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Looking out, Looking in


Charles Harrison


It is a truism that images of the human face and figure are central to our understanding of painting 
as a traditional medium. They are perhaps central to our understanding of all pictures that are 
considered as art. The assumption underlying this latter suggestion is that any picture that is thought 
of as intentional is thought of as made to be seen. It follows that, in so far as we conceive the 
making of art to be a critical and self-critical business, we imagine that the one doing the making 
must have looked at the emerging picture not simply so as to see what he or she was doing, but so 
as to assess its effect: to test for that descriptive or expressive or communicative power that the 
work is meant to have in the eyes of its spectators.  If we ask what this projective scrutiny is like, 1

the answer is that it is of a kind first learned and practised in searching the faces and dispositions of 
others for the signs of significant animation.

This will be no less true when the work in question is a still life, a landscape, or an abstract 
composition, as when it is a portrait or a full-length figure. In so far as we see the picture as the 
artist saw it - and presumably as the artist meant it to be seen  - we are parties to a "real 2

transaction," the measure of which is human expression and communication, and the value of which 
is thus always at some level social. 
3

This is of course not to say that a picture of a face may be substituted under all and any conditions 
by a still life or a painting of a red square or whatever. The more important point is that even the 
picture of a face works its effect through the medium of the marked and opaque pictorial surface. 
Where painting is concerned, the character of this effect depends largely on the organisation of the 
picture plane. It should be clear that the plane in question here is essentially conceptual in nature. 
While it may - and normally will - coincide with the actual and tangible painted surface, it is not in 
itself either tangible or visible. 

Rather, in any given picture in which an illusion of depth is sustained, it maps all points of the 
represented space that are both nearest to the viewpoint of an imagined spectator and perpendicular 
to that spectator's line of sight. In so far as the picture plane marks the frontier between an imagined 
and an actual world, it functions somewhat like the threshold from which the proscenium arch 
springs in a conventional theatre.


Imagine a picture of a standing woman, facing forward and pointing, with her arm outstretched 
towards the spectator. So long as the normal decorum of pictorial illusion is maintained, the tip of 
the pointing finger can come no closer than the other side of the picture plane from the spectator. 
Now imagine that spectator reaching out to touch the painted finger. We might want to say that the 
resulting contact will occur on the picture plane, were it not that all that can actually be touched is 
the literal flat surface of the canvas. In trying to envisage the contact between actual finger and 



painted finger, we bring two points immediately to mind: the first is the difference in conceptual 
levels between picture plane and flat painted surface; the second is the crucial role of the 
imagination, allowing as it does that, notwithstanding the palpable presence of the literal painted 
surface, a world may still be configured within the picture plane.


It should be clear enough that the function of the picture plane will bear a particularly heavy critical 
weight in a context such as that of the present exhibition, where the pictured figure is examined as a 
bearer of the values of modern life. In predominant critical theories painting's enactment of the very 
inception of the modern has been associated with works by Manet in which the exchange of glances 
in a social world is played out at two levels simultaneously and indistinguishably: in the viewer's 
imaginative response at once to the pictured subject and to the painted surface. In such cases - 
Olympia (1863) and the Bar aux Folies-Bergère (Bar at the Folies-Bergère, 1881-82) are among the 
most blatant - the picture plane becomes a penetrable barrier across which that exchange of glances 
is conducted: on one side the outward-facing painted figure, on the other the inward-facing 
spectator - a spectator now cast in the imaginary role of client, as the picture's composition defines 
it.


Once painting had become explicitly engaged in the project of representing modern life, it was 
inevitable that emphasis should fall upon transactions of this order. Modernity entails mobility - a 
degree of unpredictability in the distribution of power and opportunity within the social order, and 
an accompanying frisson in the roles, both public and private, that are ascribed to the different 
sexes. Few paintings play upon these conditions more tellingly than Renoir's Les Parapluies (The 
Umbrellas, 1881-85) . The picture was painted in two phases, the first in the late 1870s, the second 4

some five years later. In its final form it shows a young and attractive girl moving through a crowd 
of bourgeois promenaders on a city street. She is marked out as working-class by her lack of hat, 
gloves and umbrella, and is defined more specifically, by her plain but smart attire and by the band-
box she carries, as a worker in the world of fashionable consumer goods and services then 
bourgeoning in Paris. It appears that she is an object of interest to a man placed behind her. What 
makes the painting truly distinctive, however, is that the young woman's half-arrested pose, her self-
conscious demeanour and her slightly down cast gaze serve to define a more conspicuous interest 
directed at her from the other side of the picture plane, where an imaginary role as flâneur is thus 
defined for the actual spectator. In the momentary exchange that Renoir's painting represents, a 
world of information is contained about the social and psychological conditions of urban life at the 
time, and specifically about the vulnerability of those young women who undertook poorly paid 
employment in the modern city. That information is not didactically recounted; it is made palpable 
in the intuition of the engaged and imaginative spectator.


