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INTRODUCTION 

 

Research relevance 

 

 Modern culture is often described as predominantly visual, highlighting an 

abundance of images as its key characteristic — material and digital, artistic and 

profane, scientific and advertising, professional and amateur, “strong” and “trifling”. 

Such a description is quite easily superimposed on our everyday experience but it 

faces unexpected nuances as soon as we begin to theoretically work out the question 

of what exactly makes the visual world around us modern and what it actually 

consists of. Let’s take digital imagery as an example. In the 1990s, their appearance 

seemed to many theorists a radical ontological shift in visual field1, but now a 

procedure of  ecruitment d  itself seems less radical than transforming image-

using in social practices under the influence of Web 2.0 and social networks2. 

Modern images are not perceived individually (as in a museum) but create complex 

and unpredictable environments in which individual images play a lesser role than 

the relationship between them. At the same time, the internal logic of these 

environments is becoming increasingly opaque to viewers and even to image 

producers: media theorists write a lot about the “algorithmic curation” of modern 

visual culture, which leads to a specific mixing of human and non-human vision or 

to “platform seeing”3. One can say that modern visual culture is controlled by the 

sphere of the invisible in many of its manifestations: platform algorithms operate 

with non-visual data and nontransparent automated procedures of moderation, 

censorship and recommendation of “content”4. In turn, the viewer’s attitude to these 

visual environments is also changing: connoisseur-like appreciative attitude to 

 
1 Mitchell W.J. The Reconfigured Eye. – Massachusets, London: The MIT Press, 1994.  
2 Sandbye M. It has not been — it is. The signaletic transformation of Photography // Journal of 

Aesthetics & Culture.  – 4:1. – 2012. – Pp. 1-10. 
3 Cubitt S., Lury C., McQuire S., Papastergiadis N., Palmer D., Pfefferkorn J., and Sunde E.K. 

Ambient Images // The Nordic Journal of Aesthetics. – No. 61–62. – 2021. Pp. 68–77. 
4 Steyerl H. Proxy Politics: Signal and Noise // e-flux journal. – Issue #60. – 2014. URL: 

https://www.e-flux.com/journal/60/61045/proxy-politics-signal-and-noise/ 



 

4 

images that gives priority to culturally validated and “meaningful” images is being 

replaced by practices of “inattention” and phatic communication, in which it is 

important not to exchange messages for the sake of their meanings but to maintain 

communication for its own sake5. In these conditions the image increases its distance 

from everyday life, it becomes more difficult to describe it as something sacred. If a 

model of the traditional image was an image of a departed person, which allowed 

them to be inscribed in history and torn out of the temporal flow6, then one of the 

models for the modern image would be an image in the social media feed, which 

would be created and published with a clear understanding that it would be perceived 

in a series of similar images and would surely be forgotten or lost the next day.   

 One of the main challenges that these cursorily described circumstances pose 

to image theorists and visual researchers is the need to describe significant and often 

elusive (and at the same time actively lived at the level of everyday experience) 

changes avoiding exaggerations and an overly critical assessment of these changes 

as a crisis or degradation of the more familiar cultural forms. In this context critical 

revision and  ecruitment d of theories devoted to more “traditional” forms of the 

image are especially important. This dissertation is an example of such a reading. In 

this study we will consider a rather important line of image studies, in which the 

image is perceived through the problem of representation. At first glance, this 

perspective may seem too old-fashioned, but in the course of the study it will be 

demonstrated that representation can be understood as a complex cultural practice 

that is not reducible to copying the world and mimetic functions. At the same time, 

we are interested in the problem of the status of the pictorial surface in the analytic 

theories of visual representation. 

 

 

 

 
5 Frosh P. The poetics of digital media. – Medford, MA: Polity, 2018. 
6 Boehm, G. Representation, Presentation, Presence: Tracing the Hosimo Pictor // Alexander 

J.C., Bartmański D., Giesen B. (Eds.) Iconic Power: Materiality and Meaning in Social Life. – 

New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. – Pp. 15-23.  
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Extent of prior research on the problem 

 

 The present study focuses on “blind spots” in theories about which quite a lot 

of research literature has been written. Therefore, we can say that the research 

problem was practically not directly addressed in the previous literature but enough 

has been done to make it possible to approach it. In particular, an important reason 

for the  ecruitment d io of the status of the surface in the analytic theories of 

depiction were the discussions about visual inflexion presented in the works by 

Robert Hopkins7, Bence Nanay8, Alberto Voltolini9, Katerina Bantinaki10 and 

Jérôme Pelletier11. In this discussion, the problem of the interaction between the 

pictorial surface and the representational content has been clearly outlined but 

without a detailed explication of the status of the pictorial surface: this widespread 

omission seemed quite intriguing, and the result of the study on its reasons was the 

presented dissertation. 

 It is worth identifying the main literature that sets the theoretical background 

and methodological basis of this study. There are quite a lot of texts about the main 

theories within the analytic philosophy of depiction, which represent these theories 

as a single discussion field; moreover, many publications within this tradition begin 

with a brief overview of the available opinions. In this series, two detailed books 

stand out, introducing the reader to the key issues and theories of the analytic 

 
7 Hopkins R. Inflected Pictorial Experience: Its Treatment and Significance // Abell C. & 

Bantinaki K. (Eds.) Philosophical Perspectives on Depiction. – Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2010. – Pp. 151-180. 
8 Nanay B. Inflected and Uninflected Experience of Pictures // Abell C. & Bantinaki K. (Eds.) 

Philosophical Perspectives on Depiction. – Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010. – Pp. 181-

207. 
9 Voltolini A. Why, as responsible for figurativity, seeing-in can only be inflected seeing-in // 

Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences. –  Volume 14. – 2015. – Pp. 651–667. 
10 Bantinaki K. Stylistic Deformity and Pictorial Experience // Pelletier J., Voltolini A. (Eds.) 

The Pleasure of Pictures: Pictorial Experience and Aesthetic Appreciation. – New York and 

London: Routledge, 2019. – P. 125-144. 
11 Pelletier J. Inflection and Representation // Pelletier J., Voltolini A. (Eds.) The Pleasure of 

Pictures: Pictorial Experience and Aesthetic Appreciation. – New York and London: Routledge, 

2019. – Pp. 145-161. 
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philosophy of depiction — “Understanding Pictures” by Dominic M. Lopes12 and 

“Images” by John Kulvicki13. These books can even be used as textbooks or 

introductory manuals on analytic theories of pictorial representation. At the same 

time, there are quite a few works in the research literature that offer a reading of the 

analytic philosophy of depiction from the outside or contextualization of its 

developments: in this regard, the works of Paul Crowther (we analyze them in 

paragraph 4.4.) and Kresimir Purgar14 are highlighted, as well as a number of 

German-language collections of articles prepared by authors associated with the 

German tradition of Bildwissenschaft15. 

 The literature devoted to various traditions and disciplines that somehow 

affect the problems of philosophical explanation of pictorial representation is quite 

extensive and needs a separate analysis that would allow us to touch on works on 

aesthetics, phenomenology, media theory, semiotics and, for example, object-

oriented ontologies. Within the framework of this study, it is necessary to mention 

works that somehow place philosophical image theories in the context of actual 

problems of cultural studies. It is worth noting that this angle is quite well known in 

the Russian-speaking environment (E.V. Petrovskaya, I.N. Inishev and N.N. Sosna). 

The ”mapping” works by Keith Moxey16 and Birgit Mersmann17, focused on the 

explication of methodological features of different traditions of the study of visual 

images, are also highlighted. Among the most relevant publications in this direction, 

it is necessary to highlight the works of Susanne von Falkenhausen18, Emmanuel 

 
12 Lopes D.M. Understanding Pictures. – Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996. – 252 p. 
13 Kulvicki J. Images. – London, New York: Routledge, 2014. – 240 p. 
14 Purgar K. Pictorial Appearing: Image Theory After Representation. – Bielefeld: transcript 

Verlag, 2019. – 216 P. 
15 Steinbrenner J., Bildtheorien der analytischen Tradition // Bildtheorien: Anthropologische und 

kulturelle Grundlagen des Visualistic Turn (Herausgegeben von Klaus Sachs-Hombach), 

Suhrkamp, 2009. S. 284-315. 
16 Moxey K. Visual Studies and the Iconic Turn // Journal of Visual Culture. – 2008. – Vol. 7, 

Issue 2. – Pp. 131-146.  
17 Mersmann B. D/Rifts between Visual Culture and Image Culture // Bachmann-Medick D. 

(Ed.) The Trans/National Study of Culture: A Translational Perspective. – De Gruyter, 2014. – 

Pp. 237-260. 
18 Falkenhausen, S. von. Beyond the Mirror: Seeing in Art History and Visual Culture Studies. – 

Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2019. – 250 P. 
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Alloa19 and Kresimir Purgar20, including a recent voluminous textbook edited by the 

latter, which provides a detailed overview of the main thematic and methodological 

areas of image science21. 

 

The object and topic of research 

 

The object of the research is a wide body of philosophical texts related to the 

tradition of analytic philosophy, affecting the problems of pictorial representation 

and mentioned in the discussion field of analytic philosophy of depiction.  

The topic of the research is the field of theories of pictorial representation 

which addresses the problem of the structure and semantics of the pictorial surface. 

 The designated object and topic of research define the boundaries of the latter: 

the dissertation does not pursue the goal to research, reconstruct or classify all 

philosophical theories of depiction or pictorial representation. In addition, the 

theories of pictorial representation that completely bypass the problem of the surface 

remain beyond our research interest: some of these theories have been proposed by 

authors widely known in other thematic areas (for example, Christopher Peacock) 

or are often mentioned in the context of the analytical philosophy of images (in 

particular, the concepts of John Hyman and Robert Hopkins). Due to the 

peculiarities of these boundaries, the presented study does not pretend to be an 

exhaustive analysis of all important and interesting positions in the analytic 

philosophy of depiction and does not fully describe the current state of this field of 

philosophical discussions. 

 

The aims and problems of the investigation 

 
19 Alloa E. Looking through images: a phenomenology of visual media (Transl. by Nils F. 

Schott). – New York: Columbia University Press, 2021. – 408 P.  
20 Purgar K. Pictorial Appearing: Image Theory After Representation. – Bielefeld: transcript 

Verlag, 2019. – 216 P. 
21 Purgar K. (Ed.) The Palgrave Handbook of Image Studies. – Palgrave Macmillan, 2021. – 

XXIX, 984 P.  
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The aim of this investigation is to identify and analyse how the problem of 

the structure and semantics of the pictorial surface is revealed in the analytic theories 

of pictorial representation. 

