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Lost in Transmission? John Berger and the Origins of Ways of Seeing (1972)

In 2012 the art historian Grizelda Pollock described the impact of Ways of Seeing on her student self, forty years earlier:

To be an art history student at that time, and politically engaged with trying to make 
sense of being so amidst the crisis of culture, was to feel split in two – until Berger’s 
Ways of Seeing inexplicably and effortlessly exploded the aura the institutions of art 
history fabricated and allowed the visual arts to become interesting if not significant 
locations for analysis of power and the deconstruction of classed, raced and 
gendered meanings.

Pollock’s was one of a series of testimonials published in a special issue of the Journal of Visual Culture, intended to celebrate the anniversary of Ways of Seeing (WoS): both the four-part BBC television series presented by Marxist critic John Berger and directed by Mike Dibb, and the Penguin paperback of the same name, a collaboration between Berger, Dibb, Chris Fox (researcher on the series), artist Sven Blomberg and the designer Richard Hollis. The anniversary was also marked by a season of screenings at the British Film Institute as well as symposia at the National Gallery of Art (Washington) and the National Gallery (London).


Episode 1 of WoS began with a scene of Berger walking up to one of the National Gallery’s fifteenth-century panel paintings, Sandro Botticelli’s Venus and Mars, and cutting out the goddess’ head with a stanley knife. The painting was in fact a reproduction, the sequence filmed not in Trafalgar Square, but in a disused electrical goods warehouse in Ealing. Dibb added a ‘No Trespassing’ sign to the tree in another National Gallery painting, Thomas Gainsborough’s Mr and Mrs Andrews, unmasking the power relations lurking in a quintessentially ‘English’, eighteenth-century landscape. Having ‘stripped’ (as Berger put it) these treasures of their aura in episode one (‘Looking At Art’), subsequent episodes explored western art’s depiction of women (‘Women’, ep. 2), its celebration of capitalist accumulation (‘Possessions’, ep. 3) as well as contemporary advertising’s exploitation of its tropes (‘Publicity’, ep. 4).


The four half-hour episodes were broadcast on BBC2 at 10:05pm on Saturday nights in January 1972. Like Kenneth Clark’s Civilisation (BBC2, 1969) before it, so WoS was viewed by a small (1.6% of the BBC2 public, approx. 0.5m people) if appreciative audience, as fan mail and the BBC’s ‘Audience Research Reports’ demonstrate.
 Many households could not receive BBC2, while others simply ignored the channel as the television equivalent of BBC radio’s ‘Third Programme’: full of worthy if dull programming. Halfway through its run a clip from WoS was shown on Open Night, a review programme broadcast on Britain’s third, commercial television channel, as part of a discussion of ‘minority programmes’. The studio audience’s response ‘was largely that “we wouldn’t have watched it, being on BBC-2, but we really enjoyed it.”’


Within the BBC too WoS was viewed as a success. Although producer Stephen Hearst had warned that the broadcaster’s Weekly Programme Review committee ‘would not understand’, as ‘Berger is a Marxist’, one BBC executive at the meeting confessed to having sat in his bath after episode two, wondering if he was naked or nude. Viewing figures were not even discussed.
 The oversight of BBC executives had been minimal: partly a product of the series’ small budget, but also reflecting an institutional culture which welcomed risk-taking.
 


Berger and Dibb were free to borrow, adapt, and improvise. The script recycled some earlier Berger writings, such as the extended reflection on gendered spectatorship from Berger’s novel G., which would subsequently win the 1972 Booker Prize.
 But the series admitted other voices, such as the children who discussed Caravaggio’s 1601 painting Supper at Emmaus in episode one and the panel of five women who gave their responses at the end of episode two. Episode four was originally intended to be devoted to ‘a sort of cartoon theatrical/filmic representation of national heritage,’ produced in collaboration with the Red Ladder Theatre Company, an agitprop group.


Edited versions of the scripts appeared in The Listener, a high-brow weekly magazine published by the BBC. These did not, however, include a transcript of the discussion at the end of episode 2, as one participant (Anna Bostock, then married to Berger) refused permission. As Berger wrote to Dibb, ‘I was for any way of getting Womens Lib on to the pages of the Listener’.
 Berger was even more disappointed that the series was not rebroadcast on BBC1 (as Civilisation had been), where it would have reached a far larger audience. As he put it to Norman Swallow (BBC Head of Arts Features), ‘If it can’t happen, I must confess that I shall feel that I made the wrong choice (i.e. the choice to work last year for T.V. rather than trying to write another book or something else).’


WoS is a landmark in a postwar British tradition of BBC arts documentaries: one-off films and series by directors such as John Read, Michael Gill (Civilisation, 1969), David Sylvester and David Lewis Richardson (The Shock of the New, 1979). Ignored by art historians, analysis of this tradition has fallen to philosophers, literary critics and documentary makers themselves.
 If the discipline of art history in the 1970s felt little impact, however, for the nascent disciplines of media and culture studies ‘Ways of Seeing quickly became useful, indispensable, institutional, canonical.’
 For contributors to the aforementioned Journal of Visual Culture special issue the associated Penguin paperback (also entitled Ways of Seeing, and published later in 1972) had been a lifelong companion: as students, they filled its generous margins with responses to Berger’s aphorisms; as teachers, they wore out its spine through repeated photocopying. Alongside nostalgic appreciation of Berger’s hair and wardrobe the series’ neglect of race and queer theory came in for criticism.
 For Pollock it was Berger’s socialist humanism, didacticism and overt masculinity (that open shirt) which now palled.
 And yet, even after forty years, there was no scholarly account of WoS’ intellectual origins, production history or reception to which they could refer.

