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CHAPTER I

Las Meninas

1

The painter is standing a little back from his canvas[1]. He is glancing at
his model; perhaps he is considering whether to add some finishing
touch, though it is also possible that the first stroke has not yet been made.
The arm holding the brush is bent to the left, towards the palette; it is
motionless, for an instant, between canvas and paints. The skilled hand is
suspended in mid-air, arrested in rapt attention on the painter’s gaze; and
the gaze, in return, waits upon the arrested gesture. Between the fine point
of the brush and the steely gaze, the scene is about to yield up its volume.

But not without a subtle system of feints. By standing back a little,
the painter has placed himself to one side of the painting on which he is
working. That is, for the spectator’at present observing him he is to the
right of his canvas, while the latter, the canvas, takes up the whole of the
extreme left. And the canvas has its back turned to that spectator: he can
see nothing of it but the reverse side, together with the huge frame on
] which it is stretched. The painter, on the other hand, is perfectly visible
i in his full height; or at any rate, he is not masked by the tall canvas which
may soon absorb him, when, taking a step towards it again, he returns to
his task; he has no doubt just appeared, at this very instant, before the eyes
i of the spectator, emerging from what is virtually a sort of vast cage pro-
g jected backwards by the surface he is painting. Now he can be seen,
caught in a moment of stillness, at the neutral centre of this oscillation.
His dark torso and bright face are half-way between the visible and the
invisible: emerging from that canvas beyond our view, he moves into
our gaze; but when, in a moment, he makes a step to the right, removing
himself from our gaze, he will be standing exactly in front of the canvas
he is painting; he will enter that region where his painting, neglected for
an instant, will, for him, become visible once more, free of shadow and
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free of reticence.

ORDER OF THINGS
As though the painter could not at the same time be
seen on the picture where he 1s represented and also see that upon which
he is representing something. He rules at the threshold of those tWO in-
compatible visibilities.
The painter is-looking,
towards one shoulder. He is staring at a point 0¥
invisible, wWe, the spectators, can casily assign an object, since it is we, out-
selves, who are that point: our bodies, our faces, our €yes: The spectacle
he is observing is thus doubly invisible: first, because it is not represente
within the space of the painting, and, second, because it is situated pre-
hat blind point, lace into which our

cisely in in that essential hiding-p
aze disappears from ourselves at the moment of our actual looking. And
yet, how could we fail to see that invisibility, there in front of our €yes,
since it has its own pcrccpt'blc equivalcnt, its sealed-in figure, in the
ainting itself? We could, in effect, guess what it is the painter is looking
at if it were possible for us to glance for a moment at the canvas he i
working on; but all we can see of that canvas is its texture, the horizontal
foot of the easel.

and vertical bars of the stretcher, and the obliquely rising
The tall, monotono whole left portion of the

us rectangle occupying the
real picture, and repr canvas within the picture,

the back of the
reconstitutes 11 the form of a surfa

esenting

ce the invisibility in depth of what the
artist is observing: that space in which we are, and which we are. From
ater to what he is observing

the eyes of the pai there runs 2 compelling
line that we, the onlookers, have no pOWEE of evading: it runs through
the real pictur¢ and emerges from its surface to §

his dotted line reaches out

we see the painter observing us; ¢
of the picture.

ably, and links us to the representation
In appearance, ¢ onc; a matter of pure

this locus is 2 simpl

we ate looking at 2 picture in which the painter is in turn lo
us. A mere confrontation, €yes catching one anothe
Jooks superimposing themselves upon one another as they ¢
this slender line 0

f teciptocal visibility embraces 2 whole
work of uncertainties,
eyes towards us only in s0

exchanges, and feints. The painter is t
far as we happen to occupy

as his subject. We, the spectators, are an additional factor. Though gree

by thatgaze, W€ are also Jismissed by it replaccd by

there before we wetre: the model itself. But, invers

addressed to the voi m outside the picture,

d confronting hi
modelsasthereare spectators; in ¢his precise but neutral place, the 0bse

