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Review article

On looking and reading: Word and image, visual
poetics, and comparative arts*

MIEKE BAL

Introduction: The crisis of art history?

It is fashionable today to speak of art history as a disciplinc in crisis. At
first sight, the symptoms of such a crisis are overwhelming but, as T will
argue in this paper, deceptive. Events interpreted as symptoms of such a
disciplinary crisis are the following: books with titles like The End of the
History of Art? (Belting 1988) find eager publishers and buyers; scholars
from adjacent fields invade the field of art history to propose altcrnative
approaches to art because they consider current approaches dead ends
(e.g., Bryson 1981, 1983, 1984) or to deconstruct the art historical
enterprise itself (e.g., Melville 1988); some of the most fascinating art
historians disclaim their allegiance to the discipline (e.g., Fried 1987: 10);
and, most significantly, alternative fields emerge, under various headings,
which propose the study of art in relation to other disciplines. The
headings quoted in the title of this article, terms that seem to be around
more and more, are testimony of the attempt to revitalize by expansion to
another field a discipline considered, without such an emergency measure,
to be in danger of being rigidified, impoverished, dying if not dead.
These symptoms are deceptive and, when examined more closely, point
at something quite different from a crisis. They arguably indicate an
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astonishing vitality, perhaps even an all but overwhelming predominance
of art history within the humanities today; indeed, perhaps a shift, from
linguistics in the 1960s and early 1970s, via anthropology in the early
1980s, to art history as the central discipline on which other fields draw
heavily for their own revitalization. One can argue that, if art historians
are willing to challenge their discipline, they provide evidence of its
strength: the discipline can afford the challenge. If scholars from other
fields are attracted to the study of art, one can assume that there is
something attractive going on there which they miss in their home fields,
and if a field is worth deconstructing, every good deconstructionist knows
that the deconstructive enterprise remains basically immanent to the thing
deconstructed.! If strong art historians take some distance from what
they consider less interesting or tenable in their home field, they are by the
same token themselves contributing the new perspective that was lacking;
for in spite of their disclaimer, they too are art historians, and unless they
wish t give away the field to those whose practice they don’t like, their
own practice is art history. If new fields are created, art history is
expanding its boundaries, not giving them up. Art history itself, then, is
not in crisis; it is challenging, explicitly addressing, and thereby overcom-
ing the threat of its foreclosure.

This is not to say that all is fine in art history, and that those who think
the discipline is in crisis are out of their minds. Of course, to the question
of whether art history is sick or blooming, the answer will be neither, or
both. Something is happening, we can be sure. In this paper, I am
speaking from within the cracks produced by the opposition between the
‘art-history-in-crisis’ and the ‘blooming-of-art-history’ views; as one of
those ‘aliens’ coming to visual art from a literary background, with what
some may want to call the arrogance of ignorance and others may
consider a fresh — or at least different — perspective, and enthusiastically
participating in the creation of the integrating discipline in which the
studies of words and images are no longer separated. I am also speaking
as one who is fascinated by the quality of some of the work done in the
field of ‘straight’ art history.” The question, for example, of whether
literary criticism has so much more to boast in terms of quality (that is,
new insights and understanding, both of particular works and of the
workings of art in context) than art analysis as represented by Leo
Steinberg (e.g., 1985), Svetlana Alpers, and Michael Fried — to name just
a few contemporary, ‘straight’ historians of older art — remains to be
answered. Although a tradition of sophisticated reflection on hermeneutic
questions has borne fruit, and made literary scholars less naive in their
claims than art historians, there is nothing inherently superior in either
discipline’s methods or results. That a scholar coming from literary
studies like Bryson is able to bring in a new perspective and a new method
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for art historical analysis based on his background gives evidence of his
own quality more than of art history’s inherent lack of it.

More to the point, these ‘aliens’ have been able to enter the adjacent
field thanks to semiotics, a multidisciplinary methodology which is in no
way the property of literary studies, as the very existence of this journal
shows. The place of semiotics as a method, a paradigm, a perspective, or
just an eye-opener in relation to the sense of crisis and the new, exciting
events in and around art history is worth assessing.

Part of this paper originated in an attempt to understand my own’

present interest in visual art,® and I would hope for the reader’s
indulgence toward this personal motivation. I do, of course, have a
professional justification for it. In Tradition and Desire, Norman Bryson
takes up the issues raised by Harold Bloom (1975), and brilliantly shows
how the dialectical relationship between the wish to follow and the desire
to outdo great models of influence establishes the unique interaction
between sameness and difference that characterizes each wWork of art in its
own way. These interactions can be properly called a dialogue, in the
specific Bakhtinian sense, referring to the many-voicedness of any work,
but including the tensions that Bakhtin’s slightly embellishing concept
tends to underwrite. The tensions between, as Bryson phrases it, tradition
and desire, are generative of new work, of renewal of work, and of re-
working newness, with the very newness, of course, being relativized in
the process of analysis.

There are two contexts for this dialogue that I wish to actualize in this
paper. The first one is that of the relations between scholars. It is well
known that scholars, just like everybody else, need to establish their own
difference from others by lumping together all the work they wish their
own to differ from. The very label, so often misused, of ‘new’ as opposed
to ‘old’ (if not to ‘ancient’) works to disqualify that from which the
distance must be sketched, yet whose difference is never unprnblematic
(e.g., ‘Les anciens et les modernes’, where the oldness was less easy to
define than the newness; the New Historicism in literary studies, just a
little too close to the old one to gain a clear profile; the New Art History,
too busy disqualifying great predecessors to emerge itself as detached
from them). This tension is productive, as it motivates the ‘new’ people to
radicalize their positions, which is in turn an efficient way.to maximize
newness and, for the ‘ancients’ challenged, to renew or to reclaim their
newness. But also, it is partly responsible for the continued defensive
conservatism among large contingents of art historians.who.righsly refuse
to recognize their work in the caricatures set up by the ‘new’-ers.

A second context for the tension between tradition and desire is the
dialogue between word and image, actualized in two ways. First, mirror-
ing the preceding context, word and image works tend to suggest that
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‘straight’ art historians neglect the verbal aspects of visual grt. This can
hardly be the case in a field whose strongest tradition is today iconographic
— that is, based on reading images as what, visually, they are not — and
which has, moreover, always been strongly anchored in verbal sources,
Overemph asis on newness encourages the repression of the verbal aspects
of traditional art history, hence of the insertion of traditional work within
the new paradigm. Second, the very phrase ‘word and image’ suggests that
two different things are to be brought together, thereby neglecting the
common aspects of the two. Here too a distinction is set up and maintained
in the very move of overturning it. I will argue that this dichotomistic
fallacy continues to weaken even the renewing enterprise.

My own position now becomes clear: having learned so much from art
history, I am caught in the very tension Bryson demonstrated in Tradition
and D}2sire, both in relation to the works I will discuss here and in relation
to the very endeavor they, and I, are involved in. But considering these
issues, things have to grow even more personal. Because I am presently
working on a project of ‘word and image’ concerning Rembrandt and
‘verbality’, I want to discuss (briefly) not a general trend, but some of the
recent works from which I personally have drawn inspiration in my desire
to overcome limitations in my own field which I felt were arbitrary and
~ confining. Again I am tempted to say that the personal choices and the
inherent degree of randomness such a review entails is part of the
argument, for I would like to contend that the limitations imposed by
scholarly traditions are in some sense more arbitrary and artificial than
other limitations (e.g., those imposed by a personal route of inquiry which
brings in its own inquiries, urgencies, and perspectives, hence coherence).
I'will also argue that disciplinary input is indispensible in order to prevent
importing old problems into new attempts. By doing this, I hope to show
to both outsiders and insiders of art history one side of my thesis,
explored elsewhere, that ‘verbality’ or word-ness is as indispensible in
visual art as visuality or image-ness is in verbal art.* I wish to emphasize
from the outset that the following remarks are not to suggest that
reflections .on word-image interaction are absent from the traditional
disciplines; nor that the analyses of paintings I will propose differ in kind
from, say, formalist analysis. My goal is not to claim more ‘newness’ than
is there, but to systematize currents, or perhaps undercurrents, “tropisms’
in Nathalie Sarraute’s sense, in extant work, and thus contribute to more
thorough relations between fields, and more self-confidence for each,
which is a precondition of acceptance of otherness.

I will begin by a brief presentation of recent work by three authors;
Svetlana Alpers, a ‘straight’ art historian whose work is crucial for an
evaluation of where the best of art history is today;® Michael Fried, who
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is trained as an art historian and a literary critic; and Norman Bryson,
who came to art history as a trained literary scholar. This presentation is
merely meant to place the subsequent discussion of the field and its
approaches. Next I will draw a few lines between the words ‘word’ and
“mage’ in order to replace that awkward conjunction ‘and’, which seems
highly unfit to define a discipline or approach, with some more specific
links. As Felman has demonstrated for the equally unsatisfying phrase
‘Literature and Psychoanalysis’ (1977), such an apparently neutral con-
junction or linking word often hides an unwarranted hierarchy which
precludes the connection’s enriching potential. I will argue that this
is indeed the case here. Such a rethinking of the phrase must lead, I
will contend, to a name change, and the two remaining headings in my
title are two different possibilities to rebaptize, hence to reorient the
enterprise.

Flowers in a fertile field

In 1983, Svetlana Alpers published a successful book, The Art of
Describing. Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century, in which she undertook
no less than a revision of the concepts with which we approach the art of
the past. Her argument against an art historical bias privileging narrative
art in the Italian mode, thus obliterating the specificity of Dutch art, is
forceful, though its force is less in its conclusions than in its argumenta-
tion and its heuristic usefulness. She demonstrated the latter aspect, for
example, in one of the most interesting pieces of the recent flow of.
publications on Velazquez’s Las Meninas, where she showed .that the
sense of paradox this painting seems to produce (cf. Foucault, Searle,
Snyder and Cohen) stems from an integration of narrativity and descrip-
tivity. Drawing upon contemporary documents, both verbal and visual,
concerning ‘visual culture’ in the Netherlands — ideas about vision,
scientific reliability, the invention, and the impulse to invent, of instru-
ments for the perfection of vision, the impulse to documentation, to
visualize structures (e.g., in maps) — Alpers analyzes in the book a large
number of works of art, of various genres, in order to demonstrate the
descriptive inpulse in that art. What is at stake, then, is the input of a
verbal context, a diffuse cultural text, on the visual art of the time; an
episteme & la Foucault, which eventually pervades the culture as a doxa g
la Barthes. It is this aspect of the study — its roots in contcmpoiary
verbality, in diffuse rather than pointed sources — that makes it a good
case for art history’s inherent ‘word and image-ness.’

