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In his charming autobiography, the German illustrator Ludwig Richter relates how he 
and his friends, all young art students in Rome in the 1820s, visited the famous beauty 
spot of Tivoli and sat down to draw. They looked with surprise, but hardly with approval, 
at a group of French artists who approached the place with enormous baggage, 
carrying large quantities of paint which they applied to the canvas with big, coarse 
brushes. The Germans, perhaps roused by this self-confident artiness, were determined 
on the opposite approach. They selected the hardest, best-pointed pencils, which could 
render the motif firmly and minutely to its finest detail, and each bent down over his 
small piece of paper, trying to transcribe what he saw with the utmost fidelity. “We fell in 
love with every blade of grass, every tiny twig, and refused to let anything escape us. 
Every one tried to render the motif as objectively as possible.” 

An excerpt 

Nevertheless, when they then compared the fruits of their efforts in the evening, their 
transcripts differed to a surprising extent. The mood, the color, even the outline of the 
motif had undergone a subtle transformation in each of them. Richter goes on to 
describe how these different versions reflected the different dispositions of the four 
friends, for instance, how the melancholy painter had straightened the exuberant 
contours and emphasized the blue tinges. We might say he gives an illustration of the 
famous definition by Emile Zola, who called a work of art “a corner of nature seen 
through a temperament.” 

It is precisely because we are interested in this definition that we must probe it a little 
further. The “temperament” or “personality” of the artist, his selective preferences, may 
be one of the reasons for the transformation which the motif undergoes under the 
artist’s hands, but there must be others—everything, in fact, which we bundle together 
into the word “style,” the style of the period and the style of the artist. . . . 

The very point of Richter’s story, after all, is that style rules even where the artist wishes 
to reproduce nature faithfully, and trying to analyze these limits to objectivity may help 
us get nearer to the riddle of style. One of these limits we know from the last chapter; it 
is indicated in Richter’s story by the contrast between coarse brush and fine pencil. The 
artist, clearly, can render only what his tool and his medium are capable of rendering. 
His technique restricts his freedom of choice. The features and relationships the pencil 
picks out will differ from those the brush can indicate. Sitting in front of his motif, pencil 
in hand, the artist will, therefore, look out for those aspects which can be rendered in 
lines—as we say in a pardonable abbreviation, he will tend to see his motif in terms of 
lines, while, brush in hand, he sees it in terms of masses. 



The question of why style should impose similar limitations is less easily answered, 
least of all when we do not know whether the artist’s intentions were the same as those 
of Richter and his friends. 

Historians of art have explored the regions where Cézanne and van Gogh set up their 
easels and have photographed their motifs. Such comparisons will always retain their 
fascination since they almost allow us to look over the artist’s shoulder—and who does 
not wish he had this privilege? But however instructive such confrontations may be 
when handled with care, we must clearly beware of the fallacy of “stylization.” Should 
we believe the photograph represents the “objective truth” while the painting records the 
artist’s subjective vision—the way he transformed “what he saw”? Can we here 
compare “the image on the retina” with the “image in the mind”? Such speculations 
easily lead into a morass of unprovables. Take the image on the artist’s retina. It sounds 
scientific enough, but actually there never was one such image which we could single 
out for comparison with either photograph or painting. What there was was an endless 
succession of innumerable images as the painter scanned the landscape in front of him, 
and these images sent a complex pattern of impulses through the optic nerves to his 
brain. Even the artist knew nothing of these events, and we know even less. How far the 
picture that formed in his mind corresponded to or deviated from the photograph it is 
even less profitable to ask. What we do know is that these artists went out into nature to 
look for material for a picture and their artistic wisdom led them to organize the 
elements of the landscape into works of art of marvelous complexity that bear as much 
relationship to a surveyor’s record as a poem bears to a police report. 

Does this mean, then, that we are altogether on a useless quest? That artistic truth 
differs so much from prosaic truth that the question of objectivity must never be asked? I 
do not think so. We must only be a little more circumspect in our formulation of the 
question. . . . 

Now the historian knows that the information pictures were expected to provide differed 
widely in different periods. Not only were images scarce in the past, but so were the 
public’s opportunities to check their captions. How many people ever saw their ruler in 
the flesh at sufficiently close quarters to recognize his likeness? How many traveled 
widely enough to tell one city from another? It is hardly surprising, therefore, that 
pictures of people and places changed their captions with sovereign disregard for truth. 
The print sold on the market as a portrait of a king would be altered to represent his 
successor or enemy. 

There is a famous example of this indifference to truthful captions in one of the most 
ambitious publishing projects of the early printing press, Hartmann Schedel’s so-called 
“Nuremberg Chronicle” with woodcuts by Dürer’s teacher Wolgemut. What an 
opportunity such a volume should give the historian to see what the world was like at 
the time of Columbus! But as we turn the pages of this big folio, we find the same 
woodcut of a medieval city recurring with different captions as Damascus, Ferrara, 
Milan, and Mantua. Unless we are prepared to believe these cities were as 
indistinguishable from one another as their suburbs may be today, we must conclude 



that neither the publisher nor the public minded whether the captions told the truth. All 
they were expected to do was to bring home to the reader that these names stood for 
cities. . . . 