The aim of this essay is to fill this lacuna, drawing on BBC and British Film Institute archives, the Berger Archive at the British Library and, most importantly, the Mike Dibb Archive: a single box file containing correspondence, scripts, reviews and the head of Botticelli’s Venus: a Benjaminian punchline turned precious relic. For much of the pre-production phase of WoS Berger and Dibb were only able to communicate by letter. Draft scripts (at least four, in the case of the final episode) bounced between Dibb in London and Berger in Geneva or Bonnieux. Though the pair rarely dated their letters or drafts, the fact remains that we are able to trace the evolution of the WoS programmes in detail. The evolution and reception of the series exposes tensions within the New Left in Britain, specifically between what Dennis Dworkin has called ‘the old New Left’ of the 1950s, which took inspiration from English nineteenth-century figures such as William Morris, and the structuralist ‘new New Left’ of the 1960s and 70s, which viewed that tradition’s humanism as romantic and parochial.
 It also encapsulates the tensions which shaped Berger’s career as artist, critic, novelist and broadcaster: a ‘prolonged attempt to bridge the philosophical opposites of his time: between freedom and commitment, ideology and experience, word and image.’
  

This essay is divided into four sections. The first addresses Berger’s life and career down to 1956, when the Soviet Union’s violent suppression of the Hungarian Revolution triggered a crisis within British Marxism, using new material to fill out and challenge the familiar account fashioned by Berger and rehearsed by acolytes. The second considers the little-known German, Austrian and Hungarian critics Berger credited as influences, figures whose interwar flight into exile in the west mirrored Berger’s 1961 flight to a farm in the Alps, that exile-in-reverse which defined Berger as a public intellectual. The essay then explains how the media theory of Walter Benjamin and Hans Magnus Enzensberger influenced Berger and Dibb’s playful critique of the conventions of advertising, museums and art documentary. The final section assesses whether WoS achieved its aim to reconnect art and history: not History-with-a-capital-H, but history as shared (and at once deeply personal) human experience, that of a collective rather than a mass. It concludes that WoS was a victim of its own success as a masterclass in televisual manipulation.

Unless otherwise specified, here WoS refers to the television series, not the Penguin book. This is a deliberate choice, made not only for reasons of space, but to compensate for a tendency to put the book first. This is not to deny the significance of the book’s design, rather it recognizes that the book was intended to stand alone in a way other documentary companion volumes were not. Geoff Dyer’s characterization of the book’s relation to the series as ‘that of a prose translation of a poem to the original’ is thus rather unfair.

‘A Sensitive Marxist’
Berger’s decision to leave London in 1961, to retreat to a farm in the Alps and master pre-lapsarian farming methods formed the hinge around which his public persona turned. The little we know of his life before 1961 represents a via dolorosa, a set of stations which recent studies repeat in lieu of biography: the unhappy years at St Edward’s School (a private, fee-paying preparatory school) in Oxford, running away to the Central School of Art at 16, the refusal to serve as a commissioned officer in WW2 and lo, we are in the 1950s: Berger is a committed Marxist studying art at Chelsea Polytechnic and publishing art criticism in the New Statesman.


The Berger, BBC and Clark archives provide some new information on the genesis of the critic and presenter. In December 1946, aged twenty and recently demobbed, Berger submitted a short, gnomic radio script to the BBC, ostensibly addressed to four individuals one hundred years in the future. When the BBC failed to respond he wrote again, noting that he was in urgent need of money.
 In early 1948 Berger and fellow Chelsea alumnus John Latham shared a show at the Kingly Gallery, London.
 A few months later Berger wrote to Clark, asking if he would come inspect some ‘larger canvases’ Berger had been working on, both to benefit from ‘criticism based on cosmopolitan experience’ and secondly ‘because I must earn a living and if you liked my work you might be able to make some suggestions of possible ways of doing so.’
 Clark’s reply marked the beginning of a thirty-year creative dialogue, one which cannot be rehearsed here.


Though Clark was certainly one of the most powerful figures in the British arts Establishment, the young Berger was closer in spirit to the poet, critic and curator Herbert Read (1893-1968). Having read some of Read’s pamphlets for the anarchist Freedom Press Berger wrote to Read enclosing some of his poems; Read’s supportive reply made such an impact on the fourteen year-old that he committed it to memory, carrying the letter everywhere he went. A socialist humanist in the tradition of William Morris, in 1937 Read declared himself an anarchist, rejecting Soviet Communism and the ‘fascist plutocracy’ of post-war Britain.
 Published in 1933 and reissued in revised form in 1936, 1948, 1959 and 1960, Read’s Art Now was characteristic of Read’s earnest confidence: in the way he deploys then interrogates quotations and in his heavy use of the first-person pronoun (and occasional use of the second-person) Read’s approach to ‘the origins and development of the modern movement’ clearly influenced Berger, even if the latter rejected Read’s fondness for Freudian psychology and surrealism.
    


Berger famously never joined the Communist Party of Great Britain. His first encounter with Communism probably came during a tour of southern Europe in 1948. The Italian Communist Party’s ‘andata al popolo’ programme sent artists to work alongside labourers, and it would appear that Berger’s spell working in a Turin garage formed part of this scheme. This experience may in turn have brought him to Antonio Gramsci’s 1920s Prison Notebooks a decade before they became available in English.
 For Gramsci the artist had a responsibility to break down the wall separating the intelligentsia and the workers, furthering the development of society. Rather than a single, universal proletarian culture, his theory left space for the ‘national-popular’, a concept Berger’s 1957 study of the Italian artist Renato Guttuso (1911-1987) would apply to that artist.


