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Representation and Experience SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1: The Color of the Past


Frank Ankersmit

‘Just consider if you accept this description of it: figure, let us say, is the only existing thing that is found always following colour’
.
1. Introduction

Two notions have been central in my writings about the philosophy of history: the notion of representation and that of experience. Obviously, this raises the question of the relationship between the two of them. And this is the question I want to address today.


In order to deal with this question it will be necessary to recall to mind some of the things I have been saying yesterday about representation. First of all, we shall have to distinguish between true description and representation. The main difference between the two being that in the case of description we can always distinguish between reference and attribution, whereas no such thing is possible in the case of representation. The implication is that we cannot appeal to truth in order to fix the relationship between language and the world. The argument went as follows. 

In the case of true description – think of statements of the form ‘a is ø’ – one can always clearly distinguish between that part of the statement that (exclusively) refers and another, predicate part attributing some property to the object that the statement refers to. In statements such as ‘A is ø’, the term ‘A’ refers to some object in the world - and where I define reference in agreement with what is common usage in philosophy of language, i.e. as ‘picking out uniquely’- whereas the phrase ‘… is ø’ attributes the property ø to A. The operation of reference, or of ‘picking out uniquely’, can be performed by proper names such as ‘Louis XIV’, or by uniquely identifying descriptions such as ‘the man who first set foot on the moon’. This ‘picking out uniquely’ is truly crucial for a description’s being either true or false; for if you cannot be sure what object in the world the statement or description refers to, you can, of course, never establish whether the statement or description is true or not. If you don’t know whether the statement’s subject-term refers to object O, or to some other object Ox, its truth or falsity is undecidable; for some objects in the world may have the property ø, whereas others may not. But if the condition of this picking out uniquely has been satisfied, one may turn to the object referred to in the statement and see whether it posesses the property or not. If it possesses this property, the statement or description is true, if not, it is false. Existence precedes truth and falsity; and reality is what our true statements, either singular or universal, are true of (Quine). Much of twentieth century philosophy of language has been an investigation of all the complications that this simple picture may give rise to. But I am convinced that all that has been said about this since the days of Frege could never be construed as a refutation of the admittedly quite elementary scheme that I sketched just now.       


But all this is quite different in the case of representation. Think of painting; more specifically, of portrait-painting. On a portrait one cannot distinguish between spots of paint that exclusively refer, on the one hand, and other spots of paint that exclusively attribute certain properties to the sitter, on the other. The distinction makes no sense in the case of portrait paiting - and which suggests that in pictural representation something takes place that is essentially different from description, if considered from a logical point of view. 

Our first intuition might be that since reference and attribution cannot be distinguished in the case of portrait-painting, these two logical operations take place there at one and the same time and that it is the marvel of representation (in opposition to true description) that it somehow succeeds in pulling together these two things into one procedure. But this would be all there is to it. From a logical point of view there would be no real difference between description and reperesentation; again, apart from the fact that repersentation somehow manages to do in one stroke what happens in description in two steps (i.e. by means of reference and attribution).

2. What is the nature of the represented in representation?

But this is unsatisfactory. This will become clear if we take into account the notion of the represented. What is the represented? More specifically, is the represented to be equated with (part of reality)? And, if not, what is the relationship between the represented and the world? 

Now, think again of portrait painting. Our natural inclination will be to equate the represented with (part of) the world and to say that the represented is the person who has been painted by the artist. And is this person not part of the world, just like you and me? But the intuition immediately proves to be mistaken if we consider what happens when we have several paintings (i.e. representations) of one and the same person – for example, Napoleon as depicted  by David, Baron Gros, Girodet-Trioson, by Gillray etc. These representations are all different and sometimes even dramatically so (compare for example David’s Napoleon to that of Gillray) and if representations are representations of a represented, these representeds must differ as well, insofar as a represented is what is represented by a representation (its meaning or intension, so to say). This requires us to abandon the view that the represented should be identified with the portrait’s sitter. We must therefore reject the identification of the represented with the object of reference (in true statements). So, there is a logical difference between the relationship between reference and true description, on the one hand, and that between the represented and its representation, on the other.


