The World as Object

master who may be as deserving of literary renown as

Vermeer. Saenredam painted neither faces nor objects,
but chiefly vacant church interiors, reduced to the beige and
innocuous unction of butterscotch ice cream. These churches,
where there is nothing to be seen but expanses of wood and
whitewashed plaster, are irremediably unpeopled, and this ne-
gation goes much further than the destruction of idols. Never
has nothingness been so confident. Saenredam’s sugary, stub-
born surfaces calmly reject the Italian overpopulation of stat-
ues, as well as the horror vacui professed by other Dutch paint-
ers. Saenredam is in effect a painter of the absurd; he has
achieved a privative state of the subject, more insidious than
the dislocations of our contemporaries. To paint so lovingly
these meaningless surfaces, and to paint nothing else—that is al-
ready a “modern” esthetic of silence.

Saenredam is a paradox: he articulates by antithesis the na-
ture of classical Dutch painting, which has washed away reli-
gion only to replace it with man and his empire of things.
Where once the Virgin presided over ranks of angels, man
stands now, his feet upon the thousand objects of everyday

Il " anging in the Dutch museums are works by a minor
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life, triumphantly surrounded by his functions. Behold him,
then, at the pinnacle of history, knowing no other fate than
a gradual appropriation of matter. No limits to this humaniza-
tion, and above all, no horizon: in the great Dutch seascapes
(Cappelle’s or Van de Venne’s), the ships are crammed with
people or cargo, the water is a ground you could walk on, the
sea completely urbanized. A foundering vessel is always close
to a shore covered with men and help; the human, here, is a
virtue of numbers. As if the destiny of the Dutch landscape is
to swarm with men, to be transformed from an elemental in-
finity to the plenitude of the registry office. This canal, this
mill, these trees, these birds (Essaias van de Velde’s) are linked
by a crowded ferry; the overloaded boat connects the two shores
and thus closes the movement of trees and water by the in-
tention of a human movement, reducing these forces of na-
ture to the rank of objects and transforming the Creation
into a facility. In the season most contrary to mankind, during
one of those savage winters only history describes, Ruysdael
still manages to put in a bridge, a house, a man walking down
the road; the first warm spring shower is still a long way off, yet
this man walking is actually the seed in the earth, for man him-
self is the seed, stubbornly pushing through this huge ocher
sheet.

Here, then, men inscribe themselves upon space, immedi-
ately covering it with familiar gestures, memories, customs, and
intentions. They establish themselves by means of a path, a
mill, a frozen canal, and as soon as they can they arrange their
objects in space as in a room; everything in them tends toward
the habitat pure and simple: it is their heaven. There has
been (eloquent) testimony to the domiciliary power of the
Dutch canal boat; sturdy, securely decked, concave, it is as full
as an egg and produces the egg’s felicity: an absence of the
void. Consider the Dutch still life: the object is never alone,
and never privileged; it is merely there, among many others,
painted between one function and another, participating in the
disorder of the movements which have picked it up, put it
down—in a word, utilized. There are objects wherever you look,
on the tables, the walls, the floor: pots, pitchers overturned,
a clutter of baskets, a bunch of vegetables, a brace of game,
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milk pans, oyster shells, glasses, cradles. All this is man’s space;
in it he measures himself and determines his humanity, start-
ing from the memory of his gestures: his chronos is covered
by functions, there is no other authority in his life but the one
he imprints upon the inert by shaping and manipulating it.

This universe of fabrication obviously excludes terror, as it
excludes style. The concern of the Dutch painters is not to rid
the object of its qualities in order to liberate its essence but,
quite the contrary, to accumulate the secondary vibrations of
appearance, for what must be incorporated into human space
are layers of air, surfaces, and not forms or ideas. The only
logical issue of such painting is to coat substance with a kind
of glaze against which man may move without impairing the
object’s usefulness. Still-life painters like Van de Velde or
Heda always render matter’s most superficial quality: sheen.
Opysters, lemon pulp, heavy goblets full of dark wine, long clay
pipes, gleaming chestnuts, pottery, tarnished metal cups, three
grape seeds—what can be the justification of such an assem-
blage if not to lubricate man’s gaze amid his domain, to facili-
tate his daily business among objects whose riddle is dissolved
and which are no longer anything but easy surfaces?

