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t-,. 'i ;,Representation,

or, The Viewing of Las Menimas*

ALoNG WITH Vlnwnnn's Art o! Paínting and cou.bet's .§rzdio,
Velázquez's La.s Meninas (fig, 1) is surely one oí the 8reatest replesentations of
pictorial representation in all of Western painting. Why has this work eluded íull
and satisfactory discussion by art historians? Why shouId it be that the major study,
ihe most serious and sustained piece of writing on this work in our time, is by
Michel Foucault?l There is, I shall argue, a structural explanation built into the
interpretive procedures of the discipline itse]f that has made a picture such as Zas
Meninas litetally lrtthinkable under the rubric of art history, Before considering the
work, as I propose to do, in repŤesentational terms, let us consider why this should
be so.

Historicálly, we can třace two lines of aagument about Las Menifuas: the first.
most elegantly encapsulated in Théophile Gautier's..Oů est donc le tableau?'' has
been concerned with the extraordinarily aeal presence of the painted world.2 The
frame appears to intersect a roorn whose ceiling, floor, anrl window bays extend, so it
is suggested, to inc]ude the vieweŤ. The light and shado\a/-6lled space is not only
intended for the viewer's eyes as in the case of its much smaller predecessor hung
at the spanish couŤt, Van Eyck's Arnoffini Wedding. Given the great size of the
canvas, it is intended also for the viewer's body. The size of the figures is a match íor
our own. This appeal at once to eye and to body is a remarkable pictorial perfor-
mance which contradictoŤily presents powerful human figures by means of illusion-
ary surfaces, ln the nineteenth centuly it \^/as a commonplace for travellers to
Madrid to refer to it in what we can call photographic telms, continuing a třadition
started in the eighteenth centuly about such works as Vermeer's Vlezu aí Detít, it
was compared to nature §een in a camera obscura, and Stirling_Maxwell, an eariy
w.iter, noted that Zas Meninas alticipated Daguerre, The pictorial quality of pres-
ence is §ustained in the appaIently casual deportment of the figures that is dis-
tinguished, as so oíten in the works oí Yelázgrlez, by a particular feature: rhe fact
that we ale looked at by those at \a/hom we are looking. To twentieth century eyes at
leasi, this gives it the appearance of a snapshot being taken. In the foreground, the
little princess turns to us from her entourage, as does one of her maids, and a dwarf,
and of course Velázquez himself who has stepped back from his canvas for this very
purpose.
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The gaze out of the canvas is a consistent featur€ in velážquez's works. In their

separate Portraitsj royalty and dwarf alike meet oul eyes, but most astounding aIe
the minor frgures in the lalger scenes: two of the peasants celebrating Bacchus in an
early work (69. 2), for example, or the memorable soldiel to the left and the omcers
to the right of ráe ,§rrrender oJ Breda, ot the woman situated at the mar8in between
the two spaces of 7Áe Spinners.1 refer to this phenomenon as a 8aze, to distinguish
it from a glance. It does not initiate or attend to some occurrence; €mpty of ex-
pression, it is not, in short, nalťative in nature. The gaze, rather, signals fťom within
the picture that the viewer outside the picture is seen and in turn it acknowledges the
state of being seen. Though not invented for the occasion of ZaJ Menir\as, the devlce
is heightened here because it is thematized by the situation, or possibly the situations
at hand,

Just \^r'hat the situation is-hence what the subjea of the work is-has been the
concern oí the second line of argument about Las Meninas. The problem is not one
of identifrcation an €arly comm€ntatoŤ identified each participant in the scene
(even including the figure pausing in the light of the distant doorway whose role of

Fíg.2. Diego YeIázqiez. Los Borrachos, 1628-29. Museo del Prado, Madrid.
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marshal in the queen's entourage si§nificantly matches velázquez's role io service to
the king), How€ver the presence of the king and quem marked by thet Ťeflection in
the prominent mirror at the center of the íaŤ wall, and the large piďure seen from
the back oB it§ stretcher, \ďhich intrudes at the left, raise problems. Where are the
king and queen orJr'hat i§ the source of their reflections, and what i§ the subject
being painted on the unse€n canvas? The impulse in recent studies has been to an-
swer the§e questions by att€mpting to supPly the plot a little playlet as one §cholar
call§ it-oí which this picture is a scene,3 The little Infanta, so this account goes, has
dropped in to s€e velázquez at workl stops to ask trer maid of honor for a drink of
,\{ater and look§ up When surprised by the unexpected entŤance of her parents, the
king and queen.

