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ABBE DUBOS ON PICTORIAL ILLUSION
AND RELATED IDEAS*

Focusing exlusively on the concept of illusion and its development in
eighteenth-century France, Marian Hobson asserts recently that Abbé Dubos
is the first to dispence with illusion, but admits that «he introduces closely
related concepts!». One of my aims in this paper is to account for this incon-
sistency from a different approach than Hobson’s. More particularly I shall
attempt to show: (1) that there exist two different views on illusion in Dubos’
Réflexions critiques sur la poésie et sur la peinture, (2) that they rest on two
different concepts of imitation both grounded on the neo-classical tradition
of his age and (3) that they presage positions and perspectives which might be
taken to be «up to daten.

I shall begin my survey with the concept of imitation. The established
view since the time of the Renaissance, which dominated for at least three
centuries, is that painting should be an «imitation of nature». The term allows
a variety of meanings? but I shall refer only to two of them, for my purposes.
In its simplest and strictest sense, imitation i1s equivalent to mere copying of
nature. According to the so-called copy theory of painting, which results in
naturalism and is closely related to the concepts of resemblance and illusion,
a painting —art in general— should so much resemble the model as to create
the illusion of reality. So, the closer the resemblance the greater the illusion
and the more praiseworthy the work of art that succeeds in deceiving the
spectator.

Very popular among the French classicists is also a concept of imitation
which includes the representation of dramatic actions and pathetic expres-
sions, thus emphasizing the narrative and expressive element in painting and
the need for the choice of significant subjects (usually drawn from history,

* An earlier version of this paper was read at the XI International Congress of Aesthetics in
Nottingham (29th August - 2nd Semptember 1988).

1. M. Hosson, The Object of Art, The Theory of Illusion in Eighteenth-Century France,
Cambndge U.P., 1982, p. 41.

2. See W. Tatarkiewicz, A History of Six Ideas, The Hague/Boston/London, Martinus Nij-
hoff, 1980, pp. 270 ff.
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epics, romances and the Bible), which would both offer instruction and cause
delight. This kind of imitation gives supremacy to the literary content of the
painting, which is due to the invention of the artist and requires genius, erudi-
tion and taste’. Related to this is the ut pictura poesis theory which searches
for analogies between the two «sister arts», poetry and painting. I shall from
now on refer to this concept as «inventive imitationy.

[

In Dubos’ Réflexions one can find both views of imitation described
above as different but constituting well established strands in the tradition of
his age. In this part I shall deal with his views on truthful imitation of nature,
which favours illusion. I shall try to show that much of his thinking reflects
previous art theory. The second part is devoted to his ideas on inventive
imitation, which results in the rejection of illusion. My concern in both parts
is to point out Dubos’ own contribution to the idea of pictorial illusion by an
attempt to clarify some apsects of his thought in the light of contemporary
thinking.

In the first pages of the Réflexions Dubos, after taking for granted the
imitative character of painting and poetry, implies that they produce copies
of real objects. As the impressions caused are similar in kind to those of the
real objects without, however, the impact and effectiveness of reality, they
cannot make reason give way to illusion, but affect only the senses (I'ame
sensitive), and soon disappear (1, 27, 28)%. It is easy to understand that Du-
bos’ interest lies more in the impression produced on us by art in general than
in art itself as an imitation or in the work of art as a copy. Anyway, one can
assume that he accepts the idea of artistic imitation as copying but denies
complete illusion.

In part I section XL, however, where he deals particularly with the sub-
ject of painting, in an attempt to differentiate painting from poetry, his posi-
tion becomes clearer. At this point, after having shown the difference —and
he is the first to do so— between the «natural signs» of painting which have a
direct, sudden and strong appeal on vision and the «artificial» or «arbitrary»

3. See «invention» in Dictionnaire portatif de peinture, sculpture, gravure et architecture;
avec un Traité pratique des différentes maniéres de peindre (par Dom Antoine-Joseph Pernety),
Paris, 17812,

4. All references to Dubos’, Réflexions critiques sur la poésie et sur la peinture (hereafter
Réflexions) are to the seventh edition, Paris, 1770 (Slatkine Reprints, Geneve, 1967).
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signs of poetry —words— which are conditioned by education and act on us
only by degrees, he writes:

Je parle peut-8tre mal, quand je dis que la Peinture employe des signes: c’est la Nature elle-

méme que la Peinture met sous nos yeux. Si notre esprit n'y est pas trompé, nos sens du moins
y sont abusés (I, 415).

The distinction between the awareness of the spirit and the seduction of the
senses, made here explicit, is not due to Dubos. It goes back to literary critics
in the seventeenth century (d’Aubignac and others), who had claimed that
while our senses could be deceived by a theatrical performance, our mind
maintains rational control over illusion, this being a basic condition of the
pleasure we derive from the performance and a necessary requirement for our
understanding the didactic purpose of the play. De Piles had also made use of
the distinction in relation to painting in the same way as literary critics, be-
fore Dubos?.

We have seen thus far that painting has a direct effect on vision and may
occasionally create the illusion of the senses — Dubos even refers to some
painters who purposely use several methods and techniques to that end®. 1
shall now try to bring together the ideas, dispersed throughout his work,
which show how illusion is conditioned.