In fact we could leave the issue here – for this is sufficient already.  Nevertheless, we might well ask ourselves how to explain this disparity between true description and representation. At this stage we had best turn to Arthur Danto’s analysis of (pictorial) representation:

‘When Napoleon is represented as a Roman Emperor, the sculptor [Canova (F.A.)] is not just representing Napoleon in an antiquated get-up, the costumes believed to have been worn by the Roman  emperors. Rather the sculptor is anxious to get the viewer to take toward the subject – Napoleon – the attitudes appropriate to the more exalted Roman emperors – Caesar or Augustus (if it were Marcus Aurelius, a somewhat different attitude would be intended). That figure, so garbed, is a metaphor of dignity, authority, grandeur, power, and political utterness. Indeed, the description or depiction of a as b always has this metaphoric structure: Saskia as Flora, Marie Antoinette as Shepherdess, Mrs. Siddons as the Muse of Tragedy – Gregor Samsa as bug – as if the painting resolved into a kind of imperative to see a under the attributes of b (with the implication, not of course necessarily sound, that a is not b: the concept of artistic identification, introduced earlier, may be seen as possessing the much of metaphoric structure)’
.

This quote admirably displays all the features of representation we need to be aware of in order to explain where representation differs from description.  The crucial idea here is that all representation is a representation as – . Obviously, nobody will fail to be aware of this feature of representation in the case of the Canova sculpture. But even if sculptors or painters are not so explicit as Canova has been about how they wish their representations to be understood, representation always has this feature of being a representation as - . So much will be clear already from Danto’s insistence that part of what a representation does is that it always requires, or invites the viewer to take toward the subject a certain attitude. This is what every representation does according to Danto, and why he so closely relates representation to metaphor. This may explain why the represented is not just simply part of the world (as the objects referred to by the subject-terms of true statements always are). For the represented is always co-determined by the representation and how the representation requires us to look at the world. 

Hence, this peculiar property of the represented – i.e. of what is represented - to vary with representation, why in the case of different representations of Napoleon you also have to do with different representeds, and why it makes no sense to say that (all) representations of something (e.g. Napoleon) refer to just one and the same thing (e.g. Napoleon). For the represented of a representation of Napoleon is not Napoleon – but Napoleon as represented by a certain representation of him. However, the fact that the relationship between Napoleon and a representation of Napoleon cannot be captured in terms of reference (at least, as long as we mean by that term what philosophers of language ordinarily have in mind when using it), does certainly not imply that this relationship should be wholly arbitrary and resist any further rational analysis. It only implies that this relationship must be clarified in terms of an epistemological apparatus different from the one we rely upon in the case of reference.      


At this stage, let us recall Nelson Goodman’s rejection of the resemblance theory of representation as formulated in his Languages of Art (1976). As I said yesterday, part of his criticism was that the resemblance theory is naïve, or essentially incomplete, since it omits mentioning that the assertion that the representation resembles the represented, only makes sense on the condition that we possess a certain ‘notational system’ defining what is to count as resemblance. Think of map-making. There are many ways for projecting the globe onto the two-dimensional plane of a map: azimuthal projection (orthogonal and equivalent), equidistant azimuthal projection, stereographical projection, conical projection, cylindrical projection, Mercator-projection etc.  And then it is certainly true that we can only claim that some spot on the globe has correctly been represented on the map if we take into account what projection-system has been applied. This is,  more or less, what Goodman had in mind with his ‘notational systems’. 

The crucial fact then is that our choice for, or against, a certain notational system is never dictated by what the world itself is like: the globe (or the world) does not care about whether it is represented by means of notational (or projection) system x or y. That is for us to decide, on the basis of considerations of convenience, custom, efficiency, representational elegance etc. Think, moreover, of the notion of style in painting – which is, of course, what we should primarily associate with Goodman’s notation systems in the world of art and of aesthetic representation. Self-evidently, style has no fundamentum in re, reality does not dictate in what style it should be represented. This is, again, for the painter to decide (if it ever is a decision). Yet we also know that style often contributes more to a painting’s meaning than what it depicts. For style, not content, is what enables us to distinguish great painters from their less gifted colleagues. So there is an important (perhaps even the most important) component in pictorial representation that is without a fundamentum in re, that cannot be tested against reality and that is nevertheless decisive for the painting’s meaning and artistic value – in sum for what is the nature of its represented. 

