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Abstract. This brief essay intends to deal with a specific but challenging topic, namely the pictorial 
brushstroke theoretically understood, in order to test a cross-over of approaches between artist’s 
writing, art theory, and Visual Culture. The importance and prominence of the brush mark will be 
addressed by the three different authors; for each it is a symbol and a tool that redefines a new 
epistemology of the concept of image. The first is the Italian painter and poet Toti Scialoja, who 
engages in a perennial struggle against the brushstroke in the name of a purely gestural image; 
the second is the French art historian and semiologist Hubert Damisch, for whom the stroke is a 
sign that corresponds to an ontology of a so-called “aerial” image; the third is the American art 
theorist Norman Bryson, who sees in it the instrument for transcending the rigid boundaries be-
tween work of art and image in the strict sense. The brushstroke seen as a theoretical object may 
provide, in the end, an exemplary case study of interdisciplinary analysis between different but 
tangent methodologies of approach to the image; it hypothetically builds a bridge between the 
art theory of the mid-20th century modernist season, the enlargement of its limits thanks to struc-
turalist influences, and the landing in the broader territory of Visual Culture. 
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1. Against the brushstroke 
 
This brief essay intends to deal with, from an angle limited to the case study, a specif-

ic but challenging topic, namely the pictorial brushstroke theoretically understood as an 
aesthetic concept, in order to test a cross-over of approaches between artist’s writing, 
art theory, and Visual Culture. The importance and prominence of the brush mark will 
be addressed by the three different authors: Toti Scialoja, Hubert Damisch, and Norman 
Bryson. The combination of these three names is neither a coincidence nor a mere jux-
taposition; they have been chosen because in the work of all three – the latter were two 
theorists, while the former was first and foremost a painter and poet, as well as an art 
writer – the problem of the brush sign, in a literal sense, acquires poignancy (and be-
cause the juxtaposition of perspectives that consider theory and others that are sub-
stantiated in practice enables one to weigh the pictorial mark both formally and sub-
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stantively). For each it is a symbol and a tool that redefines a new epistemology of the 
idea of image.  

The brushstroke has always been, in the field of art and image studies, a device re-
flecting changes in disciplinary orientations, often ignored, however, by art history, 
which in the words of James Elkins (1995a, 822) «lacks a persuasive account of the na-
ture of graphic marks». In fact, given the brush mark always turned to be, so to speak, a 
“hot topic” since the development of modern art literature from Giorgio Vasari onwards, 
it is still liable to be inscribed in that range of signs that, when properly deciphered, can 
“overwrite” works of art (in this case, paintings), and reveal much more than their style 
or content; the brushstroke is one of those, that if considered as «semeiotics», «could 
function as a sign, though signs for scenes and figures might be different in kind from 
signs that are nameless brushstrokes»1 (Elkins 1995a, 823). 

From Vasarian statements onward, it has immediately embodied – in critical terms – 
the visible marker of the pre-eminence of colour in painting, as opposed to the line, rep-
resentative of drawing. It then became the emblem of the party of “colourist” painters 
(forerunners of modernity), as opposed to that of the “draughtsmen” (bound to the 
classical tradition, respectful of the ancient model, and deferential to Leon Battista Al-
berti’s conception of linear perspective).2 

Let us first take a famous Vasarian example. In the second edition of his Vite (1568), 
Titian is portrayed as one of the greatest painters of his time. Nevertheless, Giorgio Va-
sari never ceases to reproach him for his colourism and weaknesses in drawing: 

 
Cominciò a dare alle sue opere più morbidezza e maggiore rilievo con bella maniera, usando 

nondimeno di cacciar sì avanti le cose vive e naturali, e di contrafarle quanto sapeva il meglio 
con i colori, e macchiarle con le tinte crude e dolci, secondo che il vivo mostrava, senza far di-
segno, tenendo per fermo che il dipignere solo con i colori stessi, senz’altro studio di disegna-
re in carta, fusse il vero e miglior modo di fare et il vero disegno; ma non s’accorgeva che egli 
è necessario a chi vuol bene disporre i componimenti et accomodare l’invenzioni, ch’e’ fa bi-
sogno prima in più modi diferenti porle in carta, per vedere come il tutto torna insieme. 

