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PREFACE FOR THE AAA-EDITION

In the popular imagination, an archive is a refuge for forgotten objects awaiting revival.
Itis a place of dust and sleep, where committed historians hunt for hidden treasures. An
archive such as the AAA-series of Amsterdam University Press transforms that image.
Here, no dust, no forgetting. The books prepared to reemerge through this archive are
not so much forgotten, but threatened with extinction while there is still a need for
their availability. This archive is not even a place, but a state: a state of readiness. In the
case of Reading Rembrandt this modified sense of the archive seems appropriate. The book
has not been reprinted after its second edition in 1994, yet it continues a life on Xerox-
ed.

When I wrote this book I had no idea it would be such a scandal piece; a stumbling
block for an entire discipline, for some, and a breath of fresh air for others. While one
reviewer wrote that everyone ‘must read this book’, another warned against its danger.
Both responses, and many in their wake, seemed a bit over the top. In fact, Reading Rem-
brandt was written in a much more modest spirit. I had become intrigued by relations
between texts and the images allegedly made ‘after’ them. A strong example would be
biblical images, seen as illustrations, more or less adequate but never fully ‘true’ to the
complexities of the texts. Rembrandt’s work exemplifies cases of the opposite. Some-
times, the images, in their visual complexity, told me things about the text that, as a
committed reader, I had not quite grasped. Rembrandt as a biblical scholar? This was
the small revelation that got me going. I think the relationship between textual and
visual ‘discourse’ has not been understood in all its subtleties, even today. As the subti-
tle intimates, I hope to look at Rembrandt’s images outside of, or beyond, the opposi-
tion that inevitably establishes hierarchical inequality between the media.

The continued relevance of this book concerns primarily the way we can ‘read’, or
understand images. The word ‘reading’ in the book’s title indicates the emancipation of
the image from its subordinate role of illustration, not its appropriation by linguistic
imperialism. What the book attempts to map are ways of making visual meaning on the
basis of our engagement with what we see when we stop to look at an image with more
than fleeting attention. In addition to the historical study of origin and making, I
believe that images ‘live’ within a social, cultural context, and speak to us in ways that
are different from, but as important as, the way literary texts continue to engage us. The
methodology of historical approaches is not exclusively nor fully equipped to analyze
this aspect of meaning making in the present.

Another aspects of the book concerned the ‘aliveness,” the ongoing vitality of the
work left to us by that artist called ‘Rembrandt.” The quotation marks indicate Rem-
brandt’s acutely felt presence in the contemporary world, not a historical or archaeo-
logical leftover from the past. This approach entailed undermining the boundary
between ‘high’ art and other visual expressions. ‘Rembrandt’ is the name, the title, for
the significance of ‘high art’ for ‘popular culture’. It exemplifies the importance in the
present of things made in the past - and how the present continuously modifies its

meaning.



In that present, many things in the social sphere are different from the seventeenth
century. The relationships between citizen and church, to name but one example, has
changed profoundly, and so have the relations between the sexes, between masters and
servants, the meaning of ‘child’ and ‘adult’, and even, in terms of life expectancy, the
meaning of ‘life’ itself. Yet, I argue that these images speak to these issues in terms of
today’s world. They inspire reflection, intellectual or affective engagement, even the
transformation of contemporary ideas. The cultural text called ‘Rembrandt’, then, is
alive, and kicking.

This aspect of the book has been misconstrued as a-historicism. This book is, to the
contrary, deeply historical, but the history it performs is that of the late twentieth cen-
tury. Its claim, in other words, is that the participation of the contemporary viewer in
the construction of the meaning of age-old images is relevant for a sense of history as,
simply put, change over time. It was this aspect that was most misunderstood. As a result,
I devoted a later book entirely and explicitly to this question: Quoting Caravaggio can be
seen as the product of the criticism brought to bear on Reading Rembrandt.

One issue that came up during my investigations of the images was the interest in,
and what seemed identification with, women in social interactions. This gave the book
a distinct feminist flavor, which had doubtlessly emerged, not from Rembrandt ‘him-
self - his alleged intentions - but from ‘Rembrandt’, the body of images floating
around in the world today. I was not alone working in feminist art history, and many of
the positive echoes I am still receiving in response to the book come from feminists who
feel empowered by the book’s methodological rigor and depth.

Providing an opening in a confining disciplinary orthodoxy is perhaps the book’s
most enduring accomplishment. If one feels limited by a decades-old methodology of
iconography and connoisseurship, how can one draw on other principles of academic
standards? In this domain, Reading Rembrandt has not yet exhausted its relevance. It is for-
tunate that the number of art historians with more open-ended curiosities has
increased dramatically since the book first appeared. What this book harbors is not an
anything-goes indifference to method but, on the contrary, a keen awareness that open-
ing boundaries is only possible if unquestioned dogmas can be persuaded by rigorous
alternatives.

Finally, the historical moment of today, after the ‘pictorial turn’ of which this book
has been an active element in the 1990s, matters. Within and outside the university,
people have noticed the increased cultural importance and presence of visual imagery.
Some lament this, other applaud it; but nothing can undo it. This change has called for
sophisticated methodologies to understand the power of images and their contribution
to the formation of ideas. My guess is that today, the need for examples of methodolog-
ical reflection on what it means to ‘read’ an image - to understand what it has to say, and
do, on its own, visual terms - has increased along with the presence of visual expres-
sions.

All these reasons together seem to justify the placement, if that is the right word, of
this book in the archive called AAA. I am, of course, grateful to Amsterdam University

Press and its director Saskia de Vries, for this opportunity to revive the book. I am also



grateful for the possibility to accommodate the interest it has never ceased to generate.
It is gratifying to see happen on a small scale to my book what that book argued to hap-
pen to all things made in the past. Publishing this book in the AAA series, then, is an
instance of what I like to call, with a wink, a ‘preposterous history’. It is my hope that
some readers, knowing my later work, will now read this book with a retrospective spir-
it, acknowledging that some of the criticisms brought against it were based on mis-
readings, while other criticisms still remain to be articulated. I look forward to see my

thoughts of old challenged again, from within today’s cultural and academic situation.

Mieke Bal

January 2006
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literary and viseal analysis, and examines “Rembrandd™ s complex han-
diing of gender and the representanon of women in “Rembrande™ s
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Although Reading ' Rentbrandt™ s methods originate outside the history
of art, this book demonserates the author’s sensiti
of “Rembrandt™’s work. Through the analyses, the works by “Rem-
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PREFACE

We can never nderstand 1 picture unless we grasp
the wavs i which it shows what vannot be seen.
(W17 Machell, henalogp, 1u83:39)

The world is all-seeing. buc it is noc exhibitionistic,
it docs not proveke onr gaze. When it begins to
provake it the fecling of strangeness beging oo,
acques Lacan. The Four Fundamental . Coneepts,
19707

As g rosult both of their oppression, their specular-
tzation and their forced confrontation with cheir own
lack, Fassbinder's male characters acquire che capacity
1 become samething other than what the male sub-
Jeet has classically been — o slip out from ander the
phallic sign, awav from the paternal functon. (Kaja
Silverman, “Fassbhinder and Lacan,” 1u8y: 8ol

Ubegan by droppmg the picture theory of language
ad ended by adopting the language theory of pic-
tares. [Nelson Goodman, “The Way the World 1s,”
m Profdens ad Projects. 1972:31-2)

Hisstudy is the result of an adventure across borders. Com-

g from the field of literary studics. | began to work on

visual are in relation to lucrature. becanse T relt increasingly
dissatistied with the generalizing assumpeions about litcrature on
which this ficld operates, which often struck me as nor specific at
all to the object of inquiry. However, locked up within the academic
ficld of “hterary studies,” T did not find it casy to gain the necessary
perspective on assumptions so widely shared by students in that
field. Studying images has made me aware of how strongly priv-
ileging the word impedes insight into the enormous influcnce of
visual tmages on thought, imagination, and social interacdon in
aur culture, Even art historians in their writing, | was surprised o
notice, m certam ways and often unawares, privilege the verhal.
At the smne thime. having sensitized myself to visual clentents in
lirerature and literary criticisim, [ could not remain blind to the fact
that the overt emphasis on the word hardly conceals an over-
whelmingly visual dimension in our culture, including both liter-
ature and the seudy ot'it. This prompted me o study systematically
the nerplay of visual aud verbal clements.

xill
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Several lectures given o audivnces i literature and are history
lave provided me with the senious feedback needed to develop my
ideas and o meeract with scholars of other Relds, primarily art
history. but also tfthn studies. This gencerous and open-niinded re-
sponse in art hastorical and hrerary gatherings has convinced me
tlat 2 troicful dizlogue betveeea the rero disagpiiaes 1s possible and
weleome, and that commeoen concerns can be addressed in an in-
creasingly commeon language. Unfortumarely, | cannot begin o
enumcerate all the people who have been important to this seady.

This book ongmnated from whar was in many ways the most
pleasurable teaching expericiee of my carcers the rwelve lectures |
was mvited to give as Northrop Frye professor ar che University
ot Toronte, When mvited to hold chat chair in theory of hiterarure
for 1987, Lasked if 1 could do it on "Rembrandt. ™ The unguahifiedly
positive answer was ovidence of the interest. i lircrary studics, in
things visual. Among the group of faithtul interlocutors, graduate
students and faculey, T owe special granude to Milena Dolezelova
Veringerova, Linda Hutcheon, and Pecer Nesselrotly, But che de-
velopment of those lectures mro a book could not have been ac-
complished withour my colleagues and students ar the Universicy
of Rochester. In addinon o the people i the Comparacive Liter-
ature Program, [ wish to menvon espeaally those whe participated
in the creation of the Program m Comparative Arts; Norman Bry-
sonn. Michael Holly. the line Crng Owens, Constaner Penley, Grace
Sciberhing, Kaja Silverman. and Sharon Wilhs. The creation of thar
program ran parallel to the writing of this book, [t retarded my
progress on the book when the inevirable burcaucratic procedures
claimed priority, bur it also provided major inspiration by fostering
the intelleetual environment I shared with these colleagues: one that
was stimulating, challenging, denmanding, and friendly. Major in-
spiration came especially from Kaja Silverman trom both her work
and her conversaton. It is impossible to acknowledge her influence
fully, pursning the same goal, she had often thought throngh prob-
lems with which I had only intuidvely grappled. Her friendship
and intellectual generosicy have been crucial to me.

1 don't know how to thank two people who have been parte-
ularly imperant, mavbe wichour knowing just how important.
The first is Michael Holly. Should I thank her as chair of the Art
Histary Department who Fave me a second home dcpartmcm, ar
as the person who was most deeply involved in the creation of the
Program in Comparative Ares from its inception, or as the friend
who supported me ac bad moments, or as the scholar who kept
asking me the questions thao [ kept trying to eviade? The second is
Norman Bryson. Should | thank him as a colleague, or as editor
“Cambridge New Are History and Crideism™; as a
friend, a continuous interlocutor, a source of inspiration from be-
ginming to end; or as a person who managed to keep all these
funcrions neatly separated?

of the serics

On several occasions, 1 have proficed from the generous advice



ot Svetlana Alpers, Evelvn Fox-Keller, Ria Lemadre, Jan van Lux-
ciburg, Henk van Os Stmon Schanu, and naay others. Very
spectal belp anjust the right monwent cane trom Elisabeth Bronten.
Thanks to ber pamstaking ctforts to make sense of unreadable drafts
and the mspirmg reracuon with her, ths book has been Anished
mwach carlier dan i would have been otherwise. In the tinal stage.
the discussions w the Summer Institute Theory and [nerpretation
n the Visual Ares, 7 sponsored by the Naoonal Endowment for e
Huimmamues and organtzed by Michael Holly and Keich Muosxey,
have been eracial to the tormulation of tiportant ssues underlying
this book. The comtinuous challenge from the participants, and in
particular from coorgamizer Keith Moxey, was just what T needed.
I dare not hope that my vicw of socid context will sadsty Keith
now, but ot was arnculated i dialogue wirh has.