The book concludes with two case studies, of Vermeer and of Rem-
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brandt, where the former fits the concept of descriptivity while the latter
escapes it, or takes it to its limits. Interestingly, Alpers’s recent Rem-
brandt’s Enterprise begins by challenging this conclusion. Here, the author
takes Rembrandt not as an exception in his time but as an artist who
greatly contributed, within the habits of his time, to change those habits,
It is a surprisingly creative response to current debate on (dis)attribution,
authenticity, and the sense of loss entailed by the non-autographic status
of many cf Rembrandt’s masterpieces. Rather than deploring the loss or
stoppinng the debate at the resolution of the authenticity question, Alpers
produces an argument — convincing, and quite satisfying in other
respects as well — as to why it is that these paintings have fooled us for so
long. This study is almost materialist, in an unorthodox sense of that
word, analyzing both the materiality of painting and the economic
activities of the artist; the economic organization of art traffic and
Rembrandt’s eccentric and founding place in it. The four chapters each
deal with a different aspect of Rembrandt’s active intervention in the
status of art: the relation to the materiality of paint, the use of
theatricality, the direction of his studio, and his way of creating value on
the market. I will only address the first two in this review.

Michael Fried’s 1980 book, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and
Beholder in the Age of Diderot, declares its object to be painting-plus-
commentary. Diderot’s writing on painting in the Salons is taken not as a
secondary metatext, but as an inherent part of the art production of the
time. The interaction between critic and artist is dialectic rather than
hierarchical. As the title indicates, the central theme of the study is the
relation between painting and beholder which, in the period Fried
discusses, becomes more and more problematic and paradoxical. Fried
begins at the moment when the central interest is in characters so
absorbed in their own mental occupations that the visual representation
of their states of mind is the ultimate challenge painters have to face. The
twenty or so years he studies show a shift from this challenge to a
seemingly opposed one which is in fact a response to it: the representation
of dramatic movement. This preference for the theatrical is the diegetic®
consequence of a representational preoccupation with unity. This concern
for unity can be seen as a response to the absorption tradition, where
unity remained thematic (all figures were absorptive) but could not be
diegetic (they did not interact). Fried argues, however, that the concern
for unity is in turn grounded in a specific view of the relationship to the
beholder, which is paradoxical from the start and, as we will see, bound to
break the unity itself. Theatricality addresses a beholder willing to identify
with positions offered, and most of these paintings include a figure
representing that identification diegetically. Yet the theatrical mode alsc
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implies an awareness and acceptance, even a demand, of the viewer’s
absence from the scene of (the) painting.

In his recent book Realism, Writing, Disfiguration, Fried focuses only
indirectly on these issues, his main theme being a kind of deconstruction-
ist self-representational quality in a major painting by Thomas Eakins,
The Gross Clinic, and in the writings of Stephen Crane. The self-
representations in both cases are paradoxically intertwined; simplifying
Fried’s complex and nuanced thesis, one could say that Eakin’s preoccu-
pation is with writing, Crane’s with drawing. Yet the analysis of Eakin’s
work, which is the part of the book I will limit myself to here, works its
way to that thesis through an analysis of the relationship to the beholder
as suggested by two major figures in the painting: the master surgeon
Gross and a seemingly secondary figure, usually taken to be the patient’s
mother. The paradox of theatricality takes on a twentieth-century
affective quality that is related to familial roles, and becomes the acute
dilemma of intense seeing and intense not-looking. Although in this book
Fried presents himself thematically as a word and image scholar, since he
focuses on writing in painting and on visual representation in writing, it is
within the former that T wish to take up his work.

Norman Bryson has published three books within a few years’ time:
Word and Image, Vision and Painting, and Tradition and Desire, already
mentioned. The first and the third book deal with a historical body of
painting, from Lebrun to Delacroix. The second is a shorter essay, largely
a polemic against realism in art history, of which Gombrich’s schemata
are taken to be the last remnant. In the first book of this series, Bryson
addresses word and image issues in more than one way, representative of*
the various steps (to be outlined in this essay) from word and ifmage via
visual poetics to comparative arts. He analyzes painting and texts — two
chapters are on Diderot. This belongs to ‘straight” word and image
approaches. Bryson confronts texts with their pre-textual background
(Lebrun) or with their post-textual responses (Watteau) and show: the
interaction between them, somewhat in Fried’s mode. To the extent that
he is able to demonstrate how the texts interfere both with the painting
and with its perception by the viewers, and that textuality determines the
rhetorical effect of paintings, Bryson comes close to what I will call visual
poetics. Most characteristically, throughout the book he works with a
distinction, within the paintings, between two modes of representation,
both visual and both present in each of the works discussed: ‘discursivity’
and “figurativity’. The distinction draws upon French semioties;-and it i8

related, in not always very clear ways, to pairs like paradigm and
syntagm, denotation and connotation, signified and signifier, and realism
and narrativity. The theoretical foundation of this corncatenation of pairs

.
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is somewhat shaky, but the heuristic value of the basic distinction is
immense. As such, it is an example, to be developed further methodologi-
cally, of what I will call comparative arts.

At times, Bryson’s distinction seems to come close to Peirce’s symboli-
city and iconicity; but such a conflation would be fallacious, as iconicity
— in the vuigar sense of pictorial resemblence — is precisely what all three
books are out to challenge. Figurality is used in the etymological sense of
formness, materiality; discursivity as propositional content. The most
extreme figurality is what Bryson calls the painterly trace, the deixis of a
work of art which is, of course, closer to indexicality than to iconicity.

This idea of using the linguistic concept of deixis to get away from
realism is the major focus in the second book, a theoretical and polemical
more than a historical book. The idea of deixis leads to a plea for a kind
of materialism” that would foreground the trace of the work of painting
over .the transparency of realism. The latter appeals to the ahistorical,
disembodied gaze; the former to the more engaged, bodily glance. This
pair seems quite helpful to me, notably for a discussion of the hot feminist
issue of voyeurism, although it is not always clear, in Bryson’s own
analyses, whether he is speaking of the interaction between painter and
beholder or of the diegetic representation of that relation in the work; yet
the very term diegetic belongs to his negative term. The integration of the
linguistic concept of deixis — or, to stretch Bryson’s theory a bit, of the
opposition, established by Benveniste, between discours and histoire or
first-second person and third person modes of language use — and two
modes of viewing is a good example of comparative arts as a discipline.

As already indicated, the third book is inspired by Harold Bloom’s
Anxiety of Influence. In it Bryson analyzes, through often fascinating
discussions of major works, the tension between various trends in art
throughout the period, and in particular between specific painters (Chap-
ter 4: ‘Ingres in the atelier of David’) or painters and their context
(Chapter 6: ‘Desire in the Bourbon Library’), Methodologically, Bryson
renews his previous proposals by drawing more upon psychoanalysis.

Paradoxically, the three authors are presented here in an increasing
allegiance to literary studies, and also an increasing commitment to an
analysis of visual art. Bryson’s own development shows this same
itinerary:-from a heavy input from literary studies and distinct focus on
verbal texts, via a discussion of art (only) criticism through the body of
critical texts, to a work of art history pur sang, albeit with a difference —
the methodological background from (psychoanalytic) literary studies. If
I confine myself to these authors, it is not only because of my personal
gratitude for the inspiration I drew from them, but also precisely because
I can only address one side of the issue of visuality and verbality; not
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bec‘ause it is the only interesting one. This is another limit of my paper
which the reader should keep in mind.

Words in images: Beyond illustration

Let me begin with the obvious. One of the more traditional approaches to
word and image, which has yielded sometimes fascinating results, is the .
study of texts and their illustrations (preferably done by the same artist)
or, conversely, images and the captions that ‘illustrate’ them. Blake is a
favorite author/artist studied in the first approach (Guest and Barrell
1988); seventeenth-century emblems are a favorite genre for the second
(Gc?lderblom 1988). The theoretical question of what can be rendered in
which medium is central to this approach (e.g., Kibédi Varga 1988). The
most obvious conclusion, drawn over and over again, is the inexhaustibii-
ity o‘f the one medium in terms of the other. Poems will never be fully
illustrated, nor are the plates ever fully understood with reference to the
poem. Image and caption do not quite match — not only in terms of
exhaustibility of meaning, but also in terms of coherence of the messages.
Yet reading the image without the text can lead to hilariously erroneous
interpretations. Text and image, even when presented as a whole, do not
match, do not overlap; they can neither do with nor do without one
another.

The study of images supposedly meant to illustrate well-knowa stories
(e.g., Biblical episodes) shows the same obvious fact. Although those
images, especially when painted on walls or windows of churches; did
function as a replacement of texts in partly illiterate societies (Miles 1984),
they did so on the basis not of total redundancy, but of overwriting the
previous text. Images are readings, and the rewritings to which they give
rise, through their ideological choices, function in the same way as
sermons; not a re-telling of the text but a use of it; not an illustration but,
ultimately, a new text. The image does not replace a text; it is one.
Working through the visual, jconographic, and literary traditionis that
produced it, these images propose for the viewer’s consideration a
propositional content, an argument, an idea, inscribed in-line and color,
by means of representation. By means, also, of an appeal to the already
established knowledge that enables recognition of the scene depicted.
Paradoxically, this recognition is an indispensable step in the communica-
tion of a new, alternative propositional content. R

One example among many is Rembrandt’s Biblical history paintings.®
Take his two paintings of Joseph accused by Potiphar’s wife (Plates 1 and
2). In Genesis 39, the story told —itself a rewriting of an ancient miythical
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Plate 1. Rembrandt van Rijn, Joseph Accused by Potiphar's Wife, 1655. By permission,
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC.

tale — runs more or less as follows.? Joseph, a slave in Egypt, escapes a
seduction attempt by the wife of his owner. He refuses, alleging Potiphar’s
total trust in him. Having entered the house as a nobody, his master has
given him everything, and he feels he could have it all except his master’s
wife. The woman grabs his coat, which she later uses as evidence that
Joseph tried to rape her. The story belongs to a tradition commonly
referred to as ‘lustful stepmother seducing innocent young son’ (Yohan-
nan 1982).

