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Introduction

n 1988, the National Endowment for the Humanities issued a report

entitled Humanities in America.' The section of this report on “The

Scholar and Society” attracted considerable attention with its

charges that the humanities in higher education had become overly
specialized and politicized. The report argued that the basic values
and texts of “the Western tradition” were either being ignored or
reduced to a catalog of “political horrors™: “Truth and beauty and
excellence are regarded as irrelevant,” in the academic humanities
today, the report lamented. “The key questions™ about literature and
culture “are thought to be about gen gender, race, and class” (p. 12).
Although the report was a bit short on logic (argulng “that academic
humanists are too “isolated” from society at the same time it claimed
that they are far too engaged and politically militant), and even
shorter on documentation, it left little doubt that Western culture was
in deep trouble, threatened by the very institutions of learning that
are supposed to cultivate it.

A much less publicized section of the NEH report was called
“Word and Image.” It consisted mainly of uncontroversial (though
alarming) statistics about the vast number of hours Americans spend
in front of television sets, noting that “our common culture seems
increasingly a product of what we watch rather than what we read”
(p. 17). Balanced by some reassuring statistics about increased book
sales of “classic” novels that had been the subject of television drama-
tization, this section of the report concludes on a note of optimism
about the ability of television to transmit cultural—i.e., literary—
values. When the report turns to the “future” of the image (the book
has a “fate”) it insists that images “compose a medium quite distinct
from print, one that communicates differently, one that achieves ex-
cellence differently” (p. 20). It was hard to resist the conclusion that,
if advanced research in the humanities was a clear and present danger

1. Lynne V. Cheney, Humanities in America: A Report to the President,
the Congress, and the American People (Washington, DC: National Endow-
ment for the Humanities, 1988). Page references cited in text hereafter.
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to literacy and Western culture, television was in a position to be its
savior, perhaps even its replacement. The section on “Word and Im-
age” closes with the words of E. B. White: “television . . . should
be our Lyceum, our Chautauqua, our Minsky’s, and our Camelot”
(p. 22).

It is not difficult to understand why the principal bureaucrats of
the humanities during the Reagan-Bush era regarded critical, revision-
ist accounts of cultural history as dangerous. “Truth, beauty, and
excellence” have always been more to the taste of cultural apparat-
chiks than “political horrors,” which are, as the saying goes, best put
behind us. And it’s not totally surprising to find these same bureau-
crats so cheery about the prospects for a culture of images and specta-
tors. The common wisdom has it that spectators are easily manipu-
lated by images, that a clever use of images can deaden them to
political horrors and condition them to accept racism, sexism, and
deepening class divisions as natural, necessary conditions of existence.

W. E. B. Du Bois said “the problem of the Twentieth Century is
the problem of the color line.”* As we move into an era in which
“color” and “line” (and the identities they designate) have become
potently manipulable elements in pervasive technologies of simulation
and mass mediation, we may find that the problem of the twenty-first
century is the problem of the image. Certainly I would not be the first
to suggest that we live in a culture dominated by pictures, visual
simulations, stereotypes, illusions, copies, reproductions, imitations,
and fantasies. Anxieties about the power of visual culture are not just
the province of critical intellectuals. Everyone knows that television
is bad for you and that its badness has something to do with the
passivity and fixation of the spectator. But then people have always
known, at least since Moses denounced the Golden Calf, that images
were dangerous, that they can captivate the onlooker and steal the
soul. Iconoclastic jeremiads that trace the cause of our problems to
“images” aren’t the answer, nor is the updating of iconoclasm to
underwrite notions of aesthetic “purity” or ideological critique.* What

2. W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (first published 1903; New
York: Bantam Books, 1989), p. xxxi.

3. See my essay, “The Rhetoric of Iconoclasm: Marxism, Ideology, and
Fetishism,” in Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1986), and the discussion of Panofsky and Althusser in chapter
1, below, for a critique of the incorporation of iconoclastic rhetoric into
ideological criticism.
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we need is a critique of visual culture that is alert to the power of
images for good and evil and that is capable of discriminating the
variety and historical specificity of their uses. This book is a contribu-
tion to that effort. It grows out of a cluster of related interdisciplinary
initiatives in literary criticism and theory, the philosophical critique
of representation, and new directions in the study of visual art, film,
and mass media.

The specific point of emphasis in this study is what the NEH
report calls the problem of “Word and Image.” It is written in the
conviction that the tensions between visual and verbal representations
are inseparable from struggles in cultural politics and political culture.
It argues that issues like “gender, race, and class,” the production of
“political horrors,” and the production of “truth, beauty, and excel-
lence” all converge on questions of representation. The basic contra-
dictions of cultural politics and of “Word and Image” are mutually
symptomatic of deeply felt shifts in culture and representation: anxi-
eties, on the one hand, about the centrality and homogeneity of such
notions as “Western civilization” and “American culture” and, on
the other, about the sense that changing modes of representation and
communication are altering the very structure of human experience.
Culture, whether the advanced research carried on in university semi-
nars, the diverse ideologics propagated in “liberal arts’ curricula, or
the dissemination of images, texts, and sounds to a mass public, is
inseparable from questions of representation. Politics, especially in a
society that aspires to democratic values, is also deeply connected with
issues of representation and mediation, not only the formal linkages
between “representatives” and constituencies, but also the production
of political power through the use of media.

“Word and Image” is the name of a commonplace distinction
between types of representation, a shorthand way of dividing, map-
ping, and organizing the field of representation. It is also the name of a
kind of basic cultural trope, replete with connotations that go beyond
merely formal or structural differences. The difference between a cul-
ture of reading and a culture of spectatorship, for instance, is not only
a formal issue (though it is certainly that); it has implications for
the very forms that sociability and subjectivity take, for the kinds of
individuals and institutions formed by a culture. This is not quite so
simple a matter as dividing the terrain of “Word and Image,” as the
NEH report does, between “television” and “‘the book.” Books have
incorporated images into their pages since time immemorial, and tele-
vision, far from being a purely “visual” or “imagistic” medium, is
more aptly described as a medium in which images, sounds, and
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words “flow” into one another.* This doesn't mean that there is no
difference between the media, or between words and images: only
that the differences are much more complex than they might seem at
first glance, that they crop up within as well as between media, and
they can change over time as modes of representation and cultures
change.

“Word and Image” is a deceptively simple label, then, not only
for two different kinds of representation, but for deeply contested
cultural values. In the NEH report, for example, their difference is
associated with the differences between mass and elite culture, be-
tween the professional, academic humanities and the “public’” human-
ities, with the difference between a cultural past dominated by the
book, and a cultural future in which the image threatens to take over.

The NEH report suggests something of the contemporary situa-
tion in which this book was written. This is a book, however, that
attempts to put the relation of “word and image” and cultural politics
in a larger perspective than contemporary anxieties about television
and literacy. It is basically a sequel and companion volume to another
book, Iconology, which I published in 1986. Iconology asked what
images are, how they differ from words, and why it matters even to
raise these questions. Picture Theory raises the same questions with
regard to pictures, the concrete, representational objects in which im-
ages appear.’ It asks what a picture is and finds that the answer cannot
be thought without extended reflection on texts, particularly on the
ways in which texts act like pictures or “incorporate” pictorial prac-
tices and vice versa. This text may be regarded as a practical compan-
ion to Iconology, a kind of “applied iconology.” It investigates the

4. See Raymond Williams, Television: Technology and Cultural Form
(London: Fontana, 1974), p. 92.

5. In common parlance, “picture” and “image” are often used inter-
changeably to designate visual representations on two-dimensional surfaces,
and | will sometimes fall into this usage. In general, however, I think it is
useful to play upon distinctions between the two terms: the difference between
a constructed concrete object or ensemble (frame, support, materials, pig-
ments, facture) and the virtual, phenomenal appearance that it provides for
a beholder; the difference between a deliberate act of representation (“to
picture or depict”) and a less voluntary, perhaps even passive or automatic
act (“to image or imagine”); the difference between a specific kind of visual
representation {the “pictorial” image) and the whole realm of iconicity (ver-
bal, acoustic, mental images). See “What Is an Image?”—chapter 1 of Iconol-
ogy—for further discussion of these distinctions.
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interactions of visual and verbal representation in a variety of media,
principally literature and the visual arts. One polemical claim of Pic-
ture Theory is that the interaction of pictures and texts is constitutive
of representation as such: all media are mixed media, and all represen-
tations are heterogeneous; there are no “purely” visual or verbal arts,
though the impulse to purify media is one of the central utopian
gestures of modernism.

The book’s major aim, however, is not merely to describe these
interactions, but to trace their linkages to issues of power, value, and
human interest. Foucault’s claim that “the relation of language to
painting is an infinite relation™® seems to me true, not just because
the “signs” or “media” of visual and verbal expression are formally
incommensurable, but because this fault-line in representation is
deeply linked with fundamental ideological divisions. The “differ-
ences” between images and language are not merely formal matters:
they are, in practice, linked to things like the difference between the
(speaking) self and the (seen) other; between telling and showing;
between “hearsay” and “eyewitness” testimony; between words
(heard, quoted, inscribed) and objects or actions (seen, depicted, de-
scribed); between sensory channels, traditions of representation, and
modes of experience. We might adopt Michel de Certeau’s terminol-
ogy and call the attempt to describe these differences a “heterology
of representation.””

This book has all the vices of sequels and supplements. It is a
collection, a progress report on an incomplete project, the record of
numerous attempts to “picture theory,” not a “theory of pictures.”
It is a product of many conversations and occasions, some fugitive
reading, and an obsession with three basic questions about pictures:
What are they? What is their relation to language? Why are these
questions of any importance? That is, why does it matter what pic-
tures are, how they relate to language?

For anyone who is skeptical about the need for/to picture theory,
I simply ask them to reflect on the commonplace notion that we live
in a culture of images, a society of the spectacle, a world of semblances
and simulacra. We are surrounded by pictures; we have an abundance

6. Michel Foucault, Les Mots et les choses {1966) translated as The Order
of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York: Random
House, 1973), p. 9.

7. Michel de Certeau, Heterologies: Discourse on the Other, translated
by Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986).
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of theories about them, but it doesn’t seem to do us any good. Know-
ing what pictures are doing, understanding them, doesn’t seem neces-
sarily to give us power over them. I'm far from sanguine that this
book, or any book, can change this situation. Perhaps its principal
function is disillusionment, the opening of a negative critical space
that would reveal how little we understand about pictures and how
little difference mere “understanding” alone is likely to make. Images,
like histories and technologies, are our creations, yet also commonly
thought to be “out of our control”—or at least out of “someone’s”
control, the question of agency and power being central to the way
images work. That’s why a book that begins by asking how to picture
theory ends with reflections on the relation of pictures and power:
the powers of realism and illusion, of mass publicity and propaganda.
In between, it attempts to specify the relation between pictures and
discourse understood, among other things, as a relation of power.

The educational function of this book is twofold. First, on the
practical side, it attempts to suggest some questions, problems, and
methods for a curriculum that would stress the importance of visual
culture and literacy in its relations to language and literature. Recent
developments in art history, film theory, and what is loosely called
“cultural studies” make the notion of a purely verbal literacy increas-
ingly problematic. A bureaucratic answer to this problem would insist
that students take a “double major” in the textual and visual disci-
plines. The clear separation of “faculties” (corporeal and collegial) on
the basis of sensory and semiotic divisions is becoming obsolete and
is now being replaced by a notion of humanistic or liberal education
as centrally concerned with the whole field of representations and
representational activity. I use “representation” as the master-term
for this field, not because I believe in any general, homogeneous, or
abstractable concept of representation, but because it has a long tradi-
tion in the critique of culture, and it activates a set of linkages between
political, semiotic/aesthetic, and even economic notions of “standing
or acting for.” Like all key words, it has its limitations, but it also
has the virtue of simultaneously linking the visual and verbal disci-
plines within the field of their differences and connecting them with
issues of knowledge (true representations), ethics (responsible repre-
sentations), and power (effective representations).

On the theoretical side, by contrast, this is a relentlessly negative
book. My aim has not been to produce a “picture theory” (much less
a theory of pictures), but to picture theory as a practical activity in
the formation of representations. I have not wanted to settle the ques-
tions of what pictures are, how they relate to words, and why the
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relationship matters, I've been more interested in showing how the
received answers to these questions work in practice and why settled
answers of a systematic kind may be impossible. This may well be an
introduction to a discipline (the general study of representations) that
does not exist and never will. If its only accomplishment is as a de-
disciplinary exercise to make the segregation of the disciplines more
difficult, that will be enough.

This book has been the byproduct of numerous seminars called
at various times “Image and Text,” “Verbal and Visual Representa-
tion,” or simply “Picture Theory.” It is meant, therefore, as a peda-
gogical primer or prompt-book for classroom experiments. Eor teach-
ers interested in a way of addressing the confluences of visual and
verbal culture in the classroom, the chapter (“Beyond Comparison”)
on comparative studies in literature and the visual arts lays out some
methodological suggestions, both positive and negative. Those inter-
ested chiefly in the literary and textual side of picture theory, the
places of images, space, ekphrasis, description, schema.ta, and figures
in the text, should go to the section on ‘““Textual P1ctu.res.” Con-
versely, art historians and students of the visual field will ﬁpd the
section entitled “Pictorial Texts” most directly addressed to their con-
cerns. Finally, for those concerned with what representations do, the
final sections on pictures, power, and the public sphere are recom-
mended. .

Since this is intended as a practical companion to the comparative
study of verbal and visual representation, I've tried to make the.essays
as accessible as possible, keeping technical language to a minimum.
Some repetition in the arguments has seemed unavoidable, z}nd there
is no use trying to deny that this is a collection of essays in a very
uneven state of development, reflective of a highly diverse set of occa-
sions. .

I’'m also conscious that this is a book whose reach far outstrips
its grasp. I’ve attempted to open up what I call the “image/text prpb—
lematic” in fields ranging across media and modes of representation
from antiquity to the present day. I've had to rely heavily on the work
of others, to speculate where certainty seemed impossible, and to be
content with raising questions whose answers are beyond my compe-
tence. This is a book, therefore, that is likely to offend a lot of special-
ists: art historians, because it doesn’t believe that the history of West-
ern painting as a fine art is the unique key to understanding pictures;
film scholars, because it will seem that many of its problems have
already been worked through in cinema studies; philosophers, because
it tends to read philosophy for the pictures; literary scholars, because
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it takes a bit too literally the desire for sensuous, bodily presence in |P1 cture- Th cory
literary representation; radical or “critical” critics, because it is too
ahistorical and formalistic; formalists, because it is too interested in
history and ideology. My hope is that some specialists will take the
unanswered questions as provocative rather than merely provoking
and regard the speculations as worthy of closer testing and refinement.
For the more general reader, my hope is that a book that figures out do not yet have a satisfactory theory of them. What we
a way to connect William Blake, Wittgenstein, and Spike Lee will not
be totally lacking in interest.

Ithough we have thousands of words about pictures, we

do have is a motley array of disciplines—semiotics, phil-

osophical inquiries into art and representation, studies
in cinema and mass media, comparative studies in the arts—all
converging on the problem of pictorial representation and visual
culture.

Perhaps the problem is not just with pictures, but with theory
and, more specifically, with a certain picture of theory. The very
notion of a theory of pictures suggests an attempt to master the
field of visual representation with a verbal discourse. But suppose
we reversed the power relations of “discourse” and “field” and
attempted to picture theory? The following trio of essays attempts
this from three different angles. “The Pictorial Turn” looks at the
way modern thought has re-oriented itself around visual para-
digms that seem to threaten and overwhelm any possibility of
discursive mastery. It looks at pictures “in” theory and at theory
itself as a form of picturing. “Metapictures,” on the other hand,
looks at pictures “as” theory, as second-order reflections on the
practices of pictorial representation; it asks what pictures tell us
when they theorize (or depict) themselves. “Beyond Comparison”
looks at the relation of pictures and discourse and tries to replace
the predominantly binary theory of that relation with a dialectical

picture, the figure of the “imagetext.”




THE PICTORIAL TURN

All the impulses of the media were fed into the circuitry of my dreams.
One thinks of echoes. One thinks of an image made in the image and
likeness of images. It was that complex.

—Don DeLillo, Americana (1971)

ichard Rorty has characterized the history of philosophy as a
series of “turns” in which “a new set of problems emerges and
the old ones begin to fade away™:

The picture of ancient and medieval philosophy as concerned with
things, the philosophy of the seventeenth through the nineteenth cen-
tury as concerned with ideas, and the enlightened contemporary philo-
sophical scene with words has considerable plausibility.

The final stage in Rorty’s history of philosophy is what he calls “the
linguistic turn,” a development that has complex resonances in other
disciplines in the human sciences. Linguistics, semiotics, rhetoric, and
various models of “textuality” have become the lingua franca for
critical reflections on the arts, the media, and cultural forms. Society
is a text. Nature and its scientific representations are “‘discourses.”
Even the unconscious is structured like a language.!

What these shifts in intellectual and academic discourse have to
do with each other, much less with everyday life and ordinary lan-
guage is not especially self-evident. But it does seem clear that another
shift in what philosophers talk about is happening, and that once
again a complexly related transformation is occurring in other disci-
plines of the human sciences and in the sphere of public culture. I want
to call this shift “the pictorial turn.” In Anglo-American philosophy,

1. See Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1979), p. 263, and the earlier collection of essays
edited by Rorty, The Linguistic Turn: Recent Essays in Philosophical Method
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967).
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variations on this turn could be traced early on in Charles Peirce’s
semiotics and later in Nelson Goodman’s “languages of art,” both of
which explore the conventions and codes that underlie nonlinguistic
symbol systems and (more important) do not begin with the assump-
tion that language is paradigmatic for meaning.” In Europe one might
identify it with phenomenology’s inquiry into imagination and visual
experience; or with Derrida’s “grammatology,” which de-centers the
“phonocentric” model of language by shifting attention to the visible,
material traces of writing; or with the Frankfurt School’s investiga-
tions of modernity, mass culture, and visual media; or with Michel
Foucault’s insistence on a history and theory of power/knowledge

that exposes the rift between the discursive and the “visible,” the

secable and the sayable, as the crucial fault-line in “scopic regimes”

of modernity.* Above all, I would locate the phllosuphlcag: enmactment
of the pictorial turn in the thought of Ludwig Wittgenstéin, particu-
larly in the apparent paradox of a phllo§oph1ca1 career that began
with a “picture theory” of meaning and ended with the appearance
of a kind of iconoclasm, a critique of i lma,gery that led him to renounce
his earlier pictorialism and say “A picture held us captive. And we
could not get outside it, for it lay in our language and language seemed
to repeat itself to us inexorably.”® Rorty’s determination to “get the
visual, and in particular the mirroring, metaphor out of our speech
altogether™ echoes Wittgenstein’s iconophobia and the general anxi-
ety of linguistic philosophy about visual representation. This anxiety,

2. Another important line of development would be Stanley Cavell’s at-
tempt in The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1980) to address American film and modern
painting within the philosophical framework of Anglo-American roman-
ticism.

3. 1 echo here the analysis of Foucault’s method in Gilles Deleuze, Fou-
cault, translated by Sean Hand (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1988). See especially the chapter on “Strata or Historical Formations: The
Visible and the Articulable (Knowledge),” pp. 47—69. On the notion of a
“scopic regime,” see Martin Jay’s “Scopic Regimes of Modernity,” in Vision
and Visuality, edited by Hal Foster (Seattle: Bay Press, 1988), pp. 3-27.
Jean-Francois Lyotard, Discourse/Figure (Paris: Klincksieck, 1971).

4. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, translated by G. E.
M. Anscombe (New York: Macmillan, 1953), I:115. For a fuller account of
this issue, see my essay, “Wittgenstein’s Imagery and What It Tells Us,” New
Literary History 19:2 (Winter 1988): 361-70.

5. Rorty, Mirror of Nature, p. 371.

The Mictorial Turn

this need to defend “our speech™ against “the visual” is, | want to
suggest, a sure sign that a pictorial turn is taking place.®

| am not saying, of course, that all these different encounters with
visual representation can be reduced to some single thesis or, that all
the anxieties about “the visual” come to the same thing. Rofty’s con-
cern is to get phllosophy over its infatuation with eplstemology, and
particularly its obsession with the model of the image as a ﬁgure of
representational transparency and realism. For him, the “mirror” is Sy
the temptation to scientism and positivism. For the Frankfurt _SLhooi
by contrast, the regime of the visual is associated with mass media
and the threat of a culture of fascism.” What makes for the sense of
a pictorial turn, then, is not that we have some powerful account of
visual representation that is dictating the terms of cultural theory, but
that pictures form a point of peculiar friction and discomfort across
a broad range of intellectual inquiry. The picture now has a status
somewhere between what Thomas Kuhn called a “paradigm™ and an

1nomaly, > emerging as a central topic of discussion in the human
sciences in the way that language did: that is, as a kind of model or
figure for other things (including figuration itself), and as an unsolved
problem, perhaps even the object of its own “science,” what Erwin
Panofsky called an “iconology.” The simplest way to put this is to
say that, in what is often characterized as an age of “spectacle” (Guy
Debord), “surveillance™ (Foucault), and all-pervasive image-making,
we still do not know exactly what pictures are, what their relation to
language is, how they operate on observers and on the world, how
their history is to be understood, and what is to be done with or
about them.

The study of the visual arts has not been exempt from these devel-
opments, but it has not exactly been in the vanguard, either. Anglo-,
American art history, in particular, has just begun to awaken to the /
implications of the linguistic turn. While French ‘scholars likg Louis
Marin and Hubert Damisch were pioneering a structurahs% rt his-

e

6. Charles Altieri suggests that the “anxiety” here lies in Wittgenstein’s
realization that “analytic philosophy was itself based on a radically pictorial
notion of self-evidence and representability.” Correspondence with author,
October 1992.

7. The closest thing to a philosophical synthesis of Rorty and the Frank-
furt School on the regime of the visual is, ironically enough, Martin Heideg-
ger’s “Die Zeit des Weltbildes,” translated as “The Age of the World Picture”
by William Lovitt, in Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology and
Other Essays (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), pp. 115-54.
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tory, Anglo-American art history continued to focus on soclological
issues (notably patronage studies) and to avoid theory like the plague.?
It took the work of a renegade literary scholar like Norman Bryson
to bring the latest news from France and shake art history out of its
dogmatic slumber.’

Now that art history is awake, at least to the linguistic turn, what
will it do? The predictable alternatives are already flooding the learned
journals in the form of discoveries that the visual arts are “sign sys-
tems” informed by “conventions,” that paintings, photographs, sculp-
tural objects, and architectural monuments are fraught with “textu-
ality” and “discourse.”'® A more interesting alternative, however, is

8. Damisch noted almost twenty years ago that after “the great period of
Riegl, Dvorak, Wal{flin and others,” art history “has shown itself to be totally
incapable of renovating its method, and above all of taking any account of
the potential contribution from the most advanced lines of research.” The
first “line” of research that Damisch mentions is linguistics. See “‘Semiotics
and Iconography,” in The Tell-Tale Sign, edited by Thomas Sebeok (Nether-
lands: Peter de Ridder, 1975), p. 29.

9. In this sense, Bryson has done for Anglo-American art history some-
thing like the service Jonathan Culler provided for Anglo-American literary
criticism some ten years earlier. I should stress, however, that this is my sense
of the institutional shape of recent developments in American art history in
the academy. A more broadly conceived account would have to reckon with
the path-breaking work (and the often equivocal academic reception) of
Anglo-American scholars like Svetlana Alpers, Michael Baxandall, Rosalind
Krauss, Ronald Paulson, and Leo Steinberg. I should also mention here the
far-reaching work of T. J. Clark and Michael Fried, who have, in very differ-
ent ways, put the theoretical languages of art history under the most intense
pressure since the sixties and early seventies. See my remarks on the Clark/
Fried debate in chapter 7.

10. For an authoritative survey of these developments, see Mieke Bal and
Norman Bryson, “Semiotics and Art History,” Azt Bulletin 73:2 (June 1991):
174-208. Bal and Bryson argue that semiotics goes beyond the linguistic turn
to achieve a “transdisciplinary theory™ that will “avoid the bias of privileging
language” in accounts of visual culture: “rather than a linguistic turn, we
will propose a semiotic turn for art history” (p. 175). As will become clear
in what follows (and in chapter 3, “Beyond Comparison™), I am skeptical
about the possibility both of transdisciplinary theory and of avoiding “bias”
or achieving neutrality in the metalanguages of representation. Although I
have great respect for the achievements of semiotics, and draw upon it fre-
quently, 'm convinced that the best terms for describing representations,
artistic or otherwise, are to be found in the immanent vernaculars of represen-
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suggested by the very resistance of the visual arts to the' linguistic
turn. If a pictorial turn is indeed occurring in the hun?an sciences, art
history could very well find its theoretical marginality transformed
into a position of intellectual centrality, in the form of a challenge to
offer an account of its principal theoretical object—visual representa-
tion—that will be usable by other disciplines in the human sciences.
Tending to the masterpieces of Western painting will glearly not be
enough. A broad, interdisciplinary critique will be required, one that
takes into account parallel efforts such as the long struggle of film
studies to come up with an adequate mediation of linguistic and imag-
istic models for cinema and to situate the film medium in the larger
context of visual culture. :

If we ask ourselves why a pictorial turn seems to be happening
now, in what is often characterized as a “‘postmodern” era, the second
half of the twentieth century, we encounter a paradox. On the one
hand, it seems overwhelmingly obvious that the era of video and
cybernetic technology, the age of electronic reproc!uctlorE, has devel-
oped new forms of visual simulation and illusionism with unprece-
dented powers. On the other hand, the fear of the image, the anxiety
that the “power of images” may finally destroy even their creators and
manipulators, is as old as image-making itself.!" Idolatry, iconoclasm,
iconophilia, and fetishism are not uniquely “postmodern” phenom-
ena. What is specific to our moment is exactly this parado_x. The
fantasy of a pictorial turn, of a culture totally dominated by images,
has now become a real technical possibility on a global scale. Marshall
McLuhan’s “global village” is now a fact and not an especially com-
forting one. CNN has shown us that a supposedly a[ert,leducated
population (for instance, the American electorate) can witness the
mass destruction of an Arab nation as little more than a spectacula.r
television melodrama, complete with a simple narrative of good tri-
umphing over evil and a rapid erasure from public memory. Even

tational practices themselves. Sometimes, of course, the language of scmiotics
intersects with these vernaculars (consider the loaded notion of the “icon”).
These intersections only make it clearer that the technical metalanguages of
semiotics don’t offer us a scientific, transdisciplinary, or unbiased vocabulary,
but only a host of new figures or theoretical pictures that must themselves be
interpreted.

11. For further discussion of traditional versions of these anxieties, see
my Iconology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), and David
Freedberg’s The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Re-
sponse (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989).
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more notable than the power of the media to allow a “‘kinder, gentler
nation” to accept the destruction of innocent people without guilt or
remorse was its ability to use the spectacle of that destruction to
exorcise and erase all guilt or memory of a previous spectacular war.
As George Bush so aptly put it: “the specter of Vietnam has been
buried forever in the desert sands of the Arabian Peninsula.” Or per-
haps the moral was put more pointedly by Dan Rather, as he juxta-
posed file footage of the last U.S. helicopter rising from the American
embassy in Saigon with live footage of a helicopter landing at our
embassy in Kuwait City: “Of course,” Rather said, “an image doesn’t
tell us everything. . . .”12

Whatever the pictorial turn is, then, it should be clear that it is
not a return to naive mimesis, copy or correspondence theories of
representation, or a renewed metaphysics of pictorial “presence”: it
is rather a postlinguistic, postsemiotic rediscovery of the picture as a
complex interplay between visuality, apparatus, institutions, dis-
course, bodies, and figurality. It is the realization that spectatorship
(the look, the gaze, the glance, the practices of observation, surveil-
lance, and visual pleasure) may be as deep a problem as various forms
of reading (decipherment, decoding, interpretation, etc.) and that vi-
sual experience or “visual literacy” might not be fully explicable on
the model of textuality.'> Most important, it is the realization that
while the problem of pictorial representation has always been with
us, it presses inescapably now, and with unprecedented force, on every
level of culture, from the most refined philosophical speculations to
the most vulgar productions of the mass media. Traditional strategies
of containment no longer seem adequate, and the need for a global
critique of visual culture seems inescapable.

The current revival of interest in Panofsky is surely a symptom
of the pictorial turn. Panofsky’s magisterial range, his ability to move
with authority from ancient to modern art, to borrow provocative
and telling insights from philosophy, optics, theology, psychology,
and philology, make him an inevitable model and starting point for
any general account of what is now called “visual culture.”” More

12. For more on this subject, see chapter 13, “From CNN to JFK.”

13. This negative version of the pictorial turn was already latent in the
realization that a semiotics constructed on the model of the linguistic sign
might find itself incapable of dealing with the icon, the sign by resemblance,
precisely because (as Damisch notes) “‘the icon is not necessarily a sign”
(Sebeok, Tell-Tale Sign, p. 35).
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significant, perhaps, is that Panofsky’s early theoretical work is not
just the subject of inert reverence, but of some rather hot arguments
in art history. Is he really “the Saussure of art history,” as Giulio
Argan once claimed? Or merely a “quaint early modern episode” in
the “lugubrious labyrinth” of German neo-Kantian art history, as
Donald Preziosi suggests? Has Panofsky’s iconology amounted to any-
thing more than a “rote cryptography” that reinforces the insularity
of one of the most retrograde disciplines in the humanities? Or did
he, as the enthusiastic editors of Zone Books suggest, anticipate Fou-
cault by producing an ““‘archaeology’ of Western representation that
far surpasses the usual scope of art historical studies?'*

All these claims have some partial truth. Panofsky has no doubt
been appropriated for all sorts of stultifying disciplinary routines; the
intellectual contexts of his thought could no doubt be understood
much better than they are; his iconology would no doubt have been
improved by acquaintance with Mukarovsky’s semiology; and he will
no doubt be more to contemporary taste after Preziosi manages to
“grill him through the grid of Nietzsche.”!'® All the same, it is quite
remarkable how much power remains in his classic 1924 essay, “Per-
spective as Symbolic Form,” now available in a clear, elegant transla-
tion and authoritative introduction by Christopher Wood. This essay
remains a crucial paradigm for any ambitious attempt at a general
critique of pictorial representation. Panofsky’s grand synthetic history
of space, visual perception, and pictorial construction remains un-
matched in both its sweep and its nuanced detail. We are reminded
once again that this is not just a story of the invention of perspective
in the Renaissance, but an account of pictorial space that goes from
antiquity to the present, that embraces Euclid and Vitruvius at one
end and El Lissitzky and Ernst Mach at the other. Panofsky manages
to tell a multidimensional story of Western religious, scientific, and

14. Dust jacket copy from the Zone Books edition of Erwin Panofsky’s
Perspective as Symbolic Form, edited by Sanford Kwinter and translated by
Christopher S. Wood (Cambridge, MA: Zone Books, 1991); subsequent page
references will be cited in the text. See Argan in The Language of Images,
edited by W. J. T. Mitchell (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), and
Donald Preziosi, Rethinking Art History: Meditations on a Coy Science (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989), p. 112. Preziosi’s blast in this book
against Michael Ann Holly’s Panofsky and the Foundations of Art History
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984) was the opening salvo in the
current controversy over Panofsky.

15. See Preziosi, Rethinking Art History, p. 121.
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philosophical thought entirely around the figure of the picture, under-
stood as the concrete symbol of a complex cultural field of what
Fpucault might have called the “visible and the articulable.” This
history is grounded, moreover, in what was for Panofsky’s time the
most up-to-date psychophysiological accounts of visual experience.
Panofsky argued that Renaissance perspective did not correspond to
“actual visual experience” either as it was understood scientifically in
the_early twentieth century or intuitively in the sixteenth century or
antiquity. He calls perspective a ‘‘systematic abstraction from the
structure of . . . psychophysiological space” (p. 3) and suggests a
link between “the most modern insights of psychology™ into visual
perception and the pictorial experiments of Mondrian and Malevich.
. The unfinished business in Panofsky’s perspective essay, as in his
iconological method more generally, is the question of the spectator.
Panofsky is routinely ambiguous about just what the subject of his
history is.'® Practices and precepts for pictorial representation are reg-
u[arlg_f elided in his argument with claims about transformations in
“_sub]ective visual impressions” (p. 33) and phrases about the “percep-
tion” of an “epoch”—as if a historical period were something that
cou}d be visually perceived or could itself be described as a perceiving
subject (p. 6). Sometimes Panofsky will talk as if visual perception
has a history that can be read directly from the pictorial conventions
that express it in “symbolic forms.” Other times he will treat visuality
as a natural, physiological mechanism that lies outside history, a
mechanism intuitively grasped by ancient optics and on the way to
a sfcientiﬁc understanding in modern psychophysiology. Panofsky’s
philosophical language of “subject” and “object” (as distinct say

from “individual” and “world” or “self’ and “other”) only ,comj
pounds the difficulty by replicating the optical figures of perspective
as the fundamental terms of epistemology.'” The “subject” is para-

16. The best critique of Panofsky’s argument in the perspective essay is
Joel Snyder’s “Picturing Vision,” in Mitchell, The Language of Images.

17. It is in this sense that I've argued along the same lines as Michael
Podro, that at some very fundamental level of discursive figuration, Panofsky
does believe in the universality of perspective. See Podro’s discussion of the
correspondence between Panofsky’s perspective and Kantian epistemology in
The Critical Historians of Art (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1982)
pp. 188—89, and my essay, “lconology and Ideology: Panofsky, Althusser,
and the Scene of Recognition,” in Works ¢ Days 11/12 (Spring—Fall 1988;
:'md reprinted in Irmage and Ideology in Modern/ Postmodern Discourse, ed-
ited by David Downing and Susan Bazargan (Albany, NY: State University
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digmatically a spectator, the “object” a visual image. Vision, space,
world-pictures, and art-pictures all weave together as a grand tapestry
of “symbolic forms” that synthesize the kunstwollen of each historical
period. If the pictorial turn is to accomplish Panofsky’s ambitions for
a critical iconology, however, it seems clear that we will need to un-
weave this tapestry, not just elaborate it.

A notable attempt to disentangle the spectatorial thread from art
history’s master-narrative is offered by Jonathan Crary’s Techniques
of the Observer. 1 want to discuss this book at some length for several
reasons. First, it is quite consciously situated in relation to the general
problems raised by Panofsky’s iconology, and to the particular issues
of the perspective essay, with its interweaving of questions about vi-
sual representation and scientific accounts of visual perception as a
bodily and mental activity. Second, it positions itself in a critical rela-
tion to traditional art history, insisting on the importance of a broader
critique of visual culture that places models of the spectator at a
central location. Finally, in some of its limitations and excesses,
Crary’s book illustrates certain chronic difficulties in the very notion
of historicizing and theorizing spectatorship, showing just how diffi-
cult it is to break out of the specular totalities of Panofsky’s iconology.
[ offer this critique, not because I think I've solved every problem
encountered by Crary, but in the spirit of a cooperative endeavor, one
that strikes me as being in its very early, exploratory stages.

Crary wants to write a book about “‘vision and its historical con-
struction” (p. 1), but he wants to detach that history to some extent
from “an account of shifts in representational practices” (p. 5). By-
passing what he calls the “core narrative” of art history—the shift
from the “Renaissance, perspectival, or normative” model of vision
signaled by the arrival of artistic modernism in the 1870s and 1880s—
Crary turns our attention to earlier “systemic shifts” in the discourses
of psychology, physiology, and optical technology. The central argu-
ment of the book is that “a new kind of observer took shape in
Europe” during the first few decades of the nineteenth century. The
observer of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, according to
Crary, was a disembodied figure whose visual experience was modeled
on the “incorporeal relations of the camera obscura.” In the nine-

of New York Press, 1991), pp. 321-30. Christopher Wood’s excellent intro-
duction to Panofsky’s essay also provides an account of Panofsky’s “‘double
entendres” between ‘‘art and worldview” and shows that “perspective . . .
makes possible the metaphor of a Weltanschauung, a worldview, in the first
place” (Panofsky, Perspective as Symbolic Form, pp. 21, 13).
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teenth century, this observer is given a body. Psychophysiological phe-
nomena like afterimages replace the paradigms of physical optics, and
new optical devices like the stereoscope and the phenakistoscope grow
out of “a radical abstraction and reconstruction of optical experience”
{p- 9).

Crary adduces some striking examples to illustrate the shift in the
scientific understanding of visual experience: typical of these are his
discussion of Goethe’s closing off of the opening into the camera
obscura in order to contemplate the “physiological” colors that float
and transform themselves in the ensuing darkness and his acute de-
scription of the stereoscope as a kind of transition between the (ob)-
scene space of the theater and the Euclidean fragments of “Riemann
space” (pp. 126—27). Crary also offers some important admonitions
about theory and method. He warns against the tendency (characteris-
tic of early film studies) to simply “read off” an account of the specta-
tor from optical apparatuses in a kind of technological determinism.
He notes that “the position and function of a technique is historically
variable” (p. 8) and that the camera obscura may not occupy the
same position in eighteenth-century accounts of vision that the stereo-
scope does in the nineteenth century. He seems aware, above all, that
the whole concept of “the observer” and of a “history of vision™ is
fraught with deep theoretical problems: there may not actually be
any “nineteenth century observer,” only “an effect of an irreducibly
heterogeneous system of discursive, social, technological, and institu-
tional relations™ (p. 6). There may not be any “true history” of this
subject, only a rhetoric that mobilizes certain materials from the past
in order to have an effect in the present (p. 7).

Crary also strays, however, into some of the familiar occupational
hazards of iconology, failing to heed many of his own warnings about
overgeneralization and categorical truth-claims. His modest and inter-
esting account of optical devices and physiological experiments rap-
idly gets inflated into “a sweeping transformation in the way in which
an observer was figured,” a “*hegemonic set of discourses and practices
in which vision took shape,” a “dominant model of what an observer
was in the nineteenth century” (p. 7). Dominant for whom? Hege-
monic in what sphere? Sweeping across what social boundaries? Crary
cannot even ask, much less answer, these questions because he shows
no interest in the empirical history of spectatorship, in the study of
visuality as a cultural practice of everyday life, or in the observer/
spectator’s body as marked by gender, class, or ethnicity., “Obvi-
ously,” he says, ““there was no single nineteenth century observer, no
example that can be located empirically” (p. 7). The first half of the
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sentence is obvious and true; the second half is quite false, if by it
Crary means that we can have no access to examples of specizlta—
torship—what people liked to look at, hpw they descrll?ed What they
saw, how they understood visual experience, whether in pictures or
the spectacles of daily life. Crary’s skeppmsm abopt the “single mile—
teenth century observer” leads him, against all logic, to conclude that
there is #0 observer, except in the “dominant model” he has extracted
from physiological optics and optical teclrmo!ogy._18 : '
Even more curious is the determining historical function attrib-
uted to this very specialized “shift” in spectatorship. The tr:msformed
observer who is described on one page as merely an “effe;t blecon‘aes,
in the twinkling of an eye, the fundamental cause of massive historical
developments: “Modernist painting in the 1870s and 1880s and the
development of photography after 1839 can _be seen as later sympto(;ns
or consequences of this crucial systemic shift wh1cll was wgll uxfl er
way by 1820” (p. 7). When Crary talks about the.se systermc%ishllts?
“gaps,” and “ruptures,” he sounds most conventional, most firmly in
the grip of received ideas. The rhetoric of rupture aqd disco_ntmt_nt);
forces him to make arguments that appear in the guise of’hlstonca
particularity and resistance to “homogeneity” and “totah'ty but.acltlf—
ally wind up producing exactly what they want to avoid. Typical is
his claim that the “similarities” between photographs ancli other, older
kinds of pictures are only apparent: “the vast systemic rupture of
which photography is a part renders such similarities mmgmﬁcaqt.
Photography is an element of a new and homogeneous terrain . . . 1n
which an observer becomes lodged” (p. 13).

18. Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Moder-
nity in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990); f}‘lrther
page references will be cited in the text. Crary do.es note that there are “prac-
tices of vision” that lie beyond the scope of his study, !:»ut he reienit‘lessly
assimilates them to his “dominant model™ by characteriygg them as ‘mar-
ginal and local forms by which dominant practices of vision were resisted,
deflected, or imperfectly constituted” (p. 7). The problem.wuh this fo:mulq-
tion is that all heterogeneity in visual experience is preordained to fit a “domi-
nant/resistant” or “universal/local’” model and (more fundamentally) that the
case for Crary’s observer as a “dominant model” is never really argued. His
account of the nineteenth-century observer would surely have benefitted fr.om
some of the recent work being done on the audiences of early cinema, particu-
larly Charles Musser’s History of the American Cinema, volume 1, The b{mer-
gence of Cinema: The American Screen to 1907 (New York: .Macmll.lan,
1990) and Miriam Hansen’s Babel and Babylon: Spectatorship in American
Silent Film (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991).
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AIFl1f)ng11 the vocabulary is from Foucault, the tendency toward

a totalizing master narrative that cuts across all strata, exerting its
fgrce on “a single social surface” sounds more like the German idealist
history that informs Panofsky’s perspective essay—exactly the sort of
"rhing Foucault was trying to leave behind. But then Crary’s Foucault
in a remarkable act of reverse historical leapfrogging, turns out tc,v
have influenced the principal philosophical influence on Panofsky:
“Ernst Cassirer’s reading of the Enlightenment, though unfashionable
now, more than echoes certain parts of Foucault’s construction of
‘cllassical thought’” (p. 56). It is telling that Crary opens by situating
his own historical position precisely in the terms provided by Panof-
sky’s perspective essay, that is, “in the midst of a transformation in
the nature of visuality probably more profound than the break that
separates medieval imagery from Renaissance perspective” (p. 1). It
is equally telling that his “systemic shift” turns for a supporting anal-
ogy to the master-narrative of M. H. Abrams’s The Mirror and the
Lamp, a straightforward idealist literary history of English and Ger-
man romanticism that is generally regarded in literary studies as an
Important museum piece—a history to be criticized and rewritten

not to be cited as a confirming authority. The clincher comes when,
Crary starts describing the eighteenth-century “camera obscura” ob-
server in terms of “objectivity” and the “suppression of subjectivity™
and (predictably) characterizes the nineteenth-century observer as one
in which subjectivity is running rampant (see p. 9). These ready-made
subject-object binarisms lead us, then, to a familiar story of the “ab-
straction™ of visual experience from a “human observer” whose vision
is progressively “alienated” and “reified” (see p. 11). The surest sign
that the well-worn paths of idealist history are being retraced in this
book is the way it absorbs all possible theories and histories of the
observer into a single-minded, nonempirical account of a purely hypo-
thetical observer. Foucault, Adorno, Baudrillard, Benjamin, Debord

Deleuze, and other critics all co-exist happily in the construction 01’?
this specular history; their disagreements and discrepancies disappear
in the blinding light of a “dominant model” illuminating a “homoge-
neous terrain.”

In Crary’s defense it must be said that it is a lot harder to get
away from idealist histories of visual culture than we might imagine
am;l it’s not clear that Foucault himself completely avoided their tempi
tations. Any interesting theoretical reflection on visual culture will
havle to work out an account of its historicality, and that will necessar-
ily involve some form of abstraction and generality about spectators
and visual regimes. And there are important pleasures and rewards in
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these overgeneralized master-narratives, especially when they are told
by a master like Panofsky who knew more about the history of visual
culture than Crary and I and several others put together. Panofsky’s
story still feels fresh and challenging because it is so multidimensional,
so densely realized, and so complexly comprehensive. It covers four
distinct epochs (ancient, medieval, Renaissance, and modern) with a
discursive grid that includes religion, philosophy, science, psychology,
physiology, and of course art history. It aims at nothing less than a
critical iconology, a self-theorizing account of visual culture.

I’s not fair, then, to compare Crary’s book and its two-stage
“Romanticist/Modernist™ history with Panofsky’s epic of visuality.
The standard is impossibly high. It is a standard we will have to
interrogate, however, if we are going to develop a critical art history
or an understanding of contemporary visual culture. Could it be, as
Christopher Wood suggests, that “iconology, in the end, has not
proved an especially useful hermeneutic of culture” precisely because
its object (the visual image) entraps its discourse and method in tauto-
logical “likenesses” between visual images and historical totalities? Is
iconology, in contrast to its “‘disintegrative” methodological cousin,
philology, incapable of registering the “faults” in culture, the fractures
in representation, and the resistance of spectators? Crary is certainly
right to identify the historicizing of vision and spectatorship as the
deep puzzle of a critical iconology. And he may, after all, be right in
saying that we “are in the midst of a transformation in the nature of
visuality . . . more profound than the break that separates medieval
imagery from Renaissance perspective.” This is not what his book is
about (Technigues of the Observer is only a “prehistory” to contem-
porary visuality), and he makes no argument for it, except to assert
that “computer-generated imagery” is “relocating vision to a plane
severed from a human observer” (p. 1). Since this “relocation” and
severing of vision from the “human” has, in Crary’s account, been
going on since 1820, and since it echoes Panofsky’s narrative of the
“rationalization of the visual image” by Renaissance perspective, it
doesn’t feel like big news.

At the same time, it is not so different from the paradoxical narra-
tive I have tacitly subscribed to in locating a “pictorial turn” in con-
temporary thought and culture that replays the most archaic icono-
machias on the screens of a global electronic visual culture. Crary’s
technological symptoms of this turn—*“computer-aided design, syn-
thetic holography, flight simulators, computer animation, robotic im-
age recognition, ray tracing, texture mapping, motion control, virtual
environment helmets, magnetic resonance imaging, and multi-spectral
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sensors”—may not be best described as severing vision from “the
human,” but it is certainly the case that they are altering the condi-
tions under which human vision articulates itself, and it is easy to
sympathize with the moral/political anxiety in Crary’s nostalgic invo-
cation of “the human.” Crary’s list of cybervisual technologies could
be a catalog of the special effects in Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Predator
or Terminator, an inventory of the devices that made a spectacle like
Operation Desert Storm possible. The power/knowledge quotient of
contemporary visual culture, of nondiscursive orders of representa-
tion, is too palpable, too deeply embedded in technologies of desire,
domination, and violence, too saturated with reminders of neofascism
and global corporate culture to be ignored. The pictorial turn is not
the answer to anything. It is merely a way of stating the question.

Whether some revised version of Panofsky’s iconology is the best
way of answering the question is far from clear. The problem is sug-
gested by the root meanings of the very word “iconology.” On the
one hand, we are promised a discursive science of images, a mastering
of the icon by the logos; on the other hand (as Wood notes), certain
persistent images and likenesses insinuate themselves into that dis-
course, leading it into totalizing “world-pictures” and “world-views.”
The icon in iconology is like a repressed memory that keeps returning
as an uncontrollable symptom.

One way of dealing with this problem would be to give up the
notion of a metalanguage or discourse that could control the under-
standing of pictures and to explore the way that pictures attempt to
represent themselves—an ““iconography” in a sense rather different
from the traditional one. I will return to this notion in the next chap-
ter. In the meantime, | want to recall two of the basic claims of my
argument in Iconology. The first is that the key move in the recon-
struction of iconology is to resign the hope for a scientific theory and
to stage the encounter between the “icon” and “logos” in relation to
topics such as the paragone of painting and literature and the Sister
Arts tradition. This move, in my view, takes iconology well beyond
the comparative study of verbal and visual art and into the basic
construction of the human subject as a being constituted by both
language and imaging. There is an ancient tradition, of course, which
argues that language is the essential human attribute: “man” is the
“speaking animal.” The image is the medium of the subhuman, the
savage, the “dumb” animal, the child, the woman, the masses. These
associations are all too familiar, as is the disturbing countertradition,
that “man” is created in the image of his maker. One basic argument
of Iconology was that the very name of this “science of images”’ bears
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the scars of an ancient division and a fundamental paradox that can-
not be erased from its workings. _ ; A

The other key move for a revived iconology is, as I've suglggeste 4
a mutually critical encounter with the discourse of ideology. Il at-
tempted to stage such an encounter in the final chapter of Iconodo‘fgy
by working through the constitutive figures (came.m obscura and fe-
tish) in Marx’s account of ideology and commodity. I waﬂt now to
extend that discussion here by shifting from the “apparatus o'f 1deé)l—
ogy (especially its figures of optical assemblages) to its theatrical fig-

ures, what I will call (following Geoffrey Hartman) “the recognition
220

scene of criticism. ; _ o
Panofsky gives us the “primal scene” of his own 1c0nc3!og1ca
science in the introductory essay to his Studies in Iconqlogy: When
an acquaintance greets me on the street by removing his hat, what. I
sec from a formal point of view is nothing but the change of certain
details within a configuration forming part of the general pattern g]f
colour, lines and volumes which constitutes my wor_ld of vision,
Panofsky’s subsequent elaboration of t}_lis scene as a hlerarch_y of-evef
more complex and refined perceptions is faml_llal‘:‘to all art hls’t’(n;ans.
the “formal” perception gives way to (or is ovir_stepped ] y) .}
“sphere of subject matter or meaning,” the “factual 1€ie11tlﬁc§t10nho
the formal pattern as an “object (gentleman)”—that is, a tl’ﬂng that
has a name. This level of “Natural” or “practical experience Panof-
sky associates anthropologically with savages (the Au‘s‘trallan Bush—l
man), and it gives way, in turn, to a secqnd:}ry level of ClOI"IVCI]UOl];]l
subject matter,” or meaning. The “realization that §he lifting of t i‘
hat stands for a greeting belongs in an altogether different realm ol
interpretation.” Finally, the greeting reaches the lt?vel of global cul-
tural symbol: “besides constituting a natural event in space and time,

19. The remainder of this essay is based largely on my article, “Icot.mlog‘y
and Ideology: Panofsky, Althusser, and the Scene of Recognitior},” c1teq i
footnote 17. These pages were initially written in response to "Elm Erwin’s
very stimulating critique of Iconology in the special issue on “Image and
Ideology.”

