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On the Impossibility
of Close Reading

The Case of
Alexander Marshack

by James Elkins

Most disciplines concerned with visual artifacts assume that
close reading is universally to be desired: the more accurately ob-
jects are described, the more responsibly they can be interpreted.
Close reading is said to provide a check on inadvertent projection
and inappropriate theorizing, and it is thought to be an ideal that
is not specific to any discipline or kind of object. Without the
concept of close reading, disciplines such as anthropology, art his-
tory, and archaeology would lose an essential interpretive an-
chor, since a routine or demonstrably misinformed interpretation
could then be said to be better than one that attends more pre-
cisely to the peculiarities of the object. For these reasons, even
though individual close readings may be taken to be flawed or bi-
ased and even though the critique of close readings is a central re-
sponsibility of any rival interpretation, the idea of close reading
itself goes largely unanalyzed. Here I argue three things about
close reading, using Alexander Marshack’s analyses of prehistoric
European artifacts as an example. First, there is no such thing as
a truly close reading, because ‘‘levels” or ““distances’ from the ar-
tifact cannot be arranged and chosen at will. Second, the reading
that seems closest in any given case is the one where it becomes
most difficult to distinguish between properties inherent in the
artifact and those that are part of the act of interpretation. Third,
the closest readings (such as Marshack’s) present the best oppor-
tunities to understand what a given discipline understands by ba-
sic terms such as image, notation, sign, mark, and decoration.
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Close reading of visual images is a constant ideal in art
history, archaeology, anthropology, visual theory, and
criticism of all sorts—it is virtually never questioned,
and in general it seems to be a good idea in any field,
for any purpose, and under any theoretical regimen. Its
genealogy begins where art history does, with antiquari-
anism and connoisseurship in the 17th and 18th centu-
ries, and ascends through 19th-century ‘“Morellian
methods” (that is, investigations of characteristic details
in images), branching and proliferating in the 20th cen-
tury into style analysis, formalism, and iconography.
Carlo Ginzburg’s speculative essay on Morelli, Freud,
and Sherlock Holmes (Ginzburg 1980) remains the prin-
cipal source for the history of the idea, though Ginz-
burg’s concatenation of connoisseurship, psychoanaly-
sis, art history, and detective novels could have been
expanded by consideration of the way the same term
is used in literary criticism—including Ginzburg’s own
essay, which becomes an example of the method it
€xposits.

It is questionable how much sense it makes to call
such far-flung practices a “method,” as Ginzburg does;
instead I would say that the different methods used by
Panofsky, Morelli, Freud, and others grow from the en-
abling concept of close reading. The transparent nature
of the concept would seem to forestall any direct analy-
sis or critique—whatever a close reading may be in prac-
tice, the concept of close reading remains nearly intangi-
ble. Accuracy and even insight are intuitively tied to
the closeness of a reading, regardless of disputes about
evidence or theory. The unobjectionable universality of
close reading is most apparent in our inability to think
what kind of visual artifact (or text, or crime scene, or
narrative) might not be best understood by close exami-
nation. In short, the purposive, vigilant scrutiny of the
particularities of the object seems to be a foundational
principle of understanding, whether the object is the
most recent installation art or the oldest markings on
stone. After close reading, reading can relax, and there
are many ways to interpret quickly, to make epitomes
and outlines, to paraphrase and abbreviate, to schema-
tize and summarize and condense and abstract: but each
one of them is dependent on the possibility of a logically
prior close reading.

When readings are questioned for their closeness or
sloppiness, the purpose is usually to elicit the historians’
covert agendas and to show how theory determines what
and how we see. But that kind of critique has more to
do with a local construction of theory and of visual
structure than with the idea of closeness or close reading
per se. It is possible to doubt that someone’s reading is
as close as it might be or to claim that it is skewed by
prejudiced seeing and at the same time never begin to
doubt close reading itself. Here I will be trying to open
a critique of close reading, rather than the purposes to
which it is put. In the end I will argue that in effect
close reading does not exist, not least because any read-
ing consists of echoes of vaguer accounts and suppressed
promises of even closer readings. That which appears as
close reading in innumerable texts—including Ginz-
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burg’s—is a moment of incomplete awareness, built on
self-contradiction and the resurgent hope of intimacy
with the object.

As an example I take the work of the archaeologist
and art historian Alexander Marshack, in large part be-
cause I believe—though I will not be arguing this di-
rectly—that Marshack’s methods make him one of the
most important art historians of the century, one whose
work deserves the attention not only of all archaeolo-
gists and art historians but also of anyone involved in
the project of seeing and interpreting as finely as possi-
ble (Elkins 1993b). Marshack’s questions are especially
exemplary for art historians who are engaged in analyz-
ing gestural brushstrokes, individual marks, color areas,
facture, and other phenomena that are taken to be mini-
mal components of pictorial meaning—lexemes, in the
semiotic term—out of which the larger signifying units
of pictures are built. Semiotic art history in particular
needs to be clear about the place where “subsemiotic”
marks leave off and signs begin (Elkins 1995a), and I will
suggest that Marshack’s analyses press that point as no
others have done. Marshack’s approach takes some in-
troducing; after examining one of his analyses, I will
outline the kinds of response he has received and sketch
the reasons his work exemplifies the conceptual impos-
sibility of close reading.

Marshack’s Readings

Marshack’s accounts of marks on Upper Paleolithic and
Mesolithic bones, slate, and amber are among the most
careful analyses in all of archaeology as well as in art
history and criticism, visual theory, connoisseurship,
and conservation. He looks closely, literally with a mi-
croscope, but unlike painting conservators he also looks
at every mark on a surface or artifact, and his looking
does not cease until he has satisfied himself that he has
distinguished all intentional marks from unintentional
or random marks, ordered the intentional marks in chro-
nological sequence, distinguished directions in which
marks were made, noted where tools were lifted from
the surface and where they remained in contact, and
determined how many tools or cutting edges were used
to make the marks. His analyses are lessons in looking:
forcible patient attempts to see everything, together
with a concerted effort to conclude nothing that cannot
be empirically demonstrated.

Marshack’s central claim is that many Paleolithic
markings—even tiny ones, at the threshold of unaided
vision—are notations recording the phases of the moon.
It is a hypothesis that might appear to be readily suscep-
tible to various counterclaims, and in fact Marshack pre-
sents it as a reasoned scientific hypothesis of exactly the
kind that should be open to empirical falsification. Yet
that genuinely scientific attitude has gone largely un-
read, and scholars have been more struck by the persis-
tence with which he has pursued the hypothesis over a
period of more than 30 years. The archaeologist Denise
Schmandt-Besserat, for example, has said that Mar-
shack’s theory of lunar records ‘“‘cannot be proven or

disproven nor can it be ignored” (Schmandt-Besserat
1992:160). The art historian Whitney Davis dedicated a
book on late prehistoric Egyptian art to Marshack, who
he says ““has been asking questions that I am not sure
any archaeology or art history could answer” (Davis
1992:xvi). Another historian, Donald Preziosi, has re-
cently used Marshack’s research uncritically, as an ex-
ample of the most interesting kinds of questions art his-
tory can ask (Preziosi 1989:133—42). (It is characteristic
that these positive assessments are not accompanied by
further close readings; Preziosi’s account, for example,
is devoid of the detail that supports Marshack’s conclu-
sions. He calls Marshack’s work “emblematic of the
poststructuralist critique of verbocentrist structural-
ism,” but he omits a discussion of the ‘““detailed argu-
ments”’ that would support the point [Preziosi 1989:
141—42, 231 n. 34 and 44]. It is a typical effect of
extremely close readings that they pass outside the nor-
mal protocols of reading and are necessarily glossed in
more general accounts.)

It was praise like this that first attracted me to Mar-
shack’s writing, and what kept my attention was a
strange dynamic that has repeated itself over the years
as archaeologists have raised objections and Marshack
has replied and gone on to make new, even more de-
tailed analyses. The lunar hypothesis often seems pat-
ently unlikely, but Marshack’s detractors seem to have
no purchase on his methods and no power to overturn
his conclusions. It seems easy to say that Marshack is
seeing too much and trying, for example, to interpret
careless decoration or meaningless tool-sharpening
marks as deliberated calendrical notation. But when
these and other problems are brought up, the result is
almost invariably the same: the people who object are
led to see that they have been operating with certain
preconceptions about how accurate marks should be, or
what decoration is, or how it is different from notation.
What appear to be glaring mistakes in Marshack’s
method turn out to be unresolved aspects of our habits
of seeing. The critics are silenced, in effect, by unan-
swerable questions: What should a Paleolithic image
look like? What is decoration, and how does it differ
from notation? Marshack’s analyses, perhaps more than
any others in the history of art, force these questions
into the open and allow us to begin to see how we see
and what we think images are.

In what follows I am going to do what has, I think
significantly, seldom been done in the literature up to
this point: I am going to make a reading of one of Mar-
shack’s readings that is closer than his own. Since the
original text I will be analyzing is less than a full page
(though it is interrupted by illustrations and occupies
parts of four pages), I will be quoting it in full.!

1. The figure numbers in brackets in my quotations replace figure
numbers in parentheses in the original text; they are not interpo-
lated references. I have redrawn the line drawings in Marshack’s
text. To avoid confusion, since I will be citing the text in its en-
tirety, I have omitted page numbers. The discussion begins on p.
91 (Marshack 1991b) and ends on p. 94. Marshack’s photographs
have been retained here, though their numbers have been changed.

This content downloaded from 198.40.30.166 on Wed, 24 Jul 2013 15:52:43 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

The Baton in the Musée des
Antiquités Nationales

In The Roots of Civilization (1972a), from which this
example is taken, Marshack sets the stage for each new
object with a brief narrative. In this case he has just
discussed a large baton made of bone, sculpted into a
fox’s head at one end, pierced with a hole, and engraved
in rows of notches. The text continues:

In cabinet number one at the Musée des Antiquités
Nationales, not far from the large baton, lies a
smaller, fragile, better-worked bit of bone, discolored
a dead grey with time. It is the handle of a baton,
with the head and hole broken off, but with the arc
of the hole visible at the break. It too comes from Le
Placard, apparently from the Magdalenian IV, and
may be a few years, a few hundred years, or a few
thousand years later than the biton with the head of
a fox. Since it is a fragment, it has not been consid-
ered an important find. It is marked with what has
been traditionally called decoration in a ““geometric”’
style [fig. 1, top].

Marshack directs the reader to an overall shot of the
front face of the bone (fig. 1, top). Then the reader is
invited to move in on the object and review its markings
more attentively (fig. 1, bottom):

The baton has been worked to create four flattened
sides, and on one of these there is a raised platform
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on which markings were made. The handle itself is
unbroken and the markings on it are complete. It is
possible, then, that we have all the markings origi-

nally made.

The next paragraph announces the result of microscopic
analysis. Virtually all of Marshack’s studies are done
with a microscope; he makes photomacrographs and
photomicrographs and uses them to help modify and
complete the notes he makes in the presence of the ob-
ject. This particular paragraph is interrupted in a spec-
tacular fashion, since the first sentence does not con-
clude on this page, and on turning the leaf the reader is
confronted with a full-page, marginless illustration of a
tiny portion of the bone, at a magnification of about so
times (fig. 2). Marshack continues:

Microscopic analysis of the main face [fig. 1, bot-
tom; fig. 3] revealed sets of parallel lines made by 10
different [engraving] points, with groups that seem
to contain ‘“symbols’’ and ‘‘signs.”

As a first step in the microscopic analysis Marshack dis-
tinguishes several series of marks made by different bu-
rins:
At one place a mark at the end of a series of 14
lines, all made by a sharp, thin point, is crossed over
by another point that scratched a flat floor with two
small points at each side (\—/) [fig. 2].

The reference here is to the full-page photograph, which
is enlarged so much that at first it is difficult to tell that
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FiG. 1. Broken badton from Le Placard, Charente, 7'/)", Musée des Antiquités Nationales. Reprinted by
permission from Marshack (1972a:91, figs. 21 and 22a), © Alexander Marshack.

This content downloaded from 198.40.30.166 on Wed, 24 Jul 2013 15:52:43 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

188 | CURRENT ANTHROPOLOGY Volume 37, Number 2, April 1996

-
'
.
_—
A,

‘e

R T T o e
g

A
o

R n"
A\

»

Fi1G. 2. Baton from Le Placard, detail. Reprinted by
permission from Marshack (1972a:92, fig. 23), ©
Alexander Marshack.

the marks sloping up and to the left are a single stroke
of the burin, leaving a double line and a corrugated
“floor.” The purpose of the large illustration is to make
the point that different engraving tools were used—a
crucial step in the argument that this is not ““decoration
in a ‘geometric’ style.” The paragraph continues:

This broad stroke begins the next series. Since the
broad stroke occurs over the fine stroke, it must
have been made later, and the full sequence on this
face begins at the right and reads to the left, towards
the hole. The sequence begins with an odd, deli-
cately scratched sign, visible under the microscope

(see [fig. 3]):

7
v

The reference here is to yet another detail, this time of
the righthand end of the baton. This is the first moment

F1G. 3. Baton from Le Placard, detail. Reprinted by
permission from Marshack (1972a:fig. 22b), ©
Alexander Marshack.

that Marshack’s reconstructions have to be taken for
granted, since in my copy of The Roots of Civilization
the best that can be discerned from the photograph is
something like this:

/

The marks are, however, very indefinite in the photo-
graph. The word ‘’sign” does not appear in quotation
marks this time, since the configuration is presented as
the “odd” object that begins the first sequence; but by
way of anticipating what he is about to do, he counts the
nine component marks in the “odd, delicately scratched

sign’”:
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It is composed of 9 strokes. This is followed by a
somewhat curved ““Y” of 2 strokes, made by another

point:

Again the marginal picture in his text implicitly in-
structs readers about the limits of their participation in
the decipherment and about the limits of Marshack’s
accuracy. The “Y” in Marshack’s photograph is clearly
different, something more like this (fig. 3):

At this point it is apparent, as it would already have
been for a reader who had followed The Roots of Civili-
zation up to this point, that Marshack is relatively unin-
terested in the shape of the marks. I say relatively, since
he is concerned with shape insofar as it affects relative
position—whether a mark is right or left of another or
above or below another in order of marking—and he is
concerned with the shape of the floor of the mark itself.
But the morphology of each mark is of less interest, be-
cause he is not going to be comparing configurations of
overlapping or juxtaposed marks with other instances
that might represent the same “sign’’ or ‘“symbol.” He
continues:

This is followed by a series of 14 strokes, made by
still another point; the last ends with 2 small ap-
pended strokes:

T

The regularity of the drawing of the 12 vertical strokes,
as compared with the wobbly progress of the 12 marks
as they appear in the accompanying photograph, makes
it clear that Marshack’s drawing presents what he calls
elsewhere a “schematic rendition” rather than an exact
rendering. He uses the phrase for line drawings that em-
ploy different symbols (such as X or +) to discriminate
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between marks made with different burins, and he uses
it in the captions that elucidate his proposed lunar se-
quences (Marshack 1991b:48, 193). This kind of linear
schematization is purposely normative, and it is in-
tended to make an underlying pattern visible. What it
does in this example is erase whatever subtleties of ar-
rangement might also have been meaningful in favor of
a more or less regular parade of equal marks. Here, more
clearly than before, the formal qualities of the baton are
being regimented in favor of the notational hypothesis.

The next series, made by another point, has 1 ap-
pended stroke at the end. The full sequence on this
face, with the counts by changes and differences of
point, is shown in [fig 4, top]. At the end of the se-
ries there are 10 strokes made by two points, in a §
and 5 breakdown. Then, as though this fills out all
the available notational space on this side of the ba-
ton, over this, and between the last 5 long strokes,
there are added 10 light strokes.

These last 10 strokes place further restrictions on the
reader’s participation in the analysis, since a look at
figure 1, top, shows something entirely different. I
would give it approximately like this:

BJ

\\

——

The most important difference is that the two faint par-
allel lines in Marshack’s drawing (fig. 4) seem clearly to
be continued upward through the X that he draws above
them, and there is a pair of very similar marks a little
to the right that he nearly omits altogether. From the
photograph it seems irrefutable that these two sets of
parallel marks are made by single strokes and their ap-
parent doubleness is merely the double floor created by
the burin that made the marks in the middle portion of
the baton. Several dozen other marks can be discerned
in the photograph, all of them fugitive and dependent
on the quality of reproduction in the book; but the sets
of parallel lines seem to be as dependable as any form
that he reproduces in his sketch.

So again, in this case for the last time, the reader is
warned away from too close a viewing or too close a
reading of Marshack’s text. It turns out that this last
discrepancy is the most important:

All the marks on this face are intentional. It is obvi-
ous that this odd sequence of figures, counts, and
groups is not ornamental or decorative, and that it is
notational.
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Fi1G. 4. Baton from Le Placard, schematic diagram and correlation with a lunar calendar. Reprinted by
permission from Marshack (1972a:93, figs. 24, 25), © Alexander Marshack.

Here as elsewhere in The Roots of Civilization, the “or-
namental’’ and “decorative’’ are disjoined from the ‘‘no-
tational’’: nothing can be both decorative and nota-
tional. Decoration is imagined as an activity with its
own agenda and rules that are incompatible with nota-
tion. The word “intentional’” has a particular valence in
Marshack’s writing, since he does not only mean it in a
rigorous philosophic sense (as a mark interpreted to have
been made with conscious purpose). He also means
something like “careful,” since presumably a decorative
treatment of this biton would have shown evidence of
being more sloppily and quickly done, with one burin,
at one time. Again the status of the “signs,”” “figures,”
and “symbols’’ is in doubt, since there is an implication
that the kind of care that went into making this notation
is partly evidenced by the “signs’’; but Marshack is
about to ignore the signs in favor of merely counting
their component marks:

Is it lunar? Assuming one stroke per day, we lay the
sequence against our lunar model [fig. 4, middle and
bottom].

The “lunar model” is the same throughout The Roots
of Civilization, and it shows the moon’s phases along
with a possible count of the days between them. Beneath
it Marshack places his schematic rendition of the marks
on the biton. The assumption that one stroke equals
one day is consistent throughout the book and never
defended as anything more than a working hypothesis.

In order to analyze the notation, Marshack dissects both
‘““signs’’ into component marks, one for each night’s ap-
pearance of the moon. He then concludes:

This is an absolutely perfect tally for 2 months, be-
ginning at last crescent and ending on the first day
of invisibility §8 days later.

We seem to have in this series a development of
notational technique—recalling the accumulation of
cueing marks of the Tai plaque [fig. 5]—in which
the seeming “/signs’”’ or multiple marks, made by ap-
pended strokes of arms and groups of angles, are
used to indicate points of change in lunar phase.
How are they used? The lunar model reveals that on
the day of an expected lunar observation around a
phase point a small stroke is used, as though an ob-
servation of the moon was impossible on that day
and the stroke represented a day of waiting. On the
next clear day of observation the new series begins
with a different stroking. Interesting also is the indi-
cation of a notational significance for the “quarter”’
moon, and the visible half-moon. None of this is dif-
ficult to understand. It is once more a visual nota-
tional technique. It is non-arithmetical and it is cu-
mulative. Remember also that the biton was
engraved some 5,000 years before agriculture for-
mally “began” in the Fertile Crescent of the Middle
East and some 10,000 years before the formal “‘begin-
ning”’ of writing.
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Marshack (1991a:31, fig. §), © Alexander Marshack.

