om

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

But there is also another sensa in which saaing
comas before wordas. It is sesing which astablishes our place
in the surrounding world:; we explain that world with words,
but words can never undo the fact that we are surrounded by
it. The relation between what we see and what we know is
never settled. Each evening we see the sun set. Wa know
that the earth is turning away from it. Yet tha knowledge, the
oaxplanation, never quite fits the sight. The Surrealist paintor
Magritte commented on this always-presant gap batwean
words and seeing in a painting called The Key of Dreams.
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The way wae soe things is affected by what wae
know or what wae balieve, In the Middle Ages whan men
balieved in the physical existence of Hell the sight of fire must
have meant somathing different from what it means today.
Naverthaless their idea of Hell owed a lot to the sight of fire
consuming and the ashas remaining — as well as to their
experience of the pain of burns.

When in love, tha gight of the beloved has a
completeneass which ne words and no embrace can match :

a completeness which only the act of making love can
temporarily accommodate.

¥et this sesing which comes before words, and
can never ba quite coverad by tham, is not a quastion of
mechanically reacting to stimuli. {It can only ba thought of in
this way if one isolates the small part of the process which
concarns the aye's rMIna.}'Wa only see what wa look at. To
look iz an act of cholce. As a result of this act, what we sea is
brought within our raach — though not necessarily within
arm’s reach. To touch somaething ls to situate onaself in
tion to it. (Close your eyas, movae round the room and

notice how the faculty of touch is like a static, limited form of
sight.) We never look at just ona thing; we are always looking
at tnae ralation batween things and ourselves. Qur vision is
continually active, continually moving, continually holding
things In a circle around itself, constituting what is present

to us AS Wa Are.

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

If wa accept that wa can sea that hill over there,
wa propose that from that hill we can bo seen. The reciprocal
nature of vision Is more fundamantal than that of spoken
dialogue. And often dialogue is an attempt to verbalize this -
an attampt to explain how, either metaphorically or litarally,
‘you ses things', and an attempt to discover how "ha sees
things .

In the sense in which wa use the word in this

book, all images are man-made.

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

8



fton assumed, g mechanical racord. Every tima wa loak
photograph, we are aware, howaver slightly, of the
phntnpruphnr selacting that
Possible sights, This is true

sawing. (It may hi, for 8xample, that Shaila
twenty; but for our owWn reasons she is the

for.)

sight from an infinity of other

Upon our own way of

one we have ayas

cartainly in Europe such Consciousness hag sxisted since the
beginning of tha Renaizsance,

of relic or taxt from the past can

No other kind

Surrounded other Pocple at other timas, In this respact

10

richer than literature, Tg say this
or imaginative quality of art,
tary evidence; the more imaginative

allows us to shars the

is one figurg among

{Phaidon, Landon)

* Seymour Slive, Frans Haily

Yet when an imaga is presented as a work of art,
the way peoples look at it is affected by a whole serias of learnt
assumptions about art, Assumptions concerning:

Beauty
Truth
Genius
Civilization
Form
Status
Taste, stc,

Many of these assumptions no longer accord with
the world as it is. (The world-as-it-la is more than pure
objective fact, it includas consciousness.) Out of trus with the
prasant, these assumptions obscure the past. They mystify
rather than clarify, The Past is never there waiting to be
discovered, to ba recognized for oxactly what it is. History
always constitutas the relation between a presant and its past.
Cnnnqumtlr fear of the presant leads to mystification of the
past, The past is not for living in; it iz & wall of conclusions

the past entails a double loss. Works of art are mada
unnecessarily remote. And the past offers us fewar
conclusions to complets in action,

When we ‘ses’ a landscape, wa situate ourselvas
in it. If we ‘saw’ the art of the past, we would situate
ourselves in history. Whan we are prevented from seeing jt,
wa are being deprived of the history which belongs to us.
Who benafits from this deprivation? In the and, the art of thae
past is being mystified because & privilagad minority is
striving to invent a history which can retrospectively justify
the role of the ruling classes, and such a justification can
no longer make sensa in modern terms. And 80, inevitably, it
mystifies.

