oneself of the 

previously prevailing Formalism, also termed the New Criticism in literature, while hopefully 

also offering a way to avoid the trap of what threatened to be a cynical mise en abyme of 

sophistry under the first influences of Poststructuralism. In heated discussions in New York 

and elsewhere, artists sought out new interpretations of the inevitably intertwined dialectic of 

form and content. Art was clearly not all about form; it was plain to see that creators had 

something to say, to discover. Equally, art was not all about the inability to say anything, 

about illustrating the unreliability of form as sole content. There was a widespread recognition 

that, indeed, form was a tool for discovery and yet also the discovery itself. Through that 

fissure, the great beast, long considered dead, re-arose in a new and splendid form: ludic 

trope. At first the source of inspiration for many artists, including myself, was Jacques 

Derrida and the Yale Deconstructivists such as Paul de Man.  

 

Jacques Derrida was a French literary philosopher and the founder of what is called 

Deconstruction. He argues that much of philosophy rests on arbitrary dichotomous categories, 

sees language as writing, uses the metaphor of "text" for all experience, and suggests that 

there is no possibility of intentional meaning. Deconstruction can and has been disparaged as 

nihilistic, solipsistic, and a-political, but has also contributed greatly to the contemporary 

critical analysis of art and society, attacking seemingly fixed notions of gender, race, and 

privilege. I found Derrida's notions most interestingly presented in Writing and Difference,
2
 

and Margins of Philosophy,
3
 although Of Grammatology 

4
 is his most popular book. Many of 
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the theorists affiliated with Yale University in the late 1970s, including Paul de Man, 
Geoffrey Hartman, J. Hillis Miller, and Harold Bloom, are especially influential in literary 

criticism and, influenced by Derrida, are called the "Yale Deconstructivists." One of de Man's 

key texts in my opinion is The Resistance to Theory.
5
  

 

Theory in this vein remains the most powerful force in literature and art departments in 

universities around the US and indeed the western world. As a rather trendy art gallery owner 

once commented to me in 2003, "Aren't ALL contemporary artists Derridaian and 

poststructuralist now?"
6
 While this may appear to be true, many of the artists, authors and 

students who identify themselves with poststructuralist thought do not fully understand it, not 

truly applying their own preferred theory. They are generally citing it as an influence for 

fashionable reasons, verbally espousing many of its tenets, such as the impossibility of fixed 

interpretation, the death of the author, and others. Denis Dutton describes this situation in his 

article of 1992, "Delusions of Postmodernism" from the journal Literature and Aesthetics: 
 

That contemporary artists are as eager as ever for attention as unique individuals is 

demonstrated by the fact that they tend to treat their work as an expression of individual 

subjectivity in discussion and documentation. That the privileged position of the 

author/artist is not entirely dead in the minds of artists is also indicated by the unceasing 

tendency of artists everywhereðincluding those who style themselves "postmodern"ð

angrily to dispute hostile critical interpretations of their work which "fail to comprehend" 

their intentions, which "miss the point" of their work. For many artists, complete freedom of 

interpretation is fine as a general philosophical theory applied to other people's work, but 

not to their own.
7
 

 

What began as a situation promising a possibility for more free artistic play, has 

unfortunately now become the dominant master of the academy. Renowned art historian, 

psychologist and art critic Donald Kuspit has asserted in an email that, "In the artworld, 

followers of Derrida are not against hegemony; they now possess almost complete 

hegemony." 
8
 

 

It was in this context that my study of literary theory arose ð perhaps a bit defensively, 

yet also out of enthusiasm. In fact, it was more of a return to previous pursuits than a new 

interest. Throughout my university studies and in my free time I have been actively involved 

in aesthetics, the analytical philosophy of art. This passion operates in concert with my ardor 

for and interaction with the possibilities of an "extended" interpretation of the (supposedly 

dead) medium of painting, of installation art, of comics as an artform, and of display sign-

painting . Indeed, I even began my doctoral studies in the department of English Language 

and Literature (called in German Anglistik) in order to concentrate on the linguistic options of 

my endeavor. Later, after I had completed the learning of Latin as a portion of my studies, 

another opportunity arose. The University of Zurich finally had a scholar of modern and 

contemporary art as a professor, Dr Philip Ursprung, whom I met personally when we both 

were speakers at the convention of art historians in the US in Boston, the 2006 College Art 

Association conference. Almost simultaneously I became acquainted with Dr Andreas 
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Langlotz of the University of Basel, an expert in cognitive linguistics. These events led me to 
change to art history, leave my original, more orthodox literature advisor, and begin afresh 

with the stimulating new influences of Ursprung and Langlotz. Professor Ursprung 

understood not only my focus, but encouraged me to reach for a whole new form of 

dissertation, suggesting not only that I investigate other artists' works, both historical and 

contemporary, but that I also include my own art in it as an integral component, the 

performative presentation of the creation of these dissertation works and an attempt to analyze 

them with the tool of my theory. I was thrilled and yet presented with a whole new range of 

challenges, which I hope I have mastered. 

