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The changing view
of man in the portrait

Tt scems to me unlikely that any imporiant portraits will ever be
painted again. Portraits, that is to say, in the sense of portraiture
as we now understand it. [ can imagine rmulti-medium memento-
sets devoted 1o the character of particular individuals, But these
will have nothing to do with the works now in the Nativnal
Parrrait Gallery.

1 see no reason to lament the passing of the portrair - the ralent
wnee involved in portrait painting can be used in some other way
ta serve a more urgent, modern function. It is, however, worth
while inquiring why the painted porrrait has become cutdated; 1t
may help us to understand more clearly our historical situation.

T'he beginning of the decline of the painted portrait coincided
ronghly speaking wirh the rise of photography, and so the earliest
answer to out question — which was already being asked towards
the end of the ninciecath ceatury - was that the photographer had
taken the place of the portrait painrer. Photography was mote
accurate, quicher and far cheaper; it offered the opportunity of
portraiture to the whole of socicty: previously such an oppor-
tunity had been the privilege of « very small fire,

To counter the clear ogic of this argumear, painters and their
patrons invented a number of mysterious, metaphysical qualities
with which to prove that what the painted portrait oftered was
incomparable. OOnly a man, not a2 machine (the camera), could
interpret the soul of a sitter. An artist dealt with the sitter’s destiny:
the camera with mere lighr and shade. An artist judged: a photo-
grapher recorded. Rteerera, etcetera.

All this was doubly untrue. First, it denies the interpretative
role of the photographer, which is considerable. Secondly, it claims
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for painted portraits a psychological insight which minety-nine per
cent of them rotally Iack, If one is considering portraiture as a
genre, it is no good thinking of a few extraordinary pictures but
rather of the endless portraits of the Jocal nohility and dignitanes
in countless provincial museums and town halls. Even the average
Renaissance portrait - although suggesting considetable presence
- has very little psychological content. We are surprised by ancient
Roman or FHgyptian portraits, not because of their fnsight, but
because they show us very vividly how little the human face has
changed. It is a myth that the portrait painter was a revealer of
souls. Is there a qualirative difference between the way Velasquez
painted a face and the way he painted a bottom? The compara-
tively few portraits thar reveal true psychological penetration
{certain Raphaels, Rembrandts, Davids, Govas) suggest personal,
obsessional interests on the part of the arnst which simply cannot
be accommodated within the professiona! role of the porerait painter.
Such pictures have the same ki of intensity as scif-portraits,
They are in fuct wotks of sclf-discavery,

Ask yourself the following hypothetical question, Suppose that
there is somebody in the second half of the nineteenth century in
whom you are interested but of whose face you have never seen a
picture. Would you rathet tind a painting or a photegraph of this
person? And the question itself posed like that is alrcady highly
favourable to painting, since the logical question should be: would
you rather find a painting or a whole alhum of photographs?

Until the inventian of photography, the paiated (ar sculptural)
portrait was the only means of recording and presenting the like-
ness of a person. Photography teck over this role from painting
and at the same time raised our standards for judging how much
an informative likeness should include.

This is not ta say that photographs ate in a// ways superior to
painted portraits. They are more informative, more psychologic-
ally revealing, and in general more accurate. But they are less
tensely unified. Unity in a work of art is achieved as a resule of the
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limitations of the medium. Livery element has to be transformed
in order to have its proper place within these limitations, In photo-
graphy the transformation is to a considerable extenr mechanical.
In a painting cach transformation is largely che result of a conscious
decision by the artist, Thus the unity of 2 painting is permeated
bv a far higher degree of fntention. The total effect of a painting
(as distingt from its truthfulness) is less arbitrary than thar of 2
photograph; s consrruction is more intensely socialized because
it is dependent on a greater number of human decisions. A photo-
graphic portrait mav be more revealing and more accurare about
the likeness and characrer of rhe sicter; bur it is likely to be less
persuasive, less (in the very strict sense of the word) conclusive.
For example, if the portraitist’s intention s to flatter or idealize, he
will be able 16 do so far more convincingly with a painting than
with 4 photogreaph.

From this fact we gain an insight into the acrual function of
portrair puinting m its heyday: a function we tend to ignore if we
concentrare on the small number of exceptional ‘unprofessivnal’
portrairs by Raphael, Rembrandt, David, Goya, etcetera. The
function of portrait painting was to underwrite and idealize a
chosen social role of the sirter. It was not to present him as “an
individual” but, rather, as an individual monarch, bishop, land-
owner, merchant and so on. Fach role had its accepted qualities
and 1ts acceptable limit of discrepancy. (A monarch or a pape could
be tar more idiosyncratic than a mere gentleman or couctier.) The
role was emphasized by pose, gesture, clothes and hackground.
The fact that neither the sitter nor the successful professional
painter was much involved with the painting of these parts is not
to be entirely explained as a matter of saving tme: they were
thought of and were meant to be read as the 2ccepted attributes of
a given social stereotype.

The hack painters never went much bevond the stereotype; the
goud professionals (Memlinck, Cranach, Titian, Rubens, Van
Dyck, Velasquez, Hals, Philippe de Champaigne) painted individual
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men, bur they were nevertheless men whose characrer and facial
expressions were seen and judpged in the exclusive hight of an
ordained social role. The portrait must £ir like a hand made pair of
shoes, but the type of shoe was never in question.

The satistaction of having one’s portraic painted was the satis-
faction of being personally recogmzed and confirmed in one's posttion:
it had nothing to da with the modern lonely desireto be recoymived
‘for what ore really is.