20. Geoffrey Hartman, Criticism in the Wilderness (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1980), pp. 253—-64.

21. Erwin Panofsky, “Iconography and Iconology,” in Stt:.'diels in Iforzol-
ogy (New York: Harper & Row, 1962}, p. 3 See jogn Hart s‘c!lscussmn 011:
Panofsky’s modeling of this scene on a similar one in the writings of Kar
Mannheim (“Erwin Panofsky and Karl Mannheim: A Dialogue on Interpreta-
tion,” Critical Inquiry 19:3 [Spring 1993]: §34-66).
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besides naturally indicating moods or feelings, besides conveying a
conventional greeting, the action of my acquaintance can reveal to an
experienced observer all that goes to make up his ‘personality,”” a
reading that takes this gesture as “symptomatic” of a “philosophy,”
a “national, social, and educational background.”

These four terms—form, motif, image, and symbol—are over-
lapped to construct a three-dimensional model of interpretation that
moves from “pre-iconographical description” of “primary or natural
subject matter,” to “iconographical analysis” of “secondary or con-
ventional subject matter,” to “iconographical interpretation” of the
“intrinsic meaning or content,” to the (iconological) world of “sym-
bolical values™ (p. 14). The movement is from surface to depth, from
sensations to ideas, from immediate particulars to an insight into the
way “essential tendencies of the human mind were expressed by spe-
cific themes and concepts” (p. 15; emphasis Panofsky’s).

There are plenty of reasons to accept the naturalness of the scene
of greeting as a starting place for the explanation of painting. The
silent, visual encounter, the gesture of raising the hat, the motif of
“gesturality” as such may seem simply inevitable as a basic example,
since it captures one of the central features of Western history paint-
ing, the language of the human body as a vehicle for narrative, dra-
matic, and allegorical signification. We might also look forward to
Michael Fried’s accounts of gesture in modernist painting and sculp-
ture to reinforce a sense of Panofsky’s scene as inevitable and natu-
ral.> But suppose we resisted these natural inevitabilities and ques-
tioned the scene itself? What might we notice?

First, the banality and minimal interest of the scene, its empty
typicality as an emblem of something like “bourgeois civility,” the
mutually passing recognition of subjects who take no interest in one
another, say nothing to one another, and go on with their business.
The example is not important, of course; it exemplifies, stages, even
flaunts its insignificance, its lack of importance. It does not deserve
harsh, picky scrutiny or judgment. It is not dignified enough to be the
subject of a painting—no great history, epic, or allegory is being
enacted. It is just there to exemplify the minimal features of visual
communication and representation; it provides a baseline from which
to measure more complex, more important forms of visual represen-
tation.

Second, the transformation of this simple, social encounter (the

22. See Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” ArtForum 5 (Summer
1967): 1223,
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men passing in the street) into the encounter bctwccn a s_ubljcct and
an object (the perception and “‘reading” of an image, a painting) a_nd
finally into the encounter between two “objects” of rf:presentauo,n
(the two passing figures—‘gentlemen”—staged for us in l?anofsky.s
own “theoretical scene”). “Transferring the results of this analysis
from every-day life to a work of art” (p. 5) we ﬁr}d the “same three
strata”—forms as objects; objects as images; and images as symbols.
Panofsky on the street greeting an acquaintance becomes a figure for
his encounter with the individual painting; the “scene” of greeting
hetween iconologist and icon becomes the paradigm for a science of
iconology.

Third, the construction of a hierarchical structure dep.loyed as a
narrative sequence from simple to complex, trivial to 1mp0r_tant:
natural to conventional, “practical” to “literary” or “‘philosophical’
knowledge, analytic to synthetic understanding, primitive, savage cofi-
frontation to civilized intersubjective encounter. Early stages are au-
tomatic” (p. 3), later ones are reflective, deliberative. In our inabﬂllty
to recognize the subject of a painting “all of us are Australian
bushmen.” _ -

Fourth, the opposition between “iconography” and “iconology
deployed as a reverse narrative, in which the hlghgr level pre'cedes the
lower in a hierarchy of control. Thus, “our practical experience had
to be controlled by an insight into the manner in which objects and
events were expressed by forms . .. 7’ (p. 15); the fact “that we grasp
these qualities in the fraction of a second and almqst automatically,
must not induce us to believe that we could ever give a correct pre-
iconographical description of a work of art without having divined,
as it were, its historical ‘locus’” (p. 11). . _ s

Fifth, the privileging of literary painting, in which “images” of
the human body and its gestures are the principal bearers (?f meaning,
and the marginalizing of nonliterary forms (“lands.cape painting, still-
life, and genre”) as “exceptional phenomena, which mark the lat.er,
oversophisticated phases of a long development” (p. 8). No mention
of abstract art or other forms ““in which the whole sphere of secon@ary
or conventional subject matter” (namely, literary images) is “elimi-
nated.” No mention of pictorial traditions that impose severe con-
straints (including prohibitions) on the representation of the human
form. . s

Sixth, a homogenizing of these oppositions and hierarchies into
an “organic whole”—the “essential tendencies of thg human mind
accessible to the “synthetic intuition” of the iconolggmt.

Simply to list these features is probably sufficient to demarcate
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the outlines of a critique that would question the homogeneity of the
iconological process. The “control” of lower levels of perception by
higher levels immediately suggests the possibility of resistance; mod-
ernism becomes intelligible, for instance, precisely as a resistance to
Panofsky’s iconology and its romantic hermeneutic, its literary/figural
basis, and its familiar array of analytic/synthetic oppositions. Panof-
sky’s is an iconology in which the “‘icon” is thoroughly absorbed by
the “logos,” understood as a rhetorical, literary, or even (less convinc-
ingly) a scientific discourse.

But there is more to do here than simply to note the way Panof-
sky’s method reproduces nineteenth-century conventions or under-
mines its own logic in the play of its figurative language. We need to
ask (1) what stands between this scene, its extrapolation, and the
hoped-for “science” of iconology; why is this scene inconvenient for
that goal, and what other scenes might serve it better? This ques-
tion will take us ultimately back to Panofsky’s essay on perspective;
(2) what can we learn from Panofsky’s canny choice of the primal
scene of greeting? How might this scene be revisited by a postmodern
iconology, or (as I should prefer to label it) a critical iconology?

One thing a critical iconology would surely note is the resistance
of the icon to the logos. Indeed, the cliche of postmodernism is that
it is an epoch of the absorption of all language into images and “sim-
ulacra,” a semiotic hall of mirrors. If traditional iconology repressed
the image, postmodern iconology represses language. This is not so
much a “history™ as a kernel narrative embedded in the very grammar
of “iconology” as a fractured concept, a suturing of image and text.
One must precede the other, dominate, resist, supplement the other.
This otherness or alterity of image and text is not just a matter of
analogous structure, as if images just happened to be the “other’” to
texts. It is, as Daniel Tiffany has shown, the very terms in which
alterity as such is expressed in phenomenological reflection, especially
in the relation of speaking Self and seen Other.??

Critical iconology, then, is what brings us back to the men greet-
ing one another silently in the street, the constitutive figure or “theo-
retical scene” of the science of iconology—what I have called the
“hypericon.”** It would be all too easy to subject this scene (as I

23. Daniel Tiffany, “Cryptesthesia: Visions of the Other,” American Jour-
nal of Semiotics 6:2/3 (1989): 20919,

24. See Iconology, pp. 5—6, 158, and the related concept of the “metapic-
ture” in chapter 2 of this volume.
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have partly done) to ideological unalysis,l to treat it as an ‘?llcgory 0£
bourgeois civility built, as Panofsky reminds us, upon a resxduelt()
medieval chivalry; armed men used to remove their hellmets to make
clear their peaceful intentions” (p. 4). Ir.tstf:.eu:l3 let us sqb]ect a d1fferent
scene—an explicitly ideological one—to an iconological analysm.l
The scene is Althusser’s description of ideology as a p!:OCESi;J\;thh
“hails or interpellates concrete individuals as concrete subjects. ige—
ology is a “(mis)recognition function” exemplified by several of what
Althusser calls “theoretical scenes” (p. 174). The first scene:

To take a highly ‘concrete’ example, we all have friends who, wt}en
they knock on our door and we ask, through the door, the question
! s # ince ‘it’s obvious’) ‘It’s me’. And we recognize
Who’s there?’, answer (since ) = . S
that ‘it is him’, or ‘her’. We open the door, and ‘it’s true, it really

she who was there’. (p. 172)

T'his scene immediately coupled with another—a move into the street:

To take another example, when we recognize somebody of our (previ-
ous) acquaintance ((re)-connaissance) in the street, we show him Fhar
we have recognized him (and have recognized that hg has .recogmzed
us) by saying to him “Hello, my friend,” and shaking his h.amd .(a
material ritual practice of ideological recognition in everyday life—in
France, at least; elsewhere there are other rituals). (p. 172)

How do we “‘read” these scenes of greeting in comparison wnth
Panofsky’s? First, they are slightly more detailed? more “‘concrete,
as Althusser puts it—in quotation marks. The §0c1a1 encounter, simi-
larly, is slightly more intimate and consequential—a mutual greetm%
of acquaintances, friends, gendered persons, not a one-way toklelr: o
civility that could as well pass between anonymous strangers. A tdgs-
ser’s scene is a prelude to a narrative or drgmatlc encounter, a 1ac—1
logue of which these are the opening words; it brackets the v1sua; and
privileges the blind, oral exchange—the greeting jthrough the ¢ ?‘SE
door, the “Hey, you there!” of an unseen caller in tl:? street—"‘the
most commonplace everyday police (or other) hailing” (p. 174). P%-
nofsky’s is a purely visual scene; no words are exchanged, on'ly ges-
tures, and we are led to expect nothing lfurther from the passing ac-
quaintances. Panofsky never tips his hat in return; he withdraws into

25. Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes To-
ward an Investigation),” in Lenin and Philosophy translatefi by Ben Brewster
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971), pp. 127-86. Further page refer-
ences will be cited in the text.
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an anatomy of his own perceptual and interpretive activity, the three-
dimensional interpretation of an object in visual/hermeneutic space.

These are the constitutive “theoretical scenes” of two sciences
Panofsky’s science of images (iconology) and Althusser’s science 0%
(false) consciousness (ideology). The symmetry is imperfect, of course
Icpnology is the science; ideology is supposed to be the object of e;
science. Ideology is a theoretical object, not a theory; it is the bad
symptom that has to be diagnosed. Iconology is the “diagnostician”
(p. 15) according to Panofsky; the (good) “symptoms” are the cultural
syrpbois he interprets with his “synthetic intuition” —those theoretical
objects (other men, paintings) encountered in the primal scene of vi-
sual recognition and greeting.

.Let us now stage a recognition scene (as opposed to a mere com-
parison) between Panofsky’s iconology and Althusser’s ideology by
asking each to recognize and “greet” itself in the other. Iconology
recognizes itself as an ideology, that is, as a system of naturalization
a homogenizing discourse that effaces conflict and difference with
ﬁgure§ of “organic unity” and “synthetic intuition.” Ideology recog-
nizes itself as an iconology, a putative science, not just the object of
a science, It makes this discovery most simply by re-cognizing and
acknowledging its origins (etymological and historical) as a “science
of ideas” in which “ideas” are understood as images—the “science”
of Destutt de Tracy and the original “ideologues” of the French Revo-
lution.

. The point of this greeting, then, is not simply to make iconology
_1deolpg1cal]y aware” or self-critical, but to make the ideological cri-
thue.lconologically aware. ldeological critique cannot simply enter
the discussion of the image, or the text-image difference, as a super-
method. It intervenes and is itself subjected to interve,ntion by its
object. That is why I've called this notion of iconology critical and
dlgiectical. It does not rest in a master-code, an ultimate horizon of
History, Language, Mind, Nature, Being or any other abstract princi-
ple, but asks us to return to the scene of the crime, the scene of
greeting between Subjects—between the speaking and the seeing Sub-
ject, the ideologist and the iconologist.

What we learn from this greeting is that the temptation to science
}:nders’t,oo.d as the panoptic s_urveil!ance and mastery of the object:’
other” (individual or image) is the “crime” imbedded in these scenes.

‘ 26. See my discussion of the French ideologues and the history of ideology
in Iconology, pp. 165-66.
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It is not staged directly for us; the figures merely engage in more or
less conventional social greetings. To “see” the crime, we need to
remove the figures from the stage and examine the stage itself, the
space of vision and recognition, the very ground which allows the
figures to appear.

The presentation of this empty stage, the foundational image of
all possible visual-spatial culture, is precisely what Panofsky offers in
the perspective essay.”’ This paper, as Michael Podro has argued,
makes a double (and contradictory) argument about Renaissance per-
spective: first, that “it has no unique authority as a way of organizing
the depiction of spatial relations, that it is simply part of one particu-
lar culture and has the same status as other modes of spatial depiction
developed within other cultures”; second, that it “provides an abso-
lute viewpoint for interpreting other constructions.”*® Perspective is
a figure for what we would call ideology—a historical, cultural forma-
tion that masquerades as a universal, natural code. The continuum of
“homogeneous infinite space” (p. 187) and the bipolar reduction to
1 single viewpoint/vanishing point at the “subjective” and “objective”
ends of visual/pictorial space provide the structure or space in which
Panofsky’s three-dimensional iconology makes sense. Perspective is
thus both a mere symptom and the diagnostic synthesis which allows
interpretation to be scientific and symptoms to be made intelligible.?’

27. Panofsky’s essay was first published as “Die Perspective als ‘sym-
holische Form,’” in Aufsatze, (1927) pp. 99-167.

28. Podro, The Critical Historians of Art, p. 186; further page references
will be cited in the text.

29. Joel Snyder urges caution on this point, arguing that Podro “misunder-
stands an implicit inner/outer distinction made by Panofsky.” “The painters,”
claims Snyder, “believed that perspective provided an ‘absolute standpoint.’
But the understanding of perspective from the standpoint of a neo-Kantian,
twentieth-century art historian shows that it does not have a special privi-
leged, natural claim upon us. Panofsky takes the latter to be his contribution
to the study of perspective and the inner view to be the prevailing, uninformed
position” (correspondence with author). 1 agree that Panofsky believes in
some such distinction between the painter’s and the iconologist’s “‘perspec-
tive,” but I think Panofsky’s practice, choice of examples, and model of analy-
sis undermines it. It isn’t that Panofsky believes that pictorial perspective,
literally understood, is a universal, ahistorical norm, but that this model, with
all its figural and conceptual furniture (surface-depth, three-dimensionality,
the “subject/object” paradigm for the relation of beholder and beheld) is
embedded in the rhetoric of Kantian epistemology.
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Panofsky comes close to saying this explicitly in the concluding re-
marks of “Iconography and Iconology”: ;

Just as it was impossible for the Middle Ages to elaborate the modern
system of perspective which is based on the realization of a fixed dis-
tance between the eye and the object and thus enables the artist to
build up comprehensive and consistent images of visible things; just as
impossible was it for them to evolve the modern idea of history, which
is based on the realization of an intellectual distance between the pres-
ent and the past, and thus enables the scholar to build up comprehensive
and consistent concepts of bygone periods. (p. 51)

Panofsky’s iconology takes perspective as one of its historical/theoret-
ical objects at the same time that it regards “the modern idea of
h?story” as itself modeled on the perspective system. The history of
pictorial representation turns out to be intelligible only inside a theo-
retical picture that is itself supposed to be “inside” that history.

The equivalent stage in Althusser’s notion of ideology is unveiled
when he moves to “the formal structure of ideology” which, he in-
for_ms us, “is always the same” (p. 177). Althusser’s example for the
universal structure of ideology (which he says could be replaced by
any number of others, “ethical, legal, political, aesthetic ideology
ete.”) is “Christian religious ideology.” Specifically, he invokes thr:,:
theological greeting or “interpellation of individuals as subjects” by
a “Unique and central Other Subject” (p. 178), namely, God. The
relation established in this greeting is one of mirroring and subjection
or dominance: “God is thus the Subject, and Moses and the innumera-
ble subjects of God’s people, the Subject’s interlocutor-interpellates:
his mirrors, his reflections. Were not men made in the image of God?”
(p. 179). The stage on which the ideological greeting of individuals
occurs, then, is something like a hall of mirrors:

We observe that the structure of all ideology, interpellating individuals
as subjects in the name of a Unique and Absolute Subject is specitlary,
i.e., a mirror-structure, and doubly speculary: this mirror duplication
is constitutive of ideology and ensures its functioning. Which means
that all ideology is centred, that the Absolute Subject occupies the
unique place of the Centre, and interpellates around it the infinity of
individuals into subjects in a double mirror-connexion such that it sub-
jects the subjects to the Subject, while giving them in the Subject in
which each subject can contemplate its own image . . . the guarantee
that this really concerns them and Him. (p. 180)
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It should be noted that this is the moment when Althusser’s ideo-
logical “‘scenes” give way to the possibility of a “science,” a general
account of “the formal structure of all ideology.” It is hard to ignore
the irony, however, in grounding a scientific theory of ideology in a
model drawn from theology. Of course, Althusser stands outside this
model; he views it from afar, puts it, as Panofsky might say, “in
perspective” for us. If we can see that ideology is a hall of mirrors,
perhaps we can smash the mirrors and rescue the oppressed subjects
from the all-powerful Subject. Or can we? Is this “formal structure
of all ideology,” like Panofsky’s perspective, a peculiar historical for-
mation which will pass when relations of production, reproduction,
and the social relations deriving from them are transformed? Or is it
(also like Panofsky’s perspective) a universal, natural structure which
absorbs social forms, all historical epochs in its purview? If Althusser
takes the first alternative (the model as specific historical formation)
he forsakes his claim to science and universality; the structure of
Christian religious ideology might not be replicated exactly in “ethi-
cal, legal political, aesthetic ideology, etc.” The “etc.” might include
formations quite different from the religious, and religious ideology
itself might vary with history and culture. If Althusser takes the second
alternative and insists on the universal, scientific generality of the
specular model, he becomes, like Panofsky, an iconologist who has
an ideology and doesn’t know it.

How can we stage a greeting of Panofsky and Althusser that is
anything more than an impasse between science and history, a fatal
mirroring of ideology and iconology? What can the French Marxist
philosopher and the German Kantian art historian do for each other
besides tip their hats in the street? Can they “hail” each other, as
Althusser dramatizes it, from the opposite sides of a closed door, and
expect any recognition, any acknowledgment other than the misrecog-
nition of the “everyday police” suspect? Perhaps not, except insofar
as we map out the common space they occupy, which is simply the
placement of the recognition scene at the center of their reflections.
The main importance of recognition as the link between ideology and
iconology is that it shifts both “sciences” from an epistemological
“cognitive” ground (the knowledge of objects by subjects) to an ethi-
cal, political, and hermeneutic ground (the knowledge of subjects by
subjects, perhaps even Subjects by Subjects). The categories of judg-
ment shift from terms of cognition to terms of re-cognition, from
epistemological categories of knowledge to social categories like “ac-
knowledgment.” Althusser reminds us that Panofsky’s relation to pic-
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tures begins with a social encounter with an Other and that iconology
1s a science for the absorption of that other into a homogeneous,
unified “perspective.” Panofsky reminds us that Althusser’s local in-
stances of ideology, the greeting of subject with subject (s/s), are all
staged within a hall of mirrors constructed by the sovereign Subject
(S/s) and that the ideological critique is in danger of being nothing
more than another iconology. These reminders do not get us out of
the problem, but they may help us to recognize it when we see it.
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| worry about images. Images are what things mean. Take the word im-
age. It connotes soft, sheer flesh shimmering on the air, like the rain-
bowed slick of a bubble. Image connotes images, the multiplicity of be-
g an image, Images break with a small ping, their destruction is as
wonderful as their being, they are essentially instruments of torture ex-
ploding through the individual’s calloused capacity to feel powerful un-
differentiated emotions full of longing and dissatisfaction and monumen-
tality. They serve no social purpose.

—E. L. Doctorow, The Book of Daniel

his is an essay on pictures about pictures—that is, pictures that
refer to themselves or to other pictures, pictures that are used
to show what a picture is.! It is not exactly an unprecedented
subject. Self-reference is a central issue in modernist aesthetics
and its various postmodern revisions. On the side of modernism, one
thinks of Clement Greenberg’s claim that modern art aims to explore
and present the essential nature of its own medium or Michael Fried’s
characterization of the self-referential “absorption” and antitheatri-
cality of modern painting.” With postmodernism, one thinks of

1. T am grateful to Akeel Bilgrami, Arnold Davidson, Leonard Linsky,
and Joel Snyder for reading and criticizing, if not totally approving of, this
essay. | also want to thank the Center for Twentieth Century Studies at
the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, especially Katherine Woodward,
Herbert Blau, and Jane Gallop, for an extraordinarily stimulating discussion
of this paper in its earliest stages.

2. See Clement Greenberg’s “Avant Garde and Kitsch” and “Towards a
Newer Laocoon™ in vol. 1, edited by John O’Brian, of The Collected Essays
and Criticism, 4 vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986 and 1993);
and Michael Fried’s “Art and Objecthood,” ArtForum 5 (Summer 1967):
12-23.
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Thierry de Duve’s claim that “the work of art is self-analytic.” This
§elf-ana1ysis is directed, not only at the medium, but at the determin-
ing conditions of the work—its institutional setting, its historical posi-
tionality, its address to beholders. As John Rajchman puts it:

To say ‘the work of art is self-analytic’ is . . . to say that it consists in
the crises it goes through, that it is punctuated by moments of break-
through or ‘revelation,” which require that one question one’s concep-
tion of who one is or how one has invested oneself in it. It is to say
that a work is constituted through those events that arrest the self-
evidence of one’s identity and that open other possibilities that retro-
actively reinterpret it.3

From a sufficiently embracing perspective these versions of the
fundamental task of modernism may not seem opposed; that is, what
Fried means by a “medium” could be understood to include all those
determining conditions.* My point here is only to suggest that self-
reference is the uniting theme for accounts of modern art that might
seem, at first glance, to be radically opposed. This point would hardly
come as a surprise to anyone who attended the Whitney Museum’s
1978 exhibition, “Art about Art,” which ranges freely from ancient
gems to Jasper Johns and Andy Warhol, or read Leo Steinberg’s cata-
log essay with its argument that “all art is infested by other art.”

This is not an essay, however, on “art about art,” but on the
related but distinct topic of “pictures about pictures.” I want to sepa-
rate, at least provisionally, the problem of pictorial self-reference from
the polemics of modern and postmodern aesthetics, the battles to
determine what is “authentic” or “good” or “powerful” in twentieth-
century art, and resituate the issue in a rather different context. We
lmight call this context the “ordinary language” view of pictures and
images, a treatment of representation as a vernacular phenomenon.
The disciplinary name of this context is “iconology,” the study of the
general field of images and their relation to discourse. The debartes
over modern art need not disappear or lose their identity in this larger

?\. John Rajchman, from the foreword to Thierry de Duve, Pictorial Nosmi-
nalism, translated by Dana Polan (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1991), p. xvi.

4. Thi§, [ take it, is the point of Stanley Cavell’s analysis of the concept
of a medium in The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1980).

5. ]t?an Lipman and Richard Marshall, Art About Art, introduction by
Leo Steinberg (New York: Dutton, 1976), p. 9.
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context, My hope is that their stakes will be clarified by being juxta-
posed with an account of pictorial self-reference that starts outside
the institutions of art and cuts across the debates about modernism.

Another road not taken in this essay would lead us toward the
rich literature on self-reference in logic and the philosophy of lan-
guage. This approach would lead us into the whole question of “meta-
languages,” second-order discourses that attempt to reflect on first-
order discourses. It would lead us into the knotty philosophical
literature on self-referentiality, circularity, and paradox.® Above all,
it would analyze the use of that whole class of verbal expressions
typified by “I”” and “this,” the use of deictic terms, indices, and what
are called “shifters” to establish reference—and especially self-
reference—to the medium and the users of language.” But this is an

6. The index to Jon Barwise and John Etchemendy’s important book on
this subject, The Liar: An Essay on Truth and Circularity (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1989), illustrates the connection between the semantic issue
of self-reference and the geometrical figure of circularity quite nicely. 1f you
look up the word “self-reference,” you will be told to “see circular argument.”
When you turn to “circular argument,” you are told to “see self-reference.”
Nevertheless, no one to my knowledge has been able to demonstrate that
there is a necessary relation between self-reference and paradox. I am grateful
to Leonard Linsky for coaching a very dull pupil on this subject.

7. See Elisabeth Anscombe, “The First Person,” in Mind and Language,
edited by Samuel Guttenplan {New York: Oxford University Press, 1975),
pp. 45-65. An ordinary language account of pictorial self-reference that
started with language might start with two distinct forms of self-reference in
language: (1) in metalanguages, words about words, sentences that refer to
themselves, propositions about propositions; (2) in linguistic expressions that
refer to their producer, the use of words to point to their originating agent,
the “first person” or “I” of an utterance. We might think of this as the
difference between “this” and “I,” the shifters or indices whose meaning
shifts radically according to context: “this” only means in relation to a specific
context of pointing; “I” only means in relation to a context of utterance. Is
it a mistake to even think of these expressions as “referential” in the same
sense? Does “I” actually “refer” to the speaker? The two versions of the
Liar’s Paradox illustrate the limits of these two forms of self-reference: “The
Sentence between these quotation marks is false,” and “I always lie.”” Self-
reference in the first statement takes the form of metalanguage; it refers to
“the sentence,” its own existence as a piece of language. The “self” referred
to in the second expression is the producer of the expression, the speaker.
This is like the difference between something that shows “itself,” versus some-
thing that shows “oneself,” the difference between showing showing, and
showing the shower. We might picture the two forms of self-reference by
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essay on pictures about pictures, not on words about words, Its aim
is not to derive a model for pictorial self-reference from art or lan-
guage, but to see if pictures provide their own metalanguage. I want
to experiment with the notion that pictures might be capable of re-
flection on themselves, capable of providing a second-order discourse
that tells us—or at least shows us—something about pictures. My
procedure, therefore, will be ekphrastic.® That is, ’'m simply going to
attempt faithful descriptions of a series of pictures that seem to be
self-referential in various ways. This raises some obvious problems
about the whole claim implicit in the concept of the “metapicture,”
which would seem, on the face of it, to be an attempt to construct a
second-order discourse about pictures without recourse to language,
without resorting to ekphrasis. But this is an essay about pictures
about pictures; it is not an essay iz pictures, but in words. I will return
to the problem of “words about pictures” (and what metapictures say
about them) in my conclusion. In the meantime, 'm not going to
claim that these words are free of special knowledge or interpretation
or speculation, nor are they to be seen as innocent about related issues
of self-reference in art and language. I also make no claim that the
pictures are artistically important or philosophically profound; they
are only presented to illustrate the ways pictures reflect on themselves.
Each example should be understood, then, as a kind of specimen that
is to be explored for what it tells us about itself and for what it might
suggest about other metapictures.

The Picture Itself

An important part of the “psychoanalysis” of the painting is con-
ducted by the painting itself.
—Thierry de Duve, Pictorial Nominalism

A rather ordinary gentleman in a cutaway coat is drawing a picture
{figure 1). He is close to the end; the available space is almost filled,

imagining two portraits, one of a sitter in profile pointing to herself, the other
of a face staring directly at us. The first picture says “she is there”’; the second
“I am here.” Meyer Schapiro makes this point about frontal/profile images
in Words and Pictures: On the Literal and the Symbolic in the Hlustration
of a Text (Hague: Mouton, 1973), pp. 38-39.

8. See chapter 5, “Ekphrasis and the Other,” for an extended account of
this verbal strategy.
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and the drawing has nowhere to go but into the draughtsman’s own
body, for the man is in his own picture, standing in the center of the
spiral he has drawn, a spiral whose outer ring has been elaborated as
a rural landscape with trees, a wisp of cloud, and a cottage on a hill.
The gentleman dominates this landscape; he stands above it like a
sky-god in a whirlwind above his creation. Yet he looks indifferent
to it, his attention (if any) confined to the point where his pen touches
the line it is inscribing, or withdrawn inward, veiled under his hooded
eyelids and impassive mouth. He is serene and poised in just a hint
of contrapposto with his weight slightly forward. Everything in his
world, including himself, has been created by himself. Even the signa-
ture, title, and credit line at the bottom (“ST 1964 New World New
Yorker”) is the product of his pen.’

This is the fiction of the drawing. Seen as fact, as the trace of a
real event, an act of drawing by Saul Steinberg, we may read its
narrative in the opposite direction, and the temporal line will run
from inside to outside, from center to circumference. Seen as fact, we
do not look at the scene of the drawing, but imagine the activity of
the artist. We see him beginning with a drawing of a man in the
center of an empty sheet of paper, drawing the pen in the man’s hand,
drawing the widening spiral outward from the pen until it begins to
fill the page, elaborating the outer sweep of the line with landscape
features, and then adding the signature, title, and destination of the
drawing. Read clockwise, the drawing could be taken as an allegory
of a familiar history of modern painting, one which begins with repre-
sentation of the external world and moves toward pure abstraction.
Read counterclockwise, the drawing shows another history, one that
has moved from the figure to abstraction to landscape to the writing
at the bottom—to a “New World” that lies beyond the circumference
of the drawing.

Saul Steinberg has described this as “a frightening drawing,” one
which “gets narrower and narrower,” like “the life of the artist who
lives by his own essence. He becomes the line itself and finally, when
the spiral is closed, he becomes nature.” ' Steinberg gives us an artist’s

9. The actual title of Steinberg’s drawing is The Spiral, but it first appeared
in The New Yorker with the title New World. This title established the draw-

ing as the exemplar of a whole series of drawings on the theme of the artist
as world-maker,

10. Quoted in Harold Rosenberg’s text for the Whitney Museum catalog,
Saul Steinberg (New York: Knopf, 1978), p. 19.

40

Metapictures

reading of the drawing, a reading from inside. He sees this as a terrif)'/-
ing, sublime image of the danger in self-reflexive art. But there is
another view of the drawing which comes at it from the outside. Ft:or.n
this angle, the drawing is not “art,” but a New Yorker cartoon; it is
not sublime but ridiculous. This view notices that the drawing is not
A portrait of the artist as expressive individual creating a world from
nothing, but of the bourgeois gentleman doodling aimlessly on his
seratchpad. This is certainly not the modern stereotype of the.bohe-
mian artist. It is more like an image of a possible viewer of the picture,
perhaps a “New Yorker,” an average reader of the New Yorker, a
comfortable, affluent, urbane man of business enjoying a moment of
leisure. If Matisse created an art for the tired businessman, Steinberg
seems to be showing us the art of the tired businessman. The “New
World” designated by the title is not the abstracted world of the
autonomous, alienated artist, but our world (“America” or “1964,”
as the caption puts it), a world that is not merely represent.ed by
pictures, but actually constituted and brought into being by picture-
making. It is a perfect illustration of what I have called the “pictorial
turn” in postmodern culture, the sense that we live in a world‘of
images, a world in which, to paraphrase Derrida, there is nothing
outside the picture.!!

This view of the drawing may finally be as frightening as
Steinberg’s view from the inside. We spectators can defend ourselv&?s
against it by differentiating ourselves from the figure (not everyone is
u white male in a formal cutaway suit) or removing ourselves from
its time (we can say that the “New World” of “1964,” the drawing’s
date, is not our world of 1993). But both of these defenses are easily
hireached by a recognition of the way the picture reaches out to us, lays
a claim on us. “I”” the spectator may not be a well-to-do bourgeois, but
this “I”” knows that she or he lives in a world dominated by business.
I'he “New World” constituted by pictures may be old news at the
end of the twentieth century, a cliché of postmodernism, but it is still
our world. In a post—Cold War era of the final victory.of capitalism,
of a global culture of images and simulation, the drawu}g has a feel-
ing, of prophetic realism. Steinberg’s drawing is a metapicture, a sel_f—
referential image; it is quite strictly and formally a drawing that is
“about itself.” That doesn’t prevent it from being about a great many
other things and, even more fundamentally, from calling into question

I1. See chapter 1, “The Pictorial Turn,” for further discussion of this
claim.
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the basic issues of reference that determine what a picture is about
and constitute the “selves” referred to in its structure of self-reference.

Perhaps the most obvious thing called into question by this meta-
picture is the structure of “inside and outside,” first- and second-order
representation, on which the whole concept of “meta-" is based. An
image of nested, concentric spaces and levels is required to stabilize
a metapicture, or any second-order discourse, to separate it cleanly
from the first-order object-language it describes. Thus, most metapic-
tures depict a picture-within-a-picture that is simply one among the
many objects represented. Even a picture-within-a-picture that dupli-
cates its framing image (the effect of the mise en abime) can, in princi-
ple, keep its levels, boundaries, and frames distinct. Consider a draw-
ing that shows a man painting a picture of a man painting a picture
of a man . . . etc. The infinite regress of simulation, duplication, and
repetition does not blur the distinctness of levels, except at the van-
ishing point; one simply has n-levels of nested representation, each
level clearly distinguished as an outside to another inside. Steinberg’s
drawing is a kind of deliberate evocation and transgression of this
clearly demarcated “nesting” structure. The spiral form constructs an
inside-outside structure that is continuous, without breaks or demar-
cations or duplications. It is a metapicture in a strict or formal sense,
a picture about itself, a picture that refers to its own making, yet one
that dissolves the boundary between inside and outside, first- and
second-order representation, on which the metapictorial structure de-
pends.'?

Other Pictures

It is a subversive operation, hidden by and within a limpid dis-
course, a Trojan horse, a panoptical fiction, using clarity for in-
serting an otherness into our “‘epistemé.”

—Michel de Certeau, Heterologies

Alain’s well-known cartoon (figure 2) from the New Yorker (1955)
is a metapicture that refers, not to itself, but to a class of pictures that
are generally understood to be different in kind from itself. Alain
shows us a class of Egyptian art students “drawing from the life,”

12. See Roland Barthes, All Except You (Galerie Maeght, 1983) for
further reflections on “le représentant d'un représentant” in Steinberg’s
drawings.
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DRAWING BY ALAIN © 1955 THE NEW YORKER MAGAZINE, INC.

). Alain, “Egyptian Life Class.” Drawing by Alain; © 1955, 1983 by The New
Yuorker Magazine, Inc.

rendering the figure of a nude model who stands in a stiff, flat pose
remarkably similar to those flat, stiff figures we find in Egyptian paint-
ing. In contrast to Steinberg, whose artist-gentleman’s eyes are closed
in a kind of parody of modernist “absorption,” Alain’s artists are
(learly involved in the traditional problem of representing the visible
world. If Steinberg shows us a modernist narrative of art history em-
bedded inside a postmodern counternarrative, Alain depicts a classical
narrative of art history as the progress of visual representation from
the ancients to the present day.

Ernst Gombrich employs this picture as the opening illustration
10 Art and Iilusion, arguing that it provides a key to the “riddle of
style” in the history of art, the puzzling fact that ways of picturing
the world are different in different times and places.”” “Egypt” is

13. Ernst Gombrich, Art and Hlusion: A Study in the Psychology of Picto-
1l Representation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960), p. 2. Fur-
ther page references will be cited in the text.

13
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Gombrich’s figure for the most radical form of this difference: it
stands for both historical and racial otherness, for a static, stereo-
typed, repetitious Oriental art, the “prehistory” of art before the
“Greek revolution” introduces the dynamic progression of “schema
and correction” into the development of visual representation. For
Gombrich, Alain’s cartoon “hints that they [the Egyptians] perceived
nature in a different way” (p. 3) or, even more fundamentally, that
they did not see nature at all, but merely copied the same formulas
they already knew: “We have often looked back to the Egyptians,”
says Gombrich, “and their method of representing in a picture all
they knew rather than all they saw” (p. 394).

Gombrich’s reading of Alain’s cartoon is curious, if only for its
failure to say anything about what makes this cartoon funny, much
less anything about the details of the picture. One is almost tempted
to say that he brings his schema or stereotype of “Egypt” to the
picture and sees in it only what he is prepared to see. The most con-
spicuous problem in Gombrich’s reading is his suggestion that the
cartoon shows the Egyptians “perceived nature in a different way.”
In fact, the whole point of the cartoon is that the Egyptian art students
are not shown as “different” at all, but behave just as modern, West-
ern art students do in a traditional life-class. They sight along their
thumbs to “put the model in perspective” and establish proportions,
and the drawings they produce seem to duplicate quite faithfully the
contours of the model. They are shown drawing exactly what they see,
not some “stereotype’ or conceptual schema, What is funny about the
cartoon, I take it, is not that ancient Egyptians are shown (as we
might expect) to be exotic, alien, and different from us, but that they
are shown (against all expectation) to be just like us.'

The point of the cartoon may be clarified further by asking our-
selves just who the joke is on. Gombrich, I take it, thinks it is on the
myopic Egyptians who cannot see (much less depict) nature because
they are trapped in their stereotyped conventions. From this stand-
point, all Egyptian art and artists “look alike,”” in both the relevant
senses. The art of the other continues to be relevant to us, in Gom-
brich’s view, because it is a “‘beginning” to a history of pictorial prog-
ress that must always be repeated, in the way children must go
through the drawing of basic shapes before they can begin to “cor-
rect” them against visual reality. As Gombrich puts it: “The ‘Egyp-
tian’ in u#s [emphasis mine] can be suppressed, but he can never be
quite defeated” (p. 395). In the alternate reading, the joke is on us,

14. Tam grateful to Joel Snyder for explaining this joke to me.
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on modern beholders who expect a picture of an alien, exotic way of
picture-making and who come to realize that this is real,lsy a picture
ol the way we make pictures. The stereotypical “‘sameness we project
o the Egyptians is actually a reflection of our own conv;nttons‘;‘ our
“dynamic” and “progressive” exploration of “nature” in the “life-
(lass” is revealed by Alain to be as deeply entrenched in sameness
and repetition as were the paintings of the Egyptians. =

I'm not suggesting, however, that this seconc! reading is simply
“pight” in contrast to Gombrich’s “wrong” reading. In a very lteal
wense, the second reading depends upon the first: it is the expectation
ol insight into difference that sets up the deflating reve.lation of same-
iess, like finding out too soon that the secret of Polish humor is—
timing. Gombrich’s reading is, as it were, the necessary stralgbt man
ur straw man for the joke of Alain’s cartoon. The two read1ng§ of
Alain, like the two readings of Steinberg’s “New World,” stapd ina
dialectical relationship, by which I mean that they contr_achc.t one
another, oppose one another, and yet they also require., give life to,
une another. Whatever these cartoons amount to as totalities, as meta-
pictures, is not reducible to one reading or the other but is constituted
i the argument or dialogue between them.

Dialectical Images

Ambiguity is the pictorial image of dialectics, the law of dialectics
wen at a standstill. e
—Walter Benjamin, Reflections

| want to consider next a class of pictures whose primary function is
(o illustrate the co-existence of contrary or simply different reagings in
(he single image, a phenomenon sometimes called “‘multistability.”"*
Ambiguous drawings and diagrams such as the Necker cube (ﬁgure 4),
the “Double Cross” (figure 5), and “My Wife or My Mother-in-law,”
(figure 6) have been, along with the classic “Duck-Rabbit™ (ﬁgure 3
1 familiar feature of textbooks on the psychology of vision since the
late nineteenth century. Multistable images are also a staple fegture
in anthropological studies of so-called “primitive art.” Masks, shields,
architectural ornaments, and ritual objects often display visual para-
doxes conjoining human and animal forms, profiles and frontal views,

15. See Tsili Doleve-Gandelman and Claude Gandelman, “The Metasta-
bility of Primitive Artefacts,” Semiotica 75, no. 3/4 (1989): 191-213.
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3. Joseph Jastrow, “The Duck-Rabbit,” from Fact and Fable in Psychology (New
York: Houghton Mifflin, 1900).

Do you see a duck or a rabbit, or either ? (From Harper's
Weekly, originally in Fliegende Bldtter.)

or faces and genitals. The “fort-da” or “peek-a-boo” effect of these
images is sometimes associated with forms of “savage thought,” rites
of passage, and “liminal” or threshold experiences in which time and
space, figure and ground, subject and object play an endless game of
“see-saw.” 16

The appearance of multistable images in studies of both the ““sav-
age” and the “modern” mind, quite aside from their recurrence in

16. On “split representations,” see Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Way of
Masks (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), and Franz Boas, Primi-
tive Art (New York: Dover, 1955); on the “fort-da” game, see Sigmund
Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” in The Standard Edition of the Com-
plete Psychological Works, vol. 18, p. 271; on the use of the multistable
image to provoke “liminal” or “threshold” experiences, see Arnold Van Gen-
nep, The Rites of Passage (London: Routledge, 1960).

4. Necker cube.

5. “Double Cross,” in Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s Philosophical In-
vestigations {Cambridge, MA:
Blackwell Publishers, 1958).

6. My Wife and My Mother-in-Lauw.
Reprinted from Norma Scheidemann,
Experiments in General Psychology
(Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1939).

My Wire anp My MorHER-IN-Law

IJoring considers this cartoon the hest puzzle-picture
In the sense that neither figure is favored over the other.
(From American Journal of Psychology, XLII [1930],
144-45.)
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artistic practices of all ages, ought to make us skeptical of any attempt
to think of these images as uniquely “primitive” in any anthropologi-
cal sense. They may be primitive in a rather different sense, however,
in their function as reflections on the basic nature of pictures, places
where pictorial representation displays itself for inspection rather than
effacing itself in the service of transparent representation of something
else. Metapictures are pictures that show themselves in order to know
themselves: they stage the “self-knowledge” of pictures.

Most multistable images are not metapictures in the formally ex-
plicit way the Steinberg and Alain cartoons are. They display the
phenomenon of “nesting,” presenting one image concealed inside an-
other image, but, like the Steinberg, they tend to make the boundary
between first- and second-order representation ambiguous. They do
not refer to themselves, or to a class of pictures, but employ a single
gestalt to shift from one reference to another. The ambiguity of their
referentiality produces a kind of secondary effect of auto-reference to
the drawing as drawing, an invitation to the spectator to return with
fascination to the mysterious object whose identity seems so mutable
and yet so absolutely singular and definite.

If self-reference is elicited by the multistable image, then, it has
as much to do with the self of the observer as with the metapicture
itself. We might think of the multistable image as a device for educing
self-knowledge, a kind of mirror for the beholder, or a screen for
self-projection like the Rorschach test. The observer’s identity may
emerge in a dialogue with specific cultural stereotypes—for instance,
Alain’s “Egyptian” or Steinberg’s “Gentleman”—that carry a whole
set of explicitly ideological associations. Or it may locate itself in
something as simple (and apparently neutral) as the position of the
observer’s body. The multistable aspects of the Necker cube (see figure
4), for instance, are best activated by imagining oneself alternately
looking up and looking down at the image. If the multistable image
always asks, “what am 12" or “how do I look?”, the answer depends
on the observer asking the same questions.

These questions and answers—the observer’s dialogue with the
metapicture—do not occur in some disembodied realm outside of
history but are embedded in specific discourses, disciplines, and re-
gimes of knowledge. Metapictures may be employed as ritual objects
in a cultural practice, or as examples and illustrations in an anthropo-
logical model of such a practice; they may appear as occasions of
middle-brow leisure and amusement in magazines like The New
Yorker or Fliegende Blitter, or as illustrations to treatises on philoso-
phy and psychology. Most notable, perhaps, is their ability to move
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scross the boundaries of popular and professional discourges. I'he
metapicture is a picce of moveable cultu_ra] apparatus, one which Elag
wive a marginal role as illustrative device or a cen,frai role as a kin
ol summary image, what I have called a “hyperlc;)nﬁ that Fncapsulates
4 entire episteme, a theory of know.lcdgé.‘ (:rombnch employs
Alain's “Egyptian Life Class™ to summarize hls_cntlre argument about
the history of pictorial representation, placing it at the beginning and
vl of his book. Panofsky and Althusser exlnploy the scene of civil
Jiecting to inaugurate and epitomize the sciences of iconology and
ideology. Discursive hypericons such as the camera obscura, the ta-
bila rasa, and the Platonic Cave epitomize the tendency of the .tech-
nologics of visual representation to acquire a .hguranve centrality in
theories of the self and its knowledges—of objects, of othfars, andlo_»f
iinelf. They are not merely epistemological models, but ethical, poht:;
val, and aesthetic “assemblages™ that allow us to obser.ve obse}-vcrs.
I their strongest forms, they don’t merely serve as illustrations to
theory; they picture theory. : _
Wittgenstein worried about these theoretical pictures. He fould
we their value from a pedagogical standpoint: the “advantage ()f a
Loncrete, visual model is “that it can be taken in at a glance and easily
held in the mind.”"” This ‘“‘advantage” is, however,.fmm anothe}'
standpoint a disadvantage. It may be oo easy to “t‘ake in” thf: hypcr-n-
von, which may “hold” the mind in the paralysis of a misleading
analogy, a beguiling metaphor: “a picture held us captive, and we
would not get outside it.”*" Wittgenstein seems, at times, to prefer the
possibility of a “naked theory” that woulc.l be amculated, “in sentences
ot equations” and that would dispense with the “model or sympol-
i that “dresses up the pure theory” and allows us to picture it.
Yet Wittgenstein’s own resort to the figure of the ‘naked a.nd
(lothed body of theory reveals the impossibility of getting outs:tci‘c
the picture, except into another picture. I suspect that Wittgenstein’s

17. See Iconology, pp. 5—6, 158.

I8. Jonathan Crary’s Techniques of the Observer (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1990) discusses the fortunes of the camera obscura as apparatus, meta-
phor, and cultural assemblage in eighteenth- anq nineteenth-century optics
and optical physiology. See my critique of Crary in chapter 1.

19. Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books (New York:
Harper, 1958), p. 6.

20. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosopbical Investigations, translated by
(,. E. M. Anscombe (New York: Macmillan, 1953).
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7. Wittgenstein’s Duck-
Rabbit, in Philosophical
Investigations (Cam-
bridge, MA: Blackwell
Publishers, 1958).

obsession with the Duck-Rabbit, arguably one of the most famous
multistable metapictures in modern psychology, is traceable to this
anxiety about the fixation of discourse on certain images, especially
pictures of/in the mind, visual analogies, etc. The advantage of the
Duck-Rabbit is twofold: (1) it is a weak or peripheral hypericon; it
doesn’t serve as a model of the mind, for instance, but as a kind of
decoy or bait to attract the mind, to flush it out of hiding; (2) its
central “effect” is at odds with the stabilization of an image to be
“taken in at a glance and easily held in the mind.” The Duck-Rabbit
is the ideal hypericon for Wittgenstein because it cannot explain any-
thing (it remains always to be explained), and if it has a “doctrine”
or message, it is only as an emblem of resistance to stable interpreta-
tion, to being taken in at a glance. Wittgenstein’s own drawing of the
Duck-Rabbit in Philosophical Investigations (figure 7) eliminates all
the features of realism (shading and modeling) that would facilitate
such a glance, reducing the image to a schematic, minimal abstraction
that “looks like” neither a duck nor a rabbit.

Some day a proper history of the Duck-Rabbit will be written,
tracing its migration from the pages of a nineteenth-century German
humor magazine that was a favorite of Freud’s, to its long sojourn
in Gestalt and American cognitive psychology; from its thoroughly
canonical and stabilized role in Gombrich’s Art and Illusion to its
surprise appearance in a painting by Jackson Pollock, to its apotheosis
in the pages of Philosophical Investigations. Wittgenstein’s immediate
aim with the Duck-Rabbit seems to have been a negative one: the
image served to unsettle the psychological explanations that had stabi-
lized the Duck-Rabbit with models of mental picturing in the be-
holder. For Joseph Jastrow, whose Fact and Fable in Psychology first
subjected the Duck-Rabbit to scientific discipline, the spectatorial
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model was explicitly based in photography: “l'l'hc eye may be com-
pared to a photographic camera, with its eyelid cap, its iris shutter,
ity lens, and its sensitive plate,—the retina.””*! This mlodel of the eye
then generates a familiar model of the rni_nd: ‘.‘The pictures that are
developed are stacked up, like the negatives in the pl’l,otographers
shop, in the pigeon-holes of our mental storerooms.” The Duck-
labbit, and multistable images in general, reveal the presence of a
“mind’s eye” roving around this storeroom, intc?rpreting the pictures,
weeing different aspects in them. The bodily eye simply transmits infor-
mation: “the image on the retina does not change” (p. 282), and the
ilentity of the observer, his “difference” from other viewers, is located
i the mental eye: “physical eyes see alike, but . . . mental eyes rgﬂest
their own individualities” (p. 277).>* When I see the duck, my rpmd s
¢ye interprets the Duck-Rabbit as a duck; when I see a rabbit, my
mind’s eye interprets it as a rabbit. . . &

It is easy to see why this explanation explams nothing. Saul
Steinberg shows us a picture of its absurdity in his wonderful cartoon
ol the scared rabbit inside the head of the businessman, loo_kmg out
through the windows of the eyes (figure 8). This is a kind of llte{'allza-
ton of Jastrow’s notion of the “identity” of the spectator in the
“mind’s eye”: if the spectator sees the rabbit, it doesn’t mean thalt he
lias a picture of the rabbit in his head, but that thelre is a rabblt‘m
there looking out for its kin. Wittgenstein is impatient, .vex.ed with
this fable. He warns repeatedly against thinking about seeing in terms
ol “internal mechanisms” (“the concept of the ‘inner picture’ is mis-
leading, for this concept uses the ‘outer’ picturc': as a model” [Philo-
sophical Investigations, p. 196]). He shifts the inquiry from specgla-
tion on inner visual mechanisms to observations on what we m.lght
call the “grammar of vision,” the language games emp_loyed in things
like interpretations, descriptive reports, and ex.clamatlogs pr_o'mpted
by visual experiences. He compares the experience of “noticing an
aspect” to the application of captions or textual labels to a book
llustration (p. 193) and, in general, replaces the causal llr}kages of
the “mental” and “bodily” eye with the interplay of the visual and

21. Joseph Jastrow, Fact and Fable in Psychology (New York: Houghton-
Mifflin, 1900), p. 276; further page references will be cited in the text. _]as.trow
in cited by Wittgenstein as his source for the Duck-Rabbit in Investigations.