 

At first my theoretical research consisted of working my way through key books and 

articles by and about the most influential poststructuralist practitioners of literary theory and 

of what has come to be called "critical" theory, the expansion of literary critical theories into 

the discussions of socio-political questions. Simultaneously, I intensified my already existing 

involvement with contemporary analytic aesthetics. In both fields, I was seeking points of 

conjecture which I felt illuminated my understanding of art in unexpected ways, yet also rang 

true to my experience as an active artist, art critic, art historian and appreciator of 

contemporary art by others. I was inspired by concepts from many thinkers, as I describe in 

the next chapter, yet not the entirety of anyone's system. I have thus sought to incorporate 

ideas I find enriching from a variety of sources into my own theoretical construction. I now 

realize that an ulterior motive was also to be able to theorize myself out of the constraints of 

theory, fighting fire with fire as is often my wont. I sought to discover philosophers offering 

pertinent, contemporary analyses which, however, also acknowledged agency: that creators 

were responsible makers of meaning and not mere symptoms of societal flaws. In truth, I 

heartily hoped for theorists who would go even farther, searching for ones who suggested 

intelligent means of resistance to an at that time ever-increasing dominance by the radical 

right of politics and mass media; likewise, seeking methodologies which could serve as 

insurrection against the even then quickly hardening academic stifling of art in consensus and 

market sophistry. Books important to me then included Hans-Georg Gadamer's Truth and 

Method,
9
 Bakhtin, Essays and Dialogues on His Work edited by Gary Saul Morson,

10
 Arthur 

C. Danto's The Philosophical Disenfranchisement of Art,
11

 John Lechte's Julia Kristeva,
12

 

Cornel West's Prophetic Reflections: Notes on Race and Power in America,
13

 and R. A. 

Sharpe's Contemporary Aesthetics: A Philosophical Analysis.
14

 

 

I learned from all these and more. However, most crucially, I found the greatest 

revelation in the cognitive linguistic approach of George Lakoff and others and in the 

antithetical revisionist theory of Harold Bloom. Combined, they accorded genuinely with my 

experience of art while also electrifying me with new possibilities for understanding art, its 

production and its producers. Cognitive linguistic theory was first widely introduced in 
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Lakoff and Mark Johnson's Metaphors We Live By
15

 and Lakoff and Mark Turner's More than 
Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor.

16
 Bloom presented his theory initially in a 

trilogy of books beginning with The Anxiety of Influence.
17

 

 

Trope and Struggle 

 

Although also first appearing in the late 80s, cognitive metaphor and the embodied 

mind concept took until the turn of the millennium to begin affecting the practice and 

understanding of creators and scholars. Cognitive linguistics, especially the subdivision of it 

which I will use the most called cognitive metaphor, is largely based on the ground-breaking 

work of George Lakoff and his two collaborators, Mark Turner and Mark Johnson. Lakoff, 

who began as a student of Noam Chomsky, initiated research which led to the creation of an 

important interdisciplinary study of metaphor, now generally called cognitive linguistics. 

Theorists involved in this approach advance the hypotheses that metaphor is the foundation of 

all thought, that linguistic elements are conceptually processed and that language is chiefly 

determined by bodily and environmental experiences. 

 

The desire for an imminent fundamental change linked to a new understanding of trope 

is indeed in the air, not only for me; ever more frequently, artists and authors have begun to 

refer to metaphor and cognitive metaphor theory. For example, Frank Davey, a Canadian poet 

with an involvement in theory, states the following in an interview with Héliane Ventura in 

the journal Sources:  
 

Lakoff and Johnson suggest that many of our habitual metaphors are connected to our 

culture's ideological investments. ... To some extent their work appears to be related to 

various projects of Deconstruction, in that they raise to consciousness the hidden 

assumptions of banally figurative language. Political and economic metaphors, they write, 

"can hide aspects of reality," "they constrain our lives," they "can lead to human 

degradation." But they also argue that ordinary language is necessarily metaphoric, that 

cultures need the conceptual frames of metaphor to provide perspectives and coherence. 

