HuserT DAMISCH

rae ORIGIN or PERSPECTIVE

translacted by John Gooedman

THE MIT PrEss
CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS

LonDeN, ENGLAND




English translation © 1994 by the Massachusetes lnstitute of Technology. Published

with the assistance of the Getry Grant Program. Orig
under the title L'Origine de la perspective. © 1987 by Flammarion, Paris. Works by
Picasso © by SPADEM.

inally published in French

Completion of this volume was madg possible by assistance from the Center for
Advanced Study in the Visual Ares of the National Gallery in Washington, where
the auchor was a resident scholar in 1982—83. He would like to express his

gratitude to its direcror, Henry Millon, as well as co the entire staff of CASVA,

The schematic drawings and graphic reconstructions are the work of Jean

Blécon, architect CRHA.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any
electronic or mechanical means (inchuding photocopying, recording, or information

storage and retrieval) without permission in writing from the publisher.

This book was sct in Garamond 3 by DEKR Corporation and was printed and

bound in the United States of America.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Damisch, Hubert,
[Origine de ia perspecrive.  English]
The origin of perspective / Hubert Damisch ; rranstated by John Goodman.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-262-04139-1
1. Perspective, I. Title.
NC730.D3413 1994

701" .82——dc20 93-21895
CcIp




Contents

xi

il

22

42

1

2

3

Translator's Note

Preface

At the Crossroads

Perspective, a

Thing of the Past?

Knowledge
and Truth

Part One THIS FOINT ASSIGNED BY PERSPECTIVE

A threshold texe. If history there be, of what is it the history?
The notion of "'symbolic form.” Panofsky as a reader of
Cassirer. Perspective and its various kinds. An index, not of
value but of style. Perspective and Weltanschanung. Panofsky as

Hercules . . . Symbolism in painting.

Perspective is not a code. There are paradigms and paradigms.
The “"purpose” of so-called scientific perspective. Panofsky and
the avant-garde in 1925. Merleau-Ponty and the watchword of
4 return to primitive thought. Wittgenstein: a new “sensation.”
Perspective as mych, or how to get rid of it. Space according to

reason.,

A period-specific phenomenon. The denigration of the signifier,
Perspective and the moment of the cogite. The geometrical
dimensi{lm of sight and the function of the lack. The question
of the fixed point in the dge dassigne. Point of view and poinc
of subject. Perspective meditation and the value of origin.
Desargues and the perspectivists. The two perspectivisms.

Pascal: the mad point.

i

_—




|
|

58

74

88

100

114

The Tradition

The Question of

the Origin

The Monstration

The Painting's

Reasons

The View

Part Twe THE PROTOTYPE

Brunelleschi the inventor of perspective? Alberti’s dedicarory

preface. Filarete's treatise. Manetti's Vita. Vasari.

The invention of the rule. The origins of perspective and
geometry. The meaning of history. Perspective in practice and
theory. Knowledge and truth. The Brunelleschi demonstration.

The textual tradition.

Was der Fall ist. The lost prototype. And as for the sky.
Perspective and the built object. Perspective shows. The mirror

demonstrates.

The square of the guadre. Windows and doors. The schism
between the eye and the gaze. A matter of angle, distance, and

point of view.

The mirror stage of painting. Image: the phase effect. The
double designation of the point. The fissure, Infinity, an ides of
“what's behind one’s head.” Whar is vision? I’s me, as if I
were there. A hole that's a stain. A lentil for a ducat. The two
witnesses. The value of the autopsy. The “small” braccia.

E pareva che si vedessi 'l proprio vero,

wii



142 9
i5e 10
168 I1
198 12
236 13

Contents

Geometry Made
Real

The Renaissance
and the Repetition

of the Original

“Er anticho in

prospettiva”

Distancing

Maneuvers

The Reading at an

Impasse

The second experiment. The indiscretion of he who looks. The
recurn of the denoted. A positivist notion of truth. The
destruction of ‘the painting. The question of infinity. An

unprecedented idea,

The inversion. The loss. Truth of painting, truth in painting.
E iscrirto non si truova. Brunelleschi, “inventor of the

Renaissance”?
Part Three SUSPENDED REPRESENTATION

‘The Cittg ideale and the “Urbino perspectives.” Inventories.

Proof by context. The Mandrake. Whar is thinking?

Evasive ractics. The tragic scene and the comic scene. The view
(continued). Architectural reference. The theater and “flat”
painting. Hlusion and trompe Poeil. Scenography, The case of

set design. A long-established procedure.

The descriptive illusion. Meaning and reference. What is
describing? Reckoning with painting withour being taken in by
tt, Poetry as precision. The representation’s absenge from jts
place. Petspective transfixed. Perspective and architecture. Sites

of writing.

vili



278

34

449

Contents

14

£S5

To See Them,
You Say, and

Describe Them

De prospectiva

pingendi

The Loci of the
Subject

Index

The need for finesse. Structuralism, wichout knowing it.
Learning to count to three. A rule for description.
Transformations. The invariability of the point. The sun in
Baltimore. Absence makes for meaning. Shutters. The blank,

the enigma.

Epistemology of the group. The painting of reference. The
prototype, again. Clouds in painting. Symmetrics and
automorphisms. Aberrations and curious perspectives. The hole.
Transgressing the limits. Piero's demonstration. The genius of

perspective. Ensigns in painting. The consistent angle.

The view (tertiv). Diderot’s telescope. Rotationfostension. Quéxi
per sino in infmite. The subject holds by a thread. Serlio and the
horizon of the theater. Relief, style, and idea. The theater of

paincing. The conrradi;tor. Poetry and geometry. Las Meninas,

once again. The geometry of the sentence.



Translator’s Note

A few remarks concerning specific translation problems. Dispositif perspectif is

used frequently by Damisch; I was initially stumped by the elusive first

word of this phrase (which can mean “$etup” or “apparatus,” with their

concrete implications, or “disposition,” with its more abstract and concep-
tual overtones), all the more so as its very slipperiness is one reason Dam-
isch uses it consistently—though it is also intended to evoke Benveniste’s
phrase dispositif d'énonciation (“sentence structure,” with a marked emphasis
on the performative aspect of speech as opposed to writing). I have rendered
it throughout as "perspective configuration.”

Age classigue is a term of historical periodization which has no pre-
cise equivalent in English, designating roughly the period falling between
the Renaissance and the modern era centered in the “classic” seventeenth
century; it has been left in the original French.

Représentation carries all the meanings of the parallel English term
and then some: in French it also means “performance,” in the sense of a
theatrical presentation, and Damisch does his best to make this dowble
entendre work for him in part II1. Its very title is a pun on the word:
Représentation suspendne can signify either “suspended representation” or “per-
formance postponed,” both of which are relevant and intended by Darmisch.
As a translacor I had to choose between them and opted for the first, pri-
mary meaning. But the reader should bear in mind the theatrical reference
of the word as it is used here.

I have tried to employ standard renderings of Lacanian rerminology
but have not made a fetish of consistency: charnidre, for instance, is some-
times translated as “hinge,” sometimes as “pivot.” Similarly for terms drawn
from the phenomenological tradition, notably the writings of Husserl and
Merleau-Ponty: I consulted the English language editions of these works but

deparred from their locution when it seemed appropriate for reasons of con-
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text andfor sense. This was, in fact, my procedure with all the rranslated
works, norably the Renaissance texts by Manerti and Filarete which exist in
excellent bilingual critical editions: 1 have sometimes diverged from the
renderings of their distinguished translators, always in the direction (I hope)
of readings that are more literal, if less elegant, than theirs, in a way con-

" sistent with Damisch's stated goal of “close reading.”

Thanks to James Elkins and Marvin Trachtenberg, who assisted
me, respectively, with technical rerms and bibliography; to Dana Andrus of
The MIT Press for her fine editing; and to Damisch himself, who was
helpful in clarifying several points relating to some of the book's more diffi-
cult passages. But there are bound to be.errors in any translation of a work
of this intellectual breadth and density; egregious or not, all of them are

mine.

J. G.

Translator's Note xli




Preface

‘This book was born of impatience. A double impatience, traces of which
will be felt here and there, for I have not wanted to remove all of them.
First, I found ir regrectable that subject matter as highly speculative as
perspective—thar used by painters, the perspectiva artificialis as opposed to
traditional optics, both antique and medieval, the perspertiva said to be
naturalis—had given rise only, apart from a few notable exceptions, to
scholarly work that was often erudite (and for this reason alone precious,
indispensable) but thar failed to engage the relevant philosophical issues. I
further observed that in different texts by different authors treating the
question of perspective—if not perspective as a question—dogmartism,
received ideas, prejudices, and, still worse, precipitate conclusions generally
won out over the demands of knowledge and reflection. And this was all the
more the case, in my judgment at least, when the analysis, or what passed
for such, was in the service of a critical project that was clear-cut and
radical.

But there is more. Such is indeed the heuristic power of the per-
spective configuration, and the value of it as a model for thought, thar it
continues to exercise its influence over the widest range of domains, while
in the field of art any reference to so-called scientific perspective is taken to
be an indication of archaism. This seems obvious enough when Miche! Fou-
cault refers to the compositional arrangement of Las Meninas, undermining
and recasting its implications, reducing it ro flatness, then by contrast
restoring its three-dimensionality o illustrate retrospectively the workings
of the system of representation that functioned as the bedrock of thoughe in
the dge classique. The question becomes more complicated with Jacques
Lacan, when he states that a painting (teblean) is “the relation through
which the subject comes to find irs bearings as such”: while encouraged to

do so in the service of perspective, we must take care not to confuse the
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Preface

subject here, which is the desiring subject, with the carcesian subjece, the
one that, in the historically defined moment of the cogrte, gives itself our o
be the correlative of science, in the modern sense of the word, while ar the
same time presupposing the unconscious—the index, from the start, of a
split, a cleavage (Freud's Spaltung), and of the division experienced by the
subject as a division berween knowledge and truch.! I am amazed that
although both of the texts in question have achieved the status of modern
classics, these two treatments of the paradigm of perspective in contempo-
rary theoretical wriring have led to results diametrically opposed to those we
might have had reason to expect. Foucanlt’s discussion of Las Mensnas and
Lacan’s digression on the scopic relation, despite their preliminary character
{for preliminary is what they are), far from having cleared the way for more
rigorous examination of an object of study which these publications pre-
sented in a new light, have remained undeveloped, at least in France, their
only effect seemingly to have spawned a platitudinous discourse all the more
discouraging because of its unjustifiable claims to theoretical legitimacy.

It would be overly fastidious to catalog here the imprecise defini-
tions, the crude simplifications, not to mention the outright errors and
misunderstandings, that are the stock in trade of those, their motives often
suspect, who parrot formulations that no longer have even the merit of
novelty. This tendency is especially pervasive in certain fields of inquiry that
have only an indirect bearing on painting, for example, in studies of pho-
tography and film. A curious polemical debate took shape in these fields in
Paris in the 1970s, fallout from which can still be observed today. Basing
their arguments, as I myself did in 1963,? on the fact that the photographic
box, and the camera which is its technical extension, function optically in a
way wholly consistent with so-called one-point perspective (to such an
extent that Delacroix could envision using photography as a means of pro-
ducing the perspectival framework for his paintings), some maintained that

photography and film disseminate spontaneously, and so to speak mechani-

1. Cf Jacques Lacan, "La Science et la vérité,” Eerits, Paris, 1966, pp- 835-77 (not included in
the English-language cdition of erits).

2. See Hubere Damisch, “Cing notes pour une phénoménologie de 'image phorographique,”
L'Arc, no. 21 {spring 1963, special photography issue), pp. 34-37; English trans., “Five Notes for
a Phenomenology of the Photographic Image,” in Classic Essays on Photography, ed. by Alan Trach-
tenberg, New Haven, 1980, pp. 287-90.

Xiv




Preface

cally, bourgeois ideology (because perspective, having appeared at the dawn
of the capitalist era, must of necessity be essentially "bourgeois™), while
others (sometimes the same individuals) celebrated the pallid attemprs of
would-be experimental cinema to free itself from the “tyranny” of the single
point of view and from the general constraints of perspective. Against which
still others protested vigorously, citing perspective’s scientific status as a
means of defending it against accusations of its being an ideological tool.
This debate is now an old story. But it has left copious traces behind it. It
is frequently misclaimed that perspective, through the intermediary of the
camera oicura, functions like ideology as understood by Marx.* While both of
these, in the last analysis, rely on similar reasoning, the operation of per-
spective nonetheless differs from that of the amera oscura in two fundamen-
tal respects: first, it is not based on the play of shadows, but rather requires
bright light if it is to produce its effect; second, it in no way dictates an
upside-down reversal, only the simple possibility of turning the image from
left to right, which poses an entirely different problem.

The assertion that the camera, by its very strucrure, exudes ideol-
ogy can lead to two disparate interpretations. It is one thing to regard it,
its mechanics, as an ideological contrivance. It is quite another to claim
that it is such because it is regulated by the perspectival “code” and,
through this, by an acquired ideology. In its capacity as a machine that is
not intended to enhance vision {the camera is not a telescope) but rather to
produce images, the apparatus must be regarded with suspicion, and we are
encouraged to so regard it by the fact that the photogtaphic process can
only be carried out in darkness. If it has an ideological effect, this is not

because at the back of the darkened chamber the image appears upside

down: later steps in the process put this right, just as, according to Des-

cartes, the “soul” is supposed to do for the image presented to it by the
retina. No, this is because photography deceptively presents itself to us as a
passive recording, an objective, because physical, reflection of the reality
that is its ostensible material-—and this with toral disregard for the configu-

ration by whose means it functions, which is effectively relegated to obscu-

%, “If in all ideclogy men and their circumstances appear upside-down as in a camera obseura, this
phenomenon arises just as much from their historical life-process as the inversion of ebjects on the
retina does from their physical life-process,” Karl Marx, The German Ideolagy, Internacionsl Publish-
ers, New York, 1970, p. 47.
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rity, controlled as it is by a mechanism now so fully automated that we can
use it without knowing anything about it.
It's all very well for some 1o maintain that the technical procedure

in itself is neutral, and that if ideology there be, it should be sought in the
" message and not the code (thereby making it easier for us to grasp the

interests shaping the project, itself ideological, of effecting a reduction of

perspective to ¢ straightforward graphic process, an enterprise thar has been

underway, as I will show, since the sixteenth cenrury). This argument, sup-

posing for a moment that it holds up, doesn't apply to the said technical

procedure (or the said “code”) decking itself out in stolen finery. Such an

application might be proposed with regard to perspectiva artificialis, the only

“scientific” thing about which would be its name. But this would create a

double impasse, with regard to both the problems posed by reference, the

resort to geometry as a rational foundacion for costruzione legittima, and the

mathematical support thar was, historically speaking, 2 primary concern of

painters’ perspective, namely descriptive geometry and plane geomerry. In i
other words, the debate cannot concern itself exclusively with the “basic '
apparatus” to the exclusion of the code in conformity with which the latter
operates. The question of the semiotic status best assigned perspectiva artifici-
alis remains entirely open, given that it lends itself to varied applications,
any one of which could serve as the basis for a rule, or set of rules, suffi-
cient to define a specific regime of representation. But even if it should be
reduced to a “code,” being nothing more than a conventional, partially arbi-

trary form of expression corresponding to a moment of representation, if not

to that age which is said to be, par excellence, that of representation, osten-
sibly dominated by its structure—in other words, even if we grant thar ic §
has no existence, validity, signification, meaning, or percinence that is not

confined within strict chronological and historical parameters—such an

assertion merits that we stop a moment to examine it more c!dsely.

To claim that perspectiva artificialis, as it was constituted in the
quattrocento, is a rypical product of the boutgeois era is to beg the ques-
tion. It is to give short shrift to the problem of antique perspective:
although the ancients never elaborated a system of one-point perspective,
the (late) examples of painted architectural decoration that survive at Pom-
peii and elsewhere suffice to demonstrate that their ability to reduce spatial

relations to geometric measurements was relatively advanced. The same
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Preface

problem arises with the designation of costrwzione legittima as “humanist.” In
my view it can be demonstrated that humanism (Tuscan or other) is irrecon-
cilable with so-called central perspective, just as it is with the precise defi-
nition of the subject (subject, nor Man) which is its corollary. Robert Klein
has shown how Pomponius Gauricus, at the beginning of the sixteenth cen-
tury, attempting to replace the rational, geometric perspective of quattro-
cento theorists with a perspective that he characterizes as “humanist,” and
whose primary concerns were with narratives.? A half-century later Vasari
would complete the process of stripping perspectiva artéficialis of its theoreti-
cal "aura,” relegaring it to the status of a straightforward technical proce-
dure. To discuss perspective in terms of ideological critique is to foreclose
all possibility of understanding its historical fortune, as well as the efforts of
humanism, over elmost a century, to bring it into conformity with its own
standards, those—precisely-—of ideology.

The eminently paradoxical status which is that of perspective con-
sidered as a culrural formation renders the historian’s task particularly diffi-
cult, making him prone to all sorts of anachronisms. Thus, for example, it
has been claimed that a new notion of space was put forward by Alberti—
the same one, mathematical and idealist, for which Descartes would formu-
late a conceptual basis two centuries later, designating it as extension, con-
ceived to be homogenous, continuous, and infinite. This is to forget that
the geometry of the Greeks, o which the author of Dellz pittura consis-
tently refers, was a finite geometry, one concerned not with space but with
figures and bodies as described, or delineated, by their boundaries, whether
these be circumscribing contours or the surfaces enclosing them, to use
Alberti's own definition.? But it is not sufficient for the space within which
perspective operates, which it in fact presupposes, to be posited as infinite:

it must also be centered, which might appear to be a contradiction in terms.

4. Robert Klein, "Pomponius Gavricus on Perspective,” Form and Meaning: Writings on the
Renaissance and Modern Art, Princeton, 1979, pp. 102-28.

5. Cf, my Théorie du nnage. Ponr wne bistoive de fa peinipre, Paris, 1972, p. 162. 1 should point ou
here that while the idea is regularly associated with che model proposed by Albesti, the notion of
costryzione legittima, which supposedly originated with Leonardo da Vinci, only became current, in
these terms, at the beginning of the twentieth century. Cf. Erwin Panofsky, “Das perspektivische
Verfahren Leone Bartista Albercis,” Kunstchronik, vol. 16 {1915), pp. 50416, and Samue! Edger-
ton, "Alberti's Perspective: A New Discovery and a New Evaluation,” Art Ballerin, vol. 48 (19606),
pp. 267-78.
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Preface

It will be freely admitted that, like geometry, perspectiva artificialis was
preoccupied from the start by che question of infinity. This is not to say
thar, from the beginning of the game, it rendered the image and the ques-
tion of the “subject,” as implied by the device, mutually indissoluble. And
it is to go too far too fast, it is to move wich undue haste to maintain, as
does the prevailing lingo, that the modern age's conception of representation
is rooted in this “umbilical knot.” One could reach such a conclusion only
after profonged intellectual work, of a kind that is not identical with the
elaboration, however rigorously and deliberately carried out, of the rules
governing so-called central perspective: the nature, if not the structure, of
the perspective paradigm is such that of necessity it imposed itself from the
outset in its fully developed form, at the same time invoking an effort of
conceptualization that supposedly preceded its integration into the mathe-
matical order, whereas the reduction of perspective to a straightforward
technical procedure would enzail, by contrast, ideclogical relapses whose
implications have yet to be fully grasped.

It follows that one must be quite naive to perceive, behind the will
to subdue representation by means of the rational calculations which are at
the origin of the perspectival project, the specter of Marx's “old enemy,”
merchandise. Quite naive or quite cynical: for such a discourse brings to
mind others having to do with “bourgeois science” that are no longer con-
sidered respectable but that persist nonetheless, cunningly preparing them-
selves for an eventual return to the limelight. The attacks mounted against
structurdlism in the name of “history” are complicit with this ideological
tendency, though they are also the resule of quite different determinants. Of
course the debate pitting a vision of things thar is static, simultaneous, and
ultimately spatial against one that is temporal, and thus dynamic, vibrant,
even genetic, is an old one. This debate has not been ignored by modern
scierice: one has only to consider the way Johannes Kepler, after having
arrived at the metrical propositions governing the distribution of planets in
the cosmos, proceeded ro study the chronology of their movements, though
he did chis in hopes of confirming the existence of a universal architecton-
ics.® It is nonetheless true that classical physics acknowledges the existence

of rime and space only in their abstract, quantifiable manifestations. “Time

6.  Cf. Gérard Simon, Kepler astroniome aitrologue, Pasis, 1979, pp. 283ff.
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sheds its qualitative, variable, flowing nature, It freezes into an exactly
delimited, quantifiable continuum filled with quantifiable things . . . in
shore, it becomes space.”” The same calculating genie is at work in art and
the natural sciences, and its intervention leads to effeces in those fields that
are analogous, though not synchronous. But the mere observation that the
preliminary formulation of a new ideational form called perspective pre-
ceded, by one or two centurics, what Edmund Husserl called the “Galilean
mathematicization of nature” scarcely justifies our ascribing responsibility
for it to an infrastructural determination. Unless we are to defer o a typi-
cally bourgeois conception of art, holding thar it should adhere to the
movement of “life” as closely as possible, avoiding all theory, if not all

thought, as if it were the plague.

*

My admirtted impatier;ﬁcc with certain uses to which history has been put is
certainly not meant to foreclose the possibility of analyzing works and texts
in culeural terms, within the context of a history that, while not "total” or
totalizing, is broadly conceived. A history that makes no claims to having
the last word about anything, that is practiced under the express conditions
that the very term naming the discipline is understood to be problematic,
with nothing self-evident about it, and that the question of the different
uses to which it lends itself, like that of its ultimate meaning, is to remain
a constant reference point on the horizon of research, as well as the related
question: If history there be, of what is it a history? With the result that
history is most irself when it is raking the measure of something that partly
eludes its grasp, necessitating a rechinking of the very notion of history.
One will not find here a history of perspective, nor of its discovery,
nor of its rediscovery by the artists of the quattrocento. Works of this kind
continue to appear, in large numbers and with variable results, though this
production has become increasingly attenuated since the publication of the
famous, and now venerable, text by Erwin Panofsky on Perspective as Symbolic
Form, which even today, for better or worse, is a mandatory point of refer-

ence. But the truth is that all these works are open to the same criticism:

7. Georg Lukdcs, History and Class Conscionsness, English trans, by Rodney Livingstone, Cam-
bridge, 1971, p. 90.
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the historian thinks he can rrear perspective as the product of a history that
it 1s his_task to reconscruce, as if it were a reality immediately accessible to
him through art works and texts—an object of study, in shore, that he
thinks he has inherited, that is supposed to have been given him, such that
its earliest manifestations, its more evolved ones, and finally its decline,
disappearance, and destruction can be observed at leisure as in a laboratory.
Two scenarios are made possible by this, both of which attest to the limits
of caltural history. The first maintains that a mode of graphic representation
such as perspective can only have an empirical origin, one linked to studio
practice, and rthat cestruzione legittima must have been preceded by a long
series of tencative effores, of periodic advances and retreats, before crystalliz-
ing into the form that was subsequently theorized and codified. The second,
precisely symmetricél to the first, would have us seek out the sources of
perspectiva artificialis in erudition and theory, notably in antique and medi-
eval optics—but has nothing to say that helps us grasp the exact nature of
the causes entailing its decline, abandonment, and purported end in the
early twentiech century. Unless we are to turn, again, to history, in a quasi-
taurological move: if perspective has passed out of fashion, if its time has
passed (after having shaped it, this time, in a very literal way), this is
because it does not correspond to the look and requirements of our own.
Narratives of this kind are predicated on the existence of something
called “history” that determines, in an almost Darwinian way, the fate of
systems of thought and representation, of their birth as well as cheir death
and replacement by others better adapted to the current needs of the spe-
cies. This crude evolutionist notion of the emergence of cultural formarions
takes no account of the curiously paradoxical nature of those objects and
structures I would call paradigmatic, which traverse history—or coilide with
it—because they function as so many models for thought, which 15 regu-
lated by them, feaving their mark on the most diverse fields of endeavor,
and remain resolutely unembarrassed (the history of science furnishes count-
less proofs of this) by being declared "obsolere™ if they can still be of use to
it or advange its projects. Among these objects and structures, a catalog of
which would be worth drawing up, perspective occupies a privileged posi-
tion, for it embodies all the traits of a paradigm in the technical meaning of
the word, a meaning—need I specify chis?-—thar differs markedly from the
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Preface

slipshod one recently associated with the word in the field of the history of
science, even implicitly contradicting ir,

If by “paradigm” one understands a model used in declension or
conjugation, then eostruzione legittima fies this definition quite literally: its
apparatus is characterized by the conjunction, the bringing together at a
given poiat designated the “origin,” of lines that measure the declension of
figures, by establishing cheir relation to a shared horizon line, while simul-
taneously determining their conjugation on the plane. Clearly such a config-
uration funceions syntacticatly. But this insight should not lead to neglect
of its paradigmatic dimension. To each figure its place: at each point on the
underlying checkerboard, if not within each of its squares, one figure and
only one, among all those that are possible, can be situated-—which brings
us back to an order of combinations (or as Ferdinand de Saussure would say,
“associations”) that have no spatial extension. To be sure, declension and
conjugation of figures within the perspective scene don’t function in pre-
cisely the same way, but much theoretical work, beginning with that of
Picro della Francesca, set out to impose on the diminutio strictly numerical
rules of proportion entirely independent of all consideration of extension.®
Without taking into consideration that, regarding the syntactical sequences
deployed in this theater, the castruzione legittima proposes, in its very config-
uration, a formal apparatus which, with its viewpoint, vanishing. point, and
“distance point"—organizing itself as it does around the position of a “sub-
ject” taken to be the origin of the perspectival construction, the index of
what is here, what shere, and what over there—is equivalent to a network of
spatial adverbs, if not personal pronouns:‘in other words, to what linguists
call an “expressive apparatus” (dispositif d'énonciation, sometimes translated as
“sentence structure”).

Paradigm, from the Greek sapoadeinvB, “to show,” “to exhibit,”

» o

“to indicate,” “to represent,” “to compare”: the hypothesis [ intend to
develop here, on the basis of an analysis, as rigorous as possible, of some of

the procedures and operations that the perspective configuration (dispasitif

8. Cf. Rudolf Wirtkower, "Brunelleschi and ‘Proportion in Perspective,'” Journal of the Warburg
and Conrtantd Institutes, vol. 16 (19%3), pp. 276-91; reprinted in R. W., ldea and Image: Stadies in
the Nalian Renaissance, London, 1978,
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perspectif ) has fostered in practice as well as theory, would doubtless qualify
for designation by the rerm used by Nicolas of Cusa? to indicate the
resources a “model” can offer thought, whether it be understood in the
Platonic sense of an idea of which the beings participating in it are the
‘reflection, or rather in another, more strictly technical sense as a logical
artifact that is someching like the manifest essence of an object, real or
ideal, which thought is attempting to comprehend. Perspective, as we shall
see, shows, and even demonstrates. To such a point that the ascendency of
the paradigm has made itself felt well beyond the borders of the regional
domain within which it first made an impact (that of painting), and this
without its having lost, to this day, any of its capacity to convey informa-

tion o1 its power to arrract.

*

It follows from the preceding that any treatment of perspective and its
history must be predicated, from the very beginning, on the understanding
that this history is by definition plural. As an object of knowledge, perspec-
tive s accessible to comprehension by means of a series of art works and
texts, or discourses and experiences, of very different kinds that do not
necessarily lend themselves to sustained reading and analysis, or to continu-
ous narrative. This is why the most interesting publications on the subject,
the ones animated and informed by genuine thought, are also the ones that,
with no pretentions to providing a synchetic view of the whole, limit them-
selves to a single aspect of the problem: I have in mind, above all, the now
classic book of Jurgis Baltrusaitis on anamorphosis and the work of Alessan-
dro Parronchi on the initial experiments of Brunelleschi, as well as several
studies in art history and the history of science to which I refer below. Bur
the diversity of possible approaches only throws into higher relief the con-
tradictions generated by the compartmentalizacion of knowledge, as well as
the multiplicity of levels on which the paradigm can be observed to func-
tion. For the moment 1 will cite but a single example, one to which I will
return further on. The treatise by Piero della Francesca, De prospectiva pin-

gendi, lends itself to two radically divergent readings as well as to two

9. Nicolas of Cusa, Le Profanc, semvres choisies, trans. into French by Maurice de Gandillac, Paris,
1942, p. 275.
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opposing interpretations, depending upon whether one orients oneself in
relation to the history of art or the history of science. With regard to the
first, the limitations of the text are obvious: it seems as though Piero said
nothing about painting, that his approach to perspective was singularly
restricted and strictly deductive, completely unrelated to the acrual pracrice
of painters {notably his own), and couched in a language that none of the
eminent specialists on this painter would hesitate to describe as archaic. If,
on the other hand, one's point of departure is the history of mathemarics,
one cannot help but be scruck by the extraordinary discourse that in many
respects—beginning with the formulation of problems of spatial geometry
in terms of plane geometry—seems to “anticipate” that of a geometry that
would instruct itself using the example set by perspective before proceeding
on to an advance (reléve) in the conceptual order. That this air of novelty
derives from the transposition into the painter's language of definitions that
are the foundation of euctidean geometry, producing an effect that could be
dubbed one of transiation (in the etymological meaning of the word, the
original model for which was established by Alberti), only makes it that
much more remarkable: the painter’s decision to adhere to a specialized
discourse (Parly come pittore, “1 speak as a painter”) paradoxically conferred on
that discourse a significance it would have been impossible to anticipate, at
least working within the conventional terms of the history of art and the
history of science.

If I take Alberti's book-—too often decried as that of 2 theorist
completely removed from studio practice, more intent upon reducing per-
spective to a code that upon exploring the possibilities it seemed to offer
painting-—to be one of the fundamental texts of western culture, this is in
part because it operates on several levels, with an unequaled mastery, and
undertakes, in imitation of the paradigm that is its point of departure, to
articulate several different histories, That is to say, one should not attempt,
any more than with Piero’s text, to analyze or interpret it in a univocal
way. The same statement holds a fortiori for the myth of the origin of
perspective as transmitted to us by tradition and for the entire body of
work, whether practical or theoretical, made possible by Brunelleschi's
experiments.

Thus my own project is not that of writing @ history of perspective

but rather, to appropriate a title used by Machiavelli, a set of “perspective
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stories,” each of which aims at isolating one strand of the intricate nerwork
within which the paradigm is imbricated, trying to pursue it to its end,
carefully noting points of intersection as well as boundary lines between
discourses. “Stories,” but which nonetheless will not be fables like those
told by Pliny, if Alberti is to be believed, and which will have more to do
with the “art of painting,” the larter set out to build, working, as he says,
with his own resources, @7 nwove,'® than with the history of art as it is
usually practiced. Stories that address precisely painting's claim to a new
kind of truth. Stories that in their variety, multiplicity, and difference set
out not 50 much to determine what perspectiva artificialir was in a historical
sense as 1o pur it to work again, so to speak, in view of achieving a fuller
understanding, from our retrospective viewpoint, of how useful a resource it
has been for thought, now so intent upon being free of it. A warning to the
reader: the pages thar follow will have their share of trying passages and
repetitions and will not be devoid of obscurity. In a mean-spirited review of
the work of my friend Alessandro Parronchi, the author of one of the above-
mentioned synthetic overviews felt comfortable asserting that current per-
spective studies are excessively erudite and that the two virtues more neces-
sary than ever in this field of study were clarity and brevity.!' As regards
these two catechismal virtues, I very much fear that pursuit of the one
entails sacrifice of the other and that, as the prevailing platitudes demon-
strate, simultaneous pursuit of both comes at a high price, namely the
renunciation of thought. As for erudition, it can never be excessive if it
manages to throw new light on texts and works of art, helping us to see
them a bit more clearly and to more fully grasp the play of knowledge and

truth.

WASHINGTON, September 1982
LE SKEUL, June 1984

10. “Poi che non come Plinio recitamo storic ma di nuovo fabrichiamo une act di piceura . . "
Leone-Battista Alberti, Defla pitture, book 11, ed. Luigi Malle, Florence, 1950, p. 78; English
trans. by John R. Speacer, New Haven and London, 1936, p. 65.

11, Samuel Y. Bdgerton, review of Alessandro Parronchi, Stwdi su la dolce prospertiva, Milan, 1964,
Art Bultetin, vol. 49 (1967), pp. 77~80. The remark is all the more cutting, given that Edgercon's
own work {s ac its best when scholarship and erudition are most in evidence.
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Demonstrate how nothing can be seen except through a small fissure
through which passes the atmosphere filled with images of objects
that cross in front of one another berween the thick, opaque sides of
the said fissure. To this end, nothing immaterial can discern the
shape or color of an object, it being uﬁde;stood that a thick, opaque
instrument is necessary if, through its fissure, the images of objects
are to take on color and form.

LEoNARDO DA VINCGE, Codex Atlanticus, fol. 345 recto




Part One

THIS POINT ASSIGNED BY PERSPECTIVE




A threshold text.

If history there be, of what is it the history?
The notion of “symbolic form.”

Panofsky as a reader of Cassirer.

Perspective and its various kinds.

An index, not of value but of style.
Perspective and Weltanschanung,

Panofsky as Hercules . . .

Symbolism in painting.




At the Crossroads

Anyone investigating perspective today, in its double capacities as object of
knowledge and object of reflection, must negotiate terricory that remains
under the jurisdiction of a text that has attained classic status, one that still
constitutes, more than half a century after its initial appearance, the ines-
capable horizon line and reference point for all inquiry concerning this
object of study and all related matters, to say nothing of its theoretical and
philosophical implications. And this is the case wherher it is considered in a
marerial sense, consistent with the way scholastics subjected objects to sci-
entific scrutiny, or in a formal sense, regarding its conceptual framework.

One can pretend to have read it or affect to ignore it, like Pierre

Francastel and John White (the Jatter ready to embrace the fantasy of curvi-
lincar perspective, but without proposing any objective justification for
this), or simply treat it as yet another citation in a bibliography whose
considerable length will impress no one except fine minds who, while writ-
ing about it and adding their own names to the list, claim to see in per-
spective nothing more than an object of curiosity that's a bit obsolete or—
to cite the paradoxical stance adopted by Robert Klein—an “inoffensive”
discipline.! The consequences of such dodges and feints—misreading, or
(much worse) the denial of that intellectual work of which perspectéive is
simultancously the occasion, the site, and the instrument—are sufficient to
demonstrate that Panofsky’s article on "Perspective as Symbolic Form,” firse
published in the Vortriige of the Warburg Library for 1924-25 (and which
resembles a lecture or summary, one to which the subsequent addition of an

extensive set of notes gave a character that one might call labyrinthine, were

1. Kliein, “Studies on Perspective in the Renaissance,” Form and Meaning, op. <t
p. 129,




This Point Assigned by Perspective

it not for che rigor of the argument), represents a kind of texrual threshold
thar must be crossed before one can undertake—if such a project makes any
sease—-to “go beyond” jr.?

- “To mainrain, with Decio Gioseffi, thar this celebrared text, how-
ever tainted it may be by multiple errors, has not so much clarified our
ideas abour perspective as intensified our confusion about them, and thar it
must now be considered, from the bistorical point of view (my emphasis), as an
epistemological obstacle o be discarded,? this argument would seem o con-
sticuze another kind of dodge, though one that's subtler and better suited,
1o all appearances, to the demands asserted to be those of history and sci-
ence. For to insist on the “scientific” character of perspective, and on the
correspondence, entirely hypothetical, that mighe exisc berween vision of an
object and that of irs image in perspective, resolves none of the problems
posed by the appearance, the constitution, in a given historical moment, of a
form at least ideal, and—ro be more precise~—of a model of representarion
susceptible, in the fields of both arr and science, to developments of a kind
that might be qualified as symbolic—and this despite the fact that if they
were founded upon rigorous demonstration, they would have been readily
accepted. At that hinge (dharnidre) where nature and artifice, art and science,
confront one another, the question of the status and functioning of the
perspective paradigm remains completely open, as does that of the narure of
its effect on the practice of painters and geomerers, and even on the dis-
caurse of philosophers.

One always comes back to this question, and to the problem for-
mulated by Emile Benvenisce concerning language: If history there be, of
what is it the history? Perspective’s fortune in the study of art over the last
cencury (apart from its impact on the history of painting) has largely

tesulted from the fact that ic seemed to provide historians with a clearly

2. Erwin Panofsky, “Dic Perspektive als 'symbolische Form,'™ Vortrage des Bibliotheb Warburg,

192425, Leiprig-Berlin, 1927, pp. 238-330; reprinted in E. P., Aufsitze 2 Grundfragen do
Kunstwisienschaft, Berlin, 1964, pp- 99-167. English trans, by Christopher Wood, Perspetive as
Symbolic Form, New York, 1991,

3. Decio Giosell, Perspecting artificialis. Per la Storia delfa Prosputtiva, Spigolatuse ¢ appunti, Trieste,
1937, pp. 6ff, Gioseffi's refusal o cngage Panofsky's texe was based on historical and theoretical
corsiderazions. A sign of the times, one thar justifies the polemical tone | have adopted here: The
refusal of theory, if not of all thought, has led certain hiscorians (douhtless old before their time) o
sce it as nothing more than a “youthful folly.” Cf. infra, chaprer 12, p. 234, note 57,



defined object, one endowed with a formidable internal coherence and whose
genesis and evolution they could easily study in terms distince from, and
more rigorous than, those used by them in studying “style”—though this
last notion was cherished by them above all others, corresponding to analo-
gous demands: che equivalent, if not of a specific language, at least of those

verbal formations familiar to the linguist. The assigament to perspectival

“form” of a symbolic value or function entailed certain difficulties with
regard, precisely, to history, as is demonstrated, @ contrario, by the transfor-

mations undergone by linguistics over the same period. To cite Benveniste

3%?

once more, didn't Saussure’s innovation consist in his making us aware that

“language in itself does nor admit of any historical dimension, that it con-

)

sists of synchrony and structure, and that it functions only by virtue of its
symbolic nature”?* Then what are we to say of science, if indeed this is
nothing more than a well-constructed language, one enabling scientists co
formulate questions eliciting answers couched in like terms? If perspective
befongs to the symbolic order in one way or another, on either scientific or
linguistic grounds, then does the statement Benveniste applied to language,
and that a historian of science could well appropriate to his own ends, at
least as regards mathematics, apply to it as well: “Time is not the agent of
evolution, it is only its framework”?* Having come so far, we can no longer
avoid the question: What if it were history, at least a certain kind of his-
tory, that functioned, with regard to perspecrive, as an epistemological
obsracle?

This is one of the questions, and not the least, eluded by those
currently dealing with perspective who choose to pay tribute to Panofsky
only as a matter of convention, or who criticize him over such and such a
point of fact or history, at the risk—to use Benveniste’s terms once more-—
of “atomizing” their object of inquiry and conceiving of its evolution in
mechanical terms. It is only too true that the author of “Perspective as
Symbolic Form” blurred the distinction between vision and the optical pro-

cess leading to the formation of an image on the internal, concave surface of

4 Emile Beveniste, "Tendances récentes en linguistique générale,” Problémes de lingniisique génér-
ale, Paris, 1966, p. 5; “Recent Trends in General Linguistics,” English trans. by Mary Elizabeth
Meek, Coral Gables, 1971, p. 4.

5.  lbid.; English trans., p. 5.
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the retina; just as it is clear chat it was this confusion thar led him to
accord costruzione legittima only a relative validity, If the image provided us
by the painter must be referred ro the image inscribed ar the back of the
eye, then linear perspective, based as it is on planar projection, should be
regarded as erroneous or arbitrary. But no one formulated the problem in
terms of this absurd requirement® before the end of the nineteenth century,
& period chat also saw the advent of psychophysiology and the success,
dubious at best, of non-Buclidian geometries, whose nefarious impact—at
second or third hand—on literature and art, notably on the epigones of
cubism, cannot be exaggerated. Fortunately criticism has since rencunced
such nonsense, aside from a few Janx naifs who ceaselessly repeat incantatory
phrases incorporating "space-time” and “geometry to the #th dimension,”
One can only regret that even so prodigious an intelligence as Panofsky's
could be sufficiently misled by it to devote excended preliminary remarks to
so-called curvilinear perspective. If he was guilty of naiveté, then so was an
entire era, marked as it was—to repeat a criticism formulated by Husserl—
by contemporary psychology’s claim to be the fundamental abstracr disci-
pline of the intellectual sciences.” But it will not do to simply declare null
and void a writ aiming at nothing less than treating perspective as one of
the major “symbolic forms” by means of which the mind——as Ernst Cassirer
would put it—apprehends being, or, as some would say (including Cassi-
rer), by means of which it apprehends reality, or the world, and

INLELPrets it.
*

Panofsky made no attempt to hide the fact that he had borrowed the notion
of “symbolic form” from Cassiter. The same Cassirer who himself had

6. Such reference to the image on the retina is absurd insofar as it is based on the supposition
that it is not the object but rather the image of it formed at the back of the eye that is given to
perception, and that painting has no claim to cruth unless it manages to duplicate this, so partici-
pating in this fantasy. If such were true, as Gombrich has pointed out, we would be justified in
demanding that the painted image be upside down, in imitation of the one of the retina. Cf, Ernst
Gambrich, Art and Wlusion: A Study in the Prychology of Pictorial Representation, Washingron, 1959,
chapter 8, pp. 204ff.

7. Edmund Husserl, Die Krisis der Européitschen Wissenschaften wnd die transzendentale Phiinomenologie,
The Hague, 1954, p. 2; English trans. by David Carr, The Crisis of Envopean Sciences and Transcen-
demtal Phenomenclogy, Evanston, 1972, p. 4.




greatly profited, after being appointed to his post in Hamburg in 1919,
from discussions with his colleagues, beginning with linguists and anthro-
pologists, as is clear from the two initial volumes of his Philosophie der
Symbalischen Formen: the first (1923) being devoted to language and contain-
ing a long introduction outlining the overall project of the work, and the
second dealing with mythical chought, which appeared in 1925—the very
year in which Panofsky, then a member of the Warburg Institute, himself
residing in Hamburg, presented his paper on perspective.® The general title
of the work, as well as the material it treats, should not encourage false
hopes: Cassirer’s enterprise can only strike us today as a strictly dated one
that is clearly inscribable within the history of post- or neo-Kantism. This
attempt to renew the project of crivical philosophy on another level, and
within a framework no longer delimited by the power of reason alone, was
clearly related to Hegel's Phenomenology of Mind as well as to contemporary
develepments in linguistics, anthropology, and the human sciences generally

(excluding the history of art): it was meaningful only if one found it accepr-

able to extend to the complete ensemble of mental functions, with appropri-
ate adaptations, the Kantian hypothesis of the primacy of the general form
of cognition, one whose very structure determines our knowledge of the
objects it actempts to comprehend. Besides rational knowledge gained under
the rubric of “science,” other forms of reception, organization, and objectifi-
cation of the specific, as well as of the general, namely—under rubrics yet
to be defined~—“deliberation,” speculation, and reflection are also function-
ing, these being irreduceable to the terms of discursive logic. Forms that,
withour doubt, do not lend themselves to pure, a priori deduction, but each
of which is nonetheless shaped by its own aims and laws, corresponding to a
universe of representacion, a specific Bildwelt, whether it be that of lan-
guage, myth, or art. The critique of reason is thus transformed into a cri-
tique of culture whose goal becomes that of identifying and establishing the
limitations of its constitntive operations, in the Kantian sense of the word, in

view of articulating a “differential morphology of the mind” {¢etne Formenlehre

8. Ernsc Cassirer, Philosophie der symbolischen Formen, vol. 1, Die Sprache, Berlin, 1923; vol. 2, Der
Myzhos, 1925; vol. 3, Phinomenologic dev Evkenninis, 1929; English trans, by Ralph Mannheim, The
Philosaphy of Symbolic Forms, New Haven and Lendon, 1955-57.
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des Greisres) and of deciding to what extent these forms do or do not consti-
ture a system.®

For such is the central question around which, from the starr, The
Philosoply of Symébolic Forms is organized. And this question is of particular
import to the theory of art, even though Cassirer applied his critique only
to verbal thought and mythic thought, returning at the end of the work ro
a phenomenology of scientific knowledge, treating the form of “art” only
incidentally, though he invokes it wicth some regularity. In accordance with
one’s predisposition to answer positively or negatively, one will be led to
investigare whether some shared, constitutive element or principle is opera-
tive in the different “symbolic forms," on which basis it should be possible
to think through their reciprocal configuracions and articulatiops—the mid-
dle term having been found that facilitates extension of the work accom-
plished by transcendental philosophy to the totality of intellecrual
operations. Unless, that is, one abandons the notion of an encompassing
unity, in which case the philosophy of the said forms would ultimately be
reduced to a history clothing itself in the externals of a history of language,
a history of religion and myth, or a history of art, as appropriate for each
specific object. *?

Cassirer thought he had found this element, this mediating princi-
ple, this middle term in what he called the “general function of symboliza-
tion”; The philosophy of symbolic forms aims at nothing less than
application of Leibniz's “universal characteristic,” based on the idea that
conceptual definition of any content whatever goes hand in hand with its
stabilization in a sign, to the totality of symbolic activity, whether linguisti-
cally based or not. Were this project to prove successful, we would then
have at our disposition “a kind of grammar of the symbolic function as
such, which would encompass and generally help to define its special terms
and idioms as we encounter them in language and art, in myth and reli-
gion. " Far from being a simple teflection, the sgr is the instrument, as

Benveniste would later put it, of a re-production that has meaning, that mekes

9. Cassirer, op.cit., vol. 1, introduction.
i¢  Ibid.; English trans., p. 84.
it. Ibid., p. 86.
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sense, only insofar as it is subjected to a strict set of rules. As Cassirer
asserts, the operation of the sign is indistinguishable from the very principle
of consciousness, which impilies that nothing can be posited by it that does
not refer to something clse, that does not need supplementary mediation.
“Only in and through this represeniation does what we call the ‘presence’ of
the content become possible.”!? It is still necessary, if one is to speak of
symbolism as it is currently understood, for this representation, operating as
it does like a kind of mise en scene or natural scenography—its signifying
power being antecedent to the position of any specific sign—to be caught
up in a network of relacions that conforms to a principle of constitution,
which in turn makes its mark on all its productions. In the last analysis the
sole purpose of “symbolic forms,” their sole product, is just this: the conquest
of the world as representation. > “Thus language, myth, and art each consti-
tutes an independent and characteristic structure, which does not achieve its
value from an outward, transcendent existence that is somehow ‘mirrored’ in
it. What gives each of these forms its meaning is that ic builds up a pecu-
liar and. independent, self-contained world of meaning according to an
inherent formative law of its own. Thus in all of them, as we have seen, a
principle of objective formation is at work. They are modes of ‘growing into

being,” of genesis es ousian, as Placo called it.”!

*

The import, within the framework of a philosophy of representation such as
Cassirer’s, of treating perspective as a “symbolic form” will be immediately
apparent. Its operation seems to correspond perfectly to the function which
is that of language, myth, and art, to say nothing of science: a function by
no means specular, or passive, but rather constitutive, within the register of
representation, of the order and even the meaning of things, first and fore-
most of the “world of objects.” Including, as Cassirer insists, the synthetic
function identifiable with the I: the “I” which in this capacity must be

inscribed, from the beginning, within the “point of view,” an idea that

2. Ihid., p. 98.
13.  Ibid., vol. 3, p. 281,
14. Ibid., p. 383.




necessarily refers us back to that of the “subject” as well as to that of
language and even, if Cassirer is t0 be believed, of the phonetic sign.'* But
this operation has meaning, once again, mwekes sense, only insofar as it con-
forms to a principle of constitution with its own specific rules. If man can
learn to see an image in perspective, instead of seeing—in the words of
Ludwig Klages—“z man drawn or painted in perspective” as animals do, as
“nothing more than a piece of colored paper or canvas,”'® this is because of
what has already been said: “The conception of an aesthetic form in the
sensible world is possible only because we ourselves created the fundamental
elements of form. All understanding of spatial forms, for example, is ulti-
mately bound up with this activity of their inner production and with the
law governing this production.”"” Or, to cite Cassirer once more: “In each
one of its freely projected signs the human [mind} apprehends the object
and at the same time apprehends itself and its own formative law."'®
While Cassirer may not have been fully aware of this, these state-
ments have the merit of implicitly posing the question of the role of the
symbolic in the realm of the imaginary. The very considerations that favor
this assignation increase the difficulty of situating perspective within the
symbolic order. Without going so far as to unequivocally identify it as a
“symbolic form,” thereby placing it on the same footing as art, with which
it would then enter into competition—and would one then regard it as a

1

simple “idiom," or as a singular form among all those in terms of which a
plastic thought is realized, seeing it, along with Panofsky, as a manifesca-
tion of style, one that is itself incapable of bestowing value of any kind?"—
it should he noted chat in any case its range of application exrends well
beyond the field of art. To be sure, the notion of a unified space seemingly
posired by cerrain paintings functions on a level quite distinct from that
implied by the propositions of euclidian geometry: in the one case, space is
apprehended qualitatively, incuitively; in the other, it is conceived as a

rational, essentially metrical system. But the crucial consideration remains

15. . ibid., p. 91.

16, ifudwig Klages, Awsdruckbewegung und Gestaltungskraft, leipzig, 1923, p. 198; cited by Cassi-
rer, English trans., op.cit., vol. 3, p. 112,

17, Cassirer, op.cit., vol. 1, p. 88.

18.  Ibid., p. 92.

19.  "Allein wenn Perspektive kein Wertmoment ist, so ist sie doch ein Stilmoment . . .."” Panof-
sky, op. cit., p. 108; English crans., pp. 40-41.
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the following: that a single network of lines can create an effect of depth
that implies the negation, or—as the phenomenologists would put it—the
“néantization,” of the plane onro which it is projected, to the gain of the
image inscribed there, or it can be regarded as a figure of plane geometry,
in accordance with the tenets laid down, long before Gérard Desargues, by
Piero della Francesca in his De prospectiva pingendi. And this holds for count-
less perspectival sketches and studies: each is reducable to a principle of
construction that can vary within certain parameters but that nonetheless
conforms 10 a single design principle (the one designated by the term “per-
spective”), the same network of relations correlating, in the one case, with
the realm of the imaginary and, in the other, with the realm of the concept.
And it is just this that makes it difficult, if not impossible, where perspec-
tive is concerned, to establish a clear distinction between aesthetic determi-
nations and logical ones. On this point, as on many others, we do well to
heed Leonardo da Vinci, who observed that while perspective is the daugh-
ter of painting, she in turn demonstrates it.?® And thanks to the consider-
able demonstrative power inhering in it, its effects were felt, as Panofsky
saw very clearly, not only in painting but in science, especially geomerry,
upon which it had initially seemed to depend.

In truth, these questions do not seem to have interested Panofsky,
whose intention was, as he says quite openly, “to extend Ernst Cassirer’s
felicitous term {i.c., ‘symbolic form'} to the history of art.”! The fact is,
however, that, far from making reference to it from the start, he only intro-
duces it after extended developments, supposedly based on psychophysiol-
ogy, that directly contradict Cassirer’s arguments because they take the
retinal image, which has nothing to do with the symbolic order, to be the
touchstone of perspective construction. And as for the definition he uses,
which holds that perspective is one of those “symbolic forms” by means of
which “inzellectual meaning becomes so closely linked to a concrete sign as

to be indistinguishable from it,”?? it is sufficiently vague and generalized to

20. Cf. H. D, Thiorie du nuage, pp. 215,

«21. "Um Ernst Cassirer gliscklich geprigren Terminus auch fiic di Kunstgeschichte nutzbar zu
machen,” Panofsky, loc. cit.

22. “Als eine jener “symbolischen Formen' bezeichnet werden duech die ein geistiger Bedeutung-
sinhalt an ein konksetes sinnliches Zeichen gekniipft und diesem innerlich zugeeignet wird.” Ibid.;
cf. Cassirer, English trans., op.cit., vol. 1, p. 93.
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justify any interpretation one would like. Perspective, a system of signs?
Then it would have been necessary to specify what “use” such a system
might be in this context, and wherher it functions here in any way other
than metaphorically. But to even pose this question would have made
another approach to the problem necessary and inevitable: far from simply
applying the notien of symbolic form to a field into which Cassirer himself
had not ventured, as others in the same period tried to do with the conceprs
of psychoanalysis, it would have been necessary for Panofsky to conceive his
investigation into perspective as a critical contribution to the philosophy of
symbolic forms, withour prejudging what the theoretical consequences of

such an enterprise might be in his own domain, that of the history of art.

#*

The precise moment chosen by Panofsky to introduce the notion of “sym-
bolic form™ into his text is not wicthout its significance: it was carefully tied
to a context, to his comparison of antique or "herringbone” perspective, in
which orthogonals converge at several different points on a single vertical
axis, with modern or “central” perspective, which conforms to the principle
of a single vanishing point. Panofsky himself conceded that his analysis
might seem to overemphasize purely mathematical aspects of the problem,
at the expense of acsthetic ones and, to an even greater degree, those ger-
mane¢ to the history of art; its great merit was to have acknowledged the
extent of the difficulties inherent in any analysis, however tentative, or per-
spectival procedures as applied to any given period—difficulties that are
etsential and that cannot be fully explored without intensifying them still
further, to such a point that one goes beyond the strictly comparative, rela-
tivist approach adopted by the author of Perspective as Symbolic Form. For the
comparison between antique perspective and modern perspective, like the
purportedly objective critique of construzione legittima, was meaningful for
him only insofar as it led to reformulation of a question then preoccupying
specialists: if history attests to the existence of several kinds of perspective
none of which has a claim to absolute validity, the problem—again, an
essential problem—is no longer simply that of discovering whether different
periods or provinces of art knew perspective (perspective, or # perspective,

the German language allows for some ambiguity here) bur rather of decer-
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mining what perspective they knew-—which amounts to viewing perspective
as a genus of which there are several different species. ??

Panofsky did not address the first of rhese questions, ignoring those
civilizarions that seem to have been unfamiliar with perspective—at least
with linear perspecrive-—taking into consideration only those perieds of
western art that knew of it, or that refused it in a mote or less deliberate and
radical way: that refused it or megated it, in the dialectical sense of the word.
Examples of this were carly Christian art, which evidenced, in an almost
tangible way, a destruction of the very idea of perspective,* and Roman-
esque art, in which its surviving vestiges were reduced to nought, though
not without the establishment of a new relationship between elements
brought together on the same plane that would evolve, eventually, into
moedern “systematic space” (Systemraum).®® To say nothing of Byzantine art,
in which light, in the form of gold or intense blue ground functioned, for
the first time, as the very substance of the ideal realm.

The history of western perspective is thus construed as conforming
10 2 crude Hegelian schema in which the moment of synthesis is irself
subjected to teleological constraints, as is attested by the extended period of
groping thar—I am still summarizing Panofsky-—led to the discovery, in
image making, of the single vanishing point at the distant horizon of a
checkerboard ground square perpendicular to the picture plane. But nothing
in the analysis of the moment of “negation” provides us with an answer to
the other question insinuating itself into his “history™: Is it possible to have
a figurative art that does not have perspective at its command in one form
or another, however this might differ from our own conception of it? Or
again, if the concept is to be broadened in this way, to avoid emprying it of
all meaning: In the {(supposed) absence of (some kind of ) perspective, what
“form" might take its place that would perform comparable symbolic func-
tvions, if it is true—as maintained by a compatriot of Cassirer and Panofsky,

the sociologist Georg Simmel—that spatial relations are simultaneously che

23, “Und es ist in diesemn Sinne fir dic einzelnen Kunstepochen und Kunstgebiere wesenbedeut-
sam, aicht nus ob sie Perspekrive haben, sondern auch welche Perspekrive sie haben,” Panofsky,
op. cit., p. 108; English trans., p. 41.

24. Ibid., p. 111; English crans., p. 47.

25. Ibid., pp. 112ff.; English wans., pp. 50
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condition and the expression of relations between individuals acting in his-

. tory, whether real or imagined?26

With regard to medieval painting, Panofsky endorsed the prevatant
idea that meaningful surface relations are reducible o a set of symbolic
relations. But in what sense are these relations symbolic? In the sense that
they proceed by convention, in opposition to the “natural” relations charac-
teristic of an illusionist art that is fundamentally realist, like that of the
Renaissance. The paradox here should be readily apparent: To the symbolic
conception, linked to a denjal of perspective, that prevails in medieval art js
opposed the naturalist conception characceristic of the Renaissance. But
given this opposition, how is it meaningful to qualify as “symbolic” the
form to which the renaissant art is indebted, precisely, for its “naturalist,”
“realist” appearance? And is ir a sufficient explanation of this seeming para-
dox to obsetve that In any case, and however “illusionist” it might be,
perspective always includes some portion (a variable portion?) of convention,
but not in such a way that we might classify and establish a hierarchical
order among them? The form of perspective is not an index of value bur of
“style™: Does this mean thar it is only “symbolic” in accordance with a
given stylistic moment and that there is never any perspective save in refer-
ence to a specific period? Does cach moment of history have its own kind of
perspective (supposing it has any at all), as each period has its own style?

Symbolic, the form known as “perspective”? Symbolic of what? The
question might seem naive or crudely formulated, and it is. Nonetheless, it
brings to the fore the inflection and even degeneration operated upon, in
Panofsky’s text and, even more, in'the work of his epigones, a notion
excluding, at least initially, all circumstantial determinants, including—first
and foremost—determinants specific to a given period. Honesty compels us
to state that the sections of Panofsky’s text devoted to the genesis of the
perspective construction with a single vanishing point offers a model of
analysis as yet unsurpassed, one whose impact on subsequent criticism and
analysis has not been as grear as it should have been. It demonstrates,
makes tangible, how art was able, in its own way, 1o serve as both sire and

instrument of an intellectual project casting doubt on the venerable Aristo-

26, Georg Simmel, Soziologic, Leipzig, 1908, p. 685; Eogtish trans., The Sociolsgy of Georg Simmel,
New York, 1950, p. 402
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telian opposition between imagination and conceprual thought—the same
thought of which perspective was a product but which it in turn furnished
with new models, or tools, whose power is acknowledged in the conceptual
realm as well as that of representation. The slow crystallization of the idea
of spatial recession, over the course of a sequence of steps that in many
instances were taken blindly—a process in which strictly graphic determina-
tions were in a constant struggle with mathemarical and logical ones—is a
particularly relling example. As is that of the notion of planar intersection,
paintings having been initially conceived in logical terms, as sections
through marerial volume,?” the idea of geometric projection having, been for-
mulated only later. These “histories,” to say nothing of that-—posing very
different problems—of the “distance point,” seem to complement and
extend Cassirer's analyses nicely, and make an extremely important contri-
bution to the “philosophy of symbolic forms” as well as to history, or bet-
ter, to cultural anthropology, in the strongest and most radical meanings of
these terms: never has the power accruing to the history of art when it dares
run the risk of thought, and especially of questioning the very narure of

“art” and of “history,” been so apparent as on these pages.

Unfortunately, there is another strand of Panofsky’s argument that is based
on a misunderstanding—if not an outright denial—of Cassirer’s critical
project. If the philosophy of symbolic forms is not to be reduced to a
history, specifically to the history of those particular forms that are lan-
guage, myth, art, and science, then the question of their unity, tendentious
at the very least, must be raised continually as a fundamental preoccupation
of reason, in the expansive sense described above. Of their unity or, to put
it berter, of their mutual articulation. Nowhere is this question more perti-
nent than with regard to perspective—seeing as perspective arose simulta-
neously from the domains of art and science, of intuition and cognition.
Trying to fathom how the ancient world could make do with a perspective

in some sense layered, if not fragmented, the represented space being

27. Cf. on this poiat the admirable analyses of the miniature #lustrating che Office of the Dead in
the Turin-Milan Hours and of the Virgin in the Charch in Berlin by Jan van Eyck, Panofsky, op.cit.,
pp. 119 and 152-34, notes 51 and 32; English trans., pp. 59-61 and 126-29, notes 51 and 32.
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reduced to a simple composite (Agregarranm) as opposed to modern system-
atic space, Panofsky aptly observed that antique thought was not in a posi-
tion to relate spatial properties to the common denominator of an
encompassing substance, of & guantam continuwm. As Max Jammer has dem-
onstrated, Greek science and philosophy first conceived of space as discon-
tinuous, because of local geometric variations (this can be observed in
Plato), and later, in Aristotle, as anisotropic, because of the different orien-
tations imposed on the substrarum.? Such that Panofsky believed he could
write that both “aesthetic space” and “theoretical space” recast perceprual
space, though in different guises, in symbolic terms in one case and in
logical terms in the other.? i

The idea that antique perspective was a response, in the iigurative
register, to a2 notion of space conceived as a receptacle of bodies or a correla-
tive of figures, this idea is perfectly acceptable 0 long as these are not
referred (as Panofsky refers them) to a “view of space” or a “conception of
the world” of which they would be, in their different ways, the expression®
if not the sign, that word being understood in a way that has nothing to do
with semiotics. Here one recognizes subtle derivations (Rewmanschanung,
Welrvorstellung) from the venerable notion of Weltanichanung, itself derived
from Hegel's Zeitgeint, which had long since been accorded a place of honor
in the project of Gefstesgeschichte and was subsequently taken up and given a
new credibility by Georg Lukacs, in whose Hegelian brand of Marxism the

notion of “world view” was relegitimized by replacing the spirit of a “peo-
ple” (Volksgeist) with thar of a “class,”®! In 1923 the sociologist Karl Mann-
heim published an extended analysis of this notion intended for art
historians, in the hope of providing them with conceptual models that were
more sophisticated, and better suited o current intellectual crends, than

those employed, in the wake of Wilhetm Dilthey, by Alois Riegl and

28, Max Jammer, Concept of Space: The History of Theories of Space in Physics, preface by Albert
Einstein, Cambridge, MA, 2d ed. 1970, p. 25.

29. Panofsky, op.cit., p. 111; English trans., pp. 44-45,

30. "So ist also dic antike Perspektive der Ausdruck einter bestimmren Raumanschauung . . . und
einer ebenso bestimmren Weltvorstellung.” Ibid., p. 110; English trans,, p. 43,

31. Cf Georg Lulcécs, History and Class Conscionsness, op. cit. For a useful analysis of the Hegelian
sources of Kulrurgeschichee, cf. Ernst Gombrich, In Search of Cultural History, Oxford, 1969,
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Antdén Dvotik.3? If we should want proof that Panofsky had read Mann-
heim’s arricle, we need not look very far: this article contains the inicial
formulation of the theory of the three levels of signification—objective,
expressive, and documentary—which Panofsky would appropriate and trans-
form, without citing his source, in the incroduction to his Stadies in Ieonol-
ogy of 1939. As always in such cases, this dissimulation should be taken as
indexing a resistance, though one directed less against Mannheim than
against Cassirer. For Panofsky, as a good art historian, was only too ready to
canceptualize the relation between the different sectors of thought and
human'activity under the Nietzchean auspices of a s#ylistic unity correlating
with the “genius” of a given period, with its Weltanschanung or, as Panofsky
would put it during his American period, its “basic attitude.” Readier, in
any case, than he was to accept the idea, entailing a different set of prob-
lems, of the possibility of competition between the various modes employed
by the mind in its work of objectification. On the secondary, conventional
level of signification, as on that of “symbolic values,” the work of art should
be considered, on its own terms, as the sign or symptoim of “something
else,” the discovery of which is the goal of iconography.? Such that the
symbolic functions just as color does for Sartre: nothing is ever “symbolic”
save “of something.” But conceived in such terms, analysis, however pene-
crating its insights into the most intimate, and in part unconscious, opera-
tions of culture, can only have a diagnostic value: that which seemed to be
leading us toward semiology and a general theory of symbolism is thus
reduced to a comparative study of sign systems.

To speak of a competition between the different symbolic forms of

structures is also to admir the possibility of a struggle, of a collision, and of

32. Karl Mannheim, “Zur Interpretation der “Weltanschauung,'” Jabrbuch fur Kunstgeschichte, vol.
15 {1921~22); English vans. in K. M., Bsays in the Socialogy of Knowledge, New York, 1952, pp.
32-83.

33, “When we try to understand it as a document of [the artist’s] personality, or of the civiliza-
tion of the [talian High Renaissance, or of a peculiar religious articude, we deal with the work of
art as a symptom of something clse that expresses itself in a variety of other symptoms, and we
interpret its compositional and iconographical features 25 more particularized evidence of this ‘some-
ching else.”” Panofsky, Studier in lconolagy. Humanistic Themer i the Art of the Renalssance, New York,
1939, p. 8.
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the eventuality of such a rivalry’s producing fault lines, or at least fissures,
in the culture of a given period which no amount of exegesis would be
capable of patching up. ¥ we recain a definition of culture as an organic,
synchronous entity, cach part of which is simultancously an expression of
the others as well as of the whole that contains them, we will find it
difficult to understand how Euclidian geometry could have emerged within
the context of Hellenic civilization, and, to an even greater extent, how it
could have lent itself, after two thousand years, to transformation and ree-
mergence (relére, the French rendering of the Hegelian term Awfhebung, usu-
ally translated into English as “sublation”) in a form that leads, by way of
Descartes and Newton, to Kant's definition of space as the pure form of
intuition, or--on the register of representation, the one that concerns us
here—as formal intwition. > And this despite the fact, upon which Max Jam-
mer insists, that Greek geometry never succeeded in constituting space as
its proper object of study, remaining by the large confined to the plane.?
Bur this was also true of Renaissance science, at least in ics early stages,
And it is somewhat abusive, from a historical point of view, to invoke, by
way of Nicolas of Cusa and Giordano Bruno, the ¢artesian idea of extension
as accounting for the invention, at the beginning of the Afteenth century, of
costruzigne legittima: as if the concept of homogeneous, unlimired extension
had been, at such an early date, within the domain of the representable, 3%
Besides the anachronism’s being patent——to say nothing of the contradiction
in terms, to which I will rerurn subsequently, implied by the idea of a
contingum that is infinite yet centered—ic is far from clear thar it sheds any
light: for it could be that modern perspective initially conformed to the
intellectual tradition of antiquity and thar for a time was less concerned

with space itself than it was with the bodies and figures for which it served

34. “Space represented as an object (as required by geometry), contains more than the mere form
of intuition, namely, the comprebension of the manifold, which is given according to the form of
sensibility, into a perceprible (intuicable) representation, so that the form of intwition gives the mani-
fold only, while the formal intuition gives unity of representation.” Emmanuel Kant, Critigue of Pure
Reason, English trans. by F. Max Muller, New York, 1966, p. 94. On the distinction berween
“form of intuition” and “formal incuirion,” cf. Marcin Heidegger, Interprétation phénoménologique de la
eritigue de la rafson puve de Kani, French trans., Paris, 1982, pp. 135f

35, Jammer, loc, cir,

36. “In dem Bereich des Vorstellbaren.” Panofsky, "Die Perspekeive . . .," op. cit., p. 150, note
47; English trans., p.
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as a recepricle, agreeing in every tespect with the Aristotelian notion of an
extension that is finite and differentiated, and consequently discontinueus.
If there are good reasons for opposing an “American” Panofsky, a
humanist having come to terms with positivism, 1o a "German” Panofsky,
tempted by theory and philosophy, care must still be taken not to place, in
the years after Hamburg and his sojourn at the Warburg Institure, the great
“Pan” (as he was nicknamed ar Princeton), like Hercules,?” at a cross.roads
obliging him to choose between history and philosophy. Even at Princeton,
the company of Albere Einstein and Alexandre Koyré had an effect on his
work and thought, as is attested by his essay on Galileo.?® Far be it from
me to maintain that Perspective as Symbolic Form was without import for his
subsequent work: one need only point to the extended discussion of perspec-
tiva avtificialis in the introduction to the book on early Netherlandish paint-
ing, without doubt his masterpiece, as well as to Renaissance and Renaicences
in Western Art. But it is certainly not by chance, nor is it the effect of some
ambient malignity, that his epigones have recognized ig lincar perspective
the symbolic form par excellence of the Italian Renaissance, thereby voiding
this notion of all theoretical and critical bite. If Cassirer’s lesson is still
relevant in our field, this is because it fosters scepticism roward a certain
idea of symbolism, one that will condemn the history of art to a vegetative
state for however long it persists in conceiving of itself as a “humanist”
discipline (though let it be noted here that the meaning of this word in the
context of the American university differs from the one having accrued to it
in the Buropean tradition). Through the question of the fixed point of the
“subject,” as Pélerin Viaror would pur it, f)erspecrive is given to our
thought not only as a “form™ bound up with an entire epistemological con-
stellation, but—to turn the metaphor against itself, stripping it of all total-
izing connotations-—as a singular paradigmatic structure, one that is rife
with paradoxes and that, in addition to being referenced to the real and the
imaginary, is ruled by determinants that are, properly speaking, symbolic,
in the precise Lacanian sense of this term. However many detours and sub-

sidiary expeditions it may have prompted, the perspective paradigm is gov-

37. Erwin Panofsky, Hercules am Scheidewege und andere antike Bildsioffe in der neweren Kunst, Leipzig,
Berlin, 1930,
38. Erwin Panofsky, Galilee as a Critic of the Arts, The Hague, 1954,
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erned, in its regulated operation, by determinations and constraints of a

structural order which as such are completely independent of borh humanist

culture and historical contingency. For it is a structural fact, if not a struc-
tural effect, that when man comes to terms with the symbolic order, his
being is, from the very starr, entirely absorbed in it, and produced by ir,
not as “man,” but as swbject. Today this strikes us as self-evident with regard
to language, which can only be utilized if each speaker identifies himself as
a “person,” designating himself as an “I” and in turn positing himself as a
“subject.”® But with regard to painting? For a painting to be this configu-
ration, this function Lacan says it is, through which the subject can ger ics
bearings as such (se repérer comme sel), is the point designated by perspective,

in rhis are, both necessary and sufficient?

39. Emile Benveniste, “La Nacure des pronoms,” Probiémer de finguistique ginérale, vol. 1, p. 254;
English trans., pp. 219-20,
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Perspective is not a code.

There are paradigms and paradigms.

The “"purpose” of so-called scientific perspecrive.

Panofsky and the avanbgardé in 1925,

Merleau-Ponty and the watchword of a return to primitive thoughe.
Wirtgenstein: a new “sensarion.”

Perspective as myth, or how to get rid of it.

Space according 1o reason,




Perspective, a Thing of the Past!?

To treat perspective under the rubric of symbolism is to enter into a
dilemma, which Cassirer described perfectly and which can be reduced, as
we have seen, to a choice berween two hypotheses, one of which I would
designate as strong and the other weak. Either the analysis will succeed in
exposing the element or principle operative in the form of “perspective” as
ir does that of every other symbolic form-—atr which point it will have
satisfied the demands of the project to establish a morphology or general
grammar of the symbolic function, perspective being one of its components.
Or it will fail—and focus should be shifted to a (regional, specialized) his-
tory that would retrace the genesis and evolution of this form and describe
its successive manifestations, assessing their various cultural implications
but never really confronting the question of the status of the form of “per-
spective” in the symbohic order,

At first glance the “strong” hypothesis (which is that of the Philoso-
phy of Syméolic Forms) has against it, since we are dealing here with perspec-
tiva artificialis, that it is difficult to see how the latrer would be accessible
to an analysis using the notion of the sign, rigorously construed. Although
it managed, over an extended historical time frame, to appropriate for its
graphic ends a set of objects essentially borrowed from archirecture—aedicu-
lae, architectonic elements, colonnades, coffered ceilings, and vaules in’
recession, not to forget the pavement divided into squares that was the
foundation of costruzione legittima, study of whose trace lines would eventu-
ally lead to the discovery of the vanishing point, according to Panofsky's
argument-—perspective is not a language, in Saussure’s sense of a system of
distinct signs that correspond to distinct ideas. But neither is it a code, at
feast not a numerical one, deploying a finite number of discrete elements. A

brake and a guide for painting (briglia ¢ timone della pittura, to cite
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1 Raphael, Ecstusy of
Saint Cecilia, ca. 151516,
Bologna, Pinacoteca
Nationale. Photo:
Giraudon.
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Leonardo), of which she is the daughter but which she in turn demon-
strates, perspective only has a generative function in some secondary sense.
Its purpose is not to facilite the production of statements, of pictorial prop-
ositions. fes value is essentially reflexive and regulatory—which suffices to
define a cerrain regime of painting, if not of representation. Thus there is
no need to feign astonishment ac the relatively small aumber of quattro-
cento works evincing strict perspectival construction; any more than to
dwell on the fact that sixteenth-century painting seems to have veered away
from the “exercises in perspective” dear to quUATtrocento artises, viewing
them as the expression of a passing fashion. As a paradigm or regulatory
structure, perspective is sometimes in operation precisely where one least
expects it, where its intervention is lease visible. If such is the case, it is
because—as I've already suggested—the goal of costrazione legittima is not
restricted to regulation of the diminution and conjugation of figures within
the perspectival tableau; its function as a paradigm extends much further, or
deeper, providing painters with a network of indexes that constitutes—I
posit this hypothesis again—the equivalent of an expressive apparatus or
sentence structure, one corresponding—in Cassirer’s terms—to the symbolic
element that is fundamental to the form of “perspective.” Eventually the
play of the paradigm makes itself felt through only a few coherent bench-
marks (to which the notion of the sign is pertinent, but on another level
and, if 1 may say, within a different perspective than that of the system,
whose reversal, or relapse, it would represent), and eventually reference to
the model assumes the deceptive character of, if not its repression or denial,
then its explicit negation, which demands to be interpreted as such.

I will cite one among the many possible examples. Marisa Dalai has
shown how the formal organization of the Ecstasy of Saint Cecilia by Raphael
seems to have been devised so as, on the one hand, to impede any effect of
depth suggested by the vedute between the heads of the figures, which open
onto the surrounding landscape, and, on the other, to accommedate the
foreshortened musical instruments scattered across the foreground: the com-
pact mass of draped figures framing the saint creates a screen blocking all

escape inro the background, while the geometric construction of the objects

1. Leonardo da Vinci, Bibliothéque Nationale, ms. 2038, fol. 132 recto; of, jcanvPaq] Richter,
The Literary Warks of Leonardo da Vind, 2d ed., London, 1939, vol. 1, p. 127.
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does not conform to the constraints of any single viewpoint. A signal exam-
ple of the negation of the paradigm to rhetorical purpose, namely representa-
tion of how the saint, to paraphrase Baldassare Castiglione, “having become
blind to terrestrial things, had eyes only for celestial ones.”? Bur Cecilia
does not see the angel musicians appearing behind her on a gold cloud. She
bears them, whereas, according to conditions of presentation usually holding
for altar paintings, the high horizon line, the difference in scale between the
foreground objects and smaller angels, and even the breach cut into the
chromatic intensity of the deep blue sky should all contribute, whatever
Marisa Dalai may say, to an effect of a perspectival de sotte in su, one all the
more fully controlled for falling within che edges of a painting as opposed
to spreading over the expanse of a ceiling or cupola. The paradigm does not
cease to operate here; on the contrary, its double negation is equivalenr to
an affirmarion and corroborates Panofsky, who maintained that perspective
opened up an entire new realm for religious art, that of the “vision” as
understood in its most exalted sense, and which, though taking place
within the soul of the depicted personage, is made tangible to the viewer as

a disruprion of prosaic space.?

*

“Paradigm”: the word, as I've stated, can be a source of confusion, given
the ways it has been used in the history of science. If, like Thomas Kuhn,
one understands the term to designate a model of scientific practice which is
installed as normative at the beginning of a coherent tradition, as was the
case with Prolomaic astronomy or Newronian mechanics,? then there's noth-
ing to préevent us from treating perspectiva aritfucialis, painter's perspective,
under an analogous rubric, without prejudicing its relations with the geo-
metric optics of the ancients and perspectiva naturalis of the medieval period.
But if one understands by it no more than a constellation of ideas and
notions, of beliefs and prejudices chat impose their law, in a given petiod,

on all production in the field of science and thought generally, as in that of

2. Marisa Dalai, “La scrutrura compositiva ¢ spaziaie: una proposta di lettura,” in L'estaii di Santa
Cerilia di Raffaello du Urbino nells pinacoteca nationale di Bologna, Bologna, 1983, pp. 10517,

3. Panofsky, “Die Perspektive als symbolische Form,” ap. cit., b 126; English wans, | p. 72, Sec
my Théorie du nuage, op. cir., part 2. .

4. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Strucure of Scientific Revalntions, Chicago, 1970, pp. i0ff.
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art, the temptation will be great wo view perspectiva artificialis as only a
conventional form of presentation perfectly suited to the times in which it
was devised. Such that Samuel Edgerton could write, ignoring the funda-
mental question of the Philosophy of Symbolic Forms as well as Kuhn's real

"o

understanding of the notion of “paradigm,” “the words ‘convention’ and
‘symbotlic form’ signify only {as regards Renaissance linear perspective] that
artists of that time sought out and practiced this construction in response to
specific culrural demands within the Renaissance paradigm”;® the same
author assures us that the “mechanical strucrure” of this paradigm was
finally determined by Newton, without evincing the slighrest concern over
the gap.of three centuries separating the initial experiments of Brunelleshi
from the articulation of the principles of Newtonian physics, not to mention
the scientific revolution having transpired in the interim. '

However crude it might be, the ultimarely Hegelian approach
adopted, as we've seen, by Panofsky enabled him to posit an analogous
parallel between the history of perspectiva avtificialis and that of other cultural
formations, beginning with art, the field in which it first attracted attention
through the creation of spectacular effects, but which manifestations simul-
taneously stimulated intellectual work incontainable within the bounds of
any particular discipline. If a priori one considers a given civilization or
culture to be an expressive totality, with each of its composite pares func-
tioning as a kind of reduced matrix of the whole, the question of the sys-
tematic articulation of their diverse manifestations is resolved in advance.
History—as too often happens even in contexts quite removed from the
Hegelian tradition—can then take the place of “theory,” it having only to
produce the elements of the synthesis in accordance with which the period
was organized, and this without reference to a “vision of the world” or any
specific “mode of production.”

The sign would here recover its cognitive rights to the extent that
perspective construction could be considered the “sign” of an historical con-
jucture, which would find there its symbolic expression in the context of
which it would have to be studied. As already noted, it’s certainly not my

intention to deny the relevance of a historical approach to the problem any

S, Samuel Edgercon, The Rengissance Rediscovery of Linsar Perspective, New York, 1975, p. 162.
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more than the interest of contexrual studies (which presuppose, however

. disagreeable Edgerton might find chis, a minimum of erudition as is evi-

denced by the chapters he himself devoted to contemporary developments in
cartography as they relate to the cranslation, in early fifteenth century Flor-
ence, of Prolemy's Geography®). But there is a great danger of treating per-
spective as just one object among others, if not as a simple product or
effect, whereas it interests us here primarily as something that is productive
of effects, insofar as its capacity, its power to inform extends well beyond
the limits of the era in which it was born. Without any doubt, our period
is much more massively “informed” by the perspective paradigm, thanks to
photography, film, and now video, than was the fifteenth century, which
could boast of very few “correct” perspective constructions. But evolution-
ism precludes our regarding these as anything more than simple sutvivors or
archaic holdovers, even positively prohibiting us from thinking them in any
other terms: when new ideas come to light, when new demands assert
themselves to which a culture cannot respond in the terms already available
to it, the “paradigm” should cede its place to another that is better adapted
to them. If one holds that the theory of relativity signaled the fall of the
reigning paradigm, the following conclusion is unavoidable: just as linear
perspective provided the set of conventions best suited to that representation
of “truth” prevalent in the Renaissance, “it is widely agreed [I am quoting
Edgerton] that Cubism and its derivative forms in modern art are in the
same way the proper pictorial means for representing the “truth” of the
post-Einsteinian paradigm.”™

Such a temark would make us smile, if it weren't so consistent
with statements frequently made by cubism’s epigones, with the partia
exception that critical literature of the 1920s more often referred to so-
called noneuclidean geometries than to the theory of relativity per se,
which resisted fantastic transtations into the visual order. Panofsky himself
would later cede to this fashion of his period, of which “parallel chronolo-
gies” were the ultimace expression: in his great book on early Netherlandish
painting, he went so far as to state that perspective construction “formalizes

a conception of space which, in spite of all changes, underlies all postmedi-

6. Ibid., chapters 7 and 8.
7. Ibid., p. 162.
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eval art up to, say, the Demoiselles d’Avignon by Picasso (1907), just as it
underlies all postmedieval physics up to Einstein’s theory of relativity
(1905).m8 Roland Barthes has described his bemused irritation at radio
broadcasts proposing circumstantial connections of the kind “1789: convoca-
tion of the Estates General; departure of Necker; Concerto for Strings no. [V
in C Minor by B. Galuppi,” thereby suggesting to the general public .the
idea of & one-to-one correspondence between history and works of are.? But
what are we to make then of a statement such as Panofsky's, which places
the art of the Renaissance and the 2ge clasizgue or the Baroque, and all
modern science as well, from Galileo to Newton, from Desargues to Jean
Poncelet, under the rubric of an aftermath, or—to use Panofsky’s own
term—of the prefix “post” (and, what’s worse, as it’s used in the term
“postmedieval”)?