Dubos asserts that in some cases a painting can please simply by its
charms of execution, irrespective of the object represented. This is the case
with still life paintings, where «nous donnons plus d’attention a des fruits et &
des animaux représentés dans un tableau, que nous n’en donnerions a ces
objects mémes» (I, 69). Here «la copie nous attache plus que I’originaly, in
contrast to his general principle that reality has greater effect than art. Dubos
explains the case by saying that we admire the painter’s brush for succeeding
in imitating nature so well as to deceive our eyes:

5. See Th. PUTTFARKEN, Roger de Piles’ Theory of Art, New Haven and London, Yale U.P.,
1985, pp. 52-53.

6. Réflexions I, 426-7: «Enfin quelques Peintres des plus modernes se sont avisés de placer
dans les compositions destinées, a étre vues de loin, des parties de figures de ronde bosse qui
entrent dans 'ordonnance, & qui sont coloriées comme les autres figures peintes entre lesquelles
ils les mettent. On prétend que I'ceil qui voit distinctement ces parties de ronde bosse saillir hors
du tableau, en soit plus aisément séduit par les parties peintes, lesquelles sont réellement plates,
& que ces dernieres sont ainsi plus faciliment I'illusion & nos yeux». Dubos also refers to Pliny's
stories about animals, children and men who mistook paintings for real objects, and cites the
well-known modern story of the portrait of Rembrandt’s maid, which the painter had placed
inside a window in order to deceive his neighbours (I, 454-5).
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Nous admirons le pinceau qui a s¢u contrefaire si bien la nature. Nous examinons comment
I'Artisan a fait pour tromper nos yeux, au point de leur faire prendre des couleurs couchées sur
une superficic pour de véritables fruits (I, 71).

But he stresses that we are exclusively concerned with the art of the imitator
who knows how to please us but not how to move us (ibid.).

The last sentence implies a distinction between two kinds of painting as
far as their effect on the spectator is concerned; the one aims at pleasure
merely, the other at emotion. This leads on to a second distinction between
two kinds of pictorial composition. The first, called composition pittoresque
is the arrangement of the objects in a painting in relation to its general effect.
This is pleasant at first sight (I, 280), if everything in a painting, such as the
composition of the figures, the distribution of light, and the disposition of
colours, results in an agreeable harmonious whole (I, 281). Let us note here
that these were all de Piles’ ideas. He had already spoken of the harmony of
disposition or order as «a wonderful effect, which the whole together produ-
ces» and of a satisfaction «au premier coup d’ceil» as a result of the arrange-
ment and harmonious distribution of light, shade and colour’. The second
kind of composition, called composition poétique, is an arrangement of the
figures in a painting which aims at making the action represented more
touching (ibid.). Now, in part I, section XLIX Dubos asserts that some are
more interested in poetic composition and expression, while others are
charmed simply by the harmony and truth of colours. He thus seems to sug-
gest that the difference between composition poétique and composition pitto-
resque basically corresponds to the difference between expression and colour.

To sum up: the composition pittoresque is related to a painting which
gives preference to colour, pleases at first sight, produces a harmony which
charms our eyes merely and when «le peintre est dessinateur élégant» [et]
«coloriste rival de la nature» (I, 71), provokes the illusion of reality. The last
statement needs some explanation, because it does not follow directly from
the above.

One of the conditions of illusion is verisimilitude:

C'est 4 proportion de I'exactitude de la vraisemblance que nous nous laissons séduire plus ou
moins par |'imitation (I, 195).

In relation to naturalistic painting vraisemblance 1s equivalent to an exact

7. PUTTFARKEN, op.cit., p. 50; also pp. 80-83.
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imitation of nature that could seduce our senses; this i1s achieved mainly
through colouring:

Les tableaux de I'Ecole Lombarde sont admirés; bien que les Peintres s’y soient bornés souvent
a flatter les yeux par la richesse & par la vénité de leurs couleurs... (I, 71-72. Cf. also II, 71-72).

Concerning the role of colouring in pictorial illusion Dubos must have had,
again, de Piles in mind. As a matter of fact he refers to his Cours de peinture
(1708) and speaks of him with great admiration (I, 284). Now, it is well
known that for de Piles, «tho’ the perfect idea of the painter depends on
design and colouring jointly», yet he —the painter— must conceive the idea
of his art mainly through colouring; because it is colouring which makes him
a perfect imitator of nature®, and the more truthfully painting imitates nature
the better it fulfills its aim, which is to seduce our eyes”’.

One has the feeling that Dubos’ acceptance of truthful imitation of na-
ture and illusion in relation to lower genres (landscape, portrait and still life),
as well as his discussion concerning composition pittoresque'? and colouring,
do not express so much his own beliefs as they echo well-known 1deas of his
age, in particular de Piles’. This is confirmed by the fact that throughout the
Réflexions the supremacy is given to paintings which are able to move us
through their subject rather than to the visual effects of pictorial composi-
tion, in contrast to de Piles’ ideas!!. Dubos explicity declares that when the
subject represented is indifferent in itself, the painting is unable to move us. It
can amuse us for a while; we admire the artist’s talent of imitation, but we
reproach him for having chosen uninteresting subjects (I, 53).

