
Ways of Seeing 
John Berger 

Seeing comes before words. The child looks 
and recogn izes before it can speak. 

But there is also another sense in which seeing 
comes before words. It is seeing which establishes our place 
in the surrounding world ; we explain that world with words, 
but words can never undo the fact that we are surrounded by 
it . The relation between what we see and what we know is 
never settled. 

The Surrealist painter Magritte commented 
on this always· present gap between words and seeing in 
a painting called The Key of Dreams. 

The way we see things is affected by what we 
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Note to the reader 

This book has been made by five of us. Our 
starting point was soma of the ideas contained in the television 
ssries Ways of Seeing. We have tried to extend and elaborate 
these ideas. They have influenced not only what wa say but 
also how wa have sat about trying to ssy it. The form of the 
book is as much to do with our purpose as the arguments 
contained within it. 

The book consists of seven numbered essays. 
They can ba read in any order. Four of the assays use words 
and images. three of them usa only images. These purely 
pictorial assays (on ways of seeing woman and on various 
contradictory aspects of the tradition of tha oil painting) are 
intended to raise as many questions as the verbal assays. 
Sometimes in the pictorial essays no information at all is given 
about the images reproduced because it seamed to us that 
such information might distract from the points baing made. 
In all cases. however, this information can be found in the List 
of Works Reproduced which is printed at the and of the book. 

Nona of the essays pretends to deal with more 
than certain aspects of each subject: particularly those aspects 
thrown into relief by a modern historical consciousness. 
Our principal aim has bean to start a process of questioning. 
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Seeing comas before words. The child looks and 
recognizes before it can speak. 

But there is also another sensa in which seeing 
comas before words. It is seeing which establishes our place 
in the surrounding world; we explain that world with words, 
but words can never undo the fact that wa are surrounded by 
it. The relation between what wa sea and what wa know Is 
never settled. Each evening we see the sun set. We know 
that the earth is turning away from it. Vat the knowledge, the 
explanation, never quite fits the sight. The Surrealist painter 
Magritte commented on this always-present gap between 
words and seeing in a painting called The Key of Dreams. 
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The way we see things is affected by what we 
know or what we believe. In the Middle Ages when men 
believed in the physical existence of Hell the sight of fire must 
have meant something different from what it means today. 
Nevertheless their idea of Hell owed a lot to the sight of fire 
consuming and the ashes remaining - as well as to their 
experience of the pain of burns. 

When in love, the sight of the beloved has a 
completeness which no words and no embrace can match : 
a completeness which only the act of making love can 
temporarily accommodate. 

Yet this seeing which comes before words, and 
can never be quite covered by them, is not a question of 
mechanically reacting to stimuli. (It can only be thought of in 
this way if one isolates the small part of the process which 
concerns the eye's retina.) We only see what we look at. To 
look is an act of choice. As a result of this act, what we see is 
brought within our reach - though not necessarily within 
arm's reach. To touch something is to situate oneself in 
relation to it. (Close your eyes, move round the room and 
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notice how the'faculty of touch is like a static, limited form of 
sight.) We never look at just one thing; we are always looking 
at tne relation between things and ourselves. Our vision is 
continually active, continually moving, continually holding 
things in a circle around itself, constituting what is present 
to us as we are. 

Soon after we can see, we are aware that we can 
also be seen. The eye of the other combines with our own eye 
to make it fully credible that wa ara part of the visible world. 

If we accept that we can see that hill over there, 
we propose that from that hill we can be seen. The reciprocal 
nature of vision is more fundamental than that of spoken 
dialogue. And often dialogue is an attempt to verbalize this -
an attempt to explain how, either metaphorically or literally, 
'you see things', and an attempt to discover how 'he sees 
things ' . 

In the sense in which we use the word in this 
book, all images are man-made. 

An image is a sight which has 
been recreated or reproduced. It is an appearance, or a set of 
appearances, which has been detached from the place and time 



in which it first made its appearance and preserved- for a few 
moments or a few centuries. Every image embodies a way of 
seeing. Even a photograph. For photographs are not, as is 
often assumed, a mechanical record. Every time we look at a 
photograph, we are aware, however slightly, of the 
photographer selecting that sight from an infinity of other 
possible sights: This is true even in the most casual family 
snapshot. The photographer's way of seeing is reflected in his 
choice of subject. The painter's way of seeing is reconstituted 
by the marks he makes on the canvas or paper. Yet, although 
avery image embodies a way of seeing, our perception or 
appreciation of an image depends also upon our own way of 
seeing. (It may be, for example, that Sheila is one figure amons 
twenty; but for our own reasons she is the one we have eyes 
for.) 

Images ware first made to conjure up the 
appearances of something that was absent. Gradually it 
became evident that an image could outlast what it 
represented; it than showed how something or somebody had 
once looked - and thus by implication how the subject had 
once bean sean by other people. Later still the apacific vision 
of the image-maker was also recognized as part of the record. 
An image became a record of how X had sean Y. This was the 
result of an increasing consciousness of individuality, 
accompanying an increasing awareness of history. It would b~ 
rash to try to data this last development precisely. But 
certainly in Europa such consciousness has existed since the 
beginning of the Renaissance. 

No other kind of relic or text from the past can 
offer such a direct testimony about the world which 
surrounded other people at other times. In this respect 
images are mora precise and richer than literature. To say thi~t, 
is not to deny the expressive or imaginative quality of art. 
treating it as mere documentary evidence; the mora imaginati41 
the work, the more profoundly it allows us to share the 
artist's experience of the visible. 
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Yet when an image is presented as a work of art, 
the way people look at it is affected by a whole series of learnt 
assumptions about art. Assumptions concerning: 

Beauty 
Truth 
Genius 
Civilization 
Form 
Status 
Taste, etc. 

Many of these assumptions no longer accord with 
the world as it is. (The world-as-it-is is mora than pure 
objective fact. it includes consciousness.) Out of true with the 
present. these assumptions obscure the past. They mystify 
rather than clarify. The past is never there waiting to be 
discovered. to be recognized for exactly what it is. History 
always constitutes the relation between a present and its past. 
Consequently fear of the present leads to mystification of the 
past. The past is not for living in; it is a wall of conclusions 
from which we draw in order to act. Cultural mystification of 
the past entails a double loss. Works of art are made 
unnecessarily remota. And the past offers us fewer 
conclusions to complete in action. 

When we 'see' a landscape, we situate ourselves 
in it. If wa •saw• the art of the past. we would situate 
ourselv• in history. When we are prevented from seeing it, 
we are baing deprived of the history which balongs to us. 
Who benefits from this deprivation 1 In the and. the art of the 
past is baing mystified because a privileged minority is 
striving to invent a history which can retrospectively justify 
the role of the ruling classes, and such a justification can 
no longer make sense in modern terms. And so, inevitably, it 
mystifies. 

Let us consider a typical example of such 
mystification. A two~volume study was recently published on 
Frans Hals. · It is the authoritative work to date on this painter. 
As a book of specialized art history it is no better and no 
worse than the average. 
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The last two great paintings by Frans Hals portr 
tha Governors and the Governesses of an Alms House for old 
paupers in tha Dutch seventeenth-century city of Haarlam. 
They were officially commissioned portraits. Hals. an old mal 
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of over eighty, was destitute. Most of his life he had bean in 
debt. During the winter of 1664, the year he began painting 
these pictures, he obtained three loads of peat on public 
charity, otherwise he would have frozen to death. Those who 
now sat for him were administrators of such public charity. 

The author records these facts and than explicitly 
says that It would be incorrect to read into the paintings any 
criticism of the sitters. Thera is no evidence, he says, that 
Hals painted them in a spirit of bitterness. The author 
considers them, however, remarkable works of art and 
explains why. Here he writes of the Regentessas: 

Each woman speaks to us of the human condition with 
equal importance. Each woman stands out with equal 
clarity against the enormous dark surface, yet they are 
linked by a firm rhythmical arrangement and the subdued 
diagonal pattern formed by their heads and hands. 
Subtle modulations of the deep, glowing blacks 
contribute to the harmonious fusion of the whole and 
form an unforgettable contrast with the powerful whites 
and vivid flesh tones where the detached strokes reach 
a peak of breadth and strength. (our italics) 

The compositional unity of a painting 
contributes fundamentally to the power of its image. It is 
reasonable to consider a painting's composition. But here the 
composition is written about as though it were in itself the 
emotional charge of the painting. Terms like harmonious fusion, 
unforgettable contrast, reaching a peak of breadth and strength 
transfer the amotion provoked by the image from the plane 
of lived experience, to that of disinterested 'art 
appreciation •. All conflict disappears. One is left with the 
unchanging 'human condition', and the painting considered as 
a marvellously made object. 

Very little is known about Hale or tha Regents 
who commissioned him. It Is not possible to produce 
circumstantial evidence to establish what their relations were. 
But there is the avidenca of the paintings themselves: the 
evidence of a group of men and a group of women as seen by 
another man, the painter. Study this evidence and judga for 
yourself. 



The art historian f-rs such direct judgement : 

As in so many other pictures by Hats, the penetrating 
characterizations almost seduce us into believing that we 
know the personality traits and even the habits of the 
men and women portrayed. 

What is this • seduction • he writes of1 It is 
nothing less than the paintings working upon· us. They work 
upon us because we accept the way Hals saw his sitters. We 
do not accept this innocently. We accept it in so far as it 
corresponds to our own observation of people, gestures, facet 
institutions. This is possible because wa still live in a society 
of comparable social relations and moral values. And it is 
precisely this which gives the paintings their psychological an1 
social urgency. It is this- not the painter's skill as a 'seducer' 
- which convinces us that we can know the people portrayed. 

The author continues : 

In the case of some critics the seduction has been a 
total success. It has. for example, been asserted that 
the Regent in the tipped slouch hat, which hardly covers 
any of his long, lank hair, and whose curiously set 
eyes do not focus, was shown in a drunken state. 
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This, he suggests, ia a libal. Ha argues that it was 
a fashion at that time to waar hats on the side of the head. 
Ha cites medical opinion to prove that the Regent's expression 
could wall be the result of a facial paralysis. He insists that the 
painting would have been unacceptable to the Regents if one 
of them had been portrayed drunk. One might go on 
discussing each of these points for pagaa. (Men in 
seventeenth-century Holland wore their hats on the aide of 
their haads in order to be thought of as adventurous and 
pleasure·loving. Heavy drinking was an approved practice. 
Etcetera.) But such a discussion would take us even farther 
away from the only confrontation which matters and which the 
author is determined to evade. 

In this confrontation the Ragenta and 
Regentesses stare at Hals, a destitute old painter who has lost 
his reputation and lives off public charity ; he examines them 
through the eyes of a pauper who must nevertheless try to ba 
objective, i.e., must try to surmount the way he sees as a 
pauper. This ia the drama of these paintings. A drama of an 
'unforgettable contrast'. 

Mystification has little to do with the 
vocabulary used. Mystification is the process of explaining 
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away what might otherwise be evident. Hals was the first 
portraitist to paint the new characters and expressions 
created by capitalism. He did in pictorial tarms what Balzac 
did two centurlas latar in literature. Vat the author of the 
authoritative work on these paintings sums up the artist's 
achievement by referring to 

Hals's unwavering commitment to his personal vision, 
which enriches our consciousness of our fellow men 
and heightens our awe for the ever-increasing power of 
the mighty impulses that enabled him to give us a close 
view of life's vital forces. 

That is mystification. 
In order to avoid mystifying the past (which can 

equally well suffer pseudo-Marxist myatification) let us now 
examine the particular relation which now exists, so far as 
pictorial images are concerned, between the present and the 
paat. If we can see the present clearly enough, we shall ask 
the right questions of the past. 

Today we see the art of the past as nobody saw 
it before. We actually perceive it in a different way. 

This difference can be illustrated in terms of what 
was thought of as perspective. The convention of 
perspective, which is unique to European art and which was 
first established in the early Renaissance, centres 
everything on the eye of the beholder. It is like a beam from a 
lighthouse - only instead of light travelling outwards, 
appearances travel in. The conventions called those 
appearances reality. Perspective makes the single eye the 
centra of the visible world. Everything converges on to the 
eye as to the vanishing point of infinity. The visible world is 
arranged for the spectator as the universe was once thought 
to be arranged for God. 