The account of the baton winds to a close with an invo-
cation of two further engraved sequences, on the back
and on one side:

On the reverse face of this baton, scratched so
faintly that even when held in hand most of the
markings are invisible, yet clear under the micro-
scope, is another unusual composition [fig. 6]. Once
more there is certainty of notation, apparently for
two lunar months. The lines, however, are so faintly
scratched that a ballistic determination of point dif-
ferences is difficult, and some exceedingly faint lines
are difficult to prove.

This Magdalenian IV biton reveals a further stage
in the development of the notational technique and
a possible development in the ease and precision of
lunar observation and use.

A third style of marking, a development of that
style of parallel stroking overengraved to make a
crosshatching, occurs along one side of this biton. It,
too, gives a sum for two months.

The analysis ends in this way, with the puzzling “un-
usual composition’’ given a lunar phrasing of 27 + 30
days, and Marshack moves on to the next example.

k“”

l/ |
t

. Engraved fragment of a rib from the Grotte du Tai, schematic diagram. Reprinted by permission from

Coming to Terms with the Lunar Theory

As Marshack himself has noted on several occasions, a
first encounter with the “lunar theory’’ can leave readers
incredulous. I want to try to capture some of that in
order to exhibit the unexpected dynamic that leads from
the reader’s certainty that Marshack is wrong to a nag-
ging uncertainty about the act of interpretation itself. It
is this motion, I think, that accounts for the idea that
Marshack is unanswerable or that he cannot be dis-
proved. Each of the important difficulties with his the-
ory can be written as a problem of distinguishing among
the mobile lexicon of the rudiments of visual images:
marks, icons, signs, schemata, notations, symbols, and
representations. Over the course of his career Marshack
has explored each of these (Marshack 1976, 1977, 19794,
1991¢; Kobylifiski and Kobylifiska 1979; Gunn 1979;
Elkins 1995b), and they continue to be actively dis-
cussed in the field of Paleolithic archaeology; in this
context I will mention just three.

1. The problem of signs. An initial d1fﬁculty, well ex-
emplified in the analysis of the Le Placard baton, is that
the “signs’” and ““symbols’’ have no role in the ﬁnal lu-
nar tally: instead they are picked apart into individual
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F1G. 6. Baton from Le Placard, schematic diagram of back. Reprinted by permission from Marshack (1972a:94),

© Alexander Marshack.
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marks, and each mark is made equal to each other mark.
At first that seems patently wrong: Why would a person
arrange marks for appearances of the moon (or for any
other phenomenon) into a carefully made, apparently in-
tentional configuration if all that was intended was a
sequence of equal marks? It does not make sense, on the
face of it, to propose that the meaning of the Placard
baton is a series of single marks when it consists of col-
lected and arranged “signs’’ of various types. The reason-
ing seems no more defensible than if Marshack had
taken apart a print by Albrecht Diirer into its individual
lines.

The apparent thoughtlessness of the analysis only
seems worse when we consider what Marshack might
reply. A reader of The Roots of Civilization, for example,
might expect him to say that he is merely following
good scientific procedure and taking one hypothesis as
far as it will go. Marshack himself points out the “signs’’
and their arrangements—the first is called an “odd, deli-
cately scratched sign’’—before he goes on with an analy-
sis that does not take them into account. The problem
here, if we are to judge by the criteria of a scientific
hypothesis, is not that he chooses to ignore the “‘signs,”
because no scientific model need account for all phe-
nomena presented by its sample—no close reading must
be exhaustive. The “/signs’ have no meaning in the lunar
schema, since both “/signs’’ at the right of the baton fall
in the continuous period between the new moon and
the first quarter. They may be meaningless, or they may
have other meanings; Marshack could claim with per-
fect reason that they are not immediately under consid-
eration.

But that does not justify the way he excludes the
‘“‘signs.” Marshack takes note of the relative positions
of marks in two particular senses: he records how they
cross over or under one another, and he is interested in
the sequence of marks, in this case from the handle of
the baton to its working end. As several readers have
pointed out, he does not consider relative positions of
marks in any other sense—say, their configuration when
they comprise a ““sign,”” or their distances from one an-
other in a straight-line sequence (Lewis-Williams and
Dowson 1989:48). The “‘signs’’ are read as collections of
individual marks made from right to left. But position-
ality is what defines the shapes of the “/signs,’” and so it
does not seem logically sufficient to disassemble them
into their component segments without justification. In
addition, Marshack does sometimes interpret position
in a wider sense. He notes the ““appended strokes of arms
and groups of angles’” of some marks and shows how
they fit the lunar sequence. A ““small stroke,” he sug-
gests, is used “on the day of an unexpected lunar obser-
vation around a phase point.” These observations have
to do with the height, faintness, and spatial positions of
marks. Why do they matter in these instances and not
in the case of the “/signs’’? )

At this point it may seem that a critic would have a
firm purchase on the analysis, both because marks are
defined so oddly (in regard to some positions and ignor-
ing others) and also because the definition seems self-

contradictory (since it variably excludes and includes
spatial criteria such as size). If size and depth and overlap
of mark can matter, then why not also marks that just
touch, as in the “signs’‘? But there are deeper problems
that stall this kind of objection. Marshack can appeal to
the specificity of the artifact: who is to say the marks
were not made in a way that entails exactly this defini-
tion of position? After all, we are considering a period
before writing and before signs; perhaps the configura-
tions of marks were meaningless to their makers in pre-
cisely these ways (White 1982). Everything is recent, and
nothing is native, where Paleolithic artifacts are con-
cerned: there is no cultural link, no shared tradition of
meaning or marking. An intractable aporia is produced
by the act of identifying and then declining to read
‘signs,” since it must ultimately lead us to question
the distinction between sign and mark, position-as-
sequence and position-as-configuration.

It is also the case that Marshack does interpret
“signs’’ and other sets of nonnotational marks in other
notational contexts. His longest analysis—and one of
the most intense and minute accounts of the semiotic
elements of any visual object—concerns a 4-inch bone
fragment from the Grotte du Tai scored with hundreds
of tiny nicks and grooves (fig. 5). On that artifact Mar-
shack finds notational marks—that is, the little hatches
that appear here as vertical lines—and horizontal “con-
taining lines’’ that serve to anchor the individual marks.
But he also mentions “‘non-notational’ directional cue-
ing marks’ that help define the ““direction and ‘flow’”
of the notation (the small empty boxes at the extreme
lower right), ““an initiating, ‘non-notational’ symbolic
motif,”” perhaps representing ‘“flow and motion,” along
the upper margin, and “exceedingly fine engraved ‘hair’
lines’”” that ‘“seem to mark the relevance of a day or pe-
riod, but are distinct from the sequential accumulation
of day units” (Marshack 1991a:28, 33, 47, 50, 60).

Analytically, the most interesting moments in the ac-
count of the Tai plaque concern three further nonnota-
tional forms in the object’s upper-left corner, each one
microscopic. The first is ““a tiny horizontal containing
line with § marks.” In figure 7 it can be found to the
right of the letter B and just inside the enclosure of
heavy black lines. Another is ““a tiny short sequence of
8 to 12 strokes between parallel lines (a ‘ladder’),”” visible
immediately to the right of the “tiny horizontal con-
taining line.” Both of these, and especially the first,
would be difficult to distinguish from the plaque’s other
containing lines and notational marks, but Marshack
says they were ““clearly not part of the central notation”
(Marshack 1991a:47). In the far upper-left corner, above
the letter A, is a minuscule rectilinear meander “form”’
with six marks inside and three more attached to one
corner—a configuration similar to the ‘‘signs’’ that Mar-
shack declined to interpret and determined to count in
the Placard biton. Here the configuration is treated as a
“form” that may have “‘positional relevance’” but is
again not integral to the notation and therefore need not
be counted. But why not? Because it is so much smaller
than the other marks? But if so, then what determines
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F1G. 7. Detail of the extreme upper-left corner of the rib fragment from the Grotte du Tai, schematic diagram.

Reprinted by permission from Marshack (1991a:46, fig.

the threshold of size beyond which a mark is no longer
part of a notational sequence? The meander shape is also
indistinguishably similar to the “‘non-notational’ direc-
tion cueing marks’ at the lower right of the artifact, and
the notational marks often miss their containing lines
as these marks do. By what criterion is this not part of
the sequence?

Before I draw a conclusion from these questions, it is
worth noting that the answer cannot be historical. It is
not sufficient to argue that “signs’’ of the type on the
baton are not likely to have meaning until the Neolithic,
because at some point artifacts of the same age as the
baton will have had to have been analyzed and found
deficient in “‘signs.”” Conversely, when representational
signs occur, for example, the plant or “arrow” signs at
Lascaux, their interpretation depends on assumptions
about the internal rules of such images.

Marshack offers only a quick look at the back of the
Placard baton, but if we linger we may begin to see the
very ‘‘signs” and “pictures’”’ that play such a large role
later in The Roots of Civilization, where they are inter-
preted as ‘“‘seasonal,” ‘“‘time-factored’” images of plants.
The little “sign’’ that looks like a bird’s foot on the back
of the baton is quite similar to a sign at Lascaux that
Marshack reads as a ““simplified branch,” in opposition
to Leroi-Gourhan’s interpretation of it as a schematic
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Marshack considers the problems of similar signs when
it comes to Lascaux, since in that context he wants to
show that plant signs on mobiliary artifacts might be
close enough to some signs at Lascaux to imply that
they should be reinterpreted as plants (Marshack 1971a:
224). He does not reason that way about the Placard
baton because it is too early, but that does not explain
why it is inappropriate to consider such possibilities in
an analysis that presents itself as internal to the object
(Marshack 1979b:303).

To return to the questions about when “‘signs”’ should
be read: once again—and I am only taking isolated ex-
amples from a far larger field of possible issues—the ob-
jection about the status of ‘‘signs’”’ on the Tai plaque
seems cogent, but it can only succeed in raising the issue
of assumptions. The “‘tiny horizontal containing line
with § marks” at the upper left of the Tai artifact is
not read as notation, while the nine lines of the “odd,
delicately scratched sign’’ at the right of the Placard ba-
ton are read as notation. Each reading devolves from dif-
ferent assumptions about the possible relations of signs
to individual marks. But what determines when marks
are “‘executed differently’” or may “‘represent a different
category of marking’’—as he says in another context,
justifying the nonnotational character of a set of marks
—and therefore require a differing interpretation (Maz-
shack 1991a:59)? Certainly the relation of one mark to
others is essential in any assessment, but how is it possi-
ble to determine when the “position within the frame”
is different enough to cross the border between mark
and sign? If the small rectangle at the far upper-left of
the Tai plaque were slightly larger, or if its marks were
closer to their frame, would it be six or nine notational
marks instead of a single “form’’? Any and all objections
of this kind, which are the only objections that are co-
gent within the terms of the text, must appear as rival
hypotheses, and in that capacity they return to the ques-
tioner in the form of counterquestions about the reader’s
axioms concerning the nature, relation, and disposition
of signs and marks.

2. The problem of notation. The lunar sequences have
bothered readers of The Roots of Civilization a little
each time they are shown, because the fit and the princi-
ples of correspondence between marks and model differ
with each succeeding example. Absolute accuracy is im-
possible and therefore meaningless, because as Mar-
shack indicates the lunar cycle does not factor evenly
into days, and measurement without instruments is al-
ways a matter of guesswork—the crescent moon cannot
even be seen earlier than 15 hours after it is new, and
there is a corresponding problem judging the hour of
fullness (Minnaert 1954). But the absence of an absolute
standard does not mean that relative accuracy cannot be
measured or that the principles of posited correspon-
dence cannot be compared.

Responding to Marshack’s analyses, Arnold R. Pilling
has objected that Marshack had failed to provide evi-
dence that ““any two objects have on them the same
notational system’’ (Pilling 1972; Littauer 1974:328). Ev-

ery calendar is the same, and all astronomers agree on
the moon’s phases; hence it seems improbable that a
“‘continentwide system of notation” would not show
more self-consistency (Fry 1972). The assumption here
is that notation of a single phenomenon involves de-
tectably uniform representation. But that is our own no-
tion of notation, and it need not fit the Paleolithic one.
In what sense are the lunar phases a single phenomenon,
aside from our certainty that they are? To some readers,
Marshack’s analyses seem to be mathematically inde-
fensible since he accepts so many sequences as lunar
cycles (Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1989:49). By mod-
ern standards of evidence, he is playing with numerolog-
ical coincidences rather than requiring determinate
ranges of fit—there is no mention of the usual scientific
criteria for probabilistic matching, such as combined
systematic and statistical error, quantified normative
models, or standard deviations. In terms of scientific
method, there are often more marks in a given artifact
that do not correspond to meaningful phase changes
than marks that do and more inconsistencies than paral-
lels. Statistically speaking, Marshack’s hypotheses for
objects such as the Placard biton are a bad fit. Intermit-
tently throughout The Roots of Civilization Marshack
says that he tried many different correlations and picked
the best one, but the reader is left with the impression
that others might be as good. In general, he claims to
have done a great deal of empirical testing, which he has
consistently not reported in his texts. There can be no
doubt that he does perform such tests. In one passage,
for example, a colleague mentions “mathematical, sta-
tistical, graphic, and sequential analysis of the results
of ... microscopic studies’’ (Movius 1972). Still, in scien-
tific terms these are serious, even crippling omissions.
Marshack’s principal attempt to redress that again omits
the discarded hypotheses and accounts of methodology
that are standard in laboratory research (Marshack 1991a).
“Tests can be tried, within a range of possibilities, by
anyone interested,” he remarks at one point (Marshack
19724:86). That is not entirely an interesting prospect,
since if I were to try to rematch the lunar sequence I
would be re-proving his hypothesis. Any rematch would
be another instance of the same theory. There is no way
to disprove the theory by adjusting the lunar sequence,
and so the positioning comes to seem somewhat arbi-
trary. A reader of The Roots of Civilization will tend, I
think, to find each sequence about as plausible as every
other—a scientifically untenable situation.

But to all these questions Marshack could respond by
asking what model, and what criteria, might be preferred
in analyzing notations that are prearithmetical: the sup-
position is that they were made before there was such a
thing as counting (see Marshack 1974b:265; 198s;
1988b). Wittgenstein thought of this problem, I think
correctly, as an instance of the more general question of
understanding when someone is following a rule. At one
point in Remarks on the Foundation of Mathematics,
he even imagines a “‘cave-man’’ who makes surprisingly
ordered marks for no clear reason (1983:344}):
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There might be a cave-man who produced regular se-
quences of marks for himself. He amused himself,
e.g., by drawing on the wall of the cave:

or
But he is not following the general expression of a
rule. And when we say that he acts in a regular way
that is not because we can form such and [such an]
expression.

For the present purposes, it is safe to ignore the phrase
“he amused himself,” since Wittgenstein probably
meant it as a reminder that the cave-man’s intentions
and language are inaccessible. Wittgenstein also imag-
ines a thrush that “always repeats the same phrase sev-
eral times in a song.”” Are we to conclude that “perhaps
it gives itself a rule each time, and then follows the
rule?” (Wittgenstein 1983:345). The stories go to show
that regular actions need not follow regular rules and
that private “amusements’’ do not have rules in the ordi-
nary sense. In the case of actual Paleolithic notations,
there is no mathematical standard available to use as a
criterion of adequacy, since marks give no evidence of
the marker’s conception of lunar phases—or, to say it a
little less exactly, the marks are the marker’s concep-
tion of notation. Should any notation be uniform, if no-
tation itself was in its infancy? Should any fit be opti-
mal, if the idea of representation itself was still
inchoate?

In this way cogent objections about Marshack’s lack
of statistical rigor get turned into questions about the
universality of quantification, numeration, and rigor it-
self. There have also been objections to Marshack’s reli-
ance on tiny marks, at the threshold of invisibility (Lit-
tauer 1974:328). But why assume that the notations
were referred to later, or that they could be read? Perhaps
these notations were kinaesthetic: their meaning, as we
would put it, was in their making. In that case any size
that the burin could scratch would count—and as a cor-
ollary, the engraver might be indifferent to the size of
the marks within the limits of the register lines or the
available surface. Our thoughts about clarity and legibil-
ity—concepts that loom large in current texts on graphic
communication—depend on the notion of notation as
something that can be efficiently read: but why assume
it should be read at all?

Marshack is emphatic about the difference between
his claim to have found notation and his hypothesis of
the lunar calendar: “Of the hundreds of incised stones
throughout Europe that I have studied in the last quarter
of a century . . . not one has provided evidence for a
linear, sequential ‘lunar’ notation” (Marshack 1989). If
the claim and the hypothesis are kept separate, then the
inadequacy of scientific objections to the lunar calendar
becomes more obvious. The lunar calendar is suscepti-
ble to a number of critiques about methodology and fal-
sification, but each of them has to appeal to a prior sense
of notation. And what do we know about notation that
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might serve as a basis to argue against Marshack? Under
what circumstances, with what evidence and what rules
of interpretation, can we critique his assumptions?

3. The problem of decoration. If “decoration’” could
be kept in quotation marks (as it often is in the recent
literature) or defined negatively as nonutilitarian, non-
symbolic, or nonnotational marking (Marshack 1989),
then there would be no special problem. But Marshack’s
work seems to provoke the question of decoration be-
cause he sees so little of it in comparison with what
other researchers would see. An artifact such as the peb-
ble from Barma Grande (fig. 8) might seem like a formal
experiment: perhaps the engraver was matching and
contrasting lines with the shape of the pebble and then
quickly filling in blank areas with hatches and cross-
hatches. It may look like what we expect of decoration;
at any rate it does not correspond well to the structure
of Marshack’s examples of Paleolithic notation, which
are more one-dimensional even when the register lines
snake back and forth. Yet in the first edition of The
Roots of Civilization (1972a) he interprets it as notation,
in which every mark has notational value. He surmises
that the longer parallel lines were intended “to give the
engraver an enclosed or separate notational area’—that
is, a one-dimensional track—‘/and therefore to serve as
a visual and kinaesthetic aid” (Marshack 19724:84). He
starts reading with the large curving set on the obverse
(fig. 8, top), “since this central form or figure seems to
take up the prime space on this face.” It is also possible,
however, that the “angle-marks at top and bottom, serv-
ing almost as edge-marks,” might have been made first.
The two choices are based on two ways of approaching
the surface: the person doing the marking began either
by taking charge of the blank surface or by keeping to
the edge. These are assumptions based partly on kinaes-
thetic hunches about ways of coming to terms with
blank surfaces and partly on assumptions about the
ways images might be structured. The analysis moves
forward with the discovery that every right-facing hatch
mark within these register lines was made before every
left-facing hatch mark; and so Marshack continues and
eventually counts every line on the pebble. In the re-
vised edition of The Roots of Civilization (Marshack
1991b) the Barma Grande pebble is omitted, but the
question of reading developed two-dimensional patterns
as notations remains (Marshack 19914:148, 158, 216,
248, 254, 434, and especially Marshack 1995a). Under
what circumstances, and with what criteria, could a
more or less uniformly marked surface be interpreted as
a sequence of individual notational marks?

This more fully utilized surface shows what kinds of
problems can be involved in determining sequences;
Marshack generally says little about the trial-and-error
process of finding the best order of reading for a surface
thoroughly scored in two dimensions. Upper Magdalen-
ian images exhibit ‘“the ability to synthesize and com-
pose’ a “sum of images” into “‘storied”’ surfaces—in
other words, to make meaningful narrative sequences—
although the order of reading for such “non-linear se-
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Fic. 8. Engraved pebble from Barma Grande, Grimaldi, schematic diagrams. Reprinted by permission from

Marshack (1972a:83, fig. 16a, b), © Alexander Marshack.

ries”’ is generally indeterminate (Marshack 1972a:192,
211). What he calls, in this context, ““decoration’ is
something distinct from a notation, but the criteria of
its difference are derived from very different kinds of
artifacts. On occasion Marshack reads notations by ex-
tending linear, one-dimensional configurations into
two-dimensional multiples whose organizational laws
cannot be derived from the one-dimensional cases. But
what exactly are images in the general case, if not exten-
sions of linear marks and linear accumulations of
marks? And exactly how are images made, if not in this
way?

