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Abstract 

 

Out of the Vacuum:  

Viewer Agency and Receptions of Goya’s Saturn 

 

Jessamine M. Batario, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Richard Shiff 

 

This thesis takes the form of a meta-criticism of the hermeneutics of the art-

historical enterprise. I begin with an immanent critique of the discipline, paying careful 

attention to where art historians shift the interpretive focus in the spectrum of maker – 

object – viewer. After advocating for an increase in our consideration for the viewer in 

the present context, I then present a synoptic reception model for the interpretation of 

images in both their original forms and reproduced states. These two modes of viewing 

hinge upon spatial constructions: that of real spaces (e.g., museums, galleries, etc.) and 

virtual spaces (e.g., the Internet and other ephemeral media). Instead of relegating 

reproduced images to the art-historical basement, I argue for the productive interpretation 

of reproductions through a staged theoretical intervention between Jacques Derrida, 

Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Walter Benjamin. In order to demonstrate the use of my 

reception model, I conclude with a case study of a particular image – Francisco de 

Goya’s Untitled (Saturn Devouring One of his Children) of 1820-1823. From the 

painting’s beginnings in a farmhouse in Spain through the vicissitudes of nearly 200 



 vii 

years of grafting – from mural to canvas, Madrid to Paris and back again, and as a 

reproduced image in its “afterlife” – I analyze the aura of the image as imputed by its 

viewers. I argue that each subsequent reproduction of the image does not necessarily 

cause a loss of aura, but that conversely and paradoxically, aura actually increases. I 

analyze the act of viewing itself not as a passive act of visual consumption, but as an 

interactive process of cumulative production. In this fashion, the reproduced image can 

play a significant role in the formation of identities and possesses the phenomenological 

potential to lead to increased self-awareness.  
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Introduction 

 

“Art is not made in a vacuum.” Professors have inculcated this maxim into the 

minds of aspiring art historians for the past few decades, transforming the saying into 

somewhat of a catechism especially for those of us who engage with non-contemporary 

objects. Since the watershed moment of the 1970s when post-structuralism and self-

referential postmodernism entered the fray, we have been more attentive in preserving the 

“all-important” agency of art makers, freeing them from the structuralist cages in which 

we initially (rightfully or wrongfully) enclosed them. The New Art History then began to 

consider the agency of viewers, though mostly as it pertains to the locus of original 

context. 

What of our own agency as viewers today? We exercise and broadcast our 

decision-making and reactive capacities as art historians by choosing what to write, and 

for the more self-aware scholars, admitting our own biases. Reasons exist as to why we 

look at certain paintings and disregard others. Objects attract and repel us, and perhaps 

even worse and more than we care to admit, they enter a world of habit1 and become 

divested of emotional authority and punctum in our perception. In our current contexts, 

how can we be more conscious of the external factors that condition our viewing, perhaps 

allowing us to “(re)claim” agency further?  

This thesis takes as its object of inquiry the methods that we employ in the study 

of art objects. I begin with an immanent critique of the discipline, paying careful attention 

to where we shift our focus in the spectrum of maker – object – viewer. After a structural 

historicization of art-historical methods, I advocate for an increase in our consideration 

                                                
1 Charles S. Peirce, "The Law of Habit" in Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, ed. Charles Hartshorne and 
Paul Weiss, vol. 6 (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1960), 17-20. 
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for the viewer in the present context. I then present a synoptic reception model for the 

interpretation of images in both their original forms and reproduced states.  

The reception model considers original works of art housed in museums and 

galleries or those that have remained in situ, and images in reproduction or citation as 

they appear on other tangible objects and other forms of visual media. These two modes 

of viewing hinge upon spatial constructions: that of real spaces and virtual spaces. While 

site-specificity is by no means a novel issue within our discipline, I propose that we 

extend the issue to encompass the reproduced images we encounter in placeless spaces 

such as the Internet and other forms of ephemeral media. I then argue for the productive 

interpretation of reproductions through a staged theoretical intervention between Jacques 

Derrida, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Walter Benjamin. 

In order to demonstrate the use of my reception model, I conclude with a case 

study of a particular image – Francisco de Goya’s Saturn Devouring One of his Children. 

My discussion begins with the image’s original creation inside a farmhouse between 

1820-1823, continues through its exhibitions as a painting on canvas, and ends with its 

“afterlife” as reproduced on souvenir items and clothing, and as citations in the genre of 

appropriation art and within popular culture. Through the vicissitudes of nearly 200 years 

of grafting, I analyze the aura of the image as imputed by its viewers. I argue that each 

subsequent reproduction of the image does not necessarily cause a loss of aura, but that 

conversely and paradoxically, aura actually increases.  

To ascribe agency to viewers as it pertains to a reproduced or cited image, I turn 

to the cultural theories of Michel de Certeau and Walter Benjamin. Within their works, I 

rely on the reconciliation between larger social structures and the individual agency – 

desires, decisions and tactics – of viewers. I analyze the act of viewing itself, not as a 

passive act of visual consumption but an interactive process of cumulative production. In 
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this fashion, I also attempt to redeem the reproduced image from the art-historical 

basement by arguing that it can play a significant role in the formation of identities. 

Images may not necessarily want anything,2 but they nevertheless do things – at the very 

least, they can increase our own self-awareness through our active engagement with 

them.  

Art was certainly never created in a vacuum; neither do we ever see it, or write its 

histories, in one. 
 
  

                                                
2 W.J.T. Mitchell, "What Do Pictures 'Really' Want?," October 77 (Summer 1996): 71-82. 
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Chapter 1: An Immanent Critique of Art-Historical Methods 

 

Since the birth of art history in the United States involved the endeavor to 

legitimize the inclusion of the discipline within academia, we can consider the production 

of scholarship as inherently tied to the notion of an institution. For this reason, I employ 

the strategy of immanent critique to an analysis of art historical methods as itself 

historically determined. 

Immanent critique, as a mode of critical inquiry, takes the institution as its object 

of study and identifies the operative rules in the production of cultural forms. Within this 

structural plane of immanence3 arise what initially appear to be problematic and 

oppositional disjunctions that disrupt or defy the institution’s process. These opposing 

constructs, however, may be synthesized to form reciprocal and interdependent 

relationships. In our own practice of generating art-historical discourse lie organic 

tensions between past and present, subjectivity and objectivity, internal form and external 

context. 

I construct the plane of immanence through a historicization of art history, 

choosing well-studied and celebrated examples of scholarship that have helped to define 

the art-historical canon. The story I present is by no means exhaustive and serves only to 

illustrate the methodological guidelines that art historians have established, as well as to 

analyze the inter-related binaries that appear to be in operation. My resulting synthesis 

lays the foundation for an interpretive reception model that considers the experiential 

factors involved in viewing past art within the present context, both in its original form 

and in physical as well as virtual reproduction.   
 

                                                
3 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, "The Plane of Immanence," in What Is Philosophy?, trans. Hugh Tomlinson 
and Graham Burchell (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 35-60. 
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Historicizing Art History 
 

In its nascent form as an academic discipline, art history staked its authority on 

the empirical aspect of looking. Giovanni Morelli pioneers the “science” of 

connoisseurship at the turn of the twentieth century in his study of Italian Renaissance 

paintings, focusing on the minutiae of these compositions.4 He compares the non-

essential aspects of the figures, such as ears and fingers, to make distinctions between the 

hands of masters and their apprentices. Morelli argues that these margins, so to speak, fell 

outside the strict guidelines of workshops and therefore constituted a playground for 

artistic idiosyncrasies. 

Following Morelli’s lead, Bernard Berenson helped to codify the method of 

connoisseurship just a decade and a half later. In his essay “Rudiments of 

Connoisseurship,” Berenson adds the areas of cranium, nose, landscape, drapery and 

depictions of the nude to the checklist of close observation.5 As with Morelli, Berenson 

extols the empirical aspect of the practice and warns of the dangers of relying too heavily 

on text to confirm authorship. He cites Giorgio Vasari as an example, stating that a 

writer’s personal interest might temper formal assessments. Despite their emphasis on the 

objective nature of this method and salient warnings against subjective pitfalls, both 

Morelli and Berenson fail to address the conflicting interests of connoisseurs themselves. 

Market conditions, particularly in regards to the influence of buyers – both institutional 

and personal, including the connoisseur and his own collection – potentially leave a stain 

of bias on the results of “objective” inquiry. 

                                                
4 Giovanni Morelli, Italian Painters; Critical Studies of Their Works, vol. 1 (London: J. Murray, 1900), 64-84. 
5 Bernard Berenson, "Rudiments of Connoisseurship," in The Study and Criticism of Italian Art (London: G. 
Bell, 1914), 111-148. 
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In an astute move, Berenson inserts the notion of Quality as a type of 

indemnification clause to make allowances for inherent levels of subjectivity.6 He 

imputes the discerning and evaluation of this factor to the “Art of Connoisseurship,” as 

opposed to the binary “Science” that he has been championing. Yet perhaps Berenson’s 

task of assessing quality was somewhat easier at the time during which he was writing, 

and as he applies it to his particular objects of interest. He cites works from the Italian 

Renaissance and Classical Greece, the most popular subfields of art-historical inquiry in 

the early twentieth century.7 An exercise in judgment here may initially seem subjective; 

however, a connoisseur can compare these largely representational works against the 

“true” source of reality. If the artists’ aims were indeed to imitate nature, then we can 

certainly use formal aspects in their works to determine the degree to which they 

achieved verisimilitude. Furthermore, when Berenson wrote in 1914, abstraction in 

infancy had yet to forcefully supply a subjective foil to the practice of connoisseurship. 

If the advent of abstraction problematized the method of connoisseurship, then 

formalism provided the apt vocabulary to address the emerging style. Writing out of the 

Bloomsbury Group, Clive Bell advocated for the primacy of abstraction over 

representation, or what he calls “Descriptive Painting.”8 To support his claims and to 

establish the parameters that would define art, Bell codified the terms “significant form” 

and “aesthetic emotion.” These two constructs possess an axiomatic relationship: 

“significant form” incites “aesthetic emotion” and conversely, if a response arises not as a 

                                                
6 Berenson 1914, 146-148. 
7 Craig Houser, "The Changing Face of Scholarly Publishing: CAA's Publications Program," in The Eye, the 
Hand, the Mind: 100 Years of the College Art Association, ed. Ball Susan (New York: College Art Association, 
2011), 55. And Julia Sienkewicz, "Uniting the Arts and the Academy: A History of the CAA Annual 
Conference," in The Eye, the Hand, the Mind: 100 Years of the College Art Association, ed. Susan Ball (New 
York: College Art Association, 2011), 97. 
8 Clive Bell, "Art as Significant Form: The Aesthetic Hypothesis," in Art. (New York: Capricorn Books, 1958), 
3-37. 
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result of looking at the pure forms of an artwork, then that emotion cannot be categorized 

as aesthetic. This litmus test of viewing establishes that representational works 

inextricably link themselves to their referents, distracting viewers and preventing them 

from achieving a transcendent stage of purely aesthetic appreciation. The uniquely 

aesthetic experience, for Bell, delineates art from a “descriptive” work like William 

Frith’s The Railway Station, which he reduces to the status of mere historical document 

(Fig. 1).9 To be fair, his argument concerns not emotional reaction in general, but 

aesthetic response in particular. He does not discount an image’s ability to affect a viewer 

psychologically as a result of the object’s contextual connotations. Despite this 

acknowledgment, Bell staunchly supports the insularity of art viewership, eschewing all 

its external facets. 

As a counterweight to this insistence on internal form, iconology takes us on a 

pursuit to find meaning beyond the picture plane. Akin to the field of semiotics, this 

method as Erwin Panofsky codified it in the 1930s,10 entails the reading of the 

representational content of artwork as signs. In this mode of viewing, we first consider 

the depicted forms and relate them to their referents, making the connection between 

signifier and signified. In the second stage, we can then infer a conventional meaning by 

turning to external sources. For example, we might take Sandro Botticelli’s Annunciation 

and recognize that the composition consists of a woman and a man with wings (natural 

meaning), and then through knowledge of the New Testament understand that these 

figures represent Mary and the angel Gabriel (conventional meaning), (Fig. 2). We can 

then locate the same motifs in a host of other images from a given time period and begin 

synthesizing, comparing and classifying them. For example, Michael Baxandall identifies 

                                                
9 Bell 1958, 22-23. 
10 Erwin Panofsky, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1939). 
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and categorizes the five different responses, or types, of the Virgin Mary in the 

Annunciation scenes of quattrocento painting: Conturbatio (disquiet), Cogitatio 

(reflection), Interrogatio (inquiry), Humiliatio (submission), and Meritatio (merit).11 The 

use of iconology, then, bridges the gap between internal form and exterior context, 

incorporating the use of structuralism in its classification process.      

In the 1940s and onwards, art historians began to incorporate structuralist 

frameworks, as well as expand the line of inquiry to take into consideration the 

philosophical, literary and social concerns contemporary with the production of art. The 

increasing application of structuralism and Geistesgeschichte during this time period was 

not merely a coincidence.12 World War II undoubtedly affected American art history, 

causing an influx of European scholars to immigrate to the United States. The exclusivity 

of American institutions initially limited the contributions of these art historians; for 

example, the College Art Association restricted the number of “foreign” essays to be 

published in Art Bulletin, the discipline’s primary academic journal.13 Nevertheless, this 

Continental flavor, rooted in the Vienna School of Art History and the works of 

foundational figures such as Alois Riegl and Max Dvorak, began to permeate the 

American academy after this time. 

We see in the 1960s, for example, Rhys Carpenter applying Riegl’s notion of 

Kunstwollen, or “will to form,” in his assessment of the sculpture of ancient Greece.14 

Carpenter employs an orderly schema to interpret the stylistic evolution of art, charting 

out the developments from Archaism to naturalism, then subsequently to realism.15 This 

                                                
11 Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy; a Primer in the Social History of 
Pictorial Style. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), 32-56. 
12 Houser 2011, 56 and Sienkewicz 2011, 99. 
13 Houser 2011, 58. 
14 Rhys Carpenter, Greek Sculpture, a Critical Review. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960). 
15 Carpenter 1960. 
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neat rubric of teleology leaves little room for individual artistic agency, and perhaps 

rightly so to some degree, since ancient Greek society regarded these makers not artists, 

but craftsmen who produced objects that fulfilled specific social functions.16 The agency 

that Carpenter does acknowledge is a general one: for him, the drive to increasing 

naturalism was one peculiar to an overarching Hellenic identity.17 In conjunction with 

this Volksgeist, Carpenter’s deterministic viewpoint presupposes that all these sculptors 

had verisimilitude as their chief aim. 

A decade after Carpenter, J.J. Pollit dons the robe of an academic shaman, 

summoning a historical specter by positing that the Classical Greek style was a 

manifestation of the Athenian “golden age” of the fifth century.18 Like a fog blanketing 

the cultural landscape, Pollitt’s Zeitgeist of idealism encompasses Greece with its smoky 

tendrils of sculpture, democracy, literature and philosophy. This type of methodology, 

while an obvious form of Geistesgeschichte, also relies on structuralism in that it 

categorically places the art works relative to other socio-cultural movements of its time.  