In order to attain the set aim, the dissertation will sequentially solve the 

following problems: 

1. To identify and analyse the key methodological and disciplinary features of 

the analytic philosophy of depiction. 

2. To reconstruct the historical development of the main discussions within 

the framework of the analytic philosophy of depiction. 

3. To explicate the features of the interpretation of the structure of images in 

the analytic philosophy of depiction. 

4. To identify and analyse the status of the surface in the analytic theories of 

visual representation. 

5. To carry out a reconstructive and  ecruitment analysis of the main analytic 

theories of pictorial representations based on the problems of the pictorial surface 

and image structure. 

 

Theoretical and methodological basis of research 

 

 One of the main methodological difficulties of the study of visual culture in 

general and pictorial representation in particular is that there is no “privileged” 

discipline in this subject field. Art history, iconology, visual studies, psychology of 

perception, aesthetics, semiotics, image theory, art criticism, visual sociology and 

social theory – this is an incomplete list of schools, disciplines and methodologies 

in which the problems of the visual and  the figurative are systematically 

investigated. An interesting (and rather unusual compared to the background of other 

thematic branches of analytical philosophy) methodological feature of the analytical 

philosophy of images is that it keeps to itself at the “doctrinal” level, but absorbs 

many methodological findings from non-philosophical programs of visual research. 
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This makes it possible to place analytic theories of pictorial representation in a 

broader academic context without much difficulty and consider them not only 

independent theories created within a fairly closed discussion field but also a 

theoretical and methodological resource for interdisciplinary studies of the visual 

image.  

A similar perspective is a characteristic of the German-speaking 

Bildwissenschaft school, which also uses the achievements of philosophical theories 

of the image to comprehend modern visual culture and develops a philosophical 

view on current visual environments. In this dissertation we use some of the works 

of representatives of this school as a methodological reference, the works that 

present a reconstructive reading of a number of philosophical theories in order to 

place them in the context of modern discussions of the visual image: these are 

primarily the works of Lambert Wiesing, Hans Belting, Horst Bredekamp and 

Susanna von Falkenhausen. Similar examples of the  ecruitment and 

 ecruitment d  reading of philosophical theories of the image can be found in the 

English—speaking theoretical environment – for example, in the classic work of W. 

J. T. Mitchell “Iconology: image, text, ideology”22. The broad trend of critical re-

reading of image theories did not arise from scratch and is largely spread  due to the 

profound influence of visual studies on other disciplines about the visual (especially 

on philosophical ones, which often defiantly distance themselves from various 

“studies”), which should be told in more detail. 

 Visual studies have been formed since the 1980s and passed the stage of 

 ecruitment d ion on and disciplinary  ecruitment d  in the 1990s23, but 

conceptually they became a reaction to a number of cultural processes that had begun 

significantly earlier. One of these processes was a widespread withdrawal (or 

“fatigue”) from textual models of understanding culture (semiotics, philosophy of 

 
22 Mitchell W.J.T. Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology. – The University of Chicago Press, 1986. – 

236 P. Also: Mitchell W.J.T. What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of Images. – The 

University of Chicago Press, 2004. – 408 P. 
23 Dikovitskaya M. Visual Culture: The Study of the Visual after the Cultural Turn. – The MIT 

Press, 2006. – 326 P. 
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language, poststructuralism, etc.), which was superimposed on a fairly widespread 

skepticism about the visual (in influential social theories it has long been regarded 

as a manipulative tool). If the study of the text implied accuracy and evidence, it 

turned out to work to a lesser extent with the visual: as the example of the late works 

of Roland Barthes shows, even studying images as signs we inevitably encounter 

“anomalies” when the meaning no longer works. Art historians have come to similar 

conclusions, for example, Georges Didi-Huberman, who studied “marginalia”, 

cracks and unexpected effects of classical painting that elude text-oriented 

approaches24. In addition to the need to find new ways to study the visual, there have 

been important changes in visual practices themselves: the proliferation of the 

figurative and its de-professionalisation (“de-skilling”), the displacement of the 

traditional image model and image by more environmental, multisensory and 

unstable practices, as well as the transition from the familiar observer model to 

immersive practices. The impossibility of an unambiguous positive or negative 

assessment of these changes leads to the fact that the most informative approaches 

to the visual are more “flexible”, free and “undisciplined” than customary ones were, 

for example, in philosophical aesthetics or classical art history: it is the concepts 

within visual research that differ in these qualities. It is important to understand that 

this shift towards interdisciplinary studies of visual culture cannot be attributed to 

order of the day: a vivid example of the long-standing readiness of philosophical 

theories of the image to integrate into broader contexts is the theory of Ernst 

Gombrich, combining philosophical depth with broad interdisciplinarity  and 

interest in new forms of visuality even by today’s standards (“Art and Illusion” 

begins with reasoning on proliferation of the visual, which can now be easily placed 

in any book on visual studies). 

 At the same time, in visual research itself there is a tangible request for 

integration with philosophical theories of images, which is often referred to as a 

request for an “image theory”. There are quite a few versions of what can be 

 
24 Didi-Huberman G. Confronting Images: Questioning the Ends of a Certain History of Art. – 

The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004. – 336 P. 
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understood by this (quasi) discipline. Some of them are programmatic and 

“institutional” in nature, some are review–analytical, some are polemical; in 

addition, some of them can be supported by a full-fledged research program and 

serious “experience”, while others are the product of individual labor. For example, 

W. J. T. Mitchell proposed the project “image science” (image science) in the book 

of the same name with the subtitle “Iconology, Visual Culture and Media 

Aesthetic”25. However, this is not so much of a project as it is a kind of interim 

summation of Mitchell’s own reasoning over the past decades. In particular, the 

“four fundamental concepts of the science of images” — the pictorial turn, 

image/image, meta–image and bio-image — are the concepts familiar to readers of 

his works. Listing chemistry, physics, optics, linguistics, psycholinguistics, history, 

cognitive sciences and psychology among the potential components of this science, 

Mitchell, of course, does not put another interdisciplinary proposal forward, but 

exposes a number of problems related to image understanding, once again pointing 

out their multiplicity and relevance. Other authors who talk about the need for a 

philosophical theory of the image also point out that over the past decades a number 

of theoretical problems have accumulated that require both a certain philosophical 

basis and interdisciplinarity for their solution (for example, these are the above-

mentioned L. Wiesing, E. Alloa, K. Purgar, etc.). Our research methodologically fits 

into this series, since it also offers an  ecruitment d of the concepts of the 

analytical philosophy of images based on the conceptual tools of philosophical 

theories of the image and the problems of cultural research using conceptual 

analysis, explication and  ecruitment d ion of the theories under consideration. 

 

Scientific novelty of the research 

 

The scientific novelty of the research lies in the fact that for the first time a 

 ecruitment   ecruitment reading of the analytic theories of depiction was carried 

 
25 Mitchell W.J.T. Image Science: Iconology, Visual Culture and Media Aesthetic. – Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2015. – 272 P.  
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out from the perspective of the problem of the pictorial surface. In addition, the 

explication and analysis of the problem of pictorial duality was carried out for the 

first time and its central status for understanding the structure of images in the 

analytical tradition was revealed. Also, for the first time, different interpretations of 

the status of the pictorial surface in analytic theories of pictorial representation were 

revealed and the concept of pictorial anti-essentialism was proposed to describe 

theories that avoid direct talk about the surface for methodological reasons. In 

addition, an institutional analysis (with a focus on relations with analytical 

aesthetics) and a historical reconstruction of the development of the APD (they are 

usually discussed in synchrony) were carried out, which made it possible to identify 

the connection between the interpretation of pictorial duality and the definitions of 

a work of art in the early analytical philosophy of art. The chosen research angle 

also allowed explicating a number of rarely mentioned, but conceptually and 

theoretically interesting elements of the concepts of the authors under consideration, 

as well as putting analytic image theories in the context of topical interdisciplinary 

discussions about the figurative and visual. 

 

Theses to be defended 

 

 1. Discussions around the problems of pictorial representation in analytic 

philosophy are  ecruitment d by coherence and some isolation in terms of 

methodology, research attitudes, terminology and conditions of communication 

between different authors. These properties noticeably distinguish the authors in 

question from other discussions about the visual and figurative and allow us to talk 

about a single discursive field, which for convenience can be designated as the 

“analytical philosophy of depiction” (APD). This field is quite closely related to 

analytic aesthetics, but at the same time demonstrates a noticeable tendency to 

thematic and methodological separation from it. 

 2. The analytic philosophy of images has a number of theoretical and 

methodological attitudes shared by its authors: first of all, it is the consideration of 
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depiction and representation as key functions of pictures; attention to the problem of 

pictorial diversity, as well as focus on capacious, “minimalistic” and having the 

greatest explanatory potential theories. It is also impossible not to note the 

importance of the conceptual and terminological side of the matter in analytical 

discussions, which are often built around the clarification of a key concept (a striking 

example is the discussion of twofoldness). 

 3. These methodological guidelines of analytic philosophers of depiction 

entail a number of limitations (such as insufficient attention to the aesthetic functions 

of images), but also open up a number of interesting possibilities. This is, for 

example, attention to pictorial representation as a complex and plastic cultural 

practice that needs to be studied in isolation from models of mimesis and copying 

of the surrounding world. 

 4. The study revealed that the problem of image structure is interpreted in the 

analytic tradition through the concept of pictorial duality. Because of this, pictures 

are understood as objects consisting of ontologically different (and sometimes 

conflicting with each other) elements, which in different theories can be designated 

differently: as “design” and “object” of the image, as “canvas” and “nature”, as 

physical space and representational space, etc. This is one of the most important and 

least discussed innovations of the analytic theorists of visual representation, which 

remains relevant in the new medial and social conditions. 

 5. Understanding pictures as fundamentally dual objects sets certain 

limitations for the study of the pictorial surface. In particular, it can be understood 

as something complementary to representation, as a “purely” physical element of 

the image and a material basis of representation devoid of additional meanings. This 

point of view is characteristic of “minimalist” interpretations of the surface, which 

are quite common in the analytic philosophy of depiction and have much in common 

with the understanding of artworks as physically embodied and culturally emergent 

objects proposed in analytic aesthetics. 

