
painting. He means that the element that painting inhabits is mental, 

'the imagination and the feeling', whereas what the camera offers is 

uninterpreted, unthought, witless - ' ature's view ofNature', as Fox 

Talbot would later describe it. There is a profound separation between 

our view of the world, and the world itself. 

Photography and Realism 

I have suggested how painting can be seen, from the fifteenth century 

onward, as a practice that offered an image for human knowledge of the 

world. The model of the camera obscura, used to clarifY the terms of 

this project, promoted two developments, both of which would affect 

the production of painting in the early nineteenth century. One was the 

new technology of photography. The other - which in fact predated 

photography - was the new ethos of expression. The one seemed to 

threaten the basis of painting. The other seemed to redeem it. 

In this light, we can give two sorts of answer to the opening question 

of this chapter: how did the emergence of photography relate to 

painting? We can, on one side, consider the effects on painting's product 

range, as photographic enterprises started up all over the industrialized 

world in the r84os and r8sos. It quickly made inroads on the aspects of 

the business of visual representation that we have discussed: portrayal 

and observation. A large number of miniaturists - whose chief function 

was to supply reliable, identifiable likenesses - were put out of a job. 

The new mechanical technique performed this kind of service more 

efficiently. Some miniaturists, such as Sir William Newton who worked 

for Queen Victoria, simply turned from the brush to the camera. 

Likewise, in matters of recording, such as topography and reportage, 

photography soon established a position of advantage. It became the 

more trustworthy medium, the one considered more likely to transmit 

the 'objective' truth. It still remains so, even though people have long 

professed to be wise to photography's selective recording of fact and 
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Millet de Charlieu, Louis-Jacques 
Daguerre, 1827 (original miniature 

reproduced as a photogravure). 

the deceptive manipulations that can be practised on the initially 

recorded image. This sense of 'objectivity' with which we favour 

photography is in fact derived in the first place from perspectival 

painting: the abiding notion being that you will best arrive at the 

truth about objects by fixing the view at a single point and recording 

the array of light within a given frame. 

Photography, therefore, encroached on painting's product range. 

But photography was reproducible, and therefore cheap. The mass 

availability of the mechanical product gave the handmade painting 

comparative rarity value, making it a possession of social prestige. 

Nineteenth-century Europe in fact saw a great boom in handmade 

pictorial production, largely because of the prestige the ownership 

of paintings conferred on the booming bourgeoisie. Portrait painters 

and topographical painters had for this reason a perfectly good chance 

of staying in business. 
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Carl Ferdinand Stelzner, a 

daguerreotype of a gentleman, 

C. 1848. 

A second sort of relation between photography and painting 

emerges, however, if we look at the latter as a project, an institution 

embodying cultural values. From the Renaissance, painting had been 

taken for an image of human knowledge, of the grasp we have on the 

world. Such knowledge, however, had come increasingly to be regarded 

as internal, as generated by the mind's activity rather than by the 

transmitted impress of external fact: for this reason, as we have seen, 

Joshua Reynolds could offer painting's riposte to the camera, some fifty 

years before photography was discovered. Painting's element was the 

soul, the sensibility, the imagination. 

These answers help to explain why the famous cry of the painter Paul 

Delaroche in r839 - 'From today painting is dead!' - was misplaced, 

both in terms of actual production and in terms of principle. But there is 

a complicating factor to the situation. Namely, that the turn towards 

internal, idealist models of painting with which we associate 
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Caspar David Friedrich, A Wanderer above the Sea qf Fog, c. r8r8. 

Romanticism in fact belonged with the era precedzng the arrival of the 

photograph. The effusive, quasi-mystical manners that went with them 

in painting might have been innovatory in the late eighteenth century, 

but by the r84os they were the stuff of stale cliche. In different ways, 

painters such as John Everett Millais and William Holman Hunt in 
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London, _-\dolph von Menzel in Berlin or Gustave Courbet in Paris were 

ooking to supplant an outmoded idealism with a new factual rigour. 

The archetypal Romantic painting: Caspar David Friedrich's 

A Wanderer above the Sea if Fog, from around r8r8. The indefinite 

receding depths oflandscape, opening on to the infinite sky, provide, 

for Friedrich, the only adequate image for the mind's immensity- its 

capacity to surpass any particular object in this world. Yet as a marker 

of the impossibility of fully grasping the infinity he reaches for, he sets 

a witnessing figure between the distance and the spectator, face turned 

away, blocking us from the view with which it inscrutably communes. 

