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An Aesthetic Encounter: Thinking about Art with Susanne Langer
Robert E. Innis

Dimensions of an Aesthetic Encounter

In Iris Murdoch’s novel, The Sacred and Profane Love Machine, Harriet Gavender, the wife of Blaise Gavender as well as the psychological and narrative pivot (and even butt) of the novel, is visiting the National Gallery in London and has been viewing a famous picture of St. Anthony and St. George, actually called Il Tramonto (The Sunset)—a title that raises interesting questions in its own right.  Murdoch writes:

She had felt very strange that afternoon ... An intense physical feeling of anxiety had taken possession of her as she was looking at Giorgione’s picture... There was a tree in the middle background which she had never properly attended to before.  Of course she had seen it, since she had often looked at the picture, but she had never before felt its significance, though what that significance was she could not say.  There it was in the middle of clarity, in the middle of bright darkness, in the middle of limpid sultry yellow air, in the middle of nowhere at all with distant clouds creeping by behind it, linking the two saints yet also separating them and also being itself and nothing to do with them at all, a ridiculously frail poetical vibrating motionless tree which was also a special particular tree on a special particular evening when the two saints happened (how odd) to be doing their respective things (ignoring each other) in a sort of murky yet brilliant glade (what on earth however was going on in the foreground?) beside a luscious glistening pool out of which two small and somehow domesticated demons were cautiously emerging for the benefit of Saint Anthony, while behind them Saint George, with a helmet like a pearl, was bullying an equally domesticated and inoffensive little dragon.


Hypnotized by the tree, Harriet found that she could not take herself away. She stood there for a long time staring at it, tried to move, took several paces looking back over her shoulder, then came back again, as if there were some vital message which the picture was trying and failing to give her.  Perhaps it was just Giorgione’s maddening genius for saying something absurdly precise and yet saying it so marvellously that the precision was all soaked away into a sort of cake of sheer beauty.  This nervous mania of anxious “looking back” Harriet recalled having suffered when young in the Louvre and the Uffizi and the Accademia. The last visit on the last day, as closing time approached, indeed the last minutes of any day, had had this quality of heart-breaking severance, combined with an anxious thrilling sense of a garbled unintelligible urgent message. (52-53)


This is a remarkable description—or rather presentation of a fictional experience--of a full and deep encounter with a remarkable painting, which is not itself fictional, but ‘real.’  The body-mediated encounter with this painting—the art product on the way to becoming the artwork—is for Harriet first and foremost a work of embodied perception, just as the gestural actual production of the painting was.  Its enigmatic significance, however, elicits a work of interpretation, just as the painting itself is an interpretation of a complex “spiritual” relationship conveying a “vital message.”  But, in spite of its explicitness, indeed, its absurd precision, what it ‘means’ seems to slip away beyond the bounds of discourse, even though the configuration of marks on the canvas was as “articulate” as possible and consummately beautiful.  Murdoch presents Harriet as finding, or rather experiencing, a deep “affective” affinity (not necessarily harmonious) between herself and the world projected in the painting.  The affective quality or affective tone that structures the painting offers her a source both of self-recognition and of a kind of shattered, even undefined and undefinable, self-completion.  The painting “speaks” to her even though she is not able to say or fully comprehend what it is saying.  Murdoch, at the fictional analytical level, pinpoints the distinctive features of the existential meeting between Harriet and the painting.  Both the ‘narrative description’ and the painting described, which are clearly correlative and mutually defining, are perceptually “thick,” hermeneutically engaging and nuanced, and exemplify the diversity and complexity of signifying powers of the various sign systems that carry the perceptual qualities, objects, and significances embodied in, represented by, and expressed in the painting.

