





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































10 : THE CULTURAL MODEL

would not respond to you, because I would not have understood what you were saying. It
may appear that the ground here has shifted from the issue of understanding to that of social
graces: it has not. A response of that kind is not just a lapse of courtesy, I have not even
grasped the nature of your remark.23 In fact you are not addressing me autobiographically,
not registering a view; you are speaking to me about the world. To listen to you requires
that [ attend seriously not merely to the material substance of what you say — like a
frustrating equivocator — it means also fo take seriously the assertion that delivers that
content: you are telling me how something is.

To take an objectivating attitude toward someone is io assume an attitude of
superiority to them; it is not to accord them the stacure of having anything to say that could
dent my picture of the truth, The saine conditions apply to our encounter with a work of art.
The method of the cultural model is a logic of objectivation. If we are to conclude, through
our conception of historical context, that the m~aning of Munch’s Vampire has to do with a
conception of women as predators, or with the menace of sexual desire, tells us nothing
about the world that we have not already seen and seen beyond, for we think of these as
obviously narrow conceptions. In those cases, our own knowledge is simply more
advanced than the content of the work. To accept the dynamic of genuine understanding
requires us to allow the image rhe possibility of having something to say. That means
seeking an interpretation that not only matches historical evidence, but that is meaningful
directly for us. To pursue an interpretation meaningful for us is not a matter of self
indulzence; it is to avoid a stance in which what we believe about the world and what the
vsork presents are artificially insulated from one another. And the issue is merely to allow
the possibility; if the work in the end has nothing to say, there is nothing to be done about
it; we finish with the judgement that the work has a meaning that does not affect us. With
the relativization of the cultural model, we virtually always begin with that view. Itis
important to be disinclined to take that avenue, because only in that way can we preserve an
interest in discovering a meaning that makes sense at all the levels of meaning. Because the
very image addresses reality, we are interested in what that relation is. And this, in fact, is
what that component of explanatory power that we called a mearingful meaning comes to.
A relation to reality involves meaning that is meaningful not only for people with specific
dispositions — indeed, with dispositions, as we often picture them, to be wrong,

The conclusion to draw is that meaning of Munch’s image cannot be limited to
historical knowledge. If we receive the experience the work itself offers us — an

23 11et someone down because I don't listen; the element of understanding is the basis of the cthical element. It is
within my power o choose my stance, and to take someone's words as mere statements, and not as remarks with a
bearing on the matter — to strip off their inherent reference to the world and the spirit in which they were offered
-~ is something that true dialogue ebliges we not do.
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experience of ambivalence — it has to be addressed, by a part of us that does not respond
merely to what has been, but that regards the ambivalence that the work presents as a
conditicn of reality. Resolving mearing requires more than an assessment of historical
information. It requires that we think about the reality that was certainly Munch’s object in
drawing and painting. Merely relativizing contradictory interpretations suspends this
reference to the world. What we are saying fits the schema of levels of meaning discussed
in § 46. We could respond to this work at the level of identification alone, and suspend our
interpretation there; we could simply identify the action of this image, ncting its inherent
ambiguous quality. But if one intends to understand the work, halting interpretation at the
level of identification is dismissive. We must respond to the work as it was offered, which
means not svspending interpretation, To move into the level of content means, as it meant
with Veronese and Rembrandt, Picasso and Friedrich, that we cannot put off the question
of truth that th~ work raises — a question that at this level has nothing to do with historical
veracity. Once we reach the level of content every issue of truth to historical fact has been
exhausted; from that point we have no support upon which to lean.

g5 IDECLOGY AND CRITIQUE: AN INTERPRETATION

What is the significance of the historical context and how should it influence our
interpretations? Exploring this further, I should like to consider another and somewhat
different case of the context of ideology or social belief. This one is offered by Manet’s
Olympia, which hangs in some splendour in the Musée d’Orsay (figure 36). 1 choose it
because, from the setting given to the painting in the Musée and from the reverence the
work now draws, one can form no sense of the significance Olympia once had, historically
— a significance that, indeed, one would wish not merely to associate with but to identify
with the painting’s ‘genuine’ meaning.

The effect of Manet’s painting when first exhibited in 1865, two years after it was
painted, has been well treated by other writers.24 In less than a month of opening, to
restore some calm the salon directors had it moved and hung so high it could hardly be
seen, Knowing about that response gives this painting a significance that it does not have
when we merely step up to it, as so many do, in the museum, situating the material of the
image within the world as we understand it. And that initial reception, given our view of the
painting, is actually quite puzzling. It is not easy to appreciate why a work such as this

24 Clark, “Olympia’s Choice” (1984), 80—98; Cachin, Manet (1983), 174—76, 181.
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could have won such an extraordinarily unwelcoming reception. Pushed as we may be to
learn more about its circumstance, we can discover two things that it is crucial to know (if
we are to undzrstand that reception) that we could not have picked up merely by looking at
the painting without historical knowledge — two things that must come from study of the
work’s original context. One of them is who Olympia is: “Olympia is a picture of a
prostitute: various signs declare that unequivocally.”2 The other is the tradition within
which she is portrayed, a tradition of the female nude whose high points are marked
roughly by Titian’s Venus of Urbino, the Rokeby Venus of Veldzquez, Goya’s Naked
Maja, and La grand= Odalisque of Ingres. Putting the two together goes a long way toward
explaining the critics’ response, as Cachin explains.

A classic masterpicce, peer of the finest nudes in the history of art, .... And at the same time a
painting undeniably modern, in its handling and its spirit of polemic and irony .... Beyond this, the
importance accorded to the bouquet and its bearer, as essential to the subject as the nude figuse,
clarifics the cnigma of Manet's thought: Olympia is first and foremost grand painting, and it was
meant as such, It was, morcover, precisely this inverted hicrarchy of values that was resented by the
critics of the time.26

A modem prostitute painted in a tradition of high art, raised to the level of the models of
Titian and Veldzquez and presented to the eye of the Parisian public: it was a combined
affront by art to artisiic and moral values. Olympia was not so much painted in this tradition
— assuming many of its defining characteristics — as painted with and against it. Cachin
says more in answer to our question:

Why this uproar? Because this was a realistic nude and a contemporary scenc. Olympia was a
nighly personalized nude, an assemblage of qualities, both good and bad, and not, as was taught at
the Ecole des Beaux-Ants in the tradition of Ingres, an idealized image of perfection gleanzd from
various madels. Victorine [Manct’s model] was a bit short in the leg, small and narrow in the
chest; her foot was anything but aristocratic; and her square face with pointed chin, her cold and
chaflenging regard, did not express tendemess, timidity, shyness, or wantonness — the traditionally
ohligatory feminine expressions. She presents herselfl without shame, without mythological or
allegorical excuse.2’

It was not only the conjunction of low life and high art, it was this particular woman as
well. The cool gaze of the model, and her pert posture, countered the fantasy of the
tradition of the nude, its invitation to dream; the aesthetic imperfections of the woman’s
body countered its feminine ideal; and the reticent brush-work countered its

sumptuousness, making scant concession to the technical objectives by which the masters
gave their work value. Enough was taken from the high-art tradition to vault this model into

25 Clark, “Olympia in 1865" (1980), 23; Clark, “Olympia's Choice” (1984), 85—86.
26 Cachin, Manet (1983), 175.
27 1bid., 179.
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the company of the Titians, but at the same time the numerous digressions from the genre
made this same association an uncomfortable one, Qlympia was a challenge to ideology; it
was ideological critique.

Unless we know these three things — know who Olympia is, are familiar with the
genre upon which the painting draws, and are aware as a result of the ways it challenges the
expectations of those who were knowledgeable of that genre — the significance of the
painting is surely missed. The contrast, as I have said, between the initial response and the
response Olympia receives today could hardly be greater, Of course we are always ready to
believe that a great work eventualiy receives its public, but it is doubtful that that is the case
here, for if this scandal-provoking quality is central to the work’s meaning, this seems
rather more the case of a work that has Jost its public - an event that, strange to say,
appears to have taken place as long ago as 1907, fifty years after the painting was painted.

