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Introduction 

I n 1988 ,  the National Endowment for the Humanities issued a report 
entitled Humanities in America. 1 The section of this report on "The 
Scholar and Society" attracted considerable attention with its 
charges that the humanities in higher education had become overly 

specialized and politicized. The report argued that the basic values 
and texts of "the Western tradition" were either being ignored or 
reduced to a catalog of "political horrors": "Truth and beauty and 
excellence are regarded as irrelevant," in the academic humanities 
today, the report lamented. ' J'he key �-ili,ons" about literature and 
culture "are thought to be a5out gender, race, and class" (p. 12 ) .  
Although the report was a bit shorroi'lloglc'(�(guing that academic 
humanists are too "isolated" from society at the same time it claimed 
that they are far too engaged and politically militant), and even 
shorter on documentation, it left little doubt that Western culture was 
in deep trouble, threatened by the very institutions of learning that 
are supposed to cultivate it. 

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

1 .  Lynne V. Cheney, Humanities in America: A Report to the President, 
the Congress, and the American People (Washington, DC: National Endow
ment for the Humanities, 1 988 ) .  Page references cited in text hereafter. 



to literacy and Western culture, tl'll·vtstoll w.t� 111 .1 1'"�111o11 lo lw ih 
savior, perhaps even its rep lacement. The sectioll oil "Word and Im
age" closes with the words of E. B. White: "televis ion  . . .  should 
be our Lyceum, our Chautauqua, our Minsky's, and our Camelot" 
(p. 22) .  

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

W. E. B. Du Bois said "the problem of the Twentieth Century is 
the problem of the color l ine."2 As we move into an era in which 
"color" and "line" (and the identities they designate) have become 
potently manipulable elements in pervasive technologies of simulation 
and mass mediation, we may find that the problem of the twenty-first 
centu ry is the problem of the image. Certainly I would not be the first 
to suggest that we live in a culture dominated by pictures, visual 
simulations, stereotypes, i l lusions, copies, reproductions, imitations, 
and fantasies. Anxieties about the power of visual culture are not just 
the province of critical intel lectuals. Everyone knows that television 
is bad for you and that its badness has something to do with the 
passivity and fixation of the spectator. But then people have always 
known, at least since Moses denounced the Golden Calf, that images 
were dangerous, that they can captivate the onlooker and steal the 
soul .  Iconoclastic j eremiads that trace the cause of our problems to 
"images" aren't the answer, nor is the updating of iconoclasm to 
underwrite notions of aesthetic "purity" or ideological critique. 3 What 

2. W. E. B.  Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk ( first published 1 903 ; New 
York: Bantam Books, 1989 ) ,  p. xxxi. 

3 .  See my essay, "The Rhetoric of Iconoclasm: Marxism, Ideology, and 
Fetishism," in Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago: University of Chi
cago Press, 1 986) ,  and the discussion of Panofsky and Althusser in chapter 
1, below, for a critique of the incorporation of iconoclastic rhetoric into 
ideological criticism. 
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Wt' llt't'd is a nit iq ut· of v isu a l  nd t u re that i s  a l ert to the power of 
unagt·s for good and ev i l  and that is capable of discriminating the 
v a r iety and his to r ical  spec i ficity of their uses. This book is a contribu
t ion to that effort. It grows out of a cluster of related interdiscipl inary 
ini t iat ives in l i terary criticism and theory, the philosophical critique 
of representation, and new directions in the study of visual art, film, 
and mass media. 

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

"Word and Image" is the name of a commonplace distinction 
between types of representation, a shorthand way of dividing, map
ping, and organizing the field of representation. It is also the name of a 
kind of basic cultural trope, replete with connotations that go beyond 
merely formal or structural differences. The difference between a cul
ture of reading and a culture of spectatorship, for instance, is not only 
a formal issue (though it is certainly that) ; it has impl ications for 
the very forms that sociabil ity and subjectivity take, for the kinds of 
individuals and institutions formed by a culture .  This is not quite so 
simple a matter as dividing the terrain of "Word and Image," as the 
NEH report does, between "television" and "the book." Books have 
incorporated images into their pages since time immemorial, and tele
vision, far from being a purely "visual" or "imagistic" medium, is 
more aptly described as a medium in which images, sounds, and 

3 



words "tlow" i nto one another. 4 This dol'sn '1 IIH',III l11.11 lill'rl' is no 
difference between the media, or between words and ima�l's: only 
that the differences are much more complex than they might seem at 
first glance, that they crop up within as well as between media, and 
they can change over time as modes of representation and cultures 
change. 

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

The NEH report suggests something of the contemporary situa
tion in which this book was written. This is a book, however, that 
attempts to put the relation of "word and image" and cultural politics 
in a larger perspective than contemporary anxieties about television 
and l iteracy. It is basically a sequel and companion volume to another 
book, Iconology, which I published in 1 986 .  Iconology asked what 
images are, how they differ from words, and why it matters even to 
raise these questions. Picture Theory raises the same questions with 
regard to pictures, the concrete, representational obj ects in which im
ages appear. 5 It asks what a picture is  and finds that the answer cannot 
be thought without extended reflection on texts, particularly on the 
ways in which texts act like pictures or "incorporate" pictorial prac
tices and vice versa. This text may be regarded as a practical compan
ion to Iconology, a kind of "applied iconology." It investigates the 

4.  See Raymond Williams, Television: Technology and Cultural Form 
(London : Fontana, 1 974) ,  p. 92.  

5 .  In common parlance, "picture" and "image" are often used inter
changeably to designate visual representations on two-dimensional surfaces, 
and I will sometimes fall into this usage. In general, however, I think i t  is 
useful to play upon distinctions between the two terms: the di fference between 
a constructed concrete obj ect or ensemble (frame, support, materials, pig
ments, facture) and the virtual, phenomenal appearance that it provides for 
a beholder; the di fference between a deliberate act of representation ("to 
picture or depict") and a less voluntary, perhaps even passive or automatic 
act ("to image or imagine") ; the difference between a specific kind of visual 
representation (the "pictorial" image) and the whole realm of iconicity (ver
bal, acoustic, mental images ) .  See "What Is an Image?"-chapter I of Iconol
ogy- for further discussion of these distinctions. 

4 
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illll'Lil'tiolts of visual aud verbal rq)('csentation in a variety of media, 
principally literature and the visual arts. One polemical claim of Pic
ture Theory is that the interaction of pictures and texts is constitutive 
of representation as such : all media are mixed media, and all represen
tations are heterogeneous ; there are no "purely" visual or verbal  arts, 
though the impulse to purify media i s  one of the central utopian 
gestures of modernism. 

The book's major aim, however, is  not merely to describe these 
interactions, but to trace their l inkages to issues of power, value, and 
human interest. Foucault's claim that "the relation of l anguage to 
painting is an infinite relation"6 seems to me true, not just because 
the "signs" or "media" of visual and verbal expression are formally 
incommensurable, but because this faul t-line in representation is  
deeply l inked with fundamental ideological divisions. The "differ
ences" between images and l anguage are not merely formal matters : 
they are, in practice, l inked to things l ike the difference between the 
(speaking) self and the (seen) other; between tell ing and showing; 
between "hearsay" and "eyewitness" testimony; between words 
(heard, quoted, inscribed) and objects or actions (seen, depicted, de
scribed ) ;  between sensory channels, traditions of representation, and 
modes of experience. We might adopt Michel de Certeau's terminol
ogy and call the attempt to describe these differences a "heterology 
of representation ."7  

This book has  al l  the vices of sequels and supplements . It is a 
col lection, a progress report on an incomplete project, the record of 
numerous attempts to "picture theory," not a "theory of pictures ."  
It i s  a product of many conversations and occasions, some fugitive 
reading, and an obsession with three basic questions about p ictures : 
What are they ? What is their relation to language ? Why are these 
questions of any importance ? That is, why does i t  matter what pic
tures are, how they relate to language ? 

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

6. Michel Foucault, Les Mots et les chases ( 1 966 )  translated as The Order 
of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York: Random 
House, 1 973 ) ,  p. 9 .  

7 .  Michel d e  Certeau,  Heterologies: Discourse on  the Other, translated 
by Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1 986) .  

5 
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o f  theories about  them, but it docsn 't seem to do m any good. Know

ing what pictures arc doing, understanding them, Jocsn 't sn·m neces
sarily to give us power over them. I'm far from sanguine that this 
book, or any book, can change this situation. Perhaps its principal 
function is disi l lusionment, the opening of a negative critical space 
that would reveal how l ittle we understand about pictures and how 
l ittle di fference mere "understanding" alone is likely to make. Images, 
l ike histories and technologies, are our creations, yet also commonly 
thought to be "out of our control"-or at least out of "someone's" 
control, the question of agency and power being central to the way 
images work. That's why a book that begins by asking how to picture 
theory ends with reflections on the relation of pictures and power:  
the powers of realism and il lusion, of mass publ icity and propaganda. 
In between, i t  attempts to specify the relation between pictures and 
discourse understood, among other th ings, as a relation of power. 

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

On the theoretical side, by contrast, this is a relentlessly negative 
book. My aim has not been to produce a "picture theory" (much less 
a theory of pictures ) ,  but to picture theory as a practical activity in 
the formation of representations. I have not wanted to settle the ques
tions of what pictures are, how they relate to words, and why the 

6 
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rd a t ionsh i p  m attns. l ' vl' heen mor e  i n te rested in showing how the 
recei ved answers to these questions work in practice and why settled 
answers of a systematic kind may be impossible. This may well be an 
introduction to a discipline (the general study of representations) that 
does not exist and never will. If  its only accomplishment is as a de
disciplinary exercise to make the segregation of the disciplines more 
difficult, that will be enough . 

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

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

I 'm also conscious that this is a book whose reach far outstrips 
its grasp .  I've attempted to open up what I call the "image/text prob
lematic" in fields ranging across media and modes of representation 
from antiquity to the present day. I've had to rely heavily on the work 
of others, to speculate where certainty seemed impossible, and to be 
content with raising questions whose answers are beyond my compe
tence. This is a book, therefore, that is likely to offend a lot of special
ists : art historians, because it doesn't believe that the history of West
ern painting as a fine art is the unique key to understanding pictures ; 
film scholars, because it will seem that many of its problems have 
already been worked through in cinema studies; philosophers, because 
it tends to read philosophy for the pictures ; l iterary scholars, because 



it t akes a b i t  too l i tera l l y  the  Jesire for sensuom, hoddy prl'�l' l l lT i n  
l i terary representation ; radical or "critical" critics, bccausl' i t  i s  too 
ahistorical and formalistic; formalists, because it is too interested in 
h istory and ideology. My hope is that some special ists wil l  take the 
unanswered questions as provocative rather than merely provoking 
and regard the speculations as worthy of closer testing and refinement. 
For the more general reader, my hope is that a book that figures out 
a way to connect Wil l iam B lake, Wittgenstein, and Spike Lee will not 
be totally lacking in interest. 
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!·····Picture· Theory 

lthough we have thousands of words about pictures, we 

do not yet have a satisfactory theory of them. What we 

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

osophical inquiries into art and representation, studies 

in cinema and mass media, comparative studies in the arts-all 

converging on the problem of pictorial representation and visual 

culture. 

Perhaps the problem is not just with pictures, but with theory 

and, more specifically, with a certain picture of theory. The very 

notion of a theory of pictures suggests an attempt to master the 

field of visual representation with a verbal discourse. But suppose 

we reversed the power relations of "discourse" and "field" and 

attempted to picture theory? The following trio of essays attempts 

this from three different angles. "The Pictorial Turn" looks at the 

way modern thought has re-oriented itself around visual para

digms that seem to threaten and overwhelm any possibility of 

discursive mastery. It looks at pictures "in" theory and at theory 

itself as a form of picturing. "Metapictures," on the other hand, 

looks at pictures "as" theory, as second-order reflections on the 

practices of pictorial representation; it asks what pictures tell us 

when they theorize (or depict) themselves. "Beyond Comparison" 

looks at the relation of pictures and discourse and tries to replace 

the predominantly binary theory of that relation with a dialectical 

picture, the figure of the "imagetext." 

• 
• 





l H[ PICTORIAL TURN 

All the impulses of the media were fed into the circuitry of my dreams. 

One thinks of echoes. One thinks of an image made in the image and 

l i keness of images. It was that complex. 

-Don DeLillo, Americana ( 1 97 1 )  

R ichar�L_Ro_.t;ty has characterized the hi�Qr}'-_oLphilosophy a s  a 
�ii_!:!s _ _of '�turos" in which "a new set of problems emerges and 
the old ones begin to fade away" : 

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

The final stage in Rorty's h istory of philosophy is what he calls "the 
linguistic turn," a development that has complex resonances in other 
disciplines in the human sciences. Linguistics, semiotics, rhetoric, and 
various models of "textuality" have become the lingua franca for 
critical reflections on the arts, the media, and cultural forms. Society 
is a text. Nature and its scientific representations are "discourses."  
Even the unconscious is structured like a language. 1 

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

1. See Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton : 
Princeton University Press, 1 979) ,  p. 263,  and the earlier collection of essays 
edited by Rorty, The Linguistic Turn: Recent Essays in Philosophical Method 
(Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1967) .  

1 1  
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vanat1ons on th i s turn could be traced early on 111 l.h.nl l·, l'l ' l rn·'s 
semiotics and later in Nelson Goodman's " languages of art," hoth of 
which explore the conventions and codes that underlie nonl i nguistic 
symbol systems and (more important} do not begin with the assump
tion that language is paradigmatic for meaning. 2 In Europe one might 
identify i t  with phenomenology's inquiry into imagination and visual 
experience ; or with Derrida's "grammatology," wh ich de-centers the 
"phonocentric" model of language by shifting attention to the visible, 
material traces of writing; or with the Frankfurt School 's investiga
tions of modernity, mass culture, and visual media ;  or with Michel 
Foucault's insistence on a h istory and theory of power/knowledge 
that exposes the rift between the discursive and the "visible," the 
seeable and the sayable, as the crucial fault- l ine in "scopic regimes" 
of modernity.' Above all, I would locate the phi losophicatenactment 
of the pictorial turn in the thought of Lud'ry'A'g Wittgenst� , particu
larly in the apparent paradox of a philoJophical career that began 
with a "picture theory" of meaning and ended with the appearance I 
of a kind of iconoclasm, a critique of im<¢ery that led him to renounce 
his earlier pictoria l ism and say "A picture held us captive. And we 
could not get outs ide it, for it lay in ourTanguage and language seemed 
to repeat itself to us inexorably."4 Rorty's determination to "get the 
visual, and in particular the mirroring, metaphor out of our speech 
altogether"5 echoes Wittgenstein's iconophobia and the general anxi
ety of l inguistic phi losophy about visual representation. This anxiety, 

2. Another important line of  development would be Stanley Cavell 's at
tempt in The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1 980) to address American film and modern 
painting within the phi losophical framework of Anglo-American roman
ticism. 

3 .  I echo here the analysis of  Foucault's method in Gil les Deleuze, Fou
cault, translated by Sean Hand (Minneapolis :  University of Minnesota Press, 
1 988 ) .  See especially the chapter on "Strata or Historical Formations: The 
Visible and the Articulable (Knowledge) ," pp. 47-69. On the notion of a 
"scopic regime," see Martin jay's "Scopic Regimes of Modernity," in Vision 
and Visuality, edited by Hal Foster (Seattle:  Bay Press, 1 988 ) ,  pp. 3-27. 
Jean-Fran�ois Lyotard, Discourse/Figure (Paris : Klincksieck, 1971 ) .  

4. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, translated by  G.  E. 
M. Anscombe (New York: Macmillan, 1 953 ) ,  1 : 1 1 5 .  For a fuller account of 
th is issue, see my essay, "Wittgenstein's Imagery and What It Tel ls Us," New 
Literary History 1 9: 2  (Winter 1 988 ) : 3 6 1 -70. 

5. Rorty, Mirror of Nature, p.  3 7 1 .  

1 2  



1111� lll'nl Ill ddl·nd "our spl'l'l·h" aga inst  "the v i s u a l "  is ,  I want to 
�uggcst, a sure sign that a pictor ia l  turn is taking place. 6 

I am not saying, of course, that al l  these d i fferent encounters with. 
v isual  representation can be reduced to some single thesis or, that-ail 
t h e  an�abol!t �'tht:_visu_jll " come to the same thing. Rotrf) .con
cern is to get philosophy over its infatuation with epistemology, and 
particularly its obsession with the model of the image as a figure of 
representational transparency and realism. For him, the "mirror" is 
the temptation to scientism and positivism. For the Fr�kfu�-?�

hQol� 
by contrast, the regj!!J.(: of the visual is associated with q}ass medi9 
and the threat of a culture of fascism. 7 What makes for the sense of 
a pictorial turn, then, is  not that we have some powerful account of 
visual representation that is dictating the terms of cultural theory, but 
that pictures form a point of pecul iar fri ction and discomfort across 
a broad range of intellectual inquiry. The pictute now has a status 
somewhere -�e_!\\f�D what Thomas Kuhn called a_JJ_<l_!"_agigro" and an 
"anomaly," emerging as a central topic of discussion in the human 
sciences in the way that language did: that is, as a kind of model or 
figure for other things ( including figuration itself) , and as an unsolved 
problem, perhaps even the object of i ts own "science," what Erwin 
Panofsky called an "iconology." The simplest way to put this is to 
say that, in what is often characterized as an age of "spectacle" (Guy 
Debord ) ,  "surveillance" (Foucault) , and al l-pervasi ve image-making, 
we still do not know exactly what pictures are, what their relation to 
language is, how they operate on observers and on the world, how 
their h istory is to be understood, and what is to be done with or 
about them. 

The study of the visual arts has not been exempt from these devel
opments, but it has not exactly been in the vanguard, either. Anglo
American art h istory, in particular, has just begu_9-tD-awaken to the_ 
implications of the linguistic turn. While Fr�h scholars l ik2:_ L,ouis 
Marin and Hubert Damisch were pioneering a structuralistart his-

-� · ·  ..... --.--�-

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

7. The closest thing to a phi losophical synthesis of Rorty and the Frank
furt School on the regime of the visual is, ironically enough, Martin Heideg
ger's "Die Zeit des Weltbildes, " translated as "The Age of the World Picture" 
by William Lovitt, in Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology and 
Other Essays (New York: Harper & Row, 1 977), pp. 1 15-54. 
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tory, Anglo-Amcric.an art history continued to locus on sodolu�al 
issues (notably patronage studies) and to ayQid theory likt:__th.c.: plague. 8 
It took the work of a renegade literary scholar l ike Norman Bryson 
to bring the latest news from France and shake art history out of its 
dogmatic slumber.9 

Now that art history is awake, at least to the linguistic turn, what 
will it do ? The predictable alternatives are already flooding the learned 
journals in the form of discoveries that the visual arts are "sign sys
tems" informed by "conventions," that paintings, photographs, sculp
tural objects, and architectural monuments are fraught with "textu
ality" and "discourse . ' '  10 A more interesting alternative, however, is 

8. Damisch noted almost twenty years ago that after "the great period of 
Riegl, Dvorak, Wolfflin and others," art history "has shown itsel f  to be totally 
incapable of renovating its method, and above all of taking any account of 
the potential contribution from the most advanced lines of research ."  The 
first "line" of research that Damisch mentions is l inguistics. See "Semiotics 
and Iconography," in The Tell-Tale Sign, edited by Thomas Sebeok (Nether
lands: Peter de Ridder, 1 975) ,  p. 29.  

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

10 .  For an authoritative survey of these developments, see Mieke Bal and 
Norman Bryson, "Semiotics and Art History," Art Bulletin 73 : 2  Oune 199 1 ) :  
1 74-208 .  Bal and Bryson argue that semiotics goes beyond the l inguistic turn 
to achieve a "transdisciplinary theory" that will "avoid the bias of privi leging 
language" in  accounts of visual culture: "rather than a l inguistic turn, we 
will propose a semiotic turn for art history" (p .  1 75 ) .  As wil l  become clear 
in what follows (and in chapter 3, "Beyond Comparison") ,  I am skeptical 
about the possibility both of transdisciplinary theory and of avoiding "bias" 
or achieving neutrality in the metalanguages of representation. Although I 
have great respect for the achievements of semiotics, and draw upon it fre
quently, I'm convinced that the best terms for describing representations, 
artistic or otherwise, are to be found in the immanent vernaculars of represen-

1 4  
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;u��l'�tnl hy t he very res i s tan�:e o f  the visual arts to the linguistic 
tum. If a p i�:tor ial turn is  indeed occurring in the human sciences, art 
history could very well find its theoretical marginality transformed 
into a position of intellectual centrality, in the form of a challenge to 
offer an account of its principal theoretical object-visual representa
t ion-that will be usable by other disciplines in the human sciences . 
Tend ing to the masterpieces of Western painting will clearly not be 
t'n<>Ugh. A broad, interdisciplinary critique will be required, one that 
takes into account parallel efforts such as the long struggle of film 
studies to come up with an adequate mediation of linguistic and imag
i s t i�:  models for cinema and to situate the film medium in the larger 
context of visual culture. 

If we ask ourselves why a pictorial turn seems to be happening 
now, in what is often characterized as a "postmodern" era, the second 
half  of the twentieth century, we encounter a paradox. On the one 
hand, it seems overwhelmingly obvious that the era of video and 
cybernetic technology, the age of electronic reproduction, has devel
oped new forms of visual simulation and i l lusionism with unprece
dented powers . On the other hand, the fear of the image, the anxiety 
that the "power of images" may finally destroy even their creators and 
manipulators, is as old as image-making itself. 1 1  Idolatry, iconoclasm, 
iconophil ia, and fetishism are not uniquely "postmodern" phenom
ena. What is specific to our moment is exactly this paradox. The 
fantasy of a pictorial turn, of a culture totally dominated by images, 
has now become a real technical possibil ity on a global scale. Marshall 
McLuhan's "global vi l lage" is now a fact and not an especially com
forting one. CNN has shown us that a supposedly alert, educated 
population ( for instance, the American electorate) can witness the 
mass destruction of an Arab nation as little more than a spectacular 
television melodrama, complete with a simple narrative of good tri
umphing over evil and a rapid erasure from public memory. Even 

rational practices themselves. Sometimes, of course, the language of semiotics 
intersects with these vernaculars (consider the l oaded notion of the "icon") .  
These intersections on ly  make it clearer that the  technical metalanguages of 
semiotics don't offer us a scientific, transdiscip l inary, or unbiased vocabulary, 
but only a host of new figures or theoretical pictures that must themselves be 
interpreted. 

1 1 .  For further discussion of traditional versions of these anxieties, see 
my lconology ( Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1 986 ) ,  and David 
Freedberg's The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Re
sponse (Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1 989 ) .  

15 
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more notable than the power of the media to a l low a " k 1 udn, gl·u t ler 
nation" to accept the destruction of innocent people without  guilt or 
remorse was its ability to use the spectacle of that destruction to 
exorcise and erase all guilt or memory of a previous spectacular war. 
As George Bush so aptly put it : "the specter of Vietnam has been 
buried forever in the desert sands of the Arabian Peninsula . "  Or per
haps the moral was put more pointedly by Dan Rather, as he juxta
posed file footage of the last U.S .  helicopter rising from the American 
embassy in Saigon with live footage of a helicopter landing at our 
embassy in Kuwait City :  "Of course," Rather said, "an image doesn't  
te l l  us everything . . . . " 1 2 

Whatever the pictorial turn is, then, it should be clear that it is 
not a return to naive mimesis, copy or correspondence theories of 
representation, or a renewed metaphysics of pictorial "presence" : it 
is rather a postl inguistic, postsemiotic rediscovery of the p icture as a 
complex interplay between visual ity, apparatus, institutions, dis
course, bodies, and figurality. It is the realization that spectatorship 
(the look, the gaze, the glance, the practices of observation, surveil
lance, and visual pleasure) may be as deep a problem as various forms 
of reading (decipherment, decoding, interpretation, etc . )  and that vi
sual experience or "visual l i teracy" might not be fully explicable on 
the model of textuality. 1 1  Most important, it is the realization that 
while the problem of pictorial representation has always been with 
us, it presses inescapably now, and with unprecedented force, on every 
level of cultu.re, from the most refined philosophical speculations to 
the most vulgar productions of the mass media .  Traditional strategies 
of containment no longer seem adequate, and the need for a global 
critique of visual culture seems inescapable. 

The current revival of interest in Panofsky is surely a symptom 
of the pictorial turn. Panofsky's magisterial range, his abil ity to move 
with authority from ancient to modern art, to borrow provocative 
and tell ing insights from phi losophy, optics, theology, psychology, 
and philology, make him an inevitable model and starting point for 
any general account of what is now cal led "visual culture ." More 

12 .  For more on this subject, see chapter 1 3 ,  "From CNN to ]FK ."  

1 3 .  This negative version of the pictorial turn was already latent in the 
realization that a semiotics constructed on the model of the l inguistic sign 
might find itself incapable of dealing with the icon, the sign by resemblance, 
precisely because (as Damisch notes) "the icon is not necessarily a sign" 
(Sebeok, Tell-Tale Sign, p.  35 ) .  

1 8  
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\ l gn l f i cl l l t ,  pn h a ps ,  is t h a t Panofsky ' s  ea rly theoretical work is not 
11 1 s t t h e  su b ject of inert reverence, but of some rather hot arguments 
i n  a rt h istory .  Is he real ly "the Saussure of art history," as Giulio 
1\ rgan once claimed ? Or merely a "quaint early modern episode" in 
the "lugubrious labyrinth" of German neo-Kantian art history, as 
I )ona ld Preziosi suggests ? Has Panofsky's i conology amounted to any
t h ing more than a "rote cryptography" that reinforces the insularity 
of one of the most retrograde disciplines in the humanities ? Or did 
he, as the enthusiastic editors of Zone Books suggest, anticipate Fou
cault by producing an " 'archaeology' of Western representation that 
fa r surpasses the usual scope of art historical studies" ? 1 4 

All these claims have some partial truth . Panofsky has no doubt 
been appropriated for all sorts of stultifying discipl inary routines; the 
intel lectual contexts of his thought could no doubt be understood 
much better than they are; his iconology would no doubt have been 
improved by acquaintance with Mukarovskfs semiology ; and he will 
no doubt be more to contemporary taste after Preziosi manages to 
"gri l l  h im through the grid of Nietzsche ." 1 5 All the same, it is quite 
remarkable how much power remains in his classic 1 924 essay, "Per
spective as Symbolic Form," now available in a clear, elegant transla
tion and authoritative introduction by Christopher Wood. This essay 
remains a crucial paradigm for any ambitious attempt at a general 
critique of pictorial representation. Panofsky's grand synthetic h istory 
of space, visual perception, and pictorial construction remains un
matched in both its sweep and its nuanced detai l .  We are reminded 
once again that this is  not just a story of the invention of perspective 
in the Renaissance, but an account of pictorial space that goes from 
antiquity to the present, that embraces Euclid and Vitruvius at one 
end and El Lissitzky and Ernst Mach at the other. Panofsky manages 
to tel l a multidimensional story of Western religious, scientific, and 

14. Dust j acket copy from the Zone Books edition of Erwin Panofsky's 
Perspective as Symbolic Form, edited by Sanford Kwinter and translated by 
Christopher S. Wood (Cambridge, MA: Zone Books, 1 99 1 ) ;  subsequent page 
references will be cited in the text. See Argan in The Language of Images, 
edited by W. J. T. Mitchell (Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1 980) ,  and 
Donald Preziosi, Rethinking Art History: Meditations on a Coy Science (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1 989 ) ,  p. 1 1 2. Preziosi's blast in this book 
against Michael Ann Holly's Panofsky and the Foundations of Art History 
( Ithaca, NY:  Cornell University Press, 1 984) was the opening salvo in the 
current controversy over Panofsky. 

1 5 .  See Preziosi, Rethinking A rt History, p. 1 2 1 .  

1 7  
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phi losophical thought entirely around the figure of 1 hl' p t l  1 u l 'l' , under
stood as the concrete symbol of a complex cultural tick! of what 
Foucault might have called the "visible and the articulable ." This 
history is grounded, moreover, in what was for Panofsky's time the 
most up-to-date psychophysiological accounts of visual experience. 
Panofsky argued that Renaissance perspective did not correspond to 
"actual visual experience" either as it was understood scientifically in 
the early twentieth century or intuitively in the sixteenth century or 
antiquity. He calls perspective a "systematic abstraction from the 
structure of . . . psychophysiological space" (p. 3) and suggests a 
l ink between "the most modern insights of psychology" into visual 
perception and the pictorial experiments of Mondrian and Malevich . 

The unfinished business in Panofsky's perspective essay, as in his 
iconological method more generally, is the question of the spectator. 
Panofsky is routinely ambiguous about j ust what the subject of his 
history is .  1 6 Practices and precepts for pictorial representation are reg
ularly elided in his argument with claims about transformations in 
"subj ective visual impressions" (p. 33) and phrases about the "percep
tion" of an "epoch" -as i f  a historical period were someth ing that 
could be visually perceived or could itself be described as a perceiving 
subject (p .  6). Sometimes Panofsky wil l talk as i f  visual perception 
has a h istory that can be read directly from the pictorial conventions 
that express it in "symbolic forms."  Other times he will treat visual ity 
as a natural, physiological mechanism that lies outside history, a 
mechanism intuitively grasped by ancient optics and on the way to 
a scientific understanding in modern psychophysiology. Panofsky's 
philosophical language of "subject" and "object" (as distinct, say, 
from "individual" and "world" or "self" and "other") only com
pounds the difficulty by replicating the optical figures of perspective 
as the fundamental terms of epistemology . 1 7  The "subject" is  para-

1 6 .  The best critique of Panofsky's argument in the perspective essay is 
Joel Snyder's "Picturing Vision," in Mitchell, The Language of Images. 

1 7. It is in this sense that I've argued along the same l ines as Michael 
Podro, that at some very fundamental level of discursive figuration, Panofsky 
does believe in the universality of perspective. See Podro's discussion of the 
correspondence between Panofsky's perspective and Kantian epistemology in 
The Critical Historians of Art (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1 982),  
pp. 1 88-89, and my essay, "Iconology and Ideology : Panofsky, Althusser, 
and the Scene of Recognition," in Works & Days 1 1/12 (Spring-Fall 1 988 )  
and reprinted in Image and Ideology in  Modern/ Postmodern Discourse, ed
ited by David Downing and Susan Bazargan (Albany, NY: State University 
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d l g l l l ; l l l l ; d l y  a sfl t ' < ' i £ 1 /or, t h e  "ohjc�:t" a v i sua l  i m age . Vision, space, 
w ( } rl d - p ic t urcs,  and art-pictures all weave together as a grand tapestry 
( } t " sy m bo l ic forms" that synthesize the kunstwollen of each historical 
pniod .  If the pictorial turn is to accomplish Panofsky's ambitions for 
.1 cr i t i ca l  iconology, however, it seems dear that we wil l  need to un
t t '£'<1 1'1! this tapestry, not j ust elaborate it. 

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

Crary wants to write a book about "vision and its historical con
struction" (p. 1 ) ,  but he wants to detach that history to some extent 
from "an account of shifts in representational practices" (p. 5 ) .  By
passing what he calls the "core narrative" of art history-the shift 
from the "Renaissance, perspectival ,  or normative" model of vision 
signaled by the arrival of artistic modernism in the 1 8 70s and 1 8 80s
Crary turns our attention to earlier "systemic shifts" in the discourses 
of psychology, physiology, and optical technology. The central argu
ment of the book is that "a new kind of observer took shape in 
Europe" during the first few decades of the nineteenth century. The 
observer of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, according to 
Crary, was a disembodied figure whose visual experience was modeled 
on the "incorporeal relations of the camera obscura." In the nine-

of New York Press, 1 99 1 ) , pp. 3 2 1 -30.  Christopher Wood's excellent intro
duction to Panofsky's essay also provides an account of Panofsky's "double 
entendres" between "art and worldview" and shows that "perspective . . .  
makes possible the metaphor of  a Weltanschauung, a worldview, in the first 
place" (Panofsky, Perspective as Symbolic Form, pp. 2 1 ,  1 3 ) .  
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tee nth century, this observer is given a body. Psydwphy� •o loglc .l l  phe
nomena like afterimages replace the paradigms of phys ica l  opt ics, and 
new optical devices like the stereoscope and the phenakistoscope grow 
out of "a radical abstraction and reconstruction of optical experience" 
(p. 9 ) .  

Crary adduces some striking examples to  illustrate the shi ft in the 
scientific understanding of visual experience : typical of these are his 
discussion of Goethe's closing off of the opening into the camera 
obscura in order to contemplate the "physiological" colors that float 
and transform themselves in the ensuing darkness and his acute de
scription of the stereoscope as a kind of transition between the (ob ) 
scene space of the theater and the Euclidean fragments of "Riemann 
space" (pp. 1 26-27) .  Crary also offers some important admonitions 
about theory and method. He warns against the tendency (characteris
tic of early film studies) to simply " read off " an account of the specta
tor from optical apparatuses in a kind of technological determinism. 
He notes that "the position and function of a technique is historically 
variable" (p .  8) and that the camera obscura may not occupy the 
same position in eighteenth-century accounts of vision that the stereo
scope does in the nineteenth century. He seems aware, above al l ,  that 
the whole concept of "the observer" and of a "history of vision" is 
fraught  with deep theoretical problems : there may not actually be 
any "nineteenth century observer," only "an effect of an irreducibly 
heterogeneous system of discursive, social, technological ,  and institu
tional relations" (p. 6 ) .  There may not be any "true history" of this 
subject, only a rhetoric that mobil izes certain materials from the past 
in order to have an effect in the present (p. 7 ) .  

Crary also strays, however, into some of the famil iar occupational 
hazards of iconology, fai l ing to heed many of his own warnings about 
overgeneralization and categorical truth-claims. His modest and inter
esting account of optical devices and physiological experiments rap
idly gets inflated into "a sweeping transformation in the way in which 
an observer was figured," a "hegemonic set of discourses and practices 
in which vision took shape," a "dominant model of what an observer 
was in the nineteenth century" (p. 7). Dominant for whom ? Hege
monic in what sphere ? Sweeping across what social boundaries ? Crary 
cannot even ask, much less answer, these questions because he shows 
no interest in the empirical h istory of spectatorship, in the study of 
visuality as a cultural practice of everyday life, or in the observer/ 
spectator's body as marked by gender, class, or ethnicity. "Obvi
ously," he says, "there was no single nineteenth century observer, no 
example that can be located empirically" (p. 7). The first half of the 
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'l' l l l l' t Kl' is obv tous  and  l rul' ;  t he se�:ond h a l f  is qu i te fa l se, i f  by i t  
( . ra ry t l l l' ans  tha t  we can h ave no access to examples of specta
l or sh i p-what people l iked to look at, how they described what they 
saw,  how they understood visual experience, whether in pictures or 
1 he spectac les of daily l ife .  Crary's skepticism about the "single nine
t eenth century observer" leads him, against all logic, to conclude that 
t here is no observer, except in the "dominant model" he has extracted 
from physiological optics and optical technology. 1M 

Even more curious is the determining historical function attrib
uted to this very specialized "shift" in spectatorship. The transformed 
observer who is described on one page as merely an "effect" becomes, 
in  the twinkling of an eye, the fundamental cause of massive historical 
developments : "Modernist painting in the 1 8 70s and 1 8 80s and the 
development of photography after 1 839  can be seen as later symptoms 
or consequences of this crucial systemic shift which was well under 
way by 1 820" (p. 7). When Crary talks about these "systemic shifts," 
"gaps," and "ruptures," he sounds most conventional, most firmly in 
the grip of received ideas. The rhetoric of rupture and discontinuity 
forces him to make arguments that appear in the guise of historical 
particularity and resistance to "homogeneity" and "totality" but actu
ally wind up producing exactly what they want to avoid. Typical is 
his claim that the "similarities" between photographs and other, older 
kinds of pictures are only apparent: "the vast systemic rupture of 
which photography is a part renders such similarities insignificant. 
Photography is an element of a new and homogeneous terrain . . .  in 
which an observer becomes lodged" (p.  1 3 ) .  

1 8 .  Jonathan Crary, Techniques o f  the Observer: O n  Vision and Moder
nity in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1 990) ; further 
page references will be cited in the text. Crary does note that there are "prac
tices of vision" that lie beyond the scope of his study, but he relentlessly 
assimilates them to his "dominant model" by characterizing them as "mar
ginal and local forms by which dominant practices of vision were resisted, 
deflected, or imperfectly constituted" (p. 7 ) .  The problem with this formula
tion is that all heterogeneity in visual experience is preordained to fit a "domi
nant/resistant" or "universal/local" model and ( more fundamentally) that the 
case for Crary's observer as a "dominant model" is never really argued. His 
account of the nineteenth-century observer would surely have benefitted from 
some of the recent work being done on the audiences of early cinema, particu
larly Charles Musser's History of the American Cinema, volume 1 ,  The Emer
gence of Cinema: The American Screen to 1 907 (New York: Macmillan, 
1 9 90) and Miriam Hansen's Babel and Babylon: Spectatorship in American 
Silent Film (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1 99 1  ) .  
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Although the vocabulary is from Fouca u l t ,  t h l' t l' l l dl' l l �· y  toward 
a totalizing master narrative that cuts across a l l  s t r a t a ,  exert ing i ts 
force on "a single social surface" sounds more like the German idealist 
history that informs Panofsky's perspective essay-exactly the sort of 
thing Foucault was trying to leave behind. But then Crary's Foucault, 
in a remarkable act of reverse historical leapfrogging, turns out to 
have influenced the principal phi losophical influence on Panofsky : 
"Ernst Cassirer's reading of the Enlightenment, though unfashionable 
now, more than echoes certain parts of Foucault's construction of 
'classical thought' " (p .  56 ) .  It is tel l ing that Crary opens by situating 
his own h istorical position precisely in the terms provided by Panof
sky's perspective essay, that is, "in the midst of a transformation in 
the nature of visuality probably more profound than the break that 
separates medieval imagery from Renaissance perspective" (p .  1 ) .  It 
is equally tel l ing that his "systemic shift" turns for a supporting anal
ogy to the master-narrative of M. H. Abrams's The Mirror and the 
Lamp, a straightforward idealist l i terary history of English and Ger
man romanticism that is generally regarded in l iterary studies as an 
important museum piece-a history to be criticized and rewritten, 
not to be cited as a confirming authority. The clincher comes when 
Crary starts describing the eighteenth-century "camera obscura" ob
server in terms of "objectivity" and the "suppression of subjectivity" 
and (predictably) characterizes the nineteenth-century observer as one 
in which subj ectivity is running rampant (see p .  9 ) .  These ready-made 
subject-object binarisms lead us, then, to a famil iar story of the "ab
straction" of visual experience from a "human observer" whose vision 
is progressively "alienated" and "reified" (see p .  1 1  ) . The surest sign 
that the well-worn paths of idealist h istory are being retraced in this 
book is the way it absorbs al l  possible theories and histories of the 
observer into a single-minded, nonempirical account of a purely hypo
thetical observer. Foucault, Adorno, Baudrillard, Benjamin, Debord, 
Deleuze, and other critics all co-exist happily in the construction of 
this specular history ; their disagreements and discrepancies disappear 
in the blinding light of a "dominant model" il luminating a "homoge
neous terra in ." 

In Crary's defense it must be sa id that it is a lot harder to get 
away from idealist histories of visual culture than we might imagine, 
and it's not clear that Foucault himself completely avoided their temp
tations. Any interesting theoretical reflection on visual culture will 
have to work out an account of its historicality, and that will necessar
ily involve some form of abstraction and generality about spectators 
and visual regimes. And there are important pleasures and rewards in 
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d u·� · ·  ' t V l' l'gt' l l l'ra l i zl'd l l l ; t \ l l' l' - n arra t i vcs ,  cspct.:i a l l y  when they a rc told 
h v . 1  m a s t l' r  l ike Panofsky who knew more about the history of visual 
< l l i l l l re t h a n  Crary and I and several others put together. Panofsky's 
� l ory s t i l l  feel s  fresh and chal lenging because it is so multidimensional, 
�� � dl'n sc ly realized, and so complexly comprehensive. It covers four 
d r � t i nct epochs (ancient, medieval, Renaissance, and modern) with a 
d i st.:ursive grid that includes religion, phi losophy, science, psychology, 
phys iology, and of course art history. It aims at nothing less than a 
n i t i cal iconology, a self-theorizing account of visual culture. 

It 's not fair, then, to compare Crary's book and its two-stage 
" Romanticist/Modernist" history with Panofsky's epic of visual ity. 
The standard is impossibly high. It  is a standard we will have to 
i n terrogate, however, i f  we are going to develop a critical art history 
or an understanding of contemporary visual culture. Could it be, as 
Christopher Wood suggests, that " iconology, in the end, has not 
p roved an especially useful hermeneutic of culture" precisely because 
i t s  object (the visual image) entraps its discourse and method in tauto
logical "l ikenesses" between visual images and historical totalities ? Is 
it.:onology, in contrast to its "disintegrative" methodological cousin, 
philology, incapable of registering the " faults" in culture, the fractures 
i n  representation, and the resistance of spectators ? Crary is certainly 
r ight to identify the historicizing of vision and spectatorship as the 
deep puzzle of a critical iconology. And he may, after all, be right in 
saying that we "are in the midst of a transformation in the nature of 
visuality . . .  more profound than the break that separates medieval 
imagery from Renaissance perspective ."  This is not what his book is 
about (Techniques of the Observer is only a "prehistory" to contem
porary visuality ) ,  and he makes no argument for it, except to assert 
that "computer-generated imagery" is "relocating vision to a plane 
severed from a human observer" (p. 1 ) .  Since this "relocation" and 
severing of vision from the "human" has, in Crary's account, been 
going on since 1 820, and since it echoes Panofsky's narrative of the 
"rationalization of the visual image" by Renaissance perspective, it 
doesn't feel like big news. 

At the same time, it is not so different from the paradoxical narra
tive I have tacitly subscribed to in locating a "pictorial turn" in con
temporary thought and culture that replays the most archaic icono
machias on the screens of a global electronic visual culture. Crary's 
technological symptoms of this turn-"computer-aided design, syn
thetic holography, flight simulators, computer animation, robotic im
age recognition, ray tracing, texture mapping, motion control, virtual 
environment helmets, magnetic resonance imaging, and multi-spectral 
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scnsors"-may not be best dcs�.:ribcd as Sl'VlTing V l � 1 o 1 1  l n H n  "the  
human," but  it is certainly the case that they arc a l tn ing t he wndi
tions under which human vision articulates itself, and it is easy to 
sympathize with the moral/pol itical anxiety in Crary's nostalgic invo
cation of " the human." Crary's list of cybervisual technologies could 
be a catalog of the special  effects in Arnold Schwarzenegger's Predator 
or Terminator, an inventory of the devices that made a spectacle like 
Operation Desert Storm possible. The power/knowledge quotient of 
contemporary visual culture, of nondiscursive orders of representa
tion, is too palpable, too deeply embedded in technologies of desire, 
domination, and violence, too saturated with reminders of neofascism 
and global corporate culture to be ignored. The pictorial turn is not 
the answer to anything. It is merely a way of stating the question. 

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

One way of dealing with this problem would be to give up the 
notion of a metalanguage or discourse that could control the under
standing of pictures and to explore the way that pictures attempt to 
represent themselves-an "iconography" in a sense rather di fferent 
from the traditional one. I will return to this notion in the next chap
ter. In the meantime, I want to recall two of the basic claims of my 
argument in Iconology. The first is that the key move in the recon
struction of iconology is to resign the hope for a scientific theory and 
to stage the encounter between the "icon" and " logos" in relation to 
topics such as the paragone of painting and literature and the Sister 
Arts tradition. This move, in my view, takes iconology well beyond 
the comparative study of verbal and visual art and into the basic 
construction of the human subject as a being constituted by both 
language and imaging. There is an ancient tradition, of course, which 
argues that language is the essential human attribute: "man" is the 
"speaking animal . "  The image is the medium of the subhuman, the 
savage, the "dumb" animal, the child, the woman, the masses. These 
associations are all too familiar, as is the disturbing countertradition, 
that "man" is created in the image of his maker. One basic argument 
of lconology was that the very name of this "science of images" bears 
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i l ll' � r; • r� o l  a n  a l l l' i cn t  d 1 v i � io n and a fundamenta l  pa radox that can
not lw  na sed from its worki ngs. 

The other key move for a revived iconology is, as I 've suggested, 
.1 m u t ually critical encounter with the discourse of ideology. 19 I at
t l'm pted to stage such an encounter in the final chapter of Iconology 
hy  work ing through the constitutive figures (camera obscura and fe
t i s h )  in Marx's account of ideology and commodity. I want now to 
l ' X  tend that discussion here by shifting from the "apparatus" of ideol
ogy (especial ly its figures of optical assemblages) to its theatrical fig
l l rcs,  what I will call ( following Geoffrey Hartman) "the recognition 
�l'l'ne  of criticism. "20 

J>anofsky gives us the "primal scene" of his own iconological 
�l.' i cnce in the introductory essay to his Studies in Iconology: "When 
. 1 1 1  acquaintance greets me on the street by removing his hat, what I 
�t·c from a formal point of view is nothing but the change of certain 
detai ls with in a configuration forming part of the general pattern of 
t·olour, lines and volumes which constitutes my world of vision. "2 1 

l ' a nofsky's subsequent elaboration of this scene as a hierarchy of ever 
ntore complex and refined perceptions is familiar to al l art historians : 
t he "formal"  perception gives way to (or is "overstepped" by) a 
"sphere of subject matter or meaning," the "factual" identification of 
t he formal pattern as an "obiect (gentleman)" -that is, a thing that 
has a name. This level of "Natural" or "practical experience" Panof
�ky associates anthropological ly  with savages (the Australian Bush
m a n ) , and it gives way, in turn, to a secondary level of "conventional 
sub ject matter," or meaning. The "realization that the lifting of the 
hat stands for a greeting belongs in an altogether different realm of 
i nterpretation ." Finally, the greeting reaches the level of global cul
t u ral symbol :  "besides constituting a natural event in space and time, 

1 9 .  The remainder of this essay is based largely on my article, "Iconology 
and Ideology : Panofsky, Althusser, and the Scene of Recognition," cited in 
footnote 17. These pages were initially written in response to Tim Erwin's 
very stimulating critique of Iconology in the special  issue on "Image and 
Ideology." 

20. Geoffrey Hartman, Criticism in the Wilderness (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1 980) ,  pp. 253-64. 

2 1 .  Erwin Panofsky, "Iconography and Iconology," in Studies in Iconol
ogy (New York: Harper & Row, 1 962) ,  p.  3. See Joan Hart's discussion of 
Panofsky's modeling of this scene on a similar one in the writings of Karl 
Mannheim ("Erwin Panofsky and Karl Mannheim: A Dialogue on Interpreta
tion," Critical Inquiry 1 9 : 3  [Spring 1 993] : 534-66) .  
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besides natura l ly indicating moods or ftx· l i ngs,  hesHks l on v e y i ng a 
conventional greeting, the action of my acquaintance can reveal to an 
experienced observer all that goes to make up his 'persona lity,"'  a 
reading that takes this gesture as "symptomatic" of a "philosophy," 
a "national, social, and educational background. " 

These four terms-form, motif, image, and symbol-are over
lapped to construct a three-dimensional model of interpretation that 
moves from "pre-iconographical description" of "primary or natural 
subj ect matter," to "iconographical analysis" of "secondary or con
ventional subject matter," to "iconographical interpretation" of the 
"intrinsic meaning or content," to the ( iconological) world of "sym
bolical values" (p. 14 ) .  The movement is from surface to depth, from 
sensations to ideas, from immediate particulars to an insight into the 
way "essential tendencies of the human mind were expressed by spe
cific themes and concepts" (p. 1 5 ;  emphasis Panofsky's ) .  

There are plenty of reasons to accept the naturalness of the scene 
of greeting as a starting place for the explanation of painting. The 
silent, visual encounter, the gesture of raising the hat, the motif of 
"gesturality" as such may seem simply inevitable as a basic example, 
since it captures one of the central features of Western history paint
ing, the language of the human body as a vehicle for narrative, dra
matic, and allegorical signification. We might also look forward to 
Michael Fried's accounts of gesture in modernist painting and sculp
ture to reinforce a sense of Panofsky's scene as inevitable and natu
ral . 22 But suppose we resisted these natural inevitabil ities and ques
tioned the scene itself ? What might we notice ? 

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

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

22. See Michael Fried, "Art and Objecthood," Artforum 5 (Summer 
1 967) : 1 2-23. 
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1 1 1 1 ' 1 1  p . • �� ing i n  t h l' s t rl'e t )  i n to t h L· L'nt:ounter between a su b j ect and 
. 1 1 1  . , h wtt ( t h e pcrt:ep t ion  and " reading" of an  image, a painting) and 
l 1 1 1 . d l v  i n t o  t he  encou n ter between two "objects" of representation 
1 1  ht· t wo pass ing figures-"gentlemen" -staged for us in Panofsky's 
' • w 1 1  " theoret ica l  scene" ) .  "Transferring the results of this analysis 
l r • > I l l  every-day l ife to a work of art" (p. 5) we find the "same three 
·. 1 r . l t a " -forms as objects ; objects as images ; and images as symbols. 
l ' . 1 1 10 fsky on the street greeting an acquaintance becomes a figure for 
l 1 1 �  L'ncounter with the individual painting; the "scene" of greeting 
hl ' l  ween iconologist and icon becomes the paradigm for a science of 
II 0 1 1 1 0 l0gy. 

Th ird, the construction of a hierarchical structure deployed as a 
I I . I ITative sequence from simple to complex, trivial to important, 
1 1 . 1 t ural to conventional , "practica l" to " l iterary" or "philosophical" 
k now ledge, analytic to synthetic understanding, primitive, savage con
l rontation to civilized intersubj ective encounter. Early stages are "au-
1 omatic" (p .  3 ) ,  l ater ones are reflective, deliberative. In our inability 
l o  recognize the subject of a painting "all of us are Australian 
h 1 1 shmen." 

fourth, the opposition between "iconography" and "iconology" 
dep loyed as a reverse narrative, in which the h igher level precedes the 
lower in a hierarchy of control .  Thus, "our practical experience had 
1o  be control led by an insight into the manner in which objects and 
l'vents were expressed by forms . . .  " (p. 1 5 ) ;  the fact "that we grasp 
t hese qualities in the fraction of a second and almost automatical ly, 
must not induce us to believe that we could ever give a correct pre
i conographical description of a work of art without having divined, 
as it were, its historical ' locus' " (p. 1 1 ) .  

Fifth, the privileging of literary painting, in which "images" of  
the human body and its gestures are the principal bearers of meaning, 
and the marginalizing of nonliterary forms (" landscape painting, still
l i fe, and genre") as "exceptional phenomena, which mark the later, 
oversophisticated phases of a long development" (p. 8 ) .  No mention 
of abstract art or other forms "in which the whole sphere of secondary 
or conventional subject matter" (namely, literary images) is "elimi
llated." No mention of pictorial traditions that impose severe con
straints ( including prohibitions) on the representation of the human 
form. 

Sixth, a homogenizing of these oppositions and hierarchies into 
an "organic whole" -the "essential tendencies of the human mind" 
accessible to the "synthetic intuition" of the iconologist. 

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

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

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

Critical iconology, then, is what brings us back to the men greet
ing one another silently in the street, the constitutive figure or "theo
retical scene" of the science of iconology-what I have called the 
"hypericon. "24 It would be all too easy to subject this scene (as I 

23 . Daniel Tiffany, "Cryptesthesia : Visions of the Other," American jour
nal of Semiotics 6 : 2/3 ( 1 989 ) :  209- 1 9 .  

2 4 .  See lconology, p p .  5 - 6 ,  158 ,  and the related concept of the "metapic
ture" in chapter 2 of this volume. 
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1 . . 1 \' l '  p. t r t  l y  done) t o  ideo logica l a n a l y s i s ,  to t reat it as an  al legory of 
l " l l t tgl' l l i s  c i v i l i t y  bui l t , as Panofsky reminds us, upon a " residue of 
t t t n l t c v a l  ch i va l ry ; armed men used to remove their helmets to make 
' l , · ; t r t h e i r  peacefu l intentions" (p. 4 ) .  Instead, let us subject a different 
·, , l ' l l l' -an expl icitly ideological one-to an iconological analysis. 

The scene is Althusser's description of ideology as a process which 
" l t . t i l s  or interpellates concrete individuals as concrete subjects ."25 Ide
' dogy is a " (mis) recognition function" exemplified by several of what 
A l t h usser calls "theoretical scenes" (p. 1 74 ) .  The first scene : 

To take a highly 'concrete' example, we all have friends who, when 
t hey knock on our door and we ask, through the door, the question 
' Who's there ? ' ,  answer (since 'it's obvious') ' It's me'. And we recognize 
t h at 'it is  him',  or 'her' .  We open the door, and 'it's true, it really was 
.. he who was there' .  (p. 1 72) 

l i t i s  scene immediately coupled with another-a move into the street: 

To take another example, when we recognize somebody of our (previ
ous) acquaintance ( ( re) -connaissance) in the street, we show him that 
we have recognized him (and have recognized that he has recognized 
us) by saying to him "Hello, my friend," and shaking his hand (a 
material ritual practice of ideological recognition in everyday l i fe-in 
France, at least; elsewhere there are other rituals) . (p .  1 72) 

How do we "read" these scenes of greeting in comparison with 
l 'anofsky's ? First, they are slightly more detailed, more "concrete," 
; ts Althusser puts it-in quotation marks. The social encounter, simi
l a rl y, is s lightly more intimate and consequential-a mutual greeting 
c ,f acquaintances, friends, gendered persons, not a one-way token of 
c iv i l ity that could as well pass between anonymous strangers. Althus
sl'r's scene is a prelude to a narrative or dramatic encounter, a dia
logue of which these are the opening words ; it brackets the visual and 
privi leges the blind, oral exchange-the greeting through the closed 
door, the "Hey, you there ! "  of an unseen caller in the street-"the 
most commonplace everyday pol ice (or other) hail ing" (p. 174) .  Pa
nofsky's is a purely visual scene; no words are exchanged, only ges
t u res, and we are led to expect nothing further from the passing ac
quaintances . Panofsky never tips his hat in return; he withdraws into 

25 . Althusser, " Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes To
ward an Investigation) ,"  in Lenin and Philosophy translated by Ben Brewster 
( New York : Monthly Review Press, 1 97 1 ) ,  pp. 1 27-8 6 .  Further page refer
ences will be cited in the text. 
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an anatomy of  h is own perceptual and intnpn·t i V l' . l ll l v l l y ,  thl' three
dimensional interpretation of an object in visua l /hermeneut ic space. 

These are the constitutive "theoretical scenes" of two sciences, 
Panofsky's science of images ( iconology) and Althusser's science of 
( false) consciousness ( ideology ) .  The symmetry is imperfect, of course. 
lconology is the science; ideology is supposed to be the object of a 
science. Ideology is a theoretical object, not a theory ; it is the bad 
symptom that has to be diagnosed. Iconology is the "diagnostician" 
(p. 1 5 )  according to Panofsky ; the (good) "symptoms" are the cultural 
symbols he interprets with his "synthetic intuition" -those theoretical 
objects (other men, paintings) encountered in the primal scene of vi
sual recognition and greeting. 

Let us now stage a recognition scene (as opposed to a mere com
parison) between Panofsky's iconology and Althusser's ideology by 
asking each to recognize and "greet" itself in the other. Iconology 
recognizes itself as an ideology, that is, as a system of natural ization, 
a homogenizing discourse that effaces conflict and difference with 
figures of "organic unity" and "synthetic intuition."  Ideology recog
nizes itself as an iconology, a putative science, not just the object of 
a science. It makes this discovery most simply by re-cognizing and 
acknowledging its origins (etymological and historical) as a "science 
of ideas" in which "ideas" are understood as images-the "science" 
of Destutt de Tracy and the original "ideologues" of the French Revo
lution.26 

The point of this greeting, then, is not simply to make iconology 
"ideologically aware" or self-critical, but to make the ideological cri
tique iconological ly aware. Ideological critique cannot simply enter 
the discussion of the image, or the text-image di fference, as a super
method. It intervenes and is itself subjected to intervention by its 
object. That i s  why I've called this notion of iconology critical and 
dialectical .  It does not rest in a master-code, an ultimate horizon of 
History, Language, Mind, Nature, Being or any other abstract princi
ple, but asks us to return to the scene of the crime, the scene of 
greeting between Subjects-between the speaking and the seeing Sub
ject, the ideologist and the iconologist. 

What we learn from this greeting is that the temptation to science, 
understood as the panoptic surveillance and mastery of the object/ 
"other" ( individual or image) is the "crime" imbedded in these scenes. 

26. See my discussion of the French ideologues and the history of ideology 
in lconology, pp. 1 65-66. 

3 0  



I I t , · 1 ' 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 . ! 1  1 1 1 1 1 1 

I t  � � 1 1 1 1 1  �Ligcd d i rec t l y  tor m ;  t h l· f i gures mere ly  engage i n  mo re or 
1 ,  '\\ u 1 1 1  V l' l l l  ion a I socia l  greet ings . To "see" the crime, we need to 
l l ' l l l o v c  t he f igu res from the stage and examine the stage itsel f, the 
· . p . l l'l' of v i s ion  and recognition, the very ground which al lows the 
l 1 g u res to appear. 

The presentation of this empty stage, the foundational image of 
. d l  poss ible visual-spatial culture, is precisely what Panofsky offers in 
t h e perspective essay. 27 This paper, as Michael Podro has argued, 
1 1 1 ; 1 kes a double (and contradictory) argument about Renaissance per
\pcctiv e :  first, that "it has no unique authority as a way of organizing 
1 h e  depiction of spatial relations, that it is simply part of one particu
l . l r  cu ltu re and has the same status as other modes of spatial depiction 
developed within other cultures" ;  second, that it "provides an abso
l u t e  viewpoint for interpreting other constructions. "28 Perspective is 
. 1 f i gure for what we would call ideology-a historical ,  cultural forma
I l l m that masquerades as a universal, natural code. The continuum of 
"homogeneous infinite space" (p. 1 87) and the bipolar reduction to 
. 1  � i ngle viewpoint/vanishing point at the "subjective" and "objective" 
r 1 1ds  of visual/pictorial space provide the structure or space in which 
l ' anofsky's three-dimensional iconology makes sense. Perspective is 
t h us both a mere symptom and the diagnostic synthesis which al lows 
t t l tcrpretation to be scientific and symptoms to be made intelligible.29 

27. Panofsky's essay was first published as "Die Perspective als 'sym
holische Form,"'  in Aufsatze, ( 1 927) pp. 99- 1 67. 

28. Podro, The Critical Historians of Art, p .  1 8 6 ;  further page references 
wil l  be cited in the text. 

29. Joel Snyder urges caution on this point, arguing that Podro "misunder
' tands an implicit inner/outer distinction made by Panofsky." "The painters," 
daims Snyder, "believed that perspective provided an 'absolute standpoint.' 
l�ut the understanding of perspective from the standpoint of a neo-Kantian, 
t wentieth-century art historian shows that it  does not have a special privi
leged, natural claim upon us. Panofsky takes the latter to be his contribution 
to the study of  perspective and the inner view to be the prevailing, uninformed 
position" (correspondence with author) . I agree that Panofsky believes in 
some such distinction between the painter's and the iconologist's "perspec
tive," but I th ink Panofsky's practice, choice of examples, and model of analy
sis undermines it. It isn't that Panofsky believes that pictorial  perspective, 
l i terally understood, is a universal, ahistorical norm, but that this model, with 
all its figural and conceptual furniture (surface-depth, three-dimensionality, 
the "subject/object" paradigm for the relation of beholder and beheld) is 
embedded in the rhetoric of Kantian epistemology. 
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Panofsky comes dose to saying this expl ic i t ly 1 1 1 t h l'  m n l l u d i n g  re
marks of " Iconography and Iconology" :  

Just a s  it was impossible for the Middle Ages to  elaborate the modern 
system of perspective which i s  based on the real ization of a fixed dis
tance between the eye and the object and thus enables the artist to 
build up comprehensive and consistent images of visible things ; j ust as 
impossible was it for them to evolve the modern idea of h istory, which 
is based on the realization of  an intellectual distance between the pres
ent and the past, and thus enables the scholar to build up comprehensive 
and consistent concepts of bygone periods. (p. 5 1 )  

Panofsky's iconology takes perspective as one o f  its historical/theoret
ical obj ects at the same time that it regards "the modern idea of 
history" as itself modeled on the perspective system. The h istory of 
pictorial representation turns out to be intelligible only inside a theo
retical picture that is itself supposed to be "inside" that history. 

The equivalent stage in Althusser's notion of ideology is unveiled 
when he moves to "the formal structure of ideology" which, he in
forms us, "is always the same" (p. 1 77) .  Althusser's example for the 
universal structure of ideology (which he says could be replaced by 
any number of others, "ethical, legal, political ,  aesthetic ideology, 
etc ." )  is "Christian religious ideology. "  Specifically, he invokes the 
theological greeting or "interpellation of individuals as subjects" by 
a "Unique and central Other Subject" (p .  1 78 ) ,  namely, God. The 
relation established in this greeting is one of mirroring and subjection 
or dominance : "God is thus the Subject, and Moses and the innumera
ble subjects of God's people, the Subject's interlocutor-interpellates : 
his mirrors, his reflections. Were not men made in the image of God ?"  
(p .  179 ) .  The stage on which the ideological greeting of  individuals 
occurs, then, is something like a hall of mirrors : 

We observe that the structure of al l  ideology, interpellating individuals 
as subjects in the name of a Unique and Absolute Subject i s  speculary, 
i . e . ,  a mirror-structure, and doubly speculary : this mirror dupl ication 
is constitutive of ideology and ensures its functioning. Which means 
that all  ideology is centred, that the Absolute Subject occupies the 
unique place of the Centre, and interpellates around it the infinity of 
individuals into subjects in a double mirror-connexion such that it sub
jects the subjects to the Subject, while giving them in the Subject in 
which each subject can contemplate i ts own image . . .  the guarantee 
that this real ly concerns them and Him. (p. 1 8 0) 
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I t  � l l l l u l d  he noted t ha t  t h i s  i s  the moment  when Althusser's ideo
l og t L a l  "sL:enes" give way to the possibility of a "science," a general 
. •  , , ou n t  of "the formal structure of al l  ideology ."  It is hard to ignore 
t h l' i rony,  however, in grounding a scientific theory of ideology in a 
t l H H il' l d rawn from theology. Of course, Althusser stands outside this 
t n l ldl' l ; he views it from afar, puts it, as Panofsky might say, "in 
pl' l 'speL:tive" for us. If we can see that ideology is a hall of mirrors, 
pl' rhaps we can smash the mirrors and rescue the oppressed subjects 
I rom the all-powerful Subject. Or can we ? Is this " formal structure 
t I I  a l l  ideology," like Panofsky's perspective, a peculiar historical for
t n a t ion which will pass when relations of production, reproduction, 
. 1 1 1 d  the social relations deriving from them are transformed ? Or is it 
( ; d so like Panofsky's perspective) a universal, natural structure which 
. t hsorbs social forms, al l historical epochs in its purview? If Althusser 
t . 1 kes the first alternative (the model as specific historical formation) 
I l l' forsakes his claim to science and universality; the structure of 
l :h ristian religious ideology might not be replicated exactly in "ethi
t ; d ,  legal political, aesthetic ideology, etc ."  The "etc ." might include 
l ormations quite different from the religious, and religious ideology 
t t sd f might vary with history and culture. If Althusser takes the second 
; d t l'rnative and insists on the universal, scientific generality of the 
\pl'L:ular model ,  he becomes, like Panofsky, an iconologist who has 
. 1 1 1  ideology and doesn't  know it. 

How can we stage a greeting of Panofsky and Althusser that is 
. 1 1 1y thing more than an impasse between science and history, a fatal 
t n irroring of ideology and iconology ? What can the French Marxist 
philosopher and the German Kantian art historian do for each other 
hesides tip their hats in the street ?  Can they "hail" each other, as 
Althusser dramatizes it, from the opposite sides of a closed door, and 
l'Xpect any recognition, any acknowledgment other than the misrecog
n i tion of the "everyday police" suspect ? Perhaps not, except insofar 
as we map out the common space they occupy, which is simply the 
p l acement of the recognition scene at the center of their reflections. 
The main importance of recognition as the link between ideology and 
iwnology is that it shifts both "sciences" from an epistemological 
"cognitive" ground (the knowledge of objects by subjects) to an ethi
Gll, political, and hermeneutic ground (the knowledge of subjects by 
subjects, perhaps even Subjects by Subjects ) .  The categories of j udg
ment shift from terms of cognition to terms of re-cognition, from 
epistemological categories of knowledge to social categories like "ac
knowledgment. " Althusser reminds us that Panofsky's relation to pic-
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tures begins with a social encounter with an Other  a n d  I h a l  i u m ology 
is a science for the absorption of that other into a homogeneous, 
unified "perspective ."  Panofsky reminds us that Althusser's local in
stances of ideology, the greeting of subject with subject (s/s) ,  are al l  
staged within a hall of mirrors constructed by the sovereign Subject 
(S/s) and that the ideological critique is in danger of being nothing 
more than another iconology. These reminders do not get us out of 
the problem, but they may help us to recognize it when we see it. 
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I worry about images. Images are what things mean. Take the word im

. 1ge .  I t  connotes soft, sheer flesh shimmering on the air, l i ke the rain

bowed slick of a bubble. I mage connotes images, the multiplicity of be

l l l g  an image. Images break with a small ping, their destruction i s  as 

wonderful as their being, they are essential ly instruments of torture ex

p loding through the individual's calloused capacity to feel powerful un

d i fferentiated emotions ful l  of longing and dissatisfaction and monumen

t . d i ty .  They serve no social purpose. 

-E. L.  Doctorow, The Book of Daniel 

T his is an essay on pictures about pictures-that is, pictures that 
refer to themselves or to other pictures, pictures that are used 
to show what a picture is. 1 lt is not exactly an unprecedented 
subj ect. Self-reference is a central issue in modernist aesthetics 

. 1 11d  its various postmodern revisions. On the side of modernism, one 
t h inks of Clement Greenberg's claim that modern art aims to explore 
and present the essential nature of its own medium or Michael Fried's 
characterization of the self-referential "absorption" and antitheatri
cality of modern painting. 2 With postmodernism, one thinks of 

l .  I am grateful to Akeel Bilgrami, Arnold Davidson, Leonard Linsky, 
a n d  Joel Snyder for reading and criticizing, i f  not totally approving of,  this 
l' ssay . I also want to thank the Center for Twentieth Century Studies at 
the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, especially Katherine Woodward, 
Herbert Blau, and Jane Gallop, for an extraordinarily stimulating discussion 
of this paper in its earliest stages. 

2 .  See Clement Greenberg's "Avant Garde and Kitsch" and "Towards a 
Newer Laocoon" in vol. 1 ,  edited by John O'Brian, of The Collected Essays 
<�nd Criticism, 4 vols. (Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1986  and 1 993 ) ;  
a n d  Michael Fried's "Art and Objecthood," ArtForum 5 (Summer 1 967) : 
1 2-23 . 
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Thierry de Duve's c la im that "the work of  a rt � �  �r 1 1 . 1 1 1 . d y t 1 l . "  This 
self-analysis is di rected, not only at the medium, but a t  th l' determin
ing conditions of the work-its institutional setting, i t s  historical posi
tionality, its address to beholders. As John Rajchman puts it: 

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

From a sufficiently embracing perspective these versions of the 
fundamental task of modernism may not seem opposed ; that is, what 
Fried means by a "medium" could be understood to include all those 
determining conditions.4 My point here is only to suggest that sel f
reference is the uniting theme for accounts of modern art that might 
seem, at first glance, to be radically opposed. This point would hardly 
come as a surprise to anyone who attended the Whitney Museum's 
1 978 exhibition, "Art about Art," which ranges freely from ancient 
gems to Jasper Johns and Andy Warhol, or read Leo Steinberg's cata
log essay with its argument that "all art is infested by other art ."5 

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

3. John Rajchman, from the foreword to Thierry de Duve, Pictorial Nomi
nalism, translated by Dana Polan (Minneapolis : University of Minnesota 
Press, 1 99 1 ) , p.  xvi. 

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

5 .  Jean Lipman and  Richard Marshall, Art About Art, introduction by 
Leo Steinberg (New York: Dutton, 1 976) ,  p. 9 .  
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' " " ' ' ' X I .  M y  h ope is t h at the i r s takes w i l l  be dar ified by be ing j ux ta
po�nl w i t h  an account  of p ictorial self-reference that starts outside 
1 he  i n s t i t u tions  o f  a rt and cuts across the debates about modernism. 

Another road not taken in this essay would lead us toward the 
1 1 c h  l i te rature on self-reference in logic and the philosophy of lan
g 1 1 a ge .  This approach would lead us into the whole question of "meta
l . l l t guages," second-order discourses that attempt to reflect on first
" rder discourses. It would lead us into the knotty philosophical 
l i t erature on self-referentiality, circularity, and paradox.6  Above all, 
1 1  woul d  analyze the use of that whole class of verbal expressions 
1 vpi fied by "I" and "this," the use of deictic terms, indices, and what 
. 1 re called "shifters" to establish reference-and especially self
reference-to the medium and the users of language.7 But this is an 

6 .  The index to Jon Barwise and John Etchemendy's important book on 
l i m subject, The Liar: An Essay on Truth and Circularity (New York : Oxford 
l l n i vcrsity Press, 1 989 ) ,  i l lustrates the connection between the semantic issue 
ol  sel f-reference and the geometrical figure of circularity quite nicely.  If you 
look up the word "sel f-reference," you will be told to "see circular argument." 
When you turn to "circular argument," you are told to "see self-reference." 
NL·vcrtheless, no one to my knowledge has been able to demonstrate that 
t hae is a necessary relation between self-reference and paradox. I am grateful 
l o  Leonard Linsky for coaching a very dull pupil on this subject. 

7.  See Elisabeth Anscombe, "The first Person," in Mind and Language, 
l 'di tcd by Samuel Guttenplan (New York: Oxford University Press, 1 975 ) ,  
pp .  45-65 . An ordinary language account of pictorial self-reference that 
sLl rted with language might start with two distinct forms of self-reference in 
l .m�uage : ( 1 )  in meta languages, words about words, sentences that refer to 
t hemselves, propositions about propositions; (2)  in l inguistic expressions that 
rder to their producer, the use of words to point to their originating agent, 
t he  "first person" or "I" of an utterance. We might think of this as the 
di fference between ' 'this" and "1," the shifters or indices whose meaning 
sh i fts radically according to context: "this" only means in relation to a specific 
mntext of  pointing; "I" only means in relation to a context of  utterance. Is 
11 a mistake to even think of these expressions as "referential" in the same 
sl'nse ? Does "I" actually "refer" to the speaker?  The two versions of the 
l . i a r's Paradox i l lustrate the l imits of these two forms of self-reference : "The 
Sentence between these quotation marks is false," and "I  always lie." Self
reference in the first statement takes the form of metalanguage; it refers to 
"the sentence," its own existence as a piece of language. The "self" referred 
lo in the second expression is the producer of the expression, the speaker. 
This is like the difference between something that shows "itself," versus some
t h ing that shows "oneself," the difference between showing showing, and 
showing the shower. We might picture the two forms of self-reference by 
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essay on pictures about  pictures, not on words abou t  word� .  I t s  a i m  
i s  not to derive a model for pictorial self-reference f ro m  a r t o r  lan
guage, but to see i f  pictures provide their own metalanguage. I want 
to experiment with the notion that pictures might be capable of re
flection on themselves, capable of providing a second-order discourse 
that tells us-or at least shows us-something about pictures. My 
procedure, therefore, will be ekphrastic. 8 That is, I 'm simply going to 
attempt faithful descriptions of a series of pictures that seem to be 
sel f-referential in various ways. This raises some obvious problems 
about the whole claim implicit in the concept of the "metapicture," 
which would seem, on the face of it, to be an attempt to construct a 
second-order discourse about pictures without recourse to language, 
without resorting to ekphrasis. But this is an essay about pictures 
about pictures ; it is  not an essay in pictures, but in words. I wil l return 
to the problem of "words about pictures" (and what metapictures say 
about them) in my conclusion. In the meantime, I'm not going to 
claim that these words are free of special knowledge or interpretation 
or speculation, nor are they to be seen as innocent about related issues 
of self-reference in  art and language. I also make no claim that the 
pictures are artistically important or philosophically profound ; they 
are only presented to i l lustrate the ways pictures reflect on themselves . 
Each example should be understood, then, as a kind of specimen that 
is to be explored for what it tells us about itself and for what it might 
suggest about other metapictures. 

The Picture Itself 

An important part of the "psychoanalysis" of the painting is con
ducted by the painting itself. 

-Thierry de Duve, Pictorial Nominalism 

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

imagining two portraits, one of a sitter in profile pointing to hersel f, the other 
of a face staring directly at us. The first picture says "she is there" ;  the second 
"I am here ."  Meyer Schapiro makes this point about frontal /profile images 
in Words and Pictures: On the Literal and the Symbolic in the Illustration 
of a Text (Hague: Mouton, 1 973) ,  pp. 38-39.  

8 .  See  chapter 5 ,  "Ekphrasis and the Other," for an extended account of 
this verbal strategy. 
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and the drawing has nowhere to go but in t o t he d r . l l t gh t " n a n 's own 
body, for the man is in his own picture, standing in t h l· (l' l l t c r  of the 
spiral he has drawn, a spiral whose outer ring has been elaborated as 
a rural landscape with trees, a wisp of cloud, and a cottage on a hi l l .  
The gentleman dominates this landscape; he stands above it l ike a 
sky-god in a whirlwind above his creation .  Yet he looks indifferent 
to it, his attention (if any) confined to the point where his pen touches 
the line it is inscribing, or withdrawn inward, veiled under his hooded 
eyelids and impassive mouth. He is serene and poised in j ust a hint 
of contrapposto with his weight slightly forward. Everything in his 
world, including himself, has been created by himself . Even the signa
ture, title, and credit line at the bottom ("ST 1 964 New World New 
Yorker") is the product of his pen.9 

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

Saul Steinberg has described this as "a frightening drawing," one 
which "gets narrower and narrower," l ike "the l ife of the artist who 
lives by his own essence. He becomes the l ine itself and finally, when 
the spiral is closed, he becomes nature ."  1 0 Steinberg gives us an artist's 

9 .  The actual title of Steinberg's drawing is The Spiral, but it first appeared 
in The New Yorker with the title New World. This title established the draw
ing as the exemplar of a whole series of drawings on the theme of the artist 
as world-maker. 

1 0 .  Quoted in  Harold Rosenberg's text for the Whitney Museum catalog, 
Saul Steinberg (New York : Knopf, 1 978 ) ,  p. 1 9 . 
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t t · . 1d111g o f  t h e d r a w i ng,  a rea d i n g  from i ns ide .  He sees this  as a terrify
I l l ) ', � u h l i mL' i m a ge of the danger in self-reflexive art. But there is 
. 1 11o t  l tn v i e w  of the drawing which comes at it from the outside. From 
t l u ,  a n gk, the drawing is not "art," but a New Yorker cartoon; it is 
1 1o t  ' u b l i me but ridiculous. This view notices that the drawing is not 
. 1  po rt ra i t o f  the artist as expressive individual creating a world from 
11 o t h i ng, but of the bourgeois gentleman doodling aimlessly on his 
· , ,  1 . t t t..:hpad.  This is certainly not the modern stereotype of the bohe-
11 11. 111 artist. It is more like an image of a possible viewer of the picture, 
pnhaps a "New Yorker," an average reader of the New Yorker, a 
' o u t fortable, affluent, urbane man of business enjoying a moment of 
k " me .  If Matisse created an art for the tired businessman, Steinberg 
. , , · , · t n s  to be showing us the art of the tired businessman. The "New 
W o rl d "  designated by the title is not the abstracted world of the 
. l l t t onomous, alienated artist, but our world ("America" or " 1 964," 
· "  t he caption puts it } ,  a world that is not merely represented by 
1 ' 1 < 1 1 1  res, but actually constituted and brought into being by picture
l l l . l k i ng. It is a perfect i l lustration of what I have called the "pictorial 
1 1 1 11 1 " in postmodern culture, the sense that we live in a world of 
1 1 1 1 . tges, a world in which, to paraphrase Derrida, there is nothing 
" 11t s i de the picture .11 

This view of the drawing may finally be as frightening as 
'> t l ' l l l berg's view from the inside. We spectators can defend ourselves 
. 1 g . 1 i nst it by differentiating ourselves from the figure (not everyone is 
. 1 white male in a formal cutaway suit} or removing ourselves from 
1 1 ' t i me (we can say that the "New World" of " 1 964," the drawing's 
d . l l c , is not our world of 1 993 ) .  But both of these defenses are easily 
h rl'ached by a recognition of the way the picture reaches out to us, lays 
. 1  daim on us.  "I" the spectator may not be a well-to-do bourgeois, but 
t l u s  "I" knows that she or he lives in a world dominated by business. 
I he "New World" constituted by pictures may be old news at the 

• ·11 d of the twentieth century, a cliche of postmodernism, but it is sti l l 
" " r  world. In  a post-Cold War era of the final victory of capitalism, 
' d  a global culture of images and simulation, the drawing has a feel 
l l l g of prophetic realism. Steinberg's drawing is a metapicture, a self-
1 dcrential image; it is quite strictly and formal ly a drawing that is 
" , t bout itself." That doesn't prevent it from being about a great many 
• • t  her things and, even more fundamental ly, from calling into question 

I I .  See chapter 1, "The Pictorial Turn," for further discussion of  this 
. l . u m .  
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the basic issues of reference that  determine w h a t  a p l l' l l l l'l' is about 
and constitute the "selves" referred to in its structure of sel f- reference. 

Perhaps the most obvious thing called into question by this meta
picture is the structure of "inside and outside," first- and second-order 
representation, on which the whole concept of "meta-" is based. An 
image of nested, concentric spaces and levels is required to stabilize 
a metapicture, or any second-order discourse, to separate it cleanly 
from the first-order object-language it describes. Thus, most metapic
tures depict a picture-within-a-picture that is simply one among the 
many objects represented . Even a picture-within-a-picture that dupli
cates its framing image (the effect of the mise en abime) can, in princi
ple, keep its levels, boundaries, and frames distinct. Consider a draw
ing that shows a man painting a picture of a man painting a picture 
of a man . . .  etc. The infinite regress of simulation, duplication, and 
repetition does not blur the distinctness of levels, except at the van
ishing point; one simply has n-levels of nested representation, each 
level clearly distinguished as an outside to another inside. Steinberg's 
drawing is a kind of deliberate evocation and transgression of this 
clearly demarcated "nesting" structure. The spiral form constructs an 
inside-outside structure that is continuous, without breaks or demar
cations or duplications. It is a metapicture in a strict or formal sense, 
a picture about itself, a picture that refers to its own making, yet one 
that dissolves the boundary between inside and outside, first- and 
second-order representation, on which the metapictorial structure de
pends. 1 2 · 

Other Pictures 

It is a subversive operation, hidden by and within a limpid dis
course, a Trojan horse, a panoptical fiction, using clarity for in
serting an otherness into our "episteme." 

-Michel de Certeau, Heterologies 

Alain's well-known cartoon (figure 2) from the New Yorker ( 1 955)  
i s  a metapicture that refers, not to itself, but  to a class of pictures that 
are generally understood to be different in kind from itself. Alain 
shows us a class of Egyptian art students "drawing from the life," 

12. See Roland Barthes, All Except You (Galerie Maeght, 1 983 )  for 
further reflections on "le representant d'un representant" in Steinberg's 
drawings. 
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DAA. WINO .y ALADI' C 1955 TID NKW YOIUt&ll MAGAZIN •• INC. 

Al. 1 in ,  "Egyptian Life Class. " Drawing by Alain; © 1955, 1983 by The New 

\ • '' ke r  Magazine, Inc. 

1 n  u lcring the figure of a nude model who stands in a stiff, flat pose 
l l ' l l l a rkably similar to those flat, stiff figures we find in Egyptian paint
l l l g .  I n  contrast to Steinberg, whose artist-gentleman's eyes are closed 
1 1 1  a kind of parody of modernist "absorption," Alain's artists are 
, l l ' a rl y involved in the traditional problem of representing the visible 
wt • r kl. If Steinberg shows us a modernist narrative of art history em
l l l 'ddcd inside a postmodern counternarrative, Alain depicts a classical 
1 1 . 1 1 -rative of art history as the progress of visual representation from 
dn· ancients to the present day. 

Ernst Gombrich employs this picture as the opening illustration 
1 1 1  Art and Illusion, arguing that it provides a key to the "riddle of 
·. 1 y k" in the history of art, the puzzling fact that ways of picturing 
1 hl' world are different in different times and places.U "Egypt" is 

I t Ernst Gombrich, Art and Illusion: A Study in the Psychology of Picto
" ·"  J< epresentation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1 960), p. 2. Fur
• l on page references will be cited in the text. 
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Gombrich 's figure for the most radica l fo rm o l  t h 1 �  d d  krcncc : i t  
stands for both historical and racial otherness, for a stati�:, stereo
typed, repetitious Oriental art, the "prehistory" of art before the 
"Greek revolution" introduces the dynamic progression of "schema 
and correction" into the development of visual representation. For 
Gombrich, Alain's cartoon "hints that they [the Egyptians] perceived 
nature in a different way" (p. 3) or, even more fundamentally, that 
they did not see nature at all, but merely copied the same formulas 
they already knew: "We have often looked back to the Egyptians," 
says Gombrich, "and their method of representing in a picture all 
they knew rather than al l  they saw" (p. 3 94) . 

Gombrich's  reading of Alain's cartoon is curious, i f  only for its 
fai lure to say anything about what makes this cartoon funny, much 
less anything about the detai ls of the picture. One is almost tempted 
to say that he brings his schema or stereotype of "Egypt" to the 
picture and sees in i t  only what he is prepared to see. The most con
spicuous problem in Gombrich's reading is his suggestion that the 
cartoon shows the Egyptians "perceived nature in a different way." 
In fact, the whole point of the cartoon is that the Egyptian art  students 
are not shown as "different" at all, but behave just as modern, West
ern art students do in a traditional l i fe-class. They sight along their 
thumbs to "put the model in perspective" and establ ish proportions, 
and the drawings they produce seem to dupl icate quite faithfully the 
contours of the model . They are shown drawing exactly what they see, 
not some "stereotype" or conceptual schema. What i s  funny about the 
cartoon, I take it, is not that ancient Egyptians are shown (as we 
might expect) to be exotic, alien, and different from us, but that they 
are shown (against al l expectation) to be just like us. 1 4 

The point of the cartoon may be clarified further by asking our
selves just who the joke is  on. Gombrich, I take it, thinks i t  is on the 
myopic Egyptians who cannot see (much less depict) nature because 
they are trapped in  their stereotyped conventions. From this stand
point, al l  Egyptian art and artists " look alike," in both the relevant 
senses. The art of the other continues to be relevant to us, in Gom
brich 's view, because it is a "beginning" to a h istory of pictorial prog
ress that must always be repeated, in the way children must go 
through the drawing of basic shapes before they can begin to "cor
rect ' '  them against visual real i ty. As Gombrich puts it :  "The 'Egyp
tian' in us [emphasis mine] can be suppressed, but he can never be 
quite defeated" (p. 3 95 ) .  In the alternate reading, the joke is on us, 

14. I am grateful to Joel Snyder for explaining this joke to me. 
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" "  1 1 1 1 tdnn lw lwlders  w h o  ex pect a p i ctu re of an  alien,  exotic way of 
I ' ' '  I I I I I ' 111a k i n g  anJ  who come to realize that this is really a picture 
' d  1 hl '  w a y  we m a ke pictures. The stereotypical "sameness" we project 
" " 1 1 1 1 ' Egy pt ians  is actually a reflection of our own conventions ; our 

, h l l . l l l l l l' " and "progressive" exploration of "nature" in the "life
' 1 , , ., \ "  is revealed by Alain to be as deeply entrenched in sameness 
1 1 1 1 1  rl 'pet it ion as were the paintings of the Egyptians. 

1 ' 111 not suggesting, however, that this second reading is simply 
· r r ght" in contrast to Gombrich's "wrong" reading. In a very real 

. 1 1 1 \l ' ,  the  second reading depends upon the first: it is the expectation 
• d l l t \ i gh t into difference that sets up the deflating revelation of same
I l l \ \ ,  l i ke finding out too soon that the secret of Polish humor is
' " " n tg .  Gombrich's reading is, as it were, the necessary straight man 
" '  \ I  raw man for the joke of Alain's cartoon. The two readings of 
\ l . , tn, l i ke the two readings of Steinberg's "New World," stand in a 
. l � . d ,·dical relationship, by which I mean that they contradict one 
1 1 1 o t her,  oppose one another, and yet they also require, give life to, 

• • 1 u · ;mother. Whatever these cartoons amount to as totalities, as meta
l ' "  t mes, is not reducible to one reading or the other but is constituted 
" ' t he argument or dialogue between them. 

Dialectical Images 

\ t n h igui ty is the pictorial image of dialectics, the law of dialectics 
· • • I ' l l  ;t t a standstil l .  

-Walter Benjamin, Reflections ./ 

I want to consider next a class of pictures whose primary func�i:6n is 
t o  i l l ustrate the co-existence of contrary or simply different rea 

.. 
fjljngs in 

1 1 1 1 '  s ingle image, a phenomenon sometimes called "multistahillr_y �_" 15  
:\ u t b iguous drawings and diagrams such as the Necker cube (figure 4) ,  
t h e " Double Cross" (figure 5) ,  and "My Wife or My Mother-in-law," 
r l i gure 6) have been, along with the classic "Duck-Rabbit" (figure 3 ) ,  
. 1  l a miliar feature of textbooks on the psychology of vision since the 
l . t t l' nineteenth century. Multistable images are also a staple feature 
' ' ' anthropological studies of so-called "primitive art." Masks, shield�, 
.n 'l.:hite�!�!� .2!'JJ.aments, and ritu�_!_,9_�Lects often display v��al para
doxes conjoining human and animal forms, profiles and frontal views, 

1 5 .  See Tsi l i  Doleve-Gandelman and Claude Gandelman, "The Metasta
h r l i ty of Primitive Artefacts," Semiotica 75, no. 3/4 ( 1 989 ) :  1 9 1 -2 1 3 .  
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J .  joseph j astrow, 'The Duck-Rabbit ," from l 'ad ''"" hz /J/, ·  1 1 1  / ' q• , ' '" '"g l' ( New 
York : Hough ton M i ffl i n, 1900).  

Do you s e e  a duck or a rabbit, or either ? (From llaf7Jer'l 
Weekly, originally in Fllegende Blatter.) 

or faces and genitals. The "fort-da" or "peek-a-boo" effect of these 
images is sometimes associated with forms of "savage thought," rites 
of passage, and "liminal" or threshold experiences in which time and 
space, figure and ground, subject and object play an endless game of 
"see-saw." 1 6  

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

1 6 .  On "split representations," see Claude Levi -Strauss, The Way of 
Masks (Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1 982) ,  and Franz Boas, Primi
tive Art (New York: Dover, 1 955 ) ;  on the " fort-da" game, see Sigmund 
Freud, "Beyond the Pleasure Principle," in The Standard Edition of the Com
plete Psychological Works, vol . 1 8 , p.  2 7 1 ; on the use of the multistable 
image to provoke "liminal" or "threshold" experiences, see Arnold Van Gen
nep, The Rites of Passage (London: Routledge, 1 960) .  
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5. "Double Cross," in Ludwig 
Wittgenstein's l'hilosophical ln
vestigations (Cambridge, MA: 

Blackwe l l  Publ ishers, 1 95 8 ) .  

M Y  WIFE AND MY MOTHER-IN-LAW 

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

Boring considers this cartoon the best puzzle-picture 
'" 1 lw sense that neither figure is favored over the other. 
' From American Journal of Psychology, XLII (19301, 
IH •15 . )  
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artisti�.: p ra�.:ti �.:cs of al l  ages, ough t  to m a k l· m � k l' J l l l l . l l  u l  .my a l l l' l l l JH 
to think of these images as uniquely " pr i m i t ivl· " i n  a n y  a m h ropologi 
cal sense. They may be primitive in a rather di fferent sense, however, 
in  their function as reflections on the basic nature of pictures, places 
where pictorial representation displays itself  for inspection rather than 
effacing itself in the service of transparent representation of something 
else. Metapictu res are pictures that show themselves in order to know 
themselves : they stage the "self-knowledge" of pictures . 

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

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

These questions and answers-the observer's dialogue with the 
metapicture-do not occur in some disembodied realm outside of 
history but are embedded in specific discourses, disciplines, and re
gimes of knowledge. Metapictures may be employed as ritual objects 
in a cultural practice, or as examples and i l lustrations in an anthropo
logical model of such a practice ; they may appear as occasions of 
middle-brow leisure and amusement in magazines like The New 
Yorker or Fliegende Blatter, or as il lustrations to treatises on philoso
phy and psychology. Most notable, perhaps, is their abil ity to move 

1 8  
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' '  1 "'' t h l' hounda m·, o t  popu l a r a n d  pro kss ional  d i scourses. The 
' " '  t . q > l l l l l l'l' is a piece of movea ble  cu l tura l  apparatus, one which may 
. 1  r 1 , • •  1 n1 . 1 1'gi n a l  ro le as  i l lustrative dev ice or a central role as a kind 

o o l ·, I J IIIII I ; t ry i m age, what I have called a "hypericon" that encapsulates 
" '  · · 1 1 t m· ep i s teme , a theory of knowledgeY Gombrich employs 
\ l .n n \  " Egypt ian Life Class" to summarize his  entire argument about 

t l u  lmt ory of  pictorial representation, placing i t  at the beginning and 
1 1 1 d o t  h i s  book. Panofsky and Alth usser employ the scene of civil 
l '. l l l ' l l l l g  to inaugurate and epitomize the sciences of iconology and 
o 1 l 1 o t l ogy .  Discursive hypericons such as the camera obscura, the ta
/ . , /, 1  r, /s<l, and the Platonic Cave epitomize the tendency of the tech
I l l  1 l o og 1 l's of visual representation to acquire a figurative centrality in 
t l u  o o m·s of the self and its knowledges-of objects, of others, and of 
1 1 ·· · · 1 1 .  They are not merely epistemological models, but ethical, politi
• d . .  md aesthetic "assemblages" that al low us to observe observers. ' 8  
! 1 1  t l w i r  strongest forms, they don't  merely serve as  i l lustrations to 
t l wory ; they p icture theory. 

Wittgenstein worried about these theoretical pictures. He could 
·· 1 •  t hei r value from a pedagogical standpoint:  the "advantage" of a 
• o o l l ll'l'te, visual model is "that it can be taken in at a glance and easi ly 
l u · l d  i n  the mind. " 1 9  This "advantage" is,  however, from another 
. t . 1 1 1dpoint a disadvantage. It  may be too easy to "take in" the hyperi

, " " ·  which may "hold" the mind in the paralysis of a misleading 
1 1 1 .dogy, a beguiling metaphor: "a picture held us captive, and we 

, o o 1 1 ld not get outside it. "20 Wittgenstein seems, at  times, to p refer the 
l l""ihi l i ty of a "naked theory" that would be articulated "in sentences 
1 1 1  l'l JUations" and that would dispense with the "model" or "symbol
" ' n "  that "dresses up the pure theory" and al lows us to picture it. 

Yet Wittgenstein 's own resort to the figure of the naked and 
1 lo t hed body of theory reveals the i mpossibil ity of getting outside 
t hi' p icture, except into another pictu re. I suspect that Wittgenstein 's 

1 7 . See lconology, pp. 5-6, 1 5 8 . 

I H .  Jonathan Crary's Techniques of the Observer (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
l ' r ns, 1 990) discusses the fortunes of the camera obscura as apparatus, meta
p lu or, and cultural assemblage in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century optics 
. 1 1 1 . ! optical physiology. See my critique of Crary in chapter l .  

I Y .  Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books (New York : 
l l . 1 rpcr, 1 95 8 ) ,  p. 6 . 

. W. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, translated by 
' •  E. M. Anscombe (New York: Macmillan, 1 95 3 ) .  



7. Wittgenstein's Duck
Rabbit, in Philosophical 
Investigations (Cam
bridge, MA: Blackwell 
Publishers, 1 95 !! ) .  

l' a o l l l l • ( ( , .  . . .  , ,. 

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

Some day a proper history of the Duck-Rabbit will be written, 
tracing its migration from the pages of a nineteenth-century German 
humor magazine that was a favorite of Freud's, to its long sojourn 
in Gestalt and American cognitive psychology ; from its thoroughly 
canonical and stabilized role in Gombrich's Art and Illusion to its 
surprise appearance in a painting by Jackson Pollock, to its apotheosis 
in the pages of Philosophical Investigations. Wittgenstein's immediate 
aim with the Duck-Rabbit seems to have been a negative one : the 
image served to unsettle the psychological explanations that had stabi
lized the Duck-Rabbit with models of mental picturing in the be
holder. For Joseph Jastrow, whose Fact and Fable in Psychology first 
subjected the Duck-Rabbit to scientific discipline, the spectatorial 
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" '"dr l  w . 1 �  l' X p l i � i t l y  basnl i n  photograph y :  "The eye may be com-
1 ' · " · ·d to a photograph ic  camera, with its eyelid cap, its iris shutter, 
1 1 · . l • ·m,  a nd i t s  sensitive plate,-the retina. "2 1 This model of the eye 
1 1 1 1 ' 1 1  gl'nera tes a familiar model of the mind : "The pictures that are 
, 1 , 1 l ' l opl'd a rc stacked up, l ike the negatives in the photographer's 
· . h .  tp, in the pigeon-holes of our mental storerooms." The Duck-
1 <  . < h h i t , and multistable images in general, reveal the presence of a 
· 1 1 1 1 1 1 d ' s  eye" roving around this storeroom, interpreting the pictures, 

· · •  • · 1 n g  di fferent aspects in them. The bodily eye simply transmits infor
l l t . l t ton : "the image on the retina does not change" (p. 282) ,  and the 
, , l , · t n i t y  o f the observer, his "difference" from other viewers, is located 
" ' t h l' mental eye : "physical eyes see al ike, but . . .  mental eyes reflect 
1 l 1 1 · 1 r  own individualities" (p. 277) .22 When I see the duck, my mind's 
• , . , .  mtcrprcts the Duck-Rabbit as a duck; when I see a rabbit, my 
" " ' H I ' s  eye interprets i t  as a rabbit. 

I t  is easy to see why this explanation explains nothing. Saul 
'> t • · 1 n herg shows us a picture of  its absurdity in his wonderfu l cartoon 
• o l t he scared rabbit inside the head of the businessman, looking out 
1 h t i l  ugh the windows of the eyes (figure 8 ) .  This is a kind of l iteraliza
" " 1 '  of ] astrow's notion of the "identity" of the spectator in the 
· 1 1 1 1 1 1 d 's eye" :  i f  the spectator sees the rabbit, it doesn't mean that he 

h. "  a picture of the rabbit in his head, but that there is a rabbit in 
1 hnl' looking out for its kin. Wittgenstein is impatient, vexed with 
1 h.., fable. He warns repeatedly against thinking about seeing in terms 
• o l  " i nternal mechanisms" ("the concept of the 'inner picture' is mis
l o · . , d ing, for this concept uses the 'outer' picture as a model" [Philo
.. , ,, ,!Jical Investigations, p. 1 96 ) ) .  He shifts the inquiry from specula
' "  t t l  on inner visual mechanisms to observations on what we might 
• . i l l  the "grammar of vision," the l anguage games employed in things 
h k l' interpretations, descriptive reports, and exclamations prompted 
l t v  v isual experiences. He compares the experience of "noticing an 
· " lwct" to the application of captions or textual labels to a book 
i l l u s tration (p .  1 93 )  and, in general ,  replaces the causal l inkages of 
1 hl' "mental"  and "bodily" eye with the interplay of the visual and 

.!. I .  Joseph Jastrow, Fact and Fable in Psychology (New York:  Houghton-
1\ l l f Hin, 1 900) ,  p.  276 ; further page references wil l  be cited in  the text. Jastrow 
" ··i ted by Wittgenstein as his source for the Duck-Rabbit in Investigations. 

2.2.  I am grateful to Ruth Leys for her help with the psychological l itera
l i l l 'l' on identity and spectatorship that would have been relevant to Witt
l '.< ' l l stein.  See her article, "Mead's Voices : Imitation as Foundation, or the 
'o t ruggle Against Mimesis," Critical Inquiry 1 9 : 2  (Winter 1 993 ) :  277-307. 
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R .  Saul Steinberg, The R,r/Jhit. 
Drawing by Saul Steinberg; 
@ 1 958, 1 986 The New Yorker 
Magazine, Inc. 

1' 1 • 1 1 1 1 • i l l o l l l \' 
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the verbal .  This doesn't mean that he replaces the model of the inner 
eye with "inner speech" or writing. The point is rather to flatten out 
the field of inquiry, to replace the model of deep, inner causes ex
plaining surface effects with a surface description of complex intersec
tions between different codes and conventions. Instead of "looking 
inside ourselves" to find a mechanical explanation, we ask ourselves 
what different kinds of sense can be made of expressions l ike "I see 
a rabbit," or "Now I see a duck," or "It's a duck-rabbit," or "a 
rabbit ! "  

Even the familiar negative "doctrine" o f  the Duck-Rabbit, that 
"we cannot experience alternate readings" of the figure "at the same 
time" (Gombrich, p .  5 ) ,  is unsettled by Wittgenstein's suggestion that 
we can in fact experience it as a composite, synthetic figure: "I may 
say ' It's a duck-rabbit' . . .  The answer that it is a duck-rabbit is again 
the report of a perception" (p. 1 95 ) .  Anyone who has spent hours 
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J . , ,  " " ' 1 '. 1 h n 1 1 1 gh t i l l' pagl'� o l  Flil',f.!l'lldl' l l l.'itter for the  i mage wi l l  
I "" " 1 h . 1 t  W i t t gl'm t l' i l l i s  r igh t ,  that  the sea rch is neither for a duck 
" " ' . r  1 . 1 h h 1 t ,  h u t  fo r a curious hybrid that looks l ike nothing else but 
1 1 . • i t  . . , W i t t genstein uses th is strange creature to make us see "that 
. ,  ' l 1 1 1 d l l' l' t a i n  things about seeing puzzling, because we do not find 
' ' "  \\' h o l t' bu s iness of seeing puzzling enough." The Duck-Rabbit is 
" ' • I l " ' t a puzz le  that emerges against a background of stable, ordinary 
' • · . r r . r l l' X pe r ience, but a figure, like Steinberg's "New World," of the 

" l 1 1  , J ,. business ." 
W 1 t t genstein restores the "wildness" of the Duck-Rabbit by free

" " '· 1 1  I rom its domestication by psychology and by photographic mod
' 1 · . 1 1 1 t he psyche. Another way to recover that wildness would be 
r , ,  J ', ' , h ack to the "flying leaves" of Fliegende Blatter, to track the 
' ' " ' k Rabbit into its original habitat (see figures 9, 1 0) .  There we find 
1 l 1 1 r l 'q of signs, a heterogeneous image-text field in which human 
1 1 1 . 1 . 1 1 1 i m a l  figures freely interact in cartoons and anecdotes. The 
I ' " ' k - Rabbit is not alone in this world, but is juxtaposed textually 
1 , • 1 hl '  beast-fable that precedes it and graphically to the i l lustration 
"' 1 h i s  story, particu larly to the pair of laughing rabbits shown 
, 1 "''d ropping on the scene of narration. The story is "The Bear in 
r l 1 ,  Lagle's Nest," translated from the tall-tale language of Jager
/, , , , . l l l ischen ("Hunter's Latin" )  a fab le about the ability of di fferent 
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 a l s  to "pass" for one another and to co-exist in a "friendship 

I ' · ' '  t "  (Freundschaftsbund) . The hunter who discovers the fat bear 
, 1 1 h  1 1 1 the eagle's nest contrives a story in which the young eagles 
' J ', I TL' to co-exist with the bear cub and let him eat the food brought 
, , , . t heir parent as long as he agrees not to eat them. This realpolitik 
. 1 1 1 . 1 1 1gement persists until the hunter arrives and shoots them al l .  

The Duck-Rabbit's "native habitat," then, is a world of beast 
l . 1 h l cs and animal cartoons where questions of representation, appear
· ' " l·e ,  and identity abound (the previous page of this issue of Fliegende 
/ 1 /,/ tter shows a skeptical observer thrusting his head into the mouth 
• • I a painted lion ) .  The specific placement of the Duck-Rabbit may 
w r l l  be accidental, a mere whim of the layout editor, or it may serve 
· " ;t pictorial answer-a kind of coda or colophon-to the narrative 
"' t he "Bear-Eagle." It is difficult without this context to get the point 
' o l the  question that accompanies the figure labeled Kaninchen und 
/. 1 1te: "W elche Thiere gleichen einander am meisten " ("which animals 

23 .  On the relation of this "hybrid" image to the figure of the mulatto, 
. , , . , .  footnote 39 .  I want to thank my research assistant, John O'Brien, for 
l r . t cking down this creature. 
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resemble each other the  most ? " ) .  CnL1 1 1 1 1 y  l l u· r. a h h 1 1  . t ud  t h e  duck  
don't "resemble" each other: l ike the Bear  and Eagk· t h ey a rc " n ested" 
together-that is, located, imagined, or pictured in the same !{estalt, 
the one a narrative representation or fable, the other an equivocal 
picture.24 The Duck-Rabbit is about difference and similitude, the 
shifting of names and identities-that is, metaphoricity-in the field 
of vision : it solicits the self-knowledge of the human eye by aligning 
it with the eye of the animal, depicted as a still center across which 
waves of shifting identity may be seen to flow.25 

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

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

25 . See chapter 10, "I l lusion : Looking at Animals Looking," for further 
thoughts o n  the animal as object and spectator of pictures. 
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" '  h . 1  l o r m .t l ,  i n t e rn a l  k a t ure  t h a t  d i s t i nguishes some pictures, but 
' f ' l · ' l ', l l l . l t i r ,  fu nct iona l  feature, a matter of use and context. Any 

1 1 1 •  1 1 1 1 1 ' t h a t  i s  used to reflect on the nature of pictures is a metapicture. 
l ' l l l' se t h ree examp les should also suggest some of the basic fea

l l l l o · ·, o f  l l l l' l a pictures, their typical uses, effects, and status as a genre. 
I 1 . 1 '  p r i nr ip lc  use of the metapicture is, obviously, to explain what 

1 1 1 • I l i l t ' s  a rc-to stage, as it were, the "self-knowledge" of pictures. 
\\ , .  I I I . I Y  want to say that self-knowledge is "only a metaphor" when 
l f ' p l l n l  to pictures that are, after all, nothing but lines and shapes 
1 1 u l ' o lors on flat surfaces. But we also know that pictures have al

" . 1 1  s hel'n more th an that: they have also been idols, fetishes, magic 
l l l l l l l l l 's -obj ects that seem not only to have a presence, but a "l ife" 
o o l t i H' I I' own, talking and looking back at us.26 That is why the use 
• o l IIH ' t a p ictures as instruments in the understanding of pictures seems 
1 1 1 1 ,. 1 1 . 1 h l y  to call into question the self-understanding of the observer. 
l l 1 1 s  dl'sta bi l izing of identity is to some extent a phenomenological 
t · . ·. t l l ' ,  a transaction between pictures and observers activated by the 
1 1 1 1 n 1 d structural effects of multistability : the shifting of figure and 
1 '. 1 • 1 1 1 1 1d , the switching of aspects, the display of pictorial paradox and 
l • 1 1 1 1 1 s  o f  nonsense. We might call this the "wildness" of the metapic-
1 1 1 1 1 ' ,  1 t s resistance to domestication, and its associations with primitiv
, . .  , 1 1 ,  savagery, and animal behavior. 

1 \ u t  the question of "effects" and "identity" does not merely re
. . . 1 . - iu the encounter between an image and an eye : it also engages 
t l u  , f , l fus of the metapicture in a wider cultural field, its positioning 
" 1 1 I t  respect to disciplines, discourses, and institutions. Here we also 
i l n o l  what I can only describe as a another form of wildness in the 
' '  . 1 \' S  metapictures tend to resist fixed cultural status .  Metapictures 
. 1 1 , ·  notoriously migratory, moving from popular culture to science, 
t > i l d l lsophy or art history, shifting from marginal positions as illustra-
1 1 1 1 1 1 \  or ornaments to centrality and canonicity. They don't just il lus-
1 1  . I l l ' theories of picturing and vision : they show us what vision IS, 
1 1 1 . ! p i cture theory. 

�h. for a comprehensive survey of  this phenomenon, see David freedberg, 
I / o , · / 'ower of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response (Chi

, ' 1 :" :  University of Chicago Press, 1 989 ) .  
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A Meta-metapictu,.l' 
Man is then able to include the world in the sovereignty of a dis

course that has the power to represent its representation. 
-Michel Foucault, The Order of Things 

The metapicture that summarizes al l  these features of the genre most 
fully is Velazquez's Las Meninas (figure 1 1  ). From a formal stand
point, Las Meninas equivocates between the strict self-reference of 
Steinberg's "New World" and the generic sel f-reference of Alain's 
cartoon . I t  represents Velazquez painting a picture, but we will never 
know whether it is this picture or some other, since he shows us only 
its back. The formal structure of Las Meninas is an encyclopedic 
labyrinth of pictorial self-reference, representing the interplay between 
the beholder, the producer, and the object or model of representation 
as a complex cycle of exchanges and substitutions. Like "New World" 
and Alain's cartoon, it offers a totalizing historical image : Foucault 
calls it a "representation, as i t  were, of Classical representation,"27 a 
comprehensive figure not only of a painterly style, but of an episteme, 
an entire system of knowledge/power relations. We might amend this 
slightly to say that it  is a classical representation of classical represen
tation, to contrast it with the kind of apocalyptic and historicizing 
self-reference we find in Alain and Steinberg: Alain's Egyptian l i fe
class shows archaic representation within the frame of classical repre
sentation;  Steinberg shows modernist representation (as "abstrac
tion")  within the frame of a "New World" we might warit to call 
postmodernism. 

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

27. Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human 
Sciences (New York : Vintage, 1 973) ,  p. 1 6 .  
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I I .  Diego Rod riguez de Silva Velazquez, Las Meninas. Courtesy of Museo del 
l ' o . 1 do ;  © Museo del Prado, Madrid. Photo : Alinari/Art Resource, NY. 



scl f-retlex ive .  I f  L1s tvleninas cxcm p l i t i c -.  t h l "  l l l l " l . I J ' I '  t 1 1 rc 1 1 1  l h  most  
complex, articulate, and exalted status, t h e  DtH.:k - ICt h h i t  i s t h e  s i m 

plest and humblest member of the genre, inhabiting a site where 1m
man and animal perception seem to intersect, a place where popular 
culture enters into the basement of psychological and philosophical 
discourse. If Wittgenstein had not written about the Duck-Rabbit, it 
would scarcely be remembered, and it would not qual ify as a meta pic
ture. On the other hand, if Foucault had not written about Las Meni
nas, i t  would stil l be a great masterpiece, but it too would not be a 
metapicture. 28 Svetlana Alpers implied as much when she asked "why 
should it be that the major study, the most serious and sustained piece 
of writing on this work in our time, is by Michel Foucault ?"  Alpers 
answer was that the "interpretive procedures of the discipline itself 
. . .  made a picture such as Las Meninas l i terally unthinkable under 
the rubric of art history. "2Y I would put this a sl ightly different way. 
The problem with the art h istorical writing about Las Meninas was 
like the problem with the psychological literature on the Duck-Rabbit :  
it made the picture fa r too thinkable. Like Wittgenstein, Foucault 
sprung his metapicture loose from a professional discourse where it 
had an assured status and meaning into another way of speaking. 
This "way of speaking" is by now hardening into a disciplinary for
mation in its own right (that is, a set of cliches or rigid hypericons) ,  
one which sometimes forgets that the pecu liar language-games Fou
cault and Wittgenstein brought to their images were designed to make 
them harder, not easier to talk about. 

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

28. See Svetlana Alpers, "Interpretation without Representation, or The 
Viewing of Las Meninas," Representations 1 (february 1 983 ) :  3 1 -42, for 
argument about the revolutionary character of Foucault's essay. See also Leo 
Steinberg, "Vehizquez' Las Meninas, " in October 1 9  (Winter 1 9 8 1 ) :  45-54. 

29 .  Alpers, "Interpretation without Representation," p .  3 1 .  

6 0  



.". t , · l . l j l l l  I I I I I ' '• 

1 1 1 1 1  I l l  e x p la i n  l h l' D u ck - R ;t h h i t ,  b u t  to l i s ten to what  comes out  o f 
1 1 1 1 1  I I I O I I l h s a n d  to ponder i ts re lat ion to our visual experience, as i f  
i l l l ·  . 1 1 1 1 o m a t i sms to be discovered were not " in our heads" but in 
• ' i • n · �� ions  of  body language, tone of voice, and grammatical inflec-
1 1 • 1 1 1 .  l · ou cau l t  argues that "we must . . .  pretend not to know" who 
i l l l '  l i g u res a re in Las Meninas. We must forego the "adequate" lan
I '. I L i gl' of  the anecdote and the proper name, the language that  tells 
1 1 ., w h o's  who and what's what in Las Meninas and confine ourselves 
1 "  . 1 l a nguage that knows its inadequacy to the "visible fact. "  "It is 
i "' t l t ;t ps th rough the medium of this grey, anonymous language . . . 
d 1 . 1 1  t h e  painting may, l ittle by little, release its i l luminations" (p .  10 ) .  

These "il luminations" are the  by now familiar and canonical 
l l ' . 1 d i ngs by which Foucault transforms Las Meninas from an art his-
1 " ' i L·a l  masterpiece into a meta picture, a picture about picturing, a 
' " 'P ITscntation, as it were, of Classical representation" (p.  1 6 ) .  I 

" • 1 1 1  ' t rehearse the extensive l iterature that has been generated by this 
1 1 1 � 1 gl t t  with any further reading of the intricacies of self-reference in 
I o �s Meninas. Suffice it  to say that, like the other metapictures we 
l t . t V l' examined, it deploys its self-knowledge of representation to acti
' . I l l' the beholder's self-knowledge by questioning the identity of the 
.. , wctator position . In Las Meninas, this questioning has centrally to 
"" w i th power and representation-the power of painting and the 
l ' · l l l t ter, and the power of the sovereign who is the implied observer. 
V l ' i ;izquez portrays himself as a court servant, simply another member 
• d 1 he household, at the same time he insinuates a kind of mastery 
' " '  himself, a sovereignty over representation, with a wit and discre
t io n  that makes the hint of usurpation acceptable. Sovereigns, after 
. t i l ,  had to go to school like anyone else, had to subordinate themselves 
l < �  t he  discipline of tutors and advisors. The discipline of the eye and 
' o ntrol of visual representation is central to the technology of sover
< ' l gnty, including those techniques of self-discipline adumbrated in the 
< �p t  i ca l  figure of "the mirror for princes . "30 Las Meninas portrays a 
1 1 1  • l i tical and representational power so pervasive that it need not 
d 1 sp lay  itself; it can afford to be discreet, even invisible, to disseminate 
1 1  se lf  in this scene of the courtly interior made public spectacle, and 
even to permit itself to be upstaged by the discreet master of courtly 
�pcctacle, Velazquez himself. Exactly how this speaks to the self
k nowledge of modern observers, how it continues to astonish "saver-

. lO .  See Joel Snyder, "Las Meninas and the Mirror of the Prince," Critical 
l 1 1quiry 1 1 :4 (June 1 985 ) :  539-72. 
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eign subjects" in a radically d i fferent  sou a l  ordn ,  " p rn 1�dy the  
question that makes this painting so endlessly f a sc i n a t i ng.  