It has seemed to some archaeologists that Marshack
does not recognize decoration or allow for random, care-
less, and meaningless marking (e.g., d’Errico 1993a). In
several papers he has described about two dozen “‘sym-
bol systems” including meanders, ‘“fishlike images”
(which resemble lattices or nets), zigzags, and double
lines (Marshack 1979a). But it can appear that he goes
too far and enlists the majority of decorations in the
ranks of notations. Considering a biton from Mezherich

in Ukraine, which is engraved with several sets of paral-
lel hatch marks, Marshack opts for notation over decora-
tion even though the structure of the marking differs
from the normative containing line and crossing hatch
mark (fig. 9). It is relatively neutral to say the biton has
“an accumulation of sets of marks incised at different
angles,’” with “unstructured, subsidiary marks at the far
left.”” But the purpose of putting it that way is to empha-
size the deliberation and internal structure of the mark-
ing: without actually counting the marks, he concludes
that the baton “‘represents a personal and idiosyncratic
style of accumulating sets of marks.”” It may represent
“a mnemonic accumulation for a ritual or myth, or a
record of days and events,” but either way, ‘“the internal
structure . . . suggests that this composition is not ‘deco-
rative’”’ (Marshack 1987:149, translation his;? 1988a:

2. “‘une accumulation de séries de marques gravées selon des angles
différents . . . marques auxiliaires non structurées a l’extréme
gauche . . . représente un style personnel et idiosyncratique d’accu-
mulation de séries de marques. . . . une accumulation mnémonique
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F1G. 9. Baton from Mezherich, Ukraine, mammoth
ivory, 19.7 cm. Reprinted by permission from
Marshack (1987:150, fig. 14), © Alexander Marshack.

427; 1994:387). To others, the markings on the biton
might appear sufficiently loose and unstructured as to
be classifiable as nonnotational, if not intentionally
“’decorative.” It seems that practically nothing is ran-
dom,” one observer complains, “‘and very little is decora-
tive” (Lynch 1972). Others have objected that ‘“more
evolved ornamentation’’ can be ‘just as intentional, cu-

pour un rituel ou un mythe, ou la consignation de jours et d’événe-
ments . . . la structure interne . . . suggére que la surface n’est pas
'décorative.’”’
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mulative, and sequential’’ as some artifacts Marshack
presents as notation (Vencl 1972). But where, Marshack
might ask, do we get our ideas about the nature and
frequency of decoration? Why can’t notation be the
norm and decoration the uncommon counterexample?

Marshack thinks that a ““complex sequence of events,
microscopically determined, eliminates the possibility
of decorative intent or ‘art’’’ (Marshack 1972b:474). But
why would he not see the Mezherich biton as a less
carefully made artifact? Like the biton from Le Placard,
it looks as if it might have been the work of a few min-
utes and therefore, by our standards, likely to be “un-
thinking’’ nonsemiotic marking or loose decoration
(Davis 1989). I can imagine decorating a strip between
two register lines by making right-sloping marks after
left-facing marks as on the Barma Grande pebble or, as
on the Mezherich biton, by making a few sets of
hatches, adding a register line, and moving on to the
next set. But these are sliding scales: it is difficult not
to see decoration as a kind of careless or immediate ac-
tivity, as opposed to notation, and it is even more diffi-
cult to conceive notation as a potentially careless, quick,
or relatively unstructured act. Decoration seems to en-
tail a “regular design’”’ made “rapidly and simply,”” and
notation is somehow its opposite (d’Errico 1994:10).

In the critical literature, the question of the difference
between notation and decoration has focused on Mar-
shack’s claim to find frequent changes in marking tools
within a single surface, making it more likely that the
surfaces were marked in a deliberated, “‘time-factored”
way. But that is a slippery point; the technical evidence
for those claims is not clear, and the performative aspect
of notation and decoration is too variable to make the
division stick. A hand might change grip on a tool in
the course of a few centimeters of marks; and a person
recording a notation might put down a few marks
quickly and carelessly and then make the next few
marks slowly and with a different tool (Marshack 1972b:
474). Francesco d’Errico and others have taken Marshack
to task for his ways of distinguishing burins and his ar-
guments about the intervals between sequences of
marks. Since d’Errico uses an electron microscope
whereas Marshack uses an optical one, d’Errico’s read-
ings are physically closer, and he has been extracting
different kinds of empirical data. For a while it seemed
as if the problem of Paleolithic notation would come
down to the atomic scale in its search for dependable
criteria. D’Errico claims, for example, to have identified
the autographic marks of a single burin, so that he could
tell definitively when a tool was reused or when, as Mar-
shack claims, one tool was allegedly exchanged for an-
other in the course of a protracted series of temporal
notations (d’Errico 1989a). But I would propose that the
problem lies ultimately on an entirely different level:
the concepts of decoration and notation are in some dis-
array, and they need to be addressed before any technical
inquiries can hope to make sense. D’Errico, for instance,
uses a provisional tripartite classification of notations:
those in which ““the elements constituting the system
differ from one another,”” those in which “‘the elements
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are identical but can be differentiated by their distribu-
tion on the surface,” and those in which ‘“the marks
cannot be differentiated’” because they are identical and
equidistant (d’Errico 1994:10—-11). But these criteria
apply to any number of “‘decorative” objects, and in par-
ticular they apply, respectively, to the biton from Le
Placard, the Mezherich biton, and the Barma Grande
pebble. By d’Errico’s working classification, each of
them could be a notation. The question is not the ana-
lytical criteria for judging changes of tools or the passage
of time or the slowness of the marking: it is the prior
problem of the disheveled concepts that prompt those
questions to begin with.

The Incoherence of Close Reading

These examples are enough to show the wonderful
power that Marshack’s readings have to turn confident
criticism into rooted doubt, throwing our assumptions
about images, marks, signs, notation, and decoration
back at us instead of silently serving those assumptions.
Excessively close readings can also begin to look lunatic
or wrongheaded, and they may say more about the histo-
rian’s notions of images than about the artifacts under
study. (That at least is my sense of Marshack’s work,
since its oddity strikes me forcibly as a 20th-century
quality. I find I have a firm sense of Marshack’s use of
these artifacts and virtually no idea about their original
meanings.) A feeling of mild pathology hangs over all
close readings, from Sherlock Holmes to Panofsky, from
Morelli to Marshack—and along with it there is a double
attraction and slight repulsion at the activity itself. It is
too much, and yet it is never enough.

Since my initial strategy was to show how a reading
could be made more closely than Marshack’s, it may
seem as if I would advocate the closest possible read-
ing—that is, the closest reading that could still seem
to make sense—in any given case. Certainly that move
effectively uproots assumptions and shifts the conversa-
tion from disputes about facts or methodology to the
underlying conceptual base. But there is something seri-
ously wrong with advocating closer reading, or closest
reading, even aside from the fact that it might not be
meaningful or helpful in a given interpretive discourse.
In the study of visual artifacts it is tacitly assumed that
readings, both close and far, are matters of choice. Each
serves particular interpretive ends, whether they are the
ones the interpreter might have described or not. In each
instance there is the moment when the anthropologist,
archaeologist, or art historian declines to read a given
mark, or to read it as a certain kind of mark, and then
the argument can proceed only on the agreement that
the semiotic system functions as it is imputed to do.
The “closest”” reading would depend on how the com-
munity of interpreters perceived the disposition of
meaningless marks and meaningful signs and how it
chose to understand ‘‘mark’’ and “sign.”” That seems rea-
sonable, and often enough it is true in practice, but it
also harbors another assumption: that there are levels

of reading that find meaning in successively smaller sig-
nifying units. One archaeologist might only care that
the Placard baton is a biton and that it was found near
another, similar one. Another might be interested in its
size and shape in relation to comparable examples. A
third might notice the ““decoration’”” on the handle. A
fourth might be drawn to the structure of the ““decora-
tion”” (hatch marks between register lines). Marshack
notices each mark, and I have suggested that there may
even be more to see. The notion of levels of meaning is
as clear here as it ever gets: oil painting is a morass by
comparison, a single slurred continuous line from the
name of the entire painting to the stray hairs of the
paintbrush embedded in the paint. In both instances,
the point of unsurpassable closeness is a distance where
the lenses of the interpretive machine can no longer fo-
cus, where for the purposes of the reading there are no
finer marks, no further signs to be read. It is the place,
in a semiotic account, where the lexeme (the meaning-
ful unit, such as brushmarks that form a tree) gives way
to the morpheme (the structurally defined but meaning-
less unit, such as a brushmark), or the character gives
way to the mark, or—in the general case—the semiotic
meets the non- or subsemiotic. Whatever the medium
or the terms of the analysis, the hypothesis of various
levels of reading culminating and terminating in a clos-
est possible approach is necessary to make sense of the
idea of close reading.

All three of these ideas—Ilevels, free choice among the
levels, and a final level—can be questioned. And here I
want to switch disciplines, because some of the most
interesting work on close reading has been done not in
anthropology or art history but in literary criticism. The
critic Paul de Man'’s essays on poets, philosophers, and
other critics are presented as exemplary close readings:
those who follow his arguments carefully can be left
with the impression that nothing could be closer. But
in each case there remains a certain measurable distance
between de Man’s critical strategies and the texts he
exposits. The distance is not an external one that might
be measured by contrasting de Man’s versions of texts
with other accounts but an internal one that appears
between his version of texts and alternative versions
that can be read in those same accounts. In other words,
there is at times a primary text irregularly represented
in his writing that is more nuanced and articulate than
the text as it is formally presented.

An excellent article by Henry Staten raises this ques-
tion in regard to de Man’s reading of Nietzsche’s Birth
of Tragedy (Staten 1990). Staten observes that a hierar-
chy of degrees of closeness is implicit in the terms of de
Man'’s reading of Nietzsche. De Man, Staten says, views
Nietzsche “from a middle distance,” and Staten pro-
poses to move in closer in order to discern “fissures . . .
between unities of meaning,” such as Nietzsche’s appar-
ently unified ““Apollonian’’ or “Dionysian.” Each dis-
tance has its own ideological force (it is a construction
that can be shown to be utilized for a given purpose),
although the meaning of the degree of closeness that de
Man employs remains invisible to de Man himself for
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the duration of his reading. Other readings are sup-
pressed by the text in a way that could be recovered,
but in Staten’s reading de Man'’s particular “distance” is
what de Man himself would call a moment of necessary
blindness. It has to do, Staten thinks, with de Man’s past
and his ““cold” refusal to listen to the “‘ecstatic call’ of
the ‘Dionysian bird’”’ (Staten 1990:37)—but however we
may choose to explain it, Staten’s reading demonstrates
a way in which closer readings can be half-hidden in any
account, and it locates a moment of blindness over the
exact place that is understood as the closest approach to
whatever text is under consideration. I think much the
same could be said of accounts of images, and I would
suggest that one of the reasons Marshack’s readings have
proved so difficult to critique is that blindness concen-
trates where the reading seems closest. In reading Mar-
shack’s interpretations, I have deliberately made use of
his own photographs in order to suggest that closer read-
ings lurk in the text itself (““text” here taken as the sum
of photographs, diagrams, and writing in the book). The
photographs are evidence of variant readings, still unper-
formed, and they combine with the interpretation he
gives to create a tension between his own interpretation,
presented as the closest meaningful response to the arti-
facts, and something closer that might yet be given
words. Marshack’s blindness is especially clear in a pas-
sage where he asserts that his work does not “‘read in”
meaning (1974a:330}:

Categorizing a sequence as a “tally” or, more descrip-
tively, as a possible hunting or gaming tally or even
as a mnemonic device is not a form of scientific anal-
ysis. It is a form of analogic gaming, based on the
matching of certain gross visual similarities. Inten-
sive methodological analysis of each sequence, on
the other hand, provides a body of internal data not
requiring ethnographic comparisons.

It may seem that the problem here has to do with plac-
ing the border between “internal’’ and external data, so
that everything inside inheres in the object and is “sci-
entific’” and immune to analogy and everything outside
depends on unstable analogies (Marshack 19924:182).
But that border in turn depends on the location of the
closest reading. The significant phrase here is “‘gross vi-
sual similarities’”: the distinction between reading and
reading in is determined in advance by assumptions re-
garding what is gross and what is fine, what is vague and
what is intensive. In other words, proper “scientific”’
interpretation is set in motion by an invisible decision
regarding the location and nature of the finest available
data.

When close reading itself is at stake, as it is in differ-
ent ways for Ginzburg and de Man, a writer’s distance
will necessarily be repressed rather than openly declared
as it seems to be, even though—and, in de Manian
terms, because—other positions remain legible in the
text. This could be put—a little extravagantly, but in
the spirit of de Man’s paradoxes—as the impossibility
of close reading, since it goes to show that close reading
is the name of a method that posits a number of dis-
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tances from a work but does so in order to be able to
remain blind to the one distance that is finally adopted.
Marshack never addresses the appropriateness of his
chosen level of close reading, except by saying that he
studied every significant mark; in de Man’s terms, he
cannot address the question without writing an account
that would be incompatible with the one he presents.

This helps explain the occasionally incoherent and
unhelpful literature that is generated in the wake of con-
certed close reading: their analytic disjunction from the
work at hand may best be assigned to the way that un-
improvably close looking seems to be located within a
field of blindness. The author of the close reading relies
on the notion of levels or distances of reading and sup-
presses both the existence of closer readings and also
the assumptions about closeness that inform his chosen
distance. Marshack is resourceful in describing his read-
ing but less so in uncovering the assumptions that make
it possible; and in a similar way, his critics have usually
been quick to find alternative readings but hard-pressed
to say why their readings should be preferred to his.

A close, or closest, reading cannot succeed in erasing
signs of closer meaningful readings (that is, not just
closer looks at meaningless marks), and it cannot fully
understand or exposit its own position. It may seem that
this is an acceptable aporia, because it is also the de-
scription of a very adventurous place, fraught with risk
and potential reward: having brought the critique for-
ward along a series of known readings, the writer inhab-
its a foggy place where everything seems “‘closest” and
there is no more room to move. Eventually someone
else may find a way to assess the account and push for-
ward again. I put it as a dramatic scenario to bring out
its suspicious rationality. It is a picture of interpretation
that models itself on progress or exploration—both of
them suspect ideals. A deeper critique, made by de Man
himself in other texts, demonstrates that this last hope
of close reading is also misguided.

At the beginning of Allegories of Reading, de Man
sets out what amounts to a proof of the impossibility
of unimpeded motion toward or away from the object

(1979:4):

On the one hand, literature cannot merely be re-
ceived as a definite unit of referential meaning that
can be decoded without leaving a residue. The code
is unusually conspicuous, complex, and enigmatic;
it attracts an inordinate amount of attention to it-
self, and this attention has to acquire the rigor of a
method. [Hence] literature breeds it own formal-
ism....

On the other hand—and this is the real mys-
tery—no literary formalism, no matter how accurate
and enriching in its analytic powers, is ever allowed
to come into being without seeming reductive . . .

A “‘naive’’ reading of literature, which understands it as
a mimetic project, is always at odds with the critical
impulse, with its increasingly strict method. The dia-
logue between the two kinds of reading creates a state
of affairs in which there are persistent attempts to recon-
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cile the two into a general theory of reading. De Man
resists that, and remains skeptical of ““false models and
metaphors” about the “inside and outside” of literary
representation. Barbara Johnson calls this “rigorous un-
reliability’’: the more rigorous a close reading becomes,
the less reliable it is revealed to be (Johnson 1984:285).
There is no simple path from one side to the other: read-
ing itself changes en route, and it passes through the
““conspicuous, complex, and enigmatic’ acts of decoding
and forgetting that make ““method” possible. In a charac-
teristic move, de Man understands this injunction in
terms of his own theory about reading: the more rigor-
ous he becomes about the “reconciliation” of the two
kinds of reading, the less reliable his text becomes. The
two are linked in a single motion—hence Johnson’s
phrase “‘rigorous unreliability.”

It is a commonplace in art history, archaeology, and
other disciplines concerned with visual images that any
reading can become as close as it wants, its only limit
being the texture of the work itself: I can claim that any
mark is significant if I can make a persuasive case that
it is a mark at all. In this way the limits of an ultimately
close reading seem effectively only a matter of optics
(What can we see when we get that close?), propriety (Is
it appropriate to look at Monet through a magnifying
glass?), or analytic coherence (Can we assign meanings
to every gestural mark?). These working notions share
a common figure in which the interpreter moves in by
easy, gradual steps, through a known landscape, to a
limit imposed by what are taken as semiotic require-
ments or by what I have called “propriety’’ or “optics.”
Much of contemporary art history and archaeology still
believes in the possibility of adjudicating, in a reliable
and rigorous manner, between “internal, formal, private
structures” and ‘“‘external, referential, and public ef-
fects.” De Man’s critique takes away the last hope that
a close reading has of controlling itself: it cannot suc-
ceed in repressing closer readings, it cannot understand
its own position, it cannot know how to move between
positions—and it cannot avoid appearing ‘‘unreliable”
in relation to more relaxed, ‘‘naive’” or general reading.
And de Man’s interpretation also suggests why close
reading has to seem strange, especially when it is most
entrancing: and unsurpassed close reading is an absolute
refusal to negotiate the terms of reading. It is “reduc-
tive,”” as de Man says, and therefore also stubborn, in-
tractable, obstinate, and difficult: all qualities that Mar-
shack’s readers have felt when they have tried to come
to terms with his work.

Conclusions, with a Speculation on the
Pathology of Close Readings

There are many more things that could be said about
close reading, and I might mention several of them be-
fore I bring these thoughts to their conclusion. It would
be interesting, for example, to see what ideas other theo-
ries might bring to bear on habits of close reading and
to compare protocols of reading in disciplines such as
religious exegesis, psychoanalysis, and medicine (all of

which have highly developed lexica to monitor interpre-
tive accuracy). Since my concern has been visual arti-
facts, I have not even opened the question of the particu-
lar meanings close reading has when its object is
linguistic. I have said next to nothing about the history
of close readings from Greek literary criticism to the
present, even though it is often relevant to the supposi-
tions of my own approach. Nor have I addressed the
difficult correspondences between words such as ““deco-
ration,” “‘notation,” and “‘sign’’ and the terms of visual
semiotics, including ‘“sign,” “‘mark,” “‘trace,” and their
linguistic counterparts (Elkins 1995a). Given the almost
unencompassable range of the ideal of close reading in
activities as different as detective novels and surgery, it
would also be important to explore how the problems I
have described occur in disciplines other than archaeol-
ogy, in order to see what properties might unite different
senses of close reading. But I have omitted these ques-
tions, among others, in order to concentrate on what I
take to be irreducible conditions of close reading in vi-
sual artifacts. To conclude, I want to bring together a
few pragmatic comments on the question of Paleolithic
artifacts and then end with some wider speculations on
why close readings remain so rare and so strange.