And so it is with map-making. For even if these considerations of efficiency, representational elegance etc. are not part of the globe (or of reality) itself, they will determine the nature of our representations. And, if we recall our argument of a moment ago, the nature of the represented as well: for we should avoid the temptation to identify the represented with the globe (or reality). We feel tempted by this identification if we fail to discern between 1) what is represented (e.g. the globe or part of reality) and 2) the represented as defined by a representation. And though the latter is – unlike the representation – part, or an aspect of the globe (or of reality), it is not the globe or reality itself. 

The term ‘the represented’ is ambiguous, since it invites the confusion of represented reality with what is represented by a representation as representation, i.e. with how the represented invites us to represent the world. But it is only the latter that can properly be called a representation’s represented, because it is only the latter which retains (as should be the case) a representation’s specificity. Why look for different representations of the world, if they would all send us back to one and the  same represented? That would make no sense. So each representation drags along with itself its own represented – much in the way that we are all accompanied by our shadows on a sunny day – and all of these representeds are indissolubly linked to a particular representation corresponding to them. In this way one could hold that each representation is true of what it represents – and even necessarily so – but not of the world. For we must, at all times, distinguish between representeds and the world, even though representeds are, unlike representations, aspects of the world and, in that sense, in the world.          

3. Reference

Let us now turn to reference. It follows from the foregoing that one may say that each representation refers to one represented and to one representation only, and that, in this respect, representation satisfies the condition that reference always ‘picks out uniquely’ some object in the world. But this will be of small comfort to the philosopher wishing to model representation somehow on reference. For though a representation picks out uniquely one represented, it does not pick out uniquely one object in the world. It is true, the represented gives us a part or an aspect of the world, but no individual things correspond to this; just as no individual things correspond to notions such as ‘the average tax-payer’ or ‘the middle of this plank’. Or, for that matter, to what is represented by a map: for what would be the individual thing individuated by the map’s represented? Even if we may narrow down with whatever precision we wish what notions as mentioned just now express, there are no individual things corresponding to them, in the same way that individual things do correspond to proper names such as ‘Louis XIV’ or to uniquely identifying descriptions such as ‘the first man who set foot on the moon’. 

What identifiable unique object corresponds to notions such as ‘the average taxpayer’, or ‘the middle of this plank’? Questions like these are meaningless and whoever asks them forgets that the realms of concepts and of things are not congruent, at least not necessarily so. For example, the notion of the plank’s centre of gravity is wholly unexceptionable conceptually, yet it does not refer to some unique individual thing. It does not refer to one of the plank’s molecules, atoms or even to one specific proton or neutron of one its atoms. To think that it does, would be Aristotelian metaphysics. From the undeniable fact that sometimes concepts individuate individual things (such as is the case with proper names and uniquely identifying descriptions), we cannnot infer that this must always be the case. There are aspects and parts of the world, that do not not have the character of being individual things and that can be picked out uniquely by means of reference. Of course, we may well associate what is expressed by notions such as mentioned just now with certain individual things, such as a knot in the plank’s wood at its middle; similarly, the phrase ‘the average taxpayer’ may remind us of the person P who happens to pay exactly the average amount of taxes. But such associations are entirely ours and not given, or legitimated by the meanings of these notions themselves.   

In sum, from a logical point of view, representation is  a three-place, and not a two place operator: a representation (1) defines a represented (2) in terms of which the world (3) is seen – and we must avoid the conflation of (1) and (3). This may also clarify why representation is so often associated with metaphor: metaphor invites us to see one thing in terms of another. And so it is with representation:  a representation (1), e.g. a painting, a sculpture or a historical text,  requires us to see a part of the world (2) in terms of the represented, defined with absolute precision by the representation (3). And where the represented is an identifiable, individual (semantic) thing; even though there is not necessarily an identifiable individual thing in the world corresponding to the represented. The fallacy to believe that – in the case of portrait-painting – the sitter is the individual thing identified by the painting, arises from the confusion of the sitter him- or herself with his or her being shown as a certain represented. The object of the painting is, so to say, not the sitter him or herself, but certain aspects of him or her. And these are no identifiable individual things – which does not mean in the least that something mysterious and undefinable is taking place here. From a logical point of view all reasonable questions permit of a reasonable and convincing answer. 

