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SCOPIC REGIMES OF MODERNITY

The modern era, it is often alleged, lhasbccn dorninated by the

scnse of sight in a way that sct it apart from its prcmodern pre-

dccessors and possibly its postmodern successor. Reginning \\ith

the Renaissance and the scientific rcvolution, modernity has

been normally considered rcsolutely ocularcentr ic, The invcntion

of printing, according to the familiar argumcnt of McLuhan anel

Ong,2 reinforced the pri\'i1eging of rhc visual abctted hy such in-

ventions as the telescopeand the microscope. "The perceptual

field thus constituted," concludcs a tvpical account, "was funda-

mentally nonreflexive, visual anel qllantitati\'e,"J

Although the implied characterization of different eras in

this generalization as more Iavorably inclined to other sensos

should not be taken at face value," it is uifticult todcnv that the

visual has bccn dominant in modern Western culturc in awidc

\'ariety of ways, Whcthcr we focus on "thc mirror of nature"

metaphor in philosophy with Richard Rortv or cmphasize thc

prevalcncc of surveillance w ith Michel Foucault or bemoan the

societ)' of the spectacle with Gu)'Dcbord.! we conlront again

and again the ubiquitv of vision as the mastcr sense of thc mod-

ern era,

But what precisely constitutes the visual culture of this era

is not 50 readily apparent, lndeed, wemight \\'(:,11ask, borro\\'ing

Christian Metz's tcrrn, is thereonc unihcd "scopic regime"6 of

the modern or are there scvcral, pcrhaps competing oncs? for,

as Jacqueline Rose has rcccntlv reminded us, "our prcvious his-

tory is not the petr ified block of a single visual 'pace sincc,

looked at obliquelv, it can al\\'ays lw sccn to contain its rnorncnr
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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 separation has allowed us to understand the multiple im-

plicátions 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 radical reversal in the hierarchy of visual

subcultures in the modern scopic regime.

Before spelling out the competing ocular fields 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 distance from the complex

realities they seek to approximate. I am also not suggesting that

the three main visual subcultures I single out for special atten-

tion exhaust ali 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 tr)' to do justice

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

most significant.

Let me begin by tuming to what is normally c1aimed to be

the dominant, even totally hegcmonic, visual mo de! of the mod-

em era, that which we can identify with Renaissance notions of

perspective in the visual arts and Car tesian ideas of subjective

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

tesian perspectivalism. That it is often assumed "to be equivalent

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

from prominent commentators. The first is the claim ma de by

the art historian William lvins, Jr., in hisAre and Geamecryof

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 anJ

4

1"'lIph-S ol' Europc.?" Tlu- sccond is Irom Richard Rortv's \\'idl'l\'

di 1'lIssl'd Phllosophy and the Mirrar af Nature, publishcd in 1979:'

" 11 l!te 'ar t sian modcl the intcllect inspects entities modeled on

11'1 i 11, I imagcs .... 1n Descartes'conception - thc one that bc-

I .mu- lhe basis for 'rnodern' epistemolog~'- it isreprcscntations

whi ·h are in the 'mind.'''9 The assumption exprcsscd in thesc

citations that Cartesian perspectivalism istbe rcigning visual

modcl of modernitv is often ticd to the further contention that

it succeedcd in becoming50 because it bestexprcssedthc "natu-

ral" expericncc of sight valor izcd hy the scientihc worldV icvv.