But let us pay a closer attention to the concept of illusion itself and see if
Dubos repeats exactly de Piles’ ideas. Puttfarken remarks that de Piles’ con-
cept of illusion does not exclude awareness of the work of art as such, in
particular of its overall composition and disposition!2Z. But, by insisting on

8. Roger DE PiLes, Cours de peinture par principes, Paris, 1708, pp. 311-313. Cited by
PUTTFARKEN, op.cit., p. 43.

9. Cours de peinture par principes, p.3. Cited by PUTTFARKEN, op. cit., p. 46, note 19,

10. Dubos accuses de Piles of not having distinguished between composition pittoresque and
composition poétique (I, 285). PUTTFARKEN remarks that Dubos does not concern himself with
the technicialities of painting and, having accused de Piles of neglecting the composition poétique
as an essential part of painting, he himself proceeds without further regard for the composition
pittoresque (PUTTFARKEN, op.cit., p. 128).

1. PUTTFARKEN, op. cit., p. 126.

12. Ibid., p. 54.
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both, illusion and awareness, de Piles «seems to ask us to perform two di-
rectly opposed visual activities at the same time: in order to achieve illusion
we have to project painted objects into a three-dimensional pictorial world, in
order to see the visual harmony and unity of the Tout-ensemble we have to
keep the objects in a two-dimensional, planimetric relationship to each
other!3».

We have already seen that Dubos does not exclude awareness of the
work of art as such and of the «art of the imitator», or his technique, in
relation to truthful imitations of nature, since we admire how the painter’s
brush has achieved illusionistic effects. The basic difference, however, be-
tween the two art theorists is that whereas de Piles conceives illusion as the
chief aim of the painter, associating it with pleasure («La fin du Peintre est de
tromper agreablement les yeux!4»), Dubos seems to discredit illusionistic
painting and tries to argue, as we shall see later, that illusion 1s not the source
of aesthetic pleasure. To put it in other words: whereas for de Piles the prob-
lem lurking behind his concept of illusion is how far the experience of a
painting is possible in terms of visual perception, for Dubos it 1s how the
experience of a painting is possible at all as an aesthetic experience. Dubos’
problem, in other words, is: «If in seeing a painting the spectator has an
illusion, then the art is transparent — he does not perceive it, but only the
object the painting is of13». To elucidate Dubos’ views from this angle, I shall
need the light of some contemporary thinking.

Gombrich’s model for the pictorial perception as alternating between
«seeing canvas» and «seeing nature» has been refuted by Wollheim who
points out that the value of pictorial experience is not accounted for. Accor-
ding to Wollheim, although Gombrich’s view of perception may be true for
the duck-rabbit hypothesis that can be seen either as duck or rabbit but not
as both at the same time, it is no longer true for our experience of a painting,
which «permits simultaneous attention to what is represented and to the re-
presentation, to the object and to the medium!6», Wollheim argues on this
idea by interpreting pictorial perception in terms of «seeing-as» (Art and its
Objects, 1968) or rather in terms of «seeing-in» —as he modifies his position
in the second edition of his Art and its Objects and in his Painting as an Art

13. Ibid., pp. B8-89.

14. C. A. DurresNoY, De Arte Graphica - I'Art de la peinture, traduit en Francais avec des
remarques (by Roger de Piles), Panis, 1668, p. 133. Cited by PUTTFARKEN, op. cit., p. 46, note 19,

15. HoBson, op.cit., p. 80. For an extensive analysis of the meaning of illusion in relation to
the low genres in eighteenth-century France, see also pp. 67-80.

16. R. WOLLHEIM, Art and its Objects, Cambridge U.P., 19802, p. 213.
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— which means seeing something in something else. When seeing-in occurs, |
am visually aware of a marked surface (a picture, Holbein’s portrait, i.e.) and
at the same time I can see something in it (Henry VIII). In any case, aware-
ness that what I see is a picture (Holbein’s portrait) and not Henry VIII is not
only permitted but even requires that I attend simultaneously to object and
medium!7. It is a consequence of Wollheim’s view that I can see X (a picture)
as Y (e.g. a face) or Y in X, to borrow Schier's locution, without believing X
to be Y, without mistaking, in other words, X with Y!8. I quote Wollheim,
Now:

Surely when we admire the great achievements of naturalistic art we do so because we thing of
them as very lifelike representations of objects in the real world: but to think of them in this
way 1s quite incompatible with taking them 1o be or seeing them... as the objects themselves.
Indeed, if we took the picture of an object to be that object, it seems unclear that there is
anything left for as to admire !9,

Now Dubos’ idea of pictorial perception thus far discussed seems to be
in agreement with Wollheim’s «twofold thesis» (the simultaneous seeing of
the object and the medium) and with all that this involves2?. But could we

also argue that his view bears some analogies with Wollheim’s seeing-in
model?

Let us turn our attention to his phrase: «II semble méme que I’ceil ébloui
par I'ouvrage d’un grand Peintre, croye quelquefois appercevoir du mouve-
ment dans ses figures» (I, 415). The question whether movement 1s directly
perceptible or whether it can be depicted is an old one to which the Shaftes-
bury-Lessing theory of poetry and painting had given a negative answer?!.