and his head leaning

his face turned slightly
hich, even though it 15
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and tllC Obs,grv :
rﬁther, in the nsitzj?ugicr):t? ci:as‘ﬂcss exchange. No gaze is stabl
the canvas, subj ; the gaze piercir 2 1s stable, or
I iﬂﬁnity’, 5 f;c}tl z:f :);)Jcct, the spectatorP A tﬁ% ::oil right angle through
left of the picture ex e great canvas with its back tc ,reverse their roles
HF VER the relation z;'c:e.s its second function: stul(:bis OIH t?le extreme
fitively eseablished: Th hese gazes from ever being di rnly invisible, it
forever unstable tl'le l’-’OPaQ[ue fixity that it establishges 1scover;?blc ol
tween spectator and F:rz doif metamorphoses establi Shegn‘ one side renders
ok 38 S otkad v whis el. Because we can see onl 1}1: the centre be-
The painter is observin 5 i&rc, ot what we are cloiny t Sat SR
ceases to change its COntge::tp‘ ace which, from moantgtla een or seeing?
immobility of his eyes refe , its form, its face, its identit Bmomcnt, never
ofl-zfn followed alcmdyritles uil?a;k to another directigz; Wll}::. tﬁﬁ ﬁttcmive
take again: e WG SO OR th ich they have
afread% b CE:Ih::a:i;hc tEOtlonlcss canva’s “;gi C::;nlz;i 1o dgubt, chgy <will
will never again be eI:':r daPS, for a long time and for is being traced, has
a virtual triangle whzssz ! Sc;'that the painter’s sovere?v;r’ a portrait that
top — the only visible ¢ outline defines this picture ogf i commands
the invisible place OCCOII‘_ler_ the painter’s eyes; at on ? picture: at the
figure probably skecchugled by the model; at ,the otio the base angles,
As soon as they PlaCceth out on the invisible surface OE; }b;ase angle, the
eyes seize hold of him fo‘:; Pi;tamr in the field of their atz 1 ti"?nva?'
at once privileged an d,in e him to enter the picture ags A painter’s
from him, and project it eSCapablc,‘ levy their ]uminou’ Silgn_hlm a place
the picture. He sees hi ‘upon Fh_e inaccessible surface ‘:fat?l visible tribute
posed into an image fs' m“mb.lllt)_’ made visible to the S within
n?eli‘tf:dhand made mor: irljzsft l{:lv ISiblllc to himself. A sﬁz?lzefhalld B
rg C,tcic . oq. _a' estill b am ) at is aug-
5o sharp tI}J)attu;Z 1:::: by a window rcprZsenteifgi:lni:raI‘;; At the extrcn%e
flood of light stre aminSc:f:hscaro.el?; it thas el emg sharp perspective;
o T e T
ace of th < paces, ove : ! 1th equa
to say, the p:ifca:?:l;i’d'foged“‘ with the Ji?ﬁﬁiﬂgitlﬂut Iredabe e
and, in front of that 1;_3, or the salon in which his epresents (which is
(or again, the unreal sis:“ af?e, the real volume occu fajell;s now set up),
from right to left, this e of the model). And as it asfs): Y y the spectator
togaids the Paint’er angati;cﬂsqocii olf golden light cl:rrie: L Orgluih the room
Wwhich, washi il towards tl PRt EIE spectator
ng over the painter, makes hit:fi i‘:?}r:::; it is this light too,
s o the spectator and
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turns into golden lines, in the model’s eyes, the frame of that enigmatic
canvas on which his image, once transported there, is to be imprisoned.
This extreme, partial, scarcely indicated window frees 2 whole flow of

daylight which serves as the common locus of the representation. It
balances the invisible canvas on the other side of the picture: just as that
st the

canvas, by turning its back to the spectators, folds itself in again

picture representing it; and forms, by the superimposition of its reverse

and visible side upon the surface of the picture depicting it, the ground,
inaccessible to us, on which there shimmers the Image par excellence, sO

does the window, a pure aperture, establish a space as manifest as the
other is hidden; as much the common ground of painter, figures, models,
and spectators, as the other is solitary (for no one s looking at it, not even
the painter). From the right, there streams in through an invisible window

the pure volume of a light that renders all representation visible; to the
left extends the surface that conceals,

on the other side of its all too visible
woven texture, the representation it bears. The light, by flooding the &
scenc (I mean the room a3 well as the canvas, the room represented on
the canvas, and the room in which the canvas stands), envelops the figures
and the spectators and carries them with it, under the painter’s gaze,
towards the place where his brush will represent them. But that place s
concealed from us. We are observing ourselves being observed by the
painter, and made visible to his eyes by the same light that enables us to
see him. And just as we are about to apprehend ourselves, transcribed by
his hand as though in 2 mirror, We find that we can in fact apprchend
nothing of that mirror but its lustreless back. The other side of a psyche. -
Now, as it happens, exactly opposite the spectators — ourselves — on i
wall forming the far ".nd of the room, Veldzquez has represented a series
of pictures; and we see that among a1l those hanging canvases there is oneé -
that shines with particular brightness. Its frame is wider and darker than.
those of the others; yet there is a fine white line around its inner edg
diffusing over its whole surface a light whose source is not €asy o deter
mine; for it comes from nowhere, unless it be from a space within itse
In this strange light, two silhouettes are apparent, while above them,
2 little behind them, is 2 heavy purple curtain. The other pictures 28
little more than 2 few paler patches buried in a darkness without dept

