The epistemology of sight is one of the most important sources of
knowledge. Plato praised sight as the most exalted of the senses.
Through sight knowledge and wisdom might be attained.! Indeed
the philosophical term for theory comes from the Greek word for
spectators, theatai.” Some philosophers argue that the culture of
modernity, and the philosophical discourse that has taken place
within it, are dominated by vision and a paradigm of knowledge,
truth, and reality that is vision centered.> Hannah Arendt states

that

from the very outset. in formal philosophy. thinking has been
thought of in terms of seeing. .. The predominance of sight is so
deeply embedded in Greek speech. and therefore in our concep-
tual language. that we seldom find any consideration bestowed
on it. as though it belonged among things too obvious to be
noticed.?

In her book “Body Criticism,” Barbara Maria Stafford argues vi-
sual imagery constitutes a new form of global communication.
Whether this is viewed as a welcome occurrence or not, the image
has become a formidable instrument of power. Modern visualiza-
tion technology is predicated on the fact that half of our neurologi-
cal machinery is devoted to vision.?

Paradoxically, Stafford points out that the visual arts are damned to
the bottom of the Cave of the humanities in that in “today’s text-
based curricula, sensory and affective phenomena continue to be
treated as second-rate simulations of second-class reflections.”®
Images are viewed as misleading illusion without the guidance of
discourse. The tension between vision’s ability to enlighten, yet at
the same time deceive, goes back to Plato. Although Plato praised
sight as giving the clearest knowledge of the natural world he also
believed that appearances were suspect. Sight above the other
senses was most often deceiving, since what it showed was always
fleeting and incomplete.”

The work of Michel Foucault and Jacque Lacan offer a critique to
the ocularcentrism that is central to our culture. For Foucault the
modern gaze has joined forces with technology and technocracy.
“The gaze that sees is the gaze that dominates and masters.” For
Lacan. the gaze is an important element in the constitution of the
self and like Foucault’s gaze, is subject to domination and exploita-
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tion. Foucault’s panoptic gaze exemplified by Bentham’s idealized
prison and Lacan’s gaze articulated in the “Mirror Stage™ of human
psvchological development have significant implications for archi-
tectural historiography. Foucault’s chapter on “Panopticsim™ in
Discipline & Punish exposes the matrix of knowledge and power
sustained by the panoptic gaze that inscribes its domination on docile
bodies. Foucault demonstrates knowledge through vision is never
neutral and is extremely vulnerable to exploitation. Foucault im-
plies architecture is an element in the power/knowledge matrix
through its complicity in the mechanisms of surveillance. The his-
tory of a visual artifact is never a documentary but a political narra-
tive.

While Lacan’s critique of the scopic regime of modernity is much
more difficult to connect to historiography it is just as significant.
Lacan has focused our attention on the reciprocity of the visual
realm in the formation of identity. Visual information is never neu-
tral, but constructed, by both the subject who is a receiver and the
object or visual text that is in a sense transmitting. I will argue the
psvchoanalytic approach with its corresponding shift from the vi-
sual text or artifact toward the “spectator” or more precisely toward
the spectator-text relations are central to the process of meaning,
and have much to contribute to our understanding of architectural
discourse. Viewing visual texts, whether painting, film, architec-
ture or television in a spectator-text framework suggests a method
of critical analysis that is both ancient and very modern. I will
argue that thetechne of classical rhetoric is well suited to unveiling
the persuasive effects within the spectator-text dynamic.’

However, before ending this paper with a discussion of rhetoric, I
will begin with a discussion of Foucault. In his chapter on
“Panopticism” in Discipline & Punish, Foucault describes the gaze
beginning with measures taken by local authorities to combat the
spread of the plague. These measures are based on a system of
surveillance, spatial segregation, and record keeping, as well as
penalties. Foucault uses Bentham's Panopticon as the architec-
tural realization of this system of surveillance. Foucault is clear
that the Panopticon is not a dream building but a diagram of a mecha-
nism of power reduced to its ideal form. It is in fact a figure of
political technology that may and must be detached from any spe-
cific use. It is polyvalent in its applications; it serves to reform
prisoners, but also to treat patients, to instruct school children. to



confine the insane, to supervise workers, to put beggars and idlers
towork. It is a type of configuration of bodies in space, of distribu-
tion of individuals in relation to one another, of hierarchical organi-
zation, of disposition of centers and channels of power, which can
be implemented in hospitals, workshops, schools, and prisons.
Whenever one is dealing with a multiplicity of individuals on whom
a task or a particular form of behavior must be imposed, the panop-
tic schema may be used.*’

Although Bentham’s Panopticon was used to illustrate how the power
of surveillance can operate, Foucault emphasizes that it is a meta-
phor. where one can be seen from any position and from multiple
points. One is aware of being seen but does not see who is doing
the looking. It is the effect that is important. In the case of the
prison, the inmate is induced into a state of conscious and perma-
nent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power.!!
According to Foucault whoever is subjected to a field of visibility
and who knows it, assumes responsibility for the constraints of power;
the subject makes them splay spontaneously upon itself; the sub-
ject inscribes in itself the power relation in which each simulta-
neously plays both roles; the subject becomes the principle of its
own subjection.'?

