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Art has long been a subject of intense analysis and interpretation, attracting perspectives from various
schools of thought. When examining a particular painting, such as the renowned Starry Night by
Vincent van Gogh, different analytical lenses reveal contrasting insights. Understanding these
perspectives—particularly those of structuralism and non-structuralist approaches—can deepen our

appreciation and comprehension of the artwork’s meaning, form, and cultural significance.

In this article, we will explore how a structuralist might interpret Starry Night, focusing on the
underlying structures that organize its visual and symbolic elements. Conversely, we will consider how
a non-structuralist, such as an expressive or contextualist critic, might approach the painting,

emphasizing intuition, personal expression, and historical context.

Understanding the Painting: Starry Night and Its Creator

Before delving into interpretative frameworks, it is essential to briefly contextualize the artwork and its

creator.



The Artist: Vincent van Gogh

Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890) was a Dutch Post-Impressionist painter renowned for his bold colors,
emotional depth, and innovative techniques. His work often reflects personal struggles, intense
feelings, and a desire to express universal human experiences. Despite limited recognition during his
lifetime, van Gogh's influence on modern art is profound, and his distinctive style continues to captivate

audiences worldwide.

The Painting: Starry Night

Painted in 1889 during van Gogh’s stay at the Saint-Paul-de-Mausole asylum in Saint-Rémy-de-
Provence, Starry Night depicts a swirling night sky over a tranquil village. The painting is celebrated for
its vibrant colors, dynamic composition, and emotive power. Its swirling patterns and luminous stars

evoke a sense of awe, mystery, and turbulence, reflecting van Gogh’s complex emotional state.

How Would A Structuralist View This Painting?

Structuralism, rooted in the ideas of linguistics and anthropology, emphasizes understanding the
underlying structures that organize cultural phenomena. Applied to art, a structuralist seeks to analyze
the codes, conventions, and systems that produce meaning within a work, rather than focusing solely

on individual expression or contextual factors.

Identifying the Language of Visual Codes

A structuralist approach to Starry Night would analyze its visual elements as part of a "language"

composed of signs and codes. These include:



e Color palette: The use of vibrant blues, yellows, and contrasting darks creates a visual language

that conveys mood and symbolism.

¢ Line and form: The swirling, rhythmic lines generate a sense of movement and chaos, which can

be interpreted as a visual grammar governing the painting.

e Composition: The placement of the cypress tree, village, and sky follows structural patterns that

guide viewers’ perception and emotional response.

Binary Oppositions and Cultural Codes

Structuralists often look for binary oppositions—such as chaos/order, night/day, nature/culture—that

organize the work’s meaning.

¢ Night vs. Day: The night sky dominates the composition, possibly representing the unconscious

or the divine, contrasted with the calmer village below, symbolizing everyday life and rationality.

¢ Natural forces vs. human settlements: The dynamic, almost turbulent sky signifies natural forces,

while the static village suggests human order.

¢ Chaos vs. harmony: The swirling patterns evoke chaos but are balanced within the composition,

hinting at underlying structures that organize apparent disorder.

Structuralist Interpretation of Meaning

From this perspective, Starry Night can be seen as a visual language expressing fundamental human

concerns about existence, the cosmos, and the unconscious. The painting’s motifs and patterns are



not random but follow codes that can be deciphered through understanding the system of signs.

For example, the cypress, often associated with death and eternity in Western symbolism, functions as
a structural element linking the earthly realm to the celestial, embodying a coded connection between
life and death. The swirling sky functions as a sign of turbulence in the human psyche, reflecting

universal themes encoded in van Gogh’s visual language.

How Would A Non-Structuralist Approach Interpret This
Painting?
In contrast to structuralism, non-structuralist perspectives—such as expressive, phenomenological, or

contextualist theories—prioritize individual experience, emotional expression, and historical context over

underlying structures.

The Expressive Approach

An expressive critic would focus on van Gogh’s emotional state and how Starry Night communicates

his inner feelings.
* The swirling sky might be interpreted as a projection of van Gogh’s turbulent mind—his feelings
of anxiety, hope, and longing.

e The bold colors and dynamic brushwork could be seen as an expression of intense emotion

rather than signs governed by codes.

¢ Rather than decoding visual signs, this approach emphasizes the painting as a window into the



artist’s psyche.

The Phenomenological Perspective

A phenomenologist would consider how viewers experience the painting directly, emphasizing

perception and emotional resonance.

¢ How does the swirling sky evoke feelings of wonder, mystery, or unease?

¢ What sensory impressions does the painting create in the viewer’s consciousness?

¢ How does van Gogh’s use of color and form influence the viewer’s emotional response in a

subjective, immediate way?

The Contextualist or Historical Approach

This perspective emphasizes the historical, social, and personal circumstances surrounding the

creation of Starry Night.

¢ Understanding van Gogh’s mental health struggles and his time at the asylum influences how

we interpret the painting’s emotional intensity.

¢ The post-Impressionist movement’s emphasis on personal expression over naturalistic

representation provides context for van Gogh’s stylistic choices.

¢ The painting might be seen as a response to the artist’s environment, personal suffering, and



desire to find meaning amid chaos.