While structuralism and Geistesgeschichte originated from the Vienna School, 

this is not to say that these methods would not have entered the American conversation 

without the European scholarly exodus. Art history had been well established on the 

Continent since the late nineteenth century, whereas art historians in America were still 

very much invested in arguing for the legitimacy of such an “impractical,” non-technical 

curriculum in our universities, especially in light of the war.19 Structuralism, I would 

                                                
16 R. R. R. Smith, Hellenistic Sculpture: a Handbook (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1991), 10. Smith 
categorizes the functions of sculpture as follows: cult, votive, funerary and honorific. 
17 Rhys Carpenter, The Esthetic Basis of Greek Art of the Fifth and Fourth Centuries B.C. (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1959). 
18 J. J. Pollitt, Art and Experience in Classical Greece (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 64. 
19 Steven C. Wheatley, "The Learned Society Enterprise," in The Eye, the Hand, the Mind: 100 Years of the 
College Art Association, ed. Susan Ball (New York: College Art Association, 2011), 14-15 and Houser 2011, 50-
51. 
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argue, is a logical development of discourse. Once we have identified an object, it 

becomes natural to think of it analogically and begin to categorize and form a narrative. 

Likewise, the conjuring of a Zeitgeist itself falls under the umbrella of story-telling and 

providing contextual backdrops for these objects.  

The method of social or Marxist art history follows the same avenue as 

Geistesgeschichte in that it provides a cultural geodesy of sorts, rooting works of art in 

their original context. The difference between the two, however, lies in their varying 

allowances for artistic agency. One strand of the social history of art stems from the 

Marxist view of cultural evolution driven by Hegelian dialectics.20 A Marxist or social art 

historian underscores the importance of class relations and considers artists as agents 

functioning within a larger social structure. For example, a major theme of T.J. Clark’s 

work on nineteenth-century French painting is the indulgence in leisure, an activity made 

possible by the rise of industrialization and capitalism.21 He interprets Georges Seurat’s 

Dimanche Après-Midi sur l’île de la Grande Jatte as a stage for the simultaneous 

comingling and distinction of members of different classes, namely workers and the petit-

bourgeoisie (Fig. 3).22 The sleeveless workman smoking his pipe at the bottom left of the 

tableau contrasts with the middle class couple standing at the right of the composition. 

In distinguishing between social or Marxist art history and Geistesgeschichte, we 

can draw the line as follows: social structure influences art production, yet the artist 

retains agency to the degree that she or he chooses to express those conditions; invoking 

a Zeitgeist, on the other hand, implies that art is a mere manifestation of a unified 

intellectual thought, as if that ideology dictates (not merely influences) art production. If 

                                                
20 W. Eugene Kleinbauer, Modern Perspectives in Western Art History; an Anthology of 20th-century Writings 
on the Visual Arts (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971), 79-82. 
21 T. J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984). 
22 Clark 1984, 263. 
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we consider a work of art as a byproduct of “the spirit of the times,” we short-change the 

artist and remove agency from the equation almost entirely. This method also runs the 

risk of falling into the trap of confirmation bias: if we have an a priori notion of a 

dominating ideology circulating in the ether of a specific culture, we might be inclined to 

see its manifestations in our artworks of interest. Likewise, a social art historian may 

ascribe too much significance to the external conditions of art-making, resulting in a loss 

of some artistic agency (though not as much as that which we observe in a Zeitgeist).  

This tension between individual agency and social structure also forms the 

contentious dissent between formalists and social art historians during the 1970s and 

1980s. The loudest debate between external context and internal form comes by way of a 

very much heated and public tug-of-war between T.J. Clark and Michael Fried.23 In 

defining modernism, Clark propounds the idea of negation as having a significant effect 

on art production; this notion of resistance comes from the frictional class relations that 

have driven social interactions since the rise of capitalism in the mid-nineteenth century. 

Fried critiques this ideology (along with Clark’s initial failure to provide specific 

examples) and instead claims that the development of art arises not from external 

pressures but from the artists’ own motivations to revise formal conventions. Despite the 

fact that Fried responds to Clark in this exchange, Clark’s preferred Marxist methodology 

arose as a kind of counter-response to the academically trendy formalism of the day.  

Concurrently, the post-structuralist movement was making headway in 

philosophy, linguistics and literature thanks to critical thinkers like Jacques Derrida and 

Roland Barthes. This line of thinking would also enter the conversation of our discipline, 

                                                
23 For the exchange, see the following: T. J. Clark, "Clement Greenberg's Theory of Art," Critical Inquiry 9, no. 
1 (September 1982): 139-156; Michael Fried, "How Modernism Works: A Response to T.J. Clark," Critical 
Inquiry 9, no. 1 (September 1982): 217-234; and T. J. Clark, "Arguments about Modernism: A Reply to Michael 
Fried," in The Politics of Interpretation, ed. W. J. T. Mitchell (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 239-
248. 
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leading art historians to question our own existing structures. Christopher Hallett, to 

return to my ancient Greek example, levies a critical blow on past interpretations of the 

emergence of the Classical style in sculpture.24 He presents the scholarship of both 

Carpenter and Pollitt (amongst others) in order to challenge their methodologies. Hallett 

takes issue with their imposition of external ideologies such as stylistic determinism, as 

well as their passive allowance of various Geister to possess the sculptural bodies.  

Once he concludes his critical exposé, Hallett does submit his own interpretation: 

that the advancement of naturalism posed specific problems that the Classical style 

sought to formally solve. He postulates that the Greek sculptors employed certain 

compositional devices to recover a sense of monumentality in face of the threat of 

artwork looking all too real (and therefore banal) to contemporary viewers. These 

“solutions” include the blank facial expression, the issue of balance to aestheticize the 

entire configuration of the individual sculpture or group, and accordingly, the Polykleitan 

contrapposto.25 This approach differs from that of Carpenter, Pollitt, et al., in that it 

ascribes agency to the makers of art themselves. These sculptures belonged to an 

immanent system of problem and solution, cause and effect; the sculptors actively made 

formal decisions to address their external circumstances. 

Hallett’s inquisition exemplifies just one brand of post-structuralist discourse. In 

thinking of additional contexts, the movement also heralded the consideration of 

subjective pluralities: gender, ethnic, and queer identity; the body, phenomenology and 

an increased awareness of both the self and its surroundings. Armed with these 

buzzwords, art historians sought to “bust the canon,” a predominantly white European 

(and Northeastern American) structure. Ever since, it appears that discourse has moved 

                                                
24 Christopher Hallett, "The Origins of the Classical Style in Sculpture," The Journal of Hellenic Studies 106 
(1986): 71-84. 
25 Hallett 1986, 80-82. 
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both linearly and laterally – forward in time (modern and contemporary art gaining 

momentum in areas of study) and outward geographically, inter-disciplinarily and 

demographically. Asian, African, Middle Eastern, Latin American and Oceanic art began 

entering university curricula, along with scholarship relating to anthropology, 

psychology, and so on. For those still interested in art of the remote past, objects outside 

the three canonical media (painting, sculpture and architecture) became more attractive as 

fields of research. Exhuming artists long forgotten by virtue of their gender, ethnicity or 

social class also became popular.  

Whether we consider post-structuralism as a result of external influence on art 

history, or as a natural and organic consequential step of any discourse, it ushered in a 

new era of topics to fill in the disjunctions within the existing canon, expanding our 

discourse. In fact, post-structuralism may have welcomed these new subjectivities, yet as 

a result we have merely added more structures, more histories. Once we identify these 

Others and “reclaim their agency,” we construct new narratives in the process of 

historicizing them. We no longer need to “bust the canon,” because the discipline now 

consists of multiple canons. Along a temporal axis, no one method supplanted or caused 

the extinction of the one prior. On the contrary, the development of methodology has 

been one of accumulation instead of a strict linear evolution. Scholars today could reach 

into a toolbox and apply any combination of connoisseurship, formalism, social art 

history, etc. to any new subjectivity, depending on personal preference. So long as we do 

not fall down the nihilistic rabbit hole that post-structuralism might invite, the art 

historical toolbox will continue to stock the same formulaic potions that will aid in the 

telling of stories about new subjects and new subjectivities.  

Thus far, I have presented a type of narrative framework for (predominantly 

American) art historical methods of the past century, identifying major trends and key 
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players or examples. This presentational summation is just as structuralist as the method 

that dominated our discipline for most of the twentieth century, and thus opens itself to 

the insertion of scholars, approaches and institutions that I have knowingly or 

unknowingly omitted. I have done so in order to set a table, paying particular attention to 

fluctuations between the objective and subjective, as well as internal forms and external 

contexts. In examining our methodological toolboxes of various scholarly implements 

and lenses, have we found that habitual use has caused some of our instruments to rust or 

dull over time? Or even if they retain their sharpness, have we tired of using (or 

throwing) the same (theoretical) wrenches at the artwork we study? 
 

Moving Towards Viewer Agency 

Despite its main focus on the teaching and interpretation of literature, and the 

slighting of the discipline of art history as “a relatively recent invention,” Robert Pippin’s 

op/ed essay “In Defense of Naïve Reading” speaks plaintively to art historians.26 He 

bemoans the application of critical theory to the study of texts and presents a new 

method, one that he calls “naïve reading.” This entails the privileging of the “first level” 

aesthetic experience to propel and guide an interpretation, as opposed to the strict 

pigeonholing of a work of art in a larger narrative framework, or the mechanical cranking 

of a post-structuralist theory machine to produce a deconstructed outcome.  

Problems inevitably arise from Pippin’s type of reading, the first being that it is 

possibly too subjective to be considered academic. After at least one hundred years of 

seeking a legitimate place in the university curriculum, would it behoove the liberal arts 

to abandon that enterprise in favor of such subjective reading? The recent economic 

                                                
26 Robert Pippin, "In Defense of Naive Reading," New York Times, October 10, 2010. 
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climate indicates that the struggle to prove our worth is still very much alive in the budget 

meetings of almost all academic institutions, particularly public ones.  

Pippin does address the notion of the institution and this apparent “inferiority 

complex” of sorts, and that the liberal arts mimic the empirical methodologies of our 

scientific counterparts to secure parity. He also acknowledges that the purpose of 

academia primarily entails the dissemination of a body of knowledge. Yet naïveté, by 

definition, cannot be taught. As a method coming out of an institution, naïve reading fails 

to be naïve at all, except as an affected form, which negates its purported naïveté. 

Furthermore, Pippin’s own brand of naïve reading (via his example in the interpretation 

of a text) entails knowledge of psychology, despite his couching of those ideas in such 

elementary terms.  

The actual method of naïve reading aside, Pippin’s discussion on objective 

research versus subjective reading forms the point of interest for us as art historians. This 

inquiry ultimately relates to that of agency in its attempt to shift responsibility from the 

realm of makers to that of viewers. The interest in the ontology of agency, while far from 

being new (particularly in the field of sociology), has taken up fashionable currency in 

the last decade perhaps due to the work of Alfred Gell. He constructed a framework to 

analyze the social relations between what he terms agent, index and patient (Fig. 4).27 For 

Gell, this equates to a kind of universal “anthropological theory of visual art;”28 for the 

purpose of this present project, and in order to narrow down the discussion to art-

historical methodology as it pertains to agency, I have reduced his “Gellogram”29 

accordingly (Fig. 5). On a macro level, it appears that this structuralist chart emphasizes 

                                                
27 Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: an Anthropological Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 12-27, 29. 
28 Gell 1998, 1. 
29 As coined in Whitney Davis, "Abducting the Agency of Art," in Art's Agency and Art History, ed. Robin 
Osborne (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub., 2007), 202. 
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the linear causal relationship in the system of art production. It does so out of necessity, 

as the inescapable factor of temporality enforces an interpretation of the relationships 

within some kind of context (as opposed to arising out of a vacuum). Nonetheless, a 

closer look will reveal that the links between “agents,” indexes” and “patients,” to use 

Gell’s terms, actually constitute a self-contained circuit instead of a straightforward line. 

The beginnings of modern connoisseurship bring us Sir John D. Beazley, a 

Classicist working in the early twentieth century who uncannily distinguished the hand of 

over 1,000 pottery “artists,” and assigned to them some completely fabricated (and 

occasionally arbitrary-sounding) monikers.30 In doing so, he placed emphasis on 

individual “artistic genius,” imputing agency to entities that may not have had any in the 

first place. The Classical Greek language lacked even a word for “art;” instead, in 

discussing vase-painting they referred to technē, translating to skill and technical 

ability.31 These craftsmen were working under the pressures of market conditions, 

producing objects that served specific social functions. The consumers oftentimes 

possessed more agency than the makers, to the extent that they dictated the terms of 

(mass) production, especially in cases of goods that served universal needs. This issue of 

patronage presents a foil to the concept of intention and decision-making on the part of 

these makers; as individual as Beazley revered and presented them to be in his taxonomy, 

they were in fact more often than not marginalized members of society who had little say 

in the outcomes of their products. 

The interest in the cult of the individual does not begin (or end) with Beazley. If 

we travel further back, again we find Vasari, whose approach perhaps served as a type of 

model for the Classicist. In his Vitae, Vasari waxed poetic on the personal lives of Italian 

                                                
30 See John D. Beazley, Attic Black-figure Vase-painters (New York: Hacker Art Books, 1978) and John D. 
Beazley, Attic Red-figure Vase-painters. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963). 
31 Brian A. Sparkes, The Red and the Black: Studies in Greek Pottery (London: Routledge, 1996), 65. 
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Renaissance artists.32 This not only cultivated the idea of artistic genius; it also elevated 

certain artists to godlike status through myths of inborn talent and skill. For example, 

Vasari recounts the story of Giotto, who Cimabue discovered painting sheep from nature 

at the age of ten.33 Giotto’s youth and untrained hand managed to produce a “marvelous” 

work, inciting the reverence of the elder artist. To add to this mythical narrative, Vasari 

also documents an episode in which Giotto draws the perfect circle without the use of a 

compass, to the approbation of the Pope.34 Vasari’s anecdotes have since become the 

stuff of artistic legend; yet not only that, his approach five hundred years ago spawned 

the notion that an artist’s biography forms an integral aspect in interpreting her or his 

artwork. In some cases, life and art have become so intertwined that it becomes difficult 

to distinguish fact from fiction.  

Such is the case with Edvard Munch, for instance. He explicitly invited the neat 

matchmaking of artistic motifs to life events when he wrote: 

 
My art must be seen against the 
background of the heavy freight of my 
inheritance – tuberculosis on Mother’s 
side, mental illness on Father’s side 
(grandfather’s phthisis) –  
my art is a self-confession.35 

This direct statement has enticed scholars to forge the simple one-to-one correlation 

between life tragedy and artwork: family deaths, torrid love affairs, alcoholic tours of 

duty in sanatoriums and psychiatric clinics result in paintings such as Death in the Sick 

Room, Vampire, and Self-Portrait in Hell (Figs. 6-8). As recently as 2005, Iris Müller-
                                                
32 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Eminent Painters Sculptors & Architects. Vol. 01., trans. Gaston C. De Vere 
(London: Macmillan and, 1912). 
33 Vasari 1912, 72. 
34 Vasari 1912, 78-79. 
35 Edvard Munch, The Private Journals of Edvard Munch: We Are Flames Which Pour out of the Earth, ed. J. 
Gill. Holland (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 20. 