17. Ibid.

18. F. SCHIER, Deeper into Pictures, Cambridge U.P., 1986, p. 15.

19. R. WoLLHEIM, Art and Illusion, Aesthetics in the Modern World (ed. by H. Osborne)
London, Thames and Hudson, 1968, p. 250. Cf. IDEM, Painting as an Art, London, Thames and
Hudson, 1987, p. 73.

20. In his Painting as an Art (p. 360 note 6) WoLLHEIM declares that he has abandoned his
earlier view on «twofoldness». He no longer conceives it as «two distinct experiences occuring
simultancously» but as «two aspects of a single experience» which are «distinguishable but also
inseparable». They are not, he says, «iwo separate simultaneous experiences which | somehow
hold in the mind at once, nor two separate alternating experiences, between which I oscillate —

though it is true that each aspect of the single experience is capable of being described as analo-
gous to a separate experiences (1bid., p. 46).
21. WOLLHEIM, Art and its Objects, pp. 48-49.
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Dubos himself admits that painting is limited by its means of imitation to one
single moment in representing action (I, 87). So, movement cannot be de-
picted nor seen directly. How is it then that a spectator believes sometimes
that he perceives movement in the figures of a painting? Dubos unfortunately
provides no answer to the question but Wollheim does, in terms of seeing-in,
as follows:

Secing-in derives from a special perceptual capacity, which presupposes, but 1s something over
and above, straightforward perception (the capacity «of perceiving things present to the
S-CIIEESHH}.

Now, seeing-in applies not only to particulars (figures) but also to states of
affairs (figures that are moving) and does not have to meet the requirement of
localization?3. 1 may see movement in the figures without there being an
answer to the question whereabouts in the figures I can see movement, i.e. it
must be then an impression the spectator has of seeing movement in a pain-
ting which presupposes but exceeds sense data; this impression 1s due to a
way of seeing which is appropriate to representations and requires attention
to the medium or «an aesthetic interest in the picture» rather than «an interest
in the picture as a surrogate for its subject», to use Scruton’s distinction.

Scruton nicely shows the difference between them by analysing the rea-
sons that might be given for the interest, which might further elucidute Du-
bos’ thesis. The reasons may describe properties of the subject which make it
interesting, they may refer to properties of the picture (colours, shape, line,
etc.) or they may be «reasons for an interest in the picture (in the way it
looks)» even though they make reference to the subject. Such an interest leads
to the use of the medium or «the way the painting presents its subject...».
«Here it could not be said that the painting», however realistic it may be, «s
being treated as a surrogate for its subject...». The interest lies in representa-
tion for its own sake. And it is this interest «that forms the core of the aes-
thetic experience of pictorial art2%y. This is, I believe, the interest that Dubos
demands for a painting incapable of moving through its subject-matter, and it
is revealing that only the painters or the connoisseurs are competent to dis-
cern the beauties of execution?’,

22. Ibid., p. 217.

23. Ibid., pp. 210-211.

24. R. ScruToN, The Aesthetic Understanding, London and New York, Methuen, 1983, pp.
109-110.

25. Réflexions, 11, 357: «Il est vrai, que lorsqu’il s’agit du mérite des tableaux, le public n'est
pas un juge aussi compétent, que lorsqu’il s’agit du mérite des poémes. La perfection d’une partie
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The above interpretation of Dubos’ thesis which re-affirms the aesthetic
character of pictorial experience runs counter to his assimilation of the expe-
rience of art with the experience of reality — their difference being, as we
have seen, only one of degree. This is so, and I can really find no way to
release Dubos from this inconsistency. Such inconsistencies, however, are not
absent from his thought —this will become clearer as we go along— and
some of them at least should be understood simply as a result of his moving
between tradition and innovation. Anyway, here 1 only want to point out that
he reformulates the old illusion theory, by an attempt on his part to disso-
ciate illusionism from its correlative «recognition model». In other words,
what Dubos wants to make clear is that, whenever we have representations of
insignificant objects, we do not derive pleasure from the recognition of what
is represented with an exact realistic copy. He breaks here with the Aristote-
lian tradition which associated pleasure with recognition and limited the plea-
sure of the execution only to unrecognizable objects (Poetics, 1448 b, 4). This
is the clearest statement of the illusion theory of art, according to Osborne26,
and this is, in my opinion, what Dubos wants to reject, by shifting the interest
from the object to the medium. That this is a great step towards limiting
representation in art to a mere correspondence by virtue of similarities, is
something we have to admit.

We have been led so far to conclude that Dubos admits illusion in life-
like representations of nature. But illusion, far from meaning delusion, is
closely related to the skill of representation, which we must be able to admire,
in order to feel aesthetic pleasure. Unless the painter deceives the viewer by
trickery and makes him mistake the picture for reality (as Rembrandt did i.e.
by placing the portait of his maid inside a window), the viewer is aware of the
work of art as such and derives pleasure from it. Although earlier literary
critics had been aware of the problem which the concept of illusion involves
in connection with the pleasure derived from a work of art, Dubos is the first
to dispense explicitly with the concept of illusion.

des beautés d'un tableau, par exemple, la perfection du dessein, n’est bien sensible qu’aux Pein-
tres ou aux Connoisseurs qui ont étudié la Peinture autant que les Artisans mémes». Cf. also II,
401-2; «...les beautés de I'exécution pouvoient seuls rendre un tableau précieux. Or ses beautés se
rendent bien sensibles aux hommes qui n'ont pas I'intelligence de la mécanmique de la Peinture,
mais ils ne sont point capables pour cela de juger du mérite du Peintre.. Voila ce que les gens du
métier sgavents.