Murdoch’s literarily generated schematization highlights, I think, the essential moments, not stages, in our encounter with all works of art, quite generally, not just visual works.  These inseparable and internally related dimensions, which are not sequentially related, are the perceptual, the hermeneutical or interpretive, and the semiotic. While the apparently initiating example of my discussion seems to be a visual work of art, the work itself is not presented; rather, it is accessed through a literary text.  It is indeed the text that is the immediate work of art, or at least part of a work of art, engaged by us. But, it is immediately clear that the text itself has certain features—palpable aspects--that distinguish it from a discursively structured art historical analysis, that, indeed, make it an instance not just of literature but also of “literary discourse” (Johansen 2002), which gives it a kind of ‘double vision.’
Differently pitched theories of interpretation and of the art work intersect in the interweaving and weighting (or valorizing) of perceptual, hermeneutic, and semiotic strands in their approaches.  Perception-based models, such as those of John Dewey and of the French phenomenologist, Mikel Dufrenne, are rooted in and foreground perceptual consciousness and our bodily being, that is, we are radically embodied perceivers; hermeneutical approaches, such as those of Heidegger and Gadamer, are rooted in, but not restricted to, and foreground the primordiality and universality of our (also embodied) relation to language, as the matrix of all ‘sense’; and semiotic frameworks, which have taken different forms depending on their defining points of origin (for example, Saussure or Peirce) are rooted in and foreground the “spiral” of unlimited semiosis (the production and interpretation of signs) and the composition of art work out of different ‘sign-functions.’ In my opinion, these aesthetic models or approaches are not really alternatives or in irresolvable conflict.  They are, rather, different ways of foregrounding and “scaling” permanent features of our encounter with symbolic artifacts of all sorts, whether explicitly or thematically aesthetic or not—including technological artifacts.  Art works are configurations of perceptible qualities and hence must be perceived in some modality or another.  Having a content or sense or import  that is world-opening, these configurations must be interpreted; that is, they set us a hermeneutic task of self-understanding, of orienting ourselves to and within a world (cf. Ricoeur 1976: esp. 36-37; Johansen 2002: 113-174).  Further, the perceptual configurations and content-full meaning structures have a distinctive make-up as artifacts: they are combinations of sign-functions with distinctive ’logics‘ or ’grammars,’ the investigation of which is the task of a philosophical semiotics. Hence the three dimensions: quality—content—sign-configuration or make-up.
Turning to Langer
The aesthetic theory developed by Susanne Langer is able to frame and to relate systematically in novel ways the three dimensions we have seen functioning in our encounter with works of art. Her classic treatment of art is found in her masterwork, Feeling and Form, although the philosophical foundations for it were laid in earlier works, especially her ‘bestseller,’ Philosophy in a New Key. Her work merits the closest attention. Let’s take a look at it.
The Art Work as a Symbol of Feeling

The focal point of Susanne Langer’s philosophical approach to art is that an art work, in any genre, is essentially a ‘symbol of feeling.’ A ‘symbol,’ as Langer consistently and fruitfully uses the term, following her great teacher Whitehead, is any device by means of which we can make an abstraction (Feeling and Form: xi, hereafter FF). Art works for Langer are ‘abstractions,’ even if they are not always ‘abstract.’ For Langer a ‘symbol,’ quite generally, mediates knowledge. But it does not have to be ‘deep.’ Symbols give us cognitive control, or insight, in one way or another. An aesthetic symbol, on Langer’s conception, is an abstraction device that is meant to give us knowledge of ‘feeling,’ while other types of symbols (and symbol systems) can give us knowledge of ‘fact’ or ‘abstract relations,’ and so forth. Feeling, in Langer’s broad and for some problematic use of the term, is bipolar: it refers both to anything that can be felt and to any way anything can be felt, in the most general sense of that term, independently of whether the feeling arises endogenously (from within) or exogenously (from without). It is equivalent to what she calls ‘sentience.’ The aesthetic symbol, Langer holds, is able to do this because it expresses, in a constructed semblance, what she calls the ‘morphology’ of feeling, that is, it shares a ‘logical form’ with its ‘import,’ not its ‘meaning’ in the traditional discursive sense of that term. The logical form of an aesthetic symbol, according to Langer, is intrinsically connected to its ‘expressiveness.’ 
The role and function of the aesthetic symbol is not to ‘represent’ the world in what Langer calls the ‘discursive mode’ but rather in the non-discursive, or ‘presentational,’ mode. The distinction between these two modes was first established and illustrated in Philosophy in a New Key and is the axis around which her whole approach to art turns. Langer thinks that the non-discursive nature of the art work, which is due to its ‘semiotic architecture,  gives it both a content, which is to be ‘interpreted’ and, at the same time, a certain ineffability, which frustrates ‘normal’ interpretation, something we see in the case of Harriet. The import or content, a hermeneutic concern, cannot be separated from its form, which is to be defined both perceptually and semiotically. The art work, Langer further holds, does not ‘say’ or ‘assert’ anything as discourse in its declarative mode does, and hence cannot be ‘true’ or ‘false’ by reason of its being measured by something outside of itself. It exhibits or shows what it is about but it is not subject to the laws of discourse even if it is constructed in the medium of discourse, that is, language, as the Murdoch text is. Even a literary work, therefore, in spite of being made out of language as its materials, is not bound to a discursive logic. This fact makes the ‘interpretation’ of a literary work run parallel to the interpretation of all other types of art works, which are clearly not embodied in language nor, according to Langer, constructed out of language-like elements. The discursive and the presentational, then, are for Langer two irreducible modes of symbolization. But the ‘presentational’ mode is not restricted to art but encompasses also the domains of myth, ritual, and sacrament. Langer treated these topics at length in Philosophy in a New Key and in Mind.