Clandie Swann gave the hinal version a crideal eve trom the
perspective of the technicalities of art history. Needless o say, 1
ane solely responsible for die end result Jane Carrer deserves very
spectal thanks. She was the very best editor | have ever had dae
pleasure to work with, did several rounds ot sevle edicdng of e
entire book that were meredibly prease, strong, and creative. |
won 't contess 1o whar small disasters her work has been subjecred.
only that she put up with them cheertully, Without her invaluable
help. the text wonld not have reached the degree of readability it
presently enjoys,

The Umiversity of Rochester allowed me to ke more leaves of
absence than my colleagues and students would have liked:; T am
gratetul to all those concerned, for their tolerance. The ). Paul Geeey
Foundanon awarded mwe o senor rescarch grane o complete the
nranuscript an s final stage, and to prepare 4 revised version in
Duech.

Very special and continuous help and encouragement came from
Erost van Alphien, without swhom | never would have persevered,
His Tessons m lookimg were as valuable as his relentless criticism
and his never tathng support. Since he is also my most cager and
sharp reader, | cannot but dedicare this book to him.

PRLFACE
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INTRODUCTION

This s the dream’s navel, the spot where it reaches
down mto the unknown. (Sigmuond Freud, The futer-
pretarfon of Dicams, 190403253

BALANCING VISION AND NARRATIVE

ErMENR'S Woman Holding @ Balonce, housed 1n the Na-

tional Gallery m Washington, represents a wouman in a

Blue dress, holding a balunce above a table; on the wall,
in the background, is a painting of the fast fudement. Light streams
in from a stained-glass window at the upper left. 1t is a strikingly
still painting. Tr avoids narrative — both the ancedotal and the dy-
namic. Instead 1t presenes an image in terms of visual thydm,
cquilibrivem, balaced contrasts, and subtle lighting {Figure 0.1,
As Arthur Wheelock, Jr. (1981:106—7) remarks, the painting stands
in marked contrast 1o other works on related chienes. In those other
works the woman tends to look greedily at the precious objects on
the rable. whereas here she s self-absorbed. In those others the pans
of the balance, here empry. tend to be heaped with gold or pearls
so that action s implivd, [o this work the paralle] beeween the Lag
Judgsenr, hung on the wall behind her, and the woman’s act of
weighing/judging is claborated on the basis of similarity. not of
narrativived conrast,

Svetlina Alpers, Lasswine from her Arr af Beseribing (1985}, would
call this a deseniptive pamtng. It is a paineing that appeals w vi-
suality ifever there was one, a case for Alpers’s opposition to ltalian
infatiarion with narrativiey. Any attempt to read the painting as o
parranive can only nusread it I s a surtace caretully balineed for
visual experience, where the appeal to visuality is worked out in
the tniest details, On the upper left part of the painting, in the
white wall near the represented Last fudgment. is a nail, and necar
that nail. a hole e the wall, The nuinutely detailed work of painting
is 50 highlyv cmphasized in these tny details that both inside the
hole and next to the nail we can see & shadow. The soft, warm
light sireanting in from the window on the upper left touches these
two irregubanitios inthe wall, as if o demonserate thar realisue
description of the world seen knows no limits.

This light also generates other details in the overall darkness of
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]

the painting. The wonan's dress underneach che mantle s tore-
prounded by it berween the two fur rins o slice of orange tissue
protrudes, showing the dress™s color thacis in shadow. The dress
nuay be in keeping with che fashion of the times. bue for some
viewers, questions may keep nazging: Why ehis sott lighe, why
this striking color and shape, why does e fall frere? These questions
may lead one to interpret this deeail: Since the pare of the dress chat
is illuminared is the one that covers her womb, it may, through
metonyny, come o represent the slit that opens the womb — her
navel, And it we tacus particularly on this element, we may come
to associate the woman in this paineng with dic pregnant madonna
as represcuted in the lealian Renatssance.” The woman's haiedress
and the blue color of her mantle then may be taken to underscore
the visual sinilarity in the distribution of surtace space hevween
her and God o the represented Last _fuedvment. An ordinary Dutch
wonmuan for some, an allegorical figure representing Vaniras for oth-
ers. she may becomme Mary tor those who pursue the interpretive
game further. To some viewers who notce this derail, such an
association will appeal: to others it won't, The point is not o
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the specalative possibility.

For me it was the nail and the bole thar e light made visible,
produced: that instigared 2 burest of specalative teetility. When 1
sasy this teul, the hole, and the shadows, Twas fascinaced: 1 could
not keep iy oyves of thetn, Why are choy there? Tasked myselfl
Are these merely meaningless details thar Roland Barthes would
chalk up 1o an “ettect of the real™ Are these the stgns tha make
a comotton of realism shitt o the place of denotation because
there is no denowadve meaning available? Or do they point to a
change in the significance of che Last Judesrent? Do they suggest
that the represented painting which. according to Wheelock, is chere
to balance the work, to foreground dhe similariey, the rhyme, be-
vweett Gad and this wontan, has been displaced from an carlier,
“ortginal” position to a betrer, visually more convineing balance,
leaving only the tellale erace of a nail hole? As it is, the woman
stands righe below God, a position chat emphasizes che similariey
between judging and weighing. Also. the separation between the
Blessed and che doomed is obliterated by her position. suggesting,
perhaps, that the line between good and evil is a fine one. But in
the midst of this speculacive flourish, T am canghe up shorr by the
remeribrance that we are fooking at a paintng of this balance, not
at a real roont. The painter surely did not need wo padse the nail and
the hole, even 6 i setting up his studiol he acomally may have
displaced the Last fndement.

It the room were a real room, the hole and the nail would evinee
traces of the effort wo hang the painting in the right place. As such,

they demonserate the materiality of the ditficuley and delicacy of

batanciing. |langing a paintng in exactly the right place is a delicate
business. and the result is of the utmeost visual importince, For the
representation of this statement on visual balance, the nail alone
would not do the trick: the fatbure of the firse atecempt to balance
the represented painting correctly tust be shown through an at-
tempt sull prior o it The hole is the record of this pror attenpt.
The suggrestion that the Last fudgnen was mitally unbalaneed, with
balincing as s very subject matter, threatens o unbalance the
painting as 4 whole, While the meaphoric connection between the
e of judgment and this woman’s activive s tghtened by the final
result, the dithiculty of balancing and of judging is thus fore-
arounded.

o the painuing. nareativicy so blatauly absent on fiest = and cven
secomd — glinee s Found to bave been inserted by micans of a sign
that makes a statement on visaality. The visugl experience thar
cncodes the wonie assoctinion between woman and God s nor
displaced burs on the conrary, underscored by this narrative aspect.
Woe imagme someonye rving to hang the panung i exactly the
right plice. Wo are suddenly sware of the woman’s arntical pose:
Instead ot changing the painting's position, the artist arranging his
studio could simiply have changed the woman’s place, or his own
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angle ot viston. All of 1 sudden something is happening, the sull
seene begins o move, and the spell of sellness is broken,

The nl and the hole, both visual elements o which 1o icono-
graphic meaning is attached. unsettle the poetic deseription and the
passively admiring gaze that it tnggered, and dvnamize the acrivity
of the viewer, Whereas betore the discovery of these derails the
viewer could gaze at the work mowonder, now he or she s aware
af his or her imaginadve addition in the very act of looking. The
wark no longer stands alone; now the viewer must acknowledge
thit he or she makes it work, and chat the surtace is no longer stll
but tetls the story of its making. That is what narrativity docs to
a work ol arr. be it visual or liverary, Attracting auention to the
work of representation as well as to the work of reading or viewing,
the nail and the hole are traces of the werk of arg, o all senses of
that expression and in all its specificity.

This, then, raises questions about the place of narrative in visual
art. Narrauviry s generally considered an aspect of verbab art, which
can be mobihized i visual art under great representational pressure
only. Something comparable s alleged for visual imagery, which
literature strives for but can never completely realize, | propose
o shift the terms of these questions and reconsider the typically
medivm-bound terms of interpeetive scholarship - like spectator-
ship, storyveelhing, rheteric, reading, discursivity. and visuality — as
aspects rather than essences, and cach art’s specific strategies ro deal
with these aspects, as modves rather than svstenis.

This study, then, is concerned with theoretical and mterpretive
problems pertaming to reladons between verbal and visual art,
Shifting atrention from the study of the medium-bound. allegedly
intrinsic properties of cach domain to the question of reception,
allows a svstematic serutiny of the ways in which the arts function
in a culture where the public s constantly swrrounded by images,
yet trained to privitege words over images. Dehicrarchiving the
arts. and dispossessing a mythitied author of a work given over to
public use. this study s sitnated within the rapidly growing ficld
of critical studics of culture, My goal 1s to contribute to cultural
theory. to a difterent understanding of the powerful effects of
certain works of art, and to the ceachabiliey of the arts across
departments.

THE SUBJECT OF THIS STUDY

This study centers upon Rembrandt. Each chaprer confronts one
or more of his works with texes related o them in various wavs:
as source’ or pre-text, as response, as thematic companion or
counterpart, as theoretical subtexr, surrounding context, or as crit-
1wal rewriting. As for the verbal works selected, the choice is pur-
posctully celectic, not only to balance the concentration on visual
unages all by one arrist but also because the argumoents T am de-
veloping are theorencal rather than corpus-bound. [ wanted to con-



tront the visual works with a variety of verbal works, from ditferent
genres and contexes, and with different wwpes of relations o the
visual works, It is those reladons, rather than the particular texts
and works, that T wish o discuss. T take Rembrando to stand for
ane exemplary painter in “high cultuee™ and not as a2 paracalarly
discursive or narrative artdst. This art lends itselt, theretore, 1o dhe
kind of gquestions T wish o ask, without “beging™ them,

The juxtaposition, in an interpretive vonture, of verbal and visual
“rexts’ has anwong many other advantages that of making the stu-
dent of visual art and literature aware, not so much of those aspects

of the works that inhere in the medium but more imiportantly of

those that do not. This kind of interpretive juxtaposition can gen-
crate insight into the strategics of representation and of interpre-
tation, as distiner from medivm-bound devices. and can help
getterawe a broader perspecrive on other cultural issues, This book
is designed to explore some of the passibilicies of this ticld of study.

The primary assumption underlying the book 1s that the culeure
in which works of art and literiure emerge and tfunction does not
impose astrict distinction between the verbal and the visual domain.
I cultuiead life, the two domains are constantdy intertwined. In order
o assess what o work mcans for the culture in which it circulates,
we therelore need (o overcome the artiticial boundaries that form
the basis of academic disciplines,

A second assumiprion underlying tus work s thae art is both
entirely artitbeial = that is, not “natural” — and entirely real — chat
is. mot separited from the wdeological constructions that determine
the social decisions made by people every day. Hence, nothing
about art is fmnocent: 1t is neither inevitable, nor without conse-
guences, In order to drive this poine home, for example, Chapter
2, entitled UWisual Rhictorie,” discusses the issues ot rhetorie and
rape in the Western representational regime, the one through the
other.