This particular one, o the other hand, opens onto 2 perspective of spas
in which recognizable forms recede from us in a light that belongs
to itself. Among all these elements intended to provide representati

while impeding them, hiding them, concealing them because ©

position or their di LAS MENINA
: _ s
g S homes:::ta.‘m:a‘::l from us, this is the only one that fi i
Despite its distance fy s eﬂagles VAR lianpne asl “lﬁﬁs i
R v rom us, despi sed to show
isn’t a picture: it i mus, despite the shadows all 5 :
: it is a mirror. It off around it. But i
double that unti - It offers us at ] ubsss
t until now has b ; ast that enchantm
ot now has been denied us, not onl AREGERY of the
S TS eba il s
A representati i IC canvas.
ciblenbabe l:)ne 5 l?)t:l.):'ls rcpr.esentcd in the picture this is sthe 1
entirely taken up by his Ingdat it. Upright beside his canvas, hi only one
glass shining so softly b T:.o el, the painter is unable to See’th‘s "I‘“en_tic'n
also, for the most party tu:nlrzld hlfm' The other figures in the ;:i (tmkmg_
; ed to face wh : cture are
towards the bright i < ooy e what must be takin :
i tgh:i invisibility bordering the canvas towsrlc)llsac}f i
and not towards tﬁfygs can gaze at those who are, gazin bt lit e
e r: ark recess which marks the far efd a(fi' i
8 v Profﬁ;cs;;ntcd. There are, it is true, some }? éhe rooné
: but not o f . i eads turne
at the back of th ne of them is turned f:
; e room ] : ed far enou
which is nothing other ;hthat solitary mirror, that tiny glowirc: e
it, to render it actual, and in visibility, yet without any gaze abgl i
: i e
i ) o enjoy the suddenly ripe fruit of the si:.o gtraslp
It must be admi it
1tt L
. reﬂcctingei ;l:l:t th:s' indifference is equalled only by the mirror’
as itself: neither the paint mg"nl; ﬁaa’ of all that is there in t}ig sc iy
er with his back to i ame space
of the room., It i is back to it, nor the fi : P
. It is not the visible i ’ e figures in the
Dutch painting i isible it reflects, in th ‘ e
ng it was traditional for mi , in those bright depth
tl’ley rcPCated th Gl nal for mirrors to pl : pths. In
eo ay ad i
i contracm:;g:::l contents of the pictureE,) oi;ly irl:sEi)clilcatmg i
: , concave space. O ; e an unreal
as one saw in the : HASERIC S them R
B oo If;rito Tsjfaf?ce in the painting, but de(:otmh;;aﬁc t};lmgs
that has al ifferent law. Here, the mirror i R i
ready been said b St anOn i i
; efarariat Ui is saying nothin
central: its upper doa i . Yetits position 1s my g
edee is exactl ; ] ore or less compl
betwrae P 2 Xactly on an . mp etely
n the top and the b imaginary line runni
: ; ing half-
B och he bottom of the painting, i g Py
e far wall (or at 1 d painting, it hangs right i
B : t in th
see); it ought, ¢h at least in the middle of g €
, therefore, to b e of the portion
as the picture i » to be governed by th . WElAn
itself: we mi y the same lines of :
e ; we might well expect th of perspective
s e canva pect the samestudi :
it could be th s to be arranged within it accordin i t}-lc NI E Lok
i }fPerfect duplication g to an identical space;
shows us nothi ; }
Its i nothing of :
motionless gaze extends OEt y }:(};3;: 1sfriprcsentecl in the picture itself.
of the picture, i i
; p , into that necessarily
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invisible region which forms its exterior face, to apprehend the figures
arranged in that space. Instead of surrounding visible objects, this mirror
cuts straight through the whole field of the rcpresentation, ignoring al
it might apprehend within that field, and restores visibility o that which
cesides outside all view But the invisibility that it overcomes in this way
i not the invisibility of what is hidden: it does not make its Way around
any obstacle, it is not distorting any perspective, it is addressing itself to
what is invisible both because of the picture’s structure and because of
(s existence as painting. What it is reflecting is that which all the figures
within the painting are Jooking at sO fixedly, or at least those who are
looking straight ahead; it is therefore what the spectator would be able
1o see if the painting extended further forward, if its bottom edge were
brought lower until it included the figures the paintet is using as models.
But it is also, since the picture does stoP there, displaying only the painter
and his studio, what s exterior to the picture, 1 so far as it is a picture - in
other words, 2 rectangular fragment of lines and colours intended to rep-
resent something to the eyes of any possible spectator. At the far end of
the room, ignored by all,
figures that the painter 1S looking at (the painter in his represented, ob-
jective reality, the reality of the painter at his work); but also the figures
that are looking at the painter (in that material reality which the lines
and the colours have Jaid out upon the canvas). These tWO groups O
figures arc both equally inaccessible, but in different ways: the first be
cause of an effect of composition peculiar to the painting; the second
cause of the law that presides over the very existence of all pictures 1
general. Here, the action of representation consists in bringing one
these two forms of invisibility into the place of the other, in an unstab
superimposition — and in rendering them both, at the same mOMER
the other extremity of the picture — at that pole which is the very height
of its representation: that of a reflected depth in the far recess of
ainting’s depth. The mirror provides 3 imetathesis of visibility thata
both the space represented in the picture and its nature as representa i
it allows us to sce, in the centre of the canvas, what in the painting
necessity doubly invisible.
A strangely literal, though inverted, application of the advice
s it is said, to his pupil by the old Pachero when the former was WO
in his studio in Seville: ‘The image chould stand out from the fras

