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RESUMO

Ao delinear os parametros para uma antropologeaxtéao famigerado livro de Alfred
Gell, Art and Agency, deixou de lado boa parte mtiaopologia, o que coloca algumas
questdes tdo embaragosas quanto pouco tratadasseddzer boa teoria sem contar
com o acumulo de conhecimento nessa area? Ou as tegebem tratamento tdo
dispar que realmente nao faz sentido falar maiprémipios te6ricos comuns que
podem e devem ser aplicados a qualquer objetoz@edemos com uma narrativa tao
autocentrada? Partindo do pressuposto de que pdssé/el tratar teoria enquanto um
conjunto de maximas que se somam ou se substitneogmo um tabuleiro de pecas
gue se acomodam umas as outras segundo sua vatidedka, este artigo procede a
um exame da narrativa contida no livro de Gell,atéisulacées que realiza entre suas
proposi¢cdes. Examinarei, sobretudo, a leitura qaelbs autores que cita, como Peirce,
Sally Price, e outros, e como 0s encaixa na suaregtacao. O objetivo desse
exercicio é evidenciar, para além de suas progefsicdes, certas concepcdes sobre
arte contidas na abordagem que Gell sugere e ampli@feréncias para uma
antropologia da arte.

Palavras-chave:Alfred Gell, antropologia da arte, convencdes silichs, teoria
antropoldgica.

ABSTRACT

While delineating the parameters for an anthropplafgart, Alfred Gell’'s famous book,
Art and Agency, overlooked, for the most part, anpiological tradition. This raises
guestions as embarrassing as they are ignorddoassible to produce good theory with
no references to achieved knowledge in this pdeidield? Are the subjects within
anthropology so differently pursued that it is possible to refer to a common way of
approaching them? What exactly do we lose with sushlf-centered narrative? My
point of view is that theory cannot be treated bkiest of sentences that can be added to
one another, according to their isolated importambés article proposes an analysis of
Alfred Gell's narrative, of how he connects its jpogitions. | will examine, overall, his
readings, the authors he quotes like Peirce, aibe and others, and how he fits them
along his argumentation. The objective of this elseris to put in evidence, beyond
Gell's definitions, some conceptions about art aor@d in his formulations, and to
enlarge the range of potential references avail@alan anthropology of art.

Keywords: Alfred Gell, anthropological theory, anthropologfyart, symbolic
conventions.



Artworks are equivalent to persons, and art isséesy of action. These are the
axioms that underpin Alfred Gell's (1998) reframioigthe anthropology of art. These
ideas, central to his thought, are not necessawimter-intuitive to anthropologists. He
openly evokes other systems of thought in orderrtmmvent the common attribution
of absolute passivity to human artifacts, otherveiseuming that these objects are real
beings (and therefore, no longer objects). Gelietoee does not intend to limit himself
to a theory of indigenous art; he boldly extendsthesis to Western artistic production.
Crudely stating, it is tempting to accept and celebGell’s point of view, as it
corroborates modernist theories that preach re$pedifferent logics of thought
(whose comprehension is, according to him, onentifrapology’s task) and also richly
contemplates agency, one of the most cherishedeptsof contemporary
anthropology. Recognizing the impact of his bookplld like to critically rescue his
arguments as part of a simple exercise of methgitbreconstructiohwhose aim is
to ponder the parameters presently available atithropology of art.

Gell practically never quotes the great authothefanthropological tradition.
Evidently, a work that simply ignores the disciglig history to which it belongs fatally
incurs in inconsistencies. Otherwise, one couldogmassume that our great pioneers
have nothing to teach us, neither in terms of apibllogy of art, nor in terms of the
application to art of general principles of antlolmgical knowledge. These gaps cannot
just be added to what Gell wrote. Indeed, thouggledfiis rarely cumulative. These
absences, as | hope to demonstrate, in part s&ctife very consistency of what Gell
himself proposes; many ideas present in his wovie lrafact been already elaborated
upon and in due depth by a variety of authorsuiiclg the very notion of agency. In
this article | aim not only at reviewing this autisowork, but at rendering evident the
implicit meanings of some propositions and assumriatof ideas he relies upon. |
intend to apprehend from them a more precise @atihow Gell understands art and
what it entails, especially as it appears in modewciety.

In this sense, my intention is neither to solveanauestions of the anthropology
of art nor restrict myself to the virtues of thisdk, already stressed by a large number
of commentators, but to expand the horizons witttirch they should be considered.
Generally, the impression | was left with afterdieg Gell's book does not differ from
the one expressed in Robert Layton’s (2003) cfiicicle: the work is brilliant, at the
same time that it shows serious structural probj@&sigecially its neglecting of possible
contributions from semiotics (as long as the deegutions with the linguistic model
are taken). Hence, my point of departure is goiniget Gell’s proposition of an
anthropology focused on how art operates in itdeodrof production (and | would add
as a first supplement: and ésend whose conclusions are applicable to anyesoci

My reference for ‘methodological reconstruction’Nrio A. Eufrasio (1999, p. 251): “A first possibl
characterization of methodological analysis isghecess of identifying scientific discourse’s catusive
elements (terms, statements, arguments, and fotiondx in terms of their structure, functions and
relations at various levels and aspects. In ottedsy of establishing modes of occurrence andiogisit
structurally or dynamically among these elements,their hierarchy, articulations, functions and
‘ultimate’ validity, and then objectively and mettaeoretically interpreting and assessing them.ictyr
speaking, | am not methodologically reconstructdgjl’s book, but rather incorporating this exerdise
the content implicit in the association betweendbestitutive elements of scientific discourse.

