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or several decades now, art historians,
conservators, and conservation scientists
have increasingly come to find their
meeting point in the field of technical art
history. This relatively new yet steadily growing
discipline—broadly defined as the technical
examination of artworks—grew out of research
undertaken at museum laboratories and
conservation studios during the latter half
of the twentieth century. Using a variety of
inorganic and organic analytical methods,
as well as a range of imaging techniques,
technical art historians aim to reveal
information about an art object’s physical
and chemical structures. These data in turn
offer evidence relating to an artwork’s visual
appearance and also any material changes
that might have taken place within the object
during the course of its history. Often crucial
within the context of conservation treatments,
such information can also play a significant
role in art historical study, as has been
demonstrated by a number of interdisciplinary
collaborations in recent years.1

substance dualism, stating that: “Technical
art history, like human physiology, maps one
half—the physical half—of this Cartesian duality,
but the aesthetic or philosophical ghost in the
machine remains untouched. We can only trace
its presence when reason or irrationality, wit or
subversion manifest themselves in the material
reality of the outward form.”5 The emphasis
here can be taken to refer to the empirical
nature of technical examination or, perhaps
more explicitly, the desire for objectivity that
is seemingly offered by this type of deductive
research approach—the object is one thing, the
subject something else entirely.

The purpose of this essay, however, is not
to emphasize the interdisciplinary nature of
technical art history. Indeed, this has been dealt
with at length elsewhere.2 Instead, it aims to
address a less widely discussed yet important
aspect of collaborative research, namely, the
necessity of common terminology or, more
specifically, a shared methodological and
theoretical language.3 It is no bold claim to
state that, until recently at least, “the theoretical
and epistemological frame of reference has
rarely been considered” within technical art
history.4 David Bomford even goes so far as
to liken the discipline to only one side of a

This long-standing philosophical dichotomy
has also been addressed through the writing of
Daniel Miller, whose seminal work Materiality
presents the divide as a kind of “Durkheimian
trauma,” within which the (nonhuman) object
inhabits one half of a binary whose other half is
represented by the (human) subject.6 However,
to adopt this polarizing stance, described by
anthropologist and art historian Christopher
Pinney as a process of “purification,” is
inherently problematic, as it encourages us
to view this binarism in terms of opposing
forces.7 Such a view in turn carries with it its
own epistemological baggage, which since
the work of nineteenth-century sociologist
Émile Durkheim has entailed a relatively
unchallenged hierarchy; one that favors the
subject over the object.8 Commenting on
Durkheim’s legacy, Bruno Latour notes that
“to become a social scientist is to realise that
the inner properties of objects do not count,
that they are mere receptacles for human
categories.”9
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Needless to say, this subject-oriented focus
remains deeply entrenched within the human
sciences, art history included, which has
arguably led to a rather peripheral treatment
of the object within theoretical discourse,
something that has been noted previously
by my co-author for this dual-essay article,
Michael Yonan.10 Taken in this light, one might
speculate as to whether Bomford’s rejection
of the subject is meant to elicit a kind of
challenge to this hierarchy. The reasons for
this are understandable, as in doing so he not
only circumvents the difficulties presented
by this traditional dichotomy, but also lends
the discipline an added status—by aligning it
with the same kind of empirical positivism that
underpins much of the natural sciences.

disciplines, these authors are nevertheless
united through their shared use of the term
materiality, which is meant to facilitate an
object-oriented point of entry into their various
areas of research.

Reasons aside, to isolate the object in this way
nevertheless serves to perpetuate the binarism
that we would perhaps rather avoid. In other
words, if we limit our reading of the artwork
simply to its objecthood, we consequently
exclude other avenues of intellectual enquiry,
be they sociohistorical, philosophical, aesthetic,
or otherwise. What we end up with is a kind of
taxonomy, which although a necessary stage in
technical study, does not necessarily explore
the full potential of what the discipline has to
offer. Pinney says as much in stating that “any
discussion of materiality that starts and ends
with the object is doomed to fail. In configuring
materiality as object-ness, it accidentally
champions one half (objects) of a binary
whose other half (subjects) it wishes to attack.
Hence it intensifies the work of purification
and does not advance the argument.”11 Taking
this into account, it thus appears that a more
nonbinary theoretical approach could be of
interest when it comes to encouraging further
interdisciplinary collaboration—a leveling of the
playing field, if you will.
In recent years, there has been increased
interest in theorization of the object within
philosophical discourse. Examples include
the writing of philosophers and theorists such
as Latour, Alfred Gell, and Graham Harman.12
Within the fields of archaeology, social
anthropology, and material culture studies, the
influence of this “material turn” has also been
demonstrated through the work of scholars
such as Christopher Tilley, Tim Ingold, and
Carl Knappett, as well as the aforementioned
work by Miller.13 While representing different