he unexpected mirror holds in its glow the
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But perhaps it is time to gi
the depths of the mi give aname at last to that ima i '
of thc}; Bl ;e;lﬁlarr?i"; and which the painter is congtslrﬁifilnaPPe}m "
s t}}; b would be better, once and for all, to Ecin i
it i forg‘:l.rcs‘ presented or indicated here ’so as t: rmine
e micr 12 those vague, rather abstra::t design a_"Old
i *Sll-l‘n lerstanding and duplication ‘theg ations,
s e u: s, thc. spectators’, ‘the imagcs,’. Rag}l:alnt;:r )
S ]lJ‘: sl Saygthagcc \}:;:;;.]l;]y inadequa;e to the visiblcc;actt air;
icture he r : - z composed a pi ; scthi
El - OEEJZ?:iIil;Cdti:mzclf, in his studio tfr ina rolz)lflzl':;;E ’tl:ha;, i t_hlS
o vanch. toge%hcr;_lﬁurcs whom the Infanta Margaritaehasctlnal,
cmtllrticrs, b i ::m :::znezlttzn.:brage of duennas, maids of hsc:f)?l-lre
o iy ¥ ribute names to thi j
e tgina S}:rri:;:::; tl:ditlon recognizes that here v::: lislagvr: lg ?fPCOP!C
o i ,jcs t\;r \;l;crc Nieto, in the forﬂgrcrun,;{':)I;i’]‘.Mfl ria
A ;ﬁmc could thcp add that the two pcrs::: s
e, mirfor‘ :;:'darﬁ not visible, at least directly; but :ﬁzs
Ph'illiﬁ) 1V and his wife, Mari,ana Shy shey|asss, ithonrany do';bt’ Kingt
ese proper nam
dcsignatiEnsf’ e ‘:Z:i’gliclilforn.l useful landmarks and avoid ambi
B ok us in any case what the painter is | gﬁ?us
B e toc aracters in tht? picture along with hj:;o Ilsng
B et o thatPalr}:ltmg is an infinite relation. It is no;. hut
insuperably inade qu:a N }‘1"’ en confronted by the visible, the that
is in vain that we say “;hatci:r c.r can be reduced to the othc’r’s tgrrl:r,f (?v'e
say. And it is in vain that e see; what we see never resides in wh AR
metaphors, or similes, what‘:ri itrtemp t to show, by the use of in: ‘:sc
their sF‘!"—nclou: is not that deplo eds?)ymg; the space where they 3Chi§\r’é
sequential elements of syntax g "d y our eyes but that defined by th
B ety o arcfic n the proper name, in this art-y ] e
B Slll’reptitiol ti. 1:_ gives us a finger to point Withpi ICILar
o ius yh rom the space where one speai(sn i }:r
though they were equiw’ralr'lcn?st eBr words, to fold one over the ot;:n-t ;
e to vision open, if - But if one wishes to keep the relati as
starting-point for SPCCch‘ it one wishes to treat their incompatibi i 2
stay as close ; instead of as an obstacl s tivg) asia
as possible to both, then one must sitode sibided conte
y erase those proper names
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finity of the task. It is

perhaps through the medium of

guage, always over-meticulous and repetitive be-
litdle by little, release its illumina-

and preserve the in
this grey, anonymous lan
cause too broad, that the painting may,

tions.

We must therefore pre ho is to be reflected in the

tend not to know W
depths of that mirror, and interrogate that reflection in its OWn terms.
First, it is the reverse of the great canvas represented on the left. The
the right side, since it displays in full face what the
on, is hiding from us. Furthermore, it 15 both in
opposition to the window and a reinforcement of it. Like the window, it
provides a ground which is common to the painting and to what lies
outside it. But the window operates by the continuous movement of an
cffusion which, flowing from right to left, anites the attentive figures, the
painter, and the canvas, with the spcctaclc they are observing; whereas
the mirror, on the other hand, by means of a violent, instantancous move-
ment, a movement of pure surprise, leaps out from the picture in order
to reach that which is observed yet invisible in front of it, and then, at =
the far end of its fictitious depth, to render it visible yet indifferent to every
gaze. The compelling tracer line, joining the reflection to that which it

is reflecting, cuts perpcndiculaﬂy through the Jateral flood of light. Lastly -
_ it stands adjacent to 2 doorway

and this is the mirror’s third function
which forms an opening, like the mirror itself, in the far wall of the room.