Two other, interewined assumptions need some commene, The
one holds thar any analysis and interpretation of visual or verbal
works of wrt, even historical interpretations, are necessanly and by
virtue of the semiotic status of art informed by the vicws, seandards,
ideologies, and background — in other words, by the subjectivity
— of the person doing the analysis. Noe that aremipts to recover
the past are fucdle: rather they tend o displice the issuc of the
epistemological status of the knowledge they produce and thus
undermiine che status of their own results. Mose bistorical nrer-
pretation aims at restoring the anthor’s intentions, But by obliter-
ating and repressing the subjectivity of the analyst, the auchor's
alleged ineentions are burdened with, and sometires buried under,
projecrions by the former passed offas inwntions of the lareer. Thus
intenoon and mcaning, and work and analvse, are conflated.?

The question is not just whether “pure”™ hisworical knowledge is
possible — and the answer has to be negative, even to hustorians less
skepucal than Flavden White. We must also ask what 1s to be gained

INTRODUUCTION



HEADING
REMBRANDT

i3

6

by making explicit whar happens when one erics. This study at-
temprs to explore somy aspeets of that queston by tocusing here
and there on the gestures of crivical readers, foregroundmg this
dithiculty, by endorsing a radically reception-oriented approach.

One can argue thae che fustornieal endeavor is not exhausted by
the surprnsingly tenacious scarch tor intentions. Bur today a more
soplnsucated istoncal inguiry o the work aid workings ot a
bady of visaal material would define the underbying historical quoes-
ton i a more soctal sense. as a scarch tor the social situation and
context out of which the work cmerged. This inquiry includes
ceonounical and political tactors and their infuence on the seructure
of public life as analyeed. for example, by T, 1. Clarks as well as
what Marom Jay would call the “scopic regime,” or Svetlana Alpers
the visual culture of the time,” All these clenients together constitute
the answer 1o the question U What made this possible?™ This ques-
ton situates the swork ma sooal sitwation tather than an individual
gemus, [acknowledge the value of such inquiry, which, mdeed, 1
tmd indispensable.

Yot social history does not escape the problent of the presence
of the crinic as inscparable from historical knowledge, In addition,
the very coneept of context 15 as problematic as that of rext. Jonathan
Culler formulates the problem acurely when e wrires:

Bur the notion of comrext freguenty oversimphifies rather tha enrches
discussion, siuce the oppasition between an act amd 1t contest sevmy to

presume that the context s giveu and determines the meaning ot the act.

We know, ot course, that things are not so simple: contexe is not funda-
mentally ditferent from what it contexalizes; context is not given bue
produced: what belongs to o context 15 determined by interpreave strat-
egles: contexts are just as much in oeed of clucidation as evenes; and the
meaning of 1 conrext is determined by cvens. Yot when we vse the rerm
snrtext we ship back wto the stnple model it proposes, (Coller, tg&8:xiv)

Context, in other words, 15 2 rext and thus prescuts the saune
ditficulty of interprevation as any other wxr. The context cannot
duetine the work™s meaning because contexe ieself defics unanbig-
uous interpretation as much as the work, Culler goes on to argue
that an alternative to the notion of contexe is that of framing:

Smice the phenomaen eriticism deals with are stens, forms with soclally-
comstituted oweanings, one might try 1o think not of contest but of the
framing ot
practices, institutional arrangements, svstems of value, semiote mecha-

e

1gns: how are signs constituted (frvmed) by various discu
nsms? {Coller, rgiixmn)

This is, de facto, whar Pollock (1988) as well as Alpers, Clark. and
many others are doing. at least on the sender’s side. Bur this still
docs not solve the question of meaning,

[ would like to explore whar the question " What mady this pos-
sible?” fails to address by changing it into "What makes this pos-
sible? — reterring not to the work as a given but w its existence
a3 both affeet and etfect. The meaning of the work is now sicuared



as an vttecr of memning. This etfeer is complicated by the social
conatruction of visualioy. che modalities of looking that we are
trained to adopr, and the variahilioe ot idendtications.”

Another, relared assumption thar underlies this study concerns
the status of the artise as genius and ot are as “high art.” The choice
ot works by Rembrandt as the ceneral body of visual arc tor chis
stidy may seem provocative. But although his anthorship is cur-
renetly under pressure, the stats of his are gocs unguestioned. True,
sonte Rembrande ontics (the imembers of the Rembrandt Research
Praject are antong them: see Bruyn et all, 1g8z), voluntarily ques-
tion the quality of some of the works, ard even take pride in dheir
denvehologizmy artitude. Yot the very fact that these acsthede
criticising lead to rejection of the authenticiey of the works as " Rem-
brandes™ provides evidence of the basically unchallenged starus of
both author as senius and of aesthedde quality as dererninable.
I lenee dhese aces of judgmoent rest on the possibility to delimit “high
art” front other art. An ever “higher,” purer Rembrande is chus
sateguarded.

It the wake af a growing awareness of the mechanisms of ex-
clusion inherent i both these notions ot authorship and of acsthetic
qualiev, a number of artitudes lave come o prevail instead, One
very poswertul arddrude has been o raject the preoccupadon with
the works of genjuses altogether. turning toward the products of
popular caleure, formerly demigrared as “low art™ and today valued
as nore representative evidence of the culoural life of the people.
Examples smong nany are Keith Moxey's (19%9) study of popular
carly German woodouts and Natlulie Kampen's (o8} study of
sculprure in the Roman provinees, and, m an altogether different
donmaing dwe currei revaluation of the nincreenth-century Usenti-
mental rovel,” on which maore appears in Chapter 5. The successful
wark i il studies. a ticld thar deservedly has a leading position
ur cultural studies, igneres the boundares between artistic and pop-

ular fibu and analvies both indiseriminarely.” Another approach is
to criticize “high art” as ideologieally Sawed. cxamining racisnz,
sexisnn, classison in caronical works, and, subsidianily, inart history
and literary eriticism {oog., Saidy 1o78; Gates, 1984, Trinh, 1989).

In spue ol the obvions IPOTTanee ol those endeavors, there
seens 1o be room tor a dird artitude, which 1 can formulate most
bricHy as a paradox: “High art™ is part of popular culture. In other
words, Dinnanrerested my why a culvare, Targely but not exclusively
colontzed by the cultural Teaders who have the power to impose
therr iste and stakes, contmues o respond to a set body of works
ot arg; | am also meerested m what kimd ot response that body of
works choats, These works may be pare of e eliuse calture, bue
the resposses they cherr are nor, Issues hike the relanonship beeween
storvtelling and voveurisni the thematic centrality of the nude as
an objeet of vision, as wellas a source of blindness, of the impotence
to sees transparent representation and irs linnes — all are pervasively
present e contentporary Western culture, To sy claim thar che
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works tradidonally atributed to Rembrandt chicit a response to,
and reflection on, ssues like these,

The opposition high-low s intrinsic nor to the object under
scrutiny but to the assumptions we bring o these (or any) works.
Thus bringing the concerns of popular culture to bear on works of
“high™ culture debunks the lareer and undernnines the opposition
between them. A similar dichortoniy exasts ur fennmse ernctsime Is
it necessary o expend cver more attention on the works of the
male canon instead of looking at works by women? There, too, [
would argue that both endeavors need to be pursucd in tandem.®

To a certain exeent, a culture makes s are and s aruses, Tow w
he expected. then, that the art also makes the culuure, by initiating
or addressing issues chat pertain to the cnlture at large. Thus 1 will
argue, in Chapter g, that the relationship between looking and
power, wlhich pervades this culture where positions in visual art
are quite strongly gendered, is both exempliticd and addressed by
the works areributed to Rembrande, The sections " Viewer™ "Voy-
curism,” and “Focalizer”™ address current theories of the gave, of
speetatorship, and confront these with lierary theoaries of point of
view and focahzation. The story of Susanma and the Elders, which
thematizes looking, makes a good case,

That many of these works are now in the process of beng dis-
avowed as part of the Rembrande corpus does not bother me; e
rither supports my argument chat “Rembrando™ s a culoural text,
rather than a historical reality. “Rembrandt” constitutes these
works and the response to them. responses that range trom their
mistaken (2) attriburion to attempts to challenge their authenuciey
on the basis of a holistie and chitist concept ot auchorship. In this
study, the name of an author is meanc as a shorthand for this
complex of readings of cortain works a5 works by a particular artist.
In order to keep in muind this detinition of the author. 1 shall put
the nanie “Rembrande’” in quotation marks, as the dtle of a text,
whenever [ am using the name i my own argument. [ shall avoid
using quatation marks when 1 render the views of others, lest using
them would distort these views”

This book represents an attempt to reflect systematically on chese
and a number of other related issues. which today receive ever
wider attention, yer have not been pulled together. T hope to knit
these strands together into a reception-oriented perspective of cul-
tural critigue. This book is based, nor on a demal of ditfeeence
beeween verbal and visual art, but on u provisional bracketing of
the question as to what that ditference might possibly be. Shifting
actention from the question of intrinsic properties to that of re-
sponse, the focns will be on the interaction between the visual and
verbal Ubehavior™ of those who deal with, process, or consume
the works of are. The book s reading-oniented; the transter of
approaches raditionally liniited to analyzing works of visual or of
verbal art to the other is primarily to enrich the methods of analysis
and interpretation currently inuse, as well as to promote the reader’s



self=iwareness as a critic,. Each chapter focuses on a theoretical
problem, For cxample: What can we do with rhetorie for the inter-
pretation of visual nmages? How can images marrate? Whar are the
staties and the eftect of 4 represented viewer m visual and hterary
art? These will ke discussed as an issue of cultural cricicism,

I order to be reachable, dhe approach needs to be claberated
through detaded analvses of works of art whose artstic status in
the cubture i which they tunction is undeniable. Therefore, che
book will also contain a number of interpretations as well as dis-
cussions of extant lterpretations of works of art. In these interpre-
vve analyses, the relatdonship between {fe., the approaches o)
verbal and visual arts, and beeween the work and the world, will
be explored with the help of specifie examples. No caim o ex-
haustiveness is intended, nor dre my interpretations meant to sug-
gest that alternative or conflicting interpretations are invalid. On
the contrary, conflicting meanings are, in my view, what arr 15
abour,

The book is designed ro pursue a number of mterewined goals.
First, Ishall practice “reading”™ — that is. deseribing and interpreting
mages and stories boch verbal and visual. Ar the same time, | shall
reflect on what “reading™ means. Tshall refleet on the relationship
berween literature and the visual arts, a relationship between dif-
ferent. but not opposed. wavs of producing signs and meaning.
Thus T shail pursuc insight into the rherorical and pictorial devices
used i the owo ares, At the samie time, 1 shall explore the different
ways 11 which works by “Rembrande”™ and cerrain verbal texes are
or can be related. These reflections will point toward unexpeeted
but crucial relationships between wehnical and ideological issues.
Although cach ot the chapters of this book deals with a particular
theoretical point, three issues derived from the above assumptions
recur and interseet with the main points to constitute a subtext,
uniting the vanouws reflections. These three issues are the choice of
“Rembrande™ i oan anti-individualist study; the status of interpre-
tation mm a receprion-oriented study; and the choice of certain rerms
ot analvsis. some of which have been conrpromised by their use in

misogynist analyses, ina feminise scudy. 1shall begin by discussing
the first bwo of these Bssues, and, atter presenting the various chap-
wrs m light ot these, conclude with a briel discussion of the third.