Langer’s permanent and fundamental position then, is that all art works are non-discursive and intrinsically expressive symbols.  As a constructed expression, or expressive construct, an art work is, however, she resolutely holds, not reducible to being a ‘symptom’ of the subjective state of the creator of the expression nor to a ‘statement.’ The Murdoch text does not aim at the painting as a symptom or index of Giorgione’s state of mind nor do we take the text as a symptom or index of Murdoch’s. Symbolic expression, as Langer thinks of it, is the “articulation and presentation of concepts” or ‘ideas’ (FF 26)—aesthetic concepts and ideas, not the subjective states of the artist. What is presented in the text are the subjective states of Harriet Gavender. 
The peculiarity of the artistic expression is clearly complex. First of all, Langer thinks, just as Peirce did in his reflections on ‘similarity’ as the basis of iconism or the logic of icons, of an art symbol quite generally as having what she calls “a close logical similarity to the forms of human feeling” (FF 27). Murdoch’s text is an icon, in Peirce’s sense, of the subjective feeling of the perception of a painting. For Langer, as I noted at the beginning, ‘feeling’ is a comprehensive and central notion: it covers the total range of ‘movements’ and ‘states’ that mark human subjectivity and its organic embodiment. These movements and states may not be nameable, Langer thinks, but they are accessible. Sentience, Langer further asserts, has a distinctive pattern or logical form or morphology (FF 27), which the artist has knowledge of or discovers in the very process of formulation of his or her ‘idea.’ Langer’s central thesis is that such a pattern can be symbolically embodied when the artist can construct an artifact that shares with it “some common logical form” (FF 27)—where ‘logical’ here is used analogically in the sense of ‘relational structure.’ There is, according to Langer, a “formal analogy, or congruence of logical structures,” some formal likeness between the symbolic artifact and the form of feeling or sentience it expresses—this is the link that draws the perceiver to find an ‘affinity’ between himself or herself and the art symbol. This is clearly the case with Harriet. It is also the case with our encountering Murdoch’s text; it exhibits the morphology of an aesthetic encounter. In general terms, Langer held the position, which transcends the discursive/non-discursive disjunction, that a “fairly adequate symbolism” is a condition for being able to think about something (FF 28). Art gives us symbolic structures in the presentational mode that allow us, indeed enable us, to think about what cannot be said, but only exhibited—indeed, felt to be exhibited (perceptual aspect, once again). 
A symbol, moreover, as Langer is using the term, can be any “articulate form” whose “internal structure is given to our perception” (31), and this internal structure, with its reticulation or web-like branching of elements, carries the import of the articulate form. An ‘articulate form’ for Langer can be, then, any perceived natural form as well as one constructed out of such elements. [Think of Harriet and that tree.] Natural objects such as fire, water, trees, earthquakes, tides, and so forth have a ‘symbolic pregnance’ that turns them into natural symbols, though we may not be able to say of what. “Limpid sultry air” and “a ridiculously frail poetical vibrating motionless tree” are not just perceptual objects; they are symbols, or function symbolically. They stand for something, as all symbols do—even if we cannot specify what.. This ‘pushing down’ of articulation to the primary stratum or level of perception is matched by a corresponding ‘pushing up’ which not only projects new comprehensive forms to be perceived—art works—but also captures and foregrounds their distinctive forms of appearing or formal features, which make other things appear in certain ways. This, Langer argues, is what presentational forms do, that sets them apart from language in the discursive, though not presentational, mode. No work of art, on Langer’s reckoning, no matter what the medium, is a kind of language. Not even literature, which is made up of language materials, is a kind of language—no matter how paradoxical that may seem! ​ The reason is that Langer thinks that works of art lack “conventional reference” because they have no “conventional meaning,” even if in the case of literature they seem to be working with such meanings. Works of art, rather, have ‘significance,’ which can be complex indeed, but this significance is really what Langer calls a “vital import” (32). This is clearly illustrated in our text. 

The Notion of Vital Import
Langer wants to generalize this notion of vital import, originally developed to account for music, to all the other art forms—including literature. ‘Vital’ here for Langer involves “restricting the relevance of ‘import’ to the dynamism of subjective experience” (FF 32). The articulate but non-discursive form, then, is for Langer no “symbol in the ordinary sense” (FF 32). It is what she calls a “significant form … in which the factor of significance is not logically discriminated, but is felt as a quality rather than recognized as a function” (FF 32). [Harriet felt the significance of that tree.] This ‘quality’ belongs to the art work as a whole, permeating its elements or parts and holding it together in a unity. As Harriet’s encounter with the Giorgione shows, this quality is multilayered or multidimensional. It is the presence of this quality that elicits the so-called aesthetic attitude, functioning as a lure for perception and contemplation, not the aesthetic attitude that establishes the quality. Harriet was not really ‘in’ a distinctively aesthetic attitude, although she was ‘in’ a museum. All of her life’s baggage was carried with her in her encounter. The upshot here is that non-discursive symbols ‘articulate’ by ‘exhibiting’ and in this constructive activity on the part of artists we encounter radical novelty, each work of art having its own distinctive ‘feel.’ 
An art work, Langer claims, does not, then, involve a mere rearrangement of “given things,--even qualitative things” (FF 40) that would have a definite ‘meaning’ or be defined by a fully explicit set of relations. In what sense would the Giorgione, or the Murdoch text, be a ‘rearrangement’? One of Langer’s most important observations is that it is the artist’s task not just to ‘feel the world’ but to envisage, through the imagination, man’s “utmost conceptual power” (FF 40), what it feels like to feel the world and to construct a symbolic image that articulates and carries, that is, embodies, such a feeling or complex of feelings. This is what the Murdoch text does, just as the Giorgione image does. Symbolization, we have seen, is for Langer rooted in the primary activity of perception, where it is ‘form’ or ‘Gestalt’ that is proximately apprehended, prior to any thematic ‘reading of signs.’ Langer pushes the art work down into the field of perception or into the field of the vivid imagination, where it is ‘realized.’ Or realized to be a symbolic analogue of forms of feeling. Here the perceptual and the semiotic dimensions clearly intersect.
The Case of Literature
Turning now more explicitly to literature, which we are at the moment using to access a pictorial form, Langer roots literature, uncontroversially, in the general category of poesis, which foregrounds the ‘made character’ of the art work, something that literature clearly shares with all forms of art. Foregrounding the way of saying things, Langer writes that the “poet [Langer means the author, quite generally] uses discourse to create an illusion, a pure appearance, which is a non-discursive symbolic form” (FF 211). This form is a framed slice of perception that is defined by its intrinsic virtuality. Think of Murdoch’s text when you listen to this passage from Langer :

