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Not too long ago, ph ilosophers o f science debated 
w h ether the h isto ry  o f  the h um an ities could be 

described in  a w ay  analogous to the natural sciences. 
Those, w ho distinguished the developm ental stages of 
the natural sciences (based on differing criteria), while 
rep resen tin g  m eth od ological n atu ralism , in variab ly  
placed the hum anities on a com paratively lower level of 
“advancem ent” -  in  relation to the theoretical knowledge 
o f the natural sciences. This w as the case even w hen they 
took into account the specificity o f the hum anities that 
cam e into focus w ith  the rise o f the antipositiv ist ten- 
dencies in  science. Better tim es for the hum anities came 
w ith  K uhn s th eory o f scientific paradigm s and Paul K. 
Feyerabends so-called  epistem ological anarchism , not 
to m ention the postm odernist aura, w hich  on the one 
hand has severely im paired thinking about the hum ani- 
ties in  term s o f the scientific m ethod, but on the other 
hand, has “elevated” their standing in a certain w ay  by 
exposing the culturally m ediated and interpretative sta
tus o f theories in the natural sciences. At the sam e time, 
attem pts have been m ade at fram ing the dynam ics of 
contem porary science from  the pragm atic perspective 
o f scientific investigations, a perspective determ ined by 
the com plex character o f tasks which are epistemological
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and practical in nature. The m ethodological-theoretical discourse has shifted 
from  the heights o f philosophical conceptualizations to more dow n-to-earth 
practices o f contem porary research. Those practices in  the natural sciences 
as w ell as in  the hum anities have, until recently, functioned m ostly w ithin 
the confines o f disciplines and specializations (and for the m ost part they 
still do). The am bition o f every discipline o f knowledge, at the outset o f its 
stabilization w ith in  the academ ic d ivision o f labour, has been  to assert its 
autonom y through delineating its own investigatory field, differentiating its 
own specificity in  relation to other disciplines, and pointing out the prospec
tive uniqueness o f its investigative m ethods. Im m anuel Kant's Conflict o f the 
Faculties is one of the early, but nonetheless vital, examples of this process. The 
relations betw een individual branches o f knowledge, w hich at first m ainly 
occurred at their peripheries, have been evolving under the aegis o f interdis- 
ciplinarity (also in  the form  o f com parative studies in the hum anities). The 
distinguished G erm an philosopher o f science Jurgen Mittelstrafó, in  his book 
Wissen und Grenzen (2001), rem arks that i f  in  the late 19 8 o s the congresses 
and sym posium s o f  philosophers o f science and representatives o f other 
d isciplines w ere still dom inated b y  the rhetoric o f interdisciplinarity, then 
today there is a noticeable dom inance o f the rhetoric o f transdisciplinarity. 
Transdisciplinarity is, o f course, m uch m ore than a m eagre rhetorical strat- 
egy, as it becom es the prim ary notion upon w hich investigatory theory and 
practice are arranged. Consequently, we come to a m uch clearer realization 
that the divisions separating disciplines are essentially not of a theoretical but 
o f a historical kind, and as such can be not only surpassed but also relocated, 
m odified and transposed into thresholds that invite m ultidirectional move- 
m ent. They not only can be, but -  at a certain level o f development -  m ust be 
surpassed; as the changes in this m atter are a direct outcome o f the growing 
com plexity of the problem s set before contem porary scientific pursuits (e.g. 
the problem  of sourcing energy, problems of healthcare and the environment, 
and in  the area o f broadly conceived hum anities -  the problem  o f im ages, 
w hich is o f greatest interest to m e, im ages w hose proliferation in contem 
porary culture has becom e a serious challenge for educational strategies). If 
in terdisciplinary investigations were characterized by their rather random  
character, then transdisciplinarity becom es a necessity in  the second phase 
o f m odernity -  a post-industrial m odernity “at large” (to borrow  Arjun A p - 
padurai's phrase w hich explains the prevalence o f  the prefix  “tran s” in  our 
language so w ell). There is no trace o f  an effort to elim inate discip linarity 
as such here. On the contrary, it is its high level o f developm ent and evolved 
specializations that constitute the basic prem ise of transdisciplinarity. Nev- 
ertheless, excellent disciplinary competence is by itself not enough to resolve 
the tasks defined in  term s o f transdisciplinarity. Transdisciplinarity “guides
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perception and problem -solving, but does not entrench itself in  any  perm a
nent theoretical m odels -  either professional or disciplinary, as w ell as any 
holistic ftam eworks,”  M ittelstraft sees this as an outcome o f the previously 
m entioned weakening of the status o f theory, not only in  the hum anities but 
also in the natural sciences. Thus, theories are perceived as (mere) interpre- 
tations, and the form er dream  o f the un ity  o f knowledge (upheld today by 
among others Edward O. W ilson or by Humberto Maturana) has transformed 
into a unity from  the “bottom -up,” one that is practical and operational (de- 
fined by com plex research tasks). In contrast w ith interdisciplinarity, which 
does not lead to a redefinition o f the investigatory field  o f  involved disci- 
plines, transdisciplinarity -  “active” in those cases where there are problems 
insolvable w ithin the fram ework o f singular disciplines -  constitutes a novel 
investigatory field. The G erm an philosopher illustrates his findings m ostly 
w ith exam ples from  the area o f the natural and technical sciences being de- 
veloped in n ew  research centres that m ainly operate beyond the settings of 
academic teaching institutions, which are organized according to disciplinary 
models. Depending on the character o f problems being solved, sometimes the 
hum anities are also involved (it is hard to im agine working out the problems 
o f Umwelt or public health w ithout them ). To w hat extent they (still) belong 
to the tradition of interdisciplinary research and to what extent they cross into 
the sphere o f transdisciplinarity -  is a question, requiring detailed analysis, 
that w ill undoubtedly be asked by future historians o f knowledge. Discipli- 
narity, interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity all have equally influenced 
the shape o f contem porary hum anities. In relation to the hum anities o f the 
last half-century, the correct assum ption seem s to state that the m ost inspir- 
ing insights are gained at the crossroads of diverse disciplines, subjects and 
m ethodological-theoretical perspectives; and that from  previous research 
traditions w e m ost readily adopt those w hich until now  have existed on the 
m argins due to their subversive nature, and in  w hich disciplinary boundaries 
have undergone significant deconstruction. To make the titular Bildwissenschaft 
and its philosophical contexts relevant to this insight, it is enough to point 
out the contem porary popularity o f A by Warburg, whose research ideas were 
criticized or marginalized by the newly constituted, and proud of its academic 
standing, discipline of art history; or Walter Benjamin, who during his lifetime 
w as not accepted in any o f the Germ an academ ic com m unities. Anticipating 
later considerations, w ith M ittelstraffs roughly described concept in mind, 
I w ish  to add that the original undertaking of a group of hum anists, the Charter 
o f Transdisciplinarity, along w ith  the founding o f the International Center for

1 Ju rgen  M ittelstraK , W issen undG renzen. P h ilo so p h isch eS tudien  (Frankfurt a/M : Suhrkam p Ver- 

lag, 2001), 118 .
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Transdisciplinary Research and the Transdisciplinarite series, can easily be tied 
to the problem atic inherent in the title o f this text.2

W hen we try to put the history o f the hum anities o f the second-half o f the 
tw entieth century in order, and at the sam e tim e w ant to embrace its inter- 
and tran s-d iscip linary  efforts, w e inevitably talk o f  “turns” : the linguistic- 
sem iotic-textual, the perform ative, the visual; o f w hich the genesis o f the 
last two is tw o-fold: substantive -  accounting for the state o f contem porary 
culture (which on the one hand acquires perform ative attributes, w hile on 
the other, is filled, or rather flooded, w ith im ages derived fTom a m ultitude of 
sources) -  and m ethodological -  preoccupied w ith overcom ing the lim ita- 
tions o f the first turn. There are even som e discussions about the em erging 
outlines o f a new  visual civilization, which can be considered -  for a m ulti
tude of reasons -  an exaggerated diagnosis that often entangles researchers 
o f culture in renewed versions o f an old religious and philosophical dispute 
betw een the iconoclasts and iconodulists (which frequently becom es much 
m ore heated than it needs to be).

