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A NOTE ON THE SERIES 

in 1987, the Dia Art Foundation initiated its commitment to 

critical discussion and debate through a series of six weekly 

discussions on diverse cultural topics organized by Hal Foster. 

Edited transcripts of these discussions together with prepared 

texts were presented in the first volume of an ongoing series of 

publications called Discussions in Contemporary Culture. The 

series is intended to record aspects of the organized discussion 

events held at Dia from time to time, primarily at its downtown 

space at 155 Mercer Street, Ne"v York. 

This volume, Number 2 in the Discussions in Contempo

rary Culture series, includes texts prepared by the participants 

in a day ... long symposium held on April 30, 1988, at Dia's 

exhibition space at 548 West 22nd Street, together with edited 

transcripts of discussions with the audience following the pre

sentations of the participants. The symposium was generally an 

exploration of modes of vision; the presenters explained dif

ferent ways in which what is seen is revised, through various so

cia l, psychological, and biological filters, before it is perceived. 

Characteristics of different models of seeing are shown to evolve 

historically, and recently in reaction to models specifically asso

ciated with the principles of modernism. Most but not all of 

these analyses centered around the production and perception of 

visual art. Hal Foster, who organized the symposium and edited 

this volume, explains in his preface something of the topicality 

of new critical attention to theories of vision. 

We are grateful to Hal Foster for his work on this book 

and for his conception and organization of the Vision and Visu

ality symposium, which was attended by a diverse and. as is evi

dent in the discussion portions of this book, keenly engaged 

audience. We also thank the five participants in the symposium 

for their excellent presentations that day and for their helpful 
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texts. This book also reflects the careful production work of Phil 

Mariani, Bethany Johns, and Ellen Foos, and of Thatcher Bailey 

at Bay Press. 

We look forward to a series of events in 1988-89 centered 

around criti cal discuss ion and to additional volumes of this pub

lication series. 

Charles Wright 

Executi\'e Director 

Dia Art Foundation 
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PREFACE 

Why vision and visuality, why these terms? Although \-ision sug

gests sight as a physical operation, and visuality sight as a social 

fact, the two are not opposed as nature to culture: vision is so

cial and rustorical too, and visuality involves the body and the 

psyche. Yet neither are they identical: here, the difference be

tween the terms signa ls a difference within the visual-between 

the mechanism of sight and its historical techniques, between 

the datum of vision and its discursive determinations-a dif

ference, many differences, among how we see, how we are able, 

allO\ved, or made to see, and how we see this seeing or the un

seen therein. With its own rhetoric and representations, each 

scopic regime seeks to close out these differences: to make of its 

many social visualities one essential vision, or to order them in a 

natural hierarchy of sight . It is important , then, to slip these su

perimpositions out of focus, to disturb the gi\'en array of dsual 

facts (it may be the only way to see them at all), and trus little 

book suggests ways to do this fo r the modern period. Thus the 

general project in which it partakes: to thicken modern vision, 

to insist on its phYSiological substrate (Jonathan Crary) and on its 

psychic imbrication (whether this is seen in terms of \'icissitude 

(Jacqueline Rose] or sub\'ersion [Rosalind Krauss]); to social ize 

this vision, to indicate its part in the production of subjectiVity 

(all the authors) and its own production as a part of intersubjec

tivity (a dialectic of the gaze in which, according to one "para

noid" model, the subject is menaced by its other [Norman 

Bryson]); and, in general, to historicize modern vision, to spe

cify its dominant practices and its cr itical resistances (Martin Jay 
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explicitly, the others implicitly). To complicate matters, there 

emerged in the symposium a criticism of this genera l critique, 

and a call for an alternath'e to the search fo r alternati\'c \' isual 

regimes. 

But ,,-hy this topic, or these takes, now? This is more diffi

cult to answer, for "causes" are alwa~-s too little or too much, 

and "preconditions" too thick or too thin_ It is, hO\\'e\'er, no se

cret that se\'cral strong critiques of modern(ist) models of ,-ision 

ha\-c de"eloped: e.g_, critiques of the "Cartesian perspect iyalism" 

",hkh separates subject and object, renders the first transcen

dental and the second inert, and so subtends metaphysical 

thought, empirical science, and capitalist logiC all at once; or cri

tiques of the categorical separation of art istic expression which, 

complicit with this modern rationalism nen as it is critical of it, 

pri,-ileges the purely optical in dsua l art, to which formal prin

ciple painting is periodically disciplined. Here, in turn, Martin 

Jay points to cracks within tradit ional perspecth-e-conAicts in 

practice, paradoxes in logiC (e_g., perspecth'e seen as empirica lly 

true and universally ,-alid versus perspecti,-e as com-entional and 

contingent- "a symbolic fo rm," in the famous phrase of Pan-

of sky); he also poses critical ,·ariants. e,'en countertraditions: an 

"ar t of describing" (the term is S,-etiana Alpers's) ,vhich emerges 

in se"enteenth-century Dutch paint ing based on cartographic 

principles; and a "madness of \-ision" (or folie du FOir) which is 

de\-eloped in baroque art that Aaunts the opacity of sublime sub

jects and underscores the rhetorical com'entionality of Sight. For 

Jay, each practice extends beyond its own historical formation: 

not only is the first said to operate in certain modernist forms, 

but the second is seen now to challenge Cartesian perspectiyal

ism for cultural primacy in the postmodern West. 

Jonathan Crary also rejects any reading of Cartesian per

specti,-alism as consistent or continuous. In fact, he locates its 

theoretica l displacement in the early nineteenth century. with 

the shift from geometrica l optics to a phYSiological account of 
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vision-from the paradigm of the camera obscura, of a veridical 

,-ision of bipolar subject and object, to the model of the body as 

producer of a non\'er idical vision relatively indifferent to worldly 

reference. Immediately this history estranges familiar others: one 

is forced to revise or reject, on the one hand, any linear narra

t ive of technical progression (from camera obscura to photogra

phy) and, on the other hand, any simple concept of historical 

break (as if modernist abstraction had herOically, on its own and 

from above, voided perspecth·alism). Moreoyer, one is left to 

wonder at the sheer perseverance of perspectival ism as an epis

temologica l model. However, rather than celebrate the phys

iolOgical account-as, say, a precondition of the modernist 

autonomy of the \"isual, or abstractly as a basis for a new free

dom or a higher truth- Crary refers it to the construction of 

the modern subject, the reconfiguration of vision, of the senses, 

of the body as objects of science and agents of work. (Inciden

tal1y, this discussion implies a crucial theoretical caution for art 

history: not only, on the one hand , not to presuppose an essen

tial ,-iewer but also, on the other hand, not to historicize the 

viewer too strictly in terms of cultural forms-as if the viewer 

had no other site of formation, as ir these forms somehow 

existed prior to the subject, as ir they were not also complexly 

produced.) 

In her paper, Rosalind Krauss explores an optical uncon

scious in modernism, here as tapped by Duchamp, Ernst, 

Giacometti, and others. This intuition about the visual is sensi

tive to its invoh-ement with corporeal desire; it thus runs coun

ter to the relative rarefaction (or reification) of vision, evident 

elsewhere in modernism, as a domain "of pure release, of pure 

transparency, of pure se lf-knowledge." In effect, Krauss con

siders the ramifications, for this countertradition, of the phys

iological concept of the visual detailed by Crary, as well as of the 

psychoanalytical concept of its mises-en-scene discussed by Bryson 

and Rose. In particular, she argues that there exists a beat, pulse, 
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or rhythm, a "matrix" of the visual which, not restricted to 

space or time, to high culture or low, serves to confound such 

categories of form, to undo such distinctions of \'ision dear to 

much art and cultural history. In her portrait of Picasso, this 

dysmorphic aspect of vision is exposed in an oeUHe celebrated 

for its formal invention. 

With Norman Bryson, "ision is again regarded as corro

si"e-to subjectivity. In its guise as the gaze of the other, vision, 

according to Sartre and Lacan, decenters the subject; yet in this 

scheme, Bryson argues, the centered subject remains residual

in protest, as it were. This threatened remainder leads Sartre 

and Lacan variously to present the gaze in paranoid terms, as an 

event which persecutes, even annihilates the subject. In certa in 

Eastern philosophies, Bryson maintains, the decentering of the 

subject is more complete. More importantly, it is welcomed 

rather than resisted; thus the gaze is not regarded as a terror. 

This has significant consequences for the construction of subjec

tivity and its spaces, fo r the concept ion of art and its techniques, 

some of which Bryson explores. He does not, howe\'er, pose this 

other tradition as an alternati\'e open to our appropriation 

(which was nonetheless a contested tendency of the discussion), 

but rather as a way to denature our habitual practices of the vi

sual -to prepare, in short, a politics of sight, For, finally, it is 

not that the gaze is not experienced as menace in our culture, 

but that this menace is a social product, determined by power, 

and not a natural fact. "To think of a terror intrinsic to sight 

makes it harder to think what makes sight terroristic, or 

otherwise. " 

Jacqueline Rose also finds a psychic trope operative in dis

cussions of vision, particularly in accounts of postmodernism 

that propose as its prime attr ibute a new formation of space. 

These accounts (she mentions Jameson, Deleuze and Guattari, 

Lyotard) present postmodernism in terms of a crisis in social to

talit),; whether celebrated or lamented, this crisis is often figured 

xii 

PREFACE 

in terms of a breakdown in psychic life: the social as schizo

phrenic. Rose questions this use of psychoanalysis; specifica lly, 

she argues, no sooner is its notion of schizophren ia eyoked than 

its negativities napora te: sexual difference tends to be elided 

(with feminism "disenfranchised") and psychic life to be distilled 

(with its "a nguish" taken as our "pleasure"). This "innocenting" 

of the sexual and the psychical, Rose maintains, inmkes an in

nocenting of the Yisual, as if there existed some immediate "i

sion before this schizoid Sight. Theoretically problematic, the 

schizo-trope, she concludes, may also be politically dangerous, 

especia lly in the face of a repressi\'e right which taps the uncon

scious for its own fantasms of terror and desire. 

No one set of preconditions goyerns this range of argu

ment; there are, ho\\'ever, di scourses held in common. Certainly 

the entire discussion draws on analyses of the subject and the . 

image derived from poststructuralism and psychoanalys is; in fact, 

vision is inyestigated as a st ructure instrumental to the 

(dis)placement of both these terms. In this regard, the feminist 

attention to the psychic imbrication of the sexual and the visual 

is especia lly important, as is the semiological sensiti\'ity to the 

visual as a field of signs produced in difference and ri ven by de

sire. These inSights haye begun to produce, as is evident here, a 

deconstruction of "pcrceptualist" art history in general and 

"formalist" art theory in particular. In this respect, the disc lls

sion is also allied with a certain "anti-foundati onal" critique, 

i.e., a critique of the historical concepts posited by a discipline 

(e.g., art history, for instance) as its natural epistemological 

grounds. The contemporary rage to historicize is also crucial, 

for the sine qua non of this discussion is the recognit ion that "i

sion has a history, that there are different regimes of Yisuality. 

(The concern with a "politica l unconscious" of vision and an 

"archaeology" of its formations may suggest the contested inAu

ences of Jameson and Foucault.) One hesitates to speculate on 

more worldly conditions; they will be speCific to each reader. 
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However, the virulence in the Western metropolis of sexist, het

erosexualist, and racist gazes, deepened by a reactive patriarchy 

and a divisive political economy, cannot help but inAect the dis

cussion and inform its reception. The same is true of the visual 

technorama which envelops most of us with new technologies of 

the image and new techniques of the subject-in-sight , 

One last comment. The critique of perspect ivalism, the 

concern with corporeal vision, the analysis of the gaze-these 

things are not new. Decades have passed since Panofsky pointed 

to the conventionality of perspective, and Heidegger to its com

plicity with a subject wi lled to mastery; years since Merleau

Ponty stressed the bodiliness of sight, Lacan the psychic cost of 

the gaze, and Fanon its colonialist import. Yet Significant dif

ferences distinguish the present discussionj one is its partial 

questioning of these prior ana lyses. Thus Rose asks what positive 

terms are set up by such critique (e.g., do we want to seek an 

alternative visual realm in the unconscious if this is to pril'i\ege 

psychic disturbance?), and Jay cautions against the celebration of 

a postmodern Jolie du voir (e.g., what is lost with the distance 

granted by perspective?). Such questioning is not intended to 

cor rect modern analyses of vision but precisely to keep them 

critical - to nOl turn partial tendencies into whole traditions, 

plural differences into a few static oppositions. On thls point, 

too, there emerged a critique of the search for alternati\·e visu

alities, whether these are to be located in the unconscious or the 

body, in the past (e.g., the baroque) or in the non-West (e.g., 

Japan), and it emerged for similar reasons: not to foreclose such 

differences, but to open them up, so that alternatives might not 

be merely appropriated as the same or strictly distanced as 

other-so that diffe rent visualities might be kept in play, and 

difference in vision might remain at work. 

x lv 
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Martin Jay 

SCOPIC REGIMES OF MODERNITY 

The modern era, it is often alleged,l has been dominated by the 

sense of Sight in a way that set it apart from its premodern pre

decessors and poss ibly its postmodern successor. Beginning with 

the Renaissance and the scientific revolution, modernity has 

been normally considered resolutely ocuJarcentric, The im'ention 

of printing, according to the familiar argwnent of McLuhan and 

Ong,l reinforced the pri\'ileging of the \'isual abetted by such in

ventions as the telescope and the microscope. "The perceptual 

field thus constituted," concludes a typical account, " was funda

mentally nonreAexive, visual and quantitati\·e,"3 

Although the implied characterization of different eras in 

this generalization as more fa\'orably inclined to other senses 

should not be taken at face \·a]ue,4 it is difficult to deny that the 

visual has been dominant in modern Western culture in a wide 

variety of \\'ays. Whethcr we focus on "the mirror of nature" 

metaphor in philosophy with Richard Rorty or emphasize the 

prevalence of sun'eillance with Michel Foucault or bemoan the 

society of the spectacle with Guy Debord,5 we confront again 

and again the ubiquity of vis ion as the master sense of the mod

ern era, 

But what preCisely constitutes the \·isual culture of this era 

is not so readily apparent. Indeed, we might well ask, borrowing 

Christian Metz's term, is thcre one unified "scopic regime"6 of 

the modern or are there se\'cral , perhaps competing ones? For, 

as Jacqueline Rose has recently reminded us, "our predous his

tory is not the petrified block of a Single \'isual space since, 

looked at obliquely, it can always be seen to conta in its moment 
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of unease."? In fact, may there possibly be several such mo

ments, which can be discerned, if often in repressed form, in the 

modern era? If so, the scopic regime of modernity may best be 

understood as a contested terrain, rather than a harmoniously 

integrated complex of visual theories and practices. It may, in 

fact, be characterized by a differentiation of visual subcultures, 

whose separat ion has allowed us to understand the multiple im

plications of sight in ways that are now only beginning to be ap

preciated. That new understanding, I want to suggest, may well 

be the product of a radica l reversa l in the hierarchy of visual 

subcultures in the modern scopic regime. 

Before spelling out the competing ocular fi elds in the mod

ern era as I understand them, I want to make clear that I am 

presenting only very crude ideal typical characterizations, which 

can easily be faulted for their obvious d istance from the complex 

rea lities they seek to approximate" I am also not suggesting that 

the three main visual subcultures I single out for special atten

tion exhaust all those that might be discerned in the lengthy and 

loosely defined epoch we call modernity" But, as will soon be

come apparent, it will be challenging enough to try to do justice 

in the limited space I have to those I do want to highlight as 

most significant" 

Let me begin by turning to what is normally claimed to be 

the dominant, even totally hegemonic, visua l model of the mod

ern era , that which we can identi fy with Renaissance notions of 

perspective in the visual arts and Cartesian ideas of subject ive 

rationality in philosophy. For convenience, it can be called Car

tesian perspectivalism" That it is often assumed to be equivalent 

to the modern scopic regime per se is illustrated by two remarks 

from prominent commentators" The first is the claim made by 

the art historian William Ivins, Jr., in his An and Geometry of 

1946 that "the history of art during the five hundred years that 

have elapsed since Alberti wrote has been little more than the 

story of the slow diffusion of his ideas through the artists and 
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peoples of Europe. "M The second is from Richard Rorty's \\"ide ly 

discussed Philosop~r and che Mirror oj Noture. puhlished in 1979: 

" in the Cartesian model the intellect inspects entities modeled on 

retinal images" " " . In Descartes' conception-the one that be

came the basis for 'modern' epistemo log~·- it is represencotions 

which are in the 'mind_'''~ The assumpt ion expressed in these 

citations that Cartesian perspecti,"alism is the reigning ,"isual 

model of modernity is often ti ed to the further contention that 

it succeeded in becoming so because it best expressed the "natu

ral" experience of Sight ,·alorized by the scient ific ,,·orld d ew" 

When the assumed equh"alence bet\\"een scientific obsen "at ion 

and the natura l world was disputed, so too ,\·as the domination 

of this ,-isual subculture, a salient instance being Erwin Pan-

of sky's celebrated critique of pcrspecti,·c as merely a CQ m·en

tiona 1 symboliC form" [0 

But for a ,"c ry long time Cartesian perspecti,·a lism was 

identified with the modern scopic regime roue court. With full 

awareness of the schematic nature of what folio\\"s, let me try to 

establish its most important characterist ics. There is, of course, 

an immense literature on the discovery, rediscQ\·e ry, or im·ention 

of perspecti ve -all three terms are used depending on the 

writer's interpretation of ancient ,·isual knowledge-in the ital

ian Quattrocento. Brunelleschi is traditionallv accorded the 

honor of being its practical im"entor or discowrer, wh ile Alberti 

is almost unh·e rsally acknowledged as it'i first theoretical inter

preter . From I\-ins, Panofsky, and Krautheimer to Edgerton, 

White, and Kubon·, II scholars ha,"e im"estigated ,"ir tua ll \" c'"er\" , , , 
aspect of the perspecti,·a list re,·olution, technical, aesthetic, psy

chological, re ligiOUS, e'·en economic and polit ical. 

Despite many still disputed issues, a rough consensus seems 

to have emerged around the fo llOWing points. GrOWing out of 

the late medic,"a l fascination with the metaphysical implications 

of light- light as di,·ine lux rather than pe rceh-ed lumen- linear 

perspecth"e came to symbolize a harmony bet\\"een the mathe-



matical regularities in opticS and God's will. Even after the re

ligious underpinnings of this equation were eroded, ~he favorable 

connotations surrounding the allegedly objective optical order 

remained powerfully in place. These positive associations had 

been displaced from the objects, often religious in content , de

picted in earlier painting to the spatial relations of the perspec

tival canvas themselves. T his new concept of space was geo

metrically isotropic, rectilinear, abstract, and uniform. The velo 

or veil of threads Alberti used to depict it conventionalized that 

space in a way that anticipated the grids so characteristic of 

twent ieth-century art , although, as Rosalind Krauss has re

minded us, Alberti's veil was assumed to correspond to external 

reality in a way that its modernist successor did not . i2 . 

The three-dimensional, rationalized space of perspectival 

vision could be rendered on a two-dimensional surface by fol

lowing all of the transformational rules spelled out in Alberti's 

De Pirwra and later treatises by Viator, DUrer, and others. The 

basic device was the idea of symmetrical visual pyramids or 

cones with one of their apexes the receding vanishing or centric 

point in the painting, the other the eye of the painter .or the b~~ 
holder. T he transparent window that was the canvas, m Alberti s 
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famous metaphor, could also be understood as a Rat mirror re

Aecting the geometricalized space of the scene depicted back 

onto the no less geometricalized space rad iating out from t he 

viewing eye. 

Significantly, that eye was singular, rather than the two 

eyes of normal binocular vision. It was conceived in the manner 

of a lone eye looking through a peephole at the scene in front of 

it. Such an eye was, moreover, understood to be static, unblink

ing, and fixated, rather than dynami C, moving with what later 

scientists would call " saccadic" jumps from one focal point to 

another. In Norman Bryson's terms, it followed the logic of the 

Gaze rather than the Glance, thus producing a visual take that 

was eternalized, reduced to one "point of view," and disem

bodied. In what Bryson ca lls the "Founding Perception" of the 

Cartesian perspectivalist tradition, 

the aaze '!! the painter arrests the flux if phenomena, comemplares the 

visual field from a vamage-poine outside the mobility if duration, in 

an eternal momem if disclosed presence; while in the momem if view

ina, the viewina subjea unites his aaze with the Founding Perception, 

in a momene if perfect recreation if that fi rst epiphao/. 13 
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A number of implications follO\ved from the adoption of this vi

sual order. The abstract coldness of the perspectival gaze meant 

the withdrawal of the painter's emotional entanglement with the 

objects depicted in geometricalized space. The pa~ti~i~atory .in

"olvement of more absorpti"e visual modes "vas dlmlOlshed, If 

not entirelv suppressed, as the gap between spectator and spec

tacle wide~ed. The moment of erotic projection in vision-what 

d " I d . "14 
St. August ine had anxiously condemne as ocu ar eSlre -

. It " the bodies of the painter and viewer were forgotten "as os a.~ h 
in the name of an allegedly disincarnated, absolute eye. Althoug 

such a gaze could, of course, sti ll fall on objects of desire- . 

think, for example, of the female nude in DUrer's famous pnnt 

of a draftsman drawing her through a screen of perspectival 

threads IS _ it did so largely in the service of a reifying male look 

that turned its targets into stone. The marmoreal nude drained 

of its capacity to arouse desire was at least tendentially the out

come of this development. Despite important exceptions, such as 

Carayaggio's seductive boys or Titian's Venus cif Urbina, the ~udes 
themsekes fail to look out at the "iewer, radiating no erotiC en

ergy in the other direction. Only much later in .the histo,ry o,f 

Western art, with the brazenly shocking nudes m Man~t s D~
jeuner sur l'herbe and Otl'mpia, did the crossing of the vIewer s 

gaze with that of the subject finally occur. By then the ra

tionalized "isual order of Cartesian perspectival ism was already 

coming under attack in other ways as well. . 
In addition to its de-eroticizing of the visual order, It had 

also fostered what might be called de-narratiyization or de-tex

tualization. That is, as abstract, quantitatively conceptualized 

space became more interesting to the artist than th~ qualitatively 

differentiated subjects painted within it, the rendermg of the 

scene became an end in itself. Alberti, to be sure, had empha

sized the use of perspective to depict isroria, ennobling stories, 

but in time they seemed less important than the visual skill 

shown in depicting them. Thus the abstraction of artistic form 
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from any substantive content, which is part of the cliched his

tory of twentieth-century modernism, was already prepared by 

the perspecti"al revolution five centuries earl ier. What Bryson in 

his book Word and Image call s the diminution of the discursive 

function of painting, its telling a story to the unlettered masses, 

in fayor of its figural function,16 meant the increaSing autonomy 

of the image from any ex trinsic purpose, religious or otherwise. 

The effect of realism was conse<juently enhanced as canvases 

were filled with more and more information that seemed unre

lated to any narrative or textual function. Cartesian perspectival

ism was thus in league with a scientific world view that no 

longer hermeneutically read the world as a divine text, but 

rather saw it as situated in a mathematica lly regular spatio-tem

poral order filled 'with natural objects that could only be ob

served from without by the dispassionate eye of the neutral 

researcher. 

