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An examination of the evolution in art research leads 

to the conclusion that historiographical models developed in the 

19th century became simplistic and obsolete, and art historians 

have not yet replaced these antiquated models with more suitable 

ones. Oskar Batschmann proposes in the following essay to 

solve the historiographical problem by an empirical method. 

With this approach and with the assistance of the computer, 

more realistic models might be generated.

The following essay may in­

clude some suggestions which are diffi­

cult to translate into practice. Their value 

may not even lie in realization. Realiz­

able models are another problem. In 

this case we are only dealing with sug­

gestions for the development of intelli­

gent models. The following suggestions 

may be far-fetched; however, the issues 

remain simple and to the point. I start 

with two current problems in art history: 

the one concerning computer applica­

tions beyond data acquisition and word 

processing, the other concerning the 

absence of valid historiographical mo­

dels. The problem I am about to tackle 

may be defined as follows: Is it possible 

to generate art historiographical models 

with computers, to determine the neces­

sary information, and furnish the mo­

dels with data?

1. The Need for a Logic 

of Historiography

The history of art includes two 

main areas of theoretical and method­

ological research: interpretation and 

historiography. Of course, these two 

fields must be ploughed again and 

again, but the imperatives of the en­

deavour vary. It may be that the preoc­

cupation with one area is sufficient for a 

certain period of time and that interest 

shifts to the other area because method­

ological problems arise. This was the 

case with problems of interpretation for 

some time; today it rather applies to his­

toriography, as the criticism of histo­

riographical models and terminology in­

dicates. A new assessment of the term 

“avant-garde” uncovered the close rela­

tionship between its use in art history 

and the original military concept. (An­

other example of this would be a term 

like “break-through of modernism”) 

(1). Simultaneously it becomes apparent 

that the evaluation of artistic produc­

tion is not easily disassociated from the 

idea of progress. Innovation (the new 

invention) is still valued more highly 

than repetition or perseverance. Histo­

riography of art is traditionally linked 

to the evaluation of artistic occupation 

and its creations. The historiographical 

pattern expresses a system of values 

and, on the other hand, provides a 

measuring device which can be used ob­

jectively. Even though simple models 

(such as the biological one of growth, 

maturity and decay, and that of the li­

near succession of styles) are nearly ob­

solete, they still, in their run-down 

condition, control the valuations and 

perceptions of progress. The dissolution 

of the linear succession and the dis­

covery of survival and revival of styles 

led to the interpretation of periods in art 

history following the astrological pat­

terns of the Ptolemaic system. How­

ever, the Copernican hypothesis has not 

yet been introduced into historiog­

raphy. The historiography of art fol­

lows to some extent the logic of astro­

logy, as the use of the astrological term 

“influence” indicates. We continuously 

talk and write about the influence artist 

A had on artist B, or about artist B 

being under the influence of A. We 

hardly realize that in describing a histor­

ical relationship between two or more 

subjects, we use an astrological concept 

in which the stars exercise power over 

their subjects. Failing to realize this, we 

rashly declare our astrological interpre­

tation of history to be a scientific con­

cept.

If we endeavour to take art and 

its history seriously, we will quickly dis­

card the astrological model as suspi­

cious, just we did with the biological 

concept, the military terminology, or 

the idea of linear progress. Neverthe­

less, developing new concepts is diffi­

cult indeed. To merely replace the linear 

succession of styles with pluralism re­

mains inadequate, since it continues to 

employ the notion “style”. George 

Kubler suggests in “ The Shape of Time ” 

(1962) replacing the obsolete icono- 

graphical sequences with primary ob­

jects and formal sequences. Yet it seems 

that the rejected concept of history 

based on iconographical sequences per­

sists in the new configuration (2). We 

immediately notice a lack of under­

standing of the historical meaning as 

soon as we change the subject of history 

and attempt to change the historical ex­

planation of works of art. Art history
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has more or less disregarded the dis­

course on historical meaning which pre­

vails in history as a science. We analyze 

the synchronous relation of art and con­

text, but we are unable to interpret our 

findings. We ignore the reasons under­

lying the connection between a work of 

art and the patterns historical evolu­

tions follow, and the degree to which we 

really are able to explain the characte­

ristics of the works. We use interpreta­

tion ad hoc, incidentally, by 

transference through precedence. Just 

as the discourse of the historical 

sciences was not acknowledged, neither 

were the models and the research of the 

new geography and cultural geography, 

which are based on a quantitative ap­

proach (4). The use of the diachronic 

construction of history is by far the 

most ineffective. Its application is there­

fore usually restricted to a popularistic 

level. It is perhaps the only approach 

left which is based on the assumption 

that history has a subject (art) and that

its continuity and evolution can be ex­

plained. But what can be considered the 

subject of this history? The differentia­

tion of individual periods is based on 

various formal attributes of the objects. 

