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BENCE NANAY

Taking Twofoldness Seriously: Walton on Imagination 
and Depiction

What experience are we supposed to go through
when looking at Malevich’s painting, The Red
House? The two best-known accounts of this
experience were given by Richard Wollheim and
Kendall Walton. Wollheim’s answer is that the
experience is a specific mode of perception—
seeing-in: we see a red house in the surface of the
painting.1 Walton, on the other hand claims that
the surface of the painting is a prop for what he
calls “a visual game of make-believe.”2 On look-
ing at the painting, we imagine our experience of
the painting to be of the red house.

These two accounts sound very different
indeed. However, Walton repeatedly insists that
his theory does not contradict Wollheim’s, it
rather complements it, specifies in more details
what the experience that constitutes representa-
tional seeing (which he also calls seeing-in) is
supposed to be.3 Wollheim, on the other hand,
denies that Walton’s theory is consistent with
his.4 It seems that one of them must be wrong.

In this paper, I would like to analyze Walton’s
latest attempt to explain why his theory is consist-
ent with Wollheim’s.5 More precisely, I will limit
my attention to the notion of twofoldness. Two
arguments will be made. I will aim to point out that
(1) Walton’s notion of twofoldness is, in spite
of what Walton claims, very different from
Wollheim’s. (2) Walton’s notion of twofoldness is
inconsistent with the rest of his theory of depiction.

I

The most important feature of Wollheim’s
concept of seeing-in is the twofoldness of this

experience. If an agent sees x in y, she is visually
aware of both x and y simultaneously. As he puts
it: “The seeing appropriate to representations
permits simultaneous attention to what is repre-
sented and to the representation, to the object and
to the medium.”6 Walton repeatedly argues that
his theory is consistent with the twofoldness
claim.7 Moreover, he continues, his theory can be
regarded as an attempt to fill in the details of the
rather general and vague notion of twofoldness
Wollheim is using. He writes:

Seeing-in is an experience characterized by what
[Wollheim] calls “twofoldness”: one sees the marked
picture surface, and one sees the subject of the
picture.…These are not two independent experi-
ences, he insists, but two aspects of a single one. It is
hard to know what this means, and Wollheim offers
little explanation.…I propose that my theory goes
some way towards showing how two different inten-
tional contents can be combined. The experience is a
perception of the pictorial surface imagined to be a
perception of… whatever is depicted.8

In other words, according to Walton, his notion
of twofoldness can be seen as an interpretation
and explication of Wollheim’s. Of course he
uses this notion as a key concept in his theory
of depiction, which is very different from
Wollheim’s, but, at least according to Walton,
his notion of twofoldness is consistent with
Wollheim’s. So let us see what Walton’s notion
of twofoldness is.

Walton claims that seeing x in y is imagining
one’s experience of y to be of x. The two
“folds” of the twofoldness of this experience are
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the experience of y and the (imagined) experi-
ence of x. In order to understand what this
notion amounts to, first we should exclude an
obvious interpretation.

Walton’s notion of twofoldness is not one
between seeing an object and visualizing
another object. In response to one of Wollheim’s
criticisms,9 Walton emphasizes that imagining
seeing the represented object does not mean
looking at the painting and visualizing the
object, because visualizing an object would
constitute an experience that is separate from
the actual perceptual one, and this would con-
tradict the twofoldness claim.10 It is not enough
for the visual game of make-believe to imagine
the object I see to be another object. It is also
needed that the agent imagines the experience
of one object to be the experience of the other
object. The two “folds” of the twofoldness are
not x and y, but the experience of y and the
(imagined) experience of x. He writes: “not
only is the actual object of a person’s perceptual
experience in fact different from what she imag-
ines it to be and not only does she know this to
be so, it is likely that the actual intentional con-
tent of her experience is different from what she
imagines it to be.”11 The question we now have
to ask is the following. How can Walton give
meaning to the phrase “intentional content of
one’s experience” without equating it with the
perceived object?

Without going into the Byzantine details of
the debate on the nature of the content of experi-
ence, a widely accepted notion of the content of
experience needs to be found. Christopher
Peacocke proposes to “use the phrase the
content of experience to cover not only which
objects, properties, and relations are perceived,
but also the ways in which they are per-
ceived.”12 I suggest that we should accept this
terminology, which I take to be the generally
accepted one.13 Using this terminology does not
imply taking sides with Peacocke’s theory of
perception.