 18 

Westermann reduced Munch’s production of over two hundred self-portraits throughout 

his sixty-year career to a narrative that functioned as a “visual autobiography.”36 This 

focus on biography merely serves to pigeonhole Munch into a generational Zeitgeist of 

fin-de-siècle decadence, locking his cell in an art historical asylum along with the likes of 

Van Gogh and Gauguin. And we have engaged in this type of interpretation because 

Munch himself seems to have dictated it, in fact perhaps intended it. 

We confer the utmost amount of agency on Munch by taking him at his word, and 

in so doing we assume to know his intention. Relying heavily on artists’ statements, 

however, can prove to be quite problematic. Munch wrote prolifically, resulting in the 

facile suturing of text to image. His journals have proven to be a rich mine replete with 

ores of life stories and admissions of anxiety. Yet the irony that scholars have only 

recently unearthed37 from Munch’s writings are telling excerpts such as the following: 

 
These are in part 
experiences, in part fabrications. I do not 
intend to just give my 
experiences. It will 
ultimately search out the hidden 
powers and bring them forth –  
to give them imaginative life 
to turn them into poetry38 

The physical appearance of Munch’s writings, in verse, already claims for itself 

the form of poetry. Here, he acknowledges some embellishment in his words; we might 

                                                
36 Iris Müller-Westermann, Munch by Himself (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 2005), 16. 
37 See for example: Patricia G. Berman, "Edvard Munch's 'Modern Life of the Soul'" in Edvard Munch: the 
Modern Life of the Soul (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2006), 45. Berman does not use the direct quote I 
have used, but used the following from Munch: “When I write down these notes accompanied by drawings, it is 
not in order to describe my own life. . . The main thing is to make an art work and a soul study, so I have 
changed and exaggerated, and have used others for these studies.” (emphasis mine). See also: Reinhold Heller, 
"'Could Only Have Been Painted by a Madman,' Or Could It?," in Edvard Munch: the Modern Life of the Soul 
(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2006), 30. 
38 Munch 2005, 25. 
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read the same exaggeration in his art. At the very least, this ought to cast a level of doubt 

on Munch’s words, and by extension the methodology of relying on his writing (and 

“biography”) to interpret his art.  The near impossibility of siphoning fact from fiction in 

Munch’s writings complicates our understanding of his work if we rely too heavily on his 

journals. We can credit stylistic and formal agency to Munch; after all, he painted during 

an age of art pour l’art. But as agency pertains to intention beyond form, we cannot 

know for certain.  

If we read Munch’s paintings – or any artist’s for that matter – semiotically as 

signs, then we can analyze them as functioning as a type of language. As such, we could 

ask what these representational images actually signify, that is, beyond the formal issue 

of understanding that a painting of Karl Johan Street refers to an actual thoroughfare in 

nineteenth-century Kristiania (Fig. 9). As art historians whose role is to transport 

meaning, we would naturally turn to Munch’s writings as our first recourse, as they carry 

the authority of representing a literal source or origin. Yet as I have demonstrated above, 

this systematic relationship between sign and referent, image and text, art and biography, 

object and artist’s intention, can disintegrate.  

Just as Jacques Derrida deconstructs the notion of language as the representation 

of thought, eschewing the classical philosophy of logocentrism,39 I would argue that the 

fluid nature of intention prevents an art historian in determining it in the absolute sense. 

This does not, however, embrace a nihilistic view that makers of art possess no agency at 

all. In fact, acknowledgment of the instability of intention grants maximum agency to the 

artist in question. In the very process of making, the artist embodies the simultaneous role 

of maker and viewer. In thinking of our agency graph, the linear relationship from artist 

                                                
39 Jacques Derrida, "Signature Event Context," in Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1982), 307-330. 
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 object  viewer collapses and becomes a circuit. The object acts as mediator not 

between two separate entities, but communicates with one body engaged in two 

concurrent acts. The changing nature of the object as malleable medium allows for a 

reflexive dialogue that can influence and modify intention. As such, I would argue that 

intention as a source for meaning is fundamentally unknowable, at least in a singular 

sense.  

Likewise, even when an artist writes about works in question, it would be best for 

us as art historians to read with a critical eye and the proverbial grain of salt. These texts 

do not always reveal some kind of absolute truth about the object; as written language 

they become vulnerable to the threat of a “crisis of meaning.”40 To put it simply, an artist 

may all too easily lie, and use the writings as a literary performance of rhetoric in the 

construction of a public identity. This, I imagine, is the case with Edvard Munch, whose 

part-fictionalized accounts equate to an act of willful myth-making.    

If we cannot turn to the creator in this quest for meaning, perhaps we might turn 

to the object itself. Phenomenology tells us that objects possess agency; in their ability to 

affect us as viewers, they transform from objects to subjects, enacting a transitive 

exchange with us. This level of reflexivity, while not confined to the modern period, 

shows itself most saliently in Minimalist works such as Robert Morris’ Untitled (L-

Beams) (Fig. 10). This configuration of three-dimensional shapes asserts its objecthood41 

through its conspicuous sharing of physical space with the viewer. Yet in confronting us 

and dictating our movement, the objects metamorphose into subjects that force a direct 

and active engagement. Entering this world of phenomenology and addressing such 

                                                
40 Derrida 1982, 319. 
41 For a critique on the minimalist artwork of Morris and Donald Judd, see Michael Fried, "Art and 
Objecthood," Artforum 5 (1967). Fried terms these works as “literalist,” contending that their “theatrical” nature 
causes art to degenerate.  



 21 

transitive issues inevitably brings viewers, as physical subjects operating both spatially 

and temporally, into the conversation. Inquiries into viewership beyond original critics’ 

assessments, but more as they pertain to the physical act of looking, have also become a 

staple of our discipline.  

We see accommodations for viewer agency in the study of art from various time 

periods. For example, Jacqueline Jung examines the form and function of the medieval 

choir screen at Naumburg, paying particular attention to the address of both the laity and 

the clergy (Figs. 11-12).42 Her innovative reading departs from the previous scholarship 

that largely considered the work only in terms of its patrons. Leaving the world of 

possible intention, Jung investigates the world of reception, proffering speculative 

interpretations of how the contemporary churchgoers may have interpreted the choir 

screen and self-identified with the figures. Further, since the screen itself contained 

narrative scenes, its form dictated the movement of the laity in a similar fashion as 

Morris’ L Beams direct our current movement inside a gallery. Even though the 

representative nature of the choir screen may less easily lead to a phenomenological 

realization of it as mere object, the aspect of physicality and possible psychological 

effects on medieval persons allow Jung to allocate a measure of agency to those original 

viewers. 

John Clarke more openly espouses this New Art History in his study of humor in 

Roman visual culture.43 He critiques the philological methods of our “elders,” arguing 

that the use of ancient texts to inform the readings of wall paintings blatantly ignores a 

large majority of the individuals who actually consumed these visual representations.44 
                                                
42 Jacqueline E. Jung, "Beyond the Barrier: The Unifying Role of the Choir Screen in Gothic Churches," The Art 
Bulletin 82, no. 4 (December 2000): 622-657. 
43 John R. Clarke, Looking at Laughter: Humor, Power, and Transgression in Roman Visual Culture, 100 B.C.-
A.D. 250 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007). 
44 Clarke 2007, 110-112. 
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The upper echelons of society produced these texts, but these literati were not the only 

members in the audiences.45 In his effort to vocally enfranchise the non-elites (women, 

slaves and foreigners, to name a few), Clarke takes into consideration the site-specificity 

of an artwork and reconstructs possible social scenarios in which individuals would have 

engaged with the images, and with each other. We then get a better comprehension of 

Roman tavern life in Pompeii, and how the drinking patrons may have expressed their 

anxieties through laughter at scenes depicting gossip about sex lives, embarrassment from 

being insulted by serving wenches, and getting thrown out for quarreling.46   

In his work, Clarke casts off his “art-historical glasses” and examines Roman 

visual culture “with Roman eyes.”47 In a transparent and synoptic move, he lays out his 

methodology with a model on the production and reception of visual representation in the 

Roman world, giving a “voice” to all agents along the spectrum: patrons, artists, objects 

and viewers (Fig. 13). Furthermore, Clarke’s framework points out both the 

psychological and the bodily states of viewers, as we see in his “Viewing Context” 

section, where he enumerates walking, praying, mourning and even defecating, as factors 

affecting reception.  

By taking into account the site-specificity of objects and the possible modes of 

seeing, both Clarke and Jung afford the contemporary viewers with a sense of agency. 

This methodological privileging takes residence in the right half of the mediating object 

in our synoptic chart, insofar as we stay in the world of original contexts. I would venture 

further and suggest that we remove the ancient Roman and medieval German lenses. That 

is not to say that we ought to replace them with the omniscient art-historical spectacles, 

                                                
45 Clarke 2007, 109. 
46 Clarke 2007, 120-125. 
47 Clarke 2007, 2, 9. 
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but that we wear no glasses at all. Could we look at the art objects of the remote past and 

consider the multiple modes of viewing them today?48 

Therein lies one of the main contradictions of traditional art-historical discourse – 

that of past versus present context. At the root of this opposition lies the parallel 

dichotomy of objectivity versus subjectivity, bringing us back to Pippin’s call for an 

acknowledgment of the latter. He makes an emphatic point that we perhaps accept yet all 

too often dismiss: “Clearly, poems and novels and paintings were not produced as objects 

for future academic study; there is no a priori reason to think that they could be suitable 

objects of ‘research.’”49 Yet this is precisely what we conduct, especially with non-

contemporary works of art. I would argue that our scholarship proclaims its authority on 

well-constructed footnotes, fine print signifiers of origin. The smaller text, when not 

hosting a parallel but subordinate argument, serves as a trail to both the recent and distant 

past: a type of respectful nod to scholars who have come before us, or a reference to a 

historical document contemporary with our artworks of interest. These footnotes form the 

verifiable infrastructure of our scholarship, giving credence to the empirical research we 

have conducted and granting us authority in writing such histories. And we rightfully 

function in this manner because we are, after all, historians of art.  

That objectively redolent term, “historian of art,” forsakes the presentness from 

which we write and see. Unlike traditional historians, our “primary sources” – the 

paintings and sculptures themselves – exist and function to a certain degree today. 

Despite coming into being one hundred or more years ago, for the most part these objects 

still occupy present space. As historians, we assemble time machines to transport these 

                                                
48 In the next chapter of my thesis, I unpack this question much more fully and introduce a theoretical 
framework for a reception model. It involves a discussion on hermeneutics, particularly Hans-Georg Gadamer’s 
theories on Vorurteil (an interpretant’s set of prejudices/biases) and effective-history (the interpretant 
“belonging” to the history that she or he is analyzing, forming a continuum of thought).  
49 Pippin 2010. 
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objects to the period from whence they came; as human beings we engage with them – 

look at, think of and feel them – very much in the here and now.  

My proposal entails not the abandonment of prior methods; in fact, it is precisely 

the history of those methods that presents the condition of possibility for a different 

approach. When we speak of contextualization, we do not necessarily have to confine the 

context to one of the artwork at the moment surrounding its creation. Functions, 

meanings and contexts change over time. It may seem that I am driving towards a study 

of objects in their current conditions of display in museums; yet more than that, we 

encounter iconic images in a multitude of places in their reproduced states. Taking 

Clarke’s lead in formulating a model for reception in ancient Rome, I propose a similar 

application of such a structure that collapses past and present: one that considers the 

varying current physical or virtual environments of objects and the psychological states 

of viewers in the context of looking today. 
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Chapter 2: Constructing a Reception Model 

 

My reception model serves only as a guideline for consideration (Fig. 14).50 It 

does not purport to be a definitive checklist; on the contrary, I regard it to be flexible, 

malleable, and open to inclusion depending on circumstantial factors. Accordingly, at 

present, I will only discuss the larger theoretical issues of space and the hermeneutics 

surrounding images in reproduction.  

To speak of escaping a vacuum ultimately involves a discussion of space – its 

construction, its characteristics, its inhabitants and their level of engagement with the 

objects sharing that space. The reception model in large part hinges upon spatial 

conceptions: original objects residing in physical, well-defined spaces such as museums 

and galleries, and reproduced images in virtual or less tangible realms such as the Internet 

or on other physical objects that could be anywhere.  

Art historians have long explored the territory of site-specificity. When a 

reproduced image enters re-contextualized settings, however, we face the question of 

how to interpret what has been resurrected. I will summon three critical thinkers, non-art 

historians all, whose contributions to hermeneutics in other areas inform my proposed 

method of interpretation. By staging theoretical interventions in the works of Jacques 

Derrida, Hans-Georg Gadamer and Walter Benjamin, I will carve out a middle ground 

between adopting a nihilistic point of view (infinite re-contextualizations equate to no 

meaning) and subscribing to the extreme perspective on the other side (meaning resides 

only in reading/reception of which an infinite number exists). Between the possible 

overindulgences in Derrida and Gadamer I situate Benjamin, from whom we can derive a 

                                                
50 I offer my gratitude to Dr. John R. Clarke for allowing me to format my own model after his.  
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more redemptive and fruitful stance: to interpret reappearances and reproductions as 

opportunities for the phenomenological staging and reading of identity.  
 

Physical Spaces 

Art museums house objects, and in and of themselves are objects – as 

architectural constructions, they manifest cultural statements as much as a painting or 

sculpture does. Carol Duncan takes these two fundamental aspects of the art museum and 

argues for an understanding of this “totality” as a setting for the performance of cultural 

ritual.51 Such an interpretation, Duncan posits, takes into consideration not only the 

agency of the museum-as-building to the extent that it imposes meaning on the objects 

we look at, but also the larger socio-political implications of the ritualistic act of visiting 

a museum.52  

To approach the art museum as a setting for ritual, Duncan likens the aggregate 

qualities of the space – its sequential spacing, specific locations of objects, and deliberate 

lighting strategies – to a “dramatic field, a combination set and script.”53 This updated 

stage, so to speak, invites the witnessing and performance of ritual, an experience similar 

to the cult of Demeter participating in the Eleusinian Mysteries in ancient Greece, or 

medieval nuns reenacting the Passion of Christ during Holy Week. Though not as 

religiously charged as these two comparative precedents, the ingredients that Duncan 

enumerates do have a bearing on, at the very least, the movement of visitors.  

Typical museum floor plans available at any entrance kiosk support Duncan’s 

argument quite neatly. Take for example the map of the first floor of the Musée du 

Louvre (Fig. 15). While not all visitors will necessarily visit each room in the sequence 

                                                
51 Carol Duncan, "The Art Museum as Ritual," The Art Bulletin 77, no. 1 (March 1995). 
52 Duncan 1995, 10. 
53 Duncan 1995, 12. 
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prescribed on the plan, the very fact that the individual galleries are numbered hints at a 

kind of recommended structure of movement. While it would be entirely too naïve to 

think that all viewers will walk through the halls starting at Room 1 and ending in Room 

33 of the Denon Wing, there are some cases wherein there exist no options (save turn 

around and leave the museum) but to go from one room to the next, as we see in Rooms 

75-81 in the Richelieu Wing.  