It is not a master of chance that studies of perspective enjoyed their
greatest vogue at a moment in which it might have seemed that modern art
had definitively turned away from it, as a result of its determination—-as
Malevitch put it—to “make paintings” rather than painting objects and
“repeating nature,” and the current revival of interest in it is symptomatic
too. It is all the more remarkable to observe that in the hear of the battle
for abstraction, in his discussion of it Panofsky chose to ignore something
that his deliberately historicizing approach to the problem should have
placed center stage, namely the rupture effected in the pictorial order by
Cézanne. This would have entailed him, as a good neo-Kantian, to begin by
undermining the pretense of so-called central perspective to restore an image
of the objective world, showing its value to be entirely relative and sceictly
conjunctural, on the basis of pseudoscientific considerations borrowed form
the physiology of vision, before dealing, in a note that must have been
added o the final pages of his study very late, with avant-garde debates
whose echoes reached him from Berlin or elsewhere, notably in an arricle by

El Lissiczky published in 1925.% If we are to believe Lissitzky, antique

8. Lrwin Panofsky, Earfy Netherlandish Painting, Cambridge, MA., 1953, vol. 1, p. 5.

9. Roland Barthes, “Histoire ou littérature,” Sur Racine, Paris, 1963, p. 147; English trans. by
Richard Howard, Gn Racine, New York, 1964, p. 153.

10, Panofsky, "Die Petspektive . . .,"” op. cit., p. 1606, note 73; English trans., pp. 153-54. The
asticie in question was published by El Lissiczky under che title "A. and Pangeometry,” in the
Eutopa-Alrianach of Carl Einsten and Paul Westheim, Porsdam, 1925; <f. Sophie Lissitczky-Kiippers,
El Lissitzky, Life, Letters, Texts, London, 1968, pp. 348-54.
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perspective limiced and enclosed space, apprehending it, in conformity wich
the postulates of Euclid as a “rigid tei-dimensionality. " Shattering one-point
perspective into a thousand pieces, contemporary art, in its futurise guise,

|
|
i was said to have broken wich this delimiting notion of space to arrive,

_ under the banner of suprematism and neoplasticism, at representing inter-
/ vals of depth not extensively, and by means of foreshortening, but--joining
(: forces here with new ideas in psychology—intensively through the juxtaposi-
: tion of colored fields of different values and tonalities. Though (like the
] author of the prowns himself) he said not a word about the problem posed
by the resort, in patntings, to so-called axonomertric perspective, in which

the vanishing point is cast into the infinite, with “orthogonals” transformed

into groups of parallel lines on the surface, Panofsky nonetheless observed
that the way chosen by Lissitzky, the conquest of an “imaginary space”
engendered by the rotation or balancing of mechanically manipulaced vol-
umes, was altogether consistent with a euclidean framework—-as are today
the optical deformations and transformations possible in electronic images, a
fact that bears witness to the continuing productivity of two- and three-
dimensional geomertry, if not of perspective itself at the end of the centusy
which began under the sign of the Demoiselles d'Avignon and the theory of

relativiry.

2 Ef Lissitzky, study for “Proun.” Paris, Musée
National d’Art Moderne. Photo: Museum.
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While Panofsky says nothihg abour Cézanne, it was contemplation of this
painter's work that led a philosopher like Mautice Merieau-Ponty to ques-
tion the nature of the ascendency of the perspectival apparatus over percep-
tion and to query the conditions in which painting might succeed in
getring free of it so as to effect a return to the amorphous perceptive world
that is its perperual raw material, rather like philosophy as conceived by
Husserl would do. The philosopher openly avowed that Panofsky’s Perspective
@i Symbolic Form and the classic analysis of Cézanne's work by Fritz
Novorny, Cézanne and the End of Scientific Perspective,'" had influenced his own
reflections in important respects. It was from Panofsky, as much as Novotay
{Cézanne is another matter, one to which I will return subsequently), thar
he borrowed the idea of perspective as “cultural artifact.” But in the “work-
ing notes” published by Claude Lefort as an appendix to the unfinished
essay The Visible and the Invisible, the question of the means by which one
might revert from a perception shaped by culeure to a “crude,” “primitive”
perception is explicitly raised. And this question, cutting through the
mirages of historicism and relativism, goes right to the heart of the prob-
lem: “Of what does information consist? By what act can it be
unravefled?”?

The idea that perspective could inform perception, orienting it so
complerely that v shed its polymosphic character to become “euclidean,”
encourages one to think that the model's power could not be measured by
the visible effects it has left in the field of art, any more than by its explicit
impact in the realm of verbal discourse, It is perception itself, and not
representations employing the means of art and discoulrse, that would be
necessary to liberate from the rule of the perspective paradigm. Without
doubr, any thesis according to which cwlture informs perception in & way that
allows us to say that culture is pereetved is circular, though it is advocated by
any analyst pretending to acknowledge in a period's artistic production the

expression of a vision of the world whose very concepts it would determine.

11, Frizz Novotay, Céranne wund das Ende der wistenschaftdichen Peripektive, Vienna, 1938
(untransiated).

12, “En quoi consiste |'information? Quel est {'acze par lequel on la défaic?” Maurice Merieau-
Ponty, Le Visibie et 'invisible, Paris, 1964, p. 265; English trans. by Alphonso Lingis, Evanston,
1968, p. 212.
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But in the case of perspective the iuformarion is not reducible to a historical
given, nor to a stylistic trait. Certainly Merleau-Ponty was not disposed to
admit that the privileged status of what he called “euclidean perception”
was an effect derivative of “pregnance,” ia the sense used in the psychology
of form and which expresses itself, as Jean Piager asserted, as controlled
compensation for the deformations to which perceprual structures are sub-
ject. In his eyes, as in those of Panofsky, whom he would have been among
the first to read in France, the privileged status of linear perspective was far
from absolute, but it still struck him as revelatory of the fashion in which
perceprion misapprehended itself, to such a point thar, whether termed
“life,” “natural perception,” or the “savage mind,” it is prone to pur the
immanent universe in its place, tending of itself roward autonomy, reducing
the transcendent status claimed by the euclidean world for itself to that of
one of its many aspects. “The key is in this idex that perception qua wild
percepiton 15 of fuself ignorant of itself, imperceprion, tends of itself to see irself as
an aet and to forgec itself as latent intentionality, as being at—." Or to put
it another way (though, as Merleau-Ponty emphasized, this is another way
of phrasing the “same problem”): "how every philosophy is language and

nonetheless consists in rediscovering silence.”!?

*

I will nor here address the question of what it might mean to speak of a
“euclidean” perception, or of a vision “informed” by perspective, a perspec-
tive—I am stil] citing Merleau-Ponty—that would correspond to an “adule
vision” as well as to “the invention of a world that is dominated and pos- -
sessed, through and through, in an instantancous synthesis”:" 4 vision in
the first person that is coherent, that evinces mastery, and that would imply
as its condition the position of a subject that could eventually reclaim it for
its own, as (ts own property, its own representation. I will only point our

that those who, like Ernst Gombrich, dismiss this idea, see nothing contra-

V3. "La olé est dans cate idée gue la perception est de soi ignovance de soi comme perception sanvage,
imperceprion, tend de soi & se voir comme acte et a s'oublier comme incentionalicd latente, comme Grre
a—", "Comment toute philosophic est langage vt consiste cependant & retrouver le silence.” Ihid.
pp. 266-67; English teans., p. 213.

14, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Le Langage indirect er les voix du silence,” Sigres, Paris, 1960,

p. 63; English trans. by Richard C. McCleary, Signs, Evanston, 1964, p. 50,
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dictory in conceiving of perception as an active process of selection, decod-
ing, and anticipation.’ Merleau-Ponty had no objection to this, provided
one knew how to discern, beneath the information, the operation of lan-
guage and its discriminating systems,'¢ and took note of the fact tha it is
inherent in the perceived to be always already there, to be not the product
of the act of perception but its reason'’——as, in his view, the overarching
project of philosophy should be to renew contace with the world as “signifi-
cant being” (sens d'étre) absolutely distinct from that which is represented, '8
In its capacity as the subject of a praxis, the subject of perspective appears
to be bound up with a logocentric rationality by means of which the teleol-
ogy of “natural light” is converted into an ideal entity, there where the
perceiving subject demands, on the contrary, to be described “as a tacir,
silent Being-at . . .—the self of perception as ‘nobody,’ like Ulysses, an
anonymous one drowning in the world but who has yet to make his way
through it. Nobody as imperception, evidence of nonpossession: it is pre-
cisely because one knows too well what one is dealing with thac one has no
need to posit it as ob-ject,"??

Thus it is the cogite that we must persist in trying to “start over’™
this same cogito of which Lacan thought the perspective configuration offered
an analogon, an imaginary version, if not a mute one. But it would be going
too far to speak of a “tacit cogéto,” a notion that is implicitly a contradiction
in terms, as Merleau-Ponty himself noted, after Ludwig \Wittgenétein.z" It
is the very question of subject and object, of transcendence, of intersubjec-
tivity, of nature, that must be thought through anew. As Jacques Bouver-
esse has observed, this Husserlian project of reduction in many respects
resembles that of Wittgentstein, who also posited the idea of a descriptive
philosophy, of a phenomenology setting itself the task of destroying the

"o

cardinal concepts of meraphysics: “subject,” “transcendental signified,”

15. Gombrich, Art and Wiusion, op. cit., pp. 147-48.

16. Merleau-Ponty, Le Visible er Pinvitible, op. cit., p. 254; English trans., p. 201.

17. Ibid., p. 272; English trans., p. 219.

18. Ibid., p. 306; English trans., p. 2533.

19, “. .. comme Etre-g tacite, silencieux . . .—le 5o de la perceprion comme ‘personne,” au sens
d’Uiysse, comme l'anonyme enfoui dans le monde et qui n'y a pas encore tracé son sillage. Personne
corame imperception, evidence de non-possession: c'est justement parce qu'on sait trop bien de quoi
il ¢agit quon n'a pas besoin de le poser en ob-jer.” Ibid., pp. 254-55; English crans., p. 201

20. Ibid., pp. 229f(.; English trans., pp. 170~72. ‘
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“essence,” etc. Bur Wittgentstein's hotror of the pathos of initmtion, of

commencement, of origins, his view that any attempt to recurn 1o silence
by means of language and philosophy was absurd, these suffice to make him
the anti-Husserl par excellence.?! In his view it is language, not the per-
ceived, that is always already there: all statements (beginning with cogito ergo
sumz) should be comprehensible by others if the speaking subject (who is at
one with what is spolen) himself undersrands it. Such that all “vision”
should be sharable by others if cthe “subject” can see: there is no vision that
is not accessible to some possible description or designation, as well as
simultancously ascribable to a given distance and a given point point of
view as the very condition of vision. Just as there is no private property in
language, there is none in perception: the very idea of a “perspective” con-

tradicts such a norion. The problem then is how to distinguish that which

is perceived from that which is represented. What we cannot speak about
we must pass over in silence: but can't we try, if not to show it ("Don't
look at my finger, look in the direction in which it is pointing™), at least to
derive some sense of it, in such a way chat language might arciculace its

silence, and discourse gain access to it?

Merleau-Ponty considered all of these objections, and more than
once, as can be seen from his working notes. “Raw,” “primitive” perception
must be invented: it only remains to determine what role language is to play
in this “invention.” Wittgenstein maintained that the discovery of the
“optic chamber” had led to a new way of speaking, a “new comparison,”
and, if one can say this, a “new sensation.”?? For our present purposes the
question comes down to this: Must descriprion necessarily resort to means
that are those of representation, borrowing its forms, its metaphors? From
the nonphilosophical place at which he believed we had arrived, Merleau-
Ponty saw no possible way out other than to make a completely new start
(the pathos denounced by Wittgenstein), to reject the instruments with
which reflection and intuition had fitted themselves out, to install oneself
“where cthey have not yet been distinguished, in experiences that have not

yet been ‘worked over,’ that offer all at once, pell-mell, both ‘subject’ and

21, Cf. Jacques Bouveresse, Le Mythe de I'intériorité, Expérience, signification o langage privé chez
Wittgenstein, Paris, 1976, pp. iiiff.

22, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosopbische Untersuchungen, QOxford, 1953, para. 400; English trans.
by G. E. M. Amscombe, Philosaphical Investigations, New York, 1933, p. 121
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‘abject,’ existence and esseace.”** Now, if there is any “experience” that

philosophy has warked over, apparently to the point of satiety, it is surely
that of representation in its perspectival guise. If this same philosophy
should be reducible, as Wittgenstein believed, to a technique for analyzing
concepts, it might seem as though such a reduction of the concept of “per-
spective” were already well advanced. But can we be so sure of this? Could
it not be that having never been submirted to a proper philosophical cri-
tique, the perspective paradigm, as sometimes happens with texts, has
acquired over time a kind of mythic power that is only reinforced by the

uses to which it lends itself in contemporary philosophy?

* .

I will take a single example, one that is now rather commonplace: the idea
that perspective has become archaic, that its rime has passed (painters’ pet-
spective, not that of architects and geometers, which is another story
entirely), that the life cycle of classic representation has run its course. This
is not a new idea. But it is significant that those artists and critics who
were among the first to propose it based their argument on the cubist
experiment and its immediate antecedents. I emphasize again that one of
the basic tenets of the prevailing artistic discourse, and a commonplace of
criticism, holds that the lesson of Cézanne (that of Seurat usually being
passed over in silence) signaled the end of so-called scientific perspective and
at the same time of an age, many would say the age par excellence, of
representation. That does not prevent us from referring back, if not to Ghi-
berti, a least to Leonardo da Vinci, from finding in his Treatise on Paini-
ing—the fiest critical edition of which dates from the end of the nineteenth
century—the premonitory symptoms of a critical trope that has scarcely
changed since that cime, one that holds that costruzione legittima reduces the
viewing subject o a kind of cyclops, and obliges the eye to remain at one
fixed, indivisible point——in other words, obliges it to adopt a stance that
has nothing in common with the effective conditions of perception, any

more than it does with the goals of painting, as properly understood.?

23.  Merleau-Ponty, op. cit., p. 172; English trans., p. 130,
24, Cf. Martin Kemp, “Leonardo and the Visuat Pyramid,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtanld
Institutes, vol. 11 (1977}, pp. 128-49; the first critical edition of the Codex Urbinas 1270 in the
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3 Albrecht Diirer,
Man Drawing a Reclining
Woman. Print from the
Unterweysung der Mes-
sung, Nuremberg, 2d ed,,
| 1538. Photo: Biblio-

i thegue Nationale, Paris.

A woodcut by Albrecht Diirer is frequently invoked as illuscrating

the unbearable constraints entailed by these demands. And, in effect, 1t
shows an artist caught up in a veritable pitlory as he draws the contours of a
{nude) model in frone of him, gazing at her through a transparent, squared
screen, his eye immobile atr the tip of a stilerto. Bur Diirer’s image, far
from treating the operation of perspective (less preoccupied with the ration-
alization of vision than with the rationalization of representation), rather
describes the apparatus to which the painter should turn to facilitace
rational construction, to obtain a rendering that is perspectivally correct by
purely mechanical means in conformity with the principle of the velem pos-
ited by Alberti. In itself such an apparatus had no experimental value, as
opposed to the “gate” conceived by the same Direr to demonstrate, in geo-
metric terms, the point-by-point correspondence, in relation to a common
point of “origin,” between the object and its projection onto an intersecting
plane, In the terms of Saussure one would say perspective was a dense system
(an systéme serv6).® But the nerwork, quite dense in fact, of constraints that
define it nonetheless provides the basis for a new kind of liberty illustrared
by another print, this one by Abraham Bosse, the friend and correspondent

of Desargues: here “perspectors” move at will over the terrain, each on his

Vartican was published by H. Ludwig in 1882-85. In 1910 Péladan brought out a very free,
approximate translation, which was the one read by Jacques Villon and his friends in the Puteaux
group, as well as by the epigones of cubism, notably Gleizes and Metzinger.

25, Robert Godel, Ler Sonrces mannscrites du conrs de linguistique géndrale de B. de Sansinre, Geneva,
1957, p. 29,
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4 Abraham Bosse, Les Perspecteurs. Print from
the Maniére universeile de M. Desargues pour traiter
la perspective, 1648. Photo: Bibliotheéque Nationale,

Paris.

ow, each directing his visual pyramid, its delimiting lines converging at
his eye, wherever he pleases. Dove a mi paia, ferms uno punto: “Where it suits

me, I make a point.”?

Is the mythic status of such images in contemporary writing the result of
simple ignorance and misunderstanding: ignorance and misundetstanding of

what peripectiva avifficialis really was in its time, leading to a miscomprehen-

26.  Alberti, Della pittura, book 1, cited ed., p. 71; English trans., p. 36.
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sion of its original context, of its historical roots? Panofsky saw quite clearly
that the recent quarrels abour perspective were not new ones and that there
have been many, in the past, who would argue from the individual and
subjective element it introduced into art to impugn it, while others, by
contrast, declared its imposition of rigorous marhematical order to be intol-
erable. The fact that its operation can be viewed as affirming rhe reality
principle or as expanding the sphere of the ego,?” this ambiguity, this
apparent contradiction, makes it easier for us to grasp how painters’ per-
spective led to an ongoing investigation of the uses ro which it could be
put, into how it would best be employed. And how this could in turn
imply the task, at once both historical and philosophical, or reopening this
interrogation, of exposing its soulrces, recovering its beginnings, locating
the traces of its development in the perspective configuration itself, as it
was historically constituted; just as it could be taken to imply another task
(without doubt a more tedious one), that of taking the precise measure of
ongoing resistance to it,

But while even today perspective poses unresolved questions; while
it is not merely a thing of the past; while it continues to inform, if notr our
perception, at least our discourse, our thought, and while one can conceive
of the project of dispensing with it, or breaking it down, or—berrer yet—
of deconstructing it, history will not be sufficient for such an undertaking,
1t won't provide us with this last word on the matrer, and it can't even
inseruct us as to what we should understand “history” to mean. The same
holds for perspective (that of painters) as holds, according to Merleau-Ponty,
for philosophy and the work of are: “[It] is an object that can arouse more
thoughts than are ‘contained’ in it (Can these be enumerated? Can one
count up a language?), that retains a meaning outside of its historical con-
text, that even Aes meaning only outside of that context.”?® The key phrase
here Is “that even has,” namely a meaning that is its own, as opposed to
being borrowed from the context. This is an assertion historians witl have
difficulty accepting, perhaps even declaring it to be incomprehensible. But
if something like Merleau-Ponty’s “sedimentary” or “vertical” history should

be thinkable, and through it such things as the histories of art, phitosophy,

27.  Panofsky, "Die Perspektive . . .," op. cit., pp. 123-26; English trans., pp. 7172,
28.  Merleau-Ponty, Le Vistble et Vinvisible, op. cit., p. 253; English teans., p. 199.
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and thought (to say nothing of the history of science, which imposes this
idea on us, or berter yet, which is the realization of this history), it must of
necessity be predicated on such a position, and proceed in a way that does
not preclude us from doing history, in the conventional meaning of this
term, from going hack further than Gottfried Leibaiz, and even Descartes,

in an attempt ro discern the intentions of the “inventors” of perspective.

And that leaves us free to exploir everything philology and erudition’ can
teach us that might serve to advance our project of rejuvenating the per-
spectival experience, of “working it over,” such that in the end——perhaps—
we might have a better grasp of the meaning of “perspective”—and of
“experience.”

The phenomenological watchword of a return, beyond the objective
being “historical truth” instituted by Descartes as the sole realm of
legitimate scientific inquiry, to an “organic” or “primitive history”
(Urbistorie*®), this science of a pré—science, as Merleau-Ponty dubbed it,
itself has a long history—as do contempotary calls for an art fraf, untar-
nished by cultural determinations (though always produced by individuals of
grear cultural sophistication), and the validation of “primitive” thought
forms because they purportedly accord more immediate access to a part of
experience that our science has spurned, has allowed to lie fallow. As
Jacques Bouveresse has written in discussing Wittgenstein, subjective space
is no less “constructed” than objective space. It results from the addition of
something, what Maria Reichenbach called a “subjective metric,” to this
latter space: “Visual space, which we are tempted to call ‘primary,” can itself
be interpreted as a second order construction erected on the foundarion of
physical space.” Jean Paulhan associated cubist painting with the idea of
“space prior to reason” (wn espace davant les vaisons): a space of which, so to
speak, we have no idea, “that falls on us without warning! A space in which
we have no part, yet {whose existence] is incontestable! A space . . . felt by
the heart, and which is not mediated by perspective-—I mean by reflection,

combination, arrangement, in short, by method and its reasons. ™! Bur the

29. Ibid., p. 221; English trans., pp. 177-78.

30,  Bouveresse, op. cit., p. 334; cf. Hans Reichenbach, Philosaphie der Rawum-Zeit-Lebre, Berlin,
Leipzig, 1928, p. 86; English trans. by Maria Reichenbach and John Freund, The Philosophy of Space
and Time, New York, 1958, p. 83.

31. Jean Paulhan, “La Peinture cubiste,” Oesvres complétes, Paris, 1966--70, vol. 5, p. 115.
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fact that perspective must be challenged, thar the attempt must be made to
break it down, to deconstruct it, makes it clear that we are dealing, rather,
with a space “after” or “according to reason” (wn espace d'apris les vaisons). As
for the other kind, nothing can be said about it withour resorting to the—

second order——resources of negation.
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A period-specific phenomenon.

The denigration of the signifier,

Perspective and the moment of the cogite.

The geometrical dimension of sight and the function of the lack.
The question of the fixed point in the dge classigue

Point of view and point of subject.

Perspectival meditation and the value of origin.

Desargues and the perspectivists.

The two perspectivisms.

Pascal: the mad point.




T H R E E

Knowledge and Truth

It bears repeating: if one were to deal only with painting, one would be
forced to conclude that perspectiva artificialis had nothing like as significant
an impact on western culture as is generally believed. If the treatises had
been lost, and we chus found ourselves reduced to dealing exclusively with
artifaces, our image of the art of the Renaissance and of the modern era
would differ greatly from what it is today. In the context of this hypotheti-
cal state of affairs, the visual productions of the low countries might well
have accrued a greater prestige for their apparent mastery of perspective

than those of Italy, and this despite the fact that the Van Eyck brothers and
their contemporaries had done nothing more than apply lessons learned from
Sienese and Florentine artists of the trecento.! In the absence of explicit
theory (which was lacking, precisely, in the northern countries, at least
until Jean Pélerin, who limited himself to giving systematic coherence to a
set of empirical procedures®), the subtle evocation of space in the Madonna of
Chancellor Rollin and the Arnolfini Wedding might be regarded as evincing a
developmental stage far more advanced than that ascribable to Italian costra-
zione legittima at the time. Conversely, the small number of works produced
in quattrocento Italy in strict conformity with the principles of projection
would be taken to indicate the distance that can separate theory from prac-
tice, and the evolution of sixteenth-century art as confirmation thar the taste
for perspective was but a period-specific phenomenon, ne more than a stylis-
tic quitk or a fashionable craze, and as such was likely to resurface from

time to rime,

L. Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting, vol. 1, p. 9.
2. Cf. Liliane Brion-Guerry, Jean Pélerin Viator. Sa Place dany Phistoire de la perspective, Paris,
1962.
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Bur if anything can be described as a period-specific phenomenon,
it is this versior of history, which is quite prevalent today, and it must be
énalyzed in these terms. Renewing with the ideological project which was
that of Vasari, it is far from innocent. To mainrain thar perspective served
painting only by facilicaring attractive games and astonishing spatial effects,
the intention being to establish a distinction between two modalities—one
practical and the other theoretical-—of perspectival experience, as well as to
displace its point of maximal impact; this is to imply that it was of greater
consequence for philosophical thought and modern geometry than it was for
art. Given the priorities currently prevailing within che art hisrorical disci-
pline, is it possibie for us to conceive of a blurring of the boundaries
between diverse areas of knowledge, and berween are and science; is it possi-
ble for us to imagine that a single strand might figure in several of them,
first passing through a field preoccupied with “theoretical” questions and
subsequently wending its way into areas dominated by play and fable (as if
play and fable could be treated as distinct from thought)? Can we posit to
ourselves the image of such a fitful progress, can we conceprualize its possi-
bility, without also inquiring into the starus of perspective as a symbolic
form, one whose history we could not undertake to write without trans-
gressing disciplinary boundaries, given that this paradigm lends its quasi-

magical aura (and its powers) to applications in the most diverse fields?

In his text Vasari treats perspective in a singular way: the author of the
Lives consistently demotes it to the level of a simple technique, lavishing
sarcasm on those who, like Uccello, devoted more time and effore to it than
he deemed appropriate. Such a denigration of perspective (in the sense one
can speak of a denigration of writing, of written characters, of the signifier
in general) is surprising when one remembers that, a century earlier, paint-
ers had invoked their mastery of this new discipline as reinforcing their
claim to a social status above that of artisans—to that of intellectuals, This
becomes less baffling when we remind ourselves of the fault line, the irrep-
arable fissure which the invention of costruzione legittima opened in “human-
ist” culture, the same cultute of which it is held to be the product and the
expression, whereas in fact it contradicts it—quite literally—in all key

respects. Witness the analogy which Lacan emphasized (leaving himself just
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as open as Panofsky to charges of anachronism) between the reduction of
“man” to an eye and this eye to a point, the fundamental move of perspectiva
artificialis, and the crucial historical moment, decisive not only for human
consciousness but for western science, of the institution of the cartesian
subject: a subject rhat is anything but “humanist,” as it is conceived to be
strictly delineated by spatial and temporal coordinates (the instant being, in
space, symmetrical to the point in time). Early research on perspective
reveals an interest in vision whose relation to cthe cogite, itself a sort of
geometral point, one cannot fail to see (according to Lacan).® Bur the sym-
bolic dependence into which this analogy leads the cartesian subject also
signals its limitations: according to this reading the perspective construction
is nothing but an instrument of spatial.oriema:ion, one that has no bearing
on vision. To convince oneself of this, one has only to read Denis Diderot’s
Letter on the Blind for the Use of Those Who See: there it is argued thar some-
one born blind can grasp the idea of the distance separating things solely by
means of touch, and so reconstruct geometral space for himself, much as
Descartes represented dioptrics, the action of the eyes, as the conjugated
action of two sticks, If “the geometral dimension of vision does not there-
fore exhaust what the field of vision as such offers us as the original subjec-
tifying relation, far from it,™ does this imply one is reduced to appealing to
anamorphosis, and to Direr’s inevitable gare, to complete it: that is to
say—as we ought—rto inscribing there the function of its lack?

If perspective is linked to vision, this is not in the capacity of
informing it, or of proposing a model for it: those functions pertain to a
geomerral outlook in which it is certainly implicated but to which it cannot
be reduced. And, contrary to what Michel Foucault claimed,? perspectiva arti-
ficialis does not imitate vision, any more than painting imitates space. It
was devised as & means of visual presencation and has meaning only insofar
as it participates in the order of the visible, thus appealing to the eye.

Witrgenstein justly criticized Ernst Mach's attempt to represent in a draw-

3. Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaive X1, Les Quarre concepts fondmentans de e prychanalyse, Paris, 1973,
p. 81; English trans. by Alan Sheridan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-analysis, New York
and Londen, 1978, p. 87. Cf. also “La Science et la véreé,” Ferits, pp. 8564

4. Ihid.

5. Miche! Foucault, Les Mors et los choses, Paris, 1966, p. 32; English trans., The Order of Things,
New York, 1971, p. 17. ’
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ing what the eye sees in specific conditions, beginning with the margins of
the visual field, supposed to be blurry: it makes no sense for painting ro use
the means at its disposal to try to reinstate a visible image of the visual
image because the painted image is itself given to vision, just like any ocher
object in the visible world, and is thus governed by the rules of vision,
with all the consequences that entails.® This explains why, as Lacan

observed, the geometral dimension allows for a glimpse of how the subject

is caught, maneuvered, caprured inside the field of vision, and how painting
can deliberately exploit it to captivate the “subject” in a relation’of desire,
but one that remains enigmatic (“What is the desire which is caught, fixed
in the picture, bur which also urges the artist to put something into opera-

tion?””) That the place of the “subject” is not the geometral point defined

by optic geometry, and that the same subject moves about within the paint-
ing, that it can be attracted and seduced by it, like Narcissus by his specu-
lar reflection, such is the very law of vision. In this respect the visible
resembles the rangible: my hand can touch something only because it can
iself be touched, and if vision, as Merleau-Ponty put it, following Des-

cartes, is “a palpation of the gaze,” it follows that the person who gazes
must not be unfamiliar to the world upon which he looks: “From the
moment [ see, my vision must be doubled by a complementary vision, or
another vision: myself seen from without as another would see me, installed
in the midst of the visible, in the process of considering it from a certain
spot.”® The only difference in approach vis-a-vis things and paintings is that
perspective-—] will develop this point at length below—provides a means of
staging this capture and of playing it out in a reflective mode.

Did not Leibniz say, in the language of his own time, that there is
no point of view onto things, but thar things and beings are themselves
points of view, subject as such to exclusive rules determining that each one
open onto the others only insofar as they converge, God being defined as
the geometric aspect of all perspectives? An affirmation of a perspectivism

one might call “classic,” and whose formal apparatus guarantees the possi-

6. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophische Bemerkungen, 1964, paragraph 213; English trans. by Ray-
mond Hargreaves and Roger Whire, Philosopbical Remarks, Chicago, 1975; cf. Bouveresse, op. cit.,

pp. 34261

7. Lacan, Le Séminaive X1, op. cic., p. 86; English crans., Four Fundamenta! Concepts, pp. 92-93.

8. Merleau-Ponty, op. cit., p. 177; English trans., p. 134.
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bility of disengaging, of switching from one point of view to another, but
against which Nietzsche protested, in the name of a radically different per-
spectivism: one in which the different points of view are anything but com-
plementary, each one manifesting a divergence which he embraced, and
which would correspond, according to Gilles Deleuze, from whom I rake
the remark, to an art more profound than that envisioned by Leibniz, an art
capable of using difference as a means of communication.® That the perspec-
tive paradigm lends itself to chese two contradictory interpretations, but not
without the narcissism inherent in painting redoubling that of vision, will
be one of the theses of this book. Another: that the notion of & “history of
perspective” has no meaning except as it refates to the movement, constitu-
tive of the paradigm as such, that continuously prompts a return to its own
origins, logical as well as historical, and perhaps even mythic. If there is
any aspect of perspective thar is worth examining yet again, it is this move-
ment, always resumed and always resumable, because always obstructed and
of necessity destined to failure, there being no origin save one that is an

invention, in all senses of the word.

These considerations take us rather far aficld from the idea, somewhat sim-
plistic and even figurative (in Pascal’s sense), that one might be tempted to
form of the operation of the perspective paradigm in the dge dassigue, and in
the context of a science one would like to envision as constantly seeking to
discover a point of view outside nature from which we might contemplate 1t
unimpeded, all its mystery cleared away, with a single dominating gaze'®—
before Kant had established a point of orientation within the subject irself,
in the place where knowledge resides, a development that put an end o the
era in which perspective was held to be a model in perfect harmony with
the idealist vision of the world, because this harmony derived more from its

form chan from its content, This would oblige us to return, despite our-

selves, under the auspices of the Weltanschanung, to a critique of ideologies,

9. Gilles Deleuze, Logigne du sens, Paris, 1969, p. 203; English trans. by M. Lescer and

C. Stivale, The Logic of Semse, New York, 1990, pp. 173-74.

16. Ilya Prigogine and [sabelle Stengers, La Nowwelle alliance métamorphose de la science, Paris, 1979,
p. 23; English language ed., Grder ont of Chass: Man's New Dialogue with Nature, Toronto and New
York, 1984, p. 52.
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if it were anything more than a fable, an unsatisfying one, and if the idea of
. the point of view were not (as philosophers and scientists realized soon after
Descartes) separable from thar of the “subject” imposed, due ro a symbolic
effect peculiar to language, by the first-person voice of the cogito.

As Michel Serres has shown, the question of the fixed point, or
reference point, was a central preoccupation of the dge classigue: such that it
could be taken as the basic indicator of difference between various scientific
and philosophical positions, as well as of their unity, of their deep-seated
mutual complicity. In this sense (and in this sense only), the cogito can be
regarded as the translation, itself in accordance with the cartesian ideal of
world mastery, of a theme or methodical strucrure thar recurs in all realms
of knowledge and that lends itself to all manner of adjustments, transla-
tions, and transpositions. That this theme, this structure, constitutes, in it$
very form, a “vision of the world,” so much is obvious. But the essential
thing is thar this form remains subject to demonstrative reason, such as that
of geomerry, and thae its ideological content is of considerably less conse-
quence than its rational architecture,

This is not the place to enter into a detailed discussion of various
aspects of the question of the fixed point in the physics, cosmology, and
metaphysics of the dge classigne. But I will take up rwo points made by
Michel Serres which seem to me crucial in the conrexr of my argument. As
well as the troubling impact of the opening onto infinity on a notion of
thought that is pefarized in this way. In statics, as in cinetics and dynamics,
the guestion of the fixed point allowed of no solution unless it was a finite
question: it made no sense to look for the center of a revolving movement
that was not completed, any more than to try to determine the point of
equilibrium of a scale whose arms were of infinite length. Thus the opposi-
tion of the paired notions finitude/central point and infinity/decentering is a
constant, one that permits us to distinguish berween two methodological
approaches, for example, between that of Kepler and the carlier ones of
Nicolas of Cusa and Giordano Bruno. This observation is important for us,
seeing as it suffices, as ['ve aiready hinted, to determine that the idea

according to which the institution of central perspective would have corre-

11. Michel Serres, Le Systéme de Letbniz ot ses modiles mathémathiques, Paris, 1968, p. 692.
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fared with, if not presupposed, the mathematical definition of space as a
homogeneous, infinite comtinnrm, that this idea was, in the language of its
time, a contradiction in terms. Space, if it is homogeneous, the world, if it
is open (as Nicolas of Cusa and Giordano Bruno undersrood this, as well as
in the direction of the infinitesimal), must be decentered: unless one proposes,
with Pascal, that depolarized space is infinitely saturated with centers rather
than being deprived of one, isotropism precluding all reference to a natz-
rally privileged point of view, But for us to conceive the notion of an
analytic space whose center is everywhere and nowhere, allowing of no ori-
gin save one that is arbitrary and peremptory, we must have nothing less
than a revolution in the mathematical armarure of knowledge; the infinitist
geometry of Desargues must supplant the finite geometry of the Greeks,
while computation of infinitely small quantities must becorne ubiquitous, 2
The revolution spearheaded by Desargues has a particular interest
for us. It is an indication of the considerable importance, for thought in the
dge classigue, of what Michel Serres has called “perspectival meditation.” An
importance as great, in his view, as that of infinitesimal calculus and
dynamics. “Infinity carried the center off from us, yet seemed to restore it
to us in a new guise.”** In terms of geometry the aim of this revolution was
nothing less than to allow for the centering of space in a way that did not
preclude its infinite extension: “Euclidean geometry posits a homogeneous
space in which all points are equivalent, in which all points are of no
account, as regards spatial composition . . . The geometry of Desargues, by
contrast, posits a space organized in relation to a point of view through
which order is imposed on the random variety of the first. Here the point
encompasses space and space encompasses the point, the word ‘encompasses’
being understood to embrace not only geometry, but vision and thoughr as
well.”" We can see immediately the implications following from the com-
modiocusness of this notion of point of view: perspective posits a point
“encompassing” space within a space that encompasses the point and that,
insofar as it appeals to vision, is always already thowght. The theorem of

Desargues assimilacing a bundle of paraliel lines to a bundle of converging

12, Ibid., p. 649-50.
13, Ihid., p. 637,
14, Thid., p. 693.
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lines is coherent only in the context of projecrive geomerry. But ic is the
worle of perspectivists that led geometers to consider, as Kepler had already
done, ' systems of parallel lines as varieties of the system of converging lines
whose point of convergence is situared ar infinity.'® This is confirmed by the
title of the pamphlet published by Desargues in 1636, republished by Abra-
kam Bosse at the end of his Trussé de perspeciive (1647) and rescued from
oblivion two centuries lacer by Poncelet, intended to provide specialists
with a Universal Method for Putting Real Objects or Objects for Which Specifica-
tons Ave Available into Perspective, Such That Their Proportions, Measurement;,
and Diitancing Are Correct, without Resort 1o any Point outside the F ield in
Question (Méthode universetle de mettve en Peripective los objfets réclement donnés oy on
devis avec lenrs proportions, meinres, éloignement, sans employer ancun point qui sort
en dehors du champ de louvragey. Without resort to any point cutside the field
in question—in other words, withour using a “distance point” as in the
pracedure handed down by Vignola but also without reference to a “point of
view"” in the trivial sense, one corresponding to the eye of a specrator posi-
tioned a set distance from the picture plage. This revolution was important;
W& must now try to determine whether it was totally withour precedent in
the theory and practice of perspective.

This question might seem of limired tnterest, if erudition, in the
meaning acquired by the word {according to the Roberr dictionary) at the
end of the seventeenth century, namely knowledge based on the study of

historical sources, documents, and texts, did not have the potential 1o upset

received ideas concerning the role of the perspectival paradigm in the cul-
ture of its time. Michel Serres’s account of how the question of the fixed

point was transformed, in the seventeenth century, into that of the point of

view confirms the importance of the work of perspective in this context. Bur
it simulraneously imposes a definition of the notion of point of view accord-
ing to which the value or function of the origin carries over every other,

precluding further confusion of point of view and point of subject. Serres is

right to emphasize the importance for Kepler—as obsessed by the quest for

13, Cf. Johannes Kepicr, Ad vitelfiomem baralipowena (1604), pp. 9381 "De coni sectionibng.” On

how Kepler came 1o consider a poine in infinity as a special kind of finite poing, ¢f. H, F. Baker,
Principles of Geomerry, Cambridge, 1929, vol. 1, p. [78.

16, Cf. Claude Tisseron, (Géométries affine, projective ef euclidienne, Paris, 1983, pp. 65-66, and,

infra, chapter 16, pp. 386-87.
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the center as he was repulsed by the idea of infinity—of the introduction of
elliptical orbs: conical geometry assumes priority over spherical geometry,
while meditation on the fixed point shifts its focus from the former's center
to the latter’s apex, by moving from the privileged point in the center of
-the configuration to 2 point of view from which the latter can be appre-
hended."” Bur the possibility, demonstrated by Pascal, of defining cones in
projective terms, and of undersranding their various sections, from single
points to hyperbolas, as deriving from circles, this operation does not neces-
satily require that reference be made to any point exterior to the projective
field that is the cone, since its apex becomes the privileged point from
which one can perceive the correspondence between the original and its
“metamorphoses” (to employ Leibniz' term).'® In this way a split is consum-
mated between the subject and “vision,” which is itself caught up—as a
point—in the set of transformations engendering the series of conical sec-
tions. And one need not resore to science to state that according to whether
one's philosophical outlook privileges the geometry of the sphere, the cone,
or the plane, the fixed point will be a center, a site, or an origin (that of

the axes of the coordinates).'? Which does not exclude the possibility of

passing from the point of view of the subject to that of the eye (which, in
painting, came to be known as the wanishing point, a phrase thar nicely
characterizes the opposition between a fixed point and its being pushed into
infinity), by a kind of “shifting of gears” analogous to the linguistic one
allowing us to change person, permitting us to pass from “I” to “you” or

“he,” and from the subject of a statement to that of the speaker.

*

We are still dealing with perspectival meditation as it would have been

exercised by geomerers, even though Desargues would willingly have placed

himself on the rerrain of the perspecrivists, But the fact that it was by
means of painting that perspective initially imposed itself as object and as
an epistemological model for classic thoughe, this historical reality is not

without consequences with regard to the latter, and to its genealogy. In the

17, Serres, op. cit., pp. 634-55.
18. Ibid., pp. 665~67.
19. Thid., p. 657.
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present context it obliges us vo revisit this are, to reassess its premises and
implications, as well as the conditions shaping the thought working
through it. For the influence of the perspective paradigm over western
thought, from Descartes and Pascal 10 Nietzsche and Wittgenstein (we
might even trace it to back to Plato, necessitating a new approach to the

problem of “ancient” perspective), has been remarkably powerful, and we

can no longer make do with approximate, fantastic notions of whar it is and
how it has functioned.

The task incumbent upon us is of more than historical interest, and
its importance extends well beyond the boundaries of the domain of philoso-
phy. To say that our culture has been and continues to be shaped, informed,
and programmed at bedrock level by the perspective paradigm is more than
mere wordplay—though language requires thar perspective not be an object
like any other, because, metaphorically speaking, it has a bearing on the
conditions determinant of all objectivity, of the perception of objects, from
whatever angle or point view they might be considered, in relation to a
horizon line and a set distance. Perspective has become so completely inte-
grated into our knowledge, at the most implicit or unconscious Ievel, that
today we must turn to another kind of knowledge, erudite knowledge, and

embark on an anamnestic project designed to recover it from the technologi-

cal oblivion into which it has been plunged by ideology.

But is it sufficient for us to speak of énowledge? Louis Marin has
revealed the key role, in Pascal and the Port-Royal Logic, of references o
paintings and porrraits, and to painting as a general model.?® It would be
worthwhile to expand the range of his investigation to the entirety of classic
literature. Painting a manifestation of vanity? Its apologists have always
known how to turn such arguments to advantage, just as philosophers of
the dge clasrique consistently proceeded from descriptions of a world deprived
of a center to discovery of the fixed point.?' The transition from the one
discursive moment to the other corresponds to that in Pascal’s Pensées in
which, portraits being considered, the attention shifts from the question of

resemblance to the process, the operation, on a feature-by-feature basis, of

20. Louis Marin, La Critigue du disconrs. Sur la Lognigue de Port-Royal et les pensées de Pascal, Paris,
1975.
21, Serres, op. cit., pp. 657ff.
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mimesis. In this way resemblance acquires some semblance of pertinence to
perspective, or to what perspective could be. “Thus paintings, seen from too
far away or from too close; and there is only one indivisible point that is the
truthful spot: the others are too close, too distant, too high, too fow, Per-
spective designates [this point] in the art of painting. But who designates it
in truth and ethics?”?2

In the art of painting the impact of perspective is not limited to
the register of the imaginary; it not only facilitates the construction of
images, it assumes a role, a function that we may properly designate as
symbolic. Perspective, I repeat, is not a code, bue it has this in common
with language, that in and by itself it institutes and constitutes itself under
the auspices of a point, a factor analogous to the “subject” or “person” in
language, always posited in relation to a “here” or “there,” accruing all the
possibilities for movement from one position to another that this entails.
Such an observation should be sufficient to render suspect any assimilation
of perspectiva artificialis to an instrument chat has been incrementally per-
fected over time until finally, no longer responding to changing needs
emerging through the evolutionary process, it must be replaced by another
one better adapted to those needs: if the role of perspective in the realm of
representation were a thing of the past, which is far from a settled question,
the model it proposes would still retain its pertinence, precisely as model,
one that might serve thought in the project of discovering what, in paint-
ing, are the conditions prerequisite to the making of statements (or: that

might help us think, in terms of painting, what such conditions would be).

Perspective designates it in the art of painting. But who designates it in truth and
ethics? The question can be construed in two ways and might even be said
to have tricky implications. For the interrogative pronoun cannot be said a
priori to refer to any specific class. In this scarement it is the very process
(and not the painter) that designates the “indivisible point,” it being clearly

implied that this selection is effected in strict accordance with rational pro-

22. “Ainsi les tableaux, vus de teop loin et de trop prés; er il o'y a qu'un point indivisible qui soit
le véritabie lieu: Jes autres sont trop pres, trop loin, trop haut, trop bas. La perspective l'assigne
dans l'art de la peinture. Mais dans la vérité er dans Ja morale, qui Uassignera?” Blaise Pascal,
Pensées, Brunschvicg ed., no. 381; English trans. by A. J. Krailsheimer, London, 1966, p. 381.
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cedures, more geometrice. But in truth, as in ethics, there is no single formal

apparatus that facilitates deducrive operations (not, at least, prior to Kant),
and reference to the paradigm does not entail an appeal to reason. “Original
sin is madress in the eyes of men, burt it is put forward as such. You should
therefore not reproach me for the unreasonable nature of chis doctrine
because I put it forward as being unreasonable. But his madaess is wiser
than all the wisdom of man, saprentins est hominibus. For withour it, what are
we to say man is? His enrire being is dependent upon this imperceptible
point. And how could he have become aware of it through his reason,

seeing that it is something contrary to reason and thar his reason, far from
inventing it with its own means, draws away when confronted with it."#
Thus it falls to God, to the madness thar comes from Ged,** To designate this
mad point (mad in Freud's sense when he describes the “primal scene” or the
murder of the father) which I€ason Cannot “invent,” from which it turns
away when “one” discloses it, as if it were the antithesis of all knowledge:®
one, specifically the Church, whose history “should properly be called that of
the truch. "%

If I've made a point of citing Pascal at the beginning of this book
devoted to perspective and to what we think we can call irs “history,” this
is because he was the first to explore the paradigm with philosophical and/or
apologetic ends in view, with full consciousness of its theoretical implica-
tions. The idea that cruth, insofar as it can be historical, is itself somehow
perspectival, entails a redoubled cleavage. A cleavage berween, on the one
hand, a knowledge that chops away at this point which is indivisible—

which is not a peint of gaze (point de regard, as Lacan so beautifully pur it??)

23, "Le péché originel est folie devant les hommes, mais on le donne pour tel. Vous ne devez
donc pas me reprocher le défaur de raison en cette doctrine puisque je ia donne pour éure sans
raison. Mais cette folie est plus sage que toute la sagesse des homimes, Sapfentiies est bominibus. Car,
sans cela, que dira-t-on qu'est Fhomme? Tout son étre dépend de ce point imperceptible. Et com-
ment s'en fit-il aperga par sa raison, pusique c'est une chose contra la raison, er que sa raison, bien
loin de {'inventer par ses voies, s'en dérourne quand on le lui présente?” Ibid., Brunschvicg no.
445; English trans., p. 246,

24.  First Corinthians, 1, 25: "For the madness of God is wiser than men . . .."

25, See Pascal, op. cit., no. 230: “Incomprehensible . . . that original sin should exist, and that
it should aot" (“incomprehensible . . . que le péché originel soit, et qu'il ne soir pas”); English
trans., p. 271,

26. Ibid., no. B38: "L'Histoire de I'église doit &tre proprement appelée celle de la vérité”; English
tans., p. 262

27. Lacan, Le Séminaive XI, op. cit., p. 89; English trans., Four Fandamental Concepts, p. 96.
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bur & point of view-—and a vision (in Leibaiz's sense) thac is strictly deter-
mined, as the apex of a cone can be, and, on the other, a truth to which no
knowledge corresponds. But a cleavage, also under the auspices of “man,”
between an incarnated subject, one whose only being is the one assigned
him by the historical perspective in which he is caughr (a perspecrive out-
side of which nothing can be said about him), and the subject who verifies
this assertion and this designation. An entire history testifies to the fact that
an analogous cleavage is discernable, in che field we are examining, between
the painter’s knowledge and the truth to which painting pretends (or can
pretend), as is one between the point perspective is supposed to designate
and the place of the subject (the question of the subject) in painting. This
history is partly polemical, as we shall see with regard to Leonardo da
Vinci, whose critique of “painters’ perspective” contains fearures thar are
singularly actractive and singularly modern—or seem to be. But the fact
that perspective has stimulated and continues to stimulate such heated
debate suffices to establish thar it is not an object, a fact of culture like any
other, one that can be srudied and discussed without implicating the nature

of the “subject,” in the most problematic sense of this term.
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One thing is certain: if the subject is there, at the knot of difference,
all humanist references to it become superfluous, for it undercurs
their foundations.

JAcQuEs Lacan, “La Science et fa véritd," Ecrits, p. 857
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Brunelleschi the inventor of perspective?

Alberti’s dedicatory preface,

Filarete's Treatise.

Manetti's Vita,

Vasari,




The Tradition

Tradition holds thar Brunelleschi was one of the founding fathers of the
Renaissance, one of the heroes of its narrative of origins, and makes him out
to be the inventor of a method, if not of a form of representation, by means
of which this same Renaissance summed up its key principles, making itself
visible, rendering its composite matrix accessible in the guise of paintings

o [T

(Though one sees immediately that the terms “tradition,” “invention, rep-

"o

resentation,” “principle,” and even “painting” call for critical scrutiny, and
that questions concerning them cannot be separated from those raised by the
very notion of “Renaissance”).

As is appropriate for a "modern” hero—in fact one of the first heros
of modernity if it is true that modernity is necessarily linked with nov-
elty—this tradirion is supposed to have been initiated in Brunekeschi's own
lifetime, According to the avarars of history, no soonet had Leone-Barttista
Alberti arrived in Florence in 1434 than he undertook to write Della pit-
twra, this “art of painting” in three books, the first of which includes, under
the heading rudimenta, an exposition of what we might call the princeps of
rational perspective construction and rational more gesmetrico. Proof that this
treatise was the fruit of an encounter between a humanist advisor, one con-
versant with all the classical disciplines, and the {;ﬁncipal artisans of the
Florentine Renaissance can be found in the preface—written in 1436, for
the Iralian edition—dedicating the work to Filipo di Ser Brunellesco and,
through him, to their common friend Denatello, as well as to Ghiberti,
Luca della Robbia, and Masaccio: all “artisans™ (artgfici) but each of whom
Alberti, in his posture as theoretician, unhesitatingly affirms to have dis-
proved, in his own way, the dictum holding that narure, mistress of all

things, had become so old and tired that she could no longer produce giants
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and geniuses comparable to those she had brought forth in her youth.' And,

he continues, since they did this without the abundance of models and

mentors available to the ancients, since they, “withour teachers or models of
any kind, discovered arts and sciences of which we have never previously
seen or heard,” their fame should be all the greater.? Take Brunelleschi,
whose mind, perperually active, made discoveries every day that would
assure him eternal renown, and who was better equipped than anyone to
judge, criticize, and even correct the “lictle text,” the little “work on paint-
ing,” which Alberti had written in his name—a fug nome: the phrase is
ambiguous, but can it not be taken to mean that the auchor of Della pittura
had been somehow authorized to write as Brunelleschi’s spokesman??

The question seems all the more compelling given that this treatise
(like Ghiberti's Commentari, a book, according to Vasari, written in the first
person but entirely “done by others™) makes no allusion to Brunelleschi's
supposed role in the discovery——or the invention—of costruzione legittima and
that Alberti states there will be other occasions to discuss Filipo's many
titles to glory, as well as those of Donatello (¢ nostro Donatoy and their
followers. In the dedicarory preface explicit reference is made only to the
monument that in the Florence of that time, as well as the one we know
today, made an immediate visual impression: The immense dome of the
cathedral, “rising above the sky, ample enough to cover with its shadow the
entire Tuscan people,” buile without the aid of beams and without scaffold-
ing, by means of technical procedures so astonishing that it was difficult to

envision how the ancients might have conceived of them.® Doubtless Bru-

1. "Onde srimai fusse quanto da molti questo cosi essere udiva, che gid la Natura, maestra delle
cose, fatta anticha et stracca, pib non producea chome ne giganti cosi ne ingegni quali in que suoi
quasi giovinili et pit glotiosi tempi produsse amplissimi gt maravigliosi.” Leone-Battista Alberti,
Deelia pittura, op. cit., p. 53, English trans., p. 39.

2. “Conferossi se a quelli antiqui, avendo quale aveano chopia da chi inparare e imitarli, meno
era difficile salire in cognotione di quelle supreme arti quali oggi annoi sono fatichosissime ma
guinci tanto pilr el nostro nome piti debba essere maggiore se noi sanza preceptori, sanza exempio
alchuno, troviamo arti ct scientie non udite et mai vedure.” Ibid., p. 54. English trans., p. 40,

3. "“Tu tanto persevera in truovare, quanto fai di di in di, cose per quali i} tuo ingegnio maravig-
lioso s'acquista perpetua fama et nome et se in tempo tacchade otio, mi piacerh rivegha, questa mia
operetta di pictura quale a two nome feci in lingua toscana. . . . Piacciati adunque leggermi con
diligentia et se cosa vi ti par da emendatla correggimi.” Ebid.

4, “Ne tacero che egli mostra €] libro essere fatco da aleri.” Giorgio Vasari, “Vita di Lorenzo
Ghiberti," Le vite de’ pin eccelenti pittori scnliori ed archirettors, Milanesi edition, Milan, 1878, vol. 2,
p. 247; English trans. by Gaston Du €. de Vere, New York, 1979, voi. 1, p. 368.

5. Alberti, loc. cit.
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netleschi commented on Alberti’s treatise, especially its first book, which is
concerned with mathematics, with “the natural roots which are the source of
this delightful and most noble art.”¢ If the author rurned to him for assis-
rance, this was because, of all their erudite friends, he was the one best
equipped to help defend him against the teeth of his detractors;” but erudi-
tion aside, Alberti says not a word concerning any authorization he may

have received.

It was only a generation later, in the Trearise on Architecture by Filarete
(probably written between 1460 and 1464), that Brunelleschi’s name was
explicitly associated with the "discavery” of perspective, in terms describing
him less as a learned man than as a practitioner: a fabricator and, as Filarete
emphasizes, 2 “most subtle follower of Daedalus” (the mythological inventor
of both sculpture and architecture), who managed to revitalize in Florence,
where he had started out as a sculptor, the ancient way of building.® An
architect, what is more, for whom the problem of architecture was insepar-
able from that of representation and the problem of the representation of
architecture inseparable from thar of the architecture of representation, inso-
far as chis latcer can be formulated in terms of constructzon. So much is
implied, at any rate, by the reference to Brunelleschi ar the end of Filarere's
description, in his treatise, of a perspective construction with a single van-
ishing peint. But we must examine this passage more closely in light of its
context. First, its historical context: Filarete had surely read Alberti, which
makes this designation of an origin a kind of teturn, via Della pitinra, to
the lesson of Brunelleschi. Bur also its textual context: to anyone troubled,

after delineation of the checkerboard underlying the perspectival sgene, by

6. “El primo {libro], tutto mathematico, dalle radici eacro dalla narura fa sorgiere questa leg-
giadra et nobilissima arte.” Ibid.

7. “Niuno scriptore mai fu si docto al quale non fussero utilissimi ghi amici eruditi et io in
prima datee desidero essere emendate per non essere morse da detracrori.” Ibid.

8. “Et benedico 'anima &i Filippo &i ser Brunellesca, cittadino fiorentino, famoso ec degnissimo
architetto ¢ sotilissimo imitatore di Dedala, il quale risuscitd nella citth nostra di Firenze questo
modo antico dello edificare . . .." Antonio Averlino detto il Filaveco, Trattato di architetinra, book
VI, fol. 59 recto; L. Grassi ed., Milan, 1972, vol. 1, p. 227; English trans. by John R. Spencer,
Filavete's Treatise on Architecinre, New Haven and Londen, 1965, vol. I, p. 102. On the necessity of
the connection, in the realm of myth, between sculprure and architecture, see my “Danse de Thé-
sée,” Rupturestoultures, Paris, 1974, pp. 163-75.
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seeing that the component squares are not square, and are not mutually

_identical, but racher become progressively diminished and deformed; to any-

one remaining unconvinced by the argument advanced to explain this,
namely that the point toward which lines perpendicular to the picture plane
converge is in the image (@ similituding) of the eye, and that these lines
correspond to the rays making up the visual pyramid;® to anyone dissatisfied
with al! “rational” justifications, Filarete suggests performing an experiment
that seems crivial in itself but that revives the question posed since antig-
uity under the rubric of scenographia. On this point his argument is identical
to that of Vitruvius: for both the problem was that of determining how to
delineate on  plane the lines of a building (or any other object) in its
designated spot, con ragione,'® in conformity with the rule stipulating that
the lines of lateral facades converge toward a single point, or, as Vitruvius
would put it, toward a single “center.”!! To convince his skepric that this is
how it works for the eye, Filarete, rather than ask him (o look at the
ground, instructs him to lift his gaze—not, like Alberti, toward an
immense dome but toward a simple ceiling whose rafters seem to shrink as

they recede into space:

The closer {the beams} are to you the more equal they seem to be,
and the further away from you the more they seem to be so close
together that one is on top of the other and they all seem to be one
{(in modo che ti pavanno tutf'una). And if you wish to consider this
more closely, take a mirror and look at them in it. You will see
clearly that this is so (¢ 57 meglio fe viei considerare, torrai uno specchio,

¢ grarda dentro in esso. Vedrai chiare essere cosi). If they are exactly

9. “Perché questo {punto} & a similitudine del tuo occhie, e queste linee sono i razzi del o
occhio, ciod e'razzi visivi antederel.” Filagete, op. cit., book XXIiI, fol. 177 verso; cited ed., vol.
2, p. 652; English trans., p. 303,

10. “Ora in questo ti voghio dimostrare come gueste linee si tirano a volere fare uno casamento, e
anche un'altra cosa fare posta ne'luoghi suoi con ragione in sul piano.” Ibid., fol. 177 recto op. cit.,
p. 650; English trans., p. 302.

11. “Item scaenographiz est frontis et laterum abscenentium adumbratio ad circinique centrum
omnium lincarum responsus.” Viteavius, De architectnra, book I, chapter ii. On the interpretation of
this passage, and the translation of efrrini centram as “compass point,” which apparently refers not to
2 vanishing point situated on the picture piane but rather to a “cencer of projection” standing for
the eyve of the spectator, cf. Panofsky, *Die Perspektive . . .," op. cit., p. 106; English trans,

p. 38,
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opposite your eye (@/ dirimperro dell'occhio) they will only appear
_equal. I think it was Pippo di Ser Brunellesco, a Florenrine, who
discovered the method of making this plane (i modo di fare questo
prane), which was cerrainly a subtle and beauriful thing, and by
rational means (per ragione}, from what the micror shows you (che
nello specchio # si dimostra). Bven so, if you consider it carefully, you
can see by your eye {wo/!occhio) these changes and diminutions (quelle

mutazioni e diminuzioni).?

Bur the mirror ts not only useful as a demonscracive aid. It also
offers practical assistance, a useful “short cut,” a means of transferring to a
plane the outlines of figures subject to diminution that bypasses the diffi-

culties and awkwardnesses entailed by “rational” construction:

If you should desire to represent something in another, easicr way
{per un'altra pid facile via), take a mirror and hold it up in front of
the thing you want to do (¢ tiello inanzi a quelle cotale cosa, che tu
vuof fare). Look into it, and you will see the outlines (i ditorni) of
the thing more easily, and whatever is closer or further will appear
foreshortened to you (¢ guelle pia di lungha t paranno pin diminuire).
Truly, I think this is the way Pippo de Ser Brunellesco discovered

this perspective, which was not used in other times. '3

Questa prospectiva, la quale per altvi rempi now s'eva usata; the problem,
as Panofsky was aware, is not so much one of discerning whether the art of
other periods and regions evinces knowledge of perspective as one of detes-
mining what perspective is in question in each case.™ The kind of perspective
with which tradition has associated Brunelleschi's name has a singufar charac-
ter, one that is explicitly originary or inangural. The text of Vitruvius was
there to attest antiquity's familiariey with the problem of receding nonparal-
lel lines as projected onto a plane, as well as with thac of diminishing size.

Yet Filarete did not hesitate to write that “even though their intellecrs were

12, Filarete, op. cit., fol. 178 recto; cited ed., p. 653; English trans. pp. 303304,
13, Ibid., fol. 178 verso-179 recto; cited ed., p. 657; English zrans., p. 305,
14, Cf. supra, chapter 1, pp. 12~13.
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very subtle and sharp, this particular kind of perspective (gueito mods di questa
prospettivay was never used or even understood by the ancients; while, in mat-
ters concerning them, the lacter were able to exercise good judgment, they
did not locate things on the plane in this way and with these rules (par non
con queste vie e vagioni ponevano e cose in sul piang).”"® In Filarete's Treatise,
mtended ro celebrate ancient ways of building and to announce, by way of a
critique of the practices of the “moderns” (here, advocates of the “gothic”
style), cheir immanent resurrection, the final chapters on disegno take on a
paradoxical character: what becomes of the pretended superiority of the
ancients if they did not dispose of an instrument that ostensibly assured man
an unequaled grasp of the world, even as it testified to his capacity for for-
mulating rational procedures? Bur the contradiction is only apparent, if one
allows that the formation of the “antique” ideal and the project of the return
to the origins of western culture need not be cut short by the discovery, or
the invention, of perspective: the submission as evidence of the ruprure in
historical continuity after the fall of the Roman empire, and the adoption of
a point of view into the past intended to establish classical antiquity as an
impassable horizon, these moves posit a kind of temporal perspective effec-
tively predicated upon a structure of referential rerurn analogous in every
respect to that for which cossruzione legittima proposed a spatial model. '

As P've already implied, nowhere is the comstrnctive character of the
discovery ascribed to Brunelleschi so strongly affirmed as in Filarete's text.
There it is stated that anyone wishing to erect a building should begin by
preparing the necessary materials and then turn his attention to its founda-
tions: “As it is necessary to have a site in order to build and vo dig the
foundations, so we too will first make the site in which we wish to make

our drawing. First of all our site must be a plane that is made by rule.”V

k3

15. “Gli antichi, benché sottilissimi ¢ acutissimi fussino, niente di meno mai fu usata aé intesa.”
Filarere, loc. cit.

16.  Cf. Giuhwo-Carlo Argan, "The Architecture of Brunelleschi and che Origins of Perspective
Theory in the XVth Century,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, vol. 9 (1946), pp. 98-
101,

17.  “E cosi come & mestiere prima avere il sito per volere edificare ¢ in esso cavare il fondamento,
cosi ancora noi in prima faremo il sito a voler fare questo nostro disegno. In prima bisogna che
questo sito ch'é piano si faccia con ragione.” Filarcte, op. cit., fol, 177 recto; cited edition, vol. 2,
p. 650; English trans., p. 302.
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This notion of a "site” prompted further developments which will be dis-
cussed where appropriate. For the moment I simply note thar it fell to an
architeét, and not a painter, to bring to a point—as we shall see, this
expression should be taken lrterally—the method of projection (# modo di
Jare questo piana) that Filarete describes in detail in his treatise, Coming after
Alberti’s description, the later one raises questions that are concerned with
more than origins, even if this word is understood in both its historical and
genealogical senses. While the passage might be read as advocating a direct
return to Brunelleschi’s lesson, sound method dictates that, despite the
prominence the latter subsequently assumed in the history of theory and
perspective, we fix our sights firmly on what Filarete clearly states about
this matter. The observation that cei[ing beams appear to merge as they
become more distant, just as orthogonals in a painting seem to converge at
a single point presented as analogous or similar to the eye; the idea chat if
one looks carefully with the eye (f;?ll‘occbia), one can observe (de visw) the
same deformations that are revealed in a mirror; the emphasis on the notion
of diminution, and on the ratio governing it: all chese facrors are consistent
with what can be determined about the configuration conceived by Brunel-
leschi, as we shall see. But the essential thing remains the place, the func-
tion that Filarete assigns to the mirror in the circuit of representation: the
mirror, the painter’s guide, as Alberti had already maintained, by means of
which one can judge not only the diminution of figures but also the distri-
bution of light and shadow,’® but the mirror, more important, whose image
of the reality it faces will be implicitly understood as analogous to the one
the painter has constructed on a plance, con ragione. Save for the fact that a

single mirror is insufficient, since its image of the things in front of it is.

18, "A questo fare specchio  buone aivtorio; perché moico hene si discerne per questa mezzanita
dello specchio i lumi e U'ombra.” Ibid., fol. 180 recto; cited ed., p. 662; English trans., p. 308.
Cf. Alberti, Della pittuva, cited ed., p. 100: "Er saracti ad conoscere buono giudice lo specchio ne
s0 come le cose ben dipinte molte abbino nello specchio gratia; cosa maravigliosa come ogai vitio
deila pircura si manifesti diforme netlo specchio. Adungue Ie cose prese dail natura si emendino
cello specchio.” (English trans., p. 83: "A good judge with which to {amiliarize yoursell is the

mirtror. it is marvelous how every weakness in a painting is so clearly [perceivable as} misformed in

a mirror. Therefore things taken from narure are corrected with a mirror.”) What is in question here
is amending the painted work in light of what the mirror reveals, not imitating nature initially by

means of ic.
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reversed, or rurned around, and can only be set right if one repeats the
transformation—nullifies it—by means of a di-mostrario, a double showing.
In the martter of represenration, the reflection will always be one mirror
behind, and vice versa: “If you dispose of two mirrors facing one another, it

will be easter to draw whatever you want to do.""?

*

All indicators suppore an attribution of the Vita i Filippe Brunelleschi o the
mathematician Antonio di Tucci Manecei,?® a friend of Uccello’s, with
whom, according to Vasari, he liked to discuss Euclid,? and who is
believed to appear in this connection on a small panel in the Louvre, atcrib-
uted by Vasari to Uccello, at the side of Giotto, Donatello, Brunelleschi,
and its purative creator, in the role—we might conjecture—Albertt would
have covered for himself, that of “theoretician” to the artisans of the Floren-
tine Renaissance. This “life,” the first masterpiece of its kind, chough ir did
not lack for precedents, apparently written shortly after 1475,% contains a
relatively detailed description of the perspectival experiments conducted by
Brunetleschi. For the moment I want to feign ignorance of the information
put into circulation by this rext, unavailable to Vasart when he wrote his
"Life of Brunelleschi” but subsequently the subject of extensive commentary,
and focus exclusively on the assertion that in his youth, when his knowl-
edge of construction, especially masonry, was beginning to attract the atten-

tion of prominent Florentines, Brunelleschi

produced and himsell pracciced (¢ misse innanzi, ed in atto, lui pro-
prie) what painters today call perspective (guello cb’e dipinteri oggi
dicomo prospertiva) since it forms pare of that science (perche ella ¢ una

parte di quella scienza) which, in effect, consists of setting down

19. “Ancora nello specchio ¢ buen a ritrare, come t'0 detro; e se n'ai due, che s presentd uno
nell'altro, ti sara pitt facile a ritrarre quello che vuoi fare, ciot quello que vuoi ritrarre.” Filarete,
op. cit., fol. 184 verso; cited ed., p. 635; English trans., p. 315.

20, Cf. the exemplary cricical edition, by Domenico Robertis and Giovanni Tanturli, of Manerd,
Vita di Filigpe Branelleschi, Milan, 1976; in English, The Life of Brunetleschi by Antonio i Tuecio
Manetti, intro., notes, and critical texe by Howard Saalman, trans. by Catherine Enggass, Univer-
sicy Park, PA, 1970,

21, Vasari, "Vita di Paolo Uccello,” op. cit., val. 1, pp. 215-16; English tcans., vol. 1, p. 350,
22. ‘fancurli, introduction to the Viia i F. B., p. xxxv, ‘
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properly and rationally (che é fn ¢fferto porre beme e con ragioney the
reductions and enlargements of near and distant objects as perceived
-by the eye of man (e diminyziont ed acrescimenti che appaing agli occhi
ddegli nomini delle cose di lungi e da presso): buildings, plains, moun-
tains, places of every sort (casamenti, piani ¢ montagne ¢ paesi d'ogni
ragione) and location (in ogni [uage), with figures and objects in cor-
rect proportion to the distance in which they are shown (di guella
misura che s'appartiene a quella distanzia che le 51 mostrans di lungi);
and it js he who originated the rule {¢ da fui ¢ nato la regolay that is
s0 important for everything of the sort done berween thar time and
this (che ¢ la importanza di intto quello che di cio 5°¢ fatto da quel tempo

n gua).

Brunelleschi produced perspective—more precisely what painters
then (in 1475) referred to as pra;peétim; but again we should note that
Manetti’s texc was written a good half-century after the events it recounts,
and forty years after Alberti's Della pittura.** He advanced ir——in the sense
of a Vor-Stellung, a re-presentation, even a model, for such can be the mean-
ing of the word fnmanzi in the “elevated” style. He originated the rule so
imporrant for everything of the sort done between that time and this—as
concerns perspective, but not necessarily painting, which should suffice to
discredit careless discussions of possible examples revealing the impact of
the perspective discourse on the practice of painters, prompting us instead
to inquire (with a sounder methodological basis) into the status of perspec-
tive in its relation to painting. Brunelleschi himself is supposed to have put
this perspective into practice, to have puc it into action {¢ misio in atte). A
prospettiva that is not il perspective but only perspectiva artificialis, painters'
perspective, as opposed to the perspertiva natwralis of medieval authors, which

was a theory of direct, reflected, or refracted vision that was easily confused

23, Manetti, op. cit., pp. 55-56; English trans., p. 42.

24, Maneti's remarks assume pacticular significance in light of the fact chat Alberti was unfamil-
jar with the term prespertiva, which, as we have seen, was first used by Filarete (¢f. M. Boscavics,
“Queilo ch'e dipintori oggi dicono prospectiva,” Acta bistoriae artinm Academiae Scientiarum Hungari-
cag, vols. 8 [1962] and 9 {1963); as noted by Klein, Form and Meaning, op. cit., p. 140. This
could be seen as the index of a conceptual development prompting replacement of the {mage of the
"window" (and of prer-spective as “seeing through”} by the very diffecent notion of the perspectival
paradigm advanced by Piero in his treatise.
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with optics. And yer, if something in the word prospestiva resounds, vingy
out-—t0 use Piero della Francesca’s language—with the force of the lines and
angles produced by perspective, given prominence by it, put into play for
the eye by it,?* the pro-jection by means of which the painter appeals to the
eye only has meaning to the extent that it is based on reason, more geomeryico:
as Manetti stresses, prospettiva is not all perspective, but it is linked to this
science, in contrast with the recipes and studio tricks that Alberti was the
first to denounce for their arbitrary, irrational character. Whereas perspectiva
naturalis demonstrates the how and why of the apparent diminution of
objects in proportion to distance, per:peftim"i artificialis would seem to have
been a development of it—-an unforeseeable one?—intended to subject rep-
tesentation to the laws of oprics, or again, in the ancient sense of the waord,
to those of vision, the clear, distinct kind of vision that is understood in
ancient discourse on geometry. The problem facing us is that of determin-
ing whether, in so passing from one register to another, one renounces tra-
ditional optics, appealing instead to a new idea of science, and of

representation.

Vasari echoes this tradition in his own "Life of Brunelleschi,” confirming its
central tenet: the innovative, if not inaugural, character of Brunelleschi's
contribution to the history of perspective, a perspective that was poorly
practiced at the time, marked by countless errors, which Brunelleschi is said
to have corrected as was necessary.? A century after Manetti, Vasari's text
bears witness, here as elsewhere (notably in the “Life of Paolo Uccello,”?" as
well as in the second chapter of Vasari's “Della pittura,” in the Proemio of
his Lzves), to the demotion of perspective to the status of a simple technique

in the service of diregno. A rechnique, according ro Vasati, that nonetheless

25. "Motzi dipintori biasimano Ja prospectiva, perch® non intendano la forza delle linee ¢ degli
angoli, che da essa si producanc. . ., . Dico che la perspectiva sona nel nome suo commo dire cose
vedute da lungi, rapresentate socto certi dati termini con ptoportione, etc.” Piero della Francesca,
De prospectiva pingends, edition by Nicco Fasola, Florence, 1942, p. 128. Cf., infra, chapter 15.
26, “Attese molto alla prospettiva, allora molto in mate uso per molte falsita che vi si facevano.”
Vasari, "Vita di Filippo Brunclleschi,” cited ed., vol. 2, p. 332; English crans., vol. 1, p. 394.
27, Cf. my introduction to the volume in the series Classigues de Part devoted to Paolo Uccello,
new ed., Paris, 1985.
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was difficult to understand and explain, an assertion that suggests that by
then the word had lost many of the overtones to which Piero alluded. A
technique allowing for the creation of effects of depth, diminution, and
distancing, and of organization and composition, but one achieving results
that seemed easy and unforced after che confusing tines of the geometric
perspective construction had been painted over.? Thus the discipline’s
ambiguous status for Vasari, signaled by his statement chat Brunelleschi
wasted—this translation is not exaggerated®—much time before discover-
ing, on his own, a way to make perspective accurate and perfect: which he
found, Vasari asserts, in the method known as intersegatione, or sectioning,
which amounted to “raising” the perspective of an object (a building, in the
first instance) on the basis of its ground plan and a rendering in elevation,
the plane of projection being itself assimilated to a planar section (intersega-
tione) of the visual pyramid. “A thing,” as Vasari admits, “truly most ingen-
ious and useful to the art of disegno,”** by which he means that of the

sketch, of the “project,” insofar as this is based, in painting as well as other
arts, in procedures that are fundamentally graphic.

The discussion of this invention in the "Life of Brunelleschi”
includes two descriptions whose relative precision tesrifies, if not to direct
knowledge of the two panels in question, then at least to the prominent
role they conrinued to play in the memory of the period, half a centusy, in
all probability, after they had disappeared from view. Brunelleschi is
reported to have been so pleased by his invention {ef di questa prese tanta
vaghezza: how can this fail to evoke the astonishing account, in the “Life of
Uccello,” of the latter painter’s being so enamored of perspective that night

after night he avoided the conjugal bed, despite the repeated pleas of his

28. "Bisogna poi che'l pittor abbia risguardo a farfe con proposzione sminuire coa la dolcezza
de’calori, la qual’é nell'arcefice una retz discrezione ed un guidicio buono: la causa del guale si
mostra nella difficuled delle rante linee confuse, colta dalla pianta, dal profilo ed intersecazione; che
ricoperce dal colore, restane una facilissima cosa, la qual fa tenere Partefice dotto, intendente ed
ingegnoso nellearce.” Vasari, "Deila pittura,” Proemio, Vite, cited ed., vol. 1, p. 176; English trans.
in Viasari on Technigue, trans. by Louisa 8. Maclehose, ed. by G. Baldwin Brown, New York, 1907,
p- 214,

29. " . nelle quale perse molco tempo.” Idem., “Viea di F. B.,” loc. cit.

30. ", .. per fino che egli trove da s un modo che clla poressa venir giusta e perfetta, che fu il
levarla con fa pianca e profile ¢ per via della intersegatione; cosa veramente ingegnosissima, ed utile
all’arte del disegno.” Ibid.
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wife, in order to study it?), that he himself painted “the square {of the
baptistry} of San Giovanni, with all its mural revetments in black and white
marbles; so that they diminished with a singular grace (com rutti guegli spar-
menti della incrostatura muvati di marmi neri e bianchi, che diminuavany con une
grazia singolare); and likewise the casa de fa Misericordia with its waffle
shops and the corner of the sheep marker, and on the other side the Saint
Zenobius column.” A work, as we also read in Vasari, which met with such
great success, which was so highly praised by Brunelleschi’s colleagues, that
it wasn't long before he set abour painting another panel representing “the
pallazo, the piazza, and the loggia of the Signoria, together with the roof of
the Pisani and all the buildings that are seen around that piazza.”*! Accord-
ing to Vasari, these two works excited the curiosity of artists, who studied
them actentively, but it was his young friend Masaccio who is said to have
profited the most from Brunelleschi’s teachings, as can be seen from the
architecture abounding in his paintings. To say nothing of masters of mar-
quetry, whose art was predicated upon the feasibility of making images of
perfectly interlocking parts on a plane: Brunelleschi had provided them with
a compelling model in his perspectival rendering of the geometric ornament
of the baptistry.??

Comparison of the texts by Filarete, Manettt, and Vasari allows us
to assess the strength of the eradition assigning Brunelleschi a key role in
the carly Renaissance, although in Vasari this view is reached in a round-
about way whose twists and turns (for example, the placement in the Liver
of the “Life of Paolo Uccello” before that of Brunelleschi, even though the
latter was twenty years his senior) will be discussed where appropriate. But
over the years the tone with which this position was advanced changed
considerably. Whereas both his predecessors acknowledged che radical nov-
elty of Brunelleschi's perspective and its rational character, if not its “rruth”
value, Vasari regarded it as no more than a useful and ingenious procedure
facilitating the achievement of correct perspectival effeces. In his view, Bru-
nelleschi had not invented (or reinvented) perspective; he had simply discov-

ered, after having wasted much time on the problem, a way to correct the

31. Ibid.
32. Ibid., pp. 332-33; English trans., pp. 394-95.
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errors to which it was prone. He had done this to address the needs of
painters, insofar as they included inanimate objects in their compositions,
notably buildings of various kinds, for his method of planar projection, of
perspective representation “by plan and profile” (rom pianta e profils), was
particularly well suited to the depiction of buildings (it is still widely used
by architects today). And not only painters, but also the makers of intarsia
(rarsie), the art, as Vasari says with a hint of condescension, of inlaying
colored woods.?

As if he wanted to exaggerate the strictly technical, empirical, even
material character of the “thing,” and in that way undercut speculation
concerning its theoretical implications, Vasari sets out to persuade his read-
ers that Brunelleschi had received no more than a basic education, and that
he had only benefited from che lessons of Paolo Toscanelli late in his life,
after returning from Padua, where he could have learned something from
the teaching of Biagio Pelicani, author of the famous Quaestiones perspectivae.
Toscanelli was undoubtedly the author of the short treatise Della prospettiva
long attributed to Alberti, which is cast as a summary, in “vulgar” Italian,
of the key concepts of medieval optics,* and of the remarks Brunelleschi is
said to have found so interesting that he asked to receive instruction in
geometry. That Brunelleschi would seem to have learned geomertry after hav-
ing executed—working, I again stress, on his own—his perspective experi-
ments (which Manetti situated in his youth), and that his encounter with
Toscanelli might have enabled him to give his invention its definitive
form,* these two hypotheses, which are not mutually exclusive, do not
seem 10 have interested Vasari. It seemed more important to him that “if
Filippo was not well versed in letters, yet he knew so well how to reason in

all things, with that natural facility born of practical experience, that he

33. "Le rarsie, che & un aree di commetterre legni di colori.” 1bid.

34, Cf. Alessandro Parronchi, “Della prospettiva di Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanclli,” Studi . . ., op.
cit., pp. 583-G41. There is only one surviving copy of this text (Cod. Riccardians 2110), which was
first published in 1849 by A. Bonnucci, in vol. 4 of the Opere volgari by Alberti. Robert Klein
stated it was “without any doubt” derived from Biaggio Pelicani (Form and Meaning, op. <it.,

p. 1033

35. Parronchi, "Le due eavolette prospetriche del Brunelleschi,” op. cit., pp. 242-43, and note 1,
p. 243.
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often confounded {his master],”* Ope could not betrer describe-despite
the fact thar Vasari's intentions were quite other, and opposed—or formu-
late in more striking terms the problem wich which we will be dealing
here: thar of the status, in history, of the kind of “experiments” carried out
by Brunelleschi, and of the experience accrued by means of them, A history,
it must be emphasized from the start, that is not precisely that of art, nor
that of science, and which has net yet become the focus of 4 constituted
discipline—it is, rather, a field whose boundaries we must ourselves estab-

lish before setting our 1o explore ir.

