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speaks abstractly, it may help to imagine a more concrete example.” And
the example of the butler, a man who defines himself in service to others, is
helpful because it is an unlikely example, something to think about or to
think twifh rather than something to confirm what we already know and
believe; the example of the butler does not fit the ways we usually think
about the individual or about individuality and, so, it is useful.

Several selections in Ways of Reading might provide useful examples in
an essay that would apply or extend Appiah’s work in “The Ethics of Indi-
viduality.” We'll give the author’s names: Anzaldia, Jacobs, Rodriguez,
Walker, Wideman. Choose one and write an essay that takes both its shape
and its inspiration from Appiah’s example.

Begin by talking about Kwame Anthony Appiah and passages from
“The Ethics of Individuality,” just as Appiah begins by talking about John
Stuart Mill and key passages from his work— passages, that is, that are im-
portant to the writer. You should then present the example from the selec-
tion you have chosen. You might use subheadings to organize or punctuate
your essay; you needn’t use as many as Appiah, nor do you need to write
an essay quite as long, but you should feel free to use the same terms if and
when they can be strategically helpful to you: “Plans of Life,” “Invention
and Authenticity,” “Ethics in Identity.” You are conducting a parallel proj-
ect, in other words, one written from your perspective. You are writing from
a similar concern to better understand individuality and, to put it more
loosely than you need to, what the individual owes the self and others.

- In the second half of his essay, Appiah turns to discuss “collective identi-

ties.” He says:

To say that collective identities — that is, the collective dimensions of our
individual identities —are responses to something outside our selves is
to say that they are the products of histories, and our engagement with
them invokes capacities that are not under our control. Yet they are so-
cial not just because they involve athers, but because they are consti-
tuted in part by socially transmitted conceptions of how a person of that
identity properly behaves. (72)

The subheadings of the sections that follow mark the essay’s concern with
the social nature of identity: “The Social Scriptorium,” “Ethics in Identity,”
“Individuality and the State,” and “The Common Pursuit.”

A number of selections in Ways of Reading think through the question of
the social (and historical and political) nature of identity. Susan Bordo and
Adrienne Rich provide particularly powerful examples of how we come to
think about gender—about “socially transmitted conceptions of how a
person. .. properly behaves” as a man or as a woman.

Read one (or both if you choose), and read it (them) with your own case
In mind, as though the essay(s) were addressed to you. And reread Ap-
piah’s essay, similarly, with a sense of where and how and to what degree
he is talking about you and about how you have learned to tell the story of
who you are and what you will become. Write an essay in which you pres-
ent your case as both an example and a way of responding to what you
have read. Appiah, Bordo, and/or Rich (their thoughts and passages of
their prose) should appear in your essay as ways of thinking about the ex-
ample you provide.

JOHN
BERGER

JOHN BERGER (b. 1926), like few other art critics, elicits
strong and contradictory reactions to his writing. He has
been called (sometimes in the same review) “preposterous”
as well as “stimulating,” “pompous” yet “exciting.” He
has been accused of falling prey to “ideological excesses”
and of being a victim of his own “lack of objectivity,” but
he has been praised for his “scrupulous” and “cogent” ob-
servations on art and culture. He is one of Europe’s most
influential Marxist critics, yet his work has been heralded
and damned by leftists and conservatives alike. Although
Berger’s work speaks powerfully, its tone is quiet, thoughtful, measured. According
to the poet and critic Peter Schjeldahl, “The most mysterious element in My,
Berger's criticism has always been the personality of the critic himself, a man of
strenvious conviction so loath to bully that even his most provocative arguments sit
feather-light on the mind.”

The first selection is Chapter 1 from Ways of Seeing, a book which began as a
series on BBC television. In fact, the show was a forerunner of those encyclopedic
television seties later popular on public television stations in the United States:
Civilization, The Ascent of Man, Cosmos, The Civil War. Berger's show was
less glittery and ambitious, but in its way it was more serious in its claims to be
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educational. As you watched the screen, you saw a series of images (Iike those in the
following text). These were sometimes presented with cormentary, but sometimes
in silence, so that you constantly saw one image in the context of another—for ex-
ample, classic presentations of women in oil paintings interspersed with images of
women from contemporary art, advertising, movies, and “men’s magazines.” The
goal of the exercise, according to Berger, was to “start a process of questioning,” to
focus his viewer's attention not on a single painting in isolation but on “ways of
seeing” in general, on the ways we have learned to look at and understand the > im-
ages that surround us, and on the culture that teaches iis to see things as we do. The
method of Ways of Seeing, a book of art history, was used by Berger in another
book, A Seventh Man, fo document the situation of the migrant worker in Europe.

After the chapter from Ways of Seeing, we have added two brief passages from
a beautiful, slight, and quite compelling book by Berger, And Our Faces, My
Heart, Brief as Photos. This book is both a meditation on time and space and a
long love letter (if you can imagine such a combination!). At several points in the
book, Berger turns his (und his reader’s) attention to paintings. We have included
two instances, his descriptions of Rembrandt’s Woman in Bed and Caravaggio’s
The Calling of St. Matthew (and we have included reproductions of the paink-
ings). We offer these as supplements to Ways of Seeing, as additional examples of
how a writer turus images into words and brings the present to the past.

