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.
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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-

39 x 54 in. The Kimbell Art Museum, Fort . . - q = -
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
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values. The subtle difference in skin color between the two young men distinguishes Figure 3.2, Caravaggio, The Fortune-
Teller, ca. 1596-1597. 0il on canvas, 39

% 52 3/8 in. Louvre, Paris.

ordinary mortals, like us—viewers—from divine, or desired, subjects.

Unlike the greater distinction that sets off the older and darker man as the villain, the
figure whom I interpret as the stand-in for the viewer is portrayed as (potentially) inno-
cent but poor. His possible innocence is represented by means of time: the downy hair
on his upper lip inscribes the tenderness of his inchoate identity. But, our narrative con-
tinues, the poverty represented by the threadiness of the fabric predicts the loss of inno-
cence, while also explaining and perhaps even excusing it. This slight element of visual
narrative marginalizes the action—the cheating—and kicks the literary or “iconographic”
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4. There is a long tradition of studies
on the relations between the visual and
the literary art of a period. One exam-
ple of a word-and-image approach to
Caravaggio is offered by Cropper
{1991). Although my approach is alto-
gether different, both in thrust and its
conception of reading, the theoretical
underpinnings of what [ have to say in
this chapter surely do not exclude a
work like Cropper's. But in terms of
my “wavering” position in this study, I
hold that the very distinction between
“words” and “images” is itself chal-

lenged by the artworks discussed.
5. Again, [ would like to keep the

notion of “shared time” (Fabian 1994,
g8) current in this context.

CHAPTER THREE

narrative to the bottom edge of the image, in favor of a narrative of visual interpellation.
The frills on the shirt of the beautiful youth honor Beauty, even though in the narrative,
this beauty is problematic. For this narrative leads us from the past, which dressed the
one so well and the other so poorly, to the future, in which the one will have an identity
that he need not even contemplate, whereas the other will have an identity that moves
him downwards, inexorably. The “you” of the painting—its viewers—are addressed by
those signs of a narrative of class difference as profoundly influential, precisely because
the narrative is so superficially inscribed.

But I keep wondering if such a reading is in any way possible. What has happened
over time that I can now read into this baroque painting a major preoccupation of our
time? This chapter addresses this question of reading from the double perspective of the
relationship between language and images and between past and present.* I will argue
that this double “confusion” is characteristic of the historical Baroque as it is recycled

today—preposterously.®

Some time ago, while on a gallery tour of SoHo, I saw a gigantic work by New
York-based artist Ken Aptekar, called I'm six years old and hiding behind my hands, from
1996 (fig. 3.3). It measured 120" X 120" and consisted of sixteen panels of oil on wood,
with sandblasted plates of glass bolted, one inch away, over the painted surface. A richly
painterly work, it confused me, as it would, I expect, many art historians. For although it
struck me as both highly original and acutely contemporary—truly “postmodern”—it
was “simply” a copy of Francois Boucher’s Allegory of Painting, in the National Gallery of
Art in Washington, DC. Draperies and flesh, clouds, and layers and layers of folds—but
with an exuberant gilded frame that cast strange shadows on that portion of the paint-
ing which, although also blue, went beyond Boucher’s masterpiece, thus making me
aware that it was more than just a “copy” of Boucher’s painting.

Most confusingly, the glass plates covered the luxuriously visual work with words: a text
so emphatically autobiographical that I almost felt voyeuristic in reading it. The intimacy
of the scene described in the narrative ambivalently attracted and excluded me. And yet,
the primary effect of this work, which offered a text that overlayered an image hidden
behind transparent glass, was an invitation to read. Hence, read was precisely what I did,
feeling slightly annoyed because while I was reading I could not look, and also slightly
guilty, as [ have learned to feel whenever words come to stand in the way of my “pure” visu-
al engagement with art. This unease was as intimate as the story of the six-year-old.

I read the text even though my reading was constantly interrupted by the painting
which was looking back at me and forever reminding me that I ought to look at it first. It
was a story of “maternal time,” with no plot to speak of; the story of a six-year-old boy, of
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eaches' Us

glue. and

Figure 3.3. Ken Aptekar, I'm six years
old and hiding behind my hands, 1986,
0Oil on wood, sandblasted glass, bolis,
120 x 120 in. (sixteen panels), Stein-

baun Krauss Gallery, New York.

a homey, familial situation, a loving mother who taught her children to make decora-
tions and yet worried when her son caught on too eagerly and too well. The hand of the
allegorical figure, also quite motherly, also teaching art to the putti/children she is por-
traying, casts a shadow. In the same way as Boucher’s painting casts a shadow over
Aptekar’s painting and the letters in turn cast theirs, the shadow of the autobiography
talks about another painter’s hands behind which the boy is hiding.

The work’s intimacy seemed important, and it was, because the image overwritten by
autobiography challenged everything we always thought we knew about the difference
between the domains of the visual and the verbal. When Paul de Man, in a famous 1979
essay, deconstructed the opposition between semiology and rhetoric, he was only able to
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6. This argument underlies my studies
Reading “Rembrandt”: Beyond the
Word-Image Opposition (1991) and
The Martled Screen: Reading Proust
Visually (1997b].
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do so because he had first constructed it. And that he was only able to do because he
assumed, like most people, that the realm of words is unquestionably primary and
unique. As de Man, along with many others, demonstrates, the assumptions not only
that the verbal is different from the visual but also regarding how these media are differ-
ent, are so common that they seem almost axiomatic, “basic,” in no need of being spelled
out, and can be acted upon, as if “instinctively.”