It was also complicitous, so many commentators have 

claimed, with the fundamentally bourgeOiS ethic of the modern 

world. According to Edgerton, Florentine businessmen with 

their newly im'ented technique of double-entry bookkeeping may 

have been "more and more disposed to a visual order that would 

accord wi th the tidy principles of mathematical order that they 

applied to their bank ledgers."17 John Berger goes so far as to 

claim that more appropriate than the Albertian metaphor of t he 

window on the world is that of "a safe let into a wall, a sa fe in 

which the visible has been deposited."IB It was, he contends, no 

accident that the invention (or rediscovery) of perspect i\'e ,'ir

tuaUy coincided with the emergence of the Qil painting detached 

from its conte .. t and available for buying and selling. Separate 

from the painter and the viewer, the visual field depicted on the 

other side of the canvas could become a portable commodity 

able to enter the circulation of capitalist exchange. At the same 

time, if philosophers like Martin Heidegger are correct, the nat

ural world was transformed through the technolOgical ,vorld 
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view into a "standing reserve" for the sUT\'eillance and manip

ulation of a dominating subject, 19 

Cartesian perspectival ism has, in fact, been the target of a 

widespread phjlosophical critique, which has denounced its pri\'

ileging of an ahistorical, disinterested, disembodied subject en

tirely outside of the world it claims to know only from afar, The 

questionable assumption of a transcendental subjectivity charac

teristic of universalist humanism, which ignores our embedded

ness in what Maurice Merleau-Ponty liked to call the Aesh of the 

world , is thus tied to the "high altitude" thinking characteristic 

of this scopic regime, In many accounts, this entire tradition has 

thus been subjected to wholesale condemnation as both false and 

pernicious, 

Looked at more closely, however, it is possible to discern 

internal tensions in Cartesian perspectiyalism itself that suggest 

it was not quite as uniformly coercive as is sometimes assumed, 

Thus, for example, John White distinguishes between what he 

terms "artificial perspective," in which the mirror held up to 

nature is Rat, and "synthetic perspecti\'c," in which that mirror 

is presumed to be concave, thus producing a curved rather than 

planar space on the canvas, Here, according to White, Paolo 

Uccello and Leonardo da Vinci were the major innovators, offer

ing a "spherical space which is homogeneous, but by no means 

simple, and which possesses some of the qualities of Einstein's 

fini te infinity,"lO Although artificial perspective was the domi

nant model, its competitor \vas never entirely forgotten, 

Michael Kubovy has recently added the observation that 

what he ca lls the "robustness of perspective"l l meant that Ren

aissance canvases could be successfully dewed from more than 

the imagined apex of the beholder's \' isual pyramid, He criticizes 

those .. " ho najvely identify the rules of perspect ive established by 

its theoretical champions with the actual practice of the artists 

themseh'es, Rather than a procrustean bed, they were practically 

subordinated to the exigencies of perception, which means that 
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denunciations of their failings are often directed at a straw man 
(or at least his straw eye), 

Equa lly problematic is the subject pOsition in the Cartesian 

perspecth'a list epistemology, For the monocular eye at the apex 

of beholder's pyramid could be construed as transcendental and 

uniye rsal - that is, exactly the same for any human viewer oc

cupying the same point in time and space-or contingent 

solely dependent on the particular, individual vision of distinct 

beholders, with their own concrete relations to the scene in . 

front of them, When the former was e.x plicitly transformed into 

the lat ter, the relativist ic impl icat ions of perspect ival ism could 

be eaSily drawn, Even in the nineteenth century, th is potential 

was apparent to thinkers like Leibniz, although he generally 

sought to escape its more troubling implications. These were not 

expliCitly stressed and than praised until the late nineteenth cen

tury by such thinkers as Nietzsche, If (' ,'eryone had his or her 

own camera obscura with a distinctly different peephole, he 

gleefully concluded, then no transcendental world ,'iew was 
poss ible,11 

Finally, the Cartesian perspecti,'alist tradition conta ined a 

potential for internal contestation in the possible uncoupling of 

the painter's \'i ew of the scene from that of the presumed be

holder, Interestingl), Bryson ident ifies this dc,'elopment with 

Ve rmeer, who represents for ..... him a second state of pcrspect iyal

ism even more disincarnatcd th;-il that of Alberti, "The bond 

with the ,'icwer's physique is broken and thc \'ie\\'ing subject," 

he writes, " is now proposed and assumed as a notional pOint, a 
non-empirical Gaze, "13 

What makes this last obsen 'ation so sugg:es ti\'e is the open

ing it proddes for a consideration of an alternati\'e scopic regime 

that may be understood as more than a slilwariant of Cartesian 

perspecth'a lism, Although I cannot pretend to be a serious stu

dent of Vermeer ab le to guarrel with)~r'yson's interpretation of 

his work, it might be lIseful to si t uate the painter in a different 
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context from the one we have been discussing. That is, we might 

include him and the Dutch seventeenth-century art of which he 

was so great an exemplar in a dsual culture very different from 

that we associate with Renaissance perspective, one which 

S"etlana Alpers has recently called The Art if Describina. 24 

According to Alpers, the hegemonic role of Italian painting 

in art history has occluded an appreciation of a second tradition, 

which flourished in the seventeenth-century Low Countries. 

Borrowing Georg Lukacs's distinction between narration and de

scription, which he used to contrast realist and natur.alis~ ficti~n, 
~e argues that Italian Renaissance art, for all its fascmatlo~ wIth 

the techniques of perspective, still held fast to the storytellmg 

function for which they were used. In the Renaissance, the 

world on the other side of Alberti's window, she writes , "was a 

stage in which human figures performed significant actions 
. ms N th based on the tex ts of the poets. It is a narratIve art. - or ern 

art, in contrast, suppresses narrative and textual reference in 

fa"or of description and visual surface. Rejecting the privileged, 

constituti" e role of the monocular subject, it emphasizes instead 

the prior existence of a world of objects depicted on the Rat ~an
vas a world indifferent to the beholder's position in front of It. 

Th~s world , moreover, is not contained entirely within the frame 

of the Albertian w indow, but seems instead to extend beyond it. 

Frames do exist around Dutch pictures, but they are arbitrary 

and without the totalizing function they serve in Southern art . 

If there is a model for Dutch art, it is the map ''lith its un

apologetically flat surface and its willingness to include words as 

well as objects in its visual space. Summarizing the difference 

between the art of describing and Cartesian perspectival ism, 

Alpers posits the following oppositions: 

aHenrion to many small thinas versus a Jew larae ones; baht rllecred 

cfJ objecrs ~'ersus objecrs modeled by baht and shadow; the surface if 
objects, their colors and textures, deah with rather chan cheir place-
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menc in a leaible space; an wiframed imaae versus one chac is clear!J 

framed; one wich no clear!! siwated I'iewer compared to one with such 

a viewer. The disrincLion fo11oll's a hierarchical model if distinauishina 

between phenomena commonl), r:Jerred to as primary and secondary: 

objeccs and space versus the surfaces, forms I'USUS the (extures if the 

world. 26 

If there is a philosophical correlate to Northern art, it is 

not Cartesianism with its faith in a geometricalized, rationalized , 

essentially intellectual concept of space but rather the more em

pirical "isual experience of observationally oriented Baconian 

empiricism. In the Dutch context Alpers identifies it wi th Con

stantin Huygens. The nonmathematical impulse of this tradition 

accords well with the indifference to hierarchy, proportion, and 

analogical resemblances characteristic of Cartesian perspectival

ism. Instead, it casts its attentiye eye on the fragmentary, de

tailed, and richly articulated surface of a world it is content to 

describe rather than explain. Like the microscopist of the seven

teenth century- Leeuwenhoeck is her prime example-Dutch 

art savors the d iscrete particularity of yisual experience and re

sists the temptation to allegorize or typologize what it sees, a 

temptation to which she claims Southern art readily succumbs. 

In two Signi ficant \vays, the art of describing can be said to 

haye anticipated later visual models, however much it was subor

dinated to its Cartesian perspectivalist riyal. As we ha"e already 

noted, a direct fi liation between Alberti 's velo and the grids of 

modernist art is problematic because, as Rosalind Krauss has ar

gued, the former assumed a three-dimensional world out there 

in nature, whereas the latter did not. A more likely predecessor 

can thus be located in the Dutch art based on the mapping im

pulse. As Alpers notes, 

Althouah the arid thor Ptolem), proposed, and those thal Mercator larer 

imposed, share the mathematical uniformity if the Renaissance perspec

tive arid, they do not shore the positioned viewer, the frame, and the 
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defini tion cif the picwre as a lVindo lV throu8 h which an enema/I'jewel 

looks. On rhese accounts the Prolemaic arid, indeed carto8raphic arids 

in aeneral, mUSt be distinguished from, nor corifused with, the perspec

rh'o f arid. The projecrion is, one miBhl say. viewed f rom nowhere. Nor 

is it (0 be looked rhrouah. It assumes a fiOt wotkins su:Jace.27 

Secondly\ the art of describing also anticipates the visual experi

ence produced by the nineteenth-century im"ention of photogra

phy. Both share a number of salient features: "fragmentariness, 

arbitrary frames, the immediacy that the first practitioners ex

pressed by claiming that the photograph gave Nature the power 

to reproduce herself directly unaided by man. " 28 The parallel 

frequently drawn between photography and the anti-perspec

tivalism of impressionist art, made for example by Aaron Scharf 

in his discllss ion of Degas,29 should thus be extended to include 

the Dutch art of the se\'enteenth century. And if Peter Galassi is 

correct in Brjore Photography, there was also a tradition of 

topographical painting- landscape sketches of a fragment of 

reality-that resisted Cartesian perspectival ism and thus pre

pared the way both for photography and the impressionist re

turn to two-dimensional canvases.30 How widespread or se lf

consciously oppositional such a tradition was I will leave to 

experts in art history to decide. What is important for our pur

poses is simply to register the existence of an alternative scopic 

regime even during the heyday of the dominant tradition. 

Alpers's attempt to characterize it is, of course, open to 

possible criticisms. The strong opposit ion between narration and 

description she posits may seem less firm if we recall the de-nar

rativizing impulse in perspectival art itself mentioned above. And 

if we can detect a certain fit between the exchange principle of 

cap ita lism and the abstract relational space of perspecti\"c, we 

might also discern a complementary fit between the valorization 

of material surfaces in Dutch art and the fetishism of com

modities no less characteristic of a market economy. In this 
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sense, both scopic regimes can be sa id to re\'cal different aspects 

of a complcx but unified phenomenon. just as Cartesian and 

Baconian philosophies can be said to be consonant, if in dif

ferent \\'ays, with the sc ientific world de\\". 

If, however, we turn to a third model of d sion, or what 

can be ca lled the second moment of unease in the dominant 

model, the possibilities for an e,'en more radical alternati\'c can 

be discerned. This third model is perhaps best identified with 

the baroque. At least as earl ~- as 1888 and Heinrich Woffiin's 

epochal study, Renaissance and Baroque, art historians have been 

tempted to postulate a perennial oscillation between two styles 

in both painting and architecture.31 In opposition to the lucid, 

linear, solid, fixed , planimetric, closed form of the Renaissance, 

or as Wolffiin late r called it, the classical style, the baroque was 

painterly, recessional, soft-focused, multiple, and open. Deri\'ed, 

at least according to one standard etymology, from the Por

tuguese word for an irregular, oddly shaped pearl , the baroque 

connoted the biza rre and peculiar, traits which were normally 

disdained by champions of clarity and transparency of form. 

Although it may be prudent to confine the baroque largely 

to the seventeenth century and link it with the Catholic Counter 

Reformation or the manipulation of popular culture by the 

newly ascendant absolutist state-as has, for e.xampic, the Span

ish historian Jose Antonio Mara\"all 12 - it may also be possible to 

see it as a permanent, if often repressed, \'isual poss ibility 

throughout the entire modern era. In the recent work of the 

French philosopher Christine Buci-Glucksmann, La raison baroque 

of 1984 and La folie du \"Oir of 1986,1.3 it is precisely the explos i\'e 

power of baroque \'ision' that is seen as the most Significant al

ternati\'e to the hegemonic \'isual style we ha\-e called Cartes ian 

perspectivalism. Celebrating the dazzling, disor ienting, ecstatic 

surplus of images in baroque visual exper ience, she emphasizes 

its reject ion of the monocular geometricali zation of the Carte

sian tradition, with its illusion of homogeneous three-dimen-
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sional space seen with a God's-eye-\"iew from afar. She also 

taCitly contrasts the Dutch art of describing, with its belief in 

legible surfaces and faith in the material solidity of the world its 

paintings map. with the baroque faSCination for opacity, unread

ability, and the indeCipherability of the reality it depicts. 

. For BUci-Glucksmann, the baroque self-conSCiously revels 

III the contradictions between surface and depth, disparaging as 

.a result any at tempt to reduce the multiplici ty of visual spaces 

mto anyone coherent essence. Sign ificantly, the mirror that it 

holds up to nature is not the Rat reAecting glass that Commenta

tors like Edgerton and White see as "ital in the development of 

rationalized or "analytic" perspective, but rather the anamor

phosistic mirror, either Concave or com'ex, that distorts the visual 

image-or, more preCisely, rneals the com'entional rather than 

natural quality of "normal" specularity by shOWing its depend

ence on the materiality of the medium of reAection. In fact, be

cause of its greater awareness of that materiality-what a recent 

commentator, Rodolphe Gasche, has drawn attention to as the 
" t ' f h . "34 b al~ 0 t e mirror - aroque \'isual experience has a strongly 
tactile or haptic quality, which prevents it from turning into the 

absolute ocularcentrism of its Cartesian perspccti" alist rival. 

In philosophical terms, although no one system can be seen 

as its correlate, Leibniz's pluralism of monadic ,·iewpoints.35 Pas

c~l '~ medi~at .io ns on paradox, and the Counter Reformat ion mys

tiCS submlsslon to "crtiginous experiences of rapture might all 

be seen as related to baroque vision. MoreO\'cr, the philosophy it 

favored self-conSciously eschewed the model of intellectual clar

~ty expressed in a literal language puri fied of ambiguity. Instead, 

It recognized the inextricabil ity of rhetoric and vision, which 

meant that images were signs and that concepts always contained 
an irredUCibly imagistic component. 

Baroque vision, Buci-Glucksma nn al so suggests, sought to 

represent the un representable and, necessarily f..liling, produced 

the melancho ly that Walter Benjamin in particular saw as 

11 
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characteristic of the baroque sensibility. As such, it was closer to 

what a long tradition of aesthetics called the sublime, in contrast 

to the beautiful, because of its yearning for a presence that can 

never be fulfilled. Indeed, desire, in its erotic as well as meta

physical forms, courses through the baroque scopic regime. The 

body returns to dethrone the disinterested gaze of the disincar

nated Cartesian spectator. But unlike the return of the body 

celebrated in such twentieth-century philosophies of vision as 

Merleau-Ponty's, with its dream of meaning-laden imbrication of 

the viewer and the viewed in the flesh of the 'Norld, here it gen

erates only allegories of obscurity and opacity_Thus it truly pro

duces one of those "moments of unease" which Jacqueline Rose 

sees challenging the petrification of the dominant d sual order 

(the art of describing seeming in fact far more at ease in the 

world). 
A great deal more might be said about these three ideal 

typical visual cultures, but let me conclude by offering a few 

speculations, if I can use so visual a term, on their current sta

tus. First, it seems undeniable that we have ... vitnessed in the 

twentieth century a remarkable challenge to the hierarchical 

order of the three regimes. Although it would be foolish to claim 

that Cartesian perspectivalism has been driven from the field, 

the extent to which it has been denaturalized and Vigorously 

contested, in philosophy as well as in the visual arts, is truly re

markable. The rise of hermeneutics, the return of pragmatism, 

the profusion of linguistically oriented structuralist and 

poststructuralist modes of thought have all put the epistemolOgi

cal tradition derived largely from Descartes ve ry much on the 

defensive. And, of course, the alternative of Baconian observa

tion, which periodically resurfaces in variants of positivistic 

thought, has been no less vulnerable to attack, although one 

might argue that the \'isual practice with which it had an elec

tive affinity has shown remarkable resilience with the growing 

status of photography as a nonperspectival art form (or, if you 
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prefer, counter-art form). There are as well contemporary artists 

like the German Jewish, now Israeli painter Joshua Neustein, 

whose fascination with the flat materiality of maps has recently 

earned a comparison with Alpers's seventeenth-century 

Dutchmen. 36 

Still, if one had to Single out the scopic regime that has fi

nally come into its own in our time, it would be the "madness of 

vision" Bud-Glucksmann identifies with the baroque_ Even pho

tography, if Rosalind Krauss's recent work on the Surrealists is 

any indication,37 can lend itself to purposes more in line with 

this visual impulse than the art of mere describing. In the 

postmodern discourse that elevates the sublime to a position of 

superiority over the beautiful, it is surely the "palimpsests of the 

unseeable,"38 as Buci-Glucksmann calls baroque vision, that seem 

most compelling. And if we add the current imperati\-e to re

store rhetoric to its rightful place and accept the irreducible lin

guistic moment in vision and the equally insistent visual moment 

in language, the timeliness of the baroque alternative once again 

seems obvious. 

In fact, if I may conclude on a somewhat pen 'erse note, the 

radical dethroning of Cartesian perspectival ism may ha\-e gone a 

bit too far. In our haste to denaturalize it and debunk its claims 

to represent vision per se, we may be tempted to forget that the 

other scopic regimes I have qUickly sketched are themseh-es no 

more natural or closer to a "true" vision. GlanCing is not some

how innately superior to gazing. vision hostage to desire is not 

necessarily always better than casting a cold eyei a Sight from 

the situated context of a body in the world may not always see 

things that are d sible to a " high-altitude" or "God's-cye-\-iew." 

However we may regret the excesses of scientism, the Western 

scientific tradition may ha,-e only been made poss ible by Carte

sian perspecti\'alism or its complement, the Baconian art of de

scribing_ There may weII ha\-e been some link between the 

absence of such scopic regimes in Eastern cultures, especially the 
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former, and their general lack of indigenous scientifiC revolu

tions. In our scramble to scrap the rationalization of sight as a 

pernicious reification of visual Huidity. we need to ask what the 

costs of too uncritical an embrace of its alternatives may be. In 

the case of the art of describing. \ve might see another rei fica

tion at work. that which makes a fetish of the material surface 

instead of the three-dimensional depths. Lukacs's critique of nat

uralist description in literature, unmentioned by Alpers, might 

be applied to painting as well. In the case of baroque vision, we 

might wonder about the celebration of ocular madness, which 

may produce ecstasy in some, but bewilderment and confusion 

in others. As historians like Maravall have darkly warned, the 

phantasmagoria of baroque spectacle was easily used to manipu

late those who were subjected to it. The current vision of "the 

culture industry," to use the term Mara,'all borrows from 

Horkheimer and Adorno in his account of the seventeenth cen

tury, does not seem very threatened by postmodernist visual ex

periments in ula folie du voir." In fact , the opposite may well be 

the case. 
Rather than erect another hierarchy, it may therefore be 

more useful to acknowledge the plurality of scopic regimes now 

available to us. Rather than demonize one or another, it may be 

less dangerous to explore the implications, both positive and 

negative, of each. In so doing, we won't lose entirely the sense of 

unease that has so long haunted the visual culture of the West, 

but we may learn to see the virtues of differentiated ocular ex
periences. We may learn to wean ourselves from the fiction of a 

"true" vision and revel instead in the possibilities opened up by 

the scopic regimes we haw already invented and the ones, now 

SO hard to envision, that are doubtless to come. 
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DISCUSSION 

Jacqueline Rose I want to ask a question about your idea of " the 

plurality of scopic regimes." I take your point that this spectacu

lar plurality can be used as an oppressi"e device. Rut the critique 

of Car tesian perspecti\'c has always been tied to a specihc con

ception of the political and to a particular notion of the bour

geois subject. And I wonder ",hat happens to that politica l 

critigue if one reformulates it as you ha\'e. 

Martin Jay It would be fascinating to map out the political im

plications of scopic regimes, but it can 't be done too reducti\'ely. 

The perspect i\,al ist regime is not necessarily complicitous only 

with politically oppressive practices. Under certain ci rcum

stances it may be emancipator),; it rea lly depends on how it is 

used. And the same is arguable about any alternatives that are 

presented. 

The perspecti"alist regime may be complicitous with a cer

tain notion of an isolated bourgeois subject, a subject that fai ls to 

recognize its corporeality, its intersubjecti\'ity, its embedded ness 

in the flesh of the world . Of course, this subject is now "ery 

much under attack, and I don't want to reconstitute it naively. 

Ne"ertheless, Cartesian perspecti\,alism also functions in the ser

\'i ce of types of political self-understanding that depend on dis

tanciation-explanatory social-scientific models, for example, 

,~jch argue aga inst the hermeneutic immersion o~he self in 

the world and create.. at least the fiction of an object i\'e distance 

from it. Here I think of the combination that J Urgen Habermas 

has introduced in his discussion of the logiC of the social sci

ences-a combination of explanatory and hermeneutic under

standing based largely on a perspecti"alist hction of being 

outside the object of inquiry. This hction is easy to debunk be
cause we are always embedded in the world; it is also casy to 
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criticize its relat ion to sc ientism. But before we move too 

quickly to a counterscicntihc position, we should recognize that 

Western science depended on this practically useful hct ion of a 

distanciating vision. I don't want in any way to underplay the 

dangers here -gender dangers, class dangers, and so forth . 

Nonetheless, one can sometimes disentangle the political from 

the \'isual; it is not always entailed. 

Norman Bryson I have a quest ion about Dutch art, your second 

scopic regime. It's true that, unlike Mediterranean art, Dutch art 

does seem typically to get rid of the frame: t he framing of the 

image seems arbitrary-a random cut-and composition doesn't 

appear as the set of repercussions within the image of its frame. 

Ne\'ertheless, one could also say that Dutch art is, so to speak, 

hyperreal compared to Mediterranean art: it is even more realist 

precisely because it is not limited by structures of the frame. 

And although Northern painting follows another perspectival 

system -spherical rather than Hat-its commitment to perspec

ti"e is not fundamentally different from that in the south. In 

short, I wonder whether there rea lly is such a difference be

tween Dutch art and Mediterranean art, and whether a real 

point of d ifference between Cartesian perspectinlism and other 

modes has to do instead with the performati,'e- the idea of per

formance and the insertion of embodiment into the optical field. 

I am thinking here of baroque art, but also of nineteenth-cen

tury art forms in which there is a considerable inten 'ention of 

the bodily into the frame-in the dsibility of pigment and ges

ture, in the rise of the sketch, and in bra\'u ra styles such as that 

of Delacroix or of Daumier. The significant break with Cartesian 

perspecti\'alism might he found in this fracturing of "isual space 

upon the entry of the body. 

Jay In a way I was trying to make the same point: that Dutch 

art is not as radical a break with perspecti valism as baroque art. 
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But here I should clarify what I mean by realism. One might, as 

Svetlana Alpexs does, draw on the familiar Lukacsian distinction 

between ~~and na~ism (which should be taken with a 

grain of salt). As Lukacs descr ibes it, realism deals with typo

logical, essential depths-not with surfaces. Narration produces 

a typological sense of meaningfulness which goes beyond the 

scattered and untotalizable facts of a literary tex t (or perhaps a 

painting). With its stress on the three-dimensional space rather 

than the two-dimensional surface of the canvas, Cartesian per

spectivalism is reali st in this sense. Naturalism, on the other 

hand. is interested solely in surface-in descr ibing its varieties 

of forms without redUCing them to any symbolically meaningful 

visual depth. It rests content with the visual experience of light 

on our eyes. 

Now these modes of realism and natura lism might well be 

seen as complementary. Both create a reality-effect, the one by 

our belief that rea lity is depth. the other by simply showing sur

faces. Both modes are also complicitous with a cer tain kind of 

scientific thought; indeed, science has gone back and forth be

tween such Cartesian and Baconian notions of where rea lity lies. 

But I think you are right: the third alte rnative calls both of them 

into question through a performative critique of the reality-ef

fect itself, In painting I suppose this is produced by the painter 

or the beholder entering the picture in some metaphorical way; 

this makes it impossible to see the painting as a scene out there 

viewed with either the realist or the naturalist eye. It would be 

interesting to see what the history of that more radical alterna-

I tive might be. Certainly, as I argued at the end of my paper, it 

seems to entrance many of us now. 

Hal Foster Could you say a little more about how, in your way of 

thinking, Cartesian perspecti\"alism de-eroticizes? 

Jay The argument is that perspecti\'al ism creates such a distance 
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between the disincarnated eye and the depicted scene that the 

painting lacks the immediacy associated with desire. But this is 

often ca lled into question by various aesthetic practices; I men

tioned Caravaggio as an example, One crucial thing here is the 

crossing of gazes; in most nudes the figure does not look back at 

us, but rather is objectified in such a way that our gaze meets no 

intersubjective return look. In Manet, howe\'er, there is such a 

Jrisson of reciprocity. which was lost in the Cartesian perspec

tivalist construction, and the result was de-eroticization. 

Foster In your model, then, de-eroticization is somehow opposed 

to fetishization? 