The early 1950s saw Berger shift from painting to criticism. In May 1950 ‘John Burger’ [sic] joined James Fitton and Ruskin Spear on the judges’ panel for a Daily Express competition in which readers were invited to send in photographic entries for ‘Most Paintable Face’.
 In 1951 he began writing a regular column, ‘Looking Around’, for the quarterly Tribune (then edited by Michael Foot), as well as regular contributions to the weekly New Statesman. It was ‘Looking Forward’, an exhibition of 150 realist works by ‘almost totally unknown painters’ which Berger curated at the Whitechapel Art Gallery in 1952, however, which represented his coming of age as an art critic: the beginning of a lifelong campaign for ‘the re-establishment of a general tradition,’ one which would represent ‘the middle of the road’ between the ‘two academic dangers: on one side Royal Academic naturalism, on the other fashionable overformalisation and abstraction.’
 
Berger’s advocacy of a ‘social realism’ which stretched from the Kitchen Sink School to the more politically-engaged social realist school of Italy (above all Guttuso) led him into open conflict with supporters of Abstract Expressionism, including Read.
 The Institute of Contemporary Arts’ competition for a public monument to the ‘Unknown Political Prisoner’, which included an exhibition of finalists’ work at the Tate, served as battleground. In the Daily Express Berger appealed to the public to challenge the gatekeepers of culture, to point out that the Emperor of Abstract Expressionism had no clothes.
 The selection of three Kitchen Sink painters to represent Britain at the 1956 Venice Biennale was a victory for sombre-toned Bergerian realism. The Tate’s ‘Modern Art in the United States’ show of the same year turned the tables, however: Rothko, Pollock and de Kooning were in, figurative painting à la John Bratby, Jack Smith and Derrick Greaves was passé, parochial.
 

The BBC first recognized Berger’s ‘very fresh approach’ and ‘most charming personality’ in 1950, when he proposed to give a series of talks for ‘Woman’s Hour’ on ‘How to Look at Pictures’.
 Plans for a broadcast conversation between Berger and art historian Basil Taylor, intended as a set-piece discussion contrasting Marxist (Berger) and ‘vaguely liberal’ (Taylor) positions on art were abandoned in 1953, after two failed attempts. Though P. H. Newby of the BBC’s Talks Department had concerns about Berger being ‘an emotional person’, Newby’s colleagues welcomed the thought of Berger presenting:

But if only he could be more lighthearted about it. The oppressive need to find a 
theory by which to justify his enthusiasms - ‘Commitment’, ‘Naturalism’, ‘Realism’, 
‘identification with subject’ - none of these really becomes clear, let alone 
interesting. 
In an oblique way it’s interesting because a case of a sensitive Marxist trying to find 
some acceptable reasons for wanting ‘realism’. I think that if he could somehow be 
induced with tact...to make that attempt explicit one would be less 
irritated by the 
theorising - or more interested in it.

In time this struggle ‘between how he would like to account for all works of art and how these works, individually, make him feel’ would be recognized as the source of Berger’s appeal.
 As that term ‘sensitive Marxist’ indicates, however, mainstream views of Marxists in the early 1950s sometimes viewed them as insensitive Russian puppets in spiritual bondage to the doctrines of Stalin’s late propaganda director, Andrei Zhdanov. And yet Berger was hardly a fish out of water in the BBC. On the contrary, he was a natural successor to Eric Newton (1893-1965), who had made a speciality of making sense of ‘difficult’ abstract art in radio talks of the 1930s and 1940s, on BBC Radio’s Third Programme. When National Gallery visitors get a bit obstreperous at the sight of a semi-abstract painting in the wartime propaganda film Out of Chaos (1944), it is Newton who bustles up (‘What’s all the trouble about? Oh, Graham Sutherland, quite good...’), smoothes ruffled feathers and helpfully explains that ‘You’ve got to learn to read before you can understand it.’


Berger’s relationship with ‘the rarefied world of...tweedy connoisseurs’ in the 1950s and 60s was, we are told, antagonistic.
 Here, as with the BBC, we need to recognize this for the tendentious trope it is. The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs was the preeminent organ of art scholarship in these years. Far from vilifying or ignoring Berger it gave him space to promote his favoured artists (Guttuso, Josef Herman) and art historians (Frederick Antal), reviewed Berger’s books and hailed him as ‘one of the most compelling of all television talkers.’
 Nor was the relationship one way: on a visit to St Petersburg in 1952 Berger was perfectly happy checking an inscription on a picture in The Hermitage for Benedict Nicolson: Old Etonian, Burlington editor and Deputy Surveyor of the King’s Pictures.
 This is not to claim Berger for an ‘insider’, but rather question the insider-outsider dialectic itself. ‘As a self-described status,’ Stephan Collini has noted, ‘outsiderdom is an empowering identity, an attempt to use the available media to address the relevant public without, so the claim goes, succumbing to the seductions and self-deceptions of insiderdom.’
 In the era of John Osborne’s play Look Back in Anger and Colin Wilson’s book The Outsider (both 1956), it was particularly ‘empowering’.
The outsider-insider dialectic Collini identifies nonetheless points to a broader discussion of British attitudes to ‘intellectuals’, and to the New Left’s cultural cringe. Berger agreed whole-heartedly with the socialist humanism advanced in the New Reasoner: a Journal of Socialist Humanism (a short-lived predecessor of the New Left Review) in 1957 by historian E. P. Thompson. It was humanist because it placed ‘real men and women at the centre of social theory and aspiration,’ and socialist because it re-affirmed the revolutionary perspective of Communism, placing faith in ‘real men and women’ rather than an abstract ‘Dictatorship of the Proletariat’. Marx’s base and superstructure were metaphors, they ‘never existed’. Such ‘mechanistic’ models left out the arts as ‘media through which men struggle to apprehend reality, order their responses, change their own attitudes and therefore change themselves.’
 As early as 1967 Berger’s criticism was identified as part of that Morris tradition Thompson championed.
 Yet Berger did not join Thompson in invoking that tradition, or in defending what Perry Anderson (editor of the NLR from 1962) called ‘the older New Left’ against a younger generation’s patronizing view of British Marxism and socialist humanism as a ‘sentimental’ side-show to the ‘theoretical rigour’ of the real revolutionary intelligentsia on the other side of the Channel.
 