Let us considar a typical example of such
mystification. A twe-volume study was recently published on
Frans Hals." It is the authoritative work to date on this painter.
Az a book of specialized art history it is no better and no
worse than the avearage.

1



of over eighty, was destitute, Most of his life he had been in
dabt. During the winter of 1664, the year he began painting
thase picturas, he obtained three loads of peat on public
charity, otherwise ha would have frozen to death, Those who
now sat for him were administrators of such public charity.

The author records thaese facts and then explicitly
says that it would be incorrect to read into the paintings any
eriticiam of the sitters. There is no evidence, he says, that
Hals painted tham in a spirit of bitterness. The author
considaras them, however, remarkable works of art and
axplains why. Here he writes of the Regentesses;:
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Each woman speaks to us of the human condition with
equal importance, Each woman stands out with equal
clarity against the enormous dark surface, yet they are
linked by a firm rhythmical arrangement and the subdued
diagonal pattern formed by their heads and hands.
Subtle modulations of the deep, glowing blacks
contribute to the harmonious fusion of the whole and
form an unforgettable contrast with the powerful whites
and vivid flesh tones where the detached strokes reach

a peak of breadth and strength, (our italics)
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The compoasitional unity of a painting
contributes fundamentally to the power of its image. It is
reasonable to consider a painting’s composition. But hera the
composition is written about as though it were in itself the
emotional charge of the painting. Termas like harmonious fusion,
unforgettable contrast, reaching a peak of breadth and strength
transfer the emotion provoked by the image from the plane
of lived experience, to that of disinterestad "art
approciation’. All conflict disappears. One is left with the
unchanging " human condition’, and the painting considered as
a marvellously made object.

Very little is known about Hals or the Regents
who commissioned him. It is not possible to produce

The Inst twro SVt Dl AR circumstantial evidence to establish what their relations wera.
the Governors and the ﬂu\rlrnﬂ::al :'El' ;r rans Hals portray But thars ia the evidence of the paintings thamsalvas: the
paupers in the Dutch seventeanth- of an Alms House for old evidence of a group of men and a group of women as sean by
They were officially ""“"“""'Inlunud“m”w city of Haarlem. another man, tha painter. Study this evidence and judge for

portraits. Hals, an old man yoursalf,

|
1%
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The art historian fearg such direct judgement:

This, he suggests, is a libel. He arguas that it was

As in so0 i

s :::3? other pictures by Hals, the penetrating a fashion at that time to wear hats on the side of the head.

s ons al!moﬁ_snduca us into balieving that we He cites medical opinion to prove that the Regent’'s expression
personality traits and even the habits of the could waell be the result of a facial paralysis. He insists that the

men and
women portrayed. painting would have besn unacceptable to the Regents if ono

of them had besen portrayed drunk. One might go on
discussing each of these points for pages, (Men in
saventeenth-century Holland wore their hats on the side of
their heads in order to be thought of as adventurous and
pleasure-loving. Heavy drinking was an approved practica.
Etcetera.) But such a discussion would take us even farthor
away from the only confrontation which matters and which tho
author Is determined to evada.

5 In this confrontation the Regents and

&8 & “saducer’ Regentesses stare at Hals, a destitute old painter who has lost
hia reputation and lives off public charity; he examines tham
through the eyes of a pauper who must nevertheless try to be

What is this ‘seduction’ he wri
writes of 7 It s
nothing less than the Paintings working upon'us, They work

is possibla because we stil] live in a society

In the case of some critics the seduction has been a Shjsutive, La.. mEst try 56 snrmotsst the ity
total Success. It has, for example, been asserted that pauper. This is the drama of these paintings. A drama of an
the Regent in the tipped slouch hat, which hardly eovers ! ‘unforgettable contrast’,

any of his long, lank hair, and whose curiously sat | Mystification has little to de with tha

BY®s do not focus, was shown in a drunken stata, | vocabulary used. Mystification is the process of explaining
14 7
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away what might otherwise be o
Portraitist to paint the new char.
created by capitalism,

achiavema

past. If wa

vident. Hals was the firat
acters and expressions
He did in pictorial terms what Balzac

nt by referring to

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

That is mystification.