This ushering of traffic becomes all the more clear when we consider the six 

“blockbuster” works singled out on the floor plan. Labeling these images with circled 

yellow letters allows a visitor to orient herself relative to the artworks in question, yet the 

lettering itself also implies the sequence in which one should see the works. Most 

saliently, the floor plan dictates movement from the staircase and the Winged Nike of 

Samothrace, to the salon of French Academic history painting and Jacques-Louis David, 

and then to the Grand Gallery of Italian art where a visitor can behold the Mona Lisa and 

The Wedding Feast at Cana. To further play on the museum-as-temple metaphor, the 

plan has effectively instructed a viewer not only where to walk, but where to pause: these 

four particular pieces – C, D, E and F – equate to ordered, ritualistic stations.  

That the floor plan itself dictates movement in sequential order points to an 

underlying narrative, a story that curators tell in small increments with the aid of wall 

text. As Françoise Forster-Hahn points out, “The relationship of text and image, object 

and label, structures and accentuates the narrated history on display.”54  Displays 

themselves transform into an interstice for a work’s past history and a viewer’s 

contemporary response:55 a moment of Benjaminian Jetztzeit.56 As it occurs in a museum 
                                                
54 Françoise Forster-Hahn, "The Politics of Display or the Display of Politics?," The Art Bulletin 77, no. 2 (June 
1995): 175. 
55 Forster-Hahn 1995, 174. 
56 Walter Benjamin, "Theses on the Philosophy of History," in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry 
Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 261. 
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setting, other contemporary contextual factors besides the presence of wall text, such as 

the milling about of other people and the sound of a tour guide’s voice, shape the 

encounter itself. Or in the absence of these docents (or, as I imagine Duncan might say to 

extend her metaphor, contemporary priests leading a ritual), private audio guides can 

function as surrogates. The actions of fellow museum goers and the context that guides – 

actual people or disembodied voices – may provide social cues as to how one should 

respond to a particular work. In any case, wall text and sound bites may narrate the 

history of a given piece, but simultaneously these factors also shape the contextual 

narrative of viewing itself.  

In the past, before art historians began to recognize these contextual factors for 

viewing, art museums functioned primarily as a place for “narrating art history, or 

presenting art in the mirror of its own history.”57 Glenn Peers considers this notion of the 

art museum reflecting society in a “perfected form” as constituting a utopia in a 

Foucauldian sense.58 In fact, Peers argues for the converse, that museums are heterotopic 

in nature: they are real places, “counter-sites” for representation, contention and 

inversion.59 In particular, Byzantine “things,” as Peers maintains, “contest and invert our 

constructed expectations, and represent them at the same time.”60  

To fully comprehend such a nuanced call for a particular exhibition of Byzantine 

objects, Peers emphasizes the animism – and by extension the active agency – of the 

pieces. In their original contexts, the experience of beholding these things, to use Peers’s 

                                                
57 Hans Belting, "Contemporary Art as Global Art: A Critical Estimate," in The Global Art World: Audiences, 
Markets, and Museums, ed. Andrea Buddensieg and Hans Belting (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2009), 54. 
58 Glenn Peers, "Showing Byzantine Materiality," in Byzantine Things in the World (2013), forthcoming. See 
also: Glenn Peers, "Utopia and Heterotopia: Byzantine Modernisms in America," in Studies in Medievalism, ed. 
Karl Fugelso, vol. XIX (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2010): 77-113 and Michel Foucault, "Of Other Spaces," trans. 
Jay Miskowiec, Diacritics 16, no. 1 (Spring 1986): 22-27. 
59 Foucault 1986, 24. 
60 Peers 2013. 
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own indiscriminate use of the word – involved a multisensory environment. Peers 

enumerates “touching the icons with hands and lips, hearing the words (whispered, 

spoken or sung), smelling the candle wax and incense, even tasting the Eucharistic 

sacrifice” as factors that influence the act of reception.61 Exhibiting the things in a 

museum today, then, cannot completely recover these factors, though Peers asks that 

museums take heed and show them in such a way as to evoke that experience. In this 

way, we recall their original “active agency” but simultaneously must recognize their 

“lives as no-longer agents” through a synchronic suspension of the two constructions in 

the heterotopic setting of the museum.62 This moment of arrest or shock at once 

represents the past and inverts it in a “time filled by the presence of the now,” to once 

again summon Benjamin’s Jetztzeit.63  

Thus far in my argument, the museum has equated to a stand-in for the actual, 

physical spaces in which we encounter works of art. I have pointed out the fundamental 

characteristics of such a space: the external factors that condition our viewing in an 

affective manner, and how the construction of the space itself directs our movement. 

These same features influence reception to a certain degree in other real settings as well. 

But we find ourselves confronting works of art in other places, places that are not places 

at all: the virtual spaces of the Internet.  
 

Virtual Spaces 

A further theoretical unpacking of Michel Foucault’s conceptions of utopias and 

heterotopias will provide a fruitful backdrop for explicating the characteristics of virtual 

spaces. According to Foucault, “utopias are sites with no real place;” they reflect society 

                                                
61 Peers 2013. 
62 Peers 2013. 
63 Benjamin 1969, 261, 262-263. 
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in its aspirational, “perfected form” in a place that does not, tangibly, exist at all.64 To put 

it in other words, a utopia stages sheer representation, an unreal world in which signs 

play, disconnected from the orphaned signifieds in the real world who look upon them.  

By contrast, Foucault characterized heterotopias as:  
real places – places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of 
society – which are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted 
utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the 
culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted.65 

 

The fundamental difference between a utopia and a heterotopia, then, is the designation 

of unreal versus real, respectively. Furthermore, a heterotopia goes beyond a utopia in 

that it also contains representation, but simultaneously allows not only for its questioning 

but also its dismantling. Since a heterotopia is a real place, the representation within it 

still has the relationship between sign and signified intact, though that connection is 

vulnerable to rupture. 

Foucault finds a merging between the two spatial constructions – utopia and 

heterotopia – in the mixed experience of the mirror.66 We can regard it as a utopia 

because it is a “placeless place;” beyond the flat pane of the glass there exists a virtual 

realm that provides us with visual representations of ourselves and of our world. 

Simultaneously, however, we cannot forget that the mirror itself is a very real object in 

the tangible world we inhabit – in this way, it fulfills the primary prerequisite for a 

heterotopia. The reflection we see in the mirror then, occurs in this world, and therefore 

the representation is open to questioning. An interaction between subject and mirror 

image is a relationship between self and self, a phenomenological inter-subjectivity that 

                                                
64 Foucault 1986, 24. 
65 Foucault 1986, 24. 
66 Foucault 1986, 24. 
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may result in increased awareness: a consciousness of both self, and self relative to its 

surroundings. 

We can conceive of the Internet in a similar fashion to Foucault’s mirror: at once 

utopia and heterotopia.67 The virtual realm beyond the screens of computers, tablets and 

smart phones possesses no physical, material qualities. The Internet stages 

representations much like the mirror to the extent that the images and content therein 

reflect our own existence, and function as extensions of our selves. We see this in avatars, 

our own likenesses in virtual miniature – small squares with our faces that function as 

surrogates for our actual identities. When Foucault said “I see myself there where I am 

not, in an unreal virtual space that opens up behind the surface,” he very well could have 

been referring to the utopic place of the Internet instead of the world beyond a mirror.68 

The Internet does not stop at representations of ourselves; additionally, within this 

world we also find representations of lived experience through simulation. We can 

virtually walk through seventeen different museums through the Art Project powered by 

Google.69 We have the option of playing at an embodied museum experience as we 

“walk” through rooms and “turn” corners (Fig. 16). As we browse, we can choose to stop 

at a certain painting for a closer look if the work in question has a small yellow + sign, 

informing the “visitor” that a detail is available (Fig. 17). Yet the detail we actually see 

does not come from the vantage point of our own bodies, from our own heighted 

perspective. Clicking the + takes us to a separate page with a free-floating image of the 

painting against a black background (Fig. 18). From here we can zoom in to examine the 

                                                
67 Other scholars have characterized the Internet as a heterotopic space (though not a combined utopia and 
heterotopia). See Diana Saco, Cybering Democracy: Public Space and the Internet (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2002), 17; and Andrea Slane, "Democracy, Social Space, and the Internet," University of 
Toronto Law Journal 57, no. 1 (Winter 2007): 94. Saco and Slane write from the points of view of political 
science and law, respectively. 
68 Foucault 1986, 24. 
69 See www.googleartproject.com.  
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(pixelated) brushstrokes of the work (Fig. 19). After our virtual trip, we can even take 

(click) an exit door and find ourselves on the streets of New York (Fig. 20).  

Despite the verisimilitude for which Google Art Project aims, we always 

recognize that the experience on the website is mere representation. Consciousness of this 

fact comes during the leap from the yellow + sign to the floating painting, through an 

awareness of the parenthetical words I used in the previous paragraph, and in the split 

seconds of seeing a distorted image while waiting for the website to load (Fig. 21). No 

matter how well the Internet presents a likeness to a real thing – from a person’s image to 

a simulation of an experience like the Google Art Project or even an online typed, text 

conversation – we always remain cognizant that we are participating in a world of 

representation.70  

This inevitable awareness reminds us of the physical presence of our computer 

screen, the portal through which we transport ourselves to the virtual realm in the first 

place. Recognition of the computer-as-such roots us firmly into this world, a place with a 

place, and qualifies the experience as heterotopic in the Foucauldian sense. Likewise, our 

own increased consciousness resulting from the physical clicks-and-drags of our index 

fingers on a mouse constitutes an act of contention against the representations we 

encounter on the Internet. We do not (or should not) get lost in the utopic reflections 

there; through our own consciousness we have the capacity to contend and invert. And 

after we return from our Internet excursion, we turn off the computer. The screen blinks 

to black. From the murky darkness, traces of our visage peer back at us, in an updated 

                                                
70 This inherent capacity to distinguish between reality and representation comes from our ability to discern 
between the visual properties of seeing-as, in contrast to seeing-in. Seeing-in means being duped by a 
picture and thinking it’s real (a successful trompe l’oeil); whereas seeing-as indicates seeing representation 
and recognizing it as such, i.e., seeing forms (lines and colors) and fully knowing that it’s a picture of 
something in reality. See Richard Wollheim, "Seeing-as, Seeing-in, and Pictorial Representation," in Art and Its 
Objects, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 205-226. 
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mode of a Foucauldian episode where the theorist sees “a sort of shadow that gives my 

own visibility to myself.”71 
 

The Internet and Identities 

When Foucault lectured on utopias and heterotopias in 1967, he lamented the 

presence of “inviolable oppositions” that governed our use of various spaces: 

private/public, family/social, cultural/useful and leisure/work.72 The Internet had yet to 

emerge as a viable space for discourse, let alone one that would undo the traditional 

binaries that Foucault itemized. Only in the late 1980s to 1990s did Internet Service 

Providers grant access to the World Wide Web to private users. And not until the second 

half of this past decade did social networking enter our daily vocabularies. Facebook, 

Twitter, message boards and blogs surfaced as virtual spaces for representing identity, 

exchanging opinions and sharing news.  

As a non-physical realm, the dichotomy of public versus private cannot apply to 

the Internet. It can be private if we surf the Web in the comfort of our own homes, and 

public if we use computers next to others in libraries or even in coffee shops. It can be 

public when we engage in discussions about shared interests and concerns with complete 

strangers on various chat platforms. Conversely, it can be private by virtue of our own 

self-censorship: we determine what information we put online, and we decide to share as 

much or as little about ourselves as we want, limiting the accessibility of our social 

profiles for other Internet users. There exist too many combinations of variables – 

physical location, virtual location, number of users on shared electronic devices, whether 

we access the Web from stationary computers or mobile phones and tablets, our own 

                                                
71 Foucault 1986, 24. 
72 Foucault 1986, 23. The essay that appears in Diacritics in 1986 is a posthumous translation from the French 
lecture that Foucault presented in 1967. 
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discretion, and so on – to clearly define what exactly is public versus private, and for 

whom. 

Internet spaces, through their nebulous boundaries (if they could be called that) 

and also their configurations on browser applications, provide the type of de-materialized 

territory for what Paolo Virno defines as the Multitude.73 In contrast to the Hobbesian 

definition of a People as One, Virno traces the Multitude back to Spinoza as a “form of 

social and political existence for the many, seen as being many.”74 Virno’s designation 

accepts plurality of individuals within collective groups and likewise stages the political 

space not along state boundaries but on and across lines of shared lifestyle or interest. 

Multitudes, of which many exist, network with one another and share points of 

intersection much like the resulting interstices between meeting circles in a Venn 

Diagram, except in Virno’s scenario the collection of data sets is not finite.  

If multiple multitudes exist, the converse is also true: an individual can belong to 

a plural number of multitudes. This contemporary person stages her or his affiliations, 

and by extension, identities in the plural, on the Internet. The opening and closing of 

browser tabs facilitates this notion of plural identities. Surfing the web is both synchronic 

and diachronic: the act of digesting information from a website obviously involves the 

passage of time, but when multiple sites are open for consumption they all exist to be 

seen in instantaneous fashion. In a diachronic mode does a citizen of the Internet move 

through virtual space, yet the many open browser tabs and windows has effectively and 

synchronically compartmentalized her or his many interests and alignments.  

                                                
73 Paolo Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude: For an Analysis of Contemporary Forms of Life (Los Angeles: 
Semiotext (e), 2004). 
74 Virno 2004, 21. 
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As a manifestation of a technological advancement, we can consider the Internet 

as an object that wields logistical power75 in the same manner as other constructions 

throughout civilization, such as aqueducts, canals and bridges. Such civic structures and 

feats of engineering or civic planning determine the movement of society during the 

actual process of construction (employment or displacement of actual peoples) and also 

in its end result (adaptation to the existence of the new structure itself). Just as the grid-

like structure of the applied Hippodamian plan in Classical Greece or the widened 

boulevards of Haussmannized Paris give us options and funnel our movement, so too do 

hyperlinks on the Internet. The adaptations in these virtual cases assume the form of 

changes that utilize newer modes of communication instead of older ones, e.g., sending a 

letter via e-mail as opposed to the post, or informing loved ones of pertinent news via 

Facebook rather than phone calls.  

Internet presence and protocol has become increasingly fundamental in the 

acculturation of individuals, as evidenced in elementary school computer labs across the 

United States. We present our identities in this virtual world – at once utopic and 

heterotopic – and simultaneously invert and question those representations. In that 

process, we navigate, we move from e-mail programs to news or social networking sites, 

regularly, habitually, almost as if we were performing our identities in a joint cultural 

ritual with all the networked individuals in our Multitudes.  

Our virtual movement on the Internet, in a way, simulates and echoes the museum 

ritual performance that Carol Duncan proposes. Except, for Duncan, the emotionally 

charged ritual materializes out of the power of the museum itself, to the extent that 

architects and curators can successfully guide a visitor along certain prescribed narrative 

                                                
75 For an example of logistical power in technological discourse, see: Chandra Mukerji, Impossible Engineering: 
Technology and Territoriality on the Canal Du Midi (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 214-215. 
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paths. Duncan acknowledges a degree of visitor agency when she writes that some 

individuals perform the ritual “more knowledgeably than others,” but qualifies the 

statement with the following parenthetical remark:  

  
The term “ritual” can also mean habitual or routinized behavior that lacks 
meaningful subjective context. This sense of ritual as an “empty” routine or 
performance is not the sense in which I use the term.76 

 

Yet this “meaningless” ritual ought not be relegated to an afterthought. Precisely this 

Peircian world of habit,77 formed through acculturation and daily lived experience, 

affords us another avenue for inquiry. We can regard habit as such, as an entity made up 

of subjectivity and experience that informs how we interpret what we see.    

