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Preface

It is a sad fact: art history lags behind the study of the other arts. Whether
this unfortunate state of affairs is to be attributed to the lethargy of the
custodians of art, too caught up in administration and the preparation of
exhibitions and catalogues to channel their remaining energies into analy-
tic writing, and too preoccupied with the archive to think long and hard
about what painting actually is, or to the peculiar history of the institutions
devoted in this century to the study of art, a history which from the
beginning has tended to isolate that study from the other humanities, or to
some less elaborate reason, such as the plain stasis, conservatism and
inertia fostered by the sociology of the profession of art history, I cannot
say. Nor can I determine to what degree, if at all, this state of inertia may
be nudged toward growth and change by the appearance of a book criticis-
ing the prevailing stasis from the outside: it may well be that the only
changes deep enough to be effective must come from within the institu-
tions of art history, and must directly alter the way those institutions
function. What is certain is that while the last three or so decades have
witnessed extraordinary and fertile change in the study of literature, of
history, of anthropology, in the discipline of art history there has reigned a
stagnant peace; a peace in which — certainly — a profession of art history
has continued to exist, in which monographs have been written, and more
and more catalogues produced: but produced at an increasingly remote
margin of the humanities, and almost in the leisure sector of intellectual
life.

What is equally certain is that little can change without radical re-exami-
nation of the methods art history uses - the tacit assumptions that guide
the normal activity of the art historian. Here, perhaps, something can be
done - and action is as urgent as it is belated. There are now fewer and
fewer art historians who venture outside their speciality to ask the basic
questions: what is a painting? what is its relation to perception? to power?
to tradition? And in the absence of writing which does ask those ques-
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tions, both the student of art history and the general public have either to
rely on answers inherited from a previous generation, or to hand the
questions over to the professional philosophers. The gap between
philosophy and art history is now so wide that in practical terms it is filled
almost by a single work: Gombrich’s Art and Illusion. There can be no
doubt that Art and Illusion is a milestone in the development of art history,
or that its answers to those questions are, still, enormously influential. But
this is itself a difficulty. The arguments stated by Art and Illusion have
become so ingrained, and in the absence of a continuous tradition of ask-
ing those questions in each generation have become so familiar and so
widely accepted, that the problems tackled by Gombrich may be thought
once and for all to have been solved.

But solved they are not. To the question, what is a painting? Gombrich
gives the answer, that it is the record of a perception. I am certain that this
answer is fundamentally wrong, and in the first three chapters of this book I
try to show why. Because the error is fundamental, I have gone back to the
beginning, to the origin of Gombrich’s ideas in the aesthetics of antiquity: I
begin with what is perhaps the most succinct expression of a theory of
painting, the story of the grapes of Zeuxis. It is a natural enough attitude to
think of painting as a copy of the world, and given the importance of
realism in Western painting it is perhaps inevitable that eventually this
attitude would be elevated to a doctrine, as it has been by Gombrich - a
doctrine of Perceptualism in which the problems of art are in the end
subsumed into the psychology of the perceiving subject. But the doctrine
remains incoherent, and by the end of Chapter 3 the reader will see that
what is suppressed by the account of painting as the record of a perception
is the social character of the image, and its reality as sign.

Once we approach painting as an art of signs, rather than percepts, we
enter terrain unexplored by the present discipline of art history, terrain
with as many hazards, traps and pitfalls as the former theory of Perceptual-
ism. If it is to Gombrich that we owe the theory of painting as a mode of
cognition, our ideas of what signs are and how they operate are the legacy
of the founder of the ‘discipline of signs’, Saussure. This, too, is a prob-
lematic inheritance. Saussure’s conception of the sign is exactly the
instrument we need to cut the knots of Perceptualism, but if we accept
Saussure uncritically we end up with a perspective as rigid and unhelpful
as the old one, a perspective in which the meaning of the sign is defined
entirely by formal means, as the product of oppositions among signs
within an enclosed system. Chapter 4 (‘The Image from Within and With-
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out’) accepts the conclusion that painting is a matter of signs, but works
out ways to avoid the kind of formalist trap that ‘semiology” or the study of
signs, springs on the unwary. The element lacking in Saussure’s concep-
tion of the systematic nature of signs, I maintain, is description of how
signs interact with the world outside their internal system. Painting is an art
of the sign, but the particular signs it uses, and above all its representa-
tions of the body, mean that it is an art in constant touch with signifying
forces outside painting, forces that cannot be accounted for by ‘structural-
ist’ explanations.