This doorway too forms a bright and sharply Jefined rectangle whose soft
light does not shine through into the room. It would be nothing but:

gilded panel if it were not recessed out from the room by means of o
leaf of a carved door, the curve of a curtain, and the shadows of seve

steps- Beyond the steps, 2 corridor begins; but instead of losing itself
obscurity, it s dissipated in a yellow dazzle where the light, without cot
ing in, whirls around on itself in dynamic repose. Against this backgro:
at once near and limitless, a man stands out in full-length silhouette
is seen in profile; with one hand he is holding back the weight
curtain; his feet are

p‘laced on different steps; one knee is bent. He
be about to enter the room;

or he may be merely observing W
oing oninside it, content to surprise those within W

ithout being seenh
self. Like the mirror, his eyes are

reverse, Of rather
canvas, by its positi

directed towards the other side of
. : i
ore attention to him than to the mir!
where he has come from: it could be that by follo

his way around the outside
inter is at

scene; not is anyone paying any m
We do not know

uncertain corridors he has just made
which these characters are collected and the pa
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perhaps he too, a sl :
I 1
in the invis.il')]c’rcgio(t)'lrt "Tlhtl)le. ago, was there in the forefront of th
onlEhd BT still being .contcmplatcd by all those e b
e g& PCEECWECI_ in the looking-glass, it is g CSTI:I1 i
R i tﬂerofnﬂ at evident yet hidden spa(;c EVEnSSI Chthat‘he
on the threshold of titenar::h and blood; he has appeared froms '3:}-1; oﬁf li :
reflection but an i : represented; he is indubitable — ke
el i ;tl'égptl?n. The mirror, by making w.risiblenol:>t e
e i Sagittalxg.ltsclf,_ what is happening in front o flyonc'! ihe
el A lomi:mlon, l:.n oscillation between the izllte E_’lCtUIt‘ii
file, the ambi tonly on the lower step, hi ARTERNE A
; st St Jc A p, his bod i
o pendullg;m L:;i v1s}11t0r is coming in and going out Ztctnhtlrcl)’ in pro-
spot, but in the darll:g tl‘at the I?Ottom of its swing. He Iec o
those images flashin reality of his body, the instantancous nl'feats i
R R g across the room, plunging into th ovement of
gt , and springing out fi ; e mirror, bein
identical species. P ging out from it again like visi ¢ .
. Pale, minuscule, those si lSivisiyle, Mo A
B hllenaed ) uscule, those silhouetted fi i e
e %n usl:;y r:lht: talil, solidstature of the man aPPeargi::r?S li the mirror
i ; int
the front of the stage; sRmRgsiton e batinos theg ict sl
B il g ,Swe must leave that periphery who 5 lure FomaRb
e ; se v
an off-centre ccntr%: to‘it;m;or {:{mm the painter’s gaze, WhiZhuf;i,we'havc
e e }f , we perceive first of all the ba Estlgutcs
B i open dngs ung on the wall, with the mir o th_e
the sharpness of tﬁe e then more pictures, of whichrobr i)
| e lperspechm.r.:, we can see no more than h ec;uSe of
! nally, at the extre i the edges of
groove in the wall fi \ me right, the window, o
presents us with the és:n which the light is pouring. Tl’lis 1.sr:?lthlm‘}:he
B s rim cycle of _rCPresentation: the gaze tlfllra ri i
representation), the pai npE of signs (these are the matc’ri le ¢ oy
B con ’but paintings, the reflections, the real man (th eprlios
o jux’: L 2(31 1: were freed from its illusory or truth{?u(fomPICted
can see only the fr am;:so ::)é ttl}llcn ‘the representation dissolves amm?ms’
B hey ,innr ¢ light that is flooding the pictu%:;nf: i
as though it 3 ULECUMIEL, SAEN reconstitute i i ik
T ute in their i
B e AL dT;:gd jrquelsewhere, passing through (::;?r kc;: dk,
parently wellin , in fact, see this ligh — ;
g out from the crack BAP S HO
over to touch th crack of the frame; and s o
2 ; and fro
el - brr.])W, tl.le cheekbones, the eyes, the a;n t};e!i:‘ it moves
o palette in one i bty thg e of the painter,
e spiral is closed, or rather, by m ; ({)' o ieR
g eans o &l o o
o that light, is opened.
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This opening is not, like the one in the back wall, made by pulling
back a door; it is the whole breadth of the picture itself, and the looks that
pass across it are not those of a distant Visitor. The frieze that occupies

the foreground and the middle ground of the picture represents — if
we include the painter — eight characters. Five of these, their heads more

