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In 1932 Wittgenstein wrote, ‘my main movement of thought 
is a completely different one today from 15 to 20 years 
ago. And this is similar to when a painter makes a transi-
tion from one school to another’ (Wittgenstein 2003). Witt-
genstein’s movement from the Tractatus to the Investiga-
tions is similar to a transition from representational art to 
Cubism. He shifts from a fixed logical viewpoint outside the 
text to a text of dynamic, multi-perspectival and interactive 
grammatical remarks. The text of the Investigations is like 
an early Cubist painting in form, content, and meaning. 

At the beginning of the Cubist movement, Apolli-
naire notes that ‘the new painters were sharply criticized 
for their preoccupation with geometry. And yet, geometric 
figures are the essence of draftsmanship … It may be said 
that geometry is to the plastic arts what grammar is to the 
art of writing’ (Apollinaire 1960). Wittgenstein’s use of 
grammar is similar to the Cubist use of geometry. Gram-
mar is not something hidden (to be discovered) but some-
thing that becomes clear or surveyable through a rear-
rangement (PI 122). In the preface to the Investigations, 
Wittgenstein describes himself as a draftsman, and writes 
that ‘a thinker is very much like a draughtsman whose aim 
it is to represent all the interrelations between things’ (CV 
12e). Early Cubists sought clarity of form in order to reveal 
the dynamic interaction of phenomena. By reducing forms 
to basic geometrical components, Cubists attempted to 
present a multi-perspectival or multi-aspectival view of a 
scene (Miller 2001): 

Cubism is an art concerned with interaction; the interac-
tion with different aspects; the interaction between struc-
ture and movement; the interaction between solids and 
the space around them; the interaction between the un-
ambiguous signs made on the surface of the picture and 
the changing reality which they stand for. It is an art of 
dynamic liberation from all static categories (Berger 
1965). 

The Cubist concern for spatial and temporal flux, the inter-
action between different aspects, and the visual revelation 
of interlocking phenomena is similar to Wittgenstein’s pre-
occupation with the spatial and temporal phenomena of 
language, aspect-seeing, and seeing grammatical inter-
connections. 

The clarity or perspicuity sought in Wittgenstein’s 
grammatical remarks is similar to Cubist attempts to pre-
sent a multi-perspectival or multi-aspectival view of a 
scene. One of the problems addressed by early Cubists 
was how to represent an object or scene from differing 
viewpoints simultaneously in order to give equal validity to 
each. One solution was to represent a scene as if an ob-
server were ‘moving around an object [in order to] seize it 
from several successive appearances’ (Miller 2001). In 
1930, Wittgenstein notes that each of the sentences he 
writes is trying to say the whole thing (the same thing) over 
and over again: ‘It is as though they were all simply views 
of one object seen from different angles’ (CV 7e). In the 
preface to the Investigations, he writes that ‘the same or 
almost the same points were always being approached 
afresh from different directions, and new sketches made’  
 

(PI ixe). He speaks in terms reminiscent of Cubism in his 
general remarks on philosophy (PI 89-133). He also notes 
that ‘the axis of reference of our examination must be ro-
tated, but about the fixed point of our real need’ (PI 108). 
Rotating the axis of reference is a recognizable Cubist 
technique. 

The multi-perspectival or multi-aspectival nature of 
Wittgenstein’s investigations can be seen in individual 
remarks as well as longer sequences. One example of an 
individual remark that describes a concept from different 
viewpoints simultaneously is §33 of the Investigations. In 
response to a claim that all one needs to know (or guess) 
in order to understand an ostensive definition is what the 
person giving the explanation is pointing to, Wittgenstein 
asks what pointing to the shape, colour, or number of an 
object consists in: ‘Point to a piece of paper. – And now 
point to its shape – now to its colour – now to its number 
(that sounds queer). – How did you do it?’ (PI 33) He sug-
gests a possible response: we mean different things each 
time we point. He then asks how this is done, and sug-
gests that we concentrate our attention on the colour or 
the shape. Naturally, the next question is ‘how is that 
done?’ Wittgenstein approaches the investigation from yet 
another direction when he concedes that we will, no doubt, 
do something different when we point to (or look at) col-
ours and shapes, but asks whether we always do the 
same thing when we direct our attention to a colour (for 
example). He asks us to imagine various different cases. 
To indicate but a few: 

