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INTRC)I)UCTION

Thi, i, the dn:,'I1I\ 1l,lyeL th,- SpOl ,,'here it n::l(hes
do\\'n 1Il1o 'he llnkllowll. (Sigllllllld Freud, TI,,' I,u..,.·
I're'du"<Pfl l~{ [)r('~mH. I~OS:5.:!5)

BALANCING VISION AND NARRATIVE

V I Inll Ill'S ]J',IH/'''' H('ldlll,~ .1 Ba/ell/(c', housed In the NJ­
tHlll,11 G,llkn; III W,lshingtol1, Il'presents J \\ oman III a
hlue dress, holding ,I b.t1.lIlll' abo\ e a t,lbk: on the \\ JIl

in the lnckgrml1ld, i, a p'lillting of 1I1C 1..1-'1)ltdgH/t'JlI. Light streams
ill frolll a slained-glass "'i,,do\\" ;It thl' upper kft. It is a qrikillgly
still paintillg. It a\oids n,IITatiH - both the allecdoul and the dy­
namic. IlIstead ;1 prl',<.:nts an l111agc in tl'rms of viSU<l1 rhythm,
cquilibrium, halallccd Colltr.lsts, .1I1d subtle lighting (Figure o. I),
As Arthur Wllednck, Je. (19S1 :10(1-7) rcmarks, the painting s(;l11ds
in marked COllcrast W otha works on n:t1tl'cl rhellles. III those orher
works dle WOlll,lll t('lld, to illllk grn'dily ar clle precious objecrs 011

rhe tabl.:. where,ls herl' sht: is ,df-absorb~d, III rhose others rhe pails
of rill' h<l!ance, here ('lIlply, tl'l1d to be h,'ap,'d wirh gold or pearls
so that actin" is illlpli<.:d, 111 this work the' parallel berween rhe L".(I
JI,d~"I('!If, hUllg 011 the w,,1I behind her. and the woman'$ an of
w~ighillg/judgillg is d"btlratnt on rh,' basis of simil.1riry, 110t uf
ILl rr.1 t i \' i ~,L'd C"'1I col 'I,

SVl'dall;! Alp('p;, I ,l'S\lnlt' from her ,11'1 t1,rVl'scribillg (19R5), 'IHnlld
call this :1 lkscriptiw painting, It is a paiming that .1ppe'lb to vi­
slulity it'n'LT thl'rl' \\';IS OIlC, J ClSl' for Alperss oppmirion to ltali,111
in!;ltuatioll with n<lrr"tivily, Any ,nl,'l11pr to read rhe painting <IS "

Il:lrrari\<' Ull only misread it. 11 is ;1 surface carefully ba\anrcd lor
\'islIal n'pl'TI('nn', whl'rl' tIll' appeal to visuality is \'I,'nrkcd out in
th,' ,illlL'st <ktaib. 011 the upper I~f{ part of rhe painling, in the
white \\':111 lle"r Ihl' represull,'d LUI }lldX!II['III. is a Ilail, ,md l1e<lr
rh:n ILlil. :l hok ill the' wall. Thl' minutely detailed work of painting
is so highly "lIlphd'lznt in these tiny details tlut both insidl' the
holc- :llld 'lL'xt 111 the' nail wc can sce a shadow, The soft, \,varlll
light slrc,tllting in 1'1'0111 the window on the upp.::r left (OlIrll('S thcs,'
t\\'n irr,,!~lIl:trili<:, ill the \\,\11, ,IS if to dl'll1onstrat~ thar rl'alistic
descriptiOIl "f tll<.' world senl knows Ill) limits,

This light ;11'11 generates orher details in the overall ddrktll"S of
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Ulll \"111(',' read,'rs of it, ;1 pt)]""!,T"'1,'ll"'S, or liS tru[h, hut to ofkr
t]", sl'l'clll:lli \"L' I'0ssihilir ~'.

