
Ontology of Meaning between the Artist's Intention and  
the Viewer's Perception 

 
Cristina GELAN1 

 
 
Abstract: The paper investigates the ontological status of the meaning of the artwork, analyzing the 
conceptual tension between the author’s intentionalism and the receiver’s interpretive freedom. Oscillating 
between traditional aesthetics (which places the truth of the work in the mind of the creator) and 
postmodern radicalism (which proclaims the “death of the author”), the study proposes an integrative 
vision based on philosophical hermeneutics and the aesthetics of reception. In order to demonstrate the 
dynamics of these theories, the discourse evolves from philosophical foundations towards historical and 
contemporary analysis of the artistic phenomenon. It is argued that the evolution of art, from classicism to 
contemporary immersive installations, marks a transition from meaning as a static, pre-existing entity to 
meaning as a relational event, actively co-created by the viewer. 
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Introduction 
 

Where does the meaning of a work of art lie? Is it an intrinsic property of the aesthetic 
object, definitively fixed by its creator, or is it a fluid projection of the mind of the one who 
contemplates it? This question is not only a methodological dilemma for the art critic, but also a 
fundamental ontological problem of aesthetics. 

For centuries, artistic production and its reception have functioned under the premise that 
the work is the vehicle of a unique, sacralized intention. The task of the viewer was to decode the 
artist's original message. However, the mutations in art history and the emergence of critical 
theories in the second half of the 20th century have shaken this cultural determinism. The 
problematization of meaning has shifted the center of gravity from the production of the work to 
its reception, transforming the viewer from a passive consumer into an indispensable ontological 
agent. 

The question regarding the location and ontological status of meaning in the work of art 
constitutes one of the most persistent and complex disputes in the philosophy of culture and 
modern aesthetics. Far from being a simple methodological or critical dilemma, establishing the 
instance that legitimizes the significance of an aesthetic object questions the nature of the work's 
being. The critical tradition has functioned for centuries under the rule of a rigid semantic 
determinism, in which meaning was considered an immanent given to the object, a fixed property 
consciously deposited by the artist in the materiality of the work, the task of which fell to the 
viewer being only one of passive and retrospective decoding. However, the theoretical mutations 
that occurred since the second half of the twentieth century have radically shifted the center of 
gravity of analysis from the production of the work to its reception. As the philosopher Jean-Luc 
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Nancy emphasizes, art no longer presents itself as a substance closed in itself, but as an "opening 
of meaning", a space in which presence and meaning occur simultaneously2. This ontological 
reconfiguration suspends the absolute sovereignty of the author's intention and calls into question 
the interpretative freedom of the receiver. The aim of this study is to demonstrate that meaning 
does not have a static existence, prior to the act of looking, but is configured as an eminently 
relational and dynamic event. The analysis will follow how the disintegration of classical authority 
and the emergence of the avant-garde fracture have prepared the ground for the art of the present, 
where the immersive interaction of the viewer ceases to be a simple external reading, becoming 
the very constitutive matter of the artistic phenomenon. 
 

1. The architecture of open work: Between "intentional error" and hermeneutic 
pluralism 
 
To understand how meaning is liberated from the exclusive tutelage of the creator, it is 

necessary to appeal to the landmarks of modern aesthetics and hermeneutics. In the first half of 
the twentieth century, the representatives of the New Criticism movement, W.K. Wimsatt and 
Monroe Beardsley, formulated the concept of the "intentional fallacy". They demonstrated that the 
artist’s intention is neither available nor desirable as a standard for judging or understanding a 
work of art3. Once completed, the work acquires an autonomous existence. 

This radical detachment was brought to a climax by Roland Barthes in The Death of the 
Author4. Barthes argues that the text or image is not a line of meanings that secretes a single, 
theological meaning (the message of the "Author-God"), but a multidimensional space in which a 
variety of cultural sources merge5. Ontologically, meaning is no longer stored in the work, but 
becomes a subsequent construction: the birth of the viewer is paid for with the price of the death 
of the author. 

However, so that this "death" does not throw art into a chaotic relativism, the philosophical 
hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer offers an integrative solution through the concept of "fusion 
of horizons" (Horizontverschmelzung). When we look at a work, two horizons meet: the historical 
one of the work (which carries the memory of the artist’s intention) and that of the viewer 
(determined by his present). Understanding does not mean abandoning one’s own present in order 
to reconstruct that of the artist, but represents the dialogical fusion of the two6. 