Berger has written poems, novels, essays, and film scripts, including The
Success and Failure of Picasso (1965), A Fortunate Man (1967), G. (1971),
and About Looking (1980). He lived and worked in England for years, but he
currently lives in Quincy, a small peasant village in Haute-

Savoie, France, where he wrote, over the course of several ‘ 5 .
years, a trilogy of books on peasant life, titled Into Their \j‘-'f;‘:-
Labours. The first book in the series, Pig Earth (1979), is a JOHN BERGER

collection of essays, poems, and stories set in Haute-Savoie.
The second, Once in BEuropa (1987), consists of five peas-
ant tales that take love as their subject. The third and final
book in the trilogy, Lilac and Flag: An Old Wives’ Tale
of the City (1990), is a novel about the migration of peas-
ants to the-city. His most recent books are Photocopies, a
collection of short stories (1996); King: A Street Story,
a iovel (1999); 1 Send You This Cadmium Red: A Corre-
spondence between John Berger and John Christie (2000);
two essay collections, The Shape of the Pocket (2001) and
Selected Essays (2001); Here Is Where We Meet: A Fic-
tion (2005), a series of autobiographical vignettes; and Hold
Everything Dear: Dispatches on Survival and Resistance
(2007), a meditation on political resistance.

Ways of Seeing

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

But there is also another sense in which seeing comes before words. It is
seeing which establishes our place in the surrounding world; we explain that
world with words, but words can never undo the fact that we are sur-
rounded by 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 Surrealist painter Magritte commented on this always-present gap be-
tween words and seeing in a painting called The Key of Dreams.

The way we see things is affected by what we know or what we believe. In
the Middle Ages when men believed in the physical existence of Hell the sight
of fire must have meant something different from what it means today. Nev-
ertheless their idea of Hell owed a lot to the sight of fire consuming and the
ashes remaining—as well as to their experience of the pain of burns.

When in love, the sight of the beloved has a completeness which no
words and no embrace can match: a completeness which only the act of
making love can temporarily accommodate.
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The Key of Dreams by Magritte [1898-1967].
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98 JOHN BERGER

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

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

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

In the sense in which we use the word in this book, all images are man-
made [see below].YAn image is a sight which has been recreated or repro-
duced. It is an appearance, or a set of appearances, which has been de-
tached from the place and time in which it first made its appearance and

Ways of Seeing
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preserved —for a few moments or a few centuries. Every image embodies a
way of seeing. Even a photograph. For photographs are not, as is often
assumed, a mechanical record. Every time we look at a photograph, we are
aware, however slightly, of the photographer selecting that sight from an in-
finity 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 sub-
ject. The painter’s way of seeing is reconstituted by the marks he makes on
the canvas or paper. Yet, although every image embodies a way of seeing,
our perception or appreciation of an image depends also upon our own way
of seeing. (It may be, for example, that Sheila is one figure among twenty;
but for our own reasons she is the one we have eyes for.)

Images were first made to conjure up the appearance of something that
was absent. Gradually it became evident that an image could outlast what
it represented; it then showed how something or somebody had once
looked —and thus by implication how the subject had once been seen by
other people. Later still the specific vision of the image-maker was also rec-
ognized as part of the record. An image became a record of how X had seen
Y. This was the result of an increasing consciousness of individuality, ac-
companying an increasing awareness of history. It would be rash to try to
date this last development precisely. But certainly in Europe such con-
sciousness has existed since the beginning of the Renaissance.

No other kind of relic or text from the past can offer such a direct testi-
mony about the world which surrounded other people at other times. 1 this
respect images are more precise and richer than literature. To say this is not
to deny the expressive or imaginative quality of art, treating it as mere docu-
mentary evidence; the more imaginative the work, the more profoundly it al-
lows us to share the artist’s experience of the visible.

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

Beauty
Truth
Genius
Civilization
Form
Status
Taste, etc.

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

When we “see” a landscape, we situate ourselves in it. If we “saw” the
art of the past, we would situate ourselves in history. When we are pre-
vented from seeing it, we are being deprived of the history which belongs
to us. Who benefits from this deprivation? In the end, the art of the past is
being mystified because a privileged minority is striving to invent a history
which can retrospectively justify the role of the ruling classes, and such a
justification can no longer make sense in modern terms. And so, inevitably,
it mystifies.

Regentesses of the Old Men's Alms House by Hals [1580-1666].
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Let us consider a typical example of such mystification. A two-volume
study was recently published on Frans Hals." It is the authoritative work to
date on this painter. As a book of specialized art history it is no better and
no worse than the average.

The last two great paintings by Frans Hals [p. 100] portray the Gover-
nors and the Governesses of an Alms House for old paupers in the Dutch
seventeenth-century city of Haarlem. They were officially commissioned
portraits. Hals, an old man of over eighty, was destitute. Most of his life he
had been in debt. During the winter of 1664, the year he began painting
these pictures, he obtained three loads of peat on public charity, otherwise
he would have frozen to death. Those who now sat for him were adminis-
trators of such public charity.

The author records these facts and then explicitly says that it would be
incorrect to read into the paintings any criticism of the sitters. There is no
evidence, he says, that Hals painted them in a spirit of bitterness. The au-
thor considers them, however, remarkable 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 enormous dark surface, yet they are linked by a firm rhythmi-
cal arrangement and the subdued diagonal pattern formed by
their heads and hands. Subtle modulations of the deep, glowing
blacks contribute to the harmonious fusion of the whole and form
an unforgettable contrast with the powerful whites and vivid flesh
tones where the detached strokes reach a peak of breadth and
strenigth. [Berger's italics]

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

Very little is known about Hals or the Regents who commissioned him.
It is not possible to produce circumstantial evidence to establish 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 painter. Study this evidence and judge for yourself.

