Chapter 5

W.J.T. Mitchell

SHOWING SEEING
A critique of visual culture

HAT 1S ‘VISUAL CULTURE® or ‘visual studies’?! Is it an emergent disci-
Wpline, a passing moment of interdisciplinary turbulence, a research topic, a
field or subfield of cultural studies, media studies, rhetoric and communication, art
history, or aesthetics? Does it have a specific object of research, or is it a grab-bag
of problems left over from respectable, well-established disciplines? If it is a field,
what are its boundaries and limiting definitions? Should it be institutionalized as an
academic structure, made into a department or given programmatic status, with all
the appurtenances of syllabi, textbooks, prerequisites, requirements, and degrees?
How should it be taught? What would it mean to ‘profess’ visual culture in a way
that is more than improvisatory? .

I have to confess that, after almost ten years of teaching a course called ‘Visual
Culture’ at the University of Chicago, I still do not have categorical answers to all
these questions.? What I can offer is my own take on where the field of visual studies
is going today, and how it might avoid a number of pitfalls along the way. What
follows is based mainly on my own formation as a literary scholar who has been
involved as a migrant worker in the fields of art history, aesthetics, and media
studies. It is also based on my experience as a teacher attempting to awaken students
to the wonders of ‘visuality,” practices of seeing the world and especially the seeing
of other people. My aim in this course has been to overcome the veil of familiarity
and self-evidence that surrounds the experience of seeing, and to turn it into a
problem for analysis, a mystery to be unraveled. In doing this, I suspect that I am
rather typical of those that teach this subject, and that this is the common core of
our interest, however different our methods or reading lists might be. The problem
is one of staging a paradox that can be formulated in a number of ways: that vision
is itself invisible; that we cannot see what seeing is; that the eyeball (pace Emerson)
is never transparent. I take my task as a teacher to be to make seeing show itself,
to put it on display, and make it accessible to analysis. I call this ‘showing seeing,’

" and nineteenth centuries.® If I were here to represent ‘visual studies’ (which I am)
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varjation on the American elementary school ritual called ‘show and tell,” and I
will return to it at the conclusion of this paper.

. The dangerous supplement

_ Let me begin, however, with the gray matters — the questions of disciplines, fields,
. and programs that are intersected by visual studies. I think it’s useful at the outset
% to distinguish between ‘visual studies’ and ‘visual culture’ as, respectively, the field

of study and the object or target of study. Visual studies is the study of visual culture.
This avoids the ambiguity that plagues subjects like ‘history,” in which the field and

. the things covered by the field bear the same name. In practice, of course, we often

confuse the two, and I prefer to let ‘visual culture’ stand for both the field and its

‘ __content, and to let the context clarify the meaning. I also prefer visual culture

because it is less neutral than ‘visual studies,” and commits one at the outset to a
set of hypotheses that need to be tested ~ for example, that vision is (as we say)
a ‘cultural construction,’ that it is learned and cultivated, not simply given by nature;
that therefore it might have a history related in some yet to be determined way
with the history of arts, technologies, media, and social practices of display and
spectatorship; and (finally) that it is deeply involved with human societies, with the
ethics and politics, aesthetics and epistemology of seeing and being seen. So far, |
hope (possibly in vain) that we are all singing the same tune.} :

The dissonance begins, as I see it, when we ask what the relation of visual studies
is to existing disciplines such as art history and aesthetics.* At this point, certain
disciplinary anxieties, not to mention territorial grumpiness and defensiveness, begin
to emerge. If [ were a representative of cinema and media studies, for instance, I
would ask why the discipline that addresses the major new art forms of the twen-
teth century is so often marginalized in favor of fields that date to the eighteenth

I might see the triangulation of my field in relation to the venerable fields of art
history and aesthetics as a classic pincer movement, designed to erase visual studies
from the map. The logic of this operation is easy enough to describe. Aesthetics
and art history are in a complementary and collaborative alliance. Aesthetics is the
theoretical branch of the study of art. It raises fundamental questions about the
nature of art, artistic value, and artistic perception within the general field of percep-
tual experience. Art history is the historical study of artists, artistic practices, styles,
movements, and institutions. Together, then, art history and aesthetics provide a
kind completeness; they ‘cover’ any conceivable question one might have about the
visual arts. And if one conceives them in their most expansive manifestations, art
history as a general iconology or hermeneutics of visual images, aesthetics as the
study of sensation and perception, then it seems clear that they already take care of
any issues that a ‘visual studies’ might want to raise. The theory of visual experi-
ence would be dealt with in aesthetics; the history of images and visual forms would
be dealt with in art history.