2 An artwork’s fruition does not hinge on the falsat it was produced in the environment where it was
created. There is nothing artificial or illegitinreah the incorporation of products which are exaéto the



The term “esthetics” will have a great centralitynny argument, as it sheds interesting
light on Gell's understanding of art and of diffet@reas of knowledge, including the
specificity of anthropology.

As | mentioned above, the book does not quote sktely from the
anthropological literature on art. However, rightits second paragraph, Gell makes
reference to the recent output of an importantraptblogist. That is not exactly a
consecrated work, such as those of Geertz or LieaisSs, but Sally PriceRrimitive
Art in Civilized CentersThe reasons behind this choice and this worklsence
within the disciplinary field are not presented vidgheless, that is the token that works
for Gell as a means to represent and criticizesthte of art of the whole anthropology
of art. This criticism is thus stated:

Anthropology, from my point of view, is a socialestce, not part of the
humanities. The distinction is, | admit, elusivat i does imply that the
‘anthropology of art’ focuses on the social contaixart production, circulation,
and reception, rather than on the evaluation diqudar works of art, which, to my
mind, is the function of the critic (Gell, 1998,3).

Price’s reference carries a clear rhetorical fumgtsince Gell wants to distance
himself from two propositions defended by the pgsed#e transcribes: firstly, that the
eye of theconnoisseuis not immuné,and, secondly, that the primitive’s outlook is
also endowed with its own characteristic discerrsiefihe first point made by Price
warns us to the risk of ethnocentrism, to how calty embedded the esthetical
judgment is; the second to the fact that the ewdsis socially cultivated and it sees
what it is trained to see. Gell does not disapptbese statements, but he also avoids
understanding them as axiomatic to the anthropotdgyt. The finality of the general
project contained in both assertions is deemea: tihd elucidation of non-Western
esthetical systems.

Following Price’s reference, Gell proceeds to pwnt on Michaell Baxandall’s
work on the ways of seeing in Italian Renaissarscarmther representative of this
tradition. Gell assumes this position momentaritlydo express a reservation: if this
commonality is true, the only distinction left bet®n anthropology and history refer to
the systems each discipline tries to elucidatel' $Gaiticism carries a first subtle but
still important equivocation, which introduces aisg of imprecisions that wind up
jeopardizing the scope of his claims: the sequesed to present his arguments infers
that the esthetical system and the ways of sealanging to a cultural system are the
same thing. We already realize that these firssages both propose an interesting
renewal of the discipline and overshadow conceptusiakes — i.e., indistinctions
between levels of analysis and tendentious examypllesrefore making room for
conservative practices and forms of thought th@nakely compromise the very
construction of an anthropological theory alonglthes Gell initially proposes. This

group. See, for instance, Cristina Torn’s (1988jigating work on the appropriation of the Last fens
images by Fijians.

3 Attention to the way Gell constructs his argumémiglies less a complete examination of his boakth
a more microscopic look which is still represenatof the whole. My focus will be on the early page
where he lays bare the main core of his thesis sétjuels and examples taken from the other chapters
4 4...] the eye of even the most naturally gifted noisseur is not naked, but views art through the le
of a Western cultural education” (Price apud GEI8, p. 2).

® “[...] Primitives (including both artists and crisiy are also endowed with discriminating eye [...]"
(Price apud Gell, 1998, p. 2).



aspect becomes even more evident if one pays attsetion to the book’s first pages
and to the elements they mobilize in order to bailtistinction between Sally Price and
himself, between “elucidating modes of seeing” andanthropology attuned to social
relations. The opening phraseArt and Agencysserts that an anthropological theory
of the visual arts is usually understood, firstlg,a theory of artistic production in the
colonial and post-colonial societies typically saddby anthropologists, and
additionally, as a theory about the so-called “fiira art” exhibited by museum
collections, now renamed “ethnographic art”. Anhaopological theory of art would be
a theory of art turned into anthropological artalénging these notions, he grounds his
first axiom: that an anthropological theory of @nhnot distinguish art produced in our
society from that produced in other societies. 8ghently, he introduces Price, goes
through Baxandall and arrives at the aforementigregosition on social relations.
The indirect criticism of Baxandall is meaningfiddause the author is equally
cited by Geertz (2000) in his famous es8alyas a Cultural SystenThere, it stands for
an excellent raw model for an ethnography of arkepan opinion corroborated by
many other anthropologists. Recently, the samdl@éataal school that gave origin to
Baxandall's work inspired Carlo Severi in a senésnovative texts belonging to the
anthropology of art, image and memory. Howevertresity to what Gell wrote, to this
historian a “way of seeing” is not equivalent toemthetic system. In fact, his book
argues exactly against this association. Thedeatence oPainting and Experience in
Fifteenth-Century Italgtates: “A fifteenth-century picture is a testimafya social
relationship” (Baxandall, 1991, p. 11). His centraérests are, therefore, social
relations. This distinction is fundamental for aysimple reason: the comprehension
of a “way of seeing” is never enough to evaluatg amwork. The unveiling of the
“visual education” of an epoch does not allow ugutige or presuppose judgments vis-
a-vis the beauty of a particular work (assuming tha criterion of “beauty” is
important at all). It only allows us to be ableuttderstand what forces are mobilized by
the act of appreciation. The analysis of judgmerdsld be a different research step,
which may or may not unfold according to the oragiabjectives set by authors or
texts. Baxandall simply reveals to his readers wiest probably seen, regardless of
whether those who saw it actually liked it, whettiezy found it technically well-
executed, if their particular opinion had any relese or if any esthetic parameter was
ultimately mobilized by their opinion.