or less bent, turned or inclined, are looking straight out at right angles
to the surface of the picture. The centre of the group is occupied by the
little Infanta, with her flared pink and grey dress. The princess is turning
her head towards the right side of the picture, while her torso and the
big panniers of her dress slant away slightly towards the left; but her gaze
is directed absolutely straight towards the spectator standing in front of
the painting. A vertical line dividing the canvas into two equal halves
would pass between the child’s eyes. Her face is 2 third of the total height
of the picture above the lower frame. So that here, beyond all question,
resides the principal theme of the composition; this is the very object of
this painting. As though to prove this and to emphasize it even more
Velizquez has made use of a traditional visual device: beside the principal
figure he has placed a secondary one, kneeling and looking in towards the

central one. Like a donor in prayer,
maid of honour on her knees is stretc
princess. Her face stands out in perfect pro
It is at the same heigh
the princess and only at the princess
another maid of honou

over her, but with her eyes
same spot already being gazed at by the painter and the princess. Lastly

two other groups made up of two figures cach: one of these groups 1
further away; the other, made up of the two dwarfs, is right in the fore-
ground. One character in each of these pairs is looking straight out, ¢
other to the left or the right. Because of their positions and their size
these two groups correspond and themselves form a pair: behind,
courtiers (the woman, t0 the left, looks to the right); in front, the dwatl
(the boy, who is at the extreme rig
picture). This group of characters, arranged in this manner,
to constitute, according to the way one looks at the picture and the &

of reference chosen, two different figures. The first would be a large
the top left-hand point of this X would be the painter’s €yes; the t
right-hand one, the male courtier’s eyes; at the bottom left-hand cornl
there is the corer of the canvas represented with its back towards us (

12

like an angel greeting the Virgin,a =
hing out her hands towards the -
file against the background.
t as that of the child. This attendant is looking at
A little to the right, there stands
r, also turned towards the Infanta, leaning slightly =
learly directed towards the front, towards the

ht, looks in towards the centre of the
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more exactly, the foot of the ecasel);
1 el ! ); at the bottom right-hand cor
at the ccntr(c of the Xna:cl; fhtiog s back). Where these two lines intcrs?:zlt-’
bfi‘morc AR AR ) i it?:i:r gf;ﬂ:ie Iélfimta"ﬂ:f }:econd figure wenld
Il sttt ’ > ends determined by the painter on the
b e Picm(;l:r::g :;1; l:hckr;_ght % both these cxtremilt)ies ocm:rit: c
e back from its surface; the centre of the curvcg
ol hon(;ur . d.com.ade with the princess’s face and the look’
b o o et i Cl;‘:;;::nff t}?waFds her. This curve describes a
SCt,Sr }(;Pf the pisition of the mirror atl: ilgci:::zﬁ hichige onee conind e
cre are thus ; 5
o whz:):rc:;:érgs around which the picture may be organized
B e l’lllit;rlng: attention of the spectator decides to
of a St Andrew’s cross i he'Pmlccss is standing upright in the centre
e tho,n ich is revolving around her with its eddies
ment is frozen. Frozen b shenmaspnciiolBubd s plocm s oy e
oy Charactersysa cslchJCCtaClc the'n: would be absolutely invisible
though in the hollow ofa’ o?bl enly mOtyo_n}ass, were not offering us, as
AR dogble ':Ot%t\il:]:1 fto:;lblhty of I;eeing in the depths afe
the princess who i i ey are observing. In depth, it i
ﬂectIi)on o sup:riS;P‘::fgposcd on the mirror; verticflly, it if t};eltr:j
s }{J) ed on the face. But, because of the perspective
springs an ineluctable line-alLOth-cr' Morcoyer, from each of them there
L ;Z;-,:. df: line issuing from the mirror crosses the
B L badk wallp s bc’ (and even more, since the mirror forms a
e rings a further space into being behind it);
B o Thees t.w comes frglll the child’s eyes and crosses onl ’
i onsaglttal l}n(:§ converge at a very sharp anglcy
B eofr piqyu; cleﬁ?o :Er':;gimg out ]from }tlhc painted surface:
oo Tt > or less exactly at the spot from whi
it is an inevitablgé l:;1£lt ISC:-;} UE‘Ceé'taln LR because we C"E)mwt see :-hlﬂz
by those two dominatilgJ fCCt y defined point too, since it is cleterm’i:yd
g figures and confirmed further by otl 55 1
y other, adjacent

dotted li ]
ines whic e
e h also have their origin inside the pi
it in a similar fashion. picture and emerge

