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Laurie Schneider Adams, The Méthodologies ofArt:An Intro
duction. New York, Icon Editions, Harper Collins, 1996,236 
pp., 4 colour plates, 73 black-and-white il I us., $20.00 (U.S.), 
$28.50 (Cdn) paper.

“Immensely complex, [there is a] convergence of many lev- 
els of meaning [...] in a single artistic product” (p. xvi). 
These opening remarks by the author of The Méthodologies 
of Art: An Introduction appear to assert that a work of art is 
more than an ahistorical aesthetic object and more than an 
art historical object. Indeed, such words suggest that the 
author recognizes arts embeddedness in socio-economic 
structures and epistemologies. Furthermore, in writing a 
book with the title, The Méthodologies of Art, the author 
seems to acknowledge that the act of interpreting a work of 
art, even of providing an historical basis for an art object, 
is positioning oneself within a complex network of inter- 
weaving and ever-changing cultural languages. And cer- 
tainly, considering the diverse methods that this author 
examines (Formalism and Style, Iconography, Marxism, 
Feminism, Biography and Autobiography, Semiotics, Struc- 
turalism, Post-Structuralism and Deconstruction, as well as 
Psychoanalysis), one is readily led to believe that Laurie 
Schneider Adams, like many art scholars in the last few déc
ades, has crossed strict traditional art historical boundaries.

In light of the ever-expanding discipline of art history, 
there is no doubt that one would welcome a book that 
historicizes and effectively élucidâtes the various traditional 
and contemporary méthodologies. One has, of course, al- 
ready seen the burgeoning of such studies in text-based dis
ciplines. Terry Eagleton’s book, Literary Theory,1 is a good 
example. Eagleton’s concise, lucid and transparent writing 

on a broad range of contemporary méthodologies (though 
not comprehensive and not directly related to art) has served 
even the art history scholar. Anthologies, such as Critical 
Theory Since Plato and Critical Theory Since 1965,2 hâve 
also benefited academies espousing new interdisciplinary 
approaches.

This is not to say that art historians hâve failed to pro
duce their own valuable literature. There are numerous an
thologies of traditional methods, among them the important 
Modem Perspectives in Western Art History, which contains 
classic essays by such canonical figures as Frederick Antal, 
Henri Focillon, E.H. Gombrich, Erwin Panofsky, Alois 
Riegl and Heinrich Wôlfflin.3 In his Art History and its 
Methods,4 Eric Fernie, the Director of the Courtauld Insti- 
tute of Art at the University of London, has compiled a 
sélection ofwritings from Giorgio Vasari to Griselda Pollock 
and provides commentaries on the various approaches. 
While Fernie takes into account the problematics underly- 
ing some contemporary théories and methods and negoti- 
ates them in light of the critiques of the discipline and the 
advent of the “new art history,” in many ways, his interpré
tations remain grounded in a traditional art historical per
spective.

Other art historians hâve dealt exclusively with con
temporary approaches. James M. Thompson’s anthology, 
20th Century Théories ofArt, includes the writings of a broad 
range of contemporary theorists (though only one by a 
woman) and provides brief but lucid overviews of the vari
ous methods, as well as valuable suggestions for further read- 
ings.5 Recently, one has also seen the emergence of books, 
such as Critical Terms for Art History, which bridge critical 
theory and art history.6 This particular book contains per
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tinent and engaging writings by outstanding scholars on 
such topical issues as représentation, simulacrum, original- 
ity and appropriation. A recent publication, Art as Theory: 
Theory Rules, offers insightful essays on the links between 
art, art criticism and theory and acknowledges the shift away 
from pure art history toward a broader cultural history.7 
Other books of collected essays explore the application of 
the new critical approaches to the expanded field of visual 
culture. The most recent, Visual Theory: Painting and In
terprétation and Visual Culture: Images and Interprétations, 
both edited by Norman Bryson, Michael Ann Holly and 
Keith Moxey, provide excellent readings by renowned schol
ars such as Mieke Bal, Thomas Crow, Arthur C. Danto, 
Rosalind Krauss, Linda Nochlin, John Tagg and Lisa 
Tickner.8 There are also numerous books and collected es
says on gender studies, post-colonialist theory and cultural 
studies that now feature in the libraries of art scholars.