According to the convention of perspective there 
is no visual reciprocity. There is no need for God to situate 
himself in relation to others: he is himself the situation. 
The inherent contradiction in perspective was that it 
structured all images of reality to address a single spectator 
who, unlike God, could only be in one place at a time. 
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After the invention of the camera this 
contradiction gradually became apparent. 

I'm an eye. A mechanical eye. I, the machine. show you 

a world the way only I can see it. I free myself for 
today and forever from human immobility. I'm in 
constant movement. I approach and pull away from 

objects. I creep under them. I move alongside a running 
horse's mouth. I fall and rise with the falling and rising 
bodies. This is I, the machine, manoeuvring in the chaotic 
movements. recording one movement after another in 
the most complex combinat ions. 

Freed from the boundaries of time and space, I 
co· ordinate any and all points of the universe, wherever 
I want them to be. My way leads towards the creation 
of a fresh perception of the world. Thus I explain in a 
new way the world unknown to you: 



The camera isolated 
momentary appearances and in so doing destroyed the idea 
that images were timeless. Or, to put it another way, the 
camera showed that the notion of time passing was 
inseparable from the eKperience of the visual (except in 
paintings). What you saw depended upon where you were 
when. What you saw was relative to your position in time and 
space. It was no longer possible to imagine everything 
converging on the human eye as on the vanishing point of 
infinity. 

This is not to say that before the invention of the 
camera men believed that everyone could see everything. But 
perspective organized the visual field as though that were 
indeed the ideal. Every drawing or painting that used 
parspactive proposed to the spactator that he was the unique 
centre of the world. The camera -and more particularly the 
movie camera - demonstrated that there was no centre. 

The invention of the camera changed the way men 
saw. The visible came to mean something different to them. 
This was immediately reflected in painting. 

For the Impressionists the visible no longer 
presented itself to man in order to be seen. On the contrary, 
the visible, in continual flux, became fugitive. For the Cubists 
the visible was no longer what confronted the single eye, 
but the totality of possible views taken from points all round 
the object (or person) being depicted. 
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The invention of the camera also changed the way 
in which men saw paintings painted long before the camera 
was invented. Originally paintings were an integral part of the 
building for which they were designed. Sometimes in an early 
Renaissance church or chapel one has the feeling that the 
images on the wall are records of the building's interior life, 
that together they make up the building's memory- so much 
are they part of the particularity of the building. 

The uniqueness of every painting was once part 
of the uniqueness of the place where it resided. Sometimes the 
painting was transportable. But it could never be seen in two 
places at the same time. When the camera reproduces a 
painting, it destroys the uniqueness of its image. As a result its 
meaning changes. Or, more exactly, its meaning multiplies and 
fragments into many meanings. 

This is vividly illustrated by what hapoens when a 
painting is shown on a television screen. The paintine enters 
each viewer·s house. There it is surrounded by his wallpaper, 
his furniture, his mementoes. It enters the atmosphere of his 
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family . It becomes their talking point. It lends its meaning to 
their meaning. At the same time it enters a million other 
houses and, in each of them, is seen in a different context. 
Because of the camera, the painting now travels to the 
spectator rather than the spectator to the painting. In its 
travels. its meaning is diversified. 

One might argue that all reproductions more or 
less diston, and that therefore tha original painting is still in 
a sense unique. Here is a reproduction of the Virgin of the Rocks 
by Leonardo da Vinci. 
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Having seen this reproduction. one can go to the 
National Gallery to look at the original and thera discover what 
the reproduction lacks. Alternatively one can forget about the 
quality of the reproduction and simply be reminded, when one 
sees the original, that it is a famous painting of which 
somewhere one has already seen a reproduction. But in either 
case the uniqueness of the original now lias in it baing the 
original of a reproduction. It is no longer what its image shows 
that strikes one as unique; its first meaning is no longer to be 
found in what it says, but in what it is. 

This new status of the original work is the 
perfectly rational consequence of the new means of 
reproduction. But it is at this point that a process of 
mystification again enters. The meaning of the original work 
no longer lies in what it uniquely says but in what it uniquely 
is. How is its unique existence evaluated and defined in our 
present culture 7 It is defined as an object whose value 
depands upon its rarity. This value is affirmed and gauged by 
the price it fetches on the market. But because It is 
nevertheless • a work of art • - and art is thought to be greatar 
than commerce - its market price is said to be a reflection of 
its spiritual value. Vat the spiritual value of an object. as 
distinct from a message or an example, can only be explained 
in terms of magic or religion. And since in modern society 
neither of these is a living force, the art object, the 'work of 
art', is enveloped in an atmosphere of entirely bogus religiosity. 
Works of art are discussed and presented as though they were 
holy relics: relics which are first and foremost evidence of 
their own survival. The past in which they originated is 
studied in order to prove their survival genuine. They 
are declared art when their line of descent can be 
certified. 

Before the Virgin of the Rocks the visitor to the 
National Gallery would be encouraged by nearly everything 
he might have heard and read about the painting to feel 
something like this: • I am in front of it. I can see it. This 
painting by Leonardo ia unlike any other in the world. The 
National Gallery has the real one. If I look at this painting hard 
enough, I should somehow be able to feel its authenticity. 
The Virgin of the Rocks by Leonardo da Vinci: it is authentic and 
therefore it is b-utiful. • 
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To dismiss such feelings as naive would be quite 
wrong. They accord perfectly with the sophisticated culture of 
art experts for whom the National Gallery catalogue is 
written. The entry on the Virgin of the Rocks is one of the 
longest entries. It consists of fourteen closely printed pages. 
They do not deal with the meaning of the image. They deal 
with who commissioned the painting, legal squabbles, who 
owned it, its likely date, the families of its owners. Behind this 
information lie years of research. The aim of the research is to 
prove beyond any shadow of doubt that the painting is a 
genuine Leonardo. The secondary aim is to prove that an 
almost identical painting in the Louvre is a replica of the 
National Gallery version. 

French art historians try to prove the opposite. 
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The National Gallery sells more reproductions of 
Leonardo's cartoon of The Virgin and Child with St Anne and St 
John the Baptist than any other picture in their collection. A few 
years ago it was known only to scholars. It became famous 
because an American wanted to buy it for two and a half 
million pounds. 

Now it hangs in a room by itself. The room is like 
a chapel. The drawing is behind bullet-proof perspex. It has 
acquired a new kind of impressiveness. Not because of what it 
shows - not because of the meaning of its image. It has 
become impressive, mysterious, because of its market value. 

The bogus religiosity which now surrounds 
original works of art, and which is ultimately dependent upon 
their market value, has become the substitute for what 
paintings lost when the camera m~ them reproducible. Its 
function is nostalgic. It is the fin81 8mpty claim for the 
continuing values of an oligarchic, undemocratic culture. If the 
image is no longer unique and exclusive, the art object, the 
thing, must be made mysteriouely so. j J 14-() 
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The majority of the population do not visit art 
museums. The following tabla shows how closely an 
interest in art is related to privileged education. 
National proportion of art muaaum vialtora accordi ... to lsval of education: 
Percentllga of .. ch ... ucatlonal utegory who vlalt art museums 

Greece Poland France Holland Greece Poland France 

With no Only 
educational secondary 
qualification 0.02 0.12 0.15 education 10.5 104 10 

Only Further end 
pnmary 
education 030 1.!i0 0.45 050 

higher 
education 11.5 11.7 12.5 

Holland 
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17.3 

Source: Pierre Bourdieu and Alain Oarbel, L "AmoiR de rAn. Edil.ons de Minuit Paris 1969. Appendix 5. table 4 

The majority taka it as axiomatic that the 
musaums are full of holy relics which rafar to a mystery 
which excludes them: the mystery of unaccountable wealth. 
Or, to put this another way, thay believe that original 
masterpieces belong to the preserve (both materially and 
spiritually) of the rich. Another tabla indicatas what the idaa 
of an art gallery suggests to aach social class. 

Of tile places listed below which does a muaeum remind you 
ofm-t7 

Mi!lnual Sk1lledand Profusional 

worlters white collar and upper 
workers managerial 

% % " Church •• 45 30.5 
Library 9 34 28 
L.ecturehall 4 4.5 
Department store or 
entrance hall in public 
building 2 
Church and library 4.5 
Church and lecture hall 
L•braryand lecture hall 2 
None of these 19.5 
No reply 9 

100 (n ~53) 100 (n~ 98) 100{n~99) 

Source: as above. appendix 4. !able 8 

In the age of pictorial reproduction the meaning 
of paintings is no longer attached to them; their meaning 
becomes transmittable: that is to say it becomes information 
of a sort. and,. like all information. it is either put to use or 
ignored; information carries no spacial authority within itself. 
When a painting is put to use. its meaning is either modified or 
totally changed. One should be quite clear about what this 
involves. It is not a question of reproduction failing to 
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reproduce certain aspects of an image faithfully; it is a 
question of reproduction making it possible, even inevitable, 
that an image will be used for many different purposes end 
that the reproduced image, unlike an original work, can lend 
itself to them all. Let us examine some of the ways in which 
the reproduced image lends Itself to such usage. 

Reproduction isolates a detail of a painting from 
the whole. The detail is transformed. An allegorical figure 
becomes a portrait of a girl. 
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When a painting is reproduced by a film camera 
it inevitably becomes material for the film·maker's argument. 

A film which reproduces images of a painting leads 
the spectator, through the painting, to the film·maker' s own 
conclusions. The painting lends authority to the film· maker. 

:..~.?.<l!')l!~;:ll :.f.'Jl 

In a film the way one image follows another, their succession, 
constructs an argument which becomes irreversible. 

In a painting all ita elements are there to be seen 
simultaneously. The spectator may need time to examine each 
element of the painting but whenever he reaches a conclusion, 
the simultaneity of the whole painting is there to reverse or 
qualify his conclusion. The painting maintains its own 
authority. 
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Paintings are often reproduced with words around them. 

This is a landscape of a cornfield with birds flying 
out of it. Look at It for a moment. Then turn the page. 
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7iU:s ,5 ihe /sv pr'CiU.tt thBI- v.., Cfo<Jh f'B'~'­
befo~ hP- JQ /url rumseJf 

It is hard to define exactly how the words have 
changed the Image but undoubtadly they have. The image now 
illustrates the sentence. 

In this essay each Image reproducad has become 
part of an argument which has little or nothing to do with the 
painting's original independent meaning. The words have 
quotad the paintings to confirm their own verbal authority. 
(The essays without words in this book may make that 
distinction clearer.) 

Reproduced paintings, like all information, have to 
hold their own against all the other information being 
continually transmitted. 

;drvp 
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Consequently a reproduction, as well as making 
its own references to the image of its original, becomes 
its"elf the reference point for other images. The meaning of 
an image is changed according to what one sees immediately 
beside it or what comes immediately after it. Such authority 
as it retains, is distributed over the whole context in which 
it appears. 

U110nll'l1kncwthl'11 •.• \\hat ilK') kn011 no11. 

Because works of art are reproducible, they can, 
theoretically, be used by anybody. Yet mostly- in art books, 
magazines, films or within gilt frames in living-rooms­
reproductions are still used to bolster the illusion that 
nothing has changed, that art, with ita unique undiminished 
authority, justifies most other forms of authority, that art 
makes inequality seem noble and hierarchies seem thrilling. 
For example, the whole concept of the National Cultural 
Heritage exploits the authority of art to glorify the present 
social system and its priorities. 
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The means of reproduction are used politically 
and commercially to disguise or deny what their existence 
makes possible. But sometimes individuals use them 
differently. 

Adults and children sometimes have boards in 
their bedrooms or living-rooms on which they pin pieces of 
paper : letters, snapshots, reproductions of paintings, 
newspar .. ,r cuttings, original drawings, postcards. On each 
board all the images belong to the same language and all are 
more or less equal within it, because they have been chosen in 
a highly personal way to match and express the experience of 
the room"s inhabitant. Logically, these boards should replace 
museums. 

What are we saying by that 7 Let us first be sure 
about what we are not saying. 