In order to avoid mystifying the past (which can
suffer pseudo-Marxist mystification) let us now
particular relation which now exists, so far as
ages are concernad, between the present and tha
can see the present clearly enough, wa shall ask

the right questions of the past,

it bafore. W

Today we ses the art of the past as nobody saw
@ actually parceive it in a differant way.
This difference can be §

was thought of as perspactive. The convention of

parspactiva,

first establis

which is unigue to European art and which was
hed in the early Renaissance, centres

averything on the eye of the beholder. It is like a beam from a

lighthouse —

only instead of light travelling outwards,

appearances travel in. The conventions called those

appearances reality. Perapective makes t
centre of the visible worid,

he single eye the
Everything converges on to the

aye as to the vanishing point of infinity. The visible world is

arranged for the spectator as th
to be arranged for God.

is no visual

8 universe was onca thought

According to the convention of perspective there

reciprocity. There is no nead for God to situate

himself in relation to others: he is himself the situation.
The inherent contradiction in perapective was that it

structured all images of real
who, unlike God, could only

i3

. [

ity to address a single spactator
be in one place at & tima,

llustrated in terms of what

After the invention of the camera this

contradiction gradually became apparent.

* This quotstion s from an article written
in 1823 by Driga Venov, tha revolutionary Sovietl

film director
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I'm an eye. A machanical eye. |, the machine, show you
& world the way only | can see it. | free myself for
today and forever from human immahbility. I'm in
constant movement. | approach and pull away from
objects. | creep under them. | move alongside a running
horse’s mouth, | fall and rise with the falling and rising
bodies. This is |, the machine, manosuvring in the cll'mntn::
movements, recording one movement after another in
the most complex combinations.

Fread from the boundaries of time and spacs, |
co-ordinate any and all points of the universe, wherever
| want them to be. My way leads towards tha creation
of a frash perception of the world. Thus | explain in a
new way the world unknown to you.”

17



The camara isojated
Mmomentary appearances and in so doing destroyad the idpa
that images were timeless. Or, to put it another way, the

This was irnmadiualv reflected in Painting.

For the Impressionists the visible no langer
Prasented itself to man in order to be sean, On the contrary,
the visible, in continual flux, becama fugitive. For the t:ubl:;:

The invention of the camera also changed the way
in which men saw paintings painted long before the camara
was invented. Originally paintings were an integral part of the
building for which they were designad. Sometimaes in an aarly
Renaissance church or chapal one has the fealing that the
images on the wall ara racords of the building’s interior lifa,
that together they make up the building’s memory — so0 much
are they part of the particularity of tha building.

ISISSY LY SIONYHEL 15 40 HIHAHD

The uniguesness of avery painting was onca part
of the uniqueness of the place where it resided, Sometimes tha
painting was transportable. But it could never be seen in two
Placea at the same time. When the camera reproduces a
painting, It destroys the unigquenass of ita image. As a result its
maaning changes. Or, more exactly, its meaning multiplies and
fragmants into many meanings.