Visual studies, then, is from a certain familiar disciplinary point of view, quite
unnecessary. We don’t need it. It adds on a vague, ill-defined body of issues that
are covered quite adequately within the existing academic structure of knowledge.
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as dangerous as it has been made out to be (as, for instance, a training ground to
prepare subjects for the next phase of global capitalism’)!? but that its own defenders
have not been especially adroit in questioning the assumptions and impact of their
own emergent field cither. [ want to turn, then, to a set of fallacies or myths about
visual studies that are- commonly accepted (with different value quotients) by both
the opponents and proponents of this field. I will then offer a set of counter-theses
which, in my view, emerge when the study of visual culture moves beyond these
received ideas, and begins to define and analyze its object of investigation in some
detail. I have summarized these fallacies and counter-theses in the following broad-
side (followed by a commentary). The broadside may be handy for nailing up on
the doors of certain academic departments.

Critique: myths and counter-theses

Ten myths about visual culture

1 Visual culture entails the liquidation of art as we have known it.

Visual culture accepts without question the view that art is to be defined by
its working exclusively through the optical faculties.

3 Visual culture transforms the history of art into a history of images.

4 Visual culture implies that the difference between a literary text and a painting
is a non-problem. Words and images dissolve into undifferentiated ‘repre-
sentation.’

5 Visual culture implies a predilection for the disembodied, dematerialized
image.

6 Welivein a predomina.ntly visual era. Modernity entails the hegemony of
vision and visual media.

7 There is a coherent class of things called ‘visual media.’

8  Visual culture is fundamentally about the social construction of the visual field.
What we see, and the manner in which we come to see it, is not simply part
of a natural ability.

9  Visual culture entails an anthropological, and therefore unhistorical, approach
to vision.

10 Visual culture consists of ‘scopic regimes’ and mystifying images to be over-
thrown by political critique.

Eight counter-theses on visual culture

1 Visual culture encourages reflection on the differences between art and non-
art, visual and verbal signs, and ratios between different sensory and semiotic
modes

9 Visual culture entails a meditation on blindness, the invisible, the unseen, the
unseeable, and the overlooked; also on deafness and the visible language of
gesture; it also compels attention to the tactile, the auditory, the haptic, and
the phenomenon of synesthesia.

SHOWING SEEING: A CRITIQUE OF VISUAL CULTURE 91

3 Visual culture is not limited to the study of images or media, but extends to

everyday practices of seeing and showing, especially those that we take to be
immediate or unmediated. It is less concerned with the meaning of images
than with their lives and loves.

4 There are no visual media. All media are mixed media, with varying ratios of
senses and sign-types.

5 - The disembodied image and the embodied artifact are permanent elements in
the dialectics of visual culture. Images are to pictures and works of art as
species are to specimens in biology.

¢ We do not live in 2 uniquely visual era. The ‘visual’ or ‘pictorial turn’ is a
recurrent trope that displaces moral and political panic onto images and so-
called visual media. Tmages are convenient scapegoats, and the offensive eye
is ritually plucked out by ruthless critique.

7  Visual culture is the visual construction of the social, not just the social
construction of vision. The question of visual nature is therefore a central and
unavoidable issue, along with the role of animals as images and spectators.

8 The political task of visual culture is to perform critique without the comforts
of iconoclasm.

Note: most of the fallacies above are quotations or close paraphrases of statements
by well-known critics of visual culture. A prize will be awarded to anyone who can
identify all of them.