We are not saying that there is nothing left to 
experience before original works of an except a sense of awe 
because they have survived. The way original works of an are 
usually approached - through museum catalogues, guides, 
hired cassettes, etc. - is not the only way they might be 
approached. When the art of the past ceases to be viewed 
nostalgically, the works will cease to be holy relics - although 
they will never re-become what they were before the age of 
reproduction. We are not saying original works of art are now 
useless. 
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Original paintings are silent and still in a sensa 
that information never is. Even a reproduction hung on a wall 
is not comparable in this respect for in the original the silence 
and stillness permeate the actual material, the paint, in which 
one follows the traces of the painter's immediate gestures. 
This has the effect of closing the distance in time between the 
painting of the picture and one's own act of looking at it. In 
this spacial sanae all paintings are contemporary. Hance the 
immediacy of their testimony. Their historical moment is 
literally there before our ayes. C6zanne made a similar 
observation from the painter's point of view. 'A minute in the 
world's life passes! To paint it in its reality, and forget 
everything for that I To become that minute, to be the 
sensitive plata ... give the image of what we see, forgetting 
everything that has appeared before our time .. : What we 
make of that painted moment when it is before our eyes 
depends upon what we expect of art, and that in turn depends 
today upon how we have already experienced the meaning of 
paintings through reproductions. 
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Nor are we saying that all art can be understood 1 

spontaneously. We are not claiming that to cut out a magazine I 
reproduction of an archaic Greek head, because it is reminiscanJ 
of some personal experience, and to pin it on to a board 
beside other disparate images, is to come to terms with the 
full meaning of that haad. 

The idea of innocence faces two ways. By refusing 
to enter a conspiracy, one remains innocent of that conspiracy. 
But to remain innocent may also be to remain ignorant. The 
issue is not b.-een innocence and knowledge (or b.-een tho 
natural and the cultural) but between a total approach to art 
which attempts to relata it to every aspect of experience and 
tha esoteric approach of a few specialized experts who are the 
clerks of the nostalgia of a ruling class in decline. (In decline, 
not before the proletariat, but before the new power of the 
corporation and the state.) Tha real question is: to whom does 
the meaning of the art of the past properly belong 1 To those 
who can apply it to their own Iivas, or to a cultural hierarchy 
of relic specialista 1 

The visual arts have always existed within a 
certain preserve; originally this preserve was magical or 
sacred. But it was also physleel: it was the place, the eave, the 
building, in which, or for which, the work was made. The 
experience of art, which at first was the experience of ritual, 
was set apart from the rest of life - precisely in Order to be 
able to exercise power over it. Later the preserve of art became 
a social one. It entered the culture of the ruling class, whilst 
physieelly it was set apart and isolated in their palaces and 
houses. During all this history the authority of art was 
inseparable from the particular authority of the preserve. 

What the modern means of reproduction have 
dona is to destroy the authority of art and to remove it - or, 
rather, to remove its images which they reproduce- from any 
preserve. For the first time ever, images of art have become 
ephemeral, ubiquitous, insubstantial, available, valuale~s, free. 
They surround us in the same way as a language surrounds us. 
They have entered the mainstream of life over which they no 
longer, in themselves, have power. 

Vat very few people are aware of what has 
happened becaUse the means of reproduction are used nearly 
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all the time to promote the illusion that nothing has changed 

except that the masses, thanks to reproductions, can now 
begin to appreciate art as the cultured minority once did. 
Understandably, the masses remain uninterested and sceptical. 

If the new language of images were used 

differently. it would, through its use, confer a new kind of 
power. Within it we could begin to define our experiences more 
precisely in areas where words are inadequate. (Seeing comes 
before words.) Not only personal experience, but also the 
essential historical experience of our relation to the past: that 
is to say the experience of seeking to give meaning to our lives, 
of trying to understand the history of which we can become 
the active agents. 

The art of the past no longer exists as it once did. 
Its authority is lost. In its place there is a language of imag.as. 
What matters now is who uses that ianguage for what 
purpose. This touches upon questions of copyright for 
reproduction, the ownership of art presses and publishers, the 
total policy of public art galleries and museums. As usually 

presented, these are narrow professional matters. One of the 
aims of this essay has been to show that what is really at 
stake is much larger. A people or a class which is cut off from 
its own past is far less free to choose and to act as a people or 
class than one that has been able to situate itself in history. 
This is why - and this is the only reason why - the entire art 
of the past has now become a political issue. 
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Many of the ideas in the preceding essay have been taken from 
another, written over forty years ago by the German critic and 
philosopher Walter Benjamin. 

His essay was entitled The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction. This essay is available in English in a 
collection called Illuminations (Cape, London 1970). 
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3 

According to usage and conventions which are at 
last being questioned but have by no means been overcome. 
the social presence of a woman is different in kind from that of 
a man. A man's presence is dependent upon the promise of 
Power which he embodies. If the promise is large and 
credible his presence is striking. If it is small or incredible, he 
is found to have little presence. The promised power may be 
moral, physical, temparamenul, economic, social, sexual - but 
its object is always exterior to the man. A man• a presence 
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suggests what he is capable of doing to you or for you. His ~ 
presence may be fabricated, in the sense that he pretends to 
capable of what he is not. But the pretence is always towards 
a power which he exercises on others. 

By contrast. a woman's presence expresses her 
own attitude to herself, and defines what can and cannot be 
done to her. Her presence is manifest in her gestures, voice. 
opinions, expressions. clothes, chosen surroundings, taste -
indeed there is nothing she can do which does not contribute 
to her presence. Presence for a woman is so intrinsic to her 
person that men tend to think of it as an almost physical 
emanation, a kind of heat or smell or aura. 

To be born a woman has been to be born, within 
an allotted and confined space, into the keeping of men. The 
social presence of women has developed as a result of their 
ingenuity in living under such tutelage within such a limited 
space. But this has been at the cost of a woman's self being 
split into two. A woman must continually watch herself. She 
is almost continually accompanied by her own image of 
herself. Whilst she is walking across a room or whilst she is 
weeping at the death of her father, she can scarcely avoid 
envisaging herself walking or weeping. From earliest chlldho"t 
she has been taught and persuaded to survey herself 
continually. 

And so she comes to consider the surveyor and th~ 
surveyed within her as the two constituent yet always distinct 
elements of her identity as a woman. 

She has to survey everything she is and everythi 
she does because how she appears to others, and ultimately 
how she appears to men. is of crucial importance for what is 
normally thought of as the success of her life. Her own sense 
of being in herself Is supplanted by a sense of being 
appreciated as herself by another. 

Men survey women before treating them. 
Consequently how a woman appears to a man can determine 
how she will be treated. To acquire some control over this 
process, women must contain it and interiorize it. That part of 
a woman's self which is the surveyor treats the part which is 
the surveyed so as to demonstrate to others how her whole 
self would like to be treated. And this exemplary treatment of 
herself by herself constitutes her presence. Every woman's 
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presence regulates what is and is not ·permissible • within her 
presence. Every one of her actions- whatever its direct 
purpose or motivation - is also read as an indication of how 
she would like to be treated. If a woman throws a glass on the 
floor. this is an example of how she treats her own emotion of 
anger and so of how she would wish it to be treated by others. 
If a man does the same, his action is only read as an 
expression of his anger. If a woman makes a good joke this is 
an example of how she treats the joker in herself and 
accordingly of how she as a joker-woman would like to be 
treated by others. Only a man can make a good joke for ita own 
sake. 

One might simplify this by saying: men act and 
women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themselves 
being looked at. This determines not only most relations 
between men and women but also the relation of women to 
themselves. The surveyor of woman in herself is male: the 
surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an object - and 
most particularly an object of vision: a sight. 

In one category of European oil painting women 
were the principal, ever-recurring subject. That category is the 
nude. In the nudes of European painting we can discover some 
of the criteria and conventions by which women have been 
seen and judged as sights. 

The first nudes in the tradition depicted Adam 
and Eve. It is worth referring to the story as told in Genesis: 

And when the w oman saw that the t ree was good for 
food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the 
tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of the 
fruit thereof and did eat; and she gave also unto her 
husband with her, and he did eat. 

And the eyes of them both were opened, and they knew 
thalthey were naked; and they sewed fig-leaves 
together and made themselves aprons. And the 
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Lord God called unto the man and said unto him, 
'Where are thou?' And he said, 'I heard thy voice in the 
garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid 
myself. 
Unto the woman God said, 'I will greatly multiply thy 
sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring 
forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband an' 
he shall rule over thee'. 

What is striking about this story 7 They became 
aware of being naked because, as • result of eating the apple, 
each saw the other differently. Nakedness was created in the 
mind of the beholder. 

The second striking fact is that the woman is 
blamed and is punished by being made subservient to the man 
In relation to the woman, the man becomes the agent of God. 

In the medieval tradition the story was often 
illustrated. scene following scene. as in a strip cartoon. 
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During the Renaissance the narrative sequence 
disappeared, and the single moment depicted became the 
moment of shame. The couple wear fig-leaves or make a 
modest gesture with their hands. But now their shame is not 
so much in relation to one another as to the spectator. 

Later the shame becomes a kind of display. 

When the tradition of painting became more 
secular, other themes also offered the opportunity of painting 
nudes. But in them all there remains the implication that the 
subject (a woman) is aware of being seen by a spectator. 
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She is not naked as ahe ia. 
She Ia naked as the spectator sees her. 

Often - as with the favourite subject of Susannah 
and the Elders- this is the actual theme of the picture. We 
join the Elders to spy on Susannah taking her bath. She looks 
back at us looking at her. 

In another version of the subject by Tintoretto, 
Susannah is looking at herself in a mirror. Thus she joins the 
spectators of herself. 
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The mirror was often used as a symbol of the 
vanity of woman. The moralizing, however, was mostly 
hypocritical. 

You painted a naked woman because you enjoyed looking at 
her, you put a mirror in her hand and you called the painting 
Vanity, thus morally condemning the woman whose nakedness 
you had depicted for your own pleasure. 

The real function of the mirror was otherwise. It 
was to make the woman connive in treating herself as, first 
and foremost, a sight. 

The Judgement of Paris was another theme with 
the same inwritten idea of a man or men looking at naked 
women. 
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But a further element is now added. The 
element of judgement. Paris awards the apple to the woman 
he finds most beautiful. Thus Beauty becomes competitive. 
(Today The Judgement of Paris has become the Beauty 
Contest.) Those who are not judged beautiful are not beautiful. 
Those who arer are given the prize. 

The prize is to be owned by a judge - that is to say 
to be available for him. Charles the Second commissioned a 
secret painting from Lely. It is a highly typical image of the 
tradition. Nominally it might be a Venus and Cupid. In fact it is 
e portrait of one of the King·• mistresses, Nell Gwynne. 
It shows her pa .. ively looking at the spectator staring at 
her naked. 

This nakedness is not, however, an expression of 
her own feelings; it is a sign of her submission to the owner's 
feelings or demands. {The owner of both woman and painting.) 
The painting, when the King showed it to others, demonstrated 
this submission and his guests envied him. 
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It is worth noticing that in other non-European 
traditions- in Indian art, Persian art, African art, Pre· 
Columbian art- nakedness Is never supine In this way. And If, 
in these traditions. the theme of a work is sexual 
attraction, it is likely to show active sexual love as between 
two people, the woman as active as the man, the actions of 
each absorbing the other. 

We can now begin to see the difference between 
nakedness and nudity in the European tradition. In his book on 
The Nude Kenneth Clark maintains that to be naked is simply to 
be without clothes, whereas the nude is a form of art. 
According to him, a nude is not the starting point of a 
painting, but a way of seeing which the painting achieves. To 
some degree, this is true - although the way of seeing • a nude' 
is not necessarily confined to art: there are also nude 
photographs, nude poses, nude gestures. What is true is that 
the nude is always conventionalized - and the authority for its 
conventions derives from a certain tradition of art. 

What do these conventions mean 7 What does a 
nude signify 7 It is not sufficient to answer these questions 
merely in terms of the art-form, for it is quite !:lear that the 
nude also relates to lived sexuality. 
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To be naked Is to be oneself. 
To be nude is to be seen naked by others and yet 

not recognized for oneself. A naked body has to be seen as an 
object in order to become a nude. (The sight of it as an object 
stimulates the use of it as an object.) Nakedness reveals 
itself. Nudity is placed on display. 

To be naked is to be without disguise. 
To be on display is to have the surface of one's 

own skin, the hairs of one's own body, turned into a disguise 
which, in that situation, can never be discarded. The nude is 
condemned to never being naked. Nudity is a form of dress. 