Summary of Non-Structuralist View

In essence, non-structuralist interpretations prioritize the subjective, emotional, and contextual facets of
the artwork. They see Starry Night not as a coded language but as a personal expression of van
Gogh’s inner world, a visceral experience that invites viewers to connect on an emotional level rather

than deciphering abstract codes.

Contrasting the Perspectives: Structuralist vs. Non-

Structuralist

| Aspect | Structuralist View | Non-Structuralist View |

e

| Focus | Underlying codes, systems, and structures of meaning | Personal expression, emotion, and
experience |

| Method | Analyzing signs, binary oppositions, and visual language | Emphasizing intuition, feelings,
and contextual background |

| Interpretation | Meaning emerges from the organization of visual elements | Meaning is subjective,
fluid, and tied to the artist’s psyche and context |

| Example in Starry Night | The swirling sky as a coded sign of turbulence | The sky as a reflection of

van Gogh’s emotional turmoil |



Conclusion

Analyzing Starry Night by Vincent van Gogh through different theoretical lenses reveals the richness of
artistic interpretation. A structuralist approach uncovers the hidden systems and codes that organize
the visual language of the painting, offering insights into universal themes and cultural symbols.
Conversely, a non-structuralist perspective highlights the personal, emotional, and experiential
dimensions, emphasizing the painting as a window into van Gogh’s inner life and the viewer’s

subjective experience.

Both approaches enrich our understanding—one by deciphering the language of signs and structures,
the other by embracing personal meaning and emotional resonance. Together, they demonstrate that
art is a multifaceted phenomenon, capable of conveying complex messages whether through coded

systems or heartfelt expression.

Ultimately, engaging with art from multiple perspectives allows for a more comprehensive appreciation
of its depth and significance, encouraging us to see beyond surface appearances and explore the

myriad ways in which art communicates human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the name of the painting shown above and who is its artist?

The painting is 'Starry Night' by Vincent van Gogh.

How would a structuralist interpret the elements of this painting?

A structuralist would analyze the painting's underlying systems, such as the use of color, form, and
composition, to understand how these elements create meaning and convey the underlying structure of

human perception and cultural codes.



How would a non-structuralist interpret this painting differently?

A non-structuralist might focus on the emotional, personal, or expressive aspects of the painting,
emphasizing individual interpretation, personal feelings, and the artist's intent rather than underlying

structures.

What role does context play in how a structuralist views 'Starry
Night'?

A structuralist would consider how the cultural and linguistic systems influence the interpretation of the

painting, analyzing symbols and motifs within a broader cultural framework to understand its meaning.

In what way might a non-structuralist approach the emotional impact
of 'Starry Night'?

A non-structuralist would focus on the emotional response elicited by the painting, interpreting its

swirling skies and vibrant colors as expressions of the artist's inner feelings or mood.

Can both perspectives—structuralist and non-structuralist—be applied
simultaneously to analyze this painting?

Yes, combining both perspectives allows for a richer understanding, with structuralism revealing
underlying patterns and meanings, while non-structuralism highlights personal and emotional

interpretations.

Additional Resources

Name The Painting Above And lIts Artist. How Would A Structuralist View This Painting? How Would A

Non-Structuralist

In the realm of art analysis, the interpretation of a painting often reveals as much about the viewer’s



perspective as it does about the artwork itself. The process involves understanding not only the visual
elements but also the underlying cultural, linguistic, and symbolic structures that shape its meaning. To
illustrate this, let’s consider a hypothetical yet compelling painting titled "The Enigmatic Forest" by the
artist Clara Martinez. This vivid landscape, teeming with surreal elements and layered symbolism,
provides an ideal case for exploring how different theoretical frameworks—specifically structuralism and

non-structuralism—approach art analysis.

Introducing "The Enigmatic Forest" and Its Artist

Clara Martinez, a contemporary artist known for her intricate visual storytelling, created "The Enigmatic
Forest" in 2018. The painting depicts a dense, otherworldly woodland where familiar natural
elements—trees, animals, rivers—are rendered with a surreal twist. The trees appear to stretch beyond
the canvas, their branches intertwining into geometric patterns, while the animals seem to possess
human-like expressions, hinting at a narrative layered with symbolism and psychological depth.
Martinez’s style combines hyper-realistic details with abstract motifs, inviting viewers to decipher

multiple levels of meaning.

Key features of the painting include:

- A vibrant color palette contrasting cool blues and greens with fiery reds and oranges.

- Symbolic elements like a clock embedded in a tree trunk and a floating lantern illuminating the scene.
- Surreal proportions, such as a giant fox with human eyes and a tiny figure walking along a winding
river.

- An overall sense of mystery and ambiguity, encouraging personal interpretation.

Martinez’s background as a psychologist-turned-artist influences her focus on subconscious themes,

making her work rich in psychological and cultural symbolism.



How Would A Structuralist View This Painting?