What emerges from the set of arguments against the structuralist or
Saussurian conception of the sign is the recognition that painting in the
West manipulates the sign in such a way as to conceal its statusas sign. It is
this self-effacement that is explored in Chapter 5 (‘'The Gaze and the
Glance’), and explored in terms of the actual techniques of European paint-
ing: traditions of brushwork, colour, composition, and above all, of the
mechanisms determining what kind of viewer the painting proposes and
assumes. We cannot, with Gombrich, take for granted that the viewer is a
‘given’: his role, and the kind of work he is called on to perform, are
constructed by the image itself, and the viewer implied by medieval
Church art is quite different from the viewer implied by Raphael, and
different again from the viewer implied by Vermeer. In the Perceptualist
account of art, the viewer is as changeless as the anatomy of vision, and
my argument here is that the stress, in Gombrich and elsewhere, on per-
ceptual psychology has in effect dehistoricised the relation of the viewer to
the painting: history is the term that has been bracketed out (hence the
impossibility, under present conditions, of a truly historical discipline of
art history).

But to introduce history into description of the viewing subject is to run
the risk of producing a determinist art history in which a social base is said
to generate a superstructure of art, as its impress or ideological reflection.
Indeed, it is in these causal terms that sociological art history is usually
carried out. The problem here is essentially this: to which zone do we
ascribe the sign? to which side does painting belong - to the base? to the
superstructure? I do not believe an answer to the question of the relation of
art to power can be answered in this chicken-or-egg way, and in Chapter 6
(‘Image, Discourse, Power’) I outline a rather more complex model of
interaction between political, economic and signifying practices. What we
have to understand is that the act of recognition that painting galvanises is
a production, rather than a perception, of meaning. Viewing is an activity
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of transforming the material of the painting into meanings, and that trans-
formation is perpetual: nothing can arrest it. Codes of recognition circulate
through painting incessantly, and art history must face that fact. The view-
er is an interpreter, and the point is that since interpretation changes as
the world changes, art history cannot lay claim to final or absolute know-
ledge of its object. While this may from one point of view be a limitation, it
is also a condition enabling growth: once vision is realigned with interpre-
tation rather than perception, and once art history concedes the provi-
sional character or necessary incompleteness of its enterprise, then the
foundations for a new discipline may, perhaps, be laid.

N.B.
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Chapter One

The Natural Attitude

It is hard to imagine a more revealing story about painting in the West than
this, from Pliny:

The contemporaries and rivals of Zeuxis were Timanthes, Androcydes,
Eupompus, Parrhasius. This last, it is recorded, entered into a competi-
tion with Zeuxis. Zeuxis produced a picture of grapes so dexterously
represented that birds began to fly down to eat from the painted vine.
Whereupon Parrhasius designed so lifelike a picture of a curtain that
Zeuxis, proud of the verdict of the birds, requested that the curtain
should now be drawn back and the picture displayed. When he realised
his mistake, with a modesty that did him honour, he yielded up the
palm, saying that whereas he had managed to deceive only birds, Par-
rhasius had deceived an artist."

The enduring relevance of Pliny’s anecdote is remarkable: indeed, unless
art history finds the strength to modify itself as a discipline, the anecdote
will continue to sum up the essence of working assumptions still largely
unquestioned. The Plinian tradition is a long one. When the Italian human-
ists came to describe the evolution of painting in their own epoch, it was to
the Natural History that they turned, updating Pliny by substituting the
names of contemporary painters for those of antiquity. Painting is once
again thought of as a rivalry between technicians for the production of a
replica so perfect that art will take the palm from nature. That the goal of
the painter is to outstrip his competitors was already enshrined in Dante:

Credette Cimabue ne la pinture
tener lo campo, e ora ha Giotto il grido,
si che la fama di colui & scura.?
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Once, Cimabue was thought to hold the field
In painting; now it is Giotto’s turn;
The other’s fame lies buried in the dust.