This approach is complemented by the Aesthetics of Reception. Wolfgang Iser stated that the 
work is always placed between the artistic pole (the author) and the aesthetic pole (the receiver). 
The artist inevitably leaves "gaps" and it is the viewer who, through the act of perception, "fills" 
them with his own cultural baggage7. Meaning thus becomes dynamic, an idea that we also 
encounter in Umberto Eco through the concept of "open opera" (opera aperta), defined as a 
machine that generates infinite but controlled interpretations8. 

 
 

 
2 Jean-Luc Nancy. 1997. The Sense of the World. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 34. 
3 William K. Wimsatt și Monroe Curtis Beardsley. 1946, „The Intentional Fallacy”. The Sewanee Review, 54(3), p. 468. 
4 Roland Barthes. 1967. „The Death of the Author”. În: Image-Music-Text. New York: Hill and Wang. 
5 Roland Barthes. 1977. „The Death of the Author”. În: Image-Music-Text. New York: Hill and Wang, p. 146. 
6 Hans-Georg Gadamer. 2004. Truth and Method. London & New York: Continuum, p. 305. 
7 Wolfgang Iser. 1978. The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, p. 21. 
8 Umberto Eco. 1989. The Open Work. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, p. 24. 
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2. From the immutability of the canon to the aesthetics of rupture: Histories of delimited 
meaning 

 
The investigation of the ontological status of meaning necessarily requires a deconstruction 

of the absolute authority of the creator and a reassessment of the internal structures through which 
the work of art manages its own intelligibility. The shift from an author-centered model to a 
hermeneutic pluralism did not occur as a simple conjunctural emancipation of the public, but as a 
mutation of theoretical paradigm. This starts from the radical amendment of what W. K. Wimsatt 
and Monroe Beardsley conceptualized as the "intentional fallacy". By demonstrating that the 
psychological or biographical intention of the artist is neither an available nor a desirable standard 
for assessing the validity of an aesthetic object, the two theorists isolated the work from the 
umbilical cord of its genesis, granting it ontological autonomy. Once detached from the issuing 
instance, the work no longer functions as an inert channel for transmitting a preformed message, 
but as a complex formal architecture. Far from being a semantic monolith, it becomes what 
Umberto Eco called an "open work" (opera aperta) – a structure structurally configured to generate 
and absorb an infinity of possible, but controlled, readings. In this space of convergence, 
hermeneutic pluralism does not mean an anarchic relativism in which any interpretation is 
permitted, but the recognition that meaning emerges as a dynamic organism, whose uniqueness is 
no longer guaranteed by the past of its production, but by the permanent actuality of reception. 

If we analyze the evolution of art history through the lens of the ontology of meaning, we 
observe how the aesthetic theories mentioned above are directly reflected in the mutations of 
creative and receptive practices. In pre-modern art, the ontological status of meaning was stable, 
immutable and strongly anchored in the intention configured by dogma, ritual or the rigid canons 
of the era. A first eloquent example is the art of Ancient Egypt, where plastic representation did 
not follow optical illusion or the subjective interpretation of the viewer, but blind submission to a 
strict and sacred geometric canon9. Here, meaning was pre-existent and absolute, the artist acting 
as a simple executor of a cosmic and theological order, and the work (often hidden inside tombs) 
was not intended for profane viewing, but for eternity. 

In a similar way, Byzantine art perfectly illustrates the neutralization of individual 
perception in favor of a transcendent canon. As theorist Egon Sendler demonstrates, the Byzantine 
icon is not the fruit of a painter’s isolated aesthetic meditation, but represents a true "theology in 
images"10. The inverted perspective, the dematerialization of bodies, and the strict chromatic codes 
fixed by painting manuals served to direct the Church’s dogmatic intention towards the believer, 
transforming the image into a "mystical channel of prayer", where the viewer’s interpretive 
freedom is completely subordinated to dogma11. 

Then, in the Renaissance or Classicism – the ontological status of meaning was stable and 
strongly anchored in the artist’s intention and in the canons of the era. When Giorgio Vasari 
analyzed the works of Michelangelo or Leonardo da Vinci, the supreme criterion of evaluation 
was the disegno (the artist's mental idea transposed into matter) and the work's capacity to convey 
a precise theological, mythological or historical allegory12. The viewer of the era had a strictly 

 
9 Heinrich Schäfer.1986. Principles of Egyptian Art. Oxford: Griffith Institute, p. 84. 
10 Egon Sendler. 2008. Icoana, imaginea Nevăzutului: Elemente de teologie, estetică și tehnică [The Icon, the Image of the Invisible: 
Elements of Theology, Aesthetics and Technique]. Sibiu: Editura Deisis, p. 43. 
11 Paul Evdokimov.1992, Arta icoanei: o teologie a frumuseții [The Art of the Icon: A Theology of Beauty]. București: Editura 
Meridiane, p. 165. 
12 Giorgio Vasari. 1991. The Lives of the Artists. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 273. 
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hermeneutical role: that of recognizing the iconography and admiring the technical virtuosity. 
Meaning was considered an immanent given to the object, pre-existing to the gaze. 

