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Preface

THIS IS A BOOK about the ways that pictures can move us— strongly,
unexpectedly, and even to tears.

Most of us, I think, have never cried in front of paintings, or even felt anything
very strong. Pictures make us happy. They’re bemusing. Some are lovely and
relaxing to look at. The best are gorgeous, mesmerizingly beautiful—but really
only for a minute or two, and then we’re off to see something else.

Our lack of intensity is a fascinating problem. I’d like to understand why it
seems normal to look at astonishing achievements made by unapproachably
ambitious, luminously pious, strangely obsessed artists, and toss them off with a
few wry comments. Are pictures really nothing more than spots of beauty on the
wall, or (in the case of people in my line of work) index cards for intellectual
debates? What does it mean to say that you love paintings (and even spend your
life living among them, as professionals do) and still feel so little? If paintings
are so important—worth so much, reproduced, cherished, and visited so often—
then isn’t it troubling that we can hardly make emotional contact with them?

The playwright Georg Biichner has a wonderful line about how dry people
have become, and how parsimonious they are with the little bits that they do
manage to feel. “We will have to start measuring out our spirit in liqueur
glasses,” one of his characters says, raising a tiny aperitif. Biichner is right: most
of us have so few really important, moving experiences with art that they stand
out against the parade of routine afternoons in museums. These days a visit to the
museum is an opportunity to learn something, and take a little sip of pleasure
here and there. For some art, that’s just fine. But many artists, from many
periods, would be entirely disgusted with us.

That need not be so. Paintings repay the attention they are given, as I hope to
show in this book: the more you look, the more you feel. This isn’t a manual of
tears—there’s no way to teach strong reactions, let alone crying—but I have tried
to capture the frames of mind that have led people to cry. Paintings can exercise
a strange grip on the imagination, but it takes time and an openness to unusual
experiences. I don’t mean that just any picture could bring you to tears, or that
it’s a good idea to walk around museums with a handkerchief in your hand. Pictures
have many things to say, and there is pleasure in even the most sober history
lesson. From books on Monet you can learn that he began by drawing caricatures
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(an interesting business for someone who later spurned the human figure), and
you can even learn that the little river that runs through his garden, which he
painted many times, is named the Epte. I love history, and I wouldn’t give up any
of its richness. But paintings can also work differently, in a way that isn’t easily
put into words, that slides in and out of awareness, that seems to work upward
toward the head from somewhere down below: a way that changes the
temperature of your thinking instead of altering what you say. That other kind of
experience can tunnel into your thoughts and bring tears to your eyes. It’s the
one [ want to find in this book.

Happily, there is no lack of evidence that people have had strong responses to
pictures. It turns out that viewers cried in front of paintings in the late Middle
Ages and early Renaissance, and again in the eighteenth century, and again in the
nineteenth, each time for different reasons and with different pictures. Few
centuries, it seems, are as determinedly tearless as ours. Some people still do cry
over paintings—a small group, nearly invisible in the masses of unmoved
museum visitors. To find them, I posted inquiries in newspapers and journals,
asking for stories from anyone who had responded to a painting with tears. I
wrote my colleagues and people I knew who cared for art. I suppose I didn’t
expect many replies (I might not have responded to such a letter myself), but I
was surprised: in the end I got more than four hundred calls, e-mails, and letters.
Most are confessions from people I don’t know—a remarkable gesture, given
that in many instances the writers had seldom shared their experiences. (Some
had told their husbands and wives, but no one else until I had asked.) The letters
are an invaluable source, because they show that the reasons people cried in past
centuries are still with us, even though they are muted by collective disapproval.
I refer to the letters throughout the book, and I’ve put a number of them in the
Appendix.

Initially, I thought that crying would prove to be very personal, and that it would
come in as many varieties as there are people. Again I was surprised, because the
scattered stories started falling into patterns. I saw that people cry for particular
reasons. Roughly half the cases converge on two kinds of experience that are
very close to each other, and yet completely opposed. In one, people cry because
pictures seem unbearably full, complex, daunting, or somehow too close to be
properly seen. In the other, they cry because pictures seem unbearably empty,
dark, painfully vast, cold, and somehow too far away to be understood.

From there the road begins to twist, and [ don’t want to give it all away. (It takes
time to acclimate to tears.) The story progresses in stages: every other chapter,
starting with the first, explores a single painting and someone who was moved by
it. The alternate chapters (the even-numbered ones) are meditations on those
encounters. That is the best way I know to show how pictures can be moving,
and it lets me edge my way slowly toward the central problem of our nearly
perfect tearlessness.

James Elkins
2001



Acknowledgments

MANY SPECIALISTS HAVE helped me round up the available facts; I want
especially to mention Ann Adams, Leah Garchik, D’Arcy Grigsby, Elizabeth
Honig, Margaretta Lovell, Marilyn Lavin, Tom Lutz, Richard Lowry, David
Morgan, Loren Partridge, and Tomas VIcek. Frank Tarbox helped reorient the
much-rewritten preface. Bertrand Rougé wrote me a series of brief letters
without preparation, on the spur of the moment: all the more amazing, then, that
they have crystallized so many of the thoughts that follow. Patricia van der Leun
showed me how to break up the jostling pieces of my prose, which were
clattering against each other like icebergs: she helped melt them into something
more fluid. Gary Schwartz put my question (“Who has cried in front of
paintings?”) on his listserve on the Internet, and in Het Financieele Dagblad, a
Dutch newspaper. (The inquiry also ran in the New York Review of Books.) Some
of the letters I quote were written to both of us, or directly to Gary; he gets
special thanks for tirelessly collecting, copying, and forwarding those letters.
Thanks as well to my editor, Bill Germano, who gave me another year to try—
once again!—to find the right tone between forensic detachment and maudlin
mist.

But most of all I owe the many people, from all walks of life, who answered
my requests for memories of crying. Without them, this book would have had no
present-day witnesses to verify its history.



1
Crying at nothing but colors

All through the dark the wind looks
for the grief it belongs to

—W.S.Merwin, “Night Wind”

TEARS! tears! tears!
In the night, in solitude, tears;

On the white shore dripping, dripping, suck’d in by the sand;
Tears—not a star shining—all dark and desolate;
Moist tears from the eyes of a muffled head:

—O who is that ghost?—that form in the dark, with tears?
What shapeless lump is that, bent, crouch’d there on the
sand?

...away, at night, as you fly, none looking—
O then the unloosen’d ocean,
Of tears! tears! tears!

—Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass
The scarlet would pass away from his lips and the gold steal from his hair. The
life that was to make his soul would mar his body. He would become dreadful,
hideous, and uncouth. As he thought of it, a sharp pang of pain struck through
him like a knife and made each delicate fibre of his nature quiver. His eyes
deepened into amethyst, and across them came a mist of tears. He felt as if a
hand of ice had been laid upon his heart.

“Don’t you like it?” cried Hallward at last, stung a little by the lad’s
silence, not understanding what it meant.

“Of course he likes it,” said Lord Henry. “Who wouldn’t like it? It is one
of the greatest things in modern art. I will give you anything you like to ask
for it. I must have it.”

—Oscar Wilde, The Portrait of Dorian Gray
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MARK ROTHKO LEANED BACK in his armchair, studying her through his
thick glasses. His lips were pursed, his eyes half-closed in a smoker’s squint. She
stepped forward.

It was a late afternoon at the end of November 1967, and the light was failing.
Even at midday, the Old Fire House studio on East Sixty-ninth Street was a dark
place, and Rothko had made it gloomier by hanging a parachute over the
skylight. He wanted a muted effect, so he could study the faint mottled surfaces
of his paintings with exacting precision. At first his visitor could barely see.
Then, slowly, out of the darkness, she found the outlines of several huge
unfinished canvases.

For a minute she stood still, looking up and down the height of the paintings.
They were almost fifteen feet tall, dark and empty like the open doorways of
some colossal temple. As her eyes got used to the half-light, she began to see
their surfaces—dull, blank, nearly black. She walked up to one. It was tar black,
veiled with washes of deep maroon. The paint was not flat like a wall: you could
look into it, and it had a kind of watery motion. As she stared, the matte canvas
moved, and flowered into shifting planes of darkness. It was entrancing, and
perplexing.

Rothko remained quiet even when she brought her face up to within a few
inches of the canvas. Ulrich Middeldorf, her professor at the University of
Chicago, had gotten her into the habit of always carrying a magnifying glass
when she went to see paintings; but she couldn’t bring herself to take it out with
the artist sitting right there. Yet there was something in those surfaces, something
waiting to be seen. They were elusive but mysteriously comforting. I felt as if
my eyes had fingertips,” she wrote in her journal the next morning, “moving
across the brushed textures of the canvases.” The more she stared, the more she
felt at home. Then she was crying, and the two of them remained that way for
several minutes: the art historian looking at the canvases through a blur of tears,
and the painter smoking, watching her. It was a moment, she told me, of “very
strange feelings,” but mostly of relief, of perfect ease, of pure peacefulness and
joy. After a few more minutes she dried her eyes and went over to begin the
interview.

Today, Jane Dillenberger is retired from the Graduate Theological Union at
Berkeley. She was trained as a conservator, but her interests took her toward the
religious side of art; her business cards read JANE DILLENBERGER, ART
HISTORIAN AND THEOLOGIAN. When she interviewed Rothko, she was a
member of a religious discussion group that included Alfred Barr, then director of
the Museum of Modern Art, and Paul Tillich, the Protestant theologian. The
group was called ARC for Art, Religion, and Contemporary Culture. The first
thing she wanted to know that afternoon was if Rothko had ever attended.

No, he said, he thought it would all be very boring.

She knew the paintings had some religious significance, since they were going
to be shipped to a chapel in Texas, and because there were fourteen of them—the
same number as the Catholic stations of the cross. There had been talk of
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assigning each painting to a specific station. One would say “Crucifixion,” and
another “Deposition,” even though they were all empty blank rectangles. Did he
think of his pictures that way, as abstract stations of the cross?

Rothko told her he did not want titles, but that he had proposed putting
numbered plaques on the floor in front of each painting. It wasn’t clear what
would happen, he said, but it looked as if the plaques were going to be put on the
outside walls of the chapel, so no one would know which painting stood for
which station. (As it turned out, no labels were used, inside or out.)

Jane wondered what to ask next: if he wasn’t interested in what other people
were saying about art and religion, and if he didn’t care whether his paintings were
identified with the stations of the cross, then how did he think of his work? She
knew that he was a friend of Barnett Newman’s, and that they had often been
compared to one another. Had he seen Newman’s series of the Fourteen
Stations of the Cross?

No, he had intentionally avoided them in order to remain, as he put it, “within
my own experience.” Was he then a religious man? When he first got the
commission for the chapel, he told them he was not. “My relation with God was
not very good,” he told her, “and it has gotten worse day by day. I started out
thinking the paintings should have a religious subject matter, but they became
dark, on their own.”

An odd idea, that paintings would get darker in order to avoid being religious.
She thought again of the strange feeling, and her tears. Maybe she could draw
him out by taking about the paintings themselves. She praised them, saying they
were “darkly luminous,” and wondered how he gave some a silvery gleam, and
made others velvety dark. But he was not about to tell her what he was doing.

“It’s just the paint,” he replied.

She remained a while longer, talking about trivial things—his gallery, the rent
on the studio—and left when the afternoon gave way to night.

Two years after that interview, in February 1970, Rothko slit his wrists in a
little bathroom just off the room where they had been talking. Almost exactly a year
after that, the chapel was dedicated in Houston. Rothko never visited his chapel,
and no one will ever know what he would have thought. People said the pictures
looked bleached and flat. Jane attended the opening and felt only a “blast of
Texas light.”

A visit to a damp chapel. There is no survey to prove it, but it is likely that
the majority of people who have wept over twentieth-century paintings
have done so in front of Rothko’s paintings. And of all Rothko’s paintings,
people have been moved most by the fourteen huge canvases he made for
the chapel that now bears his name. (The runner-up would be Picasso’s
Guernica, 1 think it would come in a distant second.)

It’s hard to get a sense of the place from photographs, and I decided if I
was going to understand what people have said about it, | had better spend
some time there. I booked a flight for early April so I wouldn’t be
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distracted by the Texas summer heat. (Houston has especially long
summers, and the city has been known to provide outdoor air conditioning
for visiting politicians.)

The chapel is in a quiet neighborhood, with clapboard houses and
broken sidewalks shaded by overarching trees. On the outside, there is not
much to see. It’s all brick, with no windows—the kind of building that
would look at home at the far end of a vacant lot. When I visited, the grass
was overgrown from spring rains, and the grounds already had the
exhausted look southern towns get when they have been beaten all summer
by heat and humidity.

Officially, the Rothko chapel is an interfaith church, hosting a range of
denominations including the local chapter of Zoroastrians. Between
scheduled events, it is open as a one-room museum, giving it an unusual
mixture of religious and artistic purposes. There’s a small foyer with a
reception desk and a shelf of the holy writings of various faiths.

From the foyer two doorways, one on either side, lead directly into the
chapel’s main room, an octagonal space with Rothko’s paintings hung all
around (see colorplate 1). When I first walked in, it was warm and humid
and very still. Four people were meditating, two in lotus position. One was
looking at a stretch of white wall between two of the paintings. Another
had his eyes closed. An attendant, an elderly woman, sat on a folding chair
reading a book. A mourning dove called from somewhere outside. Its
toneless voice seemed to come from the wall itself, as if it had seeped
through the aging bricks.

I was surprised at the simplicity of it, the water-stained walls and the
stray cobwebs and the giant paintings. In photographs like the one I am
reproducing here, the paintings have luscious dark surfaces, full of shine
and mystery. They look very professional. Jane’s story had led me to think
I was in for a mesmerizing experience, and—who knows?—I thought I
might even cry. But the real Rothko chapel is not overwhelming, at least
not at first. I may have been tired from the flight, and a long rush-hour drive
from the airport, but the paintings looked worn and flat and dull—like pots
scrubbed too hard with steel wool. They were weak and frail, like that
dusty black fabric that is stretched over old audio speakers. Rothko’s subtle
modulations had faded in the “blast of Texas light,” and the pictures looked
exhausted. It did not seem a likely place for revelation.

Even so, it was a peculiar experience, standing in an empty room
surrounded by fourteen gigantic purplish-black canvases. I turned around,
to see the paintings behind me, and then I turned again. Which way was the
front? I realized I needed to get my bearings, and so I sat down on a bench
facing the twin entrance doors. That way I could look at just one canvas at
a time, and put off seeing the whole room.

The painting I was facing has a huge vertical black rectangle, almost
twice the height of a person, with a dark maroon frame painted around it.
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(The paintings themselves don’t have any frames, and their sides are
painted to match their fronts.) The black rectangle is up at the top as if it
has floated there against the law of gravity. Like the other paintings, the one
I was looking at has no subject, no title, and nothing to see except the hard-
edged black rectangle. The Rothko chapel paintings are said to be entirely
blank, and I wondered how long I could look at this painting without
getting bored.

It took a moment or two, but I realized that Jane was right: the pictures are
not painted flat black like a wall. In the painting I was looking at, the lower
edge of the black region was straight and horizontal—Rothko used
masking tape to make a perfect line—but then it was blurred a little with a
light purple line, which he painted freehand. The lighter line undulates as it
crosses the width of the canvas, and softens the geometric line. There is
also a place, just above the double line, where the black area is splattered
with maroon paint. Rothko’s brush must have slipped, and he decided not
to clean it up. The maroon itself is unevenly painted. It looks like an old epia
photograph of the sky on a cloudy day: soft matte patches drift by, and
shiny streaks move up and down, like rain falling through clouds.

I looked around. Each of the paintings had a few faded marks, splotches,
and odd shapes. None was entirely blank. Many reminded me of dark skies
or deep water. (Later, someone told me a visitor had said they are like
windows into the night.) I got up and walked over to the next painting, the
one just to the right of the right-hand entrance door. It is all purplish black,
with no painted border. It is full of streaks: cascades of paint that look
again like rain, and dull passages that reminded me of high, flat cirrus
clouds. My eye was drawn to a defect, right about at head height:
something had damaged the picture there, and it had been poorly patched,
leaving a purple circle like the fading afterimage of a bright light. I sat
down and looked at that painting quite a while, just looking up and down,
thinking of clouds and quiet, fine rain.

Outside, the forecast was for rain. It had been cloudy and threatening
since I had arrived in Houston, and the dull gray light from the rainclouds
was fading into a warm evening glow. The chapel is lit by natural light
from a skylight, and as it got darker the top of the painting began to shine.
The lower portions got very dark. It looked as if the streamers and fine lines
at the top of the painting were falling into a deep gloom down below. I
found myself staring directly across into a featureless darkness, with a
shape so uncertain it shifted each time I blinked. The painting took on an
irresistible motion, sliding downward into a formless shadow. I looked
around. Three of the people had gone. One remained, sitting with his eyes
closed and his palms upturned on his knees.

It was getting late. I got up and walked around the room looking at each
painting in turn. Each one had its quirks and “errors,” its particular stains
and flaws. One painting has the unmistakable outline of a soft, round-
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edged rectangle, like one of the floating shapes in Rothko’s earlier
paintings. He had tried it, and then painted it out. It remains as a ghost,
black on black. Just to its left is a painting with a high constellation of
shining black sparks, like fireworks that darken into embers as they fall,
leaving dark trails as they disappear, black in black. The sparks are little
knobs of paint, like the cinders on a railroad track.

As the evening turned into night, I kept walking from one painting to the
next, playing at seeing rainclouds or afterimages. I spent an hour making a
little sketch map of all the pictures, noting their quirks and half-hidden
forms so I could remember them. I had it in mind to master the chapel by
getting to know each painting, so I could say I had really seen it. It seemed
like a good idea—Iike reporters, historians are trained to take notes—but I
began to feel unsure of what I was doing. It dawned on me that [ was trying
too hard, being too systematic. There is a novel by Giinter Grass, Dog
Years, in which a little boy studies flocks of starlings until he can tell each
bird from all the others. It struck me that that was what I was doing with
Rothko’s paintings: something clever, perhaps, but also something
misguided. In a way the chapel is also a gathering of identical objects, just
like a flock of starlings. It isn’t a code that can be broken by finding tiny
marks and flaws—but that evening I didn’t know how else to look at it.

Finally it was closing time. The young man who was meditating or
praying got up very naturally and quickly, as if he had only just sat down,
and walked away. I went outside into the warm twilight. A squirrel was
walking along the rim of a reflecting pool. The young man got into a red
car and drove away. I was happy to be able to see other colors, and to look
at things in motion. I watched as the squirrel tried to lean down and drink
from the pool, flicking its tail back and forth to keep its balance. I was tired
from looking so long at so little, and I thought that things like squirrels and
red cars are the simple pleasures of vision that Rothko’s paintings deny.

The confession books. The next morning I avoided the chapel, and went
instead to the chapel office. Ever since it was dedicated in 1972, the chapel
has kept books filled with visitors’ comments. There are now several
books with a total of around five thousand entries. I picked a book at
random and began to read. Almost immediately I found an entry that tallied
with my own experience: someone had written that his eyes “got lost in the
shifting fields, finding forms and shapes.” A number of entries were by
children, and it sounded like they wouldn’t have visited if their parents
hadn’t insisted. “I liked it,” one wrote. “I didn’t like it,” wrote another. One
entry, written in a childish handwriting, said simply, “I believe that what I
saw had only one Picture. A Cat.” Reading that, I was sure that what I had
been doing the day before was wrong. The paintings don’t have Cheshire
cats in them, any more than they have rainclouds. Perhaps I had been
overanxious to uncover a meaning that wasn’t there.
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The visitors’ books also record comments by people who think the
pictures are uniform, like painted walls, and that they don’t harbor any
shapes at all. For those visitors blankness is the whole point: the pictures
say nothing, and simply reflect whatever thoughts a viewer brings to them.
One person wrote simply, “We all need to look at a tabula rasa.” That seemed
right for the people who had come to meditate. The ones who hadn’t closed
their eyes had been staring impassively, the way you might stare glassy-
eyed at a book you aren’t reading.

I felt I knew that the paintings were not meant to be looked at quite as
closely as I had, but I also didn’t want to think they were nothing more
than empty mirrors for any stray thought. Not looking is relaxing, but then
it doesn’t matter much what you’re in front of. Look too closely, and the
paintings turn into catalogs of brush-strokes and cats and colors. Rothko, I
think, was aware of that tension, and I imagine he sometimes clung to the
little idiosyncrasies in his canvases, as | had done. After all, it is
comforting to be able to recognize each painting and tell it apart from the
others. That way each painting has a personality; it says something
different from what the other paintings say. It’s like one bird in the flock of
starlings, which suddenly has its own style and its own personality.

But at the same time, I think Rothko was trying to learn how to live with
pure unrelieved darkness. The paintings have differences, but he tamped
them down. As he left them, they are somewhere in between individual
images and uniform blanks, and that makes them exceptionally difficult to
see. A viewer is bound to notice the little marks and mistakes, and to
wonder what they might be—but it is also clear that they aren’t anything,
that they do not add up to anything. That first day I had given up because it
was finally just too hard to take in so much darkness (whole walls of it),
and too exhausting to play the game Rothko played, toying with a world of
pure featureless black. It had felt a little dangerous, like playing at
drowning.

On the second day I also spent some time talking to people who had
worked as attendants and guards, some for a decade or more. They told me
most visitors stay only a few minutes. They take a tour around the room,
and then they’re on their way. Judging by the visitors’ books, the majority
of visitors don’t get involved at all. The books are full of simple positive
comments. “It’s very, very pretty,” one person writes. Another says, “it is
an oasis of peace and serenity,” and another “the Chapel is a very beautiful
and quiet place.” People find it a “haven,” wonderfully calm, tranquil,
refreshing, relaxing. A place filled with “infinite peace,” another remarks.
“What an important, beautiful place,” one person writes, “it makes so
much sense, and heals so perfectly.”

Other visitors stay longer, and end up sitting on the benches, staring
vacantly into the dark canvases, meditating, praying, or dreaming. They
also leave their traces in the visitors’ books; one says, “I have not
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meditated so long—so peacefully—in quite a while. I could hardly pull
myself away from this place.” “It can be used as a tool for relaxing,”
another says.

The long, daydreamy visits made good sense to me: after all, it would be
hard to keep concentrating after the first few minutes. I wondered more
about those short visits—could it be that people turned and left out of a sense
of self-preservation? Maybe they got a dim feeling that the place is not as
serene as it appears, or that they wouldn’t be happy if they stayed longer.
The attendants told me that the visitors who are most moved are the ones
who stay for more than a few minutes, but do not sit and meditate. They
look intensely, and for a long time. Again that made sense: in the first few
minutes, the chapel can’t be much more than a novelty. In contrast to the
streets of Houston it is quiet and relaxing, and it might even seem serene.
But I think visitors who keep looking, and try to imagine what Rothko
could have intended, might begin to notice how dark his mind was, how
drained and empty. The paintings are like black holes, absorbing every
glint of light, sopping up every thought. Wherever you turn, they face you,
and show you nothing but blackness. They say nothing and depict nothing:
they just bear down. I had felt some of that the day before, and I had
started taking notes partly to avoid thinking about it. Other people just
close their eyes and meditate, released from Rothko’s weird unhappiness
into their own more pleasant thoughts.

A few viewers report that turning point, the moment when they have
seen everything they can, and they sense it’s time to look away. “So
absolutely antagonistic and chilling,” one visitor writes. If those people
then stay on, if they stick it out and keep looking, they begin to feel much
stronger emotions. They are the ones most likely to cry. Their entries in the
visitor’s books are usually short—a line or two. “It is a visually and
viscerally stunning experience,” one writes, and another says, “I can’t help
but leave this place with tears in my eyes.” The books have dozens of
similar entries: “Was moved to tears, but feel like some change in a good
direction will happen.” “My first visit moved me to tears of sadness.”
“Thank you for creating a place for my heart to cry.” “Probably the most
moving experience I have had with art.” A few are very brief, and 1
wondered if the visitors were still crying as they wrote:

“This makes me fall down.”

“The silence pierces deeply, to the heart.”

“Once more | am moved—to tears.”

“A religious experience that moves one to tears.”

“Tears, a liquid embrace.”

And the saddest one: “I wish I could cry.”

Later in the afternoon, when I had finished reading the visitors’ books, I
went back in for a last look. The paintings, and the place, looked terribly
sad. Two more people were there meditating, sitting on the black cushions
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the chapel provides for that purpose. A woman walked in, pushing a stroller,
and sat down on one of the cushions. Her baby cast a few bewildered looks
around the ceiling. In a few minutes he began to whimper. At first she
reached out a hand and tried to calm him, without moving or opening her
eyes. But he was restless, and at last she got up and wheeled him out. She
smiled happily to me as she left.

Rothko’s troubled reputation. The majority of the comments in the
visitor’s books are heartfelt and openly emotional. They are not the kind of
reactions you might expect from visitors to the museums of modern art in
New York, Chicago, or Los Angeles. Emotional responses are part of the
mystery of Rothko, and the reason why he has always been a bit different
from the other painters in the New York school.

In the history books, each painter of Rothko’s generation has a
“signature style”: Jackson Pollock is all wild bravado; Robert Motherwell
is genteel and decorative; Clyfford Still is dry and rocky; Barnett Newman
huge and overambitious; Hans Hofmann harsh and vulgar. They were all
working on their places in the history, weighing New York against Paris,
thinking of what American art could be. They were testing the limits of
abstraction, and investigating how space and ideas might exist in an
abstract painting.

Rothko doesn’t quite belong. He was doing those things, and he has a
signature style—his softly glowing rectangles—but he was also working
on another project, one that hasn’t sat so well with art historians: he wanted
to make private religious art. He was trying to create paintings that would
have a religious effect on viewers, and crying was the principal sign that
people had gotten his point. As far as I can tell, viewers have always cried
at his paintings; the stories begin shortly after he found his signature style
in late 1949. Since then people have wept in galleries, in museums, and
even looking at unfinished paintings in his studio, as Jane Dillenberger
did.

Rothko is also the only major twentieth-century painter who accepted
the possibility that people might cry in front of his paintings. “The people
who weep before my pictures,” he said in an interview in 1957, “are having
the same religious experience I had when I painted them.” He did not say
whether he cried over his own paintings, though I would like to imagine he
sometimes did. His idea of “religious experience” was very melodramatic—
just the kind of over-the-top notion that could lead to tears. “I’m interested
only in expressing basic human emotions,” he said in the same
interview, “tragedy, ecstasy, doom, and so on—and the fact that lots of
people break down and cry when confronted with my pictures shows that I
communicate those basic human emotions.”

In a talk with Motherwell, Rothko said that “ecstasy alone” is the point
of painting: “art is ecstatic or it’s nothing.” That is a very unguarded claim,
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and I believe that Rothko meant it pretty much as he said it. Usually he
shied away from anything as clear as that, and he also denied his paintings
had religious meanings—or any other meanings, for that matter. As his
biographer James Breslin puts it, “when Rothko wasn’t urging the religious
import of his paintings, he was denying the religious character imputed to
them by others.” He’d say, for example, “I am not a religious man.” Art
historians have generally taken Rothko’s evasiveness as a strategy, but of
course it is also possible that he meant what he said about religion, ecstasy,
and tragedy, even when it ended up sounding silly.

Over the years, Rothko’s public has divided into viewers who are
affected in some way, and those who are not. People who think of the New
York school as the defining moment of painterly abstraction are put off by
Rothko’s religious aims. If the New York school is all about the flatness of
the “picture plane,” as Clement Greenberg famously insisted, then Rothko
is one of its bigger embarrassments. His work is interesting from
Greenberg’s point of view, but it is less challenging and important than
Pollock’s. If Rothko had kept quiet and let the critics do the talking, his
reputation might have grown more smoothly, and he might even have been
initiated into the first rank with Pollock and de Kooning. But he kept
insisting on religion, tragedy, ecstasy, and doom.

From a historian’s point of view, Rothko was simply mistaken about
what he was doing. He thought his work was about religion, but it was
about nonobjective painting in the wake of surrealism. He used words like
“ecstasy” and “tragedy,” but he should have been using words like “picture
plane” and “color field.” The schism runs deep, and people who feel strongly
about Rothko’s religious or emotional meaning are excluded from serious
academic discussions. Art historians occasionally make a point of saying
they don’t “get” the teary, religious Rothko, even though they do “get”
Rothko the ambitious abstract expressionist.