36.  "Tornando poi da studio messer Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanelli, e una sera trovandosi in un orto a
€ena con certi suoi amici, invitd Filippo, il quale, uditolo ragionare dell'arei mathematiche, prese
tal famiiiaritd con seco, che cgli impard la geometria da lui; et sebbene Filippo non aveva leteere,
gli rendeva si ragione di turre le cose con il naturale della practica esperienza, che mole folee o
confondeva.” Vasari, op. cit., p. 333; English trans. p. 395,

Milanesi identifies the two panels described by Vasari with cwo paintings on wood, one
fepresenting the Baptestry of San Criovanni and the other che Piszza della Signoria in perspective,
which are mentioned in the inventory of the effects of Lorenzo the Magnificent (Milanesi, op. cit.,
B 332, note 2). In his Secver Notebooks (1495-97), the doctar Francesco di Agostino Cegia refers to
“un quadretto dipintovi San Giovanni di prospettiva, ii quale aveva roito ¢l Grasso legnainolo” s
being ameng the objects recavered by him after the flight of Piero di Medici (Cf. J. Schlosser
Magnino, La letteratura artisticg, Ad Italian ed., brought up to date by Orro Kurz, Florence, 1964,
P- 711). I will discuss elsewhere the rather surprising reference here 1o the hero of the Noveliz def
Grasie, a text contemporary with Manetti's Vite, and which Giovanni Tantusl; has demonstrared, in
my view decisively, cannot be considered apart from it (Manerti, Op. cit., introduction, pp. viiff):
its story is set in the baptistry piazza and jes characters, aside from che victim of the farce, the
carpencer el Grasso, are the people whe wrore it, namely Brunelleschi, Donatello, and cheir friends
from the San Giovanni quarter {cf. my Théorie ds Yéchiguier, in preparation). [There is now an
English edition of the Newvella del Grasse: Antonio Marnetti, The Far Woodworker, ed. and trans. by
Roberr L. Marcone and Velerie Martone, New York, 1991.3
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The Question of the Origin

Da lui ¢ nato la regola. In constituting itself, the tradition had to assign
costsuzione legittima a concrete historical origin and--a subtler requirement—
attach & name to it, that of its “inventor,” Painters’ perspective was discov-
ered in a given time and place, by a man designated by name: a man who
was not a painter, and who without doubt could not be one, seeing as the
primary intent of this narrative of origin required that he belong to the race
of constructors; a time whose moment is 2 matter of some importance because
it presents itself as that of a rebirth, of a repecition of origin; and finally, a
place—although we should allow for a likely intent to reinforce the image
of Florence as “mother of the arts” and of the new culture by stressing local
color—in which the tradition was deeply rooted, a region whose value as
country of origin was not to be underestimated: this was self-evident for
Alberei, who had recently returned to his native city after an extended exile
imposed on his family; but Filarete too made a point of stressing Brunel-
leschi’s Flogentine affiliation each time he mentioned his hero’s name. As if
the legislative force of this cultural object, to whose legislative power as a
binding rule the tradition attested (despite the facr thar rules are not
invented, nor are they discovered, being of institutional origin), was fully
recognizable, fully justifiable, only if its sources were traced, its pedigree
properly verified (a procedure requiring the testimony of witnesses, as we
shall see). As if a single demonstration had not sufficed to guaréntee its
legitimacy, it being necessary to consider in addition the question of its
origin‘, as well as the affiliated tradicion and its preoccupation with histori-
cal specificity.

Insofar as it is framed in terms of tradition, the question of the
origin of perspective blends into another that has consistently interested
philosophers: that of the origin of geometry, and of the route it cleared for
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itself, after a prolonged period of tentative effores, in the wake of a revolu-
tion—to cite Kant—"due to  single man, whether known as Thales or by
some other name,” he who first gave the form and force of a theorem to
geometric properties he had deduced himself, by common sense.! This con-
nection is all the more justifiable given chat the perspective rule is founded,
geomerrically speaking, on the so-called Thales theorem and the concept of
simititude that follows from rhis. Every allowance being made (and my argu-
ment makes 1o sense otherwise), the tradition transmirted and reworked
successively by Filarere, Manetti, and Vasari holds that the revolution intro-
duced by Brunelieschi in the matter of perspective (la quale per altri tempi
non S'era wsata) made such an impression that the event was saved from
oblivion, just like that ocher inaugural event known to us thanks to the
account of Diogenes Laertius. With the difference that, whereas we know
nothing of Thales save his name (which could be mistaken), the hiscory (die
Gerchichte, to use Kant’s word) of the man who is supposed to have accom-
plished this other “revolution” is relatively well known to us.

The very fact that despite a rotal absence, as we shall see, of spe-
cific data concerning the precise nature of the procedure applied by Brunel-
leschi, we nonetheless dispose of a great deal of information about the man
and his life, abour the circles in which he moved, and about his various
activities, as well as about the circumstances of his discovery, this face
obliges us to fine-tune the paralle] we might be tempted to draw berween
these rwo revolutions: the one, as a resule of which science was somehow
torn from its prehistory—out of a ground of pregeometric experience consti-
tuting its “first attainments,” to use Husserl’s phrase—t0 take an ideal
object, one liberated from all reference to an empirical subjectivity;? and the
other, which was to result in an art as marerial—as profoundly implicated
in the sensible world as was painting, in thac art’s appealing, by means of
geometry, to “its roots in nature’—so as to impose, under the title of per-
spective, a mode of representation linked, on pﬁnciple, to the position

assigned to the perceiving subject at the very depatture point of wstruzione

L. Emmanuel Kant, Critigue of Pure Reason, op. ct., English trans., p. xexi.

2. Cf Edmund Musserl, L'Origine d fa gometrie, French trans. and introducrion by Jacques Der-
rida, Paris, 1962; English trans. (of the Husser| rext anly), “The Origin of Geometry,” in The Crisis
of Enropean Sciences and "T'ranscendentl Phitosoply, op. cit., appendix 6, pp. 353-78.
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legittima, to its “origin,” in the geometric sense of the word. In the eyes of
tradition the question of the origin of perspective resembles thar of the
origin of geometry in two precise respects: in both instances the “revolu-
tion” is repured to have been instigated by an individual mentioned by
name, bur in neither case can the meaning of the origin be isolated from
that of history, whose task it is to produce such revolutions, ones that can
figure (but figure only) as points of departure (here, for science or arlt), as
absolure beginnings.

What can there be to the object of 2 deductive science or an “exact”
practice, one supposed to have demonstrative value, if it cannot constitute
irself as the object of this science or practice except at a given historical
moment and in specific circumstances, and if it allows itself to operate, to
unfold all ics implications, only if in turn it clears the way for another
history: a history that, while not subject to the same constraints as empiri-
cal history, nonetheless participates in its movement and is even capable of
impeding this? And, conversely, what can there be to history in general,
supposed to constitute the last horizon of ail “meaning,” as of all “truth,” in
comparison with the original mode of historicity characteristic of science,
from the moment this lacter conforms to a tradition—that precisely of
“truth”—that appears to be the pure, ideal form, even the model of an
authentic history, a history in the full sense of the word: a history irreduce-
able to a set of facts or a simple sequence of events but that would order
itself in relation to a horizon of ideality from which, on the contrary, it
would derive its meaning-—-in other words, something like perspective? To
say that Brunelleschi discovered or invented perspective—or at least that he
did not simply rediscover or reinvent it-—is this to ascribe to that discovery
an originary significance, to posit that it initiated both an object and a
history, comparable to the one artached to the name Thales—-whose
endeavor "pointed unmistakably to the path that had to be follswed, and
opened and traced out for the most distant times the safe way of a science™??

The question of the origin of perspective, which the tradition can-
not ignore from che moment it has sufficiently constirured itself to pose it,

this question, like its counterpart in geometry, thus rakes on the value of an

3. Kant, op. cit., p. xxx.
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example, from a phenomenological point of view (and in all senses of the
word “example”), at the same time that it becomes the index of a rask. As
Jacques Derrida wrires in his introduction to Husserl's The Origin of Gesme-
try, “the possibility of something like a hiscory of science imposes a reread-
ing and a reawakening of the "sense” of history in general; ultimately, its
phenomenological sense/divection will merge wich its teleological femse.”® Or to
put it differenely, in words better suited to my argument here: the possibil-
ity of a history of science necessarily entails a reconsideration of the meaning
of the word “history” and something like a “reawakening” of its meaning.
This holds for the history of science. Bur whae abour that of art—which at
a given moment in its history seemed to make a new beginning by linking
its destiny to that of a discipline with scientific pretentions, one that could
only impress as revolutionary? Especially given that the terms “rereading”
and “reawakening” assume a singular resonance in light of the moment in
which this narrative of origin was inscribed in history, took root in it—a
moment that ever-present tradition dubs a “renaissance” or “rebirth,” if not

the Renaissance.

It will be asserted, correctly, that there is nothing of “pure ideality” about
costruzione legitiima and that it bears no resemblance to a geometric theorem,
despite the fact that its theoretical justification, as well as the means that
enable its demonstrative capacities and determine its normativity—in a
word, its legitimacy-—depend from geometty. It proposed only to apply this
discipline to representational ends. Which did not prevent it from assum-
ing, on the register of the imaginary, forms that were increasingly rigorous
and pure, even abstract, to such an extent that finally ir solicited geometric
aid in the form of descriptive and projective geometry. But while it is true

that much can be learned about the emergence of a theory from its develop-

4. Derrida, in Husserl, op. cit., p. 5. Derrida’s zext is available in 2 separate English language
cdition as Jacques Derrida, Edmund Husserl's “Origin of Geometry”: Awn Introduction, trans. by John P.
Leavey, Jr., Lincoln and London, 1978; chis reference on p. 27. {"Sense” is Leavey's rendering of
the French term sems, but it can also signify “meaning” or "dircction,” a fact that Derrida exploits in

the cited passage—-TRANS.]
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ment, its application,® and in general, to use Husserl's term, the field of
work (Arbeitsfeld) opened up by it, this does not necessarily hold for paint-
ers’ perspective. For it could be that originally this was but the resule, the
product of the progressive perfecting and normalization of a process, or of a
set of empirical procedures, current in Florentine studios long before Bru-
nelleschi: such as, if we are to believe the more convincing exponent of this
hypothesis, the so-called bifocal method, probably in use since the four-
teenth century, of which the procedure used by Brunelleschi would be only
an a posteriori rationalization.® In the absence of all reliable information
about the said method (having excluded Vasari's text, an attempt to remedy
this lacuna a century and a half after the fact), it must be said that this
hypothesis has nothing to support it save the reputations of those whe
espouse it. Unless one ascribes to Brunelleschi a perspective system confirm-
ing such a thesis, which is to fall prey, like Robert Klein, to circular
reasoning.

But what is meant by “technique”? Either one can hold that this
skill originated in a strictly material, mechanical way, which doesn’t help us
to underseand how it came to be regarded as a model,” or one can espouse
the idea—advanced with great subtlety by André Chastel-—of a “knowledge
contained within the figurative structures that administer it,”® effectively
collapsing the question of origin into that of the modalities of this contain-
ment, of this “administration,” and of the ways this implicic knéwledge is
rendered explicit. I recall here that Panofsky convincingly demonstrated
how the most advanced Trecento artists, the most “progressive” ones (die
Fort-schrittlichen), gradually perfected and came to systematically apply, with
the aid of a checkered ground plane, a procedure that Duccio had used only

for the central portions of coffered ceilings. But even if orchogonals visible

5. Cf. Michel Serres, “Ce que Thalds a vu au pied des pyramides,” Hermés I1. Lilnterférence, Paris,
1972, pp. 163-80.

6. Klein, "Pomponius Gauticus on Perspective,” Form and Meaning, op. <it., pp. 119-

22.

7. ‘This argument was already made by the greac Vieanese art historian Alois Riegl at the end of
the last century, in his criticism of theories positing a techsical origin for ornamental forms (specifi-
cally, fram textile production), Cf. Alois Riegl, Stilfragen, Berlin, 1893, chaprer 1.

8. André Chastel, "Présentation,” in Klein, La Forme et U'imieliigible (the original, French-fanguage
edition of Form and Meaning, op. cit., with sdditional aticles), Paris, 1970, p. 14.
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5 Ambrogio Loren-
zetti, Annunciation, | 344,
Siena, Pinacoteca. Photo:

Giraudon.
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in the ground plane tend to converge at a single vanishing point, it doesn’t
necessarily follow that this decisive step, atttributable to the Ambrogio Loren-
zetti, was made “mndoubtedly with full mathematical consciousness.™ In the
Annunciation in the Pinacoteca in Siena, commissioned from Ambrogio in
1344, the patterned floor is indeed systematically constructed in accordasce
with the rules of perspective, in strict symmetry. But the point toward
which its orthogonals converge doesn't appear as such; it is dissimulated, or,

to be more precise, obliterated, obstructed by a column in low relief that

9. “Es sind vor allen Dingen die Briider Lorenzetti, die diesen wichtigen Schritr getan haben.
. . . Hier die sichtbaren Orthogonalen der Grundebene zum ersten Male simtlich, und chne 2weifel
mit voliern machemarischen Bewusstsein, nach einem Punkte orientiert sind.” Panofsky, "Dic Per-

spektive . . .," op. cic., p. 117; English trans., p. 37.
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corresponds exactly with the panel’s axis of symmetry and that, although an
extension of the gilded frame, is nonetheless firmly planted within the
painting, in the foreground, on its lower edge. In its spatial ambiguity,
funcrioning as it does as a kind of mask or screen, this architectonic ele-
‘ment is the lynchpin of an eminently contradictory structure in which the
paving’s recession is in open conflict with the flattening effect created by the
gold ground—within which the vanishing point is geometrically situated.
Numerous other examples of such contradiction could be cited; it is
almost as though the point designated by the construction was somehow so
powerful, yet so suspect, that it cannot be openly acknowledged, that it had
to be dissimulated behind 2 mask or veil. Nonetheless, the discovery of the
vanishing point, insofar as this was understood to affect the orientation of
otrthogonals well beyond those in the paving, to either side of it,'® corre-
sponded with the institution of a kind of “concrete symbol,” in Cassirer’s
sense, eventually leading to the geomerric definition of the “point of infin-
ity.” This idea is perfectly consistent with the central argument of The Phi-
Josaphy of Symbolic Forms; henceforth this point will effectively function, not
so much as a symbol of infinity, but as a sign whose inscription on the
canvas or wall marked the initiation of a project of progressive theoretical
articulation that was to achieve its logical conclusion only after a lapse of
several centuries. But before arriving at a conception of a point as the
image, at infinity, of the infinitely distant convergence point of all the
orthogonals, defined as the reciprocal equivalent of a vertical (and inversely),
it was necessary for mathematical thought to work through a sequence of
stages corresponding, in part, to what is called the “history” of geometry—a
history, to all appearances, in which art (that of the perspectivists) had -its
role to play at a given moment but which offers no support for the claim
made by Panofsky that, like many other branches of modern “science” (the e

quotation marks are his, and significant), the projective geometry of the

10. “Die Entdeckung des Fluchtpunkrs, als des ‘bildes der unendlich fernen Punkee simtlicher
Tiefenlinien,” ist gleichsam das koakrete Symbot fur dic Eatdeckung des Unendlichen selbse.”

Ibid., English trass., p. 58. The image of &/ orthogonals, whereas in Duccio only a few were
oriented in relation to the same point; which doesa’t imply that thenceforth che entire surface of the
ground plane (die ganze Bodebene) was conceived as being organized in relation €0 2 single vanishing
point—only the squared surface in question.
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seventeenth century was, in the fnal analysis, a product of the artist's
workshop. !

It would seem that Panofsky merely diverted the movement of sci-
ence in a way intended to turn it to art’s advantage. A science so accom-
plished at integrating the stages of its own development thar in cach of
these moments it appears to invent irself entirely in the present, outside
history. Burt such an intention fails to take account of the paradox at the
root of Husserl's reflections concerning the origin of geometry: ' although
the ideal entities that are the object of this science delineate for it a horizon
of permanence and intemporality, at the same time it is impossible to con-
ceive geometsy (and science in general) apart from its history. In none of
these moments is science the truth, given its inevitable ties to a specific
time, and given that i always opens onto a future in which it will necessar-
ily challenge its own atrainments preliminary to surpassing them, though
somehow steering clear of relativism and historicism. Husserl thoughe this
double bind could be loosed with the notion of horizon, a horizon of ideal-
ity, a phrase I've used above; but a horizon, as well, that is temporal, a face
on which the future of science hinges, at every moment——on the extent o
which cruth exceeds knowledge, on the intention behind any founding act
issuing in concepts that bring it to realization.

Such, in the field of are, was the discovery (prior to that of Brugel-
leschi) of the Lorenzetri; or, te use Panofsky’s term, their disclosure (Enz-
deckung), as a result of which the vanishing point was brought to light,
though this invention, in the archeological sense of the term, did not imply
full consciousness of its theoretical implications. Panofsky comes very close
to grasping the truth that concerns us here, and its sometimes tortuous

developmental trajectory, when he states that painting made accessible to

vision (veranschanlischen: to apprehend intuitively, to give to the senses, “to

11 “Auch sie [die projective Geometrie des XVIll. jahrhunderts], wie so viele Teildiszipline der
moderne "Wissensclaft,” in leczem Grunde ein Produke der Kitnstlerarelicrs.” ibid.

12, In addition two the inzroduction to The Origin of Geomatry by Jacques Derrida, 1 here make use
of an unpublished fecture course given by Maurice Merleau-Ponty at the Collége de France in
1959--60, under the title “Husser! a-deld de Ja phénoménologie,” the last of his courses | was able
to atzead; my notes from ic testify to my considerable debt to him. It was Merleau-Poney who,
while advising me during the period of my candidacy for the “diplome d'Etudes supérieures,” firsc
had me read Cassiter, as well as Panofsky’s text on perspective, and this ar a time when no one else
in Paris was interested in either of them,
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illustrate”) the Systemraum, the modern, systematic conception of space, in a
concrete artistic sphere (in efner Eiinstlerisch konkreten Sphire), even before
abstract marhematical science had given form and force to it as a postulate
(noch ehe das abstraktmathematische Denken ibn postuliert hatte®). In this sease,
and in this sense only, it might be maintained that, in the last resort,
modern geometry cmerged from “perspectival endeavors.”* In letzen
Grunde—the phrase can be taken literally, for the work carried out in'the
studios indeed furnished the indispensable grounding for future develop-
ments in geometry, as is illustrated by the example of Desargues. A
grounding of pre-geometric experience, like that which was the basis, the
condirtion, of the inversion described by Husserl of pure practice into pure
theory, whereby the empirical skill of measurement was transformed in
Thales’s period into a method of geometric thought.” Brunelleschi’s discov-

ery cleared the way for a similar inversion, and perhaps even implied it.
*

In its constitutive, “revolutionary” moment, costrugione legittima, known as
“correct” or “exact” perspective, is in direct conflict with the very idea of
cradition: in effect no tradition could prevail against the force of its demon-
strations. ‘The paradoxical nature of history—a constant factor——would seem
to dictate that this revolution be mastered in turn by a tradition that could
only constitute itself as such by obscuring its more ambiguous aspects, by
ignoring the implications of the event it acknowledged to be that of its
origin. Thus the seeming tendency to confine the import of Brunelleschi’s
discovery within strict boundaries, evident as early as the first pages of
Alberti's Della pittura (but seeming only, as the actual effect within the sym-
bolic order will be precisely inverse), in the choice made by that author to
treat ip the terms of a specific discourse (Parlo come pittove, “1 speak as a
painter”) an invention that, I repeat, could be ascribed to neither a painter
nor a writer of treatises. ‘That would not have been invented, that cowld not
have been invented, if it were true that the historical importance of perspec-

tival construction could be determined solely through examination of its

13. Panofsky, loc. cit,
14. “Und in der Tat sollte ja die projective Geometrie des X VI, Jahrhunderts aus perspektiv-

ischen Bemiihungen hervorgehen,” Ibid.
15. Husserd, Die Krisis . . ., p. 123; English wrans., p. 28.
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optical and/or geometric sources (in the scholarly sense of the word—pri-
mary sources), or its effects limited to the domain of painting, or its nature
understood in terms of ideological fallout. Whar I refer to as Brunelleschi’s
demonstration—a demonstration that has nothing idez!, nothing “purely”
geometric, about it—implicates another form of empirical or positivist his-
tory, even as it opens up a field of endeavor (and interrogation) that cannot
be contained within the limits of any discipline, whether “art,” "science,”
“technics,” “georetry,” “painting,” “scenography,” or other.

If such is the case, a new reading of the tradition through which
this demonstration is known to us becomes obligatary: a reading that, if
possible, is more naive (in the phenomenological sense), less anticipatory, but
also more literal, more respectful of the texts, than those previously pro-
posed. Noc that I intend to minimize the interest of earlier research into the
possible sources of the demonstration (notably that of Alessandro Parronchi)
and its context (here I am thinking of the exacting work carried out by
Robert Klein with the intention of recovering something of actual studio
practice, though he was not fully conscious of the implications of the prob-
lem), or the many attempts (of Parronchi again, as well as Richard Krauth-
eimer, Decio Gioseffi, John White, and, more recently, Edgerton, to name
just a few) to reconstitute Brunelleschi’s method of construction, to recon-
struct his experiments.'® If, as has been claimed, perspective is really a
crossroads, if not of inceptions then at least of histories, this project is more
than justified. But it nonetheless provokes the following question: After
having been ignored or neglected for so long (Panofsky himself only alluded
to it in passing, being less interested in the origin of perspective than in its
propetties as a “symbolic form,” one purportedly linked to the Welran-
schanung or world-view of the period), what can we learn roday about the

Brunelleschi episode, given that it is no longer accessible to us save through

16.  Cf. Parronchi, "Le due ravole prospetriche del Brunetleschi,” op. cit., pp. 226-312; Richard
Krautheimer, Lorenze Ghiberti, 1956, vol. 1, pp. 229if.; Decio Gioseffi, Perspectiva artificialis,

op. cit., pp. 73ff.; john White, The Birth and Rebirth of Pictorial Space, London, 1976, pp, 11321,
Edgerton, The Renaissance Rediscovery of Linear Perspective, op. cit., pp. 124-52. But the essential
waork, aside from the titles by Parronchi and Klein cited previously, remains that of Piero
Sanpaolesi, “Ipostesi sulle conoscenze matematiche, statiche e mecaniche del Brunelleschi,” Belfe
arti, 3 (1951),
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a literature that is often paradoxical, even nonsensical?V’ If the tradition was
able to constitute itself only by resorting o this designation of an origin,
can we possibly hope, by analyzing the texts, notably their lacunae, to cast
any new light on the original intent of this constitutive, if not constitu-
tional, project?

I take this to be the index of a task that, while ultimately of
phenomenological inspiration {(which should not trouble those who've con-
vinced themselves that much current theoretical work, far from having ren-
dered the phenomenological project obsolete, sets out to address problerms
framed in crude, pre-phenomenological terms), must nonetheless be pursued
in a way diametrically opposed to that adopted by Husserl in The Origin of
Geomerry. The fundamental difference between the two founding opera-
tions—that of Thales, which was rigorously idealist, and that of Bruneltes-
chi, which was partly experimental—cannot be denied. Where Husserl
aimed, by means of his “reduction,” at recovering the original meaning of
geometry by means of the eidetic of the spatiality of natural things and the
index of scientificity in general, which entailed deciphering the meaning of
the constituting act as this implicates the constituted object, in this
instance developed geometry {thus the above-noted equivalence berween
meaning {sens] of the origin and teleological direction {sens}), we will be
obliged, by contrast, to undertake a close reading of the single narrative
that affected the introduction of Brunelleschi’s perspective demonstration
into history,® that of Manetti. A word-for-word reading, as regards both its
content and the information it conveys. And this with the intention, not of
uncovering its hidden meaning, or of interpreting it in light of its anteced-
ents or of subsequent theoretical developments, but rather—in open defiance
of philology if not of all pretense to objectivity, fortified, we might say, by
& question utterly free of positivist certitude, a question thar is essentially

17. Cf. Martin Kemp, “Science, Non-science and Nonsease: The Interpretation of Brunelleschi’s
Perspective,” Art History, vol. 1, no. 2 (June 1978), pp. 13452, I certainly do not concur with all
his conclusiens, but [ am nonetheless indebted to a number of pertinent observations made by
Kemp in this article, which led me to revise several of the arguments advanced in an early, highly
preliminary version of the present work (Cf. “L'Origine d¢ la perspeetive,” Mamwla, no. 5-6, 1979,

pp- 113-37).
18. On tradition as the “cther of historical perception,” cf. Derrida, in Husserl, op. cit., p. 34;
English teans., Edmund Husserl's ‘Origin . . " op. cit., p. 49.
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eritical—in hopes of apprehending this tradition in the constirutive moment
of its turning back on itself, using the painting which provides access, and
on the point of origin wicth which it was, as we shall see, pierced. A hole,
which it would appear Vasari significantly chose to ignore—unless it was
quickly patched over to give the panel a more respectable appearance, one
more in keeping wirh expectations as to what paintings ought to be. The
project before us, then, is essentially chat of directing attention to several
features, if not piercings, absences, that are so many reference points along
the path of another history, one that is resolutely speculative.” And in imple-
menting it—-in this respect it resembles Husserl's, which addressed geome-
try within the context of western science in general—we must not ignore
the question of its ties to a purported “crisis” from which it issued, the
implications of which extend, under the standard of perspective, well
beyond the crisis of the representarional system inherited from the Renais-
sance, evidence for which can supposedly be found in painting since the
epoque of Cézanne and the beginnings of cubism. For it is readily apparent
that in the cultural field at large—encompassing prevailing modes of
graphic design as well as information conveyed by photography, film, and
computers—this systern has lost none of its pertinence: even today our cul-
ture is massively informed by the perspectival model, far more so than was
the Renaissance, for which perspective did not so much constitute a privi-

leged ideological form as give historical point to the work of the symbolic.
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Was der Fall ist,

The lost prototype.

And as for the sky,

Perspective and the built object.

Perspective shows.

The mirror demonstrates.
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This matter of perspective (literaily: this case of perspective, guests
caso della prospettiva), the first thing in which he showed it (nells
prima cosa in che ¢'lo mostro) was a small panel about half a braccio

square (unaz tavoletta di civea mezzo braccio guadro) on which he made

a painting that resembled (o similitudine) the temple of San Gio-
vanni, seen from the outside; and of this temple he represented as
much of it as can be seen from the outside (¢ da quel tempio vitratto
quanto se ne vede a un sguardo dallato di fuori); and it seems that to
represent it he stationed himself some three braccia inside the cen-
tral portal of Santa Maria det Fiori (e pare che sia stato a ritravlo
dentre alla porta del mexzo di Santa Maria del Fiove qualche bracia tre),
the thing being done with such care and delicacy (con tanta diligenza
e gemi/lezzé) and so precisely (e tanto a punto) in the colors of the
black and white marbles that no miniaturist could have done it
better. And everything figuring around (literally: facing, dinanzi)
that part of the piazza encompassed by the eye (quella parte della
Prazza che viceve locchio), namely, from che side facing the Misericor-
dia up to the arch and corner of the sheep marker, and from the
side with the column of the miracle of Saint Zenobius up to the
corner of the straw market, and as much of this place as one sees
from some distance away (¢ quanto di que'lnogo si vede de discoto). And
insofar as he had to show the sky (e per quanto s'aveva a dimostrare de
cielo), that is, where the painted walls stamped themselves against
the air (eioé che le muvaglie del dipinto stampassano nella aria), he used

silver burnished in which a way that natural air and sky (lariz
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é'cieli natuvali) were reflected in it, and even clouds that one saw

pass by in this silver pushed by the wind, when it was blowing.!

Such was rhe prototype of perspective co which is actached, like a
brand name, like a certification of pedigree, the name of Brunelleschi-if,
that is, one accepts that the tevolerta used in the demonstration was a small
painted wooden panel half a braceis square, or about the length of one's
hand, wrist included, and thus easily handled.? Or to adhere more closely to
the text: which abetted him in showing (but not, at first, demonstrating?)
what there was to such a “case” of perspective (that is, one case among other
possible ones), if not to perspective in general, to perspective as the “case.”
Or again—making free play with associations deriving from the use of this
word in contempotary philosophy—to perspective as paradigm, as the para-
digm of something in the representational order with implications bearing
upon “what is the case,” on what is at stake, on what is in question, that
itself poses a question—Was der Fall ist.

“Prototype” should be understood here in the sense of modkl,
though not one tied to a divine revelation, like icons of the Virgin in the
Byzantine tradivion, which held, at least ideally, that all such representa-
tions depended from Saint Luke's portrait of an apparition of Mary, the first
link, necessarily an absent one, in a long chain of images. To say nothing of
that other image, primordial if ever there was, the vera icona par excellence:
the imprinc of Christ’s face on Veronica's veil, the record of direct contacr,
of immediate transfer of the real 1o the imaginary chat took the form of a
mifror image, a reversed or pivoted image, as in a self-portraic. Which was
thus an index, in Charles Peirce’s sense, the result of a quasi-photographic
process, but one in which the distance implied by prise de vue (literally,
captured view: the French phrase for an individual photographic exposure)
plays its parr: a distance, as we shall see, that perspective purs ro construc-
tive as well as demonstrative use. The image of painting that Brunelleschi

used for his demonstration would have had to be comstructed by him, and—as

1. Manewi, op. ¢it., pp. $7-58; English trans., pp. 42-44.
2. On the problems posed by the transtation and interpretation of this passage, cf. infiw, chapter
7., pp. 101HE
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was stressed by Alberti—without having at his disposition any example 10

whatever the presuppositions and epistemo-

inspire him. Bur this model
logical implications of the operation may have been~~this prototype must
also, of necessity, be absent from its place: the very structure of the tradi-
tion dictates this, as it could not have constituted itself as such except
through the attempt to reactivare its traces. Such is the case with dreams,
whose images, like this painting, are accessible to us only retrospectively,
through descriptions couched in language, in conformity with the rule of
ekphrasis. The descriptions in question can “make paintings” ( fuire tablean),
but will only succeed in this task insofar as they make implicit reference to
the constructive principle obeyed by the image of the baptistry, indicating
with precision their origin, in the geometric sense.

According to Manetti, the constructive rule applied by Brunelleschi
was such that, on the basis of an image in perspective of a building, one
that could not have been more familiar to Florentines, the baptistry of San
Giovanni, one could determine the spot on which the painter placed him-
self, at least ideally, to represent it~a ritsarlo, or, to take this phrase liter-
ally, to take its portrait, feature by feature. A guantitative matter, as
Manetti specifies (quanto se ne vede): from a given point of view the eye can
only perceive part of any opaque body, in particular a building whose regu-
lar form makes iv amenable to calculation, a part that's larger or smaller in
correlation with the limirs imposed by the point of view in question. E Pare
che sia stato a ritrarlo: in fact it matters little whether Brunelleschi went
abour producing his construction i sitx, scanding on the spot indicated by
Manetti~—the same spot upon which the text, a bic further on, states that
any observer wishing to represent for himself che baptistry as it appeared in
the favoleta should stand. What was essential was that the chosen point of
view could be deduced from the painting itself. And more: that the place be
locatable in real space with relative precision (“about three braccia inside the
central poreal of the cathedral™), such that anyone at all who came to the
spot might verify the accuracy of this designation,

It mighr seem surprising that Manecti has nothing to say abour the
method of construction used by Brunelleschi in his perspectival rendering of
the baptistry, chac his goal is to reveal its demonstrative power and experi-

mental characrer. Bur one cannot use this apparent lacuna to argue thar the
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6 Brunelieschi's first
experiment: overhead
view of Florence Cathe-
dral and the Baptistry
with indication of the
position of the observer
inside the central portal
and his two possibie
angles of vision,
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artist proceeded tn a purely mechanical way, using a mirror, even painting

on one, as has been proposed by Gioseffi.? In addition to objections to be
discussed below, this hypothesis is difficult to reconcile with the function of
the prototype in the tradition: in effect it is difficult to see how Brunelles-
chi could have derived a rule from a straightforward recording or graplic
transfer. For even if, as Filarete would have it, he resorted to the use of a
mitcor the better to observe the way objects diminish in proportion with
distance, it would still have been necessary for him to understand—Ilike
Kant’s Thales—that he should not become fixated on what the mirror dem-
onstraies (che nello specchio 17 si dimostra), nor even on the concept derivable
from it, bur thar he must engender this, “generate” it, using, as Vasari
would say later, his own resources, and thus discover the rule per ragione: it
being impossible in this instance for construction to operate a priori, its

functioning being predicated on a foundation consisting of givens both the-

3. Gioseffi, op. cit., p. 77.

92




oretical and practical, and of relatively developed measurement skills, in the
context of which the mirror would have had a certain role to play.*

Vasari’s  indication that Brunelleschi, in constructing his perspective
image of the baptistry and its surroundings, used a ground plan and an
elevation of the buildings in question to correlate them with what he terms
the intersegatione, that is, a plane of projection corresponding to the picture
plane, the latter being assimilated to a slice of the visual pyramid, is a
response to this epistemological requirement. This assertion, which would
have been corroborated by standard architectural practice in Vasari’s day,
does not contradict Manetti’s description. Thus it is easy to understand why
numerous interpreters have accepted it; but Manetti’s silence on this point
merits our a‘t'\gentionkit is, 10 fact, decisive. For the moment, however, |
will merely note that if such had been the procedure used by Brunelleschi,
he could have produced what appears to have been the first example of
modern “scenography” without piacing himself in the spot indicated by
Manetti, and that 2 properly programmed computer provided with the nec-
essary information would be capable of doing this withour leaving the

laboratory.

There remains the problem of the sky or, in Manetti’s terms, of that portion
of the little painting against which the walls of the buildings making up
the background of the scene, as well as, it would seem, the pyramidal roof
of the baptistry itself, should stamp themselves. Tt is worth pointing out here
that, in Manetti’s Life, the perspective episode follows immediately after an
extended passage devoted to Brunelleschi’s gifts as a muratore, which, it is -
claimed, in his youth first brought him to the atrention of the authorities,
who then summoned him per architetto ¢ per disegno.® So much for the walls.
But the sky? Doesn't representation of the aerial element, like that of
clouds, those “bodies without surfaces,” as Leonardo described them, fall
outside the skills necessary for linear perspective, which can only funcrion,

as 2 rule of construction, on the condition that everything escaping its juris-

4. Cf., on this point, the invaluable chservations of Martin Kemp, op. cit. 1978, pp. 158-39.
5. Manerti, op. cit., pp. 54-55; English traos., p. 40,

The Monstration 93




The Prototype

diction be excluded from its field? How is one to represent, feature by
feature, a body that has no contours? How is one to trace its “portrait”?6
The new idea of the painting at the center of perspective’s origin
myth cafled for inclusion in the demonstration—on its margins, it would
seem, and in the form of a reflection—of this unmastered, unmasterable
background element, one that had to be shown buc could not be except by
use of a mirror—that is, paradoxically, by resorting to a di-mostratio. Thus
the cloud mirror functioned as the index (narrowly construed) of a disconti-
nuity between the order of that susceptible to representation by the means
of perspectiya artificialis, and another element which, admitting of no term
and no limit, seems to escape capture, demanding to be presented "in ics
natural form” (laria ¢'cieli narurali). The index of a discontinuity but also of
a heterogeneity, if not of a heterotope (with the following reservation,
which has its importance in an.Aristotelian context: that the element
reflected in the mirror, in its natural form, not be the entirely ideal one of
light, but rather the atmosphere as the location of sublunas phenomena).
Casamenti, piani ¢ montagne ¢ paesi d'ogni vagione: perspective is applicable to
anything that will conform to its “reasons,” however varied these might be.
First of all, that product of art which, in its materials and its mechanics,
borrows ditectly from nature: the thing built. Whereas according to Husserl
geometry takes for its object the spatiality of natural things in general,
perspective is indissolubly linked to built objects, and to architecture, as
well as to the spatiality of the city as defined by the monuments punctuat-
ing it and the lines of the facades bounding and enclosing it. To such a
degree that Rudolf Wittkower could argue, quite ingeniously, that Brunel-
leschi had been prompted to invent perspective by a requirement, a need,
that was distinctly architectural: wanting to establish once and for all that
the metrical coberence of a building remained constant regardless of the
distance from which it was viewed, he had to demonscrate that the visible
dirinution of objects distributed in space conformed to a regular, invariable
ratio. With the consequence that the proportions of a building can only be

judged in perspective, in relation to an ideal plane of projection, which

6. On perspective as a struczure of exclusion, and for a more fully developed analysis of this
aspect of the Brunclleschian concepeion, of. my Théorie du nuage, op. cit., pp. 16671,
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implies that the difference berween architecture and painting is only one of
medium, not of essence.’

Bur Manetti’s attentiveness to the problem of the sky, and his fail-
ure to discuss the ground of the perspective construction, this textual given
assumes symptomatic meaning if we note that Alberti holds the delineation
of a checkerboard ground plane to be the first step in the construction of
what must be called the perspective scene. In addition to conforming with
the emphasis on the covering of buildings in the tradition—whether the
dome of the cathedral of Florence or the row of beams that supposedly
prompted Brunelleschi to formulate the notion of converging orthogonals,
to say nothing of the coffered ceilings in San Lorenzo and Santo Spirito, or
of the architect’s probable parricipation in the graphic construction of the

vaule, also coffered, above Masaccio's Trinity, in which the ground plane on

which the figures stand is reduced tg a mere line corresponding with thar of
the horizon—it confirms a lesson to be learned from Manetti’s account: in
its moment of origin, perspective, like geometry, was less concerned with
space, considered as the receptacle of bodies (and, a fortiori, with that
homeogeneous, continucus, and infinite space conceptualized by Descarres
under the rubric of extended substance), than with objects themselves.
Beginning with this octagonal baptistry, situated in the center of a square
piazza, readily accessible to view, a perfectly regular figure presenting a
similar aspect on each of its sides: the very type of those bodies of which
Husser! spoke, having surfaces that are more or less smooth, angles that are
more or less pure, and lines of intersection that are more or less clean; that
instruct the mind and conduct it, in a sequence of incremental steps,
roward the horizon of the pure “limit-shapes” that are the object of geome-
try.® But if one knows nothing about, cannot know anything about a vol-
ume except what its planes tell us, planes onto which, in a sense, it projects
itself,* and if projection is as significant here as plane, then Brunelleschi's
demonstration assumes, in this context, a singular relief: the first thing in

which he showed and drew attention to prospettiva was a small painting

7. Wirtkower, "Brunclleschi and ‘Proporcion in Perspective,’” op. cit. 1953, p. 288.

8. Husserl, L'Origine de la géometrie,op. cit., pp. 210~11; of. Die Krisis . . ., op. cit., pp. 2Uf;
English trans., pp. 25ff., 376ff.

9. Serres, “Ce que Thalés a vu au pied des pyramides,” op. cit., p. 173,
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made to resemble an object itself so manifestly rational chat making a
planar projection of it might casily appear to constitute a renewal with the
inaugurél act of geometry. In which task he could succeed only by reducing
the visible bodies to an assemblage of surfaces—-surfaces representing the

limits of bodies, as lines represent che limirs of surfaces.

*

I have spoken of s “demonstration.” But what, precisely, does Manetti say?
That this matrter, this “case” of perspective, Brunellesc13i first showed it {nella
prima cosa in che ¢'lo meirro) in a small panel on which he'd painted the
baptistry of San Giovanai such thar chis appeared as if seen from a specific
spot, namely from just inside the poreal of the cathedral. The word dimo-
strave appears later in the text, in the phrase about the sky and the place
reserved for it in the design (¢ per quanto s'aveva a dimostrave di ciels), which
might seem to be a concradiction in terms, given that this “demonstration,”
purported or real, excluded all reference to geometry and was entirely
dependent upon the operation of the mirrot. But the difficulty—invoked in
a number of texts dealing with perspective and the specular image—is only
apparent. Perspective is, in effect, doubly a macter of showing: on the one
hand, it provides rules for the diminution of objects in accordance with the
distance at which they show themselves (dF guella misara che S'appartiene a
quella distantia che le si mostrano de lunghi); on the other, it lends itself to
demonstration, by means of a mirror. If it is true, as Lacan would have it,
that in a waking state our gaze is elided such that we imagine not only that
we “see ourselves seeing ourselves” but that “we see it showing itself,” by
contrast, the perspective image, like the dream image, characteristically
“shows ttself” of its own accord——though even here there is some slippage
of the subject, whereby it “demonstrates” its presence. !

That perspective, in and of itself, can be the object of a demonstra-
tion, if not of an explicit “monstration,” is not necessarily self-evident. But
that “it shows itseif” of its own accord, often indiscreetly, is evinced by a

substantial portion of quattrocento art. In the experiment to which Brunel-

10, Alberti, Della pittnra, book 1, cited ed., p. 56; English trans., pp. 44--43. Cf. my Théorie du
nuage, op. cit., p. 162,
1i. Lacan, Le Séminaire X1, op. cit., p. 72; English trans., Four Fundamental Conceprs, p. 83.
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leschi’s name has become attached, this feature becomes not only figurative
but also gestural and specular, all at once, by means of a mirror held at
arm’s lengeh, which confers precise meaning on the distinction between
mostrare and dimostrare. The word di-mostratio implies a process of duplica-
tion, of repetition, of doubling whose agent is the mirror. That Brunelleschi
did not paint the baptistry with a mirror, or on a mirror, is confirmed by
an attentive reading of the text: if such were the case, Manetti woﬁid have
used the word dimastrare, as he did for the sky. The sky that Brunelleschi
did not paint, leaving it to the mirror ro reflect it, tor“de-monserate” it. As
was already stated by Filatete, what is shown directly to the eye i1s demon-
strated in che mirror (che nello specchio 11 i dimostra). Painting shows; the

mirror demonstrates,
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The square of the guadro.
Windows and doors.
The schism between the eye and the gaze,

A matter of angle, distance, and point of view.




§ EV EN

The Painting’s Reasons

Before turning to the dernonstration proper, it will be useful to padke and
review the information presently ar our disposal concerning the reasons
shaping Brunelleschi’s painting. First, its measurements.

Una tavoletta di civca mezze braccio quadro: breaking with the gener-
ally accepred view, some have suggested that the word indicating approxi-
mation {cirea) applies not to the dimensions of the tewoletta (“a small panel
of about half a draccio on each side”) but to its surface (“a small pane] of
about half a square éraccio”), which would correspond to a square 41 centi-
meters to a side, and thus sensibly larger, though nothing in this reading
necessarily entails the panel's being square in format.! But the argument
that of the two interpretations this is the one more consistent with the
usage of the period is contradicted by several contemporary sources.? Con-
trary to Martin Kemp, I opt for the prevailing interpretation, though I
agree with his view that so small a difference in the dimensions is probably
of little consequence. But the fact that in Italian the same word gwadre can
designate, when used as a noun, a “painting,” and, as an adjective, a gec-
tangle with four right angles and four sides of equal length, this fact points
to & secret complicity between the two notions, and of them with the grid,
as applied to the very ground of perspective, or a shortcut on which costre-
zione legittima is based: a complicity that, although its inscription in the
language might seem to imply its having been a factor from the beginning,

is not self-evident and has nothing “natural” about it—unless one refers it

i, Cf. R. Beitrame, "Gli esperiments prospettici del Brunelieschi,” Rendiconti della sedute

dell' Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei. Classe di Scienze morale, storiche e filologiche, ser. 28 (1973),

pp. 417-68; cf. Kemp, “The Interpretation . . .," op. cit., 1978, pp. 137-38.

2. “Bracois quadre: si dice a quello spazio guadro che da ciascune de'swol lati sia di misura d'un braccio.”
Francesco Sacchetti (ca. 1335-1399), Opere diverse, Flerence, 1857, p. 38. On the {undamepca]
importance of the squate for Brunelleschi, cf. Sanpaolesi, “Ipotesi . . .," op. cit., 1951, pp. 20-21.
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to the model of a regular visual pyramid with a square base. If, to use
Alberti's metaphor, a painting can be construed to resemble a window
piercing a wall through which the spectator can look into an interiof, it was
not unteasonable for Filarete, pushing this figure to the point of redun-
dancy, to specify for the plane of projection a square formar that would
subsequently assume the status of a principle, if not an archetype.’ ‘

And yer it must be admitred chat, in the context of the myth of
the origin, the prototype could have been other than square, could have
correlated more with a door than a window. Whereas the irgage of the
“window” implies a solution of continuity between the ground supporting
the observer and that upon which the representation sies, this does not hold
for a door, even when its threshold is preceded by a few steps or opens onto
a sunken interior, as is the case in Florence today for, respectively, the
cathedral and the baptistry. Given a door like that of Santa Maria dei Fiori,
which is {currently} about six brurciz wide and ar least twice as high, and
supposing that these dimensions were more or less the same in Brunelles-
chi’s time,* and—a condition that has not been acknowledged in any previ-
ous reconstruction of the experiment—:zhat the doors were completely gpen, the
visual pyramid corresponding to this opening, whose apex would be situated
three braccia inside the door, at a height of about three braccia {according ro
Alberti, the height of an average man®), this pyramid will have right recti-
linear angles at irs summit and 2 squared base or section corresponding to
the plane of the door, as defined by its two framing verticals and its thresh-
old, the upper limit of the guadro (assuming a square format) stamping itself

against the sky, well below the lintel.

3. "Perché ogni cosa che 'uomo vuol fare si & mestiero di pigliare uno certo principio ¢ forma, ¢
con quello ordine che quella tal cosa merita sguire la cosa proposta, si che adunque noi prima
fingereme astare a una certa finestra, & per quelia vedere tutte quelle cose le quali noi vorrema nel
BOSIIG . . . piano discrivere ¢ disegnare.” Filarete, Treatise, fol. 177 recro, op. cit., pp. 650-51;
English trans,, pp. 302-303. When describing how to construct a transparent net through which
the painter can look, ar through o seindaw, the more casily to render the object which has thus been
squared (guadrate), Filarcee, significantly, specifies & square frame, made of four wooden strips on
which should be serecched finen strings or copper wice half a braccio, two-thirds of a braccis, of a
whole braccie in lengeh (ibid., fol. 184 verso, op. <it., p. 677; English wans., p, 315).

4. Cf. White, op. cit., pp. 114-1% and 130--31, note 4.

5. Alberti, Defla pittura, book 1, cited ed., p. 70; English trans., p. 56.
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The possibility, indicated by Manetti, of deducing from the perspective con-
struction itself the point of view determining it was of course a funcrion of
the painting’s representing not only part of the baptistry (guants ne se vede)
but a portion of the piazza in frone of the cathedral, one that corresponded
(atlowing for a few subsequent changes in the street pattern) to what a spec-
tator on the spot in question would see roday. Or to what the eye takes in
(che riceve Pocchio), in the curious phrase used by Manetti, as if to stress that
where quantity was concerned the organ of vision should yield to the metric
rule which is that of perspective. The painter (or the spectator) being free to
direct his gaze wherever he likes, toward the baptistry, for example (uno
sguardo dallato di fuors): if he arrests it there, the surroundings will organize
themselves, for the eye (Lacan was not the first to explicitly indicate the
schism between the eye and the gazel), in conformity with a schema deter-
mined a priori whose limits, in the instance of a perspective as precisely
framed as the one described by Manetti, can be deduced from its definition.

[t is here that problems begin to arise. Working with a ground
plan, we can determine that, assuming an angle of 90° between the sides of
the visual pyramid, the “view” would have corresponded to the description
given by Vasari, extending, on the left, as far as the casa della Misericordia,
and on the right, beyond the Saint Zenobius column. Manetti’s text, how-
ever, is nowhere near as clear as a first reading might suggest: assuming
that the lateral limits of the painting would have corresponded, on the left,
with the corner of the sheep marketr and, on the right, with the corner of
the straw market, the perspective would imply 2 much smaller angle of -
vision, one of about 50°. Bur Martin Kemp, from whom I take the observa-
tion, has correctly noted that this passage can be construed very differently:
if, on the ground plane, one draws lines from the point inside the cathedral
indicared by Manetti to the two furthest extremities of the line delineated
by the facades extending from the wolta to the canto, behind the baptistry,
the angle thus formed will be smaller still, and the mass of the baptistry
will precisely screen out this line. Such chat we cannot exclude the possibil-
ity that Manetti meant to say that the painting provided a view of that

portion of the piazza extending, on the left, as far as the corner of the sheep
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8  Florence, Baptistry
of San Giovanni viewed
from the cathedra,
Phote: Brunner,
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9 Plan of the environs of the cathedral and the
Baptistry of San Giovanni. The broken lines corre-
spond to the two possible angles of vision. A, Volta
dei Pecori (corner of the sheep market); B. Canto

" alla Paglla {corner of the straw market); €. Miseri~
cordia; D. Saint Zenobius cotumn.

market (approaching from the Misericordia) and, on the right, beyond the
corner of the straw market, in the direction of the Saint Zenobius column.
As Kemp states, this reading is all the more credible given that one of the
aspects of perspective construction most frequently invoked in the literature
is precisely that opaque bodies screen out what is behind them in a way
consistent with basic geometric precepts.

The choice then is clear: either the panel provided a view, in addi-
tion to the baptistry, of the two facades framing it on either side, whose -
disposition was more or less perpendicular to the picture plane; or the view
concentrated squarely on the solid volume, the geometric body of the build-
ing itself, encompassing only two narrow strips representing the far reaches
of the piazza. In the first case-—which corresponds with a schema that recurs
throughout trecento and quattrocento are®-—the angle of vision would be
consistent with the one deducible from Manetti’s indications about the spec-

taror's position within the cathedral, namely a right angle. In the other

6. Cf infra, chapter 13, pp. 246-47.
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10 Duccio, Temptation GADECEEL
of Christ, 1308-11. Siena,
Museo dell'Opera del
Buome. Photo: Alinari-

Giraudon.

case the angle would be one of abour 50°, and the image, insofar as we can
g g

envision it, would bear a curious resemblance to Duccio’s Tempration of
Christ from the back predella of the Masszz, Which is a small square panel,
ot very nearly square, though of dimensions notably larger (43 X 45.5 cm)
than those probably used by Brunelleschi, on which is depicted a building
whose octagonal structure is very like thar of the baptistry of San Giovanni,
even if its style is different—Gothic, but with paneled ornament that
retains something of the first Florentine Renaissance, that of the thirteenth
century. The image of this monument, which corresponds to an extremely
proximate view, occupics very neatly the entire surface of the panel, the
building being cut off at the top, reduced to its prismatic mass and the
merest fragment of its roof. While the volume is presented in a frontal
view, the interior of the building is on a diagonal: through the door we see

a floor whose checkered patrern delineates, not the prism surface parallel to
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the picture’s ground plane, and on the same axis, as must have been the
case, by definition, in the image of the Florentine baptistry, but rather an
oblique view to the righe. The whole being inscribed against a gold ground
completely surrounding the structure, except for the ground, like a vedusa,
but one opening onto a pure ¢lement of light and ideality.

As Martin Kemp has said, the information provided by Manetti
pertaining to the angle of vision and the relative breadth of the panofama
presented to view is not sufficient to enable us to choose between the two
hypotheses. Yer the text cleatly suggests, once more, that from this perspec-
tive, from what it allowed to appear of the mass of the baptistry, from the
angles éssigned to elements other than parallel to the picture plane, one
could deduce the point at which it seemed (¢ pareva) the painter had placed
himself, at least ideally, in producing his construction. That implies that
another given must be taken: into account, that—whatever one might

.understand this to mean—of distance.

The problem of distance—distance between the point of view and the object
perceived, and the distance between the eye and the picture plane, which
are two different chings—is to all appearances the heart of the question.”
But it is not casy to formulate if one sticks to the letter of Manetti's text,
refusing to extrapolate from it. Did Brunelleschi posit, in some form or
other, the notion of the distamce point, namely a point outside the field of the
painting but on the same plane and on its horizon line, that would serve as
a reference marker in determining the thythm of diminution of transverse
lines, the rapidity of foreshortening as a function of distance, in conformity
with the principle of perspective construction? The assertion that he gave
birth to the rule on which all subsequent work of the kind was based would
seem to indicate this—if, that is, a debate that has agitated historians for a
century can be considered closed: to maintain, with Panofsky, that Alberti
was unacquainted with the distance point is to imply that it was not a

necessary prerequisite of costruzione legittima, and that the institution of a

~

7. Kemp, "The Interpretation . . .,” op. cit. 1978, p. 138.
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11 The principle of
costruzione legittima as
described by Alberti
(after Panofsky).

The Prototype

X Distance between the eye
™ and the plane of projection
N
Sl [ 's e ......._............—\
317
5
../ i I 1 LY. Y v
£z i 1 LW 7]
% 71 L
Y I 1 :
/[ /}’}%
” > by s

unique vanishing point and the assimilation of the pamtmg to a plane of
projection were sufficient to define it.?

So far, Manetti’s text has scarcely helped us to clarify the problem.
If one assumes that the plane of intersection corresponded to that of the
cathedral door, the observer being situated three braccia inside it, then the
distance separating the apex of the pyramid from this plane would have
been equal to half the field of the work (6:3), and the distance point would
be inscribed on the vertical edge of the painting. A hypothesis on the sole
basis of which Robert Klein concluded that the method of construction used
by Bruneileschi was a straightforward rationalization of the traditional bifo-
cal system, and which John White found particularly attractive because he
thought it implied that all the elements of the construction were contained
within the limits of the painting, no extetior point, such as that posited by
Desargues, being needed. That supposes, let it be said in passing, that a

* point inscribed on the edge of the painting, on its border, is to be regarded

as within its field, which mathematically is far from self-evident: in the
context of costruzione legittima, the inscription of a construction point on the
edge of the painting might be taken o consticute a kind of bassage to the
limi¢ which one would be obliged to interpret as such, a radically new

development, as is signaled by Masaccio’s Trinsty, in which, as we have

8. Panofsky, “Das perspekrivische Verfabren Leene-Barcista Albertis,” Kmrmbram.é new series, 26
(1913), pp. 504-16.
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12 Leonardo da Vinci, schema of the perspective
construction of the distance point. Institut de
France, Ms. A, fol. 36 verso. Photo: Bulloz.

seen, the vanishing point is established on the baseline of the upper portion
of the composition, the ground being reduced to a mere line of no thickness
whatever.

Any argument based on the position assigned to the spectator
inside the door of the cathedral collapses as soon as it is conceded that the
angle of vision in question cannot be determined with dny precision. The
informarion available to us at this stage only allows us to postulate a con-
clusion that might be termed elastic: one must either allow that the dis-
rance between the eye and the picture plane was equal to half the panel’s
width, which would entail an angle of vision of 90°, as implied in Vasari’s
description, and perhaps Manetti's, or one must opt for the hypothesis of a
smaller angle, about 50°, in which case the distance would have been very
nearly equal to the width, of the panel, but withour che distance between
the eye and the object being altered in any way. 1 raise the question of these

alternatives here, reserving the right to revisit it further along as it relates
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13 Principle of ground-
plane construction using
the so-called bifocal -
method (after R, Klein,
Form and Meaning,

p. 116}

4 The Tavoletta Son
Giovanni, construction
schema using both a plan
and an elevation of the
baptistry. A. Parronchi,
Studi su la dolce prospet-
tiva, fig. 90. Photo: Bib-
liotheéque Nationale,
Paris.
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IS  Procession of the Banners of San Giovanni, cas-
sone panel, Florence, first half of the fifteenth cen-
tury. Florence, Museo Nazionale del Bargello.
Photo: Alinari-Giraudon.

10 another example, one not withour relevance to Brunelleschi's demonstra-

tion.? Whar if we didn't have to choose berween chese two hypotheses, since
in the end the demonstration had meaning only if the possibility of a varia-
tion were left open, only if anyone participating in the experiment were

-accorded a carefully calculated margin of manoeuvre?

*

One last point remains to be resolved, one that has received scant attention
in the literature. And point is the proper word to employ here, because che
issue is that of determining where to situate the vanishing point on Brunel-
leschi’s little perspective panel. Here again we are obliged to work with
indications provided by Manetti: the position he assigns to the painter,
inside the central portal of the cathedral and in all probability on its central
axis, might be taken to imply that this point would have been at the
geometric center of the tavelesta, at a height—allowances being made for
changes in the floor levels of, respectively, the cathedral and the baptisery—
corresponding to the door lintel of the latter monument. As plausible as it

might seem, this hypothesis has its arbitrary elements, as Alessandro Par-

N

9. Cf infra, chapter 15, pp. 323f1.
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ring a bir of distortion, within the tectangle of chis door, at the height of 4
man standing there, facing the Spectator inside the portal of the cathedral.
As we shalj see, history justifies and, in a manner of speaking, verifies this

adjusement, introduced ingo 4 demonstration that it does nor alter but thar

10. Parronchi, Studi . »Op.clt, 1964, p. 249,
. Cf infra, <hapter 15, Pp. 319ff.
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The mirror stage of painting.

Image: the phase effect.

The double designation of the point,
The fissure.

Infinity, an idea of “what’s behind one’s head.”
What is vision?

It’s me, as if | were there.

A hole that’s a stain.

A lentil for a ducat.

The two witnesses.

The value of the autopsy.

The “small” bracia.

E pareva che si vedessi ' proprio vero.




Since in such a painting the painter had to postulate beforchand a
single point (perche | dipintore bisogna che presuponga uno luago solo)
from which his painting must be viewed (donde s’ha a vedere la sua
dipintara) taking into account the length and width of the sides as
well as the distance (57 per altezza ¢ bassesza ¢ da'lati come per discoto),
such that no errors resubted from looking at it, as any divergence
from this spot would alter what the eye perceived (accid che non si
potessi pigliare ervore nel guardarlo, che in ogni luogo che sesce di gueilo
ba mutare l'apparizioni dello occhie), he had made a hole in the
painted panel (egli aveva fatto un bucco nella tavoletta dot'era questa
dipintura), located in that part of the painting [showing] the temple
of San Giovanni (che veniva a eiserve nel dipinto dalla parte dello tempio
4i §. G.), at that point wherte the eye struck (in quello luogo dove
percotava P'occhio) directly from anyone looking out from that point
(al divitto de chi guardava da quello luogey from inside the central
portal of Santa Maria del Fiore, where he would have placed him-
self if he'd had ro depicint (dowlje sarebbe posto se lavessa vitratto).
Which hole was as tiny as a lentil bean (era piccolo guanto una lenta)
on the painted side and on the other one widened like a pyframid
(¢ da rovescio si rallaygava piramidalmente), like a woman’s straw cap
(come fu uno cappello di paglia di domna), to the circumference of a
ducat or a bit larger (guanto sarebbe el tonde d'uno ducata o poco pin).
And he required that whoever wanted ro look at it place his eye on
the reverse side (¢ voleva che l'occhio si ponessi da vovescio) where the
hole was large, and that the person looking (per chi l'avesse a vedere)
hold it against his eye with one hand (¢ con ['nna mano S'accosiasst

allo occhio) and with the other hold a flat mirror directly opposite

15
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16 Brunelleschi's first
experiment: how the
tavoletta was used.

(¢ nell'altra tenessi uno specchio piane al divimpetto) in such a way that
the painting was reflected in it (che v/ 3f veniva a specchiave dentvo la
dipintura), this distance (guella dilazione) from the mirror in the
other hand corresponding roughly, in small bracciz (di braccia pico-
ling), to the distance in regular braccia from the place he appeats to
have been when he planted it up to the temple of San Giovanni (/«
distanza velcivea, di braccia piccoline, quanto a braccia veve dal lnogo dove
mostrava esseve stato a ritrarle per insino al tempio dif §. G.), such that
to look at it, under the various specified circumstances (che @/ guar-
darls, con Paltre civcumstanze dette) of the burnished silver and the
piazza, etc., and of the point (¢ del punto), it scemed that one was
seeing truth itself (pareva che 5i vedessi °l propia vero); and I held it in
my hands and saw it several times in my own day, and so can
testify 1o it (¢ jo I'bo avnto in mans ¢ veduto pin volte & mia di, e

possone rendere testimonanza).'

Painting—ot should I say representation?-—in its “mirror stage,”
replete with its own myrhic dimension deriving from a narrative of origin?
It Lacanian terms Manerti's description of the experiment seems to justify

the phase effect predestined for the perspectival painted image of the baptis-

1. Manetti, op. cit., pp. 38-39; English trans., p. 44.
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try of San Giovanni and its surroundings: for it indeed Inaugurates a new
phase of history, at least of the history of painting. To such an extent that
the antique term smage will be used throughour the remainder of this rexe
each time explicit reference is made to the primordial figure under whose
auspices perspective was first precipitated into the symbolic marrix estab-
lished by Brunelleschi. What we are witnessing, retrospectively, an invention
recounted to us by Manetti according the force of history to subsequenf
developments, a “drama” {to cite Lacan) “whose internal thrust is precipi-
tated from insufficiency to anticipation,” is clearly a matter of identification:
if one considers a strictly perspectival painting in accordance with the con-
ditions stipulated for the experiment—in other words, such that the paint-
ing gives way before frs specular double-—the representation will be
substituted for the reality and will become confused with the “truth”

(¢ pareva che si vedessi I proprio vero).

But why the mirror? As opposed to the unweaned child who
acknowledges the mirror image as his own, and who aanticipates, through
this form, the Gestalt ot bodily integration and coordination it still lacks,
the painter’s image is not transformed by the specular reflection. With

regard to unity, the kind of perspectival coherence characteristic of Brunel-

leschi’s panel, which made it novel, had nothing imaginary abour it, being

the fruit of precise calculations and a carefully considered decision: given a
construction organized around a single point of view, the flat mirror did
nothing but reverse its lateral orientation.? But this reversal is not without
its problems. For it would seem to provide support for the hypothesis that
Brunelleschi executed his painting with the aid of a mirror, directly on a

reflective surface, in which case he would have needed to use a second mir-

rot to reestablish conformity with the order of things, as this image, having
been constructed directly on a mirror reflection, would have effected an

exchange of left for right and right for left.

2. Lacan, “Le Stade du mirroir comme formateur de la fonction du Je,” Eerits, op. cit., p. 97;
_English trans. by Alan Sheridan, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of che Function of the I,” Eerier: A
Selection, New York, 1977, p. 4.

3. To avoid confusion, 1 will conform to the usage now current among specialists and designate
the laterai shift effected by the mirror as a “reversal,” using the term “inversion” only when a shift
of orientation in relation 1o the original is implied, for example, 25 in prints.
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If the mirror's only role in the experiment were that of a simple
corrective mechanism, as a number of commentators would have it,? there
would have been nothing particularly revolutionary abour it—-nothing at
least to justify comparing it with Galileo's discovery, as does Parronchi,’
despite his endorsement of this view. The salient question then becomes
that of determining whether the mirror was required during the acrual execu-
rion, or was only used after the fact, not so much to confirm the accuracy of
the perspective construction as to increase ies demonstrative impact, This is
a problem—that of the method of construction used by Brunelleschi—
which Manetti chose to ignore in a way that must be deemed significant,
and that lefe historians plenty of room to exercise their ingenuiry. [ will
simply note that if one adheres to the procedure described by Vasari, 2
construction “by plane and profile,” this need not imply any kind of reversal
or pivoting, unless this be to assign to the notion of intersegatione a meaning
other than that of a planar, transparent section of the visual pyramid, assim-
ilating it to an opaque mirror. Buc if the image was indeed painted for the
experiment, and if it was intended from the beginning to be viewed in a
mirror, then surely the painter would have constructed it so as to make it
symmetrically inverse. Such a task would not have posed any serious diffi-
culties, given a monument whose frontal view resembles that of a regular
prism and a surrounding piazza providing a roughly symmetrical setting:
allowance being made for the Saint Zenobius celumn, the smaller the angle
of vision the less apparent would have been the reversal, regardless of

whether one were taking a direct view or one medtated by a mirror.

The difference, bordering on incomparibility, berween the texts by Vasari
and Manetrti is clear. The one formulates the generative rule in accordance
with which Bruneleschi's panel is supposed to have been execured burt pro-
vides absolutely no information concerning the experimental circuir into

which it was integrated, while the other provides the reader with directions

4.  Beginning with Giulio-Cario Argan, whose work initiated the interest in the “inventor” of
perspective that has now become so prevalent. Cf. Argan, cited article, as well as the invaluable
small volume by the same author, Bramelleschi, Milan, 1955. In a similar vein, ¢f. Krautheimer,
Ghiberti, op. cit., pp. 234ff.; Klein, Form and Meaning, op <it., pp. 120, 132, etc.

5. Parronchi, “Le due tavole,” in Studi . . ., op. cit., 1964, p, 231, '
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for its use without providing any information about the constructive princi-
ple employed; it is as though the biographer had decided that Brunelleschi's
invention (or discovery) derived its initiatory significance less from the per-
spective construction itself than from the protocol of the experiment in
which ir figured. Such thar those artempting today to learn more about the
first while neglecring rhe second risk overlooking something essential,
something articulated in Manetti's text as clearly as was permitted by the
language of his time. ‘

If the princeps experiment to which Brunelleschi’'s name has become
attached was more than a simple “pictorial manifesto” (to use John Whire's
phrase, which remains a happy one®), this is because its intention was not
solely to reveal to the spectator the spot on which he would have had wo
place himself, at least hypothetically, to execure a painting analogous to
Brunelieschi’s; the painting alone would have sufficed to do this, without
resort to a mirtor, The experiment was also intended to reveal, by reflec-
tively turning the strucrural disposition back on itself, nothing less than the
premise of its own efficacity: namely that a painting constructed in perspec-
tive (comstracted, not merely approximated) must be seen from one specific
spot (uno lnogo sols), governed by a system of recrangular cartesian coordi-
nates distributed across three axes, two of them on the picture plane and
the third perpendicular to it. The measure of height relative to the paint-
ing's baseline, thar of the divergence from the two vertical sides, and that,
finally, of the distance there ought to be between the eye of the spectavor
and the picture plane: these determine a point that Alberti held should
correspond to the apex of the visual pyramid of which the painting should
be a perpendicular planar section—and from which the eye cannot diverge
without the image appearing to be deformed.” But the word poins is not
initially employed by Manetti; he first uses ic a bit later, when enumerating
the “circumstances” of the demonstration, which is to say its conditions and
apparatus.

Self-referentiality is a trait characteristic of regularory systems. This
only confirms the importance for us of the description of the experimental

protocel, and of what must be termed, as I've already suggested, the direc-

6. White, op. cit., p. 113.
7.  Alberd, op. cit., p. 65; English trans., pp. 53-54.
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tions for the use of Brunelleschi’s lictle painting. Manetr implicitly says as
much: if the panel was picrced by a hole, this was nor wich the idea that, if
one placed one’s eye againse the other side of it to look at the mirror image,
this latter would be corrected, but rather ro satisfy a theoretical premise
which he explicitly invokes (perché L dipintore bisogna che Dresuponga ete).
What is astonishing here is that the spot on which the spectator should
place himself, chis unique location from which the painting must be seen if
it is to produce its effect, has a respondant in the painting, and that it s
within the field of the latter thar it first manages to get irs bearings, by
reflection. What Brunelleschi's experiment demonstrates, in effect, is that the
point we today call the “point of view” coincides, in terms of projection,
with the one we call the “va.nishing point”: both are situated ar the intersec-
tion of the perpendicular sight line and the picture plane—this perpendicu-
lar itself corresponding to the heighe of the visual pyramid, or, as it was
dubbed by the perspectors, the centric ray; the same ray thar Alberti quali-
fies as the “prince of rays,” “the most active and the strongest of all the
rays,”® and that pierces (i quello luogo dove percotava Locchio) the picture
plane, as would the point of an arrow the center of 2 target, coming
straight from the eye (#/ divimpetto) to that $pot in the image homologous to
the point from which a spectator established at the designated place would
perpendicularly “pierce” the real object. ,

For the experiment to have any demonstrative impact, for it to
access “truth” in a hitherto unprecedented way, the hole mentioned by
Manetti had to pierce the entire thickness of the panel precisely at the
vanishing point, which in the treatises is designared, significantly, ag #/
punto dell’occhio, das Augenpunkr. | repeat: under the conditions specified by
Manecti, this poine would be inscribed on the central axis of the painting,
at 2 height proportional to that of 4 man of average stature, or three brap
¢ta—if, that is, we admit that the painting corresponded to the plane of
projection defined by the embrasure of the cathedral door, in its center
where the diagonals of the quadry converged. It is there, in the precise
geometric center of the panel, that this hole must have been pierced, at the

8 Ibid., p. 62; English trans., p. 48.
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point Filarete would say was made in the image of the eye (4 similitudine

dell’tuo occhio), just as the lines converging toward it resembled visual rays.?
*

There is a related point that must be stressed because it has been widely
and grossly misunderstood: if we are correct in saying that the point of view
and che vanishing point coincide on the plane of projection, it does not
follow that there is symmetry between them. The vanishing point is not an
image-—narrowly constructed, a geometric image—of the point of view; if
they coincide on the plane, this is due exclusively to an effect produced by
the projection onto the mirror, Strictly speaking, these rwo points are situ-
ated, in three-dimensional space, on a line perpendicular to the picture
plane. But whereas the smage of the point of view should be inscribed on
the painting—-at a virtual distance corresponding to that separating the
spectator from the plane of projection, like the symmetrical correspondent
of an observer standing three braccia inside the cathedsal, on its floor, at a
like distance, the vanishing point being inscribed precisely opposite the eye
within the frame of the baptistry door-(or on its lintel}—it will on the
contrary be thrown far behind the image of the observer, who will have it,
s0 to speak, at his back—or, to use Pascal's language, “behind his head. "1
This fact makes it clear that even if the theme wasn't explicitly present in
Brunelleschi’s discovery, central perspective, like Greek geometry before it,
however finite or finite-ist it might be, would have been preoccupied from
the beginning by the question of infinity, and at the very spot, the very
point that Viator, for reasons that surely remained unconscious, designated
as the subject:"! the force of perspective, the force—as Piero would put it—of
its lines and angles, is such that the only way for the subject to obtain self-
confirmation is for him to place himself behind the painting, to move
behind it to look at it in the mirror, through the screen, pierced by a hole,

of that same painting.

9. Cf. supra chaprer 4, note 9.

10.  On infinity as “an idea of what's behind one's head,” cf. Louis Marin, La Critigue du disconrs
. ., Op. €it., pp. 394-96.

11. “Le point principal en perspective doit étee constitué et assis au nyveau de {'ueil; lequzel point

est appelé fix, ou subject.” CE. Brion-Guerry, op. cit., p. }75.
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The “subject” to which the perspective construction is attached, though we

might say it is snatched away by infinity, is restricred by the hole Brunel-
leschi pierced. through the panel to facilitate his demonserative exercise.
That the experiment had to proceed through this hole, and chat irs only
meaning, its only goal, was to throw perspective back onto its presupposi-
tions, to direct it back to jts “origin,” was confirmed by Leonardo: “But
this said invention obliges che spectator to look through a small hole, and
by means of this hole it shows itself well. Bue, if many eyes are brought
together at the same time to see a single work produced by this are, only
one will see the function of the said perspective clearly, while it will remain
confused for all the others.” Such z constraint might scem unbearable,
eéven unsustainable: Leonardo himself later allowed himself ro express doubts

about the cogency of a system that reduced the perceiving subject to an eye

.and the eye to a point. It nonetheless found justificacion to the extent that

beripectiva artificialis seemed to reiterate the operation of vision by miming
it. To employ terms very similar to those used by Leonardo, perspective is
not alone in being subjected to the rule of a “small hole”: the exercise of
vision itself is predicated upon the condition thar the images filling the
atmosphere become concentrated in a given spot, that they be constrained
o pass through a “small fissure” {(uno spiracols) that is like a point—but a

altri tutti restano confusi. Leonardo da Vinci, inst. de Fr., ms. E,'fol. 16 recto; Richter, op. cit.,
vol. 1, pp. 63—64.
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natural point, one that, unlike a marhemarical point, has extension—where
they intersect and interpenetrate yet remain distinct from one another, V¥

The rask assigned the eye, or more precisely the “fissure” through
which bundled lines constituting the visual pyramid pass as if o cheir ori-
gin (geometric or physical), renders it inevitable that, at this point in our
analysis, we refer to the synthesizing function we currently ascribe to the
“I” ("Ich,” “moi,’ “ego”). As we have seen, Cassirer was convinced that rhis
function was neither passive nor specular, but rather constitutive, within che
register of representarion, of the order and even the meaning of things and
of the world.* In the same vein Freud said that “the relations of the I with
the system of perception constitute its essence.” But the definition of the “I”
posited by Freud presents us with a new, unanticipated set of problems
insofar as it appeals to the notion of projection, and in a way that supersedes
all simple oppositions of the active/passive, specular/nonspecular sorr; “The I
is above all else a bodily I, it is not only a surfaced being but is itself the
projection of a surface.”!s

T can already hear the cries of those lodging charges of anachron-
ism: as if attentiveness to current effects deriving from the perspectival
model—which have captured che attention of many fine minds who, follow-
ing Lacan’s lead, became interested in these questions-—necessarily enrailed
betrayal of the most clementary principles of historical mechod. If there is
any such thing as history, it must be conceded that it too takes the same
route: one that leads through this echo chamber, this singular field of inter-
ference in which Freud's text resonates with those of Alberti, Manetti, and

Leonardo. The “I" as “surfaced being,” one corresponding to “the projection

13, "Prova come nessuna cosa po essere veduta, s¢ non per ispiraculo, donde passa I'aria piena
delle spezie delii obbietri, le quali s'intersegano nelli lati densi e oppachi de’ predecti spiraculi. . . .
Chi crederebbe che si brevissimo spazio fussi capace delle spezie di tutto l'universo? O magna
azione, quale ingegno potra penetrare tale natura? Qual lingua fia quetla che explicare possa tal
maraviglia? Certo nessuna. Questo dirizza 'umano discorso alla contempiazione divina, ecc. . . .
Qui le figure, qui ki colori, qui turte le spezie de la parte dell'univesso son ridutee in un punto. O
qual punto ¢ di tanta maraviglia?” Idem,, Cod. Adl., fol. 345, recto~verso {949 recto—verso in che
Marioni ed., vol. II, Florence, 1980, pp. 30-53).

4. Cf. smpra, chapter 1, p, 9.

15, “Das Ich ist vor allem cin kérperlisches, es ist nicht nur ein Oberflichenwesen, sondern selbst
die Projektion ciner Oberfliche.” Sigmund Freud, Das Ieh wad das Es, Gesammelte Werke, vol. 13,
P 2535 as cited by J. Laplanche and J. -B. Pontalis, Vacabulaive de la piychanalyse, Paris, 1967,

p- 233. In the English trans. by Joan Riviere and revised by J. Steachey (Norton paperback ed.,
New York, 1962), this passage is on p. 16. .
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of a surface”? The meaning of this phrase in Freud’s usage is not so difficule
to grasp: the “I” corresponds to a real psychic operation, one by means of
which organic sensual impressions are projected onto the psyche. But the
very notion of prajection implies thar there is not, that there cannot be, a
body to which it is linked save for a surface representarion, just as Alberri
maintained that painting could know bodies only through the surfaces de-
limiting them which can be projected onto a plane. ' The “I” is the mental
projection of the surface of the body, even as it represents the surface area of
the mental apparatus. This definition provides us with sufficient justification
to invoke the “mirror stage” in connection wich Brunelleschi's experiment,
insofar as the “subject” is implicated in che eye, and an eye definitively
reduced to a point, but a natural point that occupies a certain swrface: the
hole pierced through the panel was shaped like a cone, such that, when che
eye was held up o it, the eyeball was accommodated inside it, the pupil
being flush with the sutface of rhe painting through which opened this hole
the size of a lentil-—which was itself reflected in the mirror, projected onto 1t
I repeat: when he eventually expressed doubts about the constraints
linear perspective imposed upon painting, Leonardo argued that the eye
cannot be assimilated €0 a point, nor vision to a process that is describable
exclusively in terms of geometry. Paradoxically this criticism would lead
him to question the strictly psychological notion of the “subject” dictated
by perspective, which from the vantage point of the science of his day
represented a step backward, as I shall show subsequently. In this context
the reference to Freud's text has the additional merit of reminding us that
the organizing function defining the “I” presupposes a certain energy—one
that is desexualized, but one whose libidinal origin nonetheless reveals itself
in its characteristic aspiration to linkage and unification: this compulsion to
synthesis increases in proportion as the “I” develops and differentiates itself
from the “that” (“ea,” “id™), which should not surprise us if ir is true that

perception performs the same funcrion in che one instance as docs the drive

16. “Delle chose quali non possiamo vedere, niuno nega nulla aparcenersenc al pictore. Solo studia
il pictore fingiere quello si vede. . . . Pit linee, quasi come nella tefa pin fii accostati, fanno
superficic et & superficic certa parce estrema del corpo quale si conosce non per sua alcuna profonditi
ma solo per sua longitudine et lartirudine et per sue ancora qualita.” Aibert, op. cit., pp. 55-56;
English trans., pp. 43-44. :
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in the other.?” With respect to the position assigned the subject at the
beginning (or to put it better: at the pivot, & /o charniére) of the perspective
configuration, this remark implies a question: If this configuration is itself
the product of a compulsion to synthesis, what is the source or origin of the

energy upon which it in turn is predicated?

If those participating in the experiment believed they were seeing “truth”
itself in the mirror, truth proper (! propric vere), that is because both the
perspective construction and the experimental apparatus, of which the paint-
ing was an integral part, established conditions that are those, as Merleau-
Ponty would say, of the “adult” vision (and, as such, desexualized?) of the
world, the same one from which our reflexive tradition derives its standards
of truth. As for the phase effect attached to the demonstration, it was the
result, simultancously (as if suggested by the reference to the “mirror
stage”), of the discovery of a form that imposed itself on the gaze with an
unprecedented pregnancy and of the properly reflexive character of an opera-
tion that invoked, through projection, an instance analogous to that of the
“I"~—insofar as it is true that the latter can only find satisfaction in a liai-
son, in a unification of surfaces, because it is from this synthesis, and from
it alone, thart it originates and derives the ground of its being. '

This play of reciprocal implications meant in effect that the paint-
ing was not the only thing reflected in Brunelleschi's mirror: the “fissure”
itself, the “light,” the “gaze,” cach of these elements being required for the
demonstration, and each of them opened in the center of the panel, at the
knot of the perspective synthesis, in its antechamber, if you will, were also
reflected there. As Leonardo observed,'® images in mirrors exist only for
those looking at them, whether they see their own reflection there or not.
Lichtenberg’s paradox (How can one see oneself in a mirror with one’s eyes

closed?) was countered not long after it was formulated: photography soon

17. Sigmund Freud, Hemmung, Sympton und Angit, G. W., vol. 14; English trans., “Inhibitions,
Symptoms, Anxicty,” Standard Edition, vol. 20, London and Toronto, 1959.

18. “Describe how no object is in itself defined in 2 mirror; but how it is defined by the eye thac
sees it there.” L. da Vinci, Windsor, ms. R 209; of. B, McCurdy, Las Carnets de Léanard de Vind,
French trans., Paris, 1942, vol. 1, p. 240.
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made it possible for anyone to take his own portrait, just as in a mirror,

even when one’s eyes are closed or covered by one's hands, as in Duane
Michael’s porerait of Andy Warhol. Bruneileschi’s experiment was organized
around an inverse aporia: How, facing a mirror, being caught in its field,
can one look at it without seeing oneself there, if not, precisely, by means
of a sight-hole, a per-spective, or (as Diirer would say) Disch-sehung, a
seeing rhrough (like Warhol, who tells us he’s not looking at us, but looks
through his fingers all the same?). Question: The eye being placed behind
the panel and considering the reflection through an opening the size of a
lentil, could this eye see itself, or its pupil, in the mirror? Or did it per-
ceive only the gaze by which the panel was pierced and which pre-existed
the design, a metaphor for this seerng to which the subject submits in its
originary, constitutive moment (Lacan: “I see only from one point, but in
my existence I am looked at from all sides”'®)? And what is seefng, if what I
see sees me? Can a painting be seen, in this sense of the word seefng, in any
way other than as positing itself to itself as the truth, through an elision of
the gaze and the painting?

