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Fic. 1 —Michelangelo, The Crucifixion of Peter, fresco. Vatican, Cappella Paolina.

only leads me to see what the copyist missed but what I too hadn’t
noticed. Ours is by nature a pejorative eye, better adapted to registering
a mismatch than agreement. The discrepancies that leap to the eye in
comparing replicas with their ostensibie models are jolts to one’s visual
slath,

Of Michelangelo’s last painting—the Crucifixion of Peter, completed
in 1549 at age seventy-four—three sixteenth-century copies are knowu:
an engraving by Giovanni Battista de Cavalieri, an etching by Michele
Lucchese, and an unattributed pancl painting {(figs. 1-4). The engraving
reverses (the composition and cuts off the sky: the ciching converts the
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square format of the fresco into an upright; and the painted panel,
though clearly based on the engraving, substitutes a luminous panorama
tor the bleak background of the original.* These massive changes do not
affect the dramatic presentation of the event; the copyists, at least, do
ot seem to have thought so. In transcribing the narrative as conveyed
by the fresco’s fifty-odd figures, they aspired to accuracy (to the point
even of omitting the nails and the loincloth, as the master had done).

Fic. 2—Michele Lucchese after Michelangelo, The Crucifixion of Peter, etching.
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Fi16. 27.—Anonymous nineteenth-
century artist after Michelangelo, The Temp-
tation, engraving.

F1c. 28.—Adverusement with figure of

Fic. 26.—Domenico Cunego after Michelangelo, The Templation, engraving.

and flexed index, points back to herself, If Michelangelo was not being
thoughtless, then this rigid finger is a phallic allusion. At the instant of
Original Sin, as if by unconscious reflex or premonition, Eve designates
her receptive womb.**

Before we speculate further on this fateful gesture, it is well to cast a
glance at the copies, which turn out to be surprisingly few. The left halt
of the fresco was included in no engraving until the late eighteenth
century. And only one painted copy—part of a decorative frieze in the
Palazzo Sacchetti, Rome —comes down from the Cinquecento (fig. 25).
The frieze is hackwork, a potpourri of crude adaptations from various
Michelangelo frescoes. But in the Temptation scene the painter has been
at pains to clear our first parents of any suspicion of impropriety in
.thought or deed. His Eve is taught to keep a more decorous distance; her
serpent’s gift takes the form of apples, not figs; and her relaxed middle
finger stops pointing. The anonymous copyist may well have been the
first to decide that Eve's unemployed hand needed correction.

It received harsher punishment in the large documentary engraving
of the Sistine Ceiling executed by Domenico Cunego in 1795 (hig. 26}
Here Eve's shriveled hand recoils like a guilty thing, as if someone had
slapped it. Alternative bowdlerizations occur in a nineteenth-centun
print and in a recently advertized commercial pastiche (figs. 27 and 28):
these four being all the copies 1 know. Thus from the sixteenth centuiny

Eve from Michelangelo's Tempration,

until the present, no copyist was willing to give offense by translatin
M:_chelang;!o’s text unmitigated. And ! have found no evidence of ang
writer noticing this detail or, if he did, thinking it fit to mention. It wa);
not ated in print until the winter of 1975-76, when 1 published‘ﬁfteen
-I-:‘;S\,}:’)Snfgslefﬁ);l, c;l.”g::llass of graduate students on the assigned topic of
‘ I'he students’ findings, taken in aggregate, proposed that Eve's
ommous gesture could be read on three levels of meaning. At the first
level, her focused finger denotes the concupiscence into which Adam
.l‘llul Eve will lapse through the withdrawal of grace attending Original
Sin. At the second level, the gesture foretells Eve’s motherhood an§ the
travail about to be laid on her by an offended God. At the third, this first
woman, in whom is prefigured the Second Eve, presages the r(;le of her
\\:()lll;u}’s womb in the plan of salvation. The finger addresses that portof
sin which, by grace of that other Eve, becomes the gate of redem ption
Newdo these three levels of signification exclude one another W[ljlat is.
eailuded, and I believe once and for all, is msignificance. .
[t was at this point that Francis Naumann submitted an observation
.l.".ulw t_he title “The Three Faces of Eve.” I quote from his exposition:
l'nllnwmg the direction of Eve's middle finger across the threg centrai
ames of the Ceiling, we find that ic points directly to the other two
brures of Eve as yet untouched by sin. Only the fallen, outcast Eve is








































































































































204 E. H. Gombrich Standards of Truth

phenomenon to the problems of the painter is well illustrated by a pas-
sage from Hermann von Helmholtz where this greatest student of optics
discusses what he calls “indirect vision™:

