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Erwin Panofsky (-) is regarded as the founder of iconology, a meth-
od of interpreting the content of works of art. The article considers inter-
pretation examples from Panofsky’s articles, books and correspondence 
that expound his creative method and his attitude to the problems of form 
and style in particular.

Two reproaches are most frequently made by critics of the iconological 
method: first, carried away by deciphering the content, the iconologists and 
iconographers forget about artistic quality and problems of form, and, sec-
ond, in none of his works did Erwin Panofsky himself use the interpretation 
model he had proposed. For this reason I would like to begin with recalling 
the history of the appearance of the model table and to ascertain its signif-
icance to the method. This will be followed with some examples of Panof-
sky’s interpretation and his reasoning both about painting and motion pic-

tures. Addresssing cinematography is all the more interesting 
since, unlike many of his educated peers, including art histori-
ans, Panofsky loved and respected the cinema. Meanwhile, his 
famous work Style and Medium in the Motion Pictures is, as it 
were, at the periphery of his traditional interests – Western art 
of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance.

The history of the appearance of the table and its subsequent 
modifications are considered in detail in my book; for the sake 
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of brevity I will list the main facts. Panofsky presented the table for the first 
time in his report to the neo-Kantian Society meeting in Kiel. It had three 
horizontal lines (correspondingly, three strata of interpretation): phenom-
enal meaning (subdivided into objective and expressive), content meaning 
and documental or essential sense (Dokumentsinn), and three vertical col-
umns: subject matter, the subjective source and the objective corrective 
of interpretation. His essay was called “On the Problem of Describing and 
Interpreting Works of the Visual Arts” and the word “iconology” was not 
used in it yet. A new version of the table appeared in Studies of Iconology 
(). Another column was added to denote every stage of interpretation. 
The first stage was pre-iconographic description and pseudo-formal analy-
sis, the second iconographic analysis in the narrow sense of the word. Even 
though the general title of the collection contains the word “iconology”, 
the third stratum of the analysis is designated as “iconographic analysis  
in a deeper sense” (iconographic synthesis). The third strata would be 
called iconological in yet another version of , when the text would be 
included in the collection Meaning in the Visual Arts. We are thus witness-
ing the birth oft he method: the art historian first makes a report to phi-
losophers, observes how the interpreter operates (including himself) and 
argues about the interpretation possibilities and limits. His second and 
third versions appeared when he taught at Princeton, with every stra-
tum of interpretation getting its own denotation and the drive of observa-
tion and reasoning in general giving way to a somewhat educational into-
nation, which made the table look subsequently as a guide for action. Let  
it be noted that even in this version the method is the synthesis of di*er-
ent levels of perception, understanding and interpretation of an artwork 
and should not taken for an instruction requiring consecutive step-by-step 
execution. One can well begin with the iconographical level, that is, with  
the identification of characters and a search of sources. It is important to 
move within the table horizontally rather than vertically from top to bot-
tom: in the  version Panofsky even braces the third vertical column 
with correcting () – controlling () principles of interpretation and 
inscribes: “tradition history” (in the  version this name would become 
the column title).

Comparison of the tables prompts the assumption that the method im-
plied above all the interpreter’s active reflection on his interpretation:  
at every level of interpretation he is aware of the process of his understand-
ing based on the knowledge of tradition. It is not coincidental that the 
collection Meaning in the Visual Arts was supplied with a subtitle: Papers  
In and On Art History.

In fact, the iconographical level of interpretation was a concession to the 
th century with its historicism and archaeology. In a letter to a student 
who was interested in Panofsky’s creative method, the scholar explained 
why iconography was necessary: “I would not say that iconographical  
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and historical knowledge increases our aesthetic or emotional reaction in 
all cases (in mine, it does), but I do believe, that we have to go into these 
problems as a matter of sheer politeness if and where an artist of thе past or 
present has gone to the trouble of telling a “story”... If we were to tell a vis-
itor, after he has spoken to us for half an hour, that we really didn’t listen to 
what he was saying but only enjoyed his intonation. In other words, the ap-
plication of the iconographic method is not a postulate per se, but a postu-
late which derives from the nature of the work under discussion”.

Apparently, in order to draw a distinction at the terminological level, 
Panofsky “revives” the word “iconology” to denote his method. For Panof-
sky it is not an identification of content, the depicted personages, attributes 
and symbols, nor just an extended interpretation of meanings loaded into 
the iconographical programme (i.e. in an appropriate text), but a possibili-
ty, or at least desire to restore the connection between visusal art and world 
outlook, between image and idea, the artist and the viewer. Therefore, all 
levels of analysis are important to the observation how this connection  
is established and operates.