The other day ..., at the Louvre, we came across Manet's Olympia, Nobody is astonished by it any
more. It looks like something by Ingres! And yet heaven knows I've broken many a lance for this
painting which I don't entirely like, though assuredly it’s by someone.28

Is Olympia in the context of today even a shadow of itself, without our restitution of the
ideological context of Paris society within which it once provoked battles? And is its
significance in precisely that historical context not what we would call its real meaning, on
the model of the context?

It appears obvious with Manet’s Olympia how much the historical context is the
context of the work’s true meaning — how much historical meaning is the only sort that
seems to do the work justice. The historical meaning is in this case (put in 2 most general
way) Olympia as affront, a meaning that we miss entirely without historical knowledge.
But before we can consider the question of the work’s true meaning answered, we shall
have to look in a little more detail at what that meaning is. For in a way, the critics’ rejection
of a painting is a strange sort of indication of what any work might mean; surely that
response is only an aspect of the work’s meaning, and in a sense perhaps not its meaning at
all — for how much do the baffled critics represent its ideal audience? One might well say
that the painting met with almost universal incomprehension: “What the critics saw,” one
scholar writes, was “how far it departed from conventional ways of representing the nude,
and that departure proved difficult to make sense of.”"2

28 Words Proust gave to Orianc de Guermanics in A la recherche du temps perdu; cited by Cachin, Manet, 1832—
1883 (1983), 174.

29 Fer, Modernity and Modernism (1993), 23. Clark discusses the proposal that “Olympia failed to signify in
1865." “Olympia in 1865” (1980), 25,
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The affront of Olympia is the result of how the painting appears: how it was
painted, what it includes, what traditions it borrows from. How it looks is plainly the most
substantial of the things that guide its interpretation, and what the painting means has to do
especially with this. What does it present to us? At the centre, an undressed but adorned
woman reclined in this particulur posture (neither relaxed nor quite tensed), who turns this
particular gaze upon us (a frank gaze but not a cold one, a gaze with a trace of spirit). The
challenge the picture gives us is to see, and to think of, a woman such as the woman we
observe here, presented in this setting (which we identify as the type of setting we have
seen in Titian, Goya, Veldzquez): we are challenged, in other words, to see this woman as
a subject of high art. A modern woman — a woman from the boulevard or the street, such
as one might see every day, such indeed as one might know. An ordinarily attractive
woman who is without shame in her nakedness —~~ in fact, who demonstrates a remarkable
ease in being on display, and perhaps some confidence in the power of her body, and the
status she commands as the object of attention. A woman of uncertain morals — a woman
who appears, actually, to live off that power. What other sort of woman in 1863 was so
much at ease with this form of display?

Despite Clark’s remark, the critics were in a way more understanding of the work
than we, who pass comfortably by, because the critics registered that challenge. Making
themselves secure behind the barrage of their ridicule, comfortable in the knowledge that
there were few who would accept it, they threw the challenge back. They judged the work a
failure, its meaning limited: there is little sense to find here because there is no way in
which to see such a woman as a figure equal to those with which Manet expressly
compared her, the women till then adored and etherealized in the works of the Masters. To
make such an association is to mock both beauty and taste. The critics did not so much fail
to understand the work — fail, that is, to notice the details, to read the attitude and
expression, to register its tradition — as fail to find, in the meaning those elements plainly
had, any acceptable coherence. Since there is no sensible way to combipe this woman and
that tradition, Manet produced a work without coherent meaning.*? Its only meaning is to
travesty the values of tlie tradition of female nude. In the reconstructed perspective of the
Paris public (such as we can recover it from exhibition notices), the meaning of Olympia is
thus this empty aud discordant contradiction of the values of a genre.

By the contextmal model, we are prepared to set that reading aside as only one of the
work’s aspects of meaning. But it is likely that that was an aspect that Manet intended, a

30 The hermeneutic rule of coherence indeed likely derives its legitimacy from & criterion of good art. As critics
have maintained, we cannot simply presuppose that all works of art have a coherent meaning, and it is likely that
our hermencutic virtues have been established in reflection of the qualities the works of art most worth
interpreting have been deemed to possess.
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meaning that he himself saw, just as it is certain that Duchamp saw the absurdity and
travesty of adding the moustache and the gross “L.H.0.0.Q.” to the Mona Lisa. Manet
likely conceived and executed Olympia as a kind of explosive conflation of modern life and
the high-art tradition. But while there does not appear to be any ‘positive’ aspect to
Duchamp’s “corrected readymade,” the case of Olympia suggests a further and quite
different sort of meaning. Indeed, Manet himself disclaimed the intent to shock. A
publication in 1872 had charged that in Olympia Manet “was clearly resolved to startle, and
to fire off a revolver right next to the sightseer’s ear.” Manet responded bluntly,

How foolish must one be to say I'm trying to firc pistol shots.... I render, as simply as can be, the
things 1 see. Take Olympia, could anything be plainer? There arc hard paris, I'm told. They were
there. I saw them. I put down what I saw.31

Two such different aspects of the work are easily explained by a supposed distance
between the values (and other psychic contents) that define the mind of an artist such as
Manet and that of Paris critics (representatives of a broader, more conservative segment of
the city’s populace). We have sketched, then, at least the general outlines of two
interpretations of Olympia, in a sense opposed and yet also comparable — exactly
speaking, in agreement up to a point. Specifically, to the level of ‘identification’, for there
is every indication that the same identification of who this woman is and what tradition the
work borrows from (and the readings of various details of posture, expression, and so on)
was made by both, for the most part. The critics likely read certain details a little more
pointedly than Manet (“the hand, which is flexed in a sort of shameless contraction.”)’2 We
do not suspect that that is how Manet saw them. We have here a trace of a difference in
values (we shall say) that marks Manet’s viewpoint as different from that of the critics, and
that forms the basis of two aspects of the work’s historical meaning.

The two aspects of Oiympia’s meaning share that common core, for in essence the
painting does not so much present a concrete meaning — this, I think, is the truth that
Clark’s remark picks up on -— as present a challenge of meaning, the challenge of finding
meaning in this conflation of modern life and high art. Through his play with the genre
Manet raises for the spectator the very question of how we are to think of her, the
meaningfulness of such a conflation. And that hermeneutic challenge is not registered at all
in the interpretation of a modern spectator who is simply impressed by Manet. In
recognizing that challenge, the critics understood the work better than we do. The historical

31 Cachin, Maner (1983), 182. _

32 A critic in Le Grand journal ; cited by Clark, “Olympia’s Choice” (1984), 94; see also Clark, “Olympia in
1865” (1980), 25.
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model is borne out, for it is only the context of the work’s world that gives the painting its
polemical meaning, which is surely an inalienable part of its substance.

86 THE MEANING OF A CHALLENGE

In the case of Manet's Olympia, a familiarity with the tradition of the nude is thus a
necessary condition of understanding the work. But if interpreting through the historical
context is a necessary condition of understanding, we do not yet know how large a role in
establishing the work’s meaning historical knowledge plays. According to the theory, the
object is to develop an interpretation within the limits of the work’s world, and the usual
image the theory and its models raise (as in the bridge diagram in § 75) is of a total
divestiture of anachronistic subjectivity. The work’s meaning must be reconstituted entirely
within an historical perspective. The core meaning of Manet’s picture raises a question
about this.

The picture’s challenge was to see the woman depicted in the painting in a setting in
which viewers had been accustomed to seeing a more far-removed, luxuriant, and ideal
looking creature. As we know, understanding the work involves reading what is in it,
something that Manet has ensured raises a challenge, and we will unfold the meaning of the
painting only by facing it. As appreciating who the woman is is crucial to that problem, we
ought to look at her carefully. Critics understood her as a prostitute, and interpreters have
expended considerable energy determining whether this was a slur, an exaggerated and
dismissive reading, or something actually unmistakable in nineteenth-century Paris, and
thus a significance Manet was aware of and put there to be read. The conclusion is that

to Manct's contemporarics, ... the setting was perfectly explicit, as it is not for us today. ... Here
isa worr;gn for sale, spiced with the exotic fragrance of the harem and the Second Empire
brothel.