We are aware o f at least two -  inherently different -  form ulations o f the 
v isu a l turn. One o f them  w as proclaim ed b y  W illiam  J. T hom as M itchell, 
a Professor o f English  and A rt H istory at the U niversity o f Chicago, w hile 
the other w as introduced b y  a d isciple o f  M ax Im dahl and H. G. G adam - 
er, the art h istorian  -  G otfried  Boehm . The first is situated in  the field o f 
a new discipline (according to M itchells prelim inary investigative remarks), 
“V isual Studies” or “V isual Culture Studies,” w hich, w hile underscoring the 
un deniab ly g row ing im portance o f  im ages (o f various kinds and derived 
from  different sources) in contem porary society, is tasked with investigating 
this state o f affairs in  a critical fashion and from  m ultiple points o f view. In

2 "As th e  prefix "tran s” in d icates, t r a n  s d i s c i p l i n a r i t y  con cern s th at w hich  i s a t o n ce  b e - 

t w e e n  the discip lines, a c r o s s  th e  d ifferen t discip lines, and b eyond  all d iscip lines” w rote  

B asarab  N icolescu  (one o f  th e  C en ter's  fo un d ers along w ith  Edgar Morin), he added th at "Its 

goal is t h e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  w o r l d ” (Basarab N icolescu, M anifesto  

o f  Transdisciplinarity, tran s. K aren-Claire V oss (Albany: S ta te  U niversity  o f  N ew  York Press, 

2002), 44.) A n o th er th eo ry  I will re fer to  is th at o f  Rene Berger, as it can  e lucid ate  th e  issu e  o f 

th e  an throp ology o f  im ages, ju st like th e  recen t research  th at poin ts o u t th e  e lec tiv e  affinities 

b e tw e e n  th e  th eo ries  o f  Benjam in and W arburg -  a lso  in their relation to  th e  id eas o f  Panof- 

sky. Siegrid W eigel d issec te d  th is top ic  in th e  artic le  B ildw issensch aft a u s dem  "G eiste w ahrer 

Philologie,"in  S ch rift B ild er Denken. W alter B enjam in und die Kunste, ed . D. Sch ottker, (Frankfurt 

a/M 2004), 112 -127 . The w ay  W eigel utilizes Freud's th eo ry  to interpret Benjam in 's d ialectic  im 

a g e s  in the spirit o f  "disfigured sim ilitude” (in th e  book E ntstellteA hnlichkeit. W alterB enjam ins  

th eo retisch e Schreibw eise, 1997) can  be v iew ed  as an un dertakin g in its  in tentions not unlike 

th at laid ou t by D idi-H uberm an in D e v a n tUim age  (which sim ilarly re fers to  Freud's co n ce p t o f 

in terpretation  o f  d ream s, and recou n ts its use for th e  critical correction  o f  th e  con ceptio n  o f 

R en aissan ce  art by Panofsky; se e  fo o tn o te  no. 23).
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the article-m anifesto  ThePictorial Turn, first published in  Artforum in  1992, 
M itchell, drawing from  the work of Richard Rorty and Stanley Cavell, as well 
as the European tradition, form ulated a project o f a new  research discipline 
that focuses on “the analysis and critique o f visual phenom ena.” M itchell's 
line o f argum ent relied on the history o f pictorial representation only to the 
extent required to discuss the work o f Erw in Panofsky (read, in  an interest- 
ing way, alongside A lthusser), w hile postulating a new  “critical iconology,” 
and referenced David Freedbergs The Power o f Images: Studies in the History and 
Theory o f Response (a book considered to be as crucial for the developm ent of 
the discipline as Belting's Likeness and Presence: A  History o f the Image before the 
Era o f Art). Q uestioning the dom inance of research strategies utilized within 
the fram ew ork o f the linguistic turn, w hich he accused o f a certain kind of 
iconoclasm , M itchell defined the visual turn not as a return to naive mimesis, 
copy or correspondence theories o f representation, or a resurrection o f the 
m etaphysics o f p ictorial “presence,” but rather as “a postlinguistic, postse- 
m iotic rediscovery o f the picture as a com plex interplay betw een visuality, 
apparatus, institutions, discourse, b odies, and figurality.”3 The critique o f 
this and other theories that have rapidly becom e a part o f academ ic cultural 
studies, w hich in  turn interm ittently attem pted to incorporate the history 
o f  art into its  dom ain (as w e ll as m ed ia  studies even though it  preceded 
cultural studies), has taken on m any form s. In the com m unity o f art histo- 
rians, there w as a grow ing sense o f an xiety over the possible term ination 
o f their discipline, and over the trivialization o f their workshop by utilizing 
it -  against the intentions o f its architects -  for im agological practices (in 
the sense attributed to the term  by M ilan  Kundera in Immortality), as w ell as 
for building theoretical resources that w ould enable the effective m anipu- 
lation o f people by m eans o f im ages. In this context, R osalind Krauss and 
others, in  the journal October from  the sum m er o f 19 9 6  devoted to V isual

3 William John T h om as M itchell, "The Iconic Turn,” in Picture Theory: Essays on V erbal a nd  Visual 

R epresenta tion  (Chicago: The U niversity  o f  C hicago Press, 1995,) 16 . M itchell explains th e  G en 

esis  o f  th e  visual turn as an e ffe c t  o f  th e  "paradox o f  th e  m o m en t.” On th e  one hand, he says , it 

is n oticeab le  th at in the era o f  v id eo , cyb ern etic  tech n o lo g y  and e lectron ic  reproduction  there 

has been  an u n preced en ted  grow th  o f  n ew  fo rm s o f  illusion and visual stim ulation . N everth e- 

le ss , on th e  o th er hand, th ere  is a d eep  an x ie ty  surrounding th e  im age, a fear th at th e  pow er 

o f  im ages will u ltim ate ly  d e stro y  its creato rs  and contro llers. The stu d y  o f  th is su b jec t  led 

Willibald Sauerlan der to  notice th at th e  con tem p orary  sta g in g  o f  politics in th e  m edia clearly 

re lates  to p re-E n lighten m en t and p re-d em o cratic  m odels, th us th ey  appeal to th e  "archaic 

rem n an ts” o f  th e  public, w hich  c e a se  to  be com p rised  o f  c itizens (in "Iconic turn? Eine B itte um 

Ikonoklasm us,” in Ico nic Turn. D ie neue M acht d e r Bilder, eds. Christa Maar, H ubert Burda (Koln: 

DuM ont, 2005 ). In a sim ilar w ay  Ernst C assirer described  th e  W eim er Republic in th e  M yth o f  

the State  -  a book "se ttlin g  a c co u n ts” w ith  m odern ity  th at is as im p ortan t, but u nfortunately 

not so  w ell know n, a s A dorno and H orkheim er's D ialectic  o f  Enlightm ent.
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Studies, fervently defended the heritage o f the linguistic turn in  the study 
o f im ages, especially those created by the new  m ass m edia, w hich (accord- 
ing to Krauss) deprive the view ers o f their objectivity and analytical skills, 
lead ing to a lo ss o f a sense o f  reality. “O nly the read ing o f  im age as text 
reveals the conventional nature o f the im age and thus neutralizes its pow er”
-  this is how  Jan Verw oert sum m arizes Krauss's opinion, adding that from  
her point o f view, “the visual face o f the im age is a lie. The truth o f the im 
age com es to light only w hen it is read as text” (for exam ple in  the spirit o f 
the dem ythologizing strategies practiced by Roland Barthes or the ideas of 
Jacques Lacan).4 The argum ents presented by Krauss and other critics o f 
V isual Studies call to mind the dialectic o f myth and enlightenm ent outlined 
m any years before by A dorno and H orkheim er, here tran sposed  onto the 
(m ythic) im age and (enlightened) text; but ap art from  this, th ey  express 
fears arising from  the m arginalisation or com plete incorporation o f art his- 
to ry  into V isu al Studies (a fear justified  b y  the fact that in  the A m erican  
cultural trad ition, references to autonom ous artistic  im ages have a m uch 
less so lid  ground ing than  in  Europe, w here the in itiative  to estab lish  an 
analogue to V isual Studies cam e from  art historians them selves, and it was 
not a proposition o f creating a new  discipline, but an endeavour designed 
to be transdisciplinary, even i f  not at first, then at least asserting such a fu 
ture possibility). W hat adds to the confosion is that representatives o f other 
disciplines w ithin  the hum anities that deal w ith im ages in  various w ays and 
to various extent (such as archaeology) w ere not very active in  the A m eri
can debate concerning V isual Studies. Tom H olert proved to be a m erciless 
critic o f M itchell's ideas w hen he exam ined the syllabus o f the “Theories of 
M edia” classes that accom panied M itchell's “Visual Culture” sem inar in  the 
2003/2004 academ ic year at the U niversity o f Chicago.

This course -  we read -  is devoted to basic problems in the interdisci- 
plinary study of visual culture. What are the cultural (as well as natural) 
com ponents o f visual experience? W hat is vision? Who is a receiver? 
W hat is the difference betw een visual and verbal representation? In 
what w ay do visual m edia exercise control, arouse desire, how  do they 
create pleasure and construct the boundary betw een individual and 
communal experiences w ithin the private and public spheres? How is

4 Jan V erw o ert "D ouble V iew ing: V ersuch u ber die B ed eu tu n g  d e s  » Pictorial Turn « fu r einen  ide- 

o logiekritisch en  U m gang m it visuellen  M edien -  im M edium  V ideo ku n st,” in P erson/S ch au-  

platz, Hrsg. J. H uber (Wien: Springer, 2003), 227. V erw o ert rightly u n d ersco res  th at th e  w eak- 

n e ss  o f  th e  opinions in q u estion  is their disregard  for th e  resu lts o f  research  on th e  reception  

o f  m edia im ages.
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the construction of visual semiosis affected by politics, gender, sexuality,
ethnicity?

