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Embodying Art:
The Spectator and the Inner Body

Ellen J. Esrock
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, Language, Literature, and Communication

Abstract Embodied approaches to art history concerned with empathic projection
can be reinforced by introducing empirical research that corroborates experiential
observations about a spectator’s bodily responses and by a more nuanced repertoire
of bodily focused viewing. To reinforce existing scholarship, I examine a study exem-
plary in its analysis of embodied experience, Michael Fried’s Menzel’s Realism: Art and
Embodiment in Nineteenth-Century Berlin (2002), proposing that the author’s reported
empathic experiences of Adolph Menzel’s painting Rear Courtyard and House can be
understood through concepts of sensorimotor imaging, hypnosis, and interoception.
To expand the range and nuance of embodied responses, I first counterpoint Fried’s
two interpretations of the painting Balcony Window, offering a gendered reading and
a taxonomy of three sensory modes of looking at art. Second, I shift to a micro
level to explore how the spectator’s breathing interacts with this painting and how
these respiratory interactions create a mnemonic overlay that operates over time.
Although these analyses focus on a nineteenth-century realist painting, the concepts
and practices can be applied to diverse genres and media.

Parts of this essay were conceived during a 2003-2004 fellowship at the Italian Academy for
Advanced Study in America at Columbia University and presented at the Seminar on Art
and Science at the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin in 2005 and to the Brain and Culture Group
of Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in 2007. At Poetics Today, I am indebted to the anonymous
reviewers and, in particular, to Meir Sternberg for his challenging commentaries.
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1. Brief Intersections of Empathy Theory,
Scientific Research, and Art History

Belief in the power and profundity of the human body has been central
to religions, philosophies, and artistic credos throughout the centuries.
The Greek veneration of athletic beauty, the corporeal instantiation of the
Hindu gods, the sensual poetry of the Aama Sutra, and the Christian sacra-
ment of Transfiguration all involve the body as a primary locus for experi-
ence of the human and the divine. In recent years this understanding of the
body as a fundamental standpoint has been invigorated by research in the
neurosciences and other empirically based disciplines as well as by work
within interdisciplinary fields in the humanities. Together, this research
has given rise to a thesis about human embodiment that challenges the
long-standing dichotomy between the realms of mind and body. The thesis
is that the physical body, as it develops within a social world, shapes our
emotions, thoughts, concepts, and beliefs—which we ordinarily charac-
terize as mental—and serves as a necessary starting point for understand-
ing all human processes and activities.! Embodiment-driven empirical
research has been applied to diverse areas of human experiences that were
once defined, in spirit and method, as antithetical to the hard sciences—
gambling, spiritual exercise, love, creativity.

One might expect that art history would be a discipline amenable to
this new line of scientific inquiry, for it picks up on a major research theme
from its own nineteenth-century history. This was a time when human-
ists and scientists theorized that spectators respond to art and architecture
through their bodies, projecting themselves into material objects and ani-
mating them with their own bodily life. In 1873 Robert Vischer coined a
term to designate this process—empathy, translated from the German Ein-
Siihlung, or feeling in. Drawing on psychoanalytic theories of the dream and
on existing philosophical theories of the symbol, Vischer proposed a multi-
leveled schema of how spectators project their bodily forms, their emo-
tions, their selves, and their souls into objects they perceive. Explaining
that lower levels of projection involve various types of bodily responses,
Vischer (1994 |1873]: 98) argued that an artwork can stimulate all parts of a
viewer’s body: “We can often observe in ourselves the curious fact that the
visual stimulus is experienced not so much with our eyes as with a different
sense in another part of our body.” Empathy, the highest level of projec-

1. Numerous discussions of embodiment from various disciplinary perspectives have
emerged in recent years. To note just a few: Damasio 1994, 1999; Gallagher 2005; Gibbs
2005; Johnson 2007; Lakoff and Johnson 1999.
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tion, involves the projection of the self and the soul. When this happens,
Vischer (ibid.: 104) claims, “I am mysteriously transplanted and magically
transformed into this Other.”