In terms of the kinds of artifacts I have mentioned
here, close readings are the best places to begin to ask
what is meant by the most fundamental terms that are
used to describe the images. Such an inquiry would have
the virtue of turning our conversations inward long
enough to see what we expect in any given case of the
central terms in our discourse about images. In Mar-
shack’s work, a provisional list might include the fol-
lowing assumptions about notation, some of them still
unexamined in the literature:

1. Notation is made up of marks disposed in a one-
dimensional manner, either in a straight line, in rows,
in curving lines, along an edge, or between register lines.
If a surface is notational and is entirely covered with
marks, it will break down into one-dimensional se-
quences.

2. Notation is “intentional,’” meaning that each mark
is carefully and deliberately made. Sloppy or haphazard
markings are more likely to be decorative.

3. Decoration and notation are mutually exclusive; a
marked artifact may be either decoration or notation but
not both. When a configuration of marks is “structural
and sequential,” the “laws of probability argue
against . . . an ‘artistic’ intention’’ (Marshack 1991a:36).
Decoration and ““organized designs’’ do not usually show
“‘unrhythmic crowding” of lines (Marshack 1991a:51).

4. Notations are made over time, with measured
pauses between marks (they are “‘time-factored,” in
Marshack’s phrase). Marks may be made all at once, but
if they are notational they will represent an accumula-
tion of time intervals that would stand for longer inter-
vals. Conversely, marks made over time are likely to be
notation (Marshack 1972a:169).

5. Notational sequences show “‘internal irregularities”
or divide into sets (Marshack 1972a:86). Conversely, en-
tirely uniform marks are likely to be decoration.

6. If a set of marks is a notation, every mark is signifi-
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cant and must be counted. No rule of form or location
or strength of mark can exempt a mark from being
counted.

7. Notation does not make use of signs or symbols
made of sets of marks. If a configuration is a notation,
compound marks that appear to be signs or symbols
need to be dissected into their individual marks (Mar-
shack 1991b:39).

8. The shape of a mark is generally not significant; it
can be any size. (The exceptions occur where smaller
marks correspond to phase points in the lunar sequence.)
Conversely, a shaped or representational mark will not
normally be notational (Marshack 19724:230-31).

9. The orientation of a mark is generally not signifi-
cant; it can be horizontal or diagonal in a sequence that
is primary vertical. Marks can be “feet”” or complemen-
tary crosshatching added to other marks that have al-
ready been laid down (Marshack 1991b:149).

10. The position of a mark on a surface is generally
not significant; a fully marked surface can sometimes
be read by determining the order of marks, sometimes
by trial and error (Marshack 1972a:212).

These are the kinds of assumptions that need to be
addressed first, or along with, more practical or conven-
tional interpretations if we are to increase our awareness
of our own place in history and the expectations we have
of artifacts (or, to say it the other way around, the mean-
ings we “find” in them). That purpose is not always
cogent, especially when interpretive communities are
already posing and answering interesting questions; but
when they become stalled with insoluble claims, as they
have in Marshack’s case, these questions can dissolve
some of the obstacles to further dialogue.

It may seem that this has been the overly close exami-
nation of an obsessively close reader, but the ideas in-
volved are widely applicable. Marshack’s method is not
an eccentric or marginal regimen but the vigilant appli-
cation of a central methodology of any discipline that
works with what it takes to be a structured, “system-
atic” artifact of any kind, from Paleolithic artifacts to
Neoexpressionist canvases and from graphs to literary
texts (Elkins 1995c). Marshack does what we all say we
should do, but he does more of it, and in many respects
he does it better: and for that reason the difficulty that
people have experienced trying to argue with him needs
to be taken seriously.

One of the joys of Marshack’s work is that it shows
just how loosely we read the more commonplace images
that occupy most of anthropology and art history. An-
thropologists interpret cultural artifacts in accord with
assumptions about decoration that allow them to get on
with the business of writing without stopping to count
every welt in a scarified body or every bead in a neck-
lace. The best way to reveal those kinds of decisions
is to contrast them with other interpretations based on
different concepts of adequate or close reading. Scarifi-
cations and beadwork, after all, are “‘time-factored”:
each bead takes a moment to string, and each piercing
hurts. An interpretation that dissected a tattoo or a piece
of jewelry into moments and gestures that fine might
well appear as lunatic as Marshack’s lunar calendars
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have sometimes seemed: but that response disguises a
serious problem—a hollowness in the concept of inter-
pretation itself. The same is true in my own discipline.
Art historians and critics pay little attention to group-
ings, types, sequences, and series of marks and virtually
none to individual marks. Our smallest units tend to
be images in their own right (depicted figures, portraits,
objects, symbols), and when it comes to individual
marks, as it does for example in Pollock’s work, we gen-
erally prefer theorizing about their nature to studying
them. All these are signs of what we overlook in order
to preserve a certain working notion of close reading. By
Marshack’s standards, our seeing is blurred and cursory,
and our standards of looking are indefensibly lax. In lit-
erary criticism, where the concepts I have been explor-
ing are most fully developed, the blindnesses of close
readings affect the theory of close reading itself. Ginz-
burg (1980) is fully aware of his attraction to close read-
ing in detective fiction, art history, and psychoanalysis
but only partly aware of the reasons he is so attracted.
His books replay that attraction by applying the method
to various subjects, rather than delving into the critical
question of the place of his writing within the tradition
and the limits of self-reflexivity in any given instance.
Like art historians, anthropologists, and archaeologists,
Ginzburg prefers close readings over looser ones, and he
sometimes becomes interested in the history of close
reading itself—but that interest does not intrude on his
chosen regimens of close reading, which are unimpeded
by any potentially disruptive critical reflection.

Close reading is structurally pathological in relation
to other modes of reading. Earlier I suggested that is a
result of its position at the far end of a domain of ways
of reading whose other extreme embraces ‘‘naive” de-
coding without—as de Man says—interpretive ‘resi-
due.” A less exact way of saying that would be to point
out that most of our readings are more or less—mostly
more—Ilazy. Most of us want to escape the tyranny of
prolonged close engagement with the artifacts or with
our writing. Taking more ordinary encounters with ob-
jects as the standard, readings like Marshack’s (or Mo-
relli’s or Panofsky’s) are apt to seem a little strange. Yet
stiflingly close reading is an imperative of humanist
scholarship and of literacy more generally: it has to be
possible in order for there to be such a thing as a text,
or an image, to understand; but it also has to be impossi-
ble in order to let us get on with the vaguer meanings
we all prefer.

Comments

MICHAEL BAXANDALL
Department of History of Art, University of
California, Berkeley, Calif. 94720-6020, U.S.A.

29 IX 9§

A preliminary awkwardness—which it would not be
useful to pursue here as such but which I must declare
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because it will color my comment—is that I am used
to taking “close reading” in a different sense from that
stipulated by Elkins. (The exemplary close reading, for
me, is the literary criticism of William Empson in Seven
Types of Ambiguity.) What I think of as close reading is
not penetration to a collocation of smallest signifying
units and could never entertain a reductive distinction
between notation and ornament of the kind ascribed to
Alexander Marshack, and it has nothing to do with in-
terpretive rigour or a semiotic hierarchy of closeness of
the kind described with reference to Paul de Man. So
my first problem is that the close reader of Elkins’s pa-
thology is certainly not a straw man but a construct
designed to bring out some logical consequences en-
tailed in a “constant’”’ but “unanalyzed’”” ‘‘ideal” that I
do not think I share.

This said, and turning to the sense of “close reading’’
he stipulates, it seems, first, that this is a scrutiny of
the object in which the lowest-level signs possible are
distinguished and assembled into signifying combina-
tions and, second, that the purpose of such scrutiny is
to check on the correctness of interpretation. The me-
dium of analysis is semiotic and the project hermeneu-
tic. My problem here is that, even leaving aside the intri-
cate issue of whether hermeneutic and semiotic can
couple productively at all, semiotics seems to me inade-
quate to the interest (or meaning) of the artifacts I must
deal with as an art critic. I need not argue this here, since
Elkins himself, in “Nonsemiotic Elements in Pictures’’
(199s5a), has excellently described the problems raised
by semiotic readings of visual images of the kind ad-
dressed by art historians—say, for purposes of common
visualization, any painting by Rembrandt. As he says in
that paper, I think, to accommodate the properties that
make the pictures worth scrutiny—the way they are
painted, on the “level” of the individual mark at one
extreme and the total character of our experience of a
picture at the other—either the notion of the sign must
be expanded and diversified a 1a Charles Peirce to a point
where I doubt whether the specific interpretive thrust
of “sign” is any longer doing much work or an inelegant
apparatus of sub- and suprasemiotic accessories has to
be cobbled together to cover precisely what is proper to
such painting. Either recourse puts the notion of sign
under such pressure that if it had an authentic theoreti-
cal status it would have to yield place.

I suppose it is uncontroversial that a valid reading
should be adequate to low-level orders. But actually,
even though an appeal to low-level coherence may sat-
isfy an important hermeneutic canon, I think that close
reading typically serves a heuristic purpose rather than
a hermeneutic one. The close reading is then local and
selective rather than overall or complete—and not a ran-
dom trial bore but the purposeful following of a vein.
What it fixates is the pregnant detail in which larger
orders are implicit or by which larger orders are con-
trolled.

I realize that the “complete” reading Elkins is refer-
ring to is not a critical program. It is a potentiality en-
tailed by a certain sense of the structure of the object.

But what this ideal complete reading would seem to me
inadequate to is the nature of the visual act, which is
determining in different ways for both the maker and
the beholder of pictures. This is as much a sequential
process as the making and marking of one of Alexander
Marshack’s batons. But it too is intentionally shaped—
aimed and framed, focusing and discriminate, opportu-
nistic and elliptical, restlessly conjectural and diverted
by the informatively different, dismissive of external re-
dundancy but itself repetitious in its elected scanning
path, only weakly retentive of pure visual data and quick
to bank economically categorized objects instead—and
so on. (Perhaps this is the ““lazy” reading Elkins feels we
will and should eventually revert to; I reckon it is proper
reading of visual art.) What is the theoretical status of a
procedure that vision is not even theoretically capable
of? And what is the status of the signifying structure
that entails it?

DAVID CARRIER
Department of Philosophy, Carnegie Mellon Institute,
Pittsburgh, Pa. 15213-3890, U.S.A. 6 1X 95

To speak, as Elkins does, of ““close reading”’ is to employ
an odd trope, for what does it mean to be close enough
to a visual image to read it properly? How, it is worth
asking, are the concerns associated with vision and read-
ing to be combined when dealing with visual art? Stand-
ing too far away from something, you cannot see its
details properly. Getting too close, you will not be able
to view the whole object at once. To view it adequately,
then, an observer needs to find just the right distance—
neither too close nor too far away. What, finally, have
these ways of describing visual experience to do with
reading? A close reader is someone who sees important
details which others who are less observant are too far
away to view. But a reader who gets too close, focusing
on minor points, is unable to get what, speaking meta-
phorically, we call “the big picture.”

These ways of talking about ““close reading” seem to
draw on our everyday experience of understanding other
people. When I am close to a person, then I know with-
out much need for questions how she or he feels. But
perhaps I am too close to intimate friends to judge them
objectively. Certainly it is hard to be objective about
myself, for I am too close to myself to view myself as
others see me. Understanding someone, like doing close
reading of a visual artwork, requires that there be some
distance between us.

Because I have read the literature on Nicolas Poussin
(1594—1665), I feel close enough to his works to have
a sense of what kinds of interpretations are reasonable
(Carrier 1993). His culture is distant, but through read-
ing I bring it close, bridging the gap between his world
and mine. Because I have known the abstract painter
Sean Scully (1945—) for 16 years, I feel close enough to
him to have good intuitions about how to describe his
art (Carrier 1994:245—67). We are close enough for me
to give reliable close readings of his work. The anthropo-
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logical examples discussed by Elkins differ from these
cases. When the interpreter has in hand only an object,
then determining what marks or other properties of that
object deserve analysis seems hard. Lacking any inde-
pendent written evidence about how these objects were
understood by their creators, understanding what counts
as a close reading of objects from very distant cultures
is very difficult. If no contemporary commentary on the
artwork is available, what can the historian do except
look as closely as possible at the object itself? But who
is to say if that interpreter is too close to be objective?
And if there is debate about what features of the object
in question are relevant, how can we settle a conflict of
interpretations?

The art historian who has explored these issues in the
most far-reaching way, Richard Shiff, makes the contrast
between iconic and indexical features of paintings
which captures the essential logic of this situation: “At
one moment, as we respond to the iconic function, we
may feel that a painting signifies whatever it resembles
and gives some account of it; this is to respond to its
iconic function. At the next moment, as we respond to
the indexical function, we may feel that a painting signi-
fies the hand that made it, giving us information about
the person who motivated that hand” (Shiff 1989:68).
Indexically, he suggests, characterizes modernism. Per-
haps, then, Marshack should be identified as a modern-
ist art historian. This identification of his work may
explain why his work has attracted attention, but it does
not, of course, answer Elkins’s questions about how to
evaluate it.

T.J. CLARK
Department of History of Art, University of
California, Berkeley, Calif. 94720-6020 U.S.A. 30 1X 95

Two comments on Elkins’s excellent article—the first
frankly amateurish, the second a bit more firmly
grounded:

A reader from the humanities inevitably falls to won-
dering how Marshack understands the relations between
the notational activities he is trying to reconstruct and
those we call “language.” Having given oneself the regu-
lation smack on the wrist for logocentrism, one still
wants to know: In what possible world of Paleolithic
human doings does Marshack set his calendrical mark
making? Ultimately I think the answers he gives to this
question are grist for Elkins’s mill. First of all, he freely
admits that he does have a speculative picture of Paleo-
lithic cultures and capacities and that the picture in
some sense drove his inquiry: “These concepts [of the
pattern of skills and potentials into which notation fits]
are important, for they were part of the intuitive insights
that allowed me to proceed with the research’” (Mar-
shack 1972a:118). But do not the concepts themselves,
as Marshack presents them, run counter to his effort to
draw firm lines between notation, decoration, and
“sign’’? The striking feature of Marshack’s speculative
Paleolithic—the way it differs from previous wis-
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dom—is surely its wish to add into the picture of human
practice many more dimensions than language, tool
making, and control of fire. Language ““was an adjunct
and a product of the increasingly complex, widening,
time-factored, time-factoring capacity and potential of
the hominine brain and its culture.” Communication—
for instance, the range of words and gestures that he
believes came into being to mark pain, fear, frustration,
desire, etc.—rests on ‘“a common awareness that was
essentially time-factored and non-verbal, referring to
processes and relations with a large measure of emo-
tional, kinesthetic, or mimetic understanding.” I do not
see how this general picture of Paleolithic development
tallies with Marshack’s effort to separate out notation
from, say, “kinesthetic or mimetic”” kinds of mark mak-
ing. Or at least the general picture seems to me to sug-
gest the sort of insecure boundaries between mark-as-
metonym and mark-as-metaphor which I take Elkins to
be arguing for. And in the end I do not feel too abashed
at suggesting that the key question may remain that of
verbal language. If we situate the markings Marshack is
describing already within some kind of linguistic field,
in which a shifting between registers of representation
is increasingly made possible—a shifting from memory
to prediction to inference to punctual insistence on the
present state of things, between ‘“emotional, kines-
thetic, or mimetic understandings’’—then surely our
whole picture of the mark marker’s sense of the range
of things a pattern of marks might do {might do concur-
rently) is turned in Elkins’s direction.

I much admire Elkins’s presentation of de Man, but I
am not quite sure whether he believes that de Man him-
self would have claimed to be doing “‘close reading.” I
doubt that he would. I think he saw ‘“closeness’’ as one
of a family of terms, which will never go away in episte-
mology, that wishes or imagines a final level of material
visibility for the act of signification. Other such terms,
which de Man confronts directly, always in a sceptical
spirit, are ‘‘grammar,”’ “inscription,” ‘‘semiotic,” and
signifiant/signifié. As Elkins knows well, the main
drift of de Man’s later work is to argue against these
forms of ‘“‘scientific’” materialism in favor of a truly
“mechanistic” (and therefore figural) one. “Reading” in
de Man’s view is neither close nor distant, or always
close and distant, as well as literal and figurative, se-
mantic and rhetorical, summary and exhaustive, para-
tactic and periodic, rigorous and lazy, commonsensical
and forced—and all the hundred other metaphors with
which we try, as readers, to get hold of the nothing or
everything (the unknowable, the unjustifiable) we do. In
reading reading, says de Man, “we look for the delicate
area where the thematic, semantic field and the rhetori-
cal structures begin to interfere with each other” (de
Man 1993:200). You could almost put ““notational” for
“‘semantic”’ here, and ““decorative’” for “rhetorical.” Al-
most, but not quite, since it is time and again de Man’s
chief point that the distinction between the ‘“decora-
tive’” and the “mimetic”” in rhetoric is impossible to
draw. This is the real scandal for close reading. The
“decorative”’—meaning the mere figure of speech, the
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mere trading on the accidental possibilities of the me-
dium—is also the moment, in signification, at which
“notation” becomes ‘“‘mimesis’’—only apparently, of
course, only delusively, but irresistibly. And in any case,
the logical status of the ““onlies’ here is precisely what
reading puts in doubt. The implications of all this for
Marshack’s key distinctions are ominous. Elkins spells
them out with a wonderful lack of postmodern gloating.

IAIN DAVIDSON
Department of Archaeology and Palaeoanthropology,
University of New England, Armidale, N.S.W.,
Australia (idavidso@metz.une.edu.au). 20 X 95

This paper seems to have two parts that need not fit
together: a useful analysis of some of Marshack’s work
and an attempt to put that analysis into a theoretical
framework of other art criticism. I have no knowledge
of the internal debates in art criticism; my remarks may
bear on the theoretical issue, but for me the important
thing is the evaluation of Marshack’s work.

We are indebted to Elkins for his summary of Mar-
shack’s assertions about notation, which exposes some
of the difficulties in evaluating his descriptions and in-
terpretations. These difficulties highlight the impor-
tance of some framework for distinguishing notation,
decoration, ‘‘unintentional”’ marking, and marking that
has some other function. As I understand it, Marshack
would be comfortable with a claim that microscopic ex-
amination is essential for establishing (1) the sequence
of mark making and (2) the use of one or more tools
(although these are not truly independent observations).
I agree. Without what Elkins is calling “‘close reading”’
there can be no useful observations. Such observations
are fundamental for establishing intent, but they are not
sufficient. The issue that Elkins and others have grap-
pled with is what other observations establish intent.
What is appropriate close reading, however, is more
open to dispute. Marshack has occasionally heaped
scorn on observations that do not derive from the use of
a microscope, as though observations were somewhat
better with magnification. Does this mean that an elec-
tron microscope yields better results than an optical
one? I think not. How close is close enough seems to be
an issue but not one that helps us understand anything
more about the importance of Marshack’s work.

First and foremost, Marshack has made us all aware
that close reading is necessary. What marks “‘mean’’ and
whether they were made intentionally can in some in-
stances be resolved by examining the forms of the marks
and the surfaces themselves. Thus, I have argued that
careful examination of marked bones from Bilzings-
leben, Pech de I’Azé, and Haua Fteah shows that they
have been gnawed or heavily eroded (perhaps by stom-
ach acids) or both (Davidson 1990, 1991). This is visible
with either no magnification or that of a hand lens, and
therefore closer reading is unlikely to reveal anything
about their meaning. These taphonomic circumstances
seem to have priority in any interpretation of the speci-

mens, and, as with the pierced bones from La Quina
(Chase 1990), there is no good case here for early symbol-
ism. Closer reading will not get us closer to under-
standing.