 6. Another interpretation of the status of the pictorial surface in the theories 

under consideration suggests that the pictorial surface functions as a screen or a 
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space of possibilities: in this case, the surface itself begins to be understood as a 

culturally emergent and meaningfully saturated object, which, however, requires a 

certain decoding or filling on the part of the viewer. This position is quite closely 

connected with the history of art: in the analytical tradition, its most influential 

proponents are Ernst Gombrich and Michael Podro. 

 7. The most “strong” interpretation of the status of the pictorial surface in the 

analytic tradition assumes that the surface participates in the creation of an 

autonomous mode of pictoriality, not reducible to the referential content of pictures: 

in this version, the surface has a semantically generative status. This is the most 

theoretically promising version of the theory of the pictorial surface, which we 

reconstructed on the basis of the theories of Nelson Goodman, John Kulvicki, 

Richard Wollheim, Michael Podro, Dominic M. Lopes and related authors. 

 8. It is also necessary to note another important position in the framework of 

analytic discussions about pictorial representation, which can be designated as 

pictorial anti-essentialism. In its most general form, pictorial anti—essentialism is a 

thesis about the absence of causal connections between the surface and pictorial 

experience. In this case, pictures and images are determined not through their 

ontological or structural characteristics, but through the modes of their involvement 

in social and cultural practices. In the dissertation, this position is considered on the 

example of the theory of substitution and recognitional approach. 

 9. The main directions for further refinement and application of analytic 

theories of visual representation are connected with the development of hybrid or 

mixed approaches (for example, with the integration of analytical and 

phenomenological theories, as in the concept of Paul Crowther), as well as with the 

imposition of the considered theories on current and atypical forms of modern 

imagery (from operational images to visual immersion practices). 

 10. The most original contribution of analytic theories of visual representation 

to interdisciplinary discussions on visual imagery is the explication of the culturally 

plastic status of the pictorial surface. This is a “deontologizing” interpretation of the 

surface that explores the relationship between materiality and representation in 
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images and at the same time indicates the unstable and variable nature of this 

relationship: the surface can either be “absorbed” by communication or function as 

an autonomous level of pictoriality, depending on which cultural practices the image 

is involved in. 

 

Theoretical and practical relevance of investigation 

 

The theoretical significance of the study is manifested in the following. 

Firstly, important and often underestimated analytic theories of pictorial 

representation are being systematically introduced into Russian scientific field for 

the first time: these theories are of interest both for philosophy, as well as for visual 

studies and cultural studies in general. Secondly, the problem of the surface status 

in analytic theories of depiction is considered and analysed for the first time, which 

is a noticeable step in the reception of these theories beyond their discussion 

environment. Thirdly, the systematic  ecruitment reading of these theories 

presented in the dissertation is also useful for expanding the conceptual apparatus of 

image theory and visual research, as well as for methodological convergence of 

philosophy and cultural sciences. 

The practical significance of the research lies in the fact that the materials 

presented in the dissertation may be useful in the preparation of new courses, 

educational and methodological materials on modern philosophy of art, image 

theory, philosophy of culture and other thematic areas. In addition, the dissertation 

examines a number of concepts that can contribute to the clarification and greater 

methodicality of the language used when discussing artistic and non—artistic 

images – both in the academic field and, for example, in the context of art criticism 

or non-academic study of visual culture and modern cultural practices. 
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Main contents of the work 

 

 The introduction reveals and substantiates the relevance of the research and 

the degree of scientific elaboration of the problem under study, as well as defines 

the object, subject and boundaries of the study and clarifies its purpose and task. 

This is followed by explications of the theoretical and methodological basis of the 

study and the justification of its scientific novelty. The theses to be defended and 

data on the approbation of the results of the study are also given. 

 The first chapter “Disciplinary and methodological features of the 

analytic philosophy of depiction” performs a mapping and overview function, the 

need for which is due to the fact that the analytical philosophy of images and analytic 

aesthetics in general are extremely poorly represented in the Russian-speaking 

academic environment. The chapter helps to outline the main methodological 

contours and disciplinary boundaries of this direction and prepares the reader for a 

more substantive analysis of the theories under study. Such training is important, 

among other things, because the analytic philosophy of depiction significantly 

differs from some other thematic enclaves of analytic philosophy in greater 

methodological freedom and interdisciplinarity, so when you first get acquainted 

with the concepts of its representatives, the question may arise about what is actually 

“analytic” in them. This question (it is worth noting that it is most often ignored in 

the research literature) is dealt with in the paragraph “Methodological specifics of 

the analytic philosophy of depiction”. It explains that modern analytic philosophy is 

characterized not by a methodological or doctrinal base common to its 

representatives, but rather by a recognizable style of philosophical writing and 

“problem-centrism”, i.e. systematic collective work on a certain theoretical “puzzle” 

without final solutions to the latter. Representatives of the analytic philosophy of 

depiction also adhere to a characteristic style of writing that combines rigor and 

clarity of argumentation with a polemical orientation, and rely primarily on the 

“local” electoral tradition formed by their immediate predecessors and 

contemporaries (the broader context may not be taken into account at all). This is 
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due to the noticeable isolation and selectivity of their discussion field, which may 

not include world-famous authors working with the same issues (Bildwissenschaft, 

visual studies, Francophone image theories, etc.), but may receive close attention 

from theories of relatively unexpected researchers (as a rule, art historians and 

psychologists of perception). Despite the lack of a common methodological basis 

and the diversity in the methods of argumentation (from appeals to everyday 

experience or thought experiments to the involvement of empirical research), in the 

analytic philosophy of depiction, there are fairly clear standards of evidence and 

persuasiveness of a theory: ideally, it should differ in internal consistency and cover 

all the variety of images, without contradicting ordinary intuitions and without 

resorting to reductionist explanations. Almost all the theories mentioned above are 

built around innovative concepts (such as make-believe or twofoldness). It is 

demonstrated that even without relying significantly on the history of philosophy 

and approaching phenomenological or ontological problems “from scratch”, 

representatives of the analytic philosophy of depiction try to solve them by 

expanding, clarifying and nuancing the conceptual apparatus. It is concluded that 

due to this, the theoretical developments of this school may also be of interest to 

researchers who do not share its basic philosophical assumptions (if we recognize 

that the study of the visual field needs accuracy, plasticity and “accuracy” of the 

descriptional language). 

 Then the historical and philosophical reconstruction of the development of the 

analytic philosophy of depiction is carried out: paragraphs 1.2-1.6, which make up 

most of the volume of the first chapter, are devoted to it. The appeal to the historical 

dimension of these theories (usually deliberately avoiding diachronic optics) is due 

to the fact that they are almost always embedded in a dense discussion context and 

are reactions to the works of their immediate predecessors and contemporaries. It is 

worth noting that in almost all works on the analytic philosophy of depiction, this 

historical dimension is either omitted or replaced by a systematizing one: therefore, 

the first attempt at historical reconstruction of the development of this debatable 

field was carried out in the dissertation. Two important and also poorly researched 
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problems were chosen to structure the presentation: This is the relationship of the 

analytical philosophy of images with analytic aesthetics and the history of the study 

of the problem of pictorial structure and the status of the pictorial surface. In 

addition, the main attention was paid to the dynamics of thematic and 

methodological changes in the publications of authors who wrote about the problem 

of pictorial representation in English and related discussions in the analytic tradition 

(in most cases, these are authors published in the British Journal of Aesthetics and 

Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism or quoted by these authors and debated with 

them). In these paragraphs, for the first time, the history of the relative thematic 

separation of analytic image theories from analytic aesthetics is demonstrated, which 

is quite important and indicative in the context of a broad trend towards the departure 

of image theories from aesthetic issues. The remaining “infrastructural” connection 

of these directions is also revealed: despite the thematic autonomy, representatives 

of the analytic philosophy of depiction are most often published in the aesthetic 

journals mentioned above and become members of aesthetic professional societies. 

 Within the framework of historical and philosophical reconstruction, it was 

revealed how exactly the problems of the visual surface and the structure of images 

were formed on the basis of the problems of the philosophy of art. One of the 

important starting points of this process was the large-scale work by Monroe 

Beardsley “Aesthetics: Problems in the Philosophy of Criticism” (1958), which for 

the first time offered a systematic view of aesthetics from the perspective of analytic 

philosophy (interestingly, it was a view almost “from scratch”, since at that time 

there were very few relevant theories). In the chapter “Representation” Beardsley 

raises the question of the structure of the image, reveals it through the differentiation 

of the image object and the visual surface (“visual design”) and then addresses the 

problem of the relationship between these elements of pictures. It is the problems 

identified by Beardsley and the ways of their further elaboration that are discussed 

in detail in the following chapters. As for further historical exposition, in this part of 

the study, the reception of key books within the analytic philosophy of depiction is 

consistently reconstructed (“Art and Illusion” by E. H. Gombrich, “Languages of 
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Art” by N. Goodman, “Art and its Objects” by R. Wollheim, “Deeper into Images” 

by F. Schier, “Mimesis as a Make-believe” by K. Walton etc.), also reveals a change 

in the thematic preferences of the authors under consideration. Special attention was 

paid to the history of their methodological preferences: this made it possible to 

identify and draw a rich history of their interdisciplinary interactions (from the 

history of art and psychology of perception to cognitive science and philosophy of 

science), as well as to draw attention to the recent turn to “hybrid” theories and the 

problems of visual inflection (that is, the problem of the relationship of surface and 

representation). The chapter concludes with an overview of the main ways of 

classifying theories within the analytic philosophy of depiction. One of the most 

important conclusions based on the historical reconstruction of the development of 

the analytic philosophy of depiction is that the problem of image structure in general 

and pictorial duality in particular was one of the most important topics that structured 

the course of analytic discussions about pictorial representation (and often provoked 

these discussions), but was not considered by the authors themselves as such they 

preferred to concentrate on the level of representation, rarely explicitly stating the 

status of the surface and the problem of the image structure as a whole. It is 

concluded that due to this, a “blind spot” arose in their theories that needed to be 

investigated and supplemented, to which the subsequent presentation in the 

framework of the dissertation is devoted. 