• When the assumed equivalence bctwcen scientific obscrvat ion

and the natural world was disputcd, so too was the domination

of this visual subculture, a salicnt instance being Er win Pan-

ofskv's celcbrated critique of perspectivc as merelv a conven-

tional symbolic [orrn.!" '

But for a \"ery long time Cartesian pcrspectivalism was

idcntitied with the medem scopic regimerouc court. With fuI!

awareness of the schematic nature of what follows, let me trv to

cstablish its most important characteristics. Therc is, of eou;se"

an immense literature on the discoverv, rediscoverv, or iJ1\'enti~n

of perspccnve-s-all threc terms are lIs~d elepcndin~ on the

writer's interpretation of ancient visual knowledge - in the Ital-

ian Quattrocento. Brunelleschí is traditionallv accorded the

honor of being its practical inventor or discoverer, while Alherti

is almost universallv acknowlcdged as its first theoretical inter-

preter. From lvins, Panofsky, and Krautheimer to Edgerton,

White, and Kubovv,II scholars have investigated virtually e\'ery

aspect of the pcrspectivalist revolution, technical, acsthetic, psy-

chological, religious, even economic andpolitical,

Despire many still disputed issues, a rough consensus seems

to have emergecl around the following points. Growing out of

the late medieval fascination with the metaphysical implications

of light -Iight as divino lus rather than pcrceivedrumen -linear

perspectivc carne to symbolize a hannony between the mathe-



matical regularitics in optics and God's will. Even after the re-

ligious underpinnings of this equation were eroded, the 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. This new concept of space was geo-

metrically isotropic, rectilinear, abstract, and uniform. Thevelo

or vcil of threads Alberti used todcpict it conventionalized that

space in a wa)' that anticipated the grids so characteristic of

twentieth-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.'?

The three-dimensional, rationalized space of perspectival

vision could be rendered on a two-dimensional surface bylol-

lowing ali of thc transformational rules spelled out in Alberri's

De Pituira and later treatises by Viator, Dürer, and others. The

basic device was the idea of symmetrical visual pyrarnids 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 be-

holder. The transparent window that was the canvas, in Alberti's

School of Piero della Francesea.Viell' '!! an Jd.aJ Cir)'. 1470(?). Urbino. Palazzo Dueale.

(Lour tesy Art Resource, N.Y.)

famous metaphor, could also be understood as a Aat mirror re-

Becting the geometricalized space of the scene depicted back

onto the no less geometricalizcd space radiating out from the

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 dynamic, 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 calls the "Founding Perception" of the

Cartesian perspectivalist tradition,

lhe aa7.eif the painrer arresrs the jluxif phenomena, contemplates lhe

visualfield jrom a vanraae-poinr outside the mobilityif duration, in

an eterna] momenr if disclosed presence; whilein lhe momenr if view-

»e. the viewina subiect unires his aaze with the Foundinq Perception,

in a moment if pe1ec! recreation if !ha!.fim epiphany. 13
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A number of implications followed from the adoption of this vi-

sual ordcr. The abstract coldness of the perspectiva] gaze meant

the withdrawal of the painter's emotional entanglement with the

objects depicted in geometricalized space, The participatory in-

volvcmcnt of more absorptive visual modes was diminished,if

not cntircly supprcssed, as the gap bctween spectator and spec-

tacle widcned. The morncnt of crotic projection in vision - what

I " I d ' "14St. Augustine had anxiouslv condcmnec as ocu ar CS1re -

was lost as the bodies of the painter and viewer were forgotten

in the name of an allegeclly disincarnatcd, absolute eye, Although

such a ga<:t' could, of coursc, still fali on objects of desire-

think, for cxarnple, of the female nude in Dürer's famous print

of a draftsman drawing her through a screen of perspectiva]

threads 15- it did50 largely in the service of a reifying male look

that turned its targets into stone. Thc marmoreal nude drained

of its capacity to arousc dcsire was at least tendentially the out-

come of this dcvelopmcnt. Despire important exceptions, such as

Cara,'aggio's seductive boys or Titian'sVenlls 1Urbino, the nudes

thernselves fail to look out at the viewer, radiating no erotic en-

ergy in the other direction. Only much later in the history of

Western art, with the brazenly shocking nudes in Manet'sDé-

jeuner sur J'herbe and Olympia, did the crossing of the viewer's

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

tionalized visual order of Cartesian perspectivalism was already

coming under attack in other ways as well.

