Iconography

iconographic approach to works of art primarily considers
} meaning of subject matter. The term comes from two Greek
eikon, meaning “image,” and graphe, meaning “writing.”
aphy is thus the way in which an artist “writes” the image,
as what the image itself “writes”—that is, the story it tells.
[iconographic analysis of a work, it is possible, although not
ys advisable, to ignore the formal qualities. Nevertheless, as
eral rule, iconographic studies focus on subject matter rather
on form.
important group of scholars who took the iconographic ap-
ch to works of art were those associated with the Warburg
ute. Founded in Hamburg, Germany, the Warburg moved
don before World War Il to escape Nazi persecution. Erwin
was a leading member of the Warburg and a pioneer
1@ iconographic method. He distinguished three levels of
: works iconographically. He called the first level the “pre-
ic“—namely, the level of “primary, or natural, subject
& In Christian art, the figure of a man on a cross described
“as a man on a cross would be an example of a pre-iconographic
- reading. Describing the same image on a secondary level, which
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the fact that his large round ears were derived from the reels of
the early movie projector, and that his face evolved from the elon-
gated form of a rodent to a round shape so that he would appear
less sinister and more childlike.? Since Mickey Mouse has become
something of a cultural icon, he has taken on many meanings. We
would have to consider some of these meanings in the context of
twentieth-century America, as well as investigate the appeal or
lack of appeal of Mickey Mouse in the United States and elsewhere.
An iconological study of Mickey Mouse would include more
than a single image or text. Entire “programs,” such as a series
of movies, comic books, T-shirts, and so forth, would have to be
considered. In addition to individual film clips, such as Mickey
shaking hands with Stokowski or reading from a sorcerer’s book
of spells, we would have to analyze the underlying meanings of
Fantasia. These might include the role of the artist in relation to
magic, and even the history of civilization (the prehistoric ani-
mals). We would also need to know when the film had been con-
ceived and produced, its connection with contemporary events,
its intended audience, and the ways in which it was financed.

In this chapter, we take three works of art from different times
and places, and subject them to a brief exercise in iconography.
All three works have a common content—the birth of a baby. The
earliest example is the Indian relief sculpture by a Gandharan

artist of the second to third century a.p., the Birth of Buddha [17].
ts pre-iconographic reading would be as follows: A woman, who
s larger than the other figures, stands at the center of the relief.
‘She raises her arms to grasp the branches of a tree behind her. At

the right (her left) another woman puts her arms around her. A
small figure seems to emerge from the right side of the central
woman and is received by a man at her right (our left). At the
far left, a second man with a circle around his head places his
hands together, and at the far right, a woman holds a kettle. On
either side of the tree, at the upper right and left of the relief, are
two figures with their hands together and circles around their
heads. All these figures wear long robes with curvilinear folds.
The large central woman also wears a necklace and heavy, pen-
dant earrings.
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- The relief also suggests aspects of Panofsky’s third level of
iconographic meaning. Queen Maya’s pose, as she reaches to grasp
the branches of the Sal tree, was derived from that of the yakshi,
the female fertility goddess who causes sap to flow from a tree
trunk and picks the ripened fruit. Such figures were carved on
gateways leading to the early Buddhist stupas before the Buddha

‘appeared in human form (i.e., he was depicted in aniconic form).

Later, during the Kushan dynasty (first to third century A.D.), when
he began to be represented in human (iconic) form, the Gandharan
artists appropriated the yakshi pose for Queen Maya at the moment
she gave birth to Siddhartha.

The intrinsic character of this relief and its relationship to a
wider context are elusive, because it has been removed from its
original site. Nevertheless, one could consider it as a product of
Gandharan art (second to third century A.D.), situate it in time,
and compare it with other products of the same time and place.
It projects an image of the miraculous birth of India’s new reli-
gious leader and founder of a major world religion. As such, the
iconography of this relief appeals to the universal sense that an
unusual beginning, or birth, contains significant implications for

' thefuture

‘The same sense informs the birth of Jesus, known as the Na-

tivity. But in Christian art the actual birth is never represented.

