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BERND ROECK, Das historische Auge: Kunstwerke als Zeugen ihrer Zeit.
Von der Renaissance zur Revolution, with 66 ills. (Göttingen: Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 2004), 375 pp. ISBN 3 525 36732 5. EUR 29.90

In History and Its Images, Francis Haskell placed the beginning of the
consideration of images as sources with Petrarch:

When reading the biographies of later Roman emperors,
Petrarch one day came across the statement that Gordian the
Younger (who ruled AD 238–44) had been a man of handsome
features. ‘If that is true,’ he wrote in the margin of his copy of
the Historia Augusta, ‘he employed a feeble sculptor [sic hoc
verum fuit, malum habuit sculptorem]’. This apparently trivial
comment marks a milestone of real significance in the devel-
opment of historical thought, for Petrarch is here not only giv-
ing almost equal weight to a figured and a literary source, but
recognising that they are not in agreement.1

Among the many consequences of the disciplining of knowledge is
the division of the sort of speculation Petrarch voiced into the mod-
ern research fields of history, art history, and archaeology—which
may be housed in separate buildings, a spatial arrangement that,
sadly, too often reflects intellectual landscapes. 

Nowhere is that division more palpable, or less self-conscious, than
in the vexed question which historians have been posing in the wake of
Marshall McLuhan’s work on modern media: can images be sources? In
2001, the historian Peter Burke published Eyewitnessing: The Uses of
Images as Historical Evidence, which argued that art could provide ‘evi-
dence’ of some sort of social reality—which analytically Burke held
separate from that art—but that art distorted that social reality.2
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1 Francis Haskell, History and Its Images: Art and the Interpretation of the Past
(New Haven, Conn., 1993), p. 13.
2 Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence (London,
2001). See the art historian Michael Baxandall’s review of Burke in English
Historical Review, 117 (2002), pp. 642–4.
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Bernd Roeck’s Das historische Auge might be said to be a compan-
ion volume to Burke’s. Both authors explicitly take up the question:
can ‘art’ or ‘images’ be ‘sources’ for historians? Both range over cen-
turies and across discrete political and social landscapes in their
efforts to survey the ways in which art or images might be used by
historians—and thereby, both presumably are intended to serve a
broad readership as an introduction to art as historical evidence.
Unlike Burke, Roeck does not, for the most part, differentiate among
‘images’, but throughout uses the terms Kunst, Kunstwerk, and Bilder
pretty much interchangeably to refer to thousands of woodcuts;
engravings; sculpted free-standing figures; carved, painted, and gild-
ed altarpieces; oil- or tempera-painted walls, wooden panels, canvas-
es, and parchments; even architecture. Roeck differentiates instead a
series of questions which, he argues, historians can pose to images.
Who made the image? When? Where? Is it ‘authentic’? What is the
image’s function: religious or secular? He sketches some of the ways
in which other scholars have analysed particular individual or
groups of images for what they say about gender, social place, mar-
ginality, ‘otherness’, and political power, and touches upon ways in
which images might serve as ‘evidence’ for ‘neuzeitlichen Subjekti-
vismus’ and Norbert Elias’s conception of the civilizing process.

Perhaps because I was an artist before I was trained as a historian
I have found mal posée the very question of ‘art’ as ‘source’, on a num-
ber of levels. As currently framed, the question lumps together
objects that were produced by specific individuals, of specific train-
ing, whose deployment of colour, shape, line, as well as symbol or
iconography art historians have excavated with such precision. It
overrides, in other words, precisely the kinds of conditions of pro-
duction to which historians pay such care when they turn to court
testimony or diplomatic correspondence. As Roeck acknowledges,
commissions, in so far as we have evidence of them, were widely dif-
ferent in the degree to which they specified the content of each
image, the colours to be used, the arrangement—and therefore ges-
tures and physical relationships—of figures, and what, if any, other
objects might be represented. Artists such as Leonardo da Vinci and
Albrecht Dürer fought for greater autonomy in the execution of those
commissions: we have ample evidence of friction between patron
and artist. The framing of the question overrides, in other words, the
careful attention to the complexities of speaking to which historians
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have become increasingly attentive. Indeed, the term ‘artist’ is itself a
product of the very period Roeck is covering, when members of what
had been medieval guilds, regulated according to a hierarchy of mas-
ters and apprentices, self-consciously fashioned distinctive identities,
‘styles’—such as those of Caravaggio and Rembrandt—that them-
selves acquired a ‘value’ in an increasingly self-conscious market-
place.3 So, too, Roeck, in lumping together sculpted marble and
wood, painted wooden panels and woodcuts, engravings and fres-
coes in his treatment of Kunst or Kunstwerk overrides a wide diversi-
ty of skills that he, as someone so deeply versed in social history,
knows. He is aware, as well, of the carefully articulated hierarchy of
value, and therefore social status and access attached to those differ-
ing skills. It mattered, as someone who knows Augsburg so well
must know, whether one was a goldsmith or a wood sculptor, both
of whom produced what he terms Kunst. Different social status put
one into different communities of differing textual and visual educa-
tions—even within the same period and the same town, as social his-
torians of artisans and art historians have shown with such care. Not
all Kunst reflected the same ‘social reality’. A goldsmith travelled in
different circles, conversing with humanists, conversant with the
most sophisticated of textual communities, while a wood sculptor’s
wealth and status placed him in a different, poorer, less textually-
oriented community. 

