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“Reading-In”: Franz Boas’s
Theory of the Beholder’s Share

FR A N Z BO A S (d. 1942) was born into an educated Jewish
family in Westphalia in 1858; by 1888, at the age of thirty, he had settled
permanently in the United States, in New York City. Today Boas is perhaps
best known for his lifelong critiques of racialist theory and its concomitants
in anti-Semitism and Nazism. He broadcast his arguments indefatigably
from Columbia University (where he taught from 1899 until his death) into
the public forum; one such statement was his memorable 1924 letter to the
New York Times, �Lo, the Poor Nordic!,� in which he set out to refute Henry
Fair�eld Osborn (chief paleontologist at the American Museum of Natural
History), who was advocating the innate superiority of the �Nordic race.� By
the 1920s, the German-Jewish immigrant Boas was writing with immense
authority as one of the internationally recognized founders of American
anthropology�that is, both of Americanist anthropology and of anthropol-
ogy in North America (the United States and Canada; Boas did much of his
�eldwork in the latter nation).1

In this essay, I consider a somewhat neglected contribution made by
Boas to the anthropology of visual culture and, more narrowly, to the meth-
ods and principles of art history�namely, his prescient theory of the
beholder�s projection of verbalized meaning into visual form and symbol-
ism. Boas worked out his ideas in relation to certain background intuitions
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about human seeing and image making in interaction with natural lan-
guage. But they remained undeveloped, and they have not much been
followed up beyond the speci�c ethnographic context in which they were
formulated. Still, they remain suggestive from the vantage point of a pres-
ent-day world art history. I will contextualize them analytically in relation to
comparable but distinct approaches to the �beholder�s share��a beholder�s
active identi�cation and interpretation of visual form and meaning, includ-
ing the most basic matter of recognizing the things that might be depicted
or symbolized in a conventionalized visual pattern. My aim is not only�not
primarily�to provide an exegesis of Boas. Instead, I aim to frame and
phrase his ideas�as I see them in their �best case��in ways that give them
the greatest interest and relevance for certain present-day concerns in the
study of visual culture worldwide.

Primitive Art
and Boasian Anthropology

Among art historians, Boas is best known for Primitive Art, pub-
lished in 1927. (Of course, the term �primitive art� would not be used
today, except in historiographical contexts.) The �rst half of the book
offered an introduction and four chapters on the �formal element� in art,
on pictorial art, on symbolism, and on style. Concluding with brief sections
on literature, music, and dance, the second half was mostly a revised version
of Boas�s long essay of 1897, �The Decorative Art of the Indians of the
North Paci�c Coast of America,� originally published in the Bulletin of the
American Museum of Natural History, where he had served as a curator
from 1901 to 1905�organizing its North Paci�c Hall and leading the Jesup
North Paci�c Expedition.2

Primitive Artdepended not only on Boas�s ethnographic �eldwork in
Baf�nland (when he travelled there in 1883�84, it had been newly ceded
from Britain to Canada) and among indigenous peoples of British Colum-
bia, with whom he had already become fascinated in Germany. Chief among
these were the Kwakuitl (Kwakwaka�wakw) of Vancouver Island and its sur-
rounds, whose language he learned�a matter to which I will return. It also
drew on the increasingly large scholarship on the worldwide ethnology of art,
especially in Africa and Polynesia. His general theory was eclectic. Overall, he
tried to calibrate�to balance�two sets of polarities in art theory. First, he
tried to calibrate an emphasis on the technical and material determinations
of form on the one hand (PA, 11, 15; this approach would be identi�ed with
the thought of the architectural theorist Gottfried Semper) and, on the
other hand, a recognition of the operation of autonomous �formal
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principles� (something like Alo�¤s Riegl�s Kunstwollenor �will-to-form�; PA,
16). Second, he tried to calibrate the description of form(the �purely formal�)
on the one hand and, on the other hand, the interpretation of “ ideas associated
with form,” that is, subject matter and symbolism, and therefore, in principle,
interpretations of what he called �signi�cant form� (PA, 13, 88) and
�symbolic form� (PA, 69). (Boas seems to have come up with both of these
terms on his own; at any rate, he did not cite their simultaneous currencies
among British art critics and in the writing of the philosopher Ernst Cassirer
and the art historians Aby Warburg and Erwin Panofsky.) Partly on the basis
of these frameworks, Boas advanced his principal polemic in the book: estab-
lished typological and evolutionist accounts of the putative historical devel-
opment of pictorial form from schematic and conventionalized form to
naturalistic form (or vice versa) were unfounded. In one blow, he overturned
the pseudoseriational quasi-evolutionist �ndings of preceding ethnologies of
ornament and depiction. The debate now seems quaint, due largely to Boas.