A generation later: Courbet's T7ze Stonebreakers of r849, one of the 

canvases that made him the talk of fashionable Paris when he exhibited 

them at the Salon just over a year later. Again we see figures, like 

Friedrich's, with their backs turned away from us; but not towards the 

infinite. Towards grit, stones, things. This is where the word 'Realism' -

with a capital 'R' - enters the vocabulary, expressing a principle rather 

G ustave Courbet, The Stonebreakers, I849· 
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than a quality oflifelikeness: the first of the self-proclaimed 'isms' that 

would aim to define the project of painting over the next hundred and 

fifty years. The word was used as an epithet to describe Courbet, and he 

accepted it. What did it mean? 

Of course, when we say 'real' we usually mean 'This is what I want to 

emphasize as existing'. 'God alone is real', 'You're not in touch with the 

real world' - we use the word as a rhetorical emphasis. Likewise, ifl call 

a painting 'realistic', I probably mean 'It shows things in the way that I 

want to assure you they exist: But there is a characteristic experience 

from which this rhetoric draws its strength. Describing observation, I 

said that we tend to think of objects as 'things'. Things, by definition, are 

'real' - the adjective that derives from the Latin res, meaning 'thing'. It is 

a word that makes an appeal, not so much to the mind's eye, as to the 

mind's hand. A thing is what you could grab, grasp, feel; equally, what 

could bump into you against your intention. It is other than the mind. 

Reality, by this measure, is what I can point to in the firm expectation 

that you will see it and that we both could grasp it, and that it is 

independent of our acts of pointing and grasping. 

If things are thingish, if objects are by definition real, why use the 

word? Mostly, we do not. We 'get on with things', handling them as 

they arise, without consciously affirming their reality. Likewise with 

pictures. We recognize what we can in them, make of them what we 

can. Most often we recognize at once that we are looking at marks 

made by someone and that keeping this in mind will help make sense of 

what we see. The question as to whether the marks show something 

'real' comes afterwards, if it comes at all. 

In matters of vision, the question of reality generally arises when 

grasping comes unstuck from pointing. There are two ways that this 

might happen that are relevant to painting. Firstly, there is the trickster 

pointing you towards what cannot be grasped - in other words, the 

'illusionistic' painter who since the time ofZeuxis and Parrhasios has 
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teased people into thinking about reality. But secondly, there is the 

philosopher, claiming that all you are pointing at is another position 

from which to point; that grasping can never be grasped. 

This, crudely put, was the position that the developing philosophy of 

mental representations, from Descartes to Berkeley to Kant, had argued 

towards; it was the position that set the terms for Romantic painters 

such as Friedrich. It was agaz"nst this 'idealist' position that Courbet -

like his contemporaries in philosophy, the 'Positivists', headed by 

Auguste Comte - pitted himself He was determined to get to grips with 

things. Characteristically, he thrust their thicknesses forward in his 

paintings, bringing them as close as possible to the viewer, building 

them up with fat knifefuls of impastoed paint. Courbet hoped that the 

closer a painting brought you to the handleable world, the more it 

locked you into engagement with that world. Courbet was a socialist. 

He wanted to force fashionable Paris to confront, even to flel, the basis 

ofhard, grim graft that underlay its leisure as it strolled about the Salon; 

and to spur it into constructive action by the confrontation. 

The Realist tradition that works such as Tlze Stonebreakers spawned 

has largely lived in that hope: that by making the viewer feel the pain, it 

could make him act to stop it. The crucial business was to touch on the 

facts directly, to get through all the re-presentations that misted over 

and mystified them. Marxism, the philosophy that has informed many 

of the great Realist painters, was explicitly directed to the overcoming of 

'representation', seen in this pejorative sense as a 'false consciousness', 

distanced away from the thing itself 

The thing itself need not, however, be experienced as pain; it could 

equally be something to affirm, as in two other Realist works, painted in 

the same tradition more than a century after Tlze Stonebreakers: Renata 

Guttuso's view of a Sicilian street market (see page 64 ) and Ignatius 

Sserulyo's picture of coffee-picking in Uganda (see page so), a canvas 

literally studded with 'the thing itself', coffee-beans of the crop. These are 
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Renata Guttuso, L a Vuccirfa, I974· 

paintings to which it is easy to warm. But if we accept Realist paintings -

if we are moved by them, and act on what they show - we do so for the 

sake of the painter's good heart. We do not respond to them on account 

of what they show. This is because we do not look through paintings 

with the same kind of trust that we lend to photographs: we feel that 

painters are bound to 'see what they want to see', while cameras may 

potentially transmit - through sheer inadvertence - the objective truth. 