Jay That's an interesting issue. A fetish can be seen as erotic. or 

as producing a kind of closed entity which lacks erotic reciproc

ity. Maybe there are two types of erotic relationship, the one 

fetishistic, the other not . Certa inly fetishism occurs more in 

Dutch art in te rms of the objects on the canvas. If there is a 

fetishism in Cartesian perspectivalism, it is a fetishism of the 

space itself. But it would be interesting to pursue an idea of dif

ferent modes of erotic interaction rather than the simple opposi

tion of the erotic versus the de-eroticized. 
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MODERNIZING VISION 

My starting point is the various ways in which vision and the 

techniques and discourses surrounding it have been periodized 

historically. It is interesting that 50 many attempts to theorize 

vision and visuality are wedded to models that emphasize a con

tinuous and overarching Western visual tradition. Obviously at 

times it is strategically necessary to map out and pose the out

lines of a dominant Western speculative or scopic tradition of 

vision that is continuous or in some sense effective, for instance, 

from Plato to the present, or from the Quattrocento into the 

twentieth century, or to whenever. My concern is not so much 

to argue against these models, which have their own usefulness , 

but rather to insist there are some important discontinuities that 

such hegemoniC constructions have prevented from coming into 

view. The speCific account that interests me here, one that has 

become almost ubiquitous and continues to be developed in a 

variety of form s, is that the emergence of photography and cin

ema in the nineteenth century is a fulfillment of a long unfolding 

of technolOgical and/or ideolOgical development in the West in 

which the camera obscura evolves into the photographic camera. 

Implied is that at each step in this evolution the same essential 

presuppositions about an observer's relation to the world are in 

place. One could name a dozen or more books on the history of 

film or photography in whose first chapter appears the obliga

tory seventeenth-century engraving depicting a camera obsc\.l.ra, 

as a kind of inaugural or incipient form on a long evolutionary 

ladder. 

These models of continuity are used in the service of both, 
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for lack of better terms, the right and the left. On the one hand 

are those who pose an account of ever-increasing progress to

ward verisimilitude in representation, in which Renaissance per

spective and photography are part of the same quest for a fully 

objective equivalent of " natural vision." On the other are those 

who see, for example, the camera obscura and cinema as bound 

up in a single enduring apparatus of pO\ver, elaborated over sev

eral centuries, that continues to define and regulate the status of 

an observer. 
What I want to do are essentially two related things: ( I) to 

briefly and very generally articulate the camera obscura model of 

vision in terms of its historical specificity, and (2) to suggest 

how that model collapsed in the early nineteenth century-in 

the 1820s and 1830s-when it was displaced by radically dif

ferent notions of what an observer was and of what constituted 

vision. So if later in the nineteenth century cinema or photogra

phy seem to invite formal comparisons 'with the camera obscura, 

or if Marx, Freud, Bergson, and others refer to it, it is within a 

social, cultural, and scientific milieu in which there had already 

been a profound rupture with the conditions of vision presup

posed by this device. 

For at least two thousand years it has been known that, when 

light passes through a small hole into a dark, enclosed interior, 

an inverted image will appear on the wall opposite the hole. 

Thinkers as remote from each other as Euclid, Aristotle, Roger 

Bacon, and Leonardo noted this phenomenon and speculated in 

various ways how it might or might not be analogous to the 

functioning of human vision. 
But it is crucial to make a distinction between the empiri

cal fact that an image can be produced in this way (something 

that continues to be as true now as it was in antiquity) and the 

camera obscura as a SOCially constructed artifact. For the camera 

ohscura was not simply an inert and neutral piece of equipment 
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or a set of technical premises to be tinkered upon and improved 

over the years; rather, it was embedded in a much larger and 

denser organization of knowledge and of the obserVing subject. 

If we want to be historical about it, we must recognize how for 

nearly t wo hundred yea rs, from the late 1 SODs to the end of the 

1700s, the structural and optical principles of the camera 

obscura coalesced into a dominant paradigm through which was 

described the status and possibilities of an obsen·er. 

It became a model, obViously elaborated in a variety of 

ways, for how observation leads to truthful inferences about an 

external world. It was an era when the camera obscura was 

Simultaneously and inseparably a central epistemological figure 

witmn a discursive order, as in Descartes's DiOptriCS, Locke's 

Essay on Human Underscandins> and Leibniz's critique of Locke, 

and occupied a major position within an arrangement of techni

cal and cultural practices, for example in the work of Kepler and 

Newton. As a complex technique of power, it was a means of 

legislating for an observer what constituted perceptual "truth," 

and it delineated a fixed set of relations to which an observer 
was made subject. 

What I wi ll argue is that very early on in the nineteenth 

century the camera obscura collapses as a model for an observer 

and for the functioning of hwnan vision. There is a profound 

shift in the way in which an observer is described, figured, and 

posited in science, philosophy, and in new techniques and prac

tices of vision. Here I want brieRy and very sketchily to indicate 

a few important features of this shift. 

First, a bit more about the camera obscura in the seven

teenth and eighteenth centuries. Above all, whether in the work 

of scientists or artists, empiricists or rationalists, it was an appa

ratus that guaranteed access to an objective truth about the 

world. It assumed importance as a model both for the observa

tion of empirical phenomenon and for reAective introspect ion 

and self-observation. In Locke, for example, the camera is a 
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means of spatially visualizing the position of an observ ing sub

ject. I The image of the room in Locke takes on a special signifi

cance, referring to what it meant in the seventeenth century to 

be in camera, that is, within the chambers of a judge or person of 

title . 2' Thus he adds onto the observer's passive role a more au

thoritative and juridical function to guarantee and to police the 

correspondence between exterior world and interior representa

tion and to exclude anything disorderly or unruly. 

Richard Rorty has pointed to Locke and Descartes as key 

figures ill establishing this conception of the human mind as "an 

inner space in which clear and distinct ideas passed in review 

before an inner Eye ... an inner space in which perceptual sen

sations were themselves the objects of quasi-observation. "] For 

Descartes, the camera obscura was a demonstration of how an 

observer can know the world "uniquely by perception of the 

mind." The secure positioning of the self with this empty inte

rior space was a precondition for knowing the outer world . Its 

enclosedness, its darkness, its categorical separation from an ex

terior incarnates Descartes's announcement in the Third Medita

tion, ~' I will now shut my eyes, I shall stop my ears, I shall 

disregard my senses."4 If part of Descartes's method implied a 

need to escape the uncertainties of mere human vision, the cam

era obscura is compatible with his quest to found knowledge on 

a purely objective view of the world. The aperture of the camera 

corresponds to a Single mathematically definable point from 

which the world could be logically deduced and re-presented. 

Founded on laws of nature-that is, geometrical optics-the 

camera prOVided an infallible vantage point on the world. Sen

sory evidence that depended in any way on the body was re

jected in favor of the representations of this mechanical and 

monocular apparatus, whose authenticity was placed beyond 

doubt. 
Monocular, not binocular. A Si ngle eye, not two. Until the 

nineteenth century, binocular disparity, the fact that we see a 
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slightly different image with each eye, was never seriously ad

dressed as a central issue. It was ignored or minimized as a 

problem, for it implied the inadmissible physio~ogical and ana

tomical operation of human vision. A monocular model , on the 

other hand, precluded the difficult problem of haV ing to recon

ci le the dissimilar and therefore prmTisional and tentative images 

presented to each eye. Monocularity, like perspective and geo

metrical optics, was one of the Renaissance codes through which 

a visua l world is constructed according to systematized con

stants, and from which any inconsistencies and irregularities are 

banished to insure the formati.on of a homogeneous , unified, and 
fully legible space. 

Finally to wind up this extremely compressed outline, it 

should also be suggested how closely the camera obscura is 

bound up with a metaphysic of interiority. It is a figure for the 

observer who is nominally a free sovereign individual but who is 

also a privatized isolated subject enclosed in a quasi-domestic 

space separated from a public exterior world . It defined an ob

server who was subjected to an inAexible set of positions and di

visions. The visual world could be appropriated by an autono

mous subject but only as a private unitary consciousness de

tached from any active relation with an exterior. The monadic 

vie\vpoint of the individual is legitimized by the camera obscura, 

but his or her sensory experience is subordinated to an external 

and pre-given world of objective truth. 

What is striking is the suddenness and thoroughness with which 

this paradigm collapses in the early nineteenth century and gives 

way to a diverse set of fundamentally different models of human 

vision. I want to discuss one crucial dimension of this shift, the 

insertion of a new term into discourses and pract ices of vision: 

the human body, a term whose exclusion was one of the founda

tions of classical theories of vision and optics as I have just sug

gested. One of the most telling signs of the new centrality of the 

33 



Jonothon Crory I 

body in vision is Goethe's Theory if Colours, published in 1810, 

which I have discussed at length elsewhere. 5 This is a work cru

cial not for its polemic with Newton over the composition of 

light but for its articulation of a model of subjective vision in 

which the body is introduced in all its physiological density as 

the ground on which vision is possible. In Goethe we find an 

image of a newly productive observer whose body has a range of 

capacities to generate \'isual experiencej it is a question of visual 

experience that does not refer or correspond to anything exter

nal to the observing subject. Goethe is concerned mainly with 

the exper iences associated with the retinal afterimage and its 

chromatic transformations. But he is only the first of many re

searchers \-vho become preoccupied with the afterimage in the 

1820s and 1830s throughout Europe. Their collective study de

fined how vision was an irreducible amalgam of phys iological 

processes and external stimulation, and dramatized the produc

tive role played by the body in vision. 

Although we are talking about scientists, what is in ques

tion here is the discovery of the "visionary" capaci ties of the 

body, and we miss the Significance of this research if we don't 

recall some of its strange intensity and exhilaration. For what 

was often involved was the experience of staring directly into 

the sun, of sunl ight searing itself onto the body, palpably dis

turbing it into a proli feration of incandescent color. Three of the 

most celebrated students of vision of this period went blind or 

permanently damaged their eyesight by repeatedly staring at the 

sun: David Brewster, who im'ented the kaleidoscope and stereo

scope; Joseph Plateau, who studied the so-ca lled persistence of 

vision; and Gustav Fechner, one of the founders of modern 

quantitative psychology. Fechner's biography prOVides an account 

of the almost addictive fasci nation with which he persisted in 

this activity. At the same time in the late 1830s and early 1840s 

we have the visual expression of these attempts in the late paint

ings of Turner, in which there is that piercing confrontation of 

" 

MOOERNIZING VISION 

eye and sun, paintings in which the strictures that pre\'iously 

had mediated and regulated vision are abandoned. Nothing now 

protects or distances the observer from the seductive and sen

sual brilliance of the sun. The symbolic confines of the camera 

obscura have crumbled. 

ObViously afterimages have been noted and recorded since 

antiquity, but they had always been outside or on the margins of 

the domain of optics. They were considered illusions-decep

tive, spectral, and unreal. In the early nineteenth century such 

experiences that preViously had been an expression of the frailty 

and the unreliability of the body now constituted the positivity 

of vision. But perhaps more importantly, the prh'ileging of the 

body as a visual producer began to collapse the distinction be

tween inner and outer upon which the camera obscura de

pended. Once the objects of "ision are coextensh'e with one's 

own body, vision becomes dislocated and depositioned onto a 

single immanent plane. The bipolar setup vanishes. Thirdly, sub

jective vision is fou nd to be distinctly temporal , an unfolding of 

processes within the body, thus undOing notions of a direct cor

respondence between perception and object. By the 1820s, then, 

we efTecti" ely ha"e a model of autonomous ,·is ion. 

The subjecti"e vision that endowed the obser\'er with a new per

ceptual autonomy and product i\,ity was Simultaneously the result 

of the observer having been made into a subject of new kno\\'I

edge, of new techniques of power. And the terrain on which 

these two interrelated obsen'ers emerged in the nineteenth cen

tury was the science of phYSiology. From 1820 through the 

1 840s it was "ery unlike the specia li z~d science that it later be

camej it had then no formal institutional identity and came into 

being as the accumulated work of disconnected indi\' iduals from 

diverse branches of learning. In common was the exci tement 

and wonderment at the hod)', which no\\' appeared like a new 

continent to be mapped, explored, and mastered, with new re-
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cesses and mechanisms uncovered for the first time. But the real 

importance of physiology lay in the fact that it became the arena 

for new types of epistemological reSection that depended on 

new knowledge about the eye and processes of vision. Physiology 

at this moment of the nineteenth century is one of those sci

ences that stand for the rupture that Foucault poses between the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, in which man emerges as a 

being in whom the transcendent is mapped onto the empirical.
6 

It was the discovery that knowledge was conditioned by the 

physical and anatomical structure and functi oning of the body, 

and in particular of the eyes. At the same time, as Georges Can

gUi lhem has noted , for the new sciences in the nineteenth cen

tury the body was a priori a productive body: it existed to be set 

to work.7 

Even in the early 1820s the study of afterimages quickly 

became the object of a more rigorous and quamitative scientific 

research throughout Europe. Studied was the persistence and 

modulation of after images: how long they lasted, what changes 

they went through, and under what conditions. But instead of 

recording afterimages in terms of the lived time of the body as 

Goethe had generally done, they were studied as part of a com

prehensive quantification of the irr itability of the eye. Re

searchers timed how long it took the eye to become fatigued, 

how long dilation and contraction of the pupil took, and mea

sured the strength of eye movements. They e.xamined con

vergence and accommodation in binocular vision and the 

relation of image to retinal curvature. 
The physical surface of the eye itself became a field of sta

tistical information: the retina was demarcated in terms of how 

color changes hue depending on where it st rikes the eye. Also 

measured were the extent of the area of visibility, of peripheral 

vision, the distinction between direct and indirect vision, and 

the location of the blind spot. Classical opticS, which had stud

ied the transparency of mechanical optical systems, gave way to 
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a mapping of the human eye as an opaque territory \\" ith "arying 

zones of effiCiency and aptitude and specific parameters of nor

mal and pathological vis ion. Some of the most celebrated of 

these exper iments were Joseph Plateau's calculat ion, in the 

1830s, of the a,·erage duration of an afterimage. or persistence of 

vision, which was about one-third of a second, and later, 

Helmholtz's measurement of the speed of ncn'C transmission, 

which astounded people by how slow it was, about ninety feet 

per second. Both statistics heightened the sense of a temporal 

disjunct ion between perception and its object and suggested new 

possibilities of intervening externally in the process of \· ision. 

Clearly this study of the eye in terms of reaction time and 

thresholds of fatigue and stimulation was not unrelated to in

creasing demand for knowledge abou t the adaptat ion of a human 

subject to producth·e tasks in which optimum attention span was 

indispensable for the rationalization of human labor. The eco

nomic need for rapid coordination of hand and eye in perform

ing repetit ive actions required accurate knowledge of human 

optical and sensory capac ities. In the context of new industria l 

models of factory production the problem of visual inattention 

was a ser ious one. But what de\·eloped was a notion of \'ision 

that was fundamentally quantitati\'e, in which the terms con

stituting the relation bet\veen perception and object became ab

stract , interchangeable. and nonvisual. One of the most 

paradoxical figures of the nineteenth century is Gusta,' Fechner, 

whose delirious and e,'cn mystical experiences with solar after

images led to his mathematization of perception, in which he es

tablished a funct ional relation between stimulus and sensation.8 

Sensory perception was given a measurable magnitude solely in 

terms of the known and controllable magnitudes of external 

stimulation. Vision became studied in terms of abstract measur

able regular it ies, and Fechner's famous equations were to be one 

of the foundations of modern stimulus-response psychology. 

Another dimension of the collective achievement of phys-
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iology in the first half of the nineteenth century was the gradual 

parcelization and division of the body into increasingly separate 

and specific systems and functions. Especially important were 

the localization of brain and nerve functions, and the distinction 

between sensory nerves and motor nerves. Finally, by 1826 it 

was determined that sensory nerves were of five distinct types, 

corresponding to the five senses. All of this produced a new 

"truth" about the body which some have linked to the so-called 

"separation of the senses" in the nineteenth century, and to the 

idea that the specialization of labor was homologous to a special

ization of sight and of a heightened autonomous vision, some

thing that Fredric Jameson develops briefly but provocatively in 

The Political Unconscious. 9 I belie,'e, however, that such a homol

ogy doesn't take account of how thoroughly vision was recon

ceived in the earlier njneteenth century, It sti ll seems to pose 

obsen'ation as the act of a unified subject looking out onto a 

world that is the object of his or her Sight, only that, because the 

objects of the world haye become reified and commodified, vi

sion in a sense becomes conscious of itself as sheer looking. 

But in the first major scientific theorization of the separa

tion of the senses, there is a much more decisive break with the 

classical obseryer; and what is at stake is not simply the height

ening or isolating of the optical but rather a notion of an ob

sen'er for whom vision is concei,'ed ,"vithout any necessary 

connection to the act of looking at all. The work in question is 

the research of the German physiologist Johannes Muller, the 

Single most important theorist of ,'ision in the first half of the 

nineteenth century. 10 In his study of the physiology of the 

senses, Muller makes a comprehensi,'e statement on the subdivi

sion and specialization of the human sensory apparatus; his fame 

was due to his theorization of that specialization: the so-called 

"doctrine of specific nenc energies." It was a theory in many 

ways as important to the nineteenth century as the Molyneux 

problem was to the eighteenth century. It was the foundation of 
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Helmholtz's OptiCS, which dominated the second half of the 

18005; in science, philosophy, and psychology it was Widely pro

pounded, debated, and denounced even into the early twentieth 

century. (Also, I believe Marx was paraphrasing this work when 

he discussed the separation of the senses in his 1844 Manu

scripts. ll ) In short, this is a major way in which an observer was 

figured in the nineteenth century. a way in which a certain 

"truth" about Sight was depicted, 

The theory was based on the discovery that the nerves of 

the different senses were phYSiologically distinct. It asserted 

quite Simply-and this is what marks its epistemolOgical scan

dal-that a uniform cause (e.g., electricity) would generate 

utterly different sensations from one kind of nerve to another, 

Electricity applied to the optic nerve produces the experience of 

light, applied to the skin the sensation of touch. Conversely, 

Muller shows that a var iety of different causes will produce the 

same sensation in a given sensory nerve; in other words, he de

scribes a fundamentally arbitrary relation between stimulus and 

sensation. It is a description of a body with an innate capacity, 

one might even say a transcendental faculty, to misperceive, of an 

eye that renders differences equivalent. 

His most exhaustive demonstration concerns the sense of 

Sight, and he concludes that the observer's e.xperience of light 

has no necessary connection with any actual light . Miiller enu

merates the agencies capable of prodUcing the sensation of light. 

"The sensations of light and color are produced wherever parts 

of the retina are excited 1) by mechanical influences, such as 

pressure, a blow or concussion 2) by electricity 3) by chemical 

agents, such as narcotics, digitalis 4) by the stimulus of the blood 

in a state of congestion. "12 Then last on his li st, almost be

grudgingly, he adds that luminous images also can be produced 

by "the undulations and emanation which by their action on the 

eye are called light." 

Again the camera ohscura model is made irrelevant. The 
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experience of light becomes snered from any stable point of ref~ 

erence or from any source or origin around which a world could 

be constituted and apprehended_ And of course the ,-ery inde

pendent identity of light had already been undermined as a new 

wa,-e theory of light became part of a sc ience of electro-mag

netic phenomena_ 

Sight here has been separated and specia lized certainly. but 

it no longer resembles any classical models_ T he them")' of spe

cific nen -e energies presents the outlines of a Yistlai modernity 

in which the "referential illusion" is unsparingly laid bare. The 

,-ery absence of referentiality is the ground on which new in

strumental techniques will construct for an obsen-er a ne"

"real" world_ It is a question of a perceh-er whose ,-ery empiri 

cal nature renders identities unstable and mobile, and for whom 

sensations are interchangeable_ And remember, this is roughly 

1830_ In effect, the doctrine of specific nerve energies redefines 

vision as a capacity for being affected by sensations that ha,-c no 

necessary link to a referent, thus threatening any coherent sys

tem of meaning_ Muller's theory was potentially so nihilisti c that 

it is no wonder that Helmholtz and others, who accepted its em

pirical premises, were impelled to im-ent theories of cognition 

and signification which concealed its uncompromising cultural 

implications_ But what was at stake and seemed so threatening 

was not just a new form of epistemologica l skeptiCism about the 

unreliability of the senses but a positive reorganization of per

ception and its objects_ The issue was not just how does one 

know what is real, but that new forms of the rea l ,,-ere being 

fabri cated and a new truth about the capacities of a human sub

ject was being articulated in these terms_ 

The theory of specific nen -e energies eradicated distinctions be

tween internal and external sensation, so that interiority was 

drained of the meanings it once had for a classical obsen -er, or 
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for the model of the camera obscura_ in his supposedly empirical 

description of the human sensory apparatus, Muller presents the 

subject not as a unitary "tabula rasa ," but as a composite struc

ture on which a wide range of techniques and forces could pro

duce a manifold of experiences that are all equally "reality_" If 

John Ruskin proposed reclaiming the "innocence of the eye," 

this was about as innocent as one could get_ The observer is 

Simultaneously the object of knowledge and the object of pro

cedures of stimulation and normalization, which have the essen

tial capaCity co produce experience for the subject. ironically the 

notions of the reflex arc and reflex action, which in the se,-en

teenth century referred to vision and the optics of reflection, 

begin to become the centerpiece of an emerging technology of 

the subject, culminating in the work of PadO\·_ 

In his account of the relation bet,veen stimulus and sensa

tion, Muller suggests not an orderly and legislative function ing of 

the senses, but rather their receptivity to calculated management 

and derangement_ Emile Dubois-Reymond, a colleague of 

Helmholtz, seriously pursued the possibility of elect rica lly cross

connecting nerves, enabling the eye to see sounds and the ear to 

hear colors, well before Rimbaud_ It must be emphaSized that 

Muller's research and that of psychophysics in the nineteenth 

century is inseparable from the resources made a,'a ilable by con

temporary work in electricity and chemistry_Some of the em

pirical eyidence by Muller had been avai lable since antiquity, or 

was in the domain of common-sense knowledge_ However, what 

is new is the c-x traordinary prh-ilege giycn to a complex of elec

tro-physical techniques_ What constitutes "sensation" is dramat

ically expanded and transformed, and it has little in common 

with how it was discussed in the eighteenth century_ The adja

cency of Mtiller's doctrine of speCific nen-e energies to the tech

nology of nineteenth-century modernity is made particularly 
dear by Helmholtz: 
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Nerves in the human body have been accurately compared to telearaph 

wires. Such a wire conducts one sinale kind t?! elearic current and no 

other; it may be stronaer, it may be weaker, ie may mO~'e in either di

reaion; it has no other qualiweive d!fferences. Nevertheless, accordins 

to the d!fforent kinds t?! apparatus wieh which \I'e provide its termina

tions, we can send relearaphic dispatches, rinS bells, explode mines, de

compose warer, move maaners, maanecize iron, develop liSht , and so 

on. The same thing with our nerves. The condition of excicement 

which can be produced in them, and is conducted by chern, is . 

everywhere the same. 13 

Far from the specialization of the senses, Helmholtz is explicit 

about the body's indifference to the sources of its experience 

and of its capacity for multiple connections with other agencies 

and machines. The percei\"er here becomes a neutral conduit, 

one kind of relay among others to allow optimum conditions of 

circulation and exchangeability, whether it be of commodities, 

ene rgy, capital, images, or information. 

The collapse of the camera obscura as a model for the status of 

an obsen ·er was part of a much larger process of modernization, 

even as the camera obscura itself was an element of an earlier 

modernity. By the early lSQOs, however, the rigidity of the cam

era obscura, its linear optical system, its fixed positions, its cate

gOrical distinction between inside and outside, its identification 

of perception and object, were all too inAexible and unWieldy 

for the needs of the new century. A more mobile, usable, and 

productive obsen 'er was needed in both discourse and prac

tice-to be adequate to new uses of the body and to a vast pro

liferation of equally mobile and exchangeable signs and images. 

Modernization entai led a decoding and deterritor ialization of 

vision. 