The eye represents an optical instrument of a very large field
of vision, but only a small verv narrowly confined part of that field
of vision produces clear itnages. The whole field corresponds to a
drawing in which the most important part of the whole is carefully
rendered but the surrounding is merely sketched, and sketched the
more roughly the further it is removed from the main object.
Thanks to the mobility of the eye, however, it is possible to examine
carefully every point of the visual field in succession. Since in any
case we are only able to devote our attention at any time to one
object only, the one point clearly seen suffices to occupy it fully
whenever we wish to turn to details; on the other hand the large
field of vision is suitable, despite its indistinctness, for us to grasp
the whole environment with one rapid glance and immediately to
notice any novel appearance on the margin of the field of vision.??

At the time when Helmholiz wrote, these facts of vision were fre-
quently appealed to by critics of painting. Particularly during the hattle
for and against impressionism, the question of hinish, of definition, came
much to the fore, and such sketchy methods as those of the popular
Swedish etcher Anders Zorn were explicitly defended on the grounds of
truth to visual experience (fig. 19). Looking at the face of the lady, the
eye-witness could not possibly also see her hands or the details of her
dress with any accuracy. Of course there can be no doubt about the truth
of the negative argument. The artist could indeed not see or at least
examine these features without moving his eye, but does the sketch also
record truthfully how these unfocussed elements looked to him at one
particular moment in time? The question of what things may look like
while we do not look at them is certainly abstruse. We have learned from
Helmholiz that it need not bother us in real life because we always tend
rapidly to focus on any feature to which we wish to devote attention.
This fact alone suffices 10 1nake nonsense of that notorious ideal of the
so-called innocent eye which I was at pains to criticise in Ar¢ and Ilusion.
Even the eye of the impressionist inust be selective. It must focus on the
significant rather than the insignificant in the field of vision. More than
that. The impressionist technique of trying to capture the fleeting vision
of a moment must rely doubly on what, in that book, I called “the
beholder’s share.” He can be sketchy only where we can supplement. We
know or guess that Zorn’s lady had arms and hands and can take this as

17. Hermann von Helmholtz, Handbuch der physiologischen Optik, 2d ed. (Hamburg
and lLeipzig, 1896), par. 10, p. 86: my translation,
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read. But where the artist cannot rely on the beholder’s experience, he
will be compelled to inspect and convey the motif in much greater detail,
presumably by moving his eyes. o o N

It inay not he very artistic to scrutinize pamtings by great masters for
the amount of information embodied in their pictures, but 11}dn'cclly-we
learn a good deal even trom this perverse exercise. 1 have pau-i attention
for some time to the way impressionists rendered decorative motifs,
patterns on dresses, on wallpapers, and on Ch'lf'l'd, and I found to my
surprise that they went much further into detail than I had expected.
You can afford to leave out a hand or an eye, but you cannot ask the
beholder to guess the design of a table-cloth of which he had no knowl-
Edge. - .o
Needless to say the camera can never achieve the tact.an(ll sclectivity
which the painter can display in this ettort to evoke a_sgbjectl\.’ely‘ truth-
ful visual experience, but the photographer has no difficulty in record-

!

Fic. 19.—Anders Zorn, Rosita Mauri, 1889, etching.


































































































































290  W.J.T. Mitchell ~ Spatial Form in Literature

sensibility that they embodied, began to disintegrate sometime between
the Middle Ages and the nineteenth century; usually the crisis just hap-
pens to occur in the center of the period in which the critic is a specialist.
This disintegration used to be described as an abandonment of form in
favor of “mere content” or self-expression. Then, when it became evi-
dent that Romantic literature did have some sort of form, the change
was reformulated as a movement from an eternal, spatial, “closed” sense
of form to a historical, temporal, “open™ sense of form.®® Open versus
closed may seem a rather slight advance in precision on the categories of
formless versus formed, but it at least reflects an awareness that the
phenomenon of spatial form is a constant in literary history and that our
problem is to describe the history and significance of changes in spatial
form, not to assign it to one period, and temporality to another. if we
think about the problem further, it seems likely that crude differentiae
like open and closed can be made to apply to almost any literary work; if
we want to preserve any right to talk about a history of forms in litera-
ture, we need to move the whole inquiry to a new level of precision.
Instead of contrasting neoclassical and Romantic literature with thetor-
ical and spatial antitheses, we might study the persistence of certain
formal patterns in the arts and inquire into their function and meaning
in particular works and artists. The pattern of the spiral, vortex, or
serpentine line, for example, crops up everywhere in the plastic arts of
the eighteenth century, most notably in the rococo and in the aesthetics
of Hogarth'’s Analysis of Beauty.®” 1t is also a highly resonant image in
nineteenth-century literature and art, from Blake’s vortices of vision to
the maelstroms and whirlwinds that ravage the landscapes of Turner,
Shelley, and Poe. As a preliminary generalization we note that the spiral
functions primarily as an ornamental, decorative device on a stable (usu-
ally pyramidal or rectangular) structure in the eighteenth century, and
that it is often linked with the aesthetics of beauty as variety. In the
nineteenth century, on the other hand, the spiral seems to be reserved
for moments of catastrophe in which it serves as a structural pattern
rather than as a decorative motif, and it is frequently associated with the
aesthetics of suhlimity, Can we go on to explore the role of this form in
literary as well as pictorial space? It certainly functions at the descriptive
level of imagery and setting, but can we speak intelligibly of its presence
in literary form? Are the decorative circumlocutions of periphrasis, like
baroque ornamentation in music, to be seen as implicit “curls” or “turns”