From the 1890s onward, Boas promulgated one of his wider �ndings,
re�ected in Primitive Artand all his major works�an anthropological theory
now indelibly associated with his and his students� names as �Boasian
anthropology.� �Culture��he used the term speci�cally not in the estab-
lished German senses of the deeply rooted lifestyle of a racialized Volkand
of Kultur�of �civilization� in and as Bildung, dedicated to its own self-
improvement. �Kultur� would fall under a severe pall in America during the
First World War. (In translating his Mind of Primitive Manof 1911 into
German in 1914, Boas adopted the title Kultur und Rasse, knowing he would
provoke some of his former countryfolk, and, indeed, in 1933 his book was
marked to be burned by the Nazis.)3 Boas invented a new Americansense of
�small-c culture,� to use the phrase of Barbara Duden, a Viennese historian
who trained in German-language Kulturgeschichteafter the Second World
War. According to Duden, in her studies she found herself at sea with�
quite unprepared for��Kultur im Sinne des amerikanischen Wortes
culture.�4 Small-c culture, Boas said, is not simply a �kaleidoscopic picture
of miscellaneous traits��the customs, laws, and practices of a social group
that has already been prede�ned in ethnic, geographic, and linguistic
terms. Instead, small-c culture is an �organic whole� strictly on its own terms
(PA, 7), even though it subsists in �acculturation��that is, in absorbing and
adapting in �culture contacts� between groups, through longer-range
exchanges and diffusions, and under imperial dominations and colonial
exploitations. Boasian small-c culture became the �culture� of �cultural
anthropology� among his students Alfred L. Kroeber (who refused to utter
the German word Kultur), Ruth Bunzel, Ruth Benedict, Edward Sapir, Mar-
garet Mead, and others�the dominant paradigm in mid-twentieth-century
American anthropology.
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Howwhole is the �organic whole� of culture? In an incisive monograph
on Boas, the Africanist anthropologist Melville J. Herskovits noted in 1953
that anthropologists must often encounter �pathological situation[s] of
[cultural] demoralization� under and after colonial administration. Hers-
kovits suggested that �matters of colonial rule touched [Boas] lightly�
because he had �never worked in any area of European dominance,� such
as German East Africa.5 This may be true as far as it goes. Still, Boas
grasped, for example, that the Canadian government�s outlawing of the
Kwakiutl potlatch (the periodic ceremony of a chief�s public redistribu-
tion of goods) could effectively disintegrate Kwakiutl culture, which had
already been undergoing traumatic acculturation in contacts with Rus-
sian, European, British, American, and Canadian traders, settlers, and
collectors.

One cannot gainsay the external impacts of colonial rule on a small-c
culture. But I want to focus on Boas�s theory of organic culture�especially
visual culture�as internally differentiated and diversi�ed, and indeed as
internally displaying �strong [self-]resistances� (PA, 3) speci�cally at the
level of ornamental and pictorial symbolism. His inquiry had started, he
said, from Paul Ehrenreich�s 1899 documentation of the �highly devel-
oped symbolism of the North American Indians� (PA, 91). According to
Ehrenreich, on one Cheyenne moccasin (�g. 1a), for example, �a dark
blue series of triangles represent mountains, a light blue stripe a river, and
a red one a trail.� On another (�g. 1b), the pattern represents �a series of
tents� (see PA, 92).6

Following up on Ehrenreich, in the �rst decades of the twentieth cen-
tury Boas and his students launched extensive studies among indigenous
peoples throughout the American Plains and the Paci�c Northwest.
Throughout, they tried to secure what Boas called �consistent inter-
pretations� of symbols, that is, the indigenous �names� of the forms and
motifs and the stable �explanations� offered for them, such as a Zuni infor-
mant�s full explanation (recounted to Bunzel) of the �whole design� on
a broken painted bowl (�g. 2) as representing �Cloud All Alone,� that is,
a deceased woman�s spirit waiting alone at the Sacred Lake, �like a single
little cloud left in the sky after the storm clouds have blown over; she just sits
and waits all alone, always looking and looking in all directions, waiting for
somebody to come; that is why we put eyes looking out in all directions� (PA,
99).7 As the ethnologist Emil Stephan had concluded in collecting Melane-
sian paintings and carvings, and as he was quoted by Boas, such names and
explanations �are given without hesitation . . . [and] as clear in the mind of
the person who gives the explanation� at any given time (PA, 106: on
a painted board from New Ireland; �g. 3: d ¼ men�s arts; e ¼ �sh head;
c ¼ strings for shell money; b ¼ �sh bones; a ¼ frigate bird).8
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Þgure 1a�d. Designs on
Cheyenne moccasins, from Paul
Ehrenreich, �Zur Ornamentik der
nordamerikanischen Indianer,�
Ethnologisches Notizblatt2, no. 1
(1899).

Þgure 2. �Cloud All Alone,� a Zuni painted bowl
(early twentieth century) (�eldwork of Ruth

Bunzel), from Franz Boas, Primitive Art(Oslo,
1927), �g. 91.

Þgure 3. Painted board from New Ireland (�eldwork of Emil
Stephan), from Boas, Primitive Art, �g. 101.
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Boasian Iconographic Disjunction:
The Case of the Chilkat Blanket

At the same time as all this research was conducted, however, Boas
signaled the deep challenges it posed for the very idea�his underlying
idea�of small-c culture.

Let us take the supposed �de�nite signi�cance� of the designs employed
in Marquesan male tattoos as reported by Karl von den Steinen�Boas�s
cited example of the initial ethnological discovery of the problem. With
respect to one design (�g. 4)�a very small part of the immense tapestry
of a full-dress tattoo�one informant called the upper row �the fellow with
the step of a rooster� and the lower row �the hero Pohu and his house.� But
�another informant from another village� designated the same �gures with
raised arms in bothrows as �legendary miscarriages consisting of a [human]
chest� (PA, 100).9 Closer to Boas�s turf, Kroeber�s �eldwork among the
Arapaho had reported not only �the variety of forms which are used to
represent the same objects� in various programs of design but also �the
variety of explanations given to the same form,� regardless of �de�niteness�
for any one beholder at a given time.10 In compiling the Ethnologic Dictionary
of the Navaho Languagein the early 1900s, the Franciscan Fathers found that
�native informants� were �much at variance,� as they put it, in giving
�reliable and consistent information� about words and their meanings.11

If, as it seemed to Boas, there is �considerable wavering� within a culture
�in regard to the meaning of the symbol,� then �it is dif�cult to assume that
we are merely dealing with the names of design elements� and what must
�ow froma name by way of a tale, a myth, or a meaning�the storyof the form
(PA, 102).