26. H. OsBORNE, Aesthetics and Criticism, Westport Connecticut, Greenwood Press, 1973,
p. 52.
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We may now turn to the kind of pictorial imitation which rests on inven-
tion. For Dubos, invention is what distinguishes a genius from a simple arti-
san (II, 387). Since this kind of imitation represents dramatic episodes, it
needs what is known as poetic composition, which contributes to the unity of
action and tends to render the action more touching and verisimilar (I, 281).
Dubos requires here vraisemblance poétique?’, which is equivalent to the li-
terary concept of vraisemblance as part of the well-known theory of biensé-
ance or decorum. This consists in giving to «personnages» the passions which
conform to their age, dignity, temperament and the part they play. Confor-
mity to manners, habits, costumes etc. is also necessary (I, sect. XXX).

In his clearest statement of inventive imitation Dubos says in substance:
One should do more than copy nature slavishly. Nature must be seen through
the eyes of imagination even in non-existent circumstances. The painter sees
only part of the model, while what is more important escapes his notice. He
may see the subject animated by passion, but he does not see him in the state
to which passion must have reduced him, which is precisely what should be
depicted (I, 221-222). Moreover, as the painter can only represent a single
moment of an anction, he has to choose the one most appropriate and to
complete the rest through his imagination. A painter who can achieve all this,
far from being a copyist of nature or a passive recorder of sense impres-
sions?®, has also the capacity of discovering a number of differences among
objects which in the eyes of others appear to be similar. These differences

may be expressed in a way transforming any common subject to a completely
new one:

Combien a-t-on fait de crucifiemens depuis qu'il est des Peintres? Cependant les Artisans doués
de génie, n'ont pas trouvé gue ce sujet fit épuisé par mille tableaux déja faits (I, ZBIJH.

27. Dubos distinguishes between vraisemblance poétique and vraisemblance mécanique. The
second requires conformity to the laws of statics, movement and optics (I, 267).

28. Cf. Réflexions, 11, 89: «Un homme sans génie... se contente de copier ce qu'il a dessous
les yeux... L'homme de génie dévine comment I"ouvrier a faits,

29. R. DiEmoris makes a distinction between «modéles-copies» and «modeles onginaux». The
first are objects denoted by common names; the second are unique, historical events. The repre-
sentation of the first gives also copies, whereas the representation of the second gives originals in
the sense that the second are products of the painter’s invention. Here, many versions of the
same scene are possible. Démoris’ distinction helps us understand the difference between Dubos’
two concepts of imitation (imitation as copying and what I have called inventive imitation). See
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I shall examine now why Dubos rejects illusion and how his rejection is
related to his idea of inventive imitation. In part I, section XLIII Dubos deals
with illusion again jointly in theatrical performances and paintings. This indi-
cates that the paintings he has in mind possess some common trait with
theatrical performances, such as the provoking of emotion3?. He speaks first
of the theatre, asserting that whatever we see in the theatre contributes to the
stirring up of our emotions; but nothing deceives our senses, because every-
thing is seen as an imitation. When we go to attend a theatrical performance
we are without any prejudice favouring illusion. We are prepared to see a
representation, not an actual event, while numerous circumstances surroun-
ding us remind us of where we are and who we are. A very sensitive young
person may be emotionally involved to such an extent to let escape exclama-
tions or make involuntary gestures; this, however, is only a momentary devia-
tion, as the viewer, even 1n this state, does not really believe that he 1s witnes-
sing a real event. Generally speaking, the spectator retains his good sense
even under the most intense emotion (cf. I, 33).

The same can be said of painting. The merit of the painting of Attila
depicted by Raphael is not due to his capacity of making the viewer believe
that he really sees Attila surrounded by his troops. The viewer approves of
this historical piece of painting as verisimilar, but in the sense of poetic veri-
similitude.

...l'imitation est s1 vraisemblable, qu'elle fait sur les spectateurs une grande partie de I'impres-
sion que I'événement auroit pu fair sur eux (I, 454).

That Dubos has inventive imitation in mind is also suggested by the
following: instead of the senses (eyes)-reason distinction already used in rela-
tion to naturalistic paintings, he now gives preference to the distinction be-
tween «bon sens» and «un naturel trés sensible» (I, 452-3), between «la téte» et
«le cceur» (I, 33)31. Illusion is due here to the sensitive temperament of a man

R. DEmoris, Original absent et création de valeur: Dubos et quelques autres, Revue des Sciences
Humaines, XL N° 157, 1975, p. 70.

30. LoMBARD justly remarks that Dubos’ dominant preoccupation with the theatre and «the
pathetic» led him to a literary appreciation of painting. A. LoMBARD, L’Abbé Dubos, Un imitia-
teur de la pensée moderne, Paris, Hachette, 1913, p. 218.