In the average European oil painting of the nude 
the principal protagonist is never painted. He is the spectator 
in front of the picture and he is presumed to be a man. 
Everything is addressed to him. Everything must appear to be 
the result of his being there. It is for him that the figures have 
assumed their nudity. But he, by definition, is a stranger­
with his clothes still on. 

Consider the Allegory of Time and Love by Bronzino. 

The complicated symbolism which lies behind this painting 
need not concern us now because it does not affect its sexual 
appeal - at the first degree. Before it is anything else, this is a 
painting of sexual provocation. 
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The painting was sent as a present from the Grand 
Duke of Florence to the King of France. The boy kneeling on 
the cushion and kissing the woman is Cupid. She is Venus. 
But the way her body is arranged has nothing to do with their 
kissing. Her body is arranged in the way it is. to display it to 
the man looking at the picture. This picture is made to appeal 
to his sexuality. It has nothing to do with her sexuality. (Here 
and in the European tradition generally, the convention of not 
painting the hair on a woman's body helps towards the same 
end. Hair is associated with sexual power. with passion. The 
woman' s sexual passion needs to be minimized so that the 
spectator may feel that he has the monopoly of such passion.) 
Women are there to feed an appetite, not to have any of their 
own. 

Compare the expressions of these two women: 

one the model for a famous painting by lngres and the other a 
model for a photograph in a girlie magazine. 

Is not the expression remarkably similar in each 
case 1 It is the expression of a woman responding with 
calculated charm to the man whom she imagines looking at 
her- although she doesn' t know him. She is offering up her 
femininity as the surveyed. 



It is true that sometimes a painting includes a 
mala lover. 

But the woman's attention is very rarely directed 
towards him. Often she looks away from him or she looks out 
of the picture towards the one who considers himself her 
true lover - the spectator-owner. 

There was a special category of private 
pornographic paintings (especially in the eighteenth century) 
in which couples making love make an appearance. But even in 
front of these it ia clear that the spectator-owner will in 
fantasy oust the other man, or else identify with him. By 
contrast the image of the couple in non- European traditions 
provokes the notion of many couples making love. 'We all have 
a thousand hands, a thousand feet and will never go alone: 

Almost all post-Renaissance European sexual 
imagery is frontal - either literally or metaphorically - because 
the sexual protagonist is the spectator-owner looking at it. 



The absurdity of this male flattery reached its 
peak In tha public academic art of the nineteenth century. 

Men of state. of business. discussed under paintings like this. 
Whan ona of them fait ha had bean outwitted, ha looked up for 
consolation. What he saw reminded him that he was a man. 

There are a few exceptional nudes in the 
European tradition of oil painting to which vary little of what 
has been said above applies. Indeed they are no longer nudes­
they break the norms of the art-form; they are paintings of 
loved women, more or less naked. Among the hundreds of 
thousands of nudes which make up the tradition there are 
perhaps a hundred of these ••captions. In each case the 
painter' a personal vision of the particular women he is 
painting is so strong that it makes no allowance for the 
spectator. The painter's vision binds the woman to him so that 
they become as inseparable as couples in stone. The spectator 



can witness their relationship - but he can do no more: he is 
forced to recognize himself as the outsider he is. He cannot 
deceive himself into believing that she is naked for him. He 
cannot turn her into a nude. The way the painter has painted 
her includes her will and her intentions in the very structure of 
the image, in the very expression of her body and her face. 

The typical and the exceptional in the tradition 
can be defined by the simple naked/ nude antinomy, but the 
problem of painting nakedness is not as simple as it might 
at first appear. 

What is the sexual function of nakedness in 
reality 7 Clothes encumber contact and movement. But it would 
seem that nakedness has a positive visual value in its own 
right: we want to see the other naked: the other delivers to us 
the sight of themselves and we seize upon it- sometimes 
quite regardless of whether it is for the first time or the 
hundredth. What does this sight of the other mean to us, how 
does it, at that instant of total disclosure, affect our desire 1 



Their nakedness acta as a confirmation and 
provokes a very strong sense of relief. She is a woman like any 
other: or he is a man like any other: we are overwhelmed by 
the marvellous simplicity of the familiar sexual mechanism. 

We did not, of course, consciously expect this to 
be otherwise: unconscious homosexual desires (or 
unconscious heterosexual desires if the couple concerned aro 
homosexual) may have led each to half expect something 
different. But the ·relief' can be explained without recourse to 
the unconscious. 

We did not expect them to be otherwise, but the 
urgency end complexity of our feelings bred • sense of 
uniqueness which the sight of the other, as she is or as he is, 
now dispels. They are more like the rest of their sex than they 
are different. In this revelatibn lies the warm and friendly - as 
opposed to cold and impersonal - anonymity of nakedness. 

One could express this differently: at the moment 
of nakedness first perceived, an eleme.-,t of banality enters: an 
element that exists only because we need it. 

Up to that instant the other was more or less 
mysterious. Etiquettes of modesty are not merely puritan or 
sentimental : it is reasonable to recognize a loss of mystery. 
And the explanation of this loss of mystery may be largely 
visual. The focus of perception shifts from eyes, mouth, 
shoulde;s, hands - all of which are capable of such 
subtleties of expression that the personality expressed by them 
is manifold - it shifts from these to the sexual parts, whose 
formation suggests an utterly compelling but single process. 
The other is reduced or elevated - whichever you prefer - to 
their primary sexual category: male or female. Our relief is the 
relief of finding an unquestionable reality to whose direct 
demands our earlier highly complex awareness must now yield. 

We need the banality which we find in the first 
instant of disclosure because it grounds us in reality. But it 
does more than that. This reality, by promising the familiar, 
proverbial mechanism of sex, offers, at the same time, the 
possibility of the shared subjectivity of sex. 

The loss of mystery occurs simultaneously with 
the offering of the means for creating a shared mystery. The 
sequence is: subjective - objective - subjective to the power 
of two. 



We can now understand the difficulty of creating 
a static image of sexual nakedness. In lived sexual experience 
nakedness Is a process rather than a state. If one moment of 
that process is isolated, its image will seem banal and its 
banality, instead of serving as a bridge between two intense 
imaginative states, will be chilling. This is one reason why 
expressive photographs of the naked are even rarer than 
paintings. The easy solution for the photographer is to turn the 
figure into a nude which, by generalizing both sight and viewer 
and making sexuality unspecific, turns desire into fantasy. 

Let us examine an exceptional painted image of nakedness. It 
is a painting by Rubens of his young second wife whom he 
married when he himself was relatively old. 

We see her in the act of turning, her fur about to 
slip off her shoulders. Clearly she will not remain as she is for 
more than a second. In a superficial sense her image is as 



instantaneous as a photograph•a. But, in a more profound 
sense, the painting 'contains· time and its experience. It is 
easy to Imagine that a moment ego before she pulled the fur 
round her shoulders, she was entirely naked. The consecutive 
stages up to and away from the moment of total disclosure 
have been transcended. She can belong to any or all of them 
simultaneously. 

Her body confronts us, not as an immediate sight, 
but as experience- the painter's experience. Why 1 There are 
superficial anecdotal reasons: her dishevelled hair, the 
expression of her eyes directed towards him, the tenderness 
with which the exaggerated susceptibility of her akin haa been 
painted .. But the profound reason is a formal one. Her 
appearance has been literally re~cast by the painter's 
subjectivity. Beneath the fur that she holds across herself, the 
upper part of her body and her legs can never meet .. There is 
a displacement sideways of about nine inches: her thighs, in 
order to join on to her hips, are at least nine inches too far to 
the left. 

Rubens probably did not plan this: the apectator 
may not consciously notice it. In itself it is unimportant. What 
matters Ia what It permits. It permits the body to become 
impossibly dynamic. Its coherence is no longer within itself 
but within the experience of the painter. More precisely, it 
permits the upper and lower halves of the body to rotate 
separately, and in opposite directions, round the sexual centre 
which is hidden: the torso turning to the right, the legs to the 
left. At the same time this hidden sexual centr.e is connected 
by means of the dark fur coat to all the surro~nding darkness 
in the picture, so that she is turning both around and within 
the dark which has been made a metaphor for her sex. 

Apart from the necessity of transcending the 
single instant and of admitting subjectivity, there Ia, as we 
have seen, one further element which is essential for any great 
sexual image of the naked. This is the element of banality 
which must be undisguised but not chilling. It is this which 
distinguishes between voyeur and lover. Here such banality 
is to be found in Rubens's compulsive painting of the fat 
softness of H618ne Fourment•a flesh which continually breaks 
every ideal convention of form and (to him) continually offers 
the promise of her extraordinary particularity. 



The nude in European oil painting ia uaually 
presented as an admirable expression of the European 
humanist spirit. This spirit was inseparable from individualism. 
And Mthout the development of a highly conscious 
individualism the exceptions to ttle tradition (extremely 
personal images of the naked), would never have been painted. 
Yet the tradition contained a contradiction which it could not 
itself resolve. A few individual artists intuitively recofinized 
this and resolved the contradiction in their own terms, but 
their solutions could never enter the tradition's cultural terms. 

The contradiction can be stated simply. On the 
one hand the individualism of the artist, the thinker, the 
patron, the owner: on the other hand, the person who is the 
object of their activities - the woman - treated as a thing or an 
abstraction. 

Durer believed that the ideal nude ought to be 
constructed by taking the face of one body, the breasts of 
another, the legs of a third, the shoulders of a fourth, the 
hands of a fifth - and so on. 

The result would glorify Man. But the exercise 
presumed a remarkable indifference to who any one person 
really was. 



In the art-form of the European nude the painters 
and apectator--ownera were usually men and the persons 
treated as objects, usually women. This unequal relationship is 
so d-ply embedded in our culture that it still structures the 
consciousness of many women. They do to themselves what 
men do to them. They survey, like men, their own femininity. 

In modern art the category of the nude has 
become less important. Artists themselves began to question 
it. In this, as in many other respects, Manet represented a 
turning point. If one compares his Olympia with Titian's 
original, one sees a woman, cast in the traditional role, 
beginning to queatlon that role, somewhat defiantly. 

The ideal was broken. But there was little to 
replace it except the 'realism' of the prostitute - who became 
the quintessential woman of early avant-garde twentieth­
century painting. (Toulouse-Lautrec, Picasso, Rouault, German 
Expressionism, etc.) In academic painting the tradition 
continued. 

Today the attitudes and values which informed 
that tradition are expressed through other more widely 
diffused media - advertising, journalism. television. 



But the essential way of seeing women, the 
essential use to which their images are put, has not changed. 
Women are depleted In a quite different way from men - not 
because the feminine is different from the masculine -but 
because the 'ideal' spectator is always assumed to be male 
and the image of the woman is designed to flatter him. If you 
have any doubt that this is so, make the following experiment. 
Choose from this book an image of a traditional nude. 
Transform the woman into a man. Either in your mind's eye or 
by drawing on the reproduction. Then notice the violence 
which that transformation does. Not to the image, but to the 
assumptions of a likely viewer. 
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5 

Oil paintings often depict things. Things which in 
reality are buyable. To have a thing painted and put on a canvas 
is not unlike buying it and putting it in your house. If you buy 
a painting you buy also the look of the thing it represents. 

This analogy between possessing and the way of 
seeing which is incorporated in oil painting, is a factor usually 
ignored by art experts and hiatori•ns. Significantly enough it 
ia an anthropologist who has come closest to recognizing it. 
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Lltvi·Strauss writes .. : 
It is this avid and ambitious desire to take possession of 
the object for the benefit of the owner or even of the 
spectator which seems to me to constitute one of the 
outstandingly original features of the art of Western 

civilization. 

If this is true- though the historical span of 
lAvi~Strauss·s generalization may be too large- the tendency 
reached its peak during the period of the traditional oil 
painting. 