An object’s use can only help dissipate its essential form and
emphasize instead its attributes. Other arts, other ages may
have pursued, under the name of style, the essential core of
things; here, nothing of the kind: each object is accompanied
by its adjectives, substance is buried under its myriad qualities,
man never confronts the object, which remains dutifully sub-
jugated to him by precisely what it is assigned to provide.
What need have I of the lemon’s principial form? What my
quite empirical humanity needs is a lemon ready for use, half-
peeled, half-sliced, half-lemon, half-juice, caught at the precious
moment it exchanges the scandal of its perfect and useless
ellipse for the first of its economic qualities, astringency. The
object is always open, exposed, accompanied, until it has
destroyed itself as closed substance, until it has cashed in all
the functional virtues man can derive from stubborn matter. I
regard the Dutch “kitchen scenes” (Buelkelaer’s, for instance)
less as a nation’s indulgence of its own appetites (which would
be more Belgian than Dutch; patricians like Ruyter and Tromp
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ate meat only once a week) than as a series of explanations
concerning the instrumentality of foodstuffs: the units of
nourishment are always destroyed as still lifes and restored as
moments of a domestic chronos; whether it is the crisp green-
ness of cucumbers or the pallor of plucked fowls, everywhere
the object offers man its utilized aspect, not its principial form.
Here, in other words, is never a generic state of the object, but
only circumstantial states.

Behold then a real transformation of the object, which no
longer has an essence but takes refuge entirely within its at-
tributes. A more complete subservience of things is unimagi-
nable. The entire city of Amsterdam, indeed, seems to have
been built with a view to this domestication: few substances
here are not annexed to the empire of merchandise. Take the
rubble in the corner of a vacant lot or near a railroad siding—
what seems more indescribable: not an object, but an element!
Yet in Amsterdam, consider this same rubble sifted and loaded
onto a barge, led through the canals—you will see objects as
clearly defined as cheeses, crates, vats, logs. Add to the vehicu-
lar movement of the water the vertical plane of the houses
which retain, absorb, interpose, or restore the merchandise:
that whole concert of pulleys, chutes, and docks effects a
permanent mobilization of the most shapeless substances. Each
house—narrow, flat, tilting forward as though to meet the
merchandise halfway—suddenly opens at the top: here, push-
ing up into the sky, is nothing more than a kind of mystical
mouth, the attic, as if each human habitat were merely the
rising path of storage, hoarding, that great ancestral gesture of
animals and children. As the city is built on water, there are no
cellars, everything is taken up to the attic, raised there from
outside. Thus objects interrupt every horizon, glide along the
water and along the walls. It is objects which articulate space.

The object is by and large constituted by this mobility.
Hence the defining power of all these Dutch canals. What we
have, clearly, is a water-merchandise complex; it is water which
makes the object, giving it all the nuances of a calm, planar
mobility, collecting supplies, shifting them without perceptible
transition from one exchange to another, making the entire city
into a census of agile goods. Take a look at the canals of an-
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other minor master, Berckheyde, who has painted virtually
nothing but this mild traffic of ownership: everything is, for the
object, a means of procession; this bit of wharf is a cynosure of
kegs, logs, tarpaulins; man has only to overturn or to hoist;
space, obedient creature, does the rest—carries back and forth,
selects, distributes, recovers, seems to have no other goal than
to complete the projected movement of all these things,
separated from matter by the sleek, firm film of use; here all
objects are prepared for manipulation, all have the detachment
and the density of Dutch cheeses: round, waxed, prehensible.