22. 1 am grateful to Ruth Leys for her help with the psychological liteFa-
ture on identity and spectatorship that would have beer{ reievar}t to Witt-
penstein. See her article, “Mead’s Voices: lmitationA as Foundation, or the
Struggle Against Mimesis,” Critical Inquiry 19:2 (Winter 1993): 277-307.
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8. Saul Steinberg, The Rabbit.
Drawing by Saul Steinberg;

© 1958, 1986 The New Yorker
Magazine, Inc.

_qflﬂfc‘f\’ G

the verbal. This doesn’t mean that he replaces the model of the inner
eye with “inner speech” or writing. The point is rather to flatten out
the field of inquiry, to replace the model of deep, inner causes ex-
plaining surface effects with a surface description of complex intersec-
tions between different codes and conventions. Instead of “looking
inside ourselves™ to find a mechanical explanation, we ask ourselves
what different kinds of sense can be made of expressions like I see
a rabbit,” or “Now I see a duck,” or “It’s a duck-rabbit.” or “a
rabbit!” ,

3 Even the familiar negative “doctrine” of the Duck-Rabbit, that
‘we cannot experience alternate readings” of the figure “at the same
time” (Gombrich, p. §), is unsettled by Wittgenstein’s suggestion that
we can in fact experience it as a composite, synthetic figure: “I may
say ‘It’s a duck-rabbit’ . .. The answer that it is a duck-rabbit is again
the report of a perception” (p. 195). Anyone who has spent hours
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luoking through the pages of Fliegende Blitter for the image will
know that Wittgenstein is right, that the search is neither for a duck
not o rabbit, but for a curious hybrid that looks like nothing else but
isell, " Wittgenstein uses this strange creature to make us see “that
we lind certain things about seeing puzzling, because we do not find
the whole business of seeing puzzling enough.” The Duck-Rabbit is
ot just a puzzle that emerges against a background of stable, ordinary
visual experience, but a figure, like Steinberg’s “New World,” of the
“whole business.”

Wittgenstein restores the “wildness” of the Duck-Rabbit by free-
i it from its domestication by psychology and by photographic mod-
¢ls of the psyche. Another way to recover that wildness would be
0 po back to the “flying leaves™” of Fliegende Blitter, to track the
Duck-Rabbit into its original habitat (see figures 9, 10). There we find
A lorest of signs, a heterogeneous image-text field in which human
and animal figures freely interact in cartoons and anecdotes. The
Diuck-Rabbit is not alone in this world, but is juxtaposed textually
10 the beast-fable that precedes it and graphically to the illustration
ul this story, particularly to the pair of laughing rabbits shown
vavesdropping on the scene of narration. The story is “The Bear in
the Fagle’s Nest,” translated from the tall-tale language of Jdger-
luteinischen (“Hunter’s Latin”) a fable about the ability of different
animals to “pass” for one another and to co-exist in a “friendship
puct” (Freundschaftsbund). The hunter who discovers the fat bear
cub in the eagle’s nest contrives a story in which the young eagles
apree to co-exist with the bear cub and let him eat the food brought
by their parent as long as he agrees not to eat them. This realpolitik
arrangement persists until the hunter arrives and shoots them all.

The Duck-Rabbit’s “native habitat,” then, is a world of beast
{ables and animal cartoons where questions of representation, appear-
ance, and identity abound (the previous page of this issue of Fliegende
lilitter shows a skeptical observer thrusting his head into the mouth
of a painted lion). The specific placement of the Duck-Rabbit may
well be accidental, a mere whim of the layout editor, or it may serve
as a pictorial answer—a kind of coda or colophon—to the narrative
ol the “Bear-Eagle.” It is difficult without this context to get the point
of the question that accompanies the figure labeled Kaninchen und
I'nte: “Welche Thiere gleichen einander am meisten” (**which animals

23. On the relation of this “hybrid” image to the figure of the mulatto,
wee footnote 39. I want to thank my research assistant, John O’Brien, for
tracking down this creature.

93



Welde Thiere gleiden ein-
ander am meifien?

Kaninchen und Cnte.

9. Duck-Rabbit, detail from page in Fliegende Blitter (1892).

Der Bir im Adlerhorft
(Wus bem Jdger-Lateinifdien.)

#»Eigenhindbig””, entgegnete ber ®raf mit aller Gemiithdeube. ., Die Gefdidte
“¥ Hingt allerdingd unglaublid), aber fie ijt wabhr und dbarum die Exlldrung jehr einfady !
Willen ftand der Berjtand ftille, aber ber Graf erpdhite mit ernfter Mienc weiter:
vuDer alte Ubler fieht brei junge Biven, bie in einem unbewadyten Momente fidh anj
diner baumfreien Bidytung herumtummeln.  Alle brei jugleich pu fajien und mit in bie Riifte
s nehmen, ift ihm unmidglich. G padt afjo ben jringften Betm Fell und bringt the jeinen
e gum Ablechorft. Sttt ifn aber gu tddten, fept ev ihn Tebenbig in's Meft wund flicgt
vl wieber fort, wm ben gweiten Biven zu fHolen. Vev junge Viiv, nadybpem ev fid) vom
wlien Echreden erholt, beniigt bie Abwefenteit bed alten Abdlerd, um ben jungen Mdlern an

,“u:’ Ein Bt im Adblerhorft! Unb den wollen Sie felbft geiehen und gejdhofien haben 21"

lmponicen, inbem er eimen berfelben frift. Wie er den alten Wbler, bicdmal vhne Weute, |

witbertommen ficht, verfledt ber junge Bix fidy in eine Felienfpalte; ber alte ¥ibler aber weint,
Aebine SJungen hitten mittlermeile dew Béiven gefrcfen wnd winbdert fidh wnr, dak fie ned) Hunger
Baben. ®a er midit big fiinf aahlex fonnte, extging ifm dev Verlnjt deg cinen Ydlers, den dev

Der Bdr im Adblerhorfl. 147

Bir gefreffen hatre, unbd algbald madyte
et fid) wieber auf, um Beute zu Holen.
Natitelidy e fich aud) biefe wieber ber
iunge Bér vortvefflidhy fhmeden, unbd fo
tam e8, bafi er jeben Tag frarfer und
gudfier wurbe, wifrend die jungen Abler,
iiber beren Appetit fiy der Alte nidht
genug wunbern fonnte, in ber Gnt-
widelung fehr juriidblicben. Die jungen
WUdler fitrdhteten fidh), von bdem Biren
gefreffen au werben, unbd bulbeten ifn
barum in ifrem Nefte, ofhne ifn dem
ften ju vervathen; ber Bir aber fah
wobl ein, daf fikv iGn ein Euirinnen
aud bem Felfennefte unmoglidy fei und
bafi, wenn ex bie jungen Udler einen
um ben anbern veripeifen roollte, bev
l{te o8 merfen und feine Nahrung mefhr
sutvageniviibe, Davim entftand awifden
bem Viiren und ben jungen Ablern eine
VUrt Freunbidaftdbund, der fo lange
wihrle, Hi8 id) cined Tages, naddem
id) ben alten Abler mit einer fidjeren
Stugel gelisbtet, bad Meft ausnehmen
will und bei ben giemlich mageren Adlev-
jungen den fetten Waven im Hovjte fand
b cxlegte . . . Sehen Sie, meine

Derren, jo faun ed gefen!"”

Welde Thiere gleiden ein:
ander am meiften?

Sanindyen und Erte.

% Qebn,

Deim Wity i8 iapa g'rad a’ Lb'n,
Co werd'd ef et glei’ wieber gebn.
T8 18 a' Gaubi und a’ Freud,

Unb 2Alled fuchest, fingt und jdireit;
A Jeder fdmad'tt*y, draaht an Huat
Wnb ftampft vor fanter Webevmuath.
LIBad qibt'd beun?” frag i, wia i’ '8

q'haet.

Lo cinal® vnafa i, .ean zapft
werd!"”
Ceinr el

= ONiE bev S fdnalien.

Dac geniipt.

W Bprit Shre Todter fremde
Spradyen ?* LNt fertig iedodr
Taun fie tn fitnf Spraden ,Ja” fagen,
jalls cin anjlandiger Mo wme jic an
hatten jolle ™

10, Duck-Rabbit, reprint of full page from Fliegende Blitter (1892).
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resemble each other the most?”). Certainly the rabbit and the duck
don’t “resemble” each other: like the Bear and Eagle they are “nested”
together—that is, located, imagined, or pictured in the same gestalt,
the one a narrative representation or fable, the other an equivocal
picture.** The Duck-Rabbit is about difference and similitude, the
shifting of names and identities—that is, metaphoricity—in the field

of vision: it solicits the self-knowledge of the human eye by aligning

it with the eye of the animal, depicted as a still center across which
waves of shifting identity may be seen to flow.2’

This trio of images, the Duck-Rabbit, Alain’s Cartoon, and
Steinberg’s “New World,” will serve, I hope, to map out a rough,
preliminary typology of the metapicture, exemplified in three distinet
forms of pictorial self-referentiality. Steinberg’s “New World” exem-
plifies strict or formal self-reference, the picture that represents itself,
creating a referential circle or mise en abime. Alain’s cartoon is generi-
cally self-referential; it exemplifies the sort of picture that represents
pictures as a class, the picture about pictures (cp. here the genre of
studio, atelier, gallery, museum, and collector’s cabinet pictures). The
Duck-Rabbit, finally, involves discursive or contextual self-reference;
its reflexivity depends upon its insertion into a reflection on the nature
of visual representation. In principle, this means that any picture or
visible mark no matter how simple, from the Necker cube to the single
stroke which served as the signature of Apelles, is capable of becoming
a metapicture. Pictorial self-reference is, in other words, not exclu-

24. In its original context, the rabbit would seem to be the dominant
figure, the one we see first, the one whose name appears first. He resembles
the neighboring rabbits in the picture of the storyteller and his audience that
accompanies the story; the rabbits, in fact, are depicted outside the central
drcle of the hunters. The duck-rabbit’s position at the end of the story sug-
gests a moral for the hunted as well as the hunters. If the story of the bear
who passed for an eagle shows the logic of a freundschaftsbund of mutual
fear and respect between feathered and furry predators, the Duck-Rabbit
transposes this moral into the realm of the animals preyed upon, a bond of
mutual camouflage in which Duck and Rabbit disguise themselves as one
another. The evident futility of these reciprocal disguises (both duck and

rabbit being “fair game” for hunters and predators) darkens the joke even
further.

25. See chapter 10, “Illusion: Looking at Animals Looking,” for further
thoughts on the animal as object and spectator of pictures.
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sively a formal, internal feature that distinguishes some pictures, but
4 pragmatic, functional feature, a matter of use aqd context. Any
picture that is used to reflect on the nature of pictures is a metapicture.

These three examples should also suggest some of the basic fea-
jures of metapictures, their typical uses, effects, and status as a genre.
Ihe principle use of the metapicture is, obviously, to explalp what
plctures are—to stage, as it were, the “self-knowledge” of p,l’ctures.
We may want to say that self-knowledge is “only a rpetaphor when
applied to pictures that are, after all, nothing but lines and shapes
and colors on flat surfaces. But we also know that pictures have al-
wiays been more than that: they have also been idols, fetishes, mggiﬁ
mirrors—objects that seem not only to have a presence, but a “life
ul their own, talking and looking back at us.*® That is.why the use
ol metapictures as instruments in the understanding of pictures seems
ievitably to call into question the self-understanding of the observer.
1his destabilizing of identity is to some extent a phenomenological
jsniie, a transaction between pictures and observers activated by the
internal structural effects of multistability: the shifting of figure and
pround, the switching of aspects, the display of pictorial paradox apd
forms of nonsense, We might call this the “wildness” of the metapic-
Wire, its resistance to domestication, and its associations with primitiv-
inin, savagery, and animal behavior.

But the question of “effects” and “identity” does not merely re-
side in the encounter between an image and an eye: it also engages
the status of the metapicture in a wider cultural field, its positioning
with respect to disciplines, discourses, and institutions. Here we also
find what I can only describe as a another form of wildness in the
wiys metapictures tend to resist fixed cultural status. Metapu;tures
Are notoriously migratory, moving from popular cullt.ure to science,
philosophy or art history, shifting from marginal positions as illustra-
{ions or ornaments to centrality and canonicity. They don’t just 1llu.s-
trate theories of picturing and vision: they show us what vision is,
and picture theory.

26. For a comprehensive survey of this phenomenon, see David Freedberg,
Ihe Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response (Chi-
capo: University of Chicago Press, 1989).
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A Meta-metapicture

Man is then able to include the world in the sovereignty of a dis-
course that has the power to represent its representation.
—Michel Foucault, The Order of Things

The metapicture that summarizes all these features of the genre most
fully is Velazquez’s Las Meninas (figure 11). From a formal stand-
point, Las Meninas equivocates between the strict self-reference of
Steinberg’s “New World” and the generic self-reference of Alain’s
cartoon. It represents Veldzquez painting a picture, but we will never
know whether it is #his picture or some other, since he shows us only
its back. The formal structure of Las Meninas is an encyclopedic
labyrinth of pictorial self-reference, representing the interplay between
the beholder, the producer, and the object or model of representation
as a complex cycle of exchanges and substitutions. Like “New World”
and Alain’s cartoon, it offers a totalizing historical image: Foucault
calls it a “representation, as it were, of Classical representation,”*” a
comprehensive figure not only of a painterly style, but of an episteme,
an entire system of knowledge/power relations. We might amend this
slightly to say that it is a classical representation of classical represen-
tation, to contrast it with the kind of apocalyptic and historicizing
self-reference we find in Alain and Steinberg: Alain’s Egyptian life-
class shows archaic representation within the frame of classical repre-
sentation; Steinberg shows modernist representation (as ‘““abstrac-
tion”) within the frame of a “New World” we might want to call
postmodernism.

The status of Las Meninas, however, may seem radically different
from the metapictures we have examined, and I suspect there will be
some resistance to thinking of it as belonging to the same genre, much
less the same essay, with the Duck-Rabbit. The two pictures are about
as unlike one another as one could imagine. Las Meninas is a canoni-
cal masterpiece of Western painting and the subject of a massive art-
historical literature. The Duck-Rabbit is a trivial, anonymous drawing
from a humor magazine that became a key illustration in psychologi-
cal literature. Las Meninas is an endlessly fascinating labyrinth of
reflections on the relations of painting, painter, model, and beholder.
The Duck-Rabbit has been employed to establish a kind of degree
zero in the interpretability of the multistable or ambiguous image:
it is not generally taken to be paradoxical, allegorical, or (in itself)

27. Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human
Sciences (New York: Vintage, 1973), p. 16.
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|1, Diego Rodriguez de Silva Veldzquez, Las Meninas. Courtesy of Museo del
P'rado; © Museo del Prado, Madrid. Photo: Alinari/Art Resource, NY.
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self-reflexive. If Las Meninas exemplifies the metapicture in its most
complex, articulate, and exalted status, the Duck-Rabbit is the sim-
plest and humblest member of the genre, inhabiting a site where hu-
man and animal perception seem to intersect, a place where popular
culture enters into the basement of psychological and philosophical
discourse. If Wittgenstein had not written about the Duck-Rabbit, it
would scarcely be remembered, and it would not qualify as a metapic-
ture. On the other hand, if Foucault had not written about Las Meni-
nas, it would still be a great masterpiece, but it too would not be a
metapicture.”® Svetlana Alpers implied as much when she asked “why
should it be that the major study, the most serious and sustained piece
of writing on this work in our time, is by Michel Foucault?” Alpers
answer was that the “interpretive procedures of the discipline itself

.. made a picture such as Las Meninas literally unthinkable under
the rubric of art history.”? I would put this a slightly different way.
The problem with the art historical writing about Las Meninas was
like the problem with the psychological literature on the Duck-Rabbit:
it made the picture far too thinkable. Like Wittgenstein, Foucault
sprung his metapicture loose from a professional discourse where it
had an assured status and meaning into another way of speaking.
This “way of speaking” is by now hardening into a disciplinary for-
mation in its own right (that is, a set of clichés or rigid hypericons),
one which sometimes forgets that the peculiar language-games Fou-
cault and Wittgenstein brought to their images were designed to make
them harder, not easier to talk about.

That is why calling this way of speaking “philosophy” would
simply beg the question of Foucault and Wittgenstein’s very problem-
atic relations to their respective philosophical traditions and the curi-
ous sort of language they bring to the metapicture. The key features
of this language are (1) its refusal of explanation and closure, its
preference for surface description; (2) its application of a highly gen-
eral vocabulary to pictures (Foucault confesses to his own use of
“vague, rather abstract designations”); and (3) its strange passivity
before the image, as if the point were to achieve a state of receptivity
that would allow the image to speak for itself. Wittgenstein urges us

28. See Svetlana Alpers, “Interpretation without Representation, or The
Viewing of Las Meninas,” Representations 1 (February 1983): 31-42, for
argument about the revolutionary character of Foucault’s essay. See also Leo
Steinberg, “Veldzquez’ Las Meninas,” in October 19 (Winter 1981): 45-54.

29. Alpers, “Interpretation without Representation,” p. 31.
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not to explain the Duck-Rabbit, but to listen to what comes out qf
our mouths and to ponder its relation to our visual experience, as -1f
the automatisms to be discovered were not “in our heac}s” but in
expressions of body language, tone of voice, and grammatical ’1’nf]ec-
ton. Foucault argues that “we must . . . pretend not to know ”who
the figures are in Las Meninas. We must forego the “adequate” lan-
puage of the anecdote and the proper name, the language that tells
s who's who and what’s what in Las Meninas and confine ()urselvc?s
10 a language that knows its inadequacy to the “visible fact.” “It is
perhaps through the medium of this grey, anonymous !ang:.‘lage e
ihat the painting may, little by little, release its Lllumlnatlons (p- 10).

These “illuminations™ are the by now familiar and canomc.al
readings by which Foucault transforms Las Meninas from an art his-
torical masterpiece into a metapicture, a picture abqut picturing, a
“representation, as it were, of Classical representation™ (p. 16).‘1
won't rehearse the extensive literature that has been generated by this
imsight with any further reading of the intricacies of self—re:fcrence in
| s Meninas. Suffice it to say that, like the other metapictures we
have examined, it deploys its self-knowledge of representation to acti-
vate the beholder’s self-knowledge by questioning the identity of the
spectator position. In Las Meninas, this questioning h_as.centrally to
do with power and representation-the power of painting and the
painter, and the power of the sovereign who is the implied observer.
Velizquez portrays himself as a court servant, simply agother member
of the household, at the same time he insinuates a kind of mastery
for himself, a sovereignty over representation, with a wit and discre-
tion that makes the hint of usurpation acceptable. Sovereigns, after
all, had to go to school like anyone else, had to subordinate themselves
to the discipline of tutors and advisors. The discipline of the eye and
control of visual representation is central to the technology of sover-
¢ignty, including those techniques of self-discipline adu_mbrated in the
optical figure of “the mirror for princes.”* Lasl Memnas. portrays a
political and representational power so pervasive that It.need_ not
display itself; it can afford to be discreet, even 1nv151bl.e, to disseminate
itself in this scene of the courtly interior made public spectacle, and
even to permit itself to be upstaged by the disc.reet master of courtly
spectacle, Velazquez himself. Exactly how this speaks to tl‘l‘e self-
knowledge of modern observers, how it continues to astonish “sover-

30. See Joel Snyder, “Las Meninas and the Mirror of the Prince,” Critical
Inquiry 11:4 (June 1985): 539-72.
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eign subjects” in a radically different social order, is precisely the
question that makes this painting so endlessly fascinating.

Las Meninas’ self-reflexivity is directed at its own kind of paint-
ing, at an entire institution of and discourse on painting which Velaz-
quez epitomizes and masters. It is not strictly auto-referential and
self-constituting like Steinberg’s “New World,” unless we imagine the
painting with its back to us to be Las Meninas itself. And it does not
refer, as Alain’s cartoon does, to another kind of painting. Las Meni-
nas aims, like “New World,” to give us a total picture of representa-
tion, one which, unlike Steinberg’s, does not pretend to ignore its
beholder, but solicits and even represents the spectator position. Fou-
cault traces this totalizing gesture in Las Meninas as a “spiral shell”
that “presents us with the entire cycle of representation” (p. 11)—the
painter, his tools and materials, the completed paintings on the walls,
the illuminated rectangle of the door, and, above all, the mirror on
the back wall which seems to reflect dimly the beholders of this scene,
who are themselves the implied spectacle for the gazes of the figures
in the scene.

To enter into this cycle is something like “switching on” the am-
biguous aspects of the Duck-Rabbit. In Las Meninas, however, the
aspects are (at least) triple rather than binary, and they are located in
an imaginary site of projection in front of the painting, the space
occupied (1) by the painter as he worked on this canvas; (2) by the
figures (presumably reflected in the mirror) who are modeling for the
painter and addressed by the gazes of the figures; (3) by the beholder.
These three projected beholders can be matched up with Leo
Steinberg’s three “vanishing points”: (1) the “real” (geometrical) van-
ishing point by the man in the doorway (the keeper of tapestries, also
named “Velazquez”); (2) the “false” or “‘symbolic” vanishing point
in the mirror (whose figures may be the King and Queen beholding
the scene or, if Joel Snyder is correct, the reflected images of their
painted images on Velizquez’s hidden canvas; (3) the little Infanta,
who is the conventional “subject” of the picture and who is, as the
royal child, the “image” of her parent-beholders.

There is no vulgar playing with illusion as in the Duck-Rabbit,
no tricks on the senses. The only figure in the painting who lies outside
the cycle of gazes and visual exchange is, appropriately enough, the
one closest to the surface: the drowsy dog in the foreground. If the
“aspects” of Las Meninas shimmer and shift, they do so in an invisi-
ble, unrepresentable space where the spectator’s subjectivity is consti-
tuted. As Foucault puts it: “no gaze is stable, or rather, in the neutral
furrow of the gaze piercing at a right angle through the canvas, subject
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and object, the spectator and model, reverse their roles to inﬁni.ty.'. &
Because we see only that reverse side [of the canvas in the painting]
we do not know who we are, or what we are doing. Seen or seeing?”
(. 5). It is the painting’s ability to destabilize t.he position of the
ubserver, engaging our fantasies of sovereign sub]e§t1v1ty—the mas-
tery of space, light, and design we attribute to the painter, the mastery
ul people we attribute to the historical sovereigns, and the mastery of
aur own visual/imaginal field, its look and meaning, that we attribute
10 ourselves as modern observers, rulers of our private “mental
kingdoms.” _

To summarize: our four theoretical pictures constitute an array,
by no means exhaustive, of some of the key moments of force in
the representation of representation. They show us four contrast-
i pictures of the producers, models, and spectators of pictures:
Steinberg shows us the draughtsman as demiurge, creating a universe
casually, almost as a byproduct of doodling, working abstractly, with-
ot a model, in indifference to a beholder who is simultaneously
“sucked in” and repelled by the composition. Velazquez gives us a
portrait of the artist as clever servant, holding up a seducFive mirror
10 o beholder who is at once the sovereign, the painter himself, apd
any passing observer. Alain gives us a picture of the artist- as a servile
opyist of an equally servile model; the beholder, meanwhile, is placed
i1l 4 position of superior visual mastery, beholding th§ whgle scene of
pictorial production as a historical moment, an archaic, alien conven-
fion from a position (apparently) beyond history, beyond style and
comvention. The Duck-Rabbit, finally, is addressed to the beholder as
experimental subject, the sort of psycho-physiological bf_:ing. con-
sructed by optical illusion tests. The “artist” of this drawing is not
the draughtsman, but the scientist who puts it to use, and the quel
i neither a duck nor a rabbit, but a set of hypotheses about visualiza-
tion and visual perception.

| want to return now to the question of the “grey anonymous
language” by which Foucault transforms Las Meninas from an object
ol art historical interpretation into a metapicture. Foucault notes that
this way of talking about pictures risks

embroiling ourselves forever in those vague, rather abstract designa-
tions, so constantly prone to misunderstanding and duplication, ‘the
painter,” ‘the characters,” ‘the models’, ‘the spectators’, ‘the images’.
Rather than pursue to infinity a language inevitably inadequate to the
visible fact, it would be better to say that Veldzquez composed a picture;
that in this picture he represented himself, in his studio or in a room
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of the Escurial, in the act of painting two figures whom the Infanta
Margarita has come there to watch, together with an entourage of
Duennas, etc.

“Proper names,” Foucault notes, would “avoid ambiguous designa-
tions,” and bring the chain of explanations, the stream of descriptive
phrases to an end. Why, then, do we not take this obvious road to
certainty and closure? Foucault’s answer is an assertion about the
nature of the relation between words and images:

the relation of language to painting is an infinite relation. It is not that
words are imperfect, or that, when confronted by the visible, they prove
insuperably inadequate. Neither can be reduced to the other’s terms: it
is in vain that we say what we see; what we see never resides in what
we say. And it is in vain that we attempt to show, by the use of images,
metaphors, or similes, what we are saying; the space where they achieve
their splendour is not that deployed by our eyes but that defined by the
sequential elements of syntax. (p. 9)

It is important to stress here that Foucault is not pronouncing
what Wittgenstein would call a metaphysical law about the incom-
mensurability of language and vision; it may be “in vain” that we
“say what we see” (and vice versa) but no vanity is more common.
The assigning of proper names to images, for instance, “gives us a
finger to point with . . . to pass surreptitiously from the space where
one speaks-to the space where one looks; in other words, to fold one
over the other as though they were equivalents.” This search for
proper equivalents, for closure of explanation, is the normal task of
art history, perhaps even of the theory of representation. But it is not
Foucault’s goal, as he goes on to explain: “if one wishes to keep
the relation of language to vision open, if one wishes to treat their
incompatibility as starting-point for speech instead of an obstacle to
be avoided, so as to stay as close as possible to both, then one must

erase those proper names and preserve the infinity of the task”
(pp. 9-10).

Talking Metapictures

Words are not, then, proof against a relapse into images.
—Jean-Frangois Lyotard, “Figure Foreclosed”

Foucault’s strategy of holding open the gap between language and
image allows the representation to be seen as a dialectical field of
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11 René Magritte, Les trabison des images (1929). © 1993 C. Herscovici/ARS,
Now York.

lurces, rather than a determinate “message’’ or referential _sign. Sp
far, although we have noted the embedding of each. metapicture in
Aiscourse, we have not yet seen a picture of this relationship as sgch,
A tepresentation of the relation between discoque and repres_ent,atlon,
) picture about the gap between words and pictures. Magrl'tte s Les
tnabison des images provides a picture of just this relatlonshl? (ﬁgure
1), The self-reflexivity of this picture depends, ip fact, upon 1ti intro-
jection of language inside the frame. The index1c.a1 “this’ in this is
iot a pipe” refers, we suppose, to the pictured pipe (though it coqld
Also refer to itself, that is, to the string of words, or to the.entlre
ssemble of words and image). The structure of our third klfld of
metapicture, the one that depends on the “inser_tion of.the picture
ito a discourse on vision and representation,” is here internalized
within the frame. We might want to object that this. isn’t realiy a
wmetapicture, not really pictorial self-reference, .in t_hat it “cheats” by
using words to achieve self-reference. The objection presumes that
words cannot properly signify in a picture, that they remain alien to
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its semiotic order no matter how firmly they are located in its pictoria
space. Nevertheless, I take the point. Let us think of this as a “cheat-
ing” metapicture, slightly illegitimate, whose real purpose is to reflect,
not on pictures, but on the relation of pictures and words, both the
way we speak of pictures and the way pictures “speak’ to us.
What image could be simpler, more calculated to let a whole
theory of the relation between words and images “be taken in at a
glance and easily held in the mind”? There are no optical illusions,
no puns, no labyrinth of gazes, reflections, and self-reflexive refer:
ences. We are shown a simple pipe, carefully rendered in a realist
style, with modeling, shading, and highlights, accompanied by
straightforward statement: “Ceci n’est pas une pipe.” If this is a puz
zle, it is one that is decoded so quickly that all the pleasure of deci-
pherment goes up in smoke immediately: of course it is not a pipe; it
is only a picture of a pipe. The apparent contradiction dissolves in a
moment, erasing even the slim pleasure of a double reading, the equ
ocal play provided by the two (or three) equally true perceptions of
the Duck-Rabbit. The statement, “this is not a pipe,” is just literally
true: if there is a contest here between the statement and the image,
it is clear that discourse has the final say.
And yet, what discourse is it that can only use language literally?
As Foucault notes, there also is “a convention of language,” the cus-
tom we have of talking about the images of things as if they were the
things themselves. This custom makes the legend “this is not a pipe”
literally true, but figuratively false. Moreover, insofar as the verbal
figure is customary and conventional, it is no longer a figure at all,
but a dead metaphor, like the leg of a table or the arm of a chair.
The proposition which seems to deny the authority of the image winds
up having its own authority called into question, not only by the
picture, but by something internal to the conventions of language.
Magritte’s pipe doesn’t aim to astonish like Las Meninas, to be-
guile and divert like Steinberg’s New World, to destabilize our knowl-
edge of the other like Alain’s life-class, or to activate the body’s visual
apparatus like the Duck-Rabbit. It is designed, rather, with all the
connotations of pedantry and utility: it is a teaching aid, a piece of
classroom apparatus, a point which is made explicit in a later version
of the pipe motif, Les deux mystéres (figure 13), which shows the
same composition on a blackboard mounted on an easel. Its proper
site is not the museum or gallery, but the classroom, and its function
is as a pedagogical primer. It is like one of those illustrated elementary
textbooks that teach reading by correlating words with pictures. Its
purpose, however, is a negative lesson, an exercise in unlearning or
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é ici k.
44 lené Magritte, Les deux mysteres. © C. Herscovici/ARS, New Yor

programming a set of habits which are second nature. It %shnot
ausible to gauge the effect of this negative lesson, the;efore, wit lt_m

| patient working through of the forms of verbal and v1sua]‘dlsc1g ine
At it secks to overturn. A subversion_of thf-: “r_latugill att1tqde to-
Wwird pictures is the least important ofllts objectives. Thle picture li
ot aimed at people who believe that plCt‘l:lI'iS transparent _3.{1represer;t
ubjects, much less those who are “takex‘1 in” by p:ctonalll ulilons. .
ilidresses the much more fundamental issue of the relation etlwc?e

Wictires and texts and those who believe they know_what that relation
_ who think they know what to say about pictures, what pic-

fures say. _ ’
Magritte’s pipe is a demonstration (to recall Foucault’s words

i i itude” d pictures, see Norman
1. On the notion of a “natural attitude” towar :
Wiyson, Vision and Painting: The Logic of the Gaze (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1983), chapter 1.
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about Las Meninas) that “‘the relation of language to painting is an
infinite relation.” This doesn’t mean the relation is indefinite or inde-
terminate or perhaps even quantitatively large: it isn’t that there are
fifty or fifty thousand “readings” (or “viewings”) of Magritte’s com-

position. Two readings are quite sufficient to open out the infinite
relation, just as the duality (and the significance of the duality) of the

Duck-Rabbit suffices to “switch on” its multistable circuit of signifi-

cation. Metapictures elicit, not just a double vision, but a double.

voice, and a double relation between language and visual experience.

If every picture only makes sense inside a discursive frame, an “out-

side” of descriptive, interpretive language, metapictures call into ques-
tion the relation of language to image as an inside-outside structure,
They interrogate the authority of the speaking subject over the seen
image. Magritte’s pipe is a third-order metapicture, depicting and de-
constructing the relation between the first-order image and the sec-
ond-order discourse that is fundamental to the intelligibility of all
pictures, and perhaps of all words. It isn’t simply that the words

contradict the image, and vice versa, but that the very identities of

words and images, the sayable and the seeable, begin to shimmer and
shift in the composition, as if the image could speak and the words
were on display.

The best way to see this effect is to give voice to the silent dialogue
of the painting by amplifying the arguments that might be mustered
in support of its contrary readings. The first reading we already have:
the text tells us that the drawing is not a pipe, and the drawing assents,
declaring (silently, of course) that it is only a drawing and not a pipe;
the argument is over. The second reading is more difficult to specify.
It is only implicit, hesitant, like a murmur or demurral beginning “and
yet. . .. 7" Perhaps it is only an echo of the beholder’s voice saying,

and yet it is, after all, a picture of a pipe. It represents a pipe. We could
use it to pick out a real pipe from a pile of miscellaneous objects. We
could even use it to pick out a particular pipe, one with just this specific
shape and lustre, from a rack full of pipes. Surely it makes sense to say,
“This is a pipe,” so long as we understand ourselves to mean ‘this is
what a pipe looks like,” or ‘this represents a pipe.’ To write ‘this is not
a pipe’ under this simple drawing is a perverse sort of pedantry. It tells
us something we already know, tries to correct us and prevent us from
making a mistake we were in no danger of making. If there is any
“mistake” here, in fact, it is that of some overly-docile student, whose
subjection to the rote discipline of penmanship is revealed in the me-
chanical handwriting of the legend. It takes no skill, learning, or imagi-
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nation to write “this is not a pipe” under a drawing of a pipe; it is like
o defacement of the drawing, something one could write under any
drawing whatsoever. The drawing, by contrast, shows a mastery of
draughtsmanship in its modelling, shading, and lustrous highlights. It
Jhows us something about pipes, is a real aid to learning, whereas these
words are merely a hindrance to knowledge.

| imagine this monologue to illustrate how qui(':kly and abundantly a
\eties of counterstatements to “this is not a pipe” can be generated
i defense of the drawing and how readily they escalaFe into a counter-
attack. If the drawing could speak, we can readily imagine its quiet
demurral turning into a tirade. The text, for its part, is not left silent.
It never tires of repeating itself, and mobilizing support from readers

who will say,

and yet it is simply a literal truth that the drawing is not a.pipc. How
can the truth be a hindrance to knowledge? Why should this lesson be
dismissed as elementary or perverse? Why do you want to cling to what
you yourself concede is a mere figure of speech? ~Are you quite sure
that you haven’t fallen, by habit, convention, or ideology, under the
spell of images? Doesn’t your excessive defensiveness sugges’t that 'rhe
simple truth is something you can’t bear to hear? Why can’t we just
make peace and co-exist in the same space?

Ihe problem is that Magritte’s drawing exists prec_isely to question
whether such a common space can be found. Magritte shows every-
ihing that can be shown: written words, a visible object. But his real
Al is to show what cannot be pictured or made reqdable, t]'!e fissure
il representation itself, the bands, layers, afnd fault-lines of discourse,
the blank space between the text and the image.
Foucault calls attention to this gap in his commentary on Ma-

pritte’s pipe:

On the page of an illustrated book, we seldom pay atteption to the

small space running above the words and below the draw1ng§, forever

serving them as a common frontier. It is there, on these few mlllllTlt?tEI‘S

of white, the calm sand of the page, that are established all the relations

of designation, nomination, description, classification.??

I'he double-coding of the illustrated book, its suturing of discogrse
and representation, the sayable and the seeable, across an unobtrusive,

32. Michel Foucault, This Is Not a Pipe, translated by James Harkness

(lberkeley: University of California Press, 1982), p. 28.
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1nv1s‘tbl§ f.rontier, exemplifies the conditions that make it possible to
say thlsl is that” (designation), to assign proper names, to describe
to Place_ in grids, strata, or genealogies. The dialectic of discourse anc‘:
vision, in .short, is a fundamental figure of knowledge as such. The
::‘ollaborauon of word and image engenders what Foucault calls a

calligram,” a composite text-image that “brings a text and a shape
as close together as possible” (pp. 20-21). The calligram is a figure
Sf knowledge as power, aiming at a utopia of representation in which

things” are trapped in a “double cipher,” an alliance between the:
‘s‘hapes .and.meanmgs of words. Word and image are like two hunters
pursuing its quarry by two paths. . . . By its double function, it
guarantees capture, as neither discourse alone nor a pure draw;ng

could do” (p. 22). They are like the two jaws of
real. But then Magritte Jaws of a trap set for gy

reopened the trap the calligram had sprung on the thing it described.
er Tbe trap shattered on emptiness: image and text fall each to its
own side, of their own weight. No longer do they have a common
ground nor a place where they can meet. . . . The slender, colorless
neutral strip, which in Magritte’s drawing separates the text and th;
ﬁgure, must be seen as a crevasse—an uncertain, foggy region. . . . Still
it is too much to claim that there is a blank or lacuna: instead, it is an
absence of space, an effacement of the “common place” betv:'een the
signs of writing and the lines of the image. (pp. 28-29)

_ Fouc.ault performs for us the impossibility of designating, describ-
ing, naming, perhaps even classifying this curious region bet’ween the
wo:d and image. One moment it is nearly abstract and geometrical
(a colquess neutral strip”); the next it is a sublime landscape (“an
uncertain foggy region”) or the margin of a seashore; the next a pure
negation, an “‘absence of space.” At other times he will describe it
In terms reminiscent of Lessing’s account of painting and poetry, as
something like a frontier separating two armies:** “between the ﬁg,ure

33. Lessing, Laocoon (1766), translated by Ellen Frothingham (New
York: Fatl'rar, Straus, and Giroux, 1969), p. 110; further page references will
be cited 1n.the text. As Lessing puts it in Laocoon: “Painting and poetry
should be like two just and friendly neighbors, neither of whom indeed is
allowed to take unseemly liberties in the heart of the other’s domain, but
who exercise mutual forbearance on the borders, and effect a peaceful s:attle-
ment for‘all the petty encroachments which circumstance may compel either
to make in haste on the rights of the other” (p. 110). See Iconology, chapter
3, on Lessing and the battle of the temporal and spatial arts. ;
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s the text a whole series of intersections—or rather attacks
launched by one against the other, arrows shot at the enemy target,
siterprises of subversion and destruction, lance blows and wounds,
a battle” (p. 26).

Whatever we call the No Man’s Land between image and text in
Magritte’s drawing, it seems clear that, for Foucault, it is foundational
fur both the structures of power/knowledge that are the object of his
encalogies and for his own practice as a writer. 1 think it is no
Uxagperation to say that the little essay on Magritte, and the hypericon
ol “Ceci n'est pas une pipe,” provides a picture of Foucault’s way of
witting and his whole theory of the stratification of knowledge and
ihe relations of power in the dialectic of the visible and the sayable.
Michel de Certeau has commented on Foucault’s “optical style,” with
Iin scenes, tables, figures, and illustrations:

Actually, these images institute the text. . . . Forgotten systems of reason
Wit in these mirrors. On the level of the paragraph or phrase, quotes
{unction in the same way; each of them is embedded there like a frag-
ment of a mirror, having the value not of a proof but of an astonish-
ment—a sparkle of other. The entire discourse proceeds in this fashion
from vision to vision.*

Gilles Deleuze argues further that this interplay between “seeing and
ypeaking,” the “visible and the sayable,” is not merely a matter of
uyle or rhetoric, a way to seduce the reader, but a constitutive feature
ul Foucault’s epistemology. Knowledge itself is a system of archaeo-
lopical strata “made from things and words . . . from bands of visibil-
ity and bands of readability.” Foucault’s “visual style” is built, then,
upon the most venerable oppositions of rhetoric and epistemology,
(he traditional interplay between res and verba, words and things, les
wots et les choses, arguments and examples, discourse and image.
(Deleuze remarks that “Foucault enters into a logical tradition that is
already well established, one which claims that there is a difference
il nature between statements and descriptions . . . the description-
weene is the regulation unique to visibilities, just as the statement-curve
i the regulation unique to readabilities.””**) Foucault’s characteristic
procedure might be described, then, as his identification of the visual-

34. Michel de Certeau, Heterologies: Discourse on the Other, translated
Iy Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986),
p. 196.

35. Gilles Deleuze, Foucault (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1988), p. 80.
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verbal dialectic as a kind of “historical a priori” which serves, not

merely as one of the structures of knowledge and power, but a key

to the relation of theory and history. The dialectic of the visible anc

the sayable is the closest Foucault comes to a set of foundational

Kantian categories; they even play something like the role that time

and space serve in Kant’s epistemology. But Foucault refuses the phe:

nomenological account of visual perception, insisting on the histor

cality of the senses and perceptual fields. Ceci n’est pas une pipe i

his closest brush with a transcendental a priori, a moment whose

abstractness and generality is undone by its reliance on this particular,

concrete example. It is only, after all, a reading of a picture, and only

a picture of a theory. '

To return to the picture, and to the most obvious, banal question,

one that is rarely asked about this drawing: Why a pipe? Why
wouldn’t any other object—a hat, a shoe, a glove—do as well? The
answer is that they would do as well to illustrate the abstract “theme”
of the composition, but they would completely lose the specific force
of the image. Foucault finds a hidden calligram in the similarity of
the shape of the “p” in “pipe” to the pictured pipe. (To this one might
add the hint of a physical motivation in the link between the plosive
lip-action required to pronounce a “p” and the act of puffing on a
pipe.) But there is an even more obvious and naively literal connota-
tion to the depicted object, in its reminder of the “effect/affect” of
metapictures on beholders. Metapictures are all like pipes: they are
instruments of reverie, provocations to idle conversation, pipe-
dreams, and abstruse speculations. Like pipes, metapictures are
“smoked” or “smoked out” and then put back in the rack. They
encourage introspection, reflection, meditations on visual experience,
Their connection to history, politics, contemporaneity is equivocal,
for they clearly serve (like puzzles, anagrams, conundrums, para-
doxes) the purposes of escapist leisure, consumptive and sumptuary
pleasure, a kind of visual orality in which the eyes “drink” in and
savor the scopic field. Indeed, as some of Magritte’s other “pipe’”
drawings make clear (figure 14), the pipe is an instrument of auto-
fellatio, a device to link the pleasures of masturbation and orality.*

36. Dawn Ades and Terry Ann Neff, “Addendum: It Certainly Was Not
a Pipe!” in In the Mind’s Eye: Dada and Surrealism, catalog for an exhibition
at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, 1984. Louis Scutenaire also
points out the pun in French on the pipe and the penis. See Avec Magritte
(Brussels: Le Fil Rouge, Editions Lebeer Hossman, 1977), p. 31. I'm grateful
to John Ricco and Alison Pearlman for calling these matters to my attention.
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14. René Magritte, Un-
titled Drawing, 1948.
Ink on paper. Private col-
lection, Brussels. © 1993
C. Herscovici/ARS, New
York.

1he pipe’s function in smoking ritt.lalsi—for peace, WOFSI;iP’ exghange
ol pifts, and festivals, associates 1t with utopian socia practices ﬁs
well as with solitary introspection and narcissism. It also has (as the
Jhadows of Magritte’s drawing indicate) glarker sides: excess, ad(éllc-
tion, narcosis, habituation to self-des.tructwe. pleasures. Even thfci: es-
{ive, utopian aspects of the pipe are linked v'wth death and_sacrl lce—;
the burnt offering, the spectacular destruction of wealth in potlatc

rituals.*

ift: Reason for Exchange in
37 See Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and
Archaic Societies (1950), translated by W. D. Halls (New York: Norton,

1990), pp. 70=71.
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] These readings of the public and private symbolism of the pipe
might seem incompatible at first glance with my earlier remarks about
the pedantic, pedagogical character of the drawing. 1 would argue,
however, that the idleness and reverie connoted by the pipe are not
incompatible with disciplinary pedagogies, especially the sort that in-
volve initiation rituals and exercises in self-understanding. 1 would
also want to stress that these interpretations involve a seeing of the
picture that forgets about the legend, or replaces it freely with other
legends, such as “this is a pipe,” or “why is this a pipe?” Magritte’s
pipe does not “symbolize” these things, of course. It has been snatched
away from these uses into the space of abstraction: it has become
a philosopher’s example, illustrating a simple negative lesson about
pictures, statements, and objects. But we can put it back into touch
with the world simply by erasing the legend (which is clearly the sort
of writing that is meant to be erased)®® and substituting something
else, or by returning it to its probable “origin” in the real world, as
a self-sufficient indexical, a sign-board over the entrance of a tobacco-
nists’ shop.

The effect of the metapicture, in short, shouldn’t be confused with
themes or topoi. I take the theme of “This Is Not a Pipe” to be the
relation of statements and pictures but the effect to be a certain infinite
reverie activated by the density of the image and the legend, how they
are drawn and inscribed. Let us call this the “Pipe Effect.” There
are other effects that seem more or less “programmed” into the
hypericons we have considered. The Duck-Rabbit has, according to
some phenomenological theories, a mechanical effect on perception;
it activates a potential for the “switching” of aspects, one which
Gombrich believes is “wired in” as an inability to see both aspects
simultaneously. Wittgenstein hinted at some skepticism about this
supposed inability, suggesting that it’s possible to see the drawing as
“the Duck-Rabbit,” a form which is neither one nor the other, but
both or neither.*” In any event, let us call this the “multistability

38. Even more so in Les deux mystéres, where the writing is shown as
chalk on a blackboard.

39. This point was brought forcibly home during a discussion of the Duck-
Rabbit at the seminar on “Image and Text” at the 1990 School of Criticism
and Theory, when Linda Beard of Michigan State University pointed out that
the problem of the Duck-Rabbit is exactly analogous to the question of the
mulatto, the ambiguous visual/verbal coding of race in the binary system of
black and white “identity.” The possibility of a third term, an image of

14

Metapictures

dlect,™ noting that it too seems to be a recurrent feature of Fhe
metapicture. We noted that the “time-line” of Steipberg’s f:lrawmg
can be read in two opposite directions; Magritte’s Pipe requires two
contrary and symmetrical readings; Las Meninas is a ve.ritable whirl-
puol of interpretative “‘aspects,” switching and alternatmg the plaal:es
ul painter, beholder, and model, the viewer and the viewed, with
duzzling complexity. iy
The figure of the “whirlpool” suggests a way of spec1fylng (or
picturing) the multistability effect in a graphic forr_n.‘ We m1gl_1t cgll
this the “Vortex Effect,” locating its most explicit rendering in
Sieinberg’s “New World,” where the graphic abstraction of reverie
linds its appropriate icon in the spiraling doodle. Versions of the vor-
jex are implied in our other examples as well—in the rotation of the
Diuck-Rabbit around the axis of the eye, in the cyclical scanning of
Mugritte’s text/image composite, and in the “cycle of representation”
that Foucault compares to a “spiral shell” in Las Meninas.*! All these
ollects are mobilized in the service of an overarching effect that is
most vividly realized in Las Meninas, and that is what we might call
(lollowing Althusser) the “Effect of Interpellation,” the sense that. the
iimage greets or hails or addresses us, that it takes the beholde_r into
he game, enfolds the observer as object for the “gaze” of the picture.
I'his is true even when no figure in the image looks out at the beholder.
Magritte’s pipe addresses, even lectures the beholder, broadcasting
iwo contradictory messages (the legend: “This is not a pipe™; the
picture: “this is a pipe”) simultaneously. Steinberg’s “New World?’
(hallenges the beholder to find a position outside it. The Duck-Rabblt
sddresses us across the gulf between animal and human perception,
hetween mechanical illusion and interpretive “seeing-as.”** That may
he why this particular example, rather than the numerous multistable

loth-or-neither, is what makes sense of the original question that accompa-
iied the Duck-Rabbit: “Which animals resemble each other the most?”

40. See Gandelman’s discussion in “The Metastability of Primitive Arte-
facts,” pp. 191-213.

41. See Foucault, Order of Things, p. 11. See my essay, “Metamorphoses
ol the Vortex: Hogarth, Turner, and Blake,” in Articulate Images: The Sister
Arts from Hogarth to Tennyson, edited by Richard Wendorf (Minneapolis:
[Iniversity of Minnesota Press, 1983), pp. 125-68.

42. See chapter 10, “Ilusion: Looking at Animals Looking,” for more on
this issue.
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geometric diagrams that appear in psychology textbooks, has emerged
as the canonical example for philosophical reflection. The Ducks
Rabbit, like the pipe, is not a neutral motif. It brings all the associa=
tions of game, hunting, decoys, and the linkage of the visual field with
power, entrapment, and violence. What does it mean that the key
shift in the Duck-Rabbit is the flashing between ears and a mouth;:
does the picture alternately “listen™ for its observer, like a rabbit
trembling in the weeds? Or does it quack at us insistently?* Alain’
Egyptian life-class seems to “capture” the geographical and historical
“other” in the net of “our” gaze. More typical of the strong hyperi-
con, however, is the interpellative return, the multistable vortex that
brings the net itself to our notice, or tears holes in it. Recall Foucault’s
comparison of Magritte’s pipe to a “double trap, unavoidable snare”
that falls open, allowing the object to escape (Pipe, pp. 22, 28).