The appearances of events in our actual lives are fragmentary, transient and often indefinite, like most of our experiences—like the space we move in, the time we feel passing, the human and inhuman forces that challenge us. The poet’s business is to create the appearance of ‘experiences,’ the semblance of events lived and felt, and to organize them so they constitute a purely and completely experienced reality, a piece of virtual life (FF 212). 
What Murdoch has done is create an appearance of Harriet’s experience. This give to us, the readers, the “illusion of life,” which is the primary illusion of all poetic art (FF 213). But, just like a plastic, that is, pictorial, sculptural, or architectural, work, or a musical work, the literary text, Langer thinks,  “is essentially something to be perceived [my emphasis], and perceptions are strong experiences that can normally cut across the ‘momentary trembling order in our minds’ resulting from assorted stimuli—whether comfort and sweet air, or cold and dreariness and cabbage” (FF 211). This happens doubly in the Murdoch text: which exhibits on two levels a ‘strong experience,’ which is ‘illusory’ but ‘real,’ if not ‘actual.’ The making of such an illusion, ascribed to ‘poesis,’ results in what Langer calls a semblance, a key term in her general aesthetic theory.

Image and Semblance

Langer connects semblance with the “lure of the object” rather than the taking on of the “aesthetic attitude” (FF 45) prior to the encounter with the object. It is not a matter of  unsophisticated or feigned ‘make-believe.’ The art work itself, as a qualitative form, detaches itself from its surroundings (FF 45)—we do not have to detach it. Neither we, reading the Murdoch text, nor Harriet, in front of the Giorgione, have to ‘do’ something to get the aesthetic process started. Here is a deep insight: the experience of a work of art does not have to be antecedently framed as an aesthetic experience. This production of a semblance is an experienced process of dissociation from the ordinary, a form of ‘othering’ or of producing otherness. In this sense the art work is what Langer calls, in a way echoing Russian and Czech formalism, a “sheer image” (46) marked by “strangeness, separateness, otherness” (50).  Both the Giorgione painting and the Murdoch text are so marked. These properties put a real gap between the image and its model or motif, traffic between which is not central to art. Art is not duplication of experience, but formulation of it, a way of making it appear. Langer rejects most strongly the notion of art as copying, or even, it would appear, of mimesis, if we are to think of the purpose of art to render a model or motif, or to make them present. What exactly is the Giorgione ‘copying,’ even if we can ‘identify’ every object in the painting? For Langer, rather, the purpose of art is to present a way of accessing or presenting a model or motif. Art, in this sense, is what I would like to call an ‘access structure,’ but it is not the model or motif that determines, or is the focal point of, the access structure. While the model, which does not have to be ‘objective,’  may indeed, and in some cases must, be represented--think of all the representations of the crucifixion in the history of Western art (contrast a Perugino crucifixion with Grünewald’s Isenheim altarpiece) or the rise of the ‘realistic novel’ with its illusory representation of ‘fact’--representation of objects or events is not central to art or applicable to all the arts. Langer thinks that something can be an image without representing anything (any thing) through ‘imitation,’ which is not “the essential power of images” (FF 47). Modern ‘abstract’ art clearly bears this out. It presents the formal features of our experiences of objects, but not the objects themselves.

We can ask Langer, then, Where does the true power of the image lie? She answers, in the fact that it is “an abstraction, a symbol, the bearer of an idea” (FF 47), which can be grasped and understood, but not in terms of equivalent discursively formulated ‘concepts.’ An image, as Langer would use the term in the present context of our engagement with the Murdoch text, “presents itself” to vision alone, including inner vision and hearing and even somatic feeling, “as a sheer visual form instead of a locally and practically related object” (47). The visible, perhaps it would be better to say, ‘perceived’ or ‘lived through’ character of an image is its “entire being” (48), and it is abstracted “from the physical and causal order” (FF 47). It belongs to the imaginary order. So, in an image everything is ‘imaginary’ (FF 49), or irreal, including the image of Harriet’s encounter with an image.