 In particular, in the chapter “Conceptual framework of work on the 

problem of the pictorial surface in the analytic theories of visual 

representation”, the analysis of the basic terms and methodological framework of 

work with the topic of the pictorial surface in the tradition of interest to us is carried 

out. In this regard, the chapter performs preliminary function: it identifies key issues 

and problems and systematizes theoretical tools that will be used in the analysis of 

specific concepts. Thus, the paragraph “Conceptual boundaries of the subject 

field of the analytic philosophy of depiction: picture and depiction” is devoted 

to clarifying the interpretation of the image concept typical of the analytical 

tradition. This task may seem optional and trivial, but it is the study of pictures, not 
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images, that clearly distinguishes the analytic philosophy of depiction from other 

philosophical theories of visuality (at the same time, the philosophically elaborated 

distinction between image and picture is still not quite familiar to the Russian-

speaking academic field). For example, the German-language theory of the image is 

characterized by the use of the term Bild, indicating both a material objectified 

image and an image in a broader sense; many theories in the framework of visual 

research also rely on an expansive, “umbrella” understanding of the image, 

containing many different implications. Analytic philosophers of depiction write 

precisely about pictures as material cultural artifacts, and not about images as 

potentially immaterial and unstable phenomena. It cannot be said that this greatly 

facilitates their work: the pictures are also heterogeneous – they include not only 

photos in family albums or canvases in museums, but also engineering drawings, 

sketches, portraits of stars on T-shirts or drawings on boxes of sweets. The variety 

of images (pictorial diversity) prompts the question of what, in fact, these artifacts 

have in common in addition to their visual specificity. It is demonstrated that in the 

analytic philosophy of depiction, it is answered approximately as follows: they all 

represent something, but in a special way – images are impossible without depiction 

or pictorial representation. At the same time, the interpretation of pictures according 

to the representation model not only limits the language of description, but also 

assumes many ways of working with this model: emphasizing the interpretive, 

autonomous and generative nature of pictorial semantics suggests that in certain 

cases updating the concept of representation becomes more successful than 

abandoning it. In other words, it is demonstrated here that the analytic philosophy 

of depiction is in many ways interesting precisely because it chooses rather modest 

and at first glance rather limiting concepts, but develops them in non-trivial 

directions. One of the key conclusions of this paragraph is that many of the most 

meaningful definitions of pictures are formulated through the thesis of pictorial 

duality (that is, that the structure of the picture includes the pictorial content and the 

pictorial surface). In the following exposition, we rely precisely on the 

understanding of pictures as dual objects that combine a material surface and an 
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image content that is not reduced to the latter (“canvas” and “nature”, to use 

Gombrich’s terminology).  

 The thesis of pictorial duality is somehow mentioned, emphasized or played 

out in a variety of definitions of pictures: it provides a fairly modest description of 

them, but serves as a good tool to focus a number of theoretical questions and 

problems developed by representatives of the analytic philosophy of depiction. In 

the paragraph “Pictorial duality and the problem of image structure”, for the 

first time in the research literature on the analytic philosophy of depiction, its 

reconstructive and review analysis and refinement are carried out. In particular, the 

early formulations of pictorial duality from the psychologists of perception James 

Gibson and Richard Gregory are analyzed: they are interesting because in them the 

conclusion about the duality and paradoxicity of pictures is made not on the basis of 

the phenomenology of image perception, but based on how they hypothetically 

should be perceived based on the ontological statuses of their elements. These 

authors emphasize the paradoxical nature of depictions that combine what is 

perceived as incompatible and contradictory in everyday perception (three-

dimensional and two-dimensional, flat and three-dimensional, etc.) In general, their 

formulations provide a convenient starting point and an open research question: 

“How can the paradoxical status of depictions be explained?”. Next, we consider a 

more elaborated answer to this question from Michael Polanyi, who suggests using 

the theory of focal and subsidiary awareness to solve it. In our interpretation, it is 

argued that the most important point of this explanation is an indication that the 

relationship of duality is traced precisely between the canvas and the pictorial form, 

and not between the canvas and the observed or imaginary “nature”. In this regard, 

Polanyi offers a rather formalistic approach, which will not be found so often in 

APD later, and which is also interesting because it allows you to trace the variability 

of relationships between pictorial elements in various visual practices. It is 

emphasized that this is quite an important point for understanding pictorial duality: 

it can be realized in different ways both by the viewer and by the image producer 

and is not only a stable structural property of images, but also a property derived 
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from cultural practices. An important definition proposed by Michael Podro is also 

analyzed. It is revealed that in his version, the surface turns out to be an element of 

depiction, which is easiest to omit or not notice when analyzing its representational 

characteristics, but it has a formative role in creating the picture and the viewer’s 

experience. Therefore, according to Podro, even attempts to focus or apply focal 

swareness only to the representational component of the image, to what we see in it, 

are untenable: this “picture” is inseparable from the process of the appearance of the 

depicted object in the surface and, consequently, from the internal structure of the 

surface. Further, a cursory comparison of analytic and phenomenological 

interpretations of pictorial structure is carried out, requiring additional research: the 

latter usually appears in the phenomenological tradition as a three-part, rather than 

a two-part structure. In addition, phenomenologists are much more likely to start 

from the study of how an image is embedded in the very situation of its perception: 

in this regard, they study in more detail the structure of visual experience as an 

immanent type of imaginative consciousness. It is clarified that this trend completely 

bypassed the analytic tradition: at a certain point (closer to the 1980s), analysts 

noticeably inclined to study the specifics of image perception and visual experience. 

Moreover, most definitions of pictorial representation in the analytic tradition are 

based on the principle of distinguishing the experience of representation from 

ordinary visual experience. The difference lies in the fact that these authors often 

pay more attention to the representational content, but not to pictorial surface, which 

in phenomenology is more often recognized as the starting point for the analysis of 

visual representation. An important stage that allowed to reverse this trend was the 

discussions about the problem of visual inflexion, in which the problem of the 

relationship between the surface and the representational content is brought to the 

fore.  

 In the section “Semantics of the pictorial surface: pictorial anti-

essentialism in analytic theories of depiction”, an attempt is made to explicate and 

analyze exactly how the pictorial surface is interpreted within the framework of the 

analytic philosophy of depiction. This is a rather complex and almost completely 
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ignored question in the research literature, so the answer to it is one of the most 

innovative parts of this study. First of all, it is revealed that in the analytic definitions 

of pictorial duality, the assumption is traced that the specificity of the duality of 

images is a combination of semantic and non-semantic features. In this case, the 

surface is treated either as a theoretical “blind spot” or as a “pure”, “meaningless” 

materiality. Such a minimalistic or deflationary interpretation of the pictorial surface 

cannot but raise reasonable questions, especially if you know what role is usually 

assigned to it in phenomenological or art criticism image theories. At the same time, 

it is quite understandable why the analytic tradition has difficulties with the topic of 

the surface and the materiality of images: this is a problem with “floating” subject 

boundaries (the question remains where exactly in images materiality ends and 

meaning begins), which is relatively easy to reduce. It is revealed that such an 

attitude to the surface becomes more explicable if we pay attention to the 

interpretation of the status of the materiality of works of art in analytical aesthetics: 

this is a more well-known theoretical motif, which, oddly enough, has not previously 

been compared with how the structure of images is interpreted in the analytic 

tradition. As a result of the analysis of the concepts of J. Dickie on the artifactual 

status of the work of art and the thesis of J. Margolis on works of art as physically 

embodied and culturally emergent objects in the paragraph reveals some common 

presuppositions of analytic aesthetics and analytic philosophy of depiction: in the 

case of the second, the surface primarily has the status of a physical basis and a 

necessary condition for the functioning of picture, and the actual representational 

function turns out to be emergent (to some extent “external”) in relation to surfaces 

appearing as a result of the work of perception, recognition or signifying activity of 

the recipient (this point also explains, why is the author’s intention factor so 

important for many theorists of the analytic philosophy of depiction). It is also the 

first time that the minimalist interpretation of the surface is compared with the more 

“classical” theories of Clement Greenberg, Leo Steinberg and David Joselit. In the 

course of the comparison, it is revealed that in the case of a minimalist, deflationary 

interpretation of the surface, we are dealing either with a conscious decision that the 
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surface should not be overestimated, or with a rather original and radical 

methodological approach to the status of the surface, suggesting its “bracketing” in 

order to achieve greater accuracy in the analysis of pictorial representation. 

 In the course of further analysis, several “levels” in the understanding of 

pictorial surface proposed by the theorists of the analytic philosophy of depiction 

are identified and explicated: from more neutral and minimalistic interpretations to 

more “saturated” ones. The first of these levels coincides with the minimalist 

interpretation of the surface mentioned above: the latter is interpreted in this case as 

a culturally neutral physical basis of the image. This is the “starting” understanding 

of the surface in the analytic philosophy of depiction, which is often used either as 

a presupposition or as a starting point for a more detailed and rich conceptualization. 

As already mentioned, at this level, the surface turns out to be secondary to 

perception and is “absorbed” by communication (even if communication is purely 

pictorial in nature and is not reduced to language); a similar interpretation of the 

materiality of the sign is found in the most “classical” versions of semiotics.  

 The section also analyzes the limitations and implications of this 

interpretation of the surface through its superimposition on some complex examples 

(“Portrait of Madame Matisse”, directive images, etc.). It is clarified that the 

minimalist interpretation of the surface may run counter to our ideas about the 

aesthetic value of many images, but we can give a number of examples in which it 

is used by us at an ordinary level and does not cause any special questions. In 

particular, there are many specific types of pictures, the correct perception of which 

involves the imposition of specific knowledge in order to extract “non-obvious” 

information (these are primarily scientific and operational images); in addition, 

many professional and near-professional contexts can also displace the perception 

of the surface with additional knowledge: for example, when we evaluate the quality 

or “plausibility” of ordinary depictions or check them for authenticity. This analysis 

allows us to delineate the limits of applicability of minimalist interpretations of the 

surface: they are quite convenient for the study of non-artistic or professional 
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pictures, characterized by a high level of conventionality, but not very informative 

when it comes to artistic images.  

