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Abstract: I argue that if  we read E.H. Gombrich’s Art and Illusion with the charity that it deserves, 
we will find a much more subtle theory of  depiction than the illusion theory which is usually attributed to 
Gombrich. Instead of  suggesting that pictures are illusory because they cause us to have experiences as of  
seeing the depicted objects face-to-face, I shall argue that Art and Illusion is better read as making the 
point that naturalistic pictures are illusory, because they cause us to see qualities and properties which the 
pictures themselves do not possess. Once we appreciate this point, we will be in a better position to 
appraise the value and limits of  naturalistic art. 

Introduction 

More than any other work, E.H. Gombrich’s Art and Illusion helped establish the study of  

pictorial representation as a research program in its own right. Yet, writing more than a 

decade after its publication, Gombrich complained that people had misunderstood the 

book’s message: 

I should perhaps confess that I feel both gratified and puzzled by the 
attention which my discussion of  illusion has been accorded, for it has 
never been the central issue of  Art and Illusion. The title of  the lectures on 
which that book is based was ‘The Visible World and the Language of  
Art’ which approximates more nearly to a description of  its topic. It so 
happens, however, that my publishers found this rather a mouthful, and 
since they also wanted to retain the word Art in the title I drew up a 
lengthy list of  simple alternatives from which the final title was picked by 
a friend. We never dreamed that that title would convey to some that I 
considered illusion or even deception, the main aim of  art. (Gombrich 
1973, 195)  1
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All the same, philosophers have continued to emphasise Gombrich’s treatment of  

illusion to such an extent that today he is commonly thought to have defended an illusion 

theory of  depiction. According to that theory, what it is for a picture to depict an object is 

for it to cause its viewer to have an illusion as of  seeing the depicted object face-to-face. 

This makes Gombrich an easy target for criticism. Since few if  any pictures cause us to 

have experiences that are indistinguishable from the experience of  seeing their contents 

face-to-face, Gombrich typically receives short shrift from contemporary philosophers. 

 In the first part of  this paper, I shall argue that this reaction is based on a 

misreading. If  we read Art and Illusion with the charity that it deserves, we shall see that 

Gombrich does not defend the illusion theory that is commonly attributed to him. He 

explicitly rejects such a theory. Instead, Gombrich defends a much more complex theory 

which cannot easily be assimilated to any of  the main theories that figure in 

contemporary discussions of  pictorial representation. This does not mean that he does 

not think that pictorial representation sometimes involves illusion. He does. Yet, the 

point that Gombrich sought to make in Art and Illusion turns out to be more subtle than 

the one that is usually attributed to him. In the second part of  the paper, I develop a 

novel interpretation of  Gombrich’s claim that depiction involves illusion. This 

interpretation denies that pictures are illusory because they cause us to have experiences 

as of  seeing the depicted objects face-to-face. Instead, I argue that Gombrich is better 

understood as making the point that naturalistic pictures are illusory, because they cause us 

to see qualities or properties which the pictures themselves do not possess. Once we 

appreciate this point, we shall also be in a better position to appreciate Gombrich’s 

sometimes ambivalent attitude to Western art. 

1. The Indistinguishability Thesis 

Although Ernst Gombrich is often credited with instigating new interest in the nature of  

pictorial representation, his own account of  depiction is equally often said to be 

hopelessly mistaken. Richard Wollheim was perhaps the first to aim this criticism at 

Gombrich. In what proved to be a very influential review of  Art and Illusion, he 

suggested that it is “Gombrich's considered view that, within certain limitations, 

Naturalism is illusion, and that a painting is to be regarded as more naturalistic the more 

effective it is in creating its illusion” (Wollheim 1963, 25). Furthermore, Wollheim 

claimed that because Gombrich held that “the more naturalistic a painting is, the more 
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closely it approximates to a successful and sustained illusion”, he also held that when we 

view truly naturalistic paintings, we are “taking them to be, or seeing them as […] the 

objects themselves” (Ibid., 26-7). 
 Others have built on Wollheim’s interpretation, but have sought to extend it to 

pictorial experience in general. One of  Wollheim’s followers is Robert Hopkins who 

suggests that: 

Illusionism is the view that both the content and phenomenology 
of  pictorial experience exactly matches that of  a face-to-face 
visual experience of  whatever is depicted. For example, to see a 
certain kind of  dog in a picture is to have an experience with 
precisely the content and phenomenology of  seeing such a dog 
face-to-face (Hopkins 2003, 657). 