That research is fairly impressive, but I find it may contribute less to how we see the work
than the attention it has been given would suggest — that is, it may play a lesser role than
what we can already see. The woman may be a prostitute; she is definitely a woman at ease
with her charms, willing to put herself on display, and lies calmly looking the viewer in the
eye. She is given gifts — whether gifts of love or of payment, they are gifts of admiration.
She has the appearance, certainly, of being sexually available (as the whole setting, her
several adornments, and her posture all appear to present her sexualify). Andinsucha

33 Cachin, Maner (1983), 179.

372



10 : THE CULTURAL MODEL 373

setting, the hand that so matter-of-factly covers her sex (a hand that disturbed some of the
critics rather deeply) does nothing whatever to hide it. Though Olympia may be a prostitute,
surely what matters in a picture of a prostitute is what we can see. It would seem we ought
to give most of our attention to the direct implications of the image, and it appears important
to recognize that there is nothing particularly whorish going on here: a woman puts her
body coolly on display. It is what there is to see, in any case, that made the critics suppose
she was a “girl of the night,”* for the only sort of woman they could picture in this attitude
was someone who sells her body. She evidently made them nervous.

Her dubious morality, of course, is highly interesting vis 2 vis the tradition Manet
has painted her in, for by raising doubts about her morals Manet has given the viewer no
chance whatever to think in the way the genre of the nude normally induces us to think of
her, as an ideal woman. Manet’s woman is ordinary, and perhaps even common. The most
fair judgement we can make, attending to what is not disputable, is that she is, simply, an
ordinary modermn woman. Her modernity, indeed, is mostly what is emphasized by the
decisively new feature, the flat and almost uninteresting way that Manet has painted her
flesh (a prominent effect of the painting noted by critics such as Théophile Gautier, who
complained of the “more or less broad streaks of monochrome”)3% — Manet’s resistance (o
presenting her as an occasion for the virtuosic displays the Masters had indulged in, It is
her contemporaneity, her ordinariness — the empty, matter-of-fact gaze, the way she has
simply thrown herself down on the bed, without Titian’s grace or Ingres’s evocative
languidness — that is most important here, because it is that that jars with the genre.
Indeed, much moreso than her profession, since the tradition of the nude had largely been a
tradizion of the portraiture of courtesans. A Venetian courtesan was a rarc and remote
creature of somewhat ideal glory, but a Parisian mistress was banal, the kind of woman one
might pass in the road.

Filling that genre with an ordinary woman no doubt poses a challenge, buta
challenge to what, exactly? To nothing less than an established understanding of what is
beautiful, a quality that artistic tradition had made remote and unreal. What is challenged is
the idea — the dogma — that the beauty to which high art kneels, and has traditionally
knelt, is the beauty of women who exist in an aesthetic realm, the beauty of ideal women
whose glances are poetic, who luxuriate in remote and unmodern splendour, and who
(whatever their business might be) maintain perfection outside the moral order. What was
challenged was a conception of art, involving a conception of women and of beauty, that
many artists of Manet’s time (artists like Rossetti and Burne-Jones, in England, are perfect

34 Clark, “Olympia in 1865" (1980), 23.
35 Gautier 1865; cited by Cachin, Manet (1983), 181,
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examples) were busy devoting their labours to.36 It is now becoming apparent how
complex a challenge this was — if we think about it, one that only an image could make so
economically — for it moves against a conception of beauty, a conception of women, and &
conception of art and its meaning all at once.

At the same time we must be careful not to be misled, as is all too easy, by this
language we are compelled to use in describir,, the work’s significance. We say that Manet
has challenged an idea of beauty, an idea of women, an idea of art, by contradicting
conventions of a certain type of image (where Parisian or Europzan culture could not link
the atmosphere of high art and the women of real life, Manet did ). It is important to take
care especially on account of the desire of many theorists to rest the issue of the work’s
meaning here. We know all we need .o know: the meaning of the work is its challenge.
There is no need to respond to that challenge, for to do that would be to draw out the
work’s significance. But it would be a mistake to say that challenge, in that way, is the
meaning of Olympia; it is the kind of mistake I have discussed in different ways in parts II
and IIL. Olympia regarded as a mere challenge is likened to a contradiction of the prevailing
order (an ideology of taste, beauty, propriety). But a contradiction is a kind of statement,
and art does not aspire to state — or to the extent that it does, fails todo something that
cannot be done fully and completely by a few easily assembled words. Art aspires toward a
kind of power that seritences do not possess. Anything can be stated, easily, and
effectlessly. It is difficult, on the other hand, to conceive certain things, and art sometimes
has the capacity to show us what we cannot imagine to be true. To make something evident
10 us is to do more than state it; it makes something happen, and the effect of that event
goes well beyond mere contradiction. It is certainly true that Manet offers a challenge to an
order of appropriateness, but his work does more than merely ‘challenge’; it is not merely
‘critique’.

Olympia has made it possible for us to look at a modern, contemporary woman as a
subject of high art. The painting offers us an opportunity, that is, to see whether there is
compatibility between high art and the women of real life. It offers an opportunity to see an
ordinary and modern woman as as powerful a creature as the idols of Ingres, an
opportunity to break down the distance we have imagined exists between the paintings of
the Louvre and the chambers of Paris apartments. The work does not state that there is such
a compatibility — if that were its meaning all the difficulty of interpreting would return, for

36 is interesting to note. however, that while the ideal woman of the William Morris circle was a girl who was
the daughter of a stable groom. the images made of her repeatedly preseted her as a kind of seraphic, other-
worldly being. Indeed, it is no accident that the features of the “weirdly beautiful” Jane Burden, by contrast with
those of Victorine Meurent, are quite unusual, of the sort termed ‘exotic’. Gay Daly, Pre-Raphaelites In Love
{London 1989), 75—76.
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how are we t¢ v .cover such a statement in the work? In fact the painting aims to do more,
for having * < capacity merely to assert that compatibility would not make it pussible for us
to have the experience of looking upon real and ordinary women with the ethos of Titian
and Veldzquez. Manet has not only raised a question about the ideals of woman and of
boanty associated with the nude tradition, he has engineered an experience in which the
exclusivity of that category can be put to the test. The work invites us to picture a modern
woman, who Manet has painted, as possessing the power, the stature, the wonder of the
kind of woman artists such as Titian, Gicrgione, and Ingres painted in their palace pictures
and concerts champétres, which we visit the Louvre to see. Perhaps, properly speaking, the
painting does not itself question, but rather gives us an experience on the basis of which to
question the gap that exists between our lives and the world of art.