 
[He began to give his works more softness and greater relief with a beautiful manner, using 

nevertheless to bring forward the living and natural things, and to counteract them as best he 
knew how with colours, and to stain them with raw and sweet tints, according to what the liv-
ing thing showed, without drawing, holding firmly that painting only with the colours them-
selves, without any other study of drawing on paper, was the true and best way of doing and 
true drawing; But he did not realise that it is necessary for those who wish to arrange their 
compositions and inventions well, that they must first put them down on paper in various dif-
ferent ways, to see how the whole fits together].3 (Vasari 2011, 1106). 

 
In order to correctly compose the painting, it is necessary to place colours at the ser-

vice of the circumscribing linear structure, disguising consequently the sign of their ma-

 
1 In his essay, Elkins pits Peircian-derived “semeiotics” against modern “semiotics”, citing Bryson 
and Mieke Bal specifically as champions of the latter; reread years later, though, the text appears 
to attach greater importance to the “linguistic” component of semiology: in Bryson’s case to the 
detriment of materialism, which is instead manifest. 
2 On this issue, and its developments within the Querelle des Anciens et des Modernes in 17th cen-
tury France as prodromes of the 19th century modern painting revolution of the, see Lichtenstein 
(2013). 
3 All the English translations, except where indicated, are mine; italics too. Highlighting the tran-
scendence of the means of expression as a function of expression, Antoine Compagnon (2021, 44-
57) has rightly inscribed Vasari’s criticism of Titian among the varied narratives of the end of art. 
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terial substance, the brushstroke; and deluding the viewer that the chromatic is not pic-
torial but natural.       

Let us continue with another example along the same lines. Filippo Baldinucci was a 
Florentine literate who, in 1681, began to write Notizie de’ professori del disegno da Ci-
mabue in qua. Speaking of a work in which the painter Giovanni Francesco Romanelli 
known as the Viterbese had to paint gilded fabrics, he says: 

 
le quali poi andava ritoccando col pennello in modo, che senza perdere nè punto nè poco il 

bello del colorito pittoresco, con un certo scherzo d’ago e di pennello, ingannò l’occhio di 
chiunque le vide, col farle parere, non so se io dica di tutta tessitura, o col lasciare in dubbio 
s’elle fossero veramente tessute o dipinte. 

 
[which he then retouched with his brush in such a way that, without losing any or little of the 

beauty of the picturesque colouring, he deceived the eye of anyone who saw them with a cer-
tain trick of needle and brush, by making them look, I do not know whether to say completely 
woven, or by leaving in doubt whether they were really woven or painted]. (Baldinucci 1728, 
544; italics mine). 

 

The paintbrush is still at the service of the faithful imitation of nature, but at least the 
benefit of the doubt is given, with an interesting and pioneering comparison between 
brushstrokes and woven weave, which will be taken up in the 19th century by Gottfried 
Semper, then by Alois Riegl at the turn of the 20th century, and finally by Damisch him-
self in the second half of the last century.4 The core of art, in this metaphor, lies in the 
act of weaving threads, which for these authors rises to the theoretical rank of “texture” 
as “tresser” or “tressage”; Sergio Bettini (see 2020, 181-200), taking up oriental aesthet-
ics, will say that the essence of art consists precisely in weaving spatiality and temporali-
ty.  

Within the post-Vasarian artistic literature, one exception stands out, embracing the 
defence of colour with all its implications, partly because of its apologetic character: La 
Carta del navegar pitoresco, with which in 1660 Marco Boschini praises Venetian paint-
ing from its beginnings, and thus also its inherent chromatism. Giorgione, for example, is 
the one who succeeds in arousing the delights of representation with proficiency in col-
our: 

 
Zorzon ti è quel che fà de sti stupori; 
Infondendo ai to’ quadri el moto istesso; 
E cusi a quei, che se te troua apresso. 
Gran virtù, gran penel, degni colori! 
 
[Giorgione, you creator of these marvels; 
Infusing your paintings with motion itself; 
And so to those that surround. 
Great virtue, great brush, worthy colours!]. (Boschini 1660, 364). 
 