Panofsky himself always found the meaning hidden behind the for-
mal aspects of a work of art important. Although, to get at that meaning,  
it is still important to realise, Panofsky points out, that Michelangelo de-
picted the fall of man and not luncheon on the grass, or conversely, that 
peaches in Renoir are not a symbol of sin, but the proof of renewed inter-
est in still life. The latter statement linked with the understanding and 
specifying of the genre presupposes knowledge of the history of ideas, 
that is, in this case the interpreter from the outset references the third 
level amendment. 

The attention Panofsky attached to the interpretation of formal aspects 
is clear from his polemic with Wöl,in over The Foundations of Art Histo-
ry (). Panofsky tries to specify and develop certain theses of his men-
tor, taking the problem of the development of style from “linear” to “paint-
erly” beyond “pure vision” or the relationship of eye to world (Verhältnis 
des Auges zur Welt). After all, vision as physiologically objective perception  
of the surrounding world cannot assume the style-forming function. All 
artists at all di*erent times have the same eye structure. The relationship 
of eye to world is the relationship of the soul to the world of the eye. If the 
artist chooses some possibility of a representation, it is not merely a possi-
ble outlook on the world (Anschauung der Welt), but a way of world outlook 
(Weltanschauung). In this sense the second and third strata of iconological 
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interpretation go back to the first: after all the style of representation, be  
it the peculiarly built perspective or expressively distorted figures in the Art  
Nouveau period, is also the carrier of sense and meaning.

Panofsky develops the same theme in Perspective as Symbolic Form (-) 
and in his work on Early Netherlandish Painting. 

Perspective is also a formal indicator that is subject to be chosen (or sought) 
by the artist and that can be defined as the carrier of meaning and sense, 
Panofsky asserts. What is behind it is not the experience of the eye, but the 
experience of the mind. Mistakes in perspectival construction (from the con-
temporary point of view) or the complete absence of perspective have no 
e*ect on the artistic quality of the work. It is a stylistic characteristic, but 
it can be designated as a “symbolic form”, because in this case “spiritual con-
tent-meaning (geistiger Bedeutungsinhalt) is combined with a concrete sen-
sually perceived sign (sinnliches Zeichen) and turns out to be innerly linked 
with it”; precisely for this reason not only the presence of perspective in dif-
ferent epochs and regions is essentially important, but also what sort of per-
spective it is”. The di*erent forms of perspectival structures also reflect the 
di*erent concepts and ideas of the organisation of the world and space.

Comparing Van Eyck’s Arnolfini Portrait with the San Clemente (Rome) 
fresco showing the death of St Ambrose, Panofsky points out that the Ital-
ian master uses light as the quantitative and insulating principle (with 
shadows forming the shape of objects he arranged them in the picture 
space and positioned the viewer before the depicted space. Van Eyck, on the 
contrary, uses light as a qualitative and unifying principle: he is interested 
in refraction, reflection and light di*usion – reflexes on the metal or glass 
surface, the shine or fur and fabric, glints, representation of fire, mirror 
 reflections and colour chiaroscuro. From the point of view of building per-
spective, in the Italian case space is interpreted as complete and enclosed 
in the picture. The front plane section in Van Eyck’s picture suggests that 
space is expanding and the viewer becomes part of it: in this case Panof-
sky speaks about “osmosis” between the closed room and the Universe. 
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Therefore, perspectival contruction has di*erent functions: to enrich the 
picture optically (in the North) and to attain stereometric clarity (in the 
Italian version). Panofsky links these distinctions with the northern striv-
ing after individualisation, attention to detail and the study of individual 
things the way they were, on the one hand, and with searches of an ideal, 
a common principle governing the existing or manmade things that were 
characteristic of Italian mentality of the Renaissance period, on the other.

In his essays on cinematography Panofsky also begins with analysis of 
formal aspects. The main idea of his paper “On Movies” () is apologia 
of the cinema as a kind of art. It was a lecture read at the Museum of Mod-
ern Art in the New York City, where a movie archive was being founded. 
Addressing the museum public and curators, Panofsky speaks not about 
the content, educational or ideological importance of the motion pictures, 
but about the formal and stylistic specifics of conveying content, which ac-
count for the cinema’s special place in art. In the later editions “style and 
medium” were added to the title, literally pointing to the carrier of content. 
The very enthusiasm about defining the peculiarities of style and expres-
sion in di*erent kinds of art cannot but bring to mind Lessing’s Laocoon.