In a recent book on iconographic theory in studies of New World
prehistory, Vernon James Knight Jr. has likened Panofsky�s concept
of �iconographic disjunction,� developed in the mid-1940s, to Boas�s

Þgure 4. Detail of a Marquesan warrior�s tattoo (�eldwork of Karl von den
Steinen), from Boas, Primitive Art,�g. 99c.
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recognition of �prevailing uncertainty in regard to many of the meanings�
of symbols.12 Panofsky could have read Boas, and he probably did. But
Boas could not have read Panofsky on disjunction. And anyway I would
prefer to keep Boas and Panofsky well apart. By �disjunction,� Panofsky
designated historical transformations in the symbolic reference of a motif
in a relatively stable long-term transmission at a formal level, such as the
transformation of the �pagan� motifs of classical antiquity into Christian
symbols. Boas was just as interested, however, in two further and inverse
possibilities: �rst, the variation in the meaning attributed to a motif at any
onetime (variation that is simultaneous in a social group); and second, the
variation in the form/motif in the transmission of an ostensibly stable
meaning. In these respects Boas intuited a model of what I have proposed
to call the inherent �resistance� within full notional �iconographic
succession� to the culturally normative symbolic meaning of a motif�
a model that was far broader than Panofsky�s.13

Boas arrived at his crucial example in 1907 in extensive notes he pre-
pared on the form and motifs of the imagery of the �Chilkat blankets� of the
north Paci�c coast (�g. 5). (The blankets are named after the Tlingit weav-
ers of Chilkat in southeastern Alaska, who produced most of them in Boas�s
day; they were distributed throughout the north Paci�c coast as far south as
northern California.) Hardly a �blanket,� the Chilkat blanket was�and is�
a richly and subtly colored and highly valuable ceremonial robe, woven from
the wool of mountain goats. It was intended to be displayed as a chief�s
dressware (�g. 6) and sometimes to become part of his funereal represen-
tation; it could also be worn in dance by proper owners of the lineage�s
imagery. Boas wrote his �Notes on the Blanket Designs� to accompany an
essay on the blankets� use and manufacture by a well-placed but sometimes
unreliable collaborator, Lt. George T. Emmons of the US Navy, who
collected (and sold) several blankets.14

In the early nineteenth century, the imagery of the blankets seems to
have been abstract or �geometric� and nonrepresentational; later on, in the
�nal third of the nineteenth century, it assumed more �representational�
con�gurations. In principle, a considerable stability of form and motif
between two or more blankets could be guaranteed because the blankets
were woven by women who carefully followed patterns painted by men on
boards�templates that were assiduously preserved and used by generations
of the painters and weavers (�g. 7). But two or more blankets could show
differentorganizations of form and motif because two or more pattern
boards could be in use (in principle) even among the same group of
weavers. The men�s pictorial designs, it has been said, were generally �so
patterned and conventionalized . . . that [the depicted objects] are not rec-
ognizable to those lacking special knowledge.�15 (Indeed, Boas wrote, some
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Þgure 6. Nisga�a chief James
Skean/James Stiaowax posing in
his ceremonial costume, taken at
Gitlaxt�aamiks on the Nass River
(British Columbia) by Tsimshian

photographer B. A. Haldane in
1903 or 1914. Image PN 4329,

courtesy of the Royal British
Columbia Museum and
Archives, Victoria, BC.

Þgure 5. Chilkat blanket, Tlingit. Warps: cedar bark and mountain goat wool; wefts:
mountain goat wool. Total 196 � 40 cm; bottom fringe 50 cm. American Museum of
Natural History E/350, acquired 1869�90, Gift of Heber R. Bishop. Courtesy of the
Division of Anthropology, American Museum of Natural History, New York.
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designs in the art of the Northwest Coast are �so arbitrary that a safe inter-
pretation is impossible� without accompanying information; PA, 275.) In
acquiring blankets, then, Emmons collected what Boas called the �de�nite
names� of �the various parts of the patterns� from the weavers and other
knowledgeable informants. In his �Notes,� Boas published a table of
Emmons�s information�the supposed proper names of twenty groups of
elements of blanket patterns (�g. 8). He reused the table in incorporating
parts of his �Notes� into the revised text of his 1897 �Decorative Art of the
North Paci�c Coast� in Primitive Art(PA, 253).16

Already in 1907, however, Boas had to acknowledge instability and
uncertainty. First, the patterns�notwithstanding their de�nite names�
seemingly could be �used merely as ornamental elements, without any refer-
enceto their signi�cation.�17 For example, Design 6 was called �Eye,� but it
has the �same form� as both Design 3, �Salmon-trout�s head,� and Design 8,
�Double eye.� Second, a pattern could be used to signify a different entity
than what was named: Design 3, called�Salmon-trout�s head,� �almost
always� depictsan eye of some creature. Finally, almost identical designs
could depict two differententities, thus acquiring different names: for exam-
ple, Design 5, �Eyebrow,� and Design 10, �Mouth.� Five years earlier, as we
have seen, Kroeber had come across similar criss-crossings and zigzaggings

