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 W
HAT DO WE MEAN BY READING? READERS OF THIS JOURNAL  

would undoubtedly say that irst of all it means perusing a 
text. But the Oxford En glish Dictionary (OED) lists many 

other meanings, including to “analyse or interpret (any cultural prod-
uct, as a ilm, ritual, etc.) using methodology analogous to literary 
criticism or interpretation” (“Read, V. 7a”). Does this deinition—
which the OED calls igurative—mean that we can readily slide from 
decoding texts to decoding pictures? As interpreters of literature, we 
are all accustomed to glossing images in texts, but, as W. J. T. Mitch-
ell has recently reminded us, images and pictures are not the same. 
“he picture,” he writes, “is a material object, a thing you can burn 
or break or tear. An image is what appears in a picture, and what sur-
vives its destruction—in memory, in narrative, in copies and traces 
in other media” (Image Science 14–15). Pictures likewise difer from 
textualized images. In a text, an image denotes an object that can be 
visualized in various ways as well as metaphorically construed. For 
instance, in James Joyce’s Ulysses the image of a key can be visual-
ized as just about anything small, hard, and straight that is capable of 
opening locks; it can also be metaphorically identiied with an erect 
phallus, the key to Molly’s body that the wandering, secondarily im-
potent Bloom (who forgets his house key) has long been unable to 
forge.1 In the world of pictures, an image—what art historians call a 
motif—is an object that can be depicted in various ways. For instance, 
the image of the book in Renaissance paintings of the Annunciation 
can be painted as large or tiny, wide open or nearly closed, clutched 
by Mary or resting in her lap.2 But, unlike a textual image, which can 
be visualized in various ways (your image of a key would difer from 
mine), a depicted image is inelastic. In a picture, the mobile and mu-
table image normally assumes a ixed size, hue, and form. (I say “nor-
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mally” because digital technology has now 
made some pictures kinetic, as noted later on.)

Reading a picture, then, is not the same as 
reading the images we commonly meet in texts. 
Nevertheless, I aim to show why the act of inter-
preting a picture deserves to be called reading, 
not just iguratively or in quotation marks but 
by full right—as a matter of critical precision. 
Unlike the OED, I do not believe that read-
ing pictures means simply applying to them 
the techniques developed by literary criticism. 
While a great deal of visual art contains words 
that must be read in the textual sense, and while 
a significant number of recent pictures are 
made of nothing but words, reading pictures 
means recognizing and reckoning with the dis-
tinctive character of pictorial signs as well as 
with the indeterminacy of pictorial marks.

Pictorial signs and marks inhabit many 
kinds of pictures, including photographs and 
abstract art. Among others, Susan Sontag (On 

Photography) and Roland Barthes have shown 
us how deeply photographs may be inter-
preted, and, in deiance of Sontag’s claim that 
abstract painting cannot be interpreted at all 
(“Against Interpretation” 657), art critics such 
as Rosalind E. Krauss have shown that even 
the grids of Agnes Martin can be decoded—
if only as signs of modern art’s “hostility to 
literature, to narrative, to discourse” (Krauss 
9).3 Given the constraints of space, I have cho-
sen to focus on representational paintings as 
well as on pictures made of words, including 
projections, which, paradoxically, foreground 
in a particularly vivid way the diference be-
tween reading texts and reading pictures. 
Reading pictures made of words, I contend, is 
unregulated by the rules of grammar and yet 
governed by pictorial conventions, strictly cir-
cumscribed by the particular forms and colors 
that objects must assume in any one picture.

The Textuality of Visual Art

In the Western world, the long history of the-
orizing about the relations among language, 

literature, and visual art begins with a formu-
lation that loads the dice in favor of words. 
Sometime before the middle of the fifth 
century BCE, the Greek lyric poet known 
as Simonides of Ceos reportedly stated that 
“[p] ainting is mute poetry, poetry a speaking 
picture” (qtd. in Plutarch 346). In his admi-
rably compact history of interart theory from 
the classical period to the Renaissance, Leon-
ard Barkan takes Simonides’s dictum as his 
point of departure, but in observing that it 
“seems to be even- handed,” he curiously fails 
to note that its chiastic symmetry masks a 
radical asymmetry: while poetry equals pic-
ture plus speech, painting equals poetry mi-

nus speech. Nevertheless, the logocentrism 
lodged in what is perhaps the oldest known 
formula for interart relations is the key to 
Barkan’s argument about the history of those 
relations up to and through the Renaissance. 
From Aristotle to Philip Sidney, Barkan con-
tends, logocentric theorists use “the point 
that x is true of pictures” to argue that x is 
“also true of poems,” but x “refers to a set of 
properties that word- makers have imposed 
on pictures” (30).

To grasp the distinctive quality of the pic-
torial sign, to understand just how this would-
 be silent object actually speaks, we must irst 
recognize another kind of asymmetry that 
complicates the relation between verbal and 
visual arts: while it is quite possible to study 
the history of literature without looking at a 
single picture, it is impossible to learn the his-
tory of art without reading a wide variety of 
texts. Virtually everything we know about an-
cient art comes to us in words. For instance, 
we know the works of Zeuxis and Parrhasius 
only through the verbal testimony of Pliny 
the Elder, who tells us how they competed 
in the art of pictorial illusion (330). Likewise 
forced to lean on ancient texts is Leon Bat-
tista Alberti, the Italian quattrocento human-
ist who declares that painters must be highly 
literate—conversant with poets, orators, and 
other learned writers—even while he insists 
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that painting represents only the visible (43). 
And no wonder: except for the frescoes of 
Giotto, the only sources given for the paint
ings described in Alberti’s De Pictura (1435; 
“On Painting”) are ancient poets and orators.4

However, while working in Rome about 
two hundred years later, Nicholas Poussin 
produced what he considered a fully legible 
painting, and since this painting is now on 
view in the Louvre, it allows us to test the art
ist’s claim that pictorial signs may indeed be 
read. On 28 April 1639, Poussin wrote from 
Rome to his patron Fréart de Chantelou, in 
Paris, to report that he was sending him what 
Chantelou had commissioned: “votre tableau 
de Manne” (“your painting of manna”; Let
ter 35), now commonly known as Israelites 

Gathering Manna in the Desert. hough the 
painting presupposes knowledge of Exo
dus 16, Poussin points to another text: a now 
lost “première lettre” (“irst letter”) in which 
he promised to depict certain “mouvements” 
(“movements”) (36). Eager to show that he has 
kept his promise, he writes:

[J] e crois que facilement vous reconnaîtrez 
quelles sont celles qui languissent, qui ad mi
rent, celles qui ont pitié, qui font action de 
charité, de grande nécessité, de désir de se re
paître, de consolation et autres, car les sept pre
mières igures à main gauche vous diront tout 
ce qui est ici Écrit et tout le reste est de la même 
étofe: lisez l’histoire et le tableau, ain de con
naître si chaque chose est approprié au sujet. 
 (36)