Langer follows Schiller’s notion that  a semblance “liberates perception”  and “lets the mind dwell on the sheer appearance of things” (49), extracting us from all instrumental contexts. Art works are completely ‘virtual’ objects that can arrest one sense (or multiple senses) and simply be there for it (FF 49). Recall the play of senses in Harriet’s encounter with the Giorgione. Now the semblance of something is “its direct aesthetic quality” (FF 50), which is grasped in what John Dewey calls in his Art as Experience a ‘consummatory experience.’ Langer even uses the same image that Dewey employs when she notes that art works stand out “like peaks” (FF 53) from the flow of normal, everyday experiencing—something that clearly is happening to Harriet. Their function is to make “the forms [my emphasis] of things” present (FF 51) by means of a specific type of abstraction. 
The Complexities of the Notion of Form
It is one of Langer’s central theses that to see or become aware of a thing is not necessarily to become focally aware of its ‘form.’ These forms are, in the activity of the artist, “abstracted only to be made clearly apparent” and “to be put to new uses: to act as symbols, to become expressive of human feeling” (FF 51). Here, once again, is the crucial twist of Langer’s aesthetic approach: art symbols express not ‘the world,’ but the feeling of a world. Both the Giorgione painting and Murdoch text do this—but they express different feelings and different worlds. The Murdoch text expresses the feeling of Harriet’s world, the Giorgione, the feeling of another world. They are not identical. 
Langer notes, quite rightly and unsurprisingly, that the artistic symbol is much more intricate than any traditional ‘form’ (FF 51). The distinctive “quality, or essence” (FF 50) that makes up the art symbol is a constitutive element of the artistic form. But what are fused in the art symbol are “formal elements in the structure, not contents” (FF 52). Indeed, on Langer’s reckoning, as we have seen, the content of an artistic form, which is a hermeneutic concern, is its import (FF 52).  The content of an art work is not its theme nor its motif, no matter how ‘evident’ they may seem or how much they are embedded in the art work. At any rate, the semiotic ‘strangeness’ of the art symbol comes from its liberation from the imitative impulse, from the demand for representation in any literal sense. The import of the work of art is found totally within the art symbol. This import is created not mirrored from an antecedent completed state of the artist or of the world. Langer can then argue that the work of art is “a hundred per cent symbolic” (FF 59). It does not express an actual feeling, belonging to a ‘real person’ called Harriet, but “ideas of feeling” (59), not an actual world, but a ‘virtual world,’ the virtual world of a presentation of an aesthetic encounter. An art work is not primarily a representation but a symbolic exemplification (of a framed slice of perception), a semblance.

For Langer, then, all art symbols have one unifying feature: they create a ‘semblance’ and articulate a “vital form within its scaffold” (FF 68). The Giorgione and the Murdoch, in spite of their different mediums of expression, share the same type of symbolic scaffolding (that is, the presentational) and perform the same function. In the case of texts, Langer asserts that the “illusion of life is the primary illusion of all poetic art” (FF 213), just as the illusion of space is the primary illusion of plastic art, the illusion of time the primary illusion of the musical arts, the illusion of a field of forces or of power the primary illusion of the balletic arts, and so forth. Indeed, we can begin to understand the artistry of Murdoch’s text, and its visual correlate,  by adverting to Langer’s claim that the poetic illusion—Harriet’s fictional experience--is “as complete as the illusion of space created by a few strokes on paper” (FF 211). It is an illusion “by means of words,” and words are the materials “out of which he makes his poetic elements. The elements are what he deploys and balances, spreads out or intensifies or builds up, to make a poem”(FF 211). Materials, therefore, are to be in principle distinguished from elements. Language and paint are clearly different materials. The elements are images, or imaginal factors, and their forms or formal features. Now every successful ‘poem’—or poetic presentation--must have what Langer calls “organic character” (FF 214). Its task is to create the “semblance of experienced events … a virtual order of experiences” (FF 214). But the import of the poem or poetic presentation, we have seen, is not ‘literal’ or discursive in any sense of that term. It is a self-contained world, purely virtual, not actual, a “presented ‘world’” (FF 217), purely experiential.  In the case of the Murdoch text, it is Harriet’s world, not the world of the painting. It is this feature of virtuality, Langer says, that “makes the ‘world’ of a poetic world more intensely significant than the actual world … “(FF 216).  Further, for Langer, the virtual world of literature parallels the virtual space of a picture. “For the primary illusion of literature, the semblance of life, is abstracted from immediate, personal life, as the primary illusions of the other arts—virtual space, time, and power—are images of perceived space, vital time, felt power” (FF 217). So, the primary illusion of literature arises from its primary abstraction—virtual events embodied in a text, a web of words. Langer, totally in line with John Dewey’s pragmatist approach, claims that “virtual events are qualitative in their very constitution—the ‘facts’ have no existence apart from values; their emotional import is part of their appearance; they cannot, therefore, be stated and then ‘reacted to.’ They occur only as they seem—they are poetic facts, not neutral facts toward which we are invited to take a poetic attitude” (FF 223). 