Beyond mere criticism, that confrontation the work actually arranges. The meaning
of the work as challenge has to do, therefore, with a kind of encounter, whose outcome
cannot be anticipated. That being so, we must accept that its meaning is not reducible to any
mere answer to such a question, or to any forecast result, For surely we miss the point
then. The outcome of this encounter is dependent upon the capacity of the spectator to do
something they have perhaps never done, which involves, at the very start, opening
themselves to the experience of the challenge. The tenor of some of the critics’ responses
suggests that such a thing — merely allowing themselves to sece how Manet’s juxtaposition
reads — was an impossibility: they refused, on moral grounds, even to entertain the chance
that a whore could fit the tradition. One’s reading, as we have suggested before, follows
upon all the inner determinants of the outcome of looking, which undoubtedly include even
such things (which somehow we did not anticipate) as will, breadth of mind, moral fears
and impediments, and a certain fearlessness before the unexpected. What does Olympia
mean? The work may indeed show us the existence of a different order of beauty than our
commerce with art and its institutions had accustomed us to. But to say that so bluntly — 10
say that its meaning simply is the overthrow of a limitation — is to privilege the perspective
in which that outcome follows (singling out some specific capacities, proposing them as
qualities we ought all to share). That is empty stipulation. The meaning of the work, in so
far as we can encapsulate it, in so far as we can speak simply of its meaning, is not what it
contains as a content but what it does. And what it does is 1o raise an issue about life, to
engineer an encounter.
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87 THE ROLE OF HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE

The work, and its meaning, is essentially a question, but one of a peculiar kind. The work

not only raises, with some specificity, an issue for us to resolve; its presence is what makes

possible our answer. More than merely a challenge, it is also the material of an experience

that i an answer to that challenge. We do not all respond to that challenge in the same way.
And that is because the issue, in the case of C!vmpia, is an issue about life — about beauty,

art, the experiences of our own lives (those we have had and those we may suddenly be
enabled to have). As Zola explained of Olympia, Manet offers a *“ruth” by presenting us
with

a contempezary girl, the sort of girl we meet every day on the pavements, with their shoulders
wrapped in a flimsy, faded woolen shawi 37

In view of this it would be somewhat nearsighted to say that the challenge Manet raised,
and that Paris critics were affronted by, was — according to the historical perspective —
the association of Parisian women circa 1860 and the world of Titian or the halls of the
Louvre, for the exact challenge was the association of artistic beauty and living,
unexceptional, contemporary women. Understanding the work involves confronting this
question, and if we were to pose it in the nearsighted, relativized way we could not. Far
from being something historically finite, the context in which Olympia carries its meaning
—— the meaning of a question and an answer — is the context of present life. That is how
Manet posed it.

All questions about life are necessarily questions about life as it is, and as we are
therefore to understand it. The proper context for any such answer is not the past, nor the
present, nor the future in exclusion of the others; there is no specific temporal frame of
answer. No question about life can be answered strictly according to the material or the
opinions of some past context: indeed, in this case the question cannot even properly be
posed in such a context. Here, merely to establish what question the work asks (and so

hear what the work is saying), we have found that we must loop back through some former

context and see the work in the light of certain historical facts (the nature of an artistic
genre, its past veneration, an ideology of art, morality, and beauty). But what that, in the
end, accomplished was to uncover the v-ork’s specific question: the compatibility of a
modern woman and that tradition of beauty. The question is about contemporary women,
and the idea of contemporaneity never changes: a woman of the present is a woman of the
present. If, however, we bring back from the past also our answer 10 that question,

37 Fer, Modernity and Modernism (1993), 28—29.
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identifying with it the meaning of the work, we do two highly significant things: we present
the work’s meaning as merely the content of a statement and not a challenge (which is a
distortion of its meaning), and we refuse to accept the claim on our experience implicit in
the question we have pretended to hear (which is a rejection of its meaning). It is hard to
imagine how we could present such a procedure as understanding. To impose an exclusive
historical limit upon our understanding of a work of art is to deny that a work raises any
question of life at all, and that is in effect to silence it, for if it ever did ask something, it
does not now.

The context of the answer to the kind of question Olympia raises, which is indeed
the meaning of the work, cannot be the past. Did we say, for instance, that the context that
defines the meaning of this painting is Manet’s experience (the psyche/ethosfideal with
which he painted), the answer is already given and the painting is changed back from
challenge to statement: ‘modern women belong to the world of Titian.’ For that is no
challenge at all, and it achieves nothing, except to add another sentence to the waste heaps
of historical data and lofty statements, The only way in which to hear the question the
painting asks of us is to understand ‘modern’ as ‘modern’ and to look at the work in that
way, going wherever it and our specific capacities take us. Obviously, to see Olympia as a
modern woman is not so easy for us as it was for Manet’s contemporaries; in fact it is
difficult twice over, in a rather ironic way: once because Olympia does not look quite
contemporary any longer, but again because she has slipped in the direction of Ingres —
she has become high art, as Proust told us in 1907, part of the genre she challenged. But
neither misfortune is decisive and truly nullifies the opportunity she affords us; because
against them stands the painting Manet has made. It is remarkable how quickly one can
mentally strip away the thick atmosphere of a museum and the accretions of time simply by
standing still and looking. It is surprising how easily we close the temporal distance
between us and Olympia by looking — at the expression of her face, for instance, which is
startlingly fresh, or at her feer, her wrinkled ankle, and the muscle in her leg. These things
strip away the idea we had of distance.38

In the end, our answer is this. The historical context is valuable — here even
necessary —for us to understand the nature of the work’s meaning. For were we unfamiliar
with the tradition from which Manet borrowed, and unfamiliar with who Olympia is (seeing
her modernity requires some historical awareness of her stylistic difference), we should not
have been able to recognize the work as a challenge, and it is hard to see how an

38 Just as when sometimes we look at the face of a foreign person and fee) a strangeness, until wz notice certain
familiar expressions — at which point the strange things that initially held us back become actually hard to sce
and no longer pose any obstacle whalever.
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interpretation that did not could be taken as any adequate understanding. The historical
context was necessary to developing that level of our interpretation — valuable, that is, at
the level of identification (Olympia as an ordinary modern woman occupying the place of
art’s highest nudes). But the kind of challenge thereby identified is not the work’s meaning:
it is, in a sense, only the indication of the experience that constitutes the work’s meaning.
The meaning of the work., if we wish to go beyond mere pointers — and as the desire to
understand demands — is the substance of that precise experience. That experience is a
meaning made possible by entering the historical context, but ii is not a meaning that the
historical context provides, and it is not a meaning that can be had if we remain there. Any
‘interpretation’ that is wholly configured within historical limits positively defies the kind of
meaning historical insight shows this work to have. Manet’s Olympia reveals once again
the paradox of the idea of historical understanding. At the level of identification (of genre
and woman), the work gains a significance that it cannot have when we situate the material
of the image within the world simply as we understand it. But at the level of its content, the
work has a significance that is intelligible only when we situate the image within the world
as we understand it. If we situate it, at that level, within the historical world, we nullify its
historical meaning. The context in which the meaning of Manet’s painting can be
determined is historical, but not only historical, and ultimately also our own. The context is
the context of life — not life for anyone but life itself; the world of the work is finally,
simply, the. world.

88 THE REVISED CULTURAL MODEL

What has been leamed from these cases about interpretation understood as the
reconstruction of perspectives? Three things in particular.

We have a somewhat more exact appreciation of the precise role of historical
knowledge. With both works historical research either brought things to light that
either clarified an aspect of the work’s meaning (the “vampire topos” and the
predatory reading, a diary entry and the bénign reading), things effectively visible in
the image without that knowledge, or revealed an aspect not visible at all (the
tradition of the nude plus the response of critics, which revealed challenge of
Manet). That is what historical knowledge did do; what it did not do was replace our
repertoire, rewrite the terms of our encounter with the work on an historical basis.
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For there was no historical way to receive the reference made by these works to the
reality of love or the contemporaneity of a challenge.

We have also uncovered two things that will influence how we locate a context, how we
ascertain a perspective in the work’s world.