Although Vischer’s notion of empathy was eventually rejected for its
transcendental, Romantic orientation, the same interest in explaining
how things in the world seem animated by our projection of bodily sen-
sations and emotions was shared by nineteenth-century scientists (notably
Theodor Lipps [1903]) as well as by other humanists. Art historians of
the time regarded empathic projection as central to the aesthetic experi-
ence: among them, Heinrich Wolfflin (1994 [1886]), who wrote of imitative
reactions in observers that correspond to bodily qualities they share with
architectural forms, and Aby Warburg (discussed in Michaud 2004), who
argued that spectators animate Renaissance paintings by actively project-
ing into them their own bodily motion.

At the turn of the twentieth century, however, multiple challenges arose
to the premise that empathy, in any of its various forms, was a necessary
means of experiencing the aesthetic qualities of artworks and architec-
ture. Among the scientific challenges, the research of the British psycholo-
gist Edward Bullough (1921) demonstrated substantial differences in the
empathic capabilities of different individuals —and even differences within
the same individual for the same object. This undermined the general
assumption that empathy was a universal experience.?

Furthermore, the influential art critic Wilhelm Worringer (1908) identi-
fied two fundamental principles of creative impulse: empathy and abstrac-
tion, arguing that “the urge to empathy” was not an appropriate response
to the emerging abstract art of the time. Influenced by Worringer’s ambi-
tious argument, other artists and critics of the early twentieth century came
to regard empathy as a comfortable, multisensory response to naturalistic
depictions and to associate empathy with passive, feminine, imitative forms
of art making (Koss 2006). Abstraction, on the other hand, was understood
to be a sheerly optical response appropriate to avant-garde abstract art and
was associated with experiences of estrangement and discomfort and with
active, masculine modes of authentic creativity. Characterized in this way,
empathy had little to offer proponents of the burgeoning modernism, with
its abstractions and its ethos of alienation.

Although the concept of empathy has been continually reformulated
from its inception to the present day, reflecting the various scientific and

2. Koss (2006) provides a cogent analysis of the turn-of-the-century approach to empathy
with an excellent bibliography.
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intellectual cultures that defined it, it has never regained its previous stat-
ure among art historians.> However, this is not to say that matters per-
taining to embodiment have been wholly absent from contemporary art
scholarship or that scientific research has not addressed subjects pertinent
to the visual arts. Since the 1960s the primary theorist whose investigations
of the body have held the interest of art historians and artists is Maurice
Merleau-Ponty. His phenomenological psychology (Merleau-Ponty 1962,
1964; Merleau-Ponty and Lefort 1968) has been used to ground the inter-
pretive criticism of art historians like Michael Fried (2002), Alexander
Nemerov (2001), Susan Sidlauskas (2000), and Richard Shiff (1997), whose
concerns range from eighteenth-century realistic painting to twentieth-
century minimalist sculpture.

For artists since the middle of the twentieth century, the human body
has become a compelling topic of investigation. They have often used sci-
entific theories, technical apparatuses, and empirical data (Warr and Jones
2000) to explore themes pertaining to the visceral dimensions of human
experience (Serrano 2001), to pose questions about cyborgs through pros-
thetic constructions (Stellarc 1990), and to conduct laboratory experiments
on DNA coding (Kac 1999). Finally, art historians have not ignored the
impact of scientific research or related issues of embodiment and emotion
(see Cernuschi 1997; Crary 2001; Freedberg 1989; Gombrich 1960), nor
have scientists neglected the visual arts, as some have provided invaluable
research on the visual perception of artwork (Arnheim 1954), the prefer-
ences of spectators (Berylne 1974), and the neural structure of the visual
brain (Zeki 1999).

