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THE ANTHROPOLOGY
OF IMAGES

Ralph Dekoninck

During the Middle Ages, the Church, especially in the West, never stopped wanting to classify the
image as a symbol, in order to avoid as far as possible any danger of idolatry — that is, of confusion
between image and model. It was therefore a matter of casting a modest veil over the materiality
of the image, which was all too likely to attract the gaze of the viewer; this of course was expected
1 fade into the background to allow the translatio ad prototypum' — that is, to allow the gaze to
nove toward the model. From this perspective, the dictum Gregorii, drawn from the famous letter
of Gregory the Great to the iconoclast bishop Serenus of Marseille, was to be the doxa for more
‘than a millennium in matters relating to the Christian imagery: “In it [painting], the illiterate
read. Hence, and chiefly to the nations, a picture is instead of reading (lectione).”? The image here
plays the role of language, able to stand in for the sacred text in order to serve those who do not
have access to it. We should note that it was this idea of the image which was the foundation for
tesearch in Christian iconography, and was to leave a profound impression on our understanding
of the functions of the medieval image, whose principal goal was to teach Christian doctrine
and to inculcate the story of Salvation.> Our way of “naturally” interpreting images in terms of

aning is historically deeply rooted in our way of thinking.

From representation to presence

Throughout the Middle Ages the image played a number of roles which research has attempted
1o reveal in all its complexity. The present chapter aims to give an account of the various research
perspectives for images that are to be found in the field of historical anthropology. These per-
spectives are characterized by what might be called a critical standpoint toward iconography, a
criticism that highlights what at first sight seems to escape an iconographic “reading” but which
ulimately can be integrated within a broadened iconographic perspective. As a reaction to the
logocentrism that sees the image as a text to be read, the pendulum has tended to swing the
other way and research has shifted attention from meaning to the material presence of images.
Images appear as objects endowed with a certain power,* a feature that short-circuits the classi-
cal metaphysics of representation, whose tendency is to reduce representation to a disembodied
sign or as an imitation of reality that has a symbolic or mimetic meaning. In this respect it is
possible to speak of a return to presence instead of representation. This is probably a reaction to
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the increasing dematerialization of images in contemporary society, the very term “image” now
tending to make us forget its material density.?

The presence of the image, especially in the Middle Ages, has never been as isolated as a work
of art hanging in a museum might be (and yet is such a work really isolated, the museum itself
being a frame that locates the work of art?); the image or object is always located in a specific

place and within a network of other artifacts, gestures, words, sounds, smells . . . After considering
the nature of the work, it is therefore necessary to go beyond its immediate frame to understand
it within a network of relationships that are thus fashioned around it and because of it. In this
way, the idea of the image as the object, also forming a knotwork of social actions and interactions
with it being at one and the same time the object and the means.® Turning away from icono-
graphic and stylistic approaches, research has attempted to understand the uses and practices to
which an image can give rise. From this, a body of thought on the functions of the image and
on its power to bring about actions or reactions has developed.

From the material turn to the performative turn

The image does not simply produce actions or reactions; it can also act. This is where it touches
on the question of performance. Nobody has spoken of the performative turn — a new emphasis on
what, since Alfred Gell, has also been called the agency of the image.” While it had long been rec-
ognized that the image could arouse an emotion, an emotion which in turn was able to provoke

a motion,* such as prayer, conversion, or donation — in this respect, we may say that the image
is performative insofar as it engages the spectator in a performance — it is even possible to say
that images are effective only when they are performed, in the sense of the performing arts; it st
remains to be understood how certain actions and intentions particular to the human being can
be applied to the image. In other words, how is it possible to understand the image as agent — that
is to say, as an object endowed with an ability to act and not simply as a thing to be manipulated
or interpreted as a passive transporter of ideas? To put it simply, if an image can make us cry, how
can it cry itself, or how can we believe that it might cry? This move from the material turn to the
performative turn characterizes a series of research projects carried out in a wide variety of fields,
all of which attempt to go beyond what images tell us or show us toward what they want. This
echoes the title of a book by W.]J.T. Mitchell,” whose work is interested in the life of images, and
above all in the “needs, desires and demands they embody™!” and what animates them: in short,
this work is interested in what we want from images.