 The analysis of the minimalist interpretation of the surface also brings us to 

the problem of pictorial anti–essentialism – a philosophical position that defines and 

interprets images and depictions not through their ontological or structural 

characteristics but through the modes of their involvement in social and cultural 

practices. In its most general form, pictorial anti–essentialism is a thesis about the 

absence of causal connections between the surface and the experience of pictorial 

perception. This position is most characteristic of the analytic philosophy of 

depiction (especially for structural theories, recognition theories and concepts 

inspired by psychological studies of the mid-20th century), as well as sociology and 

cultural anthropology of art; it is usually opposed to more “continental” approaches 

(usually oriented to phenomenology and philosophical anthropology). It is important 

to understand that pictorial anti-essentialism is often motivated by approximately 

the same considerations as essentialism. As an example, we can cite the problem of 

semantic generativity of images, that is, their ability to generate new meanings even 

if the image producer plans to use it as a “copy” of the referent. In this case, it is 

interesting that if in a significant part of the continental tradition semantic 

generativity is attributed to the image surface, then in the analytic one – to the 

representational content. As a result, it is revealed that theorists from different 

traditions put forward a similar thesis about the pictorial generativity, but reveal it 

from different sides: in one case, this generativity is provided by the richness and 

unusual depth of pictorial materiality (and its closest connection with meaning), in 

the other – the uncertainty and density of pictorial reference or a specific mode of 

perception characteristic of perception images. 

 The problem of generativity of images brings us to the second level of 

interpretation of the pictorial surface, in which the latter is understood as a space of 

possibilities. The paragraph defines that at this level the surface is treated as a kind 

of screen for perceptual and semantic operations or projections: the viewer does not 

so much read information from the image as saturates and complements it. In this 
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case, the key role is played not by the surface itself, but by how human recognitional 

abilities are used: the attention mode and the viewer’s viewing are positioned as 

more important than visual materiality, since without them the latter will be 

“unrealized”. At the same time, this interpretation leaves room for conceptualizing 

the complex relationship between perception and the materiality of images: in 

particular, it was the understanding of images based on the screen model that 

allowed Michael Podro to approach the problem of pictorial inflexion and pay 

attention to the interactive specifics of our understanding of depictions. In addition, 

in this interpretation, the image is not “absorbed” by communication, but is 

considered as a culturally saturated object that may be deprived of obvious 

communicative functions. It is revealed that when an image is understood as a screen 

or a space of possibilities, the surface of the image itself becomes culturally 

emergent, and not just the representation. Thanks to this, images begin to be 

considered borderline and relational objects not because of their ontological 

paradoxicity (which is assumed in most explications of the problem of pictorial 

duality), but because of cultural practices of their use: images are treated as screens, 

obviously irreducible to communication and language and pushing us to various 

complex interactions with them. 

 Next, we turn to the third level of interpretation of pictorial surface, where it 

is interpreted as a specific mode of pictoriality, which can be understood in isolation 

from projection procedures, or as something that actively controls these procedures 

or generates meanings that are irreducible to what we perceptually put into the 

image. In this version, a specific level of pictoriality between “pure” materiality and 

reference comes to the fore, which, according to these authors, constitutes the 

specifically pictorial content of images. It is demonstrated that R. Wollheim 

designates this as “representational content”, J. Kulvicki speaks of bare bones 

content, D. M. Lopes designates this level simply as “content”, and in all these 

versions we are talking about a level of meaning that turns out to be either primary 

in relation to recognizable, referential content (Kulvicki, Wollheim), or enriches the 

latter (Goodman, Lopes). It is emphasized that it is especially important here that the 
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surface is interpreted as a significant, semantic saturated level of the image, which 

cannot be reduced to either reference or materiality: in fact, in this case it manifests 

non-preferential, specifically pictorial semantics of the image. The conclusion is 

made that this is a purely non-mimetic, somewhat “formalist” way of interpreting 

pictorial representation bypassing its figurative content, which seems to be the most 

interesting and promising for further study. 

 Further, it is revealed that there is a tension between the considered 

interpretations of the pictorial surface, embodied and partially resolved by the 

theories of inflection: in them, the surface is often interpreted both minimally (in the 

spirit of the first level of those discussed above) and as an important semantic 

component of pictorial space. In these works, the problem of interaction and 

interpenetration of the surface and representation in the experience of our perception 

of images comes to the fore: what is important here is that the surface begins to be 

understood as a formative element of pictorial representation and as a “trigger” of 

aesthetic experience (while the aesthetic is again considered in continuity with the 

representational). After analyzing the key concepts of depiction, pictorial duality and 

pictorial surface, we turn to a more detailed explication of the main analytic theories 

of visual representation in the light of the problem of the pictorial surface. 

 The third chapter “Key interpretations of the status of the visual surface: 

the screen and the semantically autonomous level of representation” is devoted 

to the most “classical” and widely known theories of visual representation. At the 

same time, the presentation begins with the concepts of two art historians who had 

a strong influence on the analytic theories of depiction: Ernst H. Gombrich and 

Michael Podro. In the section “The pictorial surface as a screen: the 

indeterminancy of pictorial representation and projection”, the key features of 

Gombrich’s complex and interdisciplinary theory of images are identified for our 

presentation. The most interesting and unusual methodological achievement of this 

author is that he carried out an synthesis of a naturalistic and historicist (largely 

sociologizing) approach to visual representation. Describing the creation of images 

as a mixture of historical and collective practices aimed at recreating the world, 
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Gombrich emphasizes that despite all the searches and research, no representations 

achieve their goals in full: in this regard, the ideal of representation is not so much 

copying the world as fixing visual perception by visual means. From Gombrich’s 

point of view, at the structural level, everyday perception and the perception of 

images do not have significant differences. The everyday world provides diverse and 

dynamic information, which is immediately complemented by the perceptual 

system, and in conditions of uncertainty it is forced to make a choice between 

alternative or conflicting interpretations of the visible (and the uncertainty itself 

remains unconscious and inaccessible). In the case of visual representation (which 

is a vivid example of perceptual uncertainty), this choice is made easily and 

imperceptibly by virtue of our familiarity with the peculiarities of this practice: 

therefore, images allow us to bring to the forefront of theoretical consideration the 

usually unnoticeable “contribution of the viewer”. It turns out that to understand an 

image means first of all to complement it with your perceptual efforts. Gombrich 

believes that the share of voluntarism in this operation is vanishingly small, since 

the specifics of any projection are determined by the viewer’s  mental set. The 

importance of the mental set for understanding visual representation is so great that 

Gombrich quite often cited Rorschach spots as an example – in his opinion, any 

other images are similarly devoid of causal connections with their interpretations 

and can be understood in countless ways. That is, when we look at an image, we 

spontaneously find a coherent solution for an indeterminant situation, we absolutely 

do not notice the uncertainty of the situation and observe first of all the product of 

our own mental attitude. It is emphasized that the decision to describe the ability to 

interpret images through reference to the possession of mental set, knowledge of 

schemes and projections is a rather radical move leading to an unusual interpretation 

of the status of visual representations themselves. It is revealed that in Gombrich’s 

interpretation, the material surface of an image is a semantically indeterminate 

“screen”, in this regard, his concept is a classic example of the interpretation of a 

pictorial surface as a screen. It is clarified that in this interpretation, the configuration 

characteristics of the pictorial surface are determined solely by the context and 
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function of their use and, again, “by themselves” may not mean anything. But it is 

noted that such an interpretation leads to an interesting conclusion that images 

perform an evocative rather than a mimetic function: this means that their 

relationship with the experience and imagination of the viewer is much more 

important than the relationship with the represented world. 

 The second classical interpretation of the pictorial surface according to the 

screen model is analyzed in the paragraph “Interpenetration of the surface and 

representation: the phenomenon of pictorial inflection (Michael Podro)”. It is 

revealed that Podro develops the side of Gombrich’s theory that affects the work of 

our recognitional abilities in picture perception, but at the same time proceeds from 

the asymmetry between everyday experience and pictorial experience as a central 

factor for understanding the work of recognition in images. Like Gombrich, Podro 

points out that images do not so much cause a pleasant recognition effect, as they 

provoke uncertainty that requires a certain perceptual and cognitive reaction from 

us. The indeterminancy lies not only in the combination of “nature” and “canvas”, 

but also in the fact that each image simultaneously seems to include its own object 

and at the same time has vanishingly little in common with it (it is worth noting that 

Podro analyzes this problem on the material of painting). At the same time, 

distortion, transformation and arbitrary interpretation of the object within the image 

are not something optional or related to the field of style. It is demonstrated that in 

this perspective depiction is treated not as a message that needs to be decoded 

correctly but as a resource that can be used in more or less correct ways. In this 

regard, the task of the artist is to sustain recognition and create triggers and 

limitations for imagination. The key guideline in this case is not the relationship of 

the image and the referent, but the relationship of everyday perception and 

perception of the pictorial surface. This provides a certain limited autonomy of 

visual representation in relation to the tasks of copying the external world and allows 

you to describe the representation without resorting to categories of similarity and 

similarity.  In the course of our interpretation, it is revealed that the concept of 

 ecruitment is one of the most important theoretical Podro’s findigs, even though 
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he clarifies it mainly through examples, without detailed explication and 

clarification of the term. It is also emphasized that it is not human perception that is 

recruited, but the visual surface. These observations lead us to the analysis of the 

problem of inflection (i.e., the problem of the relations of surface and 

representation): turning to it, Podro proceeds from the assumption that the material 

surface and texture of the image always play a key role in the visual experience and, 

in fact, determine its uniqueness in relation to everyday experience. Podro compares 

our grasp of the depiction procedure with the perception of objects in the dark: in 

both cases we deal with indeterminancy and make certain perceptual decisions. Even 

if it seems to us that pictorial perception does not require much effort, we perform 

certain actions and “let happen” quite complex perceptual processes. Podro 

designates them as “adjustments”, “self-monitoring” and “adaptation”, and these 

actions often have a negative character: in particular, Podro writes a lot about 

“negative adjustment”, limiting our expectations regarding what can be seen in 

picture. As a result of the analysis of Podro’s concepts and observations, we come 

to the conclusion that he offers a rather formalistic view of the nature of pictorial 

representation, in which the surface is in many ways more important than the 

content. This also leads to the conclusion that Podro adheres to a strong 

interpretation of visual inflection. Firstly, he considers it a necessary, not an optional 

condition of visual representation (at least in art). Secondly, he connects the 

phenomenon of inflection not with our perception of the image but with the 

formative role of the pictorial surface, with the need to provoke perceptual and 

imaginative interpenetration of the depicted object and surface. In this regard, Podro 

offers one of the most interesting interpretations of the status of the pictorial surface 

associated with the analytic tradition and the most elaborated version of screen 

theory of pictorial surface. 