In the virtual world of the Internet, we encounter disembodied, visual objects, 

often reproductions or citations of something original in our own physical realm. Is there 

a way to talk about what we look at that negotiates the agency both gained and lost by the 

viewer and object in a setting where space and time are virtual, at once universal and 

highly individualized? A conversation between Jacques Derrida, Hans-Georg Gadamer 

and Walter Benjamin may prove fruitful for paving a methodological path towards the 

interpretation of artworks in their afterlives.  
 

A Theoretical Intervention 

In “Signature Event Context,” Jacques Derrida deconstructs the logocentric nature 

of representation in language, eschewing the Platonic notion of finding a singular 

meaning at a point of origin.78 He achieves this on two fronts: first by expounding the 

                                                
76 Duncan 1995, 11-12. 
77 Peirce 1960, 17-20. 
78 Derrida 1982, 307-330. 
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possibilities of citational grafting of signs, and second, by rejecting the concrete ability to 

know the performative intention of a speaker.79 Derrida exploits Edmund Husserl’s 

concepts of the “crisis of meaning” and “agrammaticality,” to illustrate the possibility of 

detachment of signs from their original or intended contexts by virtue of their 

iterability.80 This extraction, grafting, or free-floating nature of signs, if you will, 

introduces the prospect of an interminable number of contexts.  

Derrida further severs sign from referent in his critique of John L. Austin and “the 

problematic of the performative” as it relates to intention.81 By focusing on the 

illocutionary and perlocutionary forces of the performative speech act, i.e., the intention 

to persuade, Austin – according to Derrida – forsakes the pre-existing locutionary 

structure of an utterance.82 This locutionary state is “graphematic in general,” and like the 

sign, possesses the potential to graft – to be cited elsewhere in a different context, with a 

different meaning, by someone else entirely. Austin’s performative, as it relates to 

intention, presupposes an “exhaustively determinable context,” but Derrida in effect 

liberates the speech act to function in his world of immeasurable frames of reference.      

Derrida’s work in “Signature Event Context” has bearing for the art historian if 

we accept that artworks can function as (pictographic) signs. We can also construct the 

classical bridge between sign and referent in figural art works. For example, we know 

that the image in this portrait is a representation of a specific person outside the picture 

plane, namely Edvard Munch, the artist himself (Fig. 22). Even when a work of art is not 

representational, it may still be legible by virtue of its stylistic repeatability, or re-

iterability. Derrida defines iterability as the precondition of a word that allows it to be 

                                                
79 Derrida 1982, 316-321 (citational grafting) and 321-327 (intention and performance).  
80 Derrida 1982, 319-320. 
81 Derrida 1982, 321. 
82 Derrida 1982, 322. 
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said, and therefore to be repeated/reiterated. Any art historian would recognize that this 

abstract painting is likely by Jackson Pollock, through the legibility of the artist’s 

signature drip style (Fig. 23). Even abstract works may maintain this level of stylistic 

readability to the trained eye, or to extend the metaphor – the speakers of the language.  

If we apply Derrida’s notion of citational grafting of signs to artworks, this opens 

up the possibility of interpreting them in their after-market contexts – for example, as 

reproductions on souvenir items and clothing, or as citational copies in other visual media 

such as television, film or advertising, to name but a few. Likewise, we can consider 

Derrida’s rejection of the absolute certainty to ascertain performative intention to the 

study of artists’ texts. The often contradictory nature, if not willful fabrication of 

accounts, in artists’ statements and journals easily illustrates the difficulty of trying to 

glean a singular meaning from the source of origin.83  

Presenting this new horizon for interpretation – the contexts of the “afterlife” of 

art – while liberating in its ability to collapse past and present, and offering a nostalgic 

avenue to revisit familiar works of art, however, comes with a nihilistic temptation. 

Derrida concludes “Signature Event Context” with a curious little rabbit hole: “Writing. . 

. perhaps communicates, but does not exist, surely.”84 Taken to the extreme, Derrida’s 

emphasis on infinite contexts might lead one to think that the endless situations and 

events that the sign may graft onto implies that it no longer contains, not just its original 

meaning, but any meaning at all. The poststructuralist offers Alice a pill (devoid of 

meaning) and she shrinks accordingly.  

If we no longer turn to the artist/maker for meaning, then perhaps we should turn 

to the viewer/interpretant. In Truth and Method, Hans-Georg Gadamer places value on 

                                                
83 I am again thinking of Edvard Munch as just one example, as I have discussed him in Chapter 1. 
84 Derrida 1982, 330. Or at the very least, writing does not exist in the sense of being a thing occupying a place 
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prejudice (Vorurteil) in the process of understanding an event or object of the past.85 

Shedding the Enlightenment burden of objectivity placed upon the historian, Gadamer 

privileges the interpreter’s individual set of biases that in fact informs the interpretation 

itself. Stressing the agency of the interpretant, for Gadamer, is compatible with the 

historical enterprise because the interpretant “belongs” to history.86 In the concept of 

effective-history, Gadamer envisions the inseparable merging of an interpretant’s present 

horizon with the historical horizon, enforcing not a temporal collapse but a continuum.87 

Gadamer’s contribution to hermeneutics is significant in the art-historical sense, 

not just because we also participate in a humanistic endeavor, but also in regards to the 

physical and emotional act of looking at art itself. Granting the present viewer a sense of 

agency rooted in the past, Gadamer’s effective-history challenges the notion of Clive 

Bell’s formalist theory of aesthetic emotion.88 Bell staunchly supports the insularity of art 

viewership, almost to the extent of adopting the idea that art is seen in a vacuum. For 

Bell, aesthetic emotion is only arrived at upon viewing and perceiving the “significant 

forms” of a work of art. Gadamer, on the other hand, acknowledges the significance of 

acculturation in the act of viewing, effectively taking us out of Bell’s vacuum.  

Nonetheless, Gadamer presents us with an avenue that validates a viewer’s 

individual psychological constitution in regards to the act of interpretation. If, per 

Derrida, meaning cannot be found at the object’s source of making, then it certainly can 

be found at the moment of the object’s viewing or reading, per Gadamer. The danger 
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86 Gadamer 1985, 261. 
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1985), 267-274. 
88 Bell 1958, 3-37.  
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here, as with Derrida, is to take Gadamer to the extreme and place too much stock in the 

act of reading itself. Or as Kurt Mueller-Vollmer puts it, “there would no longer be 

textual meanings to be understood, only explications to be explicated.”89 The prospect of 

such an eventuality comes within breathing distance of accepting opinion for knowledge, 

the precise opposite of the academic undertaking. Before Alice takes a pill (full of 

multiple meanings), and thus expands accordingly, she might heed Gadamer’s own 

warning: “A person who has no horizon is a man who does not see far enough and hence 

overvalues what is nearest to him.”90   

Both Derrida’s and Gadamer’s theories on language and interpretation, 

respectively, maintain degrees of relevance to the art historical enterprise, despite their 

invitations away from the contribution of knowledge. We can, at the very least, accept 

that artworks possess the ability to re-manifest themselves in an “afterlife” of sorts and 

appear in multiple re-contextualizations. Additionally, to interpret these citations (or any 

work of art, for that matter), we must acknowledge the subjectivity of the viewer in the 

present context herself. To find a telos beyond “cultural appreciation,” I turn to the work 

of Walter Benjamin. 

In The Arcades Project, Benjamin presents the dialectical constructs of 

commodity fetishism (the misplacement of desire onto objects instead of other people) 

and phantasmagoria (a series of fleeting, artificial imagery), and synthesizes the two in 

anticipation of a collective awakening of society.91 Benjamin ultimately describes 

commodity fetishism as hopeful and positive, to the degree that it provides the means of 

discovering the origins of modern alienation, and therefore allowing for the possibility of 
                                                
89 Kurt Mueller-Vollmer, The Hermeneutics Reader: Texts of the German Tradition from the Enlightenment to 
the Present (New York: Continuum, 1985), 41. 
90 Gadamer 1985, 269. 
91 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge: Harvard 
UP, 2003), 3-26 and 873-884.  
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its dismantling.92 Conversely, the concept of phantasmagoria perpetuates illusion and 

artificiality, furthering the estrangement of modern individuals.93 In this immanent 

critique of nineteenth-century Paris, Benjamin extols the synthesis of his two constructs, 

which results in ambiguity, or “dialectics at a standstill.”94 He further writes, “Dialectical 

thinking is the organ of historical awakening. Every epoch, in fact, not only dreams the 

one to follow, but in dreaming, precipitates its awakening.” [F] Historically deterministic, 

Benjamin’s dialectical model moves horizontally ever onward to consciousness and 

“waking up.”  

The redolence of Hegel notwithstanding, Benjamin’s Arcades Project is useful 

towards an interpretation of objects – whether they be fetishized commodities or “dream 

images” – as gateways towards increased consciousness for the individual. When an art 

image appears as a citation or reproduction onto another object it creates a stage not only 

for the fetishization of a commodity, but likewise for culture. To possess a souvenir with 

a likeness of Goya’s Saturn Devouring One of his Children, for example, is to stake a 

claim in cultural capital. This sartorial choice publicly displays the wearer’s literacy and 

familiarity with Spanish art, or at the very least his proclivity to the macabre (Fig. 24). In 

any case, the shirt functions as an identity marker for its user – one that could be read by 

viewers encountered in public spaces. The role of the art historian in this case – instead of 

relegating the image to mere reproduction divested of aura95 - would be to explicate the 

possible meanings for both the user and possible viewers of the image within the new 

contexts.  
                                                
92 Benjamin 2003 (1935 and 1939 versions), 7-9, 19. 
93 Benjamin 2003 (1935 and 1939 versions), 10-11. 
94 Benjamin 2003 (1935 and 1939 versions), 10. 
95 Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility," in The Work of Art in 
the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media, ed. Michael William. Jennings, 
Brigid Doherty, and Thomas Y. Levin, trans. Edmund F. N. Jephcott (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2008). 
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The theoretical intervention I have staged here has hopefully maintained the 

equilibrium of agency between maker – object – viewer. Adopting Derrida’s citational 

grafting leads us away from the maker and artistic intention towards the possibly infinite 

number of viewers, but Gadamer’s suturing of historical and present horizons returns us 

to a tempered sense of origin. Finally, Benjamin’s claim of importance on the standstill 

“dream image” is in fact a phenomenological one that grants the utmost agency to the 

object itself: such an image provides an opportunity to activate a transitive exchange 

between subject and object, with the potential to lead to a heightened self-consciousness. 

One must be wary, however, of images that remain in the realm of visual 

phantasmagoria – ephemeral and transitory, these images have fallen into a world of habit 

and rarely do they register in the consciousness of (non-art historian) individuals. To 

circumvent the Gadamer trap, I would argue that interpretation and study of “afterlife” 

images remain productive to the extent that they present, as Benjamin’s “dream images” 

do, a path towards increased self-awareness.  

Other times, a reproduced Goya is just a reproduced Goya (Fig. 25).  
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Chapter 3: Devouring Images – The Consumption of Untitled (Saturn) 
Through its Afterlife  

 

Between 1820 and 1823, Francisco de Goya painted the original image of Saturn 

Devouring One of his Children directly onto the wall of his farmhouse, La Quinta del 

Sordo, in the outskirts of Madrid (Fig. 26). This composition belongs to a suite of 

similarly dark-toned works, which have now come to be known as Las Pinturas Negras, 

or The Black Paintings. Goya painted these images in his own residence, and therefore 

presumably for a limited audience. We have no record of their original titles, if they even 

had any. Subsequent art historians named the images when they were moved from La 

Quinta del Sordo later on.96 Consequently, this particular image may have nothing to do 

with the Classical myth of Saturn at all.97 On a formal level alone, the gray-haired figure 

clutches and cannibalizes a more fully developed human body with long, slender legs, as 

opposed to an infant fresh from its mother’s womb – a feature inconsistent with the 

account in Hesiod’s Theogony. Art historians have also interpreted Saturn,98 as well as 

the other paintings in the series, as Goya’s visual contemplations of mortality after 

suffering a near-fatal illness in 1819.99 

My focus in this chapter is not to try to discern the iconographic meaning or 

biographical importance of Saturn in Goya’s oeuvre; nor do I wish to place the painting 

against the broader historical backdrop of early nineteenth-century Spain. Instead, the 

cultural mobility of this image – its presentation to varied audiences and contexts – marks 

                                                
96 Juan J. Junquera, The Black Paintings of Goya (London: Scala, 2003). 
97 For a full account of the Chronos/Saturn myth, see: Hesiod, "Theogony," in Theogony ; Works and Days ; 
Shield, trans. Apostolos N. Athanassakis, 2nd ed. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 1-57. 
98 For the sake of clarity and convenience, I refer to the image as Saturn throughout the rest of this paper, 
although it really should be Untitled.  
99 Junquera 2003, 55. Also see the following: Folke Nordström, Goya, Saturn, and Melancholy; Studies in the 
Art of Goya. (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1962) and Fred Licht, "The Black Paintings," in Goya (New 
York: Abbeville Press, 2001), 204-238. 
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its significance. As a physical object, Saturn traveled extensively from the walls of La 

Quinta del Sordo to the Universal Exposition in Paris and then eventually to Room 67 of 

the Museo Nacional del Prado. Beyond this, Saturn-as-reproduction continues to “graft” 

– to purposely recall Jacques Derrida’s term – onto other objects and to appear today in a 

metaphorical afterlife. The image materializes on souvenir objects and clothing, and as a 

citation or appropriation in other forms of visual media.  

I wish to emphasize the various conditions of display and viewing of Saturn in 

both its original form and as manifestations elsewhere in physical, virtual and other 

“placeless” spaces. By shifting the agency more towards the direction of the viewer in 

these multiple contexts, I investigate the creation of plural meanings for this image. 

Ultimately, I aim to provide a redemptive stance against the Benjaminian framework that 

equates reproduction to the loss of aura.100 Particularly in these reproduced states, I 

consider Saturn to possess the ability to phenomenologically form and inform the social 

and cultural identities of viewers.    
 

Birth and Life 

 Saturn resided on the ground floor of La Quinta del Sordo for fifty years.101 

During that time, the farmhouse remained largely in the Goya family even after 

Francisco’s death.102 In addition to the Goyas, La Quinta had a revolving door for various 

tenants during that time period. These privileged few with granted access constitute the 

first audiences. As the building itself has been demolished, the original context and 

viewing conditions are now lost to us.  

                                                
100 Benjamin 2008, 19-55.  
101 Junquera 2003, 42. 
102 For a detailed timeline with names of property owners, see Junquera 2003, 28-31. 
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Juan José Junquera provides illustrated floor plans of the house, aiding us in a 

kind of physical orientation (Figs. 27-28). While Junquera numbers the image plates 

individually, hinting at a syntagmatic structure of viewing, these do not necessarily 

dictate the order in which one encounters the images. In fact, a viewer would have 

probably seen Saturn first, from the vantage point of the entrance into the room. We 

know that Goya painted the image of Saturn in the parlor room on the ground floor of La 

Quinta del Sordo, next to and opposite the vertical images of Judith and Holofernes, 

Leocadia and Dos Viejos (Figs. 29-31). On the longer expanses of wall space between the 

four aforementioned images, we would have found the more horizontally oriented murals 

of El Gran Cabron and The San Isidro Pilgrimage (Figs. 32-33). Based on inventory 

reports, the parlor contained a writing desk, a set of twelve chairs and various musical 

instruments, including a grand piano.103 The residents used the room – and by extension 

La Quinta del Sordo itself, as it served the role of being more of a retreat or vacation 

home rather than a permanent residence104 – for relaxation and the entertainment of both 

its inhabitants and guests. 