Moreover, despite the connections Gell wishes tabéish between Price and
Baxandall, one could argue that her book carriesatid attempt at understanding ways
of seeing, unless negatively, as she only showstheway we are used to approach
primitive art is loaded with prejudices. Neither hesearch among art critics follows
this path, and it could even be classified as dhrapology of professions, as the book
converses only on their identities and their corhpnsions of the work they perform.
Therefore, differently from what Gell presentswhat Price intends is not to discuss
the value of artworks, be they traditional or rete is interested in the application of
esthetic judgments, something which is fairly diéfet from Gell's emphasis on classes
of objects. Her conclusions elaborate on what tkeegnceptions commanding the
application of our esthetic judgment can show alooutsociety. Her own point is
selection, not judgment. She does not even congigkstioning if, and by which
means, these values resonate outside of this tielee which would be in fact a quite
interesting project.

Although I disagree with Gell’'s reading of Pricedad®axandall, | do recognize that
his critique of the former is not completely groless$. Her text lacks a robust analysis
of social relations and is certainly fragile inglspect. This absence is rendered clear



when she engages in a survey of opinions withosit $ituating her readers in terms of
what they refer to. For instance, what is her ineaw with the museum security about?
British common sense? The background and previoussework required to work in a
place like that? The police? Religious convictioB&3pite its groundlessness, Price’s
general thesis, that museums and their collectiane more to say about ourselves than
about the “primitive” people they portray, is riahd instigating, being in some ways
closer to what Gell himself proposes.

Relevant to the point | am attempting to make heecbnsequences of Gell's
particular reading of these authors for the totaiithis arguments: the way he
expresses himself conveys the impression thatvstigate the functioning of a social
group is tantamount to assuming its values. Esthefn perfectly be the object of
anthropological analysis without the latter ultiglgtbelonging to the field of esthetics.
The issue elicited by this problem is to what edterould Gell not incur in the same
mistakes he criticizes, that is, a discourse absfesuicial relations, if we understand
them along the lines proposed by Marcel Mauss. I@onto Mauss, his declared major
inspiration, Gell does not incorporate the defantof art present ikthnology and
Anthropology which is one of the main guidelines of our difiog. In this work,

Mauss (1993, p. 9) proposes that art is that wisisocially recognized as sicfhere

is nothing tautological about this definition. Maus concerned with how the
institutionalization of practices ultimately defsyehat they are, being inscribed on
their categorization. In other words, he is integdsn the object’s absorption into a
classificatory system, which may or may not be stidny the researcher. With this
orientation, Mauss wants to avoid the researchpggsonceptions about his object of
inquire. We should not depart from any a priorintigcation of the object; we must
rescue how it is conceptualized by those among wihdimes”. How do we do this? A
main research tool is the understanding of nomé&mes, their meanings, the general
system in which they are inserted and the soclalabtheir contextual enunciations.
From this perspective, within our society it wobkel absurd to avoid, as part of a debate
on art, the reference to esthetics, artworks andriiique. In sum, instead of
approaching in anthropological terms art criticiand the objects mobilized by the
esthetic discourse, Gell opts for a general refudak however is inaccurate, hasty, and
perhaps inconsistent, since it imposes undesitabits to anthropological thought that
convert it into a boundary of reality, and not arenanalytical perspective.

From this imprecision stem consequences which wilgrate these original
slippages: according to Gell, the statute of aredevant because the anthropology of
art, aiming to be distinct from sociology, cannestrict itself to the scope of what is
officially recognized as art. It cannot, in faclkt about the statute of the artwork,
because these terms carry undesirable partial tatioras: “An object which has been
‘enfranchised’ as an art object, becomes an aeoblegxclusively, from the standpoint
of theory, and can only be discussed in terms®ptrameters of art-theory, which
what being ‘enfranchised’ in this way is all abo(®Bell, 1998, p. 12). The fact that
something is noted as artistic does not make dtkgect of art only from the perspective
of art theory, but also from those who deem criticbe authorities defining what art is
or is not. This does not mean that these opinioe$ased on an obvious consensus, but
that there is a set of experts, widely recognizedueh, who project to the rest of

® In Mauss’ own words: “Aesthetic phenomena form of¢he largest components in the social activity
of human beings, and not merely in their individaativity. An object, an action, a line of poetsy i
beautiful when it is recognized as beautiful by iaority of people of taste. This is what peopéd the
grammar of art. All aesthetic phenomena are in sdeggee social phenomena” (p. 67).



society a particular comprehension of what is ahdtvis not art, by means of their
performance as critics, professors, curators,Tétis is also a meaningful social
phenomenon, which deserves to be studied as muatyasther. Furthermore, that is
how any society or any sphere within it works. Vdearot take Catholicism only as that
which is defined by priests and bishops, but wenoaignore the Church either. It
ultimately depends on what our object is and howcin@umscribe it. Elaborating on the
previous example: to study priests, their discquupbringing, etc. is neither
synonymous to a Catholic viewpoint nor a way ofoigng the fact that some people
may recognize themselves as Catholics regardlede @ atholic Church and even
against her.