Las Meninas' self-reflexivity is directed at its own kind of paint
ing, at an entire institution of and discourse on painting which VeLiz
quez epitomizes and masters. It is not strictly auto-referential and 
self-constituting like Steinberg's "New World," unless we imagine the 
painting with its back to us to be Las Meninas itself. And it does not 
refer, as Alain's cartoon does, to another kind of painting. Las Meni
nas aims, like "New World," to give us a total picture of representa
tion, one which, unlike Steinberg's, does not pretend to ignore its 
beholder, but solicits and even represents the spectator position. Fou
cault traces this totalizing gesture in Las Meninas as a "spiral shell" 
that "presents us with the entire cycle of representation' '  (p. 1 1  )-the 
painter, his tools and materials, the completed paintings on the walls, 
the i l luminated rectangle of the door, and, above all , the mirror on 
the back wall which seems to reflect dimly the beholders of this scene, 
who are themselves the implied spectacle for the gazes of the figures 
in the scene. 

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

There is no vulgar playing with i l lusion as in the Duck-Rabbit, 
no tricks on the senses. The only figure in the painting who lies outside 
the cycle of gazes and visual exchange is, appropriately enough, the 
one closest to the surface : the drowsy dog in the foreground. If the 
"aspects" of Las Meninas shimmer and shift, they do so in an invisi
ble, unrepresentable space where the spectator's subjectivity is consti
tuted. As Foucault puts it :  "no gaze is stable, or rather, in the neutral 
furrow of the gaze piercing at a right angle through the canvas, subject 
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1 1 1 . ! " " / I 'l l ,  l hl' spl'l'l a l o r and modd, reverse their roles to infinity . . . .  
1 '  . .  ' . 1 1 1 \1 '  Wl' sl'e on ly that reverse side I of the canvas in the painting] 
" ' d 1 • no l k now who we are, or what we are doing. Seen or seeing ?"  
' I ' � ) . I t  i s the  painting's ability to  destabilize the position of the 
• o l o · .nv l' l' ,  engaging our fantasies of sovereign subjectivity-the mas
' '  1 1  ol �pace, l ight, and design we attribute to the painter, the mastery 
o o l I ' � " � �P il'  we attribute to the h istorical sovereigns, and the mastery of 
, o 1 1 1  1 •wn visual/imaginal field, its look and meaning, that we attribute 
' " 1 1 1 1 rsdvcs as modern observers, rulers of our private "mental 
1. ll l f ',doms ."  

l 'o summarize: our  four theoretical pictures constitute an array, 
1 . ,  1 1 1 1  means exhaustive, of some of the key moments of force in 
i l l ! '  rl' p resentation of representation . They show us four contrast
I l l ) ', p i ct u res of the producers, models, and spectators of pictures : 
· , , , · l t dll'rg shows us the draughtsman as demiurge, creating a universe 
• l ' . t t .dly,  almost as a byproduct of doodling, working abstractly, with
" " '  . 1  model, in indifference to a beholder who is simultaneously 

· . t l <  k l'd in" and repelled by the composition. Velazquez gives us a 
I '" ' ' ra i t  of the artist as clever servant, holding up a seductive mirror 
1 1 1  . 1  hl'holder who is at once the sovereign, the painter himsel f, and 
1 1 1 1  pass ing observer. Alain gives us a picture of the artist as a servile 

· • • J ' I' I s t  of an equally servile model ;  the beholder, meanwhile, is placed 
1 1 1  .1 pos i tion of superior visual mastery, beholding the whole scene of 
1 " ' l m ia l  production as a historical moment, an archaic, alien conven-
1 1 1 • 1 1  from a position (apparently) beyond history, beyond style and 
. • • 1 1 \ ' L'n tion. The Duck-Rabbit, finally, is addressed to the beholder as 
, ' J 'l' l' i  mental subject, the sort of psycho-physiological being con
. l l l l l' l ed by optical i l lusion tests . The "artist" of this drawing is not 
1 1 1 1 '  draughtsman, but the scientist who puts it to use, and the model 
1 · . l l l' i ther a duck nor a rabbit, but a set of hypotheses about visualiza-
1 1 • 1 1 1 and visual perception. 

I want to return now to the question of the "grey anonymous 
l . t 1 1 gu age" by which Foucault transforms Las Meninas from an object 
, ol . I I " !  historical interpretation into a metapicture .  Foucault notes that 
l l 1 1 \ way of talking about pictures risks 

o ' l l l hroiling ourselves forever in those vague, rather abstract designa
l lons, so constantly prone to misunderstanding and duplication, 'the 
pa i nter,' 'the characters, '  'the models ' ,  ' the spectators' ,  'the images ' .  
R .t ther than pursue to infiniry a language inevitably inadequate to the 
mible fact, it would be better to say that Velazquez composed a picture ; 
t h a t  in this picture he represented himsel f, in his studio or in a room 
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of the Escu r ia l ,  i n  the act o f  pa int ing  two f igurl'� w l w t t t  t h l' I n f a n t a  
Margarita ha s  come there to  watch, together with  an entou rage of 
Duennas, etc. 

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

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

It is important to stress here that Foucault is not pronouncing 
what Wittgenstein would call a metaphysical law about the incom
mensurabil ity of language and vision ; it may be "in vain" that we 
"say what we see" (and vice versa) but no vanity is more common. 
The assigning of proper names to images, for instance, "gives us a 
finger to point with . . .  to pass surreptitiously from the space where 
one speaks · to the space where one looks ; in other words, to fold one 
over the other as though they were equivalents ."  This search for 
proper equivalents, for closure of explanation, is the normal task of 
art history, perhaps even of the theory of representation. But it is not 
Foucault's goal, as he goes on to explain: "if one wishes to keep 
the relation of language to vision open, if one wishes to treat their 
incompatibility as starting-point for speech instead of an obstacle to 
be avoided, so as to stay as close as possible to both, then one must 
erase those proper names and preserve the infinity of the task" 
(pp. 9-10) .  

Talking Metapictures 

Words are not, then, proof against a relapse into images. 
-Jean-fran�ois Lyotard, "figure Foreclosed" 

Foucault's strategy of holding open the gap between language and 
image al lows the representation to be seen as a dialectical field of 
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1 '  1 ( , . , ,. �lagritte, Les trahison des images ( 1 929) .  © 1 993 C. Herscovici/ARS, 
, " \ ' n- k .  

' " ' • . .  � .  rather than a determinate "message" or referential s ign. So 
I 1 1 , ; d though we have noted the embedding of each metapicture in 
, I I · . ,  n urse, we have not yet seen a picture of this relationship as such, 
1 1 1 ' p rcsentation of the relation between discourse and representation, 
1 l ' ' l' l u re about the gap between words and pictures. Magritte's Les 
, , , , J , fson des images provides a picture of j ust this relationship (figure 
I ' ) . The self-reflexivity of th is picture depends, in fact, upon its intro-
1 • ' l i on  of language inside the frame. The indexical "this" in "this is 
1 1 1 ' '  . 1  pipe" refers, we suppose, to the pictured pipe (though it could 
d ·,o refer to itself, that is, to the string of words, or to the entire 
, ml'mble of words and image) .  The structure of our third kind of 
I I H ' I a picture, the one that depends on the "insertion of the picture 
' ' ' ' "  a discourse on vision and representation," is here internal ized 
1\ l l l t i n  the frame. We might want to object that this isn't really a 
' ' " ' l apicture, not really pictorial self- reference, in that it "cheats" by 
1 1 \ l l tg words to achieve self-reference. The objection presumes that 
" o rJs cannot properly signify in a p icture, that they remain al ien to 
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its semiotic order no matter how firmly t h e y . 1 1 1 ·  1 . .  , . 1 1 n l 1 1 1  l l \  j l l l l orid 
space. Nevertheless, I take the point. Le t  u s  th n 1 k  o l  t l 1 1 �  a �  a "cheat 

ing" metapicture, slightly i l legitimate, whose real p u rpose is to rctlec t ,  
not on pictures, but  on the relation of pictures and words, both the 
way we speak of pictures and the way pictures "speak" to us. 

What image could be simpler, more calculated to let a whok
theory of the relation between words and images "be taken in at a 
glance and easily held in the mind" ? There are no optical il lusions, 
no puns, no labyrinth of gazes, reflections, and self-reflexive refer
ences. We are shown a simple pipe, carefully rendered in a real ist 
style, with modeling, shading, and highl ights, accompanied by the 
straightforward statement: "Ceci n'est pas une pipe ." If this is a puz
zle, it  is one that is decoded so quickly that all the pleasure of deci
pherment goes up in smoke immediately : of course it is not a pipe; it 
is only a picture of a pipe. The apparent contradiction dissolves in a 
moment, erasing even the s l im pleasure of a double reading, the equiv
ocal play provided by the two (or three) equally true perceptions of 
the Duck-Rabbit. The statement, "this is not a pipe," is j ust l iterally 
true:  if there is a contest here between the statement and the image, 
it is clear that discourse has the final say. 

And yet, what discourse is it that can only use language l iteral ly? 
As Foucault notes, there also is "a convention of language," the cus
tom we have of talking about the images of things as if they were the 
things themselves. This custom makes the legend "this is not a pipe" 
literal ly true, ·  but figuratively false. Moreover, insofar as the verbal 
figure is customary and conventional, it is no longer a figure at all, 
but a dead metaphor, like the leg of a table or the arm of a chair. 
The proposition which seems to deny the authority of the image winds 
up having its own authority called into question, not only by the 
picture, but by something internal to the conventions of language. 

Magritte's pipe doesn't aim to astonish l ike Las Meninas, to be
guile and divert like Steinberg's New World, to destabil ize our knowl
edge of the other l ike Alain's l ife-class, or to activate the body's visual 
apparatus l ike the Duck-Rabbit. It is designed, rather, with all the 
connotations of pedantry and utility : it is a teaching aid, a piece of 
classroom apparatus, a point which is made explicit in a later version 
of the pipe motif, Les deux mysteres (figure 1 3 ) ,  which shows the 
same composition on a blackboard mounted on an easel . Its proper 
site is not the museum or gallery, but the classroom, and its function 
is as a pedagogical primer. It is like one of those i l lustrated elementary 
textbooks that teach reading by correlating words with pictures. Its 
purpose, however, is a negative lesson, an exercise in unlearning or 
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. t . l ' ' "gramming a set of habits which are second nature. It is not 
1 , , . , . , �  h i l' to gauge the effect of this negative lesson, therefore, without 
' l ' · ' l l t ' l l t  working through of the forms of verbal and visual discipline 

d 1 1 1 1 1  seeks to overturn. A subversion of the "natural attitude" to
, , 1 1 . !  p i ctures is the least important of its objectives .3 1 The picture is 
"' •I .1 1 1 ncd at people who believe that pictures transparently represent 
. .  1 • 1 • · • t s ,  much less those who are " taken in" by pictorial i l lusions. It 
, , l , [ , , ·,scs the much more fundamental issue of the relation between 

1 "' 1 1 1  rL'S and texts and those who believe they know what that relation 
• . w h o  think they know what to say about pictures, what pic
l o l l n 'ay . 

i\bgritte's pipe is a demonstration (to recall Foucault's words 

I I .  On the notion of a "natural attitude" toward pictures, see Norman 
I ', , 1 · · • • n ,  Vision and Painting: The Logic of the Gaze (New Haven, CT: Yale 
' ' " " � ' � " ' i ty Press, 1 9 83 ) ,  chapter 1 .  
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about Las Mell ilhlS) t h a t " t h e  rd a t l l l l l  o l  l . t l l ) ', l l . t g• ·  t o  p. t l l l l t n g i �  a n  
infinite re lation ."  Th is doesn ' t  mean t h e  re l a t i o n  t s  t n d d i n i t e  o r  i n d e 
terminate or perhaps even quantitatively large : i t  i s n ' t  that  there a n· 
fifty or fifty thousand "readings" (or "viewings")  of Magritte 's com
position. Two readings are quite sufficient to open out the infinite 
relation, just as the duality (and the significance of the duality) of the 
Duck-Rabbit suffices to "switch on" its multistable ci rcuit of signifi
cation . Metapictu res elicit, not just a double vision, but a double 
voice, and a double relation between language and visual experience. 
If  every picture only makes sense inside a discursive frame, an "out
side" of descriptive, interpretive language, metapictures call into ques
tion the relation of language to image as an inside-outside structure. 
They interrogate the authority of the speaking subject over the seen 
image. Magritte's pipe is a third-order metapicture, depicting and de
constructing the relation between the first-order image and the sec
ond-order discourse that is fundamental to the intelligibil ity of all 
pictures, and perhaps of al l words. It isn't simply that the words 
contradict the image, and vice versa, but that the very identities of 
words and images, the sayable and the seeable, begin to shimmer and 
sh ift in the composition, as if the image could speak and the words 
were on display. 

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

and yet it is, after al l ,  a picture of a pipe. It represents a pipe. We could 
use it to pick out a real pipe from a pile of miscellaneous objects. We 
could even use it to pick out a particular pipe, one with just this specific 
shape and lustre, from a rack ful l  of pipes. Surely it makes sense to say, 
'This is a pipe,' so long as we understand ourselves to mean 'this is 
what a pipe looks like,' or 'this represents a pipe.' To write 'this is not 
a pipe' under this simple drawing is a perverse sort of pedantry. I t  tells 
us something we already know, tries to correct us and prevent us from 
making a mistake we were in no danger of making. If there is any 
"mistake" here, in fact, it is that of some overly-docile student, whose 
subjection to the rote discip l ine of penmanship is  revealed in the me
chanical handwriting of  the legend. I t  takes no skill, learning, or imagi-
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1 ' 1 . - l . l u' I I H' I I I  o l the d r a w i n !-\, somet h i ng one �:ould  write under any 
o l 1  .1 W i l l i-\  w h a t soever. The d rawing, by contrast, shows a mastery of 
o l 1 . 1 1 1 gh t s m a n s h i p  in  i ts model l ing, shading, and lustrous highlights. It 
. h " w '  us  someth ing about pipes, is a real aid to learning, whereas these 
11 1 1 1 d, arc merely a h i nd rance to knowledge. 

I I I I L tg i t l L' this monologue to il lustrate how quickly and abundantly a 
· '  1 1 1 · ,  o i  counterstatements to "this is not a pipe" can be generated 
1 1 1  . i d l' n sc of the drawing and how readily they escalate into a counter
I l l  . 1 1  k .  If the drawing could speak, we can readily imagine its quiet 

. 1 , I I I I I ITa l  turning into a tirade. The text, for its part, is  not left si lent. 
I t  I I I ' V LT  tires of repeating itself, and mobilizing support from readers 
" ' I "  w i l l  say, 

. 1 1 1 . !  yet i t  i s  simply a literal truth that the drawing is  not a pipe. How 
' . 1 1 1  the truth be a h indrance to knowledge ? Why should this lesson be 
o l 1 , 1 n i ssed as elementary or perverse? Why do you want to cling to what 
1 1 1 1 1 yoursel f concede is a mere figure of speech ? Are you quite sure 
I i L l i  you haven't fallen, by habit, convention, or i deology, under the 
' 1 "' 1 1  of  images ? Doesn't your excessive defensiveness suggest that the 
'"np le  truth is something you can't bear to hear ?  Why can't we j ust 
1 1 1 . 1 kc  peace and co-exist in the same space ? 

l l u ·  problem is that Magritte's drawing exists precisely to question 
" h l ' l  her such a common space can be found. Magritte shows every
l i H n g  that can be shown : written words, a visible object. But his real 
1 1 1 1 1  i s  to show what cannot be pictured or made readable, the fissure 

1 1 1  representation itself, the bands, layers, and fault-lines of discourse, 
t i l l '  blank space between the text and the image. 

Foucault calls attention to this gap in his commentary on Ma-
f ', l l t t c ' s pipe: 

< ln the page of  an illustrated book, we seldom pay attention to the 
'mall space running above the words and below the drawings, forever 
'erving them as a common frontier. It is  there, on these few mill imeters 
oi white, the calm sand of the page, that are established all the relations 
of designation, nomination, description, dassification.32 

I he double-coding of the i l lustrated book, its suturing of discourse 
. 1 1 1d representation, the sayable and the seeable, across an unobtrusive, 

l 2 .  Michel Foucault, This Is Not a Pipe, translated by james Harkness 
o lkrkeley : University of California Press, 1 982) ,  p. 28.  
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invisible fro n tier,  exempl ifies the cond i t H J m  t h . t t  1 1 1 . 1 k l' 1 1  poss ib l e  t o  
say "this is that" (designation) ,  to assign propl'r na mes , to describl', 
to p lace in grids, strata, or genealogies . The dialectic of discourse and 
vision, in short, is a fundamental figure of knowledge as such . Thl' 
collaboration of word and image engenders what Foucault calls a 
"calligram," a composite text-image that "brings a text and a shape 
as close together as possible" (pp. 20-2 1 ) .  The calligram is a figure 
of knowledge as power, aiming at a utopia of representation in which 
"things" are trapped in a "double cipher," an al liance between the 
shapes and meanings of words. Word and image are like two hunters 
"pursuing its quarry by two paths . . . .  By its double function, it 
guarantees capture, as neither discourse alone nor a pure drawing 
could do" (p. 22) . They are like the two jaws of a trap set for the 
real .  But then Magritte 

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

Foucault performs for us the impossibility of designating, describ
ing, naming, perhaps even classifying this curious region between the 
word and image. One moment it is nearly abstract and geometrical 
(a "calories� neutral strip") ; the next it is a sublime landscape ("an 
uncertain foggy region") or the margin of a seashore; the next a pure 
negation, an "absence of space ."  At other times he wil l describe it 
in terms reminiscent of Lessing's account of painting and poetry, as 
something like a frontier separating two armies :H  "between the figure 

33 .  Lessing, Laocoon ( 1 766 ) ,  translated by Ellen Frothingham (New 
York : Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1 969) ,  p. 1 1 0 ;  further page references will 
be cited in the text. As Lessing puts it in Laocoon : "Painting and poetry 
should be like two just and friendly neighbors, neither of whom indeed is 
allowed to take unseemly liberties in the heart of the other's domain, but 
who exercise mutual forbearance on the borders, and effect a peaceful settle
ment for all the petty encroachments which circumstance may compel either 
to make in haste on the rights of the other" (p. 1 1 0 ) .  See Iconology, chapter 
3,  on Lessing and the battle of the temporal and spatial arts. 
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' " ' '  l i � t ·  l l' X I  a whole  senes of i n terse�.:tions-or rather attacks 
' " " "  h n l  hy one against  the other, arrows shot at the enemy target, 
• 1 1 1  • ' l ' � " � �l·s of su bversion and destruction, lance blows and wounds, 
I l o , l l l i l '"  ( p .  26) . 

W h a tever  we call the No Man's Land between image and text in 
' l . q ', l l t t c ' s  d rawing, it seems clear that, for Foucault, it is foundational 
' " ' hot h the structures of power/knowledge that are the object of his 
I ' '  l l l ' . d ogies and for his own practice as a writer. I think it is no 
• ' · ' f ', J :nat ion to say that the little essay on Magritte, and the hypericon 
" ' " (  : , ·c i  n 'est pas une pipe," provides a picture of Foucault's way of 
, , 1 1 1 1 1 1 g and his whole theory of the stratification of knowledge and 
. J , ,  l l ' la t ions of power in the dialectic of the visible and the sayable. 
' t  • .  i l l ' I de Certeau has commented on Foucault's "optical style," with 
, , . , . , ,  l 'nes, tables, figures, and illustrations :  

. \ o l l l a l l y ,  these images institute the  text . . . .  Forgotten systems of reason 
· . I l l ' 1 1 1 these mirrors. On the level of the paragraph or phrase, quotes 
l 1 1 1 1 l' l ion in the same way; each of them is embedded there like a frag
l l l l ' l l t  of a mirror, having the value not of a proof but of an astonish
" " ' 1 1 1 - a  sparkle of other. The entire discourse proceeds in this fashion 
1 1 1 1 1 1 1  vision to vision. 34 

1 . 1 1 1 . . , Deleuze argues further that this interplay between "seeing and 
. , . . . .  , k i ng," the "visible and the sayable," is not merely a matter of 
. I \ 1 . .  or rhetoric, a way to seduce the reader, but a constitutive feature 
" '  h n1cault's epistemology. Knowledge itself is a system of archaeo
J , ' f ', l l al strata "made from things and words . . .  from bands of visibil-
1 1 1 . 1 1 1d bands of readability . "  Foucault's "visual style" is built, then, 
" l " 'n the most venerable oppositions of rhetoric and epistemology, 
i l � t ·  t raditional interplay between res and verba, words and things, les 
"' '  1 /s et les chases, arguments and examples, discourse and image. 
• I  l l ' lcuze remarks that "Foucault enters into a logical tradition that is 
d rl'ady well established, one which claims that there is a difference 
" '  nature between statements and descriptions . . .  the description
· · · • · ne  is the regulation unique to visibi lities, j ust as the statement-curve 
, ., t he regulation unique to readabilities ."35 )  Foucault's characteristic 
1 •mccdure might be described, then, as his identification of the visual-

!4 .  Michel de Certeau, Heterologies: Discourse on the Other, translated 
' ' '  ! Irian Massumi (Minneapolis :  University of Minnesota Press, 1 986) ,  
I ' 1 %.  

I S .  Gilles De leuze, Foucault (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
l ' l fo: X ) ,  p. 80 .  
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verbal dialectic as a kind of "h istorical a pn1 1 n "  w h t l·h snvcs,  not 
merdy as one of the structures of knowleJgl' and power, but a key 
to the relation of theory and h istory. The dialc�:ti�: o f  the visible anJ 
the sayable is the closest Foucault comes to a set of foundational 
Kantian categories; they even play something like the role that time 
and space serve in  Kant's epistemology. But Foucault refuses the phe
nomenological account of  visual perception, i nsisting on the h istori
cal i ty of the senses and perceptual  fields. Ceci n 'est pas une pipe is 
his closest brush with a transcendental a priori, a moment whose 
abstractness and generality is undone by its rel iance on this particular, 
concrete example. It  is only, after all, a reading of a picture, and only 
a picture of a theory. 

To return to the picture, and to the most obvious, banal question, 
one that is  rarely asked about this drawing: Why a pipe ? Why 
wouldn 't  any other object-a hat, a shoe, a glove-do as wel l ? The 
answer is that they would do as well to i l lustrate the abstract "theme" 
of the composition, but they would completely lose the specific force 
of the image. Foucault  finds a hidden cal l igram in the similarity of 
the shape of the "p" in "pipe" to the pictu red pipe. (To this one might 
add the hint of a physical motivation in the link between the plosive 
l ip-action required to pronounce a "p" and the act of  puffing on a 
pipe . }  But there is an even more obvious and naively l i teral connota
tion to the depicted object, in its reminder of the "effect/affect" of 
metapictures on beholders. Metapictures are al l  l ike pipes : they are 
instruments of reverie, provocations to idle conversation, pipe
dreams, and abstruse speculations. Like pipes, metapictures are 
"smoked" or "smoked out" and then put back in the rack. They 
encourage introspection, reflection, meditations on v isual experience. 
Their connection to history, politics, contemporaneity is equivocal, 
for they clearly serve ( l ike puzzles, anagrams, conundrums, para
doxes) the purposes of escapist leisure, consumptive and sumptuary 
pleasure, a kind of visual ora l i ty in  which the eyes "drink" in  and 
savor the scopic field. Indeed, as some of Magritte's other " pipe" 
drawings make clear (figure 1 4) ,  the pipe is an instrument of auto
fellatio, a device to l ink the pleasures of masturbation and oral i ty.36  

3 6 .  Dawn Ades and Terry Ann Neff, "Addendum: It Certainly Was Not 
a Pipe !"  in In the Mind's Eye: Dada and Surrealism, catalog for an exhibition 
at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, 1 98 4. Louis Scutenaire also 
points out the pun in French on the pipe and the penis. See Avec Magritte 
(Brussels:  Le Fil Rouge, Editions Lebeer Hossman, 1 977), p. 3 1 .  I 'm grateful 
to Joh n Ricco and Al ison Pearlman for calling these matters to my attention. 
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1 4 . Rene Magriue, Un
titled Drawing, I 948. 
Ink on paper. Private col
lection, Brussels .  © 1 993 
C. Herscovici/ ARS, New 
York. 

I hl' p ipe's function in smoking rituals-for peace, worship, exchange 
" '  gi fts, and festivals, associates it with utopian social practices as 
w rl l  as with solitary introspection and narcissism. It also has (as the 
·. h . 1dows of Magritte's drawing indicate) darker sides : excess, addic
l l n l l ,  narcosis, habituation to self-destructive pleasures. Even the fes
I I V l' ,  utopian aspects of the pipe a re l inked with death and sacrifice
' hl' burnt offering, the spectacular  destruction of wealth in potlatch 
1 1 1 1 1 .ds . ·17  

17 .  See Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in 
' ' '  haic Societies ( 1 950) ,  translated by W. D. Halls (New York: Norton, 
I ' 1 '10 ) ,  pp. 70-7 1 .  
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These read ings of t h e  p u b l i L  a nd p n v , l t c  � l' l n ho h � n l  ol t he p i pl' 
might seem incompatible at first glance w i t h  m y  l'a rl i cr rl' m a rk s  about  
the pedantic, pedagogical character of the drawi ng.  I wou l d  a rgue, 
however, that the idleness and reverie connoted by the pipe a rc not 
incompatible with discipl inary pedagogics, especial ly the sort that in
volve initiation rituals and exercises in self-understanding. I would 
also want to stress that these interpretations involve a seeing of the 
picture that forgets about the legend, or replaces it freely with other 
legends, such as "this is a pipe," or "why is this a pipe ?" Magritte's 
pipe does not "symbolize" these things, of course. It has been snatched 
away from these uses into the space of abstraction: it has become 
a philosopher's example, i l lustrating a simple negative lesson about 
pictures, statements, and objects. But we can put it back into touch 
with the world simply by erasing the legend (which is clearly the sort 
of writing that is meant to be erased)38 and substituting something 
else, or by returning it to its probable "origin" in the real world, as 
a self-sufficient indexical ,  a sign-board over the entrance of a tobacco
nists' shop. 

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

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

39. This point was brought forcibly home during a discussion of the Duck
Rabbit at the seminar on "Image and Text" at the 1 990 School of Criticism 
and Theory, when Linda Beard of Michigan State University pointed out that 
the problem of  the Duck-Rabbit is exactly analogous to the question of the 
mulatto, the ambiguous visual/verbal coding of race in the binary system of 
black and white "identity ."  The possibil ity of a third term, an image of 
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• 1 1 . , 1 , " 1 "  n o t i n g  t h a t  i t  t oo �eL· m �  to be a recu rren t  fea t u re o f  the 
" "  ' · I J ' I l t urc .  We noteJ t h a t  the "t ime- l ine" of Steinberg's drawing 
, 1 1 1  hi '  rc;ld in two opposite d i rection s ;  Magritte's Pipe requires two 
, 1 1 1 1 1 t . 1 ry a nd sym metrical readings ; Las Meninas is a veritable whirl-
1 '" " '  ol i n t e rpreta t ive "aspects ," switching and alternating the places 
. . 1 p . n n t er ,  beholder, and model, the viewer and the viewed, with 
. 1 1 1 1 i l ng com p lex ity . 

I he figure of the "whirlpool" suggests a way of specifying (or 
I " '  l u r i ng) the multistability effect in a graphic form. We might call 
d 1 1 '• t he "Vortex Effect," locating its most explicit rendering in 
· . , ,  1 1 1 hc rg ' s "New World," where the graphic abstraction of reverie 
l 1 1 � o l � I t s  appropriate icon in the spiraling doodle. Versions of the vor
l • ' . 1 rc i mplied in our other examples as well-in the rotation of the 
' ' " '  k - Rabbit around the axis of the eye, in the cyclical scanning of 
\ l . l , � r i tte's text/image composite, and in the "cycle of representation" 
i l 1 . 1 t  Foucault compares to a "spiral shell" in Las Meninas.4 1 All these 
• l i n t s  are mobilized in the service of an overarching effect that is 
1 1 1 1 1 � !  v iv idly realized in Las Meninas, and that is what we might call 
• t . .  l l owing Althusser) the "Effect of Interpel lation," the sense that the 
l l l t . l gL' greets or hails or addresses us, that it takes the beholder into 
d w game, enfolds the observer as object for the "gaze" of the picture. 
l l u .,  i s  true even when no figure in the image looks out at the beholder. 
\ l . 1 gri tte's pipe addresses, even lectures the beholder, broadcasting 
1 " "  contradictory messages (the legend: "This is not a pipe" ;  the 
I " '  t ure : "this is a pipe") simultaneously. Steinberg's "New World" 
, h .d lcnges the beholder to find a position outside it. The Duck-Rabbit 
1 dd resses us across the gulf between animal and human perception, 

I H't ween mechanical i l lusion and interpretive "seeing-as. "42 That may 
I I ( '  why this particular example, rather than the numerous multistable 

t . . . r h -or-neither, is what makes sense of the original question that accompa
" " '" the Duck-Rabbit: "Which animals resemble each other the most ?" 

· 10 .  See Gandelman's discussion in "The Metastability of Primitive Arte
i l d �," pp. 1 9 1 -2 1 3 .  

4 1 .  See Foucault, Order of Things, p .  1 1 .  See m y  essay, "Metamorphoses 
"' 1 hc Vortex : Hogarth, Turner, and Blake," in Articulate Images: The Sister 
' ' '' from Hogarth to Tennyson, edited by Richard Wendorf (Minneapolis :  

l l 1 u vcrsity of Minnesota Press, 1 983 ) ,  pp. 1 25-68.  

42.  See chapter 10 ,  "I llusion : Looking at Animals Looking," for more on 
r l 1 1 �  issue. 
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geo metr ic  d iagra m s  tha t  appea r in psy d w l ugy , , . ,  1 j , ,  " 1 k �. I u s  l' l l l l' l"gnl 
as the canonical example for ph ilosoph i ca l rd il'd t u t l .  The D uck 
Rabbit, like the pipe, i s  not a neutral motif. I t  b rings a l l  t h e  associa
tions of game, hunting, decoys, and the l inkage of the visual field with 
power, entrapment, and violence. What does it mean that the key 
shift in the Duck-Rabbit is the flashing between ears and a mouth : 
does the picture alternately " l isten" for its observer, like a rabbit 
trembling in the weeds ? Or does it quack at us insistently ?43 Alain's 
Egyptian l ife-class seems to "capture" the geographical and historical 
"other" in the net of "our" gaze. More typical of the strong hyperi
con, however, is the interpcllative return, the multistable vortex that 
brings the net itself to our notice, or tears holes in it . Recall Foucault's 
comparison of Magritte's pipe to a "double trap, unavoidable snare" 
that fal ls open, al lowing the object to escape (Pipe, pp. 22, 28 ) .  

I want to conclude these reflections, not with generalizations but 
with a pair of final examples that might suggest further directions of 
inquiry. The first is Poussin's Arcadian Shepherds (figure 15 ) ,  the 
subject of a large scholarly l iterature that includes classic essays by 
Erwin Panofsky and Louis Marin.44 I hope it is clear by now how we 
might proceed with this example. It is clearly a representation of 
representation, but with the poles of Magritte 's  pipe reversed : here, 
instead of a text surrounding or commenting on a picture, we have 
an array of pictured figures su rrounding a text inscribed on a ceno
taph-a picture of textuality and reading. If Magritte shows us the 
relation of a declarative statement to a picture, Poussin is concerned 
with picturing the narrative statement, the classic problem of Western 
history painting. I won't try to reconstruct the multistable aspects of 
the painting in detail , except to say that it "puts on stage" another 
generic feature of the metapicture : its role as a scene of interpretation. 
The shepherds have discovered the cenotaph with the ambiguous in
scription, "I too was (or am) in Arcadia ."  Like the ambiguous deictic 
"this" in Magritte' s  pipe, the " I" may be a dead shepherd speaking 

43 . Note that the scene of the hunter's story in Fliegende Blatter is framed 
by a pair of l istening rabbits whose toothy grins suggest they are about to 
burst out laugh ing at the absurd scene. 

44. Marin, "Toward a Theory of Reading in the Visual Arts," in Calli
gram: Essays in New Art History from France, edited by Norman Bryson 
(Cambridge :  Cambridge University Press, 1 988 ) ,  pp. 63-90; Panofsky, "Et 
in Arcadia Ego: Poussin and the Elegaic Tradition," in Meaning in the Visual 
Arts (New York: Doubleday, 1 955 ) ,  pp.  295-320. 
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1 ·, N , ,·o las  Poussin, f:t in A rcadia Ego. Reproduced cou rtesy of Musee du Louvre; 

l o l ' " l "f�raph courtesy of Musees Nationaux-Paris. 

l 1 • • 1 1 1  the past, or Death himself, speaking ominously in the eternal 
l ' l ' ''l'nt .  The painting stages a double vortex of interpretation. The 
l i " t  is expl icitly represented by the complex drama of the shepherds' 
p,n t u res and interwoven gazes, the sense that they represent stages in 
. 1 p rocess of encounter, apprehension, puzzlement, and discussion, 
, u l m inating in the calm comprehension/recognition of the sibylline 
•. I H·pherdess at the right. The second is the implied vortex of the im
l ' l i l'd beholders' col loquy in front of  this picture. I have in mind a 
\ ( ' l ondary image, one in which a somewhat reduced copy of the Arca
, l ! .m Shepherds is p laced on displ ay in some academic pastoral setting 
. t ud  is photographed surrounded by curious students and a wise in
\t ructor to show us something about the continuing function of the 
l l l l" t apicture as teaching aid-a scene of sublime instruction that con
l r . l s ts sharply with the hi larious anarchy Foucault imagines in Ma
l ', n t te's pipe-ridden classroom.  

My final  example comes from wel l  outside the canon, not  j ust of  
. 1 11 history, but of philosophical reflection as well .  I t  comes from the 
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popular cultu re of the adolescen t w h i t e  Amntl . l l l  t n . l i l' 1 1 1 t ill' second 
half of the twentieth century, a whole rea lm o!  p u bescent transgres
sion that has marked the maturation of boys in this country since the 
1 950s.  I'm speaking, of course, of MAD magazine,45 and I have in 
mind a particular cover that brings the metapicture into the territory 
of sexuality, voyeurism, gender difference, pornography, and the pic
tured body (figure 16 ) .  It does this, not by showing a representation 
of representation, but a representation of presentation, a picture about 
the body as spectacle .  

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

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

45 . The editors of MAD inform me that their mill ion readers around the 
world consist predominantly of  boys from the ages of  twelve to fifteen.  
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ous representat ion.  (These were often 1 1 1 l l l 1 1 � 1 . 1 h k  1 1 1 1 . 1 gL·� ot l aces, 

genital ia, and dangerous animals, all summed up  in the snaky locks 
of Medusa . )  As in traditional representations of Medusa, we are pro
tected from a direct view of the paralyzing spectacle ;  it is mediated 
by the expressions of the pictured beholders . 

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

The truth, alas, is much more prosaic, a veritable anticl imax. To 
guess at it we need to ask what form of visual transgression would 
be most threatening in a world defined by the free visual access to the 
naked body, the open, i l luminated world of nudism ? The answer: not 
merely a lack of visible genitalia, a wounding absence, but a positive 
prohibition, an interdiction on display, a form of negation possible 
only in language. Neumann's secret (figure 1 7) turns out to be nothing 
but some words, the slogan "Flashers Against Nudity" printed on his 
tee-sh irt. It's hard to imagine a clearer i l lustration of what Foucault 
calls "the repressive hypothesis" concerning sexuality. Exhibitionism 
doesn't simply violate the law against a certain kind of visual display; 
it relies on that law for its very effect. Nudism is the deadly enemy 
of exhibitionism, for it offers the possibil ity of bodily display without 
sex, secrecy, or transgression ;  it threatens the regime of concealment 
and surveillance, and overturns the all iance between voyeurism and 
exhibitionism. Alfred E. Neumann "assumes the position" here of the 
classic figures of patriarchal repression and the law, maintaining their 
hold on visibility and sex "through language, or rather through that 
act of discourse that creates . . .  a rule of law,"46 which in turn 
constitutes desire as lack. 

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

46. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, vol . 1 ,  
translated b y  Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage, 1 990) ,  p .  83 .  further page 
references will be cited in the text. 
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readable in the intersections of power, lk�u"l' ,  . 1 nd k nuw ll'dge. l . i h  
o u r  other "wild" metapictures, i t  doesn't mere ly  i l l u s t rate t h e  repres
sive hypothesis, but undermines it, holds it up to ridicu le,  revealing 
the law itself as mad and perverse. Like Magritte's pipe, it reveals the 
relation of the visible and the readable to be one of negation and 
interdiction, a site where power, desire, and knowledge converge in 
strategies of representation. Like Las Meninas, i t  interpellates its be
holder in a scene of  recognition and spectacular power, replacing the 
sovereignty of  painter/monarch with the contemporary figure of the 
walking bil lboard, speaking in the body language of the tee-shirt. 
Like the Duck-Rabbit, it opens up contrary readings with infinite 
possibilities : on the one hand, a mysterious sexuality that circu lates 
through discourse and representation, requiring an intricate scientia 
sexualis to trace what Foucault  calls its "perpetual spirals of power 
and pleasure" (HS, p. 45 ) ;  on the other hand, an ars erotica that 
would have its own forms of visibil ity and concealment, "a different 
economy of bodies and pleasures" (p. 159 ) ,  and a different nexus of 
the seeable and the sayable. 

It wil l  be objected that I am comparing apples and oranges (not 
to mention neglecting h istory) in juxtaposing such disparate exam
p les-New Yorker cartoons, gestalt images, surreal ist  conundrums, 
Renaissance masterpieces , and juvenile comic books. I hope it is dear 
that this miscellaneous and heterogeneous array is fundamental to the 
claims of  this essay. The study of  metapictures is  not a special problem 
in art h istory, but an issue in a much larger field theory of representa
tion,  the hybrid discipline of " iconology ."  The metapicture i s  not a 
subgenre within the fine arts but a fundamental potential ity inherent 
in pictorial representation as such : it is the place where pictures reveal 
and "know" themselves, where they reflect on the intersections of 
visuality, language, and similitude, where they engage in specu lation 
and theorizing on their own nature and history. As the words " reflec
tion," "speculation," and "theory," indicate, there is more than a 
casual relation between visual representation and the practice called 
theorizing ( theoria comes from the Greek word "to see") . We tend to 
think of "theory" as something that is primarily conducted in l inear 
discourse, in language and logic, with pictures playing the passive role 
of i l lustrations, or (in the case of a "theory of pictures") serving as 
the passive objects of description and explanation. But if  there is such 
a thing as a metalanguage, it should hardly surprise us that there is  
such a th ing as a metapicture. Our search for a theory of pictures 
may best be advanced by turning the problem upside-down to look 
at pictures of theory. 
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I h l 'l , .  " n o  l ink that could move from the visible to the statement, or 

' ' " " '  1 hc statement to the visible. But there is a continual relinking 

" l u ,  h l akes place over the irrational break or crack. 

-Gil les Deleuze, Foucault 

W hat impl ications do these theoretical pictures have for ques
tions of  method in the study of  images and texts ? Perhaps 
the most important lessons are negative ones. Metapictures 
make visible the impossibil ity of a strict metalanguage, a 

·.n ond-order representation that stands free of its first-order target. 
I hey also reveal the inextricable weaving together of representation 
. uH I  discou rse, the imbrication of visual and verbal experience. If the 
t l ' la t ion of the visible and the readable is (as Foucault thought) an 
1 1 1 l i n i tc one, that is, if "word and image" is simply the unsatisfactory 
l t . l l l lC for an unstable dialectic that constantly shifts its location in 
• •·presentational practices, breaking both pictorial and discursive 
l m mes and undermining the assumptions that underwrite the separa
l l l l l l  of the verbal and visual disciplines, then theoretical pictures may 
he mainly useful as de-disciplinary exercises. The working through of 
1 he i r  formal specificity and historical functioning may leave us with 
noth ing more than a pragmatics loosely grounded in tradition. That is, 
1 hc problem of the "imagetext" (whether understood as a composite, 
'ynthetic form or as a gap or fissure in representation) may simply be 
. 1  symptom of the impossibil ity of a "theory of pictures" or a "science 
of  representation." 

It  is easy, then, to be persuaded by Deleuze's suggestion that the 
.mtinomy of word and image is something like a h istorical a priori, 1 

l .  Gilles Deleuze, Foucault (Minneapolis :  University of Minnesota Press, 
1 988 ) ,  p. 60:  "Speaking and seeing, or rather statements and visibil ities, are 
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stabil ize and unify the field of representation a n d  d i �w u rse under 
a single master-code (mimesis, semiosis, communication, etc. ) .  One 
traditional answer to this problem in the (American) academic study 
of the representational arts has been the comparative method. The 
tradition of "Sister Arts" criticism, and the pedagogy of "literature 
and the visual arts ," has been the dominant model for the interdisci
plinary study of verbal and visual representation. In i ts ambitious 
forms "interartistic comparison" has argued for the existence of ex
tended formal analogies across the arts, revealing structural homolo
gies between texts and images united by dominant historical styles 
such as the baroque, the classical, or the modern.2 In its more cautious 
versions it has been content with tracing the role of specific compari
sons between visual and verbal art in poetics and rhetoric and examin
ing the consequences of these comparisons in literary and artistic 
practice:� 

Although these methods have been mainly associated with the 
work of l i terary scholars moonl ighting in the visual arts, they have a 
certain hidden institutional presence in art history as well, where the 

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

2. Traditional approaches to the comparative method include Wylie Sy
pher's, Rococo to Cubism in Art and Literature (New York : Random House, 
1 960) ; Mario Praz, Mnemosyne: The Parallel between Literature and the 
Visual Arts (Princeton, NJ : Princeton University Press, 1 970) ; and Chauncey 
Brewster Tinker, Painter and Poet: Studies in the Literary Relations of bzglish 
Painting ( 1 938 ,  reprint: Freeport, NY:  Books for Libraries Press, 1 969 ) ; Rene 
Wellek's skeptical critique of the comparative method in his Theory of Litera
ture (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1 964, rev. ed . )  remains a 
sensible antidote, but it does not attempt any analysis of the basic intuitions 
and motives that drove interartistic comparison in the first place. Wendy 
Steiner's The Colors of Rhetoric (Chicago :  University of Chicago Press, 1 982)  
is the best example of the application of structuralist and semiotic methods 
to interartistic comparison in modern literature and visual art. See also Goran 
Sonneson's Pictorial Concepts (Sweden :  University of Lund, 1 989 ) ,  discussed 
below. For a good survey of recent "interart studies," see the special issue 
"Art and Literature," edited by Wendy Steiner, of Poetics Today 1 0 : 1 (Spring 
1 989 ) .  

3 .  Jean Hagstrum, The Sister Arts: The Tradition of  Literary Pictorialism 
and English Poetry from Dryden to Gray (Chicago : University of Chicago 
Press, 1 958 ) .  
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' '  · • • k l l l l l  kgi t i i i L l l i o n  o f  t h e l idd  ( a t  l eas t  i n  the  Un i ted States)  has 
. . ' ' ' l l ' l l l l l l 'S ht·t· n gro u nded in the sense that art history provides a 

1 l ', l l ,d . 1 1 1 a l ogue" to the study of li terature. Donald Preziosi notes 
1 l 1 . 1 1  "one  of the ea rl iest formal appearances of art history in the 
\ • n n l t . l l l u n i versity system occurred in 1 8 74 when the Harvard Cor-

1 " 1 1 . 1 1 1 on  appointed Charles Eliot Norton Lecturer on the History of 
t i l l '  h nc Arts as Connected with Literature. "4 The corporate, depart
I I I I ' I I L d  structu re of universities reinforces the sense that verbal and 
1 l ' o i l . d  m ed ia are to be seen as distinct, separate, and parallel spheres 
1 h. 1 t  mnv erge only at some higher level of abstraction (aesthetic phi
l .  · · · • • p h y ;  the humanities ; the dean's office ) .  

( ; i ven this background of  tradition and institutional structuring, 
1 1 \ h a rd ly surprising that the comparative method has seemed like 
t i l l '  o n l y  systematic way to talk about relations of word and image 
• I  l . 1 y  aside for the moment ad hoc discussions based in historical 
• 1 1 1 1 t i ngencies such as the friendships of painters and poets ) .  Compari
· · " "  is the ideal trope for figuring "action at a distance" between 
t i d  l nent  systems. When accompanied by a set of standard and accept
• h i t · differentiations between the institutions of " literature" and "vi

· o � L d  art"  (that is, di fferentiating figures like the "spatial" and "tempo
' . d " a rts , the iconic and symbolic, even "the verbal" and "the visual") 
' l l l i ! Ceptual framework for comparative study is established. This 
l i . I I I I L'work may then be refined (as Wendy Steiner has shown) by 
. l 1 � t i ngu ishing three-term ("substantive") from four-term ("rela
l l o n a l " )  analogies. This "structured set of interrelations," according 
1 1 1 .t.., t e i ner, 

has made the comparison of the two arts seem both a possible and a 
va l uable enterprise. It has allowed contemporary theoreticians to dis
, ·over what they consider ' real' similarities-real because they corre
'pond to structures in other areas of human experience and because 
1 hcy can be discussed in the privileged terms of science.5 

The next step is to historicize this framework with a master
l l . l r rative that can be seen as common to the internal traditions of 
1 hr disciplines of l iterature and art history and to their bureaucratic 
'" hdivisions. The sequence of "periods" from medieval to postmod-
1 ' 1 ' 1 1  (with its inevitable consequences for the definition of academic 

4. Donald Preziosi,  Rethinking Art History: Meditations on a Coy Science 
• N l'w Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1 989 ) ,  p. 9 .  

'i .  Steiner, The Colors of  Rhetoric, p.  19 .  
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"positions" )  is overla id on the fra mework o !  a n a logy a n d  one h a s  a n  
interdisciplinary "field"-the comparative study o f  l i tna t u re and the 
visual arts . Why is it worth doing this ? "The answer," says Wendy 
Steiner, "is that the interartistic comparison inevitably reveals the aes
thetic norms of the period during which the question is asked."6 In 
short, the method will not make any waves : it will simply provide 
confirmation and elaboration of the dominant historical and concep
tual models that already prevail in the discipline, offering the sort of 
highly general, watered-down historicism that can be extracted to 
match up visual art and literature. 

One might suppose that the scientific and systematic tradition of 
European semiotics would provide an alternative to the pragmatism 
of the American "interartistic comparison" model, but in practice the 
only thing that seems to change is the general ity of the claims. A good 
example is Goran Sonesson's Pictorial Concepts, which is the most 
ambitious recent attempt to synthesize the semiotic analysis of visual 
representation and verbal discourse. But Sonesson simply replaces the 
unifying concept of "art" with more general notions of "picturality," 
" literarity," and "meaning" to produce a higher-level comparative 
method and a more insistently scientistic rhetoric. The basic task of 
semiotics, argues Sonneson, is "to render comparable, in their similar
ities and differences, the results of the different human and social 
sciences, through the unification of their concepts and methods."7 

Since the fil l ing in of familiar grids with novel (but unchal lenging) 
detail is what usually passes for "the advancement of learning" in 
academic research, the practice of interartistic or intersemiotic com
parison seems a safe professional option. It is a nice extra in times of 
budgetary surplus, and it may have a certain survival value in times 
of retrenchment, when the ability to teach in more than one depart
ment could be attractive to a cost-cutting administration. At its best, 

6.  Ib id . ,  1 8 .  

7 .  See Sonneson, Pictorial Concepts, pp. 1 9 , 1 6 . The situation with the 
semiotics of cinema and mass culture in the tradition of Roland Barthes is, 
for the most part, quite di fferent. There a rich body of connections between 
semiotic structures and ideology has been developed, especially in feminist 
and psychoanalytic criticism. It would be impossible to do justice to this work 
in a single footnote. One of my aims is to open up the traditional problems 
of interartistic comparison to some of the redescriptions made possible by 
this more self-critical and nonscientistic tradition of semiotic analysis. As a 
starting point, one might consult the excellent anthology On Signs, edited by 
Marshal l  Blonsky (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1 985 ) .  
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1 1 , ,  • 1 1 1 1 1 p a ra t i v c  met hod Gi l l  o lkr a k i nd o f  intellectual housekeeping, 
· ' " 1 1 1 1 1 : ou t  t h e  d i fferences and s imi larities not only between various 
1 .  1 1 1 . ! ,  of cu l tura l  objects, but between the critical languages that are 
I "  I I I I J ',h t  t o  hear on them. It also has the advantage of tradition :  there 
• · · 1 1 1  • q uest ion that poetics, rhetoric, semiotics, and aesthetics are rid
, fl . . .  ! w i t h  the tropes of interartistic comparison and that these figures, 
I d. , . .  1 1 1 )' other, deserve analysis. 

A n y  such analysis ought to proceed, however, by acknowledging 
1 1 , 1  , . , . hasic l imitations in the comparative method. The first is the 
l ' " '" l l l l l ption of the unifying, homogeneous concept (the sign, the 
" •  1 1 k of art, semiosis, meaning, representation, etc . )  and its associated 

· , ,  l l ' n ce " that makes comparative/ di fferentiating propositions possi
lo l, · ,  even inevitable. The second is the whole strategy of systematic 
, • 1 1 1 1 pa rison/contrast that ignores other forms of relationship, el imi-
1 1 . 1 1 1 1 1 !-\ the possibil ity of metonymic juxtapositions, of incommensura
l· d  1 1 y ,  and of unmediated or non-negotiable forms of alterity. The 
l i 1 1 ll l  i s  the ritualistic h istoricism, which always confirms a dominant 
· . o · q ut'tKe of h istorical periods, a canonical master-narrative leading 
I •  • 1 h e present moment, and which seems incapable of registering alter
t l . l l l ' h istories, counter-memories, or resistant practices. "Interartistic 
• 1 1 1 1 1 parison" suffers, in  short, from comparison, from artiness, and 
1 1 o 1 1 1  i ts inabi l ity to do anything but confirm received versions of 
· 1 1 1 1  ural history. Intersemiotic comparison has the same problem, sub
· . I J i u t i ng scientism for artiness . 8  

Al l  the  same, the  impulse to  "interartistic comparison" cannot be 
1 1 1 1 a l l y  pointless. It must correspond to some sort of authentic critical 
. ! , · , i re to connect different aspects and dimensions of cultural experi
, . , l <'l' . The challenge is to redescribe the whole image/text problematic 
1 h . 1 1  underwrites the comparative method and to identify critical prac-

H. for a case in point, see the important article by Mieke Bal and Norman 
1 \ r vson on "Semiotics and Art History," Art Bulletin 73, no. 2 (June 1 99 1 ) :  
I ' · 1-208.  Bal and Bryson argue that semiotics "chal lenges the positivist view 

• > I k nowledge" endemic to art history with an "antirealist" theory of the sign 
' I ' · 174) .  Bal and Bryson seem committed, moreover, to a notion of the semi
' o l l c  challenge as fundamentally political, a l lowing questions of gender and 
power, for instance, to become central  to the study of the visual image. Yet 
1 h ry  also tend to treat semiotics as a neutral, scientific metalanguage : "since 
· . c ·m iotics is fundamentally a transdiscipl inary theory, it helps to avoid the 
l • 1 . 1 s  of privileging language that so o ften accompanies attempts to make 
, f , ,.:iplines interact" (p. 1 75 ) .  As should be clear by now, I'm skeptical about 
i i H · possibi lity of transdisciplinarity and the avoidance of "bias." 
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til:es that might facil itate a sense of I.'Oil l ll'l.'ll'dm·ss wh ik· workinJ 
against the homogenizing, anaesthetil: tendencies o f  comparativl 
strategies and semiotic "science." In Iconology 1 tried to show wh� 
the prevail ing tropes of differentiation between verbal and visual reP' 
resentation ( time and space, convention and nature, the ear and thl 
eye) do not provide a stable theoretical foundation for regulatinl 
comparative studies of words and images. I also tried to suggest th• 
ways in which these tropes function as "ideologemes," relays between 
semiotic, aesthetic, and formal boundaries, and figures of social di ffer• 
ence. The remainder of this essay maps out some practical and meth• 
odological implications of these conclusions for the study of words 
and images . I 'm concerned here particularly with questions of peda· 
gogy. How do we teach l iterature and textual analysis in the era of 
"the pictoria l  turn" and the dominance of visuality ? How do we teach 
"art history" when the distinctiveness and identity of "art"  is exactly 
what cannot be taken for granted ? What do we want from a course, 
a curriculum, and a discipl ine that seeks to connect and cross the 
shifting boundaries of verbal and visual representation ? 

My first goal for a course that connects images and texts has 
always been to confront this topic only where it is necessary and 
unavoidable .  The historicist course in "comparative a rts" that com
pares (say) cubist painting with the poems of Ezra Pound, or the 
poems of Donne with the painting of Rembrandt, is exactly the sort 
of thing that seems unnecessary, or whose necessity is dictated mainly 
by the administrative structure of knowledge. It may enlarge our 
knowledge of modernism to study both Pound and the cubists, but it 
tends also to reduce that knowledge to a set of abstract propositions 
about the period aesthetic. The real subject of such a course is not 
the image/text problem, but modernism . There is no good reason to 
stop with the comparison of painting and poetry ; one might as well 
go on to look at music, science, film, philosophy, and historical writ
ing. That, in fact, is what a densely woven interdisciplinary study of 
modernism would require, though it  would not require a comparative 
methodology as a starting point, much less a singling out of poetry 
and painting as the objects for comparison. But if one's subject is  not 
modernism or the baroque, but the problem of the image/text-that 
is, the heterogeneity of representational structures with in the field of 
the visible and readable-then one is led to rather different starting 
points. One may want to shed the comfort of the h istoricist security 
blanket with its preordained rediscoveries and refinements of the pe
riod's aesthetic concept. One may be forced to leave the enclave of 
"the aesthetic" altogether to engage with vernacular forms of repre-
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. • l l l . l l l l l l l .  ( >nL' wi l l ,  a hoVl' a l l ,  hl· L·onst ra ined to take on the subject 
"I i l w  n n agcltcx t,  not as a k i nd of  luxury "option" for the amateur, 
i l u  l ',t ' l l l 'ra l ist, or  the aesthete, but as a l iteral, material necessity dic-
1 1 1 n l  hy  t h e  concrete forms of actual representational practices. 

l 'nhaps these starting points seem so obvious to me because I 
1 . , l ', . t l t  t h i s sort of work in a rather different place, with the composite 
1 1 1 . ,f W i l l iam Blake, a poet-painter whose i l luminated books seem 
d · ·· · • l u tc l y  to demand a reader capable of moving between verbal and 

1 l ', l l . t l  l i teracy, and whose relation to the prevailing aesthetic concepts 
• d " romanticism" seems so equivocal. Even with Blake's mixed media, 
l 1 •  • w L·vcr,  I was always struck by the oddness, the arbitrariness of the 
. lnnand  for double l iteracy. Blake's poetry had been (and stil l contin-
1 1 1 ' \  t o be) taught with only the most cursory attention to his graphic 
. 1 1 1 .  I know this for a fact because, despite my commitment to the 
, 1 1 1 i ca l  analysis of Blake's composite art, I still find it important occa
· . t •  1 1 1 a l ly to teach him j ust as a writer. For certain  purposes it might 
l w m ore important to read Rousseau's Emile next to the Songs of 
1 1 / 1 / ( }Cence and Experience than to look at the i l lustrations. Blake has 
. d ways  served for me, then, as a kind of exemplar of both the tempta
l l t 1 1 1 and arbitrariness of comparative studies of verbal and visual art. 
1 \ l . t kc 's  i l luminated books inv ite "comparative" analysis, i f  ever any 
1\'Drks  of art did; but even they require i t  only for the specific purpose 
' • I confronting the formal materiality and semiotic particularity of 
l lh kc's text. I f  one wants to see Blake's work for what i t  is, in short, 
, 1 1 t c cannot avoid the problem of the image/text.9 

One can and must, however, avoid the trap of comparison. The 
1 1 1ost  important lesson one learns from composite works l ike Blake's 
(or from mixed vernacular arts l ike comic strips, i l lustrated newspa
pl'rs, and i l luminated manuscripts) is that comparison itself is not a 
ll t 'cessary procedure in the study of image-text relations. The neces
\ , t ry subject matter is, rather, the whole ensemble of relations between 
media, and relations can be many other things besides similarity, re
\cmblance, and analogy. Difference is j ust as important as similarity, 
antagonism as crucial as collaboration, dissonance and division of 

9. I will employ the typographic convention of the slash to designate 
" image/text" as a problematic gap, cleavage, or rupture in representation. 
The term "imagetext" designates composite, synthetic works (or concepts ) 
that  combine image and text. " Image-text," with a hyphen, designates 
relations of the visual and verbal .  The necessity of a concept such as the 
" imagetext" was first made clear to me by Robert Nelson in our team-taught 
seminar on "Image and Text." 
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labor as interes tin g  as harmony a n d  hk11d i 1 1g  t l l  h i l l < l l t l l l .  Fve 1 1  t h e  
concept o f  " relations" between media must b e  kep t opc 1 1  t o  quest ion : 
is radical incommensurability (cp. Foucault  on Magritte's pipe) 1 0  a 

relation or a nonrelation ? Is a radical synthesis or identity of word 
and image (the utopian calligram) a relation or a nonrelation ? The 
key thing, in my view, is not to foreclose the inquiry into the image/ 
text problem with presuppositions that i t  is one kind of thing, ap
pearing in  a certain fixed repertoire of situations, and admitting of 
uniform descriptions or interpretive protocols .  

The best preventive to comparative methods is an insistence on 
literalness and materiality. That is why, rather than comparing this 
novel or poem w ith that painting or statue, I find it more helpful to 
begin with actual conj unctions of words and images in i l lustrated 
texts, or mixed media such as film, television, and theatrical perfor
mance. With these media, one encounters a concrete set of empirical 
givens, an image-text structure responsive to prevailing conventions 
(or resistance to conventions) governing the relation of visual and 
verbal experience. Some plays (taking their cue from Aristotle) privi
lege lexis over opsis, speech over scenery, dialogue over visual specta
cle. 11 The film medium has passed through a technological revolution 
involving a shift from a visual to a verbal paradigm in the shift from 
silent film to the "talkies," and film theory invariably confronts some 
version of the image/text problem whenever it attempts to specify the 
nature of "film language ." 12 The relative positioning of visual and 
verbal representation (or of sight and sound, space and time) in these 
mixed media is, moreover, never simply a formal issue or a question 
to be settled by "scientific" semiotics. The relative value, location, 
and the very identity of "the verbal" and "the visual"  is exactly what 
is in question. Ben Jonson denounced the spectacular set designs of 

10. See my discussion of Foucault on Magritte in  chapter 2, "Metapic
tures . "  

1 1 .  Aristotle's repudiation of  apsis is  s o  thorough that he is even wil l ing 
to jettison performance itself, in favor of a narrative presentation of the ac
tion. "The plot should be so constructed that even without seeing the play 
anyone hearing of  the incidents thri l ls with fear and pity as a result of what 
occurs . . . .  To produce this effect by means of an appeal to the eye is inartistic 
and needs adventitious aid . . .  " (The Poetics XIV, translated by W. Hamilton 
Fyfe, 1 927; [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1 973] ,  p. 49) . 

12 .  See Christian Metz, Film Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema, trans
lated by Michael Taylor (New York : Oxford University Press, 1 974) ,  and 
footnote 27. 
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' ' " 1 '." J onl's a s  degrada t iom o l  I I H· pol' t i c  "sou l "  o f  the masque. Erwin 
I ' ' " " ' � k y  t h ought the com i n g  o f  sound corrupted the pure visuality 
• o l  · . t l l ' n t  movics . u These are not scientific j udgments, but engagements 
" '  1 hl' t h eoretical praxis of representation. The image-text relation in 
l d n ,  . 1 1 1 d  theater is not a merely technical question, but a site of con-
1 1 , ,  1 ,  ; t  nexus where political ,  institutional, and social antagonisms 
1 o l . 1 v 1 hemselves out in the materiality of representation.  Artaud's em
t • l u � l s  on mute spectacle and Brecht's deployment of textual proj ec
"' " 1 \ a re not merely "aesthetic" innovations, but precisely motivated 
l l l l l ' I " V L'ntions in the semio-politics of the stage. Even something as 
" " " Hbne and familiar as the relative proportion of image and text on 
"" I ron t  page of the daily newspaper is a direct indicator of the social 
• l . t ·.� o f  its readership. The real question to ask when confronted with 
t h e · � � ·  kinds of image-text relations is not "what is the difference (or 
· · ' " ' ' l a r i ty) between the words and the images ? "  but "what difference 
' 1  . .  1 h e  differences (and similarities ) make ?"  That is, why does it mat
, , . ,  how words and images are juxtaposed, blended, or separated ? 

The "matter" of the image-text conjunction matters a great deal 
' " 1 he work of Blake, whose i l luminated books seem designed to elicit 
t l 1 1 ·  full range of relations between visual and verbal l i teracy. In his 
t l l 1 1 1 1 1 i nated books, Blake constructed image-text combinations that 
' . 1 1 1 gc from the absolutely disjunctive ("i l lustrations" that have no 
1" t u a l reference) to the absolutely synthetic identification of verbal 
" , , 1  visual codes (marks that col lapse the distinction between writing 
. 1 n d  drawing) . 14 It's not surprising, of course, that Blake's i l luminated 
l . . . oks,  and the whole related genre of the "artist's book," would 
t c · nd  to exhibit flexib le, experimental, and "high-tension" relations 
l >c t  ween words and images. The "normal" relations of image and 
word ( in the i l lustrated newspaper or even the cartoon page) fol low 
1 1 :ore traditional formulas involving the clear subordination and su
t l l r i n g  of one medium to the other, often with a straightforward divi
· . t on  of labor. 1 5  In the typical comic strip, word is to image as speech 

1 3 .  Ben Jonson, "An Expostulation with Inigo Jones," in The Complete 
l 'uons, edited by George Parfitt ( New Haven, CT: Yale University Pressss, 
I ' 175 ) ,  pp. 345-47; see Erwin Panofsky on space and time in cinema in 
" ) l yle and Medium in the Motion Pictures," Critique 1 : 3  (Jan.-feb. 1 947), 
" 'p rinted i n  Gerald Mast and Marshall Cohen, eds.,  Film Theory and Criti
' t s m  (New York : Oxford University Press, 1 979) ,  pp.  243-6 3 .  

1 4 . S e e  Blake 's Composite Art (Princeton, NJ : Princeton University Press, 
I '1 78 )  and chapter 4 of this volume, "Visible Language ."  

1 5 .  I am adapting here the  concept of "suture" as developed in psychoana-
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(or thought)  is to act ion  and bodies .  Languagl· · ' J l J l l ' , l l ' 1 1 1  a speech 
balloon emanating from the speaker's m o u t h ,  or a t h ought-cloud 
emerging from the thinker's head. ( In the pre-Cartes ian world of thl· 
medieval i l luminated manuscript, by contrast, speech tends to be rep
resented as a scroll rather than a cloud or bubble, and it emanates 
from the gesturing hand of the speaker rather than the mouth ; lan
guage seems to co-exist in the same pictive/scriptive space-hand
writing emanating from hand-gesture-instead of being depicted as a 
ghostly emanation from an invisible interior) . 1 6  Narrative diegesis (cp. 
Prince Valiant's "Our Story . . .  " )  is generally located in the margins 
of the image, in a position understood to be "outside" the present 
moment of depicted action, scenes, and bodies . 1 7  

lytic fi l m  theory a n d  a m  relying principally o n  Stephen Heath 's article, "On 
Suture," in Questions of Cinema (Bloomington:  Indiana University Press, 
1 9 8 1 ) , pp. 76- 1 1 2 .  Suture might be described most generally in Lacan's 
words as the "j unction o f  the imaginary and the symbolic" (quoted in  Heath, 
p .  8 6 ) ,  the process by which the subject (the " I" )  i s  consti tuted both as a 
division and a unity. "/ ,"  as Heath notes, is "the very index of suture ."  Film 
theory adapted the notion of  suture to describe the construction of the specta
tor position in cinema (the " 1 /eye" as it were) and to analyze the specific 
characteristics of  film discourse. Suture might be described as that which "fills 
in" the gaps between images and shots by constructing a subjective sense of 
continuity and absent positionality. Shot-reverse-shot, with its  interplay of 
shifting spectatorial positions and selflother identifications, is  thus the para
digmatic figure for suture in  cinema . My adaptation of this notion to the 
" image/text" is very rough and p reliminary, but not, I hope, completely un
founded . At the root of  the idea in  both psychoanalysis and film theory is the 
figure of a heterogeneous field of  (sel f) representation and the process by which 
its disjunctions are at once concealed and revealed. The speci fic form of  that 
heterogeneity ( for Lacan, the imaginary and the symbolic; for film theory, 
the transformation of  the sequence o f  film images into a discourse) is a lready 
very close in i ts formulation to the p roblem of the i mage/text.  film theory's 
emphasis, not surprisingly, has been on the suturing of the image sequences 
and the construction of  the subject as spectator. But the question o f  the image/ 
text suggests, I hope, that the notion of suture might well be extended to 
include the subject as reader and listener, as Heath himself notes (pp.  1 07-8 ) .  
O n  the interpellation a n d  suturing o f  spectatorial subject and image more 
generally, see chapter 2, "Metapictures ."  

1 6 .  I 'm indebted to Michael Camille for th is contrast between the medi
eval and post-Cartesian cartoon. 

17.  There's nothing to prevent the rearrangement of these conventional 
spaces, of  course. Dialogue need not appear in voice balloons, but can simply 
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I h t \  I \  not  t o  s u ggrst  t h a t  " no r m a l "  re lat ions  o f  worJ anJ i m age 
1 1 '  1 1 1 1 1 n t nrst i n g  or t h a t  vernacu l a r  composite forms like the comic 
· . t 1 1 p or t hl' j o u rn a l is t ic  photo essay are incapable of experimenta
l H i l l  a n d comp lex deviations from the norm. Gary Trudeau's anti
' l l l t ' l l t . t t i c ,  ta l ky cartoon sequences in Doonesbury defy the normal 
I " 1 v t l q!, ing o f  the visual image as the place "where the action is" on 
t i l t '  L t rt oon page. Doonesbury is a kind of exercise in visual depriva-
1 1 , . 1 1 , rare ly showing bodies in motion, often repeating an identical 
. 1 1 1 1 l r m pty image (a view of the White House, the back of a television 
· . 1 · 1 , a po int of light above a presidential seal) in every frame, displacing 
d I movement onto the bodiless voice indicated by the text. Postmod

' 1 1 1 ca rtoon novels l ike Maus and The Dark Knight employ a wide 
1 . 1 1 1 gl' o f  complex and self-reflexive techniques. Maus attenuates visual 
. l l < l' SS  to its narrative by thickening its frame story (the dialogue of a 
h 1 1 l ocaust survivor and his son is conspicuously uncinematic in its 
1 n t p h asis on speech ) and by veiling the human body at all levels of 
t h t ·  visual narrative with the figures of animals Uews are mice, Ger
l l l , t n s  are cats, Poles are pigs) . 1 8 The Dark Knight, by contrast, is 
l 1 1 gh ly  cinematic and televisual, employing the ful l  repertoire of mo-

1 1 1 1 1  along the bottom edge of the frame (the normal convention of the single 
1 ' · • • 1 rl t:artoon and of multiple-panel narrative cartoonists like Jules Pfeiffer) . 
I • or a very useful insider's account of rhetorical and narrative devices in car
l , .ons ,  sec Wil l  Eisner, Comics & Sequential Art (Tamarac, FL: Poorhouse 
l ' l t ' SS,  1 9 8 5 ) ,  

I H .  See Art Spiegelman, Maus I :  A Survivor's Tale: My Father Bleeds 
I I Jstory (New York: Pantheon, 1 973 ) .  The effect of Spiegelman's brilliant 
. un mal caricatures is, of t:ourse, more complex than a simple "veiling" of the 
human form. The reduction of the Holocaust to a "Tom and Jerry" iconogra
p h y  is at once shocking in its violation of decorum and absolutely right in its 
� t·vt:lation of a fitness and figural realism in the animal imagery. Spiegelman's 
1 1 1 1 ages insist that the Jews really were "scared mice";  they really were treated 
·" vermin to be hunted down and exterminated; they hid in cellars like and 
wtth  rats ; some of them were traitors and rats, notably when they organized 
1 hcmselves into the collaborationist institution of the "]udenrat" Uewish 
t .ouncil ) .  The Germans really are heartless predators, but feline and unpre
d tt:table, luxuriating in the pleasure of absolute power over abject victims. 
l 'hc  Poles really are pigs, fattening themselves on the dispossessed goods of 
t he .Jews, sometimes goodhearted, but inevitably gross and unrefined. The 
hyperbole of  the animal imagery enforces a mode of critical realism, while 
defending the viewer against (or preventing) an unbearable (or voyeuristic) 
. t ct:ess to the banal human forms of evil and abjection. For more on abjection 
.md visual defense, see chapter 6, "Narrative, Memory, and Slavery ."  
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tion picture and video rhetoric while continually bn·akm� fra mes and 
foregrounding the apparatus of visual representation. 

Similar observations might be made on the mixed medium of tht· 
photographic essay. The normal structure of this kind of imagetext 
involves the straightforward discursive or narrative suturing of the 
verbal and visual : texts explain, narrate, describe, label, speak for 
(or to) the photographs ; photographs il lustrate, exemplify, clarify, 
ground, and document the text . 1 9  Given this conventional division of 
labor, it's hardly surprising that an aggressively modernist experimen
tal deviation like James Agee and Walker Evans's Let Us Now Praise 
Famous Men would come into existence. Famous Men is a photo 
essay whose form resists all suturing of word and image :  the photos 
are physically and symbolically separated from the text; there are also 
no captions on the photos, and few references to the photos in the 
text.20 These deviations, moreover, cannot be ful ly accounted for by 
notions of "purifying" visual and verbal media. Or, more precisely, 
the "purist" strategies of Agee and Evans only make sense in relation 
to their sense of participating in a hopelessly compromised and impure 
representational practice, one for which the political and ethical con
ventions need to be challenged at every level .  

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

1 9 . See Jefferson Hunter, Image and Word: The Interaction of Twentieth
Century Photographs and Texts ( Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1 9 87) ,  and chapter 1 0, "I l lusion : Looking at Animals Looking. " 

20. See chapter 9, "The Photographic Essay,"  for an extended discussion 
of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men ( first published in 1 93 9 ;  reprint :  Boston : 
Houghton-Miftlin,  1 980)  and its relation to the genre of the photographic 
essay.  
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' 1 1 1 1 1 J l l l � i t l' "  a r t s  ( ho th  l l' X I  and i mage ) ;  a l l  media  arc mixed media, 
• 1 n n h i n i ng d i fferent codes, d iscursive conventions, channels, sensory 
1 1 1 . !  ,·ogn i t i ve modes. 

Th i s  c la im may seem counterintuitive at first glance. Surely, the 
"h J t'd ion wil l  run, there are purely visual and verbal  media, pictures 
w l l hou t  words and words without pictures .  The extension of the con
' l ' J l l  of the composite imagetext to unmixed forms such as poetry or 
J • . l l l l l i ng  is surely a kind of figurative excess, extending a model that 
. 1 pp l ies l i terally to mixed media beyond its proper domain. 

There are several answers to this objection. The first focuses on 
1 hl' q uestion of literal and figurative applications of the image/text 
• l t v i s ion .  It is certainly true that the division applies l iterally to mixed 
r nnl ia  l ike film, television, and il lustrated books. But it is also a fact 
1 l t a t  "pure" visual representations routinely incorporate textuality in 
. 1 q u i te l iteral way, insofar as writing and other arbitrary marks enter 
1 1 1 t o  the field of visual representation. By the same token, "pure" texts 
1 nwrporate visual ity quite l iterally the moment they are written or 
pr in ted in visible form. Viewed from either side, from the standpoint 
1 t l the visual or the verbal,  the medium of writing deconstructs the 
possibil ity of a pure image or pure text, along with the opposition 
hct ween the "l iteral" (letters) and the "figurative" (pictures) on which 
rt depends. Writing, in its physical, graphic form, is an inseparable 
... u turing of the visual and the verbal, the "imagetext" incarnate.2 1 

But suppose we bracket for the moment the issue of writing. 
\n rely, the objection might continue, there are visual representations 
1 1 1  which no writing appears and verbal  d iscourses (especially oral) 
which need never be written down. How can we deny the merely 
l i gurative status of visuality in an oral discourse, or the merely figura
t i ve status of textuality in  a painting purely composed of shapes and 
mlors, without legible, arb itrary s igns ? The answer is that there is no 
ueed to deny the figurative status of the imagetext, only to dispute 
t he "merely" that is appended to it. To claim that a label only applies 
metaphorical ly, notes Nelson Goodman, is not to deny that it has 
appl ication, only to specify the form of appl icationP Figurative labels 

2 1 .  I take the equivocal status of writing as image/text to be one of the 
kading themes of Jacques Derrida's Of Grammatology, translated by Gayatri 
C. Spivak (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1 977) .  See also 
chapter 4, "Visible Language," for an extended discussion. 

22. See Nelson Goodman, Languages of Art ( Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 
1 976) ,  pp. 6 8 - 6 9 .  See also Derrida's discussion of " literal" and "figurative" 
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("b lue" moods a n d  " w a r m "  colors )  a p p l y  as  l i n n l l' . n r d  l O i l s i s tL' I l t l y  
a s  literal ones and have a s  much to  do w i t h  actua l  l' X pnlL' IKc. That 
images, pictures, space, and visuality may only be figuratively con
jured up in a verbal discourse does not mean that the conjuring fails 
to occur or that the reader/l istener "sees" nothing. That verbal dis
course may only be figuratively or indirectly evoked in a picture does 
not mean that the evocation is impotent, that the viewer "hears" or 
"reads" nothing in the image.23 

Perhaps the best answer to the purist who wants images that are 
only images and texts that are only texts is to turn the tables and 
examine the rhetoric of purity itsel f.24 In painting, for instance, the 
notion of purity is invariably explicated as a purgation of the visual 
image from contamination by language and cognate or conventionally 
associated media :  words, sounds, time, narrativity, and arbitrary "al
legorical" signification are the "linguistic" or "textual" elements that 
must be repressed or eliminated in order for the pure, si lent, i l legible 
visuality of the visual arts to be achieved. This sort of purity, often 
associated with modernism and abstract painting, is both impossible 
and utopian, which isn't to dismiss it, but to identify it as an ideology, 
a complex of desire and fear, power and interest .25 It is also to recog
nize the project of the "pure image," the unmixed medium, as a radi
cal deviation from a norm understood to be impure, mixed, and 
composite. The purist's objection to the image/text, and to the 
heterogeneous picture of representation and discourse i t  suggests, 

senses of writing in Of Grammatology, p.  1 5 :  "the ' l i teral' meaning of writing 
as metaphoricity itsel f. " 

23.  On the psychology of visual response in reading, see Ellen Esrock, 
The Reader's Eye (Baltimore, MD:  johns Hopkins University Press, 1 994) .  
Esrock is the first to connect the "senses" (semantic or cognitive) in which 
readers might be said to visualize with a thorough survey of the psychological 
literature on the subject. 

24. The classic argument for the purification of poetry and painting, and 
the strict segregation of them according to visual /verbal and spatial/temporal 
categories, is, of course, Lessing's Laocoon ( 1 766) ,  translated by Ellen Froth
ingham ( New York : Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1 969) .  For a critique of 
Lessing, see chapter 4 of Iconology. 

25 . The most notable modernist redaction of the "purity" argument is 
Clement Greenberg's essay, "Toward a Newer Laocoon" ( 1 940; pp. 23-38 
of vol . 1 of Collected Works) ,  with i ts  sel f-conscious evocation of Lessing. 
For more on the modernist purification of media, see chapter 7, " Ut Pictura 
Theoria."  
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' " ' " '• < H i t  t o  he a m o r a l  i 1 u pn.l l 1 Vc ,  uot  a n  e m p i rica l  descript ion .  It 's  
" '  • I  r l L i t  the c l a i m  that a l l  med ia arc mixed media i s  empirically 
" ' " " g ,  h u t  t h a t  these mixtures are bad for us and must be resisted in 
r l u ·  l l . l l l l l' of  h igher aesthetic values. 

I t  w ou l d be easy to document a similar kind of resistance to 
' l ' o l l . r l i t y  i n  l iterary discourse, in the name of a similar kind of utopian 
1 '" r r t i ca t ion of language, and in response to a similar intuition about 
r i l l '  wmposite, heterogeneous character of normal discourse. 26 My 
1 1 1 1 1  is not to dismiss the purists, but to redescribe the way their uto

( ' 1 . 1 1 1  p rojects invoke the metalanguage of the image/text, understood 
. 1 ·  . .  1 hody of figures for the irreducible impurity and heterogeneity of 
n r n l i a .  Christian Metz demonstrated long ago that cinema cannot be 
1 n l 1 1 ccd to the models of linguistics, that film is parole but not 
l. 1 1 1.'-:11eY But suppose that language itself were not langue, that its 
. 1 . - p l oyment as a medium of expression and discourse inevitably re
· . r r l t cd in its contamination by the visible ? That is what it means, in 
n 1 v  v iew,  to approach language as a medium rather than a system, a 
l r l ' t c rogeneous field of discursive modes requiring pragmatic, dialec-
1 " . r l description rather than a univocally coded scheme open to scien-
1 r l i l· explanation . 

This decentering of the purist's image of media has a number of 
l ' r. 1 ctical consequences. It clearly obviates the need for comparison, 
"' h ich thrives on the model of clearly distinct systems linked by struc
l ura I analogies and substantive differentiations. It also permits a criti
' . r l openness to the actual workings of representation and discourse, 
1 h e i r  internal  dialectics of  form understood as pragmatic strategies 
w r t h i n  the specific institutional history of a medium. There's no com
pu l s ion (though there may be occasions) to compare paintings with 
t n ts, even i f  the text happens to be represented directly (or indirectly)  
1 1 1  the painting. The starting point is to see what particular form of 
t c x tuality is  elicited (or repressed) by the painting and in the name of 
what values. An obvious entry to the "text in painting" is  the question 

26. See my essay, "Tableau and Taboo: The Resistance to Vision in Liter
. r r y  Discourse,"  CEA Critic 5 1 : 1  (Fall 1 9 8 8 ) :  4-1 0. 

27. See Metz, Film Language: "When approaching cinema from the l in
J ',u istic point of view, it is difficult to avoid shuttl ing back and forth between 
1 wo positions : the cinema as a language ; the cinema as infinitely different 
l ro m  verbal language. Perhaps it is impossible to extricate oneself from this 
. l r lcmma with impunity" (p. 44) . We need not accept Metz's ultimate valoriza
l l l l ll of narrative as the essence of cinema to see that film can never be expli
' . r tcd fully as a systematic language. 
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of the title. What sort o f  title docs the pa i n t t n g  h . t V l" ,  where i s i t 
located (inside, outside, or on the frame) ? What is i ts  i n st i tu t iona l or 
interpretive relation to the image ? Why are so many modern paintings 
entitled "Untitled" ? Why the vigorous, explicit verbal denial of any 
entitlement of language in painting, the aggressive paradox of the title 
which denies that it  is a title?  What is being resisted in the name of 
labels, legends, and legib ility ?28 

The question of the title is a l iteralist's entry point to a whole 
series of questions about the ways that words enter pictures . How, 
for instance, might we sort out the differences among the following 
kinds of textuality in painting: a picture that represents (among other 
objects ) a text ( like an open book in a Dutch painting) ; a picture that 
has words and letters, not represented in, but inscribed on its surface, 
as in Chinese calligraphic landscape or the large canvases of Anselm 
Kiefer; a picture in the mode of classical history painting that depicts 
an episode from a verbal narrative, l ike a still from a movie or a 
play; a picture in which the words "speak to" or disrupt the image, 
occupying an ambiguous location, both in and outside the image ( like 
Durer's signature monograms inscribed on plaques, or Magritte's in
scription in "This Is Not a Pipe") ; a picture whose entire composition 
is designed around a linguistic "character" -a hieroglyphic or ideo
gram, as in the work of Paul Klec ; a picture that eschews all figuration, 
reference, narrative, or legibil ity in favor of pure, unreadable visuality. 
The investigation of these questions doesn't begin with a search for 
contemporary texts that betray structural analogies in some parallel 
literary institution or tradition. The starting point is with language's 
entry into (or exit from) the pictorial field itself, a field understood as 
a complex . medium that is always already mixed and heterogeneous, 
situated within institutions, h istories, and discourses :  the image un
derstood, in short, as an imagetext .  The appropriate texts for "com
parison" with the image need not be fetched from afar with historicist 
or systemic analogies . They are already inside the image, perhaps most 
deeply when they seem to be most completely absent, invisible and 
inaudible. With abstract painting, the appropriate texts may well be, 
not "l iterature" or "poetry," but criticism, philosophy, metaphysics
ut pictura theoria.29 

28 . On titles, see Gerard Genette, "Structure and Function of the Title in 
Literature," Critical Inquiry 14 :4  (Summer 1 98 8 ) :  692-720. For more on 
the question of the relation of label, object, and image, see chapter 8, "Word, 
Image, and Object." 

29.  See chapter 7, " Ut Pictura Theoria ."  
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I n  .1 � i 1 1 1 i la r  w a y ,  t he v i s u a l  rep resentat ions  a pp ropr ia te to a d is

' " ' ' � "'l' need not  he i m ported : they arc a lready immanent in the words, 
1 1 1  1 he fa b r ic of  descr iption, narrative "vision," represented objects 
. 1 1 1 d  places, metaphor, formal arrangements and distinctions of textual 
l l l n�.:t ions, even in typography, paper, b inding, or ( in the case of oral 
J ' l ' l' l o rmance) in the physical immediacy of  voice and the speaker's 
l u ,d y .  I f  it is hard to keep discourse out of painting, it is equally 
. I l l  f i cu l t  to keep visuality out of l iterature, though the impulse to do 
·,o is adumbrated in the topos of the blind poet, literature's answer 
1o painting as "mute poesy." Not that the situation of l iterature and 
" ' 'u a l  art as mutual "significant others" is purely symmetrical.  It 
'l'l'lllS easier for painting to re-present and incorporate textuality in a 
q u i te l iteral way than for the reverse to happen. Language becomes 
" l i terally" visible in two ways : in the medium of writing, and in the 
1 1 1 t c rances of gesture language, the visible language of  the Deaf. 30 

The most damaging objection to the imagetext model for the 
. 1 n a lysis of either texts or images might be that, l ike the comparative 
l l l l'thod, it simply rearranges the deck chairs and reiterates existing 
dominant paradigms of analysis in the disciplines of literature and art 
h 1 s tory. The notion that images may be read as texts is h ardly news 
1 1 1 a rt h istory these days:  it  is the prevailing wisdom, the latest thing.-1 1  
l l n the side of literary study, reading texts for the "imagery" is defi
l l i te ly not the prevailing wisdom: i t  is as old as the hi l l s . 3 2  It is seen 
.1 s an outmoded paradigm, a relic of psychologistic approaches to 
l l l crary experience and of stultifying routines like motif-hunting, im
. 1ge-counting, and a disproportionate attention to figurative and for
m a l  analysis, at the expense of  real cultural h istory. 

30. For more on gesture language, see chapter 5, "Ekphrasis and the 
l l ther." 

3 1 .  See Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson on "Semiotics and Art History," 
< i ted in footnote 8 ,  wh ich argues that the key move in semiotic versions of 
.lrt history is the treatment of the image as a sign or "visual text" (p .  1 79) : 
"Considering images as signs, semiotics sheds a particular light on them, 
locusing on the production of meaning in society . . . .  " (p. 1 76 ) .  Although 
1\al and Bryson insist that they are proposing "a semiotic turn for art history" 
rather than "a l inguistic turn," they underestimate, in my view, the extent to 
which semiotics privileges textual/ l inguistic descriptive frameworks. Far from 
.1 voiding "the bias of privileging language," semiotics continually reinstates 
I hat bias. 

32. See lconology, chapter 1, for a discussion of the attacks on the notion 
of  l iterary imagery. 

9 9  



I '  I '  I I I I ' I I I , . "  I I ' 

There i s  some t ru th  to these c h a rgl· � .  TIH· to t tu ·p l  o l  1 hc 1 1 1 cd i u l l l  
(visual or  verbal )  a s  a heterogeneous fi e l d  o f  represen t a t io n a l  prac
tices, as an "image/text," is not recommended here fo r its novelty , 
but for its persistence as a theoretical tradition, its survival as an 
abiding feature of poetics, rhetoric, aesthetics, and semiotics . It is this 
tradition that gave us the models of interartistic comparison, and that 
opens the possibil ity of other relations between texts and visual im
ages, and the de-disciplining of the divisions between visual and verbal 
culture. It may also seem that, in my zeal to overturn the tedious 
historicism of the comparative method, I've jettisoned history alto
gether in favor of a kind of descriptive formalism. This charge is half 
right. This book is not a history of visual and verbal culture, but a 
theory. It offers the figure of the image/text as a wedge to pry open 
the heterogeneity of media and of specific representations. The aim, 
however, is not to stop with formal description, but to ask what the 
function of specific forms of heterogeneity might be. Both the formal 
and functional questions require historical answers : they are not pre
determined by any universal science of signs, and their relation to a 
historical "period concept" is an open question. There's no doubt 
that a period concept will probably include some general account of 
image/text relations . It's a commonplace, for instance, that English 
neoclassical criticism takes the analogy between poetry and painting 
very seriously, while romantic poetic theory often debunks the ut 
pictura poesis tradition. 33 

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

33 .  Roy Park, " Ut Pictura Poesis : The Nineteenth Century Aftermath," 
journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 28 (Winter 1 969) : 155-69. For a 
more complex account of this a ftermath, see Elizabeth Abel, "Redefining the 
Sister Arts : Baudelaire's Response to the Art of Delacroix," Critical Inquiry 
6 : 3  (Spring 1980) : 363-84. 
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l l t - v o n d  ( " ' I l l ' · ' ' ' '" " ' ' l ' l l l l l l l ' ,  I , . , , ,  . 1 1 1 d f\ f , · l h o d  

• 1 , , ., ., , ,  i m L l n L·e o l t h e  haL· k l o t  f i l m ,  t a kes a vers ion o f  the image/text 
r i i H ·  d i v i � i o n  between speech and visual representation) as its explicit 
I I H ' I l l l' , em bod ied in the relationship of a young male writer (Joe Gill is, 
p l . 1 ycd by Wil l iam Holden) and an aging female screen idol (Norma 
I l , · ., l l lond,  played by Gloria Swanson ) .  The film allegorizes a number 
"' f ami l iar myths of film history and theory : the two central characters 
l l ' p rcscnt, respectively, the New Hollywood of "talking pictures" and 
1 h l' Old Hollywood of silent spectacle ;  they also incarnate the profes
'>�O i l a l  tension between the (invisible) writer and the (visible) star, the 
-, p l i t  between cinema as a l iterary and a pictorial institution . The 
love-hate relationship between Joe and Norma dramatizes the ambiv
. d cnce of cinema about its own past and parts ; Norma's murder of 
lo l' suggests that the dead hand of the past will never allow the institu
l l on to escape its grip ;  Norma's pathetic delusion of a "return" to the 
movies is no more misguided than Cecil B. DeMille's smug assurance 
1 o  Norma (conveyed in a scene in which he plays himself on the 
.,oundstage of The Ten Commandments) that "the movies have 
, hanged a lot since your day ."  

At  first sight (and hearing), Sunset Boulevard i s  a fi lm that seems 
, onspicuously experimental and deviant in its formal deployment of 
l'oicc and visual narration. There is a certain straightforward shock 
l' i fect in framing the entire story in the voice-over narration of the 
dead Joe Gillis, whose first visible appearance is as an open-eyed 
' orpse seen from below, floating face-down in Norma Desmond's 
'>wimming pool. Once the bizarre premise of the dead narrator is 
. 1 ccepted, however, the film settles into a straightforward and conven
l ional suturing of voice and image. Joe's voice addresses the audience 
in the most ordinary of narrative contracts : he is sardonic, knowing, 
and sociable, counting on an audience that shares his experience and 
values ("it was one of those crazy Hol lywood houses" ;  " let's go back 
'> i x  months to where it al l started" ; "well, this is where you came 
i n " ) . He is l ike the narrator of a nineteenth-century nove l :  "an individ
ual who looks back, al l  passion spent, the narrator has mastered the 
world and tells a civi l ized company of l isteners about a series of events 
which now can be composed and named."34 The visual narrative 
seems invariably to i l lustrate Joe's voice in the most straightforward 
ways : when he describes something, we see it on the screen; when he 
narrates an action, i t  is performed for us; when he recal ls a memory 

34. Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics ( Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
l 'ress, 1 975 ) ,  p. 195 .  
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or a dream, it is projected in fu l l .  The histotrl '  • �  t i n n l y  l O I I t ro l kd hy  

the recit, the visible by the sayable. 
If the thematic image/text in Sunset Boulevard is the unshakable 

dominance of the visual over the verbal in the film medium, its formal  
image/text seems to convey precisely the reverse message :  voice seems 
continually to dominate and control the image. The film's formal 
perfection is precisely not to "mirror" or imitate its theme, unless we 
take inversion rather than similitude as the chief symptom of mimesis. 
It is perhaps this perverse form of formal /thematic mirroring that 
produces the film's overall effect of ideological impasse and paralysis, 
what one might call the pathological version of the infinite relation 
between word and image staged by Magritte's pipe. 

The "fl ickering" of this impasse is most visible and readable at 
the outer edges of the film, its opening and closing sequences. The 
opening shot shows the words "Sunset Boulevard" painted on the 
curb of the actual street in Hol lywood, the melodramatic theme music 
giving way to pol ice sirens and the camera eye l ifting from the curb 
to spot the taill ights of the cars rushing to Norma Desmond's mansion 
where William Holden's unidentified voice refers to himself in the 
third person as some "poor dope" who has been found dead in a 
swimming pool . The closing sequence is presumably an hour or so 
later when Norma Desmond descends her staircase, mistaking the 
news cameras for signs that her fantasy of a "return" to film stardom 
has been fulfi l led. As she says "I 'm ready for my close-up, Mr. De
Mil le," she advances on the camera until her face fills the screen and 
dissolves into an i l legible blur .  

The outer frame of the film, then, stands outside the authority of 
Joe Gi l l i s 's  voice : the first word enunciated by the film is an image, 
the written name of a place, a setting, a street which contains Joe 
Gil l is 's voice the way a haunted house contains its spirit; the last 
words of the film are those of Norma Desmond taking control of her 
own image, which is an image that defies al l  optical or textual control .  
This outer frame, with its subversion of the authority of the voice, is 
then redoubled by the inner frame with its revelation of the body of 
the narrator. The image of Will iam Holden's floating corpse seen 
from the bottom of the swimming pool is without question the most 
memorable shot in this film. And yet it is precisely the image that has 
to be forgotten to al low the narrative contract of the film to proceed 
as if a sociable relation of teller and audience could be assumed. If 
the audience were to remember th is image throughout the film, it 
would not be able to rely on the authority and security of the spoken 
narrative, but would continually recall its position at the scene of 
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l l . l l l. l l l o l l ,  l o o k i n g  u p  !rom the bottom o f  a poo l , as d rowned tn 
I I I L l gL· s ; Is 1 he  n a rrator h imse l f.  

Sunset lloulevard's reflections on the film medium may help us to 
· · • ' l '  why, in De leuze 's words, "the most complete examples of the 
d t •, p i n ct ion  between seeing and speaking are to be found in the cin
· · t n ; 1 " 1 1 and how those disj unctions underlie ( indeed, require )  the most 
. , , · , u n l ess forms of image/text suturing. The image/text in Sunset Bou
/, · t •,ml is specified not only by a technical account of the relation 
I H' I ween its verbal and visual codes but also by an account of the way 
1 1  1 hematizes that relation in the institutional practices of the medium 
, . ,  wh ich it belongs. Joe Gil l is 's "moral choice" in the film is portrayed 
· • �  a choice between two women who have two di fferent relations to 
I n �  screen-writing. Norma Desmond as the fatal female "idol" repre
\ t 'nts  the prostitution of Joe's l iterary talents, the commodification of 
"" pen (not to mention his penis ) .  Betty Schaefer, the pretty young 
.,, r i pt-reader fi'Om Paramount, is content to remain off-screen and 
t ' t ll'ourage Joe's cultivation of l iterary authenticity. The impossibil ity 
. 1 nd unreality of this choice is the moral version of the impasse pre
�� ·n ted by the film's contradictory locations of  narrative authority . 36 

The relation of speech to vision in this movie is thus mapped onto 
t d eologemes l ike the relation of the sexes and generations ( the aging 
l l 'male star versus the young male script-writer) ,  as well as the relation 
' ,f death and l ife, vice and virtue. It is also a figure for the past-present 
d i a l ectic of the film's reflection on its medium as a historically evolving 
( o r  devolving) institution. This history would, if pursued far enough, 
� • lll ate the film in relation to postwar anxieties about the decline of 
l lol lywood and Cold War paranoia about Hollywood's susceptibil ity 
t o  " foreign" influences. (At one moment in the film, when Joe Gil lis 
�� seen by a friend riding in Norma Desmond's car, he is asked if he's 
"working for a foreign power." )  In reflecting on its own medium, 
Sunset Boulevard provides both a description language for and a spe-

.3 5 .  Foucault, p. 64. See also Deleuze's comprehensive discussion of the 
re l ation between speech and vision, sound- and image-track in "The Compo
I I L'nts of the Image," in his Cinema 2: The Time-Image, translated by Hugh 
l "omlinson and Robert Galeta ( Minneapolis :  University of Minnesota Press, 
l lJ X9 ) ,  p .  26 1 .  

3 6 .  See m y  article, "Going Too Far with the Sister Arts," i n  Space, Time, 
l 1 11age, Sign: Essays on Literature and the Visual Arts, edited by James Heffer
nan  (New York : Peter Lang, 1 987) ,  pp. 1 - 1 0, for further discussion of Sunset 
l!oulevard's knowing allusions to the ut pictura poesis tradition and its con
nection with allegories of the "Choice of Hercules ."  
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cific instantiation o f  the cinematic imagetext .  I t  pkt u n·s a t heory of 
film and narrates that theory as an account both of the death of 
cinema and of cinema as a kind of love affair with death . 

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

The openness of the image/text problem to historical issues may 
best be i l lustrated by looking at a place where a h istory has itself been 
constructed with self-conscious attention to the interplay of visual 
and verbal experience. I 'm thinking of Thucydides' Peloponnesian 
War, which is constructed around the alternation between what Thu
cydides calls " logoi" and "erga," the representation of set speeches 
and the actions reported by eyewitness descriptions. 37 Thucydides in
sists on the distinctness of these two modes of writing, noting espe
cially the different kind of historical authority they carry. The "precise 
words" of the speeches, Thucydides admits, are "difficult to remember 
. . .  so my method has been, while keeping as closely as possible to 
the general sense of the words that were actually used, to make the 
speakers say what, in my opinion, was called for by each situation. "38 
Thucydides' text presents the speeches in a form (direct transcription 
or quotation) that belies their actual status. We are given the i l lusion 
of reading and hearing the actual words of Pericles' funeral oration, 
or the Athenian ambassador's speech to the Spartans. The "reporting 
of events," on the other hand, is subjected to more constraints, both 
in the gathering of information and its presentation. Thucydidcs has 
"made it a principle not to write down the first story" that comes his 

37. For a good discussion of  the role of logoi and erga, see Virginia J .  
Hunter, Thucydides: The Artful Reporter (Toronto : Hakkert, 1 973 ) .  

3 8 .  Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, translated b y  Rex Warner (New 
York : Penguin Books, 1 954) ,  p. 47; further page references will be cited in 
the text. 
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w . 1 y  " a nd not  e v l·n t o  he gu 1ded by l h is l own general impressions" 
I p . 4H ) . l lc cla ims to have "checked with as much thoroughness as 
poss ib le"  the va rious eyewitness reports (including his own) and 
. 1 1 lm i ts that this skepticism will eliminate "the romantic element" of 
lm narrative, both in the facts it admits and in its hesitant form of 
p rl·sentation ("my history will seem less easy to read") . 

The Peloponnesian War, then, is a radically heterogeneous repre
.,t· ntation of history, alternating between the i l lusion of oral immedi
.1 c y and direct transmission of speech and the presentation of visual 
l ' x perience (eyewitness testimony about events) as highly mediated 
.uH.i unreliable. The "general sense" of words is enough for Thucyd
l des, but his own "general impressions" of events in visual memory 
. 1 re not. The question, of course, is "so what ?"  Why does Thucydides 
1 onstruct a dialectical representation of history ? Where do his as
.,umptions about the relative accuracy of oral and visual memory 
, ome from ? ( It's hard to ignore the fact that they seem precisely 
' mmter to modern "ru les of evidence" which privilege "eyewitness 
l t'stimony" and denigrate "hearsay ." )  

A proper answer to  these questions would take us wel l beyond 
t h t: limits of this essay. It would involve a reconstruction of Thucyd
ldes '  theory of memory and its relation to the senses of vision and 
h e a ring. It would require attention to the links between the art of 
memory and contemporary Greek rhetorical theory . Above all, it 
would lead to an inquiry into the ideological and institutional status 
of "speech" and (visible) "action" in Athenian political culture during 
1 ht: Periclean age. The verbal/visual division is, as Thucydides himself 
makes clear, not merely a rhetorical feature of historical writing, but 
. 1  key to the way history itself is made as a dialectic between "what 
men did" and "what they said." Thucydides shows us cities being 
, onquered with speeches. He also shows us (in Pericles' funeral ora
l ion )  a polemic against speech-making and an argument in favor of 
l'l'remonial spectacle :  

Many of those who have spoken here in the past have praised the 
institution of this speech at the close of our ceremony. It seemed to 
them a mark of honour to our soldiers who have fallen in war that a 
speech should be made over them. l do not agree. These men have 
shown themselves valiant in action, and it would be enough, l think, 
for their glories to be proclaimed in action, as you have just seen it 
done at this funeral organized by the state. (p. 1 44) 

The adjustment of the dialectic between speech and visible action 
� � .  in Pericles' view, not j ust a question about the proprieties of cere-
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monia l  occas ions ,  b u t  the key i s sue  1 1 1  t l w hl ' . d t i 1V  I I l l  I L l i onmg o f  
Athenian democracy : "we do  n o t  think t h a t  t h e re i s  a t t  t t ll.:ompat i b i l i t y  
between words and deeds ; the worst thing is to rush into action befo re 
the consequences have been properly debated" (p.  14  7 ) .  The tragedy 
of Athenian democracy might well be described as the breakdown of 
this logos/erga dialectic in the emergence of demagogues who corrupt 
the logos and the greed of the Athenians who crave instant, visible 
action and unl imited expansion of the empire. Thucydides' text is an 
attempt to preserve this fragile dialectic as a way of knowing and 
showing history and perhaps of making it take a di fferent form. (Per
icles' critique of the visible "marks and monuments of our empire," 
his insistence that " famous men" leave their memorials, "not in any 
visible form but in people's hearts" [p .  149] is an attempt to resist 
the craze for spectacular memorials that he himself did so much to 
foster and which remain as the chief visible sign of Athenian glory. )  
For Thucydides, the ful lness of history doesn't l ie either in what men 
did or what they said, what we could see and describe or what we 
could hear. It seeps through the cracks between hearing and seeing, 
speaking and acting. 

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

Why are these metapictures coming into focus for us now? Why 
does the image/text seem to crop up in contemporary criticism and 
theory like a historical a priori ? One answer would appeal to the 
historical situation of contemporary culture, the increasing mediatiza
tion of reality in postmodernism, and the phenomenon I have called 
"the pictorial turn," with its regimes of spectacle and surveillance. 
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< l m  rr;Hi i n gs o f  a l l l' l l' l l t  t e x t s  a n d  i mages cannot  he l p but be i n tlectcJ 
l > v  our experiences w i t h  television and cinema. The claim that all 
l l l c d i a  a rc m ixed media, all arts composite arts, may actually sound 
l 1 k e common sense to a generation raised on MTV. Another answer, 
h owever, would stress that the purification of the media in modernist 
. 1 csthetics, the attempt to grasp the unitary, homogeneous essences of 
p; t i nting, photography, sculpture, poetry, etc . ,  is the real aberration 
. 1 1 1 d  that the heterogeneous character of media was well understood 
1 1 1  premodern cultures . The essentializing of the media was reinforced 
hy the emergence of professional disciplines and the academic admin
� � t ration of knowledge. " Interartistic comparison" was, in its best 
1 1 1oments, a way of resisting this compartmentalization; at its worst, 
11 collaborated in the insularity of the disciplines and the amateurish
ness of interdisciplinary efforts. 

I 'm ful ly aware, though, that I have not come remotely close to 
demonstrating my claims about the status of the image/text. My hope 
1 s  that these introductory gestures have provoked enough curiosity to 
motivate further investigation .  In  the following chapters, I will try to 
e laborate these claims by examining two different kinds of verbal! 
v i sual conj unctions, the first from the side of language and l iterature, 
t he second from the field of visual representation :  ( 1 )  "textual pic
t nres," the evocation of the visual image as a site of difference within 
l anguage, exemplified in  the materiality of writing and typography, 
in the poetic genre of ekphrasis, and in  the curious role of description 
1 11 narrative ; (2) "pictorial texts," the representation and (equally im
portant) the repression of language in the visual field, exemplified in 
abstract modernist painting, postmodern minimalist sculpture, and a 
range of twentieth-century photographic texts. After this detour 
t hrough variations on the image/text, I will return to the fundamental 
questions of "picture theory" with analyses of i l lusion and realism 
and a concluding section on the question of images and the public 
sphere. 
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I I  . . . . .  T e x t u a l · P i c t u r e s  

he pictorial turn in contemporary culture has not just 

changed the way visual culture i s  produced and con

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

of very old questions, about the place of visuality in lan-

guage. The following trio of essays examines the text as imagetext 

in three different forms, focusing on particular cases and genres. 

First, the question of writing as a visible representation of speech, 

a "spacing" of the temporal, a materialization of the immaterial : 

what is at stake in embracing or denying "visible language" ? Why 

does it matter that speech can be represented in writing, or that 

writing can be represented in graphic art ?  What is the politics of 

i nscription ? Second, the question of ekphrasis, the verbal repre

sentation of visual representation, as poetic genre and literary 

principle : what motivates the desire to construct an entire text as 

an evocation, incorporation, or substitute for a visual object or 

experience ? Why do texts seem compelled to reach out to their 

semiotic "others," the objects of visual representation ? Third, the 

question of visual descriptions as ornaments, supplements, and 

spatial "interludes" in the temporal structure of narrative : what 

is the significance of description's role as a "servant" of narrative ? 

How does the double coding of narrative in temporal action and 

spatial description correspond with the double coding of memory 

as an imagetext?  What happens when the servitude of description 

is enlisted in the description of servitude ? 

• 
• 





VI S I BU  LANGUAGE: 

I � LAKE' S ART Of WRITI NG 

:\ I I  agree that i t  i s  an admirable invention:  To paint speech, and speak 

'" the eyes, and by tracing out characters in di fferent forms to give col

" ' ! r  and body to thoughts. 

-Alexander Cruden, Concordance to the Old and 
New Testament ( 1 738 )  

l l u t  to show stil l  clearer that it was nature and necessity, not choice and 

. l rtifice, which gave birth and continuance to these several species of 

l 1 1 e roglyph ic writing, we shal l  now take a view of the rise and progress 

nf its sister-art, the art of speech ; and having set them together and com

pa red them, we shall see with pleasure how great a lustre they mutually 

rdlect upon one another; for as St. Austin elegantly expresses it, Signa 

' int VERBA VISIBILIA;  verba, SIGNA A UDIBILIA.  

-William Warburton, The Divine Legation of 
Moses ( 1 740) 

// v isible language" is a phrase that has primarily a metaphor
ical meaning for both art historians and literary critics . In 
painting we construe "visible language" in the idiom of 
Joshua Reynolds or Ernst Gombrich, as the body of con-

ventional syntactic and semantic techniques available to a pictorial 
artist .  Reynolds called these techniques "the language of art," and 
Gombrich promised a "linguistics of the image" that would describe 
i ts syntax (schematisms) and its semantics (iconography) . 1  In l itera-

1 .  See Discourse V of Reynolds's Discourses on Art (1 797) :  "This first 
degree of proficiency is, in painting, what grammar is in l iterature . . . .  The 

1 1 1  

f o u r  



I ' ' I I I  I I I '  I ' I I I  I I ' ' 

ture, converse ly ,  the  not ion of " v i s i b l e  l a n gu . l gl' " I I I I J H I I'h t h l'  d i � 
course of painting and seeing into our  understa n d i n g  o l  vnha l  expres
sion : it tempts us to give terms like imitation, imagination, form, and 
figuration a strong graphic, iconic sense and to conceive of texts as 
images in a wide variety of ways . 2 If there is a linguistics of the image, 
there is also an "iconology of the text" which deals with such matters 
as the representation of objects, the description of scenes, the con
struction of figures, l ikenesses, and allegorical images, and the shaping 
of texts into determinate formal patterns. An iconology of the text 
must also consider the problem of reader response, the claim that 
some readers visualize and that some texts encourage or discourage 
mental imaging.3 

Both of these procedures-the "linguistics of the image" and the 
" iconology of the text" -involve a metaphorical treatment of one of 
the terms in the phrase "visible language ."  The treatment of vision 
and painting in the lingo of l inguistics, even in a strong sense like 
Bishop Berkeley's "visual language" of sight, is commonly understood 
to be metaphoric.4 Similarly, the "icons" we find in verbal expres
sions, whether formal or semantic, are (we suppose) not to be under
stood literal ly as pictures or visual spectacles. They are only l ikenesses 
of real graphic or visual images-doubly attenuated "images of im
ages" or what I have elsewhere called "hypericons."5 

power of drawing, model l ing and using colours, is very properly called the 
Language of the Art. " Quoted from the Robert Wark edition (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1 975) ,  p .  26. Ernst Gombrich discusses the "lin
guistics of the visual image" in A rt and Illusion (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1 956 ) ,  p. 9 .  

2. See  The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics (Princeton, NJ : 
Princeton University Press, 1 974) , s .v .  "Imagery . "  For further discussion of 
the notion of "text as image," see my "Spatial form in Literature," in  The 
Language of Images, edited by W. ]. T. Mitchel l (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1 980) ,  and "What Is an Image ?"  New Literary History 15 ,  
no .  3 (Spring 1 984) : 503-37, revised a s  chapter 1 of Iconology. 

3. On visual response in reading, see Ellen Esrock, The Reader's Eye 
(Baltimore, MD:  Johns Hopkins University Press, 1 994) .  

4 .  See Bishop Berkeley, The Theory of  Vision or Visual Language ( 1 733 ) .  
I n  Works on  Vision, edited by Colin Murray Turbayne (New York: Bobbs
Merril l ,  1 963) ,  pp. 1 2 1 -52. 

5. In Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago : University of Chicago 
Press, 1 986 ) .  
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l l 1 1 1  \ l l p po\l' W l' Wl' l"l' to t a kl' l)()th t h e  terms o f  "vis ible language" 
l t l l · t . d l y ?  Wl' w o u l d  L' I H:o u n ter, I suggest, the point at which seeing 
1 1 1 . !  \pl'a k i ng, pa int ing and printing converge in the medium called 
\\T t t t n g . "  We would grasp the logic that made it possible to change 

d . . · n a me of The journal of Typographic Research into the simpler, 
l l l l l ll' l'Vocative Visible Language. "Writing," as Plato suggested in 
d u · l 'haedrus, "is very like painting," and painting, in turn, is very 
l d"· t he first form of writing, the pictogram. The history of writing is 
t l ' ) ', u l a rly  told as a story of progress from primitive picture-writing 
1 1 1 d gestural sign language to hieroglyphics to alphabetic writing 
· l ' roper ."6 Writing is thus the medium in which the interaction of 

1 1 1 1 . 1ge and text, pictorial and verbal expression, adumbrated in the 
1 1 1  >pes of ut pictura poe sis and the "sisterhood" of the arts, seems to 
I l l '  a l iteral possibility. Writing makes language (in the literal sense) 
mible (in the literal sense ) ;  it is, as Bishop Warburton noted, not just 
. 1 \ l l pplement to speech, but a "sister art" to the spoken word, an art 
1 1 ! both language and vision. 

There is no use pretending that I come innocently from the sister 
. 1 rt s  to the topic of writing. We live in an era obsessed with "textu
. d i t y , "  when "writing" is a buzzword that is not likely to be confused 
1\' l t h  the sort of writing promoted by textbooks in composition. We 
I ' V L'n have what sometimes looks like a "science of writing," a "gram
I I I ;J tology" that concerns itself  not only with the graphic representa
l ton of speech, but with all marks, traces, and signs in whatever me
. l n tm.7  This science includes an interpretive method for deconstructing 
t h e complex ruses of writing and for tracing the play of differences 
t h at both generates and frustrates the possibility of communication 
. 1 n d  meaning. What l propose to do in the fol lowing pages is to come 
. 1 1 the topic of writing from the standpoint of what it seems to exclude 
1 •r displace .  In a sense, of course, this is almost a parody of deconstruc
t i vc  strategies, and I suppose one could think of this as an essay 
written about and "for" Blake, and "against" Derrida, as long as one 
understands its "Blake" as a complexly de-centered authority figure 

6. See, for instance, Ignace J.  Gelb's A Study of Writing (Chicago: Univer
' i ty of Chicago Press, 1 952 ;  rev. ed . , 1 963) ,  which characterizes "writing in  
1 1 s  evolution from the earliest stages of semasiography, in which pictures 
' onvey the desired meaning, to the later stage of phonography, in which 
writing expresses language" (p. 1 90) .  

7. Although Jacques Derrida is usually regarded as the founder of gram
matology, i t  may be worth noting that the first book to employ the notion 
'ystematically was Ignace J .  Gelb's A Study of Writing, cited above. 
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and its "Derrida" as a friendly dia b.:t ica l  l O I I t l . l l  v 1 . 1 t hn t h a n  a 1 1  
antagonistic negation. H 

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

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

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

8 .  I employ here Blake's own distinction between "Contraries" and "Ne
gations," the former associated with progressive, interactive opposition 
(though not necessarily resolution or Hegelian synthesis), the latter with static 
binarism or an absolutist, Manichean conflict that requires the destruction of 
the opposite. 
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. q : 1 1 1 g :  t h e f i rst  l esson we J \ I V I ' t o  � t udems o f  romanticism is that, for 
\VI I I'd sworth ,  Coler idgl· , S h e l l ey , and  Keats, " imagination" is a power 
"' n l t lsciousness that transcends mere visualization. 9  We may even go 
• 1 1 1  to note that pictures and vision frequently play a negative role in 
1 < � l n a n tic poetic theory. Coleridge dismissed al legory for being a mere 
" p i cture language," Keats worried about the temptations of descrip
t i o n ,  and Wordsworth called the eye "the most despotic of our 
\l ' t l ses . "  1 0  It is a commonplace in intel lectual history that the relation 
. , f the "sister arts" of poetry and painting underwent a basic shift in 
1 he early nineteenth century, a shift in which poetry abandoned its 
. d l i ances with painting and found new analogies in music. 1 I  M. H. 
i\ h rams's story of romantic poetics as a replacement of the "mirror" 
kpitomizing passive, empirical models of the mind and of art) by the 
" lamp" (a type of the active imagination) is simply the most familiar 
way of schematizing this shift. 1 2 Coleridge's distinctions between sym
hol and al legory, imagination and fancy, the "Idea" and the "eido
l on ,"  all employ a similar strategy of associating the disparaged terms 
wi th  pictures and outward, materia l  visibil ity, the favored term with 
1 1 1 v isible, intangible "powers" of the mind. 