Holert leaves no proverbial stone unturned in his critique of the program's 
structure, pointing out the confusion of philosophical and psychological prob
lem s w ith  political ones. Such am bitious aspirations w ithin  a single course 
o f lectures can be realized, at best, in an am ateurish w ay that “w ith the help 
o f an eclectic m ix o f methods rather m uddles the problem s o f visual culture 
instead of elucidating them .”5 For a later argum ent of m ine, another thread 
is also im portant: in  the syllabus, V isual Culture Studies is described as an 
“interdisciplinary study,” and not -  as in  the prim ary account -  a new  disci- 
pline. Incidentally, M itchell devoted a separate article to interdisciplinarity 
w ith  “Interdisciplinarity and V isual Culture,” published in  the .Art Bulletin in 
1995. It is w orth underscoring that the literature on the subject is filled with 
num erous attem pts at characterizing the status o f the study o f visual culture. 
N icolas M irzoeff and Irit Rogoff view  them  rather as a perceptual-critical tac- 
tics independent from  other disciplines, while on the other hand, the authors 
o f one o f  the Introductions to... -  John W alker and Sarah Chaplin, give such 
an extensive list o f disciplinary and theoretical-m ethodological inspirations 
from  w hich V isual Culture Studies draws that it is hard to im agine the pos- 
sib ility  o f their com prehensive (to som e extent, at least) developm ent and 
application.6 M itchell w as attacked by num erous opponents and defended 
h im self by review ing the ten m yths surrounding visual culture and the study 
o f it that m ost o f their detractors share. These m yths about visual culture say 
that visual culture entails the liquidation o f art (“as w e have known it”); that 
it accepts w ithout question the v iew  that art is to be defined by its working 
exclusively through the optical faculties; that it transform s the history of art 
into a history o f im ages; that it im plies that the difference betw een a literary 
text and a painting is a non-problem  as words and images dissolve into undif- 
ferentiated “representation”; that visual culture im plies a predilection for the 
disembodied, dematerialized image; that we live in a predominantly visual era

5 Tom H olert, "K u ltu rw issen sch aft/V isu al Culture,” in Bildw issenschaft. D isziplinen, Them en, 

M ethoden, ed . Klaus S ach s-H o m b ach  (Frankfurt a/M: Suhrkam p Verlag, 2005), 229.

6 In John A . W alker and Sarah  Chaplin, Visual C ulture: An Introduction, (M an chester: M an ch ester 

U niversity  Press, 1997), 3 . Walker and Chaplin en u m erate  a es th e tic s , an thropology, archeol- 

ogy, architectural h istory/th eory, art critic ism , art history, black stu d ies , critical theory, cu l

tural stu d ies , d e con stru ctio n , design  history, fem in ism , film stu d ies/th eo ry , h eritage  studies, 

lingu istics, literary criticism , M arxism , m edia stu d ies , p hen om en o logy, philosophy, photo- 

graphic stu d ies , political econ om y, post-colonial stu d ies , p ost-stru ctu ra lism , proxem ics, 

p sych oan alysis, p sych o log y  o f  p erception , q u e e r th eory , recep tion  theory, Russian form alism , 

sem io tics, social history, socio logy, structuralism .
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as m odernity entails the hegem ony of vision and visual m edia; that there is 
a coherent class o f things called “visual m edia;” that visual culture is funda- 
m entally about the social construction of the visual field, and what we see, and 
the m anner in which w e come to see it, is not sim ply part o f a natural ability; 
that it entails an anthropological, and therefore unhistorical, approach to v i
sion; and finally, that it consists o f “scopic regim es” and m ystifying im ages 
to be overthrown by political critique.7 V isual Studies or studies o f the visual 
culture are, o f course, not lim ited to M itchells ideas, although he has always 
been m entioned in any kind of Introduction to... or anthologies which prolifer- 
ated in the l990s at a breath-taking pace -  and the more o f them  appeared, 
the harder it w as to find some reasonably sufficient set o f beliefs that could be 
the foundation, at least heuristically, o f a starting point for transdisciplinary 
research. Even such key notions as the notion of an image, visuality, visual act 
or visual culture are not sem antically stable. In his analysis o f basic textbooks, 
anthologies and collaborative works w ithin the field o f V isual Studies, Konrad 
Chmielecki, following in M irzoeff's footsteps, reconstructed their basic areas 
o f interest: a) researching the visual phenom ena created with the aid o f visual 
m eans and technologies, b) researching the history o f im ages based on the 
sem iotic theory o f representation, and c) constructing the social theory and 
history of visuality or the sociology of visual culture. This allowed him  to point 
out that the idea o f the image as a privileged element, or the m edium  o f visual 
culture, did not receive a satisfactory explanation, one that is relatively stable, 
even in  M itchells and Aumont's books devoted to this very concept (despite 
the w idespread b elie f that the study o f visual culture is in  some w ay the out- 
come o f the p i c t o r i a l  turn).8

The G erm an research tradition displays m uch greater clarity in  this re- 
spect. The transdisciplinary research o f im ages w as initiated there -  not like 
in  the United States -  by philosophically-m inded art historians and think- 
ers w orking in the field aesthetics, som e o f w hom  (starting w ith  Warburg), 
have previously displayed an interest in  various forms of non-artistic pictorial 
representation. There w ere, and there still are, various reasons behind this 
interest. Referring, as M itchell did, to the idea of the linguistic turn (its pos- 
sibilities as w ell as lim itations) Gottfried Boehm, w hom  I m entioned earlier, 
searches for a distinctive “logic o f im ages” different from  the “logic o f lan- 
guage,” but first he asks the question “W hat is an im age?” calling attention

7 William John T h om as M itchell "Sh o w in g  Seein g. A  Critique o f  Visual C ulture,” in The V isual C ul

ture Reader, ed . N icholas M irzoeff (London: Routledge, 2002), 8 6 -10 1.

8 I re fer to  Konrad C hm ielecki's an alysis  from  his book, w hich  is bein g prepared for publishing, 

ab o u t th e  a e s th e tic s  o f  interm ediality , based  on his doctoral d isserta tio n  w ritten  under the 

sup ervision  o f  Ryszard K luszczyński.
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to the exceptionally broad scope o f  connotations associated w ith  the no- 
tion. In his introduction to a collaborative work, the title o f w hich contains 
the preceding question, w e read about the m ultip licity o f im ages “painted, 
conceived, dream t up” from  one perspective, about “paintings, m etaphors, 
gestures” from  another perspective, about “the mirror, echo, m im icry” from  
another still. U ltim ately a problem  evidently arises: “W hat do they all have 
in common, w hat can be inferred in  each case? W hich disciplines neighbour 
the phenom enon o f the im age? A re there any disciplines that do not?”9 The 
w ay Boehm  delineates the field o f investigation for the Bildwissenschaft entails 
the transgression o f disciplines that have traditionally displayed interest in 
im ages beyond their own fTamework and definitions, w ith the clear intention 
o f bridging the gaps that separate them  not only from  psychology and psy- 
choanalysis but from  the natural sciences as well. In this case it is not sim ply 
about an interest in  the role and form  o f im ages in  the history o f those latter 
disciplines (which Horst Bredekamp investigated -  as a researcher who has 
long tried to open the history o f art to non-artistic m odes o f pictorial repre
sentation), but about researching the forms, status and functions that images 
have in  such disciplines as geography and law, as w ell as m athem atics, logic, 
chem istry or m edicine, all in  close cooperation w ith  their representatives -  
theorists and practitioners alike.

If archaeology and history of art relaunched their traditions precisely as 
historic Bildwissenschaften, if film  theory places the visual aspect of film 
right next to narrativity, if  philosophy celebrates the visual aspect of re- 
flection, and literary theory analyses the bilateral relation between the 
w ritten word and the image, if  h istory expunged the odium associated 
with the illustrative aspect of visual documents, i f  the history of knowl
edge underscores its inherently visual aspect, and jurisprudence works 
on an iconology of law, if in the field of mathematics the Bourbaki group 
counters iconoclasm  with the formula s e e i n g  i s  b e l i e v i n g ,  if  bi- 
ology, beginning w ith Darwin, sees the criterion for natural selection 
in beauty, and if  all areas of natural sciences rely upon computer visual 
analysis, than these are the signs that also w ithin the field o f research 
there occurs a substantial [...] shift that transpires in the whole culture.10

9 G ottfried  Boehm , "Die W iederkehr der Bilder,” in Was ist ein Bild?, ed . G ottfried  Boehm , 

(M unchen: W ilhelm Fink Verlag, 1994), 7.

10  H orst Bredekam p, "D reh m om en te  -  M erkm ale und A n spru ch e d e s  ico n ic  turn," in Ico n ic Turn. 

D ie neue M a ch t d er Bilder, 16 -17 . In Poland th e  issu e  o f  visualisation  in con tem p o rary  scien ce  

has been  brought to  th e  atten tio n  o f  research ers  in th e  hum anities probab ly only by Andrzej 