Although Hopkins acknowledges that there might be no one who holds as strong a view 

as this, he claims that Gombrich is among those “who are tempted to try and weaken 

it” (1998, 18, fn.8). Another of  Wollheim’s followers, Dominic Lopes, is less guarded in 

his attribution. He claims that for Gombrich: 

…one sees O in a picture when and only when one’s experience 
as of  O when looking at the picture is phenomenally 
indistinguishable from a face-to-face experience of  O (Lopes 
2005, 30). 

Johan Veldeman attributes the same view to Gombrich, but follows Wollheim in claiming 

that it is only meant to apply to realistic pictures:  

Gombrich insists that realistic pictures “deceive” the eye, as it 
were, and give rise to illusionistic experiences of  their subjects. To 
say that seeing-in is illusionistic is to say that seeing an object in a 
picture is phenomenally indistinguishable from seeing that object face 
to face (Veldeman 2008, 493).  2

Finally, and most recently, Katherine Tullmann also claims that: 

According to Gombrich, seeing-in is illusionist in the sense that 
seeing O in a picture and seeing O face to face are phenomenally 
indistinguishable (Tullmann 2016, 272). 

Let us call this interpretation of  the illusion theory the indistinguishability thesis. If  this was 

Gombrich’s view, he was certainly mistaken about how pictures represent. Few if  any 

pictures cause us to have experiences that are indistinguishable from seeing the depicted 
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object face-to-face. Even naturalistic pictures do not, as we are almost always able to tell 

the difference between seeing an object in a picture and seeing it in real life. Yet, this 

cannot be Gombrich’s view, since he explicitly denies that pictures can give rise to such 

experiences. Indeed, the claim that they cannot forms the very point of  departure for his 

own theorising about pictorial representation. 

 Gombrich famously had two overarching purposes in mind when writing Art and 

Illusion. One was to answer the so-called riddle of  style which asks why the art of  different 

cultures and epochs depicts objects in strikingly different ways. The other was to explain 

why Greek and Renaissance art began to strive for increasingly naturalistic modes of  

depiction and what mechanisms were used to develop these techniques.  For Gombrich, 3

it is this need to account for naturalism that poses the problem of  illusion in art. It is 

“the problem of  convincing representation, the problem of  illusion in art” (A&I, 4). 

This provides the first hint that Gombrich does not defend an illusion theory of  

depiction. If  only certain kinds of  pictures are illusory, it would not make sense to build 

a general theory of  depiction around this feature. Rather, the “problem of  illusion” is a 

local problem about a special kind of  pictorial representation. 

 This much Wollheim got right. In contrast to his followers, he did not take 

Gombrich to say that pictorial representation is inherently illusory, but only that 

naturalistic depiction is. Yet, Wollheim was wrong to infer that because Gombrich 

thought that naturalistic art is illusory, he was committed to saying that when we view 

naturalistic pictures, we are somehow “taking them to be, or seeing them as […] the 

objects themselves” (Wollheim 1963, 27). Far from saying this, Gombrich took this to be 

exactly the wrong way to account for naturalism. This would be to subscribe to the 

“Neutral Naturalism” which Gombrich associates with the work of  John Ruskin and 

Roger Fry  (A&I, 12, 250, 276). According to this brand of  naturalism, maximally true 

depiction requires artists to attain a complete neutrality of  vision so that they may 

transcribe the exact appearance of  their chosen motif  to the canvas. This way, viewers of  

the image will be presented with a facsimile of  what the motif  looks like in real life. 

 There can be no such Neutral Naturalism for two main reasons, Gombrich 

argues. First, limitations of  the medium make it impossible to copy the impression of  a 

motif  to the picture plane, since the luminance range of  the visual world is far greater 

than the range of  luminosities emitted by the pigments and grounds used in painting 

(A&I, 30-3). While the colours emitted by a sunlit scene will be brighter than even a 

blank piece of  paper or canvas, a nocturnal scene will be dimmer than even the darkest 

pigment as it is seen under gallery conditions. ,  Second, there can be no Neutral 4 5
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Naturalism since there is no one impression which an artist can copy to the canvas to 

create a true representation of  the scene. Instead, an artist trying to depict some scene 

will receive many different impressions. The scene will move relative to the artist when 

the artist shifts her or his eyes between the canvas and the scene; the light will change as 

the day passes; and the scene itself  may change if  it is subject to the elements or human 

activity (A&I, 57). 

 This provides strong textual evidence that Gombrich did not think that pictures 

can provide us with the kind of  experiences that Wollheim, Hopkins, Lopes, Veldeman, 

and Tullmann claim to be integral to his theory of  depiction. Perhaps Gombrich meant 

to make a weaker claim, however. It is worth noting that although Hopkins, Lopes, 

Veldeman, and Tullmann reconstruct Gombrich’s account in terms of  phenomenal 
indistinguishability, this is not the only notion of  indistinguishability available. A weaker 

but more plausible version of  the illusion theory would be gained by employing an 

epistemic conception of  indistinguishability which counts two experiences as 

indistinguishable if  for all one knows they are not distinct. According to this version of  the 

illusion theory, a picture depicts an object if  it causes one to have an experience which for 

all one knows is not distinct from seeing the depicted object face-to-face. 