But it is Titian who fully dominates the pictorial art, putting drawing the background 
and demonstrating that he can master painting by touching its raw materials, colours, 
and excellently depict with a “physical hand” only through them, without affecting the 
representational magic: 

 
L’è stà dominador de sì gran’ Arte, 

 
4 See Houze (2006) and Damisch (1984, 275-305). 
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E in tal muodo patron de la Pitura, 
Che in quatro colpi el faua vna figura, 
E le se vede in tole, in tele, in carte. 
 
[He was the ruler of such a great Art, 
therefore the greatest sovereign in Painting, 
Who in four strokes made out a figure, 
And one admires it on panels, on canvases, on paper]. (Boschini 1660, 376). 

 
Apart from the highly anticipatory nature of the reactions to Venetian painting con-

cerning brushstroke value per se,5 it was only with the changes in modern painting in the 
19th century6 that the material substance of painting itself becomes increasingly visible 
on the canvas. To the extent that, in a certain retrospective interpretation of modernism 
(such as that of Clement Greenberg, for example), the intelligibility of the brush mark is 
the emblem of a “painterly painting” that affirms the integrity of the surface.7 At a mo-
ment of transition between modernism and the postmodernist turn, however, voices 
were raised outside the chorus, which reconfigured the brushstroke in the context of an 
adherence to the demands of Action painting. The latter, while assuming the modernist 
inheritance, laid the foundations to break some of its dictates; consider the theorisa-
tions of Harold Rosenberg, which unveiled an aesthetics of performative in nuce, cen-
tred on the processuality of the creative act, on the work of art as the retention of artis-
tic gestures with no other mediation outside of the artist’s body.8 

This direction has been followed by several artists, most notably the Italian Scialoja, 
who has been a painter, a poet, and a writer for all his life.9 By means of his artist’s writ-
ing, he fought a sharp crusade against the brushstroke. In addition to painting, he ex-
pressed thoughts on painting of considerable depth, in a diary he kept from 1954 to 
1964 entitled Giornale di pittura (following in the wake of a genre, personal artist’s writ-
ing, which Damisch (2010, 17) called «a calculated indiscretion [une indiscretion cal-
culée]»).10 In it, he developed his conception of artistic activity: a singular variation of 
the all-over gesturalism of the Americans of his generation, whom he knew directly and 
from whom he took inspiration. About Willem de Kooning he wrote: «For me, painting is 
a way of life, and he was embodied painting that went walking [pittura che cam-
minava]» (Scialoja 2023, 53). Also strongly influenced by French phenomenology (see 
Eufemia 2023), Scialoja felt an existential mandate to reunite human and artistic experi-
ence: 

 
The human skin divides the universe, for [Paul] Valéry, the “side colour” and the “side pain”. 

We will come to use our skin, our flesh, our living body, to paint; and it will be a way to over-
come the separation.11 (Scialoja 2022, 10). 

 

He intends to «live painting», to make it the most direct expression possible of a 
chronotope that he calls «consciousness space [spazio coscienza]» (Scialoja 2022, 8-6), 

 
5 For a deeper account, see Rosand (1997). 
6 On the brushstroke and its “emergence” in mid-19th century modern French painting, see Her-
bert (2015). 
7 See, obviously, Greenberg (1993, 85-93). 
8 See Rosenberg’s major books of the first part of his career as an art critic (1982; 1994). 
9 On the manifold personality of Scialoja, see the dedicated monograph by Eloisa Morra (2014), 
which mostly concentrates on his activity as a poet. 
10 Damisch is of course addressing Eugène Delacroix’s Journal (1822-1863). 
11 Valéry’s quotation is taken from Valéry (1943, 189). 