And I recall that as well they examine metaphors around womenðwomen as food ("a real 

dish") or as fire ("hot babes," "hot stuff," "kiss of fire," "torrid romance" etc). It's this ... kind 

of metaphor that I play with in Back to the War in poems such as "The Complaint," or 

"Sweets," or "The Fortune Teller." ... The 'link' that metaphor requires isn't foregrounded in 

[my poems] but is merely latent until it is made by the reader....
18

 

 

Likewise, art critic Barry Schwabsky writes of the influential New York painter 

Jonathan Lasker in ArtForum magazine: 
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Jonathan Lasker once told me he thought the Minimalists had been trying to make an art 

without metaphor, and in fact had succeeded; but the point having been proved, he 

continued, there's no longer any urgent motivation to produce more metaphor-free work.
19

 

 

Cognitive linguistics and Bloom's revisionism were a revelation to me. I found Bloom's 

notion of agon to supplement Lakoffian conceptions splendidly. Bloom sees the primal 

activity of the creative life as one of struggling with and overcoming one's influences by 

revisionistically, willfully and yet imaginatively misunderstanding them. In cognitive 

linguistics and agonistic revisionism, I discovered theories which read true to my experiences 

and additionally offered openings to the world, criticizing the solipsism and sophistry of much 

other current literary theory by, among other strengths, subsuming their rivals' insights.  

 

It can now be seen that the Late Modernist attempt to undermine metaphor, as described 

by Schwabsky and Lasker above, although necessary at that time, did not actually function as 

expected, but was rather a negational, metaleptic trope in itself. Moreover, Davey expresses a 

perception that there is a continuation between Derrida and Lakoff , an opinion both 

controversial and, surprisingly, held by many. In his eyes as a working poet, he finds aspects 

of Deconstruction and cognitive metaphor to be akin, something that both factions would 

heartily rebuff. The continuum containing both these theories is that of the free play of tropes. 

The fascination and excitement of encountering and applying new conceptual systems can 

lead to productive discoveries, both in the hands of creators and of scholars, whatever their 

final political status becomes. Applying novel theories can produce new discernments into 

literature and art contemporary with a given philosophy, but also into aspects of the nature of 

creativity across a broader time span.  

 

Lakoffian theory offers an, at this time, atypical model, in that it acknowledges agency 

ð that is, the individuals who make art experiences. This renders a chance to investigate into 

and speculate on the nuts-and-bolts of creation. The cognitive theory of metaphor is also 

unusual in that it is a theory more concerned with concepts than with words alone, thus 

fostering application to a wide range of art forms. An important facet of cognitive linguistic 

theory is that metaphors are embodied, that is, that mental concepts are constructed 

tropaically from bodily experiences. These foundational perceptions can furthermore lead to 

what he terms "image schemas," which can then be used to structure somewhat less physical 

events. This has potentially significant implications for the poet, the painter, the novelist, the 

critic and the scholar. It is indeed one of the main tools I have chosen to employ. In my 

dissertation, Lakoffian theory will be applied to the competitive discovery of trope within 

aspects of form in visual art. 

 

Lakoff believes that a proper appreciation for metaphor cuts through the perpetual clash 

between the so-called "objective" view of trope (that it is purely literary, almost decorative) 

and the so-called "subjective" view (that it has no direct tie to experience). He promotes an 

alternative that stresses the centrality of metaphor to our thinking processes, and thereby to 

our language and other actions. Hence, I see cognitive metaphor theory similarly offering an 

alternative to Formalism and Poststructuralism by subsuming them both. This study will use 

theory derived from cognitive linguistics as a method of augmenting the range of 

poststructuralist thought and revivifying appreciation of the formal discoveries of authors and 

artists. 
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Cognitive metaphor theory proffers a mode of thinking which can be applied to the 

analysis and creation of art, while accentuating the efforts of the makers of these objects. 