WIHY "REMBRANDT

I cur culuure, pamung is art par excellence, and v a capitahist sociery,
that exceltence s taken quite literatly, noconly in the form of prices
reached ar auction, but also in the central position painting retaing
institunionally and wdeologicallv within Wesiern culture, “There is
nothing in the literary institurion. tor example, that really compares
with the nrseim. ™

Within the nstitation of art " Rembrandt™ is s njost representative
hgure, ferching amony the highese prices ever paid per canvas, with
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the authenticity of the works — their autographic reliability = fully
determining their waorth. “"Rembrandt™ scholarship has becone a
paradoxical poswer: without being invested with power itself] it
makes or breaks fortunes. IFonly tor these reasons, “Rembrande”
presents a challenge o the analysi. Torgetoing “Rembrande™ in
order to pay more attention to popular works would leave these
institutional aspeces unchallenged.

A second answer o the question Why “"Rembrinde™ can be
found in his period. This artist belongs o an cra stll innocent of
Freudianism — an innocence thar makes his work a proper object
for a psychoanalyric erideism thae wishes to avold arcularity, There
may not be in “Rembrandc™ s painting such wondertul coinadence
of discourse as was the case with Freud and Sophocles. ™ But equally
prestigious, and in many ways equally tragic, conplex, ind niddled
with riddles, "Rembrandt™ s visual are, nevertheless, constitutes a
suitable challenge to psvehoanalysis.

A third answer to Why "Rembrandt™? rosts i the kind of are his
corpus contains. “Rembrande™ s art being figuranive, 1t presents us
with both a problem and an opportumty, Representational are 1s
“about” something and thus s open o reductomsm, The redue-
vionisim thar threatens the analvsis of art is threetold: the reduc-
vonism of gencticisim, as 1 meentionalist are history and classical
psychounalysis; the reductionism of wmrerpretation, as in the uni-
Heatory tendencies of posinvistic analysis; the reductionism of lo-
gocentrism, of Ureading” the tmage only tor its {monolichic)
meanimg. On the other hand, these rendencies can and should be
chiallenged mther torp, and thus we come to our opporcamiry. By
retaiming the kind of openness and vulnerability deseribed above,
we can escape reductionisim and engage a liberating analysis. “Tem-
brandt® is appropriate for exploring the ways in which interdis-
ciplinary analysis can counter the tendency to reductionism.

A fourth answer to our question can be elicited by remembering
that "Rembrande™ belongs 1o a wradition thar considers skill the
primary assee for a painter, an assee far more crucial than the “touch
of craziness™ that classical psychoanalydce criticism, as heir to the
Romantic tradition, so often presupposcs. With so licde known
about his lite, and with thae "knowledye' so riddled with romantic
presuppositions that wild speculations about his neuroses can only
be ridiculous, we are lefr only with what remains on the canvas
and what can be inferred from the wexes that frame the canvases.
This state of aftairs protects the enterprise of critcism against an-
other well-known trap, what we mighe call the pseudobiographical
fallacy. Cnythe other hamd, at least Rembrandt scholarship has been
culivened by Schwarez’s “nasey™ account of Rembrimdc's person
(Schwarty, 1985) and more profoundly by Alpers™s (1988) book.
Theretore, this kind of scholarship at the very least escapes the
problent Iving in wait for the manny respecttul buy noe sufficiendy
distaneed stdies that ger bogged down by the Laudatory discourse
ot connotssearship. The "Rembeandc” corpus is worth some kind



ot attention in which respect 15 not an ssuc, and i which, ule-
nutely, crazmeess, mcoherence, and contradicton are possibifities,
i only because the erine and viewer are never exempred,

Finally, the namber of works inowhicl blindness s thematized
ntakes “Rembrandt” doubly appropriate for a study like chis one,
Firse. there s the question of the nsistent presence of @ theme that
postmodernisim relates 1o scli‘—rcerivit): feminism to VOVCUrism,
and paychaanalysis to castratdon. Second, there is the metaquestion
of the critical blinduess brought forth by sheer thematce psychoa-
malvsis which obscures the work of representation. Both these
yuestions deserve exploration.

“Rembrande,” den, s here weated as a cultaral ext chat trans-
gresses the imagitary boundaries beoween “high™ and popular cul-
ture, & boundary Tlocate between the work as thing and its receprion
as event. Te is the center of a body of reflection on are. visualicy,
and discourse. “Rembrandd inserted itselt mro the culeeral dis-
courses and visual practices  the seventeenth century in Hollund,
and has been i constant movement and  tansformation since,

Whenever histomical “facts”™ = speculations about the blography of

the patnter numed Rembrandt — partake of the event of receprion,
these fuets and speculations themiselves become part of the rext.
Concerving the historical dimension of analysis i this way, | do
not ignore it, but [ do keep i nund thar no historical posidon is
mnocent of the contamporary perspecnive of the subject doing the
historiography. In fect, it 1s that historical posittion in which 1 am
primarly interested,

In lis famous artack on the concept and authority of the author,
Foucault (1979} banishes four different concepts ot authorship. Not
only docs he dispose of the psychological idea of the author, of the
authamal mtention. and of the Wistorical author as origin of the
work, Ie also jetusons the last strenghold of the concepr of the
author — the author function as the centering of meaning — by
demonstrating it co be a projection ot a reader who needs semantic
centrality to deal wich the work, Foucault’s aleernative s a radical
proliteraton of meanmng, where the author/work beconmies a Auc-
tuating funcuon, always interacting with other functions in the
larger discursive field,

So far so good; but is there a it to these Auctuations? Or are
wo constrained by an anything-goces accitude that makes any fucire
shift i power relanons within die cultre invisible from now on?
My position here 1s that there e linnies, bue not fimits char can be
authentcated by appeal to the author, even wlen interpreting “au-
thor™ m the widest sense of the historical contexe. Instead, chose
limits are strategie, bue fundaniental. They are fundamental, for
any position that does not agsess the political basis of the status quo
vanor challenge the eseablished cultural powers, because, simply,
these powers were established on political grounds. Bur once shifi-
. straregie limies are accepted as replacement for both Mnacaral™
Ilmts and Foucaalts mantlimies.” then these new bounds offer a
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starting point fraom which to develop a politics of reading that draws
its legitimacy from polidcal positions, not trom any fictitious “real”
knowledge. And onee we acknowledge both the necessity and the
strategic nature of limits t interpretation, we move trom the ques-
tien of the author back to the question of intwerpretation.

WIHY INTERPRETATION?

The need tor interpretation requires some additional comments at
this point as welll A study that tocuses on reading cannot but
guestion the location of meaning and the relured concern regarding
the subjeer of interpretation. Such a sk nevitably feads o the
further question: Why bother to interpret it interpretation s sub-

Jeotive anvway

Here,

gm, strategy provails, Whenever o heerary scholar,
moved by the commendable intention of putting an end o the
current proliteration of interpretiation, stands up to clain that some
details in realiste texes lave no narrative tunction. that they merely
“ettect of the real™ (Barthes, 1968) or an cttect
of vertsinuilinude {rrafseniblarce; Genette, toogh), somcone else re-
sponds thar the examples given do lave a narranve function atter
all, it only onv looks hard enough. There scoms to be a resistance

SUTVE B0 ]JI'()Llll('C A

to meaninglessness thar mvamably looks convincing, As 4 conse-
quence, we continue to assume that evervthimg m oa work of are
contributes to, and madities, the meaning ot the work,

Bue it cvervebing in o work of art particpates equally in the
production of mceaing, then how do we know whar texes and
tmages are Tabout” and why? In other words, which signs convey,
or trigger, wlhich meanmgs? One answer 1s thae there is no answer
because texts and wages do nothimg: the ineerpreter invents the
nweantitz. Puttng the question differently, we may ask, On what
basis do we process verbal and visual signs? The debare is pardic-
ularly troublesomue m literary dicory because thie question interteres
with the apparent obviousness of the answer, We assunie we know
what signs are and which signs we process because we know what
aletter, 4 word, and a sentence are, and we assume that words are
the wuts we call signs in verbal works,

Here, visual poctics reminds us of this assumpron’s untenability,
by forcing us to ask what the visual counterpart of a word st [s it
an image. as the phrase “word and image™ o casily sigggests?
Mulling over this difficult cquation, we becomue less surve that words
are, in face. the “souff™ of verbal significadon.

The problem of delimiting signs and delineating interpretacion —
of distinguishing interprecation from description — is related. Since
readers and viewers bring to dhe texts and images their own cultural
and persanal baggage, there can be no such thing as a fixed, pre-
determiined meaning, and the very atrempt to sununarize meanings,
as we do i encvclopedias and textbooks, s by definition reductive.
Yot as soon as we are torced to draw from these views the inevitable



conclusion that “anvthing goos™ and thar ncerpretation is a tunle
scholarly activiey since it all depends on the individual interpreter,
wo draw back, We then wrm around, orving to locate, i the texe
or intage, not a meaning. but the “occasion” of meaning, the thing
dhat trzgers meaning: oot xiev, but a _ulstlhm[mn tor our
Hexabality,

As Jonathan Culler has argned. when confronting the dilaimmnia
of nierpretation we fice two mutindly exclusive positions which
neverthieless are complementary, continuous — that s, mutually
inclusive,'” Ernst van Alphen has argued convincngly in response
tor Culler thae the dilemma can be resolved only by our letting go
of 1 unified concepr of meaning and being ready o distinguish at
least two ditterent “moments of meaning production”™ oceurring
at the two Jocrof the debate. rextand reader. Van Alphen’s solution
s not a harmenizing ot the contlicr demonstraced by Cullers it is
not 4 didectic resolution but rather a radicalization of the poles of
the opposition. Morcover, vian Alphen leaves roont for imore than
two kmds of meaning, and stimulates thinking about other
possibilines. '

As Thape w show in the diird clapter of this study, 1 subscribe
to the general skepticism concerming the possibility of circumscrib-
g meaning, but as myv second chapter will demonsurate, | do not
tind interpretation futile. On tie contrary, the continuity and in-
rerdependence between producing and processing works of art
makes interpretation as important, as valuable, as writing and paint-
g, But my contnued adlierencee to interpreation is more poleni-
ical than that. While T iind much that is intellecwnally areractive in
the currentty swidespread resistance to ineerpretation presented in
response to the recognition of the free play ot's and meanings,

Ialsa see in it a renewed threat o the freedom of cultural partici-
pation, a new form of censorship.

Censorship of art, be it overtly political or subluninally social,

iy contirmed, strengthened, and perpetuated by consoring forms of

interpretation. In a world where access to writing and painting is
made ditficult - by the institational censors ot art = for all individuals
deviating from a selt-asserting mainstream, making interpretation
a privileged form of art processing subjugates it o die same mech-
anisms of excluston.

But there s more to ie True, the academic practice of interpre-

ation, linked with journalism and other more popular forms of

interpretation through a common ideology and often even through
shared personnel. can be a torm of censorship i irself, Even where
the margins built withine arc and the reigning concepts of beauty
leave somwe space tor the producton of works chat cannot be ex-
hausted by manmstream response, the exclusions operating within
the very activity of interpretation as a practice taught and learned
can casily take care ot all interpreaadons that nught enhance the
unsetthog aspects of dese not-so-mainstream works: of interpre-
taiots thar make the works threatening. This s precisely the mio-
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tivation for the resistince coming from progressive scholars. But
for the same reason, censorship of interpretation can be used
conceal the censorship by nterpretadon. And dhat 15 why the re-
sistance to inferpretation e receive such wide acclaim. from pro-
gressive as well as from conservative ideologues.

