‘Seaing comes before words. The chiid locoks and recognizes befora it
can speak.

‘But there is also another sense in which seeing comes before words. It
is seaing which establishas aur place in the surrounding world; we
axplain that world with words, but words can naver unde the fact that
we are surrounded by it. The relation between what wa see and what
we know is never sattled.’

John Berger’s Ways of Saeing is ane of the mast stimulating and the
most influential books on art in any language. First published in 1972, it
was based on the BBC television series about which the {London)
Sunday Times critic commented: ‘This is an eya-opaner in more ways
than ane: by cancentrating on how we look at paintings ... ha will
almast certalnly change the way you look at plctures.” By now he has.

‘Barger has the ability to cut right through the mystification of the
professional art critics ... He is a liberator of images: and ance we have
allowed the paintings to wark on us dlrectly, wae are in a much better
position to - make a meaningful evaluation’ Peter Fuller, Arts Review

‘The influance of the sarias and the book ... was enormous ... It opé’ned
up for general attention areas of cultural study that are now
commonplace’ Geoff Dyer in Ways of Telling

Y -
Published by the British Broadcasting Corporation and Penguin Books
The front cover shows The Key of Dreams by Rene Magnite (photo Rudoiph Burckhardt)
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Seeing comes before words. The child looks

o | ecogmzes before it can speak.

' But there is also another sense in which seeing
omes before words. It is seeing which establishes our place
n the surrounding world; we explain that world with words,

it words can never undo the fact that we are surrounded by
The relation between what we see and what we know is

L Avid

; ‘The Surrealist palnter Magritte commented
'on thls always-present gap between words and seeing in
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Seeing comes hefore words. The child looks and
recognizes before it can speak.

But there is also ancther sense in which seeging
comes before words. It is seeing which establishes gur place
in the surrounding werld; we explain that world with words,
but words can never undo the fact that we 2re surrounded hy
it. The relation between what we see and what we know is
never settled. Each evening we see the sun set. We know
that the earth is turning away from it. Yet the knowledge, the
explanation, never quite fits the sight. The Surreslist painter
Magritte commented on this alwoys-present gap between
words and seeing in a peinting called The Key of Dreams.
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The way we see things is affected by what we
know or what we helieva. In the Middle Ages when men
helieved in the physical existence of Hell the sight of fire must
have meant something different from what it means today.
Novertheless their ides of Hell owed a lot to the sight of fire
consuming and the ashes remaining — 23 well as to their
axperience of the paln of burns.

When in love, the sight of the heloved has &
completenass which no wards and no emhrace can match :

a completeness which oniy the act of moking love can
temporarily sccommaodate.

Yet this seeinyg which comes bhefere words, and
can never be quite covered hy them, is not a question of
mechanically reacting to stimuli. (it can only he theught of in
this way if ane iscolates the small part of the process which
concerns the eya’s retina.) We anly see what we look at. To
icok is an act aof cholce. 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 tha faculty of touch is like & static, limited form of
sight.) We never look at just one thing; we are always locking
at the refation between things and aurselves. Qur vision is
continually active, continuaily moving, continually holding
things in a circle around itself, constituting what is present

40 us 8% we are.

Soan after we can see, we are aware that we can
alsa be seen. Tha eye of the other combines with our own eye
to make it fully credible that we are part of ¢he visible world.

If we accept that we can see that hill over there,
we propose that from thsat hill we can ba seen. The reciprocsi
natura of vision is more fundamental thon that of spoken
dislogue. And often dialogue is an attempt to verbalize this —
an attempt to axplain how, either metaphorically or literally,
‘vou see things', and an attemipt ta 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
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in which it first made its appearance and prese}ved —for a few
moments or 8 few centuries. Every image embodies a way of
seeing. Even a phatograph. For photographs are not, as is
often 9ssumed, a mechanical record. Every time we look ot e
photograph, we are aware, howaever 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, aithgugh
every image emhodies a way of seeing, our perception or
appreciation of an image depends also npon our own way of
seeing. (It may be, for example, that Sheila is ane figure among
twenty; but for cur own reasons she is the one we have eyes
for.)

images were first made to conjure up the
appearances of something that was absent. Gradually it
hecame evident that an image could outlast what it
represented; it then showed how something or somebody had
once looked - and thus hy implication how the subject had
cnce been seen by other people. Later still the specific vision
of the image-maker was also recegnized as part of the record.
An image become a record of how X had seen Y. This was the
resulit of an increasing consciousness of individuality,
accompanying an increasing awareness of history. It would be
rash to try to date this last development precisely. But
certainly in Europe such consciousness has existed siace the
beginning of the Renaissance.

No other kind of refic 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 more precise and richer than literoture. To say this
is not to deny the expressive or imaginative quality of art,
treating it @s mere documentary evidence; the mare imaginative
the work, the mare profoundly it allows us to share the
artist's axperience of the visible.
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* Seymour Slive, Frans Hals (Phaidon, London)

¥Yet when an image is presented as a work of art,
the way peoaple look at it is affected by a whole series cf learnt
assumptions about art. Assumptions concerning:

Beauty
Trath
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 more than pure
objective fact, it includes conscionsness.) Out of true with the
present, these assumptions chscure the past. They mystify
rather than clarify. The past is never there waiting to he
discovered, t¢ he recognized for exactly what it is. History
always constitutes the relation hetween 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 well of conclusions
from which we draw in order to act. Cultural mystification of
the past eatails a double loss. Works of art are made
unnecessarily remote. And the past affers us fewer
conclusions 1o complete in action.

When we ‘see’ a landscape, we situate ourselves
in it. 1¥ we ‘saw’ the art of the past, we would situate
ourselves in history. When we are prevented from seeing it,
we are being deprived of the history which helongs to us.
Who henefits from this deprivation? in the end, the art of the
past is heing 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
na longer make sense in modern terms. And so, inevitahly, it
mystifies.

Let us consider a typical example of such
mystification. A two-velume study was recently puhlished on
Erans Hals.” It is the authoritative work to date on this painter.
As a back of specialized art history it is ne better and no
worse than the average.

11
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The last twao great paintings by Frans Hals portray
the Governors and the Governesses of an Alms House for old
paupers in the Dutch seventeenth-century city of Hearlem.
They weare officially commissioned portraits. Hals, an ofd man
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of ovar eighty, was destitute. Most of his life ha had hean in
debt. During the winter of 1664, the year he hegan painting
these pictures, he obtained three loads of peat on public
charity, otherwise he would have frozen to death. Those who
now set for him were administrators of such puhlic charity.

The author records these facts and then explicitly
says thet it would be incorrect to read into the paintings any
eriticism of the sitters. There is no evidence, he says, that
Hals painted them in a spirit of bitterness. The author
considers them, howaver, ramarkable works of art and
explains why. Here he writes of the Regentesses:

Each woman speaks to us of the human condition with
equal importance, Each woman stands out with equal
clarity against the enermous 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 harmonjous fusion of the whole and
form an unforgetizble conirast with the powerful whites
and vivid fiesh tones where the detached strokes reach

g peak of breadth and strength. (our italics)

The compositional unity of 2 painting
contributes fundamenteaily to the powaer of its image. It is
reasonahle 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 pesk of breadth and strength
transfer the emotion provoked by the image from the plane
of lived experience, to that of disinterested ‘art
appreciation’. All confiict disappears. One is left with the
unchanging humanr condition’, and the painting considered as
a marvellously made object.

Very ilttle is known about Hails or the Regents
who commissionad him. 1t is not possihle to produce
circumstantial evidence to estebllsh what their relations were.
But there is the evidence of the paintings themselves: the
evidence of a group of men and a group of women as seen by
another man, the peinter. Study this evidence and judge for
yourseif.

13



The art historian fears such direct judgement:

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

" Whoat is this ‘seduction’ he writes of ? It is
nothing fess 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
corrgsponds to our own observation of people, gestures, faces,
institations. This is possible because we still live in a society
of comparable social relations and moral values. And it is
precisely this which gives the paintings their psychological sud
social urgeacy. It is this — not the painter’s skiil as a “seducer’
— which convinces us that we can know the people portraved.

The author continues:

In the case of some critics the seduction has been a
total success. lt 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 suguests, is a libel. He argues that it was
2 fashion at that time to wear hats on the side of the head.
He cites medical opinion to prove that the Regent’s expression
could well be the result of a facial parslysis. He insists that the
painting would have heen unacceptable to the Regents if one
of them had been portrayed drunk. One might go on
discussing each of these points for pages. (Men in
seventeenth-century Hoiland wore their hats on the side of
their heads in order to be thought of as sdventurous and
pleasure-ioving. 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 Regents and
Regentesses stare at Hals, a destitute old painter who has lost
hig reputation snd lives off public charity; he examines them
through the eyes of a psuper who must nevertheless try to he
obkjective, i.e., must try to surmount the way he sees as a
pauper. This is the drama of these paintings. A drames of an
‘unforgettable contrast’.