The term oil painting refers to more than a 
technique. It defines an art form. The technique of mixing 
pigments with oil had existed since the ancient world. But the 
oil painting as an art form was not born until there was a need 
to develop and perfect this technique (which soon involved 
using canvas instead of wooden panels) in order to express a 
particular view of life for which the techniques of tempera or 
fresco were inadequate. When oil paint was first used- at the 
beginning of the fifteenth century in Northern Europe- for 
painting pictures of a new character, this character was 
somewhat inhibited by the survival of various medieval artistic 

~::: conventions. The oil painting did not fully establish its own 
o norms, its own way of seeing, until the sixteenth century. 
~ Nor can the end of the period of the oil painting 
J be dated exactly. Oil paintings are still being painted today. Yet 
Qi the basis of its traditional way of seeing was undermined by 

~-- Impressionism and overthrown by Cubism. At about the same 
_: time the photograph took the place of the oil painting as the 
u principal source of visual imagery. For these reasons the period 
j of the traditional oil painting may be roughly set as between 
u 1500 and 1900. 
~ The tradition, however, still forms many of our 
~ cultural assumptions. It defines what we mean by pictorial 
~ likeness. Its norms still affect the way we sea such subjects as 
~ landscape, women. food, dignitaries. mythology. It supplies us 
~ with our archetypes of • artistic genius •. And the history of the 
. tradition, as it is usually taught, teaches us that art prospers if 

enough individuals in society have a love of art. 
What is a love of art 7 
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Let us consider a painting which belongs to the 
tradition whose subject is an art lover. 

~~---. .. 
.~ ·-J-"-•'.11'1-..! 

What does it show 7 
The sort of man in the seventeenth century for 

whom painters painted their paintings. 

What are these paintings 7 
Before they are anything else. they are themselves 

objects which can be bought and owned. Unique objects. A 
patron cannot be surrounded by music or poems in the same 
way as he is surrounded by his pictures. 

It is as though the collector lives in a house built 
of paintings. What is their advantage over walls of stone or 
wood7 

They show him sights: sights of what he may 
possess. 
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Again. Lltvi-Strauss comments on how a collection 
of paintings can confirm the pride and amour-propre of the 
collector. 

For Renaissance artists, painting was perhaps an 
instrument of knowledge but it was also an instrument 
of possession, and we must not forget, when we are 
dealing with Renaissance painting, that it was only 
possible because of the immense fortunes which were 
being amassed in Florence and elsewhere, and that rich 
Italian merchants looked upon painters as agents, who 
allowed them to confirm their possession of all that was 
beautiful and desirable in the world. The pictures in a 
Florentine palace represented a kind of microcosm in 
which the proprietor. thanks to his artists, had recreated 
within easy reach and in as real a form as possible, all 
those features of the world to which he was attached. 

The art of any period tends to serve the 
ideological interests of the ruling class. If we were simply 
saying that European art between 1500 and 1900 served the 
interests of the successive ruling classes. all of whom 
depended in different ways on the new power of capital. we 
should not be saying anything vary new. What is being 
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proposed is a little more precise; that a way of seeing the 
world. which was ultimately determined by new attitudes to 
property and exchange. found its visual expression in the oil 
painting, and could not have found it in any other visual art 
form. 

Oil painting did to appearances what capital did 
to social relations. It reduced everything to the equality of 
objects. Everything became exchangeable because everything 
became a commodity. All reality was mechanically 
measured by its materiality. The soul, thanks to the Cartesian 
system, was saved in a category apart. A painting could speak 
to the soul - by way of what it referred to, but never by the 
way it envisaged. Oil painting conveyed a vision of total 
exteriority. 

Pictures immediately spring to mind to contradict 
this assertion. Works by Rembrandt, El Greco, Giorgione, 
Vermeer, Turner, etc. Vet if one studies these works in 
relation to the tradition as a whole, one discovers that they 
were exceptions of a very special kind. 

The tradition consisted of many hundreds of 
thousands of canvases and easel pictures distributed 
throughout Europe. A great number have not survived. Of 
those which have survived only a small fraction are seriously 
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treated today as works of fine art, and of this fraction another 
small fraction comprises the actual pictures repeatedly 
reproduced and presented as the work of ~the masters •. 

Visitors to art museums are often overwhelmed 
by the number of works on display, and by what they take to 
be their own culpable inability to concentrate on more than a 
few of these works. In fact such a reaction is ~together 
reasonable. Art history has totatly failed to come to terms with 
the problem of the relationship between the outstanding work 
and the average work of the European tradition. The notion of 
Genius is not in itself an adequate answer. Consequently the 
confusion remains on the walla of the galleries. Third~rate 

works surround an outstanding work without any recognition 
- let alone explanation - of what fundamentally differentiates 
them. 

The art of any culture will show a wide differential 
of talent. But in no other culture is the difference between 
·masterpiece' and average work so large as in the tradition of 
the oil painting. In this tradition the difference is not just a 
question of skill or imagination, but also of morale. The 
average work - and increasingly after tha seventeenth century 
- was a work produced mora or les• cynically : that is to say 
the values it was nominally expressing were less meaningful 
to the painter than the finishing of the commission or the 
selling of his product. Hack work is not the result of either 
clumsiness or provincialism; it is the result of the market 
making more insistent demands than the art. The period of the 
oil painting corresponds with the rise of the open art 
market. And it is in this contradiction between art and market 
that the explanations must be sought for what amounts to tt,e 
contrast, the antagonism existing between the exceptional 
work and the average. 

Whilst acknowledging the existence of the 
exceptional works, to which we shall return later, let us first 
look broadly at the tradition. 

What distinguishes oil painting from any other 
form of painting is its special ability to render the tangibility, 
the texture, the lustre, the solidity of what it depicts. It 
defines the r•al as that which you can put your hands on. 
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Although its painted images are two·dimanaional. its potential 
of illusionism is far greater than that of sculpture, for it can 
suggest objects possessing colour, texture and temperature, 
filling a space and, by implication, filling the entire world. 

Holbein's painting of The Ambassadors (1533) 
stands at the beginning of the tradition and, as often happens 
with a work at the opening of a new period, its character is 
undisguised. The way it is painted shows what it is about. 
How is it painted 1 

89 



It is painted with great skill to create the illusion 
in the apectator that he is looking at real objects and materials. 
We pointed out in the first essay that the sense of touch was 
like a restricted, static sanae of sight. Every square inch of the 
surface of this painting, whilst remaining purely visual, appeals 
to, importunes, the sanae of touch. The aye moves from fur to 
silk to metal to wood to velvet to marble to paper to felt. and 
each time what the eye perceives ia already translated, within 
the painting itself, into the language of tactile sensation. 
The two man have a certain presence and there are many 
objects which symbolize ideas, but it is the materials, the 
stuff, by which the men are surrounded and clothed which 
dominate the painting. 

Except for the faces and hands, there is not a 
surface in this picture which does not make one aware of how 
it has been elaborately worked over - by weavers, 
embroiderers, carpet·makers, goldsmiths, leather workers , 
mosaic-makers, furriers, tailors, jewellers- and of how this 
working·over and the resulting richness of each surface has 
been finally worked-over and reproduced by Holbein the 
painter. 

This emphasis and the skill that lay behind it was 
to remain a constant of t he tradition of oil painting. 

Works of art in earlier traditions celebrated 
wealth. But wealth was then a symbol of a fixed social or 
divine order. Oil painting celebrated a new kind of wealth­
which was dynamic and which found its only sanction in the 
supreme buying power of money. Thus painting itself had to 
be able to demonstrate the desirability of what money could 
buy. And the visual desirability of what can be bought lies in 
its tangibility, in how it will reward the touch. the hand, of the 
owner. 
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In the foreground of Holbein•s Ambassadors there 
is a mysterious, slanting, oval form. This representtt a highly 
distorted skull: a skull as It might be seen in a distorting 
mirror. There are several theories about how it was painted 
and why the ambassadors wanted it put there. But all agree 
that it was a kind of memento mori: a play on the medieval idea 
of using a skull as a continual reminder of the presence of 
death. What is significant for our argument is that the skull is 
painted in a (literally) quite different optic from everything 
else in the picture. If the skull had been painted like the rest, 
its metaphysical implication would have disappeared; it would 
have become an object like everything else, a mara part of a 
mere skeleton of a man who happened to be dead. 

This was a problem which persisted throughout 
the tradition. When metaphysical symbols are introduced {and 
later there were painters who. for instance, introduced 
realistic skulls as symbols of death), their symbolism is usually 
made unconvincing or unnatural by the unequivocal, static 
materialism of the painting-method. 
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It is the same contradiction which makes the 
average religloua painting of the tradition appear hypocritical. 
The claim of the theme is made empty by the way the subject 
is painted. The paint cannot free itself of its original 
propensity to procure the tangible for the immediate pleasure 
of the owner. Here, for example, are three paintings of Mary 
Magdalena. 

The point of her story is that she so loved Christ 
that she repented of her past and came to accept the mortality 
of flesh and the immortality of the soul. Vat the way the 
pictures are painted contradicts the essence of this story. It is 
as though the transformation of her life brought about by her 
repentance has not taken place. The method of painting is 
incapable of making the renunciation aha is meant to have 
made. She is painted as being, before aha is anything alae, a 
takeable and desirable woman. She is still the compliant object 
of the painting-method'• aBduction. 
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It is interesting to note here the exceptional caae 
of William Blake. A• a draughtsman and engraver Blake learnt 
according to the rules of the tradition. But when he came to 
make paintings, he very seldom used oil paint and, although 
he still relied upon the traditional conventions of drawing, 
he did everything he could to make his figures lose substance, 
to become transparent and indeterminate one from the other, 
to defy gravity, to be present but intangible, to glow without 
a definable surface, not to be reducible to objects. 

This wish of Blake'• to transcand tho • substantiality' of oil 
paint derived from a deep insight into the meaning and 
limitations of the tradition. 
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Let us now return to the two ambassadors. to 
their presence as men. This will mean reading the painting 
differently: not at the level of what it shows within ita frame. 
but at the level of what it refers to outside it . 
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The two men are confident and formal; as 
between each other they are relaxed. But how do they look at 
the painter - or at us? There is in their gaze and their stance a 
curious lack of expectation of any recognition. It is as though 
in principle their worth cannot be recognized by others. They 
look as though they are looking at something of which they are 
not part. At something which surrounds them but from which 
they wish to exclude themselves. At the beat it may be a 
crowd honouring them; at the worst, intruders. 

What were the relations of such men with the rest 
of the world 1 

The painted objects on the shelves between them 
were intended to supply - to the few who could read the 
allusions - a certain amount of information about their position 
in the world. Four centuries later we can interpret this 
information according to our own perspective. 
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The scientific instruments on the top shelf were 
for navigation. This was the time when the ocean trade routes 
were being opened up for the slave trade and for the traffic 
which was to siphon the riches from other continents into 
Europe, and later supply the capital for the taka-off of the 
Industrial Revolution. 

In 1519 Magellan had set out, with the backing of 
Charles V, to sail round the world. He and an astronomer 
friend, with whom he had planned the voyage, arranged with 
the Spanish court that they personally were to keep twenty 
per cent of the profits made, and the right to run the 
government of any land they conquered. 

The globe on the bottom shelf Ia a new one which 
charts this recent voyage of Magellan's. Holbein has added to 
the globe the name of the estate in France which belonged to 
the ambassador on the left. Beside the globe are a book of 
arithmetic, a hymn book and a lute. To colonize a land it was 
necessary to convert its people to Christianity and accounting, 
and thus to prove to them that European civilization was the 
most advanced in the world. Its art included. 

The African kneels to hold up an oil painting to his 
master. The painting depicts the castle above one of the 
principal centres of the West African slave trade. 
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How directly or not the two ambassadors were 
involved in the first colonizing ventures is not particularly 
important. for what we are concerned with here is a stance 
towards the world; and this was general to a whole class. The 
two ambassadors belonged to a class who were convinced that 
the world was there to furnish their residence in it. In its 
extreme form this conviction was confirmed by the relations 
being set up between colonial conqueror and the colonized. 

These relations between conqueror and colonized 
tended to be self-perpetuating. The sight of the other 
confirmed each in his inhuman estimate of himself. The 
circularity of the relationship can be seen in the following 
diagram - as also the mutual solitude. The way in which each 
sees the other confirms his own view of himself. 
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The gaze of the ambassadors is both aloof and 
wary. They expect no reciprocity. They wish the image of their 
presence to impress others with their vigilance and their 
distance. The presence of kings and emperors had once 
impressed in a similar way, but their images had been 
comparatively impersonal. What is new and disconcerting 
here is the individualized presence which needs to suggest 
distance. Individualism finally posits equality. Yet equality must 
be made inconceivable. 

The conflict again emerges in the painting­
method. The surface verisimilitude of oil painting tends to 
make the viewer assume that he is close to - within touching 
distance of ~any object in the foreground of the picture. If the 
object is a person such proximity implies a certain intimacy. 