I believe that you will easily recognize those 
who are languishing, those who are struck 
with admiration, those who take pity, who 
perform charitable acts, who carry out acts 
stemming from great misery, from the desire 
for bodily refreshment, for consolation and 
other things, because the irst seven igures 
on the let will tell you all that is written here 
and all the rest is from the same cloth: read 
the story and the painting to ind out if each 
thing is appropriate to the subject. 
 (trans. in Marin, “On Reading Pictures” 11)

Over thirty years ago, Louis Marin took this 
letter as a point of departure for an essay on the 
reading of pictures (“On Reading Pictures”), 
written soon ater he had analyzed Pous sin’s 
The Arcadian Shepherds as a way of sketch
ing out a theory of pictorial reading (“Toward 
a heory of Reading”). Highlighting, respec
tively, two diferent paintings dating from the 
same year (1639), both essays exemplify ways 
of reading what are traditionally called “his
tory paintings”—paintings based on stories 
(whether factual, biblical, or literary)—and 
both apply Erwin Panofsky’s theory of pictorial 
meaning, which distinguishes between motifs 
and literary themes: while motifs are “primary 
or natural” objects and expressions such as a 
pose or gesture (5), themes or concepts are 
iconographically signiied by means of visual 
allusion to a literary source, as when a male 
igure with a knife signiies St. Bartholomew, 
who was layed to death (6). “A motive,” Marin 
observes, “implies a practical recognition of 
gestures, things, persons; a story implies liter
ary knowledge” (“Toward a heory of Reading” 
295). Without raising any questions about the 
pictorial signiication of things we are said to 
know by “practical” or “natural” recognition, 
Ma rin deines pictorial reading as a process of 
uncovering the story—the verbal narrative—
told by a painting that “translate[s] ” it into 
“visual images” (“On Reading Pictures” 6). 
For Ma rin, reading pictures means translating 
their “visual images” back into the words of a 
story. Drawing on Émile Benveniste’s distinc
tion between dis cours (“discourse”) and récit 
(“narrative”), Ma rin argues that painting ban
ishes the narrator “as the subject of enunciation 
(discourse)” and “displays in its own language 
the narration of an event” (“Toward a heory of 
Reading” 295), which is to say—as he goes on to 
do—that “events seem to tell themselves” (299). 
But they do so only by means of the viewer 
or reader. “[I] n front of the painting,” writes 
Ma rin, “the viewer tells a story to himself, he 
reads the painting, he understands the narra
tive messages. his means that he converts the 
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iconic representational model into language” 

(298), turns the “moment of representation” 

into “actual temporal succession” (299).

Besides applying Panofsky and Ben-

veniste, Marin’s formula for pictorial reading 

recalls both the practice of an ancient Greek 

rhetorician named Philostratus and the pic-

torial theory developed by G. E. Lessing in 

the eighteenth century. In the third century 

CE, Philostratus described a series of paint-

ings “for the young, that by this means they 

may learn to interpret paintings” (5), and to 

this end he turned each painting into a nar-

rative, or delivered the narrative implied by 

what Lessing later called the “prägnantesten” 

(“most pregnant” [Laokoon ch. 16; Laocoön 

78]) moment of action that the painting rep-

resents. Poussin’s Israelites Gathering Manna 

tells its story by representing what may seem 

to be two moments: on the let the misery of 

the starving family, which includes a woman 

breastfeeding her own mother while holding 

of her anxious infant, and on the right the joy 

of various igures discovering the manna. Ac-

cording to Charles Le Brun, who led a confer-

ence on the painting at the French Academy 

in 1667, Poussin had to depict the despera-

tion of the Jewish people in order to stress the 

grandeur of the miracle that relieved them 

(“Les Israelites” 62; see Dowley 330).

his way of reading the painting does not 

necessarily turn it into a sequence of events. 

Though one participant in the conference 

argued that the starving family on the left 

temporally precedes the rejoicing groups on 

the right, Le Brun inds the young mother to 

be so caught up in ilial piety that she ignores 

the manna falling around her even as the 

young man standing next to her and support-

ing a seated old man is pointing to it: clear 

signs that the events are simultaneous (“Les 

Israelites” 57–58; see Dowley 334). Marin, 

however, is concerned less with solving the 

problem of pictorial narration than with us-

ing both Poussin’s letter and his painting to 

generate a theory of pictorial reading. Even 

though lisez in seventeenth- century French 

could be used iguratively, or as a synonym 

for “study” (Dowley 335), Marin takes it liter-

ally, or textually. he seven igures in the let 

foreground, he writes, “are the irst read, for 

they are to the left and we read a text from 

left to right” (“On Reading Pictures” 12)—

though the Hebrew text of Exodus itself, of 

course, would have been read from right to 

left. But in Marin’s reading, the seven fig-

ures on the let express themselves—“speak 

visually”—in such a way as to make all the 

other igures legible (12). Noting that Poussin 

himself likened the twenty- four letters of the 

French alphabet to the expressive features of 

the human body, Marin writes: “the gestures 

and movements are like the letters of the al-

phabet, the igure which incorporates them is 

like both the noun and the verb of a passion 

and the whole assemblage of igures is like a 

narrative statement” (11). But this whole set of 

analogies presupposes that the body speaks a 

natural, universally intelligible sign language. 

Its “gestures,” writes Marin, “would be signi-

iers and [its] signiieds would be the passions 

of the soul that characteristic names would 

designate . . .” (11–12).

Intentionally or not, Marin’s wording 

echoes that of Alberti, who wrote that the his-

toria of a painting—its essential story—“will 

move the soul of the beholder when each man 

painted there clearly shows the movement of 

his own soul” (77). In Marin’s reading of Is-

raelites Gathering Manna, the igure on the 

extreme left looking at the nursing mother 

shows by the raising of his right hand that 

he is struck with admiration for her Roman 

charity, and with this admiration—“the theo-

retical passion of the true vision of the paint-

ing” (Marin, “On Reading Pictures” 14)—he 

prompts us to read the gestures of Moses and 

Aaron in the middle of the picture: as Mo-

ses points upward to the invisible source of 

the miraculous food, “Aaron, hands clasped, 

eyes lited, gives thanks to God for his ininite 

charity” (15).
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his is a plausible reading of all ive ig-

ures involved here, but, instead of demon-

strating that all of them “speak visually” in 

naturally recognizable signs, it presupposes 

knowledge of at least two texts—Poussin’s let-

ter and Exodus 16, without which we could 

hardly identify Moses and Aaron. Most im-

portant, it presupposes that the figure with 

the raised hand signiies admiration: that he 

“is like both the noun and the verb” of the 

passion that Poussin’s letter identifies and 

that Marin thinks the viewer should feel while 

contemplating the picture (Marin, “On Read-

ing Pictures” 11; see 14–15). But neither the 

gesture nor the expression of the figure on 

the left constitutes a naturally recognizable 

sign of admiration. On the contrary, the ig-

ure fails to display the one thing that both Le 

Brun himself and modern physiologists have 

identiied as the leading sign of “admiration 

with astonishment”: an open mouth (see Le 

Brun, Admiration; Fruda 119). Astonishingly 

enough, Le Brun reads the closed mouth of 

Poussin’s igure as a sign of his astonishment: 