G w óźdź. A lthough it w a s  overlooked by Bredekam p, it is w orth  rem em berin g  a b o u t th e  influ-
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This is w hat Bredekam p says in  his article from  a collaborative book u n 
der the telling title The Iconic Turn: The New Power o f Images. A nother recently 
published work titled Bildwissenschaft. Disziplinen, Themen, Methoden, which is an 
overview illustrating the extent of Bildwissenschaft's field of research, also spans 
from  archaeology and prehistory all the w ay to the analysis o f contem porary 
im ages. Tilm an Lenssen-Enz, who represents the first two disciplines in that 
volume, points to the fact that, for example, Egyptology and classical archae
ology of Greece and Rome have been exam ining im ages from  the beginning 
and have developed the tools and fram eworks suited for their interpretation. 
However, their history is prim arily confronted w ith another, much less con- 
textually developed, pictorial corpus -  parietal art -  also designated as “paint- 
ing,” whose interpretations are and will remain far from unanimous (although, 
as w e are all w ell aware, those interpretations fall som ewhere betw een the 
m agical and the aesthetic perspectives, the latter o f which is especially agree- 
able to art h istorians and philosophers o f art). M uch h as been  achieved in 
this matter, as w e w ell know, by Leroi-G ourham , who investigated not only 
parietal art, but also sim ple “m nem ogram s” and the so-called  portable art; 
and a forther impulse for archaeologists was provided by ethnological studies 
o f indigenous groups in Australia, N orth A m erica and Africa, which treated 
(as they do to this day) parietal art m ostly as an identity-form ing m edium  
(for exam ple as a w ay o f m arking previously possessed territory that w as lost 
to the colonizers). This is how  anthropology and ethnology have opened up 
a new  interpretational dim ension for research on European parietal art, and 
their continuous search for inspiration in  (newer) aesthetics and the theory 
of artistic practices has led to, if not holistic, then at least “thick” (after Geertz) 
descriptions of cave paintings in term s o f “figures,” “iconic scenes” and “com- 
positions.” Lenssen-Erz convinces us that prehistory and archaeology have 
been, and still are, developed in close interrelations w ith other disciplines of 
knowledge about im ages (including m odern ones), and thus, perforce, they 
exhibit transdisciplinary proclivities. Their search for sources of inspiration 
in  the studies of contemporary culture is supported by the manifold analogies 
betw een the new -m edia im ages and the m agical-religious im ages, m ade by 
researchers o f the m odern visual sphere, m ostly w ith the purpose o f discred- 
iting it in  m ind (as in  the case o f  the aforem entioned account o f Rosalind 
Krauss). A  rare exception to th is trend is found in the research, seem ingly

e n ce  the pictorial turn h as exerted  over history. In th e  n ew  series  Visuelle  G esch ichtskultur, 

ed ited  by S te fan  T roebst, th e  first vo lu m e published w a s  th e  highly in terestin g  N eue Staaten -  

neue B ilder? Visuelle Kultur im  D ien st sta a tlich e r S elbstd a rstellung in Zentral- und O steuropa seit  

1918, eds. Arnold B artetzky, Marina D m itrieva und S te fan  T roebst (Koln: Bohlau Koln, 2005). 

This issu e  is in vestigated  in detail by M agdadlena Jab łk o w ska in her doctoral d isserta tio n  de- 

vo ted  to th e  im agery  o f  se le c te d  c ities in th e  co n te x t o f  m em o ry  theory.
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unburdened by iconoclastic traits, o f Rene Berger who, in  his polem ic against 
Levi-Strausss purely cognitivist account of the “m ytho-logic,” recalls Levy- 
Bruhl's concept o f “m ystical participation” and com pares it w ith  the m odes 
o f influence exerted b y  the televised  im age.11 N evertheless, such analogies 
have already been m ade in  the context o f film. Joachim  Paech points out that 
even Roland Barthes (a structuralist by all m eans) “turned his eyes towards 
the telly,” and the “m agic o f cinem a” w as analysed by, for exam ple, Edgar 
M orin.12 It should be taken into account that i f  such analogies contain any 
useful insights, w orthy o f detailed analysis, then their areas o f com parison 
should becom e better understood and articulated, at least to som e extent, 
as an endeavour that requires a join t effort w ith  the philosophy o f culture, 
fram ed not as a m ere “cornerstone” of the hum anities, but rather as a theory 
o f the civilizing process. I w ill attend to these m atters shortly, but now I would 
like to take a closer look at the theories o f the im age that em erged from  the 
Germ an debates that took place at the height o f the pictorial turn. I w ill start 
w ith the concept o f Gottfried Boehm, who defines the image, akin to the lin- 
gu istic m etaphor, in term s o f an “iconic difference.” The contrast betw een 
the standard and non-standard use o f language has its analogue w ithin the 
iconic sphere in  the visual contrast betw een the com pletely visible surface of 
the im age and all that it contains; it is precisely this contrast that lies at the 
source of the fact that im ages not only “show ” som ething, but that they fre- 
quently “tell” som ething as well, that they possess their own logic, irreducible 
to a m erely discursive one. Although, as Boehm  points out, it is hard to judge 
from  the anthropological-historical point o f v iew  w hether the propensity 
for depiction and the propensity for speech em erged at the sam e tim e in the 
history o f our species, we are still able -  by utilizing Hans Jonas's notion of 
homo pictor -  to define the iconic difference as a property o f m an only, who 
has “ [the] ability to reconfigure and em body into a lim ited and stable visual 
field [ . ]  the volatile field o f everyday perception w ith its blurry borderlines

1 1  In relation to  th is, B erger n otices  th at „We differ m uch less from  th e  prim itive so c ie ties , than 

w e  m igh t think. A lthough w e  have le ft  traditional m yth s behind, th e  m ythical d im ension  has 

survived  w ith in  us. It is so vital th at w e  do n ot even  notice it. It sea m le ss ly  b len ds w ith  real- 

ity, this is h ow  m yth s w ork , w h en  th ey  c e a s e  being an o b je ct o f  study, and b eco m e a part 

o f  com m on  p ractice .” "Restru ktu ryzacja  m itu ,” tran s. Barbara Kita, in Pejzaże audiowizualne. 

Telewizja, w ideo,kom puter, ed. A ndrzej G w óźdź (Kraków: U niversitas, 1997), 12 1. It is w orth  not- 

ing th at th e  te levisio n s „p rotean ism ” d escribed  by B erger correspo n ds to  so m e e x te n t w ith  

th e  m etam orph ic  quality  o f  m yth , d escribed  by C assirer as a "law ,” w hich  to g e th e r w ith  the 

so lidarity  o f  life "rules” m agical thinking.

12  Joachim  P aech , "Telewizja jako form a sym boliczn a,” tran s. K rystyna K rzem ieniow a, in Pejzaże  

audiowizualne.
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and free-flow in g responsiveness to external stim uli.”13 In th is context, the 
problem  o f early form s o f pictorial representation (in caves), w hich M eyer 
Schapiro for exam ple considered incapable of achieving complete stabiliza- 
tion in the visual field, returns, alongside -  on the other hand -  the problem 
o f contem porary new -m ed ia  im ages, the perception o f w hich is subjected 
to the rhythm  o f rapid, oftentim es fragmentary, everyday perception. Boehm 
attem pts to m itigate this problem  by stressing the gradual nature of the fun- 
damental contrast constituting the image. He speaks of “powerful” images and 
the use o f new  techniques which am plify the im age by m eans of building the 
iconic tension in a m anner that is controlled and obvious to the viewer. “The 
pow erful im age draws its vitality  from  this tw ofold truth: show  som ething, 
sim ulate som ething, and at the sam e tim e indicate the criteria and prem ises 
o f that very experience.”™ On the other hand, a “w eak” im age obscures all the 
differences im plied by this fundam ental contrast, rem aining in  accord with 
the description o f contem porary culture in term s of total sim ulation and the 
“agony o f the real,” to recall Baudrillard's extreme diagnosis.

Boehm's theory, modelled clearly upon the “powerful' image (autonomous, 
artistic), is inspired b y  both phenom enology and sem iotics, p lacing them  
w ithin the historically oriented philosophy of culture, w hose reach overlaps 
w ith that of philosophical anthropology. It could be, as I see it, incorporated 
(with appropriate reservations and lim itations) into Hans Belting's project of 
the anthropology of the image. But before I take a closer look at this matter, let 
me briefly reiterate the theory laid out by M artin Seel in his Thirteen Statements 
on thePicture.™ By pointing to the “m aterial” image as the object o f perception, 
w hich presents something on a defined (but not necessarily flat) surface, Seel 
concurs w ith Boehm  not only in  asserting the prim acy o f an artistic image, 
but also in  their shared intention o f overthrowing the opposition, exposed by 
Lam bert W eising, betw een the sem iotic and the phenom enological perspec
tive. Only their integration -  says Seel -  gives justice to the image and, at the 
sam e tim e, allow s one to distinguish it from  phenom ena o f a sim ilar kind. 
W hat kind of similar phenomena must be taken into account? Seel is adamant 
in  pointing out that treating cyberspace as a pictorial phenom enon, although 
it certainly is a visual phenom enon, is a m isunderstanding. W herever space 
becom es a picture or a picture becom es space, we are no longer dealing with

13  B oeh m , D ie W iederkehr, 31.

14  G ottfried  B oehm , "Jen se its  der Sp rach e? A nm erkungen zur Logik der Bilder,” in Ico nic Turn, 34. 

B oeh m , o f  cou rse, a d d resses  here th ese  con tem p orary  a rtistic  p ractices, w hich  uphold the 

iconic d ifferen ce , dim inishing in th e  m ass-m edia .

