Maxime Boidy 
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Introduction

The strength images may have in certain circumstances, the fear they can instill in people's mind is an old, even archaic problem, anchored in Ancient idolatry. No doubt that the originality of David Freedberg's image theory lies in his personal answer to this question of power: an answer formulated through his central concept of "response", defined and applied in his most famous book The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response. The very beginning of the introduction goes straight to the point: "This book is not about the history of art. It is about the relations between images and people in history. It consciously takes within its purview all images, not just those regarded as artistic ones." (Freedberg 1989, xix) As far as people in history made images long before and wide outside the scope of Western art, as far as cultures continue to use and share visual representations of all kind, these images are worth to be considered as well: the contention stands to reason. Nevertheless, in many respects, this statement goes against the grain of art history as an academic discipline and implies therefore a considerable reversal of focus.

Freedberg's research program is not about taking "everyday" images into account in order to extent knowledge about art. On the contrary, he pays heed to artworks as a specific class of images, and image reactions, with the aim of theorizing response as a general phenomenon. Quoting the art historian Michael Podro (1982, 14), he underlines his personal ambition to deconstruct "the assumption that 'in a work of art we overcome the responses which the material or subject matter most readily precipitate'", claiming even his will to "escape from the tyranny" that the category of art, according to him, imposes "in our thinking about response" (Freedberg 1989, xxii). Therefore, the concept of response cannot be apprehended as such, nor as Freedberg's exclusive contribution to image theory. Understanding response implies to scrutinize carefully the epistemological transformations required, both in theory and practice, by a history of images. Here, I will pay almost exclusive attention to The Power of Images for several reasons. First of all, the book draws many materials from former studies on iconoclastic motives and Freedberg's doctoral dissertation on Dutch art history (Freedberg 1973(Freedberg , 1985)). The book also remains the most advanced conceptual framework for a history of images as an autonomous field of inquiry in the humanities. Last but not least, as far as the book is constructed as an open dialogue with various other art historians and scholars, it can be read as such, in order to shed relevant light on their shared positions or precise disagreements.

In a first section, I will present and comment Freedberg's main theoretical insights, among which his ambition to overcome the distinction between "magical" and "aesthetical" responses in art history as reproducing other ideological partitions in our ways of seeing. This section will discuss the concept of response and the way it can be applied to various cultural attitudes toward imagery, from idolatry and iconoclasm to religious ecstasy or sexual attraction. In a second section, I propose to go one step further by means of concise comparisons with three contemporary thinkers. Trained in art history, anthropology or literary theory, all have worked extensively on similar topics and pictorial examples, and one of them, W.J.T. Mitchell, is already quoted and discussed in The Power of Images. Since then, all of them have published inquiries related to central ideas or intuitions in Freedberg's account. As a sort of personal version of response, Horst Bredekamp (2018) has forged the concept of "image act" by comparison with the linguistic power associated with the "speech acts", which produce the reality they announce (like a judge' sentence). The third thinker, the anthropologist Alfred Gell , will be the first called in; his understanding of an "image agency" (Gell 1998) shares some of Freedberg's most peculiar case studies on iconoclasm, that is, destructive gestures against works of art exhibited inside museums. The absence of women scholars in this short list is my personal choice, in no case a reflection of Freedberg's purpose -I will say a word about how the male gaze is considered from his point of view.

Before to conclude, I will try to reopen differently once again the intellectual understanding of The Power of Images by considering more attentively the concrete situation of Freedberg's thinking at the turning point of the 1980's and the 1990's in connection with contemporary art. I will focus on his essay about American artist Joseph Kosuth's installation entitled The Play of the Unmentionable, exhibited in 1992 at The Brooklyn Museum in New York. This, I hope, will contribute to clarify not only the way Freedberg (1992) had to deal with one of the leading figures of conceptual art at the time, but how his ideas about visual responses are connected with artistic methodologies and creative processes outside the restricted area of academic image theory.