We have identified what is actually a simple exaggeration in the model’s conception
of world. The model pictures a world of the past, which we must locate and unfold
in order to read the work correctly. That, however, is an exaggerated reduction of
what we did. The work could not be understood even as what it was if that world
was pictured as split off from our own, totally unlike it. It was only by reading the
Munch in relation to how love appears today that the image came to hold its subtlety
and power. The pearl necklace picture must be false; we cannot even recover the
work if we think of our world and the work’s as, a priori, different,

This tells us something about the repertoire appropriate to interpreting; we cannot
picture it quite the way the model inclines to. The model begins with a clear-cut
distinction between the modern and the historical mind. We have to locsen that
division; we have to loosen it, and recognize the compatibility of belief, the
relevance of past belief to present and present belief to past, merely in order to grasp
the historical phenomenon as it was. For the original and deep encounter with botx:
the Manet and the Munch was a confrontation with claims about reality, and not a
representation of someone’s belief.
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CULTURAL CONTEXTS

89 DIFFERENCE

Perhaps by considering two works from European culture, from only a century or so ago,
we have not posed the problem of the work’s true context in as tough a manner as we
should, We can intensify the issue by strengthening the problematic of interpretation, and
we can do that by increasing the distance between the worlds of the work and the
interpreter. This problem is usually discussed as a problem of historical distance, but time
is not the only cause of a gap. For it is actually not time but its usual effect that causes the
trouble: that effect is the difference between worlds, the fact that the outlook of surviving
cultures has changed from outlooks of the past. And difference results from causes other
than time. Wherever we are provoked to understand a work that is not historically (or not
just historically) but culturally removed, our situation vis a vis that work is analogous: we
stand in a different world from that of the work. We can understand the alienness created
by historicity as anachronic, but that is not the most precise explanation: it is the difference
that time causes that explains it. Thus the alienness of other cultures that are unlike ours,
though they may well co-exist (those parallel strands of worlds). Distance is the difference
between worlds, and it is this that we understand poses the hermeneutic problem.
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Though the problem of understanding appears compounded by a distance along two
different axes, the solution is the same: to acquire, by knowledge, the appropriate
perspective, different from our own. The success of understanding is limited here only by
the vbstacles that obstruct our passage from the world that we occupy to the one to which
the work belonged (our passage from the strand that represents the history of our culiure
onto the strand that represents the history of the work's culture, from our world to the
work’s). The aim in making this shift is to end (as in the bridge diagram) with one’s own
mind surrounded by the context that is the work’s, the context within which the work is
given back its own identity; it is to rescue the work from its subjective loss of identity —
from an artificial impenetrability, and likewise from any false intelligibility actually foreign
to it. All of the works I have so far discussed are European, and belong to a tradition with
which we may be (in some way we are not aware of) natively familiar. But an adequate
examination of the conception of context will require considering a work not from
European culture, a work from a home at so great a distance from our world that the
problems of understanding become formidable, and the hermeneutic role of context
unmistakable (figure 37). This painting, unlike those I have examined so far, comes from a
world to which most of us are not bound even by any thread, that thread of continuity that
is a common tradition. Here, then, our progress is not going to be favoured by any possible
unacknowledged traces inherited from the originating world from which we imagine
ourselves cut off. Surely, my own frame of mind contains no hidden receptivity to this
work. Progress here will have to be deliberate, and wholly driven by method.

90 RELIGION

This painting that we shall attempt to interpret is a miniature on paper about which little
appears to be known. It is painted in a style that links it with miniatures produced in
Kangra, in the north of India, at the close of the eighteenth century. If that comparison
holds, it is likely to have been part of a book, from which (like so many Indian miniatures)
it is now separated. We are told in the few places we might come across such an image — 1
saw the painting first as a reproduction in a book called The Tantric Way l— that it is an
image of the goddess Kali. That is an identification that can be made through the close
correspondence of various aspects of this image (though not all of them) with various texts

1 Mookerjee and Khanna, The Tantric Way: Art, Science, Ritual (1977).

-
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in the Hindu sacred literature. That identification need not be made by means of texts,
however, if you ask native Indians (as I did), whose familiarity with the gods is not
primarily through texts, they will identify Kali without trouble. In India, I imagine, you
Jearn *This is Kali’ in the temple or at festivals probably at a fairly young age — she is the
kind of image that arouses tremendous curiosity and is not easily erased from the mind.
Kali becomes familiar to Indians, therefore, by belonging to a liing tradition, a tradition
that is, indeed, recorded in and also based on texts. We may think it in some way
hermeneutically important to establish which came first (tradition or text?) but I am not sure
that it is important: at some point in the history of Indian culture, Kali was pictured this
way. It could well have been verbally or in writing rather than in an image, merely because
figurative thinking has always had more practitioners than art, but it does not much matter.
If we want (as we do) to do more than identify the subject, if we want in fact to understand
the image — to learn not only the name of this godt=ss but the meaning of her appearance
— the detail we need is not going to be easy for us to find except in texts, and it is this that
makes them important here.

As the theory of interpretation tells us, in order to understand this im7age we are
going to have to return the picture to its own context, and the facts of its origin tell us that
this is the context of Hinduism. It is plain that we have no ‘natural’ resources in his case,
and guessing what goes on in this picture is profoundly dissatisfying. We are confronted
with a baffling, even disturbing, image that arouses a deep curiosity, a desire, if not almost
a kind of anxiety, to know what the image means ... to know, even, how such things can
have a meaning. What we are looking for is not, I think, just an answer. We are anxious
for something that can be accepted, for the distress and the curiosity that is truly provoked
by this image is deep, and deep, I think, because it arouses the intuition that there is no
meaning in this image that is tolerable. Our discomfort stems from an intuition that such an
image could only hold a repellent meaning, something that goes quite against our minds —
stems from a dread of ‘dismeaning’, to give this condition a name.2 The image is disturbing
because we sense it is an encounter with minds not merely different from but antithetical to

2 Though we are not usually required to differentiate, ‘meaninglessness’ actually means different things that ought
10 be separated here. There are things meaningless because their meaning is not yet known (as cryptic remarks and
puzzling images in their unsolved state), And there are things that in their most revealed and interpreted condition
have no meaning, in a somewhat different sense: things that are absurd or empty or add up to nothing (such, as
people often say, is the nature of death, and there are instances in art, as in certain works of Dada). One might
make a mistake about something, and put it in the wrong class (in effect, atiribute its meaningless to the wrong
condition), but the two classes are distinct. There is also 2 kind of meaninglessness, or something akin o it, in
which a puzzling thing has been given an explanation that cannot be, where a meaning is unfolded that is claimed
1o provide the sense of the phenomenon but that is in some deep way unecceptable, This is not quite
meaninglessness — a lack of meaning — because it has been given a meaning; but again it is, as that meaning
contravencs what we understand to be the nature of things, the very framework of our sense-making. This is what I
have called, rather poorly, ‘dismeaning,” and it is an event that is as fearful as the contravention goes deep.
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ours. Our natural desire to understand sends us looking, then, not simply for a meaning
that explains the image but that makes sense of it, a sense that is sense. It is important to
admit this natural inclination, but also not to mistake its status. Qur desire is to understand
the meaning of the work in itself, not to please ourselves: we may well not find the sort of
meaning that makes us comfortable. Whatever the outcome, what is wholly clear is that our
own repertoire of meaning takes us nowhere; it gives the work not even the most minimal
kind of sense. Set within our own context, the work is deeply alien.

So if we are to take a first step, it will be a step out of our context, as the model
clarifies, and a step into the Hindu world. It is important to the outcome of what we are
attempting that I not presume to do this in a page or two; a difference of worlds that can he
bridged in a hurry is a rather poor example of difference. We will have to take the steps one
by one; in the service of economy, however, I will recount only those steps that went
somewhere. The most directly illuminating thing to which we can turn appears to be a
Sanskrit poem of uncertain date3 written by an unknown author, the Karpuradi-Stotra or
Hymn to Kali, to which a late commentary was added at around the turn of this century.
This text has been described by recent scholars of Hinduism as “a hymn in praise of Kali
set in the context of tantric ritual.””’ Various of the hymn’s twenty-two verses mention most
of the features of Kali that we can see in the painting — almost all of those that already rivet
our attention (the “freshly cut human head,” as an old scripture expresses it, the bloody
sword, the colour of the goddess, her nakedness) but also a few that fail to draw attention
to themselves (the shape of her breasts, abdomen, and hips).®

Though not every feature of the painting is described in these passages, many of the
most striking features are, with only slight discrepancy with the image. Verse four begins,
“Q) Destructress of the sins of the three worlds, auspicious Kalika, who in Thy upper lotus-
like left hand holdest a sword; and in the lower left hand a severed head.” Verse six begins,
“Q Devi [goddess] of full breasts, whose throat is adorned with a garland of heads.” Verse
seven: “O Mother, even a dullard becomes a poet who meditates upon Thee raimented with
space [naked], three-eyed, Creatrix of the three worlds, whose waist is beautiful with a
girdle made of numbers of dead men’s arms, and who on the breast of a corpse, as Thy
couch in the cremation ground, enjoyest Mahakala.” And verse nineteen, which opens: “O
Dark One, wondrous and excelling in every way.” There is no longer any doubt for us that

3 [ have not becn able to find a source that gave it a date.