What is th
ere, then, we ask a '
: : t last, in tl SEA e
inaccessible because it i : , in that place which is complete
| i COmPL;z?tilt zspc\);;nor to the picture, yet is prescribed lf;[;ll{i‘tf}{y
on: at1 e
teflected first of all in the dept}tlsli;‘ht(}:l SI;e?aC]c” what are the faces that are
and thc ai 3 ¢ Infanta s cyes th L j
nter’s : : , then in the ¢ ’
3 » and finally in the distant glow of the mirror?oBur::le;S
? But the
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THE ORDER OF THINGS

question immediately becomes 2 double one: the face reflected in the
mirror is also the face that is contemplating it; what all the figures in the
looking at are the two figures t0 whose eyes they too present
a scene to be observed. The entire picture is looking out at a scene for
which it is itself a scenc. A condition of pure reciprocity manifested by the
observing and observed mirror, the two Stages of which are uncoupled at
the two lower corners of the picture: on the left the canvas with its back
to us, by means of which the exterior point is made into pure spectacle;
to the right the dog lying on the floor, the only element in the picture
that is neither looking at anything nor moving, because it is N0t intended,
with its deep reliefs and the light playing on its silky hair, to be anything

but an object to be seen.
Our first glance at the painting told us what it is that creates this

spcctaclc—as-obscrvation. It is the two sovereigns. One can sense their
presence already in the respectful gaze of the figures in the picture, in the
astonishment of the child and the dwarfs. We recognize them, at the far
end of the picture, in the two tiny silhouettes gleaming out from the
looking-glass. In the midst of all those Jttentive faces, all those richly
dressed bodies, they are the palest, the most unreal, the most compromise

of all the painting’s images: a movement, a littl
to eclipse them. Of all these figures represented before us, they are also
the most ignored, since no one is paying the slightest attention to that

reflection which has
occupying 1ts unsuspected space; in so
the frailest and the most distant form of all reality. Inversely, in so far
they stand outside the picture and are therefore withdrawn from it 1

tial invisibility, they provide the centre around whi

an essen
representation is ordered: it is they who are being faced, it is towar

¢hem that everyone is turned, it is to their eyes that the princess is beir
resented in her holiday clothes; from the canvas with its back to us.
the Infanta, and from the Infanta to the dwarf playing on the extren
s a curve (or again, the lower fork of the X opens)
orders the whole arrangement of the picture t0 their gaze and thus
apparent the true centre of the composition, t0 which the Infanta’s
and the image in the mirror are both finally subject. !

In the realm of the anecdote, this centre is symbolically sovere
since it is occupied by King Philip IV and his wife. But it 1s s0 above
because of the triple function it fulfils in relation to the picture. For
there occurs an exact superimposition of the model’s gaze as it is
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picture are

right, there run

e light, would be sufficient :

lipped into the room behind them all, silently =
far as they are visible, they are.

ch the entir ¢
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painted, of the spectator’s as he contempl inti
L . ’s as he plates the painting, an
Ene ti ; Sf:(:nlic (;; (;c;m‘EE?n};g his picture (not the oneprepresg;ltedfi b?lfl: t}ﬁz
functions come togetherl (;n a“:c:i;rteeié:;?;:ht’lf Zh Th'ese thrf i
i : | e picture: that is, an 1
5 ' ;11:; rizt;?ar;:iﬁ \fha.t is rgpresentccl, but a perfectly real one t,oa:)n :ifi
|| ety itgcpomt that makes the representation possible. Within
i th; ictz:.lnnm: not be invisible. And yet, that reality is pro-
L thcpth ref— prqjccted and diffracted in three forms which
o ainrtee ul}c}:mt?s of that i'deal and real point. They are:
Vclézqucz}; to thI:: rig(}:;: \:?l:: vi}:liioﬁal;;tc f} b hé;lnd iy 0%
s e , one foot on the step, re
Cou;(f;)m\;:z 1:rt;a1iﬁ1g in the scene from the back, but th::’an ::eytltlf: f: tili
ccntm:the rcﬂectionco?iifiﬂf 1tsecllﬂhfrom the .front; and lastly, in zile
i :\hc Ettitude iy mOdgCla:l the queen, richly dressed, motionless,
reflec ite si
Wi ;r ;;:ut:;tasrl:}lws 1:1'5 quite simply, and in shadow, what all those
s i ooking at. It restores, as if by magic, what is lack-
il Ovér i e P'amtt}fr s,‘thc qucl, which hisrepresented double
s ;re Ln 1e picture; in the king’s, his portrait, which
o stands.r} t };:t s (}pe of the canvas that he cannot perceive
S e ,&.nht at of the spectator, the real centre of the scene
el tﬁz as t?kcn as ‘though by usurpation. But pcrhap;
s e mpart i) ti}e mirror is feigned; perhaps it is hiding
il bdoorc than it reveals. That space where the king and
b th); - ngs }c;qually well to the artist and to the spectator:
e rrofr th ere could also appear — there ought to appcat.'
kR c;_o the passer-by and that of Veldzquez. For the
e nct ;o'n }S}to draw into the interior of the picture what
for which it is disglayed}t]élzscbfjazss:v t}]]::h b S
e : e they are present within the pi
f f;hct ;::i ;F- Fl:et lcft,hthehamst and the visitor cannot be gi(\:rt;:e;;
|t 5 51 as the king appears in the depths of the looking-
Do gre;: i (e)l L:il.lsel he does not belong to the picture. i
i e \:{ 1:;;: ;gns arqund the perimeter of thestudio, from the
e Pamtin, ith his mogonless hand and palette, right round to
L Es, representation came into being, reached completion
o l;:chm}ore into the light; the cycle was complete The
e gh the depth of the picture, on the other | :
mplete; they all lack a se i j e
y ck a segment of their trajectories. This gap is
15 .