['or [Ill' it \\":1S till" "ail alld tlw hok that the' li~ht IlUl\(- vlSlbk,
produccd: du[ Irlstif,':arl'd a hurst of SpL'CULlli\"l' fertility \Vlwll 1
S,l \\. i1llS "ail, the hok, '''H! the sludo\\"s, 1 'us fascill'lIc'd: 1 could
Il()\ kn'p lll\' ,'I"('S oil' thelll. \\lhy arc' dlL'y there' I a,k"d my-sc'lf
An' thl'se IlInl'ly Illl';lIlill~lcss ,ie-ud, dut ]{oLl\\d IhTthl's "'lHild
cIulk lip to ;Ill "dt"c'Cl of (hL' rc'a)": ArL' thesL' thc si!"" 1hat I\l"kl'
,I COllllO[a[i,lI1 of rl'alism shitt (0 dlc plaCL' of denotatio!l ht.'ClllSt.'

thlTl' i, llO detHlLlfi\T lIll'anin~ a\'ailahll" Or do thcy point to a
cIu!l~l' in the si~!litieantl' of dlL' 1-.1;1 JIUI~IIIC1lrO ])0 they SlI!'f';CSt
lIut the rq'reseIltL'd pailltill~which. according to Whel'lock, is [hert.'
to halancL' the w[)rk, to "He~rolllld thL' similarit\', the rhyme, be­
t '\"l'c'll (;od and this womall, has heen displaced from all t.';lrlit.T,
"miginal" positio!l to ;l hetter, \';sually Illore Cll11villcins ha LlIl ce ,
Ie-d \'iIlS olll Y thL' telltale £rate of a nail hole' As it is, rh"~ wOllLlIl
sUllds right below (;od, a position that L,tlll'hasizes tht.' similarity

het weell judging ;md weighin~. Also, the sl'paration l)('t\\'Cl'll the
hk"ed and [he' dootlled is obliterated hy her pOSilioll, Sllgf,':l'stillg,
perhaps, thH tile' line hetweell ~ood and evil is a tine Ollt.'. But in
thc midst of this spcntlari\'L' tlourish, I am rall~ht up shm, by the
rL'ml'11l brallcl' that we are lookillg at Cl l'ailHillg of this baLlllCc, Ilot
at a rl';}1 roum. The pailller surely did Ilot Ileed III I',lhll the nail ,lJld
the Ihl!e. c'\'L'll it", iJl settillg Ill' his studio, hL' aCtll.1l1y Illay ha vc

disl'lacL'd the LI.'I Jrlll<;lIrt'lll.
If rill" ro"m were a real room, the hole- alld the llail w"\lld evince

I LL<TS "I' the l't"(Or! III IUllg thL' !Hillling ill thl' right plar<:. As sllch,
'Itey del1HHISILl!e the materiality of ,hL' dilliclllty ;]lld ddicKy of
halancillg, I Llllgillg a I'ailllillg ill exact! y rhe right place is a deliclt<:
h"'iilll'SS, and the result is "tthe lltllWSl \'isual imj'orLmcc, ror the

n'l'rl'SC'llLltioll of dlls sl:ltt.'llJelll OH visual b"LlllCC, the 11"il alolle
\\'(luld JI()1 do [hc' lrick: (he j~lillln' of the tir,,, ~lttC1llPl to balanCe'
1I11' rq,rcsl'l'l<'d p.1ilHiug corn'Clty must he showll (hn>~lgh an at­
l,'m)'t still prior tll it. Th,' h"le is the recmd of this prior ,'ttClllpt,

The' Sllggl'S[ioll thal 1hc' / ..1,<' JIII(~III"111 ,,'as illitiall y \'"b,danc"d, 'with
h:,l:llll'ing as its \'L'r~' subj,'Cl matter. thr':;lt,'llS tll \\ub,llann: thl'
p:lilltillg as ,I ,,·hoh:. While tht.' Illetaphoric cOIlltt.,('tioll bl'twc'(,'ll the'

ido ofjudgllll'll1 :llld this \""mall's acti,it y is tight"lled by thc' final
r,'strIr. th" ditiil'\t!t y of In!allcillg alld l,f jlldgi11f'; i, thm 1'01"('­

gr<>tll1lkd.
III lh,' I':lillt illg, ll,lrrali\·it y so bl:lLllll I\' abscllt 011 ~irst - alld (;VC'1l

,<'('()]"l - g!.lllCl' is fOLOlld to h:ln' bn'JI in,er(nl by meallS 01';1 sigil

tlu' llU!;"S ,l 't,ltt."lIc'lll Oil \'isuaht \'. Thl' \'isual l':qx'Tlcnn' lhat
l'll codes tI '" le")]I ic ,,""ciar iOIl bl,t \\',','11 \\"lllll:\ll ,md Gud ,s not
di'I'I.\('<'(1 hill. "n till' ("Ollt LITY, undnsc"rnl by thlS Il<lrr,ltivc aspect,

\'i/,' Ull.\~ille S"'llt'OIl" trYl11g to lUIlf.' thl' p'"lltillf'; ill C'-":lelly the
rif.'ll1 plac<'. \X/" :lrt' suddeuly :l\\:rrt' Df tl", \\"(111l,11l" ;rrtitici,\l po>c:

Illstod of l'h:lIlg111~ the' l':lil1tillg'S p"'Hioll, thc' «niSI arr,l1lf';lIlg his
stll,li" ('ollld siJ\lph' h:l\"l' challf':,'d thl' \\,Olll:111's pL1Ct.', or Ill:; own
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angle- of \'lSHlll, }\ 11 o( :1 sud,kn S(ll1ll,thing is hapIll'ning. till" still
sc<',)(' I)("~ins to 1l10n', ;!nd till' spdl of stilllless is hrok,'n,

Th,' l",il ,md thl' holl'. both \'isual e1emcllts ro ,,'hich 110 icono­
graphic Illnning is ;lu;\ChnL 1Ills,'uk the poetic ,h:scriptiOIl and the
pas,i\'l'ly "dllti,-ing guc that it triggl'rl'd, and dYllallli~,,, [ht' ;It'tivity
n( the \'icw,..-, WIKre:ls bd1.1n: thc dist'(lVct'y ()( th,'se (kt,lils the
viewL'r could g;liT ;It the work in wUlldcr, now he or sl1<' is aware
o( hi, or h,'r in\:\gil1ative addition in the ycry act of looking, The
work 11U long,'r st:mds alol1e; now thc viewCl' mUSl :lcknowkdg,'
tha[ h" or sh,' 11l"kes it "'ork, ami that the surt;lce is 1'" longn still
hll[ tdls th" swry of its making, That is wh;\[ narr;llivity don to
a work of art, be it \,I,ll:ll or litnary, Atrracting aucntion to the
work of rcptl'S('lllatioll as "dl a, to thl' work n( readillg or vinving.
Ill<' nail and the hole arc tran's of the II'll I'/.! of art, in all ,,'nses of
that ,'xpn'ssioll and in all its specificity,

Thi" th(n, raises questions aboltl the place o( n:lrrati"" \Il \'Isual
art. N<trr:llivity is generally considl'red ;\11 aspec[ ofvl'rha\ :lrt, \vhKh
Clll h,' Illobilized ill visu;d art under gre:lt repre,cnLltional pr,'s,url'
only, S'lI11"thing comparable is alleged (or visual imagny, \vhich
litn:\[lIH' striv<,,, for but can neVl'r cOlllpletely rcaliJ", I prupose
lU shift the tnms uf thc,e qUl-,tions and rl'considn th" typictlly
nwdiUlll-bo\l11ll term, of interpretive scholarship - like spen<ltor­
ship, sturytdling, rh"toric. rl'ading, discursivity. alld visuality - as
<lspens rathn than essellC,'S, and e;lch art's spl'cit'(· str<lt,'gies to deal
with cbl'se aspects, as lllodl'S rather thall systems,

This study, then, is com-erned with theorc'liral ,lnd illtcrprNivc
problems plTtainin!-,: to relations betwccn verbal and visual art,
Shiftin~ atrl'ntion frolll tht.: stlldy ot th,' mediulll-bound. allegedly
intrinsic properties nf e,lCh dumain tu th,' question of re('(,'ption,
allows a ,ystematic scrutiny oithe ways in which the arts fUllCtioll
in a culturc wherc tlw public is constantly slllTounckd by image",
yet trained to pri vikg" words over images, Ikhil'rarchizillg th,'
arts, and dispossessing ;l lllythitinl author of a work giwn OVlT to
public usc, this stlldy is sitll<lt,'d within the rapidly growing t,dd
o( critical studi"s of ndturc, My goal is to contribute co cultural
theory, to ;1 ditrrn~nt \lm!cr,tanding of thc powerful effects of
certain works of art, and to the tl'Jchabihtv of the arts acros,
depart Illell tS,

THE SUBJECT OF THIS STUDY

This study ,','ntns upon Rembrandt. Each chaprer con (runts onl'
or 11101'" of his wurb with texts related to them in vartous ways:
as "sollr,','" or pre-text, a, respon,e, as thcmatic companion or
COlllll,Tp;lrt, as thcoretical subtext, surrounding cOllte"t, UT as crit­
ical r,'writing, As for the vnbal \vorks sell'ctcd, chl' choicc IS pm­
posditlly l'r!l-nic not only to balance the concentration Oil vISU;!1
i.J'l<lgrs <Ill by ont' artist but al,o bl"CJ.use the argUtlll'JltS I am dc­
",doping aTt' thnHetical rJther tlun corpus-bound, [ w,llltcd to con-
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