In our culture, where pictures exist in such profusion, it is difficult to demonstrate this 
basic fact. There are freshmen in art schools who have facility in the objective rendering 
of motifs that would appear to belie this assumption. But those who have given art 
classes in other cultural settings tell a different story. James Cheng, who taught painting 
to a group of Chinese trained in different conventions, once told me of a sketching 
expedition he made with his students to a famous beauty spot, one of Peking’s old city 
gates. The task baffled them. In the end, one of the students asked to be given at least 
a picture post card of the building so that they would have something to copy. It is 
stories such as these, stories of breakdowns, that explain why art has a history and 
artists need a style adapted to a task. 

I cannot illustrate this revealing incident. But luck allows us to study the next stage, as it 
were—the adjustment of the traditional vocabulary of Chinese art to the unfamiliar task 
of topographical portrayal in the Western sense. For some decades Chiang Yee, a 
Chinese writer and painter of great gifts and charm, has delighted us with contemplative 
records of the Silent Traveller, books in which he tells of his encounters with scenes and 
people of the English and Irish countryside and elsewhere. I take an illustration from the 
volume on the English Lakeland. 

It is a view of Derwentwater. Here we have crossed the line that separates 
documentation from art. Mr. Chiang Yee certainly enjoys the adaptation of the Chinese 
idiom to a new purpose; he wants us to see the English scenery for once “through 
Chinese eyes.” But it is precisely for this reason that it is so instructive to compare his  

 
view with a typical “picturesque” rendering from the Romantic period. We see how the 
relatively rigid vocabulary of the Chinese tradition acts as a selective screen which 
admits only the features for which schemata exist. The artist will be attracted by motifs 
which can be rendered in his idiom. As he scans the landscape, the sights which can be 
matched successfully with the schemata he has learned to handle will leap forward as 
centers of attention. The style, like the medium, creates a mental set which makes the 
artist look for certain aspects in the scene around him that he can render. Painting is an 
activity, and the artist will therefore tend to see what he paints rather than to paint what 
he sees. 

It is this interaction between style and preference which Nietzsche summed up in his 
mordant comment on the claims of realism: 

• “All Nature faithfully”—But by what feint Can Nature be subdued to art’s 
constraint? Her smallest fragment is still infinite! And so he paints but what he likes in 
it. What does he like? He likes, what he can paint! 



There is more in this observation than just a cool reminder of the limitations of artistic 
means. We catch a glimpse of the reasons why these limitations will never obtrude 
themselves within the domain of art itself. Art presupposes mastery, and the greater the 
artist the more surely will he instinctively avoid a task where his mastery would fail to 
serve him. The layman may wonder whether Giotto could have painted a view of 
Fiesole in sunshine, but the historian will suspect that, lacking the means, he would not 
have wanted to, or rather that he could not have wanted to. We like to assume, 
somehow, that where there is a will there is also a way, but in matters of art the maxim 
should read that only where there is a way is there also a will. The individual can enrich 
the ways and means that his culture offers him; he can hardly wish for something that 
he has never known is possible. . . . 

Need we infer from this fact that there is no such thing as an objective likeness? That it 
makes no sense to ask, for instance, whether Chiang Yee’s view of Derwentwater is 
more or less correct than the nineteenth-century lithograph in which the formulas of 
classical landscapes were applied to the same task? It is a tempting conclusion and one 
which recommends itself to the teacher of art appreciation because it brings home to 
the layman how much of what we call “seeing” is conditioned by habits and 
expectations. It is all the more important to clarify how far this relativism will take us. . . . 

From the point of view of information there is surely no difficulty in discussing portrayal. 
To say of a drawing that it is a correct view of Tivoli does not mean, of course, that 
Tivoli is bounded by wiry lines. It means that those who understand the notation will 
derive no false information from the drawing—whether it gives the contour in a few lines 
or picks out “every blade of grass” as Richter’s friends wanted to do. The complete 
portrayal might be the one which gives as much correct information about the spot as 
we would obtain if we looked at it from the very spot where the artist stood. 

Styles, like languages, differ in the sequence of articulation and in the number of 
questions they allow the artist to ask; and so complex is the information that reaches us 
from the visible world that no picture will ever embody it all. This is not due to the 
subjectivity of vision but to its richness. Where the artist has to copy a human product 
he can, of course, produce a facsimile which is indistinguishable from the original. The 
forger of bank-notes succeeds only too well in effacing his personality and the 
limitations of a period style. 

But what matters to us is that the correct portrait, like the useful map, is an end product 
on a long road through schema and correction. It is not a faithful record of a visual 
experience but the faithful construction of a relational model. 

Neither the subjectivity of vision nor the sway of conventions need lead us to deny that 
such a model can be constructed to any required degree of accuracy. What is decisive 
here is clearly the word “required.” The form of a representation cannot be divorced 
from its purpose and the requirements of the society in which the given visual language 
gains currency. 
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