The “subject” as an effect of perspective, as it is of language? But
of a perspective declaring itself to be artificial—whereas language is nor-
mally presented as “natural”--one appearing at a specific historical moment
s0 as to allow painting to reflect on itself, to use it to regulate itself, to
derive demonstrative force from it. If Brunelleschi's sole intention was to
localize, by means of the mirror, the point that perspective is supposed to
designate, the experiment would have had consequences only for the imagi-
nary. Its demonstration that the point of view can be posited, grasped as
such, in its value and function as origin, only retroactively and by means of
a relay mechanism, a subsequent scansion, this di-mostratie, in the strice
sense of the word, provided a rule govetning apportionment between the
imaginary and the symbolic. Historically speaking, we would retain Panof-
sky’s argument that the discovery of the vanishing point, its being brought
to light, chronologically preceded the invention of the point of view, which
was linked to the assumption, precisely at the point of the eye, of a “sub-

ject” to be defined as that of perspective, as distince from that of science as

19. Lacan, Le Séwinaire X1, op. cit., p. 69; English trans., Fosr Fundamental Concepts, p. 72.
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well as from the Freudian “I,” but which, like them, is “all surface”: an
effect thar is specular, and thus imaginaty, but toward which the minimum
requirements of naming, in the form of this indivisible point marked as
that of the subject, the obligatoty tribute to § (the symbolic, as noted by
Jean-Claude Milner?), already pointed, just as in discourse. Whoever tried
the experiment had to place himself behind the panel (though with his
pupil just short of the surface of the painting), positioned as bere in relation
to a there looking ar him from the depths of the mitror—in the absence, in
Manetti's text, of any reference to a “distance point” or a “rhird point,” by
means of which the symbolic dimension would have been explicitly intro-
duced into cthe disposition. To be more concise, the symbolic cannot be
reduced to language, just as statements cannot be fully encompassed by a
single system of pronouns or other linguistic elements indexing spatial and
temporal position. The form of perspective Brunelleschi is traditionally held
to have invented provides proof of this: with the corollary that it can only
have come into the world, as Claude Lévi-Strauss maintains about language,
at a single blow—what we call its “history” thus being reduced to the
development or deployment, in the order of discourse and in view of the
aims of discourse, of a configuration already constituted at the stare, though
in principle it was then still mute.

Bur the demonstration has implications aside from the double
assignation of the point at which the subject believes it gets its bearings as
such, within the painting, as #f it were inside it. | repear that up to this
moment of his description Manetti has yet to ineroduce the term “point.”
The essential thing, for the present, the constitutive given of the experi-
ment, the act organizing it as such, the invention—in the archeological
sense of the word-—was the piercing of a hole in the panel’s center that
defined something like a “view” (Leonardo: “Show how nothing can be seen

except through a small fissure, etc.”). Bur this is a “view” only in Raymond

Roussel’s sense, that of the view of a tiny photograph obtained by looking
through a peephole fitted out with a magnifying glass enclosed in the bases

of souvenir penholders from our childhood, or chat in relief (dependent

upon the use of binocular vision) procured by the stereoscope. For the hole

20.  Jean-Claude Milner, Ler Noms indfstincts, Paris, 1983, p. 19.
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Brunetleschi drilled in his tevolerta had nothing to do with “light” (Lumiére),
in the sense of an opening onto the sky to access the light (one meaning of
" the Iralian word lume), not with a veduta directing the gaze over the sur-
rounding landscape (which as a result accrues the value of an ever there). Nor
was the apparatus comparable to a darkened chamber or a telescope, for it
was not directed toward the exterior but rather closed: in on itself, all its
elements being in rhat close proximity which was essential if the image
were to be properly reflected and the eye to properly perceive the reflection.,
This proximity was indeed essential, as with the stereoscope, as is indicated
by the fact that an observer placed on the spot indicated by Manetti, inside
the cathedral portal, his eye fixed before a peephole, perfectly immobile,
would perceive only a small portion of the mass of the baptistry (anyone can
repeat this experiment today): if it is to take the full extent of the “view”
that would be captured by a photographic apparatus situated on the same
spot, the eye must move, must turn within irs socket, performing a kind of
sweeping motion inconsistent with the premises of the expetiment.
In its strictly optical sense, perspective confers no dominating priv-

ilege on the gaze, but on the contrary imposes a condirion of immediate

proximity to the centric ray (the only one leading from the eye directly to
the object, without any refraction) if vision is to be perfectly distiner. It is
in this common place (Jiex commun) of geometric oprics—a place that plays
an active role in Leonardo's writings, and in Lacan's, as we shall see—that

perspeciiva artificialis establishes limits, proposing an image so focused that

all its component parts are of equal clarity, however distant they might be,
on the plane, from the centric point (as for disappearance into depth, that's
another matter, one that would only be regulated after the introduction of
atmospheric perspective, of which Alberti already had a vague idea?!), At

the same time the apportionment one is tempted to effect between the eye
and the gaze becomes jumbled: obliged to peer through a small hole ar the

image thrown back at it by the mirror, the subject in the experiment is
reduced to the position of a voyeur. But a singular kind of voyeur, one who

discovers that he is himself being looked at, and from the very spot from

21, H. D., Théorie du nugge, op. cit,, p. 190, note 3.
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which he himself looks, subjected as he is from the start to a form of seeing
that elides his body, reducing it to an eye, and soon enough to a point. For
the image cast back at him by the mirror is not his own but that of the
painting that screens out his body, only to substitute its own, which the
eye captuses solely as a reflection, Under the conditions governing the
experiment, the eye, in the mirror, does not see itself seeing, nor seeing
thar which it sees: there is someone there who looks at it, and whom it
does not see. What it does see, directly in front of it (@/ diritzo), on the spot
supposed to correspond to the point of maximum claricy and distinction, is
a hole blotting our the center of the image. At the very point (I use the
word advisedly) most clearly illustrating the difference between perspectiva
naturalis and perspectiva artificialis. I once-again summon Lacan to my aid,
and he comes through for me, if somewhat reluctantly (although he noted,
apparently without having any knowledge of Brunelleschi's experiments,
that the geometral dimension already allows us to observe how the subject
is caught, captured by paintings): “There is something whose absence can
always be observed in a picture-——which is not the case in perception. This
is the central ficld, where the separating power of the eye is exercised to the
maximum in vision, In every picture this central field cannot but be absent,
and replaced by a hole—a reflection, in short, of the pupil behind which is
situated the gaze. Consequently, and in as much as the picture enters into 4
relation to desire, the place of a central screen is always marked, which is
precisely that by which, in front of the picture, I am elided as subject of

the geometral plane. "

*

Manetti specifies that the hole pierced, nonmetaphorically, in the center of
the panel—conical in form, shaped like a woman's cap—had, at the back,
the dimensions of a ducat (corresponding, o poco pis, to the diameter of the
eyeball), and that 1t was no larger than a lentil at its other end: as if the
hole's precise cut had been calculated to ensure placement of the point of

the eye at the apex of a pyramid symmetrical to the visual pyramid that

22, Yacan, Le Séminaire X1, op. cit., pp. 99-100; English crans., Four Fundamental Concepts,
p- 108. .
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would have had the same apex—the cap image being repeated from Filarete,
who applied it to this same pyramid.?* If the critical operation should con-
sist, here as elsewhere, of retrieving from underneath a purportedly “natu-
ral” state of affairs the implicit contract that regulates the funcrioning of 2
configuration, then it cannot but find justification in a metyonymic dis-
placement imposing the idea of an exchange, one serving to distinguish
perspectiva artificialis from perspectiva natuvalis: the surplus value denoted by
the passage from lencil to ducat, but also thar from ducat to lentil (if we
can sec in it not only a modest vegerable bur also an instrument of which

Descarres speaks in his Optics, one capable of increasing the power of

viston-—the forza def vedere, a phrase already employed by Alberti—such thar

it carried “much further than our fathers could have imagined"?9), this sur-
plus value is an expression, in terms that are quite literally speculative, of
the “truth” effect generated by the experiment.

The demonstrative force of the latter derived entirely from its veri-
fiability, from the fact that one could look into the apparatus twice (¢ veduto
b volte), as opposed to two looking into it at the same time: this would
have required an optical configuration analogous to that imagined by Gort-
lob Frege, a kind of telescope equipped with several eyepieces direcred at
the same “view."? The experiment could be performed by anyone in turn,
on his own, by raking the apparatus in his hands (e 10 I'ho avuto in mano) as
Brunelleschi had intended and repeating it at will, such that he could sub-
sequently bear witness about it (¢ possone rendere testimonio): like the painter of
the Arnolfini Wedding, an image of which, returned by the mirror situated in
the very spot on the picture plane toward which the orthogonals converge,
bears the famous inscription Jabannes Van Eyck fust hic and the date 1434,
which is ten or twenty years later rhan Brunelleschi’s experiments. Hic

means bere, in the spot from which | see tt, as reflected, and not there,

23, "You can consider thar these rays make a pyramid from the surface seen, full of rays and
enclosing within it the aforementioned thing seen as in a bird cage made of very fine reeds, or iike
one of those caps young girls make oue of rushes.” Filarere, Treqtise, fol. 176 verse; op. cit.,

P 593; English trans., p. 301.

24, René Descarces, La Dioptrigre, first discourse, Oewpras, . by Adam-Tannery, vol. 6, Paris,
1963, p. 81; English trans., Optics, in Discowric on Method, Optics, Geometry and Meteoralogy, trans. by
Paul J. Oilscamp, Indianapolis, 1965.

25, Gortlob Frege, "Sens et denoration,” Feriss logiqutes et philosophigues, trans. and intro. by Claude
Lmberz, Paris, 1971, p. 106, ’
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where I see it to be by means of the mirror, in the position of the witness
facing this man and woman whose portrait was executed by Van Eyck, if we
are to accept Panofsky's classic reading, as a kind of marriage certificare, 2
Bur Deuteronomy had already laid down the law: in matters of proof, the
testimony of a single witness is insufficient.?” So there are fwo witnesses
reflected in the misror of the Arwolfini Wedding, placed in the frame of the
door facing the mirror, slightly the other side of it, as in Brunelleschi’s
experiment, with which the Flemish painter seems to establish some objec~
tive relation, despite the strong probability that he had no knowledge of it.
Two witnesses, and thus two vanishing points, quite close to one anothet,
both falling within the circle of the mirror (if this is correct, we must
seriously consider the possibility that the muiciplicity of vanishing points,
all situated in the same area of the painting, held to be characteristic of
carly Flemish painting might indicate not a problematic lack of systematic
coherence bur a deliberate choice, an acknowledgment or affirmation of the
different perspectives of different subjects, first of all of different spectators
simultaneously looking at the same painting).

But as “subject,” how can the spectator in the Arnolfini configura-
tion establish himself as 2 witness and repeat the operation recorded in the
painting, except by identifying himself with the painter? The Arnoffini Wed-
ding could almost have been modeled on Brunelleschi’s demonstration. But
with the intention of denying the spectator the place assigned him in the
lacter experiment. Behind the hole with which Brunelleschi had pierced his
panel, one witness, and one only, could place himself. “Move so 1 can put
myself there”; this rule held for the experiment, just as it was fundamental
t0 the Nowella del Grasse, that inaugural text of Italian lterature, authored
by the same Manetti to whom we owe the “Life of Brunelleschi,” whose
complex intrigues unfold in the very locale to which the demonstration
refers, the piazza of the Baptistey of San Giovanni.?® Facing the Arnolfini
mirror, which reflects not a voyeur’s peephole but a door on whose threshold
stand the painter and an associate, the spectator is incapable of finding his

position, of which he would have been dispossessed from the origin.

26.  Panofsky, Early Netherlandith Patnting, op. cit., vol. 1, pp. 201-203.

27. "On the evidence of two witnesses or of three wirnesses he that is o die shall be put to death,
a person shall not be pur to deach on, the evidence of one witness.” Deuteronomy 17.6.

28, Cf umpra, chapter 4, note 36, and my Théoric de Féchiguier, in preparation,
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The protocot described by Manetti provides confirmation that we ase justi-
fied in speaking of an experiment in relacion to the configuration conceived
by Brunelleschi, for it explicitly states (a) that the experiment was repeat-
able and (b) chat it lent itself to verification, of a kind we might designate
by the word amtopsy: to wit, I saw it with my own eyes (or rather, with my
own eye, for it is to that that I was reduced).

The possibility of several observers succeeding one another behind
the panel leads us to suppose that the “perspective subject” is somewhar
different from thar of the cogito, though not in contradiction with it. Like
the reciprocity of perspectives which is its corollary, it authorizes us to posit
a nerwork of intersubjectivity, a kind of ideal community equivalent to
Husserl’s transcendental mons with pretentions to truth, in che very process
of its historical production.? Burt as ro this unique (though in one sense
doubie) position that perspective construction assigns to the “subject”-—
indistinguishably both producer and consumer—in the way language can
function only on condition that there is constituted, at the urging of dis-
cousse and in terms of the relation Iyow, and relations of person generally, a
center of internal reference®: Manetti goes so far as to assimilate it, when
listing the “circumstances” of the demonstration, to a point {e de/ punto),
thereby announcing, from the originary moment of “exact” perspective, the
fixing, the focusing (mise an pointy of a “geometry of visibility” that would
be & necessary condition for the constitution of that “gazeless domain™ about
which Michel Foucault has written, that of modern science, a science prefer-
ring to experience bodies only in displays tending to suppress them.3!

Burt the reduction of the subject to a point, for which Brunelles-

chi's experiment prepared the way, if it did not render it mandatory,

29.  Decrida, in Husserl, op. cit., p. 49; English trans., Edmund Huiserl's “Origin . . .," an
Fatroduction, op. cit., pp. 64—63.

30. Benveniste, “L'Appareil formel de I'énonciation,” Problémes de linguisiique pénéral, op. cit.,

vol. 2, p. 82 [vol. 2 is not translatedl.

31. "Doubtiess there has been, from Descartes to Monge, and carlier amoeng painters and archi-
tects, a reflection on visible space; but it was a question of fixing a geametry of visibility, in other
words of situating phenomena depending from perception wichin a gazeless domain: intelligible forms
laid the foundatiens for forms ‘perceived in dispiays that suppressed them.” Michel Foucaule, Nais-
samce de la clinique, Paris, 2d ed., 1972, p. 88; English trans. by A. M. Sheridan Smith, The Birth
of the Clinic, New York, 1973, :
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18 “Horned” perspective. jean Pélerin, De artifi-
cialis perspectiva, 1505, fol. 8 verso.

entailed still more implications, all of them tending in the same ditection.
Most commentators have noted that in frontal projections of the baptistry of
San Giovanni—a regular, quasi-platonic body, each adjoining pair of whose
eight sides forms an angle of 135°—the receding lines of each lateral facade
convetge toward different points situated on a single horizontal line. In the
absence of lines perpendicular to the picture plane, such as paving lines (not
mentioned by Manetti) or lines delineated by the facades encompassing the
piazza, the perspective painted by Brunelleschi would have borne all the
earmarks of what Jean Pélerin dubbed “horned perspecrive.”*? Brunelleschi’s
invention, which consisted of piercing a hole in the center of the panel, at
the vanishing point, in view of demonserating that the latrer corresponded,
by projection, to the point of view, this invention simultaneously conferred
upon the line including these two points the value of a Aorizen. Thar same
horizon, traded at eye height, with which Alberti counseled artists to align
the heads of all their figures, wherever they might be located in the per-
spective scene, on the sole condition that they be standing on the same
plane as the observer himself:3* this being the simplest formulation of the
rule of declension from which the perspective disposition derives its value as
paradigm. Four centuries later, Poncelet provided a mathematical demon-

stration of the theorem maintaining, independent of all considerations of

32, Brion-Guerry, op. cit., p. 96.

33. “Veggiamo ne ‘tempi i capi degli huomini quasi tutti ad una quantita ma i piedi de pid
tontani quasi corrispondere ad i ginoche de pit presso.” Albesti, op. cit., p. 74; English trans.,
p. 58. Cf. Leonardo da Vinci: “Inperoch le cose poste sopra la pianura dove posi piedi, se sara
piana, se derta pianura fusse infinita, mai passano pid su, che l'ochio.” Institut de France, Ms. A,
fol. 36 verso; Richter, vol. 1, p. 33.
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“autopsy,” that the place of all points at the infinity of 2 plane js a Straight
line. Here again, precise formulation (mite gy pointy of a geometry of visibjl.
ity preceded the constitution of this gazeless domain in which, paradoxi-

cally, projective geometry irself participates,

dence of point of view and vanishing point, This demonstration having been
achieved, which required only thar che panel on which Brunellesch; had
painted hjs “perspective,” having been pierced by a hole, be placed opposite

executed them any better), however accurately he may have observed their
diminution (as Vassar asserts), in every respect comparable to that of the
Squares on a two-colored checkerboard, the resulting effect would nor have

permitted a precise deduction of the distance of the construction,

34, Parronchi, op. cit. 1964, p. 306.
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What does Manetti say? That the separation, the distance (quella
dilazione) between the mirror and the panel, cach being held in the hand,
should correspond, more or less, in “small braccia,” to the distance in regu-
lar braccia from the spot on which the painter was supposed to stand to the
baptistry. In “small bracchia,” which is to say in reduced braccia, in accord-
ance with a graduated scale or a proportionate reduction: though these are
not the same, in either case we are referred back to Thales's theorem con-~ ‘
cerning similar figures (the foundation of petspective construction, as it 1s
the “origin” of geometry), and likewise to the notion of similitude central to
geometry. That we are dealing here with circular logic is shown by the fact
¢har the exact localization of the vanishing point, as it was supposed to be
deducible from the perspective construction itself, was predicated upon an
accurate determination of this distance. But there is, as we shall see,
another difficulty, one of a properly theoretical order that is more serious.

If we follow Vasari and adhere to the given of the intersegatione, and
i we admit (as his description stipulates) an angle of vision of 90°, the
construction distance corresponding to & panel half a braccia square would be
(by application of the properties of the right-angled isosceles triangle) a
quarter braccia. The field of a mirror being defined as a pyramid with 2
summit corresponding to the eye, such that the image of the point-object
corresponding to that from the eye was at the correct distance, the mirror
must have been placed at 2 distance of about a quarter braccia, of about
seven to eight centimeters. Which would not have been impractical, con-
trary to what Robert Klein maintained,? if the mirror itself had been of
small dimensions (14 X 14 c¢m); all these givens must be revised if we
hypothesize an angle of view of less than 90°, in which case the distance
could have been as great as the width of the painting and the difficulty
raised by Klein would be resolved without creating any new ones. The
frame defined by the architecture of the door and the corresponding angle of
vision could easily be modified, as I've already suggested, by adjusting the
extent to which the doors were open or closed. In either case the reduced
distance between che panel and the mitror was consistent, in principle, with
a closer view, like the one of the baptistry obtainable today from the same

spot.

35, Klein, Form and Meaning, op. cit,, p. 120.
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So Robert Klein is Wrong to speak of Brunelleschi’s firs experi-
ment as a failure, even in relative terms. On the contrary, having defin;-
tively demonstrated the projective coincidence of che point of view and the
vanishing point, the arrangement had the additional advantage of allowing
its inventor to pose the question of the construction distance in terms that
certainly were experimenta) but that nonetheless led him to formulace the
idea of whar Alberei called Pintersegatione with perfect clarity. This makes ¢
all the more surprising that the only distance taken into account by Manetti
ts that between the eye (or the “subject”) and the object (if not the other

Della pittura, ignored this fundamental element, which Alberti, through use
of the “window” metaphor, had made the theoretical centerpiece of the sys.

tem? The angwer is pethaps implicit in the question, or rather in its djs-

plane of projection. In these circumstances and with al] necessary allowances
being made, the distance between the eye and the mirror should equal three
braccia: “small” ones, because scaled down, reduced in the same proportion
as was the cut of the panel in relation to that of the door. If, on the
contrary, the distance between the eye and the object is taken into account,
then these same “smalj braccia” must be differently understood: in the paine-
ing, as in its mirror image, the baptistry must have been itself ser down at
a virtual distance corresponding, in bracia nor only reduced bur having
been subjected to che rule of proportionate diminution imposed by perspec-
tive, to the distance separating the cathedral portal from that of the baptis-

36, CF. infra, chaprer 15, pp. 374-75.
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try. Thus the approximative character (z distanza velcirca) imposed on the
experiment, an experiment that, from this point of wiew, called for a comple-
ment, oné provided by the second experiment, this time in nonreflective
terms: which brings us back, by way of concluding our discussion of the

San Giovanni demonstration, to the role played by the mirror.

*

The truth effect attached to Brunelleschi’s experiment was produced in the
mirror. Thus it was an effect of the imaginary, even though it was produced
by an apparatus which, as I've said, had the outward appearance of 2 sym-
bolic disposition. As for painting, that's something else again, and we
might well ask ourselves why it was necessary to use a mirror to pose the
question of the “truth” of perspective. That this truth was an affair of the
imagination, Diderot saw proof of this in the fact that a person blind from
birth can form an idea of specular reflection, and even of perspective. When
he asked the blind man of Puisaux what he understood by a mirror, he
answered: “A machine that puts things into relief far from themselves if
they ate properly placed in relation to it.” But as for “these kinds of per-
spective which give relief to objects, and which are simultaneously analo-
gous to and different from our mirrors . . ., we perceived that they
hindered as much as reinforced the idea he'd formed of the mirror, and that
he was tempted to think that, seeing as the mirror painted objects,. the
painter, to represent them, perhaps painted a mirror.”*

“A machine that puts us into relief far from ourselves”: for a blind
person, that wasn't so pootly observed, and Diderot was not wrong to note
that many philosophers had employed less subtlety in reaching conclusions
just as false. While Brunelleschi's machine also pur the subject outside him-
self, this was not to give him relief but rather to treat him as a hollow, and
as a negative. But the importance of manipulation in the experiment should
not be underestimated. For it was this that made of the painting an object
to be handled as well as seen, to be turned round and round, just as “sav-

ages,” it is said, turned the first mirrors presented to them round and round

37, Dideror, Letive sur les avengles & Fusage de ceux qui voient, Uenpres, Bibliothéque de la pléiade,
pp. 843-46; Bnglish trans., Letter on the Blind for the Use of Those Who See, in Diderot's Early
Philosophical Works, ed. by Margaret Jourdain, Chicago, 1916.
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to see what was hidden behind them. Brunelleschi did exactly the same
thing: wanting to discover what was hidden behind perspective, he went to
see for himself, going so far as to place his eye behind it to caprure irs
operation in the mirror.

If Brunelleschi had painted the baptistry of San Giovanni with the
aid of a mirror, perhaps even on its surface, why wouldn’t Manetti have said
so? The question is important, because it has a bearing on what [ would
call the system’s point of reflexivity: to paint with the aid of a mirror (as in
executing a self-portrait), or to bring in a mirror a posteriori, the better to
judge a painting or, in the present instance, to submit it to a kind of
autopsy—quite literally—; these are rwo very different things., The idea that
Brunelleschi might have executed his painting directly on a mirror is
absurd, and not solely from a theoretical point of view. If he had positioned
himself in front of a mirrot one-half braccia square, at a distance of between
fifteen and thirty centimeters, with his back turned to the baptistry, the
painter would have seen nothing but his own face, for his head would have
screened out the bapeistry. If he had placed the mirror at an oblique angle,
as Gioseffi had suggested,*® deformations would have resulted, and it was
precisely these that Brunelleschi was trying to avoid. The only acceptable
hypothesis then would be that he disposed of an apparatus like that used by
Canaletro three centuries later, namely ana camera lucida, which is histori-
cally impossible.? But the essential consideration lies elsewhere: If Brunel-
leschi had painted his perspective directly on a mirror, or with the aid of a
mirrot, or even (as suggested by Gombrich in a misguided attempt at
simplification®®) by using the welam procedure as described by Alberti, we
would still be at a loss as to how, in the absence of paving lines whose
converging vectors could have guided him, he would have been able to
determine the location of the vanishing point to pierce the hole necessary
for the experiment.

Thus Brunelleschi's first experiment did indeed correspond to a

kind of mirror stage of painting, but one that implied no magic. Contrary

38.  Gioseffi, Perspectiva attificialis, op. cit., pp. T8I,

39.  Gioseffi, Caneletio. I quaderno delle galerie veneziane ¢ Dimpiego della camera sttica, Trieste, 1959,
40. Ernst Gombrich, "Standards of Trath: The Arresred Image and the Moving Bye," The Image
and ihe Eye, Ithaca, 1982, pp. 256-57.
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to what some have said,? the configuration was nothing like a machine, nor
an optical box, and still less a cumera oscura, seeing as it was designed to
function in the full light of day. A mia di: the phrase is rich in meaning.
For if Manetti was indeed able to hold the panel in his own hands, having

been born in 1423, which is to say at the very moment, more of less, in

- which Brunclleschi was cacrying out his experiments, then the hole against

which he pressed his eye was in the image of his own “fissure,” and of the
“light” (pupil) that enabled him to see (mia di, as one would say of the
“light” given off by a firearm). And it is because the configuration obeyed a
principle radically different from that of the camera oscura that it could not
produce the reversal that has been held, since Marx, to be characteristic of
ideology, and with which magical connotations have sometimes been associ-
ated.?? If there is any relationship to “truth” here, it is fundamentally the
result of construction. In a word, and even though the photographic process
would conform in every respect. to the rule to which “he gave birth,” the
panel painted by Brunelleschi was totally different from a smapshor. The
image that appeared in the mirror, at the rear of the configuration, was
neither the imprint nor the reflection of an external reality (thus the impor-
tance, in this context, of the expedient of the plaque of burnished silver on
which sky and clouds blown by the wind were reflected: the wind which, as
Alberti notes, introduces movement, in drapety, hair, or clouds, into an
otherwise static construction®), Far from capturing the real directly, as cam-
eras and telescopes can, this “view” corresponded to a bracketing, to a veri-
table phenomenological reduction: within the brackets established by the
panel and the mirror, the real was excluded, was outside the circuit (except,
I repear, for the problem of the sky). As was the subject itself, which
gained access only by abstracting itself out of the specular relation. Thus

41, Cf, for example, Pierre Francastel, Peinture et sactété, Lyon, 1951, p. 19; Jean-Francois
Lyotard, “La Peinture comme dispositif libidinal,” Des Disposisifs pulsionnels, Paris, 1973,

Pp. 266iT.

42. "It is claimed that a magician can be recognized by certain physical peculiarities, with which
he is branded and by which his calling may be discovered should he attempt to conceal it It is
thought, for example, that the pupils of a magician's eyes have swallowed up the iris, chat his
visual images are produced in reverse.” Marcel Mauss and Heari Hubert, “Esquisse d'une theorie
generale de la magie,” in Mauss, Sociolagie & Anthropolagie, Paris, 1950, p. 19; English trans. by
Robert Brain, A Genera! Tbeary‘af Magic, New York, 1973, p. 27.

43, Alberti, Delle pitrura, op. cit., pp. 97-98; English crans., p. 81,
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a system thar, however empirically open it may have been, was theoretically

isolated, closed in on itself, save for the cloud mirror and this hole, this

“gaze” which the eye, held up against it, obstructed, or sutured. This

“light” from which it derived its meaning and function, which was to ren-

der visible not reality but “truth,” or jts semblance,

40







The second experiment.

The indiscretion of he who looks.
The return of the denoted.

A positivist notion of truth.

The destruction of the painting.
The question of infinicy.

An unprecedented idea.




Geometry Made Real

He made in perspective (Fece 7 prospettiva) the piazza of the Palazzo
della Signoria in Florence, together with all that is in front of it
and around it, insofar as it was accessible to view (guante la vista
serve), standing outside the pidzza or better even (o veramente al
pari), with the front of the church of San Romolo, past the canto
di Calimala Francesca which opens into this piazza, a few braccia
toward Or San Michele; from which position one perceives the
Palazzo della Signoria in such a way that cwo sides of it are fully
visible {in modo che due faccie si veggono intere), the one facing west
and the one facing north. And it is a marvelous thing to see every-
thing that appears, all together, with all the things apprehended
by {one’s] view in this place. Fucci, and after him Paole Uccello,
and stil]l other painters wanted to copy it and imitate it; I've seen
more than one of these efforts, and none were done as well as his
(e non stato bene come guells). It might be said here: Why didn't he
make this painting, it being in perspective (essendo di prospettiva),
with the same hole for looking (ron guel 'busco per la vista) as in the
small panel of the temple of San Giovanni? This is because the
panel {{a tavola) had o be so large to accommodate so many differ-
ent things (che fussé 5i grande a mettervi tante cose distinte), that it was
impossible to hold it up with one hand in front of one’s face, with
the other one holding the mirrot, a man’s arm not being long
enough so that with the mirror in one hand he can be positioned in
front of the point at the appropriate distance (¢'fe potessi porre divim-
pette al punto con la sua distanza), nor {is it] strong enough to carry

it. He left it to the discretion of he who looks, as is the case for all

other paintings By other paintess, even though he who looks is
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never discrete (Lasciolly welle discrezione di chi Lrarda come interviene 4
tutte Laltre dipintyre negli altvi dipintors, benche chi guarda, ogni volty
non Sia ditereta). And in the place where he had put the burnished
silver in that of San Giovanni, here he cur above the buildings (s
casamentt in su) the wood on which he had painted. And he ook it
with him to 2 spot where he could observe it with the naturaf
atmosphere above the buildings (¢ recavasi con €350 a grardarly in

lnoge che Varia naturale 5i mostrave da'casamenti in s !
&

What did Brunelleschi want to show by means of this second
painting, a painting which Manetri warns the reader, withour giving any
specifics (concrast the detail contained in the description of the firse experi-
ment), was of much larger dimensions but noe 50 large as to preclude his
carrying his painting around wich him-——just as Braque, according to Jean
Paulhan, was momentarily possessed by the idea of dragging his canvases
around, ofjuxtaposing them with things, of taking them inro 2 field, “to
se¢ how they held up.”? And whar was the relation between this second
experiment and the preceding one? If the San Giovanni taveletta was the first
in which Brunelleschi showed the “case of perspective,” in the words of his
biographer, was the tavolz of the Signoria a mere extrapolation from chjs
demonstration, in the manner of a counterproof or simple corollary? Or did
it embody a different project, even though it still was an exploration of the

same “case”?

*

We have seen thar nothing in Manetti’s texr allows us to conclude that the

first experiment was a failure unless we 1gnore the function performed by

(express mention being made not only of the buildings circling the piazza
but also of everything found wichip it-——fountains, Statues, various small

structures—io the exclusion, should it be assumed, of any human figure

Manetti, op. cir., pp. 59-60; English traps., pp. 44, 46.
2. Jean Paulhan, Brague e patros, Paris, 1947, p. 60,
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19  Brunelleschi’s second experiment: plan of the

F
N Piazza delia Signoria, with indication of the angie of
/ vision adopted by Brunelleschi. A. Palazzo della Sig-
f norla; B. Loggia dei Lanzi; C. Tetto dei Pisani;
! A D. Canto Calirvaca Francesca; E. San Romolo;
'.'! F. Tribunale della Mercatanzia.

passing by, pushed by the wind?), it could pot satisfy the same conditions
nor aim for the same results.

Though it was constructed in perspective (df prospettiva) like the
first one, Brunelleschi's second painting was not pierced by a hole. To pre-
chude possible objections and justify what might appear to be a step back-
ward from the demonstrative rigor of the first experiment, Manetti advances
an argument that scems to be a material one. The clear and distinct repre-
sentation of a scene of such amplitude supposed the adoption of a graphic

scale considerably larger than that used for the San Giovanni panel; the

dimensions of what was no longer called a tavoletta but rather a tavola neces- i

sitated that it be either held in both hands or—as seems more likely, and as
Manetti's text discretely suggests—placed on the ground or some other sup-
port. This hypothesis, like the tavola, has, if | may say, all the more weight
given that the criterion of distinction refers to an ancient meaning of the
word perspicers, as well as to the Greek notion of optics.? But in reality
Manetti’s argument has a totally different import: he specifies that the dis-

tance at which the mirror ought to have been placed, for the experiment to

conform to the same principle as the first one, exceeded the measure of one
braccio. To be sure, the position ideally assigned the observer, at the
entrance into the piazza and at its edge, al pari, recalls the situation of the
eye in the first experiment, pupil flush with the surface of the panel, But

this same observer, no longer obliged to hold the apparatus in his hands,

3. Cf. Panofsky, "Die Perspektive . . .7 op. it., p. 127, note 3; English crans., pp. 75-76.
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was now granted freedom of movement. While there's no point in toying
with words, we should not allow Manetti's joke in the text at this point to
£0 unremarked: we need only understand it literally, even at the cost of
leaving ocurselves open 1o additional charges of anachronism. If the one who
looks is never “discreet” (Bemche qui guarda ogni wolta non sig discreta), this is
because, in the conditions applying to vision under the perspective rule, he
is always a voyenr, And this is crue whether he dissimulates himself behind a
panel pierced by hole so as to place his eye against it as if it were a keyhole,
of whether he uses both eyes to take in the spectacle provided him by a
painting, notably a scene presented to him under perspective's auspices. If
perspective is a “scabrous” thing, as one reads in Filarete, this is not only
because it is, with regard to the intellect, just as a surface can be, full of
unevenness:* it is primarily because it appeals, in the subject, to the scopic
drive, precending to reduce it—Brunelleschi's experiments have no other
meaning—to the function and sratus of a witness, if not—once again—of a
VOYEHT,

The freedom now accorded the spectator did not imply that the
second experiment represented a step backward from the firse one. It could
not even be said that it was less demonstrative, because it oo was subject
to verification, as we shall see. Undoubtedly it accorded a lesser role to
reflection, as is signaled, quite literally, by the absence of a mirror, Burt this
is because its purpose was different, Brunelleschi’s intention this time being
to show (and not to demonstrate, which was possible only with the aid of a
mirror) that the construcrive system founded on monocular vision, with the
eye being confined to 2 fixed point, rerained its pertinence and efficacicy
under conditions closer to that of normal vision. And the very object occu-
pying the center of the scene, like the baptistry in the first experiment,
constituted, in its geometric volume, and in light of the position assigned
the spectator at the opposite corner of the piazza, a perspectival given subtly
coreesponding to binocular vision: whereas in the first instance the octagonal
baptistry presented itself to frontal view (though two lateral facades were
apprehended by the same gaze), che assymmetrical mass of the Palazzo della

Signoria offered itself in an oblique view, the centric ray issuing from the

4. “Siché artendi, er appri gli ocehi dell'intellerro: che questo, che s'a dire, sono cose scaprose ¢
sotcili a intendere,” Filarete, Treatise, fol. 177 receo; op. cit.,p. 600; Engtish trans., p. 301
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eye in all likelihood bisecting the angle of vision: chis perspective—uneven,
angular {sabrosa) if ever one was—far from exploiting [inear recession,
introduced into the center of the arrangement a projecting corner and
obliged the gaze to diverge and slide simultaneously over the rwo facades
meeting at the angle of the palazzo, one facing north, as Manetti insists,
and the other west. The resulting “horned” perspective effect was all the
more pronounced because the angle at whose apex the centric point was
established (in plan) was considerably exaggerated, in projection, by the
diagonal perspective.

We have seen, with regard to the first experiment, in whar terms
the question of truth value assignable to perspective construction was posed.
The image painted on the recto of the tavoletta had but one use value: if it
tent itself to demonstration, this was to the extent that, to use Frege's
terms, it could be recognized as a denotation. An image—as considered in
the mirror—that was virtual, as Frege says of that formed in a telescope,
and, as such, partial (partielle), if not biased {partiale), linked as it is to the
observer’s point of view (and meaningful, for Frege, only relative to this?).
Yet this image, this view, was not 2 phantasm, and presented itself as
objective upon being verified by several observers, on condition that the
latter agree to place themselves, one after the other, at the obligatory point
of view, just as anyone could pesition himself in the spot corresponding to
the perspective view adopted by the painter and so verify the accuracy of the
construction. While the arrangement devised for the first experiment situ-
ated the denoted element outside the circuit, so to speak, everything sug-
gests that the panel in the second experiment screened it out, raising, in
strictly experimental terms, the difficulty touching on the distance which is
so frustrating in the firsc experiment, if one adheres closely to Manerti's
description of it. We have seen that nothing in this description indicates
that, in performing the first experiment, one oughr o place oneself in the
spot that cotresponded, in reality, to the point of origin deducibie from the
perspective construction itself. But neither is there anything in the subse-
quent portion of the text to preclude our imagining that Brunelleschi could

have set up his “painting” in the Piazza della Signoria itself, in the position

5. Frege, “Sens et dénotation,” loc. cir.
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appropriate for the contoyyr of his panel as he'd cur it along the tops of the
buildings, cthe arranigement thus confirming the hypothesis thar assimilated

the painting to one Planar section of the visual pyramid, while at the same

the distance appropriate for realization of the effect, such thar the painting,
to employ Braque's phrase, “held up” in comparison with its surroundings),
the sky could be seen, da caramenti in 1%, withour any need to resore tg a

mirror,

20 Brunelleschi's sec-
ond experiment; the
‘panel in sity.
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buildings in the Piazza della Signoria, without being required to use only
one eye. Here again, anyone could repeat the experiment in turn, until
becoming persuaded chat neither magic nor tricks played any part in the
resuli.

Doubtless a painting conforming to the rules of costrazione legittima
responds, at least theoretically, to the given of the specular image, such
representations ordering themselves in accordance with the traditional fig-
ures of resemblance, whose semantic web Michel Foucault has reconstituted

for us.® But whereas Brunelleschi’s arrangement appealed to convenientia and

aemulatio, to resemblance based upon conjunction, coincidence, and adjust-
ment, just like that in specular repetition, it did so in order to turn against
itself that which appeared to be the fundamental experience, the primary
form of knowledge, to unpack ies implications, to resolve its paradoxes (and
it is indeed a paradox, at least an apparent one, to which Filarete draws our
attention, that a square seen in a mirror, or in planar projection, which
amounts to the same thing, is no longer square, nor always compatable to
another one), to put it to the test of a reasoned construction—of what in
current parlance we would call a theoretical model. Far from “imitating”
space, perspective was only able to feign it, and this from its origin—an
origin with which it renews its relation at each moment. To feign it or
(re)construct it, as is demonstrated by Brunelleschi’s two experiments, each
of which is centered around an architectonic object that was at the same
time a basic, almost “ideal” body, a kind of limit-shape, to use Husserl's
terminology, defined entirely by a set of surfaces. Buc what do we mean by
“space” when we are dealing with a place thac is itself a construct, namely a
piazza surrounded by a series of facades? Rather than “imitate” space (insofar

as the notion of imitation has any meaning in this context), it would be

necessary to produce it, to constitute this space as an object, an operation
that tends, as we see in Descartes, to deny it any quality other than that of

pure extension and to exempt it from the reign of resemblance, compelling

it to submit to that of “similitude,” in a new, geometric sense of the word.

It is to this moment—which escapes all periodization, though surely not all

6.  Michel Foucault, Les Mots ef Jer chores, op. cit., chapter 2, “La Prose du moride”; English
trans., The Order of Things, chapter 2, “The Prose of the World."”
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moment, as is evinced by the face that the discoverer, like the geomerers of
antiquiry, was Jesg interesred in space itself than in the bodies it contained,
and in thejr fespective placement, beginning with builc volumes and places,
but one thar retains its value as origin, and as radical origin, from the first
steps forward, from the firse synthesis, and thar would SErve as a ground for
all subsequent developments, ¢ the extent that, as a resule of being taken
to its limit, the relarion of ressemblance between things and thejr image
could only unzavel, ceding s place to a comparison based upon order and
measure, Irs corollary being thar henceforeh the jconic operation would have
less bearing on the elements of the fepresentation than on the relations they
maintained within 4 linked figurarive proposition, one thar derived its cruch
value from this linkage.

Some time later the French Academy would Jash out against those
who, like Abraham Bosse and his master Desargues, dared maititain chae

them or believes ir sees them, but such as the laws of perspective impose
them on our reason. "7 This debate must have preoccupied minds of the
fifteenth century, as is indicared by Filatete's text when, against the objec-
tion he himself rajses that perspective might be capable of deception
through showing things that do not exist, the author responds that such s
indeed the case, pointing out thar disegno was not something true bur rather
the mere “demonstration” of the thing painted, of the thing one waneed to
show.® Such that the only truth in painting, when jt conforms with the
rules of perspective, is demonstratjve truth, and thus one thag is founded on

Desargues would renew ties, on another level), perspective construction

7. Abraham Bosse, Le Peiytre CORVENST anx precives o wniveriales rigles do son art, Paris, 1637,

8. “Tu potresti dige: questa & falsa, che ¢ dimostra una cosa, che non &, Egli ¢ vero; niente di
meno in disegm'o € vera: perche |} disegnio ancora lui non ¢ cosa VEra; anzi, ung dimostratione di
quella cosa che ry ripraj o che tu voi dimostrage,” Filarete, Treatice, fol, 179 teco, op. cit.,

Pp. 618~19; English trans., p. 305,
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did not aim ar illusion, at least not the kind of illusion we designate with
the term trompe Poeil. But it ordered itself around a notion of truth that
might be called realist, even positivist, if the import of Brunelleschi's dis-~
covery could be reconciled with any philosophy prepared to ignore the role
of the subject in instituting a truth that it defines as the adequation of a
proposition—figurative or other—to that which it denotes. An image con-
structed in perspective can be made perfectly coincident, optically speaking,
with its object, such that it could be precisely superimposed over it of
screen it out perfectly, but only if it is seen from the fixed point of view of
an observer who could take in both of them in one giance. The soughc-after
adequation being possible only through resort to a rational method of con-
scruction, one governed by standards of order and measure, the tavola, hav-
ing been so placed in front of one's eyes—dinanzi agli acchi, as Vasari put
it"—would have initially functioned as a model whose coherence derived
from the position to which it assigned the subject: a “subject,” let it be
repeated, whose body is elided from the beginning, and reduced—in the
phenomenoclogical sense—to a point—the one that would be inscribed,
along with Descartes, at the beginning of modern science, even though the
vision (visée) defining it is inseparable from what Husserl so aprly referred to

as its “blinders.”'?
%

Brunelleschi's discovery did not, properly speaking, open the way for either
an art or a science. If it has taken on the status of an “origin,” this is in
proportion, on the contraty, 0 its having transcended the boundaries sepa-
rating art from scien&e, to its having constituted a theoretical hammer blow
that appears, in retrospect, to ONCE MOLE USE a phrase of Husserl's, moving
it from the register of “natural” optics to that of artificial representation,
like an “effectuation accomplished.” An effectuation accomplished (¢ misse in
af10) in relation to the achievemnents of ancient and medieval optics, which
Parronchi has shown to have contained, in a dispersed state, all the ele-

ments that would mobilize the demonstration; but an effectuarion accom-

9, Vasari, "Della pittuea,” Proemia, Vite . . ., cited ed., vol. 1, p. 169; English trans., in Vasri
o Technique, op. cit., p. 209.
10. Husserl, Die Krisis . . ., op. cit., p. % English trans., p. 4.
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plished, as well, in relation to the entirety of the old perceprual ground
serving as the basis for perspective construction, a discovery assuming origi-
nary value only to the extent that it awakens, outside the tradition initiated
by it, an entire world of sedimented culture. That such an operation had to
be the work of ene man, identifiable as such, and that the invention of
perspective (like that, in ics time, of geometry) could only eccur, in history,
at an imdividuated point (point nemmé), is confirmed by tradition: the act of
election (momination) supposed by the latter nonetheless provides a historical
anchoring for the decision according to which the world would be consti-
tuted for the first time as a domain of pure visibility, “the unity,” to cite
Husser! once more, “of a ground and a horizon."”

As already noted, Manetti's account makes no mention of the
ground of the perspective construction, not of the horizon governing this.
From which follow the difficulties we have catalogued, which Brunellechi's
experiments, if they did not resolve them, would have at leasc exposed,
simultaneously opening the way for new developments in the geometric
order. The point of view being established at the edge of the line of facades
enclosing the Piazza della Signoria, the second experiment was not subject
t0 the "window” determination which, in the form a deor framing the view,

was one of the characteristic traits of the San Giovanni arrangement. Ir
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would not have satisfied Brunelleschi’s requirements to simply reject this
given, which, in the last analysis, was illusionist. If we are to believe his
biographer; he went fucther still, questioning the very notion of the “paint-
ing” such as it was then coming to be defined, and such as he himself
perhaps had just invented it. By cutting out that portion of the panel corre-
sponding to the sky, he doubtless produced the first shaped canvas in western
art, though his intentions in doing so had pothing to do with trompe Ueeil. !
From this assault on the integrity of the painting, as well as the hole piebrcu
ing the first pancl, Vasari set out 0 restrict the play of memory (unless
overzealous restoress succeeded before him): the view Brunelleschi painted of
the Piazza della Signoria thus belongs, as Manetti suggests, to a scries that
certainly does not come 10 an end with Uccello. 2 The second experiment
nonetheless shared something with the first: in it, linear perspective
appeared to apply itself only to solid bodies, notably buildings, which were
solidly planted in the ground, to the exclusion of the sky and irs phenom-
ena. As if, faithful in this respect to the Aristotelian conception of the
cosmos, the inventor of perspective had respected, in devising his experi-
ment, the consecrated opposition between the celestial and terrestrial
realms, even if in a strictly pictorial mode: Brunelleschi's sky is no longer
that of medieval painters, nor is it the rarefied domain of the spheres so
dear to philosophers and cosmographers; it is, rather, a meteorological site
through which clouds move, pushed by the wind, and which thus escapes
the measurements of geometry and perspective itself, here deliberately
restricted to the physical components of the visible. And as for the places the
artist chose to represent—two clearly delimited, enclosed piazzas——their
very closure signals that he was not prepated to draw from his discovery the
theoretical conclusions it implied: the world in which men evolve, in which
they erect their constructions, beginning by tracing their foundations, this
world is a world thar is finite, closed, in which parallel lines, far from ]
disappearing from view without meeting, converge upon a clearly visible

point in the painting, and what's mote, one that is governed, as specular

“11. For an exampie of a panel whose shape was determined by trompe Poeil intentions, cf. the
Lettres d'ltalie by the président de Brosses, Paris, 1928, vol. 1, pp. 11-12: "The painting is
unframed and nonrectanguiar, being tailored according to the contours that would be the real ones
of the pile of things represenced in it, which contributes much to the illusion.

12. See the painting by Bernardo Bellotto now in Budapest.
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coincidence has it, by the subject point as well as by the horizon line, to all

appearances very close, onto which the larter is projected,

#*

S¢ one cannot maintain, as Panofsky does, that Brunelleschi’s disposition
pPresupposed, and even less thar it demonstrated, the notion of an abstract,
homogeneous, and isotropic geometric space, continuous and undefined, if
not infinite, the guantum continuum central to postcartesian science, ' nor
that it bore witness to the destruction of the antique cosmos and its dissolu-
tion in the space of the new universe. And yet this world of-—as Alexandre
Koyré has written—g Keometry made real, in which the laws of physics will
function, in a sense it was prepared by the disposition, in accordance with
its own ways and means, even though no rigorous distincrion is possible
here between what belongs to practice and what to theory. The fact that
Brunelleschi often carried his tavsla wich him to set it up where he thoughe
best imposes UPON us, in a very material way, the idea of displacement and
transport, and also, through this, the fundamental operation of euclidean
geometry, which is inconceivable save in and by the space of substitution
which it establishes. But the firse experiment already appealed 1o a properly
geometric idea of similicude, itself hased upon a work of idealization lead-
ing to the production of a very precisely articulated “limit-shape.” In both
cases the approximative characrer of the experiment, which Manerti did not
attempt to hide, could be understood as contradicting the deep meaning of
the scientific revolucion of the seventeenth century, with its rejection of the
world of “more or less” and its replacement by a universe of precision, of
exact measurement, of rigorous determination, ' The demand for measure-
ment was nonetheless already present, here and there, as was that for preci-
sion, in the guise of the search for the proper viewing discance and for ag

close a correlation as possible between the image and its objective referent,

13. “The two qualities which characterize che space presupposed and presented in modern age up
to the advent of Picasso: continuity (hence measurability), and infiniry.” Panofsky, Renaissance and
Renascences, ap. cir., p- 122, Cf. alse the more nuanced starement in the same author’s Die Peripeb-
Hge ..., op. cit, pp. 121-22; English trans., pp. 70-71. On this point, see my Théorie du nuage,
ap. cit., pp. 225-26.

14.  Alexandre Koyré, \"Ga]ilée at Platon,” Etudes d'bistoire de la pensée seientifugue, Paris, 1966,

p. 151 .

13, Koyré, Bindes mewionfennes, Paris, 1968, p. 28.
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The demand for measurement and with it—to cite Husserl—for “the hori-
zon of an open-ended infinity,”* the question of infinity being inscribed in
the center of the San Giovanni faweletta, on the spot marked by a point, if
not by a hole.

The opposition between the two regions of earth and sky, or their
ontological disparity, was not definitively put into question by the mirror
reflecting both the sithouette of the buildings as the painter had captured
them and the sky reflected in the surface of burnished silver: the mirror
relay definitively manifesting that in principle they both belonged to a uni-
verse of “geometry made real.” For all the consequences of Brunelleschi’s
experiments to be properly drawn, a prolonged effort would be required,
one mobilizing painters and architects as well as philosophers and mathema-
ticians; but the path had nonetheless been blazed, its direcrion had been
clearly set, its horizon put in place, in what indeed appears, despite the
contradictions inherent in it, as a definite advance—that “unprecedented”
novelty of which Alberti spoke, that preliminary to the Galilean revolution,
and to the idea, no less anprecedented if we are to believe Husserl, of “a
rational infinite totality of being with a rational science systematically mas-

tering it

16, Husserl, L'Origine de la géometrie, op. cit, p. 211, English trans. in Crisés, p. 374.
17, Musserl, Die Krisis . . ., op. cit., pp. 19ff,; English trans., pp. 22ff.
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Truth of painting, truth in painting.

E iscritte non 5i truova.

Brunelleschi, “inventor of the Renaissance™?



The Renaissance and the Repetition of the Original

This is how [ would sum up the epistemological question thatr concerns me
here, and thar raises certain difficulties as to how we ought to understand
“history,” whether of art, science, ideas, or thought itself: by what title,
within what optic, if not within what pefspective, can a demonstration
conducted in accordance with the ways and means of art—in this instance
those of disegns, borrowed from geometry——acquire the status of an origin,
at least in its inaugural moment, in relation to theoretical, scientific, and
even philosophical developments that manifestly transcend the boundaries of
specific fields, of specific practices? A question of some urgency, if any
meaning is to be ascribed to the project of an archaeology not only of
knowledge, but of that thought qualifiable as “western,” or—in Husserl's
usage-—as “European.”

My hypothesis—to each his own; but this one has the merit of
responding to the question one might well put to oneself concerning Ma-
netti’s text: Why does the latter breathe not 2 word about the construction
process used by Brunelleschi, being interested only in che protocol of the
experiment?’—my hypothesis then will be that the position that tradition
assigns to the discovery or invention associated with Brunelleschi’s name
corresponds to the moment of the inversion of practical interest into theo-
retical interest which was, for Husserl, the condition of science, in the
western, European sense of the word: that is, it opened the way for it, or
was predicated upon it. What Brunelleschi discovered, that vo which he man-
aged vo give demonstrative force by building upon the experience of a mil-
lenium, was not that the vanishing point could be taken for the image at
infinity of a painting's orthogonal lines (a notion that would only impose
itself much later, and in a context utterly different from that of painting),

but rather thar it funcrioned, within the limits of the painting, and as
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Filarete grasped perfectly, as the semblance of an eve (o similitudine
dell’occhioy—the fan pattern of the receding lines representing the equivalent,
on the plane, of that in space, of the rays included wichin the visual pyra-
mid whose apex was the eye. In saying this, I do not mean to argue that
with this snvention Brunelleschi had opened up for art a field of ideality
comparable w0 that of science, or that afrer this “first attempt” (as Kant
would say) the route from which painting would never deviare was laid our,
Manecti, when he ascribed to Brunelleschi the responsibility for everyching
that had been done after him in this matrer, was doubtless thinking fess of
painting than of perspective itself. Bue that the latter was susceptibie o
reasoned development, and even abecced the ideal order of geometry, this is
quite sufficient to demonstrate that it did more than correspond, in history,
with a stylistic moment or with the constitution of a space of Iepresentarion
characteristic of an era: it. suggests thar a call for “truth” was present, was at
work, and that art provided, for the fiest time, a place for it to manifest
itself,

In this respect Brunelleschi’s discovery was exposed to a wasting, a
forgetting of ics original meaning comparable in every respect to thar,
according to Husser], undergone by the natural sciences after Galileo. The
use of the word “Galilean” to characterize the revolution with which his
name has come to be so conspicuously affiliated-—because one was needed—
only reinforces this connection. Like Galileo, Brunelleshi is inscribed, in
telation to geometry, in the position of the heir: the geometry available ro
him knew nothing of ics origins, or of the activities that had served as a
foundarion for the work of idealization,' Is this to say that it was empty of
meaning, thar the mutation transforming perspective into an “are,” in Hus-
serl’s sense (thar of obtaining predictable effects through application of a
process conforming to precise rules), had already been effected? Or, to
approach the question from the opposite tack: The operations serving as
foundation for the kind of perspective chat Brunelleschi pro-duced, which he
foregrounded, if you will, were nor chese operations equivalent to a look
backward, to a return to the sources of western science, insofar as they

appealed, through the language of optical geometry and, beyond painting,

Vo Husserl, Die Krisis . . op. cit., p. 49; English trans. , pp. 49-50.
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to that primitive substratum of perceprual experience that constitutes,
according to Hussetl, the ground of all theoretical and practical life? Va-
sart's text provides evidence that once perspective construction became inte-
grated into accepred custom (moenrs), as a fundamental disposition or habitus
of the representation, it could no longer have any significance for painters
other than a technical one, and not withour providing a pretext for all sorts
of games and effects, anamorphotic or other, which occasioned the ideologi-
cal reducrion of which it was very soon the object. But “exact” perspective,
before appearing as a mere technique, a rival of the empirical recipes pre-
vailing in the studios, before imposing itself as a code in the service of the
project, a project impossible to disassociate from the notion of projection
(Vasari’s confused network of lines, /e difficuita delle tante linee confuse, bring-
ing to mind, in the verbal register, the future Brousllon project of Desargues),
this kind of perspective would have necessarily implied a zheory, in the
mathematical sense of the word, which is to say “an open system of compat-
ible propositions enunciating and linking the properties of an object domain
in relation to certain explicitly formulated operations or relations.”? And it
is precisely as theory that costruzione legittima was to realize the paradox of
opening the way to the most rigorous developments of descriptive and pro-
jective geometry, pethaps even anticipating them, while it furnished the
ideology—by a trick that is itself properly ideological, unmindful of the
origin and amalgam that photographic gadgetry would bring to term
between the perspective configuration and the amera oscura—of the appara-

tus that seemed most suitable for its operation.

*

If Brunelleschi's experiment accrued any “truth” value, chis was——yet

again—in a specific, historically determined sense of the word. The preced-
ing analyses effectively maintain chat the question of the truth of painting,
ot of the truth iz painting, was meaningful only on condition, for painting,
of its parcicipating in the history of truth, of its being linked to it at every
moment. If we put the question of theoretical implications and, overall, of

the historical significance of the requirement, emerging at the beginning of

2. Jean T. Desanti, Les Idénlités mathématiques, Paris, 1968, p. 1.
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the quattrocento, for a truth of painting (or a truth in painting) that was no
longer theological or naturalist, but rather transcendental, in che philosoph-
ical sense of the word, a truth of understanding, and as such demonstrable,
if not verifiable, what does this truth have in common with that to which
Cézanne, five centuries later, would profess his debt:? a truth aceributed not
to the form of vision but to the very substance of the perceived, to its
texture, though still remaining a matter of construction, of a construction
by color, intended to be free of the rule of perspective, if not of all
geometry?

We must still come to understand, in the one case as in the other,
how a truth manifesting itself in painting can nonetheless simultaneously
belong to the order of discourse, the discourse of theory as well as that of
history. just as we must still sort out the links between the assignation of
origin and the idea of “Renaissance™: presuming that a second birth is con-
ceivable only in reference to a primordial time and place, whereas an origin
(one has only to chink of the lot of the question of the “beginning” in
modern and/or contemporary cosmologies) is thinkable only on condition
that the possibility of its being repeated remains open. Such is the very
question of the “Renaissance,” if one can accept its being formulated in
terms other than philological ones, as is necessary in examining the perspec-
tive case brought to light by Brunelleschi. All evidence suggests that per-
spective theory belongs to thar class of cultural products to which belong
scientifc formations, and the sciences themselves, as well as works of liter-
ary art: those objects thar, according to Husserl, differ from tools {perspec-
tive can indeed be regarded as an instrument, at the cost of the above-
mentioned reduction, but it certainly isn’t a tool in the sense of a hammer
or a pair of scissors), works of architecture, and all other products of this
kind in that they cannot be duplicated or precisely repeated (but under
what rubric are we to place paintings, and even photographs? Fifty years
after the publication of Walter Benjamin's famous essay on The Work of Art
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction. the question should be considered
anew). On the register of demonstration, this holds for perspective as soon

as fr is designated as being “scientific,” as with Pythagoras's theorem and all

3. “Iowe you the truth in painting and I will rell it to you." Paul Cézanne o Emile Bernard,
Ocrober 23, 1905, Correspondance, Paris, 1978, p. 315.
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of geometry: it “exists once and once only, no matter how often or even in
what language it may be expressed.” But the fact that Brunelleschi's “case,”
the kind of perspective he is impured to have invented, was first put into
circulation as a disposition that, whatever its demonstrative implications,
borrowed nothing from the resources of writing or even language, chis
determination suffices to alter the givens of the problem. If all the elements
of the demonstration were in effect present in the science called “perspec-
tive,” a science of which prospetiiva, as Manetti maintains, was but one part,
it was still necessary, if the experiment were to take the form of an accom-
plished effeccuation, for an empirical subject to repeat it with his own eye,
each one placing himself in turn in the designated place, there where costru-
zione legittima finds its point of coherence, and at the same time proceeding
to action: for there is never a “view” in d;)ainting, nor an image in a
mirror, save for the eye looking at it.

In theory, it cannot be excluded that the ancients knew and prac-
ticed a kind of perspective comparable, if not analogous, to that of Brunel-
leschi. In this respect too the subtlety of Manetti’s text is astonishing.
Whereas Filarete—rto whom some actribute the first expression of this feel-
ing of a "new birth” experienced by his contemporaries on secing buildings
constructed in an antique idiom®>-did not hesitate to deny the usage and
comprehension of this kind of perspective to the ancients,® Manetti held
Brunelleschi's discovery to be all the more remarkable, all the “stronger”

(¢ pi#t forte), given that

we do not know whether centuries ago the ancient painters—who
in that period of fine sculptors are believed to have been good
masters——knew about it or employed it rationally (se lo sapevans e lo
Jfeciono con vagione). But if they practiced it according to the rule (s
pure lo feciono con regola) which 1 have not called a science without
reason a bit earlier on (che sanza cagione non dico io scienza poco d

rapra), as he [Brunelleschi} did later, those who could have taught

4. Husserl, L'Origine de la géometrie, op. cit., p. 179; English trans. in Crisis, p. 357,

5. CF J. R. Spencer, in Filarete's Treatite on Architeture, op. cit. 1965, vol. 1, p. 175, note 15,
and Panofsky, Renaistance and Remascences, op. cit., p. 20.

6. Filarete, Treatire, for. 179 secto; op. <ic,, pp. 620-21; English trans., p. 305.
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it to him had been dead for centuries and no written records about
it have been discovered, or if they have been, have not been com-
prehended (e dscritto non 5i truova, ¢ se si trova, non & intess). Through
industry and intelligence he either rediscovered or invented it (ma

la sua industria e sorrigliezza, o ella la vitvow, o ella ne fu Uinventrice).’

Even supposing that antiquity knew perspective, or 2 kind of per-
spective, it would not have been able to give ir the force of science. The
rule discovered by Brunelleschi (if not invented by him), and which he may
only have rediscovered, just as the young Pascal “rediscovered,” without
anyone's assistance, the first thirty-five propositions of Euclid, this rule
could be taught him by no one. Because it was nowhere written down (o1, if
it were, was incomprehensible), and it lacked that “perdurable presence”
(das verbarvende Dasein) which Husserl regarded as characteristic of ideal
objects, even when their inventors or those associated with their discovery
had been dead for centuries. And writing should be understood literally
here: for “the important function of written, documenting linguistic expres-
sion is that it makes communication possible without immediate or mediate
personal address; it is, so to speak, communication become virtual . | .
Accordingly, then, the writing-down effects a eransformation of the original
mode of being of the meaning-structure, for example, within the geometri-
cal sphere of self-evidence, of the geometrical structure that is put into
words. It becomes sedimented, so to speak. But the reader can make it self-
evident again, can reactivate the self-evidence,”

Such a tranformation presupposes, in the first place, that Brunel-
leschi shift his gaze from a sky irremediably mute to direct it toward the
earth, This earth~-as he must have realized in the course of his trip to

Rome-—on which the past has everywhere left its mark, often undeciphera-

7. Maneto, op cit., p. 36; English trans., p, 42,

8. "Es ist dic wichtige Funktion des schriftlichen, des dockumentierenden sprachlichen Aus-
drucks, dass er Mitteilungen ohne unmittetbare oder miccelbare personliche Ansprache ermogliche,
sozusagen vircuell gewordene Micteiluag isc. . . . Danach vollzieht sich also durch das Nieder-
schreiben eine Verwandlung des ursprunglichen Seinsmodus des Sinngebildes, in der geometrischen
Sphire der Evidenz des zur Aussprache Komumenden geometrischen Gebildes. lis sedimenticre sich
sozusagen, Aber der Lesende kann es wieder evident werden lassen, die Bvidenz reakrivieren.” Hus-
serl, Die Krisis . . ., appendix 3 (Die Ursprung der Geometrie), op. <it., pp. 371-72; English trans.,
pp. 360-61.
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ble; archaeological traces intermingling so completely with new foundations
that one cannot say, when excavations have been carried beyond a cerrain
point, whether invention brings about the discovery of a buried treasure, or,
by dint of turning over the constant ground of human experience, it takes
root there. On this point, see La Fontaine (“Travaillez, prenez de la peine;
c'est le fonds qui manque le moins”; “Work, take the trouble; it's the foun-
dations that are least lacking™), and what Alberti says about the assertion to
which the first book of Defla pittura is a response: that his is an entirely
mathematical book which, from roots put down in nature, sends forth this
charming, very noble art.” Discovery, or invention? The question is mean-
ingless to the geomerric mind: “What exists’ ideally in geometric space is
univocally decided, in all its determinations, in advance. Qur apodictic
thinking, proceeding step-wise to infinity fhrough concepts, propositions,
inferences, proofs, only ‘discovers’ what is already there, what in itself
already exists in truth.”'® According to Manetti, Brunelleschi did not regard
his “inventions” as a soutce of pride but made do, when the occasion pre-
sented itself, with giving concrete, factual demonstrations (#a nelle occorenze
che venivans, lo dimostrava co’fatti"). At the beginning of the quattrocento the
time had not yet come, without doubt, for a perspective demonstration
conducted in accordance with the ideal ways of geometry. But what the
painters would call prospettiva nonetheless originated with this invention in
the form of a di-mostratis: so true is this that the question of the origin
allows of no response other than an invention, whether the lacter assumes
the seatus of the origin or there never was any but an fnvented origin.
Brunelleschi, “inventor of the Renaissance”? In the end this formula
is acceptable only if we admit that in its inaugural moment—the one
assigned it by a tradition which in Manetti, as opposed to Alberti, is any-.
thing but thetorical—the Renaissance had no models at its disposition other
than those it had itself produced, made available for its own use, subse-
quently being reflected, in conformity with the deep-seated movement of

reactivation that characterizes it, in the mirror of its own origin. E pareva

che s vedessi I proprio vero.

9. Cf. supra chapter 4, note 6.
10, Husserl, Die Krisis . . ., op. ¢it., p. 19; English trans., p. 22.
11. Manetti, loc. cit.
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Even if the Brunelleschi configuration served only to demonstrare the specy-
lar coincidence of the point of view and the vanishing point, this demon-
stration would suffice o confer upon such ag “invention” irs vajue and
meaning as an origin, withour there being any need to ateribute o jrg
author a premonirory view of subsequent theoretical developments. The
essential thing is char this discovery opened a nevw way, like that of Thales,
with which it is implicitly associated. According to Vasari, Brunellesch;

8oing beyond “natural” practice to attain the truch of science, whatever
might be the possibilities berspective had to offer ag means, as technical
process. As if this crafesman, this artisan, this constructor, had become

tdealization, into 4 process of pure geometric thought: the are of perspec-
tive, like that, in jes time, of measutement, prepared, in accordance with

such. And such Is, in the end, the original meaning of this discovery (or
this invention), that i cannot be regarded as fully secure unless it is seized
upon in the moment of its repetition, if pot already of jrs decline: a logt
prototype, necessarily so if it was to occupy the originary position in ics
own field, bur one thar cannot be confined within the boundaries of either

painting or geomerry,
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When I've made a good painting, I have not written a thought, That's
what they say. How simpleminded they are. They deprive painting of

all its advantages.

EuGENg DELACROIX, fournal, October 8, 1822,



Part Three

SUSPENDED REPRESENTATION
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The Citta ideale and the “Utbino perspectives.™
Inventories.

Proof by context.

The Mandrake, _

What is thinking?



E 1L ¥ V E N

“Et anticho in prospettiva”

And now, this painting. This painting that you know as well as anyone:
which fact obliges me, at this point, to invoke your testimony and pass—-in
conformity with a usage often encountered in old treatises—from the I to
the you,* and from one discursive regime to another, one that is explicitly
“dialogical.” The said “Ideal City,” because it is under this title that it is
cutrently exhibited in the National Gallery of the Marches, in Urbino.
Though you might deem it more consistent with the experience of anyone
who goes there to say that this is the title under which the painting presenss
itself in that place, exhibits itself there, in the sense of Serlio's discoprirsi of a
theatrical scene “made by the art of perspective,” which he numbers among
those things according the greatest pleasure to the eye and sarisfaction to
the spirit:! the reflexive form signaling from the starc thar we cannot pre-
tend, without considerable impertinence, that such a painting is to be
treated however we like, as merely one object or document among others,
given that its pictorial mechanics seem to have been conceived precisely to
lure anyone stopping in front of it into its game.

(A city, or rather a place, an urban site frozen in a perspective,
deploying before the eye the symimetrical fan of its receding lines. The
image of a deserted square, roughly rectangular, paved in polychrome mar-
ble, bordered along three of its sides by the fronts of palaces and middle-

class houses, with a circular building, having two superimposed columnar

* T%, the ¥rench familiar form, which Damisch uses from this point to the end of the book—

TraNS.

1. Sebastiano Serlio, I/ seconds libvo di prospettiva, Paris, 1545, fol. 64 verso; in English, cf.
facsimile of 1611 edition of the Treatise on Architecture, New York, 1970; cf. also fnfre, chaprer 12,
p. 213.
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2} The Cittd ideale,
known as the Urbino
panel, Urbine, National
Gallery of the Marches.
Photo: Martine Oberto.

orders and crowned by a conical roof, occupying its center. A view of archi-
recture that connotes “renaissance,” and in which the gaze, despite the
apparent simplicity of a construction organized around a unique vanishing
point established on the central axis of the painting, does not really manage
to anchor itself anywhere but rather proceeds, without one’s being able to
figure out why at first, by successive slippages and—as one would say of

an equestrian mount—by ambling about: being continually sent back

from the center to the periphery, its allure limited by the extremely wide
angle of vision, which seems to have determined the panel's oblong format
{239.5 X 67.4 e} as well as the structure of what is presented as a scenic
configuration in which the forward-most lateral structures, two buildings of
cubic form, each with one facade parallel to the picture plane, challenge the
importance of the central cylindrical volume, somewhat recessed and on a
curved surface over which the eye tends to skid.

What is the value of such a “description”? Each of its terms invites
discussion, as does the choice of characteristics held to be relevant, and the
list of those that were excluded: the problem precisely will be to determnine
whether, and under what conditions, in accordance with whar criceria of
televance and in what order of consequence, a painting such as this permits

itself to be described, and demands to be.)
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You knew it from your first inspection, which occurred some thirty
years ago now: this painting {if such is the appropriate termy) is clearly not a
painting like others, like, also in this same museum, the Flagellation of
Piero della Francesca and the Penrecost of Signorelli—to choose by design
two works in strict perspective, at least one of which (the Signorelli) is not,
properly speaking, at least originally, a “painting” at all because it was the
banmer of a confraternity intended to be carried in processions, subsequently
transferred to canvas, In the circumstance the poetic effect (for that is what
is in question) owes nothing to fable, or history, unless this be negatively
and in a way yet to be defined. The umage of this ideal city offers nothing to
view that can be narrated: which provides sufficient justification, in the view
of some, for its genre to be qualified as “abstract,” for it vo be assigned a
value that is essentially “decorative.” Unless one were to cast into narrative
form, or at least that of a program, the ordered sequence of trials awaiting
any analyst who lets down his guard the least bit, through which he must
necessarily pass, for otherwise the ritle borne by the panel in the museum
will be of no help to him.

For soon enough the spectator—or as we ought to say, £/ riguar-
dante, “the observer,” a usage still employed by Poussin: this question is

related to that of the “painting”———cannot help but discover that he is impli-
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cated in a perfectly calculated apparatus. And this, at least in the first
analysis, by the sole effect of a construction that, while it keeps him in a
_position of exteriority in relation to the “scene” before his eyes, summons
him, by the same operation, to its center, to the point henceforth marked,
in the painted surface, by a small conical hole, but without furnishing him,
as 1o all appearances would be necessary under the perspective rule, with a
stable, secure paint, in relation to which he could easily get his bearings in
the game in which he must rake a stand, however much he's inciined 1o
resist. Hence the suspicion that takes hoid of him, before attempring any
interpretation, that this game might be governed by a scenario that's more
complex than it scems, first, because of the over-ostentatious perspective
construction, and then the lumiinosity, the chromatic brilliance which a
recent restoration, direceed (you are well placed to fudge of this) by a mas-
ter’s hand, restored to a painting long believed lost in a mist accentuaring
its miysterious character. In its symmetry, also too marked not to be sus-
pect, this painting is the image of the fascination it exeres, to which you
yourself have succumbed utcerly: to such an extent that you've come to
doubt, after having studied it for so many ycars, whether you've done any-
thing other than try to distance yourself from its power in order to begin to
see it. The paradox being that this painting exercises its fascination over
anyone approaching it, over anyone entering its field of attraction, only by
presenting itself as stupefied, fraught in its very visibility (chis latrer already
difficult to understand) with a kind of blindness: there being something in
it, to quote Jean Cocteau in one of his grear moments, of “that wary eye
with which the public recognizes masterpieces."? Buc this paradox, how to
account for it, and in whar terms? And how are we to say, poetically speak-
ing, what is “proper” 1o this painting, at least to its difference, withour
renouncing the exigencies chat are those of history, nor the rigor of “scien-

tific” analysis?
*

These questions occupicd you while the cleaning was underway, step by

step, sometimes separated by long intervals thac testify to an infinite num-

2. "Cer air d'veil crevé 3 quoi e public reconnaft fes chefs-d'oeuvre™; Jean Cocteau, Frsai de
critique indivecre, Paris, 1932, p. 8. ’
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ber of scruples and precautions even as they facilitated multiple consuita-
tions and deliberations. A task that took almost ten years, at the end of
which, it s.tands to reason, we ocught to know a good deal more about this
painting. More, in any case, if we keep to its visual appearance, than Fiske
Kimball could have known when he undertook to demonstrate, in a key
article, on the basis of evidence internal to the work (a work, I repeat, which
was then drowning in semidarkness, whose graphic aspect seemed to carry
over all others), chat irs author was Luciano Laurana, the architect of Fede-
rico da Montefeltro?-—an attribution first proposed by Franz von Reber, in
1889, which had hitherto been supported by evidence that was essentially
literary, if not epigraphical (we'll return to rthis point). To summarize:
according to Kimball, an analysis of the “architectural content” of this per-
ipective qualified as “from Urbino,” as well as that of another panel, of simi-
far inspiration, in the Walters Ar¢ Gallery in Baltimore, which he regarded
as its pendant, this analysis, without becoming caught up in its details,
confirmed the attribution and clarified the debt of Bramante and Raphael,
both from Urbino, to Laurana. Which was held to be so considerable that
the latter merited a place, immediately after Alberti,* among the founding
fathers of that moment in the history of art to which specialists refer——
without the epithet signifying anything other than “monumental,” in
Nierzsche's sense of the word—as the "High Renaissance": that stature was
not established, still according to Kimball, by an examination of the sub-
stantial transformations effected by this architect on the old castle of the
Montefeltre, despite the fact that these make the palace of Urbino (the same
one now housing the National Gallery of the Marches, and thus the Cittg
ideale) one of the key monuments of the era,

Despite the subtlety of Kimball’s analysis, you cannot help but
observe that in this trial the presumed author is accorded greater promi-
nence than this work, which is dealt with only as a legal exhibit. The so-
catfed “internal evidence” operates on two different, though refated, levels:

the taxonomic one of names, Laurana competing with other possible

3. Fiske Kimball, "Luciane Laurana and the ‘High Renaissance,”™ Arr Balletin, vol. 10 (1927

28), pp. 124-51.
4. Alberti probably mer Laurana at Mantua, where he was himself in the service of the Gonzaga

from May 1465 to November 1466; of. Kimball, ibid,, p. 129, note 13.
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23 Architectural Per-
spective, known as the
Baltimore panel. Balti-
more, Waiters Art Gal-
lery. Photo: Museum.

“authors,” whether painters (including Piero detla Francesca himself, to

whom this painting was long attribured) or architects (such as Francesco di
Giorgio Martini, who was placed in charge of construction at the Urbino
palace some years after Laurana); and the genealogical one of influences and
affiliations, if not that of the periods and epoques according to which the
discourse of the history of art is organized. How you regret, given its
remarkable pictorial quality, that the nature of the arguments advanced to
support this thesis leads us to assess the importance of this painting, and to
an even greater extent that of its author, more in terms of architecture than
of painting. Its “architectural content” receives greater emphasis than its
“pictorial form,” about which Kimball admits he has little to say, though
he does nore the new dimension here bestowed upon architectuzal surround-
ings in the name of compositional support, stating thac the perspective

construction, which he regards as closely related to the diagrams of Piero
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della Francesca, implies no theoretical advances upon Alberti, though it

does evidence a hitherto unexampled ease in the projection of complex vol-
umes onto a plane.®

Kimball's study is without doubt an essential contsibution to the
large file that has gradually accumulated around the picrures often called,
rightly or wrongly, the “Urbino perspectives”: mention should here be made
of a third panel, at first glance quite different from the other two though it
clearly belongs to the same “genre,” now in the Bode Museum in Berlin. A
file opened for the fist time by Passavant when, setring out to reconstitute
the milieu shaping of the young Raphael, he studied the Urbino panel,

which was then in the sacristy of the convenr of Santa Chiara (now

5. Ibid., pp. 148-50.
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24 Architectural Per-
spective, known as the
Berlin panel. Bertlin, Staat-
liche Museen. Photo:
Museum.
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25 Master of the Barberini Panels, Birth of the
Virgin. New York, Metropolitan Museum (Rogers
and Gwynne M. Andres Fund, 1935). Photo:
Museurn,

26 Master of the Barberini Panels, Presentation in
the Temple. Boston, Museumn of Fine Arts {Charles
Potter Kling Fund}. Photo: Museum.
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destroyed), and challenged the traditional attribution to Bramante.® And
that, half a century before this panel entered the collections of the ducal
palace, where it joined a small group of important works regularly associ-
ated with the reign of Federico di Montefeltro, including the Flagellation
and the Madonna of Semigallia by Piero, the Desecration gf the Host by
Uccello, the portrait of the duke painted by Pedro Berruguete, and the
marquetry interior of the sidiolo. ‘
The fact that the Citta ideale is now exhibited in a room known as
the “dressing room,” adjacent to this same studiolo, rather begs the question,
though this decision is apparently justified by documents that attest the
presence, in a neighboring room, in the form of an oblong panel {(xn guadre
longo), of an “old but beautiful perspective” which an inventory of 1599
attribured to Fra Carnevale.” Fra Carnevale is only a name to us today, but
Vasari maintained that Bramante, when still a child, made a scudy of his
works,® and some have been tempted to attribute to him the famous “Bar-
berini panels” now in the United States, which feature highly developed,
quite sophisticated architecrural elements framing their narratives, whether
representing the Birth of the Virgin (Metropolitan Museum) or the Presenta-

tion in the Temple (Boston Museum of Fine Arts).? (The same observation

6. Johann David Passavant, Rafuel von Usbine und seine Vater Giovanni Santi, Leipzig, 1839,

voi. 1, p. 422, French translation, PParis, 1860, vol. 1, pp. 380-81. The only reliable information
concerning the provenance of chis painting is found in a nasice dating from 1775, where ic is said
to be in this same convent, and where it is artributed to Bramante (cf. M. Dolci, Notizis delle pitture

ehe 37 trovana welle chiese ¢ nei pelazzi di Urbino, Raisegna Marchigiana, 1933, pp. 281f.). This
seference, which | take frem the excellent catalog prepared by Dante and Grazia Bernini ac the
conclusion of the restoration performed by Martine and Anna Oberto (U} sestauro della Citta ideale di
Usbine, documentary exhibition, Urbino, 1978, p. 12), 1§ not mencioned in the useful survey by
Alessanden Conti, “Le prospettive urbinate; rentativo di un bilancio ed abozzo di una bibliografia,”
Annali della senola normels superiore di Pise, Classe di lettera ¢ filosapfia, seties 3, Pisa, 1976,

pp. 1193-1234,

7. Cf. F. Sangiorgi, Dacunienti urbinati. Inventari del pelazzo ducale, Urbino, 1976, p. 76. Inven-
tory of 1399, ne. 97: “Un quadro longo di una prosperriva anticha ma bella di mano di Fra
Carnevale.” Inventoty of 160%: “Quadro uno Jongo de una prospecriva anticha ma befla.”

8. “Ma il padre . . . vedendo che eglisi dilettava molto del disegno, to indirizzo ancore fanciul-
letto all'arte della pittora, nefla guale studio egls mole le cose di fra barrolommeo, altrimenti fra
Carpevale da Urbino.” Vasari, "Vita di Bramante da Urbino,” Vire, vol. 4, p. 147.

9. Cf Adolfo Venturi, "Netie pinacoteche minore d'Tralia,” Archiva storica dell'arte, 1893, George
Marcin Richter, "Rehabilitation of Fra Carnevale,” Ass Quarterly, vol. 3, no. 4 (fall 1940), pp. 311-
24; and, most recently, L. de Angelis and A. Conti, “Un libro antico dejla sagrestia di
Sant’Ambrogio: entreta ¢ uscita del podere della Piacentina,” Annali della scuola normale superiore di
Pisa, cited series, pp. 97-105. The attribution to Fra Carnevale is contested by Federico Zeri (Dwe
dipinti, la filatogia ¢ sn nome, Il maestvo deble T “atole Barberini, Turin, 1961}, Alessandro Parronchi
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2} Miracle of the Child
Charged by a Bull, from
the series known as the
“Miracles of Saint Bernar-
dino.” Perugia, National
Gallery of Umbrtia.
Photo: Alinari-Giraudon.

holds, a fortiori, for several of the Miradles of Saint Bernardino panels in
Perugia, which have even been artributed to Bramante himself and are often
mentioned in studies of the pictures referred to, rightly or wrongly, as the

“Urbino perspectives.”')

thinks the two panels are the work of Alberti and that they belonged to 2n altar froneal, a sgabelle
of niuch larger dimensions than a traditional predella (“Leon-Battista Alberti pitcore,” Studi . . .,
op. cit., pp. 437--67). On the notion of the sgabells, see infra, chapter 16, p. 402,

10. George Martin Richeer, "Architectural Phantasies by Bramanze,” Grazerse des Beaux-Arts,

vol. 23 (January 1943}, pp. 5-20.