15  M artin Seel, A esth etics o f  A ppearin g, t ran s. John Farrell, (Stanford, C alifornia: Stan ford  Univer

s ity  Press, 2005), 15 9 -18 5 .
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pictoriality (as the iconic difference disappears), but w ith a visual phenom - 
enon sui generis, accom panied by haptic and acoustic phenom ena. Seel also 
disputes the view, introduced by Weising, on the historical evolution of images 
from  the figurative panel painting, through video clips and com puter-aided 
design, all the w ay to cyberspace. A s W eising's proposals require a separate 
introduction and discussion, for the purposes o f the current argum ent I will 
only reiterate the first introductory part o f this author's latest work, w here 
he lays out the m ain directions in  contem porary philosophy of the im age or 
rather -  to be precise -  the critical analysis o f the anthropological viewpoint 
represented by Hans Jonas, W illem  Flausser, early Sartre and -  recently -  by 
Belting. In its strong version, this analysis asserts that “ ...the pictorial imagery 
is not only a precondition o f a defined hum an activity, nam ely the production 
o f im ages, but this ability o f producing im ages m ust be considered a precon
dition o f the possibility o f self-aw areness and the specifically hum an w ay of 
being.”i6 Ascribing the term  “im age” to both mental im agery and materialized 
images, and maybe even reducing the latter to the former, which is what W ies- 
ing accuses Belting of, causes the anthropological perspective to becom e dis- 
connected from  the analysis o f specific im ages actualized in m aterial media. 
Another thing altogether is the fact -  this also is a critique o f Belting -  that 
im ages are produced and utilized by people, in various ways and w ith various 
objectives in  m ind, w hich leads to an unjustifiable preference for distinctly 
anthropocentric images. Leaving the validity of this critique aside, I would like 
to underscore that the anthropological view point o f the philosophy o f image 
should not be treated as a mere alternative to the sem iotic and phenom eno- 
logical perspectives, but rather as their “fram e” that is inscribed into philoso
phy o f culture, w hich shows a preference for perspectivism  in  its treatm ent 
o f various form s o f hum an expression and sym bolization rather than for the 
one-sidedness exhibited by some proponents o f the linguistic turn, who deny 
our forebears from  pre-literate cultures the abilities o f distancing themselves 
from  their surroundings and the faculty o f abstract thinking. The Palaeolithic 
hunter -  M anfred Som m er points out -  w ould then have to believe that he is 
killing the very sam e m am m oth each and every tim e, and the gatherer would 
be convinced that the five slimes he just found are really the same single slime

16  L am bert W iesing, A rtifiz ielle  Praesenz. S tudien z u r Philosophie d es Bildes  (Frankfurt a/M: 

Suhrkam p V erlag, 2005), 22. In this book W eising re fers to so m e  o f  his previous c o n c e p ts  from 

th e  book: D ie S ich tba rkeit d es Bildes. G esch ich te und Perspektiven d e r form alin Asthetik, Re- 

inbek bei H am burg 1997. There he introduced the logic o f  s ee in g , w hich  e n co m p a sses  both 

a rtistic  (classical) and n ew -m ed ia  im ages, referring to th e  form al a e s th e tic s  o f  Herbart, 

Zim m erm ann and Konrad Fiedler th at inspired V ien n ese  art h istory (Riegl and Wolfflin). He 

expan ded  the tradition o f  form al a e s th e tic s  by introducing s e le c te d  e lem en ts  from  phenom - 

e n o lo gy  and sem iotics.
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or -  i f  he saw  them  as different from  one another -  he w ould not perceive 
the difference betw een them  and, for example, the nuts he had just collected. 
“That the ability to utilize notions did not come alongside the rather tardily 
developed ability o f speech -  not to m ention the even later l i t e r a c y  -  but 
that it is inscribed into specific form s o f bodily behaviour and that it can be 
inferred from  them, is an idea that fell victim  to the prohibitions on thinking, 
which w e upheld for a long tim e in the nam e o f the l i n g u i s t i c  t u r n .” 17 

In a developed m agical-m ythical culture, “the force of the im age of spirit 
m anifests itself to us in  all its richness, w ith its incalculable diversity and the 
fullness of its demonstrable expressions,” Ernst Cassirer writes, and adds that 
for the conscious m ind these im ages possess at first a status analogous to any 
other object. “The image as such is not known or recognized as a free spiritual 
creation but is approached as an independent effectiveness; a daemonic com- 
pulsion radiates from  it, which consciousness m asters and then banishes .”18 

It sheds th is property in  the phase o f entry into the religious dom ain, but 
only to the extent to which the prohibition of im ages is interpreted rigorously.

W hat differentiates the new monotheistic consciousness is that, for it, 
the animating spiritual force of images [Bildes] is, as it were, extinguished; 
all signification and meaningfulness withdraws into another purely spir
itual sphere and, with this, leaves nothing from the being of images other 
than the em pty material substrate. Before the force of heroical abstrac- 
tion, which prophetic thought possesses and which also determines pro- 
phetic religious feeling, the images of myth “become pure nothingness.” 
And yet, they do not rem ain closed for long in  this sphere of “nothing
ness” into which prophetic consciousness attempts to force them; rather, 
they always break out of it again, asserting themselves as an independent 
power.19

The em ergence o f  autonom ous artistic  im ages, in terpreted as second 
kind (besides the religious) o f  “d isen ch an tm en t” o f  im ages (sanctioned 
through the m otive o f  d isin terest from  K antian  aesthetics), changed the 
status of previous im ages both from  our tradition as w ell as those from  other 
cultures, w hich were incorporated by the institutional practice o f m useum s

17  M anfred Som m er, Zbieranie. Próba filozoficznego ujęcia, tłu m . Ja ro sła w  M erecki (W arszawa: 

O ficyna N aukow a, 2003), 334.

18  Ernst C assirer, The W arburg Years (1919-1933). Essays on Language, Art, Myth, and Technology, 

tran s. S .G . L o fts (N ew  Haven: Yale U niversity  Press, 2013), 88-89.

19  Ibid., 89.
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and academ ic art h istory into the order o f European artistic im ages. Nev- 
ertheless, it is w orth rem em bering that, at least due to the lim ited scope of 
influence o f the m odern Institution o f A rt, the m odel o f reception o f im ages 
proposed w ith in  its boundaries has not expunged the preceding form s of 
their use. These problem s have received an in -depth  exploration in  Joseph 
Kosuth's exh ib ition-installation titled The Play o f the Unmentionable that w as 
held in  the N ew  York Brooklyn M useum  in  1990, and w hich corresponded 
w ith  the p ro cess o f  deconstructing the id ea o f  “the im ag in ary  m useum ” 
bein g  undertaken  b y  art history, n ew ly  critical o f  its ow n trad ition, in  an 
attem pt to distance itself from  m odernist m yths. Hans Belting has substan- 
tially contributed to this “distancing” process.20 But let us return to Cassirer's 
analysis. D escribing the path that leads “from  sensual im pression to sym - 
bolic expression” (to acknowledge a passage from  an essay by Haberm as on 
the legacy o f the author o f the Philosophy o f Symbolic Forms), he conceives of 
m ythical im ages -  in  the spirit o f Usener, Warburg, and also Nietzsche from 
The Birth o f Tragedy -  as a form  o f expression o f the prim ordial, am bivalent 
sensations; “extrem e experiences o f high im portance, w hich draw the focus 
of the consciousness that differentiates them  onto them selves, can augment 
into a m ythical im age, becom e sem anticized and thus retained, inscribed 
into divine nam es, w hich b y being invoked once and again  allow  to attain 
control over th at exp erien ce .”21 It is not a coincidence th at C assirer w as 
in terested  in  physiognom y, w hich  w as so popular in  n ineteenth -century 
Europe. N evertheless, he did not interpret it as a kind o f “characterology,” 
but rather in  the context o f the em ergence of the early-m agical bodily forms 
o f expression -  facial and gestural -  w hose perception (both from  the per
spective o f “I” and “y o u ”) preceded the perception o f things. “Sym bols o f ex
pression are for Cassirer the building blocks of culture; their m eaning comes 
dow n to the em otions w hich  th ey  express,” says K rois, w ho poin ts to the 
affin ity betw een C assirer's thought and not only that o f W arburg, but also

20 I m ention  B elting 's m ultidirectional subversio n  o f  th e  fram ew ork  o f  con tem p orary  a rt history 

in the fi na I part o f  th is artic le. Here I will only add th at it is not by pure co in cid en ce  th at Da- 

vid Freed b erg  com m en ted  (approbatively, o f  course) on Kosuth 's exhib ition -in stallation . The 

broad co n te x t o f  th is exhibition (delineating th e  field o f  in fluence o f  th e  "second disenchant- 

m e n t” o f  im ages) is v e ry  instructive ly  recon stru cted  by A gnieszka Rejniak-M ajew ska and To

m asz  M ajew ski in the artic le  "Gra p rzem ieszczo n ego : „The Play o f  th e  U nm en tion able” Jo s e 

pha K osutha,” in M uzeum  sztuki. Od Luw ru do Bilbao, ed . Maria Popczyk (Katow ice: M uzeum  

Śląsk ie  w  K atow icach , 2006), 17 2 -18 . It is w orth  m entioning th at th e  sch o lars  research in g  the 

s ta tu s  o f  im ages o ften  re fer to  K osuth 's w orks in their d iscou rse  (one such  sch olar w ould  be 

M artin S eel w h o  d o es so  in his book m entioned in fo o tn o te  15).