This separation is the extreme limit of the concrete, and I
know only one French work which can claim to equal in its
itemizing power that of the Dutch canals—our Civil Code.
Consider the list of real estate and chattels: “domestic pigeons,
wild rabbits, beehives, pond fish, wine presses, stills, ovens,
manure and stable litter, wall hangings, mirrors, books and
medals, linens, weapons, seeds, wines, hay,” etc. Is this not
exactly the universe of Dutch painting? Each represents the
triumph of an entirely self-sufficient nominalism. Every defini-
tion and every manipulation of property produce an art of the
catalogue, in other words, of the concrete itself, divided, count-
able, mobile. The Dutch scenes require a gradual and complete
reading; we must begin at one edge and finish at the other,
audit the painting like an accountant, not forgetting this
corner, that margin, that background, in which is inscribed
yet another perfectly rendered object adding its unit to this
patient weighing of property or of merchandise.

When applied to social groups regarded by the period as in-
ferior, this enumerative power constitutes certain men as ob-
jects. Van Ostade’s peasants or Averkamp’s skaters are entitled
only to the existence of number, and the scenes grouping them
must be read not as a repertory of fully human gestures, but
rather as an anecdotic catalogue dividing and combining the
various elements of a prehumanity; we must decipher the scene
the way we read a puzzle. This is because Dutch painting
obviously deals with two anthropologies, as distinctly separated
as Linnaeus’ zoological classes. It is no accident that the word
“class”

(homo patricius) and the peasant class (homo paganicus),
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and each encompasses human beings not only of the same
social condition but also of the same morphology.

Van Ostade’s peasants have abortive, shapeless faces; as if
they were unfinished creatures, rough drafts of men, arrested
at an earlier stage of human development. Even the children
have neither age nor sex; they are identified only by their size.
As the ape is separated from man, here the peasant is separated
from the burgher precisely insofar as he is deprived of the
ultimate characteristics of humanity, those of the person. This
subclass of men is never represented frontally, an attitude
which presupposes at least a gaze: this privilege is reserved for
the patrician or the cow, the Dutch totem animal and national
provider. From the neck up, these peasants have only a blob
which has not yet become a face, its lower part invariably
slashed or blurred or somehow twisted askew; it is a shifting
prehumanity which reels across space like so many objects en-
dowed with an additional power of drunkenness or hilarity.

Turn now to the young patrician (Verspronck’s, for exam-
ple) frozen into the proposition of an idle god. He is an ultra-
person, endowed with the extreme signs of humanity. Just as
the peasant face falls short of creation, the patrician face
achieves the ultimate degree of identity. This zoological class
of rich Dutch burghers possesses, further, its characteristic
features: chestnut hair, brown or plum-colored eyes, pinkish
skin, prominent nose, soft red lips, and a play of fragile shad-
ows round the salient points of the face. Virtually no portraits
of women, except as regents of hospitals, dispensers of public
funds, not private fun. Woman is assigned only an instrumen-
tal role, as an administrator of charity or a guardian of domes-
tic economy. Man, and man alone, is human. Hence all Dutch
painting—still lifes, seascapes, peasant scenes, regents—cul-
minate in a purely masculine iconography whose obsessive
expression is the guild portrait.

The guilds or Doelen are the subject of so many paintings
that we cannot help suspecting the presence of a myth. The
Doelen are rather like Italian Madonnas, Greek ephebes,
Egyptian pharaohs, or German fugues—a classical theme which
indicates to the artist the limits of nature. And just as all
Madonnas, all ephebes, all pharaohs, and all fugues are some-

what alike, all guild faces are isomorphic. Here, once again, is
proof that the face is a social sign, that there is a possible
history of faces, and that the most direct product of nature is
as subject to process and to signification as the most socialized
institutions.