“sa bouche est fermée, comme s’il craignoit 

qu’il lui échappât quelque chose de ce qu’il a 

conçu, et aussi parce qu’il ne trouve pas du pa-

role pour exprimer la beauté de cette action” 

(“his mouth is closed, as if he feared that there 

would escape him something of what he has 

conceived, and also because he cannot ind a 

word to express the beauty of this action”; Les 

Israelites 57). But is this reading based on the 

natural sign language of the body? And must 

the raised hand necessarily signify admira-

tion rather than simply shock or even aver-

sion at the sight of an old woman sucking her 

daughter’s breast? Without the term furnished 

by Poussin’s letter, would Le Brun or Marin or 

anyone else read either the closed mouth or 

the raised hand as a sign of admiration?

Marin not only presupposes that the 

would- be legibility of a seventeenth- century 

history painting may be made to exemplify 

“what . . . a reading of a painting consist[s] 

of” (“On Reading Pictures” 11) and thus—

presumably—to certify the legibility of all 

paintings. He also assumes that all gestures 

depicted in the painting are, in Panofsky’s 

words, “carriers of primary or natural mean-

ings” (5), even though their meanings have 

been preestablished by a text. Marin’s theory 

of pictorial reading leaves open—or at least 

unanswered—the question whether a picto-

rial sign can be read independently of any 

previous text, can be interpreted without re-

course to a label for which it is precoded.

Pictorial Signs and Verbal Signs

The notion that pictures are automatically 

readable—instantly recognizable by natural 

resemblance to what they represent—underlies 

the long history of theorizing about the difer-

ence between pictures and words, which signify 

by means of arbitrary convention. Surprisingly 

enough, the theorist best known for his essay 

on the diference between words and pictures 

actually treated both of them as signs. But in 

defining poetry as essentially temporal and 

visual art as essentially spatial, Lessing makes 

both depend on a natural correspondence that 

aims to elide the process of decoding and hence 

reading signs, to make them windows through 

which we sensuously, intuitively see the natural 

world of time and space. He writes:

Ich schließe so. Wenn . . . die Malerei zu ihren 

Nach ahmungen ganz andere Mittel, oder Zei-

chen gebrauchet, als die Poesie; jene näm lich 

Fi gu ren und Farben in dem Raume, diese aber 

ar ti ku lierte Töne in der Zeit; wenn un strei tig 

die Zeichen ein bequemes Verhältnis zu dem 

Bezeichneten haben müssen: so kön nen ne-

ben ein an der geordnete Zeichen auch nur 

Ge gen stände, die nebeneinander, oder deren 

Teile nebeneinander existieren, auf ein an der-

fol gende Zeichen aber auch nur Ge gen stände 

aus drücken, die aufeinander, oder deren Teile 

auf einander folgen. (Laokoon ch. 16)

I reason thus: if . . . in its imitations paint-

ing uses completely diferent means or signs 

than does poetry, namely igures and colors 
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in space rather than articulated sounds in 

time, and if these signs must indisputably 

bear a suitable relation to the thing signiied, 
then signs existing in space can express only 
objects whose wholes or parts coexist, while 
signs that follow one another can express only 
objects whose wholes or parts are consecutive.
 (Laocoön 78)

In fact, shortly ater Laocoön irst appeared, 
Lessing told a correspondent that painting 
should use only “natural signs” (qtd. in Krie
ger 48).5

Though the problematic concept of the 
natural sign seems to bridge the divide be
tween nature and convention in Lessing’s 
theory of visual art, the rise of semiotics has 
merely driven them farther apart. Forty years 
ago, explaining C. S. Peirce’s typology of signs 
(icon, index, symbol), Jonathan Culler wrote 
that “the icon involves actual resemblance be
tween signiiant and signiié: a portrait signi
ies the person of whom it is a portrait not by 
arbitrary convention only but by resemblance,” 
which he goes on to call “natural resem
blance.” Yet, “[i] n the sign proper as Saussure 
understood it,” Culler adds, “the relationship 
between signiier and signiied is arbitrary and 
conventional . . .” (16). Natural signs, therefore, 
can take their place in the realm of semiotics 
only if they have been denaturalized.

For semiotically minded theorists, all 
visual art is a compendium of denatural
ized signs. In Vision and Painting, Norman 
Bryson took arms against what he called the 
“doctrine of Perceptualism” espoused by 
E. H. Gombrich (xii). According to Gom
brich, whose theory of art and its history 
was largely based on the psychology of illu
sion, painting is a record of perception that 
re creates for the viewer what the artist has 
seen.6 Contesting this doctrine as it applied 
to igural painting (it hardly its abstract art), 
Bryson deined painting as “an art of signs, 
rather than percepts” (xii). Amplifying Fer
dinand de Saussure’s conception of meaning 
as the product of binary oppositions among 

signs in an enclosed system, Bryson argued 
that painting “is an art in constant touch with 
signifying forces outside” it (xiii). he viewer, 
therefore, must become an “interpreter” who 
decodes its signs in the light of the world that 
produces them (xiv).

hree years ater Vision and Painting ap
peared, Mitchell published Iconology, the irst 
of a series of books that has made him the 
premier theorist of interart relations in our 
time. Like Bryson, Mitchell regards pictures 
as pictorial signs, and he strongly contests 
Gombrich’s claim that pictures even partly 
signify objects by means of natural resem
blance rather than by convention, as words 
do (Gombrich, “Image and Code”). “he his
tory of culture,” Mitchell writes, “is in part 
the story of a protracted struggle for domi
nance between pictorial and linguistic signs, 
each claiming for itself certain proprietary 
rights to a ‘nature’ to which only it has access” 
(Iconology 43). Central to Mitchell’s ongo
ing case against this proprietary claim is the 
conviction that words, pictures, and images 
deeply inform each other. Just as language is 
so thoroughly steeped in metaphorical im
ages that we can hardly say where “image” 
ends and “word” begins, pictures can hardly 
be seen or read except in terms of language.