For Langer a work of poetic art  is not only an image of life but also an image of life. Following Cassirer Langer assimilates the poetic art to a kind of mythic thinking, which does not follow the laws of discourse but mingles, as primitive man did, abstraction with fabrication, which fuses symbolic reference and power, and which, out of an emotional excitement, initiates a complex naming process that “created entities not only for sense perception but for memory, speculation, and dream” (FF 237). Indeed, these seem also to be the properties that characterize Giorgione’s image, or some of the images within the image-complex—at least as apprehended by Harriet and even as projected by Giorgione. Mythic entities, both Langer and Cassirer hold, are isomorphic in form, if not in content, with the literary image (and other artistic images, too), subject to a logic of multiple meanings and employing “representative figures instead of classes” (FF 237). But while mythic thinking may have arisen spontaneously and without self-conscious control of the abstraction process, being a first, spontaneous stage of the structuring of the vortices of consciousness by sense-functions, the literary image, as we see in the Murdoch case, is a patent construct. In weaving its verbal web it exploits the full meaning of words which are, as Langer says, “flashing, iridescent shapes like flames—ever-flickering vestiges of the slowly-evolving consciousness beneath them” (FF 238). [Think here of Harriet’s consciousness as presented by Murdoch.] Cassirer and Owen Barfield, upon whom Langer relies, have effectively uncovered and validated for her a “theory of multiple meanings and fusion of symbol and sense” (FF 239). When the symbol and the sense are fused, what Cassirer calls ‘symbolic pregnance,’ we have a “non-discursive form,” no matter what its material embodiment may be. These forms, Langer insistently holds, “articulate knowledge that cannot be rendered discursively because it concerns experiences that are not formally amenable to the discursive projection” (FF 240-241). 
Experiential Aspects

What are these experiences? 


Langer answers: “the rhythms of life, organic, emotional, mental (the rhythm of attention is an interesting link among them all), which are not simply periodic, but endlessly complex, and sensitive to every sort of influence. All together they compose the dynamic pattern of feeling. It is this pattern that only non-discursive symbolic forms can present, and that is the point of artistic construction” (FF 241). These forms are marked by three great semantic principles: over-determination, ambivalence, and condensation, which are well known to literary scholars and to all workers in the human sciences, including those who work in the realm of dream and neurosis, which for Langer is distinctly not the realm of art. A poem, she says, is meant to be “always emotionally transparent” (FF 244), which does not mean ‘obvious.’ It is meant to be an “illusion of experience” (FF 245), even of opaque experience, which is the “poetic primary illusion” (FF 245). The virtual world of the poem—of the literary work, quite generally, and of Murdoch’s text, in particular—has an “emotional significance above the suggested emotions which are elements in it” (FF 245).  In this virtual world comes to expression what Langer calls “the morphology of real human feeling” (FF 253). This morphology is rooted in our intellectual and biological being: “we are driven to the symbolization and articulation of feeling when we must  understand it to keep ourselves oriented in society and nature” (FF 253). [Think of Harriet’s situation in terms of this must.] And we recognize these symbolic articulations as corresponding to essential supports of our need to understand ourselves through our understanding of pregnant symbols. [Harriet clearly needed supports.]

One of Langer’s central theses is that every work of art, including a literary work, is “a single, indivisible symbol, although a highly articulate one” (FF 369).  But it is a prime symbol, not a symbolism, since its elements play their roles in a “total form” and have no independent standing (FF 369). This total form is marked by tensions that arise from interacting elements—which are apprehended in the perplexed and tension-filled feeling-space of Harriet Gavender oriented toward the disturbing Giorgione. Indeed, the tension presented in an art work engenders, without ‘causing,’ what Langer calls a total organic awareness (FF 371), which is effected in the body of the percipient (or reader) and is itself a form of interpretation. Harriet’s affective response to the Giorgione is an instance of interpretation, but it is not merely ‘subjective feeling.’ The mental activity and sensitivity that “determines the way a person meets his surrounding world” (FF 372) is, Langer thinks, “molded by imagination” (FF 372) and gives rise to, as Peircean ‘proper significate effects,’ “attitudes with distinct feeling tones” (FF 372). Langer’s notion of the “life of feeling” is that it is “a stream of tensions and resolutions” which are iconically embodied for perception, and interpretatively recognized, in the “appearance of life, growth, and functional unity” that give works of art (and even their fragments) an organic appearance, although they are not organisms. Organic appearance refers to dynamic unity, a feeling of semantic emergence and novelty. Is this not what is attracting Harriet?

