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Introduzione
Gaetano Chiurazzi*

Il presente volume di Tropos è dedicato al pensiero di Gianni Vattimo, in
occasione dei suoi 80 anni, e prende spunto da un convegno tenutosi a
Torino il 16 e 17 marzo 2016. I saggi qui pubblicati oﬀrono un punto di
vista, per quanto necessariamente limitato ma, riteniamo, signiﬁcativo, degli
eﬀetti che la ﬁlosoﬁa di Vattimo ha avuto, e ancora ha, sul dibattito ﬁlosoﬁco
contemporaneo. In particolare, si è cercato di cogliere questi eﬀetti dal
punto di vista della sua ricezione internazionale e toccando diﬀerenti temi.
Ne deriva uno spaccato che non solo ripercorre la produzione di Gianni
Vattimo, focalizzandosi su alcuni suoi momenti fondamentali, ma che ci
oﬀre una panoramica del modo in cui tale pensiero, attraverso mediazioni
che certamente fanno parte delle peculiarità tipiche dei Paesi di provenienza
dei vari autori, è stato ed è attualmente recepito.
Il saggio di Georg Bertram, In Defence of a Hermeneutic Ontology of Art,
oﬀre una rilettura, a partire dal libro di Vattimo Poesia e ontologia del 1967,
della concezione vattimiana dell’opera d’arte, individuandone il nesso con
la concezione gadameriana. Se infatti da Heidegger Vattimo deriva l’idea
del carattere eventuale dell’opera d’arte, come accadimento, da Gadamer
desume invece l’idea del suo carattere trasformativo, esperienziale, nel senso
— ben espresso da una formula che Vattimo usa nella sua Prefazione alla
traduzione italiana di Verità e metodo — di un’esperienza che trasforma colui
che la fa: è esperienza vera quella che è vera esperienza. Si mette così in luce
il carattere fondamentalmente pratico della verità dell’arte, la cui ontologia
è ermeneutica esattamente in questo senso: come produzione di sempre
nuovi signiﬁcati, impulso a riconﬁgurare le proprie pratiche quotidiane
(trasformativa, quindi, di una “forma di vita”), la cui radice ontologica
ultima risiede nella struttura ontologica stessa dell’esistenza umana.
La stessa enfasi sulla dimensione pragmatica insita nella concezione vattimiana dell’interpretazione è al centro del testo di Nicholas Davey, Praxis
and the Impossibility of Hermeneutics? Reﬂections on Vattimo’s Beyond Interpretation and “The Future of Hermeneutics”. In questo testo, Davey si interroga
∗
Professore associato di Filosoﬁa teoretica presso l’Università degli Studi di Torino
(gaetano.chiurazzi@unito.it).
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sulla possibilità stessa dell’ermeneutica come pratica, collegando tra loro
due testi distanti della produzione di Gianni Vattimo come Oltre l’interpretazione, del 1994, e Il futuro dell’ermeneutica, del 2015. L’“oltre” del primo
scritto è infatti inteso come alludente a un futuro dell’ermeneutica. A parere
di Davey, l’idea che l’interpretazione sia di per sé provvista di un potere
politicamente emancipante, come appare essere in Vattimo, nel momento
in cui sembra escludere la possibilità del fallimento, appare come “illuministica”, perché eccessivamente ottimistica. Si tratta allora, al contrario, di
vedere — secondo una prospettiva più gadameriana — nel fallimento stesso
dell’interpretazione il suo vero motore e il principio della sua apertura
verso il futuro: è perché l’interpretazione può sempre fallire che veicola un
potere emancipante e trasformativo, in quanto costringe a proseguire oltre,
e quindi apre nuove possibilità, permette e promette ancora un futuro.