Commentary

If there is a defining moment in the concept of visual culture, I suppose it would

- be in that instant that the hoary concept of ‘social construction’ made itself central

to the field. We are all familiar with this ‘Eureka!’ moment, when we reveal to our

- students and colleagues that vision and visual images, things that (to the novice) are

apparently automatic, transparent, and natural, are actually symbolic constructions,
like a language to be learned, a system of codes that interposes an ideological veil
between us and the real world.™ This overcoming of what has been called the
‘patural attitude’ has been crucial to the elaboration of visual studies as an arena for
political and ethical critique, and we should not underestimate its importance. 15 But
if it becomes an unexamined dogma, it threatens to become a fallaéy just as disabling
as the ‘naturalistic fallacy’ it sought to overturn. To what extent is vision unlike
language, working (as Roland Barthes observed of photography) like a ‘message
without a code’?'® In what ways does it transcend specific or local forms of ‘social
coxllsu-uction’ to function like a universal language that is relatively free of textual
or interpretive elements? (We should recall that Bishop Berkeley, who first claimed
that vision was like a language, also insisted that it was a universal language, not a
local or national language).” To what extent is vision not a ‘learned’ activity, but
2 genetically determined capacity, and a programmed set of automatisms that has
to be activated at the right time, but that are not learned in anything like the way
that human languages are learned?
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which, though I have sometimes been confused about what made people so
anxious about this work. As a practical matter, distinctions between the arts
and media are ready-to-hand, a vernacular form of theorizing. The difficulty
arises (as Lessing noted long ago in his Laocoon), when we try to make these
distinctions systematic and metaphysical .22

The fallacy of a “pictorial turn.” Since this is a phrase that I have coined,?* I'll
try to set the record straight on what I meant by it. First, I did not mean to
make the claim that the modern era is unique or unprecedented in its obses-
sion with vision and visual representation. My aim was to acknowledge the
perception of a ‘turn to the visual’ or to the image as a commonplace, a thing
that is said casually and unreflectively about our time, and is usually greeted
with unreflective assent both by those who like the idea and those who hate
it. But the pictorial turn is a trope, a figure of speech that has been repeated
many times since antiquity. ‘When the Israelites ‘turn aside’ from the invisible
god toa visible idol, they are engaged in a pictorial turn. When Plato warns
against the domination of thought by images, semblances, and opinions in the
allegory of the cave, he is urging a turn away from the pictures that hold human-
ity captive and toward the pure light of reason. When Lessing warns, in the
Laocoon, about the tendency to imitate the effects of visual art in the literary
arts, he is trying to combat a pictorial turn that he regards as a degradation of
aesthetic and cultural proprieties. When Wittgenstein complains that ‘a picture
held us captive’ in the Philosophical Investigations, he is lamenting the rule of a
certain metaphor for mental life that has held philosophy in its grip.

The pictorial or visual turn, then, is not unique to our time. It is a repeated
narrative figure that takes on a very special form in our time, but which seems
to be available in its schematic form in an innumerable variety of circum-
stances. A critical and historical use of this figure would be as a diagnostic tool
to analyze specific moments when a new medium, a technical invention, or a
cultural practice erupts in symptoms of panic or euphoria (usually both) about
‘the visual.” The invention of photography, of oil painting, of artificial perspec-
tive, of sculptural casting, of the internet, of writing, of mimesis itself are
conspicuous occasions when a new way of making visual images seemed to
mark a historical turning point for better or worse. The mistake is to construct
a grand binary model of history centered on just one of these turning points,
and to declare a single ‘great divide’ between the ‘age of literacy’ (for instance)
and the ‘age of visuality.’ These kinds of narratives are beguiling, handy for
the purposes of presentist polemics, and useless for the purposes of genuine
historical criticism.

It should be clear, then, that the supposed ‘hegemony of the visible’ in our
time (or in the ever-flexible period of ‘modernity,” or the equally flexible
domain of ‘the West') is a chimera that has outlived its usefulness. If visual
culture is to mean anything, it has to be generalized as the study of all the
social practices of human visuality, and not confined to modernity or the West.
To live in any culture whatsoever is to live in a visual culture, except perhaps
for those rare instances of societies of the blind, which for that very reason
deserve special attention in any theory of visual culture.? As for the question
of ‘hegemony,” what could be more archaic and traditional than the prejudice
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in favor of sight? Vision has played the role of the ‘sovereign sense’ since God
looked at his own creation and saw that it was good, or perhaps even earlier
when he began the act of creation with the division of the light from the dark-
ness. The notion of vision as ‘hegemonic’ or non-hegemonic is simply too
blunt an instrument to produce much in the way of historical or critical differ-
entiation. The important task is to describe the specific relations of vision to
the other senses, especially hearing and touch, as they are elaborated within
particular cultural practices. Descartes regarded vision as simply an extended
and highly sensitive form of touch, which is why (in his Optics) he compared
eyesight to the sticks a blind man uses to grope his way about in real space.
The history of cinema is in part the history of collaboration and conflict
between technologies of visual and audio reproduction. The evolution of film
is in no way aided by explaining it in terms of received ideas about the hege-
mony of the visible.