It is the witlessness of the camera that prompts us to trust it. 

Realism, arising at virtually the same time as photography, is a 

way of ignoring this point about truth-telling; a way of painting as if 

photography did not exist. In fact, Realism, despite its name, is 
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premised on a collection of as ifS - of illusions. As if the experience 

of the painting were the experience of the thing itself; as if the brush 

loaded with paint touching the canvas were the actual finger feeling the 

actual solid volume; as if everything that could be seen, near and far, 

apple and sky, could be touched in this way. 

Some Realists tried to overcome these paradoxes; the aturalist 

painters oflate nineteenth-century France, such as Pascal Dagnan

Bouveret, who tried to reconcile their handicraft with photography, are 

examples. Courbet however - the leader of the Realist school - headed 

straight into them, defiantly. He wanted to paint the swelling fullness of 

things; but to do so he had to paint their emptinesses and hollows. He 

wanted to grasp nature in all its variety; but half of nature slips through 

your fingers - water, hair, clouds. And these tensions tantalized him, 

making his paintings some of the most intense statements of what paint 

can and cannot do. 

Gustave Courbet, The Source of the Loue, r863. 



Sensation 

The whole Realist project, in the light of the history we have been 

considering, can be seen as a kind of defiant struggle against the 

prevailing historical and intellectual conditions. The poet and critic 

Charles Baudelaire, at one time Courbet's supporter, came to 

characterize the Realist's paradox thus: 'I want to represent things as 

they are, or as they will be supposing I do not exist: 'A universe without 

man', he alleged, was the logical aspiration of the Realist painter; to be a 

camera; to be nature's view of nature. 

Against the Realist, Baudelaire went on to set 'the imaginative 

painter', who said: 'I want to illumine things with my mind [esprtt] and 

project their reflection on other minds: This figure ofBaudelaire's 

occupied a middle position, between an idealist scepticism about 

knowing anything exterior at all and a Realist claim to know things with 

total sufficiency. He stood for a host of French painters, from the 

Barbizon landscapists of the mid-nineteenth century, such as Charles

Fran<;:ois Daubigny, to the Impressionists, working several decades later. 

The critic Theophile Thore, writing on the Barbizon school in r844, 

stated: 'A composition exists at that moment when the objects 

represented are not there simply for their own sakes, but in order to 

contain, beneath a natural appearance, the echoes that they have placed 

in our soul: Not very different from Claude Monet writing in the r89os: 

'A landscape does not exist in its own right ... For me, it is only the 

surrounding atmosphere which gives objects their real value: For 

Monet, 'atmosphere' is not a purely meteorological phenomenon; it is 

the medium in which what Thore calls 'the echoes' occur. Monet 

thought of himself not as recording observable objects, but as expressing 

a stimulation of his soul - what he called a 'sensation'. This was a word 

on which painters and theorists in the nineteenth century relied heavily 

in mediating between the mind and the world. Whether or not the 

objective world - the ding an szch - was knowable in itsel£ human values 
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resided not in such knowledge but in the quality of the objects' impact 

on the senses - a quality that emerged most clearly if one could ignore 

preconceived ideas of form and 'simply look'. The 'impression' of 

Impressionism was just such a primary, unmediated looking: the kind of 

picture it offered presented not the fact as it was publically known to 

exist, but the way that that original had stamped or 'impressed' itself on 

an individual sensibility. 

This, unlike Realism, was a reasoned alternative to photography. It 

offered the picture-buyer something that photography could not. It 

proposed a new rationale for the portraitist, who no longer announced 

'This is your wife' but rather This is how I, a unique and sensitive 

individual, once saw your wife'. Compare the way thatjean-Auguste

Dominique Ingres, who grew up before Daguerre, portrayed Madame 

Moitessier in r8sr with the way that his devoted follower Degas, who 

grew up after, interpreted the portraitist's new predicament at the end of 

the r86os. Ingres states, as it were now and for ever, the form of his sitter; 

Degas apprehends the woman facing him as a chance, fortuitous personal 

encounter. The purchaser of Degas's work was offered, in the formula of 

the writer Emile Zola, 'a corner of nature seen through a temperament: 