In addition to its de-erotici<:ing of the visual order, it had

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

tualization. That is, as abstract, quantitatively conceptualized

space became more interesting to the artist than thequalitatively

diffcrentiated subjects painted withinit, rhe rendering of the

scene became an end in itsclf. Alberti, to be sure, had ernpha-

sized the use ofperspective to depíct istoria, ennobling stories,

but in time they seemed less important than the visual skill

shown in depicting thcm. Thus the abstraction of artistic form

c o s r c REGIMES QF'" MOOERNITY

11111111111' lllt,~1.1l11IV(' contcnt, which is part of the clichéd his-

1111\1I11\\\'lIli('I"- 'cl1tury modernism, was already prepared by

"li 111'1~lllTli,\ I r volution five centuries earlier. What Bryson in

111 hook Word and Ima8e calls the diminution of the discursive

11111(1101101' painting, its telling a story to the unlettered masses,

11I."or of its figural Iunction.lv meant the increasing autonomy

1111111'image fram any extr insic purpose, religiolls or other wise.

IIH' vfr., t of realism was consequentlv enhanced as ca nvases

wc-n- filled with more and more information that seemed unre-

I,tll'd to any narrative or textual [unction. Cartesian perspectival-

i,'ITIwas thus in league with a scientifie world view that no

lungcr henneneutically read the world as a divino text, but

rathcr saw it as situated in a mathematically regular spatio-tern-

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

scrved from without by lhe dispassionate eye of the neutral

rcscarcher.

It was also complicitous, so many commentators have

clairned, with the fundamentally bourgeois ethie of the modern

world. Aceording to Edgerton, Florentine businessmen with

their newly inventcd technique of double-entrv hookkeeping may

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

accord with the tidy principies of mathematical order that they

applicd to their bank ledgers," 17John Bergcr gocs so far as to

clairn that more appropriate than the Albcrtian metaphor of thc

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

which the visible has heendeposited."!" It was, he contends, no

aceident that the invention (or rediscoverv) of perspective vir-

lually coincided with the emergence of thc oil painting dctachcd

from its context and available for buying and sclling,Scparatc

Irorn the painter and the viewer, lhe visual field depicted on the

other side of the canvas could beeome a portable eommodity

ahle to enter the circulation of capitalist exchange. At the sarnc

time, if philosophers like Martin Heidegger are corrcct, lhe nat-

ural world was transformed through the technological world
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view into a "standing reserve" for the surveiilance and manip-

ulation of a dominating subject.!?

Cartesian perspectivalisrn has, in fact, been the target of a

widespread philosophical critique, which has denounced its priv-

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 Mcrlcau-Ponty liked to call the flesh 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 wholcsalc condemnation as both false and

pernicious.

Lookeu at more closcly, however,it is possiblc to discer n

internal tensions in Cartesian perspectivalisrn itself that suggest

it was not quite as uniformly coercive as is sornetimes assumcd.

Thus, for exarnple, John White distinguishes between what he

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

nature is flat, and "synthetic perspcctivc," in which that mirror

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

planar space on the canvas. Hcre, according to White, Paolo

Uccello and Leonardo da Vinci were the major innovators, offer-

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

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

finite infinity. "20 Although artificial perspcctivc was the domi-

nant model, its cornpetitor was never entirely forgotten.

Michael Kubovv has reccntly added thc observation that

what he calls the "robustness of perspective'V! meant that Ren-

aissance canvases could bc succcssfully vicwcd from more than

the imagined apcx of the behokler's visual pyramid. He criticizcs

those who naivelv identifv the rules of perspecti"e establishedby

its theoretical champions with the actual practice or the artists

themselves. Rather than a procrustean bed, they we re practicallv

subordinated to the exigencies of pcrccption, which mcans that

10
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d, 1111111111111111111111i'Íl'edlings are oftcn directcd at a straw man

11111I ".\ 1 111 t I',I\\' \')'\').