This is vividly illustrated by what happens when a
painting is shown on a television screen. The painting entars
sach viewer's house. There it is surrounded by his wallpapar,
his furniture, his mementoes. It antors tha atmosphere of his

19



family. It becomas thaeir talking point. It lends its meaning to
thair meaning. At the same time it enters a million other
houses and, In sach of them, is seen in a different context.
Because of the camera, the painting now travals to the
spactator rather than the spectator to the painting. In its
travels, its meaning is diversified.

s One might argua that all reproductions more or
less distort, and that therefore the original painting is still in

a sensa unigue. Here is a reproduction of the Virgin of the Rocks
by Leonardo da Vingi.
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Having seen this reproduction, one can go to the
National Gallery to look at the original and there discover what
the reproduction lacks. Alternatively one can forget about the
quality of the reproduction and simply be raminded, when ona
gees the original, that it is a famous painting of which
somewhara one has already seen a reproduction. But in either
easa the uniqueness of the original now lies In it baing the
original of & reproduction. 1t is no longer what its image shows
that strikes one as unique; its first meaning is no longear to be
found in what it says, but in what it is.

This new status of the original work is the
perfectly rational consequence of the new means of
reproduction. But it is at this point that a process of
mystification again enters. The meaning of the original work
no longer lies in what it uniquely says but in what it uniquely
is. How is its uniqua existence evaluated and defined in our
present culture? It is defined as an object whose valua
depends upon its rarity. This value is affirmed and gauged by
tha prica it fetches on the market. But bacausa it is
neverthaless *a work of art’ —and art is thought to be greater
than commerce — its market prica is sald to be a raflaction of
its spiritual value. Yet the spiritual value of an object, as
distinct from a messaga or an example, can only be aexplained
in terms of magic or religion. And since in modern sociaty
neither of these is a living forca, the art object, the ‘work of
art’, is enveloped in an atmosphara of entiraly bogus religiosity.
Worka of art are discussed and prasented as though they wara
holy relics: relics which arae first and foremost evidenca of
their own survival, The past in which they originated is
studied in order to prova thair survival genuine, They
are declared art when their lino of descant can be
cartified.

Bofore the Virgin of the Rocks the vigitor to the
Mational Gallery would ba ancouraged by nearly everything
he might have heard and read about the painting to foel
something like this: ‘1 am in front of it. | can see it. This
painting by Leonardo is unlike any other in the world. The
National Gallary has the ranl one, If | look at this painting hard
anough, | should somehow bae abla to feel its authenticity.
The Virgin of the Rocks by Leonardo da Vinei: it is authentic and
therefore it is beautiful.”

21



To dismiss such fealin
98 a8 naive would i

T 8 Quite
i 'r:nl:nlha:r ar:l::rd' Perfactly with the sophisticated nult':r: of
& Tor whom the National Gallar 5
; Y catalogug | 2
written. Tha antry on tha Virgin of the Rocks is unngu:t;n
longest entries, [t consists of fourte
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g. legal squabbles, wh
fl:n:.-nm:t.‘l it, its likely date, the familios of jtg owners, Enhindnthf
nformation lis Years of research. The aim of thae rag :
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The National Gallery salls more raproductions of
Leonardo’s cartoon of The Virgin and Child with St Anne and St
John the Baptist than any other picture in their collaction. A fow
Years ago it was known only to scholars. It bacama famous
boecauss an American wanted to buy it for two and a half

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

o chapel. The drawing is behind bullet-proof perspex. It has
acquired a new kind of impressiveness. Not bocauss of what it
shows — not becausae of the meaning of Ita image. It has
becoma impressive, mystarious, because of its market valua,
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The bogus religiosity which now surrounds
original works of art, and which is ultimately dependent upon
their market value, has becomae the substitute for what
paintings lost when the camera madae tham reproducible. Its
function is nostalgic. It is tha final ampty claim for the

| continuing values of an oligarchic, undemaocratic culture. If the
I image is no longer unique and exclusive, the art object, the
thing, must be made mysateriously so.
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ithfully; it is a
The majority of the Population do not visjt art FSRRSaT S0t aupsaty o I:“' ::: uv:-. inavitable,
museums. The following table shows how closely an question of reproduction making it pos ¢

urposes and
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spiritually) of the righ, Another tahls indicates what the idea Reproduction isolates a detail of a painting from
of an art gallery suggests to each social class, the whole. The detail is transformed. An allegorical figure