 Even this version of  the illusion theory is too strong, however. After all, we are 

almost always in a position to tell the difference between seeing an object in a picture and 

seeing it in real life. Perhaps we can get past this problem by further weakening the 

theory, however. One way would be to claim that to depict some object, a picture need 

only have the power to cause an epistemically indistinguishable experience under the 

right circumstances. Flint Schier comes close to defining illusionism in this way when 

proposing that:  

One can put the illusion theory in a hypothetical form that goes: 
S depicts O only if  there are circumstances under which the 
perceiver would mistake S for O (Schier 1986, 10). 

Yet, Shier does not attribute this theory to Gombrich whose views he rightly suggests are 

more complicated. Even this weak form of  the illusion theory does not capture 

Gombrich’s view, since Gombrich repeatedly makes clear that pictures almost never 

resemble their contents so closely that we run the risk of  mistaking the picture for what 

it depicts. When looking at Jastrow’s duck-rabbit, “[c]learly we do not have the illusion 

that we are confronted with a ‘real’ duck or rabbit. The shape on the paper resembles 

neither animal very closely” (A&I, 5). Nor are we under such an illusion when we look at 
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naturalistic pictures which make use of  pictorial devices such as perspective, 

foreshortening, and the tonal system of  modelling. “The question is not whether nature 

‘really looks’ like these pictorial devices but whether pictures with such features suggest a 

reading in terms of  natural objects” (A&I, 304). In later work, Gombrich also suggests 

that: 

What may make a painting like a distant view through a window is 
not the fact that the two can be indistinguishable as is a facsimile 
from the original: it is the similarity between the mental activities 
both can arouse, the search for meaning, the testing for 
consistency, expressed in the movements of  the eye and, more 
important, in the movements of  the mind (Gombrich 1973, 240). 

In sum, there is little to be said for the claim that Gombrich defended an illusion theory 

of  depiction if  this theory is interpreted in anything like the way that Gombrich’s 

interlocutors do. Not only does Gombrich refrain from saying that pictures depict by 

virtue of  causing their viewers to have experiences as of  seeing the depicted object in 

real life. He emphatically denies that pictures can cause such experiences. 

2. The Doxastic Thesis 

I have argued that the indistinguishability thesis does not capture Gombrich’s view. 

Indeed, Gombrich provides several reasons for rejecting the thesis. Perhaps he meant to 

make a different but related claim, however. Perhaps the illusion theory is not so much a 

thesis about how we perceive pictures as a thesis about the beliefs that we have towards 

them. Let us call this the doxastic thesis. Again, Wollheim was the first to make this 

suggestion. He argues that Gombrich’s view implies that when we view naturalistic 

depictions we are “taking them to be, or seeing them as (even in the most attenuated 

sense of  either of  these two expressions), the objects themselves.” (1963: 27). We are 

subject to some sort of  cognitive illusion, since we falsely take the depiction to be the 

object it depicts.

Subsequent commentators have made similar observations. For example, Terence 

Wilkerson claims that Gombrich thinks that: 

…when we interpret paintings in an appropriate way we are 
inclined to hold certain false beliefs about the world. In other 
words we are subject to illusion. When we interpret a painting 
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of  a picnic we are inclined falsely to believe that there are 
people sitting on the grass in front of  us; when we interpret 
Dürer’s picture of  a rhinoceros we are inclined falsely to believe 
that we are looking at an excessively armour-plated animal; and 
so on (Wilkerson 1978, 45). 

And Dieter Peetz says that for Gombrich: 

X is a representation of  Y, iff  there is at least a partial 
subversion of  belief  by the spectator that s/he is seeing Y and 
not X (Peetz 1987, 228). 

Peetz, Wilkerson, and Wollheim all agree that this undermines Gombrich’s view. Even if  

pictures can sometimes trick persons into having false beliefs, such cases either involve 

naive subjects such as infants and animals, or they occur under extraordinary 

circumstances. Under standard circumstances, sophisticated viewers almost never mistake 

pictures for reality. According to Peetz and Wilkerson, the only pictures that regularly 

incline us to adopt the false belief  that we are really seeing the depicted scene are trompe 

l’æil paintings. But trompe l’æil paintings only form a fraction of  the set of  pictures. 