21 Ju rgen  H aberm as, Od w rażenia zm ysłow eg o do sym boliczneg o wyrazu, tran s. K rystyna K rze

m ieniow a (W arszawa: O ficyna N aukow a, 2004), 13.
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that found in the p ost-m etaph ysical anthropology o f H elm uth Plessner.22 
C assirers  fram ing o f the subject holds another insight valuable to contem 
porary anthropology o f the im age -  the treatm ent o f  w ord and im age as 
“branches o f the sam e tree o f sym bolic form ation ,”23 which frees us not only 
from  the d iscussion  about the prim acy o f sym bolic form s, but also allows 
us to treat contem porary “turns” (linguistic and visual) as com plem entary 
fram ings o f cultural expression. It is w orth noting, w ith  M anfred Som m er's 
aforem entioned rem arks in m ind, th at to  the extent to w hich our forebears 
m ade use o f protopicture-m nem ogram s (Lero i-G ourhan s term ) or orna- 
m ents, it is appropriate to talk about a certain practical distance toward the 
im age w hich cam e to be fu lly realized only m uch later. For this reason also, 
a dual “lim itation” seem s to m ake sense: on the one hand keeping in  check 
the v iew s o f C assirer (who excessively  em phasizes the expressive aspect 
o f  the earliest im ages, refusin g  th eir recip ien ts en bloc the ab ility  o f  any, 
even m inim al, detachm ent), and on the other hand (utilizing C assirers thus

22 John M ichael Krois, „C assirer und die Politik der Ph ysiogn om ik," in D e r e xzen trisch e Blick. 

G esprach u b e r Physiognom ik, ed. Claudia S ch m old ers  (Berlin: A kadem ie  Verlag, 1996), 223. 

Krois u n d ersco res  th at accordin g to  C assirer w h a t is im p ortan t in physiogn om y is not only the 

s ilen t expressio n  form ing th e  W arburgian Pathosform eln, but a lso  th e  vocal expression , from 

w hich  lan guage d eve lop ed , and w hich  to  th is day "defines th e  hum an condition" (p. 224). Upon 

both th ese  fo rm s o f  expression  moral relation ships are fo rm ed  -  o f  m utual ackn o w led g em en t 

and o f  m utual listen ing (and only su b se q u e n tly  -  a lso argum entation).

23 In th is m ean in g th e  la tte r „d isen ch an ted ” im ages lay so m e w h e re  b e tw e e n  th e  sp h e res  o f 

m yth os  and logos. This p lacem en t w a s , as is w ell know n, th e  su b jec t  o f  W arburg's interest, 

w h o  accordin g to G eo rg es  D idi-H uberm an w a s  "the g re a te s t  an throp o log ist a m o n gst a rt his- 

torians.” In th is co n text, th e  French historian o f  art (frequ en tly  m entioned by Belting) pos- 

its a thorough exam ination  o f  th e  "th e  n egative  fo rce  w ith in” th e  im age, w hich  "p lays” w ith  

th e  w orld o f  logic. "There is a w o r k  o f  th e  n eg ative  in th e  im age, a "dark” e ffica cy  th at, so 

to  sp eak , e a ts  a w ay  a t th e  visib le  (the order o f  represen ted  app earan ces) and m urders th e  leg- 

ible (the order o f  sign ify in g configurations). From a certa in  point o f  v iew , m oreover, this w ork 

or con stra in t can  be en visaged  as a r e g r e s s i o  n, s in ce  it brings us, w ith  e v er-startlin g  force, 

tow ard a th is-sid e-o f, tow ard  som eth in g  th at th e  sym bolic  elaboration  o f  artw o rk s has cov- 

ered over or rem odelled . There is here a kind o f  anadyom ene  m ovem en t, a m o vem en t w h ere- 

by som eth in g  th at has p lunged into the w a te r  m om en tarily  re -e m e rg e s, is born before  quickly 

plunging in again: it is th e  m a teria  inform is  w h en  it sh o w s through  form , it is th e  presen tation  

w h en  it sh o w s through  represen tatio n , it is o p ac ity  w h en  it sh o w s through  tran sp aren cy, it is 

th e  visual w h en  it sh o w s through th e  visib le .” It is a m a tter o f  -  the auth or tells  us -  "knowing 

how  to  rem ain in th e  dilem m a, b e t w e e n  k n o w i n g  a n d  s e e i n g , ” and on th e  larger 

sca le  a m a tter o f  a critical rein terpretation  o f  P an ofsky 's  th eory , and indirectly -  a lso  th at o f 

C assirer. The author o p en s a p ossib ility  o f  such  a rein terpretation  by referring to  th e  Freud- 

ian d istinction  b e tw e e n  th e  sym pto m  and th e  sym bo l. (G eo rges D idi-H uberm an, Confronting  

Im ages. Q uestion ing the Ends o f  a C erta in  H istory o f  Art, tran s. John G oodm an  (U niversity Park: 

The Pennsylvania S ta te  U niversity  Press, 2005), 142-143.)
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“w eakened” theory) lim iting the “strong” (in the sense elucidated by W eis
ing) anthropological concept o f im age and depiction.

In conclusion o f th is part o f  m y exam ination, I w ill only add that the 
kind o f collaboration betw een C assirer and the scholars o f religious stud
ies, archaeologists, historians of different cultures, linguists and philologists 
from  the W arburg Library circle (foremost w ith its very founder, who did not 
describe h is ow n research on the form s o f the pictorial presence o f antiq- 
u ity  in  European culture as h istory  o f art, but as the h istory o f the im age, 
and as such the field o f his interest included postage stam ps and newspaper 
photography) can not only be described as an early attem pt at progressing 
from  inter- to trans-disciplinary studies o f culture, but also as an attem pt at 
renegotiating the relation betw een philosophy and scientific knowledge on 
different term s from  those used previously, w hich are no longer considered 
to be “royal.” Cassirer, Haberm as says, “understood that philosophy can re- 
tain its influence only by sharing in the specialized knowledge o f particular 
disciplines, and that through cooperation on equal term s, that influence can 
becom e substantial [...]. He distanced h im self from transcendental philoso
phy, which attempts to provide ultimate answers, and from the conviction that 
it always predates any em pirical knowledge. C assirer distrusted the im perial 
key position that great philosophy asserted, w hich disregards knowledge of 
the world, and w hich digs deep on a very narrow  field w ith  unprecedented 
determ ination ,”24 but let us not forget that he did not lim it his work to a mere 

reconstruction of scholarly endeavours or the procedures used in  their course. 
Rather, he participated in  the process that w as recently described b y  Jerzy 
Km ita as a m etam orphosis o f the philosophical dilem m as into questions set 
before cultural studies, w hich  can be reconciled w ith  the aforem entioned 
evaluation of Cassirer's legacy m ade by Habermas.25

W hen Belting describes his own proposal as an anthropology o f the im 
age which integrates the theoretical and historical efforts o f Bildwissenschaft, 
he rather intentionally does not choose betw een philosophical and cultural

24 Ibid. Roland Kany an alyzed th e  relationship  b e tw e e n  C assirer's  and W arburg's th eo ries and 

th o se  o f  U sen er in his book M nem osyne als Program m . G eschichte, Erinnerun g u n d d ie  A ndacht  

zu m  U nbedeuten den im  W erk von Usener. W arburg und Benjam in, (Tubingen: M ax N iem eyer, 

1987). The th em e  o f  m em o ry  stored  w ithin im ages and activated  in m em ories b ecam e one o f 

Belting's fo rem o st  anthropological pursuits.

25 Je rzy  Km ita, Konieczne serio  ironisty. O prze kszta łca n iu  s ię  p rob lem ó w  filozoficznych w kul- 

turoznaw cze, (Poznań: Wyd. N aukow e UAM, 2007).The aforem en tio n ed  e ss a y  by H aberm as 

can  be u sed  in th e  in terpretation  o f  C assirer's  m eth od as a tran sfo rm atio n  o f  philosophical 

problem s for th e  discip line o f  cultural s tu d ies . H aberm as, in an a tte m p t to  reveal certain  

sh o rtco m in gs in C assirer's  philosophical a rgu m en tatio n , proposed to  read his w orks as a th e 

ory o f  th e  civilizing p ro cess . I ad d ressed  this issu e  in an oth er article.
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anthropology (in an introduction to the book Bild-Anthropologie. Entwurfe fu r  
eine Bildwissenschaft, “anthropology” is used in the plural). According to C as- 
sirer's view point, as I w ould like to see it, this distinction loses its raison d'etre. 
That this view point can be associated w ith  Belting's project is, in m y opin- 
ion, beyond doubt despite the fact that references to Cassirer w ithin the book 
are only sporadic and always polem ical. A n  analysis o f the m erit o f this dis- 
pute w ould require a dedicated argum entation, the direction o f which I have 
outlined above, “w eakening” Cassirer's theory. N evertheless, w hat puts the 
question to rest is Belting's m anner o f characterizing the image as the “result 
o f a personal or collective sym bolization” w hich is always bodily mediated, 
although it does not always find a m aterial representation. A nthropology is 
concerned w ith hum anity which not only produces im ages, and lives by them, 
but also -  he adds -  lives w ith in  them . This final realization de facto lim its 
(we m ust agree w ith Reiz and W eising on this matter) the sym bolic dimen- 
sion o f im ages: “life in  pictures” inevitably leads us to the questions o f death 
and (potential) im m ortality, which are o f interest to both philosophical and 
cultural anthropology. In the book An Anthropology o f Images, Belting not only 
m asterfully navigates the vast realm s o f ancient cultures, but also attempts 
to dem onstrate that for each o f them  the experience o f death is the funda- 
m ental source o f images.

The dead exchange their bodies for an image that rem ains present. In 
order to give that image a presence, to make possible the re-presentation 
of the lost body, a medium becomes essential. We may speak of it as a m e
dium betw een death and life. For such archetypal im ages, p r e s e n c e  
w as far more important than l i k e n e s s  to the person represented.26

Regis Debray's account of his “journey to the heart o f the im age” w as kin- 
dred in spirit. “The origins o f the image are strongly linked to death. However, 
the archaic image appears on the tombs as a sign of protest, to refute the noth- 
ingness and to prolong life. V isual art is a dom esticated terror,”27 the French

26 H ans Belting, An A nth ropology o f  Im ages: Picture, M edium , Body, tran s. Th o m as Dunlap, 

(Princeton: Princeton U niversity Press, 2011), 19.