After the object-only orientation of Formalism, after the medium-only focus of 

Deconstruction, this may lead to a feeling of liberation, of agency. Nevertheless, this is a 

theory which brings with it a new sense of the burden of the past. Whereas the Formalist 

Modernists felt free from the past and the Deconstructivist Postmodernists are endlessly 

tangled in an inescapable present, authors and artists as viewed through cognitive metaphor 

theory are directly responsible for fashioning their own tropes through the processes of 

extension, elaboration, composition and/or questioning. This they accomplish in and through 

the formal parameters of their work, with enough cultural coherence to be able to 

communicate, but enough originality to be significant. Important tropes cannot merely be 

selected from a list; they are discovered and built out of revisions of cultural possibilities, in 

fact, fought for and won. Thus Harold Bloom's theory of antithetical revisionism also 

contributes an important component to this paper, as he writes: 

 
But again, why should someone crossing out of literary criticism address the problematics of 

revisionism? What else has Western poetry been, since the Greeks, must be the answer, at 

least in part. The origins and aims of poetry together constitute its powers, and the powers of 

poetry, however they relate to or affect the world, rise out of a loving conflict with previous 

poetry, rather than out of conflict with the world. ... This particularly creative aspect of a 

kind of primal anxiety is the tendency or process I have called "poetic misprision" and have 

attempted to portray in a number of earlier books.
20

 

 

The heart of Bloom's theory of misprision is the concept of an indispensable, 

antithetical agon of each poet. With poetry being the chief artistic discipline for Bloom, the 

word poet may also be replaced here with artist, which is what I will do. Revisionism is 

exalted to the central fact of artistic creativity. Agon is Bloom's term for the conflict arising 

from the anxiety of influence. Each and every author must wrestle with his or her precursors, 

the ones who inspired them to be writers in the first place. In amendment of Bloom, though, 

this "loving conflict" also transpires with the world, as it involves tropes of bodily experience 

as outlined in Lakoffian theory. Creators seeking individual ways to convey their experiences 

within their media, are necessarily forced to fence with comparable expressions of similar 

experiences by their predecessors, therefore primarily with their predecessors' tropes. 

Cognitive metaphor theory offers an important basis for the study of art and literature, in 

particular their formation. Bloomian agonistic misprision completes the portrayal of the 

process by which creators arrive at the cognitive tropes so described. 

 

The theory of central trope which I will be developing within this dissertation is 

postmodern, as described. It is a model unfolding the construction by authors and artists of 

distinctive central tropes in the tangible forms and processes of their media. They achieve this 

by means of an agonistic struggle with predecessors' tropes, doing so in order to uniquely 

articulate personal perceptions and experiences. Such tropes in the hands of artists are both 

metaphoric and meta-formal, thus yielding the punning term metaphor(m) in my title. This 

word describes and embodies the core of the theory. For creators, artistic value is grounded in 

form, the way a work is made and its technical aspects. Yet, turning Formalism on its head, 
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these attributes in themselves are significant only due to their meta-properties as tools and 
modus operandi involving context, tropaic content and cultural struggle. 

 

This Dissertation 

 

Cognitive metaphor theory will be put in the service of art and art historical theory. In 

this dissertation, then, I develop a theory of how meaning is embodied in Modern and 

Postmodern creativity. I view my hypothesis as the elucidation of a theoretical yet concrete 

tool with which artists create. Based in part on linguistic theory, metaphor(m) is a general 

theory of trope in art, which links content and form with historical and critical cultural 

awareness. I apply my theory to visual art, especially to painting and installation art. The 

artists include the famous and the less well-known, historical and contemporary, friends and 

foes, a smattering of all of these. (When I first wrote this Prelude, I had been studying and 

applying my theory to Charles Boetschi, Vincent van Gogh, Gerhard Richter, Wesley Kimler, 

Stuart Davis, Jackson Pollock, Donald Judd, Leonard Bullock, C Hill, Bill Viola, Robert 

Rauschenberg, Sigmar Polke, Lawrence Weiner, Marcel Duchamp, George Brecht, Jack 

Kirby, Gene Colan, Jonathan Lasker, Stephen Westfall, David Reed, Mark Francis, Mary 

Heilmann, Edith Altman, Annette Messager, Joseph Beuys, Richard Long and many others. 

Who exactly would turn up in my dissertation I could not then say for certain. In the 

following, completed dissertation, readers will see who I settled on.) Topics include specific 

and close analysis of artworks and media. While the theory of central trope is in dialogue with 

a number of theorists and creators within my discussions, this dissertation is intended to be a 

work of performed theory, not an exhaustive monograph on a single artist nor a purely 

personal reflection. Rather, I test my thesis through the study of chosen subjects, while 

simultaneously working through the implications of the theory on my own art as manifested 

in the planning and creation of a painting-installation. In this way, I probe metaphor theory's 

bounds and limitations, as well as its depth and utility in the study of creative works. Thus my 

theorization is embodied performatively, and what is the creation of art, especially paintings, 

if not mentally guided bodily experience? 