The care that Gell embodies in his rejection diest recognition, however, is
extremely important and must be observed: we camaesplant our discourse about
the esthetical to other cultures and hold in tbeanches the fruits they are supposed to
carry. Here we realize again the rare balance ltweightness and naiveté. The
premise is more than correct, and it is reprodusesst and over through the various
conceptual forms Gell introduces. However, the igapbn of this principle, especially
in regard to Western societies, is biased, agpases a mechanistic relation between
the spheres of society and an excessive degreenuddeneity in Western culture.
There is no equivalence between the attributiohefstatus of artwork to an object and
its official recognition as such. The artistic gttion can take place even against
official recognition. Here | agree with Layton whiee highlights the interested and
selective way whereby Gell mobilizes examples toatmwrate his theory. Moreover,
official recognition is never equivalent to instittnal recognition. Art produced in the
academy, for instance, can be opposed to whattttie &ficially recognizes as being
representative of the nation. But the situations logyehe anthropologist during
fieldwork are still more complex. An example ardsider artists who struggle for the
same official recognition dedicated to canonic vgoflr their incorporation in museum
collections and expositions, for art contests baseohore inclusive criteria, and who
engage in these disputes with no expert knowletigateesthetics or statecraft. With
this attitude, Gell compromises mechanisms of argcription of the object that are
more suitable to the phenomena one finds on thengto

In these terms, the status of artwork tends to dneccentral if one studies societies
that take this status as a reference, and thish@ay interesting point of comparison
between societies. | fully comprehend Gell’s cldimat the anthropological definition
cannot be confused with the esthetic definition.aiMlrhave been striving to alert,
though, is that he should make more evident thel lefvdiscourse and inquiry at which
this refusal is necessary, and at which leveliés@nce is indispensable. The truth of
the matter is that the existence of the art obgerhpossible without a minimal
recognition of this object as such. In this setise proximity between the official and
the sociological discourses does not respond tonétteodological principles of
sociology or anthropology. This confusion redudesdomplexity of social life to
simplistic dichotomies. The central question is:a@@not ignore the social mechanisms
that make something what it is; otherwise, we wdiddhaturalizing the social life of
objects as if their natures were ultimately defibgdomething intrinsic to them,
entirely beyond the agency of men.

None of my arguments so far contradicts the inc@atpan of the art object’s
agency in research. This point, by the way, isngt. Merleau-Ponty (2004, p. 23) had
already postulated it at least 50 years ago:



Things are not, therefore, simple neutral objduds we contemplate ahead of us;
each of them symbolizes and evokes to us a cexteiduct, they provoke on us
favorable and unfavorable reactions, and that ig mvan’s tastes, their characters,
the attitude they assume toward the world and thegriors can be read on the
objects, the colors they prefer and the places pinefer to perambulate.

It is not necessary to lecture here on the cetyrafithis philosopher or the whole
hermeneutic tradition to anthropology, which nolygiroposes that objects should be
treated as persons, but goes even further to deaetnguage expresses our
comprehension of objects in a spontaneous manii&ct ghat must be accounted for by
our current analysis:

Our relation with things is not a distant one; eatthem speaks to our body and to

our lives, as they are marked with human charasttesi(docility, tenderness,

hostility, resistance) and, inversely, they livausias a multitude of emblems of the
conducts we love or despise. Man is invested amg#hiand things are invested on
him. To use the psychoanalyst jargon, things aneptexes. That is what Cézanne
wanted to say when he called to mind the “halofigisitransmit on painting

(Merleau-Ponty, 2004, p. 24).

With this attitude, cultural transposition gainsahunore interesting and
responsible dimensions. The problem is no longapki to understand the limits and
possibilities of the agency of objects or esthetiocepts, but the whole set of terms and
situations which concern objects, and that requodse approached both comparatively
and in its internal relation’s.

Regarding the problem of the circumscription of éiséhetic object, Shaeffer
(2004, p. 25) remarks: “A peculiar aspect of thesgpective is that it defines esthetic
facts as a class of objects that is opposed wtadir classes of objects”. That would be
the temptation behind the tendency to delimit @prantological class to these objects,
instead of locating them into a subclass of objectgeneral. Esthetic objects share an
esthetic property. It is exactly against this kafcupposition that anthropology
evidences the agency that institutes art, whidatés broken down through art critics’
actions, journals, courses, etc. The assumptiainthiere is a truth about the object
nested in itself is the basic principle underpignathnocentric prejudices, including the
esthetic. From this supposedly embedded truth dsfible idea that the recognition of
an object as artistic is a matter of differentbability, manifested through taste, what
winds up instituting a determined taste as therpater for all others. Anthropology is
dedicated to show precisely that there is no usaldéaste inhabiting any social
configuration, but only patterns of culture (to hdary Douglas’ terms). From this
perspective, one can only react with surprise th<=satement, also stressed by
Layton (2003, p. 448), that he is working with atuitive identification of artistic
objects: “most of the art objects | shall actuaiscuss are well-known ones that we
have no difficulty in identifying as ‘art’; for inance, the Mona Lisa”. If we take as a
reference the consecrated, he is indeed corrdwtrwise, the affirmation is absolutely
false, as only a few have the skills needed toamnhe reasons behind Mona Lisa’s
fame.

The central issue is to know how to approach aiBpetass of objects — artistic
objects — without ethnocentrically ontologizing therld. We ought to be able to

"In this regard, perhaps even more than Sally PAcgin Appadurai (1990) would be an important
reference to a broader theoretical constructiorutbbjects, whether artistic or not, in our society



incorporate the agency of these objects while demebusly denouncing them as
arbitrary social constructs. In other words, t@ees the native terms, that is, the life of
the objects, means to treat them as entities whmsal existence relies upon human
action. | do not even believe in a final answethis dilemma, as sought by Gell. It
cannot be unraveled by a logical arrangement. Botitiples are essential to
anthropology, to the respect of cultural differesnd&/'e could not solve this question
without placing an undue emphasis on the objeelfjtahich is ultimately Gell's
solution. It is telling that many of the analysesumdertakes in his book in order to
illustrate his points virtually omit all the objsttontext of existence. They are reduced
to a very limited set of agency relations, stri¢igified according to a certain moment
and environment. Before we move on, it is necessaexamine Gell’'s answer in more
detail.
The definition he suggests is not institutionathesc or semiotic; it is theoretical.
The art object is whatever is inserted into thet'girovided for art objects in the
system of terms and relations envisaged in theryhgo be outlined later). Nothing
is decidable in advance about the nature of thisobjbecause the theory is
premised on the idea that the nature of the adablig a function of the social-
relational matrix in which it is embedded (Gell 989 p. 7).