27 Regis Debray, "Narodziny przez śm ierć ,” tran s. M aryna O chab, in W ym iary śm ierci, ed. 

S ta n is ła w  Rosiek (G dańsk: s łow o/obraz  teryto ria , 2002), 243. A d van cin g his m ain idea, Debray 

g o e s  on to w rite  am o n g  oth er th in gs: "The im age scu lpted  a t first, then  painted, has a t first 

played a part o f  a m edium  b e tw e e n  th e  living and the d ead , b e tw e e n  hum ans and g od s; it con- 

n ected  th e  com m u n ity  w ith  th e  co sm o s , th e  so c ie ty  o f  visib le  en tities  w ith  th e  order o f  invis- 

ible p ow ers , w hich  rule over th em . This im age w a s  not a goal in itself, but a m ean s o f  fo rese e- 

ing divine will, as w ell as a m ean s o f  d e fe n se , sp e llcastin g , healing and p erform in g initiation 

rites. It con jo ined th e  «c ity»  w ith  th e  natural order, th e  individual w ith  th e  cosm ic  hierarchy,
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intellectual tells us, in  concord w ith  the voices o f W arburg and Cassirer. He 
introduces one m ore them e that links early im ages w ith  death, the them e of 
transposing the pictures from  cave w alls onto bones, horns and anim al hides
-  “m aterials that the hum an being obtains through killing.” Vladim ir Toporov 
also refers to the prehistory o f portraiture in  his studies on the mythopoetic 
space and underscores, using just like Debray did as a point o f reference the 
culture o f ancient Egypt and the E truscan-R om an tradition, that “the idea 
o f ‘a portrait' arises and/or actualizes in  the face o f death as a reifying force 
o f forgetting (and herein lies the source o f pre-portraitures' lasting associa- 
tion w ith  the cult o f the dead, burial rites and offerings -  hum an sacrifice, 
initially).”28

W ill the thesis about the historical prim acy o f the fonction o f im ages as 
substitutions or representations o f the absent dead stand up to the critique 
o f prehistorians and archaeologists? Does it not seem  necessary, in  light of 
the current knowledge about the earliest im ages, to refrain from  treating this 
thesis as the archetypal fram ework for all later experiences o f the im age? Is 
this experience not a part o f the “manufactured presence” o f proto-im age and 
im age entities, w hich not only do not represent but also do not substitute 
anyone or anything? In other words, is it not necessary to agree w ith  W eis
ing w hen he accuses Belting o f a kind o f  anthropocentric reductionism  in 
his treatm ent o f the problem atic o f im ages? The questions that arise at this 
point do not com prom ise any o f the other conclusions reached by Belting, 
who attempts (in accord w ith contem porary tendencies o f philosophical, as 
w ell as cultural, anthropology) to restore the m ultifaceted bodily dim ension 
to both the production and the perception o f im ages. The significance that 
the bodily entanglem ent o f im ages has for the Germ an scholar is m anifested

th e  «spirit o f  th e  universe», « co sm ic  harm ony». In sh o rt it tru ly w as  a m ean s o f  prolonging life 

[...]. An im age, an im agined th ing -  an in strum en t w ield ed  by p eople  w ith o u t in stru m en ts  -  

has for th e  lo n g est t im e been  an ind isp en sable  co m m o d ity ” (ibid., 254).

28 W ładim ir Toporow, „Tezy do prehistorii „p o rtre tu ” jako szczegó ln ej k lasy tek stó w ,” trans. 

B o g u sła w  Żyłko, Teksty D ru g ie  V2 (2004^178 . From th e  point o f  v ie w  o f  preh istory  o f  th e  por

tra it (the titular q uo tation  m ark ind icates th at Toporov's research  fo cu s  m o stly  on th e  m ythi- 

cal and literary portraits) th e  Russian sch olar brings to  light tw o  particular traditions o f  im 

agery: Egyptian  and Etruscan -R om an . The first, as is w ell know n, d evelop ed  th e  p ractice  o f 

m um m ification  (according to  D ebray it w a s  the first in stan ce  o f  treatin g  bod ies as artworks), 

a lon gside  sculptural rep resen tatio n s in burial cerem o n ies, pap er and gypsu m  m asks, th e  sec- 

ond has introduced th e  fu n dam en tal sep aration  o f  the head ( as th e  m o st im p ortan t cen ter 

o f  v ita l force) from  the rest o f  th e  body. In Louis M arin's te rm in o lo gy w e  can  sp e a k  o f  th e  rep- 

resen tation  as th e  "regaining o f  p resen ce ,” s e e  P a w e ł M ościcki, "Louis Marin: porządek  przed

staw ien ia  i siła  obrazu,” Sztuka i Filozofia  26 (2005).
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in  the form ula that the hum an being, the body -  to be precise -  is (in more 
than one sense) a “space” o f im ages.

A  prerequisite for d iscussing the space o f im ages is the assum ption that 
our body is a space w ith in  the w orld , a space o f production and cognition 
(as w ell as recognition) o f  preceding im ages, o f  w hose origins and future 
fate w e kn ow  nothing, im ages w hich w e forget and recall, and w hich hold 
a personal m eaning for us as they are inseparable from  our life experiences. 
That is w hy they are as fleeting as w e ourselves are, and in this respect are 
unlike the im ages established in the external world. Those internal im ages 
also retain and transfer elem ents o f com m unal traditions. “The saying that 
an entire lib rary  burns dow n every  tim e an old m an in A frica  d ies -  and 
one could just as w e ll say an entire archive o f  im ages -  m akes clear that 
the body plays a crucial role as the locus o f collective trad itions, guarding 
them  against the loss o f v ita lity  that can in fect them , for various reasons, 
in  the w orld outside the body” -  says Belting.29 He goes on to add that the 
tran sm ission  and reception o f im ages are like tw o sides o f the sam e coin. 
Transfer, as an in tention al process concerned w ith  the reorientation  and 
stabilization o f cultural patterns (this w as the m ain focus o f Panofsky's re
search on the R enaissance), is accom panied by their adoption outside or 
(som etim es) against the m ain stream  o f the cultural current (a process of 
greatest in terest -  in  Renaissance studies -  to W arburg and, lately, D idi- 
H uberm an). Both tend encies -  con trary to Belting's in tentions -  can be 
“rooted” in  C a ss ire rs  theories, i f  on ly one takes into account h is in terest 
in  physiognom y, and the part it plays not only at the stage o f early form a- 
tion o f culture, but also in  tim es w hen form s o f sym bolization becom e fully 
developed. A  peculiar case o f the b od ily  position ing o f the im age is  rep- 
resented by the painted body or a m ask -  interpreted here as a sym bol of 
transform ation  o f  one's body into an im age. Fram ing the m edium  o f p ic 
toria l represen tation  as bodies or “h o sts” for the im ages, opens up w hole 
n ew  fields o f sch olarly  in vestigation  for those in terested  in  h istorical as 
w ell as contem porary im ages. M oreover, the problem atics o f individual and 
collective im ages o f  m em ory, p rim arily  related  to p laces w hich  w e “carry 
w ith in  ourselves” and recollect or som etim es sim ply endow  w ith  m aterial 
form, harm onizes w ith  broader tendencies o f m odernity “w ithout borders” 
(sim ilar to the postulate on the transcultural character o f Bildwissenschaft) , 
w hich, follow ing A ppadurai's hypothesis, not only transform s those places 
th at w e rem em ber, but also delocalizes and, at the sam e tim e, “ sh ifts” the 
order o f  the cultural com petences associated  w ith  them . W hat is m ore, it 
opens the possib ility  o f rethinking the role that psychoanalysis plays w ithin

29 Belting, An A nth ropology o f  Im ages, 38.
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the Bildwissenschaft, as previously seen  in  the case o f  research on the (im) 
possib ility  o f visual representation o f the H olocaust.