 

I am creating this dissertation in the traditional form of a book, but with the addition of 

an actual installation. If successful, both will manifest the process of creation displaying, in 

open performance, the slow but steady making and finding of a metaphor(m). However, much 

like Sigmund Freud's psychotherapy of himself, this may not be completely possible, opening 

my dissertation to the rich possibility of partial failure. In either event, it is a thoroughly 

dialogical approach to production, uniting performance and reflection in a manner perhaps 

best describable as a Deweyian double-loop learning procedure or a Gadamerian hermeneutic 

circle of understanding. Philosopher and education reformer John Dewey proposed that 

learning was more than the prevailing view described as error and then correction. He 

believed learning to be a reiterating process of testing, learning, correction and within re-

testing modification of the underlying goal could be altered, thus seeing it as two loops of 

correction. The philosopher of hermeneutics, Hans-Georg Gadamer proposes that 

understanding is accomplished by coming to a situation with preconceptions, testing these and 

then necessarily altering one's judgment, resulting in ever repeating circles through which one 

then deepens the comprehension of any whole through knowledge of its parts encountered in 

subjective yet open investigation. 

 

Within the writing and creating art for this dissertation, I perform something of a guided 

tour of my thought process. Each chapter of the dissertation, then, embodies the idea of the 

chapter through the inclusion of analytical discourse, a painting and a comic sequence 
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featuring an investigation of how the (meta-)discourse is being applied in the art works, in a 
plurogenic, braided interlacing of registers, a methodology much inspired by Giuliana Bruno's 

book Atlas of Emotion.
21

 

 

My "painting installations," which I term Panels, are wall and room-filling works 

wherein a group of large painted canvases are surrounded by additional painting directly on 

the wall, thereby transforming the space into huge, readable, sequential "pages" of a walk-in, 

"comic book." One chapter will be one of these artworks. Second, there are the somewhat 

more detached paintings I term Covers. These works are paintings in gouache, ink, acrylic 

and oil on paper, wood panel, or canvas. They are recognizably based on the structure of 

comic book covers, with title, bold lettering, price, date, numbering, image and so on. Each 

chapter begins with one of these paintings. Furthermore, important portions of the dissertation 

were posted on-line on an art "e-zine" blog, allowing for additional "viewer" and reader 

discussion. My hypostatization of central trope centers on testing it in the production of 

Covers works and a Panels painting-installation as well as the text. Thus, I will be imagining, 

conceiving, and bringing-into-vision the concept of central trope in art, as proposed in my 

subtitle. Some Modernist critics are dismissive of the possibility that various art forms and 

media might have any similarities or effects upon one another. Most famously advocated by 

Clement Greenberg, this form of Modernism asserts that each art must be rendered "pure" by 

concentrating solely on what separated it from other disciplines, especially demanding an 

anti-literary stance in visual art. By contrast, my theory of central trope denies such 

separation, claiming an underlying level of tropaic reasoning to be integral to literature, visual 

art and creative works in other media, perhaps even postulating a necessary postmodern 

impurity. Application of a conceptual theory of metaphor to art history remains a relatively 

unexplored ð but potentially very rich ð area of research.  

 

In addition to the text, artworks, and on-line e-zine blog posts and discussions, as 

mentioned, my dissertation chapters will include sequential art (comics) concerning my 

thoughts. The image preceding this Prelude was the first Cover painting. The page following 

is the first of the meta-sequences in comic form. In the completed book, the Introduction 

physically precedes yet temporally follows this chapter, as of course introductions are best 

written after the entire text has been completed, but are presented at the beginning. The title 

and topic of the next chapter is "Wandering and Surveying: Links and to Literary Theory and 

Contemporary Aesthetics." It is a "placement" of the theory within the world of literary 

theory, as well as a discussion of related approaches or influences from contemporary 

analytical aesthetics. 

 

                                                 

 

21
 Giuliana Bruno, Atlas of Emotion: Journeys in Art, Architecture, and Film (New York: New Left 

Books, Verso, 2002; paperback, 2007).  
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Cover Chapter One: Wandering and Surveying, 

oil, acrylic and ink on wood, 

2009, 

40 x 27.5 cm / 16 in x 11 in 
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CHAPTER ONE. 

Wandering and Surveying: Links to Literary Theory and 

Contemporary Aesthetics 
 

 

 

Creating Is Moving To A Location (here) 

- 1 The created object is brought into existence. 

- 2 The created object is brought into being. 

- 3 Aspirin can make your headaches go away. 