This organic, and hence holistic, appearance is the perceptual and affective root of Langer’s assertion that what a work of art “sets forth … has no counterpart in any vocabulary” (FF 374), even if, in the case of the Murdoch text, it does have a vocabulary as its supporting material. It cannot be ‘spelled out,’ although, in this case, it is spelled. The work of art—no matter what the medium—effects, in Langer’s conception, the conveyance of “one nameless passage of ‘felt life,’ knowable through its incarnation in the art symbol even if the beholder has never felt it in his own flesh” (FF 374). We recognize the ‘truth’ of Murdoch’s text vis-à-vis our own experience. The art work objectifies the life of feeling in a complex symbol that is not subject to a discursive logic. The import of such a symbol is known, Langer thinks,  by the “basic intellectual act of intuition” (FF 375). But since, for Langer, “the basic symbols of human thought are images” (FF 376), which function as symbols, “no human impression is only a signal from the outer world; it always is also an image in which possible impressions are formulated, that is, a symbol for the conception of such experience” (FF 376). This notion of such, Langer adds in a statement rich with implications, “bespeaks an elementary abstraction, or awareness of form” (FF 376), in Murdoch’s case, the form of an aesthetic encounter. So, once again, Langer has pushed meaning, and the generative matrix of art, down to the very stratum where perceptual unities are first grasped. ‘Grasping,’ on the perceptual level, is a form of ‘formulation,’ which goes over into ‘representation’—not copying--and abstraction and these, she says, are “the characteristic function of symbols” (FF 377). The bottom line for Langer is that there is “no formulation without symbolic projection” (FF 377)—which does not have to be explicitly carried out. Langer wants to uncover, following the lead of Ernst Cassirer, what she calls “the basic symbolic value which probably precedes and prepares verbal meaning” (FF 378), namely, ‘symbolic pregnance.’ 
Abstraction and Interpretation

The intuitive act by which a symbolically pregnant form is grasped is both an act of abstraction and an act of interpretation. In the case we are concerned with here, both Giorgione and Murdoch, not Harriet, are the originators of the primary acts of abstraction and interpretation. Harriet herself is rather more ‘grasped’ than ‘grasping,’ although she is certainly doing that on the deepest existential level, comprising the three ‘dimensions’ we distinguished at the beginning: the perceptual, the interpretative, and the semiotic. Abstraction, on Langer’s view, is first and foremost a spontaneous and natural “comprehension of form itself, through its exemplification in informed perceptions or ‘intuitions’” (FF 378). On this level ‘figures’ are released from ‘grounds.’ Interpretation is the recognition of the metaphorical value of “some intuitions, which springs from the perception of their forms” (FF 378). The literary work, in spite of being constructed ‘in sentences’ which have to be grasped sequentially and developmentally, with the meaning gradually emerging at a certain moment in a process, is really ultimately grasped in an “intuition of a whole presented feeling and its import” (FF 379). Langer wants to drive a wedge in general between synthetic construal in discursive language by a “succession of intuitions” (379) and the seeing or anticipation in art of “the complex whole” (FF 379). The radical difference between verbal meaning, even in verbal art, and artistic import is that import, “unlike verbal meaning, can only be exhibited, not demonstrated to any one to whom the art symbol is not lucid” (FF 379). The hermeneutic task, then, is to ‘make lucid,’ to ‘envisage’ the ‘commanding form’ of a more less permanent symbol.


Langer denies the interpretative legitimacy of the notion of a ‘message.’ The art symbol is not a discourse nor a comment, she claims, which is a very deceptive “working model” (FF 394). A work of art’s import, she resolutely affirms, is “not separable from the form (the picture, poem, dance, etc.) that expresses it” (FF 394). Langer has recourse to the fundamental distinction, for her derived from Wittgenstein, between saying and showing, which grounds her work from the very beginning. The work of art, looked at semiotically, while intrinsically a configuration of ‘sign-functions,’ is not a ‘mere sign.’ The artist is “showing us the appearance of a feeling, in a perceptible symbolic projection” (FF 394). Is this not what is happening in the Murdoch presentation of Harriet’s aesthetic encounter, paradoxically on two levels at once: the level of Harriet’s response and the level of our response to Harriet’s response? Because, for Langer, the feeling immanent in a work of art—the vital import—is “bound to its symbol” (FF 394), an encounter with the symbol offers to the perceiver “a way of conceiving emotion” (FF 394), rather than merely making judgments about it, although the judgment can itself appear. The ‘actual emotion’ is ‘in’ the percipient, but induced by the contemplation of the art symbol, the locus of the ‘virtual emotion.’ In the case of Harriet, the deep affinity between the virtual and the actual is what ‘catches’ her up in a kind of multidimensional spiral. It is, Langer thinks, “a pervasive feeling of exhilaration, directly inspired by the perception of good art” (FF 395). ‘Good’ here obviously means ‘successful.’ Isn’t this what is ‘happening to Harriet?’