For Lacan the gaze penetrates the subject from all sides and is
similar to Foucault's in that as the subject tries to adapt to it, the
subject becomes the object. In his Four Fundamental Concepts
Lacan stresses not only the otherness of the gaze, but its distinct-
ness from what Lacan calls the eye. Although the gaze might be
said to be “the presence of “Others” it is not necessarily any indi-
vidual viewer, or group of viewers. It issues “from all sides,” whereas
the eye “sees only from one point.” The gaze, moreover, is impos-
sible to seize or get hold of."

Lacan explains

The gaze I encounter — you can find this in Sartre’s own writing
— is not a seen gaze, but a gaze imagined by me in the field of
the Other. It is for this reason that le regard can include non-
visual phenomena like the rustling of leaves. More important.
the unseen character of the gaze meant it was not necessarily
that of another subject looking threatening at the original sub-
ject. but might rather he understood as a function of the desire
of the original subject, the desire for the objecta...™

The “object a” was Lacan’s term for the object of lack or the miss-
ing object that will seemingly satisfy the drive for plentitude, “a”
being the first letter of the French word for “other” (I'autrui). Ac-
cording to Lacan, at it’s most fundamental level, it is the phallus
which the child (regardless of sex) wishes to be in order to make up
for the mother’s alleged lack of a penis. From the moment that this
gaze appears, the subject tries to adapt to it."®

Lacan’s account of subjectivity was developed in the context of a
fiction he called the “Mirror Stage.” There is a period in the child’s
development between the ages of six and 18 months where the in-
fant is physically uncoordinated and is yet unable to walk or even
to stand up.'® While in this state of powerlessness, the infant antici-

pates on the level of the imaginary the mastery of its own body.
When a child sees its image in a mirror, it mistakes this unified

whole for a superior self.’” The mirror can be the mother’s face or
anyone perceived as a whole.'® The child identifies with the mirror
as something that both reflects the self and something other and
finds in it a kind of unity that it cannot experience in its own body.
The infant internalizes this image as an ideal ego and this process
forms the basis for all other identifications, which are imaginary in
principle.'?

Lacan’s account of the “Mirror Stage” elaborates the notion of
exteriority which is internalized by the subject, first in the “gaze”
of its mirror image and subsequently by parental imagoes. and later
in the form of a whole range of cultural representations.” What
Lacan designates, as the “gaze” appears initially external to the
subject, first through the mother’s look as it facilitates the “join” of
infant and mirror. It is much later that the subject might be said to
assume responsibility for “operating” the gaze by “seeing” itself
being seen. Consciousness. as redefined by Lacan, hinges not only
upon the internalization but also upon the “elision” or suppression
of this gaze of oneself being seen.” What determined (the subject),
at the most profound level, in the visible, remarks Lacan, “is the
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gaze that is outside.” Using a camera as a metaphor, Lacan states
that it is through the gaze that the subject enters light and it is from
the gaze that he or she receives its effects. Hence the gaze is the
instrument through which light is embodied and through which the

subject is photographed.”

In his seminar, entitled “the Line and the Light,” Lacan reformu-
lated his discussion with superimposed triangles to illustrate the
relationship between the eye and gaze. The first triangle repre-
sents the position of the eye, signified by Cartesian perspectivalist
vision Alberti first described in Della pictura, in which the viewer’s
monocular eye was at the apex and the object at the opposite side of
the triangle. The image was on another line parallel to that side,
but halfway between it and the eye/apex. The second triangle, that
of the gaze, put a point of light at the apex, the picture at the far
wall, and what Lacan called the screen halfway between. Here the
subject is placed not at the apex, but at the midpoint, as if it were
an image on a screen in a generalized perceptual field, not a seeing
eye. This subject, Lacan contended, “is caught, manipulated, cap-
tured in the field of vision.