Suspended Representation t80




But what does “Urbino perspectives” mean? In this connecrion it
should be noted chat, until very recently, none of the ateriburions proposed
for these three panels was inconsistent with rhis designation. Whether we
are dealing in the Cirta ideale with a work by Piero himself, his name
having been iﬁsistently advanced by authorities as venerable as Cavalcaselle
and Meotelli (in agreement for once), Venruri, and Berenson, or a product of
his studio (as Longhi thought); a work by Laurana (as Kimball maintained,
for the Baltimore as well as the Urbino panel), or by Francesco di Giorgio
{a hypothesis to which Venturi rallied late in his career, and which Kimball
accepted for the Berlin panel), or Bramanre, or Fra Carnevale, or even Bac-
cio Pontelli, the master craftsman behind the studiolo, ! each of these names
refers back, in one way or anocher, to the astonishingly active milieu that
was the Montefelero court during the lifetime of Duke Federico and in the
years following his death.? A place of encounter and exchange, a melting
pot whose eccentricity in comparison with other great urban centers facili-
tated the mixing and mingling, under quasi-experimental conditions—you
take great pleasure in emphasizing this—of several of the most fruitful
strains of Iralian culture of the second half of the quattrocento. The resule
being that a swarm constituted itself chere that was subsequently transferred
to Rome, having been summoned by Julius II, though this did not preclude
Utbino, that perfect specimen of civilization, form continuing to sustain
and savor itself in a narcissitic mode, as is evidenced by Baldessare Castig-
lione’s The Conrtier,

Nor is the little we know about the provenance of these panels
inconsistent with the hypothesis of their originating in Urbino. There is

documentation of ties between the Montefeltro family and the Santa Chiara

11.  As proposed by G. Gaye (Carteggio inedisi d'areisti, Florence, 1839, vol. 1, p. 276), in the
very year Passavant published his work on Raphael. The atceibution is put forward again, hypothet-
ically, by A. Pinelfi and O. Rossi in their Genga architetto, Rome, 1971, pp. 175-76.

12, On the actribution history of these panels, which is rife with shifts of opinion, ¢f. the caralog
by D. and G. Bernini, the “Bilancio” by A. Conti, and the excellent entry in the catalog of the
Walters Arc Gallery by Federiga Zero (Htalian Patntings in the Waliers Avt Gallery, Baltimore, 1976,
pp. 143~51). The Urbino panel was still ascribed to Piere della Francesca in the catalog of the
Mostra di quattro maestri del prime ringiciments, Florence, 1954, Purchased as a work from Piero's
hand, the Berlin panel is listed today in the catalog of the Bode Museum uader the name of
Prancesco di Giorgio Martini, followed by a " (Staatfiche Museer zu Berlin, Gemdlde Galerie, Malerei
14—18. Jabrbunderi, Berlin, 1978, cat. no. 67). As for che Baltimore panel, Zesi makes do witch the
tag “Central ltalian School.”
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convent in which the Urbino panel was preserved before joining the set of
works around which the National Gallery of the Marches was constiruted,
Founded by Federico himself or by his daughter Elizabeth, who rerired
there upon the death of her husband, Roberco Malatesta, Lord of Rimini, in
1482, the same year in which the duke died, the monastery was destined to
serve as a gomservatorio for widows of noble birch, References to Bramaare
and Genga in sixteenth century sources indicate the architectural importance
of the project, with which Francesco di Giorgio mught also have been asso-
ciated. Bur the emphasis in contemporary texts, even The Courtesan, on the
important role played by women in the elaborarion and diffusion of human-
tst culture, and what little we can discern of the personality of the daughter
of Federico da Montefeltro and Batcisrta Sforza and her financial support, “in
imitation of the paternal magnificence,” taken from the money of her own
dowery, of the monastery's construction, s as weil as the fact thar the math-
ematician Luca Pacioli, the compatriot and friend of Piero and author of De
divina proportione, who lived in Urbino in 1489, taughe in religious inscitu-
tions, " all these elements suggest a new area for research: upon entering the
convent, Elizabeth Feltria could have brought the Citta ideale with her, just
as she could have commissioned it subsequently.™ In which case the dace of
1482 would be either a terminus ante quem O & terminus post guem, the panel
being affiliated, undet this iast hypothesis, with a context different from
that in which it is inscribed in the museum, though one that does not take
us outside the boundaries of Urbina.

All chat is known about the Baltimore panel is that it belonged to
the Massarend collection, in Rome, and was acquired in 1902 by the Wal-
ters Art Galiery, where it was ascribed to Pinturicchio. An attribution that
was changed to Laurana in the 1909 edition of the Walters catalog and
repeated in the 1922 and 1929 editions, though followed by a “?7.16
Although the 1897 Massarenti catalog says nothing abour the origins of this

collection, Grazia Bernini, from whom you obtain all this information,

13.  "Coi denari della dete fabbrico in Urbino, imftando la magnificenza paterna, il Monastero
sontuosissimo di $. Chiara.” Bernardine Baldi, "Descrizione del Palazzo ducale di Urbino,” Vita ¢
Jasti di Federico di Montefeltre, Hologna, 1825, p. 264.

14, André Chastel, Av o humanisme & Florenee aw remps de Lanvens le Magnifigue, Paris, 1959,

15. D. and G. Bernini, If restanva delle Citid idvate, cited cat., pp. 7-8.

16, Zeri, Nalian Paintings . . ., cited cat., pp. 7 and 151.
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notes that the name of the Palazzo Accoramboni in which it was housed
suggests a direct link with the Urbino milieu: Ottavio Accoramboni da
Gubbio was bishop of Fossombrone from 1579 to 1610 and archbishop of
Urbino from 1621 to 1623, and seems to have been much esteemed by the
duke Francesco Maria II della Rovere.?’ As for the Berlin painting, acquired
in 1896 on the Florentine market, a natural outlet for Urbino collections,
under Piero’s name, its proporrions {140 X 253 cm) are closer to the mea-
surements listed in an inventory of 1582:'8 if, thac is, we overlook that it is
painted on a panel much too high for an overdoor and that its appearance
seems ill-suited to such a function. A document of 1651, prescrved in the
Archivo di Stato in Florence, lists among the goods of the deceased Ago-
stino Velluti, the former steward of the Della Rovere, wna propecttiva in
tavola lunga palmi 13 ot alta palmi 3; di mano di fra} Carnevale, pittore colebre
et anticho in prospettiva.'? While these measurements (approximately 300 X
75 cm) do not correspond with those of the Urbino panel, which we know,
since its recent cleaning, has not been cut down, contrary to a hypothesis
that has occasionally been advanced, it should be noted that the Baltimore
panel is not only the right height (being 220 X 77.4 ¢cm), it also seems to
have been altered at both ends; but given the composition, you think it
unlikely that it could have been shortened by forty centimeters on each

side.

Why pretend otherwise? You rake great interest in such considerations, even
a certain pleasure. It's not only a matter of hearing you pronounce phrases
from the inventories: guadro une lungo, una prospettiva anticha ma betla, as
well as the enigmatic et anticha in prospertiva, which seems to apply less to
the painting than to its author and which you find as enchanting as others

have found the more noble and poetic Ef in arcadia ege. . . . Judging from

17. Bernini, cited cat., p. V1. Cf. A. Vernarecci, Fossombrone dai tempi antichi af nostri, Fossom-
bzone, 1903, vol. 2, p. 602, The {aventory made in 1631, on the occasion of the duke's death,
lists under no. 171: "Quadro uno lungo dove vi & dipinta una prospetriva.”

18, The 1582 inventory lists, among che “quadri e ricratei diversi,” under no. 233, “un quadro
lungoe tre braccia o poco pid ¢ alta una braccia & mezze in circa con una prospettiva sopra una porca
delle camere ducale” {Sangiorgi, op. cit., p. 43).

19, Cf. G. Gronau, “Zu Luciano Lavrana,” Reperorium fiir Kunstwisserschaft, 1905, p. 95.
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the Urbino inventories, it's possible thar at che end of the sixteench century
and at the beginning of the seventeench the style of architecture, if not the
image of the city, proposed in the banels they mention might have scemed
ofd-fashioned, our of date, 20 Bur these inventories explicitly indicate thar
theit archaic effect derived not only from their “architectural content” (to
use Kimball's phrase) bur was seen, as well, to be a function of the very
form of their representation, perspective a5 swch having ceased by then to be
a subject for painting, at least in quattrocento terms: though irs beaury
could still be appreciated, the genre had becorne unfashionable. The Floren-
tine inventory, aside from the curious fact thar it repeats the attribution to
Fra Carnevale (which suggests we might be dealing with one and the same
painting), plays upon calculated slippages of meaning: in the Urbino inven-
tories it is “perspective” which is qualified as “ancient,” if not "antique” {so
true is it that the myth of the origin of perspective imposes an ambiguous
reference to the heritage of antiquity, whether rhe Renaissance properly
speaking invented it or only rediscovered it), whereas in the present inven-
tory this descriptive is applied to its author. So the epithet could mean
that, however famous he was, this painter gave himself away as a “master of
times past” by his interest in perspective as much as his way of using ir;
unless we are to understand that his celebrity dertived from hjs talent as a
perspectivise (evidenced by the fact that the Brera Altarpivce, now known to
be 2 work by Piero, was long ateributed to him), in which field he had
shown himself to be the anciens’ equal,

This intetest, this pleasure, is justified if, without pursuing the
matter any further, we accept that, in studies of art, history always has the
fiese, if not che last, word. The first, which tmplies that the analysis should
be organized, from the beginning, around the questions When? and Where?
But the lase as well, seeing as the only intetpretations acceptable to it must
be verified and validated—when it does not proceed to this task directly—
by careful examination of the social and cultural context within which the

work first saw light.?! This argument, which sounds like a summons to

20, Bernini, cired cat., p. 7.
21 Cf. Carlo Ginzburg, Indagini su Prero, Turin, 1981; Eaglish trans. by Martin Ryle and Kaze
Soper, The Enigma of Piero, Tondon, 1985, p. 12,
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“scientific” rigor and cannor easily be refuted, nonetheless belongs to a posi-
tivist conception of history whose current resurgence is symptomatic. It

isn’t only that assimilation of the historian to a detective whose task it is to
discover the truth abour “what really happened” concerning works of are,
and the conditions of their production, is naive and dogmatic. In addition
10 renewing with a shallow historicism,? it evidences—which is disturbing
in another way——a reversion to a pre-critical approach to cultural history, It
is as though historians were willfully ignoring the faet—rendered conspicu-
ous by Walter Benjamin and the “reception” theorists—that works cannot
be seen (or read) excepr as fileered through a history that has left the inten-
tions of their creators and the reactions of contemporaries far behind: their
pretensions to objectivity go hand in hand with a refusal to acknowledge
the implications of the historical moment in which they themselves live,
and with 2 failure to discern the strands that continue to connect the past to
the present: “For it is not a questionl of presenting works in correlation with
their time, but rather, in the time in which they are born, of presenting the
time that knows them.”?

That is to say, there’s something perverse about your interest in
investigating sources in hopes of clarifying the relations becween che so-
called Urbino perspectives and their original contexe, not to mention the
nature of the “commissions” prompting their production. Let’s suppose that
these panels were indeed painted in Urbino, during the lifecime of Federico
da Montefeltro or shortly after his death, by one of the artists the duke
managed to associate with his enterprise, which was both political and con-
structive; or, alternatively, that they were intended to funceion as part of
the refined exercises indulged in by the court in the environment created for
it, where, as Castiglione attests, the memory of his vi#td had remained

remarkably present: the palace, as we read in The Courtesan, which he had

22, "The truth will not escape us.” This formula, by Gotefried Keller, designates the precise place
in the vision of history proper to historicism in which this last is broken open by historical maceti-
alism. Por it is an irreplaceable image of the past that threatens to disappear along with everything
in' the present which is not acknowledged to be implicit in ir.” Walter Benjamin, “Edward Fuchs,
Collecror and Historian,” Zeftschrift fur Sozialforschung, 1937; French trans., Macwla, no. 3/4, p. 42,
23, Walter Benjamin, “The History of Literature and the Science of Literature”; French trans. ,
Podsie et vévolurion, Paris, 1971, p. 4.
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built on the awkward site of Urbino and which, by consensus, was the most
beautiful to be seen in all Italy, and so well ficced out in every respect that
it seemed “more like a aty than a mere palace,"* These perspectives could
then be the typical products of an essentially creative culeure which Arnaldo
Bruschi has gone so far as ro qualify as a civilta prospettiva, s dominated from
the beginning by the personality of Piero della Francesca, who was soon
joined by Laurana, Francesco di Giorgio, Baccio Pontelli, and others, and
which shaped men like Bramante and Raphael. O, alternartively, they could
be the fruit of a later moment of the Urbino milicu during which reflection
prevailed, without eliminaring it completely, over experimentation: the
word esperimentare appears in the first lines of The Coursesan. s Although the-
Ory was not absent from the era dominated by the figure of Duke Federico:
it was for him that Picro wrote his De prospectiva bingendi, though the work
was not placed in circulation until after the duke's death.

Bur there is more, demonstrating the degree to which a contexrual
approach can orient interpretacion and influence it, nourish it, without
offering any reliable control mechanisms. Confronted with the urban ensem-
bles of which these berspectives propose the image, we might well ask our-
selves how the idea for them could have developed in a fortified mountain
stronghold like Urbino established on the summit of a steep hill in the
heart of the Appenines. Some, extrapolating from this fact, have suggested
another track, and also a geneology that suits them betrrer, Assuming the
question makes any sensc ac all, the beautiful essay by Fabio Cusin on the
Montefeltro dynascy?” provides us with some of the elements needed for a
tesponse. In the Middle Ages the country of the Montefeltre was but one of
several terre castellate that had sprung up along the indeterminate and moun-
tainous frontier between the domain of the Church and the plains controlled

by the emperor. If the land there was not as fertile nor the air as placid as

24, "Questo, tra Palue cose sue lodevoii, nell'sspero sito d'Urbing edificio un palazzo, secondo Ja
opinione di moli, il it belio che in turca I'lralia si ritrovi; ¢ d'ogni opportuna cosa si bes lo forni,
che non un palazzo, ma una citca in forma di pallazo esser pareva.” Baldasar Casrigilione, If cortegi-
ane, book 1, secrion 2; Engiish trans, by George Bull, The Book of the Courtesan, Baltitmore, 1967,
p. 4L

25, Amaldo Bruschi, Bramante, Rome, Bari, 1977, p. 23,

26, “ln ultima, dopo molte pensieri, ho deliberato esperimentare in questo.” Castiglione, op. cit.,
book 1, section 1; English rrans., p. 39.

27. Fabio Cusin, Lz personglits stovica dei Duechi i Urbing, Urbina, 1970,
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Castigiione would have us believe, the profession of arms must have permit-
ved the first Montefeltre to obtain from the emperor titles of nobility guar-
anteeing control of the lands bearing their name, and at the same time
strengthened their power over vassals for whom war represented the only
possible source of revenue, Under Federico the dynasty would transfer its
allegiance to the Church and break with the Ghibelline modet of tyranny to
rally, motivated by power politics as much as by reason, behind the idea of a
state authority founded on wirsd, and above all on prudence. Such, in effect,
is the first virtue accribuced to Federico in The Courtesan, whereas his mili-
tary talents appear well down the list, after humanity, justice, generosity,
and unconquerable spirit: and this despice the fact, acknowledged by Cas-
tiglione, chat mastery of arms had made the fortune of the Montefeltre and
provided the duke of Urbino with occasions for him o demonstrate his
parity with a number of the more celebrated figures of antiquity.? (To cite
Walter Benjamin again, this is another indication of the extent to which all
cultural productions are always, indissolubly, documents of barbarism.*?)

Et anticho in prospettiva: within the renewed perspective of a history
in which reference to antiquity should function as both a principle of intel-
ligibilicy and as the index of a political task, Federico’s enterprise assumes
the character of a singularly innovative and original project. Whereas his
ancestors had managed to remain in power regionally, and occasionally play
roles effecting alf of Iraly, only by playing the card of war as best they
could, notably in view of financial gain,*® the duke, the first to bear that
title by the Pope's grace, opted for peace. But it was an armed peace, and
thus a relative one that, what's more, would net this condostiere political as
well as financial advantages, That indicates that, like his ancestors, he khew
how to profit from the strategic position that was his own, somewhat

remote from the great urban centers, but setting himself apart from them

28, Castiglione, op. cit., book I, section 2; English crans., p. 41.

29. Benjamin, "Edward Fuchs . . .," op. cit., p. 43.

30.  If Machiavelli saw in Fedetico only a formidable man of war, and what's more one who had
shifeed his allegiances from Florence to the Chusch, it should be noted that the Monrefeltre do not
figure in the list he provides “of small princes and men without estate” (o g miners principi o di
romini senza stato) in whose hands were concentrated, in the Middle Ages, all the arms of lraly and
who, living from warfare, had formed amongst themsclves a kind of tacit understanding that it was
a profession, if not an art {# quale stando in s la guerva, avevant fatto cone una lepar ¢ intelligenzia
insieme, ¢ viduttala in arie). Machiavelli, Istorie froventine, book 1, chapter 39, Lnglish rrans. (unaterib-
wted), The History of Florence, New York, 1960, p. 45.
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he ceased to conduct himself as the leader of a band of mercenaries, fixing
his gaze on the plains, turning his attention to acquisition of the means, in
the seat of his power, which would permit him to comport himself like a
prince, in the modern sense of the word-—beginning with a palace, the first
of its kind.?!

In this context we can well imagine that the image of a city on a
plain surrounded by steep hills like the one provided by the Urbino panel,
that of a city also on a plain and surrounded by walls but rich in antique
monuments like the one provided by the Baltimore panel, and that of a city
on the coast, at the water's edge such as we see in the Berlin pane]-—rthat
all these images would have appealed to the minds of an age in which, to
cite Machiavelli, the appeal of an easy life encouraged men ro emerge from
isolation.** The well-known portraits of Federico and his wife Battista Sforza
now in the Uffizi, which Piero painted as a diptych, meet the same
criterion, as the subjects’ profiles are inscribed against landscape back-
grounds with horizons blocked by a line of hills or mountains, and which,
while a bit rough behind the duchess, opens behind the duke onto a large,
navigable body of water. The same opposition——which thus accrues a pro-
grammatic meaning—is to be found on the backs of the two panels, which
bear representations of the triumph of Federico and Battista: almost as if
these were the two complementary wings of a single political agenda, one of
them affirming the dynasty’s geographic roots, the other signaling the open-
ing to the exterior reflected in the duke’s enterprises. Bur if there is a cirtg
ideale, its image takes on a particular valence when exhibited in the palace
at Urbino, in the immediate proximity of the duke’s private rooms, and of
the studiols which was their inner sanctum. Here again Cusin's text comes
to our aid, showing how the construction of this palace (like thar of Ver-
sailles much later) was both the instrument and the symbol of that of the
state, in accordance with. Federico’s cherished pretentions of seeing the court
of Urbino prevail over all others through the order and method—what the
French would term étiguetie—reflected in the arrangement of its spaces. The

consummate science presiding over the erection of the gigantic founda-

31, Cusin, op. Cit.: pp. S1fF
32, Machiavelli, op. cit., book II, section 2; English trans., p. 48.
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28  Piero della Francesca, Battisto Sforza and Fed-
erico da Montefeltro, dyptich, ca. 1472. Florence,
Uffizi. Photo: Anderson-Giraudon.

tions—which only military engincers of the stature of Laurana and Francesco
di Giorgio could have conceived—makes the structure seem liberated from
topographical constraints, less like a palace poised on the edge of a cliff
than like a city in the form of a palace, to use the phrase coined by Castig-
lione that would be taken up by Perrault in his evocation of Versailles:*® a
city, at least in terms of image, and one that, as such, might be reflected in
the idealized representation of an imaginary city with a circular temple at

its center, like the dynastic monument Federico had foreseen erecting in his

33. “This is not a palace, but a city entire, / Superb in its grandeur, superb in its materials™:
Chatles Perrault, Le Sidele de Lanis le Grand, Patis, 1687
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palace.* To such an extenr is ir true cthar in Urbino, reality—insofar as this
" encompassed what was dreamed-—preceded utopia.?

At a moment when in Rome itself the popes had renounced
national ambitions and embraced the necessity for regeneration of the cul-
tural model of the so-called “eternal” city, the project or dream of a “New
Rome" could not help bur find echo wherever the humanist spirit, far from
secking refuge in contemplation of an inviolate nature, had set itself con-
structive, urban projects.®® Some credence is accorded to this project, to this
pretention (which extends to the comparison, in Machiavelli’s phrase, of
small things to large ones, Florence to Rome, for example®”), to this dream,
finally, by the Baltimore panel, ‘with its two typically Roman monuments,
its amphitheater and its triumphal arch figuring prominently among other
buildings with antique ornament. Save for the fact that the statues sup-
ported by the four columns framing the fountain in the foreground corre-
spond te only three of the cardinal virtues, Strength, Justice, and
Temperance, with Abundance having taken the place of Prudence. As Fed-
erico Zeri has noted, there is nothing accidental about such a substitution,
which suggests a mode of government in which the quest for profit carries
over al] other considerations®: which is hardly consistent with what I've just
said about the idea of state authority founded on wirt2 and prudence, the
primary virtue for Duke Federico, or with the ideal of a “New Rome”

This would present no obstacle, and would rather act as a stimufus
to interpretation, if we had proof that these panels were indeed painted in
Urbine. But while the inventories of the ducal collections attest the pres-
ence in Urbino, from the end of the sixteenth century, of one or more ofd
“perspectives” painted on wooden panels of oblong format, nothing allows
us to conclude that these were of Urbinan provenance, or thar these were
the panels now under discussion. And as for the date of the execution of
these atter works, we are reduced to conjecture based primarily on seylistic

considerations which, given the highly idiosyncratic genre to which these

34, Bruschi, op. cit., p. 29.

35, Cusin, op. cit., pp. 84--88.

36 Ibid. )

37. "Questo wenne disunita Roma; questo, si gli ¢ lecito le cose piccole alle grandi aggagliare, ha
tenuto diviso Firenze.” Machiavelli, op. cit., book III, section 1; English trans., p. 108,

38. Zeri, cited cat., p. 144,
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29 Baltimore panel, detail of its central portion.

paintings belong, is rendered even more fragile and subject to doubt than
that concerning panels clearly ascribable to a painter designated by name.
Like the Flagellation by Piero, which has been assigned dates varying as
much as twenty and thircy years?; discrepencies comparable to those
encountered not so long ago in studies of the “Urbino perspectives,” dated
by some, like Kimball, to the years 1470-1480, while others, including
Robert Klein, tended to place them later, in the years around 1500.4%

A date close to the end of the ffteenth century, or at the beginning
of the sixteenth, is supported by those who, like Piero Sanpaolesi and How-
ard Saalman, remove these panels from the context of Urbino and declare
them to be products of Florentine studios somehow linked to the activity of
architects such as. Giuliano da Sangallo or Baccio d'Agnolo, maintaining
that they contain numerous archeological references to contemporary Flor-
ence. ! That does not exclude the possibility that one or another of these

paintings, beginning with the Citta ideale, mighe have quickly found irs

39, Ginzburg, The Enigmia of Piero, op. cit., chapter 3.

40, Rabert Klein and Henri Zerner, “Vicruve et le thédtre de la renaissance italieane,” in La Porme
& intelligible, Paris, 1970, p. 299 (not published in Forme wnd Meaning, op. cit.). As for André
Chastel, he adopred the theory of cheir being of Florentine origin: <f. Art o bumanione . .

ap. cit., . 305, note 2, and p. 364, note 1.

41, Piero Saapaolesi, "Le prospettive architestoniche di Urbino, di Baltimora ¢ di Berlino,” Bo/le-
ting d'arvte, vol. 34, no. 4 (1949), }:;). 322-37; Howard Saalman, “The Baltimore and Urbino
Paneis: Cosime Roselii,” Barlington Magazie, vol. 110, no. 748 (July 1968), pp. 376--83. As rhe
title indicates, Saalman artribures these rwo panels to Cosimo Rosselli, while allowing that the
fatter could have based them on drawings by Sangailo.
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way to Urbino, where it would have been very well received for all the
above-cited reasons.

But the subtlest and most systematic advocate of the hypothesized
Florentine origin has been Alessandro Parronchi, 2 Basing his argument on a
passage in the “Life of Franciabigio” in which Vasari recounts that this
painter conceived, in collaboration wich Ridolfo Ghirlandaio, a scenijc appa-
ratus including two “perspectives” for the comedies mounted in Florence

during the festivities occasioned by the marriage of Lorenzo di Medici and

Madeleine de la Tour d’Auvergne, in September 1518,% he has assembled
an astonishing set of proofs, with Machiavélli's The Mandrake serving as the
touchstone. Parronchi interprets this comedy, written at the beginning of
1518,% as a somewhat satyric aliegory of the return of the Medici to Flor-
ence, incarnated in the character of Lucrezia who, from the arms of her old
husband, passes into those of the handsome and martial Callimachus,
Which suggests thar the play may have been specially commissioned of
Machiavelli and performed for the firse time during the first of the three
days of celebration, namely on September 7, 1518. And what do we read in
the prologue to The Mandsake? An invitation for the spectator to consider
the scenic apparatus in front of his eyes: “Florence we'll show you now, your
home; Tomortrow, maybe, Pisa, Rome." From which derives the jdea of
identifying the Urbino panel as one of the scenic “perspectives” mentioned
by Vasari, and of seeing in it an idealized image of Florence, an argument
that is reinforced by the similarity Parronchi petceives berween the arrange-
ment of this piazza, with a circular temple ac its center and part of the
facade of a basilica visible in the background, and the project to transform

the surcoundings of the Palazzo Medici drawn up by Leonardo da Ving:

42, Parronchi, “La prima rappresentazione della Mandragola. 1l modella per Fapparaco. Lallego-
ria,” La Bibliafilia, vol. 64 (1962), pp. 37-86, and “Due note, 2. Urhino-Balrimnrn-BerIino,"
Rinaseimento, vol, 29 {December 1968), pp. 35361,

43, "Fece con Ridalfo Ghirlandai un apparato bellissimo per le nouze def duca Larenzo, con due
prospettive per le commedie che si fecero, Javorate molto con ordicn e mestrevole gindizia e grazia,
per le quali acquisto nome ¢ favore appresso a quel principe.” Vasari, “Vita del Franciabigio, Vits,
vol. 3, p. 195,

44.  Cf. Roberto Ridolﬁ,\\/’z‘m di Niceolo Machiavelli, Tth ed., Florence, 1978, pp. 3324f., note 19,
and {concerning the interpretation proposed by Parronchi), p. 538, nore 29.

45, “Vedete I'apparata f Qual or vi dimostra: / Quest's Firenze vostra, Un’ altra volea sarit Roma o
Pisa,” Machiavelii, La mandragola, prologue; English trans. by Frederick May and Lric Bentley, The
Mandrake, in The Clussic Theatre, vol. 1, Garden City, 1958, p. 3.
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Didn’t the latter envision tearing down the church of S8an Giovannino,
thereby facilitating the creation of a large piazza in front of San Lorenzo in
which he proposed to construct a circular temple with a cupola, an emblem
traditionally associated with the glory of the Medici?®
Quest'¢ Firenze vosira. Un’ altra volta sara Roma o Pisa: several texts
brought together by Parronchi indicate that on an undetermined date Lo-
renzo Strozzi had had one of his comedies performed at the Medici palace,
in Lorenzo’s presence, using a “perspective” by Ridolfo Ghirlandaio, and
that a comedy entitled La Falargo was given on the night of September 8,
1518, as part of the Medici festivities. Parronchi identifies the Baltimore
panel with the Commedia in versi by the same Lorenzo Strozzi, which is set
in Rome and was thus consistent with the announcement made in the Man-
drake prologue on the first day. The Baltimore panel having been situated in
this way, it remained only for the Berlin panel to be identified as an evoca-
tion of Pisa, where another of Strozzi’s comedies, La Pitana, takes place,
and which would have been performed on September 9, within the above-
mentioned apparatus: Pisa, which had been revivified under the Medici and
which provided Florence with a natural outlet to the sea, even if, as
Machiavelli observes, its lagoon was less extensive than che sea at
Livorno.V
The fact that at least one of the so-called “Urbino™ perspectives

soon found its way to that city is easily explained: Lorenzo di Medici, hav-
ing been named Duke of Urbino by Leo X, who had just deposed Francesco
Maria della Rovere, would have brought it with him when he made his
entry into the city early in 1519. Does not Vasari mention this prince's
interest in the scenic apparatus devised by Franciabigio, which led to the
lacter’s being summoned to work on the decor of the villa at Poggio ¢
Caiano, where he could give free reign to his architectural fantasies while
continuing to display his gifts for perspective?® And the Cittd ideale may
not have made the trip alone: Parroachi has uncovered, in a manuscript

account of a trip to Utbino made by two envoys of Clement IX, evidence

46, Cf, Carlo Pedretsi, A Chronology of Leonarda da Vinei's Architectnral Studies after 1500, Geneva,
1962, pp. 124ff; Parronchi, "Due ‘note . . .," cited art., pp. 357-58.

47. Machiavelli, The Mandrake, act 1, scene ii.

48. “Laonde il Francia fece nella parte sua, olure la beilezza delta storfa, alcuni casamenti misurati
molto bene in prospertiva.” Vasari, “Vita de) Franciabigio,” op. cit., p. 196.
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for the presence, in one of the patrician residences they visited, of a paint-
ing of oblong format by Ridolfo Ghirlandaio, “among the oldest we have ”
representing a temple wich several delicately colored figures, a panel which
he believes is to be identified wich the one in Baltimore. %

If I've described this theory in some detail, chis is because it has
been very pootly received, in some instances by individuals who are far less
demanding than Parronchi where proofs ate concerned. At 2 moment in
which young historians tend to dismiss any interpretation not based upon
“an analytical reconstruction of the intricate web of minute relations that
underlies the production of any work of art, however simple,” Pagronchi’s
work on The Mandrake should be saluted as a precursor of “micro-history.”
But the resistance he has encountered is of an encirely different epistological
order: in the current climate of opinion, any suggestion of a date as late as
1518 for the panels in Urbino, Baitimore, and Betlin seems a deliberate
provocation. It's all very well for Pacronchi to say he is convinced (as you
are not} that the spatial construction of the Gittg ideale would have been
tmpossible before Leonardo’s work on atmospheric petspective had made an
impact on painterly practice; the fact remains that the theatrical “perspec-
tives” developed by Franciabigio and Ridolfo Ghirlandaio could only have
been perceived, at this date and within che context of contemporary Floren-
tine painting, as archaicizing. In this instance, as in others, we must come
to terms with a well-established prejudice holding that any work of Lmpor-
tance must be a beginning, if not an origin, which would seem to preciude
us from regarding a painting of the manifest quality of the Citta ideale as
(to use contemporary French slang) a #étre exercise or, to use Parronchi's
term, as an example of “neo-quattrocentism” ar the beginning of the six-

teenth century.®' Bur don’t the inventories from this same sixtecnth

49. "E d'pin antichi, che abbiamo."” Parronchi, “Due note . . .," cited are., p. 358,
50.  Ginzburg, op. cit., English trans., p. 12
31. Parronchi, “Due note . | S op. cit 1968, p. 359, Elsewhere Parronchi observes chat accord-

ing to Vasari Franciabigio owned a painting by Masaccio, which some are cempred to idearify with
a perspective exercise by Masoiino, of which the well-known small penel which Berensog arcribured
to Andrea di Giusto, The Healing of the Lame Man in the Jobnsan Collection in Philadelphia, would
be a copy (cf. Curtis Shell, “Francesco d'Antonio and Masaccio,” Art Bulietin, vol. 47 [1965],

pp. 465~69). The resembilance between the interior of the church in which the scene unfolds and
thar of the cathedral of Florence brings us back to Brunelleschi.
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) 30 Andrea di Giusto (3), Healing of the Lame
Man. Philadelphia, Museum of Art (John G. john-
son Collection), Photo: Museum.
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century insist, precisely, on the archaic connotations of the perspectives listed
in them?

Parronchi’s argument has a certain coherence, though its logic is
circular.® Burt in your view the essenrial considerations lay elsewhere. You
accept the idea that these three panels conventionally designated as the
“Urbino perspectives” make up a coherent, systematic group, though in
ways not spelled out in previous studies, however interesting these may be,
Riding the demon of attribution so far as to attribute to Franciabigio the
Urbino panel (whose “shadowy” appearance before the recent cleaning struck
him as consistent with this painter’s style), and giving rthose of Baltimore
and Berlin to Ridolfo Ghirlandaio, Parronchi takes from Vasari the idea of a
possible collaboration berween the two artists, and does not exclude the
possibility that chey may have used drawings by Sangallo and Domenico
Ghirlandaio, Ridolfo’s father, just as the comedies by Lorenzo Serozzi may
well have been the fruit of a collaboration between their avowed author and
Machiavelli.” What strikes you as important here is that this would allow
one to entertain the possibility that, in strictly historical terms, not only
mighe these three panels be related, not only might they belong to the
same family, more or less extended, they might have resulted from a single
commission and thus echo a single project-in short, respond to ane another.

Is the historian obliged to seek out a hypothetical document that
would permit him to settie the debate between partisans of relatively early
or relatively late dates, and becween supporters of an Urbinan as opposed to
a Florentine origin? You point out that the spread of possible dates implied
by the various hypotheses has widened, now spanning half a century (surely
some kind of record), and that the focus of attention has moved from
Urbino to Florence, without there having been any change in the way the
theorerical problem of these panels is posed. And more serious still: without
the results of the recent cleaning, which completely transformed the appear-
ance of the Cittg ideale, having been taken into account in any serious way,

It's not that there’s nothing to be said abour these panels, considered in and

52. It is not afrogether legitimate to mainrain thar, once the comedies corresponding to them
have been identibed, these lazter enable us to date the panels; for these comedies would not have
been identifiable or-dacable (excepr for Tée Mandrake, and in refation 1o it) save on the basis of the
paneis themselves and of the trio Florence/Pisa/Rome with which they are consistent.

33.  Parronchi, “La prima rappresentazione della mandragola . . .," op. cit. 1962, pp. 72-76.
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of themselves, that might interest historians and from which they might
eventually profit, if only they knew how to hear and understand questions
put to them in terms of structural analysis, On the contrary, the failure of
positivist, factual history seems to you to justify, in this particular case, an
approach to these works conducted differently, by other means and accord-
ing to methods different from those of detective work, with greater atten-
tion being paid, in terms of style and iconography, to what determines their
originality, their specificity in the conrext implied by their having been
posited as a series, today, “in the time in which they are known.” An
approach, in a word, chat is fess casual and more respectful of the play of
thought which is manifestly a factor here. But what then is thinking, if
painting can present it with options and offer it means, be constitutive of

ie--the only question, in the end, thar matters to you, or to me?
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Evasive tactics.

The tragic scene and the comic scene,

The view {continued).

Architectural references.

The theater and “flat” painting.

Mlusion and trompe 'ocil

Scenography.

The case of set design.

A long-established procedure.



T W E L V E

Distancing Maneuvers

I term here “distancing” (déiinvolture, from the Italian Jis- and involta,
“enveloped,” “packaged”) the liberating resolution, taken in the presence of
a painting such as the Urbino Citta ideale, to resist giving in to it and to
persist in putting questions to it, in considering it from different angles and
submitting it to sustained interrogation: Who can have been the author of
this painting? When was it painted, and where, in what context, to what
end, in response to what commission? And fusther: What exactly does it
represent? To what genre does it belong? What could have been its function?
All these questions are standard ones in the history of art, though they are
usually formulated separately from one another. Bur the last one, that which
deals with use value, is rarely framed so directly, so plainly: and the fact
that I so frame it can be taken as an indication of just how urgently many
feel a need to keep their distance from a wotk that is so unseemly, even
indiscreet, and, if not rid chemselves of it alvogether, then—an appropriate
phrase here—keep it in its place, Such distancing gestures chen appear to be
just what they are: tactics of evasion or flight—flight from thought as much
as from the painting.

Let's be frank: the question of attribution does not particularly

interest you, although you're intrigued by it. But what intrigues you even
more is the strange discomfort you feel on reading Richard Krautheimer's
well-known study of the Baltimore and Urbino panels': you’re not con-

vinced by it; its argument, though seductive, strikes you as untenable, at

least as presented; and yer you prefer its virulence, always active, to the

1. Richard Krautheimer, “The Tragic and Comic Scenes of the Reraissance. The Baltimore and 4
Urbino Panels.” Gazetre de Beaux-Arts, vol. 33 (1948), pp. 327-48; republished in R. K., Siwdies
in Early Christian, Medicval and Renaivance Ast, 1969, pp. 345-59.
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31 Sebastiano Serlio,
Comic Scene. i secondo
libro dell’ architéttura,
Paris, {545, fol. 67 bis.
Photo: Bibliothéque

Nationale, Paris.

32 Sebastiano Serlio,
Tragic Scene. Il secondo
libro dell* architettura, fol.
69. Photo: Bibfiothéque
Nationale, Paris,
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swarm of objections it prompted, and you agree with Parronchi that with-
out dolbe it was dismissed with undue haste. 2

At first this publication, which appeared twenty years after Kim-
ball’s, seems to address a very different problem. Krautheimer makes no
pretense of proposing new information bearing on the attribution to
Laurana. Nor does he deny thac these panels have a niche in the history of
architecture. His goal is quite different: he intends ro explicate the themaric
material of these paintings, their “subject matter"—in a word, to determine
what they “represent.” Which amounts to situating them within another
conrext, inscribing them within another history. Krautheimer notes that
these panels are often designated, described, cited, invoked in the special-

ized literature as either “architectural perspectives” or as “stage designs.”

2. Parronchi, “Due note . . " op. cit,, p. 355.
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Now these two appellations are not incompatible, given that so-called “Ital-
ian” theatrical decors were largely the province of archirects {to become
convinced of chis one has only to read the Trattato sopra le scene which Serlio
inserced into book IF of his Architecture, Libra de prospertiva); but Krautheimer
aims to prove that these are examples of cheater architecture: the panels in
question would be the firse figural representation of the “tragic scene” and
the “comic scene” as Serlio was to describe them, borrowing from drawings
by his master Peruzzi and from the text by Vitruvius maintaining that
different kinds of scenery are distinguished by ornamental elements that
observe, in cheir distinctions from one another, precise rules and reasoning

(mter se disiimili disparaique vatione®). In conformity with this text, which in

3. "Genera autem sunt scacnarum triz: naum quod dicitur tragicus, alterum comicum, tertium
satyricum. Horum autem arnatus sunt incer se dissimili disparique ratiene, quod tragicae deforman-
tur columnis ez fastigiis et signis reliquisque regalibus rebus; comicae auzem aedificiorum privato-

Distancing Maneuvers 201




Perrault's translation specifies that “the tragic scene must have columns,
elevated pediments, statues, and other such ornamental elements appropriate
for a royal palace,” the Baltimore panel features noble, severe pedimented

buildings resembling ancient palaces framing a small piazza adorned with

columns surmounted by statues, as well as, in the background, a veritable
museum of ancient architecrure, repleee with amphitheater, criumphal arch,
and even an octagonal temple with marble revetments suggestive of the first
Florentine “Renaissance.” As for the Urbino Cirtd ideale, it is characterized
by facades largely devoid of ornament, by the opening of a broad loggia on
the upper floor of the palace in the left foreground, and by the presence, in
the center of the composition, of a circular building which Krautheimer
doesn't hesitate to identify as a macellum, a Roman open market, all of
which is consistent with the Vitruvian definition stipulating that “the deco-
ration of a comic scene should represent private houses, with balconies and
windows treated like those of commeon, ordinary buildings.”

You maintain that, despite appearances, Krautheimer's argument is
not so very different from Kimballs, that in its way it “distances” just as
much, because both authors avoid the question posed by these paintings as
they are presented (or as they present themselves) in museums. And because
they avoid it by pretending that the only thing that interests them abourt
these works is what they “represent,” that to which they refer, the key to
which is to be found by searching in books: but not without the accent thus
placed on “content” referring them back to a notion of “form” predicated
upon a strict adequation of container and content, of representation and
represented. Berween form and content, and between “architectural” and
“theatrical” content, no contsadiction, and no solution of continuity (save in
the case of the supposed macellum). If we are to believe Kimball (and
Krautheimer certainly doesa’t contradict him on this point), the panel in
Utrbino, like that in Baltimore, instantiates an architectural ideal inherited

from Alberti, one thar reveals itself, on a formal register as well as in the

buildings’ arrangement and their regular alignment surrounding one or
more isolated monuments, designated as poles of these urban compositions,

in the @/l'antico treatment of che facades, the continuiry of rooflines, cor-

rurn et maeniatorum habent speciem profesctusque fenescris dispositos imitatione communiuvm
aedificiorum rationibus. . . " Vitruvius, De architectura, book V, chapter 6.
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33 Baldassare Peruzzi, Architectural Perspective,
Florence, Uffizi, Department of Drawings. Photo:
Museum,

nices, ete.* Now this ideal accords nicely with the system that would
become the norm in sixteenth-century theatrical decor and of which Serlio
was the principal advocate. But in your view this is not the essenrial point;
you hold this to be rather that in this conitext perspective appears to be no
more than a simple means in the service of archirecture or scenography. Of
architecture gnd scenography, if it’s true that these “became nearly synony-
mous," as in the drawing by Peruzzi preserved in the Uffizi and which,
while it may represent a theater set (as is suggested by Serlio’s having used
it for his engraving of the tragic scene in his treatise), nonecheless seems to

belong o the genre of architectural vedute,

4. Kimball, op. cic., pp. 145-46.

5. Krautheimer, “The Tragic and Comic Scenes . SUep. dt., po 328; Stadie | . Lope 346,
6. Ufhzi, Deparement of Drawings, no, 291 A; cf. Sertio, I seconds librg dell architetriva, fol. 69
recto; English facs. ed., op. cit., 16111870, fol. 25 verso; and Klein and Zerner, "Virrgve et le
théitre . . .," in La Forme e Vintelligidle, op. cit., 1970, p. 298,
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34 The Cittd ideale or Urbino panel, left portion.
Photo: Martino Oberto.

You want also to be very clear about what this means, which is far
from obvious. You question the meaning of the word seduia as employed in
the expression veduta architectonica, as well as that accruing to the term archi-
tectontca when coupled with the word prospettiva, a phrase used to designate
the Urbino panel until very recently (it was stiil employed in the catalog of
the exhibition ac the Nationa] Gallery of the Marches in 1973, where the
painting was displayed half-cleaned, with two strips emerging from the gray
murk laid over it by time”): “View,” “perspective” of architecture? Architer-

tural “view" or “perspective”? The choices available to the translator only

7. Restauri melle Marche, Urbine, 1973, cat. no, 54, pp. 228-32. The accampanying entey by
G. Marchin: refers to che appellation Citid ideate only to dismiss it.
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35  The Cittd idegle, or Urbino panel, right por-
tion. Photo: Martino Oberto.

serve to emphasize the reciprocal implications linking perspective to archi-
tecture, and the idea of the “view”-—in the sense of the word we acquired

through analysis of Brunelieschi's experiments—to that of construction.

The questions raised by the phrases “view of architecture” and “architectural
perspective” cannot be contained within the limits of a problematics of

“genre,” any more than within those of a regional history like that of archi-
tecture and/or scenography. But you do not maintain that the Urbino per-
spectives have nothing to do with the form of architecture admired at the
time, which atchitects endeavored to realize, or of which they dreamed, or
in which—as the term “renaissance” implies—the future was conjugated

with the past in a kind of dream work in which contradiction, displace-
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36 leone-Batrista
Alberti, Palazzo Rucellai
in Florence, built by

B. Rosselline after
designs by Alberti, [447—
51. Photo: H.D.

37 Baccio d'Agnolo (3),
Palazzo Cocchi in Flor-
ence, early sixteenth cen-
tury. Photo; H.D,

ment, and condensation eventually played a role, even in archirecrure that
was actually built. You wouldn't dream of denying this. How. could you,
given the exceptional grasp of architectural renderings, at least in the form
of graphic representations, apparent in these works?

For the moment you want to remain focused on a few exemplary
characteristics of the Urbino panel that manifest the complexity of the prob-
lems that lead hiscorians to contradictory conclusions. In the facades of the
palaces in the foreground, you single out the rhythmic bays all'antico, a
motif introduced by Alberri in the Palazzo Rucellai, constructed in Flor-
ence, and according to his plans, by Bernardo Rossellino between 1447 and
1451, and taken up by Laurana in the court of honor of the palace in
Urbino. But which is given a new inflection in the palace on the right,

where the bays are separated, at each story, not by a pilaster but by 2 half-
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column, fixed to what seems to be a pier that’s shallow but rather wide and

that supports the springs of the arches above the windows: a motif rarcly
encountered in buile architecture, in this form, prior to the late fifteenth
ceatury or the beginning of the sixteenth, as in the facade of the small
Palazzo Cocchi on the Piazza Santa Croce, ateributed to Baccio d’Agnolo.®
You also single out the wide exterior loggia on ¢the top foor of the
palace to the left: again, a motif that appears in urban architecture only at
the beginning of the sixteenth cenrury, in Floreace, and in the context of a
facade design that’s much more archaizing than this one: as in the Palazzo
Guadagni on the Piazza Santo Spirito, erected 15031506, probably by

Cronaca, or the Palazzo Nicollino on the via deila Spada, buiit in 1550

8. Sanpaolesi, “Le prospettive architetconiche . . .," op. cit., p. 329.
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38 Cronaca (), Palazzo
Guadagni in Florence,
1503-1506. Photo: Aji-
nari-Giraudon,

according to designs by Baccio d'Agnolo-—the same Baccio d’Agnolo to
whom some have been tempted to attribute the Palazzo Guadagni, and
whose name has been linked, as we shall se¢, with the Baltimore panel.
According to Serlio, the loggia of, as it was then called, the Dergola is
extremely effective in the theater, for ics openings facilitate che evocation of
tall buildings behind ic and its deep cornices, whether in relief or painted
on backdrops, emphasize corners and allow for striking effects of fore-
shortening and depth.®

Again, you draw artention to the highly original solurion to the
problem of the perpendicular arciculacion of rwo facades alf'antica. Albertis
Palazzo Rucellai has only a fragment of a lateral facade, irs single corner
pilaster being joined to rhar of the street facade. And as for the Palazzo

Piccolomini, erected by Rossellino along the same lines in Pienza (that

e e
9. “Come saria portico traforato, dictro del quale si vegga un altre CRSAMENTO, come guesto
MO, .. Li pog iveli, aleri I dicone pergola; altei renghicre: hanno gran forza nelle facie che

£ £

SCurzans, e cose qualche cornice che {i suoi Animent; vengono fuori del suo canconale tagiiati
intorro ed accompagnati non l'altre cornice dipinte; fanno grande efferta.” Sebastiano Serlie, I/
Seconda libro i perspertiva. Tvattate fopra le seene, Paris, 1545, fol. g7 recto; English facs. ed., 1611/
1970, fol. 24 Verso,
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39 Bernardo Rossellino, Palazzo Piccolomini in

Pienza, 1459-63: loggia overiooking the vatley.
Photo: H.DD.

40  Luciano Laurana, Ceurt of Honor in the Pal-
azzo Ducale in Urbino, 1468-72: corner detail.
Photo: H.D.

other “ideal city,” though one that was actually reslized), the all'antica
facade abucting the three-floor loggia opening toward the valley is simply
stuck onto it, its cornice brurally interrupted to make way for a projecting
roof. Whereas in Florence the archaizing formula of corner embossments
would prevail (as in the Palazzo Guadagni), this problem here finds its
clearest resolution in the guise of two antithetical solutions presented on
opposite sides: the corner is cither marked by an apparent pier constiruted
by two pilasters joined ar a right angle, as in the Palazzo Rucellai, a solu-
tion retained by the painter for the two palaces on the left; or the exterior
bays are slightly recessed in refation to the corner wall, which is exposed in
the interval between two columns of pilasters. Having admired the elegance
of the palace in Urbino on each of your visits there, you know very well
that this last solution, employed in the palace on the right, was used by

Laurana in his court of honot, its novelty there consisting of its being
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4l The Cittd ideale, the

“basilica,"”

applied to a real building’s exterior, and to enclosing corners rather than
projecting ones.

And finally, at least for now, you point to the facade of the basilica
glimpsed at the back of the piazza, half obscured by the mass of the circular
building in its center, its polychrome marble ornament so reminiscent of
the church of the Madonna delle Carceri in Prato, noting its resemblance to
a drawing by the lacter's architect, Giuliano da Sangallo. Which has

prompted some to connect the Utbino panel to the circle of Sangalle, 10

10. This hypothesis was fist advanced by €. Huelsen, in connection with a drawing in the
Sangallo nowebook (C. H., ¥ libra di Ginliane da Sangatle Codice Vaticano Barberino Lating 4424,

Leipzig, 1910, pp. 15-16.
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suggesting that he either painted it himself'! or had someone else execute it
after one of his drawings, '?

You're conversant with all these suggestions, which have the merit
of obliging us to consider the painting very carefully, focusing our attention
on numerous details that might be thought to be of interest only to special-
ists in architectural history but all of which you sense to be important, to
be potentially relevant, despite the fact that structural analysis has not been
able to make much of them. And you're perfectly aware of what's at stake
in these discussions: whether one inclines toward Laurana (who died in
1479), toward Francesco di Giorgio (who died around 1502), or toward an
architect of the generation of S8angallo (who died in 1513), the probable
date of the panel’s execution must be calculated in relation to these dearh
dates: situated in the 1470s, in the case of Laurana; around 1500, or even
later, if one accepts the Sangallo hypothesis. Which decision is not without
consequences by the standards of arc history: in one case the painting would
be remarkably precocious, to the point of seeming to be an “avant-garde”
work, in any case one by a personality of the first order, which as such
would pose certain problems; in the other, we would be dealing with a
production that required less impressive skills and that might eventually be
attributed to a lesser areist, one who as a result would gain in stature, even

if he'd collaborated with an architect in producing it.

For Kimball the matter admits of no doubt: the Urbine panel is in every
respect an innovative work demonstrating the degree ro which Laurana set
the tone for the generation of architects succeeding him, several of whom,
including some of the greatest, must have undergone apprenticeships of one
kind or another ac Urbino. As for Krautheimer, he has no probl'em with the

date {the 1470s) seemingly implied by a set of arguments which I'll address

11, Cf. Bernard Degenhardt, “Dante [Hustrationen Giuliano da Sangallos in ihiren Verhdlenis 2u
Leonarde da Vinci und zu den Figurenzeichaungen den Sangallo,” Remische fabrbuch fur Kunstge-
schichte, vol. 7 (1959), pp. 233-35.

12.  Sanpaolesi (op. cit., p. 33%) mainrains that the Urbino and Baliimore paneis are the work of 2
Florentine painter, execured after drawings by ecither Sangallo alone (for the Urbino panct) or by
Sangallo and Baccio d'Agnolo (for the one in Baltimore).
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briefly below {perhaps nor so briefly). Bur for him, as for Kimball, the goal
was to demonstrate thar we are dealing with an inaugural work, wich a
kind of origin (in other words with a question, thac of the “origin” and irs
repetition, from which one can never escape in Renaissance studies): as the
first representation of the “comic scene” which Serlig would derive from
Vitriviug Seventy or seventy-five years latez, this panel would initiate a
series, one not without connection, by way of the theater, to archirecture.
No one would deny that this “ideal city” (in this context, after all,

the title should have a cercain appeal for you), that chis survey, better ye,

or that this view of an urban complex rhen without example in realiey,

simultaneously gives every appearance of being a theater set, one in the
Italian style with an illusionist characer borrowed from perspective. This is
due of course ro the very nature of the perspective configuration and to the
task Alberti assigned to the painter: that of constructing a scene in which,
by a kind of reperirip rerum, the istoria, the main focus of painting, could be
represented. '* The impression of “theatricality” is reinforced by the disposi-
tion of the various elements, which creates two lateral flanks, jn imication—
as Alberti says of buildings intended for theatrical presentations—of an
army in barte formation.* And also, as has often been noted,”* by the
absence in this theater of any and all human presence, This absence or
imminence being signaled by two pigeons on the cornice of the palace in
the righe foreground, reminiscent of the two doves in the story of Noah's
ark,16 A desert, then, bur of architeccure, and of architecture seemingly
untouched by rime, there being no traces of rising waters or accumularing
sand, and only the slightest hines of invading vegetation, though the plane
on a windowsill near the two birds spreads irs foliage incongruously. A

- desert, but one in which everything speaks of man, beginning with the
obstinate repetition of doors and windows, open, closed, or somewhere in
between, one of the fearures that most interests you. It’s as though the

operations of art had been halred midway and the painting thrown back-

» Pp. 192-58.

13, Cf. my Théorie o nALLE, Op. CiL.

14, “Spectacula*ferme amnia struceam cornibus ad bellom aciem imitantur,” Leon-Barrista Alberti,
De re aedificatoria, hook VI, chapter vii; cited from the edicion by G. Orlandi and P. Portoghesi,
Milan, 1966, vol. 2, p. 729,

15, Cont, op. cit., p. 1195,

16, Bernini, cited ., p. 6.
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ward into an indeterminace time, a purified incerval in which before and

after are blended and merged, a moment of representation indefinitely
suspended.

Coatemplating this scene—if “scene” there is—one cannot say
whether man has just withdrawn or whether he’s about to make his appear-

ance. As in the theater when, berween aces or scenes, the lights are about to

go out or have just been turned on again. But Krautheimer—like Kimball,
and most of those who've written about it—was only able to study the
painting prior to its recent cleaning, in the course of which it emerged from
the shadows not with a slow consistency but fragment by fragment, like a
work of marquetry accumulating over a period of years, unril the enrire
surface was uncovered, a process that began with the preliminary removal of
patches of thick varnish, revealing the astonishing pictorial quality of what
lay beneath. A qualicy that, in itself, poses a problem. If we persist in
seeing this painting, like chose linked with it, as a singularly precocious
representation of Italian scenography, then we are confronted with a para-
dox: How can that which constitutes the ground, the basis, the frame if not

the form of the representation be figured, as such, using means belonging

to painting, and with what consequences for our idea, our very conception
of representation? Then again, these works might simply be scenic designs
similar in type to those Serlio was to describe admiringly in his treatise
(here I cite from Serlio’s text via a translation by Jean Martin which con-
tains several errors, noting that this description is especially relevant to the

Baltimore panel):

Among the things made by the hand of man capable of inducing

wonder, and of providing pleasure to the eye as well as satisfaction

to the mind (fra laltre cose fatte per mang degli buomini che 51 porsono

mivare con gran contezza d'occhio e satisfationi d'animo), in my judge-
ment {one should place} scenic apparatuses which have just been
revealed (7 discoprivsi lo appavato di una scena: literally, the way a

scenic apparatus reveals itself when the cuerain hiding it fz/is). The

_ reason for this is, that one sees such and such a palace made by the
art of perspective (dove si wede in piccol'spazio fatto da I'Arte della
peripettiva, supervi palazzi . . . perspecrive allows for the construc-

tion of scenic places such that in these “small spaces”, these
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reduced areas, buildings which appear to be superb palaces can be
invoked), with large temples and diverse houses both near and far
off, beautifu} and spacioué piazzas ornamented with various build-
ings (amplisiimi tempti, diversi casamenti, ¢ da pressa, e di lontano, spa-
¢ioso piazze ornate di varii edificii: it is the piazzas as much as the
buildings that are said to impress the eye as being at different
distances, which implies that within the frame of a given scene
other perspectives could be introduced, thereby multiplying or
redoubling the configuration), long straight streets crossed by
transverse ones, triumphal arches, columns of great height, pyra-
mids, obelisks, and a thousand other beautiful things (dritissisme et

longhe strade incrociate da altre vie, archi trimphalt, altissisme colonne,

obelischi, et mille altre cose belle).

A scenic model, in the generic sense of the word, or a deéign for a
specific production: this latter inverpretation, however seductive (and which,
as Parronchi observes, doesn't exclude the possibility that the painter ser out
to demonstrate his talents, perhaps aiming to give the force of painting to
simple theater “perspectives” in hopes of attracting attention), is deficient in
your view because it fails to take account of the considerable difficuleies
raised by any realization of such a model or design. You caution that when
we speak of scenic perspective, we must be careful not to take it for granted
that the perspective in question is that of painting, even though kealian

scenic design acquired its unity in reference to an ideal plane and the point

of view of a privileged spectator seated in the center of the auditorium at

17. Serlio, If secondo libre, op. cit., fol. 64 verso; English facs. od., fol. 24 recto. This text should
be considered along with Vasari's description of the scenography and "perspectives” conceived by

B. Peruzzi for a production of Calandria, a comedy by Cardinal Bibicna, one of the first in “vulgar”
Italian, mounted by Pope Leo X in 1513, in which year the play was also performed in Urbino (Cf.
befow, p. 216). “Basta che Baldassare fece al tempo dir Leone X due scene che furono maravigliose,
ed apersono la via a coloro che hanno poi fatto a'tempi nostri. Ne si pud immaginare, come egli in
tanta strettezza di sico accommodasse tante strade, tanti palazzi, e tante bizzarie di templi, di
toggie, e d'andari di cornici cosi ben facte, che parevano non finte, ma verissime, ¢ la piazza non
una cosa dipinta € picciola, ma vera ¢ grandissima, Ordino egli simultamente ie lumiere, i fumi di
dentro che servono alla praspettiva, ¢ tucte I'altre cose che facevano di bisogno, con melto giudizio,
essendossi, come ho detto, quas{ perduto del tureo I'uso delle comedie. . . ." Vasari, "Vita di
Baldassace Peruzzi,” op. cit., vol. 4, pp. 600--601; English trans., vol. 2, p. 1000. This text
confirms the importance of Peruzzi's role as scenographic architect, even as it reinforces arguments

dear to his disciple.
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the proper distance.'® Under such a hypothesis no attempt is made to solve
the problem of how to proceed from a wholly imaginary perspective, that—
to cite the French translator of Serlio—of lu plate peinture, of “flat painting,”
to this other mode of perspective which was that of the theater, which had
its own distinct rules from the moment it dealt with real depth and vol-
ume, even though these were presented in foreshortening: the one being
imagined, as indicated by Setlio’s phrase, on a flat surface, the other being
material, and in relief,??

The few descriptions of theatrical productions dating from the end

of the quattrocento and the beginning of the cinquecento, including che
evocation, in Castiglione's correspondence, of the performance of Bibiena's
Calandria at Urbino in 1513, in a production overseen by Girolamo Genga,
contain little that might help us to understand how a two-dimensional
model would have aided, in the absence of an actual theater, in the con-
struction of even a temporary set. It would be different if we were dealing
with simple backdrops, as may have been the case in the first performance
in Ferrara, in 1508, of Ariosto's Cassaria, with scenery painted by Pelle-
grino di San Daniele consisting of a “perspective” with various buildings,
houses, churches, and towers surrounded by gardens, which was so well
conceived and so agreeable to the eye, we are told, that it would have been
worthy to preserve for use on other occasions:* and this is the earliest

known mention of an illusionistic decor painted andfor constructed in per-

18. Georges R. Kernodle, From Art to Theater: Form and Convention in the Reraisiance, Chicago and
London, 1944, pp. 178ff.

19. “Pure quantunque questo modo di Perspettiva di ch'io parlaro sia diverso dalle regole passate:
per essere quelle imaginate sopra H pariere piani: ¢ questa per essere materiale e di rilievo ¢ ben
ragione & tener ajtre strade.” Serlio, loc. cit.. The problem of che relation berween architecture that
is built or sculpred, in three dimensions, and painted or feigned architecrure, in two.dimensions, is
nor limited to scenography: it is also imporrant in altar painting, notably in Sicaa. In the work of
the Lorenzecti brothers, as in that of their Flemish imitators, the architectural frame of the repre-
sentation is extended onto, or echoed by, the sculpted or constricted frame of the altarpiece. Cf.
Lotte Brand Philip, The Ghent Alrarpiece and the Arvt of Jan van Eyck, Princeton, 1971, pp. 8-9.

20. CI. the letter from Bernardine Prosperi to Isabelia d'Este, cited by G. Campori, Notfizie per la
vita di Ludovico Arigsts, Modena, 1871, p. 68 (Conti, "Le prospettive urbinate,” op. cit., p. 1206,
note 14): “Di quello che & stato il meglio in tucte queste fesce ¢ rappresentazioni & stato tutte le
scene dove si sono rappresentace, quale ha facte uno maestro Peregrino depintore che sta con il
Signore, che upa ¢ concracta e prospettiva di una rerra cum case, chiese, companile ¢ zardini, che la
persona non si puo satiare a guardarle per le diverse cose che ge sono; tutto de inzegno e bene intese
quale non eredo se guasti, ma che la salarono per usarla da le altre fate,” On Pallegrino di $an
Daniele, a painter from Friulia, ¢f. Cont, loc. cit.
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spective. Bur questions remain in connection with the text by Vasari
describing the scenic apparatus and the “perspectives” conceived by Francia-
bigio and Ridolfo Ghirlandaio for the comedies mounted in Florence on the
occasion of the marriage of Lorenzo di Medici, as with Castiglione’s descrip-

tion of the sets devised by Genga for the performance of Bibiena's comedy:
this description, though relatively detailed, does not allow us, given the
conventions of dissimulation at work in the scene, to determine précisely
which elements were painted, which were in relief, and which were “really”
constructed.

What in fact does Castiglione say in this oft-cited letter? That the
scenery represented, first of all, a space, a street separating the last houses of
the city from the surrounding wall, which was “simulated” as convincingly
as possible, with its two towers, by a kind of screen stretching from floor to
ceiling (dal palco in terra era finto naturalissima il mure della citta, con due
torviond), and that it was then cransformed (though nothing is said of the
mechanism effecting this change) into a magnificent city with streets, pal-
aces, churches, and towers (la scena poi era finta una citid bellisima con le
strade, palazzi, chiese, torri). Castiglione notes that there were “real” streets
(itrade verd) and many things created in relief {ogni cosa di rifievoy, but with
the aid of fine painting, which conformed to a well-conceived perspective
(ma aintata da bomissima pittura con prospettiva bene intesa). One saw there,
among other things, an octagonal temple in “semirelief” (wn tempio a otio
facce di mezzo vilievo), entisely of stucco (fatto di stuco), with beautiful figur-
ated “histories,” feigned alabaster columns, architraves and cornices of azure
and fine gold, meticulously worked small columns, faux-marble sculptures,
ete., and which was more or less in the center (guerto era quasi in mezzo),
while to one side of it was a triumphal arch, clearly detached from the wall
(Da un de'lati eva un arco trionfale, lontano dal muro ben una canna), decorated
with trompe 'oeil marbles (era finto di marmo, ma era pittara). All of which
was so well executed that one could only marvel that, despite the many
obligations facing the state of Urbino (che con tutie l'opere dello staro d'Urbing),

only four months were needed to realize it.”’

21. Castiglione, letter to Lodovico Canossa, February 6, 1513; cited by Mario Apollonio, Storic del
teatre falians, Florence, 1940, vol. 2, pp. 19-21.
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With respect to iconography alone, there is a striking analogy
between this description and the Baltimore panel (to say nothing of the text
by Setlio, and of the way the circular temple in the middle of the Cie
ideale “turns”). But it doesn't help us clarify the pature and function of the
“Urbino perspectives,” insofar as these may relate to the theater. Though
Genga may well have had some petspective tools at his disposal, nothing in
Castiglione's letter guthorizes us to think that painting was reduced to oper-
ating its effects on a backdrop. On the contrary, the terms of the letter
suggest the coexistence and interaction of planar perspective, which is the
painter’s province, and that in full or partial relief, in a way similar ro that
used by Bramante in 1480-81 in his famous rrompe 'oeil choir of Santa
Maria presso San Satiro, in Milan. The same Bramante with whom Genga,

also from Urbino, had worked in Rome before returning to Urbino to seérve

Duke Francesco Maria, there to construct the “beautiful scenes” (fe belle sceme
da lui fatte) mentioned by Serlio, which demonstrated his mastery of the
two arts of architecture and perspective.® )

(You note in passing that, strictly speaking, trompe 1'oeil must be

distinguished, phenomenologically, from illusion because it is impossible to
exempt oneself from its dissimulation, even if informed of it in advance, if
one stands in the right place: trompe {'oeil, like its reciprocal analogue
anamorphosis, assigns an indivisible point that corresponds—to use Pascal’s
phrase——to the wéritable liew or right place, by which is meant the'place
where it takes on the appearance of reality, of “truth,” or, in the case of
anamorphosis, from which its mechanics become visible. The technical dis-
tinction consists in the fact that illusion has only flat planes at its disposal,
while trompe l'oeil exploits every available resource, including the judicious
use of nominal depth to suggest one that’s much greater, as in Santa Maria
presso San Satiro,? and the grafting of painted architecturai elements onto

real ones, as in the decor of the stzdiolo in Urbino, as well as both at once,

22, Serlio, op. vit., fol. 25; English facs. ed., “The Second Book,” opening statement.

23. Eugenio Battisti has drawn my attention to Cesare Cesariano’s emphasis, in the commentaties
to his translation of Vesuvius (Como, 1521), on the pronounced inward curve of the wall on which
Bramante (whose student he was) painted this trompe l'oeil. Research conducted by Gabrielia Fersi
Piccaluga under Batristi’s direcrion seems to indicate that this trompe I'ocil corresponds not 1o an
apse but rather to the arm of centrally planned building, which Santa Maria presso San Satiro
originally was. ‘
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as in Pozzo’s rrompe 'oei] ceiling in Saint Ignazio in Rome: thus trompe
l'oeil intensifies the problems associated with so-called illusionist set design,
of an apparatis combining elements treated in “flar painting” and three-

dimensional volumes, some of which are depicted as foreshorrened.)

*

So it was not without good reason that André Chastel rejected Krauthei-

mer’s "brilliant demonstration,” and that Francastel drew proofs from it

supporting a direct refation between the “montage” procedures which he

took to be characteristic of Italian quattrocento painting and the contempo-
rary theater.? If one sets out to stick to the “facts,” it doesn’t make any
sense to speak of theater in connection with the panels in Urbino, Balti-
more, and Berlin, especially if one opts (as did Francastel) for 2 relatively
early date, given that the long delay between Alberti’s call for a rebirch of
the ancient theater and the first attempts to realize this goal on the stage is
a matter of record. Any more than to see in them the first Renaissance
representations of the tragic and comic scenes on the basis of descriptions of
these by Serlio half a century later: For what would it mean, in the realm of
interpretation, if texcual proofs, the only ones considered legitimare in the
history of art, led us to reverse cthe conventional order of precedence and
accord priority to images rather than to the writings purportedly providing
us with the key to them?

And raising the stakes even further, at the risk of burning our
bridges behind us: Don’t we move a.bit too fast and allow ourselves to be

taken in by appearances if we see in these panels a "prefiguration of the

cubical, unitary framework of the classic scenography to come,” given that
there would be nothing cubic about the scenery constructed by Serlio

except, precisely, ies appearance? In doing this, don’t we fail to rake into

account something justifiably emphasized by Chastel, namely the problem-
atic usage of a term borrowed from Vitruvius which the latrer derived from

a context very different from that of the theater, for seenographia consists, as

24,  André Chastel, *'Vues urbaines’ peintes et théitre,” in Fables, Formes, Figures, Paris, 1978,
vol. 1, pp. 497-503, Cf. Pierce Francasce}, “Imagination plastique, vision chécrale et signification
humaine,” La Réalité fignrative. Eléments sivucturels de sociologie de {'ari, Paris, 1965, pp. 21138,

25.  Francastel, op. cit.
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we've seen, of the representation on a plane (adumbsratioy of the facade and
receding side walls of a building all of whose lines were meant to con.
verge——if one accepts the argument of Panofsky's lecrure—rtoward a single
point??% Which is one of the ways to graphically represent architecture, like
the #chnographia (ground plan) and the orthagraphia (elevation), and which
was surely used in the theater, bur without the word being pronounced, and
without this kind of “perspective” having necessarily have acquired a scenic
connotation?

Anyone determined to see in the three panels in Urbino, Balti-
more, and Berlin scenic models in a generic sense, namely designs for sce-
nery for specific productions, must ask himself, as you point out, just what
sort of concrete uses they would lend themselves to. And pay heed to the
specific objection raised by Chastel, who maintains that their oblong formar
is incomparible with the proportions of scenic curtain or backdrop.?” You
suggest that the unusual format of these panels could itself be a kind of ruse
or trompe I'oeil, though one in no way implying that the perspective ro
which rthey conform is as completely open as it seems at first glance. Since
you're anxious o hushand your arguments, you choose, for the moment, o
focus only on a perspectival given corresponding to an angle of vision
greater than 90°. Even in this case could it not be imagined, as a working
hypothesis, that compositions of this kind might have been meant to be
enlarged to serve as illusionist backdrops within a relatively archaic theacri-
cal framework; and this, in the place of the frons scaenae, of the screen of
arcades ot poertico della scena (such as would be imagined by Serlio in his
reconstruction of the theatre of Marcellus®), so favored by those who saw
themselves as the interpreters of Vitruvius after Giovanni Sulpizio da Verolj
produced the first edition, doubtless in 148672

What we know about the proportions of the wooden theater erected
inn the plaza of the Capitol in 1513, in honor of Lorenzo and Giuliano di

Medici (an acting area abour 32.4 meters wide and 7.8 meters deep, in

26. TFrancastel, op. cit,

27, Chastel, “"Vues urbaines” peintes et thégere,” op. cit,, 1978, p. 498,

28, Serlio, I terzo Fibve . . . mif quale 5 fignrane ¢ descrivans le antichita di Roma, etc., Venice, 1540;
English facs. ed., op. cit., 1611/1970.

29, joannes Sulpitius, L. Vitruvins Pollionis wd Caeiarem Angustum de architectnra liber prin
{~decimus), Rome, ca. 1486.

219



42 Serlio's stage,
ground plan. Serlio, /I
seconde libro , . ., fol. 66
verso. Photo: Biblio-
théque Nationale, Paris.

front of a screen of five bays), indicates that stages of this kind were gener-
ally four or five times wider than they were deep. Which is to say that, if
We suppose a painted drop to be hung behind it (but you insist this is no
more than a working hypothesis, and a rather absurd one), chis would have
proportions comparable to those of the Urbino perspectives. To be sure, the
image of the cragic scene which Serlio based on Peruzzi is roughly square in
format, buc this is because, far from describing the full width of the stage,
it corresponds only to chat part of the scenery constructed in perspective on
an inclined plane (marked B on Serlio’s plan} receding toward the backdrop
and linked to the stage proper by means of a double sequence of flats, in
conformity with a kind of scenographic treatment that's later and more
complex than that of the “Vitruvian” stage. As for the area on which the
action unfolded, namely the horizongal platform (marked ) across which
the actors moved, its grid of 34 x 5 squares also cortesponds 1o a stage

much wider than it is deep, as is confirmed by the image of the comic
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scene, where the forward location of this platform is clearly indicared in the

foreground, even though che entire stage is not represented.

The Capitoline theater bears further discussion here, First of all
because the man in charge of its construction seems to have been the Flor-
entine Pietro Roselli, a close collaborator of Giuliano da Sangallo. Sangallo
who was then in Rome as part of the Medici retinue, taking measurements
of ancient monuments, the Coliseum among them. It is possible that
Roselli, who helped him with this project, was inspired by a design by his
master. Or that we worked from an idea by Peruzzi, as is suggested by the
striking similarity between the theater's internal organization and that of
the northern facade of the Farnesina, with its central element of five bays

placed between two advancing wings, where open-air performances were

43 Pietro Rosselli (7), Capitoline Theater, Rome,
1513. Reconstruction by A. Bruschi (F. Cruciani,
Il teatro del Campidoglio, plate 3).

Py
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given on several occasions.® The surviving descriptions of the Capitoline
theater indicate that its stage was backed by a blind portico of five bays,

cach of them picrced by a door surmounted by a cornice and a painted

panel, and that this same arrangement recurred around the periphery of the
room as well as on its facade. Certainly there’s nothing about such a scheme
suggestive of a continuous backdrop; bur Vasari’s mention, in this connec-
tion, of a “perspective” devised by Peruzzi as a scenic apparatus for a com-
edy in which the beautiful arrangemene of buildings, the multiple loggias,
the bizarre guality (your underlining) of the doors and windmys, in short every-
thing one saw in it of feigned archirecture was nothing less than astonish-
ing, supports your suggestion, even though Vasari confused a reading on
the Campidoglio of Plautus's Poenulus with a much later production by
Peruzzi, but one thar echoes descriptions of performances given carlier in

- Perrara and Urbino.?? _

Nonetheless, the motif of a portico that, replacing the frons scaenae,
supports the facade behind the stage is incompatible with the idea of an
illusionist perspective deployed across its full breadth. This motif, which
successive editions of Terence’s theater would disseminate throughout
Europe, republishing with variations the illustrations of the Trechsel edition
(Lyons, 1493), has been qualified by Robert Klein as “proto-Vitruvian,” by

" which he means that it was hased on a reading of Vitruvius that was still

inflected in accordance with medieval theatrical tradition.** Bur the perfor-
mances organized by the Roman Academy of Pomponius Laetus for Cardinal !
Riario, at the very moment in which Sulpizio's princgps edition of Vitruvius
appeared, seem to have featured a scenic arrangement that was much less
fucid. In the dedication to his work, in which he praises Alfonso Riario as a
protector of humanists, Sulpizio congratulates him for having been the first

to organize the performance of an ancient tragedy on a permanent stage set,

30. Cf C. L. Frommel, Die Farnesing wnd Peruzzis architebtonisches Frithwerk, Berlin, 1961,

31. “"Ma quelio che fece stupirc ognuno, fu la prospeteiva ovvero scena d'uni comedia, tanto bella,

che non & possibile immaginarsi pilt: perciocche la varieta ¢ bella manjera de'casamenti, le diverse

logge, la bizzaria delle poree e finestre, ¢ Ialere cose ¢he vi si videro d'architettura, furono tanto

bene intese ¢ di cosi straordinaria invenzione, che non si puo dirne 2 millesima parte.” Vasar, “Vita

di Baldassare Peruzzi,” Vire, Milanesi ed., vol. 4, pp. 593-96. i
32. Fabrizio Cruciani, I/ tewtro del Campidaglio ¢ le feite ramane del 1513, con la vicostruzione archiser-

tonica del teatvo di A, Brischi, Milan, 1968, pp. Ixxix-lxxx.

3%, Klein and Zerner, "Vitruve ec le théitre . . " in La Forme o Pintelligible, op. cit., 1970,

pp. 302ff. Cf. Kernodle, op. cit., pp. 160-64.
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beneath a tent stretched over the courtyard of his palace, which was the

Cancelleria, a building with some bearing on the Baltimore panel, as we
shall see. And also the first, nestro saecudo (I remind you thar we're still in
the quattrocento), to have shown a painted scenic facade, picinratae scenae
faciem.* But how are we to understand this? According to Krautheimer,
Sulpizio was thinking of a stage consisting of a platform (the pulpitus of
Vitruvius, which is not to be confused with a proscenium) and a facies, which
was cither a “stage prospect” erected downstage or a canvas backdrop. The
fact that Sulpizio boasts a bit furcher along of having managed to devise
facies that pivored like the perizktoi of the ancient theatre, or could slide into
the wings like moving clements in modern stagecraft (versatilem et ductilem
quands libuerit facies non diffunlter), seems to indicate that they were toward
the back of the stage. It follows from this that they may have been modeled
after the frons scaenae of Vitruvius, even though the columns of this were
onty painted. Bue this correct understanding of Vitruvius only became cur-
rent in Italy with the translation by Daniele Barbaro, published in Venice
in 1568, with some help from Palladio.®

It is nonetheless true that Alberti had long since caled for a revival
of the ancient theater, claiming the church was determined to eradicate all
memory of it,* and that he was perfectly cognizant of the distinction
between the three genres of dramatic poetry: the tragic, which recounts the
adventures of tyrants; the comic, which describes the difficulties and lives of

family fathers; and the satyric, which sings of the pleasures of the country-

34, Joannes Sulpitius, L. Vitenvius . . . de architectnva . . ., a5 cited by Krautheimer, op. cit.,
1958, p. 340.

35. Perrault understood perfectly the difference between wersatilis and daritis: "Our French word
for theatrical decorations is  happy rendering of thar of Vicruvius, which is eruens. These decora-
tions were of two kinds, accerding to Servius in Vergil's Georgis. In addition to the machines in

triangular form which the Greeks called Periakeous,” which measns ‘turning,” and which allowed for
three distinct changes, each of their faces bearing a different painting, the ancients also had athers
that are stiil used in our theaters, and whose artifice consiszed of making different things appear
whea they were made to move to the side, such that when one of them was pulled away, it revealed
another hidden behind it. The lacter was catled a ducrilis and the former a wersarilis. 1t is nonetheless
difficult to believe that these changes were effected as quickly as those in our theaters, which eccur
almost instansaneously and without our perceiving them: for we read thae when the ancients wanted
to change their scenic decoracions, ey drew a curtain that was calied the Sigavium, behind which
they made whatever changes were necessary at their leisure.” Perrault, op. cit., book V, chapter vii,
note 22.

36. “Et nostros non audea improbare pontifices morumque magistros, si consulto spectaculorum
usum prohibere.” Alberti, D re aedificatoria, op. cit., p. 724
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side and of the loves of shepherds—a turning device (versatilis machina) facil-
irating changes of decor at will 37 Eugenio Bartisti has attempred, in a very
original way, to reconstruct the “implicit” scenography of Filodosse, a com-
edy written by Alberti in Bologna after 1425, and revised by its author in
143637 (which is to say before writing De re aedificatoria), in hommage to
Lionello d’Este, who had declared his approval of a revival of public perfor-
mances in the antique mode. Bartisti does not claim that this comedy was
ever actually produced, but he notes that it had been conceived with such a
production in mind and that everything about this text suggests the idea of

a unitary spatial “cage” within which the characters operate, prisoners of the
law and of social circumstances, just as Fortuna herself must submit to the
inexorable march of time.* Can we go further and identify the angiportus
mentioned in the dialogue as a forward portico opening onto the back of the
stage, along lines similar to those of the Berlin panel? This hypothesis is
seductive insofar as it’s based solely on textual considerations, which indi-
cates that a problem of wiszalization was at issue, one that could be resolved,
at least initially, outside the theater. )

But the firsc actempts at scenography, at the end of the fifreenth
century and the beginning of the sixteench, were something else again.
However awkward they may have been, these efforrs must have basically
conformed to one of two approaches. To be sure, from a material point of
view there is no great difference between a stage background conceived after
the “Vitruvian” model, with its screen of arcades, and a painted perspective,
except that working doors set into a froneal arcade pose fewer problems than
those incorporared into an illusionistic backdrop. But this relative difficulty
did not prevent the public from quickly manifesting its preference for sce-
nery in perspective. You take pleasure in Robert Klein's demonstration of
this: All evidence suggests that the theater, like other sectors. of Renaissance
culture, was a site of conflict berween simple theater Jovers, on the one
hand, and humanists, archeologists, and scholars, on the other, with the
former applauding striking scenic effects (though at the beginning of the

sixteenth century we are still quite far from the possibilities of so-called

37. "Non decrat ubi versazili machina evestigio frons porrigetur expictus et appareret seu arrium
seu casa seu etiam silva, prout iis condicerer fabulisque ageretur.” Ibid. p. 728 )

38.  Eugenio Baccisti, “La visualizzazione deila scena classica nella comedia wmanistica,” Rinasci-
wmento ¢ baroceo, Turin, 1968, pp. 102105,
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“Iealian” scenography) and che facrer, at the risk of seeming to be pedants,

supporting a revival of ancient stagecraft. But this last goal would be real-
ized only by Palladio, in his taatro ofimpice.”