Mystification has little to do with the
vocahulary used. Mystification is the process of explaining

15



away what might otherwise be evident. Hals was the first
portraitist to paint the new characters and expressions
created hy capitalism. He did in pictorial terms what Balzac
did two centuries later in literature. Yet the author of the
authoritative work on these paintings sums up the artist's
achievement by referring to :

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

That is mystification.

in erder to avoid mystifying the past {(which can
equally well suffer psendo-Marxist mystification) let us now
examine the particuiar relation which now exists, so far ag
pictorial images are concernad, betwean the present and the
past. 1f we can see the present clearly encugh, we shall ask
tha right questions of the past.

Today we see the art of the past as nobody saw
it befora. Wa 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 unigue to Eurepean art and which was
first established in the early Renaissance, centres
sverything on the eve of the beholder. It is like a beam from a
lighthouse — only instead of light travelling ocutwards,
appesrances travel in. The conventions called those
appearances reality. Perspective makes the single aye the
centre of the visible world. Everything converges on to the
eye as to the vanishing point of infinity. The visihle world is
arranged for the spectator as the universe was once thought
to ke arranged for God.

According to the convention of perspective thera
is no visual raciprocity. There is no need for God to situate
himself in relation to others: he is himself the gituation,

The inherent contradiction in perspective was that it
structured all images of reality to address a single spactator
who, unilike God, could onfy be in one place at a time.

16

After the invention of the camera this

contradiction gradually hecame apparent.
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I’'m an eye. A machanical eye. |, the machine, show you
a world the way oniy | can see it. | frea myself for
today and forever from human immobility. I'm in
constant movement. | approach and pull sway from
objects. | creep under them. 1 move alongside a running
horse's mouth. | fall and rise with the falling and rising
bodies, This is |, the maching, manoeuvring in the chaotic
movements, recoerding one movement after another in
the most complex combinations.

Freed from the boundaries of time and space, |
co-ordinate any and all points of the universe, wherevar
! want them to be. My way leads towards the creation
of & fresh perception of the world. Thus | explain in 2
new way the world unknown to vou.®
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* This quotation is from an articie written
in 1923 by Dziga Vertov, the revolutionary Soviet

film director




Tha cemer? isolated
momentary appesrances and in so doing destroyed the idea
that images were timeless. Or, te put it another way, the
camera showed that the notion of time passing was
inseparable from the experience of the visual (except in
paintings). What you saw depended vpon where you were
when. What you saw was relative to your position in time and
space. it was no longar posgible to imagine everything
converging an the human eye 23 en the vanishing point of
infinity.

This is not to say that hefore the invention of the
camera men believed that everyone could see everything. But
perspactive organized the visual field as thaugh that were
indeed tha ideal. Every drawing or painting that used
parspective proposed to the spectator that he was the vnigue
centre of the world. The camera — and mere particularly the
movie comera — demonstrated that there was no cantre.

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

Far the impressionists the visible no lenger
presented itself t¢ man in order to be seen. On the contrary,
the visible, in continual flux, became fugitive. For the Cubists
the visible was no loager what canfronted the single oye,
but the totality of possible views taken from points all rovnd
the ohject {ar 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 invaented. Originaliy paintings were an integral part of the
bhuilding 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 huilding’s interior life,
that together they make up the building’s mamory — se much
are they part of the particuiarity of the building.
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- The uniqueness of every painting was once part
of the uniqueness of the place where it resided. Sometimes the
painting was transportahblie. But it could never be seen in twe
places at the same time. When the camera reproduces a
painting, it destroys the uniqueness of its image. As 2 result its
meaning changes. Or, more exactly, its meaning multiplies and
fragments into many meanings. ‘

This is vividly illustrated by what happens when a
painting is shown on 2 television screen. The painting enters
each viawer’'s house. There it is surrounded hy his wallpaper,
his furniture, his mementoes. It enters the atmosphere of his
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family, It becomes their talking point. it fends its meaning to
their meaning. At the same time it enters a million other
houses and, in each of them, ia seen in a different context.
Bacause of the camara, 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 alf reproductions more or
iess distort, and that therefore the originel painting is still in
a sense unlque. Here is a reproduction of the Virgin of the Rocks
by Leonardo da Vinci.

a
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Having seen this repraduction, one can go to the
Mational Gallery to look at the original and there discover what
the reproduction lacks. Alternatively one can forget about the
quality of the reproduction and simply be reminded, when one
sees the origirai, that it is a famous painting of which
somewhere one has aiready seen a reproduction. But in either
case the unigqueness of the original now [ies in it being the
original of a reproduction. it is no longer what its image shows
that strikes one as unique; its first meaning is no ionger to be
found in what It says, bu"; in what it is.

This new status of the original work is the
perfectly rational consequence of the new maans 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
fa. How is its unigue existence evaluatad and defined in our
present culture? it is defined as an obhject whose vaiue
depends upon its ravity. 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 he greater
than commerce — its market price is said to he 3 reflection of
its spiritual value. Yet the spiritual value of an ohject, aa
distinct from 2 message or an example, can only he expleined
in terms of magic or refigion. And sinee in modern society
neithar of these is a living force, the art chject, the "work of
art’, is enveloped in an atmoesphere of entirely bogus religiosity.
Works of art are discussed and presented as though they were
hoiy 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 he
certified. _

Before the Virgin of the Rocks the visitor to the
National Galiery would be encouraged by nearly everything
he might have heard and read zbout the painting te feel
something fike this: 'I am in front of it, | can see it. This
peinting by Leanardo is uniike any other in the worid. The
National Galiery has the real one. If | look at this painting hard
enougkh, | shouid somehow he abie to feel its authenticity.
The Virgin of the Rocks by Lecnardo da Vinei: it is authentic and
therefore it is beautiful.”
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Yo dismiss such feelings as naive would be quite
wrong. They ancord perfactly 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
lengest entries. It consists of fourteen closely grinted pages.
They do not deal with the meaning of the image. They deal
with who commissioned the painting, legal squabbles, wha
owned it, its likely date, the familias of its owners. Behind this
information lie years of rasearch. The aim of the research is to
prove beyond any shadow of doubt that the painting is a
genuira Leonardo. The secondary aim is to prove that an
almost identical painting in the Louvre is a replica of the
National Gallary version.
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French art historians try to prove tha oppaosite.
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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 picturae in their collection. & fow
years ago it was known only to scholars. It became famous
because an American wanted to buy it for twe and a half

million pounds.
Now it hangs in a room by itsalf. The room is like

a chapel. The drawing is behind bullet-praoof perspex. It has
acquirad 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 hogus religiosity which now surrounds
original works of art, and which is ultimately dependent upon
their market vajue, has become the substitute for what
paintings lest when the camera mada them reproducible. Its
functlon is nostalgic. it is the final empty claim for the
continuing values of an oligarchic, undemocratic culture. If the
ismage is no longer unique and exclusive, the art object, the
thing, must be made mysteriously so.
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The majority of the populatioh do not visit art
museums. The following table shows how closely an

interest in art is related to privileged education.

Mational proportion of art museum visitors according to level of education:
Percentage of sach educational category who visit art museums

Greece Poland  France Holiand Greece Poland France Holiand
With no Only
educational secondary
qualification  0.02 G.12 018 e sducation 10.5 0.4 10 28
Only Furthier and
primary higher
education 0.30. 1.50 0.45 Q.50 education 115 1.7 125 17.3

Source: Pierre Bourdieu and Alain Darbel, L '/Amour de I'Ant, Editions de Minuit, Paris 1969, Appendix B, table 4

The majority teke it as axiomatic that the
museums are full of holy relics which rafar to a mystery
which exciudes them: the mystery of unaccountable wealth.
Or, to put this another way, they beliave that original
masterpieces helong to tha preserve (both materially and
spirituslly) of the rich. Another tahle indicates what the idea
of an art gallery suggests to each social closs.

Of the places listed below which does a museum remind you

of most?
Skilled and Professional
:vﬂg:;(ue?; white collar  and upper
workers managerial
% % %
Church 66 45 305
Librasy 2 34 28
" Lecture hall - 4 45
Depariment store or
entrance hall in publkic
building - 7 2
Church and library 9 2 4.5
Church and lecture hall 4 2 —
Library and leciuze hatt - - 2
None of these 4 2 195
Mo reply 8 4 9

100 (n=53) 100 (n=98) 100(n=89)

Source: as above, appendix 4, table 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 special authority within itself.
When a painting is put t0 use, its meaning is either modified or
totaily changed. One should be quite clear about what this
invalves. It is not 2 question of reproduction failing to
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reproduce certain aspects of an image faithfully; itis »
question of reproduction making it possible, evan inevitable,
that an image will be used for many different purposes and
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 isclates a detail of a painting froam
the whole. The detall is transformed. An aliegorical figure
becomes a portrait of a girl.




Whemn a painting is reproduced‘ by a film comera
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.

[ A

This is becouse 3 film unfolds in time and a painting does not.

i 7

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

] ; 5 Ty i

s 2

In a painting all its elements are thera to he seen
stimultencously. The spectator may need time to exemine each
element of the psainting but whenever he resches a conclusion,
the simuitaneity of the whole painting is there 10 reverse or
agualify his conciusion. The painting maintains its own
authority.
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Paintings are often reproduced with words around them.