Marshack has also made us aware that notation may
be an important issue. I am far from thinking that he
has established that it was going on. Nevertheless,
should his interpretation be correct, it is part of the his-
tory of codification that begins with language origins
and goes on to writing, printing, computer discs, and
electronic mail. Before the message was carried in a cleft
stick, the stick itself carried the message. Did notation
happen as Marshack says, and did the messages have
anything to do with the moon? We may never know,
but the answer will surely come from better thinking
rather than better looking, from closer argument rather
than closer reading.

WHITNEY DAVIS
Department of Art History, Northwestern University,
Evanston Ill. 60208, U.S.A. 16 X 95

Many archaeologists and art historians will be surprised
to hear from Elkins that Marshack’s analytic methods—
Marshack’s (e.g., 1984) usual term for his procedures—
are “‘among the most careful . . . in all of archaeology
as well as in art history and criticism, visual theory,
connoisseurship, and conservation.” By “careful analy-
sis,”” Elkins seems to mean what he goes on to consider
as “‘close reading,” though clearly there can be careful
analysis that is neither close nor reading. But if we ac-
cept his equation and his sophisticated elaboration, then
possibly he is right. To assess it, we need wider views
of both Marshack’s and Paul de Man’s work than the
ones Elkins frames.

Among archaeologists, Lewis R. Binford’s scrutiny of
the archaeological landscape tries to disentangle what I
have elsewhere called nonintentional, zero-degree inten-
tional, and variable intentional traces (Davis 1992b) in
a site that was partly traversed by human or hominid
activity as well as by natural forces and animals. Some-
times Binford calls this scrutiny “reading,” as in deci-
pherment (e.g., 1983:11, 14). Usually, however, he wants
to ‘““take a reading,’ as if from a thermometer (e.g.,
1984:9). In its most bravura performance, this reading
(e.g., Freeman, Binford, and White 1983} is surely a more
“careful”” or “‘close” forensic analysis than Marshack’s.
In art history, Sir John Beazley’s (e.g., 1942) discrimina-
tion of ““analytic individuals’’ (I use the standard archae-
ological term [Hill and Gunn 1977]) in Greek vase paint-
ing—actual painters, their workshops, etc.—is an equally
careful and “close” forensics. Beazley’s “reading’”’ is an
individuating technique, like discovering or identifying
the voice one wants to hear in a crowded, noisy room—
whether or not it can, in itself, be understood. The ac-
tual historical results of both analysts carry greater
weight and have attracted greater agreement than Mar-
shack’s.

Whatever he may say, Marshack adopts neither a rig-
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orous evolutionism nor a rigorous reflexology. Indeed,
he avoids them and in some cases directly violates them,
such as when he introduces a teleological force—a hu-
man ““symbol-making capacity’’—into evolution by nat-
ural selection. For just this reason, he seems to
“read’’—that is, attempts to diagnose (as Binford would
say) or attribute (as Beazley would say)—the remaining
components of the graphism, to be parsed, we could put
it, as either nonadaptive reflex or adaptive nonreflex or
what we can call graphic formality. Depending on back-
ground theory, yet to be explicitly identified, either one
of these elements of the graphism can be taken as an
index of what has ordinarily, and rather variously, been
called “intentional,” “‘meaningful,” “conventional,” or
“semiotic’” marking: if the graphism is not reflexive, it
must, so the reasoning goes, be voluntary, calculated,
conscious, or what-have-you; if the graphism is not
adaptive, it must be reflective, symbolic, aesthetic, or
what-have-you.

Most important, because any forensic determination
requires criteria for parsing the whole morphological
field through time (the holomorph) into Binfordian
(adaptive-rational), Beazleyan (reflexive-individuated),
Marshackian, and possibly other domains, the graphism
is always an index of the negative or converse of each
of these possibilities. Therein, as Elkins suggests in dif-
ferent terms, lies its complexity and its challenge—
challenge, that is, for any particular discipline that takes
“‘conventions’’ or ‘‘signs,”’ say, as supposedly irreducible
objects of study (as in one contemporary version of a
semioticist art history). The very identification of the
graphism itself, let alone its Marshackian reading (or
Binfordian diagnosis or Beazleyan attribution), is at
stake, though we must not dramatize the interest of
this fact as such: Binford is quite prepared to discover
that the ““graphism’’ is, in fact, a natural scar, blotch, or
stain, and he operates a forensic analysis adequate to the
possibility, and Beazley initially assumes that every-
thing is ““graphism’’ even if it is not (there are times, for
example, when paintings are attributed on the basis of
the pot breaks). At a certain point, in other words, we
leave the ““graphism’’ and return to the context that sup-
ports and enfolds it, the artifact or the site, which in
itself cannot be ‘“read” in Marshack’s sense. (By the
same token, at a certain point Binford leaves the site
and “‘reads’ the graphism, which cannot really be diag-
nosed in his sense; Beazley leaves the graphism and
“reads’’ the artifact, which cannot really be attributed
in his sense.) Thus it might appear that Marshack’s work
is an intensive interrogation of the very possibility of
reading, no matter how (or especially when) “close.” But
80 too, and equally, is the work of Binford or Beazley—
from different directions in the explication of the holo-
morph, the material and temporal continuum of the
site-assemblage-artifact-mark. If close reading is “im-
possible,” by the same token so too are diagnosis and
attribution—at whatever scale. I do not think the de
Manian doctrine of the necessary blindness of close
reading really takes us very far with this point. Among
other things, de Man (e.g., 1986) explicitly limited him-
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self to the hypogrammatic (potentially readable) context
of the “inscription” rather than the holomorphic (com-
pletely nonreadable) context of the hypogram.

I believe Marshack’s “readings’’ are important not be-
cause they are (or are not) ‘“close.” In their evaluation
of alternative scenarios of production, documentation of
the material remains of the hypothetical holomorph and
its hypograms (if any), fine-tuned attention to traces of
inscriptional activity itself, etc., they do not seem to
be as powerful as Binford’s diagnosis of adaptation or
Beazley’s attribution of individuation. But none of this
really matters—for in the end it is not so much the
structure or style as the supposedly substantive object
of Marshack’s reading that counts. Of course, as Elkins
demonstrates, any general problems of reading will
apply to Marshack’s. But does this tell us much about
the specific content and intelligibility of Marshack’s—
as opposed to any and all other close readers’—unique
readerly interest?

Here we should recall that even in the field of prehis-
toric art studies—or the evolutionary archaeology of
graphic formality—Marshack’s ‘“close reading,” even on
its own terms, is not necessarily any ““closer’”’ than that,
for example, pioneered in the unjustly forgotten work
of G-B-M. Flamand, Les pierres écrites (1921). Flamand
literally paid microscopic attention to the way in which
North African prehistoric engravings were made, study-
ing the depth, direction, cross-section, etc., of incisions,
extracting information about the step-by-step proce-
dures and tools of the engravers. Flamand did not ne-
cessarily think he was ‘“reading.” In his interest in
patination and superimposition, he was closer to “Bin-
fordian” concerns for site formation and ‘‘Beazleyan”
concerns for chronosocial attribution. But nonetheless
at some points he clearly aimed to reconstruct the cogni-
tive schemata and conventions of the engravers. In Fla-
mand we can find at least a prototype of most of the
technical procedures or “analytic methods’”’ employed
by Marshack. The question, then, is not really how Mar-
shack reads—or how “closely’’—but what he reads so
closely.

Why Marshack has become a globally influential
scholar in many disciplines and Flamand remains an ob-
scure practitioner applauded only by historians of Afri-
can rock art studies (see Davis 1990:272—74) is not an
uninteresting question. Flamand’s markings were in a
sense already readable because they were understood, at
the time, to be pictures; although one might wonder
what the pictures symbolized, their legibility as such
was not in question. Hence Flamand could be credited
not with a substantive cultural-historical discovery but
only with a seemingly archaeological or technical
method. Marshack’s markings, by contrast, were not de-
ciphered or even understood to be readable. Although
Marshack has consistently proffered his decipher-
ments—his well-known interpretation of “lunar calen-
dars’’—as a possible but purely hypothetical explanation
for the readability of something else that he has suc-
ceeded in reading, the excitement that accrues to any
decipherment perhaps overshadowed this reading. Mar-
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shack is reading readability—in the sense, for example,
that one might successfully read that a sequence of
marks is in English or in a binary algorithm and still
remain utterly unable to read that English or that algo-
rithm as such, except by making a “‘best guess”’ from
internal structure (unlike Champollion, who deciphered
Egyptian hieroglyphs by ‘translating” back to them
from Greek). To simplify a brain-twistingly complex af-
fair, Marshack is reading the presence of Paleolithic-ese
without necessarily reading what it is writing about.
This is reading writing as an index-gauge of readability;
Marshack is ““taking a reading’’ of writing. The catch is
that although there is always a temperature there is not
always a writing to be ““taken” in this sense. Marshack’s
method, then, is more like a weather balloon than a
thermometer; the phenomenon to be measured may or
may not be there depending not only on how high, or
close, the balloon gets but also on the vicissitudes of the
atmosphere itself.

Although Elkins is correct that Marshack makes
many ‘“‘assumptions about notation,” his useful list of
some of them—many are familiar outside Marshack’s
oeuvre—really goes to show, if we had forgotten, that
Marshack “reads’’ just, only, or essentially what he usu-
ally calls the “time-factored” nature of graphic formal-
ity. I am tempted to say that graphic formality is distin-
guished from both graphic adaptation and graphic
reflex—clearly both are temporal or in time—Dby being
time-factored, that is, and strictly speaking, divided by
time. Importantly, factored division must remain hypo-
grammatic—a function of the meaning of the superven-
ing or interleaving inscriptions or, more likely, of a su-
perposing metric or scheme—rather than holomorphic,
a function of nonintentional developments. Under this
strict, if in principle forensically determinable, condi-
tion, formality is potentially readable as a segment of a
schematism if not as a passage of writing. But because
Marshack is reading the time-factoring of inscription
(knowable if unread), not the inscribed meanings as such
(readable but unknown), he often confuses unwary seek-
ers after actual decipherment, which properly remains
hypothetical—a “best-fit"” proposal—in his work un-
less he can deploy independent (e.g., ethnohistorical) ev-
idence. We need further discussion of all this, of course.
It is possible, for example, that time-factoring is the gen-
eral condition of, and thus a synonym for, writing and
to that extent does not explain its evolutionary emer-
gence—a crucial problem for Binfordians.

Now, it is a contingent fact of many of Marshack’s
analyses that he studies “‘time-factoring’’ by a painstak-
ing, often microscopic (“close’’?) scrutiny of regular in-
tervals—more regular, that is, than chance repetition—
introduced into the making of individual or discrete and
often very tiny or barely visible marks. (Interval is both
inscriptive—the regularity of tracing—and hypogram-
matic—the regularity of spacing. Holomorphic interval
is, from the vantage point of reading, accident.) This fo-
cus, I suspect, is largely a function of the origin and
development of Marshack’s own ideas and interests. It is
not a theoretical requirement, or limit, of Marshackian

forensics. As Elkins suggests, time-factored formality
occurs equally in, or as, “whole signs” or mark assem-
blages, in, or as, whole artifacts in their manual han-
dling, as I have tried to show (Davis 1992a), and in, or
as, whole sites in the “site formation process,’ as behav-
ioral archaeology suggests (e.g., Schiffer 1987). Some of
these analyses will not be especially “close’” by ordinary
literary- or art-critical standards. Indeed, they will tend
to be what is often called (in supposed opposition to
“close”’) “structural.” In fact, “close” reading might be
carried out not to decipher meaning at all but only to
discover where notation or narrative significance, the
time-factoring of graphic formality, has been dis-
rupted—"‘disfigured,”” as de Man put it (e.g., 1984a)—by
counter-cutting temporalities, such as the temporality
of natural selection considered by Binford or the tempo-
rality of social identity considered by Beazley (for such
an application of close reading, see Davis 1992a:
205—16).

In all of this Marshack’s approach reconnects with
Binford’s and Beazley’s. Like theirs, his forensics, and
whatever history or “reading’”’ he can extract from it, is
grounded in a set of views—largely implicit and as yet
unsubjected to anthropological, let alone ideological,
criticism—about repetition, regularity, rhythm, period-
icity, individuation, continuation, sharing, and commu-
nity in the human lifeworld. These views generate, of
course, substantive social-archaeological expectations
(e.g., transindividual repetition of rhythms and regulari-
ties = ‘tradition”). But they also propound a complex
politics, even an ethics. Marshack’s great work, after all,
addresses the ‘“roots of civilization”; like Gombrich
(1960), he offers a liberal, enlightened story about the
achievement of meaning in human history—highly at-
tractive, to be sure, but highly charged. Marshack’s
weather balloon is sent out in order to discover where
the skies have cleared, where, for example, the changing
face of the moon can be and has been reliably and regu-
larly observed and recorded—in other words, where
readability, the possibility of human community and
culture through time and across space, has appeared.
Throughout, the problem is not so much the “impossi-
bility of close reading’’ as the impossibility of “tradi-
tion’’—at least in Marshack’s sense; it is not so much
that the balloon cannot get close enough as that the
sky is, was, and never will be clear enough for all of us
at the same time.

Elkins invokes the midcareer work of de Man (i.e,,
1979) to show why Marshack’s “‘close readings’ are, if
not “impossible,” at least defined and limited by the
supposed fact that reading, when it actually reads, can-
not simultaneously ‘‘read”’—identify and critically re-

flect on, let alone dispute or disavow—its own ‘‘dis-

tance’” from the object. This condition will be especially
acute in ‘‘close” reading because, as Elkins notes, it
claims to reduce such distance to the absolute limit con-
ceivable at that point in the history of reading. De Man’s
general and by now familiar notion supposedly applies
to reading in general; like competing and perhaps more
compelling notions of reading (such as Iser’s [1978] anal-
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ysis of the textual “‘blank’ as it is encountered and sur-
mounted by the ““act of reading”) it applies, willy-nilly,
to Marshack’s “readings.” Again, however, does this re-
ally help us grasp the “case of Alexander Marshack’’?

More interesting, for me, is the possibility that Mar-
shack’s readings are exemplary—fascinating and frus-
trating—because they engage an issue that de Man took
up in his later work. Attempting to produce a history of
consciousness as a theory of the supposed facts of read-
ing he had earlier elaborated, this work, as Derrida
(1986) has recognized, was a critical reflection on de
Man’s own earlier critical theory of reading. Elsewhere
(Davis 1994; 1996: chap. 8), I take de Man’s central issue
to be the reciprocal, two-way passage between ““materi-
ality’”” and ““meaning,” simultaneous if different dimen-
sions of an artifact in the strict sense. (Matter is in three
dimensions, and meaning occupies the “one dimension”’
of nomination and predication.) In difficult essays on
Hegel and Kant, de Man (1983, 1984b) considered this
passage to be a process of ““formalization’” in which the
second dimension, what he called ““figurality,” and the
fourth, “temporality,” effect the translations of modal-
ity. It seems to me that Marshack—using his own lan-
guage, to be sure—imaginatively explores just this terri-
tory, as witness his continued emphasis on narrative,
figurality-in-time, or what he sometimes calls “‘sto-
rying’’; for this reason, he really ‘reads’’ neither writing
nor nonwriting but, as I put it earlier, graphic formality
or, more exactly, “story’’ formalization. As Elkins notes,
there is a place (more exactly, a time at a place) where
lexeme gives way to morpheme, character to mark, se-
miotic to nonsemiotic (and vice versa); Marshack works
over and along a cusp—de Man saw it as an ‘“‘abyss”’
but hoped to bridge it—for which archaeology and art
history, catching up with him, need a critical theory
(Elkins himself [e.g., 1995a] has made notable contribu-
tions to it). Since most of Marshack’s readers read him,
however, from one or the other side of the “abyss,” he
is very difficult for them to read—a phenomenon Elkins
observes effectively.

There is much to take away from Elkins’s elegant pa-
per. It is well worth while, for example, to highlight the
Wittgensteinian question and to wonder what counts as
a criterion for following a graphic ‘“rule.” (We should
look, I think, not to the “ruledness,” which can always
be bent or broken, but to the actual “following”’—the
temporally defined or “‘temporary” material organiza-
tion of replicating marks with the apparent purpose of
reproducing certain properties [Davis 1987, 1992c|. The
forensics of “purposiveness,’” as Binford would insist, is
different from the decipherment of signs; I “read” the
cigarette butt on the ground to discover that someone
wanted to wait before committing the murder, not to
receive his advertisement that the murderer smokes.)
And, if ““close reading’’ is one’s thing, it is well worth
reading Elkins closely to determine what he thinks the
opposite of ‘“‘close reading” might be—sometimes it
seems to be ““lazy” or ‘naive’” reading, sometimes read-
ing outside a discipline, sometimes reading for struc-
tures, sometimes ‘‘self-reflexive” reading, sometimes
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the sceptical disavowal of reading itself—and whether
it too must be “impossible.” If, as the opposite of all
of these, close reading is hardworking, disillusioned,
discipline-bound, attentive to phenomena, nonself-
scrutinizing, pragmatic, I'd rather see more than less of
it—"‘impossiblity’”’ or not. Indeed, surely this “impossi-
bility’’ is an artifact of a runaway “‘self-reflexiveness’ to
which Elkins himself is somewhat blind. But, as Elkins
knows, that’s irony.

FRANCESCO D’ERRICO
UMR 9933 du CNRS, Institut du Quaternaire, Avenue
des Facultés, 33406 Talence, France. 17 X 95

Elkins’s concept of “close reading’’ is too nebulous to
produce an insightful analysis of the various procedures
that archaeology uses to study objects laden with mean-
ing in a social context. As anthropologists we adhere
to paradigms, conceive theories, and test those theories
using the analytical criteria and methods that we are
able to develop. ““Close reading’ appears to be a para-
digm that Elkins does not share with the scientific com-
munity. Epistemologically, what matters to us is not the
level of observation or how carefully objects are studied
but what questions we ask and what interpretive princi-
ples and analytical means we possess to answer them.
Elkins’s perspective falls outside this context: he wants
to destroy the current paradigm of archaeological sci-
ence without providing a new one. Since I operate in
the context of normal science, Elkins’s stated aim, to
demonstrate that “there is no such thing as a truly close
reading,” naturally seems to me an unproductive one.

In trying to achieve this goal he chooses an easy tar-
get. The weaknesses of Marshack’s approach are well
known, many of them probably to Marshack himself. I
have often pointed out (1989c, 1991, 19924, b, 1994;
d’Errico and Cacho 1994) that Marshack has never pro-
posed a definition of “system of notation’” or the other
concepts he uses. He claims that he has identified Upper
Paleolithic systems of notation, but since he has never
explained what a system of notation is we do not know
what he has discovered. This does not mean, however,
that a “close reading’’ of the archaeological record is im-
possible.

The questions raised by Marshack should be seen
from a different perspective. Humans are the only beings
capable of creating artificial memory systems means of
recording, storing, and transmitting information outside
of the physical body. Undertaking research on the origin
of artificial memory systems in the Paleolithic requires,
first, that we define and classify the various types of
such systems, that we understand the various rules
which govern their codes and the ways in which infor-
mation is processed. This is what I am trying to do with
a large number of ethnographically documented artifi-
cial memory systems (1995). Secondly, we should verify
the applicability of our model by developing methods
for interrogating the objects. The distinction between
“notation” and ‘““decoration” is a crucial issue: analysis
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of modern artificial memory systems indicates that the
type of code will determine the probability of secure
identification of archaeological ones.