Dorthe Jørgensen innesta il carattere pratico dell’ermeneutica su una
teoria dell’esperienza come dialogo immanente tra sensazione, fede e comprensione. The Dialogue of Experience vuole quindi mettere in luce il carattere
complesso dell’esperienza, il cui signiﬁcato pratico non è limitato al fatto
puro e semplice di essere un’esperienza, ma anche all’idea che, in questa
esperienza, ne va della funzione stessa della ﬁlosoﬁa e del ﬁlosofo, della
sua responsabilità etica. Di qui l’originale connessione di questa teoria dell’esperienza, che Dorthe Jørgensen viene elaborando da vari anni, con lo
scritto di Vattimo Vocazione e responsabilità del ﬁlosofo (2000): in fondo, essere
un ﬁlosofo — non nel senso professionale, o della mera applicazione scolastica di una ﬁlosoﬁa, bensì come essere impegnati nel mondo — signiﬁca
impegnarsi in un dialogo costante con l’esperienza, a cui si cor–risponde
(essendone quindi, in questo senso, “chiamati”). Quel che Dorthe Jørgensen
tenta in tal modo di mostrare è come essere ﬁlosoﬁ, ed essere, soprattutto,
responsabilmente ﬁlosoﬁ, coincida con l’essere profondamente in dialogo con
la propria esperienza e con gli altri che in essa inevitabilmente ritroviamo: il
che conferisce al “fare ﬁlosoﬁa” la sua indelebile curvatura politica.
Più centrato sul nesso tra la concezione ontologica e le implicazioni
politiche della ﬁlosoﬁa di Vattimo è il testo di Teresa Oñate, Ontologia ermeneutica e nichilismo alla ﬁne della modernità. Partendo da un’analisi di alcuni
punti chiave di La ﬁne della modernità (1985), Teresa Oñate elabora quel che
chiama un’“ontologia estetica dello spazio–tempo”, ovvero un nuovo modo
di intendere il rapporto con i luoghi e con la storia non più improntato alla
logica riduzionista e lineare del positivismo e dello storicismo, assunti come
ﬁgure tipiche della modernità. Questa logica sarebbe, secondo l’autrice, lo
schema del mondo capitalistico e consumistico borghese, contro il quale
far valere una diversa logica, il logos pluralista–interpretativo dell’ermeneutica critica, e soprattutto una diversa modalità di rapportarsi alla storia e al
futuro, una modalità “postmoderna”. Questa modalità non è comunque
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meramente nichilistica: correggendo in parte l’interpretazione vattimiana
del saggio di Heidegger L’origine dell’opera d’arte, Oñate intende la Terra
non come la morte o il nulla, ma come la potenza di alterità inesauribile
della vita e della sua creatività, una potenza trasformatrice che impedisce
la chiusura del Mondo su se stesso, e quindi l’oblio di questa diﬀerenza
ontologica. Il nichilismo ha quindi un uso esclusivamente critico, non può
essere inteso propriamente come una dimensione ontologica.
Al tema del nichilismo è dedicato anche il saggio di Rita Šerpytytė, Essere
nichilista oggi. Con Heidegger tra Nietzsche e Cristianesimo. Il titolo del saggio
dà già le coordinate entro cui si muove la sua analisi del nichilismo di Gianni
Vattimo, che si chiarisce nei suoi contenuti religiosi soprattutto a partire
da un libro che ha segnato una vera e propria svolta, Credere di credere, del
1996. La domanda che percorre tutto il testo è che cosa signiﬁchi essere
credenti oggi: l’atteggiamento nichilista consiste appunto nel non poter
più credere in forma immediata, ma nel “credere di credere”. È insomma
l’atto riﬂessivo che rende impossibile la fede nella sua pura immediatezza.
Facendo un confronto con Dostoevskij e Sartre, Rita Šerpytytė analizza il
nucleo costitutivo del nichilismo, ritrovandolo inﬁne nel modo stesso in cui
Vattimo intende il Cristianesimo, in quanto non religioso, e cioè non più
metaﬁsico, non forma di pensiero forte fondato sulla fede irriﬂessa, ma fede
consapevole, e cioè riﬂessa, che come tale indebolisce la propria pretesa
di verità, declinandosi in quella che secondo l’autrice è la vera cifra della
ﬁlosoﬁa di Vattimo, ovvero l’ironia.
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In Defence of a Hermeneutic Ontology of Art
Georg Bertram*

abstract: The paper analyses Gianni Vattimo’s hermeneutic conception of art. It
primarily focuses on the claim that art should be understood as a happening
of truth (Heidegger) and thus as a practice of transformation. It argues that
the claim has important ontological consequences, supporting this argument
with references to Heidegger and Gadamer. In turn, this argument prompts
an ontological investigation of art. The proposed ontology has at least four
elements: ﬁrst, works of art, which challenge producers and recipients; second,
interpretive activities performed by those who engage with works of art in
order to follow the conﬁgurations actualized by artworks; third, everyday activities that are transformed through the interpretative activities in question;
and fourth, activities of art criticism that recipients use to evaluate the impulses
they get from works of art. The being of art is constituted by a practice that
brings together these elements in their relations to one another.
keywords: art, artworks, art criticism, interpretation, transformation.

