READING CARAVAGGIO Basic Instincts and Their Discontents

The point, then, is not to heal the split between words and images, but to see what interests and powers it

Serves. W.J. T. MITCHELL

Reading Caravaggio?

Caravaggios The Cardsharps (“I Bari”), ca.1594-95, in Fort Worth, Texas (fig. 3.1), and
his Fortune-Teller, in the Louvre (fig. 3.2,) have always seemed to me utterly contempo-
rary—perhaps because they seem to relate beauty to identity.

For me, The Cardsharps is a visual narrative about vision, time, and identity forma-
tion; about beauty and desire. The cards evoke Narcissus’ mirror, and the youth looking
into the cards is accordingly totally self-absorbed.' To get a better sense of the visual nar-
rative, [ suggest we resist the temptation to read the prefabricated narrative of card-play-
ing and cheating into the visual image.? If we read the image as a surface, foregrounding
its visuality at the expense of the realism of perspective, the older man’s look, distorted
by desire, can be seen as being directed at the beautiful youth’s face. The other youth,
coarser than this Narcissus, looks intently at the beautiful youth’s face, perhaps in aston-
ishment; let's make him the stand-in for the viewer. He is the one that Aptekar quotes in
“Whered you get the red hair?” reversing him from right to left.

All three figures are almost separate emblems: they are not connected as human fig-
ures; they are only visually, not psychologically or narratively, engaged with one another.
The narrative distracts, attracts attention away from the beauty, but also incorporates
the viewer through her representative, behind whom we stand and whose back is turned
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1. See chapter & for an analysis
of narcissism and Caravaggio’s
Narcissus that resonates with
this painting. The combination
of self-absorption and the
cards-as-mirror recalls Fried's
(1997) detailed attention to the
effects of immersion and the
shack of separation in Caravag-
gio. The duality of these twa
effects is not at stake here, since
the first term, “immersion” for
Fried, contradicts the presence
of the mirror that I contend to
be at issue here, and the second,
the “shock of separation,” is not
relevant to The Cardsharps.

2. Although my interpretation
moves in a different direction,
generated by the contemporary
response to the painting, [ do
not wish to suggest that there are
no symbaolic meanings attached
to the cards and the cheating.
On the card symbolism of this
painting, see Wind 1989.



8 CHAPTER THREE

Figure 3.1, Caravaggio, The Car to us. The torn sleeve, coarsely sewn, showing threads, sets this youth apart from the

Al T e, timeless and classless beauty of the other.” Here, Narcissus’ ear and eyebrows draw rhyth-
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LT mical waves, tender baroque curves, which contrast sharply with the vertical stripes of

the older man’s clothing.

The face of the focal figure is slightly whiter. Why is whiteness connected to superior-

3-lhekery sbence ol sympOms ot ity, here situated in age, features, class? Our culture seems unable to divest skin color
particular class in the youth's face is, of ¥ i o )
course, a sign of his upper-class identi- (and hair color, for that matter) of value. The fact that skin—of figures and surfaces—

B by T matters is underlined by the meticulous rendering of the tablecloth, the feathers, the fab-

der is male and unspecified race is

white, unspecified class is upper. ric of the clothes. Three faces ordered from dark to light, coarse to smooth, invested with