Criteria for identifying types of artificial memory sys-
tems such as those based on accumulation of informa-
tion over time derive from the technological analysis of
marks. When marks are created by lithic tools, a change
of tool will probably take place before each new stage of
marking if the periods separating stages are relatively
long. If changing the tool produces morphological
changes visible to the naked eye, these different mor-
phologies can be interpreted as the result of the crafts-
man’s will. In contrast, if changing the tool does not
produce changes in the morphology of marks visible to
the naked eye, then it is reasonable to consider such
changes as an epiphenomenon and the result of the accu-
mulation of marks over time. Isolating reliable criteria
for identifying morphological variations produced by
changing tools therefore requires equipment for going
beyond the naked eye’s view and constitutes an impor-
tant step in identifying certain types of artificial mem-
ory systems. In contrast with Elkins’s argument, this
example makes evident the interest of a technological
analysis of Paleolithic marks in investigating their pos-
sible use as artificial memory systems.

The first step in the analysis of marks is the identifi-
cation of the technical procedures used (unidirectional
movement of a point, to-and-fro movement of a cutting
edge, rotation, pressure or indirect percussion of a point}.
Since different technical procedures result in different
types of marks (see d’Errico 1995), the diagnostic criteria
will be different for each. The second step is finding
additional criteria for determining, within each tech-
nique, the specific causes of morphological differences
between marks, among them modification in the orien-
tation of the tool or of the object as well as change,
breakage, or resharpening of the tool.

Elkins is right about the weakness of Marshack’s anal-
yses (White 1982; d’Errico 1989b, 19924, 1993b, 1994).
Marshack is always confident of his ability to identify
human-made marks, the way in which they were pro-
duced, the direction of movement, possible changes of
tool and changes of orientation of the object, traces of
long manipulation of the objects, and the like, but he
relies exclusively on the microscopic observation of ar-
chaeological material. The observation of a particular
morphology does not, however, provide, in the absence
of experimental data, proof that this morphology is the
product of a particular tool or of a particular technical
procedure. Marshack has never clearly described or vali-
dated by replicative experiments the diagnostic criteria
he uses in his microscopic analysis, and therefore when
he identifies the technique used in producing prehistoric
marks we do not know the basis for his claim.

Passing me off as a partisan of the use of the scanning
electron microscope against the use of optical micro-
scope, Elkins, a critic of Marshack, uses the same argu-
ments used against me several times by Marshack (1989,
1992b). In my research I use optical microscopes, scan-
ning electron microscopes, environmental scanning

electron microscopes, image-analysis software, measur-
ing stations for profile recording and evaluation, and
noncontact three-dimensional measuring systems. The
problem is not the equipment used for observation but
whether an instrument or a combination of different in-
struments can help us in reconstructing past human be-
havior.

In conclusion, Marshack has provided no theory or
analytical criteria, only a large amount of raw data and
stimulating, if unverified, hypotheses. Elkins, for his
part, denies the possibility of carrying out research in
the field; he has a very reductive view of the role of the
combined use of theory, observation, and experiment in
science. My feeling is that his way will not take us very
far. An accident in the history of the discipline should
encourage us to work better, not to stop working.

RICHARD GODDEN
Department of American Studies, University of Keele,
Keele, Staffordshire STssBG, England 10 X 95

Asked to tell the story of early man, one seven-year-old
wrote, “It was al durk. Anything cud ’appen to any-
think.” Though short on precision, the comment has a
humility lacking in Marshack’s reading of scratch pat-
terns on Paleolithic fragments. I can only speculate on
how much has dropped off the edge of the Paleolithic
world—materials which might, presumably, have stood
within analogic reach of the burin marks in question
more appropriately than the phases of the moon. Elkins,
however, is not primarily concerned to question Mar-
shack’s homology; his is a formalist’s response to a for-
malist’s analysis of texts which, because they predate
writing, arithmetic, and agriculture, can have no trace-
able and semanticizing context of use. What results is
the finest of arguments between proto-grammarians,
turning on the system (or lack of it) among notations
and concluding with an appeal for greater rigour con-
cerning the “fundamental terms’’ through which we de-
scribe images. Nothing upsets a formalist (Marshack) as
much as a more scrupulous formalist (Elkins).

I parody Elkins’s case to mirror his method. Mar-
shack’s microscopically close reading provokes Elkins
to go closer so that he may explore the hypothesis that
techniques of close reading (in whatever field) generate
neither accuracy nor truth but instead promote more of
the same and consequently expose ““a hollowness in the
concept of interpretation itself.” The claim is a bold one,
founded on the shifty semantics of Paul de Man (or,
more particularly, on a model of meaning derived from
his Allegories of Reading). And it is here, on the general-
ity of Elkins’s assertion concerning interpretation and
on its philosophical grounds, that I shall focus my reser-
vations.

No small part of the force of Elkins’s general case
stems from the match he makes between bone fragment
and philosopher. De Man’s linguistic paradigm locates
contradictory impulses at the structural core of the sign,
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which he perceives as having double and incompatible
functions—simultaneously figurative and referential.
Split, language paradigmatically catches itself out being
literal at the same time as it is metaphoric. For de Man,
metaphor is the representative linguistic trope, to be de-
fined as a “figure that disfigures,” conferring ‘‘the illu-
sion of proper meaning to a suspended . . . semantic
structure” (1979:195). Where a sign appears to refer to
or to represent external reality (logos), it does so only
because users and recipients have neglected one side of
its metaphorically literal nature (lexis), with the result
that they transform the sign’s “referential indetermina-
tion” into ‘“a specific unit of meaning” (p. 154). De
Man’s fondness for close reading (and hence his at-
traction for Elkins) stems from his elevation of the figu-
rative over the literal, an elevation which extends the
“interior”” spaces of the text while shrinking what lies
“beyond.” Any impulse to turn outwards (and refer) is,
and should be, undercut by appeal to the rhetorically
constructed (and marked) nature of the referent—or so
the story goes. For de Man, there is no “outside,” only
a linguistically driven and linguistically corrected im-
pulse towards it.

The idea that the ““outside’” is-ho more than some-
thing which language is about or has about it must glad-
den the heart of those who seek to read scratches on
Paleolithic bones in the manifest absence of the Paleo-
lithic world, but it is not a notion to be necessarily and
uncritically generalized. Yet Elkins does just that, at
least tacitly: having increased the available and possibly
significant marks that make up the “interior” of his
bone texts and consequently having called into question
and further dematerialized Marshack’s already tenuous
lunar referent, Elkins claims that Marshack, with his
eye for notational nicety, does ‘“what we all [as close
readers] say we should do” in fields as diverse as archae-
ology, art history, and literary criticism. I would object
that many say and do nothing of the sort. Only if de
Man’s account of the problematics of reading is in some
sense both pervasive and right can such a claim be made.
““Closeness” for de Man derives from an epistemological
crisis which weakens to breaking point the relationship
between the sign and the referent. However, readers who
are of neither a semiotic nor a poststructuralist persua-
sion might posit an indexical connection where de Man
finds unbridgeable distance. For the psychoanalytic
critic, signs, however distorted, remain indexically tied
to a founding trauma whose force is made present
through the signs’ semantic displacements. For the his-
torical materialist, trauma is necessarily public, but it
too is “outside’ the text, existing for the reader in the
vehemence with which its conflicts are thrown forward
(or disguised) by the language from which the text forms.
My examples merely indicate that there are classes of
reader unprepared to take de Man’s overt, and Elkins’s
implied, linguistic turn away from the referent. For such
readers Paleolithic marks, lacking any but the most
speculative “outside’” to which to refer, may be matter
best left to semiotic illumination. It is, however, special
pleading to transform a species of close reading sans ref-
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erent, attractive to a linguistic philosopher semi-sans
referent, into the very type of all close readings.

CLAUDIA BRODSKY LACOUR
Department of Comparative Literature, Princeton
University, Princeton, N.]. 08544, U.S.A. 24 X 95

Elkins’s careful account of the notion of ““close reading”
relied upon in “anthropology, art history, and archaeol-
ogy’’ indicates structural contradictions which render
close reading “impossible’”’ before concluding that this
impossibility stems from a question of comfort, the
everyday desire for interpretive distance. While “close
reading,” Elkins states finally, “has to be possible” if
there is ““to be such a thing as a text, or an image, to
understand,” it also “‘has to be impossible, in order to
let us get on with the vague meanings we all prefer.”
For the first time—fittingly in the last line of his essay—
Elkins puts the cart before the horse, implying that close
reading is untenable on the basis of just those less pre-
cise readings it puts into question. This conclusion is as
incongruous with each of the different strands of the
scrupulous analysis that precedes it as it is revelatory of
the general predicament engendered by assimilating the
notion of “reading” (whether ““close’” or summary) di-
rectly to ““visual artifacts.” Having made that assimila-
tion (Elkins speaks of “‘a text, or an image”) without
(closely) investigating its bases to begin with, one may
also declare it practically unworkable and (summarily)
pull the plug. The surprising and improbable outcome
of Elkins’s analysis—Paul de Man might have called it
ironic—may offer yet another indication of the problem
of reading it raises and strives to address.

In choosing to concentrate on the work of Alexander
Marshack, with the assistance of Paul de Man (and
Henry Staten on de Man), Elkins indeed goes to the heart
of this problem, if in ways that are tangential to the
analysis he presents. First, he demonstrates that Mar-
shack may inaccurately characterize the markings he so
minutely reports; “‘close reading’’ here seems no guaran-
tee against misrepresentation toward a specific end.
Next Elkins raises the more formidable question of the
status of the markings themselves: at what “size’’ and
in what ‘““position” do microscopic marks cross the
“threshold’’ separating notational marks from signs, and
by what criteria can we distinguish notation from deco-
ration? The problem with such clear-sighted queries is
obvious to him in turn: since Marshack is analyzing
markings for which no other markings can serve as his-
torical control, his lunar theory may well appear ““luna-
tic,” but it cannot be disproved, for “‘each [of a number
of critiques about methodology and falsification] has to
appeal to a prior sense of notation.”

Marshack’s critics, then, would be defeated by that
rarest of synthesis: the combination of historical knowl-
edge (or ignorance) with formal logic, an empirical,
rather than merely definitional, petitio principii. None-
theless, as Elkins elaborates in a cogent list of such in-
stances, his “close readings” can lead to a salutary inves-
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tigation of “‘the most fundamental terms that are used
to describe images’’ once these are confronted with the
very specific “assumptions’’ Marshack makes about the
defining qualities of notation. Before discussing Mar-
shack’s work as an exemplary test case for the conven-
tions of descriptive discourse, Elkins then turns to the
work of another exemplary close reader, de Man.
Following Staten, Elkins wishes to make the point
that close reading must always be positioned at some
“one distance’” from the work it reads and that any posi-
tion is necessarily “‘blind” to itself, that is, to the other
readings its particular closeness veils. De Man, Elkins
recognizes, was already well aware of this and as skepti-
cal of the faith that methodological ‘‘progress’’ would
relieve the pressure on reading as of a “ ‘naive’ reading
of literature, which understands it as a mimetic proj-
ect,”” that is, one requiring no significant formal reading
at all. Now, the essay by de Man which Elkins cites (but
does not name) is entitled ““Semiology and Rhetoric,”
and the merest reading of that title brings into view the
general predicament I have alluded to above. Semiol-
ogy—which, in the course of that essay and the corpus
of de Man’s writings, is increasingly identified with
“grammar’’ (see de Man 1979:6—7)—offers a way of un-
derstanding language according to “the consistent link
between sign and meaning that operates within gram-
matical patterns’’ (p. 8), while rhetoric is precisely the
way in which language renders such a link inconsistent.
The problem is that grammatical patterns and rhetorical
ones cannot be kept apart. Indeed, they might be identi-
cal down to the letter, as de Man proceeds to demon-
strate through examples of rhetorical questions raised
equally by the famously mundane (Archie Bunker who,
like us, “might like to get on with vaguer meanings’’)
and the famously mystical (Yeats’s ‘““leaf’” and “‘blos-
som,” ““dancer’” and ‘““dance’”’) whose impeccable gram-
matical form leaves their meaning no less in doubt (pp.
9—12). And this particular manifestation (not the only
one but, in the present context, an especially conspicu-
ous one) of the problem of the fundamentally double
status of language to which de Man devoted his work—
the problem, as de Man frequently put it, of not being
able to know or to read ““what language might be up to”
(p. 19)—is not a function of the ““distance’”” from which
one reads, how ‘‘close’” or how far (or how fast or how
slow). Spatial metaphors that disguise the difficulties in-
herent in all reading, these terms function nonrhetori-
cally only at the optometrist’s office or at the wheel—
when what one reads is by definition purely or
univocally conventional or symbolic, such as discon-
nected letters of descending size or the number of an
approaching exit—or when one ‘reads’” as Marshack
does. In deciding that the marks on Paleolithic artifacts
worth considering are notations and in linking these no-
tations to a specific motive (the lunar theory), Marshack
has certainly made these artifacts legible. Yet, as Elkins
demonstrates indirectly, it is not ‘‘close reading’ (or
“the impossibility of close reading”) that is at issue in
Marshack’s method: decades of painstaking microscopic

research can and will produce selective results. What is
at issue is what is alone deemed to be meaningful and
what that meaning is, and in this Marshack is everything
but a ““close reader’” in the sense Elkins associates (albeit
“impossibly”’) with de Man. Elkins states that he has
not considered close readings whose “object is linguis-
tic”’; nor, in discussing closeness, is he concerned with
“‘just closer looks at meaningless marks.”” Yet by assimi-
lating Marshack’s literally microscopic work to “close
reading,” by identifying closeness with the finding of
“meaning in successively smaller signifying
units’”’—that is, by implicitly conflating “image” and
“text’”’—he both presumes a linguistic paradigm and de-
nies it, as rightly he should. Marshack’s rigorous method
for “reading’ a countable sequence omits what it must,
“’signs,” ‘‘symbols,” and ‘‘decoration’”’—the ‘“rhetoric,”
one could say, of historically illegible engravings—as
well as their permanently illegible, yet rigorously indis-
tinguishable double, “meaningless marks.” In ““reading”’
the marks of “visual artifacts”” whose identity, meaning,
and configuration must all be up for grabs, Marshack is
by no means reading language, whose duplicity or ambi-
guity of meaning arises instead from the fact that its
elements and relations are indeed already determined
but always in one too many ways.

Marshack is “reading” images, and if he transcodes
them into the most single-minded of meanings—
‘‘notations recording the phases of the moon’’—and does
so without refutation, it is not only because prehistoric
artifacts preclude all comparative points de repére but
because, viewed rigorously, such bases for comparison
are precluded by all images and not only prehistoric arti-
facts. Just as images, unlike language, range mimetically
from iconic representations to ‘‘meaningless marks,”
Marshack’s “reading’”’ of images demonstrates the im-
possibility of reading images in linguistic terms. How-
ever “long” we may turn ‘“our conversations inward’’ so
as to interrogate ‘‘the central terms in our discourse
about images,”’ those terms will not be the terms of lan-
guage, and Marshack’s transcoding of image into single-
minded notations will not be refuted. It is not that Mar-
shack reads too closely for comfort or not closely enough
but rather that, for the same reasons that reading with
certainty is indeed impossible on de Man’s view, it is
impossible that Marshack would indeed be reading. To
do so he would first have to invent conventions concern-
ing all the marks—whether repeated or not—that he
perceives and, if that were not enough, invent those con-
ventions doubly and at cross-purposes—as grammatical
forms, for example, and rhetorical deformations, as
semiosis and as trope. Compared with the incomparable
origin of any and every language, decades spent before a
microscope recording markings lacking distinct identity
and precedent may seem as straightforward as noting,
say, the phases of the moon.

By confusing what Marshack does with reading, Elk-
ins ends up here with what he elsewhere attributes to
Nelson Goodman—‘‘a precisely articulated model of the
confused density of thought we bring to images: a clear
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reflection of something that is originally unclear’’—and
for that same reason, as he clearly recognizes, a “mis-
reading” (Elkins 1993a: 362).

ALEXANDER MARSHACK
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology,
Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass. 02138, U.S.A.

30 XI 9§

Despite the title to Elkins’s essay and his careful logical
and philosophical ‘“close reading’” of my ‘“close read-
ings” of a numerically small but important class of Up-
per Paleolithic engravings,! it is not the philosophical
“impossibility” of close reading that is a proper subject
for discussion but the historical nature of close reading
and the nature of the diachronic changes and develop-
ments that occur in close readings within different
realms of inquiry.

Since the invention of the microscope and telescope
and their multitudinous adjunct technologies, it has
been an increase in the range and scale of close readings
and the analytical data derived from these readings that
have, in large measure, defined and described progress
in science. What Elkins describes, cumulatively, as the
“impossibilities’’ of close reading are, actually, the ques-
tions, uncertainties, assays, inner discourses and argu-
ments, and tests that accompany the development of
any innovative inquiry. These define or describe not
“impossibility”’ but, rather, a self-correcting process.

This is exemplified by Elkins’s discussion of the
Barma Grande pebble. That pebble was published in
1972 but had been examined in the first days of my re-
search, around 1968. The pebble was omitted from the
second edition of my book (Marshack 1991b) because
subsequent research had indicated that it did not con-
form to any tradition or mode of Upper Paleolithic nota-
tion. I explained this to Elkins and sent him the 1991
edition, but he decided to keep the Barma Grande pebble
as part of the structure of his argument. The change in
my assessment of the Barma Grande pebble was part of
the normal process of a developing, self-correcting in-
quiry. In the second edition of Roots of Civilization,
instead of the Barma Grande pebble I included, for Italy,
the analysis of an engraved composition containing an
intertwined accumulation of serpentine, ‘“macaroni’”
motifs (1991b:102—5). My ongoing research had found
that accumulations of this motif were present in every
region of Upper Paleolithic Europe, including the
Franco-Cantabrian caves. Though these serpentine mo-
tifs were not ‘‘notations,” they were ubiquitously and
apparently perodically accumulated. They may, there-
fore, have been part of Upper Paleolithic cultural, sym-
bolic tapestries that included notation (Marshack 1975,
1977, 19794, 1991b, 1992, 1995c). In place of the discus-
sion of the Barma Grande pebble I inserted my analysis

1. See my report in this issue (Marshack 1996b) for other classes
and my close reading of cave paintings.
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of the Grotte du Tai notation (Elkins’s figs. 5 and 7}, an
analysis in no sense based on a “close reading’ of the
type Elkins describes.

The Tai composition, incised on both faces of a frag-
ment of bone, had an internal complexity and, therefore,
analytical problems that were greater than any I had yet
seen—complexities, in fact, that could not be assessed
by microscopy. This complexity was due not to the
cross-sectional data of particular marks or to any uncer-
tainty in counting sets and subsets but to the great num-
ber and variety of the problem-solving strategies that
seemed to have been involved in structuring and accu-
mulating the composition. I published a note stating
that the composition seemed to be ‘‘notational”’ but that
proper publication would have to await further study
(Marshack 1973). That study took 20 years and involved
direct, firsthand study of the problem-solving strategies
and traditions found in the notational systems and nota-
tional artifacts of preliterate peoples in every part of the
world (see Marshack 1974b, 19854, 1988b, 19914). These
were not close readings of incised cross sections or of
static images but cognitive studies of the diverse modes
of visual problem solving devised by different cultures
for encoding, structuring, and sequencing a notation. In
one instance a calendar board had been kept by a Maya
shaman not by incising but with charcoal, and so the
analysis was conducted by infrared photography. My
analysis of the sequence of marking, which I determined
involved the marking of short subsets on certain days
in order to build, cumulatively, the larger sets of a struc-
tured “month” and to accumulate, sequentially, the
months of a cultural ““year,” was confirmed by the eth-
nographer who had collected the board (Marshack
1974b). My analysis of a calendar stick kept by the Ya-
kut of Siberia revealed the same type of boustrophedon
sequencing that I had found on the Tai plaque (Marshack
1991a). The studies also involved consultation with
neuroscientists and cognitive scientists, who supported
both the mode of analysis and the findings (Marshack
1985b). The Tai analysis was not, therefore, a “close
reading’’ of the type that Elkins imagines.