Why theories about Rothko don’t work. 1t’s all very tidy to say that Rothko
was nonobjective, and that his paintings are about painting, or about the flat
canvas. But what are those blank rectangles, exactly? Even people who
don’t “get” Rothko’s ideas about ecstasy and religion still want to know
what his paintings mean. Breslin says the rectangles may be open graves:
“some of Rothko’s narrower horizontal rectangles,” he suggests, “pull us
into a dark, choking, gravelike space.” Other paintings remind him of
“windows or doors or empty stages or tombstones or landscapes or
geometrized human figures, as many viewers have testified.” There is
some evidence for the open-grave theory, since Rothko reported that when
he was a child he dreamt of an open grave. His friend Al Jensen knew
about that dream and thought that “in some profound way” graves might be
“locked into his painting.”
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There are other theories, just as provocative. The art historian Anna
Chave has argued that some of Rothko’s paintings preserve faint echoes of
figural shapes; and in 1975 Robert Rosenblum proposed that Rothko’s
color fields are the final dying echoes of romantic landscape painting, as if
Rothko had put a magnifying glass to some painting of a sunset, and
copied the colors on a gigantic scale. The painter Sean Scully endorses
Rosenblum’s view in a review of a recent Rothko exhibition; for Scully,
despite the gulf between romantic narratives and modern abstraction, “with
reference to Romanticism,” Rothko “has it all.” I find theories like
Breslin’s, Chave’s, and Rosenblum’s can be convincing for certain
paintings, but Rothko knew his success depended on avoiding any single
explanation. The rectangles are like all kinds of things, but they aren’t
really anything; and as that conviction settles in, the paintings become
stranger.

Rothko’s signature blurry rectangle is a particularly vexing invention. It
is a shape that should, by all rights, be something. We don’t expect to see
things in Pollock’s daggles and spatters, or de Kooning’s curves and
splashes. But Rothko’s paintings are like out-of-focus portraits: you can
see a hazy shape against a background, but you aren’t allowed to see who
it is. The basic idea of a single shape on a rectangular canvas is irresistibly
reminiscent of all kinds of ordinary recognizable subjects: a person’s face,
outlined by darkness; a house in a dusky landscape; the shadow of a figure,
thrown against a mottled wall; a teacup on a shadowed tablecloth.

At a fundamental level of human existence, the shape and its
background are reminiscent of a thing, any thing. Rothko gives us an
imperfect memory of an object and its background, and withholds the
object itself: a deeply disappointing move because it fails, deliberately, to
make human contact with the way the world is arranged. You might say he
shows us, in the most profound and general sense, what loss looks like. Or
as he put it, the paintings have “intimations of mortality.” They are
insistently empty, and that is disturbing.

Breslin comes back repeatedly to feelings of loss, uncertainty, and
despair. He sees “ominous shadows, vacant expanses, frayed or torn edges,
narrow bars holding two shapes apart, stern blacks”; for him they mean
separation or loss. He finds sadness even in the supposedly cheery
canvases Rothko painted in 1949, the year after his mother died. “He began
to paint his deprivation,” Breslin observes, “and he painted his deprivation
as full—of colored light, sensual pleasure, fluctuating movement, charged
feeling.” Jane Dillenberger reports a similar experience when she saw the
garish paintings Rothko did in the two years before his suicide. For her the
occasion was already tragic: it was April 1969, and she had recently lost a
son. She decided to buy one of Rothko’s paintings as a memorial, and she
asked Rothko if he would sell her a painting. He told her he was under
contract not to sell outside his gallery. So she went to the gallery, expecting
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to find the dim monochrome pictures he had recently started to paint.
Instead she found brilliantly colored canvases in garish reds and yellows.
“I just sat there in fear,” she told me. “I was literally shaking.” For her, the
paintings just “said death.” She told an assistant, “Someone needs to get to
him.” He went on ten months before he committed suicide.

The facts of Rothko’s life have driven people to tears: the fact that the
rectangles look like graves, that Rothko suffered losses, that he finally
killed himself. That way of responding is literal minded and very
melodramatic. Most writers prefer to keep a little more distance between
themselves and Rothko’s weepy world. Some historians prefer to say the
paintings are not about death and loss as much as they are about the idea of
death or loss. Leo Bersani and Ulysse Dutoit, both professors at Berkeley,
have written a meditation on the idea of loss, in a book called Arts of
Impoverishment. They say Rothko promises us something transcendent,
beyond the world of viewers, painters, and paintings, but nothing appears.
Viewers then begin to wander among the colors; they don’t discover any
sudden revelation, and so they turn inward, and start thinking of the ways
their own minds are made of empty frames, vague hues, and shifting
distances.

It is a plausible idea, but it leads Bersani and Dutoit into philosophic
abstractions: “Under the pressure of that blinded seeing,” they write, “the
viewer’s self can momentarily be reduced to the cognition of
consciousness of the world—of the self and nonself— as nonoppositional,
as boundary-free fusions or, in other terms, the cognition of being as
incommensurable with identities.” Despite their dry writing, I know what
they mean, and I have felt that way myself; but such abstractions can only
be part of the story. Arts of Impoverishment is an emotionally distant book;
there is no “ecstasy” or “tragedy” in it, and the authors agree with viewers
who find the Rothko chapel a place of “reposeful meditation.” They report
standing in the chapel, thinking about the shadow play between the
paintings’ vaguenesses and the mind’s vaguenesses, and they conclude
Rothko’s achievement is “rigorously secular.” For them the paintings
evoke philosophy, the relation of mind and world, and not an ecstatic
transcendental religion. Nothing is known for certain, they say, in Rothko’s
universe: neither ourselves, nor our minds, nor the shape of our thoughts.
Rothko makes a “transcendental promise,” but he breaks it and gives us
ourselves, reflected in a darkened mirror.

Those are dire conclusions, yet I wonder if they aren’t a little easier to
accept than the possibility that Rothko does make a “transcendental
promise,” that his art is religious, and that it could move viewers to more
than philosophic reflection. The driving force behind Dutoit and Bersani’s
book is a sense of absence, of “impoverishment” as they say. It’s what
really matters about Rothko’s work, but somehow in the course of being
made into an academic treatise, it gets clothed in cold abstractions. There
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is something disturbing about those empty rectangles: they’re unsettling
because they are empty, because they start out to be something—a thing
and its background— and end up being nothing. Bersani and Dutoit make
Rothko into an academic, puzzling out the existential implications of his
own blank canvases. As far as I can see, Rothko entirely lacked the calm,
scholarly clarity that could give sense to a very low temperature phrase like
“the cognition of being as incommensurable with identities.” For Rothko it
was important that the shifting emptinesses are awful, “tragic.” The
paintings are only pleasant if they are painted philosophy; as experiences,
they are nearly unbearable. Arts of Impoverishment also has a good
discussion of Beckett, who fits the mood of static melancholy much better.
Rothko’s paintings strike a different note, a nonphilosophic one. As
Wittgenstein said, philosophy can be less a cure than an illness in its own
right.

The visitors’ books attest that the really hard part about looking at
Rothko is just looking: looking, and resisting, as long as possible, the
temptation to say what is missing. The really unendurable fact is that
meaning is what’s absent, and people who intellectualize Rothko use
history and philosophy as a balm that soothes the nameless loss.
“Tragedy,” tears, and religion sound over the top, but Rothko was that way,
and anything more sober may well be a misuse of words.

The majority of the testimonials at the Rothko chapel were written by people
who cried over the loneliness or emptiness of Rothko’s paintings. Some thought
of death, as Jane did, and others felt a kind of anonymous loss. Strangely, there
are also people who cry for the opposite reason: they think Rothko’s paintings
are too full, and there is too much going on.

From a distance a Rothko painting can be pleasing and even pretty. But if you
walk up to it, you may find yourself lost in a smear of colors. The paintings are
like traps: harmless looking from a distance. disorienting or bewildering from
nearby. Most Western paintings get flatter the closer you look: if you’re too
close, you start to see the canvas weave and even the dust that covers the paint.
But if you step too close to a Rothko, you may find yourself inside it. It is not
hard to see why people say they are overwhelmed. Everything conspires to
overload the senses: the empty incandescent rectangles of color, entirely
encompassing your field of vision; the sheer glowing silence; the lack of footing,
or anything solid, in the world of the canvas; the weird sense that the color is
very far away, yet suffocatingly close. It’s not a pleasant feeling: the painting is
all around you, and you feel both threatened and comforted, both cushioned and
asphyxiated. Jane says when she looks at Rothkos she walks backward without
thinking what she’s doing, and she has bumped into people and even tripped and
fallen over.

There is reason to think Rothko wanted people to feel this suffocating feeling,
as well as to think of loss or emptiness. Sometime in the mid-1950s, he was



14 PICTURES AND TEARS

asked how close people should stand to his paintings, and he answered “eighteen
inches.” (Barnett Newman had also made a similar request, and Rothko may
have gotten the idea from him.) People have said that Rothko was joking; but I
think he meant it, even if he didn’t mean exactly eighteen inches. In my
experience, viewers do tend to congregate about two feet from the canvases—
about the distance you’d stand from someone in a crowded bar, or on an
elevator.

In an interview in May 1951, Rothko said he painted large canvases because
they put viewers inside the work: “you are in it,” he said, “it isn’t something you
command.” His large pictures sweep forward, curling around you, filling the
very air you breathe with color. It’s as if the world has been melted into washes
of thickened light. The delicate edges of Rothko’s color fields are just visible in
peripheral vision, reaching out like smoky fingers. The effect can be exhilarating
—it may be part of what Rothko meant by “ecstasy”—and disquieting. Viewers
can feel “hemmed in,” as Breslin puts it, “threatened by fusion, by an absorptive,
smothering unity.”

This close-up experience is wilder, less detached, than the one people have
when they keep their distance. Each painting behaves a little differently. When
there are bars of color laid on top of one another (as in Rothko’s earlier
“signature style” paintings), the bars can seem oppressive, as if they had
tremendous weight. Some paintings have rectangles that shove forward—
frequently at the level of your stomach or head—or dark panels that collapse as
you get close. Bright colors push outward at you, pulsing and refusing to snap
into focus; dull colors subside like glowing piles of mulch.

As an experiment, I walked up to one of Rothko’s canvases in the chapel and
stood eighteen inches from it, pressing my shins against the low metal guard
rails. That is closer than I like to stand when I am talking to someone, and the
result was an uncomfortable feeling of intimacy—*“the perfect pain of being so
near,” as one visitor put it. Vague shapes presented themselves for my
consideration: some looked distant, and I peered at them as if they were far-off
mountains in a landscape; others seemed very near, right in front of my nose. I
kept looking around, focusing and refocusing my eyes to fix the shapes I thought
I saw. I felt coddled, nearly smothered, in a smooth but impalpable softness. 1
remembered that one historian compared Rothko’s paintings to an infant’s sense
of its mother’s breast. That would be right, except for the utter lack of anything
genuinely tactile. The painting I was looking at had nothing to touch, no ground
on which to stand, no comforting horizon. It seemed airless and uncertain.

I felt the experience was getting away from me, as if I were losing control of
what [ saw. For a moment, the hopelessness of it really came home, and I felt what
I took to be Rothko’s impending sense of despair. I began to get a little dizzy. 1
felt like stumbling backward, and after a few minutes I did.
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Crying no one can understand

Tear... A drop of limpid fluid secreted by the lachrymal gland

appearing in or flowing from the eye; chiefly as the result of emotion,

esp. grief, but also of physical irritation or nervous stimulus.
—O.E.D., vide “tear,” meaning 1

tear-compeller, tear-compelling, -creative, -distilling, -falling, -
shedding, -wiping, ...tear-baptized, -bedabbled, -bedewed, -
besprinkled, -blinded, -commixed, -composed, -dewed, -dimmed, -
disdained, -dropped, -drowned, -filled, -fraught, -freshened, -
glistening, -shot (cf. bloodshot), -stained, -stubbed, -swollen, -
washed, -wet, -worn, -wrung...tear-nourish...tear-bright, tear-like,
tear-shape, tear-thirsty (cf. bloodthirsty)...

—O.E.D., vide “tear,” meanings 6b—d

WHEN I FIRST CAME UPON the two ways of reacting to Rothko— the one
close up, the other far off—I thought I had a theory about what makes people cry.
It would almost be a simple biological rhythm: some viewers see more than they
expect, others not enough. One experience is unpleasantly overfull, the other
painfully vacant. One reminds people of smothering, the other expels them into a
vacuum.

But as I read further in the visitors’ books I became less sure. The majority of
people who cried in the chapel did not say what their tears meant, and it appears
many didn’t know. The short entries are enigmatic. “Once more [ am moved—to
tears”: was that written by someone who knew what happened, and didn’t want
to disclose it to a visitors’ book? Or by somone who was moved, and had no idea
why? My theory began to look a bit pat.

It’s certainly the case that some of the visitors most moved by the chapel keep
their own counsel. A guard told me about one woman who comes every year
from Germany and spends three days in the chapel; she cries and leaves without
speaking to anyone. Even now, more than thirty years after her visit, Jane
Dillenberger has no idea why she wept. When Rothko sat watching her cry he
may have been thinking about his dark religious experience, but Jane certainly
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wasn’t. His canvases made her feel happy and peaceful: she was disarmed, but
content. James Breslin doesn’t discuss crying in his entire six-hundred-page
biography, but he says the original impetus for his book was his own experience
crying in front of a Rothko painting shortly after his father died. I suspect he
must have shed tears on occasion but kept them to himself. His tears may have
been very different from the ones described in the chapel’s visitors’ books—and
different from Jane’s tears, and from the tears cried by the anonymous German
woman.

Crying is often a mystery, and for that matter so is not crying. I have no idea
why I was not moved by the Rothko chapel. I was entranced—so much that on
the second day, I forgot to check the time and came close to missing my plane—
but I didn’t come close to crying. The paintings made me unsure about my lack
of emotion, and they unsettled my certainty about the “case of Rothko”: having
spent time in the chapel, I’ve grown suspicious of people who know for sure why
they don’t “get” Rothko. I doubt Dutoit or Bersani, for example, would even
consider crying; it would seem naive—but how can they be so sure? If one of
them were to cry, I imagine it would be by mistake, and they would wonder
where they’d gone wrong—but that’s odd, because the Rothko chapel is steeped
in tears. The guards say they often see people cry, and the visitors’ books are full
of testimonials. (Even the climate contributes: the grass is damp, and the walls
weep from the humidity.) The place is obviously thick with emotion, or the
promise of it. I can’t explain why I didn’t cry, except that I may have been too
well armed with my research on the lore and philosophy of crying. Sometimes
philosophy is like a levee, keeping back the flood of disorderly thoughts.
Philosophers keep the levee in good repair, and that’s why philosopher’s tears
are so rare: they’re like incipient cracks in the dike, leaking one drop at a time.
Clearly the Rothko chapel is a dangerous place for philosophy. Orderly thoughts
and preconceptions are under continuous pressure, and after enough time passes,
they crumble and dissolve.

Maybe I didn’t cry because I left too soon, before the chapel could undermine
the few ideas I had left. Maybe I was thinking about philosophy too much, or
trying too hard to be an assiduous scholar. Or perhaps it was because I kept
myself busy noting other people’s tears: I was like a doctor who tries to be
sympathetic, but is too professional to really feel anything. So if I hadn’t behaved
like a doctor, or a philosopher (or a doctor of philosophy!) I might have cried...
perhaps. I’'m not sure if any of those are good explanations.

Many tears people have shed for Rothko’s painting are inexplicable. Fullness
and emptiness are important, but they are only part of the story. Some tears were
mysteries even to the person who cried them. (“Tears, a liquid embrace.”) They
came from nowhere, and in a minute they evaporate, like a dream that can hardly
be remembered. What can be said about tears like that? I want to spend awhile
now considering tears of all sorts, just to see how few of them make sense. Then
I’ll try to say more exactly what tears are when they happen in front of paintings
—as opposed to movies, photographs, or concerts— and whether it is possible to
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make sense of tears evoked by paintings. Gradually I’ll make my way back to
Rothko, and he’ll appear again at the end of the book.

The Prince de Ligne. In ordinary life, if you see someone crying—say, at a
bus station, off in a corner—you can make a fair guess about what’s wrong.
Babies cry for reasons they can’t explain, but when they’re old enough to
talk there is no end to their explanations. Most crying has a reason, and
usually it is obvious. Still, that’s not always the case, and tears that don’t
make sense are among the more interesting. Here is an example from the
very earliest dawn of the Romantic era, when people first started writing
about their thoughts with the sensitivity we’ve come to recognize as
modern. It concerns a certain Charles Joseph, prince de Ligne, who was
one of the first to be sensitive to trivial, “feminine,” meaningless emotions
like crying. His kind of sensibility, as they called it in French literary
circles, was highly valued.

Standing on a high cliff in the Crimea on an autumn day in 1787, the
prince fell into a solitary meditation. He forgot about his business, and the
reasons that had brought him there, and turned instead to his own heart.
How sad it is, he thought, that empires rise and fall, and never stay the
same; it must be that way with love, so that if I do not love a woman more
each day, I must therefore love her a little less. Love comes up from
nowhere, and then subsides, and there is no way to stop it. “I melt into
tears without knowing why,” the prince wrote to the princesse de Coigny,
“but how sweet they are! It is a common emotion, it is an outpouring of
sensibility, which cannot identify its object. At this moment where so many
ideas meet, I cry without sadness.”

Perhaps the prince wept from loneliness or because of the distant place—
so far from Paris, in alien mountains—or perhaps he was thinking of a
woman, and falling out of love. Maybe a sad memory was welling up from
his childhood; or he may have cried because of something trivial—an
irritation, a change in the weather. We will never know, because he never
knew. His tears came over him like a wave, washing through his thoughts,
leaving him neither sadder nor wiser.

This, I think, is the first thing that needs to be said about crying: no one
really understands it. Strong emotions shut down our ability to reflect.
They come and go when they want, without letting us know what they are
trying to tell us. Even reflective people like the prince de Ligne can find
themselves bemused and unable to say exactly what happened.

The key that unlocks the heart might be so mercurial that it can’t even be
grasped before it’s gone. In Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past,
Charles Swann is listening absentmindedly to a piece of chamber music,
when he is suddenly entranced by a few fleeting notes. His heart races. What
has he just heard? Proust leaves us guessing: “Without being able to
distinguish any clear outline, or to give a name to what was pleasing him,
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suddenly enraptured, he had tried to grasp the phrase or harmony—he did
not know which—that had just been played.” It could have been a tune, a
chord, or just some shifting sounds that were gone before he could
comprehend them. Whatever it was—music, or music mingled with his
thoughts— it gives him an odd pleasure and a kind of sadness. He listens in
vain, waiting for the moment to be repeated, but the music goes on and the
“little phrase” is lost forever.

No one, not even Swann, can explain why he felt so strongly. Proust
offers us various possibilities: Swann’s trance might stand for his jealousy,
or for the intrinsic value of art. (The same thing happens with a painting
elsewhere in the book.) If Swann were a musician, he probably could have
found the exact chords, or the melodic fragment, that so captivated him.
But he wasn’t, and the moment was doomed to be so personal that it could
never be explained. And even if he had found it—if he had purchased a
copy of the score, and circled the “little phrase” in red pencil so he would
never lose it again— even then, would he know why it affected him so
strongly? And if he took it to a specialist in music theory, and had it all
glossed in terms of harmonics and rhythm, would he be happier?

Crocodile tears, beaver tears, John Barrymore’s tears. From Aristotle to
the present, people have been unable to agree about what crying is. There
are dozens of competing theories, with more appearing every year. Some
people say it’s a catharsis, a release of emotional energy; others say it’s the
special language of the eye, or the overflow from a reservoir of sadness that
we call carry within us, or the only external proof of love. There are
philosophic, psychological, and biological theories, all competing for
possession of the truth. As I write this, in the winter of 1999, I know of two
other people who are working on books on crying, and it looks as if there
will be a surge of teary books to mark the millennium. Aristotle, Spinoza,
Condillac, Locke, Sartre ...many philosophers have offered theories of
crying, and the more I read the more I become tired of wanting to know
what crying is.

Most of us cry at the ordinary human tragedies of life—at funerals and
for losses of all sorts, from loved ones down to dogs, and even, if we’re
drunk, to disastrous performances by our favorite football teams. We cry,
too, when we’re deliriously happy. We weep at weddings, even weddings
of people we don’t know, and even weddings on TV of people we don’t
know.

Humans are almost alone in their weepy habits. It is said that the only
animals that cry when they’re emotionally disturbed are some primates,
elephants, and beavers. (I can easily imagine monkeys and elephants
weeping, but somehow I can’t picture a distraught beaver.) Apparently
many animals can tear up, but they only cry crocodile tears, without the
essential emotional push.
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Humans, on the other hand, cry at absolutely everything. We cry over
onions, over spilled milk, over the frustration of threading a needle. If we
laugh too hard, we cry; if we get too tired, we cry; if we hear someone else
crying, we are apt to join in ourselves. What don’t we weep at? We weep
from fear and frustration, from joy and grief, from too little sleep and too
much sleep, from unbearable sadness and simple boredom, from the
thought of the future and the memory of the past. Crying is so common it
might mean nothing, or just about anything.

Crying is also hard to think about. It mangles and ruins our thoughts, blurs
our eyes, fills up our noses and throats. There is pain in it, but also
pleasure: there can be happiness in knowing you are about to cry, and a
lovely relief when the weeping is over. Tears can feel hot on your cheek,
and they can be signs of hot anger—or they can run cold, betraying an icy
detachment. They can hurt, as if they were little stones caught in the eye,
and they can also leak out silently without our noticing. Some people are
nearly tearless, and for them even a profound tragedy might yield only a
single tear. Others cry inwardly, with-holding their tears, or cry outwardly
but deny they have cried.

Some people are predisposed to be sad, and they leak tears all day long.
I found a book written in 1915, called On the Origin and Nature of the
Emotions, with a picture of a miserable-looking woman wrapped in a
shawl and a checkered blanket. Her lips are pursed, and she looks up with a
bleary, suspicious expression. The caption reads, “Photo of a homesick
patient in hospital whose brain threshold had been so lowered that the
slightest stimulus resulted in tears.” Presumably the photographer who
took the picture set her off again. There are also happy weepy people who
cry as naturally as singing, in “abundant and easy tears which mingle with
the grace of a smile, and give to the face an expression of compassion and
joy.” (So said Beaumarchais in 1767.)

Crying can be ostentatious, a show of grief for everyone to witness, or it
can be perfectly discreet. The fashion editor Jean-Dominique Bauby, who
was paralyzed so completely he could only blink one eye, cried when his
ambulance took him past his favorite café. “I can weep quite discreetly,”
he reports in his memoir. “People think my eye is watering.” Crying can be
beautiful to watch, when a few tears linger on a cheek, and it can be
repulsive, when the eyelids puff and the throat fills with phlegm. It can be
silent (only the invisible sound of the teardrop falling) or piercing. Men
bellow in despair, women shriek and keen.

How could it be possible to herd all these things into one category, and
explain them by one theory? Tears can’t even be trusted: some signal
unbearable emotion, while others mean next to nothing. In the right hands,
a tear can be like a trump card, played for effect. The novelists Stendhal,
Thackeray, and Dickens each worried over callous women who make
themselves cry so that they might appear to be in love. Their women coldly
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“worked the tear-pump,” as they used to say. (I once knew a woman who
“worked the tear-pump” to get a higher grade in German class. She started
up the pump outside the teacher’s office, and came out ten minutes later,
perfectly content with her new grade.) There is a story that John Barrymore
once said he could cry tears to order—any number at any time. He
announced he would cry two tears from one eye, and one tear from the
other; and then he did it. There is no way to tell honest tears from
deceptive tears, and there is no way to anatomize a tear, and tell which part
is which.

Tears in front of paintings are no more reliable. In Paul Schrader’s film
Mishima, the young Mishima cries when he looks at one of Andrea
Mantegna’s paintings depicting the martyrdom of St. Sebastian. Mishima
weeps, but his tears are a mixture of grief, envy, unfulfilled ambition,
hysteria, and sexual arousal. Who knows what they really mean? In a BBC
series on the life of Mahatma Gandhi, he weeps in front of a painting of
Christ. Who would be willing so say what he might have been thinking? In
Julian Schnabel’s movie Basquiat, the painter’s mother cries looking at
Picasso’s Guernica. She may be thinking of Picasso’s triumphant art, or of
the oppressions of the Spanish Civil War, but it seems unlikely the young
Basquiat could understand much of what she is feeling. (Nor is it easy to
know what Schnabel thinks of Guernica.) It seems there is no way to
disentangle what happens in a crying mind.

And then, if all that weren’t enough, there are tears that mean nothing at
all. Every once in a while, I am surprised to feel a tear on my cheek, and I
wipe it away quickly before anyone notices. It could have been caused by
dust in the air, or a brilliant light, or fatigue. Tears can escape from our
bodies like sweat, without our wanting them to. Our eyes water in the cold,
and at the sulfuric acid produced by a chemical in onions. (In the medical
nomenclature those are “reflex tears” and “irritant tears,” as opposed to
“emotional tears.” Doctors are always sure about such things.) Some
people weep whenever they laugh; other people suffer from dry eyes and
require a continuous flux of eyedrops. Sjogren’s syndrome is a condition,
often associated with rheumatoid arthritis, in which the eyes are
permanently dry. Some people who suffer from the syndrome require
droplets of “artificial tears” every ten to fifteen minutes. Such people
might feel like crying, and even look like they’re crying, but when they cry
their tears aren’t their own.

People who have strokes can cry endlessly, not from emotion but from
neurological malfunction. Their condition is called
“emotional incontinence” or “pathological crying,” and there are drugs that
can help alleviate the meaningless tears. “Pathological” tears are not signs
of a state of mind, but of the damaged state of the brain, just as the tears I
get peeling onions are a sign of acids in my eye. But there is no sharp line
between tears and feelings. Some victims of pathological crying are also
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depressed, and the medications that stop their tears may also help to cheer
them. Tears are like smiles, in that they can be true or false: but they are
also worse than smiles, because they can mean absolutely nothing.

So what kind of thing is a tear, when it can mean the opposite of itself?
Known and not, cold and hot, crucial and trivial, false and true, rare and
common, profound and superficial, obvious and hidden, heartfelt and
inadvertent: it seems there is nothing a tear can’t mean. At least one
philosopher of tears was wrong, the one who said tears are the eye’s
special language. They couldn’t be like words, unless they are all the
languages of Babel condensed into one. They express so many parts of us—
thoughts we have mastered and those we have repressed, bodily urges,
subterranean desires, chemical malfunctions— that they seem to say
everything, and anything, and often also nothing, all at once.

Here’s the point of this little meditation: I do not want to understand
these wonderful phenomena, or press them into the box of some little
theory. Some tears may make sense—I hope they do, because that’s what
I’m interested in—but I don’t want to forget that no one knows what crying
is. I have tried to honor the mystery by letting tears of all kinds fall into
this book.

She had no arms, but she was so tall. ] mentioned in the preface that I have
more than four hundred letters, in the post and by e-mail, from people who
have cried in front of paintings. Many of them have no idea why they cried.
They were affected, but their minds were left in the dark. A French man
wrote to tell me about a trip that he made with his wife to London, to see
watercolor paintings by Joseph Turner. While they were walking through
the Tate Gallery, his wife suddenly burst into tears. “She had no
explanation at all,” he says. “She was happy to be in London for a few
days, and she liked Turner’s work, but not to the point of expecting such a
phenomenon.” Tears were streaming down her cheeks. He asked her what
was wrong, and all she could say was, “I don’t know.”

A short-story writer named Robin Parks, who lives on an island in Puget
Sound, wrote me an especially mysterious letter. It is eloquent and
enigmatic. “Hello,” she writes in the informal manner that seems right only
on e-mail. “I cried in a museum in front of a Gauguin painting—because
somehow he had managed to paint a transparent pink dress. I could almost
see the dress wafting in the hot breeze. I cried at the Louvre in front of
Victory. She had no arms, but she was so tall.”

It is a simple letter (there’s a bit more to it, which I’'m going to save for
later), and decidedly odd. I wrote her in reply, asking why a person would
cry just because a dress was transparent, but she had no answer. I asked her
what she meant by saying Winged Victory had no arms, “but was so tall.” I
said I could see her crying over someone who has no arms—even in
sympathy with an ancient sculpture—but I couldn’t quite figure out the other
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phrase, “but she was so tall.” Why not “and she was so tall”’? Robin wasn’t
sure.