Few were as straightforward as Gell in insertirggrtbwn names into the canons of
an investigative current, in exercising an agerscyrgortant as his in a certain field of
knowledge. Anthropology is a language, and the mgeof new possibilities requires a
lexicon. The theory he presents embraces the gatiods follows:

| propose that ‘art-like situations’ can be disanated as those in which the

material ‘index’ (the visible, physical, ‘thing’)gomits a particular cognitive

operation which I identify as the abduction of age(Gell, 1998, p. 13).

His definition of index is of an entity from whidne can make a causal inference,
or an inference about the intentions or capaattiiesother person (Gell, 1998, p. 13).
For abduction, he understands an empirical rulatecein order to render predictable
that which otherwise would be mysterious (Gell,8,99. 14). A problem seems to be
whether this formulation is enough to stakeoutsipecific contexts of researéhn the
pages that follow, Gell deepens his extricatiotheke terms. According to him, the
index, being visible, can be an instrument or altex social action. Agency exists in
any situation where an intention is attributed fmeason or a thing which triggers a
causal series.

Gell claims to be drawing on Charles Sanders Peifoewhom the index is a
causal inference of any sort or an inference atfmuintentions or capacities of
someone else. The example he presents on pagedr@er to clarify his ideas and
notions, is (and he acknowledges that) very reatirsgnoke is an index of fire. If there
Is smoke, one is allowed to assume that theredslfithe same is proven for human
action, then we have agency. Peirce also resottetemoke example, but before that

8 This is Gell's purpose, defined and introducedpage 4 of the same book as a criticism to Boas who,
according to him, was not successful in this emisep

° Robert Layton (2003) has adopted an approach tts@efinitions which is at once broader and less
precise. Besides Peirce, he resumes Saussure, MaodiUmberto Eco, among others, in order to assess
the importance of such definitions for anthropololgly criticism is different, though; as stated gash

in this paper, it refers to the construction of IGehrgument. | have therefore departed from the
importance that Gell himself attributes to the autie quotes.



he explains that an index is a sign which diffecsrf an icon or a symbol. The index

would be thus characterized:
An index is a sign which would, at once, lose tharacter which makes
it a sign if its object were removed, but would loste that character if
there were no interpretant. Such, for instanca,pgece of mould with a
bullet-hole in it as sign of a shot; for withouetkhot there would have
been no hole; but there is a hole there, whethdrady has the sense to
attribute it to a shot or not. A symbol is a sighietr would lose the
character which renders it a sign if there werénterpretant. Such is
any utterance of speech which signifies what itsda@y by virtue of its
being understood to have that signification (Peifeel.], p. 131).

By introducing the smoke example, Peirce targat&at, not a generic (or
utilitarian) explanation but a specific one. He s to clarify the kind of connection
between the individual object and the memory thaalel characterize the index. This
connection is neither one of similarity, nor oneaoflogy, but is a dynamic one. “If A
says to B ‘there is a fire’, B will ask, ‘WhereZonsequently, A will be forced to recur
to an index, even though he is still referring maradefinite place in a real universe, past
or future” (Peirce, [s.d.], p. 131).

The example above shows how Gell, in fact, hasn@lerstanding of the index
which differs from that which supposedly inspirethhPeirce, who is concerned with
the type of connection between memory and individbgect, does not define the index
in physical terms. In the next page, indeed predidhis confusion, he anticipates
himself: “The considerations above might have legireader to imagine that indexes
carry an exclusive reference to objects of expegeand they would not be useful in the
field of pure mathematics, which deals with, asfiéctively does, with ideal creations,
unconcerned with their concreteness.” (Peirce,][99d132). One of the outcomes of
this biased comprehension of the index is Gellaneples of agencies grounded on real
objects and on the relations we establish with thHeéenhypothetically asks whether a
little girl would easily throw her beloved doll aw&om a life boat in order to make
room for her annoying brother. Of course not, heasars. And what is Michelangelo’s
David if not a doll for adults?, he concludes. Attng to him, the passage from a doll
to an idol is very short. Why do we avoid such brious comparison and refuse to see
something so evident? He answers that the compahia® an awkward effect on us not
only because we are unwilling to compare ourseiwehildren, but because we feel
uncomfortable to compare dolls to idols (Gell, 199818). The object, for Peirce, is
not concrete, but an indicator that might not béemal nor linked to concrete
experience. The adequate comparison, if we aralltmanf Peirce’s lead, would be
between the types of connection holding togetheretaments introduced by the little
girl situation and the connection between anyoreRawvid, not between the doll and
David directly.

Anthropology has been concerned with the second d&drmguestion. If we were to
readdress Gell's problem, we would ask: would tiieude of this little girl be the same
if she were a Catholic or a Protestant? Indianwpbpgean? How did she come to
imagine that the doll was a friend? Who participaig this fantasy? Is there any sort of
connection between how someone conceives a dolihengeneral relation with the
objects produced in a certain culture? What kindavfnection does she think she has
with the doll? This line of inquiry concerned witie investigation of social events or
facts was built in opposition to positivism, withwithout biological background. To
compare the attitude of an adult with that of ddchn fact recalls an old-fashioned



supposition that the relation between the first dedlatter’s universes is that of a
higher or lower development of innate faculties.afMbevokes is human nature, the
actualization of a spontaneous, natural and urevéesdency. The existence of the
artifact “doll”, its similitude with the human begrand the relation between the child
and the object need to be explained in the firstql before the actual analysis takes
place. What this example shows, more deeply, isohemon difficulty of transposing
to art, as an anthropological object, some of tloegdures we apply to any object.

