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Lately, I’ve been reading Ways of Seeing by John Berger, and a passage in the
first chapter struck me deeply:

“It is no longer what [the artwork] says that is unique, but what it is.”

This shift in emphasis—from meaning to objecthood—is inseparable from the
invention of photography, which, as Berger argues, shattered the uniqueness of
artworks by detaching them from their original settings. A fresco was once
embedded in a church wall; a sculpture, in a temple. The artwork and its site were
once inseparable—space was part of the story.

Photography disrupted this structure. Once reproduced, the image of the artwork
could travel freely, severed from its spatial and historical context. Art became
light, mobile, and de-sited. It no longer belonged to a place.

This made me reflect on how many of us—myself included—walk into a museum.
Are we truly “looking”? Or are we simply enacting a kind of pilgrimage, where the
act of presence matters more than perception?

| recall my own “pilgrimage moment”: | was twelve years old when | saw the
original Starry Night for the first time. | entered the room with an almost sacred
reverence, yet found myself unable to see the painting front-on due to the crowd.
| stood at an angle, almost by accident—and from that position, | saw something
unexpected: the thickness of the brushstrokes, the violent texture of the paint,
the wildness of matter.

In that quiet, sideways moment, | realized: this wasn’t just an iconic image. It was
the material trace of a moment in 1889, a night when Van Gogh stood before the
canvas, turpentine thick in the air, his brush trembling with sadness and urgency.
It was not the image | encountered—it was the evidence of a hand, a gesture, a
body.

And that, | now believe, is why we continue to seek out original works in person.
Not because we distrust reproductions, but because there is something we still
need to confirm—something that only happens in the presence of the work.



Berger writes, elsewhere in the same chapter:

“All paintings are contemporary.”
“The silence and stillness of the original is something a reproduction
cannot convey.”

This is how I've come to understand what we call presence. It isn’t sacred, nor is
it scarce—but it is material. The scale, texture, brushwork, and residue of
time—all constitute a type of embodied knowledge that cannot be replicated
digitally.

| later brought these reflections to a conversation with a curator friend. She said,
quite simply:

“A digital photograph will never replace the feeling of standing in front
of a sculpture someone carved thousands of years ago.”

What we often call aura or authenticity may, in fact, be a form of structural
empathy—a moment when our bodies encounter the traces of another’s, across
time.

I'm not a curator myself, but if | were to imagine the future of exhibition-making, |
would hope for a return to this spatial entanglement between artwork and
environment. A return to a time before the camera, when art was immobile,
embedded, and bound to memory.

Let us stop thinking of space as merely a container for art. Let it instead become
part of the narrative.

And perhaps then, when viewers leave an exhibition, they’ll remember more than
an image—they’ll recall a specific, unrepeatable experience of being there.
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