A more open academic and educational policy can make room
to include e vicws of those who respond o art from a less pre-
dominant social position. Such a broadening Is an indispensable
nextstep toward a better, more diverse and complex, understanding
of caleure. In spite of its challenging and persuasive logic, we must
place the resiseance o interpretadion within this dynamic. Lam afraid
that it cannat be an aceident that the Increasing participation ot
women and minonces in the academy comcides with 2 growing
resistance to the very practices from which they bad tormierly been
excluded, To pur it overly stmply. as soon as women began to
speak, the subject of speech was no longer relevants as soon as
women began to iterpret. there was no more need for interpre-
tation. I other words, the same threat is acutely present as the one
that the “death of the author™ poses: As women gained aceess to
signs. the sign was put to death."* This demonstrates precisely how
the problematic of interpretadon and the challenge to the sign are
related.

In the following chapters, 1shall not make a regressive clain for
the reinstatenent of the Saussurian sign with its system-ontological
status and its safely sutured signified. My endeavor will be much
more down ta carth; [ shall explore modes and possibilities. ana-
lyzing what does or can happen in the encounter berween text and
reader — an encounter that is never a true encounter and that always
leaves rests, gaps, and “meaninglessness™ anyway. T shall oy to
show that the determination of signs and the acribution of meaming
to signs — acknowledged as readerly activities — follow various paths
whose diversification is precisely the point. We do many different
things under the unifving heading ot interpretation that we call the
response to signs. This is how the problen of interpretation joins
the problem of the sign. ™

The view of signs o which 1 shall adhere in chis study posits the
basic density of both verbal and visual texes. [use the term “density™
in Goodman's (1976) sense: as conveying the fundamoental insepar-
abitiry of individual signs, as the opposite ot discreteness. This view
climinates at least one difference benween discourse and image.
Resisting the carly Witggenstein's anguish abour, and sympathizing
with his later happy endorsement ol the cloudiness of language, |
shall contend that the same density that characterizes visual rexes
obstructs the propositional clanty of verbal wxts '™ Thus, separate
words cannot be taken to rule interpretation, and the ideal of “pure”
propositional content longed for i the Tractarns i untenable: The
clentents of a4 propusidon cannot have independent nieaning. This



recogninon means thay the difterence beeween verbal and visual
texts is 1o longer one of the status and delimitation of the signs
that constitute them. And the visual maodel, apparently predomi-
nane. overwhelms the conerete particularite of the signifier, giving
rise to “clondiness™ mocach medivn, Henee, the Wittgenstein of
the Tractatns mourns the fuet that there s no nondense fngiage,
whereas later, inde firees

fearions, Wittgenstemn denounces the pos-
itvistic ilusion that makes visuality te basis of interpreation,
sacrificing hoth the signifier and the activiey of semiosis. In this
Liter work he endorses the view he carlier regretted, that language
i as dense as pictures. This may ot make language visual, but 1t
does displace the difference beeweon the rwo media,

Yot the density of both visual and linguistic signs is not realty
the issue. Rather, it is the dynamisin ot signs chat the recognition
of their density makes possible that is at issue. The perception off
stgns as statie can be wrgced o the atomistic view ot verbal signs,
itselt a relic of carly structuralism which, in its curn, had inherited
it from more cxplicitly positivistic schools of culeural scholarship.™
The problent and source of this atomistic view are the semiotic
posiivise dur clanns ontological status for the sign. IF the sign is
a Ureal thing, ™ then signs must be numerabie, henee diserewe and
intrinsically stave. A radically dynamic view, however, would con-
ceive the sign not as a thing but as an event, the issue being not to
delimit and isolate the one sign from other signs, but to trace the
possible cnergence of the sign o a concrete situation of work-
reader interaction. Wittgenstein's concept of language games posits
adynaniic view of the sign. which makes signs as ectfee, and requires
them to be hoth deployed vecording ro rules and pusblic, A sign, then,
ix atar a dhing bur e evenr. Henee the meanmimg of 1 sign s neicher
preestablished and fixed, nor purely subjective and Wdiosyneratic.

Although this view seems 1o open the discussion to a paralyzing
infmitude of phenomena, this apparent problem disappears as soon
as we acknowledye that sign events occur i spevific circumstances
and according to & fnite number of culturally valid, conventional,
ver not unaleerable rules, which semioticians call “codes.™ The
selection of those rales and their combination eads to specitic in-
terpretive behavior.

THE CONTENT OF THIS STUDY

In light of the preccding considerations, this book progresses from
more general 1o more specthic explorations of problems peraaining
o the interpretation of verbal and visual art. The opening chapter,
“Bevond the Word-lmage Opposition.” provides an overvicw of
wsucs mchaded wthe general dheme of the book, and relates these
sucs W somme major works of are analvsis that are currently influ-
ential e botiy art bistory and licerary seudics.

Chaprer 2 begins to explore the herneneutic exchange between
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litcrary and visual studies by demonstratmyg the possible gain of
this exchange in terms of social tssues, The chapier addresses the
question of the relationship between representation and reality
head-on through the elaboration of a “rhetorie of violence,™ It
explores the inerpretive possibalities tor panting offered by lieerary
concepts like metaphor and nietonyiry, and then proposes 1o re-
verse the perspective and read lterary texes with a bias for visuality
as 1t s themanzed in many a text. The works discussed in thar
chapter all thematize rape, and Lucredla s the ceneral characeer.,

The issue of reading as a soaally framed oftect of neaning will
be recurrently discussed in the followmg chaprers. In Chapeer 2, it
is relared to the problem of meaning, and experience. In Chaprer 2,
it focuses on the clusiveness of neaning. " Visnal Storyrelling™ cen-
ters npon the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s Wite, examining de-
vices tor storvrelling in a sedll mediwm. and then questioning the
notion that storyielling in lieerature proceeds sequentially. This
guestioning tocuses on the concept of myth as a token of perma-
neney, as the porritied, transhistorical “hard core™ of a story. In
Chapeer 4. inversely, an issue tradiconally hmied o the visual.
domain is explored. Through the story of Susanna and the Elders
the meaning of looking and i status as reading is examined.

After exploring the interface between visual and verbal art in
these firse four chapters, in Chapeers 3 through o T shall discuss the
specific gestures by the reader thacin the search for meaning bring
about sign events, First, in the scarch for thenwe (eonography) and
narrative, | shall justapose iconography with narratology. Next, [
shall bring two other conflicting modes of reading 1o bear upon
cach other: the search tor the “text™ {the effect of the represcntation
as a whole) and for the real {away from the work of representation).
Both of these modes of reading, or codes, focus on signs that help
us underscand the work in ternts of representation.

“Recognition: Reading leons, Seeing Staries” (Chapter s} will
continue to pursue the relanionship between visual and narrative in
inages and texes in terms of the tension between modes of reading.
In this chapter, [ shall examine the are historical dogma of the
iconographic mode of reading and shall argue for its possible critical
use, Then, [shall explore a narrative mode of reading, and analyzc
the tension berween iconography and narrative. My analvsis will
uldimately call for a juxtaposition, a nenresolved dialectic, of the
rwo. Fually, | shall conclude the ehapter with a discussion of the
relations between visual and rextual representations of @ number of
Biblical parratives, ending in an iconogriphic reading of the novel
Unele Tom's Cabin and of the painting Samson's Wedding.

In “Texruality and Realism™ (Chapter 6). a similar tension is at
stake, this tme berween reading tor texwuality — for 3 complex and
seructured representation — and reading tor readistic understanding,
in which the representation is taken for granted and the represented



abject foregrounded. Again, although these modes of reading vield
difterent results, bt are cqually valid The dienatic coneer of this
chapter is the story ot Dhavid and Bathshebas and the “Rembrande”
paintitg Hire Tadler of Badishebal.

The condes discussed 1 Clupters s e 6 open wp the work o
refection on varnous Anrets ot mc.ming Texternal” to the work
wselfy i micaning that v culturally validateds inoa story dhat we
know and niay want to know betters inoan idea of coherencer in
dhe reahey e whicl we stand and to which we want o sutare the
mueaning of the work, Inaddition, iy works ot are alse origger
reflection an the work desclt. Fshall therefore complement the out-
ward-vriented modes of reading with 1 diseussion of the search tor
e wark and for the sign themiselves, Signs “for the work™ wike
varlons shapes, and it v rewarding o disentangle these. as the
wndeney today of ineerpreting cvery work ulumately as selt-

reicrential does notseem o foseer understanding ot specihic works,
The examination of what happens when one adopts a certaun readimg,
strategy mevitably leads o w critical analysis of dhe exes of are

criticistn el 7 Seli-Reflection™ (Chapter 7) s an in-depth analysis
ol modern are-eritical discourse, which | shall argue partakes of the
selttretlection which it claims the work cmphasizes.

I this clhupier, shall fiesc argue thae self~poreraits are only de-
ceptively selt-reHexive. Then ©shall conduet a polvlogue between
two selt-reHexive paintings — Veldzquer's Las Yeabinas and amodese
panel by “Rembrande” — aod g secof interdisciplinary responses o
the former work. The chapter concludes with the view thar self-

refection has @ quadrople statis, and tha the resistanee to any of
s tour fundamental concepts™ leads 1o cutanglement in harcis-
sistic speculation and specubariny. Ultinnately, the very appeal of
the selt-portrait as the false locus of self-refection supporrs this
\':lk'\\'_

Throughout these chaprers T shall chus propose thar we aceepr
that the modes of nterpretation we use when reading verbal or
vistaal art are basieally similar, ceen when academics have assigned
different names to those practices. [shall, however, admic thae the
nmiodes 1 guestion come trom general semionie practces tirmly
anchored i modern Western culture and bave no aniversal stacus,
Keeping their historical spocihoiny inomind, a tow words on the
terms of sach an analysis are due. which will follow shortly.

The last thiree chapters Tean strongly on the discourse of psycho-
analyvsis. TBhndiess or Insighe?™ (Chaprer N} uses narcissism o
examine critcally psychoanalvsis as a discourse that teracts with
miages. This examination s pursued turther e Chaprer u, " Bhind-
aess s Insight.,” where the plea for a psychoanalyoe eriticsm of
visual art tocuses paradoxically on works i which blindoess 15 an
insistent thenade center.

Diead Flesh™ (Chaprer o) concludes by relating the awareness
ot problems of representation to the guestion of the artitudes toward
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gender that are readable in “Rembrande™'s works, through i
challenge posed by death.

THE TERMS OF ANALYSIS

The status of My own interpretations is strongly bound up wiedy
the rerms | use 1o elaborare them, Most of the erms of analysis

used here are necessarily derived tront theories pertaining o a single
discipline: the disciplines from which these terms are derived in-
clude teminist cheory, chetone, narratology, and psvehoanalysis, |
shall discuss their relevance and the conditions for bringing themn
to the other disciplines i due course. Netther restrictive discipli-
narity nor free eclectic borrowing will be taken for granted, and |
shall tryv o justify explicitly any medifications of concepes. Al-
though most concepis are derived from visual analysis and licerary
theory. the use of psychoanalviie and feminise coneeprs is so current
in contemporary crivcal cultural studics thac it seems that they need
not be problematic, Yot | find thae the sebf-evidence of those con-
cepts sometimes precludes their etheacy, as impreaise, casual use
alternates with precise, technical deploviment.