In his 1967 book Poesia e ontologia, Gianni Vattimo offers a powerful defence
of the hermeneutic ontology of art. Now, one may wonder what I mean
when I say “the hermeneutic ontology of art”. For everyone familiar with
the book, it is clear that Vattimo’s primary interest was not the ontology
of art per se, but using ontology to understand the origins of art. He thus
speaks of the “ontological foundation of art” (Vattimo 2008: 90), claiming
that art can only be understood if it is conceived of as being rooted in human
existence. And from this it naturally follows that hermeneutic ontology is
the best method to grasp it. It thus seems that Vattimo might find a study
on the ontology of art as such problematic, because for him, art can only
be understood in the context of a form of life that exceeds the limits of art
in many ways. The most important characteristic of the human form of
life is no doubt the fact that language pervades it. Thus, following Gadamer,
Vattimo says that above all else, every ontological inquiry must be an analysis
of what it means to live in language (cf. Gadamer 2004, part 3).
This said, I am aware that my inquiry into the question of what an
ontology of art might look like deviates from the path paved by Vattimo’s
∗
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research. But what does it mean to speak of an “ontology of art”, and, more
importantly, how can speaking of art in terms of ontology help us better
understand art itself ? In my view, an ontology of art is an answer to the
question “What is art?” Ontology in general tries to explain the meaning of
the statement “there is x”. Thus, in the case of art, we want to explain what
we mean when we say “there is art”. So much for terminology. But why
should one be interested in the ontology of art, given that hermeneutics
has already taught us that art has its foundations in human existence?
My answer is twofold: Firstly, it is crucial that we remain aware of
the risks inherent in conﬂating ontology in general with the ontology of
art. If we conceive of human existence as an existence deﬁned by artistic
creativity (as the early Nietzsche wanted to do, for example; cf. Nietzsche
1999), we end up watering down the speciﬁcity of what constitutes art.
Instead, we should insist on the fact that what constitutes art has its own
speciﬁcity, and should recognize that uncovering it necessitates ontological
inquiry. So, secondly, it seems important to me that we analyse the speciﬁc
ontology of art — important, because the ontology of art often founders on
a problematic ontological assumption. Although the temptation to assume
that artworks necessarily stand at the centre of an ontology of art is great,
this temptation quickly leads us to the assumption that understanding what
art is demands a detailed analysis of the speciﬁc properties of artworks. But,
to say it with Vattimo, this somewhat myopic view causes us to lose sight of
the fact that art is a bearer of truth — a source of experience in the sense
that it has the potential to change our world. But what could possibly make
up the core of an ontology of art if it isn’t the artworks themselves?
In what follows I will try to answer this question and in doing so I will try
to lay the groundwork for an ontology of art. I begin with two of Vattimo’s
claims that are fundamental for an ontology of art (part 1). I then develop a
basic outline of such an ontology by drawing on the works of Heidegger
and Gadamer (part 2). In the third part of my paper I will address the worry
that the hermeneutic ontology of art fails to account for the speciﬁcity of
what constitutes art because it is too general.
Dispelling this worry will make clear the ways in which art is a speciﬁc
practice distinct from others, and why it cannot serve as a paradigm for
human practice in general (part 3).
1. Two Basic Claims
I would like to take up two of Vattimo’s claims as a starting point for the
following reﬂections — two claims that are, in my view, very important
for understanding what art is. Vattimo shares these claims with the major
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hermeneutic philosophies of art, namely the philosophies of art of Heidegger and Gadamer. The ﬁrst claim goes something like this:
(1) Artworks develop their own laws.
How artworks do this might be explained in the following way: Every
work of art determines for itself how its elements are related to one another.
This might be easier to understand if we detail some of the concrete ways
elements are related to one another in works of art: there are relations
between words, between harmonies, between colours, between bodily
postures, between diﬀerent objects in an installation, and so forth. Such
relations deﬁne the conﬁguration of elements in a given work. For their
part, these relations tell us quite a lot, because they unfold their own mode
of meaning. They contrast with one another, establish boundaries between
each other, repeat, form transitions, and much more. These relations are
formed in a diﬀerent way in every single work of art.