If words and images could be separated, it should be possible to read
the two paintings without reference to this tradition, as will be done by
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Plate 2. Rembrandt van Rijn, Joseph Accused by Potiphar's Wife, 1655. By permissi m,
Gemildegalerie Staatliche Museen PreuBischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin-Dahlem. ™

people who lack the knowledge and are therefore incapable of recogii-
tion. It is hard to predict what kind of response such ignorznce would
produce, and to what extent it would still partake of the obvious
psychoanalytic flavor of the problematic represented in the tradition.
However, this would be a thoroughly ahistorical reading, since no
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seventeenth-century Dutch person would possess this happy ignorance.
The paintings are immediately recognizable as Josephs, both globally, in
character cast, and in detail, through iconographically readable signs.

The three characters and their postures are read on the global level: the
womar’s action of pointing is easily decoded as accusatory, while the age
difference between the two men and the intermediate age of the woman
comypiete the plot. An iconographic detail is for example the key hanging
at Joseplt’s waist in the first work, which represents the notion that
Potiphar has trusted his entire house into Joseph’s hand.?

Interestingly, this ‘immediate’ reading, based on recognition of the
subjest, finds only partial support in the verbal story. Bryson uses the
concept of recognition to distinguish denotative signs from connotative
ones. Denotation is for him iconographic, and in semiotic terms that
identication makes sense. It is the opposition to connotation, for him
equivalent to the seemingly irrelevant (in realistic terms) painterly detail,
that seems more problematic to me. Although the difference between
recognition and decoding — or rather, between direct recognition of the
image and indirect recognition of the code — has some differentiating
value, it encourages falling back into a naive notion of visual iconicity
that is misleading and hard to substantiate. The pair denotation—conno-
tation does not solve the problem raised by the question: why is it that
viewers recognize the works as Josephs while they differ from, and in
some sense contradict, the Biblical story?!!

The Biblical story does not present the three characters at the same
time, and there is no mention of keys. There, three confrontations follow
each other: Joseph versus the woman, the woman versus her husband, the
husband versus Joseph. Given the obvious psychoanalytic aspects of this
story, the direct confrontation between the three characters, due as it may
be to the needs of visual simultaneity (see Kibédi Varga 1988), brings
about a major change in the reading of the story. Briefly and provisionally
summarized: the threefold confrontation increases the anxiety and en-
hances the position of the woman, who in the Genesis story is merely a
pretext'? for the main confrontation, the scapegoat whose rejection
strengthens the intergenerational bond between the men. Rather than one
of two single-episode oppositions, her position becomes central both
structurally (the apex of a triangle) and sequentially (the three episodes
are conflated into one). Hence, the knowledge of the verbal story partakes
of the reading of the painting, but in doing so it brings about a radical
change in its meaning,

- The paintings respond to the story, but they do not copy, illustrate, or
visualize it as is. To the interpretation proposed by Genesis they propose a
counter-reading, a displacement, a shift in emphasis and affect.!® Al-
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though the paintings are, on an obvious level, totally visual, they function
on a combination of modes which includes various levels of verbality: of
the pretext (Genesis 39, globally known); of the new structure, referring to
propositional contents (psychoanalysis, a theory and practice verbal par
excellence); of the new meaning (the increased and shifted affect, arguably
mediated through verbal conventions of emotional expression).

The iconographic detail of the keys, on the other hand, represents in
itself a different level of verbality. It requires reading strictu sensu to relate
the keys to the Biblical expression ‘he gave everything into my hand’, to
which this visual sign has no visual connection. The semiotic perspective
makes this remark commonplace, but it needs pointing out: reading is a
semiotic activity broader than literate reading, yet narrower thar: inter-
pretation in general. On the visual level, a painted key refers to a ‘real’
key, by a combination of iconicity, indexicality, and symbolicity, the first
and the third modes of signification dominating, the second indispensable
nevertheless. On the verbal level, a represented key ‘stands-for® trust, in a
precise (because material) interpretation of both sign and interpretant, by
a combination in which the indexical is predominant. It is only by virtue
of conventions of reading that this mode of reading is literary rather than
just verbal; some would say metaphorical or symbolic, rather than
literal,*4

This shows us something about the ‘pure’ visuality of visual art, but
also about the difficulty of speaking of paintings in terms of word and
image. There are neither pure words (no verbal caption is visible) nor pure
images (if by that we understand images readable without recourse to
words), while materially as well as according to cliché norms of word and
image distinctions,® the works are entirely visual. An interpretation® of
the works cannot confine itself within a traditional art historical perspec-
tive, as the input of verbality would remain unnoticed. On the other hand,
a problematic of word and image would tend to assess the relationship
between the Biblical text and the paintings in terms of the priority of the
one and the derivative nature of the other. The dichotomy inherent in
such an endeavor would preclude the visibility of the interaction of more
than two modes simultaneously operating. ,

Norman Bryson means something in this spirit, it seems to me, when in
his first book on painting he tries to assess the relative degrzes of
discursivity in French painting of the Ancien Régime. 1 am quite happy
with the enterprise of this fascinating book, but its title is thoroughly
problematic. His analyses are for the most part wonderfui — rich, aense,
subtle, original — and at least for me as an outsider, they seem
convincingly historical. ‘As a work of ‘new’ art history — but for the
newness, his Tradition and Desire is self-instructive — the book is
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extremely valuable evidence of the discipline’s blooming state.'” But to
the exient that it concerns word and image, it is confusing. The trap of
simplistic binarism is inescapable. Even though Bryson’s account of
discursivity is subtle and pluralistic, the very mode of binarism takes its
toll.

Bryson exploits his dichotomy admirably. He does not stop at the
analysis of Diderot’s prose on painting in visual terms, and its relation to
the paintings reviewed,'® nor at the visual implications of the double
meaning of history as event and representation. Of the many facets of
discursivity, the interpretation of visual representations of propositions
commonly known through verbal accounts (e.g., the notion of gloire,
know.a through Corneille!®) is convincingly exploited and related to a
thea'rical mode of spectator address (p. 38). Yet the work suffers slightly
from: the lack 6f structure that results from binary over-structuring: since
the various facts are subsumed under the one heading ‘discursivity’, it
rempins hard to grasp the argument otherwise than simplistically. For
example, in the theoretical introduction I miss a specification of the
different modes of discursivity as outlined re Rembrandt’s Josephs, like
the distinction between pre-textual and intratextual discursivity (or
verbality, as I prefer to call it): between the image as response to a text
and the image as text. Not that Bryson neglects these specifications; he
only fails to name them. Discursivity is now equal to semiosis and
opposed to realism (p. 10), then equal to verbality and opposed to
visuality (passim), sometimes equal to syntaxis and opposed to paradigm
(p. 10), equal to relevance and opposed to realistic persuasiveness
(pp. 10-11). All these meanings make much sense. I wish to suggest that
Bryson is doing much more, rather than less, than his title promises. The
point of my problem is that the very name — or word, for that matter —
‘word and image’ does not help clarity, and puts subtlety and complexity
in danger of getting lost between confusion and simplicity. It is the very
book which carries this problematic title that shows convincingly that we
have to move beyond the terms of a word and image enterprise.

Words on images: From art criticism to episteme

A different relationship between word and image, also present in Bryson’s
books, is that between art and the verbal dealings with art: words on
images. When Michael Fried set out to study the changing relation
between painting and beholder in the age of Diderot (1980) — in the age
of the invention of art criticism, that is — he promised to study the
paintings as paintings-plus-commentaries, The connection between art
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and commentary is, however, not the simply hierarchical one to which we
have been accustomed through methodological positivism and its rigor-
ous distinction between object and metalanguage. Fried’s argument about
the relation is more subtle than that — interactional, rather than
hierarchical. The art critic is first of all a beholder. Painters who listen to
what art critics have to say will learn about the other side of the
relationship between painting and beholder. The thematization' of behol-
dership in Diderot’s commentaries supposedly furthers the painters’
thinking about, and acting upon, this crucial position.

The key position in Fried’s thinking, in this book, is that of the
beholder (his own position), which .is mediated through the critic’s
construction and the subsequent artistic shifting of it. The concept of the
beholder is obviously central to art analysis, but no less problematic. On
one level, as Fried and others (Alpers 1988 is a case in point) convincingly
show, it is a basically historical notion, and any serious art historical
study must account for historical beholdership, both actirl and con-
structed by the period’s episteme. This is what Fried is doing: he tries to
reconstruct the historical position of the beholder in a specific historical
period (roughly, from 1755 to 1781) through an analysis of word and
image interaction.

The intellectual itinerary resembles somewhat that of recent reader
response theory in literary criticism, which shifted from text to reader but
remained caught in the dialectic of historicism in its attempt to recon-
struct contemporary readership — a legitimate focus, but not one that
would account for the critic’s own position.? In Fried’s study, the appeal
to contemporary criticism provides a surprisingly convincing reconsiruc-
tion of the beholder’s historical position in the age of the author of both
the Salons and Le paradoxe sur le comédien, described as uneasiness
between absorption and theatricality. T will return to these terms in the
next section; here, it seems useful to realize that Fried bases his
reconstruction of the beholder on the words of the critic and on the
images of the painters, which serve as support and substantiation more
than as source of the words.?! Arguably, then, Fried’s implicit argument
is for the double predominance of words over images: the words of the
critic who encourages the painter to follow his lead, and those in which
the beholder is constructed as the relevant position in the construction of
images. But this also implies, through a deconstruction of the conven-
tional communication dogma in literary theory since Jakobson, that the
reception of art precedes, generates, and confines its produgtion.