Which leads us to the fourth myth, the notion of ‘visual media.’ I understand
the use of this phrase as a shorthand figure to pick out the difference between
(say) photographs and phonograph records, or paintings and novels, but I do
object to the confident assertion that ‘the’ visual media are really a distinct
class of things, or that there is such a thing as an exclusively, a purely visual
medium.? Let us try out, as a counter-axiom, the notion that all media are
mixed media, and see where that leads its. One place it will not lead us is
into misguided characterizations of audio-visual media like cinema and televi-
sion as if they were exclusively or ‘predominantly’ (echoes of the hegemonic
fallacy) visual. The postulate of mixed, hybrid media leads us to the specificity
of codes, materials, technologies, perceptual practices, sign-functions, and
institutional conditions of production and consumption that go to make up a
medium. It allows us to break up the reification of media around a single
sensory organ (or a single sign-type, or material vehicle) and to pay attention
to what is in front of us. Instead of the stunning redundancy of declaring liter-
ature to be a ‘verbal and not a visual medium,’ for instance, we are allowed
to say what is true: that literature, insofar as it is written or printed, has an
unavoidable visual component which bears a specific relation to an auditory
component, which is why it makes a difference whether a novel is read aloud
or silently. We are also allowed to notice that literature, in techniques like
ekphrasis and description, as well as in more subtle strategies of formal
arrangement, involves ‘virtual’ or ‘imaginative’ experiences of space and vision
that are no less real for being indirectly conveyed through language.

We come finally to the question of the power of visual images, their efficacy
as instruments or agents of domination, seduction, persuasion, and deception.
This topic is important because it exposes the motivation for the wildly,
varying political and ethical estimations of images, their celebration as gate-
ways to new consciousness, their denigration as hegemonic forces, the need
for policing and. thus reifying the differences between ‘the visual media’ and
the others, or between the realm of art and the wider domain of images.

While there is no doubt that visual culture (like material, oral, or literary

culture) can be an instrument of domination, I do not think it is productive to single
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out visuality or images or spectacle or surveillance as the exclusive vehicle of polit-
ical tyranny. 1 wish not to be misunderstood here. 1 recognize that much of the
interesting work in visual culture has come out of politically motivated scholar-
ship, especially the study of the construction of racial and sexual difference in the
field of the gaze. But the heady days when we were first discovering the ‘male gaze’
or the feminine character of the image are now well behind us, and most scholars
of visual culture who are invested in questions of identity are aware of this.
Nevertheless, there is an unfortunate tendency to slide back into reductive treat-
ments of visual images as all—powerful forces and to engage in a kind of iconoclastic
critique which imagines that the destruction or exposure of false images amounts
to a political victory. As I’ve said on other occasions, ‘Pictures are a popular political
antagonist because one can take a tough stand on them and yet, at the end of the
day, everything remains pretty much the same. Scopic regimes can be overturned
repeatedly without any visible effect on either visual or political culture.’?