Responses to Images: An Answer to the Enigma of Power

The concept of "response" is a concrete answer to the enigma of power that images may have on individuals or social groups in various cultural or historical contexts. The mere existence of any power is proved by its exercise. When someone is sexually disturbed or attracted by a picture, it means basically that this picture has a power to attract or disturb. When someone hits furiously a masterpiece with a knife in an art museum, hurting us as well as art lovers, it implies that the attacked painting is powerful enough to provoke such reactions of love and hate, "as if we acknowledge, in that very act, its power" (Freedberg 1989, 26). According to The Power of Images, there is no such thing as "magic" or "mental illness" to explain these gestures and feelings. The concept of response is forged to draw a framework of interpretation for reactions commonly judged as silly or abnormal, both for human acts triggered by images and for the acts accomplished by the pictures themselves. As Freedberg (1989, xxii) contends, one has to "consider the active, outwardly markable responses of beholders, as well as the beliefs (insofar as they are capable of being recorded) that motivate them to specific actions and behavior… We must consider not only beholders' symptoms and behavior, but also the effectiveness, efficacy, and vitality of images themselves; not only what beholders do, but also what images appear to do". In this section, I will muse on the meaning of response by confronting it concretely to sexuality, idolatry and iconoclasm. Before that, it is necessary to summarize Freedberg's general project of a history of images understood as a history of the responses they are able to provoke.

From the history of art to a history of images

David Freedberg's history of images presents at once a disciplinary, epistemological and methodological background. First of all, from a disciplinary point of view, art history needs to be reframed due to the necessity of paying heed to reactions in front of ordinary images as well as responses caused by artistic masterpieces: "The history of art is thus subsumed by the history of images… The history of images takes its own place as a central discipline in the study of men and women; the history of art stands, now a little forlornly, as a subdivision of the history of cultures" (Freedberg 1989, 23). Part of the disturbance entailed by this intellectual shift lies in the contest against an established discipline; an academic tension with profound epistemological implications. The Power of Images basically refuses any kind of opposition between magic and aesthetics in visual explanation, the common background for establishing differences between "popular" and "elitist" reactions (that is, social hierarchies), but also for building fences between "primitive" and "civilized" cultures (Freedberg 1989, xxi-xxii;see also 201-203). Epistemology draws inspiration from psychology, anthropology and ethnography, not anymore from a form of art history focused on connoisseurship, on noble reactions entailed by noble pictures. While history remains the central concern, it is mixed with other disciplinary influences articulated around the methodological principle of induction as common denominator: "While I am concerned with fragments and proceed by minutely examining them… I view the whole of human relations with figured imagery in order to lay out certain aspects of behavior and response that may usefully be seen to be universally and transculturally markable" (Freedberg 1989, 24). Theory does not proceed from an established set of assumptions in order to explain a specific response in a specific context. On the contrary, any response has to be interpreted in the specific context where it happens and then by comparing it to visual relations and human feelings in different periods or cultural areas, enriching theory in the process.

The relevance of a history of images extended outside the restricted area of art can be exemplified basically by politics. If one had to preserve only one small intellectual space for the "magic" Freedberg wants to get rid of completely, it would be in the contemporary imagery associating a human figure, an ordinary man or woman and, at the very same time, a political abstraction like the State. The Power of Images takes into account the long history of this ordinary mystery up to the use of wax figures during the king's funerals in France or England between the fourteenth and the sixteenth century (Freedberg 1989, 212-215). These artificial bodies were real substitutes of the dead bodies, dressed with royal clothes and honored with official rituals. Long before Freedberg's inquiry, the medieval historian Ernst H. Kantorowicz (1957, 419-437) has studied the same ceremonials as part of his famous thesis about the "king's two bodies", according to which the birth of the modern State has required the legal invention of a "political" body of the king (permanent, even immortal) clearly separated from his "natural" flesh: the body exposed to illness and death. The king's funeral was not just the moment when the responses generated by the wax image of the political body were expressed and recorded: it was also the occasion when the natural body, usually visible, was locked in a coffin while the political body, usually invisible, was materialized publicly in order to be seen by everyone. "That kind of man-made irreality -indeed, that strange construction of a human mind which finally becomes slave to its own fictionswe are normally more ready to find in the religious sphere than in the allegedly sober and realistic realms of law, politics, and constitution", concludes Kantorowicz (1957, 5) about the invention of the political body. The history of images theorized by David Freedberg is one able to grasp how and why the common idea and imagery of the State remains attached to this medieval invention, rooted in a political idolatry still alive and well today.