I iJl"" 11 probk-mauc isthc subject position in the Cartesian

1111 111'\I ',lli~t cpistcmology. For the monocular eye at the apex

"I 11I,llllld\'t'\ P '1\ mid could bc construed as transcendental and

111111\'1~,11 that is, cxactly the same for any hurnan vicwer oc-

IlIp 111' tIll' same point in time and space-or contingent-

1,11,1' d\']lcl1dent 011the particular, individual vision or distinct

IlI'holclns, with their own concrete rclations to the scenc in

1111111ar them. When thc former was cxplicitly transformcd into

li1\' I. tu-r, the rciativistic implications of perspcctivalism could

"l' l'asily drawn. Even in the ninetcenth ccntury, this potential

""s apparent to thinkers like Leibniz, although he generally

~1l11ghtto escape its more troubling implications. These were not

I'xplicitly stresscd and than praiscd until thc late ninetecnth ccn-

í ur ' by such thinkcrs as ietzsrhe. If {'\er~'anc had his or hcr

li" n camcra obscura with a distinctlv dirfcrent pccpholc, he

gll'l'rully concludcd, rhcn no transcendental world view was

j>ossible.21

Finallv, the Car tesian pcrspectivalist tradition contained a

potential for internal contcstation in thc possiblc uncoupling of

the painter's vicw of the scenc Frorn that of the presumcd he-

holdcr, Intcrestingly, Brvson idcnnfics this dcvclopmcnt with

Vcrrnccr, who represcnts for, him a second state of pcrspect ival,

ism even more disincarnated than that of Alherti. "Thc hond

with thc vicwers phvsiquc is broke n and thc ,-ie\\-ing subject,"

hc wr ites, "is nOI\" proposed and assurncd as a notional point, a

non-cmpir ica] Gaze."23

What makes this last obscrvation so suggesti"e is thc open-

ing it providos for a consideration of an altcr nativr scopic regime

that may bc understood as more than a suhvariant of Car tcsian

pcrspectivalism. Although I cannot pretend to he a scrious stu-

dcnt of Verrnecr ablc to quarrcl with Brvson's interprctation of

his work, it might he uscFul to situare thepaintrr in a diffcrcnt

11
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context from the one we havebeen discussing. That is, we might

include him and the Dutch seventcenth-century art of which hc

was so great an exemplar in a visual culture \'cry different from

that we associate with Renaissance perspective, one which

Svetlana Alpers has recently calledThe Are cif Describmp.?"

According to Alpers, the hegemonic role of ltalian painting

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

which Aourished in the seventeenth-century Low Countries.

Borrowing Georg Lukács's distinction between narration and de-

scr iption, which he used to contrast realist and naturalist fiction,

she argues that Italian Renaissance art, for ali its fascination with

the techniques of perspective, still held fast to the storytelling

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

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

stage in which human figures performed significant actions

based on the texts of the poets. lt is a narrative art."zs Northern

art, in contrast, suppresses narrative anel textual reference in

favor of descriptíon and visual surface. Rejecting the pr ivileped,

constitutive role of the monocular subject, it ernphasizes instead

the prior existence of a world of objects depicted on the Aat can-

vas, a world indifferent to the beholder's position in front of ir.

This world, moreover , is not contained entirely within the [rame

of the Albertian window, but seerns instead to extend beyond ir.

Frames 00 exist around Dutch pictures, but they are arbitrary

and without the totalizing function they serve in Southern art.