Similar positions can be read, equally implicitly, in the other works
under discussion here. But I sense that a slightly defensive historical claim
is also forwarded to obliterate the other claim, implicit and for me more

-
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interesting, but probably for art historians unacceptable. Bryson relates
the political events around, and the critical events in, the Académie to art
production. And in fact, the psychoanalytic framework of the thesis of the
third book is, of course, verbal in precisely the same implicit yet pervasive
sense, irevitable in the discussion of the visual in a thoroughly verbaj
culture.

What [ mean by this perhaps unconscious level of word and image
relations can best be illustrated — with apologies for this less than
innocent word — with the difference between Svetlana Alpers’s two recent
books, which are also part of my personal sources of inspiration. In The
Art of Describing, Alpers leans heavily on written sources of a philosophi-
cal and epistemological tradition to substantiate her claim that Dutch art
in the seventeenth century is descriptive rather than narrative, Although
the 1nore diffise relation between these sources and the works of art is less
direct, the argument is not fundamentally different from Fried’s in
Absorption:. here, too, contemporary writing provides evidence of the
(verbal) construction of the horizon of expectation against which the art
of the time sets itself off, and without which, the explicit claim runs, it
cannot be understood. Although Alpers’s sources cannot be dubbed
words on images in the same way that art criticism can, they certainly fit
the idea of metalanguage, hence of language on the visual (‘language’ of)
images.

For art historians (and not for them alone, but arguably for Western
culture as a whole), the relationship is problematic; this sometimes leads
to repression of the inevitable verbal side of the argument. The repressed
verbality of Alpers’s argument in The Art is visible in the absence of
definitions of, and even of explicit reflection on, the very concepts of
description and narration. This is not surprising, and the author can
hardly be blamed for it. Seemingly obvious, these notions also suffer from
a conspicuous lack of convincing definition within their ‘home’ field,
literary theory.?** This is not surprising either; they constitute one of those
ideological dichotomies which almost automatically turn hierarchical,
and which can only be undone by a stepwise deconstruction.?? Reversing
the hierarchy, as Alpers does in this book by showing the value of
descriptive art,?* is a first, powerful, but not sufficient step. Its insuffici-
ency shows in the solution to the dilemma of the non-fitting ‘exception’.
As she herself states in her later book, categorizing Rembrandt as
culturally exceptional — as a more narrative artist than the rest of the
Dutch — undermines the reversal: classifying one of the greatest artists
outside the emancipated class comes close to reinstating the dominance to
be undermined, while the potential subversive power of exceptionality
remains unexploited as long as the dichotomy stands, reversed or not.
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Any serious attempt to define the terms of such a suspect pair leads to a
juestioning not of the order of the hierarchy, but of the very opposition
inderlying it. h

In her subsequent book, Rembrandt’s Enterprise, Alpers takes issue
vith her previous position regarding this artist. Within her project, which
s a continuous struggle to define the difference of images in a verbal
sulture, she has no reason to take issue, as from my perspective I would,
with the (verbal) dichotomy that led to his exceptional position in the first
olace. Nevertheless, the relation between paintings and historical context,
and between words and images, becomes more diverse, and for me more
interesting, in this fascinating study. Although the precedence of words is
more problematic, as Alpers rightly states, since in the preclassical age
artists did not follow a body of theoretical writing, she manages to show a
more complex relation to writing in which the paintings and the texts
alternately generate each other. For a typical tradition and-desire artist,
full of ;ambivalence toward predecessors, this relationship becomes even
more complex.

Inevitably, the modern critic partakes of the problems produced by that
complexity, and the subsequent need for simplification. Where art critics
wrote about that other deceptive distinction, between ‘fine’ and ‘rough’
(fyn and grof) painting, it is tempting to discuss Rembrandt’s works —
whether or not they are divided into ‘periods’ — in terms of that
distinction taken a step further, into semiotics. The terms then indicate
not just manners of painting but meaningful signs. Paint-handling
becomes a statement, and the propositional content of that statement
moves from self-reference to affective attitudes. Alpers leads this semioti-
zation of manner in a very original and exciting manner, in emphasizing
the materiality of paint and its relation to sculpture, to touching as a
specific way of seeing, and to a problematization of representation -— in
short, to self-reflection. Her analyses of particular paintings are subtle
and mostly convincing, and her general point is well taken. For example,
she establishes an illuminating relation between paint-handling and
impasto on the one hand, and a small etching, The Goldsmith, in the
Pygmalion tradition on the other. Here, handling becomes domiration,
and the choice of motifs makes the etching clearly misogyiiistic. Defend-
ing ‘rough’ painting or the famous late-Rembrandtish impasto by making
it so much more interesting and meaningful in the semiotic sense, the
critic carefully avoids binary valuation. N

It is in the (verbal) interpretation of the (visual) particularities of the
works that I find the return of the repressed hierachy. This happens when
the focus on material seeing — touching — is rephrased in the idealizing
terms of love, understanding, human relation (e.g., pp. 23, 29). Fur an

v
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artist with a clear predilection for subjects wherein the contiguity between
seeing and touching is thematized in terms of power and sexuality
(Bathsheba, Susanna, Lucretia), this seems a problematic stance to take.
The viewing seems to be informed, here, by a certain humanistic discourse.

What does this problem have to do with word and image, and
specifically with the subject of the present section, words on images? |
would submit that the unawareness of the input of verbality in this
interpretztion, which presents itself as based on distinctly visual observa-
tion, obscures the extent to which words take precedence over, even
produce, the construction of the image. The words taking precedence here
are merely less easy to see, obscured as they are by the more explicitly
alleged contemporary texts. The words (Alpers’s) constructing the images
here -—as distinct from the sharp critique of The Goldsmith — are those of
the doxa of our culture, which (as I have argued elsewhere) condones rape
with reference to the implicitly alleged ‘natural’ continuity between seeing
and roucling;?® which in turn allows the members of that culture to
construct touching as caring and love, rather than as power and taking
possession. Interestingly, Alpers’s chapter title, “The Master’s Touch’, can
be given an unintended second meaning in this context.

I would like to see the relation between these two issues — the more
technical one of Rembrandt’s impasto and its relation to self-reflection
through emphasis on the tactile dimension on the one hand, and the
ideological one of the representation of sexual power on the other —ina
particularly rich painting. In one of his two paintings of Susanna (the
more complex one in Berlin), the subject is, on one level, the abuse of
power through the extension of seeing to touching (see Plate 3). This
subject is related to the verbal pre-text in a manner similar to the Josephs.
In both the Joseph and the Susanna cases, the attractiveness of the subject
for painting is in the thematization of vision: power and the abuse of it is
related to seeing. For Joseph, the physical presence of the coat as material
though deceptive evidence, credible because embedded in the woman's
derivative social power position; for Susanna, the lust to touch aroused by
seeing, and the power to touch warranted by social power: visuality or
rather its epistemological potency, visibility, are decisive factors that
generate the narrative. The fact that the one Elder (in the Susanna)
touches his victim is less important that the specific part of her he touches:
her clothes, thus by undressing her enabling visibility of her vulnerability
— her touchiness, so to speak. According to Alpers’s argument, the man’s
hand is thematically related to the paintet’s touch as well as to the diegetic
hold on the woman, but the isotopy of touching is clearly related to a
theme more negative than love. Of course, as her interpretation of The
Goldsmith suggests, Alpers would agree with this.

But the case becomes slightly more interesting as soon as we notice,
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Plate 3. Rembrandt van Rijn, Susanna Surprised by the Elders, 1635. By permission,
Gemiildegalerie Staatliche Museen PreuBischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin-Dahlem.

thanks to Alpers’s semiotization of it, the dealings with impasto; the -
handling of paint, in this particular painting. Large parts of the work are
done in the manner Alpers is analyzing, although not very strongly:
‘rough’ or, as I would call it in Alpers’s line, touchy (Bryson would say
deictic), rather than ‘fine’ or transparent. But amazingly, and under-
mining the dichotomy, not all of it is ‘rough’. The one detail done in the
‘fine’ manner is Susanna’s hair, triply ‘refined’: as opposed to the alleged
model, Lastman’s Susanna, where the victim’s hair is loose, the hairdo is
complicated; the hair is intertwined with a velvet ribbon, a string of
pearls, and a scarf, and the execution of these refined details is.exceplion-
ally “fine’. The transparency of realism is here doubled by and commented
upon by the deictic indexicality of the painterly manner. From a semiotic
perspective, that is, taking these striking details as signs, one is led to ask:
what do they, and their manner, mean? S

As we are speaking of a.painting, and a painting on vision at that, the
answer to this question must be anchored in the visual image presented.
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The position of Susanna’s hair within the structure of the image is crucial:
it is the object of the Elder’s gaze. Bryson’s critique of the gaze applies
here quite strongly. Surprisingly, this man is not looking at all at the body
he is busy unveiling; looking above it, he is doubly overlooking it. He is
staring =t the one location in the work where ‘fine’ takes precedence over
‘rough’. This is a fascinating confirmation of Alpers’s claim that the
handling of paint works for self-reflection and self-representation of the
work of painting. Further details confirm this interpretation, the most
astonishing one being the right hand of the Elder. This fist seems to be
clutching around an object, but no object is represented. Hence, we might
conjecture, the object held is a fiction. Representing fiction through
empntiness, but an emptiness emphasized by the fist — such is Rem-
brandt’s semiotic masterstroke here.?”

In combination with the represented line of vision and the place of ‘fine’
painting therein, the obvious object to take into consideration is a
magnifying glass. Alpers’s Art of Describing has amply demonstrated the
obsession with techniques of vision as a central episteme in Rembrandt’s
day. Techniques of vision broaden the scope of the power gained by
means of vision. This power is not unrelated to what later becomes
positivism: a sheer unlimited confidence in observation. This ideolo-
geme?? is thematized in the verbal pre-text of the Susanna, where the
Elders threaten to denounce Susanna for adultery with a (fictitious) young
man they pretend to have witnessed).