It is tempting to summarize romantic antipictorialism as a kind 
of  "aesthetic iconoclasm" and to see it as a direct reflection of the 
pol itical, social, and cultural iconoclasm of the French Revolution .  

9.  I take as  exemplary here Coleridge's famous definition of the primary 
u nagination as the "living power and prime agent of al l  human perception." 
'we chapter 13 of Biographia Literaria, vol. 7 of Collected Works of Samuel 
I. Coleridge, edited by James Engel l  and Walter Jackson Bate (Princeton, NJ : 
Princeton University Press, 1 983 ) ,  p. 304. 

10. Coleridge's comments on al legory as a picture language appear in  The 
Statesman 's Manual ( 1 8 1 6) ,  quoted here from The Collected Works, vol. 6 :  
l .<�y Sermons, edited b y  R. J .  White (Princeton, NJ : Princeton University Press, 
I <J72) ,  p. 30 .  Keats's claim that "descriptions are bad at all times" occurs in 
his letter to Tom Keats, June 25-27, 1 8 1 8 .  Wordsworth 's remark on the 
despotism of the eye comes up in The Prelude, both in 1805 (XI .  1 74)  and in 
I HSO (XII. 1 29 ) .  For further discussion of Wordsworth's ambivalence about 
imagery, see my "Diagrammatology," Critical Inquiry 7, no. 3 (Spring 1 9 8 1 ) :  
622-33 .  

1 1 .  See Roy Park, " 'Ut  Pictura Poesis' : The  Nineteenth-Century After
math," The journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 28, no. 2 (Winter 1 969 ) :  
1 5 5-64. 

12. M.  H .  Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York : Oxford Univer
' i ty  Press, 1 95 3 ) .  
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Tempting, but I think misleading, un less Wl' IT I I I I I I d  our�rl vl's t h a t  l iH· 
"reflection" of political and social patterns i n a r t i s t i c  l o rms is j u st as 
l ikely to include reactionary reversal and inversion as direct imitation. 
Our suspicion about a direct connection between aesthetic and politi
cal iconoclasm during the French Revolution should be especial ly 
aroused when we note that the universally acknowledged father of 
aesthetic iconoclasm in the romantic era is none other than Edmund 
Burke, the reactionary politician whose youthful essay on the sublime 
inaugurated the romantic critique of pictorial ist poetics . 1 3  Burke 
started his own minor revolution in poetic theory by attacking the 
neoclassical "picture theory" of poetic language based on a combina
tion of classical rhetoric and associationist psychology. Denying that 
poetry could or should raise clear, distinct images in the mind of the 
reader, Burke argued that the proper genius of language was to be 
found in invisible, even insensible matters of feeling and sympathy. 
Poetry, in Burke's view, is uniquely fitted for presenting the obscure, 
the mysterious, the incomprehensible-in a word, the sublime. Two 
things are worth noting here : the first is that Blake alone among the 
major romantic poets firmly rejected Burke's doctrine ("Obscurity is 
Neither the Source of the Sublime nor of any Thing Else" ) .  1 4 The 
second is a curious disparity between Burke's aesthetic and pol i tical 
preferences. When Burke confronted a historical event (the French 
Revolution) that conformed to his concept of subl imity, he could find 
it only monstrous and disgusting. His notion of the subl ime remained 
safely contained in  the realm of aesthetics where it served as a point 
of departure for writers whose relation to the Revolution was, let us 
say, obscure. 

The battle l ines between the aesthetics of visibi l ity and invis ibi l ity 
become clearer if we take the key terms in their l i teral sense and recast 
the problem in terms of writing. If writing and speech have the same 
sort of "sisterhood" as painting and poetry-a sisterhood of radical 

1 3 .  Edmund Bu rke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas 
of the Sublime and the Beautiful ( 1 75 7 ) .  See James T. Boulton's fine introduc
tion to his edition of  the Enquiry (Notre Dame, I N :  University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1 96 8 )  for an account of  Burke's influence.  

14 .  Annotations to Reynolds's Discourses. The Complete Poetry and 
Prose of William Blake, edited by David Erdman ( New York : Doubleday, 
rev .  ed., 1 982 ) ,  p.  65 8 .  All references i n  the text to Blake's writings will be 
to this edition, indicated in parentheses after the quotation by an "E." 
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c c u · q u . t l 1 1 y ,  a �  l .e�s i ng  and  gu rke a rgued- i f  wr i t ing transforms inv isi
l • l c ·  �ou nds i n to a v i s ib l e  l anguage, then it is bound to be a problem 
l c  1 1 · wri tns who want to be imaginative iconoclasts, who want images 
l l u t a rc not p i ctoria l , visions that are not visual, and poetry that need 
1 1 1 1 1  he written downY Wordsworth 's claim that a poet is a man 
" \ peak ing" (not writing) to men is no casual expression, but a symp-
1 1 1 1 1 1  of what Derrida would call the "phonocentric" tendency of ro
I I W l t ic poetics. The projects for recovering or impersonating oral, 
l o l k  traditions in poetry, the regular comparison of poetry with music, 
. e n d  the consistent distaste of the romantic poets for the vulgar neces
·. 1 1  y of  submitting their words to material , printed form-all these 
p . 1 t terns of thought reflect a common body of assumptions about the 
·· 1 1 pcriority of word to image, ear to eye, and voice to print. When the 
p r i n ted word comes to be a highly controversial political instrument in 
l l ,d f, as it did in the era of the French Revolution, the business of 
1 1 . 1 1 1s l ating speech into the "visible language" of print can take on an 
ideological character in itself. 

This is the context that makes intelligible the peculiar status of 
mible l anguage and writing in Blake and his contemporaries-that 
n c . t kcs it an issue rather than a set of neutral facts about language, 
c l 'prcsentation, and the senses. I have previously discussed the relation 
hct ween word and image in his i l luminated books in terms of his 
' ommitment to a revolutionary religious and aesthetic sensibil ity 
h . t scd on dialectical transformation through conflict. 1 6  But the spe
' t f i cal ly political character of Blake's commitment to making language 
,. , , i b l e  can best be seen by reflecting on his "graphocentrism," his 
t l ' ndency to treat writing and printing as media capable of full pres
c · n cc, not as mere supplements to speech . These reflections will fal l  
1 1 1 1 0  three sections : first, a look at Blake's " ideology of writing" in 
1 he context of romantic hostility to the printed word; second, a con
' ' dcration of some major "scenes of writing" represented in his art ;  
t h i rd, some observations on Blake's cal l igraphy and typography, the 
"wond'rous art of writing" which is his "visible language" in what 
he would call "the Ii tteral sense ."  

1 5 .  On the  "unequal sisterhood" of painting and poetry, see my essay, 
"The Politics of Genre :  Time and Space in Lessing's Laocoon, " in Representa
l t u/IS 6 (Spring 1 984) ,  revised as chapter 4 of Iconology. 

1 6 . In Blake's Composite Art: A Study of the Illuminated Poetry 
Pri nceton, NJ : Princeton University Press, 1 978 ) .  
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Tt • l 11 1d 1 ' 1 1  1 1 1 1 n  

Romanticism and the Politia of Writi"K 
He who destroyes a good booke, kills reason it self, ki l ls thr Im
age of God, as  it  were, in the  eye. 

Milton, Areopagitica ( 1 644) 

The source of the romantic animus toward "visible language" in gen
eral and writing in particular is not far for the seeking. William Hazlitt 
put it most succinctly when he suggested that "The French Revolution 
might be described as a remote but inevitable result of the art of 
printing ." 1 7 Modern historians like Peter Gay and Elizabeth Eisenstein 
have echoed Hazlitt in tracing the intellectual  roots of the French 
Revolution to the philosophes ' "devotion to the art of writing" rather 
than to any specific philosophical doctrine. 18 The first French Repub
lic, Eisenstein suggests, grew out of a prior "republic of letters," a 
polity of unrestrained "speculation" in both the philosophical and 
financial senses of the term. 1 9  Nor was the visual sense of "specula
tion" lost on critics of the Revolution. Burke traced revolutionary 
fanaticism to an excess of "imagination" (in the visual eighteenth
century sense) and to a deficiency in " feeling," the blind, untutored 
habits that make for a stable society .2° Coleridge identified this ten
dency to reify and idolize imaginary conceptions as the peculiar defect 
of the French people :  "Hence the ida/ism of the French . . .  even the 
conceptions of a Frenchman, whatever he admits to be conceivable, 
must be imageable, and the imageable must be fancied tangible."2 1  
The materialism of the French Enlightenment, the pictorialist psychol
ogy of empiricism and rationalism, and the emergence of an economy 
of unfettered philosophical and financial specu lation all add up to a 

1 7 . Will iam Hazlitt, The Life of Napoleon, 6 vols. (Boston : Napoleon 
Society, 1 8 95) ,  vol . 1, p. 56 .  

1 8 . The phrase is used by Gay in h is  essay, "The Unity of the French 
Enlightenment," in The Party of Humanity (New York : Knopf, 1 964 ), p .  1 1 7. 

1 9 .  See Elizabeth Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change 
(Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 1 979; one volume edition, 1 980) ,  
pp. 1 36-3 8 .  

20. See Burke's "Appeal from the New to Old Whigs" ( 1 79 1 ) :  "There is 
a boundary to men's passions when they act from feeling; none when they 
are under the influence of imagination." Quoted from The Works of Edmund 
Burke, 12 vols . ,  ed ited by George Nichols (Boston : Little, Brown, 1 8 65-67),  
4 : 1 92. 

2 1 .  Coleridge, The Friend, vol. 4, part I ,  of Collected Works, CW 4. i .422. 
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• . .  l a-rcnt  p a t h ology �:ai led " idol i sm,"  the tendency to worship our 
• o w n  lTl'a tcd images. Carlyle summarized the iconoclastic English re
· " 1 1 o n  t o  the French Enlightenment most comprehensively : 

, h a l l  we cal l  it, what al l  men thought it, the new Age of Gold ? Call  it 
. 1 1  l east of Paper; which in many ways, is the succedaneum of Gold. 
l tt nk-paper, wherewith you can sti l l  buy when there is no gold left; 
1\ook-paper, splendent with Theories, Philosophies, Sensibilities, beauti
l u l  art, not only of revealing thought, but a lso of so beautiful ly hiding 
l rom us the want of Thought !  Paper is made from the rags of things 
t h at did once exist; there are endless excellences in Paper. What wisest 
l 'h ilosophe, in this halcyon uneventful period, could prophesy that there 
was approaching, big with darkness and con fusion, the event of 
l'Vents?ll 

This is the context that makes Wordsworth 's notorious ambiva
l l ' tKe about books intelligible.23 In The Lyrical Ballads Wordsworth 
. 1 sso�:iates printed books with the sterility of "barren leaves," the life
i l '�s knowledge passed "from dead men to their kind," and with the 
" d u l l  and endless strife" of "meddling intellects" who "murder to 
. l i ssect. "24 These expressions of bibl iophobia have to be taken with 
''  •me skepticism, of course, coming as they do in a printed book 
t h a t  Wordsworth hoped would be widely read. But no appeals to 
Wordsworthian "irony" can explain away his anxiety about the 
1 1 1· inted word. Wordsworth locates the essence of poetry in speech, 
'ong, and silent meditation and consistently treats writing as a neces
'a ry evil, a mere supplement to speech . A book of poetry is a "poor 
c · a rthly casket of immortal verse,"2S and true moral or political wis-

22.  Thomas Carlyle, The French Revolution ( 1 83 7) ,  2 vols. (London : 
J\. l acmillan, 1 925 ) ,  1 : 30 .  

23 . For an excellent account of Wordsworth and the ideology of writing, 
we James K. Chandler, Wordsworth 's Second Nature: A Reading of the Po
· · try and Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1 984),  chapter 7. 

24. I quote here from "Expostu lation and Reply" and "The Tables 
l 'urned," Wordsworth 's famous dialogue poems on the merits of "natural 
l o re" versus books. It is worth noting that Matthew, the defender of books, 
1' commonly identified as Wil l iam Hazlitt, whose claim that the French Revo
l u t ion was caused by the invention of printing was so widely influential .  

25 .  See The Prelude ( 1 850) V. 1 60-65, where Wordsworth describes the 
"maniac's fond anxiety" that entrances h im when he holds a volume ( i .e .  
"casket") of Milton or Shakespeare in his hand. 
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dom is not to be found in books of "Sdcncc a nd o l  t\ n , " h u t  i n  t h l' 
"natural lore" of oral tradition. Wordsworth and ( :okr i dgt: sn· m  
most sensitive to the visual potential of printed books when t lll'i r 
bibliophobia becomes expl icitly political .  Coleridge describes circula t 
ing l ibraries (which were notorious for disseminating radical opiniom 
to the populace) as "a sort of mental camera obscura manufactured 
at the printing office, which pro tempore fixes, reflects, and transmits 
the moving phantasms of one man's delirium, so as to people thl· 
barrenness of a hundred other brains . . . .  "26 Wordsworth expresses 
a similar contempt for the material version of this popular camera 
obscura in his sonnet on "I l lustrated Books and Newspapers" ( 1 846) : 
"Avaunt this vile abuse of pictured page ! I Must eyes be all in all , tht: 
tongue and ear I Nothing?"27 

The battle lines between the conservative oral tradition and the 
radical faith in the demotic power of printing and "visible language" 
had been clearly drawn in the famous debate between Thomas Paine 
and Edmund Burke about the nature of the English constitution. For 
Burke, the essence of law is to be found in the unwritten customs and 
traditions of a people;  writing is only a supplement for "polishing" 
what has been established by immemorial practice. Thus, "the consti
tution on paper is one thing, and in fact and experience is another. "28 
For Burke, the Enlightenment faith in the unlicensed printing of specu
lative theories and speculative paper currency was bound to produce 
a host of speculative constitutions. The National Assembly's Declara
tion of the Rights of Man was, in Burke's view, nothing more than 
"paltry blurred shreds of paper" in contrast to the immemorial, invisi
ble sinews of the English constitution.29 Paine's reply was to insist on 
the primacy of a written, visible constitution :  

Can Mr. Burke produce the English Constitution ? If  h e  cannot, we may 
fair ly conclude, that although it has been so much talked about, no 
such thing as a constitution exists . . . .  A constitution is  not a thing in 

26.  Coleridge, Biographia Literaria ( 1 8 1 7) ,  chapter 3 ,  CW 7, p.  48 .  

27 .  William Wordsworth, Poetical Works, rev . ed. edited by  Thomas 
Hutchinson and Ernest de Selincourt (Oxford :  Oxford University Press, 
1 969) ,  p .  383 .  

28 .  Edmund Burke, "Speech o n  a Bil l  for Shortening the Duration of 
Parliament," in Works 7 :7 .  

29. Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France ( 1 790) (New 
York: Doubleday, 1 96 1 ) , pp. 98-99. 
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I I . I I I H' o n l y ,  h u t  1 1 1  1 . 1 ,  t .  I I  h .• , not  a n  id�:a l ,  but  a r�:a l existence;  and 

w h l'rl' ver  i t  c a n not he p rod uct:d i n  v is ib le form, there is none. 30 

\\ ' h l' re d i d  Blake stand in this dispute over the political significance 
. .  1 w r i t i n g  and "visible language" ? Insofar as Blake was a professed 
.d lv of radical intellectuals in the 1 790s, we expect him to be on the 
·. l d l' of Paine, quite apart from his professional self-interest as a 
l ' ll l l t cr ,  engraver, and painter-a technician of "visible languages" in 
n l' ry  sense of the phrase. One way of defining Blake's difference 
I •  ' 1 1 1 1  the other romantics is to see his l ifelong struggle to unite these 
i . J 1 1 guages in a "composite art" of poetry and painting as the aesthetic 
w mptom of his die-hard fidelity to the Revolution. Blake would have 
. •  , � rL·ed with Wordsworth's claim that books are an "endless strife," 
l n 1 1  ( l ike Hazlitt) he thought of this strife as anything but dull . On 
1 h e  contrary, he regarded the battles of books, the "fierce contentions" 
l o, tered by a free, independent press, as the very condition of human 
l reedom. While Coleridge and Wordsworth found themselves arguing 
lor censorship of the "rank and unweeded press"3 1  that encouraged 
1 he excesses of the Revolution, Blake was busy planting new seeds in 
t he fields of unl icensed printingY Blake never forsook the "republic 
o f letters" for the tranquility of the oral tradition. The underground 
p rintshop or "Printing House in Hel l"  that turned out subversive 
i l l uminated books in the 1 790s expands into the "Wine Press of Los" 
1 1 1  the 1 8 00s, becoming the scene of the "Mental Warfare" that Blake 
hoped would replace the "Corporeal Warfare" ravaging Europe 
t h roughout his maturity. Blake continued, in short, to think of writing 
. 1s a "wond'rous art" when many of his contemporaries were blaming 
it for all the evils attendant on modernity. 

This contrast between radical writers and reactionary speakers is, 
of course, a vast oversimplification; I present it as a way of fore
grounding a subtle tendency in the rhetorical stances taken by intellec
t uals in the aftermath of the Revolution (my claim is not, obviously, 
that radicals refused oratory, or that conservatives eschewed the writ
ten word) . There is a kind of writing (call it "natural hieroglyphics") 

30.  Thomas Paine, Rights of Man ( 1 79 1-92) (New York: Doubleday, 
I Y89) ,  p .  309 .  

3 1 .  The phrase i s  Coleridge's.  See  A Lay Sermon ( 1 8 17) .  Quoted here 
from Collected Works, edited by R. J. White, vol. 6, p.  1 5 1 .  

32.  O n  Wordsworth 's role i n  the attempt t o  suppress the anti-Tory Kendal 
Chronicle, see Arthur Aspinall, Politics and the Press, 1 780-1 850 (First edi
tion, London, 1 949 ;  repr. New York: Barnes and Noble, 1 974) .  
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that Wordsworth regularly cclcbratl'S, a n d  1\ l a k l· \  l ' I I U I I I I i a  on w r i t i n g  
are frequently "stained" by irony : 

Piper sit thee down and write 
In a book that all may read. 
So he vanish 'd from my sight 
And I plucked a hollow reed . 

And I made a rural pen 
And I stain'd the water clear 
And I wrote my happy songs 
Every child may joy to hear. 
-"Introduction" to Songs of Innocence 

The celebratory emphasis on writing is obvious:  Blake's version of 
the pastoral refuses to keep it in the realm of oral transmission . The 
hollow reed is not plucked to make the expected flute, but a pen, 
and the act of writing is immediately identified with the process of 
publication :  "all may read" the books written with this rural pen, 
and without any loss of the original presence of the speaker: "every 
child may joy to hear" the voice transmitted in the visible language 
of writing. No critical reader of this poem, however, has been able to 
avoid the ironic undertones. The moment of writing is also the mo
ment when the inspiring child vanishes ; the hollow reed and the 
stained water suggest that a kind of emptiness, absence, and loss of 
innocence accompanies the very attempt to spread the message of 
innocence. What makes this a song of innocence, then, is the speaker's 
unawareness of these sinister connotations . Indeed, we might say that 
the most literal version of this innocence is the speaker's blithe as
sumption that the mere act of writing is equivalent to publ ication and 
a universally appreciative readership, a bit of wish-fulfillment that 
every writer will recognize. The piper sees no difference between the 
creation of a unique, handwritten manuscript and the creation of a 
text that can be universally disseminated. He is unaware of both the 
problems and possibilities of print culture, the culture of mechanical 
reproduction, what Blake would later call "the Machine of Art. "33 

Blake's struggles with the fearful symmetry of this machine are 

. B .  See Morris Eaves, "Blake and the Artistic Machine : An Essay in Deco
rum and Technology," PMLA 92, no. 5 (October 1 977} : 907. While Eaves 
stresses Blake's opposition to mechanical reproduction, my emphasis will be 
on the evidence for his incorporation of mechanical means into his own 
expressive project. 
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• \' l d l ' n t  t h roughout  lm w n t 1 ng�. h·om his ea r l iest projects for hooks 
1 1 1  i l l u m i na t ed p r i n t i n g  wt· set· a man obsessed with the idea of having 
1 1  ho t h  ways-that is, by producing unique, personal texts that would 
hi '  wide ly  distributed through a new technology combining the arts 
" ' poet, engraver, printer, and painter. We see his awareness of how 
o · . " i l y  this dream could become a nightmare in the title-page to The 
/ look of Urizen, an image that might be labeled "textual man" (figure 
I X ) .  This image is usually read as a satire on Blake's enemies, as a 
hgu re of political, rel igious, and psychological tyranny-king, priest, 
. 1 1 1 d  rational censor on the l iberating energies of the Revolution. When 
l l r i zen is given a more particular h istorical identity, he is usually 
· · quated with English tyrants and reactionaries such as George Ill, 
l ' i  t t ,  or Burke.->4 

But suppose we were to look at this image as a self-portrait of 
1 he artist as a solitary reader and writer of texts, a figure of the textual 
,o l ipsist who insists on doing everything at once-writing his poems 
w i th one hand, for instance, while he i l lustrates them with the other?  
t > r  reading the classics and writing commentaries at the same time ? 
"uppose we were to see this, in other words, as a self-parody in which 
l l l ake has a bit of fun at his own expense, expressing in a pictorial 
Joke what he cannot quite bring himself to say in print ? This reading 
• , f  the image would also help us, I think, to make a more precise 
h i storical identification of the sort of figure Urizen represents in the 
l i t erary-political battles of the revolutionary era. Instead of represent
l l l g  English reactionaries, Urizen might be seen as a certain kind of 
l · rench radical, an elder statesman in the republic of letters, a paragon 
of the "age of paper ." 

While I know it is heresy to suggest that Blake could have held any 
reactionary opinions or agreed with Edmund Burke about anything, it 
,t·ems to me that certain features of the Urizen-figure have to be faced 
in their h istorical context. -35 Urizen is no doubt sometimes employed 
as  a figure of English reaction in the late 1 790s, but it is also clear that 

34. David Erdman equates Urizen with Britain and Luvah/Orc with 
hance in Blake: Prophet Against Empire (Princeton, 1 954;  3d edition, New 
York : Doubleday, 1 969) ,  p. 309 .  

35 .  The orthodox view of Blake's political position is that he remained 
loyal to the ideals and ideology of the French Revolution throughout his l ife 
;md only criticized France when it departed from those ideals. Thus, David 
E rdman: "When Blake reports deteriorative change in Orc-Luvah he is crit
Icizing not 'the French Revolution ' but the Bonapartism that fol lowed and in 
. 1 sense negated it" ( Prophet, p. 3 1 3  ) .  
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1 8 .  William Blake, title page from The First Book of Urizen, Bentley plate 1 ,  PML 
63 1 39, by permission of the trustees of  the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York. 



V l •o� h l < ' I . I I I J ', I I . I J '. •  1 \ l .d . • · . . 1\ 1 1  o l  W l l l l l l g  

1 1 1  / I l l '  / look of U n � t 'll ( I  / 'H ) 1 \ l . t k l' re p resen ts  h i m  as a revo lu t ionary,  
l l l " f ' t ; t n  rdormcr  who b r i ngs new l aws, new philosophies, and a new 
1 1 · l t g u m of reason. The general  prototype for Urizen's "dividing and 
I I H ' ,"u r i ng" is, of course, Edmund Burke's characterization of the "ge
l l l l l l' l  r i ca !  and arithmetical constitution" of the new French Repub-
1 1 , . 1 ' '  But Urizen may be identified even more specifically as a compos
I t • · f igu re for two French philosophes who were much in the news in 
t i l l '  ea r ly 1 790s. The first is Rousseau, the universally acknowledged 
l l l t l' l lcctual father of the Revolution, whose confessions of sel f
. d , -,orption, onanism, and obsession with "pity" must remind us of 
t l t l '  d rama of Blake's Urizen.37 The second is Condorcet, who spent 
1 1 1 1 1 Ch of his l ife attempting to reduce moral and political questions to 
p rob lems in mathematics, and who was the principal author of the 
" l ' r inciples of the Constitutional Plan" presented to the National Con
ITn t ion in 1 793 .38 Condorcet's constitution, like Urizen's "books of 
h rass ," attempted to promulgate one rational law to govern France 
t i t is scheme to abolish the traditional geographical divisions of France 
1 1 1  favor of a geometrical grid became one of Burke's favorite figures 
. , , ridicule ) .  Condorcet's Girondin constitution, like Urizen 's "iron 
l . 1 ws ,"  immediately produced a reaction : Condorcet was ousted by 
t l t c  Jacobins under the leadership of Robespierre and died in prison ; 
l l r i zen's " laws of peace, love & unity" are spurned by the fiery eter
l l ; t l s, and we last see him imprisoned in the web of his own creation. 
lhe new leader of the "sons of Urizen" is a fiery rebel named Fuzon 
who attempts to kill Urizen and is eventually killed by his own "hun
gry beam" (the guillotine ) .  David Erdman's suggestion that Fuzon 
represents Robespierre (who deposed the Girondins and pul led down 
1 he i r statue of Reason in 1 794) makes even more sense if Uri zen is a 
f i gure of Condorcet:l9 

36. Edmund Burke, Reflections, p.  67. 

37. Urizen must a lso remind us of Derrida's Rousseau. See Of Gramma
tulogy, translated by Gayatri Spivak (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Univer
\ l t y  Press, 1 977),  pp. 142-52, for Derrida's discussion of Rousseau and 
w ri ting. 

3 8 .  Condorcet's most famous publications in this l ine were his Essay on 
tiJc Application of Mathematics to the Theory of Decision-Making ( 1785 )  
. 1 1 1 d  A General View of Social Mathematics ( 1 793 ) .  See Condorcet: Selected 
\Vritings, edited by Keith Baker ( Indianapolis, IN :  Bobbs-Merri l l ,  1 976) . 

39 .  Erdman, Prophet Against Empire (New York: Doubleday, rev. ed. ,  
1 969 ) ,  p .  3 1 4 . I must add, however, that Erdman has  expressed strong reser
l ' . t t ions about my claim that Urizen has a "french connection ."  
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We need not sec U rizcn as a pol i tkal  c.:•l l'l oon , t t t l l'q t t i v m a l l y  
l inked to Rousseau and Condorcet, to sec that h e  ma kes cons idcrahk 
sense as a neo-Burkean caricature of revo lutiona ry rat iona l i sm and 
the ethos of letters. But even this interpretation tel ls us only ha l f  the 
story. It helps us see something of Blake's anxieties about the Revolu
tion and his own role in it as technician of "visible languages" ;  it 
shows a world in which the "wond' rous art of writing" has become 
grotesque and obsessive. But seeing this is not quite the same as under
standing the position from which Blake could mount his self-parodic 
critique of writing. The pure negativity in Blake's attack on rationalist 
writing is scarcely distinguishable from that of Burke, Coleridge, or 
Carlyle. We sti l l  need to ask, then, how Blake could sustain his faith 
in the printed word, the visible language that seemed to have brought 
him and his generation into Urizen's  abyss. 

The answer, I think, is that Blake never did buy into the rationalist 
version of the Revolution with the same fervor that Coleridge and 
Wordsworth did.40 His understanding of it seems to have been medi
ated, from very early on, by the typology of seventeenth-century En
glish Puritanism rather than the e ighteenth-century French Enlighten
ment. His faith in writing is grounded, not in the bril l iance of the 
modern "republic of letters ,"  but in the tradition of a free Engl ish 
press to be traced back to the English Revolution, Milton's Areo
pagitica, and beyond that, to the religious reformation fostered by 
Wycl iffe's vernacular Bible. More specifical ly, I suspect that Blake 
identified himself with the urban guilds of radical printers and en
gravers whose pamphlets and broadsides helped to bring down 

40. In  the early days of the Revolution Blake sympathized with Voltaire 
and Rousseau as presiding spirits in the awakening of France to liberty (see 
Blake's The French Revolution [ 1 79 1 ] , pp. 1 4- 1 5 ;  E, pp. 298-99) .  But 
Blake's early suspicion of rationalism is expressed clearly in The Marriage of 
Heaven and Hell, and by the 1 800s that suspicion had become explicitly 
l inked with Rousseau and Voltaire's attacks on revealed religion ( see the 
address "To the Deists" which introduces chapter 3 of Jerusalem) .  A good 
index of Blake's ambivalence about the rationalist ideology of the revolution 
is his wil l ingness to find Tom Paine "a better Christian" than Bishop Watson 
(whose attack on Paine in his Apology for the Bible Blake annotated) ,  at the 
same time that he notes that neither the Bishop nor his radical deist opponent 
quite measures up to Blake's "Everlasting Gospel ," the tradition of Puritan 
radicalism (see "Annotations to an Apology for the Bible," E, p .  6 1 9 :  "The 
Bishop never saw the Everlasting Gospel any more than Tom Paine") .  
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V 1 "  h I , . I . 1 1 1 f', 1 1 . 1  f'. • l l l . 1  k , .  ' '  1\ 1 I o I W r l l l l q ', 

I h . 1 rks 1 . ' 1 1 B la k l· w a s ,  1 1 1  , ho rt ,  � � � �  hrglish ( and  Ch r is t ian)  revo l u tion
. 1 1  v ,  a radical  t h ro w  hack t o  the  "Good Old Cause" of Cromwell who 
"' · " i ncapa b le  of separat ing po l i tics from religion, reason from feeling 
" '  unagination .42 That is why, no matter how mercilessly Blake sati-
1 1 /Cs the rat ional ist  corruption of writing, he is still able to maintain 
1 he sort of faith in it that he expresses in  the " Introduction" to Songs 
uf /nnocence and in the much later introduction to his long "song of 
· · x pcrience," jerusalem : 

Reader ! lover of books lover of heaven 
And of that God from whom all books are given, 
Who in mysterious Sinais awful cave 
To man the wond'rous art of writing gave, 
Again he speaks in thunder and in fire !  
Thunder o f  thought and flames of fierce desire: 
Even from the depths of hell his  voice I hear, 
Within the unfathomd caverns of my ear. 
Therefore I print; nor vain my types shall be: 
Heaven, Earth & Hell henceforth shall live in harmony. 

Bl ake's affirmation that writing is a divine gift must be understood 
here in opposition to two contrary ideologies of writing. Blake count
ers the conservative hosti lity to the free press and provides an answer 
to  poets like Wordsworth who sought an escape from the "dull and 
endless stri fe" of print culture in the traditionalism of oral ,  rural cul
t u re .  If Coleridge could argue that the popular p ress, especially in  the 
hands of French writers, was producing a sort of "idolism," Blake's 
reply is that there are some kinds of printing (his own, for example) 
that generate, not vain, hollow signifiers or " idols," but efficacious 
"types" that are anything but vain. 

On the other hand, the die-hard radical would have to read 
Blake's account of the divine origin of writing as a direct contradiction 
of the rationalist position . When Enlightenment philosophes l ike 
Warburton, Rousseau, Condil lac, or Condorcet reflected (as they in-

4 1 .  For the connection between printing and Puritanism in the English 
Revolution, see Christopher Hil l ,  The World Turned Upside Down: Radical 
Ideas during the English Revolution (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England : 
Penguin Books, 1 972), pp. 1 6 1 -62. 

42. The basic study of Blake's ties to the Dissenters is still A. L. Morton's 
classic The Everlasting Gospel (London : Lawrence and Wishart, 1 958 ) .  
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variably did) on the p ro gress o f  w r it i n g  as . 1 1 1  l l l l k x  t o  t i l l' p rogress 
of humanity, they unanimously debunked the not ion of d i v i ne or igi n 
as an outmoded superstition . Bishop Warburton even went so far as 
to deny that writing had a human origin :  "it was nature and necessity, 
not choice and artifice" that produced the evolution of writing from 
pictogram to hieroglyph to phonetic script.43 

It's easy to see why Blake, an engraver-printer in the tradition of 
radical English millenarianism, would want to treat the invention of 
writing as a divine gift. It is also easy to see why this position could be 
so readily dismissed as superstition, self-interest, and vanity. Benj amin 
Disraeli suggested it was a superstition "peculiar" to English call igra
phers : 

I suspect that this maniacal vanity is peculiar to the writing-masters in  
England;  . . .  writing masters or calligraphers, have had their  engraved 
"effigies," with a Fame in flourishes, a pen in one hand, and a trumpet 
in  the other;  and fine verses inscribed and their very lives written ! They 
have compared "The nimbly-turning of their silver quil l" to the beauti
ful in art and the sublime in  invention ; nor is this wonderful since they 
discover the art of writing, l ike the invention of language, in a divine 
original ;  and from the tablets of  stone which the deity h imself delivered, 
they traced their German broad text or their running hand.44 

Actually, Blake's "maniacal vanity" goes even further, for he is not 
j ust claiming a divine origin for writing in the mythic past, but is 
affirming that his own art of printing, as well as the message it con
veys, has been given directly to him as a divine gift in the historical 
present. Taken l i terally, Blake's claim is that the writing of jerusalem 
is on the same level as the writing of the Ten Commandments on Mt. 
Sinai. 

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

43 . Bishop Warburton, The Divine Legation of Moses Demonstrated 
( 1 73 8 - 1 8 4 1  ), vol. IV, section 4. Quoted from the three-volume tenth edition 
(London : T. Tegg, 1 84 6 ) ,  vol. II. pp. 1 84- 8 5 .  

4 4 .  Benjamin Disraeli,  quoted in Donald M. Anderson, The Art  of  Written 
Forms: The Theory and Practice of Calligraphy (New York: Holt, Rinehart, 
and Winston, 1 9 6 9 ) ,  p. 1 4 8 .  
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I • J I I I I i l l l  or ig i n ,  s i nce " !\ I I  de i t  ics resi de i n  t h e  h u man  b reast" (Marriage 
' • I l l t '< l l' ! ' l l  a11d / fell, p la te I I ; E, p. 3 8 ) .  Blake claims for his writing 
'" • 1 1 1 orc and no less authority than that of Moses-the authority of 
d u ·  h u m an imagination. What he disputes is the rationalist reduction 
"' wr i ting to "nature and necessity,"  on the one hand, and the phobia 
1 ho u t  idolatrous writing (and its attendant fetishization of orality and 
1 1 1 v i s i b il ity) on the other. 

Blake criticizes both the radical and conservative views of writing 
1 11 1 1 1 1  a position which looks irrational and even fetishistic from either 
l l . l l l k, but which from his own point of view offers a possibi l ity of 
. l 1 . 1 i ectical struggle and even harmony. He does not single out his own 
l . .  ,oks for unique authority. His writings, like those of Moses (and, 
p rt·sumably, of Warburton, Rousseau, Wordsworth, and even Burke) 
. l rt· gifts of "that God from whom all books are given."45 And the 
p . 1 rticular text in question, jerusalem, i s  presented as a "writing" that 
1 1 1 1 ravels all the oppositions that have made books a "dul l  and endless 
·. t r i fe" in Blake's time . "Heaven, Earth & Hell, henceforth shall live 
1 1 1  harmony ."  God speaks in both "thunder" and "fire," a double 
" '  • i ce that marries the contraries of thought and desire, reason and 
l ' l l c rgy. This voice is heard both in the "depths of hell," the under
J ',round printshop that produced Blake's radical prophecies of the 
1 7lJOs, and from the mountaintop, the heaven of Urizenic invention 
1 h at designs the massive symmetries of jerusalem. 

We must notice, finally, that Blake's encomium on writing undoes 
. d l  the semiotic oppositions that were reified by the political conflicts 
1 1 !  his time. Writing and speech, for instance, are not at odds in Blake's 
\l'l'nario of imaginative creation. God speaks to Moses, and in the act 
1 1 l  speaking also gives man a new art of alphabetic writing. God (the 
human imagination) speaks to Blake, and in that speaking gives him 
\ymbolic or poetic "types" that wil l  transform the invisible voice and 
message in a visible language of graphic and typographic signifiers. If 
1 \ l ake's visible language heals the spl it between speech and writing, it 
� �  also designed to undo certain oppositions within the world of textu
. d i ty, most notably the gap between the pictorial and linguistic use of 
graphic figures. Perhaps less obvious, Blake's composite art is an at
t empt to fulfi l l  the Piper's fantasy of a "writing" that would preserve 
t h e  uniqueness of the hand-inscribed manuscript and yet be reproduc-

45 . It has to be noted, however, that the crucial phrase, "all books are 
gi ven," was etched on plate 3 of Jerusalem but never printed. This particular 
1 1 1essage now comes to us "under erasure," thanks to David Erdman's textual 
reconstructions. 
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ib le  so tha t  " a l l m a y  read " and  " j o y  t o  1 1 1 ' , 1 1 "  t l u ·  l 'ol ' l  \ l l l l' �sagc .  
Blake is perhaps hinting at this ma rr ia ge o t  t h l· v a l u l's  o f  p r i n t  a n d  
manuscript culture when he has  God give Moses a "wond'rous a r t  o t  
writing" while reserving for himself an ar t  of  printed "types. " 

It 's one thing to proj ect the notion of an ideal form of writi ng 
that wil l play across al l  the semiotic, social, and psychic boundaries 
that constitute an artistic practice . I t  is quite another actually to 
achieve such a goal, much less to recognize what would count as its 
realization . The remainder of this essay examines the way Blake's 
utopian concept of writing, his commitment to a divinely given "visi
ble language" that would fulfil l  the Piper's fantasy of ful l  presence, 
expresses itself in "scenes of writing" and in his concrete practice as 
a calligraphic and typographic designer. 

The Scribal Scene: Book and Scroll 

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

Isaiah 3 4 : 4  

I f  i t  is accurate to view Blake the way he regarded himself, as  a 
traditional "History Painter" who depicts (contra Reynolds) "The 
Hero, & not Man in General" (E, p. 652), then it seems clear that 
the writer is one of Blake's particular heroes. The moment of writing 
is, for B lake, a "primal scene,"  a moment of traumatic origin and 
irrevocable commitment. Inspiration does not come to him from a 
disembodied spirit into an evanescent voice, later to be recorded in 
script, but comes directly "into my hand I . . . descending down the 
Nerves of my right arm I From out the portals of my Brain" (Milton, 
plate 2, lines 4-6). And the "Hand" that wields the pen, burin, or 
paintbrush is as capable of becoming a rebellious demon as a dutiful 
servant.46 Writing, consequently, is not j ust the technical means of 
recording epic action:  it is itself an activity of world historical signifi
cance, worthy of representation in its own right. 

The treatment of writing as an epic activity is hardly original with 
Blake, of course. Ceremonial scenes of writing (the signing of the 
Declaration of Independence or the Magna Carta) and scenes involv
ing the transmission of sacred texts (the Ten Commandments, the 

46.  See my discussion of Blake's rebellious "Hand" in Blake's Composite 
Art, p. 202. 
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f ', , " , k o l  1 \ c v c l a l l o l l )  \\' < ' I t ' l i u ·  f rn p l l' l l l  s u b j ec ts  o f  h i story p a i n t i ng, 
. 1 1 1 . !  l � la kc  p ro d u ced lm own v ers io ns of these themes. Probably the 
1 1 1 1 1 � 1  i m portant model  lor his image of the "scribe as hero" was 
1\ l 1 l h d ange lo 's series of prophets and sibyls in the Sistine Chapel .47 
f ', l . t  kc made pencil copies of engravings after these figures and em-
1 t l • • ycd their postures frequently in his own art-so frequently that the 
1 1 1 1 ; 1 ge of writing takes on a heavily elaborated, obsessively repetitious 
, i l a racter in his iconography. His i l lustrations of Milton, Dante, the 
Hook of Job, Young's Night Thoughts, and the Bible regularly feature 
1 i l l' tigure of the reader or scribe. And his choices of unusual subj ects 
I Newton inscribing his mathematical diagrams, the Angel writing the 
· .c venfold "P" on Dante's forehead with his sword, and Christ writing 
• • I I  the ground to confound the scribes and Pharisees) suggest that the 
1 1 1 oment of inscription tended to stand out for him as a principal 
·o � 1 h ject for il lustration in any narrative. The prominence of these 
" �cribal scenes" is such that it is hard to think of them as metaphors 
o r  symbols for something else. We have to say of Blake what Derrida 
\ a y s  of Freud: he "is not manipulating metaphors, i f  to manipulate a 
1 1 1 ctaphor means to make of the known an allusion to the unknown. 
( >n  the contrary, through the insistence of his metaphoric investment 
i l l' makes what we believe we know under the name of writing enig
l l l a  tic. "48 

The clearest indication that writing imposes itself on Blake as 
t · n igma rather than simply being deployed as an instrument is its 
1 1 1 flationary, universal character. For Blake, anything is capable of 
l l l·coming a text, that is, of bearing significant marks. The earth, the 
�ky, the elements, natural objects, the human body and its garments, 
1 he mind itself are all spaces of inscription, sites in which the imagina
l ion renders or receives meaning, marking and being marked. This 
"pantextualism" looks, at first glance, rather like the medieval notion 
o f  the universe as God's text and seems quite alien to the modern 
sense of universal semiosis as an abyss of indefinitely regressive signi
f i ers . But Blake's consistent identification of God with the human 
imagination makes this abyss an ever-present possibil ity .  "Writing" 

47. For a discussion of Blake's use of these figures, see Jenijoy La Belle, 
"Blake's Visions and Re-visions of Michelangelo," in Blake in His Time, 
t·dited by Robert Essick and Donald Pearce (Bloomington: Indiana University 
l 'ress, 1978 ) ,  pp. 13-22. 

48. Jacques Derrida, "Freud and the Scene of Writing," in Writing and 
Difference, translated by Alan Bass (Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 
1 978 ) ,  p. 1 99 .  
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makes its appeara nce i n Bla ke 's  work hot h . 1 �  l l l l . lg l l l a l l V l' pkn i t u dl· 
and presence and as the void of dou bt and n i h i l is m ; h i s  pantex t u a l i s m  
stands precisely at the h inge between the ancient and modern view o l  
semiosis. (A simi lar division was, of course, al ready latent in the med i 
eval division of  the universal text into the  Book of Nature and the  
Book of Scripture . )4� 

This hinge in the textual universe i s  represented emblematical ly 
in Blake's art by a formal di fferentiation between what I wil l  cal l ,  for 
simplicity's sake, the "book" and the "scrol l ."  In the context of ro· 
mantic textual ideology, the book is the symbol of modern rationalist 
writing and the cultural economy of mechanical reproduction, while 
the scrol l  i s  the emblem of ancient, revealed wisdom, imagination, 
and the cultural economy of handcrafted, individually expressive 
artifacts. We might  summarize this contrast as the difference be
tween print culture and manuscript culture.50 Alongside these quasi
historical differentiations, however, Blake treats book and scrol l  as 
synchronic emblems of an abiding division within the world of sacred 
or " revealed" writing. The book represents writing as law: it is usually 
associated with patriarchal figures l ike Urizen and Jehovah, and Blake 
regu larly uses the rectangular  shape of the closed book and the dou
ble-vaulted arch-shape of the open book to suggest  formal rhymes 
with textual objects l ike gravestones, altars, gateways, and tablets, 
"books," as it were, of stone and metal .  The scroll represents writing 
as prophecy: i t  is associated with youthful figures of energy, imagina
tion, and rebell ion, and its spiraling shape associates it formally with 
the vortex, the Blakean form of transformation and dialectic. 

In the i l luminated books, Blake's most monolithic presentation of 
the book motif is, as we would expect, The Book of Urizen, which 
completely excludes the image of the textual scroll .  The only rel ief 
from the cave and gridl ike shapes of Urizen is  the scroll- l ike posture 
of the guiding sibyl in "The Prcludium" plate. The scroll, by contrast, 
never seems to dominate any of Blake's i l luminated books as an ex
plicit motif the way the book does Urizen . It appears in the marginal 

49. The classic discussion of medieval pantextualism is Ernst Robert Cur
tius's chapter, "The Book as Symbol," in his European Literature and the 
Latin Middle Ages (first German edition, Bern, 1 948 ; first English edition, 
New York, 1 953 ) .  

50 .  For a stimulating discussion of this di fference, see Gerald Bruns's 
essay, "The Originality of Texts in a Manuscript Culture," in Inventions: 
Writing, Textuality, and Understanding in Literary History (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1 982) .  
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I ':J. Wil l iam Blake, jeru
salem, 4 1 .  Photograph 
by permission of the De
partment of Printing 
and Graphic Arts, The 
Houghton Library, 
Harvard University.  

drs igns, as a scarcely perceptible "extra-textual" activity, occasionally 
to be "blown up" into monumental proportions, as in jerusalem 4 1  
1 l i gure 1 9 ) .  Here Blake depicts himsel f a s  an e lfin scribe writing what 
Frdman calls a "merry proverb" in reversed engraver's writing. The 
< . i a nt  Albion (England/Mankind) is too deeply asleep to notice, much 
bs decipher the prophetic message, but Blake's joke seems to be 
hav ing its effect nonetheless. The scrol l  is beginning to "grow" on 
Al bion, becoming one with his garments. The picture can 't tell us 
whether this is a good or bad thing, but even without Blake's puckish 
mtervention ,  it's hard to imagine this sleeping giant staying that way 
indefinitely. His head is buried so deeply in the center of his book 
that it seems about to break th rough the spine (as his flowing locks 
a l ready have) and wake the sleeper with a jolt .  

The most systematic usc of  the book-scrol l opposition in Blake's 
art occurs in his i l lustrations to the Book of Job, where it serves as a 
kind o f  emblematic gauge of Job's spiritual condition. Blake's opening 
plate (figure 20) shows Job and his family in a scene of  rational, 
legalistic piety, praying from their books while their musical instru
ments (several of them shaped like scrolls) hang idle in the tree above 
their heads . The accompanying text tel ls us that Job is "perfect & 
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20. William Blake, Book 
of job, I. Reproduced by 
permission from the col
lection of Robert N. 
Essick. 

' ' 

i :  

I • ' I I I  . t l 1 ' 1 •  1 1 1 1  , . ' 

, ,  

[':· . .  ·. ; - �l'i .' .: :1 . . .
.
. . . �·� ... \ · - - ·  

"'· ' ' _ I , . I ,  '· d• . .  ! '·1 -u I 1 
·· �·�.��:�--�� / J !  . 

"· \ ,  

·''\ _ _ __ _ 
. ':· . '  .� , . , . , , I, , , ,  r . . . , ,. , 1 l ;  . . .  1 

/ (" 

/ ,•, • � -. :  ,.,..,.,J L• • l  ,•/ tlvrr , , .�;· 
I .... . ! .. -.- .. ''""· '· · ··· -; . . . . , \.,; 

_ .J. _..:;.. , f: , . . n , . . .  , _ , _ . _2._. 

upright"-he conforms to the letter of the law-but it also issues a 
warning (carved on the stone base of a sacrificial altar) about this sort 
of perfection : "The letter Kil leth The Spirit giveth Life ."  In the final 
plate (figure 2 1 )  of the Job i l lustrations, al l of these emblematic signals 
are reversed : the books have been replaced by scrolls,1 1 the musical 
instruments are being played, reading has been replaced by song, and 
the inscription on the altar repudiates the altar's function :  "In burnt 
Offerings for Sin thou hast no Pleasure ."  The stress on oral perfor
mance in this final plate is, of wurse, quite in keeping with Blake's 
consistent association of the scrol l/vortex form with the structure of 
the ear.52 

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

5 1 .  In the engraved version,  one of Job's daughters is holding a book ; i n  
t h e  watercolor version ( n o w  in t h e  Morgan Library ) ,  t h e  scrol l  has completely 
taken over.  See Budin, The Paintings ,md Drawings of William Blake, 2 vols. 
( New Haven, CT: Yale Un iversity Press, 1 98 1  ) ,  vol .  2, pl. 7 1 7. 

52.  See Blake 's Composite Art, pp. 62-64, for a discussion oi Blake's 
l i n ks between graphic form and sensory structure. 
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2 1 .  William Blake, Book 
of job, 2 1 .  Reproduced 
hy permission from the 
collection of Robert N.  
Essick . 

Energy, Imagination 
forgiveness 
Prophecy 
Ancient 

Art 

Life 
Wakeful ness 

Spiritual 
Spee..:h /Song 

The interesting thing about Blake's use of this iconographic code, 
however, is not just its symmetrical clarity, but the way it  disrupts 
the very certainties it seems to offer. We have to note, for instance, 
that  the final plate of Job has not completely banished the bad sort 
of text: one of his daughters seems to be holding a book (a lbeit a 
rather l imp, flexible onc ) .H And what arc we to make of Blake's 

5 3 .  In the engraving, that is .  In the watercolor version of this scene, al l  
the texts are scro l l s .  
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22. William Blake, Newton. By permission of  the Tate Gallery, London. 

depiction of Newton (figure 22) inscribing mathematical diagrams on 
a parchment scroll ? Everything we know about the "doctrina l"  Blake 
would lead us to expect the great codifier of Natural Law and Reason 
to be presented as a patriarch with his writings inscribed on books 
and tablets . Blake presents him instead as a youthful, energetic scribe 
whose writings take the form (perhaps unintentionally) of a prophecy. 
This is the Newton, not of "single vision" and "sleep," but the 
"mighty Spirit from the land of Albion, I Nam'd Newton" who "siez'd 
the Trump, & blow'd the enormous blast !"  that awakes the dead to 
j udgment. Or, perhaps more accurately, it is the Newton whose "sin
gle vision" is so intensely concentrated that it opens a vortex in his 
own closed universe, a figure of reason finding its own limit and 
awakening into imagination. 

A similar dialectical reversal occurs in Blake's association of 
books with sleep, scrolls with wakefulness. We have already remarked 
on the way the elfin scribe with his prophetic scroll in jerusalem 4 1  
(see figure 1 9 )  insinuates his message into the garments o f  the sleeping 
giant with his Urizenic law book. Blake disrupts the stabil ity of this 
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l.l . Wil l iam Blake, jeru
s,t/em, 64. Photograph 
by permission of the De
partment of Printing 
and Graphic Arts, The 
Houghton Library, 
Harvard Un ivers ity . 

opposition even further in jerusalem 64 (figure 23 ), where the sleeping 
patriarch has become a scribe pi l lowing his head on a scroll ,  and the 
wakeful figure is poring over a book. The joke is further complicated 
when we notice that the wakeful reader has been distracted from his 
t ext by the l ively erotic dream of his sleeping colleague, so much so 
that he makes a gesture of shielding his book from the tempting vision 
above him. In that vision, a pair of sylphs soar amidst a blast of 
pollen, unrol ling a miniature sexual heaven in the form of a scroll .  
What i s  the point of this scene ? Are we to take the sleeping writer as 
a figure of superior imaginative status whose ferti le dreams contrast 
with the barren wakefulness of the inferior reader? (Their position on 
the page sustains this  interpretation, the reader looking up wistful ly 
to the writer, across the gulf of Blake's text. ) Or should we take it as 
a satire on writerly wish-fulfillment, the idle pen of the sleeping writer 
ironically contrasting with his dream of infinite, pleasurable dissemi
nation of the text, of intellectual radiance (note the aureole around 
the sleeper's head) combined with sensuous enjoyment (the dream of 
the unrolling scroll emanates like a giant phallus from the sleeper's 
loins) ? Either way the viewer is  confronted with the dilemma of the 
reader's relation to Blake's authority : Is his work a vision or merely 
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24. Wi ll iam Blake, The Murriuge of He,wm Lind Hell, 1 0  (derai l ) .  Courtesy o f  rhe Li

brary of Congress. 

a dream ? A prophecy or an idle fantasy ? Is his authority, as he claims, 
on a par with Moses ? Or was he a harmless eccentric who had too 
many ideas and too little talent ? 

Blake dramatizes the whole issue of scribal authority in plate 1 0  
o f  The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, a scene wh ich brings the em
blems of book and scroll into direct contact (figure 24). The design 
shows a naked devil kneeling on the ground, dictating from a scroll 
to two clothed scribes who are copying his words down in books . 
The devil is looking up from his scrol l ,  keeping his place with his 
finger while he checks on the progress of the scribe at his right. The 
scribe on his left (who appears sl ightly feminine in most copies )  seems 
to have finished her secretarial duties and joins the devil in peering 
over at the diligent copyist on the left. When viewed in the context 
of Michelangelo's prophetic and sibylline scribes in the Sistine Chapel, 
the image reveals itsel f as a kind of blasphemous joke. Michelangelo 
placed naked figures or ignudi above his prophets and sibyls to repre
sent the inspiring angels who bring them heavenly wisdom. Blake 
places his naked devil below his  angelic scribes, a transformation one 
can read as a parody of Michelangelo or as an appropriation of an
gelic authority for Blake's "Infernal Wisdom." The basic point of the 
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• 1 . ·· • gn  \l'l' l n :o.  l o  hl· a �.:on vcrswn of the dialectics of 1 'he Marriage of 
/ / , ·, , , . t 'll .md / /ell ( Prol i tidl >evourer;  Active/Passive; Energy/Reason ; 
I k v d /  An�cl ) i nto a scene of textual transmission. The devil is the 
. 1 u 1 hor i ty  figu re : he and his scroll represent the primitive original,  the 
" l 'm l i tic" source of prophetic sayings like the "Proverbs of Hel l" that 
1 \ l . t k c  has been recording in plates 7 through 1 0. The clothed scribes 
r w h o  we are tempted to call "angelic" in their modest, dutiful  passiv
l l y )  a rc, by contrast, the textual "Devourers," mere middlemen (and 
w• •mcn)  who copy and perhaps interpret the "original derivations of 
l 'ol' t ic  Genius ."  In  this reading of the image, al l  scribal authority is 
' ' ' 'l' rved for the prophetic scroll and the "Voice of the Devi l ."  The 
· .n·nc may be read, then, as a kind of warning against the transforma
l u •n of prophetic "sayings" (scroll-writing again associated with oral 
pnformance) into the dead, silent form of derivative book-learning. 

And yet the image refuses to settle quietly into this "doctrinal" 
1 e . 1d ing of its oppositions. For one thing, the two bookish scribes are 
l l l l'mselves divided by an emblematic contrast. Erdman calls them the 
1 . 1 \ t  learner and the slow learner, but the sexual differentiation also 
'uggests an allusion to and condensation of Michelangelo's seven 
( male) prophets and five ( female) sibyls, symbols of the distinction 
between canonical Jewish prophecy, and noncanonical "gentile" 
prophecy .54 The quick study on the devi l 's  left (a female Daniel, in 
M i chelangelo's idiom) is the figure of unauthorized, noncanonical tex
l ual transmission, and she seems to get the prophetic message sooner 
1 han her more reputable brother. But a second moment of unsettl ing 
o�.:curs when we notice that even the authority of the Devil 's Voice 
( a n d  scrol l )  will not survive extended contemplation. He, after all, is 
no "author," but merely a reciter, reading off "Proverbs of Hell," 
w hich, by definition, can have no author, no individual source. They 
a re impersonal, authorless sayings whose authority comes from their 
repetition, their efficacy in articulating a col lective national "charac
lcr" ("I collected some of their Proverbs: thinking that as the sayings 
used in a nation. mark its character, so the Proverbs of Hell, shew 
! h e  nature of Infernal wisdom better than any description of buildings 
or garments" [Marriage of Heaven and Hell, plate 6 ;  E, p. 3 5 ] ) .  

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

54. See Edgar Wind, "Michelangelo's Prophets and Sibyls," in Proceed
ings of the British Academy Ll (London, 1 966) ,  p. 74. 
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thor ity and the d isc l a imer  o t  a u t lw n t y  ( " I  d. t t < ' 1 1 n t  p t l' t l' l l d  t o  hl' a n y  
other than the Secreta ry t h e  Authors arl' i n  Ft l' m i t y "  IE.  p .  nO ! )  
involves n o  contradiction,  for the universal poet i c  gen iu s that is c ;od 
only acts th rough individuals .  That is why Blake can seem to be bot h 
the author of original  writings and merely a conduit through which 
innumerable writings (tradition, historical reality, textual and picto 

rial influence) transmit themselves. All writings, both books and 
scrol ls ,  are best described by Blake's oxymoron of "original deriva
tions ."  The attempt to settle the question of origin and authority, to 
stabilize it in the Voice of the Devil, the writing of the Blakean scrol l ,  
or the voice of the historical individual Wil l iam Blake, is precisely 
what reifies prophecy into law, the bounding lines of the scrol l into 
the closed gates of the book. 

Blake's vision of a synthetic text that would reconcile the claims 
of book and scrol l  is most directly expressed in the i l lustrations to 
the Book of Job. If the first and last plates tell the story of Job as 
a direct movement from legalistic, bookish religion to the musical, 
celebratory religion associated with the scrol l ,  the intervening p lates 
treat this movement as a complex struggle between these contrary 
kinds of writing. The second plate in the Job series is the opening 
engagement in this "battle of books,"  every figure in the design except 
Satan holding some sort of text (figure 25 ) .  As it happens, this textual 
war i s  being conducted on two fronts simultaneously, one on earth, 
the other in "heaven" (general ly taken by commentators to be Job's 
mind) .  The war on earth seems to fol low directly from the scene of 
plate 1. Job's al legiance to the letter of his law-books is being chal
lenged by two angels who appear on his right offering their scrol ls  as 
an alternative to Job's books. Job resists this offer by facing his open 
book toward the angels, as if projecting the power of its message 
toward them. It appears that his al legiance to the book and resistance 
to the scrol l  is supported by all his family except his eldest son, whose 
offered scroll is rejected by Job's turned back. Meanwhile, in heaven, 
the same event is being played out as a scene of judgment. God, 
presented as job's spiritual double, is besieged by six petitioning 
angels who cast down scrol ls  at his feet. (S. Foster Damon suggests 
that these are lists of Job's good deeds.55) Below these petitioners are 
two more angels, one holding a book open before Jehovah, the other 
withholding a closed scrol l .  Presumably these two figures symbolize 
the balance of mercy and justice one looks for in representations of 

55. S .  Foster Damon, Blake 's job (New York: Dutton, 1 969), p.  1 4. 
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the Last J udgment;  i f  so, the  open hook a n d  l lmnl ,  w i t hdrawn sno l l  
depicts the  upsetting of th i s  balance, a s  docs t he f i gure o f  ( ; od h i n l Sl· l f ,  
who ignores the petitioners' scrolls, consults only his  book, and 
issues the condemning judgment on Job. Amidst al l  of these tex tua l  
battles the  figure of Satan intrudes as the  voice of accusation from 
beyond the world of writing, disrupting the dialectic between book 
and scrol l ,  insisting on the unalloyed rule of law. This disruption of 
the balanced dialectic between book and scroll is re-enacted on platl· 
5 ,  where Blake shows God himself torn between the two alternatives. 
Instead of a serene, assured judge, we find God writhing on his throm·, 
his left side and upper body (anchored by the book in his left hand) 
recoiling from the scene of Job's a ffliction, his right side drawn down 
in sympathy by the scroll that trails from his right hand. 

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

Blake further develops this association between sensory, spiritual, 
and textual  synthesis in his depiction of Job tel l ing his story to his 
daughters . In the engraved version of this scene (figure 27), Job in
structs his daughters in a room l ined with murals showing scenes 
from his own story. The priority of word and image here is strictly 
undecidable :  Job may be using the pictures to i l lustrate and embellish 
his narrative, or he may be using the pictures as the starting point 
and tell ing a story by way of interpretation. In  his earlier watercolor 
of the same scene (figure 28 ) ,  Blake made these priorities even more 
complex : here Job gestures, not toward a series of wall  paintings, but 
toward a cloud-encircled vision that emanates from his head. His 
daughters do not simply l isten passively, but arc busy taking down 
(or taking in )  the story in a variety of ways (reading, l istening, drawing 
or writing) and in a variety of media (book, scroll,  and a text or 
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26. Will iam Blake, Book 
of job, 17. By permission 
of the Tate Gallery, 
London. 

n nage) which will make the menta l  images of Job's story into a visible 
l . 1 nguage in the " I itteral sense ."  

Two things should be clear about the  motif of book and scroll 
1 1 1  Blake's scenes of writing. One is that it forms a fai rly consistent 
l l onographic code, expressing in emblematic form the basic contradic
l lons-voice versus print, ancient versus modern textuality, and imag
I na tive versus rational authority-that wreaked the romantic ideology 
• ,f writing; the second is that Blake consistently uses this code in ways 
1 hat unsettle its authority and frustrate the straightforward judgments 
11 seems to offer. For Blake, writing does not move in a straight line 
l oward a single version (or vision) of the story. It traces the clash of 
l ontraries and subverts the tendency to settle into the fixed opposi
l lons he calls "Negations," whether these are the moral antitheses of 
l . tw and prophecy, the sensory divide between eye and ear, or the 
. l l'sthetic gulf  between word and image. But we have sti l l  only seen his 
. l l tcmpt to create this dia lectic at the level of ideology (h is intellectual 
"position" on writing) and representation (his treatment of "scenes 
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27. Will iam B lake, Book 
of Job, 20. Reproduced 
by permission from the 
col lection of Robert N. 
Essick. 

of writing") .  In order to see Blake's visible language directly, in the 
"I i tteral sense," we must turn to the material character of the printed 
word in his i l luminated books. 

Human Letters 

& every Word & Every Character 

Was Human accord ing to the Expansion or Contraction, 

the transl ucence or 

Opakcness of Nervous fibres such was the va riation 

of Time & Space 

Which vary according as the Organs of  Perception vary. 

Jerusalem 98 :35-3 8 ;  E ,  p .  258 

Any attempt to characterize the typography or call igraphy of Blake's 
i l luminated books is frustrated by his subversion of the normal catego
ries into which we sort texts.56 The distinction between calligraphy 

56 .  I should mention here Nelson Hi l ton's excel lent Litera/ Imagination: 
Blake 's Vision of Words (Berkeley : University of  Cal i fornia Press, 1 98 3  ) .  
Hi l ton is  mainly  interested i n  Blake's typographic techniques at the level o f  
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l !l .  William Blake, job a11d His Daughters (watercolor), Ill, 45, plate 20, by permis
'Jon of the trustees of the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York. 

and typography, for instance, is impossible to apply to Blake's work, 
for the art of engraved or etched writing is a composite of the two 
procedures. It seems odd to think of Blake as a calligrapher, since his 
texts are not l iteral ly autograph manuscripts, written with pen on 
paper. They are literally books mechanically printed from metal plates 
on a press. And yet the illuminated books all have the look of auto
graph manuscripts, and the best reconstructions of Blake's reversed 
writing technique suggests that the letters were traced with a quill  or 
pen on copper, not carved with an engraving tooiP It is even more 

the word, and thus he focuses on aural-visual punning, verbal association, 
and other modes of polysemic word-play. My aim here is to characterize the 
style of Blake's letters ( in a fairly expansive sense) rather than whole words, 
but I see this project as integrally related to Hilton's work. 

57. See Robert Essick's chapter on "The Illuminated Books and Separate 
Relief Prints," in his William Blake, Printmaker (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1 980) .  
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difficult, on the other hand,  to t h i n k  o l  B l . t k l ' , , .,  .1 t y pogra p h n :  a l  
though h i s  lettering style sometimes appro x i m a tes  t he u n i form i t y  o l  
moveable type, it never reaches that stage, aiming instead for a va r i ·  
ous, flexible look that reminds us  continually o f  its manual, nonllll' ·  
chanica! origin. Indeed, one hesitates even to  invoke a distinction 
like the "mechanical" versus the "handcrafted" in describing Blakt· ' s  
books. If Blake's book and scroll symbolize this di fference between 
mechanically reproduced and hand-inscribed texts, it seems clear that 
his own· texts are both book and scroll-or neither. 

A second, even more fundamental, distinction that founders on 
Blake's text is the difference between alphabetic and hieroglyphic or 
pictographic forms, between writing "proper" and primitive forms or 
"pre-writing. " As we have noted, the history of the evolution from 
pictorial to alphabetic writing was a central concern of the philo
sophes in their attempt to trace the growth of human understanding, 
and it became an especially lively issue in Blake's l ifetime with the 
decipherment of the Rosetta stone. The basic principles that led to 
decipherment had been laid down in the mid-eighteenth century in 
Bishop Warburton's famous essay on hieroglyphics.58 Warburton 's 
theory that the hieroglyphics were not to be read as pictures of objects 
but as figures of speech involving puns, traditional associations and 
legends, and metaphoric or metonymic abridgments was repeated by 
Condi llac and Rousseau in their histories of human knowledge and 
became the basis for Champollion's breakthrough. 

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

58. for an account of Warburton's role in the decoding of hieroglyphics, 
see Maurice Pope, The Story of Archaeological Decipherment (London, 
1 975 ) .  
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l w l e � t tg'> i n  a m m p lc x  m y 1 h .  h1r  Blake,  this distinction between ideo-
1 '. '  . t t n m a t ic see ing a n d  pic tor ia l  seeing would be, I suggest, a "cloven 
1 1 1  l i on , "  one which separates the mental and physical worlds that his 
. 1 1 1 a t tempts to marry. In this light, then, we have to say that Blake's 
1 t ' \ 1 unites poem and picture in a more radical sense than simply 
pL t r i ng  them in proximity to one another. B lake treats his pictorial 
. 1 1 1 as if it were a kind of writing and summarizes the entire h istory 
"' writing from pictogram to hieroglyphic to alphabetic script in the 
p . 1ges of his i l luminated books. Blake's images are riddled with ideas, 
t n ; l k ing them a visible language-that is, a kind of writing.59 

But Blake's art does not j ust involve pushing painting toward the 
td l'ogrammatic realm of writing; he also pushes alphabetic writing 
1 1 1ward the realm of pictorial values, asking us to see his alphabetic 
l o rms with our senses, not j ust read through or past them to the 
� tgnified speech or "concept" behind them, but to pause at the sensu
' • u s  surface of calligraphic and typographic forms. What do we see 
du ring this pause ? Often the symbolic values of Blake's calligraphy 
�L·em utterly transparent and straightforward. On the title-page of The 
Marriage of Heaven and Hell, for instance, the two contraries of 
" I  kaven" and "Hell" are printed in austere Roman capitals. The 
word "Marriage," on the other hand, is inscribed in flowing en
graver's calligraphy, and the tails of the letters merge with the vegeta
l ive forms in the pictured scene. Blake literally embodies in the calli
graphic form of "marriage" the symbolic marriage that his "types" 
prefigure in the text of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. 

There is a similarly transparent symbolism in the title-pages to 
Songs of Innocence and of Experience, where Blake presents "Experi
l'nce" in the stiff mathematical precision of Roman type and "Inno
rcnce" in flowing calligraphy. But there is another pattern in the ty
pography of the Songs that does not fit this schema so wel l .  Most of 
t he Songs of Innocence are printed in Roman, while the Songs of 
J ·:xperience are printed in italic, a form meant to recall the flowing, 
slanted lines of the calligrapher's running hand. Perhaps Blake is sim
ply resolved to be a "contrary fel low" and wants to keep us off bal
ance (as he does with the emblems of book and scrol l ) ,  to both invite 
and prevent codification of his lettering style. Whatever his motives, 

59 .  Lessing's strictures against allegorical, ideogrammatic painting are 
couched in terms of precisely this fear that the practice will lead painting into 
"abandoning its proper sphere and degenerating into an arbitrary method of 
writing." Laocoon ( 1 766) . 1 quote from Ellen Frothingham's translation (New 
York: Noonday Press, 1 969) ,  p. x .  
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it is the italic style o f  Songs ol l�X/Jl'l'it 'IIU '  1 h . 1 1  , , . " . ! '  l o  d o 1 1 1 i n ; l t t' l i l l' 
typography of the later i l luminated book s . Ro1 1 1 a 1 1  p r i n l  a ppea rs o n l y  
i n  the early phi losophical tracts (All Religious A re ( ) u e  and 'J 'hl'l'e Is 
No Natural Religion) ,  Songs of Innocence, and the "Proverbs of Hel l"  
section of The Marriage. All of the other i l luminated books are printed 
(with variations in size, spacing, and degree of ornamentation) in ita l il' 
letters. The general point of this stylistic choice is not terribly di fficu lt 
to grasp. Blake wanted a letter form that would be uniform and read
able, but which would declare its handcrafted origins. He also wanted, 
I suspect, to stress his association with the great writing-masters of 
the Renaissance, the Italian humanists who gave "italic" its name, 
and who, along with Italian engraving masters like Marcantonio 
Raimondi, provide a model for his graphic style.60 This link with the 
calligraphy of humanism, the "littera humanistica" as it was known, 
is probably Blake's " I itteral sense" when he cla ims that "every Word 
& every Character I Was Human" in the visionary discourses that 
close .Jerusalem. 

The notion of a "human Character" or "li ttera humanistica" goes 
well beyond the association with humanistic script, however. Readers 
of Blake's notebook will recal l  that he explored the idea of human 
letters in drawings which accommodate the human form to the shape 
of alphabetic script. These figures i l lustrate a principle that transcends 
the particular conformity of some human posture to the shape of a 
"Y," an " 1 , "  an "0," or a "P," and that is the tendency of Blake's 
graphic art to display repeated or "iterated" forms-figures which 
occur often enough to be recognized as constitutive elements in a 
code, like the letters of an alphabet.6 1  The point is not that a human 

60. See Donald Anderson, The Art of Written Forms, pp. 1 1 2-24, for a 
discussion of the Italian calligraphers . Blake's books provided one of the 
models, of course, for the nineteenth-century revival of call igraphy led by 
Will iam Morris. 

6 1 .  Morris Eaves provides a useful caution here : "while I th ink you can 
see the tendency to link alphabetic with human forms and ultimately then 
with the Human Form Divine, it also seems important to keep your eye on 
the evident fact that the letters tend to remain letters and pictures pictures 
. . .  and that the human-letter-form business was j ust a one-time experiment 
demonstrating a possibil ity" (marginal notes on the first draft of this essay) .  
I agree with most of this warning. I don't think Blake was s o  much a "l iteralist 
of the imagination" (Yeats's phrase) that he saw human figures as letters or 
eliminated all di fferences between texts and images. My claim is, however, 
that the "human letters" of the Notebook i l lustrate a principle as well as a 
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l q •, 1 1 1T or o t h n  gra p h i l· fonn must  look l ike a character in the English 
• 1 1  f k h rl'w a l p h a hl' t ,  hut t h a t  i t  he repeated often enough to be differ
' l l l l . l t l'd a n d  recogn ized as a "character" in an ensemble of symbolic 
l c  1 1  1 1 1 s . And the symbolism of such characters need not be understood 
. 1 '> . 1  u n ivocal system of representation :  the paired emblems of book 
1 1 1 d scro l l  are a perfect example of the use of iterated forms that 

f '.• · nnate, th rough patterns of similitude and difference, an infinite 
1 . 1 ngl' of meanings .  

These kinds of repeated iconographic and formal patterns occur 
1 1 1  the work of every pictorial artist ; they are what Gombrich calls 
t hl' "schemata" or "grammar" of visual art, and their meaning arises 
I ro m  their resemblance, not to natural objects or appearances, but to 
l l l l l'  another. They are also the constituents of what we call "style" 
1 1 1  the graphic arts, a term that suggests, in its connection with the 
w riting tool or stylus, the point of convergence between writing and 
painting. The style is the signature of the artist or school, the "charac
t ni stic" iterated and re-iterated pattern. Blake as a highly self
' onscious writer-painter-printer simply foregrounds this general prin
l i p l c  of artistic style, making the links between verbal expression, 
graphic representation, and mechanical reproduction explicit and 
"I i ttera l ." 

I 've argued elsewhere that Blake's pictorial style is constructed at 
I t s  deepest level out of four abstract forms or characters ( the spiral, 
l i rde, S-curve, and inverted U) that correspond to structures Blake 
. 1ssociates with sensory openings (ear, eye, tongue, nose) .62 This "al
phabet of the senses" would make sense of Blake's claim that the 
"human Character" of his art of writing "was Human according to 
t he Expansion or Contraction, the Translucence or I Opakeness of 
Nervous Fibres such was the variation of Time & Space I Which vary 
according as the Organs of Perception vary ."  This is also the point, 
however, at which Blake's art of writing ceases to be j ust a visible 
l anguage and becomes a synaesthetic spectacle that "the eye of man 
hath not heard, the ear of man hath not seen, man's hand is not able 
to taste, his tongue to conceive, nor his heart to report ." And as 

possibility, and that is the notion of formal, graphic iterability. This principle 
l inks text and image, especial ly in the medium of engraving, and tends to 
subvert any perception of essential and necessary difference based in the sup
posed nature of the media, the kinds of objects they represent, or the kinds 
of perception they demand. See The Notebooks of William Blake, edited by 
David Erdman (London: Oxford University Press, 1 973 ) ,  p. 74. 

62. See Blake 's Composite Art, pp. 5 8-69.  
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Tex t u a l  l, k t u r n 

Bottom warns us, "Man is but an ass if he go about to expound t im 
dream," this language, or this dream of language. 

The good critic, however, like Blake's devil, must always be an 
ass and rush in to expound where angels fear to read. The dream of 
a language that would play upon all the stops of the human senses is 
more than a proposal for the "improvement of sensual enjoyment" 
with multimedia devices. It is the use of such devices to create what 
Marx called "the poetry of the future," a poetry which demands the: 
rethinking of all human discourse and of the social relations inscribed 
in that discourse. Blake's sensuous alphabet of "human letters" is 
both a fulfil lment of and a tacit critique of the Enlightenment schemes 
for a "universal character" to unite mankind.63 Blake wants a writing 
that will make us see with our ears and hear with our eyes because 
he wants to transform us into revolutionary readers, to deliver us 
from the notion that h istory is a closed book to be taken in one 
"sense." Northrop Frye made something like this point when he 
closed Fearful Symmetry with the following remark: 

the alphabetic system of writing can be traced back to the Semitic 
people of  "Canaan," and perhaps if  we knew more about it we should 
d iscover that it was not a moral code but an alphabet that the Hebrews 
learned at Mount Sinai, from a God with enough imagination to under
stand how much more important a collection of letters was than a 
collection of prohibitions.64 

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

63 . These systems often invoked hieroglyphics and picture-writing as pos
sible models for the "universal character. " See james Knowlson, Universal 
Language Schemes in England and France, 1 600- 1 800 (Toronto : University 
of Toronto Press, 1 975 ) .  

64 .  Northrop Frye, fearful Symmetry: A Study of  William Blake 
(Princeton, NJ : Princeton University Press, 1 94 7), p .  4 1 6 . 
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I �PHRAS I S  AN D TH f  OTH fR 

1 1 1 1 dying accents 

r q>catcd till 

1 h c car and the eye l ie  

. lown together in the same bed 

-William Carlos Will iams 

This otherness, this 

" Not-being-us" is al l  there is to look at 

lu the mi rror, though no one can say 

I low it came to be th is way. 

-John Ashbery, "Self-Portrait  in a Convex Mirror" 

Radio Photographs: Ekphrastic Poetics 

A nyone who grew up in  the age of radio will recall a popular 
comedy duo called "Bob and Ray ."  One of thei r favorite bits 
was a scene in which Bob would  show Ray all the photographs 
of his summer vacation, accompanying them with a deadpan 

commentary on the interesting places and lovely scenery. Ray would 
usually respond with some comments on the quality of the pictures 
and their subject matter, and Bob would invariably say at some point, 
as an aside to the audience, "I sure wish you folks out there in ra
dioland could see these pictures ."  Perhaps this line sticks in my mem
ory because it  was such a rare break in the intimacy of Bob and Ray's 
humor : they general ly ignored their radio listeners, or (more precisely) 
pretended as i f  the l istener was sitting with them in the studio, so 
fully present to their conversation that no special acknowledgment 
was required.  If one can imagine what it would be to wink knowingly 
at someone over the radio, one can understand the humor of Bob and 
Ray. One can also, I think, begin to see something of the fascination 
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in the prob lem of ekph ras is ,  t h e  vnh; l l  l "l ' J l l l''l' l l l . l l l n l l o l  v 1 s 1 1 a l  rqnl'  
sentation. 1  

This fascination comes to us, I th ink ,  in three ph ases or momcn l '  
of realization. The first might be called "ekphrastic indifference," and 
it grows out of a commonsense perception that ekphrasis is i mpossi 
ble. This impossibil ity is articulated in all sorts of familiar assump
tions about the inherent, essential properties of the various media 
and their proper or appropriate modes of perception. Bob and Ray's 
photographs can never be made visible over the radio. No amount of  
description, as Nelson Goodman might put i t ,  adds up to a depiction. 2 
A verbal representation cannot represent-that is, make present-its 
object in the same way a visual representation can. I t  may refer to an 
object, describe it, invoke it, but i t  can never bring its visual presence 
before us in the way pictures do. Words can "cite," but never "sight" 
their objects . Ekphrasis, then, is a curiosity : i t  is the name of a minor 
and rather obscure l i terary genre (poems which describe works of 
visual art) and of a more general topic (the verbal representation of 
visual representation)  that seems about as important as Bob and Ray's 
radio photographs. 

The minority and obscurity of ekphrasis has not, of course, pre
vented the formation of an enormous literature on the subject that 
traces it back to the legendary "Shield of Achilles" in the Iliad, locates 
its theoretical recognition in ancient poetics and rhetoric, and finds 
instances of it in everything from oral narrative to postmodern po
etry . 3  This literature reflects a second phase of fascination with the 
topic I will call "ekphrastic hope ."  This is the phase when the impossi
bil ity of ekphrasis is overcome in imagination or metaphor, when we 
discover a "sense" in which language can do what so many writers 
have wanted it to do : "to make us see. "4 This is the phase in which 

1 .  This definition of ekphrasis as "the verbal representation of visual rep
resentation" is also the basis for James Heffernan's article, "Ekphrasis and 
Representation," New Literary History 22, no. 2 (Spring 1 99 1 ) :  297-3 1 6 .  
See also Heffernan's The Museum of Words: The Poetics of Ekphrasis from 
Homer to Ashbery (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1 994) .  

2. Nelson Goodman, Languages of Art ( Indianapolis : Hackett, 1 976) ,  
p.  23 1 .  

3 .  For a good survey o f  this scholarship, see Grant F. Scott, "The Rhetoric 
of Dilation : Ekphrasis and Ideology," Word & Image 7, no. 4 (October
December 1 9 9 1 ) :  3 0 1 - 1 0 .  

4. The p u n  i n  "cite"/"sight" above might b e  cited (or sighted) a s  a n  exam-
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1 \ . .  h . 1 1 1 d  R a y ' s  " rad io  ma�il:" ta kes e ffect, and we imagine i n  full 
, 1 , · 1 . 1 i l  t he photographs we hear slapping down on the studio table. 
' "" n l l' t  i m c s  Bob would acknowledge this moment in a variation of 
I n �  pu nch l i ne :  instead of a wish, an expression of gratified desire
' l ' m s ur e  glad you folks could look at these pictures with us today.")  
I h i �  i s  l i ke that other moment in radio listening when the "thundering 
h•  •o fbcats of the great horse Silver" make the giant white stallion with 
I n �  masked rider gallop into the mind's eye.5 

I t  is also the moment when ekphrasis ceases to be a special or 
1 ' \ l'Cptional moment in verbal or oral representation and begins to 
., , · em paradigmatic of a fundamental tendency in al l  l inguistic expres
• o � on .  This is the point in rhetorical and poetic theory when the doc-
1 n ncs of ut pictura poesis and the Sister Arts are mobil ized to put 
l .mguage at the service of vision. The narrowest meanings of the word 
t - k phrasis as a poetic mode, "giving voice to a mute art object, " or 
o l  fering "a rhetorical description of a work of art,"6 give way to a 
1 1 1 ore  general application that includes any "set description intended 
1 o bring person, place, picture, etc. before the mind's eye. "7 Ekphrasis 
1 n ay be even further general ized, as it is  by Murray Krieger, into a 
general "principle" exemplifying the aestheticizing of language in 
what he calls the "still moment ."8  For Krieger, the visual arts are a 

pk of a "literal" (that is, conveyed by "letters")  intrusion of visual representa
l wn into verbal representation. 

S. The iconic character of radio "sound images" is a nonverbal form of 
t - kphrasis.  These images (onomatopoeic thundering, studio sound effects) 
might be said to provoke visual images by metonymy, or customary conti
guity. 

6. Jean Hagstrum, The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism 
,md English Poetry from Dryden to Gray (Chicago : University of Chicago 
Press, 1 958 ) ,  p .  1 8 .  See also Wendy Steiner, The Colors of Rhetoric (Chicago :  
University of Chicago Press, 1 9 82),  pp .  42-43 , for an account of ekphrasis 
a s  l iterature's nostalgia for the visual arts. Further page references will be 
cited in the text. 

7. George Saintsbury, quoted in Hagstrum, The Sister Arts, p.  1 8 .  

8 .  Murray Krieger, "The Ekphrastic Principle and the Still Moment of 
Poetry ; or Laokoon Revisited," in The Play and Place of Criticism (Baltimore: 
lohns Hopkins University Press, 1 967) .  This essay, which has without ques
tion been the single most influential statement on ekphrasis in American criti
cism, has now been incorporated by Krieger into a booklength study, 
Ekphrasis: The Illusion of the Natural Sign (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1 992) .  
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metaphor , not j ust  for ve rba l  rcp n·sl' l l L I I t t l t l  u l  v t s 1 1 . i l  l' X pnicncc,  h t l l  
for the shaping of  language into formal  pa t t l' rn s  t h a t  "st i l l "  the m o v r  

ment of l inguistic temporality into a spatial ,  formal  array. Not jmt  
vision, but stasis, shape, closure, and silent presence ("sti l l" in thr 
other sense) are the aims of this more general form of ekphrasis . '' 
Once the desire to overcome the "impossibility" of ekphrasis is pu t  
into play,  the possibilities and the hopes for verbal representation of  
visual  representation become practically endless. "The ear and the CYl' 
l ie I down together in  the same bed," lulled by "undying accents . "  Thr 
estrangement of the image/text division is overcome, and a sutured , 
synthetic form, a verbal icon or imagetext, arises in its p lace. 10 

But the "still moment" of ekphrastic hope quickly encounters a 

third phase, which we might call "ekphrastic fear." This is the mo
ment of resistance or counterdesire that occurs when we sense that 
the difference between the verbal and visual representation might col
lapse and the figurative, imaginary desire of ekphrasis might be real 
ized literally and actual ly .  This is the moment when we realize that 
Bob and Ray's "wish" that we could see the photographs would, if 
granted, spoil their whole game, the moment when we wish for the 
photographs to stay invisible. 1 1  It is the moment in aesthetics when 
the difference between verbal and visual mediation becomes a moral, 
aesthetic imperative rather than (as in the first, "indifferent" phase of 
ekphrasis) a natural fact that can be relied on. The classic expression 
of ekphrastic fear occurs in Lessing's Laocoon, where it is "prescribed 

9 .  The doctrine can, of course, expand even further to become a general 
principle of effective rhetoric or even of  scientific language, where i t  appears 
under the rubric o f  clear, "perspicuous" representation, modeled on perspecti
val,  rationally constructed imagery. More typical ,  however, is the use of 
ekphrasis as a model for the power of  l iterary art to achieve formal, structural 
patterns and to represent vividly a wide range o f  perceptual experiences, most 
notably the experience o f  vision. The graphic, pictorial, or sculptural models 
for literary art range from the quasi-scientific claims of  perspectival realism, 
to the grand patterning o f  architecture, to the focusing of a l iterary work in 
a single image, whether an emblem, a hieroglyph, a landscape, or a human 
figure. 

1 0 .  On the distinction between "image/text," "image-text," and "image
text," see chapter 3,  footnote 9 .  

1 1 .  Those w h o  s a w  B o b  a n d  Ray's television debut on "Saturday Night 
Live" know that their humor loses much of  its force when they cease to be 
invisible voices and are revealed as what we always knew them to be :  two 
very ordinary-looking middle-aged men. 
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. r · . .  1 l a w t o  a l l  pol't s "  I i L I I  " t l t l ' y  s h o u l d  not  re�arJ the l i m i tat ions  o f  
l ' · " ' l t i n� as beau t ies  i n  t h l' i r  o w n  art . "  for poets to  "employ the same 
l l t r s t ic  machinery" as the painter would be to "convert a superior 
l r l ' t l l �  into a doll . "  It would make as much sense, argues Lessing, "as 
r l  . 1  man, with the power and privilege of speech, were to employ the 
· o � gns which the mutes in a Turkish seraglio had invented to supply 
t l r l' want of a voice ." 12  

The tongue, of course, was not the only organ that  the mutes in 
t l r l' Turkish seraglio were missing. Lessing's fear of literary emulation 
• r l  the visual arts is not only of muteness or loss of eloquence, but of 
• . r stration, a threat which is re-echoed in the transformation from 
"superior being" to "dol l ," a mere feminine plaything. The obverse 
• rl ekphrasis, "giving voice to the mute art object," is similarly de
l l rmnced by Lessing as an invitation to idolatry: "superstition loaded 
t i r e  [statues of] gods with symbols" (that is, with arbitrary, quasi
V l' rbal signs expressing ideas) and made them "objects of worship" 
ra ther than what they properly should be-beautiful ,  mute, spatial 
r r h jects of visual pleasure. 1 3 If  ekphrastic hope involves what Fran<;oise 
Meltzer has called a "reciprocity" or free exchange and transference 
hetween visual and verbal art, 14 ekphrastic fear  perceives this reciproc
r t y  as a dangerous promiscuity and tries to regulate the borders with 
l i nn distinctions between the senses, modes of representation, and the 
objects proper to each. 15 

Ekphrastic fear  is not some minor curiosity of German idealist 
. 1 esthetics . I t  would be easy to show its place in a wide range of l iterary 
1 heorizing, from the Marxist hostility to modernist experiments with 

12 .  Gotthold Lessing, Laocoon, translated by Edith Frothingham ( 1 766 ;  
New York: Noonday Press, 1 9 69) ,  pp. 68-69 .  

13 .  For  Lessing, arbitrary visual signs (emblems, hieroglyphs, pictographs) 
\uch as, for instance, serpents that signify divinity, are well on their way to 
heing a form of writing. See my essay, "Space and Time: Lessing's Laocoon 
and the Politics of Genre," chapter 4 in Iconology (Chicago : University of 
Chicago Press, 1 986 ) .  

14 .  Fran�oise Meltzer, Salome and the Dance of  Writing: Portraits of 
Mimesis in Literature (Chicago :  University of Chicago Press, 1 987) ,  p. 2 1 .  

1 5 .  Lessing traces "adulterous fancy" among the ancients-especially 
women-to the use of serpents as "emblems of divinity" on ancient statues. 
Not j ust the phal l ic shape of the serpent, but its impropriety as an arbitrary 
sign attached, l ike language or voice, to a properly "beautiful" and mute 
statue, is the provocation to adultery. See Lessing, Laocoon, pp. 10- 1 1 .  Fur
ther page references wil l  be cited in the text. 
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literary space, to deconstructionis t  l'l f o r h  1 "  " '� " I <  « • l l l l' " f o r m a � � � � � � "  
and "closure," t o  the anxieties o f  Protl's t a l l !  pol' l l l �  w i t h  t h e  t l' l l l pLt 
tions of "imagery," to the romantic tradition ' s  ohsl'ss ion w i th a poet 
ics of voice, invisibil ity, and b lindness . 1 6  All the goa ls  of "ekph ra s t i , 
hope," of achieving vision, iconicity, or a "still moment" of p l a s t i ,  
presence through language become, from this point of view, sini stl' l' 
and dangerous. All the utopian aspi rations of ekphrasis-that the 
mute image be endowed with a voice, or made dynamic and activt· ,  
or actual ly come into view, or  (conversely) that poetic language migh t 
be "sti l led," made iconic, or "frozen" into a static, spatial array-all 
these aspirations begin to look idolatrous and fetishistic. And thl· 
utopian figures of the image and its textual rendering as transparent 
windows onto reality are supplanted by the notion of the image as a 
deceitfu l i l lusion, a magical technique that threatens to fixate the poet 
and the l istener. 

The interplay of these three "moments" of ekphrastic fascina
tion-fear, hope, and indifference-produce a pervasive sense of am
bivalence, an ambivalence focused in Bob and Ray's photographs: 
they know you can't see them ; they wish you could see them, and are 
glad that you can; they don't  want you to see them, and wouldn't 
show them if they could. But to describe this ambivalence as I have 
done is not to explain it. What is it in ekphrasis that makes it an 
object of utopian speculation, anxious aversion, and studied indiffer
ence ? How can ekphrasis be the name of a minor poetic genre and a 
universal principle of poetics ? The answer l ies in the network of ideo
logical associations embedded in the semiotic, sensory, and metaphys
ical oppositions that ckphrasis is supposed to overcome. In order to 
see the force of these oppositions and associations, we need to re
examine the utopian claims of ekphrastic hope and the anxieties of 
ekphrastic fear in the light of the relatively neutral viewpoint of 
ekphrastic indifference, the assumption that ekphrasis is, strictly 
speaking, impossible. 

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

1 6 . For further discussion of romantic iconophobia, see chapter 4, 
pp. 1 14-20. 
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" I ' I H I\ I l l o m ,  a '  I h ;I V l' a r�m·d a t  k·n�th i n /cono/ogy, a rc neither stable 
1 1 1 1 1  �l' ien t i l i c .  They do not l i m· up in fixed columns, with temporal ity, 
• c o i i V L' I l t i on ,  and a u ra l i ty in  one row, and space, nature, and visuality 
1 1 1  t h e other .  They arc best understood as what Fredric Jameson has 
1 1 1 1 1 1 ed " idcologemes," al legories of power and value disguised as a 
1 1 < ' \ l l ra l  metalanguage . 1 7  Their engagement with relations of otherness 
' " a l terity is, of course, not determined systematically or a priori, but 
1 1 1  specific contexts of pragmatic application. The "otherness" of vi
\ l l a l  representation from the standpoint of textuality may be anything 
l mm a professional competition (the paragone of poet and painter) 
1 " a relation of political, disciplinary, or cultural domination in which 
1 he "self" is understood to be an active, speaking, seeing subject, while 
1 he  "other" is projected as a passive, seen, and (usually) silent object. 
I n sofar as art history is a verbal representation of visual representa
t i on ,  it is an elevation of ekphrasis to a disciplinary principle . 1 8 Like 
t he masses, the colonized, the powerless and voiceless everywhere, 
v i sual representation cannot represent itself; i t  must be represented 
hy discourse. 

Unlike the encounters of verbal  and visual representation in 
" mixed arts" such as il lustrated books, slide lectures, 1 9  theatrical pre-

1 7. For a more extended account of Jameson on the ideologeme and his 
1 1 se of the categories of space and time, see Jameson's The Political Uncon
scious ( Ithaca, NY:  Cornell University Press, 1 98 1 ) , p.  87, and my essay, 
"Space, Ideology, and Literary Representation," in Poetics Today 1 0, no. 1 
( Spring 1 98 9 ) :  9 1 - 1 02 .  

18 .  As Marcel in Pleynet puts it, "The objective of the text of  art criticism 
. . .  is for me to p lace myself . . .  before something that implies another 
discourse, a discourse that will not be in the text . . . .  " (Painting and System, 
translated by Sima Godfrey [ 1 977; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1 984] ,  p. v ) .  

19 .  John Hollander p roposes a distinction between "notional" ekphrases 
of "imaginary" or lost works of art and descriptions of visual representation 
that refer to famil iar, widely reproduced, or even present objects of visual 
representation. See "The Poetics of Ekphrasis," Word and Image 4 ( 1 98 8 ) :  
209- 1 9 .  I want t o  suggest, however, that i n  a certain sense a l l  ekphrasis is 
notional, and seeks to create a specific image that is to be found only i� the 
text as its "resident alien," and is to be found nowhere else. Even those forms 
of ekphrasis that occur in the presence of the described image disclose a 
tendency to alienate or displace the object, to make it disappear in favor of 
the textual image being produced by the ekphrasis. The art history slide 
lecture is a perfect i l lustration of this point. A fixed convention of the slide 
lecture is the declaration that the image projected on the screen is a totally 
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sentations, fi lm, and shaped poetry, the ckphra�l l l' t' t Ko u n t n  i n  l a n  
guage i s  purely figurative . The image, the spat:e o f  rcfereno:, projl-l' 
tion, or formal patterning, cannot literal ly come into view. If it did,  
we would have left the genre of ekphrasis for concrete or shapt•d 
poetry ,  and the written signifiers would themselves take on icon i( 
characteristics .20 This figurative requirement puts a special sort of 
pressure on the genre of ekphrasis, for it means that the textual other 
must remain completely alien ; it can never be present, but must bt· 
conjured up as a potent absence or a fictive, figural present. Thest· 
acts of verbal "conjuring" are what would seem to be specific to tht· 
genre of ekphrastic poetry , and specific to literary art in general, inso
far as it obeys what Murray Krieger calls "the ekphrastic principle ." 
Something special and magical is required of language. "The poem,' '  
as Krieger puts it ,  "must convert the transparency of i ts verbal me
dium into the physical solidity of the medium of the spatial arts ."2 1 

This "solidity" is exemplified in such features as descriptive vividness 
and particularity, attention to the "corporeality" of words, and the 
patterning of verbal artifacts. The ekphrastic image acts, in other 
words, l ike a sort of unapproachable and unpresentable "black hole" 
in the verbal structure, entirely absent from it, but shaping and affect
ing it in fundamental ways. 

Now the skeptic, indi fferent to the magic of ekphrastic hope, is 
l ikely to point out that this whole argument is a kind of sham, creating 
difficulties at the level of representation and signs that do not exist. 
The "genre" of ekphrasis is distinguished, the skeptic might point out, 
not by any disturbance or dissonance at the level of signifiers and 
representational media, but by a possible reference to or thematizing 
of this sort of dissonance. Ekphrastic poetry may speak to, for, or 
about works of visual art, but there is noth ing especially problematic 

inadequate representation (the colors have faded, the l ighting was poor, the 
texture has al l  been lost) . Even when the lecture is performed in the presence 
of the object itsel f, the commentator is never at a loss for strategies of displace
ment and upstaging, the most obvious being a discourse that removes the 
object from the museum or gallery and situates it in some other, more authen
tic or appropriate place (the site of its original display or production, the 
artist's studio, the artist's mind, or-best of all-the mind of the commen
tator) .  

20. The claim that they do take on iconic characteristics, achieving verbal 
artifacts that "resemble" at some level the visual form they address, is one of 
the central cla ims of  ekphrastic hope. 

2 1 .  Krieger, Play and Place of Criticism, p.  1 07. 



" '  1 1 n i q uc i n  t h i s  S Jll'l' th : no � J ll 'l l .d umjuring acts of l anguage arc 
• • · q u i rcd, and the v i sua l  ob ject of refe rence does not impinge (except 
1 1 1  :m a logical ways) upon its verbal representation to determine its 
v. r ammar, control its style, or deform its syntax. Sometimes we talk as 
I I  l'kphrasis were a peculiar textual feature, something that produced 
1 1 pp lcs of interference on the surface of the verbal representation. But 
1 1o special textual features can be assigned to ekphrasis, any more 
1 han we can, in grammatical or stylistic terms, distinguish descriptions 
• , f  paintings, statues, or other visual representations from descriptions 
of any other kind of objectY Even "description"  itself, the most gen
nal form of  ekphrasis, has, as Gerard Genette has demonstrated, only 
. 1  kind of phantom existence at the level of the signifier: "the differ
ences which separate description and narration are differences of con
t l'nt, which, strictly speaking, have no semiological existence. "23 The 
d i stinctions between description and narration, representation of ob
J l'Cts and actions, or visual objects and visual representations, are al l  
\l'mantic, al l  located in differences of intention, reference, and af
fective response. Ekphrastic poems speak to, for, or about works of 
v i sual art in the way that texts in general speak about anything else. 
There is nothing to distinguish grammatically a description of a paint
ing from a description of a kumquat or a baseball game. An address 
or apostrophe to a statue could, from the semiotic standpoint, j ust as 
well be an address to a tomato or a tomcat. And the projection of a 
f ictive voice into a vase produces no special ripples or disturbances in 
the grammar that voice employs. When vases talk, they speak our 
language. 

Our confusion with ekphrasis stems, then, from a confusion be
tween differences of medium and differences in meaning. We are con
tinually fal ling into some version of Marshall McLuhan's dazzling 
and misleading metaphor, "the medium is the message ." In ekphrasis, 
the "message" or (more precisely )  the object of reference is a visual 

22. Another way to put this is to note that the ekphrasis of a work of 
visual art need not produce either an "iconic" effect (though this is certainly 
a possibi l ity) or any other "l iterary" feature. Ekphrastic prose is an equally 
available possibil ity,  and the presence or absence of iconism or "literarity" 
in th is prose is not preordained by its reference to a visual representation. 
Ekphrasis and verbal iconicity are, in short, independent features. 

23 . See Gerard Gcnette, Figures of Literary Discourse, translated by Alan 
Sheridan (New York : Columbia University Press, 1 984) ,  p .  1 36 .  George 
Saintsbury's account of ekphrasis as a "set description" reflects this desire to 
"frame" or "set off" description as a separable feature. See footnote 7 above. 
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representation;  and, therefore, (we suppml' ) t h l' 1 1 t n l t u 1 1 1  o t  l a ngu . l l'·'· 
must approximate this condition. 24 We t h i n k ,  l or t n s t a nce, t h a t  t h l' 
visual arts are inherently spatial, static, corporea l ,  and shapely ; t h a t  
they bring these things a s  a gift to  language. We suppose, on  the ot hl' l  
side, that arguments, addresses, ideas, and narratives are in some sensl' 
proper to verbal communication, that l anguage must bring thl'Sl' 
things as a gift to visual representation. But neither of these "gifts " 
is real ly  the exclusive property of their donors : paintings can tel l  sto
ries, make arguments, and signify abstract ideas; words can descrihl' 
or embody static, spatial states of affairs, and achieve al l of the effects 
of ekphrasis without any deformation of their "natural" vocation 
(whatever that may be) . 25 

The moral here is that, from the semantic point of view, from thl· 
standpoint of referring, expressing intentions and producing effects in  
a viewer/l istener, there is no essential difference between texts and 
images and thus no gap between the media to be overcome by any 
special ekphrastic strategies. Language can stand in for depiction and 
depiction can stand in for language because communicative, expres
sive acts, narration, argument, description, exposition and other so
called "speech acts" are not medium-specific, are not "proper" to 
some medium or other. I can make a promise or threaten with a visual 
sign as eloquently as with an utterance. While it's true that Western 
painting isn't generally used to perform these sorts of speech acts, 
there is no warrant for concluding that they could never do so, or that 

24. Texts may, of course, achieve spatial ity or iconicity, but the visual 
object invoked does not require or cause these features. 

25 . The strange i rreality of these "gifts" does not, of course, prevent us 
from giving them and from thinking of the whole ekphrastic gesture as a kind 
of ritual of exchange. One of the most frequent sites of ekphrasis in classical 
poetry is the singing contest between two shepherds who describe and ex
change artifacts as tokens of mutual esteem (see, for instance, Theocritus' 
Idyll , Virgi l 's  Eclogue V). "The art objects used as gi fts or prizes may be read 
as the rewards poets should receive for their productions . . .  and the ekphras
tic description asserts poetry's worth by showing that poetry can indeed 'cap
ture' in and receive such valuable things" ( Joshua Scodel, correspondence 
with the author, 1 989 ) .  The Shield of Achilles is a gift from the hero's goddess 
mother, and the ekphrasis of th is shield by Homer is a gift from his muses 
that is, in turn, given to the reader/l istener. I am very grateful to Joshua 
Scodel for his extended response to early drafts of this essay, and I will be 
quoting from his letters to me throughout this essay. 
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f l l l l l t re� n w re genna l l y  t a l H H • I  hl' l l �n l t o  � a y  f l l s t  a b o u t  a n y t h i n g . !·" I t  
1\' l l l l ld he v n y  d i t f i cu l t t o  al'l'll l l l l l  f or  t he existence o f  pictographic 
w r i t i ng sys tems if pictures cou ld  not be employed as the medium for 
' '  1 1n p lex verbal  expressions. 

The independence of so-cal led "speech acts" from phonetic l an
' : l l a ge is i l lustrated by the subtlety and range of communication avail
. 1 h l e  to the Deaf in visual/gestura l sign languages. These signs are not, 
' . t course, purely pictorial or linguistic ( it's hard to imagine what 
"purity" of this sort would mean in any medium) but they are neces
\a ri ly visual, and with same sort of necessity that makes Bob and 
R a y ' s  photographs "auditory." The mistaken assumption that lan
gl l age is medium-specific, that it must be phonetic, is responsible for 
what Oliver Sacks has called a "mil itant oral ism" in the education of 
1 he Deaf, an insistence that they learn spoken language first. Sacks 
; l rgues that "the congenital ly deaf need to acquire, as early as possible, 
a complete and coherent language-one not demanding understand
ing or transliteration of a spoken tongue: this has to be a sign lan-

, J 7  guage. . . . -

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

26. In fact, a moment's reflection suggests innumerable instances where 
pictures stand in for words and whole speech acts. Linda Seidel has shown, 
for instance, that Van Eyck's famous Arnolfini portrait is best understood as 
something like a marriage contract, and the "cave canem" inscription on 
the fierce dog mosaics at Pompeii (often cited by Gombrich as examples of 
"apotropaic" imagery) seems redundant in view of the image. See Seidel, 
"The Arnolfini Portrait," Critical Inquiry 1 6, no. 1 (Fall 1 989 ) :  54-86 ;  and 
Ernst Gombrich, "The Limits of Convention," in Image and Code, edited by 
Wendy Steiner (Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1 98 1 ) , pp. 1 1-42. 

27. Oliver Sacks, New York Review of Books, 23 October 1 986,  p. 69 .  

1 6 1  



I I ' I I I  . d I '  I ' I I I  I (' .. 

and seeing subjel:t) and the other  ( a  seen a n d  \ l k n t  ohwct ) . .> x I t  1 � n ' t  
j ust that the text/image difference " resem bks" t h t· rel a t ion o f  se l l  a n d  
other, but  that the most basic pictures of epistemological and et h il'a l 
encounters (knowledge of objects, acknowledgment of subjects)  i n 
volve optical/discursive figures of knowledge and power that a re t' l l l  
bedded in essentialized categories l ike "the visual" and "the verba l . "  
(Panofsky's opening move into the discipline o f  "iconology" a s  a di�  
course on images i s ,  as we've seen, a visual, gestural encounter with  
another person.f9 It is as if we have a metapicture of the image/tt• x t  
encounter, in  which the word and the image are not abstractions or 
general classes, but concrete figures, characters in a drama, stereotypt·� 
in a Manichean allegory or interlocutors in a complex dialogue. 

The "otherness" we attribute to the image-text relationship i � .  
therefore, certainly not exhausted by a phenomenological model ( sub 
ject/object, spectator/image) .  It takes on the ful l  range of possib l l' 
social relations inscribed within the field of verbal and visual represen 
tation. "Children should b e  seen and not heard" i s  a bit of proverb ia l  
wisdom that reinforces a stereotypical relation, not jus t  betwet·n 
adults and children, but between the freedom to speak and see and 
the injunction to remain silent and available for observation. That is 
why this kind of wisdom is transferable from children to women 
to colonized subjects to works of art to characterizations of visual 
representation itself. Racial otherness (especially in the binarizcd 
"black/white" divisions of U.S. culture) is open to precisely this sort 
of visual/verbal coding. The assumption is that "blackness" is a trans
parently readable sign of  racial identity, a perfectly  sutured imagetext. 
Race is what can be seen (and therefore named) in skin color, facia l  
features, hair, etc. Whiteness, by contrast, is invisible, unmarked; i t  
has no racial identity, but is equated with a normative subjectivity 
and humanity from which " race" is a visible deviation. It's not merely 
a question of analogy, then, between social and semiotic stereotypes 
of the other, but of mutual interarticul ation .30 That is why forms of 

28 .  See Daniel Tiffany's essay, "Cryptesthesia :  Visions of the Other," The 
American journal of Semiotics 6, nos. 2/3 ( 1 989 ) :  209- 1 9 . 

29.  See chapter 1 ,  "The Pictorial Turn ."  

30.  I take this to  be  Jacqueline Rose's point when she  says "the l ink 
between sexuality and the image produces a particular dialogue which cannot 
be covered adequately by the famil iar opposition between the formal opera
tions of the image and a politics exerted from outside" (Sexuality in the Field 
of Vision [London :  Verso, 1 986 ] ,  p. 23 1 ) .  Needless to say, the positioning of 
racial otherness within the field of vis ion would display complex intersections 
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" ' '• 1 \ l .mn: t o  t lwsc \ l l' l'l 'l l l  y pt·, '" o h c n  take the form of disruptions at 
t l w leve l of rep resen t a t i o n ,  percept ion, and semiosis : Ralph Ellison's 
l 1 1 t •isih/e Man is not "empirically" unseen; he refuses visibility as an 
. 1 1 1 of insubordination . 3 1  The emergence of the racialized other into 
. 1  v �-.ib i l ity that accords with their own vision, conversely, is frequently 
' ' ' H instood as dependent on their attainment of language and literacy. 
'' ' l lenry Louis Gates and Charles Davis put it, "the very face of the 
l . l l l' . • .  was contingent upon the recording of the black voice. "32 If 
. 1  woman is "pretty as a picture" (namely, silent and available to the 
, � .11:e ) ,  it is not surprising that pictures will be treated as feminine 
. .  h j l·cts in their own right and that violations of the stereotype (ugli
, . . .  ,s ,  loquaciousness) will be perceived as troublesome. "Western 
t hought," says Wlad Godzich, "has always thematized the other as a 
t h reat to be reduced, as a potential same-to-be, a yet-not-same. "33 
lh i s  sentence (with its totality of "Western thought" and its "al
w . t ys" )  performs the very operation it criticizes. Perhaps ekphrasis as 
" l i terary principle" does the same thing, thematizing "the visual" as 
1 1 1  her to l anguage, "a threat to be reduced" (ekphrastic fear) ,  "a po
l l' t t t ial same-to-be" (ekphrastic hope) ,  "a yet-not-same" (ekphrastic 
l t td i fference) .  

The ambivalence about ekphrasis, then, i s  grounded in our ambiv
.dcnce about other people, regarded as subjects and objects in the field 
• • I  verbal and visual representation . Ekphrastic hope and fear express 
1 1 1 1 r anxieties about merging with others. Ekphrastic indifference 
1 1 1 a intains itself in the face of disquieting signs that ekphrasis may be 
I a r from trivial and that, if it is only a sham or illusion, it is one 
wh ich, l ike ideology itself, must be worked through . This "working 

w t th and differences from the image/text as a gendered or sexual relation . 
"l'C Toni Morrison on "The Alliance between Visually Rendered Ideas and 
l 11 1guistic Utterances in the Construction of the Color Line," in Playing in 
the Dark (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1 992),  p. 49 . 

. H .  Cp. also Toni Morrison's short story, "Recitatif" ( 1 982) ,  with its 
drliberate confusing of the verbal /visual signs of racial identity ; reprinted in 
< :onfirmation: An Anthology of African American Women, edited by Amiri 
1 \ araka (Leroi Jones) and Amina Baraka ( New York : William Morrow, 1 983 ) ,  

I 'P ·  243-6 1 .  

.3 2 .  The Slave 's Narrative, edited by Charles T. Davis and Henry Louis 
< ; �l tes, Jr. (Oxford :  Oxford University Press, 1 985 ) ,  p .  xxvi. For more on this 
\ l tb ject, see chapter 6,  "Narrative, Memory, and Slavery ."  

33 .  From the foreword to Michel de Certeau's Heterologies: Discourse 
. ,,, the Other (Minneapoli s :  University of Minnesota Press, 1989 ) ,  p. xi i i .  
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th rough " of ckphras t ic  a m b i v a le n ce ' ' ·  I w . 1 1 1 1  t o  �u ggl· � t , one o l  t i l l '  
principal themes of ekph rastic poet ry, onl' o l  t h l· t h i ngs it does w i t h  
the problems staged for i t  b y  the theoretical a n d  metaphys ical  assu m p 
tions about media, the senses and representation that make u p  
ekphrastic hope, fear, and  indifference. 

So far I have been treating the social structure of ekphrasis mainly 
as an affair between a speaking/seeing subject and a seen object. But 
there is another dimension to the ekphrastic encounter that must be 
taken into account, the relation of the speaker and the audience or 
addressee of the ekphrasis . l4 The ekphrastic poet typically stands in 
a middle position between the object described or addressed and a 
listening subject who ( i f  ekphrastic hope is fu lfil led) will be made to 
"see" the object through the medium of the poet's voice. Ekphrasis is 
stationed between two "othernesses," and two forms of (apparently) 
impossible translation and exchange : ( 1) the conversion of the visual 
representation into a verbal representation, either by description or 
ventriloquism ; (2) the reconversion of the verbal representation back 
into the visual object in the reception of the reader. The "working 
th rough" of ekphrasis and the other, then, is more l ike a triangular 
relationship than a binary one; its social structure cannot be grasped 
fully as a phenomenological encounter of subject and object, but must 
be pictured as a menage a trois in which the relations of self and other, 
text and image, are triply inscribed. If ekphrasis typically expresses a 
desire for a visual object (whether to possess or praise), it is also 
typical ly an offering of this expression as a gi ft to the reader:l5 

The ful lest poetic representation of the ekphrastic triangle is prob
ably to be found in the Greek pastoral or, to use Theocritus's term, 
" idylls" (" l ittle pictures" ) .  These poems often present singing contests 
between male shepherds who regale each other with lyric descriptions 
of beautifu l  artifacts and women and who exchange material gifts as 
wel l .  As Joshua Scodel notes : 

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

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

35 .  One might think of the psychoanalytic process of dream interpretation 
as a staging of the ekphrastic scene in which the manifest visual content of 
the dream is  the ekphrastic object, the analysand is the ekphrastic speaker, 
and the analyst is the reader/interpreter. 
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, · k p h ras t ic  objec ts  a n· n o n n a l l y  t reateJ as compensa tory substitutes for 

t h l' u n fu l fi l led desire for a female Other . . . .  the ekphrastic object 
rl'gisters both the woman that the poet cannot capture in poetry and 
t h e  possibi l ity of another, beneficent relationship between a poet and 
his  ma le audience. 36 

I ' n 1  not suggesting that the triangle of ekphrasis invariably places a 
l l 'minized object "between men" (to echo Eve Sedgwick's memorable 
� t t t dy of the "exchange of women") .  Bob and Ray's photographs are 
l ' n joyed by them in common, in an intimate male friendship that 
, . ,dudes (while pretending to include) their entire audience. Whatever 
�pccific shape the ekphrastic triangle may take, it provides a schematic 
r nctapicture of ekphrasis as a social practice, an image that can now 
hL· tested on a number of  texts. 