I had found in my long inquiry that most of the nota-
tions in the ethnographic record contained, in a single
composition, different forms of symbol, sign, and refer-
ence and involved sequences of different problem-
solving strategies. Consequently, when I returned to the
Tai plaque I saw not a static image but a sequence of
problem-solving strategies at different points or posi-
tions in the accumulation, strategies that I had encoun-
tered and studied before. I saw the results of that quar-
ter-century-long inquiry. When Elkins looks at the Tai
plaque, however, he sees a static image, with unrelated
groupings at the left that seem to occur as visual intru-
sions. We have, then, two attempts at “close reading”’
involving different levels of experience and expertise.

I describe one set of the strategies found on the left
side of the Tai composition (Elkins’s fig. 7). Sets of
marks are engraved above and below the containing
lines ({C—G) (Marshack 1991a:46, fig. 17), a process that
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occurs nowhere else in the Tai composition (fig. 5). At
the far right (fig. 5), when space for marking was needed
and one of the incised horizontal containing lines (E) ran
into the broken edge of the bone, that containing line
was extended downward, vertically, and continued to be
marked; it then ascended to meet the horizontal line
(F), with the ascending vertical also being marked; the
marking then continued on row F. At the far left, how-
ever, the problem of inadequate space took a different
form (fig. 7). The small marks incised above the con-
taining lines (C—G) had been marked first, while the
marks below the containing lines had apparently been
incised five to six months later in response to the lack of
space created by the vertical zigzag (fig. 5) (see Marshack
1991a). In this area the upper and lower sets were less
than a millimeter apart, yet they had apparently been
incised approximately half a year apart. For the engraver
this was easy to ‘‘read”; for me, however, it had posed
a problem for two decades. For a novice viewer such as
Elkins and one unfamiliar with notation as a problem-
solving mode, figures 5 and 7 are, of necessity, per-
plexing static images. Significantly, it was not micros-
copy that led to the above processual determination,
though microscopy was used to study the cross sections
and to determine where a lower mark crossed a horizon-
tal or crossed a unit mark on the upper register. The
determination was, essentially, ‘“cognitive,” a result of
long years of inquiry into modes of problem solving in
notation. To recapitulate: close reading by a novice
tends to see the static printed image, studded with inex-
plicable intrusions; the ““expert” viewer, however, sees
a sequence and process of problem solving that can only
belong to notation and not to ““decoration’’—a process
that apparently occurred over a significant period of
time. It is, of course, possible that a “‘closer” reading by
scanning electron microscopy will alter certain aspects
of the above readings, but I doubt that it will change a
determination of the essential process.

Since the problem in close reading is not merely that
of “closer seeing’’ but of intelligent, expert seeing, it is
necessary to address a different aspect of the problem
that Elkins raises, one that concerns not the ““impossi-
bility’”’ of close reading but rather the limitations and
errors that can occur in the research of those who claim
that they have instituted far ““closer’” and therefore more
“scientific’” forms of reading Upper Paleolithic engrav-
ing. Improved technology and “criteria,” it is claimed,
can by themselves bring better understanding and,
therefore, validate or invalidate the notational hypothe-
sis. This may seem the converse of the problem raised
by Elkins, but it goes to the essence of the same prob-
lem: how one “‘sees’’ what one “‘sees’”” and does not see
what one has not been properly prepared to see.

Francesco d’Errico, seeking to test and invalidate the
Upper Paleolithic notational hypothesis, used scanning
electron microscopy and experimental tests to deter-
mine the nature of incised cross sections and the
changes that occur to an engraving point and engraved
cross section under conditions of use. He then applied
this technology to the study of a set of 168 incised peb-

bles from the French Azilian (post—Upper Paleolithic).
He found that each of these pebbles had been incised at
one time and with a single point and concluded from
this that notation did not exist in the Upper Paleolithic
(d’Errico 1989b, 1994). He had, however, elaborately and
exhaustively studied a set of pebbles ‘“decorated” with
a motif. To anyone familiar with notation it was clear
that these Azilian pebbles had none of the characteris-
tics or criteria of the Upper Paleolithic notations I had
published. Their primary characteristic for analysis and
a test of the notational hypothesis was that they were
available, they were engraved, and they contained sets
of marks. As a result, the “closest reading’’ that had yet
been devised for studying engraving had led to a false
conclusion. D’Errico had erred in his use of a good tech-
nology by not investigating the variability and complex-
ity of the corpus and had therefore applied his “‘close
reading” to an inappropriate sample (see Marshack
1995c). Significantly, the one composition in his sample
that was clearly notational by his own analysis and cri-
teria (Ro48) (d’Errico 1995), in that it had an accumula-
tion of sets that had been made by different points and,
as he wrote, was probably incised “over a period of
time,’”” left him puzzled, and so he ignored it in all later
publications, persistently maintaining that ‘‘all” his
Azilian pebbles had been incised at one time and with
one point.

I advised d’Errico in this journal {Marshack 1989) to
use his technology to study the engraved accumulations
found in the Upper Paleolithic, usually on fragmented
pieces of bone. He did so and found that notation did,
after all, exist (d’Errico and Cacho 1994) but claimed
that it could not, despite that, be “lunar.” He has, in
fact, tried to maintain that though there was notation
and it was incised by different points, it could still have
been incised at ““one time’’ (d’Errico 1995, but see Mar-
shack 1996a). What type of notation, however, could
conceivably have been incised at “‘one time’’ during the
Upper Paleolithic that, like that Tai notation, consisted
of a linear, sequential, accumulation of over a thousand
marks broken down into sets, subsets, and superordinate
sets? D’Errico has not attempted to address this prob-
lem. Instead, he now claims that he has discovered “the
origins of writing,”” but there is nothing in the Tai com-
position or in any of the notational compositions that
he has recently studied that in any way meets the crite-
ria for ‘“writing.”

I earlier noted that the microscope and telescope have
helped to define and describe progress in science. But
technology is not science, and microscopy, no matter
how ‘““close” or precise, does not alone and merely by
its use provide either understanding or knowledge. Any
“close reading’ requires some level of conceptual prepa-
ration for proper interpretation of the data obtained.

I close with a discussion of some of the errors made
by Elkins:

1. Marshack claims that “notation is ‘intentional’. . . .
Sloppy or haphazard markings are more likely to be dec-
orative. . .. a marked artifact may be either decorative or
notation but not both.” Not so. It is one of the primary
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findings of my research that there are different types and
classes of marking, including unstructured intentional
forms of “sloppy” ritual marking that seem to create a
random mélange of marks and the ‘“unstructured” accu-
mulation of “structured” motifs that fill a surface.
These are not ““decorative,” since they were usually not
intended for display. It was the act of marking, not the
“design,” that was relevant. I addressed contrast be-
tween ‘‘notation’” and ““decoration’’ in the terms noted
by Elkins because traditional Upper Paleolithic archae-
ology had for more than a century categorized almost
all marked artifacts as ‘“decorated,” that is, as “art” or
as “decoration’’ (cf. d’Errico 1992, Marshack 1992).

In considering the Mezherich composition, for in-
stance, it was not the static image that Elkins provides
(fig. 9) that was involved in my “‘reading’’ and interpreta-
tion of the composition as notational but, rather, once
again, analysis of the corpus of incised materials and
compositions from the Upper Paleolithic of the Russian
Plain. There was a tradition among these cultures of
motif accumulation (see Marshack 1979a) as well as ex-
quisite instances of ““decorated” personal adornments.
The Mezherich composition did not fit either of these
categories. It was incised on a broken biton, and broken
artifacts represent one of the primary classes of materi-
als upon which notation but not decoration was often
incised. The composition was idiosyncratic. All ““decora-
tions” of this period were made in the “style’” of the
period and the region (cf. the Mezin bracelets and the
decorations on the Mezin figurines). Every notation in
the Upper Paleolithic, however, differs from every other
and never occurs in the “style” of extant regional deco-
ration. It was not the static image that Elkins has de-
picted that I was “reading” in the Mezherich analysis
but also the context and the tradition within which it
was found and the specialized body of notation to which
it seemed to refer. ““Logic,” in this instance, is blind. The
static image presented by Elkins is perplexing because it
has no context.

2. ‘Notations are made over time, with measured
pauses between marks. . . . marks made over time are
likely to be notation.” Not so. It is a major finding of
my research that accumulations of motifs also occurred
over time, both on the mobiliary materials and in the
Franco-Cantabrian caves. Such motifs could be either
single marks, sets of marks, or “signs”’ such as hand-
prints, macaronis, and ““tectiforms.” Accumulations “in
time”” were, therefore, not limited to notations, which
were a comparatively rare and extremely specialized
form of accumulation.

3. “If a set of marks is a notation, every mark is sig-
nificant and must be counted.” Not so. A primary find-
ing of my research is that, while every mark may be
significant, not every mark must be “counted.” “Cueing
marks” placed upon a mark may indicate the symbolic,
referential importance of that mark or the importance
of the position of that mark in an accumulation. The
mark would be “read,” but it would not be “‘counted.”

4. ""The supposition is that they [the notations] were
made before there was such a thing as counting.” Not
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so. There was clearly an ability to count small sets of,
say, one to ten, but there is no evidence of a summing
of sets, that is, of an arithmetical system. Small sets
of days could therefore be counted and marked at one
moment, and longer periods of observation could be
marked each day without counting. This is the type of
observation and counting common in many nonarith-
metical calendars. There could be a count of the number
of days from a crescent to a ritual and a count of the
number of days for a ritual and yet no count of the days
in a month or year. Recognition of six months or
“moons’” was merely a count of six, not a count of the
days in six months.

5. ‘Marshack’s central claim is that many Paleolithic
markings . . . are notations recording the phases of the
moon.” Not so. The primary finding of my research was,
as Elkins recognizes, that the Upper Paleolithic nota-
tions did not record the ““phases’” of the moon but, in-
stead, there was a tendency to begin or end accumulat-
ing sets or groups of sets around observational points in
the lunar cycle. It was such accumulations that were
tested and that can be tested in any long sequence of
sets. As any astronomer can tell you, this is not a record-
ing of ““the phases of the moon,” but it is the way that a
nonarithmetical lunar record would be kept. If an Upper
Paleolithic notation is run against an astronomically ac-
curate lunar model, moving it forward one day at a time,
there is usually only one “‘setting’’ of that full sequence
of notation that will both begin around a phase (a cres-
cent, invisibility, or full moon) and then continue for
the full sequence to maintain an observational but not
an arithmetical lunar “fit"” of the type described. Rare
artifacts are ostensibly “lunar” on first observation (e.g.,
the Gontsy ivory, the Blanchard plaque [Marshack
19724, 1991]).

6. ““The ‘lunar model’ . . . shows the moon’s phases
along with a possible count of the days between them.”
Not so. The lunar model is an accurate astronomical
structuring of lunar periodicity; it includes a “‘zero” day
that allows the 29*/,-day lunar month to function within
a two-month 59-day period of observation. The model
is adjustable within that frame. It is intended to provide
not a ‘“‘possible” count of the days between observed
phases but an astronomically correct model against
which one can position a possible sequence of naked-eye
observations of phases and periods. The “possibilities’”
that were tested were in the notations, not in the lunar
model. This mode of testing was repeatedly checked
with practicing astronomers, and the resulting data were
repeatedly presented for evaluation and criticism at
meetings of astronomers and for peer review of my pa-
pers in volumes edited by astronomers. It was never
faulted on the grounds raised by Elkins.

Significantly, in the notation from the terminal Upper
Paleolithic site of Tai there was a break or division of
long five-to-six-month sequences at apparent solstitial
positions (Marshack 1991a). The internal “lunar” ap-
proximations within each five-to-six-month period
were, however, of the order noted above. The Grotte du
Tai is a cave shelter overlooking a junction of rivers
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and a wide plain upon which herds grazed and moved
seasonally, with foothills behind the cave to which ani-
mals would move in the summer. The end of the Upper
Paleolithic was a period of increasing long-term seden-
tism, and Tai was a stationary long-term habitation
from which to follow the round of the seasons, the
movement of animals, the seasonal movement of the
sun, and the monthly waxing and waning of the moon.
That order of sedentism would occur later in the first
farming villages of the Middle East and eventually result
in the institution of formal, temple-anchored astronomi-
cal record keeping. When “‘reading”’ the Tai plaque the
original maker was also reading the referential context.
I was, initially, “reading” only the plaque.

7. “The shape of a mark is generally not signifi-
cant. . . . the orientation of a mark is generally not sig-
nificant. . . . the position of a mark on a surface is gener-
ally not significant.” Not so. The shape, orientation, and
position of a mark may, in fact, provide the crucial dis-
crimination for a proper reading. This was indicated in
my early reading of the Gontsy and Blanchard notations
and my more recent reading of the Tai notation.

Elkins has raised and argued many of the central prob-
lems and questions associated with the notational de-
bate. He has done so in a manner never before at-
tempted, and he has done so intelligently and
perceptively in terms of his own preparation and in
terms of the “text’” and images he had in hand. But he
has done so by a use of logic and philosophical reference
and by reference to the static image on the printed page.
He has indicated no knowledge of the Upper Paleolithic
materials or their variability. He has not understood the
nature of ‘“close reading’’ as an aspect of ongoing histori-
cal development rather than as philosophical and logical
constraint. Nor has he addressed the general problem of
the nature of notation as a variable form of information
encoding or of notational analysis as a specialized form
of inquiry occurring at different levels of “close read-
ing.” Nevertheless, it will henceforth be impossible to
discuss the problem of notation or notational analysis
without reference to the perplexity of and the arguments
and problems raised by Elkins.?

MARC REDFIELD
Humanities Center, The Claremont Graduate School,
Claremont, Calif. 91711, U.s.A. (redfielm@cgs-edu). 15

X 95

It is not often that a literary critic is asked to respond
to an article in CURRENT ANTHROPOLOGY written by an
art historian. Credit (or blame) for this anomalous situa-
tion must of course go to Elkins’s remarkable breadth
of scholarship and this journal’s capacious understand-
ing of intellectual inquiry, but it is also clear that certain
theoretical questions are continuing to exert pressure on
disciplines in ways that cut across disciplinary bound-
aries. The problem of close reading can be understood

2. © 1996 Alexander Marshack.

as fundamental to any interpretive discourse, as Elkins
persuasively shows. Though much could be said about
the ways in which the various disciplines of anthropol-
ogy, art history, and literary criticism are made to speak
and interact in Elkins’s article, I shall repeat this arti-
cle’s interdisciplinary gambit and direct my comments
as much as possible toward the paradox of close reading
per se.

Two theses intertwine in Elkins’s text. The first is
that close readings have the power to transform “confi-
dent criticism” into “rooted doubt” because they cast
our skepticism back at us, forcing us to confront the
uninsurability of our own presuppositions. The second
is that any close reading can be undone by a “closer”
reading; ‘‘a close, or closest, reading cannot succeed in
erasing signs of closer meaningful readings (that is, not
just closer looks at meaningless marks), and it cannot
fully understand or exposit its own position.” These two
theses both trace the emergence of ““reading’ as a tran-
scendental problem out of the specific violence and stub-
bornness of a “close’” reading, but they do so from oppo-
site vantages: from the one perspective, the close reading
destabilizes our own act of reading; from the other, our
own act of reading destabilizes the close reading. Elkins
understandably blurs the difference between these two
vantage points, since they add up to the “impossibility
of close reading’”’; however, in doing so he risks un-
derstating the very difficulty he is setting out to analyze.

To sharpen this point, let me appeal to a constellation
of texts which Elkins invokes but, no doubt for prag-
matic reasons, reads about as ‘“distantly’ as the conven-
tions of critical writing allow. When Henry Staten reads
Paul de Man reading Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy,
Staten does not begin in “confident criticism”’ only to
end in “rooted doubt.” We could probably find moments
of hesitation or slippage in his essay if we looked hard
at it, but its tone, generally speaking, is confident all
the way. If in his turn Staten is distorting Nietzsche’s
text, he is “blind”’ to this fact, and, as Elkins points out,
this blindness enables his reading. To read one must
forget the very uncertainty which reading exacerbates.
An abyss lies between Elkins’s two theses: the skeptical
knowledge of reading’s uncertainty is precisely what
reading obliterates even as it produces this knowledge.

We witness this paradox in action as Elkins sets out
to “make a reading of one of Marshack’s readings that
is closer than his own reading.” This project is more
complicated than it looks. One’s first reaction, indeed,
might be to object that Elkins does not really “read” at
all: he demonstrates that Marshack’s formalized nota-
tion differs from the photographic image it represents,
but he does not himself propose an interpretation of
these marks or signs except in order to draw attention
to inconsistencies in Marshack’s approach. Elkins is of
course seeking to ‘‘read Marshack reading’’ rather than
read a Paleolithic text—his object, one could say, is the
skeptical knowledge of reading’s impossibility rather
than the positivity of a “closer”’ reading. Yet the one can
only be obtained through the other, even though the two
pull in opposite directions; and if we look more closely
(so to speak) at Elkins’s argument we observe that a cer-
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tain reading of the Paleolithic marks or signs is in fact
being performed. The marks or signs are being ‘‘read” as
self-identical entities, available as such to the eye,
thanks to the mimetic activity of Elkins’s hand and pen.
If Marshack assumes that marks mean what he says
they mean, Elkins draws attention to the violence of
Marshack’s reading by implying the transparency of his
own act of representation. Reading ‘‘more closely’’ than
Marshack, he effaces “reading” itself by transforming
reading into seeing. Yet only through this blindly confi-
dent claim to see is he able to arrive at the insight that
reading requires blindness.

The difference between “‘marks’’ and “‘signs’’ is in one
sense moot, since for Marshack notational marks com-
pose a sign of the human as temporal self-awareness:
“time is here symbolized, abstractly and cumulatively”
(Marshack 1972:90). This symbol of humanity is also
the sign of reading’s possibility, since throughout Roots
of Civilization Marshack lays claim to a certain intu-
ition, a ““feeling about man’’ which spurs and ratifies his
interpretive efforts (Marshack 1972:11). His close read-
ings, in other words, occur as a claim to see. Repeating
Marshack’s necessary error, Elkins demonstrates the ir-
reducibility of reading to seeing only by contradicting
his own demonstration. It should go without saying that
he can hardly be blamed for enacting the very predica-
ment he has diagnosed.

GORAN SONESSON

Seminar on Cultural Semiotics, Lund University,
Kyrkog. 19, S-222 22 Lund, Sweden
(goran.sonesson@artnew.lu.se). 16 X 95

I am convinced that there is no such thing as a close
reading, if that means (as Elkins would seem to imply)
the exhaustive scrutiny of every minute detail of a phe-
nomenon. I am also convinced, thanks to Elkins, that
there is something utterly wrong with Marshack’s inter-
pretation of prehistoric artifacts. But it seems to me that
the second fact, which concerns one particular case, can
have no bearing on the first, which should be the result
of epistemological considerations. Although he claims
otherwise, Elkins has written an essay which could be
read simply as a critique of Marshack’s work.

I could make a long list (but there is no space for that)
of the points on which I agree with Elkins (although
I cannot claim to possess the thorough knowledge of
Marshack’s work which he apparently has), but I would
put my emphases elsewhere.