Lacan’s third diagram explicitly conflates the image in diagram 1
with the screen in diagram 2. Lacan inverts and superimposes his
two visual triangles. The interposition of the two planes created a
nevw figure in which the middle sections of both triangles, the image
in that of the eye and the screen in that of the gaze, coincided in the
form of a divided subject. At its center was an opaque line very
different from the transparent window typical of the Albertian
subject’s view on the world.* (Figure 2) The “screen” is the image
or group of images through which identity is constituted. Just as
Lacan’s infant can see him or herself only through the intervention
of an external image, the gaze can “photograph” the object only
through the grid of the screen.”
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Figure 1. Lacan’s Diagrams of Vision

The screen is the culturally generated image or repertoire of im-
ages through which subjects are not only constituted, but also dif-
ferentiated in relation to class, race, sexuality, age and national-
ity.* As Kaja Silverman points out, the possibility of “playing’ with
these images then assumes a critical importance for political resis-
tance.?” Lacan holds that the human subject is not entirely caught
up in this imaginary capture. The subject maps itself in it. A
person, in effect, knows how to play with the mask, as that beyond
which there is the gaze. The screen is the locus of mediation.”®

In “The Gaze in the Expanded Field,” Norman Bryson adopts Lacan’s
concept of the screen and applies it to analyze art.”” Moreover, he
applies it in the context of Foucault’s discourse theory. A discourse
for Foucault is a way in which knowledge is articulated in society
by the both institutional and private forms. Knowledge produces
and transmits power and influences social practices, ways of pro-
ducing meaning, and all types of control. Things have no meaning
outside their discourse, and each discourse is apart of a wider net-
work of discourses.*

Bryson places his notion of the gaze within the context of discourse.
According to Bryson, for human beings collectively to orchestrate
their visual experience they require socially agreed descriptions of
an intelligible world. Vision is socialized. Any deviation from this
social construction of visual reality can be measured and named as
hallucination, misrecognition, or “visual disturbance.” Between
the subject and the world is inserted the entire sum of discourses
which make up visuality, that cultural construct, and make visuality
different from vision. Between retina and world is inserted a screen

of signs, a screen consisting of all the multiple discourses on vision
built into the social arena.® This network is greater than its indi-
vidual agents or operators. As Bryson suggests when one learns to
speak, you are inserted into a preexisting systems of discourse.

Similarly when you learn to see socially. that is. when I begin to
articulate my retinal experience with the codes of recognition
that come to me from my social milieu. I am inserted into sys-
tems of visual discourse that saw the world before I did. and will
go on seeing that which exists independently of my life and out-
side it: my individual discoveries. the findings of my eve as it
probes through the world. come to unfold in terms not of my
making. and indifferent to my mortalitv.**

Bryson notes how the painting “Ambassadors”, by Hans Holbein
exemplifies the screen that mortifies sight and demonstrates “ev-
ervthing I see is orchestrated with a cultural production of seeing
that exists independently of my life and outside it.”** The viewer
standing directly in front of this painting will see the ambassadors
as masters of learning, in possession of all the codes of knowledge,
of science and of art. However their visual field is cut across by
something they cannot master, the skull which casts itself sideways
across their space, through anamorphosis.* (Figure 2) The scull
was meant to signify man’s mortality. but is also a reminder of an
alternative visual order that the presence of the observer cannot
efface. Holbein subverted and decentered the unified subject of
vision constructed by the dominant scopic regime. It illustrates
that the subject who sees is no more the center of visual experience
than the subject of language at the center of speech.* The Ambas-
sadors was also used by Lacan to demonstrate how the painting had
captured the gaze.** Vision unfolds to the side of, and tangent to,
the field of the other. And to that form of seeing Lacan calls seeing
under the gaze.*”

Figure 2. The Ambassadors



Bryson points out that Lacan’s gaze marks a fundamental shift away

from a Cartesian perspectivalism, which was dominated by a theory
of vision in which the truth lay in the retina, in the physiology of the
eye and the neurology of the optical apparatus. We now understand
vision as social construction which can be manipulated for politi-
cal ends.® It reveals how power disguises and conceals its opera-
tions in visuality, in mythos of pure form, pure perception, and cul-
turally universal vision. Lacan has demonstrated that what we see
is not natural but constructed. He has described the role of the
gaze in structuring both representation and identity. The very con-
stitution of the self depends on this construction and is highly vul-
nerable to it.

The work of Foucault and Lacan have had far reaching implica-
tions for historiography in general and architectural history in par-
ticular. Foucault has challenged the assumptions implicit in his-
torical method, the assumptions of objectivity and the myth of the
“fact.”?

