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Gift of the 996 Board of Trustees, Natio ery of Art, Washington

Right and Left (1909) by Winslow Homer

OUR IMMEDIATE RESPONSE TO THIS PAINTING IS

probably to wonder at the bizarre postures of the two
ducks. Only after careful inspection do we notice the red
flash in the background, the boat, the hunter. Then the
drama becomes clear, and the scene takes on a chilling poi-
gnancy.

Why “Right and Left”? It’s more customary in English
to name the directions in the reverse order (perhaps be-
cause that’s the direction of our written language—from
left to right). Winslow Homer seems to be emphasizing the

fact that we're observing the scene from the “other” direc-
tion. Just as we are often compelled to say, “The person
on my left,” or “The chair on your right,” Homer says:
“Here’s how it looks from their point of view.”
Physicists often deal with shifting frames of reference.
Sometimes the transition is easy and intuitive, sometimes
not. Several articles in this issue will test your ability to
keep your bearings in a world where “everything is rela-
tive.” You might want to begin with the Kaleidoscope,
which is devoted entirely to the subject of relativity.
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