
Who shows? Who looks? Who sees?  

 

Borders, they conjure boundaries in landscape – and landscape, it’s ownership, its appreciation, even its 

imagery is caught up in its own politics  - who gets to represent, who gets to appreciate?  

We sit today in the National Gallery of Ireland, a place we all recognise as a home of art, beauty and privilege. 

The images, often the outcomes of  grand-tours, access to books, travel, education, art, power, and of course 

free time, have produced valuable works of art. But it is a rarely spoken truth that many of the representations 

of people and places within these hushed and hallowed walls have, so far, been formed by too narrow a gender, 

class, circumstance and vision. The invitation given to me to speak today, stems in part from the fact that the 

national gallery requested the loan of one of my artworks which can now be seen upstairs in an impressive and 

thoughtful exhibition curated by Donal Maguire. The institution of the National Gallery of Ireland however, has 

also refused to pay exhibition fees to the living artists lending work to this exhibition and the gallery are 

charging the public to see this show, shaping perhaps, in another way, who looks and who sees. So, this all 

forms the context for this brief presentation, who makes? Who shows? Who is afforded that privilege? Who 

gets to see? 

 

Interestingly, the distractions of labour, paid work, as a necessary act in many creative lives, has historically 

been seen as a negative in terms of one’s ability to even fully appreciate art and landscape, never mind 

represent it. Many contemporary forms of natural appreciation and representation remain founded in visual 

pleasure, the antithesis of labour. (this is refreshingly problematised in the exhibition upstairs, but it is 

interesting to think a little more about the history of the landscape ‘image’). 

Quick quote from Adorno 

Just how bound up natural beauty is with art beauty is confirmed by the experience of the former. For 

it, nature it is exclusively appearance, never the stuff of labor and the reproduction of life, let alone the 

substratum of science. Like the experience of art, the aesthetic experience of nature is that of images. 

Nature, as appearing beauty, is not perceived as an object of action.1 

 

The often token imagery of tourism remains particularly indicative of this passive response to ‘nature as image’. 

Passivity is dominant, even cultivated, in the tourist industry and is part of a broader issue of a disassociation 

from the land as an ‘object of action’. When we call to mind an engaging landscape, most people see a benign 

nature, a natural physical environment which provides us with pocketable visual fragments of an infinite variety. 

Even if we were asked to evoke the less temperate deserts or arctic wildernesses they would conceivably 

present as images, unable as we are to conjure up the pain of extreme temperature, or a sense of desolation 

which would undoubtedly be part of any ‘real’ experience. Quoting Solnit” The visual remains much more in the 

memory than the corporeal, the seen more than the felt. At the time travel might simply be a series of 

                                                        
1 Although Adorno’s writings refer specifically to natural beauty, they have a broader relevance in enquiries into natural aesthetics in the 
fields of contemporary tourism and the visual arts.  
Theodor Adorno, Aesthetic Theory (London: The Athlone Press, 1999), p. 65. 



unpleasantness’ in magnificent settings, ‘yet it is the field of images and not the body of sensations that 

lingers.’2 

It is therefore interesting to investigate some habits of appreciation that have been formed throughout history 

in the search for an ultimate and pure experience of our natural surroundings. Who looks? Who sees? I am 

referring to the act of appreciation as one involving the generation of an idea and ultimately an image. Although 

appreciation does not demand the production of an object, this distinct and subjective visual is ultimately 

comparable to the tangible art object or physical representation.  

The term ‘appreciation’ is part of ‘a philosophical tradition (specifically in 18thc Britain) which in its 

infancy thought nature at least as significant as art as an object of aesthetic appreciation.’3 So, This tradition set 

out guidelines in order to facilitate the pure aesthetic experience. One of the dominant guidelines or modes of 

appreciation was the assumption of ‘disinterestedness’. 

