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The Panic of the Visual:
A Conversation with Ed-
ward W. Said

W.J.T.MITCHELL
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WJTM | thought that we would just start with the motiva-
tion for this interview, which was to draw you out about ques-
tions on visual arts and the media. When 1 first broached the idea
about interviewing you about the visual arts, your first response
was that you might have nothing to say.

EWS [Laughter] It was also my second one.

WJTM 1don’t believe it, of course. And on the basis of

that, I want to pursue it. I want to know what you make of that
1
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as your first — and second — reaction. Why did you seem to
want to hold it off?

EWS Well, because, I will tell you quite honestly, because
when it comes to the oral and the verbal, the auditory and the
verbal, 1 have a very highly developed vocabulary and considerable
experience and practice in talking about them. When it comes to
the visual arts, with a few exceptions, in my writing, I haven’t
dealt with them, so I feel somewhat tongue-tied.

WJTM Tongue-tied? This is a novel experience for you.

EWS It definitely is.

WIT™M What are the specific visual arts that you don’t feel
tongue-tied about? You said there were some exceptions.

EWS Yes, many exceptions, in a sense, as I thought about
the questions you sent me. I can talk with some effectiveness
about individual things. But just to think about the visual arts
generally sends me into a panic.

WJTM  Perhaps we should call this conversation “The Panic
of the Visual”.

Let’s start by talking about museumns. Are you a regular mu-
seun goer? And which museums do you find yourself revisiting
most regularly?

EWS Well, I’ m not a regular museum goer, actually. I
tend to go to museums if they have shows that are of interest to

me, and, occasionally, if 1 find myself in physical proximity to
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one, without planning or premeditation, I go into one. That was

the case a couple of weeks ago. I was on Fifth Avenue, and I
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hadn’ t been to the Frick in a long time, and 1 said to myself,
“Well, let me just go and look,” and I did that. That’s the kind
of thing that I do. I don’t visit galleries very often. I might go
with a friend to see something specific, but I could go to Paris
haif a dozen times and not visit the Louvre. But I might go, as |
did a couple of years ago, to see something at the Grand Palais.

WJTM And as you walk into a museumn, do you find your
steps going to any particular department? Toward painting,
sculpture, photography?

EWS I would say painting and photography more than
sculpture. Although, 1 recall a period about thirty years ago,
when 1 became suddenly, tremendously, involved in Rodin,
whose work I had never seen. It must’ ve been more than thirty
years ago. And I visited the Rodin museum and started to collect
prints of the sculptures I had seen. But mostly it’s paintings, and
1 would say that with very few exceptions, most of my interest is
focused on the period, let’s say, from the late eighteenth century
to the present. I find that earlier paintings, let’s say Renaissance
paintings, on the whole, don’t really excite my visual senses.

WJTM  So historically, basically the same interests that you
have in literature.

EWS Oh, except in literature, especially in English, I tend
to go back considerably to the earlier periods. I’ m very fond of
Langland and much of Elizabethan and Jacobean drama. So my
range in visual art is less catholic than literature, I think.

WJTM Now, you mentioned the Louvre before. As you
‘ 3
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probably know, in recent years, the Louvre has invited a number
of people who are not really curators, not experts on visual art, to
curate exhibitions. That is, to make some kind of personal selec-
tion from their archives. If you could do that, with the Louvre or
with some museum, what would you do?

EWS Well, I haven’t thought about that very much. The
first name that comes to mind is somebody who has been a great
passion of mine for most of my adult life, and that is Goya. And
I’d certainly want to do it around Goya and, to a great extent, all
of his work. Including the earlier stuff and then the bullfighting
pictures and the portraits and then, of course, the rather vision-
ary, and dramatic pictures of his last years. There’s something
about Goya that strikes me as absolutely essential, at least in my
experience.

WJTM Can you say a little more about that? What is it
about Goya?