What I\'e been trying to do is gi\"e some sense of how rad

ical was the reconfiguration of vision by lS40. If our problem is 
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vision and modernity we must look first at these ea rly decades, 

not to modernist painting in the 18705 and 18S0s. A new type 

of obsen ·er was formed then, and not one that we can see fig

ured in paintings or prints. We\e been trained to assume that 

an observer will always lea"e visible tracks, that is, will be identi

fiable in terms of images. But here it's a Cjuestion of an observer 

who takes shape in othe r, grayer practices and discourses, and 

whose immense legacy will be all the industries of the image and 

the spectacle in the twentieth century. The body which had 

been a neutra l or invisible term in vision now was the thickness 

from which knowledge of vision was deri\'ed. This opacity or 

carnal denSity of the ohsen 'er loomed so suddenly into "iew that 

its ful l consequences and effects could not be immediately real

ized. But it was this ongoing articulation of vision as nom'eridi

ca l, as lodged in the body, that was a condit ion t?! poSSibility both 

for the artistic exper imentation of modernism and for new 

forms of domination, for what Foucault calls the "technology of 

indi\·iduals."'4 Inseparable from the technolOgies of domination 

and of the spectacle in the later nineteenth and twentieth cen

tury were of course film and photography. Paradoxically, the in

creasing hegemony of these two techniques helped recreate the 

myths that vision was incorporeal, verid ical, and " realistic." But 

if cinema and photography seemed to reincarnate the camera 

obscura, it was only as a mirage of a transparent set of relations 

that modernity had already overthrown. 
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DISCUSSION 

Nartln Jav I found your paper "ery rich, but I want to push one 

aspect of it-the binary opposition between "er idical and noo

veridical Sight - more than you did. It might be argued that the 

Cartesian perspectival tradition- your tradition of the camera 

obscura-,vas aware to some extent of the constituti\'e, rather 

than the merely reAecti\'c , nature of visual experience. For ex

ample, John Yolton, in his book Perceptual Acquaintance from 

Descartes to Reid, deals with the semantic element in Descartes's 

Oplics; and here he argues (against Richard Rorty) that even in 

this "mirror of nature" tradition there is a constitutive moment 

that has to do with a natural geometry of the mind which is not 

simply "out there" - that e,'en in this most "eridical tradition of 

vision there is a non\'eridica l element or at least one that is not 

simply mimetic. Now I think you are right to say that the intro

duction of the body emphasizes this constituti" e qua lity that was 

hitherto relatively forgotten. But I want to ask if the resu lt is 

completely nonver id ical or rather a complex mixture of the con

stitutive and the reflective, so that dsion does not simply be

come reduced to the stimulation of nerves but also has to do 

with an external reality \vhich is in a complicated way re

produced-so that there is a mimetic moment that sun'h'es even 

after this revolution that you described so nicely. In short, docs 

the binary opposition of the veridical and the nom'eridical ho ld 

up? Or are there Cjualities of each in the two epochs that you 

sketched? 

Jonathan Crary My use of these two very distinct typolOgies sim

plifies many of the complexities of the theories of dsion in ques

tion. In the nineteenth century. vision ,vas most often described 

in terms of mimetic and subjecth'e elements. Some theorists af

ter Muller sought to reintroduce a dependable representational 
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structure onto mere sensory data, for instance Helmholtz's no

tion of "unconscious inference" and Hermann Lotze's "theory of 

local signs." Nonetheless, I still insist that what is new in the 

nineteenth century is the emergence of the body as a productive 

physiological apparatus; and if vision in the nineteenth century is 

thought of as "constitutive," this means something radically dif

ferent from what John Yolton means. The articulation of subjec

tive vision in the 1830s and 1840s-that is, of the subject's 

productive role in the process of vision-coincided with a new 

network of techniques and institutions by which visual experi

ence could be produced jor a subject. So the emergence of theo

ries of nonveridical perception should be considered in relation 

to processes of modernization that are specific to the nineteenth 

century. That is, the abstraction and exchangeability of visual 

experience is not unconnected to economic and social 

transformations. 

Jacqueline Rose I have a question about the accusation of psychol

ogism launched against the theories you described. As far as I 

understood it, this could be seen simply in terms of perceptual 

misapprehension. Did this psychologism, in either its positive or 

its negative renderings, contain a theory of sexuality or of psy

chic life , or was it entirely confined to the realm of perception 

accurately or inaccurately registered? 

Crary It depends what you mean by "psyche." In a sense, some 

of what I was talking about in the nineteenth century comes un

der the general label of "psychophysics," and yes, it was very 

much a theory of psychic life and functioning. This is lodged in 

a more general development of empirical theories of an uncon

scious from J. F. Herbart to Fechner and Wilhelm Wundt. But 

aU of this is probably very different from what you mean. 

Rose And no concept of sexuality is present either? 
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Crary Certainly not in a major way. I've been speaking rnainly 

about developments between 1820 and 1840. We would have to 

talk about just what a "concept of sexuality" would rnean at that 

historical moment. Probably not what it does for us now. 

Rose I'm just looking for a trace. Is this particular theory of 

phYSiological misapprehension with its multiplicity of registers 

and its lack of coherent inference-is this model of " nerves and 

brains" ever a sexualized notion of psychic functioning? In eight

eenth- and nineteenth-century discussions of hysteria, the dis

tinction behveen function and organic disorder is immediately 

bound up with a theory of speCifically feminine disorder. Does 

anything of that kind occur in this realm as well? 

Crary No. 

NDrman Bryson You made one very suggestive reference to Turner. 

1 wonder whether the legacy of the obsen·er const ructed in the 

nineteenth century is to be located mainly in cinema and pho

tog raphy, or whether there are traces in painting (other than 

Turner) where one might find this construction at '''lork. 

Crary I was a bit reluctant to even mention Turner because he is 

so overused as an example. But in the context of the discussion 

this morning, part of Turner's work represents the triumphant 

reemergence of a kind of countertradition to geometrical optics 

and perspecti,·e, that is, the practice born out of the ifumolo of 

Leonardo. Yet Turner's work is bound up, as Michel Serres has 

shown, in a whole new scientific paradigm. In general, there is 

no immediate homologous relation between science and artistic 

practice; there is a lag, a phase in which older conventions and 

techniques lose their effecth·eness. 

Your larger question - that is, whether we should look for 

a nineteenth-century observer in film/ photography or painting-
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raises a set of other issues. I'm ,"ery deliberately tryi ng to re

frame the whole problem of the observer by severing it from the 

kinds of questions art history has usually asked. Rather than let 

a history of an obsen-er be defined in terms of the changing 

forms of visual representations (which gives art works a kind of 

ontological priority), I think of an observer as an amalgam of 

many disparate events and forces_ If it could be said that there is 

an observer specific to the nineteenth century, it is only as an 

eJfeCl of a heterogeneous net'work of discursiye, social , tech

nological, and institutional relations_ There is no observer prior 

to this continually shifting fieldi the notion of an observer has 

meaning only in terms of the multiple conditions under which 

he or she is pOSSible. 

Hal Foster Jonathan, on the one hand, you say that in the nine

teenth century vision comes to be known as produced in the 

body, that it becomes regarded as somehow autonomous, sepa

rated from any referent, and you suggest that this is a precondi

tion of the modernist move that culminates in abstraction, On 

the other hand, this modernist move is usually seen in terms of 

a disembodiment of vision_ Is there a way to clarify th is, or is it 

not really a contradiction? 

Crary I wanted to sketch out in a more general way some of the 

preconditions for modernism, one of which \-vas the breakdown 

of the representational model of the camera obscura on many 

different levels in nineteenth-century culture. It is part of a 

modernizing of vision which begins very early on-a kind of 

clearing away, a casting off of old encumbrances that allows for 

new notions of what is possible for a viewer, And va rious ideas 

of autonomous vis ion and abstraction are certainly part of this. 

or course, you are right that many modernist articulations of au

tonomous vision or of pure visuality tota lly excluded the body, 
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though the ex tent to which they "dis-embody" vision really de

pends on the speCific case in question. Van Gogh is a different 

problem from Pissar ro; Theodor Lipps is different from Maurice 

Denis_ But they still depend on the models of subjecti ye vision 

and of nOlwcridical perception that emerged earlier, and these 

models were bound up in massi\'e transformations to the notions 

both of subjecti,- ity and of production. 
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Pablo Picasso. Le Dfjtuller sur /,htr~ d'apru MOllt!. July 10, 1961. St.latsgalerie 

Stuttgart. (Copyright ARS N.Y.lSPADEM. 1988) 

Rosolind Krauss 

THE 1M/PULSE TO SEE 

TraMe sua quemque ro/UplOS: I'un s'identi fie au spectacle. et 

I'autre donne a voir. 

- Jacques Lacan 

What I'd like to broach here is the issue of a rhythm, or beat, o r 

pulse-a kind of throb of on/off on/ofT on/off-which, in itself, 

acts against the stability of visual space in a way that is destruc

tive and devolutionary. For, as I hope to show, this beat has the 

power to decompose and dissolve the very coherence of form on 

which " isuaBty may be thought to depend. 

This rhythm turns out to have been the resource of a vari

ety of works that appeared against the background of ea rly 

twentieth-century modernism in direct contestation of that 

modernism's ambition to ground the visual arts on a particular 

notion of the autonomy of vision. That that autonomy is not se

cured simply in relation to matters of space, but depends as well 

on vcry particular limits set on the experience of time, can he 

demonst rated in a variety of ways. Perhaps the simplest might be 

to illustrate it with an anecdote. 

Drawn from the art world of the early 19605, this involves 

a story that a cr itic, Michael Fried. told about an ar tist, Frank 

Stella. It opens w ith a question. "Do you know who Frank. 

thinks is the g reatest living American?" Michael asked me one 

day. And then. grinning at the sheer brilliance of the answer, he 

sa id it was Ted Williams, the g reat hitter for the Red Sox. "He 

sees fas ter than any living human," Michael said. " His vision is 

so fast that he can see the stitching on the baseba ll as it comes 
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o"er the plate. Ninety miles an hour, but he sees the stitches. So 

he hits the ball right out of the park. That's why Frank thinks 

he's a genius." 

I remember the urgency in Michael's mice as his tone was 

divided by total hilarity at the image and utter seriousness about 

its import. But it was the early '60s and I was in the grip of a 

certain view of modernism and so its import did not escape me 

either. I too found it a completely brilliant idea: Ted Williams, 

the spectacular home run hitter, the perfect metaphor of visual 

modernism. 

If at this moment the image does not come across with the 

effortless immediacy it did then, this would not be surprising, 

since the g rip modernism has on our intuitions has begun for 

some time to slacken. But for me-then-the image performed 

the condition of an abstracted and he ightened Yisuality, one in 

which the eye and its object made contact with such amazing 

rapidity that neither one seemed any longer to be attached to its 

merely carnal support-neither to the body of the hitter, nor to 

the spher ical substrate of the ball. Vision had, as it were, been 

pared away into a dazzle of pure instantaneity, into an abstract 

condition with no before and no after. But in that very motion

less explos ion of pure presentness was contained as well vision's 

connection to its objects, also represented here in its abstract 

form-as a moment of pure release, of pure transparency, of 

pure se lf-knowledge. 

Thus in the ea rly '60s, the image of Williams's heightened 

,'ision conjured those "ery aspirations toward what Clement 

Greenberg had, at just about the same time, out lined as modern

ist painting's self-critical dimensions: its participation in a mod

ernist culture's ambition that each of its disciplines be ra

tionalized by being grounded in its unique and separate domain 

of exper ience, this to be achined by using the characterist ic 

methods of that discipline both to narrow and "to entrench it 

more firmly in its area of competence." For painting, this meant 
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uncovering and displaying the conditions of vision itself, as these 

were understood, abstractly. "The heightened sensitiv ity of the 

picture plane may no longer permit sculptural illusion, or 

trompe- l'oeil," Greenberg wrote, "but it does and must permit 

optical illusion. The firs t mark made on a surface destroys its 

virtual Aatness, and the configuratiOns of a Mondrian still sug

gest a kind of illusion of a kind of third dimension. O nly now it 

is a strictly pictor ial, st rictly optical third dimension .. . one 

into which one can look, can travel through, only with the 

eye."l 

Lukacs, deplor ing this technologizing of the body, this need 

to abstract and reify each of the senses in a submission of human 

subjectivity to the model of positivist science, would have found 

nothing to argue with in Greenberg's analysis. He would only 

have objected to its tone, to its position, which Greenberg 

shared with Adorno, that in this withdrawal of each diSCipline 

into that sphere of sensory experience unique to it, there was 

something pOSitive, something utopian. For this utopianist mod

ernism was insisting that this sensory stratum newly understood 

as discrete, as se lf-sufficient, as autonomous-this very strati fica

tion-permitted an experience of rescue and retreat, a high 

ground uncontaminated by the instrumentality of the world of 

labor and of sc ience, a preserve of play and thus a model of free

dom. And perhaps the pleasure for us at that moment in the '60s 

in the idea of a high-cultural ambition's being allegorized 

through a baseball player was just this insistence on the serious

pess of this very sense of play. 

Now the beat, or pulse, or throb I want to focus on works 

not only against the formal premises of modernist opticality

the premises that connect the dematerialization of the visual 

field to the dilated instantaneity or peculiar timelessness of the 

moment of its perception-but it works as well against a further 

assumption contained in the anecdote I've just recounted. It 

ends up challenging the notion that low art, or mass-cultural 
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Max Ernst. A Lilde Girl Dreams?! Takins Ihe l'ei/, 1930. 

practice, can be made to sen ·e the ambitions of high art as a 

kind of denatured accessory, the allegory of a playfulness that 

high-art pract ice will ha,·e no trouble recuperating and refor

mulating on its own terms. 

Thus when, in the centra l image of his 1930 collage novel, 

A Linle Girl Dreams if rakillB che Veil, Max Ernst places his hero

ine at the center of an enclosure, which she calls a doyecoat but 

whk h we recognize as the drum of a zootrope, he not o nly 

presents us w ith a model of ,·isuality di ffe rent from that of mod

ernism's , but associates that model Guite directly with an optical 

de\'ice which was generated from and spoke to an experience of 

popular cultu re. As was the case in many of the components of 

his collage noyels- this one as well as La Femme 100 ceres- the 

underlying element of the zootrope structu ring this image was 

taken from the pages of the late ~ineteenth-century magazine of 

popular science ca lled La Nacure. 

Demted to bringing its audience news of the latest exploits 

of technology in a whole "ariet} of fie lds including engineering, 
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medicine, anthropology, geology, La NalUre was particularly ob

sessed with optical de,· ices - the fruit of recent psycho

physio logical research. IneVitably, in these pages, the de\'ices 

important to this research were lifted from the neutral confines 

of the laboratory, to be incorporated into the condi tions of pub

lic spectacle, as the stereoscopic slide was visualized, for in

stance, in terms of a kind of scenic projection (the static fore

runner of the 3-D movie), or the limited, intimate, personal 

"iewing-space of the praxinoscope was enlarged and distanced to 

fill the screen on an opposite wall. 

As Jonathan Crary has pointed out in his own discussions 

of the archaeology of these optical de\'ices, the obvious drive 

demonstrated here towards the cond itions of modern cinematic 

projection should not blind us to the particular experience these 

illustrations still make available, an experience that not only con

jures up the effects of a given illusion but also exposes to view 

the means of this illusion's proc!.uction.2 So that the acknowl

edgement that goes on in these pages is that the spectator will 
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Max Ernst. A Liult Girl Drw1nS t/Taiins 1M \~il. 1910. 

occupy two places simultaneously. One is the imaginary identi

fication or closure with the illusion-as we see, as if they were 

unmediated, the cow grazing against the hallucinatory depth of 

the ste reoscopica lly distanced stream, or the bobbing gestures of 

feeding geese. The second position is a connect.ion to the optical 

machine in question, an insistent reminder of its presence, of its 

mechanism, of its form of constituting piecem eal the only 

seemingly unified spectacle. This double effect, of both having 

the experience and watching oneself have it from outs ide, 

characterized the late nineteenth-century fascination with the 

spectacle in which there was produced a sense of being captured 

not so much by the visual itself as by what one could ca ll the 

visua lity-effect. 

Now this double vantage, occupied by these ea rly viewers 

of protO-cinematic devices, was particuJarly interesting for 

Ernst's purposes inasmuch as the model of vis ion he was intent 

on explor ing was the pecuJiarly mediated perceptual fie ld of the 

dream. That experience of the dreamer as spectator or witness 
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to the scene of the dream as a stage on which he himself or she 

herself is acting, so that the dreamer is simuJtaneously protago

nist within and viewer outside the screen of his or her own vi

sion, is the strangely redoubled form of dream visuality that 

Ernst wants to exploit. And so it is to a sensation of being both 

inside and outside the zootrope that Ernst appeals in this image. 

From outside the revolving drum, peering through the slits 

as they pass rhythmica lly before our eyes, we would be presented 

of course with a succession of stationary birds performing the 

majestic flexing of their wings in what would appear to be the 

unified image of a Si ngle fowP From the drum's inside, however, 

the experience would be broken and muJtiplied, analyz.ed into its 

discrete, seria l components, the result of chronophotography's 

record of a mechanical segmentation of the continuity of mo

tion. But uniting the exper ience of both inside and outside is the 

beat or pulse that courses through the zootropic field, the flicker 

of its successive images acting as the structural equiva lent of the 

flapping wings of the interior illusion, the beat both constructing 
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the gestalt and undoing it at the same time-both positioning us 

within the scene as its active viewer and outside it as its passive 

\-\fitness. 

In a certain way we could think of Ernst's image as config

uring within the specific space of the dream many of the effects 

that Duchamp had in fact put into place throughout his own fif
teen-year-Iong devotion to the turning discs of the devices he 

co llectively caUed Precision OpUcs. There we find the same tap

ping into forms of mass culture- in this case both the revolving 

turntable of the phonograph player and the flickering silence of 

early film-as we also find an explicit refe rence to the n ine

teenth-century optics that underwrote these forms. Further, Pre

cision Optics bears witness to Duchamp's commitment to the 

constitution of the image through the activity of a beat: here, 

the slow throb of a spiral, contracting and expanding bio

rhythmica lly into a projection for ward and an extension back

ward. And here as we ll the pulse is accompanied by what feels 

like a structural alteration of the image as it is consolidated only 

continually to dissoh"e- the illusion of t rembling breast giving 

way to that of uterine concavity, itself then swelling into t he 

projecting orb of a blinking eye. Yet, to speak of metamorphosis, 

here, is to miss the dysmorphic condition of this pulse, which, 

committed to the constant dissolution of the image, is at work 

aga inst the interests of what we could identify as form. 

I ha\·e, in another context , spoken about tl1e connect ion 

between the pulSing nature of the dsion Duchamp constructs 

and the expliCitly erotic theater it stages - t he sexual implica

tions of the motions of these discs ha\· ing escaped no commenta

tor on this aspect of Duchamp's product ion.4 I have also 

described what is clearly Duchamp's concern here to corporeal

ize the \· isual, restoring to the eye (against the disembodied op

ticalit)' of modernist paint ing) that eye's condition as bodily 

organ, a\·ai lable like any other phYS ical zone to the force of erot

ic ization. Dependent on the connect ion of the eye to the whole 
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network of the body's tissue, this force wells up within the den

sity and thickness of the carnal being, as, tied to the conditions 

of nervous life, it is by definition a function of temporality, For 

the life of neryous tissue is the life of time, the alternating pulse 

of stimulation and enervation, the complex feedback relays of re

tension and protension. So that the temporal is mapped onto the 

figural in the space of Duchamp's Precision Optics as the specific 

beat of desire - of a desire that makes and loses its object in one 

and the same gesture, a gesture that is continually losing what it 

has found because it has only found what it has already lost. 

To the examples of Ernst and Duchamp a third instance 

might be added, if only to gain a sense of the way this figuration 

of a pulse functioned rather widely within the '20s and '30s as 

an alternative to or protest against the claims of modernist op

ticality to have both abstracted vision and rationalized form . I 

am thinking of the sculpture by Giacometti called Suspended Ball, 

where the work is organized around the pendular motion of an 

orb rhythmically sliding over the recumbent form of a wedge, 

the construction as a whole cast in terms of the anodyne sim-
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plicity of a child's toy. That the t wo elements in the sculpture 

are extremely genital is as obvious here as it had been in the 

case of Duchamp's Rorore1ieJs. But what is less easy to assert is 

the gender identity of either form. So that the osciUation figured 

in the work through the back-and-forth of its rhythmic arc op

erates as a temporal analogue to the shifting undecidability of its 

definiti on of male and female, the sculpture thus asserting itself 

as a machine geared to the co Uapse of sexual difference. And as 

this little guillotine of castration works once again in relation to 

a beat, its pulse can be seen to be operating ill a way that is 

deeply inimical to the stability and self-evidence of form , to the 

permanence-we could say-of the good gesta lt. 

If the gestalt operates as a kind of absolute in the held of 

vision, as the principle of concordance between difference and 

Simultaneity-that is, the simultaneous separation and intactness 

of figure and ground - the beat could , from the point of view of 
a modern ist logiC, never be anything more than an interloper 

'from the domain of the temporal, the auditory, the discursive. A 

function of time and of succession, this beat would be something 

that modernism had solemnly legislated out of the visual domain, 

asserting a separation of the senses that will aJways mean that 

the temporal can ne\'e r disrupt the visual from within, but only 

assault it from a position that is necessarily outside, external , ec

centric. Yet the power of the works that interest me here -in 

their contestation of what modernism had constructed as " the 

visual" - is that this beat or pulse is not understood to be struc

turally distinct from vision but to be at work from deep inside 

it. And from that place, to be a force that is transgressive of 

those \'e ry notions of "distinctness" upon which a modernist op

tical logic depends. The beat itself is, in this sense, figural-but 

of an order of the figure that is fa r away from the realm of space 

that can be neatly opposed to the modality of time. 

To discover and theorize this order is part of the task Jean

Fran~oi s Lyotard set himself in the work Discours, HaUTe. There 
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he argued that below the "seen" order of the image (that is, the 

object bounded by its contour) and below the '\' isible but un

seen" order of the gestalt, which we could ca ll the formal cond i

tions of possibility of yisualizing the object, there lies the order 

of the "i nYis ible," to which Lyotard giYcs the name marrix. 5 

Belonging to the unconsciolls, the matrix is the form of the 

primary process as it operates ilwisibly, behind the constra ints of 

repression, such that only its fantasmatic products e,'er surface 

onto the field of the ,'isible. The matrix can, then, o nly be in

ferred , only be reconstructed from the figuration provided by 

fantasy. But as such the matrix can be seen to possess certa in 

qualities. First, it inmh-cs a spatiality that is unassimilable to the 

coord inates of ex ternal space: for in this space of the uncon

sciolls, Lyotard remarks, "places are not panes exrra panes; the 

intervals required for example in the perceptual order for things 

of the external world to he recognizable and for them not to pi le 

up on one another-depth in short -or, in terms of phe

nomenological transcendence, negat ion- here these inten 'als are 

abandoned. "6 But this condit ion of super imposition and simulta

neous presence means that the matrix, e,'en though it possesses 

features we identify with the nature of the structural order

namely i1wisibility and synchrony-ca nnot be understood in 

terms of structure. Fo r the matrix does not order and regulate 

difference, maintaining opposi tions in a rule-governed system; 

rather, it courts the transformation of e,'erything into its op

posite, thereby undermin ing the producti"e work of structure. 

So that its second feature is that the elements of the matrix "do 

not form a system but a block"; 

if the macri" is invisible, ir is nor because it orises from the intelligible, 

bur because ir resides in a space lhal is beyond (he intelhaible, is in 

radical rupture lI'ilh the rules if opposirion . 1r is its characrerisric 

to ho\'e man)' places in one place, and rhey block together whal is nO! 

compossible. This is the secrer if che fisuraJ: the transBression cf the 
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consciwril:e illlermls c1 discourse, and the rransBression if rhe constiw

rire distances C?f representacion. 7 

T he third feature of the matrix is its formal condition as rlwthm 

or pulse, a condition that might seem to push the matrix Ol;t of 

the realm of the figural altogether and into that of time. That it 

does not do so will become eddent from the example of the ma

trix that Lyota rd submits to analvsis. 8 , 
~ "A Child Is Being Beaten" was the description gi,'en to 

Freud by se"cral patients who located this as an obsess ional 

erotic fantasy.'} As we know, all that analysis could draw fr~m 
the particular patient Freud descr ibes was another, more primi

ti,'c ,'crsion of the fantasy, enunciated as "The father beats the 

child," In relation to this latter statement the only added infor

mation was that here the child the father was beating was not 

the patient herself, but another child; and as for the patient , she 

\\'as stationed as witness. There are se,'eral senses in which ein 

Kind lI'ird Besch/agen sen 'es Lyota rd as a matrix figure. One of 

them is the total im'isibility of one of its key terms, one that lay 

so deeply repressed that it had to be ex trapolated or recon

structed by Freud. This is that phase of the fantasy which, as it 

were, puts its erot ic spin on it, ilwesting it with both its exci te

ment and its anxiety. It is the phase that the patient nner artic

ulated but which Freud vcntri l0'l uized as " I am being beaten by 
the father," 

But it is preCisely from the perspecth'e of that intermedi

ary phase-the one between "the father beats the child" and "a 

child is being beaten" - that the multiple transmutations at work 

in the production of the fa ntasy become apparent: the trans

mutation from acti"c to passive-as beating turns into being 

beaten; the transmutation in the field of the subject-as specta

tor turns into \'ict im; the transmutation in lib idinal zone-as 

genitality re"erts to anality; the transmutation in the contents of 

the drive-as sadism changes to masochism. And it is this work 
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of o,·eriaying contradiction, of creating the simultaneity of in

compossible situations, that Lyotard identifies as the action of 

the matrix. If it is a matrix, Lyotard maintains, it is because 

che SIOlcmenlS one can dccermine there which orBanize ,he Bool (to 

beal). {he source (the anal zone), and {he object (the father) if one 

senrence, are in their cum condensed inca a sinBle producc:formula

'1\ ch ild is beina beaten" - whose apparenc coherence aJ/olI's ,he psy

chic life 1.0 contain in a sinale manifold a multiplici t), if incompossible 

"sentences. " These do not form a syscem bur a block. Thus ,he drive (0 

be and to nal'e ,he fa cher is simulcaneous; and the in vestment is bach 

aenical-phaJlic and sadistic-anal.]O 

The matrix's invisibility is secured, then, by the very ac

tivity of the changes it produces, of the constant nonidentity of 

its component parts. Yet the product of the matrix is an obses

sional fantasy, a recurrence ,vhich, in each of its repetit ions, is 

the same. And this leads Lyotard to ask how this identity is se

cured since at the le\·el of the fantasy's contents there is nothing 

that is maintained as stable. To this he replies that its identity is 

formal. "The fantasmatic matrix ," he says, " is eViden tly a 

'form.'" Yet the difficulty of thinking this producer of disorder 

and disruption as a form is obvious. "How in general ," Lyotard 

asks, "can that which is form also be transgression? How can 

what is dedation, derogation, deconstruction, be at the same 

time form ?"ll The answer he finds is in the evidence of a form 

that is not a good form, not a good gesta lt . Rather, as he shows, 

"it is a form in which desire remains caught, form caught by 

transgression; but it is also the, at least potential, transgression 

of form ."I! 