Note: (here). When we understand creating in this 

way we are actually understanding it as an instance 

of causation: as a caused change of state of an 

affected party. 

ðGeorge Lakoff 
1
 

 

 

Affinities 

 

Scholars, other intellectuals and artists operate in landscapes populated with a vast array 

of competing and overlapping circles of discussion, dialogues both historical and 

contemporary. One's own thought will reflect these, as one wanders among them seeking 

insightful inspiration, yet one must also critique them. To make a play on the title of Goethe's 

famous novel, these are one's eclectic affinities, thinkers to whom one's own thought is linked. 

Scholars generally emphasize the importance of specific affinities to their own projects. The 

process is similar for creators, yet they dramatically foreground their divergence from their 

discoveries in others. In land-surveying the most important practice is triangulation, the act of 

using multiple reference points to connect to and locate (that is, find and describe) one's exact 

position with the greatest possible accuracy. I am using this metaphor in this chapter, both 

because I find it very productive and because I am attracted to it as a former land-surveyor 

and now both an artist and scholar. 

 

In the Prelude, I quickly described my individual response to a current, specific 

situation in the artworld. That is, for the last several decades what is termed "literary" or 

"cultural theory" has had a signal, even hegemonic, position within the analytic segments of 

the fields of literature and visual art. In this chapter, I explore more completely the particulars 

of some of the theories themselves, tracing and retracing my search through the various ideas. 

This is a somewhat curious endeavor, because on the one hand, I knew much of the outcome 

already, having of course done most of my research previous to this writing. On the other, I 

tried to remain open to fresh decisions as I retrace my peripatetic explorations, while 

continuously "tying them in" to my principal personal perceptions concerning art and 

creativity. Thus a doubling of exploration occurs here, and throughout this dissertation, as I 

                                                 

 

1
 George Lakoff, et al., Conceptual Metaphor Home Page (University of California at Berkeley website, 

http://cogsci.berkeley.edu/lakoff/), page: 

http://cogsci.berkeley.edu/lakoff/metaphors/Creating_Is_Moving_To_A_Location_(here).html . 
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recreate an intellectual journey and yet intensely live it, leaving it open to new finds. Perhaps 

this is something of a simile for painting itself.  

 

In this first decade of the new millennium, dogmatic partisanship appears to have begun 

to wane. Nevertheless, most authors in these fields still appear to pay attention and respect to 

a delimited pantheon of theorists. The various theories comprising this multifarious enterprise 

include Structuralism, Poststructuralism, Deconstruction, Hermeneutics, Formalism, several 

Marxisms, some neo-Freudianism, Reader-Response theory, Feminist criticism, Relational 

Aesthetics, Performative Aesthetics and a few others. The dominance of "theory" has been so 

persuasive as to have given rise to an attack against it as if it were a single, monolithic entity 

as exemplified in Steven Knapp and Walter Benn Michael's essay "Against Theory." 
2
 Much 

of postmodern advanced theoretical reflection on literature and art is rooted in 

poststructuralist French ideological thought and has been polemically used to prod the sleepy 

beast that standard Anglo-American criticism unfortunately had become. Sole adherence to 

this group of Postmodernists can lead to simplistic clannishness or it can manifest academic 

trendiness. However, the creature is certainly now wide awake and frisky, (although, 

unfortunately not in standard art criticism itself yet). All aesthetic or metacritical speculation 

must come to terms with the challenges and insights within what is called literary or critical 

theory. My thought has been influenced by selected aspects of postmodern theory. This 

includes, nevertheless, a skeptical and sometimes even antagonistic response to the sophistry 

and solipsism of many partisans of theory. Contemporary literary theory has been 

perceptively termed the "hermeneutics of suspicion," a term introduced by Paul Ricîur, who 

felt that all texts are corrupted by societal forces aiming for domination.
3
 This is a rather 

paranoid, totalizing conception of creative works, relegating them to symptoms of illness and 

of creators, seeing them merely as minions of the powerful. Nevertheless, literary theory can 

be intellectually stimulating, particularly as a provocative catalyst to thought. The sundry 

doctrines of theory expose new insights by subjecting every assumption to recrimination. The 

light of theory may be actinic, but it throws deficiencies into high relief. 

 

Concurrently, the philosophy of art has assumed an unprecedented prominence in 

analytic thought. From accusations of "dreariness" by J. Passmore in 1954, aesthetics has 

developed into an exciting and important realm of inquiry in the hands of such philosophers 

as Arthur C. Danto, George Dickey, Nelson Goodman, Noël Carroll and Berys Gaut.
4
 

Nevertheless, more than literary theory, it has tended to stay within its own frame of reference 

as Lydia Goehr has described. 