Wilkerson and Peetz therefore conclude that Gombrich’s theory can only account for 

how we respond to a subset of  pictures. 

 Wollheim is less sparing in his criticism. He does not even grant that Gombrich’s 

view can account for a subset of  pictures. On the contrary, he claims that Gombrich 

“completely distorts the attitude that we adopt to naturalistic painting”: 

It is surely quite untrue to suggest that, in looking at the 
masterpieces of  Constable or Monet, we have any temptation, 
even a partial or inhibited temptation, to react towards them in 
a way similar to that in which we would to the objects they 
represent: that we in any way wish to stretch out a hand and 
join in the picnic, or to assume dark glasses against the glare of  
the sun (Wollheim 1963, 27). 

This is apt as a general observation about how we respond to pictures. Yet, as a criticism 

of  Gombrich’s view, it misses the mark, since there is no basis for saddling Gombrich 

with the view which Wollheim, Wilkerson, and Peetz describe. Two considerations tell 

decisively against attributing the view to him. First, we have seen that Gombrich rejects 

the indistinguishability thesis. He therefore cannot think that we are inclined to mistake a 

picture for what it depicts because the two are indistinguishable. Secondly, Gombrich 
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explicitly denies that the illusions that pictures generate have any connection to false 

beliefs. Thus, he makes clear that: 

Those who ask about our ‘beliefs’ in front of  paintings are 
certainly asking the wrong question. Illusions are not false 
beliefs, though false beliefs may be caused by illusion 
(Gombrich 1973, 240).  6

The latter point is a familiar one. Although the Müller-Lyer illusion may lead 

unsuspecting viewers to believe that two lines which are in fact equal are unequal, it is 

entirely possible to experience the illusion without succumbing to the false belief. Indeed, 

it is a feature of  most optic illusions that they subsist regardless of  what we believe about 

them. Even if  people realise that the Müller-Lyer figure is illusory, they continue to 

experience the two lines as being unequal. False beliefs are not impervious to new 

information in the same hardwired way. Even if  they are often difficult to uproot, they 

can usually not withstand compelling evidence to the contrary unless they are embedded 

in a network of  other false beliefs. By contrast, an illusory experience can subsist even if  

it occurs in the context of  otherwise veridical experiences.  

 Illusion and delusion are therefore fundamentally different phenomena. As J.L. 

Austin points out, illusions are experiences we have “on certain abnormal, exceptional 

occasions” whereas delusions “are primarily a matter of  grossly disordered beliefs (and 

so, probably behaviour) and have nothing in particular to do with perception” (1964, 20, 

23). Dominic Lopes is one of  the few commentators to appreciate this point. Although 

he falsely claims that for Gombrich “seeing-in is illusionistic in the sense that seeing O in 

a picture and seeing O face to face are phenomenally indistinguishable”, Lopes makes 

clear that: 

The first step in unpacking this proposition is to note that 
illusion does not require delusion. Seeing a scene in a picture 
may not cause one to believe that one is seeing the scene in the 
flesh, and no view that entails otherwise can be correct (Lopes 
2005, 29-30). 

Yet, Lopes claims that “there is a connection between illusion and delusion”, since: 

The test of  phenomenal indistinguishability is that there are 
circumstances in which the experience would cause one to 
believe that one really is seeing the depicted scene (Ibid., 31). 
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If  what I said in the previous section is correct, even this tenuous connection between 

illusion and delusion is absent in Gombrich’s theory. He denies that even naturalistic 

depictions are indistinguishable from what they depict. Yet, it is precisely such depictions 

which Gombrich thinks of  as illusionistic. His test for whether a picture is illusionistic 

therefore cannot hinge on whether there are circumstances in which the picture causes 

one to believe that one really is seeing the depicted scene. 

3. Art as Alchemy 

Our search for an adequate interpretation of  Gombrich’s illusion theory has so far only 

yielded negative results. All we can say is that both of  the dominant interpretations fail. 

Not only are there good reasons for rejecting the indistinguishability and doxastic theses 

on independent grounds, we have also uncovered textual evidence which shows that 

Gombrich does not accept either thesis for many of  the same reasons. This in itself  is 

not a worthless achievement. Many of  the most influential picture theorists attribute one 

or both theses to Gombrich. If  we can show that this is mistake, we will at least have 

removed one obscuration. 

 The following section constitutes a more constructive project. Rather than 

criticise how others have interpreted Gombrich, I now wish to offer my own 

interpretation of  what he might have meant by the claim that depiction sometimes 

involves illusion.  In so doing, I run the same risk of  misinterpretation as those whom I 7

have criticised. Part of  what makes it so difficult to pin Gombrich’s view down is that he 

does not aspire to express himself  in a language which would count as precise by the 

standards of  academic philosophy. Instead, he frequently resorts to metaphor when 

explaining what it is that makes images illusionistic. If  we want a more concrete 

description, we shall therefore eventually have to go beyond what Gombrich himself  

says. 