Despite the scores of invaluable books and anthologies 
that are available, many will agréé that what is still wanting 
is a primer that disentangles the intricacies of the multi- 
disciplinary théories in a clear, succinct manner, without 
compromising their complexity, and without ignoring the 
problematics that engendered them. Such a primer would 
recognize the interrelatedness of the various approaches and 
their applications to visual culture. What the new art his
tory needs, in other words, is a comprehensive study of the 
various traditional and contemporary méthodologies that 
is scholarly and accessible. A tall order — a daunting task 
for one author. Nevertheless, Laurie Schneider Adams has 
assumed the challenge, if one accepts the statements made 
in the promotional material for this book and if one relies 
on the information provided on its jacket, which includes 
a prestigious endorsement by David Carrier. It is fair to say 
that Adams’ book has been set up to raise certain expecta
tions - expectations, unfortunately, which are quickly 
dashed.

One could, of course, argue that in an ever-changing 
discipline it is difficult to be all-encompassing. However, it 
is not simply that Adams makes certain omissions: discus
sions of post-colonialist theory, critical theory, cultural stud
ies are absent. Adams’ study is disappointing in a more 
fundamental way. One finds in her book not only glaring 
silences and astonishing exclusions but also strange miscon- 
ceptions and a surprisingly dated perspective that counters 
the very méthodologies she describes. Her writing barely 
hides her opinionated stance and quite traditional view of 
the rôle of art and the artist. Indeed, it is paradoxical to 
find, in the introduction to a book addressing contempo
rary méthodologies, a statement such as, “(ejven a three- 
dimensional représentation, such as a sculpture, is an 

abstraction’ from nature...” (p. 10). How can such an au
thor effectively examine post-structuralist théories and 
deconstruction? Furthermore, when one reads the mono- 
lithic analyses of iconic works in her opening chapter, “What 
is Art?,” one wonders why she ever undertook this project. 
In fact, her lack of a nuanced reading makes one ponder 
the emptiness of her earlier words about an image being “a 
convergence of many levels of meaning” (p. xvi). This is 
not the only contradiction. Indeed, her opening chapter 
paves the way for further surprises.

Even a cursory glance at Adams’ study reveals funda
mental gaps. Thumbing through the book for the first time, 
perusing its index and its illustrations, one is struck by the 
absences. For example, out of the 73 black-and-white illus
trations and 4 colour plates, there are only five images of 
works made by women artists and two non-western works. 
Since the images by women artists serve to illustrate her 
chapter, “Feminism,” one must assume, then, that wom
en’s art is inappropriate for illustrating the other suppos- 
edly “masculinist” methods.

Adams’ examination of contemporary methods begins 
with two chapters entitled “Contextual Approaches:” the 
first covers “Marxism;” the second, “Feminism.” Although 
she begins her discussion of the former by examining how 
Marxism affected interprétation of history, the reader gains 
little insight into the Marxist dialectic and the concept of 
historical materialism. Nor does Adams provide any clear 
explanation of the superstructure-substructure dichotomy 
or, more specifically, of how art, art history and society 
(inter)relate. Adams does give brief overviews of the writ
ings of some classic “Marxist” art historians, briefly sum- 
marizing, for example, the writings of Frederick Antal and 
Michael Baxandall on the social, religious, political and 
économie context of Italian art production in the fifteenth 
century, as well as elaborating upon Arnold Hauser’s so- 
ciological reading of the sixteenth century. She also pro
vides a quick overview of Svetlana Alpers’ study of 
Rembrandt and the marketplace and T.J. Clark’s study of 
Delacroix and Manet. However, even in her discussion of 
Clark’s social art history, the reader is not given any indi
cation of how the Marxist approach “revolutionized” art 
history. This reader would hâve expected Adams to articu- 
late what Clark calls “the connecting links between artis- 
tic form, the available Systems of visual représentation, the 
current théories of art, other idéologies, social classes, and 
more general historical structures and processes.”9 It is most 
surprising, however, that she fails to make concrète con
nection between Marxism and feminism, even in the chap
ter, “Feminism.”