The art historian fears such direct judgement:

As in so many other pictures by Hals, the penetrating characteri-
zations almost seduce us into believing that we know the person-
ality traits and even the habits of the men and women portrayed.

What is this “seduction” he writes of? It is nothing less than the paintings
working upon us. They work upon us because we accept the way Hals saw
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his sitters. We do not accept this innocently. We accept it in so far as it corre-
sponds to our own observation of people, gestures, faces, institutions. This is
possible because we still live in a society of compatable social relations and
moral values. And it is precisely this which gives the paintings their psycho-
logical and social urgency. It is this—not the painter’s skill as a “seducer” —
which convinces us that we can know the people portrayed.

The author continues:

In the case of some critics the seduction has been a total success.
It has, for example, been asserted that the Regent in the tipped
slouch hat, which hardly covers any of his long, lank hair, and
whose curiously set eyes do not focus, was shown in a drunken
state. [p. 103]

This, he suggests, is a libel. He argues that it was a 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 paralysis. He
insists that the painting would have been unacceptable to the Regents if one
of them had been portrayed drunk. One might go on discussing each of
these points for pages. (Men in seventeenth-century Holland wore their hats
on the side of their heads in order to be thought of as adventurous and
pleasure-loving. Heavy drinking was an approved practice. Etcetera.) But
such a discussion would take us even farther away from the only confronta-
tion which matters and which the author is determined to evade.

In this confrontation the Regents and Regentesses stare at Hals, a desti-
tute old painter who has lost his reputation and lives off public charity; he
examines them through the eyes of a pauper who must nevertheless try to
be objective; i.e Jmust try to surmount the way he sees as a pauper. This is
the drama of these paintings. A drama of an “unforgettable contrast.”
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Mystification has little to do with the vocabulary used. Mystification is
the process of explaining away what might otherwise be evident. Hals was
the first portraitist to paint the new characters and expressions created by
capitalism. He did in pictorial 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 personal vision, which
enriches our consciousness of our fellow men and heightens our
awe for the ever-increasing power of the mighty impulses that
enabled him to give us a close view of life’s vital forces.

That is mystification.

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

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

This difference can be illustrated in terms of what was thought of as
perspective. The convention of perspective, which is unique to European
art and which was first established in the early Renaissance, centers every-
thing on the eye of the beholder. It is like a beam from a lighthouse—only
instead of light traveling outwards, appearances travel in. The conventions
called those appearances reality. Perspective makes the single eye the cen-
ter of the visible world. Everything converges on to the eye as to the van-
ishing point of infinity. The visible world is arranged for the spectator as
the universe was once thought to be arranged for God.
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According to the convention of perspective there is no visual reciproc-
ity. There is no need for God to situate himself in relation to others: he is
himself the situation. The inherent contradiction in perspective was that it
structured all images of reality to address a single spectator who, unlike
God, could only be in one place at a time.

After the invention of the camera this contradiction gradually became
apparent.

I’'m an eye. A mechanical eye. I, the machine, show you a world
the way only I can see it. I free myself for today and forever from
human immobility. I'm in constant movement. [ approach and
pull away from objects. I creep under them. I move alongside a
running horse’s mouth. I fall and rise with the falling and rising
bodies. This is I, the machine, maneuvring in the chaotic move-
ments, recording one movement after another in the most com-
plex combinations.

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

Still from Man with a Movie Camera by Vertov,[1895-1954].
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The camera isolated momentary appearances and in so doing destroyed
the idea that images were timeless. Or, to put it another way, the camera
showed that the notion of time passing was inseparable from the experi-
ence of the visual (except in paintings). What you saw depended upon
where you were when. What you saw was relative to your position in time
and space. It was no longer possible to imagine everything converging on
the human eye as on the vanishing point of infinity.

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

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

For the Impressionists the visible no longer presented itself to man in
order to be seen. On the contrary, the visible, in continual flux, became
fugitive. For the Cubists the visible was no longer what confronted the sin-
gle eye, but the totality of possible views taken from points all round the
object (or person) being depicted [below].

The invention of the camera also changed the way in which men saw
paintings painted long before the camera was invented. Originally paintings
were an integral part of the building for which they were designed. Some-
times in an early Renaissance church or chapel one has the feeling that the
images on the wall are records of the building’s interior life, that together
they make up the building’s memory—so much are they part of the particu-
larity of the building [p. 106]. -

Still Life with Wicker Chair by Picasso [1881-1973].
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to their meaning. At the same time it enters a million other houses and, in
each of themfs seen in a different context. Because of the camera, the paint-
ing now travels to the spectator rather than the spectator to the painting. In
its travels, its meaning is diversified.

One might argue that all reproductions more or less distort, and that
therefore the original painting is still in a sense unique. Here [below] is a re-
production of the Virgin of the Rocks by Leonardo da Vinci.

Having seen this reproduction, one can go to the National Gallery to
look at the original and there discover what the reproduction lacks. Alter-
natively one can forget about the quality of the reproduction and simply
be reminded, when one sees the original, that it is a famous painting of
which somewhere one has already seen a reproduction. But in either case
the uniqueness of the original now lies in it being the original of a reproduc-
tion. It is no longer what its image shows that strikes one as unique; its first
meaning is no longer to be found in what it says, but in what it is.