Thus, we can understand many, if not all artworks as structures that
connect diﬀerent elements in a unique way; that is, as structures that connect words, tones, colours, or all of the above. What characterizes such
connections is the fact that individual elements only acquire their value
through their relations with other elements. In other words, in a work of
art, the identity of an element is deﬁned through the relations it has with
other elements. This is also true in cases where the artwork is made up
of elements that also exist independent of the work itself. Let us take the
example of a poem. A poem is, in most cases, made up of words within
a natural language, and hence draws on elements that, at least in some
respects, precede it. But the semantic compositions of individual words are
transformed in the poem. They do not merely have the meaning assigned
to them in ordinary language, but take on new meanings.
The way a work of art conﬁgures its elements is decisive for its relation
to its genre. Even though many artworks belong to an established genre,
such as the string quartet or the novel, the genre as such does not wholly
determine the form that individual works ultimately take. The attempts
of Noel Carroll and others to provide necessary and suﬃcient conditions
that must be satisﬁed by speciﬁc art forms like ﬁlm have ultimately failed
(cf. Carroll 1996). The reason for this failure is simple: It lies in the fact that
every artwork reinvents the art form it belongs to and in doing so alters the
very form itself.
Vattimo refers to Luigi Pareyson when he writes that an artwork has
to develop its “forming form” (Vattimo 2008: 83), which gives it its own
law independent of the rules of the genre. According to Pareyson, art is
a speciﬁc mode of formativity that every work of art actualizes in a new
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way (cf. Pareyson 1988). One could think of Adorno’s concept of the “law
of form” here, too (Adorno 2002: 3ﬀ.). The law of form is a concept used
to describe the ways in which an artwork constitutes its own identity and
thus — as Vattimo emphasizes — its own individuality. Since works of art
are not made out of concepts, judgments, and propositions, they cannot
use concepts to form their individuality. This is why Adorno claims that
the mimesis that constitutes the identity of individual works of art is “their
resemblance to themselves” (Adorno 2002: 104). Through the relations
established between their elements, works of art imitate themselves in all
of their parts. Their parts are formed in such a way that all of the parts are
integrated into the artwork as a whole. So much for the ﬁrst claim.
The second claim is:
(2) The experience of art is transformative in the sense that the act of engaging
with a work of art has the capacity to change the world of the recipient.
Vattimo articulates the second claim by deﬁning the experience of art
as a happening of truth. “There is an experience of truth when the person
who undergoes the experience is truly changed as a result of it.” (Vattimo
2008: 132) In the aesthetics of Heidegger and Gadamer, works of art make
it possible for recipients to have an experience in the robust sense of the
term. A happening of truth thus has a negative dimension. It does not leave
the world in the state it was in before the event. The artwork confronts
the recipient with a diﬀerent world. This, in turn, brings about a change in
her world. After engaging with the artwork, the recipient’s world appears
diﬀerently to her. In short, art is a practice of transformation, and the
transformation in question can be understood in a very concrete way:
Works of art make recipients see in new ways (like the paintings of Manet).
They make recipients move in new ways (like the music of Stravinsky). Or
they alter recipients’ emotions towards others (like Flaubert’s novels).
Following Gadamer, Vattimo lays his primary focus on the linguistic
aspect of what a world is, which in turn guides his inquiry into what it
means that happenings of truth form a new world. But if one thinks of
the works of Herder or Merleau–Ponty, to name just two examples, one
might also consider the role that perception or bodily movement play in
the formation of a new world. Our engagement with works of art not only
changes how we speak, but also how we perceive or move. This conception
of the transformative dimension of art makes clear that diﬀerent works of
art eﬀect changes in diﬀerent ways: Some works of art change the way we
see; others the way we hear; and so on.
How can these two claims serve as the foundation for an ontology of
art? For those who share the hermeneutic convictions articulated by these
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claims, it might seem that there is nothing left to do. But this is misleading. It
is far from obvious how both claims can be brought together. The following
question might make the problem clearer: How does an object that adheres
to a self–given law shared by nothing else in the world at large eﬀect a
change in that very world? At ﬁrst sight, it seems as if a law that only applies
to the very object that brings it into being has absolutely zero potential to
have an eﬀect on anything else. However, I think it is possible to maintain
both the claim that art gives itself its own laws and that it is a practice of
transformation. Nevertheless, we have some more work to do before we
can explain how it is possible to combine them with one another. And the
work to be done lies within the purview of the ontology of art.