 
[American aesthetics] continues seriously to investigate its relation to its single parent, 

philosophy. While it sometimes strives for independence, it never actually breaks free. 

Instead, it usually finds itself trying to reeducate its parent as a result of its own maturing. 

                                                 

 

2
 See the volume Against Theory, with its many, often defensive, responses. It appeared at the end of the 

1980s, but this book and others with similar complaints have had ever increasing effect in the new 

millennium. W. J. Thomas Mitchell, ed., Against Theory: Literary Studies and the New Pragmatism 

(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1985). 
3
 Paul Ricîur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1970). 
4
 J. Passmore, "The Dreariness of Aesthetics," Mind 60 (1951); reprinted in Aesthetic and Languages, ed. 

William Elton (Oxford, 1954). 
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Perhaps this constant reeducation is a necessary, albeit unwieldy, component of the 

continuing rejuvenation of both aesthetics and philosophy.
5
 

 

While this is true, aesthetics has much to offer working writers, artists and critics. Their 

reeducation could result in a healthy rejuvenation of creative practice. The stimulating effect 

of aesthetics on visual art can be illustrated by looking at Danto's philosophical criticism. His 

inspiration of the institutional theory of the ontology of art has had a great impact on the art 

world through his critical reviews and books such as The Transfiguration of the 

Commonplace, which first appeared in 1981 and has since become one of the most widely 

read texts in its field.
6
 Other philosophical problems and solutions could be potentially even 

more enlightening. Particularly important in recent history was the widening of aesthetics as a 

result of the disappearance of narrow positivism as an over-dominant force, allowing the 

expansion in the field we see from the 1960s until today. According to Avrum Stroll, Ludwig 

Wittgenstein's "idea that philosophical problems are 'deep disquietudes,' that they must be 

taken seriously in their own right and not be assimilated into various forms of scienticism as 

the positivists urged, gave new impetus to a field that the positivists had dismissed as a 

species of nonsense." 
7
 

 

Creators themselves have become acutely interested in aesthetics. Gordon Epperson is a 

musician who is also deeply involved with the philosophy of art. He finds this concern natural 

and necessary. 

 
Musicians (like other artists) are inveterate theorizers, ceaselessly discussing their musical 

ideas and problems, analyzing techniques, making judgments, striving to get things "right." 

They are preoccupied in practice with form, function, and meaning: and their special 

vocabularies, sometimes as recondite as the argot of professional philosophers, are rich in 

imagery. They are, to a degree, aestheticians, though it would surprise most of them to be 

told that.
8
 

 

This is also true for authors and creators in the other arts; it is even occasionally true of 

critics, publishers, curators and the like. Aesthetics has had a greater, if less particular, 

influence on my speculations than has literary theory. The theory of trope I am charting, 

building and applying in my dissertation bridges several gaps. First, it contains elements of 

both literary theory and the philosophy of art which I sought out and applied. Second, it is 

important for me that it accounts for aspects of creativity from the standpoint of the maker, 

the object, and the viewer, as well as being a critical hypothesis. Third, it focuses on visual art 

but has wider implications for other arts. Finally, it is primarily inspired by the poetics of 

metaphor and research discoveries in contemporary cognitive psychology and linguistics, 

with additional elements from other theoreticians and of my own creation. 

 

                                                 

 

5
 Lydia Goehr, "Institutionalization of a Discipline," The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 51, no. 2 

(spring 1993): 119. 
6
 Arthur C. Danto, The Transfiguration of the Commonplace (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 1981). 
7
 Avrum Stroll, "Reminiscences," The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 51, no. 2 (spring 1993): 

282. 
8
 Gordon Epperson, "Reminiscences," The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 51, no. 2 (spring 

1993): 284. 
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Owing to what I feel is my wide range of theoretical kin within the fields of literary 

criticism and contemporary philosophical aesthetics, I could present this chapter solely as a 

list of internet links, that is, as a hypertextual document containing the names of all the 

theorists and philosophers who have influenced my theories, or whose thought borders on it in 

some way. (The internet version of the test draft of this chapter had hot links on many of the 

names.) Additionally, as a part of this chapter, I have created a painting doing something 

similar. On it I am represented looking through a theodolite, viewing a mind-map-like array 

of all the names of the theorists and philosophers in this chapter, connected by lines as I see 

relationships among them, each name painted in a logo-like form reflecting their interests. 