Adams begins this particular “Contextual Approach”
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by pointing out that the feminist challenge was twofold: 
the first was to consider ways in which women hâve been 
discriminated against both as practicing artists and as “sub- 
jects of art;” the second was to recover information about 
the contributions of women, “both as artists and patrons” 
(p. 79). However, in her hasty discussion of the représenta
tion of women in art, Adams makes the astonishing state- 
ment that feminist théories based on “assumptions that both 
the artists and the viewing public are male” (p. 80) support 
T. J. Clark’s interprétations of the male viewer. Does this 
make Clark in some way the father of feminist revision- 
ism? Strange that, regarding the issue of the male viewer, 
one finds not so much as a mention of Laura Mulvey’s sémi
nal essay on the active male gaze and the objectified fe
male.10 Nor is there even a casual reference to the Marxist 
feminist, Griselda Pollock. Indeed, Adams might hâve 
greatly benefited by reading Pollock’s critique of Clark’s 
perception of feminism as just one other methodology.11 
Moreover, Pollock’s decade-old essays on feminism and art 
history are far more insightful, complex and compréhen
sive than the information provided by Adams.12

This is not to say that Adams does not draw on some 
feminist writings. In fact, she briefly summarizes a few clas- 
sic case historiés by such authors as Linda Nochlin, Mary 
Garrard and Abigail Solomon-Godeau. I shall pause for a 
moment to comment on the essay by Solomon-Godeau that 
Adams briefly outlines.13 As an incisive study of Paul 
Gaugin’s “primitivism,” Solomon-Godeau’s article raises 
pertinent questions and astute observations regarding the 
représentation of the “native” woman. It is most ironie for 
Adams to mention this insightful essay, given how it con- 
trasts so sharply with her own rather innocent reading of 
Gaugin’s paintings in her chapter “Iconography.” Indeed, 
Adams’ perfunctory summaries of the writings of feminist 
scholars tend to make the reader lose touch with many of 
the significant issues they hâve raised. Moreover, even 
though Adams remarks how feminists hâve questioned the 
high-low art dichotomy and the hiérarchie gendering of the 
arts and crafts, it is not apparent that she understands the 
real impact of feminist interventions and how these hâve 
triggered the radical revisioning of art history — without 
which the author arguably would not hâve written her book 
in the first place.

In short, Adams’ study provides little insight into the 
structural gender bias ingrained in the discipline of art his
tory and no analysis of the problems inhérent in the project 
of redressing a discipline based on hierarchical categories. 
Adams provides no genuine inquiry into issues that hâve 
preoccupied feminist scholars and artists for the past few 
décades: not into the politics of représentation, not into 

the question of sexual and gender différence, not into is
sues regarding subjectivity and identity.

Indeed, throughout this chapter, her répétition of such 
phrases as “according to feminists,” “feminists argue...,” 
screams out that she has positioned herself on the outside. 
This location does not provide her with greater objectivity 
but only with a disregard for the issues at play. This real- 
ized, it is not then so curious to find that two-thirds of her 
chapter, “Feminism,” is based on biographical accounts of 
historical women featured in Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party, 
1979. It is Chicago’s work, Adams notes, that serves her “as 
a framework for a discussion of feminism and art history” 
(p. 86). Her notion of a feminist art history is to repeat, 
for the nth time, the story of Artemisia Gentileschi’s râpe 
or to write at length about the personal relationship be- 
tween Georgia O’Keeffe and Alfred Stieglitz and how this 
particular female artist rejected feminists’ readings of her 
work and stated that the “only people who ever helped me 
were men” (p. 98).

If Adams’ superficial overview of feminist art historiés 
lacks perspicacity and rigour, so too do her analyses of the 
other contemporary théories. Adams’ two chapters on 
“Semiotics” (one entitled “Structuralism and Post-Structur- 
alism” and the other, “Deconstruction”) are a case in point. 
Here, the author has a wonderful occasion to examine the 
significant impact that structural linguistics, structuralism 
and post-structuralism hâve had on art theory. However, 
the opportunity is lost. It is not in Adams’ book that one 
will find clarifications about the use and abuse of many of 
the terms and concepts. Nor is it here that lucid explana- 
tions are offered on how semiotics relates to the art object 
and to the construction of meaning.