Þgure 7. Pattern board for weaving a Chilkat blanket, Tlingit, British Columbia.
103 � 58 cm. American Museum of Natural History, 16/9068, Gift of Dr. Joseph Sims,
1903. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology, American Museum of Natural History.
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Þgure 8. George T. Emmons�s table of the �de�nite names� of twenty groups of
design elements found in Tlingit (Chilkat) blankets, after Franz Boas, �Notes on the
Blanket Designs,� in George T. Emmons and Franz Boas, The Chilkat Blanket(New
York, 1907), �g. 14.



of forms, motifs, and named meanings among the Arapaho. In his �Notes,�
Boas devoted many pages to laboriously working out these intricate inter-
relations with regard to the blankets. (Much of this detail did not reappear
in Primitive Art, in which he tried, instead, to identify the �fundamental
patterns� or �general plans� of the blankets in purely schematic terms; PA,
258.) Indeed, he immersed his readers in such a quantity of detail that
�nally the very possibility of an organizing structureof form, motif, and
meaning seemed somewhat elusive�beyond the expository powers of the
most lucid iconographer of form. (Boas has sometimes been criticized for
getting lost in detail for its own sake, but this misses the point: his fanatical
detail waspartly the point.) The �organic whole� of small-c (visual) culture
seems to disappear in a welter of alternative wholes. Or holes?

If this were not enough, an even more intractable dif�culty reared up. As
Boas put it in 1927, however many names there areand whatever they might be,
often �the names do not �t the explanationsgiven for the whole pattern� (PA,
253, my emphasis). Around 1905, Emmons had acquired one set of names
and explanations. But at almost the same time, John R. Swanton, an expert
in Tlingit culture, had recorded an entirely different set of names and
explanations for highly similar blanket patterns and even the very same
blanket pattern. Even the verbal �origin myth of the blanket� itself came
in two distinct versions, as Emmons had learned.18

On a blanket now in the American Museum of Natural History (�g. 9a),
according to Emmons the central design represents the osprey or
�thunderbird� with outstretched wings. According to Swanton, however, it
represents the beaver. (I give bare-bones summaries of the main elements of
the designs; in his �Notes,� Boas also reported identi�cations for many of
the subsidiary details.) On a second blanket (�g. 9b), according to Emmons
the design represents a female wolf (with hawk�s body) and her cub; accord-
ing to Swanton, it represents a young raven. On a third (�g. 10a), according
to Emmons it shows, on top, a brown bear sitting up and �the principal
�gure is . . . a whale�; according to Swanton: �the whole blanket represents
a halibut.� On a fourth (�g. 10b), Emmons reported a whale diving and, in
the lateral �elds, a raven sitting, while Swanton identi�ed a wolf with cubs.
I could go on. Boas reviewed more than twenty such examples, occasionally
contributing his own identi�cation�that is, a third�to Emmons�s and
Swanton�s. But my reader will get the point.

Summing up all this evidence, Boas concluded: the �contradictions in
the explanations given to Emmons and Swanton are so great that it is quite
obvious that no �xed type of conventionalization occurs, but that rather the
design is inferred.�19 At the very least, we seem to be encountering different
positions held by different individuals in the continua of belief and knowl-
edge as acculturated at any given time in the history of the group in the
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organic whole of its small-c culture. More exactly, if culture is an organically
whole system it cannot be a system of identities, of shared �signi�cant forms�
and �symbolic forms,� and of a common sense of reference. Small-c culture
seems to be a system (if a system at all) of evident differences�an ordering of
internal �contradictions.� One sees where this thought could be headed:
toward structuralism.

Þgure 9. a. (top) Chilkat Blanket AMNH T25542, from Boas, �Notes,� �g. 3;
b. (bottom) Chilkat Blanket AMNH E/1501, from Boas, �Notes,� �g. 16a.
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Explaining “Contradictions”:
Formalism, Memory, and Translation

Before pushing to that end, I consider three ways in which the
supposed �contradictions� described by Boas�Boas reporting Emmons
versusSwanton (and implicitly Emmons and Swanton reporting Tlingit
versusTlingit)�might be partly explained.

Þgure 10. a. (top) Chilkat Blanket AMNH 16/351, from Boas, �Notes,� �g. 18a;
b. (bottom) Chilkat Blanket AMNH 16/350, from Boas, �Notes,� �g. 22.
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First, perhaps the outside observers�Emmons, Swanton, and Boas�
simply misapprehended the very visibility of the forms, the perceptual
patternings, which they sought to understand. They did not seethe pattern-
ings. (On at least one occasion, Boas was willing to correct his own sources
on formal grounds [PA, 215], but in itself that does not show that his
correction was correct.) To use Panofsky�s terms, the outside observers�
iconography and iconology might have been vitiated by the likelihood that
the �pre-iconographical� level of �primary [formal] expression� remained
opaque to them.20