Space and time became central concepts with Panofsky: they were pivotal 
not only to the Kantian discourse, but also suggested influence of the top-
ical problems of natural sciences; at any rate Panofsky knew Einstein from 
Princeton. The basic characteristic of the new kind of art was that it of-
fered new opportunities for the interaction between time and space. Panof-
sky called it dynamisation of space and spatialisation of time. At the very 
beginning of the article Panofsky writes that the pleasure the spectator ex-
periences at the cinema is unrelated to a certain story or the play of forms, 
it is the pure joy of observing moving pictures. But perhaps the reason why 
Panofsky liked the film The Navigator was not only Buster Keaton’s excep-
tional acting abilities, but also because it was especially interesting to ob-
serve the relations between time and space in the conditions of the closed 
and at the same time movable space of the ship.

Giving due to the iconographic tradition, Panofsky points out in the ear-
ly motion pictures motifs, types, characters and emblematic details that 
helped cinemagoers recognize eternal themes of pictorial art. A femme fa-
tale and a virtuous maiden are a parallel to the wise and foolish virgins, 
with details, such as a checkered tablecloth as an indispensable attribute 
of a picture of a poor but decent family. The iconographic use of the co-
lour gamut: night scenes are printed in blue or green. And, finally, anoth-
er example of stable iconography: showing the seemingly small and weak 
score victory over the seemingly large and strong. Here Panofsky draws  
a parallel between the Mickey Mouse stories and David contesting Goliath. 
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As  Panofsky uses the attribute “small”, it stands to reason that we have 
chosen Donatello’s David rather than that of Michelangelo for comparative 
illustration in this report.

Let us, however, take as an example Panofsky’s reasoning and appraisal 
in which formal and iconographic aspects are combined in a peculiar way.  
I mean Walt Disney’s Fantasia.

Panofsky attended the premiere at the Broadway Theatre (then called 
Colony,  seats) in New York City on  November . Fantasia was 
a “new form of entertainment” that mixed the traditions of the musical, si-
lent movies with music accompaniment, concert and even lecture. In a live 
action introduction to Fantasia the composer and music critic Deems 
Taylor said that the audience was to see designs and pictures and stories 
that the artists imagined under the impact of music. According to his in-
troduction, three kinds of music were used in the film: “First is the kind 
that tells a definite story, then there is thе kind that while it has no spe-
cific story, does paint a series of more or less definite pictures; then there  
is a third kind, music, that exists for its own sake“. Toccata and Fugue  
in D Minor by Johann Sebastian Bach is “absolute music, even the title has 
no meaning beyond a description of the form of the music”. Work with mu-
sic is thus considered from the point of view of its narrative potential and 
possibilities of its representation.

In his letter to John Abbott dated  November  Panofsky explains 
that, in addition to his gratitute and admiration for Disney’s work he would 
like to share “some ideas which occured to me when I tried to rationalize 
my impressions”.

To begin with, it is a matter of the relationship between music and pic-
ture. As if in response to Deems Taylor, Panofsky asserts that “the only 
thing which matters is whether or not the music is self-su/cient, that  
is to say, whether or not it demands, or at least tolerates, the accompani-
ment of visible movement in space. This has nothing to do with the value  
of music, nor with its ‘content’, but is merely a question of charac-
ter: all types of dance music (not only ballets, but also… Strauss waltzes,  
or Brahms’ Hungarian dances… all operatic music, Händel’s Water Mu-
sic belong ipso facto to the second class. Exceptions – Menuet movement  
in the symphonies, Bach’s suites”. According to Panofsky, “…the basic and 
entirely low-brow fact is, that music is either intended to be listened to or to 

1   Fantasia, produced by Walt Disney, 1940. Introduction by Deems Taylor, 2:12.
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serve as a stimulus to something going on in space. Only the second class 
… is ‘picturizable’, and it does not matter what kind of pictures are selected,  
in this respect the imagination of the cartoonist is absolutely free”.

Later on in an article of  Panofsky would recall Fantasia and describe 
this possibility for music to come into contact with a moving picture as  
a principle of coexpressibility. 

In his letter Panofsky goes on pondering on the potential of metamor-
phosis that, according to him, is a distinguishing feature of animated 
cartoons as a type of art. Static objects start behaving as mechanisms or 
animals and animals as simultaneously as animals and people, that is, 
acquire a life di*erent from that of their own. From this point of view 
Panofsky welcomes the representation of the elements, change of seasons 
or “the action of a lava stream as a drama”. Ostriches that are both os-
triches and ballerinas are another example of a felicitous metamorphosis. 
(The Fantasia bonus includes documentary takes showing a live ballerina 
posing for cartoonists drawing the movements of ostriches and hippopot-
amuses, Degas’ picture in Walt Disney’s study served as another source of 
inspiration.) From the point of view of iconographic interpretation meta-
morphosis makes it more di/cult to describe and analyse because you 
have to decide whether the ostriches are shown as ballerinas or the other 
way round.