31. I do not agree with Lombard who asserts that for Dubos the term «cceur» is equivalent
to senses (op. cit., p. 204). In my opinion «cceur» often means a sensitive temperament or emo-
tion. This is evident in the following passage where Dubos uses the distinction between «la téter
and «le coeurn: wl est bien rare de trouver des hommes qui ayent en méme-temps le coeur si
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who, when contemplating a verisimilar imitation, 1s inclined to be carried
away by his emotions and to experience impressions almost similar to those
which the object represented would have cause, if seen in reality. Again, this
does not agree with art’s chief aim which is to satisfy man’s need to avoid
boredom by stirring up his passions and emotions in a lesser degree than
reality, however, and in a harmless way. To understand Dubos’ insistence on
this point we have to take into consideration that in his aesthetic theory the
pleasure of art is principally the pleasure connected with pain3?, and that the
problem he wants to solve i1s the well-known paradox —first expressed by
Aristotle— that the more painfully art affects us, the more pleasure we derive
from it33. Dubos avoids the difficulty, to a certain extent, by considering
illusion a momentary incident (un «égarement momentanné» ou une «distrac-
tion») (I, 453), limited to exceptional cases (I, 31-33) or to tompre I'ce1l pain-
tings (I, 455)%4,

The next question Dubos deals with is related to the source of our plea-
sure and here he shows himself to be absolutely positive: illusion is in no case
the source of our pleasure and the proof is: (1) that the pleasure remains
when there 1s no place for illusion and surprise. Illusion, in other words, can
be created at first sight only. It comes as the immediate and sudden effect of

sensible & la téte s1 foible;... notre Ame demeure toujours la maitresse de ces émotions superfi-
cielles que les vers & les tableaux excitent en elle» (I, 33-34).

32. LOMBARD, op. cit., p. 209.

33. C. HOoGSETT, Jean Baptiste Dubos on art as illusion, Studies on Voltaire and the Eight-
eenth Century, LXXIII (1970), p. 153. Hogsett bases her interpretation of Dubos’ views on
illusion mainly on the paradox of the pleasure derived from a painful representation. She studies
his views as expressed first in section 3 and later in section 43, showing that Dubos’ contradic-
tions are to be explained by the fact that he returned to the matter of illusion many chapters later
and that in the process of returning he must have realized that he needed to reformulate his
theory (p. 157). Hogsett's approach sometimes leads her to conclusions diametrically opposite to
my conclusions. She maintains, i.e., that for Dubos the spectator does not react to the artistry of
the imitation but to the object itself, in contrast to Anstotle’s and to the classical critics’ theories.
This is grounded on the argument that in Dubos’ theory the work must be recognized as a copy
in order that it moves the reader less than reality itself; so there must be illusion, but it must not
be total (pp. 154-5).Hogsett is not concerned with pictorial illusion in particular, and perhaps
this is why she was unable to discern two different ideas of imitation and illusion in Dubos’
Réflexions. She notes, however, that as long as he was discussing only painting, he admits the
possibility of a complete illusion of the senses (p. 158).

34. See note 6. For the difference between illusionism and trompe I'ceil, see M. L. OTRANGE
MasTtal, Hllusion in Art, Trompe I'Qeil, A History of Pictorial Illusionism, London, Martin
Secker & Warburg Ltd, 1976, pp. 8 fI. Dubos uses both terms without making a distinction
between them.
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the work of art as a whole3>, while the impression produced by this work 1s
indistinct and limits us only to a general idea of its artistic value (2). The
pleasure becomes greater at a second viewing, when we are able to direct our
attention to the various parts of the painting and no room is left for the
element of surprise and illusion.

These two arguments, however, tend to place illusion prior to awareness
rather than having them appear simultaneously, in contrast to what has been
stated in part I3%. One can guess that Dubos has moved from an objective
idea of illusion, which puts emphasis on the work of art as such and on its
direct effect on vision, to a subjective idea of illusion, dependent on the view-
er’s sensitive temperament. It is also dependent on the nature of first sight
contemplation by the viewer, which prevents him from discerning the beau-
ties of the work of art and from deriving full delight and pleasure?’.

To sum up again: in the second part of my paper I have found two
claims on illusion: (1) In the case of inventive imitation the meaning of illu-
sion consists in an emotional excess which is denied by Dubos; first, on the
basis of experience, that it constitutes an exception to the general rule; se-
condly, on a theoretical basis, because it runs counter to the idea that art
differs from reality only in a matter of degree. It 1s of interest to note here
that this idea, originally introduced by Dubos to support the imitative cha-
racter of painting, paradoxically led him to reject illusionism, which comes
more or less as a necessary result of the mimetic theory during his epoch. (2)
[llusion is also denied both in theatre and painting in terms of visual percep-
tion, not, however, for the same reasons put forward in part 1. To make this
point clear, I shall first need to appeal to Gombrich.

Gombrich has shown that «there is no such thing as objective likeness»

35. Cf. DE PiLes, Cours de peinture, p. 4 (cited by DEMORIS, op.cit., p. 77): «La vérntable
peinture est donc celle qui nous appelle (pour ainsi dire) en nous surprenant; et ce n'est que par
la force de I'effet qu'elle produit que nous ne pouvons nous empécher d'en approcher comme si
elle avait quelque chose a nous dires.