Brushstroke Strikes Again 

The Brushstroke as a Crossroads between Artist’s Writing, Art Theory and Visual Culture 

I Castelli di Yale online. RIVISTA DI FILOSOFIA                                                                                          151

Vol. XIV, n. 1, 2026 – ISSN 2282-5460 

close to the medieval concept of “quidditas”;12 of a dimension that is «new tension, new 
position between work and artist» (Scialoja 2022, 67) and that brings them together in 
the present instant. Of the ephemeral moment, works of art must be a withholding. This 
entails, for the artist and art writer Scialoja, a renegotiated relationship with the picture 
plane. He maintains «in primis, the inviolability» (Genovesi 2023, 252) of Greenbergian 
ascendancy,13 but detaches himself from it when his performative purpose dictates that 
he presses directly “with his own life” on the entire surface of the canvas. The latter is 
still an atomized and degerarchized grid of a modernist type, but – in order for it to be a 
Rosenbergian “dramatic arena” – the nature of pictorial sign must change. The direct 
pressure of the artist’s own body on the canvas makes him dislike the brushstroke (as he 
sees in it the mark of a compositive mediation) in favour of impressing on the canvas 
traces of colour obtained from paint-soaked matrixes. Thus he explains this operation, 
and elevates it to the rank of theory: 

 
The brushstroke is the traditional mode of painting understood as a replicative technique; it 

destroys the presence of surface-matter [materia di superficie] because it reduces all that is 
tangible and visible to a single metre: that of space conventionally aroused or evoked accord-
ing to a single rhythmic measure. [...] The brushstroke nullifies matter. [...] For this transcrib-
ing operation [operazione di trascrizione], the paintbrush is the classical instrument, invoked 
by the defenders of “true painting”. (Scialoja 2022, 5). 

 
The work of art, for Scialoja, still gives itself as an intact surface; but it claims its actual 

presence as a matrix in the morphological sense: as an imprint, as a direct trace that at-
tests to an actual temporality that nothing conceal.14 Therefore, the painter must free 
himself of the brush mark as a means of composition. The mechanism of occlusion, of 
sign superimposition, which is probably the ultimate term of pictorial figurality (both 
mimetic and abstract), must be completely divested, so that the painting can operate as 
the artist’s monad. The Scialojan position is eccentric in the artistic milieu of his time, 
because he essentially sees brushstrokes as dangerous weapons. To theorise violently 
against their representative function is, for him, to position the artist’s writing and con-
crete artistic results in parallel, in the name of overcoming the rigid disciplinary bounda-
ries between thought, action, and creation. 

 
 

2. In support of the brushstroke 
 
By striking out against the brushstroke, Scialoja had a profitable insight, given that in 

the following decades, in the full flood of postmodernism, the same theme would have 
been reconsidered again and again; from opposite angles, however, to cross further 
methodological barriers. The brush mark has returned in the most enlightened semio-
logical approaches to the work of art, brought about after the “digestion” of the struc-
turalist phase of semiology (which had a linguistic traction). From the 1970s onwards, in 
fact, Damisch’s aim was to isolate from the semiotics of painting the «permanent power 
of measureless sensory stimulation» (Damisch 1972, 42) that is inherent to his object of 
study: to study the pictorial sign in a more permeable relationship than that already es-

 
12 I allow myself to refer to Sessa (2023). 
13 On Scialoja’s relation with the Greenbergian art theory, made of affinities and divergencies, see 
Morra (2019, 32-44).  
14 Scialoja is at odds with the work of art that somehow conceals itself; on the aesthetics of “con-
cealing art”, see D’Angelo (2018). 
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tablished between “text” and “context”.15 He proposed to be attentive to the «painting 
as text», without forgetting that it has a specific «density» (Damisch 1972, 315) that 
matters more than its interpretations. And this becomes evident when approaching «the 
problematic of the sign [is] applied to non-figurative works of art, to productions where 
the very notion of representation, and with it that of the iconic sign, are questioned» 
(Damisch 1972, 45). Together with what he calls the “/cloud/ [/nuage/]” (i.e. the sign of 
the indistinct chromatic mass), the brushstroke is one of the pictorial signs that most 
obliges semiotics to inscribe the relationship between “text” and “context” in a frame-
work that appeals to the sensibility of the image.16 

