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To look and to talk. It is almost impossible to stand before a work of art and not say anything, 

whatever it may be. To look and to judge. When we are moved (for better or for worse) by an image, 

we feel the need to let our opinion be known to the person who is with us at the exhibition. Art is 

made for people to look at and so, as the receivers that we are, we react: how beautiful, how intense, 

how wonderful, what mastery, what nonsense. I share the view of many artists who claim  that the 

ideal state for the contemplation of art is silence. However, even when I am visiting an exhibition on 

my own I often find myself speaking quietly. As Julian Barnes puts it, ‘we remain incorrigibly verbal 

creatures who love to explain things, to form opinions, to argue.’ 

 

The seeming impossibility of reaching the desired state of silence was confirmed by Barnes himself 

when he published a book last year which brought together seventeen short essays on seventeen 

different artists. For me, the revelation of Barnes as an exceptional observer of art besides a great 

writer of fiction has been one of the most stimulating surprises in recent months. I have read his 

essays with addictive pleasure, eager to discover his opinion of artists who I myself admire, pleased 

when finding shared views. Barnes demonstrates that in order to be an art writer one requires no 

academic qualification. A good art writer is, first and foremost, a good writer. Full stop. 

 

A good writer and a good observer. Sometimes, a spectator who is more casual than expert, a sensitive 

spectator, is capable of sensing great truths from his or her bird’s-eye-view of art history. Sensibility 

and intuition are only the starting point, but if we add historical rigour to the equation, we end up with 

things as brilliant as the essays of Octavio Paz and the articles of Muñoz Molina. I have found this same 

symbiosis of fact and imagination in Julian Barnes, whose texts are informed by reading as well as 

looking. His seventeen short essays are a handbook of good art criticism: close enough to facts so as to 

avoid mystification; passionate enough so that it can be read like the best literature. 

 

In Barne’s texts, Manet, Cézanne or Braque cease to be venerable names and become human beings: 

they doubt, they are sensitive to criticism, they ignore the place History has in store for them. Barnes 

constantly refers to the biography of artists and asks himself just how much they should influence our 

appreciation of works of art. The predominantly Romantic vision of our time demands a life that 

parallels the work, the artist seen as a secular martyr leading a life on the margins of our bourgeois 

and civilised reality – the artist as bon sauvage. Yet these hagiographic legends usually stumble upon a 
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more complex reality. The perfectly bourgeois life of Bonnard (to take one of Barnes’ examples) does 

not in any measure devaluate the intensity of the work, in the same way that it is useless to wish that 

Lucian Freud had been a little less bitter, so we could admire the man as well as the oeuvre.  In the 

end, we must assume that the author and the work are what they are; you can take it or leave it, but 

not pretend they are something else. Fully aware that biography is a useful but potentially dangerous 

tool for god aesthetic judgement, Barnes is wise enough no to appear rigorously unbiased when this is 

impossible, as in the case of the last chapter of the book, dedicated to his close friend Howard 

Hodgkin. 

 

I now realise that the art criticism I most like is the one which doesn’t sound like art criticism. It might 

have been a sense of jealousy towards the technical language that is inherent to the Sciences that lead 

Art History to equip itself with a jargon of its own. A large part of academic criticism seems to want to 

emulate science’s objectivity without assuming the latter’s obligations, which include the empirical 

verification of its assertions. The reason why I like Julian Barnes’ essays on art is because he avoids 

verbosity, which is usually a disguise for ignorance. Good critics read books and, above all, look at art. 

Academic critics can perfectly avoid the latter. Barnes’ judgments are born from the art, not the other 

way around. And, because they are expressed in a prose so clear, one can perfectly confront his words 

with the reality of the works of art. He says: this is my opinion and this is how I support it. 

 

I think it is more difficult for the critic than for the artist to avoid the lazy assumption of fashions and 

clichés. For the spectator –for this, in essence, is what a critic is– it is easier to fall prey to dishonesty 

and repeat a few politically correct conventions (or conventional political incorrectness). In the 

introduction to his book, Barnes speaks sincerely of his aesthetic education which, like all education, is 

progressive and ongoing. His teenage self-portrait –‘a healthy little philistine of the kind the British are 

so good at producing, keen on sports and comics’– is an encouraging demonstration that sensibility is 

not innate but something that one learns. In the introduction he also speaks of the silent 

contemplation of art, two of whose greatest advocates –Flaubert and Braque– are artists he very much 

admires. This book, however, demonstrates that Barnes, like nearly all of us, is incapable of assuming 

that particular vow of silence. If artistic talk must exist, then may it at least be as good as his. 
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