 The next paragraph “Pictorial formalism: structural theories of pictorial 

representation” is devoted to the analysis of the most complex and “technical” 

tradition of the analytic philosophy of depiction. In the sub-section “Syntax and 

semantics of pictorial symbol systems”, a brief reconstruction of the method and 
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theoretical installations of Nelson Goodman’s late theory is carried out, involving 

the use of a general theory of symbol systems, revealing the “mechanics” of their 

functioning, as well as syntactic and semantic differences between, say, linguistic 

and pictorial systems. This “formalist” approach was unusual for the discussions of 

that time, including due to its following implication: in order to understand the 

structure and functioning of images, it is necessary to investigate their relationship 

with each other, and not with their referents or with the perceptual experience of the 

viewer. That is, theoretically, a single image does not say practically anything, and 

for its basic understanding it is necessary to get acquainted with the rules and 

characteristics of the system in which it is included. It is revealed that in this case, 

the specifics of visual perception of images are almost completely taken out of the 

framework of theory (this is perhaps one of the most counterintuitive and original 

solutions of Goodman). The sub-paragraph also explicates the main elements of 

Goodman’s late theory, allowing us to move on to the part of his image theory that 

interests us: this is a rejection of the concept of similarity and a concentration on the 

syntactic and semantic characteristics of symbol systems. There is also a controversy 

with purely semiotic interpretations of Goodman’s theory, in which it is positioned 

as conventionalist: it is proved that in his theory conventions do not explain all the 

cognitive and aesthetic effects of visual representation. 

 A detailed analysis of these effects is carried out in the following sub-

paragraphs: “Representation as invention: heuristic functions of images” and 

“Pictorial surface beyond representation: the theory of exemplification”. It is 

demonstrated that the pictorial representation according to Goodman becomes an 

ambiguous concept in which denotative and non-denotative functions are combined. 

Moreover, he does not identify pictures with representation as a semantic relation. 

Therefore, from Goodman’s point of view, representation should be explained in 

terms of reference, but not as a kind of reference, since in this case we are talking 

about a rather ambiguous system of relations: the referential component of images 

(“what object is depicted?”) is not always more important than the non-preferential 

one (“what kind of image is this, what class of images does it belong to?”). In 
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addition, besides denotation, exemplification and other types of reference are 

available to pictures. There are no pictures referring to something “as it is” or 

representing some object in all possible angles and taking into account all its possible 

properties. Therefore, denotation is inevitably accompanied by predication, which 

gives the image object certain properties and allows it to be represented in a certain 

way. Images use already known objects, symbols and relationships to establish new 

connections, interpretations and, in fact, objects. We draw attention to the fact that 

these theses turned out to be underestimated by Goodman’s researchers and 

demonstrate why they are of the greatest interest for the actualization of his theory: 

it is revealed that it is the replacement of the criterion of authenticity and similarity 

with the criterion of novelty and non-triviality, as well as the replacement of a single 

experience and a separate image by a systematic work of symbolization that 

constitute the “core” of Goodman’s approach to visual representations. In other 

words, the central concepts of Goodman’s semiotic theory are invention and 

creativity, not denotation and informativeness. 

 These observations lead us to the problem of exemplification, which allows 

us to clarify Goodman’s point of view on the problem of the pictorial surface. It is 

demonstrated that his originality lies in the “dilution” of the problems of pictorial 

representation and the pictorial surface: Goodman simply attributes other, non-

representational symbolic functions to the surface. The theory of exemplification 

proposed by Goodman complements his theory of visual representation in an 

interesting way, making it clear how the pictorial surface factor can be included in 

the structural theory of images. In its most general form, exemplification is a kind 

of reference in which something performs the function of an example or a sample of 

something else. Reconstructing his theory of exemplification, we demonstrate how 

it helps to rethink and “modernize” the problem of artistic expression. At the same 

time, exemplification, of course, is not an aesthetic relationship – it serves as a 

“common denominator” of the arts and sciences. It is revealed that the theory of 

exemplification proposed by Goodman is an interesting example of a “formalist” 
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approach to the pictorial surface, which takes into account its representational 

functions and allows us to grasp its semantics without linguistic reduction. 

 The sub-section “Revision of the structural account and the problem of 

bare bones content of pictures (John Kulvicki)” is devoted to the reconstruction 

and analysis of the theory of the most active follower of Goodman John Kulvicki. 

After analyzing the general foundations of his system in comparison with 

Goodman’s concept, we turn to his proposed interpretation of transparency: in his 

opinion, a representative system can be considered transparent if the representation 

belonging to it and its meta-representation are syntactically identical. It is noted that 

Kulvicki considers transparency as a structural condition homologous to the 

experience of perception. Kulvicki also offers an interesting theory according to 

which there are two levels of representative content – bare bones content or skeletal 

content and fleshed out content, and bare bones content is of paramount importance. 

It is emphasized that skeletal contents are perceptible and, moreover, make images 

perceptible: Kulvicki, in a non-trivial and rather risky way, moves from the syntactic 

characteristics of images with perceptual, describing skeletal and fleshed out content 

by analogy with the difference between raw “sensory data” and conscious perceptual 

knowledge, which can serve as a basis for judgment. Simply put, bare bones content 

provides an opportunity to “deduce” fleshed out contents, but it can be interpreted 

and filled in a variety of different ways – in this regard, it is to some extent not only 

schematic, but also stochastic. However, usually the understanding of images occurs 

instantly due to the “triggering” of recognition concepts that allow us to isolate 

“perceptually salient” elements from the skeletal content. As a result of the analysis, 

it is concluded that the concept of bare bones content is one of the most elaborated 

attempts to theorize the non–preferential, non-mimetic semantics of the pictorial 

surface. 

 The next paragraph, “Twofoldness and perceptualist theory of pictorial 

surface: Richard Wollheim” is devoted to the reconstruction and analysis of 

another well-known theory within the framework of the analytic philosophy of 

depiction. The presentation begins with clarifying the concepts of seeing-as, seeing-
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in and twofoldness (one of the most important attempts to theorize pictorial duality). 

It is emphasized that refraining from a detailed explication of the phenomenology of 

seeing-in and twofoldness was a methodological position that Wollheim consistently 

adhered to. It is also demonstrated that Wollheim rarely emphasized the spatial 

character of twofoldness, and therefore mentions of the difference between the 

“physical dimension” and the “pictorial dimension” are found only in a few of the 

critical works devoted to him. Analyzing the spatial definition of twofoldness, we 

come to an unexpected conclusion: Wollheim’s approach is distinguished by the fact 

that it uses a non-mimetic and non-preferential way of interpreting pictorial 

representation: it is characterized by the establishment of spatial relations in the 

plane. If you place a black spot on a white surface, the spot will be perceptually 

located “on” the surface; the blue spot, in turn, will look located “behind” the 

surface. According to this concept, to see something in an image means to see the 

spatial relations of representation that are non-contextual to everyday experience in 

a plane that does not break out of the space of everyday experience. But how to 

characterize the first of these spaces? To answer this question, it is advisable to use 

the distinction proposed by Wollheim between representational content and 

figurative content. Representational content (RC) involves all spatial relationships 

that can be seen in an image. In turn, figurative content (FC) refers to everything 

that can be seen in the image and summed up under specific concepts. If by definition 

any picture has RC, then not every one has FC. The RC of an abstract painting, as a 

rule, allows it to have pictorial semantics without the need to refer to objects or 

events. It is revealed that within the framework of the theoretical model under 

consideration, it is the RC that turns out to be what we see in images in the first 

place: at least, it is the most suitable candidate for the role of the object of seeing-in 

due to its non-conceptual (spatial relations are difficult to conceptually analyze) and 

strictly visual nature. The differentiation of RC and FC leads to the following 

conclusion: the basic understanding of pictures involves the recognition of not only 

the depicted objects, but also all representational spatial relations. This circumstance 

makes it possible to eliminate from the explanatory language the boundary between 
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the “meaningful” and “formal” sides of the images; it turns out that RC is the “what” 

(and not “how”) of the image, and FC is “what exactly”. The space of representation 

is not obliged to perform a denotative function or to be three-dimensional in the 

sense of plausibility or illusionism, but even in such cases it will be autonomous in 

its “grammar”. Based on these observations, we come to the conclusion that 

Wollheim’s self-restrictions regarding the analysis of the pictorial surface can be 

considered superfluous. What we see in the image acquires semantic autonomy in 

relation to the surface, but does not break out of the twofold experience, the 

components of which “work” only in aggregate and in interaction. Representation, 

like representational vision, does not exist until a suitable surface is seen. It enables 

representation in the Wollheim sense at the moment when it produces spatial 

relations that are perceived as different from itself, but at the same time does not 

lose the status of a material object embedded in the context of everyday experience. 

This circumstance makes it possible to rearticulate Wollheim’s late thesis about the 

functional equivalence of the aspects of twofoldness to the experiences of the surface 

and the object that make it up: the aspects of twofoldness are functionally equivalent, 

including the structural elements of the image. It is concluded that not only the 

experience, but also the image itself, is twofold. Its ontological paradoxicity, the 

tension between representation and the surface becomes the condition that it can be 

perceived in the usual way as an image, and not as an “ordinary” object with an 

illusion added to it. Based on the results of the analysis, we come to the conclusion 

that the theory of twofoldness also helps to clarify the autonomous and generative 

status of pictorial surface. 

 Next, we proceed to the analysis of theories that somehow move away from 

the problem of the pictorial surface or reject it: the chapter “Pictorial anti-

essentialism: basic interpretations, problems and alternatives” is devoted to 

them. The section “Substitution, Play and Imagination: the Heteronomy of 

pictorial meaning” demonstrates that the concept of visual representation as 

substitution is one of the most striking examples of pictorial anti-essentialism. To 

begin with, we return to the corpus of Ernst Gombrich’s works in order to draw 
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attention to early writings devoted to the analysis of toy horses as a model of 

representation. It is demonstrated that for the early Gombrich, art is creation, not 

imitation, and the “source of art” is substitution as a biologically based process that 

helps to ensure continuity and consistency of life experience. From his point of view, 

substitution in primitive art assumed a certain economy of means of representation, 

largely due to which the image fulfilled its predominantly cult purpose (for example, 

the idol should not have become a copy of the deity or his rightful replacement) and 

became especially saturated in semantic and affective relations (in this 

interpretation, the visual “poverty” of the image does not restrict but more strongly 

stimulates the contribution of the viewer). It is revealed that the key characteristic of 

substitutes for Gombrich is the predominance of function over form; as for images, 

they are most often used as substitutes for acts of perception of certain situations or 

objects (and not substitutes for the objects themselves). After analyzing several 

examples, it is emphasized that in this interpretation, the pictorial surface is 

completely “displaced” by factors of functionality and cultural practices of using 

images. 