Alongside Mitchell’s seminal work, a leading place must be reserved for the anthropology
of art devised by Alfred Gell,'" which has inspired a series of studies, all of which examine the
reasons we react to images as if they were alive. The anthropologist considers images as actors in
social life, as mediators in social processes. Gell distinguishes “primary agents” — namely, human
beings — from “secondary agents” — that is, the artifacts by which primary agents distribute their
agency when interacting with the world. This is therefore a purely relational notion with no
ontological content. Gell speaks of an “art nexus” to designate this system of actions, intended
to change the world rather than encode it.’?

One cannot fail to notice that this new interest in the life and performance of images, in what
they do rather than what they represent, has in large part been initiated by medievalists. They
were among the first to shift attention from the presence of the image-object toward the image
as body,"* thus locating their research in the vast field of the anthropology of images, the idea
for which grew out of the assimilation of image and human being, with image agency merging
with futman agency. In wishing to endow representation with presence it was all the confusion
between the image and its model that attracted research attention. While breaking with a certain
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bolic paradigm that reduced the image to the level of a sign, this research perpetuated another
digm that underlies the history and theory of representation: that of mimesis based on the
of resemblance, however schematic this resemblance might be. To take up the typology of
different modalities of “Bildakt” developed by Horst Bredekamp, it is possible to speak here
squbstitutive Bildakt,” which rests on a logic of substitution between image and model.'
The prototypical example of this kind of confusion is of beliefs relating to miraculous images.
that can move, cry, speak, bleed, heal, or drive away the Devil in effect constitute the
digm of images that act. Christian image theory called this power that animates images by
term virtus, and it was established from the outset that this power was not intrinsic to them
¢ transmitted by divine power. ! According to Christian doctrine, this power was thought to
| from the model through the image, or else to inhabit the image temporarily according to
pular beliefs, or to communicate with it through contact with holy material, especially relics, or
even through a suitable ritual such as consecration. “Thus, virtus is a quality of the image, or the
image is its vehicle, or it inhabits the image, or it is bestowed upon the image, or it is experienced
and communicated by the image.”1°

Naturalist and culturalist approaches

Since the image was clearly not endowed with autonomous life and had no intrinsic power, the
guestion of its powers naturally shifted to the question of belief in these powers, belief which can
be deduced from the kinds of reaction images aroused, from the most extreme, such as adoration or
destruction, to the most common, such as lighting a candle before them. Taking up a favorite idea
fiom Marcel Mauss, an idea which he applied to magic, it might be possible to say that the efficacy
of the image is the result of and not the reason for us believing in its powers.!” But what causes or
sapports this belief? What is acting in or through this kind of image? Two kinds of answers have been
made to these questions: one naturalist, the other culturalist. The first says that belief in the power of
the image is anchored in human nature, inscribed within the structures of the human mind. In this
wespect it has been possible to speak of a universal anthropological or even psychological characteristic.
This naturalist approach encourages an enquiry with no chronological and geographical restriction
into the way mankind, through its instinct for imitation, tends to attribute action or life to images. In
other words, human beings have the cognitive ability to merge the image and the person or subject it
resembles. The image thus derives its power essentially from the viewer, who projects on to it his or her
own intentions. This is the viewpoint adopted by David Freedberg in his The Power of Images of 198918
and which he subsequently extended into the field of the neurosciences. Even if he defends himself
against the criticism of having neglected the contextual elements that play a part in the living presence
of images, he encourages historians and anthropologists to “develop an argument on the cognitive
schemas which underlie this or that reaction and which are subject to the pressures of the context.™”

The culturalist approach consists in investigating all the contextual — that is to say, cultural —

dircumstances at work so that an image may become active.2” As opposed to a claimed universal-
ity, precise historical reasons are invoked, reasons that are essentially social in origin. To distinguish
it from “an internalist concept of agency,” which holds that belief in the powers of the image s
triggered by factors that develop out of the interiority of the person, thoughts, desires, intentions,
etc."2! Gell speaks of the “externalist idea” that attributes these powers to a given socioreligious
context. This explains in part why a particular image becomes activated in specific circumstances.
As we have seen, Gell firmly locates himself in this perspective by seeing images as actors “in a
network of social relationships.” In other words, the reasons for belief are to be sought other than
in the psyche of the viewer, and especially in the social forces acting through the image, which
Mitchell has referred to as “ventriloquism.”
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This culturalist perspective is found in a broad swath of art historical research inspired by
cultural and visual studies, in which “the image is more often than not seen as a representation, a
visual construct that betrays the ideological agenda of its makers and whose content is susceptible
to manipulation by its receivers.”>? Hence, it is a matter of seeing “around the edges of images in
order to determine the social forces responsible for their ideological agendas’ and “of identifying
the political commitments of those who make and consume them.”? The stress is thus laid on
the operators of the image, those who make it act, who make it active, and even more on those
who are activated by it — that is to say, manipulated by those who are pulling the strings. On the
grounds that the efficacy of an image can be measured only by the responses it arouses or pro-
vokes, reception studies largely seem to have dominated research that has adopted this culturalist
point of view, which saw the image as an instrument in the service of a power or an ideology, or
as the medium serving to challenge this same power.