Cups and Shields: Ekphrastic Poetry 

The earliest examples of ekphrastic poetry are not, it seems, princi
pally focused on painting, but on utilitarian objects that happen to 
have ornamental or symbolic visual representations attached to them. 
( ;obJets, urns, vases, chests, cloaks, girdles, various sorts of weapons 
.md armor, and architectural ornaments l ike friezes, rel iefs, frescos, 
and statues in situ provide the first objects of ekphrastic description, 
probably because the detachment of painting as an isolated, autono
mous, and moveable object of aesthetic contemplation is a relatively 
late development in the visual arts. The functional context of ekphras
tic objects is mirrored in the functionality of ekphrastic rhetoric and 
poetry as a subordinate feature of longer textual structures. Ekphras
tic poetry originates, not as an independent verbal set-piece, but as 
an ornamental and subordinate part of larger textual units like the 
epic or pastoral . Homer, as Kenneth Atchity points out, develops the 
significance of his hero "by associating Achilles, in one place or an
other, with nearly every . . .  kind of  artifact in the Il iadic world. 
Like Priam and Hekabe, Achilles stores his treasures in a splendid 
["elaborately wrought"] chest ;  like Nestor, he possesses a remarkably 
["wrought"] goblet."37 Occasionally one of these objects is singled 

36. Joshua Scodel, correspondence with the author. 

37. Kenneth Atchity, Homer's Iliad: The Shield of Memory (Carbondale, 
IL: Southern I l l inois University Press, 1 978 ) ,  p. 1 5 8 .  See also Marc Eli 
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out for special attention anJ cx tcnJcd dl·sn 1 p t 1 n 1 1 ,  . 1 nd  t hcsc IKGl S i l l l l '  

are the putative "origin" of ekphrasis .  
I 'd l ike to begin, however, not at the origin, but with a very l a t r  

and pure example of ekphrastic poetry, Wallace Stevens's "Anec(.lo1 1· 
of a Jar ." 

I placed a jar  in Tennessee, 
And round it was, upon a hill .  
I t  made the slovenly wilderness 
Surround that hil l .  

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

It took dominion everywhere. 
The jar was gray and bare. 
It did not give of b ird or bush, 
Like nothing else in Tennessee. 

Stevens's poem provides an allegory and a critique of its own generic 
identity and might a lmost be seen as a parody of the classical ekphras
tic object. The jar appears, not as a crucial feature of an epic narrative, 
an ornament to a pastoral drama, or even a focus for elevated lyric 
meditation .  Instead, the jar is the principal actor in a mere "anec
dote," l iterally, an "unpublished," private story that is "not given 
out" and the tone of which would have to be described as impassive, 
neutral ,  and unforthcoming. The jar is stripped, moreover, of all the 
features that constitute the generic expectations of ekphrasis. There 
arc no "elaborately wrought" ornaments, no pictured scenes or "leaf
fringed legends" of God or man, only the purely functional m a de 
object, a simple "commodity" in all its prosaic lack of splendor. In
deed, the apparent lack of visual representation on the urn might lead 
us to rule this out of the genre of ekphrasis altogether, at least from 
that central tradition of ekphrasis devoted to the description of aes
thetic objects . It is as i f  Stevens were testing the l imits of the genre, 
offering us a blank space where we expect a picture, a cipher in the 
place of a striking figure, a piece of refuse or litter where we look 
for art. 

Blanchard, "In the World of the Seven Cubit Spear: The Semiotic Status of 
the Object in  Ancient Greek Art and Literature," Semiotica 43, nos. 3 /4 
( 1 9l B ) :  205-44. 
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A n d  yet  t h e  l' l l l p h a " �  o n  t h e s h ape, appearance, and what can 
o o r r l y he descri bed as  the  "act ivity" of the jar make it clear that this 
r · . r u 1  " mere" object, but a highly charged form and a representational 
' ' ' ' 1 1 1  at that. If the jar negates the classical expectation of ornamental 
• l r · \ tgn or representational i l lusion, it alludes quite positively to the 
who le  topos of the personified artifact and, specifically, the biblical 
t 1 1 1pe of man as a clay vessel and God as the potter: "we are the clay, 
. r n d  thou our potter; and we are all the work of thy hand" ( Isaiah 
h · I : H ) .  The creation of Adam (whose name means clay) out of the 
r l n s t  of the ground is the making of a human "vessel" into which life 
n r . 1 y  be breathed. Stevens simply literalizes the biblical metaphor, or 
r l 'Vcrses the valence of tenor and vehicle : instead of man-as-jar, jar-as
r r r .m-a jar that ( l ike Adam) stands solitary and erect on a hil ltop, 
r r rganizes the wilderness, and "takes dominion everywhere." Stevens 
. r l �o replaces the role of the creating deity, god-as-potter, with some
' h ing more like a detached observer and "distributor." The narrator 
docs not make the jar ;  he "places" it; he doesn 't show the production 
of the ekphrastic object (as in Homer's description of Achilles' shield) 
hut its distribution and influence ;  and he doesn't place it in a new 
world or a wilderness, but "in Tennessee,"  a world already named, 
mapped, and organized. If "Adam" as vessel is reduced to a personi
f i ed commodity, a barren j ar, "God" the speaker/viewer is reduced 
to a traveling salesman with a sense of i rony and order. 

The jar's role as a kind of empty relay point or site of commerce 
.r nd exchange is signaled by its characterization as "a port in air," 
and Stevens employs it to exemplify three forms of alterity and differ
l' l lCe in its relation to its "world" and to the poet : ( 1 )  the difference 
between the human and the natural (the jar  is "like nothing else in 
Tennessee") ; (2) between the divine and the human (suggested by the 
a l lusion to the bibl ical  creation myth } ;  and ( 3 )  between the human 
and its own artificial productions. And yet each of these forms of 
otherness is simultaneously overcome: the "slovenly wilderness" 
(which is already "Tennessee") is made to "surround" the jar in imita
tion of its roundness ; the creaturely subject becomes a sovereign; and 
the static, spatial image of ekphrastic description is temporalized as 
the principal  actor in a narrative. The poem stages for us the basic 
proj ect of ekphrastic hope, the transformation of the dead, passive 
image into a living creature. It does not witness this transformation 
as a fulfil lment of hope, however, but as something more l ike a specta
cle that induces a stunned, laconic ambivalence in the speaker, a kind 
of suspension between ekphrastic indifference and fear. The j ar is, 
despite al l the connotations of orderliness and aesthetic formal ity that 
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commentators usually celebrate, a kind o l  ido l m l • · t 1 , h ,  . 1  n t .H l l' oh 1 1'l l 
that has appropriated human consciousness. Thnl' 1 s  so tnct h i ng l l l l' l l  

acing and slightly monstrous about i t s  imperious s ter i l i t y  ( " I t  did  not 
give of bird or bush I Like nothing else in Tennessee. " )  The douh lt
negatives ("did not give" I "Like nothing") perfectly enact the powl· r  
of the ekphrastic image as intransigent Other to the poetic voice, i t s  
role as a "black hole" in the text. Is the jar simply barren and infertik, 
as empty within as it is "gray and bare" on its surface ? Or is it thl· 
womb of a more active negation, a "port" that "gives of" an empirl' 
of nothingness, fruitfully multiplying its own sterility throughout its 
dominions ? And what, we must ask, does the poet give the reader? 
Perhaps an "anecdote" that not only refuses to "give itself out," but 
actively negates every expectation of ekphrastic pleasure. 

As the metaphors of barrenness and ferti lity suggest, there is just 
a hint of the feminine in Stevens's j ar, and the treatment of the 
ekphrastic image as a female other is a commonplace in the genre. 
I 've already suggested that female otherness is an overdetermined fea
ture in a genre that tends to describe an object of visual pleasure 
and fascination from a masculine perspective, often to an audience 
understood to be masculine as wel l. Ekphrastic poetry as a verbal 
conjuring up of the female image has overtones, then, of pornographic 
writing and masturbatory fantasy (the image of the jar as both "round 
upon the ground" and "tall and of a port in air" lends it an equivocal 
status as a kind of "phallic womb," as if the jar were both the erection 
and the visual image that provokes it) . Rousseau's Confessions pro
vides the classic account of masturbation and visuality: "This vice . . .  
has a particular attraction for lively imaginations. It al lows them to 
dispose, so to speak, of the whole female sex at their will, and to 
make any beauty who tempts them serve their pleasure without the 
need of first obtaining her consent. "3H Rousseau "fondling her image 
in [his] secret heart" is like the male poet or reader fondling the mental 
image of ekphrasis, indulging the pleasures of voyeurism, actual or 
remembered. 

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

3 8 .  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Confessions ( 1 78 1 ) , translated by J. M. Co
hen (New York : Penguin Books, 1 953 ) ,  p. 1 09.  See Marcelin Pleynet, Painting 
and System, p. 153 ,  for a suggestion that Freud's analysis of the relation 
between narcissism, scopophil ia, and auto-eroticism "merits formalization 
within the field of an approach to painting." Cp. Freud, " Instincts and Their 
Vicissitudes," in Collected Papers ( London:  Hogarth, 1 949) ,  vol. 4, p.  66.  
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l t . l \ t ' '-l'l' l l  i n  S t l'Vl'ns\ r n r .t gl' ot t he j a r .  The voyeuristic, masturbatory 
t . .  n d l i ng of the ekph ras t ic  i mage is a kind of mental rape that may 
r 1 1 d uce a sense of guilt, paralysis, or ambivalence in the observer. A 
l '."od example of voyeuristic ambivalence is the divided voice in Wil
l r . � rn Carlos Williams's "Portrait of a Lady," an ekphrastic poem that 
u r . t y  be an address to a woman who is compared to a picture, or a 
woman in a picture : 

Your thighs are appletrees 

whose blossoms touch the sky. 

Which sky? The sky 

where Watteau hung a lady's 

slipper. Your knees 

are a southern breeze-or 

a gust of snow. Agh ! what 
sort of  a man was Fragonard ? 

-as if that answered 

anything. Ah, yes-below 

the knees, since the tune 
drops that way, i t  is 

one of those white summer days, 

the tal l  grass of your ankles 
flickers upon the shore-

Which shore?-

the sand dings to my lips

Which shore? 

Agh, petals maybe. How 

should I know ? 

Which shore ? Which shore? 

I said petals from an appletree. 

The intrusive questioning voice may be that of the addressed 
woman, or of the poet's unconscious, or of the poem's implied reader, 
impatiently interrupting the ekphrasis to demand more clarity and 
specificity. In either case, the voice resists the smooth, pleasurable 
fondling of the ekphrastic image, the sensuous contemplation of the 
woman's body, mediated through the familiar metaphors of fruit, 
blossoms, petals, wind, and sea. It helps, of course, to know that the 
poem probably al ludes to Fragonard's The Swing, a sensuous rococo 
pastoral depicting a young swain delightedly looking up the dress of 
a young woman on a swing. Williams may be projecting his voices 
into this picture, imagining a kind of dialogue between the swinging 
maiden and the youthful voyeur. Whether this painting is to be under-
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stood as the scene of the poem or only as a p;lssin� �ompa rison to . 1  
real scene, the ambivalence of voyeurism- the desi re to sec acco m pa 
nied by a sense of its prohibition-seems to underlie the dissonancl' 
of the two voices. The discreet, metaphorical evasions of "thighs" as 
"appletrees I whose b lossoms touch the sky" is immediately countered 
by an insistence on explicit l iteralness : "Which sky ?"  The answer, ol 
course, can only be the heaven to which the young man wants to 
ascend, deferred figuratively as a sky in yet another painting, "when· 
Watteau hung a lady's slipper."  The speaker can even find a figure 
for his own ambivalence between hot desire and cold diffidence in his 
response to her "knees" as a "southern breeze-or I a gust of snow." 
The movement of the speaker's gaze and of his "tune" follows the 
line of discretion and diffidence : from thighs whose "blossoms" touch 
the sky, the "tune drops" to knees, ankles, and the "shore" on which 
those ankles "flicker." As in Freud's primal scene of fetishism, the 
boy's gaze finds something threatening in the female image ( for Freud, 
the woman's lack of a penis threatens the boy with the possibil ity of 
castration), so he must find metonymic or metaphoric substitutes-a 
lady's slipper "hung" in the sky; a seashore where the poet seems to 
fal l  on his face, the sand clinging to his lips.39 The more intricate the 
metaphorical evasions, the more insistent the voice of literal desire, 
demanding to know "which sky ?"  "which shore ?"  and the more fix
ated and repetitious the poetic voice. The fetishist finally returns to 
the first substitute image he seized upon, rejecting the traditional fe
tish-objects of sl ippers and feet in favor of the initial metaphor of the 
poem: "1 said petals from an appletree. "40 

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

39. "Fetishism" ( 1 927) in The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund 
Freud, translated by James Strachey (London: Hogarth, 1 96 1 ) , 2 1 : 1 52-57. 

40. "The foot or the shoe owes its preference as a fetish-or a part of 
it-to the ci rcumstance that the inquisitive boy peered at the woman's genitals 
from below, from her legs up" (Freud, Complete Works, 2 1 :  1 55 ) .  
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·. ! r ows u p a t  funera l s  ( " r n  r r r rds t  of  other  woe" ) ,  where she pipes the 
r e pet i t ious and co m fort kss di t ty  of no tone, "Truth is beauty, beauty 
r ru t h  I That is all ye know on earth and all ye need to know." Perhaps 
1 h e  scholarly controversy over the boundary between what the urn 
\ , t y s  and what Keats says reflects a kind of ekphrastic disappointment. 
It the poet is going to make the mute, feminized art object speak, he 
muld at least give her something interesting to say.41 

A more compelling strategy with the ekphrasis of the female im
age is suggested by Shelley's manuscript poem, "On the Medusa of 
Leonardo Da Vinci in  the Florentine Gallery ."  I 'm not saying this is 
a better poem than "Ode on a Grecian Urn," but I do think i t  lays 
hare the ekphrastic anxieties that underlie the urn: 

It  lieth, gazing on the midnight sky, 
Upon the cloudy mountain-peak supine; 
Below, far lands are seen tremblingly, 
Its horror and its beaury are divine. 
Upon its l ips and eyelids seems to lie 
Loveliness like a shadow, from which shine, 
Fiery and lurid, struggling underneath, 
The agonies of anguish and of death. 

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

And from its head as from one body grow, 
As [river) grass out of a watery rock, 
Hairs which are vipers, and they curl and flow 
And their long tangles in each other lock, 
And with unending involutions show 
Their mailed radiance, as it were to mock 
The torture and the death within, and saw 
The solid air with many a ragged j aw.  

4 1 .  I 've  always found Kenneth Burke's rewriting of this l ine  as "Body is  
turd, turd body" the best antidote to Keats's ending. 
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Peeps idly into th ose Gorgo n i a n  t' }T s ;  
Whilst in the a i r  a ghastly ba t ,  bereft 
O f  sense, has flitted with a mad surprise 
Out of  the cave this hideous l ight had cleft, 
And he  comes hastening like moth that h ies 
After a taper, and the midnight sky 
Flares, a light more dread than obscurity. 

'Tis the tempestuous loveliness of terror, 
For fro m  the serpents gleams a brazen glare 
Kindled by that inextricable error, 
Which makes a thrilling vapour of  the air  
Become a [dim] and ever-sh ifting mirror 
Of al l  the beauty and the terror there-
A woman's countenance, with serpent-locks, 
Gazing i n  death on Heaven from those wet rocks. 

If ekphrastic poetry has a "primal scene," this is it . Shelley's Me
dusa is not given any ventri loquist's l ines. She exerts and reverses the 
power of the ekphrastic gaze, portrayed as herself gazing, her look 
raking over the world, perhaps even capable of looking back at the 
poet. Medusa is the image that turns the tables on the spectator and 
turns the spectator into an image : she must be seen through the media
tion of mirrors (Perseus' shield) or paintings or descriptions. If she 
were actually beheld by the poet, he could not speak or write ; i f  the 
poet's ekphrastic hopes were fulfil led, the reader would be similarly 
transfixed, unable to read or hear, but perhaps to be imprinted with 
alien l ineaments, the features of Medusa herself, the monstrous other 
projected onto the self. 

Medusa is the perfect prototype for the image as a dangerous 
female other who threatens to si lence the poet's voice and fixate his 
observing eye. Both the utopian desire of ekphrasis (that the beautiful 
image be present to the observer) and its counterdesire or resistance 
(the fear of paralysis and muteness in the face of the powerfu l  image) 
are expressed here. All of the distinctions between the subl ime and 
the beautiful, the aesthetics of pain and pleasure, or of the masculine 
and the feminine, that might allow ekphrasis to confine itself to the 
contemplation of beauty are subverted by the image of Medusa. 
Beauty, the very thing which aestheticians like Edmund Burke thought 
could be viewed from a safe position of superior strength, turns out 
to be itself the dangerous force : "it is less the horror than the grace" 
that paralyzes the observer. Medusa ful ly epitomizes the ambivalence 
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i l � o J I  1\ l' ; l l '>  h i n l s  ; I I : l l l '> l l ' , J d  l l l  " t ea s i n g  us ou t  o f  t hough t "  with  a 
I ' · "  . t l y 1. i n g  e tern i t y  o l  pnkct desol ation,  she pa ra lyzes thought itself, 
1 1 1  s l ,  hy  t u rn ing "the gazer's spi rit into stone," and then by engraving 
i l l l ' l i n eaments of the Gorgon onto the beholder's petrified spirit, "ti l l  
1 h L· ch a racters be grown I Into itself, and thought no more can 
I J. t ce .  "42 I f  ekphrasis, as a verbal representation of a visual representa-
1 i on ,  is an attempt to repress or "take dominion" over language's 
l '. raphic Other, then Shelley's Medusa is the return of that repressed 
1 1 n age, teasing us out of thought with a vengeance. 

Shelley's own voice and text, however, seem designed to decon
'' ruct, not j ust the repression of Medusa, but the genre of ekphrasis 
· ' '  a verbal strategy for repressing/representing visual representation. 
!he text seems to struggle to efface itself and any other "framing" 
l ' i ements that might intervene between the reader and the image :  that 
1 h is is a painting is mentioned only in the title ; after that, Medusa is 
described as i f  she were directly present to the poetic observer, and 
l .eonardo's painterly authority vanishes ( in fact, as Shelley may have 
known, the painting was not by Leonardo) . 43 Roles of verbal author
i ty like Stevens's anecdotal narrator, or Keats 's apostrophizing poet 
; t re eschewed in favor of the purest, most passive sort of description . 
The speaking and seeing subject of this poem does not speak of or 
( i n  a sense) even see Medusa or the painting in which she is repre
sented (figure 29): the opening three words appropriate both these 
roles : "It l ieth, gazing." Medusa, the supposed "seen object" of the 
poem, is presented as herself the active gazer; other possible "gazers" 
o n  this spectacle are presented as passive recipients . The voice of the 
poem is simply a passive recorder, an "ever-shifting mirror" that 
traces the "unending involutions" of its subject. The pun on "l ieth" 
suggests that the mute ekphrastic object awaiting the ventriloquism 
of the poetic voice already has a voice of its own. 

Medusa is not personified or "given a voice," therefore, to dictate 
her own story : that would simply amount to a reinscription of poetic 
authority in the speaker. Instead, the subject of the poem remains 
irrevocably Other, an "it" that can only "be described" by an anony
mous, invisible, and passive poet who has himself been imprinted by 
Medusa. "It" is the principal agent in the frozen action of the poem; 

42. See Carol Jacobs, "On Looking at Shelley's Medusa," Yale French 
Studies 69 ( 1 98 5 ) :  1 63-79, for a good reading of this passage. 

43 . See Nevil le Rogers, "Shelley and the Visual Arts," Keats-Shelley Me
morial Bulletin 1 2  ( 1 96 1 ) :  1 6- 1 7. 

1 7 3  



l o  \ t 1 1 . ! 1  I '  t i l t i l t ' \ 

29.  Leonardo's Medusa. Alinari/  Art Resource, NY. 

" 'Tis" and "Yet 'tis" are its favorite predications. It is as if Being 
itself were describing itsel f in and inscribing itself on Shelley's text. 

But it is not just the ahistorical and mythic presence of Medusa 
that Shelley contemplates in this poem. Medusa was a potent image 
in British cultural politics in the early nineteenth century, deployed as 
an emblem of the pol itical Other, specifically the "glorious Phantom" 
of revolution, which Shelley ( l ike many other radical intellectuals) was 
prophesying in  1 8 1 9 .44 The use of the female image of revolution 
was, of course, a commonplace in nineteenth-century iconography, 
Delacroix's bare-breasted Liberty Leading the People being the most 
familiar example. This was an image that could be conjured with by 
both radicals and conservatives : Burke caricatured the revolutionaries 
of the 1 790s as a mob of transvestites and abandoned women, com
paring them to "harpies" and "furies" reveling in "Thracian orgies";  
Shelley, twenty-five years later, could visualize his revolutionary 
avenging angel as "some fierce Maenad" whose "bright hair uplifted 
from the head" is "the locks of the approaching storm," an image 

44. See Jerome McGann, "The Beauty of Medusa : A Study in Romantic 
Literary lconology," Studies in Romanticism 1 1  ( 1 972) : 3-25 . 
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that suggests a l ink between the menacing locks of Medusa and the 
orgiastic women of Burke's reactionary fantasies. 

But Shelley would not have needed to go to Burke to compose 
his image; Medusa was, as Neil Hertz has shown, a popular emblem 
of Jacobinism and was often displayed (figure 30) as a figure of 
"French Liberty" in  opposition to "English Liberty," personified by 
Athena, the mythological adversary of Medusa.45 The choice of Me
dusa as a revolutionary emblem seems, in retrospect, quite overdeter
mined. To conservatives, Medusa was a perfect image of alien, sub
human monstrosity-dangerous, perverse, hideous, and sexually 
ambiguous : Medusa's serpentine locks made her the perfect type of 
the castrating, phallic woman, a potent and manageable emblem of 
the political Other. To radicals l ike Shelley, Medusa was an "abject 
hero," a victim of tyranny whose weakness, disfiguration, and mon-

45 . Neil Hertz, "Medusa's Head:  Male Hysteria Under Political Pres
sure," Representations 4 (Fall  1 983 ) :  27-54. 
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strous mutila t io n  bct.:ome i n  t h l·msdvl's a k 1 nd  o l  rev o l u t i o n a ry 
power. The female image of ekphrasis is not  an objet.:t  to be t.:a ressnl 
and fondled with contemplative ambivalence like Keats's Urn, Stl'  
vens's Jar ,  or Williams's Lady, but a weapon to be wielded. (Athena\ 
shield or "aegis" is decorated with the head of Medusa, the perfell 
image to paralyze the enemy. )  But this weapon is already latent in till' 
masturbatory fantasies of ekphrastic beauty and shapeliness :  it is s im
ply the aggressive, exhibitionist answer to the voyeuristic pleasun· 
staged in ekphrastic urns and jars. Freud's comments on Medusa arl' 
worth quoting here: 

If Medusa's head takes the place of the representation of the female 
genitals, or rather if it isolates their horrifying effects from the pleasure
giving ones, it may be recalled that displaying the genitals is famil iar 
in other connections as an apotropaic act.  What arouses horror in 
oneself will produce the same effect upon the enemy against whom one 
is seeking to defend oneself. We read in Rabelais of how the Devil  took 
to flight when the woman showed him her vulva.46 

Understood as what Gombrich calls an "apotropaic image," a 
deadly, monstrous, paralyzing spectacle, the visual image of ekphrasis 
is properly located, not on an urn or jar, but on a shield which may 
be displayed to the enemy while protecting its bearer. It seems entirely 
fitting, then, that the canonical "origin" of classical ekphrasis is the 
description of Achilles' shield in the 1 8 th book of the Iliad. What is 
odd about Achilles' shield in this context, however, is that it does not 
contain an apotropaic image, but an encyclopedic vision of the Hom
eric world, filled with narrative scenes rather like those we find on 
Keats's urn. Achilles' shield does not paralyze its beholders with a 
frightful monstrosity, but overawes them with its impression of divine 
artifice, an emblem of the irresistible destiny of its bearer. The shield 
is a perfectly balanced image of fear and hope, serving both as a 
"beacon" to rally the Achaeans and as a spectacle to dazzle the enemy 
("Trembling took hold of all the Myrmidons. None had the courage 
to look straight at it . " )  Indeed, it's not clear that anyone in the poem 
actually examines the shield. Achil les is just happy to have such formi
dable equipment, and the blind Homer of course can't  claim to have 
seen it. He is just repeating what he has heard from the muses . The 
image on Achilles' shield is really for us, the readers and listeners who 

46. "Medusa's Head," in Sexuality and the Psychology of Love, p.  2 1 2. 
quoted in Hertz, p. 30. Hertz notes the re-enactment of female exhibitionism 
as a revolutionary weapon in the Paris uprisings in  june 1 848 . 
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. I l l ' g iv l' n  t i ml',  by v i rtue of ckphras is ,  to look at i ts production and 

. 1 p pL'a ra nct: i n  dctail.47 
As a generic prototype, Achil les' shield has a capacity to focus 

l 'k ph rastic fear and hope in the reader as well .  For the tradition of 
h tnary pictorial ism, Homer's set-piece certifies the ancient pedigree 
ol ekphrasis and provides a model for poetic language in the service 
1 ,f pictorial representation. For antipictorialists, the passage is a prob
lem to be explained away. Lessing, for instance, treats the shield not 
as a prototype of ekphrasis, but as an alternative to it. The distinctive 
f eature of Homer's description is that i t  is not really a descriptive 
"arresting of movement" at all, but a continuation of the narrative : 

Homer does not paint the shield finished, but in the process of creation. 
Here again he has made use of the happy device of substituting progres
sion for co-existence, and thus converted the tiresome description of 
an object into a graphic picture of an action. We see not the shield, but 
the divine master-workman employed upon it. (p. 1 1 4)  

An apostle of ekphrastic hope l ike Jean Hagstrum must, of course, 
d ispute Lessing's argument: 

This is not, as Lessing believed, the presentation of an action or a 
process. The reader's attention is made to concentrate on the object, 
which is described panel by panel, scene by scene, episode by episode. 
It is remarkable how the eye is held fast to the shield. (p. 1 9 ) 

Let's look for ourselves at a representative sample of this passage : 

He made the earth upon it, and the sky, and the sea's water, 
and the tireless sun, and the moon waxing into her ful lness, 
and upon it  all the constellations that festoon the heavens, 
the Pleiades and the Hyades and the strength of Orion 
and the Bear, whom men give also the name of the Wagon, 
who turns about in a fixed place and looks at Orion 
and she alone is never plunged in the wash of the Ocean. 

This passage can, in fact, be mobil ized to support either Lessing or 
Hagstrum, or perhaps neither. If we insist on thinking of this passage 
as an occasion for visualization, it seems clear that the reader is sta
tioned in a position to move freely from visualizations of Hephaestos 
at work to the images on which he works, and equally free to see the 
images in motion or at rest. The passage equivocates between the 
categories of time and space, like the image of "the Bear . . .  who 

47. My thanks to Joshua Scodel for pointing this out. 
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turns about in  a fixed place ."  The quest ion iM one of foregro u n d  a n d  
background, or scene and frame, or the emphasis imposed by t lw  
reader's desire : certainly the  god's activity frames each scene, b r;H.:k 
eting its descriptive noun phrases with the predicates of making . .J us t  
as certainly, the made object seems always already to be completed,  
even as it comes into being. The same ambiguity arises when we fi x  
our  eye on  the images themselves. Cedric Whitman notes that "one 
is not sure whether the pictures on the shield are static or alive. 
Homer, in fact, is not quite sure j ust what kind of pictures are madl· 
by Hephaestos, whose golden automata have mind and move by 
themselves. "48 The supposedly "static" images that Lessing wants to 
temporalize with the verbs of making, and which Hagstrum wants to 
"hold fast" in the mind's eye, are already in motion, already narrati
vized, as Hagstrum's own phrase, "episode by episode," should sug
gest. A similar undecidability characterizes the description of the ma
terials of the shield, and the objects those materials signify :  

. . .  The oxen turned in  the furrows, 
straining to come to the end of the new-ploughed land; 
a l l  lay black behind them, and looked like ploughed soi l ,  
yet  i t  was gold;  indeed, a very wonder was wrought. 

Homer's whole point seems to be to undermine the oppositions 
of movement and stasis, narrative action and descriptive scene, and 
the false identifications of medium with message, which underwrite 
the fantasies of ekphrastic hope and fear. The shield is an imagetext 
that displays rather than concealing its own suturing of space and 
time, description and narration, materiality and i l lusionistic represen
tation.49 The point of the shield from the reader's perspective is thus 
quite distinct from its function for those who behold it within the 
fiction .  We are stationed at the origin of the work of art, at the side of 
the working Hephaestos, in a position of perceptual and interpretive 
freedom. This is a utopian site that is both a space within the narra
tive, and an ornamented frame around it, a threshold across which 
the reader may enter and withdraw from the text at will .  

The double face of Achilles' shield becomes even more evident 
when we ask what its imagery represents as a whole, how it functions 
in the Iliad, and what its status is as the "parent" or prototype of a 
genre called ekphrasis . Lessing, of course, wants to deny the existence 

48. Cedric Whitman, Homer and the Heroic Tradition (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1 958 ) ,  p .  205 . 

49. See chapter 3 ,  footnote 1 4, for a discussion of image-text suturing. 
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. .  1 l ' k p h ras i s  a s  a pro pn �l' t l iT ,  a sepa rab le , identifiable poetic kind. 
t\ , hi l ies' sh ie ld  cannot he sepa rated from its place in the epic; to 
n n u l ate this sort of set-piece as an independent l iterary kind is to 
p roduce exactly the sort of visual fixation he fears. Even within an epic 
' nn text, ekphrasis threatens to separate itself, as it does, according to 
l .cssing, in Virgi l 's  description of the shield of Aeneas. The Aeneid 
wrongly separates the making of the shield from Aeneas's viewing of 
1 1 ,  thus producing an image framed by predicates of vision ("ad
m i res" ; "are seen" )  and plain indicatives ("here is" ; "there is" ; "near 
hy stands") .50 Lessing's rhetoric of blame for this practice is worth 
quoting: 

The shield of Aeneas is therefore, in fact, an interpolation, intended 
solely to flatter the pride of the Romans; a foreign brook with which 
the poet seeks to give fresh movement to his stream. The shield of 
Achilles, on the contrary, is the outgrowth of its own fruitful soil. 

The l ink between ekphrasis and otherness could not be clearer. 
Ekphrasis is, properly, an ornament to epic, j ust as Hephaestos's de
signs are an ornament to Achil les'  shield. But ekphrastic ornament is 
a kind of foreign body within epic that threatens to reverse the natural 
l iterary priorities of time over space, narrative over description, and 
turn the sublimities of epic over to the flattering blandishments of 
epideictic rhetoric. 

If Lessing could have seen the subsequent development of Hom
eric criticism, he would have found his worst fears j ustified. Not only 
did ekphrasis establish itself firmly as a distinct poetic genre, but the 
great prototype of Achilles' shield seems, in the work of modern classi
cal scholarship imbued with assumptions of formalism, to have estab
lished a kind of dominance over the epic of which it is supposed to 
be a mere ornament. This is not just a question of the popularity of 
the passage as an object of teaching, research, and analysis. It also 
has to do with a sense of the function of the shield as an emblem of 
the entire structure of the Iliad; the shield is now understood as an 
image of the entire Homeric world-order, the technique of "ring com
position" and geometrical patterning that controls the large order of 
the narrative, and the microscopic ordering of verse and syntax.5 1 
Indeed, the shield (and ekphrastic hope along with it) may have even 

50. The indicatives cited here are the ones singled out by Lessing as "cold 
and tedious" (Laocoon, p.  1 1 6 ) .  

5 1 .  See Whitman, Homer and the Heroic Tradition, and  Atchity, Homer's 
Iliad: The Shield of Memory. 
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more grand iose asp i rations than this  sort of sym·nloc.:hic.:al rep rt'Sl' l l l . l 

tion of the whole in the part, for the sh ield represents muc.:h mon· o l  
Homer's world than the Iliad does.-u The entire universe is  depic.: t t·d 
on the shield : nature and man; earth, sky, and ocean ; cities at pt'<Kt' 
and at war; plowing, harvest, and vintage ; herding and hunting; m a r  
riage, death, and  even a scene of l itigation, a prosaic alternative t o  
the settlement of  disputes by  war  or blood revenge. Achilles' shield 
shows us the whole world that is "other" to the epic action of till' 
Iliad, the world of everyday l ife outside history that Achilles will nevl' l' 
know. The relation of epic to ekphrasis is thus turned inside out: t i ll' 
entire action of the Iliad becomes a fragment in the totalizing vision 
provided by Achil les' shield. 

Like Stevens's  jar, Achi l les' shield i l lustrates the imperial ambi 
tions of ekphrasis to take "dominion everywhere ."  These ambitiom 
make it difficult to draw a circle around ekphrasis, to draw any finitt' 
conclusions about its nature, scope, or place in the l i terary universe . 
Ekphrasis resists "placement" as an ornamental feature of larger tex 
tual structures, or as a minor genre. It aims to be a l l  of l i terature in 
miniature, as Murray Krieger's reflections on the ekphrastic principle 
demonstrate. My own claim about ekphrasis would be both more and 
less sweeping. I don't think ekphrasis is the key to the difference 
between ordinary and l iterary language, but merely one of many fig
ures for distinguishing the l iterary institution (in this case, by associat
ing verbal with visual art) . I do th ink ekphrasis is one of the keys to 
difference within language (both ordinary and l i terary) and that it 
focuses the interarticulation of perceptual ,  semiotic, and social contra
dictions· within verbal representation. My emphasis on canonical ex
amples of ekphrasis in ancient, modern and romantic poetry has not 
been aimed at reinforcing the status of this canon or of ekphrasis, but 
at showing how the "workings" of ekphrasis, even in its classic forms, 
tends to unravel the conventional suturing of the imagetext and to 
expose the social structure of representation as an activity and a rela
tionship of power/knowledge/desire-representation as something 
done to something, with something, by someone, for someone. 
Stevens 's jar, in my view, doesn't fu lfi l l  the poetic genre of ekphrasis 
so much as it implodes it, parodying the whole gesture of the utopian 
imagetext. 

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

52 .  Cp. Marc Eli  Blanchard, "World of the Seven Cubit Spea r, " p. 224 : 
"The plot of the Iliad, underscored by the manufacture of the shield, has now 
become a decorative episode on the surface of the meta l ."  
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· . l l l l l l " l l l g o l  do m i n a n t gl'ndt · l  � t rrl'ot y pcs i n to the semiotic structu re 
" ' t h e i m a gctext, the i m a ge iden t i l i ed as feminine, the speaking/seeing 
·. 1 1 h jcct o f  the text idcnt i l1ed as masculine. All th is would look quite 
. I  i l  fe rent, of course, if my emphasis had been on ekphrastic poetry by 
\\'omen. But the di fference, I would want to insist, would not be 
\ I mply readable as a function of the author's gender. The voice and 
"gaze" of the male, as Williams's "Portrait of a Lady" should make 
' lear, is riddled with its own counter-voices and resistances, and no 
' 1 1 1e  is going to blame the Grecian urn for the banalities Keats forces 
her to utter. 

The more important point is to see that gender is not the unique 
key to the workings of ekphrasis, but only one among many figures 
' 1 f  difference that energize the dialectic of the imagetext. The alien 
v i sual object of verbal representation can reveal its di fference from 
1 he speaker (and the reader) in all sorts of ways : the historical distance 
between archaic and modern (Keats's Urn ) ;  the al ienation between the 
human and its own commodities (Stevens's Jar) ; the conflict between a 
moribund social order and the monstrous revolutionary "others" that 
t h reaten it (Shelley's Medusa ) ;  the gap between a historical epic ob
sessed with war and a vision of the everyday, nonhistorical order of 
human l ife that provides a framework for a critique of that historical 
struggle (Homer's Shield ) .  It is also clear that the otherness of the 
ekphrastic image is not just defined by the subject matter of the visual 
representation, but also by the kind of visual representation it is (metal 
engravings and inlays on a shield;  paintings on an urn ; a rococo 
pastoral by Fragonard ; an anonymous Renaissance oil painti ng; a 
plain, unadorned jar) . I have not mentioned the verbal representation 
of other kinds of visual representation such as photography, maps, 
diagrams, movies, theatrical spectacles, nor reflected on the possible 
connotations of different pictorial styles such as realism, allegory, 
history painting, sti l l- l ife, portraiture, and landscape, each of which 
carries its own peculiar sort of textuality into the heart of the visual 
image. This treatment of ekphrasis, then, like the typical ekphrastic 
poem, will have to be understood as a fragment or miniature. 
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NARRAT IVL M[MORl AND S LAV[RY 
( l or  Hortense Spil lers) 

"I w a s  cautioned not so long ago that 'we already know about slavery,' 

wh ich amounts to saying that we can only look forward to repeating 

what everybody 'knows. '  " 

-Hortense Spil lers 

" I have a survivalist intention to forget certain  things." 

-Toni Morrison 

"I do not remember to have ever met a slave who could tell of his 

birthday." 

-Frederick Douglass 

"Description is ancilla narrationis, the ever-necessary, never-emancipated 

slave of narrative."  

-Gerard Genette 

T he natural place to start an investigation of narrative, memory, 
and slavery, I suppose, would be with that genre of literature 
known as "the slave narrative." Hundreds of American slave 
narratives survive from the nineteenth century. 1 Some of them, 

most notably Frederick Douglass's Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
Douglass, are acknowledged literary masterpieces. Taken together 
with the enormous outpouring of historical documents on the eco-

1 .  John Blassingame notes that a "staggering" number of first-person ac
counts of American slavery survive, not only in the form of full-length autobi
ographies, but in interviews and transcripts published in the abolitionist press. 
See his Slave Testimony (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1 977) ,  
and Slave Community (2d ed., New York : Oxford University Press, 1 979), 
p. 378.  
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nomics and sociology of slavery, the an.:hivc o f  Amn•l·an shvl' nana 
tives provides unprecedented access into one of thl· grea t  atrocit ies  o f  
modern history, an access to  horror paralleled, perhaps, only by t iH· 
body of holocaust survivor narratives. Slavery occupies a position i n  
the American national memory similar to  that of the Holocaust i n  
German memory : it is that which we think we know about, what Wl' 

can never forget, and which seems continually to elude our under
standing. 

I want to attempt a di fferent starting place, one that comes at 
the problem from the standpoint of some formal problems in the 
construction of narratives, memories, and their interrelations and that  
circles back only very indirectly to the "main story" of slavery i tself. 
I take this indirect route partly as a matter of professional compe
tence : that is, I feel much better prepared to say something of sub
stance about the construction of narrative and memory than I do 
about "slavery itself." But I also want to contribute, in a very minor 
way, to Hortense Spil lers's gestures of resistance to the historical 
"knowledge industry" that has turned slavery into an object of "mas
sive demographic and economic display," a phenomenon so well 
known that nothing more is to be known about it.2 My subject, then, 
is not "slavery itself," but the representation of slavery in narrative 
and memory. More specifically, I want to examine the ways in which 
the descriptive aspects of narrative and the visual-spatial features of 
memory figure in accounts of servitude. The problem of this essay may 
be focused by contrasting it with the previous chapter's reflections on 
ekphrasis. The typical ekphrastic text might be said to speak to or for 
a semiotic "other"-an image, visual object, or spectacle-usually in 
the presence of that object. The point of view of the text is the position 
of a seeing and speaking subject in relation to a seen and usually mute 
object. But suppose the "visual other" was not merely represented by 
or "made to speak" by the speaking subject ? Suppose that the "other" 
spoke for herself, told her own story, attempting an "ekphrasis of the 
sel f" ? Suppose further that this "self" is  a former self, not present to 
the speaker, but mediated and distanced by memory and autobio-

2. See Spillers's important essay, "Changing the Letter: The Yokes, the 
Jokes of Discourse, or, Mrs. Stowe, Mr. Reed," in Slavery and the Literary 
Imagination, edited by Deborah E. McDowell and Arnold Rampersad (Balti
more: Johns Hopkins Press, 1 989 ) ,  pp. 25-6 1 .  Spillers has been principally 
responsible for the critical redescription of slavery as a heterogeneous "spatio
temporal object" and a "primarily discursive" phenomenon that must be 
"reinvented" by "every generation of . . .  readers" (pp. 28-29) .  
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! '. r : t ph i ca l  t ra ns fo n n a t  10 1 1  � What  wou ld  it mean for the ekphrastic 
" o h j cct" to speak of and tor i tse l f in a former time, from the stand
poi n t  of a present in which it is no longer an object, but has become 
. 1  su b ject ? The answer, I will argue, is to be found in the nexus of 
na r rative, memory, and slavery. 

It is a commonplace in the criticism of slave narratives that de
scription is the dominant rhetorical feature. Early reviewers of slave 
narratives regul arly compare them to "windows" and "mirrors" 
which provide "transparent access" to slavery and are to be praised 
in proportion to the sense of "ocular conviction" they provide.3  Al
though the title of George Bourne's Picture of Slavery is somewhat 
unusual, i t  typifies the dominance of visual, graphic metalanguages to 
describe s lave narrative as assemblages of "scenes" and "sketches" 
linked in an episodic structure that confines temporality to particular 
" incidents ."4 This feature seems answerable both to the desire for 

3. The visual emphasis is marked both at the level of inscription ("visible 
language" in the sense of chapter 4) and the level of description. The "act of 
writing," as Charles Davis and Henry Louis Gates note, was "considered the 
visible sign of reason," and one of the first questions to be asked about a 
slave narrative was whether it was written (as Frederick Douglass advertised 
his) by the narrator or transcribed by someone else. The ability to decipher 
"visib le language," to read, is of course taken as an even more fundamental 
sign of freedom and rationality and is often presented in vivid scenes that 
Davis and Gates identify as "the figure of the talking book," the spectacle of 
the white master reading aloud. See The Slave 's Narrative, edited by Charles 
T. Davis and Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1 985 ) ,  
pp .  xxiii, xxvii. Davis and Gates document as well the need for skeptical 
Northern readers to be "ocularly convinced" by eyewitness accounts (p. 9) ,  
and the heavy emphasis on visual/visionary rhetoric: "The narrated, descrip· 
tive 'eye' was put into service as a l iterary form to posit both the individual 
'I' of the black author, as well as the col lective 'I' of the race . . . .  The very 
face of the race . . .  was contingent upon the recording of the black voice" 
(p. xxvi ) .  

4 .  Early reviews of slave narratives testify t o  this rhetoric of transparency: 
"Through the well written life of such an individual, we can look in upon 
the character, condition, and habits of his class with as much clearness and 
confidence as through a window . . . .  we think the reader will not retain, 
through many pages, a doubt of the perfect accuracy of its picture of slavery .  
If it is a mirror, it is of  the very best plate glass, in which objects appear so 
clear and 'natura l '  that the beholder is perpetually mistaking it for an open 
window without any glass at a l l ."  Anonymous review of Charles Bal l 's The 
Life and Adventures of a Fugitive Slave, from the Quarterly Anti-Slavery 
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"eye witness authcntidty," the "unvarn ishl·d t nu h , "  a n d  t o  w h .u 
James Olney has characterized as a severe l i m i t a t i o n  on slavr  n . 1 1 1 . 1 

tive-the poverty of the whole genre with respect to w m p k x  plut 
devices or what Paul Ricoeur calls "configurational t ime ,"  the  L1 1w , 

compl icated reflections on temporality and memory he finds i n  (;l l l u l l  
ical Western narratives, particularly autobiography:' 

The opening of Frederick Douglass's Narrative i l l ustrates t l u 
dominance of visual and spatial codes and their relation to a scnst· • • I 
lack. Douglass begins by insisting that while he has exact knowlnl�tr 
of the place of his birth, he was systematically deprived of the kno w I 
edge of time ("I  have no accurate knowledge of my age" ) .  Tempor . 1 l  
consciousness is a privilege of white children, of the master. Spa l l . t l  
consciousness, focused on place, on scene, on the sketching of " inn 
dents" linked in an episodic structure is what i s  left to the slave t o  
work with. The descriptive textual strategies associated with vis ion 
and space play a double role then, as symptoms of both lack and 
plenitude, erasure of time, memory, and history, and direct access 1 1 1  
its sensory actuality. 

The role of memory in s lave narrative admits, similarly, of abso· 
lutely contradictory descriptions. On the one hand, it is a transparent 
window into past experience. James Olney suggests that there i !-.  
"nothing doubtful or mysterious about memory" in s lave narrative : 
"On the contrary, it is assumed to be a clear, unfailing record o f  
events sharp and distinct that need only be transformed into descrip
tive language ." Olney argues that memory is simply an instrumental 
feature of slave narrative, not a topic of reflection : "of course ex
slaves do exercise memory in their narratives, but they never talk 
about it as Augustine does, as Henry James does . . . .  "6 On the other 
hand, the transparent window seems to reveal strange gaps and blind 

Magazine 1 : 4 ( 1 836) ,  reprinted in Davis and Gates, The Slave's Narrative, 
p. 6. See also William Andrews, To Tell a Free Story (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1 986) ,  p. 15 ,  on the "spectacle" of the slave auction as a regular 
motif in slave narrative. Hortense Spillers also discusses the role of "iconism" 
and the "image crisis" in "Changing the Letter," p.  50. 

5 .  James Olney, '"I Was Born ' :  Slave Narratives, Their Status as Autobi
ography and as Literature," in Davis and Gates, The Slave's Narrative, 
pp. 148-75.  Olney remarks on "the nearly total lack of any 'configurational 
dimension' " in slave narrative and the lack of self-consciousness about mem
ory, which is "a dear-glass, neutral" faculty that gives "a true picture of 
slavery as i t  really is" {p. 150) .  

6 .  Davis and Gates, The Slave's Narrative, p .  1 5 1 .  
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· I ' " " ' · · ' l ' h l' rl' ; l l'l' i n d 1 l· a t 1 o m  o l  a h la n k nl·ss i n  memory so radica l  that  
1 1 ' . 1 n ' t  hl' dl'snibed a s  l o rgl· t t i ng, amnesia, or  repression, but as the 
r l • ·. � � l u t l' fJ rcuention o f experience, the excision not just of "memories" 
r ·  . .  1 l·on tent, but the destruction of memory itself, either as an artificial 

' ' ,  h n ique  or  a natural faculty .8 When Frederick Douglass opens his 
. 1 1 1 1 ob iography by saying "I  do not remember to have ever met a slave 
1\ h o  could tell of his birthday," we cannot read his words l iterally 
w 1 1 hout  noticing what Olney claims is unheard of in slave narrative, a 
, c 1 1 n plex reflection on memory and the very possibility of remembered 
· · x penence. 

Douglass seems at first to cast the radical blankness of slave con
' •l  iousness in the moderated form of " forgetting," as if  he might have 
l ll l't a slave who remembered his birthday, but has simply forgotten 
. 1 hout it. The fact is that if Douglass had ever met a slave with such 
1 1 1emories, he would certainly have remembered it. What he is really 
o,aying (we suppose) is  that slavery is a prevention of memory : no 
-, lave was al lowed to "remember" his birthday, either in the sense of 
k nowing when it was or commemorating its annual return . But there 
1s an even more l iteral sense in which , of course, no one, free or slave, 
can remember their birthday. Some experiences-birth, the origins of 
l'xistence-certainly "happened" but are simply prior to the forma
t ion of memory. This l iteral reading erases the slave's difference from 
other human beings ; none of us can "tell of" our birthdays in the 
sense of narrating a remembered experience. How could we remember 
a time before memory ? What sense could " forgetting" have for a 
creature that lacks the faculty of memory ? 

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

8. Cp. Houston Baker on the "extraordinary blankness" (Henry James's 
phrase) that l inks white and black American autobiography in the nineteenth 
century ("Autobiographical Acts and the Voice of the Southern Slave," in 
Davis and Gates, The Slave's Narrative, p. 243) .  
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Yet Douglass's words pretend as i f  we n111 ld l'l' l l l l' l l l hn t h e i m n ll' 
morial. They conjure with the possibil ity of a l lll' l l lory of  t ill' b la n k  
ness prior to the formation of memory. He  doesn't s a y  that no s lavl' 
could tell of his b irthday; only that he can't remember having llll' l  
one. It could be that he has simply forgotten.  Douglass plays here 
with two meanings of memory, the recollection of past experience by 
an individual, and the "passing on" ("telling") of memory from one 
person to another, as when we ask to be remembered to someone. 
There is a simple reason Douglass and other slaves had no (collective) 
memory of their birthdays. They were separated from the one person 
who might pass on this memory, who might connect the personal and 
social , the directly experiential and the mediated forms of memory, 
namely, the mother who would likely be the only one with exact 
knowledge of the birthday based on personal experience. By el iding 
in a single sentence the personal and intersubjective senses of memory, 
Douglass opens up the possibil ity of remembering a time before mem
ory, in both senses. This impossible feat is exactly what it means, of 
course, to remember slavery-that is, to remember the time, not just 
of "forgetfulness" or amnesia, but to remember the time when there 
was nothing to remember with . 

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

9.  Davis and Gates make exactly this point in their introduction to The 
Slave 's Narrative, p. xi .  Hortense Spil lers testifies with considerable elo
quence, however, to her ambivalence to "the spread-eagle tyranny of discur
sivity across the terrain of what we used to call, with impunity, 'experience' " 
("Changing the Letter," p. 33 ) .  This ambivalence is, in my view, traceable to 
what Spil lers shows to be the heterogeneity of discourse itsel f, its intersections 
with representation and iconicity. 
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t ma l  l a bor,  a bod y o f  t l' x t u a l  formations that has to be worked 
t h ro ugh i nt e r m i n a b l y .  

The blankness of personal memory that Douglass evokes is 
matched by the collective, national amnesia about his subject after 
t he Civil War. Slave narrative virtually disappeared from American 
cultural memory for over a century, surfacing only as grist for the 
mill of "history," or as an object-lesson in the poverty of subliterary 
genres (with Douglass always granted a grudging exceptional sta
tus ) . 1 0  In the last generation it has reappeared as the object of serious 
reading, and the present effort is an attempt to contribute to that 
reappearance, not so much by rereading the slave narratives them
selves, but by using it to redescribe our picture of narrative and mem
ory and the access or knowledge they mediate. 

The second suspicion has to do with the relation of slave narrative 
to something called "Western autobiography," the canonical tradition 
that runs from Augustine to Rousseau to Henry Adams. Perhaps there 
are, after al l ,  self-conscious reflections on memory in slave narrative 
if we only knew where to look. Or, more precisely, perhaps slave 
narrative teaches something fundamental about the nature of mem
ory, something that might actually reflect on the strange turns of 
memory in the "master" narratives of Western autobiography, espe
cially those forms of bourgeois and spiritual autobiography that were 
so important to the formation of slave narrative. "The truth of the 
master is in the slave ."  1 1  

These suspicions about the transparency of description and mem
ory are not doubts about the veracity of narrators, but about the 
perspicuity of readers and their i l lusion of access . The dilemma of our 
access to slave narrative is not new; it isn't a consequence of our 
historical distance from slavery, but is fundamental to the genre from 
its beginnings. Slave narrative is not just difficult to read, but in a 
literal sense, impossible to write. Impossible because the slave narra
tive is never literal ly that of a slave, but only of an ex-slave, already 

10 .  See Will iam Andrews, To Tell a Free Story, chapter 6, on the canoniza
tion of Douglass's Narrative at the expense of his second autobiography, My 
Bondage and My Freedom.  Andrews's own master-narrative of the increasing 
l iterary sophistication of slave narrative as a movement toward "free storytell
ing" (p. xi) tends to reinforce the notion that the earlier narratives ( including 
Douglass's) are less "readerly ."  

1 1 .  Jacques Derrida, " From Restricted to  General Economy: A Hegel ian
ism without Reserve," Writing and Difference, translated by Alan Bass (Chi
cago : University of Chicago Press, 1 978 ) ,  p .  255 .  
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removed from the experience by t ime, for�ct fu l lws� • .  1 n d  o f t e n  b y  
editings, rewritings, interpolations by  sent imenta l  abo l i t ion i s t  t ra n  
scribers. The slave narrative i s  always written by  a former s l ave ; there 
are no slave narratives, only narratives about slavery written fro m the 
standpoint of freedom. It is not even quite accurate to say that thl· 
slave narratives are "about" slavery ; they are really about the move· 
ment from slavery to freedom. A narrative which was simply about 
slavery ( l ike a narrative which was simply about freedom) is conceiv· 
able, but unlikely, and neither could find an author to "own" it as 
autobiography, as a record of an actual l ife. Actual narratives, like 
actual lives, always play off slavery against freedom, which is perhaps 
why pure slave narrative is both impossible and fundamental to the 
understanding of narrative as such. 

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

The specific formal boundary we are concerned with here is ca
nonical to narrative in general and crucial to slave narrative in par-

12. "The most obvious distinguishing mark is that it is an extremely mixed 
production . . . .  " (Olney, "I Was Born," p.  1 5 1 ) .  See also Robert Burns 
Stepto on slave narrative as "an eclectic narrative form," in "I Rose and 
Found My Voice: Narration, Authentication and Authorial Control in Four 
Slave Narratives," in Davis and Gates, The Slave's Narrative, pp. 225-4 1 .  
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1 1 n t l a r :  ( ;cra rd ( r l ' t H' I I l' l . t l l s  i t  the " front ier" between narration 
" p roper," the u n fo ld ing  of  actions in time, and its improper twin, the 
n mde of description, the rendering of a spatial ized scene or state of 
. t t fa irs, often marked by a densely visual or multisensory rhetoric .U  
I h is i s  o f  course not the only frontier in narrative, nor necessarily the 
most important. The distinctions between diegesis and mimesis (tell
tng the story and "miming" or performing it, as in dialogue) or dis
murse and narration are at least as important and more ancient than 
the description/narration distinction. It is, as Genette notes, a rela
t ively recent and fragile distinction; from a strict structuralist stand
point, focusing on the semiotic fabric of the text, it is really a phantom 
distinction, with no really clear boundary between narrative and de
scription. 14 Nevertheless, it seems to be part of the pragmatic meta
language of stories (and especially of slave narrative) ,  one of the ways 
the seamless web of textuality is crossed by the difference between 
temporal and spatial modes, visual and aural codes. 

It will be obvious by now that the narration/description distinc
tion has a strong connection with the medium of memory. It may 
seem odd to speak of memory as a medium, but the term seems 
appropriate in a number of senses . S ince antiquity, memory has been 
figured not just as a disembodied, invisible power, but as a specific 

1 3 .  Gerard Genette, "The Frontiers of Narrative," in Figures of Literary 
Discourse, translated by Alan Sheridan (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1 984) .  See also Yale French Studies special issue, "Toward a Theory 
of Description," 6 1 : 1 3 (Summer 1 980) ,  particularly the essays by Philippe 
Hamon and Michel Beaujour, which develop in great detail the metalanguage 
of description, the "figures of l iterary discourse" that describe the function 
of the descriptive. 

14. The precise moment of the historical emergence of the narration
description distinction as an internal frontier of narrative form would be 
devilishly difficult to locate. Genette's sense that it is modern, or relatively 
recent, seems generally sound, and I'm tempted to identify it with the rise of 
the novel and the emergence of secular subjectivity as a central feature of 
narrative. Certainly the "visual/aural" di fference that might be linked with 
the descriptive interpolation can take other forms. Thucydides division of 
his Peloponnesian War into eyewitness descriptions of actions and orally 
remembered set-speeches (what he calls "erga" and "logoi" ;  cp. chapter 3 )  
produces this cut in a radically different way, one that i s  congruent with the 
diegesis/mimesis distinction. But one would also want to take into account 
certain powerful precedents such as the tradition of ekphrasis, set-piece de
scriptions of special objects, works of art, and visual scenes in epic. See chap
ter 4 on ekphrasis. 
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technology, a mechanism, a material anJ Sl' l l l lo t l l. p rol"css s u b j t·l"t t o  
artifice and alterationY More specifically, memory t a k t·s t h e  fo rm i n  
classical rhetoric of a dialectic between the same modalities (space 
and time) ,  the same sensory channels (the visual and aural ) ,  and the 
same codes (image and word) that underlie the narrative/descriptive 
boundary . 1 6  That is, the classical memory technique is a way of recon
structing temporal orders by mapping them onto spatial configura
tions (most notably architectural structures, with various "loci" and 
"topoi" or "memory places" inhabited by striking images and some
times even words) ;  it is also a way of mapping an oral performance, 
an oration from memory, onto a visual structure. Memory, in short, 
is an imagetext, a double-coded system of mental storage and retrieval 
that may be used to remember any sequence of items, from stories to 
set speeches to l ists of quadrupeds. 

Now it might be objected here that it is inappropriate to connect 
the ancient memory systems of classical rhetoric with the problema tics 

15 .  The classic study here is, of course, Frances Yates, The Art of Memory 
(Chicago :  University of Chicago Press, 1 966) .  See also Mary Carruthers's 
excellent study, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Cul
ture (Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 1 990) . Carruthers notes the 
persistence of the key figures of memory ( the wax tablet or writing surface, 
the storage box, and the visual/pictorial impression) well beyond antiquity. 
She also argues convincingly against the "current opinion that there are radi
cal di fferences between 'oral culture' (based upon memory) and ' l i terate cul
ture' ( based upon writing) " (p. 1 6 ) .  Carruthers also corrects the impression 
left by frances Yates that "artificial memory" was an "occult" rather than 
"commonplace" tradition after antiquity (p. 25 8 ) .  For a broad survey of 
mnemic phenomena, see Edward Casey, Remembering: A Phenomenological 
Study (Bloomington : Indiana University Press, 1 987) ,  and for an important 
study of treatments of memory in ancient and modern philosophy ( roughly, 
Plato through Derrida ) ,  see David Farrell Krel l ,  Of Memory, Reminiscence, 
and Writing (Bloomington : Indiana University Press, 1 990) .  

16 .  See Frances Yates, The Art of Memory, for a magisterial account of 
the ancient memory systems as "imagetexts ."  The key move in Yates 's ac
count is her noticing that the legendary inventor of  the art of memory, 
Simonides of Ceos, is  also credited with originating the ut pictura poesis 
tradition (see p. 28 ) .  David Krell discusses the comparison of the soul to an 
i l lustrated book in Plato's Philebus, noting that the soul contains two "art-
ists ," an "internal scribe" and a "painter . . .  who comes after the writer 
and paints in the soul icons of these discourses . . . .  Thus the graphics of the 
soul . . .  include the incising of both words and pictures . . . .  " (see Memory, 
Reminiscence, and Writing, p. 46) .  
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1 1 1  l l l l' l l lory i n  s l a V l' n ana i i V l' . The problem isn ' t only one of anachro-
1 1 1 � 1 1 1  ( sh ou l dn ' t one h a ve a "h istory of memory" that would recon
·. t ruct the appropriate models for memory in the nineteenth century ) ,  
h u t  a l so of "fit ."  The ancient memory systems are artificial, cultivated 
t l 'chniques designed as aids to public verbal performance ; the modern 
�cnse of memory treats it as something more l ike a natural faculty, 
. tn aspect of private consciousness. The appropriate terms for this 
k i nd of memory would seem to be located in psychology rather than 
rhetoric. Insofar as this essay has an argument to make about mem
' try, it would dispute every one of these objections. The difference 
hetween "artificial" and "natural" memory was regarded as quite 
permeable by the ancient rhetoricians. And the difference between 
public and private recollection (say, between the memorial oration 
and the psychoanalytic session) is exactly what is under most pressure 
i n  autobiographical narratives whose function is to bear witness to a 
collective, historical experience . 1 7  Even more fundamentally, while the 
specific cultural articulations of memory may vary from one place 
.md time to another, the composite imagetext structure of memory 
seems to be a deep feature that endures all the way from Cicero to 
Lacan to the organization of computer memory. 1 8  

1 7 . One of  the main problems with the philosophical l iterature o n  mem
ory traced by David Krell's important study is that it treats memory mainly 
; ts a subjective, private, individual phenomenon-a relation between a "soul" 
and its past-rather than a public, intersubjective practice, a collective recol
lection of a social past. That may be why Krel l 's study eschews the problem 
of memory and learning, the "passing on" of memory in oral tradition and 
historical record, and why his approach tends to replay the aporias between 
accounts of memory as an immaterial, spiritual activity (on the one hand) 
and an embodied media technology of types, icons, and graphic traces (on 
the other) . The reason, in my view, why accounts of memory inevitably appeal 
to models of writing, painting, photography, sculpture, printing, etc. is that 
memory is an intersubjective phenomenon, a practice not only of recollection 
of a past by a subject, but of recollection for another subject. Perhaps slave 
narrative, and tales of victimage and abjection more generally, simply make 
this question-"remembered for whom ? "-unavoidable. For an account of 
memory that stresses its socia l  function, see Jacques LeGoff, History and 
Memory, translated by Steven Rendall and Elizabeth Claman (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1 992) .  

I 8 .  David Krel l 's  survey of ph ilosophical accounts of memory from the 
ancients through empiricism, German idealism, and contemporary studies of 
artificial intell igence argues for "the staying-power of the ancient model for 
memory. In contemporary empirical and cognitive psychologies, neurophysi-
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"Stories," i n  t h e  sense o f  a t ernpor ;d �l'l j l l l ' l lll' o l  l' V l' n t s ,  a rl' not  
the only elements of memory that can be w i t hd rawn fro m  t h e  s t orl' 
house of memory. Descriptions come out  too, and they h ave an  odd 
status in relation to the visual and spatial order from which they 
emerge. Description might be thought of as the moment in narration 
when the technology of memory threatens to collapse into the materi
al ity of its means. Description typically "stops" or arrests the tempo
ral movement through the narrative; it "spreads out the narrative in 
space," according to Genette . 1 9  But the point of the spatial memory 
system is orderly, reliable movement through time. Description threat
ens the function of the system by stopping to look too closely and 
too long at its parts-those "places" with their "images" in the store
house of memory. Memory, l ike description, is a technique which 
should be subordinate to free temporality : if memory becomes domi
nant, we find ourselves locked in the past; if description takes over, 
narrative temporality, progress toward an end, is endangered, and we 
become paralyzed in the endless proliferation of descriptive detai l .  

That is why both description and memory are generally character
ized as instrumental or "servant" functions in the realms of textuality 
and mental l ife .  Memory is a technology for gaining freedom of move
ment in and mastery over the subjective temporality of consciousness 
and the objective temporality of discursive performance. To lack 
memory is to be a slave of time, confined to space ;  to have memory 
is to use space as an instrument in the control of time and language. 
Description is, in Gerard Genette 's words, "the ever-necessary, ever 
submissive, never emancipated slave" of narrative temporality.20 
Genette is not talking about "slave narrative" here, of course, but 
about narrative in general, and the internal hierarchies of typical nar
rative structures. The questions we need to answer then are decep
tively straightforward : how do these formal or structural hierarchies 
in narrative and memory engage with various forms of social hierar
chy and domination ? How do the descriptive components of narrative 
and the visual /spatial technology of memory "serve" the articulation 
of the "servant voice" ? What happens when the "servitude of descrip-

ology, and biochemistry, as well as data-processing and information technol
ogy, the selfsame model perdures-even i f  the wax has given way to magnetic 
tape or the floppy disc" (Memory, Reminiscence, and Writing, p. 5 ) .  

1 9 .  Gerard Genette, "The Frontiers o f  Narrative," chapter 7 of Figures 
of Literary Discourse, translated by Alan Sheridan (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1 982) ,  pp. 1 27-43 . 

20. Ibid. ,  p. 1 34. 
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l i o n "  i s  l' x p l i l· i t l y  addrt•ssl·d t o  the description of servitude, when the 
l l l t' l l JO ry of s l a very is na rra tcd ?2 1 

A fu l l  account of these questions would engage not just the power 
rt· l a t ions  of master-slave in the structure of representation, but would 
. 1 dd rcss as well the whole issue of economics and exchange-the value 
of  narrative, the conversion of the slave-as-commodity into the slave 
narrative as commodity. In place of such a full account, let me simply 
offer an inventory of the narrative/memory/slavery intersection in 
t erms of what Derrida has called "economimesis . "22 

Narration as enumeration. We need to be mindful of the whole 
panoply of figures that link narration to counting, recounting, "giving 
an account," (in French, a conte) ,  "telling" and "tal lying" a numerical 
total, and the relation between "stories" and "storage ." Description 
in particular is often figured as the textual site of greatest wealth , 
an unbounded cornucopia of rich detai l ,  rendered in the rhetoric of 
"copiousness . "  

Memory as  a counting-house. We need to recall the figures of 
memory as a storehouse in which experience is "deposited" (some
times to accrue "interest") and the memory technology characterized 
as a device for "withdrawing" these deposits on demand.23 Cicero's 

2 1 .  The narrative/descriptive hierarchy is, of course, only one of many 
sites of power difference in the structure of textuality. The distinctions be
tween speech and writing, between tel l ing a story and commenting on it, are 
perhaps even more obvious thresholds of contention. frederick Douglass's 
struggle with the Garrisonian abolitionists was often waged over these textual 
frontiers. Douglass's decisions to write ( rather than merely serve the move
ment as a platform orator) and to be an editor ( rather than merely serve as 
a writer for Garrison's publications) are deliberate crossings of thresholds 
within the l iterary institution. That this sort of threshold had already been 
violated from the first time Douglass opened his mouth is indicated in the 
first reactions to Douglass's oratory : "In those days, whenever Douglass 
strayed from narrating wrongs to denouncing them, Garrison would gently 
correct him by whispering, 'Tell your story, Frederick', and John Collins 
would remark more directly, 'Give us the facts, . . .  we will take care of the 
philosophy . ' " Quoted from Robert Stepto, "Storytelling in Early Afro
American Fiction: Frederick Douglass' 'The Heroic Slave,' " in Black Litera
ture and Literary Theory, edited by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. ( New York: 
Methuen, 1 984) ,  p. 1 75 .  

22 .  Jacques Derrida, "Economimesis," Diacritics 1 1  (Summer 1 98 1 ) :  
3-25 . 

23 . See Carruthers, The Book of Memory, on memory as a "treasure
hoard" and " money-pouch" (p. 39 ) .  
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account of the invention of artificial memory i n  l k < >ratuw'4  1 1· 1 1 ,  

the story of the invention of  memory a s  a story of misguided t h n l l , 
the fai lure to give the poet/rhetorician (and by implication) the god� 
their due. Simonides dedicates half his poem to the twin gods Castor 
and Pollux, half to his noble patron, Scopas, who meanly refuses fu l l  
payment and tells Simonides t o  collect the other half from the gods .  
Simonides is then called from the banquet hal l  by a servant who tel l� 
him that two young men want to see him outside. While he is outsidl', 
the banquet hall collapses, crushing Scopas and al l  his guests, leavin�-: 
their bodies disfigured and unrecognizable to all but Simonides, who 
is able to identify the bodies because he has been using the architec
tural places in the hall as a memory system for his own recitation. 
The memory palace of praise, lyric celebration, and free generosity is 
transformed into a charnel house; the memory of words gives way to 
the re-membering of dismembered bodies. 

The slave as commodity. The central issue is clearly the reduc
tion of human personhood and individuality to the status, not just 
of mere instrumentality and servitude, but to commodity, object of 
economic exchange. In his analysis of the fetish-character of commod
ities, Marx imagines what it would be like if the commodity could 
speak. The deepest answer, I suggest, is contained in the nexus of 
narrative, memory, and slavery. It is not j ust that the slave speaks of 
a time when he was a commodity, but that his speaking itself becomes 
a new form of commodity.2' The slave's memory of su ffering is traded 
in for cash and credit, and the "authenticating documents," the "let
ters of credit" that verify the truth of the narrative, are as important 
as the "story proper." The slave's narrative becomes his principal 
stock in trade, the cultural capital which he invests by putting it into 
circulation. His memories are money, his account earns "interest" in 
a market that is beyond his control .  The collapse of slavery after the 
Civil War was a disaster for the l iterary market in slave narrative. 
"Essential ly," say Davis and Gates, "the slave narrative proper could 

24. Recounted in Yates, The Art of Memory, chapter l .  
25 . James Olney points out that "the narrative l ives o f  the ex-slaves were 

as much possessed and used by the abolitionists as their actual  l ives had been 
by slaveholders" (in Davis and Gates, The Slave 's Narrative, p.  154) . freder
ick Douglass notes that when he was urged to speak at an antislavery conven
tion in 1 84 1 ,  he felt that "it was a severe cross and I took it up reluctantly. 
The truth was, I felt myself a slave, and the idea of speaking to white people 
weighed me down.  I spoke but a few moments, when I felt a degree of 
freedom" (Narrative, p. 1 1 9 ) .  
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1 1 1 1  l o n ge r  e x i s t  a f t er , I , ,  v e r y w a s  abo l i shed.  "26 The va lue  of s lave 
I I . I ITa t i ve seemed to depend on the rea l existence of chattel slavery, 
. 1 \  if a gold reserve of  "real wealth" in human suffering had to back 
1 1 p  the paper currency of the writings on slavery. 

Marcel Mauss's studies of exchange in archaic societies suggest 
1 ! t a t  slavery is inseparable from the general problem of the human 
king as object of exchange, as an item to be "given freely" in rituals 
o l  gift-giving, or bought and sold in the marketplaceP (Sethe, the 
. cn tral character in Toni Morrison's Beloved i s  a "timely present for 
M rs.  Garner" ;28 Frederick Douglass is given by his master to a relative 
1 1 1  Baltimore . )  The slave regularly appears as a commodity along with 
moveable furniture, symbolic and ornamental artifacts, animals, and 
( most notably) women and children.29 

This conjunction suggests that the special problem of slave dis
··ourse might be i l luminated by the contexts of "object discourse" 
or ekphrasis (when mute objects seem to speak) ,  prosopopoeia or 
personification (when the nonhuman acquires a voice ) ,  and-most 
obviously-the narratives of women and children. "Ekphrasis and 
t he Other" explored the problem of object discourse, especial ly the 
object-as-person. In the remainder of this essay I want to work back 
toward the problem of slave narrative with a series of snapshots of 
�pecific conjunctions of description and memory in the imagetexts 
of women, children, and "survivors" -representatives of groups that 
have, in  various ways, suffered forms of subjection and abject power
lessness that compel public acts of autobiography. At the outset, of 
course, we have to register some distinctions. Women's narrative often 
describes memories of subjection and victimization comparable to 
slave narrative, but it rarely does so from the standpoint of an "ex
woman," while the slave narrative, as we've noted, a lways seems to 
be that of an "ex-slave." Narratives of childhood memories are often, 

26. Davis  and Gates, The Slave 's Narrative, p .  xxi i .  

27. Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in 
Archaic Societies, translated by W. D. Halls (Norton, 1 990) .  Further page 
references wil l  be cited in the text. I'm indebted to Jacques Derrida's lectures, 
Le donner Ia temp (now published in English as Given Time [Chicago : 
University of Chicago Press, 1 993] ) ,  and to a number of conversations with 
Professor Derrida for the application of Mauss's work to the question of 
slavery. 

28 .  Toni Morrison, Beloved (New York : Plume Books, 1 987) ,  p. 1 0 ;  
further page references will b e  cited i n  the text. 

29. See Mauss, The Gift, p.  49. 
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l ike slave and women's narratives, fl'l·o l l cl' t l n n '  n l  . t h ! l' l' l l o n  a n d  pow 
crlessness, but they recall a domain of  e x pl· r i c n n· t h a t ,  u n l i ke s la v e r y  
and womanhood, seems as close to  being u n i v e rsa l  as we �:an imagi t w .  
The survivor's narrative comes close to the border of " b l ankness" i n  
memory that Frederick Douglass describes, but that blankness i s  l ig 
ured, not as a durable, extended condition of servitude and commodi
fication, but as the threat of the total extinction of all witness i ng  
memory, on  the one  hand, and the unendurable pain of experient i a l  
memory on the other. 

Wordsworth 's Prelude will serve as my paradigm for the autobio
graphical narrative focused on memories of early childhood. Words
worth's characterization of his childhood as a "fair seed time" of 
blessed freedom and sensual delight may seem an odd example to 
juxtapose with the horrors of slave narrative, but it is precisely the 
remoteness and freedom of The Prelude from these issues that makes 
it an interesting comparison. The Prelude is about narrative and mem
ory as technologies of freedom and power. It is riddled with exactly 
those sorts of complex reflections on memory that are supposed to be 
absent from slave narrative and emerges from a social position of 
"bourgeois consciousness" very similar to the sentimental l iberalism 
that enframes the early white abolitionist reception of slave narrative. 

Like the slave narratives, Wordsworth 's autobiography is punctu
ated by intensely visualized descriptive passages he calls "spots of 
time," a transference of the classical memory architecture onto scenes 
(usually) of natural landscape. The experiences stored in these mem
ory places play a double role as ( 1 )  repositories of poetic "wealth," 
storehouses of impressions that nourish the mature poet's imagina
tion, and (2) reminders of power, reassurances that "the mind is lord 
and master,"  outward sense the "obedient servant" of the mind's 
"wi l l ."  What Wordsworth calls the "eye" of his song roams freely 
over these memory scenes, "recollecting" the "interest" invested in 
them, and employing their visionary power to undo the "despotism 
of the eye ."  

This, at any rate, is the Wordsworthian ideology of a stabilized 
master-slave dialectic between temporal narration and spatial descrip
tion, adult maturity and childish sensuality. In fact, however, the posi
tions of dominance and servitude are not as secure as Wordsworth 
might wish . The "spots of time" do not typically show us the "mas-
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1 n y "  o f  t he mind o r  w i l l ,  hut  t hl· u nr u l i ness o f  imagination and sensa
l i o n .  They don 't show a fn·dy moving temporal subjectivity, but a 
' t 1 1 1 1pu lsive tendency to return to scenes of traumatic experience, often 
' h a racterized by a "visionary dreariness" and impoverishment and 
I I I V l'sted with a nameless, exorbitant guilt .  The mature poet may claim 
1o have "mastered" the sensuous chi ld he once was, but the Child 
' t i l l  asserts itself as Father to the man, an image of lost power and 
t reed om that recedes in the face of a future of declining power and 
I maginative poverty. Wordsworth 's "mastery," in short, is the ambiv
. l l ence of the bourgeois "sovereign subject," a rather more modest 
role than his unqualified egotism might l ike to claim. Wordsworth 's 
narrative progress th rough the time-space structure of his memory 
\ystem is as much an account of a man flying from something he 
d reads as seeking something he loves. 

If The Prelude exemplifies the ambivalent conjunction of narra
t i ve, memory, and subjection characteristic of male "poetic sensibil
i ty"  in the early nineteenth century, Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre 
provides a corresponding type of the poetical female. For Jane, how
ever, the sublime egotism of The Prelude (and its accompanying am
bivalence about the self as "master" or  "slave")  is not so readily 
available. jane Eyre seems designed to affirm both the thematized 
social position of servitude ( the governess's progress from orphaned 
social outcast to security as wife and mother) and the formal servitude 
of description of visual space, the renunciation of narrated actions in 
time. This feature is announced in  the first sentence of the novel , a 
negative declaration that "There was no possibility of taking a walk 
that day," followed almost immediately by an affirmation of this neg
ativity : "I was glad of it ."30 I don't mean, of course, that jane Eyre 
has no action or temporality, only that the narration of action is 
subordinated to and organized by the description of-indeed the fix
ation on-spatial settings . The narrator of jane Eyre doesn't even 
have the i l lusion of Wordsworthian freedom to roam "at wil l"  over 
space and time, picking places and actions in accordance with the 
requirements of a liberation narrative. Her telling is strictly confined 
to a sequence of places that are also to be understood as times. In 
each of these place-times (Gateshead Hall, Lowood School, Thorn
field, Marsh End, Ferndean) the circumscribing of point of view mir
rors the immuring of the heroine. These "spots of time" are more l ike 
prisons. When Jane surveys an infinite Wordsworthian prospect from 

30.  Charlotte Bronte, jane Eyre ( 1 847;  Hammondsworth : Penguin Books, 
1 966) ,  p .  39 ;  further page references will be cited in the text. 
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her window ("there was the ga rden ; there wert• t h e  s k i r t s  o f  l .owood � 
there was the hil ly horizon" )  and longs for the " libe rty " i t  s u ggl's l s ,  

her immediate reaction is to abandon her  petition in favor of a pra yt' l  
for "a new servitude" (p .  1 1 7) .  Within each of these memory pi �Kt's ,  
the narrative emphasizes Jane's role as a seeing subject, a sharp-l'Yl'd 
observer and visionary painter, and the passages between these plan·s 
are regularly occluded by episodes of relatively unstable vision and 
uncertain narrative representation. The transition from Gateshead to 
Lowood occurs in a dreamy night-journey; the move from Lowood 
to Thornfield is presented as the unrepresented gap between the acts 
of a play ;  the flight from Thornfield to Marsh End is told by a narrator 
lost in a storm. 

In both The Prelude and jane Eyre, then, the role of memory 
and the technology of memory as a composite image-text system is 
ostensibly constructive and positive. Memory, like description, is thl· 
servant of the narrative and of the narrator's identity. The spots of 
time and place-times allow the narrator's l ife to be re-traced, re
membered, and re-experienced in a mutual interchange with the 
reader. Wordsworth's addressed "friend" becomes a "we" who goes 
back with him to the origins of his own consciousness, a collaborator 
in the process of turning Wordsworth 's private memory places into 
public commonplaces that will be a shareable patrimony, the renewed 
national identity of an "English soul . "  Jane Eyre's reader is, l ike Roch
ester, in the paradoxical position of mastery and subservience, "led 
by the hand" (in Virginia Woolf's phrase) and forced to sec what Jane 
sees . Jane "serves" as our eyes ; like Hegel 's master, the reader be
comes a dependent overseer. Like Wordsworth, she publ icizes her 
memory, not so much to establish a utopian public sphere of English 
"nature," but to stabilize a sphere of feminine privacy in which a 
certain limited and therapeutic freedom may be exercised. 

But memory, as Borges loves to remind us, may be a mixed bless
ing, and not merely "mixed" in the manner of the stabilized ambiva
lence narrated by Wordsworth and Bronte. What if memory took us 
back to that blankness before memory conjured with by Frederick 
Douglass?  What if the materials of memory are overwhelming, so 
traumatic that the remembering of them threatens identity rather than 
reconstituting it? What if identity had to be constituted out of a strate
gic amnesia, a selective remembering, and thus a selective dis(re)mem
bering of experience ? What if the technology of memory, the compos
ite visual-verbal architecture of the memory palace becomes a haunted 
house ? What if recollection led us back, not to a stabil ized public or 
private sphere, but into what Hortense Spillers calls "the dizzying 
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1 1 1 1 1 1  i o n s  o f  a s y 1 1 1 h o l i l  t' l l l np n sl·" that must be continually rem
ITn l cd?  I I  

The negativity o f  memory, the need to forget while remembering, 
�� perhaps most vividly il lustrated in Holocaust survivor narratives . 
t laude Lantzmann's Shoah, for instance, rigorously excludes a certain 
k i n d of visual memory and narration, refusing to show any documen
L t r y  footage of the concentration camps or of the war.32 All visual 
representation of the camps is situated in the present of the film's 
na rration, from the standpoint of its recit, in the now of the 1 980s. 
A uschwitz is presented as a springlike pastoral landscape in which all 
1 he signs of horror and suffering are muted and nearly forgotten. 
Memory is carried by the soundtrack, the voice of the interviewer 
and his interlocutors, painstakingly reconstructing not only "what 
happened" (the histoire of the narrative) ,  but how it felt, how it 
looked, what the experience was. While Lantzmann's camera eye 
seems to wander blindly, almost aimlessly, over the unreadable sur
face of a landscape that effaces all but the most general contours of 
memory, the voice-over dialogue penetrates and probes like a surgeon 
searching out a hidden cancer. At times the patient cries out in protest, 
as when one survivor explodes in resentment against Lantzmann's 
insistent, seemingly impertinent questions about the color of the 
trucks that carried them to the camps. 

"What color were the trucks ?"  
"What color? I don't remember ! Perhaps green, I think. No.  I can't 

say.  I will tel l  you what happened, but don't ask me to go back in  
memory. I don't go back in  memory. 

The refusal to "go back" in memory, triggered by the request to 
recall a color, is a refusal to revive a visual memory, to remember the 
experience in a form that brings it too close, too near to a re
experiencing of the unspeakable. "Telling" or "passing on" a story, 
the public, verbal recounting of a temporal sequence of events, is 
possible, al lows perhaps a mastery of the materials. But describing 
the experience, recounting the experiential density of visual details, 
especially those trivial details that do nothing to advance the narra
tive, but "spread the narrative in space" as Genette puts it-this way 
of telling is too dangerous. It threatens to master the narrator, to 
produce all too vividly an effet de reel and take the narrator "back in 

3 1 .  Spil lers, "Changing the Letter," p .  29 .  

32.  Cp .  the effacement of visual memory in Art  Spiegelman's Maus, dis
cussed in chapter 3 of this volume. 
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memory" to a place he cannot endure. Till' v • �u .d 1 1 1 1 a gny i n na r ra t i V I '  
description activates the mnemotechniquc as an  U IH.:ont ro l l ab l e  tl'dl 
nology; the phantom figures in the landscape or memory pa lan· 
threaten to come alive, to be re-membered and resurrected from t iH· 
dead as ghosts who act upon the material world and the body of t lw 
narrator. We should recal l  here that the legendary origin of the rhetor 
ical memory system involves Simonides' being asked to identify thl· 
disfigured bodies of those killed when the banqueting hal l /memory 
palace col lapses on them. Simonides has to convert the function of 
memory from its proper function as an artificial aid to public perfor
mance into a mode of private, experiential recollection that will mah 
possible, in its turn, the public commemoration of the dead . Although 
cheated by Scopas, Simonides as the lone survivor owes his l isteners 
that much. The Holocaust survivor narrative is also the payment of 
a debt owed to the dead; fai lure to bear witness may be even more 
unendurable than the act of recollection. As Mauss notes, "the punish
ment for fai lure to reciprocate" the gift in archaic systems of exchange 
"is slavery for debt" (p .  49) . 

Toni Morrison's Beloved insists upon a similar obligation to re
member, to carry memory back into materials both forgotten and 
immemorial ,  to explore both repressed experience and experience lo
cated in the blankness prior to memory.33 Morrison describes her own 
method of "literary archeology" in her essay, "Sites of Memory," as 
a "recollection that moves from the image . . .  to the text." Starting 
with "a journey to a site to see what remains were left behind and to 
reconstruct the world that these remains imply," she goes on to a 
text, a narrative, an account of the temporal processes that produced 
the image. "By ' image, ' " Morrison insists, "I don't mean 'symbol, ' " 
a prefabricated literary sign. "I simply mean 'picture' and the feelings 
that accompany the picture ."34 Much of the novel is built accordingly 

33. As I was finishing the final revisions of this essay, Mae Henderson's 
excellent account of the intersection between "public" and "private" memory, 
specifically psychoanalysis and historiography, in Beloved came to my atten
tion. See Henderson, "Toni Morrison's Beloved: Re-Membering the Body as 
Historical Text," in Comparative American Identities, edited by Hortense 
Spillers (New York: Routledge, 1 9 9 1 ) ,  pp. 62-86.  

34. Quoted in Henderson, "Re-Membering the Body," pp. 65-66; see 
also Toni Morrison, "Sites of Memory," in Inventing the Truth: The Art 
and Craft of Memoir, edited by William Zinsser (Boston:  Houghton-Mifflin, 
1 987) .  
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l l j H l l l  i n t t' l " e l y  v i v i d  v isua l  descr ipt ions o f  memora ble  scenes, what 
'w t h c  ca l l s  h n  " rcmcmorics" :  

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

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

Bu t  the narrative voice of Morrison's novel repeatedly suggests 
that her purpose is not just the traditional fictional aim of "making 
us see" these events in  vivid detai l ;  nor is it the traditional historical 
aim (as articulated by Collingwood) of constructing "a picture, a co
herent whole," and filling in the gaps, penetrating the "veil" that pain, 
propriety, and national amnesia have placed over the unspeakable 
experience of American slavery. Morrison's story aims to make the 
very process of "passing on" the story and its rememories a prob
lem-the very subject of the story-in itself. The narrator concludes 
the final chapter by repeating three times, "It was not a story to 
pass on," an ambiguous refrain that suggests both the imperative to 
remember and to forget. Does "passing on" emphasize the "passing," 
implying that it is not a story that one can avoid, a story one cannot 
"take a pass on" ? Is the story actually a blockage or impossible border 
that prevents the teller or hearer from "passing" from negritude and 
slavery to freedom?35 Or is "passing on" a story to "telling" or "re-

35 .  Mae Henderson also notes this ambiguity and is worried about the 
implications of the most obvious, literal reading of "not a story to pass on" : 
"Must Morrison's story, along with Sethe's past, be put behind? . . .  Clearly 
such an injunction would threaten to contradict the motive and sense of the 
entire novel," which is, in Henderson's view, the reconstruction of "public 
history" ("Re-Membering the Body," p .  83 ) .  As will become evident below, 
I think Morrison intends the negative meaning and is affirming the need, not 
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counting" it, someth ing l ike the di ffcreiH:l' hl·t wccn hand ing  ovn . 1  
story as something like a material object, a gift, l egacy , com mod i t  y,  
and simply "reporting" a series of events as a way of getting r id ol 
them. This difference is much l ike the division between descript i v l' 
fixation on visual remembering and re-experiencing and the forms ol 
narrative that aim at a temporal "passing" through a sequence o t  
events, passing beyond them with an account that puts the story, a s  
we say, "behind us," or even "before us ,"  as  a story to be read and 
reread. Genette admits that the narration/description "frontier" may 
be nothing but a late development in the history of narrative struc
tures ; perhaps it is a modern formation connected with secular autobi
ography, the narrative form in wh ich subjective memory and privacy 
establish their "classic" relation to the public sphere.36 The narrative/ 
descriptive boundary may be nothing more than a phantom differ
ence, an ideologeme imposed on the seamless web of language and 
narration. That does not keep it from impinging on actual practices 
of storytell ing and reception. The difference between vision and voice, 
the narrator as seeing and speaking subject, between "passing on" 
and "telling" a story, haunts the p ractice of storytelling the way ghosts 
haunt the living memory. 

The descriptive passages of The Prelude are haunted by "mighty 
forms" that veil a guilt about an abandoned child and childhood 

for a "national amnesia," but for a related kind of  forgetting we might call 
"national mourning." Clearly the vivid re-membering of such pictures as 
Sethe's flayed back is not produced in order to be forgotten (see Frances 
Yates, The

. 
Art of Memory, chapter 1 ,  on the technique of disfiguring the 

imagines agentes, the figures located in memory places, by splashing red paint 
on them to make them more vivid and memorable) . The disfigured bodies 
are re-membered, as Simonides' task reminds us, in order to be identified and 
given a proper reburial ,  a public ceremony of commemoration. The alterna
tive to this twofold project of disinternment and reburial is the haunting of 
national memory by the unqu iet dead, the ghosts of  slaves whose experiences 
and memories are not to be passed on. Beloved is utopian and comic in its 
faith that this nation might be able to make the transition from haunting to 
mourning, from amnesia to public commemoration. 

36 .  I 'm using the concept of the "classic public sphere" here in Jurgen 
Habermas sense, as a formation associated with the rise of bourgeois social 
structures in the eighteenth century. See The Structural Transformation of 
the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society (Cam
bridge :  MIT Press, 1 989 )  and the remarks on "Pictures and the Public Sphere" 
that introduce Part V of  this volume. 
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W or d s w o rt h  em l l l'Vl' r  qu i l l' spl·�i fy . 1 7  jane t:yre is haunted by the 
t l t ; l rg i na l l y  representab le  figure of Bertha Mason, the Creole mad
woman in the attic. The construction of Jane's secure identity de
J l l ' l lds,  as Gayatri Spivak has shown, on the erasure of her memory
l t t erally, the burning of her along with the place she inhabits.38 But 
Ton i  Morrison 's task is to remember slavery, to. reconstruct the expe
nential place-times of racial degradation, loss of identity, and abject 
'nvitude. The "haunting" of memory can, therefore, not be margin
a l i zed in representation; it must be allowed full sway. The ghost has 
to be re-membered so vividly and physically that it can l ift chairs, eat, 
he seen by the neighbors, get sick, get pregnant, and finally disappear 
i n  ful l  view of an entire community. Beloved is arguably the most 
physically l iteral and material ghost story ever written, and the reason 
i s  that its "rememories" are too powerful and dangerous to pass on 
without elaborate defenses and mediations, including the defense of 
laughter and the presentation of a ghost who walks in the noonday 
sun. Beloved, the slaughtered baby, must be simultaneously remem
bered and forgotten, resurrected and dismembered : 

Everybody knew what she was ca lled, but nobody anywhere knew 
her name. Disremembered and unaccounted for, she cannot be lost 
because no one is looking for her, and even if they were, how can they 
cal l  her if they don't  know her name? Although she has claim, she is 
not claimed. In the place where the long grass opens the girl who waited 
to be loved and cry shame erupts into her separate parts, to make it 
easy for the chewing laughter to swallow her al l  away. 

It was not a story to pass on. 
They forgot her like a bad dream. After they made up their tales, 

shaped and decorated them, those that saw her that day on the porch 
quickly and deliberately forgot her. (p. 274) 

But Toni Morrison's narrator, the speaking/seeing voice of Be
loved, has not forgotten. She tel ls the story of remembering, dismem
bering, and disremembering. Who is she ? We cannot say, even as 
to her gender. She is a classic, omniscient narrative voice-not an 
autobiographical "1"/"Eye" as in the slave narrative, but a disembod-

37. See my essay, "Influence, Autobiography, and Literary History : Rous
seau's Confessions and Wordsworth 's The Prelude, " ELH 57 :3  (Fall 1 990) : 
643-64. 

38. Gayatri Spivak, "Three Women's Texts and a Critique of Imperial
ism," in  "Race, " Writing, and Difference, edited by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 
(Chicago : University of  Chicago Press, 1 986 ) ,  pp. 262-80.  
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ied, anonymous voice/inscription that cannot he loGi t l'd l' X ccpt  hy a 
kind of proximity to Sethe, Denver, Paul D., Beloved , a n d  most  genn 
ally to the places in which most of the story transpires and is reco l 
lected. Beloved's narrator i s  the ghost o f  the "sites," the textual place· 
times or pictorial rememories that she haunts relentlessly.  The central 
place-time of Beloved, the memory palace that structures its narrativl', 
is a haunted house, 124 Bluestone Road in Cincinnati, Ohio, the place 
in which all the other place-times of the story (the landscape setting 
of "The Clearing";  the slave pastoral of "Sweet Home," the hells of 
the Georgia prison camp and the Middle Passage) may be reas
sembled. 

The centrality of this house is stressed from the opening sentence 
of the novel : " 124 was spiteful .  Full of a baby's venom. The women 
in the house knew it and so did the children. "  The first "character" 
to be introduced in the narrative is the house, but it  is not even named 
as a house (though it is given an emotion of its own) .  Only a number 
designates the house, a number which (as we learn by the end of the 
first paragraph) "it didn't have . . .  then, because Cincinnati didn't 
stretch that far." The narrative begins, in other words, with a simulta
neous immersion in and distancing from the histoire it recounts : 
"spiteful" designates the condition of the house from 1 855 to 1 873 , 
the period when it was haunted by an invisible baby ghost who shat
ters mirrors and leaves handprints on the cake. But " 124" designates 
the house at a much later period, when Cincinnati has extended its 
suburbs, when the story has passed on into legend and finally into 
forgetfulness and laughter:19  The opening sentence is thus anachronis
tic, temporally impossible. " 1 24" never was spiteful ;  "the gray and 
white house on Bluestone Road" was spiteful .  The contradiction is 
between an "account" or " recounting" from a historical distance 
(when " 1 24" has a meaning) and describing, remembering, placing, 
and seeing the colors and location on a specific road itself named for 
local colors like "bluestone. "  

The insistence o n  producing this chronologically impossible sen
tence is the opening move in a narrative of "disrememberment." It 
shows us how to tell a story that is not a story to pass on. Morrison 
also shows us what it would mean not to be able to disremember, to 
be overwhelmed by the remembering and re-experiencing of slavery, 

39. Hortense Spillers's conjunction of history and farce, "yokes" (of slav
ery) and "jokes," in her comparison of Harriet Beecher Stowe and Ishmael 
Reed is apposite here. See "Changing the Letter." 
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1 1 1  h n  acw u n t  o f  < ; randma 1\;lhy Suggs withdrawal from her active 
1 1 1 1 '  ;Is a leade r of the  black community after their betrayal of Sethe 
. 1 1 1 1 1  t he death of Beloved. Grandma Baby puts herself to bed: "her 
l ' ·"t  had been like her present-intolerable-and since she knew 
, f l ' . l l h  was anything but forgetfulness, she used the little energy left 
hn for pondering color. " It is as if Baby Suggs' were performing an 
l' Xcrcise in  amnesia, veiling the disfigured images of memory in 
,h rouds of pink and blue. Perhaps she is also "pondering color" in a 
1 1 1or e  abstract sense, as the "veil" or color line that doesn't merely 
l over the memory figures, but disfigures them in the first place. 

1 24 Bluestone Road, like all memory palaces, is both a private site 
. 1 1 1d  a public location, a "commonplace" in a social, even a national 
1 1 1 1 aginary. "Not a house in the country ain't packed to its rafters 
with some dead Negro's grief," is Baby Suggs' practical response to 
hcing haunted. The house is thus "a person rather than a structure" 
( p .  29) ,  and yet it is also a structure ( l ike a person) of intersubjective 
memory spaces. Sethe's daughter Denver has "lived all her life in a 
house peopled by the living activity of the dead" and thus sees it 
s imultaneously as a person, a building, and a narrative riddled with 
puns on "story" and the "storage" of memory. She provides the most 
explicit visual ization of the narrative architecture and the pictured 
site in memory that is haunted by the text of Beloved, a remarkable 
passage that offers a metapict"ure of the novel, and the final epigraph 
to this essay : 

Easily she stepped into the told story that lay before her eyes on the 

path she followed away from the window. There was only one door to 

the house and to get to it from the back you had to walk all the way 

around to the front of 1 24, past the storeroom, past the cold house. 

And to get to the part of the story she liked best, she had to start way 

back. (p. 29) 
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he problem of the text in the picture might look, at first 

glance, like a mirror-image of the picture in the text. Like 

texts, pictures disclose a certain wariness toward their 

semiotic "others ." The text is an intrusion on the image, 

even (as Magritte and Foucault suggest) a negation or interdic

tion. The wall labels in museums take more of the spectators' 

time than the images. They are a substitute for seeing, replacing 

the material, visual presence of the picture with labels, anecdotes, 

and the reassurance of the famous-artist brand name: "Ah ! A 

Courbet ! "  

Texts present, i n  general, a greater threat to  concepts of the 

"integrity" or "purity" of images than vice versa. For one thing, 

they unavoidably and literally impose themselves within and 

around the pictorial object, on the walls, outside, inside, and on 

the frame, even "in the air" through which the object is seen and 

discourse about it is conducted. The images in texts, by contrast, 

are generally regarded as immaterial, figurative, and dispensable : 

ekphrasis is a minor genre, and description is merely "ancil lary" 

to narrative .  When the text is conjoined with literal and material 

visual forms ( in writing or interpolated il lustrations) it is remark

able how many ready-made strategies are available to dismiss or 

bracket these as merely supplementary, inessential features. Is it 

too obvious and trivial to point out that the interpretation of 

images is, for the most part, conducted in various forms of verbal 

discourse, while the interpretation of texts is not generally con

ducted by means of pictures? Of course, one can say that a paint-



ing or photograph "interprets" a text, but one would be using 

the word interpretation in a very loose sense (such as, a "creative" 

interpretation) quite distinct from its institutional, professional, 

and disciplinary meaning. 

This point becomes even clearer if one contrasts the position 

of the imagetext in the disciplines of art history and literary study. 

Art history, for all its insistence on the irreducible visuality of its 

objects, is mainly devoted to inserting those objects into various 

explanatory and interpretive discourses ; that is why the arrival of 

semiotics and literary theory in art history, though it occasioned 

some grumbling, has been mainly greeted as a liberating event. 

Literary studies, by contrast, have not exactly been transformed 

by the new discoveries in the study of visual culture. The notion 

of an "iconology of the text," of a thorough rereading or re

viewing of texts in the light of visual culture is still only a hypo

thetical possibility, though the emergence of studies in film, mass 

culture, and of larger ambitions within art history make it seem 

more and more unavoidable. 

The suturing of the imagetext, then, is not a symmetrical or 

invariant relationship, but depends upon the institutional context 

of the medium in which it appears. In the following group of 

essays, I explore the imagetext dialectic in three institutions of 

visual representation: ( 1 )  painting (particularly modernist ab

stract painting) and its reaction against "literary pictorialism" 

as summarized in the ut pictura poesis tradition ; (2) sculpture 

(particularly postmodern minimalist sculpture) whose physical 

materiality and worldly presentness forces the problem of "word 
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and image" to veer into the relation of word and object, the 

relation between names and things, labeling and looking; and 

(3 )  photography (specifically in the composite form known as 

"the photographic essay" in both modernism and postmodern

ism) and the special relationship between image and language that 

emerges from the pictorial medium that seems most antithetical 

to language, yet is so routinely sutured to verbal representations . 
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UT PICTURA THEORIA: 
ABSTRACT PAI NT I NG AN D LANGUAGE 

When the purist insists upon excluding " literature" and subject matter 

l rom plastic art, now and in the future, the most we can charge him 

with is an unh istorical attitude. 

-Clement Greenberg, "Towards a Newer Laocoon" ( 1 940) 

S e v e n  

Ten years ago one heard on all sides that abstract a rt was dead. 

-Alfred Barr, Cubism and Abstract Art ( 1 936)  

T his may be an especially favorable moment in intellectual h is
tory to come to some understanding of notions like "abstrac
tion" and "the abstract," if only because these terms seem so 
clearly obsolete, even antiquated, at the present time. 1 The obso

lescence of abstraction is exemplified most vividly by its centrality in 
a period of cultural h istory that is widely perceived as being just 
behind us, the period of modernism, ranging roughly from the begin
ning of the twentieth century to the aftermath of the Second World 
War. 2 Abstract art is now a famil iar feature of our cultural landscape; 

I .  A version of this essay was written as the keynote address for the 
University of Michigan Colloquium on "The Abstract" in 1 987.  I'm grateful 
for the stimulating responses of Rudolph Arnheim and Julie Ellison on that 
occasion .  

2. I define modernism and "the age of abstraction" here in familiar art
historical terms, as a period extending from Kandinsky and Malevich to (say) 
Jasper Johns and Morris Louis. There are other views of this matter which 
would trace modernism back to the emergence of an avant-garde in the 1 840s 
(T. J .  Clark) ,  or to romanticism {Stanley Cavell ) ,  or even to the eighteenth 
century (Robert Rosenblum, Michael Fried ) .  My claim would be that "the 
Abstract" as such only becomes a definitive slogan for modernism with the 
emergence of abstract painting around 1 900. 
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i t  has  bccoml' a m o n u ment t o  an l'l'a t h . l l  1 \  p . 1 " 1 1 1 g f ro m  l i v i ng l l l l ' l l l  
ory into h istory. The exper i m en ts of  cub i sm  and abs t ract  e x p ress ion  
i sm are no longer "experimental" or shock in g : abstraction has  1 1 1  t l  
been associated with the artistic avant-garde for at least a q u a rtl' l' o l  
a century, and i t s  central masterpieces are now firmly entrench l·d 1 1 1  
the tradition o f  Western painting and safely canonized i n  ou r grca t l' ' l  
museums. That does not mean that there will be no more abst r:ll l 
paintings, or that the tradition is dead ; on the contrary, the obsob 
cence we are contemplating is in a very precise sense the precondit iou 
for abstraction's survival as a tradition that resists any possible assa u l t  
from an avant-garde. Indeed, the abstract probably has  more inst i tu  
tiona! and cultural power as a rearguard tradition than it  ever d id as  
an avant-garde overturning of tradition . -1 For that very reason, i t '  
self-representations need to  b e  questioned more closely than ever ,  
especially i t s  account of i t s  own nature and history. This seems impor 
tant, not just to "set the record straight" about what abstract art was,  
but to enable critical and artistic experimentation in the present and 
a more nuanced account of both pre- and postmodern art, both o t  
which are  in danger of being swallowed up by the formulas ( a n d  
reactions against the formulas) of abstract formalism. If art  and cri t i  
c ism are to continue to play an oppositional and interventionist role i n  
our  time, passive acceptance and reproduction of  a powerfu l  cultura l 
tradition like abstract art will simply not do. 

Many stories of the emergence of abstract art have been told, and 
I don't propose to tell a new version here. My aim is rather to examinl' 
a few important variations on these narratives which represent ab
stract art as a repression of l iterature, verbal discourse, or languagl' 
itself in favor of "pure" visuality or painterly form and to ask whether 

3. For an attempt to demonstrate this power from a self-consciously 
anachronistic and belated standpoint, see Charles Altieri, Painterly Abstrac
tion in Modernist American Poetry (Cambridge :  Cambridge University Press, 
1 989 ) .  Altieri argues that "before we allow ourselves . . .  distanced analytic 
stances for reading against texts" in skeptical, deconstructive, and historiciz
ing ways, "we must learn to read through them by coming to appreciate the 
specific imaginative experiences they offer when taken as deliberate authorial 
constructs."  This implies a two-stage reading process in which constructive, 
appreciative interpretation lays the groundwork for deconstructive connec
tions of artistic works to social practices and ideology.  But Altieri goes on 
immediately to deny the second stage : "once one has put in the necessary 
labor . . .  there seems little point in such suspicious enterprises" (p. 7). The 
mutual necessity of these two stages is, in my view, the fundamental dialectic 
of historical criticism. 
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i 1 1 1 s  re p ress ion  w a s  s u n ess l u l and  wha t  i t  mean t .  A capsu le  version 
. , , one such na rra t i v e appears in the opening paragraph of an essay 
hy Rosa l i nd K rauss entitled "Grids" :  

I n  the ear ly part o f  this century there began t o  appear, fi rst i n  France 
and then i n  Russia and in Holland, a structure that has remained em
b lematic of the modernist ambition within the visual arts ever since. 
Surfacing in pre-War cubist painting and subsequently becoming ever 
more stringent and manifest, the grid announces, among other things, 
modern art's will to silence, its hostility to literature, to narrative, to 
discourse. As such, the grid has done its job with striking efficiency. 
The barrier i t  has lowered between the arts of vision and those of 
language has been almost totally successful in walling the visual arts 
into a realm of exclusive visuality and defending them against the intru
sion of speech .4 

The basic point of this passage seems clear enough, but there is some
th ing curiously at odds with this point in the rhetorical figures that 
Krauss employs. It seems a bit strange, for instance, to describe this 
image of hostility to language as an "emblematic" structure, since 
emblems, along with hieroglyphs, p ictograms, and symbols, are the 
kinds of pictures that are traditionally regarded as being most contam
inated by l anguage ; an emblem, in fact, is technically a composite 
v i sual-verbal form, an allegorical image accompanied by a textual 
gloss. And it seems almost wilfully paradoxical to personify this anti
l inguistic grid with its "will to silence" as someone who "announces" 
things. If this grid has been so successful at placing a barrier between 
the arts of vision and language, one wonders how it could have the 
eloquence Krauss ascribes to it. 

Whatever criticism we might make of Krauss's rhetoric, we cer
tainly could not charge her with presenting an eccentric or unprece
dented account of the history of abstract art. One might even call this 
an entirely orthodox version of the story, one that has been retold in 
many ways over the last ninety years, usually under the rubric of 
abstractions like "opticality" and "purity."5 The abstract artist, as 

4. Rosalind Krauss, "Grids," in The Originality of the Avant Garde and 
Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1 985 ) ,  p. 9 ;  further 
page references will be cited in the text. 

5. Krauss herself has been, it should be noted, a resolute critic of the 
orthodoxy of "optical purity" in more recent writings. See her essay, "Anti
Vision," October, no. 36 (Spring 1986 ) ,  and The Optical Unconscious (Cam
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993 ) .  
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Clement Greenberg put it, is a "pur is t " who " 1m1� t s u pon exd u d n w. 
'literature' and subj ect matter from plastit.: a rt .  .. ,, A l t hough t h e  d i u u  
nation of sub ject matter-the represented objects o f  traditional paint  
ing-is the more famous and obvious gesture of abstract art ,  th e truh  
fundamental problem, in  Greenberg's view, was the inevitable l i tcr.1 1 , 
associations these objects carried : "It  was not realistic imitation i u  
i tself that did the damage so much as realistic illus ion in the service 
of . . .  literature."7 

The project of abstract painting (as understood by some of i t �  

principal advocates) i s  only secondarily a n  overcoming o f  representa  
tion or i l l usio n ;  the primary a im is the erection of a wall between th l' 
arts of vision and those of language. Sometimes this project expressc� 
itself more general ly  as an attack on the "confusion of the arts," 
the blurring of the bounda ries between painting and other media.  In 
Michael fried's highly  influential  accounts of abstract painting, th is  
confusion i s  called "theatrica lity," a term which evokes the necessary 
mixture of  visual/verbal codes in theatrical presentation and desig
nates a notion of art as a pcrformativc or persuasive act directed 
toward and conscious of a behol der. � Fried opens h is classic essay, 
"Art and Objecthood" ( 1 967),  by suggesting that anti- or postmod
ernist art (what Fried calls " Literalist" a rt) achieves this theatrical 
orientation by recourse to language :  "It seeks to declare and occupy 
a position-one which can be formulated in words, and in  fact has 
been formulated by some of i ts  leading practitioners . . .  this distin
guishes it  from modernist painting and sculpture" (p. 43 8 ) .  We should 
note here the subtle equivocation in Fried's claim . The formulation 
of the Literalist pos ition "in words" and that this position has been 
formulated "by some of its leading practi tioners" (not by critics) are 

6. Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism, 2 vols. ,  edited 

by John O 'Brian (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1 9!l6) ,  1 : 23 .  Al l  subse
quent quotations will  be from this edition, cited in the text by volu me and 
page number. 

7. Greenberg qual ifies this by speci fying "sentimental  and declamatory" 

l i terature as the offender but then qual ifies his qualification by saying that all 
of "Western and Graeco-Roman art" shows that these offensive literary val
ues go "h and in  hand" with "real istic i l lusion" (Greenberg, "Towards a 
Newer Laocoon" [ 1 940] ,  ! :27) .  

8 .  See especially Michael Fried's "Art and Objecthood," ArtForum ( J une 
1 967), reprinted in Aesthetics: A Critical AntholnKy, edited by  George Dickie 
and Richard Sclafani (New York: St .  Martin's,  1 977) , pp. 438-60;  further 
page references will be cited in the text. 
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, ·q u a l l y cruci a l  in d i s t i ngu i sh ing  i t  from modernism. Modernist art ,  
j l l l' � l l m a h l y ,  O l:cu pics a posit ion that either cannot or need not, in 
� ·  1 1 1 1c  basic sense, be formulated in words , especial ly by its prac
' it ioners .  Obviously th is  cannot mean that modernist art is beyond 
. d l  verbal commentary ( Fried's own writing is  testimony enough on 
t h i s  point) ,  but it does suggest that modernism in the visual arts in
V < > I vcs a certain resistance to language, a discipl ine of the eye and the 
cri t ical/artistic voice that seeks to acknowledge the pure, si lent pres
l' I1Ce of the work. Words allow us to place the painting "in a situa
l ion" which "includes the beholder" (p .  445 ) ,  compromising the pu
r i ty of the medium by reducing it to rhetoric and tu rn i ng the paintings 
i n to merely "l iteral"9 objects in a stage setting. The stakes in this  
dwice between pu rity and confusion are, at a minimum, the values 
of the modernist tradition as opposed to rival arts and movements : 
" there is a war going on between theater and modernist painting, 
between the theatrical  and the pictorial" (p. 45 1 ) .  At a maximum, 
the very va l ues of art as such arc at stake : "theater and theatricality 
a rc at war today, not simply with modernist painting . . .  but with 
a rt as such" (p. 455 ) ; "the concepts of qual ity and v alue-and to the 
extent that these a rc central to art, the con cept of art itself-are 
meaningful or wholly meaningfu l , only within the individual arts .  
What lies between the arts is theater" (p .  457) .  

Given these assumptions, i t  is not surpris ing that Fried has l i ttle 
use for many of the movements associated with postmodernism. Per
formance art, installations, hyper-realism, the New Imagism, interme
Jia experiments, and other recent movements are often deliberately 
theatrical, deliberately situated "between the arts ," and they have 
heen aptly summarized by Craig Owens a s  "an eruption of language 
into the field of th e visual arts . "  1 0  This metaphor captures rather 
melodramatically the sense that postmodernism is an explosive break
ing down of that barrier between vision and language that had been 
rigorousl y maintained by modernism. Among the most theatrically 
transgressive of these visua l-verb a l  compositions are .Jonathan Borof
sky's instal l ations of silhouettes of human figures standing in front of 
his  abstract paintings (figure 3 1  } . 1 1 These monumental automatons 

9. The "l iteral" plays a role in Fried 's criticism analogous to the " literary" 
i n  Greenberg. 

1 0 .  Craig Owens, "Earthwords," October, no. 10 (Fall 1 979) : 1 26-27. 
1 1. See Jonathan Borofsky, catalog of the s how at the Philadelphia Mu

seum of Art, compiled by Mark Rosenthal and Richard Marshall ( 1 9!i4), pl. 
62: Green Space Painting with Chattering Man. 
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3 1 .  Jonathan Borofsky, photograph (by Geoffrey Clements) of install ation entitled 
Green SfJace Painting with Chattering Man at 2,84 1 , 789. 1 98 3 .  Collection of the art· 
ist. Photograph courtesy of the Paula Cooper Gallery,  New York. 
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l t . 1 v t:  s m a l l  l o u dspl·akt· rs  p b n tt:d in thei r mouths and motorized pul
l t · y s  moving the i r metal  jaws. As the jaw swings up and down, we 
h l'ar  the recorded voice monotonously droning the words "chatter, 
l h a tter ;  chatter, chatter," as if the figure were one of those gal lery
got:rs who feels compelled to talk endlessly about every painting in 
t he exhibition. It's hard to imagine a funnier travesty of what Krauss 
ca l l s  "modern art's will to silence," its "defence against the intrusion 
of speech ." All the taboos against "confusion of the arts" in the name 
of  the aesthetic purity of the medium are violated by this grafting of 
sculpture, painting, and voice in a theatrical ,  almost fun-house setting. 

What makes this particular instal lation especially provocative, 
however, i s  not j ust its violation of modernist taboos, but its sugges
t ion that those taboos were never successfully enforced, that the silent 
temple of pure abstraction was always a place where a lot of prefabri
cated people with talking heads gathered to repeat a l itany of pre
recorded utterances. Borofsky gives us a kind of three-dimensional 
animated cartoon of the space of artistic exhibition as a place where 
people come to talk about and even "to" the paintings. This image is 
strikingly at odds with Rosalind Krauss's account of the "grid" of 
abstraction as an almost "total ly successful" suppression of language. 
Borofsky may be suggesting that, in point of fact, the reverse was 
true, that the fewer verbal promptings provided by the painter in the 
form of titles, narrative clues, or subject matter, the more demand for 
the spectator to fill the void with language. Not that this suggestion 
is original with Borofsky (or with me) . 1 2 Early in the seventies the 
journalist Tom Wol fe, in a hi lariously vulgar and phil istine put-down 
of modern art, made his own "break-through" in comprehending the 
pure visuality of abstraction : 

All these years I, l ike so many others, had stood in front of a thousand, 
two thousand, God-knows how many thousand Pollocks, de Koonings, 
Newmans, Nolands, Rothkos, Rauschenbergs, Judds, Johnses, Olitskis, 
Louises . . .  now squinting, now popping the eye sockets open, now 
drawing back, now moving closer . . .  waiting for something to radiate 
directly from the paintings on these invariably pure white walls . . .  
into my own optic chiasma. All these years . . . I had assumed that in 
art, if nowhere else, seeing is believing. Now at last . . .  I could see. I 

1 2. Harold Rosenberg notes also that "the place of literature has been 
taken by the rhetoric of abstract concepts," but he regards this as a mainly 
negative development. See The De-definition of Art (New York : Macmillan, 
1 972) ,  p. 5 6 .  
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had gotten it backward a l l  a long .  Not  " "'<' l i l t : " h,· I H 'V I I I t : ,"  y o n  n i n n y ,  
but " believing i s  seeing," for Modem Art ht�s /Jt •to/1 / t '  CtJIIlfiletdy liter
ary: the paintings and other works exist only to illllstr,lte the text . 1 1 

Wolfe was aware, of course, of what "every art-histo ry student t �  
told," that "the Modern movement began about 1 900 with a co m 
plete rejection o f  the literary nature o f  academic art" ( p .  7 ) ,  bu t  ht· 
came to a realization which seems to have eluded, not j ust the apolo
gists for modern ism, but postmodern theorists as well : the wall 
erected against language and l iterature by the grid of abstraction only 
kept out a certain kind of verbal contamination, but it absolutely 
depended, at the same time, on the collaboration of painting with 
another kind of discourse, what we may call, for lack of a better term, 
the discourse of theory. I f  we summarize the traditional collaboration 
of painting and l iterature under the classic Horatian maxim, ut pictura 
poesis, as in painting, so in poetry, then the maxim for abstract art 
is not hard to predict : ut pictura theoria .  Or, as Wolfe expresses it :  
"these days, without a theory to go with it, I can't see a painting" 
(p .  4 ) .  