 In the next sub-paragraph “Fictionality and play in pictures: 

Representation as a practice of working with the imagination (Kendall 

Walton)” we turn to the most elaborated theory of substitution (and at the same time 

one of the most original theories of representation). Walton suggests the term make-

believe, meaning make-believe or “make-believe game”, puts imagination at the 

center of his approach and develops the analogy of children’s games with the arts in 

much more detail than Gombrich. It is revealed that according to Walton, make-

believe games involve the deliberate creation of imaginary situations and have an 

anthropologically universal meaning: they can be found in any cultural or social 

group. The originality of Walton’s concept lies in the fact that he brings to the fore 

not the game as a cultural practice and not the game as a universal constant of human 

experience, but the activity of imagination. According to him, the functions of 

imagination are not too different from the functions of cognition, and the specifics 

of imagination are not determined by questions of reliability. It is demonstrated that 
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Walton analyzes representation as a practice of collective imagination, involving the 

creation and use of fictional worlds and imaginary game situations. In order to 

generate fictitious truths that provide these qualities and involve participants in the 

game, props are needed. We demonstrate that this concept is central to understanding 

the status of Walton representations. Props perform the function of prompter, 

expanding the boundaries of individual imaginations and coordinating them with 

each other without providing explicit rules. In fact, props empower the imagination 

(mandate imaginings), prescribe certain imaginary activities and encourage the 

presentation of certain fictitious truths, from which fictitious worlds are formed. It 

is important to note that props have relative autonomy and generate fictional truths 

regardless of individual imaginations: when the recipient tries to artificially resist 

what the picture or text suggests, the reading turns out to be incorrect. In this regard, 

props provide some objectivity of fictitious truths, largely due to their objective 

nature. An intermediate conclusion is made that for Walton representations are 

objects that serve as props in make–believe games in a certain social group. 

 Next, special attention is paid to the explication of how Walton’s theory 

explains pictorial representation. In it, images are props in visual make–believe 

games, prescribing visual imaginary representations (imaginings) with a certain 

content. They generate fictitional truths about their objects using the configuration 

properties of their surfaces and thereby allow us to take part in pictorial games. In 

other words, images simultaneously stimulate and regulate our imagination and 

participation. The latter term is quite important: for Walton, it is about participation, 

and not about passive reception or perception. This aspect makes it possible to 

clarify the specifics of images for this theory (in addition to a fairly obvious 

indication of their visual nature). In the case of images, the actions performed by a 

person should be visual (it can be viewing, peering, identifying certain features, etc.) 

and conscious (that is, we must understand that we are participating in the game), 

and the performance of non-visual actions (judgments, gestures, etc.) should be 

associated with visual actions. In other words, the restrictions imposed on physical 

participation direct us to psychological participation. At the same time, 
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psychological participation does not mean empathic implantation, as is often the 

case in psychological theories of art, but an active interposition of perception and 

imagination. Walton emphasizes the variability of image perception and the fact that 

it actually turns out to be an active participation – psychological, visual, verbal – in 

make-believe games, expanding and enriching our experience by expanding and 

enriching the ability to imagine. Based on the results of the analysis of Walton’s 

concept, it is concluded that his relative indifference to the problem of the surface 

allows him to switch to the level of analysis of imaginative practices, which in his 

case turns out to be a strong, not a weak side: this is one of the possible “advantages” 

of pictorial anti-essentialism. 

 The section “Pictorial anti-essentialism in analytic theories of image 

recognition” is devoted to the analysis of the most elaborated and “purist” version 

of pictorial anti-essentialism. The introductory part substantiates that these theories 

are characterized by the thesis that the “basic” understanding of images depends on 

innate, unconscious perceptual abilities. This is largely why the theorists of this 

group often appeal to psychology, philosophy of consciousness and cognitive 

science and believe that the theory of pictorial representation should include a 

“cognitive theory of mental activity” or at least be developed with a serious eye to 

the latter. Defending the “purity” of visual processes, they use the developments of 

causal theories of perception and (often without explicit references) theories of 

modularity of consciousness. A vivid example of this approach is dealt with in the 

sub-paragraph “Autonomy of iconic recognition, natural generativity and the 

“purist” theory of pictorial representation (Flint Schier)”. After a detailed 

analysis of the key concepts of Ur-icon, natural generativity, pictorial selectivity and 

Convention C, we draw attention to the fact that Schier says surprisingly little about 

how the configuration properties of images can affect their recognition and 

interpretation. This brings us to the interpretation of the ontological status of icons 

– this is one of the least discussed in the scientific literature and at the same time the 

most radical elements of Schier’s theory. Icons (this concept is broader than the 

concept of picture and includes everything that can be recognized as picture) are 
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exceptionally rare “monolithic”: one can distinguish their “iconically relevant 

parts”, the understanding of which is necessary to understand the whole. These parts 

themselves are also icons. As a consequence, any icon can be considered as a 

collection of icons, the composition of which is also iconic. Iconic parts can be 

divided into sub-iconic segments: like letters, they lack their own semantics and 

depend on the “contribution” of the other parts (a random smear can radically change 

the semantics of picture, although it does not represent anything by itself). It is 

important that the perception and interpretation of picture components occur 

simultaneously – if we consider the sub-iconic parts alternately and separately, they 

will appear as meaningless labels. By analyzing these components, Schier makes it 

clear that he does not belong to the supporters of the analysis of the configuration 

properties of images. It is revealed that since icons only exemplify iconic 

(secondary) properties and are “second-rate citizens of ontology”, the analysis of 

their physical qualities is useless. Shier also recalls that iconicity is a functional 

characteristic, so to distinguish individual icons, it is necessary to resort to functional 

criteria; the same applies to iconic parts. Since the recognition abilities are numerous 

and diverse, it is the differences in their application that determine the differences 

between icons and iconic parts. These observations clarify why iconification and 

depiction are not synonymous with representation. Of course, the thesis about the 

heterogeneity and situativeness of the semantics and ontology of images is not new 

and widespread (it is enough to recall Pierce), but Shier deliberately does not go 

beyond the boundaries of “pure” iconicity. It is revealed that within the framework 

of Schier’s approach, it is impossible to answer the question of why certain marks 

on the surface depict a certain object, because the iconic properties in it are 

unambiguously interpreted as secondary, and materiality does not matter. Thus, the 

image model as an object is destroyed: it becomes a component of the realization of 

recognition abilities. We demonstrate that this theory is one of the illustrative 

examples of the anti–essentialist interpretation of images bypassing the problem of 

the pictorial surface. 
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 In the sub-paragraph “Pictorial expansionalism and the problem of image 

structure (Dominic M. Lopes)”, a more “mild” version of the recognitional 

approach is explicated, which does not imply the complete removal of the surface 

problem from the brackets. It is demonstrated that, unlike Schier, Lopes does not use 

the phenomenon of generativity as the main explanatory tool: he is interested in the 

dynamics and variability of our recognitional abilities. At the same time, he starts 

not from the juxtaposition of iconic and spatial parts of images, but from the 

“threefold” interpretation of their structure. The figurative or referential component 

of images is designated as a subject: not all of them deal with real objects, but can 

represent fictitious entities, as well as processes, events, situations, scenes, etc. 

Design is a relevant representation of the visual properties of a physical surface – 

such as “labels, directions, borders, contours, shapes, colors, shades, relative 

contrasts of light with dark”, etc. These are the properties based on which images 

can be recognized as images. The third component is the visual content. Lopes 

characterizes it as “those properties that an image attributes to its subject in 

representation.” The content of images is the layer that is most difficult to 

conceptualize and which, in the very first approximation, can be confused with the 

other two. But its differences from the subject are significant: the pictorial content 

cannot be exhaustively described using language. It is also not identical to the 

pictorial surface, because images do not characterize some object as, say, consisting 

of one hundred and forty-three multi-colored strokes. It is revealed that the pictorial 

content is a structural component of the image, which performs a semantic function 

and at the same time is not reduced to either the subject or the pictorial surface. It is 

he who determines the specifics of the image perception experience. Next, we 

analyze how the involvement of the problem of image structure allows Lopes to 

“enrich” Schier’s theory of selectivity by paying attention to the formative function 

of pictorial aspects and pictorial transparency. At the same time, it is demonstrated 

that within the framework of our topic, Lopes’ most relevant finding turns out to be 

the theory of visual content. 
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 The analysis of pictorial anti-essentialism continues in the section 

“Limitations of pictorial anti-essentialism: analysis of complex examples in the 

analytical philosophy of images (trompe-l’oeil)”. Explication of the stadial nature 

of the deceptional vision (from illusion and deception itself to the “self-exposure” 

of the image) allows us to demonstrate how the concentration of research attention 

characteristic of pictorial anti-essentialism only at the first of these stages (for all its 

unusual) not only leads to an incompleteness of the theoretical explanation of 

deceptions, but also detaches this explanation from the theory of representations as 

a whole, because the latter should be relevant not only to the first or last moment of 

collision with the image. These problems also actualize the spatial, bodily and 

contextual aspects of image perception. We also touch upon a significant question: 

do trompe-l’oeil differ from other images in terms of their content? The semantic 

function of images cannot be reduced either to the designation of some object or 

state of affairs, nor to neutral “stylistic” characteristics: images are not so much 

visual representations of something as visual interpretations of what they represent. 

The content of images, as a rule, is asymmetric with respect to the content of the 

experience of everyday perception, because representations can give the subject any 

visual properties that cannot be seen in everyday practice. Is the pictorial content of 

deceptions specific? It is demonstrated that instead of a sample of an unusually 

successful trompe-l’oeil mimemis, they are rather an example of habitualized 

pictorial content placed in such spatial conditions where it may not be recognized 

by the viewer as pictorial content, since all the properties they attach to objects are 

completely predictable and familiar – as are the ways of imparting these properties, 

the understanding of which it has become a cultural perceptual reflex. It is revealed 

that in this example, the surface is again considered as a semantically autonomous 

and culturally emergent object, many characteristics of which are easy to ignore if 

you refer to it from the standpoint of pictorial anti-essentialism. 