Adams does not adequately relate the relevance of 
Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory about the arbitrary relation
ship between the signifier (the sound-image or graphie im
age) and the signified (the concept or meaning the signifier 
refers to). Rather than explaining Saussure’s clarifications 
about the conventional perception of a symbiosis between 
word and thing, sign and referent, Adams speaks at length, 
and with a certain nostalgia, about how the Old Testament 
and Edenic language “reflected reality and was in perfect 
harmony with it” (p. 137).

Also, her writing provides no insight into the funda- 
mental distinction between language {langue) and speech 
{parole), between speech and writing {écriture), between the 
concept of différence and differance. As a resuit, Adams 
withholds essential keys to understanding the distinction 
between structuralism and post-structuralism.

Most unfortunate is that Adams has also missed an ex
cellent opportunity to highlight the overuse and misuse of 
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the current buzzword “deconstruction” — a word which has 
become a kind of "passe-partout," incorrectly employed to 
mean a great number of things (to critique, to criticize, to 
analyse, to décodé, to destroy, to destruct ...).

Although a whole chapter is devoted to deconstruction 
and to Jacques Derrida’s book, Truth in Painting, a reader 
unfamiliar with post-structuralist theory would be hard- 
pressed to understand Derrida’s position on truth, on the 
metaphysics of presence, even on his deconstructive strate
gies. Adams discusses, among others, Derrida’s chapter, 
“Restitutions,” (which deals with the famous Heidegger- 
Schapiro debate regarding the “true” attribution ofVincent 
Van Gogh’s, Shoes, 1886). Adams’ account, unfortunately, 
does not convey the wonderful, whimsical and witty play 
of words about shoes and about laces that tangle and dis- 
entangle, that ravel and unravel, that snarl and unsnarl, and 
that tie the two thinkers, Heidegger and Schapiro, together. 
Derrida’s is a humorous, hilarious account of how hollow 
dark holes of whose (?) shoes swallow up the truth daims 
of these would-be truth-makers. It recounts how the hook- 
like laces ensnare and lure these authoritative authors into 
speaking about the truth: about the “truth” that lies within 
painting, about the truth that “lies.” In my mind, this is 
one of the finest examples (at least for an art scholar) of 
Derrida’s playful and lyrical deconstructions. Here, words 
slip and slide over truth and untruth, making visible what 
lies obscured and hidden when one speaks of “truth.” A 
Derridean reading would reveal that it is Adams herself who 
has become ensnared and entangled in her words: words 
that speak not of Derrida, not of deconstruction, but about 
herself, about her fixed position, her hidden belief that there 
is an origin, an original model, a stable meaning, an essen- 
tial truth in art.

Adams’ “truth” has, moreover, concealed the significant 
implications of post-structuralism and deconstruction. Not 
one word is uttered about how deconstruction has served 
feminist and post-colonialist scholars. No insight here into 
how post-structuralism relates to subjectivity, identity, dif
férence. Yes, Adams does comment on Roland Barthes’ 
“Death of the Author” in her curious final chapter entitled 
“Aesthetics and Psychoanalysis: Roger Fry and Roland 
Barthes” (the title surely says enough). However, her pecu- 
liar remarks obscure what is at play: “[Barthes], like 
Foucault, ‘killed’ ail his literary predecessors, when he cham- 
pioned the death of the Author ...” How do such words 
permit a reader to discover that the “death of the author” 
opens up new notions of the subject in movement and in 
flux. How then can one ever expect to find a word about 
how the loss of a strong subject position affects the project 
of feminists and other disenfranchised groups who hâve 

never possessed a powerful voice with which they might 
speak as subjects and thus articulate their subjectivity. These 
dilemmas and problems are invisible in Adams’ book.

Not even in her chapter entitled “Biography and Au- 
tobiography” can the reader learn about the numerous de- 
bates and critiques regarding the author, the omnipotent 
genius or the universal subject. There is nothing here on 
the discourses that construct the myth of the artist and the 
institutional powers that create and perpetuate the “name” 
of the artist. Another flagrant omission, in this regard, is 
Michel Foucault — a curious oversight given the enormous 
impact Foucault has had on contemporary art writing. Fie 
earns only two brief (and negligible) sentences.