This new status of the original work is the perfectly rational conse-
quence of the new means of reproduction. But it is at this point that a pro-
cess of mystification again enters. The meaning of the original work nov”
longer lies in what it uniquely says but in what it uniquely is. How is its
unique existence evaluated and defined in our present culture? It is defined
as an object whose value depends upon its rarity. This market is affirmed

Church of St. Francis at Assisi.

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

This is vividly illustrated by what happens when a painting is shown
on a television screen. The painting enters each viewer’s house. There it is
surrounded by his wallpaper, his furniture, his mementos. It enters the at-
mosphere of his family. It becomes their talking point. It lends its meaning

Virgin of the Rocks by Leonardo da Vinci [1452-1519]. Reproduced by
courtesy of the Trustees, The National Gallery, London.
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and gauged by the price it fetches on the market. But because it is neverthe-
less “a work of art” —and art is thought to be greater than commerce—its
market price is said to be a reflection of its spiritual value. Yet the spiritual
value of an object, as distinct from a message or an example, can only be
explained in terms of magic or religion. And since in modern society neither
of these is a living force, the art object, the “work of art,” is enveloped in an
atmosphere of entirely bogus religiosity. Works of art are discussed and pre-
sented as though they were holy relics: relics which are first and foremost ev-
idence of their own survival. The past in which they originated is studied in
order to prove their survival genuine. They are declared art when their line
of descent can be certified.

Before the Virgin of the Rocks the visitor to the National Gallery would be
encouraged by nearly everything he might have heard and read about the
painting to feel something like this: “I am in front of it. I can see it. This paint-
ing by Leonardo is unlike any other in the world. The National Gallery has
the real one. If [ ook at this painting hard enough, I should somehow be able
to feel its authenticity. The Virgin of the Rocks by Leonardo da Vini: it is au-
thentic and therefore it is beautiful.”

To dismiss such feelings as naive would be quite wrong. They accord
perfectly with the sophisticated culture of art experts for whom the National
Gallery catalogue is written. The entry on the Virgin of the Rocks is one of the

National
Gallery

Virgin of the Rocks by Leonardo da Vinci
[1452-1519]. Louvre Museum
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longest entries. It consists of fourteen closely printed pages. They do not
deal with the meaning of the image. They deal with who commissioned the
painting, legal squabbles, who owned it, its likely date, the families of its
owners. Behind this information lie years of research. The aim of the re-
search is to prove beyond any shadow of doubt that the painting is a gen-
uine Leonardo. The secondary aim is to prove that an almost identical paint-
ing in the Louvre is a replica of the National Gallery version.

French art historians try to prove the opposite [see p. 108]. A

The National Gallery sells more reproductions of Leonardo’s cartoon of
The Virgin and Child with 5t. Anne and St. John the Baptist [below] than any
other picture in their collection. A few years ago it was known only to
scholars. It became famous because an American wanted to buy it for two
and a half million pounds.

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

The bogus religiosity which now surrounds original works of art, and
which is ultimately dependent upon their market value, has become the sub-
stitute for what paintings lost when the camera made them reproducible. Its

The Virgin and Child with St. Anne and St. John the Baptist
by Leonardo da Vinci [1452-1519]. Reproduced by courtesy of the
Trustees, The National Gallery, London.



110 JoHN BERGER

function is nostalgic. It is the final empty claim for the continuing values of an
oligarchic, undemocratic culture. If the image is no longer unique and ex-
clusive, the art object, the thing, must be made mysteriously so.

The majority of the population do not visit art museums. The following
table shows how closely an interest in art is related to privileged education.

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

Greece Poland France Holland Greece . Poland France Holland

With no Only

educational secondary

qualification  0.02  0.12  0.15 — education 105 104 10 20
Only Further and

primary higher

education 0.30 150 045 050 education 11.5 11.7 125 173

Source: Pierre Bourdieu and Alain Darbel, L' Amour de I'art, Editions de Minuit, Paris 1969,
Appendix 5, table 4

\]{ he majority take it as axiomatic that the museums are full of holy relics
which refer to a mystery which excludes them: the mystery of unaccountable
wealth. Or, to put this another way, they believe that original masterpieces be-
long to the preserve (both materially and spiritually) of the rich. Another table
indicates what the idéa of an art gallery suggests to each social class.

Of the places listed below which does a museum remind you of most?

Skilled and Professional
Manual white collar and upper
workers workers managerial
% % %
Church 66 45 30.5
Library 9 34 28
Lecture hall — 4 45
Department store or entrance hall
in public building —-— 7 2
Church and library 9 2 45
Church and lecture hall 4 2 —
Library and lecture hall — — 2
None of these 4 2 19.5
No reply 4 9
100 (n = 53) 100 (n =98) 100 (n = 99)

Source: as above, Appendix 4, table 8

Ways of Seeing 111

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 be-
comes 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 paint-
ing is put to use, its meaning is either modified or totally changed. One
should be quite clear about what this involves. It is not a question of repro-
duction failing to reproduce certain aspects of an image faithfully; it is a
question of reproduction making it possible, even inevitable, that an image
will be used for many different purposes and that the reproduced image, un-
like 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.

Venus and Mars by Botticelli [1445-1510]. Reproduced by courtesy of the Trustees,
The National Gallery, London.
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Reproduction isolates a detail of a painting from the whole. The detail
is transformed. An allegorical figure becomes a portrait of a girl [see bottom,
p. 111].