‘Like a messenger reporting to a General’

Berger looked, not to Ruskin and Morris, but to German, Hungarian and Austrian critics, interwar exiles from Fascism and formalism alike: Frigyes/Frederick Antal (1887-1954), Max Raphael (1889-1952), Ernst Fischer (1899-1972) and Walter Benjamin (1892-1940). With the notable exception of Benjamin these are little-known figures today, and some introduction is warranted. Identifying an intellectual pedigree for WoS, however, is challenging, on account of Berger and his partners’ role as translators seeking to introduce these figures’ arguments to an Anglophone audience. Enthusiastic exposition did not equate with endorsement: in conversation Berger liked to slip on a thinker’s ideas as a kind of costume and wear it out in argument before trying something else on for size.
 He could be like that with people, too: as one former collaborator noted, Berger ‘does this wonderful thing: you feel you’re the only person in his world. Then suddenly you don’t hear from him anymore.’

As art history students Raphael and Antal rejected the formalism of Heinrich Wölfflin, preferring the Viennese approach of Max Dvorák, who advocated ‘an interpenetration of all areas of research’, going ‘beyond mere critical assessment and ordering of canonical works.’
 Raphael’s output certainly ranged widely, from contemporary art criticism and polemic through surveys such as Proudhon Marx Picasso (1933), to monographs on Corot and Degas.
 Though Berger welcomed Raphael’s Marxist aesthetics as a contribution to debate, Berger did not share Raphael’s view of Picasso’s cubism as a symptom of schizophrenic collapse, nor did Berger take much interest in aesthetics as a discrete science.
 A year after being interned in France Raphael moved to the United States in 1941, committing suicide in New York in 1952. Berger never had the chance to meet him.
Berger did form a relationship with Antal, to whom he felt duty bound, visiting him in London regularly ‘like a messenger reporting to a general.’
 During the First World War in Vienna Antal had joined György Lukács as a regular at the film theorist Béla Balázs’ Sonntagskreis, leading Antal to adopt a Marxism shorn of the economism of the base-superstructure model. In 1919, during Béla Kun’s short-lived Communist republic Antal served as Director of Museums, subsequently fleeing to Italy and spending time in Berlin before moving to London in 1933. An interest in Florentine fifteenth-century art and pioneering studies of mannerism brought Antal further into the art historical mainstream than Raphael. Although Antal never held a teaching post, he was invited to give occasional lectures by Anthony Blunt, director of London’s elite institute of art history, the Courtauld.
 When Clark and the BBC discussed the possibility of Clark giving a talk on what Clark referred to as ‘determinist art history’ (the BBC preferred ‘the sociological approach’) Antal came to mind.


Antal contributed fairly regularly to the Burlington Magazine, sharing ‘Reflections on Classicism and Romanticism’ (1935-41) later repubished in book form (1966).
 These essays derided formalist classifications of style, pointing out that ‘to understand style we must trace its connection with the society in which it has its roots.’ The supposed romanticism of the French nineteenth-century artist Théodore Géricault was in fact a product of the ‘rising middle class’, which Antal particularly associated with the eighteenth-century English artist William Hogarth.
 Another contribution entitled ‘Reflections on the method of art history’ (1949) argued that thanks to recent ‘efforts to broaden art-history by a study of social history’, strict formalism would soon appear as outdated as antiquarianism.
 

Ernst Fischer provided Berger with a more sustained Marxist reading of art, one co-extensive with the history of humanity itself.
 Like Antal in Hungary, Fischer was active in the Communist Party of Austria, and found himself obliged to flee to Russia in the late 1930s, where he remained until the end of the war. Berger visited Fischer in Graz in 1968, on his way to Prague to take part in the Prague Spring. Berger’s second wife, Anna Bostock, translated Fischer’s book as The Necessity of Art (1971). Berger visited Fischer again in 1972: a reunion cut short when, after many hours of conversation, Fischer suffered a heart attack and died.
 
In his wide-ranging, literary as well as philosophical study Fischer wrote of art as ‘the indispensable means for [the] merging of the individual with the whole’, a reflection of a universal and ‘infinite’ human ‘capacity for association, for sharing experiences and ideas.’ While capitalism sets the artist ‘free’ from that society which traditionally supplied him with subjects for his work, this freedom condemns him to ‘icy loneliness’, to an occupation ‘half-romantic, half-commercial.’
 The situation of the fictional Hungarian artist Janos Lavin, whose troubled London exile is documented in Berger’s A Painter of Our Time (1958), is presented in similar terms: as Lavin observes to Sir Gerald Banks (a thinly-disguised Clark), ‘Once the patron was like a man with a hawk on his wrist to hunt for him. Now he is like an old lady who keeps canaries.’ Fischer’s influence on that novel’s discussion of art under socialism is also evident.



And then there was Walter Benjamin. Although the most influential essays (‘The Storyteller’ and ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’) were both published in German journals in 1936, it was only with Theodor Adorno’s two-volume edition of Benjamin’s Schriften (1955) that they became easily accessible to German readers. As Berger’s command of German was limited, he probably had to wait until Harry Zorn’s translation of these and other essays appeared in a collection, Illuminations (1968) edited by Hannah Arendt.


In ‘The Storyteller: Reflections on the Works of Nikolai Leskov’ Benjamin stated that ‘the storyteller in his living immediacy…has already become something remote from us.’ An oral culture which found wisdom in human experience, in stories ‘passed on from mouth to mouth’ was giving way to the individualistic, bourgeois commodity culture epitomized by the novel. We had abandoned the gold standard of human experience for a new currency of information, valued only in so far as it was new. ‘Every morning brings us the news of the globe, yet we are poor in noteworthy stories.’