P — becomes a portrait of a girl.
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‘it colle g uppar

worken warken margarial
L] X %
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Church EE 45 05
Libstary L] 34 28
Laciss fua - & i
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Chasrch and lnetare hall & 2 -
Litwary and Iechure hall - - 2
MNane of thess 4 2 185
Ho rapiy ] a ]

100(n=53) 100(n=38) 100 (ne2g)
Seurce: an sbowe, sppendiz 4, b B
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In the age of pictorial reproduction the meaning
of paintings is no longer attached to them; their meaning
becomes transmittable: that is to say it becomes information
of a sort, and, like all information, it is sither put to usa or
ignored; information carries no special authority within itsalf,
When a painting Is put to usae, ita meaning is sither modified or
totally changed. One should be quite clear about what this
involves, It js not a question of raproduction failing to
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When a painting ia reproduced by a film camera

it inavitably becomes matarial for the film-

A film which reproduces imag
the spectator,

conclusions,

maker's argument,

oz of a painting loat
through thae painting, to the

film-maker's own
The painting lands authority to the film-makar,

|
E
i
|
B
[
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Paintings are often reproduced with words around them.

In a film the way one image follows anothar,
COnstructs an argument which becomes irrev

ﬁir succession Thia is a landscape of a cornfiald with birds flying
argibla, out of it. Look at it for a moment. Then turn the page.

In a painting all its elaments ara there to ba s880

|imuluntnully. The spactator may nead time to examing sach

elemeant of the painting but whenever he reaches a conclusion,

painting is thare to reverses or
qualify his conclusion. The painting maintains ita own |
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authority.
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Consequantly a reproduction, as wall as making
its own references to the image of its original, bacomas
itaalf the reference point for other imagas. Tha meaning of
an image is changed according to what one soes immediataely
beside it or what comes immediately after it. Such authority
as it ratains, is distributed over the whole context in which

it appears.

Thes ;éﬁnw;ﬁ:‘m Thak Van Gogh ‘m'm
befre me killed pumself

It is hard to define exactl
¥ how the words ha
changed the image but undoubtedly they have. The ima 5
illustrates the sentance. 1 i
In this essay sach ima
ge reproduced has becoma
part of a.n argumant which has little or nothing to do with the
painting’s original independent meaning. The words hava |
?:hn:ud the paintings to confirm their own verbal authority |
assays without words in this book ma e
distinction clearar.) st
!

Reproduced paintings, like all inf

. ormati |
hald their own against all the other information l:ull\:"ﬂr e
continually transmitted,

Because works of art are reproducible, they can,
theoratically, be used by anybody. Yat mostly — in art books,
magazines, films or within gilt frames in living-rooms —
raproductions are still used to bolster the illusion that
nothing has changed, that art, with its unique undiminished
authority, justifies most other forms of authority, that art
makes ineguality seem noble and hierarchies seam thrilling.

| For example, the whole concept of the National Cultural
Heritage exploits the authority of art to glorify the present
social aystam and its priorities.
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The means of reproduction are used politically
and commaercially to disguise or deny what their axistance
makes possible. But sometimes individuals use tham

differently.

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

muaaums.
What are wa saying by that? Let us first ba sure

about what we are not saying.