Given this history and the current intellectual trajectory, what I find
striking is that few studies in art criticism, history, and aesthetics seek to
deepen our awareness of embodied experiences and that current scientific
research has not been used more extensively to reconceive a more vital
concept of empathy and embodiment for the visual arts. In this article I
pursue two purposes. One is to use scientific research to strengthen exist-
ing scholarship that deploys the concept of empathy as a particular kind of
embodied spectatorship. To this end, I introduce various items of empirical
research in conjunction with close descriptions of embodied experiences to
make it clear that such experiences are not simply vague, romantic turns
of phrase.* Although I bring science to the table, it is not to characterize

3. The intellectual history of empathy is so complex that portions of it are studies unto
themselves (Koss 2006; Mallgrave and Ikonomou 1994; Olin 1992).

4. T will speak of close descriptions rather than phenomenological descriptions, as I am not
undertaking the traditional phenomenological task of identifying the invariant structures
of experience.
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it as the master discipline, the ultimate authority about what is true or
false, valuable or worthless. Rather, by juxtaposing scientific and human-
ist approaches, I intend to offer complementary descriptions of embodi-
ment that converge, more clearly illuminating a common phenomenon
that either could treat separately.

I pursue this purpose in section 2 by responding to an exemplary work
of art history that engages questions of empathy and embodiment, Fried’s
Menzel’s Realism: Art and Embodiment in Nineteenth Century Berlin (2002). 1
have selected Fried’s work because it, more than any other scholarly study
I know, reflects relentlessly and with compelling clarity on numerous inter-
actions between an actual spectator, Fried, and particular works of art. In
part it is Fried’s explicit effort to describe the effects of Adolph Menzel’s
work on his own body, effects that he takes as a reflection of Menzel’s bodily
experiences, and in part his own self-questioning and direct address to the
reader about the uncertainties of rendering such embodiment effects that
give Fried’s Menzel’s Realism the sense of inviting, even provoking conver-
sation with a reader. Admittedly, these are rhetorical strategies deployed
by Fried to create a sense of honest communication, which makes readers
receptive to his proposals and even entices them into acts of embodiment.
Nonetheless, his stratagems succeed in bringing this reader/spectator into
a dialogue with a superb analyst of his own imaginative projections. Given
my focus on Menzel’s Realism, it would be reasonable to assume that my
study pertains to empathic projection that operates for a particular kind of
realistic nineteenth-century painting—and it does. However, my central
concepts have broader application, for I am attempting to illuminate a way
of using our bodies that can occur when we look at artworks that lie out-
side of the tradition in which Menzel paints: for example, Mark Rothko’s
field paintings, Jackson Pollock’s action drawings, Andres Serrano’s photo-
graphs of bodily fluids, or Dan Flavin’s light constructions.

My second purpose is to begin developing a more nuanced repertoire of
body-centered approaches that we can bring to critical interpretations of
art, artists, and artistic genres. Focusing on touch, I initiate a close descrip-
tion of bodily experience in section § by counterpointing one of Fried’s
interpretations of a painting by Menzel with a more gender-inflected
embodied reading. In section 4 I augment these reflections on touch by
exploring a type of embodied response that is little discussed, breath, and
its effects on the spectator’s experience of the work over time. In contrast
to section g, which integrates a discussion of embodied touch responses
into an interpretation of a Menzel painting, here I work at a more rudi-
mentary level, identifying specific ways that spectators might experience
respiratory embodiment. Accordingly, this essay spans rather large terri-
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tories, opening with considerations of intersubjective, empirical research
and concluding with close descriptions of individual acts of viewing.

2. The Empirical Dimension of Fried's Empathy

The subject of Fried’s study, Adolph Menzel (1815-1905), was a celebrated
German illustrator and painter who treated imperial and military subjects,
life in the cities, and scenes of domestic interiors. He was also a particu-
larly short and grotesque man, which led him to avoid social company.
Fried weaves this fact into his characterization of Menzel’s artwork, sug-
gesting that Menzel’s projective mode of working may have satisfied other-
wise stunted social engagements with the world (Keisch and Riemann-
Reyher 1966).