When a painting is reproduced by a film camera it inevitably becomes
material for the film-maker’s argument.

A film which reproduces images of a painting leads the spectator,
through the painting, to the film-maker’s own conclusions. The painting
lends authority to the film-maker. This is because a film unfolds in time
and a painting does not. In a film the way one image follows another, their
succession, constructs an argument which becomes irreversibledn a paint-
ing all its elements are there to be seen simultaneously. The spectator
may need time lo examine each element of the painting but whenever he
reaches a conclusion, the simultaneity of the whole painting is there to re-
verse or qualify his conclusion. The painting maintains its own authority
[below]. Paintings are often reproduced with words around them [see top,
p- 113].
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Procession to Calvary by Breughel [1525-1569].

This is a landscape of a cornfield with birds flying out of it. Look at
it for a moment [below]. Then turn the page [p. 114].

It is hard to define exactly how the words have changed the image
but undoubtedly they have.fhe image now illustrates the sentence.

In this essay each image reproduced has become part of an argument
which has little or nothing to do with the painting’s original independent
meaning.he words have quoted the paintings to confirm their own verbal
authority. ...

Reproduced paintings, like all information, have to hold their own
against all the other information being continually transmitted [see bottom,
p- 114]. :

Wheatfield with Crows by Van Gogh [1853-1890].
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Consequently a reproduction, as well as making its own references to the
image of its original, becomes itself the reference point for other images. The
meaning of an image is changed according to what one sees immediately
beside it or what comes immediately after it. Such authority as it retains, is
distributed over the whole context in which it appears [see p. 115].

Because works of art are reproducible, they can, theoretically, be used
by anybody. Yet mostly —in art books, magazines, films, or within gilt
frames in living-rooms—reproductions are still used to bolster the illusion
that nothing has changed, that art, with its unique undiminished authority,
justifies most other forms of authority, that art makes inequality seem
noble and hierarchies seem thrilling. For example, the whole concept of the
National Cultural Heritage exploits the authority of art to glorify the pres-
ent social system and its priorities.

ASS UNEMPLOYMENT s tee IMLuuu
Clyde. This mear .-:? sod dojrade
Uhgiasds of workers
71 Going at £1,680,000
S5 ‘It will Fit perfectly
over my fireplace..."
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The means of reproduction are used politically and commercially to
disguise or deny what their existence makes possible. But sometimes indi-
viduals use them differently [p. 116]. .

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

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

We are not saying that there is nothing left to experience before original
works of art except a sense of awe because they have survived. The way orig-
inal works of art are usually approached —through museum catalogues,

_guides, hired cassettes, etc.—is not the only way they might be approached.

When the art of the past ceases to be viewed nostalgically, the works will
cease to be holy relics—although they will never re-become what they were
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before the age of reproduction. We are not saying original works of art are
now useless.

Original paintings are silent and still in a sense that information never is.
Even a reproduction hung on a wall is not comparable in this respect for in
the original the silence and stillness permeate the actual material, the paint,
in which one follows the traces of the painter’s immediate gestures. This has
the effect of closing the distance in time between the painting of the picture
and one’s own act of looking at it. In this special sense all paintings are con-
temporary. Hence the immediacy of their testimony. Their historical mo-
ment is literally there before our eyes. Cézanne made a similar observation
from the painter’s point of view. “A minute in the world’s life passes! To
paint it in its reality, and forget everything for that! To become that minute,
to be the sensitive plate ... give the image of what we see, forgetting every-
thing that has appeared before our time. .. .” What we make of that painted
moment when it is before our eyes depends upon what we expect of art, and
that in turn depends today upon how we have already experienced the
meaning of paintings through reproductions.

Nor are we saying that all art can be understood spontaneously. We are
not claiming that to cut out a magazine reproduction of an archaic Greek
head, because it is reminiscent of some personal experience, and to pinitto
a board beside other disparate images, is to come to terms with the full
meaning of that head.

e —

The idea of innocence faces two ways. By refusing to enter a conspiracy,
one remains innocent of that conspiracy. But to remain innocent may also be
to remain ignorant.VThe issue is not between innocence and knowledge (or
between the natural and the cultural) but between a total approach to art
which attempts to relate it to every aspect of experience and the esoteric ap-
proach of a few specialized experts who are the clerks of the nostalgia of a
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ruling class in decline. (In decline, not before the proletariat_, bu-t before the
new power of the corporation and the state.)yfhe real question is: to whom
does the meaning of the art of the past properly belong? to thosF: v'vho? can
apply it to their own lives, or to a cultural hierarchy Qf relic spec1a11lst§.

The visual arts have always existed within a certain prese.:rve;lorlgmally
this preserve was magical or sacred. But it was also physical: it was the
plaée, the cave, the building, in which, or for which, the work was made.
The experience of art, which at first was the experience of ntua_l, was set
apart from the rest of life— precisely in order to be able to exercise power
over it. Later the preserve of art became a social one. It entfared the 'cultur_e
of the ruling class, whilst physically it was set apart and isolated in their
palaces and houses. During all this history the authority of art was insepa-
rable from the particular authority of the preserve. _

What the modern means of reproduction have done is to destroy t.he
authority of art and to remove it T, rather, to remove its irlnages which
they reproduce—from any preserve. For the first time ever, images of art
have become ephemeral, ubiquitous, insubstantial, available, valueless,
free. They surround us in the same way as a language surrounds us. They
have entered the mainstream of life over which they no longer, in them-
selves, have power.