4 The Commentary (c. 1900) is by Vimalananda-Svami and the Notes (c. 1922) are by the cditor Sir John
Woodrofie.

5 Hawley and Wullf, The Divine Consort: Radha and the Goddesses of India (1986), 387.

6 Y use ‘fail’ rather less strongly than some would, for there is some ambiguity in talk about art as to what it means
for a thing to be apparent.
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this is an image of Kali, but to know it is not to understand, for these ‘attributes’ of Kali are
not merely items by which she is recognized but qualities, expressions of who Kali is.
Even Indian symbolism is symbolic.

The nineteenth-century commentator prefaced his edition of the hymn with a prayer

to the goddess in which the meaning of each of these features is briefly but explicitly given
— in the form of an explanation apparently intended to satisfy wonder at Kali’s appearance
(the hymn is essentially a long list of the features of the goddess, each of which is followed
by an explanation introduced by “because ...”). I cite this omitting only those parts that do
not at all fit our painting, for the match is not perfect:

May the Maha Devi who is called Kalika,
Because she is without beginning or end,
Whose Body is imagined to be blue of colour,
Because like the blue sky She pervades the World,
Whose hair is dishevelled
Because though herself changeless She binds infinite numbers of Jivas (living beings] by
bonds of Maya, symbolized by her dishevelled hair ...,
... Her, who being the sole Creatrix, Preserver, and Destructress of infinite millions of Worlds, has
on Her Body the mark of the Yoni signifying creation, full and high breasts denoting preservation,
and a terrible visage signifying the withdrawal of all things,
Who is said to have large teeth, and a lolling tongue ...,
Who is pictured as wearing a garland of severed heads,
Because she is Sabdabrahman {united with the Great Self] and the heads are the fifty Ietters
[of the Sanskrit alphabet],
‘Whose upper left hand is depicted as wiglding a sword,
Because she severs the bonds of illusion ...,
Whose lower left hand is seen to hold a human head,
Because She grants him Tattvajnana (higher knowledge of reality],
Who is called Digambari [naked, lit. *space-clad’]
Because being Brahman She is free from the covering of Maya and unconcerned,
Who is pictured as having a waist-chain of human hands,
Because hands are the principal instrument of work [Karma, action] and at the close of a
Kalpa all Jivas with their Karmas are merged ...,
Who is seen standing on the breast of corpse-like Siva,
Because the Supreme State and ... Mahadevi [the Great Goddess] is Nirguna [without
quality] and changeless,
Who is again said to live in the cremation ground,
Because when at the end of a Kalpa [era of time] all things in the universe from Brahma to
a blade of grass are dissolved in Mahakala [absolute time], She is in and one with that
Mahakala, who may be thus compared to a cremation ground, and because at the death of
Jivas She exists as the individual Jivatma [soul of a being] in the burning ground,
May She, this Mahadevi, who is Saccidanandarupini (the ultimate state of being] and forgiveness
itself, pardon all offenses committed by me in the explanation of this Her Hymn.
$'ambhu with His five mouths is unable to relate Thy qualities.

------------------

O Mother of the World, obeisance.’

7 Vimalananda-Svami, Hymn to Kali (c. 1900), 278—81.
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With these words the image begins to take on at least some depth of meaning; it is no longer
totally opaque. We may be tempted even to say that we understand, given the number of
elements whose significance we have now had explained. But to say that would be to forget
altogether what we are looking for: a sense more intelligible even than this, a sense with
explanatory power, the power to remove our undisturbed perplexity. That sense we will
recover from the contextual viewpoint, a cognitive sphere within which this work arose or
was received. At this point we still stand quite outside that sphere, though now, perhaps,
we see vaguely into it. All that we have learned are the associations, and with most of them
we can see at least the justice of the link — for instance, the phrase, “Whose upper left
hand is depictcd as wielding a sword, Because she severs the bonds of illusion.” The
reason for linking sword and severance is intelligible, but this is not yet a very satisfactory
sort of meaning. We have no real understanding on our own of the conception ‘bonds of
illusion’, of the significance of their severance, or of the shocking and unavoidable
connection with death. So far as we have gone, we are likely to say only this: that for the
Hindu the sword means the severance of illusion that is linked to death.

91 MEANING RELATIVE TO A WORLD

That expression — ‘for the Hindu ... means ..." — is, as we have seen, a distinctive
phrasing of the perspectival conception of meaning; as the mode! explains, to understand a
work is to see it within its own world, in the atmosphere of that world, which is to say, in
the perspective of a resident of its world. It is a phrase often encountered in contextual
discussions of the meaning of works of art, yet it is open to misunderstanding. Consider,
for instance, the way it appears in connection with Kali: as one author writes, “in seeking to
understand the meaning of Kali for Hindus we are well advised to start with hints from the
Hindu tradition itself.”8 Does ‘the meaning of Kali for Hindus’ name a provisional or a
final state? Does it imply that Kali cannot, or simply does not, mean anything to us? (That
we ourselves cannot enter her context; that no one but Hindus can have access to either the
context or the meaning it holds?) Both uses fit the model that this part is devoted to: a work
has its own meaning in the context to which it belongs. But I think the phrase is usually
used to name a provisional condition, fitting the model’s conception of repertoire:
understanding is possible wherever our consciousness can be suitably shifted. Sometimes,
indeed, there is the suggestion that the context in question is not easily penetrated by

8 Kinsley, “Blood and Death Out of Place: Reflections on the Goddess Kali” (1986), 148,
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outsiders, the relevant viewpoint not easily adopted by “non-participants” in the culture, but
it does not necessarily imply this. There is difficulty in making the transition, and that is a
natural consequence of the model’s “distinction between participants’ understanding and
observers’ understanding.”

The participant understands and knows his culture with an immediacy and spontancity the obscrver
docs not share.... He moves with ease and delicacy and creative flexibility within the rules of his
culture. His culture, for him, is like the language he has leamed, informally, since infancy.... The
observer does not have this kind of knowledge of the culture.

But this sort of remark makes no claim about our powers of understanding. And indeed,
just so far as we have gone with this work we can reasonably suspect our understanding is
not at all inferior to the Hindu’s: the sword means severance equally for us all. But we have
climbed in the schema only to the level of identification of meaning; we acknowledge there
is still a great difference between the significance of the meaning of severance for the Hindu
and for us. Which is to say, to understand we have to progress further. The significance of
all of those symbols that have been explained to us is so far nil. We are coming to recognize
how the familiar distinction between meaning and significance in fact differentiates two
levels of the work’s meaning, the levels of identification and content, and that the meaning
of things without their significance is virtually nothing.!? To understand we need to know
what the ‘severance of illusion’ is; for that it is (that the sword, figuratively, severs some
illusion) is empty knowledge. (We are treading the same ground as was covered in §§ 35,
59, 62, and even 86 — predicative meaning).

The principal implication of this phrasing is its relativity to another subject: ‘for the
Hindu’ means for the Hindu mind generally. This captures that noted difference between
the contextual view and the conception of understanding outlined in part III: there is a world
of difference between saying ‘a mind of a certain composition’ and ‘the mind of one
person’ (the artist). And here it is unmistakable that only the former offers us any real hope
of understanding: this work is by now so fully cut off from its creator that if we required
any knowledge of the artist at all the work could have no further voice. The world of the

9 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention {(1985), 109.