But since no individual thing in the world is being picked out uniquely by representation, no reference is being  made to the world in representation, even though a represented can be said to be individuated by representation. This epistemological claim can even be transformed into an ontological one, i.e. a claim about the ontological nature of the universe we happen to be living in. And in order to emphasize the scope and the importance of this claim, I had best demonstrate this.    

             
 There is one unassailable metaphysical fact about our universe. And this is the fact that the individual objects it contains do widely differ from each other in the sense that it is surprisingly easy to tell them apart. Mere proper names, or identifying descriptions comprising little more than just a few sentences are already sufficient for this. If one takes into account the immense variety of objects contained by our universe, this may well be considered to be one of the most amazing and fascinating features of the universe we happen to live in. Apparently, our universe is not at all like the kind universe that the philosophers of the ‘great chain of being’ liked to speculate about or that Leibniz had in mind when he said that the realization of a ‘full universe’ is the token of its perfection. Apparently, there are huge ontological gaps in our universe; gaps which, if taken together, would be no smaller than the gaps between its galaxies, so to say.


This could have been different. It is not even hard to conceive of a universe that would fit the bill. Think of the following thought-experiment
. Suppose interstellar travel would have become possible in the near future and we would then decide to make a trip to Sirius. After having arrived at Sirius we will find them to be most peculiar people. Not only do they all look very much alike, but they also behave in the same way, say the same things, tend to be at the same time at the same places, an do all have much the same background etc. This confronts us with an unusual problem. The problem is: how can we individuate them, how can we be sure that we refer to one and the same Sirian, when talking about them? To mention just their name, or to try a few identifying descriptions would be of no help here. For they all have the same name, and descriptions that are true of one Sirian tend to be true of all the others as well. The only way out is to make the list of our descriptions longer and longer until, finally, we hit upon a list that is true of only this Sirian that we have been talking about and not of any other. The more they are alike, the longer the list will have to grow - and the more it will resemble, in the end, yes:  …. a history of this specific Sirian. 


Histories then individuate individual Sirians; histories then give access to individual Sirians. And, indeed, under such circumstances we can say that reference (i.e. this very long list giving an identifying description of this Sirian) and representation (the history of this Sirian that we are, in fact, narrating with this list) collapse into one another. Indeed, under such circumstances we would be justified when collapsing things with concepts, and reference with representation. However, this is not what our universe is like: as I said at the outset of this discussion, we live in a universe in which things do widely differ from each other. And this is why we can say that the distinction between reference and representation has been written in large and indelible letters in the very metaphysical foundations of our universe. 

4. Color

Nevertheless, there is an interesting overlap between our universe and that of the Sirians discussed just now. This the realm of color. For in the case of colors the relationship between reality and language is closely similar to that between reality and representation. In the case of color the same indeterminacy in the relationship between reality and language obtains that we have observed for representation. A first indication of this similarity is to be found in the brain dysfunction called ‘color anomia’. ‘Patients with color anomia perform normally on tasks that require discrimination of colors but cannot name colors or point to colors named by the examiner. There is a distinction between color perception versus color recognition’
. There is, apparently, the experience of color, but, at the same time, an incapacity to find the right language to match the experience and, hence, a systematic indeterminacy of reality and language. The phenomenon can only be explained on the assumption that no exemplars can be given unequivocally determining the relationship between reality and language as is, self-evidently, the case with words like ‘square’ or ‘circle’. If a person is shown examples of squares and circles and if this person is unable to say the word ‘square’ if squares are shown to him, and ‘circle’ when circles are shown, we can only conclude that he has not understood the meaning of the words ‘square’ and ‘circle’ and not that anything must necessarily be wrong with his faculties of perception. 