Yet very few people are aware of what has happened becagse .the
means of reproduction are used nearly all the time to promote the illusion

Woman Pouring Milk by Vermeer [1632-1675].
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that nothing has changed except that the masses, thanks to reproductions,
can now begin to appreciate art as the cultured minority once did. Under-
standably, the masses remain uninterested and sceptical.

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

The art of the past no longer exists as it once did. Its authority is lost. In
its place there is a language of images. What matters now is who uses that
language for what purpose. This touches upon questions of copyright for
reproduction, the ownership of art presses and publishers, the total policy
of public art galleries and museums. As usually presented, these are nar-
row professional matters. One of the aims of this essay has been to show
that what is really at stake is much larger. A people or a class which is cut
off from its own past is far less free to choose and to act as a people or class
than one that has been able to situate itself in history. This is why—and this
is the only reason why—the entire art of the past has now become a politi-
cal issue.

Many of the ideas in the preceding essay have been taken from another, written
over forty years ago by the German critic and philosopher Walter Benjamin.

His essay was entitled The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Repro-
duction. This essay is available in English in a collection called lluminations
(Cape, London, 1970).

NOTES

lSeymour Slive, Frans Hals (Phaidon, London).

*This quotation is from an article written in 1923 by Dziga Vertov, the revolutionary
Soviet film director.

On Rembrandt’s Woman in Bed

It is strange how art historians sometimes pay so m.uch atte.ntiofl, wheg
trying to date certain paintings, to “style,” inventories, bills, au.ct1onllists, an
so little to the painted evidence concerning the model’s age. It is as if they cig
not trust the painter on this point. For exampl.e, -when they try to date_;_u}
arrange in chronological order Rembrandt’s paintings of I_-iendnclqe Stot.te i.
No painter was a greater expert about the process of aging, and no painter
has left us a more intimate record of the great love of his life. Whatever the

Woman in Bed by Rembrandt.
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documentary conjectures may allow, the paintings make it clear that the
love between Hendrickje and the painter lasted for about twenty years,
until her death, six years before his.

She was ten or twelve years younger than he. When she died she was,
on the evidence of the paintings, at the very least forty-five, and when he
first painted her she could certainly not have been older than twenty-
seven. Their daughter, Cornelia, was baptized in 1654. This means that
Hendrickje gave birth to their child when she was in her mid-thirties.

The Woman in Bed (from Edinburgh) was painted, by my reckoning, a lit-
tle before or a little after the birth of Cornelia. The historians suggest that it
may be a fragment taken from a larger work representing the wedding
night of Sarah and Tobias. A biblical subject for Rembrandt was always con-
temporary. If it is a fragment, it is certain that Rembrandt finished it, and be-
queathed it finally to the spectator, as his most intimate painting of the
woman he Joved.

There are other paintings of Hendrickje. Before the Bathsheba in the Lou-
vre, or the Woman Bathing in the National Gallery (London), I am wordless.
Not because their genius inhibits me, but because the experience from which
they derive and which they express—desire experiencing itself as something
as old as the known world, tenderness experiencing itself as the end of the
world, the eyes” endless rediscovery, as if for the first time, of their love of a
familiar body—lZdl this comes before and goes beyond words. Klo other
paintings lead so deftly and powerfully to silence. Yet, in both, Hendrickje is
absorbed in her own actions. In the painter’s vision of her there is the great-
est intimacy, but there is no mutual intimacy between them. They are paint-
ings which speak of his love, not of hers.

In the painting of the Woman in Bed there is a complicity between the
woman and the painter. This complicity includes both reticence and aban-
don, day and night. The curtain of the bed, which Hendrickje lifts up with
her hand, marks the threshold between daytime and nighttime.

In two years, by daylight, Van Rijn will be declared bankrupt. Ten years
before, by daylight, Hendrickje came to work in Van Rijn’s house as a nurse
for his baby son. In the light of Dutch seventeenth-century accountability
and Calvinism, the housekeeper and the painter have distinct and separate
responsibilities. Hence their reticence.

At night, they leave their century.

A necklace hangs loose across her breasts,
And between them lingers—

yetisita lingering

and not an incessant arrival? —

the perfume of forever.

A perfume as old as sleep,

as familiar to the living as to the dead.

Leaning forward from her pillows, she lifts up the curtain with the back
of her hand, for its palm, its face, is already welcoming, already making a
gesture which is preparatory to the act of touching his head.

1
On Caravaggio’s The Calling of St. Matthew 121

She has not yet slept. Her gaze follows him as he approaches.‘ln her‘lac.LT
the two of them are reunited. Impossible now to separate the two images: l‘u&.
image of her in bed, as he remembers her: her image of him as she sees him

approaching their bed. It is nighttime.

On Caravaggio’s The Calling
of St. Matthew

One night in bed you asked me who was my favorite painter..l hlleta tei,
searching for the least knowing, most tx.'uthful answer. Caraveiggli). bZe:;h
reply surprised me. There are nobler painters and painters of &,r:lza er e
of vision. There are painters I admire more and who are more admira E. 1
there is none, so it seems— for the answer came unpremeditated —to whom

feel closer.