To the humanists, the recent rivalry vividly recalls antiquity. Villani, in the
history of painting he includes in his encyclopedic De Origine Civitatis
Florentine, models his account of Giotto’s surpassing of Cimabue directly
on Plinian precedent:

First among the painters was John, whose surname was Cimabue, who
summoned back with skill and talent the decayed art of painting, wan-
tonly straying from the likeness of nature as this was, since for many
centuries previously Greek and Latin painting had been subject to the
ministration of but clumsy skills . . . . After John, the road to new things
lying open, Giotto — who is not only by virtue of his great fame to be
compared with the ancient painters, but is even to be preferred to them
for skill and talent — restored painting to its former worth and great
reputation.?

It was Apollodorus who first gave his figures the appearance of reality
(Pliny: hic primus species instituit): so in the modern age Cimabue sum-
moned back the art of painting and restored it by his skill and talent to the
stature it had known in antiquity. It was through the gate opened by
Apollodorus (Pliny: ab hoc artis fores apertas) that Zeuxis entered, so excel-
ling his predecessor in skilful replication that even the birds were
deceived: in just this way, Giotto entered the road opened by Cimabue
(strata iam in novis via) and cast his predecessor’s memory into eclipse, as
Dante observes.* Vasari expands the Plinian tale and multiplies its dramatis
personae into a whole saga of triumph and obsolescence, beginning with
the obligatory references to Cimabue and Giotto and culminating in
Michelangelo, hero, genius, saint.

In the nineteenth century, as positivism takes hold of the discussion of
art, this innocent tale will no longer suffice: scholarship, and the market,
demand an analysis that will do justice to work seen more and more in
terms of formal technique. Yet no sooner has Morelli expounded the prin-
ciples of morphological analysis that will enable an exact science of attribu-
tion to develop, than Berenson pulls the Morellian technology back into
the service of the Plinian account: just as it was Cimabue who first ques-
tioned the bi-dimensionality of the Byzantine image, so it was Giotto who
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set Renaissance painting firmly on the road to discovery of tactile values.®
Even more recently, when Francastel stands before one of the most firmly
imprinted of Renaissance images, Masaccio’s Tribute Money, it is still in
terms of the ancient formula that he portrays his reaction.

Placed at the edge of the space and of the fresco, his calves tense, his
bearing insolent, this magnificent sabreur bears no relation to the figures
of gothic cathedrals: he is drawn from universal visual experience. He
does not owe his imposing presence to the weight and volume of robes:
his tunic moulds itself on his body. Henceforth man will be defined not
by the rules of narrative, but by an immediate physical apprehension.
The goal of representation will be appearance, and no longer meaning.

What Francastel voices here is not only the view of the illustrious ances-
tors, but of received opinion: the generally held, vague, common-sense
conception of the image as the resurrection of Life. Life does not mean, Life
is; and the degree to which the image, aspiring to a realm of pure Being, is
mixed with meaning, with narrative, with discourse, is the degree to
which it has been adulterated, sophisticated, as one ‘sophisticates’” wine.
In its perfect state, painting approaches a point where it sheds everything
that interferes with its reduplicative mission; what painting depicts is what
everyone with two eyes in his head already knows: ‘universal visual
experience’.

The ancient tale, repeated across the generations from Pliny to Francas-
tel, might seem capable of engendering a historical discipline. Its
emphasis is, after all, on change, and the rapidity of change, within the
evolution of the image. Apollodorus appears: Zeuxis outstrips him.
Cimabue appears: Giotto surpasses him. Painting is seen as a constant
mutation within history. Yet although the study of mutations may possess
a historically changing object of enquiry, morphology by itself is not art
history: indeed, history is the dimension it exactly negates. The ancient
tale sees painting as faced with a task of enormous magnitude: it is to
depict everything — gods, men, beasts, things; ‘groves, woods, forests,
hills, fish-pools, conduits, and drains, riverets, with their banks, and
whatsoever a man would wish to see’.” The problem lies in the task - its
performance, its infinity of possible subject-matter, its manual difficulty —
but not in the means by which the task is to be performed.® Painting itself
has no problematic. The difficulties confronted by the painter are executive
and concern the fidelity of his registration of the world before him. The
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1 Family of Vunnerius Keramus

world painting is to resurrect exists out there, already, in the plenitude of its
Being; and all the image is required to do is approximate as closely as
possible the appearances of that plenary origin. Painting corresponds here
closely to what Husserl describes as the ‘natural attitude’.