Using this information, we can begin to reconstruct the embodied viewing 

experience (Fig. 34). Surrounded by Saturn and the other Pinturas Negras, a viewer 

would have normally sat in the company of other madrileños while listening to music. 

Even if the more biographically-oriented art historians are correct in the interpretation of 

the paintings as morbid musings on mortality for Goya, the subsequent contexts for later 

residents incongruously pits themes of death against the diverting social experience of 

leisure. Yet perhaps not quite so synaesthetically dissonant, we might aurally imagine the 

immediate crescendos of Mozart’s Symphony No. 25 while beholding the intensity of 

                                                
103 Junquera 2003, 34. 
104 Junquera 2003, 34. 
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Saturn, or the softer and more contemplative violins of Pierre Baillot with Leocadia in 

mind. La Quinta del Sordo’s inventory sheets list the scores of these two composers, 

along with others such as Beethoven and Haydn.105 When the music stops and the guests 

depart, a resident might use the parlor to sit at the writing desk. In this instance, the 

environmental sounds of household chatter, natural sunlight coming in through the 

window to the left of the painting, and the intellectual activity of writing would condition 

the viewing of Saturn.   

The music and the writing surrounding Las Pinturas Negras ended permanently in 

1873, when Baron Fréderic Emile d’Erlanger, a banker, purchased La Quinta del Sordo 

and initiated the transfer of the paintings to canvas.106 Baron D’Erlanger wished to restore 

the series in order to sell them, or at the very least, to install them in his own home in 

Paris.107 He commissioned Salvador Martínez Cubells, an affiliate of the Museo del 

Prado and member of the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando, for the 

restoration project.108 During this process, Martínez Cubells and his brothers liberally 

modified the paintings, some of which were already layered on top of previous images.109  

After the transference and restoration, Baron d’Erlanger could not immediately 

find a buyer and thus took Las Pinturas Negras with him to Paris.110 Again, only a limited 

audience was able to view the paintings, as they remained in a private residence for the 

second time. Five years later, in 1878, the Baron submitted them for exhibition at the 

                                                
105 Desparmet-Fitzgerald 1928. 
106 Valeriano Bozal, Pinturas Negras De Goya (Madrid: A. Machado Libros, 2009), 63-64. 
107 Bozal 2009, 64. 
108 Bozal 2009, 63. 
109 Junquera 2003, 55-56. Junquera notes that Cubells “seriously altered” the images at will. 
110 Junquera 2003, 91. 
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Universal Exposition, where they lined the Trocadero passageway leading up to the 

Spanish Pavilion.111  

While their positioning in the Exposition may suggest a positive signposting of 

Spanish national identity, Las Pinturas Negras were nevertheless relegated to a liminal 

space. Additionally, the series was excluded from both the general and national catalogs 

of the exhibition that year, which might explain their lack of popularity with viewers and 

critics.112 The tenebrous inscrutability of their forms, compounded by the analogously 

bleak subject matter, however, trumped the undesirable placement of Las Pinturas Negras 

when it came to their recorded reception.   

An understated summary of the criticism in 1878 came from Philibert Bréban, 

who indicated that Las Pinturas Negras gave rise to “heated discussions.”113 Epithets such 

as “madman” and “demonomaniac” swirled around the Exposition, and Goya’s personal 

character could not be divorced from the forms on the canvases.114 Philip Gilbert 

Hamerton provides the most scathing response, when he decried the “vilest abortions that 

ever came from the brain of a sinner” on forms “forlorn of light.”115 The art critic 

described the emotional impetus for the Black Paintings as a mind that “groveled in a 

hideous Inferno of its own.”116 As for Saturn, Hamerton designated the painting as the 

singularly “most horrible” of the entire series.117   

Hamerton’s denouncement of Saturn and the other Black Paintings, while indeed 

blistering in nature, ultimately acts as the initial public injection of a mythical aura into 

                                                
111 Junquera 2003, 91. 
112 Bozal 2009, 64. 
113 As reproduced in Nigel Glendinning, Goya and his Critics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), 112. 
114 Glendinning 1977, 112. 
115 For the review in its entirety, see Glendinning 1977, 296-301. 
116 Glendinning 1977, 296. 
117 Glendinning 1977, 296. 
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the images themselves. That the paintings were able to incite such a reaction from 

Hamerton attests to the agency and power of Las Pinturas Negras, inaugurating Goya’s 

public fortuna critica for the series. In 1878, the critics forged an interdependent 

correlation between the artist’s biography and his art: a melancholy mind is inherently 

intertwined with the dark forms of Las Pinturas Negras. I would argue that the aura of 

Saturn stems from its fortuna critica, which began at the Universal Exposition and 

continued on through its subsequent exhibitions and critical reviews ever since.118  

To return to the practical reason for the exhibition, Baron d’Erlanger failed to 

attract any buyers. He finally donated Saturn and the other Black Paintings to the Museo 

Nacional del Prado in December of 1881.119 After further restoration, the series was 

finally included in the museum catalog and placed on display in 1910.120 They have been 

in the permanent collection of the Prado ever since.  

Today Saturn resides in Room 67 of the Prado, a corner chamber tucked away at 

one end of the Villanueva Building (Fig. 35). A visitor would normally begin the 

museum experience at the main Jerónimos entrance at the opposing end of Room 67, and 

then traverse at least half of the gallery rooms until arriving at Room 64. This particular 

wing of the Villanueva Building houses Goya’s oeuvre and culminates with the Black 

Paintings at the end of the connected galleries. Spatially and symbolically, the visitor’s 

movement follows a temporal trajectory of Goya’s paintings ending in a cul-de-sac of the 

artist’s last known works prior to his death. 

                                                
118 One can only speculate on whether or not Saturn and its related paintings might have fared better at a venue 
like the Salon des Refusés, the most recent exhibition prior to the Universal Exposition occurring just three years 
before, in 1875. Yet there, too, the starkness of the Black Paintings may not have garnered more favor from an 
audience accustomed to seeing the play of light characteristic of most “rejected” Impressionist canvases.  
119 Bozal 2009, 65. 
120 Junquera 2003, 91. 
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Unlike the other rooms in the Prado, the dim lighting of Room 67 provides a 

somber ambience to match the formal tenor of the works, and perhaps to evoke the 

original conditions of La Quinta del Sordo (Fig. 36). Instead of dividing the paintings into 

two separate rooms, as was the case in the old farmhouse, all fourteen of Las Pinturas 

Negras crowd one unified space. This congestion contrasts with the considerably more 

expansive white space framing the paintings in the other, more brightly lit, rooms of the 

Prado. These two features – physical arrangement and lighting – contribute to the 

claustrophobic feel of the room. The consolidation of all the paintings in one room also 

underscores the fact that they were once part of a cohesive series, which in turn is at the 

terminus of an even larger narrative implied by the sequential content of Rooms 64 to 67: 

that of Goya’s oeuvre. 

While Saturn may arguably be the most well known of The Black Paintings, the 

Prado reserved the most prominent position at the end of the gallery for The Dog (Fig. 

37). The light yellows and browns that dominate this particular painting individuates 

itself as a kind of formal beacon amidst the much darker compositions surrounding it. As 

a bookend to The Dog, Asmodeus – the other painting in the series with a vast expanse of 

pale yellow background – hangs to the right of the door (Fig. 38). This image might be 

the last a visitor would see – a kind of proverbial light marking the end of a dark tunnel. 

Saturn, as one of the darkest in the group, hangs at the left wall between Leocadia and 

Dos Viejos, the two vertical paintings that originally hung opposite Saturn in the parlor 

room of La Quinta del Sordo. 

In addition to the physical position of the paintings and the lighting in Room 67, 

other factors condition the viewing of Saturn. The presence of other museum visitors, 

especially large tour groups, can either enhance or detract from the experience. The 

excess noise might annoy a viewer intent on contemplating the image in solitude. But 



 50 

another visitor might think it beneficial to hear what a docent has to say in order to, as 

Richard Shiff puts it, “seize the opportunity and pass from unintended learning to a 

conscious intention to learn.”121 Since the Prado is a national museum and one of the 

more prominent attractions of Madrid, a visitor will hear a variety of languages in the 

room, highlighting the international flavor of cultural consumption. 

Aside from the environmental factors at play, the accompanying wall text also 

determines the reception of Saturn, should a visitor choose to read it. In both Spanish and 

English, the placard briefly recounts the myth of the Titan god and offers a short 

interpretation that indirectly leans on Goya’s biography for support: “generally presented 

as a negative character, here Saturn may personify the markedly human emotion of fear 

of loss of power.” Significantly, the wall text invites a reading of the supposed subject 

matter of the piece without disclosing the fact that Goya never titled the painting and 

therefore it may not refer to the myth at all. Likewise, the superficial interpretation hinges 

upon the story, as cannibalism in general does not necessarily equate to the fear of 

impotency, which is the theme of the myth. Quite the opposite, the intransitive act of 

cannibalism is a direct assertion of power of one subject (the eater) over an object (the 

eaten). The “fear of a loss of power” comes directly from the prophesy in Hesiod’s 

Theogony, and the act of cannibalism itself – what is depicted in the image – is merely a 

byproduct within the narrative. In Panofsky’s iconological terms, the wall text hastily 

bypasses natural meaning (cannibalism) in favor of conventional meaning (myth of 

Saturn). 

At the bottom of the placard, a small image of headphones with the number 63 

designates that the audio guide will have something more to impart on a visitor. The 

                                                
121 Richard Shiff, "Every Shiny Object Wants an Infant Who Will Love It," Art Journal 70, no. 1 (Spring 2011): 
10. 
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audio guide itself appears like a now-oversized cell phone from the 1990s. A visitor keys 

in the number and holds the guide up to one ear. Ominous classical music ascends to set 

the tone of the aural lesson, which starts with a formal description of the painting and 

then largely repeats the information on the wall text. A disembodied voice again talks 

about the myth and how Saturn “fears losing power.” This interpretation, though, 

explicitly relies on Goya’s purported psychological disposition and his “disillusion with 

the individual self as he approached the end of life.”  

These dynamic conditions – written words, sounds, ambient lighting, the presence 

of other people – all affect the experience of viewing Saturn in its current state at the 

Museo del Prado. What begins as the passive act of looking at an image easily slips into 

the active engagement of interpretation. Even the behavior of other people – crowding in 

front of Saturn and spending more time there in comparison to the other Black Paintings 

– already tells a visitor unfamiliar with Goya’s work that this particular image is one to 

see, or at least one to tell friends at home of having seen. Likewise, the presence of an 

audio guide entry for Saturn marks it as special – the Prado singles out its blockbuster 

pieces for inclusion into the audio guide. If I want to learn more about The Dog, for 

example, I am left to my own imagination. All of these conditions help determine the 

attitudes of visitors, assisting in the formation of first-level interpretations that collide 

with the act of viewing.  

Second-level interpretations come by way of the wall text and guides, both human 

and audio. These interpretations layer above the ones the visitor has formed for herself; 

these are didactic in nature and purport to give a historical or literary context for the 

image. They attempt to satiate the cravings of a visitor in the process of not just visual 

reception, but also cultural consumption.  
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Thus far I have presented a brief summation of the different conditions of 

visually, aurally, and culturally consuming Saturn since its time at La Quinta del Sordo to 

its present state at the Museo del Prado. The reception does not end there, however. The 

devouring continues in reproduction. 
 

Afterlife  

To continue on our virtual path through the Prado, we might stop at the museum’s 

gift shop to complete the cultural experience. Located near the main Jerónimos entrance, 

the store presents the visitor with the usual offerings: postcards, prints, bookmarks, 

magnets, erasers and the like (Fig. 39). On each item is the reproduced representation of a 

work of art in the museum, Saturn among them. The Prado only mass-produces items 

with the most popular images; certain paintings that haven’t quite achieved blockbuster 

status do make it onto a postcard or print, yet these are relegated to the clearance bin.  

The museum gift shop is not just a source of income for the institution, but also a 

place in which a certain kind of identity is formed or reinforced, much in the same way as 

the arcades functioned, to return to Walter Benjamin once again.122 For Benjamin, the 

nineteenth-century Parisian arcades, the forerunners of our twentieth-century department 

stores, constituted the exemplary playground in which his dialectical constructs of 

commodity fetishism and phantasmagoria interacted with one another. While the arcades, 

and by extension our current malls and shopping centers, ply a variety of material goods 

onto which people can ascribe their social aspirations, the museum gift shop’s ultimate 

and underlying product is that of culture: culture materialized, commodified and made 

portable.  

                                                
122 Benjamin 2003, 3-26 and 873-884.  
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A museum visitor may buy any of these objects with a Saturn image upon it. The 

souvenir, as etymology of the French word tells us, activates a memory; it records and 

signifies an event. Perhaps every time the user marks a book or walks to the refrigerator 

and sees Saturn on a magnet, she or he remembers a trip to the Prado and Madrid. The 

image in this space may invoke a sensation of nostalgia in addition to, or instead of, the 

associations to the historical or literary context presented in the museum. Such small 

items in the household remain within the physical private realm of the interior.  

A framed print of Saturn on a wall, on the other hand, is much more visible 

despite its location in a residence. Guests will see it as a decoration and may not 

necessarily share in the nostalgia. In this case, the print houses an aspirational aspect of a 

social kind: if one does not have the means to purchase an actual painting, then one buys 

a reproduction of it. The reproduced image can broadcast an individual’s cultural literacy, 

and likewise allows a guest to display her or his own by virtue of recognition. Again the 

meaning of the image changes – a user actively chooses to hang the print in the home, an 

action that reflects “man’s imperious need to leave the imprint of his private individual 

existence on the rooms he inhabits.”123 Saturn-as-print communicates, participates in a 

dialogue not only between resident and guest, but also has the capacity to mediate 

between resident and her- or himself.  

Saturn communicates much more literally in the form of a postcard. For one Euro 

and the cost of postage, we can send Saturn to a friend. The image comes off the walls 

and travels from Madrid to some other place in the world. Saturn is no longer just 

saturated with feelings of disillusionment, musings about mortality or the “loss of 

power.” With a Spanish postmark, the image transforms into the bearer of well wishes 

and longing for company: “wish you were here!” If Saturn is fortunate enough, he might 

                                                
123 Benjamin 2003, 14. 
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enjoy a subsequent life propped up on the refrigerator (even more lucky if what holds 

him there is an art magnet!), but eventually his ephemeral existence ends in the trashcan. 

Here too the image communicates cultural associations and functions as a sign in 

quite a different construction of maker-object-viewer. Goya is no longer the artist/maker 

in this scenario. Some anonymous person assumes the role of maker by being the sender; 

the exchange is between one viewer to another, and both construct different meanings 

than the ones formulated in Room 67 of the Prado. This example also takes a further step 

away from the context of the Trocadero passageway, which itself is one level removed 

from the music room of La Quinta del Sordo. In each case, however, subsequent viewers 

generate new meanings with the same image in different forms.  