I propose what I hope is a more nuanced and balanced approach located in the
equivocation between the visual image as instrument and agency, the image as a
tool for manipulation, on the one hand, and as an apparently autonomous source
of its own purposes and meanings on the other. This approach would treat visual
culture and visual images as ‘go—betweens’ in social transactions, as a repertoire
of screen images or templates that structure our encounters with other human
beings. Visual culture would find its primal scene, then, in what Emmanuel Levinas
calls the face of the Other (beginning, 1 suppose, with the face of the Mother): the
face to face encounter, the evidently hard-wired disposition to recognize the eyes
of another organism (whlat Lacan and Sartre call the gaze). Stereotypes, caricatures,
classificatory figures, search images, mappings of the visible body, of the social
spaces in which it appears would constitute the fundamental elaborations of visual
culture on which the domain of the image — and of the Other — is constructed.
As go-betweens or ‘subaltern’ entities, these images are the filters through which
we recognize and of course misrecognize other people. They are the paradoxical
mediations which make possible what we call the ‘unmediated’ or ‘face to face’
relations that Raymond Williams postulates as the origin of society as such. And
this means that ‘the social construction of the visual field’ has to be continuously
replayed as ‘the visual construction of the social field,” an invisible screen or lattice-
work of apparently unmediated figures that makes the effects of mediated images
possible.

Lacan, you will recall, diagrams the structure of the scopic field as a cat’s cradle
of dialectical intersections with a screened image at its center. The two hands that
rock this cradle are the subject and the object, the observer and the observed. But
between them, rocking in the cradle of the eye and the gaze, is this curious inter-
mediary thing, the image and the screen or medium in which it appears. This
phantasmatic ‘thing’ was depicted in ancient optics as the ‘eidolon,’ the projected
template hurled outward by the probing, seeking eye, or the simulacrum of the
seen object, cast off or ‘propagated’ by the object like a snake shedding its skin in
an infinite number of repetitions. See David Lindbergh, Ancient Optical Theory: Optics
from Al-Kindi to Kepler (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981). Both the
extramission and intramission theory of vision share the same picture of the visual
process, differing only in the direction of the flow of energy and information. This
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ancient model, while no doubt incorrect as an account of the physical and physio-
logical structure of vision, is still the best picture we have of vision as a psycho-s)(;cial
process- It provides an especially powerful tool for understanding why it is that
images, works of art, media, figures and metaphors have ‘lives of their own,’ and
cannot be explained simply as rhetorical, communicative instruments or epis;emo—
logical windows onto reality. The cat’s cradle of intersubjective vision helps us to
see why it is that objects and images ‘Took back’ at us; why the ‘eidolon’ has a
tendency to become an idol that talks back to us, gives orders, and demands sacri-

" fices; why the ‘propagated’ image of an object is so efficacious for propaganda, so

fecund in reproducing an infinite number of copies of itself. It helps us to see why
vision is never a one-way street, but a multiple intersection teeming with dialec-
tical images, why the child’s doll has a playful half-life on the borders of the animate
and inanimate, and why the fossil traces of extinct life are resurrected in the
beholder’s imagination. It makes it clear why the questions to ask about images are
not just ‘what do they mean?’ or ‘what do they do?’ but ‘what is the secret of their
vitality?’ and ‘what do they want?’

Showing seeing

Ffva.nt to conclude by reflecting on the disciplinary location of visual studies. I hope
it’s clear that [ have no interest in rushing out to establish programs or departments.

The interest of visual culture seems to me to reside precisely at the transitional

Points in the educational process — at the introductory level (what we used to call
Art Appreciation’), at the passageway from undergraduate to graduate education
and at the frontiers of advanced research.?’ Visual studies belongs, then, in th(;
freshman year in college, in the introduction to graduate studies in 'd’le hun;anities
and in the graduate workshop or seminar. ,
In all of these locations I have found it useful to return to one of the earliest
pedagogical rituals in American elementary education, the ‘show and tell’ exercise.

" In this case, however, the object of the show and tell performance is the process of

seeing itself, and the exercise could be called ‘showing seeing.’ I ask the students
to frame their presentations by assuming that they are ethnographers who come
from, and are reporting back to, a society that has no concept of visual culture
The.y cannot take for granted that their audience has any familiarity with everyda.
nqtnons such as color, line, eye contact, cosmetics, clothing, facial expressionsy
mirrors, glasses, or voyeurism, much less with photography, painting, sculpture or’
other so-called ‘visual media.’ Visual culture is thus made to seem st;an e, exoti
and in need of explanation. & -
" The as.S{gnment is thoroughly paradoxical, of course. The audience does in fact
ve in a visible world, and yet has to accept the fiction that it does not, and that
fVean which seems transparent and self-evident is in need of expl;nation‘ I
eav.e it to the students to construct an enabling fiction. Some choose to ask the
audience to close their eyes and to take in the presentation solely with their ears
:}J:rd other senses. They work primarily by description and evocation of the visual
. ough language and sound, telling “as,’ rather than ‘and’ showing. Another strate,
Is to pretend that the audience has just been provided with prosthetic visual orga.ngsy
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but do not yet know how to see with them. This is the favored strategy, since it
allows for a visual presentation of objects and images. The audience has to pretend
ignorance, and the presenter has to lead them toward the understanding of things
they would ordinarily take for granted.