I find ever present and confronting me a single spatio-temporal reality of
which I myself am a part, as do all other men found in it and who relate
to it in the same way. This ‘reality’, as the word already indicates, I find
existing out there and as I receive it just as it presents itself to me as
something existing out there (als daseiende vor und nehme sie, wie sie sich
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mir gibt, auch als daseiende hin). ‘The” world as reality is always there: at
most it is here and there ‘other’ than I supposed it and should it be
necessary to exclude this or that under the title ‘figment of the imagin-
ation’, ‘hallucination’, etc., I exclude it from this world which in the
attitude of the general thesis is always the world existing out there. It is
the aim of the sciences issuing from the natural attitude to attain a knowl-
edge of the world more comprehensive, more reliable, and in every
respect more perfect than that offered by the information received by
experience, and to resolve all the problems of scientific knowledge that
offer themselves upon its ground.’

Husserl’s remarks concerning the sciences developed out of the natural
attitude invite direct application to painting, at least as theorised in the
account that stretches back in time from Francastel to Pliny. The world is
pictured as unchanging in its foundation, however much its local appear-
ance may modify through history; history is conceived here as an affair of
the surface, and, so to speak, skin-deep. It will be inevitable, therefore,
that painting, whose function it is to attend to the surface and to record in
minute detail its local manifestations, will give the impression of constant
change at the level of content: costume, architecture, and the immediate
physical neighbourhood around the human body, are in continual flux,
and painting will record that flux with devoted attention. There will be no
immediate question, however, that the reality painting records belongs to
any category other than that of nature: it is as the natural that the sub-
stratum underlying superficial cultural rearrangement is apprehended.
The major term suppressed by the natural attitude is that of history; and
the first objection that must be raised against the Plinian account is that the
real ought to be understood not as a transcendent and immutable given,
but as a production brought about by human activity working within
specific cultural constraints. Cultural production and reproduction concern
not only the shifting cosmetic surface, but the underlying foundation
which any given society proposes and assumes as its Reality. While the
image of a Roman family such as that of Vunnerius Keramus (Illus. 1)
seems to state the timelessness of the human body, and would appear to
confine the province of change to the limited margin of costume, the histor-
ical reality to which the figures in the image belong is precisely that which
the image brackets out. The power of the image in this way to evoke an
ahistorical sense of human reality, and in particular a sense of the cultur-
ally transcendent status of the body, is extreme. Under certain conditions,
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such as those exemplified by the Keramus portrait, the image seems to
have sublimed the historical dimension altogether.

Within the natural attitude, which is that of Pliny, Villani, Vasari, Beren-
son, and Francastel, the image is thought of as self-effacing in the re-
presentation or reduplication of things. The goal towards which it moves
is the perfect replication of a reality found existing ‘out there” already, and
all its effort is consumed in the elimination of those obstacles which
impede the reproduction of that prior reality: the intransigence of the
physical medium; inadequacy of manual technique; the inertia of formulae
that impede, through their rigidity, accuracy of registration. The history of
the image is accordingly written in negative terms. Each ‘advance’ consists
of the removal of a further obstacle between painting and the Essential
Copy: which final state is known in advance, through the prefiguration of
Universal Visual Experience.

The painter, in this project, is passive before experience and his exis-
tence can be described as an arc extending between two, and only two,
points: the retina, and the brush. A binary epistemology defines the world
as anterior and masterful, and the painter’s function before it as the secon-
dary instrument of its stenographic transcription. His work is carried out in
a social void: society may provide him with subject-matter, but his relation
to that subject-matter is essentially optical. In so far as the task he is to
perform involves any other human agents, the involvement is not with
other members of the society but with other painters, whose existence is
reduced to the same narrow and optical scope. Moreover, the interaction
between the individual painter and the community of painters is once
again negative: his aim is to outstrip them, to shed their formulaic legacy,
to break whatever limited bond exists between that community and him-
self, as Zeuxis outstripped Apollodorus, and as Giotto discarded and
rendered obsolete the work of Cimabue.