Ir there is a model for Dutch art, it is the map with its un-

apologetically Aat 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 perspectivalism,

Alpers posits the following oppositions:

alCenrion to mo~ small ehinas versusaJew larqe ones; liahe rifleceed

ifJ obiects versus objeas modeled bJ liahr and shadow; rhe su10ce cif

obiecss, their colors and rexru tes, dealt wuh tather thati tbeit place-

12
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//1('/11 in a leaible space;an uriframed ima8e versus one that is clearly

/r(///lcd; one with no clearly situated viewer comparedro one with such

I I'iclI'er. Tbe distlnct ion JollolVs a hierarchical model1disrinauishina

h '1II'een phenomena commonly riferred to as prima')' andsecondary:

ohjeces and space versus the s111aces, Jorms versus the rextures cif the

lVorld.26

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

not Cartesianism with its faith in a geometricalized, rationalized,

.ssentiallv intellectual concept of space but rather the more em-

pirical visual experience of observationally oriented Baconian

rnpiricism, In the Dutch context Alpers identifies it with Con-

stantin Huygens. The nonmathernatical impulse of this tradition

accords well with the indifference to hierarchy, proportion, and

analogical resemblances characteristic of Cartesian perspectiva]-

ism. Instead, it casts its attentive 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 exarnple - Dutch

art savors the discrete particularity of visual experience and re-

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

ternptation to which she c1aims Southern art readily succumbs.

In two significant ways, the art of describing can be said to

have anticipated later visual models, however much it was subor-

dinated to its Cartesian perspectivalist rival. As we have already

noted, a direct filiation between Alberti'svelo 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 irn-

pulse. As Alpers notes,

Ahhouah tbegrid that Ptolemv proposed, and tbose ihat. Mercaror later

imposed, share themarhe~JQ/ical l1nijormity cif the Renaissance perspec-

tive arid, 1110/do nor shate thepositioned viewer, the Jrame, and the

13
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lhe Trustees, Thc National Galiery. London)

d~finition if the piccure as a window lhraugh whict, an external viewer

I oks. On these aCCOllnt.stne Ptolemaic 8fid. indeed cartoqrapinc grids

in general, mUSI be distmquished JrQm. not corifused with, lhe perspec-

t ival grid. The prajection is, one mighl saj, viewed Jrom nowhere. Nor

is it 10 be looked ihroucl», lt assumesa fiat workil1g s1l1ace.27

Seeondly, the art of deseribing also anticipates the visual experi-

enee produeed b)' the nineteenth-century invention 01' photogra-

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

arbitrary Frames, the immediacy that the first praetitioners ex-

pressed hy claiming that the photograph gave Nature the power

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

Ircqucntlv drawn bctween photography and the anti-perspee-

tivalism of impressionist art, made for exarnple by Aaron Scharf

in his discussion of Degas,29 should thus be cxtended to include

the Duteh art 01' the scventeenth century. Anel ir Peter Galassi is

correct in Bifore PholOgraphy, there was also a tradition 01'

topographieal painting -Iandscape sketches 01' a fragment of

rcalitv - that resisted Cartesian perspcctivalism and thus pre-

pared the wa)' both for photopraphy and the irnpressionist re-

turn to two-dimensional canvases.I'' How widespread or self-

consciouslv oppositional such a tradition was1 \ViII leavc to

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

poses issimplv to registe r the cxiste ncc or an alternatívescopic

r!'gime cvcn during the hcvdav of the dominant tradition.

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

possible criticisrns, Thc strong opposition bctween narration and

clescription shcposits may seern less firm ir wc recall the de-nar-

rativizing impulse in perspcctival art itself mentioncd above. And

if we can dctect a certain. ht betwcen the cxchange pr inciple of

capitalism and the abstract relational space of perspective, wc

might also disccrn acomplerncntary !it betwr-cn the valorization

of material surfaces in Dutch art and the fctishism01' COI11-

moclitics no less charactcr istic of a market ecanomy.In this
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sense, both scopic regimes can be said to reveal different aspects

of a complex but unihcd phenomenon, just as Cartesian and

Baconian philosophics can bc said to bc consonant,if in dif-

ferent ways, with the scicntihc world view.