Panofsky thought that pre-iconographical formality is cross-culturally
intelligible, as required by his notion of iconographically disjunctive
transmissions of formally stable motifs. I will not try to adjudicate the gen-
eral case. In the particular case of the north Paci�c coast, a doubt about
Boas�s analysis of form�his formalism�gained ground after 1965. In 1965,
the part-Haida artist and art historian Bill Holm published his Northwest
Coast Indian Art: An Analysis of Form, a landmark of twentieth-century for-
malism in all studies of art and visual culture worldwide. Holm purported to
identify the true visual order of the arts of the Northwest Coast (especially
the pictorial art of the Haida) in its contexts in indigenous visuality: his
model of what he called the �formlines� that ordered pictoriality in its three
types of �con�gurative,� �expansive,� and �distributive� organization.21

Some readers of Holm have taken him to have proved that pre-Holmian
beholders, including Boas, might have misperceived the visual �rules� (as
Holm called them) of visible form produced by the great artists of the North-
west Coast, whether they were precontact, contact era, or contemporary with
Holm, such as the artist Bill Reid.22 (Indeed, Holm wrote that the �native
names of many of the design elements� on the blankets, such as recorded
by Emmons, are merely �descriptive terms, necessary for weavers� commu-
nication, but hav[ing] little to do with the larger symbolism of the
blankets.�)23 If this is so, then obviously we could not expect pre-
Holmian beholders to have understood earlier and indigenous orders
of form. But didn�t the indigenousmakers and beholders of the forms
understand them, even in�in fact especiallyin�reporting their different
explanations and interpretations? On this question Holm was relatively
silent, and when not silent he seems to have mostly accepted Boas�s �nd-
ings. And I suspect Holm�s formalism could have been just as abstruse to
Haida painters and Tlingit weavers in 1850 as Heinrich Wo¤lf�in�s formal-
ism would have been abstruse to Sandro Botticelli in 1500.

There is a second way to explain the �contradictions� described by Boas.
In interactions with collectors and anthropologists, perhaps Emmons�s and
Swanton�s informants had different degrees of access to cultural memories
and traditions�and, of course, different (and likely gendered) possibilities
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of interaction itself. Though the informants must have been roughly con-
temporary (both Emmons�s and Swanton�s reports date to the years 1905�
7), we are given no information about their generational ages, their gender
(some must have been women weavers, but others might have been male
painters), and the like, though Boas, as we will see, hoped to infer the
requisite sociology. Still, we can take for granted�and therefore can always
build in�the social fact of differential �culturality� in culture, which Boas
extensively mapped in other contexts, notably in his lengthy studies of
�secret societies� among the Kwakiutl and in theoretical comments on the
�signi�cance of esoteric rites� in tribal societies.24

There is a third way to explain the �contradictions� described by Boas�
translation. Boas often worked through his close collaborator, correspon-
dent, and friend George Hunt�English on his paternal side and Kwakiutl
on his maternal. From Hunt, Boas collected many artifacts and stories as
well as local knowledge and gossip. Boas himself was a whiz at acquiring
languages; his �uency in Kwakiutl was eventually suf�cient for him to record
its sexual and scatological euphemisms and to prepare its grammar, though
he actually spoke with his Kwakiutl friends mostly in English with his strong
German accent.25 Moving the names, explanations, and interpretations of
blanket designs from Tlingit to English (or to Boas�s Germano-American
New York English) would likely force semantic adjustments. Still, the mere
fact of translation and its semantic shift does not account for �contradictory�
names and explanations in the original language, then translated into dif-
ferent possibilities in English. The problem of externalizing translation
(from Tlingit into English) always faces the question of internally consti-
tuted contradiction (betweenTlingit speakers).

In his intellectual contexts more than a century ago, Boas did not allow
himself to be paralyzed by his awareness of this dynamic�an awareness that
now often seems to result merely in endless reportage of the dilemmas of
cultural intertranslation. Indeed, Boas recognized that translation among
degrees and registers of culture is not only an issue of culture contact�of
the meetings, mixings, and mashings of ostensibly separate languages (if
there are any). It is the very principle of small-c culture itself. Inter-self-
mistranslation is the very name of the game in small-c culture�asculture.

Boas was not content to rest with reporting the different beliefs and
ideas of his different informants. He wanted to understand variations within
a group that was collectively drawing on an organic cultural tradition trans-
mitted historically to it. In revising his �Notes� for Primitive Artin 1927, then,
Boas offered his explanation, referring to the Chilkat blanket design
�Diving Whale and/or Wolf-with-Young� (�g. 10b): �To many forms is
assigned a meaning according to the totemic af�liation of the ownerfor whom
it thus attains a value based on its meaning� (PA, 108, my emphasis). As

Franz Boas�s Theory of the Beholder�s Share 15



Bunzel put it, �Each individual refers any decorated object which comes
into his possession to his own totemic myth.�26 This claim probably has to be
construed loosely. A blanket likely did not have two different actualowners,
each having distinct �totemic af�liation.� Instead it attracted (or was
assigned) different indigenous exegetes, each as it were owners-of-
interpretations as functions of their �totemic af�liations��their group and
subgroup identi�cations. In fact, later in the text Boas backed away from
claiming a determining role for �totemic af�liation� speci�cally�of clan
and lineage and their symbolic prerogatives. Instead, he referred more
broadly to the �importance of the social position, or perhaps better, of the
social interests� of indigenous exegetes (PA, 123). Under this umbrella, he
could admit several anthropologies of indigenous hermeneutics. For exam-
ple, an exegete might be delivering what the observer�the collector, the
anthropologist�was thought to want to hear, or could be thought to be
able to grasp. Some information might not be allowed to be relayed. And
�lies� could be told.27