]t is characte.istic of aŤt historical practice that it is the question of plot to which
the notion of the meaning of the \rr'ork i§ appended, rather than to the question of the
nature of the pictorial lepresentation. Though scholars differ about the specifrcs of
the plot-are the royal pair posing for their Portraits when the princess arrives, or is
it rather the princess and her retinue $.ho pose as king and queen arrive?-they are
a8reed that it is the presence of the king and queen with the painter that is emplot-
t€d here.a And it is on this ba§is that the meaning of Zas Meninas is today inte.-
pŤeted as a claim for the nobility of painting as a liberal art and as a personal claim
for nobility on the part of Velázquez himself. ln short, Las Meninas is now undet-
stood as a vi§ual statement of the social rank desired by the painter,

To back up thi§ point, detailed documentation has been coll€cted to show that all
Spanish painters worked under flnancial and social p.essures due to their lolv pťo-
fessional status as craftsmen, and that some struggled to bring about change.' of
course any Pictorial peŤformance of the brilliance and accomplishment ot Las Me-
zízas might be said to make high claims for art, but the nature of Velázquez's claims
are ploblematic in tbe sense that he docs ,o, distinguish the liberal aspect of art
from its craft. From his self-conscious avowal of paint as both the creator of illusion
and as material pigment in his eaťly WateŤseller, to his devoted foregrounding of
women preparin8 thaead foŤ the weaving of tapestlies in the work known as Tlze
Spinners, Ye],ázgltez embraced the very craftsmanship that this mod€rn interPreta_
tion would have him rejea.1l Las Menina§, the casual yet striking juxtaposition of
Velázquez's palďte with the adjacent head of a maid of honor-beribboned head
matched to palette in both brush §t.oke and hue-makes the claim for craft once
more.

In order to reduce I,d s Menínas to '|ts c:u;ííent meaning two moves are nec€ssary:
6rst, against the evidence of the picture it is ar8ued that arti§t and king arc fcPre-
sent€d to8ether and their paoximity is seen as the central feature of the work; §econd,
art hi§torians separate what they claim to be the seventeenth century meaning of the
v.oík Ííor'l' its appearazce, which is put in its place as mer€ly the concern of modern

It is thi§ insistence on the sepaaation of questions of meaning from que§tions oí



Fig, 3. Carel Fabitils. The Sentry,
c. 1648, Staatliches Mu_
seum, Schwerin,

representation that makes Las Meninas unihinkable la/ithin the established rubric of
art history, The problem is endemic io the 6eld, Before suggesting why this should
be so, let me give one further example: the recent discovery of what should perhaps
be called paintings without meaning. I am not refeŤIin8 to the response to a dada-isi
maneuver, but rather to the attempted interpreiation of "normal" Dutch paintings
§uch a§ Fabritius's haunting Senrry (fig. 3), The soldier seated with his expeďant
dog beneath an improbable column, loading his gun undeŤ the aspect of sleep, and
assimilated to a complex assemblage of t.uncated or only partly visible stŤuctures is
puzzling, but surely not meaningle§s, Since, however, research has tuŤned up no text
or moral message which informs the painting, a scholar has felt justified in conclud-
ing that what we have b€íore us is just Ťealism.? There is a clear and present dan8eŤ
for art historians who fail to frnd the kinds of messages-be they moral, social, or
professional-currently considered to be the meanings of works by aŤtists such a§

Velázquez, Vermeer, oí Bruegel, The danger is that these works also will have io be
admitted to be meaningless. What is mi§sing is a notion of representation or a con-
celn with what it i§ to picture something, And it is therefore not surprising that in
íecent tim€s it is §tuderrts oí texts Who have mosi successfully turned their atteniion
to th€ work§ of artists such as these-altists whose works are s€lf-conscious and rich
in those representational concern§ to which literary studies have been more attuned.