What is response? Politics and sexuality

Politics is a relevant topic to consider here for more than one reason. As far as a form of elitism is shaken in existing hierarchies by the very project of a history of images, Freedberg's intellectual process is, to some extent, political in itself -"In a sense, then, the aim is to democratize response", according to his own words (Freedberg 1989, 433). I have already mentioned some basic outlines of response; it has to be added now that it is inseparable from the idea of "repression". The two concepts are confronted in chapter 1 of The Power of Images in order to point out that responses are culturally divided between those socially acceptable and those compelled to inhibition, which are the ones Freedberg (1989, 1) is especially interested in: "My concern is with those responses that are subject to repression because they are too embarrassing, too blatant, too rude, and too uncultured; because they make us aware of our kinship with the unlettered, the coarse, the primitive, the undeveloped; and because they have psychological roots that we prefer not to acknowledge". Response and repression, therefore understood in a socio-anthropological perspective, reveal the way a given society deals with itself. The fact that the "idolatry of the State" previously discussed is mostly understood as a necessary rationalization of collective life in Western countries for centuries could be assimilated easily to these ordinary repressions.

The most blatant examples of repression in our contemporary Western societies concern sexuality and pornography. The overwhelming presence of nudity and sexual contents, formerly in men's magazines and now on the Internet, is the irrefutable proof that images are able to provoke reactions (here, desire and lust); that this imagery has to be permanently renewed in order to do so and to fit to specific sexual practices and identities; that social repression is at work every time an attraction of this kind is denied. According to Freedberg (1989,, this contemporary imagery is very helpful to comprehend the responses to sexualized pictures of the past, subjected to various kinds of reaction since the moment these artworks were painted, among which are Western art masterpieces like Titian's Venus of Urbino (1538):

The picture is plainly erotic, even though our perception of its sensuality may be comparatively muted. It is both a truism and a commonplace that the expansion of methods of reproduction -above all of photography -has frequently had the result of turning the shock of first sight into the near-indifference of familiarity. In any case, since 1538 people have become used to still more candid pictures, like Manet's Olympia, or the centerfolds of a wide range of magazines. It is precisely responses to these that one should not neglect in considering images like Titian's Venus. (Freedberg 1989, 19) Arguing this, David Freedberg gives a psychological and conceptual pattern to intuitions formerly expressed by the writer and cultural critic John Berger in his famous book Ways of Seeing two decades before. Berger was no less interested in the relation between artistic nudes in classical paintings and the continuous extension of erotic imagery in magazines and advertising during the second half of the twentieth century. He expressed the problem of reaction in explicit terms in front of the naked portrait of Nell Gwynne, one of the mistress of King of England Charles II, represented as Venus by Peter Lely during the 1670's. Due to this royal owner, this nude painting did not only entail sexual reactions, but also relations of power mediated by the submissive pose of the model: "The painting, when the King showed it to others, demonstrated this submission and his guests envied him." (Berger 1972, 52) Envy is a feeling deeply rooted in the sexual attraction experienced by heterosexual men confronted to a lascivious female body, but apart from the purely erotic response, in the context of the image display, the sexual content was a mean to mediate a singular political reaction, transforming a nude painting into a source of sovereign power.

Iconoclasm and idolatry

In the social uses of imagery as well as in David Freedberg's theoretical approach, idolatry and iconoclasm remain the basic cultural examples of visceral reactions that images are able to elicit. Christianity, Judaism and Islam all condemn the production of graven images and the cult given to themat least initially, with instructive exceptions by use of calligraphy that The Power of Images doesn't neglect to notice and comment (Freedberg 1989, 54-60). Idolatry and iconoclasm are two sides of the same coin, as depicted by classic representations of the biblical episode of the adoration of the idol melted by the Jewish people in exile with their gold jewelry, while the prophet Moses receives the written Tables of the Law from God on the top of the Mount Sinai. Opposing the ecstatic dance of the Jewish men and women around the impious idol to the furiousness of Moses, who breaks the divine Tables when he discovers the scene, Nicolas Poussin's painting The Adoration of the Golden Calf (1633-34) puts the beholders in a paradoxical situation: "We admire -adore would not be entirely incorrecta picture which has as its subject the epitome of the negative consequences of looking, admiring and adoring" (Freedberg 1989, 384). It comes as no surprise that such a paradox could have awaken an iconoclastic desire to hit the idol figured on the picture which, according to the biblical narrative, is precisely about to be destroyed by Moses. Indeed, the painting has been hit at the London National Gallery in 1978, among several iconoclastic gestures (knife blows, acid sprays, …) against artworks inside art institutions. The declarations of museum's officials confronted to these acts of destruction are especially relevant as "responses to responses" to images (so to speak), often as denials of the strong reaction processes that artworks are capable to provoke inside the supposed neutralized space of the museum.