This reveals my Diogenes-like wandering through their works and thoughts, seeking wise 

council which I apply in my own way as tools of understanding. The "world" of my theory is 

thus delineated indirectly in readers' minds, somewhat obliquely. Such a format models the 

searching, stumbling path of theoretical discovery itself, while dramatically foregrounding the 

social, cultural and historical bonds which constitute the theory's nexus ð links to others in 

the original as well as computer-jargon sense. The two fields I survey here, literary theory and 

analytic aesthetics, frequently seem to despise each other, yet can be seen as co-dependent: a 

worthy topic for development in the future. The following chapter lists kindred souls and a 

few clear opponents. Each is rather cursorily canvassed for its direct bearing on the 

development of my thought. However, in the interests of readability, I have retained the form 

of a traditionally ordered text. Yet, this text, the hyperlinked on-line version and the 

accompanying artworks visibly reflect my survey-map-like search. 

 

A better metaphor than a link being "clicked on," is a site being "measured to." I will 

attempt to locate the development of my theory, of central tropes being found within formal 

elements, in the world of other theories, much as a surveyor "locates" (legally designates the 

site of) a piece of land by running simple connecting lines to nearby, already documented 

sites through physically measuring to them, drawing and registering plans. The theodolite and 

measuring chains that I use in this chapter are applied inclusively, thus occasionally 

brusquely. Let this be a plat (a map showing existing and intended features) of where I have 

built my speculation. 
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fig. 3 

Wandering and Surveying: the Names, 

oil and acrylic on canvas, 

2009, 

160 x 100 cm / 63 in x 39 in 
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Literary Theory 

 
There are moments when the inadequacy of our 

language seizes us, when language seems to fall 

apart and falling apart opens us to what transcends 

it. ... As language falls apart, contact with being is 

reestablished. 

ðKarsten Harries 
9
 

 

Is [reading, as an art] sweetness and light, as 

modern humanistic criticism from Matthew Arnold 

to M. H. Abrams tells us it is going to be? Is it the 

working through of the epistemology of its tropes, 

as modern deconstructive criticism from Heidegger 

to Paul de Man insists upon telling us? 

Increasingly I suspect that Abrams and Hillis 

Miller, when they debate interpretive modes, truly 

dispute only degrees of irony, of the human gap 

between expectation and fulfillment. 

ðHarold Bloom 
10

 

 

The human gap between expectation and fulfillment, the basic problem of the mediated 

nature of our experience, has been a perennial point of trouble which began as a philosophical 

problem long before "new media" entered the scene. We know nothing but what reaches us 

through our senses or from information supplied by others. There is no "direct" contact with 

any concrete reality as such. The epistemological anxiety over this state of affairs, as well as 

its exploitation in the form of ironic reiteration, is a mainstay of contemporary literary critical 

theories and the works of art inspired by them. This is Postmodernism's pride and its folly. 

Literary criticism accentuates the points where language (in its widest sense) falls apart. This 

could point toward contact with "reality" and toward the difficulty of the act ð the beauty of 

what we call "stubborn fact." Beginning with such negatively framed epigraphs and 

comments, one would hardly suspect how important literary criticism is to my conjecture. I 

prominently utilize the idea of antithetical misprision from Harold Bloom and, like him, feel 

that I am both a member of and dissenter from literary criticism. 

 

Bloom, the American literary critic and former professor at Yale University, is an ideal 

starting point for this discussion. His controversial theory of artistic influence is important to 

my theory. It is difficult to do justice to his marvelous yet labyrinthine theory in a short 

description. Nevertheless, I will attempt to quickly summarize what I find useful in his theory 

for my work, based on the full range of his publications. Bloom's theory of misprision is 

poststructuralist, yet in many ways an attack on the self-centeredness of other 

Poststructuralisms. Throughout his books and essays Bloom lets fly many well-aimed arrows 

of criticism at these thinkers. Inevitably they strike with deadly accuracy. For example, taking 

site on the field as a whole, Bloom asks rhetorically of "those problematics of deconstruction" 

if they "are not the death-throes of German Romantic philosophy?" 
11

 Shortly thereafter in the 
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 Karsten Harries, "Metaphor and Transcendence," in On Metaphor, ed. Sheldon Sacks, (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1979), pp. 87-88. 
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 Harold Bloom, Agon: Towards a Theory of Revisionism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982; 

paperback, 1983), p. 31. 
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