Why should art history find itself in this fix? The answer lies, paradoxically, in
a great stlength of the di§cipline particularly as it has been viewed and used by
literary scholal§hip, The cornerstone of the art historical notion of meaning is ico_

nogŤaphy-so nam€d by Panofsky who was its founding father in our time, Its great
achievement was to demonstrate that repíesentational pictures are not intended
solely lor perception, but can be Ťead as having a secondary or deeper level of mean-
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ing_ What then do we makc of the pictorial surface itself? ln his seminal essay on
iconography and iconology, Pano[sky clearly evades this question,3 He introduces his
subject with the simple example of meeting a friend on the stŤeet \^,ho lifts his hat in
greeting, The blur of shapes and colors identifred as a man and the sense that he is
in a certain humor are called by Panofsky the primary oŤ natirral meanings, but the
under§tanding that to raise the hat is a greeting is a secondary or conventional mean-
ing. So far we have been dealing only with life. Panofsky's strategy is then to simply
recomr-řrend transferring the lesults of this analysis from everyday life to a work of
alt- so now ,vte h^ýe a piclure of a man lifting his hat. What Panofsky chooses to
ignore is that the man is not present but is re-presented in the picture, ln what
manner, und€r what conditions is the man repaesented in paint on the sulface of a
canvas?

Art historians answel this que§tion in §tylistic teŤms. Gombrich, quiie con-
sciously taking up where Panofsky left off, made it his major task to deIine style.
Encapsulat€d in the brilliant phrase "making comes before matching," the Ťulin8
insi8ht of Gombrich's Art and Illusion has provided a geneŤation of litelary critics
With the touchstone for their analyse§ of literary convention. But they have ignored

the fact that in the process of replacing an explessive notion of style with a represen-
tational one, Gombrich effectively e]iminates ju§t what he sets out to define. Despite
his emphasis on "makin8" or convention, he is far from the structulalist that he is
sometim€s taken to be. Gombrich treats lepresentation as a matteI of skill-skill in
rendering and skill in perception. Pictorial conventions in Western art, he aŤgues,

serve the perfection of naturalistic representation which Gombrich significantly

Fi8. 4. Albrecht Dúrer, Draftsman drawins a nude (woodcut), in Unteízleysu?lg
der Messung (Nlremberg, 1538),

Interpretation without Repí€sentation, o., The sliewing oí Las Meninas
34



)

Fig. 5, Illustration of the workin8
of the eye in Johan van
Bevetwyck, Schat der Onge-
sontheyl (Amsteídarr',
1ó64), vol, II, p. 87.

chooses to call "illusion," Basing himself on the irrefutable evidence offered by the
study of perception, Gombrich concludes by defining a perfect representation as in-
distinguishable to our eyes from Datule, Like the cuarent commentator§ on iaJ
Mení,nas; GoÍŤ.bňch eflactively credits the Perfect repŤesentation with making pic-
tures disappear: the question ol representation rctreats before the Pelfect illusion
Yelázqwez produces of the painter, the princess, and her entourage. Any meaning
must clearly lie elsewhere-beyond or beneath the surface of the picture.

It is here that the strength of Foucault's commentary on Las Meninas lies- Be-
ginning, as he does, with a determinate and determining notion of classical represen-
tation, he frnds in this painting ifu repřesentation. Foucault's exposition of this point
p.oceeds through a careful viewing of the work which is impressive foí its attentive-
ness. His interest in representation gives him the motiv€ for looking which is lost to
those who se€k meaning in signs of a claim to social status. Foucault finely evokes
the them€ of reciprocity between an absent viewer (before the painting) and the
woťld in vi€w. He argues that the absence of á subject-viewer i§ essential to classical
repaesentation. This seems to me vr'rong. For the reciprocity between absent viewer
and world in view is produced not by t|.le abseflce of a conscious human subjeď, as
Foucault argues, but rather by Velázquez's ambitiort to embrace two conflicting
modes of representation, each of which constitutes the relationship b€tween the
viewer and the pictu.ing of the world differently. It is the tension between these
two-as between the opposing poles ol two magn€ts that one might attempt to bring
together With one's hands-that informs this picture.