It is a certainty that the genre, to use André Chastel’s name for it,
of “urban views in perspective,” which encompasses the “Urbino perspec-
tives” as well as many marquetry panels and cassone fronrals, was not
directly intended for the theater. And if we invoke in its connection the
category of the “spectacular” (specifying what we mean by the term), the
historical context obliges us to take this as referring to the street rather than
the theater.rAccording to Chastel, paintings of this kind were intended to
valorize, in representational terms, the space of the city: “In the end it’s a
matter of using perspective to define solemn places, ennobled by forceful
architectural references, Colissea, triumphal arches, temples . . ., s0 as to
suggest singular, crystalline spaces set apart in the interior of the city, ideal
for processions. . . . One should think of them in the context of rirual
entries, of ceremonial decorations.™® The idea that such fragments of the city,
insofar as, in their being set apart within the urban tissue, they constirute
the perfect framework for representations, suits you very well, save perhaps
for the solemnity and ceremony. For the city, as much and even more than
a place of celebration, is one of festival, of diversion, of masquarade, and,
above all, of the comedy-—and tragedy——of everyday life; you think this is
demonstrated by the Novellz del Grasso, which I've already mentioned several
times, whose action unfolds in the very place where Brunelleschi's first
experiment was set, the piazza of the Baptistry of San Giovanni, the organi-
zation of which is not unrelated to that of the Cind ideale.

In fact the question strikes you as being badly formulated to the
extent that it isn’t posed in the most general terms: those of the produc-
tion, in painting and in accordance with those means proper to it, of a
space of representation, or, as Walter Benjamin would phrase it, of a»

actinglgaming space for the figures.*' But let us be clear on this point: talk of a

39, Klein and Zerner, "Vitruve et le théirre . . .," in La Forme o FPintelligible, op. cit., p. 294.
40, Chastel, "'Vues urbaines' peintes et théirre,” op. cit., p. 301
41. Benjamin, "Edward Puchs . . .," French trans. in Macsla, ne. 3/4,p. 57, note 18, [The

French rendering of Benjamin reads "dw'un espace de jen ponr les fignres,” “Jeu” can mean “acting” {as
in the cheater), “gamc” (as in card games), and “play” (as in the play of a join in carpentry). In the
next sentence Damisch glosses the second of these meanings——TRANS.]
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game has no meaning unless its rules are clearly established from the ourset,
and its area precisely defined, within the field and in accordance with the
terms that are those of painting, as opposed to those of its referent or its
destination, its supposed function. Now the power of the perspective config-
uration, and its primary characteristic, is such as to confer a seensc value on
every action, including processional ones, unfolding in its chearer {one has
only to think of the grear Venetian cycles of Gentile Bellini and Carpaccio,
to which I shall return). Here as elsewhere, invocation of :he referent or of
“function” tends first of all to obscure the operation of that which is proper
o painting. Though the latter declares itself openly to be a representation,
or the representation of a representation, it doesn't necessarily follow thar its
model, its occasion, or its pretext must be sought in a reality that is itself a
kind of spectacle. In painting, the strengeh of classic representation is dis-
closed in its very configuration, and in the disjunction this implies between
the two moments to which the painter’s brief can be reduced—the painter,
whose task it is to open up, in an initial moment, a field to serve as that of
the istoria, to construce, to establish, a scene within it using the tools of
cosiruzione legittima and to subsequently introduce inro it the figures of fable
or narrative.** We could almost say that cthe “Urbino perspectlves propose
emblematic images of this fundamental disjunction; and you find it
extremely facile to assign them a primary function or destination refating to
spectacle, which is to disregard th-e—mseemingly intentional—effects resule-
ing from the blockage of representational mechanics in midcourse,

We must indeed speak of theater here, even though the externals of
the scene take the form of a fragment of a city. Bur the theater in question
is that of painting and must be analyzed as such, whatever its eventual rela-
tions to the universe of spectacle. The fact that the properly scenic implica-
tions of costruzione legittima were rapidly acknowledged changes nothing.
Walter Benjamin said of works of art that “the complete circle of their life
and their action has as many rights, let’s say even more rights, as the
history of their birth”:% and ir is always detrimental to abstract the phe-

nomenon of refraction and maintain that they are accessible to us only

42.  On the constitutive doubling of represencation, of. my Théorie du rwage, op. cit., pp. 92ff
43. Benjamin, "Histoire de ia Hetérature ot science de la Htcérature,” Pofide et révolition, op. cit.,
p. 14.
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through the traces they've left in history. This determination obliges the

historian to be particularly attentive to the empirical conditions shaping
such a trajectory. Regarding the so-called “Urbino perspectives,” rejection of
the “Vitruvian” interpretation, and your entire argument, which urges us to
stick within the register proper to painting, certainly doesn't preclude us
from examining the lessons and suggestions that men of the theater and
overseers of spectacle in general have been able to derive from the workings
of perspective—workings that they can clarify retrospectively, even though
these may not originally have had anything to do wich the theater proper.
And this without taking into account that if one dates these panels to
around 1500 (as does André Chastel) or to the beginning of the sixteenth
century, the gap separating them from the first productions of Peruzzi and
Genga isn't so great. Much less, in.any case, than the two or three centuries
elapsing between the first perspective efforts, graphic and pictorial as weil as
theoretical, in the peried of Brunelleschi and Alberti, and the renewal of

these in the realm of geometry with Guidobaldo dal Monte and Desargues.

in both cases the problem is the same: we cannot see in rthe quartrocento
veduta architectonica a prefiguration of classic scenography, any more than we
can pretend thar Brunefleschi’s experiments and the rule that painters
derived from them presupposed a notion of “crystalline” space {as Chastel
would call it, playing on two meanings of the word) which would only be
conceprualized much later, and in another context, on another level. But we
can no longer ignore the fact that Renaissance painters and archirects posed
themselves, in terms and under auspices yet to be specified, a certain num-
ber of problems and proposed solutions to them that would subsequently
lead to decisive developments in areas as unrelated to one another, to all
appearances, as mathemarics and scenography. This play across the centuries
of practice and theory, as well as across their various sectors, surely consti-
tutes one of the most recalcitrant enigmas in all of cultural history and is
also one of the maost powerful mainsprings of the evolution of the arts and
sciences themselves, and of what we call their “history.” If chere’s no ques-
rion of seeking to establish relations of cause and effect, or of derivation,
berween this manifestation and thae, between this production and that,

from heterogeneous domains, and if the links that can be estabiished
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becween diverse fields of knowledge are usually of an analogous, if not ap
imaginary or even fantasmatic, characrer {when they’'re not simply anec-
~dozal), such juxtapositions nonetheless oblige us to jettison the compart-
mentalization of discourses imposed by the academic categorization of
knowledge and to pose questions about the irreducible, necessary multiplic-
1ty of the forms that thought can assume. ‘

We are still very far from doing this today, at least with regard to
art and more particularly to our concern here, namely perspective, despire
the considerable amount of work devoted to the subject by several generz-
tions of historians. And it’s in this connection that the distancing tactics
we've examined strike you as most vulnerable to criticism. Tactics that are
certainly not the sole province of art historians. Alexandre Koyré has
taught us thar the surese way-—if not the subtlest-—to be rid of the episte-
mological problems implied by the idea of a “scientific revolution” is to
derive all scientific advances from purely technical and conjunctura) develop-
ments.™ The same tendency, positivise in inspiration (when ies goals are not
obscurantist), has become prevalent in the domain of the arts, And you
deplore the fact thar its advocates seek justification in Robert Klein's superb
work on the De sculpeura by Gauricus: for the documented existence, ar the
side of so-called “scientific” forms of perspective, of workshop traditions
established at some earlier point in the past {as with the system Klein terms
“bifocal”} does not suffice 1o demonstrate that costruzione legittima can be
reduced to a matter of perfecting a procedure that evolved in Tuscany, from
the fourteenth century, through a process of empirical normalization. 4>

One might be tempted to see the “urban views” and other “archj.
tecrural perspectives,” so prevalent in arr of the Quattrocento, as no meore
than exercises in the deployment and control of perspective effects. But
would it necessarily follow from chis that they conformed, without excep-
tion, to a simple schema, easy to establish and almost mechanically

applied,® as in the arc of marquetry? Cerrainly perspective construction was

4. On this subject, sce Alexandre Koyré’s critique of positions defended by A. C. Crembic in his
classic book Robert Groseteste and the Origins of Experimental Seience, 11001400, Oxford, 1953, and
in his Angustine 1o Galilea: The History of Science, A.D. 400-1650, London, 1952, CF. A Koyré,
"Les Origines de Iz science moderne, Une interprétation nouvelle,” ruds d'bistoire de la pensée
seientifique, Paris, 1966, pp. 61-86.

45, Chastel, ““Viyes urbaines’ , . " op. cit., pp. 500-501, note &,

46, Chastel, ibid. p. S01.
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particularly well suited to the practice of intarsia, “this art,” Vasari writes,
“of combining stained woods of various colors to create perspectives, scrolls,
and other objects of fantasy which was introduced in the time of Filippo
Brunelleschi and Paolo Uccello™?” Aren't the effects of depth and relief at
which marquetry aims the result of assembling on one plane component
surfaces that are precisely crafted and of different chromatic values? André
Chaste} long ago noted the relation between these two series: “The simple
armature of orthogonals and converging receding lines determined through
the play of its ‘intersections’ a geometric network; this network resolved
jtself into a play of elementary figures easy to carve, with the litele blocks
placed on the surface becoming, as the result of perspective effects, trape-
zoids, squares rotated to assume the form of lozenges, ctc.; what was col-
lecred as a result of spatial decomposition was brought together on the
image plane like a puzzle, which is just the way marquetry works.”* It is
easy to imagine that the celebrated panels used by Brunelleschi in his dermn-
onstrations—beginning with the one on which he'd painted the Florence
baptistry “with such delicacy precision (¢ tanto a punto) in the colors of the
black and white marbles that a miniacurist could not have done it
better"9—would have been of interest not only to painters but to marque-
ory craftsmen as well. Which is why Masaccio would not have neglected to
tell them about them. “And it stimulated them so much, that it resulted in
fine practices and many useful things done under its auspices (che s7 fece di
quel magisters), as well as a number of excellent things that brought Florence
profit and renown.”*® '

Tor ail that, #nsarsia was anything but a school of facility. }f many
marquetry panels feature conventional, repetitive schemes, others bear wit-
ness to a sophisticated exploration of the geometric elementes of illusion, if
not of trompe L'oeil, as we defined it above. But more to the point—and
this applies above all to the decor of the Urbino studiolo, because of its date

(1476) a decisive contextual factor for us—they feature a number of traits

47. Vasari, “Vita di Benedetto da Maiano, op. dit., vol, 3, p. 333. Cf. Chastel, "Marquererie et
perspective au XV sitcle,” in Fables, forues, fignres, op. cit., vol. 1, pp. 31732, and my Théoric dn
nnage, op. cit., pp. 159-66.
48. Chastel, “Marqueterie et perspective aw KV siecle,” op, cit., p. 321
49, Cf. chapter 6, pp. 89-90.

S0, Vasari, "Vita di Filippo Brunelleschi,” op. cit., val. 2, p. 332,

.
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44 Domenico Rossell,
marquetry door, Urbino,
Palazzo Duczle, room
Vil Photo: Anderson-
Giraudon.
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45 Domenico Rosselli, Studielo, Lirbino, Palazzo
Ducale, 1476. Photo: Alinari-Giraudon.

and motifs intended to reinforce these effects: objects—-scientific and musi-
cal instruments, pieces of armor, books, boxes and containers of all sorts—
that lend themselves to purely “descriptive” reconstiturion, by projection
onto a plane of the surfaces into which they can be broken down (a skill of
which Paolo Uccello was a past master); and, above all, solid or grilled
doors, open, closed, or somewhere in between, creating a strong impression
of protruding from the plane of the wall, and behind which the interiors of
feigned cabinets are visible—an idea brought to its maximum degree of
sophistication when incorporated into a real door, as in Urbino; and, finally,
wvedute of architecture or landscape, opening like so many windows in the
paneling. Such as, in the Urbino studiols, the view of the river or a lake
surrounded by hills similar to the landscape in the background of Piero's
portrait of Duke Federigo, here seen from above through three arches of a

portico situated on the edge of a terrace with a checkerboard paving, and
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which is itself framed by two pilasters joined by a balustrade on which is

" placed a basket full of fruit, near which a squirrel—che symbol, as is only
proper, of the eminently political virtue of Prudence—busies iself gnawing
a nut,>!

The nature of marquetry precludes approximarion and improvisa-
tion; all the pieces of its puzzle must fit together with great pﬁ:cision,
totally covering the surface to which they are applied. That makes it an
exercise ideal for demonstrating the coherence of the system. But all the
same you are not disposed to accept, even though the unifying function of
perspective expresses a coherent mathematical thought, that the process of
analysis and construction detiving from it can be reduced to marquetry
technique.® To maintain this is to ignore both the singular importance of
reference to geometry in the constirution of the system and the specific
status assigned to costruzione legittima in the context of painting (that paint-
ing of which it is the daughter, as Leonardo would say) and, in general, of
classic representation. Painter’s perspective did not evolve from empirical
technique, but neither was it born of purely abstract, theoretical specula-
tion: the invention, the discovery to which tradition attaches Brunelleschi's
name appealed to geometry more than it proceeded from it; but it is pre-
cisely there, in the invitation to a work of idealization thar became manifest
through the hole Brunelleschi placed in the center of his myb[etza, that its
meaning and its value as an origin resides.

It is a certainty, as both Francastel and Chastel have emphasized,
that paintings constructed in strict conformity with perspective rules were
the exception in the quattrocento, Bue you don't see this as proof of any
reticence on the part of painters with regard 10 a system that, it has been
argued, restricted their freedom of movement, 5 Let it be said in passing: If
any restriction was in question, wouldn’t this consist of the discipline’s
having been less “inoffensive” than Robert Klein maintained? | agree with
you that the idea, widely accepted, that some sort of violence inheres in the

perspective configuration is a complete absurdity, and bears the mark of a

51, Luciano Cheles, “The Inlaid Decorations of Federico da Montefelero’s Urbino Studiolo: An
Iconographic Study,” Mitseilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes im Florenz, vol. 26, no. 1 (1982),
pp. i-46. ’

32, Chastel, "Marquererie et perspective,” op. cit.

33, Ibid.
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specific ideology. This commonplace dates back, as we've seen, to Vasari, ro
the opposition he posited in his “Life of Paolo Uccello” between two types
of artists: the first, of which Donatello was an example, being preoccupied
above all else with the expressive powers inherent in painting as such; and
the other consisting of men, like Uccello, who approach things systemati-
cally, through methodical study. But this view is accompanied by a theoret-
ical error of far greater consequence, which consists in thinking, or wanting
to think, particularly in relation to those applications to which it lends
itself in the field of architecture, that perspective construction constitutes a
kind of code, even a language, when in fact it only gave painters a model,
in the epistemological sense of the word, providing at the same time a
regulating configuration intended not so much to inform the representation

as to orient and control its regime (this being said without denying the -

possibility of a form of representation that would not be subjected, in Leo-
nardo’s words, to a “brake” as well as a “guide”),

You grant that this is not easy to understand: it depends upon
other developments, such as the fact that, among the first demonstrations of
the power of such a model, the one proposed in 1425 by Masaccio’s Trinity,
for which it seems Brunelleschi provided the schema, is characterized by a

- remarkable variation: if one considers only the upper portion of the fresco,
the question of the ground of the perspective construction is somehow
elided, as if the rule had to proceed from the beginning by exception, ot by
a regime that was somewhat forced, in order to prevail > Conversely, how
can we fail to see that the so-called Urbino perspectives, in their exagges-
ated symrhecry, cotrespond o a similar intention, and at an historical
moment in which, according to André Chastel (taking him at his word),

such an approach had become unfashionable?ss

As soon as we decide to view this as no more than an accessory
trait, a mere episode, acknowledgment of the system’s mathematical impli-
cations brings us back 1o questions of style and ultimately curs shore all
critical reflection on the theoretical difficulties—and, to utter the word, the

philosophical ones—raised by so-called scientific perspective. If on this

point you had an annoying tendency to become irritated in your disputes

54, CE above, chaprer 6, p. 95,
55, Chastel, "*Yues urbaines’ peinces et thédrre,” op. cit., p. 498.
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with Robert Klein, this was because you perceived in them the echo of a
very old procedure, as well as the resurgence of a reductive ideology whose
ravﬁges in the field of the study of art ate spreading. As long as the lacrer
limits itself to agreeable games, to speculation that is wholly formal and
gratuitous, no one will object, save to express regret for a lack of “poetry”
and the “picturesque.” But when one mainrains that thought is at work in
painting, that here and there it can awaken echoes of things that escape all
departmental and disciplinary control, this is held to be intolerable. If
works appear that risk lending themselves to such discussion, the best way
to deal with them is to preemptively deny them all genuine originality, and
to tfy to force them back into formation by assimilating them to a class of

objects considered (perhaps :nistakeﬁly) to be insignificant. Those singular

works known as the “Urbino perspectives” are a case in point: there was a
rush to affirm, not implausibly, that all the panels of this kind were origi-

nally intended to serve as cassone frontals, or produced for decorarive

ensembles in which they vied for attention with works of marquetry.>s This
operation is not an isolated one; it is part of a concerted strategy intended
to reduce to a matter of mere fashion the work carried out through paint-
ing, under the auspices of peespective, duting the quattrocenro and well
beyond, to say nothing of subsequent developments within a scientific con-
text. The same distancing maneuvers would be used with Uccello, leading
to his being regarded as a minor master with archaizing tendencies, and

with the “mathematical curiosities” used in marquetry before they were

employed in theatrical architectute, scenography, and trompe I'oeil: as if it
had been deemed important to avoid being taken in by them, to strip them
from the beginning of all resonance, all reverberation they might have

within the otders of art and thought.”

536.  Chastel, ibid.

57. The operation is taken to caricatural extremes in a chapter of che recent Storia dellarte italiana
devoted to perspective, which focuses, in a calculated, pelemical way, on the practice of marquetry,
in reaction to the theoretical incoherence for which, it is stated, Panofsky would have to bear the
blame, if it were not for the fact thae it derived from excessive attention devozed to a work (a
folly?) of his youth; f. Massime Ferretti, “1 maestri della prospetviva,” Staria dell'arte italiana, pare
11, vol. 4, Forme ¢ modelli, Tarin, 1982, pp. 457-585. The refusal of “phitosophy,” and even
thought, cannot be taken any further. 1 will only note here that Panofsky was in his thirties when
he gave the lecture chat is the basis for Perspective as Symbolic Forn,
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The Reading at an Impasse

Thus you count chree varieties of what I've termed distancing maneuvers:
the first consists of insisting that the Urbino panel (and all those related to
it, however large this corpws might be) is an extension of architecture; the
second that it's an extension of the theater; and the third, that it's an
extension of “decoration.” Three maneuvers that ate clearly linked, as deco-

ration is linked to the theater, the theater to architecture, and architecture

to decoration and even to painting, from which Alberti maintained it had
borrowed most of its ornamental elements: columas, pilasters, cornices,
pediments, etc.’

You are far from thinking that these maneuvers could have been
dispensed with altogether: some kind of distancing was doubtless inevitable
at the beginning of the inquiry. You are the first to concede that reference
to the universe of architecture and the theater, if not that of decoration,
provides us with a language enabling us to describe these panels in great
detail. Without Fiske Kimball, who had the idea of taking an inventory of
the architectural features which, by their quality and complexity (we'll see
some further examples of this), would suffice to set the so-called Urbino
perspectives apart from the rest of the family to which they're held to
belong and from which, according to André Chastel, chere's no reason to
isolate them.? And you say without the slightest hesitation that you prefer
this reading, though it’s a bit myopic, to excessively casual views of the

unitary character of the perspective scene and the purported decorative

incentions of such compositions. The difficulty in this instance consists of

1. Alberti, Della pittura, book 1, cited ¢d., p. 77; English ¢rans., p. 64, For a more extended
discussion of chis question, see my article "Ornamento,” Enciclopaedia Einaudi, vol. 10, Turin
(1980), pp. 227-28. .

2. Chastel, “"Vues urbaines' peintes et théftee,” op cit., p. 498,
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accommodating features it's tempting to regard as accessory, while ar che
same time leaving oneself open 1o the calculated play of the perspective
construction: having spenr long hours in frone of the Cizta ideale, and hav-
tng often benr over to study it chrough a magnifying glass while it lay on
the conservator’s table in Urbino, you have come to believe that nothing in
this painting was lefr to chance, and that afty interpretation must take into
account its every detail, but withour losing from view the emgma that it
initially proposes to the eye.

You do not deny, then, the importance of the work in this area
already accomplished by the history of art. You retain from it, above all,
the injunction to proceed as closely as possible to the painting, withouc
being afraid of the analysis becoming overly technical or erudite. But with-
out hesitating to address more abstract considerations. Your hypothesis is
that these are veritable demonstrations, and that as such they oblige us,
once we've grasped their premises, to thoroughly follow through with them.
In the end, a demonstration is not a matter of observation or proof, much
fess verification, but rather one of reasoning, in the Kantian sense of ana-
lytic reconstruction or, as Poincaré would have it, in the inductive mode of
a recurrent reasoning founded upon a synthetic judgment 2 priori that
authorizes passage “from the finite to the infinite.”> Not that you pretend ro
assimilate the procedures of art to those of science. Especially given that
perspectiva artificialis did not proceed initially from a basis of geometty, save
indirectly, by means of a detour through optics. But insofar as it did invoke
geometry, this movement without prior example in art manifested the dem.
onstrative rigor characteristic of it. Which prompts the question: How
couid perspective, born as it was of painting, in tuen provide a demonstra-
tion of it? And how would such a “demonstration” compare with one in
geometry?

These questions take us far afield from architecture and the theater,
and decoration too, though they may bring us back to them at the end of
our travels. Bur they have the merir of preventing us from lapsing into
what I will call, borrowing a phrase from philosophers of language, the
descriptive illusion, which consists in the view that representation is the pri-

mary function of both language and art, a pictorial proposition, like a lin-

3. Henri Poincaré, La Science et Phypothise, Paris, 1906, p. 22.
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guistic statement, having meaning only to the extent it describes the “state
of things” and refers to facts presented as real, or at least as thinkable.*
Under the so-called “representationalist” hypothesis, a proposition or state-
ment has no meanings other than those it designates, it being supposed thar
the sign cffaces itself before that which it denotes, just as does painting—or
pourtraicture, as it was called in sixreenth-century French—Ubefore that of -
which it is the “portrait,” feature by feature (trait powr trait). The city given
to view in the Urbino panel can well be raken to be an ideal one. Utopia,
while accessible to description, nonetheless participates in the circuit of rep-
resentation, if only as a kind of prefiguration: the non-place which it desig-
nates is one only because the city here represented has no other place,
preciscly, but here, a here that doesn’t consist of a painced sutface and a
nerwork of lines and animating patches of color but rather is the ideal site
constituted by painting by means of perspective construction. In other b
words the site of a fiction, there being no becter illustration of the transpar-
ence of the sign implied by the representationalist hypothesis than the cele- :
braced formula in which Alberti assimilates the rectangle of the painting to
an open window through which the gaze travels roward what's painted
there;” and Leonardo maintains that perspective was nothing other than “the

vision of an object behind smooth, transparent glass, on the surface of

which everything beyond it has been marked. "¢

*

Bue if these paintings must be described, how can this be managed without

first dealing with what they represens, namely buildings of various kinds?

“Ideal” city or not, the descriptive illusion consists in maintaining chat -
these buildings, or at least some of them, have referents in reality, whecher :
archaeological or contemporary. Thus Kimball felt obliged to point out that

the amphitheater in the second row of the Baltimore panel, to the left,

doesn’t correspond to any Roman model (it lacks the entablature sur-

mounted by a parapet featured in the Colisseumn and the theater of Marcel-

4. CF. Francois Recanari, La Transparence et I'énonciation. Pour Imivoduive la pragmatiqus, Paris,
1979, p. 96.

§.  "Un quadrangolo di rerti angoli . . . ¢l quale reputo essere una fiestsa aperta per donde i
miri quello che quivi sara dipinza,” Alberti, op. cit., p. 70; Eaglish teans., p. 31 )

6. Leonardo da Vinci, Iast. de Fr., Ms. A, fol. | verse; of. MacCurdy, ep. cit., vol. 2, p. 306,
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46  Berlin panel, feft
portion.

47  Leon-Battista
Alberti, Palazzo Rucellai
in Florence: detail of the
facade. Photo: H.D,
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48  Baltimore panei, left
portion.

49 Baccio d'Agnolo (7),
Patazzo Cocchi in Flor-
ence: detail of the facade.
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50 Baftimore panel,
right portion,

51 Andrea Bregno (1),
Palazzo della Cancelleria
after 1489: detail of the
main facade. Photo: H.D.
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lus) but rather to the amphitheater in Pola, which he takes as further

support for his attribution to Luciano Laurana, who was from Istria. Like-
wise the triumﬁhal arch, whose motif of independent bays separated by
pairs of columns, unknown in Rome, also occurred in Pola.” As for the
octagonal temple in the same row as these other two ancient monuments, in
the literature it is regularly compared with cthe baptistry in Florence, which
features the same decorative scheme of inlaid marble and has the same lan-

tern topped by a sphere supporting a cross.

If we should want to be attentive to contemporary references, the
corner palace on the left of the Berlin panel appears to be a double of
! i Alberti’s Palazzo Rucellai, or rather (given rhat it has more than one full-
dress facade) of the Palazzo Piccolomini by B. Rosellino: which in this
context qualifies as a gesture of pronounced archaism. Conversely, we will
recognize in the facade of the partially obscured basilica to the rear of the

piazza, on the right, in the Urbino panel a model close to buildings by

Antonio da Sangallo, while the palace in the left foreground of the Balti-

more panel has an elevation rather similar to that of the Palazzo Riario in

Rome, or the Belvedere courtyard in the Vatican (after 1303), with the

“triumphal arch” motif appearing again, somewhat later, in the Palazzo
Cocchi in Florence, perhaps by Baccio d'Agnolo, and on the interior facade
of the Villa Imperiale in Pesaro, by Girolamo Genga {1521-1540). The

motif of independent bays separated by doubled pilasters, but without

arches, visible in the palace on the right, also occurs in the Bramante-like
facade of the Palazzo della Cancelletia and in Raphael's palazzo.

So the mode of reference can vary, depending on which depicted
wotk of architecture is being considered, each one referring back to the
denoted, describing it, representing it, in its own way. In the interests of
time, you distinguish three such modes. Sometimes the representation will
refer, as if it were 2 kind of ciration, to an old or an ancient model: such is
the case, in the Baltimore panel, with the amphitheater, the triumphal
arch, and—forcing the point just a bit—the octagonal temple (the reference

here could be textual rather than archacological, as is suggested by the

.

7. Kimball, op. cit. 1927-28, p. 145. F. Zeri maintained, comra Kimball, that the amphithea-
cer was indeed modeled after that in Rome, as is indicated by the superpesition of Tuscan, lonic,
and Corinthian orders, whereas the amphitheater in Pola is entirely in the Tuscan order.
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columns surmounted by statues, which refer directly to the signa of Vitru-
vius).. Sometimes it will be inspired by “modern” models, whether a notable
building such as the Palazzo Rucellai or examples of the “anonymous” archi-
tecrure that makes up the greater pare of the urban tissue, useful in creating
a background that is neutral, sedimentary, serving to throw more monu-
mental elements into relief, And sometimes, finally, it will present itself as
a proposition whose sole reference is a virrual one, as the annunciatory sign
of a renewal, affantico, of architecture, whereas ordinary buildings present
themselves as the traces, the depositories of another history, one that’s
inscribed within 2 quasi-geological continuity and gives no indication of the
possibility of a “renaissance,” of a concerted artempt to bring the past into
the present, to deliberately enhance the new through recourse 1o the old.
Let it be stated in passing that this kind of mix, with some ele-
ments being borrowed from reality of different periods and some being
tmodels that had not yet proceeded beyond the project stage, is characteristic
of utopias, which can assume their proper figurative function only by bow-
ing to the regimen of representation.® In a paralle] way Federico Zeri speaks
of “imaginary cities” (but what does “imaginary” mean here?). As Pierre
Francastel has demonstrated, architectural depictions can precede the realiza-
tion of comparable designs by several decades: “The architecture of the
Renaissance was painted before it was buile.™ So we cannot accept Eugenio
Battisti's suggestion that these panels represent not so much an “ideal” city
as an ancient one reconstructed according to diverse sources.1¢ Any more
than we can accept, ‘withour further data, that the simultaneous presence in
the Baltimore pane] of archaeological monuments and buildings reflective of
an advanced taste for an a/l'antica idiom, typically Roman, is an illustration
of the marriage of ancient Rome and modern Florence that was the goal of
humanist circles at the end of the fifteenth century.’' But we can say that
this panel offers up a veritable display of ancient and modern architecture,

something resembling a repository of monuments, the equivalent of a care-

8. Cf Louis Marin, Utopigues: Jeux d'espaces, Paris, 1973; English trans. by Roberc Volirat, Lisgp-
ies: Spatial Play, Atlantic Highlands and London, 1984.

9. Pierce Francastel, “Imagination et réalité dans Parchitecrure civile du quattrocento,” La Réalit
Sigurative, op. cit., pp. 290-302; Printure 1 société, op. cit., p, 70.

10.  Batristi, op. cit., p. 109, ,

11, Howard Saalman, “The Baltimore and Urbino Paneis: Cosimo Raselli," Burlington Muagazine,
vol. 110, no. 784 (July 1968), pp. 376-83,
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fully preserved “historic district,” though one into which buildings have
been introduced that must be qualified as "avant-garde,” even if the panel
was painted in the years around 1500: the fact that the new architecture
was in an «//'antica idiom guaranteed the possibility of an integration con-
sistent with trends in scenography—in the Vittuvian sense-—facilitaring the
incorporarion within a single perspective of the two foreground palaces and
the background of ancient monuments.

in the most recent literature the descriptive iltusion is embraced
without qualification: Sanpaolesi, Parronchi, and Howard Saalman take it to

be ourt of the question that this genre of “perspective views” might have

52 Baldassare Peruzzi, Hall of Columns, Villa
Farnese, before 1516, Photo: Scala.

245



been innovative in relation to architeceure. In this case the same criceria
invoked by Kimball to support his ateribution of the Baltimore and Urbine
panels to an architect characterized as “avant-garde” serve to buttress the
argument that these works are Fiorentine productions of later dare which
may or may not be directly linked to the circle of Sangallo. Regarding the
Berlin panel, which is often described as archaizing, Mario Salmi goes even
further, suggesting a connection berween its framing portico mocif and the
trompe Foeil loggia painted by Baldassare Peruzzi in the Farnesina’s Hall of
Columns, stighely before 1516.% Parronchi holds this motif to be com-
pletely unprecedented ar this date, which would imply that the author of
the Berlin panel was reworking Peruzzi's idea. However baffling the laby-
rinth through which those engaged in the search for sources must move,
especially given that Parronchi posits that these same panels served as mod-
cls for the theater, you point out thar the Berlin portico is much more
modest, much less monumental than that in the Farnesina. So much so thar
it’s tempring to see it, along with Bactisti, as a wooden structure compara-
ble to the facades of “Vitruvian” scenography, with the portico in question
constituting a framing device, which is consistent with the fact thac the Ber-
lin perspective is on 2 panel of impressive dimensions, whose lower portion
is handled as trompe 'oeil paneling.

But it is with regard to the circular temple around which che Cirrg
ideale is otganized thar the descriptive illusion assumes its most insidious
guise. According to Alessandro Parronchi, representation of such an edifice
would have been inconceivable prior to the construction, between 1502 and
1510, in the courryard of San Pietro in Montorio in Rome, of Bramante’s
Tempierto:'® a monument with which the Urbino rotunda has only the most
tenuous resemblance, as it lacks an exterior portico and is covered by a
conical roof rather than a cupola. In the field of architecture, to say nothing

of the variations on the theme of the circular or octagonal temple available

in Filarere, it is significant thar, in his book on Bramante, Arnaldo Bruschi
saw fir to discuss Federico da Monrefeltro’s intention to erect a mausoleum

in the part of his palace in Urbino known as the Cortile del Pasqualino:

12 Maric Salmi, Pigre della Francesca ¢ if palazzo dwiale di Urbino, Florence, 1945, p. 63. Cf.
Parronchi, "Due note . . " op. cit.
13, Parronchi, “La prima rappresentazione . . .," op, cir., p. 39.

Suspended Representation 246




53 The Cittd ideale, central portion: the rotunda.

Photo: Martino Qberto.

Bruschi perceives an echo of this project, which would have been developed
rather late in the evolution of the plass, in one of the Bramantesque panels
of the story of San Bernardino in Perugia, the Miracle of the Man Wounded by
a Shovel, in which we see beyond a cubical courtyard a circular temple with
columns and cupola, which thus constitutes an important antecedent for the
Tempietto irself. ¥ Here again, it must be conceded that represented architec-
ture preceded buile architecture, uniess such depictions are so much earlier

in date as to render the question of precedence meaningiess.

14. Bruschi, op. cit., p. 29. It should be noted chat ar Fossombrone, very close to Usbino, the
Corte alta which served as a residence for Federico and Guidobaldo da Moncefeltro, which che
sources indicate was left incomplete ar the duke's death, features a small cireular temple with
cupola and oval lantern, which is doubtless later in date but whose presence here is significant,
although the guide published on the occasion of the fifticth anniversary of Federica's death makes
no mention of it (Iinerari rovereschi nel ducato di Urbing, Urbing, 1981, pp. 45ff.).
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54 Miracle of the Man
Wounded by a Shovel,
from the “Miracles of
Saint Bernarding,” Peru-
gia, National Gallery of
Umbria, Photo: Alinari-
Giraudon,

At the end of the fifreenth century, the motif of the centrally

planned temple could only be considered in light of the contemporary proj-
ects for Saint Peter’s in Rome: Perugine's The Consignment of the Keys to Saint
Peter in the Sistene Chapel, painced in 1482, is set before an octagonal
temple framed by rwo Roman triumphal arches which evokes (rather dis-
tantly) traditional depictions of the Temple of the Rock in Jerusalem, which
was consistently confused in medieval descriptions with the Temple of Solo-
mon. An analogous building, though of smaller proportions, is visible in an

anonymous Florentine woodcut from the end of the fifteenth century, ilhus-
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55 Episode from the Gesta Romanum, woodcut,
ca. |460--80. Florence, Uffizi, Department of
Drawings. Photo: Museym.
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56  Buckle of Saint
Césaire, Guardians at the
Tomb, Provence, before
543. Aries, Church of
Nétre-Dame-la-Major.
Photo: Giraudon.

57 Bonmanno Pisano,
Presentation in the Tem-
ple, panel from the
branze doors of Pisa
Cathedral, | 180, Photo:
Fotocelere.
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58 Pietro Cavallini, Presentation in the Temple,

mosaic in the choir of Santa Maria in Trastevere,
Rome, iate thirteenth century. Photo: Richter.

trating an episode from the Gerte romanoram:" flanked by two small build-
ings placed further forward, the temple is not without similarity to those in
' Peruging’s Consigmment and Raphael's Marriage of the Virgin, Two features

strike you as worth noting: first, the recurrence of the motif of a centrally

planned temple or building in the context of certain episodes from sacred
history—the marriage of the Viggin, the presentation in the temple, the

guarding of the tomb, etc.; and second, the pronounced symmetry that

distribution, when the building doesn't occupy the center of a piazza whose

|

i

f! characterizes compositions of this kind, in their architecture or their figure
|

! bordering facades recede or either side of the scene, as in the famous pre-
|

1

della panel of The Presentation in the Temple by Gentile da Fabriano, '

15, Florence, Uffizi, Deparement of Drawings, Inv. 125 stsc. Cf A, Hind, Early Htalian Engras-
ings, London, 1938, vol. 1, p. 46, where this print is dated 1460-80.

16, Paris, Musée du Louvre, The rotunda of the sepuleher appears on 2 Roman ivory from the
early fifth century (Munich, Bayerische National Museum) and, in 2 less saphisticated form, but one
in which two flanking arcades create an emphatically symmetrical effect, on the buckie of the helr
of Saint Césaire preserved in Arles (Provence, before 543). It recurs in several Carolingian ivories,
The building in the presentation in the tempie is visible (among muny examples) in the bronze
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59 Gentile da Fabriano, Presentation in the Tem-

ple, predelta panel from the Adoration of the Magi
alearpiece, Florence, (423, Paris, Louvre. Photo:
Lauros-Giraudon,

which is precisely contemporary with Brunelleschi's experiments. But it is
in the frescos of late antiquity, as in proposed reconstrucrions of ancient
scenography, that the motif takes the form of a “view” framed by two rows
of columns. And as to circular remples with conical roofs featuring colossal
orders of columns, the Temple of Vesta in Rome offered a model closer to
that in the Citta ideale than Bramante's Tempietto; a second-century relief in
the Uffizi bears a particularly interesting image of it in which the walls
between the columns are reticulated in a way not dissimilar from what we

see in the Urbino temple.

*

A model does nor ascertain a fact bue rather aims at an effect, in the sense
in which André Chastel could say that che so-called Urbino perspectives

were intended to valorize the space of the city, If, like Krautheimer, one

doors of the cachedral in Pisa [1180]: here again it oocurs in a symmetrical composition of a kind of
which the Sagolacheni plague (Squchern Georgia, 10th—1ith centuries) in che Thilisi Muscum offers
a particularly interesting example fror 2 semiological point of view; the building is metonymically
reduced o a simple baldachino placed above the ceneral group, which is flanked on eirher side by
atrendants (cf. Aw Pays de fa Toison dur. Avt ancien de Géorgie sovidtigne, Paris, 1982, car. no. 60, ill.
p. 136).
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views the Urbino and Baltimore panels as the fisst representations of the
“comic” and "tragic” scenes of the Renaissance, the problem in question is
only displaced slightly.” Here again, you point out that the interpretation
is predicated on a confusion of meaning with reference. And you find it
amusing (as did Krautheimer) that, basing his argument on ancient and
modern tragedies, Serlio maintained that uncommon loves and adventures,
and cruel, violent deaths, could only take place in the houses of the grear,
of dukes, princes, or especially the king:' thus the apparatus of the tragic
scene should feature exclusively buildings connoted as “noble” (i corals
apparati non 5t savi edificio che non habbia del nebile), even when there were
only canvas facades, with the action taking place not within the buildings
but in the space between them. An injunction that the Baltimore panel

effectively seems to anticipate, even as it conforms to Vitruvius's stipularion

that the tragic scene should be decorated—as we've seen—with columns,
pediments, statues, and other “royal” accessories (you note, however, thar

Vitruvius’s text describes the scene only by citing these signs, and in no

way implies that it must be cast as a piazza or a streer). In its overall

organization, this panel also conforms to Serlio’s recommendation that the

scenographer choose objects that appear to “turn well” under the spectator’s

gaze, or that of the regardants (“lookers” or “observers”) in Jean Martin's
literal translation;™ in particular he should take care to place small build-
ings in fronc of larger ones, and carefully place all those elements—chim-
neys and bell towers, but also the buildings farthest from the eye—it0 be
simply cut from wooden panels or painted on hanging canvas in such a way

that their edges do not show.2¢

17. In a postscript 1o his study, appended when it was published in 2 collection, Krautheimer was
careful to emphasize that he considered the panels in question to be reflections racher than sepresenta-
tioms of the comic and rragic scenes as conceived in the Renaissance, which clarification only results
in the question of their referent being posed with even greater clarity. (Stwdies . . ., op. cit.,

p. 359

i 18, "Li casamenti d'essa vogliono essere di grandi personnagic per cio che gli accidenti amorosi: ¢
casi inopinati, morte vilenti e crudeli (perquanto si lege nelle tragedie antiche et anco nelic mod-
erne) sone sempre intervenute dentro le case de signori, ducchi o gran principi, imo di Ré.” Serlio,
op. cit., fol. 68 recro; English facs, ed., fol. 25 verso.

19. “Er sempre si di fare elettione di queile cose che tornano meglio a riguardanti, nen havendo
rispeteo & meteere un edificio piccolo davanti ad unc grande.” Ihid.

20. "Tutre le superficie sopra li tetei come saria camini, campanili, et cose simili, s¢ faranno sopra
una tavola sottile, taghiaci intorno, ben lineati ¢ coloriti . . <y poi si merterano alli svoi luochi, ma
siano talmente disposti, et lontani che i spettacori not li possino vedere per fianco.” Ibid.
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There is nothing in this panel that doesn’t find an echo in Serlio's

text, including the human figures——which may or may not have been added

later. He observes of the tragic scene—and you are surprised that Krauthei-
mer took no note of this—that some had proposed painting living figures in
it, such as a woman on a balcony or in a doorway; but he counsels against
this, because figures deprived of movement cannot “represent the living."?)
On the other hand, one would do well to fit out such a scene with feigned
statues and reliefs made of wood or paper, and with fables and stories
painted on canvas partitions, which could laser be placed wherever appropri-
ate (¢ poi i metterano alle suoi Iwocki). This could be said to apply, in the
Baltimore panel, to the gilt bronze statues mounted on the founcain and
surmounting the columns framing it, and to the reliefs decorating the
triumphal arch: sculprure, through the painting which pictures it, being
thus alloted the task of representing movement and “the living,” by strictly
static means, in contrast with the theater, where machines MOVINg across
the stage (Serlio notes this in relation to the satyric scene, citing perfor-
mances mounted by Genga for the Duke of Urbino) can create the illusion
of life,?

Krautheimer admitted it before anyone else: the “Vitruvian” inces-
pretation of the Baltimore panel cannot be regarded as established. Though
it may be well founded, it has yer to be verified. And the similar argument
advanced concerning the Urbino panel has not found many takers. You note
that there's consensus about the brio of the analysis, that it sticks in the
memory, but also that it has no ardent enrhusiasts and has not been sub-
jected to serious scrutiny. In your view the only person to have attempted
this, André Chastel, failed to address the main point, focusing less on the
details of Krautheimer's text than on che consequences that others—begin-
ning with Francastel-—have derived from a hypothesis that, according to

him, can be summed up in two lines, The work remains ahead of us: if it

hasn't yet been done, this is because it necessarity entails challenging the
privileged status of the representational function in painting. And another

difficaley as well, which gives every appearance of being a paradox.

21, “In queste scene benche alcuni fanno dipinte qualche personagi che rappresentano il viva,

come saria una femina ad un balcone, o dentro una porta, etiamdo quaiche animale: queste cose non

consiglio che si faccino, perche non hanno il moto, e pure rappresentane i vivo.” Ibid. i
22, Ibid., fol. 70 recto; English facs. ed., fol. 26 recto. |
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If Krautheimer had essentially restricted his argument to the Balti-

more panel, the scenographic interpretation would have been difficulr to
refute. You have proceeded, like many others, to the manifest parallels
between this panel’s iconography and Castiglione’s description of the perfor-
mance of Bibiena's Calandria. To be sure, this play was a comedy; nonethe-
less, the scenery featured an octagonal temple and a triumphal arch '
decarated with reliefs not unkike those on the arch in Baltimore (in one case
mounted engagements, and in the other, according to Castiglione, a man on
horseback spearing a nude man with his lance?®). If we then compare, with
no ulterior mative, the Urhino panel with the one in Baltimore, the same
impression persists, by metonymy, of a theater set devoid, this time, of all
human presence, but one that doesn't give the impression, at least initially,
of having any specific character. Now this is precisely the way the hypothe-
sis has functioned in practice, being either rejected, placed between paren-
theses (Klein: “Whatever one makes of this hypothesis, it cannot be used to
date the appearance of theater scenery differentiated by genre”®), or taken
t0 such an extreme as to see in the panels models for scenery intended for
specific performances (in French, représentations): which, within the represen-
tationalist framework, is the reference to be preferred above all others, as
there is never a representation, according to a remark made by Peirce that |
like to cite out of conrext, that is not of another representation.

But Krautheimer's argument presupposes that a term-for-term

opposition can be set up between the Urbino and Baltimore panels. And it

is on this opposition, this systematic positing of series, that its prestige

rests—a prestige whose basis is epistemological. Krautheimer holds that the

character of the “scene” represented on the Utbino panel is much less sol-
emn and “antique” than that in Baltimore. This is not only a matter of its
not featuring comparabie archacological material, lacking an amphitheater, a
triumphat arch, columns surmounted by statues, and a monumental foun-
tain. The two wells symmetrically disposed in the foreground, in front of
the two corner palaces, are broken down into simple, regular volumes on
Loctagonal bases, as in the example Serlio took from Piero to explain the

method for constructing bodies in elevation on the basis of ground plans

23, Castiglione, cited letter,
24. Klein, La Farme o Pintelligible, op. cic., p. 299.
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60 Method for con-
structing wells in eleva-
tion. Piero della
Francesca, De prospectiva
pingendi, fig. XXXVIIL.

(1 corpi levari dal pianc®). As for the polychrome pavement, if it too seems
simpler in design than that in Baltimore, it is far from clear that, as
Krautheimer maintains, it presupposes any less skill in rendering figures of
plane geomertry in perspective, Here again the repertory of forms corre-
sponds to those in Serlio’s Trartato di perspettiva, guante alfe superficie, but
were already used by Piero: losenges or actagons inscribed within squares,
eventually divided into quarrers, with borders in the form of bands or
strips, etc. You point out that in the Urbino panel the marble paverpent
stops at the fevel of the second space which opens up in the background, in
front of the basilica, and whose ground is of indeterminate color (brick?
terra corta?)——rthe important point being that the perspective checkerboard
Is interrupted to reveal what is beweath it. The same opposition occurs in
Piero's Flagellation, with the difference that in the Citta ideale the marble
mosaic—ar as some would say, the marquetry—occupies most of the surface

of the painting corresponding to the ground of the scene. This is not quite

25, “Ma vorra 'Architetta esempio gratia dimostrare in perspettiva una forma OTCORONA Come saria
un pozzo.” Serlio, op. cit., fol. 35 verso; English facs. ed., fol. 6 verso; ¢f. Piero della Francesca,
De prospective pingends, book |, xiv.
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the case in the Baltimore panel, where only the low foreground area is
decorated in this way, with the upper level over which are distribuced che
monuments and palaces, extending beyond the triumphal arch to the wall of

the city, apparently lacking any such pavement,

But the crucial element of Krautheimer's argument concerns the
depicted architecture. And it cannot be refuted by alleging that the pres-
ence of similar buildings in both panels destroys the opposition he sers up
berween them.?¢ “I'o consider only the corner palaces, Kimball's lesson has
lost none of its pertinence: the elevations of the Baltimore palaces, which
seem to answer, in the doubling of their columns and pilasters, that of the
triumnphal arch in the center of the composition, derive from a much more
“advanced” model than those of the Urbino palaces. Without taking into
account that in the supposed “comic scene” the rwo palaces on the left
feature, in one case, a broad loggia running the entire circuit of the top
fioor and, in the other, a balcony on axis with the central door: Is the
presence of these features sufficient justification for invoking Vitruvius's text
recommending that the comic scene include imitations of private homes
with conventional balconies, overhangs, and windows??” Rather than to
these palaces, Serlio's call for handling the small houses in the comic scene
like those of private persons such as citizens, lawyers, merchants, hangers-
on, and so forth® seems more applicable to the ordinary buildings distrib-
uted around the periphery of the piazza, though these lack the projecting
elements envisioned by Serlio, save for the setback of the line of facades on
the edge of a second space, in the right background, as well as the shifes in
scale and height he held to be characteristic of the comic scene in which, by
contrast with the tragic norm, buildings in the foreground should be lower
than those behind them, creating a calculated impression of disorder.? As

for those other buildings which Serlio regarded as integral to the comic

26, Chastel, "*Vues urbaines’ peintes er thédtre,” op. cit., p. 498.

: 27, Vituvius, loc. cir.

€ 28. I casamenti delle guale voghono essere di personnagi privati, come saria di citadini, avocati,
mercanti, parasiti, ed altre personne.” Serlio, op. cit., fol. 67 recto; English facs. ed., fol. 25 recte.
| ' 29. “E sopra tucte le altre cose si de fare elettione delle case piu piccole ¢ metterle davaati: accic
che sopra esse si scuoprano altri edifici . . . onde per tal'superiorita della casa piu adietro, viene a
rappresentar grandezza, ¢ riempisse meglio la parte della scena, che non farebbe diminuendo se le
summita delle case diminuissero 'una dopo 1'altra.” Ibid., fol. 67 verse; English facs. ed., fol. 25
recto.
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scene, namely the ravern and the house of the Exfiana the procuress or, in

Jean Marcin's translation, the maguerelle, they are nowhere to be seen.

{It’s true thar in the Baltimore panel the examples of more modest,
rustic architecture, while numerous, can barely be deciphered berween the
“noble” structures and archaeological monuments. But the proximity of the
city wall, visible beyond the triumphal arch, cannot but confer on this
entire portion of the scene—as Krautheimer said of the ser for Calandria—
connotions much less exalred than those called for by a definirion of the
“tragic” in terms of the social hierarchy, and Krautheimer's designation of

the entry tower as a regia or castle cannot alter this, %)
¥

There remains the circular structure occupying the center of the Urbino
composition, in the place taken by the triumphal arch in Baltimore, and
which has already attracted our ateention. If the comic scene is to include,
in addition to the house of the ruflans and a tavern, a tempis, it’s difficult to
see how this one might satisfy the stipulation that it be in a “modern”

style, which is to say a Gothic one, rather than an antique idiom. Which
occasions, here again, an astonishing sleight of hand on the part of Krauth-
eimer, who maintains that this centrally planned monument is not a sacred
building but the product of a fusion of the enclosed circular hall and the
theles with conical roof which occupied its center in the empirial period, and
which reappeared, as we've seen, in ancient stage scenery: in other words, a
macellum, which scholars of the time thought to have been the essential
element of the ancient market.?' You see this designarion, which is at the
very Jeast audacious, and that of the regéiz already mentioned as remarkable
art historical examples of the linguistic abuse to which, according to the
philosopher of language J. L. Austin, the illusion thar a statement’s func-
tion is essentially descriptive lends itself.?? An abuse rhat also reflects back
on the descriprion itself. If it’s true that describing an image requires one to
list its elements, to name them, then the representationalist hypothesis can

lead to absurdities: in order for his description to agree with the macellum

30.  Kraucheimer, “The Tragic and the Comic Scene . . .," op, cit., P. 333; Seudies . . ., p. 349.
31, Ibid., pp. 334-38. .
32, Cf. Recanaci, Lo Transparence et 'énonciation, loc. cit.
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identificarion, Krautheimer went so far as to maintain, contrary to the evi-
dence, that the entire perimeter of the building in question was open, that
the columns of its first floor were separated by low lattice-work stalls in opwus
reticulatum. >

What can we retain of Krautheimer's thesis if this building cannot
be a macellun, as has become clear with the recent cleaning? Is the fact that
the differences berween the Baltimore and Urbino panels don't readily lend
themselves to the establishment of simple, unequivocal oppositions, of the
kind calted for by the Vitruvian characterization of two kinds of scenes, the
tragic and the comic, the noble and the “ignoble,” sufficient to completely
discredit the idea of a relation, in this case a specific one, with the theater,
and to simultaneously undermine the attempt to compare the paintings
term by term? This question only makes sense to you insofar as it leads to 2
questioning of the privileged status granted the iconographic and referential
level in the analysis of paintings. This is not the place to discuss the prob-
lems posed by the distinction between the two levels of signification of the
work of art introduced by Panofsky, namely a primary level posited as “nat-
ural” and “pre-iconographic,” one that lends itself to spontaneous apprehen-
sion, being founded, as Roland Barthes said, upon “anthropological
awareness,” and a secondary or “conventional” level calling upon acquired
knowledge that is explicitly erudite. Bue this distinction is exemplified in
the case before us, which shouldn't surprise us in light of Krautheimer's
tendency as an historian to pay close attention to the iconographic aspect of
architecture, and given that he set out, with regard to the “Utbino perspec-
tives,” only to clarify their meaning, what they “represent.” If it’s true that
the depictions in a painting exist only declaratively, then it is one thing,
operated on one level, to note the presence in the center of the composition
of a circular building with a double order of columns and conical roof, and
quite another to designate this as a temple or—better yer—a macellun.

For Krautheimer, the difference between the two scenic types, the
tragic and the comic, is first of all a matter of vocabulary: the question of
the meaning of these panels is essentially reduced to that of the significance

to be assigned the objects represented in them, their context having been

33, Krautheimer, op. cit., pp. 334-35; Studies . . ., p. 350.
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taken into consideration. Where perspective is concerned, all he feels he
must do is note that the characterization of the tragic scene implies that the
buildings included ia it be symmetrically disposed and regulasly aligned,
and that those in the comic scene be distributed irregularly and asymmetri-
cally. A single “form” can thus serve to express different “contents.” And
the spectator, the “observer,” must be capablie of grasping the operation: the
identification of any morif implies, in every instance, an act of recognition
whose more or less automatic characrer s jtself a function of the evidence
relative to the representational means deployed. In the case of paintings
whose most “natural” features, to our eyes at least, however they may in
fact embody restrictions placed on vision, derive from perspective construc-
tion, the problem of how the painting might allow itself to be described
and given discursive form remains to be addressed,

And what, exactly, is describing, if the element of illusion upon
which every description is predicated can lead to blindness, in Krauthei-
met's case quite patent and, far from limited to the regia and che macellum,
extending over the entirety of the composition: for there can be no doubr
but that the arrangement of the Cira ideale does not feature, in its perspec-
tive regimen, any of the tuptures and level shifts that Serlio held to be
characteristic of the comic scene, save for the effects of transparency created
by the porticos and the loggia visible in the palaces in the foreground. But
there is equal blindness among those who dismiss his interpretation on che
basis of strictly tconographic considerations, as in the argument that the
macellum identification could not be retained because the building in ques-
tion was surmounted by a cross: this emblem could very well indicate a
change of affectation, and there are many examples of pagan structures
transformed into Christian ones, beginning wich the baptistry in Florence,
which cradition holds was once a temple of Mars. And in light of this
argument, what are we to make of the “basilica” partly visible in the back-
ground, which bears not the smallest indication of its being a Christian

edifice?

You also sce as symptomatic the fact that some can maintain chac the jcon-
ography of the Baltimore panel is more legible than that of the panels in
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Urbino and Betlin.* This is partly because in our culture amphicheaters and
triumphal arches are more readily idencifiable than the circular strucrure in
Urbino or the fortresslike structure visibie against the warery horizon in
Berlin. But above all it is because the Baltimore panel contains figures,
whether decorative elements, such as statues and relief, or acrual figures

scattered throughout, that seem to have been included only @ figuration: in

other words, to imply by their very presence an historical or allegorical
dimension. Iconography abhors a vacuum, jusr as it abhors any kind of
painting that seems to exploit the resources of representation for the

sole purpose, where the painting is concerned, of baffling the rewding

metaphor.

- : That paintings cannot be related verbally, this—as you pointed out

by way of introduction—is considered scandalous in the context of a culture

as massively informed by the philological model as ours. To such an extent
that they're first subjected to being “read” in accordance with appropriate
figures, the most privileged being that of narrarive.? It’s with good reason
that semiclogy is today asking under what conditions a discourse wbost
painting might be possible: for, taking up whese iconography leaves off, the
fatter being incapable of dealing with anything in a painting thar can't be
named or articulated in accordance with the linear dimension of the syn-
tagm, the only alternative option ir sees is that of assimilating paintings to i
texts, and simultaneously to a system of reading. To describe, in this sense, I
is always already to narrate, insofar as all description—even the geometers ':
admitted this—refets to an action: to describe a curve is to trace it, if only
in the imagination, just as describing a painting amounts to clearing a
path, laying out a route through it for discourse {when it's not a question,
as in Diderot, of remaking it in the mind).

The reading metaphor presupposes that a painting allows itself to

be defined, at least initially, as a “path for the gaze."* But it has meaning

34.  Saalman, op. cit., p. 380,

35, Cf. Jean-Louis Schefer, Scfuagraphie d'un tablean, Paris, 1969, and Louis Marin, “Elements pour
une' sémiologic picturale,” Ftudes sémiclogiues, Paris, 1971, pp. 17-43; English trans., “Towards a
Theory of Reading in the Visval Arts,” in Calligram: Essays in New Art History from France, ed. by
Norman Bryson, Cambridge, 1988, pp. 63~90. Cf. also the critique of the Marin atticle by J. -L.
Schefer, Semiotica, vol. 4, no. 2 (1971}, pp. 17193,

36.  Marin, article in Ewdes sémiologiqwes, 0p. cit., p. 19; English trans. in Cafligram, op. cit.,.

p. 66,
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only within the framework which is that of discourse pretending to take the
measure of painting and “paint” it in turn, with the means proper to it.
Which implies, again, that a painting can have meaning only insofar as it
presents itself as a "bound and fettered” totality,?” and to the extent that the
paths in question can be translated into language. (Diderot: “The paintings
I describe are not always good paintings; those I don’t describe are sure to
be bad.”*) It is far from clcar that we've escaped this circle today, or that
there’s any way to escape it other than by rejecting the notion, in the end 2
strictly empirical one, of the path (parcours) and with it the reading meta-
phor: a metaphor that has been productive, within certain limits but that is
nonetheless misleading when the purported “text” of the painting is not
construed a priori as a proxy for the person behind it, and when, if there
must be a reading, this is understood to be something other than an
analogon.®

That prompts the following question: Could there be a form of
analysis whose aim was not to caprure painting in the net of discourse burt
rather to allow oneself to be educated by it, even ar the risk of undermining
the linguistic model? A form of analysis that would be based not so much
on the collation of iconic signs as of those features in paintings that resist
being named and in which can be recognized the indexes of work which,
leaving the iconic to one side, cannot be reduced to the order of the sign?4°
A form of analysis that would not be linked to any path, narrative or other,
but on the contrary would reject on principle the notion of the inventory,
and chat would be capable in turn of making pictures {faire tableaul)? Without
taking into account that the very notion of the path of reading is highly
ambiguous, given that—as Walter Benjamin observed after Gotthold Less-
ing, though in his case in relation to Chinese painting—it can be under-
stood in two ways: either the description is held to advance along the lines
of a promenade offering successive partial glimpses of the surrounding land-

scape, or it takes its place within a view from above, the pathway being

37. Ibid., p. 23; English trans., p. 70.

38. Didcrot, Salon de 1767.

39. Marin, article in Etudes sémiologiques. op. cit., pp. 22-23; English trans. in Calligram.

op. cit., p. 70; and the critique of this article by J. -L. Scheter.

40. Cf. Meyer Shapiro, “On Some Problems in the Semiotics of Visual Art: Field and Vehicle in
Image-Signs,” Semiotica, vol. 1, no. 3 (1969), pp. 223-42; reprinted in Semriotics: An Introductory
Anthology. ed. by Robert Innis, Bloomington, 1985, pp. 206-25.
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inscribed within the encompassing geography.*' A form of analysis, finally,
equipped to deal not so much with the question of representation as with
that of painting’s operation.

For in the end the problem comes down to this: Is it possible to
escapc the descriptive illusion in any way other than by denouncing the
representationalist hypothesis from which it proceeds, whilc rctaining the
rights to an analysis that’s not @bout painting but rather proceeds with it,
but that doesn’t necessitate our allowing ourselves to be spoken by it, like
that “experiment with the past” which, according to Walter Benjamin, is
history?#? Or to put it another way: an analysis aimed less at helping us to
understand than at helping us to see, and which would strive for a renewed
intimacy with the work chat is painting’s own province? For representing is
not the only function of painting: it aims at many different kinds of effects,
in some of which theoretical aspects compete with poetic ones, so they're
arguably closer to the realm of the ideal than to the field of affect. Such
that for any discipline committing itself to a pictorial pragmatics, there
would be no way to gain access to the conditions under which painting can
be carried out other than to seize them in the very moment—as you said a
moment ago—of their operation, of their effectuation: the English word
painting indicating, as a progressive form of the verb, the essentially perfor-
mative nature of a practice that has no existence, in contradiction to lan-
guage, save in the act, the exercise.

Such an attempt would presuppose that language had uses other
than purely descriptive ones. By way of broaching a response to the ques-
tion implicitly posed by Benveniste about the specificity not so much of
painting, considered as a semiotic system, as of the meaning it produces,
and better yet of its characteristic mode of signification,*® I here posit that
there’s a mode of meaning proper to painting that can only be brought to
light by a linguistic operation that is not declarative but rather demonstra-

tive in character. If perspective has any demonstrative value in relation to

41. Walcer Benjamin, Einbabnstrasse. Frankfurt, 1955, pp. 16-17; French trans., Sens unigue.
preceded by Fnfance berlinoise, Paris, 1970, pp. 156-157.

42. ldem., “Joseph Fuchs, collectionneur et historien,” French trans. of 1937 article published in
Macula. no. 3/4, p. 42. ‘

43. Emile Benveniste, "Sémiologie de la langue,” Problémes de linguistique générale. op. cit.. vol. 2,
p. 57; English trans. of this article by Genette Ashby and Adelaide Russio, “The Semiology of
Language,” in Semiotics. op. cit., 1985, this ref. p. 238.
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painting, this is to the extent that it furnishes the means and the occasion
for such an operation: discourse’s first brief being not to interpret painting,
to deliver up its meaning, but to work along with it as it does, in geome-
try, with geometric figures. It being understood that it's one thing for a
geometer to do geometry—as Poincaré would put it—with a piece of chalk,
and quite another for discourse to measure itself against painting, thereby
becoming vulnerable to being taken in by it: while geometry in its analytic
mode has only, in the end, to dispense with figures, the pertinence of analy-
sis where painting is concerned is determined in relation to its holding true
that the discourse taking it for its object has no meaning, in each moment,
save insofar as it derives its reason for being from the painting, and from it

alone, and allows itself to be worked by it as much as it works it.

If there’s any work of idealization in question here, that of which the
“Urbino perspectives” strike you as typical examples doesn't necessarily have
any connection with that of utopia, and they have even less to do with that
of anticipation. To see these panels as models for a town or a stage setting
is to effectively construe them as representations. even though the chings to
which they refer are presenced as no more than possibilities. Unless one
maincains that the utopia, or the modcl, belongs to the order of neither the
concept nor the image, and these allow themselves to be comprehended, as
Louis Marin has shown, in their capacity as figures or schemas of the imagi-
nation, in the Kantian sense of these terms: which is to say in the moment
of the figure's reflecting on itself, of a “reference without referent,” the sole
aim of the fiction’s operation being to clear a space in which the concept
will be able to articulate itself in terms that are tangible, accessible to
intuition, and to constitute and delineate, in the form of an absence or lack
(note emphasis), the site of its emergence.¥

Paradoxically Krautheimer’s interpretation is apposite here, in that
it maintains that the place the “Urbino perspectives” aim to constitute and
delineate is not so much that of a utopia as that of a model of “representa-
tion,” in the sense of a theatrical performance. For this interpretation out-

lines prescisely the form of an absence, in this instance chac of the

44. Marin, Utopiques . . ., op. cit., pp. 40—-41; English trans., p. 22.
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performance to take place in this setting, but that remains as though sus-
pended such that one can’t decide, as you noted above, whether it has just
concluded or has not yet begun, creating a feeling of anticipation blended
with ambiguous imminence. You think of those photographs by Eugéne
Atget which Walter Benjamin compared to the “scene of a crime.” As they
display only a scene, with the emptiness of the setting paradoxically rein-
forcing the “theatrical” effect they produce. “In these images the city is
emptied like a lodging that has yet to find new tenants. In such works
surrealist photography prepares the way for the salutary movement leading
to an estrangement between man and the surrounding world. To the politi-
cally informed gaze, it clears a space in which the clarification of details is
given pride of place over all intimist considerations.”%

Even in its comparable determination to clarify details, painting
would have thus pursued, since the quattrocento, a project very similar to
that of the photography of Atget, the surrealists, and a few others (I cannot
resist mentioning, once again, the journalistic photographs, the first of their
kind, taken by Roger Fenton during the Crimean War, in parcicular his
image of a deserted valley filled with cannon balls, the real allegory of a
history in which man no longer has a place, even in the form of cadavers, a
history from which, as a result of that art alleged to be the most objective
of all, he has become estranged). We shouldn’t be surprised by the interest
in our “perspectives” during the 1920s, which thanks to surrealism was not
limited to specialists in art history. Surrealism and Giorgio De Chirico,
whose “metaphysical paintings” Cocteau held to be similar to the Citza
ideale, that grisaille. De Chirico, who “had in common with dreams their
impression of transporting us into indeterminacy, but nonetheless into con-
structed places whose every stylistic detail speaks of sleep,”*¢ and some of
whose perspectives, according to Cocteau, “are not only asleep: they are,
between us, transfixed.”%? For the Citta ideale, between us, has that same
aura of, as Cocteau put it (you noted this at the beginning), a “wary eye™:

wary or transfixed, just like, in that photograph accompanying the story of

45. Benjamin, “A Short History of Photography,” French trans., Poésie et révolution. op. cit.,
pp. 27-28.

46. Cocteau, Essar de critigue indirecte, op. cit., pp. 167—68.

47. Ibid., p. 261.
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Suspended Representation

a convict returned from Rio del’'Oro, “the gaze that gazes at us and that
sees the city.™®

If there is no gaze save gazed at, how can we come to terms with
what's striking about this painting: a painting thart is not, at first, a path
for the gaze but rather a trap for it? You note with delight that readers
committed to the picturesque will have long since closed this book: this is
because, like Cocteau, you wanted to consider only the facts here, and
because, despite your predilection for myths, fables, and novels of all kinds,
you chose to systematically avoid telling stories.*® As for those smitten by
poetry, they're another matter entirely: for them to be tempted to continue
reading, they need only accept that “poetry is precision, as with num-
bers.”3¢ But what of photography? What of the subject, summoned to take
its place in front of the lens (it’s not only in moviemaking that he’s fore-
warned not to squint at the camera: but the photographer can rest assured
that once caughe, fixed, immobilized on paper, the eye of the subject will
not stray)? The lens bebind which there need not be an eye, a computer
would suffice: think of the photographs of distant planets sent back to us by
NASA through space, opening up successive new vistas of che uninhabited
universe. These waves are transfixed, and we along with them. As are you
yourself before these windows, these doors that are open, closed, or some-
thing in between, wondering whether there is or isn’t someone else on the
lookout behind them, and if so, whose indiscretion is the greater: yours,
looking at the city, or the city's, looking at you with all its eyes, wary
though they may be, but arrayed like the keys of a keyboard you don'’t

know how to play, nor from what score.

Remark 1: Whenever you enter the studiolo in Urbino, and that “space in
which the clarification of details is given pride of place over all intimist
considerations” opens up before you, you feel as though you’re committing
an indiscretion. And the discovery, each time, of the figure of the prince

emerging from the wings is not sufficient to banish this malaise, which

48. 1bid., p. 229.
49. 1bid., p. 229.
50. Ibid., p. 16.
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derives from a sense of suspension that's vague, yet strong enough to make

you feel as though you have no business here.

Remark 2: In the Berlin panel there are boats which, given the absence of
any sign of human presence, seem like so many ghost ships. Which leads
you to suspect that there might be, in this theater, protagonists, actors,
extras other than human ones: like the light throwing some details into
prominence while casting others into shadow; or the architecture, the
marine horizon, the clouds, to say nothing of the observer who finds no
point within the painting in which he’s reflected or at which he can anchor

himself.

The representation’s absence from its place delineates, in formal terms, the
figure of a scene. But the construction of this “in perspective” entails certain
consequences, is predicated on certain presuppositions. For perspective, as
conceived by the men of the Renaissance, aimed at nothing less than the
establishment, even before that of a “space” (supposing this notion had
already acquired the meaning we ascribe to it today), of a site where every-
thing would be, to use Serlio’s phrase, inscribed in its place, @ suo Juogo. In
this sense the opposition one might be tempted to posit between two kinds
of perspectivists, those for whom costruzione legittima was indistinguishable,
as Alberti professed, from the production of a scene within which an istoria
could unfold, and those, like Piero, preoccupied with the possibility it
offered of constructing, in planar projection, volumes such as they appear to
the eye, this opposition—as can also be demonstrated using Uccello as an
example—is in the end untenable: in both cases the same representational
principle is at work that precludes us from thinking of bodies apart from
the places they occupy, just as it precludes us from conceptualizing exten-
sion in any way other than as their receptacle or support—a recepracle or
support that is itself inconceivable without resort to a constraction.

And so it goes, a fortiori, for a “void” (the empty scene) the idea of
which painting can only convey negatively, in the form of an absence: the
scene being able to make itself seen, to make itself known, as such, and as

the scene of the representation, only by means of an inversion of the posi-
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tions traditionally assigned to the “container” and the “contained”: the “con-
tainer” (the scene) assuming the figure of the painting’s “contained” (the
subject). Which explains why we’ve been so preoccupied with determining
what the “Urbino perspectives” represent, with discovering their content,
when, as even André Chastel admirs, “they seem not to have any”:*! as
though it were necessary, whatever the cost, to assign them a referent to
put an end to the kind of scandal provoked by placing parentheses around
the representation, around the suspension of same, around its gpacké. But
here we are broaching what is without doubt the most difficult question
raised by these panels, one having to do with the very form of representa-
tion, insofar as the perspective paradigm proposes the most consequent
image of it. For what can it mean to designate the panels that concern us as
“perspectives,” and what’s more as “old perspectives” or “perspectives in the
antique style” (et antico in prospettiva), as do the sixteenth-century invento-
ries? Can perspective in itself constitute the subject of a painting, to the
point of defining a genre, or is it just a predicate, a property, in the sense
in which we speak of a perspective drawing or a vicw in perspective? A
question that appears to be eminently “modern,” because it amounts to
asking whether or not painting can be self-reflective in its operarion, to the
point of taking itself as an object, in its very form. That which our century
has named aébstraction would encourage us to respond affirmarively; but the
problem persists with regard to paintings that cannot be called “abstract”
(conforming to the usual tendency of art historians when dealing with the
“Urbino perspectives”) only on condition that we understand, from the
start, the implications of such a predicate, of such a “property,” in the
context of representation.

In Wittgenstein’s terms, an “image,” a “portrait” (as was current
usage in sixteenth-century French, and this is without doubt the best ren-
dering of the word Bild as used in the Iractatus), can describe, picture,
represent, in the mode of the Abbildung, any reality whose form it has,
for example, spatial or colored form.>? But as for the form of the rep-

resentation, of the a-presentation (dfe Form der Abbildung), the image or

51. Chastel, “*Vues urbaines’ peintes et théatre,” op. cit., 1978, p. SO1.
52. “Das Bild kann jede Wirklichkeir abbilden, deren Form es hat. Das Raumliche Bild alles
Raumliche, das farbige. etc.” Wictgenstein, Tractatus logico-philosophicus, 2.171.
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portrait cannot describe or represent this but only show or display it,>
which is to say—as is the case here—itage i, in the way painting deploys
and makes play with color, displaying it, exhibiting it, but not describing
it, depicting it, or simply imitating it. To be sure, nothing in the Tractatus
authorizes us to draw an analogy between perspective and the logical form
of the Abbildung—nothing, that is, but the fact that Wittgenstein himself
worked ceaselessly to break down this metaphor, cver active, ever recur-
rent.’* If I make such free use of the term (deliberately miscontrued and out
of context), this is because Wittgenstein’s language is perfectly suited to the
question I'm addressing here. Painting in perspective (de prospectiva pingends) is
certainly not the same as painting perspective: a drawing or painting can be i
perspective; but perspective itself, how can this be produced, made prominent, if
not in the form of # perspective—which immediately implies reference of
some kind? The question becomes even more pressing if perspective is held
to be the preeminent paradigm of representation, as well as the configura-
tion through which the latter reflects on itself and reveals its operation. And
this question is not as “modern” as it seems, if it’s crue that classic philoso-
phy never stopped searching for a middle way between two extreme and
antithetical conceptions of the sign: one maintaining that the sign can only
turn back on itself at the cost of becoming vpaque, thereby severing its
connection with the thing it purports to represent; and the other, con-
versely, emphasizing its constitutive transparency and the impossibility of
its reflecring on itself in the process of representation.” To become con-
vinced that reference (necessarily “abstract”) to painting has played a role in
this debate, one has only to read Descartes or Berkeley, the Logic of Port-
Royal or Condillac, and above all Pascal. But can we look to the fact that
the question has lost none of its meaning and relevance today as authorizing
us to construe it in terms that would have been those of painting, one or
two centuries before the constitution of what Foucault designated as the

classical episteme?

53. "Seine Form der Abbildung aber kann das Bild niche abbilden: es weist sie auf.” Ibid.,
2.172.

54. Cf. Gilles-Gaston Granger, "Le Probléme de I'espace logique dans le Tractatus de Witrgen-
stein,” L'Age de la scrence. July—September 1968, pp. 181-95.

55. Recanati, La Traniparence et ['énonciation. op. cit., pp. 20-21.
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With regard to the art of perspective, la sottil arte di perspectiva,
Serlio states, from the start, that it is very difficult to convey in written
form and more susceptible to being taught directly than through doctrine or
drawings.*® But he didn’t dwell on this difficulty (which calls for closer
examinartion): far from spending time philosophizing about and discussing
what perspective might be, and from whence it came, with regard to these
points he was content to refer the reader to Euclid’s Oprics, if not his Carop-
trics>7 which constituted an implicit response to the question concerning the
origin of perspective, though one that was not necessarily self-evident. In
fact Serlio’s primary intention was to satisfy the needs of architects, for he
held perspective to be nothing other than what Vitruvius called scenography:
to wit, a means in the service of representation.’® Perrault recalls, in this
connection, that Aristotle had used the word differently, as designating the
“scenic paintings” allegedly introduced into the theater by Sophocles:*® a
reference that has a certain pertinence here, if we recall that at the dawn of
the sixteenth-century scenic designs seem to have been conceived in terms of
painting racher than architecture, with scenography subsequently coming to
exploit the resources of both, but not without Serlio’s noting, as we've seen,
the difference between two kinds of perspective: one (thar of painters) that
made its appeal to the imagination, and another (that of architects) that,
working with res/ depth and volume, of necessity conformed to rules differ-
ent from those applying in the first kind.%

But the important thing, for the moment, lies elsewhere, in the
fact that perspective, whether the work of a painter or an architect, was
inseparable from architecture. You cite Serlio’s remark that “the perspectiv-

ist will be able to do nothing without architecture, nor the architect with-

56. “Anchora che la sotril arre della perspertiva sia molto difficile a scrivere . . . e massimamente
de i'corpi levati del piano. Ansi e arte meglio se insegna conferando presentialment, che in scritto,
ct in disegno.” Scrlio, I/ seconds libro, fol. 25 recto; English facs. ed., “The Sccond Booke,” opening
statement.

57. “Ne mi stendero in philosophare o disputar che cosa sia perspettiva ne donde sia derivata;
percio che il profondissimo Fuclides ne tratea sotrilmente con la specularione.” 1bid

58. “Ma venando alla pratica et al bisogno de I'architetto, diro bene che perspettiva e quella cosa
che Vitruvio domanda Scenographia, cioe la fronte e li lati di uno edificio, et andro di qualunque
cosa o superficie o corpo.” lbid.

59. Perrault, Vitrure. book V, chapter viii, p. 178, note 1; cf. Aristotle, Poetics, 1449a.

60. Cf. supra. chapter 12, pp. 214-15.
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out perspective.”s! But what does this mean, with regard to perspective, if
not that in no case does the latter constitute an empty form, and that there
can be no perspective—as Sartre said of color—save of something—this some-
thing being above all architecture, from the moment there’s not, and cannot
be, anything but a constructed perspective, and that perspective is, funda-
mentally, an architectonics? From that follows the seeming redundancy, if
not pleonasm, attached, as I've intimated, to thc notion of “architectural
perspective.” Which does not preclude the possibility of perspective’s being
conceptualized as a kind of scenography: quite the contrary, as is confirmed
by the fact that the period’s greatest architects—including Bramante and
Raphael—started out as painters, whereas others, and not insignificant fig-
ures, got their start in the theater—such as Peruzzi and Genga, to whose
scenery for Duke Francesco Maria in Urbino Serlio refers in passing. Not to
mention Serlio himself, whatever his individual status with regard to the
prevailing division of labor: Serlio, who says he began by practicing paint-
ing and perspective, which led him subsequently to the study of
architecture.®

In fact the designation “perspective” in inventories from the Renais-
sance and the classic period denotes, in every case, a “view of architecture”:
the term carrying an important nuance, however, as it seems to imply an
cmphasis on the form of representation that these paintings exploit in such
a way that this monstration takes the form of a demonstration. And yer,
despite their manifestly ostentatious evidence, such “perspectives” always
elicit a suspicion of deception: witness how, in built architecture, the term
“perspective” is often used to designate elements in which trompe 1'oeil
plays a part. The fact that the term was used less as a title proper than as
the indicator of a genre does not resolve the difficulty, which is simulta-
neously theoretical and epistemological, but rather exacerbates it, as can be
seen each time a catalog proposes a description of a painting of this kind.
For either the description is not accompanied by a reproduction and pre-

tends to give us an idea of the painting, or even itself make a painting,

61. “Imo il perspectivo non fara cosa alcuna senza l'architettura, ne l'architetto senza perspettiva.”
Setlio, op. cit., fol. 25 verso; English facs. ed., “The Second Booke," opening statement.

62. “Et io, quale i mi sia, essercitai prima la pittura e la perspettiva, permesso delle quali a gli
studi de Varchitettura mi diedi.” Ibid.

The Reading at an Impasse 271



"Hﬂ H:Ah

3
»

61  The Citta ideale, inscription on the pediment
of the palace to the left. Photo: Martino Oberto.

62 The Cittd idedle, inscription on the pediment
of the palace on the right. Photo: Martino Oberto.

through an exercise in the genre of ekphrasis; or it uses the reproduction to
suggest that paintings exist only to be described. In the one case as in the
other, the hypothesis, with regard to paintings constructed “in perspective,”
that the latter has a privileged relation to description, perhaps constituting
its most fundamental ground, is reinforced by the fact that the set of dis-
crete elements included in the description are organized as a progression
commencing on the ground, checkered or not, which is the foundation of
the representation, thence proceeding from bottom to top and from fore-

ground to background:®* the synchronic configuration of which perspective

63. Cf., for example, G. Bernini’s description of the Citta ideale in the catalog published on the

occasion of the cleaning of the painting, cited cat., p. 6.

is an example functioning, simultaneously, as a model for the successive
articulation of the components of the image in the three dimensions of

projective space.

There remains a problem that you've already mentioned once or twice: that
of the inscriptions on tablets within the two small pediments atop the fore-
ground palaces in the Urbino panel (three lines in length on the right, and
four lines on the left). These inscriptions, which include not only Latin
letters but also characters that seem to be in Greek or Cyrillic, have long
interested scholars. But the history of the attempts to decipher them is
itself revealing of the interests prevailing in the history of art, and of the
priority accorded questions of attribution and dating by it.

The first to describe these inscriptions, Passavant, was able to deci-
pher only the four letter sequence M G—F G, which he thought might be
the initials of a certain Maestro Giapo Cebdroli da Gubbio, of whom noth-
ing is known save that he was a ceramist.®* At the turn of the present
century, when the idea of atcributing this panel to Luciano Laurana was
beginning to gain ground, scholars pointed to a passage in the Descrizione
del Palazzo Ducale in Urbino by Bernardino Baldi, published in 1587, where
it was stated that “Luciano Laurana had a perfect mastery of drawing and
painted in a most accomplished way, as can be seen in certain small panels
on which are delineated, in conformity wich the rules of perspective, and
colored some scenes which are without doubt from his hand, given that his
name is inscribed on them, as are other things, in Slavic language and
characters.”® Budinich profited from a 1901 cleaning to make a close study
of these inscriptions, particularly the one on the left, in which he thought
he could make out two sets of characters, one indicating a date (147—), and

another corresponding to the birthplace of Laurana, URANNA. . Dis-

64.  Passavant, Rafael/ . . ., op. cit., vol. 1, p. 442; French trans. vol. 3, pp. 380-82.

65. “Che Luciano Laurana avesse buonissimo disegno e acconciamence dipingesse si vede in cerce

tavolerte nelle quali son tirate con ragioni di prospertiva e colorite alcune scene, delle quali non si

puo dubitarsi che siano sue essendovi scritto il suo nome, e alcune altre cosé cl' caratteri e linguag-
gio schiavone.” Bernardo Baldi, "Descrizione del palazzo ducale in Urbino,” as cited in Vita e fatti
di Federico di Montefeltre, Bologna, 1826, pp. 264ff.