‘Is this blue the same blue over there? Do you see any dif-
ference?’ – You are mixing paint and you say ‘It’s hard to 
get the blue of this sky.’ ‘It’s turning fine, you can already 
see blue sky again.’ ‘Look what different effects these two 
blues have.’ ‘Do you see the blue book over there? Bring 
it here.’ ‘This blue signal-light means … ’ ‘What’s this blue 
called? – Is it ‘indigo’?’ (PI 33) 

We may do many different things while attending to the 
colour of something. Wittgenstein also reminds us that this 
is the sort of thing that happens while we direct our atten-
tion at something, but that it isn’t these things by them-
selves that make us say someone is attending to the 
shape, the colour, and so on (PI 33). This leads to an in-
vestigation of ‘attending to a shape’ as well as an investi-
gation of the ‘characteristic experiences’ of pointing to a 
shape. 

What is the point of all of these investigations? Why 
present a word or concept from differing viewpoints simul-
taneously? One reason is that when we do philosophy we 
often nourish our thinking with only one kind of example 
(PI 593). Wittgenstein challenges our one-sided diet of 
examples by presenting numerous cases from differing 
viewpoints simultaneously (thereby giving equal validity to 
each). (He often offers not merely one or two examples, 
but seven or eight.) He also effectively draws attention to 
the spatial and temporal dimensions of our language-use. 
And, by presenting our words or concepts from differing  
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viewpoints simultaneously, he attempts to change our way 
of looking at things (PI 144). He writes that ‘we predicate of 
a thing what lies in the method of representing it. Im-
pressed by the possibility of a comparison we think we are 
perceiving a state of affairs of the highest generality’ (PI 
104). He suggests that when we think we are making dis-
coveries in philosophy we are really discovering a new way 
of seeing or a new comparison (PI 400): ‘What you have 
primarily discovered is a new way of looking at things. As if 
you had invented a new way of painting, or, again, a new 
metre, or a new kind of song’ (PI 401). This is not a dis-
missal of philosophy but its validation. According to Witt-
genstein, ‘what a Copernicus or a Darwin really achieved 
was not the discovery of a true theory but a fertile new 
point of view’ (CV 18e). 

A new way of seeing alters both the meaning and 
content of the text or canvas. The meaning of a Cubist 
painting is not its subject matter but the relation between 
the seer and the seen (Berger 1969). As Berger explains: 

It [is] impossible to confront the objects or forms in a 
Cubist work. Not only because of the multiplicity of 
viewpoints – so that, say, a view of a table from below is 
combined with a view of the table from above and from 
the side – but also because the forms portrayed never 
present themselves as a totality. The totality is the sur-
face of the picture, which is now the origin and sum of 
all that one sees. The viewpoint of Renaissance per-
spective, fixed and outside the picture, but to which eve-
rything within the picture was drawn, has become a field 
of vision which is the picture itself (Berger 1969). 

Similarly, it is impossible to confront objects or forms in 
Wittgenstein’s philosophical writings. One of the recurring 
themes of his philosophy is that the description and use of 
language does not involve objects and their designation. 
Rather, he attempts to describe the spatial and temporal 
phenomena of language. A multiplicity of viewpoints en-
sures that what is presented or described is never static. 
Wittgenstein puts words into motion. According to Berger, 
we should not ask of a Cubist painting: Is it true? Or: Is it 
sincere? Rather, we should ask: Is there movement and 
continuity? (Berger 1969) The same applies to Wittgen-
stein’s grammatical remarks. 

Within a Cubist painting, the relation between any 
two forms can be inferred but it does not establish the rule 
for all spatial relationships between all forms in the picture 
(Berger 1969). These relationships remain dynamic. Simi-
larly, in Wittgenstein’s writings the relation between any 
two forms of expression can be inferred, but this does not 
establish a rule for all grammatical relationships between 
all forms of expression in the text. They remain dynamic, 
and the multiplicity of forms never presents itself as a total-
ity (PI 183). The meaning of Wittgenstein’s writings is the 
relation between the reader and what is read. He claims 
that readers should be able to see their own thinking in his 
writings (CV 18e). A viewpoint that is fixed and outside the 
text (as in conventional philosophy books) becomes a field 
of vision which is the text itself. In other words, our rela-
tionship to Wittgenstein’s texts is not a given. We are par-
ticipants not merely spectators. What is given is the text 
itself (in the form in which we now have it) and we must 
find ourselves in relation to it.  