Iconoclasm has therefore much to do with a set of responses interwoven: the reaction of the iconoclast confronted to the picture, who can't stand its existence and presence; the reactions of the people who care about the image attacked and who can't stand its damaging. If the responses are felt emotionally and individually, the logic of iconoclasm remains basically a social and public affair. Considering the case of the buddhas dynamited in 2001 by the Taliban regime at Bamiyan in Afghanistan, Freedberg (2005,18) remarks that, according to the mullahs, these giant statues were more than offending images which had to be destroyed according to religious commandments. "Of course there were other motives (as iconoclasts always have), such as the need to draw attention… to the poverty of the people of Afghanistan. Ever since Eratostratos the destruction of images has served the ends of publicity well." Apart from the similarity of process, what remains profoundly absorbing in the study of iconoclastic acts is the way images may be hit the same way in our present context than centuries ago, with similar wounds, especially in the case of anthropomorphic pictures. "When image breakers run wild, they often rest content with scratching out the eyes (or faces) of the images." (Freedberg 1989, 415) Among countless examples, during an insurrectionary strike in north of France in 1907, a crowd of workers and their families attacked the bourgeois residency of the factory owners in the town of Fressenneville. Apart from destroying the whole furniture and to set fire to the house, they also took their daughter's portraits and cut their eyes on the paintings (Steiner 2015, 58). The proprietors never wanted to live back in there reportedly because of the specific terror attached to this iconoclastic gesture.

The Power of Images: Theoretical Dialogues

Despite the originality of his historical project and his specific approach of the relations between images and their beholders, David Freedberg is far from being the only contemporary visual thinker to cope with pictorial responses such as idolatry and iconoclasm. The reason is contextual to some extent, as reminded in the foreword to the French edition of The Power of Images (Freedberg 1998). The end of the 1980s has been riddled with case studies enlightening visceral reactions to visual materials. The period has been marked worldwide by the fall of the Berlin wall, the imminent collapsing of the Soviet system and destructive acts against communist statues and symbols. Similar to the symbolic and material destruction of the Bamiyan buddhas and the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in Manhattan a decade after (Mitchell 2011), this situation has entailed a phase of deep reflection on the cultural meaning of image annihilation.

Here I would like to compare Freedberg's position with three theoretical frameworks forged at the same moment. This choice necessitates arbitrary selection and theoretical lacks: the German art historian Hans Belting, whose masterpiece Likeness and Presence is described as the closest intellectual endeavor to Freedberg's account by himself, will not be discussed at length1 . The relation is at least worth noticing. Despite of these claimed affinities, Freedberg rejects completely Belting's main contention about The Power of Images, according to which the whole book is based on the idea that the image is "an ever-present reality to which mankind has responded in ever the same way" (Belting 1994, xxi). Freedberg (1996) simply underlines the fact he refuses historical, categorical and/or aesthetical partitions like Belting's division between "the era of art" and "the era before art", or between "holy images" and "other images".