Berger’s father Stanley had served as a major in the infantry during World War I, yet never spoke of his experiences.
 Benjamin’s rhetorical question in the opening section of ‘The Storyteller’ may have hit home: ‘Was it not noticeable at the end of the war that men returned from the battlefield grown silent - not richer, but poorer in communicable experience?’ Benjamin explained this silence as born of contradiction: old forms of ‘strategic’, ‘economic’ and ‘bodily’ experience became inscrutable confronted with ‘tactical warfare’, ‘inflation’ and ‘mechanical warfare.’
 Such epochal, historical events as the Great War found expression, not in the story, but in the novel, as theorized by Lukács. 


Benjamin’s ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ offered an analogous case of modernity transforming images from the ‘domain of tradition’, from the realm of shared ritual to that of information. The central argument has become so familiar that a quote may appear redundant:


that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of 
art. This is a symptomatic process whose significance points beyond the realm of art. 
One might generalize by saying: the technique or reproduction detaches the 
reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By making many reproductions it 
substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. And in permitting the 
reproduction to meet the beholder or listener in his own particular situation, it 
reactivates the object reproduced.

In the first episode of WoS, which carried a closing dedication to Benjamin, Berger put it pithily: ‘The age of pilgrimage is over’. 


In ‘The Storyteller’ a sense of loss was qualified somewhat by the fact that ‘the secular productive forces of history’ were ‘making it possible to see a new beauty in what is vanishing’.
 But in the case of Benjamin’s ‘Work of Art’, the image is transformed into both information and politics, resulting in that ambiguity noted whenever anyone tries to establish whether Benjamin viewed the process he describes positively or not. It is striking that Benjamin viewed art’s ‘parasitical dependence on ritual’ negatively, whereas the rituals of storytelling are valorized in terms of the wisdom of human experience. 


Reproduction (for Benjamin) fuses visual and emotional enjoyment, enabling a mass public to adopt ‘the orientation of the expert’: rather than being dependent on cultural gatekeepers, ‘the critical and the receptive attitudes of the public coincide.’
 This new power could be used irresponsibly (by Fascists) or responsibly (by Communists). As the passage from Pollock noted at the opening indicates, for many viewers it was a sense that WoS was licensing the political use of ‘the cultural heritage’ (to use Benjamin’s phrase) which made WoS so exhilarating. Inevitably some of the ambiguities of Benjamin’s text were lost in translation, and the ‘politics’ of Benjamin’s ‘Work of Art’ was privileged over the ‘wisdom’ of Benjamin’s ‘Storyteller’. 

‘Your receiver needs to become a transmitter’


At a certain point any attempt to tease apart the intellectual lineages of WoS ceases to be a challenge, and simply breaks down. Berger’s earliest surviving, datable letter to Dibb is 12 May 1971. Fourteen years younger, Dibb was a fan of Nouvelle Vague whose politics broadly aligned with the New Statesman: he was already familiar with Berger as both broadcaster and critic, and the pair had met before Dibb’s boss at the BBC’s Music and Arts Department, John Drummond, brought them together. Drummond originally planned for Dibb to act as researcher, but, seeing how well the pair got on, quickly decided to have Dibb direct, launching his career as a pioneering documentary filmmaker.
 Dibb filmed Berger in Ealing and on location in September. Rostrum camera work (working with transparencies of artworks), voiceover recording and editing took place in November. 
It is clear that Berger sought to set Dibb at his ease, inviting him to ‘criticise, improvise, change, improve, cancel out, as much as you wish or see how to.’ If Dibb preferred to start again with a fresh sheet of paper, that was fine, too. Scripts for two episodes existed in draft form before Berger even decided what the other two were going to be about.
 This is a striking reminder of the freedom granted by the BBC. It probably also reflects a certain confidence on the BBC’s part that Berger could be trusted to deliver. 

After the opening decapitation sequence the ‘No Trespassing’ sign that appears on Gainsborough’s Mr and Mrs Andrews is probably the most memorable intervention in WoS. Yet this was an afterthought by Dibb. There is no mention of it in either the Dibb/Berger correspondence or any of the draft scripts. Clearly Berger’s aforementioned invitation to collaborate was far from rhetorical. Indeed, in that same letter Berger abjured rhetorical gestures of any kind:

Each programme should end with a series of questions. Not just verbal questions but illustrated ones. These questions should not be rhetorical and should really be addressed to the audience. If we get a good response to them, I suggest that the questions could form the basis for a fifth programme, outside the series. We should not aim in each programme at coming to any definitive conclusion…This will ensure the structural difference between our programmes and most other art broadcasts.

In a handwritten postscript Berger advises Dibb to read ‘Constituents of a theory of the media’ by the German poet and critic Hans Magnus Enzensberger, recently published in New Left Review.
 The piece anticipated Enzensberger’s landmark Baukasten zu einer Theorie der Medien (1970).

Written and arranged as a Benjaminian prolegomena, Enzensberger’s theory of what he dubbed ‘the consciousness-shaping industry’ began by listing some of the technologies which had emerged over the previous two decades, and which were ‘clearly coming together to form a universal system’: ‘news satellites, colour television, cable relay television, cassettes, videotape, videotape recorders, video-phones, stereophony, laser techniques...printing by radio, time-sharing computers, data banks.’
 Echoing Berthold Brecht’s Theory of Radio (1932), Enzensberger claimed that there were no technical barriers to prevent means of one-way transmission (television as well as radio) from being adapted to become means of two-way communication. Whether enforced by the Xerox Corporation or the Soviet regime, monopolies of control and restrictions on access to technology were simply new forms of censorship.
 In episode one of WoS Berger noted that his viewers were restricted to consuming meanings ‘that I arrange’, adding that ‘the future of modern democracy depends, amongst other things, upon this situation changing. Your receiver needs to become a transmitter.’