Thus, in the final part of Théorie du nuage (1972), Damisch re-qualifies the 
brushstroke as a direct emanation of the paintbrush;17 it is also for him a weapon, the 
power of which is positive this time, as it allows one «to express the structure» and «see 
the texture» (Damisch 1972, 288-289) of the painting itself, without its nature being al-
tered by hermeneutics. He does so on the strength of the estrangement that has dis-
placed the Western gaze since the end of the 19th century through the encounter with 
Oriental painting. In a period that was still anthropologically and epistemologically Euro-
centric, Henri Focillon already realised that 

 
while European art imposes the certainties [évidences], the art of Japan offers structures 

[cadres] where our sense of space automatically installs the third dimension, with more cer-
tainty than the brush of the most skilful painter.18 (Focillon 1914, 8). 

 
According to Damisch, in order to recover the structure of a painting that, although it 

is not a child of the culture of China and Japan, with the modernist turn has stripped it-
self of the linear, perspective and illusionistic imitation of reality, it may be useful to re-
activate the dialectic – typical of ancient Japanese wisdom – between “brush” and 
“ink”19. The scholar sees in them two inseparable concepts that are «like flesh and bone 
[comme chair et os]» (Damisch 1972, 289): they mutually establish the skeleton and 

 
15 See Bal & Bryson (1991, 179): «As semioticians have tried to work through the complexities of 
the text/context distinction, they have developed a further caveat, concerning the stroke or bar (/) 
between the terms “text” and “context”. That mark of separation presupposes that one can, in 
fact, separate the two, that they are truly independent terms. Yet there are many situations within 
art-historical discourse that, if we consider them in detail, may make it difficult to be sure that such 
independence can easily be assumed. The relation between “context” and “text” (or “artwork”) 
that these terms often take for granted is that history stands prior to artifact; that context gener-
ates, produces, gives rise to text, in the same way that a cause gives rise to an effect. But it is 
sometimes the case that the sequence (from context to text) is actually inferred from its endpoint, 
leading to the kind of metalepsis that Nietzsche called “chronological reversal”». 
16 On the attempts at semiotic analysis that have taken iconicity into account in earlier times, see 
Purgar (2018).  
17 On the other hand, he had investigated the attributes of the linear grapheme in Damisch (1995). 
18 For a good Western introduction to the Oriental artistic experience, see Escande & Sers (2003). A 
dialogue between Western and Eastern aesthetics, contemporary to Damisch’s analysis, is provid-
ed by Marchianò (1977). 
19 Damisch questioned, in his investigation of perspective, how it is possible to derive the truth of 
the image from such a unidirectional medium as drawing; see Damisch (2012, 178): «In what re-
spect, from what perspective, if not that of perspective, can a demonstration conducted in the 
ways and by the means of art – in this case those of disegno, marked by geometry – assume the 
status of an original figure, in relation to theoretical, scientific and even philosophical develop-
ments that openly exceed the field limits assigned to a specific practice?» [the Italian word “dise-
gno” (“drawing”) is part of the original French text]. 
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musculature of the painted image. Seeing between the abstract pictorial sign and the 
field that receives it an interaction similar to that between brushstroke/bone and 
ink/flesh, leads to «a radical theoretical displacement [déplacement]» of the anatomy of 
the image; it allows us to «renounce» (Damisch 1972, 286) the vituperate bipartition be-
tween outline and colour: for the semiotician, it has never been a dialectical polarity, 
but a schematic categorisation. 

The brushstroke ultimately «represents the part of man (the man who controls him) 
in the production of painting, whose task it is to prepare the opening of the chaos 
[l’ouverture du chaos] that the brush itself will accomplish» (Damisch 1972, 294).  

Unlike Scialoja, he sees in the visible brush mark a sign of all the indeterminate and 
inexpressible power of painting, especially aniconic painting. It debunks all that the se-
miologist cannot say or write; it therefore opens another door: one that throws the 
“Linguistic Turn” behind it and moves to the “Pictorial Turn”, intercepting the new de-
mands of image studies that want to be more inclusive. After such a course, the 
brushstroke helps to unmask “the trick [la ruse] of the painting”. 

 
A painting [...] will no longer allow itself to be defined as an intensive and autonomous unit, 

but by the operations to which it lends itself in the order that is proper to it. (Damisch 2016, 
67). 