10 Hirsch explains that **Meaning' refers to the whole verbal meaning of a text, and ‘significance’ to textual
meaning in relation to another context, i.c., another mind, another era, a wider subject matier, an alien system of
values, and so on. In other words, ‘significance’ is textual meaning as related 10 some context, indecd any context,
beyond itself.” Hirsch. Aims of Interpretation (1976), cited by Rorty, *Texts and Lumps” (1985), n, 12, But it is
clear that there is some obscurity here: *'verbal meaning” is treated as something revealed in the “context” of the
work “itself,” but it is not clear what Hirsch takes that to be. Whether we identify it with a language and its rules, a
formative reading, or a cultural background one thing is now clear: “verbal meaning” in Hirsch's definition cannot
be merely the reference of wards; it must include the importance of those particular words, the significance of the
work’s statements 1o some person. To exclude it and advocate the recovery of meaning over significance (as
Hirsch does) would be 1o advocate the recovery of a meaningless object.
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work is plainly the artist’s own context, but it makes a great deal of difference how exactly
we define it. The work derives its meaning from a world, but how broad is that world? Is it
the world in which the creator lived, subjectively: the world that he or she recognized? Or is
it the world the artist belonged to: a world in which the signs they use are already endorsed
with meaning, a world they may know only in part? We are not looking for the meaning of
this image for an individual, but take it to have meaning within the Hindu world geverally,
for a mind shaped by Hinduism.

There is no deep problem, then, in the necessity of this relative understanding of
significance or content: that the significance of a thing is always the significance of the
object for a subject, in terms, that is, of a world that to which it belongs. If the meaning of
the symbol of the sword and the severed head is deliverance from illusions, in the
appropriate subjectivity there must also be a significance to that meaning. Deliverance must
have a significance merely to be worth symbolizing. This explanation in terms of death and
illusion remains opaque; we must go further than the mere formulae that ‘explain’ the signs.
We have no true understanding unless we move deeper into the schema and seek the
content of the work. We are going to have to move, then, as the mode! explains, from a
position outside the Hindu world (from which we still say ‘for the Hindu death is severance
from illusion’) to where we can see not only that this is so, but how, why, or in what way
it is so, for only that is truly meaningful. As long as we still use that phrase, we know we
remain at some distance from the condition of understanding the theory sets. The way that
lies open to us may not inspire confidence, but as non-participants we do not have the
option of belonging to the world we want to enter. What we have to rely upon to
understand a work whose symbolism has been explained by one text is more texts.

92 RECONSTRUCTING THE CONTEXT: AN INTERPRETATION

What I have done, at least, is to read. I began by looking for an explanation of Kali and her
symbols, hoping to learn her place in the Hindu pantheon. The most explicit clarification of
the image 1 have yet found I have already cited, a nineteenth-century commentary upon a
hymn to the goddess; no discussion fit the work any closer than it. To deal just with that, it
was necessary to understand something about the concepts that the Hymn to Kali linked
with the image (maya, karma, tattvajnana, moksa): a next step into the Hindu world. My
progress with it was quite unsystematic; what sense I was able to make was not arrived at
in any straightforwazd way, by recourse to any dictionary. Indeed, in the reading 1 did in
two months after first laying eyes on this.painting (two months in which I did virtually all



11 : THE CULTURAL MODEL

the reading I had ever done concerning Hinduism), it is not a straightforward matter to
discriminate between what did contribute and what did not. The material I examined
included quite different kinds of writing. On the one hand, a very slight and scattered
reading of scriptural texts and religious poetry (comprised partly of brief citations in the
secondary literature); on the other, some mediatory, facilitating, works on Hindu religion
(Zaehner, Radhakrishnan, Coomaraswamy)!1; a few studies on particular aspects of
Hinduism on which I focused attention (particularly Saktism and Tantra)!2; and finally
some scholarly works by Western academics, among which figured two studies on Kali.13
From these fairly diverse sources came several further conceptions that linked the
symbolism together, in what seemed an extraordinarily powerful way, a way that bound
together virtually the entire image.

The various elements that I drew from these sources were chosen quite freely, on
the basis of the sense they gave to the work: my interpretation collected whatever fit the
image with the most powerful sense. There was really no other standard by which to select
it. The meaning the painting came to have, interpreted in that way, I will now attempt to
explain. The logic by which I will ‘narrate’ that meaning does not reflect my progress, the
‘phases’ by which I came to make some sense of the picture. That was chaotic, and I don’t
recall the process at all; what I remember is the meaning and its own order. The order of my
narration is directed, rather, partly by how the work looks, by the ‘logic’ of its structure —
the picture is largely a vertical arrangement of elements, each given prominence in some
particular way — and partly by the sense that I came to find in it. I would like to present
that sense, so that we can examine it in connection with the issue of this chapter: the
recovery of a world.

One of the most striking aspects of the image is the background, a directionless and
undifferentiated swirling mass that fills the space in a highly ambiguous way (is it sea, or
sky, both, or simply nothing?). That it fills the entire space, excluding even a sense of
space (“without beginning or end,” as Kali herself was described) and that it is an expanse
without differentiation came to seem highly important, for this is the nature, according to
the Hindu story of time, of the ‘infinite ocean of liquid life-substance’ from which all things

11 Zachner, Hinduism (1962); Radhakrishnan, Hindu View of Life (1926); Coomaraswamy, “What Has India
Contributed?” (1913).

12 Mookerjee and Kharna, Tantric Way (1977); Ajit Mookerjee, Tantra Asana: A Way to Self-realization (1971);
Prithvi K. Agrawala, Mithuna: The Male—Female Symbol in Indian Art and Thought (1983).

13 pavid Kinsley, The Sword and the Flute (1975) and “Biood and Death Out of Place: Reflections on the Goddess
Kali" (1986).

388



11 : THE CULTURAL MODEL

originated, and into which at the end of every age all things are again dissolved. Like an
ocean it stretched through all dimensions as an immense single undifferentiated mass. In the
beginning, and at the beginning of every age that has been, is, and will be, the life that we
know as life arose from this ocean: from the formless depths of this uniform sea a lotus
(kamala) grows.!4 The basic principle of the life that this lotus brings is desire, for the
appearance of life and the appearance of desire (Kama) are one and the same event, as the
Vedas record: “Desire first arose at the dawn of creation.” Desire is the motive force of life
itself — and so, the lotus emerges from the depths bearing the God Kama and his wife Rati
in empassioned embrace.

But the life and the world that arises from that all-encompassing sea has a new and
distinct quality, which is difference, differentiation. Indeed. that is what is captured in the
contrast of the two ambiguously connected layers of this image: the undifferentiated
background in which no part differs from any other, and the motif laid over it, an assembly
of distinct things (lotus, Kama and Rati, Xali, etc.). If we think about this, the view we
would have were we floating in the middle of an ocean is virtually without difference, a
view quite unlike the one we have wherever we presently happen to be (surrounded by
literally countless distinct things): on the one hand a world of one self-same thing, and on
the other a world of infinite difference. The connection that exists between desire and
difference is the basis of the image (indeed, its ‘base’ in a rather literal way) and the
meaning both: desire and difference, in the lower region of the painting, are born at the
same moment in the one event, For what difference creates is the condition of self and other
— the duality of existence, in which there is I and not-I. Desire is desire, in an obvious
sense, for not-I, for something that one lacks, that one is not or does not have, for
something apart from oneself: the self’s desire for what is other than self. Kama and Rati
are others to each other. They are “the female and male principles,” and male and female are
the great symbols of difference (the great symbols of self and other, of distinctness and
differentiation) and of desire.!> Kama and Rati on the lotus are the miracle of differentiated

14 “Rising from the depths of water and expanding its petals on the surface, the lotus {(kamala, padma ) is the most
beautiful evidence offered to the eye of the self-engendering fertility of the bottom. Through its appearance, it
gives proof of the life-supporting power of the all-nourishing abyss. This is why the goddess Lotus (kamala,
padma ) is an appropriate consort or s'akti of Visnu — Visnu being the cosmic water itself, the infinite ocean of
that liquid life-substance out of which all the differentiated phenomena and elements of the universe arise, and back
into which they again must dissolve. When a life-period of the world-organism has attained its term and is about to
be dissolved ..., the moistre is withdrawn, all the forms perish and go dry, and a prodigious conflagration burns
them, so that nothing is spared. The fire then is quenched by rains, which produce a flood that covers everything,
and thus the universe retumns to its state of the beginning: the state of a timeless ocean. Visnu is this cosmic sea.”
The “radiant lotus of the world" that at the dawn of an age rises out of Visnu “is the goddess Padma, the sakti or
divine energy of slumbering Visnu. She is the awekening of his substance, ..., as the miracle of life.” Zimmer,
“Symbolism of the Lotus” (1960), 165—66.