Nevertheless, semiotic theory has not yet 
vanquished perceptualism, nor has it solved 
what might be called the enigma of recogni
tion. In identifying what pictures and even 
photographs represent, we may well be read
ing them through the framework of cultural 
conventions, as semioticians argue. But how 
can cultural conventions explain our capac
ity to recognize pictures made by people to 
whose culture we have no other access—such 
as the Paleolithic cave paintings in Lascaux, 
France, which depict what are widely recog
nized as horses, stags, a bison, and a bull? 
Recognition, in short, has yet to be ban
ished from the experience of art, has yet to 
be subsumed by any theory that would sim
ply equate the viewing of a picture with the 

1 3 4 . 1  ] James A. W. Heffernan 23
 



decoding of signs. What Mitchell wrote over 
twenty years ago remains true today: in an 
age of “all- pervasive image- making, we still 
do not know exactly what pictures are, what 

their relation to language is, how they operate 
on observers and on the world, and what is to 
be done with or about them” (Picture heory 
13; my emphasis). he point I have italicized 
is the key one. No linguistically based theory 
of signs can exhaust the meanings generated 
by visual art, and no label can predict all that 
we can discover in the patient scrutiny of a 
painting, some of whose most poignant fea-
tures may be impossible to name.

At the same time, it is undeniable that 
reading—by which I mean the strictly lexi-
cal process of perusing words—plays a crucial 
role in our experience of art. Despite the old 
assumption that painting “speaks the Tongue 
of ev’ry Land,” as John Dryden claimed in the 
late seventeenth century (line 127), the sight 
of a picture in a museum or gallery routinely 
prompts us to look for and read its title. his 
simple fact reminds us—or should remind 
us—that art has needed verbal mediation 
ever since it began to be ofered to the pub-
lic. In the fourteenth century, the illuminated 
biblia pauperum (“bibles of the poor”) spoke 
to the illiterate only when the pictures were 
explained in spoken words; more recently, 
paintings have presupposed literacy as a pre-
requisite to viewing them.7 In nineteenth- 
century En gland, the expansion of literacy 
made poetry available to hundreds of thou-
sands while painting reached a much smaller 
audience in Royal Academy exhibitions and 
in museums such as London’s National Gal-
lery, founded in 1824. For this reason, as Ruth 
Bernard Yeazell has recently shown, artists 
could not do without words. In 1834, while 
preparing a second edition of prints based on 
his paintings, John Constable wrote a com-
mentary on each one because, he said, “many 
can read print & cannot read mezzotint” 
(John Constable’s Correspondence 108). Much 
earlier, in the spring of 1798, the twenty- three- 

year- old J. M. W. Turner began quoting poetry 
under the titles of his pictures in the Royal 
Academy exhibition catalog (Zif 2), and, in 
the latter part of the next century, Dante Ga-
briel Rossetti was commended for associating 
his paintings with poetry and thereby helping 
“ordinary people” grasp their meaning (Yea-
zell 119).

Whether or not poetry can help ordinary 
people read a painting, almost every paint-
ing is now exhibited with a title (even if it is 
only Untitled), and, as Yeazell has argued, 
picture titles have profoundly informed our 
experience of art for the last three centuries. 
“From the eighteenth century to the present,” 
she writes, “all [artists] participate in a cul-
ture in which the painter becomes, however 
minimally or reluctantly, also an author” (12). 
While not all artists choose the titles of their 
paintings, those who do are clearly asking us 
to view them in the light of those titles, so 
that reading a text (however minimal) be-
comes a prerequisite for reading a painting.

Compare, for instance, the full title of 
the painting commonly known as Whistler’s 

Mother with the routinely condensed full title 
of one of Wordsworth’s best known poems. 
“Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern 
Abbey, on Revisiting the Banks of the Wye 
during a Tour, July 13, 1798” is commonly 
called “Tintern Abbey” even though the full 
title locates the speaker upriver from the 
abbey, which is nowhere mentioned in the 
poem. Nevertheless, the abbey is the most 
conspicuous object mentioned in the title, 
just as the seated old woman whom James 
Abbott McNeill Whistler limns in profile 
is the most conspicuous object in his paint-
ing. But, instead of treating this igure as the 
Panofskian vehicle of primary or natural 
meaning, Whistler’s title asks us to focus on 
what the viewer sees (at least conceptually) 
before reading this igure as a seated woman: 
namely, the purely abstract features of the 
painting—its shapes and shades. Whistler’s 
full title is Arrangement in Grey and Black, 
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No. 1: Portrait of the Painter’s Mother. His title 
takes it for granted that we can recognize the 
proile of an old woman without verbal guid-
ance, but before deining that sign any fur-
ther, he asks us to focus on the elements that 
constitute it: an elongated oval of black juxta-
posed with various shades and shapes of gray, 
exemplifying what James Elkins has called 
“sub- semiotic” marks. Semiotics, writes El-
kins, “slights the meaning of marks,” turning 
pictures into texts by viewing or reading only 
their nameable igures. hough Whistler has 
constructed a verbally identiiable sign from 
patches of black and gray, they exemplify 
what Elkins calls “the crucial moments of 
darkness” in art, “when the picture, in all its 
incomprehensible, nonlinguistic opacity, con-
fronts us as something illegible” (834).

Here is a stubborn paradox. How could 
a painting of what we clearly recognize as a 
seated old woman be unreadable? Her igure 
is indeed a readable sign, but the shapes and 
shades used to generate it cannot be trans-
lated into specific words, cannot be named 
with anything like the precision applied to 
the igure. Yet the shapes and shades are es-
sential parts of what we experience in viewing 
the picture, in absorbing both its nameable 
signs and unnameable marks.

Consider how Constable represents a 
woman in a painting from the early nineteenth 
century: Vale of Dedham.8 In this case, the title 
tells us nothing about the painting except its 
location, which Constable had depicted some 
twenty- six years earlier in a painting called 
Dedham Vale. Both paintings take their com-
positional cue from Claude’s Landscape with 

Hagar and the Angel, a painting that Constable 
knew very well from the collection of George 
Beaumont (who eventually gave it to the Na-
tional Gallery, in London) and that he rever-
ently copied sometime before 1802 (Leslie 5). 
In Constable’s two paintings, as in Claude’s 
Hagar and the Angel, foreground trees on the 
left and right form wing screens framing a 
vista through which a river meanders to a sea-

coast town with its church tower in the back-
ground and billowing white clouds overhead. 
The lure of the vista is enhanced by chiar-
oscuro, which draws the eye over the shadowy 
foreground to the sunlit vista beyond.