66. Kimball, “Luciano Laurana and the 'High Renaissance,’” op. cit., pp. 125-29.
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patched to Urbino on behalf of Fiske Kimball, Richard Offner, while sym-
pathetic to the attribution to Laurana, found no evidence to support these
assertions.®” That did not prevent Kimball from arguing that the “slavic”
character of the letters was sufficient to prove the argument based on the
text by Baldi (ignoring the fact that he used the term tavolette, which could
scarcely apply to che cumbersome Urbino panel).

More recent attempts at deciphering have led some to identify in
the inscription on the right, which is the more clearly visible one,
sequences of letters in which Greek and Latin characters are mixed together
with a series of numbers, 1 4 9 ., which suggests a date that Zeri points
out, as if by chance, is more consistent with the style of the depicred
buildings,® and with the now prevailing tendency to date the “Urbino per-
spectives” later than is consistent with an attribution to Laurana. But the
recent cleaning of the Urbino panel, though rendering the inscriptions more
clearly visible, has cut these speculations short, one hopes definitively. For
the conclusion of those in charge of the cleaning, Anna and Martino
Oberto, as well as of those writing in the catalog reporting its results, is
that these inscriptions are examples of simulated writing, which excludes all
possibility of specific names and dates being mentioned in them.® That has
not prevented others from wanting to reopen the question, as if the idea of
such a closure to reading was as unbearable for them as was, for Krauthei-
mer and all those emulating him, contradictions and all, that of an indefi-
nite suspension of representation.

You are tempted to take a hint from the very insistence with which
these inscriptions solicit deciphering, only to repeatedly frustrate the hopes
they’ve raised of putting an end to the debate dividing historians. To assert
that, in effect, these epigraphs function like the @bsence characteristic of the
representation. Like an allegory of the deadlocked reading: but its rez/ alle-
gory, from the moment this figure delivers up its meaning only on condi-
tion, for the “observer,” of playing along with the signifier, of borrowing
the accoutrements of reading only the better to reveal the impasse into

which it has fallen. Inscribed as they are within the configuration of the

67.  Ibid.
68. Zeri, cited cart., p. 145.
69. D. and G. Bernini, cited cat., p. 12.
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painting, the inscriptions also carry, with regard to the perspective con-
struction and the entire apparatus of the scene, a symbolic significance: if
the principle of costruzione legittima aims at painting’s effacing itself before
what it represents like the sign before the signifier, the fact that the reading
is frustrated in this way, and that the process of decipherment has hit the
wall of the signifier, takes on an emblematic value (wal/ being here under-
stood quite literally, as both the partition serving to support the inscrip-
tions and as the one into which the “window” opens which is equivalent to
the painting).

This argument will become clearer if we observe that, whereas in
the Urbino panel the sites of writing are disposed symmetrically, on either
side of the scene, the triumphal arch in the center of the Baltimore panel
features a similar image, in this case the site of an absence: the place tradi-
tionally set aside on such a monument for the epigraph here bears no
inscription indicating its date or purpose. Between the two panels a play of
opposition is set up which only accrues meaning in the context of a configu-
ration, a perspective encompassing them both, which immediately comes to
seem absolutely essential. Admittedly this opposition is somewhat mitigated
by the presence on the left side of the painting of a pediment with a tablet
that might or might not bear an inscription. And it might not seem to
hold up at all, save for one thing: this unique site, established like the
painting’s vanishing point along its central axis, itself seems to solicit, in
the context of comparisons with works that are more or less contemporary, a
kind of decipherment and interpretation different from those used in
attempts to settle questions of dating and attribution. We have only to
think of the Arch of Constantine in Rome, and of its depiction in late
fifteenth century paintings, and in compositions not without similarities to
the “Urbino perspectives.” Like the frescoes by Botticelli (The Punishment of
Corah) and Perugino (The Consignment of the Keys to Saint Peter) facing one
another—here too in accordance with a deliberate play of opposition—on
the walls of the Sistine Chapel. In Botticelli’s fresco the image of the Arch
of Constantine, accurate in every ornamental detail, centrally disposed,
occupies the background, while further forward and to either side of it are a
palace and an open portico, with the “storia” being organized around an
octagonal altar very reminiscent of the two wells in the foreground of the

Urbino panel. As for Perugino’s fresco, there the action unfolds in a large
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| - 63  Botticelli, Punishment of Corah, ca. 1482. 64  Perugino, Consignment of the Keys to Saint
8, Vatican, Sistine Chapel. Photo: Anderson-Giraudon. Peter, 1482. Vatican, Sistine Chapel. Photo: Garen-
E ‘} ger-Giraudon.
o, ) .
o ® piazza with regular squared pavement, with three monuments disposed
1
@ i isible i : in the Baltimore panel): a ‘ - .. ‘
| » along the same line visible in the background (as in panel) Considered in light of these two compositions, which are perfectly
i ; ildi f a type analogous to the one in the . . : -
) domed, centrally planned building, of a typ & legible, the Baltimore panel takes on the character of a manifesto. While its
i . 7271 rgin, fwo triumphal arches of a ver ; y ;
! I Marriage of the Virgin, but here flanked by fwo triump v triumphal arch does not conform to the Roman model (which makes it clear
i i i b 1 like the one in the Baltimore panel. ; ; ; ; ; .
€ diffégent cype. with.donbled tobamng, 1 che b that we're not dealing here with a simple allegory of ancient Rome), it
e i ipti inating the attics emphasize the intrinsic . .. .
- I both cases the: inscriptions dominating P nonetheless occupies a position analogous to that of the Arch of Constantine

meaning of the represented scenes or give us the key to it, in one instance
positing a parallel between the sacerdotal authority of Christ and that of
Moses, and in the other proposing a symbolic demonstration of the superi-

ority of the Christian Church and the primacy of papal authority.”

70. Leopold D. Ectlinger, The Sistine Chapel before Michelangelo: Religions Imagery and Papal Primacy,
Oxford, 1971, pp. 66—70 and 90-93. This portion of the decoration of the Sistine was realized
during the pontificate of Sixtus IV, between 1481 and 1483, which doesn't take us very far from
the “Urbino perspectives,”

in Botticelli’s fresco. But the fact that the place usually set aside for an

inscription articulating the text of the painting in relation to another drawn
from history or allegory has here been left blank is sufficient to demonstrate
that what's at issue is an operation quite different from the textual one, and
that the problem is not so much that of setting out to read these paintings,

as to attempt, first of all, to see them.
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Piero’s demonstration.
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De prospectivae pingendi

Here we must pause for a moment. Not to pardon ourselves, to justify chis
accumulation of seemingly heteroclite traits, but to prevent any misunder-
standing about the meaning of an operation whose premises we have yet to
pass beyond. The ensemble of features already discussed constitutes, in its
particulars as well as its systematic articulation, a first set of proofs justify-
ing—pending verification—the hypothesis that the three “Urbino perspec-
rives” belong to a single transformation group which they suffice to define.
At this stage of the inquiry this is the only thing chat should concern us,
and it will prove fundamental to all subsequent efforts at interprecation, if
such is the appropriate word. But it's important to stress what differentiates
our project from those of our predecessors. Whether it's a question of Kim-
ball or Kraucheimer, or of still others, they ser out to gather stylistic and
iconographic data that would allow them ro situare the panels in relation to
other, more or less well defined corpuses: the ocuvre of this or that specific
artist; the series of monuments, real or pictured, that might be connected
with those represented in them; the ser of perspective exercises produced not
only by painters but by decorators, above all specialists in marquetry; the
set of visual and written documents relfevant to the disposition of the theat-
rical scene, etc. By contrast, our project is oriented in a precisely inverse
way: we intend to demonstrate that the three panels constitnte a system, and
that chis system demands to be considered as such, prior to all other consid-
erations, given both its internal coherence and its ramifications, which apply
well beyond the frontiers of the group itself and affect a field chat canpot be
determined a priori—and which can only be defined in terms of the opera-
vions to which it fends ieself, |

We should also be very clear about the starus and epistemological

limits of the object we will be striving ro construct, largely on a foundation
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of descriptive and logical givens, mericulously avoiding supposed arguments

of a seylistic or empirical bent, which you regard as insignificant in the face
of the strucrural apparatus produced by our analysis. The fact, for example,
that the dimensions of these panels are not identical, and that che one in

Berlin is situated above feigned wooden pancling that appears to suggest a

decorative function, and the questions of possible different “hands,” dares,
and provenances: none of this strikes you as being decisive. For you are far
from pretending that che “Urhino perspectives” were painted by a single
artist (supposing each of them to be the work of 2 single “hand™}, in a
single place, and for a single occasion. Allowing thar they were probably

7 produced within a period not exceeding two or three decades, and in 2

Lo relatively circumscribed geagraphic and culeural milieu within which infor-
mation circulated freely, you affirm simply chae they answer one another,
that they make objectsue rejoinders to one another. Which certainly doesn't
preclude their having been produced in succession (all dialogue unfolds over
time), nor even their having been intended for different destinations, with
their apparent changes of function constituting yet another, equally subele

kind of transformation.

Truth 1o tell, you don't expect our demonstration to convince
many “connoisseurs,” or those art historians who are content with a brand of
reasoning innocent, even on their own terms, of the most efementary gvi—
dentiary requirements, and who have lost all contact wich a half-century’s

worth (and more) of developments in anthropology, linguistics, and even

Chistory. Why precend otherwise? You look forward with relish to the resis-
tance (it’s a given, you've already had a foretaste of it) wich which this
incursion into 2 long-restricted domain will inevitably be mer: you see it as
an indication that the analysis has accained ics goal, that it has touched a
sepsitive point, that of repression. And you derive satisfaction from the
thought thar this would already have been the case in the period of Alberr

and Piero, and in those of Leonardo, Vasari, Abraham Bosse, and
Desargues: all had tike tribes of “contradictors,” of those who rejected, as do

many today, the idea thar are might be linked to theory and provoke

thought, denying that obscure desire for “science” which inhabits jt—a
desire of which perspective is simultaneously the expression and the fruir,
But we must also deal with another objection, one that's better founded: a

&roup such as the one we're attempring to constituce is nor only the prod-
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uct of a history; it is also the legacy of one, and is subject to all the
contingencics this entails. Structural analysis makes no artempt to account
for the material genesis of individual works or those of the ensembles to
which they belong, beyond the hazards of rime. Nonetheless, there's noth-
ing arbitrary abour the structures it uncovers; and if it necessarily borrows
from history, chis is in order to raise questions about it, in the hope that
some individuals, among the most curious and best informed, will pay
attention to them.

Thus we cannot be sure, a priori, that other paintings, other
works, obscure or previously unknown, won't evenrually become part of the
group, though they can only do so on condition that they pur into play all
the requisite features and introduce 2 new transformational twist, correct-
ing, modifying, or rearranging the model: if a painting were to appear, for
example, char sarisfied the laws of the group but included a clearly legible
inscription, the analysis could encompass it. Buc you think the appearance
of such a painting unlikely. And this as a macter of principle (as we've seen,
the very idea of a “reading” runs counter to the group’s identiey} as much as
fact: the few known panels or frescoes thar might be compared to the
“Utbino perspectives” (those already mentioned and some others to be dis-
cussed below) fail to satisfy the stipulated condition; and as for the canone
panel published by Paul Schubring and now in the Kunstgewerbe Museum
in Berlin,! while it might seem to belong to the group, a summary exami-
nation suffices to convince that it lacks the same luxuriant detailing and
adds nothing new to its definition. This is not to say that the group is
necessarily a closed set, nor even that it couldn’t encompass others: on a
strictly epistemological level, its power would, on the contrary, be commen-
surate with its capacity to organize and strucrure the ficld that is its own,
and rto facilitate an analysis, beginning with a more developed description.?
Should we wish to go further and assign the group some kind of historical

existence, we would have to resort to arguments other than scruccural ones.

1. Cf Paul Schubring, Cessone, Truben und Trubenibilder in der Ttalienischer Frithrenaissance. Ein
Beitrag ziiv Profanemalerei in Quailtrocentre, 2d ed.| Leipzig, 1923, and Heinze Lehmana, "Une Vue
de la place Ognissanti & Florence,” Gazette der Beawx-Arts, vol. 15 {April 1936), pp. 244-47.

2. With regard to the panel I've just mentioned, for example, to isolare an interesting wriation:
and in fact the vanishing point is not situated within a door but is obscured by the founcain in the
center, while fe doors, one one either side, open into the wall in the background.
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Which is precisely what | propose we do next, even as we bring the trans-
formational analysis to term and give it some real demonstrative force,
The group we've constructed has only a logical existence, But it’s
impossible to avoid ascribing one of the three panels, that in Urbino, a
privileged position in the circuit of transformations, to such an extent chat
it functions consistently as the painting of reference at the beginning of
these investigations. And this for reasons that are extrinsic as well as intrin-
sic. Histoty records that this panel was the first to artract the arrention of
connoisseurs and scholars, and that in the late nineteenth century it entered
a collection—that of the future National Gallery of the Marches—which
was relatively accessible, and which pr‘ovided it with a context giving it a
particular allure, Not withour marking a few reservations, you've reviewed
the reasons suggesting the Citta ideale was linked to the Urbino milieu, and
even to Duke Federico himself: 'among others, the mention of an “old per-
spective” (wna prospertiva antice ma bella), painted on wood panel of an
oblong format, in several inventories of the ducal collections. Such thar it
seems only natural for chis panel to be exhibited close to the marquetry of

the studiolo, and even Piero’s Flagellation, which is cerrainly much earlier,

though its author lived a sufficiently long time to have dedicated De prospec-
tiva pingendi, his treatise on painter’s perspective, to Federico's son Guido-
baldo, though he'd originally intended it for his father. '

The “historical” arguments implied by the museum context might

very well be misleading. But there can be no doubt about the intrinsic

quality of the painting. Its quality as a construction, in the geometric
sense, and as graphic representation of architecture; but also its more specif-
ically pictorial quality, which can now be properly judged thanks to the
recent cleaning, masterfully carried out by your friends Martino and Anna
Oberto; that of a painting whose strictly symmetrical perspective—which
might be considered relatively archaizing—is combined with a feigned neg-
ligence, a sprezzatura (as Baldassare Castiglione would say) that seems aston-
ishingly modern in the handling of the sky, especially the clouds, reduced
to simple tracings of white against a blue background: they could be by
Poussin, or even, given their tuminism and the close observation they i
reflect, some of the meteorological studies at which nineteenth-cencury

painters so excelled. Considering these slender markings, which appear to

be the product of brushstrokes so effortless “that it scems the hand is com-
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pleting the line intended by the painter by itself, without any effort or
guidanc‘e,“-i one can't help but be tempted to see them as evidence sctring
the Urbino panel apart from the two others (pending the day when the
exhibition of your dreams provides an occasion for direct comparison).

As for the perspective itself, it will appear to be archaizing (e
anticho in prospeitiva: unless, as you've suggested, the adjective refers to the
painter and was intended as praise, or to hinr at a certain reserve) if one
situates the execution of the painting in the yeats around 1500 or later, and
to an even greater extent if one holds to the date of rthe inventories, the
oldest of which are from the late sixteenth century, in which case the above-
mentioned quality of sprezzatura is no longer so remarkable. But the archa-
ism stands—we've tearned from the formalists not to make undo haste to
view this is the indicator of a survival but rather to analyze it a5 process—
even if one opts for an earlier date: in which case the picrured archieecture
takes on an “avant-garde” connotation, without chis entailing any contradic-
tion. To say nothing of the clouds, which are strikingly different from
those-—highly elaborated but utterly conventional-—of Mantegna. “When

the temporal dimension comes into play in a system of symbolic values

- +» it becomes itself a symbol and can be used for stylistic purposes, ™
But the process in question here goes well beyond effects of style. On the
constructive level as well as the iconographic one, the Citta ideale effectively
renews with the prototype inscribed within the mythic departure, if not the
ideal, of Renaissance perspective, which has taken on the force—as I've
said-—of an imago. the small panel painted by Brunelleschi and through the
center of which the latter, according to his biographer, had pierced a hole so
that, applying one’s eye to its back and considering it in a mirror placed at

the proper distance, one could look at this favelertz on which he'd repre-

sented the baptistry of San Giovanni and its environs as seen by an observer
situated inside Florence cathedral, on the axis of its central portal—the

' monument being framed on one or three sides, according to the angle of
vision adopted, by facades of the buildings on the piazza, itself rectangular,

whose center it occupies. Which is to say a sceicely symmetrical composi-

3. Castiglione, op. cit., book 1, scction 28; Lnglish trans., p. 70.
4. Roman Jakobson, “Le Langage commun des linguistes et des anthropologues,” Euais de lin-
gristigue générale, French trans., Paris, 1963, p. 37,
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tion, and one organized around the regular volume of a centrally planned

building, as is the case in the Citzd ideale, if allowances are made for differ-

ences of formar and scale.

You don’t pretend to be the first to have suggested this rapproche-
ment, Kenneth Clarke, who attributed the Urbino panel to Piero della
Francesca, thought the latter must have known Brunelleschi's tavoletta and
“imitated” it as a eribute to Alberti and the conception of the “ideal city” as
developed in his De re gedificatoria, but substituring resolutely “modern”
buildings for Alberti’s old or Gothic structures.® Piero Sanpaolesi posits the
connection again, though withour developing any of its implications, which
is surprising given that he, along with Alessandro Parronchi, has undet-
stood the importance of Brunelleschi's experiments better than anyone.
There's no need to imagine that the anonymous author or authors of the
Citta ideale had vried these-experiments, although it would seem that the
panels used by Brunelleschi in his demonstrations survived long afrer his
death (we saw that Milanesi identified the two paintings mentioned by
Vasari with two paintings on wood mentioned in the inventory of Lorenzo
di Medici): Manetti's description of aboutr 1465 indicated all the basic cle-
ments needed to reconstruct the prototype, at least approximately. A proto-
type lost to view soon after the appearance of this text, at least according to
the myth, but not forgotten, as is indicated by Vasari’s mention a century
larer.® But the lesson seems to have become obscure, for Vasari makes no
mention of the hole piercing the first tawoletta, nor of the cutaway in the
second. Either he chose to pass over the experimental intention in silence,
retaining only the principle of construction o which they both conformed
(perspective con pianta e profilo), thereby making them of greater interest to
marquetry specialists than to painters. Or, as Ive already hypothetically
proposed, the hole had been filled up in the meantime, and the cutaway
filled in, making these panels seem to be normal easel paintings. Vasari
does not specifically state that he's seen them, nor does he claim, as does
Manetti, to have held them in his hands and carried out the experiments in
accordance with Brunelleschi’s instructions; in all probability he simply

lifted the argument from Manetti’s text, subjecting ir, typically, to a pro-

5. Kenneth Clarke, Piers della Francesca, London, 1952, pp. 51 and 209,
6. Cf supra, chaprer 4, pp. G8IL.
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cess of reduction and simplification that stripped it of all theoretical

connotations. |
The reader will recall that a literal analysis of this text sancrions

two hypotheses:” if it's conceded thar the first of the two panels encompas-

sed a view of only one array of facades bordering the piazza, thar ar its rear,

to the complete exclusion of the buildings on its right and left sides, then

the angle of vision must have been between 50° and 35°, the difference

between this measure and that of 90° presupposed by the given of an
observer situated at a distance of three brarcie from a door six braccie wide
being compensated by the partial closuse of the two doors of the portal.
This hypothesis, which is petfectly plausible, has the additional merit of an
implicit connection with one of the most enigmatic features of the chree
panels in Urbino, Baltimore, and Berlin, one that's generally passed over in
silence: the reiterate, multiple, ever-various play, to all appearances carefully
calculated, of openings distributed over both sides of the scene, to say noth-
ing of the sempio which, in the Urbino panel, is on the central axis of the
painting, like the baptistry in Brunelleschi’s faveletta.

‘The other hypothesis, corresponding to Vasari’s description, presup-
poses a much broader angle of vision, perhaps as wide as 90°, allowances
being made once more for possible variations in the positioning of che por-
ral doors. It is all che more remarkable, in light of this, that Vasari's
description, while participating in a long-established tradition, mentioned
above, of images in which the #storia unfolds around & cenerally planned
building in the center of a square whose lateral facades recede on either side
of the scene, posits a configuration in every respect comparable to that of
the Citta ideale—save that the view proposed by the latter encompasses not
only the receding facades buc also the frontal ones, parallel to the picture
plane, of the corner palaces. While the format of the Urbino panel—-its
dimensions, thickness, and weight—preclude its having been intended for

manipulation, if not its having been viewed in a mirror, it should be

pointed out that Vasari provides no indication as to the nature and measure-
i ments of the support used by Brunelleschi. Not to mention the other fea-

rure of Manerti’s descriprion he chose to ignore (supposing he kaew it), just

7. Cf. supra, chapter 7, pp. 1031
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as he'd done with the hole pierced through the tavaletta, so difficulr to

reconcile with the idea of a painting current ac the time: the plaque of
burnished silver which Brunelleschi had glued onto his panel in the place of
the sky, intended to reflect “real” air and sky, specifically clouds passing by,
driven by the wind. The same clouds and celestial blue sky visible a5 pasne-
ing in the Urbino panel, the painter having had no need to resort to this
specular artifice to introduce into his painting what's most impalpable, most
resistant o geometric measure, least susceptible to reconstruction by the
tools of linear perspective. Just as, in the form of two narrow vedute, he
presents us with rwo fragments of landscape creating an effecr of distance
having nothing to do with mertrics.

All of this suggests to you thar the Urbino panel, while it clearly
reworks the givens of the lost prototype, itself proposes a kind of experi-
ment or demonstration—one in a repetitive mode, and one thar intention-
ally exceeds the perspective proposition—that's focused on the powers of
painting per se: the poetics specific to pictoriality resulting from a concerted
effort to get beyond that ideological, or even metaphysical, opposition {one
having nothing to do with theory) between the graphic component of paint-
ing and its chromatic component, between color and drawing, which
Alberti saw as its fundamental rationale.? It will be recalled that, according
to Manetti, Brunelleschi had tepresented the polychrome marble ornament
of the baptistry with a miniaturist’s precision: which indicates that in planar
projection, this rendering conformed to a rigorous geometric schema, like
that in the paving of the Urbino and Baltimore panels, standing our against
the limitless, measureless sky and the clouds with no fixed contours. Such
that the mirror of burnished silver took on the value of an emblem in the
context of Brunelleschi's demonstration, functioning as both an optical relay
and a symbolic element inserted into the configuration like some foreign
body. An emblem of that which perspective excluded from its order, at least
tn principle, and at the same time, by contrast, of the logic on which it
was based and from which it derived its coherence.?

Perspective, not necessarily painting. And perspective insofar as it

has a privileged relation to architecture and is applicable to urban complexes

8. Cf. my Théorie du nnage, op. cit,, p. 162,
9. Ibid., pp. 166-71.
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of all kinds (casaments . . . ¢ paesi d'ogni vagione). Here it's necessary to cite

Giulio-Carlo Argan’s precious liccle book on Brunelteschi: “Brunelleschi
doesn’t paint the sky. . . . His interest is restricted to those things which,
as Alberti would say, occupy ‘a place.” The sky doesn't occupy ‘a place.’
Therefore it is not susceptible to measure, nor can it be comprehended. ‘by
comparison.” Since the sky cannot be represented, in other words, included
within a proportional system defining its form, the artise forgoes painting
it. But however one interprets it, this renunciation is born of che architect's
interests, not the painter's. If Filippo forgoes patnting the sky, this is
because he paints buildings, and these stand out against the real sky and
not against painted backdrops. But it's also because buildings, by the per-
fection of their spatial relations, construct and define the atmospheric spa-
tiality in which they're situated.”*. The first parr of this argument is
petfectly acceptable, it being understood that only bodies have places,
thernselves representable through figures, even if only in the negative, and as
their container. But the proposition that architecture, in its harmonic struc-
ture, summons forth the idea of an atmorpheric spatiality does not necessarily
follow. Especially given that what's in question here is represented architec.
ture: representation, which in this instance isn’t so much intended to con-
struct the surrounding space as to define, in Husserl's terms, she spatiztity of
the thing and of things that cobere, through reference, eventually to the ideal
objects of geometry.

The full implications of the demonstration associated with Brunel-
leschi would be laid out for the first time only by Leonardo da Vinci: its
implications with regard to pictorial qualities, to color, light, and “atmo-
sphere,” as well as ¢o its graphic or geometric ones—which entails some
contradictions. The “Urbino perspectives” must be re-situated within the
context of this project which was ongoing for more than a century, regard-
less of whether one takes them to be contemporary with or immediately
posterior to the circulation of Piero's De prospectiva pingends, or sees them as
echoing Leonardo's preoccupations, as does Alessandro Parronchi.!! You
favor the first hypothesis. For the central question defining the group is

inscribed within the very titde of Piero’s treatise: What is it about perspec-

10.  Giulio-Catlo Argan, Brumelleschi, op. cit., p- 18; French trans., Paris, 1981, p. 18.
11 Parronchi, “La prima rappresentazione . . 7 op. ct., p. 38
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tive that's proper to painting, that owes its effectiveness completely to con-
straints imposed upon it by its two-dimensionality? And what are the
consequences for painting when it surrenders to perspective, regulating itself
in accordance with it—seeing as painting is not only a matter of points,
lines, and surfaces but also of color and pigment? The power of attraction,
and even of fascination, sometimes exerted by paintings constructed in per-
spective, is commensurare with the operation defining it as such, and that
has, according to Brunelieschi, Piero, and Leonardo, the allure of a
demonstration.

In this respect certainly the most striking feature, and the most
immediately visible one, characteristic of all three of the panels, those in
Baltimore and Berlin as well as that in Urbino, is their sericely symmetrical
disposition. We've already seen that some have used this characteristic to
argue for a connection berween these panels and the many marquetry “per-
spectives” conforming to an analogous schema, whether intended to function
as cassone frontals, overdoors, or decorative panels. “Perspectives” that,
what's more, have comparable formats and are, as 4 general rule, devoid of
all anecdote, if not of all figures. And yet the group constituting the three
“Urbino perspectives” (and why not retain this convenient appellation with~
out quotation marks, even if it's problematic, seeing that the problems in
question have little bearing on the ones you're about to broach?) distin-
guishes itself decisively from the ensemble of chis production by the rigor,
extent, and unequaled complexity of the operations from which it takes its
form, as well as its logical armature. And this is true of its manifestations
of symmetry as well as of the other features already discussed.

You attach particular importance to these manifestations, given
that symmetry, or rather symmerries, constitute, from a mathematical point
of view, the model par excellence of a transformation groupi: to the point
that they become a kind of foundation for the aforementioned operations,
conferring on the group a descriptive power extending well beyond the
strictly figurative segister. U is characterized, in effect, by an overall bilat-
eral symmetry organized around a central volume thac is itself symumetrical,
though allowance must be made for the irregularity represented by the
opening, in the right background, onto a second square in front of the

basilica. In BA the bilateral symmetry is also organized around a symmetri-
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cal central body, this time one picrced by three openings and itself flanked

by two other regu'lar volumes, one being an octagon, of which three sides
are visible, and the orher cylindrical, being an amphitheater with three
superimposed orders surmounted by an attic and pierced by muktiple open-
ings; through three of these we can see the far side of the building and the
three arches diametrically opposite them. In BE the bilateral symmetry is
retained, in the absence of any central body-—unless we consider (as you
don't hesirate to do) the three-bayed portico framing the view to be a trans-
formed equivalent of one. Thus BA functions as a mediating term berween
U and BE, simultaneously through the tripartite division of fts central
body, the prominence allotted in each of the latter cases to centrally planned
buildings, and the major role played by the numbers three and five, at work
in the paving design of, respectively; BA and U: a feature taken up by BE,
where the tripartite configuration of the foreground portico interferes with
the quintuple division of the paving.

{You note in passing that even within U itself the polychrome mat-
ble ornament figures in only three rows of the basic checkerboard, Bur the
rule we've given ourselves——to pay attention only to syntagmaric content, at
least initially—-prohibits us from assigning absolute meanings to figurative
functions, as is too often done in iconology. For example, from ascribing an
intrinsic symbolic significance to the triple axes and formal and/or icono-
graphic features in BA. in the group such as we're working ro constituze it,
this tripartite ordinance has no transcendental significance, enly an opera-
tional, contextual value.)

Could it be, yet again, the emphatic bilateral symmetry, linked to
a strictly central projection, that produces the archaic effect in these panels
witich we've discussed, even as it irresistibly prompts us to connect them
with the “fralian™ stage scene as it would take form in the sixteenth cen-
tury? In his series of great reliefs for the Semte in Padua, Donatello had
already employed an analogous principle of composition characterized by an
open rectangular scenic area, quite wide and demarcated on three sides by
structures more or less regularly aligned. Bur such a schema, as we've seen,
was not withour anrecedents in painting of the fifteenth and even the four-
teenth century; to say nothing of Roman painting, especially that from

Pompeii, and certain depictions of the Hellenistic stage which could have
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been known to Renaissance artists through painted vases from southern
Italy.'? The novelty here—a relative noveley, if one holds that this fearure
first appeared in marquetry, but one to which, as Alessandro Conti under-
stood so well, these panels still owe their manifest “theacrical” connota-
tion3-—this novelty consists in the scene’s being empty but enlivened by all
manner of stretches and violations of the purportedly constraining rule of
symmetry, with some of the said violations being so subtle as to unequivo-
cally set these works apart from more strictly decorative productions.

The Urbino panel is also characterized by a systematic deployment
of different categories of symmetry, as defined by mathemarics, Before we
can assess this, we must establish a distinction between two modes of sym-
metty in painting: a formal one that'’s directly visible on the plane of pro-
jection and in the register of representation, and one that's indirect or
referential, being deducible from the appearance of the represented object.
Both modes come into play in U: its overall composition manifests a fully
visible bilateral symmetry whose regimen appears to hold sway over all the
objects within it, whether the two octagonal wells, the circular tempio, or
the {truncated) facade of the basilica, or even those of the two corner palaces
and the other structures succeeding them in the perspective order. As Her-
mann Weyl would pur i, this symmetry corresponds to an inaccurate, or
reflexive, congruence between the two blocks of buildings framing the
square, as well as between che lefr and right halves of the volumes as they
appear in planar projection: inaccurate congruence implying a transforma-
tion of the mirror image of any figure or body such that its dimensions are
left incact.' Note that one can speak of bilateral symmetry even when this
is indicated only by an (inaccurate) congruence of the overall volumetric
contours, with symmetrical bodies occupying apparently commensurate por-
tions of space, though in inverse positions, and withour there being any
need for perfect reciprocity in details of structure or internal organization:
that amounts to saying that the idea of symmetry, ar least bilateral symme-

tey, can manifest irself either in terms of figures (and volumes) or in terms

12 A M. G. Litde, "Scacnographia,” op. cit., p. 416,
13, Conti, "¢ prospettive urbinare . . .," op cit., p. 1195.
M. Hermann Weyl, Symérrie ef mathimatigue moderne, French trans,, Paris, 1964, p 30.
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of space, and is applicable to bodies as well as to the space that contains
them, to the pléce they occupy.

But ocher kinds of symmetty are in play here too. Rotational sym-
metry, for instance, which characterizes the circular edifice in the center of
the composition. One can say of a figure that it possesses rotational symme-
try around an axis if it can be rotated » times around this axis without
perceptible alteration. Thar means, supposing it to have four identical doors
at the exrremities of a cross inscribed within it, that the circular rempio has a
rotational symmetry of the fourch order, corresponding ro the number of
90° shifts around its axis transforming it into itself.'” You point out, how-

ever, that whereas the rule of bilateral symmerry comes into play directly -in

planar projection, rorational symmetry must have recourse to an imaginary
trajectory into space.

A third category of symmetry included in the Urbino panel: rough
mirror images of one another, for che corner palaces and those beyond them
also conform, with their counterparts, to a translational symmetry linked to
the principle of the classical orders, defined by the repetition ar like incer-

vals of an invariant figure (z window, for example, or a facade bay) which is

itself reflexively symmetrical. '

These three categories of symmetry recur in the Baltimore panel:
bilateral symmetry in the overall composition in relation to a vertical axis
through the center of the panel, as well as in a monument (the triumphal
arch) that’s reflexively but not rotationally symmetrical (in contrast to the

Usbino #empia). This last mode of symmetry is found, however, in the two

buildings symmetrically disposed on cither side of the piazza and occupying L
comparable ground surfaces. Both meer the criteria for rotational symmetry,
of the fourth order in the case of the octagonal baptistry and of a much
higher order for the cylindrical amphitheater. As for translational symmetty,
this is found, again, in the facades of the two corner palaces: the construc-
tion lines of the palace on the righe, their incisions visible beneath the
painted susface, clearly indicate both the reflective and translational synmme-

try vis~g-vis the openings in the opposite and corresponding structure.

15. Ibid., p. 52.
16, Ibid., p. 54.
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On the other hand, only two categories of symmetry seem to be in

play in the Berlin panel: bilateral symmetry in the prosceniumlike portico
as well as the overall view of the piazza framed by it, and translational
symmetry in the facades of several palaces and, to a certain extent, in the
portico, with its chree regularly aligned bays. Unless one rhinks of the
tower in the background as comparable to the Castel Sant’Angelo, 'in which
case it would constitute an example of rotational symmetry.

All these remarks also apply, a forciori, to the designs in the pav-
ing. Insofar as its perspective schema is generated by the division of the
baseline inte equal segments (in conformity with Alberti’s method), and the
vanishing potnr is established on its vertical axis, the ground framework is
in strice conformity with bilateral symmerry. But it also conforms, on the
register of the represented, if not of the representor, to the rules of transla-
tional symmetry, in the like lateral displacement of the squares to either
side. And even rotational symmetry appears in the figures of rhombuses and

octagons, and that of the Maltese cross,

Among the three categories of symmetry at work in the transformation

group composed of the Urbino perspectives—or perhaps more accurately, at
work through them, for we shall see thar the group is subject to and master
of their law in equal degrees—bilateral symmetry is particularly significant

with regard to the Brunelleschian prototype. I we adhere to Manetti’s

| 77  Baltimore panel,
construction lines of the

SR :— -+~  windows in the palace on

| the right.
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78  Reflection on £

description of it, the image of a regular octagonal volume, standing our
(according to the first hypothesis) against a background of facades parallel to
the picture plane, was reflected in a mirror without the exchange of lefr for
right having much consequence. But the Urbino panel was not conceived
for insertion into a specular circuit, and neicher were those in Baltimore and
Berlin, And in each case any reversal would have significant effects: the
facade of the basilica would appear to the left of the tempio and not to its

right, the amphicheater and the baptistry would change places, etc. But

reflection, while no longer in play between the panel and ics specular double
(with considerable theoretical consequences, as I've indicated, regarding the

relation of the point of view and the vanishing point), still plays a role

under the auspices of bilateral symmetry. We could say bodies or figures in
space are symmetrical in relation to a given plane £ if they coincide with
their image as “reflected” in E considered as a mirror; and that an applicarion
occurs each time there's a straight line within which any point P of a line /,
- perpendicular to E, is associated with one point and one only p', situated
at & like distance from E but on its other side, with a corollary being that
the point p' coincides with p only when p is situated on £, As Hermann
Weyl writes, “the reflection in E is in sum the application (8 » g — p") of
space onto itself, which transforms the arbitrary point p into its image p'
through its relation with E, where E plays, 1 repeat, the role of a mirror, "V
We will rurn this idea of space being applied onto itself or, in the

language of mathematics, of wntomorphism, in other words of a transforma-

tion that leaves the structure of space unaltered, ' o our profit a bit further

i7. lbid,, pp. 12--13.
18, Ibid., p. 49.
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on. For the moment you'll make do with observing chat the same result,

the same image, the same symmetry, is obtainable through simple reflection
as through rotation of point p around axis E. The definition stipularing

that point p' is the image of p in relation to E nonetheless presupposes that
E is assimilated to a mirror. Now the givens common to both the Urbino
panel and the prototype determine that plane E be perpendicular to the
picture plane, and that the intersection of these two elements correspond to
the latter’s vertical axis. And it’s on this planar E, perpendicular to that of
the painting, that’s inscribed the line on which are established the point of
view and the vanishing point, and on which these latter are geomertrically
located. The line serving as the support of what Alberti called the cntric ray
interpolates (as Manetti would put it) the picture plane at a point O, situ-
ated on E, which point will coincide with its own image E and will in turn
represent, in planar projection, the geometric location of both the point of
view and the vanishing point—a proposition of immense consequence for
geometry {and not for it alone), but which was first demonstrated, in an
experimental way, by Brunelleschi.

The Urbino panel thus constitutes a parricularly interesting case
because it makes direct play, without any intermediary, with the projective
coincidence of the point of view and the vanishing point which Brunel-
leschi’s experiment had revealed by means of the mirror: the eye—the point
of the gaze—being established at the panel's back, at the very spot of the
vanishing point as reflecred in the mirror. Which has made some think, in
the case of the San Giovanni configuration, of an optical experiment, while
in matter of fact what was in question was something quite different: a
performative passage from optics to geometry, and——from the beginning—
to a projective geometry. But perspective, while it can dispense with mir-
rors, is nonetheless dependent, at least metaphorically, upon specularity (as
is geometry too in its definition of application). The point of view and the
vanishing point coincide by projection (but not, I stress, by symmetry),
since they are situated on the same line of reflection, perpendicular to the
painting, and are located, in terms of projection, at the point on which this
line meets the picture plane, which is itself-—this is the meaning of Brunel-
leschi’s demonstration—the fulcrum for two axes running in opposite direc-
vons: one proceeding from the point of view to the vanishing point, and

another from the vanishing point to the point of view.
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You're not duped by such language. True, the preceding analysis makes use
of a geometric concept of symmetry, a concept—in marked contrast ta the
vigue notion of ovppetpla, in the Vicruvian sense of harmony among the

parts of a whole—that is utterly precise.*® But you don’t pretend that Bru-

nelleschi, or for that macter the anonymous author or authors of the Utbino
perspectives, articulated it in these terms, any more than the painters of
Pharaonic Egypt had at their command an instrument—the concept of the
group—allowing them to analyze the ornamental morifs at which they so
excelled, and their possible symmetries.?® To analyze them but not to pro-
: duce them, which they were quite capable of doing with the means at their
disposal, which prompts us to ask just what kind of logic &id preside over
such work—one so rigorous that the results can only now, after many cen-
tutries ot four millennia, be translated into structural or mathematical terms:
but this question, if it has any relation ac all to history, is not a matcer of
elapsed time, whether of long or short duration. On the basis of the work
of the “perspectors” {as they would be dubbed by Abraham Bosse, a key
figure because of his relation to Desargues), we might well ask oursclves if
it’s sufficient to posit an opposition berween the mathematical ides and the
artist’s intuitive representation, as Hermann Weyl does for Egyptian orna-
ment.?'" For this work constitutes, from an epistemological point of view, a
singular mixture in which imagination contends with reason, and with
idea—and also with intuition, which it carries beyond itself, though it's not
always easy to distinguish, in the structures revealed by analysis, between
the unconscious results of objective logical constraints and the products of
deliberation or calculation. The operations worked on symmetry in the three
panels in Urbino, Baltimore, and Berlin provide a good example of this.
You've indicated in passing that we can only speak of symmetry, in
this instance, on condition that we come to terms with the many infractions
and distortions to which it's susceptible. Infractions and distortions that,
it'’s tempting to say, were intended to animate compositions that despite

their strict frontaliry have a certain natural appearance, to which an overly

19. Ibid., p. 1.
20. Ibid., p. 59.
21, Ibid., p. 16.
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79 The Cittd ideale, detail of the second square
in the background. Photo: Martino Oberto,
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80 The Cittd idegle, the two wells. Photos: Mar-

tino Cberto.
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Bl The Citzd ideale,
roof of the rotunda and
its lantern. Photo: Mar-
tino Oberto.

rigid symmetry would have proved fatal, which, as Hermann Weyl reminds

us, 1s the case in the organic world. But the deviations from the “perspecti-
val” norm in Urbino owe nothing to the order of the living. And it could
well be that they do more to confirm the perspective rule than to weaken it.
You cite two supporting examples. First, the opening to the right
of the scene, already remarked, onto a second square beyond that of the
circular temple in the center; which introduces, in plan as well as in vol-
ume, a marked dissymmetry into a composition that otherwise appears to be
strictly symmetrical. This violation of symmetry is all the more remarkable
in that it’s accompanied, as we've seen, by an interruprion in the square
paving which is the foundation of the representation. The fragility of the
configuration that’s here exposed is further emphasized by the fact that the
seduta to the right of the basilica, which opens onto a Manregnesque land-
scape with a sinuous road climbing into the distance, cuts deeper into the
line of background facades than does the one on the left, with this line
being itself interrupted at this point to reveal a brick wall perpendicular to
the facades, which indicates the limit of the scene withourt really closing ir.
Another distortion, & bit more subtle and more difficult to
describe, is linked to the lighting, which originates from 2 source ourside

the painting and to the left, slightly forward from the plane of intersection
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82 Method for constructing a palace in perspec-

tive. Piero della Francesca, De prospectiva pingendi,
fig. XLI

cotresponding to the baseline. Careful examination of the distribution of
light and shadow over the four visible sides of the two octagonal wells in
the foreground reveals that the conerast of values is far less pronounced on
the left than on the right, whereas one would expect the shadows there to
be deeper; likewise for the corner palaces, but in reverse, with the facade of
the one on the left being more brightly lit than thar of the right palace, as
only seems logical, given their respective placements with regard to the
light source,

You'd also like to mention the distinct but symmetrical deforma-
tion visible in the tempio, whose lateral columns seem to incline inward, as
has often been noted.? Reinforcing the impression, which you've previously
remarked, that the triangle encompassing the perspective framework is
somehow prolonged onto the building’s conical roof, which is itself divided,
like the paving, into five symmetrical sections, by bands of the same color

: culminating at a point on the same vertical axis as the vanishing point: all

22. Saalman, op. cit., p. 376, note 2.
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The view (zertip).

Diderot’s telescope.
Rotation/ostension.

Qreasi per sino in infinito,

The subject hoids by a thread.
Serlio and the horizon of the theater.
Relief, style, and idea,

The theater of painting,

The contradictor.

Poetry and geometry.

Las Meninas, once again.

The geometry of the sentence,



X T B E N

The Loci of the Subject

That the perceiving eye is constrained, in the play of the perspective config-
uration, by a double limit, one in depth and one on the plane, had been
implicitly demonstrated by Brunelleschi's first experiment: Did this not
claim, to reproduce, on the scale of a proportionately reduced “view,” the
conditions under which the San Giovanni baptistry gave itself up to the
vision, framed by the central portal of Flotence cathedsal, of an observer
stationed inside at the prescribed djstance? And wasn't its success predicated

on the use of a mirror, which from the beginning posited reflexivity or self-

reference as a constitutive property of the perspective configuration, and of
regulating configurations in general? A constirutive property of the perspec-
tive configuration and, through it, of painting icself, insofar as the latter
engendered it—to use Leonardo’s term~—as a means of reﬁecrin‘;jr upon and
regulating icself?

The apparatus conceived by Brunclleschi derived its demonstrative
value from the fact thac it made repetition of the operation feasible. Anyone

could perform the experiment in tura: he had only to place his eye against

the hole at the panel’s back and position the mirror at the proper distance,
and in it he would see reflected an image of the baptistry and its environs as
Brunelleschi had painted them in perspective. An image of the baptistry,

and not the baptistry itself, as the configuration was in no way comparable

L0 & camera Or a camera oscura (though the mirror reflecting the sky was
another matter), The illusion—or, as Manerti put ir, the effece of “rruth”

tesuleed, as did the information con-

(¢ pareva che si vedessi '] Proprio vera)
tained by the image, from the conditions of an experiment that, while

determined by the latrer’s structure, set out In part to isolate it from its

context by concentrating the gaze on it. Diderot did likewise when he ;
invited his reader to use a simple cardboard tube like a telescope in examin- i

ing a painting by Joseph Vernet: “Look at the Port of Ja Rochelle with a
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telescope encompassing the field of the painting but excluding its edges,
and ‘suddenly, forgetting that you're examining a painting, you'll €Iy out, ag
if you were situated high in the mountains, a spectator of nature herself:
‘Oh! What a beautiful view!"!

Though it took the form of a painting constructed in perspective,
Brunelleschi’s configuration exploited an effect comparable to that broduced
by Dideroe’s “telescope”: for the image to forcefully register as “true,” as
“nature herself,” it is best to prescribe limits to vision such that the
observer no longer perceives an exterios reference point and must make do
with those available ro him in the painting. A consequence being thar
whereas trompe ['oeil necessarily operates in the dimension of the real, and
thus need not concern itself with subtle, imperceptible shifts in scale, per-
spective, being a marter of proportions, can be made to accommodate
frankly arbicrary scales. It mattess lictle whether the scale in question takes
the form of a reduction or an enlargement of the dimensions (as at the
movies): the essential thing is that it function, phenomenologically, as the
sole scale of reference.

Burt the configuration did not aim solely at allowing the spectator
to consider the image of the baptistry with a minimum of distraction, like
the viewer of a film in a darkened theater. As a “projecrion,” this configura-
tion {which only functioned in daylight) presupposed that, once the eye
was pressed up againse it, the hole in the panel would function as a fens, in
other words as the origin or principle around which a construction was
deploye'd that, while initiated from a point of view outside the picture
plane, nonetheless was reinscribed there in the form-—projective, specular,
it's all the same—of the vanishing poine. Such that the observer was sum-
moned to experience both his exteriority in relation to a closed-circuir con-
figuration (its only opening onto the exterior being this hole, which was
blocked when the eye pressed against it), and his implication in the system,
precisely as origin, but an origin that had o be deduced from the configura-

tion itself, the primary goal of the experiment being to reveal, in a quasi-

L. Diderat, Salon e 1763, Salons, ed. by Seznec and Adhémar, vol. 1, Oxford, 1967, p. 229,
Cf. also, in this same Salon, Diderot’s remarks concerning Greuze's portrait of his wife: "Position
yourself so the stairway's berween you and the portrajt, look at it with a telescope, and you'll see
nacure herself; I defy you o deny to me that this figure’s looking at you, that she's alive” {ibid.
p. 237)
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photographic sense of the word, that in planar projection the image of it
became confused with the vanishing point.

This paradox becomes clearer if we note that the 1807 rotation of
the panel on which the baptistry was painted, and the inviration thar che
spectator subsequently apply his eye against its central hole, is equivalent to
the movement of objectification or rotation discussed by Ernst Bloch, in
which the gaze tears itself away from the opacity of the given to establish
itself opposite it—"like a hand grasping something at a certain distancé and
holding it up to view.” In order for things and the world to become objects
of perception, the subject must pull back from itself, having no vision that
doesn't proceed, ultimately, from such a rotation as well as from the eleva-
tion or oxtension of the object that is its corollary.? But this movement, even
its theatrical aspect, remains subject to the law of representation: the dis-
tance established by the subject between itself and the object (Diderot:
“Position yourself so the stairway’s berween you and che portrait”) aliows it
to escape from the immediacy of lived experience; but only to discover that
it itself is implicated, inescapably, in a spectacle whose truth is a function,
precisely, of its being so implicated.

» e

Drebung, Umgebung, “rotation,” “ostension”: these terms correspond,
literally, to the two constitutive moments of Brunelleschi's experiment.
Which is to say that the configuration responded to aims other than solely
contemplative ones, Doubtless one of its necessary conditions was an image
constructed in perspecrive, whatever method may have been used to gener-
ate it. Ir didn't teach how it itself had been constructed, but neither did it
simply present itself to view. Anyone wishing to see it had to conform to
the protocol stipulating first rotation of the panel, then ostension of the
mirror in which the image was reflected, the effect of truth being dependent
upon the mirror’s being held, opposite the panel, at the appropriate height
and distance. It matters lictle, in this connection, that Manettt’s description
may contain a misunderstanding:? the experiment aimed at nothing less
than construction of a structure of objectivity in which the subject had its

assigned position, indeed one that it could locate solely and exclusively by

2. Ernst Bloch, Bxperimentun Mundi: Frage, Kategorien des Herausbringens, Praxis, Geamnielte Wer-
ken, Frankfore, 1975; French crans. Experimentum Mundi. Question, tatégories de {'flaboration, praxi,
Paris, 1981, pp. 1411

3. CI supra, chapter 8, pp. 134ff.
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referring to a mirror, to specular reflection—which is to say, to a transfor-

mation, in the geometric sense,

*

The Usbino perspectives were certainly not made to be viewed in a mirror,
nor to be held and manipulated. And as to the question of isolation from
context, the one in Berlin makes so little pretense to chis thar it’s on a
wooden panel whose substantial lower portion is treated like trompe Poeil
woodwork. Moving from there to the assertion that this panel was conceived
as part of a decorative ensemble might seem to entail no more than a small
step, but it's a step you resist taking: for you're rather inclined to suspece
some sort of ruse here, one perfectly consistent with an art attempting to
discover what painting means to say, in the instance and under the con-
straints of perspective. A perspective, in this case, in which the subject—
kept at a distance by the apparatus of a scene that's deserted but rhat none-
theless gazes at it with all its eyes, wary or not—has no specified place. The
effect of theatricality generated by the suspension of the tepresentation/per-
formance is strengthened by the spectator’s being prohibited from ensering
into the painting (as Diderot would say), from becoming absorbed into it, or
putting it right in his imaginaion: for it's a very different thing to discover

that one's implicated in it, but from 2 distance that’s insurmounrable.?

4. Michacl Pried has well described how the fiction of “entering into the picrure” functions in
Diderot’s cricicism, and particularly in the Salon gf 1767. This fiction is best exemplified, « contra-
rio, by Diderot's assessment in the same Salon of Hubert Robert's The Port of Rome: “This work is
very beauciful, it's full of grandeur, of majesty; one admires it, but one isn’t moved, it doesn’t
make one dream. . . . Ideal beauty serikes all men, beauty of handling attracts the atcention anly of
connoisseurs; if it makes them dream, it's only of art and the areist and not of the thing itself, they
temain outside the scene, they wever enter into it" (Salons, op. cit., vol. 3, pp. 235-36, my empha-
8is). The fiction rhar the painting—to use Diderot’s terms-—draws the spectator inta the scene (A
painting with whick you become involved in this way, that draws you into the scene and gives the
soul a delicious sensation, is never 2 bad painting,” ibid., vol, 2 p. 173) is perfectly consistent with
what Fried maincains is the “supreme fiction” of French painting in the second half of the eigh-
teenth century, in accordance with which the artise sought out a means of neucralizing the specta-
tor, such that che painting and its figures might creage an impression consistent with there being no
viewer in frone of it who's looking at it. Indeed one way to deny the presence of the beholder is o
induce him ta enrer into the painting, to draw him into it (as opposed to allowing him to keep his
distance), thus delivering a faral blow to pictorial cheacricalicy at the same time as one clears che
way for a new tradition, that of modernity (Michael Pried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and
Beholder in the Age of Dideror, Berkeley, 1980, pp. 118-36). The series of the potts of France
commissioned in 1753 of Carle-Joseph Verner is a case in point: while these “views” were con-
structed in strice perspective, as specified by the coneract becween Marigny and the artist, they were
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And yet the inconographic given, or rather, the symbolic given,
the imago with which the Urbino panel renews contact, even rehearsing the
point marked in the door opening of a round building in its center, in the
same spot in which the hole was pierced in the prototype, this given sug-
gests that here oo the painting is as though traversed by a reflexive project,
in this case one owing nothing to specularity. A reflexive project that, while
not translated into experimental terms, nonetheless involves a kind of exper-
iment, a serictly mental one. You maintain that an idea of chis project can't
be obtained from looking at the Citta ideale alone. To fully understand it,
one must follow the play of transformations that the group, in the course of

its operations, is charged with producing, revealing, and purting to work:

and this by means of a set of manipulations which, while abstract, are
intimately linked with the functioning of the perspective paradigm, in its
capacity as demonstrative and regulatory configuration, The fact that there
can be no perspective unless it’s “of something,” and that the configuration
has a privileged relationship with architecture, is something of an obstacle,
but it also clears the way toward a work of idealization bearing less upon
the referent than upon the play revealing, at the pivot between the real and
the imaginary, the ascendency of the symbolic. -

‘The height of the horizon line is one thing. The vanishing point’s
distance from ic is another. In direct planar projection this point becomes
confused, as we've seen, with the other one identified by the perspective
configuration as its origin and which is called the point of view. Assimila-
tion of the picture plane to 2 mirror or a transparent pane of glass changes
nothing: both points would still be inscribed on a single perpendicular fine
on chis plane. Hence the distress of the subject when it tries to get its
bearings: “I" am there, at least in projection, at the point that's marked
(segnaro, Alberti would say) on the canvas; or rather, “I" have my geometric
position there, even though I remain some distance from the painting—as
any subject whose eye is situated on the same line will have its (geometric)
place there, the positions of seer and seen being perfectly reversible,

 through rotation, Now it's at this point that the difficulties in play within

N

made to induce viewing from a certain distance and, what's more, from above, at least as much as
to encourage in-depth exploration, in the form of an intimate traversal. Diderot's resort to his
“telescope” argument proves chis and establishes a connection with Brunelleschi’s firse experiment.
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the Urbino perspectives’ transformation group commence. Brunelleschi’s
experiment effectively presupposed a kind of symmetty between the posirion
assigned the painter, inside the cathedral, and that of an observer standing
on the jamb of the baptistry door. Manetti lacked the means to conceive of
this symunetry (echoed in the construction schema of the Citta ideale), since
he had not fully grasped the principle of the sntersegatione and its corollary,
that of the distance point (unless, as already discussed, he deliberately
ignored them). But this symmetry in no way addresses the question of the
placement of the same vanishing point in depth, as opposed to on the
plane.

While the constraint of the plane determines that the paving lines
perpendicular to the painting’s baseline will converge, in geometrical terms,
toward a point inscribed on this plane corresponding in the Citta ideale o
the tempie door, these lines nonetheless extend, in figurative terms, beyond
and behind this edifice. Does this mean that the point toward which they
converge in depth would be behind an observer inside the sempio who's look-
ing out at us? Just as any observer whose eye was situated on the same line
perpendicular to the picture plane would have a similar point ar a like
distance -behind him, one corresponding to Pascal's nocion “of what’s behind
one's head”? This question of the vanishing point’s position in depth is
raised, if not expliciely articulated, by the transformation group using
means proper to it, in this case the system of sedute and planar graduation
which constitutes one of its basic structural features. While che Urbino
panel’s vanishing point appears to be inscribed within the interior of the
tempio, the view on its right of a square that's much deeper than the pros-
cenium reveals that the configuracion is not closed at this point: the fact
that the squared paving is interrupted some distance from the rotunda sus-
rains a calculared ambiguity whose meaning we are now better equipped to
grasp. In the Baltimore panel, on the other hand, the perspective has
become multiple, so to speak: as you've already noted, the vanishing point
is framed by the “door” represented by the central opening of the triumphal
arch, only to be relayed into the background, where it’s inscribed, again,
within another door: an opening chat's also a closure, since it corresponds 1o
a fortified tower on the ramparts closing off the scene, beyond which we see

a row of hills barring the horizon.
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105 Bernardo Bellotte, View of the Piazetta in
Venice. Rome, National Gallery. Photo: Ardo.

‘The Berlin panel is quite different. Here again the vanishing point
is framed by a “door,” in this case the central bay of the foreground portico.
Buc the orthogonals in the paving, reduced to a bundle opening like a fan
in the center of the scepe, are interrupted before they reach the vanishing
point, situated on the horizon. If their recession thus seems as though swi-
fended, this is because, beyond the rupture parallel to the baseline corre-
sponding to the edge of the quay, nothing is visible bur a liquid expanse
puncruated by the silhouettes of some ships, progressively smaller as they
approach the horizon, and those of two islands or promontories which Par-
ronchi identifies as Capria and Gorgona, dear to the inhabitants of Pisa as
well as to Dante’s fellow citizens.® Here it seems as though the vanishing

point has been cast into infinity, there being no better image of infinite

5. Parronchi, "La prima rappresentarione . . .," op. cit., p. 83.
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106 Berlin panel, detail
of the central portion.

distance than a marine horizon line, assuming this is framed by a clearly

delimited “view,” in accordance with a schema still being used by Beilorto,
in the eighteenth century, in his Views of the Piazzetta in Venice. For as
Machiavelli has the naive Niccia say in his Mandragola: ¢ non si vede acqua,
acqua, acqua, “one sees nothing but warter, warter, warer.” This remark
would indeed be naive, if watcry expanses, uniike the sky, did not consti-
tute a fine object for painting. As is indicated by Alberti’s reference, in
Della Pittura, to the fable of Narcissus, whom he suggests was the inventor
of this are: “Whar else can you call painting but a similar embracing, wich
art, of what is presented on the surface of the water of the spring?”t If we
momentarify disregard its function as a mirtor, which is implied here, thig
proposition about painting’s origin only makes sense, in terms of perspec-’
tive, because water necessarily gives itself up to view (though not, admit-
tedly, to one's embrace) as 2 surface, enclosed within limits that can be
projected onto a plane. Regardless of whether it's a spring, a founfain, a
pool, or even a lake. But the sea? The sea that, once beyond the shore, is
subject to no limit other than that of the horjzon—to such an extent that
Pascal resorted to the image of a boat gradually disappearing toward the

horizon to iHustrate the paradox of the two infinities:

6. “Che gia, ove sia la pictura fiore d'ogni arte, ivi tutta la storia di Narcisso viene a prosposito,
Che dirai tu essere diginiere, altra cosa che simile abracizre con arce, queila ivi superficie del fonte?”
Alberti, op. cit., P 77-78; English trans., p. 64, 1 will return to chis theme in a work-in-
progress, D'us Narcisse Pautre.
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In space there is the same connection between these two contrary

- infinities: that is to say, it follows from the fact that 2 space can be

indefinitely extended, that it can be indefinitely reduced, as appears
in this exampie: if one looks through a glass directly at a boat
disappearing into the distance, it is clear that the location of the
transparency (Je lien du diaphane) where one remarks the point
toward which the ship moves will consistently rise, in continuous
flux, as the vessel proceeds. Thus if the vessel keeps to its course,

even unto infinity, this point will still rise; and yet ic will never

_teach the one upon which falls the horizontal ray coming from the

eye through the glass, but will.continuously approach it without
ever arriving at it, ceaselessly dividing the space remaining bencach
this horizontal point without ever arriving there. From which one
can see that a necessary consequence following from the infinity of
the expanse of the vessel's course is the infinite and infinitely small

division of the tiny space remaining below this horizontal point.’

We should not be surprised that Pascal, in creating a pictare of the

relation between the two infinities, had recourse to language associated with

perspectiva artificialis: even referring to the “glass” or diaphane sticing the vis-

ual pyramid, and to the centric ray striking at a perpendicular angle. And

there's also a striking correspondence, over a gap of a century and a half,

between this “demonstration” and the image presented by the Berlin panel,

its ships approaching the horizon “without ever arriving there,” the point

signifying the most distant of them being inscribed on this line slightly to

‘the left of the centric point of the perspective: as though, here again, it was

7. "Dans I'espace le méme rapport s¢ voit entre ces deux infinis contraires: c'est-a-dire que, de ce
qu'un espace peut ére indéfiniment prolongé, il sensuit qu'il peut étre indéfiniment diminué,

comme il parait en cet exemple: si on regarde au travers d'ua verse un vaisseau qui s'éloigne
toujours directement, if est clair que le liew du diaphane ot I'on remarque un point el qu'on
voudra du navire haussera roujours, par un fux continuel, & mesure que le vaisseau fuit. Donc, si la

course du vaiseau est toujours ailongée er jusqua linfini, ce point haussera continuellement; et
cependant il n'arrivera jamais A celui ol tombera le rayon horizontal mené de P'oeif au verre, de

sorte qu'il en approchera toujours sans y arriver jamais, divisant sans cesse I'espace qui restera sous
ce point horizontal sans y acrives jamais. D'od l'on voit fa consequence necessaire qui se tire de
I'infinizé de 'érendue du cours du vaisseau, & Ja division infinie et infiniment petite de ce petit
espace restant au-dessous de ce point horizontal.” Pascal, “De I'Esprit géomérrique,” Qenvres com-
plires, Bibl. de la Péiade, Paris, 1964, pp. 590-91.
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important that there be an imperceptibie discrepancy berween the geometric
construction and the disposition of che scene, as in the Citta ideale.

Pascal’s “demonstracion” refers explicitly to the concrete practice of
perspective, but it only convinces with regard to the infinitely small. As for

" the infinitely large, the visible horizon provides only a deceptive image of
this when it functions as a limit, which of necessity must be finite—the
same one governing costruzione legittima, which Alberti was able to concep-
tualize in perspectival rerms two centuries before Pascal: “For me this line is
a limit above which no visible quantity is allowed unless it is higher than
the eye of the beholder [literally: the eye that sees}. Because this line passes
through the centric point, T call it the centric line.™ To convince his reader
that this line indeed functioned as a limit, Alberti appealed to “nacural”
perspective, noting that in a temple we see the heads of all the faithful on
one line, whereas the feet of those farthest away correspond to the knees of
those closer to us.® But he could just as well have invoked artificial perspec-
tive, and the way intervals berween the lines of the rows of squares paraliel-
ing the ground line progressively diminish toward the horizon, eventually
becoming visually indistinguishable from it.

The fact remains that Pascal was able to broach the question of
infinity as it relates not only to che “rise” of a ship roward the horizon but
also to its endless fiight toward what he designates as “the horizontal
point,” which it can never reach. But this “pointing” also has a predecessor
in Alberti. Doubtless the latter never explicitly conceived the notion of a
point “at infinity.” But the centric point takes its place for the painter: if,
beginning there, one traces straight lines intersecting the painting's base-
line, this network that’s suppesedly perpendicular to the baseline wiil show
ot demonstrate (dé-monirera) how each transverse quantity (that is to say, in
space, the deviation between two lines of the network) progressively dimin-

ishes, “as if to infinity.”' It would fall to Desargues, Pascal's contemporary,

8.  “lo descrivo nel quadrangolo della pictura, ad traverso, una dritta linea dalle inferioni equidis-
tante quale dal une lato all'alro, passando su pel centrio punto, divida it quadrangele. Questa linea
amme tienc uno termine quale niuna feduea quantita, non piv ala che 'occhio che vede, puo sopra
gindicare; et questa perche passa pel punto centrico dicesi linea centrica,” Alberti, op. cit., p. 74,
English traps., p. 58. .

9. Ihid. Cf aspre, chaprer 8, p. 133, note 33,

10.  “Adunque posto il punto centrico, come dissi, segno diricre lince da esso a clascuna divisione
posta nellz linee del quadrangolo che giace, quali segnate linee a mi dimostrino in che mode, quasi
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167 The theorem of Desargues.

o inscribe, in strict geometric terms, infinity wirhin the finite and to con-
tain it, literally, within a point, which would make Descartes uneasy. ' The
theorem bearing his name holds that given two triangles xyz and x’y’z', such
that points x, y, and z are distinct from points x', »’, and 2, and lines xy,
yz, and zx are parallel, respectively, to lines x'y', y'z’, and 2'x’, then the
lines xx’, yy’, and 2z’ can be either parallel or convergent. Now this theorem
is presented as a derivation from results reported by Desargues in his Mé-
thode universelle de perspective published in 1638, which Abraham Bosse subse-
quently republished with his own perspective treatise (1648), which used
his master’s methods. That is ¢o say, he explicitly affiliared himself with the
work of the perspectivists. Doubtless the implications of this theorem,
which was long neglected, were fully developed for the firse time by Ponce-
let, in the framework of so-called projective geometry—thar is, a geometry
in which a postulate asserting that two parallel lines meet at infinity is
verifiable. Bue this verification was already implied by perspective, as can be
seen in the Urbino perspectives, which demonstrate by painterly means
afone rhat & bundle of parallel {ines amount, on the plane of projection, to a
bundle of converging lines, and that one can pass without a break from one

to the ocher by introducing a point that's infinitely distant or, as Desargue

per sino in infinito, ciascune traverss quantita segua alterandosi.” Alberd, op. cit., p. 71; Eaglish
trans., p. %6.

11. "As for your way of considering parallel lines as eventually joining at an infinite distance, in
order 1o comprehend them in the same way as those converging on a poine, thar's all very well,
provided that you make usc of ity as | assure myself you do, as a way of explaining what's obscure
in one of these examples by means of the other in whick it's clearer, and not the other way around.”

Descartes to Desargues, June 16, 1639, Correspondance, ed. by Adam and Tannery, vol. 2, p. 393.
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would say, an “infinitely distant goal,” common to all straight parallel lines
and situated on a straight line at infinity, itself commeon to all paralle]
planes: Desargues’ “infinitely distant axle”1? being nothing other than what
Alberti (and Pascal after hirn) called the “horizon.”

The question of infinicy consistently preoccupied Renaissance cul-
ture, just as it has unceasingly preoccupied geometry, from the origin. Find-
ing itself inscribed, within the perspective context, in a position marked by
a hole in the center of the prototype, this origingl feature (in all senses of
the word) took on an emblemaric value. For it is here, at this point that
absented itself, so ro speak, from its place, thar was decided the destiny of a
system that would have been unable to escape ies own closure if it hadn’c
resorted to it. In this process, theorerical as well ag historical, which
atrained its logical conclusion with Desargues and Poncelet, the transforma-
tion group constitured by the Urbino perspectives occupies—in ideal
terms——an absolutely decisive position. For, examined as a serics, the three
panels in Urbino, Baltimore, and Berlin demonstrate that if the horizon js
established and posited as a limit on the plane of projection, the apparent
distance at which the vanishing point is established (even if this be at
“infinity") will change nothing in the projective space of the representation:
in all cases che volumes caught in the net of the perspective construction
will become smaller on the plane in accordance with an analogous rule of
transformation, which transformations affect, in preportion to distance, a
body seen in perspecrive constituting a group of similarities or automor.
phisms, which is to say, according to Herman Weyl's Leibniz-influenced
definition, spatial transformations thac leave the structure unaltered. ' _

This is the language of geometry, but it certainly doesn’t indicate
that the “subjecc” implied by the painting—and which, to use Lacan’s
phrase, should get s bearings through jt—is any the more stable. Going
beyond Brunelleschi's experiment, our transformation group atrests that the
subject of perspective, which is said to be “dominant” because it’s estab-

lished in a position of mastery, /his subject holds only by 4 thread, however

12, “Essieu 4 distance infinie.” CF. Gérard Desargues, Browilion project d'une atteinte anx fvénements
des vencontres du one quec wm plan (1639},
13 Weyl, op. cit., p. 49.
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rightly strerched this might be. The demonstration of this is all the more
blindingly ciear because the Urbino perspectives conform strictly to Piero’s
rule holding that if an eye is placed in the center of the painting, then che
work of perspective—~the work of a tightrope walker as much as that of a
painter or architect, or even a geometer—is made that much more visible. '
The subject interpellating the painting, and interpellated by it from the
point marked at its center, this subject can only get its bearings within the
configuration by being reabsorbed into ir, by becoming lost in it. In the
sense not of a walk through it, but rather of a fraversal of it, manifested
externally by a poinc or hole: in ideal terms, the one through which would
pass a string, perpendicular ro the painting, strecched from the observer’s
eye to the vanishing point. So it's not a point that perspective designates,
bur rather a line, one corresponding in projection to the plane marked as
that of the eye, or the subject. A line of approach, an Ariadne's thread, if
you will, but one that’s indistinguishable from the labyrinth in which i«
traps the subject:'® a labyrinth-—if } dare say it—that’s perfectly rectangu-
lar, and from which (thanks to the law of the rwo infinities) there can be no
escape. Bur also an errant line, as this straight line supports two axes in
opposed directions as well as vectors of various lengths, always reversible,
its being undersroed that they're between two points, each of which has

infinity bebind ir.

According to Setlio, the strengrh of painter's perspective depends upon
three main lines: the baseline corresponding to the groundline of the per-
spective construction, the one “lying bencath the painting,” as Alberti put
ir, from which everything is born;' the second, “that of the point which

some call the view, and others the horizon,” which is a more appropriate

14, Cf. supra, chapter 15, p. 348, note 30. Linked as it is to the position of the eye, the point at
which the ray emanating from it pierces the picrure plane at a perpeadicular angle can vary. Piero
agrees with Alberci in prefesring that it be situated within the limits of the painting.

15. On the model of "Ariadne’s thread” and irs importance for contemporary mathematics, cf.
Pierre Rosenstichl, “Les Mots du labyrinth,” in the exh. cat. Cartes o fignres de la terve, Centre
George Pompideu, Paris, 1980,

16. “Al prima ¢ la linca piana, dalla quale nascono tutte le cose.” Serlio, I/ secnnde Iibre, folio 254;
English facs. ed., “The Second Booke,” openring statement.
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108 Serlio’s theater, term “given that the horizon is there where our view, in all respects, comes
profite section. i seconde 1 41y end;"17 and the thitd, finally, which Serlio calls that of “distance,”
libra . ., fol. 64 recto.

Photo: Bibliothéque
Nationale, Paris. at least for the moment, being that of representation or scenography, in

which can vary at the will of the architers (my emphasis: the problem here,

Vitruvius's sense). Its being understood that, the painting’s baseline being
indistinguishable from the {ine at which the (vertical) plane of projection

intersects the (horizontal) ground plane over which move the observers (4

rigrardente), whether they're approaching or moving away, distances should
always be determined from eye height.'® All of which definitions correspond
to those of descriptive geometry, but nonetheless present a problem to
which I will return on another occasion, namely that of the constitution or
genesis of history from the “distance point,” which Parronchi has correctly
identified as the puncram doleny of construzione logittima.19 :
Let’s state immediately chat the theater described by Serlio has
nothing to do with antiquity, or even with Vitruvius in the sense we've

specified. The descriptions and reconstructions. of antique scenes are found

17. "La seconda linea ¢ quella ¢he va al punto, altri lo dicono il vedere, altri I'orizonee, ma
I'arizente e il suo proprio nome, imperho che l'orizonte ¢ per tutto dove termina la veduta nosera.”
Ihid.

18, "La terza linea ¢ quella della distancia, al quale ¢ sempre 3 liveilo de l'orizonte, ma piu apresso
o piu lontano secondo che accadera . . .. L'archicreto vorsa domostrare un casamentzo in un pariete,
il quale havera lo suo nascimento dal pizno, dove posarano li giedi de i riguardenti, in questo caso
sara ragione de l'orizonte sia di wnta altezza, quanto Pocchio nostro, et sia posta la distantia nel piu
commodo loco di quella.” Ibid.

19. Parronchi, "Il 'punctum dolens’ deila tostruzione legittima,™ Studi . . ., op. cit.; pp. 296-
312,
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in book LI of the Treatise an Architecture, which is devoted to the antiguities
in Rome and elsewhere in Iraly.2® As for book I, it sticks to scenes “thart
are now in use,” notably in the wooden theater built by Serlio, in 1539, in
the Palazzo Da Porto in Vicenza, which was the largest of his time,?! con-
sisting of a platform in front of the painted scene that was about 20 meters
wide and 4 deep on which most of the action unfolded {and which was thus
consistent with our stipulation of a scene that's broad and shallow). Bur you
think much the most important thing here is thar Serlio, to make certain
he was properly understood, used boch a ground plan and a longitudinal
section showing both the stage and the auditorium, and that he expected
his reader to study the plan in conjunc‘t.ion with the sectien, which he

thought spoke for itself,?? whereas the perspective construction schemas in

book 11 make do, as was customary in the period, with ground plans: a
move chat justifies the assimilation of the horizon to a point, bur at the cost

of a kind of rotation that entails considering the perspective configuration

not in frontal projection but in profile, which had already been encouraged
by Brunelleschi's experiment, it’s apparatus being most easily described in
longitudinal section.

As is customary with perspective, the description begins at the
ground, at the “foreground plane.”? But one quickly discerns, in compar-
ing plan and section, that there was nothing “cubic” or “unitary” abour this
stage. It began with a horizontal platform established ac eye height (marked
C) and separated from the public by the space of the proscenium. After
which came an inclined plane (from B to A) in perspective, apparently
rising at an angle of about 10°, sturdy enough to support heavy and agi-
tated loads: parades of chariots and elephants, “Arabian” ballets, etc. This
section terminated, at M, with the back wall of the thearer. But it was first

interrupted by a backdrop corresponding to the vertical marked P, which

20. Serlio, I serao libro . . . nel quale si fignrano ¢ descrivans le Antichita di Roma ¢ b alive cose che sono
i ltalia, Venice, 1540; English facs. ed., op. cit., 1611/1970.
21 "La Maggiore che a nostri wempi sia facta.” Serbio, 1/ secunde Jbro, op. cic., fol. 64 verso;

English facs. ed., fol. 24 recto.

22, "Ho voluto far prima questo profio accio, che ia pianta insieme col profile I'an per Falero si
possino intendere, ma sara perho bene a studiare prima su la pianta, e se¢ quelle cose non si
intenderanno ne la pianta, recorrere al profilo dove meglhio s'intendera.” Ibid., {ol. 63 recto; English
facs. ed., fol. 23 verso.

23, Primieramente dongue io comminciare dal suolo davanti: la guale sara a Faltezza del occhio. ™
Ibid.
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was treated as a “flat painting,” the constructed space of the second portion
of the stage exploiting only some of the resources of illusionist perspective,
with the use of foreshortening making it seem larger than it was.

If, Serlio now says, one takes the point 0 to be the horizon, the
line going from L to O will intersect plane P at a point that will serve in
rurn as its horizon; which we should take to mean thar it will serve as the
vanishing point for the planar perspective on the backdrop but not for the
scenic apparatus itself. As for the facades parallel to the backdrop, these
would be organized—insofar as they had any chickness, if only apparent—in
accordance with a vanishing point indicated on the drop. But the foreshort-
ened lateral facades could only be constructed in relation to a “horizon” (a
vanishing point) situated beyond the back wall. This is consistent with the
fact, says Serlio, that when we see two facades of a building simultaneously,
they have two different vanishing points.? If one considers only planar pro-
jection this is easy to understand: one need only cite the schema of “horned”
perspective introduced by Pélerin Viator to show thar two sides of a prism
viewed from any given perspective will have two different vanishing points
aligned on a single horizon, which has nothing to do with “bifocal” petspec-
tive, comtra Robert Klein. But Serlio says something very different here,
something that's not based upon descriptive geometry, nor even upon per-
spectiva artificialis in the strict sense. If reason dictares that the various con-
structions in the theater have different horizons, different vanishing points,
this is with respect to the section or profile of the scene (¢ guesto ¢ guanto al
profle della scena). This will be easier to grasp if we focus on the latter's floor
grid. Por it’s there, in the theater as in painting, that perspective’s lessons
are localized: in the construction of a site in which the apparatus and the
actors of the dstoria will find cheir places, on the checkerboard paving that’s
the ground of costruzione legittima. No difficulties arise with respect to the
hotizoncal portion of the scene: as the paving is not governed by a horizon
(in other words, is not foreshortened), its componenes will be perfect

squares.”* But such is not the case for the inclined plane beyond it: if Serlio

24, "Et ¢ ben ragione se { casamenti in cffetro han due faccie: le quali spetting a dua laci: che
ancore habinno due orizonti, e questo e quanto al profile deila Scepa.” Ihid.

25, "Questo primo suoclo essendo piano {o suo pavimento non ubidiva 2 'orzonte, ma e suoi
quadri furono perfecti.” Ibid., fol. 64 verso; English facs. ed., fol. 24 recro.
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109 Schema for perspective construction of the
distance point. If secondo libro . . ..

chose to foreshorten the grid, taking O as the distance measure, this i§--—as
he himself says—to avoid the error committed by many architects who,
wanting to place the horizon on the backdrop, feel obliged to establish it on
the groundline and thus to make the orthogonals in the paving and the
built elements converge there, in a brutal foreshortening. Hence the solu-
tion he supports, which he feels works very well: he advises the reader to
place the horizon beyond the wall of the theater, at a distance twice that
between the beginning of the inclined plane and the said wall, which will
result in the houses, and the entire scenic apparatus, receding more
gradually. ¢

You have not neglected to note, in all the preceding, that there’s
been no question of the point of view, since the effect of distance in the
theater was a function of the position of the horizon, not of the eye. In the
theater, but not in painting: the horizon line being set at eye height, the
painter is obliged to have recourse to a “third point,” its position corre-
sponding to the distance between the eye and the picture plane, to deter-
mine the relative disposition of the base checkerboard (in conformity with
the schema provided by Serlio in his sccond book, the model for which is to
be found in Alberti), whereas the architect can place the vanishing point
wherever he likes, its displacements resulting in an increase of decrease of

the steepness of the incline, as well as affecting the acuteness with which

26, “Er perche alcuni hap posto FOizonte a l'ultimo pariete che termina la scena, il quale e
necessario metterio sul'proprio suolo an nascimento di esso pariete dove dimostra che turti §i casa-
menti se zdunano; io mi sano imaginato di trapassare piu la con I'orizonte, la quaie cosa mi a cose
ben reuscita; che a fere tal cose ho sempre tenuto questa strada, et cosi consiglio coloro che di tal
arce si dileterano . . . et cosi turti 1i casamenti er altre cose haveranno piu dolcezza ne i scurci.”

Ibid.
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the vanishing lines converge.”” To do this, says Serlio, there's no need to
demolish or even pierce the back wall of the theater: one need only con-
struct a reduced mode! of ir, in wood and cardboard, thar can then be used
to determine the proper measurements for the actual building. Which is the
proposal of a “perspector,” if ever there was one: for it implies that the
sofution can be found by resorting to models and experiments.?

If I've felt it worthwhile to review Serlio’s argument with you in
detail, this is because the various problems it addresses paratiel those cencral
to the transformation group including che Urbino perspectives. It's clear
that the transformations playing over the group have a privileged relation w0
the horizon, as Setlic understood it: the horizon, whose point sometimes
seemns very close (as in the Citta ideale) and sometimes seems to be situated
somewhere near infinity, as in the Berlin panel, but can also appear to be
positioned, as in Baltimore, at'an intermediary distance, thanks to a serics
of calculated visual relays. Such that the question, mathematical in nature,
seems to fuse wich that of the theater, at least as Serlio formulated it, thus
adding support to the position of George Kernodle, who maintained that
what he called theatess of “picrorial illusion” derive from painting, as the
architects did nothing more than reproduce a scenic type perfected earlier by
Iralian painters of the quatrrocento,®

In your view, however, the question must be posed in different
terms, ones that would allow us o clear away the equivocation that's so
pervasive in studies treating the relation between painting and the theater as
well as those between are and science. The problem is not to determine
whether, and how, the work (sravzify of painters was able to prepare the way
for or "anticipate” char of architects and geometers, and whether or not we
should discern in certain quattrocento paintings models for the Iralian stage

as well as intimations of the theorems of projective geometry. It would be

27. It should be noted, however, that Serlio says nothing about hew one should determine, in the
theater, the transverse quantities and the corresponding foreshortening of the squares of the basic
&tid in relation ro the distance separating them from the horizon (i1 che con la 5w debita distantia
sminwd), & function performed in painting, precisely, by the distance poiat,

28, “Un medello piccolo di cartoni et lagnami, ben misurato et trasportato poi in grande di cosa
in cosa giustissimamente con facilitia. Ma questa lettione farsi al alcuno sara difficile, nondimena
sara necessario faticarsi nel far di modelli ec esperientic, che studiando trovara fa via.” Ihid., fol. 65
verso; English facs. ed., foi. 24 recto.