This is a lendscape of 2 cornfield with birds flying
out of it. Look st it for a moment. Then turn the page.

27
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it is hard to define exactly how the words have
changed the image but undoubtedly they have. The image now
fllustrates the sentence, '

in this essay each image reproduced has become
part of an argument which has littie or nothing te do with the
painting’s original independent meaning. The words have
quoted the paintings to confirm their own verbal authority.
(The essays without words in this bock may make that
distinction clearer.)

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

¥od e
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Subject and significance in
Titian’s Death of Ast
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Consequently a reproduction, as well as making
its own references to the image of its original, bacomes
itself the reference point for other images. The meaning of
an image is changed according to what one sees immediately
heside it or what comes immediately after it. Such authority
as it retains, is distributed over the whale context in which

it appears.
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Because works of art are repreducikle, they can,
theoratically, be used by anybody. Yet mostly — in art hooks,
magazines, films or within gilt frames in living-rooms
reproductions are still used to holstar the illusion that
nothing has changed, that art, with its unigue undiminished
authority, justifies most other forms of authority, that art
makes ineqguality seem noble and hierarchies seem thrifling.
For example, the whele concept of the National Cultural
Heritage expioits the authority of art to glorify the present
zocial system and its priorities.
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The means of reproduction are used politically
ang commercially to disguise or deny what their existence
makes possihie. But sometimea individuais use tham
differently.

Adults and children sometimes have boards in

their bedraooms or living-reoms on which they pin pisces of
paper: lettera, snapshots, reproductions of paintings,
newspaper cuttings, original drawings, postcards, On each
boerd all the images belong to the same ianguage and 2fl are
maore or lass equal within it, because they have been chosen in
a highly personal way to match and expresas the experience of
the room’s inhabitant. Logically, these boards should replace
museums. '

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

We are not saying that there is nothing left to
experience before ariginal works of art except a sense of awe
because thoy have survived. The way original works of art ore
usually approached — through museam catalogues, guides,
hired cassettes, etc. — is not the only way they might be
approached. When the art of the past ceases to be viewed
nostalgicaily, the works will cease to be hely relics — althoagh
they will nevar re-become what they were before the aga of
reproduction. We are not saying ariginal works of art are now
uselass.
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Original paintings are silent and still in a sense
that infornvation naver is. Even @ reproduction hung on a wall
is not comparabie in this respect for in the original the silence
and stiliness 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 hetween the
painting of the picture and one's own act of locking atit. in
this special sense ali paintings are contempaorary. Hence the
immediacy of their testimony. Their historical moment is
fiteraliy there hefora our eyes. Cézanne made a similar
ohservation from the painter’'s point of view. "A minute in the
worid's life passes To paint It in its reality, and forget
everything for that! To become that minute, to he the
sensitive plate . . . glve the image of what we see, fargetting
everything that has‘appearad before cur time . . ." What we
make of that painted moment when it is before our ayes
depends apon what wa expect of art, and that in turn depends
today upon how we have already experienced tha meaning of
paintings through reproductions.
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Nor are we saying that all art can be understoad
spontaneousiy. We are not claiming that to cut out a magszine
reproduction of an archaic Greek head, because it is reminiscent
of some personal experience, 2nd to pin it on to a board
beside other disparate images, is to come to terms with the
full meaning of that head. '

The idea of inngcence 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 between innocence and knowledge {(or between the
natural and the cultaral) but between a3 total approsch to art
which attempts to relate it to every aspect of experience and
the esoteric approach of a few specialized experts who are the
clerks of tha nostalgia of a ruling class in decline. (In decline,
not before the proletariat, hut before the new power of the
corporation and the state.) The real guestion is: to whom does
the meaning of the art of the past properiy helong? To those
who can apply it to their own lives, or to a cultural hierarchy
of relic specialists?

The visual arts have always existed within a
ceriain preserve; originally this preserve was magical or
sacred. But it was elso physical: it was the place, the cave, the
building, in which, or for which, the work was made. The
experience of art, which at first was the experience of rituel,
was set apert from the rest of life — precisely in order to be
able to exercise power over it. Later the preserve of art bhecame
a social one. It entered the culture of the ruling class, whilst
physically it was set apart and isolated in their palaces and
housas. During all this history the authority of art was
inseparable from the particular authority of the preserve.

What the modern means of reproduction have
done 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, ubiguitous, insubstantisl, avaiiahle, vaiueless, free.
They surround us in the same way as e language surrounds us.
They have entered the mainstream of iife over which they no
longer, in themselves, have power.

Yet very few people are aware of what has
happened hecause the means of rapreduction are used nearly
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ali the time to promote the iliusion that nothing has changed
except that the masses, thanks to reproductions, can now
hegin to appreciate art as the cultured minority aace did.
Understandably, tha 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 hegin to define our experiencea more
precisely in areas where words are inadequate, {Seeing comes
hefore words.) Nat only personal experience, hut also the
essential historical experien:_ce of cur relation to the past: that
is to say the experience of seeking ta give meaning to aur 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 jost. In its place there is a ianguage of images.
What matters now is who uses that language for whot
purpose. This touches upen guestions of copyright for
reproduction, the ownership of art presses and pubiishers, the
total policy of public art gaileries 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 o people or
class than one that has heen ahle to situate itself ln hﬁstory,
This is why — and this is the oniy reason why - the entire art
of the past has now beceme 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 Waiter Benjamin.

Mis essay was entitied The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction. This essay is available in English in a
collection called [Huminations (Cape, London 1970}.
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According to usage and conventions which are at
last heing 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 incredikie, he
is found to have little presence. The promised power may be
moral, physical, temperamental, economic, social, sexual — but
its object is always exterior to the man. A man's presence
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suggests what he is capable of doing to you or for you. His
prasance may be fabricated, in the sense that he pretends to he
capable of what he is net. But the pretence is always towards
a power which ne exerpises on others.

By contrast, a woman’s presence expresses her
own attitude to herself, and defines what can and cannot he
done to her. Her presence is manifest in her gestures, voice,
opinions, axprassions, clothes, chosen surroundings, taste —
indeed there is nothing she can do which does not contribute
to her presance. Praesence for a woman is 3o intrinsic to hes
person that men tand to think of it as an almoat physical
emamnation, a kind of heat or smell or aura.

To be born a woman has been to he born, within
an allotted and confined space, into the keeping of men. The
social presence of women has develioped as a result of their
ingenuity in fiving under such tutelage within such a limited
spaca. But thia has been at the cost of a woman's self heing
aplit into two. & woman must continually watch harseif. She
s aimost continually accompaniad 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 esarliast chiidhoot
she has been taught and persuaded to survey herself
continually.

~ And so she pomes to consider the surveyor and the
surveyed within her as the two constituent yet shways distinet
alements of her identity as a woman.

- Sha has to survey avarything she is and averythiuc
sho doas because how she appears to others, and uitimately
how she appears 1o men, is of crucial importanca for what is
normally thought of as the success of her life. Her own sense
of being in herself is suppianted by a sense of heing
appreciated as herself by anather.

Men survey women before treating them.
Consequeantly how a woman appears to a man can daterming
how she will ke traated. To scquire some control over this
process, women must contain it and intariorize it. That pavt of
a woman's self which is the surveyor treats tha part which is
the surveyad 50 as to demonstrate to others how her whole
self would like to he 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. Evary one of her actions — whatever its diregt
purpose or mofivation — is also read as an indication of how
she would like to be treatad. If 2 woman thraws a giass on the
fioor, this is an example of how she treats her own emotion of
anger and so of how she would wish it to ba treated by others.
if a man doeas the same, his action is only read as an
expression of his anger. If 3 woman makes a good jokea this is
an example of how she treats the joker in herself and
accordingly of how she as a joker-woman would lika to be
treated by others. Only a man cen make a good joke for its own
sake.

A One might simplify this by saying: men act and
women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themseives
being looked at. This determines not only most relations
hetween 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 inta an chject — and
most particulsrly an object of vision: a sight.

In one category of European oil painting women
ware 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 whick women have heen
seen and judged as sights.

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

And when the woman saw that the tree was good for
food, and that it'was a delight to the eyes, and that the
tree was t0 be desired to make one wise, she togk of the
fruit thereof and did eat; and she gave also untc her
husband with her, and ke did eat,

And the eyes of them both were opened, and thev knew
that they were naked; and they sewed fig-leaves
toggther end made themselves aprons. . . . And the
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Lord God called unto the man and saiél unto him,

“Where are thou?’ And he ssid, "I heard thy voice in the
garden, and | was afraid, because | was naked; and | hid
myself. . ..

Unto the woaman God said, *| will greatly multiply thy
sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring
forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband and

he shall rule over thee ",

What is striking about this story? They hecame
aware of being naked hecause, as a result of eating the apple,
aach saw the other differently. Nakedness was created in the
mind of the beholder.

The second striking fact is that the woman is
klamed and is punished by being made suhservient to the man.
In relation to the woman, the man hecomes the agent of God.

In the medieval tradition the story was often
illustrated, scene fellowing scene, as in a strip cartoen.