Response vs. agency

The three scholars considered can give precise insights concerning alternative ways to discuss and to name the power of and responses to images. Alfred Gell's anthropological theory of art illustrates this assessment thoroughly. His book Art and Agency originally published in 1998 proposes a theory of action which emphasizes the attribution of "agency", a subjective intentionality, to images and objects "which are seen as initiating causal sequences of a particular type, that is, events caused by acts of mind or will or intention, rather than the mere concatenation of physical events. An agent is one who 'causes events to happen' in their vicinity" (Gell 1998, 16). By assimilating images to "sources of, and targets for, social agency", Gell gives a personal version of Freedberg's dialectic between the response of the beholder and the specific action of the image. According to Gell's perspective, idolatry no longer emanates from magic, "stupidity or superstition, but from the same fund of sympathy which allows us to understand the human, non-artefactual, 'other' as a copresent being, endowed with awareness, intentions, and passions akin to our own" (Gell 1998, 96). Art and Agency is never closer to The Power of Images than when Gell expresses his view concerning the realm of aesthetics in Western culture, which he describes as a rationalization of religious feelings and as a neutralization of idolatry under the label of art. These neutralization and rationalization are made blatant by the iconoclastic attacks of paintings in art museums, like the knife blows on Poussin's The Adoration of the Golden Calf commented above. What has been described by art officials as a silly act is, to some extent, perfectly rational as far as the iconoclast has simply accomplished on the painting what Moses is about to accomplish according to the Bible, that is: to destroy the idol in order to obey the second commandment which forbids the production of images of any kind, either graven or painted. Another well-known example of museum iconoclasm is worth considering: the mutilation of Diego Velazquez's Rokeby Venus (ca. 1640-48) defaced by Mary Richardson, a young British suffragette, at the London National Gallery in 1914. Understood as a feminist manifesto in action, the gesture is quite rational insofar as Richardson herself has confessed many years after that the nude painting and the reactions it provoked on the male beholders were the primal motivation of the slashing: "I didn't like the way men visitors gaped at it all day long" (quoted in Freedberg 1989, 410). In other words, the gesture is basically a "response to responses" (as I called it above), here articulated with gendered issues. Agreeing with one of Freedberg's definition of iconoclasm, which "opens realms of power and fear that we may sense but cannot quite grasp" (Freedberg 1989, 425), Gell adds to the cultural and psychological interpretation of the Richardson case a personal (and quite iconoclastic) insight, assimilating her slashing to a creative gesture which has produced a new work of art: "Artdestruction is art-making in reverse; but it has the same basic conceptual structure. Iconoclasts exercise a type of 'artistic agency'" (Gell 1998, 64). The scope of this comment could be enlarged to images more generally in order to follow Freedberg's wish to overcome any kind of artificial separation between art and non-art. Image-destruction is the specular reflection of image-making; iconoclasts exercise a kind of visual agency on pictures defaced while pictures exercise a visual agency on the mind of iconoclasts troubled by what they look at.

Response vs. image act

The slashing of the Rokeby Venus is especially worth considering since the interpretation of the gesture can be developed one step further. Mary Richardson has not only described her act decades after as a feminist response to the male gaze, but in 1914 already, as a reaction to the repression suffered, at the time, by the female leader of the Suffragist movement Emeline Pankhurst: "I have tried to destroy the picture of the most beautiful woman in mythological history as a protest against the Government for destroying Mrs. Pankhurst, who is the most beautiful character in modern history" (quoted in Freedberg 1989, 502;Gell 1998, 64). The parallel is pretty clear. Two bodies are related together; the violence exercised on the first one, Mrs. Pankhurst jailed by the British Government, elicits the violence on the second one, Velazquez's painting cut with a knife. This "response to responses" is also a renewed version of the "king's two bodies" I have discussed above. Emeline Pankhurst's two bodies are connected together by a political gesture equating the wounding of her flesh-and-bones self with a pictorial body. This body in image allows the feminist activists to strike back and to redirect part of the violence suffered toward the beholders of the National Gallery, "men visitors [who] gaped at it all day long", considered guilty of the masculine domination exercised on women.