The domain to which painting is said to belong is that of perception. The
painter who perceives the world insensitively or inaccurately falls below
the standards of his craft; he will be unable to advance towards the Essen-
tial Copy. Advance is known to have taken place when the viewer is able
to detect the reproduction of an item from Universal Visual Experience that
has not before appeared in the image. There will be no doubt concerning
the presence of such an advance: everyone will see it in the same way:
since each human being universally experiences the same visual field,
consensus will be absolute. All men are agreed that Giotto’s registration of
the visual field is subtler, more attentive, and in every way superior to that
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of Cimabue (Illus. 2 and 3).

Such consensus is matched by a definition of style as personal deviation.
The struggle towards perfection is recognised as long and arduous: the
Essential Copy, if it were ever achieved, would possess no stylistic fea-
tures, since the simulacrum would at last have purged away all traces of
the productive process. The natural attitude has no way to legitimate style
except by way of the limited tolerance it extends to inevitable human
weakness. With a ruthless optimism that never fails it, the natural attitude
turns all its attention towards the Essential Copy, or at least towards the
niche where eventually it will be installed. The modes of failure to achieve
the desired and perfect replication are therefore of no more interest to it
than are random and extinct mutations to the evolutionary process. Style is
a concept that is juridically absent from the scene. Idiosyncrasies of the
palette, habitual deformations of the figures, the characteristic signature of
brushwork, these reflexes that spring from the body and from the past
history of the painter are therefore consigned to an underside of the official
ideology.'® Style, serving no apparent purpose within the project of trans-
cription, except here and there to impede its progress, is given no clear
argument with which to justify its existence. Lacking in purpose, and the
result of no clear intention, it appears as an inert and functionless deposit
encrusting the apparatus of communication. Indifferent to the exalted mis-
sion with which the image has been entrusted, style emanates from the
residue of the body which its optical theorisation had thought to exclude;
what had been pictured as an ideal arc extending from retina to brush is
discovered to cross another zone, and almost a separate organism, whose
secrets, habits, and obsessions distort perception’s impersonal luminosity.
The Morellian method, with its focus on the tell-tale details of drapery,
hands, and hair, is entirely forensic: style betrays itself, in the manner of
crime. And the agency with an active interest in such detective-work will
be a market hungry for precise attribution in order to maximise the worth
of the authentic commodity, and to introduce into its transactions the
stability of standard measurement.

Apart from the tax of style that must be paid to human fallibility, the
dominant aim of the image, in the natural attitude, is thought of as the
communication of perception from a source replete in perceptual material
(the painter) to a site of reception eager for perceptual satisfaction (the
viewer). Setting aside the informational ‘noise’ caused by style, by the
resistance of the medium, and by the vicissitudes of material decay, the
communication of the image is ideally pure and involves only these
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2 Cimabue, Madonna and Child Enthroned with Angels and Prophets
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3 Giotto, Madonna and Child Enthroned with Saints and Angels
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termini: transmitter and receiver. The rest of the social formation is omitted.
The family of Vunnerius Keramus looks much as a comparable family in
Rome might look today: the visual essence has been captured.

The global outlook of the natural attitude amounts, then, to a commit-
ment to these five principles:

1. Absence of the dimension of history. The production of the image is a
steady-state process where variation in the image is accounted for
either in terms of changing emphases on different aspects of the
anterior and unchanging reality, or in terms of fluctuation in the execu-
tive competence of the painter. History has a place in the account, but
only as a superficially changing spectacle whose alteration does not
affect the underlying and immutable substrate. The basic visual field
remains the same across the generations, and corresponds to the fixed
nature of the optical body. Visual experience being universal and
transhistorical, it is therefore given to every viewer to judge, along a
sliding scale, how closely a particular image approximates the truth of
perception. The scale itself is outside historical process. No-one has
ever doubted and no-one ever will doubt that Zeuxis outstripped Apol-
lodorus, or that Giotto’s Madonna Enthroned marks an objective advance
over Cimabue’s version of the same subject.