But the later painting—Vale of Dedham—

ofers much more detail than the earlier one, 
especially in the foreground. If we resist the 
lure of the sunlit vista and look carefully into 
the shadows, we can barely see a tiny blob of 
red next to a tiny spot of white. hese bits of 
color might be read in purely formal terms, as 
picturesque highlights—subsemiotic touches 
meant to catch the eye in the shadow. But they 
can also be read as igural signs of a vagrant 
mother with her infant, cooking on an open 
ire beside a small, shadowed tent that mim-
ics in its triangular shape the roof lines of the 
far more comfortable and substantial cottages 
lanking the river in the middle distance.

Just what is the factual meaning here—
the material objects or igures signiied by the 
blob of red and the spot of white? his is pre-
cisely the question raised by the painting as it 
challenges our view of its picturesque compo-
sition. Since the cottages look much more like 
picture- book homes than does the little tent in 
the foreground, we are unlikely to recognize 
the tent as a home. he composition tempts us 
to overlook the tent and the igures beside it, 
who merely hover on the edge of signiication. 
According to John Barrell, Constable does not 
allow the impoverished mother and child to 
emerge from the shadows and solicit our pity 
(136–37). Instead, they are little more than a 
spot of red and a spot of white, picturesque or 
protoimpressionistic bits of chromatic texture 
in a composition governed by the formal pat-
terns of chiaroscuro, and their shadowy lair 
is merely a foil for the glowing vista that we 
alone—not they—can see.

his is a plausible line of interpretation 
except for one thing. It does not explain why 
Constable enables us to recognize the des-
titution of the figures or why—for all their 
shadowiness—they are the only figures we 
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can see in the painting. hey are also the only 
counterpart to the biblical igures that appear 
in the foreground of Claude’s Hagar and the 

Angel, the painting whose composition Con-
stable recycles in both Dedham Vale and Vale 

of Dedham. When we recall that Hagar was 
an outcast, a serving woman expelled from 
Abraham’s household after she conceived 
his child, it becomes possible to see the fore-
ground figures in Constable’s painting as 
contemporary outcasts, igures that society 
has no place for but that the artist—whatever 
his politics—cannot fail to notice and repre-
sent. hey cannot simply be reduced to bits of 
picturesque texture.

Produced long ater the works of Claude 
and Poussin, Vale of Dedham is Constable’s 
way of re- creating what was once called “his-
tory painting.” Reconceiving the traditional 
relation between landscape and the figures 
who populate it, he makes Claude’s biblical 
outcasts give way to the human debris of con-
temporary history: to barely personiied spots 
of life, nameless igures who play no visible 
part on the stage of public events but quietly 
insist on taking their place in the landscape 
of contemporary human experience. By re-
calling Claude’s Hagar and the Angel, Consta-
ble’s painting displays the formal structures 
that Panofsky’s theory of pictorial meaning is 
equipped to explain. But in radically desta-
bilizing the factual meaning of the igures in 
this picture, in painting daubs of color whose 
meaning depends on the very fact that we can 
barely recognize what they materially signify, 
Constable detonates the ground on which 
Panofsky’s theory of pictorial meaning rests. 
To read this picture, we must study the point 
at which a subsemiotic mark becomes a ver-
balizable sign and then subtly takes its place 
in a context both pictorial and textual: his-
tory painting and scripture.

For one more example of  what a 
nineteenth- century painter could do with the 
tradition of history painting, consider Vincent 
Van Gogh’s Still Life with Bible, painted on a 

single day in October 1885, a few months ater 
the death of his father. As the son of a pas-
tor in the Dutch Reformed Church who once 
dreamed of becoming a pastor himself and 
who spent parts of his early twenties preach-
ing in En gland and Belgium, Van Gogh was 
steeped in the Bible. Yet, as a voracious reader 
of modern literature, he rebelled against his 
father’s ixation on scripture, which—as Vin-
cent ruefully noted—led his father to stig-
matize all modern authors as “thieves and 
murderers” (qtd. in Edwards 46). His painting 
translates this Oedipal conlict—a conlict all 
about reading—into the juxtaposition of two 
texts: his late father’s leather- bound Bible, ly-
ing massive and open on a table, and—angled 
up against it—a small, closed, dog- eared pa-
perback copy of Émile Zola’s novel La joie de 

vivre (“he Joy of Life”).
Generically, this painting exempli-

fies what I have elsewhere called lectoral 
art, which includes not only paintings such 
as Johannes Vermeer’s Girl Reading a Let-

ter (c. 1657) and photographs such as Sally 
Mann’s Sunday Funnies (1991) but also pic-
tures of books and other reading matter, texts 
“that could be read by anyone actually or po-
tentially present within the space depicted—
as distinct from words on the canvas that can 
be read only by the viewer” (319n52).9 The 
Bible in this painting, of course, is almost 
wholly unreadable. Even though it lies wide 
open across the picture plane so that its lines 
of verse should be as legible as Zola’s title, 
they are obscured by laddered streaks and 
vertical strokes of pigment arranged in four 
columns—a subsemiotic testament. All we 
can read here is the name ISAIE at the top of 
the right- hand page and the Roman numeral 
LIII along the right column.

In referring to Isaiah 53, Van Gogh evokes 
the tradition of history painting, which—as 
we have seen—typically presupposes knowl-
edge of biblical episodes. But while painters 
such as Poussin prompt us to recognize the 
characters and situations they depict, Van 
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Gogh supplies a number only, presupposing 
a viewer who knows the Bible as a preacher 
does, by chapter and verse. To read this paint-
ing, then, we must know that beneath the 
painter’s illegible streaks lies Isaiah’s song of 
the sufering servant, the man of sorrows des-
tined to be read typologically as a forerunner 
of Christ: “pierced for our transgressions” and 
“crushed for our iniquities” (Complete Bible, 
Isa. 53.5). Given its focus on sufering, Isaiah 
53 seems oddly juxtaposed with a text that is 
not only modern and secular but almost impi-
ous in its launting of gaiety. he painting thus 
allows us to imagine how Zola’s novel might 
strike the eyes of Van Gogh’s father.

Yet the painting also tests our knowledge 
of Isaiah. Instead of simply lamenting the 
sufering of the servant in chapter 53, Isaiah 
proclaims that “through his stripes we were 
healed” (53.5) and then urges his hearers to 
sing, to “fear not!” and—in efect—to rejoice 
at the magniicent “kindness” of God (54.1; 
54.4; 54.10). Zola’s La joie de vivre mirrors this 
complexity. As Clif Edwards notes, it repre-
sents “a bourgeois family that is as miserable 
as one can imagine” (49). In the face of this 
misery, the orphaned Pauline Quenu radiates 
love, light, and a joyous determination to raise 
the newborn child whose life she saves. “Vin-
cent,” writes Edwards, “saw both the Servant 
in Isaiah and Pauline Quenu as incarnations 
of renunciation, sacriice, and charity. But it 
was fitting that Zola expressed the Servant 
mission for a new age in the form of a new 
body, a joyful young girl, and projected its 
hope into the future in the form of the child 
she vowed to raise in the midst of darkness 
and death” (50). To read this painting in ev-
ery sense, to penetrate the texts it represents, 
is to see that instead of simply contraposing 
the gloomy, painful verses of ancient scrip-
ture with the pleasures of a modern novel, it 
subtly reveals how modern literature rewrites 
the Bible. As Vincent told his brother, heo, 
it shows how much the Bible still applies “in 
this day and age, in this life of ours” (Letter).