I hope she never figures it out, because the letter is perfect just as it is.
What could be more wonderful, more impenetrable, than her nonsensical
explanation? “She had no arms, but she was so tall.” If the words weren’t
so incomprehensible, they would be a wonderful title for this book. Robin
tells me her ambition is to “make something beautiful and as close to
perfect as is humanly possible. Even if it’s just one small thing. One small
perfect thing.” In that line about Victory, I think she might have done it.

It’s not that tears can’t be explained—I have a number of theories, and
points to make about history—it’s that crying is always at least a little
mysterious. Winged Victory is sad because she has no arms, but that is not
enough to bring a tear: yet to Robin she was worth crying over because she
was also tall. That doesn’t make sense, and yet it does: it’s like the half-
confused reports people sometimes give after they have witnessed
traumatic events.

The seventeenth-century philosopher Spinoza had a good theory about
semirational statements like Robin’s. He said, in effect, that the mind is
routinely surprised by things that happen to the body, and so it makes up
stories to explain them away. We tend to think that tears are a symptom of
something we experience. It stands to reason that something should be
explicable. But what if the tears came first, and the rationalizing followed
along behind it? First would be the tear— the pure mystery—and then the
mind scrambling after it, inventing all kinds of stories about transparent
dresses and armless statues. Spinoza said that our minds tell us these little
lies in order to make it look as if we are in control of our bodies and our
lives. Without the little lies, our bodies would be revealed for what they
are: incomprehensible appendages over which we have no power. So
perhaps Robin’s explanation is self-contradictory because her mind hadn’t
quite got its act together. What she ended up writing was a thought stuck
halfway between her unexpected tear and her mind’s attempt to play catch-
up. Robin has a good ear, maybe the kind a fiction writer needs: she saw that
she had said something odd, and she decided to leave it just as it was.

Even a philosopher like Spinoza, with his respect for the mindless life of
the body, would be sorely tempted to take Robin’s little phrase and iron it
out. For example, you could put a nice crease between “she had no arms”
and “she was so tall,” dividing the single thought in two: “I cried because
Victory had no arms. Then I noticed how tall she was.” The two sentences
would be two different reasons for crying: “I cried because Victory has no
arms, or else because she is so tall.” Once the logic is repaired, all kinds of
interpretations become possible. Perhaps Robin has an inferiority complex
about her height (I haven’t asked her). Perhaps she was frightened by the
unexpected apparition of an enormous mutilated figure on the stairway of
the Louvre. Maybe she has always dreamed about headless women with
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wings. Maybe she has some Freudian obsession with transparent and
opaque dresses.

The tricky thing is to see that explanations can be self-defeating. A
prudent interpreter knows just when to stop interpreting. Robin has an
exemplary attitude, very close to Wittgenstein’s: take note when an
explanation starts to make less sense than the thing it sets out to explain,
and then stop. Tears make us unreliable witnesses to ourselves: that’s part
of the pleasure of the subject.

How to fly in your dreams. I’'m promoting Robin’s attitude because it is an
antidote to our ordinarily insatiable drive to comprehend everything. When
I read theories about tears I often want to say to the author: Go ahead and
say what you want, but by all means notice it doesn’t make sense. Thinking
about crying is nearly a contradiction in terms, an absurdity.

Writing a theory about crying is like flying in a dream: it is possible only
until you wake up. When I was younger, I used to have elaborate dreams
about flying. (These days I can’t seem to get off the ground.) Even in the
dreams I knew it was impossible to fly, and I kept rationalizing about it. In
one dream I remember saying to myself, “This is impossible, but luckily
I’'m asleep.” In another dream I was reasoning with myself, as if I were
trying to convince a judge that he should let me keep flying. “If I were
awake,” so I argued, in my sleep, “I would know too much about flying,
and I wouldn’t be able to stay in the air, so it’s a good thing I'm
dreaming.” Most of the time the faulty syllogisms satisfied my sleepy
faculties, and I kept on flying.

Philosophy is nothing but an extension of those arguments, strung out to
the length of a book. It has its own dreamy logic. Perhaps I was flying to
escape childhood anxieties. Maybe I had a young boy’s fear of sex. Or
maybe I was regressing to infantile memories of swimming in the womb.
Are those satisfying explanations? Are they, as Wittgenstein would say,
working as explanations at all? According to one theory, tears expel toxins
from the body. (Does that explain crying, or chemicals?) According to
another, they are a catharsis. (Is that an explanation, or a redefinition?) Other
people think tears are the overflow of emotional reservoirs. (That sounds
more like a theory of hydraulics than an explanation of crying.) All
theories are shaky, from the mazy thoughts that are dreamt inside the dream
to the sober treatises that get written by experts.

Happily there aren’t many of us who are as much in love with theories
as Freud or Aristotle. We fly in our dreams, and we cry, and that’s that. If
it takes a little fancy reasoning to keep me flying in the dream, then that’s
what I concoct. Afterward, when I’'m awake, I am unlikely to be convinced
by Freud or anyone else: there is just too much of a gap between the cold
slab of theory and the lovely swimming feeling of flying or the sharp
surprise of tears. When an experience makes as little sense as flying in a
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dream or crying at a green dress, it is probably best to stop thinking as soon
as possible.

Why do people theorize about such things? Because the sheer
impenetrability of the teardrop is infuriating: it makes us throw up our
arms in exasperation, and creep out on the shaky limb of some theory. If
only tears made sense! Among the letters I received are several that
propose elaborate theories of crying. A couple are pages long, flecked with
terms and definitions and dead certainties. The writers’ minds are full of
concepts: mystical harmony, inner rhythm, emotional economies, hidden
affinities. To my ear, they are suffering from an unslaked desire to explain
an emotion they have felt, to remake the weird wordless tears into a shelf of
philosophy.

If there’s a solace in reading those letters, it’s knowing that none of us is
immune from the theory virus. I do intend to try some theories of my own
in this book, although I am also going to be careful not to make too much
sense. The longest, most elaborate letters conjure so many ideas, and stray
so far from anything I could accept as common sense, that they end up
capturing much of the sheer strangeness of crying. I would never say that
Bonnard’s paintings have a “template which bonds with my brain
patterns,” as one of my correspondents thinks. A template bonding onto a
brain: that’s an unpleasant and slightly threatening image. It is vague,
because I can’t find templates in Bonnard’s painting, and its flavor is all
wrong, because Bonnard didn’t entertain mechanomorphic theories of
depiction. But the brain-bonding theory is just as weird in its way as the
feeling that washes over me when I see an especially iridescent Bonnard.
The weirdness of the theory reminds me of the weirdness of what I felt.

Theories don’t work, and they are often a little crazy: but so are the tears
that prompted them.

A brief theory of beauty. Few of the people who wrote me are determined
brain-bond theorizers. Many people do hold to another theory, though: one
so simple it nearly isn’t a theory. They say, in effect, I cried because the
painting was so beautiful.

We cry because paintings are beautiful: is that an explanation? It’s
certainly a very common response, and when I began collecting material
for this book, I thought beauty might be my hidden subject, the driving
force behind people’s reactions. After all, paintings can be astonishingly
beautiful. Some can be so beautiful that they ambush unsuspecting viewers,
provoking floods of emotion. At one point I even thought of calling this
book Pictures Too Beautiful to See.

But there is a problem with beauty, and it’s a serious one for a project
like this, where the aim is to make sense of at least some crying. The
difficulty is that when people talk about beauty, they really say very little:
“The painting was just beautiful, and I cried,” or “I couldn’t stop crying
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because it was so beautiful.” Are those explanations? If anything, they are
more mysterious than Robin’s sentence. Explaining tears by appealing to
beauty may be like explaining water by saying it’s wet. It is an
explanation, but it’s a very small one. On the one hand I have a tear, a
small acid droplet, and on the other I have the word “beauty,” a little sound,
a motion in the throat. Can I really hope to make sense of one of those
things using the other?

A woman named Gré Bravenboer-Beckenkamp, who lives in the
Netherlands, sent me a lovely letter about words for “beauty” in several
languages. “The word szép in Hungarian,” she says, “is the same as the
Dutch word mooi, and I think the English word is beautiful, fine, or nice.”
She tells about an experience she had once, “on a cold autumn morning in
the museum of art in Budapest,” when she found herself weeping, looking
at a Madonna and Child by El Greco. “A guard in the room,” she writes,
“smiled and nodded. ‘Szép-szép,” she said, quietly and sympathetically.”

Szép, it turns out, is the only word Gré knows in Hungarian; it was the
family name of her best friends in Hungary. But she mentions the guard
not just because of the word she said, but because of the way the guard said
it. “I don’t remember this just because of the word szép, but because of the
feminine gesture of understanding that the guard made when she said it.”
Since Gré didn’t tell me, I can only imagine the guard’s “feminine
gesture”—perhaps a hand to her cheek. When words count for so much,
it’s important to get them just right. Szép is pronounced “s-thaip,” Gré
informs me (or more simply “saip”), and the Dutch word mooi is
pronounced ‘moy.”” With beauty it is the tone that matters: the sound, the
gesture, and the occasion—and not the sense.

Gré’s letter evokes the scene very well, as I discovered when I visited
the museum in Budapest. The rooms around the El Greco are large and
quiet, with high ceilings. The museum has a large collection of late
Renaissance paintings, many of them dim browns and blacks. (It also has
one of the darkest and loveliest Giorgiones.) In a room of duller paintings,
the El Greco gleams silvery and light blue. It is stunning, and it would be
in any setting. The quiet event Gré describes is easy to picture, but of
course her letter is not a theory or an explanation.

There are many ways to ring changes on the theme of beauty, without
ever finding out much about the crying that provokes the thought. Another
woman, this time an art historian, wrote to say she cried over a pastel by
Odilon Redon in the Petit Palais in Paris. For her too, there is nothing to
explain: “The only thing crossing my mind while shedding tears was: ‘How
beautiful this is.”” Often the best that people can do is add an adjective:
“amazingly beautiful,” they say, or “immensely beautiful.” I know what
they mean: when I experience beauty, in a person or in a painting, I usually
don’t have much to say. My lack of words is what shows the thing is
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beautiful. It’s enough to say “szép-szép”—anything more would be too
elaborate.

The beauty of beauty is it simply exists. It calms our drive to understand
what we’re feeling, damping our desire to write or research or theorize: and
for that very reason, beauty is a word that many contemporary artists, and
most people in my profession, would rather do without. Mathematicians
still use it, and so do physicists, astronomers, and some music critics—
that’s a list complied by the architectural historian Joseph Rykwert, and it
sounds about right. In the art world, beauty is nearly a synonym for pallor.
Saying an artwork is beautiful is a bit like calling someone “nice”: it means
that stronger, more definite qualities are probably missing. Working artists
treat the word even less respectfully: you might visit artists’ studios for
several months before you even hear the word—and then it will be uttered
quickly, as if it were not quite proper. In a gallery, a conversation that
starts out “It’s beautiful, but...” might well turn into a savage critique.

Because beauty fails to mean anything in particular, it might mean just
about everything. There’s an excellent demonstration of beauty’s
meaninglessness in Stravinsky’s opera The Rake’s Progress, when the
young Rake is asked to define beauty. He says it is:

That source of pleasure to the eyes
Youth owns, wit snatches, money buys,
Envy affects to scorn, but lies:

One fatal flaw it has. It dies.

Someone asks him: since you say beauty is pleasure, then what is pleasure?
He answers:

The idol of all dreams, the same
Whatever shape it wear or name;
Whom flirts imagine as a hat,
Old maids believe to be a cat.

These verses were written by W.H.Auden, and I can’t do better. Beauty is
a red herring if you’re looking for explanations of art. It is a mystery, one
of the best, and it continues to vex philosophers and annoy artists and
historians. I’d say the people who wrote me saying they’d cried because
paintings were beautiful were soothing themselves, without really saying
anything. They were using a sweet sound, the word “beauty,” that has
almost no meaning. “Szép,” “mooi,” or “beautiful”: each has its own
flavor, and none makes much sense of the world.

France, 1942. Over time, the memory of beauty sits in the mind like a
question mark. Why did Gré cry that time? What was so beautiful about
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that painting? The longer you reflect on beauty, the less you may finally
understand.

For the most part I prefer mysteries that remain unsolved—Iike the one
about a woman who cried once when she was a teenager, in 1942, and tried
for more than fifty years to understand why. Her family had fled Paris
ahead of the Germans, going south to Nice. She was out bicycling one day,
and her attention was caught by an art gallery with two paintings in the
windows. One was a harbor scene by the early-twentieth-century painter
Maurice Vlaminck; it was sparkling, “riotously joyous and pleasing.” In
the next window was a dull canvas by the midcentury painter Maurice
Utrillo, depicting a gray, overcast day on a narrow curving street
somewhere in the outskirts of Paris. The street, she remembers, was
unevenly paved, and edged by a weathered fence. A tree “with meager
foliage” and a “blind wall” completed the scene. She stood looking at it for
some time. “It was as if | could walk along that dismal lane, along that old
fence which would surely be followed by another one no less ugly, no less
secretive. All the dullness and drabness of the northern banlieues of Paris
oozed from this picture.” Finally, she says, she tore herself away from the
painting. When she got back on her bicycle, she discovered she couldn’t
see because her eyes were blurred by tears.

She had grown up in such a neighborhood, and now here she was, a
stranger, in an exotic southern town, enjoying “the light, the palm trees, the
blue Mediterranean, the gaily colored houses.” Could she have been
feeling nostalgic about her drab old neighborhood? She doesn’t think so.
She knows that her circumstances at the time may have contributed to her
tears, because she was exiled in a “lovely” place where she didn’t belong.
But she also recalls that she came from a neighborhood she didn’t like, a
banlieue of Paris. Banlieues are outskirts or outlying areas, not tidy new
developments like American suburbs; hers was dull and drab, and she
didn’t want to go back.

“To this day,” she says, “I cannot explain those tears. Was the cause
objective: the evocative, slightly childish style of the painting? The
absence of ‘beauty,” caught by Utrillo’s almost photographic eye? Was it
subjective: the unconsciously repressed feeling of being but a stranger, an
onlooker in this lovely Nice which was not my home?” She is very careful
with her memories, and she knows enough about painting to know there is
a history of paintings of banlieues, going back to the Impressionists, and
that Utrillo is a late and not particularly good example. She says she
wouldn’t fall for his pictures again, even though she has never cried for
any other picture. She concludes: “It remains a mystery.”

The old, drab neighborhood; the unexpected melancholy of a bright
tropical city; a painting that looks unskilled and “childish”; the contrast
between the happy Vlaminck and the morose Utrillo: any one would be
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enough of an explanation, but she has had half a lifetime to think it over,
and she rejects each of them.

As far as I am concerned, this is the real wisdom of old age: not
accumulating memories and growing wise, but becoming acclimated to not
knowing, to never knowing. It gets easier to acknowledge mysteries,
instead of rushing to find explanations. And if you’re very wise, as this
woman is, you may come to realize that many of the theories you
constructed in your youth were wrong. As her memory of the art gallery in
Nice subsided deeper into her past, it gently detached itself from the
reasons she had invented. Eventually it was floating by itself, out of reach
of her explanations. The encounter had taken its place among the things
that make the world interesting and inexplicable, and when I last wrote
her, she had left it at that.

Tears are unreliable witnesses, but they are the only witnesses. Later in the
book, I am going to try to make as much sense out of crying as I can. But a
tear, I want to remind myself, doesn’t speak in any human language. The
prince de Ligne knew he was crying, but he also knew his explanation
wasn’t a good one. Robin knew her funny sentence was a kind of
nonsense, but she liked it that way. The woman who cried over the Utrillo
painting has pondered her reaction for nearly fifty years, and she is no
longer waiting for a sudden flash of insight that would tell her what
happened. Many tears are not like clues in a murder mystery, where
everything is revealed at the end. Often enough tears are just what they
appear to be: little pellucid drops of salty water, that come from an
unknown place and don’t mean anything that has a name.

A tear, like a blob of mercury, can’t be pinned down. So why should I
try to understand people who cry in front of paintings? Why bother
searching through history for stories of people who have cried? For a
simple reason: tears are the best visible evidence that a person has been
deeply moved. Strong emotions are my real subject. I am not really
interested in counting teardrops, and this book is not just about people who
cry. I want to find instances of genuinely powerful responses to pictures,
reactions so forceful and unexpected that they can’t be hushed up. [ want to
know what happens when a painting suddenly means much more than the
dry information on the museum label, or the intellectual symbols and
stories in books of art history. When a painting is not a game, when it no
longer matters who knows more about the painter, then painting can be an
art that might actually deserve the high value we put on it. I am fascinated
by that possibility, and by the unnatural vigor with which we have
excluded any such experiences from our official textbooks and tours.

If I cling to the theme of crying, it’s because when there are no tears
there is no way to gauge the depth of a person’s feeling. If I had told my
friends I was writing a history of people who have had strong reactions to



PICTURES AND TEARS 29

paintings, everyone would have chimed in. In my profession of art history,
we’re all attached to paintings—we’re all enthusiastic, we all say we love
what we study. I guess that millions of people who visit museums would
say the same. But relatively few people have cried, because few people
have been really moved by pictures.

Tears may mislead me, and in some cases I suspect they have. Not all
tears signal deep disturbance, and most tears cannot be understood.
Certainly, tears belong to a twilight tribe of thoughts and feel ings so dim
we hardly know them. They are kin to dull depressions, moods not given
voice, gnawing discontents, hidden illnesses, instincts out of control. But
tears do one thing that separates them forever from the inarticulate parts of
our inner life: they leak from our eyes, and run down our cheeks. They
show, without room for doubt, that something has happened. They are
witnesses.

I like to think of tears as travelers who have come to see us from some
distant country. Ever since Herodotus, travelers have said unbelievable
things about the places they have visited. But even the least dependable
traveler—the one who doesn’t speak the language, the one who seems to
be making things up just for the effect—has one unimpeachable quality,
which makes him fascinating: he comes to us from that distant place. For
that reason alone, tears are my unreliable but indispensable criterion.

Undoubtedly tears are hard to interpret. Yet some would say that the root
problem is that they are irredeemably subjective. They belong to the eye that
cries them, and not to the world of public discourse, culture, and history. Even
though they leak out, they belong inside.

In that view, authentic experience is thought experience, and anything
emotional is bound to be solipsistic. Crying is the fault of the crier, and tears
have nothing to say about what hangs on the walls of our museums for everyone
to see.

If you subscribe to that view, then you’d probably want to say this is a book
about weepy people, and not about paintings. It is an opinion I resist, and I am
going to spend the next couple of chapters rehabilitating tears so they can take
their place alongside more sober reactions.
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Crying from chromatic waves

HANDKERCHIEF, n. A small square of silk or linen, used in
various ignoble offices about the face and especially serviceable at
funerals to conceal the lack of tears.

—Ambrose Bierce, Devil’s Dictionary

“If I wasn’t real,” Alice said—half-laughing through her tears, it all
seemed so ridiculous—*I shouldn’t be able to cry.”

“I hope you don’t suppose those are real tears?” Tweedledum
interrupted in a tone of great contempt.

“I know they’re talking nonsense,” Alice thought to her self: “and
it’s foolish to cry about it.” So she brushed away her tears, and went
on.

—Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass

FRANZ WAS IN A FRENZY. It wasn’t at all the vacation he had expected.
Here he was, finally arrived in Florence—the heart of the Renaissance, the very
center point of Western culture—and he was at loose ends. He had planned his
trip very carefully. He was a Bavarian bureaucrat like his father, and his father
had always told him Bavarians are especially adept at organization. Franz had
made himself a detailed itinerary, calculating each leg of the journey. He
estimated the time it would take to get from his house to the train station, and
then from the train station to his hotel in Florence. He mapped out each day,
factoring in the time required to get to each day’s attraction, even estimating how
long he would stand in line for tickets. But it hadn’t worked, and already he had
fallen behind.

All because of that painting.

Yesterday, he had arrived at the Uffizi gallery punctually at 10:30 and gotten
in fifteen minutes later, exactly as he had expected. He had begun his tour by
going straight to the rooms with the earliest paintings. That way he could finish
with the sixteenth century by lunch, and do the entire museum by closing time.
Today he was supposed to be off on the other side of town, touring the Pitti
Palace and the gardens. But here he was again, back in the Uffizi, a full day late.



PICTURES AND TEARS 31

On top of it all he didn’t feel good. He was overexcited, his heart was pumping
too fast. His head felt hot. When he had first seen the painting, about eleven-
thirty yesterday morning, it hadn’t registered. He had stopped for a minute and
admired the figure’s easy pose and the lovely wide-rimmed wine glass with its
concentric ripples (see colorplate 2). A half hour later he was back, to see it
again. And then again, several more times—he just couldn’t keep to his
schedule. Each time he looked into the figure’s eyes—deep brown, nearly black
—he felt more unsettled, and less sure about his own behavior. In the end he
skipped lunch entirely, and stayed looking at the painting until ten minutes
before closing, when the guard ushered him out.

That evening, at dinner, he had taken an outside table in the Piazza della
Signoria, within sight of the museum. That was when the eyes came back to him.
Deep, glassy eyes, with an astonishing confidence. The full lips, like a woman’s,
pouting just a little. One more time, he had thought: I’ll see the painting
tomorrow morning, on my way to the Pitti, and that will be an end to it.

Early in the morning he was upstairs in the Uffizi, ready for his last look. He
rounded a corner and saw the picture. He slowed, and walked gingerly up to it
until he stood just in front of the cordon, so that the dark, beautiful eyes were
looking squarely into his.

A visit to the hospital. What a strange day! Who would have guessed such a
thing could happen. But here he was, drenched in sweat, weak as a kitten, trying
to explain to a doctor what had happened next.

“Do you have any family history of heart trouble?” she asked, turning to a new
page in her notebook.

“No,” he said, “my father is still healthy, even though he is over eighty years
old.”

“And what profession do you practice?” she asked, without looking up. She
was a middle-aged woman, with sharp features and a soft voice.

“I am an official, a bureaucrat. As my father was, before he retired. We have
lived in the same region of Bavaria for three generations.”

“And you have never had an experience like this before?”

He looked at her. Her face was kind but impassive. He felt he should try again
to convince her, to explain that what happened to him was really extraordinary,
unprecedented.

“l didn’t notice anything much the first few times,” he said. “But I kept
coming back, and each time I saw it I got more agitated. Twice I left just as soon
as I saw it. I wandered up and down the long hall. I tried to get my mind off it, to
look at the other things—the older pictures—"

“But you couldn’t.”

“Yes, I couldn’t.” He looked up and saw he had gotten her attention. “And
then I started noticing the brightness of it, the shine. I suppose at that point I
must have been straining my heart, because I felt very tired, as if I were going to
faint. It affected my eyes, because I saw colors, waves of colors, coming toward
me out of the painting. That’s when I began to feel dizzy. When I looked, 1
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thought I could somehow see beyond the painting, that there was something
behind it. I couldn’t focus properly, my eyes were full of tears.”

“And did the colors stop when you sat down?”

“I couldn’t stay sitting, I kept walking back and forth. I tried to close my eyes,
like you do when you are a child and you want an imaginary monster to go
away. | thought when I opened my eyes I would see just the painting, like
everyone else saw it. I saw many people just walk by without giving it a
second’s notice. So I tried closing my eyes for a minute. It didn’t work. After
that, everything was worse.”

He was reliving it now, seeing it happen all over again. “The colors were
brighter, shining, scintillating, and they were strange colors, colors that I think
have never been seen before, colors that are not part of the spectrum. I felt as if
were going blind. Chromatic waves were coming at me from behind the picture.
My eyes just gave out.”

“That is when you left.”

“I was so tired, I felt as if I were going to faint. My head and my heart were on
fire. I came out into the sunlight, and I realized I should check myself into the
hospital, that I must be sick.”

“You’re exhausted,” she said, putting down her pencil, “and you may have a
virus. If you want, we can do some tests to see for certain.”

Franz was bone-tired. If he could just go back to his hotel, he thought, things
would be better.

“Perhaps rest and a little quiet will do you good. But just in case, I recommend
you don’t do much more touring on this visit. Perhaps you can return to Germany
a few days early. And above all, I recommend you do not visit the Uffizi again.”

Yes, he thought, that is exactly right. I need to go home. Back to familiar
surroundings. Back to the old routine, where there is no rushing from place to
place. Certainly away from that painting, with its horrible flaccid brown eyes.

The Stendhal syndrome. That is Franz’s story of his chromatic waves,
which I have adapted from an account written by the psychiatrist who
interviewed him. His experience has some unique features (especially
colors “never seen before”), but in outline it is typical of hundreds of other
stories told by tourists whose long-awaited vacations became emotional
disasters.

Tourists first started having experiences like Franz’s around the second
decade of the nineteenth century. They cried, they trembled, they fainted,
they ranted, they ran fevers and got hallucinations. The most famous of the
hysterics was the novelist Stendhal, who suffered from a kind of nervous
exhaustion during his visit to Florence in January 1817: “I was in a sort of
ecstasy,” he confesses. “I had arrived at that emotional point where one
meets the celestial sensations given by the fine arts and by passionate
sentiments. I had heart palpitations leaving Santa Croce—what they call
‘nerves’ in Berlin—and the life was nearly drained out of me.” It’s clear
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that Stendhal responded very emotionally to Italian art, but it’s hard to
know exactly what happened. Was he reacting to Santa Croce, or to his
own over-heated imagination? It almost sounds as if he could have used
the same words to describe one of his encounters with a beautiful young
woman. The “passionate sentiments” of fine art are perilously close to the
passions and sentiments he felt when he was in love: if a girl caught his
eye, she could make him tremble and faint just as much as Santa Croce
did. (His book On Love has a lot of the same rhetoric as his feverish letters
from Italy.) Perhaps Stendhal didn’t see any essential difference between
women and buildings, or perhaps Florence was just another woman in his
book. From what he says in this letter and elsewhere, it looks like Italian
art put him on edge, sexually. Whatever he felt, his ecstasy, his
palpitations, and his swoon were repeated many times by later visitors. His
letter has become a classic in the history of tourist hysteria.

The tide of unbalanced tourists swelled in the 1850s and 1860s, when
increasing numbers of Americans visited Europe with their guidebooks in
hand, trembling in anticipation of Great Experiences. The charismatic
preacher Henry Ward Beecher contracted an appropriately religious fever
at the Palace de Luxembourg: he underwent an “instant conversion, if the
expression be not irreverent,” and found himself “absolutely intoxicated...
so much affected that I could not control my nerves.” He began shaking,
laughing, and weeping, and became “almost hysterical, and that in spite of
my shame and resolute endeavor to behave better.” Nine years later, the
critic James Jackson Jarves wrote about a time he had wandered in the
Louvre, “oppressed, confused, uncertain, and feverish,” making what he
calls, with a certain lack of poise, “a convulsive effort to maintain
equilibrium.”

If anything, there are more such people now. Among the letters I have
received, about 10 percent are stories of attacks people suffered during
their European vacations. One woman wrote me about her son’s
astonishment when he saw Tintoretto’s paintings in the Scuola di San
Rocco in Venice. He was sobbing, she tells me, saying over and over,
“Why didn’t someone tell me about this? Why didn’t someone tell me
about this?” She knew his reaction wasn’t unique, and as evidence she
cites a passage from James Morris’s book The World of Venice: “No
collection of sacred pictures is more overwhelming of impact than the
immense series of Tintorettos in the Scuola di San Rocco...often dark,
often grandiose, often incomprehensible, but culminating in the huge
masterpiece of the Crucifixion, which Veldzquez humbly copied, and
before which, to this day, you may still see strong men moved to tears.”

Tintoretto has played a large part in the history of hysterical tourism; his
paintings have gotten the better of many people, including the nineteenth-
century art critic John Ruskin. There are also histories of “convulsive”
reactions to Michelangelo, Raphael, and Leonardo, and to the great public
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spaces in Venice, Florence, Rome, Paris, and Jerusalem—a flood of
overwrought tears, from the early nineteenth century up to the present.

Currently, the center of hysterical tourism is the hospital of Santa Maria
Nuova in Florence. Each summer during the tourist season, it admits
dozens of patients suffering from ailments brought on by the local art. In
1989 Graziella Magherini, head of the department of psychiatry, invented
the name “Stendhal syndrome” to cover her patients’ miscellaneous
complaints. She wrote a book on the subject, describing the syndrome and
proposing it as a medical affliction. (My story of Franz is adapted from her
book.)