Even with a theory, of course, Wolfe can't  see abstract painting, 
and he only bothered to learn enough about it to make a few cheap 
shots about the contradiction between abstract art's professed el imi
nation of language and its actual involvement with language. Like 
his "scandalous" discovery that abstract artists actually cared about 
acquiring money and fame from their painting, Wolfe's revelation of 
this paradox in the ideology of modernism goes about as deep as the 
average political cartoon. Which doesn't prevent us from learning 
something from this cartoon that seems to have eluded most commen
tators on abstract art :  namely, that the entire antiverbal ideology of 
abstraction, its depiction as a rigorous "barrier" between vision and 
language, is a myth that needs to be understood and not just de
bunked. If abstract art actually was and is an art of "the painted 
word," as Wolfe claims, what is that word, how is it made manifest 
in the paintings, and why did its presence have to be denied?  

I 've already suggested a short answer to the first  question:  "the
ory" is the "word" that stands in the same relation to abstract art 
that traditional l iterary forms had to representational painting. By 
"theory" I mean that curious hybrid of mainly prose discourse com
pounded from aesthetics and other branches of philosophy, as well 

. 

1 3 .  Tom Wolfe, The Painted Word (New York : Bantam Books, 1 976),  
p.  6 ;  further page references will be cited in the text. 
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. 1 �  f rom l ill:ra ry (r i t i ( i s m ,  l i ngu is t ks , the na tur a l  and S<Kial S(ietKes, 
p�y dHJiogy, h isto ry , po l i t i(al thought ,  and religion.  Sometimes this 
�ort of  writing is Gllled " intel lectual prose" or simply "criticism," and 
1 1  is d1a racterized, generally, by a refusal of disciplinary identity-it 
" ra rely just history or  science or moral philosophy, but a synthetic 
d i swurse that ranges over several special ized idioms. 

A good way to see how this sort of prose comes to be focused on 
1 he problems of abstract painting is to ask oneself what sorts of things 
( : lement Greenberg, the most important American apologist for ab
� t raction, had to know in order to write the sort of criticism he wrote. 
The answer is: a fair amount of art h istory, the fundamentals of 
Kantian aesthetics, a sense of Marxist historical and critical catego
r ies, mediated mainly th rough Trotsky, experience as a painter and 
fr i end of painters, four languages, some practical experience in busi
ness and government bureaucracy, an acquaintance with European 
politics, and membership in the group of intellectuals writing for Par
tisan Review around World War II .  Other writers on abstract art 
b ring other areas of expertise : Rudolf Arnheim brings a great deal of 
Kant and a wealth of experimental evidence from studies of visual 
perception in gestalt psychology; Michael Fried brings a phenomeno
logical perspective leavened by the tradition of Anglo-American phi
losophy mediated through Stanley Cavell ;  Rosalind Krauss unites a 
fi rsthand acquaintance with the art world with a combination of 
structuralism, deconstruction, and a Foucauldian approach to history . 
The other thing all these writers share is that they write wel l ,  or 
persuasively, or in a style which enables discussion of abstract paint
i ngs, often by providing a set of formulas, a language game that can 
be carried on. Their effect is to make the apparent "wall" or "grid" 
between abstract art and language seem more like a screen door 
through which the winds of theoretical discourse blow freely. These 
"winds" may include a fair amount of hot air, as Jonathan Borofsky 
suggests. There is no necessary connection between good theory and 
good painting (Leo Steinberg complains, for instance, that Jasper 
Johns is a very good painter but a very bad theorist) . 1 4 There is, 
however, a necessary connection between the meaning of abstract 
painting and the theoretical discourse around it. 

A predictable objection to my claim here is that this discourse 
arises only after the fact of artistic creation ;  it may provide an expla-

14. Leo Steinberg, Other Criteria (London: Oxford University Press, 
1 972), p. 52 :  "I think he [Johns] fails, not as a painter, but as a theorist. " 
Michael fried would perhaps express j ust the opposite j udgment. 
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nation of a painting or a movement, but i t  is not nmstitutivc of and 
prior to painting the way traditional literary and h istorical  n a rratives 

were. Ut pictura poesis meant an art of mutual imitation and col labo
ration between two "sister arts," both dwelling in the realm of the 
aesthetic ;  ut pictura theoria is an unequal rel ationship of mere conve
nience, between the master-work of abstract painting and the humble 
servant of critical prose. There are two sorts of answers to this objec
tion. The first is simply the empirical fact that, for many modern 
artists, theory has been a constitutive pre-text for their work. 1 5  
Cezanne believed that "a l l  things, particularly in art, are theory devel
oped and applied in contact with nature ." 1 6  An even more comprehen
sive and ambitious claim for a tradition of ut pictura theoria has 
recently been articulated by Robert Morris, a sculptor and painter 
whose career spans the major American art movements from late 
modernism to the present. 1 7 Morris argues that the evolution of mod
ern art may be mapped as a progression of textualizing theories : early 
abstraction (Kandinsky, Malevich, Mondrian) bu ilds principally on 
the theoretical manifestos written by the artists ' themselves, and based 
on their readings of nineteenth-century idealist philosophy; American 
abstract expressionism tends to rely more on critics like Clement 
Greenberg, a division of labor between the silent artist and his critical 
spokesman ; 1 8  with minimalism and postmodernism, Morris argues, 
the textual accompaniments to visual art are once again being pro
duced by the artists' themselves, and the theoretical resources of these 
texts are to be found in structuralism and deconstruction. 

But this answer is still open to the objection that this language is 
somehow all "outside" the paintings themselves, no matter who pro
duces it or when. It stil l does not seem visible or "coded" in the works 

1 5 .  Indeed, the notion of "painting theory" precedes modernist abstrac
tion, as the examples of Turner, Blake, and Hogarth show. See my essay, 
"Metamorphoses of the Vortex," in Articulate Images, edited by Richard 
Wendorf (Minneapol is :  University of Minnesota Press, 1 983) ,  pp. 125-68 .  

1 6 .  Paul Cezanne, "Letter to  Charles Camoin," 22  February 1 903, re
printed in Theories of Modern Art, edited by Herschel B. Chipp (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1 968 ) ,  p .  1 8 .  

1 7. Robert Morris, "Words and Images i n  Recent Art," Critical Inquiry 
15 :2  (Winter 1 989 ) : 337-47. 

1 8 .  See Ann Gibson, "Abstract Expressionism's Evasion of Language," 
Art ]ournal 47:3 (Fall 1 9 8 8 ) :  208- 1 4, for ample documentation of the resis
tance to verbalization by American painters and sculptors in the forties and 
fifties. 
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o f  J ackson Pol lock or Mondrian the way biblical narratives were 
1 1 1 ;1de  v i s i b l e  and i m manent  in the paintings of Raphael and Michelan
gelo.  One answer to this objection is simply that biblical narratives 
; J rl' not visible to spectators who don't already know the stories from 
ot her sources ; traditional painting is not so different from modern in 
t hat respect. 19 But, more fundamentally, we have to understand the 
way abstract art sees itself as having changed the rules of the game. 
It i s one of the principal doctrines of abstract art that although iconog
raphy and represented objects may disappear, content and subject 
matter do not. These paintings, no matter how abstract, are never 
merely formal or decorative ; the "greatest fear" of the abstract artist, 
as Krauss says, "is that he may be making mere abstraction, abstrac
tion uninformed by subject, contentless abstraction" (p. 237) .20 The 
question is, how can a painting without represented objects have a 
subject ? How can pure forms of paint on canvas say anything, much 
less articulate complex theoretical concepts ? 

The remarkable thing is that once this question is raised about 
an abstract painting, there are so many answers. Take, for instance, 
Kasimir Malevich's composition commonly known as "Red Square 
and Black Square" (figure 32 ) ,  arguably the most famous and familiar 
abstract painting ever made. The problem with this picture is not that 
we have nothing to say about it, or that it says nothing to us, but 
rather that we feel overwhelmed and embarrassed by the number of 
things i t  can be made to say. I once stood in front of this painting 
with my thirteen-year-old son at the Museum of Modern Art. His 
innocent eyes took in the situation at once. "I suppose you're going 
to tell me how great and full of significance this one is, too," he said. 
Several replies crossed my mind. I thought about explaining to him 
Malevich's wish "to free art from the ballast of the objective world ."2 1  
I thought of Rosalind Krauss 's claim that Malevich is painting the 
"operations of the Hegelian dialectic. " I sorted through my stock of 

1 9 .  One of the principal objectives of early modernist formalism was the 
attempt to suspend or erase awareness of l i terary, narrative elements in tradi
tional painting to allow concentration on things like "significant form." 

20. Cp. Clement Greenberg's contention that "every work of art" ( includ
ing pure abstraction) "must have content." Greenberg distinguishes, however, 
"content" from "subject matter," the latter referring to "something the artist 
does or does not have in mind when he is actually at work" ("Towards a 
Newer Laocoon," Collected Essays, 1 : 28 ) .  

2 1 . Quoted i n  Alfred Barr, Cubism and Abstract Art ( 1 936 ;  Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1 986 ) ,  p. 1 22. 
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32.  Kasi mi r  Malevich, 
l'ai11terly R ealism. Boy 
with K11,1psack -Co/or 
,\lasses i11 the Fourth Di
mellsirm ( 1 9 1 5 ) .  for-
merly titled Suprematist 
Comf>ositirm: Red 
Square ,md Bh1ck Square. 
Oil on canvas,  2!! X 
1 7 '/!'. The Museum of 
Modern Art ,  New York. 

iconographic conventions for the meaning of the colors red and black, 
the numerological significance of the square as  an emblem of earth ly 
foundations, the square as an "expression" (in Malevich 's terms) "of 
binary thought. "22 I recalled a few basic principles from Arnheim on 
the psychology of visual perception that might explain the effects of 
the whole composition, effects of  size, placement, relation to frame, 
etc. Ultimately, of  course, I resorted to the usual evasion fathers inflict 
on their sons on these occasions and appealed to authority. I said, 
"Well ,  believe it or not, I know someone who has written seventy-five 

22. Quoted in Krauss, "Reading jackson Pollock Abstractly," in Original
ity of the Avant-Garde, p. 238 .  
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page� J l l � t  t ry 1 1 1 g  t o  e x p la i n t h is om: pa i nt ing."l l My son looked at 
r n e  i n  d i shdid:  "Wdl  I wuld say everything there is to say about it 
1 1 1  one sentence . "  "Oh ?" I sa id . "And what is that one sentence ?" He 
\Clrcely  hesitated : "There is a small tilted red square below a larger 
b lack square ."  

I t  didn't take too much prodding on my part to get my son to 
admit that he hadn't quite said everything there is to say about the 
painting in this one sentence (he said nothing about the white back
ground, for instance, or the fact that "below" is not quite exact 
enough) .  But th is answer stuck with me for several reasons. First, it 
does seem to me that there is a real truth in thinking of this as a 
"one-sentence" painting, in the way a geometrical figure may il lustrate 
a single algebraic proposition, or a haiku may attempt to capture a 
scenic image. Second, I was glad to see that my son seemed intuitively 
to grasp a crucial feature of the l anguage game of abstract art: he 
didn't say it was a "picture of a red and black square," or a represen
tation of these figures. He saw it as a di rect presentation of the figures : 
"there is a small tilted red square below a larger black square." Third, 
I felt gratified that he shared my sense that the "hero" of this painting, 
the protagonist of its one-sentence narrative, is the tilted red square. 
I 'm not sure I'd want to claim that this is an objective "fact" about 
the painting's meaning, a message that is unequivocally coded in its 
composition ;  there must be viewers who identify with the black 
square. But I can at least testi fy that it is a socia l  fact about the 
perception of the painting, verified in numerous other conversations. 
Even more interesting, I would suggest, are the little scenes l ike this 
one that are played out repeatedly in front of abstract paintings, in 
which a believer or connoisseur (or somebody who has taken Art 
1 0 1 )  tries to explain one of these objects to a nonbeliever. 

This sort of social fact is, I would suggest, a primary piece of data 
that tends to be repressed by abstract art's ideology of silent medita
tion, its tendency to project a solitary, sensitive spectator vibrating to 
the ineffable tunes of the Hegelian dialectic or the Kantian categories. 
Perhaps the most important thing this little conversation with my son 
reminded me of was the fact that Hegel's dialectic is at bottom a 
social relationship, an image of the mutual dependence of master and 

23.  I was thinking of Charles Altieri's painstaking efforts to rescue the 
notion of "representation" (or, more precisely, " representativeness") in ab
stract painting. See Altieri, "Representation, Representativeness, and Non
Representational Art," Journal of Comparative Literature and Aesthetics 5 
( 1 982) : 1-23. 

2 2 5  



I' t '  t " I  I .I I I ,. " ' 

slave. Malcvich 's image is su rely d ia l l'l' l l l . l i  . t n d  . t h , t L tl"l , h u t  Lt t l  
guage, narrative, and discourse can ncvl' l' - - shou ld  never-he e x 
cluded from i t .  The relation o f  beholder and i mage is not exhaus t l·d 
by an epistemological model of subject and object, but includes a n  
ethical-political relation, an intersubjective, dialogical encounter with 
an object that is itself dialectically constructed. The relation of black 
square to red square is not just the relation between abstract opposites 
like stabil ity and tilt, large and small, but of more potent, ideologically 
charged associations like deadly black and vivid, revolutionary red, 
domination and resistance, or  of even more personal and emotional 
relationships like father and son. I take it that there 's no need for me 
to specify which square is the father, which the son.24 

These sorts of "square," sentimental, bourgeois associations are 
exactly what abstract art tried to deny as "kitsch" in the name of 
high artistic "purity ."  But this denial was never entirely successful ;  it 
was continually contradicted, in social fact, by the elaboration of 
a quasi-phi losophical discourse called "art theory," which fil led the 
exhibition space with subtle, learned chatter. This discourse was dif
ficult and esoteric, of course, so that it could easily become the prop
erty of a priesthood uniquely qualified to speak it. The true face of 
the "will to silence" in abstract art is not the "grid" of its composi
tional forms, but the imposition of a social mandate : you, who are 
not qualified to speak about this painting, keep your mouths shut. 
The uninstructed public, like my thirteen-year-old son, suspecting that 
there is nothing interesting to be said about these objects in any case, 
has been content to leave it to the acolytes of abstraction or to give 
these objects what the ideology of abstraction demanded-silent, 
mystified reverence, repressed suspicion. The difficult question re
mains :  why was it so crucial to pretend that language was being kept 
out of the picture ? Why did the "purity" of the visual arts need to be 
so rigorously protected from the contamination of language ? Why 
could "ut pictura theoria" not speak its own name ? 

One problem with this question is that it has too many answers : 
the repression of language in abstract painting was, to borrow a term 
from psychoanalysis, "overdetermined" or excessively motivated. The 
shortest answer is, of course, a denial of the whole premise of the 
question in the orthodox claim that abstract art does not repress 
language ;  it simply creates "purely visual" images that have no lin
guistic or literary features to be repressed. Abstraction, on this ac-

24. The new title of  Malevich's composition, Boy with Knapsack, makes 
his work look even less abstract. 
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' •  l l l l l l , is l l l t' l 'l' i y  a l l o w t n g  ! I l l '  I Ll l ura l  te leo logy of the v i sua l  and picto
t t . t l  f i e ld to rea l i 1.t' i hl' i l .  Th i s  a n s w e r  usually comes up in "scientific" 
. t t c o u n t s of  abstract ion as experiments in the physiology of vision 
. 1 1 1 d  may be seen in Clement Greenberg's quite orthodox account of 
< 'ourbet a s  "the first real avant-garde painter," who "tried to reduce 
I u s  art to immediate sense data by painting only what the eye could 
st-c as a machine unaided by the mind" ( 1  : 29 ) .  A similar orthodoxy 
i n forms Greenberg's discussion of the impressionists' "discovery" that 
" the data of sight, taken most l iterally, are nothing but colors" 
( I  : 20 1 ) . This mechanistic, materialist explanation could then be ad
duced in support of more refined, spiritual accounts, notions of " intui
t ion," and the quasi-religious aesthetic of " revelation at first glance" 
( I  : xxiv ) .  In contrast to traditional art with its anecdotes and allego
r ies, there is no temporal sequence to be "read" or deciphered in 
abstract painting: its forms are grasped in an instantaneous, intuitive 
perception-a single moment crystalized in space. Paintings are to be 
seen, not heard, or heard only as a si lent, frozen music. The notion 
of Kantian "intuition" or Hegelian "Being/Nothingness" might be 
adduced as a philosophical clincher for this strange synthesis of sci
ence, religion, and psychology, but the link with linguistic structures 
remains almost invisible. 

These external rational izations for the purging of li terary / l inguis
tic values in painting found strong support in many painters' sense of 
the history of their own craft. Despite the official ideology of the 
"sister arts" and ut pictura poesis, the actual relations of verbal and 
visual art since the Renaissance might be more aptly described as a 
battle or contest, what Leonardo da Vinci called a paragone. From the 
standpoint of professional competition, the incorporation of literary 
elements in painting could be viewed as a mere expedient in the long 
struggle of painters to attain the respectabil ity enjoyed by poets. This 
objective attained, painting was ready to "come into its own," to shed 
its reliance on l iterature, and turn its attention to the unique problems 
of its own medium. The notions of self-reflexive art and art for art's 
sake collaborated with a heightened sense of professional self-regard 
that was fueled by the philosophical and scientific theories of "pure 
vision" and "intuition. "  When all these elements united with a sense 
of moral fervor and revolutionary enthusiasm, the combination was 
irresistible. The "purity" of abstract art could be understood simulta
neously as a scientific, religious, and ethical-political reformation. The 
"innocent eye" of the ideal spectator was at once the unbiased eye of 
science and the spiritually purified eye of the individuals in a new 
social order to be produced by religious reformation and/or material 
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revolution. The totems o f  t h i s  new rl' l t g l l t l t s l s < � • L d  ( ) rdn wnc t o  hl' 
the paintings themselves, now fi n a l l y c m ngc n t  as  t h e  dominant  a rt 
form of advanced culture. As a not-so-incidenta l  p rofessional side 
effect, the traditional dominance of literature over the visual arts 
would be reversed; painting would not only "come into its own," i t  
would become the model for literature. 

Now I hope it is clear, not only how powerful and convincing 
this array of motivations for the repression of literature could be, 
but how unstable and sel f-contradictory its elements were. 25 Ruthless 
scientific materialism had to cooperate with refined idealism, spiritual
ism, and aestheticism. (At the time I was first drafting this essay, an 
exhibition on "The Spiritual in Modern Art" in Los Angeles was 
heralding itsel f as a corrective to the falsely materialistic, secular, and 
hedonistic image that it saw dominating abstract painting . )  Other 
contradictions came to abstraction as external forces. The cult of the 
"innocent eye" had to confront the empirical fact that innocent, un
cultivated spectators found the new art utterly mystifying. The hope 
for an art that would prepare revolutionary consciousness had to face 
the reality that the only two actual revolutionary movements in the 
modern period, fascism and communism, both quickly rejected the 
avant-garde and abstraction.26 The purist ideology of abstraction was 
continually disrupted, then, by impurities and contradictions within 
its own rhetoric, within the practice of its own artists, and from with
out-from the concrete world of historical circumstance. 

Clement Greenberg's unquestionable supremacy as the apologist 
of abstract art in the United States is a direct consequence of his 
marvelous rhetorical j uggling act, his abil ity to elide the contradictions 
in the program of abstract art. Greenberg's way of accomplishing this 
was to station himself as an insider/outsider to an avant-garde 
equated with pictorial abstraction, sympathetic to its basic program, 
but in a position to be historically critical of it at the same time. A 

25 . Clement Greenberg noted the contradictory elements of the abstrac
tionist avant-garde ("tendencies go in opposite directions, and cross-purposes 
meet" ) but emphasizes their consolidation " into a school, dogma,  and credo" 
(Collected Essays, 1 :30,  3 6 ) .  

2 6 .  It 's i mportant t o  note, however, that abstraction was only one among 
many avant-garde styles in the modern era. Among Greenberg's accomplish
ments was his fostering o f  the myth that abstraction was the uniquely privi
leged bearer of advanced artistic consciousness and that rival movements like 
dadaism and surrealism could be dismissed. For more on the privi leging of 
abstraction,  see the discussion o f  Alfred Barr and the note to Buchloh below. 
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1 y p i c a l  l' X p rcss ion  o l  1 h i s  l·q u i v m: a l  pos i t ion is the now-famil iar sen
l l' l l l'l' from "Tow a rd s  a Nl'wcr Laocoon" ( 1 940) : "When the purist 
I n s i sts upon excluding ' l iterature' and subject matter from plastic art, 
now and in the future, the most we can charge him with off-hand is 
a n  unhistorical attitude" ( 1 :23 ) .  

Greenberg puts himself i n  the position of the friendly advocate 
who helps out his client by minimizing the charge (the avant-garde is 
merely unhistorical ) and offering to pay the fine by supplying that 
missing history . This history is, as it turns out, precisely that narrative 
of failed revolution and political marginal ization of the avant-garde 
that, as we have seen, contradicts its idealized self-image. Even more 
disquieting, Greenberg makes it clear that the avant-garde, far from 
occupying a revolutionary posture, is actual ly a bourgeois movement 
that depends upon the patronage of the capitalist ruling classes for its 
sustenance; its "purity," from either a political or religious point of 
view, is continually in danger of being compromised by the vulgarity 
and materialism around it. In another sense, however, this very vul
garity, the popular productions of mass culture that Greenberg labels 
"kitsch," is what he offers to avant-garde culture as something to 
oppose, a common enemy that may distract it from its own impurities 
and contradictions. Kitsch is art which has not renounced its reliance 
on l iterature, which is  filled with representations of famil iar, formu
laic, and sentimental stories : magazine covers (most notably the Satur
day Evening Post, calendar art, Socialist Realism, and Hollywood 
movies ( recently-in the forties-corrupted even further by learning 
to talk) are the principal visual examples. Kitsch is mass-produced, 
notes Greenberg, for the " industrial masses" who have recently been 
transformed by "universal l i teracy" into proper consumers for 
pseudo-art. Abstract art, then, is (like all h igh "formal" culture) actu
ally an aristocratic form, made by and for a tiny el ite in the cosmopoli
tan centers of advanced capitalist countries ; in preindustrial societies, 
Greenberg even suggests that formal culture is "generally much supe
rior" in "slave-owning tribes" ( I :  19n .6 ) .  All the pretensions to purity, 
immediacy, and "innocent eyes" are belied by the reliance of high 
formalist art on a very impure socioeconomic base and its appeal to 
a sophisticated, cultivated spectator whose eyes are far from innocent. 
The only thing that prevents th is art from being, in Greenberg's 
words, a decadent "Alexandrianism" is that it is not "motionless," 
but dynamic and changing ( 1 : 6 ) .  

Greenberg's account o f  the materialist underside o f  abstract art 
is too vulgar for some consumers, not vulgar enough for others (he 
doesn't contemplate the possibility, for instance, that the "dynamic 
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movement" in avant- ga rde art may hl· �o lm· t h 1 1 1 g  l i k l· t hl' d ynam i t  
movement in automobile styles and dress fash ions ) . ! - But i t  d id  haVl' 
the salutary effect of exposing the contradictions of the avant-garde 
while at the same time holding it together in a precarious unity, at 
least for a few years . T. J .  Clark has summarized Greenberg's position 
as an "Eliotic Trotskyism," a phrase that nicely captures the synthesis 
of conservative elitism and left-wing radicalism in Greenberg's rheto
ric . 28 Greenberg codified both the ahistorical self-image of abstract 
purity and its claims to a historically inevitable role, a synthesis that 
can be seen fall ing to pieces in the debate between Michael Fried and 
T. J. Clark, Fried following what Clark calls the "old-time religion" 
of Greenberg's aestheticism, Clark following what Fried calls the "vul
gar and demeaning" tendencies of Greenberg's Marxism.29 

Greenberg's repression of the verbal element in abstract art, while 
thorough, was too explicit about the social meaning of these repres
sions, too clearly embattled in contradictions, to be successful in inau
gurating a stable orthodoxy that could be elaborated as a discipline. 
(One might say that what Greenberg bequeathed us was a debate, of 
which the Clark-Fried encounter was a recent example . )  The institu
tional ization of abstract art was already well prepared, however, by 
a slightly earlier text, Alfred H. Barr's Cubism and Abstract Art, the 
catalog for the 1 936  show of European abstract painting at the Mu
seum of Modern Art. Barr's way of repressing the verbal dimension 
of abstract art is, in contrast to Greenberg, simply not to mention it 
as a matter that was ever of concern to painters of any period. The 
motive force in Barr's history is nothing more complex than boredom : 

The pictorial conquest of the external  visual world had been completed 
and refined many times and in different ways during the previous half 
millennium. The more adventurous and original artists had grown 
bored with painting facts . By a common and powerful impulse they 
were driven to abandon the imitation of natural appearance. (first pub
lished, 1 936 ;  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1 986,  p. 1 1 ) 

27. See Leo Steinberg, Other Criteria, for a consideration of this possi
bi l ity. 

28 . See "Clement Greenberg's Theory of Art," in The Politics of Interpre
tation, edited by W. J. T. Mitchell (Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 
1 983 ) ,  pp. 203-20. 

29. This debate, which first developed in Critical Inquiry (September 
1 982) ,  grew out of Fried's response to Clark's essay on Clement Greenberg, 
cited above, and is reprinted in The Politics of Interpretation, pp. 203-38 .  
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lhl' " h i � to ry " t ha t  l o l lmv '  " . t �eqt u:m:e of a r t i facts, names of movc
t m· n t s ,  s t y l es ,  and i n t l t t l' t l l'l'� w i th only the most cursory reference to 
1 he h istorica l condit ions that  gave them urgency. What Barr does 
p rovide in the place of history, however, is a highly compelling 
myth that synthesizes perfectly the scientific and religious self
representations of abstract art. This myth, in contrast to the entangled 
controversies of art theory, is a kind of exoteric, publicly accessible 
crystall ization of theory, one that can be codified easily for classroom 
presentations. Although Barr's text has actually been reissued only 
three times- 1 966,  1 974, and 1 986-its determination of the basic 
sequence of objects in the Permanent Collection of the Museum of 
Modern Art has exerted its influence upon thousands of beholders 
who have never read the book.30 

If it seems that I am exaggerating in calling Cubism and Abstract 
Art a "mythic" text, I would ask you to read Robert Rosenblum's 
foreword to the 1 986  edition . Rosenblum, a distinguished art histo
rian who has written important books on the tradition of "pre
abstract" art in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,3 1 defines 
Barr's influence in the most precise terms when he calls it the "Bible 
of modern art," a kind of "talisman" for the "budding art historian," 
with "an authority verging on the Old Testament's," a "rockbottom 
foundation for all my subsequent studies of twentieth century art" 
(p. 1 ) ,  as it has been, I'm sure, for many generations of graduate 
students in art history. Even more significant than this tribute to Barr's 

30.  for an excellent account of Barr's de-historicizing influence on the 
American reception of modernism, see Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, "From 
Faktura to Factography," in October: The First Decade, 1 976- 1 986, edited 
by Annette Michelson, Rosalind Krauss, Douglas Crimp, and Joan Copjec 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1 987) ,  pp. 77- 1 1 3 .  Buchloh makes it clear that 
Barr laid the groundwork for the equation of the avant-garde with abstract 
painting. During Barr's visit to the Soviet Union in 1 927 he tried in vain to 
find abstract paintings, the new productivist aesthetic having pushed painting 
aside. Undeterred, Barr "continued in his plan to lay the foundations of an 
avant-garde art in the United States according to the model that had been 
developed in the first two decades of this century . . .  " (p. 78 ) .  For more on 
Barr's "reduced, decontextualized, and exclusionary view of modern art's 
history," see Terry Smith, Making the Modern (Chicago: University of Chi
cago Press, 1 993) ,  chapter 1 1 , '"Pure' Modernism, Inc.," pp. 385-95. 

3 1 .  Robert Rosenblum, Transformations in Late Eighteenth Century Art 
(Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1 967) ,  and Modern Painting and the 
Northern Romantic Tradition (New York: Harper and Row, 1975 ) ;  further 
page references will be cited in the text. 
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authority is Rosenblum's s ingl i ng o u t  o f  .1 p . t r t t l u la r  i magl' i n  Bar r\ 
text that mediated this authority . This imagl' is not ,  as  w..: m ight 
expect, the Malevich composition which adorns the cover of the I YHll  
edition, nor  any of the  Kandinskys or Braques or Picassos which punc
tuate its historical narrative. It is, rather, a scholar's image, a diagram 
of the evolution of modern art from impressionism to 1 936  (figurl' 
3 3 ) .  Rosenblum's commentary on this diagram (the diagram itself has 
unaccountably been left out of the 1 9 8 6  reprint) is worth quoting at 
length : 

As for this diagram, I still recall vividly its heraldic power; for it pro
claimed, with a schema more familiar to the sciences, an evolutionary 
pedigree for abstract art that seemed as immutable as a chart tracing 
the House of Windsor or  the Bourbon Dynasty. Darwinian assumptions 
merged with the pursuit of  genealogical blue blood in pronouncing, for 
instance, that a coupling of van Gogh and Gauguin created Fauvism, 
just as sodium and chlorine would make salt; and that Cubism, that 
most fertile of monarchs, had an amazing variety of princely offspring, 
from Orphism to Purism. At the bottom of the chart, which was marked 
off, in graph-paper fashion, by five-year periods, starting in 1 890 at 
the top and ending with what was then the present, 1 935 ,  this multiplic
ity had been disti l l ed into two paral lel but polarized currents, nongeo
metrica l and geometrical abstract art. The skeletal clarity and purity of 
this diagram were fleshed out in the text itself, which . . .  outlined in 
the most pithy and impersonal way the visual mutations and the histori
cal facts that accounted for the thri l l ing invention of a tota l ly  unfamil iar 
art belonging to our century and no other. (pp. 1 -2) 

Rosenblum's amazing pastiche of metaphors captures perfectly 
the contradictory elements in Barr's abstract image of  abstract art: it 
is a religious icon and yet a scientific graph ; a figure of  ancient, tradi
tional privilege and yet an image of chemical processes and Darwinian 
selection; an emblem of complex variety reducible to binary polarities 
converging in a single origin ;  a mere heuristic device, which could be 
casual ly  left out of the latest edition, and a "heraldic" device invested 
with power and aura.  All the paradoxes we have seen in the sel f
representation of abstract art are captured in Barr's diagram and natu
ralized as an organic image, an inverted tree which is at the same time 
a rational ,  artificial construction, a pyramid of deductions from first 
premises. This diagram can serve, moreover, for the elaboration of 
an indefinite number of  narratives about the evolution of abstract 
art-as a quest-romance in which heroic artists search for the holy 
grai l  of pure abstraction, smashing the false, i l lusionistic images of 
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mere " nature " to find a spir i t ua l  esse l l cl' ; a s  ; I  l l l m k r n  ep i c  o f  sc ien t i l i l  
discovery that unveils the laws of l ight  and v i sua l  pe rception ; a s  ; I  
revolutionary saga that records the victories of an avant-garde in quest 
of moral and political regeneration . The discursive cement that holds 
all of these narratives together is a "rhetoric of iconoclasm" that 
stages the quest for purity as the destruction of outmoded, supersti· 
tious, or illusory images, a rhetoric in which aesthetic elitism, Marxist 
radicalism, and scientific rationalism can find a common language:12 

Perhaps the most fundamental message of Barr's diagram is its 
graphic refutation of the idea that the modernist "grid" is a barrier 
between vision and language. What Barr provides, most conspicu
ously, is a narrative dimension to the perception of modern art which 
synthesizes the rhetoric of religious reformation with scientific "break
throughs" and political progress. The myth of the absolute presence 
of the individual painting is articulated side-by-side with an even more 
insistent emphasis on its position in a temporal sequence : this is partly 
a result of Barr's treatment of paintings themselves as "events," as 
historically important moments in a master-narrative : "earlier and 
more creative years of a movement or individual have been empha
sized at the expenSe of later work which may be fine in qual ity but 
comparatively unimportant h istorically" (p. 9 ) .  But even more sig
nificant is Barr's discussion of paths of influence as "entertaining se
quences," a suggestion that one of the constitutive aesthetic pleasures 
in abstract painting is our sense of its place in a more or less familiar 
story. The story, in short, should not be in principle ( though it may 
be in practice) the province of art h istorical professionals ; it should 
be publ icly readable and visible in the object. Clement Greenberg's 
claim that the pleasure of traditional painting is produced by the 
stories it represents resurfaces in a new form in Barr's version of 
abstract art. The difference is that the stories are represented in a 
different way and are known only to an elite audience of connoisseurs, 
critics, and historians ; for them, the expressive improvisations of 
Kandinsky and the pure geometry of Malevich are eloquent hiero
glyphics, memorials of great moments in the epic of abstract painting, 
stations of the cross in the theatrical passion play of modernism. 

Barr's diagram, then, is like all abstract paintings a visual machine 
for the generation of language. Much of this language may be trivial 
chatter, as Jonathan Borofsky suggests, or misguided, as Clement 
Greenberg complained when he predicted that the average gallery-

32. See my essay, "The Rhetoric of Iconoclasm," in lconology (Chicago : 
University of Chicago Press, 1 986 ) .  
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l '."l' l" wou l d  m u l l t' l ' " 1 1 u l 1 1 1 1 1 ) ', h u 1  w a l l paper" when confronted with 
. 1  J a ckson Po l l ock . M u t·h  o f  i t  may be the refinement and detailed 
, · Lt horat ion of myths,  as  i s  a large portion of the art historical writing 
1 h a t  grows out of Alfred Barr. But there is no use thinking we can 
1 gnore this chatter in favor of "the paintings themselves," for the 
1 1 1 eaning of the paintings is precisely a function of their use in  the 
r la borate language game that is abstract art. There is also no use 
1 h inking that we could make an end run around the paintings and 
1 he  discourse they embody into some objective "history" that will 
rxplain them. Our problem, I would suggest, is to work through the 
v i sual-verbal matrix that is abstract art, focusing on those places 
where this matrix seems to fracture its gridlike network of binary 
' )ppositions and admit the presence of something beyond the screen. 

The best way I can i l lustrate this point is by focusing more closely 
o n  a disruptive element in the symmetry of Barr's diagram. Rosen
b lum describes this image as reducing the "multiplicity" of abstract 
a rt to "two parallel but polarized currents, nongeometrical and geo
metrical abstract art." But Rosenblum also notes in passing that there 
is a third current, represented in red in the first edition, but reduced 
1 0 monochromatic b lack in  the later printings . This "third current" 
i s  the "external" influence of "foreign" arts (the influence of what 
was called "Negro sculpture" on cubism being the most famous) and 
what might be called "internally foreign" arts drawn from industrial 
design-the box labeled "machine esthetic."  Unlike the "heresies" of 
surrealism, dadaism, or synthetic cubism (all of  which Barr manages 
to contain dialectically in the master-narrative of abstract art ) ,  these 
dements seem to originate elsewhere, to occupy the role of silent 
Other to abstract art's binary dialogue with itself. I say "silent Other" 
because Negro sculpture ( for instance) does not "inform" or "influ
ence" or "speak to" cubism the way cubism speaks to and dominates 
its "princely offspring." The black arrows in Barr's diagram mean 
something quite different from the red arrows-the difference, say, 
between influencing and being appropriated, or dominating and being 
dominated. The black arrows are father-son relationships ; the red 
describe the relation of imperial master to colonial subject. Both the 
industrial basis of imperial domination (figured in the "machine es
thetic") and the colonized subjects play the Other to the idealist dia
lectics of abstraction.33 

33. It might be worth pondering the uncanny echoing of the color scheme 
i n  Malevich's Red Square and Black Square, which replaced Barr's diagram 
as the cover i mage in the 1986  edition of Cubism and Abstract Art. 
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Barr's abstract grid, then, has a t h rl'ad 1 1 1  1 1  w l l l c h ,  I I  read p ro p ·  
erly, opens onto a history and a soc i a l  rl·a l i t y  tha t  com p l i cltl'S i t s  
self-representation as a quest for purity . Cool ra t iona l i ty and prob lem
solving "breakthroughs" may have as much to do with the automobik 
industry as with Platonic idealism.34 As for the religious side of ab
straction :  Meyer Schapiro noted long ago the curious fact that "thl· 
highest praise" of a modern work of art "is to describe it in thl· 
language of magic and fetishism. "35 But which fetishism ? The sense 
of irrational ,  timeless power discovered in the exotic arts of the primi
tive or the oriental ?  Or the more familiar, domestic phenomenon 
known as "commodity ferishism"-the projection of a magical halo 
onto expensive or wel l-publicized objects ? Both these paths of abstrac
tion lead back to the ordinary world-to the vulgar real i ties of imperi
alism at its outer and inner borders, to "kitsch," undeniably the 
world's first universal ,  imperia l  culture, to mass l iteracy and commu
nication, to the universal narratives of " literary" painting, and to the 
social, historical realities abstraction tries to renounce under the name 
of literature. The only thing we can charge the purist with when he 
denies " l iterature," says Greenberg, " is an unhistorical attitude ." 

If we ask when abstraction stopped being an avant-garde move
ment, dying to be reborn as a tradition that must treat these forbidden 
subjects as heresies to be repressed, an obvious answer is: at least as 
early as Barr, who noted in 1 935  that "ten years ago one heard on 
all sides that abstract art was dead" (p. 9) and who sees his own work 
as "in no sense a pioneering effort. "36 In America, the death knell is 
usually placed thi rty years later, right after the Korean War, when a 
discharged soldier named Jasper Johns returned from America 's first 
sobering experience as an imperial power and began to produce a 
series of paintings that outraged the h igh abstractionists and are 

34.  See Leo Steinberg, Other Criteria, for a development of this idea. 

35. Meyer Schapiro, Modern Art, 1 9th and 20th Centuries: Selected Pa
pers (New York: Brazi l ler, 1 978) ,  p. 200. Schapiro is, so far as I know, the 
only early commentator on abstract art to see that its "primitivism" was 
directly l inked to the "colonial imperialism that made these primitive objects 
physical ly accessible" (p.  200) .  

36.  This may be Barr's tacit acknowledgment of h is  impressions during 
his 1 927 visit to the Soviet Union where he indeed did hear "on all sides" 
that abstraction was no longer the interest of  the avant-garde. The death knel l  
in this case might be  put back to  1915 .  See note to  Buch loh above. 
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\ 4  . .J asper .Johns , F/.zg ( ! 954-55 ;  dared 1 95 4  o n  reverse ) .  Encaustic, oi l ,  a n d  col lage 
1 1 1 1  fa br ic mounted on plywood, 42 '1• x 60 '1<0• The Museum of Modern Art, New 
York .  C t ft o t  Phi l ip  .J ohnson in  honor of  A lfred H. Barr, J r. (c) jasper johns/ VAGA, 
1\L·w  York I 99J .  

widely regarded as b ringing the end of modernist abstraction and the 
beginning of postmodernism. Johns's two most famous motifs of this 
period, the "Flag" and "Target" series (sec figures 34 and 35 } ,  bring 
us back to where we started, to the silent grid, now uniting the two 
traditions of Barr's diagram by rendering pure geometry with expres
sionistic, antigeometrical brush-strokes. The Hegel ian binarism is pre
served at the level of form and technique, an apt focus for the by now 
trad itional discourse of ut pictura theoria, with its metaphysics of 
purity, flatness, and anti-i l lusionism. But a new "other" from the 
concrete, ordinary world b reaks into and dominates this refined dis
course-nothing less than the sort of kitsch icons Greenberg had ban
ished from serious art. The first is a sentimental emblem, a totem of 
mass culture surrounded by the connotations of nationalistic dema
goguery that Clement Greenberg had always associated with kitsch 
and Walter Benj amin associated with fascism (associations that seem 
unavoidable for a painting from the early fifties, the era of HUAC, 
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35.  Jasper Johns, Target 
with Four Faces ( 1 955) .  
Assemblage: encaustic 
and collage on canvas 
with objects, 26 x 26" 
surmounted by four 
tinted plaster faces in 
wood box with hinged 
front. Box, closed, 33/. x 
26 x 3 1/z". Overall di
mensions with box open, 
33'1• x 26 x 3". The 
Museum of Modern Art, 
New York. Gift of Mr. 
and Mrs. Robert C. 
Scull.  © Jasper Johns/ 
VAGA, New York 1 993. 

McCarthy, and Cold War flag-waving) .37 The other motif, like the 
flag, is a version of the grid, but in this case it is not the grid of 
national unity and imperial power, but a figure of the field of power 
and surveil lance on which it stands, an optical array whose function 
is the cultivation of predatory, aggressive vision. The purity of this 
optical, painterly statement is disrupted by a kind of sculptural edito
rial comment in the plaster figures displayed across the top. In one 
version we find four identical faces with the eyes cut off, as if  the 
aggressive vision invited by the target implied a blindness somewhere 
else. In another version, we find fragments of the human form, once 
again, displayed as a kind of consequence of or comment on the 
proposition articulated by the target. It's hard to imagine a more 

37. These associations were clear to Alfred Barr, who refused to buy Flag 
for the Museum of Modern Art, "fearing political repercussions." See Michael 
Crichton, Jasper Johns (New York: Harry Abrams, 1 977), p. 73. 
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l' l l lga r  and d i rl'll Sl't of s t .l l cmcnts combined with a more subtle com
l l l l' l l l a ry on the  t rad i t ion that Johns grows out of and deconstructs. 
In retrospect, it may seem hard to understand how difficult it was for 
l r i tics committed to the purist, abstractionist agenda to see what was 
l � ;t ppcning in these works, to comprehend their inevitability in relation 
to the master-narratives to which the purists were themselves commit
l l'd .  The "Flags" and "Targets" compositions have by now become 
.ts transparently emblematic of an artistic revolution as the abstrac
t i ons of Malevich were to Alfred Barr. The revolution they signal, 
commonly cal led "postmodernism," in retrospect, has been no less 
problematic, equivocal ,  unfinished, and prematurely obsolete than the 
modernism it claimed to supersede. The replacement of global imagi
naries like the Cold War and nuclear holocaust by new global realities 
such as the triumph of corporate capitalism and neofascist national
i sms no doubt requires a reassessment and a renaming of the cultural 
dominants of our period and a reconsideration of exactly what post
modernism has come to. 

Among the accomplishments of the revolution signaled by Johns's 
"Flags" and "Targets" was the reopening of art ( for better or worse) 
to what Edward Said would call "wordly" concerns-to kitsch, mass 
culture, the mixture of media, political propaganda, and theater-the 
resurgence of artistic impurity, hybridity, and heterogeneity summa
rized as the "eruption of language into the aesthetic field."  This "erup
tion" has occasioned new, revisionist h istories of the modernism it 
supplanted, histories in which Greenbergian abstraction tends to be 
de-centered and jostled about by alternative traditions in modernism. 
The survival of these alternative modernist traditions-not only the 
obvious ones like surrealism, dadaism, and constructivism, but what 
one might call the " redlined" zones of Barr's diagram, the "primitive" 
and the "industrial"-made possible the opening of new regions of 
the seeable and sayable in both modernism and postmodernism. The 
exploration of one of these regions, the reconfigured relation of word, 
image, and object in minimalism, specifically in the sculpture, paint
ing, and writing of Robert Morris, will be the subject of the next 
essay. 
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WORD, IMAGL AN D OBJ ECT : 
WALL LAB ELS fOR ROBERT MORRIS 

T h e  relation o f  word and image seems exactly analogous to the 
relation of words and objects. The imagetext reinscribes, within 
the worlds of visual and verbal representation, the shifting rela
tions of names and things, the sayable and seeable, discourse 

,dJOut and experience of. And yet the obvious analogy draws all its 
interest from the equally obvious and radical discrepancy between 
images and objects, representations and presentations. What is this 
discrepancy ? Is it nothing more than a flash of repetition, a double 
take like the one that transforms an object into an image, a picture 
into a metapicture ? What is an object ? What is its relation to a subject 
and to the words and images that subjects construct to make objects 
intelligible ? The contemporary artist who has thought most deeply 
about these questions is Robert Morris, whose work and writing have 
also been central to the articulation of what might now be called 
"High Postmodernism," the mounting of a direct chal lenge to and 
continuation of the modernist tradition of ut pictura theoria. In the 
sixties, Morris was the principal antagonist of Michael Fried's "great 
refusal" of new antimodernist work in "Art and Objecthood" :  he 
served as the major exemplar of theatricality, mixtures of media, and 
a new kind of obdurate, objectlike sculpture that seemed to deny any 
possibi lity of optical, pictorial, or figural incident, while drawing quite 
explicitly on a theoretical discourse for which the works seemed to 
function as demonstrations. I 'm less interested in positioning Morris 
within the familiar narratives of postmodernism, however, than in 
tracing his inquiry into the relations of images, objects, and words, 
especially those words that allow us to label a rtistic objects and thus 
to tel l  stories about them, including stories about "modernism" and 
"postmodernism." 1  My aim, in short, is to examine the way Morris's 

I .  Among the numerous studies of  postmodernism, I have found most 
stimulating and rel iable Fredric jameson's Postmodernism, or the Cultural 
Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1 9 9 1 ) ,  and 
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work complicates and contests the labels t ha t  1 1 1 ak l· h i s oh jl'cl s i n t e l l i 
gible. 

The appearance of Morris's work in a major Guggenheim retro
spective in 1 994 ought to have settled the question of his status . The 
label of "Major Artist" could now be safely inscribed over the en
trance to the exhibition, and the works could be safely labeled as 
masterpieces, no matter how unprepossessing their visual appearance. 
All that remained was the packaging of Morris's work in a canonical 
history that would position him in the contexts of modernism and 
postmodernism and unpack the meanings of his objects in the terms 
provided by poststructuralist theories of art. 

The wall label disturbed my sleep . It grew to threatening proportions, 
entwined itself around me, babbled in my ear, wrapped itself over my 
eyes. It was a tangled, suffocating shroud of seething words in my 
dream. But in dreams begin responsibility, as the insomniac poet said. 
Have I had a dream of warning? I get up edgy. 1  

It i s  a tribute to both the intransigence of the art-viewing public and 
the resilience of Morris's art that the labeling, packaging, and securing 
of both the Work and the works is not l ikely to proceed without some 
trouble. More than any American artist of his generation, "Morris" 
(considered as the name of a total oeuvre) has managed to remain 
unpredictable, hard to classify, and difficult to label in the terminology 
of styles, artistic movements, and periods. And yet, if one had to 
produce a "representative" American artist for the period from 1 960 
to 1 990, one could hardly do better than Morris . One of the com
plaints about his work, in fact, is that it is too representative, that it 
merely holds up a mirror to the art of its time, working across all 
the genres of postmodern artistic practice (minimalist and conceptual 
sculpture, performance art, land art, scatter pieces, felt  works, paint
ing, drawing, photography, ready-mades, image-text composites, pro
cedural works) without committing itsel f to any single mode or style .  

David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell ,  
1 990) .  Harvey and Jameson share a refusal to accept postmodernism on its 
own terms (that is, as a collapse of metanarratives, the search for a new 
ensemble of artistic styles, or a mere negation of modernism) and an insistence 
on strategic gestures of totalizing (as distinct from presumed "totalities" ) .  
While Pop Art (and typically the work of  Andy Warhol) has become canonical 
for the historical periodization of nascent postmodernism in the sixties, the 
role of American minimalism seems to me equally crucial .  

2. Dream journal entry by Robert Morris, 1 0/28/90. 

2 4 2  



W " '  d ,  l m u  M l' ,  d ral 0 h 1 r �· 1 : R o h n 1 M o r r i s  

Morr i s ' s  work hot h 1 1 1 v i tcs and resists labeling, lending itsel f to 
r n s r a m  ( m is ) rccogn it ion i n  terms of the generic labels endemic to post
r nodcrnism, while refusing the overal l  label of the individual artistic 
\ l y le  or " look." There is no way to identify "a Morris" by its visual 
. 1 ppearance from across a room, no way to predict with any certainty 
what his new work will look like, and yet his work never seems to 
. 1 ppear without inviting ready-made labels.3 His turn in the late eight
r e s  to works that look like monumental paintings (the Holocaust and 
t i restorm series ; the blind time drawings ; the Wittgenstein drawings 
and the associated series of large encaustic paintings on aluminum 
panels) could hardly have been predicted from his previous work. 
Those who had defined Morris's career as a practitioner within spe
cific media had grown used to labeling him as a sculptor and (more 
important) as a sculptor who saw his medium as expressing concerns 
"not only distinct but hostile to those of painting. "4 The reaction of 
critics to his "shift" to painting was predictable. There was, on the 
positive side, a rush to certify his credentials as a painter by bringing 
out his early exercises in abstract expressionism.5 On the negative 
side, he was accused (as so often before) of being a merely eclectic 
experimentalist and imitator of prevailing fashion. The large encaustic 
paintings with their enigmatic stenciled texts were seen as belated 
attempts to capitalize on the fashion for image-text composites pio
neered by younger American artists in  the late eighties.6 

My own insomnia begins. What have I previously ignored, not wished 
to think about? A mere wall /abel? An institutional excrescence, a blurt 

3 .  One notable exception to this generalization might be his use of flat 
gray paint on the minimalist objects of the sixties. As David Antin noted, this 
gray became "a signature and to that extent, perhaps, somewhat independent 
of any individual work, like Newman's stripes" (Art News 65 :2 [April l 966] : 
56) .  At the same time, the paradoxical implications of using a neutral colorless 
color like gray as a signature of a personal style can hardly be ignored. The 
noncommittal character of grayness is more like a mask for any personal 
identity, a kind of coloristic "John Doe" signature that signals Morris's refusal 
to underwrite his works with claims to authentic or personal self-revelation. 

4.  Robert Morris, "Notes on Sculpture 1 ," ArtForum 4 : 6  (february 
1966 ) :  42. 

5. See the essays by Barbara Rose and Terrie Sultan in Inability to Endure 
or Deny the World, the catalog of the Corcoran Gallery's 1 990-91  Morris 
retrospective.  

6 .  See Roberta Smith, "A Hypersensitive Nose for the Next New Thing," 
New York Times, 20 January 1 99 1 ,  p. 3 3 .  
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of puhlic relations J<�rgon, , , l l l t 'rt '  s l tf>f > /, · 1 1 1 < ' 1 1 1  :' : 1 /1 ,  tht • !/s thl '  ml> .  
Beware of supp lements . 

The problem of labeling Morris is, I want to suggest, not mere ly  
a pragmatic or curatorial issue concerned with the management of a n  
unusually large and diverse oeuvre. It reflects a whole set  of issues 
internal to Morris's work and characteristic of the shifting relation of 
art and language in the era for which he is such an apt representative. 
Thus, on the one hand, Morris's work has consistently engaged itse l f  
not just with the elaboration of a verbal program that l ies "behind" 
the art, as a theoretical scaffolding or prop for the objects, but with 
the exploration of art itself as language, of the object or image as a 
complex intersection of the seeable, the sayable, and the palpable. 
Morris 's writing and his art have staged this intersection, not as a 
settled boundary between words and images, words and objects, but 
as a site of anxiety, play, and disruption . That we do not know what 
a Morris will " look like," that he offers no consistent visual style, is 
at once cause and consequence of the difficulty with labeling, of mus
tering an adequate, much less authoritative, descriptive language for 
his work. 

The wall /abel disturbed my sleep. It raises the insomniac 's cold sweat. 

This wall label begins to throb with ambiguous threat, refusing its 

repressed status as linguistic blurb. This institutional, tautological an

noyance slithers and coils in the shadows. It begins to grow larger than 

the works proper in my dream galleries; a snarling, looming, hypna

gogic presence. 

This difficulty with labeling is, moreover, not simply a problem 
with Morris, but reflects a central obsession of postmodernism, which 
has itsel f  consistently been labeled as the exploration of a new rela
tion between art and language. Modernism-at least in Clement 
Greenberg's classic formulation-sought to evacuate language, l itera
ture, narrative, and textual ity from the field of visual art. 7 Post
modern art, not surprisingly, has been defined as the negation of this 
negation, "an eruption of language into the aesthetic field ."8  From a 

7. See Clement Greenberg's "Towards a Newer Laocoon," ( 1 940),  re
printed in The Collected Essays and Criticism, edited by John O'Brian (Chi
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1 986 ) ,  pp. 23-37, and the discussion of 
abstraction and language in chapter 7. 

8 .  Craig Owens, "Earthwards," October 1 0  (Fall 1 979) : 1 25-26. 
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l '. t l l l l i k e  ; l r t  o f  " p 1 1 11 t y "  . 1 1 1 1 1  opt i ea l i t y  ex p ress i ng what Rosa l ind 
k r a u ss  ca l l s  a " w i l l  t o  s t l enn· , "'' we have ( so the story goes) moved to 
. 1 1 1 a rt of noise, d iscou rse, a n d  speech ifying, characterized by impure, 
h v h rid forms that  coup le  the visual and the verbal, or erase the differ
· · n cc between image and text. The de-purifying of artistic opticality 
h a s  been accompanied by a de-throning of the notion of the artist as 
t he creator of an original image, a novel visual gestalt that bursts ful ly 
l mmed from the mind of the artistic "seer" to dazzle and fixate the 
o,pcctator. In the place of this art of the purified and original image, 
postmodernism has offered pastiche, appropriation, ironic allusion, 
. 1 1 1  art addressed to spectators who are more l ikely to be puzzled than 
dazzled and whose thirst for visual pleasure often seems deliberately 
t hwarted. 

Like al l  art-historical master narratives, this one is a myth, a 
wmpound of half-truths and oversimplifications that nevertheless has 
a certain power to frame the production and reception of art. It is a 
story to which Morris himself has contributed, both as narrator and 
actor, writer and artist. 1 0  It is, in short, a story whose historical effects 
must be reckoned with, even by those who want to resist them or 
who want to situate this story in relation to larger, longer, or more 
nuanced histories . A larger historical frame, for instance, would ask 
us  to consider the relation of this (mainly American) story of art to 
the fortunes of American culture in the era of the Cold War and the 
nuclear nightmare, a period that, in the very moment of Morris's 
retrospective, seems now to be clearly "behind" us, replaced by the 
quite different concerns of a post-nuclear, post-Cold War "New 
World Order," and the final victory of capitalism as a world system. 1 1  
A longer view would ask whether the changing relation of art and 
language central to postmodernism was not already occurring in its 
basic forms in early European modernism (notably in dadaism, surre-

9.  Rosal ind Krauss, "Grids," in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and 
Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1 985 ) ,  p .  8 .  

10 .  See Morris's essay, "Words and Images in Modernism and Post
modernism," Critical Inquiry 1 5 : 2  (Winter 1989 ) :  337-47, and my article, 
" Ut Pictura Theoria : Abstract Painting and the Repression of Language," 
pp. 348-7 1 ,  for a d iscussion of this history . 

1 1 .  For a discussion of Morris's work in the context of the late Cold War 
culture of the 1 980s, see 0. K. Werckmeister, Citadel Culture (Chicago : 
University of Chicago Press, 1 9 9 1 ) , especially the chapter entitled "Lucas, 
Morris ." 
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this standpoint, the cult of visual pur i t y and the will to s i l ence might  
look more l ike a temporary aberration, an interlude associated with 
the removal of modern art, especially abstract painting, from its Euro
pean context into the purified spaces of the Museum of Modern Art . 
The "eruption of language into the aesthetic field" might seem less 
transgressive and look more like the restoration of a basic condition 
of art, which has, after al l ,  been impure for most of its history . A 
more nuanced view, finally, would have to address the ways in which 
the cults of both visual purity and visual-verbal hybridity intersect 
with transformations in visual and textual culture more broadly con
sidered. If Clement Greenberg's "kitsch" became the impure negative 
foi l  for his purist "avant-garde" at a certain cultural moment around 
World War II, we would have to notice that this dia lectic between 
mass and elite culture takes on a variety of other forms in other 
places and times, both before and after the moment of high modernist 
abstraction in the United States. However much minimalism may have 
departed from some of the pictorialist and expressivist tendencies of 
formal abstraction, there is no doubt that it continued this tradition 
in its search for purity and its aesthetic elitism. In this respect, mini
malist visual art, especial ly sculpture, seems quite antithetical to the 
sort of decorative, patterned musical minimalism of Steve Reich or 
Phil Glass. John Cage's 4 ' 33 "  of "silence" provides the appropriate 
musical setting for Morris. Duchamp, not the mass media, provides 
the model for the hybrid visual/verbal character of his objects : "One 
foot in images, the other in language, this is the least immediate and 
most discu'rsive form of art-making." u 

Now I am awake, yet the label refuses to shrink. Here beneath the 
dim lamp its rectangularity seems to pulsate, its language groans and 
threatens. This blot of words screeches and sobs and finally recedes to 
a menacing tell-tale tick of mumbling under the floor boards. 

The relation of art and language, object and label, is one of the 
principal paradoxes of minimalist sculpture. On the one hand, the 
beholder is confronted by simple, spare, elemental, usually "untitled" 

12. See Morris's discussion of writer-artists l ike Kandinsky, Malevich, 
Gabo, and Mondrian who "contributed to a growing body of theoretical 
texts, some in the form of mani festos, which grew up alongside the material 
production of the images . . . .  " in "Words and Images," p. 3 4 1 .  

13 .  Robert Morris, "American Quartet," Art in America (December 
1 9 8 1 ) :  104. 
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• o b jects that  seem ddi lwra t d y  " inexpressive," "deadpan," and "inar
t • ru latc ."  14 What c;;a n  objec;;t s  labeled "Slab," "Beam," and "Box" say 
to us ? What can we possibly say about them ? The labels seem to say 
1 1  all, to exhaust the object and the visual experience of the object. The 
whole situation of minimalism seems designed to defeat the notion of 
t he "readable" work of art, understood as an  intell igible al legory, 
an expressive symbol, or a coherent narrative . On the other hand, 
minimalism is often characterized as an unprecedented intrusion by 
language-especial ly critical and theoretical language-into the tradi
tionally silent space of the aesthetic object. As Harold Rosenberg put 
i t :  "No mode in art has ever had more labels affixed to it by eager 
l i terary coll aborators . . . .  No art has ever been more dependent on 
words than these works pledged to si lent material ity . . . .  The less there 
is to see, the more there is to say ." 1 5  Even worse than the " literary 
col laborators" and the chatter of the ever-helpful critics, according to 
Rosenberg, is the fact that the minimalist artists themselves became 
writers . All the traditional divisions of labor in the art/ language game 
were confused. The mute, inarticulate sculptor who was supposed to 
make infinitely expressive images for the delectation of the infinitely 
receptive (and articulate) aesthete, has been replaced by the articulate 
sculptor who makes mute objects for a puzzled beholder. 

Then with a certain trembling it strikes me, there is no such thing as a 
'mere wall label. ' The phrase ratchets through my feverish brain. This 
label, this mutter of slurred information has a secret ambition. No 
doubt about it, its aim is nothing less than dominating my images there 
on the wall. Its linguistic hysteria begins to erode the encaustic from 
my panels. 

In one sense this paradox has now been prematurely resolved by 
institutional art history. The canonizing of minimalism, the stabilizing 
of its label as a fixture in the succession of twentieth-century styles, 
has now made these mute objects, once so strange and silent, seem 

14. Rosalind Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1 977), pp. 236, 1 99.  

15 .  Harold Rosenberg, "Defining Art," in Minimal Art: A Critical Anthol
ogy, edited by Gregory Battcock (New York: Dutton, 1 968 ) ,  p. 306.  See 
also Michael Fried's characterization of the minimalist object as "literalist" 
(understood as a hypostatizing of objecthood) and dependent upon an "ideo
logical" position, "one that can be formulated in words, and in fact has been 
formulated by some of its leading practitioners" ("Art and Objecthood," 
ArtForum (June 1 967) ,  reprinted in  Battcock, pp. 1 1 6- 1 7) .  
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ful l  of memorable associat ion and anl·cdotl' for t hosl' in t hl'  know .  
The writings and conversation of the artists, most notab ly of M or 
ris-"the most subtle o f  the Minimalist dialecticians," according to 
Rosenberg (p .  305 ) ,  have now become inseparable from the experi· 
ence of the knowledgeable beholder. But what about the ignorant  
beholder, the one who walks into the gallery or museum cold and 
experiences minimalism as a shock of deprivation and disappoint
ment ?  We can 't  even console ourselves that this shock is something 
like that of the original puzzled beholder (for example, Rosenberg) in 
the sixties, because the context now is quite different. The j ury is no 
longer out. The works have the authority of canonical labeling. If you 
don't get the point, it is a j udgment on you, not on the works. What 
do we say to the innocent viewer now ? What is the present availabil ity 
of these works ? Do they have any fate beyond canonization in a 
system of labels and myths ? 

The wall label has disturbed my sleep. I must get a grip on myself, or 
at least on the label. I must squeeze it back to its true ignoble propor
tions. But it is elusive as it gleams there in the dark with its Poe-like 
atmospherics of linguistic threat and verbal iconoclasm. 

Morris himself seems unsure on this point, noting a lready in 1 9 8 1 
that minimalism had run out of steam: "As the dialectical edge of 
minimalism grew dull ,  as it had to in time, and as the radicality of its 
imagery, contexts or processes became routine, its options dwindled 
to a formula;  use more space ." 1 6 But Morris was only a drop-in mini
malist in the first place, albeit its most articulate spokesman. His 
interest from the first was much more complex and general than any 
work within a style or movement " look." He had been concerned 
with nothing less than the philosophical task of art, the employment 
of sculpture, understood as a hybrid grafting of word, image, and 
object, as the vehicle for a reflection on art. 17 This makes Morris 
unpopular and impolitic. He is an "artist's artist," not in the usual 
sense of technical ,  stylistic vi rtuosity (despite his reputation as a per
fectionist craftsman), but in  the depth of his intervention into the 
basic issues of aesthetics, and particularly the history of sculpture in 

16 .  Robert Morris, "American Quartet," p .  96 .  

17. See Annette Michelson's important essay, "Robert Morris-An Aes
thetics of Transgression," for the catalog of the 1 969 show at the Corcoran 
Gallery of Art for the first serious treatment of Morris as a philosophical 
sculptor. 
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w h a 1  K ra u ss apt l y l·a l l s  l i s  "l·xpa ndcd" field. 1 M Morris makes philo
� t , ph i�.:a l  objects t h a t  need not have any visual family resemblance, no 
" look" that can be labeled. What they have in common is strictly 
1 1ot v is ib le,  not representable, and difficul t  to label except perhaps as 
something l ike "philosophy." It is a body of questions and decisions, 
some rational, others arbitrary ; a series of concerns, experiments, 
wncepts, procedures, attitudes-in short, a discursive field or grid, 
like a card file, a catalog of the considerations and topics that might 
wme up in the making of an art object labeled "Card File" (figure 
.� 6) .  This means his work is hard to consume, much less digest, at the 
level of visual pleasure. The objects don't even do us the courtesy of 
"i l lustrating" Morris's discourse in any straightforward way . One 
might think of his objects less as examples or i l lustrations than as 
cases to be opened, pondered, and (sometimes) closed, 19 specific 
word/image/object assemblages that, when successful ,  exceed and ex
plode (or incorporate} the labels that accompany them.20 

Show yourself in the light, wall /abel. Come out of the shadows of the 
gallery. Rut this protean linguistic monster hides behind the institu
tional leadenness of its prose. 

In short, one actual ly has to do some hard thinking, some serious 
talking to oneself or a friend in the presence of this work. One has 
to understand the dialogue provoked by the objects in situ as part of 

1 8 .  Rosalind Krauss, "Sculpture in the Expanded Field," in The Original
ity of the Avant-Garde, pp. 276-90. 

1 9 .  Sometimes, of course, Morris's "cases" cannot be opened . We may 
know that the minimalist pieces of the sixties are hollow, but the impossibility 
of looking inside them is part of the point. Morris's cabinet with lock and 
key and inscription, "Leave key on hook inside" suggests another situa
tion-a case that could be "looked into" one and only one time, and then 
would be dosed forever. 

20. I'm thinking here of the "case" as the concept is used in sociology 
and psychology (case "studies" and case "histories") and the concomitant 
ambiguity about the theoretical/empirical status of the elementary units of 
research . For an outline of  the basic concept of the sociological "case," see 
Charles C.  Ragin and Howard S. Becker, What Is A Case? (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1 992),  p .  9 .  The literal and material figure of 
the "case" as a hollow container and its figurative extension to hermeneutics 
(the secret or solution to a mystery hidden inside a case) is also relevant here. 
I'm grateful to James Chandler for bringing the sociological analysis of the 
case to my attention. 
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3 7 .  Robert Morris, Unti
tled ("Knots ") ,  1 963.  
Wood box,  5 '1• x 1 5 '1• 
x J '/!' (overall height 

with rope approximately 
20 inches. 

what the works arc. The objects take time, much more time than a 
label al lows, certainly more time than we have (though John Cage, 
reportedly, sat and listened for three and one-half hours to the entire 
tape loop of Box with the SoUizd of Its Own Making) . And this time 
is not a hermeneutic duration, a process of interpretation and descrip
tion that leads to the hidden truth or meaning, but a movement from 
apparent order to a labyrinth of knots, unsolved problems, conun
drums, and disagreeable absencesY (As an emblem of this movement, 
one might consider Morris's notched wooden bar with knots [figure 
37 ] ,  which displays a rational ,  mach ine-tooled object as the "support" 
for a chaotic tangle, or his various "ruler" pieces that display the 

2 1 .  Michael Fried accurately gauged, I think, the pecul iar temporality 
involved in minimalist scu lpture, contrasting it with the sense of "instanta
neousness" he associates with modernist painting and sculpture. See "Art and 
Objecthood," in Battcock, pp. 1 44-46. 
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\ll rcmcnt . ) 

Morris couples the purism of the abstract formalist tradition with 
1 he relentless, corrosive irony of Duchamp to produce a "rational" 
or at least "systematic" art that aims at perfect lucidity about the 
possibil ity that art and h istory (not to mention art h istory) might be 
nightmares from which we can never awake. Like Walter Benjamin, 
he asks us to contemplate his objects as "dialectical images,"  docu
ments of civilization that insist on being seen simultaneously as docu
ments of barbarism. 22 The cool, gray formalism of the polyhedrons 
and the chaotic anti-form of the scatter pieces are incompatible within 
the short circuit of " look" and "label," but rigorously connected 
within a dialectics of the object. Morris's "baroque" phase of fire
storm and holocaust paintings in the 1 980s is, at the level of " look" 
and "label" a regression to expressionist painting (figure 38 ) .  And 
their look and scale is surely appropriate to a meditation on the monu
mentalization of death and annihilation in the eighties, the Decade of 
Greed, Star Wars, and Reaganomics-the final glorious days of tri
umph over the "Evil Empire," the transition from the prospect of 
sudden nuclear catastrophe to slow environmental destruction. No 
wonder they look like ornaments suitable for Darth Vader's bou
doir.H They are not "expressions" of this period, however, but quota
tions of neoexpressionism enframed within sculptural counterquota
tions. In these works, the sculptor confronts the painter, insisting on 
the frame as an equal partner in the work "proper," not a mere 
supplement or neutral setting for the picture. The hydrocal frames 
with their imprinted body parts and post-holocaust detritus stand as 
the framing "present" of the works, trophies or relics encrusted 
around the past event, the catastrophe that left the fossils as the im
prints in which it  is enframed.24 Frame is to image as body is to the 
destructive element, as present is to past. Or (to be literal about it) 

22. Walter Benjamin, "Theses on the Philosophy of History" ( 1 940), in 
llluminations, edited by Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken, 1 969) ,  p .  256. 

23 . I owe this analogy to Janice Misurell Mitchel l .  See also 0. K. Werck
meister's provocative discussion of Morris's firestorm and Holocaust paint
ings in Citadel Culture, especially the juxtaposition of Morris's "pre-war" 
paintings with the Star Wars trilogy by George Lucas, pp. 142-63 . 

24. Morris's inscriptions to these works move across the temporal dimen
sions suggested by the relation of frame to image. Thus "none will be ready 
when it touches down. Yet we have seen it gathering all these years. You said 
that there was nothing that could be done." 
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3 8 .  Robert Morris, U11titled, 1 984 .  Painted cast Hydrocal, pastel on paper.  Inscrip
tion : " None wil l  be ready when i t  touches down .  Yet we have seen i t  gathering all  
these years. You said there was noth ing that could be done. " 

frame is to image as a remote possible future is to a less remote future. 
Someday, the works suggest, the past will be enframcd in a present 
that makes these works look natura l .  

The "knot" arises when one real izes that this future would be 
one in which these paintings could never exist. Morris makes them 
look as i f  they were meant to survive a nuclear holocaust, but he (and 
we) arc well aware that survivors of such a scene would have little 
interest in his or anybody else's art. This is art for a possible future 
in which art would not exist, monuments to a time beyond monu
ments . They critique a world in which, as Benjamin put it, "mankind 
. . .  can experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the 
first order. "2s 

An anonymous editorial comment appended to Morris's 198 1 Art 

25.  Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Repro
duction" ( 1 936) ,  in Illuminations, p. 242. 
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1 1 1  i\ 1/ t l'ric<l l'�sa y , " A n H' I " I l a l l  (�ua rtet , "  <H.:cuseJ the a rt is t -wri ter of a 
k i nd o f  ghou l i s h Jll'ss a n d  gloom in h is meditations on the aesthetic 
monunwualizing of  death and destruction. The editor's polemic drew 
a p ictu re of the relation between words and images, visual monuments 
and cr it ical commentary in Morris's own essay, that locates the artist's 
"cu ltural charnel house" in the present of 1 9 8 1 ,  not in a projected 
future :  

for it suggests the image of works we  deem significant, those which 
el icit extensive cri tical interpretation and even incite perpetual reinter
pretation, as some sort of cu ltural carcasses, swarming and hal f-buried 
with seeth ing words which, l ike the movement of a mass of maggots, 
impart both a certain disgusting motion and transformation to dead 
th ings. ("American Quartet," p. 1 05 )  

The very structure of this art critical hoax (the "editor" was 
Morris himself) epitomizes a typical Morris procedure. The essay is 
structured around the flagrantly minimal ist image of a table, whose 
four corners represent Morris's canonical "grid," his picture of the 
four major figures and tendencies of American art (Pollock's abstract 
expressionism, Duchamp's metasystems, Hopper's mimetic realism, 
and Joseph Cornell 's decorative surrealism) :  "considered as a totality, 
the model suggested here has three distinct levels :  the upper grid, l ike 
a table-top, which locates positions and orientations;  the four  key 
paradigmatic lines (or legs) which form foci and boundaries as well 
as indicate a vertical dimension of enduring traditions; and at the 
roots of these traditions we pass into a theoretical realm" (p. 95 ) .  
Morris evokes the tradition of the tavola and the historical/conceptual 
tableau, the classic rationalist device for spatializing a discursive total
ity, treating his "polygon" as a stage for art critical gestures that 
mimic the characteristic gestures of its four "key points" or "lode
stones . "  Thus, his own prose (as the outraged editoria l  commentary 
complains) "wander[s ]  around a great deal ," like the tracks of 
Pollock ; it portrays the artist in the "sealed space of al ienation" in 
the style of Hopper; it stuffs the virtual "box" of its conceptual grid 
with fragments of the entire history of modern art in the manner of 
Cornel l .  Then it turns, in the manner of Duchamp, and deconstructs 
the entire structure as "the ghoulish image of critics mumbling and 
chewing their dead artifacts on the table of commentary" (p .  1 05 ) .  

Are you innocence, sincerity? Are you but a few simple guiding words, 
a soothing "orientation "? Ah, but I catch your sneer, your twitching 
suspect words, your double meanings, your dominating strategies dis-
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guised beneath your platitudes. You t l '�>h to 11 ' 1 1 1 111/lh 1 1 1 1 < " < '  ,,g,lln (<'nd
lessly and forever) over the imagistic. Your agt•nd,ls ,Ire <llw,lys hidden. 

Morris's ambivalence about the adequacy of the visible form, 
then, does not imply any complacency or certainty about the place of 
philosophical language or critical discourse. You can't run from the 
objects to the labels or narratives provided by Morris's own writings. 
"American Quartet" is a self-devouring imagetext; it eats itself alive. 
Neither the image nor the word nor the object can be relied on to 
stabilize experience or meaning. Or perhaps it would be better to say : 
the stabil izing of relations among words, images, and objects is ex
actly what Morris 's work tries to resist : "the only authenticity is one 
which has refused every identity conferred by an institution, a dis
course, an image or a style, as well as every delight and oppression 
offered by that gulag called the autobiographical . "26 The rude blocks 
and beams of minimalism are,  in Morris's usage, neither al legories of 
cultural totalities or figures of Platonic perceptual foundationsY they 
are better seen as something like the bricks that Ignatz the Mouse 
hurls at Krazy Kat whenever he has uttered some profound moral 
truism.28 That is why the minimalist objects don't real ly reward an 
analysis that looks for phenomenological foundations as opposed to 
phenomenological process and contradiction. The choice of extraordi
narily clear elementary polyhedrons, executed in specific materials at 
a precise scale in relation to the human body is aimed at revealing the 
disjunctions in the perceptual process, not at establishing elemental 
foundations (see installation view, figure 39 ) .  As the viewer moves in 
relation to the object, or the object moves into new situations, its 
"open and neutral" shape undergoes infinite variation : 

Even its most patently una lterable property-shape-does not remain 
constant.  For it is the viewer who changes the shape constantly by his 
change in position relative to the work. Oddly, i t  is the strength of the 
constant, known shape, the gestalt, that al lows this awareness to be
come so much more emphatic in these works than previous sculpture. 

26. Robert Morris, interview with Robert Denson, forthcoming in Critical 
Inquiry. 

27. See Iconology, pp. 93 and 158 ,  however, for a discussion of the Pla
tonic concept of the "provocative" and its relation to the concept of the 
dialectical image. 

28. See Morris's unpublished interview with Robert Denson ( forthcoming 
in Critical Inquiry), in  which the artist recapitulates his entire career as a 
series of Krazy Kat dialogues, with minimalist objects as Ignatzian bricks. 
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3 9 .  Robert Morris, Installation view with assorted polyhedrons. 

A Baroque figurative bronze is different from every side. So is a six-foot 
cube. The constant shape of the cube held in the mind but which the 
viewer never literally experiences, is an actuality against which the lit
eral changing, perspective views are related. There are two distinct 
terms : the known constant and the experienced variable. Such a division 
does not occur in the experience of the bronze.29 

The terms here go back at least as far as Plato's division between 
the "intelligible" and the "visible," rephrasing them in the nominalist 
distinction between the " literal" and the "actual," a shift from an 
epistemological frame to a poetics or metaphysics of experience. 30 The 
question raised by Plato is how one distinguishes a "provocative" or 

29. "Notes on Sculpture," in Battcock, p .  234. 

30. See Nelson Goodman on the " literal" and the "actual" in Languages 
of Art ( Indianapolis, IN :  Hackett, 1 976), p. 68 .  
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"dialectical" obj�:ct-"th ings tha t  a rc p ro v m .1 1 1 v c  o f  t lwugh t " -- f ro m  
things that  are not. His  answer is that " p rovoca t i v e t h ings . . .  imp inge 
upon the senses together with their opposites . " 3 1 Th at is what mak�:s 
them dialectical-namely, occasions for the experience of di fference 
and contradiction and thus provocatives to dialogue. The staging of 
the object, its insertion into a space and an institutional context that 
invites aesthetic reflection is, obviously, a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for the provocation to dialogue. The object itself-its spe
cific materials, facture, lighting, color, orientation-offers factors that 
must be taken into account. Above al l ,  its scale (especial ly in relation 
to the norm of the human body) invites "the intell igence . . .  to con
template," in Plato's words, "the great and small, not thus con
founded but as distinct entities" (p. 1 59 ) .  In Morris's terms, the goal 
i s  to explore the delicate intermediate realm "between the monument 
and the ornament," between the private sphere of intimacy and the 
gigantic proportions of mass perception, an in-between space that 
Morris consistently associates with a "public mode" of perception. 32 

Another way to define the delicate intermediate zone opened up 
by this sort of object is to ask exactly how valuable or important the 
object is, what sort of claims it puts on the beholder. It's clear, for 
instance, that Morris's polyhedrons are not unique objects, but mate
rial realizations of three-dimensional concepts, open to indefinite re
production. Many of his "original" minimal objects have been lost 
or destroyed and have been refabricated in other (often more expen
sive and durable) materials than the original plywood constructions. 
The decision to refabricate many of these objects in plywood for his 
retrospective, rather than to borrow them from the collections where 
they now reside, i l lustrates the pecu liar chameleon quality of the 
pieces . On one hand, this choice would seem to reflect a certain histor
icist nostalgia for the "original" materials and feel of the objects in 
the sixties; on another, it cheerful ly flouts the cult of the original by 
substituting mere copies that will certainly not be fabricated by the 
hand of the artist, negating the world with his Skilsaw. The material
ity, visual presence, and autographic identity of the objects is not 
unimportant, but it is not everything. Of equal importance is their 
mobility, reproducibility, and textual/pictorial / legal identity in draw-

3 1 .  Plato, Republic, Book VII :  8 ,  translated by Paul Shorey (Cambridge : 
Harvard University Press, 1 935 ) ,  p. 1 59 .  

32 .  "Notes on  Sculpture," in Battcock, p. 233 .  See also Fried on  the 
question of scale in relation to the human body, "Art and Objecthood," in 
Battcock, pp. 1 28-29. 
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40. Robert Morris, "Slab, " 1 963.  

ings, specifications, and considerations of "intellectual property."33 
The objects themselves, as Morris put it in "Notes on Sculpture," are 
"important, but perhaps not quite so self-important" as traditional 
objets d'art. 

An early and (apparently) simple example may help to clarify 
these issues. The work called SLAB (figures 40 and 41) presents at 
least three disjunctive identities : ( 1 )  it  is a literal object, a hollow 

33. The "existence" of numerous minimalist works as nothing more than 
folders full of documents, "blueprints or certificates that confer title to con
ceptual items," makes them especially problematic for critics who remain 
fixed on the notion that a work of art is nothing if it is not a material object. 
See John Richardson's attack on the Guggenheim for overinvesting in this 
sort of paper currency, "Go Go Guggenheim," in The New York Review of 
Books, 1 6 July 1992, p. 19 .  
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4 1 .  Robert Morris, "Slab (Cloud), " 1 963 .  

square plywood box painted gray, 8 by 8 feet wide by 8 inches high ; 
(2) it is an image of a slab, a hollow, painted simulacrum whose look 
and label suggests gray stony solidity, not hollowness ; (3) it is a work 
of art with a title, a provenance, a set of labels and descriptive terms 
for its materials, dimensions, construction and placement, open to any 
number of refabrications and language games ( traditional responses to 
form, beauty, and emotional association; the game of artspeak and 
h istorical labeling; 'the game of philosophical meditation on the rela
tion of objects, images, and words) . SLAB is public in the sense that 
it is open to all these language games (and others as well ) .  Or, more 
precisely, it is like a door into a public sphere, one that can be left 
closed and labeled with a look ( l ike a restroom) ,  or opened into a 
philosophical gaze and inquiry that may have no determinate out
come, no systematic payoff.34 

34. I am using the term "public sphere" in the sense made famil iar by the 
critical tradition associated with Jurgen Habermas, particularly his h istorical 
study of publicity, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere ( 1 962), 
translated by Thomas Burger (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1 989) .  The term 
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Read a s  a text rather than 11 label the word "SLAB" is the key 
t h a t  opens the object as a case of phi losophical provocation . In partic
u l a r, it opens the object to reflection on one of the most ancient and 
durable theories of the relation between language and objects, the 
1 hcory that language itself is a system of labels, that 

individual words in language name objects-sentences are combina
tions of such names.-· In this picture of language we find the roots of 
the fol lowing idea : Every word has a meaning. This meaning is corre
lated with the word. It is the object for which the word stands..U 

This "picture of language" is so ancient and pervasive that it 
hardly needs the authority o f  Wittgenstein (or St. Augustine, to whom 
Wittgenstein attributes it) to be a public commonplace. What "SLAB" 
does, however, is to materialize this picture, to stage it for public 
reflection. Morris is fol lowing Wittgenstein's instructions to " imagine 
a language for which the description given by Augustine is right," a 
scene that turns out to be something like an exhibition of minimalist 
sculpture being put to use or employed as props to a performance.'6 
In Wittgenstein's language game, the minimal objects are imagined as 
functional elements in a practical activity : 

The language is meant to serve for communication between a builder 
A and an assistant B. A is building with bui ld-stones ; there are blocks, 
pil lars, slabs and beams. B has to pass the stones, and that in the 
order in which A needs them. for this purpose they use a language 
consisting of the words "block," "pil lar," "slab," "beam." A calls them 
out;-B brings the stone which he has learnt to bring at such-and-such 
a calL-Conceive this as a complete primitive languageY 

Wittgenstein then proceeds to demonstrate that the Augustinian 
model of the word as name or label for an object is radically incom-

is not to be confused with the notion of "public art" in its legal or bureaucratic 
sense. For more on this subject, see Art and the Public Sphere, edited by 
W. ].  T. Mitchell (Chicago :  Un iversity of Chicago Press, 1 992) .  

35.  Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophi"'l Investigations ( 1 953 ) ,  translated 
by G. E. M. Anscombe (New York: Blackwell, 1958 ) ,  p.  2. 

36 .  The importance of Wittgenstein's phi losophy to Morris's art would 
require a separate study in its own right and would probably take i ts key from 
the remarkable series of drawings connected with texts from the Philosophical 
Investigations that Morris executed in 1 990. 

37. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, p. 3.  
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plete and that even in a primit ive scene l ike t he one he h a s  i l l l ag i nl'd ,  
the words do a great deal more than name or label the objects .  They 
function in a " language game," one in which the meanings of  words 
are not given by the objects they designate, but by their practical usc 
in a form of l ife .  "SLAB" signifies, not j ust the object, but something 
like "bring me a s lab." It is a token in a system of exchange, a com
mand, an index of a social relationship : "is the call 'Slab ! '  . . . a 
sentence or a word ?-If a word, surely it has not the same meaning 
as the l ikesounding word of our ordinary language. But if a sentence, 
it is surely not the ell iptical sentence : 'Slab ! '  of our language."1H 

Wittgenstein's language game turns "SLAB" from a label into 
an imperative declaration in a form of l ife we might call "work" 
(specifically, the social division of labor between a master-builder and 
his workers) .  Morris's SLAB is an invitation to transform a curatorial 
label into a perceptual and intellectual form of public work. The 
"work," therefore, does not encrypt its skill, time, and effort in the 
traditional model of the "case" whose inside/outside structure unites 
the "work of art" with the commodity fetish as a container of hidden 
value and meaning-what Marx called "congealed labor power" and 
Freud diagnosed as the fetishism of objects concealing the labor of 
the unconscious:39 The objects are better described in the terms of 
Freud's "uncanny," that is, as "cases" that are simultaneously strange 
and familiar.40 We do not stand in fixated admiration of Morris 's 
"work" (either his object, or its significance as a trace of his skill, 
time, and labor) , but find ourselves placed in relation to the object as 
a co-worker, a potential collaborator. The work (both the object and 
its making) are disseminated, made exoteric, public, even "broadcast" 

3 8 .  Ibid., p. 8 .  

3 9 .  See m y  discussion o f  the parallel between the romantic conception o f  
the work o f  art and Marx's concept o f  the commodity fetish i n  Iconology, 
chapter six. Fried's remarks on the "hollowness of most literalist work . . .  
as though the work in question has an inner, even secret l i fe," are useful here, 
though I think insufficiently literal. The hollowness of Morris's obj ects is, in 
my view, an index of their insistence that they have "nothing to hide," and 
(as Cage might have said) "they are hiding it." This antihermeneutic openness 
about the h idden interior, the mockery of the sealed, hermetic "case," is the 
precise phenomenological basis for Morris's effort to produce objects that 
have the abil ity to activate a public sphere. 

40. See Freud's essay, "The 'Uncanny,"' ( 1 9 1 9 ) ,  in  The Complete Psycho
logical Works of Sigmund Freud, edited by James Strachey (London: Hogarth 
Press, 1 955 ) ,  vol . 1 7, pp. 2 1 9-52.  
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1 1 1 1  t h e  case o f  t h e  / lox 11 ' 1 1/1 tl• t •  Sound of lts Own Making) . This is 
uot  "scl f- rcfcrcnct:" t o  t he ar t i s t ' s  ego, his autobiography, or even his 
o b j ectified work, but a de-crypting of the hidden "creative process" 
1 h a t  parodies the cult of secrecy associated with romantic expressivist 
, rcation and the associated production of cult objects . 

Morris's SLAB (as word, image, or object) does not tell us what 
to do: its grammatical mood is interrogative, not imperative. It invites 
1 he contemplation of a simple, primitive object in relation to a 
\ t raightforwardly unambiguous label, the Augustinian model of the 
relation between words and things, language and the world. This 
work can be invisible, effortless, and reassuring: there is the object, 
t here is the label, perfectly coordinated, end of story. But the slightest 
hesitation opens the beholder to a labyrinth of knots . If "SLAB" is 
a n  expression in a language game, should we translate it as "This is 
a slab" ?  or as "This is 'SLAB' " ?  Is "SLAB" a proper name or a 
�eneric label ? Is it to be written as SLAB or "SLAB" ? Is the object it 
refers to a type or a token, a unique individual work or a concept to 
he replicated in an indefinite series of objects ? Is this object (whether 
type or token) really "simple," and are "simples" what names really 
designate ?4 1 

But what are the simple constituent parts of which reality is com
posed ?-What are the simple constituent parts of a chair?-The 
bits of wood of which it is made ? Or the molecules, or the 
atoms ?-"Simple" means : not composite. And here the point is: in 
what sense 'composite' ? I t  makes no sense at all to speak absolutely of 
the simple parts of  a chair' .  (Philosophical Investigations, p. 2 1 )  

The rejection o f  "composite" objects, the construction o f  a sculp
ture without "syntax," internal relations of parts, in favor of simple 
elementary forms is generally taken to be the central program of mini
malism. But the real point of this program is not to reify a notion of 
the absolutely simple, but to explore the complexity and compos
iteness of the simple, to crack the atomic structure of both common 
sense and rational positivismY Perhaps we should translate the simple 

4 1 .  Richard Wollheim's classic essay, "Minimal Art," was the first, I be
lieve, to see the fruitfulness of the type-token distinction for the description 
of minimalist objects . See his essay in Battcock, pp. 387-99. 

42. Wittgenstein's remarks on the "simple" and the "composite" must 
also be understood as attempts to shatter the atomic concept of  the "simple" 
associated with his own earlier work in the Tractatus and with the work of 
Bertrand Russell and the logical positivists. 
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word "SLAB," then ,  as a W i t  tgcnstc i  1 1 1 ;1 1 1 l l l l pl'r. l l  i v c  I i kc " look a t  t h i �  
slab and say the word aloud or to  yoursel f" ; or  a Wi ttgcnstc in ian  
question : "How do you see this object ? What do you see i t  as ? What  
does the name have to do with what you see ?" In either case, thl' 
"translation" of the label is clearly not the end of the process, the 
solution to a puzzle or al legory. It is only the opening move in a 
language game that has no determinate outcome. (John Cage went to 
the first show where SLAB was exh ibited and reported that he didn' t  
see any works of art in the gallery, just a s lab on the floor. )  Witt
genstein urges us not to be troubled by the simple, primitive, and 
incomplete character of these kinds of games : 

I f  you want to say that this shows them to be incomplete, ask yourself 
whether our language is complete;-whether it  was so before the sym
bolism of chemistry and the notation of  the infinitesimal calculus were 
incorporated in it; for these are, so to speak, suburbs of  our language. 
(And how many houses or streets does it take before a town begins to 
be a town ? )  Our language can be seen as an ancient city ; a maze of 
l ittle streets and squares, of  old and new houses, and of  houses with 
additions from various periods; and this surrounded by a multitude of 
new boroughs with straight regular streets and uniform houses. (Philo
sophical lnvestigations, p. 8 )  

Are Morris's minimal objects better seen a s  the postmodern suburbs 
of the language game of art or as primitive building blocks deployed in 
its oldest districts, provocatives to the ancient questions about words, 
images, and objects posed by Plato and Augustine ? This question 
might also be thought of as a translation of what it means to say 
"SLAB ?" in the presence of this object. 

In retrospect, then, the attempts to divide the work of Morris 
and the minimalists from traditional forms of art with categories l ike 
" literalness" and "figurality" and "objecthood" versus "artifice" be
gin to look more like temporary rhetorical strategies than durable 
categories. As so often in the history of art, the new is defined as a 
negation of the old, and both the acceptance and the refusal of the 
new are expressed in exactly the same terms, with the valences of 
value reversed. Both the indictment of minimalism (chiefly by Michael 
Fried in "Art and Objecthood") and its canonization by defenders of 
the American avant-garde in the sixties are conducted in the language 
of absolute breaks with the past, undialectical negations of a reified 
"tradition." This is not to say that there was nothing new, original, 
or transgressive about minimalism, but that the terms in which its 
newness might best be articulated are still open to inquiry and are 
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1 1 1 1 1  t o  he Sl' t t led hy a l l ll' rdy h i s tori�:ist  recapitulat ion of the debates 
• d 1 he s i x ties and the "verdkt of his tory ."  The objects themselves are 
now in a new situation, awakening to find themselves somewhere 
n c a r  the "end of postmodernism," if that word has any meaning as 
1 he designation of a period . Their provocation today cannot be what 
1 1  was in the sixties, though it cannot be separated from it either. The 
provocation of "SLAB" carries al l the way out to the historical situa
t ion of its first production and reception, and its current exhibition 
in a blockbuster show, where (one hopes) it will continue to burst 
various kinds of mental blocks. (Another kind of language game that 
might be played with "SLAB" and its brethren would reflect on its 
position within the history of sculpture, the relation between machine 
and handmade objects, and the importance of the base. In a very real 
sense, Morris is simply asking us to look at the foundations of sculp
ture as sculpture : the plinth or pedestal-which is sculpture's equiva
lent of a frame or support-is itself put on display. )43 Perhaps, like 
the monolith of  2001 : A Space Odyssey, Morris's slab is an extra
terrestrial teaching machine whose shuttling aspects can now be 
switched on. Its simplicity, blankness, muteness is inseparable from, 
yet antithetical to, i ts eloquence, wit, and complexity. Its rational 
purity and flaunting of radical renunciation is inseparable from its 
fl irtation with scandal, fraud, and boredom (at least in relation to 
traditional notions of artistic propriety, authenticity, and interest ) .  
Insofar as the label  "minimalism" provides a way to stabilize the 
object, to enframe it ideologically, to deny boredom and demand 
interest, to defeat skepticism and compel conviction, it dulls the edge 
of the dialectical image presented by the object, and the brick misses 
its mark. 

In the light you seem so small there on the wall and straightforward 
in your brief rectangularity and nearly prim in your crisp paragraphs. 
You wish to appear luminous with the innocence of your cogent facts. 

Perhaps the best indication of Morris's desire to keep these objects 
free of minimalist doctrine, to keep the shuttle in motion, is his insis
tence on a certain intermediate scale between the private and the 
public work, the intimate and the monumental. The exhaustion of 
minimalism came, in his view, when it seemed to have nowhere to go 
but up and out: "as the radicality of its imagery, contexts or processes 

43 . See Jack Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture (New York: Braziller, 
1 967) ,  chapter one, for a discussion of the foregrounding of the base. 
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became routine, its options dwind led t o  a l o r 1 1 1 u l a :  usc more space . "4 '1 

This is why Morris finds the employment of a minimalist vernacu l a r  
i n  the Vietnam Veteran's Memorial so  offensive, for the VVM i s ,  i n  
his  view, a one-sided, nondialectical appropriation of the vanguard 
style of the sixties to bandage over a wound that would better be kept 
open : "Could there ever be a more ingenious act of substituting pri
vate grief for public guilt ? Has political criminality ever been morl' 
effectively repressed than by this weeping wound to the will of the 
critical ? Has there ever been a more svelte Minimal mask placed over 
governmental culpabil ity ?"45 

Morris's own work has, in general, been devoted to procedures 
of unmasking, which means of course that it has to both construct 
and remove various kinds of masks-the labels affixed to objects, the 
fetishistic character of images and visual pleasure, and (most funda
mentally) the mask of the "object itself," the notion of the irreducibly 
elemental thing. Morris's proposed sculptural tribute to veterans of 
World War II  was a piece of ready-made minimalism, the casings of 
the atomic bombs dropped on Japan to be installed in the plaza of a 
Florida VA hospital (figure 42) .  The proposal was doubly decorous 
in its evocation of tradition and populist American ideology : what 
more appropriate war memorial than the weapons of the last war? 
(cp. the cannon on the courthouse lawn) .  What more appropriate 
image for a veterans' hospital than the objects which (we are told) 
"saved American lives" in World War II? There is even a certain 
"svelteness" in the perfect fit of these hollow casings with the tradi
tional hollowness of minimalist sculpture and Morris's own habit of 
treating the object as what I have called a "case" rather than an 
example or illustration . But these cases/casings offered the sort of 
mask that slippt>d off all too easily to reveal the merry wink and the 
death's head grin beneath to representatives of a "public" that wants 
its memorials to erase guilt and historical memory. Bomb Sculpture 
remains in the archive of " rejected proposals," perhaps as a time 
bomb waiting to go off. 

Morris's early minimalist pieces may now be, in the space of a 
retrospective, bombs that have already gone off or that have been 

44. Robert Morris, "American Quartet," p .  96. On the question of scale, 
see also "Notes on Sculpture," and fried, footnote 32 above. 

45 . Denson interview, forthcoming Critical Inquiry. My own view is that 
the Vietnam Veterans' Memorial succeeds precisely because it keeps the 
wound open and enables national mourning as well as private grief and public 
amnesia. See chapter 12 for more discussion. 
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42.  Robert Morris, Bomb Sculpture l'roposal (artist's archives, Guggenheim 
Museu m) .  

defused by the labels of canonization and art historical explanation . 
Once one "gets the concept" of SLAB or BEAM, we must ask, what 
need is there to actually look at the pieces ? Hasn't their material and 
visual presence been made superfluous by the welter of discourse that 
surrounds them ? Don't we already know, as a staple of everyday 
common sense, that simple polyhedrons take on di fferent appearances 
from different angles ? Why do we have to look at these constructions 
to test or confirm that knowledge ? What might we learn by actually 
beholding B ox with the Sound of Its Own Making that isn't already 
contained in its label and what might be inferred from it? We can 
certainly understand this object's parodying of the expressionist "ac
tion-painting" aesthetic without ever actually seeing it. 

The occasion of a retrospective is, in Morris's case, a thoroughly 
experimental event, for it cannot know the answers to these questions 
beforehand. Insofar as the blockbuster show has become a mass cui-
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tural spectacle in recent years, an occasion lor  rap 1d  u m s u m p t i o n  of  
vast quantities of visual pleasure, these objects w i l l  not fee l  com fort 
able ,  either with themselves or their beholders. What sort of "Morr i �  
souvenirs" wi l l  make it to the museum store ? What's to see ? What's 
to l ike ? The audience has to do all the work. And what sort of percep
tual or intellectual work can it be expected to do, trooping through 
in busloads, listening to taped commentaries, swimming toward the 
wall labels as if they were so many life preservers ? Morris's work may 
simply serve as a reminder of the austere elitism that divides certain 
kinds of art from mass culture. As a "historical " figure defined by the 
label of minimalism, he represents an aspect of the sixties that many 
of us missed, bedazzled by Pop and Op and neoexpressionism. The 
audience may feel reproached, the critics defensive. 

You are the paragon of gentleness as you tell them what to think.  You 
proto and pre-critical patch of writing. You totalitarian text of totaliz
ing. You linguistic grenade. You footnoteless, illustrationless, icono
clastic epitome of generic advertizing. You babbling triumph of the 
information byte. You, /abe/less label, starched and washed and swing
ing that swift and fatal club of "education " to the head. 

The blockbuster show is supposed to provide artistic fetishes and 
totems that can be inserted into mass circulation-that is, objects that 
acquire "aura" through their incarceration in the gulag of the artist's 
or beholder's autobiography (the source of fetishistic "intimacy") or 
through their monumentalization as the sacred totems of mass culture. 
Morris's work consistently steers between these alternatives, seeking 
the "delicate situation" of the philosophical object, a dialectical im
agetext that is materialized in a specific constructed thing, with a 
relation to specific human bodies in a particu lar situation. This deli
cate situation is also something like a "public sphere," in the sense of 
an open, relatively uncoerced speech situation . The only way I know 
of conveying this sense of Morris's openness is to dwell en a few 
specific, perhaps typical objects in a relatively common language ( I 've 
suggested that Wittgenstein's vocabulary and his willingness to pause 
over the obvious as an appropriate, though by no means exclusive, 
model ) .  

!-Box (figures 4 3  and 44 ) ,  for instance, activates a kind o f  infinite 
labyrinthine circuit among the elementary questions :  what is an im
age ? what is a word ? what is an object? What sort of creature weaves 
its world, and its model for itself, out of this specific assemblage: a 
box with a door shaped like the letter " I" ;  a photographic image of 
the maker of the box naked behind the door? The first gesture of the 
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43.  Robert Morris, /
Box, (closed) ,  1 962. Ply
wood cabinet, sculpt
metal, photograph, 19 x 
1 3 '/• x P/s". Collection 
of Leo Castel l i .  

opened box is to flaunt the impasse of the short-circuit, the joke that 
is too easy and obvious, the puzzle that is solved without effort, as 
easy as opening a single door. Like Magritte's  "This Is Not a Pipe," 
it invites us to say, "of course" or "so what ?"  and move on. Magritte's 
pipe is only an image, not an object. The l-Box is even simpler. It 
doesn't even offer a paradoxical gesture like Magritte's "contradic
tion" between the words and the image. Morris's image of himself 
naked is unequivocal ly labeled by the word "1 ."  Word and image are 
apparently redundant, capturing the self in a double cipher.46 As 
David Antin says, "You don't know anything you didn't know before . 
. . . Everything that is revealed is concealed."47 But the 1-Box is also 

46. See Michel Foucault, This Is Not a Pipe (Berkeley : University of Cali
fornia Press, 1 982) ,  chapter 2 on the "calligram" as "double cipher." 

47. David Antin, in ArtNews 65 : 2  (April 1 966) .  
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l ike Magritte's pipe in insinuating a hesitation : is there not someth ing 
more ? 

The answer, of course, is that there is as much more as an ob
server is wil l ing to invest. If one takes /-Box as a case for meditation 
on the fundamental elements it isola tes for attention (not merely as 
an example to be labeled "artistic sel f- reference" ) ,  one risks being lost 
in a labyrinth of questions . What is the word "I" that it makes sense 
used in this way ? What sense does it  make in th is case ? Does it actually 
refer to something? To the photographic image of Morris, or to the 
body to which the image refers, or to the box in which i t  serves as a 
door and a proper name ? If it is a lahel ,  to what does it apply ? What 
model of the relation between words, images, and objects does this 
l i ttle assemblage construct ? 

We might begin by interrogating the "I"  of the 1-Box, noting that 
the equivocal character of its reference (to the artist, the artist's image, 
the box ) straightforwardly i l lustrates the impossibil ity of fixing the 
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1 d nl' l l l l' o l  " I . "  The " I "  h a �  1 1 1 1  f i r rm:r rd at ion to the invisible "self" 
• 1 1  v 1 � i h k  body of  the  a rt i s t  than it docs to the box or to the material 
·. h . ! fll' of an 1 -Bcam.  It i s  revealed as what linguists call a "shifter," 
. 1 1 1  l l l llcxical  sign whose referent can only be determined with respect 
1 " t he re l ation of interlocutors in a specific speech situation (thus the 
h r-.t person designates the speaker, the second person the listener or 
. a d d ressee) .48 Like the words "here" and "now" its meaning shifts 
w1 t h  time and the flow of discourse, the give and take of conversation . 
lhe word "1 ," in short, is like a door, swinging on the hinge of 

d i a logue, now open to use by anyone, now closed by someone's ap
p ropriation of it to themselves. When the door of the 1-Box is closed, 
l h reference is open, unfixed; when the door is open, its reference 
doses in on and enframes the image of the artist. 

Is the I-Box merely an example or i l lustration of a l inguistic com
anonplace then ? Or does its material ity and visual presence make it a 
c .1se of self-reference, a kind of meta picture of a whole language 
game ?49 A better question might be : What kinds of mind-language
perception games can be played with this object ? Four immediately 
-.uggest themselves:  ( 1 )  a fort-da game of concealment and revelation 
of  a "self, "  a peek-a-boo game as simple as the opening and shutting 
of an " 1/Eye," a shuttling between privacy and publicity ,  the secret 
.md the disclosure-one which seems to show everything (the naked 
photographic truth ) and nothing (the empty verbal sign) in very rapid 
'uccession ; (2) a game of al lusions to genres and prototypes within 
the media of painting, sculpture, and photography-the l inkages of 
this object with self-portraiture, pornography and scandal ; with sur
veillance (this looks l ike a police photo ) ;  with the encrypting of sacred 
icons, and fetishes in protective niches, arks, tabernacles, or case
ments-in this case wood encased in gray meta l ;  with the cal ligraphic 
t radition of the letter as work of art, the historiated initial, fusing the 
body with the verbal sign of what hides inside the body-a self that 
can say "I," inside a body enframed as the written character "1" ;50 
(3) a game of metaphors, analogies for the way we think of the self 
and the body as an inside-outside structure with the senses (especially 

48. "Shifter" is Roman Jakobson's term. See the entry on "Deictics" in 
Oswald Ducrot and Tzvetan Todorov, Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Sci
ences of Language, translated by Catherine Porter (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1 979) ,  p. 252. 

49.  For more on this concept, see my essay, "Metapictures," chapter 2 of 
this volume. 

50. See the section of chapter 4 on "Human Letters." 
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the eye) conceived as apertures or t h resholds l i k e  w i ndow� and  door � ;  
the relation of visual and verbal signs, showing and speak i ng, sce in�  
and reading, to a self that speaks and writes versus the se l f  t h a t  d i s ·  
plays itself and looks back; (4) a game of "signifying," in  which a 
whole set of pieties about art and the self (and the selves of artists) a n· 
mocked and parodied : the fetishism of the art object as an effluence of  
i ts  divine creator is la id bare, the tabernacle is opened and desecrated . 
!-Box mocks a form of l ife in which we talk of the sel f as an invisible 
presence concealed behind an opaque surface, inside a hollow case or 
body. Wittgenstein argued that "the human body is the best picture 
of the human soul ."  Morris l iteralizes this claim, opening the case to 
show us that inside there is nothing but another outside. The label on 
the surface conceals nothing but another surface to trap the look. 

What does it mean that this inner surface is that of a naked male 
body, displaying its manhood with a facial expression that can only 
be described as "cocky" ? How would it change the meaning of the 
1-Box if i t  revealed a naked female body ? A full consideration of these 
questions would take us into a whole new essay on the language 
games of gender as an intersection of body, image, and label in Mor
ris 's art. One might begin the inquiry by noting that most of Morris 's 
works seem designed to neutralize all traces of autobiography and 
personal identity, to treat the sexually labeled body of both the artist 
and the beholder as a theatrical role or a site of experimentation . And 
yet Morris 's work could hardly be described as "gender-neutral ," 
insofar as the contingent fact of his own gender and the historical 
gendering of the artistic role are irreducible material and cultural 
givens, like the materials of wood, photographic paper, and sculpt
meta l . 5 1  Certainly Morris's "cockiness" in the 1-Box can be read as a 
parodic mockery of the phall ic male genius that had become institu
tionalized by abstract expressionism, just as his SLAB mocks the sub
ordination of the sculptural support to the phallic vertical ity of the 
statue. (Compare, in  this regard, the scandalous portrait of Morris 
in a fascist sado-masochistic get-up in the poster for the Castelli
Sonnabend Gallery exhibition of 1 974 [ figure 45 ] and his performance 
piece, Site, which stages Carolee Schneemann as Manet's Olympia, 

5 1 .  In this context I must disagree with Hal Foster's suggestion that "the 
minimalist delineation of perception . . .  is somehow before or outside h istory, 
language, sexuality power-that the perceiver is not a sexed body, that the 
gallery or museum is not an ideological apparatus" ("The Crux of Mini
malism," in Individuals [Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art, 1 986] ,  
p. 1 72 ) .  
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45 . Robert Morris, 
Poster for Castelli
Sonnabend Gallery Exhi
bition, 6-27 April 1 974. 

with Morris p laying the role of minimalist stagehand [figure 46] ) .  
Along with Cage, Rauschenberg, Johns, and the emergent American 
avant-garde of the sixties, Morris seems consistently to undermine the 
notion of a foundationa l  identity in gender and to treat sexual catego
ries as labels that circulate in the exchanges of bodies, images, and 
discourses. -'2 

52. See Caroline Jones's discussion of the reaction by the Cage generation 
against the macho cult of abstract expressionism in her essay, "Finishing 
School :  John Cage and the Abstract Expressionist Ego," Critical Inquiry 19 :4  
(Summer 1 993 ) :  628-65 . 
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46. Robert Morris and Carolee Schneemann performing in Morris's Site, May 1 965. 
Photograph by Hans Namuth, 1965; © Hans Namuth 1 99 1 .  

In the fall of 1990, Robert Morris had a nightmare about a wall 
label. His account of this nightmare has been a counterpoint to my 
own attempt to write about his work without relying on labels. I 
don't offer the text of this dream as the unique key to Morris's mean
ings, nor the occasion for any psychoanalytic decoding of his work. 
In fact, I'm very skeptical about the authority of this dream. It strikes 
me as flagrantly literary, with its echoes of Poe's "Tell-Tale Heart" 
and the scene of Eve's temptation in Paradise Lost ("it babbled in my 
ear") .  It is the sort of dream one makes up (perhaps unconsciously) 
for one's analyst. The simultaneously phallic and "labial" images as
sociated with the label (it "entwines" itself, "slithers and coils in the 
shadows," and "seems to pulsate" like an uncontrollable erection that 
Morris must "get a grip on" ; yet it is devouring, loquacious, "prim" 
and "chaste") suggest a h ighly conscious fantasy about the image of 
a Medusalike phallic female whose "aim is nothing less than domi
nating my images there on the wall ."  The particular images that 
Morris refers to in this dream are the encaustic paintings on aluminum 
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47. Robert Morris, Pro
hibition's End or the 
Death of Dutch Schulz, 
1989 .  Encaustic on alumi
num panel.  Collection of 
Leo Castelli. 

panels he executed in the spring and summer of 1 990 and first exhib
ited at the Corcoran Gallery in December of that year (figures 4 7 and 
48 )  Morris suspects that the label's " linguistic hysteria" will "erode 
the encaustic from my panels." 

This series of paintings does not appear in the Guggenheim retro
spective. That is regrettable, if only because these paintings, produced 
under the foreshadowing prospect of a major retrospective, are them
selves a retrospective not only of Morris's own artistic career, but of 
the fortunes of art and language, the look and the label, in what 
Arthur Danto has called this "Post-Historical Period of Art. "53 The 
paintings are very much of a piece with the Gothic phantasmagoria 

53 .  Arthur Danto, Beyond the Brillo Box (New York: Farrar, Straus, 
Giroux, 1 992) ,  p. 10. I hope it is dear, however, that I regard any notion of 
the present as having gone "beyond history" as quite premature. 
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4 8 .  Robert Morris, Im
provident! Decisive! 
Determined! Lazy . . .  , 
1 990. Encaustic on alumi
num panel 1 43 '1• x 
941/4'. Collection of Leo 
Castell i .  

P l c t u r i u l  Te x t s  

of Morris's nightmare, employing gloomy, lurid colors and iconogra
phy that evoke a range of art h istorical reference from Mantegna's 
Dead Christ to Holbein's anamorphic skull to Goya's black paintings. 
Most notable, however, are the texts in stenciled lettering on the 
surface of the images. Like the wall labels of Morris 's dream, they 
are "elusive as [they] gleam there in the dark with its Poe-l ike atmo
spherics of linguistic threat and verbal iconoclasm."  Morris's  com
mand to "show yourself in the light, wall label" has not been heeded, 
even in h is own paintings. The letters swim in and out of legible focus, 
refusing either to disappear or to come into the l ight to explain the 
images .  

We can, of course, label  the labels on these paintings as references 
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1 . d o n g  w i t h  t h l' l' I I L· a u s t i c  med i u m )  t o  J asper J oh ns ' s employment  o f  
· . l r ' l t l dnl k t t lT ing  i n  h i s  e a r l y  pa in t ings, j ust  as we can label virtually 
< ' V l' I' Y  i m age in t h e pa int ings as  an al lusion to some art historical or 
l 'op u l a r source.  My impression is that hunting down these al lusions 
r\  not the point, or at  least not the immediate point of these works. 
I he point  is rather more simple and superficial and can be grasped 

p 1 s t  by recognizing that these paintings are networks of al lusion to 
l ' revious art and popular imagery without necessarily being able to 
r dentify every iconographic and stylistic reference. In conversations 
. t hout these pieces at the time of their production, it became clear to 
m e  that Morris was indifferent to the identification of sources as keys 
to meaning and that he had forgotten many of them himself. The 
Immediate subject of the paintings is the process of artistic retrospec
t ion itself, more specifically the relation between image, object, and 
l abel in memory. The first thing one has to note about Morris's labels 
i s  that many are almost unreadable; the second is that they are almost 
uninterpretable. The labels do not label the images ; they only look 
l i ke labels, functioning more l ike stray b its of associative language 
that ( l ike the elusive pictorial allusions) flicker in and out of verbal 
recognition. It's impossible even to label the labels as some single 
generic type of verbal expression : they include proverbial sayings rem
iniscent of Goya's enigmatic Caprichos ("Rotten With Criticism" ;  
"Memory is Hunger" ) ,  Nietzschean echoes ("Slave Morality" ) ,  frag
mentary descriptions of states of being (" Inability to Endure or Deny 
the World" ) ,  associative puns ("Horde/Hoard/Whored") ,  and fantas
tic verbal col lages like the conflation of the transcript of Dutch 
Schultz's death ravings with phrases from Derrida in "Prohibition's 
End," appended as the "text" for a recognizable rendering of Man
tegna's Dead Christ. 