This form . which is that of on/off on/ofT on/off, is the alter

nating charge and discharge of pleasure, the OSci llating presence 

and absence of contact, the rhythm "in whose regularity the 

subject's unconscious is, so to speak, 'caught,' the formal matrix 

of both dreams and symptoms." It is onto this fo rm that the ma-
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trix figure'S fantasized gesture of a spanking that is also a caress 

can be mapped; for it is this form that can represent the rhyth

mic oppositions between contact and rupture. But Lyotard cau

tions that, unlike a pulse which is understood in terms of a law 

of repetition, a principle of recurrence guaranteeing as it were 

that an "on" will always follow an "off," this pulse inyoh-cs the 

constant threat of interruption. The anxiety that is part of the 

affect of "A Child Is Being Beaten," combining with its erot ic 

pleasure, arises preCisely from the force of rupture that is recur

rent in the rhythm of the figure, a rupture which is not experi

enced as the onset of yet another contact, but as an absolute 

break, that discontinuity without end that is death. Thus it is the 

death driYe, operating below the pleasure principle, that trans

codes this rhythm -as it beats with the alternation behveen 

pleasure and extinction-into a compulsion to repeat. The ma

trix is, then, the fonn that figures recurrence. 

The beating of the zootrope, cranking up to speed, the 

beating of the gull 's wings within the imaginary space, the beat

ing of all those mechanical devices through which the real ap

pears to burst into life from the shards of the inorganic and 

deathly still , and the particular form of the pleasure connected 

to that rhythm, became, as I have been claiming, a particular re

source for artisti c pract ice. Focused Simultaneously on the un

conscious ground or that pleasure and on its media-rorm, which 

is to say its relation to mechankal reproduction, the artists I've 

been speaking or were concerned, although not all equally so, 

with the vehicles of mass culture. 

The analysis of the gesture into its incremental d isplace

ments, as the same static form is slowly maneuvered along the 

page of the animation stand; the mechanical process of creating 

the minute variations that can be jerked into motion by their 

passage through the camera's gate or by the e\·en cruder riRing 

of pages in the common Aipbook-all this, as a resource of the 

beat, seems miles away from that wholly different high-art prac-
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t ice of what we think of as the creative generation of variations 

on a theme. But I would like to turn to this practice of \'aria

tion, and to the assumption (which is the operative notion of the 

art historian) that, witrun the age of mechanical reproduction, 

variation-as resource of voluntary repetition, the outpouring of 

the controlled play of difference- is secured against the rhyth

mic pull of the heat. 

W ith in twent ieth-century art Picasso is perhaps the great 

practitioner of the theme and variation. Indeed we could say that 

the whole last period of his production, which is to say his 

work's final two decades, is structured around the \'ariations he 

did on old-master paintings-the Femmes d'A lger, the Meniiias, 

the Raphael and the Fornarina, the Dejeuner sur I'herbe. To speak of 

its being structured around these older works is not just to ac

knowledge the way that these pictures-by Delacroix, Velazquez, 

Ingres, Manet - provided Picasso \vith the compositional ideas 

he no longer seemed able to derive from life. More than that, it 
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is to see the way they functioned as the armatures for a peculiar 

kind of pictorial production: the spinning out o f hundreds of 

"preparatory studies" through which the given composition 

could be thought to be varied over the time of the artist's cre

ative attention, sustain ing and tracking the bursts of his imagina

tive energy. This is of course the way these studies have been 

descr ibed in the unbearably sycophantic literature on Picasso, as 

in the following passage where Douglas Cooper discusses the 

sketches leading toward one of Picasso's versions of the Dejeuner 

sur l'herbe: 

DuritlB the three days from the 7th to the IOlh of Juljr Picasso gave 

himself up to a period of incense creoUI'e work on ehe Dejeuner. In 

that shore rime he drew no less than 28 new compositional swdies-

18 of them in one day-and exewled a second de.ftnitire I'arialian in 

oils. These draWings reveal e"en more chan chose which preceded them 

the concentration of [Picasso's] thou8hr. . .. Here we see him workins 

with the fe n 'our and conscientiousness of a Cezanne. We find him re

pearedljr correa ina himself and slauina o8ain . . .. Thinas are changed 

around ever so sliahtly [as] an arm or a lea will be mOi'ed Jor ehe sake 

of the aenerol desi8n. 

And, Cooper concludes this description, as though we had here 

to do with the compositional study or bozzeto as it had existed 

from the time of the Renaissance, "So much for the actua l draw

ings- many of them masterly-and the role they were called on 

to play. . " 13 

But what arc these actual draWings- eighteen of which 

Picasso was able to produce in just one day? 

The sketchbooks Picasso fi lled in the two-and-a-ha lf years 

of his work on the Dijeuner, each page carefully maintained in 

se'luence by its meticulous dating and numbering, are produced 

in the manner of the animation stand, as the draWing on each 

page-incised into its soft, thick paper with sharp penci led 

lines-embosses its contours into the page below it, that new 

" 



Rosalind Krauss I 

page etching its own configuration into the succeeding level of 

the sketchbook, and so on. The mode of production Picasso 

adopts here is not that of the successive upsurge of renewed in

spiration but that of the mechanically reproduced series, each 

member of which sustains those minute variations that seem to 

animate the group as a whole. But this animation is not on the 

order of the old organic metaphor applied to compositional uni

ties. It is an animation that relates to the production of cartoon 

draWings. And indeed in the explorat ion of successive layers of 

the seCJuence-as peeling them back one from the next we see 

the tiny anatomical shifts and swellings-we have the impression 

not so much of watching an idea in de,'elopment as of observing 

gesture in motion. Thus CJuite unexpectedly, we feel ourselves to 

be in the presence of a Aipbook. 

Much of the energy expended by Picasso's admirers, when 

speaking of these compositions based on the work of others, is 

focused on extr icating the master from the toils of the origi

nal-insisting that he is not caught in the trap of the earlier 

modeL "A painter of genius," Cooper assures us, "seems to have 

the capacity to surrender voluntarily to inspirat ion deriving 

from another work of art and then, escaping from it, find his 

imaginative strength renewed and capable of projecting an image 

of his own."]4 T his discussion of surrender and capture, even 

though it is ahvays cl imaxed by reassurances about the artist's 

freedom, betrays, I would say, a kind of anxiety about Picasso's 

enterprise in these works, even while it utterly mistakes the na

ture of the "surrender" involved, Fo r the surrender of the art

ist's imagination, the place in which it is caught by being given 

over to pleasure, is the functio n of a voluptuous passivity: the 

mechanism of the serial animation of the Aipbook's beat, 

Nowhere is this voluptuous succumbing to the unconscious 

productivity of the device clearer than in the sketchbook Picasso 

made as a kind of climax towards which all the others were 

leading, the sketchbook of August 2, 1962, which both Cooper 
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and Zervos thought it best not to reproduce,ls Here the erotic 

im'cstment in the scene is made as explicit as possible, as 

through nine successiye pages the orgiastic subtext of the 

Dejeuner is enacted, the important variations within this repeated 

appearance and disappearance of the scene being the migration 

of the actors' genitals to various sites on their bodies, 

The monstrance of the genitals w ithin this matrix of the 

Hipbook form can, moreover, be seen to be what much of the 

preceding two hundred sketches had been preparing for, Cooper 

speaks of Picasso's long-held fascination with the figure of the 

woman bending over and seen from above- bending to tie her 

sandal, to d ry herself, or as here, to bathe. In the Dejeuller se

Guence he sees her presence as the nub of the matter for 

Picasso, whether or not her scale is reduced in relation to the 

others, And indeed the figure viewed in this posit ion is, as 

Robert Rosenblum Signaled in his article on the anatom), of 

Picasso's erotic ism, vulnerable to the transmutation that Picasso 

repeatedly performs on it , whether we look at the keening Mag

dalene from the CrucifiXion or the bather from the Dejeuner. 16 

The female head, bent to project below the breasts, submits 

again and again to the same transformation, as it is recast as 

phallic signifier, the stand-in - mapped onto the nose and hair o f 

the female face-for the genitals of an absent male. 

That Picasso should have pursued this image ove r many 

years, that he should ha,'c had frequent and spectacular recourse 

to the depiction of sexual acts, could lead one to object that he 

certain ly did not need the Aipbook structure for permiss ion to 

,'ent the erotic turn of his imagination, And I would ag ree that 

he did not need it. But I think that as at the end of his life it be

came the medium of his activit)', he did indeed become caught 

in its mechanism, his art becoming more and morc a function of 

its pulse, And so though he did not need it he yielded to it, to 

the appeal of pure recurrence, to the seduction and the content 

of an endless pulse. The mechanically repeated and the erotically 
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enacted seemed to have trapped him, and he created the meta

phors of this capture. In 1964 he made some ceramic tiles on 

each of which a priapic sat),r pursues a nymph with the repeti 

t ive exactitude a template provides. He was showing Helene 

Parmeiin the dozen or so examples he had made and he asked 

her, "Wouldn't it be pretty to have entire rooms tiled like that?" 

She includes this remark in a section of her book titl ed " Picasso, 

the Moralist."17 

"Picasso, the Moralist" could be the subtitle of almost 

e\'ery book on Picasso over the past fifty years, bringing to us 

o,'e r and oyer again the message of art's assurance about volun

tarism, intentional it)', and freedom. No one listens to Picasso 

himself as he speaks, in all innocence, of the way he is possessed 

by the disposic!f he has constructed. Acknmvledging that "with 

the variations on the old masters [Picasso] systematizes the pro

cess; the work is the ensemble of the cam'ases on the same 

theme and each o ne is onl), a link of the whole, a suspended 

moment of creation," one of the writers on this phase of his 

work quotes him saying that what interests him "is the move

ment of painting, the dramatic push of one vision to the nex t, 

eyen if the push is not forced to its conclusion ... I have arrived 

at the point where the movement of my thought interests me 

more than my thought itself." 18 The passiv ity of this inte rest 

comes out in another remark, where he says, " I make a hundred 

studies in several days , while another painter might spend a 

hundred days on a Single picture. In continuing. I will open 

windows. I will get behind the canvas and perhaps something 

will happen." 19 "Quelque chose," he says, "se produira." The 

window wi ll open and something will happen before the eyes of 

the pa.inter who is caught there, fascinated - like the Wolf Man 

for whom the window opens onto that beyond where something 

takes place, as it di splays for him the matrix-figu re of a scene in 

which he will be, for the rest of his life, entrapped. 
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DISC U SSION 

Jonotban Crary In your thinking about this idea of the pulse or 

beat, did you consider neoimpress ionism and the possibility that 

that perception of organized color contrasts involved some kind 

of oscillation or temporal beat? Or is such work within the do

main of the purely optical? 

Rosalind Krauss In fact I didn't consider it. But this is interesting: 

Duchamp hated retinal art, yet when he talked about it -always 

to belittle it-he wanted to exempt two artists who he thought 

might otherwise be confused with it . One was Mondrian, the 

other was 5eurat . The Mondrian part I can understand, but the 

Seurat part has always mystified me-and you haye just ex

plained it. 

Martin Joy I have a question concerning a musical parallel to the 

beat or pulse. During the modernist period there is a move away 

from theme and variation towards a stress on rhythm; one 

thinks of StraYinsky in part icular. One might argue that this is 

the replacement of one type of musical form by another type, 

and to this extent perhaps the moye towards rhythm or pulse in 

,·isual terms is not so much a cr itique of form per se as it is an 

introduction of a different model of form , already there in mu

sic, which is temporal; and this is somewhat different from the 

absolute breakdown of form which one finds perhaps in atonal 

music. So is there a way to conceptualize this in terms not of 

rhythm as opposed to form but of rhythm as a different type 

of form? 

Krauss When Lyotard talks about rhythm in his discussion of the 

matrix, he insists that it is flaura! - not a temporal rhythm. For 

example, he thinks about patte rns of columns on a facade, the 
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way in which they set up a rhythm. He doesn't want this idea to 

leak out into the temporal and so once again set up a modernist 

condition of separate domains. 

Now as for the musical analogy: one could th ink of twelve

tone composition in terms of the figural, that is, in terms of a 

structure that has the potential of a simultaneity or overlaying 

that is connected to figurality. But that's just a guess. 

Jacqueline Rose There seems to me to be an interesting difference 

between concepts like "beat," "pulse," " throb," and "matrix," 

and the following-through of the stages of fantasy in "A Child Is 

Being Beaten." How do these concepts work together, or is 

there a tension between them? 

Krauss I assume you are referring to the temporality of the nar

rative reconstruction of the fantasy. Now Lyotard insists on the 

very figurative compactness of this fantasy, which doesn't seem 

to include a narrator or an agent of the beating-and it is even 

vague about the nature of the child. That compacted block, 

which is then reconstructed according to its contradktory, shift

ing components, creates a parado;x, one which is not containab le 

within the field of vision or three-dimensional space. It is a 

Auid, amorphic, even dysmorphic thing. 

Rose This touches on a tension which seems to be present in 

the work of Lyotard between concepts like "discourse" and " fig

ure" on the one hand, and "libidinal economy" on the other. 

The concept of libidinal economy seems to me available for an 

almost phYSiological account of the substrata of conscious per

ception and identity. And that's where words like pulse, throb, 

etc., could then he pulled in the direction of concepts like that 

of the "semiotic" in Julia Kristeva's work. In short, there is a 

kind of lyricism to what we oppose to the dominant psychic 

trope. Whereas what struck me in your example of "A Child Is 
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Being Beaten!> is that there is always al ready a fantasy in place, 

so that e\'en jf we try to put ourseh'es outside a certain visual 

register we sti ll call up forms of non identification which are 

nonetheless positionalities. Now whatever one wants to say 

about that (and I ag ree with you that it's not the same form of 

narrative structure), I don't think. that account is available for the 

idealization that goes on within certain other concepts of what a 

matrix might be. 
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Audience (Bernard Flynn) I have a question for Martin Jay. I was 

somewhat surprised that you see Descartes as the initiator of a 

regime of the visual. It seems to me that his tex ts could be read 

just as well in a radically, mi litantly antivisual sense. Think of 

what becomes of the piece of wax in the Meditation: all the in

formation that one gets through the senses is fa lse, is never re-

instated ___ And even in the Optics, in his theory of perspect ive (as 

Merleau-Ponty reads it in "The Eye and the Mind"), one doesn't 

see anything at all , one judges. The mind may survey the brain 

and then generate a perspective-effect-but not really by sig ht 

so much as by mathematical judgment. In fact , Descartes even 

uses the metaphor of the text: that one reads the brain. 

Martin Jay This is an excellent question; it gives me an oppor

tunity to clarify the dimension of the visual in Descartes. One 

could say the same thing about Plato: that he too was hostile to 

the illusions of the senses and was anxious to defend the alterna

tive of the mind 's eye. Cartesian ism contains this dualism as 

well , for Descartes also gives us a critique of the illusions of ob

servation. But in its place he provides a notion of the mind as 

visually constituted. For Descartes the mind contains "clear" 

and " distinct" ideas, and clarity and distinctness are essentially 

visua l terms. Moreover, the mind perceives natural geometry, 

which is commensurate with the geometry that underlies our ac

tua l empir ical Sight. Descartes believes in the commensurability 

of these two realms (which I could also characteri ze in terms of 

two notions of light, luminous rays or lux and perceived lumen); 

it enables him to argue that inventions like the telescope are val

uable because they show us visual experience which is commen

surate with that of natural geometry. 
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Now the issue of judgment, thc issuc of the tex t, is also 

,·c ry interesting. It relates to the point I madc earlier regarding 

the semantic dimension of ,·ision. You arc right: Descartes uses 

rhetorical and linguistic explanations that take us away from a 

purely imagistic notion of the mind's eye or of actual eyes. But it 

is almost always done in the sen ' ice of a st rong notion of mental 

representation where onc sees (as he puts it) "with a clear men· 

tal gaze." So what 15 at issue is neither actual empirical obscn·a· 

tion (which Merleau-f}onty, with his emphasis on the body and 

binocular vis ion, wants to restore), nor is it an enti rely rhetori

ca l, semantic, judgmental, or linguistic altcrnati,·c. It is a third 

model, which again I think is parallel to the Platonic tradition of 

mental representation-of the mind 's eye, of the purity of an 

optics which is outside actual experience. 

Audience (John Ralchmanl I have a question for both Jonathan and 

Martin. J was impressed by your remarks, Jonathan, and I was 

especially interested in the inAuence of Foucault upon them. 

Your use of Foucault is very different from one which presents 

him as a denig rator of ,·ision, as Mart in has in another context 

rUIn the Empire of the Gaze: Foucault and the Denigration of 

Vision in Twentieth-Century French Though,t," in Foucau1r: A 

Crieical Reader, cd. David Hoy]. It is a Foucault who is more con

cerned with "e\·ents" of the \·isual. 

Foucault argued, of course, that abnormality or deviation is 

a central category in our modern pe.riod , especially when it 

comes to madness. (As Jonathan has mentioned-and Georges 

Canguilhem talks about this too-Fechner and Helmholtz con

ceived vision in terms of the normal and the abnormal , and of 

course they wcre read by Freud. In fact, in Beyond che Pleasure 

Principle, I belie,·c there arc references to both Fechner and 

Helmholtz.) For Foucault there is a great difference between this 
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modern conception of madness as abnormal and the Renaissance 

conception of madness as a marvel or a monstrosity from an

other world. So when Martin talks about uthe madness of see

ing" (10 folje du mir) and suggests, a la Christine Buci

Glucksmann. that this is a reactualization of a baroque vision, J 

am not sure I agree. The baroque did not possess our category 

of the abnormal, and our visual irrationality (influenced by the 

paradigm that Jonathan sketched) is a different sort of thing. So 

perhaps it is not a reactuali7..ation so much as a rethinking of 

"the madness of seeing" in terms of our own rationality of the 

abnormal. (To see it in this way, inCidentally, would give us a 

different perspecth'e from the kind of phobia about irrationality 

that comes from Ju rgen Habermas.) Isn't there some kind of 

clash between these sor ts of histor),? 

Jay Your point that Buci-Glucksmann const ructs a baroque "i

sion for her own purposes is a valid one, but I think she has also 

reco,·ercd an attitude which is more pOsitive about "madness." 

ObViously her interpretation is deeply imbued with contempo

rary concerns-one hears Lyotard , Lacan, and other recent 

thinkers on every page - so it is not simply an historical 

account. 

Now as for the two registers of madness: 10 folie du voir is a 

term that has been around for a while (Michel de Certeau also 

wrote about it). In this sense madness is seen as ecstatic, con

nected to jouissance, as not constraining. My Habermasian note at 

the end was to suggest that " madness" is neither good nor bad 

but is a category we need to problematize. This may require a 

return to a notion that Foucault would find problematic, but it 

,cems to me that he also teaches us to be wary of any return to ) ~ 
the body. For ~ult, of course, the body is constituted cul

~ally and historically; therefore we are forced once again to 
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think about its implications rather than accept it as a sol id 
- -ground or as some antidote to the fa lse decorporealization of 

vision. 

Jonathan Crary I just want to c.Iarify something. For me the im

portance of Helmholtz and Fechner for Freud has to do less 

with delineating the normal and the abnormal than with a cer

tain model of an economy of energy. T his is interesting in terms 

of the position of physiology in relation to other sciences in the 

nineteenth century. Perhaps the Single most important achie\'e

ment of Helmholtz was his work on the conservation of energy; 

but he began as a medical student and phYSiologist, and it was 

through his study of animal heat that he e"entually arrived at his 

the rmodynamic formulations. One of the tasks of phYS iology in 

the 1 840s was the refutation of vitalism, the idea that somehow 

li\'ing beings operated by \'irtue of their own unique "ital force. 

fn this sense, phYSiology was an enterprise of making the body 

eqUivalent to and exchangeable with other apparatuses and ma

chines. Thus Helmholtz, throughout his career, was to describe a 

human subject that works, produces, and sees within a process of 

muscular work, combustion of energy, and release of heat ac

cording to empirica lly verifiable la\.vs. What was important was 

how the body was rendered continuous with its fi eld, making 

obsolete that split between outside and inside which defined a 

classica l observer. 

Audience I have a question for Rosalind Krauss. Do you make a 

distinction between the picture-making activity of an ar tist like 

Picasso and his psychiC reality? Do they operate as opposite 

po les or do they ha\'e a mimetic relationship? 

Rasalind Krau ss In the twenty-thre'e-yolume Oeuvres of Picasso, 

thirteen of those yolumes are demted to his last period. What 
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fills these pages are endless sketches, and no one (as far as I 

know) has mentioned that they are done in an animation-stand 

manner where the trace of the image etched onto the page be
low is used to produce the next image and so on. That process 

interests me very much-its mechanical nature, the passivity of 

Picasso before this process (which in a sense was stronger than 

he). So the whole discussion of eroti~s in late Picasso, of 

whether he was a dirty old man or a voyeur, is irrelevant to 

what we are in fact watching, which is a feeble attempt to erect 

eros in defense against what was really happening to him 

which was death. 

Audience So there is no distance on his part from his activity? 

Krauss None. I think he had absolutely no distance. 

Krauss I have a question for Martin, one that relates to John 

Rajchman's. I am not sure that seventeenth-century visual re

gimes can be mapped quite so directly onto late nineteenth- and 

early twentieth-centu ry practices, Are these weak homologies, 

or just totally different phenomena? Take your example of the 

modernist grid and the map presented by Svetlana Alpers as a 

model for seventeenth-century Dutch painting. T he modern ist 

grid is tremendously different from this cartologic g rid, for the 

modern ist g rid is reAex.ive: it maps the surface onto which it is 

prOjected; its content is that surface itself. A map is not doing 

that: its content comes from elsewhere; it has nothing to do 

with the reAexiye model. 

Another instance is the anamorphic image. Now the 

opaCity that is figured in anamorphosis is a matter of point of 

view: one can see the image correctly if one can get to the cor

rect position. Whereas the invisibility that arises within mod

ernism is not so obviously physical: it is tinged or affected by 
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the unconscious, and in this unconscious invisibility there isn't 

any correct perspective or other vantage point. It can only be 

reconstructed in the modality of a different form like language. I 

think that's a weak metaphoric use of the idea of anamorphosis. 

You seem to accept this Buci-Glucksmann hypothesis; I would 

think that as an historian you would not. 