2. Basic Features of a Hermeneutic Ontology of Art
There is a general tendency to conceive of the ontology of art as an ontology
of objects. Since art is realized by objects, it seems natural to view the question
of what artworks are as the fundamental question of the ontology of art. The
first claim outlined above might even give support to such an approach. If
every work of art develops its own laws, then inquiring into the specific
constitution of the work of art might seem to be the best way to illuminate
what art is. One might thus be tempted to define the specific constitution
of what art is in terms of the specific constitution of the work of art. But
we should resist this temptation. Because if we prioritize the work of art, it
becomes impossible to understand art as a transformative practice. I have
already touched on the reason for this: If we conceive of artworks as objects
bound by laws that apply to nothing else in the world beyond the individual
work, it is far from obvious how they can have an effect on anything else.
Thus, if we take the specific constitution of the work of art as the foundation
of an ontology of art, we will be forced to think of art as a practice that has
no effect on the rest of the world. This might lead us to conceive of art as a
practice of pure enjoyment or pure play — a conception of art that Vattimo
and many others reject for good reasons. Thus, we should not start with the
first claim alone. Rather, we should take both claims as starting points for the
construction of a viable ontology of art.
This provisional conclusion sheds light on both Heidegger’s and Gadamer’s aesthetics. Neither Heidegger nor Gadamer ground their respective
ontologies of art in the conception of artworks as objects, even if Heidegger
is not very explicit here. “The Origin of the Work of Art” begins with a
critique of the seemingly intuitive conception of the work of art as a neutral
thing that simply has special properties. Heidegger asks whether we have
a ﬁrm understanding of the concept of a neutral thing that makes such
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a conception possible (cf. Heidegger 1971, part 1). And, as is well–known,
he answers in the negative. Nevertheless, Heidegger’s contribution to the
ontology of art is ambiguous. It can be summed up in the claim that the
speciﬁc constitution of the being of art cannot be explained in terms of the
speciﬁc being of artworks as objects because we don’t have the concept of a
neutral object that we would need in order to construct the ontology of art
in this way.
Gadamer is much more explicit in his rejection of the idea that the
ontology of art should be conceived of as an ontology of artworks as
objects. He writes: “[...] this was precisely the experience of the work of
art that I maintained in opposition to the levelling process of aesthetic
consciousness: namely that the work of art is not an object that stands over
against a subject for itself. Instead the work of art has its true being in the
fact that it becomes an experience that changes the person who experiences
it.” (Gadamer 2004: 103) Gadamer’s reasoning is clear: if we think of art as
something reducible to artworks, then we have no way of conceiving of art
as a practice of transformation.
Gadamer, and to a lesser extent Heidegger, thus confront us with the
following question: How is it possible to construct an ontology of art that
does justice to the claim that art is a transformative practice? The answer
to this question seems easy to me: We should conceive of the ontology
of art as the ontology of a practice of transformation. So, what is art qua
practice of transformation? I would like to detail what such a practice of
transformation might look like by analysing three further claims.
(3) Artworks are inseparable from recipients’ interpretations of them.
Vattimo stresses several times that recipients and their interpretations are
constitutive for every work of art (cf. Vattimo 2008: 116ﬀ.). I wholeheartedly
agree with him, but I want to underscore the fact that we have to understand
this as an ontological claim. Gadamer’s concept of play might be helpful
here. In stressing that art has to be understood as a practice of play, Gadamer
claims that artworks and their recipients are inseparably bound up with
one another. There is no play if there is no way for the play to be played
(cf. Gadamer 1986, esp. part 1). Thus, the being of the play is co–constituted
by the players. Without them there would be no play at all. According to
Gadamer, we have to conceive of art in the same way. Without producers
and recipients there would be no works of art. This allows us to make
a slight correction to our ﬁrst claim. Even though it is true that every
artwork establishes its own laws, this is only half the matter. Rather, a more
complete understanding of the claim might go something like this: Works
of art construct their own laws in order to challenge their producers and
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recipients. That is, a work’s laws are not ends in themselves. Their very
singularity allows them to pose a challenge to their recipients, and in this
way they can have an eﬀect on the world beyond their own boundaries.