These image-text composites are nearly unreadable, but of course 
we do finally read them; their obscurity invites interpretation, and I 
have no doubt that future scholars will drag both the images and their 
labels into the light of art h istorical analysis. When that is done, 
however, my hunch is that everything revealed will remain concealed 
(not that this devalues the process of revelation) .  Take as an instance 
one of the more transparent compositions in this series, the magnifi
cent tribute to Jackson Pollock labeled Monument Dead Monument/ 
Rush Life Rush (figure 49 ) .  This painting is based on the famous 
Hans Namuth photograph of Jackson Pollock at work (figure 50) .  
Morris has doubled the Namuth image and assembled it as a vertical 
diptych, the upper and lower panels appearing as inverted, mirror 
images of one another. The lower (upside down) panel is more clearly 
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49.  Robert Morris, Monument Dead Monument/ Rush Life Rush . Encaustic on alu
minum panel .  Collection of  Leo Castel l i .  



50 .  Hans Namuth, photograph of Jackson Pollock at work. Photograph © Hans 
Namuth 1 99 1 .  



delineated, the upper hav ing been s u h ) L't..:t nl t o  h e a t  w h ich caused t i l l '  
encaustic to melt on the aluminum support, b l urring the comours ol 
the image . The mi rrorlike, vertical (a) symmetry of the images i s  
matched laterally by the labels that run up and down i ts  margins :  on 
the left, "Monument Dead Monument" ascends ; on the right "Rush 
Life Rush" descends. 

What tribute does this painting pay to Jackson Pollock, the man 
who has been called "the greatest American painter of the twentieth 
century,"  the painter whose work was a decisive influence on Morris's 
earliest work and the epitome of the expressionist aesthetic against 
which early minimalism set its face ? A highly equivocal tribute, I 
would say, one which refers us back to-even re-enacts-the original 
pouring process of "action painting," the figure of the artist merging 
with his art, his l i fe rushing out in  paint, at the same time it refers us 
back to the monumentalizing of this process into an artistic dead 
end-the myth of the macho, expressionist creator whose private fe
tishes become public totems. Morris's picture is l ike a hall of verbal
visual mirrors in which the reflected object is the genesis, production, 
reproduction, and consumption of art itself. The asymmetry of this 
artistic l i fe-cycle, its tendency to "advance" by processes of devolution 
and negation, remembering, forgetting, and disremembering, is articu
lated verbally by the labels, visually by the dissolving reflection that 
surmounts the more focused "original ," and materially by the pro
cesses enacted in the object. If Pollock showed us that the primary 
material fact about paint is that it pours, Morris shows us that the 
primary material fact about wax (encaustic) is that it melts. What we 
are left with is not merely a tribute to Pollock's rushing l i fe, nor a 
sardonic commentary on his subsequent monumental ization, but a 
vision of the birth and death of a monument, its vital origin, its fixing 
as a memorable icon, and its melting down in forgetfulness and cha
otic oblivion. 

These retrospective paintings look radica lly di fferent from most 
of the sculptural productions that will enjoy pride of place in the 
Guggenheim retrospective. But their deepest concerns are all of a piece 
with the earlier work. They share the same concern for investigating 
the identity of the work of art as a nexus of vision, language, and 
objecthood. They seek to occupy the same precarious threshold be
tween form and anti-form, between the private fetish and the public 
totem. Above al l ,  they play the same game of philosophical pro
vocation and psycho-poetic experimentation that has characterized 
Morris's work from the first. We would not be far wrong in calling 
them "conversation pieces," occasions for debate on a whole series 
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5 1 .  Robert Morris, Cuban Missile Crisis. Gray paint on newsprint. 1 963. Artist's 
collection. 

of artistic and nonartistic issues, from the nature of looking at and 
labeling objects, to the historical character of artistic production, to 
the institutional history and discourse that makes these conversations 
possible. On the "issues of the day," whatever they will be in autumn 
of 1993, these works will be almost inaudible and unreadable, like 
those gray paintings Morris executed on newspapers covered with 
headlines about the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1 963 (figure 5 1 ) .  On the 
fundamental questions of what art is for, what it might attempt, and 
what our relation to it might be, these may be bombs re-fused by 
popular disrespect, bricks flying in the night toward an unknown 
destination. 
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I l l [ PHOTOGRAPH IC  ESSAY: 
I OUR CASE STUD I ES 

Three questions: 

I .  What is the relation of photography and language? 

2. Why does it matter what this relation is? 
3. How are these questions focused in the medium known as the 

"photographic essay"? 

Three answers: 

I .  Photography is and is not a language; language also is and is not 
a "photography. " 

2. The relation of photography and language is a principal site of 

struggle for value and power in contemporary representations of 
reality; it is the place where images and words find and lose their 

conscience, their aesthetic and ethical identity. 

3. The photographic essay is the dramatization of these questions in 
an emergent form of mixed, composite art. 

What fol lows is an attempt to connect these questions and answers. 

Photography and Language 

The totality of this relationship is perhaps best indicated by saying 
that appearances constitute a half-language. 

-John Berger, Another Way of Telling 

The relationship of photography and language admits of two basic 
descriptions, fundamental ly antithetical. The first stresses photogra
phy's difference from language, characterizing it as a "message with
out a code," a purely objective transcript of visual reality . 1  The second 

1 .  The phrase "message without a code" is from Roland Barthes's essay, 
"The Photographic Message," in Image/ Music/Text, translated by Stephen 
Heath (New York : Hill and Wang, 1 977), p .  1 9 . 1 am grateful to David Antin 
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turns photography into a l a n guage, or s t rl·sscs i t s  a b so rp t i o n  by 1 . 1 1 1 
guage in actual usage. This latter view is current l y  in favor w i t h  so 
phisticated commentators on photography. It is gett ing increasi ngl y 
hard to find anyone who wil l  defend the v iew (variously labeled "pmi 
tivist," "naturalistic," or "superstitious and naive") that photographs 
have a special causal and structural relationship with the reality that 
they represent. Perhaps this is due to the dominance of linguistic and 
semiotic models in  the human sciences or to the skepticism, relativism,  
and conventionalism which dominates the world of advanced literary 
criticism. Whatever the reason, the dominant view of photography is 
now the kind articulated by Victor Burgin when he notes that "we 
rarely see a photograph in use which is not accompanied by language" 
and goes on to claim that the rare exceptions only confirm the domi
nation of photography by language : "even the uncaptioned 'art' pho
tograph," argues Burgin, "is invaded by language in the very moment 
it is looked at: in memory, in association, snatches of words and 
images continual ly intermingle and exchange one for the other. "2 In
deed, Burgin carries his argument well beyond looking at photography 
to "looking" as such, deriding the "naive idea of purely retinal vi
sion," unaccompanied by language, a view which he associates with 
"an error of even greater consequence : that ubiquitous belief in 'the 
visual' as a realm of experience totally separated from, indeed anti
thetical to, 'the verbal ' " (p. 53 ) .  Burgin traces "the idea that there 
are two quite distinct forms of communication, words and images" 
from the neoplatonic faith in a "divine language of things, richer than 
the language of words" to Ernst Gombrich 's modern defense of the 
"natural" and "nonconventional" status of the photograph. "Today," 
concludes Burgin, "such rel ics are obstructing our view of photogra
phy" (p. 70) . 

What is it that troubles me about this conclusion ? It isn 't that I 
disagree with the claim that "language" ( in some form) usually enters 
the experience of viewing photography or of viewing anything else. 
And it isn't the questioning of a reified distinction between words and 
images, verbal and visual representation;  there seems no doubt that 
these different media interact with one another at numerous levels in 

and Alan Trachtenberg for their many intel l igent suggestions and questions 
about an earlier version of this essay.  

2 .  Victor Burgin, "Seeing Sense," in The End of Art Theory: Criticism 
and Post-Modernity (Atlantic Highlands, NJ : Humanities Press, 1 986 ) ,  p. 5 1 ;  
further page references will be cited i n  the text. 
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• • •gn i t i o n ,  �:on�l· i o n � I H' ' ' ·  . 1 1 1 d  lll l l l l l l l l l l i clt ion .  What trou b les me, I 
· o � 1 ppose,  i s  the �:on l i d l' l l l'l' o l  tone, the assurance that we are able 
" t od a y "  to cast o ff ce rta in "relics" that have mystified us for over 
1 w o  thousand years in favor of, presumably, a clear, unobstructed 
V l l'W of the matter. I'm especially struck by the figure of the "relic" 
· " a n obstructive image in contrast to the unobstructed view, since this 
" precisely the opposition which has (superstitiously) differentiated 
photography from more traditional forms of imagery and which for
l l l e r ly differentiated perspectival representation from "pre-scientific" 
1 1 1odes of pictorial representation. Burgin's conclusions, in other 
words, are built upon a figurative opposition ("today/yesterday" ;  
"clear view/obstructive relic") he  has  already dismissed as  erroneous 
in its application to photography and vision. This return of an incon
venient figure suggests, at a minimum, that the relics are not quite so 
l'asily disposed of. 

I 'm also troubled by Burgin's confidence that "our view" can so 
easily be cleared up. Who is the "we" that has this "view" ? It is 
impl icitly divided between those who have overcome their supersti
tions about photography and those naifs who have not. "Our view" 
of photography is, in other words, far from homogeneous, but is the 
site of a struggle between the enlightened and the superstitious, mod
erns and ancients, perhaps even "moderns" and "postmoderns . "  
Symptoms of this struggle emerge in Burgin's rhetoric when he speaks 
of the photograph as "invaded by language" (p. 5 1 ) ;  what he seems 
not to consider is that this invasion might well provoke a resistance 
or that there might be some value at stake in such a resistance, some 
real motive for a defence of the nonlinguistic character of the photo
graph .  Burgin seems content to affirm the "fluidity" (p. 52)  of the 
relation between photography and language and to treat photography 
as "a complex of exchanges between the verbal and the visual" 
(p. 5 8 ) .  

But why should we suppose this model o f  free and fluid "ex
changes" between photography and language to be true or desirable ? 
How do we account for the stubbornness of the naive, superstitious 
view of photography ?  What could possibly motivate the persistence 
in erroneous bel iefs about the radical difference between images and 
words and the special status of photography ?  Are these mistaken 
beliefs simply conceptual errors, l ike mistakes in arithmetic ? Or are 
they more on the order of ideological beliefs, convictions that resist 
change by ordinary means of persuasion and demonstration ? What if 
it were the case that the "relics" which "obstruct" our view of photog
raphy also constitute that view? What if the only adequate formula-
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tion of the relation of photogra ph y and  l anguage was  a parado x :  
photography both is and is not a language ? 

This, I take it, is what lies at the heart of what Roland Ba rthl'� 
calls "the photographic paradox," "the co-existence of two messagl's, 
the one without a code (the photographic analogue) ,  the other with 
a code ( the 'art', or the treatment, or the 'writing', or the rhetoric ol 
the photograph) ."3  Barthes works through a number of strategies to 
clarify and rationalize this paradox. The most familiar is the division 
of the photographic "message" into "denotation" and "connotation," 
the former associated with the "mythical ," nonverbal status of the 
photograph "in the perfection and p lenitude of its analogy," the latter 
with the readabil ity and textuality of the photograph .  Barthes some
times writes as if he bel ieves that this division of the photographic 
message into "planes" or "levels" may solve the paradox : 

how, then, can the photograph be at once 'objective' and ' invested,' 
natural and cultura l ?  It is through an understanding of the mode of 
imbrication of denoted and connoted messages that it may one day be 
possible to reply to that question. (p. 20) 

But his more characteristic gesture is to reject easy answers predicated 
on a model of "free exchange" of verbal and visual messages, con
noted or denoted "levels" : "structurally," he notes, "the paradox is 
clearly not the collusion of a denoted message and a connoted message 
. . .  it is that the connoted (or coded) message develops on the basis 
of a message without a code" (p. 1 9 ) .  To put the matter more ful ly :  
one connotation always present in the photograph is that it is a pure 
denotation ;  that is simply what it means to recognize it as a photo
graph rather than some other sort of image. Conversely, the denota
tion of a photograph, what we take it to represent, is never free from 
what we take it to mean. The simplest snapshot of a bride and groom 
at a wedding is an inextricably woven network of denotation and 
connotation : we cannot divide it into " levels" which distinguish it as 
a "pure" reference to John and Mary, or a man and a woman, as 
opposed to its "connotations" of festivity. Connotation goes all the 
way down to roots of the photograph,  to the motives for its produc
tion, to the selection of its subject matter, to the choice of angles and 
l ighting. S imilarly, "pure denotation" reaches all the way up to the 
most textually "readable" features of the photograph :  the photograph 
is "read" as if it were the trace of an event, a "relic" of an occasion 

J. Roland Barthes, "The Photographic Message, ' '  in Image/Music/Text, 
p. 1 9 ;  further page references wil l  be cited in the text. 
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. 1 ., l . 1 dcn  w i t h  . 1 1 1 r. 1  . 1 nd  l l l y, tny as the bride's garter or her fading 
h o u q u c t .  The d i s t i nct ion be t ween connotation and denotation does 
no t  reso lve the paradox of photography ; it only allows us to restate 
11 1 1 1 o re fu l ly .  

Barthes emphasizes this point when he suggests that the "struc
t n ra l  paradox" of photography "coincides with an ethical paradox : 
when one wants to be 'neutral ' ,  'objective', one strives to copy reality 
1 1 1 cticulously, as though the analogical were a factor of resistance 
. 1 �a inst the investment of values" (pp. 1 9-20 ) .  The "value" of photog
raphy resides precisely in its freedom from "values," just as, in cogni
t i ve terms, its principal connotation or "coded" implication is that it 
1 s  pure denotation, without a code. The persistence of these paradoxes 
'uggests that the "mode of imbrication" or overlapping between pho
t ography and language is best understood, not as a structural matter 
of "levels" or as a fluid exchange, but (to use Barthes's term) as a site 
of "resistance ." This is not to suggest that resistance is always success
ful or that "collusion" and "exchange" between photography and 
l anguage is impossible or automatically undesirable. It is to say that 
the exchanges which seem to make photography just another lan
�uage, an adjunct or supplement to language, make no sense without 
an understanding of the resistance they overcome. What we need to 
explore now is the nature of this resistance and the values which have 
motivated it. 

The Photographic Essay 

The immediate instruments are two : the motionless camera and 
the printed word. 

-James Agee, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men4 

The ideal p lace to study the interaction of photography and language 
is in that subgenre (or is it a medium within the medium ? )  of photog
raphy known as the "photographic essay."  The classic examples of 
this form (Jacob Riis's How the Other Half Lives, Margaret Bourke
White and Erskine Caldwell 's You Have Seen Their Faces) give us 
a l iteral conjunction of photographs and text-usually united by a 
documentary purpose, often political ,  journalistic, sometimes scien-

4.  James Agee and Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (Origi
nally published, 1 939 ;  New York : Houghton Mifflin, 1 980) ,  p.  xiv;  further 
page references will be cited in the text. 
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tific (sociology ) .  There is an argument by Eugene S m i t h  t h a t  t hl' pho 
tographic series or sequence, even without text, can be rega rded as  a 
photo-essay,5 and there are distinguished examples of such work� 
(Robert Frank's The Americans) .6 I want to concentrate, however, on 
the kinds of photographic essays which contain strong textual ell· 
ments, where the text is most definitely an "invasive" and even domi ·  
neering element. I a l so want to focus on the sort of photo-essay whosl' 
text is concerned, not just with the subject matter in common between 
the two media, but with the way in which the media address that 
subject matter. Early in Jacob Riis's How the Other Half Lives Ill' 
describes an incident in which his flash powder almost set a tenement 
on fire. This event is not represented in the photographs :  what Wl' 
see, instead, are scenes of tenement squalor in which dazed subjects 
(who have often been roused from their sleep) are displayed in passive 
bedazzlement under the harsh i l lumination of Riis's flash powder 
(figure 52 ) .  Riis's textual anecdote reflects on the scene of production 
of his images, characterizing and criticizing the photographer's own 
competence, perhaps even his ethics. We might say that Riis al lows 
his text to subvert his images, cal l  them into question. A better argu
ment would be that the text "enables" the images (and their subjects) 
to take on a kind of independence and humanity that would be un
available under an economy of straightforward "exchange" between 
photographer and writer. The photographs may be "evidence" for 
propositie;ns quite at odds with the official uses that Riis wants to 
put them: The beholder, in turn, is presented with an uncomfortable 
question : is the politica l, epistemological power of these images (their 
"shock" value) a justification for the violence that accompanies their 
production ? (Riis worked as a journalist in close collaboration with 
the police ; many of these photos were taken during nighttime raids ; 

5. See Tom Moran, The Photo essay: Paul Fusco and Will McBride, in 
the Masters of Contemporary Photography series ( Los Angeles, CA: Alskog, 
Inc., 1 974) .  Eugene Smith's remarks on the genre of the photo-essay were 
made in conversation with the editors of this book and appear on pages 
14- 1 5 .  

6.  Robert Frank, The Americans ( 1 st edition, 1 959 ;  rev. and enlarged ed., 
New York : Grossman Publishers, 1 969) .  frank's book is not entirely free of 
text, however. Al l  the photographs are accompanied by br ief  captions, usually 
a designation of subject, time, or location, and there is an introduction by 
jack Kerouac that emphasizes the implicit verbal coding of Frank's photo
graphs:  "What a poem this is, what poems can be written about this book 
of pictures some day by some young new writer . . .  " (p. i i i ) .  
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� 2 .  j acob Riis, Lodgers i11 Bayard St. Tenement . . .  Page spread from How the 
Other Half Lives ( 1 890) .  Photo reproduced courtesy of the Museum of the City of 
New York. 

these are, in a real sense, surveillance photographs; they also had a 
profound effect on reform efforts in the New York slums . )  Riis's 
joining of an inconvenient, disruptive text foregrounds this dilemma, 
draws us into it .  A resistance arises in the text-photo relation ; we 
move less easily, less quickly from reading to seeing. Admittedly, this 
resistance is exceptional in Riis, whose general practice is to assume 
a straightforward exchange of information between text and image. 
But its emergence even in this relatively homogeneous photo-essay 
alerts us to its possibility, its effect and motivations. 

Another way to state this dilemma is as a tension between the 
claims of the ethical and the political ,  the aesthetic and the rhetorical .  
Photo-essays have been, by and large, the product of progressive, 
liberal consciences, associated with political reform and leftist causes . 
But the best of them, I want to suggest, do not treat photography or 
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language simply as instruments i n  the se r v i ce o l  a ca use o r  a n  i n s t i t u  

tion. Nor are they content to advertise the tine moral  or  artisti�: sens i 

tivities o f  their producers. The problem i s  to mediate these disparatl· 
claims, to make the instrumentality of both writing and photography 
and their interactions serve the highest interests of "the cause" by 
subjecting it to criticism while advancing its banner. Agee distin
guishes between the "immediate instruments" of the photo-essay, "the 
still camera and the printed word," and the "governing instrument
which is also one of the centers of the subject-[ which] is individual, 
anti-authoritative human consciousness" (p. xiv ) .  The production of 
the photo-essay, the actual labor that goes into it, should not be, in 
Agee's view, simply an instrumental application of media to politics, 
ideology, or any other subject matter. The "taking" of human subjects 
by a photographer (or a writer) is a concrete social encounter, often 
between a damaged, victimized, and powerless individual and a rela
tively privileged observer, often acting as the "eye of power," the 
agent of some social , political, or journal istic institution. The "use" 
of this person as instrumental subject matter in a code of photographic 
messages is exactly what links the political aim with the ethical, creat
ing exchanges and resistances at the level of value that do not concern 
the photographer alone, but which reflect back on the writer's ( rela
tively invisible) relation to the subject as well and on the exchanges 
between writer and photographer.7 

One last question about the genre : why should it be called the 
"photographic essay" ? Why not the photo novel or lyric or narrative 
or j ust the "photo text" ? There are, of course, examples of all these 
forms :  Wright Morris has used his photographs to i l l ustrate his fic
tion ; Paul Strand and Nancy Newhall link photographs with lyric 
poems in Time in New England; Jan Baetens has analyzed the emer
gent French genre of the "photographic novel ."  What warrant is there 
for thinking of the "photo-essay" as an especially privileged model 
for the conjunction of photography and language ? One reason is sim
ply the dominance of the essay as the textual form that conventionally 
accompanies photography in magazines and newspapers. But there 
are, I think, some more fundamental reasons for a decorum that seems 
to link the photograph with the essay in the way that history painting 
was linked to the epic or landscape painting to the lyric poem. The 

7. For an excellent account of the way writers address the ethical issues 
of "approach to the subject" made visible by the photographic apparatus in 
action, see Carol Schloss, In Visible Light: Photography and the American 
Writer: 1 840-1 940 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1 987) ,  p. 1 1 .  
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i l r\ t  i s  t h e  p rl'S l l l l l p l l c l l l  o l  .1 < C i l l l l l l o n  referent ia l  rea l i t y :  not "real ism" 
h 1 1 t  " rea l i ty ,"  JH>I l l i d i o n a l u y ,  l'Ven "scientificity" are the generic con
I I C ltations that l i n k  t h e  essay with the photograph . �  The second is the 
1 1 1 t i mate fel lowship between the informal or personal essay, with its 
c ·mphasis on a private "point of view," memory, and autobiography, 
. 1 1 1 d  photography's mythic status as a kind of material ized memory 
t race imbedded in the context of personal associations and private 
"perspectives ."  Third, there is the root sense of the essay as a partial , 
I ncomplete "attempt," an effort to get as much of the truth about 
something into its brief compass as the l imits of space and writerly 
I ngenuity will allow. Photographs, s imilarly, seem necessarily incom
plete in their imposition of a frame that can never include everything 
t h at was there to be, as we say, "taken. "  The generic incompleteness 
of the informal l iterary essay becomes an especially crucial feature of 
the photographic essay's relations of image and text. The text of  the 
photo-essay typically discloses a certain reserve or modesty in its 
claims to "speak for" or interpret the images ; l ike the photograph, it 
admits its inabil ity to appropriate everything that was there to be 
taken and tries to let the photographs speak for themselves or "look 
hack" at the viewer. 

In the remainder of th is essay I want to examine four photo-essays 
that, in various ways, foreground the dialectic of exchange and resis
tance between photography and language, the things that make it 
possible (and sometimes impossible) to "read" the pictures, or to 
"see" the text i l lustrated in them. I will limit myself to four main 
examples : the first, Agee and Evans's Let Us Now Praise Famous 
Men, generally acknowledged as a "classic" (and a modernist) proto
type for the genre, wil l  be used mainly to lay out the principles of 
the form. The other three, exemplifying more recent and perhaps 
"postmodern" strategies (Roland Barthes 's Camera Lucida, Malek 
Alloula's The Colonial Harem, and Edward Said and Jean Mohr's 
After the Last Sky) , will be analyzed in increasing detail to show 
the encounter of principles with practice . The basic questions to be 
addressed with each of these works are the same: what relationship 

8 .  Recall the classic photo-essays based in scientific discourse such as geo
logical surveys (Timothy O'Sullivan, for instance) and sociological studies 
(the work of Dorothea Lange and Paul Taylor) .  The modern discipline of art 
history is inconceivable without the i l lustrated slide lecture and the photo
graphic reproduction of images. Any discourse that relies on the accurate 
mechanical reproduction of visual evidence engages with photography at 
some point. 
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between photography and wri t ing  do t hey a rt int la te ? What  t ropes o l  
differentiation govern the division of labor between photographer a n d  
writer, image and text, the viewer and the reader ? 

Spy and Counter-spy: Let Us Now Praise Famous Men 

Who are you who will read these words and study these photo
graphs, and through what cause, by what chance and for what 
purpose, and by what right do you qualify to, and what will you 
do about it. 

-James Agee 

The central formal requirements of the photographic essay are memo
rably expressed in James Agee's introduction to Let Us Now Praise 
Famous Men : "The photographs are not illustrative. Th::y and the 
text, are coequal, mutually independent, and ful ly collaborative" 
(p. xv) .  These three requirements-equal ity, independence, and col
laboration-are not simply given by putting any text together with 
any set of photographs, and they are not so easily reconci lable. Inde
pendence and collaboration, for instance, are values that may work 
at cross-purposes, and a "co-equality" of photography and writing is 
easier to stipulate than it is to achieve or even to imagine. Agee notes, 
for instance, that "the impotence of the reader's eye" (p. xv) will 
probably lead to an underestimation of Evans's photographs; it is not 
hard to imagine a deafness or illiteracy underestimating the text as 
wel l-a fate that actually befell Let Us Now Praise Famous Men when 
it reached the editors of Fortune magazine, who had commissioned it.9 
Agee's generic requirements are not only imperatives for the producers 
of an art form that seems highly problematic, they are also prescrip
tions for a highly alert reader/viewer that may not yet exist, that may 
in fact have to be created. 

It is easy enough to sec how Famous Men satisfies the require
ments of independence and co-equality. The photographs are com
pletely separate, not only from Agee's text, but from any of the most 
minimal textual features that conventionally accompany a photo
essay : no captions, legends, dates, names, locations, or even numbers 
are provided to assist a "reading" of the photographs. Even a rela-

9. For a good account of the reception of Agee and Evans's work, see 

William Stott, Documentary Expression and Thirties America (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1 973 ) ,  pp. 26 1 -66. 
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� .l .  Robert fra n k ,  /',mzde- 1/o/Jokm. New jersey ( 1 95 5 - 1 956) ,  from The A meri
(£1115 ( 1 95 S ) .  Copyri�h t <�! Robert hank.  Cou rtesy , Pace/MacGi l l  Gal lery, New 
York. 

tively "pure" photographic essay like Robert Frank's The Americans 
provides captions tel l ing the subject and the location. Frank's opening 
image, for instance, of shadowy figures at the window of a flag-draped 
building (figure 53 ) ,  is accompanied by the caption "Parade
Hoboken, New Jersey" which immediately gives us informational lo
cation not provided by the photograph and names a subject which it 
does not represent. Evans al lows us no such clues or access to his 
photographs .  I f  we have studied Agee's text at some length , we may 
su rmise that the opening photograph is of Chester Bowles, and we 
may think we can identify th ree different tenant families in Evans's 
pictures based on their descriptions in Agee's text, but all of these 
connections must be excavated; none of them are unequivocally given 
by any "key" that links text to images. The location of Evans's photos 
at the front of the volume is an even more aggressive declaration of 
photographic independence. In contrast to the standard practices of 
interweaving photos with text or placing them in a middle or conclud
ing section where they can appear in the context provided by the text, 
Evans and Agee force us to confront the photographs without context, 
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before we have had a chance to Sl'l' a p rl' LI(l' , ta h k  o l  contl'nts , o r  
even a title page. When we do finally reach the  contents ,  Wl' ll'am 

that we are already in "Book Two" and that the photographs arc t i ll' 
"Book One," which we have already "read."  

The "co-equality" of photos and text is, in one sense, a direct 
consequence of their independence, each medium being given a 

"book" of its own, each equally free of admixture with the other
Evans providing photos without text, Agee a text without photos. But 
equality is further suggested by the feeling that Evans's photos really 
do constitute, in W. Eugene Smith's phrase, an "essay" in their own 
right. 1 0  The sequence of Evans's photos does not tell a story but sug
gests rather a procession of general "topics" epitomized by specific 
figures-after the anomalous opening figure (figure 54) whose rum
pled sport coat suggests a wealth and class somewhat above those of 
the tenant farmers, a survey of representative figures : Father (figure 
55 ) ,  Mother (figure 56 ) ,  Bedroom (figure 57 ) ,  House (figure 5 8 ) ,  and 
Children (Girl -Boy-Girl )  of descending ages ( figures 59 ,  60, 61 ) . 1 1  I t  
is possible to construct a master-narrative if we insist on one. Agee 
provides one some eighty pages later if we are alert to i t :  "a man and 
a woman are drawn together upon a bed and there is a child and 
there are children" (p. 55 ) .  We can even give these figures proper 
names : George and Annie Mae Gudger, their house, their children. 
But these text-image "exchanges" are not given to us by either the 
text or the images ; i f  anything, the organization of the volume makes 
this difficult; it resists the straightforward collaboration of photo and 
text. And this resistance is not overcome by repeated readings and 
viewings, as if a secret code linking the photos to the text were there 
to be deciphered. When all the "proper" names and places are identi
fied, we are reminded that these are fictional names : the Gudgers, 
Rickettses, and Woodses do not exist by those names. We may feel 
we "know" them through Evans's images, through Agee's intimate 
meditations on their lives, but we never do, and we never wil l .  

What is the meaning of this blockage between photo and text?  
One answer would be to l ink it with the aesthetics of a Greenbergian 

10. Eugene Smith argues that photojournalists tend to work within narra
tive conventions, producing "picture stories" :  "that's a form of its own, not 
an essay" (The Photo Essay, p. 1 5 ) .  

1 1 . This "topical" and nonnarrative format persists throughout the se
quence of Evans's photos. The photos are divided into three sections, the first 
concentrating on the Gudgers and Woodses, the second on the Rickettses, 
and the third on the towns in their neighborhood. 
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54.  Walker Evans, photo
graph from Let Us Now 
Praise Famous Men ( 1 939)  
by James Agee and Walker 
Evans. Photograph courtesy 
of the Library of Congress. 

modernism, a search for the "purity" of each medium, uncontami
nated by the mixing of pictorial and verbal codes . Evans's photos are 
like aggressively untitled abstract paintings, bereft of names, refer
ence, and " literary" elements . They force us back onto the formal 
and material features of the images in themselves. The portrait of 
Annie May Gudger (see figure 56 ) ,  for instance, becomes a purely 
formal study of flatness and worn, "graven" surfaces : the l ines of her 
face, the weathered grain of the boards, the faded dress, the taut 
strands of her hair, the gravity of her expression all merge into a visual 
complex that is hauntingly beautiful and enigmatic. She becomes an 
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5 5 .  Walker Evans, pho
tograph from Let Us 
Now Praise Famous Men 
( 1 939)  by James Agee 
and Walker Evans. Photo
graph courtesy of the Li
brary of Congress . 

"icon," arguably the most famous of all the anonymous men and 
women captured by Evans's camera, a pure aesthetic object, liberated 
from contingency and circumstance into a space of pure contempla
tion, the Mona Lisa of the Depression. 

There is something deeply disturbing, even disagreeable, about 
this (unavoidable) aestheticizing response to what after all is a real 
person in desperately impoverished circumstances. Why should we 
have a right to look on this woman and find her fatigue, pain, and 
anxiety beautiful ? What gives us the right to look upon her, as if we 
were God's spies ? These questions are, of course, exactly the sorts of 
hectoring chal lenges Agee's text constantly confronts us with ; they 
are also the questions that Evans's photos force on us when he shows 
us the tenant farmers as beautiful ,  formal studies filled with mystery, 
dignity, and presence. We cannot feel easy with our aesthetic apprecia
tion of Annie Mae Gudger any more than we can pronounce her true 
name. Her beauty, like her identity, is held in reserve from us, at a 
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5 6 .  Walker Evans, Annie 
Mae Gudger, photograph 
from Let Us Now Praise 
Famous Men ( 1 939 )  by 
James Agee and Walker 
Evans. © Copyright, Es
tate of Walker Evans. 

distance : she looks back at us, withholding unreadable secrets . She 
asks as many questions of us as we of her: "who are you who will 
read these words and study these photographs ?"  

The aestheticizing separation of Evans's images from Agee's text 
is not, then, simply a formal characteristic but an ethical strategy, a 
way of preventing easy access to the world they represent. I call this 
an "ethical" strategy because it may well have been counterproductive 
for any political aims. The collaboration of Erskine Caldwell and 
Margaret Bourke-White in the representation of tenant farmers pro
vides an instructive comparison. You Have Seen Their Faces offers 
unimpeded exchange between photos and text: Bourke-White's im
ages interweave with Caldwell 's essay; each photo is accompanied by 
a "legend" locating the shot and a "quotation" by the central figure. 
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57.  Walker Evans, photograph from Let Us Now Praise Famous Men ( 1 939)  by 
James Agee and Walker Evans. Photograph courtesy of the Library of Congress .  

Consider Hamilton, Alabama/"We manage to get along" (figure 62) .  1 2  

The photograph restates the legend in its pictorial code, creating with 
its low-angle viewpoint and wide-angle lens an impression of monu
mentality and strength (note especially how large the figures' hands 
are made to seem) .  This sort of rhetorical reinforcement and repetition 
is by far the more conventional arrangement of the photo-essay, and 
it may explain the enormous popular success of You Have Seen Their 
Faces. 

12 .  The reader who supposes that these quotations have some documen
tary authenticity, or even an expressive relation to the photographic subject, 
should heed Bourke-White's opening note : "the legends under the pictures 
are intended to express the authors' own conceptions of the sentiments of the 
individuals portrayed ; they do not pretend to reproduce the actual sentiments 
of these persons." The candor of this admission is somewhat offset by the 
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\' H .  Walker Evans, photograph from Let Us Now Praise famous Men ( 1 939 )  by 
l ames Agee and Walker Evans. Photograph courtesy of the Library of Congress. 

It also il lustrates vividly the kind of rhetorical relation of photo 
and text that Evans and Agee were resisting. This is not to say that 
Evans and Agee are "unrhetorical," but that their "collaboration" is 
governed by a rhetoric of resistance rather than one of exchange and 
cooperation. Their images and words are "fully collaborative" in the 
project of subverting what they saw as a false and facile col laboration 
with governmental and journalistic institutions (the Farm Security Ad
ministration, Fortune magazine) . 1 3  The blockage between photo and 

persistent fiction of the "quotation" throughout the text. This manipulation 
of verbal material is quite in keeping with Bourke-White's penchant for re
arranging the objects in the sharecroppers' households to conform with her 
own aesthetic tastes. 

1 3 .  Jefferson Hunter's book, Image and Word: The Interaction of Twenti
eth Century Photographs and Texts (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1 987)  notes this resistance but sees it merely as an "affront" to conven
tion that made Famous Men "unsuccessful in 1 94 1 "  and "uninfluential now" 
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5 9 .  Walker Evans, photograph from Let Us Now Praise Famous Men ( 1 93 9 )  by 
James Agee and Walker Evans. Photograph courtesy of the Library of Congress. 

text is, in effect, a sabotaging of an effective surveillance and propa
ganda apparatus, one which creates easily manipulable images and 
narratives to support political agendas. Agee and Evans may wel l  have 
agreed with many of the reformist political aims of Caldwell and 
Bourke-White and the institutions they represented : where they parted 
company is on what might be called the "ethics of espionage." Agee 
repeatedly characterizes himself and Evans as "spies" :  Agee is "a spy, 
traveling as a journalist"; Evans "a counter-spy, traveling as a photog
rapher" (p. xxii ) .  The "independence" of their collaboration is the 
strict condition for this spy/counter-spy relation ; it is their way of 

on the practice of photo-text collaboration. Hunter takes the "stylistic consis
tency" of Bourke-White and Caldwell as a model for the way "collaborative 
efforts succeed" (p. 79). 
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60. Walker Evans, pho
tograph from Let Us 
Now Praise Famous Men 
( 1 939)  by James Agee 
and Walker Evans. Photo
graph courtesy of the Li
brary of Congress. 

keeping each other honest, playing the role of "conscience" to one 
another. Evans exemplifies for Agee the ruthless violence of their work 
and the possibil ity of doing it with some sort of honor. The visibility 
of the photographic apparatus brings their espionage out into the 
open, and Agee admires the openness of Evans at work, his willingness 
to let his human subjects pose themselves, stage their own images in 
all their dignity and vulnerability, rather than treating them as mate
rial for pictorial self-expression. Agee, for his part, is all self
expression, as if the objectivity and restraint of Evans's work had to 
be countered by the fullest subjectivity and copiousness of confession. 
This division of labor is not just an ethics of production affecting the 
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6 1. Walker Evans, pho
tograph from Let Us 
Now Praise Famous Men 
( 1 939)  by James Agee 
and Walker Evans. Photo
graph courtesy of the Li
brary of Congress. 
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work of the writer and photographer; 1 4 it is, in a very real sense, an 
ethics of form imposed on the reader/viewer in the structural division 
of the photos and text. Our labor as beholders is as divided as that 
of Agee and Evans, and we find ourselves drawn, as they were, into 
a vortex of col laboration and resistance. 15  

14 .  For an excellent account of what I 'm calling an "ethics of production," 
see Carol Schloss's chapter on Agee and Evans in her In Visible Light. 

1 5 .  I use the word "vortex" here to echo Agee's al lusions to the Blakean 
vortex and to the presence of Blake as a presiding genius in Famous Men. I 
do not know how famil iar Agee was with Blake's work as a composite artist, 
but if  he knew the i l luminated books, he must have been struck by the oft
remarked independence of Blake's engravings from his texts, an independence 
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Labyrinth and Thread: Camera Lucida 

62. Margaret Bourke
White, HAMILTON, 
ALA BAMA. "We man
age to get along. " From 
You Have Seen Their 
Faces, by Erskine Cald
well and Margaret 
Bou rke-White. Courtesy 
of the Estate of Margaret 
Bourke-White. 

A labyrinthine man never seeks the truth, but only his Ariadne. 
-Nietzsche (quoted by Barthes) 16 

The strong, "agonistic" form of the photographic essay tends, as we 
have seen, to be as concerned with the nature of photography, writing, 

which is  coupled, of course, with the most intimate col laboration. For more 
on Blakean text- image relations, see my Blake 's Composite Art (Princeton, 
NJ : Princeton University Press, 1 977), and chapter 4 above. 

1 6 .  Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida (french original, 1 98 1 ;  New York : 
Hil l  and Wang, 1 98 1 ) , p. 73 ; further page references will be cited in the text. 
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and the relation of the two, as w i th i t s  rcprcsen t nl s u h i t'lt  m a t t l' l  
(tenant farming, New York tenements, migrant workers, etc ) .  1 \u t  
most essays on photography ( including this one) are not "photo 
graphic essays" in the sense I am giving the term here. Walter Bcn j a  
min's "A Short History of Photography" is not a photographic essa y 
for the obvious reason that it is not i l lustrated. But even if it wen· ,  
the photos would only be there to il lustrate the text ;  they would not 
have the independence or co-equal ity that permits collaboration in a 
truly composite form. 

One of the few "essays on photography" that approaches tlu· 
status of a photographic essay is Barthes's Camera Lucida. The "indt· ·  
pendence" and "co-equal ity" of the photographs in Barthes's text i s  
achieved, not  by grouping them in a separate "book" where their 
own syntactical relations may emerge, but by a consistent subversion 
of the textual strategies that tend to incorporate photographs as "il lus
trative" or evidentiary examples. We open Camera Lucida to a fron
tispiece (figure 63 ) , a color polaroid by Daniel Boudinet that never 
receives any commentary in the text. The only words of Barthes that 
might be applied to it are equivocal or negative ("Polaroid ? Fun, but 
disappointing, except when a great photographer is involved" [p.  9 j ;  
" I  am not very fond o f  Color . . .  color is a coating applied later on 
to the original truth of the black-and-white photograph . . .  an artifice, 
a cosmetic ( l ike the kind used to paint corpses) "  [p. 8 1 ] .  Are we to 
suppose, then, that Barthes simply "likes" this photograph and ad
mires Boudinet's art ? These criteria are continually subverted in Bar
thes's text by his seemingly capricious preferences, his refusal to assent 
to canonized masterpieces and masters : "there are moments when I 
detest Photographs : what have I to do with Atget's old tree trunks, 
with Pierre Boucher's nudes, with Germain Krull 's double exposures 
(to cite only the old names ) ?" (p. 1 6 ) .  The Boudinet polaroid stands 
independent of Barthes's text :  the best "reading" we can give it is 
perhaps simply as an emblem of the unreadabi l ity of photography, its 
occupation of a site forever prior to and outside Barthes 's text. The 
photo presents an image of a veiled, intimate boudoir, simultaneously 
erotic and funereal, its tanta lizingly partial revelation of light gleam
ing through the cleavage in the curtains like the secret at the center 
of a labyrinth. Barthes tells us that "it is a mistake to associate Photog
raphy . . .  with the notion of a dark passage (camera obscura) . It is 
camera Iucida that we should say" (p. 106 ) .  But the darkened chamber 
of Barthes 's frontispiece refuses to i l lustrate his text. If there is a 
camera Iucida in this image it resides beyond the curtains of this scene, 
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" '  pnh a ps i n  t he l u n 1 1 1 1om opl' l l l l l f.\  a t  i t s  center, an evocation of the 
, . l l nLTa's  aper tu rl· . 1
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Most of the other photographs in Barthes 's text seem, at first 
v. l . 1 nce, purely il lustrative, but a closer reading subverts this impres
'. l n l l .  Barthcs 's commentaries are doggedly resistant to the rhetoric of 
t h e "studium," the "rational intermediary of an ethical or political 
• l l l t u re" (p. 26) that allows photographs to be "read" or that would 
.d low a scientific theory of the photograph to emerge . Instead, Barthes 
rmphasizes what he calls the "punctum," the stray, pointed detail 
t h at  "pricks" or "wounds" him. These details (a necklace, bad teeth, 
l o l ded arms, dirt streets) are accidental ,  uncoded, nameless features 
t h a t  open the photograph metonymically onto a contingent realm of 
memory and subjectivity : "it is what I add to the photograph and 
u •IJat is nonetheless already there" (p .  55 ) ,  what is more often remem
bered about a photograph than what is seen in its actual presence . 1 8  
J 'he effect of this rhetoric is to  render Barthes's text almost useless as 
. 1 semiological theory of photography, while making it indispensable 
to such a theory. By insisting on his own personal experiences of 
photographs, by accepting the naive, primitive "astonishment," 
"magic," and "madness" of photography, Barthes makes his own 
rxperience the raw material or experimental data for a theory-a 

1 7. The camera Iucida, as Barthes knew, is not properly translated as a 
" l ight room" in opposition to a "dark room." It is "the name of that appara
t u s, anterior to Photography, which permitted drawing an object through a 
prism, one eye on the model, the other on the paper" (p.  1 06 ) .  The opening 
1 11 the curta ins, as optical aperture, plays precisely this role. 

1 8 .  " I  may know better a photograph I remember than a photograph I 
am looking at, as if di rect vision oriented its language wrongly, engaging it 
in  an effort of description which will always miss its point of effect, the 
fmnctum" (p. 53 ) .  The opposition between studium and punctum is coordi
nated, in Barthes's discussion, with related distinctions between the public 
and the private, the professional and the amateur. The captions further rein
force what Barthes calls "the two ways of the Photograph," dividing them
selves into a scholarly, bibliographic identification of photographer, subject, 
date, etc. and an italicized quotation registering Barthes's personal response, 
the punctum. This practice of double captioning is, I think, a pervasive con
''ention in photographic essays, often signaled by hyphenation (as in Robert 
hank's The Americans), or contrasting type-styles (as in You Have Seen Their 
Faces) : Hamilton, A labama/ "We manage to get along." 
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6 3 .  Daniel  Boudinet, Po
laroid, I 979, in  Roland 
lhrthes, Camera Lucida 
( 1 98 1 ) .  (c) 1 993 ARS, 
New York/SPADEM, 
Pari s .  

data, however, that is fil led with consciousness of a skepticism about 
the theories that will be brought to it . 1 �  

The photograph that i s  o f  most importance to Barthes's text, a 
"private" pictu re of  his mother taken in a glassed-in conservatory 
or "Winter Garden" when she was five years old, is not reproduced . 
"Something l ike the essence of the Photograph," says Barthes, 
"floated in this particu lar picture ."  If "all the world's photographs 

1 9 . Victor Burgin regards the antiscientific rhetoric o f  Camera Lucida 
with dismay: "The passage in Camera Lucida where Barthes lambasts the 
scientist of the sign (h is  own other sel f) has become widely quoted amongst 
precisely the sorts of critics Barthes opposed" ( " Re-reading Camera Lucida," 
in The End of Art Theory, p.  9 1 ) . Bu rgin's reduction of this  to a straightfor
ward pol itical clash ignores the fact that the "sorts of critics" Barthes "op
posed" included himself, and th is opposition is precisely what gives his  criti
cism ethical and pol itical force. 
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64. Nadar, The Artist's 
Mother (or Wife) (n.d. ) ,  
in Roland Barthes, Cam
era Lucida ( 1 9 8 1 ) .  © 
1 993 ARS, New York/ 
SPADEM, Paris. 

f ormed a Labyrinth, I knew at the center of this Labyrinth I should 
f i nd nothing but this sole picture" (p. 73 ). But Barthes cannot take 
t ts  into the center of the labyrinth except blindfolded, by ekphrasis, 
leading us with the thread of language. Barthes "cannot reproduce" 
t he photograph of his mother because it "would be nothing but an 
mdifferent picture" for anyone else. In its place he inserts a photo
�raph by Nadar of The Artist's Mother (or Wife) (figure 64), which 
one "no one knows for certain" (p.  70) .20 This photograph receives 

20. joel Snyder informs me that these identifications are confused . The 
photograph was taken by Paul Nadar, the artist's son, and is of his mother, 
Nadar's wife. Given the use Barthes makes of the photograph, the confusion 
of father and son, wife and mother, is hardly surprising. The manifest uncer
tainty of the caption and its misquotation of  Barthes's own text suggest that 
Harthes was del iberately attaching a confused " legend" to this photo. 
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only the most minimal, even bana l  com mentary ( "one  o l  1 he love l l t ·, t  
photographs in the world" [p .  70 ] )  and an equa l l y banal cap t iou  
which pretends to be quoted from the text, but (character ist ica l l y )  
i s  misquoted o r  constructed especially for this image:  " 'Who do 
you think is the world's greatest photographer ? '  'Nadar"' (p .  6 H ) .  
Barthes's substitution of this maternal image for his own motlll'l 
launches him into a series of increasingly general associative suh 
stitutions : this photograph becomes "the Photograph" becomes "thr· 
Image" ;  Barthes's  mother becomes "The Artist's Mother" beconH'' 
"the Mother ." The link between "Image" and "Mother" is then sum 
marized as a universal cultural complex which has been reproducl·d 
in the particularity of Barthes's own experience of photography : 

Judaism rejected the image in order to protect itself from the risk of 
worshipping the Mother. . . . Although growing up in a religion
without- images where the Mother is not worshipped (Protestantism) 
but doubtless formed culturally by Catholic art, when I confronted 
the Winter Garden photograph I gave myself up to the Image, to the 
Image-Repertoire .  (pp. 74-75 ) .  

Barthes i s  not a photographer; he  made none of the photograph� 
in his book, his only responsibility being to collect and arrange them 
with in his text. He therefore has no collaborator in the usual sense. 
His collaborator is "Photography" itself, exemplified by an appar
ently miscellaneous col lection of images, some private and personal, 
most the work of recognized masters from Niepce to Stieglitz to 
Mapplethorpe and Avedon .2 1  "All the world's photographs" arc 
treated by Barthes as a labyrinth whose unrepresentable center con
ceals the Mother, his mother. A mother who, like the subjects of all 
photographs, "is dead and . . .  is going to die" (p. 95 )  unites all the 
photographs in Barthes 's text, endowing them with the independent 
unity that enables them to look back at us while withholding their 
secrets . The Nadar portrait, its maternal figure gazing abstractedly 
out of the photo, mouth discreetly covered by the rose she kisses, is 
the closest we come to an emblem of this self-possession and reserve . 

2 1 .  The twenty-five European and American photos in Camera Lucida 
range from journalism to art photos to personal family photographs and 
include examples of "old masters" (the "first photograph"-by Niepce; 
Charles Cli fford, 'The Alhambra";  G. W. Wilson, "Queen Victoria")  from 
the nineteenth century as well twentieth-century works. The effort is clearly 
to suggest "Photography" in its full range without making any effort to be 
comprehensive or systematic. 
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lhc rl' i a l wn o l  l i l l' phol ogr;t p h s  to Barthes 's  text  i s ,  then,  that of  
l . , h vr n l l h  a n d  l luea d ,  l l t l' " m a t n n a l  image-repertoire" and the umbili
' . d  cord o f  l anguage . His ro l e  as a writer is not to master the photos, 
' '" '  lo su rrender himself as captivated observer, as naive subject of 
t l 1 1 ·  ido l atrous magic of images . The whole project is an attempt to 
· . t t \pcnd the appropriate "scientific" and "professional" discourse of 
l ' hotography in order to cultivate photography's resistance to lan
l ', l l age, allowing the photographs to "speak" their own language-not 
" t i s  usual blah-blah : 'Technique,' 'Reality,' 'Reportage, '  'Art, ' etc. " 
hu t  making "the image speak in silence" (p.  55 ) .  Barthes dismisses, 
t herefore, much "sophisticated" commentary on photography, his 
own included : 

It is the fashion, nowadays, among Photography's commentators (soci
ologists and semiologists ) ,  to seize upon a semantic relativity : no "real
ity" (great scorn for the "realists" who do not see that the photograph 
is  always coded) . . .  the photograph, they say, is not an ana/ogon of 
the world;  what it represents is fabricated, because the photographic 
optic is subject to Albertian perspective (entirely h istorical )  and because 
the inscription on the picture makes a three-dimensional object into a 
two-dimensional effigy. (p .  8 8 )  

Barthes declares this argument "futi le, ' '  not  just because photo
graphs, l ike all images, are "analogica l"  in their coded structure, but 
hccause realism must be located in a different place : "the realists do 
not take the photograph for a 'copy' of reality, but for an emanation 
of past reality : a magic, not an art." This lost "magic" of photogra
phy, based in its naive realist stage (also its place in modernism), is 
what Barthes's text attempts to recover and why it  must seem to efface 
i tself, "give itself up to" its photographs, even as it weaves them into 
a l abyrinth of theory and desire, science and autobiographyP 

Voyeurism and Exorcism: The Colonial Harem 

It is as if  the postcard photographer had been entrusted with a so
cial mission:  put the collective phantasm into images. He is the 
first to benefit from what he accomplishes through the delegation 

22. This respect for the "naive real ism" of photography is also a crucial 
feature of Agee's text. Agee notes "how much slower white people are to 
catch on than negroes, who understand the meaning of a camera, a weapon, 
a stealer of images and souls, a gun, an evil eye" (p. 362) .  
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of power. The true voyeurism is that of the colonia l  societ y as ;I 
whole. 

-Malek Alloula 

The "magic" of photography can be the occasion of mystification a' 
well as ecstasy, a point that is made by Malek Alloula's photographi� 
essay on French colonial postcards of Algerian women.23 Alloula dedi 
cates his book to Barthes and adopts his basic vocabulary for t lw 
description of photographic magic, but he inverts Barthes's textual 
strategies in order to confront a body of images that exercised a detest · 
able, pernicious magic over the representation of Algeria: 

What I read on these cards does not leave me indifferent. It demon
strates to me, were that still necessary, the desolate poverty of a gaze 
that I myself, as an Algerian, must have been the object of at some 
moment in my personal h istory. Among us, we believe in the nefarious 
effects of the evil eye (the evil gaze ) .  We conjure them with our hand 
spread out l ike a fan .  I dose my hand back upon a pen to write my 
exorcism: this text. (p. 5 )  

There is  no nostalgia here for a lost "primitive" or "realist" stage ; 
there is no room for the "punctum" or ecstatic "wound" Barthes 
locates in the accidental detai l .  There is only the massive trauma of 
the "degrading fantasm" legitimating itself under the sign of photo
graphic "reality." These photographs exclude all the "accidents" 
Barthes associates with the subversive "white magic" of the image. 
They stage for the voyeuristic French consumer the fantasy of "Orien
tal" luxury, lust, and indolence, as the unveiled "booty" before the 
colonial  gaze. The critical text is counter-magic, a contrary incanta
tion, repetitiously intoning its execrations on the filthy European por
nographers with their ethnographic alibis. 

Alloula's text fulfills the three conditions of the photographic es
say in a quite unsuspected manner :  his text is obviously independent 
of the images, that independence a direct result of Algeria's rev
olutionary independence of the French empire (Barbara Harlow's 
introduction places the book quite explicitly in the framework of 
Pontecorvo's film, The Battle of Algiers) . There is "equal ity" of text 
and image in at least two senses. First, the text offers a point-by-point 

23 . Malek Alloula, The Colonial Harem, translated by Myrna and Wlad 
Godzich (French edition, 1 98 1 ;  English edition, Minneapolis :  University of 
Minnesota Press, 1 986 ) ;  further page references wil l  be cited in the text. 
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• t t l t l · ;t l rd u t a t i o n  o l  t h l' uup l l l l l  " a rgument "  of the images . Second, 
1 1  . t t t l'mpts  to rea l i ze a u l l l t ra ry visual image or "staring back" into 
t i l l '  face of the predatory co lonial gaze . Alloula's text presents itself 
. t \  a k i nd of substitute for a body of photographs that should have 
l . . .  l' n taken,  but never were : 

A reading of the sort that I propose to undertake would be entirely 
superfluous if  there existed photographic traces of the gaze of the colo
n ized upon the colonizer. In their absence, that is, in the absence of  a 
confrontation of opposed gazes, I attempt here . . .  to return this im
mense postcard to its sender. (p .  5) 

I i nal ly, there is "collaboration" in the sense that the postcards must 
hl' reproduced along with the text and thus forced to collaborate in 
t h e i r  own deconstruction, their own "unveiling," much as the al
g1;rienne were forced to col laborate in the misrepresentation of Alge
t t an women and their images forced to collaborate in a false textualiz
l l l g-their insertion into a staged fantasy of exotic sexuality and 
1 1 nveil ing, the colonial "chit-chat" ( full of crude jokes) written on 
t heir backs, the colonial seal stamped across their faces, canceling the 
postage and their independent existence in one stroke. 

Alloula's project is clearly beset on every side by contradictory 
impulses, the most evident being the necessity of reproducing the of
fending postcards in a book which may look to the casual observer 
l i ke a coffee-table "collector's item" of exactly the sort he denounces. 
Occasional "classics" and "masterpieces" emerge, even in a porno
graphic genre : 

It is on "accomplishments" of this sort that a lucrative business of card 
collecting has been built and continues to thrive. It is also by means of 
this type of "accomplishment" that the occultation of meaning is ef
fected, the meaning of the postcard that is of interest to us here. (p .  1 1 8 )  

"Aestheticization," far from being an antidote to the porno
graphic, is seen as an extension of it, a continuing cover-up of evil 
under the sign of beauty and rarity. This problem was also confronted 
by Agee, who dreaded the notion that his collaboration with Evans 
would be mystified by notions of special expertise or authority, chief 
among these the authority of the "artist" : "the authors," he said, 
"are trying to deal with it not as journal ists, sociologists, politicians, 
entertainers, humanitarians, priests. or artists, but seriously" (p.  xv) . 
"Seriousness" here means something quite antithetical to the notion 
of a canonical "classic" stamped with "aesthetic merit" and implies 
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a sense of temporary, ta�.:ti�.:al i n tervention i n  an i m mediate  h u ma n  
problem, not a claim on  the indefinite future. That i s  why Agl'l' 
wanted to print Let Us Now Praise Famous Men on newspaper stm:k .  
When told that "the pages would crumble to  dust in  a few years," ht• 
said, "that might not a bad idea" (Stott, p. 264 ) .  

Let us add, then, to  the generic criteria o f  the photographic essay 
a notion of seriousness which is frequently construed in anti-aesthetil' 
terms, as a confrontation with the immediate, the local and limited , 
with the un-beautiful ,  the impoverished, the ephemeral ,  in a form that 
regards itsel f  as simultaneously indispensable and disposable. The text  
of Alloula's The Colonial Harem sometimes reads as if it wanted to 
shred or incinerate the offending postcards it reproduces so wel l, to 
disfigure the pornographic beauty of the colonized women. But that 
would be, l ike most shreddings of historical documents, only a cover
up that would guarantee historical amnesia and a return of the re
pressed . Although Alloula can never quite say this, one feels that his 
essay is not simply a polemic against the French evil , but a taci t  
confession and purgation. Alloula reproduces the offending images, 
not just to aggressively "return an immense postcard to its sender," 
but to repossess and redeem those images, to "exorcise" an ideological 
spell that captivated mothers, wives, and sisters, as well as the "male 
society" that "no longer exists" (p. 1 22) in the colonial gaze. The 
rescue of women is an overcoming of impotence ; the text asserts its 
manhood by freeing the images from the evil eye. 

Barthes fdund the secret of photography in an image of his pre
pubescent mother at the center of a labyrinth . His text is the thread 
that takes us toward that center, a ritual surrender to the maternal 
image-repertoire. Alloula drives us out of the mystified labyrinth con
structed by European representations of Arab women . He avenges the 
prostitution not only of the Mother, but of Photography itself, seeking 
to reverse the pornographic process. 

What are we left with ? Are the images redeemed, and if so, in 
what terms and for what sort of observer ? How do we see, for in
stance, the final photograph of the book (figure 65 ) ,  which Alloula 
only mentions in passing, and whose symmetry approaches abstrac
tion, reminiscent of an art nouveau fantasy. Can an American ob
server, in particular, see these photographs as anything more than 
quaint, archaic pornography, hauntingly beautiful relics of a lost colo
nial era, "col lector's items" for a coffee-table book ? I don't have a 
simple answer to this question, but my first impulse is to register a 
feeling of impotence in the face of these women, whose beauty is now 
mixed with danger, whose nakedness now becomes a veil that has 
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h S .  S(enes .md Types: 
A mbi<111 WOIIIdll with the 
Y,IChmak (n .d . ) ,  from 
The Coloni,ll Harem 
( ! 986 )  by Malek Al loula,  
translated by �lyrna and 
Wlad Godzich (french 
edition, ! 98 1 ;  Engl ish 
edition, Minneapol is :  
University of Minnesota 
Press, 1 986 ) .  

. t l w ays excluded me from the labyrinth of their world.24 I feel exi led 
l rom what I want to know, to understand, or (more precisely) what 
I want to acknowledge and to be acknowledged by. In particular, 

24. This impotence is perhaps nothing more than the familiar l iberal  guilt 
" '  the wh ite male American becoming conscious of  complicity in the ethos 
"' imperial ism. But it is also a more personal reaction which stems from a 
n o t  altogether pleasant fai lure to react "properly" to the pornographic image, 
. 1  fa i lure which I can't take credit for as a matter of moral uprightness (moral-
1 1  y ,  I suspect, only enters in when the proper reaction is there to be resisted) .  
I had registered this feeling a t  the first perusal of  the photographs in The 
< :o/onial Harem. Needless to say, a sensation of the uncanny attended my 
rl'ading of the final paragraph of Alloula's text: "Voyeurism turns into an 
1 1hsessi vc neurosis .  The great erotic dream, ebbing from the sad faces of the 
wage earners in the poses, lets appear, in the flotsam perpetuated by the 
postca rd, another figure : that of impotence" (p. 1 22) .  
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Alloula's text forces these acknowlcdgml'nts  from l l l t' :  1 h a 1  I Ll l l l lnl 
read these photographs; that any narrative I migh t havl' h rough1  t • •  
them i s  now shattered ; that the labyrinth o f  photography , of t h l'  1 1 1 . 1 

ternal image-repertoire, defies penetration and colon izat ion by ant 
textual system, including Malek Alloula's .  The photographs, so lon11 
exchanged, circulated, inscribed, and traded, now assert their ind1· 
pendence and equality, looking at us as they collaborate in the undo 
ing of the colonial gaze. 

Exile and Return: After the Last Sky 

But I am the exile. 
Seal me with your eyes. 

-Mahmoud Darwish 

Feel ings of exile and impotence in the face of the imperial image an· 
the explicit subject of Edward Said and Jean Mohr's photograph i 1  
essay on the Palestinians. But instead of the aggressive "return of tlw 
repressed" in the form of degraded, pornographic images, After tht• 
Last Sky25 projects a new set of images, self-representations of tlw 
colonized and dispossessed subjects , representations of their view� 
of the colonizers : "our intention was to show Palestinians through 
Palestinian eyes without minimizing the extent to which even to them 
selves they feel di fferent" (p. 6 ) .  The text is (as in Camera Lucida) a 
thread leading the writer and his readers back into the labyrinth of 
otherness and the self-estrangement of exile. Its task is to see that thr 
"photographs are not" seen as "the exhibition of a foreign specimen" 
{p. 1 62) ,  without, on the other hand, simply domesticating them. 
Said's text is not, then, like Alloula's, a scourge to drive Western eyes 
out the labyrinth . If Alloula treats the collaboration of text and image 
as a violent, coercive confrontation, Said and Mohr create a dialogical 
relation of text and image that is col laborative in the classic (that is, 
modernist) sense articulated by Agee and Evans, a cooperative en
deavor by two like-minded and highly talented professionals, writer 
and photographer. 

The results of this "positive" collaboration are anything but 
straightforward. The independence of text and image is not asserted 
directly, as in Agee and Evans, by a strict physical separation.  Said 

25 . Edward Said and jean Mohr, After the Last Sky (London: Pantheon, 
1 986 ) ;  further page references will be cited in the text. 
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. 1 1 1 d Moh r l o l l o w  " ' ' ' u · t l 1 1 1 1 1 :  l imn t o  t he  moJc of  Camera Lucida's 
, l , .dn:t i ca l ,  i n tnt w i nl'd rl' l a t ion  of  photos and essay, a complex of 
nch ange anJ res i s t ance.�" Writer and photographer both refuse the 
� t tTl'otyped division of labor that would produce a "text with i l lustra
t 1 o n s "  or an "album with captions . "  Said's text oscillates between 
�npp lementary relations to the images (commentary, meditations, re
l kctions on photography) and "independent" material (the history 
ol the Palestinians, autobiographical anecdotes, political criticism) .  
Mohr's photographs oscillate between "i l lustrative" relations (pic
t u res of boys l i fting weights, for instance, document the "cult of physi
t·a l  strength" Said describes among Palestinian males) and " indepen
dcnt" statements that receive no direct commentary in the text, or 
p lay  some kind of ironic counterpoint to it. An example: Said's discus
sion of his father's l i felong attempt to escape memories and material 
mementos of Jerusalem is j uxtaposed (on the facing page) with an 
image that conveys j ust the opposite message and which receives no 
commentary, only a minimal caption:  "the former mayor of Jerusalem 
and his wife, in exile in Jordan" (figure 66 ) .  Behind them a photo
graphic mural of the Mosque of Omar in Jerusalem occupies the entire 
wall of their living room. The collaboration of image and text here is 
not simply one of mutual support. It conveys the anxiety and ambiva
lence of the exile whose memories and mementos, the tokens of per
sonal and national identity, may "seem . . .  like encumbrances" 
(p. 14 ) .  The mural seems to tell us that the former mayor and his wife 
cherish these encumbrances, but their faces do not suggest that this 
in any way reduces their weight. 

The relation of photographs and writing in After the Last Sky is 
consistently governed by the dialectic of exile and its overcoming, a 
double relation of estrangement and re-unification .  If, as Said claims, 
"exile is a series of portraits without names, without context" (p. 12) ,  

return is figured in the attachment of names to photographs, contexts 
to images. But "return" is never quite so simple: sometimes the names 
are lost, unrecoverable; too often the attachment of text to an image 
can seem arbitrary, unsatisfactory. Neither pole in the dialectic of 
exile is univocally coded: estrangement is both imposed from without 
by historical circumstance and from within by the painfulness of mem
ory, the will to forget and shed th� "encumbrance" of Palestinian 

26. Mohr's earlier collaborations with John Berger are clearly an impor
tant precedent also. See especially The Seventh Man (Originally published, 
Penguin, 1 975 ; London:  Writers and Readers, 1 982) ,  a photographic essay 
on migrant workers in Europe. 

3 1 3  



66.  Jean Mohr, Mayor 
of jerusalem, page spread 
from After the Last Sky, 
by Edward W. Said.  
Copyright © 1 9R6  by Ed
ward W. Said.  Reprinted 
by permission of Pan
theon Books, a d iv ision 
of  Random House, Inc. 

l ' i r t o n ;d T L" x t s  

identity . "Re-unification," similarly, is the utopian object of desire 
and yet an object of potential aversion in its utopian impracticality. 
"Homecoming," says Said, " is out of the question. You learn to trans
form the mechanics of loss into a constantly postponed metaphysics 
of return" (p. 150 ) .  Where does the exile go "after the last sky" has 
clouded over, after Beirut, Cairo, Amman, the West Bank have failed 
to provide a home ? What attitude do the physically exiled Palestinians 
take to the "exiles at home," the "present absentees" who live in 
"The Interior," inside Israel ? The ambivalence expressed in these 
questions is also inscribed in the delicate, intricate, and precarious 
relations of text and image-the inside and outside, as it were, of this 
book. 
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l 'h r  ct � u a l  " (  > u h tdl ' l' , "  t h e  i l l' l to ldn who takes th is  s imp ly as 
1 1 1  . d h t l l n  o f  photographs ,  w i l l  have no di fficulty grasping the major 
I "  d l ' t n i ca l  point of  the book,  which is to counter the usual visual 
l • ' l ' l " l '�l·n tat ion of  Palestinians as menacing figures with kaffiyas and 
.k 1 m a sks . Anonymous "terrorists" are displaced by a set of visual 
l . t 1 t s  that everyone knows in theory, but rarely acknowledges in prac-
1 1 1 c -that Palestinians are also women, children, businessmen, teach
' 1 ' ·  fa rmers, poets, shepherds, and auto mechanics. That the represen
l . t l lon of Palestinians as ordinary human beings, "capturable" by 
. .  rd i na ry, domestic sorts of snapshots, should be in itself remarkable 
" . 1  measure of how extraordinarily l imited the normal image of the 
l ' .d rstinian is. There is an acceptable "icon" of the Palestinian, as Said 
pu t s  it, and the images in After the Last Sky-domestic, peaceful, 
"nlinary-do not fit this decorum, as anyone will find who attempts 
lo insert this book among the other photographic texts that adorn 
1 he typical coffee-table. 

The history of this particular set of photographs suggests that this 
dccorum is not simply natural or empirical but has to be reinforced 
hy the most stringent prohibitions.  Jean Mohr was commissioned to 
t . t ke the pictures for an exhibition at the International Conference on 
t h e  Question of Palestine held by the United Nations in Geneva in 
l lJ!U .  "The official response," as Said notes 

was puzzl ing . . . .  You can hang them up, we were told, but no writing 
can be displayed with them. No legends, no explanations. A compro
mise was finally negotiated whereby the name of the country or place 
(Jordan, Syria, West Bank, Gaza) could be affixed to the much-enlarged 
photographs, but not one word more. (p.  3 )  

The precise motives for this bureaucratic "prohibition on  writing" 
never become clear. Said speculates that the various Arab states who 
participated in the conference (Israel and the United States did not) 
found the Palestinian cause "useful up to a point-for attacking Is
rael, for railing against Zionism, imperialism, and the United States," 
but the notion of considering the Palestinians as a people ( that is ,  
w ith a story, a text, an argument) was unacceptable. The prohibition 
on writing was perhaps a way of keeping these disturbing images 
from taking on an even more disturbing voice. Context, narrative, 
historical circumstances, identities, and places were repressed in favor 
of what might be seen as a parody of the abstract and "modernist" 
space of visual exhibition:  minimal captions, no "legends," pure vi-
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sual display without reference or rep resentation.  Exile is a scr i l·� o l  
photographs without texts . 

After the Last Sky, then, is a violation of a double prohibition 
against a certain kind of image (nonbellicose, nonsublime) and against 
a writing j oined to these images . This might seem an excessively for 
malistic point. But Said notes that "most literary critics . . .  focus on 
what is said in Palestinian writing . . .  [its] sociological and politica l 
meaning. But it is the form that should be looked at" (p .  3 8 ) .  Th i� 
"form" is not something distinct from content; it is the content in i t �  
most material, particular sense, the specific places it carves out as till· 
site of Palestinian existence. As such, it resists the reduction of til l· 
Palestinian question to a political issue, insisting on the ethical a s  
well as  aesthetic relation of text and image. The collaboration of 
photographer and writer in After the Last Sky cannot be seen, then , 
simply as corrective to the prohibition which segregates the Palestin
ian image from the Palestinian text. This col laboration is also embed
ded in a complex field of heterogeneities that can never quite be ac
commodated to traditional dialectical forms of aesthetic unity. Wl· 
don't find a Coleridgean "multeity in unity" in this book, but some
thing more like a multeity of glimpses of unity, seen as if through a 
pair of spectacles, one lens of which is shattered. (This image, drawn 
from one of the most striking photographs in the book, is one I will 
return to later . )  

The two lenses of this book are writing and photography, neither 
understood abstractly or generically but as constructions of specific 
histories, places, and displacements. The photographer, a German 
born in Geneva, naturalized as a Swiss citizen in 1 939 ,  has had con
crete experience of intra-European exile. The writer is a Palestinian 
Christian born in Jerusalem, exiled to Lebanon, Egypt, the United 
States. From one point of view the writer is the insider, the clear, 
intact lens who can represent through his own experience a focused 
image of "the Palestinian" ;  the photographer is the alien, unable to 
speak the languages of Palestine or Israel, "seeing" only the mute, 
inarticulate fragments of l ives that the camera al lows (thus, many of 
the people in Mohr's photographs are anonymous, unidentified, and 
photography re-doubles the exile of image from referent) . From an
other point of view, the photographer is the clear, intact lens. His 
Swiss neutral ity allows him what was denied to the writer in the 
1 980s, the freedom to travel throughout Israel and the West Bank, to 
go "inside" Palestine and represent it with the transparent accuracy 
of photography. The writer is the alien, the outsider, estranged from 
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. 1  l . 1 1 1 d h e  d i 1 1 1 l y  l'l' l l l l' l l l hns a s  ; t  dt i l d ,  a l and  in which h e  would have 
l wc n ,  a s  an u rbane, Ch r is t i a n  i n te llectual , estranged from the rural, 
l . .  c.d cu l ture of the Palestinian masses . The writer acknowledges that 
lw h imsel f is the "cracked lens," unable to see, quite literally, the 
1 1 . 1 1  i ve country he longs for except in fragmentary glimpses provided 
hy others. 

The divisions of labor we have traced between writer and photog-
1 . 1 pher-spy and counter-spy, thread and labyrinth, voyeur and exor
' 1 s t -are consistently undermined by the tightly woven collaboration 
• • I After the Last Sky. But there is one vestige of traditional divisions 
" '  l a bor in the way Said's meditations on gender difference suggest 
1 h c col laboration of a male text with a body of female images. Like 
1 \ . t rthes, Said installs Woman at the center of the photographic matrix . 
lhe section of the book called "Interiors" (concerned with Palestin
l ;n t s  who l ive inside Israel, with domestic spaces and the theme of 
pr ivacy) is mainly devoted to images of women. Said also fol lows 
1 \a rthes in finding that the primal scene of the photograph involves 
h i s  mother. A British customs official rips up her passport, destroying 
hn legal identity and (presumably) her photographic image in the 
\a me gesture. Like Alloula, Said is vindicating the disfigured image of 
h i s  mother; like Barthes, he is trying to re-assemble the fragments of 
her  identity. But he also portrays the women as the real preservers 
of this identity, associated with "the land" and the idea of home, 
portrayed as clinging irrationally, stubbornly, to "memories, title 
deeds, and legal claims" (p. 8 1 ) .  The women are also the keepers of 
images in the Palestinian interior, the ones who hang up too many 
pictures too high on the walls, who save the photograph albums and 
mementos that may encumber the male Palestinian who wants to 
t ravel light .  (Recall that Said's father "spent his life trying to escape 
t hese objects" [p. 14 ] . )  Yet Said acknowledges a "crucial absence of 
women" (p. 77) in the representation of Palestinians. The official  icon 
i s  one of "automatic manhood," the macho terrorist who may feel 
himself both goaded and reproached by the "protracted discipline" 
(p. 79) of women's work. 

Like Barthes, Said wants to preserve the feminine mystique of the 
image, its di fference from the male writer's "articulate discourse" 
(p. 79 ) .  Thus, it sometimes seems as if he would prefer to leave the 
female images unidentified and therefore mysterious. Like Barthes, he 
does not reproduce an image of his mother, but substitutes an image 
of an elderly woman, generalized as an emblem-"a face, I thought 
when I first saw it, of our life at home" (p. 84 ). But six months later 
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67. Jean Mohr, Amman, 1 984. Mrs. Farra;. In After the Last Sky, by Edward W. 
Said. Copyright © 1986  by Edward W. Said. Reprinted by permission of Pantheon 
Books, a division of Random House, Inc. 

Said is reminded by his s ister that this woman (figure 67) is actually 
a distant relative whom he met in the forties and fifties, a reminder 
that produces mixed emotions : 

As soon as I recognized Mrs. Farraj , the suggested intimacy of the 
photograph's surface gave way to an explicitness with few secrets. She 
is a real person--Palestin ian-with a real history at the interior of ours. 
But I do not know whether the photograph can, or does, say things as 
they really are. Something has been lost. But the representation is all 
we have. (p.  84) 

The uncharacteristic awkwardness of Said's writing here is, I think, 
a tacit acknowledgment of his ambivalence toward the associative 
complex, Woman/Image/Home, a confession of his complicity in the 
sentimentalizing of women and of the lost pastoral homeland that 
fixates the imagination of the Palestinian maleP His candor about 

27. "I  can see the women everywhere in  Palestinian l i fe, and I see how 
they exist between the syrupy sentimentalism of roles we ascribe to them 
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t . X .  Jean Mohr, Elderly Palestinian Villager. Ramallah, 1 984. In After the Last Sky, 
hy Edward W. Said. Copyright © 1 986  by Edward W. Said. Reprinted by permission 
ol Pantheon Books, a division of  Random House, Inc. 

t his ambivalence, his recognition that the photographic image has a 
l i fe beyond the discursive, political uses he would make of it, allows 
the photograph to "look back" at him and us and assert the indepen
dence we associate with the strong form of the photo-essay. The poetic 
secrecy and intimacy he had hoped to find in this image is replaced 
by a prosaic familiarity and openness. 

Jean Mohr provides Said with a striking emblem of his own am
bivalence in a photograph which comes closer than any other in this 
book to supplying a portrait of the writer. Once again, the photo is an 
unidentified portrait, exiled from its referent, an image of an "elderly 
Palestinian vil lager" with a broken lens in his glasses (figure 68 ) .  The 
photograph reminds Said of Rafik Halabi, "a Palestinian-Druze
lsraeli" whose book, The West Bank Story, is highly critical of Israeli 
occupation, but "who writes from the viewpoint of a loyal Israeli" 

(mothers, vi rgins, martyrs) and the  annoyance, even dislike that their unassim
ilated strength provokes in  our warily politicized, automatic manhood" 

(p . 77) . 
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who served in the army and " s u b s cr i bes t o  /. i o n i s n l . "  S a i d  f i n d s  
Halabi's position impossibly contradictory . Either he is "dd uded" o r  
"up to  some elaborate rhetorical game" which Said does n o t  u nder 
stand. Either way, "the resul t  is a book that runs on two complete ly  
different tracks" (p .  1 27 ) .  It occurs to Said, of course, that there i s  
something of himself, and perhaps of his own book, in this image :  
"Perhaps I am only describing my inability to  order th ings coherently, 
sequentially, logical ly, and perhaps the difficulties of resolution I have 
discerned in Halabi's book and in the old man with broken glasses 
are mine, not theirs" (p. 1 30 ) .  First, the image is a double portrait of 
the Other as Insider, "a symbol, I said to mysel f, of some duality 
in our l ife that won't go away-refugees and terrorists, victims and 
victimizers, and so on" (p. 128 ) .  Not a bad reading, but Said is un
happy with it, as he is generally with emblematic readings that reduce 
the photograph to convenient verbal formulas. The man's face is 
"strong and gentle," the "blotch is on the lens, not in him" (p .  128 ) .  
He  has  agreed to  be  photographed this way, so  he  can watch the 
camera and exert some control over his own image. 

The resulting visual field (both for the wearer of the glasses and 
the beholder) ,  Said notes, will always disclose a "small disturbance," 
a "curiously balanced imbalance" which is "very similar to the textual 
imbalance in Halabi's book" and, clearly, in Said and Mohr's. The 
Palestinians, a people without a geographic center and with only the 
most fragile cultural and historical identity have "no one central im
age," no "dominant theory," no "coherent discourse" ;  they are 
"without a center. Atonal" (p. 129 ) .  At moments like this, one 
glimpses Said's al legiance to the musical aesthetics of modernism, to 
that combination of pessimism and formalism we associate with 
Adorno_ Said's composite, decentered, shifting, imbalanced col labora
tion with Mohr is nonetheless a shapely, congruent, and formal cre
ation, a material embodiment of the reality he wants to represent, 
built out of a refusal to simplify, to sentimentalize or settle for po
lemic. Both writer and photographer could see themselves in this 
anonymous portrait, itself in exile from its subject: exile is indeed "a 
series of portraits without names, without contexts" (p. 1 2) .  But if 
photographs sundered from texts portray exile, photographs with text 
are images of return, sites of reconciliation, accommodation, ac
knowledgment. The delicate balancing act of a book "on two different 
tracks" may be a rhetorical game Said does not understand even as 
he is compelled to play it, but then he remarks that Palestinians some
times "puzzle even ourselves" (p- 53 ) .  
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I h e  ' \ t·n t ra l  i t n ; t gl' " o l  I I H ·  l ' a l l' s t i n i a n s  i s ,  fo r the moment,  a 
. 1  . .  1 1 l • k  v i s i o n  o l  j u st  t h i s  sort - - secu l a r, rat iona l , yet deeply involved 
"' l h l ' t' l l lo t ions  of v ict image- tigures in a rhetoric of paranoia which 
· • l l l '. t r l l c t s  them as the enemy of the victims of the Holocaust or as 
1 1 1 1  , , .  pawns in geopolitical schemes. Said and Mohr cannot be con
' '  1 1 1 ,  t h e refore , with a propaganda piece to "pretty up the image" of 
d" Pa lest inians ; they must work as well for an internally directed 
" p rl'sentation and critique, chiding not only the Arab and Israeli and 
l l w, l 'ower interests, but the Palestinians themselves, Said included. 
I hr Palestinians' failings-their pursuit of inappropriate rev:Jiution
' '  v 1 1 1odels such as Cuba and Algeria, their impatient, macho romanti

, l ' . t l l ,  their fai lure to organize properly with the "protracted disci
i • h n l' "  of women, their lack of a coherent history-are al l  part of the 
I ' " t n re.  The idea of the book, then, is ultimately to help bring the 
l ' .dcst inians into existence for themselves as much as for others ; it is 
1 h . 1 1  most ambitious of books, a nation-making text. 

Texts that make nations are, of course, what we call "classics ," 
d t l '  worst fate (according to Agee) that can befall a book. It  was a 
l . t l < ' that befell Let Us Now Praise Famous Men after a period of 
1 1q: lcct and misunderstanding. Our understanding of the thirties, par
' ' ' t d a r  the Depression, is often seen as a product of Evans's and Agee's 
• o l l aboration, and it helped to form an image of a nation in poverty, 
p1 rscnted with dignity, sympathy, and truth . But Evans and Agee 
' ' 1 1 1 l d  never hope, as Said and Mohr do, to address the people they 
, , · p resent, to help bring them into being as a people. Whether this 
hook fulfills such a hope is a question that will be settled beyond its 
p . tges:  "there is no completely coherent discourse adequate to us, and 
I doubt whether at this point, if someone could fashion such a dis-
1 1 • u rse, we could be adequate for it" (p. 129 ) .  It is at such moments 
" '  i nadequacy, perhaps, that a mixed, hybrid discourse like that of 
1 h l' photographic essay emerges as a historical necessity. 

Insofar  as my own remarks here have been essays toward the 
o ld in ition of a genre or a medium, an attempt to articulate the formal 
pr i nciples of the photographic essay, they might be seen as a betrayal 
1 d the anti-aesthetic, anticanonical experimentalism of this form. Why 
. t l l cmpt to "classicize" by classifying and formalizing a medium that 
1 \ so young and unpredictable ? The photographic essay occupies a 
·. t range conceptual space in our understanding of representation, a 
p lace where "form" seems both indispensable and disposable. On the 
1 l l l C  hand, i t  seems to participate in what Stanley Cavell has described 
. 1 \  the tendency of "modernist painting" to "break down the concept 
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of genre altogether,"28 as if the medium were not given natura l l y ,  hu t  
had to  be re-invented, re-evaluated in each new instance ; this i s  t lw 
tendency I've associated with the mutual "resistance" of photograph�  
and writing, the insistence on the distinctive character of each n w  
dium, the search for a "purity" of approach that is both aesthetic and 
ethical. On the other hand, the roots of the photo-essay in documl' t t  
tary journalism, newspapers, magazines, and the whole ensemble ol  
visual-verbal interactions in mass media connect it to popular fonm 
of communication that seem quite antithetical to modernism in thc t t  
freedom of exchange between image and text and their material 
ephemerality. Perhaps this is just a way of placing the photographi1 
essay at the crossroads between modernism and postmodernism, u n  
derstanding it as a form in which the resistance to image-text e x  
change is ( in contrast to painting) most crucial precisely because i 1  
has the most to overcome.29 If  this crossroads occupies a real plan· 
in our cultural history, it is one we cannot leave unmapped. To tab· 
literally the antiformalist rhetoric of the photographic essay would lw 
to empty it of its specific, historical materiality as a representationa l  
practice and to  neglect those labors of love in which we arc enjoined 
to collaborate. 

28. Stanley Cavell ,  The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of 
Film, enlarged edition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1 979) ,  
p .  1 06.  

29 .  I say "in contrast to painting" because the emancipation of  painting 
from language, or at least the rhetoric of emancipation, has dominated the 
sophisticated understanding of painting for most of this century . For a fuller 
version of this argument, see chapter 7 above. 
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IV. · · · · P i  c t u r e s · a n d · P o w e r  
But it is  sensible to begin by asking the beginning questions, why 

imagine power in the first place, and what is the relationship between 
one's motive for imagining power and the image one ends up with. 

-Edward Said, 
"Foucault and the Imagination of Power"1 

et's begin our inquiry into the power of pictures by asking 

what sort of picture of power we are assuming. I say "pic

ture" instead of "theory" of power, because ( following Fou

cault and others) I don't imagine that we really can theorize 

power from the outside, and because any effort at theorizing 

power will necessarily involve some picture of its nature, its ef

fects, its transmission, circulation, and the representative scenes 

of its exercise (domination and resistance, co-optation and evasive 

action, violence and suffering) . 

In a sense, every essay in  this book has already been about 

pictures of power, and the power of pictures. "The Pictorial 

Turn" attempted to show why contemporary theoretical dis

course has found it so difficult, and yet so necessary, to get the 

question of visual representation under control .  "Metapictures" 

explored the way pictures reflect on themselves, depicting their 

own powers and their effects on spectators . "Beyond Compari

son" introduced a series of redescriptions of the visible and verbal, 

not merely as instruments of power, but as internally divided 

force-fields, scenes of struggle indicated by the hybrid term of the 

"imagetext" -the power of the image understood as the "other" 

1. See Foucault: A Critical Reader, edited by David Couzens Hoy 
(New York : Blackwell ,  1 986 ) ,  p .  1 5 1 .  



or "slave" to the master's poetic and narrative voice, the power 

of the image to resist or collaborate with language. 

Still, we have not yet attempted to give a picture of power as 

such, and perhaps no such picture can be given, except in the 

kind of heterogeneous and dialectical imagetexts we have already 

seen. Certainly the wrong picture is suggested by models of physi

cal force which hypostatize some homogeneous, subtle fluid called 

Power and which some people (or systems) simply "have" while 

others do not.2 "Power as such," says Foucault, "does not exist" 

(p. 786) .  Powerlessness, therefore, is not a mere absence or nega

tion, but a site of action and force in its own right.3 Foucault 

suggests as much when he says that one should approach power 

with the question "how?"  rather than "what ?" and "give oneself 

as the object of analysis power relations and not power itself" 

(p. 78 8 ) .  Power is not something one "has" but a relationship 

one enjoys or suffers. If we want to understand the power of 

pictures, we need to look at their internal relations of domination 

and resistance, as well as their external relations with spectators 

and with the world .  

Foucault offers two basic pictures of power: "that which is 

2.  I rely here mainly on Foucault's essay, "The Subject and Power," 
Critical Inquiry 8:4 (Summer 1 982) : 777-95 ; further page references 
will be cited in the text. See also David Couzens Hoy, "Power, Repres
sion, Progress : Foucault, Lukes and the Frankfurt School,"  in Foucault: 
A Critical Reader, pp. 1 23-47, for a useful account of the intersection 
between ideological criticism and the Foucauldian critique of power. 

3. The unthinkability of absolute powerlessness is, I believe, what lies 
behind Foucault's statement that "slavery is not a power relationship 
when man is in chains" (p. 790) .  
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exerted over  things" and the ways "certain persons exercise 

power over others" (p. 786 ) .  These contrasting models underlie 

two of the most durable ways of thinking about the power of 

pictures, two intertwined traditions I will call "i llusionism" and 

"real ism."4 I l lusionism is the capacity of pictures to deceive, de

light, astonish, amaze, or otherwise take power over a beholder; 

in the trompe-/' ceil, or the special effects of cinema, for instance, 

the point is to provide a simulation of the presence of objects, 

spaces, and actions, to trigger a responsive experience in the be

holder. Realism, by contrast, is associated with the capacity of 

pictures to show the truth about things. It doesn't take power 

over the observer's eye so much as it stands in for it, offering a 

transparent window onto reality, an embodiment of a socially 

authorized and credible "eyewitness" perspective. The spectator 

of the realist representation is not supposed to be under the power 

of the representation, but to be using representation in order to 

take power over the world. Seen as a composite imagetext, the 

realist representation might be understood as a picture accompa

nied by the tacit legend : "this is the way things are ." The legend 

of il lusionism is "this is how things look." Magritte's Ceci n 'est 

pas une pipe might be understood as the col l ision of an il lusionist 

image with a realist text. 

4.  David Freedberg's The Power of Images: Studies in the History 
and Theory of Response (Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1 989 )  
provides a compendium of "scenes" in which the  power of pictures i s  
i l lustrated . Freedberg considers mainly sexual and religious-magical
superstitious scenes of image-power, decl ining to engage with political 
or ideological issues. See p. xxiv : "above all I am conscious of the absence 
here of an approach to the p roblem of figurated propaganda and of 
arousal to political action." 
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In practice, of course, realism and illusionism are often used 

interchangeably. Nothing is more common than expressions that 

praise illusionistic representations for being "realistic" (to call 

them "illusory" would, in fact, be a sign of incapacity) or expres

sions that criticize realistic representations as nothing more than 

plausible i l lusions, merely an "effect of the real ." But even these 

elisions of realism and il lusionism suggest a subtle difference in 

the terms of praise or dispraise that accompany them and in the 

metapicture of power relations that underlies them. I l lusionism 

involves power over subjects : it is an action directed at a free 

subject that has to be addressed, persuaded, entertained, deceived. 

Realism presents itself as power directed at objects, the kind of 

power Foucault calls "capacity." It may include representations 

of subjects, but it addresses them (and its beholders ) ,  as it were, 

"objectively."  

An apt i l lustration of the difference between these two forms 

of p ictorial power is the distinction between spectacle and surveil

lance. 5 It would make no sense to praise an aerial reconnaissance 

photograph for its beauty or l ifel ikeness, and if we commended 

the "realism" of film simulations of space combat in Star Wars 

we would really be talking �bout i l lusionistic spectacle, not about 

the narrative genre or the documentary status of the film. Taken 

5. See Foucault's polemical declaration in Discipline and Punish, 
original ly published in French in 1 975, translated by Alan Sheridan (New 
York : Vintage Books, 1 979) :  "Our society is not one of spectacle but of 
surveillance . . . .  We are neither in the amphitheatre nor on the stage but 
in the Panoptic machine" (p. 2 1 7) .  Foucault's debunking of spectacle 
strikes me as a moment of narrow-mindedness that has more to do with 
French intellectua l  politics than with the real powers of visual culture. 
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together, spectacle and surveillance epitomize the basic dialectic 

between i l lusionism and realism in contemporary visual culture : 

they might be thought  of as the "soft" and "hard" technologies 

for the formation of subjects in our time, whether we characterize 

that time as the age of mass culture, triumphant international 

corporate capitalism, or in familiar rubrics like the postindustrial 

and the postmodern. Spectacle is the ideological form of pictorial 

power;6 surveillance is its bureaucratic, managerial, and disciplin

ary form. 

One way of describing the "pictorial turn" in contemporary 

visual culture is the convergence of spectacle and surveillance in 

television news, film, and forms of art that address a public 

sphere.7 I ' l l  return to this subject in the final section of this book, 

but for now my purpose is to focus on theories (that is, pictures) 

of illusionism and realism. It should be clear that these are not j ust 

the names of types of pictures, but types of imagetexts, complex 

intersections of representation and discourse.8 The discourse of 

il lusionism seems inevitably to engage the sphere of nature, espe-

6 .  I am echoing here Guy Debord's classic formulation : "The specta
cle is ideology par excellence ." See The Society of the Spectacle (first 
published, 1 967;  Detroit :  Black and Red, 1 977) , par. 2 1 5 .  

7 .  Jonathan Crary notes the way surveillance and spectacle can "coin
cide" in Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the 
Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1 990), p. 1 8 .  

8 .  A s  heterogeneous imagetexts, there are o f  course internal power 
relations between kinds of pictures and the discourses attached to or 
denied by them. See, for instance, Jean Baudrillard on the way objects 
in a trompe-l 'ceil "have as it were eliminated the discourse of painting" 
("The Trompe-L'a:il," in Calligram: Essays in New Art History from 
France, edited by Norman Bryson [New York : Cambridge University 
Press, 1 9 8 8 1 ) ,  p.  54. 
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cially the nature of the spectator understood as a body with sen

sory, perceptual, and emotional automatisms-"buttons" that 

may be pushed to activate the individual beholder. Realism, by 

contrast, aligns itself with the social, the rational, the scientifically 

skeptical, with the view of an ideal, interchangeable, public spec

tator understood as normative. The empirical study of illusion 

tends to engage cognitive science and animal behavior: I il lustrate 

it here in the tradition that links Pliny to Gombrich, more specifi

cally in the practice of "looking at animals looking" in order to 

get at the nature of the human beholder. The study of realism, 

on the other hand, intersects with philosophy (where it is also the 

name of an epistemological tradition) and with aesthetics and the 

social sciences. I illustrate it here with the attempt of Nelson 

Goodman to provide a rigorous formal account of realism from 

the standpoint of a general theory of symbol systems that com

bines aesthetics with the philosophy of science. Both Goodman 

and Gombrich cross over these boundaries, of course. Goodman's 

"irrealism" is densely informed by the assumptions of cognitive 

science, and Gombrich's characteristic gesture in Art and Illusion 

is to shuttle between realism and il lusionism, between pictures 

understood as mechanisms of power over a real world of objects 

and as devices to manipulate the senses of beholders. Both theo

ries, I will argue, fai l  at critical moments, but their failures are all 

the more interesting for the glimpses they provide of historical 

turns in the power of pictures . 

• 
• 
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I l l US ION :  
l OOKI NG AT AN IMAlS lOOKI NG 

The following theses are illustrated in this essay: 

I .  lllusion is a natural, universal phenomenon, transcending cultural 
boundaries and historical epochs. 

2. Illusionism is a specific cultural practice, valued only at certain spe
cial historical moments. 

l. Illusion must be sharply distinguished from illusionism. 
4. Illusion is to illusionism as 

forgery is to imitation 
errore is to similitude 
delusion is to illusion 
"the real" is to realism 
realism is to surrealism 
ideology is to art 
machine is to (sel()conscious being 
animal is to human 

S. Illusionism cannot be sharply distinguished from illusion: surreal
ism parodies realism; realism mocks the real; forgery is imitation; 
art is ideology; consciousness is a machine; humans are animals.  

6 .  Illusionism is itself an illusion of play, freedom, and mastery of il
lusion. 

7. Illusion is possible in all the senses and media. Optical illusion is 
the fetish of illusion-theory. 

8. The notion of a theory of illusion is the last illusion of theory. 
9. lllusion isn 't everything; and vice versa. 

Illusion: An Illustration 

The problem of aesthetic illusion may be brought into focus by an 
image that is neither i l lusory nor aesthetic (figure 69), a joke by car
toonist Roger Bollen that I'm not sure I understand. 1  We are shown 

1. The cartoon ran in the Chicago Tribune, 17 February 1 983 .  
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a moment in the conversation of two rather bored looking fishes who 
are swimming past a highly ornamented lure .  " . . .  Yep ! �unny they 
don't go for realism, though . . .  " says the fish on the left. "That 
wouldn't be fair ! "  replies the fish on the right. The fish on the l e f t  

i s  the ar t  critic: he recognizes the lure for what it i s ,  a sculptura l  
representation in  a particularly ineffective style (nonrealistic, noni l lu 
sionistic) .  The fish on the right is the moral philosopher. He says tha t  
realism wouldn't be " fair," that it would not, I suppose, be "sporting" 
to make a lure that was too accurate an image of a bait fish. 

But what exactly is funny about this scene ? Is it j ust the image of 
fish as intellectuals ? Would it be as funny to reverse the metaphor 
and depict intellectuals as fish ? Or is there something more, something 
in the content of what they are saying, something which takes thl· 
question seriously?  Why is it "funny," that is, odd, strange that fish
ermen "don't go for realism" ?  What makes this remark truly odd is 
that, as any fisherman will tell you, they make every effort to go for 
realism. They don't want to give the fish a sporting chance, a chance 
to exercise choice, j udgment, or intellectual discrimination of the kind 
we see here. They want the damn fish to bite, and they' l l  stop at 
nothing to tempt them-including the fabrication of highly artificial 
and expensive lures that look more like mobile chandeliers than fish. 
The baroque creation hanging in front of our two bored fish (who 
are themselves presented, by the way, with highly unrealistic eyelids) 
is some fisherman's conception of what he thinks will look realistic 
to a fish. 

Bollen's cartoon is funny, I suspect, because it sends two abso
lutely contrary messages about visual communication and representa
tional i l lusion. It says, on the one hand, that realism is universal and 
natural-that what looks like a fish to human beings wi l l  also look 
that way to fish and that a lure that isn't realistic enough to fool a 
person will have a tough time fooling a fish. On the other hand, it is 
saying that realism is absolutely conventional and artificial-that real
ism is a question of tricks, devices, and other lu res and not of any 
universal standard. What is at issue in realism is how things appear, 
not how they are. Realism in this view becomes simply one style of 
representation, functionally related to a goal-in this case, the catch
ing of fish. 

Bollen's joke is hard to get, I suspect, because it is on us as behold
ers. It lures us into the trap of a paradox, revealing us to ourselves as 
caught in contradictory attitudes about images. If we take the "naive 
realist" view of the image and replace the ornamented lure with a 
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69.  Roger Bollen, Ani
mal Crackers Cartoon. 
Reprinted by permission : 
Tribune Media Services . 

• . - . t l i st ic imitation of a bait fish, we are "caught" violating the most 
• 1 1 d i n ary, empirical commonsense lore of fishing-that fish have their 
• own standards of realism, and those standards are not ours. (Try 
l ' l l l t i ng a realistic photograph of a worm on a hook and see how 
1 1 1 .my fish bite at it. ) If we take the "sophisticated conventionalist" 
1 I I 'W of the cartoon, we sti l l  have to explain why some conventions 
t l 'f l rk and others don't. And that question takes us away from our own 
,· , d ues and goals, right back into a realm we can only call "nature," a 
1 q�ion which seems to impose independent constraints on our conven
l lons .  

Looking at Animals Looking 

Roger Bollen is not the first to i l lustrate the paradoxes of pictorial 
i l l u sionism by portraying animals looking at man-made images. Sto
l l l'S of animals responding to works of art are so widely disseminated 
1 h at they seem to have a kind of legendary status, occupying a shad
• • wy territory between fact and fiction that is uncannily like the prob
l , ·m of il lusion itself. Leonardo da Vinci compiled a number of such 
·. 1 ories to support his claim that painting is superior to poetry because 
1 1 i s  a "natural" and scientific medium that produces true representa-
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tions of the visible world. The p roof o f  pa i n t i ng's  " " t ru t h " "  i s  t h a t  1 1  

"even deceives animals, for I have seen a picture t h a t  decei ved a dog 
because of the l ikeness to its master . . .  likewise I have seen a mon kl" y  
that did an infinite number of foolish things with another pa in t l·d 
monkey."2 The "truth" in painting is verified by its ability to dece i vr 
animals, a power which can also be exercised over human being�. 
"Men," Leonardo continues, "fall in love with a painting that doe' 
not represent any living woman," and they may be "excited to lus t  
and sensual ity" by the vivid illusion of lewd scenes. The most potent 
i l lusion of a l l  is the ability of images to lure men into idolatry, a power 
which is unavailable, in Leonardo's view, to textual representation :  

I f  you, poet, describe the figure o f  some deities, the writing wil l  not be 
held in the same veneration as the painted deity, because bows and 
various prayers will  continually be made to the painting. To it will 
throng many generations from many provinces and from over the east
ern seas, and they will demand help from the painting and not from 
what is written. ( 1 : 22)  

The paradoxical relation of truth and error in visual images may seem 
to be unraveled by segregating the separate aspects of the image's 
activity. The "error," we want to say, is not the painter's, but the 
beholder's : the dog, not the master, is taken in by the i l lusion of the 
master. The monkey may do foolish things with a painted monkey, 
but it would take a more powerful  i l lusion to make monkeys out 
of men. 

The only problem with this distinction between the human 
painter's truth and the animal beholder's i l lusion is that the opposi
tions it relies on (human/animal ;  painter/beholder) are quite indepen
dent of the distinction between seeing an image truly (that is, "as 
such" )  and being "taken in" by an image. Being an artist is no defense 
against fal l ing for an i l lusionistic representation, as the Pygmalion 
myth reminds us. What does seem to be secure, or at least stable, in 
the relation between pictorial truth and i l lusion, is its mapping onto 
a self/other relationship characterized by inequality in power, self
consciousness, or self-control .  Leonardo's sequence of examples (dog 
versus master; monkeys versus men ; lustful men versus chaste men) 
culminates in an implicit social distinction between the cosmopolitan 
Venetian and his others-the "foreigners" and "provincials" ("from 
many provinces and from over the eastern seas" )  who will be taken 

2. Leonardo da Vinci, Treatise on Painting, translated by A. P. McMahon, 
2 vols. (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1 956) ,  1 : 22 .  
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1 1 1  h v  t i l l' n n a gl' ; 1 1 1 d  l . t l l  1 1 1 t o  t d o l a t ry .  The paradox ica l  weave o f  truth 
1 1 1 . !  t l l u � ion i s  gro u n dl'd 1 1 1  t h is structure of a l terity : the Se l f is that 
" h t l  h Sl'L'S,  not on ly  the truth in an il lusion, but that it is to be seen 
, , .. . 1 1 1 i l l u s ion ;  the Other is the one taken in by the i l lusion, fail ing to 
· . 1 1 '  i t  ( t ru l y) as an illusion and mistakenly taking it for the reality it 
1 1 1 1  t l y) represents . 

I hope these examples have convinced you of at least two things : 
1 1 1  � t ,  that  the problem of i l lusion, aesthetic or otherwise, is not to 
I l l '  \l'tt led by a one-sided explanation based on either naturalistic or 
, t t t t ventionalist accounts of perception and representation; second, 
t l t . l l  this problem is deeply interwoven with structures of power and 
. , . , l  i a l  otherness. The centrality of animals to the examples suggests 
p i ' t  how radical this otherness may be, how deeply linked with mo
I I V L'S of domination, enslavement, and violence, as indicated by the 
I H·quent metaphors of i l lusionistic "capture" and "taking in ." In his 
• l . 1 ss ic  essay, "Why Look at Animals ?"  John Berger has argued that 
t i l l '  relation of humans and animals is deeply inscribed in the mythical 
• 1 r i g ins of both painting and metaphor: "The first subject matter for 
p . t i nt ing," he notes, "was animal. Probably the first paint was animal 
b lood. Prior to that, it is not unreasonable to suppose that the first 
l l l l ' t aphor was animal . "3 

But what is the function of this painting and this metaphor, this 
doubling of visual and verbal l ikeness ? At a minimum, the dominion 
1 1 !  humanity over nature, figured in the animal-versus-human; at a 
1 1 1 a ximum, the dominion of one human over another, expressed by 
1 hl' figure "man-as-animal ."  Animals stand for all forms of social 
1 1 1 herness : race, class, and gender are frequently figured in images 
' ,f  subhuman brutishness, bestial appetite, and mechanical servility. 
An imals have endured, as Berger shows, a history of progressive mar
g inal ization which parallels the history of political economy. This 
rl'duction of the animal is part of the same process as that by which 
humans have been reduced to isolated productive and consuming 
1 1 1 1 its. 

Indeed . . .  an approach to animals often prefigured an approach to 
man. The mechanical view of the animal's work capacity was later 
applied to that of workers . F. W. Taylor who developed the "Tay
lorism" of time-motion studies and "scientific management of industry" 
proposed that work must be "so stupid" and so phlegmatic that he (the 

3. John Berger, About Looking (New York: Pantheon Books, 1 980) ,  p .  5 ;  
l u rther page references will be cited i n  the text. 
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worker) "more nearly resembles in h i s  ment a l  make-up the o x  t han  a n y  

other type." Nearly a l l  modern techniques of social cond it ion ing wert· 

first established with animal experiments. (p.  1 1 )  

As figures i n  scenes o f  visual exchange, animals have a speci a l ,  
almost magical relation with humanity. Animals can see what we  set• ;  
they can  look us  in  the eye across a gulf unbridged by  language : "a 
power is ascribed to the animal, comparable with human power, bur 
never coinciding with it. The animal has secrets which, unl ike tht· 
secrets of caves, mountains, seas, are specifically addressed to man" 
(p. 3 ) .  These secrets become accessible in the moment when the animal 
is caught in the act of looking at man-made i l lusions and respondinf,\ 
to them as i f  they were real and natural .  This moment provides hu
manity with a double revelation and reassurance-that human repre
sentations are true, accurate, and natural {the animals "agree" and 
"comprehend" them of their own accord) ,  and that human power 
over others is secured by mastery of representations {the animals arc 
forced to agree, not of their own accord, but automatically ) .  

Most accounts of aesthetic illusion keep these rather atavistic mat
ters at bay by insisting on the radical di fference between animal and 
human responses to images.4 Even Ernst Gombrich, who uses the 
conclusions of animal behaviorists extensively in his studies of i l lu
sion, always draws up short, denying indignantly that he is "reducing" 
the problem of i l lusion to the reaction of a fish snapping at a fly. But 
there is one writer I know of who is notoriously unembarrassed by 
the equation of animal and human responses to aesthetic i l lusion, and 
that is the Roman h istorian Pliny, who recorded probably the single 
most famous anecdote of animals looking at pictures. Parrhasius, a 
painter in Periclean Athens 

entered into a competition with Zeuxis, who produced a picture of 
grapes so successfully represented that birds flew up to the stage
buildings ;  whereupon Parrhasius himself produced such a realistic pic
ture of a curtain that Zeuxis, proud of the verdict of the birds, requested 
that the curtain should now be drawn and the picture displayed ; 
and when he real ized his mistake, with a modesty that did him honor 

4.  Jacques Lacan's discussion of the mirror-stage, for instance, moves 
from a description of the behavior of a chimpanzee to that of a human child, 
but insists on the lack of a symbolic system in the animal. See The Four 
Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, translated by Alan Sheridan ( Ham
mondsworth, England : Penguin Books, 1 979),  p. 1 07. 
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i l l '  Y l l' l dnl u p  t i l l '  I H I I I' ,  ' · l )' l l l g  1 h .1 1 wlll'reas he had dece ived bi rds 

1 ' . 1 r rhas ius  had dnTivnl  h u n ,  an a rt ist . '  

Th i s  scene is often cited a s  an example of what Norman Bryson 
' . a i l s " the Natural Attitude" toward images, a naive notion of mimesis 
1 h a t  gryson traces from "innocent or Plinian vision" right down to 
h n st Gombrich .6 This naive view of pictorial representation needs to 
h1 ·  replaced, in Bryson 's view, with a sophisticated, historical account 
h . 1 sed in semiotic conventionalism ("painting as an art of signs, rather 
1 h a n  percepts" [p. xii ] ) and material ism (painting as a material prac
l l l'l' rather than a system of ideal i l lusions ) .  While I'm basically sympa-
1 het ic to this agenda, I think it makes a crucial strategic error in 
bracketing off the tradition which links Pliny to Gombrich as a naive 
or i nnocent past to be supplanted by a sophisticated present and in 
l i guring this methodological shift as a move from percepts to s igns, 
I deal izations to material practices. I suspect that this shift real ly isn't 
possible and that it has mainly a rhetorical function in the arguments 
of sophisticated commentators . More important, I think the common
p l ace notion of "Pl inian vision" as "innocent" is based on a failure 
l o  attend to the nuances of the anecdote of the birds in the context 
of his Natural History. 7 

5 .  Pliny, Natural History, 10 vols . ,  translated by H. Rackham (Cam
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1 952) ,  9 : 3 1 0- 1 1 ;  [descendisse hie in certa-
1111!11 cum Zeuxide traditur et, cum ille detulisset uvas pictas tanto successu, 
111 in scaenam aves advolarent, ipse detulisse linteum pictum ita vertate 
rcpraesenta, ut Zeuxis alitum iudicio tumens flagitaret tandem remota linteo 
ostendi picturam atque intellecto errore concederet palmam ingenuo pudore, 
quoniam ipse volucres fefelisset, Parrhasius autem se artificem. ] .  

6. Norman Bryson, Vision and Painting: The Logic of  the Gaze (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1983 ) ,  p. 34; further page references will 
he cited in the text. Bryson suggests that "the only significant difference be
tween Pliny and Gombrich . . .  is that whereas for Pliny the encounter [with 
visual reality] is continuous, for Gombrich it is intermittent." 

7. Indeed, one might say that Pliny's Natural History has scarcely been 
"read" at a l l ,  except as a storehouse of anecdotes and bad Latin, or as a 
"literary monstrosity," in the words of A. Locher. This situation is now 
beginning to change, at least with regard to the scientific and literary, if not 
artistic, material in Pliny's text. See Locher's "The Structure of Pliny the 
Elder's Natural History," in Science in the Early Roman Empire: Pliny the 
Elder, His Sources and Influence, edited by Roger French and Frank Greena
way (Totowa, NJ : Barnes & Noble, 1 986 ) ,  pp. 20-29. 
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The anecdote i s  no t a b le tor the  d ign i t y  a ttorded t o  t h osr w h o  L d l  
into errore ( i l lusion ) .  Unlike Leonardo, for instance,  Pl i n y  p re s l' l l l '  

"being taken i n "  a s  consistent with a kind of judgmen t . Zeu x i s  ; I I  
tributes to the birds a "verdict" ( iudicio ) ,  and when h e  himse l f  " 
taken in, he reacts judiciously, accepting defeat gracefully, with . 1  
"modesty that did him honor." Although Zeuxis suggests that then· 
is an important difference between deceiving birds and deceiving a n  
artist, there i s  no  radical, incomprehensible gulf between the two de 

ceptions : birds and men participate in the same contest, and the birds 
deliver a verdict. The difference between animal and human j udgmcnl 
is the di fference between the grapes and the curtain :  in the one case, 
the lure is what is depicted, the il lusion of grapes presented by thr 
painting; in the other, the lure is precisely what is not depicted, wha 1  
remains invisible in the il lusion, forever concealed behind the curtain . 
Zeuxis does not reach out to feel the curtain, to verify it by touch : 
he asks for its removal,  for the display of the p icture beneath . Anima ls  
may be taken in by the i l lusions of humans, but humans are animals 
capable of taking themselves in. Does this make humans superior or  
inferior to animals ?8  Zeuxis swells with pride ( tumens) as he receives 
the verdict of the birds and yields with a "noble shame" (concederet 
. . .  ingenuo pudore) at the discovery of his own error. The relation 
of artists to animals here is far too complicated to be summarized by 
the familiar oppositions of "brute" or "mechanica l" nature to the 
self-consciousness of human beings, what Berger calls the "post
Cartesian" view of animals. 

The dignity of the birds is consistent with their role as omens and 
prophetic signs in Roman culture (the word avis means "omen" or 
"portent" as well as "bird") ,  and Pliny will have them testify to the 
power of painting several times in his history . The birds not only fly 
up to Zeuxis' grapes, they try to alight on the roof tiles in Claudius 
Pulcher's scene-paintings, and they are frightened by the painted ser
pents of Lepidus. The most impressive display of animal judgment in 
Pliny is Apelles' triumph as a painter of Alexander the Great's horses. 
Apelles "had some horses brought and showed them their pictures 
one by one ; and the horses only began to neigh when they saw the 
horse painted by Apelles" ( 9 : 33 1 ) .  This anecdote i l lustrates, not the 

8. Lacan's reading of this fable reinforces the distinction between human 
and animal, between the trompe /'ceil and the natural function of the lure. 
See The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, pp. 1 1 1 - 1 2, and 
Mary Ann Doane's excellent discussion in  "The Moving Image," Wide Angle 
7: 1 and 2 ( 1 985 ) :  42-5 7. 
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/ , , · ·t • l lo / 1  o l  h o r� l ' � ,  l o t i ! l i t l ' l l  good j o 1dgn 1e n t ,  a fo rm of  equine  con
" " l ' , ' , o ' l l rsh i p  rcspo l l s t v t· to t h e d i gn i t y  of  the artist's identity as well 
1 .  1 1 1 �  .� k i l l .  /\s a mem ber o f  the Equestrian class, the second rank of 
I I . .  I I L I I l  a ri s tocracy, Pliny was in a position to understand the dignity 
. .  1 l o mscs, both their own and the kind they confer on men. 