One of the more perplexing and misleading studies in 
Adams’ chapter on “Semiotics” is her discussion of Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty. Although this philosopher wrote a book 
entitled Signs and although he acknowledged Saussure’s 
théories, this does not warrant placing him in the realm of 
the semiotician, the structuralist, the post-structuralist! Even 
more puzzling, Adams paints this phenomenologist as a 
hybrid of Roger Fry and Ernst Gombrich.14 Adams gives 
us no due as to the manner in which Merleau-Ponty’s phe- 
nomenology undermines Cartesian dualism, how he rewrites 
the meaning of the cogito. There is no intimation here as to 
how Merleau-Ponty reclaims a carnalized vision wherein 
subject and object remain inextricably intertwined, no in
sight into Merleau-Ponty’s words about “sensible speech” 
that “tears out or tears apart meanings in the undivided 
whole of the nameable.. ,”15 And there is nothing about how 
Merleau-Ponty perceived a work of art to be a convergence 
of subject and object, nor a mention of how pre-existing 
language is mediated by the artistic subject. For Adams ail 
this apparently suggests that “Merleau-Ponty believes that 
the life of an artist ‘follows’ the life of his art” (p. 141).

Annoyed with such bewildering misconceptions and 
flagrant omissions, this reader was impatient to end this 
chapter and to read about a method in which Adams was 
apparently more conversant — psychoanalysis.16 Indeed, the 
opening sentence in this chapter appeared to announce a 
different tone: “The psychoanalytic approach to art history 
deals primarily with the unconscious significance of Works 
ofart” (p. 179) [my emphasis], Anthropomorphizing a work 
of art is certainly a humorous, ironie way to begin. These 
words bring to mind W.J.T. Mitchell’s witty and masterful 
“What do Pictures Really Want?”17 Would Adams be plac
ing a work of art on the analysts’ couch? Not at ail.

As in the other chapters, Adams’ study consists simply 
of cursory overviews - this time of certain psychoanalytic 
théories of Sigmund Freud, D.W. Winnicott and Jacques 
Lacan. Given the impact of psychoanalytic theory upon
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contemporary critical writing dealing with issues of repré
sentation and spectatorship, with the construction of gen- 
der and sexual différence and with the question of 
subjectivity and identity, and given the expectations cre- 
ated by a book that purports to discuss the various con
temporary methods, it is astonishing that Adams could 
justify including only these authors. There is not so much 
as a hint that there exists a whole body of significant writ- 
ings on psychoanalysis and visual culture by renowned 
scholars and artists, many of whom are women.

Even her discussion of “Lacan and the Power of the 
Gaze” is remarkably general. This is no doubt due to its 
complexity, as Adams herself admits: “Lacan’s writing is 
difficult, and what follows is a brief summary of a few of 
his concepts explicated by Anthony Wilden” (p. 206). Be- 
cause of her cursory approach, the link between Lacanian 
theory and visual images is obscured. An example: “In 
Giotto’s Nativity, the play of the gaze is contained within 
the narrative of the picture. In Duchamps L.H. O. O. Q., on 
the other hand, the gaze opérâtes self-consciously between 
the viewer and the represented woman” (p. 210). Without 
contextualizing these particular works, and without theo- 
rizing the notion of the gaze, her examples fail to provide 
insights into the significance of Lacanian theory as a method 
of analysis.

My review of Adams’ survey of the méthodologies of 
art ends where she herself begins, with the traditional ones. 
Here I offer only a few comments. I remain laconic about 
these chapters on “Formalism and Style,” “Iconography,” 
“Biography and Autobiography” because I believe that I 
hâve already conveyed Adams’ position sufficiently: her 
belief in the story of the great artists, the iconic works of 
art, the unambiguous harmony between word and image, 
sign and referent, her conception of ancient notions of mi- 
mesis. Indeed, Adams simply repeats here the androcentric 
and Eurocentric taies we hâve so often heard.

In a book that deals with the various méthodologies of 
art, this reader would hâve expected Adams to make visible 
“the convergence of many layers of meaning,” to let us hear 
the multiple voices that make up our visual languages and 
to permit us to discern the many points of view. This would 
hâve provided an occasion to visualize how the different 
and diverse perspectives overlap, intertwine, contradict and 
oppose each other. However, throughout Laurie Schneider 
Adams’ book, The Méthodologies of Art, one encounters a 
unitary stance, one hears a monologic voice that recounts a 
monolithic taie that generalizes, universalizes, totalizes.

Ernestine Daubner 
Concordia University
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