»
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During the Renaissance the narrative sequence
disappeared, and the single moment depicted becomethe
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.
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Later the shame hecemes a kind of display.
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When the tradition of psinting became more
secular, other thames also offered the opportunity of painting
nudes. But in them ali there remains the implication that the
subject (@ woman) is aware of heing seen by a spectator.

49




CLIFHQINL AS SHIATT JHL ANV HYNNVYSAS

VBSI-8ISI QLIZHOLNIL AY SHAQT 3HL ONY HYANVSNS

She is not neked as she is.
She is naked as the spectatar sees her.

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

in another version of the subject by Tintaretto,
Susannah is loaking 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.

PEYI-GEY! DNITWIIN AB ALINVA

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 nakadness

you had depicted for your own pleasure.

The real function of the mirror was otherwise. it

was to make the waman connive in treating herself as, first
and foremost, & sight.

The Judgement of Paris was another theme with

the same Inwritten idea of a3 man or men looking at naked

women.
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But a further element is now added. The
elament of judgement. Paris awards the spple to the woman
he finds most beautiful. Thus Beauty becomes competitive.
{Today The Judgement of Paris has hecome the Beauty
Contest.) Those who are not judged beautiful are not beautiful.
Those whe are, are given the prize.
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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 highiy typical image of the
tradition. Nominally it might he a Venus and Cupid. In fact it is
a portrait of one of the King's mistresses, Nell Gwynne.
it shows her passively looking at the spectator staring at
her naked.
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This nakednass is not, hovwever, an expression of
her own feelings; it is a sign of her snbmission to the cwner's

feelings or demands. (The owner of both woman and painting.) ;
The paioting, 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-Eyropean
traditions — in Indian art, Persion art, African art, Pre-
Columbian art — nakedness is naver supine in this way. And if,
in these traditions, the theme of a work is sexual
attraction, it is likely to show active sexual lova as between
two people, the woman as active as the man, the actions of
each absorbing the othar.
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We can aow begin {0 see the difference hetween
nakedness and nudity in the Eurcpean tradition. In his hook 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
photograpis, nade poses, nude gestures. What is true is that
the nude is always conventionalized — aad the suthority for its
conventions derives from a certain tradition of art.

F

What do these conventions mean? What does a
nude signify ? it is not sufficient to answer these guestions
merely in terms of the art-form, for it is quite clear that the
nude also relates to lived sexuality.
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To ke naked is to be oneself,

To be nude is to be seen naked by others and yet
not recognized for oneself. A naked boady has to he seen as an
object in order to become a nude. {The sight of it s an object
stimulates the use of it as an object.) Nakedness reveals
itself. Nudity is placed an display.

To he 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 hody, turned into a disguise
which, in that situation, ¢an never be discarded. The nude is
condemned to never heing naoked. Nudity is o 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.
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The complicated symholism which lies behind this painting
need not concern us now hecause it does not affect its sexval

appeal — at the first degree. Before it is anything else, thisis 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 Franca. The bay knéeling on
the cushion and kissing the woman is Cupid. She is Venus.
But the way her hody 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 t¢ appeal
to his sexuality. It has nothing to do with her sexuality. (Here
and in the Eurgopean tradition generally, the convention of not
painting the hair on a woman'’s body helps tewards 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

owr.
Compare the expressions of these two women:
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one the model for a famaus painting by ingres and the other a
madel for a photograph in a girlie magazine.

Is not the expression remarkably similar in each
case? It is the expression of @ woman responding with
caleulated 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.
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It is true that sometimes a painting includes a
male lover.
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= But the woman’s attention is very rarely directed
towards him. Often she [ooks 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
pornoegraphic psintings (especially in the eighteenth century)
in which couples making love make an appearance. But even in
front of these it is 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 literslfy or metaphorically - hecause
the sexusf protagonist is the spectator-owner looking at it.
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The absurdity of this maile flattery reachgd its
peak in the public academic art of the nineteenth century.
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Men of state, of husinass, discussed under paintings like this.
When one of them felt he had been cwtwitted, he iooked up for
consolation., What he saw reminded him that he was a man.

There are a few exceptional nudes in the
European traditicn of oil painting to which very little of what
has heen said ahove applies. Indeed they are no longer nudes —
they hreait 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 exceptions. In each case the
painter's personal vision of the particular women he is
painting is so strong that it makes no allowance for the
spectator. The painter’'s vision hinds the woman to him so that
they bacome as inseparahie as couples in stone. The spectator
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can witness their relationship - hut he can do no more: he is
forced to recognize himself as the outsider he is. He cannot
deceive himself into helleving 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.
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The typical and the exceptional in the tradition
can he defined by the simple naked/nude antinomy, but the
probiem of painting nakedness is not aa simple as it might
at first appear.

What is the sexunal function of nakedness in

reality ? Clothes encumber contact and movement. But it would|

seem that nakedness has a positive visual value in its owa

right: we want to see the other naked: the other delivers to us

the sight of themselves and we seize upon it - somatimes
quite regardless of whether it is for the firet time or the

hundredth. What does this sight of the other mean to ug, how

does It, at that instant of totaf disclosure, affect our desire ?
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Thelr nakedness acts 3s a confirmation and
provokes 3 very strong sense of relief. She is a woman fike any
other: or he is @ man like any other:; we are overwhelmed hy
the marvellous simplicity of the familiar sexual mechanism.

We did not, of course, consciously expect this to
he otherwlse : unconscious homosexnal desires {or
uncenacions heterosexual desires If the couple concerned are
homosexuzl) may have led each to half expect something
diffarent. But the ‘relief” can he explained without recourse to
the unconscious. S

Wae did not expect them to be otherwise, bhut the
urgency and complexity of our feelings bred a sense of
unigueness which the sight of the other, as she is or as he is,
fow dispels. They are more like the rest of their sex than they
are different. {a this revelation lies the warm and friendly — as
apposed to cold and impersonal — anonymity of nakedness.

One could express thia differently: at the moment
of nakedness first perceived, an element of banality enters: an
element that exists onfy hecause 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 he largely
visual. The focuzg of perception shifts from eyes, mouth,
shoulders, hands — sll of which are capable of such
subtleties of expression that the personality expressed by them
is manifold — it shifts from these to the sexuel parts, whose
formation suggests an vtierly compelling but single process.
The other is reduced or elevated — whichever yon prefer — to
their primary sexual category: male or female. Cur relief is the
relief of finding an unquestionahle 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 hecause it grounds us in reality. But it
does more than that. This reality, hy promising the familiar,
proverhial mechanism of sex, offers, at the same time, the
possihility of the shared subjectivity of sex.

The loss of mystery occurs simnltaneousky with
the offering of the means for creating a shared mystery. The
sequence is: subjective — objective - subjective 1o the power
of two.
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We can mow understand the difficuity 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
exprassive photographs of the naked are even rarer than

paintings. The easy solution for the photographar is 1o turn the

figure into a nude which, by generalizing both sight and viewer
and meaking sexuality unspecific, turns desire into fantasy.

Let us examing an exceptional painted imege of nakedness. it
is a painting by Rubens of his young second wife whom he
married when he himself was relatively oid.
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We see her in the act of turning, her fur about to

slip off her shoulders. Clearly she will net remsin as she is for

more than a second. in a superficial sense her image is as
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instantaneous as a photograph’s. But, in a more profound
sense, the peinting "‘contains’ time and its experiencer it is
easy ta imagine that a moment ago before she pulled the fur
round her shoulders, she was entirely naked. The consecutive
stages up to and away from the moment of totel disclosure
have heen troanscended. She can belong to any or ail of them
simultaneously.

Her body confronts us, not as an immediate sight,
but as experience ~ the painter's experionce. Why? There are
superficial snecdotal reasons } her dishavelled hair, the
axpression of her eyes directed towards him, the tenderness
with which the exaggerated susceptibility of her skin has been
painted. But the profound reason is 2 formal one. Her
appearance has heen literally re-cast by the painter’s
subjectivity. Beneath the fur that she holds across herself, the
upper part of her hody and her legs can never imeat. There is '
a digsplacement 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 spectator
may not consciously notice it. In itself it is unimportant. What
matters is what it permits. It permits the hody to become
impossibly dynamic. [ts coherence is no longer within itseif
but within the experience of the painter. More precisely, it
permits the upper and lower halves of the hody to rotate
separately, and in opposite directions, round the sexual centre
which is hidden: the torse turning to the right, the legs to the
left. At the same time this hidden sexual centre is connected
by means of the dark fur coat to ail the surrounding darkness
in the pieture, so that she is turning both around and within
the dark which has heen made 3 metaphor for her sex.