I 1 a ke i t as axiomatic that there is no way to disprove these stories : 
d "  v ; u-c presented as fact, but they could very well be folklore. There 
1 1  • . 1 n i mal  behaviorists engaged, no doubt, at this very moment in 

1 1 '  1 1 1 g to ascertain j ust what sorts of pictoria l  i l lusions will stimulate 
" · · I "  o n ses from various kinds of animals, and it wouldn't surprise me 
1 1 1  l o · . t rn that some animals respond to the objects in some pictures as 
t l  1 h e y  were really there. Our only recourse with Pliny is to take the 
I •  1 r i cs  as undecidably true and untrue, that is, as rhetorical i l lusions 

, ,  h 1 L h ,  like p ictorial ones, inhabit a dialectical realm of i l lusionism, 
• 1 1  1 he boundary between fact and fiction. Our attention shifts, then, 
1 1 1 1 1 1 1  the question of whether the stories are true, to the question of 
l i l < ' l r  function in Pliny's text. Why does he tell these stories ? Are they 
· " J ' p< >sed to support a view of the painter's work, as Bryson argues, 

• " l us ively oriented toward the "transcendent and immutable given" 
' I ' · S) of nature, a realm that negates "history" (p. 3) and depicts that 
! ' · l i n ter's work as "carried out in a socia l  void" (p. 6 ) ? 

l think not. While Pliny suggests that painterly i llusion may be 
. � o t,udicated by the natural ( in the form of animal testimony), its pur
l '"�c and history is not determined by nature. Pliny repeatedly empha
· · l l l' S  the social  and political function of i l lusionistic painting, its role 
1 1 1  1 he continuity of the state and the social order. It is easy to forget 
1 h . 1 1  Pliny was writing about i l lusionistic painting as a cultural practice 
1 h . t t  had fallen into disuse and low esteem in  his own time. "Painting," 
l w says, is 

. 1 1 1  art that was formerly i l lustrious, at the time when it was in  high 
demand with kings and nations and when it ennobled others whom it  
deigned to transmit to posterity. But at the 'present time it has been 
entirely ousted by marbles, and indeed finally also by gold. (vol. 9, 
p .  26 1 )  

l 1 1 r  Pliny, the chief purpose o f  i l lusionistic painting i s  not the decep-
1 1 1 1 1 1  of birds or men, but the bequeathing of i l lustrious "nobility" 
I ro m  one generation to the next through the accurate portrayal of the 
I . I L' C :  

The painting of portraits, used to transmit through the ages extremely 
correct likenesses of persons, has entirely gone out. Bronze shields are 
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now set up as monuments with a design in s i l ver, with only a fa int 
difference between the figures; heads of statues are exchanged for oth· 
ers, about which before now actually sarcastic epigrams have been 
current: so universally is a display of material preferred to a recogniz· 
able l ikeness of one's own self. And in the midst of all this people 
tapestry the walls of their picture-galleries with old pictures, and they 
prize the l ikenesses of strangers, while as for themselves they imagine 
that the honour only consists in the price . . . .  Consequently nobody's 1 
likeness lives and they leave behind them portraits that represent their 
money, not themselves. ( 9 :263 ) , 

� 
For Pliny, the history of painting is not explained by its relation to thl· 
natural, but to the progress of political economy. I l lusionism begins at 
a precise historical moment, at the height of Athenian imperial power,, 
"The first artist to give realistic presentation of objects" is Apollo· 
dorus, a contemporary of Pericles. I l lusionism declines in Pliny's own 
lifetime :  the emperor Augustus is the last to observe "the dignity of 
this now expiring art," which has been replaced by what we would 
now call a fetishism of materials-a new kind of i l lusionism in which 
money replaces men. The development of illusionistic painting doesn't 
simply "reflect" the bygone era of national and imperial greatness ; it 
is the medium or apparatus for reproducing political and social iden
tity in the individual and the collectivity. Pliny continually stresses the 
public function of art, its role in political propaganda and mass spec
tacle .  "The dictator Caesar . . .  gave outstanding public importance 
to pictures" ;  Agrippa gives a speech "on the question of making all 
pictures and statues national property" (p. 279 ) ;  Hostilius Mancinus 
wins election to a consulship by "displaying in the forum a picture" 
of his role in the siege of Carthage (p. 277) . The "ungracious Tiberias" 
and the immoral Nero, by contrast, allow the art to fall into disuse 
or outright abuse. Nero commissions a portrait of himself on a linen 
sheet 1 20 feet high which promptly receives its own natural verdict: 
it is struck by lightning. 

Pliny's sense of the political authority of painting goes well be
yond the propagating of noble genealogy or state propaganda. Paint
ing is presented as a restraint and discipline of power as well as an 
instrument of it, a way of introjecting the master-servant relationship 
into the sovereign. A painting by Protogenes saves the city of Rhodes 
from being burned to ground by King Demetrius, and Apelles has "so 
much power" (p. 325 )  over Alexander the Great ("who was otherwise 
of an irascible temper") that he teaches the monarch to "conquer 
himself" and (in a rather unmagical version of the Pygmalion story) 
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' ' ,  � ivl' the painter his  fu v or i t l' mis tress a fter she poses as his Aphro
d r t l' .  So great is the painter 's  authority that it can be exercised, finally, 
w i t hout any actual deployment of i l lusionistic technique. The mere 
� � ��gestion of the painter's power, as indicated in his characteristic 
l 1 1 1l' ,  mark, or signature, is even more potent than its actual exercise 
1 1 1 a finished illusion. The most esteemed painting of Apelles is virtu
. d l y  empty : 

on its vast surface containing nothing else than the almost invisible 
lines, so that among the outstanding works of  many artists it looked 
l ike a blank space, and by that very fact attracted attention and was 
more esteemed than any masterpiece. ( 9 :323) 

( ; iven this sort of power over men and monarchs, it is no wonder 
that it was "forbidden that s laves be instructed" in the art, that it 
"consistently had the honour of being practised by people of free 
hirth, and later on by persons of station" (9 : 3 1 9 ) .  

The relation between master and slave translates into social terms 
the basic power relations Pliny discovers in the contrast between hu
man and animal responses to painting. Animals are "taken in" by the 
i mage, enslaved by it at the same time they are brought closer to 
humans ; they are in a paradoxical state of i l lusion as errore and 
iudicio, a mistake which is simultaneously a true judgment, a slavery 
which is based in a free, natural j udgment. Humans, by contrast, 
"take in" the image with self-conscious awareness that it is only an 
image. At rare moments a masterful artist l ike Parrhasius may "take 
in" his fel low artist with a trompe-l'ceil; it is always possible for 
painting to turn humans into animals, to make them react to an i l lu
sion like slaves (or animals) to a master. But the proper use of painting 
among free citizens is as a "l iberal science" ( liberalium), an art of 
il lusionism, not i l lusion, which frees the beholder's faculties, transmits 
power to the beholder so that he may "conquer himself," enslave 
himself. This is what we would call "aesthetic i l lusion," or (in Murray 
Krieger's terms) "sel f-referential i l lusion ."9 

What tends to be forgotten in accounts of aesthetic i l lusion that 
celebrate i ts freedom and "autonomy" as a cultural practice is the 
connection between this freedom and social power. "Connection" is 
too weak a term : the freedom epitomized in the aesthetic i l lusion is 
predicated on power over others, j ust as the truth of the i l lusion 

9.  See Murray Krieger, "Literature as Illusion, as Metaphor, as Vision," 
in Poetic Presence and Illusion (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1 979) ,  pp. 1 8 8-96.  
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is predicated o n  its capacity to p roduc� l" rror i n  oth�rs. I l l us ion and 
i l l usionism stand in  a dialectical relationship of abso lute opposition 
and mutual mimicry. The opposition of il lusionism to i l lusion is that 
of human to animal, self-conscious being to machine, master to slavl· . 
These relations of power and domination must be continual ly invohd 
to reinforce the sense of freedom associated with aesthetic i l lusion 
and simultaneously forgotten or repressed so that this freedom can 
be represented as autonomous, slavery represented as freely chosen. 
That is why Pliny's stories of the power of il lusion are bracketed as 
"naive" and removed from their context in the history of Greek and 
Roman politics : they insist on bringing back together what we would 
l ike to keep apart-freedom and power, i l lusionism and i llusion, aes
thetic "autonomy" and social "discipline." Pliny forces us to read the 
"natural history" of art, that is, its history as an apparatus of ideol
ogy, a history where nature and convention, percept and sign cannot 
be kept apart. 10 

Our modern Pliny, I want to suggest, is Ernst Gombrich . Gom
brich inverts Pliny's priorities :  instead of nesting the problem of picto
rial i l lusion inside a densely woven materia l ,  social , and cultural his
tory, Gombrich makes the history of pictorial i l lusion the framework 
through which a l l  other history may be seen. What the two writers 
share is the conviction that i l lusion provides the l ink between history 
and nature. Like Pliny, Gombrich has two contradictory accounts of 
the meaning of pictorial i l lusion, one based in "nature," cognitive 
science, and experiments with animals, the other based in a conven
tionalist rhetoric which treats i l lusion as a historically specific cultural 

10. It is  worth noting that Pliny's history not only embeds painting in a 
social, political history, but in a history of materials and technology as well. 
At least half of his discussion is devoted to the materials of pigment and 
painting technology. The history of painting emerges in the midst of a se
quence of volumes devoted to the mining of minerals, gems, and rare earths. 
Alongside Pliny's celebration of painting as the ideological apparatus of Greek 
and Roman nationalism is a darker story which connects the mining of gold 
with the degradation of nature and the rise of luxury, a story in  which painting 
figures as simply another wealthy, luxurious object: "We trace out all the 
fibres of the earth . . .  marvel ling that occasionally she gapes open or begins 
to tremble-as i f  forsooth it were not possible that may be an expression of 
the indignation of our holy parent ! . . .  Alas for the prodigality of our inven
tiveness ! In how many ways have we raised the prices of objects ! The art of 
painting has come in addition, and we have made gold and silver dearer by 
means of engraving! Man has learned to challenge nature in  competition ! "  
(9 :5 ) .  
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l ' l . l ll ln· . 1 1  l l n h k l' l ' h n y ,  ( . c 1 1 n l m c h  i s  not expl ic i t  about the pol i tica l  
1 1 1 d  soc ia l  fu nc t ion  o l  i l l u s ion i sm.  In recent writings, however, as 

t . o m h r ich has reacted more and more strongly against what he sees 
· ' '  t h e " relativist" and "conventionalist" consensus of contemporary 
, 1 1 t i c i sm, he has tended to fal l  back more ful ly on the one-sided natu-
1 . ! l i st account and, in the process, to make the ideological implications 
' d  his position clearer. In his naturalist guise, Gombrich treats i l lusion
" '  i c  images as a special class of representations grounded in biologi
' . d ,  wired-in mechanisms of perception that are shared by all cultures 
. 1 n d  by the higher animals. These images can be more or less sharply 
d i st inguished from "conventional" images which approach the condi
I J on of language. The two classes of images are exemplified at various 
t nnes by the difference between Western and Oriental painting, be
t ween ancient or primitive and "modern" (that is, from the Renais
-. ;mce through the nineteenth century) painting, or between photogra
phy (the "scientific image") and "hand-made" images like drawings 
.md paintings. 

As this list of paired examples suggests (and as Gombrich himself 
.. ometimes admits ) ,  the nature/convention distinction is a shifting and 
mcoherent one; at best, it serves as a rhetorical trope to mark a dis
t i nction of degree between "more" and "less" i l lusionistic images, 
with il lusionism understood as something like "ease of recognition" 
of the represented motif. At its "worst," or most insidiously effective 
level, this trope reinforces a host of ideological oppositions that pit 
Western-ness, modernity, and scientific truth against the primitive, 
the non-Western, and the superstitiously archaic. The mastery of "il lu
sionism" in Gombrich 's view, is directly proportional to the overcom
i ng of "il lusion" in the sense of false belief. Ultimately, this mastery 
over images is the basis for control over others-the creation of decep
t ive appearances in the trompe /'rei/, the perfection of a panopticon 

1 1 .  See my essay, "Nature and Convention : Gombrich's I llusions," in 
lconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 
1 986) ,  pp. 75-94. Murray Krieger also discusses the "two Gombrichs," an 
early "skeptical humanist" who treats pictorial i l lusion in  terms of convention 
and a later "positive scientist" who privileges natural, biological explanations. 
See "The Ambiguities of Representation and Illusion:  An E. H. Gombrich 
Retrospective," Critical Inquiry 1 1 :2 (December 1 984) : 1 8 1 -94. My view is 
closer to Norman Bryson's thesis of a single Gombrich whose argument "is 
in open contradiction with itself,"  ( Vision and Painting, p.  33 )  from first to 
last, but I see Gombrich's deepest loyalties invested in the naturalistic account 
from the first, and I don't find the contradictions "open," in  the sense of 
being transparent, or easily disentangled. 
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of surveil lance and espionage, the dep loym ent o f  dfect ive  "dl·wy ' "  
and "lures" i n  advertising, the instantaneous and effortless reprodu,  
tion of visual reality in the service of voyeuristic gratification (porno� 
raphy occasionally surfaces as Gombrich's clinching example of t i l l' 
natural image ) .  1 2  

What this rather schematic recapitulation cannot capture i s  t il l '  
remarkable rhetorical agi l i ty which permits Gombrich to carry o i l  
this argument, nesting i t  within other claims and positions that qua l i fy 
and contradict it in myriad ways. The "shifting" of the natun· 
convention distinction, for instance, over a whole range of opposed 
examples ( images and texts, photographs and paintings) prevents i t  
from occupying a fixed ground from which it might be dislodged: any 
example of the "natural image" one finds in Gombrich will ,  within a 
few pages, be transformed into a relatively conventional imagl· .  
Alongside Gombrich's argument for the natural, i l lusionistic image i s  
an equally powerful and equally compelling argument for the conven· 
tionality of all image-making, an argument which stresses the arbi ·  
trary making of "schematisms" as a precondition for any "matching" 
of images against visual appearances, which emphasizes the reliance 
of pictorial production and consumption on habits and conventions 
(pictures are made out of other pictures, not out of "reality") ,  and 
which appeals to analogies with language to explain the nature of 
pictures. These, in fact, are the arguments which made Gombrich 
famous, giving him a claim to be the Saussure of image theory, the 
creator of a "linguistics of the visual field." To this title we might 
now add, the Pliny of modern art history, the natural historian of the 
visual field. If  Pliny's is a gloomy Tory history, lamenting the loss 
of an art that guarantees the continuity of the Roman republic, 
Gombrich's is a Whig history of scientific, liberal progress, the eman
cipation of Western civilization from barbarism. That Gombrich's 
accounts of i l lusion constantly hearken back to his experiences in 
World War I I  as a decoder and interpreter for British Intell igence, 
using his skills against the Nazi barbarians, is both the clinching rhe
torical instance and the historical starting point for his work. 

Let me conclude by returning to the theses with which I opened 
this essay. I cannot expect to have demonstrated any of them in this 
brief account, but I hope at least to have il lustrated their sense. 

The first two theses claim that i l lusion is to il lusionism as nature 

1 2. See "Image and Code : Scope and Limits of Conventionalism in Picto
rial Representation," in Image and Code, edited by Wendy Steiner (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1 9 8 1  ) ,  pp. 1 1 -42. 
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" & l t l l' I H .T and L'X t cnds  t ro m  a reas of animal behavior such as camou-
1 1 . 1 ) ',1 ' a nd mimicry r igh t i n to trompe-l'ceil and ultimately, I want to 
1 1 ) ', I l L' ,  i nto the universal structure of ideology or false consciousness. 
1 1 1 1 , i s i l l usion as error, delusion, or false bel ief. I l lusionism, by con

l i . " l ,  is  playing with i l lusions, the self-conscious exploitation of i l lu
' , 1 1  1 1 1  as a cultural practice for social ends. We have a whole vocabulary 
"' oppositions for keeping i l lusion and i l lusionism rigorously distinct 
! 1 1 1 1 1 1  one another; at the same time, we have (as the fourth thesis 
. 1 1  gucs) a whole set of metaphors and practices which tend to collapse 
t hl'm into one another : the phrase "aesthetic illusion" is one such 
• . , n fl ation, since (on the logic of strict distinction)  the phrase should 
1 r . d l y be "aesthetic i l lusionism."  The most dramatic form of this col
l . 1 pse is the one which suggests (as per thesis 6 )  that "i l lusionism 
I\  i tself an i l lusion" in its pretence of freedom without power, its 
' • l l l struction of an autonomous realm of play beyond i l lusion. 

The visual fetishism of i l lusionism is, I hope, clear from the exam
l ' l l·s of Leonardo, Pliny, and Gombrich . There is nothing in theory to 
d l ' ny that i l lusion is possible in all the sensory, perceptual, and cogni
I I V L' modes and that i l lusionism may be practiced in any medium or 
w stem of signs. We have produced, in fact, almost perfect aural i l lu
'. t ons in laser disk recordings ; phonography is capable of much more 
pl' rfect simulacra than photography, or even holography. Yet it seems 
l . t i r  to say that aural fetishism is a relatively rare disease, confined to 
. 1 few audiophiles, while visual fetishism in a culture of television, 
propaganda, and advertising is endemic, not to say an epidemic in 
. t dvanced industrial societies. 

How can we intervene critical ly, therapeutica l ly in what is widely 
pl'rceived as the contemporary epidemic of i l lusion, the virtual col
l a pse of all distinctions between the aesthetic and the nonaesthetic, 
t h e play of what Baudri l lard has called "simulacra," which undermine 
. d l  distinction between il lusion and i l lusionism ? Not, my last thesis 
wants to suggest, by constructing a " theory of i l lusion" which claims 
t o  stand free of the phenomenon it criticizes . The postulation of this 
'ort of theory in experimental psychology is what preserves the delu
' ion that we might finally (as Gombrich puts it) find the "keys to the 
locks of our senses" by opening up the bodies of animals and probing 
t heir perceptual apparatus. (Recent experiments have involved such 
practices as injecting radioactive and electromagnetic dyes into animal 
nervous systems to trace the patterns of nerve impulses; "re-wiring" 
t he visual cortex to the ears, and the aural cortex to the eyes of rats ; 
st imulating the brain tissue of chimpanzees to produce hal lucina-
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tions . )  On the side of ph i losophy and "cr i t ica l  t heo ry , "  t he not i o n ,  . t �  
Jean-Fran<;ois Lyotard puts it, of a " theoret ica l -cr i t ica l gmre . .  

which claims as its object to tell the truth and to d iss ipa te i l l us ion� .  
is a particular case of those genres we usual ly term literary ." 1 1 J t ,  
rhetoric of truth , transparency, and  verism i s  just that, a rheton� , 
an art, and not a natural fact guaranteed by its ( i l lusory) st· l l  
representation as  beyond i l lusion. The question i s  whether the under 
standing of theory as rhetoric, as il lusionism, can be taken as a u  
enabling discovery, one which returns us to our positions in the world 
of il lusion, as propagators of ideology who play continually aero�' 
the boundaries of i l lusion and illusionism. This is a game for whi�.:h 
the rules are now being invented. One rule might be that reality ' '  
ruled out: the only weapon against i l lusion is i l lusionism. Another 
might be that we have to learn once more how to look at animals. 
But perhaps most fundamental would be the rule stated as my final 
thesis :  i llusion isn't everyth ing; and vice versa. 14 

13. jean-Fran�Joise Lyotard, "Theory as Art: A Pragmatic Point of View," 
in Image and Code, edited by Wendy Steiner, p .  7 1 .  

1 4. I would like to thank Bob Kaster, Lauren Berlant, Joel Snyder, and 
Arnold Davidson for their help with this essay. 
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I I HOLOGY: AfTER N ELSON GOODMAN 

l l l l ' n  there is the story of the two detectives i n  the Chicago Police De

p . t n mcnt.  One was a naive realist who believed l iterally in the copy 

i l l l 'nry of representation. The other was a sophisticated irrealist who 

hl 'ht·vcd in the relativity and arbitrariness of representation. Both detec

t t vl '� ,  it seems, had to be fired from the force : the realist, because he 

d t d n ' t  see any need to arrest a suspect if he already had a mug shot; the 

1 1  n·a l ist, because once he had a mug shot, he started arresting everyone 

I l l  �ight. 

l l e v e n  

N elson Goodman's theories of representation have been useful 
primarily because his relatively neutral or value-free character
izations of symbol types provide a way of measuring the highly 
charged associations of value in traditional theories. Goodman's 

di stinction between images and texts, for instance, as respectively 
dense and differentiated systems, offers a clarifying respite from meta
physical distinctions like space and time or nature and convention. 1 
The di fferences between symbolic types become a relative matter, em
bedded in questions of function, context, and habit, and cease to be 
a question of essences or absolute categories. 

I've always felt, however, that there was a certain price to be paid 
in  the elaboration of what Goodman has called "a neutral compara
t ive study" of artistic media and symbol systems.2 This essay will try 

1. See "Pictures and Paragraphs: Nelson Goodman and the Grammar 
of  Difference," in Iconology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1 986) ,  
pp.  53-74. I am grateful for the advice of Ted Cohen, William Brown, Jay 
S<.:hleusener, and Joel Snyder on many of the issues in this essay. 

2. Nelson Goodman and Catherine Z. Elgin, Reconceptions in Philosophy 
& the Other Arts & Sciences ( Indianapolis: Hackett, 1 988 ) ,  p. 3 1 , hereafter 
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to assess what that price is . want to ask, fi rst ,  t:xactly w h a t  " 
Goodman excluding under the rubric of value? How rigorous a r(' 
the exclusions, and to what extent are aesthetic, ethical, or pol i t ica l 
values reintroduced as aspects of an expanded epistemology ? How 
does the neutrality of Goodman's method enable or disable it fm 
inquiries into historical and ideological issues ? To what extent do 

Goodman's self-imposed limits create difficulties, not just in its exten
sion beyond those l imits, but in conceptual issues internal to his 
project ? 

The main focus for this critique will be Goodman's accounts of 
realism. My argument will be that realism constitutes an especially 
vexing problem for Goodman's theory, precisely because it occupies 
the unstable boundary between what lies inside and outside the scopt: 
of that theory. A critique of realism is absolutely fundamental to the 
internal integrity of Goodman's theory, and yet it seems to resist the 
kind of systematic account he is able to produce for other problems 
in symbolism. "Realism, l ike reality, " Goodman concludes, "is multi
ple and evanescent, and no one account of it will do."3 The question, 
then, is whether this negative result "will do" for the problem of 
realism. My suggestion is that it won't  do and that a more satisfactory 
account of realism requires a breaching of Goodman's self-l imitation 
to a "neutral comparative study" along with a broaching of the issues 
of value, interest, and power that he attempts to suspend. My conclu
sion wil l  take something like the form of the fol lowing analogy : the 
issue of realism is to the prospect of a theory of symbols what the 
problem of ideology is to proj ect of a unified epistemology. 

The first question to consider is the scope of Goodman's project, 
what lies inside and outside the domain of his inquiry. There are three 
basic subject areas that Goodman routinely excludes from his system : 

cited as "R" with page numbers. I have not attempted to distinguish in the 
fol lowing pages between the positions (or words) of Goodman and Elgin in 
Reconceptions. I take their positions to be, in  practice, indistinguishable, and 
I may occasionally have labeled a passage as written by Goodman when in 
fact the p rimary responsibil ity for its composition was Elgin's.  for more 
general remarks on "comparative methods" and interartistic comparison, see 
chapter three of this volume. 

3 .  Nelson Goodman, " Realism, Relativism, and Reality," New Literary 
History 14 ( 1 982-83 ) :  269-72. The best survey of the varieties of realism is 
sti l l  Roman Jakobson's classic 1 92 1  essay, "On Realism in Art, " in Language 
in Literature, edited by Krystyna Pomorska and Stephen Rudy (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1 987) ,  pp. 1 9-27. I am grateful to Tracy 
Fernandez for calling this piece to my attention. 
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' . d 1 1 cs ,  k n o w i l'dge, a n d  l m t or y .  H u t  these a rc not, I th ink,  excl uded 
1 1 1  t h e s a m e  w a y .  V a l ues (aes thet ic, ethical )  are marginalized or subor
o l l l l . t t cd only as a temporary tactic. Although Languages of Art may 
1 " ' 1 ', 1 1 1  with a disclaimer that it wi l l  " touch only incidentally on ques
l l < � l l s  of value and offer no canons of criticism" (p. xi ) ,  i t  concludes 
1\' l l h  a section on the "question of merit" that offers a canon of 
• 1 1 1 i l· i sm : "symbolization . . .  is to be judged fundamentally by how 
\\' e l l  i t  serves the cognitive purpose" (p .  258 ) .4 This conclusion sug
l ',r � t s  that aesthetic value has not been abandoned, just shifted into the 
. l o rn a i n  of epistemology. But this shift can't be properly appreciated 
\\' 1 1  hout noting a related shift in the notion of epistemology itself . The 
" " •gnitive" is moved in Goodman's system from the realm of what 
I l l '  calls "knowing" to "understanding. " Goodman sees knowledge 
( . 1 1 1 d  its related notions of "certainty" and "truth")  as supplanted in 
h is  system by understanding, "adoption" (of provisional  terms and 
· ' ' counts) ,  and "rightness" (R, p .  1 65 ) .  This exclusion is not provi
'• l ' mal ,  but fundamental ,  absolute, and final .  Goodman sees himself  as 
' • verturning a long and deeply  entrenched tradition of epistemological 
rral ism that draws strength from various a l l iances in aesthetics and 
� ymbol theory ("copy theories" of representation) and commonsensi
' . t l  notions about the world. Although Goodman occasionally engages 
1 1 1  rearguard skirmishes with radical skepticism, solipsism, and l im
I t l ess relativism, situating himself in a middle territory between abso
l u tism and absolute relativism, his main energy is directed against 
realist epistemology and its cognates in symbol theory. His theory of 
-.ymbols, in fact, is simply the first phase in a threefold project which 
a ims to reconstitute, not merely our understanding of symbols, but 
' " the very constitution of what is referred to" -the "world" or 
' "worlds" constructed by symbols and, finally, the "conception of phi
losophy" itself (R, p .  1 64) . 

Goodman's exclusion of h istory from his philosophy is, I think, 
comparable to Saussure's exclusion of diachronic considerations of 
l i nguistic change from the study of language.5  Like Saussure, Good-

4.  Nelson Goodman, Languages of Art ( Indianapolis : Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1 976 ) .  Further references will be cited in  the text as "LA. " 

5 .  Perhaps the more apt comparison here would trace Goodman's  exclu
sions to the tradition of systematic pragmatism at Harvard associated with 
C. S.  Peirce and C.  I .  Lewis.  Goodman shares especially Lewis's combination 
of interests in  symbolic logic and epistemology and his professional disdain 
for popular or "public" philosophy. See Bruce Kuklick, The R ise of American 
Philosophy (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1 977), p. 5 6 1 .  
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man wants a synchronic, systemat ic  map of the funda ml'n t a l  ru in 
and types that operate in a l l  symbolic behavior, in  any l angu ag< ' ,  

culture, or moment in  history: " I  am thus concerned with structu n·' 
rather than origins . . .  My subject i s  the nature and varieties o t  
reference, regardless of how or when or why or by whom that reflor 
ence is effected. "6 He is not interested in the process of change and 
treats it with perfunctory formulas of habituation and novelty: con 
ventions become established for the manipulation of symbols;  system� 
acquire authority through habitual use. But human curiosity and lovl' 
for novelty prevent any particular symbol system from prevailing for· 
ever :  "practice pal ls ," and some new system that offers "revelation" 
takes its place. The important th ing is that we can never get beyond 
some symbol system or other, and they a l l ,  without exception, requirl' 
formalizable "routes of reference" (not to be confused with genetic, 
historical "roots" of reference) :  that is, systems of notation, conven 
tions of depiction, alphabets, scripts, characters, and other units of 
significance. 

Goodman does for symbols in general ,  then, what Saussure did 
for language : transforms them into the objects of a universal science. 
His decision to begin Languages of Art with the problem of represen
tation and depiction, rather than with language, was in this respect, 
a wonderful ly cagey move to outflank the competing paradigm of 
semiotics, the other "universal science of signs ."  By starting with the 
picture as the entry point for this science, Goodman took on precisely 
the kind of sign which had proved irritatingly anomalous for semiot
ics . As Jonathan Culler noted some time ago, "study of the way in 
which a drawing of a horse represents a horse is perhaps more prop
erly the concern of a philosophical theory of representation than of a 
l inguistical ly based semiology ."7  Goodman notes that the word "Ian-

6 .  Nelson Goodman, "Routes of Reference," in Of Mind and Other Mat
ters (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1 984) ,  p. 55 .  

7. Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics, and 
the Study of Literature ( Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1 975 ) ,  
pp. 1 6- 1 7. I don't  mean to say,  incidentally, that semiotics has nothing to 
say about pictures, or more generally " icons" ;  in fact, i t  has a great deal  to 
say. But much of what it says takes its interest precisely from the friction 
between the properties of iconicity and the paradigms of language. This fric
tion-the feeling, for instance, that icons may lie partly outside the science 
of semiotics, that they may be "other" to language, l inked to instinct, the 
unconscious, the body, or other pre- or nonlinguistic domains, is precisely 
what makes semiotics attuned to problems of history and value in pictorial 
representation in  a way that Goodman may not be. 
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t • • � o q •,t · � "  1 1 1  t i H· l i t  k o l  J .• urgll . l.l.! t ' .' of :\ rt i s  on l y  a "vernant l a r" con ve
t I I • " ' ' '  l or  what  should properly be ca l led "symbol  system s . "  The 

' n n a cu l a r" here is a l so  the  p rev a i l ing j argon of semiotics, in which 
l l l t ) ', u age p rovides the basic  model or at least "relay" for a l l  symbolic 
l 1 1 t 1 1  t i ons . x  Goodman uses this vernacular to situate his theory in the 
I ' ' " PL' I' wmpetitive relation with semiotics (though he never names it) 
t n d  t hen immediately retracts the term to indicate his rather different 
· . 1 . 1 r t i ng  point. 

We may summarize Goodman's three exclusions then as tactical, 
d • �o l ute, and strategic. Values (at least aesthetic values) are excluded 
" ' d y  temporarily, finally to be relocated in the cognitive ; ethical and 
l ' " l i t ica l  values, one presumes, would also be u l timately relocated in 
l i n · cognitive and would grow out of Goodman's picture of human 
·, n h j ects as freely choosing between visions, versions, and systems. 
1\ nowledge, truth, and certainty, by contrast, must forever be ex
' l u ded as absolute error. Realism is wrong and irrealism is right. 

History, by contrast, offers another way of being right, but it lies 
ht ·yond the scope of Goodman's project. Al l  Goodman offers on this 
l ront is a binary model of structural change : the static maintenance 
' d  the familiar and the disruptive appearance of the novel .  This pat
I nn governs Goodman's understanding of the historical position of 
l 1 1 s  own work, as well as the transformations of symbol systems. 
I r realism is simultaneously disruptive and familiar : "I have repeatedly 
had to assail authoritative current doctrine and fond prevailing faith . 
Yet I claim no outstanding novel ty for my conclusions . . .  most of 
1 ny  arguments and results may well have been anticipated by other 
writers" (LA, p. xii ) .  Realism is not j ust wrong, it is historical ly obso
l ete, superseded by the rightness of irrealism, which is not j ust Good
man's original invention, but the expression of a new consensus:  
" Nowadays" the "traditional ideologies and mythologies of the arts 
are undergoing deconstruction and disvaluati�n, making way for a 
neutral comparative study" (R, p. 3 1 ) . Although Goodman is gener
a l ly  critical of deconstruction, which he sees as an unl imited relativ
ism, incapable of discerning rightness, he recognizes it as part of the 
context which enables his own work.9 Irrealism overturns "dogma," 

8 .  See Roland Barthes, Elements of Semiology, translated by Annette 
Lavers and Colin Smith ( 1 968 ; rpt., New York: Hill and Wang, 1 977), 
pp. 10-1 1 .  

9 .  I n  Goodman's view, the " freedom" associated with deconstruction "is 
bought at the price of inconsequence. Whatever may be said counts as a right 
interpretation of any work" ( R, p.  45 ) .  Goodman labels his own position 
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"prevailing faith," "myth," and "ideology," yet it also participates 
a new, emergent consensus. It provides, we may say, both a cogniti 
revelation and a new set of habitual conventions and commonplaces, 

It is no criticism of Goodman's work to say that he is more in 
esting when he is constructing his own positive formalism than wh 
he strays into the territory of history and value. I'm not suggesti 
that his work is damaged by these exclusions, that he should have p 
more attention to these questions. On the contrary, my suggestion 
that the less Goodman says about these things, the better. The qu 
tion is whether he can avoid saying things about them, whether th 
are forces at work within Goodman's own account of the field a! 
representation that tend to defeat any attempt to construct a "neutral1 
comparative study ." Insofar as irrealism "supplants" realism, the an• 
swer is clearly no. Like realism, i rrealism must overturn superstitioA 
and ideology, provide stable cognitive and symbolic categories, · and 
offer revelations of new understanding. Most fundamentally, irreal• 
ism, like realism, has to explain everything. The formal theory of 
symbol systems cannot be bracketed off as a special ,  limited project, 
but must take in the totality of cognitive universes . Since Goodman 
regards the world and cognition as completely mediated by symbol 
systems, the " languages of art" do not have an ornamental or supple· 
mentary relation to epistemology : the new epistemology is constituted 
by the aesthetic, the semiotic, and the symbolic. "My relativism," he 
says, "does not stop with representation and vision and realism and 
resemblance but goes through to reality as well . " 1 1 

Goodman's attack on epistemological realism, then, is inextrica· 
bly connected with his critique of representational realism, specifi· 
cally, his well-known assault on resemblance, il lusion, and informa· 
tiona! accuracy as criteria for aesthetic forms of realism. Since these 
criteria have been dismissed from the domains of cognition and repre· 
sentation as such, it is not surprising that they would have no place 

"constructive relativism" and sees it as a "third view" that supplants both 
"absolutism" (or realism) and deconstructive "relativism," occupying a syn
thetic middle position . "Deconstruction" is thus only "a prelude to recon
struction" (R, p. 45 ) ,  a passing phase of radical skepticism. 

1 0 . It will not escape the alert reader that irrealism's double face as con
sensual and innovative is a mirror image of Goodman's own account of 
real ism. 

1 1 . Nelson Goodman, "Realism, Relativism, and Real i ty," New Literary 
History 1 4  ( 1 982-83 ) :  269;  further page references wil l  be cited in the text 
with the abbreviation "RRR." 
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1 1 1  1 h r  su hdoma in  o f  n· , J it .� t l t  rl'p rl'senta t ion .  Goodman treats realism 
1 1 1  / . ,mguagcs o/ A rt as  a "minor question" (p.  34) .  It comes up, I 
· . 1 1 ppose, just because real istic representation would seem, to common 
. , , · ml' ,  exactly the place where issues of resemblance, il lusion, and 
1 1 1 f nrmation might recur, even if they had been dislodged from a more 
l ',l ' l l l' ral account of representation. Representation-standing for, de
' " ' t i ng, depicting, even "acting for"-can occur in so many patently 
1 1 nnrea listic ways, that common sense might be able to accept 
t , nodman's antirealist account of it, while holding out a special p lace 
l n r  realism as an exceptional kind of representation. This is the possi
h d i t y  Goodman needs to block. Realism may be a "minor question," 
h u t  it would be a major embarrassment to his whole theory if it were 
. d lowed to sustain its own account of itself, as a privileged mode of 
1 rpresentation that reaches out to the truth of the world, of nature, 
, ,  .. the way we see. The relation between realism and irrealism is one 
, , ,  total war. Goodman can't be content, therefore, to simply dismiss 
H';l l ism; he has to have an account of it as a recognizable, conven
t u mal mode of representation within his system that will be more 
powerful than the account given by the realists themselves. 

The account of realism in Languages of Art might be called 
" hyperconventional ."  Realism "depends upon how stereotyped the 
1 1 1ode of representation is, upon how commonplace the labels and 
1 heir uses have become" (p. 36 ) .  It is not absolute, but "relative" 

determined by the system of representation standard for a given culture 
o r  person at a given time. Newer or older or alien systems are accounted 
artificial or unskilled. For a Fifth-Dynasty Egyptian the straightforward 
way of representing something is not the same as for an eighteenth
century Japanese. (p. 37)  

Al l  representations are conventional in the sense that they depend 
upon symbol systems that might, in principle, be replaced by some 
other system. It looks as if real ism is simply the most conventional 
convention, I Z  the most customary custom. "We usually think of paint-

12 .  All representation is, of course, "conventional" in Goodman's terms, 
insofar as i t  depends on symbolic schemes, systems, and rules for reference 
t h at are not "given" by nature, but invented by people. Realism is simply the 
" famil iar," or "standard," or "straightforward," or "traditional" mode of 
representation. Strictly speaking, then, convention is not a matter of degree. 
I am lapsing here into the vernacular sense of the conventional as the custom
'' ry or habitual. Goodman flirts with this same lapse in the footnote to page 
l 7  in Languages of Art, when he offers to substitute "conventional" for 
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ings as l iteral or realistic i f  they a rc in  a tradit ional European s t y lr  ol 
representation" (LA, p .  37 )  but, Goodman warns, we need to rca l i :t.l' 
that this j udgment is "egocentric" (not to say ethnocentric) and t h a t  
there are other realisms, based in other styles, visions, and constnu: 
tions of "the rea l ."  

There i s ,  however, one class of exceptions to this account of real
ism, a class that goes directly against Goodman's notion of "stan
dard" realism. "Most of the time . . . the traditional system is taken 
as standard; and the . . .  realistic or naturalistic system is simply tht• 
customary one" (LA, p. 3 8 ;  emphasis added) .  But sometimes "shifts 
in standard" occur; a "departure from a traditional system" may 
introduce a "new degree of realism."  In a later expansion of this 
point, Goodman associates this sort of realism with what he calls 
"revelation ." 

Practice palls ;  and a new mode of representation may be  so  fresh and 
forceful as to achieve what amounts to a revelation. This was true for 
standard Western perspective when it was invented during the Renais
sance, and no less true for modes that broke away from that system, 
such as the Oriental mode when rediscovered by late n ineteenth century 
French painters. (RRR, p. 1 69)  

I see two problems with this account. The first is that i t  fails to say 
anything specific to realism. The criteria for realism-that it be the 
"standard," "familiar," or "habitual" form of representation-are so 
capacious that many nonrealistic forms of representation would seem 
to be included. Rococo and mannerist painting, for instance, both 
employ stylistic and iconographic features that were "standard" and 
"familiar" in their time (the term "mannerist," in fact, is usually 
employed to label representational modes that are excessively ha
bitual) . But neither style counted as "realistic" in its own time. 
Goodman's own example of "the straightforward way of representing 
something" for "a Fifth-Dynasty Egyptian" would seem more apt as 
a counterexample. Egyptian painting is certainly standardized, but 
does that make it realistic?  Cubism is now a familiar, standard style 
of Western painting, but no one calls it "realistic. " One might as wel l 
argue that since allegorical and romantic narrative forms were famil
iar and standard in the Middle Ages, they were the realism of the day. 

"traditional" and then draws back: "but 'conventional' is a dangerously am
biguous term: witness the contrast between 'very conventional' (as 'very ordi
nary') and 'highly conventional' or 'highly conventionalized' (as 'very arti
ficial ' ) . "  
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l 1 1 • l l ' l · d ,  ( ; < H H i m a n \  � � · n �c o l tT . t l i � n t  i s  so c1 pac ious  that  it looks as if 
1 1  • • 1 1 d d app l y  to a s i n g le i n d i v i d u a l  ( " the system of representation 
. 1 . 1 1 1d .m l for . . .  a {Jerson" ) ,  a formulation that suggests the possibil ity 

• d . 1  p r i v ate rea l ism . Custom and habit and standardization would 
• • 1 1 1  a t  best to be necessary conditions for realism (as for any endur

I I I J ', t node of representation) ,  but not sufficient conditions. To con
, l u dl ' ,  as Goodman does, that "realism is a matter of habit" is to say 
1 1 1 1 1 h i ng special about realism. 

The second problem is Goodman's bifurcated account of realism 
1 • . " most of the time" familiar and traditional, but "sometimes" novel 
l t H I  revelatory. Goodman can have it both ways only by introducing 
1 \ J ll'cification that l ies outside his own synchronic formalism, the 
. ! t t t t cnsion of time and history. Realism is the familiar at time T 1 ; it 
1 ·. 1 hc unfamiliar at time T2• These temporal dimensions, moreover, 
1 1 1 · not simply homogeneous, quantifiable measures of chronology. 
1 1  is a long time, something l ike a period, an era, or an epoch . T2 is 
1 \ hort time, a moment or a critical event in history . 1 3  As long as 

t , . ,odman is talking about representation more generally, he doesn't 
I H ' l 'l l these mini-narratives. He can be content with a synchronic map
p t l l g  of the "routes of reference" and ignore the genetic "roots" while 
n tounting a formidable attack on copy theories of representation and 
t h r i r  realistic connotations. As long as Goodman is attacking realism 
hr i s  fine ; when he has to provide a positive account of it, however, 

l .t The obvious (perhaps the only) example that fulfills al l  these condi
l l l l l l S  is artificial perspective. It begins (or at least represents itself as beginning) 
1 1 1  revelation ex novo at a specific moment (Alberti's De Pictura, 1435)  and 
l t vrs on in routine and continued revelation. It becomes a standard mode of 
l t ·prcsentation not j ust for artists, but for engineers, scientists, photographers, 
. 1 1 1 d  surveyors, and it  even becomes understood as an equivalent for natural, 
u n iversal visual experience (an argument made famil iar by Gombrich ) .  Its 
" \ l andardization" is sustained, not just by traditional practices and habits, 
l > u t  by rational measurement and scientific method (in this sense, it might be 
. ! 1 \ t inguished from the representational standards of Byzantine painting, 
which endured with l ittle variation for hundreds of years and certainly made 
't rong claims to be a "revelation" of "the real"  in  some form, but grounded 
lh claims in religious tradition rather than scientific method) .  Perspectival 
1 ral ism clinches its hold on "the real" by becoming the key principle in the 
. 1pparatus of mass, global visual communication (film, photography, and tele
mion) in the twentieth century. I owe this point to discussions with Rob 
Nelson of the Art Department of University of Chicago. See also Martin Jay, 
"Scopic Regimes of Modernity," in  Vision and Visuality, edited by Hal Foster 
! Seattle, WA: Bay Press, 1 988 ) ,  pp. 3-23 . 
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his theory transgresses its own boundaries .  Were it not for the  i n t r ins 1 1  
interest of these vulnerable moments, one would be tempted to s a y  
that Goodman would have been better off never to write the section 
on realism in Languages of Art or the essay on "Realism, Relativism, 
and Reality ." Or rather, one could wish for an explanation of why a 
positive account of real ism, one that would explain realism to thl· 
realists better than their own account, is rigorously excluded from his 
system. The short way to do this would have been to consign realism 
to the dustbin of history. A longer route would have required tha t  
Goodman show why realism, as distinct from a general theory o f  
representation, i s  strictly unformalizable within a synchronic system . 

That Goodman, with all his rigor and self-consciousness about 
l imitations, domains, and scope, could not resist the temptation to 
project his theory beyond its proper domain is perhaps testimony to 
the insatiability of theorizing as a rhetorical mode. The move from 
Languages of Art to Ways of Worldmaking indicates, in the very 
terms of the titles, something of this totalizing ambition. By the end 
of Goodman's most recent book, the limited attempt to produce a 
comparative theory of symbols has become a global project: 

We work from a perspective that takes in  the arts, the sciences, phi loso
phy, perception, and our everyday worlds, and toward better under
standing of each through significant comparison with the others . . . .  
The present third phase starts from the realization that the prevail ing 
conception of  philosophy is hopelessly deficient when al l  fields of cogni
tion, symbols of all kinds, and all ways of referring are taken into 
account. (R, p. 1 64) 

The sound of "all" casts a pall over Goodman's practice, but it does 
not, I think, vitiate the insights of his theory in a more l imited domain. 
Nothing I have said really contests Goodman's demolition of the copy 
theory of representation; the negative force of his critique remains as 
formidable as ever. 1 4  What we need at this point is a positive account 
of realism that registers the force of Goodman's critique without ex
tending it beyond its proper domain. 

14. In a rep ly to this essay, Catherine Elgin reads my argument as a claim 
that "indi fference to history viti ates Goodman's aesthetics ."  My own view is 
that this indifference to anything but a formal notion of the historical is 
precisely what gives Goodman's work its distinctive power. See Elgin's "What 
Goodman Leaves Out," Journal of Aesthetic Education 25 : 1  (Spring 1 99 1 ) :  
89-96, and m y  rejoinder, "Reply to Catherine Elgin," Journal of Aesthetic 
Education 25 :4 (Winter 199 1 ) :  1.37-3 9.  
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l .et us retu rn ,  first , to ( ;oodman's  critique of the copy theory of 
n·presentation. Tht.• key move in this critique is the debunking of 
rl·semblance as either a necessary or sufficient condition for represen
t . l t ion. Goodman argues that many things resemble each other that 
don't represent each other, and vice versa : "no degree of resemblance 
1s sufficient to establish . . .  reference" by itself. "Nor is resemblance 
necessary for reference" (LA, p .  5 ) .  In place of the phenomenon of 
resemblance, Goodman treats representation as simply a form of de
notation, a use of something to stand for something else. "Denota
tion" is thus the core of representation, a practical activity of using 
t h ings to refer to other things, and this practice is independent of 
resemblance. I can use the saltshaker on my table to represent, that 
is, to denote, a man or a mountain, and this usage is quite independent 
of any prior condition of resemblance. 

But Goodman's exclusion of resemblance from his account of 
representation, like so many of his exclusions, is not so absolute as 
it might seem. Resemblance (and the related notion of i llusion or 
"deceptiveness" )  re-enter the picture once a representational practice 
has been inaugurated : "Resemblance and deceptiveness, far from be
i ng constant and independent sources and criteria of representational 
practice are to some degree products of it" (LA, p. 39 ) .  Although 
Goodman seems here to be reiterating the exclusion of resemblance, 
he is actually making a startling concession that is elaborated in the 
accompanying footnote : 

Neither here nor elsewhere have I argued that there is no constant 
relation of resemblance ; j udgments of similarity in selected and famil iar 
respects are, even though rough and fal l ible,  as objective and categorical 
as any that are made in describing the world. (p. 39 )  

The only time that resemblance (and perhaps illusion) could fail to 
be crucial to a representational practice would be prior to its institu
tion. As long as the saltshaker isn't being used to represent anything, 
its resemblance to any possible referent (except possibly other salt
shakers) is invisible and irrelevant. But as soon as we use the salt
shaker to represent a man or a mountain, considerations of resem
blance begin to surface. We start to think of the top as "like" a head, 
the sides as resembling a body; or we imagine a tiny climber struggling 
up the slippery, precipitous slopes. The placement of resemblance as 
a product rather than a precondition of representation loses much of 
its radicality when we realize that, even within Goodman's own sys
tem, there is no world or worlds of any sort prior to representation. 
All realities, experiences, cognitions ( including the experience of l ike-
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ness ) are products o f  representa t iona l pract ices . Represl·ntat ion and 
resemblance and i l lusion are always already with us ,  late and soon . 1 1 

That does not mean that realism is always with us. Realism 
emerges in this modified account as a use of representation by resem
blance to say how things are. Realism is thus representation plus a 
belief system, and the beliefs may refer either to the representational 
mode or to what it represents. That is why (for the proper belief 
system) a picture of a unicorn may be realistic and denote something 
real .  For another system (our own) it might simply be a realistic uni
corn picture and denote absolutely nothing. The saltshaker may be a 
long way from realistically representing a man, but that distance can
not be measured by an account of i ts formal features of referentiality 
or by an assessment of its familiarity or novelty . 1 6  

It is tempting to  suppose that realism might be  located in degrees 
of resemblance produced by representation. Goodman's notion that 
representational systems are "dense," "replete," and "continuous," 
relatively saturated with significant features ( in contrast to languages, 
scripts, and notations) ,  might be thought to offer a continuum be
tween relatively schematic representations (saltshaker as man) and 
relatively "dense" representations (a photograph of a man which of
fers infinitely more information about h is visual appearance ) .  But real
ism is not j ust a formal matter of elaborating further discriminations 
of resemblance ; we can paint eyes on the saltshaker and give it arms 
and legs without necessarily moving toward realism. The move from 
representation to realism is something l ike the move from denotation 
("this is that") to a certain kind of assertion :  the saltshaker has to be 
used to say "this is how things are" or "this is the way a man really 
looks . "  "Representations," as Ian Hacking has argued, "are not in 

15. A more formal way to express the irrepressible return of resemblance 
into Goodman's system is  to note that his argument that resemblance is not 
a "necessary" condition for representation may not be successful. While there 
are plenty of counterexamples to refute the notion that resemblance is a 
sufficient condition (think of all the things that resemble other things without 
representing them) ,  it  is hard to think of a counterexample for the converse 
proposi tion:  whenever x represents y, x resembles y. Since Goodman insists 
that every x resembles every y in some respect, this must also be true in the 
special case of a representational relationship .  I owe this point to Ted Cohen. 

1 6 . More precisely, an assessment of " familiarity or novelty" would re
quire attention to those "roots of reference" that Goodman has excluded
how or why or when or to whom something is famil iar or novel.  See p. 348 
above, and Goodman's Of Mind and Other Matters, p. 55 .  
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I '. O ' l H ' I . t l  i n t l'ndcd t o  � - • Y h o w  1 1  i s .  They c a n  b e  portrayals o r  delights . 
. P i c t u res a rc sd d o 1 1 1 ,  a n d statues almost never used to say how 

l l n ngs a re . " 1 7  Truth , certainty, and knowledge are structurally con
l l uf t •d in realistic representation:  they constitute the ideology or au
l < l l l l a t ism necessary for it to construct a reality. That is why realism 
, . ,  \ U ch an apt vehicle for spreading lies, confusion, and disinforma
l l o n ,  for wielding power over mass publics, or for projecting fantasy. 
lhc great achievements of modern technologies of representation
i • ropaganda, advertising, surveillance-are scarcely conceivable with
" "  I modes of realistic representation. Idolatry, in fact, might be re
ga rded as a form of rea lism avant le lettre: the idol is understood as 
. 1  representation whose l ikeness guarantees the real presence of the 
god it represents. When the idolater becomes convinced that the repre
\t'n ted god will "have no other gods before it," the special require
l l l ents of realism are on the way to being met. 

From the standpoint of the philologist, all pre-nineteenth-century 
l orms of realism are avant le lettre. As Raymond Williams points out, 
t he term emerges as a l abel for certain kinds of pictorial and literary 
representation only in the nineteenth century. 1 8 But if we relax the 
ph ilologist's insistence on the l i terality of realism and attend to the 
l· �monical precedents in Western theories of representation, we can go 
hack much further. Western forms of realism have generally grounded 
t heir authority in nature and science, not religion. Pliny's account of 
"verism" in Greek and Roman painting treats it as a technique verified 
hy the responses of animals (the birds flying at Zeuxis' grapes, most 
famously ) .  But Pliny (as we have seen in the preceding chapter) makes 
it clear that the purpose of realism is not simply power over nature; 
verism is a tool of civic and political l ife, a way of assuring the conti
nuity of the citizen aristocracy by preserving the likenesses of noble 
individuals and passing them on to succeeding generations . 1 9  Alberti 
links realism to perspective by way of the science of optics, but ( l ike 
Pliny) he regards the truth of visual representation as merely instru
mental for a social purpose-the presentation of vivid historiae, dra
matic scenes of human action .  Unl ike Pliny, who treats verism as a 
set of traditional techniques and practices that are in danger of being 

1 7. Ian Hacking, Representing and Intervening (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1 983 ) ,  p.  1 3 8 .  

1 8 .  Raymond Will iams, Keywords: A Vocabulary o f  Culture and Society, 
rev . ed. (New York : Oxford University Press, 1 985 ) ,  s .v. "Realism." 

1 9 .  See chapter 1 0, "I l lusion :  Looking at Animals Looking." 
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lost, Alberti regards his rea l i sm as  a ngor o u s  l l ll'thod hasl'd on , , 
scientific theory of vision : "we arc not writing a history of  p a i n t i l l f(  
like Pliny," says Alberti, "but treating of  the art in an  entirely J H' W  
way ."20 But Alberti ' s  new science of representation, even in its opt ic1 l  
foundations, i s  a political science a s  wel l .  The famous "visual pyra 
mid" of light rays that constitutes the visual and perspectival field i� 
an image of the ideal political order, a sovereign "centric ray" sm 
rounded on all sides by its "ministers" :  "this ray alone is supportl'd 
in their midst, like a united assembly, by all the others , so that it must  
rightly be cal led the leader and prince of rays" (p. 45 ) .  

The common thread o f  realist movements in Western painting 
might, in fact, be identified as the employment of naturally or scien 
tifically authorized representations for social purposes. Nineteenth
century "social realism" in l iterature and art is perhaps the most 
explicit example, as ( in  a qu ite different way, and with reference to a 
different science) is "socialist realism." We now live in a time of 
hyperrealism, in which the technical mastery of i l lusion and realism 
is so complete that it offers i tsel f as an aesthetic object in its own 
right or puts itself at the service of totalizing fantasies. Irrealist episte
mology has made its peace with i l lusionistic technologies of represen
tation, and the result is exemplified best by the multiple ways of 
world-making offered to the choice of the consumer in the contempo
rary theme park. At Disney World, for instance, one can travel inside 
the human body, through outer space, or survive a North Sea storm 
while never leaving the air-conditioned comfort of Florida. Disney 
World's wave pool advertises i tsel f as "better than a day at the 
beach," and its relentless search for a more perfect reality has recently 
brought it to the attention of the environmentalists. Disney World 
has been killing off the native Florida buzzards (among other things) 
in the expansion of its "wilderness" park. 

The new terrr.s of the debate between real ism and irrealism are 
dramatized vividly in jurassic Park, a recent novel (and movie) about 
a theme park in which real ,  living dinosaurs have been artificially 
produced by cloning traces of DNA.2 1 At one point in the novel, a 
debate is staged between the park's geneticist, Dr. Henry Wu, and 
John Hammond, the entrepreneur who has conceived of the park in 

20. Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting and On Sculpture, edited and 
translated by Cecil Grayson (London : Phaidon Press, 1 972) ,  p .  63. 

2 1 .  Michael Crichton, jurassic Park (New York : Ballantine Books, 1 990) ;  
further page references will b e  cited i n  the text. 
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! I l l '  l i rs t  p Lt Cl' .  l la l l t l l l n l l l l l s  t h l' showman,  the P. T. Barnum of Juras
.. ,, l 't � rk ;  Wu is t he s�: ie n t i s t  who controls the technology behind the 
. .. < ' I l l' S .  We would expect Hammond to want dinosaurs that obey the 
' " k of i l l usion-that is, that conform to what spectators expect, that 
J ', < . t t i fy their prej udices, no matter what dinosaurs were really l ike. 
WI' would expect Wu to want realistic dinosaurs, not j ust convincing 
d l 1 1 s ions ; a scientist should want to make dinosaurs that correspond 
. 1 �  dosely as possible to what they were, what they must have been, 
J ', I V l' l l  the objective constraints of genetics, environment, etc. And yet 
1 hl' debate is staged precisely to reverse these positions. The scientist 
wa nts to perfect the dinosaurs, to make them safe for a modern theme 
p . t rk, to make them slower, more stupid, more tractable, more in 
l, l 'l'ping with our stereotype of creatures destined for extinction .  His 
1 ca soning is surely sound. First, he points out that "nobody really 
k uows what" the dinosaurs were "really like" (p. 1 2 1 ) .  When Ham
l t t ond objects that docile, domesticated dinosaurs "wouldn't be real ," 
Wu replies : "But they're not real now . . . .  That's what I 'm trying to 
t el l  you .  There isn ' t  any reality here" (p .  122) .  The dinosaurs that 
h ;tve been cloned in Dr. Wu's lab are totally "artificial" creatures 
. t l ready. "The DNA of the dinosaurs was like old photographs that 
h a d  been retouched, basically the same as the original, but in some 
p l aces repaired and clarified." The image and reality they present are 
. t l ready a product of manipulation :  they are palpable, living beings 
whose relation to "real" dinosaurs is already within a regime of il lu
sion, so that the only question is what il lusion we happen to want to 
present to ourselves, what image wil l be both safe and attractive to the 
mnsumer. Wu is the irrealist who is content to col lapse the distinction 
between realism and i l lusionism, who believes that realisms are freely 
chosen ways of world making, that the world and its representations 
are made not given. 

John Hammond, by contrast, has the eagerness and fatality of the 
realist. Science has made it possible to clone dinosaurs from traces of 
ancient DNA. The process has produced some creatures that look 
right and turn out to act in ways more in keeping with the accounts 
of contemporary paleontology (they are warm-blooded creatures 
closer to birds than to reptiles ) .  Besides, Hammond is in a hurry to 
make his theme park operational .  The present crop of dinosaurs is 
not only rea listic enough ; it is the reality at hand, and the investors 
are waiting to see a real profit. 

The interesting thing about this debate, aside from the reversal of 
expected positions, is that it stages the oppositions between irrealism 
and realism as wholly contained within a framework of consumption 
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and display. Nowhere in this debate is it poss ible to ask  wll l' t hn 1 1  I \  
a good idea to  clone dinosaurs in the first pl ace, m u c h  l e s s  to  p rc�l' l l l  

them as commodified images in a theme park. The debate i s  co m  
pletely contained within the assumptions of specular (and specu la t l v t• l  
capitalism. What we display, what we visually produce and consunw, 
may be debatable from a standpoint l ike "product safety" ( a  dehat t· 
rather l ike the endless and pointless squabbles about whether tekv t  
sion and movie violence "causes" violence in the streets ) ,  but  t lw 
specular economy itself cannot be critiqued. It can only be "regulated " 
or "de-regulated. "  The public "debate" about Jurassic Park the movit· 
is thus mainly about whether children should be allowed to see it, not 
what it means that adults have produced a film whose special effee l �  
for recreating dinosaurs cost "more money . . .  than o n  funding a l l  
scientific research on dinosaurs undertaken to date. "22 

Dr. Wu and John Hammond epitomize what might be thought 
of as the postmodern re-positioning of the venerable debate between 
irrealism, constructivism, and relativism, and various forms of repn· ·  
sentational and epistemological realism. It is as if P. T. Barnum werl' 
to debate Charles Darwin with all of their assumptions about reality 
inverted. Wu is the iconoclastic showman, the master of i l lusions and 
realisms : he is happy to smash al l  superstitious notions of "real " 
resemblance and necessary correspondence between representations 
and what they represent. For him, the theme park is an infinitely 
malleable way of world-making. His position reaches its logical exten· 
sion in the view of Jurassic Park's systems engineer "that the entire 
world was increasingly described by the metaphor of the theme park" 
(p. 1 3 8 ) .  

In Languages of Art, Goodman describes his theory o f  representa
tion as an "iconoclasm," and we may now be in a position to under
stand the implications of this label. The " icons" that Goodman wants 
to smash are, at the most general reach of his system, epistemological 
and representational realisms. At the more specific and technical level 
of formalizing the concept of representation, the enemy is resemblance 
or, as the semioticians would say, "iconicity ." But Goodman is no 
more capable of eliminating resemblance from his picture of represen
tation than he is of eliminating realism from his account of cognition. 
Like realism, resemblance is exiled from the system only to come back 

22. Pat Dowell, In These Times (28 June 1 993 ) ,  p. 33 .  It hardly needs to 
be said that Steven Spielberg's jurassic Park eliminates nearly al l  traces of 
political or economic debate and confines the narrative strictly to the service 
of spectacle and speculation. 
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c · . l h  \ l' l l t ra l p ro h l l' t l l .  t\ � w l l h t he pl'l'kct l y  cngim·crcd c l on i ng of 
, j , , , , , \ , l l t r� .  " rea l  rc�c t u h l . t t l c.:L· " has a way of  asserting-and reproduc
' ' ' ' '· t hc l f _ .' l  ( ;ood m a n ' s  own formal notion of the pictorial as the 

l l t H i i lfcrcnt iated" symbol recalls him, by antithesis, to the shattered 
c .  1 1 1 1 : " C a n  i t  be that-ironically, iconically-a ghost of likeness, as 
' ' ' c t H i i  fferentiation, sneaks back to haunt our distinction between pic
I l l I I ' \  and predicates" (R, p .  1 3 1  ) . Like most iconoclasts, Goodman 
· . 1 1 pposcs that his critique will take us into a realm of freedom from 
· . 1 1 pcrstition, ideology, and atavistic beliefs in "natural" or privileged 
t c l c lllcs of representation :  "Representation is thus disengaged from 
l l l ' r vcrted ideas of it as an idiosyncratic physical process like mirror
I l l �, and is recognized as a symbolic relationship that is relative and 
' . 1 r iable" ( LA, p. 43 ) .  Recognition of the relativity and variability of 
·. y m bols will, in Goodman's view, overcome the perverse "mirror 
� 1 . 1 gc

" of realism and liberate us into a cognitive pluralism where "the 
' hoice among systems is free" (LA, p. 40) .  

ln the cognitive politics o f  irrealism, then, understanding rather 
t h an truth is what will make us free. lrrealism is a liberalism, however, 
whose notion of freedom is still quite ambiguous. Is freedom of choice 
. 1 1 uong systems, symbols, and versions an ideal to be achieved by the 
t r rcalist critique ?  A fact about cognition and representation ?  Or a 
p ragmatic consensus achieved by contemporary forms of relativism 
. t n d  skepticism ? The answers to all these questions, at least as pro
v ided by Goodman's writing, is simply "yes ."  lrrealist freedom plays 
a t  least th ree roles : as critical ideal, it motivates the iconoclastic over
t u rning of traditional idols of realism; as a "fact" about "the mind," 
i t  aligns irrealism with the authority of cognitive science; as historical 
nmsensus, it continues the long love affair between American philoso
phy (especially the Harvard tradition that goes back to Peirce and 
William James) and the l iberal individualism of American political 
ideology-a tradition we might call "transcendental pragmatism. "24 

lrrealism's tripartite self-representation as utopian ideal, scientific 
fact, and historical consensus suggests that, like most ideologies, it is 
systematically ambivalent about its own "certainty," while relatively 
certain about its "rightness ." This chameleon status is not a weakness, 

23 . One of the key elements in Jurassic Park's biotechnology is to maintain 
control of the dinosaurs by cloning all of  them as females, thus preventing 
uncontrolled reproduction . Naturally, this enforced sterility-by-resemblance 
is the first thing to break down. 

24. The term is Ian Hacking's, applied to Hilary Putnam in Representing 
and Intervening. 
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however; on the contrary, it is precisely what  gives i rrea l i sm rht· tom .d 
power. Any one of irrealism 's self-representations wou ld, taken i ndl· 
pendently, raise questions. Is it a fact that "the mind" freely choosl'\ 
how it will characterize everything from sensations to worlds ? ( H .  
pp. 5-6) .  Would a n  irrealist utopia i n  which this claim were true lw 

desirable ? Is American l iberalism really the end of history and ideol 
ogy and the gateway into a postrealist era of freedom ?  My own view 
is that the only version of irrealism that makes sense is the utopian, 
iconoclastic one. This is the authentic critical core of irrealism, i t� 
power as a negative critique of realism and as a positive, ahistorical 
account of representational systems. When i rrealism strays beyond 
these boundaries into pronouncements on history, knowledge, and 
value, it gains rhetorical power at the expense of internal consistency . 
It becomes, in short, j ust another ideology, just another realism. Irreal
ism has a more important role to play, not as a philosophy that "sup
plants" real ism, but as a therapeutic thorn in its side, a way of keeping 
realism honest. Realism, for its part, cannot be content to make peace 
with irrealism. That route offers nothing better than the l iberality and 
"free choice" of consumer fantasies exemplified by the new world 
order of the theme park. Those are real monsters at the gates of 
Jurassic Park . 

3 6 2  



V · . .  · · P i c t u r c s · a  n d · t h e  · P u b 1 i c · S p h e r e-

3 6 3  

ow should we picture the public sphere and the place 

---• of visual representation in it ? The most comprehensive 

modern reflection on the public sphere is provided by 

Jurgen Habermas, who imagines it as a utopian "ideolog

ical template" that has survived from Hellenic Greece to the pres

ent day. 1  The public sphere is "the sphere of private people come 

together as a public" (p. 27) ,  "a realm of freedom and perma

nence" in which public opinion may be formed through the opera

tions of uncoerced reason and free discussion :  "only in the light 

of  the public sphere did that which existed become revealed, did 

everything become visible to all" (p. 4). The specific, concrete 

model (what Habermas calls the "type of representative publ ic

ness" )  of the public sphere changes, of course, with different so

cial for.nations . For the Greeks, it was located in the marketplace, 

the court, or in war or games and was strictly separated from the 

regime of the oikos or private household with its women, chil

dren, and slaves ; in medieval Germany it was divided between the 

commons (publica) and the feudal court, the sphere of "lordly" 

authority (publicus) (p. 6 ) .  While Habermas notes that "sociologi

cally" a public sphere (in the sense of "a separate realm distin

guished from the private" [p. 7] ) did not exist under feudalism 

and monarchical absolutism, he notes what might be called 

1. Jurgen Habermas, Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 
translated by Thomas Burger and Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1 989); further page references will be cited in the text. 



"hyper-publicity"  in the emphasis on the public display of lordly 

power and the staging of ecclesiastical authority. 

Habermas's account of the emergence of the "bourgeois pub

lic sphere," the Enlightenment model of a l iterate, freethinking 

public, and of its endangerment by the emergence of mass culture, 

the sphere of "commercial industrial publicity," is too well known 

to retrace here. All I wish to note at this point are two consistent 

features in Habermas's " ideological template" -the emphasis on 

visual representation and uncoerced discussion. The template of 

the public sphere might be described as a theatrical/architectural 

imagetext, an openly visible place or stage in which everyth ing 

may be revealed, everyone may see and be seen, and in  which 

everyone may speak and be heard. The public sphere, in  short, is 

a kind of utopian counterpart to the pictures of power we have 

just been contemplating. It imagines a p lace outside the realm of 

power and special interests, a place of freedom from power. If  

power is depicted by figures of coercion, domination, and resis

tance, the public sphere is imagined as a scene of free conversa

tion. Foucault's panopticon of total surveil lance is  matched by 

Habermas's forum or civic plaza, with its spectacle of free public 

access. 

The convergence of these two forms of visual culture was 

imagined with vivid precision in the figure of the telescreen in 

George Orwell 's  1 984. The telescreen is a two-way medium, 

broadcasting political propaganda (most notably the spectacular 

images of war "news" to stir up hate against the enemy) whi le 

simultaneously serving as an instrument of public survei l lance. 
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Combining the panopticon and the public spectacle, the telescreen 

effectively eliminates the boundary between the public and private 

spheres. Forms of resistance to this culture of total publicity are 

staged as futile efforts to retreat into a nonexistent privacy or into 

archaic refuges (the proletarian quarter and the countryside) .  It 

is not j ust that Winston Smith's efforts at rebellion against Big 

Brother are finally defeated. They are ultimately revealed as hav

ing been illusory all a long. Smith's "resistances" -his retreat to 

a private corner of his apartment to write in his secret diary, his 

flight from the city to engage in  a sexual rendezvous with Jul ia

are finally revealed as having been "staged" as a spectacle for 

Party surveil lance. 

The telescreen is a figure for the convergence of pictorial 

power and publicity under a totalitarian police state, a Stalinist 

dystopia. It leaves open a host of questions about our own situa

tion in the advanced industrial democracies of the late twentieth 

century after the Cold War. What is the relation between power 

and publicity in the actual world of triumphant capitalism and 

international corporate culture ? What is the role of art and image

making in a public sphere that is mainly constituted by forms of 

mass spectacle and the mediatization of experience-the world 

as theme park ? What is the relation between spectacle and surveil

lance in a "New World Order" of televisual war and public melo

drama ? What forms of resistance are likely to be efficacious in an 

era when traditional oppositions (avantgarde versus mass culture, 

art versus kitsch, private versus public) no longer seem to have 

cultural or political leverage ? 
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These questions are certainly not original with m e .  They 

might be described, in fact, as the canonical questions about visual 

culture in the postmodern era, the questions that have been cen

tral both to Frankfurt School critical theory and to the French 

critique of the "scopic regime" and the "society of the spectacle."2 

If there is any originality in the answers that emerge in the final 

two essays of this book, it would not come from any original 

"methods" that dictate these questions. The concepts of the meta

picture and the imagetext, for instance, are simply crystal lizations 

of what has become common sense in postmodern picture theory. 

What has changed, and what might offer a new, if as yet unsys

tematized insight, is the specific cultural and historical situation 

in which all of these essays have been written. I'm thinking here 

of the momentous historical shift in the late 1 980s that has 

brought the postmodern era to an end and brought the pictorial 

turn into focus. The children of postmodernism matured in the 

nuclear, Cold War era ; their metapicture of visual media evolved 

within narratives of paranoia and melodrama. The critical unveil

ing of "hidden persuaders," subliminal messages, and ideological 

codes was (and remains) a primary task of critical theory. But 

what do we make of an era when the persuaders are not hidden, 

the messages are overt, and ideology is both everywhere and no

where ? What do we say about a televisual spectacle like the video-

2. These two concepts are principally associated with Michel Fou
cault and Guy Debord respectively. Despite their di fferences, I associate 
these two figures with a continuing tradition of resistance to and critique 
of the visual, in  contrast to Jean Baudril lard, whose work seems finally 
to preempt all  dialectical negations of the regime of images. 
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tape of the Rodney King beating? Most critical commentators on 

media found themselves responding to this image with a rhetoric 

of pictorial transparency and realism.3 All the skills for deci

phering the imagetext, the disclosure of h idden strata of visual/  

verbal "layering," seemed irrelevant in the face of this spectacle. 

The "textualizing" of this image was, in fact, mainly supplied 

by the police defense lawyers, who subjected the image-track to 

frame-by-frame analysis and supplied multiple layers of interpre

tation, tacit dialogue, and implicit scripting. 

The Rodney King videotape is only one example of this kind 

of breakthrough into transparency in recent media representa

tions. The live images of dead bodies pulled from a bomb shelter 

in Baghdad "broke through" the screen/spectacle of high-tech, 

low-resolution images offered by CNN's Gulf War coverage. As 

in the Rodney King videotape, the main textualizing was provided 

by government "spin doctors" ;  the president's press secretary 

even confessed that it was difficult to counteract an image with 

words . Indeed, the new "transparency" of the media is not j ust 

to be located in these moments of breakthrough, when a large 

public is convinced that the spectacle it is witnessing is the truth, 

when i l lusionism and realism coincide. The television coverage of 

the Anita Hil l/Clarence Thomas hearings collapsed the distinction 

between news and melodrama, surveillance and spectacle. The 

3. The first attempt to prosecute the police officers who beat Rodney 
King was hampered by its naive trust and reliance on the transparency of 
the video, its "sel f-evident" authority. The second prosecution succeeded 
largely because the prosecutors realized the need to supplement the video
tape with King's own testimony. 
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transparency of Anita Hill 's honesty (and Clarence Thomas's 

mendacity) broke through all the narrative and textual codes that 

were interposed by the media and Thomas's media "handlers ."  

Although Thomas won the short-term political struggle, the 

longer-range impact-the effect, for instance, of this spectacle in 

remobilizing a women's public sphere-may well be more sig

nificant.4 

The new transparency of the image is also visible in the fore

grounding of mediation itself. On one side this means that the 

transparency is an effect produced by a sense of randomness, 

improvisation, and accident. The Rodney King video betrays all 

of the signs of the amateur, accidental cameraman, not of profes

sional image-making. On the other side, even the smooth il lu

sionism of professional image/text suturing has become transpar

ent in its way. The coverage of the Persian Gulf War was largely 

about the coverage itself. Media "personalities" were everywhere, 

and the institutions of mediation (cameras, control rooms, teles

trators, intertitles, framing, scheduling) were placed on display as 

never before. Tom Engelhardt was right to call it "total televi

sion" and to contrast it with the coverage of Vietnam: "Vietnam 

. . .  was not (as is so often said) our first television war, but our 

last nontelevision one in its inabil ity either to adhere to precise 

scheduling or achieve closure. "5 The new transparency is a dia lec

tical effect of total television : the effect of the real produced by 

4. See the discussion by Patricia Mellencamp in High Anxiety 
(Bloomington:  Indiana University Press, 1 992), pp. 68-70. 

5 .  Nation, 1 1  May 1 992:  6 1 3-30. 
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random, u nscri pted, unofficial , and unauthorized images ( l ive im

ages of dead bodies) depends on it. 

Perhaps we have moved into an era when the point about 

pictures is not j ust to interpret them, but to change them. The 

following pair of essays is an exploration of some contemporary 

imagetext-events in public art, film, and television that attempt 

to break through and change the codes of contemporary visual 

culture. They also, in my view, signal the end of postmodernism, 

with its corrosive, hermeneutic irony about pictures. The films I 

discuss (Do the Right Thing and ]FK) are notable, if not for their 

" transparency," for a certain frankness about their rhetorical ad

dress to the spectator, an explicitness about social /political inter

vention, and (especially in ]FK) a kind of crudity and naivete in 

narrative construction . The contexts in which I p lace them (battles 

over "public art" in the late eighties ; the unveiling of the New 

World Order of total television and mass destruction in 1 99 1 )  

are meant not just to provide a background for the "reading" of 

these films but to suggest the changing character of visual culture 

in the wake of postmodernism, both the threat of a kind of "soft" 

form of global corporate fascism (the much-heralded victory of 

capitalism) and the hope for new and critical pictures of the public 

sphere. 
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I I  I I  VIOLENCl  0�  PUB l i C  ART: 
/J( J THE RIGHT THING 

l w e l v e  

I ' ' May, 1 9 8 8 ,  I took what may well be the last photograph o f  the 
\ Ll tue  of Mao Tse Tung on the campus of Beijing University (figure 
/0 ) .  The thirty-foot monolith was enveloped in a bamboo scaffold
r n g  "to keep off the harsh desert winds," my hosts told me with 

k 1 1 ow ing smiles. That night, workers with sledgehammers reduced the 
·. t . t t u c  to a pile of rubble, and rumors spread throughout Beijing that 
r l r c  same thing was happening to Mao statues on university campuses 
. r l l  over China. One year later, most of the world's newspaper readers 
\ l  .mned the photos of Chinese students erecting a thirty-foot styro
l oa m  and plaster "Goddess of Democracy" (figure 7 1 )  directly facing 
r l r c  disfigured portrait of Mao in Tiananmen Square despite the warn
r l lgs from government loudspeakers : "This statue is il legal . It is not 
. r pproved by the government. Even in the United States statues need 
permission before they can be put up. " 1  A few days later the newspa
per accounts told us of army tanks mowing down this statue along 
with thousands of protesters, reasserting the rule of what was called 
" law" over a public and its art. 

The Beijing Massacre, and the confrontation of images at the 
.:cntral public space in China, is ful l  of  instruction for anyone who 
wants to think about public art and, more generally, of the whole 
relation of images, violence, and the public sphere.2 "Even in the 
United States" pol itical and legal control i s  exerted, not only over the 
erection of public statues and monuments, but over the display of a 

1 .  See Uli Schmetzer, Chicago Tribune, 1 june 1 989,  p. 1 .  

2 .  For an excellent discussion of the way the events in China i n  june 1989  
became a "spectacle for the  West," overdetermined by  the presence of a 
massive publicity apparatus, see Rey Chow, "Violence in the Other Country :  
Prel iminary Remarks on the 'China Crisis,' June 1 989," Radical America 22 
( July-August 1 989 ) : 23-32. See also Wu Hung, "Tiananmen Square: A 
Pol itical History of Monuments," Representations 35 (Summer 1 9 9 1 ) :  
84-1 17 .  
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70. Statue of Mao Tse 
Tung at  Bei j ing Uni
versity. 
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wide range of images, artistic or otherwise, to actual or potential 
publics. Even in the United States, the "publicness" of public images 
goes well beyond their specific sites or sponsorship :  "publicity" has, 
in a very real sense, made all art into public art. And even in the 
United States, art that enters the public sphere is liable to be received 
as a provocation to or an act of violence. 

This j uxtaposition of the politics of American public art with the 
monumental atrocities of Tiananmen Square has struck some readers 
as deeply inappropriate. Zhang Longxi has argued that it is a "rather 
casual use of the Chinese example," one that "seems to trivialize the 
momentum of a great and tragic event" and "verges on endorsing the 
Chinese government's view" while fail ing to understand the "true 
meaning of  that phrase"-"even in the United States"-"coming out 
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7 1 .  Goddess of Democ
racy in Tiananmen 
Square in China. AP/ 
Wide World Photos. 

of government loudspeakers ."3 My aim, of course, is  not to endorse 
t h e  Chinese government's massacre of its people, but to see what 
m ight be learned from its manner of legitimating that massacre. The 
�overnment's verbal pretensions of legality and public civility coupled 
with the most transparent visual representations of brutal violence 
effectively dismembered and disarticulated the smooth suturing of the 
television news imagetext. But the spectacle does more than under
mine the phrase, revealing it as a cynical alibi for state repression; it 
a lso puts the phrase into a new orbit of global circulation and con
nects it, albeit anachronistically and a-topically, with other public 
spectacles of monumental violence and violence against monuments. 
"Even in the U.S . . . .  " comes home to roost, as it were, and the 

3. Zhang Longxi, "Western Theory and Chinese Reality," Critical Inquiry 
1 9 : 1  (Autumn 1 992) : 1 14.  
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question is how. This sort of jux tapos i t ion a n d  c i rcu l a t ion  is w h . 1 1  1 1  

means to l ive in a society of spectacle and surve i l l ance,  the worl d u l  
the pictorial turn. Zhang Longxi is right to worry that such spcnl l .1 1  
l inkages risk trivial izing great and tragic events. But the abi l ity t o  
differentiate and connect the trivial and the tragic, the insign i hcl l l t  
and the monumental, is precisely what is at issue in the critiqul' u l  
art, violence, and the public sphere. Above a l l ,  the relations of litn•l l 
and figurative violence, of violence by and against persons, and v iu 
lence by and against images, can only be measured at the risk o l  
trivializing the monumental and vice versa. 

Our own h istorical moment in the United States has seemed espt· 
cially rich in examples of public acts and provocations that cross tlw 
boundaries between real and symbolic violence, between the manu 
mental and trivial .  The erosion of the boundary between public and 
private spheres in a mediatized, specular society is what makes thost· 
border crossings possible, even inevitable. Recent art has carried till' 
scandals previously associated with the cloistered spaces of the art  
world-the gallery, the museum, and the private collection-into tht· 
public sphere. And the public, by virtue of governmental patronagt· 
of the arts, has taken an interest in what is done with its money, no 
matter whether it is spent on traditional public art-in a public place 
as a public commission-or on a private activity in a private spacl' 
that just happens to receive some public support or publ icity. The 
controversy over Richard Serra's Tilted Arc sculpture in a public plaza 
in New York City marks one boundary of this phenomenon. Serra's 
is a traditional work of publ ic art; it provoked another engagement 
in what Michael North has called the "tiresome battle, repeated in 
city after city . . .  whenever a piece of modern sculpture is installed 
outdoors ."4 But now the battle has moved indoors, into the spaces of 
museums and art schools. The privacy of the exhibition site is no 
longer a protection for art that does symbolic violence to revered 
public figures l ike the deceased mayor of Chicago or to publ ic em
blems and icons like the American flag or the crucifix. 

The erosion of the boundary between public and private art is 
accompanied by a collapsing of the distinction between symbol ic  and 
actual violence, whether the "official" v iolence of police, j uridical, or 

4.  Michael North, The Final Sculpture: Public Monuments and Modern 
Poets (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1 985) ,  p. 1 7. Tilted Arc is "tradi
tional" in its legal status as a commission by a public, governmental agency . 
In other ways (style, form, relation to site, public legibi l ity) it is obviously 
nontraditional .  
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l h t ·  V t c t l , . , , , , .  " '  l ' u h l t ,  i\ t t :  / > . ,  t f , , · H t g l• t  Th m g  

1 .  1 ', 1 ' , 1 . 1 1  I V t' pown o r  t he " u no t f i u a l "  v i o lence i n  t h e  responses of pri
, 1 1 1 · 1 1 1 d i v i d u a l s .  Snra 's ' J 'iltl'd A rc was seen as a violation of public 
• 1 ' · 1 1 � " ,  was  s u b jected to actual  defacement and vandalism by some 
1 1 1 1 1 1 d l l 'rs ot t h e  pu blic , and became the subject of public legal proceed
' l l  I '. ' •  to determine whether it should be dismantled.5 The official re-
1 1 1 1 1 \" ,d of an art student's caricature of Mayor Washington from the 
' . ,  l t oo l  of the Chicago Art Institute involved, not j ust the damaging 
• o l  t l t c  offensive picture, but a claim that the picture was itself an 
· l l l < l l l'ment to violence" in black communities . A later installation at 

t l t l '  � a m c  school asking What Is the Proper Way to Display the Ameri
' , , , ,  Uag? was construed as an invitation to "trample" on the flag. It 
l l l l l l ll'diately attracted threats of unofficial violence against the person 
• • I 1 he artist and may ultimately serve as the catalyst not simply for 
l t - g t s l ative action but for a constitutional amendment protecting the 
l l . t g  against all acts of symbolic or real violence. The response to 
•\ l l t l t·es Serrano's Piss Christ and the closing of the Mapplethorpe 
·. how at the Corcoran Gallery indicate the presence of an American 
p u b l ic,  or at least of some well-entrenched political interests, that is 
I t 'd up with tolerating symbolic violence against religious and sexual 
1 . 1 hoos under the covers of "art," "privacy," and "free speech" and 
" determined to fight back with the very real power of financial sanc
l lons.6 The United States is nowhere near to sending tanks to mow 
down students and their statues, but it has recently endured a period 
when art and various partial publics (insofar as they are embodied by 
s t a te power and "public opinion") have seemed on a collision course. 

The association of public art with violence is nothing new. The 
fa l l  of every Chinese dynasty since antiquity has been accompanied 
hy the destruction of its public monuments, and the long history of 
political and religious strife in the West could almost be rewritten as 
a history of iconoclasm. The history of communism, from Eisenstein's 
October to CNN's coverage of the collapse of the Soviet Union, has 
been largely framed by images of the demolition of public monuments. 
There is also nothing new about the violent opposition of art to its 
public. Artists have been biting the hands that feed them since antiq-

5. For an excellent account of this whole controversy and the decision to 
remove Tilted Arc, see Public Art/ Public Contro11ersy: The Tilted Arc on 
Trial, edited by Sherrill Jordan et al. (New York : American Council for the 
Arts, 1 987) .  

6 .  On the neoconservative reactions against controversial forms of state
supported art in the late 1 980s, see Paul Mattick, Jr. ,  "Arts and the State," 
Nation 25 1 : 1 0 ( 1  October 1 990) :  348-5 8 .  
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uity/ and even the notion of  an "avan t-ga rde" c1pahlr o t  ,l . l l l l l . l i l l l l l l'. 
the bourgeoisie has been dismissed, by a number o f  cr i t i l" � .  t o  t l u  
dustbin o f  history .  The avant-garde, i n  Thomas C ro w ' s  word� .  no" 
functions "as a kind of research and development arm o f  the ud t l n l · 
industry ."s  Oppositional movements such as surrea l i sm,  expres� 1 o 1 1  
i sm,  and cubism have been recuperated for enterta inment and advl' l  
rising, and the boldest gestures of High Modernism have become t lw 
ornaments of corporate publ ic spaces. If traditional public art iden 1 1  
fied certain classical styles a s  appropriate to the embodiment o f  pub l i l  
images, contemporary public art has  turned to  the monumental ah  
straction as i ts acceptable icon. What Kate Linker calls the "corpora t r  
bauble" i n  the shopping mall  o r  bank plaza need have no  iconic o 1  
symbolic relation to the publ ic i t  serves, the space i t  occupies, o r  t h r  
figures i t  reveres.9 I t  i s  enough that i t  serve a s  an  emblem of  aesthet i l  
surplus, a token of "art" imported into and adding value to a publ i l  
space. 

The notorious "anti-aesthetic" posture of much postmodern ar t  
may be seen, in i ts  flouting of the canons of High Modernism, as til l' 
latest edition of the iconoclastic publ ic icon, the image which affront� 
its own publ ic-in this case, the art world as well as the "general " 
public. The violence associated with this art is inseparable from its 
publicness, especial ly i ts exploitation of and by the apparatuses of 
publ icity, reproduction, and commercial distribution . 1 0 The scanda l· 
ousness and obtrusive theatrical ity of these images holds up a mirror 
to the nature of the commodified image and the publ ic spectator ad-

7.  G .  E. Lessing notes that beauty in visual art was not simply an aesthetic 
preference for the ancients but a matter of juridical control .  The Greeks had 
laws against ca ricature, and the ugly "dirt painters" were subjected to censor
ship. See Lessing's Laocoon: An Essay upon the Limits of Poetry and Paint
ing, translated by Ellen Frothingham ( 1 766 ;  New York: Farrar, Straus, & 
Giroux, 1 969) ,  pp. 9-1 0. 

8 .  Thomas Crow, "Modernism and Mass Culture in the Visual Arts," in 
Pollock and After: The Critical Debate, edited by Francis Frascina (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1 985 ) ,  p. 257. 

9 .  See Kate Linker's important essay, "Public Sculpture: The Pursuit of 
the Pleasurable and Profitable Paradise," ArtForum 1 9  (March 1 98 1 } :  66. 

10. Scott Burton summarizes the "new kind of  relationship" between art 
and its audience: "it  might be called public art. Not because it is  necessarily 
located in public places but because the content is more than the private 
history of the maker" (quoted in Henry Sayre, The Object of Performance 
[Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1 989] ,  p. 6 ) .  
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• h ( ' � �nl  h y  a d v n t l � l l l l '  .. t cl c v  1 � 1 o 1 1 ,  mov ies,  a n d  " A rt" w i t h  a capita l  
. \ . I I  a l l i m ages a re lor  sa le ,  i t ' s  hardly surprising that artists would 
l l l l' l ' l l l  pub l i c  images that arc difficult ( in any sense) to "buy ."  Post
l l lmlcrn art tries, among other things, to be difficult to own or collect, 
. 1 1 1 d much of it succeeds, existing only as ruined fragments, or photo
l ', l . tph ic "documentation. "  Much of i t  also "fails," of course, to be 
unmarketable and thus "succeeds" quite handsomely as an aesthetic 
' ommodity, as Andy Warhol's work demonstrates. The common 
t h read of both the marketable and the unmarketable artwork is the 
1 nore or less explicit awareness of "marketability" and publicity as 
1 1 1 1avoidable dimensions of any public sphere that art might address . 
"Co-optation" and "resistance" are thus the ethical maxims of this 
publ ic sphere and the aesthetic i t  generates. 

The violence associated with this art may seem, then, to have a 
peculiarly desperate character and is often directed at the work itself 
. ts much as its beholder. Sometimes a self-destructive violence is  built 
mto the work, as in Jean Tinguely's self-destroying machine sculpture, 
l lomage to New York, or Rudolf Schwarzkogler's amputation of his 
own penis, both of which now exist only in photographic documenta
t ion. 1 1  More often, the violence suffered by contemporary art seems 
s imultaneously fateful and accidental, a combination of misunder
standing by local or partial publics and a certain fragil i ty or tempo
rariness in the work itself. The early history of Claes Oldenburg's 
monumental Lipstick at Yale University is one of progressive disfig
urement and dismantling. Many of the works of Robert Smithson and 
Robert Morris are destroyed, existing now only in documents and 
photographs. The openness of contemporary art to publicity and pub
l ic destruction has been interpreted by some commentators as a kind 
of artistic aggression and scandal-mongering. A more accurate reading 
would recognize it as a deliberate vulnerability to violence, a strategy 
for dramatizing new relations between the traditional ly "timeless" 
work of art and the transient generations, the "publics," that are 
addressed by it . 1 2  The defaced and graffiti- laden walls that Jonathan 

1 1 .  See Sayre, The Object of Performance, pp. 2-3 . 

12 .  For a shocking example of an artist's misrepresentation of these issues, 
see Frederick E. Hart, "The Shocking Truth about Contemporary Art," The 
Washington Post, 28 August-3 September 1 989,  national weekly edition, 
op-ed . section. It hardly comes as a surprise that Hart is the sculptor responsi
ble for the figural "supplement" to the Vietnam Veterans' Memorial,  the 
traditional monumental figures of three soldiers erected in the area facing the 
Memorial. 
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Borofsky installs in museum spaces a rc a s trategy fo r rccun l i g u r i n g  t hl' 
whole relation of private and public, legitimate and " t ra n sgrcss i vl' " 
exhibition spaces. Morris's 1 9 8 1  proposal to install the casings of  

nuclear bombs as monumental sculpture at  a Florida VA hospital w a �  
both a logical extension of a publ ic  sculpture tradition ( the publ i r  
display of obsolete weapons) and a deadpan mimicry of the cl a im 
that these weapons "saved American lives" in World War I I .U  

The question naturally arises : I s  public ar t  inherently violent, or 
a provocation to violence ? Is violence built into the monument in i t s  
very conception ? Or i s  violence simply an  accident that befalls somt· 
monuments, a matter of the fortunes of history ? The historical record 
suggests that if violence is simply an accident that happens to publ ic 
art,  i t  is one that is always waiting to happen. The principal media 
and materials of public art are stone and metal sculpture not so much 
by choice as by necessity. "A public sculpture," says Lawrenn· 
Alloway, "should be invulnerable or inaccessible. It should have the 
material strength to resist attack or be easily cleanable, but it also 
needs a formal structure that is not wrecked by alterations ." 1 4 The 
violence that surrounds public art is more, however, than simply the 
ever-present possibility of accident-the natural disaster or random 
act of vandalism. Much of the world's public art-memorials, monu
ments, triumphal arches, obelisks, columns, and statues-has a rather 
direct reference to violence in the form of war or conquest. From 
Ozymandias to Caesar to Napoleon to Hitler, public art has served 
as a kind of monumentalizing of violence and never more powerfully 
than when .it presents the conqueror as a man of peace imposing a 
Napoleonic code or a pax Romana on the world. Public sculpture 
that is too frank or explicit about this monumentalizing of violence, 
whether the Assyrian palace reliefs of the 9th century B .C.,  or Morris's 
bomb sculpture proposal of 1 98 1 ,  is likely to offend the sensibilities 
of a public committed to the repression of its own complicity in vio
lence. 1 5  The very notion of public art as we receive it is inseparable 
from what Jurgen Habermas has called "the liberal model of the 

1 3 .  See Robert Morris, "fissures," unpubl ished manuscript, Guggenheim 
Museum Archives; also see chapter 8 .  

14 .  Lawrence Alloway, "The Public Sculpture Problem," Studio lnterna
tiona/ 1 84 : 948 (October 1 972) :  1 24 .  

15 .  See Leo Bersani and  Ulysse Dutoit, "The forms of  Violence," October 
8 (Spring 1 979) : 1 7-29, for an important critique of the "narrativization" 
of violence in  Western art and an examination of  the a l ternative suggested 
by the Assyrian palace rel iefs .  
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p 1 1 h l i l.· sphl' IT ,"  .1 p . l l l h n l  �pace distinct from economic, private, and 
po l i t ica l  dimensions .  In  t h is ideal realm disinterested citizens may con
l l'mplate a transparent emblem of their own inclusiveness and solidar-
1 1 y and deliberate on the general good, free of coercion, violence, or 
pr i vate interests . 1 6  

The fictional ideal of the classic public sphere i s  that i t  includes 
l'veryone; the fact is that it can only be constituted by the rigorous 
l'Xclusion of certain groups-slaves, children, foreigners, those with
out property, and (most conspicuously) women. 1 7  The very notion of 
the "public," it seems, grows out of a conflation of two very different 
words, populo ( the people) and pubes (adult men) .  The word public 
might more properly be written with the "1" in parentheses to remind 
u s  that, for much of human history political and social authority has 
derived from a "pubic" sphere, not a public one. This seems to be 
the case even when the public sphere is personified as a female figure. 
The famous examples of female monuments to the al l- inclusive princi
ple of public civil ity and rule of law-Athena to represent impartial 
Athenian j ustice, the Goddess of Reason epitomizing the rationaliza
tion of the public sphere in revolutionary France, the Statue of Liberty 
welcoming the huddled masses from every shore-all presided over 
political systems that rigorously excluded women from any public 
role. 1 8 

Perhaps some of the power associated with the Vietnam Veterans' 
Memorial in Washington, D.C. ,  comes from its cunning violation and 
inversion of monumental conventions for expressing and repressing 

1 6 .  Habermas first introduced this concept in Structural Transformation 
of the Public Sphere, translated by Thomas Burger and Frederick Lawrence 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1 989 ) .  First published in German in 1962, it 
has since become the focus of an extensive literature. See also Habermas's 
short encyclopedia article, "The Public Sphere," translated by Sara Lennox 
and Frank Lennox, New German Critique 1, no. 3 (Fall 1 974) :  49-55,  and 
the introduction to it by Peter Hohendahl in  the same issue, pp. 44-48 .  I 
owe much to the guidance of Miriam Hansen and Lauren Berlant on this 
complex and crucial topic. 

1 7. See Joan Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of the 
French Revolution ( I thaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1 988 ) ,  p. 3 .  

1 8 .  Rey Chow notes the w a y  the "Goddess of Democracy" i n  Tiananmen 
Square replicates the "King Kong syndrome," in which the body of the white 
woman sutures the gap between "enlightened instrumental reason and 
barbarism-lurking-beh ind-the Wall ," the "white man's production and the 
monster's destruction" (Chow, "Violence in the Other Country," p. 26) .  
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72. Aerial view of the Vietnam Veterans' Memorial .  Photo by Richard Hofmeister, 
Smithsonian Institution's Office of Printing and Photographic Services. From Reflec
tions on the Wall: The Vietllam Veterans Memorial (Harrisburg, l'A: Stackpole 
Books, 1 987) .  

the violence of the pub(l) ic sphere (figure 72) .  The VVM is anti-heroic, 
anti-monumental, a V-shaped gash or scar, a trace of violence suf
fered, not (as in the conventional war memorial ) of violence wielded 
in the service of a glorious cause. 1 9  It achieves the universality of the 
public monument, not by rising above its surroundings to transcend 
the political, but by going beneath the political to the shared sense of 
a wound that will never heal ,  or (more optimistically) a scar that will 
never fade. Its legibility is not that of narrative : no heroic episode 
such as the planting of the American flag on Iwo Jima is memorialized, 
only the mind-numbing and undifferentiated chronology of violence 

19 .  See Charles Griswold, "The Vietnam Veterans' Memorial and the 
Washington Mal l :  Philosophical Thoughts on Political Iconography," Critical 
Inquiry 1 2, no. 4 (Summer 1 986 ) :  709. Griswold reads the WM as a symbol 
of "honor without glory." 
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. t n d  dea t h  c ;t t a log1 1 n l  hy  t he 5 7,000 names i nscribed on the bl ack 
1 1 1 a rb l e  w a l l s .  The on l y  other legibi l i ty is  that of the giant flat "V" 
ca rved in the earth itself, a multivalent monogram or initial that seems 
1 1 ncannily overdetermined. Does the "V" stand for Vietnam ? For a 
pyrrhic "Victory" ? For the Veterans themselves ? For the Violence 
they suffered ? Is it possible, finally, to avoid seeing it as a quite l i teral 
anti -type to the "pubic sphere" signified in the traditional phall ic 
monument, the Vagina of Mother Earth opened to receive her sons, 
as if the American soil were opening its legs to show the scars in
scribed on her private parts ? 

Even as this monument seems to invert the symbolic valences of 
the traditional war memorial, however, i t  reinscribes them at a more 
subtle level. The privates of Mother Earth are all men (Frederick 
Hart's "supplement" to the VVM, a traditional sculptural group of 
three male Gls, makes this exclusion of women visible) . And although 
the authorship of the VVM design by a Chinese-American woman is 
sometimes adduced to explain its pacifist form, the ethnicity of Maya 
Lin seems mainly an i ronic footnote to a memorial that (unsurpris
ingly) has no place for the suffering of the Vietnamese. If the VVM 
is a successful work of public art, it is not because it manages to 
"heal" the wounds of the past or to re-open them with forms of 
critical violence : it succeeds only in  keeping the space between these 
possibi l ities open, in the way an indelible scar provokes an indefinite 
series of narratives and counternarratives.20 

It should be clear that the violence associated with public art is 
not simply an undifferentiated abstraction, any more than is the public 
sphere it addresses . Violence may be in  some sense "encoded" in the 
concept and practice of public art, but the specific role it plays, its 
political or ethical status, the form in which it is manifested, the 
identities of those who wield and suffer it, is always nested in particu
lar circumstances. We may distinguish three basic forms of violence 
in the images of public art, each of which may, in various ways, 
interact with the other : ( 1 )  the image as an act or object of violence, 
itsel f doing violence to beholders, or "suffering" violence as the target 
of vandalism, disfigurement, or demolition ;  (2) the image as a weapon 

20. These issues, and a suggestion that the "healing" provided by the 
WM may have as much to do with nationalist amnesia and historical revi
sionism as with critical commemoration, are discussed by Marita Sturken in 
"The Wall, the Screen, and the Image : The Vietnam Veterans' Memorial," 
Representations 35 (Summer 1 9 9 1 ) :  1 1 8-42. See also chapter 8 above for 
Robert Morris's remarks on the WM. 
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of violence, a dev ice for a t t ack ,  conc i o n ,  I I I L· i t c l l l L ' I I I ,  o r  t n o n· ., n h t k 
"dislocations" of public spaces ; ( 3 )  the  i mage as a n·tm·�c ' l l i £ 1 / i r ! / 1  c d  
violence, whether a realistic imitation of a violent act ,  o r  a monU l l l L' I I I ,  
trophy, memorial, o r  other trace o f  past violence. Al l  th ree forms  a rc ,  
in principle, independent of one another:  an image can be a weapon ol  
violence without representing it ; it may become the obj ect of  v ioknn · 
without ever being used as a weapon; it may represent violence w i t h 
out ever exerting or suffering it . In fact, however, these three forms 
of violence are often linked together. Pornography is sa id to be a 
representation of and a weapon of violence against women which 
should be destroyed or at least banned from public distribution.2' The 
propaganda image is a weapon of war which obviously engages with 
al l  three forms of violence in various ways, depending on the circum
stances. The relation of pornography to propaganda is a kind of dis
p laced version of the relation of "private" to "public" art : the former 
proj ects fetishistic images confined, in theory, to the "private sphere" 
of sexuality ;  the latter proj ects totemistic or idolatrous images di
rected, in theory, at a specific public sphere .22 In practice, however, 
private "arousal" and public "mobilization" cannot be confined to 
their proper spheres : rape and riot are the "surplus" of the economy 
of violence encoded in public and private images . 

These el isions of the boundary between public and private images 
are what make it possible, perhaps even necessary, to connect the 
sphere of public art in its "proper" or traditional sense (works of art 
installed in public p laces by public agencies at public expense) to film, 
a medium of public art in an extended or "improper" sense. 23 Al
though film is sometimes called the central public art of the twentieth 
century, we should be clear about the adjustments in both key terms
"public" and "art" -required to make this turn. Film is not a "public 
art" in the classic sense stipulated by Habermas ; it is deeply entangled 
with the marketplace and the sphere of commercial-industrial public-

2 1 .  See Catharine Mackinnon, Feminism Unmodified (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1 987 ) ,  especially pp. 1 72-73 and 1 92-93 . 

22. For more on the distinction between totemism and fetishism, see my 
"Tableau and Taboo : The Resistance to Vision in Literary Discourse," CEA 
Critic 5 1  (Fall 1 9 8 8 ) :  4- 10, and the discussion in chapter 8 ,  pp. 260, 266,  
269-70, 278 . 

23 . See Miriam Hansen, Babel and Babylon: Spectatorship in American 
Silent Film (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1 9 9 1 ) ,  p. 7: "On one 
level, cinema constitutes a public sphere of its own . . . .  At the same time 
cinema intersects and interacts with other formations of public l ife . . . .  " 
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i t y  t h a t  rl ' p l . • u · •, w h . 1 1  l la hcrmas ca l ls t h e  "cu l ture-debat ing" p u b l i c  
w i th  a ' \ :u l t u rl· - �o.·on s u m ing" public .24 We need not accept Habermas's 
h is torical c l a i m  that the classic public sphere (based in the "world of 
letters" )  was "replaced by the pseudo-public or sham-private world 
of culture consumption" to see that its basic distinction between an 
ideal ,  utopian public sphere and the real world of commerce and 
publicity is what underwrites the distinction between public art 
"proper" and the "improper" turn to film, a medium that is neither 
"public" nor "art" in  this proper (utopian) sense. 

This j uxtaposition of public art and commercial film il luminates 
a number of contrasting features whose distinctiveness is under con
siderable pressure, both in contemporary art and recent film practice. 
An obvious difference between public art and the movies is the con
trast in  mobility. Of all forms of art, public art is the most static, 
stable, and fixed in space: the monument is a fixed, generally rigid 
object, designed to remain on its site for all time.25 The movies, by 
contrast, "move" in every possible way-in their presentation, their 
circulation and distribution, and in their responsiveness to the fluctu
ations of contemporary taste. Public art is supposed to occupy a paci
fied, utopian space, a site held in common by free and equal citizens 
whose debates, freed of commercial motives, private interest, or vio
lent coercion, will form "public opinion."  Movies are beheld in pri
vate, commercial theaters that further privatize spectators by isolating 
and immobilizing them in darkness. Public art stands still and silent 
while its beholders move in the reciprocal social relations of festivals, 
mass meetings, parades, and rendezvous. Movies appropriate al l  mo
tion and sound to themselves, allowing only the furtive, private ren
dezvous of lovers or of auto-eroticism. 

The most dramatic contrast between film and public art emerges 
in the characteristic tendencies of each medium with respect to the 
representation of sex and violence. Public art tends to repress violence, 
veiling it with the stasis of monumentalized and pacified spaces, just 
as it veils gender inequality by representing the masculine public 
sphere with the monumentalized bodies of women. Film tends to ex
press violence, staging it as a climactic spectacle, just as it foregrounds 
gender inequality by fetishizing rather than monumentalizing the fe
male body. Sex and violence are strictly forbidden in the public site, 

24. Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 
pp.  1 59-60. 

25 . The removal of Tilted Arc is all the more remarkable (and ominous) 
in view of  this strong presumption in favor of permanence. 
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and thus the plaza, com m o n ,  o r  c i t y  sq u a re is t h e f a vored s i l l' f o 1  
insurrection and symbolic transgression, w i t h  Jis f igur a t ion o f  t h l' 
monument a familiar, almost ritual occurrence .26 The rep rese n t a t i o n  
of sex and violence is l icensed in the cinema and it i s  genera l ly p rt· 
sumed (even by the censors) that it is re-enacted elsewhere-in stree t s ,  
alleys, and private places . 

I have rehearsed these traditional distinctions between film and 
public art not to claim their irresistible truth but to sketch the conven 
tional background against which the relations of certain contempo
rary practices in film and public art may be understood-their com
mon ·horizon of resistance, as it were. Much recent public a rt 
obviously resists and criticizes its own site, and the fixed, monumenta l 
status conventionally required of it ;  much of it aspires, quite literally, 
to the condition of film in the form of photographic or cinematic 
documentation. I turn now to a film that aspires to the condition of  
public art, attempting a similar form of resistance within its own 
medium and holding up a mirror to the economy of violence encoded 
in public images.27 

In May of 1 98 9  I tried unsuccessfully to attend an advance screening 
of Spike Lee's Do the Right Thing at the University of Chicago. Stu
dents from the university and the neighborhood had lined up for six 

26. The fate of  the Berlin Wall is a perfect i l lustration of  this process of 
disfiguration as a transformation o f  a public monument into a host of  p rivate 
fetishes. While the Wall stood it served as a work of public art, both in its 
official  status and its unofficial function as a blank slate for the expression 
of public resistance. As it is torn to pieces, its fragments are carried away to 
serve as trophies in  private collections. As German reunification proceeds, 
these fragments may .:orne to signify a nostalgia for the monument that ex
pressed and enforced its division . 

27.  By the phrase "economy of violence," I mean, quite strictly, a social 
structure in  which violence circulates and is exchanged as a currency of  social 
interaction . The "trading" of insults might be called the barter or " in-kind" 
exchange ; body parts (eyes, teeth notably) can also be exchanged, along with 
blows, glares, hard looks, threats, and first strikes. This economy lends itself 
to rapid, runaway inflation, so that (under the right circumstances) an injury 
that would have been trivial (stepping on someone's sneakers, smashing a 
radio) is drastically overestimated in importance. As a currency, violence is 
notoriously and appropriately unstable. 
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h e  H t rs t o  gct 1 i l l ' t 1 c ' l '  I I < k l· t s ,  ;md none of them seemed interested i n  
\<· a l p i ng t h em a t  a 1 1 y  pr ice .  Spike Lee made an appearance a t  the 
f i l m ' s  conclus ion and stayed until well after midnight answering the 
q uestions of the overflow crowd. This event turned out to be a preview 
1 1ot simply of the film, but of the film's subsequent reception .  Lee 
spent much of the summer answering questions about the film in 
t elevision and newspaper interviews ; the New York Times staged an 
i nstant symposium of experts on ethnicity and urban violence ; and 
screenings of the film (especial ly in urban theaters) took on the charac
ter of festivals, with audiences in New York, London, Chicago, and 
Los Angeles shouting out their approval to the screen and to ·each 
other. 

The film elicited disapproval from critics and viewers as well. It 
was denounced as an incitement to violence and even as an act of 
violence by viewers who regarded its representations of ghetto charac
ters as demeaning. 28 The film moved from the familiar commercial  
public sphere of "culture consumption" into the sphere of publ ic art, 
the arena of the "culture-debating" public, a shift signaled most dra
matical ly by its exclusion from the "Best Picture" category of the 
Academy Awards . As the film's early reception subsides into the cul
tural history of the late eighties in the United States, we may now be in 
a position to assess its significance as something more than a "public 
sensation" or "popular phenomenon." Do the Right Thing is rapidly 
establishing itself not only as a work of public art (a "monumental 
achievement" in the trade l ingo) ,  but as a film about public art.29 The 
film tel ls a story of multiple ethnic publ ic spheres, the violence that 
circulates among and within these partial publics, and the tendency 
of this violence to fixate itself on specific images-symbolic objects, 
fetishes, and public icons or idols. 

28 . Murray Kempton's review (New York Review of Books, 28 September 
1 9 89 ) ,  pp. 37-3 8 ,  is perhaps the most hysterically abusive of the hostile 
reviews. Kempton condemns Spike Lee as a "hack" who is ignorant of 
African-American history and guilty of " a  low opinion of his own people" 
(p .  3 7) . His judgment of Mookie, the character played by Spike Lee in the 
film, is even more vitriolic: Mookie "is not j ust an inferior specimen of a 
great race but beneath the decent minimum for humankind itself" (p .  37) .  

29.  O n e  of the interesting developments in  the later reception of Do the 
Right Thing has been its rapid canonization as Spike Lee's "masterpiece." 
Critics who trashed the film in 1 989 now use it  as an example of his best, 
most a uthentic work in order to trash his later films ( most notably Malcolm 
X) by contrast. 
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73 . Sal's  "Wall of fame" in Spike Lee's Do the R ight Thing. 

The specific public image at the center of the violence in Do the 
Righl Thing is a collection of photographs, an array of signed publ ic
ity photos of Italian-American stars in sports, movies, and popular 
music framed and hung up on the "Wall of Fame" in Sal's Famous 
Pizzeria at the corner of Stuyvesant and Lexington Avenues in Brook
lyn (figure 73 ) .  A young bespectacled man named "Buggin' Out" (who 
is the closest thing to a "political activist" to be found in this film) 
challenges this arrangement, asking Sal why no pictures of black 
Americans are on the wall (figure 74 ) .  Sal's response is an appeal to 
the rights of private property : "You want brothers up on the Wal l  of 
Fame, you open up your own business, then you can do what you 
wanna do. My pizzeria. American-Italians only up on the wall . "  When 
Buggin' Out persists, arguing that blacks should have some say about 
the Wall since their money keeps the pizzeria in business, Sal reaches 
for a baseball bat, a publicly recognizable emblem of both the Ameri
can way of life and of recent white-on-black violence. Mookie, Sal's 
black delivery boy (played by Spike Lee) defuses the situation by hus-
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74. Buggin' Out looks up at the Wal l of fame. 

tling Buggin '  Out out of the pizzeria .  In retaliation, Buggin' Out tries, 
quite unsuccessfully, to organize a neighborhood boycott and the con
flict between the black public and the private white-owned business 
simmers on the back burner throughout the hot summer day. Smiley, 
a stammering, semi-articulate black man who sells copies of a unique 
photograph showing Martin Luther King and Malcolm X together, 
tries to sell his photos to Sal (who seems ready to be accommodating) 
but is driven off by Sal 's son Pino . Sal is assaulted by another form 
of "public art" when Radio Raheem enters the pizzeria with his boom 
box blasting out Public Enemy's rap song, "Fight the Power." Finally, 
at closing time, Radio Raheem and Buggin' Out re-enter Sal's, radio 
blasting, to demand once again that some black people go up on the 
Wall of Fame. Sal smashes the radio with his baseball bat, Raheem 
pulls Sal over the counter and begins to choke him. In the riot that 
follows, the police kil l Radio Raheem and depart with his body, leav
ing Sal and his sons to face a neighborhood uprising. Mookie throws 
a garbage can through the window of the pizzeria, and the mob loots 
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ruins and pins h is photograph o f  K i ng and  M a lcol 1 1 1  ( f i gure  7� ) I t •  
the smoldering Wall o f  Fame. 

Sal 's Wall of Fame exempl ifies the central contradict ions of p u h l h  
art. I t  i s  located in  a place that may be  described, wi th  equa l  lorn· , 
as a pub lic accommodation and a private business. Like the c l a s�h 
liberal publ ic sphere, it rests on a foundation of private propnt y 
which comes into the open when its publ ic inclusiveness is challengnl . 
Sal 's repeated refrain throughout the film to express both his opennes� 
and hospitality to the public and his "right" to reign as a despot in 
his "own place" is a simple definition of what his "place" is : "Th i s  
i s  America . "  As "art," Sa l ' s  wal l  stands on the threshold between tlw 
aesthetic and the rhetorical ,  functioning simultaneously as ornament 
and as propaganda, both a private collection and a publ ic statement . 
The content of the statement occupies a similar threshold, the hyphl·n · 
ated space designated by "Italian-American," a hybrid of particu lar 
ethnic identification and general publ ic identity. The Wal l  is importan t  
to  Sa l  not j ust because it displays famous Italians but  because they 
are famous Americans (Sinatra, DiMaggio, Liza Minelli , Mario 
Cuomo) who have made it possible for Ital ians to think of themselves 
as Americans, full-fledged members of the general public sphere. TIH· 
Wall is important to Buggin'  Out because it signifies exclusion from 
the public sphere. Th is may seem odd, since the neighborhood is filled 
with public representations of African American heroes on every side : 
a huge bi l lboard of Mike Tyson looms over Sal 's pizzeria ; children's 
art ornaments the sidewalks and graffiti streaks subversive messages 
like "Tawana told the truth" on the walls ;  Magic Johnson T-shirts, 
Air Jordan sneakers, and a variety of jewelry and exotic hairdos make 
the characters l ike walking bil lboards for "Black pride" ;  and the 
sound-world of the film is suffused with a musical "Wall of Fame," 
a veritable anthology of great jazz, blues, and popular music emanat
ing from Mister Senor Love Daddy's storefront radio station ,  just two 
doors away from Sal 's .  

Why aren't these tokens of black self-respect enough for Buggin' 
Out ? The answer, I think, is that they are only tokens of self-respect, 
of black pride, and what Buggin' Out wants is the respect of whites, 
the acknowledgment that African-Americans are hyphenated Ameri
cans too, j ust like Italians.30 The public spaces accessible to blacks in 
the film are only public and that only in the special way that the 

30. I am indebted to Joel Snyder for suggesting this distinction between 
self-respect and acknowledgment. 
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o, p h c rc o f  u l l l l l l l l ' I L I . d I n d u s t r i a l  publ icity (a sphere which includes, of 
L o u rse, movirs t h r m sc l ves )  is available to b lacks . They are, like the 
pu blic spaces in which black athletes and entertainers appear, rarely 
owned by blacks themselves ; they are reminders that black public 
f i gures are by and large the "property" of a white-owned corpora
t ion-whether a profess ional sports franchise, a recording company, 
or a film distributor. The public spaces in which blacks achieve promi
nence are thus only sites of publicity or of marginalized arts of resis
t ance, the disfiguring of public spaces epitomized by graffiti , not of a 
genuine public sphere they may enter as equal citizens .  The spaces of 
publicity, despite their glamour and magnitude, are not as important 
as the humble l ittle piece of "real America" that is Sal's Pizzeria ,  the 
semiprivate, semipublic white-owned space, the threshold space that 
supports genuine membership in the American public sphere. The one 
piece of public art "proper" that appears in the film is an allegorical 
mural across the street from Sal's, and it is conspicuously margin
alized ; the camera never l ingers on it long enough to al low decipher
ment of i ts complex images . The mural is a kind of archaic residue 
of a past moment in the black struggle for equal ity, when "Black 
Pride" was enough . In Do the Right Thing the blacks have plenty of 
pride ; what they want, and cannot get, is the acknowledgment and 
respect of whites . 