The Calling of St. Matthew by Caravaggio.
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The few canvases from my own incomparably modest life as a painter,
which I would like to see again, are those I painted in the late 1940s of the
streets of Livorno. This city was then war-scarred and poor, and it was
there that I first began to learn something about the ingenuity of the dispos-
sessed. It was there too that I discovered that I wanted as little as possible to
do in this world with those who wield power. This has turned out to be a
lifelong aversion.

The complicity I feel with Caravaggio began, I think, during that time
in Livorno. He was the first painter of life as experienced by the popolaccio,
the people of the backstreets, les sans-culottes, the lumpenproletariat, the
lower orders, those of the lower depths, the underworld. There is no word
in any traditional European language which does not either denigrate or
patronize the urban poor it is naming. That is power.

Following Caravaggio up to the present day, other painters—Brower,
Ostade, Hogarth, Goya, Géricault, Guttuso— have painted pictures of the
same social milieu. But all of them—however great—were genre pictures,
painted in order to show others how the less fortunate or the more danger-
ous lived. With Caravaggio, however, it was not a question of presenting
scenes but of seeing itself. He does not depict the underworld for others: his
vision is one that he shares with it.

In art-historical books Caravaggio is listed as one of the great innovat-
ing masters of chiaroscuro and a forerunner of the light and shade later

used by Rembrandt and others. His vision can of course be considered art- -

historically as a step in the evolution of European art. Within such a per-
spective n Caravaggio was almost inevitable, as a link between the high art
of the Counter Reformation and the domestic art of the emerging Dutch
bourgeoisie, the form of this link being that of a new kind of space, defined
by darkness as well as by light. (For Rome and for Amsterdam damnation
had become an everyday affair.)

For the Caravaggio who actually existed— for the boy called Michelan-
gelo born in a village near Bergamo, not far from where my friends, the Ital-
ian woodcutters, come—light and shade, as he imagined and saw them, had
a deeply personal meaning, inextricably entwined with his desires and his
instinct for survival. And it is by this, not by any art-historical logic, that his
art is linked with the underworld.

His chiaroscuro allowed him to banish daylight. Shadows, he felt, of-
fered shelter as can four walls and a roof. Whatever and wherever he
painted he really painted interiors. Sometimes—for The Fi ight into Egypi or
one of his beloved John the Baptists—he was obliged to include a land-
scape in the background. But these landscapes are like rugs or drapes hung
up on a line across an inner courtyard. He only felt at home—no, that he
felt nowhere—he only felt relatively at ease inside.

- His darkness smells of candles, overripe melons, damp washing wait-
ing to be hung out the next day: it is the darkness of stairwells, gambling
corners, cheap lodgings, sudden encounters. And the promise is not in
what will flare against it, but in the darkness itself, The shelter it offers is
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only relative, for the chiaroscuro reveals violence, suffering, lo'nging, mor-

tality, but at least it reveals them intimately. What has been banished, along

with the daylight, are distance and solitude—and both these are feared by
rworld.

itﬁ}[l'ﬁg:e who live precariously and are habitually crowAfded toge?her de-

velop a phobia about open spaces which tra.nsforms their frustrating lack

of space and privacy into something reassuring. H_e §hared those fe'a.rs.

The Calling of St. Matthew depicts five men sitting round theu'usual
table, telling stories, gossiping, boasting of what one day .they will do,
counting money. The room is dimly lit. Sudde-nly the dvoor is ﬂgng open.
The two figures who enter are still part of the violent noise and light of ﬂ‘le
invasion. (Berenson wrote that Christ, who is one of the figures, comes in
like a police inspector to make an arrest.)

Two of Matthew’s colleagues refuse to look up, the other two younger
ones stare at the strangers with a mixture of curiosity anfi con_descensm.n.
Why is he proposing something so mad? Who's protecting hlr_n, thej t!un
one who does all the talking? And Matthew, the tax-collector with a ::.hlfty
conscience which has made him more unreasonable than most o.f his col-
leagues, points at himself and asks: Is it really I who must go? Is it really I

ollow you?

Wh(;lrgxsl;fany thgusands of decisions to leave have resembli.ed Christ.’s_hand
here! The hand is held out towards the one who has to demdg, yet it is un-
graspable because so fluid. It orders the way, yet offers no direct suppo}it.
Matthew will get up and follow the thin stranger .from the room, down the
narrow streets, out of the district. He will write his gospe%, he will travel to
Ethiopia and the South Caspian and Persia. Probab_ly h-e will be murdered.

And behind the drama of this moment of decision in the room at th.e'top
of the stairs, there is a window, giving onto the outside world. .Tradmonj
ally in painting, windows were treated either as sources of light or hE;b
frames framing nature or framing an e_xemplan:y event outside. Not so this
window. No light enters by it. The window is opaque. We see nothing.
Mercifully we see nothing because what is outside is bound to be threaten-
ing. It is a window through which only the worst news can come.

QUESTIONS FOR A SECOND READING

1. Berger says, “The past is never there waiting to I?e discovered, to bl;zarecog-
nized for exactly what it is. History always consnrurtes tk}le relation ;twee?
a present and its past” (p. 99). And he says, “If we ‘saw the art of the past,
we would situate ourselves in history. When we are prevente":} from see12g
it, we are being deprived of the history which belongs ’to 1{5 (p. 100). ;
you reread this essay, pay particular attention to Berger’s uses of the wor
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“history.” What does it stand for? What does it have to do with looking at
pictures? How might you define the term if your definition were based on
its use in this essay?