Rephrased in this way, Walton’s position can
be summarized as follows. Seeing x in y means
imagining the experience of y to be of x, which
involves imagining the way one perceives y to
be the way one would perceive x.

Walton insists that looking at a picture con-
stitutes a perceptual game of make-believe.14

The emphasis is on the word ‘perceptual.’ The

perceptual nature of the game of make-believe
is what differentiates the game of make-believe
that novels trigger and the one that pictures
do.15 If I read L’Éducation Sentimentale, I
imagine seeing Madame Arnoux, but I do not
imagine my looking at the pages to be my experi-
ence of her. I do not imagine the way that I
perceive the pages to be the way that I (would)
perceive Madame Arnaux. If I look at the
Malevich painting, on the other hand, I do
imagine the way that I see the painting to be the
way that I (would) see the red house.

After this brief analysis of what Walton
means by twofoldness, I would like to examine
whether it is, as Walton suggests, an elaboration
on, or even consistent with Wollheim’s original
concept.

II

What characterizes the experience of seeing a
painting, according to Wollheim, is the twofold-
ness between being aware of the represented
object and being aware of the way it is repre-
sented. The former is the recognitional, the
latter is the configurational aspect of the experi-
ence.16 Thus, if I see x in y, I am simultaneously
aware of the represented object, x, and of the
way it is represented, namely, in y.

To go back to the example of the Malevich
painting, on looking at it, I am supposed to be
simultaneously aware of both what I see, that is,
the represented object: the red house, and the
way it is represented. This latter includes being
aware of the strong brushstrokes the painter
used for the yellow and the green horizontal
stripes, or the black paint visible under the red
of the house, for example. Of course, one can be
aware of all these details only if one is aware of
the surface of the painting.

The difference between Wollheim’s and
Walton’s notions of twofoldness is clear
enough. If I see x in y, then Walton would say
that I am simultaneously aware of my experi-
ence of y and my (imagined) experience of x.
Wollheim, on the other hand, would say that I
am simultaneously aware of x itself and the way
I see x (in y).

But possibly this difference is just a differ-
ence in the terminology they use, and they
really mean the same thing. I do not think so.
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Wollheim claims that if I see x in y, one of the
two things I am supposed to be aware of is x
itself. As we have seen, however, Walton talks
about imagining one experience to be another
experience. The two “folds” of the twofoldness
are these two experiences: the experience of y
and the (imagined) experience of x. Walton
insists that this latter experience is not the
(imagined) awareness of x itself, otherwise, as
we have seen, imagining seeing would amount
to visualizing, a conclusion he explicitly wants
to avoid.17 On the other hand, what figures in
Wollheim’s notion of twofoldness is precisely
the awareness of the object seen, x itself. I
do not see how these two accounts could be
reconciled.

The way the two theories deal with the ques-
tion of point of view also highlights the differ-
ences between the two notions of twofoldness.
Walton criticizes Wollheim for not attributing
enough importance to a necessary feature of
representational pictures: the fact that they
always represent something from a certain point
of view.18 When he examines how the question
of point of view could fit into Wollheim’s the-
ory, he assumes that for Wollheim, “a picture’s
depictive point of view consists in what a suit-
able spectator sees in it.”19 He devotes only a
short footnote to the possibility that “perspec-
tive is a matter of how [the represented object]
is depicted.”20 In other words, he assumes that
the point of view is part of the recognitional,
and not the configurational aspect of the experi-
ence of a painting. Then, he continues to argue,
correctly, that it is implausible to claim that the
point of view is a feature of the represented
object; a claim he attributes to Wollheim.

I find it quite surprising that Walton should
attribute this view to Wollheim. It clearly fol-
lows from Wollheim’s theory of seeing-in that
the point of view an object is represented from
is part of the way this object is represented, and
not of the represented object itself. The point of
view is part of the configurational, not the
recognitional, aspect of our experience.21 For
Walton, on the other hand, it is part of one’s
(imagined) experience of the represented object,
and not part of one’s experience of the surface.
For Wollheim, seeing the represented object as
being represented from a certain point of view
is to be contrasted with seeing the represented
object itself, whereas for Walton, it is to be

contrasted with seeing the surface. Very differ-
ent folds of the twofold experience indeed.