29, George R. Kernodle, From Art to Theater . . ., op. cit., pp. 174ff.
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better to follow an exactly opposite course, and ask, retrospectively, what
there was about painters’ work that could have led to such a dialectical
advance——in the Hegelian sense of an Awfhebung or sublation—in areas as
scemingly disparate as the theater and mathematics. Though the distance
between these areas is not—in historical terms—as great as it mighr seem,
as is shown by the treatise on perspective by Guidobaldo dal Monte: in this
publication, which appeared in 1600, the first to treat perspective in purely
mathematical terms, an entire chapter is devoted to the problem of theatri-
cal scenery.3® Whart, then, was the narure of this work (fraewil), and what
were the forms it took that facilitated such an advance? The speculation on
the notion of the horizon stimulated by the group of Urbino perspectives

offers a particularly interesting case in point, as it's situated at the pivot of

the above-cited areas, mathematics and the thearer,

In the context of the theater, the limir of Krautheimer's hypothe-
sis, and of all those who would see in the Urbino perspectives models for
scenery, derives from their having restricted themselves to iconographic
arguments, whereas the question demands to be posed in technical, even
constructive terms. It's not so much a matrer of determining whether paint-
ing did or did not have ties to the theater as of understanding how the
work of painting was able to proceed in the same direction as theatrical
work per se, of which Serlio’s Treatise on Scenes was an early compendium.
Serlia’s text offers proof that scenographers of the carly sixceenth century
worked with givens analogous to those that had earlier preoccupied painters,
but with the iritention of transforming them. If this text is used to reacti-
vate the group of Urbino perspectives, the difference between the con-
straints governing painting and those shaping scenic constructions in the
theater is striking. Scenes appealing not only to the imagination, which
were not conceived only to “create an image” (as Kernodle says, somewhat
hastily), but which were, in part, three-dimensional and had to be suffi-
ciently solid to support moving actors and animals, though admictedly these
last were often artificial. Which is to say that the scenographers must have
had recourse to rules other than those applying to “fat painting.” As is
proved by the fact that, whereas in painting the apparent distance at which

the vanishing point is established has no effect on the spatial structure, this

30, Guiditaldi & Marchionibus Mantis Perspectivae, libri sex, Pesaro, 1600,
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is not necessarily true in the theater: the Serlian scene is noc a homogeneous

euclidean space whose struceute is describable by measured relations berween
points, or again——in Leibnizian terms—on the sole basis of the notion of
similizude. Considered in rerms of both geometry and measurement, there's
nothing unitary or isomorphic abour jc. While the checkered ground of je
horizontal section is made up of “perfect” and thus identical squares, such is
not he case on the inclined plane. But the intervening transformation of
space (to say nothing of the projective space of the backdrop) is still more
apparent if we think in volumetric racher than figurative terms. For
instance, a scenic element consisting of two facades torming a righe angle
could not be moved from one portion of the scene to the other. Apd in a
change of scenery involving mechanisms similar o ancient perizktos, it
would be impossible to have volumes constructed in perspective pivot on
their own axes, with one side facing the front and another receding. Hence
the necessity, emphasized in all the creatises, from Serlio to Bibiena by way
of Barbaro, Vignola, and Furtrenbach, of constructing these volumes partly
of canvas, with their receding lines being painted, as also should be those
portions of the corner standing our against the floor or the sky.*! Prior ro
the so-called baroque era, architects ceded precedence to paintess and, in an
evolution which Kernodle pronounced to be “natural,” the three-dimen-
sional elements of the Renaissance stage gradually gave way to a series of
planes incrementally disposed in depth and handled illusionistically, 32
Strictly speaking, it's only in that period that one can speak of a
theater of “piceorial illusion” in Kernodle's sense: a theater whose apparatus
facilitated changes of scenery and spectacular effects, all the while satisfying,
in an illusionist mode, the principle of unirary organization of the scenic
space. But it's imporrant in this connection to make another observation
consistent with the notion of an “advance,” even though it runs counter to a
view that’s widely held. One can maintain that this form of theater corre.
sponded in allegorical terms to the jdeal of an aristocratic society, centered
on the figure of the prince, and that it implied a radical transformation of

the scenic conception of the Middle Ages: while the medieval theater

.

31, Serlio, If secundy libro, op. <it., fol. 65 versa; English facs. ed., fol. 25 recto,
32, Keraodle, From At to Theater Ceo Opy it p 186,

Suspended Representation 396




addressed a popular or “democratic” public, to use Kernodle's term,> its
scenic elements consisting of facing “houses” so disposed that spectators
could move to keep track of the unfolding action, the Iralian theater con-
formed to another conception. But does this mean that the perspective scene
was able to prevail only in the age of absolutism, when architects were
charged with the task of conceiving theaters for the few, and primarily for
the pleasure of the prince, who was to be placed in a privileged position?*

This argument, which Kernodle has defended with considerable
erudition (though some of the latter tends to contradice his view), and
which has often been reduced to its most patently ideological content, is
mistaken in several key respeces. From the poine of view of performance
practice, it’s surprising that such a theater, so well suited to the ideal of a
court society, established itself in England and France only at a relatively
late date, and after many ups and downs like those entailed by the competi-
tion berween “French” and "Italian” acting companies. And it's also surpris-
ing, as Kernodle himself admits, that this kind of stage persisted chrough
the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, when one would have
expected the bourgeois theater to develop its own theatrical forms.* But
where the evolution of technical conceptions shaping the development of
modern scenography is concerned, this is just ideological twaddle: for it is
mistaken to say that the Italian scene was initially prompted by the imposi-
tion of central, dominant point of view cotresponding to that of the prince.
On the contrary, absolutist discourse discovered the advantages deriving
from such a configuration only belatedly.

What's been said about the construction of the Serlian scene indi-
cates that the first question confronting the architect was that of the proper
distance at which to establish the vanishing point. This question, to which
Serlio gave a precise answer, was still being discussed in the eighteenth
century. Thus Fernando Bibiena proposed placing the horizon sixty-seven

braccia {about ten feet) behind the backdrop,’® while other authors made

33, ibid., p. 179.

34. Ibid., p. 178.

35, Ibid., p. 186.

36. Ferdinando Galli da Bibicna, L'architettura civile, perparata si la geometria, ¢ videtta alle prospet-
rive, Parma, 1711, p. 129; as cited by Kernodle, op. cit.
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other recornmendations, not all of which entailed situating it ar eye level ¥
According to Serlio’s text, this problem was quite distinct from that of the
point of view, even that of the painter. What exactly does Serlio say? That
the horizon should be placed at a height corresponding to that of point L,
indicated by the vertical rising above the groundline from the point ar
which the inclined plane begins to rise. Judging from the sectional view of
his theater, this point should be situated at a height equal to that of the
forestage from the floor of the auditorium, that is to say, at eye heighr,
which is consistent with the rules of costruzione legittima, The dotted line
running horizontally from chis point L to the point named the "horizon”
intersects the backdrop at a point thar will be, as we've seen, that of this
plane’s horizon, though the latter cannot be used as a reference point for the
construction of the foreshortened lateral facades, which should conform with
the horizon marked O, beyond the theater’s back wall. On the other hand,
to construct the facade fronts of the stage’s two lateral wings, one should
strerch a cord from point L to the horizon on the drop, which would allow
one to decide how high their relief should appear to be, and how deep their
doors and windows,

So far, we've seen nothing that would allow us to connect the sce-
ni¢ construction with a point of view outside it. The point L corresponds to
the position of an actor whose feet are on the edge of the inclined plane,
which should allew for construction of the scenic apparatus to the measure
of man, as Aiberti wanted. Buc if we examine the disposition of the audi-
cace on risers facing the stage, we're quickly convinced that the most privi-
leged position would seem to be that reserved for women of qualiry, who
were in the rows rising from G, the less noble among them being far from

the worst off, for they occupied the upper rows.® And as for the “orchestra”

37. Prangois Aguilon, Opticorsan libri sex, Antwerp, 1613; as cited by Kernodie, op. cit.

38. "Dipoi gquanto si trovera alto Iorizonte, sia tanto alzato in termino al principio del piano B
che sara L a da li a l'orizoate sia tirata una linea chi e di punti,laquale sera allivelio, er dove questa
erirz nel witimo pariete: fvi sara L'orizonte di esso pariete; et non servira perho ad altro pelaro: ma la
detta linea sia una cosa stabile, perche questa servira a rutri quei telari che saranno in majesta, per
trovare le grossezze di alcune cose; ma lo primo orizonte dilz dal muro servira a turei le scurcii de i
casamenti.” Serlio, op. cic., fol, 63 verso; English facs. ed., fol. 24 recro.

39, "Per le donne piu nobili, ¢t salando pin alce le men nobili vi si metterano.” Ibid., fol. 63
recto; English facs. ed., fol. 24 verso.
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raised only about . 16 meter above the

{marked E) intended for “senators,’
ground Ievel, .with the noblest of them to be scated in its first row, the
most to be said is that the view ic offered of the stage was scarcely enviable:
those stationed toward its front, just below the stage, could doubtless hear
very well but they'd see ne more of the actors than their heads, and their
view of anything happening on the inclined plane would be almost totally
blocked.

In theater as in painting, then, it's up to the “subject,” even if the
prince himself, to get its bearings within the configuration of the scene, as
within that of a painting; and this, by means of an "advance” requiring
more than a century to reach fruition, and that without princes, dukes,
cardinals, or kings deriving even the slightest benefic from it, aside from
having their post designated in the center of the auditorium; bur this cer-
tainly didn’t guarantee them the best perspective of the stage. Kernodle,
despite himself, provides proof of this when he evokes the lengthy campaign
waged by rheoreticians to derermine the best position for the princely box.
Even in the seventeenth century, Sabattini set out to formulate a method,
rather like Brunelleschi’s first experiment, for determining the proper dis-
tance between this box and the stage, which involved looking at the stage
through a square frame and positioning oneself until its edges seemed to
form a right angle.® '

Here again, close technical study has led us to question a number
of received ideas. If these seem to be justified by the configuration in
accordance with which painting regulates itself, we must remember that the
scene as constructed by quattrocento painters, which by rights ought to. find
its fullest expression in the Urbino perspectives, seems to have been con-
ceived first and foremost as a function of the #szoria to take place and be
represented within it, to be enwnciated within it. The symmerry—as you
insist, t0o ostentatious, too emphatic not co be suspect——governing perspec-
tive construction, including the point marked ar the composition’s center,
had, according to Piero, a purely demonstrative goal, one that allowed the

subject but a single privilege: thar of finding its bearings as such within it

40. Nicola Sabactini, Pratica di fabricar scenc ¢ machine ne teatri, Pesaro, 1637; new ed. Rome,
1953, vol. 1, chapter 8.
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If the work of painting was, in the theater, really the object of such an
advance, the reasons are 1o be found not only in the economy of representa-
tion buc in its very structure. By which I mean that the evenrual dialogue
between quattrocento painting and contemporary forms of theatrical presen-
tation, as well as the lessons learned by theatrical architects from painters in
the sixteenth century, weren’t limired to the transposition from one field to
the other of a few principles of assemblage, or narrative, syntactical proce-
dures better suited to represent a story. As Alberri said, istoria is the paint-
er’s supreme task. ¥ Bur there are different ways of conveying a narrative
using the means of painting: just as there are different modes of perfor-
mance, diverse kinds of theater,” some of which don’t necessarily imply the
construction of a scene, much less the production—even to strictly demon-
strative ends—of a configuration in which the representation would be
obliged to reflect upon its own operation, as well as upon its constitutive
role in the positioning of the subject.

If there was any such dialecrical advance, it took place through
history by means of a series of relays and mediations, of incerferences and
transformations, if not déformations, which don't fall into a neat, linear
sequence like the links of a chain. Krautheimer's contention that he'd found
proof in Peruzzi's drawings and productions of a continual process leading
from the Urbino perspectives to Serlio’s descriprion of the comic and tragic
scenes has convinced no one, even among those who have eyes only for whar
a painting signifies, and above all for what it represents. If his thesis scill
intrigues, this is because, through description of iconographic features, his
analysis outlines a structural project even as it suggests one that would be
this side of the representation, as is indicated by the very idea of 2 “scene”
that’s independent of any specific use.4? One consequence of this being rhat

the works in question appear to belong to a transformation group that takes

41. "La istoria ¢ summa opera def pitrore.” Alberdi, op. <it., baok 111, p. 111; English trans.,

. 95, [ will discuss on another occasion the incipient contradiction berween Alberti's ceduction of
painting to a register of pure visibility and the narracive functions he assigns it; for the moment |
will say only thar the perspective model proposed in Deflx Pittara is in no way a “hurnanist” one.
42. The idea chat the “scene” existed apart from its deployment 1o tragic, comic, or satyric ends is
implied by Virruvius, who uses the verls deformare in describing chese applicacions; of. supra; chapter
12, p. 201, note 3.
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its place, in turn, within a much larger series, one that's far from homoge-

neous with regard to either “genre” or “substance,” since it includes paint-

ings as well as sculprure, cassone frontals as well as marquerry panels, and
even designs for the rheater.

Among the productions situated, for one reason or another, within
the orbit of the Urbino perspectives, we've already mentioned, aside from
the decor of the stadiolo and the marquetry doots in the palace in Urbino,
the so-called Barberini pancls in New York and Boston, the Miracles of Saint
Bernardine series in Perugia, frescoes by Botticelli and Perugino in the Sis-
tine Chapel, the History of Lucvetia also by Botticelli, the Consignment af the
Keys by Perugine, the Marriage of the Virgin by Raphael, etc. This shore list
should be enough to convince us that this inquiry could end by encompass-
ing the largest possible number of works somehow belonging to this same
nebula, with the open-ended ensemble constituted in this way having no
genuine reality, and no pertinence to anything save the initiating analysis.
Bur this pertinence would nonetheless encompass such-and-such a relief by
Denatello, to say nothing of contemporary productions (by Ghiberti, for
example), and others still earlier that somehow broach the question of the
scene, though in completely nonreflexive ways, and that tend to have cer-
tain iconographic features in common, beginning with a centrally planned
building placed in the middie of the composition. The example of Dona-
tello is all the more apposite here, as his dates correspond perfectly with the
probable timetable of Brunelleschi's “invention” having influenced the sculp-
tor: the relief of the Feast of Hered (Siena Cathedrat) has two vanishing
points, one for the orthogonals of the paving and another for the deep
triple-arched arcade in the background which dominartes the scene.** But
two reliefs for the altar of San Antonio in Padua, rhe Miracle of the Miser'’s
Hears and the Miracle of the Iraicible Son, are still more consistent, in their
oblong formats as well as the symmetrical disposition of their perspective

scenes, with the set of givens that would be taken up by the Urbino per-

: spectives for systematic elaboration, in a mode totally and deliberately

antithetical to the representational pathos with which Donacello instills

them.

43. Cf. Edgerron, “Alberti’s Perspective . . .," p. 374, note 8.
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110 Donatello, Feast of
Herod, ca. 1425. Siena,
baptismal font, cashedral
baptistry. Photo: Alinari-
Giraudon.

It’s not insignificant that in the Santo in Padua Donatello intro-

duced for the first time, in the place traditionally occupied by the classic
predella, the formula—-to use Alessandro Parronchi’s term—of the sgabello,
an altar fronral composed of panels of much larger dimensions, like those in
Mantegna's San Zeno triptych in Verona.* In the same line of argument,
Parroncht pointed out to me a marble relief {2.16 X 53 cm, excluding its
elaborate frame) in Sanra Maria dell'Impruneta, near Florence, which has
been artributed to Filarete and which served as sgabello for the altar of one of
the two acdiculac built by Michelozzo at the entrance to the choir. This
relief is free of all reference to urban perspective: the Story of the Miraculons
Image, which recounts how the said image was disinterred by the culrivarors
of a field, takes place in a mountzinous landscape, its sole element treated
in perspective being a porticoed church, whose precipitously receding mass
seems grafred onto the background. In addition to the analogy with the

Berlin panel, as well as with numerous cassone panels, suggested by the

44.  Alessandro Parronchi, “Per la ricostruzione deil’alaare del Sanso,” Arte antica ¢ moderna, no. 22
(1963}, p. 116. According to Parronchi, the Barberini panels and Piero's Flageliation aiso adhere o
the sgabelloformula. Cf. A. P., "Ricostruzione delia Pala dej Montefelero,” Steria delfarte, no. 28
{1978}, pp. 235-48.
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111 Donatello, Miracle of the Miser’s Heart, 1446—
50. Padua, San Antonio, Photo: Alinari-Giraudon.

112 Donatello, Miracle of the trascible Son. Padua,

San Antonio. Photo: Alinari-Giraudon,
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113 Filarete (7}, Story of the Miraculous Imuoge.

Impruneta, Santa Maria (dimensions of the panel,.
without framing elements: 216.5 X 53 cm). Photo:
Soprintendenza, Florence.

cornice that was added after the face, the formar of the composition merits
comment. While such formars are quite well suited to the simultaneous
representation of several episodes of a given story, as in the Impruneta sga-
bello and countless decorative panels, it’s as though, in the Urbino perspec-
tives as well as in the marquetry work that may have influenced them
(notably the “emptiness” of their scenes) as well as the much earlier ones
(decidedly peopled) by Donatello, the perspective configuration had affected
to submit to this constraine all the better to demonstrate its power in the
representational order: making it all the more noteworthy that Francesco di
Giorgio, to whom the Berlin panel has been atcributed by some, painted in
his youth, before going to Urbino, a considerable number of cassone frontals
coupling a wealth of architectural elements with extremely approximate per-
spective constructions,® '

So much is clear: painting's work is not solely a matter of varia-
tions or transformations. The same possibility of an advance we've discussed
with regard to the pictorial and thearrical series, as well as with respect to
the relation of the artistic register to that of science, and to that of thought

in general, is avaitable to the painter, in che field chat is his own. An

45. Cf., for example, the Triwmph of Chasiity {Gerrty Museum, Malibu), or Solomon and the Queen of
Shebw (Victoria and Albert Museurn, London), or the Meeting of Dide and Aeneas (Kress Collection,
Portland). Cf. Burton B. Fredericksen, The Cassane Paintings of Prancesco di Giorgia, J. Paul Getty
Museum, Los Angeles, 1969,
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elongared format is cerrainly nor sufficient to indicate that the Impruneta
telief betongs to the same genre as the Urbino perspectives. But the recur-
rence of this feature in the perspective order is a good indication of the
kinds of operations, other than the evolution of forms and styles, that give
meaning to the idea of a histery of art. It is because painting is the site ofzt
specific work (rravadl), one that bears in part upon its Own configuration,
that we can speak of its “progress,” at least on the level of theory, if not on
that of the thought that underpins this work and orients it. As Arnold
Schoenberg said, the difference between style and idea is revealed by the
fact that a tool can become outmoded, buc che idea from which it proceeded

cannot die.* Especially if it has anything to do with the requirements of

art, and the resources this latter constitutes for thoughe. For, to paraphrase
Schoenberg once more, this only makes it all the more disturbing that
historians have been so exclusively preoccupied with matters of style as
opposed to idea: it's as though the reduction of perspective 0 2 simple tool
gave them an excuse to ignore the problems posed by art in the terms

proper to it, as well as the means it has given itself to solve them.

That the set of operations giving coherence to the rransformation group can
serve as a point of departure and, by extension, as an {nstrument for making
out and exploring the field, both formal and semantic, within which the
Urbino perspectives are inscribed—whatever their precise position in the
history and geography of Iralian art—is proved, to my mind, by the fact

i that the discovery of such a structural configuration set off echoes, by
degrees, in productions that seem to have been devised with quite different
ends in view, and that appear to have nothing to do with “theory,” much
less speculation: notably in certain episodes of the two grear narrative cycles
commissioned of Carpaccio for Venetian senole thac fall chronologically
between the two farthermost dates so far proposed for the panels in Uthino,
; Baitimore, and Berlin—the Saint Ursula cycle (1490--1496) and the San

‘; Giorgio dei Schiavoni cycle (1502-1307).

46.  Arnold Schoenberg, Style and Idea, ed. by Leosard Stein with trans, by Leo Black, New York,
1975, p. 123.
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{14 Carpaccio, Miracle
of the Relic of the True
Cross, 1494, Yenice,
Accademia. Photo:
Giraudon.

Suspended Representation

Historically, there is nothing arbitrary about such a connection.
Urbino was positioned at the edge not only of Umbria and Tuscany but of
Romagna as well, and was close to the Adriatic, which fact leads plausibil-
ity ro any connections one might be tempted to establish, on a serictly
philological basis, berween Carpaccio and the culeure of the Marches.”
Close analysis of the Vision of Saint Awgustine in the Scuola di San Giorgio
reveals that the painter knew, at least indirectly, Piero’s Flagellation, proba-
bly thanks to Luca Pacioli, who may well have had a copy of it with him
during his Venetian sojourm. Carlo Ginzburg has thrown new light on Car-
paccio’s oft-mentioned debt to Piero, and has confirmed Guido Perocco’s
hypothesis that a distinctively Urbinan element figured in the painter's edu-

47. Cf. Ludovico Zorzi, “Elementi per la visualizzazione della scena veneta prima dal Palladio,”
Maria-Teresa Muraro, ed., Studi sal teatro veneta fra rinascimente ed et baroca, Florence, 1971,

pp. 37-51, and Licisco Magagnate, “A proposito delle architerture del Carpaccio,” Communitd,
vol. 17 ne. 111 (1963), pp. 70-81.
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115 Carpaccio, Reception of the Ambassadors, from
the Saint Ursula cycle, |490-96. Venice, Accade-
mia. Photo: Cameraphoto.

carion outside the lagoon.®™ This clearly implicates Piero. But what abourt
the author of the Citta ideale, whoever he might be? What abour the "per-
spectives” in Baltimore and Berlin? Without drawing any conclusions, i
simply note that the fact the Venetian painter was hired by the Dalmatians
ot schigvoni, as he would be some years later by the Albanians for cheir
fcwola, resonates curiously with Bernardino Baldi’s mention, in his descrip-
tion of the palace in Urbino, of inscriptions in “slavic” characters he'd read
on some scenes “rraced in perspective” and purportedly signed by Laurana,
who was himself from Dalmartia.® But other arguments deriving from the
works themselves meriz discussion. [n particular, from the apparently fantas-
tic architectural elements in the backgrounds of the Saint Ursula and Saint
George cycles, which prompt the same questions about their “referents” as
did corresponding elements in the Urbino perspectives: in both instances,

the problem is that of determining the extent to which these pictured struc-

48.  Carlo Ginzburg, The Brigma of Piove, pp. 14445, Cf. Guide Perocco ed., Tutta la pittwra def
Carpaccio, Milan, 1960, p. 15,

49,  The Dalmation scele was officially recognized by the Republic of Venice in 1341, the decrec
of the Council of Ten approving its mariegela {the Regola Madre) would further increase the impor-
tance of the role played by the Dalmatian colony in Venice (cf. G. Perocco, Carpactio. Le pitture alle
scuola di 5. Glorgio deglt Schigvens, Treviso, 1975, pp. 106).
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tures have some basis in reality. Even if Carpaccio started out by consulting
the woodcuts by Erhardum de Reuwich illustrating the edition of the Pere-
grimatio to the Holy Land by Bernard von Breydenbach, published in May-

ence in 1486,> the Bramante-tike inflection of these passages, especially the

~use made of buildings in cylindrical or prismatic form and of centrally

planned remples with domes, both as morifs and as poles of attraction in
the scenic organization, and this in a period—it would be impossible to
overemphasize this point—when such monuments essentially existed only as
projects, all these elements suggest that despite Carpaccio’s penchant for the
anecdotal, these representations ate controlled by an idea very close to thar
being worked out in the Urbino, Baltimore, and Berlin panels, even as they
reveal the need for a serious reconsideration of the standard art historical
profile of Carpaccio.

Michelangelo Muraro has studied the analogies berween Carpaccio’s
handling of the Saint Ursula cycle, which was based on images from the
Golden Legend (a translation of which appeared in Venice in 1475), and the
rules governing the sacra conversazione, in the peculiar form this assumed in
Venice, after a long hiatus, in performances mounted by the compagni della
calza, the associations of young men to whom the Serenissima had confided
the responsibility of organizing the popular festivals and entertainments so
characteristic of Venetian culture in this period.’! Muraro is all the less
vulnerable to charges of having confused a properly pictorial mode of repre-
sentation, as current ar the end of the quattrocente, with one that would
prevail in theatrical productions a few decades later,*? for having stressed the
originality of the painter’s synthesis of forms drawn from both the sacred
and the sccular theater, also emphasizing Carpaccio’s attentiveness to the
ceremonial aspects of representation. The fact that in signing several of his
works Carpaccio placed before his name the verb finxit or fingebat (as opposed
to pinxit or pingebat) further supports Muraro’s view of his art: though surely

it’s preferable to speak of a theater of painting than of a theater painting,

50. Bernhard von Breydenbach, Senctorum pesegrinatiorsan in montem Syon ad vensrandum Christi sepul-
chrum in Jerusatem . . . opusentum, Maydence, 1486; chis pamphlet was republished and zranslated
many times, and was rapidly disseminaced throughout Europe (cf. Hugh M. Davies, Bernbard von
Breydenbach and His Journey to the Holy Land, « Bibliography, London, 1911).

31. Michelangelo Muraro, “Vittore Carpaccio o i teatro in pittura,” M. -T. Muraro, op. Cit.,

pp. 7-19. '

52, Chastel, “"Vues urbaines peinzes’ et thédtee,” op. cit., pp. 501502, note 12,
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a phrase that might suggest to a hurried reader (or one of bad faith) that
Carpaccio, did nothing but translate jnfo painting spectacles that he clearly
could not have seen, at least not in this form.

Commissioned from the painter for the scuola of San Giovanni
Evangelista a bit before the Saint Ursula cycle, the Miracle of the Relic of the
True Cross is nonetheless an iconographic document of some importance, a
work that somewhat resembles a Canaletto avant la letsre it provides us
with a precious record of the partially “dramatized” ceremonies that took
place in Venice in palace courtyards, the cloisters of churches and monaster-
ics, the campi, and even—as here—in front of the loggia of the Rialto. But
while the Saint Ursula cycle itself uses numerous elements raken from the
Venetian context, including the ceremony of the reception of ambassadors
(which occasioned particular pomp}, the agiration of crowds witnessing such
spectacles, and even the presence in exterior scenes of young members of the
calzi, identifiable by their multicolored hose as well as by their clothing and
insignias, to say nothing of countless other typically picturesque Venetian
details, these components were deployed in view of realizing a representa-
rional project whose aims were quite distinct from documentary ones and
which in this period could only have been carried out in painting. The
articulation of different narrative moments might seem consistent with a
principle fundamental to the sarra convertazione: that of luoghi deputati, or
distinct places between which performances successively moved, each of
them being identified by a number of characteristic emblems (in the Arrizal
of the Saint and His Suite in Rome, for instance, a buiiding resembling the
same Castel Sant' Angelo which Piero Sanpaoiesi recognizes in the Berlin
panel>¥), It nonetheless remains that the later scenes, those which the
painter executed last and whose subjects are in fact the earliest in the story,
evidence an extremely sophisticated study of the possibilities, both scenic
and symbolic, in the strongest sense of this word, afforded by the perspec-
tive configuration, and directly engage the problematic central to the group
of Urhino perspectives.

Some of them having proportions analogous to those of the said

perspectives, but of much larger dimensions, the more imposing composi-

$3.  Jean Laurs, Carpaccio: Paintings and Drawings, London, 1962, p, 28.
S4.  Sanpaoclesi, “Le prospetcive . . ., op. cit., p. 328.
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tions of the Saint Ursula cycle were conceived for placement along the ora-
tory walls, such that the story would unfold in a continuous horizontal band
encompassing the entire perimeter of the room, in accordance with the
schema still observable roday in the Scuola di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni,
Thar is to say, these gradri rifortati, or canvases painted in the studio and
subsequently attached to the wall, have an ambiguous aspect, being half-
way between fresco (which was physically ill-suited to the Venetian climate,
as Giorgione and Titian were to discover) and painting. Paradoxically chis
ambiguity—which the circumstances of their present museumn exhibition
tends to obscure—increases the pertinence of a comparison of the first great
nargative composition in the Saint Ursula cycle to the Urbino perspectives,
the status of which is equally equivocal, and most particufarly to the Berlin
panel, in which the painting is joined to a bit of feigned paneling.

Unlike the other canvases of the cycle, the Reception of the Ambasia-
dors (they'd been sent to ask che king of Brittany for his daughter's hand) is
tnscribed within an architectural framework evidencing the painting’s subor-
dination to the order of the wall to which ic was attached, on which it
opened up the perspective of a “scene.” In this respect it recalls Giotro's
frescoes in Assisi: the painting “picrces” the wall all the more effectively
because it concedes its presence, incorporaring mural elements into its own
field. But in the Giotto the images have no connection to the feigned cor-
nices and pilasters framing them, whereas Carpaccio managed to make sin-
gular (though not unprecedented) and typically “scenographic” play with
clements of the frons scaenae, seizing the opportunity to articulate the deco-
rative elements with the architecture of the scene proper: while the cornice

recurs here, supported on the left by the arched end bay of a4 portico and on

the right by a pilaster, the candelabralike column separating the loggia at
the painting’s left from the sals reggia in its center, where the ceremony
unfolds, is situated in front of the frons scaenae on a kind of narrow proscen-
ium on which are also situated the narrator, the nunzio whose presence is
here established at the beginning of che story, in the corner of the painting,
and the old woman seated at the foot of the steps in front of the room in

) which the king listens to his daughter specify the conditions under which

she would agree to marry the English prince—specifically, the latrer’s con-

version to the Christian faith and the organization of the pilgrimage that

IR constitutes the ensuing narrative, The three moments of the action, which
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are articulated in architectural terms, are themselves inscribed within a very
narrow space, slightly elevated in relation to the proscenium, beyond which
opens, on a lower fevel, 2 wide veduta deployed like a backdrop, of which
we see, at left, through the toggia's arcades, only two narrow fragments,
one of which is a famous view of the lagoon. Open on the side of the
spectator, the king's room which is its pendant on the right is closed ar the
rear by a wall: but there’s an open window shutter at the right edge of the
painting which suggests that chis closure is relative.

There ate obvious analogies between this composition and the Ber-
lin panel. In both cases the fanlike perspective array is framed by two parcs
of an architectural structure occupying the foreground—though Carpaccio
has placed the horizon much higher than that in the Berlin panel and its
line is all but obliterated by building facades and port strucrures, as well as
by the masts of the ambassadors’ ship moored at the quay and by the sail of
a felucca, taking a full head of wind, positioned precisely at the vanishing
point, which it screens off.5% In the matter of transformations, if we rake
the Berlin panel as our painting of reference, then the Reception of the Ambas-

sadors proposes at least two, both equally singular, the one linked with the

other in both principle and effect. Whereas in the Berlin panel the scene

offers itself to view in depth, the eye being led by the red brick lines of the

paving (which recur, less empharically, in the Carpaccio) eoward rhe horizon
and roward a boac that seems to approach, without being able to rf_ach the
composition's vanishing point, in the Carpaccio there’s a tension between
the perspective construction of the scene and the longitudinal, procession-
like development of the narrative. While in both cases the scenic apparatus
features a transparent froms fcaenqe, it's almost as though the portico extend-
ing into depth at the left of Carpaccio’s painting were the ¢xact equivalent
of the portico in Berlin but had been rotated 90° in its relation to che
picture plane. And this, in order to introduce into the painting a perspec-
tive other than the geometric, illusionist one of the scene: the perspective of
a narration, its origin being the figure of the narsator at the painting’s left
edge, who seems to listen to the young men of the afza standing under the

postico, in the antechamber of the palace, waiting for the presentacion cere-

S5 This same motif is found in Belloteo's View of the Piazaetta, which has already been discussed
in connection with the Berlin panel. Cf. figure 103.
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116 Carpaceio, Recep-
tion of the Ambassadors,
left portion: the nurizie
and young members. of
the calza. Photo; Scala,

mony, and who finds in this loggia opening directly onto the lagoon his
preamble, 3¢ if not-—iterally-—his preambulatio: some of the young men rurn
toward the narrator, while others face the other way and move through' the
colonnade separating them from the als #egia in which the story proper
begins. This narrative, lateral perspective is compensated by the presence,
immediately above and beyond the spot where the ambassadors consign
their message directly into the king's hands, of a tiny, frontally positioned
page who looks right iato the eyes of the spectator: a key figure, one hich-
erte dissimulared in painting, which the recent cleaning s made more
prominent, re-establishing its balance with another one, the leaning sailor
who also faces the spectaror, directly beneath the maost important point in

the Leave-taking of the Berothed Conple, that at which their hands meer for

56, Muraro, op. cic., p. 9.
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118 Carpaccio, Reception of the Ambassadors; the
symbolic pole. Photo: Scala.

FI9  Carpaccio, Leave-taking of the Betrothed
Couple, from the Saint Ursula cycle, detail.
Photo: Scala.

the first time. In both cases the painter makes a direct appeal to the
beholder, in an allocutionary mode and in the fisst person, so to speak, ro
emphasize an articulation essential to the narrative.

But there’s more: in Berlin the vanishing point that the sail of the
felucca screens out (like a stain intended ro dissimulate rhe hole used to
generate the configuration) is on the central axis of the composition, but
hete it has been shifted to the left: which is not immediately apparent,
thanks to the tripartite division, itself seemingly symmetrical, of the scene,
and to the introduction at its center, more or less, as part of the back-
ground panorama, of'a large, domed octagonal building into which opens a
door (another kind of “hole”} within which stand two figures, one on its

threshold and the other slightly inside, as in the image of the two witnesses
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120 Carpaccio, Triumph of Saint George, from the
Saint George cycle, 15021507, Venice, Scuota San

Giorgio dei Schiavoni. Photo: Scala.

(21 Tempie of Solomon, detail of a woodcut by
E. Reuwich for Breydenbach’s Peregrinatio {1486).
Photo: Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris.

reflected in the mirror of the Arnolfini Wedding, Which again secs up an
equivalent, in the iconographic register as well as in that of the imaginary,
of the rorunda in the Cittg ideale in Urbino, referring us, through it,
imago dominating Brunelleschi’s first expesiment: the San Giovanni baptis-

try, as depicred on a small panel pierced by a hofe at che spot which Viator

to the

would designate as the subject point, the rension berween the economy of
the scene and that of the narrative being thus exacerbated by the discrep-

ancy berween these two compositional poles—one of them geometric, and

the other imaginary.>”

in the cycle of the motif of

37. Omar Calabrese correctly pointed out ta me that the imporrance
in marble reverment in the

the centrally planned building is reinforced by the great mura! octagon
Departuse of the Ambarsadsrs, which Carpaccio positioned directly above the two figures of the writ-

ing scribe and the narcaror dictating to him.
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122 Carpaccio, Triumph of Saint George, prepara-

tory drawing. Florence, Uffizi, Department of
Drawings. Photo: Museum.

If we shoutd require proof that we're dealing with a calculaced,
perfectly conscious transformartion, this can be found in another, slightly
later work by Carpaccio, the Triumph of Saint George in San Giorgio det
Schiavoni. Several of the incidents in the Dalmation cycle are set within
unitary perspective scenes, such as the monastary yard, delimited on three
sides, in which Saint Jerome introduces his lion, frightening the monks, or
the other courtyard in which Jerome's funeral is set (disposed iongltudmally
like the Reception of the Ambassadors, and equally shallow), or the cubic vol-
ume of the room in which Saint Augustine is visited by an otherworldly
light. And as for Saint George Baptizing the Pagans and The Miracle of Saint
Tryphon, these episodes unfold on platforms or stepped potticoes that are
themselves oriented lengthwise, with squares bordered by diverse buildings
spread out behind them like drops, each featuring a cylindrical monument,
a tempie or turrer, displaced to the right of its central vanishing point. But
it’s in the Triumph of Saint George that the scene, in the theatrical sense of
the word, attains its full amplitude, with the disposition of the figures into
two symmetrical groups, on either side of the saint and the dragon in the

center, doubling thar of the buildings distributed around its perimeter on
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three sides,® among which is recognizable the minaret of the mosque of
Rama as represented in Breydenbach’s Peregrinatio. but placed atop an
arcaded cubic structure which has reminded some of the Holy Sepulchre,
also pictured in this pamphlee. It's difficult to determine the precise loca.
tion of this painting’s vanishing point, though ic is clearly somewhere along
the vertical axis corresponding to the minarec of the mosque and thus has
been shifted, once again, to the left. But the preparatory drawing in the
Uffizi shows that Carpaccio had first intended to place it on the symmetrica]
axis of the composition, which he carefully traced (though this is difficult to
see in reproduction): more specifically, within the central portal of a large
domed octagonal building suggestive of Bramante but whose overall form
recalls the image of the Templum salomonis in Reuwich’s woodcut for the
Peregrinatio; Solomon’s temple, that is to say, due to a confusion prevalent at
the time, the Dome of the Rock, symbolically situated on the hill of the
Temple of Jerusalem, whose precise location is unknown, and whose dis-
tance from the spot in question can thus not be determined. The same
Dome of the Rock that Reuwich represented as we still see it today, pre-
ceded by a mameluke portico erected at the top of a flight of stairs leading
from the Haram al Sheriff to the upper esplanade. This building is a recen-
sion of the temple in the Reception of the Ambasiadors, as is indicated by its
general form and by the fact that on the threshold of its central door there
stands a figure dressed in black followed by two others in white, as well as
by its also having itself been shifred to the right in the final composition,
creating a tension analogous to that exhibited in the earljer painting, the
tesult of a deliberate, marked discrepancy berween a scenic arrangement

that’s rigorously symmetrical and an architeceural framework that's decen-

58.  Pierre Provoyeur has seen in che Trinmph of Satnt George "a final Citta ideale” in che sequence
including the "Utbino perspectives,” the Perugino Consigument, and the Raphael Sposalizio. And he
has corcectly drawn attention o the way Carpaccio was able to deploy both the architecture and che
numerous figures 50 as to open up the scenic space (Le Temple. Repréventations de Varehitecture sacrée,
exh. cat., Nice, 1982, pp. 103, 107--108). Among the Venetian ancecedents for Carpaccio's work
with the representational configuration, the drawing bocks of Jacopo Bellini must be cited, espe-
cially if one accepts Marcel Riithlisberger's chesis thar Belliai, after having depicted an iiterie on the
right-hand page, often set it within an unexpected contexe on the left one, with its natural or
architeceural elements disposed like a perspective scene, cither restoring symmetry to the scene or
making ir dissymmetrical, as is the case in the Combar of Saint George and the Dragan (cf, Victor
Goloubeq, Les Dersing de Jaropo Bellini aw Lotwre o an British Musewm, val. 1, Le Livie desquisses du
British Musenm, Paris, 1912, plate VIII, and Marcel Rathlisberger, "Notes on the Drawing Books of
Jacopo Bellind,” Burtington Magazine, vol. 97, na. 643 (Occober 1936}, pp. 358-64.
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tered: & discrepancy between the geometric and imaginary orders that is
further intensified, perhaps, by an implied opposition between the temple of
the old law and that of the new.

In che face of operations like these, ‘whose remarkable subtlety is
inconsistent with the prevalent view of Carpaccio as litcle more than & pro-
digious storyeeller, tainted with a condescension registering a failure to rake
account of what it means to tell stories in painting, should we conclude that
the theater of Carpaccio was at the origin of number of trends preoccupy-
ing sixteenth-century scenographers, going so far as to find its echo in the
Urbino perspectives, and so embracing the refatively late daring for chem
proposed by Parronchi?*® This would be o fall into the same old rut usually
followed by are history, and would lead us to ignore the questions, of a very
different nacure, raised by this rapprochement of works whose agendas are in
fact quite different. For while we do well o approach the Urbino perspec-
tives as paintings or tableanx in Lacan’s sense, namely as configusations
through which the subject constitutes itself as such, Carpaccio’s “theater” is
an altogether different matter, the problem here being focused not so much
on the “subject” as on the istoria; a story, however, deriving much of its
meaning and energy from the discrepancy it introduces, with the intentien
of eventually surmounting it, between the geometric point of the subject
and the latter’s imaginary position.

Cerrain characteristics of sixteenth-centugy Venetian paimmg sug-
gest, contrary to the prevailing consensus, that problems, or thowughts, of this
kind did not cease to preoccupy the imagination of painters, particularly—
which might seem susprising—Venetian painters. Titian's Presentation of the
Virgin in the Temple in the Accademia conforms to a schema analogous to
that of the Reception of the Ambasiaders (the presence here of an old woman
sitring at the foor of some stairs, like a citation from the Carpaccio, is no
accident): here too the emphasis placed on the Jongitudinal advance of the
figures, notably the Virgin on the right, conflicts with the architectural
perspective opening into depth on the left. Tintoretto, in his version of this
subject in the Madonna dell'Orto, seems to have used a more classic compo-
sitional formula; indeed the stairway seen in perspective allows him to cre-

ate the impression not of @ horizontal progression but of a veritable

59. Cf. Zorzi, in Muraro, op. cit., p. 38
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ascension, while the receding lines of the architectural elements converge
upon the figure of the Virgin, in which the symbolic charge of the image is
concentrated. Likewise in his Wedding 2t Cana in the Salute, where the
compositional arrangement, far from entering into conflict with the perspec-
tive construction, readily conforms co it. Here we find once again, deployed
like a kind of backdrop, the traditional motif of the three-arched loggia;
but whereas in Veronese’s version this motif serves to establish a scenogra-
phy that's rigorously symmetrical, with the dining table placed parallel to
the picture plane, Tintotetto has ser it perpendicular to this plane, on axis
with the vanishing point, which is again shifted to the left, the greater part
of the scene remaining empty, while the Agure of Christ, seated at the far
end of the table (also an important transformation), is inscribed within the
outline of the left arcade instead of occupying, as was conventional, the
center of the scene. A careful, systematic study of the transformation group
consisting of Tintoretto’s versions of the Last Supper (which exploit a maxi-
mum number of the possible ways of placing a rectangular table within the
perspective scene, to say nothing of the distribution of the guests) would
doubeless reveal that the divergence—in the optical sense of the word—-—
between the work's thematic “subject” and the one orienting its geometric
organization like a compass, that the element of calculation, of intentional-

ity in this divergence perhaps constituted the best way of preventing the
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123 Titian, Presentation of the Virgin in the Temple,
| 534—1538. Venice, Accademia. Photo: Alinari-

Giraudon.

124 Tintoretto, Presentation of the Virgin in the
Temple, ca. 1552, Yenice, Madonna dell'Orto,
Photo: Andersan-Giraudon,
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125 Tintoretto, Wedding in Cana, Venice, Santa
Maria della Salute. Photo: Anderson-Giraudon.

system from succumbing to & generalized, totally uncontrollable drift fos-
tered by the expressive and dramatic qualities inherent in the “theater of

painting.”

As we're approaching our conclusion, it might seem a bit late to give voice
to a “contradictor,” as was customary in old treatises, a gesture that was not
merely an empty rhetorical exercise. As though a two-way dialogue was
inadequate to full development of the debate, it's being necessary to sum-
mon a third party to place it in proper perspective, The conceit might scem
crude; but it is important, near the end of this overextended two-voice
invention, that someone stand up for the rights of “poetry,” so at odds with
all this talk of the "work” of painting. Hearing it suggested that an excess

of theory has blinded us to what is most central to the Urbino perspectives
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126 Tintoretto, Last Supper, |594, Venice, San
Giorgio Maggiore. Phato: Anderson-Giraudon.

and that this is closer to the world of dreams than to that of geometry, one
first wants to respond that dreams also have laws, that dreams weork (and
everyone knows that dreams, like myths, like paintings, think among
themselves). And then there’s the face that the Citts ideale has lost much of
its purported dreamiike quality since the conservators have delivered it from
the shadows into the diurnal light which is its own. If the comparison with
dreams has a certain pertinence, this is not because of something in these
paintings that's approximate or indecisive (as Valéry said, there’s nothing
approximate about poetry), but rather because of their characteristic excess
of clarity and precision. Paradoxically, if there’s any question of poetry here,
iv’s less a funcrion of what's played out in the scencs of our three panels
than of the very production, the very establishment of these scenes: the
fascination these paintings exert over the viewer results from their bringing
into full, brightly lit view the space of dreams, the scene where they

unfold, even as they subject it to the norms of representation.
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But there's another fesponse one might make to the contradictor’s
objection (which you certainly don't take lightly): the seeming constraints of
the perspecrive paradigm are precisely the determinants of the “poetry” of
these paintings. At the end of the ffreenth cencury, painters had to come to
terms with it every question relating to a painting’s geometry had to be
translated into its terms, beginning with thar of symmetry, which consri-
tutes, as we've seen, a remarkable ool for rendering the work of perspective
visible. Thereafter artists faced a choice: they could either raise the stakes of
the perspective rule, or they could take exception to it—but they couldn't
pretend to be ignorant of it, Hence the historically grounded analogy drawn
by Jakobson between the role of grammar in poctry and, in che arc of
painting, that of compositional rules based upon a latent or manifest geo-
metric order. In poetry as in painting, technique can be grammatical or
nongrammatical; but in no case can it be agrammatical. According to
Jakobson this functional analogy was first proposed in the thirteenth cen-
tury, at a time when pictorial grammar took its measure from a paradigm
other than that offered by the perspective model; and much later it led
Spinoza to treat Hebrew grammar in terms of more geometrico. Bur its field of
application could be extended even further, according to cerrain contempo-
rary linguists who've gone so far as to speak of a “geometry” of the formal
principles charactetiscic of a given language.® And this field would seem to
bave no a priori lmits if it's true, as Wittgenstein claimed, speaking non-
metaphorically, that color itself is a matter of geometry, 8t

The geometry to which berspectiva artificialis was linked, and to
which it’s supposed to have given a new stimulus in the early fifteenth
century, for painrers this geometry was not, and could not be, on a leve) of
abstraction appropriate for mathematicians. As Alberti was 1o write, the
painter should use “a more sensare wisdom,” along with points on a specific

suface, lines of a certain thickness, and figures everyone can see.$? How

60. Roman Jakohson, “Poésie de la grammaire et grammaire de la podsie,” French trans., Qwestions
de poftigue, Paris, 1973, pp- 227-28; English trans. by R. J. Rudy and Scephen Rudy in R. J.
Langnage in Literature, Cambridge and London, 1987, pp. 132-33.

61 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Bemerkangen jiber die Farbin, 1956; English trans., Remarks on Color,
Berkeley, 1977,

62. "Noi, perche vogliame le cose essere poste da vedere, per questo useremo quanto dicono piu
grassa Minerva . . ,," Alberri, Della pittura, op. cit., p. 55; English trans., p. 43.

424




could it have been otherwise, if the analogy with grammar is well founded?
Considered as a grammarical rule applicable to painting, 2 geometric princi-
ple can only be accepted if it makes sense; and if something is to make

sense in painting, it must first of all be visible. And this sense condition, as

formulated in terms of visibility, might still have been a factor in the
advance effected in perspective, in the field of mathemartics, two cenruries
after Alberti. In which case Brunelleschi's experiments would have prépared,
and not “anticipated,” the advent of both descriptive and projective geome-
try, insofar as they put in place a configuration of visibility in which che
subject, the one to become that of modern science, had its assigned piace
from the beginning (and ac the origin) of the system, in the form of a
point: Desargues’ revolution rose on this foundation or-—to use Husserlian
language—on this ground of significant experience. Did the passage to
geometry presuppose that the operations constituting the system had been

purged of all phenomenological or subjective connotations, and thac there

was now a permanent disjunction berween the point of view and the point
said o be chat “of the subject”? This is not the place to answer such a
question. But we've seen that an analogous operation had long been under-
way in the field of art: Carpaccio’s work (rravail) atrests to the subsequently
acknowledged necessity of a division, in painting (insofar as it conforms to
the perspective paradigm) between that which is a matter of geometry, in
the strictly machematical sense of the word, and that which has to do with
another kind of geometry, one that’s imaginary-—ot symbolic,

The most probing example of such an extension of the idea of
“geometry,” the work that explores it in the fullest, most spectacular, most
systematic—and most enigmatic—way is incontestably Veldzquez's Lar Men-
inas. And it was not by accident thar Michel Foucault's analysis of this
painting was cited at the beginning of this volume, and that we now return
to it at the end of our journey. In my opening remarks I expressed regret
that this analysis had had no discernable influence, and that far from open-
ing the way toward investigations—seemingly crucial ones in the context of
the “archaeology of knowledge"——into the role of art in the genesis of the
classic system of representation, it had been received as little more than a
fable or conceit. At least in France, it must be said. For things worked out
rather differencly in the United States, where after an initial incubation

period the literature on Las Meninas has proliferated to such an extent that
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127 Veldzquez, Las Men-
inas, 1656. Madrid,
Prado. Photo: Bulloz,

onc must now make excuses before adding to it. Leo Steinberg has made a

particularly elegant contribution to the debare: in his view, any description
of Veldzquez's masterpiece must be inadequate, Las Meninas being compara-
ble to a musical composition lending itself to multiple interpretations, none
of which can be definitive.® The dodge is skillful, but it avoids the ques-

tion as to whether there's such a thing as a history of description and inter-
pretation, and whether this might somehow or other pretend to rruch, or at

least to pertinence—rto put this another way: whether advance or progress is

63, Leo Steinberg, “Veiazquez' “Las Meninas’,” Octaber, no. 19 (winter 1981), pp. 45-54.
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possible in this matter, without which critical activity would be reduced to
an interminable series of performances, mote or less successful or spectacu-
far, with a failure to clearly define the specific competence required of inter-
preters making the entire exercise all the more dubious. Tt goes without
saying that one must know how to read music to make it heard and under-
stood. But in the case of painting? _
Of what relevant competence can the philosopher boast here? Fou-
cault’s analysis, while it immediately took on classic status, to the great
annoyance of many historians, is concerned primarily, if indirectly, with
classicism: Does it not claim to give us access, by means of Veldzquez's
painting, to the most constant ground of the classic episteme, the theory of
representation? Las Menznas is presented as being, “perhaps” (it is Foucault
who hedges), a representation of classic representation and of the space it
opens up. But a representation that is—as is only proper—itself suipended,
like the brush of the painter depicted on the canvas, such that one can’t
decide whether he’s about to add a final touch to his painting or has yet to
malke the first brushstroke. A representation of representation, and not of
4 representation, as the philosopher John Searle would say, in the course of
denying its very possibility. That representation whose various forms and
signs are enumerated in the painting: images (the paintings within the
painting, though their function is thwarted, insofar as theyre illegible save
to knowledgeable specialists®), portraits, looks, gesturcs, etc.—while the
scene he describes sustains itself, in its scenic existence, only by mcans of
the references it imposes to another scene, facing ir and thus invisible, but
whose trace or echo is found in the painting’s ceater, in the form of the
mirror and the two figures reflecred in it. The consequence being, between
these facing scenes, an unending series of relays or dodges, as 2 result of
which the spectator is simultaneously implicated in the painting and
excluded from the circuit of representation, or rather conducted to its back:
a back for which that of the canvas within the painting, the one at which
the painter works, s a litera} metaphor. To use Foucault's own e, the

spectatot’s ateention “Austers” (papillore), being simultancously solicited by

64. Michel Foucault, Les Moss et les choses, op. cit., p- 19; Englisk wans., p. 3.
&5, Cf. Charles de Tolnay, “Velasquez' ‘Las Hilanderas' and 'Las Meninas' (an Interpretation),”
Gazette des Beawx-Arts, vol. 35 (January 1949, pp. 21-38.
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the painter’s gaze at him, by che mirror facing him, and by the open door
at the rear of the painting, similar to a "light” (though it illuminates only
irself), at whose threshold, a bir inside it, there stands another spectator,

this one too partially turned away, and who sees only the back of che scene

as presented to us by the painter, and yet whose view encompasses all of it,
including the other painting, the one we can’t see, to which no one in the
scene pays any attention, not even the painter himself in this suspended
moment. To say nothing of all those eyes looking out at us from most
places in the canvas where there are figures, or of the dog in the foreground
who neither looks nor moves, and who is preseat, as Leo Steinberg observes,
as a figure of apathes or tranquility.

Thus the spectator is linked to the representarion taking place
within this scene by a network of lines leading from the painting, travers-
ing the viewer and apparently converging on a point which Foucaulr quali-
fies as “uncereain” (dustenx), because invisible (but then what is the precise

role of visibility in this inquiry?). An ideal point, and also a functional one.

An “inevitable” point, in Foucault’s words. And a necessary one, since it's a

prerequisite for che representation that’s ordered and deployed from it,* and

to which corresponds, in the painting, the image of the three functions of
which it is by turns the site: the figures of the “models” reflected in the
mirtor, who are purportedly situated there; that of the painter, who has had
to place himself, at least ideally, at this point {which is, I repeat, uncertain}
in order to paint the painting we're examining; and that, finally, of the
spectator, who in principle would be superfluous to the configuration, unless
he took it in from the back, opening his own “light” into it, guided by the

position assigned him in Brunelleschi’s first experiment. Which makes the

conclusion inevitable: “The entite painting is looking out at a scene for
which it is itself a scene.”® The space opened by representation is, in prin-
ciple, split: for there to be a painting or fablean in the classic sense of the
word, it is necessary, simultaneously, for the position it sets up to be devel-
oped in front of the plane of projection, in the direction of the specrator,

who will thus find himself on an equal footing with the figures within it

66.  Steinberg, op. cit., p. 50,
&7. Loucault, Ler Mots et les choses, op. cit., p. 29; English trans., p. 13.
68, Ibid.; English trans., p. 14,
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{and on an equal footing as well wich both the mastet who represents and
the sovereigns who are represented-—which summarizes che meaning that arr
historical consensus has seen fir ro ascribe to Veldzquez's masterpiece), and
for the painted scene to be a slice through this “face-off.” The painting is
both the instrument and the producr of this caesura, and correspondse—
quite literally—to whar perspective theory designated as the “section,” the
sntersegazione.

The subject is thus elided from the configuration ser up by Las
Meninas, Triply so, because “subject” should be understood here i all three
senses of cthe word, each of them classic: that of the themaric subject of the
painting only visible to rhe spectator from the back; thac of the author of
Las Meninas, who could only have executed it by removing himself from the
place he occupies within it; and thar of the spectator himself, before whom
the scene deploys itself without his being able to discern, initially, any way
to situate himself as a subject within ic. According to Foucault this elision
was necessary in order for the representation to present itself as being pure,
liberated from this relation thar impeded it:% which doesn't preclude the
possibility that, once disconnected from the subject, points of view or focus
can multiply within the limits of the painting. It is this aspect of Foucaule’s
description that has met with the greatest resistance. Leo Steinberg insises
upon the feeling of reciprocal implications generated by the pIayI of the
mirrored encounters that Veldzquez proposes to us: no one locking ac Las
Meninas is excluded from the scene; he is part of the family, part of the
event. ™ As for John Scatle, he holds to what appears to be a commonsense
argument: for there to be any such elision, the object elided muse initially
have been posited as such; how can we speak of representation if irs funda-
mental condition is absent? Or to put it somewhar differently, in the rerms
of "speech act” theory: every pictorial proposition must necessarily be cou-
pled with an implicie active verb such as "I see,” just as every statement
implics an “I say,”

Svetlana Alpers has rightly expressed concern over the face thar the
most thorough, penetrating description of Las Meninas o appear for some

time was penned by a philosopher, which she takes to indicaze thar the

69, Ibid., p. 31, English crans., p. 16.
70, Seeinberg, op. cir., pp. 48, 54.
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standard interprecive methods of art history are structurally inadequate to
deal with such a painting.”* So it's not surprising that it is another philoso-
pher, and not an art historian, who has most closely scrutinized Foucault's
analysis. According to John Seatle, Las Meninas, far from being a represen-
tation of classic representation, is a veritable challenge issued to the cheory
of representation. His argument can be summarized as follows: given that in
classic painting illusion is based upon resemblance, and thac all resemblance
must be relative to a point of view,”” the fact that the point from which Las
Meninas is supposed to be contemplated is already occupied by the royal
couple amounts to an aporia that can only be adjusted if we concede that
the point of view from which Velazquez painted his picture is not the one
assigned by perspective {and is not in fact where Searle thinks it is) but
rather the one shown by the painting: which amounts to saying that the
painting on which che painter works is none other than the one we see, in
which case we're no longer dealing with a represencation of a representation,
and there’s no scene in question other than the onc we actually see on the
canvas. But the paradox here is not the one Searle articulates: in the torally
closed, self-referential configuracion he posits, the mirror is superfluous, and
yet the sense of his argument depends upon it; unless, that is, we are to
suppose that Veldzquez depicted himseif in the course of painting Las Meni-
nas under the eves of his masters, which in fact brings us back to Foucault’s
description. ™

Las Meninas is the only example in Veldzquez's work of a painting
constructed in strict perspective. As often happens, the apparent rigor of its
construction obscures a trap—an especially perverse one in chis case because
it exploits the constitutive prejudice of the system, namely the assumption
that perspective assigns the spectator a place at the start, or rather at the
origin of the “view” proposed by the painting, directly in front of the point
roward which its receding lines converge. In chrall to this assumption,

Searle has not escaped the trap set for him by Las Meninas: his misadventure

71. Svetlana Alpers, “Interpretation without Representation, or the Viewing of Las Meninas,”
Representations, no. | {February 1983), pp. 3142,

72. John Searle, “Ias Meninas and the Paradoxes of Picrorial Represcatation,” Critical Inquiry,
vol. 6, no. 3 (spring 1980), pp. 447-88.

73, The idea that the painter in Lay Meninas is painting Las Meninas was fiest proposed by Eliza-
heth du Gué Trapier in her book Veldzquer, New York, 1948, p. 339.
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is all the more piguant——and revelatory—Dbecause he thoughe, having read
Foucault z bir too quickly {like many others), that the vanishing point was
inscribed within the mirror of Las Meninas, perpendicular to the figures of
the two sovereigns, whereas in fact, if one looks closely, it appears to he
situated somewhere along the forearm, or on the hand, of the figure at the
threshold of the open door to the rear of the scene. It's on this axis then
that the spectator should be placed, such that he senses the royal couple to
be to his left.” But here again, gptical analysis of the painting reveals thar
this cannot be so, and that the mirror cannot present a direct reflection of
the figures of the king and queen. Which promprs us to allow that the
image reflected in the mirror might correspond o the central portion of the
canvas on which the painter works.” If such were the case, the analysis
would not further our understanding of the workings of a painting whose
perspective scheme seems to have been devised with ends in view other than
illusionist ones: if there’s any illusion in question here, it passes by way of
the mirror before—if the reader will indulge me—heading out the door.
Another way of approaching Las Meninas, one that we might by
rights have expected an adherent of speech act theory to propose, would be
to focus not on what the painting represents but racher on what it dees, and
primarily on what it sransforms. In this connection we have at our disposal a
document that's vircually unique: the series of studies painted by Picasso in
his studio in Cannes, between August and December of 1957, using mare-
rial from Veldzquez's masterpiece. The set of transformations they propose
constirute without doube the best introduction ro the operations of which
Las Meninas is the theater. What did Picasso choose to work with? Among
other things, the relation berween the mirror reflecting the figures of the
royal couple {(which Foucault siruated in cthe painting’s center) and the
nearby door within which is framed, at the beginning of a flight of stairs,
the silhouerte of a third figure. As for this last motif {and the figure in a

doorway is definitely a motif, one that appears frequently in painting of the

74, Steinberg, op. cit., p. 52.

75, Cf. Joel Sayder and Ted Cohen, “Critical Response. Reflections on Las Meninas: Paradox
Lost,” Critical Ingwiry, vol. 7, no. 2 (winter 1980), pp. 429-47. Gearge Kubler proposed the same
reading in 1966 ("Threc Remarks on Las Meminas,” Art Bulletin, vol. 48, 1966, p. 213). More
recently, Kubler has advanced an even subtler reading, namely that the mirror in Las Meninas is a
Jalse mizror, a painting executed © Jook like 4 mirror, which weuld redouble its imaginary valence.
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period, and musc be considered as such™), Foucanle is far from regarding it

as secondary, for he views it as manifesting one of the three functions con-
centrated in the point supposedly assigned by the painting (note: the paint-
ing, not the perspective scheme). But he does not accord it an importance
equal to that of the mirror, whose funcrion it is to draw into the painting,
in the form of a refiection, something that’s essentially foreign to it, namely
the gaze that has organized it and to which it presents itself.”” In this
respect, but in this one only, the mirror indeed occupies the center of the
composition, at least its imaginary center. As for its geometric one, that—as
we've seen--is quite another mareer. Curiously, part of Picassa’s work scems
to have involved reducing this mirror to its bare minimum: to such an
extent that it was no longer anything bt a sign lacking all appearance of
specularity, a kind of blind painting, a simple frame, a white rectangle-—in
other words, rotally eliminating it so as to allow the motif of the door and
the silhouette framing it, suggestive of a shadow theater, to assume a place
smack in the painting’s center. This displacement (this transformation) cor-
responds to the opening in the painting of a white gap, a fissure thar in
some cases is quite small but is all the more visible for having been stripped
of all geomertric connotation, and al} the more active for being inscribed
within a more compact and densely charged composition (see the two "gen-
eral views” of Qctober 2 and 3, 195774).

To be sure, the context of Picasso’s transformation is very different
from that of the picture from which he took his material: in 1957 painting
was no longer in the age of representation, its characteristic game of mirrors
having come to an end. But what then are we to make of the prominence
he accorded rhis opening to which, wichin the painting, no one pays cven
the slightest attention? In Veldzquez's canvas the mirror and the door are
plainly in direct competition with one another, and Foucault saw this quite
clearly: Does he not say of this light (a light—1 must stress this point
again—that illuminates only itseif) chat its brightness challenges the reflec-

tion, in the mirror, of the two doll-like figures as would the flame of a

96. Cf. André Chascel, "La Figure dans Vencadrement de Ia porte chez Veldzquez,” Fables, Formes,
Figures, op. cit., vol. 2, pp. 145-34,

77, Foucault, Les Mois e les choses, op. cit., p. 30; English trans., pp. 1415,

78. Musco Picasso, Catelops I, Barcelona, 1973, nos. 70.465 and 70.466.
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|29 Picasso, Las Meninas (after Velizquez), dated
August 17, 1957, Barcelona, Picasso Museurs.

Photo: Museum.

130 Picasso, Las Meninas, September |8, 1957.
Barcelona, Picasso Museum. Photo: Museum.

131 Picasso, Las Meninas, September 19, 1957.
Barcelona, Picasso Museum. Photo: Museum.
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132 Picasso, Las Meni-
nos, October 2, |957,
Barcefona, Picasso
Museum. Photo: Museum.

candie? But this competition is all the more apparent for being serictly
programmed, with the mirror and the door being placed on either side of
the painting’s vertical axis, which passes chrough the latrer’s left frame. The
very curtain held open by the figure at its threshold responds, symmetri-
cally, to that hanging above the royal couple. But the indefinitely sus-
pended gesture of the hand on which the painting’s vanishing point is
siruated, or very nearly, echoes that on the other side of the canvas of the

hand holding the brush. There’s nothing surprising in this: without taking
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133 Picasso, Las Menings, November 15, 1957,
Barcelona, Picasso Museum. Photo: Museus.
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proper names to be anything other, as Foucault notes, than deictic arcifices
allowing us to pass from the space where one looks to that where one
speaks,™ we cannot ignore the fact that this figure, this witness, bore the
same name as the painter, for he is don Jos¢ Nieto Veldzquez, aposentador or
steward of the palace, in the service of the queen and responsible for the
royal tapestey collecrion, as was the king's painter for the picture collec-
tion.® The fact that their names correspond, in the case of the painter, ro
that of his father and, in the case of the aposentador, to that of his mother
should be linked ro the symmetry of the functions they perform, one for the
king and the ather for the queen. Allowances being made for this excep-
tion, the like proper names only serve to exacerbate the disjuncrion of the
two figures between which the mirror (and che image of the royal couple)
takes its place: in Las Meninas there is not one Velizquez but twe, the self
and the other. And the other is situated, as if by chance, within the paint-
ing, and takes it in, so to speak, from the back, from che spot at which the
spectator, the “observer,” finds through projection his geometric position,
The strength of Foucault’s account, its analycic pertinence, derives
from his having managed to avoid privileging any of the three funcrions of
which the painring is the site. Some have claimed his description takes irs
measure from the painting's perspective organization, but this is hardly the
case, as Foucault’s reference to a network of lines deemed to emanate perpen-
dicularly from the canvas, its “end point” (peinsillé} corresponding to the
locus assigned by perspective, is in the end metaphorical. In this sense
Foucault is perfectly right to see the mirror as the painting’s “center,”
though—as I've said-its imaginary center. Hence it is incorrect to say that
the perspective paradigm provides us with the most appropriate model of
the classic system of representation. If there is any representation in paint-
ing, the configuration of Lar Meninas reveals it to consist of a calculared
discrepancy between a painting's geometric organization and its imaginary
structure. It is this chat Foucault’s critics have failed ro see, as a result of
their having adhered o a strictly oprical, conventional definition of che

perspective paradigm. But to fully comprehend the operation of the paint-

79, Foucault, Les Mats et Jes choses, op. cit., p. 25; English trans., p. 9.
80. Cf. ¥ ). Sinchez-Cantén, “Las Meninas” y s personajes, Barcelona, 1943, pp. 14-27.
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ing, we must still examine the material transformed by it and work this
into the interpreratien.

It is true that the operations of Las Meninas are not without prece-
dent in the history of painting. But their difference from those io such-and-
such a self-portrait in a mirror,®' their greater complexity and subtlety, can
be demonstrated with a single example. With regard to the mirror/door
paiting with which Picasso worked, I'd observe that Veldzquez severed two
terms or motifs that had been conjoined, even encased in one another, in a
paincing that seems to be directly connected with Las Meninas, as Searle has
suggested. A painting executed more than two centuries before the master-
piece by Veldzquez, one that he must have seen and could casily have stud-
ied, as it then figured in the collection of the king of Spain, for which the
artist was responsible. This painting, whose basic elements are incorporated
into Las Meninai and transformed. chere, is none other than the Arnolfini
Wedding by Jan van Eyck-—already mentioned in connection with Brunelles-
chi’s first experiment—in which we see, framed by the circular convex mir-
ror in which they're reflected, two witnesses (two, like the king and queen
in Las Meninas, or the two "Veldzquezes”) skightly beyond the threshold of a
door. In this play of closed-circuit relays giving the painting its testamen-
tary force, the written inscription ("I was there”) would seem redundant if it
didn't perform the function of leading the painting from the space of visi-
bility to that of legibility, and of transforming an implicit proposition into
an explicit statement. But this configuration, which we might say was one
of implication as well as one of proof, was itself not unprecedented. A
decade or two before the Arnolfini Wedding, Brunelleschi's first experiment

had already made use of a door and a mirror. And it was within the frame
of this door, according to my hypothesis (a bit forced, I'll concede, but now
justified a posteriori by an entire history®), that was inscribed the point
which, by means of the mirror reflection, became confused with that of the
eye. This door which opened, atop a short flight of stairs, into a centraily
planned temple, into the baptistry which would serve as imago for the
Utbino Citta ideale and, after it, for a number of quite different composi-

tions, the Perugino Consignment and Raphael Sposalizio being among the

81. Steinberg, op. cit., p. 46.
82, Cf spwa, chapter 13.
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134 |an van Eyck, Arnol-
fini Wedding, 1434, tL.on-
don, National Gallery.
Photo: Museum.
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most famous. Which is to say a symbolically connoted locus, one con-
founded, in Bruaelleschi’s demonstration, with the geometric jocus of the
subject, as is also the case in the Arneffini mirror.

If in Las Meninas Veldzquez severed the two terms, or the two loci,
he effected this by means of an operation in a direct line with thac of
Carpaccio, which can now, retrospectively, be seen in all its nonanecdotal
significance. Likewise, in another context, the point marked in the window
of Ghitlandaio's Annunciation* a point that's tangent to the closed shutter,
just as the vanishing point in the Citta ideale is contiguous with the closed
wing of the door. But a point that’s strictly symbolic, that’s stripped of all
geometric connotation, even though it’s sitnated on the same vercical axis as
the vanishing point, where it intersects with the horizontal line passing
through the dove of che Holy Spirir, which line thus comes to figure as a
horizon line, itself imaginary. This fundamentally metonymic play takes on
still greater relief in Las Meninas, in light of the painting's self-referential-
ity, which Scarle has correctly stressed. We will never know what the artist
it Las Meninas is painting: but the turned canvas is an emblem or cosign of
the founding operation of modern painting, which consisted of Brunel-
leschi’s piercing a hole in his panel and turning it around to view it in a
MIgror,

Which is to say that if the perspective paradigm is inadequate to
define the system of classic representation, it nonetheless remains a condi-
tion of it. The discrepancy berween a painting’s geomettic organization and
its imaginary structure is conceivable only if the latter can get its measure
from the former, miming its operation, as Foucault's analysis implicitly
reveats. Is Las Meninas constructed in perspective? The answer seems 5o
obvious as to render the question pointless. And yer there are very few
indicators, and these far from clear, to help us situate the vanishing point:
the oblique line where the ceiling mcets che right wall, and another one, on
the same wall, passing through the window lintels, and the ceiling brackets
from which chandeliers can be hung, etc. If the perspectival illusion is
totally convincing, it convinces in the imaginary register by the accumula-
tion of features that animate the representation, all of them linked to the

visual order: the mirror, the glances, the gestuses, the paintings within the

83. CF sxpra, chapter 13, pp. 360-62.
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I35 Jan van Eyck, Arnol-
fini Wedding: mirror,
London, National Gallery.
Photo: Museum,

Suspended Representation

painting, and even the turned canvas, placed obliquely such that it forms a
right angle with the open door. The point most conspicuousty assigned by
the painting is not the geometric poiat, which must be induced or inferred,
bur an uncertain point, as Foucault properly pucs it, a point that's not
invisible but rather unassignable, and that flucters, that dares about, estab-
lishing itself first in the painter's gaze, then in the mirror, and then (as
indicated by the perspective construction) 1o the right of the arm of the
other Velazquez, the one drawing back the curtain, metonymously miming
the unveiling of the painting and the scene with which it presents us. A
point, if we take Foucault literally, that will fluctuate into infinity. A

point, in any case, no surer of its position than is the painter, who muse
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pull back to get a proper view of his model, or the lady-in-waiting leaning
roward the infanta, not out of deference (she has eyes only for “us™) bur to
move as close as possible 1o the painting's axis, like those annoying
bystanders who try, despite a cameraman'’s protests, to force their way into
the field of his viewfinder.

The operation of the painting, then, can be translated into the
analytic register in terms of a competition, to the point of interference,
between two language games—one that's techaical (geometric or perspecti-
val} and another that's phenomenological. In the one case, the subject s, so
to speak, produced by the system in which it has its designated place (as in
language); in the other, it manifests itself through a goal defining it as a
subject, but not without allowing irself to become captivated by the mirror
in which it vainly secks its own reflecrion. It's common knowledge that
there’s a bit of Narcissus in every spectator, in every lover of painting. The
great deafer Duveen took care to heavily varnish the paintings in his shop,
for he had observed that his clients enjoyed seeing their own images
reflected in the works presented to them 3¢ Classic representation appeals to
a similar desire, but in a form that’s perverse in another way: to understand
it properly, we must ourselves be careful not to confuse elision of the sub-
ject with its absence, its suppression, or its exclusion. The subject is
“clided” in Las Meninas, but it is presupposed by it, as it was in the specu-
lar circuit put in place by Brunelleschi, which appealed to it as its condi-
tion, or its origin, precise and instantaneous, as would be Descartes's cogita.
In painting, the point is the sign of the elision of the subject. A sign that
is placed, as it must be, under the aegis of an apostrophe, a direct address,
but that has meaning and existence as this sign only within the space of the

visible.

If resistance to Foucault's description of Las Meninas has far ourweighed its
positive influence on subsequent rescarch into the role of art in the genesis
of the economy of the classical gpisteme, the author himself is partdy to

blame: in the context of his book rhis analysis functions only as a kind of

embiem, like a frontispiece. As is often the case in works of history, in

84. N. 8. Berman, Duveen, New York, 1951, p. 134,
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Words and Things painting is called into play only to serve illustrative or
allegorical ends. And if there is one primary lesson to be learned from all of

the preceding, it is that painting is a distinct ohject of historical study and

must be dealt with as such: which means paradoxically that one must adopt
a deliberarely seructuralise point of view, which only throws the historical
dimension of phenomena into greater relief. In contrast to the operations
studied by mythology, those of which art is the theater belong to a history
that is anything but continuous, one that's marked by all kinds of advances,
retreats, and detours and can unfold over several centuries. A history that
cannot a priori be assigned any chronological or geographic limits. Four
centurics after Veldzquez, Picasso would undertake to reactivate the question
posed by Las Meninas, just as Veldzquez used the apparatus put in place by
Jan van Byck two hundred years before him. It is known thar Velizquee,
especially in his most important canvases, frequently reworked elements
drawn from paintings of the preceding century, transforming and enriching

them.® But we must go further: through the Arnolfini mirror, Las Meninas

renews, objectively, with Brunelleschi's configuration, adapting it to the
context of its own rime. I've further suggested that the Urbino pesspectives |
have cheir “own” history: a plural history, and perhaps a collective one, with :
which men of quite diverse backgrounds may have been associated, which
would be in keeping with what we know of the period and of the Urbino
court in particular. A history encompassing several years, if not several
decades, for which the Citta ideale opened the way by renewing with ele-
ments of the prototype that were subsequently transformed in the two other
paaels, resulting in the constitution of the group we've been discussing.
Leading from Brunclleschi’s experiments to Veldzquez's Las Meninas
by way of the Arnolfini Wedding, the Urbino perspectives, Raphael's Spozali-
zio, and the great narrative cycles of Carpaccio, this strucrural analysis has
traced a historical crajectory that will strike many historians as improbable,
but it is consistent wich the image of art itself. Conversely, history confers
meaning upon moves it's tempting to regard as serictly formal and redun-

dant, as has been said (a bit hastily) of the Lévi-Straussian conception of

85. Cf. Dicgo Angulo, Veldzquez, coma compusa sus principales cnadros, Seville, 1947,
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myth:® if a language spoke only of irself, it would still have much to say.
We have just seen proof of this: when painting turns in on itself and reflects
upon its own operations, the results affece the position of the subject, the
emergence of a science, and the status of represencation.

Emile Benveniste maintained that fanguage alone has the power to
interpret itself and is also the unique interpreter of all other semiotic sys-
tems—this 7aterpretive relation furnishing the criterion, according to him,
for a division between systems manifesting their owa semiotic and those
whose semiotic becomes manifest only by means of anocher mode of expres-
sion. And yet he acknowledged that the distinction berween interpretive
and interpreted systems, berween those that “articulate” and those that “are
articulated,” has meaning only “from the point of view of language.”’
Picasso's work with Las Meninas, and Velazquez's masterpiece itself, if its
operations are taken to be self-referential, attest to the fact that painting,
while it cannot interpret other systems, disposes of all the means necessary
for it to turn back on itself, from the point of view and in rerms of the
forms chat belong to it. The perspective configuration demonscrates this, in
that it reflects, in the course of its own regulated opesation, the operators at
work in it, without being obliged to introduce any arbitrary or imported
categories, The contradictor (the same one or another) will say that these
categories are nonetheless linguistic ones and that, because of this, they
must be applied through language. But this is true only from the point of view
of language, within the space in which we speak, and is not true from the

point of view of painting, within the space in which we look. For the

painter, the “horizon” is first of all the line described by Alberti, on which
are aligned the heads of the figures populating a canvas, the limit, though
he was under no obligation to name it, roward which a painting’s receding
lines converge: the site of points at the infinity of a plane, as Poncelet
would put it in another language, a conceptual one, but one that’s also
founded on a primordial intuition. And as for the "point of view,” it falls ro

perspective (so it's said), and not ro language, to assign this in painting.

86. Dan Sperber, Le Symbalisme en géndraf, Paris, 1974, p. 19; English trans. by Alice L. Morcon,
. Rethinking Symbolism, Cambridge, 1975, p. 12.

87. Deoveniste, "Sémiclogie de la langue,” Problémer de linguistique générale, op. cit., vol. 2, p. 61,

English trans. in Semiotics, op. cit., pp. 241-42.
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What is thinking in painting, in forms and through means proper

to it? And what are the implications of such “thinking” for the history of
thought in gencral? Another book would be required to elucidate rhis sub-
ject or this point. The one (the book) the reader has just finished was
“intended only to make visible and comprehensible how painting not only
shows but thinks, through forms that might be designated as rymbolic in
Cassirer’s sense. I state once again: in the historical context in which we
placed ourselves, perspectiva artificialis provided the painter with 2 formal
apparatus like that of the sentence, with which it shares many features,
Srarting with irs organization of point of view, vanishing point, and dis-
tance point, and the other corollary points designating here, there, and over
there—which is sufficient to make it possible to speak, again nonmetaphori-
cally, of a geometry of the sentence thar would have its analogue in the
figurative register. Whar is demonstrated by the group of Urbino perspec-
tives, and had previously been demonstrated by Brunelleschi’s configuration

and would be demonstrated again by Las Meninas, is that the sentence is

not assignable to a single system of pronouns and positional indexes in space
and time. The formal apparatus pur in place by the perspective paradigm is
equivalent to that of the sentence, in thar it assigns the subject a place
within a previously established network that gives it meaning, while at the
same time opening up the possibility of somerhing like a statement in
painting: as Wittgenstein wrote, words are but points, while propositions
are arrows that have meaning, which is to say direction.8
The perspective paradigm effecrively posits the other, in the face of
the “subject,” as always already there: it introduces a third party, previously
excluded by an are (like that of the medieval period) that was essentially
contemplative, that precluded all possibility of passing from one position o
another as well as of entering into che painting as if it were a “scene.”
Merleau-Ponty repeats the following argument taken from George Berkeley: i
what we call “depth” has meaning only for a spectator viewing it laterally, I
in profile, so to speak,® which brings to mind the notion of the distance

point, whose function in this context is decisive, as Pll demonstrate else-

N

88. "Name gleichen Punieen, Sfcze Pfeiien, sic haben Sinn”; “Names are like poinrs; propositions
like arrows—-they have sense.” Wittgenstein, Tractatus Lagieo-Philosophicus, op. cit., 3.144.

89.  Maurice Merleau-Ponry, Phénoménologie de la percption, Paris, 1943, P 293; English trans., by
Colin Smith, The Phenomennlogy of Pevcepiion, New York, 1962, p. 255.
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where. That laterality has a role to play in painting is proved by Carpaccio’s
Saint Ursula cycle; likewise the light in the Urbino perspectives and in Las
Meninas, where it comes from windows opening onto the room from the
side of which we see only the embrasures, This chree-term strucruse allows
us to more fully grasp what's at issue when the authors of treatises some-

times express themselves in their own name or in the first person (“rhis is

what I do when [ paint . . ."), sometimes appeal to the reader (“if you*
want to construct . . .}, and somerimes give voice to & third party (“the
contradicror will say . . ."). Alberti’s Della pittura provides a perfect illus-

tration of this conceit, which he manipulates with unequaled mastery: in
book 1 Alberti discusses construction of the perspective checkerboard on a
plane in the first person; in book II he shifts to the second person to justify
the difficulcies he's setring the reader, and to reach him how to construct a
scene in elevation; but he is careful ar the beginning to ask the dedicatee,
namely Brunelleschi himself, to come to his defense against “pecking”
detractors.®® In the same way the analogy we've drawn between the perspec-
tive paradigm and sentence structure (dispositif d'énonciation) allows us to
understand how Serlio could maintain it was easier t0 reach perspective
through dialogue (conferands in praesentia) than by means of writing, or even
drawing (in disegnoy—-namely bodies constructed in elevation from their
ground section. For when putting the fgures of plane geometry into per-

spective, one remains in the register of writing, of redigere,”! which obliges

us to distinguish between two modalities or moments in the operation

‘ called projection, that of the actual tracing and another in which one liberates
\ oneself from it. However that may be, his wariness is justified: perspective

: rends toward discourse as toward its own end or reason for being; but it has
! its origin (or its departure) outside speech, outside the phonic element: on
that plane whete painting is inscribed, where it works and reflects on itself,

and where perspective demonstrates it.

* French familiar form—TRANS,

G0, “Piacciati adunqgue leggiermi con diligentia er se cosa vi ti par da emendarla corregimi. Niuno
scriptae maj {u si docto al quale non fussero utilissirni gli amici erediti et jo in prima dacte desidero
essere emendato per nen essere morso da detractori.” Alberti, Della pittura, op. cit., p. 34; English

trans., p. 40.

91, Cf supra, chapter 13, p. 270, note 56.
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