To this indigenous giving-of-meaning-to-form, this interpreting of for-
mality, Boas gave the name �reading-in.� �The sameness of form and differ-
ences of meaning are due,� he wrote, �not to a geometricization of realistic
form� and other processes of formal transformation that could result in
multiple iconographies. In the paradigm cases of the Chilkat blankets, there
is no appreciable formal transformation that could motivate a correlated
iconographic invention. Rather, �sameness of form and differences of
meaning [are due] to a reading in of signi�cance into old conventional
patterns��what Boas called a �quite subjective� projection (PA, 123), with
�ample room for the fancy of the interpreter� (PA, 216). I will take this to be
his primary methodological and theoretical point, relevant (in principle) to
a wide swathe of visual cultures worldwide. Whether it is a fully accurate
anthropology of the Chilkat blankets themselves (or of other Northwest
Coast artifacts) is more debatable (and not my topic here).

Obviously Boas�s insight drives a stake into the heart of any iconology and
visual semiology predicated on a model of deciphering (or even �reading�)
a �visual language� or a visual text with its stable system of visible characters,
its signs. Boas did not pursue certain implications of his own anthropology�
the possibility, for example, that in the activity of reading-in, individual
psychological dispositions, including personal histories of unconscious fan-
tasy, defence, and repression and of personality formation, meet the social
structure and its history, especially its language. This was left to his students,
especially Bunzel, who studied among Zuni potters, and to schools of psy-
choanalytic and psychocultural anthropology, such as the �ethnopsychiatric�
projects carried out by George Devereux�notably his study of �Jimmy
Picard,� a Wolf Indian, in Reality and Dreamof 1951. Highly personalized
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reading-in, of course, could profoundly discoordinate the ordinary work of
representation in small-c culture�and sometimes, presumably, it does, as
Gregory Bateson among others tried to show in his studies of supposed
logico-linguistic perturbation (or what he called �double binding�) in
schizophrenia.28

Among those immediate students of Boas who studied visual and mate-
rial cultures, as far as I can determine, only Bunzel really picked up on his
concept of reading-in, recognizing the problem of distinguishing between
�true symbolism, the consistent and intelligible use of one form to represent
another, and post hoc readings of meanings into designs.�29 In his own way,
and despite his formalism, Holm partly endorsed the Boasians� approach to
the iconography of the Chilkat blankets:

Blankets that clearly represent a speci�c creature in the view of most informants are
sometimes thought by others to depict entirely different beings. These informants
base their interpretations on heirloom blankets that have always been accepted as
certain crest �gures within their families. One can accept one interpretation or the
other, but there is no way to say with certainty that one is right and one wrong.30

What Is “Reading-In”?

I must now comment on Boas�s �reading-in� as a theory of the
beholder�s share. How does it relate to, and compare with, othertheories
of projection that have been widely adopted? In art history, the most
well-known of these theories�and perhaps the most in�uential�was
developed by E. H. Gombrich in his straightforward (but subtle) account
of the ways beholders can adopt suitable �substitutes� for things that they
can treat �as if� they are those things; can �complete� ambiguous shapes;
and can use preexisting perceptual-cognitive templates, or �schemas,� to
classify things in the visual �eld. But in the basic cases, substitutes, disam-
biguation, and schematic classi�cation are wordless. They are the beholder’s
share in the most literal sense. On the face of it, reading-in goes beyond
merebeholding.31

In philosophical psychology, Ludwig Wittgenstein�s concept of �seeing-
as� treats all visual perception as inherently projective through and
through. In seeing-as, we are constrained to see �aspectively,� that is, to
see the aspects of something or other in particular, such as (seeing) a duck
in the ingenious duck/rabbit pattern (or, alternately, seeing a rabbit).32

Seeing-as is wordless, primordial, and autonomic: it is the activity of per-
ception in navigating the world without which there is no �world.� Boas�s
reading-in, like all our perceptual activities, rideson seeing-as. But it
involves the explicit giving of �meaning��of speci�c verbal explanations
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and interpretations of �what is seen� and especially of their names, stories,
and myths. As I might put it, reading-in is the speaking of seeing-as, whatever
the involutions of the latter (one can see the duck seen-as in the duck/
rabbit pattern assome particular kind of duck). As such, and as Herskovits
and other post-Boasian psychological anthropologists surmised, reading-
in might recursively exert the �in�uence of [small-c] culture on visual
perception.�33 That is to say, reading-in is the verbal projection of culture as
visible world. If we turn to the theory of language systematically developed
by Paul Grice, reading-in might be called �speaker�s meaning in seeing,� or
(if I might) �utterer�s seeing� for short. In the terms of the speech-act
theories of J. L. Austin and John Searle, one might, I think, call it �speech
act for seeing.�34

We might also compare Boas�s reading-in with Richard Wollheim�s
�seeing-in��Wollheim�s model of the visual perception speci�cally of pic-
tures. In seeing-in, we�re seeing (the depicted) Apollo in the painted sur-
face that is Nicolas Poussin�s Parnassus(1630�31)�more or less
simultaneously apprehending the �design elements� of the painting (line,
shape, color, pattern, and so forth) and the �scene elements� of the picture
(something virtualized�Apollo, the Muses, the poet, for example), though
we might attend to these registers in somewhat discrete instants.35 But
Wollheimian seeing-in does not �t easily with reading-in in the cases for
which Boas developed his notion. With respect to depiction, Wollheim
concerned himself primarily with the indissoluble relation between
a marked material surface and a constructed depthpopulated with virtual
things. By contrast, and as an anthropologist, Boas addressed a culture�s
symbolic interpretations of a marked material surface bearing a supposedly
representational pattern, even if its elements�as in the case of the Chey-
enne moccasins (�g. 1)�seem to be quite abstract.