Vet the painted public portrait must insist upon a formal 
distance. It is this- and not technical inability on the 
part of the painter - which makes the average portrait of 
the tradition appear stiff and rigid. The artificiality is deep 
within its own terms of seeing, because the subject has to be 
seen simultaneously from close-to and from afar. The analogy 
is with specimens under a microscope. 
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They are there in all their particularity and we can study them, 
but it is impossible to imagine them considering us in a 
similar way. 

The formal portrait, as distinct from the self­
portrait or the informal portrait of the painter's friend never 
resolved this problem. But as the tradition continued, the 
painting of the sitter's face became more and more 
generalized. 

His features became the mask which went with 
the costume. Today the final stage of this development can be 
seen in the puppet tv appearance of the average politician. 
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Let us now briefly look at some of the genres of 
oil painting - categories of painting which were part of its 
tradition but exist in no other. 

Before the tradition of oil painting. medieval 
painters often used gold~ leaf in their pictures. Later gold 
disappeared from paintings and was only used for their frames. 
Vet many oil paintings were themselves simple demonstrations 
of what gold or money could buy. Merchandise became the 
actual subject-matter of works of art. 

Here the edible is made visible. Such a painting 
is a demonstration of more than the virtuosity of the artist. 
It confirms the owner· a wealth and habitual style of living. 

Paintings of animals. Not animals in their natural 
condition, but livestock whose pedigree is emphasized as a 
proof of their value, and whose pedigree emphasizes the social 
status of their owners. (Animals painted like pieces of 
furniture with four lags.) 
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Paintings of objects. Objects which, significantly enough, 
became known as objets d'art. 

Paintings of buildings - buildings not considered 
as ideal works of architecture, as in the work of some early 
Renaissance artists - but buildings as a feature of landed 
property. 

The highest category In oil painting was the 
history or mythological picture. A painting of Greek or ancient 
figures was automatically more highly esteemed than a still­
life. a portrait or a landscape. Except for certain exceptional 
works in which the painter' s own personal lyricism was 
expressed, these mythological paintings strike us today as the 
most vacuous of all. They are like tired tableaux in wax that 
won't melt. Yet their prestige and their emptiness were 
directly connected. 

100 



Until very recently- and in certain milieux even 
today - a certain moral value was ascribed to the study of the 
classics. This was because the classic texts, whatever their 
intrinsic worth, supplied the higher strata of the ruling class 
with a system of references for the forms of their own 
idealized behaviour. As well as poetry, logic and philosophy, 
the classics offered a system of etiquette. They offered 
examples of how the heightened moments of life - to be found 
in heroic action, the dignified exercise of power, passion, 
courageous death, the noble pursuit of pleasure - should be 
lived, or, at least, should be seen to be lived. 

Vet why are these pictures so vacuous and so 
perfunctory in their evocation of the scenes they are meant to 
recreate 1 They did not need to stimulate the imaginatior.. If 
they had, they would have served their purpose less well. Their 
purpose was not to transport their spectator-owners into new 
experience, but to embellish such experience as they already 
possessed. Before these canvases the spectator-owner hoped 
to see the classic face of his own passion or grief or 
generosity. The idealized appearances he found in the painting 
Were an aid, a support, to his own view of himself. In those 
appearances he found the guise of his own (or his wife• a or his 
daughters') nobility. 
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Sometimes the borrowing of the classic guise was 
simple, as in Reynolds's painting of the daughters of the family 
dressed up as Graces decorating Hymen. 

Sometimes the whole mythological scene 
functions like a garment held out for the spectator-owner to 
put hia arms into and wear. The fact that the scene is 
substantial, and yet, behind its substantiality, empty, 
facilitates the 'wearing' of it. 
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The so-called 'genre· picture- the picture of 'low 
life' - was thought of as the opposite of the mythological 
picture. It was vulgar instead of noble. The purpose of the 
'genre• picture was to prove - either positively or negatively -
that virtue in this world was rewarded by social and financial 
success. Thus, those who could afford to buy these pictures -
cheap as they were - had their own virtue confirmed. Such 
pictures were particularly popular with the newly arrived 
bourgeoisie who identified themselves not with the 
characters painted but with the moral which the scene 
illustrated. Again, the faculty of oil paint to create the illus ion 
of substantiality lent plausibility to a sentimental lie: namely 
that it was the honest and hard-working who prospered , and 
that the good-for-nothings deservedly had nothing. 

Adriaen Brouwer was the only exceptional 'genre' 
painter . His p ictures of cheap taverns and those who e nded up 
in them. are painted with a bitter and direct realism which 
precludes sentimental moralizing. As a result his pictures were 
never bought - except by a few other painters such as 
Rembrandt and Rubens. 

The average 'genre• painting- even when painted 
by a 'master' like Hals -was very different. 
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These people belong to the poor. The poor can be 
seen in the street outside or in the countryside. Pictures of the 
poor inside the house, however, are reassuring. Here the 
painted poor smile aa they offer what they have for sale. (They 
smile showing their teeth, which the rich in pictures never do.) 
They smile at the better-off- to ingratiate themselves, but 
also at the prospect of a sale or a job. Such pictures assert two 
things: that the poor are happy, and that the better-off are a 
source of hope for the world. 

Landscape, of all the categories of oil painting, is 
the one to which our argument applies least. 
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Prior to the recent interest in ecology, nature was not thought 
of as the object of the activities of capitalism; rather it was 
thought of as the arena in which capitalism and aocial life and 
each individual life had ita being. Aspects of nature were 
objects of scientific study, but nature-as-a-whole defied 
possession. 

One might put this even more aimpiy. The sky has 
no surface and is intangible; the sky cannot be turned into a 
thing or given a quantity. And landscape painting begins with 
the probtem of painting sky and distance. 

The first pure landscapes- painted in Holland in 
the seventeenth century - answered no direct social need. (As 
a result Ruysdael starved and Hobbema had to give up.) 
Landscape painting was, from its inception, a relatively 
independent activity. Its painters naturally inherited and so. to 
a large extent, were forced to continue the method• and norms 
of the tradition. But each time the tradition of oil painting was 
significantly modified, the first initiative came from landscape 
painting. From the seventeenth century onwards the 
exceptional innovators in terms of vision and therefore 
technique were Ruysdael, Rembrandt (the use of light in his 
later work derived from his landscape studies), Constable (in 
his sketches), Turner and, at the end of the period, Monet and 
the Impressionists. Furthermore, their innovations led 
progressively away from the substantial and tangible towards 
the indeterminate and intangible. 
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Nevertheless the special relation between oil 
painting and property did play a certain role even in the 
development of landscape painting. Consider the well-known 
example of Gainsborough's Mr and Mrs Andrews. 

Kenneth Clark· has written about Gainsborough 
and this canvas: 

At the very beginning of his career his pleasure in what 
he saw inspired him to put into his pictures backgrounds 
as sensitively observed as the corn-field in which are 

seated Mr and Mrs Andrews. This enchanting work 
is painted with such love and mastery that we should 

have expected Gainsborough to go further in the 
same direction; but he gave up direct painting, and 

evolved the melodious style of picture-making by which 

he is best known. His recent biographers have thought 
that the business of portrait painting left him no time to 
make studies from nature, and they have quoted his 
famous letter about being 'sick of portraits and wishing 
to take his Viol de Gamba and walk off to some sweet 
village where he can paint landscips', to support the 
view that he would have been a naturalistic landscape 
painter if he had had the opportunity. But the Viol de 
Gamba letter is only part of Gainsborough's 

Rousseauism. His real opinions on the subject are 
contained in a letter to a patron who had been so 
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simple as to ask him for a painting of his park: · Mr 
Gainsborough presents his humble respects to Lord 

Hardwicke, and shall always think it an honour to be 
employed in anything for His Lordship; but with regard 
to real views from Nature in this country, he has never 
seen any place that affords a subject equal to the poorest 
imitations of Gaspar or Claude.' 

Why did Lord Hardwick& want a picture of his 
park? Why did Mr and Mrs Andrews commission a portrait of 
themselves with a recognizable landscape of their own land as 
background 7 

They are not a couple in Nature as Rousseau 
imagined nature. They are landowners and their proprietary 
attitude towards what surrounds them is visible in their stance 
and their expressions. 

Professor Lawrance Gowing has protested 
indignantly against the implication that Mr and Mrs Andrews 
were interested in property: 

Before John Berger manages to interpose himself again 

between us and the visible meaning of a good picture, 
may I point out that there is evidence to confirm \hat 
Gainsborough's Mr and Mrs Andrews were doing 
something more with their stretch of country than merely 
owning it. The explicit theme of a contemporary and 
precisely analogous design by Gainsborough's mentor 
Francis Hayman suggests that the people in such pictures 
were engaged in philosophic enjoyment of 'the great 
Principle ... the genuine Light of uncorrupted and 
unperverted NatUte.' 
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The professor's argument ia worth quoting 
because it is ao striking an illustration of the disingenuousness 
that bedevils the subject of art history. Of course it Is very 
possible that Mr and Mrs Andrews were engaged in the 
philosophic enjoyment of unperverted Nature. But this in no way 
precludes them from being at the same time proud landowners. 
In most cases the possession of private land was the 
precondition for such philosophic enjoyment - which was not 
uncommon among the landed gentry. Their enjoyment of 
• uncorrupted and unpervertad nature • did not, however, usually 
include the nature of other man. The sentence of poaching at 
that time was deportation. If a man stole a potato he risked a 
public whipping ordered by the magistrate who would be a 
landowner. Thera were very strict property limits to what was 
considered natural. 

The point being made is that, among the pleasures 
their portrait gave to Mr and Mrs Andrews, was the pleasure 
of seeing themselves depicted as landowners and this pleas ure 
was enhanced by the ability of oil paint to render their land in 
all its substantiality. And this is an observation which needs to 
be made, precisely because the cultural history we are 
normally taught pretends that It Is an unworthy one. 



Our survey of the European oil painting has been 
very brief and therefore very crude. It really amounts to 
no more than a project for study - to ba undertaken perhaps by 
others. But the starting point of the project should be clear. 
The special qualities of oil painting lent themselves to a special 
system of conventions for representing the visible. The sum 
total of these conventions is the way of seeing invented by oil 
painting. It is usually said that the oil painting in its frame is 
like an imaginary window open ou to the world. This is roughly 
the tradition's own image of itself- even allowing for all the 
stylistic changes (Mannerist, Baroque, Neo-Classic, Realist. 
etc.) which took place during four centuries. We are arguing 
that If one studies the culture of the European oil painting as a 
whole, and if one leaves aside its own claims for itself, its 
model is not so much a framed window open on to the world 
as a safe let into the wall, a safe in which the visible has been 
deposited. 

We are accused of being obsessed by property. 
The truth is the other way round. It is the society and culture 
in question which is so obsessed. Vet to an obsessive his 
obsess ion always seems to be of the nature of things and so 
is not recognized for what it is. The relation between property 
and art in European culture appears natural to that culture, and 
consequently if somebody demonstrates the extent of the 
property interest in a given cultural field, it is said to be a 
demonstration of his obsession. And this allows the Cultural 
Establishment to project for a little longer its false rationalized 
image of itself. 

The essential character of oil painting has bean 
obscured by an almost universal misreading of the 
relationship between its • tradition • and its • masters •. Certain 
exceptional artists in exceptional circumstances broke free of 
the norms of the tradition and produced work that was 
diametrically opposed to its values; yet these artists are 
acclaimed as the tradition's supreme representatives: a claim 
which is made easier by the fact that after their death, the 
tradition closed around their work. incorporating minor 
technical innovations, and continuing aa though nothing of 
Principle had been disturbed. This is why Rembrandt or 
Vermeer or Poussin or Chardin or Goya or Turner had no 
followers but only superficial imitators. 
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From the tradition a kind of stereotype of 'the 
great artist' has emerged. This great artist is a man whose 
life-time is consumed by struggle: partly against material 
circumstances, partly against incomprehension, partly against 
himself. He is imagined as a kind of Jacob wrestling with an 
Angel. (The examples extend from Michelangelo to Van Gogh.) 
In no other culture has the artist been thought of in this way. 
Why then in this culture? We have already referred to the 
exigencies of the open art market. But the struggle was not 
only to live. Each time a painter realized that he was 
dissatisfied with the limited role of painting as a celebration of 
material property and of the status that accompanied It, he 
inevitably found himself struggling with the very language of 
his own art as understood by the tradition of his calling. 

