
AESTHETIC MATTERS 
Essays presented to Göran Sörbom 

on his 60th birthday 

Edited by 

Lars-Olof Ahlberg and Tommie Zaine 



'The Sphere Seems to Float': 
Remarks on Art and Ethics 

Tore Nordenstam 

Pictures are inherently and infinitely ambiguous. In his discussion of aspect-seeing in 
the Pbilosopbical Investigations, Wittgenstein considers various examples. A schematic 
drawing of a triangle can e.g. be seen 'as a triangular hole, as a solid, as a geometrical 
drawing; as standing on its base, as hanging on its apex; as a mountain, as a wedge, 

as an arrow or pointer, as an overturned object which is meant to stand on the 
shorter side of the right-angle, as a half parallelogram, and as various other thingsy.' 
How we actually see a particular drawing depends both on our general competence 
in picture-seeing and on the situation at hand.2 The remarkable thing is that 
sometimes we can actually see a triangle to be standing up in one picture or to be 
hanging in the air and so on. There is a difference, then, between merely knowing 
that a picture is supposed to be a representation of, say, a sphere floating in the air 
and actually seeing the sphere floating in the air in the picture.3 

When do we ca11 it a 'a mere case of knowing, not seeing?', Wittgenstein asks himself 
and answers, 'Perhaps when someone treats the picture as a working drawing, reads 
it like a b l ~ e ~ r i n t ' . ~  This places the difference between merely knowing and seeing 
in the beholder's mind and actions, which is certainly not completely wrong and 
equally certainly not the whole story. When I see for instance a ball floating in the 
depicted space in a drawing, there is normally something in the picture itself which 

invites me to do so. The picture might we11 be made in such a way that this is the 
way of looking at it which forces itself upon me. If I want to avoid seeing it in this 
way, I have to make an effon5 In such cases, my seeing has at least as much to do 
with the qualities of the picture and hence with the qualities of the artist as it has to 
do with my ways of approaching the picture. 

Wittgenstein's examples are all drawn from the field of pictures, but it could be 
suggested that somehow something on the same lines can occur also in the field of 
literature. This is in fact what Frank Palmer does in his recent book Literature and 
Moral Understanding: 'What I am suggesting . . . is that while a painting must aim 
at getting us to see something and not merely know what is supposed to be 
represented, something analogous can be said about poetry and other literary art, 
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such that what we receive from it is capable of "living" in the imaginati~n. '~ And he 

goes on to suggest that a writer who merely tells us things is 'deficient in creative 
power'. If for instance the following lines were presented in all seriousness as a 
poem, then 'it would seem legitimate to object that the "poem" lacks artistic merit 
because it speaks by "telling" and consequently says nothing'.' 

I am very unhappy 
I ot in debt through gambling 
d e n  they tooh my house away 
My wife deserted me 
And took the children with her 

As an example of poetry which is indeed not deficient in creative power, Dr  Palmer 

adduces Pope's portrait of Lord Hervey in his Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot. He quotes 
Chesterton to support his point: 

A man writing prose in a passion of righteous indignation might perhaps say, 'one can at 
least get rid of such a human insect, a creature who is malodorous and poisonous at once'. 
But it would not have the special sort of ringing energy of a couplet to the same effect: 
'Yet let me flap this bug with guilded wings,/ This painted child of dirt that stinks and 
stings.'" 

'Pope's portrait exploits the inexhaustible fund of associations and resonances of 
speech that is denied to the visual medium', comments Palmer. 'A pictorial caricature 
cannot speak in rhyme, nor use assonance and onomatopoeia and other figures of 
speech that make language the peculiarly rich medium it is for focusing our attention 
on an object in a number of different ~ a ~ s ' . ~  The first point is we11 made, but it is 
quite unnecessary to  elevate literature at the expense of pictorial art. There are things 
which can be done with pictures, which cannot be done with the help of words, and 
the other way round. And sometimes, a combination of words and pictures is 
unbeatable. Think of John Heartfield's photo montage of Hitler giving a speech with 
a group of leading industrialists and capitalists in the background. While the man is 
talking, a bunch of banknotes is handed over to him from behind. The caption is: 

'Millionen stehen hinter mir' (Billions stand behind me). 

Similarly, it is quite unnecessary to elevate the kind of rhetorically rich literature 
favoured by Palmer at the expense of seerningly simple pieces. Compare e.g. Frank 
Palmer's little poem with the following piece by the Finnish author Claes 
Andersson: 

Det finns så mycket att se fram emot. 
Varje söndag ar det tips och Lotto. 
Onsdag, torsdag och lordag är det Bingo. 
Det är bara mandagar, tisda ar och fiedagar 
Det inte händer någonting a f Is." 
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