Apart from the necessity of transcending the
gsingle instant and of admitting subjectivity, thera is, as we
have sean, one further element which is essantial for any great
sexual image of the neked. This is the element of banality
which must he 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 Héléne Fourment's flesh which continually hreaks
every ideal convention of form and {to him) continually affers
the promise of her extraordinary particularity.
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The nude in European oil painting is nsually
presented as an admirabie expression of the Enropean
humanist spirit. This spirit was inseparahle from individualism,
And without the development of a highly consclons
individualism the exgeptions to the tradition {extremely
personai images of the naked}, would never have keen painted.
Yet the tradition contained a contradiction which it could not
itself resolve. A few individual artists intuitively recognized
this and resolved the contradiction in their own terms, hut
their solutions could never enter the tradition's cuftural 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
ohject of their agtivities — the woman — treated as a thing or an
abstraction.
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Diarer believed that the ideal nude onght to be
constructed by taking the face of one hody, the breasts of
ancther, the legs of a third, the shouiders of a fourth, the
hands of a fifth — and so0 on.
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The result would giorify Man. But the exercise
presumed a remarkahle indifference tc who any one person
really was.
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in the art-form of the European nude the painters
and spectater-owners were usually men and the persons
treated as objects, usually women. This unequal relationship is
s0 deeply emhedded in our cultore that it still structures the
consciousness of many women. They do to themselves what
men do to them. They survey, fike men, their own femininity.

in modern art the category of the nude has
hecome fess important. Artists themselves began to guestion
it. in this, as in many other respects, Manet represented a
turning point. If cne comparesil}is Olympia with Titian's
original, one sees a woman, cast in the traditional role,
heginning to question that role, somewhat defiantly.
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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
continved.

Today the attitudes and values which informed
that tradition are expressed through other more widely
diffused media — advertising, journalism, television.
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But the essential way of saeing women, the
assential use to which their imoages are put, has not changed.
Women are depicted in a quite diffarent way from men — not
bocause the feminine is different from the masculine — but
hecause the ‘ideal’ spectator is always assumed to be male
and the image of the woman is designed io 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 inte 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, hut t0o the
assumptions of a likely viewer.
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Qil paintings often dapict things. Things which in
reality are buyable. To have a thing painted and put on a canvas
is not uniika 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 ol painting, is a factor usually
ignored by art experts and historians. Significantly enough it
is an anthropolfogist who has come closest to recognizing it.
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~using canvas instead of wooden panels) in order to express a

Lévi-Btrauss writes™:
It is this avid and ambitious desire to take possessi
the object for the benefit of the owner or even of the
spectator which seems to me to constitute one of th
outstandingly original festures of the art of Wester
civilization, '

If this is true — though the historical span of
Lévi-Streuss’s generalization may be too large — the tendenc
reached its peak during the period of the traditional oil
painting.

The term off painting refers to more than 2
technique. it defines an art form. The technique of mixing

pigments with oil had existed since the ancient worid, But the ©
il painting as an art ferm was not horn until there wes a need |

to develop and perfect this technigue (which soon invoived

‘ particular view of life for which the techniques of tempera or

r, Cape Editions

e

* Conversations with Chardes Charbonn

fresco were inadequate, When oif 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 estahlish its own
norms, its own way of seeing, until the sixteenth century.
Nor can the end of the period of the oil painting

-3

the basis of its traditional way of seeing was undermined by
impressionism and overthrown hy Cubism. At about the same
time the photogreph took the place of the oil painting as the

principal source of visual imagery. For these reasons the period

of the traditional oil painting may he rounghiy set as between
1500 and 1200, ’

The tradition, however, still forms meny of ouy
uitural assumptions. it defines what we mean by pictoriai

2]

ikeness. its norms still affect the way we see 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 usualily taught, teaches u9 that art prospers if

encugh individuals in society have a love of art.
What is @ love of art?
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e dated exactly. OHl paintings sre still being painted today. Yet|

:'Let us consider a painting which belongs to the
hose subject is an art lover.,

-

JunLo

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

whom painters painted their paintings.

What are these paintings?

Before they are anything else, they are themselves
oljects which can be bought and owned. Unigue objects. A
patron cannot be surrounded hy music or pocems in the same
way as he is surrounded by his pictures.

it is as though the collector lives in a house built
of peintings. What is their advantage over walls of stone or
wood? . -
They show him sights: sights of what he may

pOSSess.
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Again, Lévi-Strauss comments on how a collection] proposed is a little more precise; that a way of seeing the

of peintings can confirm the pride and amour-propre of the . world, which was ultimately determined by new attitudes 10
coliegtor. " property and exchange, found its visual expression in the oif
- painting, and could not have found it in any other visual art
For Renaissance artists, painting was perhaps an - form.

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 becsuse of the immense fortunes which were
being amassed in Florence and eisewhere, and that rich
ltalian merchants looked upon psinters 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 recrested
within easy reach and in as real a form as possible, all
those features of the world to which he was sttached.
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Oil peinting did to appearances what capital did
to social relations. It reduced aeverything to the equality of
objects. Everything became exchangeable because everything
became a commodity. All reality was machanically
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. Gil painting convayed 2 vision of total
exteriority.

Pictures immediately spring to mind to contradict
this assertion. Works by RBembrandt, £l Greco, Giorgicne,
Vermaer, Turner, etc. Yet if one studies these works in

The art of any period tenda to serve the - raletion to the tradition as a whole, one discovers that they
ideclogical interests of the rufing class. If we were simply ; were exceptions of a very special kind.
saying that European art between 1500 and 1900 served the : The tradition consisted of many hundreds of
interests of the successive ruling classes, alil of whom . thousands of canvases and easel pictures distributed
dapended in different ways on the new power of capital, we . throughoot Europe. A great number have not survived. Of

should not he saying anything very new. What is being - those which have survived only a amall fraction are seriously
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traatad today as works of fine art, and of this fraction another
small fraction comprises the actual picturas repeatediy
reproduced and presented as the work of "tha masters’.

Visitors to art musenams are often overwheimed
by the number of works on display, and by what they take to
be their own culpable inahility to concentrate on more than a
few of these works. In fact such a reaction is altogether
reasonabie. Art history has totally failed to come to terms with
the proklem of the relationship hetween the outstanding work
and the average work of the European tradition. The notion of
Genius is not in itself an adeguate answer. Consequentiy the
confusion remasins on the walls of the galleries. Third-rate
works surround sn outstanding work without any recognition
— jet slone axplanation — of what fundamentally differentiates
tham.

The art of any culture will show a wide differential
of talent. But in no other cuiture is the difference hetween
" 'mastarpiace” and average work so large 2s in the tradition of
the oil painting. In this tradition the difference is not just a
guestion of skill or imagination, but aiso of moraie. The
average work — and increasingly after the seventeenth century
— was a work produced more or less 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 resuit of the market
making mora insistant demands than the art. The period of the
eil 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 the
contrast, the antagonism existing hetween the exceptional
work and the average.

Whilst acknowledging the existence of the
exceptional works, to which we shall return later, let us first
lcok broadiy 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 real as that which you can put vour hands on.
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Aithough its painted images are two-dimensional, its potential
of illusionism is far greater than that of sculpture, for it can
suggest ohjects possessing colour, texture and temperature,
filling a space and, by implication, filling the entire workd.

Holbeins painting of The Ambassadors (1533)
stands at the heginning of the tradition and, as often happens
with 2 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? 5
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It is painted with great skili to create the illusion

in the spectator that he is looking at real objects and matarials.

Wa pointed out in the first essay that the sense of touch was
like a restricted, static sense of sight. Every squere inch of the
surface of this peinting, whilst remaining purely visisal, appeals
to, importunes, the sense of toach. The eye moves from fur to
silk to metal to wood to velvet t¢ marhla to papar to felf, and
sach time what the eye perceives is siready translated, within
the painting itself, into the language of tactile sensation,

The two men have a certein presence and there are many
objects which symbeolize idaas, but it is the materisis, the
stuff, by which the men are surroundad and clothed which
dominate the painting.

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

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

Works of art in earlier traditions celebrated
wealth. But wealth was then a symbol of a fixed social or
divine order. Gil painting celebrated a new kind of weaith -
which was dynamic and which found its only sanction in the
supreme buying power of money. Thus painting itself hed to
be able to demonstrate the desirability of what money could
buy. And the visual desirability of what can be bought liee in
its tangibility, in how it will reward the touch, the hand, of the
owner.

90

in the foreground of Holhein's Ambassadors there
is a mystericus, slanting, oval form. This represents-a highly
distorted skull: a skuli as it might be seen in a distorting
mirror. There are several theories shout how it was painted
and why the ambassadors wanted it put there. But all agres
that it was a kind of memento mori: a play on the medievsl idea
of using a skull as a continual reminder of the presence of
death. What is significent for our argument is that the skull is
painted in a (literally) guite diffarant optic from everything
else i the picture. If the ski{gll had heen painted like the rest, _
its metaphysical implication would have disappeared; it would
have hecome a2n object like everything else, @ mere part of a
mere skeleton of 2 man who happened to be dead.