Iried opens his study with a quotation from John Ruskin that invites
his readers to try drawing a bookcase. Anticipating their crudely rendered
sketches, Ruskin argues that this is to be expected, for drawing is intrin-
sically unclear and indistinct, as vision gives us things only incompletely.
When drawing is clear, it is because the artist is using abstract knowledge
of the world rather than maintaining an optical fidelity to the object. Fried
agrees with Ruskin to a certain extent, but he asks his readers to judge
if Ruskin’s notions are applicable to a carefully rendered, detailed pencil
drawing by Menzel titled Dr. Puhlman’s Bookcase (1844). Noting its “extraor-
dinarily intense feeling for books and journals,” Fried (2002: 4) suggests
that Menzel’s work does not have the kind of vagueness that is intrinsic to
the optically oriented approach to drawing that Ruskin describes, nor does
it convey the sense of being known abstractly rather than experienced.
Fried is asking readers to recognize, through reference to their own experi-
ences, what he calls Menzel’s realism, which arises not from optical projec-
tion but from what Fried (ibid.: 13) describes as the “imaginative projection
of bodily experience.”

Fried is well aware that to argue successfully for Menzel’s realism readers
must be convinced that it is possible to project their own bodies empathi-
cally into works of art. He recognizes that some spectators simply will not
or cannot accept the artworks” “invitation to empathic seeing” (ibid.: 257)
but endeavors to persuade others to accept his own invitation to shadow
him empathically as he grapples with Menzel’s work. Reviewers of Men-
zel’s Realism, attentive to Fried’s rhetorical prowess, note that he uses a
number of persuasive methods, and to one critic or another, each method
has its own drawbacks. Stephen Melville (2004: 173), for example, identi-
fies a technique of recurrent self-questioning, and while this creates a bond
with the reader, such reflections are also identified as part of a more gen-
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eral tendency toward frustrating digressions (Deshmukh 2003). Dorothy
Rowe (2004: 6) characterizes Fried’s analysis as a compelling poetic dis-
course that sweeps you along into tentative agreement yet occasionally
proves disconcerting, because you end up accepting arguments that would
ordinarily be examined critically and possibly rejected. Those who make
such remarks, however, do not dispute Fried’s premise that one can project
the body into objects one views, and all recognize the dazzling intellectual
energy and scholarly acumen of Fried’s investigation.

A more central criticism concerns the viability of the concept of empathic
projection itself. Noting his unease with Fried’s argument, Christopher S.
Wood (2002: 43) observes, “Fried finds a hundred different phrases for the
enigma of empathy: We feel Menzel’s ‘imaginative projection of bodily
experience . . . they depict bodily sensations . . . practically as vivid to us
as our own.” We know what he means, I suppose, but the accumulation of
paraphrases points to a risky lack of precision, the same conceptual incom-
pleteness that led to the demise of nineteenth-century empathy theory in
the first place.” Fried’s discussion of embodiment, Wood also comments,
is situated within the philosophical tradition of phenomenology, a move-
ment that is no longer influential, owing to Jacques Derrida’s crippling
critique of presence.

Wood might be one of those individuals whom Fried (2002: 256-58)
describes as unresponsive to the “invitation to empathic seeing,” as sug-
gested by Wood’s choice of the phrase “We know what he means, I sup-
pose,” particularly the words “I suppose.” But rather than write off Wood’s
criticism as the grumblings of one who is not temperamentally disposed to
bodily projection, I want to draw attention to a valid point he makes—that
the notion of empathy as Fried uses it might or might not be something
that really happens and that its intellectual history has been clouded with
enthusiasms and rejections. While I do not intend to clarify that “concep-
tual incompleteness” with a new theory of empathy, I-do hope to make
some contributions toward it.

To avoid terminological ambiguities, let me pause to explain two related
terms, embodiment and empathy. In the introduction I use embodiment to
refer to a thesis about a broadly conceived relationship between the mind
and the body, in which the body functions as a fundamental standpoint,
whereas I use empathy to refer to a particular kind of embodied operation
that involves a projection of some aspect of one’s body or self into objects
and others in the world. Empathy is only one kind of embodied process.
For example, philosophers and psychologists often describe cognition
as embodied, a claim regarding the importance of the motor system in
everyday cognitive processes (Gibbs 2005), and some describe language as

















