EWS 1 think it’s a number of things. One is that there’s a
kind of freedom and fantasy, and an almost melodramatic sense.
You know, like Saturn eating his children, or the various paint-
ings from the house of the dead, The Disasters of War, the paint-
ing about the execution of May the third — these are very com-
pelling to me. There’s a kind of detachment. I mean, they’re
very involved, very free paintings, in many ways. But I feel the
kind of ironic distance that he has at the same time that he’s so

MIBESHSIH R

passionately involved in the subject that he cares about. There’s a

kind of gentleness in the middle of all the violence that impresses
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me a great deal. And then, above all, to me, tremendously effec-
tive colors. You know the vialence of the colors, the swirling of
them, the freedom with which he throws them around the can-
vas. It’s very powerful, and they stay in my mind as no other
paintings do.

WJTM  As I listen to you talk about this, I can’t help asso-
ciating all the qualities you find in Goya with. . .

EWS Blake.

WJTM No. Not really. Perhaps Blake. But, no, with you
yourself.

EWS and WJTM [ Laughter]

WJTM That is, your position with relation to a whole set
of very conflicted and even violent situations in politics. Particu-
larly in relation to the Palestinian movement with which you have
kind of an ironic attachment, a gentleness and passionate skepti-
cism. Your posture there has been, can I say, Goyaesque?

EWS Well, you can say that. But, I mean, I’ m not saying
it. But the other thing that I’ ve also always been very impressed
with, especially remembering one of Goya’ s paintings in ‘the
Frick, is his absolutely unreverential quality towards aristocrats
and authority. There’s always, you know’, some gig or some flaw
that you see that he seems anxious to point out, even in the kinds
of painting that most painters I know of would not actually want
to do. I mean going a step in the direction of somebody like Fran-
cis Bacon. It’s almost like that, but it isn’t.

WJTM  Yes. I think that’s a very shrewd obser\{ation, ac-

5
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tually.

EWS 1 find that very compelling. That’ s another thing

that I identify with in Goya. . . absolute unwillingness to take au-
thority for anything more than something that is obviously put on
and posed and dressed up and self-regarding. One of the things

that you notice in all of his aristocrats is a sense that they take

themselves very seriously and that they think of themselves as

quite grand people. And you get that sense, but at the same time
you get — Goya, somehow, I don’t know how he does it —

some sense of comment on that. You know, the way Glenn Gould

played Bach or some composer — you’re not only getting the mu-
sic but also a kind of intelligent commentary on it. And in Goya’s

case, it's always unreverential.

WJTM  Yes. It’s as if he has found some kind of middle

ground between realism and caricature. . .

EWS Yes, exactly, exactly.
WJTM ... and is capable of treating people with a certain

amount of sympathy and detachment simultaneously. Not turning

them into a total stereotype, but certainly not taking them at
their own estimation of themselves.

EWS Exactly. That would certainly be true.
And then 1 would want to put, since we’ re talking about

Spain, you know, Veldzquez, a painter who doesn’t really speak
to me as much as El Greco does. Particularly in the later paint-

ings, the religious paintings and the still lifes, you know, the
landscapes, the View of Toledo. There’s soimething quite haunt-
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ed and almost frightening about them that’ s always mystified and
drawn me to them. You know those great elongated figures, par-
ticularly the clerics and the church figures that he was so interest-
ed in. All of whom, unlike Goya, filled one with fear and a kind
of mysteriousness. To someone like me, who is quite secular and
unschooled in the ways of the church of his time, all this suggests
hidden labyrinths and the powerful siege of the Inquisition and the
ordeals of faith and vision at the same time. So I would sort of as-
sociate the two, but then I would go forward to include a certain
kind of photography.

WJTM  The most sustained piece of critical writing about
the visual arts that I know of by you is probably your collaborativé
photographic essay with Jean Mohr, After the Last Sky. I won-
dered if you could talk a little bit about the specific relation with
photography. When did you. . .

EWS We’ve dropped the curatorial question that you asked
me? '

WJTM Well, we can stay with it if you like. I actually did
have a second part to that which was. . .

EWS No, no. I was just going to add Picasso, who also
means a lot to me, particularly in association with those vision-
ary, unspeakably volatile paintings of Goya. And the almost ec-
static quality that you find in some of the El Greco paintings, you
also find in the Demoiselles d’ Avignon, for example, of Picasso
and in some of those Cézanne paintings of the mountains and the
scenery around Aix, which have meant a great deal to me. And

2l
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then, also, the kind of semihysterical paintings of van Gogh,
which, you know, have all kinds of literary resonances.