In this painting, I propose to interpret this strange detail as a double
statement on vision. On the one hand, and according to Alpers’s thesis,
the fictitious magnifying glass refers to the refinement of vision a good
artist is able to call forth. On the other, and countering the postitive
interpretation of seeing as touching Alpers proposes, it denounces the
contiguity between these two actions. Visually enjoying the beautiful or
‘fine’ is what the good artist enables one to do; this enjoyment is
contrasted with bad seeing, with the wicked abuse of power which the
automatic collocation of seeing and touching encourages.

The difference between this interpretation and Alpers’s positive view of
the seeing-as-touching complex in some of her statements — with the
analysis of The Goldsmith to contradict it — is not so much a matter of
disagreement as one of shift in focus. The works Alpers discusses are

focused on the production of art; this one is geared more toward its

reception. If Rembrandt often recommends ‘rough’ painting as an
artistically validating mode of self-reflection, as I agree he does, he also
recommends?® ‘fine’ seeing as an ideologically commendable mode of
practicing gender-relations in a culture so fascinated by vision. From the
relation between painter, paint, and painting, my interpretation has
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shifted in Fried’s direction: the relation between painting and beholder,
but with a difference. The subject (that is, the ideo-story*?), verbal by
virtue of its medium (the text) or by its structure (narrative), is neither an
incidental choice exclusively motivated by commission or market, as
Schwartz would argue, nor an underscoring of the artist’s personal
obsessions, as one might misconstrue my present argument. I take it as
evidence of the inseparability of images and words, and of the impact of
words on images. It is a reference to a verbal — philosophical as well as
practical, ideological, and political — discussion going on in the society
that generated the work: the token of an episteme.

Words as images: Theatricality and visual poetics

Fried’s earlier book established a tension between two modes of.the
painting—beholder relation: absorption, where the figures are ostenta-
tiously engaged ifi an inward activity (seeing being one of the possibili-
ties), and theatricality, where they are acting out their relationship to one
another, drawing the viewer in. This tension is then studied in the late
eighteenth century, and one of Fried’s great qualities is that he remains so
carefully historical, yet opens up the possibility to use his systematic
semiotic3* for works from other periods, but given the historical preci-
sion, not unproblematically. He exemplifies this in his recent book.

Before discussing that study, I would like to demonstrate the validity
and relevance of the distinction between absorption and theatricality as a
systematic device by returning to the two Joseph paintings. The Berlin .
canvas has a typically theatrical device, often used by Rembrandt — the
‘speaking hands’. The woman’s hand pointing to Joseph is so clearly
indexical that its effect does not go beyond explicit signalling. With her
left hand, she seems to protect her breast from the attack by a violator. As
a ‘speaking hand’, that gesture is part of the speech: she is telling, in a
theatrical manner, that Joseph tried to violate her. Potiphar’s right hand
is resting on the chair, slightly behind the woman, thus creating the sense
of dn intimacy between the two which excludes the accused.

The Washington painting is different. The narrativization is much mere.
ambivalent. The hand with which the woman supposedly accused Joseph
does point, but not at him. It points perhaps to the red garment, the token
of Joseph’s misbehavior, but even that direction is not clear. Instead of
gesticulating in despair, Joseph is standing still; he does not participatéin
the scene. This painting is so much more enigmatic that it is worth trying
a different approach, not from Joseph’s side but from the other side of the
bed, and not from Genesis but from the image itself. Potiphar’s hand is
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not, here, behind the woman, but slightly in front of her, as if on its way
to grasping her. The woman protects her breast again, but in combination
with the lesser distance between her and Potiphar, his grappling hand,
and his determined face, it seems as if he was approaching her sexually
against her will.

The work of light is much more subtle than in the other painting. The
light falts on the bed and on the woman in both, but here Joseph is also
(very subtly) illuminated. The light produces a pattern in which the
woman and the young man are illuminated to the exclusion of the older
man. Joseph’s face has an intense, but unclear expression: desiring,
anxious, admiring? The curtain, much more clearly indicated in the Berlin
painting as the (realist) representation of a bed-curtain, is here so vaguely
indicated that its only function seems to be to set off Joseph as standing in
a space, lighter and further away, at the other side: The lower seam of his
garment forms a figural line: his body seems to end there.

The eyes of each protagonist thematize a specific concept of visuality.
Each figure looks intense, but inwardly. No one looks at a clear object.
The woman does not look at her husband; she seems to stare at an inner
vision — the vision of her desire. The older man does not look at the
woman; he, too, seems to concentrate on his desire. Joseph’s look, not
directed anywhere either, is even more inward than that of the two others,
The separation between Joseph on the one hand and the couple on the
other is radical; when viewed from the other side of the bed, his image is
almost detached, like a portrait on the wall. He takes on a different
ontological level. The image is itself the inner view, the preoccupation of
the two others. When viewed in isolation, Joseph seems full of feelings, yet
not involved in any event.

If we wish to consider these paintings in terms of absorption and
theatricality, they seem to fit almost too perfectly. The Berlin painting is
highly theatrical, with the interaction between the figures grounded in the
liveliness of their movements — the speaking hands — and in the unity of
the scene; no special relation to the beholder seems to be thematized,
however. The Washington painting is entirely absorptive, and as a
consequence there is no unity based on the interaction between the
figures. There is, however, a much more profound unity, based on the
fantasmatic character of the representation. Ontologically, Joseph be-
longs to this fantasy not as a figure but as an image. But in order to see the
paintings in this way, we must get away from Genesis — from word and
image, that is — and be ready to reverse the traditional perspective and
reconsider Genesis on the basis of the paintings. In the story, there is no
moment where all three characters are present; the Berlin painting
‘therefore presents itself as a theatrical condensation of different scenes.
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The Washington painting, apparently more removed from the Bible,
shows an interesting though repressed aspect of the story in which the
woman’s lust gets full attention: the story as her fantasy, that is.

In Realism, Writing, Disfiguration, Fried characterizes Eakin’s Gross
Clinic as a painting that is hard to look at, yet impossible to look away
from. The thematics of surgical violence and the representational practice
of making key details invisible together appeal to this ambivalence in the
viewer, which Fried relates to the psychoanalytic framewcrk of
father—son relations in Eakins’s life. This shift to a more personal
problematic does not, however, do away with the complex of absorption
and (and versus) theatricality. The woman/mother figure in Eskins’s
painting, with her strange gesture of refusing to look, yet expressing
horror at what she sees, is a powerful representation of precisely tliz kind
of theatricality discussed in the earlier work. What is the status of this
figure in terms of the word—image problematic as outlined so far, ar«d how
can it take us beyond that problematic into one of a slightly dilferent
kind?:,

The woman in The Gross Clinic is, literally, the image of a concept. The
concept she represents, makes present, is a specific relation between
painting and beholder which Fried has proposed to call theatricality:
engagement in action played out with the other figures. It refers to a mode
of looking, a mode of composition, and a mode of represcntation. This
concept shows that it is no longer possible to base our discussion on the
distinction between words and images, or to return to an illusionary ‘pure
visuality’. Although the theater uses words (text) and images (e.g.,
backdrop, costume, staging), the theatrical collapses words and images. It
does so through the three modes of looking, of compositian, and of
representation.

Theatricality as a mode of looking is based on identification: the viewer
wants to see what the other figures are engaged in seeing so intensely —
here the violent and healing operation on the sick body — but cannot
quite see, the inability being both visual and psychological. The intricate
connection between the visual and the psychological colors the concept of
theatricality with a historically specific nuance. It takes the early twentieth
century to produce such a connection, exemplified by, but not ex:iusive
to, the work of Freed. =

Of all the figures represented, that of the mother mediates between the
play and the spectator. A spectator herself, she is also an actor. Si is an
embedded, diegetic spectator symmetrical to Brecht’s staged narrators.??
Fried is careful to spell out the different beholder pasitions to be
distinguished, in order to avoid what I would call the diegetic fallacy —
that is, the collapse of represented, proposed, and actual looking. There
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are several passages in Absorption that suggest this care (e.g.,
pp. 104-105, 121). On the basis of Fried’s suggestions I would systematize
these distinctions as follows: the actual viewer chooses his or her position
on the basis of (1) his or her own desires and competences, and (2) the
various positions offered by the painting. They can be differentiated as
follows: the addressed viewer is the equivalent of the narratee in narrative
(Prince 1982). This position is defined, in the Susanna, by the female
figure’s appeal to the viewer as represented by her eyes and lips,
expressing vulnerability and need (Garrard 1985). The position, then,
demands sympathy. The woman in Eakins’s painting addresses this
viewer by her gesture of hiding her face as well as blocking her sight.
Here, the position demands identification with the mode of (non)vision.
The implied viewer would be slightly differently defined as the kind of
viewer the painting as a whole seems to call for. For the Susanna, the
implied viewer would be the voyeur who is attracted by her exposure. The
mother in the Gross Clinic as well as the hidden-and-exposed body of the
ambiguous®? patient imply a viewer fascinated and repulsed. The repre-
sented viewer is diegetic — i.e., partakes of the represented scene. In the
Susanna, the Elders are represented viewers. Their act of viewing is
embedded in the story about it. In the Gross Clinic, various viewers are
represented: the four visible doctors, watching their object unambiva-
lently;** the woman who displays the impossibility of looking; and Gross,
reassuringly mediating for the benefit of the external viewers.