The radical ontological mutation occurs with the emergence of the Historical Avant-Garde, 
with Marcel Duchamp as its central figure. By introducing the ready-made (the famous work The 
Fountain, 1917), Duchamp shifts the emphasis from the physical-aesthetic properties of the object 
to the conceptual act. Duchamp himself theorized this phenomenon in his "The Creative Process", 
where he stated bluntly: "The artist does not perform the act of creation alone; it is the spectator 
who puts the work in contact with the outside world, deciphering and interpreting its internal 
qualifications and, in this way, makes his own contribution to the creative process"13. Through M. 
Duchamp, the artistic object loses its sacredness in itself, and the artist’s traditional intention (that 
of creating a beautiful form) is replaced by a secondary intention: that of delegating to the spectator 
the responsibility of deciding what art is and what it means. 

 
3. Immersive Ecology of Meaning: Relational Aesthetics and the Viewer as Constitutive 

Matter 
 
If the avant-garde opened the door to participation, contemporary art completely 

reconfigures the ontology of meaning. Today, the work is no longer just an object on a wall that 
the viewer decodes from a distance, but becomes an environment, an experience or a social event. 

In the postmodern and contemporary space, the ontology of meaning undergoes a final and 
radical mutation: it definitively breaks away from the dictates of the autonomous aesthetic object 
to recalibrate itself in the form of a living, experienced environment. If the historical avant-garde 
fractured classical authority, contemporary art is no longer content with simply delegating 
interpretation, but transforms the act of reception into a global participatory ecosystem. This 
phenomenon finds an essential theoretical foundation in "Relational Aesthetics", conceptualized 
by the French critic Nicolas Bourriaud14. He states that current artistic practices no longer take as 
their starting point the fabrication of an independent or private reality, but the substratum of human 
relationships and their social context. In this paradigm, the artwork no longer pulsates as an 
isolated semantic monument on a gallery wall, but as a "place of dialogue," an ensemble of 
interactive practices in which meaning is produced exclusively as a collective and transitory event. 

This ecology of meaning becomes even more evident in the case of immersive installations 
and new digital media, where a total ontological fusion occurs: phenomena such as interactive 
spaces or virtual environments (theorized by Claire Bishop as "installed immersive space") 
function as latent structures, completely inert in the absence of the audience. As Bishop 
emphasizes, the contemporary installation is characterized by its insistence on a literal, physical 
experience, within which the viewer is centered as the main axis of the work15. Its bodily 
movement, the reflection of its own image, or its biological feedback are not simple acts of external 
reading, but become the very constitutive matter from which the being of the work is molded. The 
contemporary artist's intention thus metamorphoses from a fixed statement into a direction of 
possibilities: he no longer offers a ready-made meaning, but projects an architecture of stimuli in 
which meaning is born, in real time, from the immersive fusion between technology, space and the 
lived experience of the receiver. 

 
13 Marcel Duchamp. 1973, „The Creative Act”. În: Sanouillet, M. și Peterson, E. (eds.) The Writings of Marcel Duchamp. New 
York: Da Capo Press, p. 140. Bishop, Claire. 2005. Installation Art: A Critical History. London: Tate Publishing. 
14 Nicolas Bourriaud. 2002, Relational Aesthetics. Dijon: Les Presses du réel, p. 14. 
15 Claire Bishop. 2005. Installation Art: A Critical History. London: Tate Publishing, p. 6. 
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To understand how this ecology works in practice, it is revealing to examine some of the 
most influential manifestations of contemporary art in recent decades. A textbook example of the 
relational aesthetics theorized by Bourriaud is the work of artist Rirkrit Tiravanija, such as the 
famous Untitled (Free/Still), which has been reconstructed many times16. Instead of displaying 
objects on the walls, the artist transformed gallery spaces into makeshift kitchens where he 
prepared and served free curry to visitors. In this case, the ontological substance of the work resides 
not in the ingredients or the furniture, but in the social micro-utopia created: meaning arises 
exclusively from the interaction, dialogue, and ephemeral human connections established between 
strangers. 