For most patients, Magherini reports, the syndrome is not a serious
illness. It is less like a mental breakdown than a bout of the flu: it may not
be pleasant, but it goes away of its own accord. A few of Magherini’s
patients weep; most sweat, swoon, suffer from vertigo, or vomit. She
prescribes tranquilizers and advises bed rest, and she reports that most
people recover as soon as they have spent some time away from the
artworks.

In a few cases, the Stendhal syndrome is more serious. Some report
delusional symptoms; one felt persecuted, and claimed the artworks were
following him around. A patient named Brigitte suffered from prostration,
tachycardia, depression, and vertigo. She had been overwhelmed by the
“violent sensuality” of Fra Angelico’s colors. Kamil, a young man from
Czechoslovakia, collapsed when he saw Masaccio’s paintings in the
Brancacci Chapel. “I couldn’t move,” he told Magherini. “I was stretched
out on the ground, and I felt as if I were leaving my body...as if I were
leaking out of myself like a liquid.”

Magherini’s book, The Stendhal Syndrome, got wide media coverage
both in Italy and America. Her critics alleged that she was describing a
number of unrelated ailments and lumping them together under a dubious
name. Some of her patients, it was said, were just lightheaded from jet lag
or too little sleep, while others had longstanding mental problems. A few
were clearly incipiently psychotic. When the media interest died down, the
consensus was that there is no Stendhal syndrome, only a grab bag of
complaints, from heat exhaustion to schizophrenia.

I wouldn’t disagree with that diagnosis, but the Stendhal syndrome is
still a good name for a historical phenomenon that covers the period from
1817, when Stendhal thought he was having heart palpitations, to the
present. Even if it is problematic as a medical phenomenon, it makes good
sense as history. Its beginnings coincide well with the rise of bourgeois
tourism. In the opening decades of the nineteenth century, people were
writing the first guidebooks, called ciceroni, for neophyte tourists. By the
last third of the century, the guidebooks had become more sophisticated,
even telling people how and what to feel for an authentic experience of the
old masters.
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Early nineteenth-century ciceroni are the precursors of yesterday’s
Baedeckers, and today’s Blue Guides and Fodor’s. Even Let’s Go! and the
Rough Guides, which affect such an air of no-nonsense traveling, help put
people in the same places, in front of the same masterpieces. Guidebooks of
all generations put Italian art on such a pedestal that people’s hopes can
rise to fever pitch before they have even crossed the Atlantic or the Alps.

The same decades—the 1810s and 1820s—saw the flowering of
Romanticism, where individual sensibility was valued above all else.
Romantic writers from Schelling to Keats, from the prince de Ligne to
Coleridge, promoted intense personal experiences over systematic
knowledge, and propelled the cult of the artist-genius to medically
inadvisable heights. In those days Romantic tourism could easily endanger
a person’s equilibrium. Today the Stendhal syndrome continues as a
cultural fossil, sustained by an educational system that instills high
expectations of high culture. Art has moved on—all the way to post-
postmodernism, where high culture is mingled with low, and cynicism and
detachment rule the day—but the tourist industry sticks to the old
Romantic war-horses, treating people to a heady mixture of genius worship
and expectations as inflated as they are unfocused. No wonder Magherini’s
wards are still full.

Was Franz seeing things? In the debate around The Stendhal Syndrome, both
sides agreed that what happened to Magherini’s patients didn’t have much
to do with the artworks they saw. Magherini treats her patients in proper
medical fashion, by attending to their physical and mental complaints. The
artworks aren’t her concern, any more than a doctor might care about the
cold evening that brought on a cold and flu. “Different people have strong
reactions to the same work of art,” Magherini said in an interview for Ar¢
News, “but the cases we have seen have more to do with the history and
personal experience of the patient than with the object.” In her account, the
patients suffered because of jet lag, strange Italian food, or the trials of
translating a new language, and not because of the works themselves. If
they hadn’t expected so much, and pushed themselves so hard, they might
have had the calmness and presence of mind to attend to the artworks
themselves. Then whatever reactions they felt would have been prompted
by the art and not by their personal weaknesses.

Magherini and her critics agree on this general principle: it’s the
people’s fault, and the masterpieces they saw aren’t really relevant. Surely,
though, that is a matter of emphasis. The tourists succumbed in Florence,
while looking at particular artworks. They didn’t faint at the airport, or in
the taxis on the way to the museum. Further, the artworks that provoked
their trauma were the most famous ones, not the minor works that fill the
wall between masterpieces. Could the tourists’ thoughts really have been
entirely their own?
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Take Franz, for instance. Magherini says he had problems with
Caravaggio’s Young Bacchus because he was a latent homosexual. She
points out his delirium sounds distinctly sexual: his head and his heart were
“on fire,” he was beside himself with his attraction to the painting. He was
unmarried, she says, and had difficulty realizing what he really desired.
When he encountered the painting, he read his own life history into it and
precipitated an identity crisis.

Not knowing Franz, I can’t tell if this is a fair diagnosis. But even if it
is, the painting is already a showpiece of homosexual desire. Franz’s
delirium is certainly beyond the pale, yet the tenor of his reaction is well in
line with what Caravaggio intended. The painting was definitely meant to
stir up a kind of passion in certain viewers: for people who knew how to
read it, the painting was about homosexuality. Given the officially
homophobic atmosphere of late-sixteenth-century Italy, Caravaggio would
have known that his painting might also stir up a strong revulsion. Even
so, he painted a half dozen such pictures, in which young boys look
seductively out at their viewers. Some explicitly invite sodomy, and others
play with suggestive props. (Several of his boys, as we would say today,
are clearly underage.) Caravaggio was partly a provocateur, hoping for the
best; and partly a purveyor, working for a specialized market. There is
historical proof of the painting’s wildness: it appears that the Young
Bacchus was too much for its first owners, and they put it in storage, where
it languished forgotten for three centuries until it was rediscovered in
1913. (Recently scholars have denied Carvaggio dealt with homosexual
themes, and there has been an attempt to reinterpret the paintings as evidence
of Counter-Reformation piety. There are certainly many pictures that have
nothing to do with the ones I’m describing: but the early works, and
especially the Young Bacchus, were seen as overtly pagan at best, and as
openly sodomitic at worst.)

The clues are as apparent today as they were at the end of the sixteenth
century. The boy holds the sash of his fake-antique robe (probably a
bedsheet), as if to suggest he might just slip out of it. His eyelashes are
darkened, his eyebrows plucked, his lips full. His flesh is as pink and soft
as a boy’s can possibly be. The fruit he is eating is overripe—one peach
already has a spot of mold. The picture smolders with forbidden sex; even
the wine trembles as he holds it out. One art historian noticed the wine in
the carafe isn’t level, and there are bubbles around the rim. Perhaps this
“Bacchus” has just put it down, and it is still sloshing back and forth. The
earliest viewers would also have realized he is an accurate self-portrait of
the artist, so the painting is essentially a come-on in antique disguise.

Clearly, Franz’s delirium was a direct response to the central facts of the
picture, as much as a trauma brought on by his repressed German
upbringing. Historians prefer to be a bit more circumspect than Franz was,
but it’s hard to find a historical description that doesn’t make reference to
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the painting’s disconcerting sexuality. One German art historian—a bit
repressed himself—says the picture shows a “curious spiritual
wantonness.” Others have called it disturbing, perverse, intimate, airless,
and androgynous. Not everyone would want to say it’s perverse, exactly;
but it is unarguably perverse by the standards of Caravaggio’s time. The
Young Bacchus is willfully extravagant and overt. It has been pointed out,
for instance, that the picture is a male version of a popular subject, in
which a half-undressed woman offers her viewers wine and fruit. As such
Caravaggio’s “male version” couldn’t fail to be aggressive and surprising,
no matter what its first viewers thought about what we now call
homosexuality. The painting’s subject has never been a secret, and Franz’s
reaction was simply more intense than most. He was reacting to this
particular painting: there are plenty of other paintings in the Uffizi with
homosexual undertones, but this is one of the most powerful.

Each of Magherini’s diagnoses can be reinterpreted the same way.
Brigitte, the woman who was overcome by Fra Angelico, explained that
she was from northern Europe, where everything is less colorful. She found
Florence “intensely sensual,” and contrasted it with the restrained
“spiritual life” of the north. “I had a puritanical, Protestant education,” she
told Magherini, “which left me unprepared.” Like Franz, Brigitte felt a
stronger version of something many people feel. Until this century,
northern European art was markedly different from the art of Italy, and
despite all the sensual experiments of the Baroque and rococo, the Italian
Renaissance remained the example of moral and artistic freedom. Most
people wouldn’t say Fra Angelico is violently sensual, but he is sensual,
and so was his place and time.

Even Kamil, the young man who melted in the Brancacci Chapel, was
feeling an intense version of a common reaction. Such viewers are literally
floored—thrown to the ground by paintings. (I’ll have more to say about
them later in the book.) Masaccio’s frescoes are still presented as one of
the seminal moments of Renaissance naturalism, and naturalism is still the
sine qua non of Western art. The young Michelangelo studied in the
Brancacci Chapel, diligently copying Masaccio’s figures, and generations
of art historians have put the Brancacci Chapel among the highest
Renaissance achievements. It remains famous for its amazing realism: the
feeling that the figures are standing, with us, in our space, breathing real
air and walking on real ground. Again, historians would be more
circumspect, and they would want to point out all the other things that
happen in Masaccio’s paintings that are specific to the early fifteenth
century. But it’s no wonder Kamil collapsed: the wonder is that more
people don’t.

It is not likely that the Stendhal syndrome will ever be listed in
psychiatrists’ manuals of mental disorders, but the phrase “Stendhal
syndrome” got wide enough play in the media that it stands a chance of
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becoming common in English usage. (There is already a “Jerusalem
syndrome” for people who get religion by visiting Jerusalem.) Magherini’s
book is valuable both as a contribution to the history of taste, and because
it inadvertently demonstrates that even the most overexcited and unstable
tourists, the ones most closely programmed by the tourist industry, are still
feeling things that are incited by the works themselves. Or, to invert
Magherini’s formula: their experiences have more to do with the history of
the objects than with the history of the patients.

The funny thing about Magherini saying that Franz’s reaction has “more
to do with the history and personal experience of the patient than with the
object” is that it strips the artwork of its power just when its power is
strongest. Franz’s bizarre hallucinations, the colors “never seen before,”
and the chromatic waves shining out from behind the canvas, are way off
the scale of normal responses. But they are responses, and they are
responses to that particular painting. It is as if Magherini wanted people to
have only moderate reactions to art, and not to get carried away. (She
doesn’t exactly say that in The Stendhal Syndrome, but it seems that she
would diagnose any strong reaction as an instance of the syndrome.)
Where’s the room in that scheme for people who feel what everyone else
does, but more strongly? Is it suddenly their fault that they are
overwhelmed?

Caravaggio’s painting is about homosexuality. It is suggestive, and even
lewd. Whether you’re homophobic or homophilic, the painting makes a
sexual advance. And who doesn’t get a little dizzy when it comes to sex?

The anti-Stendhal syndrome. For every person who falls ill with the
syndrome, there’s another who claims art has essentially no emotional
effect. For every person who cries, there is another who claims not to feel
anything at all. One person can’t stop gasping, and another can’t get his
pulse going. The two are mirror opposites: they are both off the scale, in
opposite directions.

A reporter who covered the Stendhal syndrome for the New York Times
gave the nerveless affliction a name: the Mark Twain malaise. It was an
apt choice, because Twain and Stendhal were themselves opposites, even
down to their pen names: Stendhal took his in honor of the very serious
connoisseur Johann Winckelmann, who had been born in the town of
Stendal; Twain took his from a Mississippi River boatman’s call, meaning
water two fathoms deep. Stendhal was enraptured by music, poetry, plays,
and painting; Twain was a self-confessed ignoramus about art. In many
ways they were dead opposites, but they shared at least one thing: they
both made art pilgrimages to Italy. Stendhal’s trips were fervent and pious;
Twain’s was a no-nonsense trip he almost didn’t make: if it hadn’t been for
the flood of American tourists, I wonder if he would have even thought of
it. The episode that prompted the Times reporter to coin the term “Mark
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Twain malaise” happened when Twain visited “the mournful wreck of the
most celebrated painting in the world”—Leonardo’s Last Supper.

“We don’t know any more about pictures than a kangaroo does about
metaphysics,” Twain says happily, “but we decided to go anyway.” The
painting was a big disappointment. “It is battered and scarred in every
direction,” he complains, “and stained and discolored by time, and
Napoleon’s horses kicked the legs off most of the disciples when they were
stabled there more than half a century ago. So, what is left of the once
miraculous picture? Simon looks seedy; John looks sick, and half the other
blurred and damaged apostles have a general expression of discouragement
about them. To us, the great uncultivated, it is the last thing in the world to
call a picture. Brown said it looked like an old fire-board.”

At first Twain pretends not to be able to see anything but stains and
scars, and then he looks a bit closer and says he recognizes the Lord’s
Supper. It’s not much of a revelation, he says, and he declares he has “got
enough” of the old masters; he has “shook” them. “You wander through a
mile of picture galleries,” he concludes, “and stare stupidly at ghastly old
nightmares done in lampblack and lightning, and listen to the ecstatic
encomiums of the guides, and try to get up some enthusiasm, but it won’t
come—you merely feel a gentle thrill when the grand names of the old
kings of art fall upon your ears— nothing more.”

Over and over, he claims he tries to feel something, and gets nothing more
than a little laugh and a “gentle thrill.” His letter, written in 1867 and later
adapted for /nnocents Abroad, has been quoted with admiration from his
time down to the column in the Times. The reporter dubs this show of
studied indifference a malaise, and proposes it as the American antidote to
the Stendhal syndrome. Twain would have loved it: if you’re suffering an
attack of the syndrome, take two tablets of the malaise and you’ll feel better
right away. A dose of American pragmatism will cure any cultural virus
you might pick up in Europe.

Now I don’t believe Twain for a minute. He compares himself to a
kangaroo, and numbers himself among the great uncultivated, but he
makes the pilgrimage anyway. He looks, and he sees absolutely nothing.
Oh yes, he says, now I see it, there’s a painting there: the whole thing is a
ruse. It sounds as if he’s terribly anxious not to feel anything. And the ruse
doesn’t quite work, because there are definitely legs there, and parts of
apostles. So he thinks, Better make another joke! He keeps insisting the
painting is ruined—it’s scarred, he says, a mournful wreck, battered,
blurred and damaged, stained, discolored, just another ghastly old
nightmare. In the end, he protests too much. He really does have a malaise:
he is so rigidly determined not to feel anything, so anxious to fight free of
the European cult of culture, that he can’t see anything. He blinds himself
with Yankee bravado.
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Like the Stendhal syndrome, the Mark Twain malaise isn’t a proper
medical discovery, but it also exists as a historical phenomenon. I have
gotten some delightful letters from people who have “suffered” from it.
One woman wrote that she had seen a film of Michelangelo’s work while at
Cornell University in the 1950s. She was overcome, and she cried, on and
off, through the whole film. “Swore I'd return to Florence after
graduation,” she says, and eventually she did. It was a terrible experience.
“I nearly wept for despair. The statues were not as great as the
photographs of them!” She wonders if she would have cried over
Michelangelo’s works if she had seen them for the first time in Italy, and
she comes close to saying that Michelangelo might need a good
cinematographer to bring his audience to tears. If I were diagnosing
patients, I would say she had a mild case of the malaise. She isn’t quite as
cynical about art as Twain was, but she is not about to fall for one of the “old
kings of art.”

The Stendhal syndrome and the Mark Twain malaise are two sides of a
single coin. For each tourist who is looking for a revelation, there is another
who is hardened against anything disorienting. The one is soft; the other
jaded. The one wants to feel everything; the other insists on feeling
nothing. Stendhal’s tourists throw their arms wide and are overcome.
Twain’s put on dark glasses and sneer. Yet they both look, and they both
react to the works, and not just to their own frayed emotions.

Let’s say they are two extreme cases of ordinary viewing. Most of us
look at paintings and feel a little something as the images sink in.
Magherini’s patients are nearly drowned by tidal waves of emotion. People
who suffer from the malaise know there’s something to be felt, but they
won’t let themselves. It is a matter of degree, not of kind. Who is to say
that Magherini’s patients didn’t feel better as well as more, and that they
didn’t get more from the works than we do?

The moral I take from the histories of the syndrome and the malaise is that even
outlandish experiences in front of paintings need to be taken seriously, because
they are part of the spectrum of human response. I wouldn’t feel comfortable if I
were on a trip with Franz, Brigitte, or Kamil, but I don’t see any reason why
people should be in full control of themselves when they look at artworks.

There is no reason looking should be easy, because pictures are not just
decoration. They are peculiar objects that pull at us, tugging us a little out of the
world. A picture will leave me unmoved if I don’t take time with it, but if I stop,
and let myself get a little lost, there’s no telling what might happen. Caravaggio
put Franz into a sexual frenzy. Fra Angelico, the sweetest of the pious
Florentines, made Brigitte dizzy and gave her an irregular heartbeat. Masaccio
melted Kamil into a helpless puddle. Their experiences must have been
embarrassing, but they are part of the risk of really looking. Who among us
(besides Mark Twain) is so stable that we can say no painting could move us?
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And who among us is so superficial that we don’t want art to affect us? What
exactly would paintings be, if they didn’t have the power to hit us where we live?
The experience of looking can be, should be, hard to manage.

Another of my letters is from Rob Klinkenberg, an editor and translator who
works in Amsterdam. He cried once looking at Anselm Kiefer’s gloomy
landscapes, and he has an open mind and a good eye for the kind of attention
paintings need. Kiefer is one thing, he says, but Rothko is another. He wouldn’t
cry in front of a Rothko—but once, he felt a nearly irrepressible urge to clap. It
happened in the Museum of Modern Art in New York. He was walking by a side
room when he felt as if something had pushed him. He says it was like the
feeling of sleeping on a train, when “you suddenly have to open your eyes
because you feel someone is staring at you.” He looked into the recess, and saw a
painting of Rothko’s. “Its presence was so unmistakable,” he writes, that “I
nearly wanted to step forward and warm my hands on it. That was when I lifted
up my hands in an involuntary gesture, because I wanted to applaud. But I
immediately felt ridiculous, and refrained. The sound of two hands clapping does
not go well with paintings.”

Now that’s crazy, clapping for a painting—or is it? The history of the
Stendhal syndrome shows that tears aren’t the only litmus test of a heartfelt
encounter. Our thoughts and feelings are too wayward for that. Rob isn’t sure
about clapping, and neither am I. (It would certainly attract the attention of the
guards.) But that feeling of sleeping, and knowing you’re being stared at, that
feeling of being tapped on the shoulder, being pushed from behind—those are
sure signs that something unusual is happening.

The syndrome and the malaise are like the two tail ends of the bell curve of
human response. On the far left are Magherini’s wild patients. (Rob is in there
somewhere, too.) On the far right are the stolid people who suffer from the
malaise. They’re the cold fish. Some are perverse, like Twain, and others are just
cynical or so hardbitten by postmodern irony that they can’t let themselves feel
much of anything. The bell curve runs from hot to cold: from the heat of
impulsive crying or clapping, to the frigid decorum of the silent museumgoer.
Both tail ends are interesting in their own right.

Sadly, most of us huddle under the middle part of the curve, where we feel
about the same amount: not too much, not too little, and pretty much what
everyone else feels. We’re not quite sure how to behave, so we look around to
see how other people see. Those other people are mostly silent. They whisper
politely, they smile, they make gentle decorous gestures. Naturally we look
askance at people like Franz.
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Crying because you’ve been hit by a lightning
bolt

Scene IV

The forest.

Enter ROSALIND, dressed in boy’s clothes, and CELIA.
ROSALIND. Never talk to me; I will weep.
CELIA. Do, I prithee; but have yet the grace to consider that tears do not
become a man.
ROSALIND. But have I not cause to weep?
CELIA. As good a cause as one would desire; therefore weep.
—Shakespeare, As You Like It

“Give me some tea—I'm thirsty—and then T’ll tell you,” he
answered. —“Mrs. Dean, go away. I don’t like you standing over me.
—Now, Catherine, you are letting your tears fall into my cup. I
won’t drink that. Give me another.”

—Emily Bronté, Wuthering Heights

AN ENGLISH PROFESSOR at a western university wrote to me about a picture
his wife had painted, showing their bed empty and unmade. Some time after she
painted it, she had an affair. The man says that one day, he was alone in the
bedroom. He was standing by the bed, and he happened to look up at the
painting. At last he real ized what it meant: it was their bed, which his wife had
abandoned. He began to cry.

It is tempting to sweep this kind of story under the rug. It’s raw, and it sounds
more like a confession than a story about a picture. My correspondent didn’t
even bother to describe the painting: its quality didn’t matter to him, only its
subject. The story seems different from the ones I described in the last chapter.
After all, Franz, Brigitte, and Kamil may have been suffering from the dubious
Stendhal syndrome, but at least they were afflicted by major works of art.
Caravaggio, Fra Angelico, and Masaccio are all old masters, and there is good
reason to be at least a little emotional when you see them. The English
professor’s wife’s painting is a different matter.
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People like the English professor seem to be really hopeless cases, because
they are driven to tears by paintings that are entirely worthless on most people’s
scale of values. Their reactions don’t depend on education, high culture, world
travel, or art history. All the same, I’'m going to try to argue for these people as
well.

I think the main problem with the English professor’s story is that it sounds
too personal. It looks like he cried because his life was a mess, and not because
he happened to be looking at a painting. You’d be in the majority if you said his
crying was his own business, and had nothing much to do with the painting of
the bed. Yet I wonder about that little phrase, “nothing much.” There’s an
entrancing complexity buried in those two words. Did the professor’s reaction
have anything to do with the painting?

Notice how much of the professor’s story is in the painting. To start, a
rumpled bed with no one in it is an unusual subject for a picture. If I saw such a
painting, I would wonder why the artist chose to paint an unmade bed. Why not
show it neatly made up? Is it a bed for one, or two? And where have the people
gone? The painting was almost a stage setting for the end of his marriage.

The professor said he thought the painting was “about ‘emptiness.”” That’s a
fair thing to say about any painting of an unmade bed. Such a picture would have
to conjure thoughts of love and loss. When he first described the painting to me,
I tried to imagine what I would have thought if I had seen it. I’'m sure I wouldn’t
cry, and I guess I would probably look more at the way the painting was done. (I
imagine it wasn’t too skillful, but perhaps it was.) At the same time, [ would surely
be put in mind of absence and loneliness. In that light, the professor’s reaction
was only an intense version of something I might have experienced if I had seen
the picture.

Another bedroom story. Hannah Pazderka-Robinson, a graduate student in
neuroscience, told me a similar story about a picture she owns, of horses
“running against a blood-red background.” It had hung over her bed for
some time. One morning, a month before she broke up with her fiancé, she
found herself staring at it, “really studying the thing.” Suddenly she started
crying, “and couldn’t stop for many minutes.” She had never really noticed
the picture before, and had no particular reason to look at it that day, unless
she was drawn to it by some impending sense that the relationship was
ending. Even when she wrote me, she couldn’t quite put her finger on what
the picture meant. At the time, she half-knew she was in love with
someone else, and so she might have been struck because the picture made
her aware of a “hidden desire for the relationship to end,” or even a “fear
that it might not end.”

We exchanged several letters trying to determine what she was thinking
as she looked at the picture. “This honestly baffles me,” she concluded at
one point, “because I really do love the picture.”
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Hannah’s case seems to have even less to do with pictures than the
professor’s story, since it looks as if she might have cried over anything
that was hanging over her bed. She even told me so herself. “My personal
experience is probably peripheral to what’s under study,” she wrote, “and I
fought with myself a bit before sending it.” It is tempting to say Hannah
was really telling a story about her private life that just happened to hinge
on a picture.

But again I can’t bring myself to put this story on the trash heap of
irrelevant confessions. Both Hannah and the English professor were
reacting to pictures, not people, and both were looking closely at the
moment they began to cry. Later Hannah reflected on the picture’s “blood-
red” ground. “That is actually what first attracted me to it,” she wrote. “As
I think of it now, all I can clearly picture is a white horse galloping at dusk
across a red desert, with a backdrop of mountains.” It must have been a
very dramatic scene, and it could well have been inspired by a Romantic
painting by Géricault or Delacroix.

Now her fiancé is gone, and she has married. “The picture I now have
hanging over our bed is pretty much diametrically opposed,” she tells me.
“The first picture was all strong colors, movement, and a general feeling of
heat, the new one is a picture of mountains, done in watercolor light blues
and greys. It is very relaxing, though not nearly as striking. The old picture
was pretty ‘hot.” It kind of reflected the relationship: tempestuous,
passionate, maybe a bit dangerous.”

She has not been able to bring herself to look at the old picture since she
got married. Only the odd circumstance of our correspondence brought out
the fact that the picture had mirrored her relationship in a way so subtle it
never quite found words.

These two letters about pictures in bedrooms give me the courage to say
that just about any report of crying in front of a painting might really be
connected to the picture itself, and not simply to the person’s private life.
Any picture of horses galloping on a blood-red ground will look
tempestuous and even “a bit dangerous.” Any picture of an unmade bed
will provoke thoughts about loneliness. These people were simply
registering things more acutely than others might. And why not? After all,
the pictures were in their bedrooms.

Adventures in bad seeing in Paris and Amsterdam. Are there any
emotional reactions that have more to say about the people who react than
the paintings themselves?

Maybe if you cry because you don ’t understand a painting, then it really
is your fault. Nuala K., another graduate student, wrote me about a time
she visited the Musée d’Orsay in Paris, and had to leave because she was
crying so hard. She assures me it wasn’t from happiness: “The art, all of it
together, especially the wall-sized orientalist paintings, really upset me... I
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didn’t know what to think about them.” She was sobbing because of her
inability to figure out a “proper” response. “I hated Paris,” she adds, “and
for many years, I hated art.”

Nuala is not the only person who has cried tears of frustration because
she could not understand paintings. A graduate student at the University of
Texas, whom I will call Amy, tells me about a crying jag she had in
Amsterdam after going through an exhibit of Rembrandt paintings. They
were gloomy pictures, she says, very small and dark. “I felt like
Rembrandt had created a tiny, closed world—I felt suffocated when I saw
his pictures—they were so intimate that I couldn’t fit into them. I felt shut
out... It was like looking into one of those Easter eggs that is hollowed out
with a picture painted inside—you can scrunch up to get a glimpse, but all
you can ever get is a glimpse.” Few of the pictures spoke to her, and she
decided Rembrandt had “resigned himself to a dullness of mind.” There
was no sense of struggle, no transcendent vision, only darkness and
discouragement. She ends: “The pictures depressed the hell out of me.”

When I first read Amy’s and Nuala’s letters, I thought I should throw in
the towel and admit that some people’s tears have less to do with the
pictures than with their own states of mind. The Orientalist paintings in the
Musée d’Orsay, after all, were once considered unimportant because they
appealed foo much to popular taste. At the time they provoked too little
anxiety: everyone could see the appeal of a slave market, or a steamy
Turkish bath, or a band of soldiers dying in the desert. Nuala seems to have
missed that point entirely, mistaking pictures that appeal to many people
for pictures that can only be understood by an elite. Even today the Orsay
is immensely popular exactly because the pictures are easily accessible:
you don’t need a Ph.D. to know what it means when a girl in a flimsy robe
is displayed in a slave market. (Figure 1 shows the kind of painting that
drove Amy to distraction: a patriotic Arab plummets to his death.)

Rembrandt also seems seriously misinterpreted in Amy’s letter: many
viewers might want to say his canvases are not only inviting, but
entrancing. Amy says Rembrandt never struggled, never found any poetry
in the dark rooms and somber faces of the people he painted. Most people
would probably say that if any artist struggled with darkness, it was
Rembrandt. Amy says she missed “transcendence,” but for generations of
admirers, transcendence has been present in every beam of light in
Rembrandt’s paintings that comes in a high window and strikes a dusty
bookcase or lights the side of an old man’s face. Amy sounds like a student
who has somehow managed to get every single question wrong.

But even here I am loath to give up. Notice, for example, how closely
the description of Rembrandt’s supposed failures matches what most
people find in the pictures, but in reverse. Almost everything Amy says is
the diametrical opposite of a commonly held idea. She faults Rembrandt for
making us “scrunch up” and peer into his canvases: to other people, the
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FIGURE 1: Henri Regnault, Exécution du Janissaire, 1870. Museum of Art, Cairo.
Alinari/Art Resource, New York.

effort to see his shadowy scenes is part of the allure. (It means that
whatever you discover is that much richer and more intimate.) She says
Rembrandt did not struggle with darkness or achieve transcendence: to
other people darkness and transcendence are key terms. (Perhaps
Rembrandt found them harder to negotiate than Amy thought.) She says
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the paintings are depressing: other people would praise that quality and
call it sobriety, pessimism, or stoicism. In other words, Amy did
experience a Rembrandt that is close to other people’s idea of Rembrandt,
but she drew opposite conclusions.