‘The mother, then, stands for theatricality; but as Fried claims this very
concept to imply unity, she cannot represent it by herself. She is the sign
of problematic vision that the one Elder in the Susanna painting also was,
but the mode of the problematic has shifted since Rembrandt’s time and
place, through Diderot’s, to Eakins's. The mode of looking at stake here
is gender-specific, as was the case in Rembrandt’s Susanna, and, equally
unconscious, it is radically different in this respect as well. Eakins’s
painting stages an exclusively male world, where tensions are at work
between fathers and sons, and are played out in terms of (medical)
technology — as distinct from the technology of vision thematized in the
Susanna — and of life-giving (healing). More strongly than Fried, I would
suggest that these roles are themselves problematic. This becomes obvious
when we realize that the father figure par excellence, the master surgeon, is
not doing anything. Although displaying the bloody knife he has, by
implication, been wielding — and Fried’s discussion of the motif of
castration is highly plausible here — he is at this very moment just
looking, possibly at the theatrical woman, possibly at the audience she
stands for, turning away from the acting sons toward the diegetically
excluded woman and the equally excluded audience. Being himself unable
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to look, he takes the unexpected side of the viewers, both diegetical and
external, whose power of judgment is, in fact, paternal.

The exclusion of the mother from thy meical scene is thius broken by
her identification with the master surgeon-painter. The mother figure
thus also signifies the unifying mode of composition. On the basis of what
precedes [ must use this idea of unity as a means to relativize it. The
paradoxical position of the woman who, standing for theatricality, would
be excluded from the unity theatricality implies, is broken by Dr. Gross’s
pose. This pose is symmetrical to hers: while she makes a clawing gesture,
he quietly displays the bloody knife, and while she violently refuses to see
that whose seeing constitutes her horror, he quietly looks at her horror,
but away from its object. This complex interaction between these two
figures almost absorbs the theatricality of the entire scene. The operation,
the audience in the background, the writers seem an embedded painting,
an object of vision for the two parental figures whose sole interaction
constitutes the unity of the theatrical scene, breaking, by the same token,
the unity of the work as a whole.

The break in the compositional unity implies a statement about
theatricality as a mode of representation, For the basic break is that
which links painting and beholder, drawing the latter within the former,
and thus challenging the autonomy of the work. The theater itself is the
non-autonomous art par excellence. For most of us, a performance
without an audience is more obviously unthinkable than a text without
readers, or a painting without a beholder; yet the case of performance
makes the case for the other two. Theatrical painting draws attention to
that extreme position of the theater and, by implication, claims the same
status for painting. It is not a coincidence that the theater is also the art in
which word and image can neither be ignored nor separated. What is at
stake, in Fried’s concept of theatricality, is an analysis of painting in terms
of a poetics of painting: of a conception of visual representation as
working toward an ever-changing problematization of the relations
between the work as sign and the work’s working as pragmatic event; of a
rhetoric of visual art — in other words, a visual poetics, beyond the
word-image opposition. In this context, Bryson’s interpretation of gloire
as necessarily ostentatious, as void without spectatorship (1982: 37-38),
becomes acutely relevant as a plea for just this kind of visual poetics.

I wish to stress at this point that my exploration of modes of analysis
beyond the word—image opposition implies no negative evaluation of
either art history or word and image at all. T am trying to make room for
work based on a shift in focus, not to replace other approaches, The
dialectic of the pursuit of insight entails temporary and strategic emphasis
on what is, temporarily, underemphasized, By claiming a notion of visual
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poetics and, below, of comparative arts; I wish to make more visible some
aspects already inscribed in traditional art history and word and image
studies. Theatricality in this discussion becomes a metaphor for my
pursuit of non-oppositional relations between verbality and visuality; but
at other times, oppositional relations may be called for, even if not the

_ hierarchies they so often entail.

Alpers’s recent book also devotes attention to a theatrical model,
albeit a different one. Rigorously historical without following older,
rather superficial historical views in which theatricality was merely
associated with gestures, light, and dress (p.35), the author shows
convincingly how Rembrandt drew upon the popularity of the theater of
his time, .the discussions about acting, and what Diderot would later call
the paradox of the actor — the fundamental unnaturalness of ‘acting as
imitation of nature — to confine his practice of painting to the domain
where he alone reigned: the studio. Here he had models act out scenes and
actions to be painted. The discussions about the theater focused precisely
on the relationship bétween word and gesture — hence, image — and
between oral and visual presence (p. 48).

Discussing the represented viewer, so frequently present in Rem-
brandt’s works, Alpers proposes to see this idiosyncratic feature as
spectatorial rather than voyeuristic; this remark joins Bryson’s criticism of
the use of the term ‘voyeurism’ for cases where the privacy characteristic
of voyeuristic looking is not only absent but by definition excluded (1982:
37) because spectatorship is part of the meaning of the display. Rem-
brandt’s preference for scenes involving spectatorship points in this
direction. Beyond this thematic argument, Alpers interprets other'aspects
of Rembrandf’s work as theatrical as well — like the unconventional
movements of his figures, which have no sources in the pictorial tradition,
and which bear comparison with Delacroix as Bryson discusses him. The
movement of figures, in turn, works beyond their own mobility. In a
subtle and wonderful discussion of one of the only written phrases in
which Rembrandt expressed his views on art (pp. 49-51), Alpers shows
that the movement of the figures was linked, by the artist, to another kind
of movement. It reaches an effect, according to the double sense of the
word moving, which belongs to the rhetorical model of visual poetics, and
of which theatricality is the central mode.

#
From visual poetics to comparative arts

Let me pursue the vein of theatricality a little further. As in the case of
Alpers’s discussion of ‘the master’s touch’, I am fully convinced by the
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overall argument Alpers makes about Rembrandt’s theatricality; and
although most.of her discussions of actual works are wonde,rfully
illuminating, I have a problem with one of her subsequent interpretations
— indeed, again I would play off the argument againsi the interpretation.
I can be faulted, of course, for choosing my example too well, and I am
aware of the injustice I am doing Alpers by foregrounding the case, which
is secondary for her. As it happens, the case has an interesting bearing on
the problematic of this article, the attempt to overcome the word—image
dichotomy. In this section, and with the help of this example, I will try to
rehearse and wind up that attempt by proposing the study of comparative
arts as a fruitful academic venture, not instead of but in addition to (or
rather, integrated within) art history and comparative literature,

The first example Alpers discusses is an early Judas Returning the Pieces
of Silver of 1629, where the theatrical gestures of the figure emphasize the
untrustworthiness of his intentions. ‘Once a traitor, always a traitor’ is
what the painting’s excessive theatrical movement seems to say, by the
same token addressing the paradox of acting — and, we might say,
opposing words (of repentence) to image (of hypocrisy). The link between
representational and moral opposition suggested by this example is not
inherent; yet it is, I fear, a rhetorical trap. The second example is a work
of a decade or so later, Samson Posing the Riddle to the Wedding Guests of
1638 (Plate 4). The author gives a visual description of the work,
immediately folowed by an account of its verbal background:

To the one side we see Samson posing his riddle to the Philistines, while just off
center, behind the festive board, is the self-conscious, stiffly posed figure of his
new wife, identified in the Bible only as the woman from Timnah. It is she who will
betray Samson to her people after tricking him to tell her the answer to his riddle.
Posed in the posture of a bride ... she is a woman who will contradict her
appearance as a newly wedded wife by doing her husband in. Once again, at the
center of his picture, Rembrandt has focused on a betrayer — on one whose
appearance or actions must be understood as being a performance. And this fact
is underlined here by the compositional echo of Leonardo’s Last Supper, in which
Rembrandt placed Samson’s wife, his betrayer, in the place of Christ. (p. 37)

I quoted this passage at length because of the interaction of word and
image it displays, which, I assume, goes largely unnoticed; and because
this interaction entails a view of the painting in which the visual is
overruled by the verbal. The first sentence describes the painting (‘we
see’), while the final clause introduces the verbal source. The assimilation
between the two is marked by the words describing the bride, a narrative
shifter which bears evaluation of the figure on the basis of a verbal
account. The words ‘self-conscious, stiffly posed’ are quite concretely
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Plate4. Rembrandt van Rijn, Samson's Wedding Feast, 1638. By permission, Geméldegal-
erie, Dresden.

shifters: self-consciousness and stiffness are each semantically double, but
in different ways. The self-consciousness is so strongly related to the
relation to the addressed viewer — the woman literally addresses the
viewer — that the very content of ‘self* calls for identification between
figure and viewer through the implied viewer whom the very contrast
between the woman and the other figures calls forth. The stiffness of the
pose, in contrast, inserts the figure in the theatricality which it alone
challenges. The figure is isolated from the other actors, all ostentatiously
engaged in interaction with each other, excluding the viewer who can
enter the scene by identification alone.

The problem can be summarized as follows: why is the “stiffly posed’
bride chosen to represent theatricality, while the other figures, engaged in
busy action with each other, seem to qualify much better?®? If it is the
connection with Judas that motivates this focus, the verbal — the notion
that both characters are traitors— has overruled the visual. This is why [
suggested above that the example was a rhetorical trap. For Judges 14
mentions neither tricks nor betrayal; only blackmail, only life-threatening
intimidation of the woman by her kinsmen. Hence, it is not the specific
text that is brought in here, but a more diffuse and by no means universal
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doxa, a cultural commonplace which has it that this bride is a prelude to
Delila.?® In order to claim that Rembrandt has represented this particular
doxa, contemporary views on the swory need to b checked, which I
cannot undertake here.

The visual allusion to Christ, taken as evidence that 4 (theatrical)
betrayer is intended, seems to me. to prove rather the opposite. The
woman is compositionally taking the place of Christ. For me, the ironic
reversal of values implied in Alpers’s interpretation is unwarranted.
Rather, the woman is depicted in this honorable position because she is
about to be sacrificed, just like Christ at the Last Supper. The wedding
feast is, so to speak, her last supper. And that is much more likely, in a
seventeenth century fond of so-called typological interpretation, where
characters of the Old Testament are taken to prefigure Christ. What
makes the case special, and shows Rembrandt’s ambivalent relationship
to women in an interesting light, is the fact that it is not Samson, but the
woman who is — we must not forget this fact — his victim, that is here
presented typologically as prefiguring Christ.