Like Monet or Degas, Zola's oldest friend Paul Cezanne was also to 

rely on the idea of sensation to regulate his painting, but with strikingly 

different results. 'I have very strong sensations', he said. A hunger to 

possess what he saw seems to run through his paintings, from the 

fantasies of lust and violence he painted as a young man to the stilllifes 

and landscapes of his old age. The story he took as foretelling his own 

predicament, Honore de Balzac's The Unknown Masterpiece, written in 

r832 at the height of the vogue for Romanticism in France, tells of a 

painter who yearns and struggles for years to paint the ultimate, 

definitive, living likeness of a woman. 

Cezanne's methods were likewise singular and obsessive. When I 

wrote earlier about pictorial observation, I described it as proceeding 
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Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, Madame Moztessier, 185I. 

backwards into space, from the object at hand to the infinite distance 

of the sky, picking its way into the depth by relations and differences. 

Cezanne, however, effectively reverses this process in his later 

landscapes. Setting his canvas before the view, he plucks at the sky 

and the far mountain as primary realities jostling for his attention; 

what is near, on the other hand, becomes blurry, a matter of secondary 
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Edgar Degas, Vti:tona Dubourg. c.r868- 9. 

conjecture. Relating and picking out the variety of what he can see 

becomes no longer a method of explaining how objects stand in space, 

but an engrossing activity of the mind with its own momentum, 

overriding whatever independent qualities the objects possess. 

Yet at the same time Cezanne seems passionately aware of the 

objects' independence from his visual 'sensation'. He knows that they 
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are distant from him, that they are not actually 'in' his eyes. It is in 

this spirit that he is obsessed with trying to render their solidity -

coming at them from one eye position and then from another, as if to 

'get round' them. But what he comes away with, from this tantalizing 

encounter of hungry eyes with elusive nature, is a clutch of surface tugs 

and analogies. 

From one angle, this is a disappointment. Instead of giving you the 

full, real world, Cezanne turns vision into a wall, an impenetrable 

flatness. It is as if there were nothing else; as if Berkeley were right, and 

we merely take away pictures of what Cezanne himself calls 'the show 

which the Pater Omnipotens /Eterne Deus spreads out before our eyes'. 

Balzac's painter, in the story, struggled in vain: trying for total likeness, 

he ended with no kind of likeness at all, nothing but 'a confused mess of 

bizarre lines'. From another angle, Cezanne's paintings offer an achieved 

harmony, a bringing together of all the eye may hold - figure and fruit 

and tree and sky - into a single mode of existence. Either way, his wall 

of vision still seems, at the end of the twentieth century, the most 

radical reworking of painting's project by any single painter since Giotto 

began the idea of painting as a window. 

Light and the observer 

Cezanne's later work, done in Provence, started to get attention in Paris 

around the turn of the twentieth century (he himself died in Aix-en

Provence in r9o6). It helped to stimulate two new sorts of thinking 

among metropolitan painters - though both of these lines coexisted for 

some of the time in the same painting. 

One line of development took literally the evidence of what Cezanne 

had produced: a wall, a painting that was an impenetrable surface of 

markings that related to each other purely in two dimensions. This was 

an interpretation that ultimately fed, via the Cubist paintings of Pablo 

Picasso and Georges Braque, into the twentieth-century rise of 
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Paul Cezanne, Tlze Blue Vase (detail), c.I88s-7· 
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Sikh School, 17ze Second L ahore Darbar, 26 December I846, c. r847. 

abstraction - a development to be explored further in chapter 5· The 

point that is relevant here is that the project of painting did not, as I 

started this chapter by suggesting, simply give up on representation and 

any sort of reference because photography had taken on the job. There 

was a time lag of more than seventy years between r839 and the arrival 

of abstraction as a movement in painting. 

The other line of development - which is also evident in the same 

Cubist paintings - took equally literally Cezanne's desire to get at things 

in all their independence and fullness of volume. In fact, it took it 

further, and tried to take on objects from many sides at once. This is a 

virtually impossible project on a single flat plane of canvas; hence the 

splintering and fracturing of the Cubist image. 

But Cubism was only one symptom of a broader change of attitude 

that emerged through the century, in a host of different ways, among 

those painters who remained dedicated to the observation of nature. 

Another symptom is the interest that Western painters increasingly 
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