Depicting Texts

Reading pictures seldom means leaving all 
texts behind, wholly forsaking the world of 
verbal signification. For example, even in 
reading a highly abstract painting such as 
Jasper Johns’s Shade (1959), Leo Steinberg 
discerns both the literal and literary implica-
tions of a work whose title denotes the “actual 
window shade” that Johns used but whose 
light- enguling darkness evokes John Milton: 
“You stare at and into a ield whose darkness 
is Absolute,” writes Steinberg, “whose whites 
brighten nothing, but make darkness vis-
ible, as Milton said of eternal shade” (309).10 
Even as we pursue the textual trails blazed 
by titles (however minimalist) as well as by 
verbalizable signs, we must reckon with the 
subsemiotic elements of art and with all the 
ways in which they resist translation into 
words. his resistance is obvious in paintings 
we normally classify as abstract. But we may 
have just as much trouble seeing how illusory 
igures—igures that prompt us to recognize 
and name them at once—can resist our nam-
ing. Take for instance what René Magritte 
does with the image of the window, a tradi-
tional metaphor for painting that literally as 
well as iguratively frames the rules of per-
spective formulated in the Renaissance. By 
translating the three dimensions of visual ex-
perience into two, Renaissance masters such 
as Alberti led viewers to embrace the illusion 
that they were looking through an open win-
dow: seeing rather than reading.11

We feel anew our bondage to this illu-
sion every time it is broken. In Magritte’s 
deliciously titled Le soir qui tombe (“Evening 
Falls”), the sharp, pointed fragments of a win-
dow pane that has been painted to represent 
a rural sunset are shown fallen to the loor. 
Paradoxically, paintings such as this conirm 
the power of illusion in the very act of play-
fully undermining it. We cannot even discuss 
such paintings without referring to some of 
their elements as if they were real objects, as 
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I did just now in mentioning “fragments of a 
window pane.”

Magritte also staged a now famous con-
test between verbal and pictorial signs by 
juxtaposing them in a single painting, La tra-

hison des images (“he Treachery of Images”), 
best- known by the legend written across the 
bottom: “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” (“his is not 
a pipe”). No one who reads French can fail to 
read the legend—in the strict lexical sense—
while looking at what is pictured above it, 
which we instinctively read as a pipe. In the 
face of the legend’s denial, Rudolph Arnheim 
probably spoke for all irst- time viewers and 
readers when he declared, “Unfortunately, a 
pipe is all it is” (141). To make sense of the 
written legend, however, we must move be-
yond instinctive recognition to understand 
that a picture of a pipe is not the same as a 
pipe but is “just a representation,” as Magritte 
himself once remarked (qtd. in Torczyner 71). 
Alternatively, we could read the pictured ob-
ject and the legend together as saying that a 
pictorial sign is not the same as a verbal sign. 
While neither is identical with what it signi-
ies, the conceptual object signiied by “pipe” 
is far more polysemous than the visible ob-
ject signified by the picture. While “pipe” 
may denote both a wide range of smokeable 
instruments and a wide range of tubes, the 
pictured object circumscribes its own signi-
fying power and thus forecloses its identiica-
tion with anything three- dimensional. Since 
actual pipes do not usually appear in perfect 
proile or hanging suspended with no visible 
means of support, we must conclude that this 
is not, ater all, a picture of a pipe but rather, 
as Michel Butor observes, a picture of depic-
tion, a picture of the way pipes are commonly 
represented “dans la publicité ou surtout dans 
les manuels ou aiche scholairs” (“in adver-
tising or above all in textbooks and school 
posters”; 77): isolated, radically decontextu-
alized, and labeled “pipe.” Magritte’s legend 
parodies this labeling of pictures and under-
mines the assumptions on which it is based. 

Instead of implying—as labels typically do—
that the picture is identical to a particular 
object, the label denies that identiication and 
turns the picture into an arbitrary sign, a pic-
ture of a certain class, as Nelson Goodman 
would say.12 Like a round picture or a square 
picture, a pipe picture can signify anything 
at all. Its meaning is no more bound to a par-
ticular object than is the meaning of the word 
ceci (“this”) below it, which can mean this ob-
ject pictured above it, this whole painting in 
which it appears, or this very word itself, ceci, 
which presents itself not only verbally but 
also visually. Ceci is at once a sliding signiier 
and a graphic sign, the carefully drawn pic-
ture of a written word. In fact the calligraphic 
shape of the c’s in this word makes them vi-
sually rhyme with the pictured shape just 
above them. Magritte thus deconstructs the 
opposition between the natural meaning of 
depicted objects and the arbitrary signiica-
tion of words even as he cuts the cable bind-
ing pictured objects to real ones.

At the same time, as Michel Foucault 
perceives, Magritte forges a new cable be-
tween words and pictures precisely by depict-
ing words—representing them as pictured 
objects—and challenging us to read them as 
such. “Because the words we now can read 
underneath the drawing,” Foucault writes, 
“are themselves drawn . . . , I must read them 
superimposed upon themselves. They are 
words drawing words; at the surface of the 
image, they form the relection of a sentence 
saying that this is not a pipe. he image of a 

text” (23; my emphasis).
Clearly meaning by “image” (a French- 

En glish cognate) what I have called “picture,” 
Foucault identifies the point at which the 
line between picture and text seems to dis-
appear. Yet, just as we cannot fail to see the 
diference between a printed sentence and a 
calligraphically handwritten one, we can still 
less overlook the diference between reading 
“Ceci n’est pas une pipe” by itself and read-
ing it as a legend beneath a particular kind of 
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pictured object. Traditionally, words depicted 
in a painting but not represented as appear-
ing in a book or any other text have signiied 
speech, as in paintings of the Annunciation, 
where a thin ribbon of scroll sometimes tells 
us what the angel is saying to Mary (who 
is—not incidentally—typically represented 
as reading).13 Somewhat ironically, the con-
temporary counterpart of this convention is 
the speech bubble, regularly used in comic 
books and conspicuously featured in the 
work of Roy Lichtenstein, who repeatedly re- 
created comic book panels in paintings such 
as Masterpiece.14 But Magritte’s “Ceci n’est 
pas une pipe” is not spoken by anyone in the 
painting. It is offered in place of a label for 
what is depicted above it. And in taking the 
place of a label, or rather in displacing a la-
bel, Ma gritte’s legend radically destabilizes 
the meaning of the pictured object and at the 
same time prompts us to read the legend itself 
as a picture, not just as a text. Since Magritte 
has depicted ceci to resemble the bowl of a 
pipe, it may be that any word or words can 
be pictured: designed to be read as pictorial.