In terms of theatricality, according to Alpers’s own criterion (move-
ment and a sense of performance) as well as Fried’s (interaction, unity,
and the relation to the beholder), I would suggest that the painting does
appeal to a notion of theatricality, but through a questioning of its status.
The figures busy performing on the mode of genre painting, all engaged in
role-playing, contrast with the one figure who is ror acting, and who is,
ostentatiously, outside of the scene. Alpers senses this exclusion when she
places her ‘behind the festive board’, which, in strictly visual terms, is not
so convincing, but nevertheless rings true. Fried’s criterion of unity is,
then, not disobeyed but ‘explicitly’ foregrounded — by being broken. The
relation to the beholder is, indeed, comparable to that in The Gross Clinic.
Although the issues connected with it are different, due to differences in
historical context, the figure who, like a Brechtian narrator, steps out of
the play, here does so in order to address the viewer and ask for help — or
at least for an opinion. '

I am not presenting this dissident view as a simple difference of
interpretation, nor am [ out to quibble with an otherwise fine study. I
want to argue that the concept of theatricality, presented in the previous
section as an exemplary meeting-place for verbality and visuality, as the
token of visual poetics, has hit its limits before we know it, and that this
entails yet another turn in my case for an approach beyond the
word—image opposition. Its limits are bound up with its implicit relation
to word and image, its historical exclusivity, and its methodological
isolation, The exploration of these limits will help bring the present
argument to a provisional close.
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The concept of theatricality is so fit for a visual poetics precisely
because it-establishes a unification of word and image in one composite
sign. A theatrical unit — be it diction, gesture, or movement — can only
artificially be confined to either verbality or visuality. This unity, however,
is implicit. For students of the theater, the very word—image opposition
does not even make sense. It is to some extent because of this implicit
unity that the colonization of the image by the word passes unnoticed.
Alpers’s description of the Samson showed a domination of the visual
image by the diffuse verbality that informed the interpretation. The
specific form this verbality took was double: on the one hand, the doxa
surrounding the Biblical story; on the other, the pre-established status of
betrayal as the syntagm of role-playing. The concept of theatricality came
in only after these two verbal pre-texts had been given relevance. This
turned out to be too late; it was unable to correct the verbal dominance
and to assert its own specificity. In contrast, Bryson’s distinction between
discursivity and figurality offered the advantage of its explicitness. Thus it
worked heristically — the analyst knew what to look for — and it made
the analyses accountable: what interpretation did each of the terms yield?

In general, the historical approach is easily seen as being in conflict with
a systematic approach; this dichotomy is, in my mind, among the most
powerful and paralyzing ideologies in the humanities today, together with
those between theory and practice, literal and figurative, form and
content, text and context. One can only agree on the necessity to study a
historical object in context, and I find the research underlying this study,
as well as the other studies discussed, admirably solid and interesting. The
lack of reference to a systematic concept of theatricality made for a line of
argument. which led, in spite of the author’s overt disavowal of the
dichotomy truth-falsehood, to a syntagm in which role-playing was
connected to the stiff pose rather than to the movement of the other
figures; to the opposition between ‘appearance’ and ‘reality’. If, as the
author claims, ‘taking the part of another ... is the measure of success’
(p. 37), it requires a unification of historical and systematic perspectives to
answer the question ‘whose part is this woman playing: that of Christ,
compositionally present through the prestigious predecessor and histori-
cally present through contemporary exegesis, or that of Judas, verbally
present through the modern doxa? In other words, what address is
proposed to the viewer by the woman’s stiff, anxious eyes? Working the
systematic perspective proposed by Fried (unity and engagement of the
beholder) into the historical one (Alpers’s point about performance in the
studio) and that of contemporary theology would have led to a different,
and in my view more challenging, interpretation. This is exactly what
Bryson does in his two historical books, and the result shows the

S
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importance of such an integration. Bryson, even less than Alpers or Fried,
is emphatically not opting for systematic against historical work.

Methodological isolation, finaily, is tho result of these two problems.
Because she remains within the art historical paradigm, although exploit-
ing it admirably, Alpers cannot take the concept of theatricality to a level
of discussion where the input from the verbal and the visual perspectives
are both acknowledged in their respective potential and overcome in their
limits. Semiotics, providing the perspective of a theory of signs, could
have helped to recognize which phenomena were taken as signs and given
meaning. But it takes more than just a semiotic toolbox to do this. To be
sure, it would be helpful to realize what the sign status of the stiff pose is,
and how it overlaps with or deviates from the compositional sign that is
Christ’s place.

The input of indexicality — the metonymical relation to the earlier
painting and the synecdochic relation to the doxa — in the overruling of
jconicity — the (com)positional identification of the woman with Christ
— raises the question of relative power of sign systems. Is it because index
overrules icon, or because words overrule images, that the concept of the
theatrical did not bring the interpretation beyond the implicit domination
of verbality? Precisely because it is a general theory of signs, semiotics
cannot answer this question.

The semiotic perspective raises questions that can be answered more
specifically within an interdisciplinary framework in which semiotics serves
to let the traditions and methods of the various disciplines consciously
confront one another. Although all three scholars discussed are aware of
disciplinary differences and of the importance of a balanced integration,
Bryson goes farther than the two others in taking this necessity to heart.
Visual poetics can be placed within such a framework, and within it,
theatricality can still be a privileged term. But one step between general
semiotics and visual poetics must not be skipped. It is the step where
disciplines take themselves and each other seriously.®” Declaring one’s own
or the interlocutor’s discipline to be in crisis is less helpful — even if more
helpful than unwarranted self-congratulation or over-admiration of the
other — than a recognition of limits in order to overcome them.

Notes

1. This is even the case on the institutional level: when the College Art Association
invited, as it did in 1988, an ‘alien’ (Norman Bryson) to organize a panel on
deconstruction in the visual arts, an ‘alien’ approach to be introduced to the most
important gathering of art historians in the United States, what happened was a
recuperation, an embedding of deconstruction within art history, nota challenge put to
it from the outside.
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2.

And also, to be sure, as one being put off by the less interesting products of an art
history which uncritically continues the trend of iconography, set decades ago. But the
drawbacks of mediocrity are present in any discipline, and wuncritical, automatic
continuation of a once promising approach hampers development only if it remains
unchallenged, which is hardly the case in art history today. Moreover, iconography
itself is neither pointless nor, for that matter, without interesting relations to the ‘word’
component of the endeavor of ‘Word and Image’.

This interest, which has been latent all along I suppose, became more urgent during my
study of the Biblical Book of Judges. At a few crucial moments in my work, visual
images brought me the insights I needed to overcome a blockage, a tedium, a frustrating
inconsistency. The cognitive value of the images became a challenge to Biblical
scholarship — another field ‘in crisis’ — and led me to claim Rembrandt as a supreme
Biblical scholar. These illuminating heuristic moments allowed me to question com-
monplace ideas about the relations between word and image. This development can be
seen in my Death and Dissymmetry: The Politics of Coherence in the Book of Judges. |
am currently writing a book entitled Reading Rembrand!, which is a more systematic
exploration of the relations between words and images in (our dealings with) cultural
artifacts,

Although I prefer to emphasize that my Rembrandt project is basically not art
historical because it is more reception-oriented, literary, and theoretical, I also feel the
need to specify what I mean by ‘art history’, By that I mean the whole range of activities
of departments traditionally named so. This includes some sort of history — be it of the
institution of art, including economic and social history; of particular works or styles,
including the analysis of works, more or less emphatically placed historically; or of the
discipline itself, in a kind of metahistory in the Hayden White fashion. The most
interesting representative of the latter approach seems to me Michael Holly (1984,
1988). I agree with Holly that art history should not be distinguished from art analysis:
no analysis can be entirely a-historical, nor can historical explorations do without some
sort of analysis of works. The term art criticism, not exactly parallel to literary
criticism, usually refers to the more journalistic mode of reviewing art currently on
exhibit.

1 would have liked to include Leo Steinberg’s work in this review, as his is the fourth
body of art historical work that has greatly influenced my own interest in visual art.
The topic of this paper, however, did not make such a choice consistent.

The term diegetic comes from French narratology (Genette 1973; Bal 1985) and refers
to the level of the represented objects — for narrative, a fabula consisting of actors and
events — as distinct from the level of representation, where the specific ordering of the
fabula-elements yields the particular structure of the work. In painting, the depicted
actions of the figures are diegetic, as are the figures themselves in relation to the events
the actions constitute.

I am not sure the concrete proposal should go under the name of materialism. I guess
there is some sort of Tradition and Desire problematic at stake here!

I will draw upon a drastically reduced set of examples, for various arguments. One
recurring example will be the two paintings Rembrandt did in 1655 of the episode, in
Genesis 39, of Joseph’s accusation by the wife of Potiphar; another, the Berlin Susanna
and the Elders. The decision to dwell repeatedly on the same examples is, again, part of
my argument: the works are not meant as mere (visual) illustrations of a more
important (verbal) argument, but constitute an argument in tension, in a relation of
non-overlapping, with the propositional argument.

Obviously, this summary is less than reliable, which cannot be helped. See Bal 1987 for
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a fuller account of the case. In that paper, I have discussed the Genesis story in relation
to Freud’s Totem and Taboo, to Thomas Mann’s novel Joseph and his Brothers, and to
Rembrandt’s etching of 1634, 1 will not repeat the argument I made there for the
inherent impossibility of myth a5 stakls weening.

This is a case where thie iconographic detail works connotatively, aithcugh denotation
is required for the connotation to work. Visual or verbal, the problem of this pair
remains the same. '

I chose to consider the Washington painting the first work, the Berlin one the second.
There is no historical reason to do this; it is likely that both works are from 1655, but
no more is known (Schwartz 1985). There is, however, a narrative reason — which
brings my argument into the word-and-image endeavor. In the Washington piece, the
gesture of accusation seems primary; in the other one, we see Joseph’s reaction to the
accusation already. If the two works were to be considered as a sequence, as a kind of
comic strip, this would then be the ‘logical’ sequence. Schwartz relates the works to
Vondel’s play Joseph in Egypt, written in 1640 and successfully performed in 1655. The
repetition of the theme could be due, according to Schwartz, to a change in cast (1985:
275), On Rembrandt and theater, see the following section. I don’t find the facts alleged
by Schwartz relevant for a discussion of the paintings in relation to reading them,
although they do shed some light on the context of their making.