Materiality as a theoretical term or concept
has also found increased currency among
art historians, most notably through the
scholarship of Michael Yonan, James Elkins,
and Ann-Sophie Lehmann, to name but a
few.14 With regards to technical art history
specifically, a comprehensive overview of
art theory as it applies to technical study can
be found through the doctoral research of
Elisabeth Reissner, who uses the paintings
of Paul Cézanne in order to demonstrate the
applicability of theory within the discipline.15
While far from exhaustive, this expanding body
of literature goes to show that there is growing
interest within art history to make space for the
artwork as object, as opposed to viewing it as
a mere “receptacle” for human meaning in the
form of subject matter or represented motifs.
That is not to say that this theoretical
undertaking is without its own inherent
difficulties, one being the lack of consensus
when it comes to defining what is meant
by the materiality of an artwork or artefact.
While authors such as Ingold and Tilley take
materiality to mean the material constituents of
objects, its use within art history has sometimes
been associated with “material culture” and
by extension the “decorative” or “minor”
arts.16 Similarly, there is notable confusion
associated with the term “material” through
its relationship with historical materialism or a
“Marxist-inspired” history of art, which concerns
itself with the “economic and therefore material
conditions from which art is produced.”17
Yonan notes how the term “material” evokes for
some, if not many, art historians this scholarly
perspective and “not necessarily the physical
nature of things, for which they would employ
the term “medium.”18 This unclear association
between the “material” and “materialism”
in art history is problematic, as the latter
“may seem to characterise the art object as
a commodity,” when in fact the study of an
object’s materiality can also be used to answer
questions that extend outside the spheres of
commerce and economy, such as the aesthetic
or ideological significance of specific materials
or techniques.19
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this because if we wish to adopt theoretical
terms and concepts with the specific aim of
facilitating object-based research, surely it
would fall within our interests to use language
that allows for the complexity of objects as
tangible entities. In other words, theoretical
frameworks that in effect encourage a
standardized way of seeing—similar to semiotics
or Panofskian iconology— can arguably be
viewed as somewhat reductionist when it
comes to examining the actual material stuff of
artworks, as in many ways this kind of approach
presupposes a set narrative of what an object
is and, through extension, why it should be of
interest to scholars.25

Another notable difficulty related to this
discussion on terminology is the association
of the term “material” with “material agency,”
or the notion that materials as materials
can affect the viewer, and also that they do
so irrespective of the author of the work.20
It is this understanding of material agency
that lies at the center of Elkins’s book What
Painting Is.21 As noted by Reissner, for Elkins
the “significance of paint lies in its effect as a
material phenomenon,” and through directing
his focus on material agency, he resists
“any notion that materials are chosen and
manipulated by an artist with a sense of how
they will contribute to a work’s final aesthetic
or pictorial meaning.”22 In other words, Elkins’s
understanding of the material within the
context of material agency effectively removes
art objects from the sociohistorical conditions
within which they were produced.
While these discrepancies in language
highlight the need for transparency and
concise definitions on the part of scholars—
particularly when it comes to their chosen
methodologies or theoretical language—it also
raises the question as to whether it should
be the role of theory to define precisely what
is “material” about an art object. After all,
conservators, conservation scientists, and
technical art historians have for several decades
now been utilizing detailed vocabulary that
is ideally suited for the task of describing the
material structures of artworks, even down to
the nanoscale level—what Ingold and Tilley
would in turn refer to as the “brute materiality”
of objects.23 In this sense, the contribution of
technical art history can in many ways be seen
as an answer to the problems put forward by
Elkins in his discussion on some of the limits
of materiality in art history, namely, the “fear of
materiality,” the “slowness of the studio,” and
the “limits of phenomenological detail.”24 The
same observation was also made by Yonan in
the preceding essay, through the suggestion
that the material-based perspectives offered by
technical art history can act as a buffer of sorts,
encouraging researchers to engage with the
art object on more than a purely ideological
or theoretical basis—hence bringing the
interpreter back to the object of study.
If we were to disregard the more descriptive
function of theoretical terms such as materiality,
one might find that its most useful feature
in fact lies partly in its own vagueness. I say