The range of examples and objects that students bring to class is quite broad
and unpredictable. Some things routinely appear: eye-glasses are favorite objects of
explanation, and someone almost always brings in a pair of ‘mirror shades’ to illus-
trate the situation of ‘seeing without being seen,” and the masking of the eyes as a
common strategy in a visual culture. Masks and disguises more generally are popu-
lar props. Windows, binoculars, kaleidoscopes, microscopes, and other pieces of
optical apparatus are commonly adduced. Mirrors are frequently brought in, gener-
ally with no hint of an awareness of Lacan’s mirror stage, but often with learned
expositions of the optical laws of reflection, or discourses on vanity, narcissism, and
self-fashioning. Cameras are often exhibited, not just to explain their workings, but
to talk about the rituals and superstitions that accompany their use. One student
elicited the familiar reflex of ‘camera shyness’ by aggressively taking snapshots of
other members of the class. Other presentations require even fewer props, and
sometimes focus directly on the body-image of the presenter, by way of attention
to clothing, cosmetics, facial expressions, gestures, and other forms of ‘body
language.” [ have had students conduct rehearsals of a repertoire of facial expres-
sions, change clothing in front of the class, perform tasteful (and limited) evocations
of a striptease, put on make-up (one student put on white face paint, describing his
own sensations as he entered into the mute world of the mime; another introduced
himself as a twin, and asked him to ponder the possibility that he might be his brother
impersonating himself; still another, a male student, did a cross-dressing perform-
ance with his girlfriend in which they asked the question of what the difference is
between male and female transvestism). Other students who have gifts with per-
formance have acted out things like blushing and crying, leading to discussions of
shame and self-consciousness at being seen, involuntary visual responses, and the
importance of the eye as an expressive as well as receptive organ. Perhaps the sim-
plest ‘gadget—free’ performance I have ever witnessed was by a student who led the
class through an introduction to the experience of ‘eye contact’ which culminated
in that old first-grade game, the ‘stare-down’ contest (the first to blink is the loser).

Without question, the funniest and weirdest show and tell performance that 1
have ever seen was by a young wornan whose ‘prop’ was her nine-month-old baby
boy. She presented the baby as an object of visual culture whose specific visual attrib-
utes (small body, large head, pudgy face, bright eyes) added up, in her words, to a
strange visual effect that human beings call ‘cuteness.’ She confessed her inability to
explain cuteness, but argued that it must be an important aspect of visual culture,
because all the other sensory signals given off by the baby — smell and noise in
particular — would lead us to despise and probably kill the object producing them,
if it were not for the countervailing effect of ‘cuteness.’ The truly wondrous thing
about this performance, however, was the behavior of the infant. While his mother
was making her serious presentation, the baby was wiggling in her arms, mugging
for the audience, and responding to their laughter — at first with fright, but gradu-
ally (as he realized he was safe) with a kind of delighted and aggressive showman-
ship. He began ‘showing off’ for the class while his mother tried, with frequent
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interruptions, to continue her ‘telling’ of the visual characteristics of the human
infant. The total effect was of a contrapuntal, mixed media performance which
stressed the dissonance or lack of suturing between vision and voice, showing and
telling, while demonstrating something quite complex about the very, nature gf the
show and tell ritual as such.

What do we learn from these presentations? The reports of my students suggest
that the ‘showing seeing’ performances are the thing that remains most memorable
about the course, long after the details of perspective theory, optics, and the gaze
have faded from memory. The performances have the effect of acting o’ut the meghod
and lessons of the curriculum, which is elaborated around a set of simple but
extremely difficult questions: What is vision? What is a visual image? What is a
medium? What is the relation of vision to the other senses? To language? Why is
visual experience so fraught with anxiety and fantasy? Does vision have a history?

