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In the past few years there has been an
emerging interest in the questions of
visuality from the aspect of Cultural
Studies. The new impulse of this inter-
est partly resulted from the challenge
which the abundance and the ubiquity
of visual impulses mean to the hu-
manities. It is not only that Art His-
tory sought to renew itself by taking
into account this new challenge, but
there is a growing tendency to redis-
cover lost knowledge or to put old
information into a new light in the
entire field of the humanities. The first
schools of this tendency are usually
based in departments of Art History,
renamed as departments of Visual
Studies. The interdisciplinary ap-
proach to works of art is characteristic
of these schools since a number of
theorists in this field come from a lit-
erary background (one can mention
such prominent names form the Chi-
cago school as W. J. T. Mitchell or
Mieke Bal). These theorists do not
only try to get away from the tradi-
tional comparative examination of
texts and images, namely from seeking
either to prove or to refute the similar-
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ity or the continuity of the sister arts,
the verbal and the visual, but in con-
cert with recent literary and art theo-
retical interest, they look into matters
which concern the formation of sub-
jectivity, that is, what subject position
is designated by a work of art; the mo-
dalities of framing meaning - or, to
use Bal’s phrase, meaning making —
and the formation or transmission of
culture. These queries cannot be re-
stricted purely to the realm of the vis-
ual, partly because they are rooted in
discoursivity, and also because the
intertwining of the verbal and the vis-
ual (in one way or another) proves to
be prevalent in the history of art.
Moreover these questions are not in-
dependent of historical or sociocul-
tural changes, therefore a true inter-
disciplinary approach involves the
historical, the philosophical, and the
social background for the re-
examination of any cultural phenom-
ena. Visual Studies call attention to
the fact that the images or visual in-
stances surrounding us do have a part
in the formation of culture, thus today
it is impossible to evade the question
of visuality or to restrict it only to the
field of Art History. A further novelty
of these studies is that they are not
restricted to the examination of high,
elitist cultural products either, on the
contrary, they take into account works
which are usually conceived as mar-
ginal, low, popular, thus unworthy of



academic attention. These studies both
challenge the elitist approach to art
and question the borders of the high
and the low.

Peter de Bolla’s salient work is a con-
tinuation of this trend: he theorises the
visual with the help of eighteenth cen-
tury visual phenomena, by basing the
main thrust of his investigation on the
modalities of seeing as well as on the
subject positions that certain ways of
seeing or viewing entail. His work can
be fitted into the corpus of such recent
publications as D’Arcy Wood’s The
Shock of the Real, Chloe Chard’s Pleas-
ure and Guilt on the Grand Tour or
William Galperin’s The Return of the
Visible in British Romanticism, etc.
From the aspect of English Studies this
work and the recent interdisciplinary
trend in the humanities can be of great
importance, on the one hand because
visuality, or visual culture, usually plays
an unjustifiably marginal part in the
curricula or in the research field of Eng-
lish Studies. On the other hand because
the findings of these approaches can
considerably enrich or broaden the
horizon of any cultural investigation
(be it literary, sociological, art histori-
cal, or other).

In The Education of the Eye de Bolla
employs a network of interrelated top-
ics and assumptions as his point of
departure. In a way this work continues
the argument he started in The Dis-
course of the Sublime, namely, how the
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subject can be constructed discour-
sively. In The Education of the Eye,
however, the question of subject-
formation is put in a different light:
here it is the activity of looking that has
a definitive function in such a process.
He focuses on “how looking gives shape
to a human agent and to a specific
mode of behaviour and how such
agency is embedded in the visual” (2).
The visual, in his interpretation, is an
intricate phenomenon, an umbrella
term which incorporates optics, the
techniques of seeing and decoding opti-
cal information, the modes of visual
address to human agents, the technolo-
gies of image/art production, and the
significance attached to them (3). De
Bolla assumes that the examination of
the visual is indispensable since it is
instrumental in the formation of cul-
ture and of certain subject positions
(that is, subjectivity). In his theory of
the visual the greatest importance is
attached to the activity of looking — to
be precise, to a mode of looking,
namely to the “sentimental look.”
Looking is a cultural form: de Bolla
claims that there is a difference be-
tween optics that is the physical aspect
of seeing and the activity of seeing (or
looking) itself. This activity has more to
do with the psyche and with culture
than with physics. Corollary looking is a
technique, a technology of producing
subjectivity: it defines how to partici-
pate in culture, through displaying one-
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self or making oneself visible as well as
how to look (and look like); how to give
coherence to oneself; how to be a “citi-
zen in the demos of taste” and who is
allowed to identify him- or herself as a
subject within culture. The look there-
fore, or as de Bolla terms his invention,
the “sentimental look” is also influ-
enced by historical changes. Unlike

most theoretical approaches, he, more

or less in concert with the recent devel-
opment of Cultural Studies or New
Historicism,! attempts the theoretical
elaboration of the subject through the
lens of historical inquiry.

One of the impulses of de Bolla’s
work was his dissatisfaction with the
lack of historical sensitivity of the theo-
retical framework of visual studies. He
detects this lack in the concept of the
gaze and the glance. Despite the revolu-
tionary influence on visual and literary
studies (and specifically on narratol-
ogy) this theoretical approach is devoid
of historical dimension, the two terms
are seen as historical invariables that
underlie or direct the organisation of
works. In this respect de Bolla’s criti-
cism of the gaze and the glance is justi-
fied. In his taxonomy of viewing, how-
ever, the idea of the gaze and the glance
is not neglected, the sentimental look is
defined through its relationship to the
two terms. Originally in Bryson’s the-
ory? the gaze coincides with the Carte-
sian perspective: the viewing body is
reduced to one point only, namely to
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the retina of a single eye, a single point
of view (binocular disparity was techni-
cally not taken into account in terms of
visuality before the eighteenth cen-
tury).3 The moment of the gaze is
“placed outside duration” (96), outside
the spatial and the temporal due to
which it arrests the flux of phenomena.
In this mode of seeing the subject is
united with the “Founding Perception”:
he or she takes a disembodied, God-
like, coherent subject position. It seeks
to bracket out the temporal process of
viewing in order to create a synchronic
instant of viewing, which means that
the image is reduced to an ideal, but
frozen moment. The glance in contrast
is a distinct technique, which follows
the staccato-movement of the eye, the
to and fro activity of real-time looking.
It requires the insertion of time and of
the body into vision, therefore, “the
path of its movement is irregular, un-
predictable, intermittent” (121). The
glance is a kind of trickster on the gaze,
which undermines the rational singular
and identifiable subject position in
vision and entails a fragmentary,
changeable subjecthood.

In de Bolla’s interpretation the logic
of the glance slightly diverges from the
Brysonian concept, probably in order to
give his invention — the sentimental
look — a more striking and progressive
framework. For him the gaze is static,
studious, attentive, penetrative (211); it
organizes the entire visual field: “the





