36. Peterson (p. 374) repeats a version of the usual historicist ine when he suggests
that “various theories of nonsymmetrical {‘'organic’) literary form did appear with Roman-
ticism, but they seem to have been successfully realized in only a few cases™ his remark
betrays the continued difficulty critics have in thinking of spatial form in open or nonsyms-
metrical ways.

37. The tollowing discussion of the spival fonm is a highly condensed version al an
essay now in progress, “Metamorphoses of the Youtex from Rococo 1 Rotnanticism,”
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in rhetorical space? Does the closure of the heroic couplet provide a
stable structure for these ornaments, in contrast to the flowing “serpen-
tine” enjambment of the Romantic conversation poem which, in
Wordsworth’s hands at least, eschews the traditional ornaments ;md
turns of poetic diction? Can we go further and claim with one recent
crmc that, in contrast to the “continuous feld” of modern and
eighteenth-century poetry, the characteristic pattern of the nineteenth-
century lyric “is the combined circle and sequence, some aspect of the
spiral’’?¥

These are not, 1 hope, merely rhetorical questions devised as
covert ways of affirming these propositions without taking responsibility
tor them-. What I would like to affirm is the necessity for developing a
systematic way of answering this sort of question, and rescuing this mode
of analysis from a loosely analogical and impressionistic methodolo gy. It
seems to me at this point that three main elements would emerge in a
method of spatial analysis: (1) a consistency of the stipulated correspondence
between a spatial form and some aspect of a given work; if a line repre-
§ents story time, reading time, plot sequence, or the fortunes of the hero
1t must do so consistently; (2) the spatial forms associated with a w0rl;
ought to have an internal origin in the sense that they arise from a close
ar?alysis of the work in its own terms and are not imposed from some
alien fr_ame of reference;®® (3) when comparisons are drawn with spatial
forms in other arts, the comparisons ought to be developed in terms of
w.ho{e structures and not in terms of parts chosen because of their isolated
similarity. The presence of the spiral form in literary space must, in
oth_er words, be defined in terms of the particular aspect of the worl,( to
which it refers; it should arise from an analysis of the work in its own
frame of reference; and it should be clearly defined as to its function and
significance in the whole.

‘The wholistic emphasis of spatial form should not distract us, how-
ever, from the great power of this metaphor at “microscopic” anc’l local
levels of literary attention. The study of meter and style, for instance, is
based on the assumption that stable patterns (verse designs, recurre’nt
sentence types) govern the temporal stream of language. These patterns

.38. James Bunn, “Circle and Sequence in the Conjectural Lyric,” New Literary History 3
(Sprlng 1972): 512. On the comparison between spatial, especially rhetorical, figures and
rhetoric, see David Summers, *“Maniera and Movement: The Figura Serpentinata,” Avt Quar-
terly 35 (1972): 269-301. ’

39. The concept of “internal origin” is, of course, an extremely problematic spatial
metaphor v..rhlch defines reading as a process that goes inside and brings something out
.(Ill'lt:ncc, explication and exegesis). We must remind ourselves, however, that part of what is

internal” to the work is ourselves, exploring the textual labyrinth, playing the game with
rules we may have learned in other texts, and with competencies that may or may not be
grnetu‘al.ly innate, Arguments based on “internal evidence,” then, must be accompanied b
an m'cumumli(m of the text’s assumptions about its own closure and interiority, its sense oyfl
relation te "outsides™ such as the world, the reader, or other rexts, ’




