But this is different in the case of colors and of color anomia. Here the defect is a defect of words, of language, rather than that of persons and of their cognitive faculties. Patients with color anomia are the victim of a weakness of language – and we could hardly blame them for this - rather than of their own faculties of perception. We can not be mistaken about the meaning of words like ‘red ‘ or ‘green’ in the the way that we can be mistaken about that of words like ‘square’ or ‘circle’. For could you define ‘red’ or ‘green’ in the way you can define ‘square’ or ‘circle’? You can only ‘show’ it – and that amounts to a definition in which the definiens is part of the defeniendum. Put differently, these patient’s incapacity to name colors should make us aware of where language is at its weakest and where it can only perform its functions if kept straight by very powerful cultural constraints. Color words are culture-determined
 – and someone’s incapacity to properly use them is a cultural and not a cognitive defect. And we should be grateful to these patients for making us aware of this and for suggesting where language loses its grasp on the world.


It is not difficult to explain why language is so ill at ease with colors. Colors cannot be individuated by an appeal to individuals or universal types of individuals – as is the case with persons (Caesar, Napoleon) or individual things of a certain type (squares or circles). The explanation is that colors share the epistemological and referential logic of these  Sirians mentioned above. For there is a continuum in the shades of colors that is the exact counterpart of the continuum in the sets of descriptions individuating individual Sirians. Just as there is no description that will suffice to distinguish one Sirian from another (as is the case in our universe), and just as the distinction of one Sirian from another can only be achieved on the basis of an enumeration of all their respective properties – so it is with colors. So the domain of color is remarkably similar to the universe of the Sirians in which individuation cannot be achieved by reference, by a picking out uniquely, but only by a delimitative enumeration of properties. This is where color so dramatically differs ontologically from the individual things contained by our universe and from properties such as length or weight. There are no limits to the immense variety of these individual things – and yet we need only a proper name or an identifying description for referring to it. Whereas no amount of language will suffice to individuate just this color. 

5. Color and form
When discussing color in his Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein writes: 

‘Someone tells me: “I looked at the flower, but was thinking of something else and was not conscious of its colour”. Do I understand this? – I can imagine a significant context, say his going on: “Then I suddenly saw it, and realized it was the one which …”. Or again: “If I had turned away then, I could not have said what colour it was”. “He looked at it without seeing it”. – There is such a thing. But what is the criterion for it? – Well, there is a variety of cases here’
. 

Obviously, we have to do here with the relationship between color and form. For Wittgenstein argues that there could be no perception of forms – such as this flower -   without there also being a perception of color. Put differently, we cannot discern between color and the things colored by it – and in this way Wittgenstein can be said to repeat my argument about the impossibility to discern between reference and attribution in representation. For with this impossibility representation imitates the way in which the world presents itself to us. This lends extra support to my claim that representations possess the same ontological status as the things represented by them
.    


Nevertheless, something is lacking in Wittgenstein’s account. For we can, and should be more precise about the relationship between color and form. More specifically, I want to argue below that, again from a logical point of view, we should take seriously the at first sight counter-intuitive notion of ‘the form of color’. We initially believe this notion of ‘the form of color’ to be counter-intuitive, since we find it difficult to predicate form to color. Surely, you must first have certain forms in order that they could have, next, a certain color. This undoubtedly was the idea from which Wittgenstein inferred that you cannot have forms without these forms having certain colors. Indeed, nothing in the world is entirely colorless, and even if we were to describe something as ‘colorless’, we do attribute, in fact, a certain color to it (‘after having heard this terrible news his face turned completely colorless’). Nevertheless, colors are always mere ‘secondary properties’, as 18th century empiricist philosophers wouldl have put it: you first have the form and next the color. So you can meaningfully speak of ‘the color of form’, but not of ‘the form of color’.


But we need only look at the history of painting in order to recognize that this Wittgensteinian view is only part of the whole truth about form and color. Bomford discerns three stages in how color was used in Western art. He starts with Cennino Cennini’s Il libre dell’Arte of 1390 and in which Cennini recommends painters to use one basic color for draperies and to lighten it progressively with white towards the lit areas. In the next stage, to be associated with Leon Battista Alberti’s Della Pintura of 1436, the basic color is mixed with whites and blacks in order to demarcate shadowy from light areas. This is what came to be known as chiaroscuro
. Before turning to the third stage,  two important observations can already be made right now. For, as will be clear from these remarks about Cennini’s and Alberti’s recommendations, we should think here of how paint and color can be used for suggesting the form of clothes, draperies, or uneven surfaces. And where these forms are not the forms of these clothes, draperies or surfaces as identifiable individual things themselves, but merely parts or aspects of them as rendered by the painting, or, to be more precise, by the painting’s represented. For there are no identifiable individual things corresponding to these forms – just as there is no identfiable individual thing corresponding to the notion of ‘the middle of this plank’ or of ‘the average tax-payer’. And yet we have form. So this form is not the form of clothes, draperies or surfaces, but of color or paint. 