Ir, however, we turn to a third model of vision, or what

can be called the second moment of unease in the dominant

model, thc possibilities for an even more radical alternative can

be disccrned. This thirdmodel is perhaps best idcntihed with

the baroque. At least as early as \888 and Hcinr ich Wofflin's

epochal studv, Renaissance and Barooue,art historians have been

ternpted 10 postulatc a perennial oscillation between twostvles

in both painting and architccture.:' 'In opposition to the lucid,

linear, solid, íixed, planimetric, closed form ofthe Renaissancc,

or as Wôlfllin late r callcd it, the c1assical style, the baroque was

painterly, recessional, soft-focuseel, multiplc, anel open, Derivcd,

at least according toonc standard etvmologv, from the Por-

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

connoted the bizarre and peculiar, traits which were normally

disdained bv charnpions of claritv anel transparency 01' [orm.

Although it ma)' be prudcnt to confine the baroque largely

to thc seventcenth century and link itwith the Catholic Counter

Reformation or the manipulation of popular culture bv the

newlv ascendant absolutist state-as has, for example, the Span-

ish historian José Antonio Maralall3l- it ma)' also bc possiblc to

sce it as a permanent, if often represscd, visual possibility

throughout the cntire modern era, lnthe rcccnt work of the

French philosopher Chr istinc Buci-Glucksmann, La raison baroque

of 1984 and La Jà/ie du \,oir of 1986, l3 it is preciselv the explosive

power of haroque vision that is see n as the most significant al-

ternative to the hegemonic visual stylc\\'1" have called Car tesian

perspectivalism. Celcbrating the dazzling, disorienting, ecstatic

surplus of images in baroque visual cxpcr icncc, she emphasizes

its rcjcction 01' the monocular geometricalization of the Car te-

sian tradition, with its illusion of hOlllogeneous three-dímen-
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hllhd spon' sccn with a God's-cye-view from afar.Shcalso

1111 li contrasts the Dutch art of describing, with itsbelief in

1\'I',lhk surfaces and faith in the material solidity of the world its

111\ ntln rs Illap, with the baroque fascination for opacity, unread-

11\11111)', and the indecípherability of the reality it depícts,

l-or Buci-Glucksmann, the baroque self-consciously revels

11 lhe contradictions between surface aneldepth, disparaging as

,\ rvsult any attempt to reduce the multiplicitv of visual spaces

11110 any one coherent essence. Significantly, the mirror that it

hokls up to nature is not lhe Aat reAecting glass that commenta-

rors like Edgerton and White see as vital in the development of

I' tionalizcd or "analvtic" perspectivc, but rather thc anamor-

phosistic mirror, either concave or convex, thatdistorts the visual

image-or, more prccisely, revcals the conventiona] rather than

natural quality of "normal" specularitv by showing its depend-

cncc on the matcriality of the medium ofreflection. ln fact, be-

cause of its greater awareness of that materiality - whata recent

.ornmentator, Rodolphe Gasché, has drawn attention to as the

"tain of the mirror"34 - baroque visual experience has a strongly

tactilc or haptic quality, which prevents it from turning into the

absolute ocularccntrism of its Cartesian pcrspectivalist rival.

In philosophical tcrms, although no one system can be seen

as its cor-relate, Leibniz's pluralisrn of monaclic viewpoints,35 Pas-

cal's meditations on paradox, and the Counter Reformation mys-

tícs' submission to I'ertiginous expcriences of rapture might ali

hc seen as related to baroquc vision. Moreover, the philosophy it

[avored self-consciously eschewed the model of intcllcctual clar-

itv cxpresserl in a literal language pur ihed of ambiguitv. Instead

it rccognized the incxtricability of rhetoric and vision, which '

meant that images wcre ~igns and that conccpts always containcd

an irreducibly imagistic component,

Baroque vision , Buci-Glucksmann also suggests, sought to

represent the unrcprcscntable and, neccssarilv failing, produced

the melancholy that Walter Benjamin in particular saw as
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characteristic of thebaroque sensibility. As such, it was doser 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. lndeed, desire, in itserotic as well as meta-

physical forrns, 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 twcntieth-centurv philosophies of vision as