Gell's attachment to the object has a motivatiordistance himself from the idea
that to make anthropology of art is to unveil agiamge. He comments: “I believe that
iconic representation is based on the actual relsermd in form between depictions and
the entities they depict or are believed to defiGill, 1998, p. 25). Once | read a book
about gnomes that argued for their reality on th&dthat many cultures, in diverse
parts of the world, had described them as “elent&hi@s much in appearance as in
habits, in spite of utilizing different names tadaekss them and understanding them
each in its own way’ Apparently, there are two ways of explaining thigh about
gnomes: either they really exist and those whoatdelieve in them are blind and in
need of releasing their sensorial energies, orredaged with a phenomenon of
symbolic convention. Strictly speaking, anthropgibgs established itself by rejecting
both alternatives. Since the debate on rationadifgvans-Pritchard and symbolic
efficacy in Lévi-Strauss, anthropologists have gmxion systems, aiming to prove that
a culture’s truth is the culture itself. Its is@dtelements, whatever they are, need a
foundation, as they always make reference to wéirgiog.

Refusal of both the real and the conventionalearty incompatible, but only if
they are placed at the same level of reflectionpésciples of reality, we assume the
truths of the groups we study, but as a principlenalysis, we cannot do this. We need
to treat them as conventions, otherwise we wouidpietely lose the anthropological
reason, and our objects of research would disap@éaist’'s image, for instance, has
been the object of heated theological discussidasy believe that when they see the
picture, they see how Jesus actually looked likéis&s even understood their works as
a revelation. The question thus seems to be: Catoven anthropology that recognizes
Christ’s images without discussing the basis andhaeisms through which they were
produced? Without first understanding certain cotro®s? Many are the downside
dangers of assuming that this is really the appearaf the son of God. The first of
them is to eventually incur in racism. Many segtiegast Christian groups have as one
of the grounds of their supposed racial superidhigyaxiom that the chosen people is
white, and they prove this argument through sontbege images. Thus, an important
part of the struggle against prejudice is preciselynderstand that representations are
what they are, representations, a fact that doesmaoar on judgment in terms of falsity
or lie. Although there are peoples subjected te letense cultural contacts with distinct
cultural groups, this does not mean that theraardistinctions and conflicts among
them about different versions of these culturalrameena.

Bruno Latour (1996), ifretite Réflexion sur le Culte Moderne des Dieuxi€laes
lectures on a very peculiar trace of Western matlenve denounce the material and
manufactured aspect of other cultures as if this thia proof of religious inefficacy and
magical stratagem and, simultaneously, we resabjects with religious functions that
are similar to those we deem to be the productiofippve minds. By questioning
others about the fallacy of similitude or the d&viorigin of an object, we do not resort
to reasoning akin to the one we dedicate to oueselVhat is one example in which

1% This is the bool© Livro Secreto dos Gnom@Boortvliet; Huygen, 1993).



both possibilities are being mobilized at the saime: a group that argues for the
similitude between an object and the entity, whdolwngrades another group for not
being able to see that the similitude that theytseding the object to the supernatural
entity is the product of a symbolic convention. \Wtie researcher believes, in this
case, is highly irrelevant. What matters is howditeation was concretely lived. No
judgment is expected from the anthropologist, by the analysis of social
interactions (and here | am fully in agreement v@#il, although | think he is
equivocated regarding what constitutes such reigatio

Gell's dismissive attitude vis-a-vis symbolic contien follows the same path as
his statements: he never places himself cleanhantnership or opposition vis-a-vis the
great anthropologists; as a result, we do not kesactly to whom he addresses his
critiques, and we know even less about the comtiethis criticism. It is much simpler
to build a general critique to the idea of artaaggluage than to utter a specific
formulation. His main refusal, expressed in muétipiloments in his work, has to do
with deciphering a visual code of communicationt @annot be defined in terms of
what is and what is not integrated into this codgther can anthropology can put to
itself the task of deciphering or translating ihedof the most important authors
employing this analogy is Geertz, although he daggroperly follow any of the ways
Gell believes this option incur. For Geertz (2000120), “To be of effective use in the
study of art, semiotics must move beyond the camattbn of signs as means of
communication, code to be deciphered, to a corsaiderof them as modes of thought,
idiom to be interpreted”; not a new “cryptographiyg,, a substitution of signals, but “a
science that can determine the meaning of thingghéolife that surrounds them”.

A much criticized aspect of Geertzian anthropoltrgguently mentioned by post-
modernists is the extension of this code, or lichiment to a conception of society as
a coherent and organized whole. That is also ptesdis formulations about art: “We
could even argue that rites, myths and the orgtaizaf family life or the division of
labor are actions that reflect the concepts deweldgy painting similarly to how
painting reflects the concepts subjacent to sditédl(Geertz, 2000, p. 102). When it
touches this point, Gell’s critique is pertinemigdayet outdated. Art does not necessarily
reflect anything; it might establish a tense relatvith other codes or even oppose
them. Gell's book looks more consistent when weigrthese subtle passages that lead
from a critique to another of the anthropologicatiition, between the association of
elements that seem very close but which carry novatgnce between the will to
decipher and that of reconstituting a whole.