It might be objected, though, that I am confusing here the form of color with the form of draperies etc. as suggested by how the color has been used. This brings me to my second observation. As Cennini’s and Alberti’s recommendations make clear, form comes into being thanks to adding whites and/or blacks to one basic color and they are articulated, hence, by variations of the same (color). Form arises when all the shades of one and the same color are used in order to suggest light and darkness. However, if this is so, what still could count as the orginal color returning in all of the hues and values in which this color can be presented? It now is as if we would have in music an endless set of variations on a certain theme, but wirhout the theme itself. Or, to be more precise, if we were to have an endless set of variations whil we could never say what is the theme of these variations and what are mere varations on this theme. The color then exists only in its ‘disseminations’, as one might put it with Derrida. 

And this may justify this strange locution of ‘the form of color’: the color needs to be used for expressing a form in order to present itself. But at the same time the color can no longer be picked out uniquely from all of the infinite variaties in which it manifests itself. This may also explain wy color can never be reduced to its physical properties such as the wave-length of light and why in painting Goethe is to be preferred to Newton. For the form of color could never be tied to light with one specific wave-length. It also follows why we should decide the famous 17th centuries battle between the Poussinistes and the Rubenistes about ‘colore’ versus ‘disegno’ in favor of the former. For it is ‘colore’ which determines ‘disegno’, or form, in this notion of ‘the form of color’, ad not the other way round. It is, indeed, as Plato said in the Meno: ‘just consider if you accept this description of it: figure, let us say, is the only thing existing that is found always following colour’
.

This priority of ‘clore’ to ‘disegno’ becomes all the more clear if we turn to the third stage in the use of color in Western art. Listen to Palma Giovane’s celebrated account of the older Titian at work on such paintings as the late Death of Actaeon: 

‘He used to sketch in his paintings with a great mass of colours as a bed or base for his compositions (…) then he used to turn his pictures to the wall and leave them there without looking at them, sometimes for several months. When he wanted to apply his brush again, he would examine them with the utmost rigor, as if they were his mortal enemies to see if he could find any faults. Then he gradually covered these forms and in the last stages he painted more with his fingers than his brushes’
.

The form of color here no longer announces itself merely in the forms of clothes, draperies or surfaces but in the painting’s composition itself. All of the composition’s forms, such as those of the humán beings depicted, trees, flowers, landscape etc. have now become emanations of the painting’s colors and are now expressions of ‘the form of color’. This is where Titian began a stage in the history of Western art that would run from him, via Rubens, Watteau, Fragonard and Guardi to the impressionism of Monet and to Cézanne. In the work of all these painters color precedes form and the work could be said to present us with the form of the painting’s color
. The test is that the paintings of these artists retain most of their meaning and  of their impact on us even if we turn them upside down so that their direct pictorial and representational meaning is lost. Though these paintings are still figurative art, they are also abstract art already in the sense that part of their meaning does not depend on a formal resemblance of what is depicted on those paintings to objects in the world.

6. Color and experience

Now, color is something we predominantly experience and is not easy to transform into knowledge: what do we know when seeing a certain color apart from being affected in a  certain way? And when we are asked in what way we are affected we feel inclined to recite a famous anecdote about Schubert: after having once performed a sonata he had just completed, a listener asked Schubert what the sonata’s meaning was. Whereupon Schubert sat down behind the piano and played the sonata again. And what else could he do? Indeed, with color and music there is just the experience; and the experience resists adequate description. Not necessarily because something mystic or quasi-divine is taking place here (what should be mystic or quasi-divine about a color?) – but simply because there is no tertium quid in terms of which the transition from experience to description can safely be made. 