THE ORDER OF THINGS

caused by the absence of the king —an absence that is an artifice on the .'
part of the painter. But this artifice both conceals and indicates another :
vacancy which 1s, on the contrary, immediate: that of the painter and the ‘
spectator when they ar¢ looking at of composing the picture. It may be -"-f‘
that, in this picture, as in all the rcprcsentations of which it 1s, as it were, 1
the manifest essences the profound invisibility of what one sees is in- .
separable from the invisibility of the person seeing — despite all mirrors, ‘

~re arranged all ¥

reflections, imitations, and portraits. Around the scene
the signs and successive forms of rcprcsentation; but the double relation
creign, to 1ts author as

of the representation t0 its model and to its SOV
well as to the person tO whom it is being offercd, this relation is neces=

sarily interrupted. It can never be present without some residuum, even
in a representation that offers 1 pth that traverses

tsclf as a spectacle. In the de
the picturc, hollowing it into 2 fictitious recess and projecting it forward
in front of itsclf, it is not possible for the pure felicity of the image ever
to present in a full light both the master w

ho is representing and the
sovereign who 15 being represented.
Perhaps there exists, in this painting by Velazquez, the representation &
as it WEre, of Classical rcpresentation, and the definition of the space 1 ,
opens up. to us. And, indeed, representation andertakes to represent itself
here in all its elements, with its images, the cyes to which it is offere
the faces it makes visible, the gestures that call it into being. But ther
in the midst of this dispersion which it 1s simultancously grouping ¢

gether and spreading out before us, indicated compellingly from every
side, 1s an cssential void: the necessaty disappearance of that which is 18
foundation — of the person t resembles and the person in whose eyes
is only a resemblance. This very

subject - which is the same - has b
clided. And rcpresentation, freed finally from th

e relation that was
peding it, can offer 1

self as representation in its pure form.

NOTES

[1] Sec frontispicce.

CHAPTER 2

The Prose of the World

I THE FOUR SIMILITUDES

Up to the end
of the sixtee
) nth cent
role in the knowl ury, resembl
e ance pla .
gui il S Cigt: }:ch Western culture. It was resfmgﬁiz CCI:HStfuctwc
x nterpretati 2 e that largel
organized the pla pretation of texts; Bey
: y of symbols, made possible kn it was resemblance th
B vkl 2hd , made possible knowl e
) controlled th wledge of things visib
i ; e art of represen . g5 Vis1 le
0 i ting th :
e [i)n n thl::self. the earth echoing the skgy f:::ré- Thf: i
RS Sttca;rs, anc}) plants holding Wit,hin tixzfremg thc:ir:-
; . man. .. i stems t
tion — whether in : ainting imitated &
the ik s
as a form of repetition-s :}T’icﬁ of pleasure or of knoI:vlc d;nd representa-
i red : the theatre of life or the mi i
e by all lan ; e mirror of n
ade by a guage, its m ! ature, that wa
of vfgrmulat:ng its right of Spgcc’ch anner of declaring its existence anci
e must pause her :
e : :
e 1-c[ifcn: a w.hlle, at this moment in time wl
in part at least, from }rllqulsh its relation with knowled i T
iy centu’ry andt e sghcrc of cognition. How. a%ctind disappear,
tude conceived? I’—Iow gvin in the early seventeenth écntu o o-f 'fhe
the things that resembl ld it organize the figures of kno“fly’dwi‘s i
ed one anoth . edge? And if
e, ot least : other were indeed infinite i ]
e eed infi
bl stablish the forms accordi nite 1n number,
Th one another? ing to which they might
 The semantic web
rich: Amicitia, Aequa;:ix;cscmblancc in the sixteenth century i
et similia), Consonantia, C. e ndmenns mdf!’fmoniunl;y S
Conjinci , Concertus, Conti , Socictas, pax
tio, Copula| » Continuum, Parit ; i
: 1]. And th » Paritas, Proportio, Simili
s . oh el s , Similitudo
,overlap, r ditis great man i :
p, reinforce, or limitone another on t){leoth‘z_r n0;_10ns that
surface of though
ght.

Itise =
nough for th
. e m indi
oment to indicate the principal figures that d
t deter:

. owledge of resemblance with thei :
e that are, beyond doubt, css::ntit:; Hpkmr i e e
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