Intrinsic image-act: the power of ornament

In emphasizing the upstream (conditions of creation) and even more so the downstream (modal--
ities of reception), both naturalist and culturalist points of view have tended to obscure the
intrinsic being of the image as a factor that can activate its power. Hence the appeal from G. Bart-
holeyns and T. Golsenne that “In order to analyse the performance of image, we need to turn
less towards the reaction of spectators than towards the image itself, in its own materiality, in the
pragmatic conditions of the manifestation of its iconic power.”! In this regard Bredekamp speaks
of “intrinsiche Bildakt™ (intrinsic image-act) to account for the intrinsic power of images. The
presence in question here is no longer that of the referent in the image or of the forces manip-
ulating it, but that of the image itself, and it matters little whether this is anthropomorphic. It
is a matter of recognizing images as real actors “possessed of sovereign agency separable from
their handling or their perception by people.”¢ In contrast to Alfred Gell, who saw manufactured
objects as a crucible of social relationships, and to Hans Belting, who investigated the relationships
between iconic medium and human body.”” Bredekamp attempts to grasp a principle of life
(Eigenleben) in images that can no longer be seen conceived as a direct extension of the human
body or society, but as a force (Eigenkraft) emanating naturally from images themselves, a force
that can act on the body as on society.? It is possible to speak of figural forces, to use the termi
nology of Louis Marin,?” while Bredekamp prefers to speak of Potentia or Latenz to designate
these latencies activated at a precise moment or in particular circumstances. To see the image as
a force is in fact to take an interest in power as potential, in potentiality — that is to say, in
entirety of what the image is able to bring about. What then are the characteristics of this latent
force, and what activates or intensifies it, what contributes to its performance and to its efficacy?
“What power enables an image, when it is seen or handled, to spring out of latency into an ou
ward effect on sensation, thinking, and action?’3"

Apart from the image’s presence as object and its resemblance as body, scholarly attention
been directed mainly toward its ornamentation, a dimension that seems to have escaped the field
of iconography, of meaning, and of representation.®’ This new interest has also had the
of reintroducing the issue of the aesthetic dimension of images, a dimension that must not be
reduced simply to the philosophical sense of beauty but to which it is necessary to restore the
etymological sense relating to sensibility. The anthropology of the image and the visual studie
have attempted to deconstruct the aesthetic approach to the work of art so that other m
might be considered,® or rather other forms of reaction suppressed or sublimated by the aes
thetic reaction, with the consequence that this dimension has been neglected in research. Now
the power of images can be brought back to the question of their sensible force, whatever
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have been thought of the split between the age of the image and the age of art or between the
cult of the religious image and culture of the artistic image. “For it is perhaps, in the context of
a pragmatic analysis of its means, through its aesthetic quality (its intensity of appearance), that
the image, whether work of art or devotional image, can become effective.”

These principles have been applied especially to sacred images, with special attention given
to the sumptuous nature of their workmanship, the issue here being to know what role this
played in belief in the powers of these images. Images reputed to be miraculous were extensively
embellished, from the lavish material used to adorn them to the altarpiece, the chapel, or even the
church dedicated to it, not to mention the numerous ex voro offerings surrounding it (Fig. 13.1).