2. Dualism. Between the world of mind and the world of extension there is
a barrier: the retinal membrane. On the outside, a pre-existent and
plenary reality, flooded with light, surrounds the self on all sides;
within, a reflection of that luminous scene is apprehended by a passive
and specular consciousness. The self is not responsible for constructing
the content of its consciousness: it can do nothing to stem or modify the
incoming stream of information stimuli: the visual field it experiences is
there by virtue of anatomical and neurological structures that lie
beyond its influence. From the material and muscular body, continu-
ous with physical reality and capable of performance within physical
reality, a reduced and simplified body is abstracted. In its classical and
Albertian formulation, this body of perception is monocular, a single
eye removed from the rest of the body and suspended in diagrammatic
space.'’ Having no direct access to experience of spatial depth, the
visual field before it is already two-dimensional, is already a screen or
canvas. The suspended eye witnesses but does not interpret. It has no
need to process the stimuli as these arrive, since they possess an intel-
ligibility fully formed and theirs by virtue of the inherent intelligibility
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of the outer world. The barrier is not, therefore, in any sense opaque,
nor does it perform tasks of scansion or censorship on the incoming
data: it is a limpid and window-like transparency, without qualities.
Once the image comes to recreate the passive translucence of the retinal
interval, the Essential Copy will be achieved.

. The centrality of perception. The natural attitude is unable easily to
account for images that depart from universal visual experience except
in negative terms: the painter has misperceived the optical truth, or has
been unable, through lack of skill, or through excess of ‘style’, to match
optical truth on canvas. The appearance on canvas of a wholly imagi-
nary object which nevertheless cannot be characterised as the result of
misperception or of executive incompetence is explained either as the
combination of disparate segments of the visual field into a new synth-
esis, or as a personal ‘vision” manifesting within the consciousness of
the painter and repeated on canvas in the same manner as any other
content of consciousness. In all these cases, departure from optical
truth is recuperated by restating the departure again as perception,
perception that has undergone only minor modification: the project of
the painter is still the transmission of the content of his visual field,
whether actual (the scene before him) or imaginary (a scene manifest-
ing in consciousness but not in perception). The material to be trans-
mitted exists prior to the work of transmission: it stands before the
painter fully formed, before the descent into material transcription
begins.

. Style as limitation. The Essential Copy would be immediately and
entirely consumed by the viewer’s gaze. The same gaze applied to an
image that falls short of perfect replication consumes as much of the
image as corresponds to universal vision, but will then discover a
residue indicating the degree of the image’s failure, and running
counter to its whole purpose. Where success consists in the perfect
preservation of the original precept, style indicates its decay: where
communication in its ideal form follows a single direction from trans-
mitter to receiver, style lacks destination: where the visual field is the
shared property of all, style indicates a withdrawal into privacy and
solitude. Style attests to the existence of a physiology that is not at all
the decorous and abstract outline sketched in the diagrams of percep-
tual psychology, but a carnal structure that cannot be subsumed into
the official project. If the success of an image and its degree of approxi-
mation to universal vision is characterised by the speed of its consump-
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tion by the viewing gaze, style is something dense, non-flammable,
inert. Ontogenetically, the individual painter is unable to subdue the
inclinations and habits of creatural clay; phylogenetically, a generation
of painters is unable to see and to overcome the dead weight of in-
herited formulae.

5. The model of communication. The content of the image is alleged to ante-
date its physical exteriorisation. The present case is posited as the echo
or repetition, more or less distorted, of a prior instance for whose exis-
tence, nevertheless, there is no evidence; or rather, the present instance
is itself viewed evidentially, as product and proof of an earlier and more
perfect incarnation. The location of the earlier image is a mental space
within the psyche of the painter. The present image does what it can to
transport intact the event within that space into the corresponding
mental space in the consciousness of the viewer. A physical entity —the
material image — is required if the interchange between non-physical
mental spaces is to take place: yet in so far as the material image inter-
poses its own physicality be<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>