I want to conclude these reflections, not with generalizations but
with a pair of final examples that might suggest further directions of
inquiry. The first is Poussin’s Arcadian Shepherds (figure 15), the
subject of a large scholarly literature that includes classic essays by
Erwin Panofsky and Louis Marin.** [ hope it is clear by now how we
might proceed with this example. It is clearly a representation of
representation, but with the poles of Magritte’s pipe reversed: here,
instead of a text surrounding or commenting on a picture, we have
an array of pictured figures surrounding a text inscribed on a ceno-
taph—a picture of textuality and reading. If Magritte shows us the
relation of a declarative statement to a picture, Poussin is concerned
with picturing the narrative statement, the classic problem of Western
history painting. I won’t try to reconstruct the multistable aspects of
the painting in detail, except to say that it “puts on stage” another
generic feature of the metapicture: its role as a scene of interpretation.
The shepherds have discovered the cenotaph with the ambiguous in-
scription, “I too was (or am) in Arcadia.” Like the ambiguous deictic
“this” in Magritte’s pipe, the “I"’ may be a dead shepherd speaking

|4, Nicolas Poussin, Et in Arcadia Ego. Reproduced courtesy of Musée du Louvre;
photograph courtesy of Musées Nationaux—UIaris.

ftom the past, or Death himself, speaking ominqusly in th? eternal
present. The painting stages a double vortex of interpretation. The,
first is explicitly represented by the complex drama of the shepherd_s
pestures and interwoven gazes, the sense that they represent stages in
A process of encounter, apprehension, puzzlemept, and d159u5519n,
culminating in the calm comprehension/rec.:ogn}tnon of the 51byll.me
\hepherdess at the right. The second is the lmplled vortex -of th.e im-
plicd beholders’ colloquy in front of this picture. I have in mind a
wecondary image, one in which a somewhat reduced copy of the Arca-

43. Note that the scene of the hunter’s story in Fliegende Bliitter is framed
by a pair of listening rabbits whose toothy grins suggest they are about to
burst out laughing at the absurd scene.

44. Marin, “Toward a Theory of Reading in the Visual Arts,” in Calli-
gram: Essays in New Art History from France, edited by Norman Bryson
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 63—90; Panofsky, “Et
in Arcadia Ego: Poussin and the Elegaic Tradition,” in Meaning in the Visual
Arts (New York: Doubleday, 1955), pp. 295-320.
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dian Shepherds is placed on display in some academic pastoral gettipg
and is photographed surrounded by curious studc:nts and a wise in-
siructor to show us something about the continuing fu:.xctlon of the
metapicture as teaching aid—a scene of sublime instl:uctlgn thgt con-
irasts sharply with the hilarious anarchy Foucault imagines in Ma-
yritte’s pipe-ridden classroom. . .

My final example comes from well outside the canon, not just of
art history, but of philosophical reflection as well. It comes from the

1
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popular culture of the adolescent white American male in the second
half of the twentieth century, a whole realm of pubescent transgres-
sion that has rnarked the maturation of boys in this country since th

the body as spectacle.
The picture shows us a scene at a nude beach. The nudists are

“nude beach” painted on it. Beyond the fence we see the faces and
upper bodies of the nudists reacting in horror to a spectacle that
confronts them atop the fence, where we see from behind a figure
standing on the fence, his legs spread wide, holding open a trench
coat to expose himself to the nudists. We recognize the flasher, of
course, by his knobby knees, shock of red hair, and distinctively large
ears. It is Alfred E. Neumann, the crazy, perverted nerd who is the
closest thing MAD magazine ever had to a hero. Exactly what Neu-
mann is exposing to the nudists to cause such consternation is with-
held from us behind the open trench coat. It is clear that he is showing
them something that causes women to cover their mouths in horror
and cover their children’s eyes; it leaves men gaping in amazement,
even managing to distract a distant volleyball player who is transfixed
in midair. The ‘picture leaves us asking what it is that could arouse
such horror and astonishment. '

I will spare you a comprehensive set of speculations on what it is
that Alfred E. Neumann is exposing to the nudists. The facial expres-
sions all evoke a determinate genre of presentational imagery that
might be summed up as the “Medusa Effect.” Whatever Neumann is
exposing evokes a set of responses that cycles between repulsion and
attraction, disgust and fascination. The figures seem paralyzed by the
awful spectacle, their faces registering a sequence of emotions that
range from terror to puzzlement to gaping amazement. The only “ar-
ticulate” signs and conventional gestures in the crowd are those of
the man at the left, who points toward the hidden monstrosity and
calls others to come and see. We recognize, in short, the classic re-
sponses to what Gombrich calls the “apotropaic” image, the danger-

3230

1

I

“\

I, Front cover of MAD Magazine #257, painted by Richard Williams and used
with permission. © 1985 by E. C. Publications, Inc.

45. The editors of MAD inform me that their million readers around the
world consist predominantly of boys from the ages of twelve to fifteen.
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ous representation. (These were often multistable images of faces,
genitalia, and dangerous animals, all summed up in the snaky locks:
of Medusa.) As in traditional representations of Medusa, we are pro-
tected from a direct view of the paralyzing spectacle; it is mediated
by the expressions of the pictured beholders.

Medusa, of course, is not quite appropriate to what I suppose is
our first surmise about the displayed object. But then anyone who
knows Alfred E. Neumann should have already suspected that he is
not to be imagined as being well endowed. He is a nerd, a weirdo, a
crazy, witty pervert. The suspicion begins to dawn that what Neu-
mann is showing the nudists is not a prodigious phallus, but exactly:
its opposite, a prodigious absence, a gaping wound (the empty cleav-
age at the tail end of his trench coat already suggests far too much
empty blue sky between his legs). Perhaps Neumann is a castrato, a
hermaphrodite, a sexual monster with snaky scales on his genitals.

The truth, alas, is much more prosaic, a veritable anticlimax. To
guess at it we need to ask what form of visual transgression would
be most threatening in a world defined by the free visual access to the
naked body, the open, illuminated world of nudism? The answer: not
merely a lack of visible genitalia, a wounding absence, but a positive.
prohibition, an interdiction on display, a form of negation possible
only in Janguage. Neumann’s secret (figure 17) turns out to be nothing.
but some words, the slogan “‘Flashers Against Nudity” printed on his
tee-shirt. It’s hard to imagine a clearer illustration of what Foucault
calls “the repressive hypothesis” concerning sexuality. Exhibitionism
doesn’t simply violate the law against a certain kind of visual display;
it relies on that law for its very effect. Nudism is the deadly enemy
of exhibitionism, for it offers the possibility of bodily display without
sex, secrecy, or transgression; it threatens the regime of concealment
and surveillance, and overturns the alliance between voyeurism and
exhibitionism. Alfred E. Neumann “assumes the position” here of the
classic figures of patriarchal repression and the law, maintaining their
hold on visibility and sex “‘through language, or rather through that
act of discourse that creates . . . a rule of law,”* which in turn
constitutes desire as lack.

If the MAD cover pictures a theory of sexuality, its more funda-
mental mission is to picture the relation between the visible and the

LASHERS W
ACATNST

|/ Back cover of MAD Magazine #257, painted by Richard Williams and used

i ' ity: An Introducti 1T "
46. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, vol. 1, i mecmission. © 1985 by E. C. Publications, Inc.

translated by Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage, 1990), p. 83. Further page
references will be cited in the text.
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readable in the intersections of power, desire, and knowledge. Like
our other “wild” metapictures, it doesn’t merely illustrate the repres
sive hypothesis, but undermines it, holds it up to ridicule, revealing
the law itself as mad and perverse. Like Magritte’s pipe, it reveals the
relation of the visible and the readable to be one of negation and
interdiction, a site where power, desire, and knowledge converge i
strategies of representation. Like Las Meninas, it interpellates its be-
holder in a scene of recognition and spectacular power, replacing the
sovereignty of painter/monarch with the contemporary figure of the
walking billboard, speaking in the body language of the tee-shirt.
Like the Duck-Rabbit, it opens up contrary readings with infinite
possibilities: on the one hand, a mysterious sexuality that circulates
through discourse and representation, requiring an intricate scientia
sexualis to trace what Foucault calls its “perpetual spirals of power
and pleasure” (HS, p. 45); on the other hand, an ars erotica that
would have its own forms of visibility and concealment, ““a different.
economy of bodies and pleasures” (p. 159), and a different nexus of:
the seeable and the sayable.

It will be objected that I am comparing apples and oranges (not
to mention neglecting history) in juxtaposing such disparate exam-
ples—New Yorker cartoons, gestalt images, surrealist conundrums,
Renaissance masterpieces, and juvenile comic books. I hope it is clear
that this miscellaneous and heterogeneous array is fundamental to the
claims of this essay. The study of metapictures is not a special problem
in art history, but an issue in a much larger field theory of representa-
tion, the hybrid discipline of “iconology.” The metapicture is not a
subgenre within the fine arts but a fundamental potentiality inherent
in pictorial representation as such: it is the place where pictures reveal
and “know” themselves, where they reflect on the intersections of
visuality, language, and similitude, where they engage in speculation
and theorizing on their own nature and history. As the words “reflec-
tion,” “‘speculation,” and “theory,” indicate, there is more than a
casual relation between visual representation and the practice called
theorizing (theoria comes from the Greek word “to see”). We tend to
think of “theory” as something that is primarily conducted in linear
discourse, in language and logic, with pictures playing the passive role
of illustrations, or (in the case of a “theory of pictures”) serving as
the passive objects of description and explanation. But if there is such
a thing as a metalanguage, it should hardly surprise us that there is
such a thing as a metapicture. Our search for a theory of pictures

may best be advanced by turning the problem upside-down to look
at pictures of theory.
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BIYOND COMPARISON:
PICTURE, TEXT, AND METHOD

Vhere is no link that could move from the visible to the statement, or

{rom the statement to the visible. But there is a continual relinking

which takes place over the irrational break or crack.

—_Gilles Deleuze, Foucault

hat implications do these theoretical pictures have)for ci]ues-
tions of method in the study of images and texts: I’f:r aps
the most important lessons are negative ones. Metapictures
make visible the impossibility of a strict metalanguage, a
second-order representation that stands free of its ﬁ;st-order tta;[giz:;
I'hey also reveal the inextricable weaving together of represen e
snd discourse, the imbrication of visual a‘nd verbal experlence.h
relation of the visible and the readable is {a.s Foucault thopg; t) an
infinite one, that is, if “word and image” is sxmply‘the unsatisfactory
pame for an unstable dialectic that constant!y shllfts |tsdlo;at10ni:r|;
representational practices, breaking_ both pictorial an hlscur;ra-
{rames and undermining the assumptions that undcryvnte the sep
tion of the verbal and visual disciplines, Fhen theoretlcgl plciclures rlr:z:));
be mainly useful as de-disciplinary. exercises. The worerllg t rougwith
their formal specificity and historical functioning mayd.egve 1_}sh -
nothing more than a pragmatics loosely grounded in tdra ition. OSite,
the problem of the “imagetext” (whe;ther understo_o as a comp : b;_
synthetic form or as a gap or ﬁssure:n representguon) flay sTEEiznce
a symptom of the impossibility of a “theory of pictures” or a
' sentation.” :
F rellsries easy, then, to be persuaded by Deleyze’s sggges_,tloln tha_toil;?
antinomy of word and image is something like a historical a priort,

1. Gilles Deleuze, Foucault (Minneapolis: University of Min_nles.o'tg Press,
WSQ;) p. 60: “Speaking and seeing, or rather statements and visibilities, are
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cropping up like an unruly weed whenever some attempt 1s made to
stabilize and unify the field of representation and discourse under
a single master-code (mimesis, semiosis, communication, etc.). One
traditional answer to this problem in the (American) academic study
of the representational arts has been the comparative method. The
tradition of “Sister Arts” criticism, and the pedagogy of “literature
and the visual arts,” has been the dominant model for the interdisci-
plinary study of verbal and visual representation. In its ambitious
forms “interartistic comparison” has argued for the existence of ex-
tended formal analogies across the arts, revealing structural homolo-
gles between texts and images united by dominant historical styles
such as the baroque, the classical, or the modern.? In its more cautious
versions it has been content with tracing the role of specific compari-
sons between visual and verbal art in poetics and rhetoric and examin-
ing the consequences of these comparisons in literary and artistic
practice.’

Although these methods have been mainly associated with the
work of literary scholars moonlighting in the visual arts, they have a
certain hidden institutional presence in art history as well, where the

pure Elements, a priori conditions under which all ideas are formulated and
behavior displayed, at some moment or other.”

2. Traditional approaches to the comparative method include Wylie Sy-
pher’s, Rococo to Cubism in Art and Literature (New York: Random House,
1960); Mario Praz, Munemosyne: The Parallel between Literature and the
Visual Arts (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1970); and Chauncey
Brewster Tinker, Painter and Poet: Studies in the Literary Relations of English
Painting (1938, reprint: Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 1969); René
Wellek’s skeptical critique of the comparative method in his Theory of Litera-
ture (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1964, rev. ed.) remains a
sensible antidote, but it does not attempt any analysis of the basic intuitions
and motives that drove interartistic comparison in the first place. Wendy
Steiner’s The Colors of Rhetoric (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982)
is the best example of the application of structuralist and semiotic methods
to interartistic comparison in modern literature and visual art. See also Géran
Sonneson’s Pictorial Concepts (Sweden: University of Lund, 1989), discussed
below. For a good survey of recent “interart studies,” see the special issue

“Art and Literature,” edited by Wendy Steiner, of Poetics Today 10:1 (Spring
1989).

3. Jean Hagstrum, The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism

and English Poetry from Dryden to Gray (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1958).
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; 1 » United States) has
seademic legitimation of the field (at least in the }?mr;d b:}vi‘ies i
wometimes been grounded in the sense that art lls;clopy Eiosi e
Syisual analogue” to the study of literature. Dona h.retor i
that “one of the earliest formal appealrgr;::ies !:Jf atrl:e ;[Sarvzrd i
I versity sys rred in when
American university system occu S
poration appointed Charles Eliot Norton Ligturer on the Hi i 3; =
the Fine Arts as Connected with Literature. The corﬁorate,balpand
i iti i t ver
struc ties reinforces the sense tha
mental structure of universi rel Lo
visial media are to be seen as distinct, scparate, aqd paralh;l ?C ehi-
(hat converge only at some higher level of abstraction (aesthetic p
. ; ities; the dean’s office). ‘
lusophy; the humanities; ¢ s A
Given this background of tradition and ins K .
it's hardly surprising that the comparam{e mctho? asdseaer?; =
i talk about relations of wor _
the only systematic way to : ; R
(l lay -?sid}; for the moment ad hoc discussions based in glstor;crai\l
i o i i i . Compari-
contingencies such as the friendships of painters anilii[;’;i[(s:i” s ‘L:’ .
i i g figuring “action at a
won is the ideal trope for : sl
different systems. When accompamed'by aset of ‘s‘tgndard a‘l?d;md E)q
able differentiations between the institutions of‘ l}tgraif:]red i
wual art” (that is, differentiating figures like the spia’tla : 3nh empe
vl arts, the iconic and symbolic, even ‘_ the verbal_ ar‘a ) lt E o)
\ umce;))tual framework for comparative study is es{la lShC . e
. 1 own
fined (as Wendy Steiner has s
framework may then be re Wer ; i
inguishi “substantive”) from four-terr
listinguishing three-term  (“'su ‘ ur-tel =
:unnlg‘j’) analogies. This “structured set of interrelations,” according

o Steiner,

has made the comparison of the two arts seem both a pt?s?,;ble an;li;
valuable enterprise. It has allowed contemporary theorctlcn;ns toorrc—
cover what they consider ‘real’ similarities—real bc?cat.lse tdeyiJ :cause
spond to structures in other areas of human ex‘p.f:nencf an

they can be discussed in the privileged terms of science.

I he next Step 1S to lllSt()IlClZE thlS f!'allle W Ork W ltll a master-
narrative that can be seen as common to the illtelllal tr adlthllS Of
1I|L (ll‘)\ Cl[) nes ()E tC[atLIIe a“d art 18 ()I)‘ d (0} hel] bure

VIS1O I lle € p t p S o
b S medle ' al (0] O tIIlOd
"nl’dl 1ns. S que!lCC C f cr lOd f(()[u
ern (Wl[h 1ts ulE.ltablE ConsequEIlc’es fDI tlle defi“ltlon Df aLade[IllC

4. Donald Preziosi, Rethinking Art History: Meditations on a Coy Science
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989), p. g
5. Steiner, The Colors of Rbetoric, p. 19.
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“positions”) is overlaid on the framework of analogy and one has an
interdisciplinary “field”—the comparative study of literature and the
visual arts. Why is it worth doing this? “The answer,” says Wendy
Steiner, “is that the interartistic comparison inevitably reveals the aes-

thetic norms of the period during which the question is asked.”® In
short, the method will not make any waves: it will simply provide
confirmation and elaboration of the dominant historical and concep-
tual models that already prevail in the discipline, offering the sort of

highly general, watered-down historicism that can be extracted to

match up visual art and literature.

One might suppose that the scientific and systematic tradition of
European semiotics would provide an alternative to the pragmatism
of the American “interartistic comparison” model, but in practice the
only thing that seems to change is the generality of the claims. A good
example is Géran Sonesson’s Pictorial Concepts, which is the most
ambitious recent attempt to synthesize the semiotic analysis of visual
representation and verbal discourse. But Sonesson simply replaces the
unifying concept of “art” with more general notions of “picturality,”
“literarity,” and *“meaning” to produce a higher-level comparative

method and a more insistently scientistic rhetoric. The basic task of

semiotics, argues Sonneson, is “to render comparable, in their similar-
ities and differences, the results of the different human and social
sciences, through the unification of their concepts and methods.””
Since the filling in of familiar grids with novel (but unchallenging)
detail is what usually passes for “the advancement of learning™ in
academic research, the practice of interartistic or intersemiotic com-
parison seems a safe professional option. It is a nice extra in times of
budgetary surplus, and it may have a certain survival value in times
of retrenchment, when the ability to teach in more than one depart-
ment could be attractive to a cost-cutting administration. At its best,

6. Ibid., 18.

7. See Sonneson, Pictorial Concepts, pp. 19, 16. The situation with the
semiotics of cinema and mass culture in the tradition of Roland Barthes is,
for the most part, quite different. There a rich body of connections between
semiotic structures and ideology has been developed, especially in feminist
and psychoanalytic criticism. It would be impossible to do justice to this work
in a single footnote. One of my aims is to open up the traditional problems
of interartistic comparison to some of the redescriptions made possible by
this more self-critical and nonscientistic tradition of semiotic analysis. As a
starting point, one might consult the excellent anthology On Signs, edited by
Marshall Blonsky (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985).
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the comparative method can offc:" a.kin.d' of mtellecltu::)l lzo::ikszfizlf;
worting out the differences and similarities not onr etw ey
Linds of cultural objects, but between the critical arflguaf.;on. i
lirought to bear on them. It also has the advantage of tradition:

I no question that poetics, rhe_to.ric, Semi()t.lCS, and.c1 aﬁstthteht;i z;reul;zds
dled with the tropes of interartistic comparison and tha gures,
« any other, deserve analysis. :
k" !l\n))(r such ,analysis ought to proceed,.however, by la}flknf(iw;rtleic:gltr}lli
ihree basic limitations in the comparative method. c; 1; el
presumption of the unifying, homogeneous colm.:eptd(t.t eassiciated
work of art, semiosis, meaning, repre§entathn,_etc.} and its iy
“ueience” that makes comparative/differentiating pr0]J(.\Slftl()ns;;;)n i
hle, even inevitable. The second is the whole st;'atelg)t{E ;)nS}slyi(s s
comparison/contrast that ignoresl ther fOI'Il_lS. of re fa. - rﬁ;nsura-
nating the possibility of metonymic ]uxtaposm?ns, 0 11; gl
bility, and of unmediated or non—ne.gonable ormsﬁo dom.inam
third is the ritualistic historicism, wh1ch‘always confirms a e
sequence of historical periods,. a canom.cal maslter-fnarr_at::r?n Lo
to the present moment, and which seems.mcapab e -o. regl:“:I terirtistic
nate histories, counter-memories, or resistant practices. —in e
comparison” suffers, in short, from comparison, f}'(?mdartlr;Sio;ls i

{tom its inability to do anything but confirm received ve

ioti i ub-
cultural history. Intersemiotic comparison has the same problem, s

1 ; . P 8
stitating sclentism for artiness.

All the same, the impulse to “interartistic companso}?” c_ancr:iotti;i
totally pointless. It must correspond to some sort f)f ?ut 151:;11? -
desire to connect different aspects and dlmens.lons of cu i A
ence. The challenge is to redescribe the whole 1m§ge/t<-ext pro cla =
that underwrites the comparative method and to identify critical p

i i i rman
8. For a case in point, see the important al’thlll;, by I;l;ekc B;;-l ?fdn§T991}.
: ‘Semioti History,” Art Bulletin 73, no. u 1):
liryson on “Semiotics and Art ;" Art Bu une
|74-208. Bal and Bryson argue that semiotics cha.lllen.gef,the posmfvn;t v1icwn
ol knowledge” endemic to art history with an “antirealist :h_f:ory ;) }: Z;Ei_
(p. 174). Bal and Bryson seem committed, moreover, to a.nononf o tdf:r s
otic challenge as fundamentally political, allowm;; qli‘esltlon‘s 0 lgenagee i
' the visual image.
J i -e, to become central to the study o e
power, for instance, om = e s
; a neutral, scientific metalang
they also tend to treat semiotics as a neutral, : i
w-n?iutics is fundamentally a transdisciplinary theory,'zt helps t(; a:rotmake
bias of privileging language that so often accompanies ?tter;:p S’c:[ ki
Jisciplines interact” (p. 175). As should be clear.by now,fl“rlr)l_s (iptl
the possibility of transdisciplinarity and the avoidance of “bias.
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ticc§ that might facilitate a sense of connectedness while
against the homogenizing, anaesthetic tendencies of comparatiy
strategies and semiotic “science.” In Iconology 1 tried to show wh
the prev_ailing tropes of differentiation between verbal and visual re
resentation (time and space, convention and nature, the ear and th
eye) do not provide a stable theoretical foundation for regulatin
compgrative studies of words and images. I also tried to suggest th
ways in which these tropes function as “ideologemes,” relays betwe
semuotic, aesthetic, and formal boundaries, and figures of social diffe
ence. The remainder of this essay maps out some practical and meth
odo[f)gical implications of these conclusions for the study of wor
and images. I'm concerned here particularly with questions of peda:
gogy. -I‘]OW' do we teach literature and textual analysis in the era o

the pictorial turn” and the dominance of visuality? How do we teach
“art history” when the distinctiveness and identity of “art” is exactl
what cannot be taken for granted? What do we want from a course,
a curriculum, and a discipline that seeks to connect and cross th;
shifting boundaries of verbal and visual representation?

My first goal for a course that connects images and texts has
always been to confront this topic only where it is necessary and
unavoidable. The historicist course in “comparative arts” that com-
pares (say) cubist painting with the poems of Ezra Pound or the
poems of Donne with the painting of Rembrandyt, is exactly ,the sort
of thing that seems unnecessary, or whose necessity is dictated mainly
by the administrative structure of knowledge. It may enlarge our

knowledge of modernism to study both Pound and the cubists, but it
tends also to reduce that knowle

worki

e : : dge to a set of abstract propositions
about the period aesthetic. The real subject of such a course is not

the imggei text problem, but modernism. There is no good reason to
stop with the comparison of painting and poetry; one might as well
go on to look at music, science, film, philosophy,
ing. That, in fact, is what a densely woven interd
modernism would require, though it would not re
methoqology as a starting point, much less a singling out of poetry
and palpting as the objects for comparison. But if one’s subject is not
modermsm or the baroque, but the problem of the image/text—that
is, the heterogeneity of representational structures within the field of
thc? visible and readable—then one is led to rather different starting
points. One may want to shed the comfort of the historicist security
b.]an‘ket with its preordained rediscoveries and refinements of the pe-
‘r‘lod s aesthe_tic concept. One may be forced to leave the enclave of
the aesthetic” altogether to engage with vernacular forms of repre-

and historical writ-
isciplinary study of
quire a comparative
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wntation. One will, above all; be constrained to take on the subject
ol the image/text, not as a kind of luxury “option” for the amateur,
the peneralist, or the aesthete, but as a literal, mgterlal necessity dic-
tated by the concrete forms of actual representgtmnal practices.
Perhaps these starting points seem sO obvious to me becaus‘g |
began this sort of work in a rather different p!ace, Wxth the composite
Wt of William Blake, a poet-painter whose illuminated books seem
absolutely to demand a reader capable of movi'n_g between _verbal and
visual literacy, and whose relation to the prevailing aesthet.u: concepts
of “romanticism” seems so equivocal. Even with Blake.’s mllxed media,
however, 1 was always struck by the oddness, the arbltrarm'ess of t.he
demand for double literacy. Blake’s poetry had beenl (and st%ll contin-
ues to be) taught with only the most cursory attention to his graphic
art, | know this for a fact because, despite my commitment to the
(ritical analysis of Blake’s composite art, [ still ﬁr}d it important occa-
sionally to teach him just as a writer. For certain purposes it might
lie more important to read Rousseau’s Emzlel next to the Songs of
Innocence and Experience than to look at the illustrations. Blake has
always served for me, then, as a kind of CXf:mplar of both the_ tempta-
tion and arbitrariness of comparative studies of verbal z?nd. visual art.
Blake’s illuminated books invite “comparative” analys1s,-1f ever any
works of art did; but even they require it only fOF the spec1.ﬁc purpose
of confronting the formal materiality and semiotic pa'rtxicuiarlty of
Blake’s text. If one wants to see Blake’s work for what it is, in short,
one cannot avoid the problem of the image/text.’ ‘

One can and must, however, avoid the trap of comparison. Th‘e
most important lesson one learns from clomp(?site.works like Blake’s
(or from mixed vernacular arts like comic strips, 11.!ustr.'.;1ted newspa-
pers, and illuminated manuscripts) is that comparison itself is not fz
necessary procedure in the study of image-text relatzons.. The neces-
sary subject matter is, rather, the whole ense:mble of. relattpn; bgtween
media, and relations can be many other thmgs besides sxmﬂ_arl.ty, re-
semblance, and analogy. Difference is just as important as stu‘m.larlty,
antagonism as crucial as collaboration, dissonance and division of

9. 1 will employ the typographic convention of the sllash to design.late
“image/text” as a problematic gap, cleavage, or rupture in representation.,
The term “‘imagetext” designates composite, synthetic works (or cogcepts}
that combine image and text. “Image-text,” with a hyphen, designates
relations of the visual and verbal. The necessity of a concept such as the
“imagetext” was first made clear to me by Robert Nelson in our team-taught

seminar on “Image and Text.”
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labor as interesting as harmony and blending of function. Even the
concept of “relations” between media must be kept open to question:
is radical incommensurability (cp. Foucault on Magritte’s pipe)'? a
relation or a nonrelation? Is a radical synthesis or identity of word
and image (the utopian calligram) a relation or a nonrelation? The
key thing, in my view, is not to foreclose the inquiry into the image/
text problem with presuppositions that it is one kind of thing, ap-
pearing in a certain fixed repertoire of situations, and admitting of
uniform descriptions or interpretive protocols.

The best preventive to comparative methods is an insistence on
literalness and materiality. That is why, rather than comparing this
novel or poem with that painting or statue, I find it more helpful to
begin with actual conjunctions of words and images in illustrated
texts, or mixed media such as film, television, and theatrical perfor-
mance. With these media, one encounters a concrete set of empirical
givens, an image-text structure responsive to prevailing conventions
(or resistance to conventions) governing the relation of visual and
verbal experience. Some plays (taking their cue from Aristotle) privi-
lege lexis over opsis, speech over scenery, dialogue over visual specta-
cle." The film medium has passed through a technological revolution
involving a shift from a visual to a verbal paradigm in the shift from
silent film to the “talkies,” and film theory invariably confronts some
version of the image/text problem whenever it attempts to specify the
nature of “film language.”* The relative positioning of visual and
verbal representation (or of sight and sound, space and time) in these
mixed media is, moreover, never simply a formal issue or a question
to be settled by “scientific” semiotics. The relative value, location,
and the very identity of “the verbal” and “the visual” is exactly what
Is in question. Ben Jonson denounced the spectacular set designs of

10. See my discussion of Foucault on Magritte in chapter 2, “Metapic-
tures.”

11. Aristotle’s repudiation of opsis is so thorough that he is even willing
to jettison performance itself, in favor of a narrative presentation of the ac-
tion. “The plot should be so constructed that even without seeing the play
anyone hearing of the incidents thrills with fear and pity as a result of what
occurs. . . . To produce this effect by means of an appeal to the eye is Inartistic
and needs adventitious aid . . . * (The Poetics XIV, translated by W. Hamilton
Fyfe, 1927; [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1973], p. 49).

12. See Christian Metz, Film Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema, trans-

lated by Michael Taylor (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), and
footnote 27,
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Inigo Jones as degradations ol l|u‘_' poetic “‘soul” of the masque. Er:f;m
Panofsky thought the coming of 5()u1}d c-orrupted the pure visuality
ol silent movies.'? These are not scientific judgments, bur engagements
i the theoretical praxis of representation. The image-text Felatlfon in
filin and theater is not a merely technical question, bl:lt a site of con-
flict, a nexus where political, institutional, and sqcaal antago,msms
play themselves out in the materiality of representation. Artafd s em-
|~|1.iais on mute spectacle and Brecht’s deployment of textua plm]ecci
Hons are not merely “aesthetic” innovations, but precisely motivate
interventions in the semio-politics of the stage. Ef«en something as
mundane and familiar as the relative proportion of image an.:lirl text oni
the front page of the daily newspaper is a direct indicator of t edsoqah
(lass of its readership. The real question to ask when confronte wit
these kinds of image-text relations 1s not “whgt is tEe dlffc?dr.f?flce (or
wimilarity) between the words and the images? b_ut what 1‘ .erenc:ti
do the differences (and similarities) make?” That is, why does it n:at
ter how words and images are juxtaposed, blended, or separated:
The “matter” of the image-text conjunction matters a great d.ea}l
i the work of Blake, whose illuminated books seem desjlgned toleh;lu
(he full range of relations between visgal and verbal 11t.erac.y. n h1s
(Iluminated books, Blake constructed image-text corfbmatlc;ns t a(:
range from the absolutely disjunctive (“111}15Frat10.115 tlhat fave 1?1
textual reference) to the absolutely syntheticlldepmﬁcatlon of verba
and visual codes (marks that collapse the distinction be'Ew?en Wrmng
and drawing).** It’s not surprising, of course, f{'lat .Bl,ake $ 1ELHnmatfid
hooks, and the whole related genre of the artist’s IE)()O’,, 1wc.m
tend to exhibit flexible, experimental, and “hlgh.-tensmn. re at1on§
between words and images. The “normal” relations of image an
word (in the illustrated newspaper or even the cartoon pgge) foc{lov»:
more traditional formulas involving the clear subor.dmanon ag dsu
turing of one medium to the other, ofte’n with a .stralg.htforwa‘r Lvll;
sion of labor.! In the typical comic strip, word is to image as speec

[3. Ben Jonson, “An Expostulation with Inig‘o Jones,” in Thf Cc;mplete
Poews, edited by George Parfitt (New Haven, CT: Yale Un;ve.rslt}f ressss,
1975), pp. 345—47; see Erwin Panofsky on space and time ch];)negi;;l
“Style and Medium in the Motion Pictures,” Critique }:3 (Jan.—Fe .d il :
wp‘rinted in Gerald Mast and Marshall Cohen, eds., Film Theory and Criti
cism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), pp. 243-63. -

14. See Blake’s Composite Art (Princeton, NJ: Prince,t’on University Press,
1978) and chapter 4 of this volume, *“Visible Language.

15. 1am adapting here the concept of “suture” as developed in psychoana-
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(or thought) is to action and bodies. Language appears in a speeche

i)r:;llooln e;nanatmg fl‘rom Ehe speaker’s mouth, or a thought-clou
me;li'il;% lﬁ’om' the thinker’s head. (In the pre-Cartesian world of th
et 25  seeol et Gt a- S v Dot e
: a cloud or bubble i

from the gesturing hand of the speaker rather tha;l ill:s ri:ozr?l?-nla;e-
guage seems to co-exist in the same pictive/scriptive space—};a gs
writing emanating from hand-gesture—instead of being depicted ]
;g)hcl:)stly em:anation from an invisible interior). !¢ Narrati%e diil;:is ?2 3
(¢ 2 i 5 1 |
O;l?}f: i‘i:irg:t; aOur §t9ry ... ") is generally located in the margirl;:
» 1IN a position understood to be “outside” the i

moment of depicted action, scenes, and bodies.!” e

lytic filn d ' inci
Sj;ture ”1 it:eérz a:d am ;cgrmg principally on Stephen Heath’s article, “On
5 estions of Cinema (Bloomington: Indi e
ey e : gton: Indiana University Press
- /6=112. Suture might be described 5 i ,
b VR : : most generally in Lacan’s
the imaginary and the s i’ 1
: mbolic” (quoted
p. 86), the process by which j 4 o ot
the subject (the “I"") i i :
2 8 by . ) is constituted both as a
theoror;;:dtadurl}llty. f,” as Heath notes, is “the very index of suture.” Film
- ();Sit.‘ pted the notion of suture to describe the construction of the specta
3 b i
Char};de;ic:g in ;:1f1iiiem3' (the “I/eye” as it were) and to analyze the specific
stics of film discourse. Suture might b i
ch ‘ e described as that which *
in” the gaps between i ?- sl
: images and shots by constructi jecti
the ting a subjectivi
continuity and absent positionali ] il
: ality. Shot-reverse-sh ith its 1
e : R shot, with its interplay o
digr:i:;g: s;g.ctato;‘ial positions and self/other identifications, is thus thlz p):;raf
¢ hgure for suture in cinema, M i i d
£ i . My adaptation of this noti
image/text” is very rough imi ke
and preliminary, but
B oy o and | ¥, but not, I hope, completely un-
! ¢ root of the idea in both psych lysi 4
it i ¢ psychoanalysis and film theory is the
geneous field of (self)representati
figure : ation and the cess b i
its disjunctions are at onc Py,
nce concealed and revealed. Th ifi
o e ceale ed. The specific form of that
y (for Lacan, the imaginar i
: y and the symbolic; for fil
the transformation of 5 i et b ]
the sequence of film im i i ,
rm ages into a discourse) is al
very close in its formulation t e Sl
o the problem of the image/ i
- ‘ i ge/text. Film theory’s
andp:l}?sm’ not suz.fprlsl?gly, has been on the suturing of the image sequenzes
e construction of the subject as spec i
pectator. But the quest i
- : : question of the ima
inx[t ;ug%sts, I hope, that the notion of suture might well be extendedgf/
Oc uhc the 5ub]ect.as reader and listener, as Heath himself notes (pp. 107 80
nt cle interpellation and suturing of spectatorial subject and i ; )
generally, see chapter 2, “Metapictures.”

mage more

16. I'm indebted to Mic i
ichael Camille for this ¢
: ontrast i
eval and post-Cartesian cartoon. e R

17. There’ i
a5t ere’s nothmg to prevent the rearrangement of these conventional
» of course. Dialogue need not appear in voice balloons, but can simply
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sre uninteresting or that vernacular compos
strip or the
on and complex deviations from the norm. Gary Trudeau’s anti-
(nematic, talky cartoon sequences in Doonesbury defy the normal
privileging of the visual image as the place “‘where the action is” on
the cartoon page. Doonesbury is a kind of exercise in visual depriva-
tion, rarely showing bodies in motion, often repeating an identical

and empty image (

Beyond Comparison: Picture, Text, and Method

‘normal” relations of word and image
ite forms like the comic

journalistic photo essay are incapable of experimenta-

This is not to suggest that *

2 view of the White House, the back of a television
w1, a point of light above a presidential seal) in every frame, displacing
Al movement onto the bodiless voice indicated by the text. Postmod-
et cartoon novels like Maus and The Dark Knight employ a wide
range of complex and self-reflexive techniques. Maus attenuates visual
Lccess to its narrative by thickening its frame story (the dialogue of a
holocaust survivor and his son is conspicuously uncinematic in its
cmphasis on speech) and by veiling the human body at all levels of
the visual narrative with the figures of animals (Jews are mice, Ger-
mans are cats, Poles are pigs).'® The Dark Knight, by contrast, is
highly cinematic and televisual, employing the full repertoire of mo-

run along the bottom edge of the frame (the normal convention of the single
panel cartoon and of multiple-panel narrative cartoonists like Jules Pfeiffer).
Jor a very useful insider’s account of rhetorical and narrative devices in car-
toons, see Will Eisner, Comics & Sequential Art (Tamarac, FL: Poorhouse
I'ress, 1985).
18, See Art Spiegelman, Maus I: A Survivor’s Tale: My Father Bleeds
History (New York: Pantheon, 1973). The effect of Spiegelman’s brilliant
\nimal caricatures is, of course, more complex than a simple “veiling” of the
luman form. The reduction of the Holocaust to a “Tom and Jerry” iconogra-
phy is at once shocking in its violation of decorum and absolutely right in its
revelation of a fitness and figural realism in the animal imagery. Spiegelman’s
images insist that the Jews really were “scared mice”; they really were treated
15 vermin to be hunted down and exterminated; they hid in cellars like and
with rats; some of them were traitors and rats, notably when they organized
themselves into the collaborationist institution of the “Judenrat” (Jewish
Council). The Germans really are heartless predators, but feline and unpre-
dictable, luxuriating in the pleasure of absolute power over abject victims.
The Poles really are pigs, fattening themselves on the dispossessed goods of
the Jews, sometimes goodhearted, but inevitably gross and unrefined. The
hyperbole of the animal imagery enforces a mode of critical realism, while
defending the viewer against (or preventing) an unbearable (or voyeuristic)
ccess to the banal human forms of evil and abjection. For more on abjection
and visual defense, see chapter 6, “Narrative, Memory, and Slavery.”
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tion picture and video rhetoric while continually breaking frames and
foregrounding the apparatus of visual representation.
Similar observations might be made on the mixed medium of the
photographic essay. The normal structure of this kind of imagetext
involves the straightforward discursive or narrative suturing of the
verbal and visual: texts explain, narrate, describe, label, speak for
(or to) the photographs; photographs illustrate, exemplify, clarify,
ground, and document the text.'® Given this conventional division of
labor, it’s hardly surprising that an aggressively modernist experimen-
tal deviation like James Agee and Walker Evans’s Let Us Now Praise
Famous Men would come into existence, Famous Men is a photo
essay whose form resists all suturing of word and image: the photos
are physically and symbolically separated from the text; there are also
no captions on the photos, and few references to the photos in the
text.”® These deviations, moreover, cannot be fully accounted for by
notions of “purifying” visual and verbal media. Or, more precisely,
the “purist” strategies of Agee and Evans only make sense in relation
to their sense of participating in a hopelessly compromised and impure
representational practice, one for which the political and ethical con-
ventions need to be challenged at every level.

How do we get from the study of media in which visual-verbal
relationships are unavoidable—such as films, plays, newspapers, car-
toon strips, illustrated books—to the traditional subjects of “inter-
artistic comparison,” the analogies and differences between poems
and paintings, novels and statues. In some ways it should be clear
that we ought never come back to this subject, that it is a non-subject
without a real method or object of investigation. But in anoth
it should be obvious that the subject of the image/text is just as un-
avoidable and necessary with these “unmixed” media as it is with
mixed, composite forms. Interartistic comparison has always had an
intuition of this fact, without really grasping its implications. The
image/text problem is not just something constructed “between” the
arts, the media, or different forms of representation, but an unavoid-
able issue within the individual arts and media. In short, all a

Cr sense

rts are

19. See Jefferson Hunter, Image and Word: The Interaction of Twentieth-
Century Photographs and Texts (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1987), and chapter 10, “Illusion: Looking at Animals Looking.”

20. See chapter 9, “The Photographic Essay,” for an extended discussion
of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (first published in 1939; reprint: Boston:

Houghton-Mifflin, 1980) and its relation to the genre of the photographic
essay.

94

; | i Picture, Te and Method
Beyond Comparison: Picture, Text,

i o edi ixed media
“composite” arts (both text and image); all mcdna a;‘le ::-;;S Sensor}:
combining different codes, discursive conventions, cha ;
ind cognitive modes. oot e
' ‘l'hli,-; claim may seem counterintuitive at first ;)g,l;lmcealSur:igt,ures
‘ i d verbal media,
ject i re purely visual an :
ubjection will run, there a ' s s g g
ithout pictures. The exte
without words and words w A i
ite 1 text to unmixed forms su
cept of the composite image ' q : ko
|a-1|inting is surely a kind of figurative excess, exten(cihng a mode
' i i i omain.
applies literally to mixed media beﬂgnd l;jtzcgf)c;per; i AR
T to this o ;
[here are several answers ctiot f . e
i i s of the image
esti nd figurative applications of ‘
the question of literal a ap] sl ks s
is i i that the division applies
division. It is certainly true : e e s
ia li isi nd illustrated books. Bu 1 fa
media like film, television, a | ! : e
i i sentations routinely incorpo
that “pure” visual represen 15 . rmintans e
ite li insofar as writing and other ar v s
A quite literal way, inso : e st
i ntation. By the same . -
into the field of visual represe s, RO
incorporate visuality quite literally th§ moment they aﬁe i
printed in visible form. Viewed from eltherfsmie, frorg the Eon!
. 2 v
i the medium of writing deco
of the visual or the verbal, : & b
possibility of a pure image or pure te;ict, alo.ng, ,V\Eltiilt;i;zs)oii o
: “literal” d the “figurative” (p
etween the “literal” (letters) anc : _ i
it depends. Writing, in its physical, grli\p}‘l‘{c form, 1:’ ai\gc;r;; ;Ee i
i is d the verbal, the “imagetex -
suturing of the visual an B o 1 e
for the moment the 15 :
But suppose we bracket it 4 gy
i i i epresenta
‘ jec ht continue, there are visua ‘
Surely, the objection mig _ e e
i iti s and verbal discourses (esp
in which no writing appears o g,
i ¢ itten down. How can we deny
which need never be wri . e
i i ; isuality in an oral discourse, or t
figurative status of visuality in an ¢ i
' ity i ainting purely compos '
tive status of textuality in a paintn e
i i bitrary signs? The answer i -
colors, without legible, ar . vy
ive status of the imagetext, .
need to deny the figurative . e e iiles
i ded to it. To claim that a :
the “merely” that is appen _ D
i s Nelson Goodman, is not to y th
metaphorically, notes Ne s ek kg Cety M €
-lppligation, only to specify the form of application. Figu

» equivocal status of writing as image/text to be one of the_
lcaéiln‘g Itlfiét;sd:f jz?cques Derrida’s Of (;?mmm-atolqu, ;r:;sliga??t;?r S(i:y;zr;
C. Spivak (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Unévg?sny i:m :
chapter 4, “Visible Language,” for an extende Lscu.ss e bl

22. See Nelson Goodman, Languages of‘Art (h‘l‘d'lanall::(’)hjl’d “égurative"’
1976), pp. 68—69. See also Derrida’s discussion of “literal” a
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L a?? w L 39 A
isblliltlé,raln:)cl)](z;isa;llrédha\‘;vea:: co‘]};)rs) apply' as firmly and consistently
e much to do with actual experience. That
Images, pictures, space, and visuality may only be figuratively con-
jured up in a verbal discourse does not mean that the c:on'uriny fail
to occur or that the reader/listener “sees” nothing. That Iverbagl 31 S
course may only be figuratively or indirectly evoked in a picture d ;.
20t mean that the evocation is impotent, that the viewerp“h ool

reads” nothing in the image.?3 g

Pf:rhaps the best answer to the purist who wants images that
g:gn ?ma%}c]es a}:ld texts fthat are only texts is to turn thegtables aarﬁ
mine the rhetoric of purity itself.>! In painti ins
pononfof purity is invariably explicated aspa pu?gg;tif(())rrl lonfbttz}llrécsis;:el
:;z(i)gga t1'0dm co;ta?mmanon by langgage and cognate or conventionally
: e” media: words, sounds, time, narrativity, and arbitrary “al-
legorical” signification are the “linguistic” or “tex;ual” cleme:lty tha
must I?e repressed or eliminated in order for the pure, silent il]j 'b?t
:;sguahtzr ;f th}i vis.lzlal arts to be achieved. This sort :Jf puri’ty ogflter‘:
ociated with modernism and abstract painting, i it
and utopian, which isn’t to dismiss it, but [1?0 indt(;ﬁfi’f}lfsi? :?st :;Tcllaeos[s}b]e
a complex O.f desire and fear, power and interest.? It is also to f ol
nize rhel project of the “pure image,” the unmixed medium, as aiczg'“
cal deV{ation from a norm understood to be impure rr’lixed ’ E
composite. The purist’s objection to the image/text: and t:) atrli
heterogeneous picture of representation and discours:z it suggestse
r

senses Of Wfiting i['.l Of (ﬂ a?ﬂmﬁl()l{) Vs P- 1 i g
51 the ]]tC] al near 1‘[] f \N’r]tin
) ' : é P g 0

23. On the psychology of vi i i
y of visual response in reading, s
; : g, see Ellen E
gari iegde; s Eye (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press 15;(;21;:
is the first to connect the “senses” (semantic or cognitive) i;1 which‘

read s mlg bE sa to vis Ze y psy
lde ht ld v uall Wl[ll a tl Cl 0[0 al
ll()l'()llgh surve Of the S h gIC ]

theiii;"l;:gclassi.c arglfm;ent for the purification of poetry and painting, and
regation of them according to visual/verbal and i ;

categories, is, of course, Lessing’s Laocoon (17 S i A
. ; : 66), translated by Ellen Froth-
mgh_am (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1969). For ya creini rOthf
Lessing, see chapter 4 of Iconology. T

25. The most notable moderni i
" nist redaction of the “purity” i
Cflemc;:nt Greenberg’s essay, “Toward a Newer LaocoonE (19y40-a;gpun;3n—t3l§
of vol. 1 of Collected Works), with its self-conscious evocation, of Lessing

For more on the i : :
modernist purification i :
Theoria.” - of media, see chapter 7, “Ut Pictura

96

Beyond Comparison: Preture, Text, and Method

(s out to be a moral imperative, not an empirical description. It’s
uot that the claim that all media are mixed media is empirically
wrong, but that these mixtures are bad for us and must be resisted in
the name of higher aesthetic values.

It would be casy to document a similar kind of resistance to
visuality in literary discourse, in the name of a similar kind of utopian
purification of language, and in response to a similar intuition about
the composite, heterogeneous character of normal discourse.”* My
Al is not to dismiss the purists, but to redescribe the way their uto-
pian projects invoke the metalanguage of the image/text, understood
1 4 body of figures for the irreducible impurity and heterogeneity of
media. Christian Metz demonstrated long ago that cinema cannot be
reduced to the models of linguistics, that film is parole but not
lungie.”” But suppose that language itself were not langue, that its
deployment as a medium of expression and discourse inevitably re-
wulted in its contamination by the visible? That is what it means, in
my view, to approach language as a medium rather than a system, a
licterogeneous field of discursive modes requiring pragmatic, dialec-
(ical description rather than a univocally coded scheme open to scien-
tific explanation.

This decentering of the purist’s image of media has a number of
practical consequences. It clearly obviates the need for comparison,
which thrives on the model of clearly distinct systems linked by struc-
tural analogies and substantive differentiations. It also permits a criti-
cal openness to the actual workings of representation and discourse,
their internal dialectics of form understood as pragmatic strategies

within the specific institutional history of a medium. There’s no com-
pulsion (though there may be occasions) to compare paintings with
texts, even if the text happens to be represented directly (or indirectly)
in the painting. The starting point is to see what particular form of
textuality is elicited (or repressed) by the painting and in the name of
what values. An obvious entry to the “text in painting” is the question

26. See my essay, “Tableau and Taboo: The Resistance to Vision in Liter-
ary Discourse,” CEA Critic 51:1 (Fall 1988): 4-10.

27. See Metz, Film Language: “When approaching cinema from the lin-
guistic point of view, it is difficult to avoid shuttling back and forth between
two positions: the cinema as a language; the cinema as infinitely different
from verbal language. Perhaps it is impossible to extricate oneself from this
dilemma with impunity” (p. 44). We need not accept Metz’s ultimate valoriza-
tion of narrative as the essence of cinema to see that film can never be expli-

cated fully as a systematic language.
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of the title. What sort of title does the painting have, where is it
located (inside, outside, or on the frame)? What is its institutional or
interpretive relation to the image? Why are so many modern paintings
entitled “Untitled”? Why the vigorous, explicit verbal denial of any
entitlement of language in painting, the aggressive paradox of the title
which denies that it is a title? What is being resisted in the name of
labels, legends, and legibility?28

The question of the title is a literalist’s entry point to a whole
series of questions about the ways that words enter pictures. How,
for instance, might we sort out the differences among the following
kinds of textuality in painting: a picture that represents (among other
objects) a text (like an open book in a Dutch painting); a picture that
has words and letters, not represented in, but inscribed o its surface,
as in Chinese calligraphic landscape or the large canvases of Anselm
Kiefer; a picture in the mode of classical history painting that depicts
an episode from a verbal narrative, like a still from a movie or a
play; a picture in which the words “speak to” or disrupt the image,
occupying an ambiguous location, both in and outside the image (like
Diirer’s signature monograms inscribed on plaques, or Magritte’s in-
scription in “This Is Not a Pipe”); a picture whose entire composition
is designed around a linguistic “character”—a hieroglyphic or ideo-
gram, as in the work of Paul Klee; a picture that eschews all figuration,
reference, narrative, or legibility in favor of pure, unreadable visuality,
The investigation of these questions doesn’t begin with a search for
contemporary texts that betray structural analogies in some parallel
literary institution or tradition. The starting point is with language’s
entry into (or exit from) the pictorial field itself, a field understood as
a complex medium that is always already mixed and heterogeneous,
situated within institutions, histories, and discourses: the image un-
derstood, in short, as an imagetext. The appropriate texts for “com-
parison” with the image need not be fetched from afar with historicist
or systemic analogies. They are already inside the image, perhaps most
deeply when they seem to be most completely absent, invisible and
inaudible. With abstract painting, the appropriate texts may well be,
not “literature” or “poetry,” but criticism, philosophy, metaphysics—
ut pictura theoria.?