 Next, we turn to one of the possible alternatives to the latter in the section 

“Program for the integration of analytical and phenomenological theories of 

visual representation: Paul Crowther”. It provides a critical explication of the 
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basic concepts and conceptual constructions of this author: such as fourfoldness, 

interpretative nature of representation, phenomenological depth and modal plasticity 

of images. Crowther ascribes the cognitive, ontological and aesthetic properties of 

images not only to their semantics, but also to the spatial organization of their 

representational content. It is based on pictorial syntax, which means visual relations 

established between the two extreme points of the visual space – the background and 

the “surface plane” (the elements of the visual representation content that are closest 

to the viewer). It is emphasized that visual syntax not only contributes to the 

organization of the schematic and particular image vectors into an easily grasped 

unity, but also constitutes a specific two-dimensionality of visual representation. 

Assuming the need for transformation of the depicted objects, the spatial-planar 

specificity of images once again demonstrates how the visual representation of these 

objects is not isomorphic to their reality in experience – and this entails an important 

ontological consequence associated with the temporal aspect of visual 

representation. Being placed in the conditions described above, the image breaks out 

of the stream of the recipient’s actual time: time ceases to be a significant factor, 

even if some movement or process is represented in the image. Crowther designates 

this property by the term  presence, indicating both the presence of the depicted in 

the present, and the radical separation of this present from the usual course of things, 

contributing to the interruption of the natural attitude. The analysis of Crowther’s 

concept allows us to make a reasoned conclusion that the development of nuanced 

interdisciplinary and “hybrid” theories is the most promising direction in the study 

of the visual surface: the proposals and implications of his theory convincingly 

demonstrate that the lack of established interaction between the analytical and 

phenomenological versions of the philosophy of images is, perhaps, a consequence 

of academic conjuncture, but clearly not a sign incompatibilities of approaches 

developed within the framework of these traditions. 
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Conclusion 

 

 In this study the problem of the status of the pictorial surface in the analytic 

philosophy of depiction was identified, explicated and analyzed for the first time. 

This was carried out in several stages. First of all, we outlined the methodological 

and disciplinary context of this problem in the introduction, pointing out that the 

developments of analytic theories of visual representation will be placed in the 

context of topical discussions about the visual and figurative. Further, an 

institutional analysis of the analytic philosophy of depiction was carried out: the 

history was reconstructed and the relationship with analytic aesthetics, important for 

understanding the discussions within this research field, was analyzed. A 

methodological analysis of the analytic philosophy of depiction was also carried out 

and the features and strengths and weaknesses of the interpretation of pictures 

through depiction and representation were identified. This analysis allowed us to 

identify and explicate two aspects that define the contours of the interpretation of 

the problem of the pictorial surface in the authors under study. Firstly, in the analytic 

tradition, the theory of pictorial duality is mainly used, based on the thesis that image 

structures presuppose the coexistence of two elements: representation and surface 

(while the surface is rarely subjected to explicit theorizing). Secondly, in this 

tradition, there are three different interpretations of the status of the surface: this is 

a minimalist understanding of the surface, the interpretation of the surface as a 

screen or space of possibilities and the understanding of the surface as an 

autonomous mode of pictoriality. The position of pictorial anti-essentialism, which 

is not uncommon for analytical philosophers of images, is also revealed, suggesting 

that images and images are determined not through their ontological or structural 

characteristics, but through the modes of their involvement in social and cultural 

practices. 

 This analytical framework was used to reconstruct the status of the pictorial 

surface in theories that had previously been studied through the prism of the problem 

of representation, and not the problem of the surface. In the most general form, the 



 

44 

following conclusions can be drawn from this analysis. The concepts of Ernst 

Gombrich and Michael Podro are a classic example of understanding a pictorial 

surface based on a screen model and at the same time demonstrate interesting 

implications of this model. In the case of Gombrich, it leads to some underestimation 

of the role of materiality in the creation of pictorial values, but allows us to use an 

exceptionally flexible and informative interdisciplinary methodology that does not 

ignore the variability and plasticity of representation practices. This is a case when 

putting the surface problem out of brackets turns out to be heuristically useful for 

understanding representation as a cultural practice. In turn, Michael Podro 

successfully complements this line, focusing on the problem of mutual influence 

and, in fact, the interpenetration of representation and surface: as can be seen from 

our reconstruction, this is one of the most saturated and theoretically fruitful 

interpretations of the pictorial surface. 

 Next, we turn to explication of theories that help conceptualize the pictorial 

surface as an autonomous level or mode of pictoriality. In this regard, structural 

image theories are particularly interesting: despite the fact that they do not talk about 

the problems of the surface “in plain text”, their conceptual tools allow us to describe 

a number of important functions of the surface. These are, in particular, the concepts 

of invention and exemplification by Nelson Goodman and the concept of bare bones 

content by John Kulvicki. These developments emphasize non-preferential and 

denotative aspects of pictoriality, autonomous for images and re-reducible to 

language or other sign systems. Richard Wollheim’s theory of representational 

content, which is almost not mentioned in the research literature, also leads to this, 

which also allows us to talk about the semantic autonomy of the pictorial surface. 

 Finally, in the fourth chapter we turn to various versions of pictorial anti-

essentialism. Among them, the theories of substitution stand out, first of all the 

concept of Kendall Walton, which is an exceptionally fruitful view of representation 

as a practice of intersubjective use of imagination. In substitution theories, ignoring 

the problem of the surface makes it possible to emphasize the cultural plasticity of 

pictorial practices (a similar methodological course was observed by Gombrich). A 
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more classical version of pictorial anti-essentialism is found in the works of 

recognition theorists Flint Schier and Dominic M. Lopes: at the same time, Schier 

turns out to be the most “purist” author, completely bypassing the surface problem, 

while Lopes offers an interesting interpretation of the structure of images. We 

consider some disadvantages and difficulties of pictorial anti-essentialism by the 

example of how it hinders the analysis of complex samples of pictorial practices 

(starting from the material of deceptions), after which we turn to the theoretical 

program of Paul Crowther, which is one of the promising ways to overcome pictorial 

anti-essentialism by integrating analytical theories of the pictorial surface with 

phenomenological ones. 

 This analysis leads us to some conclusions that have the potential for further 

development. The study of analytic theories of visual representation suggests that 

they are characterized by a rather original view of the pictorial surface, suggesting 

its “deontologization” and the assumption of the plasticity of its semantic and 

perceptual status. This means that the surface always serves as a necessary element 

of depiction (which, recall, is interpreted according to the duality model, that is, as 

a structure consisting of two heterogeneous elements) and provides a material 

“basis”, but its further functions may vary depending on cultural practices of using 

images. For example, in some cases, the surface can be “absorbed” by the 

communicative content of images, as is the case with directive images or visual 

instructions. But in other cases, the surface will be crucial for the formation of 

pictorial meanings, as happens with artistic images. Moreover, this variability is also 

true for individual images: for example, the same photocopy of a passport photo will 

“work” differently in the document folder and on the cover of a book in the true 

crime genre, and in each of these cases the pictorial surface will have different 

functions and effects. 

 The promising consequences of this approach include the tendency to 

comprehend the interrelationships of material and cultural, in which the material 

pictorial surface is treated as a culturally emergent object, while having a number of 

autonomous effects that are not reducible to linguistic meaning. That is, even 
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seemingly minimalist interpretations of the status of the surface, with their proper 

analysis and development, lead to the thesis of the semantic autonomy of the 

pictorial surface, capable of generating new meanings. Interestingly, it is the theories 

of pictorial representation that lead to this conclusion, which also allows us to raise 

the question of rethinking the cultural status of representational practices. As already 

mentioned, the analytic philosophy of depiction is characterized by attention to 

representation as a complex and plastic cultural practice. In this interpretation, 

representation is understood as a heuristically useful semantic operation that always 

generates new meanings and is never reduced to a denotative function. This 

understanding differs in an interesting way from the often uncritically reproduced 

anti-representationalism, which is widely used in academic and non-academic (for 

example, artistic) environments and also forces us to move to the understanding of 

representation as something that always generates something new, never copies the 

world and assumes a critical distance even when we are involved in representational 

practice. In this regard, representation can prove to be a critically valuable resource 

for a new culture at a time when practices based on affects and immersion too often 

tend to use irrational and manipulative modes of engagement. The emphasis on 

representation as a practice of distancing and controlled use of imagination also 

allows it to be used to search for resources so that representational practices become 

an amplifier, but not a limiter of cultural experience.  

 There are quite a lot of recommendations and prospects for further 

development of the topic of dissertation research. If we talk about the prospects 

within the framework of the analytic philosophy of depiction, then first of all it is 

worth mentioning the opportunities that the study opens up for discussions about the 

problem of pictorial inflection: clarification of various interpretations of the surface 

status will more accurately identify the features and variations of the interaction of 

the surface and representation, as well as the experience of perception of the surface 

and the experience of perception of representation. In addition, further development 

of this topic opens up new opportunities for exploring the aesthetic potential of 

visual representation practices: this theme is often revealed through the 
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differentiation of artistic and non-artistic images, while the emphasis on the surface 

can allow you to catch their continuity. Another important perspective for analytic 

theories of depiction is conceptual and methodological interaction with 

phenomenological image theories: we have analyzed some of the initial contours of 

such interaction using the example of Paul Crowther’s theory. 

 The most daring and intriguing prospects for further development of the 

dissertation topic lie in the field of integration of philosophical image theories and 

interdisciplinary cultural studies: in this case, the key question becomes the 

boundaries of the relevance of representational images and their differences from 

more “unstable” forms of imagery. In this case, the problems of the relations of the 

“traditional” or empirical image with the “image as capacity” (Sunil Manghani), 

which is characterized by greater dynamism and virtuality, as well as with the 

“composite image” (Paul Frosch), which is also characterized by multiplicity and 

material uncertainty, will come to the fore. Another topic with a rather large potential 

for detailed explication is the problem of the relations of representation and 

immersion. This topic is particularly interesting due to the fact that immersive 

cultural practices differ from representational ones at the structural level and mark 

the shift of modern culture from visuality to sensorimotor aspects of sensuality. In 

addition, it is necessary to mention the tendency to integrate image theories with 

discussions of underestimated and sometimes unnoticed sensory modalities in social 

semiotics and studies of sound, sensuality (Sensory Studies) and multimodality: 

these methodological interactions can reveal unexpected effects and implications of 

the visual surface. 
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