1 shall iry 1o argue deliberarely for v uses and possibly misuses
of theoretical terms. but the general quesdon of the relation beeween
visual response wrd psyehoanalysis must be nentoned righe away.
As | have argued betfore, dhe object of a reader-oriented analysis of
art s onr pelation ro the image. The “our™ i this statement needs
turther analysis. Although this phrase s incane to suggest how
deeply entrenched we are in any act of interpretation of images
stemming from other times and places. “we™ is emphatically not
4 monolithic subject. Within a psychoanalytic tramework, chis col-
lective subject can be turther differentiated. By “us™ [mean a subject
traversed and fraughe by the unconsclous, induding the superego
and its social implications: narcissism and its defensiveness against
affect. desire. and the fantasy character of response. The way we
perceive and interpret tnages is based on fantasy, and fantasy s
socillv bascd. Thus there s dissymmetry berween men and women
before mule and female figures. But this disssmmetry is also un-
stable, varying according to which aspects of the unconscious are
more or Jess srrongly implicaced o the act of looking, As | will
argue, the response 1o the Dasrae is more likely o ditfer according
w gender, whereas the response of women and nwen vo The Blinding
of Sanson might ditfer less strongly, because this painting appeals
w4 pre-Oedipal fanrasy, The differentiation, hereo occurs not so
much direetly according to gwender lines but primarily according to
other divisions, like narcissistic fultiliment and the reladve solidiey
of the vgo.

Thinking abour the uneasy tit between psyvchoanalysis — a basi-
cally verbal discourse — and visual art, and the equally uneasy fig
berween psychoanalysis — an overwhelmingly nasculine discourse
— and feminisnt, che strategics and concepts of deconstruction have




often been quite helpfal, The continual suspicion of binary oppo-
sivons, swhich mtorms this study as whole, 15, of course, a major
tenet of deconstructve cnocso, And for astudy that puts niter-
pretation in the conter and questions the status of meamng. no
comcept seents more auractive than that of disseminanon.™ For
disseminadion also takes place in the space beeween verbal and visual
reading, and calls into question the tenability of those categories
trrowgh an alternative concept of texeuahiey,

Earhier in this Introducnion 1 discussed Vermeer's Homan Flofding
o Balwice, a painting that might be considered the “purest”™ of -
ages. A we have seen, it was textualized by the workings of nar-
ruivity, impored into the waork by an ace of reading. That
discussion exemplities che way in which | shall generally handle
standard concepes: such a method s called for by this book’s in-
cerdiseiplimary status, bur it accommodares neither purism nor
eclecticist without problemms. For, it an important sense, an image
15 not st but while iereducibly different, the visual and the
verbal domams interpenetrate. influence, and intform cach other.
Why, thon, speak abow Ureading” images as Crexes”? Widhour
trying to assunilate imnages to verbal texts, T want to nake a case
tor an idea of visual textuality withowt that visual rexe losing i
visual speaticity,

Lacer on in this study, [shall more tully interpret “Rembrandt™ s
Deairae, but here | would bke bricHy to analyze that work as a texe
offering this analvsts as g woded 0 mmiaee ot just how this
method will fet visual woxts be read without saeriticing cheir visu-
alitv. First, 1 shall present the Daree 1 the more eradivional sense:
as a narrative. But this concept of textualiey will prove to be shghtly
problemaric. If the concept of text lunumaces the panung. so the
painting shows die defects of the concept of text, with s hixed
relanon berween sign and meanimg, s hicrarchical seructure, 1ts
suppression of details, of the marginal, of the “noise.™ It s to such
ane appressive notion of wxe that Derrida opposed the concepr of
dissernination, which enhances the slippery, destabilizimg mobilicy
of signs ninteraction with sign users: here, viewers, Derrida re-
plices the mctaphor of the phallus as the ultimate meaning with
that of the Ivimen as the sheet — or canvas — on which meaning
cireulates without fixity

The Dapae {Flgure ¢.2) is more than a narrative in the traditional
sense ot 4 re-production, an illuseration ot a preexisting, narrarive
text. Let e bricHy compare the verbal and the visual approach.
The pre-text has it that this woman, forever barred from love by
her frightened tather, s, 4t the very moment the picture presents,
visited by Zeus who managed. thanks to his disguise as a shower
ot gold, to break the taboo the woman’s father had imposed on his
Jdaughter, In this pre-texts context. Zens, the ever-loving master-
god, is also the first Qedipus slaving his jealons facher. Bue this is
3 verbal scorv, and we want to pursue a s exe

Lovking at the pieture, wo sce a tenale body, nude. displayed

INTRODUCTION

19



READING

CREMBRANDT'

gz Dange 1616, Bredius 474,

canvas, RS X 203 Cim
{Leningrad, Hermitage)

20

tor the Just of the viewer who s allowed o peep into the indmacy
of the doubly cosed bedroon. Bur dhis is a visual storv, die scory
of vision in Woeseern culture., 1es the story of the male voyeur and
the female object, of the eroticization ot vision: it is the story of
the conoral syntagm — subject—function—object - in which the po-
sitions are fixed along gender lines — through whichs indeed, gender
itself is construcred. Tois che scheme thae is invariably nearly dom-
inating. nearly exclusive, but never absolutely sol becruse the dy-
mnice of narrative precludes s foreclosure. 16 only o order to
bireak dhe mmmptﬂ}' of this visual construction of gcudcr. under-
mining this verbalivisual opposition is worthwhile.

Between the test (U story of the welcomed arrival of Zeus) and
the tmage {the exhibition ot a fenwle body tor voveuristic con-
sumprion), the pamnng produces s own narranve, reducible o
neither—che work™s visualfmarraove wextuahey, The pre-texe is lie-
crally a prewext s antertoniey allows the panong’s appeal o the
eeneral understanding of the stary as a friume tor s reversal, The
story’s centrabity, as e cheome of the work, allows evervehing
decentered to siip it allows, thar s for the dissemination of
muaning.

There is anodher way o plirase this, The work's genesis in g
ent narriative helps o sever the tie between the two and to
produce another narrative, irreducibly alien to it void of the de-
coptive meaning the pre-text brought along. With s genesis, the
severing of the te, a central void, and the dissemination of what

preexis




pitters, analrernative o the hvmen as the central bodily metaphor
15 ereeping i here — and i alrermdve is che navel.

Starting from the presiext, the divine lover who is supposedly

woleome is visible onby as o sheens Buan the sieen, the border of

ligin. so crucially "Rembrandish,” dissolves into fuality. For i
spite of deceptive appearances, Zens’s gold does ot illumiaee the
wotnan. Jather, the sheen delinuts the space i whieh the wonwun
is enclosed: 1o demarcates hier privaee space. cmphasizing the torm
ot the opening in which the womat's teet disappear = her opening,
I'he sheen coiphasizes the opemmg, but it does not produce a6 so
m ot way de sheen doos not connr. and the pre-rextual story s
undernuned.

Lookmg at the anage trom o ditterent angle, we must take our
owit position meo account. The viewer s afso supposed to conme in
and he welcomed — as voveur. allowed to see the temale body on
displav. Bur acthe same time, this viewer is deprived of his iden-
tity, as his eves come in contiet with his mirror image in the oo
represented onlookers. These two. the putto and the servane form.
according o a formal analysis, an insistent triangle wich the female
body as s base, paralleling and reversing the oriangle of the exice-
curtain. The putto reters iconographically 1o the pre-texi has icd
Tuinds 1 Usvonhol™ of torbidden sexuoality. While also offering a way
Uf‘\ic\\'ing the waoran, it is ane numature, childish way. For th()ug}l
he wrings his hands medespaor, be 1s not Jookmg at the woman™s
body, erhaps hie despairs over this lack. o lack nnposed by the
bonds on lus hands, wluch, w tace, prohibne boch touching and
loaking. Exasperated by che mrerdiconon. the putto s visually selt-
enclosed. The servant, of whom more needs to be smd later on,
doues not look at the wonan ac all,

These two stories — the purely texoual, verbal pre-texe and the
story of the purely visual presente — collude and collide in the work's
wxtttalioy. They are i tension, but noc in contradiction. They
produce i new story, the text of the Darae as an interaction between
the canvas and the viewer who processes it In this ext, Zeus,
invisible as hedio s thus becores the pre-text the woman uses
got 1id of the indisercet viewer, The woman who ac firse sight
secmed o be on display - as spectache, ina stade, visual reading -
takos over and dominates both vicwer and lover. Fler gomtals,
prefigured by the slippers and magniticd by the opening of the
curtain at the other end of the sight ime, are contral o the franed
text. They are turned toward the viewer, bur they can be seen by
neither viewer nor lover. because the viewer 15 sene away while thwe
lover comes to hier trony the other sidessight. In this way her sex-
waliey, i spite of s centrality, 15 a trace of the pre-texe. tar e
comflicting lines of sight cucie off: i1 also the locus of die meraphor
that kepr creeping into the vocabulary of my analysis: It is the navel
of the texe. Bur berween sex and navel lies a difterenwe — che difs

ference between voveurizm and its deconstruction.

The wmetaphor of the navel is more satistfving than thae of the
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hymen tor the deconstructed mmage; diluted into 2 mualdple tex-
tuality, i s a false conter attracting attention o its void of senes
— tu its dis—semiation. The metaphor of the mave] pushes Derrida’s
dissemination to s Timits, and bevond. Alhough he undermined
the phailic view of the sign and of meaning wseribed o Saussure's
senvotics, Derrida stll could not quice ler go: For his dissenuinacion,
meant to dissolve the peactrating power of the duzhistic sign, conmes
dangrerously close to an overwhelming dispersion of semen: coming
all over the et 1t spreads oue so pervasively, so Biblicallv, chat
it becomes like the stars in heaven or the sand ar the seashore: 2
pramise to biherhood. Derrida chings 1o dic coneept of the hymen,
the veil that protects from pencteation as an alternative for che
phallic privileging of the invisible signiticd; but by invoking Hy-
mien, e also embraces the monwene when the virgin bride is torn
open aid pervaded by semen. Tovoking Hyoen invokes marriage,
And marrage imperialisdcally prevails, threatening to become the
metaphor for semiosis.

Dyeconseructing this imctaphor with the help of visual images read
as texts, | propose to replace it with the navel — both a vrace ot the
mother, and the oken ol aumomy of the subject. male and ferale
aliker a cener withour micaning, 1t is vet a meaningfil potnter that
allows pluraliey and mobility, that allows the viewer to propose
new readings to meet his or her needs, bue wichoue leting those
readings fall inte the arbitrariness thae leads to iselation,

This concepr of textuality leaves room for the speciticity of the
visual: indeed. it builds the reading it suggests upon the image's
visuality. ¥Yer it enhances the irreducible extuality — its play be-
tween stary and static inage. its visual mobiliey, and dhe indispen-
sable collaboration between the work and s soctally and
The navel, then, is a metaphor tor
ant element. otten a tiny derail, thae hits the viewer, is processed
by her or him, and textualizes the image on its own terms. In the
Danae. it is not the woman™s “real’” navel but her genttal area (Figure
0.3)uin The Toifer of Bathslebah, another nude with an ostentatiously

historically posidoned viewers,

represented mavel the navel of the texe 15 the lefi-hand comer of
the leeeer the naked woman is holding (Figure 0.4); i1 thie Vermeet,
it i the nail-and-hole {Figure o.5). Later o, [ shall argue that the
mavel of the Berlin Sisas is the fist of one of the Elders (Figure
0.6). v imany works thae T shall analyze in this study, the textual-




iz navel o empuness, a lirtle surtuce which che work leaves
untilled.

