
Three levels of figurative meaning in modern visual arts

The paper will  assume the cognitivist  notions of conceptual  metaphors and metonymies in 
works of modern art that are involved in creating their meaning at least on three levels. 

At  the  highest  level  of  generality,  all  works  of  art  are  inherently  figurative: 
Representational paintings involve a (technically metaphorical) mapping between the image and 
the real-life object it denotes by virtue of resemblance. Abstract paintings involve metonymic 
operations,  as  they  exemplify  the  salient  properties  or  categories  of  colours,  shapes,  and 
patterns.  Many modern  artists  have been trying  to  introduce  complications  into  this  order, 
undertaking (largely unsuccessful) attempts to demetaphorize art. 

This outer level of meanings is often ignored as viewers look through the medium, 
registering only the metaphors and metonymy "inside" pictures. It is here that one can encounter 
metaphorical  blends,  or  verbo-pictorial  metaphors,  where  titles  given  to  works  create  new 
possibilities of the figurative interpretation of their visual content. However, contemporary art, 
at least in its most representative, radical manifestations, has been largely anti-metaphorical, 
relying on contiguity and association, favouring the metonymic pole.  

The metaphors and metonymies inside pictures, however, are still not the whole story. 
Regardless of their  metaphoric or metonymic internal structure,  works of art  are ultimately 
interpreted in their totality – given metaphorical interpretation of a higher order. Making such 
inferences involves seeing the whole work as a metaphor, or symbol of some abstract quality. It  
seems that all art naturally tends to be interpreted as standing for a different order of meaning 
than the one immediately expressed. The human impulse for metaphorization is in fact so strong 
that it extends even to the works originally not intended to be interpreted in that way. It seems 
that  there is not much hope that we can ever truly get rid of the metaphorical mode, in art or  
any other domain of human activity.  


