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Three hours is a lot of time. Throughout 180 minutes, Frederick Wiseman explores all the corners of 

London’s National Gallery, not so much in a spatial sense, but in the fact that he covers the different 

areas that make up the everyday activity of one of the most important picture galleries in the world. 

The look of the camera is a sober as the title: National Gallery, full stop. The documentary lacks a 

narrator, and when the people in charge of the different areas of the museum speak they do not do so 

to a camera or an interviewer, but whilst they are taking care of their day-to-day tasks. Among the 

many activities that go on inside the museum’s galleries and offices, Wiseman has even recorded the 

filming of another documentary taking place before a painting by Turner. 

 

One of the people that appears most frequently throughout the three hours of the film is Nicholas 

Penny, the director of the institution, although he will soon abandon his post in favour of Gabriele 

Finaldi, the current deputy director of the Museo del Prado. Penny appears in at least three of his 

roles: discussing budgets with the board, supervising the installation of a Titian exhibition and giving a 

lecture to a small group of visitors. Wiseman’s documentary travels from the silent beauty of the 

paintings to the table at which the director and his team sit to discuss whether it is convenient or not 

to have advertisements on the museum’s façade during the London marathon. From there we jump 

back to the galleries, where we witness the different poses and gestures of the people observing the 

paintings. Most of us see ourselves there, in those same contemplative attitudes, the museum like a 

great theatre of which we only see the stage. Wiseman also shows us what goes on backstage. 

 

We are therefore able to see, for example, the workshops where the team of restorers work. Through 

a lecture one of the restorers gives to a group of visitors, we learn how he works on a restoration of an 

equestrian portrait by Rembrandt and how, throughout the process, a previous, well-advanced 

portrait was discovered beneath the one we see today. The restorer of the Rembrandt is a young man 

with an American accent who mesmerizes the spectator like the best of teachers. One would love to 

be a member of a reduced group of students to whom he gives a lecture on another if his projects. 

One is admired not only by the great responsibility of touching the surfaces of paintings by the great 

masters, but also by the restorer’s profound knowledge of art history. He knows about the chemical 

reactions of varnishes just as much as he does about the stylistic shifts in the work of Rembrandt or 

Velázquez. 
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Back in the galleries, Wiseman stops to record several of the guided tours that go on in the museum. A 

woman explains a medieval altarpiece to a group of visitors and one remembers how imagination is an 

important factor in art history. “Imagine you are all illiterate and that you find yourselves in a dark 

church, with no electric light,” she says to the visitors, “imagine seeing the faces of the saints only 

through the flickering light of candles.” One listens to her explanations from the seat in the cinema  just 

as if we were part of that group of visitors in the museum. How difficult it is to travel to such a distant 

time, how impossible and yet how beautiful. How difficult it is to try to understand, to sense even, the 

meaning of a classical work of art, much more than a contemporary one. The fact that it nearly always 

seems to be other way around is just a result of our vain fascination with what is new and shiny. To 

effectively explain art history without losing seriousness or turning it into a crude simplification is 

perhaps the most difficult task of the “culture industry.” 

 

Although the documentary shifts in an apparently indiscriminate way between the different areas of 

the museum –offices, restoration workshops, galleries–, I am under the impression that Wiseman 

wanted to end with the purely aesthetic side of the museum structure. Almost at the very end, the 

English poet Jo Shapcott reads a poem inspired by the Greek nymph Callisto, which Wiseman 

illustrates with images from Titian’s Diana and Callisto, a combination from which both works benefit. 

After the reading, Shapcott speaks of the incapacity of words to truly express feelings, a thought which 

serves as a summary of the documentary, as it is something that is equally applicable to painting. 

Painting and poetry –and, with them, all arts– are born of that quest to find a true representation of an 

idea. The artist knows beforehand that the quest will be in vain, and yet he or she sets out time and 

time again. Art history is the infinite accumulation of those failures we spend hours looking at in 

museums. 

 

National Gallery (2014). Directed by Frederick Wiseman. 

 

 
Titian, Diana and Callisto, 1556-1559. 