Wa are not saying that there is nothing left to
sxperience before original works of art except a sansa of awa
because they have survived. The way original works of art are
usually approached — through museum catalogues, guides,
hired cassettes, etc. — is not the only way they might ba
approachad. When the art of tha past ceases to be viewed
nostalglcally, the works will cease 10 ba holy relics — although
they will never re-become what they were before the age of
raproduction. We are not saying original works of art are now

usaless.
a0
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Original paintings are silent and still in a sense
that information never is. Even a reproduction hung on a wall
is not comparable in this raspect for in the original the silonce
and stillness parmeate the actual material, the paint, in which
one follows the traces of tha painter’s immediata gestures.
This has the effect of closing the distance in time between the
painting of the picture and one's own act of looking at it. In
this special sense all paintings ara contamporary. Hence the
immediacy of their testimony. Their historical mement is
literally there before our eyes. Cézanne madae a similar
observation from the painter's point of view. ‘A minute in the
world's life passes | To paint it in its reality, and forget
everything for that| To become that minuta, to be the
sensitive plate . . . give the image of what wa soe, forgetting
everything that has appaarad before our time . . ." What we
make of that painted moment when it Is before our eyas
depends upon what we expect of art, and that in turn depends
today upon how we have already experienced the meaning of
paintings through reproductions.
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Nor are we saying that all art can ba underatood
spontansously. We are not claiming that to cut out a magazina
reproduction of an archaic Greek head, because it is reminiscent
of some personal experionce, and to piniton toa board
baside other disparats images, is to come to terms with the
full meaning of that head.

The idea of innocence faces two ways. By rafusing
to enter a conspiracy, one remains innocent of that conspiracy.
But to remain innocent may also be to remain ignorant. The
issus is not between innocence and knowledge (or betwean the
natural and the cultural) but betwaeen a total approach to art
which attempts to relate it to every aspect of experience and
the esoteric approach of a few specialized experts wha are the
clerks of the nostalgia of a ruling class in decline. {In decline,
not before the proletariat, but bafore the new powear of the
corporation and the state.} The real question is: to whom does
tha meaning of the art of the past properly belong? To those
who can apply it to their own lives, or to a cultural hisrarchy
of relic specialista?

The visual arts have always existed within a
cartain preserve; originally this preserve Wwas magical or
sacred. But it was also physical: it was the place, the cave, the
building, in which, or for which, the work was madae. The
experience of art, which at first was the experieance of ritual,
was sat apart from the rest of lifa — precisely in order to be
able to exarciss power over it. Later the preserve of art became
a social one. It entered the culture of the ruling class, whilst
physically it was set apart and isolated in their palaces and

houses. During all this history the authority of art was
insaparable from the particular authority of the presearve.

' What the modern means of reproduction have
dona is to destroy the authority of art and to remove it — or,
rather, to remove its images which thay reproduce — from any
praserve. For the first time ever, images of art have bacome
aphameral, ubiquitous, insubstantial, available, valueless, fres.
They surround us in the same way as a language surrounds us.
They have entared the mainstream of life over which they no

r, in thamsalves, have powar.
i Yet very fow poople are aware of what has
happened because the means of reproduction are used nearly
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all tha time to promota the illusion that nothing has changed
axcapt that the masses, thanks to reproductions, can now
bagin to appreciate art as ths cultured minority once did.
Understandably, the masses remain uninterested and sceptical.
If the new language of images were used
differantly, it would, through itz use, confer a new kind of
power. Within it we could begin to define our experiences more
pracisaly in areas whera words are inadequate. (Sesing comes
before words.) Not only parsonal experiance, but also the
assential historical experience of our ralation to the past: that
is to say the experience of seeking to give meaning to our lives,
of trying to understand the history of which we can become
the active agents.
The art of the past no longer exists as it once did.
Its authority is lost. In its place there is a language of images.
What matters now is who uses that languagse for what
purpose. This touches upon guestions of copyright for
raeproduction, tha ownership of art presses and publishers, the
total policy of public art galleries and museums. As usually
presented, these are narrow professional matters. Ono of the
aima of this essay has been to show that what is really at
stake is much larger. A people or a class which is cut off from
its own past is far less free to choose and to act as a people or
class than one that has beon able to situata itsslf in history.
This is why — and this is the only reason why — the entire art
of tha past has now become a political issua.

a3



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

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