This must remind us of representation. For when discussing representation above, I have insisted on the logical and unbridgeable gap between representation and description. So this should raise the question which is at stake in this essay: the question of how experience and representation are related to each other. Both experience and representation belong to a logic different from that of description and of reference. But this does not yet make clear what is the logical status of these two allies in their shared  logical battle against description and reference. Here, again, the notion of color will prove to be helpful.


Many systems have been devised for fixing or identifying colors. But as we must infer from what was said above when discussing the form of color, it must be clear that no system will be fully adequate in the sense of having a fundamentum in re. This is why  - as we have seen – an exclusively physical (or Newtonian) approach to color will never be able to do justice to our experience of color. In  his essay ‘Colour and culture’ John Gage enumerates a some of these systems that have been proposed since the early 19th century, some of them making use of the polarity of certain colors, of how the colors of the rainbow can be systematized or how the different hues and values of colors can be related to natural objects
.  But, as one realizes oneself from this survey, one will be at a loss when having to decide which of these systems ought to be preferred. It is as if each of these systems is draped more or less adequately around the hard facts of our experience of color, whereas the question which of these systems fits these facts best is much like the question what clothes we shall wear today. A question that our body is supremely indifferent to.


This is where color may help us to penetrate into the secrets of the problem of the relationship between experience and representation. For in the case of representation we encounter much the same situation as sketched just now with regard to color. In order to see this, we should return to what was said above about representation being a three-place and not a two-place operator. There is the world (1) inviting (or, rather, necessitating) us to devise a representation (2) of it and this representation determines a represented (3). What I now wish to focus on is the relationship between the world (1) and the represented (3). In order to clarify this relationship we had best begin with the example of map-making, since all the aspects of representation stand out clearest there. The movement is, so to say, from the world via a notational system (i.e. certain projection rules) to a map (representation), whereas this map has significant meaning (is a represented) for the person consulting the map, in order to infer certain information from the signs to be found on the map. The represented must not be confused with either the world itself (for it is tied to only certain parts or aspects of the world), nor with the representation or map itself (since it is the map’s meaning, and thus different from the map in the same sense that words do differ from their meanings). 

Now, of interest in the present context is the gap, or emptiness between the world (1) and the represented (3). This gap must cause us uneasiness since we self-evidently would like to bring the world (1) and the map’s meaning (3) as close to each other as possible. However, as we have seen above, no final and decisive answers can be given to oure urgent question how to do this. The explanation is that the world does not dictate to us the notational systems (or: projection rules) we shall have to apply for representing it (on a map). In certain case we will prefer one projection rule and in another a different projection rule, while the world itself remains stolidly indifferent to our struggles with the choice. On the other hand, the world itself is certainly an ingredient in our struggle with these projection rules – for example, if the flat-earth theoreticians were right after all, we would not even have to worry about this whole difficult mathematical problem of how to represent (parts of) a sphere on a two-dimensional plane.  But, again, the world does not dictate to the mapmaker how he should deal with the problem that is so much occasioned by itself. And this is why considerations of convenience, practical needs, custom and representational elegance will be, in the end, decisive for how the map is made and, hence, for what this gap between (1) and (3) in the end will be like.     


Let us now turn to color – and we shall see that then the situation is significantly different. There are colors in the world (1), we have words such as red, blue and yellow for these colors (2) and these words have a meaning (3). Moreover, we also have notational systems for representing color in terms of the names we use for representing them. And, as we have observed above, these notational systems are no less reducible to what the world is like as was the case with maps. This was the upshot of our argument about ‘the form of color’ and why, at least in the context of painting, not Newton but Goethe was right, after all. 

But now comes the difference, we do also experience colors, whereas we cannot experience the globe (though this may be different for astronauts). And it must then occur to us that experience fills this gap that remained so threateningly empty in the case of map-making. For when we experience a color, everything takes place on the traject between what we experience and what meaning we give to words for colors. These words themselves (this is the level (2) of representation) are the problematic, if not wholly redundant component in the scheme, as will immediately become clear from our readiness to freely manipulate our vocabulary for colors if we wish to be precise. We will speak of a reddish yellow – or even try suggestive neologisms, such as a ‘hard’, or a ‘penetrating’ yellow etc. Put differently, in the case of color it is experience which makes us aware of the fact that ‘language hangs loosely around the facts of the world’ (to use Quine’s phraseology) – and experience the is our only arbiter, while we know that even this arbiter will never give us final truths.