36. According to Wollheim «twofoldness» is lost when one aspect of the complex experience
comes to the fore while the other recedes or even evaporates. This shift from seeing something in
the surface to seeing the surface itself, can take place in either direction; but, given that the
surface is «adequately differentiated so as to permit seeing-in in the first place, it is unlikely that
either of these successor experiences will prove stable» (Painting as an Art, p. 47). Seeing-in is
considered to be one of the fundamental perceptual capacities «that the artist relies upon the
spectator to have and to use» (ibid., p. 45).

37. Cf. Réflexions, 1, 456: «Notre esprit trop inquiet & trop en mouvement pour se fixer sur
rien de particulier, ne jouit véritablement de rien. Pour vouloir parcourir tout & voir tout, nous
ne voyons rien distinctements.
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and that «what we call seeing is conditioned by habits and expectations38».
This is also evident in our experience of art. We come to the works of art, he
says, «with our receivers already attuned». «When we step in front of a bust
we understand what we are expected to look for. We do not, as a rule, take it
to be a representation of a cut-off head; we take in the situation and know
that this belongs to the institution or convention called “*busts” with which
we have been familiar even before we grew up». «All culture and all commu-
nication depend on the interplay between expectation and observation» and
«the experience of art is not exempt from this general rule’». This idea is
used by Gombrich mainly to explain our reactions to styles and the develop-
ment of art in history but, notice, the way it also applies to illusion:

When the cinema introduced «3-Dw, the distance between expectation and experience was such
that many enjoyed the thrill of a perfect illusion. But the illusion wears off once the expectation

is stepped up;.,.'m

For Dubos too, we are not ready to fall victims of illusion when we go to
the theatre; we do not expect to see Phedre in reality, because we expect to
see a performance and nothing more. Other things immediately perceived,
such as posters, suggest to our mind what we are going to see.

Now, in the case of paintings Dubos remakrs that they give us pleasure
without the help of illusion, «although we are aware that these paintings are
no more than a canvas on which colours have been put in an artistic way» (I,
455). Here the part played by our expectations is not evident. We can only
assume that as the eye passes over a painted canvas, across the frame and so
on, «it cannot but become aware... of a discontinuity which is fatal to 1llusi-
on*!». The main reason, however, that Dubos can dispense with pictorial
illusion is the following: illusion here rests on his idea of inventive imitation,
and the paintings he speaks of are related to poetry, as far as the invention of
subject-matter is concerned. Now, although subject-matter has to be easily
comprehensible («...les tableaux ne doivent pas étres des énigmes», I, 211), yet
it calls for our attention and interpretation; it does not appeal merely to our
senses but requires also the functioning of our mind and imagination; We are
close to Poussin’s demand here that his paintings should be attentively read,
not simply looked at42. This is why our first overall impression of a painting,

38. E. H. GoMsricH, Art and [llusion, Phaidon Press, 1977, p. 77.

39. Ibid., p. 53.

40. Ibid., pp. 53-54.

41. WoLLHEIM, Art and Illusion, p. 248. Cf. GOMBRICH, op.cil., p. 234,
42. PUTTFARKEN, op.cit., p. 10.
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accompanied by surprise and rarely by illusion, is considered to be a hasty
way of viewing the picture, since it does not help us grasp the inner meaning
of its subject, nor appreciate properly the artistic value of the work, nor de-
rive full delight.

Once more, this is counter to Dubos’ principles: that we can appreciate
paintings according to the impression they make on us (II, 339); that we
judge them by our sentiment (II, 341) and we are attached to them «before
reason has time to act and examine» (II, 343). The inconsistency is to be
explained by the fact that, on the one hand, Dubos adopts the classical ut
pictura poesis theory and the rational aspect of the aesthetic experience thus
involved, and on the other, he tries to separate poetry from painting and
undermines reason as the criterion of beauty.

I have tried to show through the above analysis of Dubos’ views on
pictorial illusion and related issues that they reflect a dramatic movement of
ideas marked by contrasts between well established and fixed forms of
thought, on the one hand, and bold trends towards new perspectives, on the
other. This conflict is reflected in his thought, in a most ironic way. It is
through the crude model of imitation and illusion, which he does not, as a
matter of fact, accept, that he was led to show the most important role of the
perception of the medium in pictorial experience. It is through the traditional
view of imitation as invention, which he adopts, that he was forced to reject
illusion and to establish a distinction, as a result, between art and reality; a
distinction to which, however, his quantitative criterion rose as an obstacle.
In any case, my interpretation of Dubos’ views on illusion has shown —I
hope— that they contain no negligible meaning even today.

Th. PARISSAKI-YIANNARAKI
(Thessaloniki)
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O ABBE DUBOS ITEPI THX «¥YEYAAIZOHIEQZI» XTH ZQI'PA®IKH
KAI AAAEZ ZYNA®EIX ENNOIEZ

[Mepiinyn

'H «édratnukipy | «yevdarontuikny Bewpia (illusion theory), othv mo
adxkpaia ™g popen|, Omootnpilel 611 1| @ndravon Tob Epyov TEYLVNG AVTAEL-
Tal and v yevdaicbnon 1ol mpaypatikol mov dnuiovpyeital otd Beath
pag peaiiotikiic anewkovions. Ztoug Kpitikols oroyacuovs mave oTnv
roinon kai ™ {wypagikn 6 Dubos @aivetar dArote va T cvppepiletal d¢
Eva onueio xai GAhote vi TNV amoppintel. Ltdyog tiig perétng elval va
amooderyBel 61t 6 Dubos £xBiter 600 OLAQPOPETIKEG AMOYELS MAVD OTNV £v-
voia tii¢ yevdaionong ot oyéon ué ) Loypagikn kal 611 avtég otnpilov-
tal ot OV0 drapopeTikEg EVvoleg THC KAAMTEYVIKTIC HIUNONG, OLAOEDOUEVES
OTTN VEOKAWOIKIOTIKT] mapadoct th¢ emoyfic tou. IlpoPdaiioviar axkopa
Exelva @ otorgeia T oKEYng Tou mov mpoelkalouvv MPOOTNTIKES TTg GUY-
Lpovne aicntikiic Bedwpnong.