‘The electronic media do away with cleanliness; they are by their nature dirty,’ Enzensberger noted. They revealed uncomfortable truths, not least that ‘every use of the media,’ whether new or old media, ‘presupposed manipulation’. Hence ‘a revolutionary plan should not require the manipulators to disappear; on the contrary, it must make everyone a manipulator’. In indulging Orwellian fantasies of the ‘dark side’ of new media ‘the New Left of the sixties’ had, Enzensberger claimed, failed to grasp the new media’s socialist possibilities. Behind this aversion to ‘the new media’ lurked ‘liberal superstitions’: ‘bourgeois longings for pre-industrial times’ and fear of “the masses”’.
 

Just because sociologists such as Vance Packard or Henri Lefèbvre had shown how consumer capitalism used new media to create ‘false needs’ did not mean that the correct response was to foreswear those same media. In fact, Enzensberger contended, consumer culture was founded, not on ‘false needs, but on the falsification and exploitation of quite real and legitimate ones.’
 By holding their noses, the New Left had ‘become the accomplices of the system they have undertaken to fight.’
 Reading Raymond Williams’ Television: Technology and Cultural Form (1974), Enzensberger’s critiques hit home: whether confronted with neon signs in Piccadilly or television in a Miami hotel, ‘new media’ tended to provoke outbreaks of visual dyspepsia in Williams.
  

Enzensberger painted Marshall McLuhan as a sort of idiot savant peddling a fantasy of progressing backwards to an Rousseauian savage idyll.
 Neither Dibb nor Berger are recorded as having cited McLuhan, Quentin Fiore and Jerome Agel’s collaborative publication The Medium is the Massage (1967) as an influence. ‘A collide-oscope of interfaced situations’, its arresting juxtapositions and Verfremdungseffekte certainly invite comparison with WoS (both the series and the book).
 Whereas Benjamin yoked modernity with the eclipse of storytelling, that ‘global village’ which Medium promises us is clearly one in which storytelling and associated ‘primitive’ space-, shape- and time-shifting are central.
 Berger’s discussion of perspective, too, resembles that in Medium, even as the latter takes the argument much further, in associating the ‘Vanishing Point’ of perspective with ‘detachment’ and ‘No-Involvement’, as well as in the distinction it draws between a ‘public’ way of seeing (multiple, discrete points of view) and a ‘mass’ way of seeing, in which this ultimately ‘fragmentary outlook’ is abandoned.


Even before WoS was broadcast critics were reading it as a riposte to Kenneth Clark’s thirteen-part series Civilisation: A Personal View (BBC2 1969).
 Dibb has insisted that neither he nor Berger viewed their series this way.
 Yet Berger quotes and critiques passages from Clark’s books The Nude and Landscape Into Art in WoS and, as we have seen, inserted a fictionalized Clark in A Painter of Our Time. Berger owed his 1958 television debut to Clark, who invited him to discuss Picasso’s Guerníca in an episode of Clark’s ATV series Is Art Necessary?


The Dibb archive indicates that Berger originally intended to use Civilisation to illustrate ‘the aesthetic approach’, with ‘a clip from one of the Clark programmes, if possible with Clark’s commentary which in some way or another implies the act of pilgrimage’.
 Berger even proposed to replace Clark’s commentary with his own, noting how Clark’s approach made art into a ‘relic’, offering ‘an easy escape from life.’ Then Berger himself would appear in vision, describing how ‘today’ the camera offers an unprecedented opportunity ‘to participate in actions, in processes, far away from us. We no longer just await results.’ Three quick clips would then follow: a boxing match featuring Cassius Clay, a Washington demonstration, the moon landing, ‘athletics or football in slow motion’.
 

Dibb filmed Berger against a blue background with a view to employing colour separation overlay, then a new, VHS tape-based technology used to float images behind presenters on studio-based news programmes. This technology could have been employed to ‘send’ Berger to the Clay fight. Unfortunately at the time VHS tape was far harder than film to edit, and Dibb recognized that he would need to be able to cut together many different films. The idea was dropped. The blue background remained, an artefact of technology, not an attempt to make Berger look like God. Even without special effects, the argument is clear: images now travel to us, rather than the other way around. Whereas in Civilisation Clark covered thousands of miles, in WoS Berger went nowhere.
 
Technologies of reproduction allow us to experience works of art created in the past ‘as news of an event,’ empowering us to interpret and use them on terms very different from those set by museums or other art-monopolists. Enzensberger’s essay suggested that the aim here was not a denial of  ‘historical consciousness’: on the contrary, the new media freed ‘the banked information’ from a ‘scholarly caste’, rendering it ‘accessible to anyone and this accessibility is as instantaneous as its recording.’
 Or as Berger put it in a letter to Dibb, 


History is not where it happened, nor even when. History is our consciousness of 
now, of ourselves. All the history I know is me sitting here receiving and having 


received messages (records of the past) and transmitting them. The illusion is that of 
visiting history.


Berger’s drafts refer to elements of WoS as ‘experiments’, emphasizing his desire to distance himself as far as current technology would permit from one-way transmission. In episode one Francisco Goya’s Third of May is held in vision, in silence, in between two unrelated sequences intended to mimic what ‘we’ (as Berger puts it) might see if we turned to ‘one of the other channels’ - there being only two others at the time: BBC1 and ‘the commercial channel’. One was a piece of archive news footage filmed in Nigeria entitled ‘Eight die before firing squad’. The other was a clip from BBC1’s Top of the Pops, and featured the dance troupe Pans People dancing to Middle of the Road’s ‘Tweedle Dee Tweedle Dum’. The grotesque juxtapositions echoes those found in other work by WoS’ editor David Gladwell, which included the public school apocalypse film, If... (1968), directed by Berger's friend Lindsay Anderson. 