The same goes for Nuala’s experience at the Orsay. When she fled the
museum in tears she may have been experiencing the same conflicted
feelings that many people now experience when they encounter
Orientalism. Scholars are still drawn to Orientalist canvases, but at the same
time they know Orientalist artists were naive about imperialism and the
values of other cultures, and hopelessly old-fashioned about the sexes. It is
still hard to look at an Orientalist picture and “know what to think.”
Painters like Gérome and AlmaTadema are guilty pleasures: they are sexist
and racist, but they’re also luxurious and seductive. I have seen people in
the Orsay looking at the Orientalist paintings with just that mixture of
feelings: they enjoy the faint titillation of half-naked harems and “savage”
Arabs. Orientalism is a guilty pleasure, but it’s never quite clear just zow
guilty. Does the museum mean to say that the strengths of the paintings
outweigh their faults? Are the paintings’ politically incorrect subjects
supposed to be irrelevant to their quality as fine art? Naturally, the labels in
the museum don’t give anything away. I suppose most people don’t really
resolve the dilemma or even think about it much. Amy did, and it drove
her out of the museum.

Nuala and Amy reached a threshold of frustration, and then they just out-
and-out refused to think about what they were seeing. Their tolerance
levels were lower than many people’s, and they felt the sting of
incomprehension more acutely. Which of us hasn’t given up on an artist or
a painting, and turned away in frustration? From my point of view, both
Rembrandt and Orientalist pictures are interesting because they hold
apparently irreconcilable opposites together in strong tension: all the more
reason to say that if a person rejects the paradoxes, they are rejecting the
paintings, and not simply fleeing because of ignorance.

Laugh, and the world laughs with you. Right about now I hear rumblings
of discontent from my more academically minded readers. They’ll say I
have been reading too many letters from weird people. Franz was clearly
unbalanced, and not at all a good example of how pictures can be
genuinely moving. A person who could cry over a painted dress, as Robin
did, might really go to pieces over a real dress. A person who cries in the
Turner rooms at the Tate might also cry in the lobby, or at the coat-check.
Franz could probably have one of his spells whenever he felt propositioned:
there is no predicting such behavior. Hannah and the English professor could
have reacted to anything that happened to be hanging over their beds, or
anywhere near them. Perhaps I should stick to run-of-the-mill accounts of
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pictures, or stories well attested in the historical record, and stop trolling in
these dubious waters.

I have to admit people cry over the strangest pictures. One of my
correspondents wept when she saw prints by the seventeenth-century artist
Hendrick Goltzius. (I think of him as a delicate and attenuated draftsman,
not an artist who is viscerally powerful.) Others have cried over artists as
different as Robert Motherwell, Vieira da Silva, and Joseph Albers.
(Albers in particular seems the very model of an intellectual modernist,
deeply committed to his work but drained of the desire to provoke such
things as tears.)

One person sent me a list of the things that have made her cry, and it’s
quite a list: “The first time I saw Leonardo’s Last Supper 1 was overcome
for about twenty minutes. I also cried when I saw the Sacred Well near the
Kailasa Temple in India, and at the hall before the lingam shrine; at the
Chapel of the Holy Shroud in Turin, on the stairway up, in the grey chapel,
and under the exquisite dome; and looking at the Portrait of Jayavarman VII
in the Museum in Phnom Phen.”

What could possibly be done with such a list?

It isn’t looking good for my project when people can weep in front of
Goltzius, or the Portrait of Jayavarman VII. And that’s only the beginning
of my problems: an academically minded person might be suspicious of
my entire subject. After all, people who cry in front of paintings aren’t
even looking: their eyes are filled with tears. They could be remembering
some stray moment from their childhood, or mulling over a private tragedy,
or just feeling the effects of a bad breakfast. No matter what’s in their
minds, their thoughts are their own. They aren’t entertaining the
indisputable, public facts about the painting at hand. They aren’t reading
the catalog, or talking over the picture with their friends.

From an academic standpoint, pictures get their meanings through public
consensus. My encounter with a painting is private, but it is informed by
whatever is on the public record. When I know what some other people
have thought about a picture, then my thinking is guided. I can consider the
artist’s life, and his or her milieu. I can assess the critics’ reactions, and I
can consider who has owned the painting since it was painted. In short I
can, and should, steep myself in the facts. In comparison, tears are self-
indulgent and ignorant.

From an academic perspective it is also important to maintain a
relatively calm frame of mind. I need to be sober enough to take in the
picture’s subject matter, and patient enough to sit down and read a book
about what it means. Paintings require study and not gushing emotions.
They aren’t transparent windows onto other cultures: they need to be
interpreted. They say specific things about particular times and places, and
those meanings need to be slowly and painstakingly learned. They can’t be
intuited in a gush of emotion.
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What is more, an academic would say, crying isn’t even an appropriate
reaction to painting. Surely Gauguin didn’t want people bursting into tears
when they saw his painting of a green dress. Caravaggio might well have
laughed at poor Franz. It could be said that the people I have been quoting
are wrong about their own emotions. They feel what they feel, but it is
inappropriate, and historically invalid. They are not really looking in any
responsible way. They are just glimpsing the pictures and immediately
breaking down. Weepy people have their problems, and it is probably best
to keep them at arm’s length—so my skeptical readers might insist.

These are serious, if confused, criticisms, and I’ll respond to them
throughout the book. The academic study of painting is a tangle of
interwoven assumptions. So far I have mentioned, or implied, at least ten
assumptions:

1 average reactions are better than extreme ones
2 weepy people are unreliable
3 crying isn’t really seeing at all
4 weepy people are self-centered and aren’t aware of anything outside
themselves
5 if you cry in front of a painting, it’s your fault
6 crying is not what most artists expect from their viewers
7 sober reflection is the best kind of response to paintings
8 emotions are likely to be misleading
9 paintings have to be learned just like foreign languages
10 the best way to understand paintings is to read art historical textbooks

I’'m going to give each of these complaints a good hearing. For now, I
want to address only one of them, which is a kind of root-level
misunderstanding.

Is it really true, when all is said and done, that if you cry in front of a
painting it is your fault? To my mind, stories like the ones I have been
recounting are enough to show that many emotional encounters with
paintings are prompted by the pictures themselves, and not the viewers’
overactive tear ducts. I’ve found the argument doesn’t quite convince
academic audiences, because there’s an ingrained belief that crying is
private, that it has more to do with inner life than the outer world. But does
it?

Imagine you’re walking through a large art museum. You stop at a
painting of Flemish peasants sitting at a bar and smoking. You notice one
of them is about to fall off his stool, and you laugh. Surely that’s because
the painting itself contains the joke. Or say you’re in a doctor’s waiting
room, thumbing through the medical magazines. You come upon a picture
of an operation, and you recoil. You’re alarmed, of course, because the
picture itself is revolting. It isn’t your fault that your stomach tightens a



50 CRYING BECAUSE YOU’VE BEEN HIT BY A LIGHTNING BOLT

bit, and you get a little shock. I reproduced a number of such images in
another book, called The Object Stares Back, and 1 have watched people
blanch when they saw those images projected on screen during lectures. In
each case, it’s the picture that causes those reactions, and I do not fault
people for getting a bit sick, or (in the case of the Dutch tavern scenes)
laughing out loud.

Some of the best-known paintings in the Western tradition are funny or
revolting. The philosopher Richard Wollheim says he finds Matthias
Griinewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece to be literally unendurable. He has made
three trips to Colmar, Germany, to see it, and been repulsed each time. The
art historian E.H.Gombrich told me Rembrandt’s Blinding of Samson in
Frankfurt is too violent for him to bear. (In that painting, Samson’s toes
curl in agony as a ferocious soldier pushes a knife into his eye.) Some
modern art is deliberately revolting. The Louisiana Museum of Modern
Art in Copenhagen has problems with a sculpture by Ed Kienholtz; in the
mid-’90s the museum couldn’t keep it on permanent display because
people vomited when they saw it. There are also a number of postmodern
works that are intrinsically funny. One example among many is Barbara
Kruger’s photograph of a hand holding a card that says, “I SHOP
THEREFORE I AM.” In each case it is the artworks that compel people to
laugh, or blanch, or vomit.

Although it is a trickier subject, the same could be said about
pornography. For those who “consume” it, pornography has an automatic
effect. No matter what happens in the viewers’ minds, the potential for
arousal is in the images. Otherwise, people would use all sorts of images as
pornography. (In the documentary film Crumb, the cartoon artist Robert
Crumb admits to being aroused by pictures of Bugs Bunny. That may
sound patently psychotic, but there is alarge market for cartoon
pornography. Sometimes the slightest cue is enough to awaken a lascivious
eye—and Bugs Bunny has always been a slinky little vamp.)

Sexuality, horror, and humor are in the images. But if they are, then why
is crying in the eye of the beholder? Why is it the image that tickles my
ribs, or my fancy, but it’s my own fault if I cry? If you’re walking through
a museum, and you have the good luck to be captured by a picture, and if
you find yourself crying, then I think it would be a pity to assume it was
just fatigue or wayward thoughts from your own past. There is a good
chance the painting itself was responsible.

If you think of it, the paintings in our museums are full of pictures that
are sad or strange or powerful enough to make us cry. In the old master
galleries, there are Crucifixions with Mary and the Magdalen weeping over
the dead Jesus, and in the modern art galleries there are paintings of destitute
families, and people who are sick or dying (I am thinking of Picasso’s
early work). Many paintings are also sad in less obvious ways. There are
paintings of ruins, deserted landscapes, fading flowers and rotting fruit,
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people who are alone...there is no need to make a list. Any visit to a
museum reveals that the preponderance of paintings are clearly about things
other than happiness. Pictures that are openly funny, pornographic, or
horrifying are in a small minority. Many of the others are out to affect us
as strongly as they can.

A weather report on tears. The English professor added an interesting
theory (as professors are wont to do) explaining his reaction to the painting
of the empty bed. He said the painting gave him a “jolt,” and brought him
“to the proper experience.” It finally forced him to come to his senses by
showing him what his wife had been trying to tell him all along. I asked
him how he knew he had the right interpretation. Could the “jolt” have
shocked him into a “wrong experience” and given him the wrong idea
about his wife’s intentions? He admitted he could have been jolted in the
wrong direction: for example, he could have interpreted the painting as an
invitation to return to the marriage. His jolt might have cleared things up, or
it might have knocked whatever understanding he had achieved right out
of him. “Just because one gets the jolt,” he said, “doesn’t mean one has it
right.”

True or not (and what interpretation can claim to be absolutely reliable?)
the jolt is an interesting moment. The English professor’s letter, along with
some others, showed me that a picture might be under your nose for years,
and then suddenly give you a shock. You might be the wiser for it or you
might not, but you’ll look at life differently.

The idea of a jolt got me thinking. It was as if he had been hit by
lightning: the shock came all of a sudden, out of the blue. It occurred to me
there’s a parallel to be made between the shifting moods and thoughts that
go through a viewer’s mind in front of a painting, and the shifting winds
and rains of a storm. A powerful picture raises tempestuous thoughts and
unpredictable moods, like the variable winds of a thunderstorm. Looking
at a strong picture, you can feel buffeted, as the picture pushes your thoughts
one way and another.

Weak pictures, too, have their gentle breezes of emotion. Any picture
can start the air moving, and the flags flying. An empty, unmade bed is a
provocative subject. If it doesn’t look peaceful, it will start to condense
dark clouds in a viewer’s mind. Any picture of white horses running
against a blood-red background will raise gusts of uncertainty and unease.
A more accomplished painting, say a Rembrandt portrait, may stir up
darker thoughts of loneliness, old age, or worse. A truly stark and
oppressive picture, like one of Rothko’s canvases in the Rothko chapel,
condenses a towering raincloud, pitch black and threatening underneath.

For most viewers those mental storms will never get too dark, and rain will
never come as tears. Those viewers will leave the museum or the chapel,
and the winds will quickly die down and dissipate. But for a few, the
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clouds will keep gathering as they stand and look, building in strength,
buffeting their thoughts, until they are struck by a bolt of lightning—and
hurled away from the painting and back into the world.

That is how I think of the “jolt.” A sudden shock, or a burst of tears, are
part of the much larger and fearsomely complicated meteorology that we
experience as seeing. It’s universal, this weather system, and it applies in
different strengths to any picture. Take Amy’s example of a dark
Rembrandt portrait, with a face just barely lit by a glancing light. Even a
casual observer looking at such a portrait will feel that things are not
entirely happy, not perfectly resolved. I don’t mean Rembrandt is dour, and
I certainly don’t mean he is simply sad. But every well-imagined painting
has its currents, its tensions, its uneasy truces of opposing forces. All that
is common enough—it is what brings us back to major paintings, and what
gives them lasting interest.

Think, then, of your changing reactions as if they were cross-breezes and
fluttering gusts of a rising storm. It’s the old “pathetic fallacy”—that the
storms outside mirror the ones inside—but it is still a good model of the
sheer unpredictable complexity of our responses to major paintings. And it
helps, I think, to understand what happens when people cry, or are
suddenly shocked. Those people are in the middle of very strong storms:
they feel the same winds and rain, but at a much higher velocity.

Perhaps crying, or getting jolted, are part of the natural weather system
of paintings. If you feel unsteady, and begin to sense the painting pushing
or pulling on your thoughts, it is as if the winds are rising. If you begin to
cry, it is as if the clouds have finally broken and the rain is pouring down.
If you are violently shocked, it is as if you have been struck by lightning.
Crying does not happen to everyone, and it is rarer still to be struck by
lightning. But rains and winds, thunder-claps and lightning strikes are
integral parts of the vast weather system of painting. A tear does not come
from nowhere, with no link to the painting’s meaning: it comes from the
very center of the storm.

This is why I forgive almost any reaction, no matter how farfetched,
personal, inexplicable, embarrassing, or unique. I forgive reactions that
don’t seem to mean anything, and I even forgive people like Nuala and
Amy who cry because they can’t see, or they won’t see. I regard such
stories as a weatherman might: they are the rare storms that can tell us so
much about the daily breezes and light clouds that accompany our ordinary
looking. To understand a violent thunderstorm, you need to study thunder,
lightning, hail, sleet, and even tornadoes. In real life, lightning strikes
mostly on hilltops, and on exposed heights. The viewers I have been
quoting tend to spend time alone in their thoughts, in the equivalent of the
barren places where lightning may strike. They are open to the elements,
exposed to whatever storms may come by. Most of us prefer shelter. I can
think of many times when I began to feel a strange wind blowing in from a
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painting, and I closed the shutters against it by reading the label, or moving
on to the next painting.

It is not irrelevant that the pathetic fallacy is largely a Romantic
invention, and later in the book I'll look into the connections between
crying at paintings and Romanticism. Nor is it irrelevant that the pathetic
fallacy had an especially low reputation in the twentieth century. The
nineteenth century produced Paul Verlaine’s lovely line, “Il pleut dans mon
coeur comme il pleut dans la ville” (“It rains in my heart as it rains on the
town”), but the twentieth century taught us to mistrust Verlaine’s kind of
Romanticism. I know what I’m doing is old-fashioned. It belongs, I think,
in a genealogy of weather metaphors that begins much further back than
the Romantic poets, and continues up to the present. But that’s for later. At
the moment, the storm metaphor is a way of accepting reactions that seem,
at first, to be beyond the pale.

A rainstorm in Boston. 1 like summer showers that start up with no warning
and then vanish before the umbrella is opened. No weather-man predicts
storms like those. I also love the enchanted spots that seem to attract rain:
the damp lee slopes of some hills on the California coast, or the exposed
hill bogs in the west of Ireland. It’s as if rain comes from great distances to
visit them, when the rest of the world is sunny.

A man wrote me that every time he and his wife go to the Museum of
Fine Arts in Boston, she goes to see John Singer Sargent’s Daughters of
Edward D.Boit. She stands there, crying, for about twenty minutes. He
says she has never offered him any explanation. When I read that letter, I
wondered if there might be a connection to what art historians have said
about the painting. According to the art historian David Lubin, the painting’s
true subject is the absence of Mr. Boit—the lack of a father for the four
little girls who stand alone in the big room. The picture certainly has a lot
of empty space in it. To the “male artist,” Lubin asserts, the girls are
“costly aesthetic objects... playthings or puppets,” things “to be trodden
upon,” things that are “ultimately blank or empty.” They exist there, in the
empty box of a room, awaiting their absent father. (The painting was given
to the museum by the four daughters, Mary, Florence, Jane, and Julia, in
memory of their father.)

I don’t find Lubin’s psychoanalytic take entirely convincing; but even
so, there may be a quality in the painting that disturbs memories this
woman cannot quite recover. I am happy to admit that pictures affect
people in entirely personal ways, but it may also be true that Lubin and this
woman are both responding—in their very different, equally personal ways
—to a disturbing hollowness in the picture. She feels it acutely and cries;
he feels it as an historian and theorizes.

The link between Lubin and the woman who cries is the picture, with its
four “ornamental” girls and its dark hollow room. It’s a large picture, with
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an unsettling vacuum at its center. Most of the picture surface shows only
featureless dark wood paneling. Even light is absent, because the scene is
lit from somewhere beyond the frame. The four girls catch the light, but
they don’t reflect it on their dark surroundings. The seeds of both viewers’
discontent, I’d say, are in the painting itself. If you can resist the painting’s
cold, invisible spaces, you might end up like Lubin and be content with
some theory. If you can’t resist the vacuum, you might end up like the
woman who sees it and simply cries.

The rainstorm theory helps me be more sympathetic to people like the
woman who cries, and it shows me how the professional historian and the
woman might be linked. The historian is suspiciously calm, like the eerie
Iull in the eye of a hurricane. The woman is suspiciously upset, as if she is
in a storm no one else can sense.

Traveling into the world of the painting. When 1 think of the mysterious
ranges of people’s responses to paintings, Robin’s comment, “she had no
arms, but she was so tall,” keeps echoing in my mind. The two things go
together, tallness and armlessness: they are parts of her amazement at first
encountering the Victory on the steps of the Louvre.

I showed Robin’s letter to Bertrand Rougg, a French art theorist, and he
said it reminded him of the reports of people like shamans who go on
spiritual journeys and then come back to report on what they have
experienced. I liked Bertrand’s idea: as I’ve said, tears are like travelers
who have returned from distant countries, because they are the evidence
that people have felt something strong. If the emotions run high enough,
Bertrand says, any viewer might be transported into another world “which
imposes its rules even though they are in contradiction with the ‘real’
world.” In the bizarre world of the Victory, a sentence like “she had no arms,
but she was so tall” would make sense: it would be a normal sentence. In
our world, we say, “She had no arms, and she was so tall,” but in the world
of the artwork, they say, “She had no arms, but she was so tall.” Coming
back to our side of things, Robin lost part of the idea of her strange
sentence, but she did not forget it completely. Like a child waking from a
bad dream, she was speaking half-nonsense, confident that what she said
made as much sense as it had in the dream.

Bertrand thinks of the artwork as a bridge that makes it possible to be
transported to another side of experience, away from real life. There is
truth in this idea. Some people’s memories of crying are dreamlike, as if
they were somewhere else, “miles away.” Other people, who feel things
less intensely, can find themselves staring at a painting and not know how
long they have been there. Pictures have always been like that for me. They
put me in a little trance, and make me forget where I am. Perhaps people who
cry travel farther and lose more of themselves. In Bertrand’s way of
thinking, people who cry in front of paintings are actually taken away:
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their motionless bodies remain in front of the paintings, but their thoughts
are temporarily lost, even to themselves. They are “gone,” somewhere
inside the world of the artwork. Crying, or shock, is what keeps them
there, and when the tears dry up they come back, shaky and unsteady, as if
the trip back from the painting led across a narrow bridge suspended high
over a gorge.

I’ call this theory the trance theory, or the traveling theory. It is another
old one, even older than the pathetic fallacy. It’s the idea of possession or
trance, and it has its roots in prehistory. It also has antecedents in several
earlier centuries of Western art—think of Bernini’s St. Teresa in Ecstasy,
in which the saint is transported into her vision. Later in the book I will try
to fit the traveling theory into place in the history of crying. In a subject
like this, no matter how dusty a theory is, it might help, and a very dusty
theory might fit the best. I say that because I hope it’s true: at least I know
there is no hope for a well-behaved, legitimate-sounding theory where
things are so wild.

Like storms, traveling helps me see that people who cry are not just
enclosed in a world of their own. Even though they are taken away, and
even though they come back as amnesiacs, they were not dreaming. Their
eyes stay open. People who have cried at paintings are not like shamans,
because they keep their eyes always fixed on something everyone else can
see. And they are not like Dorothy of Oz, who dreamt she was in Oz but
was really knocked unconscious by a door. They have one foot in our
world, and the other in the illogical, irrational domain of the artwork. They
might say odd things, like Robin did. They might come back quickly and
violently, like the English professor, suffering from an excessive
enlightenment. However it happens, people who have cried have
experienced the painting, responded to it, lived in it for a moment or a
minute. When they come back, what they have to say can be both valuable
and true.

I love storms and trances because they just won’t make sense. They are not
predictable, and they certainly aren’t rational. Lightning strikes are lovely
because they are violent, loud, frightening, and dangerous: the very opposite of
nicely behaved philosophy or history. It is entirely fitting that people who
survive lightning strikes can have odd symptoms, as if they had brought part of
the logic of the “other side” home with them. Some have fixed heart rates that
never go up or down; others lose their sense of temperature, so they walk around
shirtless in the winter; at least one man lost his sense of smell. I expect strange
symptoms from people who have been struck.

The violent, the heartfelt, and the unpredictable are my subjects in this book.
Still, in the meteorology of passions most of us keep to the nice sunny days in
spring and autumn, where everything is calm and clear and you can see to the
horizon. As we live out our safe, diluted passions, it helps to recall there are also
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gloomy cold nights, stifling fogs, and superhuman winds that can pick us right up
off our feet, or strike us with a lightning bolt out of a clear sky.
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Weeping over bluish leaves

We passed still farther onward, where the ice
Another people ruggedly enswathes,

Not downward turned, but all of them reversed.
Weeping itself there does not let them weep,
And grief that finds a barrier in the eyes
Turns itself inward to increase the anguish
Because the earliest tears a cluster form,
And, in the manner of a crystal visor,

Fill all the cup beneath the eyebrow full.

—Dante, Inferno

THE CENTER OF COOLNESS, the most elegant place in Manhattan, is the
Frick Collection on East Seventieth Street. In comparison with the brownstones
down the block, the Frick looks embalmed, as if it were a royal crypt transported
from some French cemetery. When you’re inside, the city is hushed and voices
are damped to a soft rustle. The Frick has lovely air. To me it has always smelled
as if it were scented with the finest particles of disintegrated books, purified by
centuries of quiet breathing. I loved the embalmer’s smell when 1 was young,
without thinking much about it, and I love it even more now that the place
reminds me of a tomb.

The Frick Collection never changes: it always has the same paint ings in the
same places. When I was a teenager, I used to walk around to see the Vermeers
(one in a hallway close by the entrance, and another in a back room), but that
was just a way of circling my favorite painting, the only picture that could draw
me all the way from my parents’ house in upstate New York down into the city:
Giovanni Bellini’s Ecstasy of St. Francis (colorplate 4). Probably from the time
my father first took me to see the Frick as a young child, I was mesmerized by
Bellini’s bluish leaves and waxy stones. My father once told me that when he was
younger, he’d gone specially to see the Ecstasy of St. Francis, but he didn’t say
exactly why. I wondered about that, and eventually the painting got its grip on
me as well.



58 WEEPING OVER BLUISH LEAVES

Of any picture, this is the one that has brought me closest to tears. I may never
have actually wept in front of it—it’s been a long time, almost thirty years—but
I remember standing there, choked up, with a rush of half-formed thoughts
swimming in my head. When I was thirteen or fourteen, the Ecstasy of St.
Francis was almost too much to look at: I recall thinking I could only take in a
few details on each visit. It wasn’t a painting, really: it was a dream of what a
painting might be. By comparison other pictures were clumsy illustrations where
things were, as Beckett put it, ill seen and ill said. Somehow, the Ecstasy of St.
Francis resembled the way I thought. It had the right texture, it pooled in the
right places. When I looked, it was as if words had been swept out of my head
and replaced by brushstrokes and colors. The word “magical” doesn’t do justice
to what I felt, but then again I can hardly remember what I felt: I was attached to
the painting in a strange fashion that I have nearly lost the ability to recall.

Why memories should fade. 1f the Ecstasy of St. Francis were hung in
some faraway place, I might only have seen it once. My memories of it
would have faded, in the natural fashion of things that pass and are
forgotten. But it is in the Frick, just where it has always been. Each time I
go back, there it is: the same size, the same colors, the same cracks. It seems
almost cruel of the Frick not to put it away, and let it dim into some poorly
remembered shadow of my childhood, settled in comfortably among the
other things I have outgrown. Then, maybe,l could visit it in my
imagination and remember again the pure amazement of those first trips to
East Seventieth Street.

In the past, paintings did fade into memory, and people had to cherish
their memories or risk forgetting the pictures altogether. Before the
invention of airplanes and cars, paintings were substantially harder to see,
and before the rise of modern public museums, the majority of paintings
were effectively off-limits to most people. We tend not to notice such slow
changes in our cultural habits, but they have a far-reaching effect on the
ability pictures have to move us. In prerevolutionary China, before there
were museums in the Western sense, paintings were largely in the hands of
the court or of aristocrats. Aspiring painters sometimes made long and
arduous voyages with the hope of persuading owners to show their
jealously guarded masterpieces. Some paintings became the objects of
almost religious veneration. They were copied, of course, but no one could
entirely trust a copy. A painter might only see a rare painting once, for a
few minutes, and then it would have to be held in memory for years, and
perhaps for an entire lifetime. Painters who wanted to learn the style of
some ancient master would be lucky to see two or three of the master’s
paintings in a lifetime of traveling.

Today everything has changed. We can fly quickly from city to city
comparing pictures, or wait for large traveling exhibitions to bring together
all of Pollock, or Cézanne, or Picasso. These days reproductions are good
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enough to serve as passable stand-ins for the originals. If you’re on
vacation and you see a picture you like, you no longer have to store it up in
memory against the near-certainty that you’ll never see it again. At the
very least, you can buy a book or a postcard to remind you of the original
and keep your memory fresh.

Most of us are happy with the new arrangements: within limits, we can
see what we want when we want. Yet I wonder if the Chinese customs
might not be better than ours. If I had known I would only see Bellini’s
painting once, I would have looked hard, and tried to memorize it. I might
even have made a sketch of it, and labeled all the colors. Later I could have
tried to nourish my memory by reading over my notes and trying to call it
to mind.

Memories are lovely things because they are unstable. Each time you
recall something it changes a little, like a whispered secret that goes around
aroom and gradually changes into nonsense. If I hadn’t seen the Ecstasy of
St. Francis again, my memories of it would have slowly altered to fit the
changing shape of my life. Who knows?—the painting might have
crystallized into an emblem of my childhood. Probably it would have
blurred together with memories of other paintings. These days it is hard to
let any memory grow old naturally, because it is so easy to get good-
quality photographs of paintings. Looking at a photograph refreshes your
memory, artifically sustaining it when it might be best to let it recede with
time and be gradually lost.

Aren’t memories supposed to be things that get dimmer with time? As
you grow and get older, most things in life change along with you. My
childhood possessions, the ones from the years when I visited the Frick, are
long gone. The few that remain are old, broken, and unusable. The people I
know are growing older along with me, adding wrinkles imperceptibly
year by year. Music and novels aren’t like paintings: they age the same
way as a person does. I remember tremendous performances of music that
can never be recaptured. Each year I remember them a little more poorly,
and that is as it should be. I may never find the time to reread Crime and
Punishment or Milton’s Paradise Lost, and so my thoughts about them
keep changing, getting less accurate, shaping and reshaping themselves
each time I recall them. The memories and half-memories of books and
music are part of what [ am, and I am not sure it makes sense to doggedly
reread and reexperience things I encountered long ago.