The film is not suggesting, however, that integrating the Wall of 
Fame would solve the problem of racism, or allow African Americans 
to enter the public sphere as fu ll-fledged Americans . Probably the 
most fundamental contradiction the film suggests about the whole 
issue of public art is its simultaneous trivial ity and monumentality. 
The Wall of Fame is, in a precise sense, the "cause" of the major 
violence in the narrative, and yet it is also merely a token or symptom. 
Buggin' Out's boycott fails to draw any support from the neighbor
hood, which generally regards his plan as a meaningless gesture. The 
racial integration of the public symbol, as of the public accommoda
tion, is merely a token of public acceptance. Real participation in the 
public sphere involves more than tokenism: i t  involves ful l  economic 
participation. As long as blacks do not own private property in this 
society, they remain in something like the status of public art, mere 
ornaments to (or disfigurations of) the public place, entertaining stat
ues and abstract caricatures rather than full human beings. 

Spike Lee has been accused by some critics of racism for pro
jecting a world of b lack stereotypes in his film: Tina, the tough, foul
mouthed sexy ghetto babe; Radio Raheem, the sullen menace with 
his ghetto blaster; "Da Mayor," the neighborhood wino; "Mother 
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Sister," the domineering, disappro v i n g  m a t r i a rd1  w h o  s i h  1 1 1  h l' l' w 1 1 1  
dow all day posed like Whistler's mother. l .ec even casts  h i tmd t  · "  , ,  

type, a streetwise, lazy, treacherous hustler who hoards his motwy , 
neglects his child, and betrays his employer by setting off the moh t o  
destroy the pizzeria .  But it is  not enough to  call these stereot y p!'s 
"unrealistic" ; they are, from another point of view, h ighly real i s t h 
representations of the public images of blacks, the caricatures impost·d 
on them and (sometimes) acted out by them. Ruby Dee and Osst !' 
Davis, whom Lee cast as the Matriarch and the Wino, have a lon�-t 
history of participation in the film proliferation of these images, and 
Dee's comment on the role of black elders is quite self-conscious about  
this  h istory : "When you get old in this country, you become a sta tu!' ,  
a monument. And what happens to statues ? Birds sh i t  on them . 
There's got to be more to l i fe for an elder than that. "3 1 The film 
suggests that there's got be more to l ife for the younger generation as 
wel l ,  which seems equally in danger of settl ing into a new image 
repertoire of stereotypes . It is as i f  the film wanted to cast its charac
ters as publicity images with human beings imprisoned inside them,  
struggl ing to break out  of their shells to  truly participate in  the publil 
space where they are displayed. 

This "breaking out" of the public image is what the film drama
tizes and what constitutes the violence that pervades it. Much of th is 
violence is merely trivial or irritating, involving the tokens of public 
display, as when an Irish yuppie homesteader (complete with Larry 
Bird t-shirt) steps on Buggin' Out's Air Jordans; some is erotic, as in 
Tina's dance as a female boxer, which opens the film; some is subtle 
and poetic, as in the scene when Radio Raheem breaks out of his 
sullen silence, turns off his blaster, and does a rap directly addressed 
to the camera, punctuating his lines with punches, his fists clad in 
massive gold rings that are inscribed with the words "Love" and 
"Hate ."  Negative reactions to the film tend to obsessively focus on 
the destruction of the pizzeria, as if the violence against property 
were the only "real" violence in the film. Radio Raheem's murder is 
regularly passed over as a mere l ink in the narrative chain that leads 
to the cl imactic spectacle of the burning pizzeria .  Spike Lee has also 
been criticized for showing this spectacle at al l ;  the film has routinely 
been denounced as an incitement to violence or at least a defense of 
rioting against white property as an act of justifiable violence in the 
black community. Commentators have complained that the riot is 

3 1 .  Quoted in Spike Lee and Lisa Jones, Do the Right Thing: A Spike 
Lee Joint (New York : Simon and Schuster, 1 989 ) ,  caption to pl .  30 .  
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t t l � u ff i�: i t·n t l y  nwt t v . l l n l ,  or t h a t  i t  i s  just there for the spectacle, o r  to 
prove a thesis .  1 1  I n  particular, Spike Lee has  been criticized for 
a l lowing Mookie's character to "break out" of its passive, evasive, 
uncommitted stance at the crucial  moment, when he throws the gar
bage can through the window. 

Mookie's act dramatizes the whole issue of violence and public 
art by staging an act of vandalism against a public symbol and spe
�: ifically by smashing the plate glass window that marks the boundary 
between public and private property, the street and the commercial 
interest. Most of the negative commentary on the film has construed 
this action as a political statement, a call by Spike Lee to advance 
African-American interests by trashing white-owned businesses . Lee 
risks this misinterpretation, of course, in the very act of staging this 
spectacle for potential monumentalization as a public statement, a 
clearly legible image readable by al l  potential publics as a threat or 
model for imitation. That this event has emerged as the focus of 
principal controversy suggests that it is not so legible, not so transpar
ent as it might have seemed. Spike Lee's motives as writer and direc
tor-whether to make a political statement, give the audience the 
spectacle it wants, or fulfi l l  a narrative design-are far from clear. 
And Mookie's motivation as a character is equally problematic: at 
the very least, his action seems subject to multiple private determina
tions-anger at Sal, frustration at his dead-end job, rage at Radio 
Raheem's murder-that have no political or "public" content. At the 
most intimate level, Mookie's act hints at the anxieties about sexual 
violence that we have seen encoded in other public monuments. Sal 

32. Terrence Rafferty ("Open and Shut," review of Do the Right Thing, 
in The New Yorker, 24 July 1989 )  makes al l  three complaints. Rafferty 
( 1 )  reduces the film to a thesis about "the inevitabil ity of race conflict in 
America" ;  (2)  suggests that the violent ending comes only from "Lee's sense, 
as a filmmaker, that he needs a conflagration at the end";  and (3 )  compares 
Lee's film unfavorably to Martin Scorsese's Mean Streets and Taxi Driver, 
where "the final bursts of violence are generated entirely from within ." What 
Rafferty fai ls to consider is ( 1) that the film explicitly articulates theses that 
arc diametrical ly opposed to his reductive reading (most notably, Love 
Daddy's concluding call "My People, My People," for peace and harmony, 
a speech filled with echoes of Zora Neale Hurston's autobiography) ; (2) that 
the final conflagration might be del iberately staged-as is  so much of the 
film-as a stagey, theatrical event to foreground a certain requirement of the 
medium; (3) that the psychological conventions of Italian-American neoreal
ism with their "inner" motivations for violence are among the issues under 
examination in Do the R ight Thing. 
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has, i n  Mookic ' s  v i ew,  a t t e m pt ed to �l'd u cl' h i s  s t s t n, j a d l' ( w h o 1 1 1  w 1 ·  
have seen in a nearly i n cestu ous rel a t ion  to Mook i e  i n  t h l' opt ' l l l l l l �  
scene) ,  and Mookie has  warned h is  sister never  to en t e r  t h l' p i l.l.l ' ll . t 
again (this dialogue staged in front of the pizzeria ' s  brick w a l l ,  spr; 1 y  
painted with the graffiti message, "Tawana told the Truth ,"  a n  L'Vot ; l  
tion of another indecipherable case of highly publicized sex ua l v io  
lence ) .  Mookie's private anxieties about h i s  manhood ("Be a m a 1 1 ,  

Mookie !"  i s  his girl friend Tina's hectoring refrain) are deeply i n  
scribed i n  his public act o f  violence against the public symbol o f  w h i t t· 
domination. 

But private, psychological explanations are far from exhaust ing 
the meaning of Mookie's act .  An equal ly compelling account would 
regard the smashing of the window as an ethical intervention . At thl' 
moment of Mookie 's decision the mob is wavering between attacking 
the pizzeria and assaulting its Italian American owners. Mookie's act 
directs the violence away from persons and toward property, the only 
choice available in that moment. One could say that Mookie "dm·s 
the right thing," saving human lives by sacrificing property.33 Mos t 
fundamentally, however, we have to say that Spike Lee himself "docs 
the right thing" in this moment by breaking the i l lusion of cinematic 
realism and intervening as the director of his own work of public art, 
taking personal responsibility for the decision to portray and perform 
a public act of violence against private property. This choice breaks 
the film loose from the narrative justification of violence, its legitima
tion by a law of cause and effect or political justice, and displays it 
as a pure effect of this work of  art in this moment and place. The act 
makes perfect sense as a piece of Brechtean theater, giving the audi
ence what i t  wants with one hand and taking it back with the other. 

We may call Do the Right Thing a piece of "violent public art," 
then, in all the relevant senses-as a representation, an act, and a 
weapon of violence. But it is a work of intelligent violence, to echo 
the words of Malcolm X that conclude the film. It does not repudiate 

33 .  This interpretation was first suggested to me by Arnold Davidson, 
who heard i t  from David Welberry of  the Phi losophy Department at Stanford 
University. It received independent confirmation from audiences to this paper 
at Harvard, California Institute of the Arts, Williams College, University of 
Southern California, UCLA, Pasadena Art Center, the University of  Chicago's 
American Studies Workshop, the Chicago Art History Colloquium, and 
Sculpture Chicago's conference on "Art in Public Places . "  I wish to thank the 
participants in these discussions for their many provocative questions and 
suggestions. 
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t h e a l t n n O i t l v l ·  o f  n o n v i o l ence a rt i cu la ted by Martin Luther King in  
t h e f i l m 's other  l' p i graph ( th i s  is ,  after a l l ,  a film, a symbolic and not 
a " real" act of  v iolence) ; it resituates both violence and nonviolence 
as strategies within a struggle that is simply an ineradicable fact of 
American public life. The film may be suffused in violence, but unlike 
the "Black Rambo" films that find such ready acceptance with the 
American public, it takes the trouble to differentiate this violence with 
ethically and aesthetical ly precise images. The film exerts a violence 
on its viewers, badgering us to "fight the power" and "do the right 
thing," but it never underestimates the difficul ty of rightly locating the 
power to be fought or the right strategy for fighting it. A prefabricated 
propaganda image of political or ethical correctness, a public monu
ment to "legitimate violence" is exactly what the film refuses to be. 
It is, rather, a monument of resistance, of "intell igent violence," a 
ready-made assemblage of images that reconfigures a local space
literally, the space of the b lack ghetto, figuratively, the space of public 
images of race in the American public sphere. Like the Goddess of 
Democracy in  Tiananmen Square, the film confronts the disfigured 
public image of legitimate power, holding out the torch of l iberty with 
two hands, one inscribed with Hate, the other with Love. 

We may now be in a position to measure the gap between the 
tragic events of spring 1 9 8 9  in China and the impact of a Hollywood 
film that j ust happened to be released at the same moment. The gap 
between the two events, and the images that brought them into focus 
for mass audiences, may seem too great for measurement. But it is 
precisely the distance between the monumental and the trivial, be
tween violence in the "other country" and our own, that needs to be 
assessed if we are to construct a picture, much less a theory, of the 
circulation of visual culture in our time. The Goddess of Democracy 
imaged a short-lived utopian and revolutionary monument that seems 
to grow in stature as it recedes in memory. It brought briefly into 
focus the possible emergence of a democratic, civil society in a culture 
and political order that has endured the violence of state repression 
for centuries . Do the Right Thing deploys its utopian, revolutionary 
rhetoric on a much smaller stage (a street in Brooklyn) ,  and its chal
lenge to established power is much more problematic and equivocal .  
I f  the Goddess claimed to symbolize the aspirations of a majority, an 
all-inclusive publ ic  sphere, Spike Lee's film articulates the desperation 
of a minority, a partial public, calling on the majority to open the 
doors to the public sphere promised by its official rhetoric. The vio
lence in Do the Right Thing may be local, symbolic, even "fictional" 
in contrast to the Tiananmen Square massacre, but it refers unequivo-
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cally to the widespread , u nr e l e n t i ng, and very  rea l  v io lc l lcc a ga 1 m 1 
African Americans in the United States, bot h the  d i rect p h y s i l· a l  v u •  
lence o f  police repression instantiated b y  Radio Raheem ' s  mu rd n a l l d  
the long-term economic violence perpetrated by the w h i te majont y .  

Perhaps the most obvious contrast between the Goddess a l l d  / Ju 
the Right Thing is the sense (doubtless inaccurate)14 that the formt' l  
is an image of revolutionary "purity," the latter a highly impure im 
age-repertoire of compromises, trade-offs, and sell-outs. The h a rslw�l 
criticism that has been made of Spike Lee is the claim that he is merdy 
another "corporate populist," franchising his own celebrity as a s t a r  
and director, trading in h i s  progressive principles for advertising co i l  
tracts with the Nike Corporation.35 The advantage of this ad ho1111 
nem attack is that it saves a lot of time : one needn't actually look at 
Do the Right Thing (or at Spike Lee's witty, ironic commercials for 
Nike) ,  because one already knows that he is a capitalist. 

On the other hand, if one is willing to grant that corporate capi t a l  
constitutes the actual, existing conditions for making movies with a l l y  
chance of public circulation, then one actually has  to look at the work 
and assess its value.36 Do the Right Thing makes abundant sense as 

34. The "purity" of the Goddess of Democracy is surely compromised by 
the mixture of sources and motives that went into its production and effect .  
As Wu Hung notes, " i t  was not a copy" o f  the Statue o f  Liberty, and yet i t  
"owed its form and concept" to  "other existing monuments"-most notably 
the image of "a healthy young woman," specifical ly "a female student"-to 
stand for a new concept of the public sphere ( "Tiananmen Square: A Political 
History of Monuments," p. 1 1 0 ) .  The students' motives, moreover, ranged 
from revolutionary idealism to "mere" reform of government corruption and 
the hope for opportunities in more open exchanges with capitalist economies. 
Some observers, no doubt, saw the statue as an appeal to the true spirit of 
Maoism beneath the disfigured portrait. 

35. This charge is made by Jerome Christensen in "Spike Lee, Corporate 
Popul ist," Critical Inquiry 1 7 : 3  (Spring 1 9 9 1 ) :  582-95.  A more detailed 
rejoinder is provided in my "Seeing Do the Right Thing," in the same issue, 
pp. 5 96-608 . 

36 .  One of the more astonishing claims of Christensen's essay is its treat
ment of Lee's filmmaking as "the most advanced expression of the emergent 
genre of corporate art" (p. 589 ) ,  a development in which "films . . .  are 
rapidly being transformed into moving bi l lboards for corporate advertising" 
(p. 590) .  This "emergence" and "transformation" will be news to film histori
ans who have traced the l inks between corporate advertising and filmmaking 
to the earliest days of the industry. See Miriam Hansen on the commodifica
tion of the teddy bear in early cinema in her "Adventures of Goldilocks : 
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. 1  f i l m  al)()llf l m por.l l ! ' po p u l i s m, a �.:ritique of the effects of �.:apital in 

. 1  mu l ti -e thn i�.:  A mer i c a n  community. The film shows what it is like 
lo l ive in a com m un i t y where no utopian public image or monument 
1 s  available to symbolize collective aspirations, a community where 
pnsonal identity is largely constituted by commodity fetishism-from 
Air Jordan sneakers to Magic Johnson jerseys to designer jewelry and 
elephantine boom boxes. 

The meaning of these fetishes, however, is not confused with the 
labeling of them as fetishistic. They are treated critically, with i rony, 
but without the generalized contempt and condescension generally 
afforded to "mere" fetishes. Radio Raheem's blaster is as important 
to him as Sal's pizzeria (and the Wall of Fame) is to him. Both are 
commercial objects and vehicles for the propagation of public state
ments about personal identity. Even the image in the film that comes 
closest to being a sacred, public totem, the photograph of King and 
Malcolm X shaking hands, has been turned by Smiley into a commod
ity. The affixing of this image, with all of its connotations of love and 
hate, violence and nonviolence, to the smoldering remains of the Wall 
of Fame, i s  the closest the film comes to the sort of apotheosis achieved 
by the Goddess of Democracy as she faced the disfigured portrait 
of Mao. 

If Do the Right Thing has a moral for those who wish to continue 
the tradition of public art and public sculpture as a utopian venture, 
a "daring to dream" of a more humane and comprehensive public 
sphere, it is probably in  the opening lines of the film, uttered by the 
ubiquitous voice of Love Daddy: "Wake up !"  Public art has always 
dared to dream, projecting fantasies of a monolithic, uniform, pacified 
public sphere, a realm beyond capitalism and outside history. What 
seems called for now, and what many contemporary artists wish to 
provide, is a critical public art that is  frank about the contradictions 
and violence encoded in its own situation, one that dares to awaken 
a public sphere of resistance, struggle, and dialogue. Exactly how 
to negotiate the border between struggle and dialogue, between the 
argument of force and the force of argument, is an open question, as 
open as the two hands of the Goddess of Democracy or the two faces 
of revolution in Smiley's photograph .  

Spectatorship, Consumerism, and Public Life," Camera Obscura 22 ( January 
1 990) : 5 1-7 1 ,  and Jane Gaines, Contested Culture: The Image, the Voice, 
and the Law (Chapel Hil l ,  NC:  University of North Carolina, 1 99 1 ) , espe
cially her analysis of commodity "tie-ups"-"the consumer goods and ser
vices that have been l inked with the release of motion pictures" (p. xiii ) .  
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Violence as a way of achiev ing rac ia l  jus 
tice i s  both  impractical  and i m mora l .  I t  
i s  i m practical beca use i t  is  a desn�nding 
spira l  ending in  destruct ion for  a l l .  The 
old law of  an ere for  an eye leaves  every
body b l ind . I t  i s i m moral becau se i t  
seeks to h u m i l i ate the opponent rather 
than win his u nderstanding;  i t  seeks to 
ann ih i la te rather than to convert .  Vio
knce i s  i mmoral  beca use i t  thrives on ha
tred rather than love. I t  destroys com m u 
n i t y  and makes brotherhood impossible. 
It  leaves society i n mono logue rather 
than dialogue . V io l ence ends by de
feat ing itself .  I t  creates b i tterness i n  the 
su rv ivors and brutality in  the destroyers. 
! Martin Luther King, J r . ,  "Where Do 
We Go from Here ? "  Stride toward free
dom: The Montgomery Story ( New 
York : 1 958 ) ,  p. 2 1 3 I 

I th ink  there arc plenty of good people 
in  A merica, hu t there a rc also p lenty of 
bad peop le in  Amt•rica and the bad ones 
arc the ones who seem to have all the 
power and be i n  these positions to block 
th ings that you a nd I need. Beca use this  
i s  the situation, you a nd 1 have to p re
serve the right to do what  is necessa ry 
to bring an end to that s ituat ion , and it 
docsn 't mean that I advocate violence, 

but  at the same t ime l am not aga i nst us
ing violence i n  se l f-defense . I don't  even 
cal l  i t violence when i t 's sel f-defense, I 
cal l  it i ntel l igence . ! Ma lcol m  X, "Com
munication and Rea l ity , " Malcolm X: 
The Man and His Times, ed i ted by joh n  
Henri k  Clarke ( New York, 1 969 } ,  
p. 3 1 3 1 
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l h i r t e e n  
r ROM CN N TO Jflf 

I am old enough to remember a time when going to the movies 
meant going to see the newsreels too. Perhaps that is why the j uxta
position of CNN and ]FK makes so much sense to me. I've never 
been able to get over the idea that the news is just another kind of 

movie, and vice versa. That ]FK is, at least in part, a movie about 
television news and that CNN's coverage of the 1 99 1  war in the 
Persian Gulf was filled with echoes of war movies also makes the 
linkage feel appropriate. But CNN and JFK belong together in a his
torical proximity as well ,  as the framing media events of a very strange 
year in American cultural history. 1 99 1  began, for American specta
tors, with the most heavily publ icized war in American history and 
ended with a cinematic re-enactment of the Kennedy assassination, 
the most highly publ icized event in what J F K represents as a secret war 
for control of America's national destiny. Between CNN's Operation 
Desert Storm and JFK's "Operation Mongoose" fal l  the media shad
ows of what are now called America's "Culture Wars ."  These are the 
ongoing battles for the ideological soul of America played out in the 
convergence of television news and melodrama. Pitched battles of 
the sexes and races were staged with unprecedented intensity in such 
media "events" as the Clarence Thomas/ Anita Hill hearings and the 
David Duke campaign. Conspiracy theories detailed the infiltration 
of American higher education by "politically correct" mil itants and 
lamented the takeover of the art world by feminists, homosexuals, 
and ethnic minorities. In short, for Americans who watch television 
news, 1 99 1  was a year of war and publicity-not just the publicizing 
or representing of war, but the waging of war by means of publicity 
and representation. Oliver Stone's ]FK is the perfect cinematic coda 
to such a year. 

I don't wish to dwell here on the numerous and obvious differ
ences between movies and television news, though this is a subject of 
considerable interest, or to rehearse the well-documented ways in 
which American television was "censored" and manipulated by the 
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76. "Ground Zero" :  Television image transmitted from the nose of a "Smart 
Bomb," photograph by Nadine L. McGann from CNN's Operation Desert Storm. 

military or "distorted the truth" about the Persian Gulf War. 1 I want 
instead to compare two melodramatic scenarios that captured the 
imagination of American spectators in 199 1 and to analyze the impact 
of these representations on public discourse. The Kennedy assassina
tion and Operation Desert Storm are both widely perceived as major 
turning points in American history, the one signaling the beginning 
of the Vietnam era, the other marking the transition between the end 
of the Cold War and the unveiling of George Bush's "New World 

1. For an excellent account of bias in American television coverage of this 
event, see William Hoynes, "War as Video Game: Media, Activism, and the 
Gulf War," in Collateral Damage, edited by Cynthia Peters (Boston: South 
End Press, 1 992),  pp. 305-26. For a critique of the basic opposition between 
"impartiality" and "bias" as the relevant terms for the analysis of television 
news, see Ian Connell, "Television News and the Social Contract," Screen 
20: 1 .  Connell rejects, as I do, the "conspiracy theory" of television news 
coverage in favor of an ideological analysis that stresses the collaboration 
between popular mythology, vested interests, and journalistic professionalism. 
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77. Dallas, November 
24, 1 963 , p hotograph by 
Bob Jackson of the assas
sination of Lee Harvey 
Oswald by Jack Ruby. 

Order. " Both events were also turning points in the history of Ameri
can television, with each reaching unprecedented numbers of viewers. 
CNN's public relations office estimated that one billion people in one 
hundred and eight nations watched their coverage of the Gulf War.2 
The Kennedy assassination drew transfixed viewers into an instant 
international community of shock and mourning, while Operation 
Desert Storm elicited responses of horror, anxiety, and fascination at 
the spectacle of a war that combined the l atest in high-tech electronic 
communications and weaponry. Appropriately emblematic for the 
convergence of war, representation, and the public spectacle are the 
famous image-sequences transmitted from the noses of the smart 
bombs descending on their targets (figure 76 ) ,  taking a dazzled Ameri
can public directly into the heart of mass destruction. The correspond
ing moment in the television reportage of the Kennedy assassination 
would be, I suppose, the moment when Jack Ruby shot Lee Harvey 
Oswald during a l ive television broadcast (figure 77) .  

These two images typify many of the differences between CNN's 
Desert Storm and Stone's JFK, purely at the level of representational 

2. Major General Perry Smith, How CNN Fought the War (New York: 
Birch Lane Press, 1 9 9 1 ) ,  p. xi .  
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78. JFK frame enlargement of surgeon's finger in wound. 

style. The Desert Storm image is abstract, l ike a display in a video 
game. It represents a war of aerial reconnaissance and electronic map
ping, one in which bodies (except for the endangered bodies of heroic 
media personalities) rarely appear. The Oswald image is bodily, vis
ceral ,  and intimate; its endangerment was real ized in the instanta
neous transmission of a close-up pistol shot to the gut. It is a perfect 
piece of raw material for a film that relentlessly explores the human 
body and assaults the body of the spectator. Stone's aim is not so 
much to make us see as to feel the physical reality of Kennedy's skull 
being shattered by rifle fire. We are even forced to watch the Presi
dent's autopsy, including the spilling of his brains from the skull 
cavity and the insertion of a surgeon's finger into an open wound 
(figure 78 ) .  

Now one might object that these are simply differences in  the 
objective content of two drastically different historical events, the 
assassination of a single individual and the waging of a massive mili
tary campaign. To this I can only reply that it would have been possi-
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79.  Trang Bang, june 1 972 , photograph by Nick Ut. Associated Press photo. API 
Wide World Photos. 

ble to represent both these events in very different ways. The Kennedy 
assassination can be (and has been) represented as a remote, abstract 
event whose physical reality can never be recaptured, a product of 
forces that will remain forever invisible and untouchable, even un
knowable and insignificant. Mass warfare can be (and has been) repre
sented in immediate and palpable ways on both film and television. 
Oliver Stone's Platoon, for instance, is notorious for the way it con
veys the physical reality of combat. In this respect it is in keeping with 
what might be thought of as the dominant style of Vietnam's televi
sion representation. Vietnam was, above all, represented as a war 
about the human body. To remember Vietnam is to remember the 
television coverage of body counts and innumerable flag-draped cas
kets, of massacres, atrocities, and mass burials, and of singular images 
like the naked Vietnamese girl with her flesh aflame with napalm 
(figure 79) and the dismembered American soldiers returning home. 
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The abs t ract i m age p ro v i ded for  t e l l' v t � t o l l  h y  t h l' rl' t l l o l l ' ,  roho l l •  
sensors of a "smart bomb ,"  then , i s  n o t  j u s t  a n  acci den t a l  k a t url' , , f 
the way this war was fought, but a crucial e l ement i n  i t s  ovrra l l  
narrative construction. A major obj ective in the presentation o f  t hl' 
Persian Gulf War to the American publ ic was the erasu re of the h u  
man body from the picture. General Schwarzkopf announced at  t'l w  
very outset that there would b e  n o  "body counts" o r  "body bags" 
in th is war. Instead, we had the euphemism of "human remai ns  
pouches" and the strict refusal to enumerate casualties, especia l l y  
Iraqi casualties, which t o  this very day have received no  official esti 
mate from the Pentagon. The closest thing to a "crisis" in the publ ic  
acceptance of Operation Desert Storm occurred when CNN's Peter 
Arnett broke the rule against showing bodies, transmitting images of 
Iraqi civi l ians killed by one of our "smart" bombs. Senator Simpson 
of Wyoming promptly labeled Arnett an Iraqi "sympathizer," and 
NBC mi litary analyst Harry Summer suggested that he might be gui lty 
of treason:' Mil itary and political leaders were instantly dispatched 
to the major television talk shows to provide spin control with euphe
misms about "col lateral damage" and (in the case of the late Senator 
Tower) outright denial that the bodies even existed. Even the "veiled" 
representation of our own war dead was prohibited in this war. Media 
coverage of mil i tary funerals or the unloading of flagdraped caskets 
was strictly censored. This was a war without bodies or tears for the 
American publ ic, but one fil led, at the same time, with a sense of 
danger, paranoia, and spectacular violence.4 

The reasons for the censorship on representations of the body are 
not difficult  to grasp .  Schwarzkopf rejected the body count on aes
thetic grounds, as a tasteless, ghoulish, and demoralizing way of keep
ing score. But the more fundamental reason was to construct Opera
tion Desert Storm as at once the antithesis and antidote to Vietnam. 
It  i s  common mil i tary wisdom that the Vietnam War was lost because 
i t  lost the support of the American public . And the loss of publ ic 
support is generally traced to the media coverage of the war. Vietnam 
is sometimes called the first "television war" : it brought home to 
the American public harrowing images of mutilated human bodies in 

3 .  See Smith ,  How CNN Fought the War, p .  32. The criticism even ex
tended to Ted Turner, who was quickly labeled "Baghdad Ted," an appro
priate consort for his new girlfriend, " Hanoi Jane." 

4. The other moment when CNN received negative responses from its 
viewers was when it showed the press conferences of captured U.S .  pi lots, 
who had their faces covered with bruises from being beaten. 
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ovcr w h c l l l l l l l g  l l t i i i i i H" I  � .  ( : N N  a n d  the American media i n  general  
co l la bo ra ted  f u l l y  1 1 1  t he p ro j ect of evoking while erasing all reminders 
of Vietnam by e l iminating, as completely as possible, all traces of the 
human body. This control of the representation of the war was j ust 
as crucial to its "success" as control of the battlefield. Vietnam had 
shown us that American wars are won or lost on the home front, so 
the war of publicity was given at least as much attention as the mil i 
tary operation itself. 

A more comprehensive account of this publ ic relations war would  
take note, not  on ly  of i t s  negative work-the erasure or "unwriting" 
of the Vietnam scenario-but also its attempt to provide a positive 
alternative story line. The main source of images and narrative materi
als for this positive construction was the American mythology of 
World War I I ,  preserved in  newsreels, photos, and (of course) the 
movies, from (say) The Desert Fox to Patton. The media heroes of 
the Gulf War were the war correspondents in Baghdad with their 
code of fearless professionalism and their rumpled Banana Republic 
clothing (Doonesbury missed a wonderful opportunity to dispatch 
Roland Hedley to the scene) . Robert Wiener, the executive producer 
of CNN Baghdad, makes it clear in  his memoir that the Gulf War 
was both a financial bonanza for CNN and a career-making opportu
nity for ambitious journalists.5 CNN's video summary of Operation 
Desert Storm is "dedicated," not to those who fought in the war, but 
"to the brave men and women of CNN."  Hunter Thompson praises 
Wiener as "a hero and living monument to the balls and best instincts 
of our trade."  Wiener, unsurprisingly, never utters a critical word 
about the policy that led the United States into this war and never 
questions the assumption that his position at "ground zero" amounts 
to transparent access to the truth about the war.6 The only moment 
of skepticism about CNN Baghdad's access to "history as it happens" 
is expressed in  a joke by Wiener's cameraman, Mark Biello, who 
characterizes the CNN team as "first to go, last to know."7 

Operation Desert Storm was thus a kind of utopian replay of 

5 .  Robert Wiener, Live from Baghdad: Gathering News at Ground Zero 
( New York : Doubleday, 1 9 92) .  

6 .  Thompson 's words appear in a blurb on t h e  dust j acket of Wiener's 
book. One can only imagine what a "monument to the balls . . .  of our trade" 
would look like. Wiener is, as we might expect, totally contemptuous of the 
"scribblers" (print j ournal ists) who flee the action, and his own prose has the 
feel of a Tom Swift boy's novel,  j azzed up with ample profanity. 

7. Wiener, Live from Baghdad, p .  3 .  
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World War I I ,  fu lfi l l in� a l l  the  fa n t as ies  o f  v t ct o r y  t h ro u gh ovn 
whelming air superiority, reported by hero i c  reinca rnat ions  o f  Fd 
Murrow, pitted against an enemy portrayed as Hi tler reinca rna te , a 
Satanic father of lies threatening the mother of al l battles. I don't  
mean to deny, of course, that Saddam Hussein was (and sti l l  i s )  an 
evil, vicious, and dangerous tyrant. I only want to note that his charac
terization as Hitler, as the Butcher of Baghdad, as a man whose very 
name on American lips elicits echoes of sodomy and sadism, has mon· 
to do with the strategies of a public relations war than it does with 
any political or historical analysis of the real aims and consequences 
of our war in the Middle East. The main function of this caricature 
was reductive and emotional-to simplify the issues to a straightfor
ward moral choice, to whip up war fever and mass hatred against the 
enemy, and to make rational debate and opposition to the war seem 
like an act of treason. 

The "Saddam as Hitler" card was, in short, a very effective 
weapon in the publicity war on the home front, as effective in its use 
of propaganda images as Bush's playing of the race card with the 
"Willie Horton" ads of the 1 988  presidential campaign .  It allowed 
the vast majority of the American public to celebrate without qualms 
the spectacle of mass destruction of unwilling Iraqi conscripts in Ku
wait and of innocent civil ians in Iraq . It al lowed that public to see 
the restoration of an undemocratic ol igarchy in Kuwait as a moral 
act of liberation. Most notably, it has permitted, at least so far, a kind 
of b l issful amnesia about the strange outcome of a World War II 
scenario in which Hitler remains in power, his Gestapo and elite mili
tary units remain intact, and he continues to massacre ethnic minori
ties with in his borders . I t  turns out that "our Hitler" has a new role 
to play now in American foreign policy:  he is a regrettably necessary 
force for stabil ity and order in the region or perhaps a convenient 
scapegoat for any U.S .  president who needs a lot of foreign adventur
ism to bolster his standing in the public opinion polls, a poss ibil ity 
that has not been lost on Bi l l  Clinton. 

There is no use, I think, in wasting energy in moral indignation 
over the cynical exploitation of publ icity in war. The Bush administra
tion did nothing unusual in manipulating the war of representation ; 
what was unusual was how well the job was done, how perfectly the 
media col laborated in the sell ing of a presidential war to a skeptical 
public and the suppressing of every sign of protest. There i s  also no 
use in complaining about CNN's exploitation of the war as the occa
sion for a massive journal istic coup that fixed the eyes of the world 
on the "story" as represented by a single network. CNN did nothing 

4 0 4  



! · 1 1 1 1 1 1  I N �� I t o f l " 

u n u s u a l  i n  1 1 1 a k n rg l h l' w a r  i n to a ratings bonanza. The specific role 
of CNN in t ht· med i a  war was, as their air war consultant, Major 
Ccncral Perry Smith points out, exactly analogous to the Air Force's 
role in the Gulf. After the first few days CNN "achieved total air 
superiority over the networks ." 8  It provided saturation bombing of 
the American publ ic with instant analysis by over sixty mil itary ex
perts and a steady stream of State Department officials . It offered 
"balanced" debates of the issues between far right hawks like John 
Tower and moderate hawks l ike John Mearsheimer and rigorously 
excluded the views of anti-war representatives. CNN's aim was, as 
General Smith puts it, "not j ust to beat the competition but to blow 
it away" (p .  7 ) ,  and it succeeded in every way. General Smith's book 
is cal led "How CNN Fought the War," not how i t  "reported" the 
war. Indeed, this may well be the first time a major American televi 
sion news network has so openly collaborated with the propaganda 
machine of the U.S .  military .  Peter Arnett, it  seems clear in retrospect, 
was mainly useful  in creating the illusion of controversy and immedi
acy and as a symbolic figure in the melodrama of American paranoia 
and endangerment.9 

If Operation Desert Storm showed us how the strategic use of media 
could convert a divided, skeptical, even resistant public into compliant 
spectators to a high-tech massacre, ]FK showed that it is still possible 
for a single movie to administer the equivalent of shock treatment to 
a numbed, overstimulated public that seems to be reaching a satura
tion point in its receptiveness to war melodramas, whether public 
or private, foreign or domestic. This is not to suggest that ]FK has 
accomplished anything remotely approaching the propaganda coup 
achieved by Operation Desert Storm. On the contrary, as propaganda, 
]FK has had very mixed success .  The most discernible immediate ef-

8 .  See General Smith, How CNN Fought the War, p. 6 .  

9 .  CNN's subsequent release of videotape "highlights" of its war coverage 
("Desert Storm," from Turner Home Entertainment), consolidates the work 
of erasure performed by CNN's live coverage . This condensed version elimi
nates almost all trace of protest against the war and contains the whole story 
in a narrative frame constructed around George Bush's career (his historic 
"gamble" in the Gulf) and Saddam Hussein's eye, which is treated, by the 
miracle of video graphics, as the frame for a ninety-second run-through of 
Arab "h istory" and "grievances . "  
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the pol itica l spectrum that th is is a n  e x t re m e l y  h ; td  m o v i l' v t t l ) ',. l l , 
crude, and tasteless as a piece of fi lmmak ing and a l most  t o t a l l y l r.u t d  
ulent a s  a piece o f  historical representation .  Aside fro m th a t , / H' 
seems to be a commercial success, drawing large audiences (cspl'u . d h  
of  young people who have no memory of the assassina t i on ) w i t t  • 
emerge from this film, not simply convinced that Kennedy was k i l lr d  
by the CIA, but engaged i n  arguments, asking questions, somc t i n H''  
even talking to their parents about this event. The film has carved 
out, in short, a t iny and perhaps ephemeral space of public discuss ion ,  
not only about the assassination, but  about the whole meaning o f  t l w  
Kennedy presidency and the  implications of  the widespread belief t iL l !  
Kennedy was killed by a conspiracy hatched in  the U .S .  intelligenn· 
community . 

The narrative work of JFK is rather like that of Desert Storm . I I  

manages to  unwrite one scenario ( the Warren Commission's story o l  
Lee Harvey Oswald "acting alone" for personal, private, and u n  
knowable reasons) and to  pu t  in its place an  alternate script :  that Lel' 
Harvey Oswald was a "patsy" who was set up with an elaborately 
constructed "communist sympathizer" dossier to divert attention 
from the real assassins, who were in the employ of the CIA. Th is 
complex secret narrative is framed and motivated by a larger story : 
that the CIA, the U.S .  intelligence community, and the whole range 
of interests summarized by Eisenhower's "military-industrial com
plex" saw Kennedy as a threat to their increasing dominance over 
America's Cold War economy. In particular, the fear was that Ken
nedy was "soft on communism," that he might withdraw from Viet
nam and strike a deal with Castro and Khrushchev. Although the 
actual conspiracy may have been quite small, involving so-called 
"rogue elements" of the CIA, the conspiracy of consent, of plausible 
deniability, of silence and acquiescence, is virtually endless . It goes all 
the way up to Earl Warren and Lyndon Johnson. It continues to the 
present day in the unbroken wall of secrecy that is permitted to stand 
around the covert activities of the CIA and in the continued coopera
tion of major organs of U.S .  journalism (Time-Life, The Washington 
Post, The New York Times, the major television networks ) in trying 
to put the assassination behind us. 

What exactly is wrong with this narrative ? How is it likely to 
lead a gullible American public astray, and how can it be prevented 
from having this effect ? Four basic kinds of arguments have been 
made against ]FK. The first is ad hominem. It ignores the story and 
discredits the storytel ler. Ol iver Stone is denounced as a power-mad 
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l l " l l y w ood h a m n ,  . 1 , 1 1 1 < 1 < - ,  v 1 dg ; t r l i l m m a k n  w h o  w i l l  s top at n o t h i n g  
1 1 1  l·m· rcc o r  p a n d n  t o  l 1 1 s a u d ience.  (" l  think people  who sel l  sex 
h . l v t· more pr i nci p l c " - C eorge Lardner, Washington Post, 1 9  May 
I ') ') 1 . ) 1 0  J im Garrison, the New Orleans District Attorney whose nar
r . t t i ve is the basis for JFK, is denounced as a mad publicity hound who 
l o s t  his case in court. 1 1  Or the entire cottage industry of assassination 
n·scarch is ridiculed for its fascination with musty trivia, its paranoid 
obsession with unraveling the conspiracy . The second argument might 
he called macrohistorical . I t  disputes the large claims about the forces 
a rrayed against Kennedy, denies that he would have withdrawn from 
Vietnam, and denounces Stone's attempt to revive the Camelot myth, 
with JFK as the fal len prince of peace. This argument rapidly turns 
<1d hominem, getting into nasty stories about Kennedy's mob ties and 
sex l ife .  1 2  Or it takes the high road and declares the assassination a 
historical irrelevancy : "Whether J .F .K.  was kil led by a lone assassin 
or by a conspiracy has as much to do with the subsequent contours 
of American politics as if he had tripped over one of Caroline's dolls 
and broken his neck in the White House nursery" (Alexander 
Cockburn, The Nation, January 6/13 ,  1 992, p.  6 ) .  The third argument 

1 0 .  1 9  May 1 99 1 ,  "Outlook," D 1 ,  4.  Lardner, who covers "national 
security issues" for the Washington Post and enjoys a cozy relationship with 
U.S. intelligence is  quoting Harold Weisberg's opinion on Stone as a prosti
tute. Lardner's review was the first "pre-emptive strike" in the journalistic 
attack on ]FK. His review appeared almost six months before the movie was 
released and was based on a script of the film "obtained by Harold Weisberg." 

1 1 .  Garrison's own version of the publicity issue is that he tried, unsuc
cessfully, to keep h is investigation confidential, but found this increasingly 
difficult in the face of media attention. For Garrison's side of the media assault 
on his investigation, see On the Trail of the Assassins (New York : Warner 
Books, 1 9 8 8 ) ,  chapter 1 3 .  

1 2 .  See, for instance, Christopher Hitchens in The Nation, 3 February 
1 992, p. 1 1 4.  Hitchens dismisses the idealization of Kennedy as "dated" and 
"reactionary ." He does, however, concede that the tarnishing of the ideal 
doesn't el iminate the probability of a conspiracy. It j ust alters the moral to 
be drawn from the story: "the fact that Kennedy was a howling little shit 
doesn't prove that there wasn't a plot to do him in.  Indeed, like many a 
godfather  before him, he may have been slain by precisely the same forces 
that he h imsel f set in motion."  The specific question of Kennedy's intentions 
concerning Vietnam has generally been regarded as closed by professional 
h istorians (JFK would have escalated j ust as Johnson did; the assassination 
changed nothing) . John Newman's ]FK and Vietnam (New York:  Warner 
Books, 1 992),  has, however, reopened this whole question. 
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is microhistorica l .  I t  p u n c t u res bo l l'S i n  t h e  dl·ta i l � . lm ngs u p  (Oi l t r.l 
dictory testimony, offers alternative hypotheses . I t  tends to t ra i l o l t  
into indeterminacy : we'l l never know who did it, o r  why ( " Near ly  
three decades of mostly independent, non-official examination of t lw 
event have turned up virtually no answers ."-Terrence Rafferty , 'J }J,. 
New Yorker, 13 January 1 992, p. 73 ) _ 13 

The fourth and final argument is the cinematic/aesthetic. Unl i k t· 
the others, it at least acknowledges that ]FK is a film, a work o f  
imagination and not  a h istorical documentary. But  i t  finds the film 
vulgar and coercively rhetorical. It resents the film's treating its view· 
ers like children, playing a relentless game of "show and tel l" to 
reinforce every point. It regards the scenes of the autopsy and tht' 
relentless dwelling on the body as in bad taste. It finds the treatment 
of the private l ives of both Garrison and the conspirators an unbear
able tissue of cliches and stereotypes (Garrison is portrayed as a 
decent, normal family man whose domestic bliss is disturbed by a 
bunch of perverted, homosexual right-wing plotters ) .  The coercive
ness of the film, its appeal to nostalgic, populist myths of American 
innocence, and its exploitation of homophobia (the unconscious basis 
of paranoia,  according to Freud) have led some reviewers to associate 
]FK with "fascist" aesthetics. 1 4 Alexander Cockburn's review summa
rizes this point: "in its truly fascist yearning for the 'father-leader' 
taken from the children-people by conspiracy, it UFK] accurately 
catches the crippling nuttiness of what passes amid some sectors of 
the left . . .  as mature analysis and propaganda." 1 5 

Cockburn is half right on two fronts. First, he should have added 
that this sort of nuttiness passes for "analysis" on the Right as well 
as on the Left. Second, while he may be right that JFK is "immature" 
as political or historical analysis, he is certainly in strange territory 
with his suggestion that it is not "mature . . .  propaganda ."  Propa
ganda by its very nature sorts very oddly with notions of analytic 
maturity; i ts point is persuasion and the production of emotional 

1 3 .  Cp. Dan Rather, in CBS's umpteenth "white paper" on the assassina
tion, now provoked by ]FK, moralizing about the heavy burden of uncertainty 
that heroic journalists must bear, in contrast to the comforts of certainty and 
conviction enjoyed by conspiracy theorists. 

14 .  Dave Kehr suggests that "as frequently as the film invokes the dark 
threat of fascism, Stone seems unaware of the totalitarian tendencies in his 
own style, which remains one of physical intimidation and cheap emotional 
appeals" (Chicago Tribune, Friday, 20 December 1 99 1 ,  Section 7, p .  8 ) .  

1 5 .  Alexander Cockburn, The Nation, 6- 13  January 1 992, p.  6 .  
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dfe�:t s, not  u u • l .  r n . r t n n· l u dgmen t .  I f  maturity means power and e ffec
tiveness then J /o'l\ i �  cert a in ly  mature-though not nearly so polished 
and effective as the potent fantasies of good versus evil that structured 
media representations of Operation Desert Storm. Like the managers 
of the Persian Gulf's media war, Stone real ized that a simple, compre
hensive moral narrative was required . He saw that emotional shock 
would best be produced by intimate, bodily re-enactments of the key 
events, just as the media managers of Desert Storm realized that physi
cal alienation and detached spectacle would best serve the purposes 
of anesthetizing the American public from the consequences of a high
tech massacre. Stone's idealization of Kennedy and demonization of 
the conspirators rests on the same assumptions about audience re
sponse that produce the figure of "Saddam/Hitler" and the heroic 
"liberation" of Kuwait. These are mature calculations based in an 
assessment of the subject matter, the audience, and the economic reali
ties of filmmaking. ]FK is, like the media management of Operation 
Desert Storm, a propaganda film that uses representation as a weapon 
in the war for the hearts and minds of the American public. 

Having said that, a number of qualifications need to be registered. 
The first, and most obvious, is that the propaganda power of ]FK is 
pretty much l imited to what the film can accomplish with its sounds 
and images. In contrast to the media managers of Operation Desert 
Storm, Ol iver Stone does not have a host of "spin doctors" and "me
dia assets" to call on; 1 6 he does not have a political party, or a national 
security state, or a vast military apparatus at his disposal .  When critics 
on the Right and the Left throw the word "fascist" at ]FK, they would 
do well to keep in mind that the fascist filmmakers of Nazi Germany 
were mainly working for the state, propagating racist myths that 
would make mass destruction of innocent people acceptable to an 
anesthetized public . 

A second qualification has to do with the actual effects that can 
be empirically attributed to the film. As we have seen, the main effect 
of television's Desert Storm coverage was the transformation of a 
divided, skeptical American public into a consensus of passive accep
tance and image consumption. By contrast, the main effect of Oliver 

1 6 .  Stone does have, of course, the usual publicity apparatus that accom
panies the distribution of a major Hollywood film, and Cockburn (The Na
tion, p. 7) speaks darkly of the "conglomerate" backing the fi lm.  Much more 
important to the public impact of the film, however, has been the "free adver
tising" suppl ied by the barrage of hostile reviews and the treatment of the 
film's release as a potentially dangerous event in American public culture. 
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Complaints that the fi lm wi l l  m is lead t h e  u n w a ry ,  gu l l i b le  A n H' I' i l a l l  
public seem quite a t  odds with its actual recept ion . When t h e  t i l n t  
was released, the cover of Newsweek promised t o  show us  " W h y  

Ol iver Stone's New Movie Can't Be  Trusted."  1 7  One year  before, Neru., .  
week devoted a similar cover story to "How the New High Tech Weap 
ons Will Save Lives . "  While it is good to be reminded that  we shou ld  

trust in our weapons (and in Newsweek ) ,  I have yet to meet anyone who 
claims to "trust" ]FK as history or to feel comfortable with it a s  a 

film. On the contrary, the movie seems to arouse suspicion about its 
own credibility and to create a kind of massive discomfort, a vague 
anxiety which may be partly a consequence of the pol itical horror i t  
unveils and the private fantasies it l inks to that horror. While the film 
is certainly designed by its director to produce an effect of conversion 
and conviction in an audience that is treated as malleable and child
l ike, it contains elements that actually work against its own power as 
propaganda and have the effect of transferring power to its audience. 

The empowerment of the spectator begins at the most microscopic 
level of editing and montage. Many reviewers complain of the "diz
zying barrage" of images (Vincent Canby, New York Times) that 
assaults the spectator, but this response is as much a testimony to 
spectatorial resistance as to a passive "trust" of the images. Spectators 
nurtured on MTV (the "children" to whom Oliver Stone addresses 
his movie) ,  moreover, are much less likely to find the "barrage" of 
images overwhelming. For the a lert, visually literate spectator, the 
dazzling image sequences offer a challenge to discriminate different 
levels of representation and narrative authority. The rapid transitions 
from original visual documents (photographs, file footage of television 
broadcasts, simulations of the Zapruder home movie) to dramatic 
re-enactments, to courtroom models and diagrams, to subjective 
memories, to real locations, to the faces of actors, fictional characters, 
and historical personages caught in reactions create a dense weave of 
narrative and argument that invites sorting and differentiation, even 
as it seems to overwhelm the viewer. Even the casting, which from 
the standpoint of "director's intention" is clearly meant to enhance 
the film's authority with the presentation of recognizable stars l ike 
Jack Lemmon, Ed Asner, Gary Oldham and John Candy, has a curi
ously equivocal effect. One reviewer argues that the casting "hilari
ously compromises the film's credibility-simply because the star per
sonas immediately eclipse the real-life figures they are supposed to be 

1 7. 23 December 1 99 1 .  
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La Rue a n d  t he ( >t id Cou p l e  have set up S id Vicious as the fal l  guy 
for Lou Grant. " 1 x 

This slippage between intentional design and actual effect, be
tween rhetorical coercion and solicitation of resistance is clear in the 
scene in which Donald Sutherland delivers a long monologue to Kevin 
Costner on the Mall in Washington, D.C. ,  the great monuments to 
the republic arrayed around them. Sutherland as a mysterious "Mr. 
X" lays out the full scope of the conspiracy for the wide-eyed inno
cence of Costner's Garrison, his verbal account regularly overlaid with 
visual materials-historical footage of the Warren Commission, the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, and Lyndon Johnson, al l  intercut with grainy 
black and white simulated documentary footage that purports to 
show high-level mil itary officers engaged in conspiracy deep inside 
the Pentagon. Are we to take these images as i l lustrations of the 
speaker's voice, what Donald Sutherland as Mr. X is "remembering" 
as he speaks ? In some cases, yes (certainly, where Sutherland himself 
appears ) ,  but in some cases they clearly go beyond what Mr. X could 
have observed. Are they then to be taken as what Jim Garrison, the 
listener, imagines as he hears Mr. X's narrative ? Or are they to be 
taken as the visual narrative provided by the film itself, the views of an 
omniscient, all -powerful storyteller who is equivalent, for al l  practical 
purposes, to Oliver Stone's directorial "point of view"?  The answer, 
l think, is that the images shift through all these levels of authority 
and that these shifts do as much to undercut as to reinforce the 
viewer's trust in the film's authority. Since so many of the "original" 
and "authentic" visual documents and physical evidence associated 
with the assassination (photos of Oswald, of the Warren Commission, 
of Dealey Plaza, of the Kennedy autopsy) are of dubious authenticity, 
or ambiguous in their meaning, or still hidden in secret archives, or 
already familiar "public" property, the notion of a secure and uniform 
visual authority, a clear boundary between history and imagination, 
is exactly what slips away from the film in spite of (perhaps because 
of) its best efforts to control all the visual information . Oliver Stone 
is right to call his film a "myth" :  the term is appropriate to describe 
both its truth claims and its melodramatic narrative structure. 

The film's double effect of seizing and losing its grip on visual 
authority is nowhere clearer than in its treatment of the trial of Clay 
Shaw, which ends, after all , with his acquittal and ignominious defeat 

1 8 .  Dave Kehr, "Born on Nov. 22," Chicago Tribune, Friday, 20 Decem
ber 1 99 1 ,  Section 7. 
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for Jim Garrison ' s  (ami the fi lm's )  case tor a consp1 ral' y .  The v i s u a l  
materials that show Clay Shaw in the company o f  key consp i ra tors 
are clearly designed to make us skeptical about the rightnes s  o f  t ill" 
verdict, but they do not make us skeptical about the appropriateness 
of the jury's judgment, given what they are shown. And they do not 
constitute anything like "proof" that Clay Shaw was a key figu re 
in the assassination. They merely re-awaken the suspicions that led 
Garrison into a trial he knew would probably fai l ,  not only because 
of the suspicious death of a key witness, but because the jury would 
have had to believe a story so appalling that i t  defies credibil ity. 

]FK actually represents the moment when Garrison's narrative 
undoes itself, by showing the response of the spectator to whom it 
matters most within the film. This is the reaction shot that shows 
Clay Shaw breaking into a relaxed smile as he l istens to Garrison 
reach the h ighest levels of the conspiracy. Shaw's smile tells us that 
he knows he's safe.  Garrison (and Oliver Stone and the film itself) 
have gone too far ;  no one will bel ieve that Lyndon Johnson and Earl 
Warren were "accomplices after the fact ."  And if  no one will bel ieve 
in the Big Plot, then the l ittle plotters have a place to hide and a motive 
for s ilence as wel l .  When Garrison quotes Hitler on the effectiveness of 
the Big Lie as the cover-up for the Big Plot, we know that the game 
is up. Skepticism, suspicion, doubt-all the intellectual resources that 
might resist the Big Lie and the Big Plot-are crippled by the taint of 
paranoia, their attention turned from real ity and history back onto 
the mind of the skeptic. The public accusation becomes evidence of a 
private neurosis . Statements about the world become symptoms of 
inner states, and the omnivorous interpretative strategies of conspir
acy theory are consumed by the equally omnivorous hermeneutics of 
the psyche. Garrison cannot even pronounce the name of the ultimate 
meaning of his story out loud: the unspeakable secret of American 
politics must be whispered to the courtroom in a s ingle word. That 
word is "fascism." 

Fascism is a powerful word for terminating public discussion in 
an American context. We have seen it applied in its most traditional 
form in the representations of Desert Storm as a war against Hitler 
and in a formalistic and decontextualized way in the attacks on ]FK 
as fascist filmmaking. Garrison uses it to describe the conspiracy as a 
military coup d'etat and to suggest further that the wider structure of 
industrial, mil itary, and media interests amount, when coupled with 
a passive, apathetic citizenry, to a new cultural formation called 
American fascism. This may not seem so far-fetched when one reflects 
that a month before ]FK's release a publicly declared member of the 
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A m er i c a n  N a n  1 ' . 1 1 1 y ll'l l' I V l'll f i fty-five percent  o f  the white vote for 
governor of l .o 1 1 i s i a n a ,  J im Garrison 's home state. 

But the fi lm's  account of fascism is less concerned with its public 
face than with the shadow world of privacy and sexuality that l ies 
behind it. At least one-third of ]FK is concerned with these private 
matters, which are dismissed as excrescences, even by viewers who 
generally applaud the public, political narrative. There are real ques
tions as to what Garrison's "family romance" is doing in this film 
and how it relates to the world of perverse sexuality associated with 
the conspirators . The most straightforward answer is rhetorical :  
Oliver Stone's reductive moralistic narrative requires that a straight, 
normal, decent American family man go up against a seamy under
world of perverse sexuality, an underworld that ranges from the por
nographic ambience of Jack Ruby's nightclub to the aristocratic, ho
mosexual sado-masochism of Clay Shaw's New Orleans mansion. By 
casting Kevin Costner, who has become a film icon of decent, indige
nous American values, embodying baseball and sentimental "Native 
Americanism," as Jim Garrison, Stone erases the problematic image 
of the real New Orleans district attorney and sets him against antago
nists ( Joe Pesci as David Ferrie, Tommy Lee Jones as Clay Shaw) 
who are associated with uncontrollable violence and murder. 1 9 The 
sexual subplot may be nothing more than a propaganda device, elic
iting traditional American family values, and traditional American 
homophobia, to suggest that the evil that kills Kennedy is not j ust a 
secret, conspiratorial malevolence, but a private, inner corruption that 
infects the American nuclear family, disrupting the bonds between 
fathers and children, husbands and wives. 

This subplot, with its suggestion that the real  moral struggle is 
between a homosexual cabal and the traditional American family, is 
certainly embarrassing in its crudity and naivete, and it is one of those 
blemishes that leads Norman Mailer to call ]FK "one of the worst 
great movies ever made."20 The question I want to raise is whether 
the "worst" parts of JFK are separable from its "greatness," or at 
least (s ince I'm not real ly sure it is a great movie) whether they are 
separable from what gives it its special power. My sense is that the 
film's blemishes are al l  of a piece : the looniness of its left-wing ideal
ization of Kennedy requires an equally loony staging of right-wing 

1 9 . I'm thinking specifically here of  Joe Pesci 's role in  Martin Scorsese's 
Goodfellas and Jones's role as Gary Gi lmore, the murderer of Executioner 's 
Song. 

20. Norman Mailer, Vanity fair, February 1 992, p.  126 .  
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homophobia ;  the  c r u d i t y  of i t s  p u b l i c n a r ra t t V l' rl'q u i rl's a ,·o iTl' S J lO I HI 
ing crudity in the private sphere .  Both sto ries focus  rd c n t kss l y  on t hl' 
body, on the one hand as a private and sexual ized reg i on and ,  on t h l' 
other, as the "body politic" in the form of the president's shattered 
corpse. The darkest moment in this relentless equation between p u b l i c  
and private bodies occurs when J im Garrison, still in  shock from 
witnessing Robert Kennedy 's assassination on television, is finally able 
to make love to his at last sympathetic wife. The hyperactive perver
sity of the prostitutes in Jack Ruby's night club and the Sadean fanta
sies of Clay Shaw's parlor are finally overmatched by the overtones 
of necrophil ia at the heart of the bourgeois marriage bed. 

There is one point, in fact, when it seems as if the film is em
ploying the private subplot as an explicit parody of the main plot. 
This occurs in the scene when Garrison, after a fight with his wife 
about his neglect of the family, sits down with his children on the 
front porch swing and explains to them that Daddy has to work late 
because he is trying to keep America a country where children can 
grow up in freedom. Like the public "scenes of instruction" (Mr. X's 
briefing and Garrison's summation speech) ,  this display of didacticism 
violates every rule of film rhetoric. It tries to persuade by tel l ing rather 
than showing, and (even more damaging for a successful propaganda 
film) it shows the act of telling as a sentimentalized scene of parental 
instruction. As propaganda, this is a very dubious strategy. Effective 
propaganda must seem modern and up-to-date in its rhetoric, and it 
must conceal, not parade, its own exertion of pedagogical force. The 
echoes of Norman Rockwell and Frank Capra in this scene do as 
much to alienate as to engage its audience. 

I'm not suggesting that Oliver Stone gets credit for being "ironic" 
about his own authoritarian film style in this movie : ]FK seems to me 
a much more remarkable achievement, a genuinely "naive" work of 
cinematic artY Oliver Stone's special talents as a director have found, 

2 1 .  See Friedrich von Schil ler's famous distinction between "naive" and 
"sentimental" forms of art as the di fference between primitive and mythical 
works, on the one hand, and ironic and sel f-reflexive works, on the other. 
One could argue that CNN's achievement was the sentimentalizing of the 
Gulf War in Sch iller's sense: that is, CNN continually foregrounded the medi
ated character of the war, staging it (as General Smith's memoirs suggest) as 
a war of the networks in which it was achieving "air superiority" and treating 
it as a television commodity to be marketed with devices borrowed from the 
dramatic mini-series (titles like "Countdown to Confrontation") and from 
sports (notably the "telestrators" or "john Madden machines" that allowed 
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1 1 1  t h e  K n i i H'dy  · " � " � � l l t . t t l o l l ,  t he perfet:t s u b j ect at the perfect h i stor i 
ca l  momen t .  The " a u t h o ri ng" of the effects I 'm talking about is as 
much to the credi t  of the national audience of Stone's film ( including 
i ts hostile reviewers) as it is to any directorial agency. My sense is 
that an American audience knows itself, for better and for worse, in 
}FK : it encounters a projection of its own national fantasy in the 
film's intersection of private and public bodies.22 What it does not 
encounter, and what prevents this from being a fascist film, is a clear 
embodiment of the evil it seeks to exorcise. There is no "Saddam/ 
Hitler" figure to focus audience hatred and distract i t  from the erasure 
of real bodies elsewhere. The hostility evoked by ]FK, therefore, tends 
to be displaced (and misplaced) onto its director (Oliver Stone, the 
power-hungry fascist) , onto its principal actor (even the most fervent 
admirers of ]FK will want to insist that Kevin Costner is the worst 
actor in the world) ,  or onto JFK himself ( the sexual transgressor, 
arch-cold-warrior, and crony of mobsters, hiding inside the body of 
the handsome prince ) .  

But none of these figures, clearly, i s  adequate to the specter of 
conspiracy that the film presents, a new form of fascism that cannot 
be demonized in the person of a determinate villain or ideal ized in a 
heroic father-leader. ]FK's fascism is faceless and bodiless, a systemic 
feature of the New World Order outlined by Eisenhower in 1 95 9  and 
unveiled in Operation Desert Storm in 1 99 1 :  a new version of the 
"military-industrial complex" that has now added the persuasive ap
paratus of the American mass media to its arsenal. A hopeful reading 
of contemporary history would lead us to think that this new "soft" 
form of global domination by multinational capital, communications, 
and security will finally produce a New World Order of peace and 
international cooperation .  In the same week that ]FK was released, 

visual analysis of aerial photography) . The fact that the central figures of the 
television war were not the actual combatants but correspondents in Banana 
Republic garb (CNN's video is "dedicated to the brave men �nd women" of 
the network) is crucial to its modernity and self-reflexivity-and thus to its 
success as propaganda. ]FK, by contrast, is, while filled with sentimentality, 
itsel f completely unsentimental :  it has no irony toward its own authority and 
regards itself as a pedagogical device for children. It is a work of naivete, we 
might say, in a sentimental age, a piece of myth-making in a postmodern era. 
I owe this point to conversations with Jim Chandler. 

22. I'm employing the notion of "national fantasy" here in the sense sug
gested by Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities and its specific appli
cation to the United States by Lauren Berlant in  Anatomy of National Fantasy. 
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Time magazine anointed Ted Turner a s  i t s  " M a n  o f  t he Y t· ; n , "  dn-L1 1 
ing him to be the "Prince of the Global  V i l l age" for h i s  revo l u t i o n i /. 1 1 1 1 '. 
of television news and praising CNN as a " beacon of freedom "  tha t  
wil l  force "despotic governments to do their b loody deeds, i f  t hey 
dare, before a watching world . 'm Time did not bother to ment ion 
that its parent corporation owns a controlling interest in Turner Com 
munications . It also failed to include the massacre in the Persian Gul I 
among the "bloody deeds" shown to a "watching world . "  

Ted Turner, however, is a no  more appropriate candidate for 
paranoid fantasies than Oliver Stone. Despite his megalomania and 
his heroic ambitions to "take over and save us al l" (p. 39 ) ,  Turner 
gets even less credit for the specific effects of CNN than Stone docs 
for JFK. Like Stone, he is, in his own words, merely "the right man 
in the right place at the right time ." The critical questions, then, are 
not about persons, but about places, times, and the kind of "right
ness" or coherence they disclose. I've suggested that CNN and ]FK 
serve as acronymic frames for a certain moment in cultural space-time 
that, for lack of a better phrase, I ' l l  simply call "America, 1 99 1 . "  The 
task of cultural criticism in this place and time is far from clear. The 
great temptations are melodrama and paranoia, and I can't say that 
I 've avoided them in this essay, nor do I have any clear sense of how 
they are to be avoided. The path of criticism can no longer be imag
ined, as it once was, to be the h igh road toward a utopian realm of 
truth or toward the conservation of a secure cultural legacy. Criticism 
has no choice but to work through the conditions it is given, to ques
tion the rightness of its own place and time. When "history as it 
happens" in the movies and the news takes the form of melodramas 
that induce paranoia in their audiences, we have to remember that 
even melodramas have their uses, and even paranoids have their 
enemtes. 

23 . Time, 6 January 1 992, p. 25 .  
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SOME P IC  I U H ES Of  
R EPRES ENTAT ION 

C o n c l u s i o n  

He is no longer quite sure whether he  must draw a picture of indigenous 

theory, or construct a theory of indigenous reality. 

-Claude Levi-Strauss, Introduction to the Work of 

Marcel Mauss ( 1 950)  

A book called "picture theory" should, I suppose, end with a 
picture of the whole argument, a visible architectonic that 
would diagram the relation of all the parts and leave the reader 
with a grid to be filled in with infinite detail .  Unfortunately, I 

have no such picture to offer. This book has instead been compiled 
in something like the manner of a photograph album. It is a collection 
of snapshots of specific problems indigenous to representation, ad
dressed on particular occasions, at a definite historical moment that 
I have called the end of postmodernism, the era of the "pictorial 
turn."  I f  the book has a unity, it has been in its insistence on staying 
for the many answers to its few simple questions : What is a picture ? 
What is the relation of pictures and language ? Why are these questions 
of any practical or theoretical interest ? 

The list of new theoretical concepts and terms in this book is 
deliberately short and unoriginal .  It begins with the "metapicture" 
and ends with the "imagetext," concepts that have been harvested 
from the current crop of new work in art history and the study of 
visual culture. This terminological economy is partly a result of my 
conviction that we already have an overabundance of metalanguages 
for representation and that no "neutral"  or "scientific" vocabulary 
(semiotics, l inguistics, discourse analysis) can transcend or master the 
field of representation. Instead, I 've offered reflections on the ordinary 
languages of picture theory, the indigenous vernaculars of verbal and 
visual representation. My hope is that these terms will make up in 
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scope and power w h a t  t hey  l a c k  i n  nove l t y  ; l l l d  q u a n t l l y .  l l u ·  � · " I "  
of  the imagetext, for instance, i s  not con f i ned t o  v i s u a l n·p rl' \l' l l l . l l l o o l l , 
but extends to language as well .  The pictori a l  t u rn  is no t  J l i ' l  . 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
the new significance of visual culture; it has i m p l icat ions  tor t i l l '  ! . 1 1 1  
o f  reading, literature, and literacy. This means  tha t  l i t e rary  ' 1 1 1 d 1 1  '• 

cannot simply "add on" the study of film, television, a nd mass  n d t u 1 1  
to its list o f  courses without changing the whole map o f  the d i su p l 1 1 1 • . 
and it cannot stabi l ize its new relation to art h istory and v i s u a l l u l t 1 1 1 t 
with paradigms of structural comparison. The very concept o f  n d t 1 1 1 t 
as a relation between texts and readers endures a sea-change w h l'n 1 1  
encounters its "significant other," the image/spectator as a " rcs i d r n t  
alien" in its own household. 

The power of these concepts is, as I have suggested many t i n u· \  
in this book, largely negative. They are  part of a de-disciplinary l 'f f , , l l 

whose ultimate outcome cannot yet be pictured. If I were com pl' l l n l  
t o  imagine the shape of a new disciplinary formation that m igh t  
emerge from efforts to theorize pictures and picture theory, i t  w o u l d  
have a thoroughly dialogical and dialectical structure, not  in the 1-kgr 
l ian sense of achieving a stable synthesis, but in Blake's and Ado rno\ 
sense of working through contradiction interminably. The power ol  
the metapicture is to make visible the impossibility of separating thl· 
ory from practice, to give theory a body and visible shape that it often 
wants to deny, to reveal theory as representation. The power of tlw 
imagetext is to reveal the inescapable heterogeneity of representation, 
to show that the body we give to theory is an assemblage of prostheses 
and artificial supplements, not a natural or organic form. At a timl' 
when culture (and related notions of social "difference" and "iden
tity") is taking on renewed force as the master-concept for the human
ities and social sciences, it may be useful to have a conceptual counter
weight that emphasizes analysis of the formal, structural heterogeneity 
of representation, that examines cultural formations as contested, 
conflicted forms of mediation. 

I've employed the term "representation" throughout this book as 
a general term to cover the work of imagetexts and metapictures. 
Perhaps the best place to conclude, then, is with some pictures of 
representation itself and its claim on beholders . I offer three "snap
shots," admittedly unfocused and speculative, of three basic questions 
about representations : ( 1 )  what lies outside representation ? (2) why 
are we so anxious about it? ( 3 )  what is our responsibility toward it?  
I realize that the last two questions beg the question of who the "we" 
is that is anxious, the "our" that has responsibil ities, and part of my 
effort here wil l be to sketch in that collective identity. 
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( >ut ., ldt• l�t'/11 1'.\l'll foltitm: Some Wri11kles 

\V I u t  is beyond rep rt'Sl' t l l a t ion ,  di fferent from it, antithetical or other 
1 1 1  1 1 ?  A ttempts to give a pos itive answers to this question often return 
1 1 1  1 h e  specular/ iconic prototypes of representation and locate the al
l nnat ive  in forms of discourse (Foucault's neo-Kantian divide be
l ween the "seeable and the sayable" ) ,  textuality (Nelson Goodman's 
o l 1 v i sion between the "articulate" and the "replete," the semiotic divi
\ ton between the symbolic and the indexical /iconic) , or the pragmatist 
d t s t inction between "representation" and "action" (cp. Ian Hacking's 
" representing and intervening" ) .  Equally important, however, is the 
1 r;ldition which offers an uncompromisingly negative answer: that is, 
1 rothing l ies outside representation. This is the tradition of the aes-
1 he tic sublime, which posits a realm of absolute negation,  of radical 
otherness and unknowability. The sublime, located in pain, death, 
t ranscendence, and the unknowable, is precisely the unrepresentable. 

But suppose we thought of representation, not as a homogeneous 
f i eld or grid of relationships governed by a single principle, but as a 
multidimensional and heterogeneous terrain, a collage or patchwork 
quilt assembled over time out of fragments. Suppose further that this 
quilt was torn, folded, wrinkled, covered with accidental stains, traces 
of the bodies it has enfolded. This model might help us understand a 
number of things about representation. It would make materially visi
ble the structure of representation as a trace of temporality and ex
change, the fragments as mementos, as "presents" re-presented in the 
ongoing process of assemblage, of stitching in and tearing out. It 
might explain why representation seems to "cover" so many diverse 
things without revealing any image of totality, other than the image 
of diversity and heterogeneity. It might help us to see why the "wrin
kles" and differences in representation, its suturing together of poli
tics, economics, semiotics, and aesthetics, its ragged, improvised tran
sitions between codes and conventions, between media and genres, 
between sensory channels and imagined experiences are constitutive 
of its total ity. The theory of representation appropriate to such a 
model would have to be a pragmatic, localized, heterogeneous, and 
improvisatory totality .  That is, it would understand itself as an act of 
representation ( in Ian Hacking's sense of theory as interpretation, 
description, or explanation) ,  but also (in a violation of Hacking's 
model) as an intervention, an experiment, an interpretation of the 
world that amounts to a change in the world. What lies "beyond" 
representation would thus be found "within" it (as the "black hole" 
of the image is found within the ekphrastic text) or along its margins. 
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The exile of Refm:smtatimt 

Why are we so anxious about representation ? It serv e s , on t h e  o t u· 
hand, as an indispensable and inaugural concept, not just for aest lwt 
ics and l iterary theory, but for semiotics, epistemology, anJ ccrL1 1 1 1  
forms o f  political theory ; and yet i t  also seems like a stumbling b lock , 
a crude, almost superstitious or regressive concept that brings up a t a  
vistic notions like " imitation," "copy" or "correspondence" theori t·,  
of truth, and mechanical notions of political empowerment. A great  
deal of modern philosophy has been devoted to the expulsion of reprc 
sentation from its discourse. The paradigmatic examples of represen 
tation-pictures, images, and other "specular/iconic" symbols-an· 
routinely treated as pariahs to be banished, idols to be smashed by a 
clearheaded iconoclastic critique. 

But suppose we thought about representation, not in terms of a 
particular kind of object ( like a statue or a painting) but as a kind of  
activity, process, or set of relationships? Suppose we de-reified the 
thing that seems to "stand" before us, "standing for" something else, 
and thought of representation, not as that thing, but as a process in 
which the thing is a participant, l ike a pawn on a chessboard or a 
coin in a system of exchange ? This would bring us back to the notion 
of representation as something roughly commensurate with the tota l
ity of cultural activity, including ( 1 )  that aspect of political culture 
which is structured around the transfer, displacement, or alienation 
of power-from "the people" to "the sovereign," the state, or the 
representative, from God to father to son in a patriarchal system, 
from slave to master in an absolutist polity, or (2) culture understood 
as an economy, a system of exchanges and transfers of value, or 
( 3 )  culture understood as a utopian imaginary encountering a prag
matic reality, as in the collision of the ideal public sphere (the para
disal scene of total visual and verbal transparency) and the actuality 
of mass mediation. Representation understood, then, as relationship, 
as process, as the relay mechanism in exchanges of power, value, and 
publicity : nothing in this model guarantees the directionality of the 
structure. On the contrary, it suggests an inherently unstable, revers
ible, and dialectical structure. The relation of the representation to 
what it represents, for instance, may transfer power/value to the 
representation and drain it from the represented, but inherent in such 
an understanding would be the assumption that the power/value 
quotient originates with the represented, that it has been (tempo
rarily) alienated, transferred, and may always be taken back. If  "pre
sentation" is a giving, a gift, a transfer of wealth and power, 
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" re - p resen t a t io n "  1 �  . d w . 1 y �  a g i v i n g  back, a p resent retu rned o r  ( i n  
w h a t  used t o  b e  ca l l ed " I n d i a n  Giving," a parody of potlatch) a taking 
hack of the present . I n  representations, as in dreams, begin responsi
b i l ities-the political responsibil ity entailed in the representative/rep
resented relationsh ip ;  the mutual obligations of the donor and debtor 
i n  exchange, what Derrida calls "economimesis ." If taxation without 
representation is tyranny, representation without taxation is irrespon
sibi l ity. 

Representation and Responsibility 

What is the relation between representation and responsibil ity ? The 
traditional answer is that they are deeply implicated with one another: 
there is a kind of  correspondence between them, a mutual resonance, 
a co-responsiveness. The good or true representation is "responsible" 
to what it represents and to whom it represents it. "Responsible repre
sentation" is a definition for truth, both as an epistemological ques
tion (the accuracy and faithfulness of a description or a picture to 
what it represents) and as an ethical contract (the notion that the 
representor is "responsible for" the truth of a representation and re
sponsible to the audience or recipient of the representation) .  The terms 
co-respond at every leve l :  representation is a form, an act of taking 
responsibility ; it is itse lf  a response, in the musical sense, an answering 
echo to a previous presentation or representation. Responsibility, for 
its part, cannot exist apart from representation. It takes the form of  
a pledge, warrant, or promise, a representation of how things are or 
will be. Responsibility is representation, and vice versa. 

This means, of course, that a break or gap between responsibil ity 
and representation is not only a possibility, but a structural necessity 
for their mutual functioning, for their co-respondence. Representation 
can, must be irresponsible; responsibility can, must be unrepresent
able. The lie, the fiction, the false oath, the error, the fai lure of corre
spondence, the playful ,  irresponsible representation, the unspoken 
promise, the invisible constitution-all  these are not only possible 
within the polity of representational responsibil ities, they are its neces
sary supplement. There would be no meaning to the notion of "re
sponsible representation" if this were a tautology, if representations 
were automatica l ly responsible, if responsibil ities could be confirmed, 
affirmed by representations alone. 

Art, culture, and ideology explore and exploit the gap between 
representation and responsibil ity. For art, the traditional (that Is, 
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modernist) acco u nt o f  th i s gap is focu sed on s l' l t - rd nt' I Kl' : rl'p rl'sl' n t a 
tion is responsible only to itself, to i ts own laws of form ,  genre, a Hert , 
its own playful necessity. Toward everything else, a rt must be rigor
ously irresponsible. Culture and ideology constitute the field wi th in  
which this irresponsible game called ar t  i s  played. There the  l a w s  of  

form, genre, and affect co-respond with power/knowledge relations ,  
with historical forms of social stratification, with domination, mysti
fication, propaganda, etc. 

What, then, is our responsibil ity with respect to representation ? 
This is the basic question that I want to raise. But of course all the 
key words in the question must first be defined. What is representa
tion ? What is responsibil ity ? What is their relation ? And (above all) 
who is the "we" that has some responsibility toward representation ? 
The answer that "everyone" is responsible certainly follows from the 
notion that nothing lies outside representation, and this could be con
strued in ethical, political, or even the public terms of national identity 
(the "citizen" as "representative" ) .  

But let's assume for the moment that "we" are the people who 
make professional, public statements about representation, who are 
socially authorized and legitimated as scholars, critics, theorists of 
culture. The question, then, has to do with our professional responsi
bil ity, as teachers and scholars, toward representation. Our responsi
bility toward representation is relatively well defined. We know it to 
be interpretation: attentive, careful ,  loving reading of texts and im
ages; learned, critical responsiveness to their meanings ; and eloquent 
testimony to their power. Making sense of representations and pub
lishing that sense, proclaiming it publicly as truth : that is our profes
sion, a definition of our professional responsibility. 

Of course, we do lots of other things : we theorize about the 
nature of representation. We differentiate it from and within other 
major cultural categories like narrative, performance, or discourse. 
We argue about which representations ought to be attended to, which 
are valuable, central ,  which marginal, useless, or despicable. We his
toricize it, analyze it, clarify and reify it. We are relentlessly skeptical, 
suspicious, and anxious about its power over us. We argue about 
whether we can get outside it, to reality itself, to some unmediated 
vision. Some of us-writers, artists-actually make "it," actual ly pro
duce representations . And even the humblest h istorical scholar, pa
tiently annotating the sacred text or icon, knows this work to be part 
of representation, itself an act of representation, and thus subject to 
all sorts of constraints and responsibilities-a professional ethics, as 
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1 1 wcrc.  We l o l l l d  \ . 1 \' d 1 . 1 t  n·p rcscntat ion i s  our  respons ib i l i ty ; we a re 
i t s  keepers, i t s  p ro kss iona l  caretakers . We make professional state
ments- that  is, represen tations about representations. 

It may sound like I'm substituting the word "representation" here 
for something like "culture" or at least "cultural forms." In a sense I 
am. The word "culture" is so mystified and loaded with honorific 
connotations that it instantly paralyzes the faculties . "Representa
tion" is more neutral ,  and (if it's thought of as a kind of stand-in for 
"culture" ) it suggests the constructed, artificial character of forms of 
l ife, in contrast to the organic, biological connotations of "culture ."  
Culture-as-representation helps to remind us that culture itself i s  a 
fractured concept, a suturing of convention and nature and not a 
homogeneous terrain. It also provides an analytic model for cultural 
forms, one which emphasizes semiotic, aesthetic, epistemological, and 
political relationships embedded in these forms. It leads us to ask not 
merely what these forms "mean," but what they do in a network of 
social relations :  who or what represents what to whom with what, 
and where and why ? Most important, it automatically raises the ques
tion of responsibility and raises it for us as a professional issue. 

If representation automatically raises the question of responsibil
ity, however, it does not answer it. We may know that we have re
sponsibilities toward representation, even that they involve interpreta
tion. But what sort of interpretation ? And does interpretation exhaust 
our responsibilities ? Are there claims on us that go beyond interpre
tation ? 

I don't think we can answer these questions abstractly or categori
cally. We must address them to the concrete conditions of our mo
ment, to the ways in which representation is currently at work in our 
culture. This, of course, is a massive undertaking. It would involve, 
first, an assessment of our own epoch in the history of representation, 
a taking stock of issues such as hyperrepresentations and the hyperrea
l ities produced by them. There seems little doubt that we are now 
undergoing a revolution in the technologies of representation that 
makes possible the fabrication of realities on an unprecedented scale. 
At the same time, we know that this type of revolution has occurred 
before, that it appeared previously in the inventions of writing and 
printing and engraving and mechanical reproduction, and that our 
interpretation of the present is always in danger of replicating previ
ous narratives with their nostalgia for a lost authenticity understood 
as responsible representation. 

Nevertheless, we must think our present in relation to these narra-
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tives. The most sa l ient  �.:ompar i sons,  to m y  m i nd , wou ld  lw d rawn 
from Europe in the 1 930s, when a " New World Order" Gl lled fast· i sm 
began to employ the latest in representational tedmologies to p ro  
duce, in Walter Benjamin's words, an "aestheti�.:izing of poli t i�.:s . " I 
don't mean to be melodramatic in invoking the spe�.:ter of fas�.:i sm ;  
only to  recall that the massive production of  political hal lucinations, 
the whipping up of war hysteria, and the formation of socially a�.:�.:ept 
able forms of race hatred and  the mass destruction o f  populations  i s  
central to the work of representation under fascism. Whatever elst· 
we might want to say about our cultural moment in the United States, 
we would have to acknowledge the fact of a many-faceted "culturt· 
war" that is being waged on the fronts of ethnic and gender politi�.:s 
and (most directly for us) on the terrain of educational policy. I wrott· 
these words at the end of a year in which our government managed 
to represent the systematic destruction of the most advanced, literate 
Arab society in the Middle East, the massacre of untold thousands of 
people, and the lingering death from disease and malnutrition of the 
survivors, as a "just war" against fascism. It was a year in which the 
high point of ethnic politics was the fracturing of the African Ameri
can community over the Clarence Thomas/ Anita Hill confrontation, 
a strategy that showed an American president how to play the "race 
card" and the "gender card" in a single trick, while weakening even 
further the judicial and legislative branches of government. It was a 
year in which a member of the Ku Klux Klan and American Nazi 
Party was able to represent his past as "intolerance" and garner forty 
percent of the vote for the governorship of Louisiana, including fifty
five percent of the white vote, and to begin being taken seriously as 
a national candidate. For us, the professional interpreters of culture, 
it was the year of the "political correctness" campaign, which repre
sented the broad mainstream of humanities education in the United 
States as hopelessly dominated by "tenured radicals" preaching doc
trines of nihilism, authoritarianism, and subversive forms of anti
American, anti-Western values. 

What is our responsibil ity toward these representations ? To begin 
with, we must see them as related to one another and to us. Although 
some of them may be "beyond our control," they are certainly not 
outside of our field. In the case of the political correctness campaign, 
it is precisely our field that is  in question. The new legitimations of 
racism and sexism are mediated by representations about which we 
have considerable expertise. And the representation of war and mass 
destruction in narratives that simultaneously erase the memory of 
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Vil' t n a m  and n·p l a n· 1 1  w i t h  a fantasy replay o f  World War II should 
ac t i va te o ur respons ib i l i t ies as preservers of the h istorical record and 
of cultural memory. In short, though we probably cannot change the 
world, we can continue to describe it  critically and interpret it accu
rately . In a time of global misrepresentation, disinformation, and sys
tematic mendacity, that may be the moral equivalent of intervention. 
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in Blake, 8 9 ,  9 1 ,  1 09 
comic strips, 9 1 -94 
defined, 8 9 n 
ekphrasis as, 1 09, 1 62, 1 78,  

1 8 0-8 1 
films, 90-9 1 ,  92 n, 94, 100- 104, 

369  
i l lusionism as, 327 
institutional content of, 2 1 0  
memory as, 1 92, 1 93 ,  1 97 
Morris's "American Quartet," 

254 
photographic essays, 94, 2 1 1  
postmodem sculpture, 2 1 0- 1 1 ,  

241 
in public sphere, 3 64, 3 66-67, 

369  
realism as, 325 ,  327 
television, 90, 95, 1 07, 369,  373 
theater, 90-9 1 ,  94 
writing, 1 09 
See also Metapictures ; Picture 

theory; Representation 
Image-text relationship, 3-8 

Foucault on, 5, 64-65, 70-7 1 ,  
83  
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and interartistic comparison, 
84-90, 94, 97, 99- 1 00, 1 07 

See also Imagetext(s) 
Imagination, 1 1 4- 1 5 ,  1 3 1-32 
Impressionism, 227,  232 
Interpellation, 28-30;  effect of, 75 
Interpretation, 422-23 
Intuition, 227 
Invisible Man (Ellison) ,  163  
Iraq, 402, 404. See also Persian 

Gulf War 
lrrealism : of Goodman, 345-5 6, 

3 60-62 
in Jurassic Park, 35 8-60 

Isaiah, 1 3 0  

Jacobins, 1 25, 1 75 
Jacobs, Carol, 1 73 n 
Jakobson, Roman, 269 n, 346 n 
James, Henry, 1 86, 1 8 7 n  
James, William, 3 6 1  
Jameson, Fredric, 157, 24 1 n 
Jane Eyre (Bronte) ,  1 99-200, 205 
Jastrow, Joseph, 50-5 1 
Jay, Martin, 1 2 n, 353 n 
Jerusalem (Blake), 1 27-29, 133 ,  

1 3 6-37, 148 
JFK (fi lm),  369,  397-400, 405- 1 6  
Job and His Daughters (Blake), 142 
Johns, J asper, 3 6, 22 1 ,  236-39, 

27 1 ,  275 
Johnson, Lyndon, 406, 4 1 1 ,  4 1 2  
Jones, Caroline, 2 7 1  n 
Jones, Inigo, 90-9 1 
Jones, Lisa, 390 n 
Jones, Tommy Lee, 4 1 3  
Jonson, Ben, 90-91 
Jurassic Park ( film),  35 8-62 

Kandinsky, Wassily, 222, 232, 234 
Kant, Immanuel, 72, 22 1 ,  227 
Kaster, Bob, 344 n 
Keats, John, 1 15 

"Ode on a Grecian Urn," 
1 70-71 ,  1 73 ,  1 76 



Kehr, Dave, 408 n, 4 1 1 n 
Kempton, Murray, 385  n 
Kennedy, John F., assassination of, 

3 97-40 1 , 405 - 1 6  
Kennedy, Robert, 4 1 4  
Kerouac, Jack, 286 n 
Khrushchev, Nikita, 406 
Kiefer, Anselm, 98 
King, Martin Luther, Jr . ,  3 87-88,  

393 ,  3 95, 3 96 
King, Rodney, 366-68 
Kitsch, 226, 229, 236-39, 246 
Klee, Paul, 98 
Knowledge, theory of. See Episte

mology 
Knowlson, James, 150 n 
Krauss, Rosalind, 14 n,  22 1 ,  247 n, 

248-49 
on abstract art, 2 15 ,  2 1 9, 223, 

245 
Krell, David Farrell, 1 92 nn, 1 93 n 
Krieger, Murray, 153-54, 158 ,  1 80, 

339, 341 n 
Kuhn, Thomas, 1 3  
Kuklick, Bruce, 3 4  7 n 
Ku Klux Klan, 424 
Kuwait, 1 6, 404. See also Persian 

GulfWar 

Labels, 272-75 
La Belle, Jenijoy, 1 3 1  n 
Lacan, Jacques, 92 n, 1 93,  334 n 
Lange, Dorothea, 28 9 n  
Language, 5 

in Goodman's theory of represen-
tation, 348-49 

as human attribute, 24 
object's relation to, 24 1 ,  259-6 1 
and photography, 28 1 -85 
and picture theory, 1 1 - 1 5  
sel f-reference in, 37-38 
See also Image-text relationship ; 

Literature 
Languages of Art (Goodman), 

347-55 , 3 60-6 1 

l .antzm a n n ,  Cla ude,  2.0 I 2. 

Laocoon ( Less in�) , 70 n, 'In 1 1 ,  

147 n, 1 54-55 
Lardner, George, 407 
Lee, Spike. See Do the R ight '/ 'hin� 

(Lee) 
LeGoff, Jacques, 1 93 n  
Lemmon, Jack, 4 1 0  
Leonardo da Vinci, 1 7 1 -75 , 227, 

3 3 1 -32, 336, 343 
Lessing, Gotthold E., 96 n, 1 1 7, 

147 n, 3 76 n 
on Achilles' shield, 1 77-79 
ekphrastic fear  of, 1 54-55 
on painting and poetry, 70 

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men 
(Agee and Evans ) ,  94, 285,  
288-300, 307 n, 309- 10,  
3 1 2, 321 

Levi-Strauss, Claude, 46 n, 4 1 7  
Lewis, C.  1 . ,  347 n 
Leys, Ruth, 5 1  n 
Liar's Paradox, 3 7 n  
Liberalism, 3 6 1 ,  362 
Liberty Leading the People (DeJa

croix ) ,  1 74 
Lin, Maya, 3 8 1  
Linguistics, 1 1  

o f  the image, 1 1 1 - 1 2  
Linguistic turn, 1 1 - 1 5  
Linker, Kate, 376 
Linsky, Leonard, 35 n 
Lipman, Jean, 36  n 
Lipstick (Oldenburg) , 377 
Literalist art, 2 1 6- 1 7  
Literature: and abstract art, 2 1 6, 

244 
comparative method in study of 

art and, 85-86 
pictorial text in ,  2 1 0  
rhetoric o f  purity in, 9 7  
visible language in, 1 1 1 -12  

Locher, A . ,  335 n 
Lyotard, Jean-Fran«;ois, 12, 64, 344 
Lyrical Ballads, The (Wordsworth) ,  

1 1 9 
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M �:Gan n , Jerome, 1 74 n 
Mackinnon, Catherinl', .l H l  n 
McLuhan, Marshall, 1 5 ,  1 59  
MAD magazine, 78-82 
Magritte, Rene, 90, 98 ,  1 02, 209, 

267-68, 325 
Les deux mysteres, 66, 74 n 
Les trahison des images, 65-77, 

82 
Untitled Drawing, 1 948, 72 

Mailer, Norman, 4 1 3  
Malcolm X ,  387-88,  393,  3 95 ,  396 
Malevich, Kasimir, 1 8 , 222, 232, 

234, 239 
Red Square and Black Square, 

223-26, 235 n 
Mannerist painting, 352 
Mannheim, Karl, 25 n 
Mantegna, Andrea, 274, 275 
Mao Tse Tung, 3 7 1 , 395 
Mapplethorpe, Robert, 306, 3 75 
Marin, Louis, 1 3- 14,  76 
Marriage of Heaven and Hell 

(Blake), 1 26 n, 1 29,  1 3 8-40, 
1 47, 148  

Marshal l ,  Richard, 3 6  n 
Marx,  Karl, 25 , 1 50, 1 96, 260 
Masque, 9 1  
Master-slave, 1 8 9  
Matisse, Henri, 4 1  
Mattick, Paul, Jr . ,  375 n 
Matts (Spiegelman) ,  93 
Mauss, Marcel, 73 n, 1 97, 202 
Mearsheimer, John, 405 
Medusa, 1 7 1 -76 
Medusa Effect, 78-80 
Mellencamp, Patricia, 368  n 
Meltzer, Fran<;ois, 155  
Memory :  artificial ,  1 93 

as composite imagetext, 1 92-93 
as counting-house, 1 95-96 
in antiquity, 1 9 1 -93,  1 95-96 
in childhood narratives, 

1 97-200 
in Holocaust survivor narratives, 

20 1 -2 
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in Morrison's Beloved, 202-7 
in slave narratives, 1 83-97 
in women's narratives, 1 97-200 

Meninas, Las (Velazquez) ,  5 8-64, 
66, 68, 75, 82 

Metalanguages, 37, 83 
Metapictures, 9 ,  35-82, 1 06, 269, 

366, 4 1 7, 4 1 8  
Alain's "Egyptian Life Class," 

42-45 , 48 , 49, 5 6, 58 ,  62, 
63 ,  66,  76 

in ekphrasis, 1 62, 1 65 
implications for image-text 

study, 83 
MAD magazine, 78-82 
Magritte's pipe, 65-67, 82 
Poussin's Et in Arcadia Ego, 

76-77 
Steinberg's "New World," 

38-43, 45 , 48, 53, 56, 58 ,  
62 ,  63 ,  66 ,  75 

Velazquez's Las Meninas, 
58-64, 66, 68 ,  75, 82 

See also Duck-Rabbit image 
Metz, Christian, 90 n, 97 
Michelangelo, 1 3 1 ,  1 3 8 ,  1 3 9, 

223 
Michelson, Annette, 248 n 
Mil itary-industrial complex, 406, 

4 1 5  
Milton (Blake), 1 3 0  
Milton, John, 1 1 8, 1 26, 1 3 1 , 272 
Minimalism: in art, 222, 242 n, 

246-48, 253, 254, 259,  
26 1-64 

in music, 246 
Mirror and the Lamp, The 

(Abrams), 22 
Mitchell, Janice Misurell, 25 1 n 
Modernism, 5, 8 8  

a n d  metapictures, 35-36 
and Morris, 24 1 ,  242 
in painting, 2 1 ,  28 ,  96, 2 1 3-39 
in photography, 283 ,  292-93, 

307, 3 1 5,  320-22 
See also Abstract painting 



Mohr, Jean. Sec A{ter the Last Sky 
(Said and Mohr) 

Mondrian, Piet, 1 8 ,  222-23 , 
246 n 

Monument Dead Monument/ Rush 
Life Rush (Morris) ,  275-78 

Moran, Tom, 286 n 
Morris, Robert, 24 1 -79, 377, 3 8 1  n 

"American Quartet," 252-54 
bomb sculpture proposal, 246, 

378 
Box with the Sound of Its Own 

Making, 250, 261 ,  265 
Card File, 249 
Cuban Missile Crisis, 279 
encaustic paintings on alumi-

num, 272-78 
on evolution of  modern art, 

222 
!-Box, 266-70 
Monument Dead Monument/ 

Rush Life Rush, 275-78 
"Notes on Sculpture," 257 
polyhedrons, 25 1 ,  254-56 
poster for Castelli-Sonnabend 

Gallery Exhibition, 270-71  
"Prohibition's End," 275 
Site, 270-71 
Slab, 257-63, 265 ,  270 
Untitled, 25 1 

Morris, Wright, 288 
Morrison, Toni,  1 63 n, 1 83 

Beloved, 1 97, 202-7 
Morton, A. L., 127 n  
Moses, 1 29-30, 138  
Movies. See Films 
MTV, 1 07, 4 1 0  
Mulatto, 74 n 
Multistabil ity, 45-57, 74-76 
Murrow, Ed, 404 
Museum of Modern Art, 223 , 230, 

23 1 ,  246 
Music, 88, 1 15 ,  1 1 7, 246 
Musser, Charles, 21 n 
"My Wife or My Mother-in-law" 

(drawing), 45 
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N ;J d a r, Pa u l ,  \ ( L� - h  
N a muth, Hans ,  2.7S  
Narrative (s ) ,  I !U - 2.07, 2 0 9  

childhood, 1 97-99 
Holocaust surv iv ors ' ,  20 1 -2 
in Morrison's Beloved, 202-4 
slave, 1 83-98 
women's, 1 97-200 

Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
Douglass, 1 83 ,  1 8 5 n, 
1 8 6-90, 1 95 n, 1 98, 200 

Nation, 3 6 8  
National Endowment for the Hu

manities, 1 -4 
Natural History (Pliny) , 334-43 
Nature : and convention, in il lusion, 

327-28 , 3 3 1 -33, 3 37-42 
as ground of  realism, 357, 3 6 1  

Necker cube, 45, 4 8 ,  56  
Neff, Terry Ann, 72 n 
Nelson, Robert, 8 9 n, 353 n 
Nero, 3 3 8  
Neumann, Alfred E . ,  78-82 
Newhall, Nancy, 288 
Newman, John,  407 n 
Newspapers, 9 1 ,  94 

comic strips, 9 1 -93 
Newsweek, 4 1 0  
Newton (Blake), 1 35-36 
"New World" (Steinberg), 3 8-43, 

45, 48,  53 ,  56,  58, 62, 63 ,  
66,  75  

New Yorker, 42,  48,  82  
New York Times, 385  
Niepce, Joseph Nicephore, 306  
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 1 7, 3 0 1  
Nike Corporation, 394 
1 984 (Orwell ) ,  364-65 
North, Michael, 374 
Norton, Charles Eliot, 85 
"Notes on Sculpture" (Morris) ,  257 
Novels, 1 9 1  n 

cartoon, 93-94 
The Dark Knight, 93-94 
Morrison's Beloved, 1 97, 202-7 
Orwell's 1 984, 364-65 
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" I  l h J tTI - d i snHi r�r," I IJ7 
l l h J t'C t - l a nguagc: rc:l a c ionship, 24 1 ,  

259-6 1 
< l '13ric:n, John, 53 n 
( >ctober (fi lm),  375 
"Ode on a Grecian Urn" ( Keats) ,  

1 70-71 ,  1 73 ,  1 76 
Oldenburg, Claes, 377 
Oldham, Gary, 4 1 0  
Olney, James, 1 8 6-87, 1 96 n  
"On the Medusa of Leonardo Da 

Vinci in the Florentine Gal
lery" (Shelley) ,  1 7 1 -76, 1 8 1  

Operation Desert Storm. See Persian 
Gulf War 

Oratore, De (Cicero) ,  1 95-96, 202 
Orwell, George, 364-65 
O'Sullivan, Timothy, 28 9 n  
Oswald, Lee Harvey, 3 99-400, 

406, 4 1 1 
Otherness, 3 1 2, 320 

in abstract art development, 235 
in ekphrasis, 1 56-57, 1 6 1 -65, 

1 68, 1 73-74, 1 79, 1 8 1  
and i l lusion, 333  
in metapictures, 44  
in  Panofsky's iconology, 28 ,  

33-34 
semiotic, 1 5 6-57 
in slave narratives, 1 84-85 
in writing, 1 1 4 

Owens, Craig, 2 1 7  n 

Paine, Thomas, 1 20-2 1 ,  126 n 
Painting, 5, 2 1 0, 32 1 -22 

Egyptian, 42-45, 352 
and ekphrasis, 1 55 ,  1 60-6 1 ,  1 65 
Fragonard's The Swing, 1 6 9-70 
and image-text problem, 64, 88 ,  

95-99,  1 07 
Leonardo on, 3 3 1 -32 
Magritte's pipe, 65-77 
and Morris, 243 ,  25 1 ,  272-78 
in Panofsky's iconology, 26-28, 

3 1 -3 2  
pictorial turn in, 1 5  

4 3 9  

Pl iny on i l l usionist, .B4-39 
Poussin's Et in Arcadia Ego, 76 
realism in,  3 5 1 -52, 357-58 
and romantic antipictorialism, 

1 1 5  
systematic shifts in, 2 1  
Velazquez's Las Meninas, 58-63 
visible language in, 1 1 1 , 1 13 
See also Abstract painting 

Palestinians, 3 1 2-2 1 
Panofsky, Erwin, 76, 1 62 

iconology of, 1 3, 1 6- 1 9, 22-34, 
49 

on perspective, 23, 3 1 -33 
on visuality of film, 9 1  

Pantextualism, 1 3 1-32 
"Parade-Hoboken, New Jersey" 

(photograph) ,  291  
Paradise Lost (Milton) , 272 
Park, Roy, lOO n, 1 1 5 n  
Parrhasius, 334-36, 339  
Pastoral, Greek, 1 64-65 
Paulson, Ronald, 1 4 n  
Pearlman, Alison, 72 n 
Peirce, Charles S . ,  1 2, 347n,  3 6 1  
Peloponnesian War, The (Thucyd-

ides) ,  1 04-6, 1 9 1 n 
Pericles, 1 04-6, 338  
Persian Gulf  War, 24, 424 

]FK (film) compared with, 409, 
4 1 2, 4 1 5- 1 6  

television coverage of, 1 5 - 1 6, 
3 67, 368 , 3 97-405 , 4 1 4 n, 
4 1 6  

Perspective, 283 
Crary on, 1 9, 22, 23 
as mode of  realism, 352, 353 n, 

357-58 
Panofsky on, 18,  28 ,  3 1 -33  

Pesci, Joe, 4 1 3  
Phaedrus (Plato) ,  1 1 3 
Phenomenology, 1 2, 28,  72, 

1 6 1 -62 
Philebus (Plato) ,  1 92 n  
Philology, 23 
Philosophes, 1 1 8 ,  1 25-28 



Philosophical Investigations (Witt
genstein) ,  50-53 , 259 n, 
26 1 

Philosophy, 88 ,  249 
linguistic and pictorial  turns in, 

1 1 - 1 3  
representation in, 420 
See also Epistemology; Phenome

nology 
Photographic essays, 93, 94, 2 1 1 ,  

28 1 -322 
After the Last Sky, 289, 3 1 2-21 
Camera Lucida, 289,  301-7, 

3 1 2- 1 3 , 3 1 7 
The Colonial Harem, 289,  

307- 1 2, 3 1 7  
Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, 

94, 285,  288-300, 307 n, 
309- 10, 3 1 2, 321  

Photography, 1 07, 2 1 1 
development of, 2 1  
i l lusionism in, 3 4 1  
and language, 28 1-85 
as  model of eye, 50-5 1 ,  53 
See also Photographic essays 

Picasso, Pablo, 232 
Pictograms, 1 1 3 ,  146 
Pictorial Concepts (Sonneson),  86 
Pictorial turn, 9,  1 1-34, 88 ,  4 1 7  

and metapictures, 1 06 
spectacle and surveillance in,  

327, 366, 374 
and Steinberg's "New World," 

41 
Picture: defined, 4 n 

See also Image-text relationship 
Picture of Slavery (Bourne) ,  1 85 
Picture theory, 9, 4 1 7  

implications of, 4 1 8  
purpose of, 5-7 

Pipe, symbolism of, 72-74 
Piss Christ (Serrano) ,  375 
Pitt, William, 123 
Plato, 1 1 3 ,  1 92 n, 255-56, 262 

cave of, 49 

I n  d ,. )! 

/ 'l,l/oo/1 ( l i l m ) ,  40 I 
Plcynct, Man.:cl in ,  I S 7 n , I Ml n 
Pliny, 328 ,  357-SH 

Natural History, .3 34-43 
Podro, Michael, 1 H n, 3 I 
Poe, Edgar Allan, 272 
Poetics, 84, 87  
Poetry, 152  

and  antipictorialism, 1 1 4-2 1 
ekphrasis in, 1 54-59, 1 63-8 1 
Homer's Iliad, 1 52, 1 65-66, 

1 76-8 1 
i l lusionist, 33 1 -32 
and image-text problem, 88 ,  9 5 ,  

107 
Keats's "Ode on a Grecian Urn," 

1 70-7 1 ,  1 73 ,  1 76 
shaped, 1 5 8  
Shelley's "Medusa," 1 7 1 -76, 

1 8 1  
Stevens's "Anecdote o f  a Jar," 

1 66-69, 1 73,  1 80, 1 8 1  
Virgil's Aeneid, 1 79 
Will iams's "Portrait of a Lady," 

1 69-70, 1 76, 1 8 1  
Wordsworth's The Prelude, 

1 98-200, 204-5 
See also Blake, Will iam 

"Pol itical correctness," 3 97, 424 
Politics, 3 ,  4 .  See also Power 
Pollock, Jackson, 50, 222-23, 

234-35 , 253 
Morris monument to, 275-78 

Pop art, 242 n 
Pope, Maurice, 1 46 n  
Pornography, 308-12, 382 
"Portrait of a Lady" (Will iams), 

1 69-70, 1 76, 1 8 1  
Postmodernism, 4 1 ,  85,  152,  360 

abstract art versus, 2 1 6- 1 9, 222, 
236-39, 244-45 

anti-aesthetic posture of, 3 76-77 
of cartoon novels, 93 
end of,  239,  366,  369,  4 1 7  
and metapictures, 35-36,  5 8  
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o f  Morris, 24 1 -41J, ltd 
in photography, 28 .\ ,  . \22 
and picture theory, 1 5 , 28 
See also Pictorial turn 

Pound, Ezra, 8 8 
Poussin, Nicolas, 76-77 
Power, 323-28, 422 

and i l lusionism, 332-34, 
338-40 

in photographic essays, 28 1 ,  
288 

and public autobiography, 
1 97-99 

public sphere contrasted with, 
3 64-65 

and representation, 3 ,  5 ,  6 
in Velazquez's Las Meninas, 6 1  
See also Colonialism;  Slavery 

Pragmatism, 347n,  3 6 1 ,  4 1 9  
Praz, Mario, 84 n 
Prelude, The (Wordsworth) ,  1 98-

200, 204-5 
Preziosi, Donald, 1 7, 85 
Primitive art, 45-46 
Printing, 1 1 8-2 1 
"Prohibition's End" (Morris ) ,  275 
Propaganda, 357, 3 64, 422 

JFK ( film) as, 408 - 1 0, 4 1 3 , 414  
Persian Gul f  War, 404 
and pornography, 382  
in public art, 3 82, 393  

Protogenes, 3 3 8  
Provocative, Plato's concept, 251  n .  

See also Dialectic 
Psychoanalysis, 9 1  n,  1 64 n, 226 
Public art: and Do the Right Thing, 

3 85-95 
Serra's Tilted Arc, 374-75 , 383  n 
Vietnam Veterans' Memorial, 

264, 3 77 n, 3 79- 8 1  
violence of, 371-84 

Public sphere, 3 63-69, 420. See 
also Public art 

Purism, 25 1 
Purists, 95-96 
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Puritanism, 1 26 
Pygmalion myth, 332,  338-39 

Rabbit-Duck image. See Duck-
Rabbit image 

Radio, 1 5 1 -54 
Rafferty, Terrence, 3 9 1 n, 408 
Ragin, Charles C., 249 n 
Raimondi, Marcantonio, 148 
Rajchman, John, 36 
Raphael, 223 
Rather, Dan, 16 ,  408 n 
Rauschenberg, Robert, 271  
Realism, 2 1 6, 325-28 

Alberti on, 357-58 
contrasted with illusionism, 

325-28 
and Bollen cartoon, 330-3 1 
Goodman on, 345-56, 360-62 
in Jurassic Park, 35 8-60 
in public sphere, 3 67 
See also Illusion, Irrealism 

" Realism, Relativism, and Reality" 
(Goodman), 346 n, 350n ,  352 

Reconceptions in Philosophy (Good
man),  345 n, 354, 362 

Red Square and Black Square 
( Malevich ) ,  223-26, 235 n 

Reich, Steve, 246 
Rembrandt, 8 8  
Renaissance, 148,  227. See also Per

spective 
Representation: copy theory of, 1 6, 

354-55, 420 
Goodman's theory of, 345-56,  

3 60-62 
outside, 4 1 9  
problem of, 3 ,  6 ,  1 6, 4 1 7- 1 8  
a s  process, 420-2 1 
and responsibi lity, 42 1-25 
types of, 3-4 
See also Image-text relationship 

Resemblance, 350-5 1 ,  355-57, 
360-6 1 

Revelation, 348,  350, 352-53 



Revolution :  and abstract art, 
227-28 

Engl ish, 1 26-27 
French, 30, 1 1 5 - 1 8 ,  1 20, 1 2 1 ,  

1 23 n,  126 
Medusa as emblem of, 1 74 

Rey Chow, 3 7 1  n, 379 n 
Reynolds, Joshua, 1 1 1 , 130  
Rhetoric, 1 1 , 84 ,  87  

memory in  classical, 1 92-93, 
202 

Ricco, John, 72 n 
Richardson, John, 257 n  
Ricoeur, Paul, 1 8 6  
Riis, Jacob, 285-87 
Robespierre, 1 25 
Rockwell, Norman, 4 1 4  
Rococo painting, 352 
Rogers, Neville, 1 73 n 
Romanticism, 22, 89  

antipictorialism in ,  1 1 4-30 
Rorty, Richard, 1 1- 1 3  
Rose, Barbara, 243 n 
Rose, Jacqueline, 1 62 n  
Rosenberg, Harold, 40 n, 2 1 9  n, 

247-48 
Rosenblum, Robert, 2 1 3  n, 23 1 -32 
Rosetta stone, 1 46 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 89,  

1 25-29, 1 46, 1 68 ,  1 8 9  
Ruby, Jack, 399, 4 1 3 , 4 1 4  
Russell, Bertrand, 2 6 1  n 

Sacks, Oliver, 1 6 1  
Said, Edward, 239, 323 

After the Last Sky, 289, 3 1 2-21 
Saintsbury, George, 153 n, 159 n 
Saussure, Ferdinand de, 1 7, 342, 

347-48 
Sayre, Henry, 376 n, 3 77 n  
Schapiro, Meyer, 38  n ,  236 
Schiller, Friedrich von, 414 n 
Schleusener, Jay, 345 n 
Schloss, Carol, 288 n, 300 n 
Schmetzer, Uli, 371  n 
Schneemann, Carolee, 270-71 

I n  d e ' 
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Schwa rzcncggcr, Arnold ,  2.4 
Schwarzkogler, Rudol f, 3 77 
Schwarzkopf, Norman, 402 
Science, 8 8  

and abstract art, 227-28, 2.H 
as ground of realism, 3 5 7-5 H ,  

3 6 1  
o f  ideology, 3 3  
and picture theory, 1 9-20 

Scodel, Joshua, 1 60 n, 1 64 n, 
1 64-65, 1 77 n  

Scorcese, Martin, 3 9 1  n 
Scott, Grant F., 1 5 2 n  
Scroll-book dichotomy, i n  Blake, 

1 32-43 , 1 46,  149 
Sculpture, 26, 1 07, 2 1 0- 1 1  

o f  Borofsky, 2 1 9  
minimalist, 246-47, 26 1 ,  263 
Morris's work as, 243 , 248-49, 

25 1 ,  26 1 ,  263 
Negro, and modernism, 235 
See also Morris, Robert; Public 

art 
Scutenaire, Louis, 72 n 
Sedgwick, Eve, 165  
Seidel, Linda, 161  n 
Sel f-reference. See Metapictures, Cir

cular argument 
Semiotics, 2 1 0, 335,  4 1 9, 420 

and art history, 99 n 
and ekphrasis, 1 56, 1 6 1  
and Goodman, 348-49 
and image-text problem, 86-88,  

99 n 
and mixed media, 90 
and pictorial turn, 1 1 - 1 2, 1 4  n 

Serra, Richard, 374-75 , 383 n 
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Wha t  a re images ? How do they d i ffe r from words ? Wha t ,  pn·l' i sc· l y, , 
W. ] .  T Mitchell  asks, a rc pictures ( a n d  t hcor i t· s  o l  p iu u rcs )  d n i i iJ.t 1 
now, in the late twentieth centu ry, w hen the power o l  thl' v i s u a l  1 '  

said t o  b e  greater than ever before, a n d  the " pictoria l t u rn "  su p p l.t n t s  t lw 
" l i n g u i st i c  turn"  i n  the study o f  cu l ture ? I n  th is  c o m pa n ion v o l u m l'  I n  
lconology, Mitchell explores the ways in which pictures fu nction i n  theor ic'  
about culture, consciousness, and representation, and looks at theory itst· l f  
a s  a form o f  picturing. Drawing o n  contemporary and controversial fi lms ,  
such as Spike Lee's Do the Right Thing and Ol iver Stone's JFK, as wel l  a �  
media coverage of national news, Mitchell examines a n d  i l l ustrates the sha p 
ing force of visual images to awaken or stifle public debate, col lective emo-
tion, and political violence . 

This book by one of America 's leading theorists of visual representation 
offers a rich account of the interplay between the v is i ble and the reada ble 
across cu l ture, from literature to visual art  to the mass med ia .  

"Al l  that  is l ogocentric melts in th is  fascinating discussion,  which might a lso 
be  tit led 'What Do Pictures Want ? '  Do they want  to get  along with  text or 
elbow it out of the way? At a t ime when the contents o f  ent ire art galleries 
are available from Microsoft and writing of the a lpha bet variety i s  not neces
sari ly the signifier of  choice, Mitchell 's playfu l ,  erudite attempt to 'connect 
Wi l l i a m  B l a k e ,  Wittge n s t e i n ,  a n d  S p i k e  Lee '  c o u l d n ' t  be m o re on t h e  
money. " 
-Editors' Choices, Voice Literary Supplement 

"A most exciting work . . . . I was quite l iteral ly astonished at the depth and 
acuity of insight in Mitchel l 's analyses and commentary;  no other writer on 
images and texts so extraordinari ly gets into the cracks, so to speak,  and so 
bri lliantly makes the work come alive . "  
-Edward Said 

"This volume is a veritable chocolate box of  well-developed ideas . . .  acces
s i b le to the l a y  reader, engaging for the researcher, a n d  an e m blemat ic  
resource for classroom discussion . "  
-Library journal 

W. J. T. Mitchell is the Gaylord Donnelley D istinguished Service Professor in 
the Department of English Language and Literature and the Department of 
Art at the University of Chicago and editor o f  the j ournal Critical Inquiry . 
Mitchell 's book lconology is also available from the Uni versity of Chicago 
Press. 

Book and cover design : Jul ia Robling Griest. 
I l lustration: Blind Time, No. 9 (detai l ) ,  courtesy Robert Morris. 
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