It seems impossible to break down these 

partitionings as well as to introduce 

other differentiations which are based 

on a more complex system for identify­

ing the characteristics.

It is not necessarily aberrant to 

consider the idea of history of art itself 

obsolete, because we have difficulties 

defining the subject of this history or in­

terpreting the meaning of its evolution 

(5). The most valid approach seems to 

lie in synchronous analyses with a severe­

ly reduced diachrony. However, it is not 

quite clear whether or not this statement 

merely reflects our experience with 

contemporary art, simply illustrating 

our lack of a valid theory of history.

2. Fields of art historical 

concern

The structure (Ill. 1) in the 

shape of a double, four-leaf clover re­

presents fields of art historical concern 

and can be used to explain simple par­

tial models. The diagram is very simple; 

it includes only those fields which are

Illustration 1:

Fields of art historical concern.

I AUTHOR II CONSUMER

Rules for the 

production of 

works of art

Special rules 

for artists & 

individual 

activities

Collective Entity with 

established pattern of 

social, economical and 

religious behaviour

General rules governing 

the production and manu- 

factoring processes 

(work order)

General patterns of 

consumerism resp. of 

response, particular 

patterns of response 

to art

Patterns of 

patronage, 

marketing, 

storing, dis­

playing & re­

searching art 

works

Different 

attributes 

(properties) 

of art works

Qp Q2---Q3

Sumtotal of all things 

produced

III WORK IV PRODUCTS 

considered to be of art historical re­

levance : the authors, their creations, ef­

fective work and the response (the way 

the creations are used). Each field is 

subdivided into the total volume and a 

partial volume; e.g., works of art be­

long to the total volume of all artefacts 

produced by men and are identifiable by 

a variety of attributes. Or: the prin­

ciples for producing art (objects with 

the attribute Q], Q2,---Qn) are part of 

the general principles for producing 

anything. The structure is only illustrat­

ing the definition of the fields of art his­

torical concern. It bears no indication of 

time or space. The analysis of the vari­

ous relationships between total volume 

and partial volume or between the dif­

ferent fields is the fascinating part of 

this representation. The first level of in­

vestigation would be synchronous (e.g. 

establishing a series of different at­

tributes of works of art in relation to the 

entire volume of artefacts at a given 

place and at a given time). Furthermore, 

it would be possible to examine the rela­

tion of the object displaying the particu­

lar attributes with the general principles 

of consumerism or with the priciples of 

the response to art in particular within a 

given time frame. It would be equally 

possible to analyze the different at­

tributes and the different interpreta­

tions of attributes in different time per­

iods. In grading the time frames closely 

enough, trends could be distinguished, 

changes, continuities or ruptures iden­

tified. Regarding contemporary art, it 

might be possible to establish a valid 

distinction between art and non-art. 

Maybe it would become obvious that 

there is no distinction in the quality of 

the objects. There is no difference be­

tween the attributes of a block of scrap- 

metal leaving the shredder and those of 

the block on display at the Ludwig Mu­

seum in Cologne. Nevertheless, there is 

a clear distinction between a ton of 

scrap metal and a work of art, a distinc­

tion consummated by the declaration of 

the artist, the acceptance of the declara­

tion, the place of display and the sanc­

tioning of patterns of behaviour. In ex­

amining the previous distinction it 

would be interesting to establish at what 

rate and why the change occurred. 

These analyses would provide on the 

other hand quite exact criteria referring 

to notions such as “change”, “trans­

formation”, “rupture”, etc. The simple 

configuration ot the cloverleaf lends it­

self to the discovery of a systematic (not 

historical) correlation. The diagram 

could be amplified to a certain extent in 

order to include a more complex model 

of a historiography of art allowing for 

evolution over time. It might be im- 10
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possible to render such a model graphic­

ally and a description would be far too 

complicated. Of course, it would be a 

model representing a historiography 

(not a history) of art.