This was a problem which persisted throughout
the tradition. When metaphysical symbols ove introduced {and
later there were painters whe, for instance, introduced
realistic skulls as symbaols of death), their symbolism is usually
made unconvincing or unnatura! by the unequivocal, static
materialism of the peinting-method.
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it ig the same contradiction which mokes the

average religiocus painting of the tradition appear hypocritical.
The claim of the theme is made empty by the way the subject
is pointed. The paint cannot free itself of its original
propensity to procure the tangikle for the immiediate pleasure
of the owner. Here, for axample, are three paintings of Mary
Magdalene.
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The point of her story is that she so loved Christ
that she repented of ber past and came to accept the mortality
of flesh and the immortality of the soul. Yet the way the
pictures are painted contradicts the essence of this story. it is
as though the transformation of her life brought ahout by her
repentance has not taken place. The method of painting is
incapahle of making the renuaciation she is meant to have
made. She is painted as being, before she is anything elae, a
takeahle and desireble woman. She is stlil the compliant chject
of the painting-method’s saduction.
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it is interesting to note here the exceptional case
of William Blake. As a draughtsman and engraver Biake learnt
according tn the rules of the tradition, But when he came to
maka paintings, he vary seidom used oil paint and, aithough
we still relied upon the troditional conventions of drawing,
he did everything he could to make his figures lose substance,
to become transparent snd indetarminote cne from the svther,
to defy gravity, to be present but intangible, te glow without
a definohle surfaca, not to be reducible to objedts.

This wish of Blake's to transcend the ‘substantiality* of oil
paint derived from a deep insight into the meaning and
limitations of the tradition. ‘
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Lot us now return to the two ambassadgors, to
their presence as men. This will mean reading the painting
differently: not at the level of what it shows within its freme,
hut at the level of what it refers to outside it.
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The two men are cenfident and formal; as
batween 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 lock of sxpectation of any recognition. It is as though
in principle their worth cennot ba recognized by others. They
lovk as though thoy are looking at something of which they sre
not part. At something which surrounds them but from which
they wish 10 exclude thhemselves. At the best it may be a
crowd honouring them; at the worst, intruders.

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

The painted objects on the shelves hetween them
were intended to supply - to the few who could read the
allusions — a certain amount of information about their positicon
in the world. Four centuries later we can interpret this
information according to cur own perspective,

94

T zE0I—2191 ALLIAN 3O A8

WNIWTEE 40 3TLLSVYD 3L NI YILANGE 30 TYHIWGY

The scientific instruments on the top shelf were
for navigation. This was the time when the ocean tfade routes
were being opened up for the slave trade and for the traffic
which was te siphon the riches from other continents into
Eurape, and fater supply the capital for the take-off of the
Industrial Revolution.

In 1512 Magelian 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 :'personallv were to keep twanty
per cent of the profits made, snd the right to run the
governmant of any land they conquered.

The globe on the bottom shelf is 2 new one which
charts this recent voyage of Magellan's. Holhein has added to
the globe the name of the estate in France which belonged 1o
the ambassador on the left. Beside the glohe are a book of
arithmetic, a bymn book and a lute. To coionize a land it was
necessary to convert its people to Christianity and aceounting,
and thus o prove to them that European civilization was the
most advanced in the world, its art included.

The African knaeis to hold up an ¢il painting to his
master. The painting depicts the castle above one of the
principal centres of the West African sieve frade.
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How directly or not the two ambassedors were
invoived in the first colonizing ventures is not particularly
jmportant, for what we are concerned with here is a stance
towards the world: and this was general 1o a whele class. The
two ambassadors belonged to a class who were convinced that
the world was there to furnish thelr residence in it. In its
extreme form this conviction was confirmed by the relations
being set up between colonial congueror and the colonized.
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These relations between conquerar and colonized
tended to be self-perpetuating. The sight of the other
confirmed each in his inhuman aestimate 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 tha other confirms his own view of himself.

At s
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The gaze of the ambassadors is both sloof and
wary. They expect no reciprocity. They wish the imdge of their
presence to impress others with their vigilance and their
distance. The presence of kings and emperors kad once
impressed in 2 similar way, but their imasges had beon
comparatively impersonal. What is new and disconcerting
here is the /ndividualized presence which needs to suggest
distance. Individuslism finally posits equality. Yet equsiity must
be made inconceivable.

The conflict again emerges in the painting-
mathod. The surface verisimilitude of oil painting tends to
make the viewer assume that he is ciose to — within touching
distance of — any objeet in the foreground of the picture. If the
objact is a person such proximity implies a certain intimacy.
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¥et 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, becouse the subject has to be
saen 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 san study them,
but it is impossible to imagine them considering us in a
similar way.
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The formal portrait, as distinct from the self-
portrait or the informal portrait of the painter’s friend never
regolved this probiem. But as the tradition continued, the
painting of the sitter's face became more and more
generalized.

Hig features became the mask which went with
the costume. Today the final stage of this development can he
seen in the puppet tv appearance of the average politician.
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Let us now briefiy 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 ol painting, medieval
painters often used gold-leaf in their pictures. Later gold
disagppeared from paintings and was only used for their frames.
Yet many oil paintings were themselves simple demonstrations
of what gold or money could buy. Merchandise hecame the
actual subject-matter of works of art.
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Heare the edible is made visible. Such a painting
is a demonstration of more than the virtuosity of the artist.
it confirms the cwner's wealth and habitual style of living.

Paintings of animals. Not animals in their natural
condition, but livestock whose pedigree is emphasized as a
proot of their value, and whose pedigree emphasizes the social
status of their owners. {(Animals painted like pieces of
furniture with four legs.)
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Paintings of cbjects. Objects which, significantly enough,
became known as objets d'art.
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Paintings of buildings — buildings nct considarsd
as ideal works of architecture, @s in the work of some early

' Renaissance artists — but buildings as a feature of landed

property.
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The highest category in oil painting was the
history or mythological pictore. A painting of Greek cor 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 personel lyricism was
expressed, thase mythological psintings strike us today as the
most vacuous of all. They are like tired tobleaux in wax that
won't melt. Yet their prestige and their emptiness were
directly connected.
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Until very recently — and in certain milieux even
teday — a certain moral value was ascribed to tha study of the
classics. This was because the classic texts, whatever thair
intrinsic worth, supplied the higher strate of the ruling class
with a system of references for the forms of their own
idaalized hehaviocur. As well as poetry, logic and philcsophy,
the classics offered a system of etiquette. They offered
examples of how the heightenad moments of life — to be found
in heroic action, the dignified exercise of power, passion,
courageous death, the nohle pursuit of pleasure — should he
lived, or, at least, should ke seen to be lived.

Yot why are these pictures so vacuous and so
perfunctory in their evocation of the scenes they are meant to
recreate ? They did not need to stimulate the imagination. If
they had, they would have served their purpose less wall. Their
purpose was not to transport their spectator-cwners 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 appearences he found in the peinting
waeare an 2id, 2 support, to his own view of himself. in those
appearances he found the guise of his own (or his wife's 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.

|
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Sometimes the whele mythologicsi scene
functions like a garment held out for the spectator-owner to
put his arms into and wear. The fact that the scene is
substantial, and yet, hehind its substantiality, empty,
facilitates the "wearing’ of it.
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The so-calfed ‘genre’ picture — the picture of low
life’ — was thought of as the opposite of the mythological
picture. 1t was vulgar instead of noble. The purpose of the
‘genre’ picture was to prove — either positively or negstively —
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 hut with the moral which the scene
illustrated. Again, the faculty of oil paint to create the iliusion
of suhstantiality lent plousibility 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 pictures of cheap taverns and those who ended up
in them, are painted with a hitter and direct realism which
precludes sentimental moralizing. As a result his pictures were
never bought — except by 2 few other psinters such as
Rembrandt and Rubens.

The sverage "genre’ painting — even when painted
by a ‘master’ like Hoels — was very different.
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These people beleng 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 as they offer what they have for sole. (They
smile showing their teeth, which the rich in pictures never do.)
‘They smile at the better-off - to ingratiate themselves, hut
aiso at the prospect of a saie or a joh, Such pictures assert two
things: that the poor are happy, and that the hetter-off are a
_ spurce 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; rathér it was
thought of as the arena in which capitalism and sociai life and
each individual life had its being. Aspects of nature were
ohjects of scientifie study, bhut nature-as-a-whole defied
pessession.
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One might put this even more simply. The sky has
no surface and is intangible; the sky cennot bhe turned into a
thing or given a quantity. And landscape painting begins with
the problem 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 Hohbkema had to give up.)
Landscape painting was, from its inception, a relativefy
independent activity. [ts painters naturally inherited and so, to
a large extent, ware forced to continue the methods and norms
of the tradition. But each time the tradition of il 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
technigue were Ruysdael, Remhrandt (the use of light in his
later work derived from his landscape studies), Constahle (in
his sketches), Turner and, at the end of the period, Monet and
the Impressionists. Furthermore, their innovations led
pregressively away from the suhstantial and tangibfie towards

the indeterminate and intangibie.
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* Kenneth Clark, Landscape into Art (John Murray, London)

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:

Fl

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 sweset
viilage where he can paint landscips’, to support the
view that he would have been a naturslistic fandscape
painter if he had had the opportunity, But the Viol de
Gamba letter s only part of Gainsborough'’s
Rousseauism. His resl 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
Gainsborcugh presents his humble respects fo Lord
Hardwicke, and shail always think it an honour to be
empioyed in anything for His Lordship; but with regard
to resl 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 Hardwicke want a picture of his
park ? Why did Mr and Mrs Andrews commission a portrait of

“themselves with a recognizable landsecape of their own land as

bpackground?