The two categories of exceptional works and 
average (typical) works are essential to our argument. But they 
cannot be applied mechanically as critical criteria. The critic 
must understand the terms of the antagonism. Every 
exceptional work was the result of a prolonged successful 
struggle. Innumerable works involved no struggle. There were 
also prolonged yet unsuccessful struggles. 

To be an exception a painter whose vision had 
been formed by the tradition. and who had probably studied as 
an apprentice or student from the age of sixteen, needed to 
recognize his vision for what it was. and then to separate it 
from the usage for which it had bean developed. Single-handed 
he had to contest the norms of the art that had formed him. 
He had to see himself as a painter in a way that denied the 
seeing of a painter. This meant that he saw himself doing 
something that nobody else could foresee. The degree of effort 
requirad is suggested in two self-portraits by Rembrandt. 
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The first was painted in 1634 when he was 
twenty-eight; the second thirty years later . But the difference 
between them amounts to something more than the fact that 
age has changed the painter's appearance and character. 
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The first painting occupies a special place in, as it 
were, the film of Rembrandt• a life. He painted it in the year of 
his first marriage. In it he is showing off Saskia his bride. 
Within six years she will be dead. The painting is cited to sum 
up the so-called happy period of the artist" a life. Yet if one 
approaches it now w ithout sentimentality, one sees that its 
happiness is both formal and unfelt. Rembrandt is here using 
the traditional methods for their traditional purposes. His 
individual style may be becoming recognizable. But it is no 
more than the style of a new performer playing a traditional 
role. The painting as a whole remains an advertisement for the 
sitter·s good fortune, prestige and wealth. (In this case 
Rembrandt•s own.) And like all such advertisements it is 
heartless. 
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In the later painting he has turned the tradition 
against itself. He has wrested its language away from it. He is 
an old man. All has gone except a sense of the question of 
existence, of existence as a question. And the painter in him­
who is both more and less than the old man - has found the 
means to express just that, using a medium which had been 
traditionally developed to exclude any such question. 
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In the cities in which we live, all of us see 
hundreds of publicity images every day of our lives. 
No other kind of image confronts us so frequently. 

In no other form of society in history has there 
been such a concentration of images, such a density of visual 
messages. 

One may remember or forget these messages but 
briefly one takes them in, and for a moment they stimulate the 
imagination by way of either memory or eKpectation. The 
publicity image belongs to the moment. We see it as we turn 
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a page, as we turn a corner, as a vehicle passes us. Or we see 
it on a television screen whilst waiting for the commercial 
breal< to end. Publicity images also belong to the moment in 
the sense that they must be continually renewed and made 
up-to-date. Yet they never speak of the present. Often they 
refer to the past and always they speak of the future. 

We are now so accustomed to being addressed by 
these images that we scarcely notice their total impact. A 
person may notice a particular image or piece of information 
because it corresponds to some particular interest he has. But 
we accept the total system of publicity images as we accept 
an element of climate. For example, the fact that these images 
belong to the moment but speak of the future produces a 
strange affect which has become so familiar that we scarcely 
notice it. Usually it is we who pass the image- walking, 
travelling, turning a page; on the tv screen it is somewhat 
different but even then we are theoretically the active agent -
we can look away, turn down the sound, make some coffee. 
Yet despite this, one has the impression that publicity images 
are continually passing us, like express trains on their way to 
some distant terminus. We are static; they are dynamic - until 
the newspaper is thrown away, the television programme 
continues or the poster is posted over. 

Publicity is usually explained and justified as a 
competitive medium which ultimately benefits the public (the 
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consumer) and the most efficient manufacturers - and thus the 
national economy. It Ia closely related to certain ideas about 
freedom: freedom of choice for the purchaser: freedom of 
enterprise for the manufacturer. The great hoardings and the 
publicity neons of the cities of capitalism are the immediate 
visible sign of "The Free World". 

For many in Eastem Europe such images in the 
West sum up what thay in the East lack. Publicity, it is 
thought, offers a free choice. 

It is true that in publicity one brand of 
manufacture, one firm, competes with another; but it is also 
true that every publicity image confirms and enhances every 
other. Publicity is not merely an assembly of competing 
messages: it is a language in itself which is always being used 
to make the same general proposal. Within publicity, choices 
are offered between this cream and that cream, that car and 
this car, but publicity as a system only makes a single 
proposal. 

It proposes to each of us that we transform 
ourselves, or our lives, by buying something more. 

This more, it proposes, will make us in some 
way richer - even though we will be poorer by having spent our 
money. 

Publicity persuades us of such a transformation 
by showing us people who have apparently been transformed 
and are, as a result, enviable. The state of being envied is what 
constitutes glamour. And publicity is the process of 
manufacturing glamour. 
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It is important here not to confuse publicity 
with the pleasure or benefits to be enjoyed from the things it 
advertises. Publicity is effective precisely because it feeds 
upon the real. Clothes, food, cars, cosmetics, baths, sunshine 
are real things to be enjoyed in themselves. Publicity begins by 
working on a natural appetite for pleasure. But It cannot offer 
the real object of pleasure and there is no convincing 
substitute for a pleasure in that pleasure's own terms. The 
more convincingly publicity conveys the pleasure of bathing 
in a warm, distant sea, the more the spectator-buyer will 
become aware that he is hundreds of miles away from that 
sea and the more remote the chance of bathing in it will seem 
to him. This is why publicity can never really afford to be about 
the product or opportunity it is proposing to the buyer who is 
not yet enjoying it. Publicity is never a celebration of a 
pleasure-in-itself. Publicity Is always about the future buyer. 
It offers him an image of himself made glamorous by the 
product or opportunity it is trying to sell. The image then 
makes him envious of himself as he might be. Yet what makes 
this self-which-he-might-be enviable? The envy of others. 
Publicity is about social relations, not objects. Its promise is 
not of pleasure, but of happiness: happiness as judged from the 
outside by others. The happiness of being envied is glamour. 
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Being envied is a solitary form of reassurance. It 
depends precisely upon not sharing your experience with those 
who envy you. You are observed with interest but you do not 
observe with interest- if you do, you will become less enviable. 
In this respect the envied are like bureaucrats; the more 
impersonal they are, the greater the illusion (for themselves 
and for others) of their power. The power of the glamorous 
resides in their supposed happiness: the power of the 
bureaucrat in his supposed authority. It is this which explains 
the absent, unfocused look of so many glamour images. They 
look out over the looks of envy which sustain them. 
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The spectator-buyer is meant to envy herself as 
she will become if she buys the product. She is meant to 
imagine herself transformed by the product into an object of 
envy for others, an envy which will then justify her loving 
herself. One could put this another way: the publicity image 
steals her love of herself as she is, and offers it back to her 
for the price of the product. 

Does the language of publicity have anything in 
common with that of oil painting which, until the inventio~t of 
the camera, dominated the European way of seeing during 
four centuries 7 

It is one of those questions which simply needs 
to be asked for the answer to become clear. There is a direct 
continuity. Only interests of cultural prestige have obscured 
it. At the same time, despite the continuity, there is a profound 
difference which it is no less important to examine. 

There are many direct references in publicity to 
works of art from the past. Sometimes a whole image is a 
frank pastiche of a well-known painting. 
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Publicity images often use sculptures or paintings 
to lend allure or authority to their own message. Framed oil 
paintings often hang in shop windows as part of their display. 

Any work of art 'quoted' by publicity serves two 
purposes. Art is a sign of affluence; it belongs to the good 
life ; it is part of the furnishing which the world gives to the 
rich and the beautiful. 

But a work of art also auggaata a cultural 
authority, a form of dignity, even of wisdom, which is superior 
to any vulgar material interest; an oil painting belongs to the 
cultural heritage; it is a reminder of what it means to be a 
cultivated European. And so the quoted work of art (and this is 
why it is so useful to publicity) says two almost contradictory 
things at the same time : it denotes wealth and spirituality: it 
implies that the purchase being proposed is both a luxury and a 
cultural value. Publicity has in fact understood the tradition of 
the oil painting more thoroughly than most art historians. It 
has grasped tha implications of tha relationship batwaan tha 
work of art and its spectator~owner and with these it tries to 
persuade and flatter the spectator-buyer. 

The continuity, however, between oil painting and 
publicity goes far deeper than the • quoting' of specific 
paintings. Publicity relies to a very large extent on the 
language of oil painting. It speaks in the same voice about the 
same things. Sometimes the visual correspondences are so 
close that it is possible to play a game of ·Snap I' - putting 
almost identical images or details of images aide by side. 
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It is not, however, just at the level of exact pictorial 
correspondence that the continuity is important: it is at the 
level of the seta of signs used. 

Compare the images of publicity and paintings in 
this book, or take a picture magazine, or walk down a smart 
shopping street looking at the window displays, and then turn 
over the pages of an illustrated museum catalogue, and notice 
how similarly messages are conveyed by the two media. A 
systematic study needs to be made of this. Here we can do no 
more than indicate a few areas where the similarity of the 
devices and aims is particularly striking. 

The gestures of models (mannequins) and 
mythological figures. 
The romantic use of nature (leaves, trees, water) 
to create a place where innocence can be refound. 
The exotic and nostalgic attraction of the 
Mediterranean. 
The poses taken up to denote stereotypes of 
women: serene mother (madonna), 
free-wheeling secretary (actress, k ing' a mistress), 
perfect hostess (spectator-owner's wife), 
sex-object (Venus, nymph surprised), etc. 
The special sexual emphasis given to women' s 
lags. 
The materials particularly used to indicate luxury: 
engraved metal, furs, polished leather, etc. 
The gestures and embraces of lovers, arranged 
frontally for the benefit of the spectator. 
The sea, offering a new life. 
The physical s tance of man conveying wealth and 
vi rility. 
The treatment of distance by perspective -
offering mystery. 
The equation of drinking and success. 
The man as knight (horseman) become motorist. 

Why does publicity depend so heavily upon the 
visual language of oil painting 7 

138 



Publicity is the culture of the consumer society. 
It propagates through images that society's belief in itself. 
There are several reasons why these images uae the language 
of oil painting. 

Oil painting. before it was anything else. was a 
celebration of private property. As an art-form it derived from 
the principle that you are what you have. 

It is a mistake to think of publicity supplanting 
the visual art of post-Renaissance Europe; it is the last 
moribund form of that art. 

lsttltallwltle?Or•ruiAr.rmstroovfloor? 

Publicity is. in essence, nostalgic. It has to sell the 
past to the future. It cannot itself supply the standards of its 
own claims. And so all ita references to quality are bound to be 
retrospective and traditional. It would lack both confidence 
and credibility if it used a strictly contemporary language. 
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Publicity needs to turn to its own advantage the 
traditional education of the average spectator~ buyer. What he 
has learnt at school of history, mythology, poetry can be used 
in the manufacturing of glamour. Cigars can be sold in the 
name of a King, underwear in connection with the Sphinx, a 
new car by reference to the status of a country house. 

In the language of oil painting these vague historical 
or poetic or moral references are always present. The fact 
that they are imprecise and ultimately meaningless is an 
advantage: they should not be understandable, they should 
merely be reminiscent of cultural lessons half~learnt . 

Publicity makes all history mythical, but to do so effectively 
it needs a visual language with historical dimensions. 

Lastly, a technical development made it easy to 
translate the language of oil painting into publicity clich6s. 
This was the invention, about fifteen years ago, of cheap 
colour photography. Such photography can reproduce the 
colour and texture and tangibility of objects as only oil paint 
had been able to do before. Colour photography is to the 
spectator~buyer what oil paint was to the spectator~owner. 
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Both media use s imilar, highly tactile means to play upon the 
spectator~ a sense of acquiring the real thing which the image 
shows. In both cases his feeling that he can almotJt touch 
what is in the image reminds him how he might or does 
possess the real thing. 

Sierra • Le solell de midi • 
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Yet, despite this continuity of language, the 
function of publicity is very different from that of the oil 
painting. The spectator-buyer stands in a very different 
relation to the world from the spectator-owner. 
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The oil painting showed what its owner was 
already enjoying among hie possessions and his way of life. It 
consolidated hie own sense of his own value. It enhanced his 
view of himself as he already was. It began with facts, the 
facts of his life. The paintings embellished the interior in which 
he actually lived. 