To test this hypothesis, consider briefly 
how three contemporary artists have depicted 
words alone: not as legends, labels, or comple-
ments to pictured objects, but as pictured ob-
jects in their own right.15 Instead of turning 
words into calligraphic curves, as Magritte 
does, these artists preserve some form of stan-
dard typography—the sort of lettering we rou-
tinely ind in printed texts or on public signs.

Jenny Holzer, for one, has been using 
words to make visual art since 1977, when 
she started pasting her one- line “truisms” 
(printed in black italics on white broad-
sheets) onto public buildings in and around 
Manhattan. In 1982, she began using LEDs 
(light- emitting diodes) to display statements 
such as “Protect Me from What I Want” and 
“Private Property Created Crime” on the 
Spectacolor board in Times Square. In 1989, 
for an exhibition called Laments, she carved 
aphorisms such as “I see space and it looks 

like nothing and I want it around me” into 
the tops of thirteen stone sarcophagi laid in 
a row, each cut into one of three sizes (infant, 
child, and adult). hese lapidary inscriptions 
were repeated in lashing words that lowed 
from loor to ceiling in columns of ascend-
ing light. Juxtaposing the permanence of 
stone with the kinetic energy of LED light as 
two radically contrasting media of commu-
nication, Holzer created what Roberta Smith 
calls “an elaborately perceptual environment 
whose nonverbal efects are as powerful as its 
linguistic ones.”16 More recently, Holzer has 
quite literally highlighted the nonverbal im-
pact of her art by electronically representing 
only the words of others, particularly the po-
etry of Wislawa Szymborska, which—in her 
work called Projections (2009)—she conveyed 
by a Cameleon Telescan projector into the ex-
hibition space.17

While Holzer’s work quite obviously 
bursts the frame of traditional art and liter-
ally radiates into public spaces, rectangular 
frames enclose all the words represented by 
one of her somewhat younger contempo-
raries, who has been called “probably the 
most important American painter of his 
generation” (Schjeldahl). Christopher Wool 
makes black- and- white pictures by stenciling 
words in enamel, usually on aluminum pan-
els, as in igure 1.

Wool’s Untitled, 1990–91 is a work of art 
that radically disorients the viewer even as 
it demands to be read. Whereas thick black 
stenciled letters are typically used to issue 
simple statements or unmistakably clear or-
ders on public signs (No Smoking, No Park-
ing), these stenciled letters look at first like 
alphabet soup. As infants, we learn to distin-
guish one word from another in the stream of 
spoken language, for without irst developing 
this ability we would never learn to under-
stand any language, much less learn to read. 
Deconstructing this essential foundation of 
the spoken and written word, Wool’s painting 
not only jams words together but cuts them of 
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FIG. 1

Christopher Wool, 

Untitled, 1990–91. 

© Christopher 

Wool; Courtesy 

of the artist and 

Luhring Augustine, 

New York.
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with no regard for syllables, let alone syllable- 

based hyphenation. As a result, it takes con-

siderable time and efort to igure out where 

each word of this painting begins and ends:

THE SHOW IS OV

ER THE AUDIEN

CE GET UP TO LE

AVE THEIR SEA

TS TIME TO COL

LECT THEIR CO

ATS AND GO HOM

E THEY TURN AR

OUND NO MORE C

OATS AND NO MO

RE HOME

To make Wool’s stenciled words a little eas-

ier to read in the lexical sense, I have spaced 

them properly while preserving his syllable- 

breaking line endings. Whatever we make of 

these stenciled words, it is obvious that we 

cannot make anything out of the painting 

without at least trying to read them in the 

lexical sense. Extracted from their stenciled 

density, they might be read as a prose poem 

about sabotaging conventional expectations: 

turning from a play, which typically drama-

tizes some disruption of the status quo, the 

audience mechanically returns to the familiar 

world of coats and home—only to ind both of 

them gone, “no more” to be found. he paint-

ing intensiies this defamiliarizing efect by 

turning from the familiar world of printed 

words to the preliterate, preconscious stage at 

which we irst learned to distinguish one word 

from another—and forcing us to learn this all 

over again. hus, the impact of the painting 

depends just as much on the artist’s way of de-

picting its words as on the words themselves.

This is equally evident in the video in-

stallations of Tsang Kin- Wah, a Chinese art-

ist born in 1976 whose work features ribbons 

of unspaced words that are either painted on 

aluminum or projected onto walls and loors. 

Since 2009, he has produced several installa-

tions of a video series titled he Seven Seals—

the latest of which, Nothing, was mounted in 

Hong Kong in the fall of 2016. While his pro-

jection of texts that move obviously recalls the 

work of Holzer, Tsang’s ribbons of text evoke 

at once the modernity of filmstrips and the 

antiquity of scrolls—such as those used to sig-

nify speech in paintings of the Annunciation, 

as noted above. But Tsang’s loating texts are 

also meant to recall the scroll in Revelation, 

the scroll whose seven seals could be opened 

only by the Lamb, a symbol of Christ (Com-

plete Bible, Rev. 5.1–10). Likewise, Tsang’s Ecce 

Homo Trilogy I (2012) prompts us to view the 

1989 trial and execution of Nicolae Ceau-

sescu, the onetime dictator of Communist 

Romania, through the lens of what Pilate said 

when presenting the scourged, thorn- crowned 

Christ to a crowd bent on crucifying him: 

“Ecce homo,” in the Latin of the Vulgate (“be-

hold the man” [Complete Bible, John 19.5]).

Bizarre as it may seem to associate Ceau-

sescu with Christ, Tsang aims to show—or 

remind us—that the Romanian dictator and 

his wife were both presumed guilty and dis-

played on television for all to behold before 

being summarily shot by a firing squad. En 

route to projection rooms showing edited 

footage of Ceausescu’s show trial, execu-

tion, and burial, visitors to Tsang’s exhibition 

space walk through a corridor on whose walls 

and f loor f loat ribbon scrolls of projected 

text such as “EVERYWORDISAJUDG-

MENT,” “ENSLAVEDBYTHEIRWORDS,” 

“DAMNINORDERNOTTOBEJUDGED,” and 

“TYRANNIZETHETEXT.” Laid out this way, 

in straight lines, Tsang’s pithy apothegms are 

slightly easier to read than Wool’s paintings, 

which run statements as well as words together. 