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

Brofessor Lawrence 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 | point out that there is evidence to confirm that

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 Gainshorough’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 Nature.
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The professor’s argument is worth quoting
because It is 50 striking an illustration of the disingenuausness
that bedevils the subject of art history. Of course it is very
npossible that NMr and Mirs Andrews were angaged in the
philosophic enjoyment of unperverted Nature. But this in mo way
preciudes them from heing at the same time proud landowners.
in most coses the possession of private land was the
precondition for such philosophic enjoyment — which was naot
uncommon among the landed gentry. Their enjoyment of
‘unceorrupted and unperverted nature’ did not, however, usually
include the nature of other men. 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 woold he a
iandowner. There were very strict property limits te what was
considered natural.

The poiat heing 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 pleagure

" was snhanced by the ability of oil paint to render their land in
all its substantiality, And this is an ohservation which needs to
be made, precisely because the cultural histery we are
nermally taught pretends that it is an unworthy cne.
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Que survey of the European oil painting hes been
very brief and therefore very crude. It really amounts to
no more than a2 project for study — to he undertaken perhaps by
others. But the starting point of the project should he clear.
The special qualities of oil painting lant themselves to a special
system of conventions for representing the visible. The sum
total of these conventions is the way of seeing inventad by oll
painting. it is usually said that the oil painting in its frame is
like an imaginary window open on to the world. This is roughly
the tradition's own image of itself — even allowing for al 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 2
whole, and if one leaves sside its own claims for itself, its
maodel is not so much 8 fremed window open on to the world
83 a safe let into the wall, @ safe in which the visible has been
deposited.

We are accused of heing obsessed by property.
The truth is tha other way round. It is the society and culture
in gquestion which is so obsessed. Yat to an obsessive his
obsession always seems to be of the nature of things and so
is not recognized for what it is. The reletion hetween property
and art in European culture appears natural to thet culture, and
consequently if somehody demonstrates the extent of the
property interest in a given cultural field, it is said to ke 2
demonstration of /s obsession. And this allows the Cultural
Estabiishment to project for 3 little longer its false rationalized
image of itself.

The essential character of oil painting has been
obscured by an almost universal misreading of tha
relstionship hetween its "tradition’ and its ‘masters’. Certain
exceptional artiats in exceptionail circumstances broke free of
the norms of the tradition and produced work that was
diametricaliy opposed to its values; yet these artists are
acclaimed as the tradition’s supreme representatives: a clsim
which is made easier by the fact that after their death, the
tradition closad around their work, incorporating minor
technical innovations, and continuing as though nothing of
principie had been disturked. This is why Bemhbvrandt or
Vermeer or Poussin or Chardin or Goya or Turner had no
followers but only superficial imitators.
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Erom the tradition 2 kind of stereotype of “the
great artist’ has emerged. This great artist is a man whosa
life-time is consumed hy struggle: partly against material
circumstances, partly against incomprehension, partly against
himself. He is imagined as a2 kind of Jacob wrestling with an
Angel. {The examples extend from Michelangelo to ¥an Gegh.)
in no other culture has the artist heen 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 reaiized that he was
dissatisfied with the limited role of painting as a celehration of
material property and of the stotus that accompanied it, he
inavitably 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
avarage (typical} works are essential to our argument. But they
cannot he applied mechanically as critical criteria. The critic
. must wnderstand 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 peinter 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 been developed. Singie-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 nohody eise could foresea. The degree of effort
required is suggested in two self-portraits by Rembrandz.

The first was painted in 1634 when he was
twenty-eight; the second thirty years later. But the difference
hetween 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 s special place in, as it
were, the film of Rembrandt’'s life. He painted it in the year of
his first marriage. In it he is showing off Saskia his bride.
Within six vears she will be dead. The painting is cited to sum
up the so-calied happy period of the artist’s life. Yeat if one
approaches it now without sentimentality, ona sees that its
happiness is both formal and unfelt. Remhrandt is here using
the traditional methods for their traditional purposes. His
individual style may be hecoming recognizable. But it is no
move than the style of a new performer playing @ traditional
role. The painting 25 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 cities in which we live, all of us see
hundreds of publicity images every dey of our lives.
Mo 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 tokes them in, and for a moment they stimulate the
imagination by way of either memory or expectation. The
publicity image belongs to the moment. We see it s we turn
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a page, as we turn 8 corner, as a vehicle passes us. Or we sée
it on a television screen whilst waiting for the commercial
break to end. Publicity images also belong to the moment in
the sense that they must he continually renewed snd made
up-to-date. Yet they never speak of the present. Often they
refer to the past and always they speak of the future.

WWe 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
bhecause it corresponds to some particular interest he has. But
we sccept the total system of publicity images as we accept
an olement of climate. For example, the fact that these images
belong to the moment but speak of the future produces 3
strange effect which has become so familiar that we scarcely
notice it. Usually it is we who pass the image — walking,
travelling, turning 2 page; on the tv screen it is somewhat
different but even then we are theoretically the sctive 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 treins 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 is closely related to certain idéas ahout
freadom: 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 Eastern Europe such images in the
West suin up what they 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 s language in itself which is always heing used
to maeke 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, hy 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
mznufacturing gismaorr.
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it is important here not to confuse publicity
with the pleasure or benefits to be enjoyed frem the things it
advertises. Publicity is effective precisely hecause it feeds
upon the resl. Clothes, food, cars, cosmetics, baths, sunshine
ave real things to be enjoved in themselves. Publicity hegins by
working on a natural appetite for pleasure. But it cannot sffer
the real ebject of pleasure and there is noe convincing
substitute for 2 pleasure in that pleasure’s own terms, The
more convincingly publicity conveys the pleasure of hathing
in a warm, distant sea, the more the spectator-huyer will
become sware that he is hundreds of miles away from that
sea and the more remote the chance of hathing in it will seem
to him. This is why publicity can never really afford tc he about
the product or opportunity it is proposing tc the buyer whe is
not yet enjoying it. Publicity is never a celebration of a
pleasure-in-fiself. Publicity is always about the future huyer.
it offers him an image of himself made glamorous by the
product or opportunity it is trying te seli. The immage then
makes him envious of himseif as he might be. Yet what makes
this self-which-he-might-he enviable ? The envy of others.
Publicity is about social relations, not ohjects. its promise is

not of pleasure, but of happiness: happiness as judged from the

outside hy 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
ohserve with interest — if you do, you will hecome less enviahble.
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
hureaucrat in his supposed authority. it is this which expisins
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 spectatar-buyer is meant to envy herseif as
she will became if she buys the praoduect. She is meant to
imagine hersalf transformed by the product into an object of
envy for othars, an envy which will then justify her loving
herself. One could put this ancther way: tha publicity image
staals har love of hersalf as she is, and offers it back to her
for the price of the product..

_g % Q

Does the language of publicity have anything in

‘ common with that of oil painting which, until the invention of

the camera, dominated the Eurgpean way of seeing during
four centuries?

it is one of those questiens which simply needs
to be askad for the answer to becomae clear. There is a direct
continuity. Only interests of cultural prestige have ohscured
it. At the same time, despite the continuity, there is 2 profound
difference which it is no less impartant to examine,

There are many direct references in puhlicity to
works of art from the past. Sometimes a whole image is a
frank pastiche of a weli-known painting.

Record 3
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Publicity images often use sculptures or paintings
to lend atiure or avtharity to their ewwn message. Framed oil
paintings often hang in shop windaws as part of their display.

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

But a work of art also suggests a cultural
authority, a form of dignity, even of wisdom, which is superior
to any vuigar material interest; an oil painting belongs ta 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 twa almest eontradictary
things at the same time: it denotes weaith 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 muare thoroughly than most art historians. it
has grasped the implications of the relationship between the
work of art and its spectatar-owner and with these it tries to
persuade and flatter the spectatar-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!’ — putting
almost identical images or deteails of images side by side.
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it is net, howaeaver, just at the level of exact pictorial
correspondence that the continuity is important: it is at the
level of the sets of signs used.

Compare the images of puklicity and paintings in
this boolk, or take a picture magezine, or walk down 2 smart
shopping street locking at the window displays, and then turn
over the pages of an illustrated museum catalogue, and notice
how similarly messages are conveyed hy the two media. A
systematic study needs to he 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 innacence can be refound.
The exotic and nostalgic attrection of the
Maditerranean.
The poses taken up to denote starsotypes of
women: serene mother (madonna),
free-wheeling secretary {actress, king's mistress),
perfect hostess (spectator-owner's wife),
sex-object (Venus, nymph surprised), ete.
- The special sexusl emphasis given to women's
legs.
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 stance of men conveying wealth and
virifity.
The treatment of distance by perspactive
offering mystery.
The equation of drinking and success.
The man as knight (horseman) kecome motorist.

