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Intention in Art 

An tntention ts embedded ~n ~ t s  
iitua~ion, tn human customs and 
~nst~tulions. 

[Wittpenste~n. PI. 5 337.1 

I. The relevance of intentions 

When we don't understand a work of art and seek an explanation of it, we are 
often referred to the intentions of the artist. Intentional explanations seem to 
play a crucial role in the history of art. Here are some samples from the historio- 
graphy of modern art: 

Mondrian was quite clear about his aim: that of breaking down the object, 
and attaining a completely non-representational mode of expression. Against 
this, he was not quite sure which way he should choose to find forms that in 
reality corresponded to what he wished to express by his painting.' 

The beholder, however, is intentionally left in the dark, unable to see the 
connexion between the actions, let alone their literary meaning. 
[Sixten Ringbom commenting on Kandinsky's "Stormbell".] ' 
When, during the Cubist adventure, anyone tried to ask questions of Picasso, 
his reply was: '11 est defendu de parler au pilote.' The truth, of course, is 
that no  artist, or very few artists, work in accordance with a theory and yet 
all their work conforms to an intention, and it is those intentions which the 
theorist can analyse with more or less success.' 

But it has also been forcefully argued that appeal to intentions can never be 
appropriate in the aesthetic disciplines. In "The Intentional Fallacy" (1946) 
Wimsatt and Beardsley argued that it is never relevant to appeal to the author's 
intention in literary criticism.' For either the poet succeeded in doing what he 
intended to do, and in that case we need not consult anything but the resulting 
poem; or else he did not succeed, and then we need not worry about the intentions 
since our interest is in the existing poem and not in a poem which might have been 
produced in other circumstances. And if this is true of poems, it seems reasonable 
to assume that it is true of paintings and other works of art as well. 
The target of Wimsatt's and Beardsley's critique was above all the romantic 
aesthetic epitomized in the writings of Benedetto Croce. According to Croce, 
the aim of historical interpretation is to  "reintegrate in us the psychological 


