You might take Berger’s discussion of the Hals paintings as a case in
point. What is the relation Berger establishes between the past and the pres-
ent? If he has not “discovered” the past or recognized it for exactly what it
is, what has Berger done in writing about these paintings? What might it
mean to say that he has “situated” us in history or has returned a history
that belongs to us? And in what way might this be said to be a political act?

Berger argues forcefully that the account of the Hals painting offered by the
unnamed art historian is a case of “mystification.” How would you charac-
terize Berger’s account of that same painting? Would you say that he sees
what is “really” there? If so, why wasn’t it self-evident? Why does it take an
expert to see “clearly”? As you read back over the essay, look for passages
you could use to characterize the way Berger looks at images or paintings.
If, as he says, “The way we see things is affected by what we know or what
we believe,” what does he know and what does he believe?

ASSIGNMENTS FOR WRITING

We are not saying that there is nothing left to experience before original
works of art except a sense of awe because they have survived. The way
original works of art are usually approached — through museum cata-
logues, guides, hired cassettes, etc.—is not the only way they might be
approached. When the art of the past ceases to be viewed nostalgically,
the works will cease to be holy relics—although they will never re-
become what they were before the age of reproduction. We are not say-
ing original works of art are now useless. (pp. 115-16)

Berger argues that there are barriers to vision, problems in the ways we see
or don’t see original works of art, problems that can be located in and over-
come by strategies of approach.

For Berger, what we lose if we fail to see properly is history: “If 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
belongs to us” (p. 100). It is not hard to figure out who, according to Berger,
prevents us from seeing the art of the past. He says it is the ruling class. It is
difficult, however, to figure out what he believes gets in the way and what
all this has to do with history.

For this assignment, write an essay explaining what, as you read
Berger, it is that gets in the way when we look at paintings, and what it is
that we might do to overcome the barriers to vision (and to history). You
should imagine that you are writing for someone interested in art, perhaps
preparing to go to a museum, but someone who has not read Berger’s
essay. You will, that is, need to be careful in summary and paraphrase.

- Berger says that the real question is this: “To whom does the meaning of
the art of the past properly belong?” Let's say, in Berger’s spirit, that it be-
longs to you. Look again at the painting by Vermeer, Woman Pouring Milk,
that is included in “Ways of Seeing” (p. 117). Berger includes the painting
but without much discussion, as though he were, in fact, leaving it for you.
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Write an essay that shows others how they might best understand tl}at
painting. You should offer this lesson in the spirit of John Belrger. Imagine
that you are doing this work for him, perhaps as his apprentice.

3. Original paintings are silent and still in a sense that information never

is. Even a reproduction hung on a wall is not comparable in this resp.ect
for in the original the silence and stillness permeate the a.lctual n.latenal,
the paint, in which one follows the traces of the painter’A s immediate ges-
tures. This has the effect of closing the distance in time between the
painting of the picture and one’s own act of looking at it. ... What we
make of that painted moment when it is before our eyes depends upon
what we expect of art, and that in turn depends today upon how we

have already experienced the meaning of paintings through reproduc- bk b d

tions. (p. 116)

While Berger describes original paintings as silent in this passage, jt is_ciear
that these paintings begin to speak if one approaches them properly, if one
learns to ask “the right questions of the past.” Berger demonstrates one
route of approach, for example, in his reading of the Halsl, paintings, v.vh‘ere
he asks questions abWWMOﬂslups to
the pgi_nter and the viewer. What the paintings might be made to say, how-
ever, depends on _the viewer’s expectations, his or her sense of the ques-
tions that seem appropriate or possible. Berger argues that, becaL.lSE of the
way art is currently displayed, discussed, and reproduced, the viewer ex-
pects only to be mystified. . . . ]
For this paper, imagine that you are working agam.st the gllence an
mystification Berger describes. Go to a museum—or, if that is not pos-
sible, to a large-format book of reproductions in the library (or, if that is
not possible, to the reproductions on the Web)—and se;lect_ a painting that
seems silent and still, yet invites conversation. Your ]lob.ls to flgurel out
what sorts of questions to ask, to interrogate Fhe painting, to get it to
speak“f0 engage with the past in some form of dialogue. Write an essay in
which you record this process and what you have learned frc:m it. Some-
where in your paper, perhaps at the end, turn back to Berger’s essay and

™IS wmecin !

speak to it about how this process has or hasn't confirmed what you take
to be Berger’s expectations. . .
Note: If possible, include with your essay a reprpductmn of the paint-
ing you select. (Check the postcards at the museum g;f_t shop.).ln any event,
Lfou want to make sure that you describe the painting in sufficient detail for
your readers to follow what you say. cann Lok @0 S prl™
<. 6’35233 , DD
4. In “Ways of Seeing” Berger says,
If the new language of images were used differently, it wou.ld, throu_gh
its use, confer a new kind of power. Within it we could l.')egm to define
our experiences more precisely in areas where word‘s are ma@equate. S
Not only personal experience, but also the essenhal. historical experi-
ence of our relation to the past: that is to say the experience of seehng to
give meaning to our lives, of trying to understand the history of which
we can become the active agents. (p. 118)

As a writer, Berger is someone who uses imagfas (includ.ing some of the
great paintings of the Western tradition) “to define [experience] more pre——
cisely in areas where words are inadequate.” Ina wonde.rfu} book, z_ﬁud Our
Faces, My Heart, Brief as Photos, a book that is both a meditation on time and
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