People in animation cannot be representd “the way they are”: they should 
be “transformed”. To undergo a metamorphosis, they “have to be dehuman-
ized in order to live up to the standard of their environment”. Some charac-
ters, like fairies personifying the forces of nature, are shown as “more than 
human” while others, like Popeye the Sailor man and his girlfriend Olive 
Oyl, “less than human”. When people (or suchlike creatures) remain the way 
they are, the animated cartoon magic is destroyed. When Panofsky took 
up the theme in his article ( version), he compared the release of Snow 
White with The Fall because a human figure had appeared in animation. 
All those princesses, gnomes, baseball players and centaurs were verita-
ble caricatures rather than metamorphoses. Going back to Fantasia, Panof-
sky pointed out that the “screening” of ostrich and hippopotamus ballets 
could be considered a success, whereas he found the fantasies on the themes 
of Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony and Schubert’s Ave Maria “deplorable“.
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The centaurs appear in that part of Fantasia where the Pastoral Sympho-
ny is used – music, according to Panofsky, closed for “screening”. This is 
interesting because its movements have subtitles, for instance, Scene by 
the Brook or Merry Gathering of Country Folk, that enable presupposition of 
“pictorial” scenes. In general, centaurs, centaurettes, Dionysus, flowers and 
trees are associated with the pastoral theme. However, if we follow Panof-
sky’s logic, the rendition of music originally did not presuppose any accom-
panying “movement in space”, while the centaurs are shown too “true to 
life” and not meeting the “metamorphosis” requirement.

Another “unfortunate” case, according to Panofsky, is the narrative to 
Schubert’s Ave Maria, in which music not intended for action is wrongly 
used. However, from the point of view of Disney’s (and Taylor’s) logic us-
ing that music was appropriate because it is connected with a certain sto-
ry: Schubert composed Ave Maria as part of a song cycle after Walter Scott’s 
Lady of the Lake, setting to music one of Ellen’s songs. The artist Kay Niel-
sen who sketched action for that sequence was apparently inspired by 
mountaintops, Gothic arches and silhouettes in counter light from Caspar 
David Friedrich’s paintings, while the final frame replicated the composi-
tion of the Tetschen Altar. On the face of it that seems to be nearly a perfect 
match: German romantic painting (and music) meet English romantic po-
etry. However, the romanticism of Friedrich somewhat di*ers in tone from 
the poem’s lyrical and heroic motifs. Friedrich’ themes were loneliness, the 
eternity of nature and frailness of life. We can surmise that Panofsky felt 
the mismatched charge and the far-fetched use of iconography in Fanta-
sia‘s final fragment, that is, the borrowing of a form of expression without 
any correlation with the form of content, to use Hjelmslev’s linguistic ter-
minology.

In addition, in the letter cited above Panofsky made a rather sharp joke 
about the music arrangement, saying that “…what Stokowski has done to 
the music as such with cutting and re-orchestration … I hope will come up 
on the occasion of the Last Judgement”. In that sequence, too, Schubert’s 
original was reworked: an aria solo was adapted for chorus and orchestra.

Obviously, the means of expression used by Disney and Stokowski were 
at variance with the cultural experience and memory of Panofsky. What 
is more, they had di*erent professional objectives: as a practician Disney 
adapted classical heritage quite o*-handedly but e*ectively gradually him-
self turning into a classic. As a viewer, critic and art historian Panofsky 

1   The Lady of the Lake, canto 3, verse 29.
2   Die Zeit der Herrlichkeit des Tempels und seiner Diener ist dahin, und aus dem zertrümmerten 
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deemed it his duty not only to share impressions and pass judgement, but 
also “rаtionalize my impressions“. He closes his letter with a fairly opti-
mitic “…how fascinating the experience has been”.

One can have di*erent ideas about why Panofsky did not like certain se-
quences of Fantasia and his own explanations may seem not quite convinc-
ing, including as far as the di*erentiation between metamorphosis and car-
icature is concerned. However, it is indicative that, when substantiating 
his preferences, he himself draws attention not to the choice of themes or  
the use of antiquity motifs or other iconography, but considers the phe-
nomenon by describing and analyzing its form.

To sum up, the problems of style and form prove no less but perhaps even 
more important to the iconologist. If we go back to the table and method,  
it is obvious that Panofsky’s method itself cannot be fixed “iconographi-
cally” as a set of some canonical actions and formulas and that an icono-
graphic interpretation does not presuppose any final judgement closing the 
theme, but requires that the interpreter himself control his work and cor-
relate his inferences with the history of tradition. At the same time Panof-
sky’s method is an open system that is mastered through the interpreter’s 
style and means, such as the clarity and logic of scholarly thought, classical 
erudition and interest in the “non-classical” art of the cinema, witty argu-
mentation and elegant style.