How does an artwork challenge its recipients? It does so by compelling
them to engage in a series of speciﬁc activities. I call the activities in question
interpretive activities (cf. Bertram 2014: 121ﬀ.). An interpretive activity is an
activity that articulates the conﬁguration of elements in a work of art by
reformulating this conﬁguration in a diﬀerent medium. Engaging with a
work of art is a form of articulation because it demands that one allows one’s
own actions to be guided by the relations contained in the work itself. In
this respect, we can say that artworks demand a certain mode of behaviour.
Using one of the central concepts from Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory, we can
characterize this behaviour as “mimetic” (cf. Adorno 2002: 112ﬀ.). A mode
of behaviour that recognizes things by allowing itself to be guided by the
structure of those things is mimetic. We would understand the notion of
mimetic behaviour falsely if we thought of it as being mainly passive (as
Adorno sometimes suggests). Recipients have to become active in order
to be guided by the artwork, such that aesthetic practices always have two
sides: on the one hand, they reﬂect the fact that a speciﬁc dynamic is founded
in the work of art itself, and that recipients allow their interpretive activities
to be guided by this dynamic. On the other hand, every engagement with a
work of art allows these interpretive activities to play out in diﬀerent ways.
In other words, recipients bring new approaches to the table every time
they engage with a work of art, and intervene in the practices of others in
diﬀerent ways every time they confront them with an interpretation.
Simply saying that the act of reception is an interpretive activity remains,
however, too general. An adequate conception of the transformative nature of
art necessitates a more precise account of the practices that enable recipients to
articulate the constellations of elements in specific artworks. Which activities
are involved? That is, which activities are interpretive activities? I will approach
this question by roughly sketching out a schematic distinction between four
types of receptive activity: bodily, perceptive, emotional and symbolic:
a) in explaining interpretation, bodily activities usually get left out. Nevertheless, in dealing with many artworks, they play a central role.
They typically come to bear in the reception of music, but also in
works of architecture and the plastic arts.
b) unlike bodily activities, we often pay attention to the role of perception when discussing artworks. However, such accounts usually do
not pay proper attention to the active quality of perceptions.
c) another form of activity has recently gained prominence as an object
of theoretical inquiry. Recipients ﬁnd their emotions constantly chal-
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lenged when engaging with artworks, and with narrative artworks
in particular.
d) as stated, we usually consider the symbolic, and, in particular, linguistic dimensions of interpretation, although we often run the risk of
losing sight of the way these activities articulate the conﬁgurations
actualized by works of art. Recipients often follow artworks through
linguistic articulation, or in the case of music, through singing along
or other forms of vocal articulation.
With all such activities, recipients articulate the constellations that unfold themselves in artworks. They develop these activities in the face of
challenges posed by artworks. It would burst the conﬁnes of this paper
to analyse each of the forms of practice mentioned. Thus, I would simply
like to make the functional similarity between them clear, since this is
something that is often overlooked in discussions on aesthetics. We usually
consider interpretation as being an articulation in words, and often conceive
of it as a distanced, cognitive way of dealing with the artwork. Such an
understanding may be common, but it is problematic in a double sense:
ﬁrst, a linguistic interpretation of an artwork is not necessarily a distanced,
cognitive way of dealing with the work, since an interpretation can only
succeed if a recipient is able to allow her interpretation to be guided by the
constellations contained in the work itself, without allowing it, as something
that is independent of the work in many respects, to gain the upper hand.
Second, such linguistic articulation is only one form of interpretive practice. In order to gain a full notion of these practices, we have to consider
linguistic interpretation in its relation to other practices.
If we step back for a minute, it becomes evident that none of the explanations of artworks and interpretive activities given thus far really offer
a sufficient solution to the problem that occasioned our inquiry in the
first place. They do not explain the transformative dimension of art. But
one might object that this is precisely what they do. If I say that recipients
are part of the very ontological constitution of the work of art and that
recipients engage with artworks by means of certain activities, then it
clearly follows that recipients are transformed by artworks. One could
bolster this claim by again drawing on Adorno’s concept of “mimesis”.
As already stated, interpretive activities have to be understood as mimetic
activities: They imitate the structures manifested by the work of art. Even
though I agree with all of this, this does not mean that the concept of interpretive activities alone provides a sufficient account of art’s transformative
dimension. Because addressing the way a work of art guides and alters the
recipient’s interpretive activities still leaves unanswered how this might
change the recipient’s world. Think, for example, of one of Cézanne’s paint-
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ings. These paintings provoke a very specific mode of perception. Their
very structure compels recipients to see in a particular way. But while this
might enable the recipient to perceive a new world, it does not change the
world itself. Thus, so long as our ontology of art remains founded in the
way the work of art guides the recipient’s interpretive activities, we can’t
say much more.