Imagine two different kind§ of pictures-the 6íst is conceived to be like a win-
dow on the perceived wořld. The altist positions himself on lhe vi€wel's side of the
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Picture surface and looks through the frame to the world, which he then leconstlucts
on the sulface of the picture by means of the 8eometric convention of linear pcrspec-
tive. we can repr€sent this with Důrer's rendering of a draftsman at work (frg, 4).
'l'he relationship of the male artist to the female observed, who offers her naked
body to him to capture in his drawing, is palt and parcel of the commandin8 attitude
toward the world assumed by this mode of rcpřesentation,

The second mode is not a windo\a/ but lather a surface onto which an image of
the world casts itself, just as li8ht focussed through a lens forms a picture on the
retina of the ey€, In place of an artist who frames the world to piďure it, the world
pŤoduces its own image without a necessary frame, 'fhis replicative image is.iust
there for the looking, without the intervention of a human makc., The wol]d so seen
is conceived of as existing prior to the artist-viewea. And in contrast to Důr€r's
artist, let us take two men observin8 the image made by a camera obscura (frg. 5).
(Appropriately, this is how the working of the eye was illustrated in a Dutch medi-
cal handbook of the time,) The men are in a dark room which is equipped with a
light-hole 6tted ta/ith a lens. They hold out a suŤíace on which is cast the image of
the landscape outside. Rather than man possessing through hi§ art the \^/oman he
observes, t\a/o men attend to the image of the prior world. The artist of the frrst kind
claims that "I see the world" while that of the second shows rather that the world is
"being seen."9

I am not just imagining two kinds of pictures, but describing two modes ol'

Iepresentation that are central in We§tern art. As an example of the first, Albertian
model we might keep in our mind's eye a work such as Titian's Venus of Urbino.
The artist is a viewel who is actively looking out at objects-preferably human fig-
ures in space, figures whose appeaaance, consideŤed as a matter of size, is a func-
tion of their distance from the viewel Fol the second, which I call the northern or
de§criptive mode, ihink of velmeer's Viezu of Delft. A fragment of a larger world is
comPressed into a piece of canvas, impIe§sing its surface with color and light Without
taking the position of a viewer external to it into account. No scale or human mea-
sule is assumed. In Velázquez's Las Menínas we frnd the two as it were com-
pouĎded in a dazzling, but fundamentally unre§olvable way. While in the Albertian
picture the arti§t pŤe§umes himself to stand with the vieweí óelo/e the pictured
\a.orld in both a physical and epistemological sense, in the descriptive mode he is
accounted for, ií at al]', zuithirl that woŤld, A pictorial device signalling this is the
aŤtist mirrored in the work (as in van Eyck's Arnolf.ni) o! a fr8ure situated as a

looker within, rathe. like a surveyor situated within the veŤy world he maps. In
Dutch paintings of this type the looker within the picture does not look out. That
would indeed be a contradiction §ince a PictuŤe of this sort does not assurne the

exi§tence of Ýiewers paiol to and exteŤnal to it, as does the Albertian mode,

Il Ltts Meninas the Iooker within the pictur€-the one whose view it is-not
only looks out, but is suitably none othef than the artist himself. What is extraordi-
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Fig. ó. Diego Velázqlez. Baltasar Carlos and a
Duarl, 1631. Courresy Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston, Purchased, Henry Lillie
Pierce Fund.

nary about this picture as a íepresentation is that We must take it at once as a
rePlication of the world arrd as a recon§truction of the world that we viev. through
th€ window fťame, The world seen has priority, but so also do we, the viewers on
this side of the Picture surface. Let me explain. Pa.adoxically, the wo.ld seen that is
prior to us is precisely what, by looking out (and here the artist is joined by the
přincess and part of her letinue), confrrms or acknowledges us, But if.ue had not
arrived to stand befoŤe this world to look at it, the pŤiority of the world seen would
not have been defined in the first place, Indeed, to come full ci.cle, the world seen is
before us because we (along with the king and queen as noted in the distant mirror)
are what commanded its presence,lo
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Ias Meninas is produced not out of a sin8le, classical notion of Iepíesentation as