Joy I share the willingness to problematize these linkages; let 

me see what this might mean in these two cases. First with the 

grid. What Alpers tells us is that whereas the perspectival grid 

is wholly different from the modernist grid, the cartographic 

grid (""hich is also present in seventeenth-century Dutch art) is 

a way-station to the modernist one. It is halfway because it in

sists not on an illusory reproduction of an external reality but 

rather on a Sign-ordered transfiguration of it. So already there is 

a kind of conventionality to this grid, an awareness of the neces

sity of a mode that is not simply mimetic. And to that extent 

maybe it does point the way to a fully nonmirnetic twentieth

century g rid. 

As for anamorphosis, a satisfactory response would require 

going into some detail. In his discussion of Sight in The Four 

Fundamental Concepts if P~cho-analysis, Lacan is fascinated by the 

idea of anamorphic vision, as is Lyotard in Discours, Fig ure (sig

nificantly, both use the Holbein painting The A mbassadors, with 

its anamorphic skull , on their title pages). In Lacan's discussion 

\ ", of vision one gets a sense of crossed visual e.xperiences, which is 

what anamorphic vision, if seen in tension with straightfor\vard 

vision, gives us. So to that extent it helps us understand the 

complexities of a visual register which is not planimetric but 

which has all these complicated scenes that are not reducible to 

any one coherent space . 
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Finally. as to the Buci-Glucksmann argument: I would 

agree that one has to take it with a grain of salt; it is written 

from the perspective of the 1980s, it is not purely an historical 

exercise. But I think it helps us to see a potential for another 

vision already there in the Western tradition, even during the 

heyday of Cartesian perspectivalism. It allows us to see what 

jacqueline Rose calls "the moment of unease" which is latent but 

now perhaps rediscovered in that tradition-even if .. \Ie have 

partly concocted it as well. 
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THE GAZE IN THE EXPANDED FIELD 

In this paper I wi ll be examining a term that has become impor

tant in contemporary discussions of painting and of visuality: Je 

reBard, "the Gaze." First of all I will do what I can to trace the 

concept of the Gaze as it passes from Sartre to Lacan, from 

Sartre's description of the Gaze of the other in Being and Norh

ingness to Lacan's reworking of that description in the first two 

sections of The Four Fundamental Concepts '!f Psycho-analysis. To 

some this w ill be familiar territory. to others it will be less fa

miliar; I will do my best to proceed as clearly as I can. But once 

that account of Je resa,d, the Gaze, is stated I want to move to 

what may seem at first Sight a quite unconnected account of vi

sion, the one that emerges in the meditation on Western phi

losophy conducted in Japan principally by Kitaro Nishida and 

then by Nishida's student Keiji Nishitani. The reason I wish to 

invoke Nishida and Nishitani is that their theoretical develop

ment seems in many respects to go further than Sartre and 

lacan towards a radical reformulation of our thought on visu

ality, and as a consequence of this our thought on painting. 

My argument 'w ill be that the line of thinking that passes 

from Sartre to Lacan in crucial respects remains held within a 

conceptual enclosure, where vision is still theorized from the 

standpoint of a subject placed at the center of a world. Although 

that centralized subject is progressively dismantled by Sar tre and 

Lacan-and the direction of their thought is unmistakeably to

wards a radical decentering of the subject-there seem to me to 

be areas in which the standpoint of the subject as center is actu-
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aUy retained; the resu lt of that residual centering upon the 

standpoint of the subject is that ~ is portrayed as menaced 

at that vestigial center, threatened from without, and in some 

sense persecured, in the visual domain, by the reBord or Gaze. The 

direct ion of thought that passes from Nishida to Nishitan i un

der takes a much more thoroughgoing displacement of the sub

ject in the field of vision, which fi nds expression in a te rm so far 

largely neglected in the Western d iscussion of visuality, fiin)'ouJ, 

translated as "blankness," "emptiness," or "nihi lity." The con

cept of blankness, as it evolves in the thought of Nishida and 

then of Nishitani , relocates the Gaze, Ie reoord, in an expanded 

field where a number of conceptua l transformations become 

necessa ry and urgent: notably concerning the as pect of menace 

\vhich still colors Lacan's account of the subject 's visual c.x peri

ence; concerning the question of where the subjecr resides, under 

the Gaze and in the expanded field of fiin)'alo or " blankness"; 

and concern ing, in the pract ice of painting, the repercuss ions of 

the structures of Je reaord, the Gaze, and siinyaco, blankness or 

emptiness, at the level of brush, pigment, and frame. 

II 

Sartre's conception of the gaze of the other is clearest in his 

story or scenario of the watcher in the park. I Sartre's narrati\'c 

involves two stages. In its fi rst movement, Sart re enters a park 

and discovers that he is alone: everything in the park is there fo r 

him to regard from an unchallenged center of the visual ne ld. 

All of the park unfolds before this absolute center of a lived 

horizon: the subject resides at the still point of the turning 

world, master of its prospects, sO\'ereign sun 'eyor of the scene. 

In this initial exhilaration of self-possession, nothing threatens 

the occupancy of the self as focus of its visual kingdom, But in 

Sart re's second movement, this reign of plenitude and luminous 

peace is brought abruptly to an end: into the park and into the 
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watcher's solitary domain there enters another, whose intrusion 

brea ks the peace and fract ures the watcher's self-enclosure. The 

watcher is in t urn watched: obspr \'ed of all obsen -ers, the \'iewer 

becomes spectacle to another's Sight. Now all the lines of force 

which had conve rged on the center of the watcher's li\'ed hori

zon t urn , re\'erse, and reconverge on the space of the intruder 

and h is irruption, Before, all of the perspective lines had run in 

from the ho rizon towards the watcher in the park; now another 

perspective opens up. and the lines of Right race away from the 

watcher self to meet this new point of entry, For the intruder 

himself stands at his own center of things, and draws towards 

and into himself everything he sees; the watcher self is now a 

tangent, not a center, a vanishing point, not a \' iewing point, an 

opacity on the other's d istant ho~izon, Everything reconvergesJ v 

on this intrush'e center where the watcher self is nOl: the in

truder becomes a kind of dra in which sucks in all of the former 

plenitude, a black hole pull ing the scene away from the watcher 

self into an engul fing void. 

Were we to represent Sartre's scenario in terms of a pic

ture, the Raphael Sposalizio would ill ustrate its general formation 

(Figure 2). In one sense all of the architectural spaces tu rn to

wards the viewer, displaying their adve rtent aspects to one who 

stands at the place of masterly overview, wi th every line of Right 

across the cornices, flagstones, and arcades traveling in towards 

the soverejgn spectator. But in another sense the architecture of 

the piazza turns towards a place where the viewer does not and 

cannot exist . T he moment the viewer appears and takes up posi

tion at the viewpoint , he or she comes face to face with another 

term that is the negative counterpart to the viewing posit ion: 

the vanishing pOint, All of the orthogonal lines across windows, 

doors, pavements converge there at the vanishing point where, 

par excellence, the viewer is not. The hnes of the piazza race away 

towards this drain or black ho le of otherness placed at the hori

zon, in a decentering that destroys the subject's un itary self-pos-
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Figure 1. Raphael. Marri"8c of 1M \';r9In (Spmal17ia dcllo Madonna). 1504. Br(' ra, 

Pinacoteca. (COUrlC5)' Ali llarilA rl Rl"S(lun:e, N.Y.) 

THE GA ZE I N THE E X PANDED FIEL.D 

session. The viewpoint and the vanishing point are inseparable: 

there is no viewpoint without vanishing point, and no vanjshing 

point without viewing point. T he self-possess ion of the viewing 

subject has built into it , therefore, the principle of its O\vn aboli

tion: annihilation of the subject as center is a condition of the 

"ery moment of the look. 

This pictorial example is perhaps closer to Lacan than to 

Sar tre, for in Sartre the agent that accomplishes the reversal of 

the visual field, its peripateia, is personal: another being, before 

whom I become opaque, abject, in a dialectic of master and 

slave. Lacan's re\vorking of Sartre's scenario dispenses with this 

personalized other. 2 His story is a good deal stranger. Lacan is 

away from Paris, in Brittany, out with fishermen on the open 

sea. On the surface of the sea are pieces of Aotsam, in particular 

a sardine can, to which one of the men reacts by saying to 

Lacan: "You see that can? Do you see it? Well , it doesn't see 

you!"J The remark disturbs Lacan because he can sense a per- ) 

specth'e in which it is untrue: the world of inanimate objects to 

some extent always looks back on the percei\·er. What is the ..... C-. 

source of this strangely empowered look back? Lacan's account I 

depends, not on the irruption of another personal vie",'er but 

the irruption, in the visual fi eld, of the Sign ifier. When I look, 

what I see is not simply light but intelligible form: the rays of 

light are caught in a rets, a network of meanings, in the same .;. 

way that flotsam is caught in the net of the fi shermen. For hu-

man beings collectively to orchestrate their visual experience 

together it is required that each submit his or her retinal 

experience to the socia lly agreed descr iption(s) of an intelligible eo 

world . Vision is socia lized, and thereafter deviat ion from this so-

cial construction of visual reality can be measured and named, 

va riously, as hallucination, misrecognition, or "visual distur-

bance." Between the subject and the world is inserted the entin,) .l-i 
sum of discourses wruch make up visuality, that cultural con- t--., 
struct, and make \" isuality different from vision, the notion of Vt.,· I 
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unmediated visual experience. Between retina and world is in

serted a screen of signs, a screen consisting of all the multiple 

discourses on vision built into the social arena. 

This screen costs a shadow: sometimes Lacan calls it a 

scotoma, sometimes a stain. For when we look through the 

screen, what we see is caught up in a network that comes to us -' '- ~ from the outside: mobile tesserae of signification, a mosaic that 
/' 

moves. This network is g reater than its individual agents or op-

erators. When I learn to speak, I am inserted into systems of 

discourse that were there before I was, and will remain after I 

am gone. Similarly when I learn to see socially, that is, when I 

begin to articulate my retinal experience with the codes of rec

ognition that come to me from my social milieu(s), I am in

serted into systems of "isual discourse that saw the world before 

I did, and will go on seeing after I see no longer. The screen 

casts a shadow '!f dcoch. E" erything I see is orchestrated with a 

cultural production of seeing that e.xists independently of my life 

and outside it : my individual discoveries, the findings of my eye 

as it probes through the world, come to unfold in terms not of 

my making, and indifferent to my morta lity. The screen morr!fies -- ~ -
sight. Its terms are points of signification, chains of signifiers, 

that of themselves have no light. The signifier operates on light 

and with light, but has no light of itself, or only the light it bor

rows from my eye. The signifier casts its shadow of darkness 

across my vision, and because of that darkness I am no longer 

bathed in the lustre of a luminous plenitude. Into my visual field 

something Ctlts, cuts across, namely the nehvork of signifiers. To 

illustrate in pictorial terms what that something is, Lacan pro

vides his example from Holbein. 4 The ambassadors are masters 

of lea rni ng, in possession of aU the codes of knowledge, of sci

ence and art, fashioned in their social milieu; but their visual 

field is cut across by someth ing they cannot master, the skull 

which casts itse lf Sideways across their space, through ana

morphosis (Figure 3). 

" 

Figure 3. Hans Holbein. The Amboswdon. 1533. London, National Gallery of Art. 

(Courtesy SNA RK/ Art Resource:, N.Y.) 

The effect of this insertion of the screen, or skull , or 

scotoma, is that the subject who sees is no more the center of 

visual exper ience than the subject of language is at the center of 

speech. W hen I speak, I may try to fill each word I utter with 

the full meaning of my unique thought. But the fact remains 

that, in the social arena where I speak, the words I utter have to 

follow paths or networks laid down before I entered their ter

rain . The speake r did not create these, nor does the speaker 

control them. In the same way, ... vhen I see, what I see is formed 

by paths or networks laid down in advance of my seeing. It may 

be the case that I feel myself to inhabit some kind of center in 

my speech, but what decenters me is the network of language. It 
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may similarly be that I always feel myself to live at the center of 

my vision-somewhere (where?) behind my eyes; but, again, 

that vision is decentet:ed by the network of sigt"!ifiers that come --- ~ 
to me from the social milieu. 

-- --Lacan pushes this description further. In place of the 

speaker in ordinary conversation, he invites us to consider the 

speech of the analysand. The experience of analysis, as Lacan de

fines it, forces the speaker to recognize that the words she or he 

utters have their o ... ,rn perturbing life; that they follow paths and 

chains unknown in advance, in movements that circle round yet 

never reach the locus of desire or fear. Psychoanalysis is that ex--/"- -7__......_____ 
perience of speaking on the field of the other. The analysand 

'- ~ 
does not stand at the center of control over these motions of the 

Signifie r; he or she is more like their bewildered observer. 

Lacan's analysis of vision unfolds in the same terms: the viewing 

subject does not stand at the center of a perceptual horizon, and 

cannot command the chains and series of signifiers passing 

across the visual domain. Vision unfolds to the side of, in tan

gent to, the field of the other. And to that form of seeing Lacan 

gives a name: seeing on the fi eld of the other, seeing under 

the Gaze. 

III 

I \vant now to pass from the current of thought of Sartre and 

Lacan to another current, the one which passes from Europe 

into Japan by way of the most influential Japanese philosopher of 

the twentieth century, Nishida, and which passes on from 

Nishida to the writer who, at the level of translation, is much 

more accessible to Western readers than Nishida himself, Keiji 

Nishitani . S Nishitani 's critique of Sartre occupies a crucial sec

tion of Nishitani 's book Reli8ion and Nothin8ness, and it bases it

self on the observation that with Sartre there is no radical 

overturning of the enclosure of thought which treats the ques-
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tions of ontology, of subject and object, from within the srand

point oj the subject. 6 Nishitani remarks that the Sartrean je is 

capable of reaching a level of nihility in which everything that 

exists is cast into doubt, except the fundamental irreducibility of 

the je which does the doubting. For example, when the je fully 

understands the death of God and comes t o doubt the viability 

of an ethics imposed on the subject from the outside, the 

Sartrean je reacts by falling back in on itself, and by struggling 

to locate an authenticity of the self from which ethical action 

can emanate directly: when the forms of ethics pass into the 

field of nihility and are annulled there, that annihilation is over

come by the je's assertion of itself as authentic core of moral 

~ency. The passing of ethical forms into the field of annihilation 

d ismantles them, but does not dismantle the je, the self which 

reacts by redoubling the force of the self as it operates on the 

nothingness outside it. For Nishitani , Sartre's nihilism is half

hearted: Sartre places the uni'·erse around the self on the field 

of nihility. yet the self gathers force there, and uses the blank

ness surrounding it as, so to speak, a spr ingboard from which to 

launch its own authentic operations.7 This is to treat the field of 

nihility, Nishitani observes, as though it were something a8ainst 

which the self reacts- in this case by multiplying its effor ts and 

solidifying its centeredness. What does nor happen in Sartre's 

work , as Nishitani sees it, is the placing of the je itself on the 

fi eld of nihility or emptiness: the je reemerges from its encoun
ter with nihility. reiriforced in its position as the center of its 

experience. 

So it is wi th Sartre's description of vision, and the scenario 

of the watcher in the park. The intrusion of the other makes of 

the self a spectacle or object in relation to that other: the self is 

threatened with annihilation by that irruption of alterity on the 

subject's horizon. But Sartre's analysis in fact stops a long way 

short of the stage at which this menace to the subject would pass 

on to the field of nihility and become a full decemerin8 of the 
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i:-J subject. Sartre's watcher is objectified by the other's gaze, just as 

that other is objectified by his gaze: but the fundamental terms, 

of subject and object, remain intact throughout the encounter. It 

is as though both the watcher in the park and the intruder who 

disturbs its peace were supplied with opt ical frames-binocu

lars, t.elescopes, Yiewfinders-which restricted the surrounding 

world to just these two poles, the watcher (now threatened by 

the other's gaze) and the intruder (similarly threatened). T hough 

menaced by each other, neither is Jundamenralijl challenged: the 

subject can sun';l'c such a gaze, and survive more strongly for be

ing exposed to thjs "alterity" which may menace the subject but 

which does not in any sense actually dissok e or annihi late it. 

The subject's sense of being a subject is heightened, not undone: 

and this, folloWing Nishitani's argument, is because the entire 

scenario is restricted to its tw in poles of subject and object. 

What is not thought through is the question o~n's 

wider frame. 

IV 

Like ~~tre's Beina and Nochinaness, Nishitani 's Reliaion and Noeh 

inaness sets out to criticize the Cartesian self-enclosure of the 

coaito. In the coaieo the subject concei"es of itself as univer:.al 

center, surrounded by the stable plenitude of an object world. 

Both subject and object exist in a state of mutual confirmation 

and fix ity. The subject, from its position of center amidst t~e 

world of things, looks out on its objects and percei" es them _as 

separate entie ies. That is, objects manjfest to the subject as com

plete beings haying (i) stable location in a single place; (ii) inde

pendent se lf-existence (reqUiring the existence of nothing else in 

order to exist)j (iii) permanent or enduring form. The subject 

looking out upon the world of entities finds itself to be an entity 

symmetrical with them. Like them, the ubject exists (i) in one 
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place and one place onl),. It exists (ii ) independently of the ob

jects around it, whose existence the subject is free to doubt, 

without that doubt entailing that the subject come to doubt its 

olVn existence. And the subject (iii) remains itself despite trans

formation in the material world. In addition to these qua lities of 

the entity which the subject shares with its object world , the 

subject of the cOfJieo has a further characteristic which the ob

jects of the world do not share: 0,') a position of uni"ersai cen

ter, around which the object world clusters or converges as the 

subject's experienti al horizon. 

Like Sartre and like Lacan, Nishitani's aim is to dismantle 

this anthropocentric subject, but his critique differs from theirs 

in his insistence on the term { ii'!)'acii, translated as "emptiness," 

" rad ical impermanence," "blankness," and "nihility."ij The en

tity, as a conceptual category, is found unable to withstand the 

critique of fii n)'Qul, and transposed to the field of siinyaeQ both 

the subject-entity and the object-entity literally break up, Sta

bilizing the entity as a fixed Form, with a bounded outline, is 

poss2,ble only if the universe surrounding the entity is screened 

out and the entity withdrawn from the universal field of trans

formations. The concept of the entity can be preserved only by 

an optic that casts around each entity a perceptual frame that 

makes a cue from the fie ld and immobilizes the cut within the 

static framework. But as soon as that frame is withdrawn, the 

object is found to exist as part of a mobile continuum that can

not be cut anywhere. If the object is, say, a Aower, its existence I 
is only as a phase of incremental transformations between seed ~ 

and dust, in a continuous exfoliation or perturbation of matter: 

at no point does the object come under an arrest that would im

mobilize it as Form or eidos. Moved on to the field of f iinyaea or 

radical impermanence, the entity comes apart. It cannot be said 

to occupy a sinale location, since its locus is always the universal 

field of transformations: it cannot achieve separation from that 
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field or acquire any kind of bounded outline. Because of its in

separability from the field of impermanence it cannot be said to 

enjoy independent self-existence, since the g round of its being is 

the existence of everything else. And it cannot present itself in 

the guise of an enduring Form. 

In Nishitani 's description, an object's presence can be de

fined only in negative terms. Since there is no way of singling 

out an object x without at the same time including it in the 

global field of transformations, what appears as the object x is 

, 0nJy the d!.fference between x and the total surrounding field . 

Similarly what appears as "the surrounding fie ld" is only its dif

ference from the object x. Nishitani 's thinking is morphologically 

close to Saussure's account of the location of an individual word 

in a language. The word, Saussure maintains, is nothing in itself: 

it lacks all the properties of the entity. Rather, the word is con

stituted "diacritically" in its difference from its surrounding 

fi eld, in this case all the other words in the language. In the 

same way, Nishitani argues for the diacritica l e.xistence of ob

jects: the system of objects " knows no positive terms." More

over, since the object field is a continuous mobility, indiv~1 

objects are constituted by d!lJerance, deferral in time, a~. 

Nishitani's thinking here is close to Derrida's por trayal of dif
Jerance in language. T he meaning of a word never stands forth in 

full array. If we want to know the meaning of an individual 

word, and look it up in a dktionary, what the dictionary gives is 

not the meaning of that one word, but other v.'Ords, synonyms. 

As one reads a sentence, one does not know what a word in 

mid-sentence means until one reaches the end of the sentence, 

and that sentence in turn changes as one moves to the next sen

tence, or parag raph, or page. Meaning in a sense never arrives!. 

and in the same way, for Nishitani, being never arrive~ (bei!}g~ 

never arrive). The form of the seed is already turning into the 
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form of the Rower, and the Rower is already becoming dust. The 

present state of the object appearing as the Rower is inhabited by 

its past as seed and its future as dust, in a continuous motion of 

postponement, whose effect is that the flower is never presently 

there, any more than seed or dust are there. 

Nishitani sums up the deferred/differed presence of (what 

had been) the entity in a series of aphoristic Rashes that illumi

nate his text in the same way that the parables of the invaded 

park and the Roating sardine can illuminate the texts of Sartre 

and Lacan (if one "gets" the aphorisms one has g rasped the core 

argument). T\vo key aphorisms are: "fire does not burn nre ," 

and " water does not wash water."9 

It would seem to be the essence of fire that it burns; if it 

does not burn it is not fire. Yet fire cannot burn itself; it cannot 

exist in self-enclosure. Fire can burn everything that can be 

burned, but the one thing fi re cannot burn is fire. For nrc to be 

nre it must extend out of the enclosure of flame into the sur

rounding fie ld , and o nly when its roots travel into its surround 

can it burn. Similarly, it is of the essence of water that it can 

wash e\·erything that exists, and if it does not wash it is not wa

ter. Yet the one thing water cannot wash is water: it cannot exist 

inside the self-enclosure of the entity, circumscribed by a bound

ary or outline, in a Single location that excludes the surrounding 

fie ld. For water to be water it must percolate through that 

boundary and infi ltrate the entity's dry surrou_nd, enter into the 

surrounding field across the porous filte rs of irrigation: only 

when it does so, when it lea\·es the se lf-enclosure of water, can 

it become water. Its existence comes to it when it has left water 

behind it a·nd entered what is not itself. Its being is interpene

trated by what it is not : which is to say that things exist in the 

ways they do exist, under a mode of const itutive negativity or 

emptiness, iiinyatii . 
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Nishitani's ana lysis of vision works in terms that are very dif-

. ferent from those of Sartre . In Sartre, the object is what appears 

, to a subject, so to speak at the end of a viewfinder. The de"v-

finder or legit imate construction creates a kind of tunnel vision 

in which all of the surrounding field is screened out. Only that 

(
which appears within the framing apparatus-perspective, pic

ture frame, camera-exists: the viewer on one side, the object 

r;.'t. on the other. Nishi tani 's move is to dissol\'e the apparatus of 

( framing which always produces an object for a subject and a sub

ject for an object. Passing on to the fie ld of f unyala the object is 

found to exist, not at the other end of tunnel vision, but in the 

total field of the universa l remainder. The object opens out om

nidirecrionallj' on to the uni\'ersal surround, against which it de

fi nes itself negatively and diacritically. The viewer who looks out 

at the object sees only one angle of the global fi eld where the 

object resides, one Single tangent of the 360 degrees of the ci r

cle, and of the 360 degrees in aU directions of the radiating 

sphere of light spreading out from the object into the global 

envelopment. 

In the same way that Nisrutani takes the object away from 

the framing apparatus-the picture frame, the legitimate con

struction-and places it on the expanded field of blanllless or 

f unyald, so the viewer is pulled a\vay from the aperture of the 

viewfinder or lens and redefined as radically dis-framed. The 

viewer still has his or her eyes open: the universe does not dis

appear. But the viewer is now a being that exists through the ex

istence of everything else in the universal fie ld, and not just as 

the subject-effect of the object that appears at the end of the 

\·iewing tunnel. Let us say that the viewer's eyes look out at a 

segment of the total field that surrounds the viewer omnidirec

tionall),. This small section (or cone, or pyramid) is in fact only a 

fraction of the field of unive rsal surroundi this partia l view can-
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not be cut out of the tota l surround, Singled out, and be made to 

represent the totality of the viewer's being. What enabled that 

narrO\'L.cone or pyramid to feature as the visual fi eld was exactly 

-;he enclosure of the frame- the tunnel , the viewfinder, the le

gi~imate construction. But once that frame is dissolved on the 

field of siinyota or emptiness, that narrow angle is found to be 

em·e1oped on all sides by a surround of invisibility. O nce dis

framed, the brightly luminous segment is found actuaUy to be 

constituted lVithin the invisible, the dark or unmarked remainder 

that extends beyond the edge of peripheral vision into the space 

that wraps its way round behind the spectator's head and behind 

the eyes. W hat can be seen is supported and interpenetrated by 

what is outside Sight, a Gaze of the other enveloping Sight on all 

sides. 