_ How do visual encounters with other people (and with images and objects) inform

the construction of social life? The performance of ‘showing seeing’ assembles an
archive of practical demonstrations that can be referenced within the sometimes
abstract realm of visual theory. It is astonishing how much clearer the Sartrean and
Lacanian ‘paranoid theories of vision’ become after you have had a few performances
that hjghlight the aggressivity of vision. Merleau-Ponty’s abstruse discussions of the
dialectics of seeing, the ‘chiasmus’ of the eye and the gaze, and the entanglin of
vision with the ‘flesh of the world,” become much more down to earth whengthé
) ;pectator/ spectacle has been visibly embodied and performed in the classroom.
A more ambitious aim of ‘showing seeing’ is its potential as a reflection on
* theory and method in themselves. As should be evident, the approach is informed
by.a kind of pragmatism, but not (one hopes) of a kind that is closed off to specu-
lation, experiment, and even metaphysics. At the most fundamental level, it is an
invitation to rethink what theorizing is, to ‘picture theory’ and ‘perform t};eory’ as

_a visible, embodied, communal practice, not as the solitary introspection of a dis-

embodied intelligence.
) The simplest lesson of ‘showing seeing’ is a kind of de-disciplinary exercise
‘.We learn to get away from the notion that ‘visual culture’ is ‘covered’ by the mater:
ials or methods of art history, aesthetics, and media studies. Visual culture starts
out in an area beneath the notice of these disciplines — the realm of non-artistic
non-aesthetic, and unmediated or ‘immediate’ visual images and experiences I;
Corflpryises a larger field of what I would call ‘vernacular visuality’ or ‘every;la
seeing d'lat is bracketed out by the disciplines addressed to visual arts and media).’
Itill;e ordinary la.n.guage Philosophy and speech act theory, it looks at the strange
- egrsn l\::vhen do while lo?klng, gazing, showing, and showing off — or while hiding,
o g, and‘refu_smg t? look. In particular, it helps us to see that even some-
. g a.:-h road as d'le image does not exhaust the field of visuality; that visual studies
Is not the same thing as ‘image studies,” and that the study of the visual image is
]S:Sl; E:e component of the larger field. Societies which ban images (like the Taliban)
et ve a ngc')rously policed ,visual culture in which the everyday practices of human
< [;;y (especially of women’s bodies) are subject to regulation. We might even go
o asd to say that visual culture emerges in sharpest relief when the second
= an ment, the ban ?n t?le production and display of graven images, is observed

ost literally, when seeing is prohibited and invisibility is mandated.
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One final thing the ‘showing seeing’ exercise demonstrates is that visuality, not
just the ‘social construction of vision,” but the visual construction of the social, is
a problem in its own right that is approached, but never quite engaged by the tradi-
tional disciplines of aesthetics and art history, or even by the new disciplines of
media studies. That is, visual studies is not merely an ‘indiscipline’ or dangerous
supplement to the traditional vision-oriented disciplines, but an ‘interdiscipline’ that
draws on their resources and those of other disciplines to construct a new and
distinctive object of research. Visual culture is, then, a specific domain of research,
one whose fundamental principles and problems are being articulated freshly in our
time. The showing seeing exercise is one way to accomplish the first step in the
formation of any new field, and that is to rend the veil of familiarity and awaken
the sense of wonder, so that many of the things that are taken for granted about
the visual arts and media (and perhaps the verbal ones as well) are put into ques-
tion. If nothing else, it may send us back to the traditional disciplines of the
humanities and social sciences with fresh eyes, new questions, and open minds.

Notes

1 1am grateful to Jonathan Bordo, James Elkins, Ellen Esrock, Joel Snyder, and
Nicholas Mirzoeff for their valuable comments and advice.

2 For anyone interested in my previous stabs at them, however, see ‘What is Visual
Culture?’ in Meaning in the Visual Arts: Essays in Honor of Erwin Panofsky’s 100th
Birthday, ed. Irving Lavin (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995) and
“Interdisciplinarity and Visual Culture,” Art Bulletin 77: 4 (December 1995).