Moving into the realm of sensory and ecological immersion, Olafur Eliasson’s installation, 
The Weather Project, housed in the Turbine Hall at Tate Modern, masterfully exemplifies how the 
audience becomes constitutive matter17. Using mono-frequency lamps, vapor projections, and a 
giant mirror on the ceiling, Eliasson recreated the illusion of an immense sun inside the building. 
The success and meaning of the work were not determined solely by the technical device, but by 
the collective reaction of hundreds of thousands of visitors, who lay on the floor, generated 
shadows, took photographs, and interacted with the space, transforming a weather simulation into 
a profound shared phenomenological experience. 

Finally, in the realm of digital art and new media, the interdisciplinary collective teamLab 
radically reconfigured the boundary between viewer and image in immersive exhibitions such as 
teamLab Borderless18. In installations such as Forest of Resonating Lamps, hundreds of Venetian 
glass lamps change their intensity and color according to the physical proximity and movement of 
the visitor, propagating a wave of light throughout the room. Here, the ecology of meaning reaches 
its peak: the work is a fluid algorithm that never repeats itself identically, since the visual and 
sound projection is generated in real time by the contingent presence of the receiver. Without the 
viewer’s body to disrupt the digital flow, the work remains a latent equation; through it, it comes 
to life, becoming a living testimony to how contemporary art dissolves aesthetic distance in favor 
of a fully immersive co-creation. 

All these examples reveal that, from an ontological point of view, a radical fusion is taking 
place in contemporary art: the viewer’s perception becomes the constitutive material of the work. 
Without the physical presence and psychological interpretation of the audience, the work remains 
an empty space, a latent structure, devoid of being. The contemporary artist's intention is no longer 
to convey a fixed statement, but to design an ecosystem of interpretive possibilities. 
 
4. Conclusions 
 

The ontology of meaning in art cannot be reduced to a dichotomous choice between the 
authoritarianism of the artist's intention and the total arbitrariness of the viewer's perception. 
Meaning has, in essence, a relational and dialogical ontological status. It exists in the intermediate 
space (in-between) conceptualized by hermeneutics. The artist configures a form or a concept and 
opens a horizon; the work preserves the memory of this original intention, but its meaning is 
fulfilled and multiplied only at the moment when the gaze and presence of the receiver bring it 
back to life. 

 
16 Rirkrit Tiravanija. 2011. Untitled (Free/Still). [Installation/Performance]. New York: Museum of Modern Art. (See also: Bishop, 
C. 2004. „Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics”. October, 110, pp. 51–79). 
17 Olafur Eliasson, Olafur. 2003. The Weather Project. [Installation]. London: Tate Modern. 
18 teamLab. 2018. teamLab Borderless. [Permanent Digital Exhibition]. Tokyo: Mori Building Digital Art Museum. 
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The investigative path proposed in this study highlights a fundamental paradigm shift 
regarding the location and ontological status of meaning in the work of art. The analysis has 
demonstrated that meaning does not represent a static datum, an abstract object stored by the author 
in the materiality of the work and extracted intact by a passive receiver, but is configured as an 
eminently relational, fluid and contingent event. 

The redefinition of the work through the prism of "intentional error" and hermeneutic 
openness, mentioned by Umberto Eco, marked the beginning of a major emancipation: detached 
from the umbilical cord of the creator’s biographical intention, the work claims its own formal 
architecture, becoming a space of controlled possibilities. The historical perspective allowed us to 
understand the radicalism of this transformation. If in pre-modern art – from the geometric rigor 
of Egyptian canons, to the visual theology of the Byzantine icon, to the classical norms of virtuosity 
– meaning was religiously or institutionally delimited, the historical avant-garde definitively 
fractured this illusion of immutability. Duchamp’s gesture was not just an aesthetic revolt, but a 
profound ontological subversion, which shifted the responsibility for activating the work onto the 
viewer. 

In contemporary art, this process of delegating interpretation reaches its peak through what 
we could call an immersive ecology of meaning. In the frameworks of relational aesthetics 
(Nicolas Bourriaud) and immersive spaces (Claire Bishop), interaction is no longer a collateral act 
of reading, but the very constitutive substance of the work. From the social micro-utopias of Rirkrit 
Tiravanija, through the phenomenological laboratories of Olafur Eliasson to the fluid algorithms 
of the teamLab collective installations, the artistic object loses its isolated autonomy to become a 
living ecosystem. In contemporary times, art becomes, more than ever, an eternal and fluid process 
of co-creation. 

The ontology of meaning thus proves to be an ontology of dialogue and co-creation. The 
work of art no longer speaks from an immutable past of its production, but pulsates in the 
continuous present of reception. The viewer is no longer a simple visitor in front of a semantic 
monument, but becomes the co-author of an aesthetic event, demonstrating that the being of the 
work of art is fulfilled only in the intermediate and fertile space where intention, form and 
perception fully merge. 
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