If Roeck’s detailed knowledge of what we might call communities
of shared visual and textual educations might have refined his dis-
cussion of the makers of objects, so, too, might it have led to a more
nuanced consideration of the problem of ‘reception’. While he
acknowledges how elusive any one viewer’s understanding will be,
his own work as a social historian provides the grounds for differen-
tiating among different social groups on a number of levels, from
simple access—the marginalized, after all, had access to very little—
to the different kinds of education that different social groups might
bring to bear in viewing any object. Reception is not the same thing
as ‘reading’ an image as a ‘source’; still, historians have become ever
more articulate about the ways in which that source might have res-
onated—functioned culturally—in its own time.
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1988).



Social place also had consequences for one’s physical relationship
to the objects broadly gathered under the headings of Kunst or Bilder.
At the most immediate level, the portraits Roeck explores under the
rubric of political power would be housed in spaces of restricted
access. Images in churches, as we are coming to understand, had
varying degrees of access as well: clergy were the only ones who had
full access to all the objects within any given church; lay patrons, as
the Fugger did in Augsburg, could restrict access to the chapels they
‘owned’; even within the nave, different social place might have con-
sequences for one’s seating as pews were introduced in the later six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries; and rural parish churches rarely
received any endowments at all: their altars were simple, their walls
often relatively, if not completely, bare. 

It is not simply that the lumping together overrides the specifici-
ty of the conditions of production and reception or the individuality
and individual agency of each person who produced or viewed an
object encompassed in that term, Kunst or Bilder. Roeck not only
treats ‘images’ or Bilder, ‘art’ or Kunst or Kunstwerk as a body of ob-
jects that have something essential in common, but he holds that
body of objects as something discrete from what he calls Wirklichkeit.
Unlike the art historians Svetlana Alpers and Michael Baxandall,
upon whom he draws, Roeck does not see images of any kind as con-
stitutive—active in the very making—of that ‘reality’. Quite the con-
trary (and logically following from his approach to patronage), Roeck
opens the entire consideration with ‘Das Kunstwerk als Produkt der
geschichtlichen Welt’ (p. 9). Roeck does not address what the sources—
in the sense both of wellspring or origin and of documentation—for
that ‘reality’ are.

The very framing of the question, in other words, reflects that dis-
ciplinary division of ‘art history’ and ‘archaeology’ from ‘history’.
Francis Haskell traces something of those shifts, as influential
authors came to divide words and images, essentially as though the
two exist in separate spheres of experience, such that now a number
of historians, including Roeck, place under a single name, ‘images’,
everything that is not exclusively ‘textual’, that is to say, two-dimen-
sional, usually codex or single sheet, black and white. Haskell under-
lines how very strange is the division—for strange it is, finally—that
emerges, as ‘images’ came to be severed from ‘texts’ in ways that they
were not in the early modern period. In the early modern period, as
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now, words and images frequently appeared together on the same
physical plane such as a page or a panel; texts contained metaphors
that linked those texts to images; gestures bound image and verbal
depiction, as did names—words and images were and are deeply
inter-referential. 

And as images were separated from texts, the great majority of
historians (who have become increasingly ‘professionalized’) privi-
leged texts as sources in both senses of the word: as reliable docu-
ments for recovering or reconstituting or excavating—depending on
how one conceived of the enterprise—some reality that existed in the
past; and as themselves shaping, influencing, affecting, and, more re-
cently, ‘constructing’ that ‘reality’. Roeck treats images as discrete
from texts and, like so many historians, accords images—of all kinds—
at best a ‘reflective’ role in relationship to that discrete reality. 

In 1972, Michael Baxandall published Painting and Experience in
Renaissance Italy,4 in which he situated ‘style’ within specific histori-
cal and material contexts in a dialectical relationship. For Baxandall,
style or ‘manner’ was less something that differentiated one body of
objects from another—the focus of connoisseurship with its concern
with schools and individual artists. It was to be understood, more
importantly, as the articulation in line, colour, relation—the lan-
guages of visual images—of values that a culture held more broadly.
Proportion, the centrepiece of what Roeck calls ‘realistic’ representa-
tion, for Baxandall acquired its cultural value in the mercantile society
of Renaissance Italian cities, which placed a market value on the skill
of estimating volume and, with it, mass and worth.