This play with metaphors should not be taken tor a meaningloss
hnguistic gane, By chosing a bodily metaphor, 1 also wish to
demonstrate both my allegiance and miv polentie opposition to
much of psychoanalviic cheoary, Here the navel is the svmbuolization
of a bady part, juse as the phallus 15, and e too s loaded with the
comuatations of gender. Yet these are radically different in starus.
The phallus reters to gender in terms of haves and have-nors, or
Ty have it versus Ueo be it The navell in o contrase, s funda-
mentally gender specitic — the navel iy the scar of dependence on
the mother = buc it is also demoeratie in thar both men and wonien
have it And unlike the phallus and s iconde representations dis-
seminated throughout posi-Freudiom culture, the navel 15 starkly
mudexieal

Thus. the mctaphor ot the mavel, as the detail diae triggers rexenal
dittusion, varanon, and mobility of reading. 1y cherefore a eribute
anot only o an anuphallic sennoue bue also o an antiphallic gen-
deredness diat does nor assign towomen 4 second-rate positon.
My position toward gender, thien, is comparable o my acdoude
toward “high are” I both cases, the hicrarchy is not denied, which
it ctnot be because it is a culwral reality, but it is shifted and
thereby undermined.

In her seminal ardcle on Freud's Beyoud dhe Pleasure Prineiple
{ru22), Elisabeth Bronten (1989) sugeeses that we locas on the navel
as an image of primary castration. In support of that suggestion,

she argues tor the psvehoanalvide inportance of the experience off
primuaey marcksisim. She makes her case through a ¢lose analysis of

Froud's repression, i that essay. of the place of the womun — his
davgheer and the mother of the child out of whose game the thicory
cinerges. Fread’s identitication with e ehild as between father and
son iy based on the conilation ot mother and daughter, and dem-
onstrttes the senderedness of the vory formation ot this theorv and,
by analogy. of theory i general. But when Freud. the dav afrer
the death of b tavorite dangheer. shitts areennion from her deach
ta s wonndedoess. callimg Tier death an incurable assaule on his
narctssisin, another sdentitication — that berween father and danigh-
ersmother — st stake, When the tatherfson is wounded, only
then are sender boundaries crossed.

What cnterges from this studyv, finallv, s a "Rembrandd” full of

ambivalence. Both highly disturbing and highly gradtying, this
Body of work wains in depth by readings in the mode ot the navel:
the readings in cach chaprer acknowledge visualioy and do nor shy
away from discursive elements: they recopmze where cultural com-
monplaces are mobilized, vor leave room tor the margimal other;
they endorse the “densite™ of visnal signs and et that densiey spill
over mto lreritare, while ot fearing to point out speatic, discrere
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signs in visual works and the oot of density m Jiterature, Each
chapter pursues simultmeously o theorenical guestion, the ter-
pretation of at least one "Roembrande™ work and at least one verbal
text with which the visual work ontertains o relation. Together
these chapters offer an overview ot issucs and concepts relevant for
the stady of the mteraction between image and discourse.

The interpretations set forth in this study are not meane to be
full. comprehensive deseriptions of what we see in dhie paintings:
mor are they narratives reconstructing the pre-texts chat give che
works meaming. Instead. my interpretations seart at che navel, the
httle detard that docsn’t fie the “othicial™ incerpretation: the view of
the work pur forward by the terms of agrecnient amony readers
betore me. For invarably those official readings leave a rest, a lack.
They have one dhing chat isn'c there and should be, or thacis dhere
but shouldn’t, and thos crigeer the alternative reading. Whae the
classical narrative readings cannot unproblematically accommodate
sets it moton another narcatve, vin the suspensetul encounter be-
tween the narrarive and the visuall In this way, the concept of the
“ravel of the wext™ is programinatic: v proclims an interaction,
not an apposition, between discourse and imagy.




BEYOND THE WORD-
IMAGE OPPOSITION

{ T'{lis eat has the power to decompose and dissolve
the very coherence of form on which visualiey may
be thought to depend. {Rosalind Krauss., “The i/
pulse ta See, " 1988410

INTRODUCTION

T is tashionable today to speak of art history as a discipline in

crisis, At fiest sight, the symproms of such a erisis are over-

whelming. Books with titles like The Ead of the History of Art?
(Belting, 1987}, Rethinking Art History (Preziozi, 1989), or The New
At History (Rees and Borzello, 1986) find eager publishers and
buyers: scholars from adjacent fields enter the ficld of art lustory
to propose alternanives to current approaches they consider dead
ends {e.g., Bryson, tof1, 1983, 1984} or to deconstruct the art
historical enterprise wtself {v.g., Melville, 1990); some of the most
interesting art hastorians disclaim their allegiance to the discipline
(e.g.. Fried 19¥7210); and, most significantly, alternarive fields
emierge out of ongoeing but hatherre rather marginal preoccupations,
under vanous headings, which propose the study of art in relarion
to other disciplines. Programs in cultural studies, visual peetics,
word and image studies, and comparative arts are testimony to
attemprs to revitalize art history by expansion into another ficld.
Without such an emergency measure the ficld is in danger of being
rigiditied, impoverished, dying,

But these supposed symptoms are deceptive; when examined
more closelv, they indicare something quite different from a crisis;
an astonishing vitality, perhaps che all but overwhelming predom-
mance of are history within the humanives roday; indeed, they
perbaps indicate a shift from linguistics in the 1960s and carly 1970s,
vin anthropolegy in the 19808, o art history in the 19908 as the
central discipline on which other fields draw heavily for their own
revitalization. One can argue that the willingness of art historians
to challenge their discpline provides evidence of the disciphne's
strenath; ic can aftord the risk.' 1If scholars from other ficlds are
artracted to che study of are, something more attractive must be
going on there than in their home fields.” And if strong art bistorians
take some distanee from what they consider less interesting or
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teinable in dheir honte tield, they are by the same token themiselves
contributing the new perspective that was lacking, For in spite of
their disclaimer. they, too. are art histortans, and unless they wish
o grive away the field to those whose practice they don’t like, their
ownt practice must renain art history, Art history is expanding ies
botmndaries with the creation of new fields, noc giving up the ghost.
Art history itself 15 not in crisis

s i 1s challenging. addressing, and
overcoming the threat ot ies own foreclosure. The works of Svetlana
Alpers, To [ Clark, Michael Fried, Linda Nochlin, Griselda 1Pol-
lock, and Leo Steinberg, to nane just a tew contemporary historians
ot older arc artest o art history as a lively, exciting disapline,

This is ot to sav thae abb is Aoe i are history, and that those
who think the discipline s i crisis are our of their minds. Those
who claiim thit art history cannot survive the challenge of feminisin,
for cxample, may have a poine. Of course, to the question whether
art history s sick or i the pink, the answer will have to be neither,
or bodh, L am sitwanimg iy own enterprise swithin the cracks pro-
duced by these opposing views. T am speaking, that s, as one of
those “aliens,” who come to visual art from a literary background,
with what some may wimt to eall the arrogance of ignorance, and
others a frosh, or at least ditferent, perspective. 1 am speaking as
one who enthusiastically participates in establishing an integrative
discipline where the study of words and images s no longer
separate.

Scholars from various disciplines have been able o enter the
adjacent feld thanks to semioties. @ multdisciplinary methodology,
which is in no way the property of literary stuches.* The uscefuliess
of semiotics as a moethod, a paradigni, a perspective, or Justan cve-
opencr, For art history In ies current exciting crisis, 15 worth
assessing,

In Praditian qod Desive {1984), Norman Bryson takes up the issues
raised by Harold Bloom iie The Anvivey of Iiflnence {1973) 10 show
hiaw the dialectical relagonship between the wish to follow and the
desire to outdo great moedels establishes the unique interaction be-
tween sameness and difference that characwerizes each work of arc
These interactions can properky be called o dialogue. in the Bakh-
tinian sense of the nuany-volcedness of any work, but meluding the
tensions that Bakhtin's shghtly cmbelhshing concept wends (o ob-
scure.* The tensions between tradicion and desire, as Bryson phrases
it gonerate e work, renewal of work, and reworking of newness.
with the very newness bemyg relativized in the wery process of
analysis,”

OF course, there is a context for the dialogue berween the desire
1o tollow and to vutdo glorious predecessors thae 1 wish ro acrualize
here. TFirst, 0 is well known thae scholars, just hke evervbody clse,
need to ostablish thelr own differonce from others by lumping
together all the work they wish their own o diftor from. Thus
thev practice what Hayden White (1978) calls “ostentadious selt-
detinition by negauon.” Labeling theiv own work as “new,” thelr



predecessons” Told, ™ ot ancient,” they try to separate and val-
orize theie own work at the expense of their models. Bur ditference
Detween Told™ and “new™ s never unproblematic. With fex arciens
et les modernes 0 seventeenth-century France, tor example. fes mod-
crpes tound 1t less easy to define their newness than the oldness of
fes antciens. Today the Nuw Historicism in literary studics is, from
the perspective of nonhistorians, juse 4 little too close to the old
Iistoricism o gain a distinet protile, And in certain quarters the
New Art History is too busy disqualifving ies great predecessors
w emerge itseli as detached trom then.

Don’t misunderseand ne here, T tind chis tension largely pro-
ductive, asat motivates the “new™ people to radicalize their posi-
tions, while ic challenges fes wrciens to renewal as well, Bue in the
s of art history it ds partly responsible tor die detensive con-
servatisnt of large contingents o are historians who rightly refuse
to recognize their work i the carlcatures set up by fes wodernes.

A second context for the tension between tradinion and desire is
the dulogue berween word and image. Mirroring the preceding
serugele. word-and-image works tend o suggest that

“straighe”
art historians negleet the verbal aspeers of visuat art. Burt this can
hatdly be the case in a held whose strongest tradition is today
iconographic. the method that consists of reading images as whar,
visuallv, they are nor. and which has, moreover. always been
strongly anchored in verbal sources. Tradidonal, iconographic art
histors may sutter tromt underestmating the readerly quality of irs
awn work. Bug, at the samie time, overemphasis on the novelry of
word-and-image studies encourages the repression of the verbal
aspects of traditional are history, henee making ditticule the insertion
of traditional work within dhe new paradigm. And word-and-image
studies may undermine thewr own project in the way they accuse
thetr predecessors ot tuling: The very phrase “word and image™
suggests that two different, perhaps incomparible chings are to be
shackled together: the phrase emphasizes the ditference, not the
common aspects of the ewo. This dichotomiste fallacy continues
t weaken the renewal ward-and-image studies promise.

Having learned so much fron art history, [ am now caughr in
the very tension Bryson demonstrated in Tradition and Desire (1984),
both in relaton to the works 1shall discuss here and in relation to
the discussion deself. T wish to nake my endeavor clear from the
outset: This s not o work of art history, “new™ or not. although
it ks deeply mdebted o some owstanding work in art history,
Theretore, |shall begin with a briet presentation of work by three
authors: Svetlana Alpers, an are historian; Michael Fried, who is
trained as anare historian and a hrerary cridde: and Norman Bryson,
who came o art history as a licerary scholar” [ also want to ac-
knowledge that disciplinary input is indispensable if one is to avoid
nuportng old problems into new attempes, And an increase i such
aeeeptiwee might make it easier for mie to show to both oursiders
and veaders ot art history chat rordility or “wordness’

1 mdispen-
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sable i visual art, just as visselity or Cimageness” s Intrinsic to
verbalare.” As | shall use the terms, verbahity (or “wordness™) refers
to a kind of discursivity that is not logocentric, visuality {or “im-
ageness') that 1% not imagocentric; neither s ted rooa particular
mudium,

Following my discussion ot the works of” Alpers. Tried. and
Bryson, 1 shall replace shat awkward conjunction “and” with some
more specific links, As Shoshana Felman (1977) has demonstrated
for the equally imsatistying phrase “licerature and psychoanalysis™
{of which more i Chapter 8). such an apparently neurral con-
junction or linking word often hides an unwarranted hicerarchy that
undermines the connection’s enriching potential. | shall therefore
propose different possibilities o rebaptize. henee o reorient, the
enterprise. For my goal Is not to chim more “newness” than is
there, but to systematize currents. or evert perhaps undercurrents
— “rropisms’ in Nathalie Sarraute’s (1957) sense — in extant work,
and thus contribuee to the acknowledgment and further develop-
ment of more thorough and explicit relanions between fields, and
more self-confidence for cach, which is a precondition ol aceeptance
ot otherness.