As a transitory and ephemeral object, the postcard occupies a placeless place. 

Quite literally “graphematic in general,” Saturn here, as a sign, does not take a 

grammatical position in the syntagmatic structure of the Las Pinturas Negras series. The 

image has grafted away from its original context. And unlike even the bookmark or the 

refrigerator magnet, the postcard is a free-floating sign that has taken on new meanings, 

new contexts. Yet the image in this specific kind of an afterlife, as a small postcard, 

retains a phantasmagoric quality especially since its existence is much shorter.  

A similar mobile form of an afterlife but with a stronger sense of permanence 

imbued with significant meaning is Saturn on an article of clothing (Fig. 24). For $33.50, 

one can purchase Saturn on a t-shirt, against a variety of background colors, on 

www.zazzle.com.124 The online company sells Saturn on an assortment of clothing for 

both genders and all age groups: shirts, tank tops, hooded sweatshirts and even onesies 

for the baby (Fig. 40). One could safely assume that the sale price of this item far exceeds 

the cost of production. Just as we might buy a designer shirt and expend the extra money 

                                                
124 For a shirt that really “zazzles,” one might consider the lemon yellow background. 
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for the name brand (and what that tells others of our socio-economic class), here we pay 

more for the cultural branding. The message that this sartorial choice tells others is the 

same as the one that a print in the home tells, though in a much more blatant fashion. The 

image is on our person, therefore directly confesses some aspect of identity.   

Despite specifying the size, color and type of the clothing with Saturn on it, the 

shirt is not in fact custom-made especially for its user. As Theodor Adorno writes, “The 

truth is that the person for whom something is specially produced is actually no more 

than a customer and his particular needs are no more than the interchangeable 

representations of universal needs themselves generated by the product.”125 In this grim 

assessment of commodity culture, Adorno disregards the individual agency of the 

user/wearer in favor of the larger “universal” structure of society. He reduces the 

individual to a faceless consumer – one in a vast number of other mass consumers who 

buy the same shirts and souvenirs. These objects, after all, are not only reproduced, but 

are done so en masse. There is no such thing as a “special” commodity, even if it evokes 

memories of a trip to Madrid. The experience is not singular, as millions of tourists do the 

same every year. And the souvenirs themselves no longer function as souvenirs – 

memory activators – in the literal sense: curiously, the Museo del Prado gift shop allows 

for the sale of its products online. We can purchase a “memory” of a trip to the museum 

without ever having been there.  

Adorno’s line of thinking on mass production neatly complements the widely 

conventional notion that reproduction causes a loss of aura or power. However, he does 

so by sacrificing the points of view of the individuals using the commodities. In a more 

                                                
125 Theodor W. Adorno, "Commodity Music Analyzed: Especially For You," trans. Rodney Livingstone, in 
Quasi Una Fantasia: Essays on Modern Music (London: Verso, 1992), 43-45. 
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redemptive fashion, we can consider consumption – buying, viewing (particularly of 

reproduced images) – not as passive but active. Michel de Certeau writes: 

The presence and circulation of a representation. . . tells us nothing about what it 
is for its users. We must first analyze its manipulation by users who are not its 
makers. Only then can we gauge the difference or similarity between the 
production of the image and the secondary production hidden in the process of its 
utilization.126  

Consumption, for de Certeau, is not the opposing passive binary category to active 

production; within the act itself is a “secondary production,” of interpretation, of 

meanings. Yet to even use the word “secondary” implies a hierarchy of importance. 

Perhaps the production in the case of a circulated image like Saturn on a hung print in a 

home, or on a worn piece of clothing, is secondary in a temporal sense – Goya painted 

the first – but the meanings imputed on the image each subsequent time are no less 

important. I would modify the concept of “secondary production” to “cumulative 

production.”  

Additionally, de Certeau’s arguments on the practice of daily, lived experience 

takes into consideration not just the underlying structure of society as the powerful have 

constructed it (producers), but also the individuals navigating within it (consumers). He 

does this through explicating the differences between strategies and tactics, and through 

the example of walking through a city.127  

What distinguishes [strategies and tactics] at the same time concerns the types of 
operations and the role of spaces: strategies are able to produce, tabulate, and 
impose these spaces, when those operations take place, whereas tactics can only 
use, manipulate, and divert these spaces.128 

 

                                                
126 Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1984), xiii. 
127 De Certeau 1984, 91-110. De Certeau used the vantage point of the World Trade Center in New York City. 
128 De Certeau 1984, 29-30. 
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To elucidate, we might climb the highest point in a city – or to localize the example, the 

University of Texas Tower – and from this vantage point have a synchronic view of the 

civic layout of the university and the surrounding environs of Austin. This panoptic view 

affords us a visualization of a strategy in de Certeau’s terms: institutional power (both the 

university’s and the city’s) enforced on the land as seen through urban planning. Students 

and Austinites on the ground, however, experience something diachronic: over time, they 

see and walk through, over, under and around the structures in place. They employ tactics 

and make decisions as they weave around the city. 

Unlike Adorno, de Certeau considers the individual agency of consumers and 

affords them a sense of power through tactics – choices, motivations and actions. In light 

of de Certeau’s argument, we can consider the space of the museum as a strategy, 

especially the Museo del Prado as it is a state encyclopedic museum that privileges the 

structural division of time periods, styles and artists. The individual visitor obviously 

employs tactics while walking through the museum, but likewise by purchasing souvenirs 

and doing with them what they wish even after leaving the building. Saturn as a 

reproduced image becomes “habitable, like a rented apartment” for the visitors.129 Goya 

may have been the original producer, and the painting itself is housed in the strategic 

space of the museum, but a visitor has borrowed it, so to speak. Within this process of 

“renting” also occurs the “cumulative production” of meaning in variable contexts.  

While museum visitors purchase objects with a representation of Saturn on them 

and become indirect producers in their own rights, other individuals take one step further 

and not only borrow the image, but actively manipulate it. Yasumasa Morimura 

reconfigures the canonical image by substituting his own face and body into the 

composition (Fig. 41). Exchange of Devouring belongs in the artist’s oeuvre of 

                                                
129 De Certeau 1984, xxi. 
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appropriation art beginning in the late 1980s. Morimura marshals his likeness along a 

lengthy succession of pictures, citing Manet, Rembrandt and Kahlo, to name but a few 

(Figs. 42-44). We can recognize his visage inserted into Bar at the Folies Bergère, The 

Anatomy Lesson and The Two Fridas, respectively.  

We recognize Saturn in Morimura’s picture because the composition and form are 

very similar to Goya’s: a dark background; a gray-haired naked figure, mouth agape and 

leg contorted; and a slender, headless body with a bloody arm ending in a stump. 

Morimura inverts the configuration of Goya’s Saturn so that his own body comes in from 

the left instead of the right. And of course, the contemporary artist employs the medium 

of photography here instead of painting. Yet in knowing the appropriative nature of 

Morimura’s other works, and reading the title – Exchange of Devouring – we can 

reasonably ascertain that his image is a citation of Goya’s. In this case, Saturn has grafted 

from one syntagmatic series to another, from Las Pinturas Negras to Morimura’s oeuvre. 

Saturn no longer connotes a melancholy disposition fixated on mortality (Goya’s 

biography) or a fear of loss of power (theme of myth), but much more so, cultural value 

and canonical status. As a new producer, Morimura has “rented” Goya’s forms and has 

figuratively – both in its metaphorical and literal sense – “inhabited” the frame. In this 

new production of meaning, we can read Morimura’s appropriation of Saturn as a 

statement of his own identity as an artist relative to the narrative of art history.    

Outside of an immediate art-historical context, Saturn appears elsewhere on a 

political cartoon (Fig. 45). Dave Brown depicts former Israeli Prime Minister Ariel 

Sharon in the guise of Goya’s naked Saturn, cannibalizing a similar mutilated body. The 

cartoonist swaps out Goya’s gaunt, scraggly-haired Titan for the caricatured likeness of 

the politician: wide-bodied and fleshy yet muscular, with cropped hair. The stooping 

posture, bulging eyes and tenacious grip remain the same, though Sharon’s visage 
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expresses much more terror than Saturn’s. With the exaggerated V-shaped furrows of his 

brow and flapping jowls, Sharon not so much devours another human being but gorges 

himself on it.  

Instead of emerging from the murky darkness, Sharon-as-Saturn stands amidst the 

debris of what is presumably the West Bank. Menacingly, the grotesque Prime Minister 

asks, “What’s wrong… you never seen a politician kissing babies before?” Meanwhile, a 

tank looms at the right and aircrafts bomb the buildings below, announcing, “Sharon… 

Vote Sharon… Vote,” echoing the political party campaign ribbon strategically 

concealing Sharon’s phallus. We know that Brown takes direct inspiration from Goya by 

the textual acknowledgment at the bottom right of the cartoon.  

The Independent, a British daily newspaper, originally printed this political 

cartoon. The publication’s circulation peaked at 400,000 in 1989, though as with the fate 

of other print media, that figure has since suffered.130 By February 2010, the paper was 

reaching a readership of 183,547.131 Printed in 2003, the number of viewers for Brown’s 

cartoon probably lies between the two figures already mentioned, though that does not 

include subsequent Internet viewers. The cartoon elicited strong responses, including a 

formal complaint from the Israeli embassy and Ariel Sharon himself.132 Brown’s 

detractors accused the cartoonist of anti-Semitism, citing that the depiction of Sharon 

cannibalizing a baby – in this case a Palestinian one – contains strong connotations of 

Jewish blood libel.133 Brown declares, however, that his cartoon was meant to convey not 

                                                
130 Stephen Brook and James Robinson, "Lebedev Buys Independent Newspapers," The Guardian, March 25, 
2010, accessed May 13, 2011, http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2010/mar/05/lebedev-buys-independent-
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131 Brook and Robinson 2010. 
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10, 2012, http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2003/may/22/theindependent.pressandpublishing. 
133 Byrne 2003. 
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an anti-Semitic message, but an anti-Sharon sentiment in particular.134 Nonetheless, the 

already re-contextualized image, appropriated from Goya, led to multiple readings.  

These interpretations are precisely dictated by the a priori existence of the 

individual viewers’ Vorurteil, or set of biases, and their resulting present horizons.135 A 

viewer with the knowledge of the history of Jewish blood libel, the false accusation that 

Jewish people performed rituals involving human sacrifice, would be much more 

sensitive to this aspect in the interpretation of Brown’s image. After all, Ariel Sharon was 

the Prime Minister of Israel at the time, and the cartoon was published when inter-

religious strife was at a peak in the Middle East, particularly in the West Bank. Yet a 

hypothetical viewer oblivious to this historical knowledge might undervalue the 

association to blood libel and construe a meaning revolving primarily around the formal 

citation of Goya, for example. This indeterminacy, I would argue, is precisely the 

defensive argument that helped to acquit Brown of anti-Semitism, at least in the eyes of 

the Press Complaints Commission.136 The multiple readings of Brown’s cartoon attest to 

the iterative nature of Saturn and its ability to graft onto new contexts and construct new 

meanings, from an artistic world to a political one. 

Brown’s cartoon and Morimura’s photograph comprise of only two 

appropriations of Goya’s Saturn. There are a myriad others floating on the Internet, in 

various galleries around the world and permeating popular culture in other media (Figs. 

25, 46-49). I have chosen these two as specific examples, but the existence of the others 

speak to Saturn’s versatility as a sign. There exists no terminal point for Saturn’s 

afterlife; the image continues to haunt, fascinate and play with not only artistic 

communities but mass culture at large.   
                                                
134 Byrne 2003.  
135 Gadamer 1985, 257-261, 267-274. 
136 Byrne 2003. 
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An Anticipated Nostalgia 

Originally, Saturn served as the visual backdrop to exclusive leisurely nights of 

entertainment and music at La Quinta del Sordo. When Baron D’Erlanger initiated the 

transfer of Saturn from the parlor room wall to a portable canvas, the image began to 

graft. Ever since, Multitudes of viewers have seen the painting: at the Universal 

Exposition in Paris, at the Museo Nacional del Prado, and additionally in the form of 

reproduction on other objects, and as pictorial citation on canvases, photographs, 

newspapers, television, and the Internet. Whether in original or reproduced form, the act 

of viewing constitutes not only passive consumption but an interactive production of new 

meanings. Even simply beholding Saturn at the Prado entails an active embodied 

engagement in physical space, one in which we inevitably interpret the image relative to 

ourselves, to our surroundings, and to the pre-existing knowledge and biases we bring to 

the museum. 

 As a reproduced image on souvenir items, Saturn adopted new meanings to layer 

or place alongside associations to Goya, to early modern Romanticism, and to the myth 

of the Titan god. The image converges with commodity, a Benjaminian “dream image” 

that individual agents could tactically wield as miniature representations of objectified 

cultural capital (or as abbreviated referents to institutionalized cultural capital).137 Saturn 

on a t-shirt can signify the wearer’s art-historical education or social desires. Even if this 

sartorial choice comes with ironic intentions, which in itself is not easily legible to all the 

people she or he encounters, the decision still reveals some aspects of identity. In this 

alternate case, that identity is an alignment to counter-culture, to ownership of kitsch, to a 

                                                
137 Pierre Bourdieu, "The Forms of Capital," in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of 
Education, ed. John G. Richardson (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 46-58. 
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feeling of superiority over the masses. Nevertheless, the ambiguity exists to be read and 

presents yet another context, another meaning. 

Goya no longer assumes the position of maker or producer. Each subsequent 

viewer, in the act of consumption, in fact also gains the opportunity to become a new 

producer during the process of repurposing the image. While more symbolic as it pertains 

to Saturn on direct reproductions, appropriation artists and political satirists (e.g., 

Morimura and Brown) overtly manipulate Goya’s composition to suit their own needs. 

Again, Saturn has grafted onto a new string of contexts in contemporary art galleries or 

newspapers and the Internet. In the political cartoon example, the ephemeral existence of 

the newspaper and the heterotopic nature of the Internet locate us in a placeless place. 

Brown simultaneously represents and inverts – are we looking at Sharon-as-Saturn or 

Saturn-as-Sharon? The indeterminacy of the image allows us to see both, and the 

construction we privilege reflects our own preconditioned Vorurteil.   

The new contexts and the new meanings bring us farther and farther away from 

Goya, from the original Saturn. This uncomfortable sense of displacement, along with the 

saturation of the image in our Peircian worlds of habit, may lead us to equate 

reproduction with a loss of aura and to assume an attitude of disdain. Yet the aura 

surrounding the image comes not from the original maker, but from the interdependent 

relationship between object and viewer. We initially think of Saturn as a manifestation of 

artistic genius. The canon considers Goya as one of the fathers of modern painting, with 

his gestural style and emotionally charged subject matter; yet he did not seize these 

attributes for himself. Critics and art historians – viewers – have bestowed it upon him, 



 63 

and in so doing have imbued his work with cultural value.138 Consequently, this cultural 

value encourages the reproduction of the image. 