The word ‘truth’ (with which I ended the previous sentence) may help to further clarify my intentions here. In the case of maps we can infer truths about the world from how the world is represented by the map – such truths are part of the map’s potential of meaning, so to say. But this is different with colors, as will be clear, again, from our tendency to start manipulating words for colors (by embedding them in our most poetic metaphors) if we want to be as precise as truth requires – and without ever being fully successful in this, since metaphors are sui generis not literally true. Put differently, in the case of colors we always immediately bow for the authority of experience and the authority of language (and the truths implied by the notational systems it relies upon) then counts for little to us. Language can then, indeed, be pulled into any direction we happen to like to do so, in order to serve the ineluctable commands of experience. And I deliberaty use here the word ‘experience’ and not the word ‘world’ or ‘reality’ – for in the case of color  the world is given to us in terms of experience and not in terms of the world and of which we, subsequently, have an experience. Aristotle’s theory of perception as expounded in his De Anima, privileging the sense of touch to the other senses, is correct for colors. For in the experience of color there is a continuity of the object of experience (that is, the color) and the subject of experience (ourselves), as also is the case if we touch an object with our fingers. And in both cases the experience has an autonomy, a power of its own, that is never recognized in all those post-Aristotelian epistemologies that have been constructed since Descartes. Subject and object then are subservient to experience – and insofar as the correct use of the word truth always presupposes the discontinuity between object and subject, it can no longer be of use to us.


This, then, brings me finally to historical writing. The truth about historical writing is that it most often comes closest to the model of the map as expounded above. But there may be moments in how we relate to our collective past when the experience of color is our  best guide if we wish to understand what happens. 

Disciplinary historical writing as we know it can unprobematically be fitted in the map-model. The past takes the place of the globe, the historical text that of the map (representation) and the text’s meaning that of the represented. The role of the notational system is fulfilled, interestingly, by the represented; for each representation of the past can be interpreted as a proposal for how the past ought to be represented and, hence, for what notational system has to be applied, if we wish to get a grasp of (part of) the past. Historical representation then has the same status, from a  logical point  of view, as discussions about the pros and cons of azimuthal projection, equidistant azimuthal projection, stereographical projection, conical projection, cylindrical projection, Mercator-projection etc. And the problems one will then encounter and the question of how to solve these problems satisfactorily are then, roughly, similar to those encountered in map-making. Next, from historical representations we can effortlessly infer true statements about the past – as is the case with maps. Lastly, as is the case with map-making all the emphasis will be on eth relationship between the past, the representation and the represented, whereas the relationship between the represented (the representation’s meaning) will quietly be allowed to remain out of focus. 


However, under certain circumstances the map model will have to be abandoned for the color model. This will be the case when the emphasis in our relationship to the past shifts from that on how the past should be represented to that on this gap between the represented and the past. Under such circumstances our trust in what language may achieve will have to be abandoned – as is the case with color. Experience has then acquired an autonomy with regard to language, if not a priority to language – and the helplessness and inadequacy of language will then be impossible to ignore. Language is then confronted with an enemy that it has little difficulty to disarm under more ‘normal’ circumstances, by its demand that experience will always have to fit in the parameters of language (a demand codified in the thesis of the theory-ladenness of empirical fact or in Richard Rorty’s notorious ‘language goes all the way down’). 


This situation may announce itself when the past comes into being suddenly and abruptly, when the present unexpectedly and dramatically falls apart into a present and a past, when we suddenly look into the abyss of a past where gentle continuity reigned before and when the calm proliferation of historical representation is broken down by the sheer force of contemporaneous events. The French Revolution is, self-evidently, the first thing to come to mind here. Under such circumstances the past is not a potential object of representation but makes its presence most powerfully and ineluctably felt in our experience of the past. The represented is the short-circuited with the world, the past itself – and under such circumstances we will (momentarily) experience what we may well describe as ‘the color of the past’.
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