15" Agrawala, Mithuna (1983); Mookerjee, Tantra Asana (1971), 76.

389



11 : THE CULTURAL MODEL 3 9 0

life that is the material world — the differentiated life that arose with desire, and that desire
also perpetuates.16

Hence Kama and Rati are locked in sexual union: they desire what is other than
themselves, and their difference draws them together. But their union here is strange and
even shocking, because they are united but dead. Rat’s head has fallen heavy onto Kama’s
shoulder; their arms have no longer the power to hold — Rati’s hands are particularly
disturbing and poignant, lying limp in their dead embrace. The pair are not only dead in an
embrace, they are already burning, joined even on the funeral pyre. These facts have a deep
bearing upon the meaning that we have already ‘understood’ Kama and Rati to have. That
Kama and Rati are united is not ‘merely’ expressive of desire, its attainment, the striving
beyond self, and the union of self and other.!7 Their union despite death is an emblem of
ultimate union, which is a final reclosing of the distance separating self and other; the
bringing together of difference is an overcoming of the divided condition that is the
condition, as we have seen, of life in the world, which is the condition of duality. No
destruction is depicted, but the cremation we witness anticipates their reduction to ash,
suggests a condition of withdrawal back into one state; it is the dissolution of even material
difference.1® In their union they have overcome duality, and duality overcome is eternity, to
which Kama and Rati have returned.

The sense of this is made much clearer by this image of Kama and Rati in its
connection with certain texts. Duality is the distinctness of individuals (the male, the female:
the man Kama, the woman Rati). But even this is not the whole truth, since the two are also
of the same, as created beings: arisen from the same stuff or source, they are artificially
divided in that differentiation that is the very principle of the world’s creation. Their
difference is their surface identity, something superficial: they arose of the same source, are
manifestations of the same desire, and are driven by the same passion to be united with

16 The oldest Upanishad, the Brihadaranyaka (c. 6th century B.C.), says this:
In the beginning this [universe] was the Self alone. ... He took thought and said [to himself]: *Since

nothing exists other than I, of whom or what am I afraid?’ And his fear then departed {from him]; for
of whom (or what) should he have been afraid? It is of a second that one is afraid. .....
At that time this [world] was undifferentiated, What introduces differentiation is name and form

(individuality), so that we can say 'A man has this name; he has this form.’ .....

He found no pleasure at all. ... He longed for a second. Now he was the size of a man and woman in

close embrace. He split this Self in two: and from this arose husband and wife. Hence we say,

‘Oneself is like half a potsherd.’

Liv.2, 7, 3. Zachner, Hindu Scriptures (1966).
17 As Woedroffe notes regarding images of Kali, "two corpses are sometimes pictured, the lower being the
eternally quiescent Siva, and the upper being the Siva united with Sakti in creation.” Woodroffe, Hymn to0 Kali (c.
1922), 303. Siva and Sakti arc divided aspects of the one reality: “Reality is unity, an indivisible whole. It is
called Siva-Sakti .... Siva and its creative power, Sakti, are eternally conjoined; the one cannot be differentiated
from the other, .... It is only in the relative plain that Siva-Sakti are looked upon as scparate entities.” Mookerjee
and Khanna, Tantric Way (1977}, 15,
18 “Rati and Kama, the female and male principles” depict “transcendence of the phenomenal world and an
abolition of all experience of duality.” Mookerjee, Tantra Asana (1971), 76.
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what indeed appears to be not them. And so in their union with each other, both lose
themselves and find themselves: lose that predominant sense of individual self, and merge
with a part of self that is outside them. The image tells us that their ‘union’ here is therefore
not, actually, a joining of separates (as we would commonly think of it), but rather the
recovery of a divided identity.1? Thus the ritual verse recited in the very ancient Vedic
marriage ceremony, in which husband and wife, who each give themselves to and receive
the other, understand that they are united — are not merely together, but are both the same.
The Vedic ritual expresses a lovely and playful confusion over whether anything is actually
exchanged at all:

Who hath given here to whom?

Karna hath given to Kama.

Kama is the giver, Kama is the receiver.
Kama hath penetrated the Ocean,

Through the mediation of Kama I accept thee,
This to thee, O Kama.20

To have “penetrated the Ocean” is to have returned to it and to the state of non-
duality. But that is to have turned back from the ostensible, apparent condition of life in the
world, in which we can see only difference and distinctness; it is, in other words, to have
broken through the illusion of division that natural life in the world forces upon us, the
illusion of difference. Now, through the image, we understand what is maya, the great
illusion. To “break the bonds of”’ or become “free from” maya is to get beyond or
‘transcend’ the artificial separation in which the visible world makes us believe: it is,
actually, to die to that life of distinctness and difference. Death, in fact, is a notion highly
affected by which position one takes. When one is not divided fron oneself, there is no
death to fear : “It is of a second that one is afraid.” Kama and Rati are dead, and united;
their union will be unaltered by the flames. Thus they appear at once different and united:
joined and dissotved: sexually linked upon both the lotus of origin and upon the pyre of
dissolution, for their origin, their marriage, and their dissolution all demonstrate the eternal
reality of their union through difference — the union of non-duality despite apparent

19 Rati and Kama “remain in a union of oneness, enjoying that supreme bliss which is the highest non-duality.”
Tbid., 78,

“Mark well, it is not for the love [kama) of a husband that a husband is dearly loved. Rather it is for the
love of the Self that a husband is dearly loved. Mark well, it is not for the love of & wife that a wife is dearly loved.
Rather it is for the love of the Self that a wife is dearly loved.” Br. Upanishad I, iv, 5.

“Just as a man, closely embraced by his loving wife, knows nothing without, nothing within, so docs
this ‘person’, closely embraced by the Self that consists of wisdom, know nothing without, nothing within. Thut
is his [true] form in which [all] his desires are fulfilled, in which [Self] alone is his desire, in which he has no
desire, no sorrow.” Br. Upanishad, 1V, iii, 21. Zachner, Hindu Seriptures (1966)

20 Tandya Brahmane, L 8. 17; M, 13. This same confusion is a motif in Br. Upanishad, 1, iv, 14. Zachner, IHindu
Scriptures (1966).
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duality, the recognition of self in the other and the recognition of oneself as a piece of the
great ‘Self’ (as it is so poignantly expressed in the Upanishads) that includes ail.2! This
sub-image of Kama and Rati is in the end an astonishingly articulate emblem of the
condition of human life, displaying not only the duality of self and other, and the dynamic
of difference and desire, but presenting at the same time the hidden fact of non-duality.

But the deaths of Kama and Rati can be understood as something else than the
transcendence of duality, something more negative; there is another way to read, according
to further details of the image. For the lovers are tcuched, and in the most literal and
horrible way, by gross death — the stream of blood that falls from the bloodied sword and
severed head above, pooling on Rati’s shoulder and splashing off KXama’s arm. That they
are on the tlaming pyre, physically joined but lifeless, their pleasure vanished, shows also
how death terminates desire, that the desire that is the principle of life in the world exists in
a context of death — its extinction must be faced. There are therefore two ways of seeing
the single image of the dead lovers, two ways that offer us two somewhat differznt views
of death: death can be feared, or death can be transcended. This, it appears, is the focal
significance of Kali herself. When we understand her, we see that the cause of our fear and
the means of our freedom are one and the same. The goddes