 Let us begin by anchoring our interpretation in some of  the hints which 

Gombrich provides about why depiction sometimes involves illusion. Recall first that the 

subject of  Art and Illusion is “the problem of  convincing representation, the problem of  

illusion in art” (A&I, 4). Gombrich’s solution to this problem holds that it is the 

invention of  certain pictorial devices that makes convincing representation possible. Yet, 

“[t]he question is not whether nature ‘really looks’ like these pictorial devices but whether 
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pictures with such features suggest a reading in terms of  natural objects” (A&I, 304). 

Further: 

What may make a painting like a distant view through a window is 
not the fact that the two can be indistinguishable as is a facsimile 
from the original: it is the similarity between the mental activities 
both can arouse, the search for meaning, the testing for 
consistency, expressed in the movements of  the eye and, more 
important, in the movements of  the mind (Gombrich 1973, 240). 

In short, illusionistic images are convincing representations which can cause a similar 

psychological response as the things which they depict even if  they do not look exactly 

alike. Illusionistic images cannot provoke the precisely the same response, however. That 

would entail the doxastic thesis which we have already seen to be false. What kind of  

response then? Unfortunately, Gombrich seems unwilling to answer this question. 

Indeed, he sometimes suggests that it is futile to venture an answer, since “no verbal 

formula can do justice to the complex interplay between reflex and reflection, 

involvement and detachment that we so inadequately sum up in the term ‘illusion’” (Ibid., 

242). 

 Had he been writing today, Gombrich might have found a vocabulary which 

made him less reluctant to advance a verbal formula. If  there is one main lesson to be 

learnt from recent philosophy of  mind, it is that our mental lives are much less unified 

than we would like to think. It is not just that we sometimes have inconsistent beliefs and 

desires. Rather, it is that the very mental states which make up our mental lives 

sometimes seem to disintegrate. We may assert that death is not bad, but still do anything 

in our power to avoid it. Or we might claim that spiders are harmless, yet be overcome 

by arachnophobia when encountering a spider. In cases such as these, we seem to be in a 

fragmented state where our dispositions pull in opposite directions. On the one hand, 

assertion is a hallmark of  belief. Yet, it seems to wrong to say that we really believe that 

death is not bad or that spiders are harmless, as our actions and emotions are hallmarks 

of  disbelief. We neither believe nor disbelieve, but are instead in some in-between state. 

 There is some basis for reading Gombrich as suggesting that when we see 

something in a picture, we find ourselves in a similarly fragmented state. Although we are 

not under any delusion that we are seeing the real thing, we may still be in a state which 

shares some of  the same dispositions. Even if  we are not disposed to talk to a portrait 

of  our deceased grandfather, we may still be disposed to attend to the image in the same 

way as we would attend to his face. Likewise, an image may dispose us to form mental 
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states in much the same way as seeing the depicted object in real life would. It may 

conjure up many of  the same memories, desires, and intentions, even if  we are fully 

aware that it is merely an image. If  images did not have this ability, many advertising 

companies would be out of  work. 

 None of  this is enough to show that images can be genuinely illusionistic, 

however. The mere fact that two things can cause a similar psychological response does 

not entail that any illusion is involved. Seeing a European maple tree causes much the 

same psychological response as seeing a North American maple tree. Yet, this does not 

show that I am somehow under an illusion when I see either tree. If  there is something 

illusionistic about images, it therefore cannot just be that they cause a similar 

psychological response as what they depict. Rather, it must be that they achieve this 

effect by means of  some special quality which is not shared by things such as maple 

trees. 

 What, then, if  anything, is it that sets pictures apart from other objects of  

perception? According to Gombrich, it is their ability to “suggest a reading in terms of  

natural objects” (A&I, 304). It is this alchemic ability to transform one material into the 

impression of  another that sets pictures apart from other objects of  perception. The 

wondrous thing about pictures is their “elusive magic of  transformation” and “power of  

metamorphosis” (A&I, 5-6). Yet, just as illusionists do not reveal the tricks which allow 

them to transform one thing into another, so pictures do not reveal how they achieve 

this feat: 

Illusion, we will find, is hard to describe or analyse, for though we may 
be intellectually aware of  the fact that any given experience must be an 
illusion, we cannot, strictly speaking, watch ourselves having an illusion 
(A&I, 5).  