The fact that artworks and artefacts are
materially complex will come as no revelation
to conservators and researchers interested
in the artwork as object. Not only do objects
consist of a vast array of materials with
their own intrinsic chemical and physical
properties, but they are also the result of
complex interactions between these various
components—both during the process of
making and afterward as the object and
its materials continue to respond to their
changing environment and physical conditions.
Therefore, rather than viewing objects or
artworks as a set of distinct components that
can in turn be isolated for the purpose of
neat semantic analyses, would it not be better
and more conducive to technical research to
consider objects as composite structures?
Of course, if for the sake of historical
argument or discussion one wishes to focus
on a particular element of facture or certain
pigment choices, there will inevitably be
reasons for doing so. However, the point
here is that such focused discussions
should always be considered as part of a
greater whole, as opposed to an isolated
phenomenon; otherwise one might run the
risk of decontextualizing materials not only
from the artworks to which they belong and
form a composite part, but also their broader
sociocultural, historical, and production
contexts.
Returning to the role of theory, or rather
possible role—since I have no desire to put
forward either an absolute or conclusive
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argument in this instance—could a theoretical
concept or framework such as materiality
act as a kind of bridge or equalizer when it
comes to the relationship between scholar and
object, a challenge to the hierarchical binarism
or substance dualism described above? In
other words, if we allow the terminology
and methodologies of conservation science
and technical art history to take on the role
of material description, then the function of
theory becomes more to do with the ways
in which these data can be mediated for the
purpose of art historical discussion or analysis.
In many ways the term materiality is not
necessarily important in and of itself. Rather,
it is made relevant by virtue of its function,
specifically through what it facilitates, a
more central or non-peripheral role for the
object within the context of research. This in
turn encourages us to re-evaluate the role
or position of the subject or human scholar
relative to the nonhuman object. Thus, theory
becomes a point of entry, a viewpoint of sorts
that has a leveling effect. The object is allowed
to speak for itself, as opposed to conforming
to a subject-oriented narrative. Equally,
to adopt such a viewpoint could provide
a means of liberating artworks from the
limiting state of objecthood or the “physical
half” of Cartesianism by opening up their
interpretation to more semantic, abstract, or
philosophically informed discussions.
In some ways, one might argue that in
its most ideal form technical art history
already fulfils much of the role and function
seemingly espoused by materiality, with
the main distinction perhaps being the
different academic circles in which these
terms and methodological frameworks are
most frequently evoked. However, as will
no doubt be familiar to both conservators
and researchers who use technical analysis
as a method of inquiry, too often are our
contributions limited to either an appendix or
technical entry at the back of a publication, or
otherwise remain inaccessible in the form of an
unpublished conservation report. I myself have
frequently experienced this during my years of
study and research.
That is not to say that all technical research
falls victim to this kind of hierarchy, far from it,
as demonstrated by a number of praiseworthy