Over the course of some fifty years in the latter part of the nineteenth century and the early part of 
the twentieth, a significant number of paintings at the forefront of modernist developments are 
addressed like this to the question of how women look: how they appear, what it is like for them to 
be looked at, how they look back when they do, and how each of these questions is inflected by 
considerations of class. In the exchange of glances between men and women, all relative powers are 
at stake in an instant - those of wealth, of class, of gender, of sexuality. As one party looks away, the 
dominance of the other is affirmed. The early sociologist Georg Simmel referred to "the sharp 
discontinuity in the grasp of a single glance."

His context was a study of "The Metropolis and Mental Life."  To the painter concerned to capture 5

meaning and value in social life, these scenarios were meat and drink.




In such exceptional works by Renoir, and in more numerous works by Manet and by Degas, human 
face and figure were reinvested with potential at the heart of a modern, urban, figurative painting. 
During the early years of the twentieth century this potential was to be exploited not only by a 
subsequent generation of artists working in France - Pierre Bonnard, Henri Matisse and Pablo 
Picasso notable among them - but also by such diverse and disparate painters as Walter Sickert in 
England, Ernst Kirchner in Germany, and the young Kasimir Malevich in Russia. There are 
distinctive paintings by each of these artists, painted in the first decade of the century, that rely 
largely for their effects on exchanges between pictured individuals and imagined spectators, 
conducted across the frontier of the picture plane.


It has to be acknowledged, however, that such effects were not generally favored by subsequent 
technical developments in painting. Nor were they encouraged by an increasing tendency to 
conceive of the urban figure as a mere component in a crowd. Ezra Pound's "In a Station of the 
Metro" (1913) serves neatly to establish common ground between these two considerations, the one 
technical, the other sociological: "The apparition of these faces in the crowd; petals on a wet black 
bough." What this anglicised haiku suggests is that the emergence of the crowd is the condition of a 
certain blurring. In Pound's imagined darkness the highlights are faces wiped clean of the marks of 
their individuality - the very property to which the terms "face" and "figure" normally attest.


In the modernist painting of the later nineteenth century the crowd had typically furnished 
occasional texture in views of the city, or had formed a more-or-less static backcloth to vignettes of 
social life. In the cityscapes of Claude Monet, Renoir and Camille Pissarro, the merging of figures 
into masses is dictated by a technical rather than a social economy; that is to say, it occurs where 
distance from the represented viewpoint necessarily undermines the individualising power of the 
brushstroke. As Renoir's Parapluies serves to demonstrate, the resulting pictorial texture remains 
reconcilable with the discriminate characterisation of figures set closer to the picture plane. For the 
next generation of painters, however, the crowd is always potentially a feature of the foreground, its 
members no longer individuated through their transaction with the imagined spectator, but rather 
serving as collective tokens of menace or alienation or both. Among the myriad figures in Ensor's 
L'Entrée du Christ à Bruxelles en 1889 (Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, 1888)  there are no 6

individuals that are not masked in one sense or another. In Munch's Aften på Karl Johan (Evening 
on Karl Johan, 1892)  the blurring of features is already well advanced. By the early years of the 7

twentieth century the crowd had come to feature as a subject in its own right, neither resistible nor 
benign, its energetic character implied in the graphic rhythm and organisation of the painted 
surface.


This is how the crowd tends to figure in the iconography of modernity and in the founding texts of 
sociology : as the barely human manifestation of a price paid by civilisation for the spread of 8

industrialisation and the growth of cities; a collection of those rendered anonymous by the power of 
capital and by the conditions of metropolitan life. Whatever their evident differences in style or in 
the political standpoint of their authors, images of the resulting organism tend all to be distinguished 
by a certain fierce pessimism (consider, for instance, Umberto Boccioni's La città che sale [The City 
Rises, 1910-11]  and George Grosz's Widmung an Oscar Panizza [Dedicated to Oscar Panizza, 9

1917-18] ).
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In apparent counter to this tendency, it should be said, the painting of the mid-third of the twentieth 
century offers us many examples of crowds that are composed of differently characterised 



individuals.