Baxandall’s work called attention to the eye of the viewer of
images. In the wake of that watershed work, a number of art histori-
ans have explored ‘the period eye’, particularly for the early modern
period. This approach provides one way out of precisely the problem
that Roeck poses in his first section and returns to in his last: whether
individual works of art possess some timeless ‘beauty’ or other visu-
al value that makes those individual works somehow themselves
ahistorical. Conceptualizing object and eye in terms of the period eye
binds the two in a complex cultural dialogue, in which a culture’s
values are articulated in texts and images, which themselves then
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shape how that culture conceptualizes that value. It historicizes per-
ception itself, calling attention to the many ways in which eyes are
themselves educated, not simply aesthetically—to certain ways of
conceiving of beauty and not others—but to see, to take as ‘realistic’,
for example, the stunning visual deception that the representation of
proportion entails. Simultaneously, it offers the most historically sen-
sitive interpretation of images: how they might have meant to their
original viewers, as well as what they might have communicated.

Roeck’s two-page discussion of Baxandall’s work (pp. 71–3) re-
veals the problems at the very core of that question of whether Kunst
or Bilder can be sources. Roeck takes up Baxandall in the first quarter
of the book. In that section he claims to be representing the ‘Po-
sitionen der Forschung’ on the question of ‘Kunstwerke als Quellen’.
I could discern no principle guiding his selection of authors: Hegel is
there, but not Kant, who certainly grappled and grappled influen-
tially with the relationship between art and time; Erwin Panofsky is
there, but not Louis Reau; Lambert Wiesing is there, but not Rudolf
Arnheim, whose work was in such deep conversation with Ernst
Gombrich’s; Susanne Langer is there, but not Nelson Goodman, who
has been so widely influential among early modernists. Nor are these
authors set into the traditions within which they were in dialogue,
which shaped their conceptualization of ‘image’—not all have as
expansive a definition of Kunst as Roeck deploys—as well as the
questions they took up, the ways in which they themselves construed
‘culture’ and cognition. His handling of these works does not differ-
entiate their use of the terms Kunst or Bilder, two referents of widely
different connotations among the works he cites. Roeck’s engage-
ment with current scholarship is equally uneven: W. J. T. Mitchell is
missing, to give one glaring omission, which then signals the absence
of any sustained engagement with ‘Visual Studies’, an area where
artists, historians, and art historians regularly meet and converse.
There is a quality of isolation in the question itself, a distance from
precisely those nexuses of scholarship where ‘interdisciplinarity’ has
meant re-conceptualizing the very nature of the relationship between
images and context—Mary Carruthers’s work on the visuality of
memory, or George Lakoff’s work on metaphor, or Mary Baine
Campbell’s work on wonder and vision. 

Roeck questions the utility of Baxandall because Baxandall does
not treat images as autonomous sources. Indeed, Baxandall problema-

66

Book Reviews



tizes the very premise of singling out one medium from others, of
treating Kunst or Bilder as a self-evidently discrete body which exists
apart—both for the purposes of modern historical analysis and for
the past culture within which that art or those images originated.
Baxandall, on the contrary, binds images in a complex and multi-lay-
ered inter-referentiality with other cultural objects. Following
Baxandall’s line of argument, ‘images’ are certainly ‘sources’, but like
all sources, they are representative—in the many different connota-
tions of that term that we now understand. Images are no more trans-
parent or simplistic a statement of their times than are memoirs, tes-
timonies, letters, chronicles, satires, plays, poetry, or fables. Do we
ever ask of all extant texts—manuscript and printed, bound and sin-
gle-sheet, public and private, secular and religious, eschatological
and scatological—if they could be ‘a source’? Do we not ask, instead,
what kind of source? Or, better still, what, exactly, does this or that
text tell me? Is that not a more fruitful question to pose?

Baxandall’s work serves as a marker in the history of the troubled
relations between the disciplines of history and art history. Perhaps
no other work of an art historian, with the possible exception of
Erwin Panofsky, is as well known among a broad spectrum of histo-
rians. More importantly, that work provided a frame within which
art historians and historians could talk to one another: it reintegrated
objects into their ‘context’, suggesting ways that texts and objects
were more deeply implicated in one another than the previous con-
ceptualization, with its essentialist division of ‘word’ and ‘image’,
had allowed. It is striking, moreover, that the art historians who are
Baxandall’s most ardent critics are those who seek to preserve a
divide between historians and art historians, who accord connois-
seurship pre-eminent value, and who dispute that ‘context’ bears any
essential relationship to the visual values of a work of art. 

The very framing of the question preserves a divide between art
historians and historians that many different sorts of scholars have
sought to overcome. The past twenty-five years of scholarship have
revealed: first, how very deeply texts and images were implicated in
one another in the early modern period, from the use of visual refer-
ents in preaching to emblem and devotional books; second, the ways
in which that older division of text from image is itself anachronistic;
third, different models of cognition, both from the period itself and
among cognitive psychologists today, in which images are central to
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cognition—the work of Carruthers and Lakoff; and fourth, how very
difficult it is to read not only images, but even the most seemingly
transparent text, once we acknowledge the complexity of the culture
within which it originated and the individuals who brought it into
being. 
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