But to get to the reference about Jean Mohr. I never at-
tempted anything like that, and it was, I think, ata perioci when
1 had been particularly involved in Palestinian politics and feeling
very, very strongly about two things. One was the absence in
what 1 was doing — which was speaking and writing — of any
kind of personal dimension to it, and I found myself so involved in
the collective and the official and the unofficial that I felt there
was something profoundly askew in what I was writing about.
And the second thing was a very strong feeling of exile, having
been for many years, at that point, about twenty years, involved
politically and not having been able to go to the Middle East. This
was also during the middle of the Lebanese civil war, so I couldn’
t go there. And I knew I was unable to go to Palestine, because I
was a member of the National Council. I tried several times to go
to the West Bank and Gaza, but when friends put out feelers to
the Israelis, 1 was told I would not be allowed in or 1 would be
put in jail immediately, or something of that sort. But I felt very
strongly the sense of being unable to connect directly. And it was
at that time in the early ’8os that I met John Berger. 1 had writ-
ten a review of the book he did with Jean Mohr, Another Way of
Tellino, which impressed me a great deal because it was really
about the way one could narrate with pictures.

WJTM  Yes. .
EWS Jean is a rather taciturn, modest man, and he said,

MRESE>HHEOHE
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“You know, I have an archive of eight or nine thousand pho-
tographs of Palestinians that 1’ ve been taking since I worked for
the Red Cross, beginning in 1948.” So I remember visiting him
and going through this archive. And then there was another
event, at that time, perhaps the climax of the whole thing,
which was this 1983 UN conference on Palestine, for which I was
a consultant. So I suggested, having seen his pictures, to the or-
ganizers in Geneva that we hang some of his pictures in the en-
trance of the UN in Geneva, and they accepted, but they said
that the only way they could get the Arab states to agree to this,
was, ironically, that we not have any captions. I tell this story at
the beginning of After the Last Sky.

WITM | remember it well.

EWS So there’s that sense of the silent pictures without a
commentary, which itself would be intrusive and political from
the point of view of the Arabs. I was considered to be a kind of
unguided missile. They thought I might say the “wrong thing.”
So 1 felt compelled, in a sense, to do the book. And so we spent,
or, rather, I spent weeks and weeks making a selection of the
photographs from his enormous archive. And he didn’t demur. |
mean, it wasn’t his choice, it was my choice. Occasionally, he
would say, “Well, I’m not so sure I see this picture quite the way
you do.” And 1 wasn’t really looking for pictures — this is very
important — I wasn’ t really looking for photographs that I
thought were exceptionally good, as opposed to ones that were not
exceptionally good. I was just looking at photographs that I felt

9 l
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provoked some kind of response in me. I couldn’t formulate what
the response was. But I chose them. And then, looking at the
photographs and having them spread out all over the ficor for
weeks on end, I then began to group them in series. And I
couldn’t, at that point, tell myself or anyone else what the series
were, but they seemed to belong together. Then I broke them
down into four groups with series within them. And I felt that |
was actually doing it in a kind of abstract way. That’s to say, 1
was really working acoording to principles that are much easier for
me to deal with within the nonrepresentational art of the Islamic
world. You know, where there were certain kinds of patterns
that you could see that were not representationsl in the sense, you
know, that they had a subject, but they had some meotif and
rather a musical motif. And so I decided that I would do the book
in four parts. Then I devised topics for each of the parts and pro-
ceeded accordingly. The last thing was that | arranged the pic-
tures on the page in a particular way. At the top of the page, on
the side of the page, lengthwise, full length, framed, unframed,
that kind of thing.

WJTM 1 don’t think I fully realized the extent to which
this whole procedure was almost a musical operation.

EWS Yes, yes. Because I couldn’t find a simple scheme
for it that had a kind of narrative, or even a philosophical equiva-

lent.
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WJTM  Yes.
EWS And s0 I ended up calling the first one “States” and
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