If one were poing 1o mark the moment when the decline of
portraiture hecame inevitable, by citing the work of a particular
artist, 1 would choose the two or (hree exrranrdinary portrairs of
lunatics by Géricaulr, painted in the first period of romantic dis-
MNusion and Jdeitance which Eollow ed the defear of Napoleon and
the shoddy triumph of the Trench bourgenisic. The paintings were
aeither morally anecdutal nor symbalic: they were straight por-
traits, traditionally painted. Yet their sitiers had no social role and
were presumed to be incapable of tulfilling anv, In other pictutes
Géricault painted severed human heads and limbs «s found in the
dissecting thearre. Tis outlook was birterly critical: to choose 1
paint dispossessed lunatics was a comment on men of property and
prwer; but it was also an assertion that the essential spirit of man
was independent of the roke into which society forced him. Géri-
cault found society so negative that, aithough sane himself, he
found the isolation of the mad more meaninpyul than the social
honour accorded 1o the successtul. Tle was the frst aned, in a sense,
the last profoundly anu-sncial poneinst. The rerm conrains an
impowssible contradicrion.

Atter Génicaalt, professional poriraiture depenerated 1nto servile
and crass personat flattery, cvriically underriken. It was no longer
pussible to believe in the value of the soctal roles chosen oraliotred.
Sincere artists painted a number of 'intimate’ portradts of their
triends or models (Corot. Courber, Degas, Cézanne, Van Gogh),
but in these the social tole of the sittet 15 reduced to #has of being
paint=d. The implicd social value is either that of personal frrend-
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ship {proximity) or that of being scen in such a way (being treated™)
by an original artist. In either case the sitter, somewhat like an
arranged still life, becomes subservient 1o the painrer, Fuaally it is
it his personality or his role which impress us but the actist’s
VIsIon.

Toulouse-.autrec was the one important latter-day exception to
this general tendency. Hle painted a number of portraits of tarts and
cabaret personalinies. As we survey them, they survey us, A soucial
reciprocity is established through the painter’s mediation, We are
presented neither with a disgulse - as with otheial portraiture -
notr with mere creatures of the artist’s vision. Uis portraits are che
only late nineteenth-century ones which are persuasive and con-
clusive in rhe sense that we have defined. They are the anly painted
purtraits it whose soctal evidence we can believe. They suggest,
not the artist’s studio, but ‘the world of Toulouse-Lautrec™: thar
15 to say a specinic and complex social milieu. Why was Lautree
such an exception ? Beecause 1n his eccentric und obverse manner he
believed in the social roles of his sitters. He painted the cabaret
performers because he admired their performances: he painted the
tarts because he recognized rhe usefulness of their trade.

[ncreasingly for over a century fewer and fower peaple in eapital-
ist society have been able to believe in the social value of the social
roles offered. This is the second answer (o our original question
about the decline of the painted portrait.

The second answer suggests, however, that given a more confi-
dent and coherent society, portrair painting might revive. And this
seems unlikely. To understand why, we must consider the third
answer.

The measures, the scale-change of modern lite, have changed the
nature of individual identity., Confronted with another person
toclay, we are aware, through this person, of forces operating in
directions which were unimaginable before the turn of the century,
and which huve enly become clear relatively recently. 1t is hard 1o
detine this change briefly. An analogy may help.
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We hear a2 lot about the crisis of the modern novel, What rhis
involves, fundamentally, is a change in the mode of narration, Tt
is scarcely any longer possible to tell a straight story sequenrially
unfolding in time. And this is because we arc too aware of what is
continually traversing the story line laterally. Thart is to say, instead
of being aware of a point as an infinitely small part of a straight
line, we are aware of it as an infinitely small part of an infinite
number of lines, as the centre of a star of lines. Such awareness is
the result of our constantly having to take into account the simult-
aneity and extension of events and possibilities,

There are many reasons why this should be so: the range of
modern means of communication: the scale of modern power: the
degree of personal political responsihility that must be accepted
for cvents all over the world: the fact thar the world has become
indivisible: the unevenness of economic development within that
world: the scale of the exploitation. All these play a part, Prophesy
now mvulves a geographical rather than historical projection;; it is
space not time that hides consequences from us. ‘Fo prophesy today
it is only necessary to know men as they are throughour the whole
world in all their ineyguality. Any contemporary narrative which
ignores the nrgency of this dimension 15 incomplete and acquires
the over-simplified character of a fable.

Soanething similar but less direct applics to the painted portrait,
We can no longer accept thar the identity of a man can be ade-
quately established by preserving and fixing what he looks like
from a single viewpoint in one place. (One might argue that the
same limitation applies 1o rhe still photograph, but as we have seen,
we are not led to expect a photopraph to be as conclusive as a
painting.) Our rerms of recopnition have changed since the heyday
of portrait painting. We may still rely on ‘likeness’ to identify a
person, but no longer to explain ot place him. To concentrate upon
likeness’ is 1o isnlate talsely. [Lis to assume that the outetmost
surface sontuinr the man or object: whereas we are highly conscious
oof the fact that naching can contain irsclf,
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‘There are a few Cubist portraits of about 1911 in which Picasso
and Brague were ebviously conscious of the same fact, but in these
‘portraits” it 1s impassible to identify the sitter and so they cease to
be whar we call porteairs.

it seems thar the demands of a modern vision are incompatible
with the singularity of viewpoint which is the prerequisite for a
stanc-painted ‘likencss’. The incompatibility is connected with a
more general crisis concerning the meaning of individualiry,
Individuality can no longer be contained within the terms of mani-
test personality Lraits. In a world of transition and revalution
individuality has become a problem of historical and social rela-
tions, such as cannot be revealed by the mere characierizations of
an already established social stereotype. Tovery mode of individuali-
rv now relates to the whole world.