In the guild portraits, one thing is striking: the great size of
the heads, the lighting, the excessive truth of the face. The
face becomes a kind of hothouse flower, brought to perfection
by careful forcing. All these faces are treated as units of one
and the same horticultural species, combining generic resem-
blance and individual identity. There are huge fleshy blooms
(Hals) or tawny nebulae (Rembrandt), but this universality
has nothing to do with the glabrous neutrality of medieval por-
traits, which are entirely accessible, ready to receive the signs
of the soul, and not those of the person: pain, joy, piety, and
pity, a whole fleshless iconography of the passions. The simi-
larity of faces in medieval art is of an ontological order, that
of the Doelen portraits of a genetic one. A social class un-
equivocally defined by its economy (identity of commercial
function, after all, justifies these guild paintings) is here pre-
sented in its anthropological aspect, and this aspect has noth-
ing to do with the secondary characteristics of the physiog-
nomy: it is not because of their seriousness or their confidence
that these heads look alike, contrary to socialist-realist por-
traits, for example, which unify a representation of the workers,
say, under a single sign of virility and tension (this is the
method of a primitive art). Here the matrix of the human face
is not of an ethical order, it is of a carnal order; it consists not
of a community of intentions, but of an identity of blood and
food; it is formed after a long sedimentation which has ac-
cumulated all the characteristics of a social particularity within
a class: age, size, morphology, wrinkles, veins, the very order
of biology separates the patrician caste from the functional
substance (objects, peasants, landscapes) and imprisons it
within its own authority.

Entirely identified by their social heredity, these Dutch faces
are engaged in none of those visceral adventures which ravage
the countenance and expose the body in its momentary destitu-
tion. What have they to do with the chronos of passion? Theirs
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is the chronos of biology; their flesh has no need, in order to
exist, to anticipate or to endure events; it is blood which causes
it to be and to command recognition; passion would be point-
less, it would add nothing to existence. Consider the exception:
Rembrandt’s David does not weep, but half veils his head in a
curtain; to close the eyes is to close the world, and in all Dutch
painting no scene is more aberrant. This is because for once
man is endowed with an adjectival quality; he slips from being
to having, rejoins a humanity at grips with something else. If
we could consider a painting out of the context of its technical
or esthetic rules, there would be no difference between a tearful
fifteenth-century Pieta and some combative Lenin of con-
temporary Soviet imagery; for in either case, an attribute is
provided, not an identity. This is precisely the converse of the
little cosmos of Dutch art, where objects exist only by their
qualities, whereas man, and man alone, possesses existence-in-
itself. A substantive world of man, an adjectival world of
things: such is the order of a creation dedicated to content-
ment. '

What is it then which distinguishes these men at the pin-
nacle of their empire? It is the numen. The ancient numen
was that simple gesture by which divinity signified its decisions,
disposing of human destiny by a sort of infralanguage consist-
ing of pure demonstration. Omnipotence does not speak (per-
haps because it does not think), it is content with gesture,
even with a half-gesture, a hint of a gesture, swiftly absorbed
into the slothful serenity of the Divine. The modern prototype
of the numen might be that circumspect tension, mixed with
lassitude and confidence, by which Michelangelo’s God draws
away from Adam after having created him, and with a sus-
pended gesture assigns him his imminent humanity. Each time
the ruling class is represented, it must expose its numen or else
the painting would be unintelligible. Consider the hagiography
of the First Empire: Napoleon is a purely numinous figure,
unreal by the very convention of his gesture. At first, this
gesture still exists: the emperor is never represented idle; he
points or signifies or acts. But there is nothing human about
his gesture; it is not the gesture of the workman, homo faber,
whose functional movement encompasses him in search of its
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own effect; it is a gesture immobilized in the least stable mo-
ment of its course; it is the idea of power, not its density, which
is thus eternalized. The hand which rises slightly or gently
comes to rest—the very suspension of movement—produces the
phantasmagoria of a power alien to man. The gesture creates,
it does not complete, and consequently its indication matters
more than its course. Consider The Battle of Eylau (a paint-
ing to remove from its context, if ever there was one): what
a difference in density between the excessive gestures of the
ordinary mortals—shouting, supporting a wounded man, cara-
coling rhetorically—and the waxy impasto of the emperor-God,
surrounded by motionless air, raising a hand huge with every
signification at once, designating everything and nothing,
creating with a terrible languor a future of unknown acts. This
exemplary painting shows us just how the numen is consti-
tuted: it signifies infinite movement yet does not accomplish
it, merely eternalizing the notion of power and not its sub-
stance in an embalmed gesture, a gesture arrested at the most
fragile point of its fatigue, imposing on the man who con-
templates and endures it the plenitude of an intelligible power.