Boas was not entirely clear about the full extent of reading-in in culture,
the speaking of seeing-as�about its distribution and frequency. On the one
hand, presumably wholesale, constant, and constantly changing personalized
readings-in could so complicate ordinary tasks of representation and commu-
nication as to render them impossible. On the other hand, reading-in, spe-
ci�cally in the cases of conventionalized visual con�guration, would seem to
be inevitable, at least when a speaker is called to speak their seeing-as of the
forms and patterns in (their) view. Whatever the ubiquity of reading-in in
generalculture, then, it would seem to be a major principle of visualculture�
of its individuality and subjectivity, and indeed of its unruliness.

Of course, and to follow up on the last point, reading-in is not quite like
the highly stochastic element in replication identi�ed in George Kubler�s
�rule of series,� which analogizes ongoing variation in material culture to the
game of chess�a game both wholly constrained and potentially creative.36
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Moreover, it is not quite the potential breaking-up or breaking-apart of rep-
resentational conventions�the decoordination of �rules� identi�ed by Saul
Kripke. According to a Kripkean theorist of culture, everyone in a commu-
nity�whether it is a long-standing one or ephemerally constituted�likely
accepts the possibility that at some point in the replication of a cultural form
its rule might be �bent,� to use Simon Blackburn�s term in Spreading the Word.
(In turn, of course, this raises the question whether there had ever been
a �rule.�) What had for a time seemed to be our common application of one
operation (such as the arithmetical operation of adding integers, using the
sign �þ �) is retrodictively revealed to have been twooperations (such as my
operation of �plussing� and your operation of �quusing,� to use Kripke�s term
for an operation in which �adding� any integer to 57 always results in the same
sum 57)�as if we had been living in twocultures all along, though we mostly
did not have to notice the fact and adjust to it (until we get to the neighbor-
hood of adding integers to 57). Kublerian and Kripkean models of the log-
ically well-de�ned limits of cultural coordination�stochastic and skeptical
models that enable exact analysis of transgressive interventions in culture�
can prove attractive to the art historian.37 But I am sure Boas would not have
been attracted to them, despite his intense empiricism. Boasian reading-in is
not only a culture-bending process, let alone a culture-endingprocess. It is also
a culture-sendingprocess.

Aspective Obligatoriness in Seeing
and in Natural Language

In its dominant versions in art history and visual studies, the
beholder�s share has usually been conceived as a projection within
the visual �eld produced by active human vision: the beholder�s completion
of an ambiguous shape; or application of a schema to classify visual experi-
ence; or experience of seeing-as in coordinating the data of visual percep-
tion; or operation of seeing-in in recognizing what a picture might depict.

By contrast, reading-in is a projection in language. It is speech aboutwhat is
visible as it is constituted in the beholder�s share in visual completion, in
classi�cation, in seeing-as, and in seeing-in. As such it is bound and governed
by the principal operation of small-c culture as Boas understood it�namely,
by well-formed linguistic designation. Stated another way, in reading-in the
form of language is mapped into the content of the visible �eld, especially
into con�gurations made to bevisible. At the same time, and in a recursive
sense, the form of the visible �eld is mapped into the content of language.

Among art historians, Boas is known for Primitive Art. Among anthro-
pologists, however, he is also known as a linguist�as pioneering editor of
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the multivolume Handbook of American Indian Languages(published between
1911 and 1941) and of the American Journal of Folklore(from 1905 to 1928),
founder of the International Journal of American Linguistics(in 1917, to which
he contributed the inaugural article), and author of several grammars of
indigenous North American languages. He outlined his linguistic theory in
his long introduction to the �rst volume of the Handbookin 1911; in his
chapter �Language� in General Anthropology, a magisterial multi-author text-
book he edited in 1938; and in essays collected in his Race, Language, and
Culture, published in 1940. (As Murray B. Emeneau pointed out shortly after
Boas�s death, Boas always pursued linguistic analysis in close concert with
ethnological study of folklore and art forms, in all cases working so far as
possible in the relevant �native language.�)38

For my purposes, Boas�s salient proposition about language reads
as follows:

In language the experience to be communicated is classi�ed from a number of
different aspects, each expressed by certain groups of phonetic units or words. This
implies that these units must be coordinated according to some system in order to
express the way in which they are related. �The man killed the bull� and �The bull
killed the man� exemplify the importance of the way in which the elements are put
into relation.39

And further:

Grammar determines those aspects of each experience that must be expressed.
When we say [in English], �The man killed the bull,� we understand that a de�nite
single man in the past killed a de�nite single bull. We cannot express this experi-
ence in such a way that we remain in doubt whether a de�nite or inde�nite person
or bull, one or more persons or bulls, the present or past time, are meant. We have
to choose between aspects, and one or the other must be chosen. These obligatory
aspects are expressed by means of grammatical devices. . . . Paucity of obligatory
aspects does not by any means imply obscurity of speech. When necessary, clarity
can be obtained by adding explanatory words.40