STATE OF THE ART

In 1985, Svetlana Alpers published The A of Describing: Dutch Axt
it the Seventeench Ceontiry, 2 book thar received mruch attention both
miside and outside art history. T this book she undertook to revise
the concepts with which we approach the art of the past. She argued
againse the art bistorieal bias thae privileged narrative art in the
ltalian mode, thus obliterating the speciticity of Dutely art. Earlier
she had demonstrated the hearistic productivity of this bypothesis
as a reading strategy o a piece on Veldzquez's Las Mewninas, where
she had shown that the sense of paradox this painung sceins to
produce (c.g., Foucault, 19731 Searle. 1980 Snyder and Cohen,
16800 stems from an integration of narradve and description.”

[n The Art of Describing, Alpers draws upon contemporary doc-
uments. both verbal and visual, concerning the visual culture™ in
the Netherlands: ideas abour vision, abour scientfic relability,
abour the myvention and the impulse to mvent instruments for the
pertection of vision, about the inpulse to document structuires vi-
suallv as i1 maps. On the basis of this reading of the visual culrure
of the tme, she analyzes a large number of works of art of various
genres in order to demonserate the descripuve jmpulse in that art.”
What is at stake in Deseribing, in my interpretation of Alpers's thesis,
then, is the mfuence of a verbal contexe, a ditfuse cultural text
about vision, on the visual are of the thue, This visual culture is an
epfateme 1 la Foucanlt, which pervaded the culture as a doxa™ 3 la
Barthes. I is this aspeet of Alpers’s study — with its roots i widely
circulating discourses of the time, in diffuse rather than pointed



sources — that makes o good case for art history’s inherent “word-
and-mage-ness.

The book concludes with two case studies, of Vermeer and of
Rembrande swhere the tormer 15 shown to be deseriptive o the
point of representing its extreme while the later excapesat, or takes
o s s Alpers’s later book, Rembrande's Eorerprise (198%),
begins by challenging this conclusion. |ere, the author takes Rem-
brandt nor to have been an excepdon ta his time, but to have been
both s product and an instrument of change, Tt is a creative re-
sponse to the current debate on {dis)actribuwtion, authenticity, and
the sense of loss entatled by the nonautographic status of many of
Rembrandt’s maseerpicces. And it is an exccllent piece of evidence
that thie discipline is well able to wke care of its own problents and
dead ends.

Rarher than deploring the loss of grear ™ Rembrandts™ or serding
tor the rosolution of the authenucity guestion, Alpers proposes an
explanation tor why the misattnbueed paintings have fooled us tor
sa long " This study 15 “materialist, ™ in an unorthodox sense of
that word, 1 thar it analyzes bath the materiality of painting and
the cconomic actviees of e ardse the economic arganjzation of
the art business and Rembrandt’s ececentric and. a the samie time,
tounding place in it.'* The book’s four chapters cach deal with a
difterent aspeet of Rembrandt's active intervention in the status of
art: s relavion to the maceriality of paint, is use of theatricaliey,
the direction of his scudio, and his way of creating value on the
market. As interesting as all four issucs are. [ shall return only o
the fiirse rwo, and shall diseuss them only jnsofar as they touch upon
the relation between discourse and image.

Michael Fried's book, Abserprion and Theatricality: Painting and
Behofder in the Age of Iideror (19803, declares its object to be painting
plus commentary. In this book Diderot’s writing on painting in
the Sefors is not taken as a secondary metatext, bur as an inherent
part of the are production of the time; the interaction between critic
and ardse is dialectic rather than hicrarchical. As Fried's ddtle indi-
cates, the central theme ot the study i« the relation between painting
and beholder which, i the period Fricd discusses, becomes more
and more problemane and paradoxical. Fried begins at the moment
m Frencly are when mterest tocused on characters so absorbed in
their ewie mental occupanons thar the visual representation of their
states of nund was the ulimate challenge painters had to face. The
vwenty or so vears of production he studies show a shift away from
this challenge to one seemingly opposed, but in tact a response to
1t the representation of dramatic movement. Fried shows thar this
preference tor the theatrical is the diegetic®™ consequence of a tep-
resentational preoccupadon wit unicv. This concern for unity can
be seen as 4 response o the absorption radition, where unity re-
muined thematie (e all figures were absorbed) but could not be
dicgeric {i.e.. figures did not mteracr). Fricd argues, however, that
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the concern tor unity 5 in turn grounded i1 a specific view of the
painting's relationship to the beholder. which s paradoxical from
the start and, 1y we will see, bound to disrupt the unity iself

Theatricaliey addresses a beholder willing to identity with po-
sitions oftered. wnd most of these paintings inchude a figuee rep-
resenting that identilicadon diegedically, Yet the theatrical maode
also implics an awareness and acceptance of, even a demand for,
the vieweer's absence from the scene of (the) panmnog.

I hus book Realisnr, Uviting, Disfioracion (1987} Fricd tocuses
otby mndirectdy on these ssues, his main theme being a kind of
deconstructionise seli-representarional guality i a mgor painting
by Thomas Eakins, The Cross Clinte (Figure 1.1), and in the writings
of Stephen Crane. The self-represencations in both cases are para-

doxically interrwined; simplifving Fried's complex thesis. one could
say that Eaking's preoceupation is with writing, Crane’s with draw-

ing. A similar “word-and-image-ness™ is ar stake i my remarks




on the Tobus drawings in Chapter 8. Yer the anabysis ot Eakins's
work, wlhich 15 the part of the book | shall limit miyvselt ro here,
works ity way o that thesis through an analvsis of the relation-
ship to the bebolder 4 suggested by two major Agures in the
painting. the master surgeon Gross and a scemingly secondary fig-
ure, who, according o Fricd and his predecessors, s the patient’s
maother.™ The paradox of dicatneality 1o Fakins's paintng okes
on g twenteth-century affective guality thac s celated to familial
roles and becomes the acote dilemma of both intense seeing and
mtense not-looking. T shall revere to this atfeetive aspect in the
conwluding chaprer of this study, where §shall tike mis-secing, wie-
secing. and not-louking as the tounding themes of visual represen-
tation. Although o this book Fried presents himselt thematically
as 3 word-and-bmage scholar since he focuses on the representation
ot writing in painting and on visual FepTCSCNLItoI N writing, it is
within the former that 1 wish to take up his work.

Norman Bryson has published three books within a few vears’
tine: Hlovd aerd fsage (1o ), Vlisiont aied Pannting (1530, and Tradition
ditd Dresive (o8], dlready mentioned.'” The tirse and third books
deal with 1 historical body of painting, trom Lebrun o Delacrolx,
The second i< ashorter essav, fargely g polemic againse tic reseni-
blanee theory of representation predominant in are history, of which
Gombriclrs schemata are taken o be dhe last renant. b the first
of this series of books, Bryson addresses word-and-imagy issues in
more than one wav, These discussions are representative of the
various steps which will be outlined in this chapter and will be
mdicated with the somewhar provisional caech phrases “word and
wage, " Uvisual poeties.” and Tcomparative ars.” e this book the
author analvzes both pamtings and texes: two chapters are on 1Ji-

derot, Thus the book belongs to Vstraight”™ word-and-image ap-
proaches, He contronts wexes wich cheir pre-testual background
iLebrund or with their posttextual respanses (Waucaud, and shows
the mteraction between them,

Fothe exrent thar be s able to demonsorace how the texes interfore
both with the pamting and with 1es percepion by the viewers, and
bow textuality deteronnes the rhetorical eftect of paintings. Bryson
comes close o whae I shalt call “visual pocties.” Mose character-
isticallv, throughour the book he works with o distinetion within
the paintings berween two modes of representation, both visual
and hoth present ur cach of the works discussed: “discursivity ™ and
Chigorality.” The distinetion beeween the two draws upon French
semioties ad s related, noe alwavs i entirely clear wavs, to pairs
like paradigm and svntgm, denottion and connotation, sigmitied
and sintier, realiso and narradvies.

laaiehie be worthwhile to conpare Brvson's distinetion between
discursiviey and figuradvity o Peirce’s symbolicity and iconiciey,
e owlineh s formuladons sometihnes come close. Bu sacl a con-

thition would be misdeadiow. Teonicity — i the vulgar sense of

pictorial resemiblinee - is precisely what all the books discussed
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here are determined to challenge. In the specifically Poircean sense,
iconicity represents a subset only of Hgurality. Icomary 1s a ground
of meaning production. a code. iFvou like, that establishes a relation
between sign and meaning on the basis of analogy — of a commeon
property. Thus, a map is iconic. not because i resenibles the land,
but because it shares witl it a pardeular properry: the shape of s
boundary. Symbalicity is also a code, but one thar eseablishes a
relation between sign and meaning on the basis of conventional
agreement. A goad example Is perspective. long considered the
device of realism par excellence. [t may be iconic in the specific
sease, but ivis more significantly symbolic. '™ We accept perspective
as “natwral.” as realistic, because we are accustomed to i even
though we know that there are many art forms, within and ourside
our own culture, that are not perspectival.

Peircean iconicity is emphatically not the same thing as visuahiry.
It is worthwhile to seraighten out this possible misunderstanding
from the start, because [shall use Peirce's vorabulary ncidentally.
Here is an example of an iconic meaning production that is not
visual, vet that has repercussions for art historical wriung, Jonathan
Culler (1y%8:100) demonstrates that Bachelard's philosophical dis-
course is iconically contamminated by the earlier philosophers he
writes on. The rext’s sevle 15 in some specific ways analogous to
the style of its object. Although the relationship berween sign -
Bachelard's text — and mcanimg - the discourse he is commenting
on — is iconic. there is nothing specifically visual abour this pro-
Juction of (addidonal) meaning. In the following example, the
visuality iy there, but not in the wconie relation itself. In the wake

of Havden Whire's emiphasis on the rhetoric of history, Michacl
Holly (198%, 198y) shows how the grear early culeural historians
such as Burckharde and Adams are iconmically prefipured by the
paintings and stained windows they respecrively discuss, They
write their historical accounts m a4 stvle whose poeties is iconically
referring to, if not shaped by, the works of art they ser out to
deseribe. Here che sign is discursive, the meaning is visual, and the
wconic reladon is shaped by the visual object. A symimetrical coun-
terpart of this iconicity is implicd ir Michacl Baxandall's Giorro aid
the Orators (1971), according to which the paintings are shaped in
the torm ot the Latin sentences written by conteniporary bumanises.
Here the sign, an aspect — composition — of the paintings, is visual
whercas the mcining is not. Again, the relatonship berween sign
and meamng 15 icome, beeause analogous. Figurality, in Bryson's
visual sense, then, must by all means be kepe disdner from iconmary,

Bryson uscs “figurality” in the ctymological sense of formness,
materiality, detining discursivity as propositional content. The
most extrente figurality s what Beyson calls the paineerly trace,
the “deixis™ of a work ot art. The trace is the clearest example of
another Peircean type of ground of meaning productdon — indexi-
cality. The index 1s the sign that signities on the basis of an exis-
wntial relationship of contiguity with its meaning. Alpers's claim