Figure 13.1 Michelozzo di Bartolomeo (attr.) and Pagno di Lapo Pertigiani, tabernacle for the SS.
Annunziata (c. 1340), 1448-49, Florence, SS. Annunziata.
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It was out of respect for the subject represented that they were honored with decorations — that
is to say, honor was expressed in material terms. It is possible to speak of a natural willingness to
adorn them as a reminder that these ordinary images have extraordinary virtues. While texts of
the period emphasize the fact that this addition of beauty was not the origin of faith but a witness
to it, practice partly contradicts theory by showing that it was also tangible proof of the efticacy

«

of the cultic image. As Freedberg recognizes, decoration serves to “aesthetically differentiate,”
its efficacy lying, among other things, in its “visual particularity”* But he also emphasizes the
fact that this feature is not the cause of the efficacy. In fact, according to Freedberg, belief in the

power of miraculous images was at the most stimulated by the ornamental “layers™:

Could one say that apparently rude or plain images [. . .] work only because of the
splendor in which they are housed? Apparently not. We only have to read the many
accounts, often contemporary with their discovery, of how they work while they are
still outside in the cold, hanging on a tree, or pathetically painted on some shabby street
corner. They work before the fancy or elevated forms of enshrinement or decoration
were applied to them.

As Golsenne maintains, it is possible to say that “the efficacy of cult images is not aesthetic but
‘magical.’ Its power does not produce a feeling of beauty, or disinterested pleasure, but it acts on
the body and its humours.” In contrast to Freedberg, however, Golsenne emphasizes the fact
that for the faithful, all the decorative apparatus that exalts the image demonstrates the image’s
miraculous power; for the historian-anthropologist, the power to confer miraculous value on
the image is due to this decorative apparatus. Although the embellishments seem simply to
honor an object of value — in reality they confer value on this object, in a relationship whichis
equivalent to that which links the reliquary to the relic. As Jean-Claude Schmitt has proposed,
for the believer it is the relic that makes the reliquary. For the anthropologist, however, “itis
the reliquary that makes the relic,” in the sense that it supplies the institutional and visual proof
of the relic’s authenticity.®® This analogy between image and reliquary — which has a certain
historical pertinence if we refer to the statue-reliquaries of the eleventh and twelfth centuries
through which a kind of “revolution™in the Christian image was performed — has the merit of
emphasizing the essential connection that links the image to its ornamentation. It is therefore
possible to extrapolate and speak of the agency of precious materials used to decorate sacred
images. This is the hypothesis offered by Golsenne, who writes, “The adornment does not
follow the miracle but makes possible the belief that a miracle has been performed by means of
such an image.” He adds; “a cult image is not effective, magical, on its own”; “the adornment
produces this life which is lacking in the venerated image, makes it attractive; [. . .] givesita
surplus of existence.™” But placing the accent in this way on votive adornments as the main
animators of the image and activators of belief has the consequence of putting the image itself
in parentheses. If it goes without saying that the image in itself has no effective power, exceptin
belief, the aesthetic dimension should not be reduced to that of the artistic value of the image
The unsophisticated, even “primitive,” appearance of many miraculous images not only was
recognized as a sign of their antiquity and therefore as proof of their sacrality (in that the origin
of these images has been lost in the mists of time) but also generated a visual impact that can
be likened to what anthropologists have written about African “fetishes.”#! Their immutability
and rusticity, not to mention their “primitive” quality, were only intensified by the contrast
with the artistic adornment that gave them life. Their artistic “poverty” takes nothing away
from their aesthetic power — that is to say, the emotional impact they generated and that the
sumptuous embellishments extended.
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In the end, the question that must be answered is to see if this attention to the power of
images surpasses, or even puts paid to, iconographic analysis. Rather than opposing “effects of
sense” and “effects of presence,” meaning and performance, it would be preferable, as ]. Baschet
advocates, to consider the areas of overlap between the two: “The work does not simply transmit
ameaning to be decrypted; it also produces an effect. This dimension must be integrated within
an iconographic approach, since it is true that meaning offers itself through the effect produced
by the work.”* The way in which materiality affects meaning needs to be considered, and the
way in which meaning is conveyed and often transformed by the force of the image, but also
by the ornamental apparatus accompanying it and bringing it before the viewer, also needs to
be examined. The internalist explanation (how the image becomes a space in which the human
psyche is projected) and the externalist explanation (how the image comes to be socially empow-
ered) need to be combined without forgetting their formal characteristics. In the same way, an
anthropological history of resemblance and a historical sociology of performance need to be
joined together. Staying with |. Baschet, it is possible to speak of “active forms and meanings™:

Within such configurations, the power of the image-object depends just as much on
the presence it confers on painted figures, on its ornamental superabundance, as it does
on an overload of meaning whose very excess contributes to producing an effect of
sacrality and to the efficacy which may thus go together with it.+
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