We know meaning is always the product of interpretation. facts are
constructed by discourse and objectivity is a way to mask self inter-
est by those in power. Every historian “shapes™ his materials ac-
cording to what Popper calls a “framework of preconceived ideas,”
or in accordance with his own narrative strategy, ideology, or sys-
tem of ideas and values; Gadamer would call them prejudices. No
one approaches a text innocently. The historian, like any writer of
prose discourse fashions his materials. He may fashion them so as
to make them conform to a “framework of preconceived ideas,” of
the sort that Popper ascribes to Hegel and Marx, or he may fashion
them to a “preconceived selective point of view” of the sort the
novelist occupies in his function as the narrator of a story.* Stories
of the founding of cities or states, of the origin of class differences
and privileges, of fundamental social transformations by revolution
and reform etc. are the subject matter of history. Levi-Strauss sug-
gests all such stories whether presented under the aspect either of
social science or history partake of the mythical inasmuch as they
“cosmologize” or “naturalize” what are in reality nothing but hu-
man constructions which might well be other than what they hap-
pen to be.” History, Levi-Strauss insists, is always written for a
specific social group or public.*

Foucault’s influence on architectural history was immediate and is
pervasive.* He has effected a shift in the way history is constructed
and expanded the scope of its inquiry.* Foucault’s challenge of
“origins,” in favor of genealogy, his introduction of discourse and
épisteme have become commonplace. The role of the scopic re-
gime in architecture is acknowledged and has been investigated.*®
Architectural historians have also appropriated Lacan’s contribu-
tion to psychoanalysis through his notion of the gaze. Spaces are
now often described as pre-Oedipal ” and analyzed in terms of the
gaze and spectatorship.* Pychopathologies of urban space have
become the subject of psychoarchitecural analysis.*

However, I believe Lacan’s more significant contribution has been
adopted by film and communication theorists who have used the
psychoanalytic approach to shift the focus from the film or artifact
towards the “spectator.” or more precisely toward the spectator-text

(or object-subject) relations, that are central to the process of mean-
ing-production in film.* Communication analysis and media crit-
ics have turned to the discipline of rhetoric, to assist them in ana-
lyzing the text-spectator relation implicit in television and film.
Because the central question in rhetoric is who are you trying to
influence and what is the most effective means of doing so, the
audience, or spectator becomes central. Critics read television
shows, commercials, and movies as texts, to see how discourse is
structured and organized, and to examine what kind of effects these
forms and devices produce in their readers, viewers, or users. For
instance, a television commercial can be analyzed rhetorically
through mode of address, form, style, and other discursive tech-
niques and strategies to discover how advertisers use market re-
search into our values to gain our sympathies and ultimately per-
suade us to buy their products.>

The ancient discipline of thetoric, which was the received form of
critical analysis developed by the Greeks and continued to the eigh-
teenth century examined the way discourses were constructed in
order to achieve certain effects. While the classical rhetorician
would not have had access to market research he or she would have
been a keen observer of the human condition and would have very
carefully considered mode of address, form, style and their effect
on an intended audience. Its objects of enquiry could be spoken or
written, poetry or philosophy, fiction, historiography and the arts.
Leon Battista Alberti used his knowledge of classical rhetoric in
his discourse on the arts and architecture and eventually to design
' Rhetoric’s horizon can extend to the entire field of
discursive practices in society as a whole, and in identifying forms

buildings.’

of power and performance.>> Architecture is a rhetorical artifact
that identifies and appeals to certain audiences. It has the power to
enlighten or inhibit, restrain or empower, foreground certain groups
and background others. Since rhetoric has always focussed on the
spectator-text operation, it is a particularly useful tool in critical
historiography.

Lacan and Foucault’s critique of our ocularcentric culture is a con-
tinuation of an ancient tension between the epistemology of vision
and its interpretation. Ancient philosophers realized that sight was
the most important source of knowledge yet distrusted visual infor-
mation. Foucault extends the critique of the epistemology of vision
by exposing its operations through the gaze in the power/knowl-
edge matrix. Lacan unpacks the effects of the gaze in the formation
of identity and by focusing on the importance of the reciprocity
implicit in le regard for the subject-text relationship, has made a
significant contribution to historiography. Foucault’s concept of
discourse and Lacan’s notion of the screen remind us that all his-
torical sources are constructions, interpretation is never neutral but
screened by ideologies or frameworks. Interpretation is always
partial, polarized and necessarily provisional. I would like to end
this paper by returning to the Greek notion of spectator and theory
as elaborated by the philosopher Diogenes. Diogenes believed “life
is like a festival: just as some come to the festival to compete, some
to ply their trade, but the best people come as spectators (theatai).”
The nobility of the spectator lies in their “active nonparticipation,”
allowing them to judge the actors involved in the competition.
History might be compared to the competition that draws those who



come to ply their trade, or compete for fame or search for truth. I
would agree with Diogenes that the best historians come as “active
nonparticipants,”*
world of the spectated.

as spectators who understand their role in the
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