Even if, for simplicity’s sake, I focus on the visual signs which contribute to
recognizability, it is clear that prior knowledge of some version of the story is
indispensible. Stories like this, circulating in allegorical and other modes, are part of the
cultural common knowledge, or background, or they would not be representable in
painting. But this is not a priority for the verbal; this common cultural knowledge is not
in itself verbal. What circulates is the interiorized imagination of the story, including its
visuality.

The word ‘pre-text’ is meant to be ambiguous, referring o the previous ‘text’, the desire
and anxiety toward the mother-figure who proposes sexuality to the initiate-son, as
well as to the occasion, the excuse for the central confrontation between father and son
for which the woman is used,

So far I have treated the two works as similar. Later on I will propose radically different
readings for each, but here that differentiation is beside the point. The relation between
a shift in meaning and a radical change in affect is itself problematic. I will return to this
issue. ‘

But that distinction itself is ideological, and subject to deconstruction, as any attempt
to sharply delimit the realm of the literal will show. See Van Alphen 1987 for a
semiotic concept of ideology; 1988a and 1988b for a deconstruction of figurative versus
literal.

I mean notions like spatial versus temporal, simultaneous versus sequential, etc. The
problematic status of these distinctions, which invariably turn first binary, and then
hierarchical, has been sufficiently demonstrated — see for example Mitchell 1985.

I insist on the particular status of interpretation. I can imagine art historical
approaches which would (try to) refrain from interpretation in the semiotic sense, and
limit themselves to the study of commissions, material state of the canvases, attribu-
tion, etc. To what extent interpretation can be totally bracketed is, of course,
questionable; neither Schwartz, who claims to do so, nor Alpers, who seems to desire to
do 50, can accomplish this without interpretation.

Of which Bryson is one of the leading critics — see¢ his Vision and Fainting. I consider
this theoretical and polemical book the least convincing of the three, precisely because
of the tradition and desire problematic. If it provides evidence of anything, it is
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primarily of the necessarily petsonal motiviation of scholarly work, which I take as an
excuse for my own as displayed in the present review. The impulse to claim radical
newness precludes clarity, and thus obscures some of the most interesting ideas
{forwarded. For example, the idea of relating the semiotic concept of deixis as a specific
form of indexicality to painting in a kind of first person/third person distinction is
fascinating and should be taken up; the connection between deixis and bodiliness
remains unnecessarily unclear, thus resulting in a failure to persuade due (in my view)
to a desire to break more radically with predecessors than is substantiated.

Just to show the inescapability of his own point in the later book: his scarce references
to Fried’s Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot
subtly display a tradition and desire problematic.

. Although in Corneille, too, this notion is problematic, and precisely because of the

Oedipal tradition and desire problematic. See Verhoeff 1983 for a psychoanalytic
analysis of Corneille’s tragedies and the concept of gloire in that framework;

Two céllections of essays on reader-response theory are Suleiman and Crosman (1980)
and Tompkins (1980). See Jauss’s concept of horizon of expectation as an attempt to
reconstruct contemporary readership; Iser’s concept of gap as an attempt to construct
an ahistorical, ideal model of readership; Culler’s (1983) analysis of the paradox in
which theories of reading get caught; and van Alphen (1988b) for an attempt to solve
the paradox-systematically, with a built-in account of historical readership. The latter
account seems so far the most plausible, comprehensive, and non-contradictory one.
This particular relationship between words and images is common, especially in the
sites of cultural leadership where canonization is effectuated, Studying this relationship
is a very relevant, though of course not exclusive, approach.

See my account of this problematic, and a typology of description in the context of
rhetoric, in ‘On Meanings and Description® (1981). Hamon's book (1981) remains the
only major work on description from a literary—-theoretical perspective. On narration,
Alpers’s most relevant source is Banfield 1982.

For the notion that apparently semantically empty codes like dichotomies constitute
ideologies, see van Alphen 1987.

Alpers gives herself a powerful argument on the impossibility of distinguishing the two
modes in her article on Las Meninas (1983), one of the best analyses of that over-
analyzed work. The special status Alpers assigns to Velazquez’s painting, which also
holds for Rembrandt, would appear less special if it was not built on the pre-established
dichotomy. This paper, incidentally, also provides evidence of the primacy of words: it
is through the activation of the concepts of descriptive versus narrative, a distinction
and its deconstruction, that Alpers is able to see the painting differently from those who
remain unaware of the steering agency of words in their account, This is an instance of
the as yet termless symmetrical counterpart of visual poetics: a verbally informed, yet
basically visual seeing.

See Chapter Two of Reading Rembrandt, an extended version of which has already been
published in Dutch (1988). Of course, I am not suggesting that Alpers shares these
misogynistic views that condone rape; only that she unknowingly borrows its ideolo-
gies, as we all do, inevitably, to some extent.

In a personal communication, Svetlana Alpers argues that hair does not have for
Rembrandt the relevance I attribyte to it in the following interpretation. I am not
convinced by the objection, but more to the point is the difference in focus. For Alpers,
images in this art are more maker-oriented than viewer-oriented, while I maintain this
is not the way to put it. For me, the difference lies not in the artist’s intention, but in the
critic’s approach,
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The sign produced by, or projected upon, the tensely clutching but empty fist is a good
example of a Lotmanian zero priém as described in The Structure of the Artistic Text.
The term ideologeme, which, analognus to sememe and phoneme, indicates the smallest
unit of ideclogy, has been proposed by Jameson {1981). In agresment with van
Alphen’s semiotic reworking of the concept of ideology (1987), I suggest such
ideologemes are structures rather than contents, codes rather ihan semes.

Since I rely on Alpers’s work here, it is suitable to say that she is not convinced by the
fictitious magnifying glass T am bringing up here. On the other hand, it must be clear
that I am not projecting this object onto Rembrandt’s conscious intention. For me, the
glass is a possibility of reading an awkward detail, hence an act of reception. The fact
that the detail is there does not prove my interpretation, but it does allow it.

Again, I am not claiming, of course, that this was his conscious intention. I am shifting
the discussion from intention — Alpers’s focus — to reception; in this shift, Rembrandt
the individual person becomes a historical man, representative of his time and also
differing from it in surprising ways. But this Rembrandt is, as I would claim Alpers’s
Rembrandt is, a fiction, a product of the viewer’s interpretive activity. Alpers was right,
then, to propose an image of Rembrandt as exceptional in the Art of Describing book,
and equally right in proposing the opposite in the new book. Both are her construc-
tions, and both help us deal with the works, as criticism should.

I have proposed this term to indicate stories that are apt to promote ideological
investments by virtue of their binary structure, even if this structure itself is ideologi-
cally empty. See Bal 1989,

Fried does not claim to be a semiotician, but I would argue that his distinction is at the
heart of semiotic thinking. On the one hand, he is writing about signs: signs of the
relationship at stake, at the crossroad of semantics and syntactics. On the other, he is
discussing these signs in use, in their effect on the viewer, thus bringing in the pragmatic
perspective. The interpretive impulse becomes self-reflective as we realize that the
semantics of painting and beholder include our own pragmatic position. For The Gross
Clinic 1 have to refer to Fried’s book, where the work is beautifully reproduced.

The narratological term of focalizer does not coincide with either of these two
functions. Both the Brechtian narrator and the represented beholder also function as
focalizers, mediating the represented view of the diegesis proposed for the reader/-
viewer’s adoption. See Bal 1985.

Fried calls attention to the fact that, strictly speaking, the sex of the patient is
indeterminate because the sexual organ is invisible. I suggest that the shape of the thigh
suggests he is male, but I agree with Fried that the invisibility of the organ as well as its
replacement by the probed wound turn the male son into the ambivalent son under
threat of castration. Hence, the organ is blocked from sight not to keep the gender
indistinct, but to show the male gender at the moment of danger of dissolution into
indistinctness, identified with femininity.

Although the looking of the doctor at the lower right is ambiguous, as he could be
Jooking at Gross as well as at the wound, or at the mother. If we take it that this
polyvalence is a sign in its turn, this man’s eyes are shifters between the three levels of
diegesis: that of the primary action of the operation, that of the female outsider, and
that (intermediate) of the resting master surgeon. -

The other figures are engaged in interaction and constitute a unity from which the bride
is emphatically excluded. Fried’s book is not mentioned in this chapter on theatricality.
Alpers uses the concept in a way opposed to Fried’s: for her, theatricality in Rembrandt
“is not engaged with addressing the viewer but with constituting a self by performance
and by commanding performance’ (Alpers, personal communication). The opposition
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between the two uses of the term does not change my view, that the men, not the bride,
are being theatrical, in both Fried’s and Alpers’s sense.

36. Who, strictly speaking, also neither tricks nor lies. See my Lethal Love for a detailed
analysis of Judges 14-16. This is the second case where Alpers borrows a misogynistic
element of the doxa. This is unfortunate, as she has shown elsewhere (1983; 1985) a fine
sense of gender problematic and its exclusions.

37. The reflections proposed in this paper have institutional backgrounds. The verbal and
visual integration is much in the air, and various journals devote special issues to it
(Style, Poetics Today) or discuss such integrations as a matter of fact (Semiotica,
October), while new journals have emerged that explicitly address these issues
(Representations, Word and Image). More importantly, universities are starting to
adopt programs in this line, like the undergraduate majors Woord en Beeld at the Free
University of Amsterdam (Director A. Kibédi Varga — see Varga 1984, 1987, 1988,
forthcoming) and Comparative Arts at the University of Rochester (Director Norman
Bryson). Research groups are active in various European universities (see Mucken-
haupt 1986; Bitschmann 1977; Bonnefis and Reboul 1979; Guillerm 1987).

I owe much of the thought that led to this paper to the authors of the books
discussed, and also to Ernst van Alphen and Anneke Smelik. I thank Michael Holly
and A. Kibéd: Varga for helpful comments on an earlier version.
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