From the speaker�s point of view, the �aspective obligatoriness of grammar,�
as I will call it, is �on the whole . . . always . . . unconscious and . . . for this
reason can be followed without the misleading and disturbing factors of
secondary explanations.�41 Moreover, the grammatical obligations are not
�arbitrary in their classi�cations.� (Here I quote Roman Jakobson writing on
�Boas�s approach to language.�) From a speaker�s point of view, �each lan-
guage may be arbitrary, but solely �from the point of view of another lan-
guage� in space or in time. In a mother-tongue . . . no classi�cations are
arbitrary for its speakers.�42 Boas carried out his principles in his practice;
many of his grammatical studies contain sections with titles such as �Ideas
Expressed by Grammatical Processes.�43
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Of course, there is �aspective obligatoriness� in seeing too. Seeing is bound
by the laws of the geometrical optics of the visual angle, from which every-
thing in the world visually appears from a literal point of view�the necessity
of the visual-spatial Pro�l and Abschattung, the �pro�le� and �adumbration�
of objects in the visual �eld, described in Edmund Husserl�s phenomenol-
ogy and later popularized by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. But seeing, as these
phenomenologists emphasized, always transpires at the central standpoint
of corporeal here-and-now (what Husserl called �der Nullpunkt�) in relation
to an ambient world. It can only and always see �the man killing the bull.�44

In Jakobson�s commanding exploration of Boas�s view of grammatical
meaning�a view that stimulated Jakobson�s semantic approach to gram-
mar�he presented a diagram (�g. 11) of the aspective obligatoriness of the
specimen sentence (�The man killed the bull�) in its possibility of grammat-
ical diversity in English and therefore (I will add) in the diversity of its
permissible readings-in in English, even when the grammatical subject and
the grammatical object (�man� and �bull� respectively) are held constant.45

I add my complete rediagramming (�g. 12) of the entire �eldof aspective

Þgure 11. Roman Jakobson, �Franz Boas� View of Grammatical Meaning,� in
American Anthropological Association Memoir89 (1959), 142.
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in each of two opposites the �more speci�ed� category is �marked,� that is, more
likely to be chosen by a speaker (the �þ � in his diagram), while the less speci�ed
one is unmarked. We need not concern ourselves with these nuances here.

46. Some commentators on Boas have treated him as a structuralist, though this
probably goes too far. See, for example, W. Jackson Rushing, Native American Art
and the New York Avant-Garde: A History of Cultural Primitivism(Austin, 1995), 4:
supposedly Boas developed a �structural logic� of cultures.

47. For L·evi-Strauss�s intellectual and cultural life in New York in the early 1940s,
see Claude L·evi-Strauss, �Structuralism and Ecology� [1972] and �New York in
1941� [1977] in The View from Afar, trans. Joachim Neugroschel and Phoebe
Hoss (New York, 1985), 101�20, 258�67.

48. Claude L·evi-Strauss, �Art of the Northwest Coast at the American Museum of
Natural History,� Gazette des Beaux-Arts24 (143): 175. The essay (originally
published in English) was rewritten slightly in French to create the opening
section of L·evi-Strauss�s La voie des masques, published in 1975 (its part 1) and
expanded in 1979 (adding its part 2), then translated into English in 1982 as
The Way of the Masks.

49. Thomas Crow, �A Forest of Symbols in Wartime New York,� in The Intelligence of
Art (Chapel Hill, 1999), 25�50; Kent Minturn, �Dubuffet, L·evi-Strauss, and the
Idea of Art Brut,� Res46 (2004): 247�58. Relevant connections are laid out in
the primary texts by artists, critics, and other writers anthologized by W. Jackson
Rushing III, Native American Art in the Twentieth Century: Makers, Meanings, His-
tories(London, 1999), and in Marie Mauz·e, �Surrealists and the New York
Avant-Garde, 1920�60,� in Townsend-Gault et al., Native Art of the Northwest
Coast, 270�303.

50. Franz Boas, �The Limitations of the Comparative Method of Anthropology�
[1896], in Race, Language, and Culture, 277.

51. Claude L·evi-Strauss, Introduction to a Science of Mythology, vol. 4, The Naked Man
[1971], trans. John and Doreen Weightman (London, 1981), 647�49. For com-
ments, see Sean O�Neill, �The Boasian Legacy in Ethnomusicology: Cultural
Relativism, Narrative Texts, Linguistic Structures, and the Role of
Comparison,� in Darnell et al., The Franz Boas Papers, 1:129�60, esp. 144�46.

52. Franz Boas, Sagen von der Nord-Paci�schen Ku¨ ste Amerikas(Berlin, 1895); an
English translation is available in Indian Myths and Legends from the North Paci�c
Coast of America,ed. Randy Bouchard and Dorothy Kennedy, trans. Dietrich
Bertz, foreword by Claude L·evi-Strauss (Vancouver, 2002).

53. L·evi-Strauss, The Naked Man, 644�45, my emphasis; for the sake of economy, I
have drastically compressed two pages of the original. Compare Boas: �Tales
[speak] to the group�s history, particularly to their contact with neighboring
tribes, rather than to their innate worldview�; �The Aims of Ethnology� [1888],
in Race, Language, and Culture, 628). Small-c culture should be studied �in
connection with an investigation of [the] geographical distribution [of individ-
ual customs] among neighboring tribes�; �The Comparative Method of Anthro-
pology,� 276.
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