As proof  of  this, Gombrich asks us to consider Kenneth Clark’s failed attempt to find 

out just how Velázquez’s way of  painting achieves its alchemic effect. Clark reports:  

One cannot look for long at Las Meniñas without wanting to find out 
how it is done… I would start from as far away as I could, when the 
illusion was complete, and come gradually nearer, until suddenly what 
had been a hand, and a ribbon, a piece of  velvet, dissolved into a salad 
of  beautiful brush strokes. I thought I might learn something if  I could 
catch the moment at which this transformation took place, but it proved 
to be as elusive as the moment between waking and sleeping (Clark 1960, 
36-7). 
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Unfortunately, however, Gombrich does not explain why we cannot observe the 

transformation of  Velázquez’s painting and why this counts as an illusion. Nor is he 

especially willing to give such an explanation. Only once does Gombrich advance a firm 

answer as to what makes something an illusion. During a discussion of  the Ames chair 

illusion, he emphasises that:  

  

It is important to be quite clear at this point wherein the illusion consists. 
It consists, I believe, in the conviction that there is only one way of  
interpreting the visual pattern in front of  us. We are blind to the other 
possible configurations because we literally ‘cannot imagine’ these 
unlikely objects (Gombrich 1973, 210). 

Unfortunately, Gombrich goes astray here. This cannot be why the Ames chair counts as 

an illusion, as we are just as convinced that there is only one way of  interpreting what is 

in front us when we have a veridical experience. Rather, Ames’s figure counts as an 

illusion, since it appears to us as if  the sticks join up to make a chair when in fact they are 

merely a clever constellation of  detached sticks. There is therefore a limit to how much 

exegesis can help us sharpen Gombrich’s view. Instead, we must look beyond his texts if  

we want to gain more clarity about which features of  pictures give rise to illusion and in 

what sense they are illusory.  8

4. Bildobjekt Illusionism 

I think that we stand the best chance of  finding an answer to our question if  we make 

use of  the conceptual resources developed by analytic philosophy of  perception and 

German Bildwissenschaft. Once we combine the resources of  these two traditions, we step 

into a conceptual landscape which is more complex than the one commonly explored. 

The illusion theory that is commonly ascribed to Gombrich has it that pictures depict by 

virtue of  causing us to have an experience as of  seeing the depicted object face-to-face. 

Further, it is said that this experience is illusory because while it seems to us as if  we are 

seeing some object, a flower for example, what we in fact see are only marks on a 

surface. Bildwissenschaft teaches us that things cannot be so simple, however. In keeping 

with Edmund Husserl’s (1904/1980) theory of  image consciousness, it asks us to 

distinguish between three components of  pictures:   9
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(1) The image carrier [Bildträger], which is the constellation of   

 material used to make the picture. 

(2) The image object [Bildobjekt], which is the content of  the  

 picture (what we see when we see the picture as a picture). 

(3)  The image subject [Bildsujet], which is the object that the  

 picture is supposed to depict. 

For illustration, consider one of  Rembrandt’s self-portraits: the image carrier is the paint 

and canvas comprising the picture, the image object is the figure seen in the picture, and 

the image subject is Rembrandt himself. 

 Traditional theories of  depiction have failed to pay sufficient heed to this 

tripartite distinction. One result of  this neglect is that the illusion theory, as it is usually 

presented, misidentifies the supposed source of  illusion. It suggests that the image subject 
is the source of  illusion, since it claims that pictures depict by virtue of  causing us to 

experience an illusion as of  seeing the depicted object face-to-face.  This should ring 10

false now that we have a more fine-grained way of  talking about pictures. When we 

admire one of  Rembrandt’s self-portraits, it does not seem to us as if  we are standing 

face-to-face with van Rijn himself, nor are we disposed to act that way. Although we may 

imagine ourselves to be in the presence of  the great artist, the portrait still reveals itself  

to be a mere representation.  11

 All is not lost for the illusion theory, however. We can mend the theory if  we 

locate the source of  illusion elsewhere. Pictorial representations are not illusory because 

it seems to us as if  we see their image subject face-to-face. Instead, pictorial 

representation involves illusion, because the image object that we see is illusory. Why say 

that? This is where we will need to make use of  conceptual resources developed by 

philosophers of  perception. In particular, we need to appeal to the idea that the 

difference between veridical and illusory experiences is that illusory experiences are not 

fully instantiated.  Whereas veridical experiences represent the world as it is, illusory 12

experiences ascribe qualities to the world which it does not possess. For example, a 

straight stick which appears bent when partly submerged in water gives rise to illusion, 

since it does not have the bent shape which our experience ascribes to it. The shape lacks 

instantiation, so to say. 
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  Pictorial representations give rise to similarly uninstantiated experiences. When 

we see a figure in a painting, only some of  the properties that our experience ascribes to 

the figure have any worldly instantiation. Depth, light, shade, texture, and movement are 

all qualities which we may see in a painting, but typically they are not possessed by the 

image carrier. A still life by someone like Willem Kalf  provides a good illustration. His 

vanitas compositions render the material qualities of  various objects of  desire in careful 

detail. Yet - and in keeping with the vanitas theme - none of  these qualities are possessed 

by the paint itself. Glass appears to glint while the background is cast in shadow, but both 

regions of  the painting are in fact equally illuminated. A bowl appears hard and brittle 

whereas the cloth on which it sits appears soft, but in reality both regions of  the painting 

feel much the same to the touch. 