Instead, artists follow the theological texts in focusing on the mirac-
ulous conception of Jesus. We see Jesus’ human manifestation only
after his birth, when a midwife presents him to his mother.

In Giotto’s fresco of around 1305, which depicts the Nativity
scene [18], we see a woman (the midwife) handing the swaddled
baby to his mother (the Virgin Mary). Other elements in this scene
include a shed and a mountain, an old man seated in the fore-
ground, an ox and an ass, five white sheep and one black goat,
two standing men at the right, and five winged figures over the

shed. The winged figure on the far right seems to be talking to

the standing men. This is the pre-iconographic description of
Giotto's Nativity.

There are many possible texts from which Giotto might have
selected his image. Just as the story of the Buddha's birth can be
found in Buddhist texts, commentaries on Buddhist texts, and in
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of the picture and the flying figures over the shed. For these, we
must read on in the Gospel of Luke:

And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field,
keeping watch over their flock by night [2:8]. . . . And the angel

said unto them, “Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of
great joy, which shall be to all people.” [2:10]

Now it seems that the standing men at the right are shepherds
guarding their sheep, of which we see five. The flying figures over
the shed are the angels, who bring the news of Jesus’ birth to the
shepherds in their fields at night. Giotto has thus condensed two
events, which occur simultaneously but in different places, into a
single space. He has also altered parts of the text. For Mary is nei-
ther swaddling Jesus nor laying him in a manger. Instead, she is
shown lying down and turning as a midwife hands Jesus to her.
This was a fairly conventional alteration, for it is more seemly to
represent Mary resting and the infant being handed to her by a
midwife, than for Mary to be fussing with the details of infant
care right after she has given birth.

- So far we have surveyed the most literal features of the textual
basis for Giotto’s scene, which constitute Panofsky’s second level
of iconographic reading. Panofsky’s third, synthetic level opens
up many additional avenues of discussion. For example, why
does Joseph rest and his eyelids droop when Mary, who has done
all the work, is wide awake? The dozing Joseph is a convention,
‘which we understand through precedent and tradition. Because
Iesus true father, according to the Christian texts, is God, his
earthly father symbolically withdraws from the event by going to
sleep. In this regard, Giotto’s Joseph differs from precedent, for
his eyes remain slightly open.

Giotto has not only condensed two events—the Nativity and

the Annunciation to the Shepherds—he has also condensed the
interior of the stable with exterior landscape. He accomplishes

this by the openness of the shed, which, along with the ox and
ass, denotes the stable. The ox stares at Mary and Jesus, whereas
the ass bends its head indifferently. This refers to the role of the
ox as an enlightened creature, which recognizes that an important
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The Nativity opens the story of Christ’s childhood, the Last Supper
that of his Passion. In the thirteenth century, pictures of the Nativity
showing the Child in a manger on an altar alluded to Christ’s fu-
ture sacrifice. Both scenes represent the mystery of incarnation: in
the first of them that of the Second Person of the Trinity into human
flesh, in the second—the transformation of bread and wine into
Christ’s flesh and blood. Moreover, Giotto tried to emphasize the
visual resemblance of both scenes. Despite the Byzantine tradition,
Giotto reestablished in his Nativity the shed of Early Christian ico-
nography, with a parallel in the edifice of the Last Supper. Giotto
placed Christ in the Last Supper and the Virgin in the Nativity at

the left part of the composition and insisted upon their resemblance
by emphasizing both the Virgin’s and John's tenderness towards

19, Giotto, Last Supper, ¢. 1305, Arena Chapel, Padua, ltaly.
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‘Together, the shed and the rock—wood and stone—constitute