But Tsang’s words do not come to us in con-

secutive straight lines. hey appear as writh-

ing, sometimes intersecting scrolls that defy 
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us to read them in order, instead enveloping 

us as witnesses to what Tsang calls “the pow-

erlessness of the accused, the absurdity of the 

judgment, the brutality of the execution and 

the sorrow of life and death” (qtd. in Chan A3).

Reading pictures, then, means first of 

all digesting the words that inhabit or sur-

round them: words in pictures, words fram-

ing pictures by way of titles or wall captions, 

and words of the texts to which pictures al-

lude or of the stories they suggest. But while 

pictures almost always come to us embedded 

in language, they are not the same as texts. 

Even though many of their elements may be 

construed as signs, a pictorial sign is not the 

same as a verbal sign, or even anything like a 

noun or a verb, as Marin proposed. Magritte’s 

famous picture of a nonpipe dramatizes the 

diference between reading a word and read-

ing a picture, whatever its color or shape: if 

the two were the same, Magritte’s picture 

would be simply absurd rather than endlessly 

provocative. To read pictures, we must reckon 

with this difference even while reading the 

words that surround, inform, and sometimes 

invade them. We must also reckon with sub-

semiotic elements: spots of color that hover 

on the edge of signiication, or markings such 

as the laddered brushstrokes with which Van 

Gogh portrays or rather overlays the words of 

Isaiah. We must be willing to read whatever 

remains illegible in a textual sense, what-

ever in a painting resists being verbalized or 

turned into a sign. In so doing, we challenge 

and stretch our conception of what it means 

to read anything at all.

NOTES

1. On Bloom’s secondary impotence, see Henke 254.

2. See Martini and Memmi’s Annunciation (c. 1333), 

and Raphael’s Annunciation (1502–03). For reproduc-

tions of the artworks discussed in this essay, open the 

slide ile on my Web site (www .jameshef .com/  library/ 

00_ SLIDES_ RP .pptx .pdf).

3. I have elsewhere ofered an interpretation of Sally 

Mann’s photograph Sunday Funnies as well as of several 

abstract paintings by Gerhard Richter (36–38, 300–09).

4. All translations are mine unless otherwise noted.

5. While reairming that language works with arbi-

trary signs, Lessing goes on to say that poetry “must try to 

raise its arbitrary signs to natural signs: only that way does 

it diferentiate itself from prose and become poetry” (qtd. 

in Krieger 49). Just as painting aims to create the illusion 

that we are seeing at least one object that actually exists in 

space, poetry should create the illusion that we are witness-

ing events that actually follow others in time. Despite his 

critique of literary pictorialism, Lessing believed that po-

etry should take as its model the illusionism of visual art.

6. While fully allowing for the role of convention in 

the history of styles, Gombrich argued that art progresses 

“from the schematic to the impressionist” (Art and Illu-

sion 293), modifying the “real shape” of objects “in or-

der to match the here and now of their appearance at a 

given moment” (295). If, he shortly adds, we can assume 

that Constable’s painting of Wivenhoe Park represents 

the park, “we will also be conident that this interpreta-

tion”—the painting itself—“will tell us a good many facts 

about that country- seat in 1816 which we would have 

gathered if we had stood by Constable’s side” (299).

7. hough Gregory the Great declared around 600 CE 

that pictures were the “books” of the illiterate (Yeazell 

114), the pictures in the so- called bibles of the poor were 

studded with inscriptions typologically linking the Old 

Testament to the New Testament (Block C); they could 

hardly be understood by anyone illiterate who did not 

hear them verbally explained.

8. For my discussion of Constable here and of Ma gritte 

below, Baylor UP has kindly allowed me to adapt some ma-

terial from my book Cultivating Picturacy (29–31, 23 –24).

9. For a comprehensive study of lectoral art, see 

Stewart.

10. Steinberg refers to Paradise Lost (Milton, bk. 1, 

line 63).

11. “First of all about what I draw, I inscribe a quadran-

gle of right angles, as large as I wish, which is to be con-

sidered an open window through which I see what I want 

to paint” (Alberti 56). Shrewdly applying this metaphor 

to Johns’s painting, Steinberg writes that while Alberti 

“compared the perspective diaphanes of the Renaissance 

to open windows,” Johns “compares the adiaphane of his 

canvas to a window whose shade is down” (309).

12. “[I] n saying that a picture represents a soandso,” 

Goodman writes, “we mean not that it denotes a soandso 

but that it is a soandso- picture,” a picture of a certain 

class or type (29). “To say that the adult Churchill is rep-

resented as an infant . . . is to say that the picture in ques-

tion is an infant- picture” (29–30), whomever it represents.
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13. See Broederlam’s early Netherlandish Annuncia-

tion, where the kneeling angel is represented as saying, 

“Ave Gratia Plena Dominus Tecum” (“Hail, full of grace, 

the lord is with you”).

14. Probably alluding to Diego Velázquez’s Las Meni-

nas (“he Ladies- in- Waiting”), which shows the painter 

himself working on a canvas whose back alone we see 

along the let edge of the painting, Lichtenstein’s Master-

piece shows a woman talking to a man about a painting 

that is likewise shown from the back in the very same 

position. hrough a speech bubble she says, “Why, Brad 

darling, this painting is a masterpiece!” In re- creating the 

language, imagery, and speech bubbles of comic books, 

Lichtenstein wittily sends up the cultural veneration of 

would- be masterpieces (this one of course being invisible 

to the viewer) as well as the notion that high art—the art 

of silent masterpieces—has nothing to do with comic- 

book illustration, speciically the portrayal of faces who 

are shown speaking readable words.

15. Here as elsewhere in this article, my examples are 

based on Western languages and alphabets. A reader for 

PMLA has drawn my attention to Xu Bing, a contempo-

rary Chinese artist whose installation Book from the Sky 

(first exhibited in Beijing in 1988) featured books and 

scrolls adorned with igures that look like Chinese char-

acters but are linguistically unreadable.

16. It is worth noting the extent to which digital tech-

nology has overthrown the traditional assumption that 

works of art must be “still” in all senses of the word, mo-

tionless as well as silent—like Keats’s urn. For instance, 

Ori Gersht’s Pomegranate (2006) reveals that what seems 

to be a still life of a pomegranate, a cabbage, and a pump-

kin is actually a high- deinition ilm in which the pome-

granate is struck by a bullet and then explodes in slow 

motion (“Ori Gersht’s Pomegranate”).

17. For a brief video showing how she displayed 

Szymborska’s poetry in “Projection for Chicago” (2008), 

see Holzer.
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