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Structuralism.
Term given to the widespread and influential critical movement that developed in France during the
1960s and spread throughout Europe and the English-speaking world over the next decade. Its
basic assumption is that there is an underlying structure to a given aspect of culture, and its main
models are the structural linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913), who was also the
pioneer of semiology (see SEMIOTICS), and the structural anthropology (see ANTHROPOLOGY AND ART)
of CLAUDE LÉVI-STRAUSS. For Lévi-Strauss, the myths of primitive societies are to be understood as a
form of speech, and linguistic concepts can be employed to discover their logic and significance. For
such social critics as ROLAND BARTHES, contemporary industrial society can be seen to establish its
own ‘mythologies’, and linguistics can again be used, for example, to interpret such popular icons as
‘the face of Garbo’.

Although the linguistic approach of structuralism has been continued and developed under the
broader labels of semiology and semiotics, the term itself has a special resonance when applied to
the period of the 1960s when it came to appear (in the words of the French critic Abraham Moles)
‘the distinctive philosophy of the modern world’. For Moles, the artist exemplifying this philosophy
most clearly in his work is Victor Vasarely, whose use of ‘combinatory geometric method’ favoured
the creation of a type of beauty that is intrinsic to technological civilization rather than being simply a
surface decoration. Barthes also saw ‘the activity of structuralism’ as a paradigm for the arts at this
time; his chosen visual example to set beside Lévi-Strauss’s concept of the ‘mytheme’ and Michel
Butor’s fragmented typography in Mobile was Mondrian’s use of the square.

It is appropriate to talk of structuralism in art history and criticism if, and only if, the method is
applied with the same rigour and exhaustiveness as was employed by critics of literature in their
examination of written texts. Barthes himself saluted Jean-Louis Schefer’s Scénographie d’un
tableau on its publication in 1969 as the first attempt to read a painting with an adequate awareness
of the possibilities and pitfalls of such a method (Barthes, 1982). Schefer had, in his view,
abandoned the attitude of ‘classic semiotics’, which tends to establish an ideal model and judge
particular products in the light of this. He had recognized that structural interpretation is not about
discovering a hidden truth or meaning in the work, but a process of reading that identifies itself
closely with the ‘textual’ structures of the painting in question.

Schefer’s reading of Paris Bordone’s Game of Chess (Berlin, Alte N.G.) is ingenious as well as
protracted. He devoted special care to explaining how the game of chess being played by the two
dominant figures is a metaphor for the control of urban space, with the chessboard standing for the
squared pavement of the city on which it is placed. Yet, in his later writings, he effectively
abandoned the principle of an exhaustive structural analysis. Writing on Paolo Uccello’s The Flood
and the Recession of the Flood (Florence, S Maria Novella) in 1976, he compared the painting as
text to a ‘hapax legomenon’, that is to say, a term of which only one instance is recorded. He then
ceased to use concepts derived from linguistics in any systematic fashion.

The other main figure in French art theory whose work shows a strong structuralist influence is
Hubert Damisch. In Théorie du nuage (1972) he suggested that the strict regime of perspective
imposed on painting at the time of the Renaissance created a countervailing force that expressed
itself through the choice of clouds and other nebulous areas as a way of mitigating the linear
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through the literal dimensions of the circular dome, so achieving a transcendent effect. Damisch’s
study traces this motif of the cloud as antidote to linear perspective through a number of examples
that lead up to the 19th century (with Ruskin’s writing on ‘The Truth of Clouds’) and the Modern
Movement (with Léger’s vaporous passages in his Cubist compositions).

Damisch’s structuralism lies not in the importation of linguistic terms into visual analysis but in the
decision to view the development of Western painting since the Renaissance as a system that
evolves dialectically through the antithesis between linearity and the ‘cloud’. His more rigorous and
substantial study L’Origine de la perspective (1987) is concerned with three related panel paintings
from the late 15th century, of which the anonymous Ideal City (Urbino, Pal. Ducale) is the most well
known. Damisch quoted with approval Lévi-Strauss’s dictum that the value of symbols is never
intrinsic and invariable, but always positional and relative. He described the three panels as a series
of systematic transformation of imaginary architecture in space, relating them backwards to the
panels with which Brunelleschi demonstrated the new effect of perspective, as well as forwards to
Velázquez and Picasso. As in the previous study, Damisch wanted to show that the history of
painting involves the intrinsic development of a system that remains essentially unaffected by
external influences.

See also POST-STRUCTURALISM.
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