With pictures, though, that is exactly what happens. A picture can be taken
in so quickly, and reproductions of it can be so accurate, that it can be
impossible not to see it again and again over the years. After a while, the
effect is numbing. I have seen the original Ecstasy of St. Francis many
times, and I’ve also seen it projected in classrooms, in books, and even on
postcards. With more popular paintings, the situation is even worse.
Paintings like Munch’s The Scream and Leonardo’s Mona Lisa have been
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effectively ruined for me. Not only have I forgotten my first encounters
with them, which were sometimes intense, but I have almost forgotten that
they mean anything.

A few years ago I was out walking in the neighborhood of my old
elementary school, and I suddenly remembered the amazing twenty-foot-
high swingset and the daunting jungle gym with its web of criss-crossing
bars. They were very clear in my mind. I even remembered one time I had
tried to swing so high I would go completely over the bar. (The swing
went up too far, the chains went slack, and I nearly fell off.) Thinking of
those things, I walked into the schoolyard, hoping to revisit the place and
replenish my memories. The jungle gym turned out to be a simple
construction of welded pipes, and the swingset was just over head height. I
was disillusioned, but even more than that, I realized the sad little jungle
gym had erased my memory of its grand imaginary cousin. Looking at the
shiny pipes, worn smooth by generations of hands—including my own—I
lost the picture I’d had in memory. The everyday object vanquished its
magnificent rival, and I did not think about the playground again until I
came to write these lines. It doesn’t always pay to study and restudy a
thing, because memories are not like building blocks or filing cards that
just pile up. A wonderful, magical first encounter can be wholly erased by
a thoughtless perfunctory visit.

Each visit I make to the Frick snaps the Ecstasy of St. Francis back into
focus, correcting the errors of my memory, hauling the picture back in front
of me. The painting is like a figure in a feverish dream that seems always
to recede and yet remains fixed in place. I can see it, and yet I can’t—it’s
as if my eyes won’t stay focused. Some people look forward to returning to
a painting they had seen years before. When they see it, they are reassured
that some things in life don’t change, that the painting will always be
there. But for me each visit is an uncomfortable experience, because the
picture chafes against my memories. Why not prefer the memory to the real
thing?

I imagine what would happen if I kept a diary of my memories of the
painting. I would take it with me each time I go to see the painting. Once
there, I would note where the diary went wrong, and erase whatever
doesn’t match the facts. After a number of years, the diary would be blank.
Nothing in my memory would be right: the painting and my thoughts
about it would go their separate ways.

I don’t keep such a diary, and it’s probably just as well. When I saw the
painting again last winter, after an absence of more than five years, it
seemed very far away. It looked inaccessible, a shining blue beetle caught
in an amber stone.

Oozy rocks and odd colors. Physically, nothing has budged in the thirty-
odd years since I first set eyes on The Ecstasy of St. Francis. The painting
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is still centered on its wall, flanked by its perpetual companions, two
portrait paintings. On the left is Titian’s picture of a pale young man in a
black-speckled ermine coat. He wears a rakish red felt cap that looks as if
it had been sewn together from cutting-floor scraps. He seems poetic but
vague, and he fingers a shabby glove. On the right is Titian’s portrait of his
friend Pietro Aretino, a yellow journalist and man-about-town, known as a
womanizer and part-time pornographer. It is a flat picture, dully painted,
and Pietro has an obtuse expression as if he has just been hit in the face by
a frying pan.

Below The Ecstasy of St. Francis are two green chairs bordered in green
tassels, like the prize antiques in a funeral parlor. A dusty rope hangs in an
exhausted curve between them. A huge lamp is cantilevered out over the
painting. The bulbs are hidden by a curved metal shade covered in peeling
bronze paint. Since there are eight brilliant reflections along the top edge
of the painting, alternating incandescent white and cobalt blue, the lamp
must house a row of bulbs, four blue and four white. (On my last visit, one
of the white bulbs had burned out, leaving a gap between the glares, and
imperceptibly tipping the balance of color toward blue.)

The painting itself shows St. Francis, dressed in his monk’s robes,
looking up into the sky. He is barefoot (his sandals and walking stick are
back at his little desk), and he is surrounded by a swirling sea of bluish
rocks. They’re hypnotic, those rocks. Some look chalky and dry; others
ooze like melting jello. Immediately above the saint’s head, the cliff face
divides and flows around him, as if he were a boulder in a stream. (Bellini
may have been thinking of an early legend in which St. Francis escapes the
devil by melting into the cliff. According to the story, the rocks parted like
wax—a perfect match for the liquescent stones in the painting.) Toward the
top of the painting, an arc of yellowish rocks mimics the saint’s pose; even
the gatherings of fabric at his waistband are echoed in the tendrils of ivy
spreading from a fissure in the rock.

The color is a mystery. Some rocks are safety-glass blue. Others are
bottle blue, or the blue of cold wet grass. The blue deepens downward,
toward St. Francis’s feet. Above his head the cliffs are creamy; perhaps
they are reflecting yellowish light from the afternoon sun. As you look
down, the cream dims to a fluorescent beige, then darkens into a deep
glowing turquoise. It looks as if St. Francis were wading in a chlorinated
pool, moving slowly down toward the deep end.

Strangely, there is no green between the yellow and the blue. As any
painter knows, that’s a trick, since even a dab of blue paint will turn yellow
into a bright leafy green. Somehow Bellini avoids that trap, and his
candent yellows settle into somnolent blues, without even a hint of green.
Some of the blues are stained by browns—there are scatters of fine dirt,
and a fuzz of blighted grass—but nothing around the saint is normal,
healthy plant green. Just under his right hand is the torn stump of a fig tree.
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Normally the inner wood and sap would be a tender sap green, but here the
ripped surface reflects a wan yellowish light. Even the juniper and orris
root in the saint’s garden have an odd blackish color.

In the distance things have more ordinary hues. A slate-gray donkey
stands in a close-cropped field. The grass under its feet is parched and
marred by thistles, but overall the field has the common color of grass.
Farther off, a shepherd herds a dozen sheep across a field of tender yellow
vegetation. The distant hill is carpeted in dark viridian trees shaped like
cotton balls. (The trees have an unfortunate resemblance to the tassels on
the chairs in front of the painting. Bellini’s green is wonderful and
resonant, and the chairs are ersatz. That bothered me even as a teenager.)

How to paint a miracle. Clearly something mysterious is happening. In the
distance it is early summer, with an Italian azure sky and a late afternoon
sun. The air is clear and sunny. But the foreground is plunged in a mystical
night. The sun seems to be shining on the saint, because it casts strong
shadows behind him, and weaker shadows trail from his trellis, his walking
stick, and the footrest of his table. Yet just a few feet farther on there are
no shadows. The saplings and briars bask in a shadowless haze. The
donkey casts almost no shadow, and a big tree behind it is entirely
shadowless.

Is the saint looking up at the sun? Possibly; his robe is warmed by an
ochre light, and he even has a tiny yellow glint in his eye. A bluish light
lingers around his hermit’s retreat like a toxic fog. Why doesn’t the
sunlight penetrate it? And what exactly is St. Francis looking at? His eyes
are fixed somewhere up above the upper-left-hand corner of the painting.
In the corner itself, the clouds suddenly become sharp-edged and
yellowish, and a laurel tree bends in a strange way, as if someone has
jumped into it.

When I was young, I thought there must be a true miracle somewhere to
the left of those clouds, out beyond the picture frame. I thought the saint is
experiencing something so tremendous that Bellini knew that he couldn’t
paint it. Looking at the picture was like looking at an eclipse by watching
its image cast on a sidewalk. I saw the bluish rocks, the saint’s astonished
and serious face, and the uncanny light, but [ wasn’t allowed to see what he
sees.

Then, sometime when I was in my teens, I read the stories about St.
Francis’s stigmatization. According to one version, he had been meditating
late at night, when a blinding light fell over the landscape. He turned
toward the light, and was pierced by the stigmata—five wounds in
imitation of Christ’s punctured hands and feet and his cut side. Since the
painting is called The Ecstasy of St. Francis, 1 looked for the wounds, and
found two small ones on the saint’s hands.
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The painting is meant to show the moment of the stigmatization, but it
does so with extraordinary subtlety. It is only nighttime in the front of the
picture. (Some historians prefer to say that the entire picture is meant to be
a night scene, despite what their eyes show them.) Heaven doesn’t open up
and spill out angels, and there are no streams of blood from St. Francis’s
wounds. I imagine most visitors to the Frick see it as a picture of a saint in
a landscape, praying. You’d think that if the revelation had taken place at
night, and a brilliant yellow light had shone on the saint, everyone in that
distant village would have come running. It is a revelation, but it is
exceedingly subtle, and only a few creatures take note of it. The donkey’s
ears are pricked back and its mouth is slightly open as if it were dully
aware something is happening. Just under St. Francis’s right hand, a rabbit
peeks out of its burrow: it is alert but walleyed, and its stare doesn’t reveal
what it sees. At the far lower left, in a dark ravine, a small russet-throated
bird looks skyward. It might be craning its neck to catch the water that
drips from a stone spout, or it may be trying to see the miracle overhead. In
the far distance, the shepherd turns and looks our way. And most subtle of
all: toward the rear of the flock one ram is painted very carefully, and it
stares right at St. Francis.

Assisi and Ithaca. When 1 first saw how this worked, I was won over.
Bellini must have been uncomfortable with the idea of a heaven populated
by people in robes, and he kept the saint’s supernatural bleeding to a
minimum. He was uneasy, too, with the idea that the night sky could have
been lit up by a miraculous searchlight. The painting shows how a miracle
might look with the volume turned way down. It takes place in an almost
ordinary midafternoon, and produces only a few spots of blood. There is no
angel and no costume melodrama. Instead, the landscape is the miracle.
Because nothing is quite what it should be, everything is partly sacred. The
rocks and trees are nearly supernatural, so that the sky and the saint can be
practically normal.

As I remember it, I was satisfied to have the answer in hand, so I knew
what the painting is really about. Because I am not a Christian, and since I
had no thought of studying art history, I wasn’t particularly interested in
that end of things—I didn’t really care about the doctrine of the
stigmatization, or the idea of a miracle. What I loved was the diffusion of
sacredness, the rapt attention Bellini had paid to every detail.

The house in Ithaca, New York, where I grew up fronts woods and
fields. I was used to looking at plants, and I recognized many of the plants
and rocks in Bellini’s painting. Our eaves were heavy with grape vines like
the ones in the panting, and the woods behind our house had ivy, maidenhair
fern, and briars very like the ones Bellini painted. I knew the feel of chalky
limestone cliffs, and dark wet clefts in the rock where water drips all year
around. I had climbed over rocks like the ones in the painting, and gotten
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scraped by dead branches that sprang straight out from the vertical
rockface. I had wedged my feet into holes like the one Bellini painted, and
grabbed onto saplings like the ones he planted at the top of the cliff. Even
the saint’s retreat looked familiar, because I had explored limestone caves.
The damp cave opening, the natural lintel stone above it, and the scrub
slope on top were things I knew from boyhood adventures. Bellini had some
Italian things in the picture too: we didn’t have fig trees, laurels, or
medieval castles in upstate New York; but we had donkeys, herons, rabbits,
sheep, and places to run and hide like the one St. Francis found.

As a boy, I was entranced by rough slopes, clefts, caves, and thickets
because they were overlooked details of landscapes. People wouldn’t
ordinarily stop to admire them. I loved tracts of dense brush no one could
penetrate, slippery slopes no one would visit, knotted vines, and briars
glowing red in a thicket of brown twigs. I knew that once you get beyond
parks and picture postcards, nature is messy and tangled and full of
ordinary things. I suppose I sensed a deep affinity with Bellini, since he
had looked at the natural world long enough to realize that plants aren’t
symmetrical, and that rocks come in shapes beside blocks and balls. The
Ecstasy of St. Francis showed me things [ was ready to recognize: stones
that are lumpy, trees that bend into strange curves, birds that crane their
necks to the sky, tattered clouds. The beauty of it was that Bellini wasn’t
just playing or daydreaming, as I had been doing: he was finding evidence
of a miracle. If I came across a bluish rock, I might have said it was blue
because there was copper in it. Bellini’s rocks are blue because they are
reflecting a revelation. The little plants at the saint’s feet, clinging to slight
depressions in the rock, are more than just scraps that nature has thrown
down: they are witnesses, bathed in a holy light. The Ecstasy of St. Francis
is an entire world where every twig and thorn has its measure of holiness.
A contemporary of Bellini’s said he loved to “wander in his paintings.”
Certainly that was true for me: I loved every last, lost detail in the painting,
and the more lost the better.

I looked especially long at the plants that sprout along the
bottom margin of the painting. (They were easier to see because they were
at my eye level.) In front of the saint’s feet, for instance, there are four
stray plants. Most artists would have painted a corsage of four stems, with
leaves all around in a pretty circle. Bellini would never be happy with such
a cliché. The left-hand seedling has a straight stem, with one tiny leaf down
low, and a crown of leaflets at the top. It isn’t possible to tell how many,
because he has let them rest on one another in a tangle. The third sapling is
a masterpiece: it wavers slightly on its way up, and then splits into two
twigs. Three tiny bluish leaves nestle in the fork. Both forks are barren.
One shoots out to the side, and the other sprouts an oscillating tendril, and
ends in an upward flourish. The wavering stem is an echo of the wavering
laurel tree, on a scale so small it would never be noticed. (It is as if the
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little twig experiences another, smaller miracle of its own.) The painting is
replete with these miracles of close observation: each leaf is polished to a
dark shine, each stone is enameled. At the far upper right, three tiny
tendrils hang down. The longest one, so thin it looks more like a blond
hair, has four delicately lobed leaves hanging on bell-shaped stems; it ends
in nascent seedbuds so tiny they escape into the surface of the painting.

It was the lostness of the painting that held me, its capacity to lodge my
attention on some forgotten detail. Like all great paintings, it changed the
way I saw real landscapes, and I started paying even more attention to the
tints of rocks and the shapes of clouds. I noticed when a leaf was too tiny
to notice, or when a stem deviated as if it were being pushed gently to one
side. I watched the broken paths that light follows as it finds its way
through foliage to the ground. I would never have said it this way, but the
painting was a kind of bible without words: it taught me how to find
meaning in the smallest scrap on the forest floor, or the dullest glint from a
nameless stone.

The poison well of art history. That was then, and this is now. Now, I feel
almost nothing for the picture. I can recapture part of what I once felt, but
the intensity is gone, and so is my conviction. Once I was transfixed by a
world where every ordinary object glinted in a half-sacred light. Now I can’t
quite see that: I have tried to remember what I looked at, and I have gone
back and looked again, but it’s not a transcendental painting anymore. I
can still see that Bellini labored over plants and stones, and sometimes I
can almost picture the young man who spent so long in front of the
painting almost thirty years ago. But the miracles have drained out of the
painting. It’s a beautiful picture—but as I write that word, I know how it
would have rankled me thirty years ago. I might have said “beautiful” is a
pale word, better suited for a museum than a miracle.

I put the blame for this squarely at the feet of art history. Over the years
I read more about Bellini, and about the painting, and my attraction to it
was one of the reasons I eventually went on to study Renaissance art. Yet
each time I learned something new, I lost a little of what I had felt before.

The main disillusionment came with a short book by the art historian
Millard Meiss, called Giovanni Bellini’s St. Francis in the Frick Collection.
Meiss sets out to stop people like me, who only want to see rocks and
birds. He wants to restore the picture’s original historical purpose. He is at
pains to demonstrate that the painting is a proper representation of the
stigmatization, and that the saint is looking directly at, and receiving his
wounds from, the cloudburst at the upper-left corner of the painting. His
book has a close-up photograph of the region, and you can see dozens of
tiny spikes of light shooting out from a cloud, and streaming in the saint’s
direction. They’re like long yellow needles, lances of sharpened light, and
as far as Meiss is concerned they are the source of the revelation: they
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travel invisibly through the air, becoming impossibly fine and sharp,
piercing the saint’s feet, his hands, and his side. They cause the tiny
droplets of blood that appear on his palms, and a minute puncture on his
forward foot.

Meiss is right, I'm sure. He lines up other paintings as witnesses,
demonstrating that Bellini had toyed with the idea of painting an Ecstasy
of St. Francis without the usual seraph in the sky. A few years earlier,
Bellini had painted another Ecstasy of St. Francis with a tiny angel and
cross hidden up in a corner where it would hardly be noticed. In another
painting he had hung a translucent angel in a twilit sky like a Japanese
paper lantern. It is clear Bellini wanted to do away with the clumsy
machinery that earlier painters used, where the angel floats in the sky as
big as life, and lines connect his hands and feet to St. Francis’s hands and
feet. Even Giotto had followed that obvious machinery: he had taken out
his straightedge and drawn lines, tying angel to saint in connect-the-dots
fashion. A viewer who has never thought about it before can figure out how
the stigmata works by tracing Giotto’s lines: the one from the angel’s right
hand goes to the saint’s right hand, and so forth. Bellini wanted his viewers
to concentrate on the saint’s ecstasy, and not on the technology of
miracles, so he evaporated the flying angel and nearly erased the lines.
Meiss says, in effect, This is a proper early Renaissance religious painting,
and it’s not right to evade that by imagining Bellini was saying that nature
itself is sacred.

At first I tried to wriggle out of Meiss’s solution. I noticed that the
shadows at the saint’s feet don’t come from the yellow clouds, but rather
from somewhere off to our left. The saint doesn’t look at the clouds, but at
a higher spot. And the town in the distance is definitely not a night scene,
as it should be if Bellini were literal about his sources.

Art historians have answers for these objections, of course. They say
Bellini was just mastering perspective, and so it’s to be expected that the
shadows are a bit off. Neither should we expect him to pay too much
attention to the exact direction of the saint’s glance, because he was
concentrating on the saint’s state of mind. Even the unusually bright night
could be explained by inexperience. Bellini made this painting toward the
end of the fifteenth century, when few artists had attempted to paint night
scenes. Perhaps the town in the painting is Bellini’s idea of a natural-
looking nocturnal landscape—as Meiss says, no one is abroad except the
shepherd, and it certainly looks still and quiet. Hollywood directors have
done worse trying to convince us that scenes were filmed at night.

I read Meiss’s book sometime when I was still a teenager, and I went
back to the painting full of enthusiasm, to see if I could agree that the
painting works the way he says it does. As I looked, Meiss’s examples came
to mind—Bellini’s earlier paintings, paintings of St. Francis by other
painters—and I compared them with what I saw. I measured the shadows
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with my eyes, to see if they might plausibly point up toward that corner. I
tried to see the painting as Bellini might have, rather than worrying about
the exact colors of day and night. I decided I agreed with Meiss, and I still
do. (Though sometimes I also suspect that Bellini painted a small angel
above the top margin of the picture. That way St. Francis would have been
looking directly at it. Unfortunately it’s impossible to tell, because the
panel has been sawed off at the top and an unknown amount is missing.)

It was fun playing Meiss’s game, but it had a side effect that I only
began to notice some years later. It blunted my interest in the landscape,
and it unfocused my earlier enthusiasm. Meiss says that the painting is
more than a landscape because it reflects the saint’s ecstasy, and he wants
his readers to remember that Bellini wasn’t practicing botanical or
zoological illustration. Meiss says that, but what he actually does is ignore
the landscape in order to spend time looking at other paintings of angels
and saints. He values the painting enough to write a short book about it,
but his way of showing his admiration is to investigate the painting’s place
in history.

Historical knowledge damps our youthful enthusiasms, and if historians
and teachers aren’t worried about that, it’s because they think historical facts
correct youthful enthusiasms. But they don’t. What I learned from Meiss
and others took my own experience away from me and substituted a
different kind of understanding. The one didn’t correct the other, it
swamped it. My historical knowledge dulled my encounter with the image,
deflected my attention onto other things (evidence, angels, texts,
miscellaneous facts), and finally extinguished the emotion that I had once
felt. History wasn’t just correcting my illusions, as we fondly suppose. It was
alienating me from my own interest.

Once, the Ecstasy of St. Francis was visionary: now, it is about a vision.
Once, it held me in thrall: now, it is a picture of someone else held in
thrall. There are plenty of things to be said in favor of studying the history
of an object you love; historical knowledge can temper personal feelings,
and lend them the balance of considered judgments. The painting depicts a
landscape near La Verna in Italy, not Ithaca in upstate New York, and it
was made by a person who may never have thought of scaling a cliff or
crawling into a cave. It was created at a specific point in the Renaissance,
and it owes as much to other paintings as it does to anything Bellini may
have actually observed.

History can be a good corrective, and I am an art historian because I find
history both valuable and pleasing. Some of what I learned did enrich my
experience and showed me new meanings. But in its cumulative effect,
historical understanding undermines passion. It smothers strong emotion
and puts calm understanding in its place. It puts words to experiences that
are powerful because they are felt rather than thought, and in doing so it
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kills them. Learning about this painting’s history slowly tore down my
original responses and dismantled my memories.

At one time the painting was very personal for me. It meant a great deal,
even if I couldn’t quite say what. Now I can say exactly what, but I am
barred from ever feeling it again.

History is insidious, because once it starts to corrode your sense of a picture,
there is no stopping it. Meiss started the process, and then in graduate school I
read much more. Each text took something I had felt and transformed it into
something I knew. Eventually I read enough to realize that even my love of
lonely woods was not mine at all. I had inherited it from nineteenth-century
Romantic writers like Ruskin. In upstate New York in the 1960s, I had been
unwittingly playing out ideas that had been developed in England and Germany
in the nineteenth century. The things I loved about the woods—the thorns, the
swamps, the slanting light from the winter sun—were all the stocks-in-trade of
Romantic poetry and art criticism. Even the word “woods” as opposed to
“forest,” or the word “cave” as opposed to “cavern,” were proof that I was the
unconscious heir of late Romantic ideas—ideas that Bellini could never even
have thought. I was trapped, forced to admit that my kind of nature worship was
a watered-down descendant of ideas that hadn’t even existed until fully three
centuries after Bellini’s death. There it was in black and white at the beginning
of Meiss’s book: he says that people once thought that Bellini’s painting was
nothing but a glorious sacred landscape, and they didn’t want to come to terms with
the fact that it might be a specific religious event, rigorously depicted. That was
my attitude in a nutshell.

From that moment on, if I thought of my childhood experiences at all, it was to
interrogate them, to see if I had outgrown my nineteenth-century feelings about
nature. (I haven’t: I am still entranced by dark ravines, late autumn sunlight, and
other romantic clichés too numerous to mention.) Having read Ruskin, I
understand more about the Romanticism that was in the air when I was growing
up. Having read Meiss, I can see that Bellini’s painting is first and foremost a
Christian revelation. But I have come perilously close to forgetting why I was
drawn to the painting in the first place.

Historical knowledge stripped me of several illusions, but at a huge cost. I can
lecture at length on the Ecstasy of St. Francis, but I have lost the ability to be
moved by it. It’s an insidious process: I remember I was moved, and I have
recalled enough to write these pages. I can conjure the past, and testify to my
obsession with the picture. I can even remember how I stood there, overwhelmed,
unable to move. My eyes might well have been swimming with tears. I can say
all that, and so I can almost convince myself that I haven’t lost anything. But this
is a historian’s false comfort: actually, I have lost a tremendous amount. History
is the “pale cast of thought,” as Shakespeare says. It throws a veil over the
world, and after a time, our eyes get accustomed to the weakened light and we
come to think that the world looks the same as it always has.
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What I have described here has also happened with every other work of art that
has moved me; but I regret most what I have learned about St. Francis in Ecstasy.
The painting is there, but my wonderfully intense, nearly indescribable emotions
are long gone. I wish I could turn back the clock and recapture those days when I
stood in front of the painting, intoxicated by thoughts I could hardly describe.
Now the world has dulled, and filled up with dusty words. Before, the leaves
were magic: almost too beautiful to be seen without flinching, and colored an
impossibly smooth and chilling blue.



6

The ivory tower of tearlessness

Apollodorus, who had been weeping the whole time, broke out in a
loud cry which made cowards of us all. Socrates alone kept calm.

“What is this strange outcry?” he said. “I sent the women away so
that they wouldn’t offend us in this way, because I have heard that a
man should die in peace. Be quiet, and have patience.”

When we heard that, we were ashamed, and refrained from tears.
He walked about until, as he said, his legs began to fail, and then he
lay on his back, according to the directions, and the man who had
given him the poison looked now and again at his legs. After a while
the man pressed his legs and asked him if he could feel, and he said
no; then the man felt his legs, and so upwards, showing us that he
was cold and stiff.

—Plato, Phaedo

Therefore 1 say that a man should refrain from excess either of
laugher or tears, and should exhort his neighbor to do the same; he
should veil his immoderate sorrow or joy, and seek to behave with
propriety.

—Plato, Laws

I CAN’T CRY OVER the Ecstasy of St. Francis, or any other painting. [ have
joined the ranks of the tearless. Like other art historians, I am fascinated by the
pictures I study, but I don’t let them upset my mental balance. It’s all right for a
picture to be challenging, but I don’t think of pictures as dangerous: when I look
at an image it doesn’t occur to me that it might ruin my composure, or alter the
way I think, or change my mind about myself. There is no risk, no harm in
looking.

The damping-down of my reactions has been a slow process. In part [ grew up
and away from the paintings I loved when I was younger. I suppose everyone
gets sober as they get older; and I’ve also grown foward books and away from
fresh encounters with paintings. These days I tend to prepare myself before I
travel to see an important painting: like a diplomat getting ready for a summit
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meeting, I do some background reading and take some notes. That way I come at
the painting well armed with thoughts and problems. Often, it works, and I have
a richer experience than I would have without doing research in advance: but
there is a small, painful price to be paid every time. Each idea from a book is like
a little tranquilizer, making the picture easier to see by taking the rough edges off
of experience. Once, it seemed there was nothing between me and the Ecstasy of
St. Francis but a foot or two of empty air. Now it’s like peering between the
shelves in a library: somewhere back there, beyond the wall of books, is the
painting I am still trying to see.

Studying in advance is an ingrained habit for academics, and because I am an
art historian, I may have an especially virulent strain of the disease. Yet the same
goes for anyone who learns anything about an image: each fact is a shield
against firsthand experience. Anyone who has even glanced at a museum label or
opened an art book is incrementally less able to be really affected by what they
see. I don’t deny that historical knowledge paves new roads to the work, deepens
and enriches the work, and helps make sense of unfamiliar paintings. But it also
alters the relation between the person and the painting, turning seeing into a
struggle. You see what’s on the museum label or what the guidebook says, and
you are lucky if you see much else. Once your head is filled with all kinds of
fascinating bits of information, it gets harder to see anything beyond the labels,
the audio tours, and the exhibition catalogs.

In university classes, art historians usually caution their students to try to keep
seeing for themselves, and not to be dependent on books. That’s a real enough
danger, and I think it conceals a more insidious problem: the piles of information
smother our capacity to really feel. By imperceptible steps, art history gently
drains away a painting’s sheer wordless visceral force, turning it into an occasion
for intellectual debate. What was once an astonishing object, thick with the
capacity to mesmerize, becomes a topic for a quiz show, or a one-liner at a party,
or the object of a scholar’s myopic expertise. I am still very much interested in
Bellini’s painting. But the picture no longer visits me in my sleep, or haunts my
thoughts, or intrudes on my walks in the countryside. It no longer matters to my
life, only to my work.

Does learning kill emotion? Most people who study pictures are content to
read, and let their reading help them see. For them, learning only deepens
the experience of pictures. The more you know, they’ll say, the more you
get out of a visit to the museum. Without knowledge, you’re just guessing,
and your guesses are probably both wrong and much simpler than what the
artist really had in mind. Any number of historians, sociologists, and
philosophers have argued the point. The art historian Erwin Panofsky
spoke about the need for “cultural equipment,” which makes me imagine
going to the museum trundling along overweight suitcases filled with high
culture. The sociologist Pierre Bourdieu has written about the need for
“cultural competence”: without it, he says, the most valuable and
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important art cannot be understood. (It’s not entirely clear what that
competence is, because Bourdieu is against academic art history, but also
skeptical of unlettered appreciation.) Any number of culture watchdogs,
from E.D.Hirsch to Allan Bloom, have agitated for the necessity of
knowing before you can see. Culture is complicated, they say, and full of
ideas. You might as well try to guess what an electron is, as try to
appreciate the Mona Lisa without reading about it first.