To sum up, it seems like Walton’s notion of
twofoldness is very different from the one
Wollheim uses, so it can hardly be used to
explicate the latter. It needs to be emphasized
that this difference is not a purely verbal one. It
seriously influences, for example, how Walton
can deal with the problem Wollheim considered
as the strongest argument in favor of the two-
foldness claim. Wollheim’s point is that we
could not appreciate the great masterpieces of
art unless we were aware of what is represented
and the way it is represented at the same time.22

This constitutes a strong argument in favor of
Wollheim’s notion of twofoldness, but it is less
clear how Walton’s notion relates to this argu-
ment. Without trying to answer this question,
however, I would like to go on to discuss the
plausibility of Walton’s notion of twofoldness.

We have seen that Walton’s concept of two-
foldness is very different from Wollheim’s.
This would not be a problem, of course; every-
one can define twofoldness the way it pleases
him or her. In what follows, I aim to point out
that Walton’s concept of twofoldness is incon-
sistent with the most important claims of his
theory of depiction.

III

Walton claims that when we see a red house in
the painting, we are simultaneously aware of
our experience of the surface and our (imagined)
experience of the house. I aim to examine
whether it is possible to interpret the phrase
‘experience of something’ in this claim in such
a way that would be consistent with the frame-
work of Walton’s theory. To recall, Walton
explicitly says that this term is not to be identi-
fied with the perceived object: imagining my
experience of y to be of x is not imagining y to
be x. Imagining my experience of y to be of x
must be something else.

Earlier, I used Peacocke’s terminology to
differentiate between the perceived object and
the way one perceives it. If imagining my experi-
ence of y to be of x is not imagining y to be x,
then, using Peacocke’s distinction, it must also
entail imagining the way I see y to be the way
I (would) see x.23 This would be consistent with
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the examples Walton gives for perceptual
games of make-believe. Listening to the music
of Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte, I imagine the way
I hear the flutist playing in the pit to be the way
I (would) hear Papageno playing his magic
flute.24

The question is, of course, how the phrase
‘the way one perceives something’ should be
interpreted. I will examine two options Walton
could consider.25 First, if it is the experiential
character (or perhaps, the qualia) of perceptual
experience, which would be the obvious inter-
pretation of the phrase ‘the way one perceives
something,’ then we face the following ques-
tion. Walton claims that we imagine one experi-
ence to be another, in such a way that we are
simultaneously aware of both the way we experi-
ence one and the way we (would) experience
the other. But is this possible?

Consider the following example. A glass of
milk has gone slightly off. While drinking it,
however, I try to imagine that the milk has not
gone off. There are two possibilities. If I suc-
ceed, the original bad taste is gone, which
means that the twofoldness of this experience is
gone too. What we have is a clear case of auto-
suggestion, which I suppose does not have any-
thing to do with representational seeing. If, on
the other hand, I do not succeed, that is, if the
milk still tastes terrible, then I did not manage
to imagine my actual experience to be of a glass
of fresh milk: the game of make-believe just did
not happen.

Hence, if what Walton means by ‘the way one
perceives something’ is the experiential character
of one’s perception, then he loses the twofold-
ness of the experience. But probably he means
something else, something less experiential. This
is the second option Walton could consider for
interpreting the term ‘the way one perceives
something.’ Such interpretation is suggested by
one of Walton’s examples, the perception of live
recordings. “If the recording is of an actual
concert performance…, in hearing (directly) the
sounds from the speakers, I am hearing, indi-
rectly, the actual performance. I imagine my
experience to be one of hearing the performance
directly.”26 Here, according to the theory of
perceptual make-believe, one is supposed to
imagine the experience of hearing the concert
indirectly to be another experience: that of hear-
ing the concert directly. Under this interpretation,

the twofoldness claim seems unproblematic.
The two experiences in question, however, have
the same experiential character and they have the
same object as well. Thus, imagining one to be
the other is hardly a perceptual act: I hear y and
imagine hearing the same thing.27 Since the
direct and the indirect hearings are perceptually
indiscernible, I do not see how it can be a case of
a perceptual game of make-believe. The same
argument could be run in the case of the percep-
tion of photographs and films.28

Hence, Walton faces a dilemma here. He
claims that an important aspect of the percep-
tual game of make-believe is twofoldness. But
he has to give up either on the perceptual char-
acter of this game of make-believe, or, he has to
dispense with the idea of the twofoldness of this
experience.

It is important to point out that none of the
arguments presented above is intended to
undermine Walton’s general theory of make-
believe. All my arguments are orthogonal to the
question of whether Walton’s theory of depic-
tion without his twofoldness claim is consistent
or not. What I aimed to show was that if his the-
ory of depiction is consistent, then he has to
give up on the idea of the twofoldness of this
experience.29
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