How can such a Gaze be represented? For surely we now 

stand at the very limits of representation. From this point on, 

only a technique which undermines the frame can stand in for 

the invisible which the frame excludes. And if we try to picture 

to ourselves the Gaze of f unyald or blankness, it must be in 

terms of the nonrepresen~ional or the anti -r~reseritatjonal. 

Perhaps the clearest image of this comes from the technique 

which sets out both to assert and to undermine representational 

practice, the technique known in Japan as "Aung ink." 

The fullest expression of f unyata in the visual field is un

doubtedly the practice that immerses itself in this concept, 

Ch'an painting. The landscape by Sesshii (1420-1506) is a 

framed image (Figure 4), and as such might suggest that we are 

still in the orbit of the framing apparatus-the tunneling of vi

sion that fixes a tiny segment of the object world at one end, for 

a segmented viewing subject at the other. And in fact the image 

has no wish to transcend t he facts of ordinary vis ion, inasmuch 

as these facts involve looking at the object in the form of a sec

tion or profile of the object's being. When we look at things, we 

do see only a tangent, and not the full radiation of light emitted 
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omnidirectionally: Ch'an does not dispute that. What Ch'an does 

dispute is that the profile which thus appears can be identified 

with the object itself, as it exists in the field of emptiness. What 

the image needs to include is the fact of the object's remainder, the 

other views which pass out from the object to all those un

countable places where the viewer is not. And what the image 

also has to ad.'lOwledge, even while it records the narrow pas

sage of light that travels to an empirical observer, is the viewer's 

remainder, the sum of other views that the viewer excludes by as

suming this view, the surrounding envelope of invisibility. What 

painting risks, in the Ch'an perspective, is the production of a 

false ontology in which the seer and the seen commune in tun

nel vision: the subject mistaking what is only a profile of the ob

ject for the object itself; the profile, thus cut out, creating for 

itself a hypostasized viewing subject, pinned at the other end of 

the tunnel. 

In the case of the Aung-ink painting, Ch'an's solution is to 

disfigure the image, the bipolar view, by opening on to the 

whole force of randomness. As the ink is cast, it Aies out of the 

enclosure or tunnel of the frame, and opens the image on to the 

field of material transformations that constitutes the universa l 

surround. The Hinging of ink marks the surrender of the fixed 

form of the image to the global configuration of force that sub

tends it. Eidos is scattered to the four winds. The image is made 

to Aoat on the forces which lie outside the frame; it is thrown, as 

one throws dice. What breaks inco the image is the rest of the 

universe, everything outside of the frame. 

It is the same with the Aung ink of Ch'an calligraphy, so 

rapid that the ink cannot be contained by the system of script 

(Figure 1). When the graphic gesture is slow, deliberate, the 

traces can still be held within a framework of control. The cal

ligrapher operates on the character, and the character dictates the 

movements of the brush. Accelerated, the gesture comes loose 

from this bipolar structure of holding- in-place: the ink Aies 
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faster than the hand can control it, and to areas of the paper or 

silk beyond the sway of the character's prescribed structure. It 

breaks free from the subject who controls it, and from scrip

tural form. The framework of script and calligrapher is cut 

across by another term that stands for everything outside their 

circumscribed enclosure: the rest of the universe, the fi eld of 

emptiness that subtends the entit ies of scribe and script and an

nihilates them as freestanding and independent forms. 

Something cuts across the field of vision, and invades it 

from the outside. Vision is traversed by something wholly un

governable by the subject, something that harbors within it the 

force of everything outs ide the visual dyad. Let us ca ll it the 

Gaze. But it is hardly the Gaze of Sartre, or even of Lacan. 

VI 

In Lacan, something cuts across the space of sight and darkens 

i t: the Gaze. And in the Rying of the inks there is an entry into 

the visual field of something totally dark and opaque that stands 

for absolute alterity: the otherness of the rest of the universe: a 

surrounding field that decenters the subject and the subject's vi

sion completely. When the painter or calligrapher throws the 

ink, there is renunciation of all claim to act as universal center, 

and at the same time (pace Sartre) renunciation of the object as 

aiternacjve universal center. Yet these abolitions of self and center 

are not accompanied by any apparent sense of menace, which 

may indicate ways in which Sartre and Lacan still operate from 

within a certain intellectual enclosure. 

What seems questionable in Lacan's account of vision and 

painting is the paranoid coloration given to the Gaze. The Ch'an 

examples point to regimes of visuality in which the decentering 

of the subject may be thought in terms that are not essentially 

catastrophic. And this in turn prompts the question: if, in cer

tain "alternative" scopic regimes, decentering is unaccompanied 
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by the sense of menace or persecution, why does Lacan pro\'ide 

only one model of vision and of painting, that of the negative or 

terror izing gaze? 

There seem to me two, related answers. The first concerns 

a rather ricep' uncertainty in Lacan concerning the .!:.ole of cul-- "--- '- --- -- ~. 
tural variation in the constructi~~~ct~· ity . Lacan's de-

scription of how the subject is formed unfolds in terms of 

eltu~e : it is in the irruption of the symboliC order and. of sig

ni~tion that human subjectivity is precipitated, and slllce the 

composition of the symboliC order and of the codes of significa

tion are historically and culturally variable, the subject in Lacan 

is giyen by culture and history, not by nature. Neverthe less, 

Lacan says far more about the subject's initial insertion into the 

symboliC than about the subject's subsequent life there. That 

subsequent existence is where the variables of history, culture, 

and class operate, and construct the subject across the enormous 

array of local discourses through which the subject moves: in the 

workplace and the family, in the institutions of education, medi

cine, law, property, religion, government, and all the diverse 

cultural arenas of the social formation. We are certainly invited 

to think of Lacan's terms, the SymboliC and the Imaginary, as 

operating in all of these adult arenas, and not only at the stage of 

the subject's initial formation (in childhood). Yet Lacan's descrip

tions tend to privilege the genet ic and formati\'c moment, not 

the long and diverse elaborations of adult life. This concentra

tion on subjective genesis and installation makes it difficult to 

think through the question of cultural \·ariation. As part of this, 

it is difficult to think through to the cultural di\·ersity of visual 

regimes, some of which may view the decentering of the subjcc 

in terms other than those of menace. ......... 

The second answer is an extension of the first: that Lacan's 

portrayal of the Imaginary gives a centrality to his argument that 

is culturally specific, not universal. Nishitani's ana lysis of vision 

is of interest because its terms are so close to Lacan: like Lacan, 
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Nishitan i engages with Sartre as a precursor, and both regard 

the centering of the universe around the sovereign subject as il

lusion. In the fie1d of siinyoco the centralized subject falls apart; 

its boundary dissolves, together with the consoling boundary of 

the object. Nihility and blankness undo the subject's centering of 

the world upon itself; and, radically decentered, the subject 

comes to know itself in noncentered terms, as inhabiting and in

habited by a constitutive emptiness. Such decentering is a cen

tral theme in Lacan and in Nishitani; and yet their approaches 

are quite different. Perhaps one can illustrate their di"ergen~e by 

way of the skull in the Holbein, and the flung ink in e h 'an. T he 

skull appears in and as the protest of the Imaginary aga inst its 

own decentering, as the menace of death; the flung ink figures 

instead the subject's acceptance of decentering. The skull repre

sents the subject's fear of dissolution, the flung ink embodies in

stead the subject's renunciation of a central subject position, on 

a field of radical emptiness where the last remains of the coaita 

are rendered null and void, literally cast out on empty air. What 

changes between them is the cultural construction of the Imagi

nary. Which suggests, finally, that Lacan's account of vision as 

persecuted by the Gaze, like Sartre's, itself unfolds lI'irhin lhe 

lmaBinory. an Imaginary constructed in a culturally and histor

ica lly speci fic fashion. If so, then it is that analysis which itse lf 

needs to experience some cultural and historical decenter ing. 

Why should I or anyone spend time wrangling over Laca n's 

concept of the Gaze? My own answer must be that, although I 

obviously have reservations about a certain paranoid coloration 

within it, nevertheless Lacan's account of visuality seems to me 

histor ically extremely important. It marks a fundamental shift 

away from the ground on which vision has been preViously 

thought . The nineteenth ~ury saw the ri~ of a theory~ \'i

sion in which the truth of vision lay in the retina , in the phys

iology of the eye and the neurology OTthe optical apparatus. ~ 

the twentieth century the conception of \'ision as primarily a 
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domain of retina and light has subtended a number of key ac

tivities: in art history, fonnalism; in a~ theory, the approach to 

a,!:! via the psychology of perception.! in the work o!.. Gombri~h 

or Arnheim; in the construction of musemns and exhibition 

;Paces premised on the practice of decontextualizing the image 

in order to permit unmediated communion between the viewer's 

eye and pure form. From these and related activities has 

emerged the notion of art as a matter of erceptual purity, 

timeless, sequestered from the social domain, universa l. Post

modernism has entailed movin!i beIo~d this~pisteme and ac

knowledging the fact that the visual field we inhabit is one of 

meanings and not just shap:,s, that it is permeated by verbal and 

~discourses, by signs; and that these signs are socially con

structed, as are we. 

- "[he real discovery here is that things we took to be pri 

"atc, secluded, and inward - perception, art, the perception of 

art in the museum-are created SOCially. What is at stake is the 

discovery of a politics of"'\·ision. Which is fi nally why one might 

want to query the paranoid or terrorist coloration that Lacan 

gives the Gaze. Let us say that it is a bit easier, since Lacan, to 

think of d suality as something built cooperatively, O\'er time; 

that we are therefore responSible for it, ethically accountable. Yet 

Laca n seems to me, at least , to view the subject's entry into the 

social arena of visuality as intrinsically disastrous: the vocabulary 

is one of capture, annexation, death. Against this someone else 

might say: the degree of terror depends on how power is dis

tributed within that construct once it is bu ilt, and on where one 

is made to stand inside it . Under a \'oyeur istic male gaze, a 

\voman might well experience ter ror. And what of the beggar in 

the street, or of a Third World rendered tridal and picturesque 

under the gaze of colonialism? Terror comes from the way that 

Sight is constructed in relation to power, and powerlessness. To 

think of a ter ror intrinsic to sight makes it harder to think what 

makes Sight terrori stic, or otherwise. It naturalizes terror, and 
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that is of course what is terrifying. But what should ensue from 

Lacan's portrayal of the terror of sight is analysis, analyses , maoy 

of them, of ~ow power ,uses the social construct of vis ion~sul alit), . And also of how power disguises and conceals its opera---" 

t ions in visual it)', in myths of pure form , pure perception, and 

',... culturall), universal vision. 
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D I S C USSION 

Norman Bryson I should clar ify one thing. The Ch 'an examples, by 

Sesshu and Murata Shuk6, date from the fifteenth century- I 

wasn't making an historical connection between the paintings 

and Nishi tani . The illustrations I used are simply diagrams of ar

guments; I'm not making historical claims about the East and the 

West and their traditions. But since Sartre uses the visua l sce

nario of the park and Lacan involves Holbein to diagrammatize 

his argument, I thought Ch'an painting might provide a \'isual 

form for Nishi tani 's ideas. 

Rosalind Krauss When you described the gaze of s finyato, par ticu

larly in relation to the notion of framing developed by Nishitani, 

you sa id it has to do with the dark, unmarked remainder-the 

things that fall outside the frame of vision in its Western per

spectival sense. I immediately thought of the notion de\-eloped 
~ 

by Merleau-Ponty in The Phenamen%BJ c! Perception that \'ision is 

..:.:'nst itutecl preCisely by what goes on behind the head and in 

~he body-all those perspect ives that are the perspecth-es of the 

~. It is precisely his account of the phenomenology of \' ision 

that it is dependent on the sum of other views excluded by the 

position of the \'iewer, an account that he develops speCifica lly 

in relation to Ce-olanne. I wonder - and this rna)' be pure projec

tion on my part - if there is not an echo of The Phenomen%BJ if 
Perception in Nishitani. 

Bryson It seems to me that Nishi tani does dra\v on Merleau

Pont)', but the practice of Aung- ink painting is ob\' iously dif

ferent from that of Cezanne. The emphasis is far more on a 

radical decenter ing of the subject , and I think that points to a 

difference bet ween Nishitani and Merleau-Ponty, although in the 

thematic of the invisible the), are close. In Merleau-Ponty there 

seems to be not a nI), a desocialization of the body but also a 

simplification of the bod),-a simplification because it is st ill re

garded as the center from which one looks out onto the world , 

and it is exactly this center that is cast out in Nishi tan i. 
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This leads to the question of the difference between Mer

leau-Ponty and Lacan. At certain points Lacan is asked if his 

position is like Merleau-Ponty's and, curiously enough, he says 

that it is. But it obviously can't be because the body in Merleau'

Pontyis a unified, untroubled place of acrobatic grace and per

'ceptual accord between subject-world and object-world, an exact 

fit of the incarnated subject inside the ..... Aesh of the world. A nd 

such harmony of the body in its world is preCisely what isn't 

present in any theory in which the sign is seen to troub le this 

union. Now when I invoked my Oriental example - even though 

it is the only appropriate one for an argument that is in articula

tion with the West from the outside-it might have seemed as 

though I was invoking a purel), gestural painting, but my point is 

not the pure gesturalit), of the Japanese work but rather the re

nunciation of gesturalit), in the Ainging of ink: the gesture of the 

Merleau-Pontyan body, centralized in its world, is also thrown 

out by this Ringing of ink. 

Marlin Jay 1 think it is crucial to recognize the e.xistence in this 

Japanese discourse of a Heideggerian motif even more than a 

Merleau-Pontyan one. When H~ggJ. talks about the notion of 

Umsicht, of a circumspect yision, he means a vision that doesn't 

ha"e anyone par ticular vector. And 'when he contests the notion 

of enframing as part of the Gesrell of Western science, he attacks 

the same th ing the Japanese thinkers are attacking. His notion of 

LichwnB' of a clearing, is also the notion of a place in which 

truth is revealed-but not necessar ily to anyone eye or two 

eyes in anyone body. The truth is re"ealed, and the eye is sim

ply there to bear witness to it; this happens in precisely the way 

you described it in Japanese painting. Now Heidegger had an ex

traordinary impact in Japan from the 19205 to 1940s, and I am 

interested to know whether or not the figures you d iscussed 

were conSCiously indebted to him. 

My second question concerns the issue that Rosalind just 
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raised about Merleau-Pont),. Merleau-Ponty seems to me to be a 

very important transit ional figure between Sartre and Lacan, not 

only because he is more interested in the body and the crossing 

of gazes, but also because he is more interested in signs. I think 

it would be wrong to say that, unlike Lacan, Merleau-Ponty only 

talks about the body. In his last writings he actually cites Lacan 

(" the unconscious is structured like a language"), and there are 

at least gropings toward a structuralist view of language. I do, 

however, ag ree that the later Merleau-Ponty is much more op

timistic about visual interaction than Lacan, who shares with 

Sartre a much more pessimistic, perhaps even paranoid view. 

But Merleau-Ponty also introduces elements which lead us to

ward Lacan, including the linguistic mediation of the viewer and 

the viewed in the flesh of the world . 

Bryson 1 would agree with both those emphases. About the con

nection between Nishitani and Heidegger: it is via Nishida, more 

than twenty of whose students, including Nishitani , went to 

study wi th Heidegger. But actually I have a question for you. It 

has been very much on my mind - this issue of the paranoid 

coloration given to visuality in different French traditions of the 

seventeenth , eighteenth , and twentieth centuries. I am impressed 

by what you write about this tradition in the twentieth century 

[in " In the Empire of the Gaze"], though I also have reserva

tions, espeCially in relation to Foucault. Nevertheless, I wonder 

,..,hether Lacan's rhetoric of decentering as paranoid and ter

roristic does not participate in that tradition. 

Jay I think his ea rly discussion of the " mirror stage" as the 

source of a fa lse notion of the integrity of the ego does reAect a 

general hostility to the gaze as a source of ideological notions of 

selfhood. But in the later Four Fundamental Concepts if Psycho

ona{ysis, a very difficult text, Lacan perhaps moves away from an 

idea of vision as str ictly paranoid and terroristic, and this may 

be why he draws on Merleau-Ponty-to nuance the problem 
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somewhat. I agree that Foucault can al so be seen to nuance the 

simply hostile tradition; Merleau-Ponty ob,-iously does. One has 

to amid making it black and white. But I think that Lacan must 

be understood largely in the tradition critica l of vision. Al

thusser, too , when he talks about ideology as produced by the 

gaze, by the mirror stage, draws on Lacan and attacks \·ision. 

Christian Metz, when he ta lks about the scopic regime of the 

cinema, also draws on Lacan to denigrate \-ision as welL So I 

think they arc all part of a larger story. Lacan gets it, as YOLI 

said, to a great ex tent from Sartre; Sartre's view of ,'ision is "cry 

seminal for a lot of these thinkers. O ne might also mention 

Bataille- there are many interesting connections between 

Bataille and Lacan-and Bataille has a fascinating critique of the 

primacy of sight in such works as his pornographic novel 

L 'hiscoire de l'oeil and his essays on ,·ision. That would have to be 

part of the story of Lacan's attitude toward vision as wcll. 

Jonathan Crary Norman, could you clarify something for me? Ini 

tially you said you didn't want to set up an opposition between a 

Western and a non-Western tradition, and then you said you 

could only ha\'e picked a Japanese examplc to incarnate this 

other tradition. Would it have been poss ible for YOLI to ha\'c cho

sen an example from, say. twentieth-century Western modernist 

art practice. or is it a priori impossible? 

Bryson No. it's not a matter of impOSSibility; it was just a question 

of what images could gi\'e the best form to these arguments. There 

is no cultural enclosure that makes it impossible for a Western art 

practice to embody the concepts Nishitani works with. 

Crary Let me then pose a rather crude, formalist- type question. 

If a Franz Kline had been shown. what would one ha\-e sa id? 

Bryson I was thinking more of Pollock's work, but I couldn't use it . 

There is an essential difference between Po llock and the Rung ink 
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of Ch 'an painting, and it is important to get it right. Although 

there is a renunciation of control over form in an image that in

volves randomness, it is nevertheless recuperated in Pollock's 

painting: central subject positions return in so many ways-for 

example, in the way randomness becomes his style, so that exactly 

at the point where self-control is abandoned it is reinscribed as his 

personal style. That is one place in which there is a recentering at 

the very moment of a decentering. Another way is the manner in 

which Pollock drips paint: the drips overlay one another to pro

duce eidetic depth-one looks at Pollock as if through various 

screens-and it is exactly that eidetic depth within the frame that 

is irrupted and broken by Rung-ink. 50 for those reasons-but not 

because of any uncrossable cultural enclosure-it seemed more 

sensible to choose Sesshl1 rather than Pollock. 

Jacqueline Rose I have a reply to Martin, one that relates to ques

tions I have about a number of things we have discussed so far 

today. I want brieRy to historicize Lacan's hosti lity to vision: it 

needs to be located in the very origins of psychoanalysis, in the 

images of Charcot's hysteriCS at the clinic of the 5aIpetriere. It is 

a perhaps overworked example but one that, especially in the 

context of the images of women shown to us by Rosalind, may 

reinvoke the importance of questioning the immediacy and avail

abi lity of the image as the immediacy and ava ilability of the body 

of the woman. 

My second point is in response to Norman regarding the 

paranoia of Lacan's model: I'd like to historicize that as wel1. 

What Norman calls the terror or paranoia of vision again comes 

in response to a specific historical moment. That moment is 

perhaps best summed up in the concept of "genital oblativity," 

which (to quote Lacan) is "now being struck up everywhere to 

the tune of salvationist choirs." That is, the negativity of the vi

sual and the negativity of the psychic were part of a critique not 

only of ego psychology but also of a social demand of the couple 

on the couple to be the couple. 

113 



Jacqueline Rose 

SE X UALITY AND VISION : 

SOME QUESTIONS 

I was asked to speak on the question of sexuality in vision. I 

want to start by stretching that brief into the wider domain of 

how psychosexuali ty is being mobilized in certa in accounts and 

definitions of the postmodern, and ask what image of the psyche 

is being deployed, before bringing that back to the question of 

how the psychoanalytic understanding of the visual field is being 

used, what I see as some of the problems, and then how those 

problems might relate to recent areas of artistic pract ice which 

do not necessarily refer directly to, or usc, psychoanalysis but 

which seem to inherit a related set of questions. I also just want 

to draw our attention to these practices as they strike me as 

forming some of the most crucial and innovati\'e areas of our 

contemporary cultural and political li fe. 

I think it is becoming clear that many of the debates about 

postmodernism and tota li ty t urn on a fundamental psychic 

trope. From Deleuze and Guattari 's schizo-analyse to Jameson's 

cultu ral logic of capital 'which is in fact an a- logic (that is, the 

loss of the poss ibility of logiC itself), to Lyotard's " paradoxol

ogy," the crisis of the totality takes its reference from the idea 

of a psychic breakdown in which it recognizes, or rather fa ils to 

recognize, itself. I don't want to get into the debate about the la

ment ing or celebration of that felt loss of tota li ty and narrati" e 

which characterizes respecti \'eiy the positions of Jameson and 

Lyotard. But I do want to stress the way that schizophrenia 

works as a recurrent image of the social and the way that, in the 

case of Jameson quite explicitly, this is in deliberate countcrdis-
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tinction to what he refers to as the "hysterics and neurotics of 

Freud's own day."l In the article in the collection The Anri

Aesthetic, edited by Hal Foster, which I am sure you all know, 

Jameson illustrates this argument with an extract from the Auro

biOlJrophy td' 0 Schizophrenic Girl.2 CrUcially for this context, this 

is an argument about \'isual perception. The schizophrenic girl is 

there to illustrate the loss of perceptual coordinates in the 

postmodern world, its hallucinogenic hyperreality, an un

differentiated vision of the world in the present which depr ives 

the subject of the ability to locate her or himself in either space 

or time. If the postmodern subject is schizophrenic, she or he is 

also paranoid, and the image for this too is one of distortion in 

visual space: "the glass skin repels the city outside; a repulsion 

ror which we have analogies in those reRector sunglasses which 

make it impossible for your interlocutor to see your own eyes 

and thereby achieve a certain aggressivity and power over the 

Other."~ The image fulfills rather graph ica lly, therefore, that 

paranOia of the visua l fie ld which Norman Bryson has just de

scribed. One of the things that strikes me about these images, 

however, is their curious desexualization, or rather the way that 

this absorbing of sexuality into the visual field closes off the 

question of se.'Xual difference. Schizophrenia and paranoia oper

ate as the form of postmodern subject ivity, but they have been 

divested of their structure, by which I mean the structure of sex

ual difference, whose vicissitudes and misfortunes, at least in the 

psychoanalytic terms on which Jameson partly draws, precipi

tates the disorder into place. This is in one sense an old story, 

but it might nonetheless be worth noting the form of its repeti

tion here . Jameson states quite explicitly that he .is detaching the 

psychiC mechanism from the paternal function with which, for 

Lacanian psychoanalysis, it is linked. What we have therefore is 

an account of the postmodern as a form of breakdown which 

could be sa id to imitate that breakdown by foreclOSing the pater

nal metaphor from the account, For a feminism which has seen 
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one of its chief objects as an exposing of the force and effects of 

that metaphor, the omission can be felt like something of a po

litica l disenfranchisement-unless one wants to argue that it is 

the psychoanalytic account itself that inscribes and reinforces 

that metaphor, holds onto it preCisely in the face of its historical 

demise (the feminist version of the celebration of the end of all 

~veform). 