There are good arguments on both sides of this debate. Other people—a
smaller number—have some things to say in favor of naked, ignorant
experience. The philosopher Curt Ducasse has said that when historians
bring their “cultural equipment” to bear, they aren’t really seeing what
they’re looking at anyway: they are appreciating all the ancillary and
accidental qualities of the work, like its medium, its dimensions, and the
names of the people who commissioned it. Ducasse says scholarly and
historical information like the artist’s birthdate does not really matter, even
though too much learning makes it seem as if it does. I’'m not too happy
with his argument, because it divides the work’s real meaning—which he
calls aesthetic— from its added meanings, and I’d hate to separate tears
from history. The position I’'m taking in this book is closer to two other
philosophers, John Dewey and R.G.Collingwood, who have said that no
one appreciates any work in full: every response is partial, and any emotion
is mixed with its companion thoughts, so why say that one person’s
experience is off-limits, and another’s is legitimate?

These are long debates, like the philosophers’ theories of crying. I am
going to leave them to one side because they aren’t quite asking my
question. The division between people who know nothing about pictures
and those who know a great deal isn’t the same as the division between
people who respond emotionally and those who don’t. There are overlaps,
to be sure, and virtually all academics are in the tearless camp. Learning
did kill emotion for me, but I also have letters from people who know a
great deal about paintings and still cry.

I’'m also avoiding questions raised by Bourdieu, Hirsch, Bloom, and
others, because so many people who have joined their debates are chiefly
interested in defending and promoting culture. They want educated
viewers so that the next generation can experience the same sense of
culture and history that they feel. In their view culture will be in good
shape so long as people can continue to find value in the canon of
masterpieces. History is important in their agenda because if everyone just
looks, and no one studies, the ongoing conversation about art is suspended.
I put this a little baldly, because I want to draw a line between what I am
interested in and anything as public or official as culture. I do care that
people who stand silently in front of paintings can find something to say to
people who stand behind lecterns and talk about paintings, but I have no



PICTURES AND TEARS 73

stake in which paintings they choose, or how the next generation is
educated, or whether our museums remain popular.

Could the two sides talk to one another? The art historian David Lubin,
for example, might conceivably have something to say to the woman who
cried in front of Sargent’s Daughters of Edward D.Boit. At least they share
the same painting, which appears to be about emptiness of some kind. Yet
it’s hard to think how the woman’s story—if she even has one—could
contribute something Lubin might want to add to his next monograph. I
never met Millard Meiss, the historian who wrote the monograph on
Bellini’s Ecstasy of St. Francis, even though he was around the Frick back
when I started visiting. I suppose it’s just as well I never met him. It’s hard
to imagine Meiss being surprised or really interested in anything I would
have had to say.

Can a person who has just cried in front of the Mona Lisa possibly have
anything to say to a historian who has studied the painting her whole life?
Perhaps it only works the other way around: the person who cries might go
to hear the historian lecture, and eventually the weepy person might learn
something from the sober one. At least that is the way it would happen if
the two people could even understand one another. In my experience
people with intense emotional reactions to paintings don’t care for the way
historians talk, and the feeling is mutual. The gap between what historians
write and what my correspondents report looks unbridgeable.

Why I shouldn’t have written this book. As part of my research, I called
and wrote to a number of nationally and internationally known art
historians. I wanted to augment the letters I had solicited in newspapers
and on the Internet with the opinions of some of the people who are most
knowledgeable about paintings. I asked the historians if they had cried in
response to an artwork, and also if they thought there might be a link
between the “knowledge” gained by crying and the knowledge—not in
quotation marks—acquired by studying. The majority of replies were
unambiguous and to the point: crying is not part of the discipline, and has
nothing to contribute. The more famous the art historian, the less likely he
or she had ever cried. Based on my somewhat random survey, I would
have to say tearlessness is a criterion of good scholarship.

Most of the art historians ruled the question of crying out of court. [ was
told, for example, that crying is old-fashioned, romantic, and unfitted to
twentieth-century art. I was told that serious viewers are right not to cry,
and that in any case crying is not what most artists want from the public. 1
was told that a book on crying has no place in the discipline. “It will close
the gates of Harvard to you forever,” one historian said—but then he
added, “of course, that doesn’t mean much anyway.” The art historians I
spoke to raised most of the points I’ve been mulling over in these opening
chapters: they said that crying is private, irrelevant, incommunicable,
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misguided, and ignorant. (In so many words, that is: most of my
correspondents were very polite.) Some even gave me reasons why I
shouldn’t be writing this book to begin with: crying, they said, has nothing
to contribute to our understanding of pictures. Several people pointed out
that if crying was somehow relevant, then I shouldn’t write the book unless
I had cried over a painting.

The historians who helpfully advised me not to continue with my project
were certainly annoying, but they’re the ones who gave me the impetus to
keep going. I decided, perversely 1 suppose, that I must have hit on the
perfect subject for a book: almost no one wanted to talk about it; it was not
well defined or widely documented; I may not be qualified to write it; it is
unprofessional, embarrassing, “feminine,” unreliable, incoherent, private,
and largely inexplicable; and it is philo sophically dubious and historically
outdated. Nothing could have attracted my attention more! Something, I
thought, is clearly amiss in what we expect of pictures.

Of all the objections, the one I have the least idea how to answer is the
charge that I haven’t cried myself. (Or at least, that I can’t remember if
I’ve cried.) Perhaps in the end this is like a book of seafaring adventures
written by a person who has never been in a boat: accurate but dry. Still,
my lack of tears was what kept me curious. It also helped me to be more
sympathetic to my weepy correspondents. I have come close enough to
crying to know what paintings are capable of, and it bothered me that my
everyday reactions were so weak. It also struck me that if I 4ad cried, or if
I were the kind of person who cries often, then this book would probably
have become too much of a personal memoir. My confused, decadelong
encounter with Bellini’s painting helped me stand somewhere between the
mooniest letters and the most curt and icy skeptics.

There are limits to how much a person can understand emotions he or she
has never felt, but at least I’ve come close. If I had never been
overwhelmed by any painting, I don’t think I would have tried to write this
book. The same goes for readers: if you have been moved by a picture, I
hope you can find stories here that will take you even closer. But if, like
the people who tried to convince me not to write this book, your interests
are intellectual rather than visceral, then let me suggest you have already
read too far. Some things can’t be taught.

Letters from sober academics. There are many species of tearlessness.
Among art historians, it tends to be underwritten by confidence that a lack
of emotion is no big loss. One scholar whose work I have long admired
wrote me a polite letter, declining to share his experiences. “Dear Mr.
Elkins,” he says, “Your next project on the Niobe syndrome (art historians
moved to tears by what they are seeing) sounds most engaging.... For
myself, I would rather not participate, even at the risk of confessing to a
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stony, unfeeling nature.” And he signs it, a bit coolly, “with warm
regards.”

This is typical of several letters, conversations, and phone calls I’ve had
with colleagues. This one is especially circumspect (notice he doesn’t quite
say he has never cried), but it fits the mold: the historians distance
themselves from the subject, and express a brief regret. Indeed, this
historian’s apology is so perfunctory that it almost looks like he is proud of
his “stony, unfeeling nature.” Another historian, just as well known,
answered me in parentheses, like this: “(the answer is no).” Yet another
said she had never thought about the subject before, though she imagined
some art historians must have cried. She could almost remember the name
of one of them. As we talked, it became apparent that she had ruled herself
out without even thinking. She thought I must have been asking about
other people.

Some of these conversations and letters gave me the creeps. People
answered me so confidently, and with such emotional distance, that I felt
as if [ had asked them for the time of day, or tomorrow’s weather. It would
be one thing if people wondered why they had not cried; but it is quite
another when the very notion that they might have cried seemed so alien,
so inadmissible, that they automatically assumed I was asking about other
people. 1t’s the complacency that worries me. If you don’t feel strongly,
how can you know what’s out there, beyond the pale of thought?

The most famous art historian of the second half of the century, Sir
Ernst Gombrich, wrote me a long letter all about how other people have
cried. (An abbreviated version is in the appendix.) He himself hasn’t. “I
see that you are going to disprove the passage in Leonardo’s Paragone,”
he writes, citing a passage where Leonardo proposes, “The painter will
move to laughter, but not to tears, for tears are a greater disturbance of the
emotions than laughter.” Gombrich adds that he has never wept in front of
a painting, or even laughed, and he tells a little story about his friend, the
painter Oskar Kokoschka, who once wept looking at a painting by Hans
Memling that showed some bare feet in water. (The story about Kokoschka
is wonderful, since he was a large man with big limbs, and the people in
his later paintings often have outsized hands and feet. It is lovely to think of
him bending over Memling’s painting, crying at the delicate naked feet of
St. Christopher immersed in water.)

When I got Gombrich’s letter, I nearly gave up writing this book: the
world’s best-known art historian says he’s never wept, and he quotes
Leonardo, the world’s best-known painter, saying that it is impossible to
make people weep over paintings. What more is there is say after that?
How could anyone cry unless they’re a bit off in the head?

Luckily the rest of Gombrich’s letter shows how. The example of
Leonardo is particularly telling. Crying wasn’t something Leonardo valued,
and he shared that perspective with many artists of his time and place. It is
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not accidental, I think, that Gombrich was trained as a specialist in Italian
Renaissance art (as | was). Historians of any stripe pick up the values of
the period they study, and many are attracted to certain periods by
affinities they feel. In relation to what came before and after, the Italian
Renaissance is a locus of dry intellection. Relatively speaking—these are
treacherous generalizations, but they have their truth—in other times and
places, crying was both valued and expected. Even Gombrich’s friend
Kokoschka cried at least once. So even though Leonardo is the West’s
preeminent painter, he doesn’t stand for the centuries that followed him;
and even though Gombrich is the best-known living art historian, his
education is not irrelevant to his judgment.

Gombrich says that even though he wrote an entire book on caricature,
he hardly smiled, let alone laughed. I would certainly agree it is possible to
write a book on caricature without laughing, or a book on crying without
weeping—alfter all, I’m trying to do that myself. But Gombrich’s assertion
makes me wonder if something might be missing from such a book. That is
the big question, as far as I am concerned. What would Gombrich have
written differently if he had laughed, even once, while he was writing about
caricature? What would other historians have written differently if they had
cried, even once?

Needless to say, my profession is not entirely unemotional, even if it is
nearly tearless. Some art historians habitually form strong attachments to
the pictures they study. Given the emotional climate of the times, strong
dry-eyed reactions are easier to admit than weepy ones, and a number of
people have told me they have been moved virtually to tears by pictures. I
don’t want to say too much about those letters, because I want to insist on
the criterion of actual tears. (As I’ve said, if I were to let it go I am afraid
almost every person who loves paintings would line up to tell me they had
been deeply moved at one time or another.) Yet it is also clear that there
are many kinds of extremely forceful, personal encounters that do not
result in tears: the lightning bolt, for example, and others I’1l be mentioning
later. The philosopher Richard Wollheim told me he has shuddered at
artworks, but never cried. Over the years | have seen several historians and
critics get worked up over artworks, stomping around, gesticulating,
overcome with happiness or fascination. One of my teachers, Barbara
Stafford, has a wonderful infectious enthusiasm for whatever she sees.
Historians like her—a happy minority—are clearly transported by works
of art: something in the pictures takes hold of them, and (as Plato would
have said) they catch fire. I know a number of very passionate, engaged,
enthusiastic art historians, who are deeply attached to paintings, and I am
not begrudging that kind of half-wild response—but I would still want to
know what it means to say you’re very attached, or very enthusiastic, even
though you have never cried.
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In all, I talked to or wrote almost thirty art historians. When the letters
were all in, I had seven people who said they’d cried at paintings, and only
two who were willing to go on the record. Eleven of the thirty said they
habitually feel very strongly about art, even though they don’t cry. (They
were all very shy. One historian wrote saying he hadn’t cried, he didn’t
think emotional reactions were a good idea, and I could not use his name.)

At a rough guess, I would bet that 1 percent of my profession have been
moved to tears by an artwork, and another 10 percent let themselves get
emotional. The remainder are professionals, in the pejorative sense of that
word.

Ascetics. I’ve been talking about art historians and other academics, but
what I’m saying goes as well for anyone whose attachment to pictures is
mainly intellectual. I’ll hazard another guess, based on my unscientific
survey of people in all walks of life, that the majority of such people are
content not to feel very much, and that many actually distrust strong
emotions. They try not to let themselves be manipulated, and they look
askance at people who get carried away. For them the eyes are intellectual
organs, made for scrutinizing the world, and the mind’s business is to keep
control of the passions. Nietzsche wrote some brilliant pages on that kind of
person, whom he called “ascetics.” For them, the object of appreciating art
is indeed to feel something, but feelings have to be managed so they do not
get out of hand. Asceticism has its good points: it fosters critical distance
and provides the coolness that is essential to any considered evaluation. But
ascetics forget that in addition to seeing, the eye is also an organ that cries;
and in addition to thinking, the mind is also an organ that slumps into a
miasma of confusion, or burns up in a storm of incomprehensible passions.

Ascetics are fundamentalists of the passions: they don’t want to feel, and
they have rigid reasons why feeling would be bad for them. Mark Twain
was one of them, at least when he visited Milan. Ascetics are related to a
more interesting group, whom I’ll call wistful ascetics: people who have
not cried, but who are taken by the idea of crying and maybe even want to
cry.

Robert Rosenblum, an art historian, wrote me a very straightforward
catalog of his reactions to paintings. After “some soul-searching,” he says,
“I must end up confessing that, unlike Diderot’s, my own lachrymal ducts
have never responded to a work of art.” (My letter to him had mentioned
the eighteenth-century critic Denis Diderot, whose passionate art criticism
was a tonic for the age.) “On the other hand,” he adds, “if you’re interested
in physiology, I have truly gasped (jaw dropped, breath caught, etc.) from
the sensation of what I guess we might still call Beauty, or some other kind
of magic in art.” He lists a few works of art that took him aback, and then
he notes—a little sadly, but only a little—that he never felt that way the
second or the third time. “In each case, it was a response to my first view
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of the work. By the time of the second, I was already invulnerable. I
suspect we art historians, in particular, wear too much armor; but thank
you for suggesting that we might shed some of it.”

What a telling phrase, “I was already invulnerable.” Certainly that is
what history did for me in regard to the Ecstasy of St. Francis. It’s as if the
discipline provides intellectual armor for viewing paintings in safety and
comfort. There’s something funny but pathetic about the image—scholars
tromping around museums in heavy suits of armor, peering through the
slots of their visors, anxious about doing battle with little teardrops.

Rosenblum isn’t afraid of crying, and he doesn’t disdain it. From there
it’s one step to becoming a wistful ascetic, like the nameless person who
wrote “I wish I could cry” in the Rothko chapel visitor’s book. A few art
historians who wrote me did express unhappiness about the fact that they
have never cried. One was openly envious of people who can react openly
to pictures. Another wrote to say that crying in front of a painting might be
“one of the best things a person can do,” because it could “save you from
having to see a doctor or psychiatrist.” That correspondent also said people
should “open their souls or their minds when they see a picture,” and stop
holding back. “If you listen to the words people say when they look at
paintings, it’s mostly things like... ‘Oh, how wonderful!’...or else they are
just discussing the details of the picture, ozr trying to find out what the
symbols mean, or other technical stuff. But if you can see the picture just
for what it is, without restraining yourself, you might be overwhelmed by
its beauty, which breaks all the resistance, and tears down all the walls
between the object and the observer—even ‘inner walls.” In that case...the
painter and the observer grow into one another. They are united, like
Siamese twins.”

Sadly, she can’t bring herself to cry. “One thing I hope for myself,” she
concludes, “is that I will cry, just once, seeing some special painting. I just
cannot. When [ visit galleries and museums, I feel bothered by the crowds
around me. I hate to have to share all the beautiful paintings with other
people. It’s hard to feel close and intimate with the paintings when there
are so many people around.” Once she had “dry tears” looking at
Vermeer’s Milkmaid. That is a funny phrase, “dry tears,” and I am not sure
what it means. It sounds different from what I felt in front of Bellini’s
painting, or from the gasps that Rosenblum recalls. My intense and
confused reaction to Bellini, Rosenblum’s gasps, and this woman’s dry
tears all share a common trait: they are responses that could lead to tears,
like resting places on the way to full crying. This woman’s letter is
especially sad because she wants so much to cry: she loves paintings, she
believes in crying, and she does cry at sunrises and sunsets; but she can’t
find a way to subtract the distractions long enough to let the paintings do
their work.
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I won’t be surprised if I get a letter from her someday, telling me how
she had finally cried at a painting. For her, it is only a matter of finding the
right place. For me, and I suspect for Rosenblum, it is not sounds that have
to be subtracted, but knowledge. To cry at The Ecstasy of St. Francis 1
would have to forget what I’ve learned, and I can’t see how that will ever
happen. Perhaps in the haze of old age, when none of this matters
anymore, [ will be able to remember why I was once so deeply affected.
But by then I will be someone else, and the stories of history will be far away.

A cynical theory of the discipline. The woman who had “dry tears” is still
hopeful, but most of the people I have talked to are not. Instead the problem
for them—as it is for me—is to figure out what it means to be so far from
tears. I exchanged letters for a while with another historian who feels as |
do, that it would be a lucky thing indeed if she were ever to actually cry at
a painting. “Art historians are embarrassed to admit that they have cried
before paintings,” she says. “My dissertation advisor eons ago confided to
me that he had cried when first seeing the Breughel collection in Vienna,
because he saw them in the still bombed-out museum. The entire scene
really overpowered him. He told me this as we were discussing why it was
art historians never ‘went public’ about the preference for ‘quality.” Now,
why don’t we? Is it because art historians were mostly men operating in a
suspiciously ‘feminine’ field, and they had to look tough? Art history, as a
very ‘soft’ area of study, was trying to look more ‘objective’ and therefore
more scientific; could it be that saying, ‘I like this work to the point of
tears’ made us sound too much like critics? Are we just prigs?”

Especially in American culture, people don’t like to admit crying, and
academics are only that much more reserved, and less likely to confess
anything personal. Art history is definitely “feminine” in all sorts of ways:
it is not a hard science, and it attracts a high proportion of women students.
Certainly male art historians have occasionally been at pains to lend it a
masculine legitimacy. Even more important, though, art historians do not
want to be confused with critics. (That would make them even softer, even
more undisciplined.) Weeping sounds too subjective, too unreliable, and
therefore too much like art criticism.

In the United States, art history has traditionally been a “soft” discipline,
supposedly one of the easiest academic fields—and that alone would be
enough to account for what my correspondent was describing. There are
other factors as well, which are even harder to admit. I suspect, for
instance, that not all art historians have very deep feelings in general, in
life. They are often interested mostly in texts and languages, and the
trappings of the trade—going to conferences, teaching, getting better jobs.
Needless to say, it is not easy to say such things diplomatically. But the
evidence is there, in the field itself: art historians are trained to be
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dispassionate and to avoid judgments of quality. That being so, the field
may also attract people who already feel relatively little.

Seven out of the thirty historians I talked to admitted to crying in front
of paintings, but several thousand saw my questionnaire and didn’t answer
at all. The response rate among academics, as a sociologist would say, was
unusually low. The overwhelming majority don’t cry, never have, and
don’t wish they could. How can I explain that fact, unless I say that many
people who become academics fail to feel anything very strongly? Academia
is well stocked with philosophers who know about such things as
empathetic reactions, theories of crying and catharsis, and “lacrymogenic
experiences” (as one especially serious correspondent put it). There is no
lack of people content with their “stony, unfeeling natures.” Absence of
strong emotion becomes the norm, and I think many academics end up
living their lives pretty much without it.

Inevitably art historians produce students who think crying is more or
less out of the question, an embarrassment, an irrelevancy, something for
neophytes, a breach of decorum, a sign of immaturity. In that respect, art
historians are ascetics in Nietzsche’s sense. They don’t feel much, and that
makes them suspicious of people who do: that’s my cynical theory of the
discipline.

How to understand hedgerows. 1 don’t mean to say that all historical
learning is poison. In some circumstances, even a tiny drop of historical
fact is dangerous, even if it is dissolved in an ocean of tears. (The Shroud of
Turin must have been ruined for some people when the blood turned out to
be red paint.) In other cases, reading and looking can go hand in hand.
There is no formula. I lost myself in Bellini’s painting, and history ruined
it for me afterward. Other times I have read about pictures in advance, and
then managed to forget some of that learning when I saw the actual
painting. History can be a panacea, a poison, or a placebo. Most often it
turns out to be a fatal poison.

In all cases, it helps to not be afraid of feeling something personal,
something no one else could understand. That’s the bottom line in any
encounter between a viewer and an image. Another art historian who wrote
me, Martin Hesselbein, takes an uncompromising stand on this issue. He
says art should be “an intimate meeting,” and he tests each new artwork
before he is willing to study it, to see if it can have a strong enough effect
on him. “Inevitably this viewpoint has consequences,” he writes. “I apply
it to all styles and all periods, in order to come to terms with a piece of art,
to measure my relation to it. What doesn’t measure up I consider an
exercise.” He describes one such occasion, when he was in the basement of
the Worcester Art Museum in Massachusetts, looking at a Persian
watercolor. “The painting described a weeping man in plain lines; I
couldn’t read the accompanying Farsi text, but to me the painting was
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about love, about love at an age when one ought to be wise. Considering
his beard and belly this man must have been over fifty years old and could
barely stand upright. It seemed that someone was pushing him over.
Obviously the scene matched my own state of mind and loosened up
memories of so short a time ago.”

Martin acknowledges that he responds to pictures for personal reasons.
(He says he tends to respond especially to lonely scenes.) Of course that
doesn’t make for good scholarship. But it does not prevent him from using
his emotional reaction as a criterion for each new artwork he encounters.
Each of us has a particular shape to our imagination, a certain mix of ideas
and memories that makes us respond. I remember enough of my early
childhood to know why I am drawn to woods and cliffs, and I also know
that I am partly pro jecting that matrix of memories onto Bellini. But only
partly. Some of it is already there, in the painting (or if you prefer, in the
painting as it has been traditionally understood). So I agree with Martin: a
strong response can be a criterion for separating meaningful art from the
chaff of “exercises,” provided the viewer recognizes what’s private and
what’s not.

Even after many years, I am still drawn to pictures of places that seem
isolated or rarely visited, to objects that would be overlooked, and to
shapes and colors that would normally go unnoticed. The saint in Bellini’s
painting still catches my eye, standing alone at the foot of his cliff, looking
out over the nearly deserted landscape. I know that the actual cliffs still
exist in Italy, and I know that the cliffs around Ithaca are still there. I know
the differences between them, and so I also know their similarities. That
knowledge is what helps lead me from my most immediate reactions back
to history.

The same old memories of upstate New York also prompt me to feel a
special affinity for some paintings by the nineteenth-century artist Ralph
Edward Blakelock, known mostly for his eccentric paintings of Indians.
What moves me are some odd little paintings he made of hedgerows. He
painted the thin trees and straggling bushes that grow in thin strips between
farmers’ fields. In America, farmers who don’t have space to spare keep
the distance between their fields as a minimum: a few bushes for a
windbreak, and a narrow path we used to call a “corn road.” These
attenuated strips of forest are ubiquitous, and mile after mile of them pass
by unremarked on any drive through the country. No one pays attention to
them. Unlike the thicker hedges and walls that divide fields in parts of
Europe, farmers don’t tend the thin bushes Blakelock painted. They offer
no good hiding places for children, they aren’t much shelter for animals,
and they are not scenic enough to attract hikers. No one just stands and
watches them, and sees how they mean nothing to anyone, day after day,
year after year—no one, that is, except Blakelock. He does not try for any
special effects: there are no twilight scenes, no lowering clouds, no birds
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singing or farmers passing by. His paintings are small and intensely
observed: the paint builds up slowly as he keeps looking, until it is
becomes an enamel bas-relief, recording every withered branch and half-
grown shrub.

There is something immensely moving about Blakelock’s patient, loving
attention to things that are utterly forgotten. To my eye his paintings are
stained with melancholy, and they put me into a kind of involuntary trance.
I have the same kinds of reactions, but milder, looking at some paintings
by Blakelock’s fellow landscape painter George Inness, who also loved
waste land, scrub woods, swamps, and back country. Naturally my
thoughts aren’t just my own, and it was not entirely a surprise to get letters
from people who also love turn-of-the-century American paintings. Mary
Ann Caws, a professor of English, French, and comparative literature at the
Graduate School of the City University of New York, tells me the marshes
of Martin Johnson Heade have made her cry, and so have Inness’s paintings
of early morning. Marshes, deserted spaces, hedgerows—they’re all
abandoned places, lavished with unaccustomed attention, and they are
strong attractors for my eyes.

I have thought about why Inness and Blakelock have this effect on me,
and how inappropriate it is that they are linked to my childhood, and to
Bellini’s painting done three centuries before. I know my appreciation of
landscape comes from the nineteenth century, and specifically from
English writers like Ruskin and Arnold, and German Romantics like
Fichte, Schelling, and Novalis. The sources for my affection for hedgerows
also include turn-of-the-century aestheticism, strains of earlier Jewish
mysticism, seventeenth-century ideas about landscape, and even further,
all the way to second-century Gnosticism. There is material there for
another book, one I doubt is worth writing.

I know all about the dubious pedigree of my ideas, and I can name a
whole collection of old-fashioned notions that formed my imagination as a
child. The key is to know. As long as I can see what makes up my
imagination, I can keep an eye on how it mingles with historical ideas,
insinuating itself into the facts of history, posing as part of the picture,
camouflaging itself as historical truth. Each of us has an intellectual
genealogy like this, waiting to be discovered, and it leads each of us to love
certain images and avoid others.

The moral is: trust what attracts you. You do not have to doubt your gut
feeling and turn immediately to the guidebook or the label on the wall.
Academics read so many texts they have nearly lost the ability to make
contact with pictures, and they are taught that their untutored reactions are
unreliable and irrelevant. But they aren’t. On the contrary: unchecked
responses are the only way to experience pictures as something more than
wall ornaments.
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In most cases, history kills. Luckily it kills slowly, over many years. During the
long interval between the first poison pill and the death of all feeling, history can
give a great deal of pleasure. Just as smokers love their cigarettes, I love the facts
and findings of history. The story I told in the last chapter, about the Ecstasy of
St. Francis, paints history as a pure disaster. That isn’t entirely true, because the
historical material makes the story richer and more fully human. Meiss’s book,
the story of the stigmata, Bellini’s other paintings, the landscape of Italy: all that
adds immeasurably to my sense of the painting. I do miss those first encounters
with the painting, but I would almost miss the history more, if I had to give it up.
Art history continues to deepen my experience of images, and I keep buying,
reading, and writing books of art history, even though I know I am slowly
corroding my ability to address paintings with full emotions and an open heart.
Like a drug, history takes me out of myself, saves me from myself. It shelters
me from the raw unpredictable encounter with artworks: it’s safe, it’s calm, and
it’s entertaining. It’s very pleasureful. It has all the traits of a deadly drug.
History is an addiction, and there is no cure.



7
False tears over a dead bird

He most not flote upon his watry bear
Unwept, and welter to the parching wind,
Without the meed of som melodious tear.
—Milton, Lycidas
Why ay!—These tears look well! sorrow’s the mode,
And every one at Court must wear it now—
With all my heart, I’ll not be out of Fashion.
—Colley Cibber, Richard III (1700)
HERE IS A PAINTING no one could cry over. Or so you might think
(colorplate 3).
It shows a young girl mourning her dead white canary. Apparently she has been
crying—her cheek is glistening, and her eye is puffed red. Now she has stopped,
and dried her tears.

To some extent, it is a familiar scene. Many children lose pets they adore. 1
can still remember finding our family’s pet parakeet dead in its cage one
morning. I looked at it for a minute, thinking it might suddenly spring up and
start flying around, and then I opened the cage and took it out gingerly, and held
it in my hands. This girl must have done the same, and I can imagine how she
cupped the little bird in her hands and began to cry.

The scene is familiar enough, but this painting goes too far. The girl is treating
her bird as if it were an ancient hero laid out on a bier. She has concocted an
animal version of a classical soldier’s death, something out of Homer or Racine.
She has very poetically draped the bird’s cage with ivy, and artfully arranged its
dead body so that the head droops pitifully over the edge. (It makes the bird look
like an opera singer who has just been stabbed.) Even the girl’s gesture is
theatrical, the kind of histrionic pose children tend to pick up from their parents.

