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What is culture for? hope

Much to the consternation of sophisticated people, a 
great deal of popular enthusiasm is directed at works of 
culture that are distinctly cheerful (songs about hope, 
films about couples that work through their problems); 
and in the visual arts, cheerful, pleasant scenes (meadows 
in spring, the shade of trees on hot summer days, pastoral 
landscapes, smiling children). The bestselling postcard of 
art in France turns out to be a reproduction of Poppies by 
Claude Monet.

Sophisticated people tend to scorn. They are afraid 
that such enthusiasms might be evidence of a failure to 
acknowledge or understand the awful dimensions of the 
world. But there is another way to interpret this taste: that 
it doesn’t arise from an unfamiliarity with suffering, but 
from an all too close and pervasive involvement with it – 
from which we are impelled occasionally to seek relief if 
we are not to fall into despair and self-disgust. Far from 
naivety, it is precisely the background of suffering that 
lends an intensity and dignity to our engagement with 
hopeful cultural works.

In reality we rarely have the problem of being naively 
contented with our lives, or with the world in general. 
On the contrary, we are remorselessly confronted by our 

Claude Monet,  
Poppies, 1873

own failings and by the radical imperfections of society. 
Rather than needing a stern dose of disenchantment, 
we’re more likely to require art-tools that can feed and 
sustain our beleaguered optimism. 

Renoir’s idyllic picture of friends having a picnic together 
in the shade on a sunny day (overleaf) isn’t imagining 
a fantasy world in which people magically never have 
troubles or sorrows. They may have boring jobs or tricky 
partners; they may have long hours of loneliness. It’s just 
that, all the same, they can truly enjoy this opportunity 
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One of the less discussed powers of art is that, from time 
to time, it can bring tears to our eyes. It’s normal to think 
that what makes people cry are sad things; that’s certainly 
the way it works when you’re a child. But the older we 
get, the more we start to notice an odd phenomenon: we 
start crying not when things are horrible (we toughen up 
a little), but when they are suddenly and unexpectedly 
precisely the opposite: when they are unusually sweet, 
tender, joyful, innocent or kind. This, far more than 
grimness, is what can increasingly prompt tears.

We can notice this in films. In Richard Linklater’s Before 
Midnight (2013), most of the action comprises a bitter 
series of arguments between a 40-something couple, 
played by Julie Delpy and Ethan Hawke. They have been 
together for years, they are on holiday in Greece, and the 
film homes in on one day when the pair decide to spend 
time alone in a smart hotel. They arrive in their room with 
the possibility of sex somewhere in both of their minds 
but instead, find themselves having a blazing argument. 
They rake up all the hurt from past years; they blame each 
other for every disappointment, and swear at and insult 
one another with abandon. Eventually, the wife storms 
out, leaving her room key and her husband behind. It 
feels agonisingly real. But, after a few hours of sulking, 

Hope made visible  
Pierre-Auguste Renoir,  
Picnic (Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe),  
c. 1893

of pleasant friendship in a lovely place. Renoir isn’t being 
sentimental. He’s not implying that life as a whole is a 
picnic. He’s portraying a much truer and more helpful 
idea of which we often need reminding: that despite the 
manifest failings of life and the world it is still possible 
for us to experience true pleasure. Which leads to the odd 
conclusion: if (by some strange chance) normal life were 
to become consistently delightful we would no longer 
need sweetly charming, hope-inducing works of art. 
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Hawke goes out in search of Delpy and finds her alone  
in a nearby restaurant terrace. They are both a little 
sheepish around each other, as one often is after a row, 
and he sits down opposite her with poignant formality. 
In a beautiful closing sequence, they start to talk with 
unusual honesty. It’s difficult, but we can see that, despite 
everything (kids, too many sacrifices, exhaustion, not 
enough sex, perhaps a one-night stand or two), they do 
still love and desire one another very much. Their rage  
is an explosion of the frustration inherent within all  
long-term relationships. They get so deeply upset  
because they know that, day-to-day, they need so  
much from one another and they don’t always get it. 
They’re not magically going to stop bickering in the 
future, but this moment of kindness and sympathy, 
playfulness and gentleness, after such a bruising 
confrontation, comes as a huge relief and is deeply tender 
to behold. Their admission of shared love is moving 
because it reminds us at once of the struggles in our own 
lives and of what at heart we really want: reconciliation, 
forgiveness, tenderness, an end to the fighting, a chance 
to say sorry….

We start to cry at the brief vision of a state of grace from 
which we’re exiled most of the time.

Something similar may happen around a much older 
work, with a very different theme – such as this sixteenth- 
century painting of the Virgin Mary with her child, 
Jesus. Its emotional force is independent of its religious 
meaning. We’re seeing in her face, the face of true love 
that we desperately wish might sometimes be turned on 
us – filled with delight in our existence, warm, forgiving, 
generous and sad for every trouble that will come our way. 
When we look upon the picture with these thoughts in 
mind, we glimpse the love we wish we could bestow on 
others, but never quite manage to convey; and we see the 

Bernard van Orley 
(workshop of ),  
The Virgin and Child,  
c. 1520–30
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love we need but may never find. We would love someone 
to rest their head delicately upon ours, to close their eyes 
and think with every power of their imagination and 
understanding how deeply they long for our happiness, 
how readily they would stand in harm’s way if only it were 
possible to save us from distress, how precious we are to 
them. And we cry because life is so seldom like this but so 
deeply should be. We are weeping at the loss of an idea, 
which means so much to us, and which we may catch sight 
of just for a moment when we look at a painting or read a 
passage in a children’s story book, or catch the echoes of 
every lost love in the final notes of a song: the idea of true, 
redemptive love. 

The more difficult our lives, the less it might take to make 
us cry; even a flower might start to move us. The tears – 
if they come – are in response not to how sad the flower 
is, but how its prettiness exists within such a very pitiless 
and mean world. 

***

The more 
difficult our 

lives, the less 
it might take 

to make us cry; 
even a flower 
might start to 

move us.