28. On titles, see Gerard Genette, “Structure and Function of the Title in
Literature,” Critical Inquiry 14:4 (Summer 1988): 692—-720. For more on

the question of the relation of label, object, and image, see chapter 8, “Word,
Image, and Object.”

29. See chapter 7, “Ut Pictura Theoria.”
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In a similar way, the visual representations appropr.iate to a dis-
course need not be imported: they are already immanent in the wo_rds,
in the fabric of description, narrative “vision,”‘re-pres.ented ob]ecti
and places, metaphor, formal arrangeme‘ntsvand d1st_mct10ns of textual
functions, even in typography, paper, binding, or (in the case of ora
performance) in the physical immediacy of voice a_nd tl.le‘speakeﬁs
body. If it is hard to keep discourse out of painting, it is equady
difficult to keep visuality out of literature, though Fhe 1mp1,:lse to do
50 is adumbrated in the topos of the blind poet, literature’s answer
to painting as “mute poesy.” Not that the situation of hteratu're and
visual art as mutual “significant others” is purely symmetr}call. It
seems easier for painting to re-present and incorporate textuaht? ina
(uite literal way than for the reverse to hgppen. Lan_-ng_uage bdegom}(:s
“literally” visible in two ways: in the medmm of writing, an 1;;0t e
utterances of gesture language, the visible language of the Deaf.

The most damaging objection to the imagetext model for Fhe
analysis of either texts or images might be Fhat, like t.he comparative
method, it simply rearranges the deck cha_urs_: and reiterates existing
dominant paradigms of analysis in the disciplines of litt?rature and art
history. The notion that images may be read as texts is hardly 'ne“;s;
in art history these days: it is the prevailing wisdom, t_he 1ate5f’th1ng.
On the side of literary study, reading texts for the “1magi€y is defi-
nitely not the prevailing wisdom: it is as old as the_hllls.‘ It is seen
as an outmoded paradigm, a relic of pSYChOl.OgISth _approaphes_ to
literary experience and of stultifying routings like mot1f—huntmg, flm-
age-counting, and a disproportionate attention to figurative and for-
mal analysis, at the expense of real cultural history.

30. For more on gesture language, see chapter 5, “Ekphrasis and the
Other.” . b

31. See Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson on “Semiqtics aqd Art H1§tory,
cited in footnote 8, which argues that the key move in semiotic iersmns of
art history is the treatment of the image as a sign or “‘wsual text (p. 1h79).
“Considering images as signs, semiotics shedls a partiiular light 0113; emh,
focusing on the production of meaning ir_1 society. . . - (p. 176). Ahl.:‘oug”
Bbal and Bryson insist that they are proposing .“a semiotic turn for art history
rather than “a linguistic turn,” they underestnma@, in my view, the Efctent to
which semiotics privileges textual/linguistic descrlptnye frarm.eworks. Far from
avoiding “the bias of privileging language,” semiotics continually reinstates
that bias. ’

32. See Iconology, chapter 1, for a discussion of the attacks on the notion
of literary imagery.
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There is some truth to these charges. The concept of the medium
(visual or verbal) as a heterogencous field of representational prac-
tices, as an “image/text,” is not recommended here for its novelty,
but for its persistence as a theoretical tradition, its survival as an
abiding feature of poetics, rhetoric, aesthetics, and semiotics. It is this
tradition that gave us the models of interartistic comparison, and that
opens the possibility of other relations between texts and visual im-
ages, and the de-disciplining of the divisions between visual and verbal
culture. It may also seem that, in my zeal to overturn the tedious
historicism of the comparative method, I've jettisoned history alto-
gether in favor of a kind of descriptive formalism. This charge is half
right. This book is not a history of visual and verbal culture, but a
theory. It offers the figure of the image/text as a wedge to pry open
the heterogeneity of media and of specific representations. The aim,
however, is not to stop with formal description, but to ask what the
function of specific forms of heterogeneity might be. Both the formal
and functional questions require historical answers: they are not pre-
determined by any universal science of signs, and their relation to a
historical “period concept” is an open question. There’s no doubt
that a period concept will probably include some general account of
image/text relations. It’s a commonplace, for instance, that English
neoclassical criticism takes the analogy between poetry and painting
very seriously, while romantic poetic theory often debunks the st
pictura poesis tradition.*?

But this doesn’t mean that every imagetext will inevitably reveal
the aesthetic norms of the period or even be describable in the lan-
guage of those norms. The first place to look for the appropriate
description language for analyzing the formal heterogeneity of a repre-
sentation is in the representation itself, and in the institutional meta-
language—an immanent vernacular, not a transdisciplinary theory—
of the medium to which it belongs. As an example, consider the genre
of the “backlot” film, which reflects on the movie industry. The mem-
bers of this genre are more or less self-conscious about the institu-
tional history of the cinematic medium to which they belong; they
carry a kind of institutional memory, a myth of the medium, a picture
of the theory of the medium itself. Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard, a

33. Roy Park, “Ut Pictura Poesis: The Nineteenth Century Aftermath,”
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 28 (Winter 1969): 155-69. For a
more complex account of this aftermath, see Elizabeth Abel, “Redefining the

Sister Arts: Baudelaire’s Response to the Art of Delacroix,” Critical Inquiry
6:3 (Spring 1980): 363—84.
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classic instance of the backlot film, takes a version .of the 1.mageft<.:}ft
(the division between speech and visual representation) as its e::glﬁc;t
theme, embodied in the relationship of a young male Wntg; {jloeN i 15;
played by William Holden) and an aging female screen ido ( orlrjr; 1-
Desmond, played by Gloria Swanson). The film allegorizes :;;1 num
of familiar myths of film history and theory: the:wo §entr§l c arzicter;
represent, respectively, the New Hollywood of t_alkmg p1ct1111res é‘lfl'l :
the Old Hollywood of silent spectacle; they also incarnate the pro e;‘
sional tension between the (invisible) writer a'nd the (Ylsll.)le).star,llihe
split between cinema as a literary and a pictorial institution. : e
love-hate relationship between Joe and Norma dramatlze,s the am 1v;
alence of cinema about its own past and parts; Norma’s muFdf:r. 0
Joe suggests that the dead hand of the past w1]l. never allow the’:nbtlt;:-
tion to escape its grip; Norma’s patheti.c delusmq of’a return‘ to the
movies is no more misguided than Cecil B. DeMille’s smug assuranﬁe
to Norma (conveyed in a scene in which he pka‘zfs hlmself onht e
soundstage of The Ten dCorrmandments) that “the movies have
‘hang lot since your day.
- ujf\jfcf{irit sight (anii hearing), Sunset Bolulf.zvard is a film that seemsf
conspicuously experimental and deviant in its forr_nal deployment ok
voice and visual narration. There is a certain stralghtforwgrd shoc
effect in framing the entire story in the voice-over narration of th§
dead Joe Gillis, whose first vi.sible appearance is as an op‘en-eycci:’
corpse seen from below, floating face—dpwn in Norma Desmon 's
swimming pool. Once the bizarre premise _of the dead nan:ator is
accepted, however, the film settles into a strgightforward and Lo‘quen-
tional suturing of voice and image. Joe’s voice a_ddresscs Fhe audience
in the most ordinary of narrative contracts: he is saFdomc, .knowmg,
and sociable, counting on an audience that shares hl!i eﬁpex:xencebani
values (“it was one of those crazy Hollywood hpufses ; “let’s go bac
six months to where it all started”; “well, this is wherf:‘ you c'ar_lzle
in”"). He is like the narrator of a nineteenth-century novel: “an 1r1d1v1h—
nal who looks back, all passion spent, the narrator has mastered the
world and tells a civilized company of listeners about a series of events
which now can be composed and named.”** The v1sujc11 narrative
seems invariably to illustrate Joe’s voice in Fhe most stralghtforwa}rld
ways: when he describes something, we see it on the screen; when he
narrates an action, it is performed for us; when he recalls a memory

34. Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1975), p. 195.
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or a dream, it is projected in full. The histoire is firmly controlled by
the récit, the visible by the sayable.

If the thematic image/text in Sunset Boulevard is the unshakable
dominance of the visual over the verbal in the film medium, its formal
image/text seems to convey precisely the reverse message: voice seems
continually to dominate and control the image. The film’s formal
perfection is precisely #ot to “mirror” or imitate its theme, unless we
take inversion rather than similitude as the chief symptom of mimesis.
It is perhaps this perverse form of formal/thematic mirroring that
produces the film’s overall effect of ideological impasse and paralysis,
what one might call the pathological version of the infinite relation
between word and image staged by Magritte’s pipe.

The “flickering™ of this impasse is most visible and readable at
the outer edges of the film, its opening and closing sequences. The
opening shot shows the words “Sunset Boulevard” painted on the
curb of the actual street in Hollywood, the melodramatic theme music
giving way to police sirens and the camera eye lifting from the curb
to spot the taillights of the cars rushing to Norma Desmond’s mansion
where William Holden’s unidentified voice refers to himself in the
third person as some “poor dope” who has been found dead in a
swimming pool. The closing sequence is presumably an hour or so
later when Norma Desmond descends her staircase, mistaking the
news cameras for signs that her fantasy of a “return” to film stardom
has been fulfilled. As she says “I'm ready for my close-up, Mr. De-
Mille,” she advances on the camera until her face fills the screen and
dissolves into an illegible blur.

The outer frame of the film, then, stands outside the authority of
Joe Gillis’s voice: the first word enunciated by the film is an image,
the written name of a place, a setting, a street which contains Joe
Gillis’s voice the way a haunted house contains its spirit; the last
words of the film are those of Norma Desmond taking control of her
own image, which is an image that defies all optical or textual control.
This outer frame, with its subversion of the authority of the voice, is
then redoubled by the inner frame with its revelation of the body of
the narrator. The image of William Holden’s floating corpse seen
from the bottom of the swimming pool is without question the most
memorable shot in this film. And yet it is precisely the image that has
to be forgotten to allow the narrative contract of the film to proceed
as if a sociable relation of teller and audience could be assumed. If
the audience were to remember this image throughout the film, it
would not be able to rely on the authority and security of the spoken
narrative, but would continually recall its position at the scene of
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narration, looking up from the bottom of a pool, as drowned in
images as the narrator himself. !
Sunset Boulevard’s reflections on the film medium may help us to
swee why, in Deleuze’s words, “the most complete examples hof t.he
disjunction between seeing and speaking are to be founc.i in the cin-
ema” and how those disjunctions underlie (indeed, requlre) the most
seamless forms of image/text suturing. The image/text in Sunset Bgu-
levard is specified not only by a technical account of the relation
hetween its verbal and visual codes but also by an account of the way
it thematizes that relation in the institutional practices of Fhe medium
(o which it belongs. Joe Gillis’s “moral choice” in thc film is por.trayed
15 a choice between two women who have two dlfferen‘t‘.rela’tjlons to
his screen-writing. Norma Desmond as the fatal female uliol Fepre;
sents the prostitution of Joe’s literary talents, the commodification o
his pen (not to mention his penis). Betty Schaefer, -the pretty young
script-reader from Paramount, is content to remain of'f-screer‘lblalp
encourage Joe’s cultivation of literary authent.1c1ty. The impossibility
and unreality of this choice is the morsill version of t.he impasse pgg
sented by the film’s contradictory locations of narrative authority.
The relation of speech to vision in this movie is thu_s mapped onto
ideologemes like the relation of the sexes .e.md generations (the aging
{emale star versus the young male script-writer), as well as the relation
of death and life, vice and virtue. It is also a figure fpr thp past-present
dialectic of the film’s reflection on its medium asa historically evolving
(or devolving) institution. This history woqld? if pursued far enpugh;
situate the film in relation to postwar anxieties abomi the decl%nel: o
Hollywood and Cold War paranoia about. Hollywood’s susceptlzl_llllty
(o “foreign” influences. (At one moment in t]ne film, When ](zie‘f 1l1 is
is seen by a friend riding in Norma Desmon;l s car, he is aske 1d e’s
“working for a foreign power.”) In rgﬂe.ctmg on its own medium,
Sunset Boulevard provides both a description language for and a spe-

35. Foucault, p. 64. See also Deleuze’s comprehensive cllisc‘:‘ussion of the
relation between speech and vision, sound- and image-track in The Compo-
nents of the Image,” in his Cinema 2: The Time-Image, trans}ated by Hugh
Tomlinson and Robert Galeta (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1989), p. 261. | .

36. See my article, “Going Too Far with the Sister A'rts,” in Space, Time,
Image, Sign: Essays on Literature and the Visual Arts, edltefl by J'amesfHeffer-
nan (New York: Peter Lang, 1987), pp. 1-10, for furtllxer CllS.Cl.,ISSlon of Sunset
Boulevard’s knowing allusions to the ut pictura poesis tradition and its con-
nection with allegories of the “Choice of Hercules.”
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cific instantiation of the cinematic imagetext. It pictures a theory of
film and narrates that theory as an account both of the death of
cinema and of cinema as a kind of love affair with death.

1 hope it’s clear that the answers to the questions put by the
image/text problem are both formally descriptive and historical. They
try to locate in the specific formal divisions of the film text its own
sense of institutional history (the cinema) and its representation of
the struggles over power and value that give that history a specific
form. The point of the image/text is certainly not simply to reinforce
the truism that film is a mixed, divided medium, but to specify the
particular sensory and semiotic mixtures and divisions that character-
ize particular films, specific genres and institutional practices, and to
account for their function in historical terms. The image/text is neither
a method nor a guarantee of historical discovery; it is more like an
aperture or cleavage in representation, a place where history might
slip through the cracks.

The openness of the image/text problem to historical issues may
best be illustrated by looking at a place where a history has itself been
constructed with self-conscious attention to the interplay of visual
and verbal experience. I'm thinking of Thucydides’ Peloponnesian
War, which is constructed around the alternation between what Thu-
cydides calls “logoi” and “erga,” the representation of set speeches
and the actions reported by eyewitness descriptions.’” Thucydides in-
sists on the distinctness of these two modes of writing, noting espe-
cially the different kind of historical authority they carry. The “precise
words” of the speeches, Thucydides admits, are “difficult to remember

- - s0 my method has been, while keeping as closely as possible to _

the general sense of the words that were actually used, to make the
speakers say what, in my opinion, was called for by each situation,”38
Thucydides’ text presents the speeches in a form (direct transcription
or quotation) that belies their actual status. We are given the illusion
of reading and hearing the actual words of Pericles’ funeral oration,
or the Athenian ambassador’s speech to the Spartans. The “reporting
of events,” on the other hand, is subjected to more constraints, both
in the gathering of information and its presentation. Thucydides has
“made it a principle not to write down the first story” that comes his

37. For a good discussion of the role of logoi and erga, see Virginia J.
Hunter, Thucydides: The Artful Reporter (Toronto: Hakkert, 1973).

38. Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, translated by Rex Warner (New
York: Penguin Books, 1954), p. 47; further page references will be cited in
the text.
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way “and not even to be guided by [hi'sl own general impressions”
(p. 48). He claims to have “checked with as mugh tho_roughness a;
possible” the various eyewitness reports (including hls own) ,::mf
admits that this skepticism will eliminate “the romantic element” o
his narrative, both in the facts it admits and in its hesitant form of
presentation (“my history will seem less easy to read”).

The Peloponnesian War, then, is a radically hleterogeneogs repre-
sentation of history, alternating between the illusion of 9ral 1mn_16d1—
acy and direct transmission of speech and the presentation of vllsua;
experience (eyewitness testimony about event_s) as highly mediate
and unreliable. The “general sense” of words is engugh for Thucyd-
ides, but his own “general impressions” of events in visual memory
are not. The question, of course, is ““so what?” Why does Thucy'dndes
construct a dialectical representation of history? Where do his as-
sumptions about the relative accuracy of oral and visual memory
come from? (It’s hard to ignore the fact that they seem pregsely
counter to modern “rules of evidence” which privilege “eyewitness
testimony” and denigrate “hearsay.”)

A proper answer to these questions would take us well beyond
the limits of this essay. It would involve a reconstruction of. Thucyd-
ides” theory of memory and its relation to Fhe senses of vision anci
hearing. It would require attention to the_ links between the art o
memory and contemporary Greek rhetorical thef)ry.. Above all, it
would lead to an inquiry into the ideological and. 1pstltut10nal status
of “speech™ and (visible) “action” in Atheniap political cu!ture c!urmg
the Periclean age. The verbal/visual division is, as Thl‘lcydlde_ts.hlmself
makes clear, not merely a rhetorical feature of hlstqncal ertm‘%’,, but
a key to the way history itself is made as a dialectic betW(':e.n What
men did” and “what they said.” Thucydides shows us cities being
conquered with speeches. He also shows us (in Pericles’ fgneral ora}
tion) a polemic against speech-making and an argument in favor o
ceremonial spectacle:

Many of those who have spoken here in the past have praised the
institution of this speech at the close of our ceremony. It seemed to
them a mark of honour to our soldiers who have fallen in war that a
speech should be made over them. I do not agree. These men have
shown themselves valiant in action, and it would be enough, I thmlf,
for their glories to be proclaimed in action, as you have just seen it
done at this funeral organized by the state. (p. 144)

The adjustment of the dialectic between speech and visible action
is, in Pericles’ view, not just a question about the proprieties of cere-

100




Picture Theory

monial occasions, but the key issue in the healthy functioning of
Athenian democracy: “we do not think that there is an incompatibility
between words and deeds; the worst thing is to rush into action before
the consequences have been properly debated” (p. 147). The tragedy
of Athenian democracy might well be described as the breakdown of
this logos/erga dialectic in the emergence of demagogues who corrupt
the logos and the greed of the Athenians who crave instant, visible
action and unlimited expansion of the empire. Thucydides’ text is an
attempt to preserve this fragile dialectic as a way of knowing and
showing history and perhaps of making it take a different form. (Per-
icles” critique of the visible “marks and monuments of our empire,”
his insistence that “famous men’® leave their memorials, “not in any
visible form but in people’s hearts” [p. 149] is an attempt to resist
the craze for spectacular memorials that he himself did so much to
foster and which remain as the chief visible sign of Athenian glory.)
For Thucydides, the fullness of history doesn’t lie either in what men
did or what they said, what we could see and describe or what we
could hear. It seeps through the cracks between hearing and seeing,
speaking and acting.

I've juxtaposed these historically and culturally remote examples
(a Hollywood film and a classical history), not in order to “compare”
them, but to call attention to the extraordinary generality of the im-
age/text as a figure for the heterogeneity of representation and dis-
course. | hope it is clear that this sort of generality does not entail
any lack of attention to material, formal, and historical specificity. I
have not forgotten that The Peloponnesian War is nothing but words,
and Sunset Boulevard is nothing but traces on celluloid. The image/
text is not a template to reduce these things to the same form, but a
lever to pry them open. It might be best described, not as a conceprt,
but as a theoretical figure rather like Derrida’s différance, a site of
dialectical tension, slippage, and transformation. Sunset Boulevard
and The Peloponnesian War employ versions of this figure to reflect
on their own heterogeneity and to connect their formal dialectics to
ideological and institutional struggles within their own media (cin-
ema, history) and to the cultural contradictions they mediate. They
are, as it were, metapictures of their media.

Why are these metapictures coming into focus for us now? Why
does the image/text seem to Crop up in contemporary criticism and
theory like a historical a priori? One answer would appeal to the
historical situation of contemporary culture, the increasing mediatiza-
tion of reality in postmodernism, and the phenomenon I have called
“the pictorial turn,” with its regimes of spectacle and surveillance.
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Our readings of ancient texts and images cannot help bult It)c m}tll:tct;ﬁ
by our experiences with television and cinema. The c alml.lt )
media are mixed media, all arts composite arts, may actually sou
like common sense to a generation rais§d on MTV. Agther agsqu
however, would stress that the puriﬁce}tlon of the media in m~o e;n{s;f
aesthetics, the attempt to grasp the unitary, hon}ogeneousl esgexrl:ation
painting, photography, sculpture, poetry, etc., is the relz; aC{i e
and that the heterogeneous character_of media was well un 'e;s o .
in premodern cultures. The essentiz_ihz_mg of the media V\iias rein é);i; :
by the emergence of professional dfls(.:lplmes and thiaca emic a e
istration of knowledge. “Interartistic comparison™ was, 11 1ts "
moments, a way of resisting this compellrtr‘neptahzation; at its wo_rai] :
it collaborated in the insularity of the disciplines and the amateuris
ss of i isciplinary efforts.
I]L%I?ril?sfl;dawapre, thyough, that I have not come remotely I\;:{lo;z toe
demonstrating my claims about the status of the image/text. iy ;:
is that these introductory gestures have provpked enough cur.uisny )
motivate further investigation. In the follow1lng chaptgrs, I wfﬂ tri tlo/
claborate these claims by examining two different kmdsd(; verba
visual conjunctions, the first from the side of lapguage an 1terz;turl:j
the second from the field of Visugl representation: (1) textua 'Iill'm
tures,” the evocation of the visual image as a site of dlfgerence L}\:th
language, exemplified in the materigllty of writing aln Et}(fipogri I;OYE;
in the poetic genre of ekphrasis, and in the curious ro eg esc Hp .
in narrative; (2) “pictorial texts,” th(_a representation an (equ?ﬁyd »
portant) the repression of language in the v_1sga1 ﬁeld, e)lcemp ifie i
abstract modernist painting, postmodern.mlmmahst scu ptqre,dan
range of twentieth-century photograph}c texts. Aft]:r fth1:1 me;t:])tl.:l
through variations on the irnage/t.ext, [ will return to the unda e
questions of “picture theory” with analllyses. qf illusion ;nh re L
and a concluding section on the question of images and the publi

sphere.
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he pictorial turn in contemporary culture has not just

changed the way visual culture is produced and con-

sumed. It has also raised new questions, and new versions

of very old questions, about the place of visuality in lan-
guage. The following trio of essays examines the text as imagetext
in three different forms, focusing on particular cases and genres.
First, the question of writing as a visible representation of speech,
a “spacing” of the temporal, a materialization of the immaterial:
what is at stake in embracing or denying “visible language™? Why
does it matter that speech can be represented in writing, or that
writing can be represented in graphic art? What is the politics of
inscription? Second, the question of ekphrasis, the verbal repre-
sentation of visual representation, as poetic genre and literary
principle: what motivates the desire to construct an entire text as
an evocation, incorporation, or substitute for a visual object or
experience? Why do texts seem compelled to reach out to their
semiotic “others,” the objects of visual representation? Third, the
question of visual descriptions as ornaments, supplements, and
spatial “interludes™ in the temporal structure of narrative: what
is the significance of description’s role as a “servant” of narrative?
How does the double coding of narrative in temporal action and
spatial description correspond with the double coding of memory
as an imagetext? What happens when the servitude of description

is enlisted in the description of servitude?
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VISIBLE IANGUAGE:
BIARE'S ART OF WRITING

All agree that it is an admirable invention: To paint speech, and speak
to the eyes, and by tracing out characters in different forms to give col-
our and body to thoughts.

—Alexander Cruden, Concordance to the Old and
New Testament (1738)

But to show still clearer that it was nature and necessity, not choice and
artifice, which gave birth and continuance to these several species of
hieroglyphic writing, we shall now take a view of the rise and progress
of its sister-art, the art of speech; and having set them together and com-
pared them, we shall see with pleasure how great a lustre they mutually
reflect upon one another; for as St. Austin elegantly expresses it, Signa
sint VERBA VISIBILIA; verba, SIGNA AUDIBILIA.

—William Warburton, The Divine Legation of
Moses (1740)

/7

isible language™ is a phrase that has primarily a metaphor-
ical meaning for both art historians and literary critics. In
painting we construe ‘“‘visible language” in the idiom of
Joshua Reynolds or Ernst Gombrich, as the body of con-
ventional syntactic and semantic techniques available to a pictorial
artist. Reynolds called these techniques “the language of art,” and
Gombrich promised a “linguistics of the image” that would describe
its syntax (schematisms) and its semantics (iconography).! In litera-

1. See Discourse V of Reynolds’s Discourses on Art (1797): “This first
degree of proficiency is, in painting, what grammar is in literature. . . . The
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ture, conversely, the notion of “visible language™ imports the dis-
course of painting and seeing into our understanding of verbal expres-
sion: it tempts us to give terms like imitation, imagination, form, and
figuration a strong graphic, iconic sense and to conceive of texts as
images in a wide variety of ways. If there is a linguistics of the image,
there is also an “iconology of the text” which deals with such matters
as the representation of objects, the description of scenes, the con-
struction of figures, likenesses, and allegorical images, and the shaping

of texts into determinate formal patterns. An iconology of the text

must also consider the problem of reader response, the claim that
some readers visualize and that some texts encourage or discourage
mental imaging.’

Both of these procedures—the “linguistics of the image” and the
“iconology of the text”—involve a metaphorical treatment of one of
the terms in the phrase “visible language.” The treatment of vision
and painting in the lingo of linguistics, even in a strong sense like
Bishop Berkeley’s “visual language™ of sight, is commonly understood

to be metaphoric.* Similarly, the “icons” we find in verbal expres-

sions, whether formal or semantic, are (we suppose) not to be undet-
stood literally as pictures or visual spectacles. They are only likenesses
of real graphic or visual images—doubly attenuated “images of im-
ages” or what [ have elsewhere called “hypericons.”’

power of drawing, modelling and using colours, is very properly called the
Language of the Art.” Quoted from the Robert Wark edition (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1975), p. 26. Ernst Gombrich discusses the “lin-
guistics of the visual image” in Art and Hlusion (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1956), p. 9.

2. See The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1974), s.v. “Imagery.” For further discussion of
the notion of “text as image,” see my “Spatial Form in Literature,” in The
Language of Images, edited by W. J. T. Mitchell (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1980), and “What Is an Image?” New Literary History 15,
no. 3 (Spring 1984): 503—37, revised as chapter 1 of Iconology.

3. On visual response in reading, see Ellen Esrock, The Reader’s Eye
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994)

4. See Bishop Berkeley, The Theory of Vision or Visual Language (1733).
In Works on Vision, edited by Colin Murray Turbayne (New York: Bobbs-
Merrill, 1963), pp. 121-52.

5. In Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1986),
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But suppose we were to take both the terms ofl' “visiblehl.arl:gl‘x;egiﬁ”
literally? We would encounter, l_suggest, the pom; at wd_1c bca]]eg
and speaking, painting and printing converge in the {p;l ium i
“writing.” We would grasp the logic thgt made it possible to ¢ 1g
the name of The Journal of Typographic Research into the s1m12i er,
more evocative Visible Language. “Writing,".asl Piat.o suggested in
the Phaedrus, “is very like painting,” and painting, in turn, is very
like the first form of writing, the pictogram. T}_w lh.1stor¥ of wrltlptg is
jegularly told as a story of progress frorn.pr1m1t1\iehpllitu_re-w’r;tigg
and gestural sign language to hlerpglyphlcs to a }I: abetic \t&ifon ng
“proper.”’® Writing is thus the medium in Whlch the 1lr)11:erat:::l L
image and text, pictorial and verbal expression, adumbrate e
ttopes of ut pictura poesis and the “sisterhood qf the a;‘_ts, sel:em :
be a literal possibility. Writing makgs language (in the 1tedra setllset
visible (in the literal sense); it is, as BlShO,? Warburton note ,dnotIl ]l;t
A supplement to speech, but a “sister art” to the spoken word, a

e and vision. .

E h?}llleizr;?ii)guse pretending that I come innocently from th‘e‘: sister
arts to the topic of writing, We live in an era obsessed vl»;lth t;ﬂ:xtuc-1
ality,” when “writing” is a buzzword that is not hlkely to e\.clon ui;./

with the sort of writing promoted by textbooks in C(')l:'ﬂpo’f:ltl(‘)‘n. e
even have what sometimes looks like a “sci'ence of writing,” a “gram-
matology” that concerns itself not only with th¢ graphlchrepresenta;_
tion of speech, but with all marks, traces, and signs in whatever m

dium.” This science includes an 'mterpretwe.method for decoqsf»;ructmg
the complex ruses of writing and for tracing .t-he play of di e‘rertl.ce::
that both generates and frustrates the poss:bﬂlt}f of comfr}unlca io

and meaning. What 1 propose to do in Fhe followmg pages is to c;)rge
at the topic of writing from the stapdpomt of what it st:eng'i1 to exct u Cf-:
or displace. In a sense, of course, this is almost. a parody'o econstru

tive strategies, and 1 suppose one could tl}}nk of this as an essay
written about and “for” Blake, and “against” Derrida, as 10r}g as one
understands its “Blake” as a complexly de-centered authority figure

6. See, for instance, Ignace J. Gelb’s A Study of Writing (Chicas‘g‘o: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1952; rev. ed., 1963), Wl’ll.Ch charact‘enzeg writing in
its evolution from the earliest stages of semasiography, in Whl(_‘h‘ p1ctKFe}:;l
convey the desired meaning, to the later stage of phonography, in whic
writing expresses language” (p. 190). ettt

cques Derrida is usually regarded as the founder of gram-
maZc;i{j\gl;il(i)tu frll-lasl/aggu\iorth noting that the first bg(?k to.empl(;y the notion
systematically was Ignace J. Gelb’s A Study of Writing, cited above.
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and its “Derrida” as a friendly dialectical contrary rather than an
antagonistic negation.®

What is it that writing and grammatology exclude or displace?
Nothing more or less than the tmage—rthe picture, likeness, or simula-
crum—and the iconology that aspires to be its science. If “différance”
is the key term of grammatology, “similitude” is the central notion
of iconology. If writing is the medium of absence and artifice, the
image is the medium of presence and nature, sometimes cozening
us with illusion, sometimes with powerful recollection and sensory
immediacy. Writing is caught between two othernesses, voice and
vision, the speaking and the seeing subject. Derrida mainly speaks of
the struggle of writing with voice, but the addition of vision and image
reveals the writer’s dilemma on another flank. How do we say what
we see, and how can we make the reader see?

The familiar answer of poets, rhetoricians, and even philosophers
has been this: we construct a “visible language,” a form that combines.
sight and sound, picture and speech—that “makes us see” with vivid
examples, theatrical gestures, clear descriptions, and striking fig-
ures—the devices associated in classical rhetoric with enargeia. If we
are a painter-poet like William Blake we may even construct a “com-
posite art” of word and image that plays upon all the senses of “visible
language™ simultaneously. But alongside this tradition of accommo-
dating language to vision is a countertradition, equally powerful, that
expresses a deep ambivalence about the lure of visibility. This tradi-
tion urges a respect for the generic boundaries between the arts of eye
and ear, space and time, image and word. And its theory of language
is characteristically oriented toward an aesthetic of invisibility, a con-
viction that “the deep truth is imageless” and that language is the best
available medium for evoking that unseeable, unpicturable essence.

Both of these traditions were alive and well in Blake’s time, but
I think it is fair to say that the latter, antipictorialist position is the
dominant one among the major, canonical romantic poets. For all the
talk of “imagination” in theories of romantic poetry, it seems clear
that images, pictures, and visual perception were highly problematic
issues for many romantic writers. “Imagination,” for the romantics,
is regularly contrasted to rather than being equated with mental im-

8. 1 employ here Blake’s own distinction between “Contraries” and “Ne-
gations,” the former associated with progressive, interactive opposition
(though not necessarily resolution or Hegelian synthesis), the latter with static

binarism or an absolutist, Manichean conflict that requires the destruction of
the opposite.
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' icism is that, for
wping: the first lesson we give to students of romanticism is t;ap(;wer
| . Cole ) ] i n” is
‘oleridge, Shelley, and Keats, ““imaginatio
Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, R s
i scends mere visualization.” We may !
of consciousness that transcend 1 e
i d vision frequently play a neg
on to note that pictures an freq < e s
i or being a m
i i Coleridge dismissed allegory :
romantic poetic theory. : o e
4 5 t the temptations
“pic e,” Keats worried abou :

B “the most despotic of our

' called the eye “‘the m :
tion, and Wordsworth th o P

i 3 istory that

nses.” 10 It is a commonplace in intellectua ¢ relatio
Sie inti basic shift in

: i 5 ting underwent a .

- “sister arts” of poetry and pain !
il i a shift in which poetry abanc]l?ned ;;s
liances with painting and found new analogies in rr;uel.xc W i
Abrams’s story of romantic poetics as a replacemznt (21 t ;eart) e
(epitomizing passive, empirical models of) the _mm! iﬂe r0n AN o e
ive imagination) is simply
“lamp” the active imagination) is sl _

i tYPe.O.f is shift.!> Coleridge’s distinctions between sym-
way of schematizing this shift.’” Coleridge’s O s
bol and allegory, imagination and fancy, .th? [t ;adi:;naraged i

S e 5
tegy of associating ‘
lon,” all employ a similar strategy of assoclz o
witi1 pictures and outward, material visibility, the favored term w
invisible, intangible “powers”_of the mind. A
It is tempting to summarize romantic antipictori . g
of “aesthetic iconoclasm™ and to see it as a direct refl}e?covxl) 1?1 =
political, social, and cultural iconoclasm of the French Re

the early nineteenth century,

9. 1 take as exemplary here Coleridge’s famous definition of the Srzziri
unﬁéinati(m as the “living power and prime agent of all h;r\';/ar;’g)se;c} Eamu.ez
See chapter 13 of Biographia Literaria, vol. 7 of Collecte Op A por
"n"T Coleridge, edited by James Engell and Walter Jackson Bate (Princeton, NJ:
l’rlinceton University Press, 1983), p. 304. . s

10. Coleridge’s comments on allegory as a pic;?urcélalrlxgliagev?ggzjr w

; The Collecte , vol. 6:

tate 's Manual (1816), quoted here from . Forks :
?MIE‘?::;’ZZS edited by R. J. White (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Ll]nl\’e,fblty P::s:;;
l‘gi) 30, Keats’s claim that “descriptions are bad at all’ times iccu o
his let’tSr. ‘to 'Torn Keats, June 25-27, 1818. Word_sworth s rem{;\;"f ond o
’ll-bs otism of the eye comes up in The Prelude, both in 1,805 (}?L 1 )ea;LOUt
Ll;SPO (XIL. 129). For further discussion of Wordswgrth s am uéa enc e
imtagery s.ee my “Diagrammatology,” Critical Inquiry 7, no. 3 (Spring -
622-33. _ -
: 11. See Roy Park, * ‘Ut Pictura Poesis’: The Nmeteenth-Ceqtury 11;f6t;1)'
math » The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 28, no. 2 (Winter :
155—-64. i
12. M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York: Oxford Univer

sity Press, 1953).
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Tempting, but I think misleading, unless we remind ourselves that the
“reflection” of political and social patterns in artistic forms is just as
likely to include reactionary reversal and inversion as direct imitation,
Our suspicion about a direct connection between aesthetic and politi-
cal iconoclasm during the French Revolution should be especially
aroused when we note that the universally acknowledged father of
aesthetic iconoclasm in the romantic era is none other than Edmund
Burke, the reactionary politician whose youthful essay on the sublime
inaugurated the romantic critique of pictorialist poetics.’® Burke
started his own minor revolution in poetic theory by attacking the
neoclassical “picture theory” of poetic language based on a combina-
tion of classical rhetoric and associationist psychology. Denying that
poetry could or should raise clear, distinct images in the mind of the
reader, Burke argued that the proper genius of language was to be
found in invisible, even insensible matters of feeling and sympathy.
Poetry, in Burke’s view, is uniquely fitted for presenting the obscure,
the mysterious, the incomprehensible—in a word, the sublime. Two
things are worth noting here: the first is that Blake alone among the

major romantic poets firmly rejected Burke’s doctrine (“Obscurity is

Neither the Source of the Sublime nor of any Thing Else”).’* The

second is a curious disparity between Burke’s aesthetic and political

preferences. When Burke confronted a historical event (the French

Revolution) that conformed to his concept of sublimity, he could find

it only monstrous and disgusting. His notion of the sublime remained

safely contained in the realm of aesthetics where it served as a point
of departure for writers whose relation to the Revolution was, let us
say, obscure,

The battle lines between the aesthetics of visibility and invisibility
become clearer if we take the key terms in their literal sense and recast
the problem in terms of writing,. If writing and speech have the same
sort of “sisterhood” as painting and poetry—a sisterhood of radical

13. Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas
of the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757). See James T. Boulton’s fine introduc-
tion to his edition of the Enquiry (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1968) for an account of Burke’s influence.

14. Annotations to Reynolds’s Discourses. The Complete Poetry and
Prose of William Blake, edited by David Erdman (New York: Doubleday,
rev. ed., 1982), p. 658. All references in the text to Blake’s writings will be
to this edition, indicated in parentheses after the quotation by an “E.”
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inequality, as Lessing and Burke argucd--.if‘wntmg tran;forms mb\i::rlr;
ble sounds into a visible language, theq it is bound to be a pro !
for writers who want to be imaginative 1c01_10clasts, who Wam}tl 11:1a§:d
that are not pictorial, visions that are not V1§ual, and poetry tha r:n -
not be written down."” Wordsworth’s claim that a poel:-’t is a iy
“speaking” (not writing) to men is no casual expn_ss,s,lon,d ut a soyf rg
tom of what Derrida would call the “phqnocennl'lc tendency o
mantic poetics. The projects for recovering or 1mpersona.t$gm USiC,
folk traditions in poetry, the regular comparison of poetry v;u Sj
and the consistent distaste of the romantic poets for the vu garﬂnfif:se
sity of submitting their words to material, printed fqrm—g e
patterns of thought reflect a common body of assumptions %Vl(:en o
superiority of word to image, ear to eye, and.voxce to p11“1.nt.t ek
printed word comes to be a highly controversial pcl)htlcahmi) ruj e
itself, as it did in the era of the French Reiolutlo-n, the uil:on 4
translating speech into the ‘;;islble language™ of print can ta
) i haracter in itself. .
ldm'll?hgilsc?i ihe context that makes intelligiblle the peculiar ‘statushoi
yisible language and writing in Blake and his contemporarlws-—; ae
makes it an issue rather than a set of ne}ltral fa‘cts alboduth anglutii I;
representation, and the senses. lha_ve pr_ev1ously dlSCUS.SE the re e; -
between word and image in his illuminated books in terms 9};,'1'
commitment to a revolutionary religious and agsth]t:;tlc senhm i 1t}j
based on dialectical transformation through conflict. l(Butlt e sa}l)ee
cifically political character of Blake’.s commnt‘mtfx‘]t to making langu };gis
visible can best be seen by reflecting on his ; graphocentfnfsr;ll, i
tendency to treat writing and printing as media capgblei o :V il%)rfeasu
ence, not as mere supplements to speech. "lj‘l}ese re ect;ons. et
into three sections: first, a look at Blake’§ ideology o wréltmg‘ .
the context of romantic hostility to the Pr.mtid word; secon ,hz} cori '
sideration of some major “scenes of writing represented in h;s ati, é
third, some observations on Blake’s. cal.hg;r‘aPl.w and typogt:?p Y, e
“wond’rous art of writing” which is his “visible language™ in w
he would call “the litteral sense.”

15. On the “unequal sisterhood” of painting and poetr)’r‘, see my ess.ayi
“The Politics of Genre: Time and Space in Lessing’s Laocoon,” in Representa
tions 6 (Spring 1984), revised as chapter 4 of Iconology. :

16. In Blake’s Composite Art: A Study of the Hlluminated Poetry
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1978).
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Romanticism and the Politics of Writing

He who destroyes a good booke, kills reason it self, kills the Im-
age of God, as it were, in the eye.
Milton, Areopagitica

(1644)

The source of the romantic animus toward “visible language” in gen
eral and writing in particular is not far for the seeking. William Hazlitt
put it most succinctly when he suggested that “The French Revolutio
might be described as a remote but inevitable result of the art 0
printing.””!” Modern historians like Peter Gay and Elizabeth Eisenstei
have echoed Hazlitt in tracing the intellectual roots of the French
Revolution to the philosophes’ “devotion to the art of writing”” rather
than to any specific philosophical doctrine.!® The first French Repub-
lic, Eisenstein suggests, grew out of a prior “‘republic of letters,” a
polity of unrestrained “speculation” in both the philosophical and
financial senses of the term.'” Nor was the visual sense of “specula-
tion” lost on critics of the Revolution. Burke traced revolutionary
fanaticism to an excess of “imagination” (in the visual eighteenth-
century sense) and to a deficiency in “feeling,” the blind, untutored
habits that make for a stable society.2 Coleridge identified this ten-
dency to reify and idolize imaginary conceptions as the peculiar defect
of the French people: “Hence the idolism of the French . . . even the
conceptions of a Frenchman, whatever he admits to be conceivable,
must be imageable, and the imageable must be fancied tangible.”?!
The materialism of the French Enlightenment, the pictorialist psychol-
ogy of empiricism and rationalism, and the emergence of an economy
of unfettered philosophical and financial speculation all add up to a

17. William Hazlitt, The Life of Napoleon, 6 vols. (Boston: Napoleon
Society, 1895), vol. 1, p. 56.

18. The phrase is used by Gay in his essay, “The Unity of the French
Enlightenment,” in The Party of Humanity (New York: Knopf, 1964), p. 117.
19. See Elizabeth Eisenstein, The Printing

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
pp. 136-38.

20. See Burke’s “Appeal from the New to Old Whigs™ (1791): “There is
a boundary to men’s passions when they act from feeling; none when they
are under the influence of imagination.” Quoted from The Works of Edmund

Burke, 12 vols., edited by George Nichols (Boston: Little, Brown, 1865-67),
4:192,

21. Coleridge, The Friend, vol. 4, part 1, of Collected Works, CW 4.i.422.

Press as an Agent of Change
1979; one volume edition, 1980),
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‘idol ' the te : ip our
coherent pathology called “idolism,” the thdenuy to ‘wcﬁrsgll_ph >
own created images. Carlyle summarized the 1con0cla_st1c1: nglis
action to the French Enlightenment most comprehensively:

shall we call it, what all men thought it, the new Age of Gold?fCalll:lt
at least of Paper; which in many ways, is the succeda_ncum 0 ldGloft:
Bank-paper, wherewith you can still bgy wher.1 there is no gob etij
Book-paper, splendent with Theories, Philosophies, SenSlbll.]thS, ;-a;-l

ful art, not only of revealing thought, but also of so beautifully }11 ling
from us the want of Thought! Paper is made fr(')rn the rags of t ings
that did once exist; there are endless excellences in Paper. What chst
Philosophe, in this halcyon uneventful period, could prophesy that tt Cl't;
was approaching, big with darkness and confusion, the event o

events?22

This is the context that makes Wordsworth’s notorious amblval;
lence about books intelligible.”® In T%}elz Lyriiai Ballads Wo’fd;w?irfte -
associates printed books with the sterility of bgrrt_:n lejlwss(,i th :;1 -
less knowledge passed “from dead men to their k,l,nd, an Wld o
“dull and endless strife”” of “meddling 1nt?l!ects who mlzlr e 2
dissect.”?* These expressions of bibliophobia hav; to be ta Zn l;m ;
some skepticism, of course, coming as they do in a printe als(;o
that Wordsworth hoped would be widely reafl. But_no a;l))pe .
Wordsworthian “irony” can explain away his anxiety about th
printed word. Wordsworth locates t_he essence of poetry in Spezisj
song, and silent meditation and consistently treatsfwrltmg ais ;1 ne =
sary evil, a mere supplement to sp;:;:ch. A book o %)oetry [isticalpwis_
carthly casket of immortal verse,”*’ and true moral or po

22. Thomas Carlyle, The French Revolution (1837), 2 vols. (London:
Macmillan, 1925), 1:30. . 13

23. For an excellent account of Wordsworth and the 1deology of v:,t:m;?
see James K. Chandler, Wordsworth’s Secon_d Nature: A Rezdm% oftcre7
ctry and Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), i ap :

24. 1 quote here from “Expostulation and Reply” and T?i Tibic:;
Turned,” Wordsworth’s famous dialogue poems on the merits o Ex:)a uks
lore” versus books. It is worth noting that Matthev\{, the defend,er ) . Ro:voj
is commonly identified as William Hazlitt., whose claim that thg l-ﬂrenc -
lution was caused by the invention of printing was so widely in uent.la ’

25. See The Prelude (1850) V. 16065, where Wordsworth des;:nbes t‘he
“maniac’s fond anxiety” that entrances.him when he holds a volume (i.e.
“casket”) of Milton or Shakespeare in his hand.
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gom 1s not to be found in books of “Science and of Art,” but in th
natural ]pre” of oral tradition. Wordsworth and Coleridge see
most sensitive to the visual potential of printed books when thei
blbllpphobia becomes explicitly political. Coleridge describes circula '
ing libraries (which were notorious for disseminating radical opinio
to the populace) as “a sort of mental camera obscura manufacture
at the pr.inting office, which pro tempore fixes, reflects, and transmi
the moving phantasms of one man’s delirium, so as to people th
bar.rer_lness of a hundred other brains. . . . ”2* Wordsworth exgress
a snmlar‘ contempt for the material version of this popular camer
gbscum in his sonnet on “Illustrated Books and Newspapers™(1846)
Avaunt this vile abuse of pictured page! / Must eyes be all in all th.
tongue and ear / Nothing?”?’ ,
_The l?attle lines between the conservative oral tradition and the
radical faith in the demotic power of printing and “visible language™
had been clearly drawn in the famous debate between Thomaf Pagine
and Edmund Burke about the nature of the English constitution. For
Burkg, the essence of law is to be found in the wnwritten customs. and
traditions of a people; writing is only a supplement for *“polishing”
wh'at has been egtab!ished by immemorial practice. Thus, “the consft;i-
tution on paper is one thing, and in fact and experience i; another.”?
FOF Burke, the Enlightenment faith in the unlicensed printing of s (;cu-
lative theories and speculative paper currency was bound to rc?du
a host of speculative constitutions. The National Assembly’s Igeclarz?
‘t‘lon of the Rights of Man was, in Burke’s view, nothing more than
palFry blurred shreds of paper” in contrast to the immemorial. invisi-
ble sinews of the English constitution.’ Paine’s reply was to ir;si St
the primacy of a written, visible constitution: §

Ce'm Me. Burke produce the English Constitution? If he cannot, we may

fairly conclude, that although it has been so much talked about no
. = . . . d

such thing as a constitution exists. . . . A constitution is not a thing in

26. Coleridge, Biographia Literaria (1817), chapter 3, CW 7, p. 48.

27._ William Wordsworth, Poetical Works, rev. ed. edited by Thomas
Hutchinson and Ernest de Selincourt (Oxford: Oxford University

1969), p. 383.

28. Edmund Burke, “Speech on a Bill f Y .
Parlisant is Works 7:7.P a Bill for Shortening the Duration of

Press,

29. Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution i ]
, FE
York: Doubleday, 1961), pp. 98—99. s e
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name only, but in fact. It has not an ideal, but a real existence; and
wherever it cannot be produced in visible form, there is none.*

Where did Blake stand in this dispute over the political significance
of writing and “visible language™? Insofar as Blake was a professed
ally of radical intellectuals in the 1790s, we expect him to be on the
side of Paine, quite apart from his professional self-interest as a
printer, engraver, and painter—a technician of “visible languages” in
every sense of the phrase. One way of defining Blake’s difference
from the other romantics is to see his lifelong struggle to unite these
languages in a “composite art”” of poetry and painting as the aesthetic
symptom of his die-hard fidelity to the Revolution. Blake would have
apreed with Wordsworth’s claim that books are an “endless strife,”
but (like Hazlitt) he thought of this strife as anything but dull. On
the contrary, he regarded the battles of books, the “fierce contentions’’
fostered by a free, independent press, as the very condition of human
freedom. While Coleridge and Wordsworth found themselves arguing
for censorship of the “rank and unweeded press”*! that encouraged
the excesses of the Revolution, Blake was busy planting new seeds in
the fields of unlicensed printing.’? Blake never forsook the “republic
of letters” for the tranquility of the oral tradition. The underground
printshop or “Printing House in Hell” that turned out subversive
illuminated books in the 1790s expands into the ““Wine Press of Los”
in the 1800s, becoming the scene of the “Mental Warfare” that Blake
hoped would replace the “Corporeal Warfare” ravaging Europe
throughout his maturity. Blake continued, in short, to think of writing
as a “wond’rous art” when many of his contemporaries were blaming
it for all the evils attendant on modernity.

This contrast between radical writers and reactionary speakers is,
of course, a vast oversimplification; | present it as a way of fore-
grounding a subtle tendency in the rhetorical stances taken by intellec-
tuals in the aftermath of the Revolution (my claim is #ot, obviously,
that radicals refused oratory, or that conservatives eschewed the writ-
ten word). There is a kind of writing (call it “natural hieroglyphics™)

30. Thomas Paine, Rights of Man (1791-92) (New York: Doubleday,
1989), p. 309.

31. The phrase is Coleridge’s. See A Lay Sermon (1817). Quoted here
from Collected Works, edited by R. J. White, vol. 6, p. 151.

32. On Wordsworth’s role in the attempt to suppress the anti-Tory Kendal
Chronicle, see Arthur Aspinall, Politics and the Press, 17801850 (First edi-
tion, London, 1949; repr. New York: Barnes and Noble, 1974).
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that Wordsworth regularly celebrates, and Blake's encomia on writing

are frequently “stained” by irony:

Piper sit thee down and write
In a book that all may read.

So he vanish’d from my sight
And I plucked a hollow reed.