 This explains why Gombrich should think that naturalistic art involves illusion. 

Such art employs pictorial devices like perspective, foreshortening, tonal modelling and 

highlighting to create the impression of  space, light, and texture. Yet, it is precisely these 

devices that make it possible to produce the kind of  uninstantiated qualities which 

pictures can suggest. When used in the right way, perspective and foreshortening allow us 

to depict scenes that appear to recede in space even if  they occupy a plane surface. When 

used appropriately, tonal modelling and highlighting allow us to depict scenes that appear 

both lit up and cast in shadow even though the whole picture plane is equally illuminated. 

No wonder, then, that Gombrich should call “the problem of  convincing representation, 

the problem of  illusion in art” (A&I, 4). 

 This also explains why Clark was not able to observe the instant in which Las 

Meniñas transform to and from a salad of  beautiful brushstrokes. He could not observe 

this transformation, since attending to Velázquez’s painting qua salad of  brushstrokes 

requires us to see the painting as possessing properties that are incompatible with the 

properties we experience when we attend to Velázquez’s painting qua picture. In the 

former case, we see the painting as an equally illuminated plane surface with more or less 

the same structure all over. In the latter case, we see a differently illuminated scene 

extending in a space made up differing textures. Yet, it seems impossible to see 

something as possessing incompatible properties at the same time. Hence, we cannot 

attend to the painting qua surface and picture at the same time. 
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5. Conclusion 

If  the account that I have presented here is along the right lines, then pictorial 

representations have an ontological status which makes them amenable to competing 

persuasive aims. As uninstantiated semblances of  the things they depict, pictures possess 

both the capacity to approximate to the appearance of  things, but also to do so in a 

misleading way. As semblances, they present us with a vision of  what they depict, but as 

uninstantiated semblances, they cannot themselves vouch for the truth of  that vision. 

Perhaps this explains Gombrich’s ambivalent attitude to the development of  Western art. 

Although he regarded the invention and development of  naturalistic art as a significant 

achievement, Gombrich did not think that, once invented, mere mastery of  the tricks of  

naturalism amounted to much. Nor should he. If  naturalistic depictions are inherently 

illusory, they cannot lay claim to presenting the world as it is even though they frequently 

purport to do so. Perhaps this paradox-like feature of  naturalism was part of  the reason 

why Gombrich refused to consider “illusion or even deception, the main aim of  

art” (1973, 195). Instead, we must appraise naturalism relative to the artistic use to which 

it is put.  13
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 Gombrich continues: “In art-historical writing the term illusionism has no such 1

connotations. It was introduced by Franz Wickhoff  in 1895 in his famous publication of  the 
Vienna Genesis, an early Christian manuscript, to characterize the deft style of  brushwork which 
had survived from Hellenistic times. The idea that anyone should have confused the 
illustrations of  the manuscript with reality obviously did not enter his mind. What he wanted 
to convey, quite rightly, was the difference between this style and other, less illusionistic, 
methods. Far from being an all-or-nothing affair, illusion in these contexts is always a matter 
of  degree” (1973, 195-6).

 See also (Veldeman & Myin, 2008).2

 Abell (2006) claims that Gombrich wrongly assumes that “the history of  style is a history of  3

realism”, because he “construes the riddle of  style as the problem of  why artists, all of  whom 
claim to copy what they see, have copied the visible world in very different ways.” This is not 
entirely correct, since Gombrich denies that all art aims to be realistic. For instance, he claims 
that ancient Egyptian art aims at clear classification rather than lifelike representation (A&I, 
255). The riddle of  realism is therefore a separate problem within the riddle of  style.

 Except perhaps when what is depicted is some flat object such as another picture, a bill, or 4

some piece of  garment that lends itself  to replication in paint.

 See Helmholtz (1908) for another interesting treatment of  this point. Gombrich may indeed 5

have borrowed many of  his observations from Helmholtz’s lecture on optics and painting.