But we can easily develop the explanation further. We just have to say
that interpretive activities have an eﬀect on other practices that the recipient
engages in outside of the work of art. This enables us to say what we wanted
to say: Engaging with Cézanne’s paintings changes the way the recipient
sees the world at large. The artwork teaches her new modes of seeing that
are not only important for her engagement with art, but for her everyday
practices as well. Simply put:
(4) Interpretive activities change our everyday activities in the world at large.
This claim makes it clear that art is not just one practice added to other
everyday practices. Rather, everyday practices are constitutive for the practice of art. This insight has signiﬁcant consequences for our conception of
the ontology of art. Art is not only constituted by artworks and interpretive
activities. Art as practice is constituted by works of art, interpretive activities, and other everyday activities that are transformed by our engagement
with works of art. Artworks teach us new rhythms. They prompt us to
ﬁnd new words or experience diﬀerent emotions. As such, engaging with
a work of art changes the world of a recipient. The ontology of art has to
be formulated in terms of the ontology of a transformative practice that
encompasses artworks, interpretive activities, and everyday activities.
But our explanation is still not complete, because it still lacks a robust
account of the transformative dimension of art. Let’s take another look at
the fourth claim: Interpretive activities change our everyday activities in
the world at large. But what does it mean that interpretive activities eﬀect
changes in the world at large? Does every interpretive activity automatically
eﬀect changes in our world? Are artworks manipulating us? I think it is
important to make it clear that recipients remain free in their engagement
with works of art. This can be done if we bring the recipient’s critical
activities to the fore.
(5) The being of the work of art is always also determined by the recipient’s
evaluations of it.
In his book, Vattimo underscores the importance of interpretation and
criticism in art. As far as the latter goes, he writes: “Criticism, understood
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in its most general meaning, as a discourse on the work that starts from
the work itself, is an essential mode of enjoying the work, insofar as it
is not an accidental addition, grounded, as it were, on an encounter that
would happen at the level prior to discourse [...]” (Vattimo 2008: 55). For
Vattimo, the importance of criticism shows that art always has a linguistic
dimension and thus can only be adequately understood through hermeneutic ontology (in Gadamer’s sense). I completely agree, but I would like to
draw another lesson from the importance of criticism for art in general.
Art criticism is a practice that allows recipients to take a step back from the
initial impulses they get from the work of art and gives them occasion to
ask whether they value these impulses or not. Recipients reﬂect on whether
the artwork makes a valuable contribution to their everyday lives and their
self–understanding. The way we evaluate works of art takes many forms,
ranging from short conversations while reading a novel to long discussions
after a ﬁlm, blog entries, interpretations in art research, and — ﬁnally — art
criticism in the narrower sense. In all these forms recipients articulate what
they perceive to be the value or lack of value of the work for their world
and their everyday lifes.
The practice of art criticism thus rounds out the ontology developed
thus far. It makes clear that recipients are not manipulated by works of art
but are — at least to some extent — free to determine what they deem to
be valuable in a work of art. The decision as to whether a work of art is a
success or failure is thus left to the recipient. The freedom of recipients to
make judgments about a work is an essential element of art as practice of
transformation, and, even further, of the development of the arts themselves.
In other words, a crucial aspect of art as practice of transformation is the
fact that recipients make judgments about whether a speciﬁc work makes
a valuable contribution to their world and their everyday practices. And
by discussing art, producers and recipients constantly redeﬁne the arts.
Thus, art must be understood as a self–conscious practice in the sense
that works of art are always accompanied by reﬂections on what art is,
how it works, and why it is valuable. In a nutshell: Art is always bound
up with reﬂections on the concept of art. Here, “reﬂection” should not
simply be understood as the abstract practice of asking “What is art?” The
reﬂection that is constitutive for art is always concrete. It takes the form
of questions like: “Is this poem melodic?” “Did you notice the tensions in
the sonata’s ﬁrst movement? Do they really work?” By asking questions like
this, producers and recipients reﬂect on the poem and the sonata as forms
through which art is realized. They reﬂect on art in its concrete realizations.
In sum: What does it mean to develop an ontology of art as an ontology of
a practice of transformation? It means that we distinguish between different
elements of the practice of art that are irreducibly bound up with one another.