And I made a rural pen

And I stain’d the water clear

And I wrote my happy songs

Every child may joy to hear.
—“Introduction” to Songs of Innocence

The celebratory emphasis on writing is obvious: Blake’s version of

the pastoral refuses to keep it in the realm of oral transmission. The

hollow reed is not plucked to make the expected flute, but a pen,
and the act of writing is immediately identified with the process of
publication: “all may read” the books written with this rural pen,
and without any loss of the original presence of the speaker: “every
child may joy to hear™ the voice transmitted in the visible language
of writing. No critical reader of this poem, however, has been able to
avoid the ironic undertones. The moment of writing is also the mo-

ment when the inspiring child vanishes; the hollow reed and the

stained water suggest that a kind of emptiness, absence, and loss of
innocence accompanies the very attempt to spread the message of
innocence. What makes this a song of innocence, then, is the speaker’s
unawareness of these sinister connotations. Indeed, we might say that
the most literal version of this innocence is the speaker’s blithe as-
sumption that the mere act of writing is equivalent to publication and
a universally appreciative readership, a bit of wish-fulfillment that
every writer will recognize. The piper sees no difference between the
creation of a unique, handwritten manuscript and the creation of a
text that can be universally disseminated. He is unaware of both the
problems and possibilities of print culture, the culture of mechanical
reproduction, what Blake would later call “the Machine of Art.”
Blake’s struggles with the fearful symmetry of this machine are

33. See Morris Eaves, “Blake and the Artistic Machine: An Essay in Deco-
rum and Technology,” PMLA 92, no. § (October 1977): 907. While Eaves
stresses Blake’s opposition to mechanical reproduction, my emphasis will be

on the evidence for his incorporation of mechanical means into his own
expressive project.
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evident throughout his writings. From his earliest projects fofrt:)o(.)ks
i illuminated printing we sce a man obsessed with the 1deaho avu;s
it both ways—that is, by producing unique, personal texts that ‘:vour s
be widely distributed through a new technology. combining t ;: haow
of poet, engraver, printer, and painter. We see his awalreness c: oy
casily this dream could become a nightmare m:he tit i:-pagi % e
Book of Urizen, an image that might be lgbeled textual man’ (fig :
I8). This image is usually read as a satire on Blake’s enljmxes, ?sst
figure of political, religious, and psychologlcal tyranny—king, %E/ ]: 3
and rational censor on the liberating energies of_ the Revoiutxpn. ﬁn
Urizen is given a more particular histqucal}dentlty, he GIS usua\my
equated with English tyrants and reactionaries such as George IlI,
N 34 .
lm’BOlItleil;fc'Jse we were to look at this image as a self-portrait og
the artist as a solitary reader and writelr of texts, a ﬁgur.e_of th'e textua
solipsist who insists on doing everyth1_ng at once—writing h}lls po;:m:
with one hand, for instance, while he illustrates 'them with the ot er.>
Or reading the classics and writing commentaries at the csiarpf: n];l;ril;;
Suppose we were to see this, in other words, as a self:par'o y in whic :
Blake has a bit of fun at his own expense, expressing in a plCt(éI:la
joke what he cannot quite bring himseif to say in print? This rea ing
of the image would also help us, I think, to make a more plrec1}sle
historical identification of the sort of figure Urizen represents in the
literary-political battles of the revolqnonary era. Instead of_re[:;(r.es;n;f
ing English reactionaries, Urizen rp1ght be seen as a certain kin
French radical, an elder statesman in the republic of letters, a paragon
i the f paper.”
F th‘&’hﬁ?ﬁ l(<)nopwpit is heresy to suggest that Blake could have hel.d any
reactionary opinions or agreed with Edmur}d Burke about anYtthg, 15
seems to me that certain features of the Urizen-figure hgve to be aced
in their historical context.’s Urizen is no doubt sometimes emplo;ifle
as a figure of English reaction in the late 1790s, but it is also clear that

34, David Erdman equates Urizen with Britain and Luvah.f’ Qrc with
France in Blake: Prophet Against Empire (Princeton, 1954; 3d edition, New
York: Doubleday, 1969), p. 309. -

35. The orthodox view of Blake’s political positiqn is that he remg:r;fzfd
loyal to the ideals and ideology of the French RCVOIUI‘IO[’I‘ throughout h]:x)s i :1
and only criticized France when it departed from thpse ideals. Thus,_ avi .
Frdman: “When Blake reports deteriorative change in Orc-Luvah he is czln.t
icizing not ‘the French Revolution” but the Bonapartism that followed and in
a sense negated it” (Prophet, p. 313).
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in The Book of Urizen (1794) Blake represents him as a revolutionary,
utopian reformer who brings new laws, new philosophies, and a new
religion of reason. The general prototype for Urizen’s “dividing and
measuring” is, of course, Edmund Burke’s characterization of the “ge-
ometrical and arithmetical constitution” of the new French Repub-
lic.”® But Urizen may be identified even more specifically as a compos-
ite figure for two French philosophes who were much in the news in
the early 1790s. The first is Rousseau, the universally acknowledged
intellectual father of the Revolution, whose confessions of self-
absorption, onanism, and obsession with “pity” must remind us of
the drama of Blake’s Urizen.*” The second is Condorcet, who spent
much of his life attempting to reduce moral and political questions to
problems in mathematics, and who was the principal author of the
“Irinciples of the Constitutional Plan’ presented to the National Con-
vention in 1793.% Condorcet’s constitution, like Urizen’s “books of
birass,” attempted to promulgate one rational law to govern France
(his scheme to abolish the traditional geographical divisions of France
in favor of a geometrical grid became one of Burke’s favorite figures
of ridicule). Condorcet’s Girondin constitution, like Urizen’s ““iron
laws,” immediately produced a reaction: Condorcet was ousted by
the Jacobins under the leadership of Robespierre and died in prison;
Urizen’s “laws of peace, love & unity” are spurned by the fiery eter-
nals, and we last see him imprisoned in the web of his own creation.
The new leader of the “sons of Urizen™ is a fiery rebel named Fuzon
who attempts to kill Urizen and is eventually killed by his own “hun-
pry beam™ (the guillotine). David Erdman’s suggestion that Fuzon
represents Robespierre (who deposed the Girondins and pulled down
their statue of Reason in 1794) makes even more sense if Urizen is a
figure of Condorcet.>

36. Edmund Burke, Reflections, p. 67.

37. Urizen must also remind us of Derrida’s Rousseau. See Of Gramma-
tology, translated by Gayatri Spivak (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1977), pp. 142-52, for Derrida’s discussion of Rousseau and
writing,

38. Condorcet’s most famous publications in this line were his Essay on
the Application of Mathematics to the Theory of Decision-Making (1785)
and A General View of Social Mathematics (1793). See Condorcet: Selected
Writings, edited by Keith Baker (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1976).

39. Erdman, Prophet Against Empire (New York: Doubleday, rev. ed.,
1969), p. 314. I must add, however, that Erdman has expressed strong reser-
vations about my claim that Urizen has a “French connection.”
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We need not see Urizen as a political cartoon, unequivocally
linked to Rousseau and Condorcet, to see that he makes considerable
sense as a neo-Burkean caricature of revolutionary rationalism and

the ethos of letters. But even this interpretation tells us only half the

story. It helps us see something of Blake’s anxieties about the Revolu-
tion and his own role in it as technician of “visible languages”; it
shows a world in which the “wond’rous art of writing” has become
grotesque and obsessive. But seeing this is not quite the same as under-
standing the position from which Blake could mount his self-parodic
critique of writing. The pure negativity in Blake’s attack on rationalist
writing is scarcely distinguishable from that of Burke, Coleridge, or
Carlyle. We still need to ask, then, how Blake could sustain his faith
in the printed word, the visible language that seemed to have brought
him and his generation into Urizen’s abyss.

The answer, I think, is that Blake never did buy into the rationalist
version of the Revolution with the same fervor that Coleridge and
Wordsworth did.* His understanding of it seems to have been medi-
ated, from very early on, by the typology of seventeenth-century En-
glish Puritanism rather than the eighteenth-century French Enlighten-
ment. His faith in writing is grounded, not in the brilliance of the
modern “republic of letters,” but in the tradition of a free English
press to be traced back to the English Revolution, Milton’s Areo-
pagitica, and beyond that, to the religious reformation fostered by
Wycliffe’s vernacular Bible. More specifically, 1 suspect that Blake
identified himself with the urban guilds of radical printers and en-
gravers whose pamphlets and broadsides helped to bring down

40. In the early days of the Revolution Blake sympathized with Voltaire
and Rousseau as presiding spirits in the awakening of France to liberty (see
Blake’s The French Revolution [1791], pp. 14—15; E, pp. 298-99). But
Blake’s early suspicion of rationalism is expressed clearly in The Marriage of
Heaven and Hell, and by the 1800s that suspicion had become explicitly
linked with Rousseau and Voltaire’s attacks on revealed religion (see the
address “To the Deists” which introduces chapter 3 of Jerusalem), A good
index of Blake’s ambivalence about the rationalist ideology of the revolution
is his willingness to find Tom Paine “a better Christian” than Bishop Watson
(whose attack on Paine in his Apology for the Bible Blake annotated), at the
same time that he notes that neither the Bishop nor his radical deist opponent
quite measures up to Blake’s “Everlasting Gospel,” the tradition of Puritan
radicalism (see ““Annotations to an Apology for the Bible,” E, p. 619: “The
Bishop never saw the Everlasting Gospel any more than Tom Paine”).
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nelish (and Christi slution-
Charles 141 Blake was, in short, an English (and Christian) reve

. ‘ e Cause” of Cromwell who
adical throwback to the “Good Old Cause i v o

42 That is why, no matter how mercilessly Blakf? sati-
able to maintain

Reader! lover of books lover of heaven :
And of that God from whom all books are given,
Who in mysterious Sinais awful cave
To man the wond’rous art of writing gave,
Again he speaks in thunder and in fire! 15
Thunder of thought and flames of ﬁercc desire:
Even from the depths of hell his voice I hear,
Within the unfathomd caverns of my cl:_.arl.l "
¢ int; nor vain my types sha :
;r{l;;ife;gj(;iii;]n&g Hell henceforth shall live in harmony.

i ivi i tood
i iti 5 ivine gift must be unders
Blake’s affirmation that writing is a d g

s . . N
sition to two contrary ideologies of writing. Blake coun

L provides an answer

ers the conservative hostility lrli() the frife press E;[;: e A e
i sworth who sought an esc
to poets like Wordswor _ e g b
ife’ i n the traditionalism o !
‘ndless strife” of print culture 1 s 8
:ure If Coleridge could argue that the{ popular press, ;SI[D'ef[lla’l’lyB]ake’s
hanc.;ls of French writers, was producmg a sort gf ido Lgor,example)
reply is that there are some kinds of printing (hxs oxzn{) pa
thgt generate, not vain, hollow signifiers or “idols,” but e
” i t vain.
“types” that are anything bu - _
tYpOn the other hand, the die-hard radical wquld have tgi Crttizzﬂ
Blake’s account of the divine origin of w::.ltilng asa d1r;c’:9t.£c;r:)tprzes e
i i iti When Enlightenment phi .
of the rationalist position. ! T
Warburton, Rousseau, Condillac, or Condorcet reflected {(as they
b3

41. For the connection between printing and Puritan'ism in the. Et;sk;hl
Revoi.ution see Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upstgiledf)oetinﬁngland:
Ideas durin’g the English Revolution (Harmondsworth, Middlesex,

i 5 —62.
Penguin Books, 1972), pp. 161 ‘ — ‘
fl The basic study of Blake’s ties to the Dissenters 1s st.d}l1 A. Ll. 91\5/[;3))1-th s
classic; The Everlasting Gospel (London: Lawrence and Wishart, ;
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variably did) on the progress of WILLing as

an index to the progress
of humanity,

they unanimously debunked the notion of divine origin
as an outmoded superstition. Bishop Warburton even went so far as
to deny that writing had a buman origin: “it was nature and necessity,
not choice and artifice” that produced the evolution of writing from
pictogram to hieroglyph to phonetic script.®?

It’s easy to see why Blake, an engraver-printer in the tradition of
radical English millenarianism, would want to treat the invention of
writing as a divine gift. It is also easy to sce why this position could be
so readily dismissed as superstition, self-interest, and vanity. Benjamin

Disraeli suggested it was a superstition eculiar”
p

to English calligra-
phers:

[ suspect that this maniacal vanity is peculiar to the writing-masters in
England; . . . writing masters or calligraphers, have had their engraved
“effigies,” with a Fame in flourishes, a pen in one hand, and a trumpet
in the other; and fine verses inscribed and their very lives written! They
have compared “The nimbly-turning of their silver quill” to the beauti-
ful in art and the sublime in invention; nor is this wonderful since they
discover the art of writing, like the invention of language, in a divine
original; and from the tablets of stone which the deity himself delivered,
they traced their German broad text or their running hand.*

Actually, Blake’s “maniacal vanity” goes even further, for he is not
just claiming a divine origin for writing in the mythic past, but is
affirming that his own art of printing, as well as the message it con-
veys, has been given directly to him as a divine gift in the historical
present. Taken literally, Blake’s claim is that the writing of Jerusalem
is on the same level as the writing of the Ten Commandments on Mt.
Sinali.

Blake would no doubt answer the charge of vanity by claiming
that he, unlike the vain English writing masters, has something impor-
tant to say. He is not merely playing with empty, ornamental signifi-
ers, but recording a prophecy—that is, speaking his mind on public
and private matters, He might answer the charge of superstition by
pointing out that the divine origin of writing is synonymous with a

43. Bishop Warburton, The Divine Legation of Moses Demonstrated

(1738—1841), vol. IV, section 4. Quoted from the three-volume tenth edition
(London: T. Tegg, 1846), vol. 11, pp. 184-85.

44. Benjamin Disraeli, quoted in Donald M. Anderson, The Art of Written

Forms: The Theory and Practice of Calligraphy (New York: Holt, Rinehart,
and Winston, 1969), p. 148.
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glalfk;q thath all may read a_nd “10)( to hg-nr" the poet’s message,
s perhaps hinting at this marriage of the values of print and
map}isciflpt gulture when he has God give Moses a “wond’rous a t f
wmtm’g whﬂe‘reserving for himself an art of printed “types.” o
thatlt sjlloule thing to project the. nption Qf an ideal form of writing
i \;v(lmsgt)iii across a!l t.he semiotic, social, and psychic boundaries
: € an artistic practice. It is guite an
achlleve.such a goal, much less to recognizg what WCEES' CE:)CLEE?HY .
reah;atlon. The remainder of this essay examines the way Blzicfl:fz
E;:o;;mn concje’:pt of writing, his commipnent to a divinely given “visi-
¢ language™ that would fulfill the Piper’s fantasy of full pre
expresses itself in “scenes of writing” and in his concrete oic
a calligraphic and typographic designer. e

The Scribal Scene: Book and Scroll

And all the host of heaven shall be dissolved, and the heavens
shall be rolled together as a scroll.

Isaiah 34:4

If It 1s accurate to view Blake the way he regarded himself
gadltl(g;al “I—Iistory Painter” who depicts (contra Reynolds),f;hi
J:hzro, & not Man in Ge,neral”.(E, p. 652), then it seems clear that
the writer is one of Blake’s particular heroes. The moment of writi
is, for Blake, a “primal scene,” a moment of traumatic orjgi mg
1r.revocabl.e commitment. Inspiration does not come to hir gfm "
dls.embodled spirit into an evanescent voice, later to be ren Z!Ogﬂ n
script, but comes directly “into my hand / . . . descendin zcc))r : llln
Il)\szléve; olf: my ZigE; afﬁm / From out the portals of my Braiﬁ” (Z:/Ivﬂt(tme
e 2, lines 4-6), And the “Hand” i 2 i ,
paintbrush is as capable of becoming at};:lze\?lrilgluis dt?r:l 5 builm,' ol
servant.** Writing, consequently, is not just th el e
. : , conseq ) just the technical means of
recording epic action: it is itself an activity of world historical si ifi
canc;,h worthy of representation in its own right. i o
Bl 7 s, Rl B o e o i)
: 5 wr igni
Declaration of Independence or the Magna g;r;tga)(?;dsgfgigg 'Of tlhe
ing the transmission of sacred texts (the Ten Commandm;::svot}:;
;

46. See my discussion of Blake’s rebellious “Hand”

Art, p. 202, in Blake's Composite
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ook of Revelation) were the frequent subjects of history painting,
and Blake produced his own versions of these themes. Probably the
most important model for his image of the “scribe as hero” was
Michelangelo’s series of prophets and sibyls in the Sistine Chapel.”
Blake made pencil copies of engravings after these figures and em-
ployed their postures frequently in his own art—so frequently that the
image of writing takes on a heavily elaborated, obsessively repetitious
character in his iconography. His illustrations of Milton, Dante, the
Book of Job, Young’s Night Thoughts, and the Bible regularly feature
the figure of the reader or scribe. And his choices of unusual subjects
(Newton inscribing his mathematical diagrams, the Angel writing the
wevenfold “P” on Dante’s forehead with his sword, and Christ writing
on the ground to confound the scribes and Pharisees) suggest that the
moment of inscription tended to stand out for him as a principal
subject for illustration in any narrative. The prominence of these
“yeribal scenes” is such that it is hard to think of them as metaphors
or symbols for something else. We have to say of Blake what Derrida
says of Freud: he “is not manipulating metaphors, if to manipulate a
metaphor means to make of the known an allusion to the unknown.
On the contrary, through the insistence of his metaphoric investment
he makes what we believe we know under the name of writing enig-
matic.”*8
The clearest indication that writing imposes itself on Blake as
enigma rather than simply being deployed as an instrument is its
inflationary, universal character. For Blake, anything is capable of
becoming a text, that is, of bearing significant marks. The earth, the
sky, the elements, natural objects, the human body and its garments,
the mind itself are all spaces of inscription, sites in which the imagina-
tion renders or receives meaning, marking and being marked. This
“pantextualism” looks, at first glance, rather like the medieval notion
of the universe as God’s text and seems quite alien to the modern
sense of universal semiosis as an abyss of indefinitely regressive signi-
fiers. But Blake’s consistent identification of God with the human
imagination makes this abyss an ever-present possibility. “Writing”

47. For a discussion of Blake’s use of these figures, see Jenijoy La Belle,
“Blake’s Visions and Re-visions of Michelangelo,” in Blake in His Time,
edited by Robert Essick and Donald Pearce (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1978), pp. 13—22.

48. Jacques Derrida, “Freud and the Scene of Writing,” in Writing and
Difference, translated by Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1978), p. 199.

131




Textual Pictures

makes its appearance in Blake’s work both as imaginative plenitud
and presence and as the void of doubt and nihilism; his pantextualism
stands precisely at the hinge between the ancient and modern view o
semiosis. (A similar division was, of course, already latent in the medi
eval division of the universal text into the Book of Nature and the
Book of Scripture.)*
This hinge in the textual universe is represented emblematically.
in Blake’s art by a formal differentiation between what I will call, for
simplicity’s sake, the “book™ and the “scroll.” In the context of ro=
mantic textual ideology, the book is the symbol of modern rationalist
writing and the cultural economy of mechanical reproduction, while
the scroll is the emblem of ancient, revealed wisdom, imagination,
and the cultural economy of handcrafted, individually expressive
artifacts. We might summarize this contrast as the difference be-
tween print culture and manuscript culture.’® Alongside these quasi-
historical differentiations, however, Blake treats book and scroll as
synchronic emblems of an abiding division within the world of sacred
or “revealed” writing. The book represents writing as law: it is usually
associated with patriarchal figures like Urizen and Jehovah, and Blake
regularly uses the rectangular shape of the closed book and the dou-
ble-vaulted arch-shape of the open book to suggest formal rhymes
with textual objects like gravestones, altars, gateways, and tablets,
“books,” as it were, of stone and metal. The scroll represents writing
as prophecy: it is associated with youthful figures of energy, imagina-
tion, and rebellion, and its spiraling shape associates it formally with
the vortex, the Blakean form of transformation and dialectic.

In the illuminated books, Blake’s most monolithic presentation of
the book motif is, as we would expect, The Book of Urizen, which
completely excludes the image of the textual scroll. The only relief
from the cave and gridlike shapes of Urizen is the scroll-like posture
of the guiding sibyl in “The Preludium™ plate. The scroll, by contrast,
never seems to dominate any of Blake’s illuminated books as an ex-
plicit motif the way the book does Urizen. It appears in the marginal

49. The classic discussion of medieval pantextualism is Ernst Robert Cur-
tius’s chapter, “The Book as Symbol,” in his European Literature and the

Latin Middle Ages (First German edition, Bern, 1948; first English edition,
New York, 1953).

50. For a stumulating discussion of this difference, see Gerald Bruns’s
essay, “The Originality of Texts in a Manuscript Culture,” in Inventions:
Writing, Textuality, and Understanding in Literary History (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1982).
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19. William Blake, Jeru-
salem, 41. Photograph
by permission of the De-
partment of Printing
and Graphic Arts, The
Houghton Library,
Harvard University.
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20. William Blake, Book i
of Job, 1. Reproduced by
permission from the col-
lection of Robert N.
Essick.
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upright”—he conforms to the letter of the law—Dbut it also issues a
warning (carved on the stone base of a sacrificial altar) about this sort
of perfection: “The letter Killeth The Spirit giveth Life.” In the final
plate (figure 21) of the Job illustrations, all of these emblematic signals
are reversed: the books have been replaced by scrolls,’! the musical
instruments are being played, reading has been replaced by song, and
the inscription on the altar repudiates the altar’s function: “In burnt
Offerings for Sin thou hast no Pleasure.” The stress on oral perfor-

mance in this final plate is, of course, quite in keeping with Blake’s

consistent association of the scroll/vortex form with the structure of
the ear.’?

The emblematic opposition of book and scroll settles quite easily,
then, into an allegory of good and evil, a code which could be schema-
tized in the following table of binary oppositions:

51. In the engraved version, one of Job’s daughters is holding a book; in
the watercolor version (now in the Morgan Library), the scroll has completely
taken over. See Butlin, The Paintings and Drawings of William Blake, 2 vols.
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1981), vol. 2, pl. 717.

52. See Blake’s Composite Art, pp. 62—64, for a discussion of Blake’s
links between graphic form and sensory structure.
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g Py, 21, William Blake, Book
'NFN\ \l Vg of Job, 21 Reproduced
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e collection of Robert N.
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t Blake’s use of this iconographic. code,
trical clarity, but the way itldlsrupts
the very certainties it seems tO offer. We have to p?ltec,i fcl)lr 15:;3:2?.;
that the final plate of Job has not completely b:_mls ed t 1((: s
of text: one of his daughters seems to be holding a b]:)o famake’s
rather limp, flexible one).’? And what are we to make O

The interesting thing abou
however, is not just its symme

is. In the watercolor version of this scene, all

53. In the engraving, that
the texts are scrolls.
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22, William Blake, Newton, By permission of the Tate Gallery, London

depiction of Newton (figure 22) inscribing mathematical diagrams on |

a parchment scroll? Everything we know about the “doctrinal” Blak
wogld lead us to expect the great codifier of Natural Law and Rea:m:
l;)l d(ta Ellresented as a pamarf:h ?vith his writings inscribed on books
i ablets. Bljake presents him instead as a youthful, energetic scribe
Thisse_: wrl;tmis take the form (pexjhaps unintentionally) of a prophecy.
Jus 1s the Newton, not of “single vision” and “sleep,” but th
mighty Spirit from the land of Albion, / Nam’d Newton” v:fho “si ’5
Fhe Trump, & blow’d the enormous blast!” that awakes the d blcfiz
]udgrp_cnt. ’Qr, perhaps more accurately, it is the Newton whos: i
gle vision” is so intensely concentrated that it opens a vortex i S;:'l-
own clqsed universe, a figure of reason finding its own li ir anl
awakening into imagination. e
A s1.mllar dialectical reversal occurs in Blake’s associati f
books with sleep, scrolls with wakefulness. We have already rem(:t?k od
on the way the elfin scribe with his prophetic scroll in Jerusal sl
(see ﬁgu're 19) insinuates his message into the garments of the sl:? i
giant with his Urizenic law book. Blake disrupts the stability ofptlhni§
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23, William Blake, [eru-
sulem, 64. Photograph
by permission of the De-
partment of Printing
and Graphic Arts, The
Houghton Library,
Harvard University.
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opposition even further in Jerusalem 64 (figure 23), where the sleeping
patriarch has become a scribe pillowing his head on a scroll, and the
wakeful figure is poring over a book. The joke is further complicated
when we notice that the wakeful reader has been distracted from his
text by the lively erotic dream of his sleeping colleague, so much so
that he makes a gesture of shielding his book from the tempting vision
above him. In that vision, a pair of sylphs soar amidst a blast of
pollen, unrolling a miniature sexual heaven in the form of a scroll.
What is the point of this scene? Are we to take the sleeping writer as
a figure of superior imaginative status whose fertile dreams contrast
with the barren wakefulness of the inferior reader? (Their position on
the page sustains this interpretation, the reader looking up wistfully
to the writer, across the gulf of Blake’s text.) Or should we take it as
a satire on writerly wish-fulfillment, the idle pen of the sleeping writer
ironically contrasting with his dream of infinite, pleasurable dissemi-
nation of the text, of intellectual radiance (note the aureole around
the sleeper’s head) combined with sensuous enjoyment (the dream of
the unrolling scroll emanates like a giant phallus from the sleeper’s
loins)? Either way the viewer is confronted with the dilemma of the
reader’s relation to Blake’s authority: Is his work a vision or merely
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design seems to be a conversion of the dialectics of The Marriage of
Heaven and Hell (Prolific/Devourer; Active/Passive; Energy/Reason;
Devil/Angel) into a scene of textual transmission. The devil is the
authority figure: he and his scroll represent the primitive original, the
“Prolific” source of prophetic sayings like the “Proverbs of Hell”” that
Blake has been recording in plates 7 through 10. The clothed scribes
(who we are tempted to call “angelic” in their modest, dutiful passiv-
ity) are, by contrast, the textual “Devourers,” mere middlemen (and
women) who copy and perhaps interpret the “original derivations of
I'octic Genius.” In this reading of the image, all scribal authority is
reserved for the prophetic scroll and the “Voice of the Devil.” The
scene may be read, then, as a kind of warning against the transforma-
tion of prophetic “sayings” (scroll-writing again associated with oral
performance) into the dead, silent form of derivative book-learning.

And yet the image refuses to settle quietly into this “doctrinal”
reading of its oppositions. For one thing, the two bookish scribes are
themselves divided by an emblematic contrast. Erdman calls them the
last learner and the slow learner, but the sexual differentiation also
suggests an allusion to and condensation of Michelangelo’s seven
(male) prophets and five (female) sibyls, symbols of the distinction
between canonical Jewish prophecy, and noncanonical “‘gentile”
prophecy.** The quick study on the devil’s left (a female Daniel, in
Michelangelo’s idiom) is the figure of unauthorized, noncanonical tex-
tual transmission, and she seems to get the prophetic message sooner
than her more reputable brother. But a second moment of unsettling
occurs when we notice that even the authority of the Devil’s Voice
(and scroll) will not survive extended contemplation. He, after all, is
no “‘author,” but merely a reciter, reading off “Proverbs of Hell,”
which, by definition, can have no author, no individual source. They
are impersonal, authorless sayings whose authority comes from their
repetition, their efficacy in articulating a collective national *“‘charac-
ter” (I collected some of their Proverbs: thinking that as the sayings
used in a nation. mark its character, so the Proverbs of Hell, shew
the nature of Infernal wisdom better than any description of buildings
or garments” [Marriage of Heaven and Hell, plate 6; E, p. 35]).

We may say, of course, that this guise of impersonality is a trans-
parent fiction, and we know very well that Blake the historical individ-
ual was the author of the Proverbs of Hell. And yet we also have to
acknowledge that, for Blake, the claim of individual expressive au-

54. See Edgar Wind, “Michelangelo’s Prophets and Sibyls,” in Proceed-
ings of the British Academy L1 (London, 1966), p. 74.
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thority and the disclaimer of authority (I dare not pretend to be any
other than the Secretary the Authors are in Eternity” [(E, p. 730])
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the author of original writings and merely a conduit through which
innumerable writings (tradition, historical reality, textual and picto
rial influence) transmit themselves. All writings, both books and
scrolls, are best described by Blake’s oxymoron of “original derivas
tions.” The attempt to settle the question of origin and authority, to
stabilize it in the Voice of the Devil, the writing of the Blakean scrol'
or the voice of the historical individual William Blake, is precisely
what reifies prophecy into law, the bounding lines of the scroll into
the closed gates of the book.

Blake’s vision of a synthetic text that would reconcile the claims
of book and scroll is most directly expressed in the illustrations to
the Book of Job. If the first and last plates tell the story of Job as
a direct movement from legalistic, bookish religion to the musical,
celebratory religion associated with the scroll, the intervening plates
treat this movement as a complex struggle between these contrary
kinds of writing. The second plate in the Job series is the opening
engagement in this “battle of books,” every figure in the design except
Satan holding some sort of text (figure 25). As it happens, this textual
war is being conducted on two fronts simultaneously, one on earth,
the other in “heaven” (generally taken by commentators to be Job’s
mind). The war on earth seems to follow directly from the scene of
plate 1. Job’s allegiance to the letter of his law-books is being chal-
lenged by two angels who appear on his right offering their scrolls as
an alternative to Job’s books. Job resists this offer by facing his open
book toward the angels, as if projecting the power of its message
toward them. It appears that his allegiance to the book and resistance
to the scroll is supported by all his family except his eldest son, whose
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- z g i Il
S 4 i o S e |

offered scroll is rejected by Job’s turned back. Meanwhile, in heaven, o s ¢ with me When ey Children
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: ——————— e B Tiracts March 8. (72% 1y Wi il
two more angels, one holding a book open before Jehovah, the other Tt PUshed, b HEAACE S5

withholding a closed scroll. Presumably these two figures symbolize
the balance of mercy and justice one looks for in representations of

issi Tate G don.
)5 William Blake, Book of Job, 2. By permission of the Tate Gallery, Londo
25. Willia ;

55. S. Foster Damon, Blake’s Job (New York: Dutton, 1969), p. 14.
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the Last Judgment; if so, the open book and closed, withdrawn scroll
depicts the upsetting of this balance, as does the figure of God himself
who ignores the petitioners’ scrolls, consults only his book, ang
issues the condemning judgment on Job. Amidst all of these textua
battles the figure of Satan intrudes as the voice of accusation fron
beyond the world of writing, disrupting the dialectic between boo
and scroll, insisting on the unalloyed rule of law. This disruption o
the balanced dialectic between book and scroll is re-enacted on plat
5, where Blake shows God himself torn between the two alternatives
Instead of a serene, assured judge, we find God writhing on his throne
his left side and upper body (anchored by the book in his left hand)
recoiling from the scene of Job’s affliction, his right side drawn do
in sympathy by the scroll that trails from his right hand.

These scenes of textual warfare are answered in later plates by

images of reconciliation. Blake frames his illustration of the Lord
blessing Job and his wife with marginal ornaments that show verses
from the Gospel stressing the unity of father and son, the Lord and
his people, printed in a display of open books flanking a central scroll
(figure 26). The point here seems to be that the messages of law and
prophecy, letter and spirit, book and scroll have been harmonized in
the Gospel, and this reconciliation extends even to the “senses” in
which the world and texts are interpreted. Job has previously heard
a great deal of advice (from his wife and comforters) about God’s
ways, but what he has seen has not been consistent with that advice.
Now he says “I have heard with the hearing of the Ear but now my
Eye seeth thee,” an experience which, at the level of reading and
writing, is something like that of seeing an illuminated book—
language made visible—for the first time.

Blake further develops this association between sensory, spiritual,
and textual synthesis in his depiction of Job telling his story to his
daughters. In the engraved version of this scene (figure 27), Job in-
structs his daughters in a room lined with murals showing scenes
from his own story. The priority of word and image here is strictly
undecidable: Job may be using the pictures to illustrate and embellish
his narrative, or he may be using the pictures as the starting point
and telling a story by way of interpretation. In his earlier watercolor
of the same scene (figure 28), Blake made these priorities even more
complex: here Job gestures, not toward a series of wall paintings, but
toward a cloud-encircled vision that emanates from his head. His
daughters do not simply listen passively, but are busy taking down
(or taking in) the story in a variety of ways (reading, listening, drawing
or writing) and in a variety of media (book, scroll, and a text or
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27. William Blake, Book
of Job, 20. Reproduced
by permission from the
collection of Robert N.
Essick.
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the translucence or
Opakeness of Nervous fibres such was the variation
of Time & Space
Which vary according as the Organs of Perception vary,
Jerusalem 98:35-38, E, p. 258

pansion or Contraction,

Any attempt to characterize the typography or calligraphy of Blake’s

illuminated books is frustrated by his subversion of the normal catego-
ries into which we sort texts.56 The distinction between calligraphy

56. I should mention here Nelson Hilton’s excellent Literal Imagination:
Blake'’s Vision of Words (Berkeley: Uni

versity of California Press, 1983).
Hilton is mainly interested in Blake’s typographic techniques at the level of
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28. William Blake, Job and His Daughters (watercolor), 111, 4&, plate 20, by permis-
sion of the trustees of the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York.
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57. See Robert Essick’s chapter on “The llluminat_ed Books ai?dPSFpa;z::;
Relief- Prints,” in his William Blake, Printmaker (Princeton, NJ: Princ
University Press, 1980).
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difficult, on the other hand, to think of Blake as

though his lettering style sometimes approximates
moveable type,

a typographer: al
the uniformity o
it never reaches that stage, aiming instead for a vari
ous, flexible look that reminds us continually of its manual, nonm
chanical origin. Indeed, one hesitates even to invoke a distinctio
like the “mechanical” versus the “handcrafted” in describing Blake's
books. If Blake’s book and scroll symbolize this difference betwee
mechanically reproduced and hand-inscribed texts, it seems clear that
his own texts are both book and scroll—or neither.

A second, even more fundamental, distinction that founders o
Blake’s text is the difference between al
pictographic forms, between writing “‘proper” and primitive forms or.
“pre-writing.” As we have noted, the history of the evolution from
pictorial to alphabetic writing was a central concern of the philo-
sophes in their attempt to trace the growth of human understanding,
and it became an especially lively issue in Blake’s lifetime with the
decipherment of the Rosetta stone. The basic principles that led to
decipherment had been laid down in the mid-eighteenth century in
Bishop Warburton’s famous essay on hieroglyphics.”® Warburton’s
theory that the hieroglyphics were not to be read as pictures of objects
but as figures of speech involving puns, traditional associations and
legends, and metaphoric or metonymic abridgments was repeated by
Condillac and Rousseau in their histories of human knowledge and
became the basis for Champollion’s breakthrough.

There’s no question that Blake deliberately violates the boundary
between written and pictorial forms; his letters often sprout append-
ages that are decipherable only in pictorial terms. But the more funda-
mental problem in viewing Blake’s text is deciding just what it means
to see something “in pictorial terms.” For eighteenth-century aesthe-
ticians it usually meant (what it still often means for us) seeing some-
thing as a likeness of a previous sense impression, a simulacrum of a
“natural” perception. But Blake thought of his pictures in quite differ-
ent terms, as images of “mental things” or “intellectual vision.” They
are what is called in the history of writing “ideograms,” images which
must be construed, not just as representations of objects, but of whole
conceptions. The problem may be illustrated by asking ourselves
whether we see Urizen “in pictorial terms” when we see him as an
old man with a white beard or as a personification of Reason who

58. For an account of Warburton’s role in
see Maurice Pope, The Story
1975).

the decoding of hieroglyphics,
of Archaeological Decipherment (London,
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it is the italic style of Songs of Experience that tends 1o dominate the
typography of the later illuminated books, Roman print appears only
in the early philosophical tracts (All Religions Arve One and There Is
No Natural Religion), Songs of Innocence, and the “Proverbs of Hell™™
section of The Marriage. All of the other illuminated books are printed
(with variations in size, spacing, and degree of ornamentation) in italie
letters. The general point of this stylistic choice is not terribly difficult
to grasp. Blake wanted a letter form that would be uniform and read-
able, but which would declare its handcrafted origins. He also wanted

I suspect, to stress his association with the great writing-masters of
the Renaissance, the Italian humanists who gave “italic” its name,
and who, along with Italian engraving masters like Marcantonio
Raimondi, provide a model for his graphic style.®” This link with the
calligraphy of humanism, the “littera humanistica™ as it was known,
is probably Blake’s “litteral sense” when he claims that “every Word
& every Character / Was Human” in the visionary discourses that
close Jerusalem.
The notion of a “human Character” or

well beyond the association with humanisti
of Blake’s notebook will recall that he ex
letters in drawings which accommodate th
of alphabetic script. These figures illustrate
the particular conformity of some human
“Y,” an “L,” an “O,” or a “P,” and that is the tendency of Blake’s
graphic art to display repeated or “iterated” forms—figures which
occur often enough to be recognized as constitutive elements in a
code, like the letters of an alphabet.6! The point is not that a human

“littera humanistica” goes
¢ script, however. Readers
plored the idea of human
e human form to the shape
a principle that transcends
posture to the shape of a

60. See Donald Anderson, The Art of Written Forms,
discussion of the Italian calli
models, of course, for
William Morris.

61. Morris Eaves provides a useful caution here: “while I think you can
see the tendency to link alphabetic with human forms and ultimately then
with the Human Form Divine, it also seems important to keep your eye on
the evident fact that the letters tend to remain letters and pictures pictures
- - » and that the human-letter-form business was just a one-time experiment
demonstrating a possibility” (marginal notes on the first draft of this essay).
Lagree with most of this warning. I don’t think Blake was so much a “literalist
of the imagination” (Yeats’s phrase) that he saw human figures as letters or

eliminated all differences between texts and images. My claim is, however,

that the “human letters” of the Notebook illustrate a principle as well as a

pp. 112-24, for a
graphers. Blake’s books provided one of the

the nineteenth-century revival of calligraphy led by
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taﬂiuag: l?:ard the ear of man hath not seen, man’s hand is n;\)t 3 az
;c? tta;lt(()e, his tc;ngue to conceive, nor his heart to report.” An

sossibility, and that is the notion of formal, graphlc :tembzl_tty. T]‘::; ;Z;:lgslptli
{‘Oi- t,and image, especially in the medium of engraving, 3d. s
iy rce tiosn of essential and necessary difference based in ek_ gs
el f tll:e media, the kinds of objects they represent, or the: (ljnb

o nattl'j;i (:hey demand,. See The Notebooks of William Blake, edited by
([J)fasfécgfdlman (London: Oxford University Press, 1973); p: 74.

62. See Blake’s Composite Art, pp. 58—69.
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Bottom warns us, “Man is but an ass if he go about to expound

dream,” this language, or this dream of language. |

The good critic, however, like Blake’s devil, must always be a

ass and rush in to expound where angels fear to read. The dream o

a language that would play upon all the stops of the human senses i

more than a proposal for the “improvement of sensual enjoyment’

with multimedia devices. It is the use of such devices to create wha
Marx called “the poetry of the future,” a poetry which demands th
rethinking of all human discourse and of the social relations inscribec
in that discourse. Blake’s sensuous alphabet of “human letters” i
both a fulfillment of and a tacit critique of the Enlightenment scheme:
for a “universal character” to unite mankind.®® Blake wants a writing
that will make us see with our ears and hear with our eyes because
he wants to transform us into revolutionary readers, to deliver us
from the notion that history is a closed book to be taken in one
“sense.” Northrop Frye made something like this point when he
closed Fearful Symmetry with the following remark:

the alphabetic system of writing can be traced back to the Semitic
people of “Canaan,” and perhaps if we knew more about it we should
discover that it was not a moral code but an alphabet that the Hebrews
learned at Mount Sinai, from a God with enough imagination to under-

stand how much more important a collection of letters was than a
collection of prohibitions.®*

Blake as a post-Enlightenment poet recognizes that this “collection of
letters” wasn’t given by a sky-god with imagination, but that this god -
is the human imagination, the letters a human invention, and that the
adequate alphabet for imagination is till being delivered to us—most
recently in his own “wond’rous art of writing.”

63. These systems often invoked hieroglyphics and picture-writing as pos-
sible models for the “universal character.” See James Knowlson, Universal

Language Schemes in England and France, 1600-1800 (Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 1975).

64. Northrop Frye, Fearful Symmetry: A Study of William Blake
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1947), p. 416.
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undying accents
repeated till
the ear and the eye lie

down together in the same bed

“Not-being-us”

—William Carlos Williams

This otherness, this
is all there is to look at

In the mirrot, though no one can say

How it came to be this way.

—John Ashbery, «Gelf-Portrait in a Convex Mirror”

Ekphrastic Poetics

of radio will recall a p.opullar
» One of their favorite bits
ow Ray all the photographs
accompanying them with a deadpalr;l
aces and lovely scener}f'. an wou :
i the picture
i ments on the quality 0 :
espond with some com : . 4 isew
ustlalgeirr sEbiect matter, and Bob would mvanalf)l)l( 1(say a: iﬁere ;i)n rai
o i “ ish you folks ou
i sure wish y :
side to the audience, u folks | i
?isical\:nz could see these pictures.” Perha;h)]s t'hu"? line ;t(;cf:lgolgl an)crl i
i break in the intimac :
-ause it was such a rare bre: the e
(k)lry beLatlile generally ignored their radio listeners, Or (mﬁre ;:udio :O
r: . . - S
?:;:nded zs if the listener was sitting with the'm] 1:C l:nzwledgn;ent
Ef)u].ly present to their conversation thgt no si;;e&ato Koo
i an imagine what it wou Lo
was required. 1f one can g D R
n understan oba
e over the radio, one ca ‘ e
BI-{'CSOHS::: can also, 1 think, begin to see something of the fasc
ay. 3

Radio Photographs:

grew up in the age
called “Bob and Ray.
hich Bob would sh

nyone who
comedy duo
was a scene in w .
of his summer vacation,
commentary on the interesting p!

191




Textual Pictures

in the problem of ekphrasi
rasis tAMranRE| KR PRER

Ve p , the verbal represent
b T}l_ls ffascmation comes to us, I think, in three
of realization. The first might be called *
Ltl grows out of a commonsense
le. This impossibility is articul
tions about

ation of visual repr

phases or momen
‘ekphrastic indifference,” ang
pergepnolrla that ekphrasis is imposs
. ated in all sorts of familiar assumps
- pmt;:r l(l)lrhzrent, es_sentlal properties of the various medii‘j
e ppropriate modes of perception. Bob and Ray's

graphs can never be made visible over the 4

description, as Nelson Goodman might put it, ad
Abyerb.al representation cannot represenl:;—-—d;:t
gb;:z: Igetii';an'le way a vlisua] representation ¢

4 1be it, invoke it, but it can never br

he wa pICtlll‘CS (0] ords can
d " ‘x} d‘

radio. No amount
Fls up to a depiction,’
1, make present—i
an, It may refer to a
Ing its visual presenc
. cite,” but never “sight™
3 . { signt
ol Ifsizphrals'ls, then, is a curiosity: it is the name of a m?r}llor*'
el Olirz n1]terary genrle (poems which describe works of
. ore general topic (th b ‘
v, ; e verbal representati
v epresentation) that seems about as important pB b 15 ?f.
radio photographs. i and i
The minori i
s Oo::l?;tz_ind ofbscunty of ekphrasis has not, of course pre
ton of an enormous lit il
b . erature on the subject th
i theoretizl;{to the ie.gf:nda}ry “Shleld of Achilles” in the Hz'aa; locat::
el recognition in ancient poetics and rhetoric a;ld fi d
ol £ S(:n h‘,l;t in everything from oral narrative to postn;odern r!of
S l(;tfture reﬂt'ects a second phase of fascination with I;h
i o c§ .ekphrastlc hope.” This is the phase when the impo ¥
o i ];.'J‘ ra51s”1s_ ovetrlcome in imagination or metaphor whoIs)n ;.
sense” in which lan ; -
i ‘ guage can do what so man i
nted it to do: “to make us see.” This is the phase z’nwwl:;]tmﬁ
ic

1. This definition of ekphrasis as *
resentation” is also the basis for Jam
Representation,” New Literary
See also Heffernan’s The Museu
Homer to Ashbery (

the verbal representation of visual rep-
] es Heffernan’s article, “Ekphrasis and
m’f’fg 2£21, n;)}’l (Spring 1991): 297-316
7 n of Words: ‘he Poetics of Ek 1 ;
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1f994~1))bms‘!S &

2. Nelson Good .
B man, Languages of Art (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1976),

3. For a good surve i

Fo y of this scholarshi
of Dilation: Ekphrasis and Ideology S
December 1991): 301-10. ,

p, see Grant F, Scott, “The Rhetori
: oric
Word & Image 7, no. 4 (October—

4. Th RS L RGP L I { 9 I =
€ pun in “cite”/“sight” above might be cited (or sighted) as an exam

152

Ekphrasis and the Other

Bob and Ray’s “radio magic™ takes effect, and we imagine in full
detail the photographs we hear slapping down on the studio table.
(Sometimes Bob would acknowledge this moment in a variation of
his punchline: instead of a wish, an expression of gratified desire—

“I'm sure glad you folks could look at these pictures with us today.”)

I'his is like that other moment in radio listening when the “thundering
hoofbeats of the great horse Silver” make the giant white stallion with

Iiis masked rider gallop into the mind’s eye.’

It is also the moment when ekphrasis ceases to be a special or
¢xceptional moment in verbal or oral representation and begins to
seem paradigmatic of a fundamental tendency in all linguistic expres-
yion. This is the point in rhetorical and poetic theory when the doc-
irines of ut pictura poesis and the Sister Arts are mobilized to put
language at the service of vision. The narrowest meanings of the word
ckphrasis as a poetic mode, “giving voice to a mute art object,” or
oifering “a rhetorical description of a work of art,”® give way to a
more general application that includes any “set description intended
(o bring person, place, picture, etc. before the mind’s eye.”” Ekphrasis
may be even further generalized, as it is by Murray Krieger, into a
peneral “principle” exemplifying the aestheticizing of language in
what he calls the “still moment.”® For Krieger, the visual arts are a

imlu of a “literal” (that is, conveyed by “letters”) intrusion of visual representa-
tion into verbal representation.

5. The iconic character of radio “sound images” is a nonverbal form of
ckphrasis. These images (onomatopoeic thundering, studio sound effects)
might be said to provoke visual images by metonymy, or customary conti-
puity.

6. Jean Hagstrum, The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism
and English Poetry from Dryden to Gray (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1958), p. 18. See also Wendy Steiner, The Colors of Rhetoric (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1982), pp. 42—43, for an account of ekphrasis
1s literature’s nostalgia for the visual arts. Further page references will be
cited in the text.

7. George Saintsbury, quoted in Hagstrum, The Sister Arts, p. 18.

8. Murray Krieger, “The Ekphrastic Principle and the Still Moment of
Poetry; or Laokoon Revisited,” in The Play and Place of Criticism (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1967). This essay, which has without ques-
tion been the single most influential statement on ekphrasis in American criti-
cism, has now been incorporated by Krieger into a booklength study,
Ekphrasis: The Illusion of the Natural Sign (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins

University Press, 1992).
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metaphor, not just for verbal representation of visual experience, by
for the shaping of language into formal patterns that “still” the move
ment of linguistic temporality into a spatial, formal array. Not jus
vision, but stasis, shape, closure, and silent bresence (“still” in th
other sense) are the aims of this more general form of ekphrasis,
Once the desire to overcome the “impossibility” i

into play, the possibilities and the hopes for verb
visual representation become practically endless.
lie / down together in the same bed,’
estrangement of the image/text div
synthetic form, a verbal icon or im

But the “still moment” of ekphrastic hope quickly encounters a
third phase, which we might call “ckphrastic fear.” This is the mo-
ment of resistance or counterdesire that occurs when we sense that
the difference between the verbal and visual representation might col-
lapse and the figurative, imaginary desire of ekphrasis might be real-
ized literally and actually. This is the moment when we realize that
Bob and Ray’s “wish” that we could see the photographs would, if
granted, spoil their whole game, the moment when we wish for the
photographs to stay invisible.!! It is the moment in aesthetics when
the difference between verbal and visual mediation becomes a moral,
aesthetic imperative rather than (as in the first, “indifferent” phase of
ckphrasis) a natural fact that can be relied on. The classic expression
of ekphrastic fear occurs in Lessing’s Laocoon, where it is “prescribed

al representation of
“The ear and the eye
’ lulled by “undying accents.” Th

ision is overcome, and a sutured,
agetext, arises in its place,!°

9. The doctrine can, of course
principle of effective rhetoric or e
under the ribric of clear, «
val, rationally constructe
ekphrasis as a model for ¢
patterns and to represent
notably the experience of
for literary art range fro
to the grand patterning
a single image, wheth
figure,

, expand even further to become a general
ven of scientific language, where it appears
perspicuous” representation, modeled on perspecti-
d imagery. More typical, however, is the use of
he power of literary art to achieve formal, structural
vividly a wide range of perceptual experiences, most
vision. The graphic, pictorial, or sculprural models
m the quasi-scientific claims of perspectival realism,
of architecture, to the focusing of a literary work in
er an emblem, a hieroglyph, a landscape, or a human

10. On the distinction between “im

age/text,” “image-text,” and “image-
text,” see chapter 3, footnote 9.

11. Those who saw Bob and Ray’s television debut on
Live” know that their humor loses much of its force when
invisible voices and are revealed as wha
very ordinary-looking middle-aged men.

“Saturday Night
they cease to be
t we always knew them to be: two
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literary space, to deconstructionist ¢
and “closure,” to the anxieties of P
tions of “imagery,” to the romantic tradition’s obsession with a poe
ics of voice, invisibility, and blindness.'6 All the goals of “ekphrasti
hope,” of achieving vision, iconicity, or a “still moment”

presence through language become, from this point of view

fforts to overcome “formalism®
rotestant poetics with the temp,

or actually come into view, or (conversely) that poetic language migh
be “stilled,” made iconic, or “frozen” j

Into a static, spatial array—al
these aspirations begin to look idolatrous and fetishistic. And th:
utopian figures of the image and its textual rendering as transparent
windows onto reality are supplanted by the notion of the image as
deceitful illusion, a magical technique that threatens to fixate the poet
and the listener.