Berger’s original proposal was to hold the Goya in vision for forty seconds, a long time in television. The viewer would have been instructed to perform the experiment, changing channel by themselves, rather than being presented with clips which were not, in fact, being broadcast that evening. This would certainly have involved, if not interaction, at least action: as the remote control had not yet been invented, viewers would have had to get up, out of their chair, walk over to their set, turn the channel knob, watch, turn the knob again, watch, and so on. Had this proposal been adopted, Berger’s next line - ‘What did you see?’ - would have indeed given an illusion of conversation. Alternatively, of course, the viewer could have stayed where they were, visited the toilet or made a cup of tea.


Another abandoned proposal involved filling the screen with a large red ‘Stop’ sign whenever Berger slipped up in his use of language.


Here is a painting of a mother and child.


STOP. Do you see my mistake?


Here is a reproduction of a painting of a mother and child.


Here is a photograph.


Here is a short film sequence. 


Which tells you more about mothers and children? There is no right answer.


And there is no order of importance, of so-called artistic value between the three lots of images on your screen. And the answer won’t always be the same.

The combination of word (‘Stop’) and sign would have been a forceful, if not downright aggressive means of inviting the reader to use Berger’s tools against Berger. With the possible exception of Monty Python’s Flying Circus (BBC2 1971) it is hard to think of a contemporary broadcast which would have practised such an ‘experiment’.


A third experiment concerned the use of music to foster a false reverence for works of art, a tendency of American art documentaries which the British director Michael Billington had bemoaned in a 1966 contribution to the Burlington.
 Berger proposed to lay ‘religious’ music over footage of the Leonardo Cartoon in the National Gallery, then stop it mid-bar, holding the painting in vision in silence for several seconds before changing to ‘not obviously religious music’, perhaps ‘Pink Floyd’.
 Instead of performing the music experiment on Leonardo the broadcast version applied this treatment to a Van Gogh (where plangency was suggested by a Bach chorale) and Caravaggio’s Supper at Emmaus (contrasting extracts from comic opera and a Beethoven quartet). Perhaps owing to the licensing cost, Pink Floyd was not included. 


Television critics like The Observer’s Nigel Gosling noted the insistence with which WoS poked at the gears and levers by which television presenters and directors manipulated their audiences, but could not help noting a certain paradox. Berger’s ‘text was shrewd and clear’, 

A spartan call to avoid loaded presentation, manipulation, the concealed commercial. And yet here he was in his trendy shirt, locks flying against an azure sky, eyes rolling, tragedian’s features lit like a close-up from [American soap opera] ‘Peyton Place’, freezing us in our seats with all the guiles and tricks of the television pulpit. This, indeed, was the medium in full cry. It was a salutary lesson for all of us communicators - in a kind of 
way, the better we succeed the more we fail.

Could WoS have struck a better balance between impact and communication? 

‘Once upon a time, but it is a true story…’
Imagine it is 10:05pm on Saturday, 8 January 1972. You are at home. We know you are fairly wealthy and live in the right part of Britain, as you have a colour television, and are one of the 32.9m Britons (65% of the population) who live within range of one of the BBC’s new UHF transmitters. You are missing Match of the Day over on BBC1. You are not tuned to ‘the commercial programme’, where (depending on which franchise area you are in) you might see Jason King, The Champions or Hawaii 5-0.
 


Now imagine that, on your screen, you see a little girl of six, filmed in Edwardian costume, trying her very best to sit still while her portrait is painted. Now you hear John Berger’s voice:

Vision


Sound

Painter’s studio
Once upon a time, but it is a true story, a German painter, called Max 


Liebermann, painted the portrait of a young girl who was the 



daughter of a Berlin museum director.

Photo of Museum.

Draw line to indicate

Papa’s office. 

In artist’s studio
The child looks at picture and asks:




‘Is it finished now?’ Yes says Liebermann.




‘Will it go into Papa’s museum now?’ Yes, said Liebermann.




‘And will it have a gold frame around it?’ Indeed.




‘And will it become beautiful then?’



This is the first of four programmes in which I want to question...


How different would WoS have been, had this sequence been used to start episode one, as was originally planned, rather than the Venus decapitation? Would Berger’s gift for telling a story have tipped the balance against the aphorist-dropping prophet? In sending Dibb his first draft for what became episode two (‘Women’, originally to have come third) Berger expressed the hope that, with his director’s help, the tone of the broadcast might shift. ‘I think the commentary in the script should be far more questioning, suggestive: less didactic/dogmatic.’ If his drafts read as ‘didactic’, this was simply because Berger found that a helpful way ‘to make it clear in my mind.’ Berger was addressing himself as a preliminary to addressing his viewers in the film.


The 1961 black-and-white Granada series Drawn from Life (dir. Mike Wooller), however, indicates that Berger could be ‘more questioning, suggestive’. Each half-hour episode featured two guests each spending ten minutes discussing with Berger their reaction to three paintings which Berger had selected for them. Although the analogies were glancing, Berger chose paintings which he felt would connect with the life experience of his guests, who included a fifty-two year-old male joiner from a Manchester shipyard and a female nurse who had moved to Britain from Uganda. Each episode ended with a sequence in which a reproduction of a single painting was held in vision with Berger delivering a telegraphic voiceover of personal impressions relayed by the work. Some of these featured as full-page spreads in the Daily Worker.


The series was broadcast live from a studio, which probably contributed to the guests’ nerves. Berger’s focus on them as individuals was obvious. His voice was subdued, slow and soft. Berger never interrupted his guests, displaying a patience born of genuine curiosity about their lives, which he sought to explore by means of the paintings, which he invited them to appropriate as images illuminating an episode they had experienced. When Doris Lessing sneeringly compared Berger to Wilfrid Pickles (whose massively-popular BBC radio show Have A Go travelled the country inviting working-class listeners to tell cheery life stories) in her New Statesman review, many readers wrote in defending the series.