Why does publicity depend so heavily upon the
visual langusge of oil painting ?
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Publicity is the culture of the consumer society.
it propagates through images that society’s helief in itself.
There are several reasons why these images use the ianguage
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 vou are what you have.
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It is a mistake to think of publicity supplenting
the visual art of post-Renaissance Eurepe; it is the last
moribund form of that art.
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Publicity is, in essence, nostalgic. It has to sell the
past to the future. [t cannot itself supply the standards of its
own claims. And so all its references to quality are bound to he
retraspective and traditionsl. It would lack both confidence
and credihility if it used a strictly contemporary language.
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Publicity needs to turn to its own advantage the
traditional education of the avarage spectator-huyer. What he
has learnt at school of history, mythelogy, puetry can be used
in the manufacturing of glamour. Cigars can be soid in the
name of a King, undervwear 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 prasent. The fact
that they are imprecise and ultimately meaningless is an
advantage: they should not be understandable, they should
meraly be reminiscent of cultural lessons half-learnt.
Puhlicity makes 2!l history mythical, but to do so effectively
it needs a visual language with historical dimensions.

Lastly, a tachnical development made it easy to
transiate the language of oil painting into puhlicity clichés.
This was the invention, about fifteen years ago, of cheap
colour photography. Such photography can reproduce the
colour and texture and tangibility of chjects as only oil paint
had been able to do hefore. Colour phatography is to the
spectator-buyer what ofl paint was to the spectator-owner.
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Both media use similar, highly tactile means to play upon the
spectator's sense of acquiring the rea/ thing which the image
shows. In both cases his feeling that he can aimost teuch
what is in tha image reminds him how he might or does
possess the real thing.

1981~£/96G91 ZSIVID A8 STISSIA ONDINIHG HLIM 341T 1TLS

_ Sleml Le soleil de midi .

it 42 S s a0 AP, £7 VIO AT T SR 14 o
St e, bt o Tt B e s S o i b et v,

Greorocs

" Ferstien 8 bVt w (suleit SArge

Yat, despite this continuity of language, the
function of puhlicity is very different from that of the oil
painting. The spectator-huyer 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
alveady enjoying among his possessions and his way of life. It
consolidated his own sense of his own value. It enhanced his
view of himseif as he already was. It kegan with facts, the
facts of his fife. The paintings embeliished 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 bhe is.

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 whe is also the
consumer-producer from wheom 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 theirs
to keep.
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Al publicity works upon anxiety. The suin of
everything is money, to get money is to overcome anxiety.

Alternatively the anxiety on which publicity plays is the fear
that hoving nothing you will he nothing.

Derek died broke.
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Money is life. Not in the sense that without
monay 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 o, 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 the power become lovable.

143




Areadyonemaningl sad‘rfferentkindnf
spenc?zng powen

Yars ot 2 1o, F 707 Bt 8 B 1 foptmen £ e e of e anout
E 10 Sy what you g ety afird, m{;?wq’n(‘u;l n-mzuﬁmwn;xz.w
! 8 of seiliph, £ 53 10 The capis PHAT o

3 mart oy turehieg

1 ot | Plese Wil crerring bt ST, i
F Tionorer 05
s

: gy 1
0 s Ko Ry wirrs rou S o
TRk el ottt o S BT S,
s -
i«_mmm’iu.m% S e ot rrd Londom BG4
T v omehate, Sas n ¥ 70 10e ooy R L

Publicity increasingly uses sexuality to sell any
product or service. But this sexuality is never free in itself; it
is a symbol for something precumed to be larger than it: the
good life in which you cen buy whatever you want. Te be abie
10 buy is the same thing as heing sexualily desirable;
occasionaily this is the explicit message of publicity as in the
Barclaycard advertisament abave. Usually it is the implieit
message, i.e. if you are shle to buy this product you will ke
lovable. If you cannot buy it, you will be less lovabie.

For publicity the present is by definition
Insufficient. The oil painting was thought of as a permanent
record. One of the pileasures a painting gave to its cwner Wes
the thought that it would convey the image of his present te
the future of his descendants. Thus the oil painting was
naturally painted in the present tense. The painter painted
what was before him, either in reality ar in imagination. The
publficity imege which is ephemeral uses only the future tense.
With this yeu wilf become desirable. in these surroundings
all your relationships w/f/ become happy and radiant.
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) Publicity principally addressed to the working
class tends to promise a personal transformation through the
function of the particular pruduct it is selling (Cindereila);
middle-class publicity promises a transformation of
relationships through a general atmosphere created by an
ensemble of products (The Enchanted Palace).

G-F_’_lamwe_ e wayol life, .

poAses Tt
M D it e oy

145




Publicity speaks in the future tense and yet the
achievement of this future is endlessly deferred. How then
does publicity remain credible — or credihle enough to exert the
influance it does? It remains credible because the truthfulness
of publicity is judged, not hy the res! fulfilment of its promises,
but by the relevance of its fantasies to those of the spectator-
buyer. Its essential application is not to reslity hut to day-
dreams.

To understand this better we must go hack to the

notion of glamour.
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Mrs Siddons as seen by Gainshorougb is not
glamoreus, because she is not presented as enviohie and
therefore happy. She may be seen as wealthy, beautiful,
talented, jucky. But her qualities are her own and have heen
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’” anvy - which is how, for example, Andy Warhol
presents Marllyn Monrne.
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Glamour is a modern invantion. In the heyday
of the oil painting it did not exist. Ideas of grace, elegance,
authority amounted to something apparently similar but
fundomentally different.
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Glamour cannot exist without personal social
envy being 2 common and widespread emotion. The industrial
society which has movaed towards democracy and then stopped
fralf woy is the ideal society for generating such an emotion.
The pursuit of individual happiness has been acknowledged as
a universal right. Yet the existing social conditions make the
individual feci powerless. He lives in the contradiction between
what he is and what he would like to he. Either he then
hecomes fully conscious of the contradiction and its causes,
and so joins the political struggle for a full democraey which
entails, amongst other things, the overthrow of copitalism; or
gise he lives, continually subject to an envy which,
compounded with his sense of powerlessness, dissolves into
recurrent day-dreams.

it is this which makes it possible to understand
why publicity ramains credible. The gap between what
puhlicity actually offers and the future it promises,
corresponds with the gap between what the spectator-huyer
feeis himself to be and what he would like to be. The twa gseps
become one; and instead of the single gap being bhridged by
action or lived experience, it is filled with glamorous day-
dreams.

The process is often reinforced by working

conditions.
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The interminable present of meaningless working
hours is "balanced’ by a dreamt future in which imaginary
activity replaces the passivity of the moment. In his or her
day-dreams the passive werker hecomes the active consumer.
The working seif envies the consuming self.

Mo two draams are the same. Some are
instantanecus, others prolonged. The dream is always
personal to the draamer. Publicity does not manufscture the
dream. All that it does is to propose to each one of us that we
are not yet envishle — vat gould be.

Publicity has anothar important social function,
The fact that this function has not been planned as a purpose
by those who make and use publicity in no way lessens its
significance. Publicity turns consumption into s substitute for
democracy. The choice of what one eats (or wears or drives)
takes the place of significant political choice. Publicity helps
to mask and compeonsate for all that is undemocratic within
seciety. And it also masks what is happening in the rest of the
world,

Publicity adds up to a kind of philosophical
systam. It explains everything in its own terms. It interprets
the world.
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The entire world becomes a setting for the
fulfilment of publicity’s promise of the good life. The world
smiles at us. it offars itself to us. And because everywhere is
imagined as offering itself to us, everywhere is more or less
the samre.

According to publicity, to be sophisticated is to
live beyond conflict.
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Publicity can transiate even revolution into its
OWn terms.

The contrast between publicity's interpretation of
the world and the world’'s actual condition is a very sterk one,
and this sometimas 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 contrasts is considerable: not
only becsuse of the coexistence of the two worlds shown, but
also hecause of the cynicism of the culture which shows them
one ahove the other. 11 can be argued that the juxtaposition of
images was not planned. Mevertheless the text, the
photographs token in Pakiston, the photographs taken for the
sdvertisements, the editing of the magazine, the layout of the
publicity, the printing of hoth, the fact that advertiser’s pages
and news pages cannot he co-ordinated — all these are
produced by the same cuiture.
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it is mot, however, the moral shock of the contrast
which needs emphasizing. Advertisers themselves“con toke
account of the shock. The Advertisers Weekly {3 March 1972)
repeorts that some publicity firms, now aware of the commercial
denger of such unfortunaste juxtapositions in news
magazines, are deciding to use less brash, more sombre
images, often in black and white rother than colour. What we
need to reslize is what such contrasts reveal about the nature
of publicity.

Publicity is essentially event/ess. 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 hond in Derry or Birmingham. Neor is the contrast
necessarily dependent upon the events being tragic. I they are
tragic, their tragedy alerts our moral sense to the contrast. Yet
if the events were joyous and if they were photographed in 2
direct and unstereotyped way the contrast would be just as
great.

Publicity, situated in a future continually defarred,
excludes the present and so eliminates all becoming, alt
development. Experience is impossibie within it. Al that
happens, happens outside it.

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

Publicity exerts an enormous influence and is a
political phenomenon of great importance. But its offer is as
narrow as its references are wide. It recognizes nothing except
the povver to acquire. Al other human faculties or needs are
made suhsidiary to this power. All hopes are gathered
together, made homogeneous, simplified, so that thay hecome
the intense yet vague, magical yet repeatabie 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 as
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 cwn interests as narrowiy 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 desirabie.
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