In this and the following chapter, I take issue with several such assumptions regard-
ing what is visual and what is verbal, and discuss the extent to which cultural interaction
can become tricky when difference is taken as a ground for separation. In response to
those instinctive, doxic self-evidences, I will suggest how even elementary semiotic con-
cepts can enhance our understanding of “what goes on” in cultural interaction through
artifacts. My point is not simply to assert the impossibility either of distinguishing or
conflating the linguistic and the visual domains. Rather, in a constructive endeavor, |
wish to explore ways in which this very impossibility can help articulate an interpretive
method or procedure that does more justice to the artifacts, and to the two domains.

Misfiring

Aptekar’s word-and-image work constitutes an intervention in a culture which is thor-
oughly mixed in its media but which confines its institutionalized self-reflection—say,
the humanities—to separatist disciplines. I see his work as a reflection that refuses such
separatism, and put it on a par with philosophical practice. His work self-consciously
intervenes in the stream of mixed-media artifacts that surround us. Let me, therefore,
begin with a “text” that is a kind of popular-culture representation of the word/image
combination that Aptekar’s work probes. In the context of this chapter it seems appro-
priate to point out that the reason I call all artifacts “texts” is not to reduce them to lan-
guage but rather to reactivate the etymological riches of the notion that artifacts are fab-
ricated, complex, and structured, that they have a complex “surface” that matters, like a
sophisticated fabric, a texture as invoked in Leibniz’s “texturology.”

The cartoon, the comic strip, the emblem, but also film, tenaciously refuse the reduc-
tion our disciplinary boundaries have enforced. But the “word-ness” of images is not
limited to these explicitly mixed texts. Just as language cannot be reduced to words and
syntax but needs visualization in order to function, so images are inseparable from lan-
guage, in their very visuality.®

As obvious as this may seem, academic reflection does not readily admit it, let alone
draw consequences from it. An anecdotal example in Paul de Man’s essay “Semiology
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and Rhetoric” (1979),to which I have already referred, and which opens his brilliant
book Allegories of Reading, demonstrates the kind of basic instincts I have in mind here.
De Man uses an incident from the satirical American TV series All in the Family to ques-
tion the easy continuity between semiotics (this is the term I will use in place of his
“semiology”) and rhetoric in literary studies as well as, in the end, the distinction or
indifference between them.

De Man recalls how the main character of that series is confronted with the vagaries
of language:

Asked by his wife whether he wants to have his bowling shoes laced over or laced under, Archie
Bunker answers with a question: “What’s the difference?” Being a reader of sublime simplicity,
his wife replies by patiently explaining the difference between lacing over and lacing under,
whatever this may be, but provokes only ire. “What's the difference” did not ask for difference
but means instead “I don’t give a damn what the difference is” (1979, 9)

Indifferent to the importance of Bunker’s indifference to difference, de Man goes on to
argue that the misunderstanding is very likely to provoke an existential crisis, for what is
at stake is the problem of meaning. He explains:

A perfectly clear syntactical paradigm (the question) engenders a sentence that has at least two
meanings, of which the one asserts and the other denies its own illocutionary mode. It is not so
that there are simply two meanings, one literal and the other figural, and that we have to decide
which one of these meanings is the right one in this particular situation. The confusion can
only be cleared up by the intervention of an extra-textual intention, such as Archie Bunker
putting his wife straight; but the very anger he displays is indicative of more than impatience; it
reveals his despair when confronted with a structure of linguistic meaning that he cannot con-
trol and that holds the discouraging prospect of an infinity of similar future confusions. (10)

De Man uses this example to introduce a discussion that ends up giving poets, as the
most profound, or encompassing, philosophers of language and meaning, the last word
in the matter. I was struck by the ease with which he considered Archie Bunker’s “inten-
tion” as an external intervention, as extra-textual, notably in his argument against the
opposition between internal and external criticism. For Archie Bunker is, of course, a
textual figure, and the disambiguizing signs in the filmic text—his flabbergasted face, his
shrugging, even his intonation, which helps to distinguish the rhetorical from the literal
question—are part of a text that does not allow such a distinction. The look of contempt
on his face, the overzealous seriousness of his wife, Edith, and her despair over her hus-

band’s failure to acknowledge her as a subject, are all part of the semiotic system that
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Figure 3.4. Episode from All in the Family

television series.
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produced this text (fig. 3.4). The ambiguity of his question—as the interactive speech

act (the “real” question, engaging his wife) and as the rhetorical, solipsistic one express-
ing inditference to difference (the rhetorical question)—can be taken here as a mise en
abyme of the issue to which this chapter is devoted: What’s a word, what’s an image, and
what difference does it make to identify a difference?

At the other end of the spectrum of possible attitudes toward the relation between
images and words, I would like to evoke, in anticipation of the next chapter, Jackie
Brookner’s declaration of materialism in “The Heart of Matter” (1993), which informs
several of her works, including Of Earth and Cotton from 1995. The artist’s writing is
interspersed with entries from a dictionary that are printed in italics. One such interrup-
tion has the entries “humble;” “humus,” and “homage,” in that order. The work, a combi-
nation of sculpture, installation, and process art, “is designed to invite people from all
walks of life to consider their relationship to the source of their survival” (Edwards n.d.).
It contains, among other elements, sculpted “portraits” of the feet of former sharecrop-
pers from the cotton belt of the United States. The simple citation from a source as mun-






