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EXPLANATION AND UNDERSTANDING IN THE HISTORY OF ART 

Tore Nordenstam, Bergen (Nonvay) 

1. Piet Mondrian's paintings from the twenties and thirties may be said to consist of rec- 
tangles and no more. Besides black and white, only three colours are used - blue, yellow, 
and red. The black bands are horizontal and vertical; there are no diagonals or curves. Some- 
times, the black stripes top short before the edge of the canvas. A number of the rectangles 
are limited by black bands on twp or three sides only. 

These works of art are hardly self-explanatory. What are they? Decorative patterns? 
Symbolically loaded images? Protests against other types of art? 

2. If we turn to expositions of the history of modern art, we find statements like the 
following: "According to  Mondrian, the only way to make a painting autonomous is to  
treat it purely for what it is - as a vertical plane. Any suggestion of an illusory treatment of 
space - whether or not it is in perspective - must go . . . To achicve this, uniform com- 
ponents are distributed as evenly as possible over the picture surface" (Maurice Besset, Art 
o f  the Twentieth Century. London 1976, p. 65). Besset's suggestions can be supported by 
declarations by the painter, in which he declares that his intention was to achieve "the 
plastic expression of relationships through oppositions of colour and line" and that he was 
led to eliminate all lines but the straight ones because they express "the greatest tension", 
etc. (Piet Mondrian, "A Dialogue on Neoplasticism". De Stijl, Vol. II, No. 4. Reprinted in 
Hans L. C. ~ a f f k  De Stijl. London 1970). Both the art historian's and the painter's own 
explanations seem to fit the intentionalist pattern of explanation elaborated by Dray and 
von Wright et alii very well. 

Using the schema suggested by von Wright in Explanation and Understanding (1 97 l), 
the skeleton of an explanation may be set up in the following way: (First premiss) Mondrian 
intended to bring about the autonomy of painting. (Second premiss) Mondrian considered 
that he could not bring about the autonomy of painting unless he dispensed with illusionism 
in an even more radical way than e.g. the Cubists had done. (Conclusion) Mondrian set him- 
self to dispense completely with illusionism in art. 

An argument of this kind seems to be logically binding, and its binding force rests upon 
the conceptual links which exist between our notions of intention, belief and action. (Cf. von 
Wright, "Determinism and the Study of Man". In Manninen and Tuomela (eds.), Essays on 
Explanation and Understanding. 1976, p. 425). If Mondrian did have the intention we ascribe 
to him and the beliefs we ascribe to him, then he was logically bound to perform certain 
actions when the appropriate circumstances arose, unless he was prevented or changed his 
mind in the meantime or found more important things to  do. 

Yet, for various reasons, many philosophers have felt dissatisfied with this type of ex- 
planation, feeling that it somehow stands in need of being filled in. Some have wanted to 
turn intentionalist explanations into deductive ones by spelling out the statements about the 
conceptual ties involved. Others have felt that intentionalist explanations stand in need of 
being supplemented with conditions on effective causes. And, more interestingly from the 
practicing scientist's point of view, some have felt that intentions and beliefs may require 
further explanation. Attempts to shed light on various aspects of the social space surrounding 
intentions and works are indeed also referred to as explanatory activities (for instance, how- 
possible-explanations and why-not-possible-explanations). How are such explanations related 
to the intentional ones? 

3 .  How, for instance, was it possible for Mondrian to have the intention of bringing about 