"H anodoyn tijg adotnpiic Evvorag TH¢ KAAALTEYVIKTG HipHNONE OC -
otTii¢ avtiypagiic tiic pvong, xabog xai tig wevduicbnong mov avth ov-
VETAyetat, deiyvoupe 6tL annyoiv neprocodtepo Tig idéec tol de Piles napd
tob Dubos. "Ev® ndaviog kai ol 6o otoyactic PePfardvouy 10 @aivopevo
¢ anaing 1dv alctnoewv unpoota ot [wviaveg COYPAPIES AVIIKEIHEVOV
¢ QUomng, Ywpic va drokieiovv TN dvvatdtnta tob Beati) va cuvveldnto-
MOLEL CUYY POVELE OTL TPOKELTAL YIG AMEIKOVIOELS GE O1001A0TATT £MPAVELT,
6 Dubos 6&v ouvdéer, 6mmg 6 de Piles, thv aicntikn dandhavon pe ) «lo-
YPAPLKT AMATN» GAAQ HE TNV AvTIANYN THC HIUNTIKTS TEYVNCS TOU Lowypa-
pov. Paivetal ovvendg va dvripetonilel 10 mpdfinua mov yevvi N Evvola
¢ yevdaioBnong yia v Epunveia tiic aiontikiic éunepiag, npodiaypd-
povtag mave otod Bépa avtd dvarioelg tod olyypovou aicntikot R. Wol-
lheim.

'H dmoyn npog v Omoia petagépetar | mpotipnon tob Dubos otnpi-
Cetar o pia mo £éhevBepn Evvora THg pipnong mov anaitel 1N cvpfoin tig
onuovpyikiic @aviaciag tob kaiiitéyvn. "Avalntd@ davahoyieg avapeoca
otnv noinon kai ™ Leypagikn kail BEtel oa oxond tig fwypagikiic v
aneikovion onovdaimv Bepdtov (lotopikdv, Bpnokevtikd®v K.4.) mob H1dd-
oKOLV Kal cuyypévag cvykivoiv, Mihovtag apyika yua 10 B€atpo, xai cvy-
KEKpLuéva THV Tpaywdia, 6 Dubos dpveitar obowaoctika ) dSnuovpyia tig
yevdaiobnong, Bewpdvtag v pia onypaia, UmepPoAiKT) CUYKIVIOLOKT)
Katdotaon nov npokaieital of Empenikeg nepintooelg.  H Béon tou avty

381



Akadnuia ABnvwyv / Academy of Athens

©. [TAPIZAKH-I'TANNAPAKH

evBuypappiletar pé v katevBuvtipua apyn ti¢ aiobntikiic tov Bewpiag
OTL 1] TEY VN, ONUIOLPYOVTAS AVTiYPAPQ TPAYUATIKOV AVTIKEIPNEVOVY, EmMOpa
Myotepo Eviova ota cuvvatchpatd pag an’ 6,11 t@ (0w Ta MPaAyHATIKE Gv-
tikeipeva, "Apveitar Gxoun v yevdaicbnon yuad Adyouvg mov avdayovrat
oti¢ ouviiBeleg kai otig mpoodokieg pag kai oi omoieg kabopilovv tig avri-
Ayelg pag, dntog vmootnpilel 6 ovyypovog iotopikdg tig téxvng E. H.
Gombrich. Ztnv nepintwon tii¢ Loypapikiic, 6 Beatng Evog Epyov pE «omn-
HOVTIKO mepLeyOpevon dEv dpkeital o pia mpdOTN CLUVOALKT) EVTUIOON TOV
alobioewv, mov ouvviiBwg eivar Praotikn kol émndéiain kKal cuvodeveTaL
ondvia and tn dnuovpyia tij¢ wevdaiobnong, dlha npoonabel va culhafer
10 Pabitepo vonua 1ol BEpatog, yia va aStorhoynoel coota 10 Epyo, OnoTE
£00 Otv Exer xapa Béon N yevdaicnon. "H olykpovon tdv dpydv Tiig
Bewpiag tov Dubos mob émonuaivetal 1éco otd onueio avtd doo kai ot
dira onueia tolb £pyov tou, pmopel va EEnynBel amd 1O yeyovdg 6t 1
OKEYT TOU aviavakAd pia toAunpn npoonabeia petdfaocng anod v naiard-
TEPT OTN veoTEPT aicbnTiky.

Osomnn IIAPIZAKH - [ TANNAPAKH
(Oecoaiovikn)
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