 
And it is precisely from the “operations” involved in and instigated by the image that 

Bryson’s theoretical analysis begins, in his by-now classic Vision and Painting. The Logic 
of the Gaze (1983). His attempt is transcending the rigid boundaries between work of art 
and image; and, in order to do so, he feels the need to criticise the failings of what he 
calls the para-cognitivist «perceptualism»20 (Bryson 1988, 37) of Ernst H. Gombrich’s 
school, that sees images as mere Gestalten from which meanings can be eradicated, un-
balancing itself too much on the mental facets of the figure. To enter into the logic of 
the image with a more assessed gaze it is necessary, on the other hand, to counterbal-
ance and «theorise in depth the material nature of the painterly sign», in which a “poly-
semic immanence” is placed, which implies not only the recognition of the practical da-
tum of the image alongside the mental one, but also a «theory of practice» itself (Bryson 
1988, 22; 70; 87).  

Bryson makes a strong redefinition of the concept of pictorial sign, depriving it of 
both logocentrism and pan-opticality; he states that its central element is “deixis”, that 
which indicates its deciphering: «Deixis is utterance in carnal form [...] and points back 
directly to the body», of the emitter and the receiver (Bryson 1988, 88). There is also the 
reference to the present moment of the artistic act, here connected to the brushstroke 
(the index of «the work of the brush in “real time” and [the] extension of the painter’s 
own body». Bryson 1988, 89) in a positive key, overturning Scialoja’s conception. What’s 
more for Bryson is, firstly, that the “work” of the paintbrush is also understood in terms 
of critical materialism; the brush mark denounces that the very effort of expressing, in 
addition to being creative, is also productive; it therefore subtends production strivings, 
that make the image a socio-cultural product, linked to the conditions of the society in 
which it originates.21 Secondly, the detectability of the pictorial sign adds a constitutive 
relational component to the image; that is, a reference now to the «gaze» (prolonged 
and contemplative) and now to the «glance» (brief and occasional) inherent to iconicity 

 
20 Gombrich’s inclinations for “perceptualism” are epitomized in Gombrich (1984). 
21 For an analysis of the brushstroke that goes beyond the value of expression of a single subject, 
see Powers (2013). 
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itself, which makes the spectator «an individuated viewing subject»22 (Bryson 1988, 94-
98). 

A paragraph in Bryson’s book summarises the characteristics just mentioned through 
an example; a close reading of some details of the famous The Art of Painting by Jan 
Vermeer (1666 ca.). The author investigates the coexistence and the diversity of the 
map and the chandelier, which, despite the Dutch artist’s lenticular realism, clash with 
each other in style: 

 
The surfaces are presented as existing on different levels of transpositions into the painting. 

Whereas the map is painted through meticulous transcriptions, with each detail of the map 
reproduced on canvas by a direct one-to-one isomorphism, the reflections of the chandelier 
are handled through the broad strokes of a brush loaded with liquid pigment. […] We move 
from high-fidelity transcription of perceptions that are, perhaps, slightly out of focus, to views 
whose simplification we cannot place with certainty. (Bryson 1988, 114). 

 
Identifying the different uses of the brush and the differing effects of the brushstroke 

guides the active viewer towards «the uncanny perceptual incoherence of the image» 
(Bryson 1988, 115): a vital element for his agency. So that the beholder can intercept all 
the nuances of the iconic spectrum,23 and so that «the image finally knows the body [the 
corporeal and material side] only as a picture» (Bryson 1988, 131). In the name of the 
brush mark, in conclusion, it is possible to say that Bryson has opened up paths that 
were then widely pursued by Visual Studies in the following decades (and still do today), 
such as the overthrow of the analysis of works of art separated from pictures of another 
nature,24 and the inclusion of speculation on the gaze in the same field as that on iconic-
ity.25 Although linked to a specific and somewhat outdated medium such as painting, 
when used as a theoretical craft, the brushstroke is still striking as a sign that lends itself 
very well to being an interdisciplinary crossroads in the approaches to image interpreta-
tion, for its going beyond medium specifity. 
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