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Introduction

How does art communicate emotion? Even if the artist creates a painting hoping for a
particular emotional reaction from the viewer, that response cannot be assured. Unlike texts,
the visual medium depends on a reciprocal understanding or recognition of body language and
expression. As Jennifer Montagu noted, 'Art is a medium of communication and there would
be little purpose in providing the most meticulously accurate image of an expressive figure, if
its expression could not be recognised by the beholder'. Artists have to translate emotion into
expression, which in turn must communicate the desired emotion to the viewer, who will then
react to the painting in a highly subjective way. This is a notoriously uncertain process and
anything but predictable, depending not only on the skill of the artist, but also on what the
beholder brings to this encounter. In the first part of this session we will talk about feelings in
front of paintings and why the expression of emotion becomes so important to artists in the
seventeenth century.

Lecture summary: Horror

In the second session this week | want to explore the fascination for paintings of horror and
pain in seventeenth century Europe in the light of much recent scholarship which has
confirmed the active agency that paintings played in people's lives. If images were not simply
possessions, but had the potential to model behaviour, to protect, as well as to heal and to
harm, how do we explain the popularity of images of repulsive or terrible subjects?. Horror
pictures are particularly interesting in that they push the boundaries of decorum, of what
should be depicted, what can be depicted and what could be tolerated by an audience. In doing
so they not only threatened existing normative emotional regimes but helped re-shape them.
This week we will examine the possible viewing conditions and context for Rubens’s paintings
of the Medusa. What was the appeal of commissioning a painting of the severed head of
Medusa surrounded by writhing snakes that looked real? How did such paintings affect the
lives of those who owned them, or indeed looked at them? What were they for?
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