Drawing inspiration from speech acts theory, according to which language does not only offer to describe the world but to produce reality, the German art historian Horst Bredekamp (2018, has defined this kind of equation as a "substitutive image act", through which an exchange occurs between a body and an image. Many of David Freedberg's examples already mentioned can be gathered into this category (which does not correspond to all image acts studied by Bredekamp). The Bamiyan buddhas dynamited by the Taliban regime in March 2001 were provisory substitute bodies for the real people which have been struck and killed in the Twin Towers a few months later. The wounding of images in the eyes by iconoclasts is another aspect of the problem, especially during the Reformation in Europe: "Repeatedly, the senses were attacked through the relevant organs: in order, for example, to stigmatize the Catholic Church for its fixation on the visual, the eyes of those depicted would be scratched out… In their belief that, along with the image, that which it represented was also destroyed, iconoclasts are the agents of the destructive aspect of the substitutive image act" (Bredekamp 2018, 171-172). The most pertinent fieldwork shared by the theory of response and the theory of the substitutive image act is the pictorial practice of the early Italian Renaissance which chastised condemned people by exposing infamous pictures of them -"Punish the absent miscreant by punishing his representation in our midst; visit odium upon it by public disfigurement, mutilation, or hanging" (Freedberg 1989, 247). In parallel to the legal invention of the king's two bodies in European countries, here is an example of what could be called the "criminal's two bodies": one made of flesh, the other made of paint, producing equivalence between the responses to both.

Considerations on living pictures

Other connections between flesh bodies and pictorial bodies are remarkable in Western culture; some of them are foundational to the discipline of aesthetics during the eighteenth century. In his famous essay entitled Laocoon, published in 1766, the German writer and philosopher Gotthold Ephraim Lessing contends that "if beautiful men are the cause of beautiful statues, the latter on the other hand have reacted upon the former, and the state has to thank beautiful statues for beautiful men" (quoted in Freedberg 1989, 372). Freedberg is not the only theorist at the time to take these mythical references to Antiquity and paganism into account in order to explore the background of the distinctions between religious and aesthetic representations, or painting and poetry. Discussed in chapter 13 of The Power of Images around the topic of censorship, W.J.T. Mitchell, considered as the leading intellectual figure of the "Visual Studies" since the 1990s, has also tried to make sense of the fear of images by studying, in his Iconology (1986), how images have regularly elicit a will to rule them as active social or political beings, like in Lessing's account.

Idolatry, here again, is the very proof of a visual agency. According to one of Mitchell's early definitions (quoted in Freedberg 1989, 376), "an idol, technically speaking, is simply an image which has an unwarranted irrational power over somebody; it has become an object of worship, a repository of powers which someone has projected into it, but which in fact it does not possess" (Mitchell 1986, 113). The power of images is then reconsidered patently: are images really deprived of any kind of power? Is this power exclusively located in the minds of their beholders? In his latter works, Mitchell (2005) has tried to give a very personal answer by rephrasing the question, asking no more "What can Pictures do?" but "What do Pictures want?". By choosing to study "the lives and loves of images", as he puts it, he has tried to reveal the very fact that images sometimes doesn't hold the power they are supposed to have; that pictures, like real people, can experience lack and weakness. More to the point, Mitchell has fully coped with the problem of the life of images moved not only by desires, but by forms of life of their own. The living image is an old topic repeatedly convoked in The Power of Images (see Freedberg 1989, 33, 48, 86, 283-85, 301), from the black meteoric stones worshiped in Ancient Greece to the poor people understood as "living images of God" by Christian medieval theology. All examples revolve around the same issue: "the kinds of response that follow on the perception of the image as lifelike" (Freedberg 1989, 159). But what about the living image in the era of genetics and cloning, of the possible reproduction of whole living organisms, of animals like the famous sheep Dolly, and potentially of human people? One possible response, at least in the imaginary, is what Mitchell calls "clonophobia", the possibility of the loss of identity and humanity through reproducibilitya fear already expressed by a thinker like Jean Baudrillard during the 1980s through the concepts of "simulacra" and "simulation". "Clonophobia is, in short, the contemporary expression of a much more ancient syndrome known as iconophobia, the fear of the icon, the likeness, resemblance, and similitude, the copy or imitation" (Mitchell 2011, 32).