 In reply to the similar suggestion that his view claims “that the aim of  Western 6

representational painting is to be mistaken for reality”, Gombrich writes: “For anyone holding 
the belief  which I here find attributed to my former self  there are clearly only two reactions 
possible when visiting the National Gallery. He will either mistake the landscapes, portraits 
and martyrdoms for reality (which would mark him as a madman), or conclude that none of  
them have achieved 'the aim of  Western representational painting' (which would mark him as 
an imbecile). I am happy to say that there is no support for either of  these diagnoses on the 
page quoted by Mr. Jones (p. 254 of  the English edition)” (1973: 73). 

 I merely say that depiction sometimes “involves” illusion, since it is not at all clear that 7

Gombrich has an illusion theory of  depiction as it is sometimes suggested. If  he can be said to 
have a general theory of  depiction, it seems instead to be a hybrid theory which combines 
many hallmarks of  supposedly rival views. Thus, Gombrich agrees with semiotic theorists that 
depiction is a matter of  convention insofar as he thinks that image-making is essentially a 
matter of  rule-following. Yet, Gombrich also agrees with resemblance theorists insofar as he 
thinks that pictorial rule-following results in a marked surface which resembles what it depicts 
in some respects. Resemblance alone cannot determine what a picture depicts, however. 
Instead, it is the psychological response that a marked surface provokes which determines 
whether we see it as resembling anything in the first place. I analyse Gombrich’s account of  
this “beholder’s share” in more detail in my BPhil thesis titled The Place of  Illusion in Depiction.



!18

 Katerina Bantinaki takes the above quote to describe not just how Gombrich thinks about 8

the Ames chair illusion, but also how he thinks about picture perception in general. She 
argues that according to Gombrich, “the experience of  a picture in terms of  what it 
represents is non-veridical, and thus a case of  illusion, because in such an experience the 
picture figures as an object with a determinate meaning, while the picture really is an 
indeterminate frame that allows for different readings - very much like a Rorschach 
inkblot” (2007, 276). 
 Yet, Bantinaki rightly denies that pictures are illusory in this sense. Pictures are not 
analogous to a Rorschach inkblot, since “they have specific or determinate meanings, or else 
are intended to represent one thing rather than another”. Although “a pictorial pattern may 
be consistent with different interpretations (much like a Rorschach inkblot), in the occasion 
where the pattern is used by an agent as a representation it is more likely that only one 
interpretation is appropriate (Ibid., 277). We thus do not misperceive anything by seeing a 
determinate figure in a picture. Bantinaki therefore concludes that “Gombrich has not 
provided us with adequate grounds to regard pictorial perception as non-veridical” (Ibid., 278). 
	 I am more sympathetic to Gombrich’s claim. Although Gombrich fails to explain why 
the Ames chair is an illusion, we should not take this to undermine his claim that depiction 
sometimes involves illusion. Instead, we should attempt an alternative interpretation of  this 
claim which makes sense of  what Gombrich otherwise says about the topic. This is the aim of  
the next section.

 Wiesing (2005, 44-7) explores the distinction in more detail.9

 A seeming exception to this trend is Tullmann (2016) who considers but rejects the 10

possibility that merely recognising an object in a picture may be a case of  illusion. She calls 
this the object-recognition illusion thesis. Tullmann argues that this thesis would be true if  (1) to 
perceive something is always to perceive that thing as existing before us, so that (2) in 
perceiving something in an image “[w]e have an unconscious perceptual belief  that the 
represented objects actually exist” (Ibid., 267). Yet, Tullmann denies that (1) is true on the 
ground that we do not perceive abstract properties such as existence. The object-recognition 
illusion thesis is false, since “we do not, strictly speaking, perceive objects as existing or not 
existing. Rather, we judge them to be so” (Ibid., 274).  
	 The thesis that Tullmann considers does, however, ultimately turn out to be a version 
of  image subject illusionism. She does not deny that we perceive the image object as existing 
before us, but only contends that if  we perceived the image subject as existing before us, we 
would be subject to an illusion. “The question is whether we perceive the pictorially represented 
object as existing or the representation itself. What I have said here is compatible with the claim 
that we perceive the representation as genuinely before us but not necessarily the represented 
object” (Ibid., 275). 
	 By contrast, my proposal is supposed to advance what I call image object illusionism. 
According to this type of  illusionism, pictorial illusion does not depend on whether we 
perceive the image subject as existing, or what unconscious beliefs we may harbour about that 
subject. Rather, the claim is that the image object that we see in naturalistic pictures is illusory 
because it causes us to see qualities which the physical image, the image carrier, does not 
possess.

 Cf. the mimetic account of  pictorial representation developed by Walton (1990).11

 See Johnston (2004) for a well known variant of  this analysis of  illusion and hallucination.12
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