The purpose of publicity is to make the spectator 
marginally dissatisfied with his present way of life. Not with 
the way of life of society, but with his own within it. It 
suggests that if he buys what it is offering, his life will become 
better. It offers him an improved alternative to what he Ia. 

The oil painting was addressed to those who made 
money out of the market. Publicity is addressed to those who 
constitute the market, to the spectator-buyer who is also the 
consumer-producer from whom profits are made twice over -
as worker and then as buyer. The only places relatively free of 
publicity are the quarters of the very rich; their money is their• 
to keep. 
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All publicity works upon anxiety. The sum of 
everything is money, to get money is to overcome anxiety. 

Alternatively the anxiety on which publicity plays is the fear 
that having nothing you will be nothing. 

Money is life. Not in the sanae that without 
money you starve. Not in the sense that capital gives one 
class power over the entire lives of another class. But in the 
sense that money is the token of, and the key to. every human 
capacity. The power to spend money is the power to live. 
According to the legends of publicity, those who lack the 
power to spend money become literally faceless. Those who 
have tha power become lovable. 
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Publicity speaks in the future tense and yet the 
achievement of this future Is endlessly deferred. How then 
does publicity remain credible - or credible enough to exert the 
influence it does? It remains credible because the truthfulness 
of publicity is judged, not by the real fulfilment of its promises, 
but by the relevance of its fantasies to those of the spectator­
buyer. Its essential application is not to reality but to day­
dreams. 

To understand this better we must go back to the 
notion of glamour. 

Glamour is a modern invention. In the heyday 
of the oil painting it did not exist. Ideas of grace, elegance, 
authority amounted to something apparently similar but 
fundamentally different. 
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Mrs Siddons as seen by Gainsborough is not 
glamorous. because she is not presented aa enviable and 
therefore happy. She may be seen as wealthy, beautiful, 
talented. lucky. But her qualities are her own and have been 
recognized as such. What she is does not entirely depend upon 
others wanting to be like her. She is not purely the creature of 
others' envy - which is how. for example, Andy Warhol 
presents Marilyn Monroe. 



The entire world becom•s a setting for the 
fulfilment of publicity' s promise of the good life. The world 
smiles at us. It offer• itself to ua. And because everywhere is 
imagined as offering itself to us, everywhere is more or leas 
the same. 

ALITALIA'S 
TWO FOR THE PRICE OF 

ONE HOLIDAYS 

According to publicity~ to be sophisticated is to 
live beyond conflict. 
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Publicity can translate even revolution into its 
own terms. 
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The contrast between publicity's interpretation of 
the world and the world's actual condition is a very stark one, 
and this sometimes becomes evident in the colour magazines 
Which deal with news stories. Overleaf is the contents page of 
such a magazine. 
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The shock of such cotltrasts is considerable: not 
only because of the coexistence of the two worlds shown, but 
also because of the cynicism of the culture which shows them 
one above the other. It can be argued that the juxtaposition of 
images was not planned. Nevertheless the text, the 
photographs taken in Pakistan, the photographs taken for the 
advertisements, the editing of the magazine, the layout of the 
publicity, the printing of both, the fact that advertiser's pages 
and news pages cannot be co-ordinated - all these are 
produced by the same culture. 
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It is not, however, the moral shock of the contrast 
which needs emphasizing. Advertisers thems elves can take 
account of the shock. The Advertisers Weekly (3 March 1972) 
reports that soma publicity firms, now aware of the commercial 
danger of such unfortunate juxtapositions in news 
magazines, are deciding to use less brash, more sombre 
images, often in black and white rather than colour. What we 

need to realize is what such contrasts reveal about the nature 
of publicity. 

Publicity is essentially eventless. It extends just as 
far as nothing else is happening. For publicity all real events 
are exceptional and happen only to strangers. In the Bangia 
Desh photographs, the events were tragic and distant. But the 
contrast would have been no less stark if they had been events 
near at hand in Derry or Birmingham. Nor is the contrast 
necessarily dependent upon the events being tragic. If they are 
tragic, their tragedy alerts our moral sense to the contrast. Vet 
if the events were joyous and if they were photographed in a 
direct and unstereotyped way the contrast would be just as 
great. 

Publicity, situated in a future continually deferred, 
exclude& the present and so eliminates all becoming, all 
development. Experience is impoasibla within it. All that 
happens, happens outside it. 

The fact that publicity is evantless would be 
immediately obvious if it did not use a language which makes 
of tangibility en event in itself. Everything publicity shows is 
there awaiting acquisition. The act of acquiring has taken the 
place of all other actions, the sense of having has obliterated 
all other senses. 

Publicity exerts en enormous influence and is a 
political phenomenon of great Importance. But Its offer is as 
narrow aa ita references are w ide. It recognizes nothing except 
the power to acquire. All other human faculties or needs are 
made subsidiary to this power. All hopes are gathered 
together, made homogeneous, simplified, so that they become 
the intense yet vague, magical yet repeatable promise offered 
in every purchase. No other kind of hope or satisfaction or 
pleasure can any longer be envisaged within the culture of 
capitalism. 
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Publicity is the life of this culture- in so far aa 
without publicity capitalism could not survive - and at the 
same time publicity is its dream. 

Capitalism survives by forcing the majority. whom 
it exploits, to define their own interests as narrowly as 
possible. This was once achieved by extensive deprivation. 
Today in the developed countries it is being achieved by 
imposing a false standard of what is and what is not desirable. 



• 
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Rovere by Justus Suttermans, 1597-1681, 
National Gallery, London 

98 Mr and Mrs William Atherton by Arthur Devis, 
1711-87, Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool 

98 The Beaumont Family by George Romney, 1734--1802, 
Tate Gallery, London 

99 Still Life with Lobster by Jan de Heem, 1606--84, 

Wallace collection, London 
99 Lincolnshire Ox by George Stubbs, 1724--1806, 

Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool 
100 Still Life ascribed to Pieter Claesz, 1596/7-1661, 

National Gallery, London 
100 Charles II Being Presented with a Pineapple by 

Rose, the Royal Gardener after Hendrick Danckerts, 
c. 1630-78/9, Ham House, Richmond 

101 Mr Towneley and Friends by Johann Zoffany, 
1734/5--1810, Townsley Hall Art Gallery and Museum, 
Burnley, Lancashire 
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101 Triumph of Knowledge by Bartholomew Spranger, 
1546--1611, Vienna Gallery 

102 Three Graces Decorating Hymen by Sir Joshua 
Reynolds, 1723--92, Tate Gallery, London 

102 Ossian Receiving Napoleon's Marshalls in Valhalla 
by A. L. Girodet de Roucy-Trioson, 1767-1824, 
ChAteau de Malmaison 

1 03 Tavern Scene by Adria en Brouwer, 1605/6--38, 
National Gallery, London 

104 Laughing Fisherboy by Frans Hals, 1580-1666, 
Burgsteinfurt, Westphalia: collection, Prince of Bentheim 
and Steinfurt 

104 Fisherboy by Frans Hals, 1580-1666, National Gallery 

of Ireland, Dublin 
104 An Extensive Landscape with Ruins 

by Jacob van Ruisdael, 1628/9--ll2, National Gallery, 
london 

1 05 River Scene with Fishermen Casting a Net 
by Jan Van Goyen, 1596--1656, National Gallery, London, 

106 Mr and Mrs Andrews by Thomas Gainsborough, 
1727--ll8, National Gallery, London 

111 Portrait of Himself and Saskia by Rembrandt 
van Ryn, 1606--69, Pinakotek, Dresden 

112 Self-portrait by Rembrandt van Ryn, 1606--ll9, 
Uffizi, Florence 

114 (top) Europe supported by Africa and America 
by William Blake, 1757-1827 

114 (bottom) Pity by William Blake, 1757-1827 
115 Mildew Blighting Ears of Corn by William Blake, 

1757-1827 
116 (top) Mademoiselle de Clermont 

by Jean Marc Nattier, 1685-1766, 
Wallace Collection, London 

116 (bottom) Sale of Pictures and Slaves in the 
Rotunda, New Orleans, 1842 

117 (top left) Princess Rakoscki by Nicolas de Largillierre, 
1656--1746, National Gallery, London 

117 (top right) Charles, Third Duke of Richmond 
by Johann Zoffany, 1734/5-1810, private collection 

117 (bottom) Two Negroes by Rembrandt van Ryn, 
1606-69, The Hague, Mauritshuis 

162 



118 Sarah Burge, 1883. Dr Barnardo's Homes 
by unknown photographer 

119 Peasant Boy Leaning on Sill by Bartolome Murillo, 
1617-82, National Gallery, London 

120 (top left) A Family Group by Michael Nouts, 1656 ?, 
National Gallery, London 

120/1 (top centre) Sleeping Maid and her Mistress 
by Nicholas Maes. 1634-93, National Gallery, London 

1 20 (bottom leh) Interior, Delft School, c. 1650--55 ?, 
National Gallery, London 

12011 (bottom centre) Man and a Woman in a Stableyard 
by Peter Quast, 1605/6-47, National Gallery, London 

121 (top right) Interior with Woman Cooking 
by Esaias Boursse, Wallace Collection, London 

121 (bottom right) Tavern Scene by Jan Steen, 1626-79, 
Wallace Collection, London 

1 22 (top left) The Frugal Meal by John Frederick Herring, 
1795--1865, Tate Gallery, London 

122 (top right) A Scene at Abbotsford 
by Sir Edwin Landseer, 1802-73, Tate Gallery, London 

122 (centre leh) White Dogs by Thomas Gainsborough, 
1727-88, National Gallery, London 

122 (centre middle) Dignity and Impudence 
by Sir Edwin Landseer, 1802-73, Tate Gallery, London 

122 (centre right) Miss Bowles by Sir Joshua Reynolds, 
1723--92, Wallace collection, London 

122 (bottom) detail: Farm Cart by Thomas Gainsborough, 
1727-88, Tate Gallery, London 

123 (top) The James Family by Arthur Devis, 1711-87, 
Tate Gallery, London 

123 (centre left) A Grey Hack with a White Greyhound 
and Blue Groom by George Stubbs, 1724-1806, 
Tate Gallery, London 

123 (centre right) The Bay Horse by John Ferneley, 
1782-1860, Tate Gallery, London 

123 (bottom) A Kill at Ashdown Park 
by James Seymour, Tate Gallery, London 

124 Girl in White Stockings by Gustave Courbet. 
1819-77 

1 25 Demoiselles au bord de Ia Seine 
by Gustave Courbet, 1819-77, 
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Musee du Petit Palais, Paris 
126 (centre) Le Salon photograph 
126 (top) Les Romains de Ia Decadence 

by Thomas Couture, 1815--79 
126 (bottom left) Madame Cahen d' Anvers by L. Bon nat 
1 26 (bottom right) The Ondine of Nidden by E. Doerstling 
127 (top right) The Temptation of St Anthony 

by A. Morot 
127 (top left) Witches Sabbath by Louis Falero 
1 27 (bottom left) Psyche's Bath by Leighton 
127 (bottom right) La Fortune by A. Maignan 
129 Photograph by Sven Blomberg 
134 Dejeuner sur I'Herbe by Edouard Manet. 1832-83, 

Louvre, Paris 
136 (top) Jupiter and Thetis by J. A. D.lngres, 1780-1867, 

Musee Granet Aix-en-Provence 
136 (bottom left) Pan Pursuing Syrinx 

by Hendrick van Balen I and follower of Jan Breughel I. 
17th century, National Gallery, London 

137 (bottom left) Bacchus, Ceres and Cupid 
by Bartholomew Spranger, 1 546-1611 

1 37 (top left) Interior of St Odulphus' Church at 
Assendelft, 1649 by Pieter Saenredam, 1547-1665 

137 (top right) Wave by Hokusai, 1760-1849 

139 Carlo Lodovico di Borbone Parma with Wife, 
sister and Future Carlo Ill of Parma, 
Anon, 19th century, Archducal Estate Viareggio 

141 Still Life with Drinking Vessels by Pieter Claesz, 
1596/7-1661, National Gallery, London 

147 Mrs Siddons by Thomas Gainsborough, 1727~8. 
National Gallery, London 

147 Marilyn Monroe by Andy Warhol 
155 On the Threshold of Liberty 

by Rene Magritte, 1898-1967 
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