"The Play of the Unmentionable": A Response to/of Contemporary Art

The general outlines of David Freedberg's image theory can be grasped through a synthesis of his erudite amount of case studies or by means of theoretical comparisons with other visual thinkers. His personal approach of power and response can also be enlightened by his dialogue with Joseph Kosuth and his comprehension of the exhibition The Play of the Unmentionable. Invited by the Brooklyn Museum to think about their collections, Kosuth has given in 1992 a personal assemblage of paintings and sculptures spatially displayed, designed to reveal how an art institution can contribute to their effectiveness or neutralization. Using language and written sentences on panels since the 1960's in order to reflect on the meaning of art, Kosuth has included quotations once again, among which short excerpts of The Power of Images dealing with sexual representations and the influence of the context on the responses to pornography, such as this one: "Art is beautiful and high. The photograph is realistic; it is vulgar; it elicits natural and realistic responses. In art, nudity is beautiful and ideal; in the photograph (unless it has acquired the status of art), it is ugly and (therefore?) provocative." (Freedberg 1989, 353;1992, 54) The acquisition of the status of art and the power generated by this gaining was the very object of Kosuth's investigation for The Play of the Unmentionable, in a troubled context in the United States. The exhibition was held during the famous trial against the Cincinnati Contemporary Arts Center under the accusation of obscenity for having exhibited explicit pictures by photographer Robert Mapplethorpe. Therefore, "the essential background to 'The Play of the Unmentionable'… is how a major conceptual artist came to select a series of historical works of art from a major museum in order to make a political intervention that, although less obviously theoretical than much of his previous work, was wholly in keeping with the concerns of his practice" (Freedberg 1992, 46), but also in connection with the "culture wars" at the turn of the 1980's-1990's, andlast but not leastwith the possibility to transform image theory into a form of art in itself. The Play of the Unmentionable is an artistic response to the institutional influence on the power of images and, at once, an intellectual response to David Freedberg through artistic means articulating the readable, the sayable and the visible under the notion of the "unmentionable".

Almost three decades after, the intellectual meeting of David Freedberg with Joseph Kosuth remains worth commenting for the kinship materialized through the very form of the exhibition and by the lengthy essay written by the author of The Power of Images in order to verbalize it. Two connections are especially significant. The first one is epistemological. If Freedberg has drawn inspiration in anthropology in order to grasp the infinite cultural variety of responses to images, Kosuth has framed his working process as an anthropological version of artistic practice during the 1970's, inspired by "radical anthropology" professed by critical social scientists like Stanley Diamond (1969) in the United States. First and foremost, anthropology requires close attention for contextuality: "My trajectory… is not dissimilar to Kosuth's; we have a kindred sense of the constructive and the limiting roles of context. It is instructive that, as if in alarm at my delineation of responses which intellectuals in general, and art historians in particular, either deny or seek to banish from their territories, choruses of art-historic fear arose." (Freedberg 1992, 61) The second connection is institutional. At the very moment when the notion of "institutional critique" emerged as a new label in cultural discourse used to qualify a set of artistic practices dealing with the sociopolitical background of art institutions (Alberro andStimson 2009), Freedberg (1992, 40) has described Kosuth's process as a "critique of the institution of art history", beyond any spatial restriction to institutions narrowly localized inside the art gallery or the museum's walls. This sort of critique is something Freedberg shares with Kosuth as an art historian who, since his early works, has tried to deconstruct the elitist unconscious of his discipline in order to "democratize response". Apart from the importance of contextuality, both trajectories are not dissimilar in many respects.

Conclusion

These are the main intellectual paths explored by David Freedberg in order to open the way to a renewed study of images as elements of culture. Since the publication of The Power of Images, this scholarly move has been underlined as one of the central contributions of visual culture studies to the humanities. "The importance of the shift from the history of art to the history of images cannot be overestimated", remark relevantly Norman Bryson, Michael Ann Holly and Keith Moxey (1994, xvi) in the introduction of their collective book Visual Culture: "It means that art historians can no longer rely on a naturalized conception of aesthetic value to establish the parameters of their discipline. Once it is recognized that there is nothing intrinsic about such value, that it depends on what a culture brings to the work rather than on what the culture finds in it, then it becomes necessary to find other means for defining what is a part of art history and what is not." Such recognition, associated with a strong conceptual framework and an interdisciplinary erudition, summarizes Freedberg's contribution to image theory. Visual power and response designate not an obscure capacity of pictures anymore, but a basic condition of our everyday lives, whose comprehension provides cultural and historical intelligence to our common practices and feelings.

Entry on Hans Belting in the book.
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