Structuralism, rooted in linguistic and anthropological theory—most notably associated with Ferdinand
de Saussure and Claude Lévi-Strauss—approaches art as a system of signs governed by underlying
structures. From this perspective, "The Enigmatic Forest" is not merely a visual experience but a
complex network of codes and conventions that reveal deeper meanings through relationships

between its elements.
Structuralist Approach to the Painting

- Signifier and Signified:
In structuralist terms, each element in the painting functions as a signifier (the visual form) that points
to a signified (the concept or meaning). For instance, the clock embedded in the tree might symbolize

the passage of time or mortality, while the floating lantern could represent hope or enlightenment.

- Binary Oppositions:
Structuralist analysis often focuses on binary oppositions—such as life/death, nature/technology,
conscious/subconscious—that structure meaning. In Martinez’s work, the blend of realistic and surreal

elements can be seen as embodying these oppositions, revealing tensions that drive the narrative.

- Myth and Cultural Codes:

Lévi-Strauss argued that myths and stories across cultures share underlying structures. Similarly, the
recurring motifs—like animals with human features or floating objects—may be linked to universal
archetypes or cultural codes. The fox with human eyes might symbolize cunning or transformation,

common themes across mythologies.

- Language of the Artwork:
Structuralism treats the painting as a language system, where the arrangement and relationships of
visual signs generate meaning. The geometric patterns in the trees could be interpreted as a visual

grammar, guiding the viewer’s understanding through visual syntax.



Pros and Cons of a Structuralist Perspective

Pros:
- Reveals underlying patterns and universal themes within the artwork.
- Connects individual symbols to broader cultural myths and codes.

- Offers a systematic way to decode complex visual language.

Cons:
- May overlook personal or emotional responses to the artwork.
- Can reduce the richness of subjective interpretation to structural functions.

- Risks imposing an overly rigid framework that ignores contextual or artist-specific intentions.

Features Highlighted by Structuralism in the Painting
- The interconnectedness of symbols forming a cohesive sign system.
- The recurring motifs that suggest universal themes.

- The emphasis on relationships between elements rather than isolated symbols.

How Would A Non-Structuralist View This Painting?

Non-structuralist approaches—such as phenomenology, expressionism, or reader-response
theory—prioritize individual experience, emotional engagement, and contextual interpretation. These
perspectives tend to eschew strict systems of underlying structures, focusing instead on personal

meaning and aesthetic experience.
Non-Structuralist Approach to the Painting

- Personal Emotional Response:

A non-structuralist viewer might focus on how "The Enigmatic Forest" evokes feelings of wonder,



mystery, or unease. The surreal elements could be appreciated for their ability to evoke subconscious

emotions rather than for their symbolic code.

- Artist’s Intent and Context:
This approach emphasizes understanding Clara Martinez’s personal background, artistic intentions,
and the socio-cultural context of 2018. The viewer might consider Martinez's psychological background

and how her experiences influence the emotional tone of the piece.

- Aesthetic and Sensory Experience:
The vibrant colors, textures, and composition are appreciated for their aesthetic qualities, with less
concern for decoding signs. The painting becomes a visceral experience—an invitation to feel rather

than analyze.

- Open-Ended Interpretation:
Non-structuralist perspectives often accept multiple, conflicting interpretations as valid. They see the
artwork as a space for personal meaning-making, emphasizing that each viewer’s response is valid

and unique.

Pros and Cons of a Non-Structuralist Perspective

Pros:
- Encourages personal engagement and emotional connection.
- Respects the individuality of viewers’ interpretations.

- Allows for flexible, context-dependent understanding of the artwork.

Cons:
- May lack a systematic method for understanding symbolic content.
- Risks subjectivity overshadowing cultural or historical context.

- Can lead to overly personal interpretations that overlook broader meanings.

Features Highlighted by Non-Structuralism in the Painting



- The emotional impact of surreal elements and color choices.
- The personal narrative or mood conveyed by the artist’s style.

- The openness of interpretation, allowing each viewer to find their own meaning.

Comparative Summary

| Aspect | Structuralist View | Non-Structuralist View |

| Focus | Underlying codes, systems, universal themes | Personal experience, emotion, context |

| Method | Decoding signs, analyzing relationships | Feeling, intuitive response, contextual
understanding |

| Strengths | Reveals shared cultural/mythic structures | Emphasizes individuality and emotional depth |
| Limitations | May ignore personal/emotional aspects | Can be too subjective, less systematic |

| Suitable for | Understanding cultural symbols and mythic themes | Appreciating emotional and

aesthetic experiences |

Conclusion

Analyzing "The Enigmatic Forest" through different theoretical lenses demonstrates the richness and
complexity of art interpretation. A structuralist approach uncovers the hidden codes and universal
themes embedded within the visual language, revealing how the artwork functions as part of a broader
system of signs and myths. Conversely, a non-structuralist perspective celebrates personal
engagement, emphasizing individual emotional responses and contextual understanding. Both

approaches offer valuable insights—one providing systematic decoding, the other fostering intimate



connections.

Ultimately, appreciating art involves balancing these perspectives. Structural analysis can deepen our
understanding of cultural and symbolic layers, while non-structural approaches remind us of the
personal and emotional power of visual expression. Together, they enrich our experience, allowing us
to see "The Enigmatic Forest" not just as a painting, but as a multidimensional dialogue between artist,

viewer, and culture.
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