Now I don't want to put myself in the position of just 

"correcting" Jame-;}i\ on this, or reversing his deliberate omis

sion, although I do think ~a~ serious implications for his own 

cultural critique- the omission in turn of any ,.vomen artists 
'--

from his account of postmodern cultural production, and more 

speCifically of those who might be said to make the representa

tion of sexual difference, or sexual difference as representation, 

their chief object of concern (might this not ha\'e something to 

do in turn with the negativity of the account?).4 What interests 

me here more is the concept of representation that is at stake, 

fo r it seems to bring w ith it a kind of nosta lgia for direct and 

unmediated vision: hallucination and the image of the glass skin 

and reRector sunglasses are being critically juxtaposed to a mo

ment or an epoch when vision was direct and possible, when the 

viewing subject looked out on and greeted the world, and 

greeted too, without perversion or aggressivity, the other hu

man subjects who peopled it. To stress this can be seen as the 

re\'erse move to Norman Bryson's, insofar as I am describing the 

discardina of the paranoid instance from the general theory of vi

sion at the very same moment that the sexual dimension is also 

lost to the account. Behind this nostalgia for unmediated repre

sentat ion there is, perhaps more cruCially, the relegation of psy

chosis to the status of histor ical contingency and a correspond

ing idealization of psychic life. The use of the psyche as meta

phor of the social leads, paradoxically, to a strange innocenting 

of both the psychiC and the sexual, that is, a loss of the psychic 

dimension at the very moment that it is being evoked. 
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What this suggests is a larger problem, one I would include 

myself in: we ha,·e not perhaps thought enough about the status 

of psychoa~lysis in cultural discourse, about whether it is being 

applied to other aspects of cultural and political life, whether it 

is being deployed as a mecaphor, whether it is being used as a his

corical reference point for transformations of cultural and repre

sentational form. Many of the points that have been made so far 

today about homolOgies between psychoanalysis and philosophy 

in relation to the visual image might reAect something of that 

concern. In relation to the visual image speCifically, there seems 

to be an inverse but related position, one which locates what is 

radical , or available for a radicalization, as regards representa

tional practices in the disruption of the image's relation to itself, 

in its " knowledge" of the necessary failure of its relation to its 

objects, that is, in the extent to which it foregrounds the inde

terminacy of the linguistic ancVor visual sign. It can be described 

as a return to a constructivist ethic, or as a retrieval in new 

form of the possibilities for representation of a pre-Renaissance 

or nonperspeclival o rganization of the visual image. The politics 

of this practice, or of the practices it addresses, then lies in their 

Withholding or refusal of perceptual mastery, which mastery is 

identified as an ideological-as che ideological - myth. The ques

tion this raises is a similar one to the question I raised above, 

and that is the nature of the positive term that is mobilized once 

psychoanalysis is brought in to reinforce or expand this essen

tially deconstructive account. For aren't we equally at risk of re

ifying the concepts of desire and the unconscious, idealiZing 

them as the site of an endless displacement of body and of lan

guage, reading their angUish as our pleasure, discarding therefore 

the speCific vicissitudes and misfortunes of the psyche from this 

psychopolitics of the sign? We have seen something of this in 

many of the terms used today- " the ecstasy of theJolie du voir," 

" the excitement and wonderment of the body," " the beat, pulse, 

or th rob" (a lthough in this last example, the terms could per-
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haps be contrasted with the configuration and delineation of fan

tasy positions which Rosalind Krauss, follOWing Lyotard, also 

described). For this realm of the not-yet symbolically coded, of 

representation which is not yet, or no longer wishes to be, tied 

to the centering of subject and vision, is the place of the part

object, the projectile, the place of splitting, not only of the ego, 

but also of the drives-all dimensions which, as Norman Bryson 

has argued, are indeed general characteristics of the visual in 

Lacan, if not also in Freud, but which start to fade from the im

age when it is in the name of a radical other ing of vision that 

the reference to psychoanalysis is being deployed. The phYSiol

ogy of vision that Jonathan Crary so graphically describes may 

well be an attempt to give a figure to that space, but I would 

still suggest that in so doing it refines-can only refine - some 

of the most difficult and unmanageable, for theory as for sub

jects, aspects of the psychic dynamiC it evokes. What body are 

,~aling with here? What desire? (Compare again the terms of 

taday's discussion - "voluptuous succumbing," " desire as erotic 

and metaphysical ," " a charge and discharge of pleasure," "the 

body as thickness.") 

Another way of putting this would be to say that Jameson 

pushes back into a psychOSiS of the visua l field, whereas these 

other accounts remain more in the framework of a neurosis of 

vision. In the first, therefore , aggressivity without the sexual 

structure; in the second, the form of desire and its othering, but 

without aggressivity and its defense. 

Furthermore, how much can we invest in those concepts 

when we notice the forms of sexual differentiation in which they 

so readily and repeatedly find themselves caught? Thus in Tradi

tion and Desire, Norman Bryson saves Ingres's La Grande Odalisque 

from one feminist critique by its self-disruption into jou;ssance 

(one might argue that it is precisely the image of the woman that 

reencodes that disruption into form, gives the viewer a measure 

of retrieved control). 5 And the images that Rosalind Krauss has 
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shown us today-the zootrope, which turns its beat of represen

tation and its doubling on a girl trapped within its space, or the 

cartoons of Picasso, whose multiple repetitions gradually body 

forth as their most appropriate image the genitalia of the man 

and then the fundamental copulatory pair-are each brilliant ex-

(

am pies of the way ~l diffe~e, if you give it half a chan3 

\~ke over any subversion or mutation of visual space. In re

lation to the visual image, concepts like desi re seem, therefore, 

to be hemmed in on either Side-by the psychic economy which 

they both draw on and part ly suppress, by the always-waiting 

structure of sexual difference which gives to their attempted 

bodying and disembodying the most predictable and stereotyped 

of sexual tropes. Another way of putting the first part of this 

comment would be to say that the relationship of psychoanalysis 

and the visual image may have got caught in the terms of its own 

reference. for to argue that there is a sexuality of the visual fie ld 

is not-or should not be-the same as saying that sexuality can 

be absorbed into, or exhausted by, the fie ld of vision. 

If I stress this, it may also be because I think there is a 

more general shi ft taking place in the way that psychoanalysis 

and cultural politics needs to be thought. For that critique of the 

ideology of mastery. for which the visual field was seen as the 

predominant site, can be traced back to the moment of Barthes's 

MythoJo8ies when ideology was seen to function as interpellation, 

that is, as the more or less comfortable calling up of subjects 

into an essentially bourgeois and collective psychic space.6 To

day, as the terms of our collective imaginary move into a mode 

which is both more directly repressive (repression rather than 

interpellation as one of the chief mechanisms of the right-wing 

state) and more extreme and hallucinatory in its fantasmatic 

forms (the resurgence of authoritarianism and the phenomenon 

of the New Right), neither the category of interpellation nor the 

forms of sexual disruption we thought to oppose to it seem ade

quate. As long as the dominant ideology called up a facile image 
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of sexual self-recognition, identity, and ease, we could oppose it 

with a disrupted and disrupting body and desire. But today that 

ideology works as much on the edge of ter ror and violence as it 

does with increaSingly prescripti,·e sexual norms, that is , terror 

and violence as something both abhorred (in England the in

creasing force against, and defin it ion of, "terro rism," the assau lt 

on television vio lence) and desired (the Falklands war and the 

annual vote on capital punishment). Today. therefore, the domi

nant ideological configuration, or crucial parts of it, seems to 

draw on an aspect of the unconscious which was missing from 

either side of the earlier account. This fo rces us to rethink the 

quest ion of the unconscious and polit ics since nobody would, I 

think, want to ascribe to unconscious violence the potentia lly 

radical force which we tr ied to locate in that earlie r concept of 

sexual desire, the concept that has been moved across-,·ia 

Barthes- into the ana lysis of ,'isual space. In this context , it is 

interesting to note that if psychoanalysis is the intellectual tab

loid of our culture ("sex and violence" being its chief objects of 

concern), then we have recently pr ivileged-sought indeed to 

base the politi cization of psychoanalysis on that privilege-the 

first over the second. For good reason, since violence does not 

present itself for polit ica l assertion and mobil ization in the same 

\Nay. It might also be the case that this problem simply reveals 

the limits of any psychopolitics based on an assertion of the un

conscious-or on the unconscious as counterassertion -as such. 

In relation to visual analysis, the unconscious of the image, or 

what has come to be read as the unconscious of the image, has 

yet to take on the more negative and troubling underface of its 

own category of desire. 

I have already mentioned that both of the theories I have 

concentrated on here-the postmodern " loss" of subjectivity as 

the end of political space, and the politics of visual space as the 

very same demise or self-undOing of the subject-recognize a 

fundamental loss of innocence, or of reference, in relat ion to the 
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linguistic sign, whether this is exper ienced as cause for celebra

tion or lament. In relation to psychoanalysis, that loss can alter

natively be described in terms of the category of the ego, either 

as the loss of a needed integration of selfhood or as the funda

mental misrecognition of the subject who persists in his cOIl\'ic

tion that he is precisely a subject in place. These two positions 

have historica lly presented themselves as antagonistic; the dis

agreement between them merely repeats itself in the different 

accounts of, and reactions to, the postmodern by Jameson and 

Lyotard. But how viable, finally, is this opposition in some of its 

more polarized versions or forms? For one cannot of course reify 

the ego any more than its opposite, as if the one could in fact 

exist without the other as its necessary and antagonistic term. If 

Lacan says in Seminar II that the point of haVi ng ana lysts is to 

ha,·e "subjects such that the ego he absent," his work must 

nonetheless be read as the tracking of the ego- necessary illu

sion, master, dupe, and bait of his practice-through which sub

jects misrecognize themselves into place.? 

If there can be no ideal ization of the unconscious, there

fore, it is not just because of the negative of its contents, but be

cause without the category of the ego to which it is opposed, the 

unconscious would not even be available to thought. One solu

tion is to identify that ego with the fantasy of the post-Cartesian 

Western subject. But that unconscious? Or that body " in all its 

physiological possibilities"? It can easily seem to escape that 

same recognition or demand, holding itself up as the ideal dis

persal of subjectiv ity across visual space ('..vhile paranoia then be

comes just another turn of the Western subject). We saw the 

problem in the response to Norman Bryson's paper, when the 

corpus of Western philosophy started to move in to reclaim the 

very visua l dimension that he \.\'as so carefully attempting to lo

cate somewhere else. Theoretically. no more than psychica lly, 

therefore, can we take one half of that dialect ic in the search for 

alternative visual forms. 
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Something of this tension, and of the need to think about it dif

ferently. was brought home to me particularly strongly at an 

event on Cultural Identities held at the Commonwealth Institute 

in 1986, which sought to br ing together black and white fi lm

makers and theorists in relation to the idea of a polit ica lly avant

garde film, and it is what I want to end ·with today.8 (We should 

note here the e,·ent organized by Y,·onne Rainer, which took 

place concurrently with this vision symposium and which pro

duced a similar set of encounters between filmmakers and critics 

of the First and Third Worlds.) What struck me most forCibly 

was the set of analogies and differences in the way the problem 

of racial and sexual identity and difference was being posed in 

relation to representation and, more specifically, to the visua l 

representation of fi lm. For it has been the strength of the femi

nist challenge to dominant cinematic institutions that it has lo

cated its perversion of the sexual in the very framing and 

encoding of the image, a challenge which has as its logical conse

quence a distrust of the possibility of cinematic representation 

itself. Yet, for more than reasons of the impasse to which this 

has led, feminist and other form s of political cinema have not 

wanted to discard the image as available for politica l self-recog

nition and cri tique. This means that femin ist fi lmmaking is 

caught in a paradox which was succinctly put by Felicity Collins 

in a recent edition of Screen: "a political cinema must be a 

fetishist's cinema, "':,I must, as I read it, deploy the very forms of 

identification through the image that it has itself deSignated as 

cor rupt. The problem is brilliantly focused by Peter Gida l's film 

Close-Up, which follows its own (non)fi lming of an object world 

with a blank leader sequence whose soundtrack is the voiceover 

of Nicaraguan revolutionaries-a film which the refore gives you 

that systematic refusal of identification with the visual image for 

which Peter Gidal is best known and then doubles it over, at the 

point of political affirmation, with the voice (solicit ing, one 

could argue, no Jess full an identification) of political truth. 
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And this question of identificat ion, and something of its 

paradox, was also present in the discussion of the politics of 

race. It was argued by Paul Gilroy, opening the event , that the 

current forms of racism base themselves on cultural rather than 

biological difference, but still on difference as tota l difference 

(extolled and used for purposes of degradation at the same time); 

and yet it was also argued that the imperial image most urgently 

in need of deconstruction is the one that denies all difference in 

the name of an international "family of man" (the deconstruc

tion of this image was the basis of the slide-tape SiBns if Empire 

made by the Black Audio Film Collective, one of the films shown 

at the e,·ent). Again, and without reducing them to each other, 

the link can be made with a feminism which repudiates a dif

ference which always and necessarily encodes itself as sexual dif

ference, and yet rests on that difference as the only place from 

which it can construct polit ical solidarities, the only place from 

which it can in fact speak. In relation to the black filmmaking 

represented at this event, it became clear that there could be no 

political filmmabng that wd not take up the very images that it 

simultaneously designated as corrupt, whether directly as in SiBm 

if Empire or in the more documentary form of Sankofa's Territo

ries which used, while also undOing by double commentary, in

terruption and repetition, the documenting of a history that it 

was still-despite, or through, that deconstruct ion - trying to 

retrieve. 

The point of mentioning this event and these films is not 

just to add racia l to sexual difference, as if to imply that psycho

ana lysis could be modified by a wider cultural recognition which 

would balance the attention it pays to sexuality and identity 

above all else. To suggest that would be to disavow the fact that 

psychoanalysis does indeed place sexua lity at the heart of psychic 

organization and in the most fundamental dynamiC of the sign. 

Rather, it is to stress the ways in which that very dynamic, and 

the questions of the image and identification to which it is at-
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tached, is being reformulated and inRected in films which are in

tervening into cultural practice in the name of a politics of both 

sexuality and race. 
Thus Sankofa's more recent film, Passion if Remembrance, 

takes up these two issues, and then mixes the surreal and verite 

at the level of cinematic form to represent their incommen

surability and their relation: the direct address to camera by the 

woman narrator, located in a quaSi-surreal space, from which 

she interrogates both the spectator and the male comrade who is 

allowed, in the only ever partial form of a dialogue, to enter the 

visual field-all techniques which deconstruct the positionality 

of the spectator as controller of the field of vision, and genders 

quite explicitly that deconstruction; and then the documenting 

as domestic and social detail of urban black life, the politics of 

sexuality given here as the story of the confrontation of genera

t ions, in the representation of homosexuality, in the sexual self

fashioning of the young girl s. This is a film whose political force 

stems from this inmixing, from its refusal to settle the question 

of representation, in the way that it uses Simultaneously what 

have been histOrically two antagonistic cinematic forms. As if 

one of the questions which race poses to sexual politics in the 

fie ld of representation was neither that of addition nor supple

mentation, but more a collision of two types of visual space: a 

story to be told alongSide the radical distrust and undOing of the 

possibility of story-of the possibility of containing all those 

forms of antagonism within the visual field of the story or narra

tive as such. It seems that the sexual and political identification, 

what is both a necessity and a refusal of identification within the 

available visual and psychiC parameters, can only be represented 

in the two forms of visual space. This is not, I hope, to appro

priate these films, but rather to note how the introduction of ra

cial politics into visual space, a racial politics which is also a 

sexual politics, reconfigures the relation of image to identity, of 

identity to its undOing- reconfigures what we might call , echo-
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ing Norman Bryson's terms, tradition and des ire. I also wanted 

to end with this because of where I am talking, the Dia Art 

Foundation, which seemed an appropriate place to introduce 

these films. 10 

To sum up the t .. vo points which I have been arguing today: 

First , that the use of psychoanalysis in relation to the visual im

age is in danger of evacuating what is most psycbkally difficult 

from the concept of the unconscious and desire. This seems es

pecially important insofar as it is these very aspects of the un

conscious which seem to be mobilized by the worst of right-

... "ing fantasy in our wider contemporary political life. Secondly, 

that this is the precondition of a reification of the unconscious 

over identity-an accusation aaainsr identity-which cannot be 

sustained in the form of this opposition psychoana lytica lly, nor if 

we look at some of the most challenging interventions into what 

has come to be defined, and for some lamented in all its cultural 

manifestations, as the postmodern world. 
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D I S C U S SI ON 

Martin Jay I want to express my support for your powerful cri

tique of an idealization of the psyche as some sort of antidote to 

social and other types of alienation and dislocation. We have 

seen many attempts in the twentieth century to turn Freud in 

that direction - from Wilhelm Reich to Herbert Marcuse and 

Norman O. Brown. I think we are now rather less inclined to do 

this, though it is clear that with Deleuze and Guattari and others 

there are still versions of this attempt. But J am also nervous 

about the opposite inclination, which is to accept the paranoid 

view of the psyche, or of vision in the psyche, that Norman 

talked about in relation to Lacan. I think we have to find some 

way to art iculate varieties of visual-cum-psychic interaction 

which are neither utopian and filled with a plenitude that is easy 

to dismiss nor somehow equivalent to all the types of non

plenitudinous alienation. The task is to come up with some sort 

of articulated register of visual-cum-psychic experiences- \vhich 

include of Course the gender dimension- that would allow us to 

make ruscriminations. We ought not fa ll into the either-or of a 

perfect plenitude - the Jameson problem-or some sort of 

overly tragic psychoanalytic position in which nothing rea lly can 

be changed (which of course can also be read out of Freud). 

This is a g reat task, and I don't have any solutions. But I won

dered .... vhat thoughts you might have about an intermediate range 
that would avoid such an either-or. 

Jacqueline Rose I think f agree. I return to the negatke dimension 

for two reasons: one is because there is a certain feminist inter

est in pre-Oedipal forms of sexual ity as that which we can jux

tapose to the dominant copulatory pair. T he problem here is 

that it has to evacuate certain negativities, negativities which 

have then returned in debates about se:..-uality and sexua l vio-
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lence within feminism itself. It is a complicated issue in relation 

both to discussions of another po litics and to the resurgence of 

right-wing fantasies, which is the other reason why the issue of 

psychiC negativity seems politically important. These right-wing 

fantasies act according to a paranoid trope (militarism, the Cold 

War, the Falklands, capital punishment, the Bomb, South Africa, 

etc.), and these paranoid images serve to secure an increaSingly 

repressive state apparatus. So I'm not posing what an ideal form 

of medium subjectivity might be; rather, I want to ask where are 

the Aashpoints of the social and the psychic that are operating 

most forcefully at the moment . It is that which we need to un

derstand, and in this context to discard the paranoid aspect of 

the lacanian account of vision would be unfortunate. 

Incidentally, when you talk about Lacan's paper on the 

mirror stage, you take it out of the contex t of the paper next to 

it, which is "Aggress ivit)' in Psychoanalysis." The idealization of 

the ego, which then everyone can set themselves against, is only 

possible because that other half of his argument has been dis

carded. And that is not an exclUSively visual problem; it is also 

tactile, so I'm not sure we can mobilize touch as a solution. 

Norman Bryson I think you are pointing to some very deep rhetor

ical tropes that cut across all of us. One of these has to do with 

our celebration of " alternatives" -our desire here to find other 

scopic regimes (is it going to be Dutch? baroque? Japanese?), to 

make them idyll iC and to take all of the difficulty out of them. 

And a re\'ised, neutralized unconscious is one of the idylliC fi c

tions that result. To what ex tent would a revival of Merleau

Pont)'. or a return to phenomenology, be a perpetuation of that 

idyll ic, undifficult world? 

Rose I didn't th ink people wanted to red ve him. I thought the 

idea was that at the "ery point where one thinks one has got 

somewhere else one has simply gone back to phenomenology. 

". 
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The problem is that this too can be set up as an "a l~h'e"

the notion of the physiology of perception seen as an otherness 

in phenomenological te rms. T his is one reason why there was so 

much interest in interrogating the visual image via psycho

ana lysis-it became a search for an alternati\'e visual register. 

But as soon as one begi ns to locate an alternative-which J 

thought you did beautifully in your Rung-ink examples-then 

refe rences start flooding in to Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, etc., 

and suddenly this otherness belongs to a network which is the 

vcry corpus of Western philosophy and its institutional effects. 

Also, from where can we talk about this othe r~s? It is the 

same problem as that of the uni\'e rsa lity of psychoanalysis. What 

\ .... ould be a non-Eurocentric respo nse to that question? For to 

say that psychoanalysis does not, or cannot, refer to non-Euro

pean cultures, is to constitute those cultures in total "otherness" 

or "difference"; to say, or to try to demonstrate, that it can, is 

to constitute them as the "same." This is not to say that the 

question mustn't still be asked. 

'" 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Audience (Sanford Kwinter) I'd like to address my question to Nor

man and to push it in the direction of Jonathan's earlier ques

tion. I appreciated your exposition, espeCially insofar as it 

seemed , at least potentially, to be a construction of a typology 

rather than a comment on an essential opposition between a 

Western and an Eastern "'vision." Yet for me the interest of any'" 

typology is not to erect rubr ics to which one can then assign ) 

various objects, but rather to understand that any object man- -l 

ifests distinctions within itself which the typology can then es

tablish and ana lyze. So to me the power of your paper lies 

outside the speci fic proposals that you made; it lies instead in 

the heuristi c capacity of your typology: in its capacity to be ap

plied to "any object whatever" irrespective of tradition, or, for 

example, to fold these different ideas back into our own Western 

tradition, to define objects within this tradition and to under

stand the ways in which the elements represented by this typol

ogy play themsel\'es out in anyone of them. It is not necessary, 

it seems to me, to have gone to a Japanese Heideggerian to dis

co\'er ideas which are finally quite Western ideas, or which are 

not altogether d iffe rent from quite classical Western types of 

thinking immanence, for example. 

Let me then ask these two questions. First of all, would 

you like to comment on the historical antecedents of this typol

ogy already at work in Western painting, espeCially modernist 

painting? One could, for example, elaborate a theory of modern

ity based on this typology. It would consist in showing the shi ft 

in emphasiS or mixture that one finds in the twentieth century 

as different from the mixtures one finds before then. It seems to 

me that in some such approach one might find - to address your 

question, Jacqueline-an alternati\'e to the search for alterna-
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tives, not from outside but, precisely with the aid of this applied 

typology, from within, where one can see the field as constantly 

producing, perhaps microscopically, little alternatives, if you 

like, shifts and changes and mixtures within some kind of mod

ern immanence, Second, do you see in Western culture or the 

Western philosophical tradition elements or precursors of these 

ideas, especia lly those that you have here identified only with ex

amples from the East? 

Norman Brvson If one generalizes the ideas away from the Ch'an 

tradition in which they are embedded, then one will begin to 

find analogies, but Ch 'an is an independent philosophical t radi 

tion in its or igins, 

Kwinler I don't want to look for analogies, I want to know to 

what extent this typology can be brought back and acti,'ated 

within the Western-or any other single-context, and whether 

or not you can identify subtraditions within the Western philo

sophical tradition, 

Bryson I'm not sure I'm producing a typological argument; that's 

the difficulty I have with your question, If I were, then it would 

be "ery interesting to look not at Japanese traditions but at 

Western subtraditions or moments and practices disengaged 

from Cartesian perspectin lism, But I don't think my argument 

is typo logical, it is dealing ,'ery specifically with small sections of 

a tex t of Lacan, of a tex t of Sartre, and of a book by Nishitani , I 

don't see where I'm mobilizing typologies that would make one 

quest for Western examples rather than Eastern ones, whether 

micro-examples or large total ities, It's not an argument that has 

to do with great blocks of art or e,'en thought, 

Kwinter Clearly it is I who ha,'c introduced the question of ty-
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pology, but having done so I am surprised you have not taken 

me up on it-for I know you are trying to stay away from essen

tializing these two traditions, It was really two different kinds of 

vis ion, each with their own correlative space, that you wanted to 

distinguish, 

Bryson Or three different ways of thinking decentering: Sartre, 

Lacan, Nishitani . 

Kwinter So for you neither Western art nor Western philosophy 

suggests internal contradictions of \'ision? 

Bryson As soon as a step is made outside of the Western tradi 

t ion-and here a step not "ery far outs ide because those con

cepts are cycled from Heidegger and others-it seems as though 

one is invoking enormous totalities and worlds, and I really 

wasn't, If there is a misunderstanding hcre, it points to the 

powerfulness of the tropes that totalize "the West" or even a 

"Cartesian perspecti\'alism," 

Audience Can you speCify an)' other artists who are examples of 

this Japanese idea of emptiness? 

Bryson So many, so man)" But I wasn't ta lking histor ically, 

Audience (Catherine Liu) I want to comment on this exchange be

cause I find it rather disturbing, I think if Norman had chosen a 

Western art object as his example we wouldn't be forcing him to 

draw other examples fr0111 thc bod)' of Western art, If he had 

shown us a Franz Kline wc wouldn't be asking him if there are 

other artists that manifest this decentering. Here we are in our 

strange igloo looking out through little windows, I think the re

sistance that wc ha,'e to the O riental object that was shown is 



ind icat ive of a whole theater of magic that we get into when we 

dea l \vith the other-and this other is not char much other of 

an other. 
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