In the material construction of 

art history (objects of art history instead 

of art and history) the question relating 

to history and its subject is dealt with in 

a most unsatisfactory way: it is re­

legated to the realm of the thing-for-it- 

self. However, even recognizing the ne­

cessity of a theory providing for catego­

ries of criticism, I see no possibility to 

reconcile a constructed history with a 

“history-for-itself”. Only a meticulous 

reading of the individual fields and their 

correlation, and a clear definition of the 

terminology through partial models 

would open the way for this possibility. 

It remains to be seen whether or not par­

tial models could be imagined and as­

sembled for this purpose. They would 

have to determine the kind of data re­

quired, and furnish the formal prere­

quisites for processing the data in order 

to recognize historical evolutions.

3. Partial Models

After having outlined some of 

the present lack of a historiographical 

logic and having illustrated the structure 

of a historical construct, I would like to 

submit a few charts to give an impulse 

to developing partial models. In doing 

so I aim at three goals: to control the 

gathering of information and the corre­

sponding kinds of data, to explore the 

possibilities of processing, and to arrive 

at the historiographical determination 

of art through the application of mo­

dern methods of data acquisition and 

processing based on formalized meth­

ods of historiography. As implied 

above, not everything will be practi­

cable, but the advantage of such an en­

deavour is surely a newly-acquired in­

sight into our historical models - an ad­

vantage which is not to be underes­

timated.

I shall first explain a basic Mo­

del of Diffusion (Ill. 2) in order to com­

plete the model in the following by in­

troducing a time vector. The basic di f- 

fusion model can demonstrate the fol­

lowing: products with certain properties 

are first manufactured at a place A; 

consecutively also at the places B, C, D, 

E, objects with the same attributes are 

produced. Finally, a majority of places 

manufacture products with the same 

properties as characterized product A 

initially. This process is called diffusion 

through expansion. Cultural geogra­

phers differentiate with Torsten Ha- 

gerstrand various other kinds of diffu­

sion which I shall not consider in this 

context (6). The model we are dealing 

with is the center-periphery model. It is 

suitable to illustrate the diffusion of the 

production of objects with known at­

tributes (Q|, Q2,...Qn) and of the re­

sponse to objects with these qualities; 

i.e., it may be applied in demonstrating 

the diffusion of the Sacra Conversa­

zione as well as Coca-Cola consumption 

or denim fashions. The individual il­

lustrations show a particular situation at 

a particular time. (Ill. 2 represents an in­

itial stage and a final stage). A process 

would have to be represented by a series 

of individual stages or by differentiated 

temporal fields. Ill. 3 serves as an ex­

ample of the introduction of a time 

vector into the image of a diffusion 

process. It should be considered at this 

point whether a spatial presentation 

would be better suited to demonstrate 

the dynamics of the expansion. This 

would lead to the development of three- 

dimensional models which would have 

to be flexible with respect to the dynam­

ics of distances as well. Ill. 4 represents 

- for better understanding - a section 

through a structural diffusion-model 

with a non-linear relation of distance 

and time.

We are considering here a slow 

evolution in the beginning with an acce­

lerated expansion following. This axio­

matic illustration remains theoretical in 

comparison with the actual process. The 

elasticity of the model would have to be 

amplified to truly represent delays, ac­

celerations, etc. Ill. 5 is based on “nor­

malized” dynamics approximating an 

improved presentation of the time-space 

interactions.

The first target of such basic or 

advanced models is the definition of the 

kind of information and the volume (or 

density) necessary in illustrating an ac­

tual diffusion. I consider it possible to 

determine the kind of data required to 

build the individual models. As soon as 

this is established it is possible to de­

termine whether it is possible to gather 

the information for a particular in­

stance. It is possible that in working on 

the description and cataloging, one or

Illustration 2:

Model of Diffusion

(Diffusion through Expansion).

Illustration 3:

Model of Diffusion through the 

Time-Periods tl( t2, t3.



more (easily available) types of infor­

mation are systematically neglected be­

cause it is not obvious that they are cru­

cial for the historiographic evaluation 

(not for the description!). On a second 

level, programs are developed for pro­

cessing the information and its pre­

sentation in a series of time frames. Art 

history will be able to base itself on mo­

dern cultural geography, which makes 

use of quantitative methods.