examples noted by Maryan Ainsworth in her
discussion on the history and development
of interdisciplinary collaboration.26 Speaking
more broadly, however, and specifically
in relation to the position of technical art
history versus more traditional art historical
theories and methodologies, the material
perspectives offered by conservators and
conservation scientists remain peripheral,
to say the very least. The reasons for such
entrenched hierarchies are much too complex
and institutionally oriented for me to list here,
although it serves to say that both museum
organizations and academic curricula would
arguably benefit from a more integrated and
materially informed approach to the study and
display of art objects.27
Bringing this discussion back to the current
topic, the issue of language, albeit seemingly
banal, can and should be viewed as a natural
starting point when it comes to implementing
interdisciplinary methodologies and theoretical
frameworks. Consider how ambiguous terms
such as materiality appear when evoked by art
historians, often assuming both a descriptive
and mediating function at the same time, while
in some instances even failing to reference
what a conservator or technical art historian
might typically associate as “material qualities.”
It seems to me counterproductive for scholars
from different disciplines to be using the
same terminology to refer to different things,
or in this case the reverse: using different
terminologies and descriptive language to
discuss and analyze the same thing (that
is, the significance of an artwork’s material
composition).
I sometimes wonder whether the preference
among art historians for conceptual terms
like materiality, together with all of its added
theoretical ambiguity, is simply a means or tool
for justification, just another way of overcoming
the traditional subject-object dichotomy by
approaching the topic using more abstract or
pseudo-philosophical language. One could
argue that such a stance would not seem out
of place in a field that is already apparently
overrun with decontextualized inductive
reasoning and poststructuralist ideas.
The issue, I think, comes down to the ways in
which art history is taught at universities, and
also how research projects are structured and
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realized. Rather than viewing technical study
as a kind of addendum to an established art
historical inquiry, it is important to integrate
these material perspectives at the very
beginning of a research collaboration. This
will include organization around time frames
and schedules (conservators are notoriously
pressed for time when it comes to their
already-busy treatment schedules), as well as
questions relating to funding and resources
(technical examinations are often costly and
time-consuming ventures). More specific to the
present discussion, an ideal interdisciplinary
collaboration requires a shared set of terms
and a common methodological framework,
one that acknowledges material study as a valid
and worthy perspective within a broader art
historical setting.
Ultimately, my own opinion is that both
disciplines in their pursuit of further
collaboration would benefit not only
from merging their various empirical
methodologies— something that is already
taking place (see, for example, Yonan’s
description of the technical study of an
eighteenth-century desk and étagère)—but
also the epistemological frameworks that
they use when approaching a particular
research question. What can the methods and
theories of each individual discipline tell us
about the empirical knowledge gained from
the other side? Can these two viewpoints be
merged to form a more integrated mode of
inquiry, for example, in the form of shared
descriptive or mediating terminology? These
questions in turn echo some of the discussions
put forward by the archaeologist Rosemary
Joyce in her book on the Ulua pottery of
eastern Honduras.28 Commenting on the role
of narrative in archaeological research and
writing, Joyce states:
My own view of what narrative does
for us is that it requires the writer to be
responsible for his or her interpretations
by putting those words in her or his own
mouth. A narrative doesn’t allow for the
kind of passive-voice proclamations in
which archaeology routinely indulges,
in which archaeologically created data
“indicate”, “suggest”, or otherwise appear
to do the talking for us. So, in a narrative,
my voice is clearly present and my
conclusions have to be acknowledged
to be mine.29

This statement, I feel, is relevant to both sides
of the discussion presented here. On the one
hand, technical art history and the empirical
sciences need to be aware of the “passivevoice proclamations” that can come about
through an excessively object-centric research
approach; one in which “objective” data are
translated into broader human or contextual
meaning. Similarly, art historians and other
humanities scholars would undoubtedly
benefit from the practice of checking their
own presence within the texts and conclusions
they write in relation to their research objects,
particularly in those instances where the
boundary between subjective interpretation
and recorded fact begins to wear thin. In both
cases, the issue is one of balance and crossdisciplinary dialogue, the constant shifting or
renegotiation of the relationship between the
art object and its temporally distant past. What
can be said about the time, place, and maker
behind a remnant artwork or artefact? What is
the position or role of the researcher in relation
to the interpretations that are being made
through their scholarly engagement with the
material object?
These are questions and challenges that
continue to face our field in its pursuit of
interdisciplinary collaboration. While there
have been notable gains in this direction—for
example, in the form of more international
graduate programs focusing specifically on
technical art history—there remain certain
challenges and frictions between our various
specialisms when it comes to fostering further
collaboration. Although the growing body of
research within the field of technical art history
serves to demonstrate the value of consulting
differing scholarly perspectives, there is still
a lack of consensus when it comes to the
theoretical and methodological language we
use to bridge these different viewpoints. For
example, what terms or concepts could prove
themselves useful in the task of describing the
process of translating material data into the
more interpretive paradigms of art historical
meta-discussion? The broader question, of
course, being whether we even wish to adopt a
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standardized terminology for this undertaking,
or if it would perhaps be more beneficial
to allow the object itself to establish those
parameters through molding our inquiries
based on the revelations of technical findings.
I pose these questions very much with the
intent of inviting open discussion and debate
on this topic. Clearly there is much work left to
be done before we can expect a full integration
or shared interdisciplinary framework
between these vastly different and sometimes
contradictory research fields. However, if recent
years have taught us anything, it is that there
continues to be an enthusiastic interest toward
collaborative scientific research within the arts
and humanities. Therefore, I am confident that
if we continue to fine-tune our methods and
language through these collaborations and
shared research interests, these questions will,
in effect, answer themselves. As one of my old
tutors once said, it is simply a matter of “getting
your eye” in there.
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