Effectively, Geertz (2000, p. 104) rejects decipigrand that point is repeatedly
made in his essay. He goes even further: for hmre¢lationship between the
“symbolic elements [...] that compose a semioticeaysthat, for generic reasons, we
would like here to call esthetical, have an idewle- and not mechanical — connection
with the society in which it presents itself”. Taggument makes evident how the idea
of reflex carries for Geertz a double connotatmmthe one hand, it insinuates a general
coherence binding the spheres of social life; endttner, it argues that any translation
involving art cannot possibly be but if not in ardwn terms; that the relation between
art and society must be established through sootetiisn of art as an autonomous
sphere of investigation. In other terms, art i®eipof entry to anthropological research
as legitimate, self-sufficient and revealing as ather. Art is not explained by religion,
by politics, nor by the general mood prevailingatertain moment in a certain group. It
has a life of its own. The relation with the otkpheres of social life is, therefore, one
of the first steps of investigation (if one ignotke continuity that Geertz calls the
general experience of life, | would completely agwéth this point). That is what



Geertz seems to suggest when he differentiatggriaral terms, art in the West and in
the rest of the world from folk terminologies am@$e used by common language. The
supposed isolation of art in the West is exacttyfirm whereby it is connected to the
totality of society.

In regard to this specific point, Geertz is muckdeothan Gell, and his proposals
establish the question of the approximation witihetscs (on the latter’'s terms) as a
primary issue. There are two ways of dealing whi telation between esthetics and
anthropology. The first is through study, as thgobof anthropology, in the same way
that anthropology may take itself and any otheaa®an object of inquiry; the second
is by dialoguing with aesthetics’ literary canorori¢ of these options actually answers
the question about esthetics being or not beimgrestultural category. The first option
accords to it a status equivalent to that of ahgiosocial group, such psinksor
skateboarderd® The second demands us to find invisible bridgéséen both fields of
study, in case they actually exist (and | belidhveytdo). A safeguard must be
mentioned here. Aesthetics does not include a dloséefined opinion about anything;
there is no consensus on the nature of its olgeen less about how to approach it. To
classify a production as esthetic requires theauthbe aligned with a trend of thought
from which we both may be allowed to talk and fthd references to do so.

Hence, Gell's statement (1998, p. 3), “I believatttne desire to see the art of other
cultures aesthetically tells us more about our @eology and its quasi religious
veneration of art objects as aesthetic talismduas) it does about other cultures” is
slightly superficial when it comes to employ theme‘aesthetic™? Again Gell is too
imprecise and eventually confuses distinct soagialigs in a significant
misrepresentation of the constitution of our sgci€n the one hand, he is obviously
correct when he exhorts us not to take part oroegss of evaluation of primitive art
and the one produced by our society; on the otherfunction cannot be confused with
aesthetics as a branch of philosophy. The art mateacademic world, museums and
journals dedicated to the public are not a singbeig. They might even work with
completely disparate criteria. A successful artialy not have any recognition of his
production from aesthetics. Equally, a work highsgeemed by aesthetics might not
have any repercussion or understandability for mesple — which is, incidentally,
what happens to many artworks. The question “Ithaéss a transcultural category?” is
an elusive one. It is necessary, in the first pléxeefine a reference for aesthetics, and
second, to inquire if it is useful for anthropologiyd for the dialogue that it establishes
internally and externally with other fields of kntatige, groups or peoplé$An
important point about utility is certainly the corepension it generates, which demands
significant care lest we do fall on the trap ofretbentrism. In sum, and reiterating, the
question itself is senseless and the possibilitgtmot be disregarded.

11 Katia Maria Pereira de Almeida (1997, p. 3) underss a much deeper and refined avenue of
approximation in the tradition of Pierre Bourdiéun fact, as Miceli notes, Bourdieu seems to hawenfl

a way out of the dilemma pertaining to the dichogdretween ‘object of knowledge’ and ‘real objetty,
acknowledging that the sociological foundations fbe distinctions and categories used would
themselves derive from the division of labor opegft a particular social formation.” Thereforeer
while defining its field of knowledge, aesthetiasveils particular social formations. The same haide

for anthropology, bringing both disciplines togetlie terms of a shared threshold of the division of
knowledge and its relations to social formations.

120n aesthetics as a transcultural category, seedrf$996).

13 What to say, for instance, about the broad delhteh includes an art critic like Hans Belting, who
incorporates anthropology and challenges the allegversalism of the history of art through redpec
cultural diversity? See Belting (2006).



Rather, Gell defines abduction as the distinctitega for his anthropology of art,
a concept that | have not tackled yet. Accordingéarce, it indicates the initial moment
of an inductive process, in which a hypothesi®leded as a possible explanation of an
empirical fact:* The dictionaryAurélio defines it as an imperfect even though plausible
reasoning, also referring to apagoge and violgstura. This second set of definitions is
akin to those found in thé/ebster's New Worldictionary. | am not convinced that any
of these alternatives is adequate to the kind ehagbrought forth by an artwork. On
page 29, and drawing from the notion of abducti®el] creates a table that crosses
types of agents and patients. The columns and comsin the same elements: artist,
index, prototype? recipient. The artist, in these terms, may ocadhgyposition of
either agent or patient. If in both there are tleraatives, as the agent he is the
creative source, and as patient he is the eyewitoiethe creative act.

The interactive processes binding people to eadudr @nd to objects of any sort
seem to me to be far more complex than what thig tzonveys, as the previous
example taken from Bruno Latour’s book sought tmdestrate. A parallel with a
consecrated theoretical framework, Max Weber’s sypledomination, might be useful
here. They are powerful especially because of geiplicity and comprehensiveness,
which prevents the interpreter from confusing theii the real. In Gell one sees the
opposite. We have a total of 20 possibilities ddittens involving art objects that intend
to embrace all possible forms of interaction.