In Cubism, another way of describing the relation 
between the seer and the seen is to say that everything 
begins and ends with the surface of the painting: 

We begin with the surface, but since everything in the 
picture refers back to the surface we begin with the 

conclusion. We then search – not for an explanation, as 
we do if presented with an image with a single, pre-
dominant meaning (a man laughing, a mountain, a re-
clining nude), but for some understanding of the configu-
ration of events whose interaction is the conclusion from 
which we began (Berger 1969). 

We also begin in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy with the 
text itself. Here, too, everything refers back to the text, so 
we begin with the conclusion. We then search, not for an 
explanation, but for an understanding of what we have 
read. When we gain insight, we do not discover something 
new but see what has always been before our eyes (which 
we were previously unable to see). Berger also writes that: 

the picture surface acts in Cubist painting as the con-
stant which allows us to appreciate the variables. Before 
and after every sortie of our imagination into the prob-
lematic spaces and through the interconnections of a 
Cubist painting, we find our gaze resettled on the picture 
surface, aware once more of two-dimensional shapes 
on a two-dimensional board or canvas (Berger 1969). 

The printed page acts in Wittgenstein’s philosophy like the 
picture surface of a Cubist painting. Before and after every 
sortie of our imagination (through the grammatical inter-
connections of his remarks) we find ourselves struck once 
again by words printed on a page (two-dimensional 
shapes on a two-dimensional piece of paper). Wittgen-
stein’s remarks, separated from one another by blank 
space, continually draw our attention to the text itself (as 
does the juxtaposition of German and English on each 
page). To fill in the blank spaces between remarks is not to 
provide missing information, but to add imaginatively to the 
variations already recorded. 

The clarity of form found in Cubist paintings is as 
philosophically complex as its subjects and materials are 
deliberately modest (Berger 1965). The simplicity of Cub-
ism is not the result of simplification for its own sake. On 
the contrary, the aim of Cubism is to arrive at a far more 
complex image of reality than had been attempted in paint-
ing before (Berger 1969). According to Berger, the prob-
lem facing Cubists was so complex that their manner of 
stating it and their trying to solve it absorbed all their atten-
tion. Thus, the subjects of Cubism are taken from everyday 
life, and its subject matter is often confined to the world of 
the studio. The simplicity of Wittgenstein’s later writings is 
also misunderstood. The description of language-use (for 
the purpose of conceptual clarification) is so complex that 
his grammatical investigations often involve the simplest 
possible conditions. His use of ordinary language and eve-
ryday examples is not meant to trivialize philosophical 
inquiry but to acknowledge and address its complexity. Of 
all possible notations, ordinary language is the one that 
pervades our lives. Without the simplicity inherent in his 
writings Wittgenstein’s philosophical task would be over-
whelming. Although he writes that philosophy simply puts 
everything before us and neither explains nor deduces 
anything, the description of what lies open to view is diffi-
cult and complex (PI 126). Further, ‘the aspects of things 
that are most important for us are hidden because of their 
simplicity and familiarity. (One is unable to notice some-
thing because it is always before one’s eyes.)’ (PI 129) 
How to make visible what is always before our eyes is a 
complex philosophical and aesthetic task. When Wittgen-
stein returns to philosophy in 1929, he returns words from 
their metaphysical to their everyday use (PI 116). Far from 
presenting a commonsense view of the world, this return 
represents a complex and dynamic way of seeing. 



Seeing the Investigations Through Cubist Eyes / Beth Savickey 
 

 

 292 

Literature 
Apollinaire, Guillaume 1949 The Cubist Painters: Aesthetic Medita-
tions 1913, trans. L. Abel, New York: George Wittenborn, Inc. 
Berger, John. 1965 The Success and Failure of Picasso, New 
York: Vintage International. 
––– 1969 The Moment of Cubism and Other Essays, New York: 
Pantheon Books. 
Miller, Arthur 2001 Einstein, Picasso: Space, Time and the Beauty 
that Causes Havoc, New York: Basic Books. 

 
Wittgenstein, Ludwig 1980 Culture and Value, eds G. H. von Wright 
and H. Nyman, trans. P. Winch, Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
––– 1968 Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, 
Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
––– 2003 Public and Private Occasions, eds J. Klagge and A. 
Nordman, New York: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

 

 