Mcrleau-Pontv's, with its dream of meaning-laden imbrication of

the viewer and the viewed in the Aesh of the world, here it gen-

erates only allegories of obscurity and opacity. Thus it truly pro-

duces one of those "rnoments of uneasc" which Jacqueline Rose

sees challenging the petr ification of the dominant visual order

(the art of describing eeming 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 b)' offering a fcw

speculations, if 1 can use50 visual a term, on thcir currcnt sta-

tus. First, it seems undeniable that we havc witnesscd in thc

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 dr iven from the field,

the extent to which it has been denaturalized and vigorously

eontested, in philosophy as well as in the visual arts, is trulv re-

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

the profusion af linguistically or iented structuralist and

poststructuralist modes of thought have ali put the cpisternologi-

cal tradition der ived largcly from Descartes \'er)' much on the

defensive. And, of course, the alternative of Raconian observa-

tion, which periodically resurfaces in variants of positivistic

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

might argue that the visual practice with which it had an clcc-

tive affinity has shown rcmarkahle resiliencc with the growing

status of photography as a nonpcrspcctival art form (or,if )'ou
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1'" I, I. I uunt r-art form). There are aswell contemporary artists

111. 1111' ;l'rman Jewish, now Israeli painter Joshua Neustein,

1111 (' eiS .iuation with the Aat rnater ialítv of maps has recently

, .\1 IlI'd .1 C mparison with Alpers's seventeenth-century

I lill\ III1'wn.J6

Slill, ir one had to single out the scopic regime that has fi-

110111 'orne into its own in our time, it would be the "madness af

\ 1011" Ruci-Glucksmann identifies with the baroque. Even pho-

Ingl'aph)', if Rosalind Krauss's recent work on the Surrealists ís

.111 indication.ê? can lend itself to purposes more in line with

1 his visual impulse than the art of mere describing. In the

postmodern discourse that elevares the sublime to a position of

supcr iority over the beautiful, it is surely the "palimpsests of the

unseeablc,"!" as Buci-Glucksmann calls barogue vision, that seem

most compelling. And if we add the current imperative to re-

xtore rhetoric to its rightful place and accept the irreducible lin-

guistic moment in vision and the equally insistent visual momcnt

in language, the timeliness of the baroque alternative once again

scems obvious.

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

radical dethroning of Cartesian perspectivalism may have gone a

liit too faro In our haste to denaturalize it and debunk its c1aims

ta represent vision per se, we ma)' bc ternpted to forget that the

other scopic regimes 1 have guickly sketched are thernselves no

more natural or doser 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 eye; a sight from

lhe situatecl context of a bodv in the world may not always see

things that are visible to a "high-altitude" or "Cod's-eye-view."

However we may regrel the excesses of scientism, the Western

scientihc tradition may have only becn made possibleby Carte-

sian perspectivalism 01' its complernent, the Raconian art of de-

scribing. There may well have been some link between the

absence 01' such scopic regimes in Eastern cultures, especiallv thc
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former, and their general lack of indigenous scientihc revolu-

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

pernicious reification of visual fluidity, 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, we might see another reifica-

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

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

uralist description in literature, unmentionedby Alpers, might

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

might wonder about the celebration of ocular rnadness, which

ma)' produce ecstas)' in some, but bewilderment and confusion

in others. As historians like MaravaIl 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 terrn Maravall borrows from

Horkheimer and Adorno in his account of the seventeenth cen-

tur)', does not seern very threatened by postmodernist visual ex-

periments in "Ia 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 ofscopic regimes now

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

less dangerou5 to explore the ímplications, both positive and

negative, of each .. ln 50 dOing, we won't lose entirely the sense of

unease that has 50 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 have already invented and the ones, now

50 hard to envision, that are doubtless to come.
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