“an architectural metaphor. Jesus will lay the foundation of a new

religion, the wooden Cross will be its central symbol, and the
shape of the Cross will provide the standard outline for Western
church plans. The stone, on which Jesus builds his Church, will
last eternally—it will, in the words of the hymn, be the “rock of
ages.” Metaphors of this kind direct our attention forward in time
and are conventions of Christian iconography. They are based on
the typological system of Christian thought, which created par-
allels between past, present, and future through paired events
ana personages. Giotto has incorporated all these parallels into
the iconology of the Arena Chapel frescoes.
The late-nineteenth-century painting entitled Te tamari no atua
The Child of God) [20], by Paul Gauguin, shows a brown-skinned
man with her eyes closed, lying on a bed. She wears a blue
oth around her lower torso, and a cat sleeps at her feet. Seated
t the far side of the bed is a woman in lavender holding a baby.
Immediately to her right stands a figure with green wings. In the

20. Paul Gauguin, Te tamari no atua (The Child of God), 1895-1896,

Bayerische Staatsge-
mildesammlungen, Neue Pinakothek, Munich, Germany.
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'ts of two cultures he knew well, Europe and the South
. Beds were used in Europe, but not in Tahiti. The painted
tion on the side of this bed is of the type used by Gauguin

‘a floor (where Tahitians slept) with a bed (in which Eu-
s slept). The bedpost, which is a European feature, is nev-
ss carved with “Maori architectural decoration.”!’

ally, Gauguin juxtaposed the totem pole with the wooden
pport that resembles the Cross. In this, he depicted symbols that
od for the religious beliefs of the two cultures in which he lived.
have an ancestral content, although they are expressed dif-
tly. That is, their “texts” differ, but their thematic content has
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depicted when she challenged Athena to the weav ing contest. Eu-
ropa was the daughter of King Agenor of Tyre. She was abducted
by Zeus, who was disguised as a bull, and carried over the sea to
Crete. There she gave birth to Minos and Rhadamanthos. Minos
became king of Crete and, with Rhadamanthos, was made a judge
in the Underworld.

The appearance of the myth in ancient Greece is evident from
a scene on a red-figure vase of about 490 g.c. by the Berlin Painter
[22]. Here, Europa grabs onto the bull’s single horn and seems to
run along beside him. An early Greek source for this myth is Hes-
1iod’s Catalogues of Women and Eoiae, which is dated to around the
late eighth to early seventh century B.C. It reads as follows:

Zeus saw Europa the daughter of Phoenix [the Phoenician] gath-
‘ering flowers in a meadow with some nymphs and fell in love

22, Berlin Painter, Europa and the Bull, ¢. 490 .c., Museo Archeologico, Tarquinia, Italy.
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The story of Europa’s abduction is most fully told in Ovid’s
Metamorphoses:

Majesty and love do not go well together, nor tarry long in the
same dwelling-place. And so the father and ruler of the gods, who
wields in his right hand the three-forked lightning, whose rod
shakes the world, laid aside his royal majesty along with his
scepter, and took upon him the form of a bull. In this form he
mmgled with the cattle, lowed like the rest, and wandered around,
beautiful to behold, on the young grass. His color was white as
the untrodden snow, which has not yet been melted by the rainy
south-wind. The muscles stood rounded upon his neck, a long
dewlap hung down in front; his horns were twisted, but perfect
~ in shape as if carved by an artist’s hand, cleaner and more clear
than pearls. His brow and eyes would inspire no fear, and his
whole expression was peaceful. Agenor’s daughter [Europal
lnoked at I‘um in wondering admiration, because he was so beau-

| at first to touch h1m Presently she drew near, and held out
¢ a‘lnwers to his snow-white lips. The disguised lover rejoiced and,
~ as a foretaste of future joy, kissed her hands. Hardly any longer
could he restrain his passion. And now he jumps sportively about
thegrass, now lays his snowy body down on the yellow sands;
when her fear has little by little been allayed, he yields his
breast for her maiden hands to pat and his horns to entwine with
ds of fresh flowers. The princess even dares to sit upon his
little knowing upon whom she rests. The god little by little
s away from the dry land, and sets his borrowed hoofs in the
ow water; then he goes further out and soon is in full flight
th his prize on the open ocean. She trembles with fear and looks
at the receding shore, holding fast a horn with one hand and
ng the other on the creature’s back. And her fluttering gar-

ons, but is essentially the same. They differ, however, in one
mportant detail—in Hesiod it is the god who offers Europa a
lower, while in Ovid Furopa offers him the flower. Most of the
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ons of the Ovide moralisé showing Europa on the back of the
are allegories for Christ carrying off a human soul.”