The notion of the ‘disinterested gaze’ was upheld (particularly during the eighteenth century) as an appropriate 

method of gaining a pure experience of what was understood as the reality of nature. The viewer was required 

to assume a ‘disinterested and sympathetic’ attitude and contemplate the object of awareness for its own sake 

alone.4 The disinterested attitude has also been characterised as one of being ‘vacant and unemployed’.5 The 

viewer engaged in this mode of appreciation of nature or art was obliged to separate the object of experience 

from the external world and disregard what was deemed superfluous, irrelevant information. (I thought of this 

again, when moving from frame to frame in the gallery upstairs) The danger of such superfluous information 

was illustrated by its proponents primarily through examples of working class occupations. The appreciation of 

an area of countryside by a farmer for example, could be said to instinctively include an appreciation of its 

potential yield, the quality of soil, the adequacy of the fences or a contemplation of its history. To obtain an 

aesthetic appreciation, however, it would have be necessary for the farmer to clear his mind of all knowledge of 

the countryside and look upon it in a purely retinal, objective manner. It was deemed necessary to achieve this 

‘correct’ attentional state in order to fully appreciate nature or art. Prominence during the eighteenth century is 

given to passivity; an active engagement with nature is thought to deny the beholder an aesthetic experience.  

 

The politics of appreciation 

 

Notions around the appreciation of nature that were prevalent in places such as eighteenth century Britain can 

now be understood as highly politicised ideas. With similarities to the significance placed on ones’ occupation 

by the ‘disinterested’ attitude, the ability to perceive certain types of landscape was understood to reflect a 

progressive political sensibility. In his essay about the ‘public prospect’ and the ‘private view’, subtitled the 

                                                        
2 Rebecca Solnit, A Book of Migrations (London & New York: Verso, 1997), p. 87. 
3 Allen Carlson, ‘Appreciating art and appreciating nature’ in Landscape, natural beauty and the arts ed. by Salim Kemal and Ivan Gaskell 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 199. 
4 Allen Carlson, Landscape, natural beauty and the arts, p. 200. 
5 ‘A significant contemporary advocate of disinterestedness as an essential feature of aesthetic experience is Jerome Stolnitz. Stolnitz traces 
this tradition to certain eighteenth century British and Scottish thinkers, three of whom are noteworthy here: the Third Earl of Shaftesbury 
(Anthony Cooper), Francis Hutcheson, and Archibald Alison.’ Allen Carlson, Aesthetics and the Environment, the appreciation of art and 
architecture (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 24.  



‘politics of taste’, John Barrell shows how ‘a correct taste (…) especially for landscape and landscape art, was 

used (in eighteenth century Britain) as a means for legitimating political authority’6  

An ability to produce abstract ideas out of raw experience was seen as a necessary skill for those in political 

authority. This skill was deemed particularly discernible in those with a capacity to appreciate a broad 

panoramic landscape. One of the meanings attached to this panoramic view was a notion of the wider society, 

because, its appreciation necessitated a viewing position from which a vast prospect was visible.7 In a way 

comparable to the works of landscape artists such as Claude Lorrain (1600-1682), the ‘correct’ appreciation 

involved an understanding of the whole, the composition and simplification of the complicated reality.8 This 

could conceivably relate to our use of terms such as broad-minded, (tolerant or liberal) or phrases like ‘to 

broaden/widen your horizons’. 

In contrast, the occluded view alludes to the secluded, private, and even base. To the perceptive observer it is 

simply a small part of the wider landscape but to those physically and metaphorically confined within it, the 

immediate surroundings are all they see. This perceptiveness or ability to think in abstract terms was thought to 

require more than the appropriate education. A man with political ambition (and it was an exclusively male 

station) was required to have a position in society of independent means. The necessity of manual labour would 

have prevented him from thinking on higher things, much in the same way as the aforementioned farmer due 

to the interests of his occupation might have neglected to adopt the ‘disinterested gaze’.9 

 

Limitations or possibilities?  

 

There have been many arguments made against the appropriateness or usefulness of the ‘disinterested gaze’ 

and other similar models of appreciation. First of all, it is pretty dubious as to whether it is possible to remove all 

external influences from one’s mind while engaging in such appreciation and whether this would be a positive 

course of action.10 Secondly, the notion of a ‘correct’ or ‘proper’ taste as one essentially involving an artificial 

naivety seems to place limitations on our aesthetic experience. The external information, which we have in the 

past been asked to ignore, could perhaps be more usefully divided into relevant and irrelevant information. Alan 