A  broad (too broad according to W iesing) notion o f  the im age allow s 
Belting to relatively easily  solve the problem  o f new -m ed ia  im ages, w hich 
he fram es in  term s o f an adequately expanded notion o f technology and new 
forms o f perception that have for a long tim e been developed in the laborato- 
ries o f avant-garde art. W hen it comes to the question o f virtual reality that 
disconcerts other G erm an scholars, Belting refutes it by pointing out that the 
specificity o f m odern tim es dictates the expansion of the sphere o f im ages in 
relation to the sphere of everyday life, but also the encroachm ent of im ages 
into the Foucauldian “other spaces” -  heterotopias which prom ise us libera- 
tion from  references to reality. N evertheless, they do not give access to some 
reality beyond im ages, they only expand the existing universe o f im ages. It is 
possible to speak o f im ages in a w orld o f virtual reality, but not without rec- 
ognizing that this w orld exists precisely (and only) in  those im ages. Actually, 
participation in fictitious, im aginal w orlds, manufactured w ith  the m eans of 
new  techniques and instrum ents, stim ulates the im aginative faculties o f the 
audience, thereby expanding the existing layers o f “im m anent im age crea- 
tion.” The conclusion o f Belting's considerations upon the im aginal w orlds 
m anufactured b y  n ew -m ed ia  and the (old) longing for an em bodim ent in 
an im age, which they exhibit, comes down to the realisation that even in the 
contemporary virtual world, the relationship between the image and the body 
is still present, and this allows us to uphold the outlines of the idea o f a human 
being as a “space of im ages.” Belting also discusses the topic o f intermediality, 
so im portant to research focused on contem porary culture, but for him  it is of 
interest m ostly from the point o f view  o f visual m edia (he analyses, for exam- 
ple, the presence of the painted im age w ithin the film  image, treating film  as 
a separate, though strictly visual m edium ). He shares w ith  other aforem en- 
tioned Germ an scholars the predilection for analysing the image in  isolation 
from  other aspects o f sensory experience. Could this predilection be a rem - 
nant of traditional art history, which w as m ostly interested in images favoured 
by the bourgeois protagonist o f Aragon's Les Voyageurs de Hmperiale -  “serene, 
controlled, on which nothing changes anymore,” in contrast to the volatile and 
noisy objects o f perception in everyday b ig-city  life? Such allegations cannot 
be made against Am erican scholars, who concentrate m ostly on m odern im 
ages, w hose im pact is principally exerted through a m ultim edia context. In 
an anthology edited by Nicholas M irzoeff -  another tow ering figure (aside 
from  Mitchell) o f V isual Studies -  w e find an article by Irit Rogoff, in which 
w e read that -  as a m atter o f fact -  these studies focus on the visual world, 
but it should not be forgotten that “opening up the field of vision as an arena 
in which cultural m eanings get constituted, also sim ultaneously anchors to it
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an entire range of analyses and interpretations of the audio, the spatial, and of 
the psychic dynam ics o f spectatorship. Thus visual culture opens up an entire 
w orld o f intertextuality in which im ages, sounds and spatial delineations are 
read on to and through one another.. . ”3° The perspective developed by Belting 
on the one hand undoubtedly lim its, but on the other expands the aspirations 
o f m odern history of art. Belting developed his theory gradually. In 1983, he 
posed a provocative question about the end o f art history. He repeated this 
question a decade later in  his book Das Ende der Kunstgeschichte: eine Revision 
nach zehn Jahren. Those ten years proved vital, not only due to the explosion 
o f an aura that w as postm odernist in character, putting into question almost 
every achievem ent o f the first phase o f modernity. N ew  artistic practices, es- 
pecially inter-m edia, which Belting attentively followed, as w ell as new  ex- 
hibition trends, visib ly expanded the fram ework of art history. The scholarly 
work on the topic o f cult im agery published in 1990, Bild und Kult: eine Geschichte 
des Bildes vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst, expanded the field o f research by introduc- 
ing the context o f how  im ages are used. M odern art history, focused on re 
searching autonomous artistic images, underestim ated -  as I have previously 
m entioned -  this context in  relation to im ages of the past. It showed a similar 
attitude towards images from  other cultural backgrounds. While subjecting its 
“estheticism ” and Eurocentrism  to  serious critique, Belting found a valuable 
ally in  the person of David Freedberg. In the foreword to the French edition 
o f The Power o f Images (a book at first considered revolutionary for Am erican 
art history, but w elcom ed by scholars from  the field o f V isual Studies as well) 
Freedberg -  exhibiting solidarity w ith Belting -  writes:

The m ain difference in  the approach to very sim ilar questions comes 
down to the fact that while Belting's book has a strictly defined chrono- 
logical and historical range, m y approach, although I refer to particular 
histories, is more comparative and anthropological in its nature. I do not 
share Belting's strong conviction about the loss o f continuity between 
what he calls the era before art and the era of art, which came after the 
reformation. In short, where Belting is prone to see difference and the 
loss of continuity in the approach towards images between the two eras 
distinguished by him, I m yself -  taking the difference into account, of 
course -  seek to find continuity and similarity.31

30 Irit Rogoff, "Stu dyin g Visual C ulture,” in The Visual C ulture Reader, ed . N icholas M irzoeff (Lon

don, N ew  York: Routledge, 1998), 14 .

31 David Freedb erg , Potęga wizerunków. Studia z  h istorii i  te o rii oddziaływ ania, trans. Ewa Klekot 

(Kraków: W yd aw n ictw o U n iw ersytetu  Jagie lloń skiego , 2005), XXXI.
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Later Belting not only upheld the statem ent that the scope o f art history's 
theoretical achievem ent is lim ited to autonom ous European artistic im 
ages, but at the sam e tim e -  influenced by Freedberg? -  opened the already 
constricted discipline not only to the return o f the W arburgian tradition, but 
also to the anthropological problems o f modernity, which were foreign to this 
tradition, and which Bildwissenschaft faces in  m any research practices. Its pos- 
tulated transd iscip linary character -  I w ill stress this once m ore -  defines 
the com plex objective o f developing adequate educational strategies while 
facing the transform ation o f culture that is defined by a single designation 
label -  the visual turn.

M y aim  has been to give a prelim inary account o f the outlines o f  a vast 
research area that is connected w ith  the iconic turn and to define the fo- 
cal points o f problem s contained therein, w hich require venturing beyond 
m onodisciplinary com petences. The title o f this sketch contains a question, 
nonetheless. The course of m y argument might suggest that I advocate choos- 
ing Bildwissenschaft, anchored in  the anthropology o f the im age, over Visual/ 
Culture Studies. Such a statem ent would be incorrect, along w ith the im pres- 
sion that my interest is limited to only those two research areas with disregard 
for the French, Russian or Polish contributions. W ith the form ative process 
o f the local version o f transdisciplinary knowledge about the im age in mind 
(and the sym ptom s o f such a process are ever m ore visible, not to m ention 
the initiatives undertaken by m edia theorists as w ell as anthropologists and 
sociologists o f culture) , 32 I have argued for the use o f the G erm an m odel in 
the prelim inary stages, as one that is better “developed” philosophically and 
historically, and only later “inscribing” into it the proposals discussed by the

32 The w ork s o f  M ieczysław  Wallis, M ieczysław  Porębski, Jan B ia łostocki m u st undoubtedly 

be p laced  am o n g th e  c lass ics  o f  Polish kn ow led ge a b o u t th e  im age. This su b jec t w a s  later 

expan ded  and develop ed  by th e  sch olars o f  n ew -m edia  im ages. Andrzej G w óźdź, w ith o ut 

q u estion , has done m ore than  anyone for the u n derstan d in g  o f  their s ta tu s  and d ifferen t con- 

figu ration s (both in his books and th e  w ell-p lan n ed  -  pred om in an tly p o st-co n fe re n ce  -  col- 

laborative w orks and an th o log ies o f  tran slation s w ith o u t w hich  w e  could hardly im agine con 

tem p o rary  a cad em ic  te ach in g  o f  th e  cultural stu d ies . The so-ca lled  an throp ology and visual 

so c io lo g y  (developed by K rzyszto f O lechnicki or -  lately  -  Piotr Sztom pka) e n co m p a sse s  only 

a fraction  o f  th e  p roblem s op en ed  up by th e  iconic turn -  th ey  analyze th e  role o f  im ages 

in th e  argum en tatio n  proper for their resp ective  fie lds o f  kn ow led ge. The la te s t  vo lu m es o f 

"K on tek sty” are visib le  p roo f o f  th e  o p en in g o f  th e  field o f  anthropological in terest in th e  world 

o f  im ages. Su m m in g  up I w ould  only w an t to  add th at I have u n dertaken  th e  first, prelim inary, 

"a tte m p t” a t con fron tin g th e  p roblem atic  o f  th e  iconic turn in a te x t  published in th e  periodi

ca I D yskurs 1 (2006). A lthough th is te x t  deve lop s, im proves and co rrec ts  th e  id eas contained 

th erein  it still bears, w hich  is hard to ignore in fa ce  o f  th e  rapidly grow in g literature o f  the 

su b jec t, a m ark o f  a "sketch ” or a "survey.” In its sh o rter form  it w a s  p reviously delivered during 

th e  p roceed in gs o f  th e  co n fe re n ce  organized by Jacek  Sójka M etody, paradygm aty, dyskursy. 

O sw o isto ści b adań kulturoznaw czych. (Poznań, 25-26 Apr. 2006).
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representatives ofVisual/Culture Studies (who have attained significant suc- 
cess in  investigating the problem atic o f new -m edia im agery and their con- 
texts). This proposed order com es from  the conviction that although trans- 
d isciplinary endeavors neither assert nor lead to -  as Mittelstrafó underlined
-  a “top-dow n” unification of the theoretical-m ethodological perspective, the 
condition o f their effectiveness is the stabilization, even if  brief, o f the basic 
sem antics o f notions and theoretical categories utilized and sim ultaneously 
developed for the num erous fields of research, diverse in their subject m at- 
ter, and focused both on h istory and m odernity. This kind o f  stabilization, 
to a much greater extent, I think, can be reached by analyzing the discussions 
and conclusions o f the scholars involved in  the creation o f the Bildwissenschaft 
(who use -  predom inantly in  an explanatory m ode -  the ideas from  other 
research areas). In turn the reference to the “framework,” that in the case o f the 
iconic turn is provided by the critical reconstruction of traditions o f Cassirer 
and the W arburg Library circle (only briefly m entioned here in  the m ain text, 
as w ell as in som e of the footnotes), embeds its problem atic very w ell within 
the broader context o f cultural studies.

Translation: Rafał Pawluk