story pf Europa and the bull was taken up again by poets
d painters. They shed the Christian gloss and returned to the

1 among humanist intellectuals, some of whom composed
wn versions of his stories. In his long poem the Giostra, for
, Angelo Poliziano revived Ovid’s account in two stanzas
06):

an admire Jupiter transformed into a beautiful bull by the
of love. He dashes away with his sweet, terrified load, her
itiful golden hair fluttering in the wind which blows back
wn. With one hand she grasps the horn of the bull, while the
clings to his back. She draws up her feet as if she were afraid
e sea, and thus crouching down with pain and fear, she cries
in vain. For her sweet companions remain on the flowery
each of them crying “Europa, come back.” The whole sea-
resounds with “Europa, come back,” and the bull looks round
kisses her feet."®

Laddition to contemporary texts inspired by Classical mythol-
the Renaissance produced new translations of the Classical
> Venetian humanist Lodovico Dolce translated the second-
ry A.D. Greek work of Achilles Tatius in 1546, and this was
by Titian."* Titian’s The Rape of Europa [23] shows that he in-
ded the dolphins, Cupids, the distant mountains, Europa’s com-
ns on the shore, and Europa’s pose from Tatius's text.* The
nting was one of a series of so-called mythological poesie com-
ned from Titian by King Philip II of Spain. The overall mean-
the iconological program of the poesie has so far eluded
“hers. But the texts that informed the individual works, in-
g the Europa, have been fairly well established.
itian’s The Rape of Europa became a “text” for Veldzquez's paint-
entitled The Spinners [24]. As the court painter for Philip IV of
in the seventeenth century, Velazquez had access to the
1 royal art collection, where he regularly saw Titian’s work.
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24. Diego Veldzquez, The Spinners, or The Fable of Arachne, late 1630s, Prado, Madrid, Spain.

a complex scene that includes contemporary seventeenth-century
women spinning in the foreground and the mythological contest
‘on a stage in the background. A copy of Titian’s picture forms the
‘backdrop of the stage.

Ovid's text, as we have seen in Chapter 1, also describes the con-
test itself, and Minerva's rage at Arachne’s skill. On the painted
‘stage of The Spinners, Velazquez depicts the moment when Min-
erva strikes Arachne with the spindle:

The golden-haired goddess was indignant at her success, and rent
the embroidered web with its heavenly crimes; and, as she held a
shuttle of Cytorian boxwood, thrice and again she struck Idmon-
ian Arachne’s head.”

In The Spinners, therefore, Velazquez juxtaposes Ovid's text

‘with Titian's image. This in turn illustrates the point made in the
‘preface—that a translation from one medium into another loses
‘something of the original. In the case of Titian’s painting, the
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i Contextual Approaches I:
E i Marxism, Orientalism,
| :”‘Colomahsm and Racial Iconography
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e two most recent art historical methodologies that consider
economic and social context of art are those that have been
uenced by Marxism and feminism. To a certain extent, these
thods can be seen as reactions against formalism and as ex-
ing iconography to include aspects of the cultural context.
use the Marxist method predated, and influenced, the femi-
t method in its present form, we begin with Marxism.

conclude this chapter with brief discussions of orientalism, colo-
m, and racial iconography—methods that are related to Marx-
y virtue of their emphasis on cultural, social, and economic
text. They also resonate with historical imperatives that can be
1 either as exploiting certain groups of people for political or
omic advantage, or as appropriating unfamiliar forms without
ing their cultural context and meaning. According to Roger
in, “One could argue that all Orientalist art by Europeans
tly endorsed the colonial order, or at least instrumentalized it.”!
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