The feeling of exhilaration, which marks the interpreter, is clearly not, however, ‘objectless’ or ‘empty.’ The intrinsic, even if ineffable, expressiveness of a work of art—which Harriet is struck by--is due to its being “designed to abstract and present forms for perception—forms of life and feeling, activity, suffering, selfhood … “ (FF 395-396)—which we cannot name. While Langer clearly holds that art in all its forms certainly “does something to us,” its principal goal—its overarching determinative goal—is to formulate “our conceptions of feelings and our conceptions of visual, factual, and audible reality together. It gives us forms of imagination and forms of feeling, inseparably; that is to say, it clarifies and organizes intuition itself. That is why it has the force of a revelation and inspires a feeling of deep intellectual satisfaction, though it elicits no conscious intellectual work (reasoning)” (FF 397). Harriet is not ‘reasoning’ in any strong sense of that term. Does this not describe our pregnant image of Harriet’s experience? Did she ‘reason’ her way to a response? Or did something ‘happen’ to her—a happening of ‘sense and significance?’ 

Langer parallels the pragmatist John Dewey in a most important way with her important claim that “in art, it is the impact of the whole, the immediate revelation of vital import, that acts as the psychological lure to long contemplation” (FF 397). The lure of feeling of an artwork must accordingly be “established almost at once” if the artwork is to be successful or interesting. Langer calls this “intuitive anticipation” (FF 398). This intuitive anticipation engages us in a process not only of making a revelation of our inner life, mediating self-understanding, but of shaping “our imagination of external reality according to the rhythmic forms of life and sentience” and in this way impregnating the world with aesthetic values (FF 399). Art symbols, in the presentational mode, and language, in the discursive mode, both shape seeing, acting, and feeling (FF 399). Because, as Langer puts it, “life is incoherent unless we give it form” (FF 400), we construct scenes in which we can enact important moments of the life of feeling. So, as Langer sees it, the interpretation of a work of art is a process of performative envisagement. The labor of interpretation allows art to penetrate deep “into personal life because in giving form to the world, it articulates human nature: sensibility, energy, passion, and mortality. More than anything else in experience, the arts mold our actual life of feeling” (FF 401). Harriet clearly, as inveterate museum goer, has been so ‘molded’ by “symbols of feeling” and so, too, do we “give ourselves up to their contemplation spontaneously” (FF 405), indeed integrate ourselves into them—or allow ourselves to be integrated, or maybe, if Rilke is right, shattered by them (“Thou shalt change thy life”). While this is due to their expressive power, which imposes itself upon us and steers our modes of attending nevertheless, Langer contends, there is no theory that “can set up criteria of expressiveness (i.e. standards of beauty)” (FF 407). Nor are there any methods that will automatically guarantee the proper interpretative access to the symbolic form. Note here, however, Langer’s controversial claim that ‘expressiveness’ and ‘beauty’ become equivalent terms. Indeed, ‘significant form’ displaces ‘beauty’ from her aesthetic theory.
Symbols of feeling are, on Langer’s reckoning, intuitive symbols that are accessed through a distinctive configuration of dimensions of attention: perceptual, hermeneutic, semiotic. Langer points out that the ‘logical,’ that is, ‘semiotic,’ distinction between discursive and presentational forms accounts in a pivotal fashion for the different ways meaning emerges and is ‘symbolized’ in our experience of any form. Discourse, she asserts, “aims at building up, cumulatively, more and more complex logical intuitions” (1953: 379). The sudden emergence of meaning that marks discourse is “always a logical intuition or insight” (1953: 379). However, the art symbol, even the linguistic work of art, Langer contends, 

cannot be built up like the meaning of a discourse, but must be seen in toto first; that is, the ‘understanding’ of a work of art begins with the intuition of the whole presented feeling. Contemplation then gradually reveals the complexities of the piece, and of its import. In discourse, meaning is synthetically construed by a succession of intuitions; but in art the complex whole is seen or anticipated first. (1953: 379) 

Interpretation is then not defined by a ‘primary reading’ but by a hermeneutic ‘ex-plication’ or ‘un-folding’ of the content of an intuitive insight into a symbolic whole (see Innis 2001). In her last work, Langer (1988:83) asserted that “all levels of feeling are reflected, explicitly or implicitly, in art.”  These “symbols of feeling,” or formulations of a peculiar and distinctive “logic of sentience,” body forth their sense and, as Langer sees it, the response of the perceiver or interpreter encompasses all those dimensions of sentience that are articulated in the form, which is their symbol: order, pattern, rhythm, growth and diminution of energies, sense of effort and release, dynamism and relaxation, and so forth.  “Gradients of all sorts—of relative clarity, complexity, tempo, intensity of feeling, interest, not to mention geometric gradations...—permeate all artistic structure,” Langer writes (1988: 85). We see these gradients appearing, in double fashion, in Murdoch’s text—which points directly back to us.
If Langer is right about the art’s power to reveal the ‘morphology of feeling,’ what is being ‘ex-plicated’ and ‘unfolded’ by the art symbol and our labor of interpretation is not just the ‘world’ projected by the symbol, but really Harriet and ourselves in all the complexities of our existence.
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