3 If space permitted, I would insert here a rather lengthy footnote on the many
kinds of work that have made it possible to even conceive of a field such as ‘visual
studies.’

4  This paper was first written for a conference on ‘Art History, Aesthetics, and
Visual Studies,” held at the Clark Institute, Williamstown, Mass., in May 2001.

5 For a discussion of the peculiar distancing between Visual Studies and Cinema
Studies, see Anu Koivunen and Astrid Soderbergh Widding, ‘Cinema Studies into
Visual Theory?' in the on-line journal Intreduction, at http:// www.utu.fi/hum/
etvtiede/ preview.html. Other institutional formations that seem notably excluded
are visual anthropology (which now has its own journal, with articles collected
in Visualizing Theory, ed. Lucien Taylor (New York: Routledge, 1994), cognitive
science (highly influential in contemporary film studies), and communications
theory and rhetoric, which have ambitions to instal visual studies as a component
of introductory college-level writing programs

In Vision and Visuality (Seattle: Bay Press, 1986).

7  See Crow’s response to the questionnaire on visual culture in October no. 77
(Summer 1996).

8  For a masterly study of art historical mediations, see Robert Nelson, ‘The Slide
Lecture: The Work of Art History in the the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,’
Critical Inquiry 26: 3 (Spring 2000).

9 I'm alluding here to a lecture entitled ‘Straight Art history” given by O.K.
Werckmeister at the Art Institute of Chicago several years ago. I have great respect
for Werckmeister’s work, and regard this lecture as a regrettable lapse from his

usual rigor.
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See Derrida, ‘The Dangerous Supplement,” in Of Grammatology trans. Gayatri
Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978).

For further discussion of the convergence of painting and language in the written
sign, see ‘Blake’s Wondrous Art of Writing,” in Picture Theory (Chicago, 1994).
Jay, Downcast Eyes; Mitchell, Iconology.

A phrase that appears in the October questionnaire on visual culture.

This defining moment had been rehearsed, of course, many times by art histo-
rians in their encounters with literary naiveté about pictures. One of the recurrent
rituals in teaching interdisciplinary courses that draw students from both litera-
ture and art history is the moment when the art history students ‘set straight’ the
literary folks about the non-transparency of visual representation, the need to
understand the languages of gesture, costume, compositional arrangement, and
iconographic motifs. The second, more difficult moment in this ritual is whe’n the
art historians have to explain why all these conventional meanings don’t add up
to a linguistic or semiotic decoding of pictures, why there is some non-verbaliz-
able surplus in the image.

See Norman Bryson, ‘The Natural Attitude,” chapter 1 of Vision and Painting: The

Logic of the Gaze (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983).

See Barthes, Camera Lucida, New York: Hill & Wang, 1982.

A New Theory of Vision (1709).

Lacan, ‘The Eye and the Gaze,’ in Four Fund i
e e )I'\]orton’ 97y o1, lamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis (New
Bryson’s denunciation of ‘the natural attitude’ which he sees as the common error
of ‘Pliny, Villani, Vasari, Berenson, and Francastel,” and no doubt the entire
history of image theory up to his time. Vision and Painting, 7.

{ o.we1 tbis phrase to Michael Taussig, who developed the idea in our joint seminar,
&Y:?auslf;l;o (’;'(l)'x.e Life of Representations,” at Columbia University and NYU in
I am echoing here the title of James Elkin’s recent book, The Domain of Images.
See the discussion of Lessing in Iconology, chapter 4.

Picture Theory, chapter 1.

See Jose Saramago’s marvelous novel Blindness (New York: Harcourt, 1997)
which explores the premise of a society suddenly plunged into an epidemic o;"
blindness spread, appropriately enough, by eye contact.

See Picture Theory for a fuller discussion of the claim that ‘all media are mixed
met‘iia,’ and especially the discussion of Clement Greenberg’s search for optical
purity in abstract painting. Indeed, unmediated vision itself is not a purely optical
affair, but a coordination of optical and tactile information.

‘What do pictures want?’ October no. 77.

It may be worth mentioning here that the first course in Visual Culture ever
offered at the University of Chicago was the ‘Art 101" course I gave in the fall

of 1991 with the marvelous assistance of Tina Yarborough.