Foucault suggests, but rather out of specific pictorial tŤaditions of representation. It
confounds a §table reading, not because of the absence of the viewer-subject, but
because the painting holds in suspension two contradictory (and to velázquez's sense

of things, inseparable) modes of picturing the relationship of vi€wer, and picture, to

world. one assumes the priority of a viewer before the Picture who is the measure of
the world and the other assumes that the world is prior to any human presence and

is thus essentially immeasuIable,

It is the economy of Las Meninas that so many of its elements share in this
unresolved ambivalelce-an ambivalence that might be said to folm the basis of
Velázquez's lepŤesentation of the Spanish court. Princess Margarita is made the

representative frgu-e of these contending modes. We must not foŤget that Velázquez
chose a portraii of the little Infanta foŤ the cente. of his masterpiece.ir Why should
this be so? The question is not asked. But this diminutive yet royal woman seems

remarkably to answel to the motives, as Kenneth Burke would call them, of Veláz-
quez's aat as well a§ of his vie\ť of the couít. Even as he once again mnfrrms woman
a§ a centíal motií and possession of the European paintel's alt, Velázquez qrrestions

her role: she is a princess, but at the same time a little girl; she is most marvelously
self_possessed in bearing, but is herself possessed by the couít and by the royal lin-
eage marked try her placement just below her parents' mirrored image.

Let us consider the question of scale, No measure rules here: size and signifi-
cance are at odds. (I have in mind the dislocation of scale and value beloved by
nořthern altists-Paulus Potter's huge young bull juxtaposed against a tiny church
steeple,) Though the princess is the center of all attention, her maids, one bent down
to meet her level, and even a dwarf, dwarf her. Astonishingly, of all the figuŤes the

most diminished in size are the king and queen. This is of course a family portrait
with forebears framed on the back wall in a contemporary Dutch mode. Yelázquez
had already dealt with conditions of lineage and successiolr in an earlier portrait of
the late Prince Baltasal carlos, then heií to the throne. The young prince is learning
to rid€ in the courtyard of the Buen Retiro, oliÝares is in the middle ground and the

tiny frgures of his royal par€nts ar€ just visible on a distant balcony, It is a kind of
rehearsal for Las Meni,nas, though on a much smaller scale and much less com-

plex,r2 In Zas Meninas 1t is not only the size but the mirroring of the king and
qu€en that determines the nature of their presence. Mirrored and fraúed on the

back wall, "refleďed" in the tiny Infanta's pose and the attentive gazes out of th€
piďure to the front, their presence is an oblique affair. At court, as in a Pictuíe,
order is produced by acts of Ťepresentation.

The nature and condition of the social ordeŤ continued to puzzle Velázquez. The
question \Mas of course pressed on him, living as he did in the exceptionally formal
and ceremonial world of the Spanish court, The little princess amon8 her attendants
is a successor to Bacchus among his in the early Ills Borrachos, as well as to Apollo
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at vulcan's forge. The dwarfs and fools aL court. like the painted peasants or foundry
worke.§, display a certain misíule. They werc exPected to challenge etiquette.
Velázquez's early portrait of Baltasar Carlos with a dwarf (fig. 6) focusses orr this.
The portrait, it has been argued, commemorates the celebration of the oath of Alle-
giance |juramento) to the future king.lr A tiny, upright child, dressed in the guise of
a captain-gen€ral, consciou§ of his station as his eyes confŤont ours directly, is ac_

companied by an awkward dwarf, his eyes undiŤ€cted, holding a rattle and an apple
which ape the §ceptď and orb of the king-to-be. Dwarf and future king pre§ent
themselves for portrayal, but ,tťith a diffelence. The differ€nce existed in life but we
see it due to velázquez)s representation. It is Velázquez, after all, who provides the
framework of art, But does art nece§saíily frame? One could argue that the dif_
ference between prince anď dwarf is that the prince is framed by art while the dwarf
remains resolutely free of it.

It is hard not to se€ the double portŤait from the vanta8e point offered by ,I-as

Meninas, whete self-presentation, the social oŤder, and the production of art are so
prominently displayed and in which f.aming plays such a major role. Seen one \ťay,
I"as Mení,nas is a picture about the role of faaming: frame§ in the form of pictures, a
mirroŤ, dooas and windows measule out the walls at the back and to the ri8ht, while
the edgé of the large canvas intrudes at the left, The king, queen, and their daughter
the princess who is posiírg foí them, aŤe kno\^rn by being framed. But there is con-
traťy testimony offered by the piďure as a whole. It is, as we have seen earlier,
distinďly unframed, admitting of no bounds and thus with its odd disruption of
significant size it contradicts the order €stablished in the framing of the court.