Benjamin defines aura as the quality that gives an object its authority, a power 

derived from its authenticity.139 The authenticity – not to be confused with the art-

historical sense of the word (attribution to an artist) – is directly tied to the object’s “here 

and now… its unique existence in a particular place.”140 This particularity is contingent 

upon the singular existence of the object itself, and therefore the nuanced nature of the 

aura is more related to an anticipated nostalgia rather than a general sense of the image’s 

affective power. In other words, aura is implicitly tied to a fear of non-existence, and not 

“over-existence”/reproduction.   

Reproduction paradoxically diminishes and enhances aura. Replication divests the 

object of aura because it can no longer boast of its singularity. However, a reproduction 

also indexes the original; it points to the object’s significance and value. The willful 

reproduction of an object indicates that the object is worthy of being reproduced, of 

enjoying additional visibility and wider dissemination. A reproduction is also only a 

reproduction insofar as we recognize it as such – we only know that Morimura’s and 

Brown’s images cite Goya’s because of the legibility of the similar forms. Indexing 

occurs in this moment of realization, when we become aware of the traces of the original. 
                                                
138 Ironically, controversy has surfaced in the last ten years regarding the authorship of Las Pinturas Negras. 
After analyzing the deed of sale of La Quinta del Sordo in 1830, and the use of what he considers anachronistic 
terms in later inventory reports, Juan José Junquera contends that Goya could not have painted the murals 
because the farmhouse was a one-story structure during the time of the artist’s death (the paintings were found on 
both the ground and first floor). He posits that Goya’s son Javier may have painted the images. Nigel 
Glendinning, one of the most prominent Goya scholars, maintains that the archival evidence is inconclusive 
either way, and weighs in on the side claiming authorship by Goya. The Museo del Prado has not dis-attributed 
Las Pinturas Negras. Glendinning and the Prado certainly have more at stake so their positions come as no 
surprise. In any case, my aim in this paper is not to determine attribution but to focus on viewer agency, 
especially as it pertains to the image in reproduction. That aspect does not change based on authorship. For 
details, see:  Arthur Lubow, "The Secret of the Black Paintings," The New York Times, July 27, 2003, accessed 
April 6, 2012, http://www.nytimes.com/2003/07/27/magazine/27GOYA.html?pagewanted=all. 
139 Benjamin 2008, 21. 
140 Benjamin 2008, 21. 
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Despite the implications of reproduction, uniqueness is still present as it occurs in 

the productive act of consumption. Each viewer’s response, from interpretation to 

manipulation and repurposing, is specific to each individual. If we privilege a top-down 

structural approach, we can then categorize the readings accordingly and thus sacrifice 

their uniqueness. But an open consideration for viewer agency allows us to acknowledge 

the cumulative production of meanings for the original object. 

If Saturn initially feared the “loss of power,” each subsequent image made in his 

likeness ought to assuage those anxieties. The power of Chronos can only increase over 

time, reaching an apogee at the moment of its physical destruction. Saturn’s demise will 

signal its ultimate singularity. Only then will nostalgia no longer be anticipated, but fully 

realized. 
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Conclusion 

This is a moral gesture, inspired by a concern to make intelligible, and therefore 
socializable, what rocks the foundations of sociality.  

- Julia Kristeva, 1973141 
 

When Julia Kristeva wrote about the role of the speaking subject within the 

system of language, she faced the quandary of illustrating the heterogeneity of individual 

speakers while simultaneously presenting her arguments in the homogenizing form of 

discourse.142 My constant use of the term “viewer” and promotion for “viewer agency” 

brings about a similar paradox. The mode and frequency to which I refer to a “viewer” 

implies a kind of universal concept, an absolute entity that exists both in the past and 

present, in suspended temporality. To allocate agency to a viewer in such a general sense 

in fact dilutes that agency. The notion of multiplicity lessens the measure of individuality 

and difference that I have been championing. This inescapable conundrum occurs 

because I present my point of view through the mode of art-historical discourse, which as 

a linguistic construct cannot avoid the structural characterization of totality.  

In my attempt to put my method to practical use, I brought in a historically 

canonical image as a case study. The specificity of Saturn may have narrowed down the 

initial set of viewers – residents of La Quinta del Sordo, Baron D’Erlanger, and critics at 

the Universal Exposition of 1878. As a painting at the Museo del Prado in Madrid, the 

viewers over the past century multiply considerably. Then when we consider Saturn in 

reproduction or as citation, the amount of viewers increases exponentially, perhaps 

immeasurably. To contend with all of those viewers in any specific sense is an 

                                                
141 Julia Kristeva, "The System and the Speaking Subject," in The Kristeva Reader, ed. Toril Moi (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1986), 32. The article first appeared in the Times Literary Supplement (12 October 1973, 
pp. 1249-52). 
142 Kristeva 1986, 25-33. 



 66 

unachievable feat for the art historian who faces the structuralist task of maintaining a 

firm grasp over an object of inquiry, of presenting a narrative hitherto underrepresented. 

My narrative, which admittedly attempts to be illocutionary, lapses between 

intellectual history and socio-cultural theory. It fails to be traditionally art-historical 

because an object, artist or oeuvre did not form the locus of my arguments. In this sense, 

one might take my writing more as a form of criticism operating in a mode of doubt 

because it “becomes cognizant of its own subjectivity and politics, of the fact that it 

advocates something.”143 Yet simultaneously, I hope my writing also equates to history 

because it is a “construction” and a “figured representation.”144 I have built up my 

narrative through fictitious conversations between artists, art historians, critics, cultural 

theorists, linguists, deconstructionists, sociologists, and the ever-shrouded figure of “the 

viewer.” And quite literally, my rhetoric is also a form of representation, seen through the 

peppering of metaphorical language throughout these pages. 

Regardless of characterization, my aim in this project has been twofold and is 

contingent upon audience. First, and for the practicing art historian, I hope that I have 

presented a work that is “productive,” one that “offers others a model for critical 

discourse.”145 The negative position in respect to art history and inter-disciplinarity is the 

fear of contamination and the primacy of external ideas over the art objects themselves. 

Despite my reliance on many outside sources, I hope I have circumvented this criticism 

through my immanent critique in the first chapter. By primarily engaging with past and 

present art historians, and utilizing the methodological language of art history, I hope it is 

                                                
143 Richard Shiff, "Art History and the Nineteenth Century: Realism and Resistance," The Art Bulletin 70, no. 1 
(March 1988): 47-48. 
144 Shiff 1988, 47-48. 
145 Shiff 1988, 47. 
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clear that I write from the academic position of an art historian. Additionally, the third 

chapter on Saturn hopefully demonstrates an affinity for the image itself.  

Second, my advocacy for viewer agency corresponds to my other aim, which is 

directed toward a non-academic audience. This is most obvious in the second and third 

chapters, where I discuss spaces, consumption and identities – concepts that conceivably 

reach beyond the halls of academia. By locating my arguments in the larger realm of 

visual culture and cultural theory, I hope I have provided a productive means for the 

conscious contemplation of how an individual operates within a larger social field, and 

what kind of bearing that has in the formation of identities. I must re-emphasize that the 

process of consumption contains within it a cumulative production, one that is activated 

through the engagement between a viewer or new user and the object or image itself.  

And finally, in a very blatant attempt to increase self-consciousness and to 

remedy my paradoxical failure to identify “the viewer,” I will end on this note: the viewer 

is you.  
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Figure 1: William Frith, The Railway Station, 1862. Oil on canvas, 117 x 257 cm, 
Royal Holloway, University of London. Source: ARTSTOR. 

 

Figure 2: Sandro Botticelli, Annunciation, c. 1490. Tempera on panel, 150 x 156 
cm, Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence. Source: UTexas DASe. 
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Figure 3: Georges Seurat, Dimanche Après-Midi sur l’île de la Grande Jatte, 
1884-1886. Oil on canvas, 207.6  308 cm, Art Institute of Chicago. 
Source: UTexas DASe. 
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Figure 4: Alfred Gell, graph of the Art Nexus. After Gell, Art and Agency, 1998, 
Table 1. 
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Figure 5: Jessamine Batario, Synoptic Agency Graph. 

 

 

Figure 6: Edvard Munch, Death in the Sickroom, 1894-1895. Oil on canvas, 150 x 
167.6 cm, Nasjonalgalleriet, Oslo. Source: UTexas DASe. 
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Figure 7: Edvard Munch, Vampire, c. 1893. Oil on canvas, 78 x 98 cm, 
Nasjonalgalleriet, Oslo. Source: ARTSTOR. 

 

Figure 8: Edvard Munch, Self-Portrait in Hell, 1903. Oil on canvas, 82 x 66 cm, 
Munch-Museet, Oslo. Source: UTexas DASe. 



 73 

 

Figure 9: Edvard Munch, Evening on Karl Johan Street, 1892. Oil on canvas, 85 x 
132 cm, Rasmus Meyer Collection, Bergen. Source: UTexas DASe. 

 

 

Figure 10: Robert Morris, Untitled (L-Beams), 1965. Wood, photograph from 
Tucker, Marcia, Robert Morris exhibition, 1970. Source: UTexas DASe. 



 74 

 

Figure 11: Naumburg Cathedral West Choir Screen, c. 1255. Source: UTexas 
DASe. 

 

 

Figure 12: Detail of Last Supper, Naumburg Cathedral West Choir Screen, c. 1255. 
Source: ARTSTOR. 
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Figure 13: J. R. Clarke, Reception Model. After Looking at Laughter, 2007. Fig. 1. 
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Figure 14: Jessamine Batario, Reception Model. 
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Figure 15: Musée du Louvre, First Floor Plan, Source: www.louvre.fr. 

 

 

Figure 16: Google Art Project, View 1 of the Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
Source: www.googleartproject.com. 
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Figure 17: Google Art Project – View 2 of the Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
Source: www.googleartproject.com. 

 

 

Figure 18: Google Art Project – Paul Gauguin’s The Seed of Areoi at the Museum 
of Modern Art, New York. Source: www.googleartproject.com. 
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Figure 19: Google Art Project – Detail of Paul Gauguin’s The Seed of Areoi at the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York. Source: 
www.googleartproject.com. 

 

 

Figure 20: Google Art Project – New York Street. Source: 
www.googleartproject.com. 
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Figure 21: Google Art Project – Page Loading. Source: www.googleartproject.com. 

 

Figure 22: Edvard Munch, Self-Portrait with Cigarette, 1895. Oil on canvas, 110.5 
x 85.5 cm, Nasjonalgalleriet, Oslo. Source: UTexas DASe. 
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Figure 23: Jackson Pollock, Autumn Rhythm, 1950. Oil on canvas, 266.7 x 525.8 
cm, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Source: UTexas DASe. 

 

 

Figure 24: Francisco de Goya’s Untitled (Saturn Devouring one of his Children) on 
a t-shirt, www.zazzle.com. 
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Figure 25: The Simpsons, Season 21, Episode 17, “American History X-cellent,” 
April 2010. 
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Figure 26: Francisco de Goya, Untitled (Saturn Devouring One of his Children), 
1820-1823. Oil mural transferred to linen, 143.5 x 81.4 cm, Museo 
Nacional del Prado. Source: UTexas DASe. 
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Figure 27: La Quinta del Sordo, Ground Floor Plan. After Junquera, Black 
Paintings of Goya, P. 42. 
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Figure 28: La Quinta del Sordo, First Floor Plan. After Junquera, Black Paintings 
of Goya, P. 43. 
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Figure 29: Francisco de Goya, Untitled (Judith and Holofernes), 1820-1823. Oil 
mural transferred to linen, 143.5  81.4 cm, Museo Nacional del Prado. 
Source: UTexas DASe. 

 

 

Figure 30: Francisco de Goya, Untitled (La Leocadia), 1820-1823. Oil mural 
transferred to linen, 145.7  129.4 cm, Museo Nacional del Prado. 
Source: UTexas DASe. 
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Figure 31: Francisco de Goya, Untitled (Dos Viejos), 1820-1823. Oil mural 
transferred to linen, 142.5 x 65.6 cm, Museo Nacional del Prado. 
Source: UTexas DASe. 

 

 

Figure 32: Francisco de Goya, Untitled (El Gran Cabron), 1820-1823. Oil mural 
transferred to linen, 140.5 x 435.7 cm, Museo Nacional del Prado. 
Source: UTexas DASe. 
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Figure 33: Francisco de Goya, Untitled (The San Isidro Pilgrimage), 1820-1823. 
Oil mural transferred to linen, 138.5 x 43.6 cm, Museo Nacional del 
Prado. Source: UTexas DASe. 

 

 

Figure 34: Reconstruction of Ground Floor Parlor at La Quinta del Sordo, 
www.theartwolf.com. 
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Figure 35: Museo Nacional del Prado, Ground Floor Plan, Source: 
www.museodelprado.es. 

 

 

Figure 36: Andrew Ferren, Room of The Black Paintings (Room 67), The New York 
Times, March 2009. 
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Figure 37: Francisco de Goya, Untitled (The Dog), 1820-1823. Oil mural 
transferred to linen, 123 x 266 cm, Museo Nacional del Prado. Source: 
UTexas DASe.  

 

 

Figure 38: Francisco de Goya, Untitled (Asmodeus), 1820-1823. Oil mural 
transferred to linen, 127 x 263 cm, Museo Nacional del Prado. Source: 
UTexas DASe. 
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Figure 39: Museo Nacional del Prado, gift shop offerings, www.museodelprado.es. 
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Figure 40: Francisco de Goya’s Untitled (Saturn Devouring One of his Children) 
on various clothing items, www.zazzle.com. 
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Figure 41: Yasumasa Morimura, Exchange of Devouring, 2004. C-print on canvas, 
90 x 60 cm, Luhring Augustine, New York. Source: 
www.artnet.com/awc/yasumasa-morimura.html. 



 94 

 

Figure 42: Yasumasa Morimura, Daughter of Art History (Theater A), 1990. Color 
photograph, 180 x 246 cm, Luhring Augustine, New York. Source: 
www.artnet.com/awc/yasumasa-morimura.html. 

 

 

Figure 43: Yasumasa Morimura, Portrait (Nine Faces), 1989. Color photograph, 
180.34 x 233.68 cm, Luhring Augustine, New York. Source: 
www.artnet.com/awc/yasumasa-morimura.html. 
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Figure 44: Yasumasa Morimura, An Inner Dialogue with Frida Kahlo (Dialogue 
with Myself 1), 2001. Color photograph, 134 x 120 cm, Luhring 
Augustine, New York. Source: www.artnet.com/awc/yasumasa-
morimura.html. 
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Figure 45: Dave Brown, cartoon of Ariel Sharon as Saturn, The Independent, 
January 2003. 

 

 

Figure 46: Tina Winkhaus, Saturn (Disparate series), 2005. Fotodigitalprint on 
canvas, 180 x 180cm. Source: tinawinkhaus.de. 
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Figure 47: Vik Muniz, Saturn Devouring one of his Sons (Pictures of Junk series), 
2006. Chromogenic print, 243.8 x 182.9 cm, Sikkema Jenkins & Co., 
New York. Source: www.vikmuniz.net. 
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Figure 48: Justin Wahle, Untitled (Plagiarism series), 2011. Source: 
www.justinwahle.com. 
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Figure 49: Richard Bolai, Feinin (Francisco de Goya’s Saturn Devouring his Son), 
2010. Color photograph. Source: thebookman.blogspot.com. 
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