Considering all his suspicion vis-a-vis esthetgs|l's analysis of Duchamp’s
work is contradictory, to say the least. Firstlgchuse he uncritically reproduces
classifications created by critics, such as thésteaubist and futurist tags. If Gell had
had a more considerate attitude towards thosetkatded him, he would have
realized, pace Elia$ that we should not surrender to these classifinatiat easily.
Secondly, he affirms that Duchamp has become athelatedly and because of his
satiric spirit, more than for any esthetic pretensiGell seems to suppose that satire
carries no esthetic possibility, which is defingtel more rigid position than that taken
on by much of esthetic discourse, including Duchdunpself. Lastly, the idea that this
artist consciously materialized ideas about theptaal flux in Russerl, and that he
made possible and visible the object’s agencypisansistent. In fact, this flux might
appear clear to academic artists. Before modernlssne was no consistent effort to
break with esthetic norms and the constructiomefartist’s role as a vanguard that
challenges all that precede it. Any painting prggged a dialogue with others, and
creativity was linked to the project of achievingansolutions to problems of
composition based on particular works by those whre considered the great masters.

Roy Wagner, in a seminal book, revealed how therapblogist does not capture
“culture” as part of his exercise of investigati@uontrarily, he undertakes a
construction that depends on his relation to onatloer informants. | do not want to
engage here in a long chain of citations abouttmtemporary critiques to the notion
of culture, or to make a balance of post-moderrosmther tendencies that incorporated
these critiques, but only to express my surprigh am analysis that ignores these
contributions. One of the main precepts of modathrapology is that, as anyone else,
the anthropologist cannot dialogue with this maxjreapra-personal, coherent,
articulated, monolithic entity called culture. Dachp, therefore, did not lead the

4 See Nicola Abbagnano’s (2007) dictionary of ploloisy.

1°A prototype is the entity which one believes tar®gresenting (Gell, 1998, p. 26).

'® In Sociologia de um GénidNorbert Elias (1995) asserts that social evemas were actually lived
cannot be accounted for or even framed in the oagwe use to distinguish among artistic processe



culture of his time or interacted with it in a plaged manner. From a methodological
point of view, the first question to be asked isevwehhe exposed his work, how his
works were received, by whom, when, in which cirstances, etc. This has been the
path taken by much of contemporary productio®n the contrary, what can be
evidenced is that a person lives in her time, winnight be interesting if one is willing
to understand some common characteristics of péatitimes and means, but has
nothing to say about this or that person or artwonarticular. | am not interested in
proving wrong the characteristics Gell attribut@$hte works analyzed, but in showing
that the history of battles is not only that ofajrgenerals, that geniality, as a
potentiality of culture, is less individual than aths normally supposed, and that is
what needs to be investigated and traced alorupitsrete realization's.

| definitely agree with several points in Gell'sdbo that anthropology of art is
supposed to do more than decipher codes, thamdtipart of its competence to
evaluate artistic works, that we must incorporaedagency of objects in more
audacious ways than the usual — in this sensejdmstand the celebrity achieved by his
book. The manner through which he mobilized thesspectives from modern
anthropology in order to propose a renewed apprtaalt is important and must be
taken forward. However, his conceptual imprecisitso elicits suspicion, as in the case
of the concepts he borrowed from Peirce; the alesehanthropological theory, a cause
of many important flaws in his overall argumens Histinction between levels of
analysis and the principles that orient them, betwmethodology and theory. Lastly, it
is a little unsettling the way Gell sets his foaumsthe object, taking art as a given (see
his abovementioned analysis of Duchamp) and alfeading us back to positivistic
comparisons between decontextualized elements.

The starting point of any theory is the artistigeaib, regardless of its definition.
The initial question of any investigation suggedtgdvauss is still the best alternative:
what makes something be considered what it is?r@ibe we would be committing, as
Schaeffer (2004) has demonstrated, a dangerougiziation of the object. This
question is not incompatible with the incorporatadrihe object’s agency, as it may
appear. The first work | know that incorporatesraxyein a direct fashion is precisely
Aby Warburg’s ([s.d.]) ethnography among the Hawier a century ago. The main
purpose of Warburg is to understand how it is atrtstd in a symbolic way; although,
as Fritz Sax| ([s.d.], p. 149) argu€s/Varburg never questioned the manner in which
the fusion between the lightning and the serpenhduhe ritual that became widely
known as “The serpent’s ritual” happens to thedndithemselves. For Warburg, as for
the Indians, the lightning is the serpent, whidady demonstrates that the inquiry of
forms does not necessarily entail a disagreemehttive ways of thinking that host
them.

It is always good to recall the premonitory warngugygested by Cardoso (1986, p.
98) for any research:

However, this vogue of new techniques of investigaand the interest for the

social actor in flesh and bone were not followedalpponsistent theoretical-

methodological critique. They answer to a malaaseisapproval of fast

7 Even though not exclusive, such questions areedaimiliar to those who work with the notion of
performance. This partly accounts for its imporigriastead of departing from general data, preneefi
cuts of the real or pre-conceived categories, tithierio performance guides the researcher to oglati
that are real and immediately lived in the extemdivat they have according to a criterion whichatis
once investigative and a datum of reality.

'8 On this subject, see Narayan and Rosaldo (1993).

% This is a recent edition which contains commemtd/arburg’s piece, including those by Saxl.



generalizations and too abstract explicative sclseBt the return to the concrete
has happened through the same paths first tracpddpvist science.

What Cardoso denounces is how theoretical framesvoake become a declaration
of principles, more than the construction of ariebftreferences. Gell is very good at
that. He indeed declares principles with whicha igood measure, | would agree. But |
wonder if that is enough to establish the basisafoanthropology of art — which cannot
refrain, as Layton (2003, p. 460) has stressed) fronsidering that art objects rely on
their correct reading in order to become effectisesecondary agents, a fact that
demands a semiological approximation.

Translated by Bruno Reinhardt
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