The time-space diffusion is a 

comparatively simple process. It should 

be possible to gather the required data, 

determine the necessary density, and de­

velop one or more programs in order to 

start a pilot project testing the potential 

on selected prototypes. It is difficult to 

predict the actual value of these pro­

totypes of models, data-acquisition and 

processing in time frames. The in­

valuable benefit will most certainly con­

sist in becoming more cautious in 

making statements about historical 

evolutions.

However, it seems feasible to 

expect the possibility of comparing sev­

eral diffusion processes, particularly in 

collaboration with cultural geography. 

The comparisons and differentiations 

could lead to new attempts at historical 

interpretation with regard to questions 

of why a certain evolution took a certain 

direction. The problems become more 

intricate if we attempt to deal with the 

complex process of historical change rath­

er than remaining with the more basic 

process of diffusion. Ill. 6 represents a 

comparatively simple model of such a 

complex evolution. For reasons of clar­

ity the model is cut into halves. The base 

would correspond to one of the respec­

tively red or blue circles of a diffusion 

model (this does by no means determine 

the spatial expanse of the base; it could 

represent countries, regions, towns or 

simply workshops). The model of change 

consists of four different levels of time. 

Each level represents a synchronous sec­

tion through the time vector “t” above 

the base. Diachrony results from the 

parallel reading of a series of these 

synchronous sections as well as from the 

strands of different colors and different 

lengths which represent the duration 

and expansion of the various produc­

tion systems. By “production systems” I 

refer to the fields I, II, III and IV of the 

clover leaf chart (Ill. 1). Production sys­

tems include artists and workshops as 

well as patrons, and market, working, 

and production conditions as well as 

properties of the manufactured pro­

ducts. A production system is therefore 

not only defined by the classification of 

the objects (e.g. their style). It rather 

corresponds to the entire body of de­

termining criteria art history has devel­

oped, reducing it to a workable size. In 

Ill. 6, the production systems, after hav­

ing passed through several levels of 

time, generate a new isochromatic field 

which represents identical systems at the 

identical place.

Level tj shows an initial state: 

within a larger blue area, several red 

production systems have begun. Be­

tween t| and t2, new red systems appear 

or blue ones change into red ones. In the 

following synchronous section, t2, the 

red production field, has significantly 

increased in size. Between t2 and t3, new 

green production strands appear. Level 

t3 represents the most complex situa­

tion: in the center of its area a new 

green production field appears, the red 

one expands towards the edge, and the 

blue strands cease on this level alto­

gether. In section t4, the same situation 

as in t[ appears, however with different 

production systems.

This model of change is ad­

mittedly simple; however, when com­

pared to simplistic models, it is plura­

listic. It is biased insofar as “innova­

tion” (the change from red to green) 

takes place in the center of the field, 

whereas succession and later evolutions 

are taking place off-center. The model 

is flexible enough to accommodate de­

velopments in the opposite direction.

The critical point of this model 

is the determination and acquisition of 

data. Even more than in the establish­

ment of the diffusion model, it seems 

doubtful that an adequate volume of 

pertinent data is available to fully dis­

close a change, in even a very reduced 

area. Possibly only very recent data may 

be gathered with reasonable effort, cov­

ering the present and the immediate 

past. It might be possible, for example, 

to analyze developments which led to 

New Expressionism succeeding Concep­

tual Art in order to determine the kind 

of information available, to develop the 

programs, and to acquire the necessary 

quantity of data. It seems obvious that 

the type of data required for the illustra­

tion of change would have to be com­

pared to the type of information re­

quired for the illustration of diffusion. 

In gathering the pertinent data, all data 

would have to be considered.

Finally, it should be possible to 

imagine a model allowing the repre­

sentation of diffusion and change si­

multaneously. I would like to suggest 

such a model in Ill. 7, which shows the 

emerging, overlapping and disappearing 

of production systems P], P2, P3, along 

three vectors in a determined space over 

a continuous period of time.

The insurmountable drawback 

of this presentation is the unprofes­

sional way it illustrates the diffusion of 

the production system in time and space. 

Nevertheless, it still might be possible to 

detect in the unaccomplished drawing 

the tentative evolution of a focus at var­

ious times and places, as well as to con­

sider the fraying edges of the focal fields 

or the overlapping of these strange, 

floating, imaginary shapes.

Illustration 4:

Model of Diffusion in Time and Space.

Center

Illustration 5:

Expandable Model of Diffusion 

in Time and Space.
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Production Systems
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Illustration 6: 

Model of Change.

Illustration 7:

Model of Diffusion and Change.