The interplay of these three “moments”
fear, hope, and indifference—produce a
bivalence, an ambivalence focused in Bob an
they know you can’t see them; they wish you ¢
glad that you can; they don’t want you to s
show them if they could. But to describe this
done is not to explain it. What is it in ekph
object of utopian speculation, anxious aversio
ence? How can ekphrasis be the name of am
universal principle of poetics? The answer lies
logical associations embedded in the semiotic,
ical oppositions that ekphrasis is supposed to
see the force of these oppositions and associ
examine the utopian claims of ekphrastic ho
ekphrastic fear in the light of the relativel
ckphrastic indifference, the assumption th
speaking, impossible.

The central goal of ekphrastic hope might be called “the overcom-
ing of otherness.” Ekphrastic poetry is the genre in which texts en-
counter their own semiotic “others,” those rival, alien modes of repre-
sentation called the visual, graphic, plastic, or “spatial” arts. The
“scientific” terms of this otherness are the familiar oppositions of
semiotics: symbolic and iconic representation; conventional and natu-
ral signs; temporal and spatial modes; visual and aural media. These

of ekphrastic fascina-
pervasive sense of am-
d Ray’s photographs:
ould see them, and are
ee them, and wouldn’t
ambivalence as | have
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tion

16. For further discussion of ro

mantic iconophobia, see chapter 4,
pp. 114-20,
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sentations, film, and shaped poetry,
guage is purely figurative,
tion, or formal patterning,
we would have left the
poetry, and the written

the ekphrastic encounter in lan
The image, the space of reference, projecs
cannot literally come into view. If it did
genre of ekphrasis for concrete or shaped
signifiers would themselves take on ico

characteristics.2’ This figurative requirement puts a special sort ol

pressure on the genre of ekphrasis, for it means that the textual other
must remain completely alien; it can never be present, but must be
conjured up as a potent absence or a fictive, figural present. Thes
acts of verbal “conjuring” are what would seem to be specific to the

genre of ekphrastic poetry, and specific to literary art in general, inso~
far as it obeys what Murray Krieger calls “the ekphrastic principle,”
Something special and magical is required of language. “The poem,”
as Krieger puts it, “must convert the transparency of its verbal me-
dium into the physical solidity of the medium of the spatial arts.””2!
This “solidity™ is exemplified in such features as descriptive vividness
and particularity, attention to the “corporeality” of words, and the
patterning of verbal artifacts, The ekphrastic image acts, in other
words, like a sort of unapproachable and unpresentable “black hole

in the verbal structure, entirely absent from it, but shaping and affect-
ing it in fundamental ways.

Now the skeptic, indifferent to the ma
likely to point out that this whole ar
difficulties at the level of representation and signs that do not exist.
The “genre” of ekphrasis is distinguished, the skeptic might point out,
not by any disturbance or dissonance at the level of signifiers and
representational media, but by a possible reference to or thematizing
of this sort of dissonance. Ekphrastic poetry may speak to, for, or
about works of visual art, but there is nothing especially problematic

gic of ekphrastic hope, is
gument is a kind of sham, creating

inadequate representation (

the colors have faded, the lighting was poor, the
texture has all been lost).

Even when the lecture is performed in the presence
of the object itself, the commentator is never at a loss for strategies of displace-

ment and upstaging, the most obvious being a discourse that removes the
object from the museum or gallery and situates it in some other, more authen-
tic or appropriate place (the site of its original display or production, the

artist’s studio, the artist’s mind, or—best of all—the mind of the commen-
tator).

20. The claim that they do take on iconic characteristics, achieving verbal

artifacts that “resemble” ar some level the visual form they address, is one of
the central claims of ekphrastic hope.

21. Krieger, Play and Place of Criticism, p. 107.
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of any other kind of object.?> Even - eécr ptte  msitd il
; erard Gene b/l
E f ekphrasis, has, as G B Ot ikl
Lﬁ;]. fc;fr;f (;hanptom eyzistence at the level of the s@E}ﬁZ_mees o
1 Kin i : are di
‘nces which separate description and narra!flol“ ical existence.”® The
:mt which, sizicily spealing, bave :110 Sem:;)ﬁg representation of ob-
S iption and narration, . I
isti s between descriptio ; ations, are a
aflmtmct‘glzlactions or visual objects and visual .represt;:;ence e
I‘CLtsai?ic all 1oc,ated in differences of mtent}On, ;f ot ,works of
;L‘I'Ttlive re,sponse. Ekphrastic poems speak to, Ef; & e ey gl
is al art in the way that texts in general Spead cription of a paint-
'vl'llbllére is nothing to distinguish gmmmamcagzsib;lsl gapme. An address
ipti kumquat or a i
: a description of a - dpoint, just as
b fmn:m he to a stamme could, from the semlOt:lC Sl:an rzjecti,on of a
@ apl?x: anpaddress to a tomato or a torn_calt. .Anlestof;' gisturbances e
ha d special ripp

O €$ No spect
cti e into a vase produc ey speak our
h}ttwe v;l;ar that voice employs. When vases talk, they sp
the gra _

. ; confusion be-
langEl)ageconfusion with ekphrasis stems, then, fromi?l We are con-
tweenlgifferences of medium and diff;er;rlxces hl; 1m§an u;gl-a s danaling

B ; ion o ars :

i ling into some Vers . . * In ekphrasis,
tmuan'ylfalding metaphor, “‘the medium is the messige- oo z e
‘ €a : ? ren
J‘lnd ‘r‘msessage’% or (more precisely) the object 8 ra
the m

is i t the ekphrasis of a work of
bt t(:;l PUt etiltll:SerlSaflo“ri]:c:gizhaeffect (thF(})ugh thi.s is certal:l:y
25 bl 'ne6d e hUCL“literary” feature. Ekphrastic prose is an equ Z
R 2o sence or absence of iconism or hterar!ty
E :ih? Pfieb its reference to a visual representation.
Sy yin short, independent features.

available possibility,
in this prose is not preorda =
i ;is and verbal iconicity are, . g
S Gerard Genette, Figures of Literary Dzsco:«trse‘,1r translelit;é (y}eorge
Sh Zsciaie?N:w York: Columbia Univcrsitc){ Pn.ess? 1281.8)6525 [his-desire ee
i : 1 # escription

Saintsbury’ f ekphrasis as a “‘set H by
S?m‘fﬁbgf)’ S“ii:(;‘;?f gescriﬁ:tion as a separable feature. See footnote 7a
“frame” or
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representation; : ,

must approz?r;:; d;hth "refur?’_ (w‘ifui’l’“ﬁt‘) the medium of languagg
Mmoo IS:c lcofldlr_loﬂ. We think, for instance, that t
dhey hEis thise thinen y 5pzft1al, static, corporeal, and shapely; th
ol thit st e gsda:js a gift to language. We suppose, on the oth
oy s, a res.ses,.xdeas, and narratives are in some sen
i cqmrrllumcatlon, that language must bring the
g el Vvisual representation, But neither of these “gifrs"
ries, ke argungte property f)f th
or embody static, s ;I:i alnd signify abstract ideas; words can describ
of ekphrasis wit’hoput anﬁ e affg1rs, and achieve all of the effect
(whatever that may be),25y ctormation of their “natural”

The moral here i
ere is that, from the se ic pol
. m .
PN e i ] antic point of view, from the

i expressing intentions and producing effects in
i > there 1s no essential difference between texts and
i | us no gap _between the media to be overcome b a?l
i ﬁa;az?c sdtr.ategxes. Language can stand in for depictior{ am};
b g narratfm in for language because communicative expres-
i “; 'y lOIl,’ argument, description, exposition and (;ther 50
i ium ac:tsh are not medium-specific, are not “proper” to
- :
e eloquentrl other. I can make a promise or threaten with a visual
n as el y as with an utterance. While it
painting isn’t generall d s of speers 8
B y used to perform these sorts of speech acts
rant for concluding that they could never do so. or thal,:
?

eir donors: paintings can tell st

24, Texts may,

of course, achieve iali g
s s o :
object invoked does ’ patiality or iconicity, but the visual

not require or cause these features.
25.."1_"he strange irreality of these “gifts”
from giving them and from thinking of the w
of rltua_l of exchange. One of the most frequ
Cpl(]):try s tbfe singing contest between t‘woq
nge artifacts as tokens of mutual est i
oSl VIGEIs Bl e iial eem (see, for instance, Theocritus’
; jects used as gifts or pri
fl'i r:; :I\;rziis fsoets should r,eceive for their produc%ions r .p.r;er; t?:};lic)e}:. 3
o :;rts po;:ltry s worth b.y showing that poetry can indeeéJ ‘cras_
o i 19298)11?1' 1 Valqable things” ( Joshua Scodel, correspondezg
s Ly th,e e, - The Shlel‘d of .Achillcs is a gift from the hero’s godde
that is, in turn, gi\inratsolstl(:ff: tr}:zdse]:':’?d e o gy musz:
Scodlel for his gxtended response to ee::lt;nj:z.lfisa:f] r‘IﬁrY it J(?Shua
quoting from his letters to me throughout this essay i

does not, of course, prevent us
hole 'ekphrastic gesture as a kind
ent sites of ekphrasis in classical
shepherds who describe and ex-
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pletures more generally cannot be used to say just about anything.”® It
would be very difficult to account for the existence of pictographic
writing systems if pictures could not be employed as the medium for
complex verbal expressions.

The independence of so-called “speech acts” from phonetic lan-
puage is illustrated by the subtlety and range of communication avail-
Able to the Deaf in visual/gestural sign languages. These signs are not,
of course, purely pictorial or linguistic (it’s hard to imagine what
“purity” of this sort would mean in any medium) but they are neces-
sarily visual, and with same sort of necessity that makes Bob and
Ray’s photographs “auditory.” The mistaken assumption that lan-
puage is medium-specific, that it must be phonetic, is responsible for
what Oliver Sacks has called a “militant oralism” in the education of
the Deaf, an insistence that they learn spoken language first. Sacks
argues that *‘the congenitally deaf need to acquire, as early as possible,
ent language—one not demanding understand-

a complete and coher
f a spoken tongue: this has to be a sign lan-

ing or transliteration o
guage. . . . %

One lesson of a general semiotics, then, is that there is, semanti-
cally speaking (that is, in the pragmatics of communication, symbolic
behavior, expression, signification) no essential difference between
texts and images; the other lesson is that there are important differ-
ences between visual and verbal media at the level of sign-types,
forms, materials of representation, and institutional traditions. The
mystery is why we have this urge to treat the medium as if it were
the message, why we make the obvious, practical differences between
these two media into metaphysical oppositions which seem to control
our communicative acts, and which then have to be overcome with
utopian fantasies like ekphrasis. A phenomenological answer would
start, | suppose, from the basic relationship of the self (as a speaking

26. In fact, a moment’s reflection suggests innumerable instances where
pictures stand in for words and whole speech acts. Linda Seidel has shown,
for instance, that Van Eyck’s famous Arnolfini portrait is best understood as
something like a marriage contract, and the “cave canem” inscription on
the fierce dog mosaics at Pompeii (often cited by Gombrich as examples of
“apotropaic” imagery) seems redundant in view of the image. See Seidel,
“The Arnolfini Portrait,” Critical Inquiry 16, no. 1 (Fall 1989): 54-86; and
Ernst Gombrich, “The Limits of Convention,” in Image and Code, edited by
Wendy Steiner (Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1981), pp. 11-42.

27. Oliver Sacks, New York Review of Books, 23 October 1986, p. 69.

161




Textual Pictures

and seeing subject) and the other (a seen and silent object).? It isn
just that the text/image difference “resembles” the relation of self and
other, but that the most basic pictures of epistemological and ethical
encounters (knowledge of objects, acknowledgment of subjects) in:
volve optical/discursive figures of knowledge and power that are ¢ g
bedded in essentialized categories like “the visual”” and “the verbal,"
(Panofsky’s opening move into the discipline of “iconology” as a di
course on images is, as we've seen, a visual, gestural encounter with
another person.)”” It is as if we have a metapicture of the image/text
encounter, in which the word and the image are not abstractions of
general classes, but concrete figures, characters in a drama, stereotypes
in a Manichean allegory or interlocutors in a complex dialogue.
The “otherness” we attribute to the image-text relationship i
therefore, certainly not exhausted by a phenomenological model (sub-
ject/object, spectator/image). It takes on the full range of possible
social relations inscribed within the field of verbal and visual represern-
tation. “Children should be seen and not heard” is a bit of proverbial
wisdom that reinforces a stereotypical relation, not just between
adults and children, but between the freedom to speak and see and
the injunction to remain silent and available for observation. That i
why this kind of wisdom is transferable from children to women
to colonized subjects to works of art to characterizations of visual
representation itself. Racial otherness (especially in the binarized
“black/white” divisions of U.S. culture) is open to precisely this sort
of visual/verbal coding. The assumption is that “blackness” is a trans-
parently readable sign of racial identity, a perfectly sutured imagetext,
Race is what can be seen (and therefore named) in skin color, facial
features, hair, etc. Whiteness, by contrast, is invisible, unmarked; it
has no racial identity, but is equated with a normative subjectivity
and humanity from which “race” is a visible deviation. It’s not merely
a question of analogy, then, between social and semiotic stereotypes
of the other, but of mutual interarticulation.’® That is why forms of

28. See Daniel Tiffany’s essay, “Cryptesthesia: Visions of the Other,” The
American Journal of Semiotics 6, nos. 2/3 (1989): 209-19.

29. See chapter 1, “The Pictorial Turn.”

30. T take this to be Jacqueline Rose’s point when she says “the link
between sexuality and the image produces a particular dialogue which cannot
be covered adequately by the familiar opposition between the formal opera-
tions of the image and a politics exerted from outside” (Sexuality in the Field
of Vision [London: Verso, 1986], p. 231). Needless to say, the positioning of
racial otherness within the field of vision would display complex intersections
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resistance to these stereotypes so often take the form of disruptans £’lt
the level of representation, perception, and semiosis: Rjal.pl} Elllson $
Invisible Man is not “empirically” unseen; he refuses visibility as an
act of insubordination.?! The emergence of the racialized other into
A visibility that accords with their own vision, conversely, is freguentiy
understood as dependent on their attainment of language and literacy.
As Henry Louis Gates and Charles Davis put it, ““the very fafe ?ghe
face . . . was contingent upon the recording of the black' voice.* If
) woman is “pretty as a picture” (namely, §ilent and available to 'Fhe
jaze), it is not surprising that pictures will be treated as femxmn-e
objects in their own right and that violations of the stereot‘):pe (ugli-
ness, loquaciousness) will be perceived as troubllesome. Western
thought,” says Wlad Godzich, “‘has always thematized the other a;v,,}a:
threat to be reduced, as a potential same-to-be, a yet-not-same.”™
Ihis sentence (with its totality of “Western thought” and its | al-
ways”) performs the very operation it criticizes. Pgrhags (’.kp.hraSlj as
“literary principle” does the same thing, thematizing * the v1su‘?.1 as
other to language, “a threat to be reduced” (ekphrastic fear), “a po-
tential same-to-be” (ekphrastic hope), ““a yet-not-same” (ekphrastic
indifference). _ -
The ambivalence about ekphrasis, then, is grounded in our ambiv-
alence about other people, regarded as subjects and objects in the field
of verbal and visual representation. Ekphrastic hope and flear. express
our anxieties about merging with others. Ekphrastic md&ference
maintains itself in the face of disquieting signs that ckphrasm: may be
far from trivial and that, if it is only a sham or illusiqn, it is one
which, like ideology itself, must be worked through. This “working

with and differences from the image/text as a gendered or sexual relation.
See Toni Morrison on “The Alliance between Visually Rendered ldea§ an.d
Linguistic Utterances in the Construction of the Color Line,” in Playing in
the Dark {Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), p. 49.

31. Cp. also Toni Morrison’s short story, “Recitatif”’ (.1982), With i.ts
deliberate confusing of the verbal/visual signs of racial idennty_; reprinted in
Confirmation: An Anthology of African American qur_:en, edited by Amiri
Baraka (Leroi Jones) and Amina Baraka (New York: William Morrow, 1983),
pp. 243-61. .

32. The Slave’s Narrative, edited by Charles T. Davis and Henry Lou}s
Gates, Jr. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), p. xxvi. For more on this
subject, see chapter 6, “Narrative, Memory, and Slavery.”

33. From the foreword to Michel de Certeau’s Heterologies: Discgftrse
on the Other (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), p. xiil.

163




Textual Pictures

through™ of ekphrastic ambivalence is, 1 want to suggest, one of the
principal themes of ekphrastic poetry, one of the things it does with
the problems staged for it by the theoretical and metaphysical assump-
tions about media, the senses and representation that make up
ekphrastic hope, fear, and indifference.

So far I have been treating the social structure of ekphrasis mainly
as an affair between a speaking/seeing subject and a seen object. But
there is another dimension to the ekphrastic encounter that must be
taken into account, the relation of the speaker and the audience or
addressee of the ekphrasis.* The ekphrastic poet typically stands in
a middle position between the object described or addressed and a
listening subject who (if ekphrastic hope is fulfilled) will be made to
“see” the object through the medium of the poet’s voice. Ekphrasis is
stationed between two “othernesses,” and two forms of (apparently)
impossible translation and exchange: (1) the conversion of the visual
representation into a verbal representation, either by description or
ventriloquism; (2) the reconversion of the verbal representation back
into the visual object in the reception of the reader. The “working
through” of ekphrasis and the other, then, is more like a triangular
relationship than a binary one; its social structure cannot be grasped
fully as a phenomenological encounter of subject and object, but must
be pictured as a ménage a trois in which the relations of self and other,
text and image, are triply inscribed. If ekphrasis typically expresses a
desire for a visual object (whether to possess or praise), it is also
typically an offering of this expression as a gift to the reader.’’

The fullest poetic representation of the ekphrastic triangle is prob-
ably to be found in the Greek pastoral or, to use Theocritus’s term,
“idylls” (“little pictures”). These poems often present singing contests
between male shepherds who regale each other with lyric descriptions
of beautiful artifacts and women and who exchange material gifts as
well. As Joshua Scodel notes:

The art objects used as gifts or prizes may be read as the rewards poets
should receive for their productions-honor, fame, money,etc.—and the
ckphrastic description asserts poetry’s worth by showing that poetry

34. 1 am grateful, once again, to Joshua Scodel for pointing out that this
matter was not sufficiently thematized in early drafts of this essay.

35. One might think of the psychoanalytic process of dream interpretation
as a staging of the ekphrastic scene in which the manifest visual content of
the dream is the ekphrastic object, the analysand is the ekphrastic speaker,
and the analyst is the reader/interpreter.
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can indeed “capture” in and receive such valuable thmlg);s.. Bttlt tf::
ckphrastic objects are normally treated as compensatory «:;1 stitu els;'ect
the unfulfilled desire for a female Other. . . . the ekp. rastic o 1nd
registers both the woman that the poet cannot capture in poetry a

i i and
the possibility of another, beneficent relationship between a poet

: . P
his male audience.*®

I'm not suggesting that the triangle of ekphrasis 1nv.all'(1‘ab1yar;;lzc;z; li
feminized object “between men” (to echo Eve Sedg,wmh s m:a e
study of the “exchange of womejn”). Bt':)b.and Ray T pf (')t?ishli) hois
enjoyed by them in common, in an intimate ma Z frier \x/hitever
excludes (while pretending to include) their entire au gc:lnce. e
specific shape the ekphrastic triangle may tgke, it provi esi-1 z; i
metapicture of ekphrasis as a social practice, an image t

be tested on a number of texts.

Cups and Shields: Ekphrastic Poetry

The earliest examples of ekphrastic poetry are not, it ;eer;lls, p;:l(:(;
pally focused on painting, but on utilitarian Qb]ects t ait datppthem
have ornamental or symbolic risial relpzlcltsentan%?; ztc:?; 1§f Woe apons.
3 ses, chests, cloaks, girdles, vari ;
;(13)(?I:Efrjlslin:,n;aarcahitcctural ornaments like friezes, r_eh:::lfs.T fFeifg:’
and statues in situ provide the first ob;gcts‘: of ekphrgstic zbc;lﬁonoj
probably because the detachment of painting as zlan iso :fttea ,r i
mous, and moveable object of aesthetic ::ont_empl ation is Lose s
late development in the visual arts. The functlona context l(: tor[inc s
tic objects is mirrored in the functionality of ekphrastic r ‘eEk sy
poetry as a subordinate feature qf longer textual l:;trluctltmre.s.ce Eut >
tic poetry originates, not as an independent verba sci -pli ,1 dnigh s
an ornamental and subordinate part of lflrger textua UEI selo o
epic or pastoral. Homer, as Kennelth.Atchwyl points out, (la;rce (}))r e
significance of his hero “by assli)-qztmfg Atcl}fl;llft:s; I:nt 1_(l)enell{;; e
i early every . . . kind of ar : :
EE:BP:?]:;:: ;nd I“y{ekabe}:}, Achilles stores his treasures in a splil;cti,lld
[“claborately wrought™] chest; like Nestor, he possess;ls a r:e.rnaurin leg
t“wrought”] goblet.”?” Occasionally one of these objects is sing

36. Joshua Scodel, correspondence with the author.

37. Kenneth Atchity, Homer's Iliad: The Shield ‘_)f Memory (Carbondall:-?
IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 1978), p. 158. See also Marc Eli
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ou A i
t fgr speua} at‘tent.lctn and extended description, and these
are the putative “origin® of ekphrasis L
L] & & :
I'd like to begin, howeve
and pure example of ekphras
of a Jar.”

occasi

tic poetry, Wallace Stevens’s “Anecd

I placed a jar in Tennessee,
And round it was, upon a hill,
It made the slovenly wilderness
Surround that hill,

The wilderness rose up to it,

And sprawled around, no longer wild.
The jar was round upon the ground
And tall and of a port in air.

It took dominion everywhere,
The jar was gray and bare,

It did not give of bird or bush,
Like nothing else in Tennessee.

meditation. Instead, the jar is the princi

dote,” literall “ i
¥> an “unpublished,” pri i i
= Wy tc;ne ; hp - hed,” private story that is “not given
of which would have to be described as impassive
coming. The jar is stripped, moreover, :

are no * 4
i :d ieelgai)r(l)é'?’t,elyfw(;ro;ght " ornaments, no pictured scenes or “leaf-
: of &xod or man, only the ly functi
F ol it i DF Inan, on purely functional made
modity” in all its ic 1
P A : prosaic lack of splendor. In-
leed, pparent lack of visual repres i
: entation on the urn might |
us to rule this out of the i i
genre of ekphrasis altogeth

; it . gether, at least from
ti:::i Ccenbtf"al tradl_non (?f ekphrasis devoted to the desc;iption of aes-
Offerino ]e\cts.b ;t 1s as if Stevens were testing the limits of the genre

g us a blank space where we expect a picture, a cipher in the:

place of a striking figure, a p; '
gl gure, a piece of refuse or litter where we look

et R [
Blanchgrd, “In the World of the Seven Cu
the Object in Ancient Greek Art
(1983): 205—-44,

. bit Spear: The Semiotic Status of
and Literature,” Semtiotica 43, nos. 3/4
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And yet the emphasis on the shape, appearance, and what can
only be described as the “activity” of the jar make it clear that this
Is 1o “mere” object, but a highly charged form and a representational
lorm at that. If the jar negates the classical expectation of ornamental
design or representational illusion, it alludes quite positively to the
whole topos of the personified artifact and, specifically, the biblical
trope of man as a clay vessel and God as the potter: “we are the clay,
and thou our potter; and we are all the work of thy hand” (Isaiah
64:8). The creation of Adam (whose name means clay) out of the
dust of the ground is the making of a human “vessel”” into which life
may be breathed. Stevens simply literalizes the biblical metaphor, or
reverses the valence of tenor and vehicle: instead of man-as-jar, jar-as-
man—a jar that (like Adam) stands solitary and erect on a hilltop,
organizes the wilderness, and “takes dominion everywhere.” Stevens
also replaces the role of the creating deity, god-as-potter, with some-
thing more like a detached observer and ““distributor.” The narrator
does not make the jar; he “places” it; he doesn’t show the production
of the ekphrastic object (as in Homer’s description of Achilles’ shield)
but its distribution and influence; and he doesn’t place it in a new
world or a wilderness, but “in Tennessee,” a world already named,
mapped, and organized. If “Adam”™ as vessel is reduced to a personi-
fied commodity, a barren jar, “God” the speaker/viewer is reduced
to a traveling salesman with a sense of irony and order.

The jar’s role as a kind of empty relay point or site of commerce
and exchange is signaled by its characterization as “a port in air,”
and Stevens employs it to exemplify three forms of alterity and differ-
ence in its relation to its “world™ and to the poet: (1) the difference
between the human and the natural (the jar is “like nothing else in
Tennessee™); (2) between the divine and the human (suggested by the
allusion to the biblical creation myth); and (3) between the human
and its own artificial productions. And yet each of these forms of
otherness is simultaneously overcome: the “‘slovenly wilderness”
(which is already “Tennessee”) is made to “surround” the jar in imita-
tion of its roundness; the creaturely subject becomes a sovereign; and
the static, spatial image of ekphrastic description is temporalized as
the principal actor in a narrative. The poem stages for us the basic
project of ekphrastic hope, the transformation of the dead, passive
image into a living creature. It does not witness this transformation
as a fulfillment of hope, however, but as something more like a specta-
cle that induces a stunned, laconic ambivalence in the speaker, a kind
of suspension between ekphrastic indifference and fear. The jar is,
despite all the connotations of orderliness and aesthetic formality that
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commentators usually celebrate, a kind of idol or fetish, a made obje:
that has appropriated human consciousness. There is something mer
acing and slightly monstrous about its imperious sterility (It did no
give of bird or bush / Like nothing else in Tennessee.”) The doub
negatives (“did not give” / “Like nothing™) perfectly enact the pow
of the ekphrastic image as intransigent Other to the poetic voice, i
role as a “black hole” in the text. Is the jar simply barren and infertil
as empty within as it is “gray and bare” on its surface? Or is it t
womb of a more active negation, a “port” that “gives of” an empir
of nothingness, fruitfully multiplying its own sterility throughout i
dominions? And what, we must ask, does the poet give the reader?
Perhaps an “anecdote” that not only refuses to “give itself out,” but
actively negates every expectation of ekphrastic pleasure.

As the metaphors of barrenness and fertility suggest, there is just
a hint of the feminine in Stevens’s jar, and the treatment of the
ekphrastic image as a female other is a commonplace in the genre.
I've already suggested that female otherness is an overdetermined fea-
ture in a genre that tends to describe an object of visual pleasure
and fascination from a masculine perspective, often to an audience
understood to be masculine as well. Ekphrastic poetry as a verbal
conjuring up of the female image has overtones, then, of pornographic
writing and masturbatory fantasy (the image of the jar as both “round
upon the ground” and ““tall and of a port in air” lends it an equivocal
status as a kind of “phallic womb,” as if the jar were both the erection
and the visual image that provokes it). Rousseau’s Confessions pro-
vides the classic account of masturbation and visuality: “This vice . . .
has a particular attraction for lively imaginations. It allows them to
dispose, so to speak, of the whole female sex at their will, and to
make any beauty who tempts them serve their pleasure without the
need of first obtaining her consent.”*® Rousseau “fondling her image
in [his] secret heart” is like the male poet or reader fondling the mental
image of ekphrasis, indulging the pleasures of voyeurism, actual or
remembered.

This, at any rate, is one of the mechanisms of ekphrastic hope,
but it rarely occurs without some admixture of ekphrastic fear, as we

=

38. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Confessions (1781), translated by ]. M. Co-
hen (New York: Penguin Books, 1953), p. 109. See Marcelin Pleynet, Painting
and System, p. 153, for a suggestion that Freud’s analysis of the relation
between narcissism, scopophilia, and auto-eroticism “merits formalization
within the field of an approach to painting.” Cp. Freud, “Instincts and Their
Vicissitudes,” in Collected Papers (London: Hogarth, 1949), vol. 4, p. 66.
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have seen in Stevens's image of thc.
fondling of the ekphrastic image 1s 2
induce a sense of guilt, pa-ralyms,. or amb
pood example of voyeuristic ambiva
liam Carlos Williams’s
may be an address to a woman
woman in a picture:
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jar. The voyeuristic, masturbatory
kind of mental rape that may
ivalence in the observer. A
lence is the divided voice in Wil-
“Portrait of a Lady,” an ekphrastic poem that
who is compared to a picture, or a

Your thighs are appletrees
whose blossoms touch the sky.
Which sky? The sky
where Watteau hung a lady’s
slipper. Your knees
are a southern breeze—or
a gust of snow. Agh! what
sort of a man was Fragonard?
—as if that answered
anything. Ah, yes—below
the knees, since the tune
drops that way, it is
one of those white summer days,
the tall grass of your ankles
flickers upon the shore—
Which shore?—
the sand clings to my lips—
Which shore?
Agh, petals maybe. How
should 1 know?
Which shore? Which shore?
I said petals from an appletree.

The intrusive questioning voice may be that (,)flthe“:gi;s;»::i
woman, or of the poet’s unconscious, or of :ihe poec;n ns1 ;rllpdarity ané
iy Fog imef;‘lptiﬂg thteh:k\?c}:izsfe;gts etri:l: r;moc:)tln, pleasurable
.pecificity. In either case, ‘
;g:;]?;lgtyof the ekphrastic image, the sensuous contemlillcz:;;ogfotfrflk;:
woman’s body, mediated through the familiar metapknow ok th;
blossoms, petals, wind, and sea. It he,lps, ofScoflrse:a ;)e i
poem probably alludes to Fragonard’s The Swing,

icti swal iehtedly looking up the dress of
pastoral depicting a young swain delightedly iy s

i illi be proj

ne woman on a swing. Williams may voic

?nzr(:) lih;gs picture, imagining a kind of dlalogpe bgtweeq the ;wm%;:l:g_
maiden and the youthful voyeur. Whether this painting is to be un
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stood as the scene of the poem or only as a passing comparison to a
real scene, the ambivalence of voyeurism—the desire to see accompa
nied by a sense of its prohibition—seems to underlie the dissonan
of the two voices. The discreet, metaphorical evasions of “thighs”
“appletrees / whose blossoms touch the sky” is immediately countere
by an insistence on explicit literalness: “Which sky?”” The answer, o
course, can only be the heaven to which the young man wants t
ascend, deferred figuratively as a sky in yet another painting, “whe
Watteau hung a lady’s slipper.” The speaker can even find a figure
for his own ambivalence between hot desire and cold diffidence in his
response to her “knees” as a “southern breeze—or / a gust of snow,”
The movement of the speaker’s gaze and of his “tune” follows the
line of discretion and diffidence: from thighs whose “blossoms” touch:
the sky, the “tune drops™ to knees, ankles, and the “shore” on which
those ankles “flicker.” As in Freud’s primal scene of fetishism, the.
boy’s gaze finds something threatening in the female image (for Freud,
the woman’s lack of a penis threatens the boy with the possibility of
castration), so he must find metonymic or metaphoric substitutes—a
lady’s slipper “hung” in the sky; a seashore where the poet seems to
fall on his face, the sand clinging to his lips.* The more intricate the
metaphorical evasions, the more insistent the voice of literal desire,
demanding to know “which sky?” “which shore?” and the more fix-
ated and repetitious the poetic voice. The fetishist finally returns to
the first substitute image he scized upon, rejecting the traditional fe-
tish-objects of slippers and feet in favor of the initial metaphor of the
poem: “I said petals from an appletree.”*’

The most famous instance of ekphrastic ambivalence toward the
female image is Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” which presents the
ekphrastic object as a potential object of violence and erotic fantasy:
the “still unravish’d bride” displays scenes of “mad pursuit” and
“struggle to escape.” Yet all this “happy, happy love” adds up to a
sterile, desolate perfection that threatens the adequacy of the male
voice (the urn can “express a flowery tale more sweetly than our
rhyme”) and “teases us out of thought.” Keats may call the urn a
“friend to man,” but he treats her more like an enemy who only

39. “Fetishism” (1927) in The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund
Freud, translated by James Strachey (London: Hogarth, 1961), 21:152—57.
40. “The foot or the shoe owes its preference as a fetish—or a part of
it—to the circumstance that the inquisitive boy peered at the woman’s genitals
from below, from her legs up” (Freud, Complete Works, 21: 155)
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: ) 5 ipes the
shows up at funerals (“in midst of other woe i)t “i‘hf?ri b:stp %eauty
\rchctitious and comfortless ditty of no tone, Tniit lsk eOW ’Y,Perhaps
truth / That is all ye know on earth and all ye need to kn h;u Ly
the scholarly controversy over thek-bciiunfd aiyhbetzien?is‘:PPOintment.

flects a kind of ekphras

says and what Keats says re A : k. he
;f {he poet is going to make the mute, feminized arg 1O]D)e'“-t speak,
could at least give her something interesting to say. f the female im-

A more compelling strategy with t‘he ekphras‘:s . he Medusa of
age is suggested by Shelley’s manuscript POCI,T:-:, On the i b 16
.[ conardo Da Vinci in the Florentine Gallery. ; Sadpy saﬁf_ lgit lays
-1' better poem than “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” but 1 do thin s
imre the ekphrastic anxieties that underlie the urn:

It lieth, gazing on the midnight sky, _
Upon the cloudy mountain-peak. supine;
Below, far lands are seen tremblingly,
Its horror and its beauty are divinel..

n its lips and eyelids seems to lie ;
E(l))\(r)eliness l:l)il(e: a shadow, from which shine,
Fiery and lurid, struggling underneath,

The agonies of anguish and of death.

Yet it is less the horror than the grace
Which turns the gazer’s spirit into stone,
Whereon the lineaments of that dead face
Are graven, till the characters be grown
Into itself, and thought no more can trace;
*Tis the melodious hue of beauty thrown.
Athwart the darkness and the glare of pain,
Which humanize and harmonize the strain.

And from its head as from one body grow,

As [river] grass out of a watery rock,

Hairs which are vipers, and they curl and flow
And their long tangles in each other lock,
And with unending involutions show

Their mailed radiance, as it were to mock
The torture and the death within, ~and saw
The solid air with many a ragged jaw.

41. I've always found Kenneth Burke’s rewritling of this line as “Body is
turd -turd body” the best antidote to Keats’s ending.
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And from a stone beside, a poisonous eft
Peeps idly into those Gorgonian eyes;
Whilst in the air a ghastly bat, bereft

Of sense, has flitted with a mad surprise
Out of the cave this hideous light had cleft,
And he comes hastening like moth that hies
After a taper, and the midnight sky

Flares, a light more dread than obscurity,

"Tis the tempestuous loveliness of terror,

For from the serpents gleams a brazen glare
Kindled by that inextricable error,

Which makes a thrilling vapour of the air
Become a [dim] and ever-shifting mirror

Of all the beauty and the terror there—

A woman’s countenance, with serpent-locks,
Gazing in death on Heaven from those wet rocks.

If ekphrastic poetry has a “primal scene,” this is it. Shelley’s Me-
dusa is not given any ventriloquist’s lines. She exerts and reverses the
power of the ekphrastic gaze, portrayed as herself gazing, her look
raking over the world, perhaps even capable of looking back at the
poct. Medusa is the image that turns the tables on the spectator and
turns the spectator into an image: she must be seen through the media-
tion of mirrors (Perscus’ shield) or paintings or descriptions. If she
were actually beheld by the poet, he could not speak or write; if the
poct’s ekphrastic hopes were fulfilled, the reader would be similarly
transfixed, unable to read or hear, but perhaps to be imprinted with
alien lineaments, the features of Medusa herself, the monstrous other
projected onto the self.
Medusa is the perfect prototype for the image as a dangerous
ale other who threatens to silence the poet’s voice and fixate his
observing eye. Both the utopian desire of ekphrasis (that the beautiful
image be present to the observer) and its counterdesite or resistance
(the fear of paralysis and muteness in the face of the powerful image)
are expressed here. All of the distinctions between the sublime and
the beautiful, the aesthetics of pain and pleasure, or of the masculine
and the feminine, that might allow ekphrasis to confine itself to the
contemplation of beauty are subverted by the image of Medusa.
Beauty, the very thing which aestheticians like Edmund Burke thought

could be viewed from a safe position of superior strength, turns out
to be itself the dangerous force:

it is less the horror than the grace”
that paralyzes the observer, Medusa fully epitomizes the ambivalence

fem
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image, teasing us out of thought with a vengeance{.1 U
Shelley’s own voice and text, however, seem desig B
struct, not just the repression of Medusa, bgt thg geilre 0 Ser!ptationl
as a \:erbal strategy for repressing/representing visua fpre“ffammg”
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| conardo’s painterly authority vanishes (in iact, as fe e){) i a}; .
‘ he painting was not by Leonardo).*’ Roles of verbal
g - : dotal narrator, or Keats’s apostrophizing poet
. ' ‘ 0 ? - s
ity like Stevens’s anec ‘ L .
i f the purest, most passive
are eschewed in favor o : g e
T i i bject of this poem does pea
['he speaking and seeing su % cimprhew o
i dusa or the painting in w
in a sense) even see Me : ’ ;o
icnted (figure 29): the opening three words acllaproprlatg'bctz,tpof =
. [ e
‘It i ing.” Medusa, the supposed “seen oD] e
roles: “It lieth, gazing. , th Wit ol
i If the active gazer; other p
hoem, is presented as herse ‘ 0 " sl
: e 1 resented as passive recipients. The vo K
on this spectacle are p ¥ i e
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traces the “unending invo ‘ ] ct s
suggests that the mute ckphrastic object awaiting the ventrilog
of the poetic voice alreadyﬁhgs A voice oi ;tgi:v’l:n:c Ak
1 i r “‘given . 5 .
Medusa is not personified o THarele ren
her own story: that would simply amount to a remscription of p "+
her : . e
authority in the speaker. Instead, the suE]e(csit of{)hz ,?E;nzn ot
‘ e “be describe
i t”’ that can only by an
irrevocably Other, an “1 e i
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42. See Carol Jacobs, “On Looking at Shelley’siMedusa,” Yale French
Studiés 69 (1985): 163-79, for a good reading of this passage. .

43. Sce Neville Rogers, “Shelley and the Visual Arts,” Keats-Shelley Me
morial Bulletin 12 (1961): 16-17.
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29. Leonardo’s Medusa. Alinari/Art Resource, NY.

. "Tis” and “Yet ’tis” are its favorite predications. It is as if Bei
itself were describing itself in and inscribing itself on Shelley’s teeing
But it is not just the ahistorical and mythic presence 0? M jl( :
Fhat $f}elley contemplates in this poem. Medusa was a potent o
;1:1 Brlttljh cul;u;a] pollitics in the early nineteenth centur)},)deplc:»)l/l.:lcil i:
emblem of the political Other, specifically the “glorious Ph 2
of revolution, which Shelley (like’man other radic::ig i cuals)
prophesying in 1819.* The use of 3;16 female imlal;ete(l)lfe Cr[:\?cljzlgoa §
was, of.c?urse, a commonplace in nineteenth-century iconograph :
Dela.u,jmlx s bare-breasted Liberty Leading the People bein tl;ge o
familiar ?xample. This was an image that could be conjuregd witzl?%s‘:
both radicals and conservatives: Burke caricatured the revolutionari :
of the 1790s as a mob of transvestites and abandoned women ol
paring them to “harpies” and “furies” reveling in “Thracian o; (1::11}-
Shelley, twenty-five years later, could visualize his revolutigns :
avenging angel as “some fierce Maenad” whose “bright hair u l'f:tju?ir
from the head” is “the locks of the approaching storm,” an Fi)l':la;e

44. See Jerome McGann, “The B
: s 4 eauty of Medusa: A Study in R i
Literary Iconology,” Studies in Romanticism 11 (1972): 3_‘25?’ bt
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V0. The Contrast, 1792. Emblems of Athena and Medusa, or British Happiness ver-

sus French Misery.

that suggests a link between the menacing locks of Medusa and the
orgiastic women of Burke’s reactionary fantasies.

But Shelley would not have needed to go to Burke to compose
his image; Medusa was, as Neil Hertz has shown, a popular emblem
of Jacobinism and was often displayed (figure 30) as a figure of
“French Liberty” in opposition to “English Liberty,” personified by
Athena, the mythological adversary of Medusa.** The choice of Me-
dusa as a revolutionary emblem seems, in retrospect, quite overdeter-
mined. To conservatives, Medusa was a perfect image of alien, sub-
human monstrosity—dangerous, perverse, hideous, and sexually
ambiguous: Medusa’s serpentine locks made her the perfect type of
the castrating, phallic woman, a potent and manageable emblem of
the political Other. To radicals like Shelley, Medusa was an “abject
hero,” a victim of tyranny whose weakness, disfiguration, and mon-

45. Neil Hertz, “Medusa’s Head: Male Hysteria Under Political Pres-
sure,” Representations 4 (Fall 1983): 27-54.
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strous mutilation become in themselves a kind of revolutiona
power. The female image of ekphrasis is not an object to be caress
and fondled with contemplative ambivalence like Keats’s Urn, Ste
vens’s Jar, or Williams’s Lady, but a weapon to be wielded. (Athena
shield or “aegis” is decorated with the head of Medusa, the perfi
image to paralyze the enemy.) But this weapon is already latent in ¢
masturbatory fantasies of ekphrastic beauty and shapeliness: it is si
ply the aggressive, exhibitionist answer to the voyeuristic pleas

staged in ekphrastic urns and jars. Freud’s comments on Medusa ai
worth quoting here:

If Medusa’s head takes the place of the representation of the female
genitals, or rather if it isolates their horrifying effects from the pleasure-
giving ones, it may be recalled that displaying the genitals is familiar
in other connections as an apotropaic act. What arouses horror in
oneself will produce the same effect upon the enemy against whom one

is seeking to defend oneself. We read in Rabelais of how the Devil took
to flight when the woman showed him her vulva.*¢

Understood as what Gombrich calls an “apotropaic image,” a
deadly, monstrous, paralyzing spectacle, the visual image of ekphrasis
is properly located, not on an urn or jar, but on a shield which may
be displayed to the enemy while protecting its bearer. It seems entirely
fitting, then, that the canonical “origin” of classical ekphrasis is the
description of Achilles’ shield in the 18th book of the Iliad. What is
odd about Achilles’ shield in this context, however, is that it does not
contain an apotropaic image, but an encyclopedic vision of the Hom-
eric world, filled with narrative scenes rather like those we find on
Keats’s urn. Achilles’ shield does not paralyze its beholders with a
frightful monstrosity, but overawes them with its impression of divine
artifice, an emblem of the irresistible destiny of its bearer. The shield
is a perfectly balanced image of fear and hope,

“beacon” to rally the Achaeans and as a s
(“Trembling took hold of all the Myrmidons. None had the courage
to look straight at it.”) Indeed, it’s not clear that anyone in the poem
actually examines the shield. Achilles is just happy to have such formi-
dable equipment, and the blind Homer of course can’t claim to have
seen it. He is just repeating what he has heard from the muses. The
image on Achilles’ shield is really for us, the readers and listeners who

serving both as a
pectacle to dazzle the enemy

46. “Medusa’s Head,” in Sexuality and the Psychology of Love, p. 212.
quoted in Hertz, p. 30. Hertz notes the re-enactment of female exhibitionism
as a revolutionary weapon in the Paris uprisings in June 1848.
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' its ion and

are given time, by virtue of ekphrasis, to look at its product

: : i1 47

appearance in detail. - ; ' o
l pAs a generic prototype, Achilles’ shield has a ca[;aaty éﬁion -
ckphrastic fear and hope in the reader as Well. For the tr? il
literary pictorialism, Homer’s set-piece cemﬁ&is the anc‘lenhp i

i the

i i odel for poetic language

of ekphrasis and provides a model for poet iy
of pi(iorial representation. For antlplcto.rlahsts, the passs;lge 1; iellzi =
lem to be explained away. Lessing, for instance, treats the ; T
as a prototype of ekphrasis, but as an alternative to it. T ed is el
IfL-ature of Homer’s description is that it is not reallyha escagve-
“arresting of movement” at all, but a continuation of the narr :

(8] i i reanon.
H mecer dOES not paint the Shleld ﬁnlshed, but m the prOC.eSS OE C 11
m f the happy dEViCe OE Substltutlﬂg pt(!g! €S-

IIC[C agaln he has adc use o .

0- t v (< desC[lpthn ()f

hus con erted thf: tiresom

s1on fOl‘ C CXlStenCE, aﬂd : .
an Object into a gfaphlc PiCturﬁ Of an acrion. X‘E see not the Shleld, but
the dlvine master'wofkman eﬂlployed l.lp()n 1t. (p. 114)

An apostle of ekphrastic hope like Jean Hagstrum must, of course,
dispute Lessing’s argument:

This is not, as Lessing believed, the presentation of an ac;lor;b(j):cta

’ 2 ion i de to concentrate on the 4

rocess. The reader’s attention is ma . i,

i:Vhir:h is described panel by panel, scene by scene, cpxsodelbgy episode
It is remarkable how the eye is held fast to the shield. (p. 19)

5 tive sample of this passage:
Let’s look for ourselves at a representa p

He made the earth upon it, and the sky‘, an.d the seaf’slrrater,
and the tireless sun, and the moon waxing into helr1 u r:sss,
and upon it all the constellations that festoon tlfleO eavens,
the Pleiades and the Hyades and the strength of Orion

and the Bear, whom men give also the name of tl?e Wagon,
who turns about in a fixed place and looks at Orion

and she alone is never plunged in the wash of the Ocean.

This passage can, in fact, be mobililzec! to SU%POII:' eltl;cftihli,:s;:;;gagz
Hagstrum, or perhaps neither. If we insist on t IE m%l Loty
as an occasion for visualizati;:n, llt fseemsv;::sz{i zta:li:) ;Seof o
i in a position to move freely from

:to ?vcjrk to tI:)he images on which he works, and gqualltjg Sfrgztt‘sesef: 311:
images in motion or at rest. "ljhe passage equfwi):[fe e
categories of time and space, like the image o

47, My thanks to Joshua Scodel for pointing this out.
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turns about in a fixed place.” The question is one of foreground an
background, or scene and frame, or the emphasis imposed by th
reader’s desire: certainly the god’s activity frames each scene, brack
eting its descriptive noun phrases with the predicates of making. Jus
as certainly, the made object seems always already to be complete
even as it comes into being. The same ambiguity arises when we
our eye on the images themselves. Cedric Whitman notes that
is not sure whether the pictures on the shield are static or alive
Homer, in fact, is not quite sure just what kind of pictures are made
by Hephaestos, whose golden automata have mind and move by
themselves.”* The supposedly “static” images that Lessing wants to
temporalize with the verbs of making, and which Hagstrum wants to
“hold fast” in the mind’s eye, are already in motion, already narrati-
vized, as Hagstrum’s own phrase, “episode by episode,” should sug-
gest. A similar undecidability characterizes the description of the ma-
terials of the shield, and the objects those materials signify:

... The oxen turned in the furrows,
straining to come to the end of the new-ploughed land;
all lay black behind them, and looked like ploughed soil,

yet it was gold; indeed, a very wonder was wrought.

Homer’s whole point seems to be to undermine the oppositions
of movement and stasis, narrative action and descriptive scene, and
the false identifications of medium with message, which underwrite
the fantasies of ekphrastic hope and fear. The shield is an imagetext
that displays rather than concealing its own suturing of space and
time, description and narration, materiality and illusionistic represen-
tation.* The point of the shield from the reader’s perspective is thus
quite distinct from its function for those who behold it within the
fiction. We are stationed at the origin of the work of art, at the side of
the working Hephaestos, in a position of perceptual and interpretive
freedom. This is a utopian site that is both a space within the narra-
tive, and an ornamented frame around it, a threshold across which
the reader may enter and withdraw from the text at will.

The double face of Achilles® shield becomes even more evident
when we ask what its imagery represents as a whole,
in the Iliad, and what its status is as the “parent” o
genre called ekphrasis. Lessing, of course,

how it functions

r prototype of a
wants to deny the existence

48. Cedric Whitman, Homer and the Heroic Tradition

(Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1958), p. 205.

49. See chapter 3, footnote 14, for a discussion of image-text suturing.
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i i “cold
50. The indicatives cited here are the ones singled out by Lessing as “co
'd'ous” (Laocoon, p. 116). . . ,
andStle lS e Whitman, Homer and the Heroic Tradition, and Atchity, Homer’s
188 A
Iliad: The Shield of Memory.
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more grandiose aspirations than this sort of syne
tion of the whole in the part, for the shic
Homer’s world than the Iliad does.52 The entire universe is depic
on the shield: nature and man; earth, sky, and ocean; cities at pea
and at war; plowing, harvest, and vintage; herding and hunting; m
riage, death, and even a scene of litigation, a prosaic alternative
the settlement of disputes by war or blood revenge. Achilles’ shiel
shows us the whole world that is “other” to the epic action of th:
lliad, the world of everyday life outside history that Achilles will nev
know. The relation of epic to ckphrasis is thus turned inside out: th
entire action of the Iliad becomes a fragment in the totalizing visio
provided by Achilles’ shield, '
Like Stevens’s jar, Achilles’ shield
tions of ekphrasis to take “dominion everywhere.” These ambition

make it difficult to draw a circle around ekphrasis, to draw any finite
conclusions about its nature, scope,
Ekphrasis resists “placement”

cdochical represen
Id represents much more

illustrates the imperial ambij

miniature, as Murray Krieger’s reflections on the ekphrastic principle
demonstrate. My own claim about ekphrasis would be both more and.
less sweeping. 1 don’t think ekphrasis is the key to the difference
between ordinary and literary language, but merely one of many fig-
ures for distinguishing the literary institution (in this case, by associat-
ing verbal with visual art). I do think ekphrasis is one of the keys to
difference within language (both ordinary and literary) and that it
focuses the interarticulation of perceptual, semiotic, and social contra-
dictions within verbal representation. My emphasis on canonical ex-
amples of ekphrasis in ancient, modern and romantic poetry has not
been aimed at reinforcing the status of this canon or of ekphrasis, but
at showing how the “workings” of ekphrasis, even in its classic forms,
tends to unravel the conventional suturing of the imagetext and to
expose the social structure of representation as an activity and a rela-
tionship of power/knowledge/desire—representation as something
done to something, with something, by someone, for someone,
Stevens’s jar, in my view, doesn’t fulfill the poetic genre of ekphrasis

so much as it implodes it, parodying the whole gesture of the utopian
imagetext.