It has been my intention in this brief section to begin to suggest ways in which
pictorial replesentation, an aesthetic ordet, engages also a social one. It §eem§ to me,
howevér, to be a mistak€ to conclude, as has been done on occasion, that velázquez
paints the bankruptry (a§ it undoubtedly then was) of the spanish court and the
fai]ure of the royal line.la What is remarkable-in the sense of needing to be re-
marked-about thi§ art is something that Velázquez shares with a number of seven_
teenth century alti§t§. It is that his undelstanding of the complex conditions of
rePresentation-both aesthetic and §dcial-did not undermine his tŤust in it. As l,dJ
Meninas shows, Yelázgwez sees himself as part of the very couŤt he sees through.

Nótes

* An earlier version of this paPer was prcsented at ihe session on "Literature and the othel
Arts" at the annual m€€ting of the Modern Lan8uag€ As§ociation, New Yo.k, 1981,

1, Michcl FoucauIt, The order of Things,Engti§h tran§lation (New York: Random House,
Vintage Books. 1973), pP, 3-16,
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2, Foí this quotation and for a briet §ummary of early íeaction§ to the painting.se€ carl

Justi's magislerial Diego Velazquez and hiJ TiméJ, translat€d by Á, H, Keane (London:

H, Grevel and co,, 1889), pP,414-22,
3. See Jonathan Brown, "The Meaning of Las Meninas," ín Images and ldeas in šeuen-

ueníh-Century Spanish Painting (Princeton: Princeton University Přes§, 1978), p, 91,
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being shown to,s, it is diíficuli to recall an earlier painting in which a living monarch

and a pain(€r at woík aíe r€píesent€d to8€ther," Ibid,, p,92,

5. The production of L o, M rninas h as been f€lated ro (actually only ju xtaPosed w it h ) the

wish;f artists in Madrid to €nhance their status by founding an acad€my to repláce their

8uild, to the 8eneral eflort of the m€mbers of all craft 8uild§ to avoid the excessive levies
-ol"..d 
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by th€ hard-pfessed state, and to velázquez's long campai8n to obtain a

Lnighlhood, Although the record of velázquez's ambitions at fourl is clear, hi§ ,amPaign

ro. it . tnigt tt o,ra orrty b€8an two years aft€r h e PainLed Ias Meninas, and the red order

of Santiagř clearly display-ed on his chest was Put there only after th€ artist\ dfath- see

j.n.tt.n" S.o*n, "T h" ia"aning of Las Meninas," p, 92tr and also Mary Crawford

Ýott, "on v.Iá"q"." und th€ Libelal Art§," The AŤt Bulletin ó0 (1978), 69-86,

O. "To itr. mod".n átserver, and particularly to the modern ártist, this supremely §ophisti-

cat€d composition may be the picture's chief claim to attention, Bu( it is not to be sup-

posed ttrai in dl€ sev;nteenth century it was devised for its own sake alone, without

iegard for the meaning of the whol€." Madlyn Millner Kahr, Wlázquez: The Art oí

Pdirring (New York: Harper & Row, '1976), p,173,
Z. in t is i."ent monograph on Fabritirrs, Christopher Brown €ommentq "There is no ob-

vious toPical militaiy ieference to be found in the painting, nof is dereliction of duty an

entir€ly convincing interpretation. The Possibility r€mains that Jlo specifrc.meaning ýas

intended by the ;tist." chňstopher Btown, Carel Fabitíus (oxfoťd, Phaidon Press,

1981), P, 4'8. The €xtraordinary complexity of the architectural spac€ Ťeduces its human

innaúitrnt, ty 
"ontru"t, 

to the status of an inanimate object, The soldier even takes on th€

colors of his environment. Ilumán passivity is shown to be in the very nature of the

woŤld. lt €choes Mars asl€€p or in repos€ (a 6gure Pictured by Velázquez, among others

at the time) but ofiers th€ soldier a§ a fact of pictorial, Ťathel tha4 mytholo8ical, nature,

8. Erwin Panofsky, "Iconography and Iconology: Án Introduction to the study of Renais-

sance Art," il iieaning in Áe Visual Arts (Garden City, N,J,: Doubleday Anchor Books,

1955), pp, 26-30.
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assume§ that there is a singl€ canon of cla§sical pictorial representation with which the
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accommodatcs th€ Picture on the narrowest of grounds to what they (and Searle) would
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