Standing in front of Leonardo’s Virgin of the Rocks in WoS Berger argues that we can use such works to tell stories and communicate, ‘but only if art is stripped of the false mystery and the false religiosity which surrounds it.’ WoS did the ‘stripping’, clearing the ground for the story-telling of Drawn from Life. The house of stories had been turned by the gatekeepers of Art into a temple to the false gods of Class and Mammon. Before we could return to it the prophet Berger had to drive the money-changers from the temple. Inevitably, this demanded force, temper and sharp gestures. Unfortunately many of Berger’s fans mistook the medium for the message. Its effect in teacher-training colleges was not to foster ‘an alternative form of art appreciation’ using reproductions, but to discourage teachers from organizing museum visits or acquiring art books.


Berger’s humanist faith in ‘the singleness of human life’, was similar to that expressed by Herbert Read back in the early 1940s.
 Back then Read had been attacked as displaying latent religious thinking by younger Marxist critics such as Alick West. In the 1970s and after Berger’s humanism was found equally wanting by a younger generation who did not believe such an apolitical humanity to be possible or even desirable.
 That ‘true humanity’ to which Berger’s exceptional works of art pertained, which E. P. Thompson invoked in debates with the younger generation of the New Left, did not exist, according to them.


Berger was also criticised for arguing that a small number of oil paintings transcended the medium’s celebration of property, becoming instantiations of universal human experience. In episode three of WoS Johannes Vermeer’s Lady Weighing Pearls is introduced as yet another bravura example of the medium’s ability to celebrate the tangibility of possessions. 

But go on looking. Gradually the painting becomes more mysterious, less easily 
explainable in my terms. The light falls on her face, her fingers, the scales, the pearls, 
the moment has been preserved. And as we realize that, the way it has been preserved, 
we realize that, like every moment, it was unrepeatable. It is as though she is holding 
the moment between her forefinger and thumb, on the scales of the past and the 
future. Despite its apparent celebration of property this painting is about the mystery 
of light and time as we look up at the stars.

In a similar manner Peter Paul Rubens’ Helena Fourment in a Fur Stole is described as one of a limited number (‘perhaps a hundred’) exemptions to the rule by which ‘the tradition of western art’ depicts the female nude from the perspective of ‘the male spectator-owner’. Instead these are ‘paintings of loved women, more or less naked…as personal as love poems.’ The intimacy of Rubens and Fourment dissolves familiar power relations.


Berger came to acknowledge that ‘I do not make clear what relation exists between what I call “the exception”...and the normative tradition.’
 Yet the problem lay deeper: New Left reviewers who came of age in the 1970s deemed his appeals to a transcendent, apolitical human experience ‘tedious’ and ‘romantic’: Berger seemed to be privileging his experience of sex in a way that was at once doctrinaire, heteronormative and jejune in its denial of subjectivity as a construct: ‘This expert on sexual psychology comes straight from the Ministry of Love.’
 Berger’s rejection of Freud ensured that, despite the apparent similarities between his approach to the male gaze and, say, Laura Mulvey’s account of ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ published in Screen in 1975, true dialogue was not possible.
 The limited agency allotted female characters in G. and the low profile accorded gender questions in WoS reflect the ‘old New Left’ of the 1950s’ failure to create a feminist politics.


 Though much of Berger’s intellectual genesis remains obscure, consideration of his early art criticism and broadcasting as well as the stable of Marxist exiles who inspired him challenges the familiar epiphany narrative. The deliberately dis-placed ‘talking head’ with its sky-blue backdrop may be fondly recalled as a sort of deus ex machina by a generation of scholars who went on to create cultural studies, visual studies and feminist art history, but Berger was not quite the renegade he cast himself as. Nor did he come to destroy the ‘general tradition’, but rather to re-establish it on a socially broader foundation, employing new technologies in a Macluhan-meets-Benjaminian spirit, fostering a global village of storytellers. It is this humanism which ensured that his early acolytes matured into critics. For them WoS had been useful instrumentally, in licensing a critical gaze, but intellectually it was unsatisfying.

The ‘experiments’ performed in WoS may have been too successful. Berger’s evident charisma and fondness for aphorism lend him as presenter such authority that the ‘experiments’ become ‘moments’ analogous to Vermeer’s Lady Weighing Pearls: in other words, ‘unrepeatable’, at least by those watching in awe. ‘Do attempt this at home’ may have been Berger’s script, but the arresting power of the series as broadcast turned a ‘do’ into a ‘don’t’. The earlier series Drawn from Life is technically far less advanced. Yet it was broadcast live and showed a quieter Berger listening intently, encouraging members of the public to tell their own stories, using paintings as ‘a new language of images’. There are glimpses of this intimate, confiding Berger among the many draft scripts for WoS. But would WoS have been the television landmark we all remember if they had made the cut? 
Intellectually Berger’s work down to and including WoS formed part of that ‘old New Left’ explored by Dworkin, which drew on the Frankfurt School and found supporters in the ‘new New Left’, but which did not share their sceptic view of the revolutionary potentialities of ‘the new media’ and the working class. The humanism of this ‘old New Left’ struggled to survive in the cultural and intellectual landscape of the late 1960s and 1970s, one shaped by Britain’s rapidly expanding student population, new disciplinary silos, new counter-cultures and fiercely-fought battles over a range of ideological labels unknown in the 1950s. Berger was, perhaps, spared the full effects of this. Revolt against his own class origins and his exile persona had led him to shun home-grown British Marxism and resist identification with any one political or literary organ. Thompson’s years of fencing with the Communist Party of Great Britain and younger, structural Marxists of the New Left Review shows just how much Berger missed by choosing freedom over commitment. And yet this independence enabled Berger to continue speaking, writing and acting on behalf of the ‘tradition’, understood not as an inheritance to be conserved, but as ‘a direction-giving force that was communally built and maintained’.
 It is a profoundly unfashionable notion, but one worth defending.
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