My examples are also canonical in their staging of ekphrasis as a

52. Cp. Marc Eli Blanchard, “World of the Seven Cubir Spear,” p. 224:
“The plot of the Iliad, underscored by the manufacture of the shield, has now
become a decorative episode on the surface of the metal.”
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inant pender stereotypes into the semiotic structure
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10
st Shely's sy he o beven 3 B o0
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- hf;e—lt aief’s Shield). It is also clear that the otherness of tael
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el b alr:l onard; an anonymous Renaissance oil painting;
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plfalr?hz? 2Lcilrc:f;;e()f] vis-ual representation such afai ph(z{togrifl:yi;or;?gfé
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dligr:ggii,oﬁlsmgfe sélitf}f]:rat::tcﬂict%rial styles such as reahzz;, s;hfﬁgﬂ
- i :
;(i)story painting, still:life, portfrantutrue;liatl;(iinl?:ills;aﬁz;n e o
Farries i"lt'i'o'viilegfrilégirozoéltc;)hrifs, then, like the typ.ic'al ekphrastic
;22:3: willlbhave to be understood as a fragment or miniature.
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(for Hortense Spillers)

“| was cautioned not so long ago that ‘we already know about slavery,’
which amounts to saying that we can only look forward to repeating

LR 2]

what everybody ‘knows.
—Hortense Spillers

“] have a survivalist intention to forget certain things.”

—Toni Morrison

“I do not remember to have ever met a slave who could tell of his
birthday.”
—Frederick Douglass

“Description is ancilla narrationis, the ever-necessary, never-emanci ated
» P
slave of narrative.”

—Gerard Genette

he natural place to start an investigation of narrative, memory,
and slavery, 1 suppose, would be with that genre of literature
known as ““the slave narrative.” Hundreds of American slave
narratives survive from the nineteenth century.' Some of them,
most notably Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, are acknowledged literary masterpieces. Taken together
with the enormous outpouring of historical documents on the eco-

1. John Blassingame notes that a “‘staggering” number of first-person ac-
counts of American slavery survive, not only in the form of full-length autobi- ‘ |
ographies, but in interviews and transcripts published in the abolitionist press. \l
See his Slave Testimony (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1977), I
and Slave Community (2d ed., New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), l
p. 378. ,
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nomics and sociology of slavery, the archive of American slave narras
tives provides unprecedented access into one of the great atrocities o
modern history, an access to horror paralleled, perhaps, only by th

body of holocaust survivor narratives. Slavery occupi

German memory: it is that which we think we know about, what we
can never forget, and which seems continually to elude our under~
standing.
I want to attempt a different starting place, one that comes at
the problem from the standpoint of some formal problems in the
construction of narratives, memories, and their interrelations and that
circles back only very indirectly to the “main story” of slavery itself,
I take this indirect route partly as a matter of professional compe-
tence: that is, I feel much better prepared to say something of sub-
stance about the construction of narrative and memory than [ do
about “slavery itself.” But I also want to contribute, in a very minor
way, to Hortense Spillers’s gestures of resistance to the historical
“knowledge industry” that has turned slavery into an object of “mas-
sive demographic and economic display,” a phenomenon so well
known that nothing more is to be known about it.2 My subject, then,
is not “slavery itself,” but the representation of slavery in narrative
and memory. More specifically, I want to examine the ways in which
the descriptive aspects of narrative and the visual-spatial features of
memory figure in accounts of servitude. The problem of this essay may
be focused by contrasting it with the previous chapter’s reflections on
ekphrasis. The typical ekphrastic text might be said to speak to or for
a semiotic “other”—an image, visual object, or spectacle—usually i
the presence of that object. The point of view of the text is the position
of a seeing and speaking subject in relation to a seen and usually mute
object. But suppose the “visual other” was not merely represented by
or “made to speak” by the speaking subject? Suppose that the “other”
spoke for herself, told her own story, attempting an “ekphrasis of the
self”? Suppose further that this “self” is a former self, not present to
the speaker, but mediated and distanced by memory and autobio-

2. See Spillers’s important essay, “Changing the Letter: The Yokes, the
Jokes of Discourse, or, Mrs. Stowe, Mr. Reed,” in Slavery and the Literary
Imagination, edited by Deborah E. McDowell and Arnold Rampersad (Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins Press, 1989), pPp. 25-61. Spillers has been principally
responsible for the critical redescription of slavery as a heterogeneous “spatio-
temporal object” and a “primarily discursive” phenomenon that must be
“reinvented” by “every generation of . . . readers” (pp. 28-29),
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wpots.” There are indications of a blankness in memory so radical that
it can’t be described as forgetting, amnesia, or repression, but as the
absolute prevention of experience, the excision not just of “memories”
14 4 content, but the destruction of memory itself, either as an artificial
technique or a natural faculty.® When Frederick Douglass opens his
autobiography by saying “1 do not remember to have ever met a slave
who could tell of his birthday,” we cannot read his words literally
without noticing what Olney claims is unheard of in slave narrative, a
complex reflection on memory and the very possibility of remembered
experience.

Douglass seems at first to cast the radical blankness of slave con-
sciousness in the moderated form of “forgetting,” as if he might have
met a slave who remembered his birthday, but has simply forgotten
about it. The fact is that if Douglass had ever met a slave with such
memories, he would certainly have remembered it. What he is really
saying (we suppose) is that slavery is a prevention of memory: no
dlave was allowed to “remember” his birthday, either in the sense of
knowing when it was or commemorating its annual return. But there
is an even more literal sense in which, of course, no one, free or slave,
can remember their birthday. Some experiences—birth, the origins of
existence—certainly “happened” but are simply prior to the forma-
tion of memory. This literal reading erases the slave’s difference from
other human beings; none of us can “tell of” our birthdays in the
sense of narrating a remembered experience. How could we remember
a time before memory? What sense could “forgetting” have for a
creature that lacks the faculty of memory?

7 William Andrews notes these gaps, but traces them to incapacity and
lack: “When we find a gap in a slave narrator’s objective reportage of the
facts of slavery, or a lapse in his prepossessing self-image, we must pay special
attention. These deviations may indicate cither a loss of narrative control or
2 deliberate effort by the narrator to grapple with aspects of his or her person-
ality that may have been repressed out of deference to or fear of the dominant
culture” (To Tell a Free Story, p. 8). Again Douglass’s Narrative indicates a
counter possibility, that silence or “gaps” in the story may be a sign of resis-
tance. Douglass explains his refusal to tell how he escaped from Maryland
as a pragmatic issue (he wants to protect the routes available to other fugitive
slaves) and as an act of literary discretion, a refusal of the pleasures of ro-
mance and adventure.

8. Cp. Houston Baker on the “extraordinary blankness” (Henry James’s
phrase) that links white and black American autobiography in the nineteenth
century (“Autobiographical Acts and the Voice of the Southern Slave,” in
Davis and Gates, The Slave’s Narrative, p. 243).

187




Textual Pictures

Yet Douglass’s words pretend as if we could remember the imme-
morial. They conjure with the possibility of a memory of the blank-
ness prior to the formation of memory. He doesn
could tell of his birthday; only that he can’t remember having met
one. It could be that he has simply forgotten. Douglass plays here
with two meanings of memory, the recollection of past experience by
an individual, and the “passing on” (“telling”) of memory from one
person to another, as when we ask to be remembered to someone,
There is a simple reason Douglass and other slaves had no (collective)
memory of their birthdays. They were separated from the one person
who might pass on this memory, who might connect the personal and
social, the directly experiential and the mediated forms of memory,
namely, the mother who would likely be the only one with exact
knowledge of the birthday based on personal experience, By eliding
in a single sentence the personal and intersubjective senses of memory,
Douglass opens up the possibility of remembering a time before mem.-
ory, in both senses. This impossible feat is exactly what it means, of
course, to remember slavery—that is, to remember the time, not just
of “forgetfulness” or amnesia, but to remember the time when there
was nothing to remember with.

I hope this laborious reading of Douglass’s sentence will have
planted two suspicions: first, the notion that “there is nothing doubt-
ful or mysterious about memory” in slave narrative is, like the related
notion of deseriptive transparency, an aspect of the ideological pack-
aging of these writings and not an adequate account of the way they
actually work. Perhaps this is only to remind ourselves of what is
simply a truism in the contemporary analysis of cultural forms, that
representation (in memory, in verbal descriptions, in images) not only
“mediates” our knowledge (of slavery and of many other things), but
obstructs, fragments, and negates that knowledge.” This isn’t to say
that we learn nothing from memory and narrative, but that their
construction does not provide us with straightforward access to slay-
ery or anything else. They provide something more like a site of cul-

9. Davis and Gates make exactly this point in their introduction to The
Slave’s Narrative, p. xi. Hortense Spillers testifies with considerable elo-
quence, however, to her ambivalence to “the spread-eagle tyranny of discur-
sivity across the terrain of what we used to call, with impunity, ‘experience’
(“Changing the Letter,” p- 33). This ambivalence is, in my view, traceable to
what Spillers shows to be the heterogeneity of discourse itself, its intersections

with representation and iconicity.
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rer_n_ovecl from the experience by time, torgetfulness, and often by
edmngs, rewritings, interpolations by sentimental abolitionist tran-
scribers. The slave narrative is always written by a former slave; there

are no slave narratives, only narratives about slavery written from the

standpoint of freedom. It is not even quite accurate to say that the
slave narratives are “about” slavery; they are really about the move-
ment from slavery to freedom. A narrative which was simply about
slavery (like a narrative which was simply about freedom) is conceiy-
able, but unlikely, and neither could find an author to “own”
autobiography, as a record of an actual life. Actual narratives, like
actual lives, always play off slavery against freedom, which is perhaps
why pure slave narrative is both impossible and fundamental to the
understanding of narrative as such.

Rather than talk of what we “know” about slavery, then, we
must talk of what we are prevented from knowing, what we can never
knqw, and how it is figured for us in the partial access we do have.
This raises a question which goes beyond the genre of slave narrative
to narrative modes of representation as such. Narrative seems to be
a mode of knowing and showing which constructs a region of the
unknown, a shadow text or image that accompanies our reading,
moves in time with it, like Douglass’s blankness, both prior to and
adjacent to memory. It is a terrain crisscrossed by numerous internal
borders, fringes, seams, and frontiers. This is not only a question of
the “content” of the slave narrative, which invariably recites a mo-
ment (or several moments) of “crossing” or “passing” the frontiers
that divide slavery from freedom or from one kind of slavery to an-
other. Slave narrative is notable for its formal frontiers as well, its
textual heterogeneity, its multiple boundaries and frames——prefa’ces
frontispieces, and authenticating documents.'? But narrative in genj
eral is, as structuralism taught us long ago, a hybrid form, patching
together different kinds of writing, different levels of discourse. It is
the form of this heterogeneity, this difference, that solicits our atten-
tion when we look at the resistances and blockages, the boundaries
we as readers must pass to get at something we call slavery.

The specific formal boundary we are concerned with here is ca-

nonical to narrative in general and crucial to slave narrative in par-

12. ““The most obvious distinguishing mark is that it is an extremely mixed
production. . . . ” (Olney, “I Was Born,” p. 151). See also Robert Burns
Stepto on slave narrative as “an eclectic narrative form,” in “I Rose and
Found My Voice: Narration, Authentication and Authorial Control in Four
Slave Narratives,” in Davis and Gates, The Slave’s Narrative, pp. 225-41,
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ticular: Gerard Genette calls it the -“fronticrj’ k')etween nar‘rautc}):;
“proper,” the unfolding of actiops in time, an_d its improper twtmt,e i
mode of description, the rendering qf a spatlallzefi scene o; SRR
affairs, often marked by a densely visual or rr}ultlsensory r et‘olrlci]
This is of course not the only frontier in narrative, nor necessar }(ftt 1 i
most important. The distinctions between d}ege51§ an;(_i 1mlmf:s1s ((i:is—
ing the story and “miming” or perfprmmg it, as in dia ogue:) or .
course and narration are at least as important and more ancient t 1a -
the description/narration distin;tion. It is, as Qenette not?s,tatln‘:;l 3_
tively recent and fragile distinction; from a strict gtructlll]ra lshsntom
point, focusing on the semiotic fabric of the text, it is really a p ad ’5
distinction, with no really clear boundary between narrative an .5
scription.'* Nevertheless, it seems to be part of Fhe pragm?u}tl: n‘i::a :
language of stories (and especially of slave narratwe?, one o tbe yrl
the seamless web of textuality is crossed by the difference betwee
temporal and spatial modes, visual and aural _codes. il ol
It will be obvious by now that the narralnonf' description distinc
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speak of memory as a medium, but the term seems
memory has been

s a specific

seem odd to : um,
appropriate in a number of senses. Since antiquity,
figured not just as a disembodied, invisible power, but a

13. Gerard Genette, “The Frontiers of Narrative,” in Figures of Ijatem.ry
Discourse, translated by Alan Sheridan (New IYo.rk: CﬁlumbxadUn}}r;rSlty
Press, 1984). See also Yale French Studies spgmal issue, Towarb aPh.lt.eorz
of Description,” 61:13 (Summer 1980), parpcularly thelessays yl nppe
Hamon and Michel Beaujour, which develop in great detail tlllc mehta ?ngua_lg
of description, the “figures of literary discourse” that describe the function

of the descriptive. ~
14, The precise moment of the historlic_al emergence offthe narre}sol:;
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certain powerful precedents such as the tradition of Qekp rasis, se é)e ool
scriptions of special objects, works of art, and visual scenes in epic. 5¢ P
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technology, a mechanism, a material and semiotic process subject to
artifice and alteration.'S More specifically, memory takes the form in
classical rhetoric of a dialectic between the same modalities (space
and time), the same sensory channels (the visual and aural), and the
same codes (image and word) that underlie the narrative/descriptive
boundary.'® That is, the classical memory technique is a way of recon-
structing temporal orders by mapping them onto spatial configura-
tions (most notably architectural structures, with various “loci” and
“topoi” or “memory places” inhabited by striking images and some-
times even words); it is also a way of mapping an oral performance,
an oration from memory, onto a visual structure. Memory, in short,
is an imagetext, a double-coded system of mental storage and retrieval
that may be used to remember any sequence of items, from stories to
set speeches to lists of quadrupeds.
Now it might be objected here that it is inappropriate to connect
the ancient memory systems of classical rhetoric with the problematics

15. The classic study here is, of course, Frances Yates, The Art of Memory
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966). See also Mary Carruthers’s
excellent study, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Cul-
ture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). Carruthers notes the
persistence of the key figures of memory (the wax tablet or writing surface,
the storage box, and the visual/pictorial impression) well beyond antiquity.
She also argues convincingly against the “current opinion that there are radi-
cal differences between ‘oral culture’ (based upon memory) and “literate cul-
ture’ (based upon writing)” (p. 16). Carruthers also corrects the impression
left by Frances Yates that “artificial memory” was an “occult” rather than
“commonplace” tradition after antiquity (p. 258). For a broad survey of
mnemic phenomena, see Edward Casey, Remembering: A Phenomenological
Study (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), and for an important
study of treatments of memory in ancient and modern philosophy (roughly,
Plato through Derrida), see David Farrell Krell, Of Memory, Reminiscence,
and Writing (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990).

16. See Frances Yates, The Art of Memory,
the ancient memory systems as “imagetexts.” The key move in Yates’s ac-
count is her noticing that the legendary inventor of the art of memory,
Simonides of Ceos, is also credited with originating the ut pictura poesis
tradition (see p. 28). David Krell discusses the comparison of the soul to an
illustrated book in Plato’s Philebus, noting that the soul contains two “art-
ists,” an “internal scribe”” and a “painter . . . who comes after the writer
and paints in the soul icons of these discourses. . . . Thus the graphics of the

soul . . . include the incising of both words and pictures. . . . ” (see Memory,
Reminiscence, and Writing, p. 46)

for a magisterial account of
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“Stories,” in the sense of a temporal sequence of events, are not
the only elements of memory that can be withdrawn from the store-
house of memory. Descriptions come out too, and they have an odd
status in relation to the visual and spatial order from which they
emerge. Description might be thought of as the moment in narration
when the technology of memory threatens to collapse into the materi-
ality of its means. Description typically “stops™ or arrests the tempo-
ral movement through the narrative; it “spreads out the narrative in
space,” according to Genette."” But the point of the spatial memory
system is orderly, reliable movement through time. Description threat-
ens the function of the system by stopping to look too closely and
too long at its parts—those “places” with their “images” in the store-
house of memory. Memory, like description, is a technique which
should be subordinate to free temporality: if memory becomes domi-
nant, we find ourselves locked in the past; if description takes over,
narrative temporality, progress toward an end, is endangered, and we
become paralyzed in the endless proliferation of descriptive detail.

That is why both description and memory are generally character-
ized as instrumental or “servant” functions in the realms of textuality
and mental life. Memory is a technology for gaining freedom of move-
ment in and mastery over the subjective temporality of consciousness
and the objective temporality of discursive performance. To lack
memory is to be a slave of time, confined to space; to have memory
is to use space as an instrument in the control of time and language.
Description is, in Gerard Genette’s words, “the ever-necessary, ever
submissive, never emancipated slave” of narrative temporality,?
Genette is not talking about “slave narrative” here, of course, but
about narrative in general, and the internal hierarchies of typical nar-
rative structures. The questions we need to answer then are decep-
tively straightforward: how do these formal or structural hierarchies
in narrative and memory engage with various forms of social hierar-
chy and domination? How do the descriptive components of narrative
and the visual/spatial technology of memory “serve” the articulation
of the “servant voice”? What happens when the “servitude of descrip-

ology, and biochemistry, as well as data-processing and information technol-
0gy, the selfsame model perdures—even if the wax has given way to magnetic
tape or the floppy disc” (Memory, Reminiscence, and Writing, P 5);

19. Gerard Genette, “The Frontiers of Narrative,” chapter 7 of Figures
of Literary Discourse, translated by Alan Sheridan (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1982), pp. 12743,

20, Ibid., p. 134,
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3-25. ) —
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account of the invention of artificial memory in De
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payment and tells Simonides to collect the other half from the gods,

Simonides is then called from the banquet hall by a servant who tells

him that two young men want to see him outside. While he is outside,
the banquet hall

collapses, crushing Scopas and all his guests, leavin
their bodies disfigured and unrecognizable to all but Simonides, who
is able to identify the bodies because he has been using the architee~
tural places in the hall as a memory system for his own recitation,
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transformed into a charnel house; the memory of words gives way to
the re-membering of dismembered bodies. :
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tion of human personhood and individuality to the status,
of mere instrumentality and servitude, but to commodity,
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Civil War was a disaster for the literary market in slave narrative,
“Essentially,” say Davis and Gates, “the slave narrative proper could

24. Recounted in Yates, The Art of Memory, chapter 1.
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‘it was a severe cross and I took it up reluctantly.
The truth was, [ felt myself a slave, and the idea of speaking to white people

weighed me down. 1 spoke but a few moments, when I felt a degree of
freedom™ (Narrative, p. 119)
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tery” of the mind or will, but the unruliness of imagination and sensa-
tion. They don't show a freely moving temporal subjectivity, but a
compulsive tendency to return to scenes of traumatic experience, often
characterized by a “visionary dreariness” and impoverishment and
invested with a nameless, exorbitant guilt. The mature poet may claim
1o have “mastered” the sensuous child he once was, but the Child
sill asserts itself as Father to the man, an image of lost power and
freedom that recedes in the face of a future of declining power and
imaginative poverty. Wordsworth’s “mastery,” in short, is the ambiv-
alence of the bourgeois “‘sovereign subject,” a rather more modest
role than his unqualified egotism might like to claim. Wordsworth’s
narrative progress through the time-space structure of his memory
system is as much an account of a man flying from something he
dreads as seeking something he loves.

If The Prelude exemplifies the ambivalent conjunction of narra-
tive, memory, and subjection characteristic of male “poetic sensibil-
ity” in the early nineteenth century, Charlotte Bront€’s Jane Eyre
provides a corresponding type of the poetical female. For Jane, how-
ever, the sublime egotism of The Prelude (and its accompanying am-
bivalence about the self as “master” or “slave”) is not so readily
available. Jane Eyre seems designed to affirm both the thematized
social position of servitude (the governess’s progress from orphaned
social outcast to security as wife and mother) and the formal servitude
of description of visual space, the renunciation of narrated actions in
time. This feature is announced in the first sentence of the novel, a
negative declaration that “There was no possibility of taking a walk
that day,” followed almost immediately by an affirmation of this neg-
ativity: “I was glad of it.”*" I don’t mean, of course, that Jane Eyre
has no action or temporality, only that the narration of action is
subordinated to and organized by the description of—indeed the fix-
ation on—spatial settings. The narrator of Jane Eyre doesn’t even
have the illusion of Wordsworthian freedom to roam “at will”” over
space and time, picking places and actions in accordance with the
requirements of a liberation narrative. Her telling is strictly confined
to a sequence of places that are also to be understood as times. In
each of these place-times (Gateshead Hall, Lowood School, Thorn-
field, Marsh End, Ferndean) the circumscribing of point of view mir-
rors the immuring of the heroine. These “spots of time” are more like
prisons. When Jane surveys an infinite Wordsworthian prospect from

30. Charlotte Bronté, Jane Eyre (1847; Hammondsworth: Penguin Books,
1966), p. 39; further page references will be cited in the text.
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her window (“there was the garden; there were the skirts of Lowoody
there was the hilly horizon™) and longs for the “liberty” it suggests,
her immediate reaction is to abandon her petition in favor of a prayel
for “a new servitude” (p. 117). Within each of these memory places,
the narrative emphasizes Jane’s role as a seeing subject, a sharp-eyed
observer and visionary painter, and the passages between these places
are regularly occluded by episodes of relatively unstable vision and
uncertain narrative representation. The transition from Gateshead to
Lowood occurs in a dreamy night-journey; the move from Lowood
to Thornfield is presented as the unrepresented gap between the acts
of a play; the flight from Thornfield to Marsh End is told by a narrator:
lost in a storm.
In both The Prelude and Jane Eyre, then, the role of memory
and the technology of memory as a composite image-text system is
ostensibly constructive and positive. Memory, like description, is the
servant of the narrative and of the narrator’s identity. The spots of
time and place-times allow the narrator’s life to be re-traced, re-
membered, and re-experienced in a mutual interchange with the
reader. Wordsworth’s addressed “friend” becomes a “we” who goes
back with him to the origins of his own consciousness, a collaborator
in the process of turning Wordsworth’s private memory places into
public commonplaces that will be a shareable patrimony, the renewed
national identity of an “English soul.” Jane Eyre’s reader is, like Roch-
ester, in the paradoxical position of mastery and subservience, “led
by the hand” (in Virginia Woolf’s phrase) and forced to see what Jane
sees. Jane “serves” as our eyes; like Hegel’s master, the reader be-
comes a dependent overseer. Like Wordsworth, she publicizes her
memory, not so much to establish a utopian public sphere of English
“nature,” but to stabilize a sphere of feminine privacy in which a
certain limited and therapeutic freedom may be exercised.

But memory, as Borges loves to remind us, may be a mixed bless-
ing, and not merely “mixed” in the manner of the stabilized ambiva-
lence narrated by Wordsworth and Bronté, What if memory took us
back to that blankness before memory conjured with by Frederick
Douglass? What if the materials of memory are overwhelming, so
traumatic that the remembering of them threatens identity rather than
reconstituting it? What if identity had to be constituted out of a strate-
gic amnesia, a selective remembering, and thus a selective dis(
bering of experience? What if the technology of memory,
ite visual-verbal architecture of the memory palace becom
house? What if recollection led us back, not to a stabiliz
private sphere, but into what Hortense Spillers calls

re)mem-
the compos-
es a haunted
ed public or
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31. Spillers, “Changing the Letter,” p. 29.

32. Cp. the effacement of visual memory in Art Spiegelman’s Maus, dis-
cussed in chapter 3 of this volume.
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upon intensely vivid visual descriptions of memorable scenes, what
Sethe calls her “rememories’™:

Some things you forget. Other things you never do. . . . Places, places
are still there. If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place—the
picture of it—stays, and not just in my rememory, but out there, in the
world. What I remember is a picture floating out there outside my head.

These pictures, Sethe insists, are not private or subjective. They
are not mere ‘‘memoties,” but “rememories,” a term that suggests a
memory that contains its own independent mechanism of retrieval, as
if memory could remember itself. Even if Sethe dies “the picture of
what 1 did, or knew, or saw is still out there” (p. 36). One thing that
gives rememories endurance and objectivity is, of course, the very act
of telling about them, which has the potential to produce a re-
experiencing of the original event, a “‘passing on” of the rememory.
When Beloved tells her memories to Denver, her sister “began to see
what she was saying and not just to hear it” (p. 77)-

But the narrative voice of Morrison’s novel repeatedly suggests
that her purpose is not just the traditional fictional aim of “making
us see” these events in vivid detail; nor is it the traditional historical
aim (as articulated by Collingwood) of constructing “a picture, a o~
herent whole,” and filling in the gaps, penetrating the “yeil” that pain,
propriety, and national amnesia have placed over the unspeakable
experience of American slavery. Morrison’s story aims to make the
very process of “‘passing on” the story and its rememories a prob-
lem—the very subject of the story—in itself. The narrator concludes

the final chapter by repeating three times, “It was not a story to
pass on,” an ambiguous refrain that suggests both the imperative to
remember and to forget. Does *“passing on’’ emphasize the “passing,”
implying that it is not a story that one can avoid, a story one cannot
“take a pass on”? Is the story actually a blockage or impossible border
that prevents the teller or hearer from “passing” from negritude and
slavery to freedom?® Or is “passing on” a story to “telling” or “‘re-

35. Mae Henderson also notes this ambiguity and is worried about the
implications of the most obvious, literal reading of “not a story to pass on”:
“Must Mortison’s story, along with Sethe’s past, be put behind? . . . Clearly
such an injunction would threaten to contradict the motive and sense of the
entire novel,” which is, in Henderson’s view, the reconstruction of “public
history” (“Re-Membering the Body,” p. 83). As will become evident below,
I think Morrison intends the negative meaning and is affirming the need, not
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counting™ it, something like the difference between handing over a
story as something like a material object, a gift, legacy, commodity,
and simply “reporting” a series of events as a way of getting rid of

them. This difference is much like the division between descriptive
fixation on visual remembering and re-experiencing and the forms of

narrative that aim at a temporal “passing” through a sequence of
events, passing beyond them with an account that puts the story, as
we say, “behind us,” or even “before us,” as a story to be read and
reread. Genette admits that the narration/description ““frontier” may
be nothing but a late development in the history of narrative struc-
tures; perhaps it is a modern formation connected with secular autobi-
ography, the narrative form in which subjective memory and privacy
establish their ““classic” relation to the public sphere.*® The narrative/
descriptive boundary may be nothing more than a phantom differ-
ence, an ideologeme imposed on the seamless web of language and
narration. That does not keep it from impinging on actual practices
of storytelling and reception. The difference between vision and voice,
the narrator as seeing and speaking subject, between “passing on”
and “telling” a story, haunts the practice of storytelling the way ghosts
haunt the living memory.

The descriptive passages of The Prelude are haunted by “mighty
forms™ that veil a guilt about an abandoned child and childhood

for a “national amnesia,” burt for a related kind of forgetting we might call
“national mourning.” Clearly the vivid re-membering of such pictures as
Sethe’s flayed back is not produced in order to be forgotten (see Frances
Yates, The Art of Memory, chapter 1, on the technique of disfiguring the
imagines agentes, the figures located in memory places, by splashing red paint
on them to make them more vivid and memorable). The disfigured bodies
are re-membered, as Simonides’ rask reminds us, in order to be identified and
given a proper reburial, a public ceremony of commemoration. The alterna-
tive to this twofold project of disinternment and reburial is the haunting of
national memory by the unquiet dead, the ghosts of slaves whose experiences
and memories are not to be passed on. Beloved is utopian and comic in its
faith that this nation might be able to make the transition from haunting to
mourning, from amnesia to public commemoration.

36. I'm using the concept of the “classic public sphere” here in Jurgen
Habermas sense, as a formation associated with the rise of bourgeois social
structures in the cighteenth century. See The Structural Transformation of
the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society (Cam-
bridge: MIT Press, 1989) and the remarks on *“Pictures and the Public Sphere”
that introduce Part V of this volume,
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to this essay:

ied, anonymous voice/inscription that cannot be located except by |
kind of proximity to Sethe, Denver, Paul D., Beloved, and most gene
ally to the places in which most of the story transpires and is reco
lected. Beloved’s narrator is the ghost of the “sites,” the textual pla
times or pictorial rememories that she haunts relentlessly. The cen
place-time of Beloved, the memory palace that structures its narrati
is a haunted house, 124 Bluestone Road in Cincinnati, Ohio, the pla;
in which all the other place-times of the story (the landscape settin
of “The Clearing”; the slave pastoral of “Sweet Home,” the hells o
the Georgia prison camp and the Middle Passage) may be reas
sembled.
The centrality of this house is stressed from the opening sentence
of the novel: “124 was spiteful. Full of a baby’s venom. The women
in the house knew it and so did the children.” The first “character”
to be introduced in the narrative is the house, but it is not even named
as a house (though it is given an emotion of its own). Only a number
designates the house, a number which (as we learn by the end of the
first paragraph) “it didn’t have . . . then, because Cincinnati didn’t
stretch that far.” The narrative begins, in other words, with a simulta-
neous immersion in and distancing from the histoire it recounts:
“spiteful” designates the condition of the house from 1855 to 1873,
the period when it was haunted by an invisible baby ghost who shat-
ters mirrors and leaves handprints on the cake. But “124” designates
the house at a much later period, when Cincinnati has extended its
suburbs, when the story has passed on into legend and finally into
forgetfulness and laughter.?” The opening sentence is thus anachronis-
tic, temporally impossible. “124” never was spiteful; “the gray and
white house on Bluestone Road” was spiteful. The contradiction is
between an “account” or “‘recounting” from a historical distance
(when “124” has a meaning) and describing, remembering, placing,
and seeing the colors and location on a specific road itself named for
local colors like “bluestone.”
The insistence on producing this chronologically impossible sen-
tence is the opening move in a narrative of “disrememberment.” It
shows us how to tell a story that is not a story to pass on. Morrison
also shows us what it would mean not to be able to disremember, to
be overwhelmed by the remembering and re-experiencing of slavery,

the

ed into the told story that lay before ‘:ﬁr ey:;s door; i
indow. There was only ©
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back. (p- 29)

39. Hortense Spillers’s conjunction of history and farce, “yokes™ (of slav-
ery) and “‘jokes,” in her comparison of Harriet Beecher Stowe and Ishmael
Reed is apposite here. See “Changing the Letter.”
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he problem of the text in the picture might look, at first

glance, like a mirror-image of the picture in the text. Like

texts, pictures disclose a certain wariness toward their

semiotic “others.” The text is an intrusion on the image,
even (as Magritte and Foucault suggest) a negation or interdic-
tion. The wall labels in museums take more of the spectators’
time than the images. They are a substitute for seeing, replacing
the material, visual presence of the picture with labels, anecdotes,
and the reassurance of the famous-artist brand name: “Ah! A
Courbet!”

Texts present, in general, a greater threat to concepts of the
“integrity” or “purity” of images than vice versa. For one thing,
they unavoidably and literally impose themselves within and
around the pictorial object, on the walls, outside, inside, and on
the frame, even “in the air”” through which the object is seen and
discourse about it is conducted. The images in texts, by contrast,
are generally regarded as immaterial, figurative, and dispensable:
ekphrasis is a minor genre, and description is merely “ancillary”
to narrative. When the text is conjoined with literal and material
visual forms (in writing or interpolated illustrations) it is remark-
able how many ready-made strategies are available to dismiss or
bracket these as merely supplementary, inessential features. Is it
too obvious and trivial to point out that the interpretation of
images is, for the most part, conducted in various forms of verbal
discourse, while the interpretation of texts is not generally con-

ducted by means of pictures? Of course, one can say that a paint-




ing or photograph “interprets” a text, but one would be using
the word interpretation in a very loose sense (such as, a “creative”
interpretation) quite distinct from its institutional, professional,
and disciplinary meaning,.

This point becomes even clearer if one contrasts the position
of the imagetext in the disciplines of art history and literary study.
Art history, for all its insistence on the irreducible visuality of its
objects, is mainly devoted to inserting those objects into various
explanatory and interpretive discourses; that is why the arrival of
semiotics and literary theory in art history, though it occasioned
some grumbling, has been mainly greeted as a liberating event.
Literary studies, by contrast, have not exactly been transformed
by the new discoveries in the study of visual culture. The notion
of an “iconology of the text,” of a thorough rereading or re-
viewing of texts in the light of visual culture is still only a hypo-
thetical possibility, though the emergence of studies in film, mass
culture, and of larger ambitions within art history make it seem
more and more unavoidable.

The suturing of the imagetext, then, is not a symmetrical or
invariant relationship, but depends upon the institutional context
of the medium in which it appears. In the following group of
essays, | explore the imagetext dialectic in three institutions of
visual representation: (1) painting (particularly modernist ab-
stract painting) and its reaction against “literary pictorialism”
as summarized in the ut pictura poesis tradition; (2) sculpture
(particularly postmodern minimalist sculpture) whose physical

materiality and worldly presentness forces the problem of “word
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Ul PICTURA THEORN:
ABSTRACT PAINTING AND [ANGUAGE

When the purist insists upon excluding “literature’ and subject matter
from plastic art, now and in the future, the most we can charge him
with is an unhistorical attitude.

—~Clement Greenberg, “Towards a Newer Laocoon™ (1940)

Ten years ago one heard on all sides that abstract art was dead.
—Alfred Barr, Cubism and Abstract Art (1936)

his may be an especially favorable moment in intellectual his-
tory to come to some understanding of notions like “abstrac-
tion” and “the abstract,” if only because these terms seem so
clearly obsolete, even antiquated, at the present time.! The obso-
lescence of abstraction is exemplified most vividly by its centrality in
a period of cultural history that is widely perceived as being just
behind us, the period of modernism, ranging roughly from the begin-
ning of the twentieth century to the aftermath of the Second World
War.? Abstract art is now a familiar feature of our cultural landscape;

1. A version of this essay was written as the keynote address for the
University of Michigan Colloquium on “The Abstract” in 1987. I'm grateful
for the stimulating responses of Rudolph Arnheim and Julie Ellison on that
occasion,

2. I define modernism and “‘the age of abstraction” here in familiar art-
historical terms, as a period extending from Kandinsky and Malevich to (say)
Jasper Johns and Morris Louis. There are other views of this matter which
would trace modernism back to the emergence of an avant-garde in the 1840s
(T. J. Clark), or to romanticism (Stanley Cavell), or even to the eighteenth
century (Robert Rosenblum, Michael Fried). My claim would be that “the
Abstract” as such only becomes a definitive slogan for modernism with the
emergence of abstract painting around 1900.
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this repression was successful and what it meant. A capsule version
of one such narrative appears in the opening paragraph of an essay
by Rosalind Krauss entitled #E@nids

In the early part of this century there began to appear, first in France
and then in Russia and in Holland, a structure that has remained em-
blematic of the modernist ambition within the visual arts ever since.
Surfacing in pre-War cubist painting and subsequently becoming ever
more stringent and manifest, the grid announces, among other things,
modern art’s will to silence, its hostility to literature, to narrative, to
discourse. As such, the grid has done its job with striking efficiency.
The barrier it has lowered between the arts of vision and those of
language has been almost totally successful in walling the visual arts
into a realm of exclusive visuality and defending them against the intru-

sion of speech.*

The basic point of this passage seems clear enough, but there is some-
thing curiously at odds with this point in the rhetorical figures that
Krauss employs. It seems a bit strange, for instance, to describe this
image of hostility to language as an “emblematic” structure, since
emblems, along with hieroglyphs, pictograms, and symbols, are the
kinds of pictures that are traditionally regarded as being most contam-
inated by language; an emblem, in fact, is technically a composite
visual-verbal form, an allegorical image accompanied by a textual
gloss. And it seems almost wilfully paradoxical to personify this anti-
linguistic grid with its “will to silence” as someone who ‘““announces”
things. If this grid has been so successful at placing a barrier between
the arts of vision and language, one wonders how it could have the
eloquence Krauss ascribes to it.

Whatever criticism we might make of Krauss’s rhetoric, we cer-
tainly could not charge her with presenting an eccentric or unprece-
dented account of the history of abstract art. One might even call this
an entirely orthodox version of the story, one that has been retold in
many ways over the last ninety years, usually under the rubric of
abstractions like “opticality” and “purity.” The abstract artist, as

4. Rosalind Krauss, “Grids,” in The Originality of the Avant Garde and
Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985), p. 9; further
page references will be cited in the text.

5. Krauss herself has been, it should be noted, a resolute critic of the
orthodoxy of “‘optical purity” in more recent writings. See her essay, “Anti-
Vision,” October, no. 36 (Spring 1986), and The Optical Unconscious (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993).
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Clement Greenberg put it, is a “purist” who “msists upon excluding
‘literature’ and subject matter from plastic art,™ Although the elim
nation of subject matter—the represented objects of traditional paint
ing—is the more famous and obvious gesture of abstract art, the trul,
fundamental problem, in Greenberg’s view, was the inevitable literars
associations these objects carried: “It was not realistic imitation
tself that did the damage so much as realistic illusion in the service
of . .. literature,””

The project of abstract painting (as understood by some of its
principal advocates) is only secondarily an overcoming of representa
tion or illusion; the primary aim is the erection of a wall between the
arts of vision and those of language. Sometimes this project eXpresses
itself more generally as an atrack on the “confusion of the arrs,”
the blurring of the boundaries between painting and other media. In
Michael Fried’s highly influential accounts of abstract painting, this
confuston is called “theatricality,” a term which evokes the necessary
mixture of visual/verbal codes in theatrical presentation and desig-
nates a notion of art as a performative or persuasive act directed
toward and conscious of a beholder.® Fried opens his classic essay,
“Art and Objecthood” (1967), by suggesting that anti- or postmod-
ernist art (what Fried calls “Literalist” art) achieves this theatrical
orientation by recourse to language: “It seeks to declare and oceupy
a position—one which can be formulated in words, and in fact has
been formulated by some of jts leading practitioners . . . this distin-
guishes it from modernist painting and sculpture” (p. 438). We should
note here the subtle equivocation in Fried’s claim, The formularion
of the Literalist position “in words” and that this position has been
formulated “by some of its leading practitioners™ {not by critics) are

6. Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism, 2 vols., edited
by John O’Brian (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 19863, 1:23. All subse-

quent quotations will be from this edition, cited in the text by volume and
page number. :

7. Greenberg qualifies this by specifying “sentimental and declamatory®
literature as the offender bur then qualifies his qualification by saying that all
of “Western and Graeco-Roman art” shows that these offensive literary val-
ues go “hand in hand” with “realistic illusion” (Greenberg, “Towards a
Newer Laocoon™ [1940], L.27).

8. See especially Michael Fried’s “Art and Objecthood,” ArtForum ( June
1967), reprinted in Aesthetics: A Critical Anthology, edired by George Dickie
and Richard Sclafani (New York: St Martin’s, 1977), pp. 438—60; further
page references will be cited in the rext. SR
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iy P LR
i in Fried’s criticism analogous to the “literary
9. The “Jiteral” plays a role in Fricd’s criti g

in Greenberg. - ~
10. Craig Owens, “Earthwords,” October, no. 10 {Fall 1979): 126-27.

il. See Jonathan Borofsky, catalog of the shgw at the'Phﬂaﬁegfgéz)M;:
seum lof Art, compiled by Mark Rosenthal and Richard Marsha R

62: Green Space Painting with Chattering Man.
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have small loudspeakers planted in their mouths and motorized pul-
leys moving their metal jaws. As the jaw swings up and down, we
hear the recorded voice monotonously droning the words “chatter,
chatter; chatter, chatter,” as if the figure were one of those gallery-
poers who feels compelled to talk endlessly about every painting in
the exhibition. It’s hard to imagine a funnier travesty of what Krauss
calls “modern art’s will to silence,” its “defence against the intrusion
of speech.” All the taboos against “confusion of the arts” in the name
of the aesthetic purity of the medium are violated by this grafting of
sculpture, painting, and voice in a theatrical, almost fun-house setting.

What makes this particular installation especially provocative,
however, is not just its violation of modernist taboos, but its sugges-
tion that those taboos were never successfully enforced, that the silent
temple of pure abstraction was always a place where a lot of prefabri-
cated people with talking heads gathered to repeat a litany of pre-
e recorded utterances. Borofsky gives us a kind of three-dimensional
o X T : animated cartoon of the space of artistic exhibition as a place where
i | AR ' people come to talk about and even “to” the paintings. This image is
[ strikingly at odds with Rosalind Krauss’s account of the “grid” of
abstraction as an almost “totally successful” suppression of language.
Borofsky may be suggesting that, in point of fact, the reverse was
true, that the fewer verbal promptings provided by the painter in the
form of titles, narrative clues, or subject matter, the more demand for
the spectator to fill the void with language. Not that this suggestion
is original with Borofsky (or with me).'? Early in the seventies the
journalist Tom Wolfe, in a hilariously vulgar and philistine put-down
of modern art, made his own “break-through” in comprehending the
pure visuality of abstraction:

All these years 1, like so many others, had stood in front of a thousand,
two thousand, God-knows how many thousand Pollocks, de Koonings,
Newmans, Nolands, Rothkos, Rauschenbergs, Judds, Johnses, Olitskis,
Louises . . . now squinting, now popping the eye sockets open, now
drawing back, now moving closer . . . waiting for something to radiate
directly from the paintings on these invariably pure white walls . . .
into my own optic chiasma. All these years . . . I had assumed that in
art, if nowhere else, seeing is believing. Now at last . . . I could see. 1

12. Harold Rosenberg notes also that “the place of literature has been
: taken by the rhetoric of abstract concepts,” but he regards this as a mainly
31. Jonathan Borofsky, photograph (by Geoltoty e negative development. See The De-definition of Art (New York: Macmillan,

ist'-‘ele);:o.izace Il’:zmtmg with Chattering Man a¢ 2,841,789 19;;; m“a“atf"n entitled 1972), p. 56.
8raph courtesy of the Payla Cooper Gallery Ne-w o -kCOHecnon of the art-
) ork.
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had gotten it b: :
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13. Tom Wolfe, The Painted W
: 4 ord (New York: 4
p- 6; further page references will be cited in the toe[;ct M ok
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as from literary criticism, linguistics, the natural and social sciences,
psychology, history, political thought, and religion. Sometimes this
sort of writing is called “intellectual prose™ or simply “criticism,” and
it is characterized, generally, by a refusal of disciplinary identity—it
is rarely just history or science or moral philosophy, but a synthetic
discourse that ranges over several specialized idioms.

A good way to see how this sort of prose comes to be focused on
the problems of abstract painting is to ask oneself what sorts of things
Clement Greenberg, the most important American apologist for ab-
straction, had to know in order to write the sort of criticism he wrote.
The answer is: a fair amount of art history, the fundamentals of
Kantian aesthetics, a sense of Marxist historical and critical catego-
ries, mediated mainly through Trotsky, experience as a painter and
friend of painters, four languages, some practical experience in busi-
ness and government bureaucracy, an acquaintance with European
politics, and membership in the group of intellectuals writing for Par-
tisan Review around World War 1I. Other writers on abstract art
bring other areas of expertise: Rudolf Arnheim brings a great deal of
Kant and a wealth of experimental evidence from studies of visual
perception in gestalt psychology; Michael Fried brings a phenomeno-
logical perspective Jeavened by the tradition of Anglo-American phi-
losophy mediated through Stanley Cavell; Rosalind Krauss unites a
firsthand acquaintance with the art world with a combination of
structuralism, deconstruction, and a Foucauldian approach to history.
The other thing all these writers share is that they write well, or
persuasively, or in a style which enables discussion of abstract paint-
ings, often by providing a set of formulas, a language game that can

be carried on. Their effect is to make the apparent “wall” or “grid”
between abstract art and language seem more like a screen door
through which the winds of theoretical discourse blow freely. These
“winds” may include a fair amount of hot air, as Jonathan Borofsky
suggests. There is no necessary connection between good theory and
good painting (Leo Steinberg complains, for instance, that Jasper
Johns is a very good painter but a very bad theorist).'* There is,
however, a necessary connection between the meaning of abstract
painting and the theoretical discourse around it.

A predictable objection to my claim here is that this discourse
arises only after the fact of artistic creation; it may provide an expla-

14. Leo Steinberg, Other Criteria (London: Oxford University Press,
1972), p. 52: “I think he [Johns] fails, not as a painter, but as a theorist.”

Michael Fried would perhaps express just the opposite judgment.
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nation of a painting or a movement, but it is not constitutive of and

prior to painting the way traditional literary and historical narratives
were. Ut pictura poesis meant an art of mutual imitation and collabo-
ration between two “sister arts,” both dwelling in the realm of the
aesthetic; ut pictura theoria is an unequal relationship of mere conve-
nience, between the master-work of abstract painting and the humble
servant of critical prose. There are two sorts of answers to this objec-
tion. The first is simply the empirical fact that, for many modern
artists, theory has been a constitutive pre-text for their work.!
Cézanne believed that “all things, particularly in art, are theory devel-
oped and applied in contact with nature,”16 An even more comprehen-
sive and ambitious claim for a tradition of ut pictura theoria has
recently been articulated by Robert Morris, a sculptor and painter
whose career spans the major American art movements from late
modernism to the present.!” Morris argues that the evolution of mod-
ern art may be mapped as a progressi
abstraction (Kandinsky, Malevi

ch, Mondrian) builds principally on
the theoretical manifestos writte

n by the artists’ themselves, and based
on their readings of nineteenth-century idealist philosophy; American

abstract expressionism tends to rely more on critics like Clement
Greenberg, a division of labor between the silent artist and his critical
spokesman;'® with minimalism and postmodernism, Morris argues,
the textual accompaniments to visual art are once again being pro-
duced by the artists’ themselves, and the theoretical resources of these
texts are to be found in structuralism and deconstruction.

But this answer is still open to the objection that this language is
somehow all “outside” the paintings themselves, no matter who pro-
duces it or when. It still does not seem visible or “coded” in the works

15. Indeed, the notion of “painting theory”
tion, as the examples of Turner, Blake, and H
“Metamorphoses of the Vortex,”
Wendorf (Minneapolis: University

precedes modernist abstrac-
ogarth show. See my essay,
in Articulate Images, edited by Richard
of Minnesota Press, 1983), pp. 125-68,

16. Paul Cézanne, “Letter to Charles Camoin,” 22 February 1903, re-

printed in Theories of Modern Art, edited by Herschel B. Chipp (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1968), p. 18.

17. Robert Morris, “Words and Images in Recent Art,”
15:2 (Winter 1989): 337—47.

18. See Ann Gibson, “Abstract Expressionism’s Evasion of Language,”
Art Journal 47:3 (Fall 1988): 208—14, for ample documentation of the resis-
tance to verbalization by American painters and sculptors in the forties and
fifties.
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32. Kasimir Malevich,
Painterly Realism. Boy
with Knapsack—Coloy
Masses in the Fourth Dj-
mension ( 1915). For-
merly titled Suprematist
Composition: Red
Square and Black Square.
Oil on canvas, 28 x
17%". The Museum of
Modern Art, New York.
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Quoted in Krauss, Reading Jackson Pollock Abstractly,”
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pages just trying to explain this one painting.”*' My son looked at
me in disbelief: *“Well I could say everything there is to say abour it
in one sentence.”” “Oh?" I said. “And what is that one sentence?”” He
scarcely hesitated: “There is a small tilted red square below a larger
black square.”

It didn’t take too much prodding on my part to get my son to
admit that he hadn’t quite said everything there is to say about the
painting in this one sentence (he said nothing about the white back-
ground, for instance, or the fact that “below™ is not quite exact
enough). But this answer stuck with me for several reasons. First, it
does seem to me that there is a real truth in thinking of this as a
“one-sentence” painting, in the way a geometrical figure may illustrate
a single algebraic proposition, or a haiku may attempt to capture a
scenic image. Second, I was glad to see that my son seemed intuitively
to grasp a crucial feature of the language game of abstract art: he
didn’t say it was a “picture of a red and black square,” or a represen-
tation of these figures. He saw it as a direct presentation of the figures:
“there is a small tilted red square below a larger black square.” Third,
| felt gratified that he shared my sense that the “hero” of this painting,
the protagonist of its one-sentence narrative, is the tilted red square.
I’'m not sure I’d want to claim that this is an objective “fact” about
the painting’s meaning, a message that is unequivocally coded in its
composition; there must be viewers who identify with the black
square. But I can at least testify that it is a social fact about the
perception of the painting, verified in numerous other conversations.
Even more interesting, | would suggest, are the little scenes like this
one that are played out repeatedly in front of abstract paintings, in
which a believer or connoisseur (or somebody who has taken Art
101) tries to explain one of these objects to a nonbeliever.

This sort of social fact is, | would suggest, a primary piece of data
that tends to be repressed by abstract art’s ideology of silent medita-
tion, its tendency to project a solitary, sensitive spectator vibrating to
the ineffable tunes of the Hegelian