It offers none, however, that are not either technically conservative or marked by the signs of 
submission to socio-political dogma, or both. It is significant that the genre of portraiture is 
increasingly subject to the same fate.


What, then, of the imaginary transaction between painted figure and engaged spectator that played 
so significant a part in the advanced art of the later nineteenth century? One way to answer this 
would be to say that during the twentieth century it was simply ruled out of account in any painting 
that sought to reconcile realism with modernism - in any painting, that is to say, that was responsive 
both to shifts in the social order and to technical developments in the medium. Yet it is clear that the 
notion of a psychological and emotional transaction between spectator and figurative image 
continued to possess the imaginations of ambitious artists well into the later part of the century. The 
relevant aspiration and its attendant problems were poignantly described by Mark Rothko in 
statements made eleven years apart: "For me the great achievements of the centuries in which the 
artist accepted the probable and the familiar as his subjects were the pictures of the human figure - 
alone in a moment of utter immobility.

But the solitary figure... could gather on beaches and streets and parks only through coincidence, 
and, with its companions, form a tableau vivant of human incommunicability." (1947) 
11

"I belong to a generation that was preoccupied with the human figure and I studied it. It was with 
the utmost reluctance that I found it did not meet my needs. Whoever used it mutilated it. No one 
could paint the figure as it was and feel that he could produce something that could express the 
world. I refuse to mutilate and had to find another way of expression." (1958) 
12

Rothko's "other way" - his solution to the desire for intimacy between singular painted image and 
spectator - was the large abstract canvas, envisaged as a person-like thing that "lives by 
companionship."  For a while in the mid-century and after, it did indeed seem that the transaction 13

between image and spectator might thus be given renewed currency; that the potential for 
psychological and emotional expression and content associated with the long tradition of figurative 
painting might be continued, however paradoxically, in large-scale abstract painting and sculpture. 
The claim of high modernist abstract art to stand as the realist art of its time was the stronger for the 
evident mannerism that distinguished the more advanced figurative art of the time, and for the 
palpable conservatism of the rest.


It transpired, however, that the potential for development of modernist abstract art was as severely 
limited as was the currency of modernism itself as an ideology of art. Just as the long figurative 
tradition was decisively broken by the abstract art of the later 1940s and 1950s, so the relevant 
critical protocols of the modernist tradition were broken by the avant-garde movements of the 
1960s, from Warhol's knowing, insouciant silkscreen paintings of 1962-64 to the Conceptual art 
movement of the later 1960s and early 1970s, with its resource to photographic images as mere 
indexical components. Various new figurative practices emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. In so far 
as they acknowledged the legacy of abstract art, it was through their rejection of the putatively 
original hand-made picture as an avant-garde medium, and through their wholesale co-option of the 
photographic image. The legacy of Conceptual art showed in a self-conscious playing with levels of 
representation and in acknowledgement of the texts, articulated or not, by which the margins of all 
pictures are inescapably patrolled.


In the most significant pictorial art of the later twentieth century the individual face and figure 



tended to return to a central position. The great majority of the relevant work has been photographic 
not simply in its derivation but in its presentation. Much of this work has been done by women 
artists, breaking with precedents of studio practice typically associated with male artists. In the 
work of Cindy Sherman, for instance, the earlier concern with the complex question of how women 
look is revived and given a new and intentionally disturbing aspect under the changed 
circumstances of late-twentieth century culture. In photographic work such as this, however, the 
picture plane remains necessarily transparent. It follows that the spectator tends to be drawn into a 
world of possible narratives, within which the given image stands as an exemplary moment. In fact 
a sense of the power of such narratives to determine our responses to face and figure may be just 
what motivates the work in the first place. The painted work of Gerhard Richter is the principal 
exception to the photographic tendency in late twentieth-century figurative art. 

Based though the great majority of his pictures are on photographic images, their generally opaque 
surfaces locate them firmly within a tradition of painting. In a number of the works in his 18 
October 1977 (1988) series , female faces look out towards an imagined spectator. Under highly 14

vexed pictorial circumstances, the type of the earlier transaction is revived, opening a world of 
unresolved questions.

Among these is the continually vexed issue of the relations between modernism and realism; the 
issue, that is to say, of the adequacy of each as a critical mode of the other.
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