Carlson reasons, ‘as the information provided by art critics and art historians is aesthetically relevant for art, 

that provided by naturalists, ecologists, geologists, and natural historians is equally so for nature’.11 In order to 

assess, however, the most appropriate form of appreciation for the contemporary viewer it is interesting to look 

at what vestiges, if any, remain of ‘disinterestedness’ 

                                                        
6 John Barrell, ‘The Public prospect and the Private View’, in Landscape, natural beauty and the arts ed. by Salim Kemal and Ivan Gaskell 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 81. 
7 See Chapter 2, ‘The viewpoint prevails’ for contemporary examples of politicised appreciation. 
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blooms.’ Joris-Karl Huysmans, Against Nature, (1884), new trans. by Robert Baldick (London: Penguin Books, 1959), p. 96. 
10 See Vol. 1, ‘Of the beholder’, 2002 
11 Allen Carlson, Aesthetics and the Environment, p. 133. 



Contemporary reflections of ‘disinterestedness’ 

 

Do archaic forms of appreciation bear any relation to the active engagement of the contemporary cultural 

beholder, either with nature itself, or with the representation of nature in the contemporary gallery space? Many 

analogous modes of appreciation are evident in contemporary life, one example is our employment of 

‘observation’. Observation is a term widely acknowledged in social and cultural research as a methodology of 

practice. ‘The idea of observation within the tradition of social theory (also) implies a studied passivity and a 

disengagement.’12 In Geography too, methods of disinterest, disengagement or observation are called upon to 

strengthen and revitalise the experience. As a mode of perception, observation is seen as refreshment, a return 

to ‘reality’. Interestingly the act of the observer has also been described as one that necessitated ‘standing back, 

an aim of seeing from a distance, or perhaps most favoured of all, the privilege of looking down from an elevated 

platform’.13 This positioning is strikingly similar to that of the panoramic observer of eighteenth century Britain.  

Nephin is a 21min 31sec silent video loop in black and white. I grew up in front of/ almost on, this mountain - so 

far, so interested! My father, a small farmer on its slopes and in its’ valley, used to gently comment that there 

was no need for me to make pictures, I could just stand and watch Nephin, it changes every minute of every 

day. I drew it once in painstaking pencilled detail before applying for art college in 1992 and made this film in 

the months following his death in 2014.  

Nephin was recorded over 10 hours using a high end digital camera suspended by bungee cords from the roof 

of a modified white van, door removed. A small black mark was painted on a pane of glass which fitted into a 

structure in front of the camera. We crawled, as slowly as possible, along the boreens, trying to keep that mark 

on the mountain, so suspiciously that the neighbourhood watch was alerted, - luckily they were my neighbours. 

The video presents the circumnavigation of this mountain which stands proud and apparently separate in North 

Mayo, like a child’s drawing of a mountain. There is no point in the video where the camera settles upon a 

particular framing or an image. The black mark on the glass is fixed in relation to the lens and becomes, in my 

understanding, some sort of extension of the eye or even the pointed finger. A marker of attention, trying to 

settle on its object, it steadies the chaotic foreground; it is a constant reminder of the intention - to see the 

mountain.  

Many of my previous videos have used the fixed camera/framing as a useful space of containment within which 

to ‘study’ the site or subject which has often been quite unfamiliar to me. In Nephin I am faced with the idea of 

producing some sort of document of a mountain, a landmark, the ultimate still image or fixed point in that it 
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13 Chris Jenks, Visual Culture, p. 4. See also Chapter 3, for a discussion on the favoured position for picturesque viewing, which is in 
contrast, from below. 



stands in a different time-space to ours. I think I know it very well and therefore risk unknowing it through 

scrutiny, this may have led to the resulting relentless pursuit within the work.  

This work is personal and problematic, sullied by too much knowledge, disrupted by hedges and twists in the 

road. I am so very glad it is part of the discourse of this exhibition, this seminar and the visual field of the 

(privileged) audience. But I worry that the opportunities I had to make it, through free education, arts council 

grants to help me to live work and pay childcare, free access to galleries and artists’ fees, are fast being eroded 

and with it the diversity of views, of landscapes, we truly need, now more than ever. We work, we labour, we 

show, we look, we see and we cannot, we must not, be dis-interested. We cannot turn our mountains back into 

boundaried singular images. 