Naturally, there is nothing warlike about the numen of these
merchants, these Dutch burghers at banquets or grouped
around a table to draw up their accounts, this class at once
social and zoological. How, then, does it impose its unreality?
By looking. It is the gaze which is the numen here, the gaze
which disturbs, intimidates, and makes man the ultimate term
of a problem. To be stared at by a portrait is always discon-
certing. Nor is this a Dutch specialty. But here the gaze is col-
lective; these men, even these lady regents virilized by age and
function, all these patricians rest upon you the full weight of
their smooth, bare faces. They are gathered together not to
count their money—which they never bother with, despite the
table, the ledger, the pile of gold—not to eat the food—
despite its abundance—but to look at you, thereby signifying
an existence and an authority beyond which you cannot go.
Their gaze is their proof and it is yours. Consider Rembrandt’s
cloth merchants—one of them even stands up to get a better
look at you. You become a matter of capital, you are an ele-
ment of humanity doomed to participate in a numen issuing
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finally from man and not from God. There is no sadness and
no cruelty in that gaze; it is a gaze without adjectives, it is only,
completely, a gaze which neither judges you nor appeals to
you; it posits you, implicates you, makes you exist. But this
creative gesture is endless; you keep on being born, you are
sustained, carried to the end of a movement which is one of
infinite origin, source, and which appears in an eternal state
of suspension. God and the emperor had the power of the
hand, man has the gaze. All history reaches the grandeur of its
own mystery in an endless look.

It is because the gaze of the Doelen institutes a final sus-
pension of history, at the pinnacle of social happiness, that
Dutch painting is not satiated, and that its class orientation
culminates after all in something which also belongs to other
men. What happens when men are, by their own means, con-
tent? What is left of man? The Doelen answer: a look is left.
In this perfectly content patrician world, absolute master of
matter and evidently rid of God, the gaze produces a strictly
human interrogation and proposes an infinite postponement of
history. There is, in these Dutch Doelen, the very contrary of
a realistic art.

Consider Courbet’s Atelier: it is a complete allegory. Shut up
in a room, the artist is painting a landscape he does not see,
turning his back to his (naked) model, who is watching him
paint. In other words, the painter establishes himself in a
space carefully emptied of any gaze but his own. Now, all art
which has only two dimensions, that of the work and that of
the spectator, can create only a platitude, since it is no more
than the capture of a shopwindow spectacle by a painter-
voyeur. Depth is born only at the moment the spectacle itself
slowly turns its shadow toward man and begins to look at him.
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Objective, (adj.). Optics. Of a
lens, etc., nearest the object.
Webster's New

International

Dictionary

neon sign: BONS-KILOMETRES, several letters of which

are regularly out of commission. It would be a good
object for Robbe-Grillet, an object after his own heart, this
structure whose malfunctions can mysteriously change places
with each other from one day to the next.

Objects of this kind—extremely complicated, somewhat un-
stable—are numerous in Robbe-Grillet’s work. They are gen-
erally objects taken from the urban environment (sidewalk
directories, professional-service signs, post-office notice boards,
electric gates, bridge superstructures) or from ordinary sur-
roundings (light switches, reading glasses, percolators, dress-
maker’s dummies, packaged sandwiches). “Natural” objects
are rare (trees in the third “Reflected Vision,” a bay in The
Voyeur), immediately alienated from man and nature, more-
over, to become the mainstay of an “optical” reflection.

All these objects are described with an application ap-
parently disproportionate to their, if not insignificant, at least
purely functional character. In Robbe-Grillet, description is
always anthological: it apprehends the object as in a mirror and
constitutes it before us as a spectacle; that is, the object is en-

On the pediment of the Gare Montparnasse is a huge