She does seem to be suffering, but her sadness is modeled on melodrama.
Perhaps she has been reading too many romantic poems. (If she were a
contemporary girl, we would say she had been reading her older sister’s Mills
and Boon paperbacks or Harlequin romances.) It’s easy to picture the solemn
ceremony that will follow: she will dress in full mourning, and take the dead bird
out to some poetic, solitary place under a weeping willow. She will bury it with
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solemn pomp, and then she’ll linger on as the moon rises, and sing plaintive
songs to the poor bird’s departed spirit.

The painting is funny that way—Iike a bad poet’s idea of how children suffer,
or like a spoiled child’s notion of genuine grief. None of it is quite believable: if
a child actually behaved like this girl, we might say she was play-acting, doing
everything for effect. The painting is also oddly, inappropriately sexual. She is
overattractive for her age, like a preteen fashion model, or like the rouged
porcelain dolls that are sold in TV Guide. Her dress is low-cut, and in a
fashionable disarray. Her cheeks and temples make her look older than she is,
and her arm is a plump teenager’s. Is she six, or sixteen?

The whole ensemble makes me a little queasy. It is too sentimental and too
literary, and it’s slyly sexual. It is precious, cloying, effusively sentimental, and
weirdly artificial. Even its colors are childish and oversweet, with the bluish
myrtle, the pink flowers tucked in her bosom, and her ripe strawberry cheeks.
This is more than just a picture of sadness: there’s something wrong with it.

The artist, Jean-Baptiste Greuze, made several paintings like this one, showing
little girls and dead birds, and many others depicting tearful scenes of farewell or
reconciliation. He painted deathbed dramas with survivors wailing, and touching
reunions where the onlookers are all in tears. Always the sentiment is strong and
pure, and the moral virtues are as obvious as they are naive. This painting was
one of his most popular. It was widely admired, and copied several times. (The
original is in Scotland, but there are copies in the Wadsworth Athenacum in
Connecticut, and at the University of Missouri at Columbia.) In the next two
centuries Greuze’s not-so-innocent little girl gave rise to a whole stable of
ignoble descendants: in addition to the dolls, she is also the mother of the watery-
eyed tramps on sale in Montparnasse, and those Japanese animé figures with
lubricated crystal balls for eyes. She is even indirectly, but demonstrably,
responsible for the American custom of dressing up little girls as adult fashion
models.

I don’t know anyone who has cried over this painting, though I do not doubt
that people have wept over their porcelain dolls and their fashion-model
children. But in the eighteenth century, when this was painted, people were
deeply moved. At the time, it seemed to be wonderfully pure and true to a child’s
heart. It had real innocence. People said it had genuine affect—real emotional
force—and true sentiment. We wouldn’t use the same words today. What they
called affect, we might call affectation. What they called sentiment, we would
call sentimentality. What they thought was sweet, we would say is saccharine. To
them, this painting was pure loveliness; to us, I’d say, it has unpleasant
undertones of perversion.

Greuze’s smarmy fan clubs. The art historian and novelist Anita Brookner,
who has written an excellent book on Greuze, admits up front that her
subject belongs to “a vein of feeling that has now become extinct.” “Few
people like or admire Greuze,” she writes on the first page of her
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introduction, and she calls him a “not very lovable painter.” In the
conclusion she says (daringly for a scholar in 1972) that the Greuze girls
are always “on the verge of orgasm.”

Brookner’s sober, feminist assessment went against the grain of a
particularly nauseating kind of admiration that Greuze had begun to attract
around the end of the nineteenth century. A book called Greuze and His
Models, printed in 1912, is a good example; it begins with a paean to the
girl herself. The section is headed “The Greuze Girl™:

All the world knows her, and no one who has seen her can ever
forget the sweet sting of her beauty. Her eyes are like the fish-pools
of Heshbon, and many a man has died happy for the kiss of a mouth
such as hers. The noonday sunlight seems to have got entangled in
her hair, and young men dream o’ nights of her warm and palpitating
throat. And, if with innocent effrontery, she delights in showing to
best advantage her dimpled arms, her firm and delicate hands and all
the fresh graces of her rounded form, it is because her child’s heart—
the wide and troubled eyes confess it—has suddenly been thrilled
and a little frightened by the eternal, delightful and foolish craving
for something to love; and so, she lavishes the treasures of her heart
on the pet lamb she holds in her arms, or the doves she fondly
presses to her heart. She has reached that moment when the child,
suddenly, miraculously, blossoms into womanhood, and, knowing
nothing of love, dreams the livelong day of nothing else.

Greuze painted these charming girls as though he loved them, and,
to tell the truth, we should think none the less of him if he did. We
can imagine him shouting with enthusiasm over the charms of his
model; and, after each sitting, humbly kissing her hand at the door,
with an “Adieu, my beautiful child!”

If the people who police child pornography were more vigilant, they would
try to ban books like this as well: this is about as close to pederasty as it
was possible to get in 1912. The author goes on, heaping abuse at people who
think the Greuze girl is “a brazen hussy” who poses knowingly for the
painter, and praising the French talent for overlooking such possibilities
(she might, after all, be an experienced girl, but what’s the difference if
your heart remains pure?). The French aren’t that awful, after all. Perhaps
we Americans shouldn’t “eye their yellow-backed books with suspicion,”
but rather follow them when they try to show us what really seductive
innocence can be.

Greuze and His Models is a bit extreme, but it captures the sweet-and-
sour feelings people still have about Greuze. It’s either Brookner, with her
cold dismissal of girls “on the verge of orgasm,” or it’s Greuze and His
Models, a smarmy reverie about the joys of prepubescence. Greuze is sort
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of ruined for the twentieth century: he looks sweet but unsavory. A few
historians, including Brookner, have worked to salvage what they can, but
it is not an easy task.

Diderot’s weepy salacious story. Things were different back when the
painting was new. Then it attracted all sorts of viewers, not just the weepy,
the creepy, and the dubious. It even caught the eye of one of the most
respectable people of the entire eighteenth century: the philosopher,
engineer, novelist, poet, editor, and art critic Denis Diderot. Because
Diderot is so important to eighteenth-century art, and because he loved this
painting so much, Greuze’s Young Woman Who Weeps over Her Dead
Bird is the central example, the high-water mark, of an age that was
especially prone to emotional outbursts in front of paintings.

Diderot wrote impassioned art criticism, and he came perilously close to
weeping over several pictures that he critiqued. (Whether he actually wept
or not is an interesting, but unresolvable, question; he doesn’t quite say.) Yet
he was not a naive critic—far from it. He knew the painting was
overwrought, and if the word “saccharine” had been in use back then, he
would have used it. He realized the model might not be of age; for him it
lent the painting a kind of tender spiciness. Early on in his rhapsodic
account, he pretends to wonder how old she is. She has the head of a
fifteen- or sixteen-year-old, he says, but the arm and hand of an eighteen-
or nineteen-year-old. It may be that she is supposed to be about twelve, so
she may be underage, of age, or overage; it’s hard to tell.

Diderot starts out almost deliriously: “What a pretty elegy! What a pretty
poem!” he writes, and you can almost imagine him jumping up and down
in front of the painting. “Oh, what a beautiful hand! What a beautiful hand!
What a beautiful arm!” In fact the painting is so wonderful that he says it
makes him want to talk to it:

When one first perceives this painting, one says: Delicious! If one
pauses before it or comes back to it, one cries out: Delicious!
Delicious! Soon one is surprised to find oneself conversing with this
child and consoling her. This is so true, that I’ll recount some of the
remarks I’ve made to her on different occasions.

He goes on to invent a whole scenario: it seems that the girl couldn’t see
her boyfriend, because her mother was always around. One morning her
mother left the house, and she immediately called her boyfriend over. (At
that point Diderot says the girl in the picture started crying, while she was
telling him this story.) The boyfriend knelt down in front of her and began
weeping, so that (as Diderot says, speaking to the girl) “you felt the
warmth of the tears falling from his eyes and running the length of your
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arm.” The boyfriend promised to be faithful, and gave her the bird as a
present. Then he left before her mother returned.

In the next few days, the girl cried incessantly, so much that she entirely
forgot her present. The bird starved to death. Diderot says the girl asked
him, “What if the bird’s death is an omen? What if my lover will never
return to me?” and Diderot says he comforted her: “What an idea! Have no
fear, it’s not like that, it couldn’t be like that...”

Diderot is an excellent writer, and he knows that even his most patient
readers will be tapping their feet impatiently while he spins out his
preposterous story. So he interrupts his little fiction, pretending that we are
his friends and he has just noticed that we are giggling. (Apparently we
have been standing with him the whole time, while he has been talking to
the painting. With Diderot, you never know just how involved things can
get.) Diderot says to one of us: “Why my friend, you’re laughing at me;
you’re making fun of a serious person who amuses himself by consoling a
painted child for having lost her bird, for having lost what you will?”

Well, all right, we might say, maybe losing a pet is serious for a little
girl, and maybe Diderot was right to try to show some sympathy. It is
indisputably brilliant writing, blurring the painting together with a made-up
story about the girl, a made-up dialogue with the girl, and a made-up
conversation with us, no less. Of course we can forgive it if it’s all in fun.
But wait a minute: what does he mean by that last phrase—"“for having lost
what you will”? She has lost her bird, and perhaps also her boyfriend—has
she lost anything else? Well, you shouldn’t have to ask, he hints, but since
you insist, it is her virginity.

Diderot’s enthusiasm is infectious, and even though he is playing
around, he is deeply sympathetic with his imaginary “painted child.” The
little invented drama about the boyfriend is Diderot’s expert way of
drawing out the most shameful and moving secret under the guise of a little
harmless sport. It’s all wonderfully managed, with a light touch and a bit
of self-deprecating humor. He insists that the painting could not possibly
be about a dead bird: “This child is crying about something else, I tell
you.” Never mind that Greuze probably meant the painting to be about the
girl’s first awareness of death (he based it on a poem by Catullus, which is
about death). From the moment Diderot’s commentary began to circulate,
this was a painting about hidden subjects—Ilove, loss, and deflowering.

No one has ever written criticism like Diderot. How could he possibly
get away with pretending to talk to the girl in the picture, and inventing a
whole drama about her lost virginity? Is that any way for a serious
philosopher to behave? Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that we believe
his story: we’re convinced Greuze meant there to be a boyfriend, and that
he intended us to guess she has lost her virginity. In that case, this is a
rhapsodically beautiful painting that hides a sad secret behind a fairly silly
facade. It deserves our tears—we should cry from sympathy, and also from
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admiration and even from sheer delight at the painter’s audacious
invention. But even if we choose to believe Diderot’s story, how much can
we care? And how much can we feel? Anita Brookner might say we can
care a great deal, but we cannot feel anything. She is certainly right that
this vein of feeling has become extinct. For a modern viewer, Diderot’s
outrageous story has to be just that: a little diversion, a quirk in the writing
of a great philosopher. Greuze’s painting cannot be anything but maudlin
and pathetic. It is intended to be an absorbing, entrancing portrait, and we
can easily see that we are supposed to be absorbed. But are we? I don’t
think so: the painting just doesn’t work anymore.

How weve lost the eighteenth century. At first glance it is no great loss that
we can no longer take Greuze seriously. After all, if you want cloying
sentimentality, you can get it from romantic potboilers and Hallmark card
shops. But there is a fair amount at stake here, because Greuze is only a
sign of his period. Giving him up means giving up many other painters
who believed that tears were noble, fine, and appropriate, and that great art
should move people. The late eighteenth century was an especially
emotional time in painting, and Greuze was part of a revival of earlier
sentimental painting, including the soapy-eyed Spanish painter Murillo
(like Greuze, an extraordinarily talented artist), the fluffy and pious Guido
Reni, and the ecstatic sensualist Correggio. If we give up on paintings like
Young Woman Who Weeps over Her Dead Bird, we would also have to
give up a large portion of the eighteenth century and its predecessors, as
well as some of its most interesting writers, including Diderot himself.

The eighteenth-century painters who have pride of place in our books of
art history were the ones who declined to stir up people’s emotions. Today
people admire Chardin’s tactful reserve, and they enjoy the sensual
decorations of Boucher and Fragonard. Greuze is different—he is a bit
unpleasant, and not at all reserved. Diderot recognized the problem, though
he put it more gently; he says that Greuze and Chardin both speak “quite well
about their art, Chardin with discretion and objectivity, Greuze with
warmth and enthusiasm.” Diderot could admire both painters, something we
can’t do. Somehow, the eighteenth century is broken, and a big chunk of it
is missing.

The problem only gets worse the longer we consider it. If we give up
Greuze, I think we also have to consider giving up Jacques-Louis David,
the heroic painter of the French Revolution. His Oath of the Horatii in the
Louvre is one of the crucial paintings of the eighteenth

century, but it also asks its viewers to feel a deep emotion that I doubt
we can still accommodate (figure 2).

The painting shows three brothers swearing to die in battle for their
country. They clash their swords together as a sign of resolve. On the right,
their mother and two of their sisters collapse in despair. One sobs, another
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FIGURE 2: Jacques-Louis David, The Oath of the Horatii, 1784. Paris, Louvre.
Photo Lauros-Giraudon.

faints. At first glance this might seem designed expressly to stir tears, but
the circumstances of the painting suggest more was at stake. It was
commissioned by Louis XVI’s minister of arts in order to help improve the
public’s sense of morality, and it was intended as a sober reminder of the
importance of patriotism. Eighteenth-century viewers who found
themselves crying at the idea of three men leaving their family and
swearing to die would be misunderstanding the painting. The Oath of the
Horatii is out to teach a harsh lesson in civics: loyalty to one’s country
comes before everything else. The original story, written by the Roman
historian Livy, goes on to tell how two of the brothers died in battle, but not
before they managed to kill all three of their adversaries, and how the
single surviving brother then returned home and killed his own sister for
grieving over one of the enemy dead. Knowing that, viewers would realize
their tears were self-centered. Really, the painting is about the idea of
patriotism, and the family drama is only an occasion to make an abstract
point about civic loyalty. I imagine the painting’s original viewers were
very strongly affected. Perhaps some cried at first, thinking of the soldiers
going off to die, but then they would have realized that David (and Livy)
had a higher lesson in mind. They would have dried their tears of sympathy
and steeled themselves to accept the higher ideal of nationalism. The
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painting doesn’t say: War is horrible, it destroys families. It says: The
country is worth more than any individual in it.

In our own time, people still wrestle with the subject that David painted.
Anyone who has lost a friend or relative in a war, or come close to losing
someone, will have weighed the same issues that David conjures. Those
are the right viewers for David’s painting. Perhaps some veterans, or
veterans’ families, have cried looking at The Oath of the Horatii. If so, 1
have not heard from them. The problem here is the same as it is with
Greuze’s juvenile fantasy: people who see the painting are supposed to be
moved, but these days they are not. It is my guess that no one who is
professionally involved with The Oath of the Horatii (I mean artists,
historians, curators, and museum trustees) has ever been deeply moved by
it. For us it is a story about patriotism, not a lesson in patriotism: and it’s a
dry story at that. We have become jaded about our government, and too
divorced from ancient history to take such a lesson to heart. Hence we regard
the picture very coldly, as if we were doctors performing a postmortem to
find the cause of its death. Art historians write about what happened when
the picture was shown, and how people judged it. The historians are
interested in it as a sign of its times, and as a painting that responded to other
paintings and codified the Neo-classical revival. The Oath of the Horatii is
in every textbook, and it is probably on every teacher’s list of the most
important paintings of all time. Everyone understands it, but no one takes
it as it was meant. No one gasps, no one flinches at the frightening oath.
The painting has lost virtually all of its affective power: it is stark, but not
overwhelmingly so, and it is passionate, but in a theatrical way that fails to
convince. In short it is as dead as Young Woman Who Weeps over Her
Dead Bird.

And the same, sadly, can be said of many of the paintings done in
David’s generation and just after. When you visit Paris, go to the Louvre
and find The Oath of the Horatii: it hangs in a huge room, the Grande
Galerie, along with dozens of other paintings by David, his school, and his
followers. Just down the hall is another room just as large devoted to
Romantic paintings by artists in the generations after David. With a
guidebook, you can follow all the stories these paintings have to tell, and
there is no lack of drama. There is a painting of a nude man, bathed in eerie
moonlight: he has been seduced by the moon, and she is ravishing him in
the form of moist greenish light. There is an enormous painting of a deluge,
like the biblical flood: a man tries to rescue his family, and they all cling
frantically to him as he clutches a breaking twig. There are even larger
canvases of military battles, with babies trying to suckle at their dead
mothers’ breasts. One painting shows the pathetic but noble victims of the
plague, dying in an Egyptian hospital. Another depicts a despotic emperor
who has ordered his slaves to kill one another and destroy his entire
kingdom; he watches impassively as everyone around him dies. A man
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stabs a horse, and another stabs a naked woman. In other paintings men
cannibalize each other; a drowned woman floats down a river; a man sits in
anguish as his sons are brought in dead; people languish on their deathbeds
while their families weep. In one small painting, two little boys hear a
footstep in the hall: it is their executioner, come to take them away and kill
them.

Of course it’s a travesty to describe these paintings as I am doing. Some
of these pictures are among the most powerfully imagined and executed of
the entire Western tradition. Many are compelling, and a few are
overwhelming. They are important and fascinating for any number of
reasons, and no one who cares about painting can afford to ignore them.
But at the same time, absolutely no one shivers or weeps or really believes
anything in them.

The eighteenth-century vogue for crying. “Move me, astonish me, unnerve
me, make me tremble, weep, shudder, rage, then delight my eyes afterwards,
if you care to”: that was Diderot’s rallying call.

His was a time when successful artworks were expected to raise all sorts
of extreme reactions. The Abbé Du Bos, an arbiter of taste for the mid-
eighteenth century, claimed that “the primary object of poetry and painting
is to play on the emotions; poems and pictures are only good if they move
and involve us.” To him, the only essential thing about a work is that it
possess emotional power. “A work which moves us a great deal,” he
concludes, “must be excellent from every point of view.”

These days we think otherwise. A good deal of modernist painting has to
do with the act of painting itself, and the painter’s engagement with
painting. Modern and postmodern paintings can be principally about
painting, and that is not a subject calculated to draw tears. Late-twentieth-
century painting can be ironic, circumspect, involuted, densely intellectual,
deliberately opaque, and even rascally or snide. There are a few paintings
and painters who “move us a great deal,” from Guernica to Rothko, but for
the most part Du Bos is nearly our antipode.

It’s true that Diderot and Du Bos were very emotional people, and I would
like to believe that two centuries later we have come to a more balanced
idea of the effects that pictures might have. Once when I was giving a
lecture on the subject of this book, someone asked if I were intending to
revive Du Bos’s outmoded eighteenth-century emotionalism. Perhaps, she
said, I was hoping to get people to give up their bookish ways and revert to
Du Bos’s gushy habits. I told her I didn’t think that would make sense,
because so many twentieth-century pictures were made in the wake of a
reaction against the very ideas of sentiment and sentimentality. People like
Du Bos really can’t help much when it comes to Mondrian or
Warhol. Likewise, some of the older pictures I admire are very dry—Piero
della Francesca’s, for instance. Du Bos and Diderot have had their day, but
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—and this is where my doubt, and my interest, come creeping back—they
knew what it was like to feel something in front of Greuze or David. I
think that we’ve lost that, and that we should be concerned. I told the
woman I’d be happy to revive Du Bos if it could help us reestablish
contact with Greuze, but I wouldn’t think of promoting eighteenth-century
theories as a panacea for all paintings.

The Enlightenment was a revival of emotional reactions to artworks.
Crying had faded from view in the Renaissance, and it began again
sometime in the late seventeenth century, in France. The first reports are
about women crying when they read novels. Eventually crying spread like
an epidemic through western Europe, infecting readers from England to
Italy. In October 1728, Mademoiselle Aiss¢ wrote to a friend about her
experience reading a fairly poor novel called Memoirs of a Retired
Gentleman. “It is not worth much,” she admits, “but despite this one
spends the hundred and eighty pages dissolved in tears.” Notice that Mlle.
Aissé doesn’t say she cried once or twice, but more or less continuously.
Some Enlightenment writers were virtuosi at unremitting bathos. Baculard
d’Arnaud wrote rum stories that captivated his readers, making them shed
“floods of tears.” Better novels elicited whole rainbows of tears, from red
anger to violet passion. One reader cried tears of “admiration, regret, and
desire” over Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloise.

I can scarcely comprehend these multiple cryings: what could it mean, I
wonder, to cry because I admired a novel? Could I ever cry because I
regretted what a fictional character had chosen to do? Sheila Bayne, a
scholar of French crying, says seventeenth- and eighteenth-century people
cried “intellectual tears” over such things as virtue, philosophy, equality,
generosity, and gratitude. I have tried to imagine what it could mean to cry
over the abstract idea of philosophy. I can’t fathom it: as the contemporary
philosopher Jacques Derrida says, there is no such thing as a philosophic
truth that should be expressed with an exclamation mark. Contemporary
philosophy just isn’t weepy.

The eighteenth century thought otherwise, and people cried for all sorts
of reasons that we have forgotten today. All we are left with in the
twentieth century is blockish, simpleminded crying. We cry when
something is sad, as if crying could come only from sadness. Back in the
eighteenth century readers cried because Rousseau’s characters were
simple, because they were pure, and because they were happy. They wept
delighted tears, jubilant tears, gentle tears, and rapturous tears. Some
readers could not bear to finish Rousseau’s novel La Nouvelle Héloise
because their crying became too intense. Tears rained, sprinkled, and
poured; they flowed in rivers and torrents; they fell in sheets. People
suffocated in tears; they were “torn apart,” harrowed by hot tears until they
had to stop reading.
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Soon the weeping spread from novels to theater, and from theater to
daily life. The historian Anne Vincent-Buffault, who collected most of the
examples I have just quoted, says weeping was a common expression of
sentiment. Lovers bathed their letters with tears, dampening the paper.
“Friends embrace weeping,” she writes, “and spectators open their hearts
with delight.” In literary salons, people told stories that moved their
audiences to tears. Even the great philosopher Voltaire cried at sad stories.

These people were sentimental and effusive, but they weren’t uncritical.
Some evenings the collected company sobbed together, but that never
prevented them from exercising their judgment. A work that elicited tears—
especially the tears of a beautiful young woman, or a grand old man such
as Voltaire—might still have its faults. Sobbing was not approbation, and
it did not mean the work was worth buying, or even worth rereading. Tears
were just part of the full response that any sensitive person should feel.
Friends and lovers exchanged tears, and Vincent-Buffault tells how tears
mingled and mixed, were given away and shared, elicited, paid, and
bought: there were “tributes of tears,” “debts of tears,” and a whole liquid
economy of love and friendship. The same ideas infused the experience of
artworks. A work of art was not an object, as we somewhat callously put
it, but a new friendship, a new affection. Two centuries later, we know this
but have forgotten how to initiate intimacy with objects. Surely there is
wisdom in the Enlightenment attitude: after all, what better seal on the
closeness between a person and a novel, or a picture, than tears of
happiness or recognition?

For eighteenth-century readers, tears transformed experience, making it
increasingly intense. Diderot once watched a friend reading a novel by
Richardson:

At this point he seized the notebooks, withdrew into a corner and
read. I watched him: first I saw tears running down his face, he
interrupted himself, he sobbed; suddenly he got up, he wandered
aimlessly, he cried out as though he were devastated, he reproached
the Harlowe family in the most bitter way.

Diderot himself knew this mood well. In such a frenzy of sentiment, a
reader is cleansed of the distance that separates him from a work: irony and
cynicism wash away, and the baptism of tears makes him pure and innocent.
It would be a calamity not to be moved to tears by a beautiful story,
because it would betray a crassness, a brutishness, that might possibly be
beyond redemption. From that point of view, there’s no such thing as an
excessively emotional reaction. As the biographer and historian Fred
Kaplan says, “an access to feeling could not be an excess of feeling.”
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How to tame a tear. Yet for many people the flood of tears was well under
control. The sentimental public wanted tears of a certain sort, a kind of
sugar-coated pill of sadness. Diderot chided them on their weak-kneed
taste, and said they should want genuine pain and despair as the Greeks
had. But the eighteenth-century taste was for less harmful pleasures. An
evening at the theater, or a night spent with a book, were expected to yield
a measurable quotient of weeping, a few teaspoonfuls of tears and a
handkerchief somewhere between damp and sodden. As playwrights and
authors knew, it was no simple task to measure out tears the way the public
wanted. It was necessary, at the least, to manage all the props with
exquisite care: the sets had to be grand, but not overwhelming or
distracting; the characters slightly pathetic; the evil hard but not harsh.
Speeches had to be timed just right. A very short speech might have an
unpredictable effect: some listeners would hear almost nothing, and others
would catch a stray word and suddenly burst out crying. Long speeches
might be prone to the opposite problem: anything lyrical in them could be
swept aside by the excess of words. To coax just those few tears that the
readers and spectators wanted, a speech would have to be a perfect middle
length.

Nowadays the people who know those Enlightenment rules for
generating just the right number of tears write potboilers for supermarket
paperback stands. First-time authors for some publishing houses are given
recipes for optimizing lachrymal output: take thirty pages between love
scenes, have at least four torrid encounters but no more than six, and so
forth. If you know your public, titillation and fearfulness can be managed
quite accurately and deliberately.

Given this ability to control emotions, it is no accident that the
eighteenth century is also the beginning of the theory of acting. Diderot
and Voltaire both speculated on whether actresses should cry outright, or
feign their emotions. Some crying might elicit pity, or even disgust. Crying
had to be projected, sent out to the audience and not just released. The
“gift of tears” was a theatrical term, which means, according to the
standard French dictionary Littré, “to weep in such a way as to cause
others to weep.”

It may sound cynical to anyone who loves crying, but the eighteenth
century showed that tears can be domesticated. In the hands of the right
artist, and with the complicity of the viewer, tears can be parceled as
exactly as measures of sugar and salt. (As John Barrymore did when he
cried exactly three tears.) Stendhal, who often cried, was a connoisseur of
theatrical crying; in his letters and his book On Love, he meditates on the
tears his various sweethearts produced for his delectation. He mistrusted
the “tear-pump,” and he claims women used their eyes almost always for
effect. What he wanted was the precious blue rose of the world of tears: the
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unwanted tear, the one that fell despite all attempts at containing it. Only
that tear would tell him he was truly loved.

In all these ways, the decades at the end of the eighteenth century were
enraptured with emotions. They cherished tears, and wrote theories
defending their importance. They conjured tears, expected tears, measured
tears, mistrusted and pursued and loved and stagemanaged tears. Greuze
was part of that world. His Young Woman Who Weeps over Her Dead Bird
is both heartfelt—there is not a scrap of evidence that Greuze could laugh
at his own creations—and also stage-managed to perfection. I suppose a very
refined little girl, growing up in Paris in the 1780s, well versed on
melodramas and opera and well able to conjure emotions, might really
have behaved like Greuze’s girl. Basically, though, she is a fiction, a
character designed by the artist to show us that he believed real loss felt by
an innocent heart is the saddest affliction. It is an utterly sincere painting,
and at the same time it is utterly contrived, designed to give a little tug on
our heartstrings. The ideal viewer of such a painting will certainly admire
the artist’s skill (and Greuze is superlatively skilled, beyond most other
artists in his generation) and see how the painting is put together out of
allusions to tragedy, theater, portraiture, and opera. But the ideal viewer
will not let that stand in the way of real appreciation: such a viewer should
certainly feel a pang, and ideally also shed a tear.

The ice-cold rhetoric of tears. These days we resist Greuze’s brand of
coercion. We do not want to feel manipulated, and we resent being tricked
by a little girl’s false tears. Greuze’s eighteenth century, it seems, is very
far away. We fancy ourselves more honest and sober, and less naive. We
say Greuze is maudlin, and David histrionic. We say the paintings in the
Grande Galerie of the Louvre are melodramatic, theatrical, and over-the-
top: by which we mean that we see their tricks, and we aren’t going to fall
for them.

To me this is a desperate situation. There isn’t much hope that any
painting can keep its force into the indefinite future, because people’s
reactions change as cultures come and go. But Greuze and David aren’t that
far away from us (barely two hundred years), and already their paintings
are only the brittlest shells of what they used to be. We regard them with
all the condescension of scholarship: not because we are too mature to be
swayed by histrionics and melodrama (the movies prove otherwise!), but
because we have stopped believing that a painting’s value depends on its
power to affect us. I find that very sad and largely inexplicable. How did we
become so callous, so full of airy sophistication and false refinement? How
did we lose the desire to cry openly?

I am tempted to say I know exactly why I am not moved by Greuze. He
has a straightforward, go-for-the-jugular sense of drama, and in common
with other twentieth-century viewers I strenuously resist being told when I
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