Like Elkins, I have my quarrel with Ginzburg. My
critique of the latter would be much more severe, how-
ever, because I think that is the key to the whole issue.
When Ginzburg presented those “far-flung practices’’ of
interpretation which Elkins does not want to call a
method (characteristic of Morelli, Freud, and, it should
be remembered, Sherlock Holmes), he took pains to dis-
tinguish them from linguistics, which has managed “to
avoid the qualitative, that prime hazard of the humani-
ties” (1983:93). As I have shown elsewhere, this claim
is absurd, for, if anything, what structuralism (which is

ELKINS The Impossibility of Close Reading | 215

clearly the kind of linguistics he is thinking about)
brought to linguistics, and later to semiotics, is precisely
a qualitative approach. Indeed, phonology, the first of
the semiotic sciences to be invented, is distinct from
phonetics precisely in that it is qualitative where the
latter is quantitative. Phonetics is able to measure the
minutest details of the composition of a sound and thus
capture its individuality well beyond the capacities of
the human ear. Phonology introduces discontinuities,
that is, qualities or categories, in the places where they
are perceived by humans, which are often different in
different cultures (Sonesson 1989:27, 347).

Ginzburg’s claim that linguistics must be qualitative
because it retains only ‘‘the reproducible features of a
text” shows a strange conception of quality: it stands
to reason that each of the repeated instances must be
quantitatively different but qualitatively identical. Con-
trary to what Ginzburg supposes, then, quantity goes
with individuality and quality with the general case.
Something which cannot be repeated cannot mean any-
thing, for there is no way in which it could be conveyed
from the creator’s mind to that of the interpreter. Even
Sherlock Holmes, whom Ginzburg enlists in his cause,
actually reasoned from one singular fact to another by
means of general rules taken for granted, that is, he
made what Peirce calls abductions. His knowledge,
which Watson found so unsystematic, was of a general
kind and thus capable of serving as the middle term of
the abductions he was interested in—all of which goes
to show that even Holmes (and his role model, the phy-
sician) relied on general categories to make sense of min-
ute details.

Having devoted a whole book (Sonesson 1989) to dem-
onstrating the dangers of the linguistic model in semiot-
ics, [ am not to be suspected of trying to reduce the latter
to the former. Yet I think there is one respect in which
the linguistic analogy remains valid which has not been
given its due: in suggesting what kind of science semiot-
ics is and thus demonstrating its originality as an ap-
proach to the humanities. In one of the few passages
which the French structuralists were not in the habit of
quoting, Saussure pointed out the difficulty of linguis-
tics and, as he said, ““the other semiological sciences’”:
they are concerned not with material objects but with
the point of view taken on those objects (see Sonesson
1989:26). Sound waves as such are of no avail in phonol-
ogy, but their meaningful divisions are. Analogously,
pictures, as [ have shown (1989, 1994b), cannot be purely
“dense” systems, in Goodman’s sense—that is, they
cannot be continuous, in which case they would not be
pictures of anything.

An analysis of Marshack’s interpretations cannot con-
firm this conception, but it may be used to illustrate it.
When Marshack makes his “close readings’’ he gets lost
in details, even taking to measurements of which he
cannot himself make sense later. This fact, demon-
strated by Elkins throughout his article, seems to me to
contradict his second claim that in close readings (al-
leged ones because we have agreed that there are no real
ones) artifact and interpretation are the most difficult to
separate. On the contrary, the continuities of the ob-
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served details stand out against the discontinuities of
the system of interpretation. There are actually two
problems here: one is that Marshack claims to observe
something without the aid of any scheme of interpreta-
tion, and the other is that the scheme he eventually
introduces does not account for his putative observa-
tions (or, of course, for the additional ones made by
Elkins).

In the natural sciences, numbers become meaningful
because they are correlated with a theoretical grid. For-
tunately, this grid may take any form as long as it is
coherent. In the humanities, however, the grid cannot
be arbitrary, because it must mimic the “‘point of view”
taken by the users themselves. It is possible that Mar-
shack’s lunar calendar is identical to the principle of
pertinence used by prehistoric humans, however im-
plausible that may seem from his observations. From
the point of view of pictorial semiotics, von Diniken’s
claim that certain pretechnological images show wrist-
watches is much better substantiated than Anati’s inter-
pretation of a stick man with raised arms as a ““prayer”
(Sonesson 1994a). But, of course, once we go beyond the
pictorial interpretation system to the culture as a whole,
von Diéniken’s assumptions are shown to be absurd and
those of Anati a little less so. Similarly, it is not from
the markings themselves but from a wider context that
Marshack’s calendar must be justified.

It is not because he observes them more closely but
because he compares the artifacts with the lunar scheme
that Elkins discovers the deviations of the former from
the latter, and it is in this itself “deviant” sense that he
may justly claim to make an even “‘closer’”” reading than
Marshack. This shows that schemes of interpretation do
not necessarily blind us to the details but may actually
be the very instruments which permit us to see them
(see Sonesson 1995). I have used this method myself in
criticising the classical analyses of pictorial semiotics
from Barthes to Floch (Sonesson 1989). What I regret is
that Elkins does not try to find a better fit for the devia-
tions which he discovers. At least in one of the possible
interpretations of his phrase, I would thus also contest
the second part of Elkins’s first claim: it is possible to
choose a distance closer to the artifact at will, and Elkins
himself does so in noting the deviations from Mar-
shack’s scheme. And it is precisely in this way that we
make progress in interpretation: by criticising the analy-
ses made by others (and by ourselves).

I also have my misgivings about Elkins’s third claim:
it is to be suspected that putative close readings will use
basic terms in a chaotic and contradictory way, which
is exactly what Elkins shows Marshack to do. In taking
a theoretical stance, it is possible, as I have shown else-
where, to make perfectly good sense of the difference
between signs and nonsemiotic elements, although the
distinction is certainly different, for instance, in the
cases of linguistic and pictorial signs. And if we want to
find out the difference between decoration and notation,
it is much better to start from a theory about the nature
of surfaces, for instance, that of Gibson, which is exactly
what I have tried to do in my work (see Sonesson 1989).

I thus find myself in complete disagreement with Elk-
ins’s theses and in complete agreement with his demon-
strations.

HENRY STATEN
Department of English, University of Utah, Salt Lake
City, Utah 84112, U.S.A. 16 X 95

I find Elkins’s essay tremendously stimulating for the
range of interpretive activities from different fields that
he brings into one sparkling discussion, for the way he
articulates the problematic character of the attempt to
fix any notion of a “closest”” reading, giving a wake-up
call to the reader who might have too quickly and unre-
flectingly settled on one such notion, and for the ““close-
ness’’ of his interrogation of Marshack’s marks, method,
and critics and his ability to conceive new ways of
thinking about things that seem already settled (“Why
can’t notation be the norm and decoration be the un-
common counterexample?”’). Above all, I admire the
way he evokes, through the focus on Marshack’s work,
a vivid feeling of the meaningful mark at the limit of
vision (not only personal but world-historical), the mark
hovering undecidably between meaninglessness and
sense that has already (but just} been born. Since I am
not an anthropologist, I can relish precisely the fact that
Marshack’s marks might be construed as being signifi-
cant signs and then again as not. What I relish is not the
“‘undecidability” (an unfortunately fetishized quality in
some literary theory of the recent past, thanks to de
Man) but the specific quality of this undecidability that
stimulates the feeling of the meaningful mark in its
chrysalis state, struggling like Michelangelo’s “‘slaves’’
to emerge from the stone.

At the same time, I feel some reservations about the
way Elkins has put all this together. The question about
Marshack’s work concerns most fundamentally not the
particular interpretation of his purported notations but
whether they are notations at all. ““Close reading” as it
is defined in literary criticism concerns the reading of
what are uncontroversially defined as meaningful, inter-
pretable texts. I fear that the use of the same term to
speak of the inaugural recognition of marks as meaning-
ful notations might be something of a metaphorical ex-
tension, one that leaves over more disanalogy than illu-
mination. That Elkins is not taking sufficient account
of this difference seems to me implied by his use of
Wittgenstein to defend the absence of evidence for a no-
tational system in the Paleolithic artifacts. Witt-
genstein’s ‘‘stories’”’ about the cave-men, Elkins says,
““show that regular actions need not follow any regular
rules,” but what Wittgenstein actually addresses in the
passage cited is not the question of a rule but of what
he calls the “expression’”” of a rule—which appears to
leave open the possibility that the cave-man is following
an “implicit” rule. Wittgenstein then also says that we
can see the regularity without ourselves being able to
formulate the “‘expression’’ of the rule—an obscure ob-
servation since, in the examples given, insofar as they
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possess recognizable regularity, it is easy to formulate
the rule (thus a simple “add one dot’’ rule generates the
second sequence). Wittgenstein might mean that it is
not necessary to be able to formulate the rule in order
to recognize the regularity, but that doesn’t mean that
it is structurally impossible to formulate the rule. It is
true, as Elkins writes, that “private ‘amusements’ do not
have rules in the ordinary sense’’; but if they really are
private, if they are not structured by a formulatable
“code,” then they are, as Wittgenstein consistently
holds in the Philosophical Investigations, incapable of
being interpreted or shared.

And yet I am thrown back into indecision by the sug-
gestion for which Elkins makes room by the (I think,
inaccurate) reading of Wittgenstein: “Why assume that
the notations were referred to later, or that they could be
read? Perhaps these notations were kinaesthetic: their
meaning . . . was in their making.”” All sorts of thoughts
rush in here: I think of “action painting,”’ of braille;
most of all, I feel the excitement of the possibility of
an incredibly intimate encounter through these private,
kinaesthetic marks—precisely because they were pri-
vate—with a human being from Paleolithic times, his
or her physical registration (seleno-seismographic) of the
observation of the night sky. But is it really possible to
get into the head of an individual cave dweller in this
way? On the one hand we have the completely aleatory
nature of the inscription, on the other hand the vast
shared reality of the phases of the moon. The objectivity
of the latter seems to render intelligible the possibility
of feeling our way into the former. In the end, I don’t find
this possibility intelligible after all; yet Elkins opens a
space for doubt.

But it is just his ability to read in such a resourceful
way—a way that opens out instead of closing off possi-
bilities—that I find at odds with the way he shapes his
discussion with reference to de Man. The distinctive
character of de Man’s readings is not their closeness but
their programmatic character. What de Man calls
“rigor” is really the inflexibility of his program, which,
as numerous critics have noted, always finds what it is
looking for in every text it reads. The comparable thing
in anthropology would be, for example, the resourceful
Freudian who always manages (by ““closer” reading) to
rediscover the “form” of the Oedipal triangle beneath
the “surface” differences in social organization in differ-
ent cultures. In this respect, there is indeed an analogy
between Marshack’s and de Man’s readings, but it shows
nothing about the closeness of close reading; it is only
that we have here two rigidly programmatic readers.
Thus I have to reject the conclusion at which Elkins
arrives, that “an unsurpassed close reading is an abso-
lute refusal to negotiate the terms of reading,’”” which
seems to me to arise from the conflation of the notion
of “close reading’’ with those of ““program’’ or “method.”
I see no reason to accept de Man’s claim, cited by Elkins,
that attention to the ““code” of literature “has to acquire
the rigor of a method”’—at least not in the sense in-
tended by de Man. The development of narratology, po-
etics, and semiotics as analytical methods in literary
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study have indeed been essential developments, but in-
sofar as they have conferred greater “‘rigor’’ on the study
of literature they have done so in a neutral fashion;
these methods do not dictate or predict the content of
any specific reading of a specific text as de Man’s “for-
malism”’ does. As everyone today knows, no “reading’”’
of a “text’’—whether of a poem, of a culture, or of the
“book of nature’’—is possible without a ‘“paradigm,”’
“theory,” or “preunderstanding’’ of what is to be read.
But this necessity is of a very general sort and does not
license arbitrary refusals to negotiate the terms of read-
ing.

DAVID SUMMERS
Mclintire Department of Art, University of Virginia,
Charlottesville, Va. 22903, U.S.A. 9 X 95

Elkins has used two definitions of “‘close reading.” The
fullest is “the vigilant application of a central methodol-
ogy of any discipline that works with what it takes to
be a structured ‘systematic’ artifact of any kind.” The
second, stated in the summary and implicit throughout,
is something like ““responsible description preceding in-
terpretation.” The second is more general than the first,
and both, he concludes, are incoherent and at least struc-
turally ““pathological.” I cannot examine the several de-
batable statements about the semiotics of visual images
that are made here. In general, however, I feel that the
adoption of the model—ultimately Derridean—of liter-
ary language as representative of all signification is un-
justified and that this model cannot be applied with the
absoluteness Elkins assumes. It must be explained why
Marshack’s fundamentally indexical inferences are to be
reduced to such specialized linguistic terms.

As I understood the issue, “close reading” was the
ideal of the New Criticism, which prevailed in the aca-
demic study of literature before deconstruction. How-
ever “close reading’”’ might have been done by one critic
or another, it was based on the assumption that the
work of art was autonomous, an imaginative unity of
aesthetic interest. “/Close reading’’ was related to mod-
ernist formalism in art and to “formal analysis” in art
history and criticism and was regarded as the appro-
priate critical response to a work of art as a work of art.
As the modernist conviction that art is in fact autono-
mous took hold, specialists—critics—appeared to expli-
cate works of art in themselves (and by related means
to trace an “internal” history of art). Paul de Man (the
authority in this argument) offered another definition of
“literature,” which is not formal expressive but rather
semiotic. By separating ‘‘grammar’’ and “rhetoric,” de
Man departed from earlier semiotic critics and made the
move from structuralism to poststructuralism and
deconstruction. ““Grammar’” describes comprehensible
(but by no means unambiguous) statement; ‘‘rhetoric”
is inherently open, and its figures and tropes are essen-
tial, de Man suggests, to the code of literature. The semi-
otic analysis of literature in these terms permits a kind
of ““close reading,” which, however, inevitably leads to
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aporia, never to the “‘unity of form and content.” In the
face of an interpretation of literature that claimed to be
exhaustive (structuralism), de Man might seem to be
reaffirming the old consumer-oriented ““aesthetic’” view
of art, Kant’s preconceptual heightening of our imagina-
tive faculties. In de Man’s terms, however, the work is
never a ‘‘symbol”’ in a Kantian sense and the reading of
literature as literature leads not to reference but to an
““anxiety (or bliss) of ignorance.” This “‘ignorance’” is
positive, and it makes us aware that any number of read-
ings are possible and that any reading that pretends to
be definitive is reductive and wrong-headed. Literature
is language about language that makes us conscious of
the nonreferentiality of language.

It is not easy in my view to transfer the semiotic prin-
ciples of this episode in the history of literary criticism
to all description, explanation, and interpretation in all
fields, unless one is willing (as some are) to say that
description, explanation, and interpretation are indistin-
guishable and equivalent to the interpretation of linguis-
tic signs. This requires demonstration. In the meantime,
it is centrally important that de Man is talking not only
about texts he can read but about canonical literature
when he argues for the impossibility of ““close reading.”
Marshack is doing something very different. The im-
plicit definition of art is much broader and simpler. It is
based on indexical inference. Here, among artifacts
agreed to be Palaeolithic, made over a period of 25,000
years, there are more or less similar configurations of
serial markings. The surfaces and markings with which
he is concerned are irregular, and it must be supposed
that tabulation and signification and their precondition,
planarity, were being worked out at the same time. Mar-
shack seems to me to have the deepest respect for the
presemiotic primordiality of the objects he is trying to
unriddle. We cannot, he says, assume that we are dealing
with number systems, but if marks are being made sepa-
rately and in series—not all at once—then it might be
supposed that time is being kept in some way and that
this time keeping is related to other ““time-factored”” ac-
tivities (hunting, storytelling, ritual, migrations). In gen-
eral, the numbers of grouped marks fall around the num-
bers of lunar cycles, if not exactly. Using this framework
other evidence may be provisionally organized. In this
way Marshack is able to offer what we later Homo sapi-
ens also find congenial, an aid to pattern and process by
story.

If the categories used in description are pointed up in
the practice of description, this means to me that we
can learn from the past and provides the opportunity to
do history on two levels, one involving our own posi-
tion, a classic turn of the hermeneutic circle. I agree that
categories such as “‘sign’’ and ‘“‘decoration” should be
carefully reexamined, although it seems clear to me why
they assume the secondary role they do in Marshack’s
attempt to provide an account of time notation. He in
fact provides much material for such reexamination. In
short, while “close reading’’ may have passed from cur-
rency in literary criticism, I cannot see that careful de-
scription is therefore rendered hopeless, impossible, or
pathological in other fields.

RANDALL WHITE
Department of Anthropology, New York University,
New York, N.Y. 10003, U.S.A. 16 X 95

Elkins provides us with a provocative and interesting
case study of what he describes as “close reading.”” As in
Marshack’s work itself, the greatest interest of Elkins’s
article and its most serious flaw is that its perspective
is drawn from outside the bounds of anthropological ar-
chaeology. Two dimensions of an anthropological per-
spective are absent from Marshack’s work and from
Elkins’s critique: (1) a profound appreciation for cross-
cultural differences in representation (ways of seeing and
ways of representing) and (2) the notion of different but
interdependent levels of organization in cultural produc-
tion, inextricably linking so-called internal analysis
(close reading) to observations at other levels.

The very idea that a distinction between notation and
decoration (or between decoration and representation, or
between realism and abstraction) has any validity out-
side our own Western tradition has been recognized as
problematical at least since Boas’s (1955 [1927]) Primi-
tive Art. Many later works in symbolic anthropology
have problematized the notion of “decoration,” while
traditional art history ‘“‘ghetto-ized” ‘‘the decorative
arts,”” viewing them as less meaning-laden and more
“purely esthetic.” Of course, the notion of the purely
esthetic, like Marshack’s frequent and dismissive use of
“‘mere decoration’’ (in contradistinction to ‘notation’’
or counting), is generally absent from the conceptions
of anthropologists studying non-Western systems of rep-
resentation. An excellent example is Munn’s (1973)
analysis of Walbiri iconography, the real-world referents
of which are invisible to Western eyes. Far from being
“merely decorative,” Walbiri signs constitute a com-
plex, dynamic, and flexible “language of forms’’ (Leroi-
Gourhan 1993). The point is that the construction of
meaning is very much a cultural matter. The melding of
conventional tools and habitually memorized gestures
(White 1994) into techniques (Leroi-Gourhan 1993) for
the creation of meaningful forms yields enormous re-
dundancy within any context of cultural production. In
small-scale societies such as those of the Upper Paleo-
lithic, learning contexts are primarily ones of observa-
tion and emulation and carry the heavy weight of tradi-
tion. The result (for example, in Magdalenian engraved
animals) is a strict grammar for the construction of “vi-
sual realism.”

If the construction of meaningful forms is largely a
cultural matter, we are confronted with the second di-
mension of an anthropological analysis missing from
Marshack’s and Elkins’s work: the contextualization of
a given set of forms with respect to existing ecology,
technology, social dynamics, broader representational
repertoires, and belief systems. An anthropological close
reading, then, is not merely a different but equal level of
analysis but a set of observations at one level of human
action and organization that must be integrated into and
understood in terms of other levels. When Marshack dis-
tinguishes natural marks from human-produced marks
or identifies marks made by different tool points, more
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than pure observations must be involved. An external
understanding of conventional tools, techniques, and
gestures, raw materials, tool breakage patterns, stability
of working surfaces, and spatial strategies for engraving
is required. There can be no such thing as ““internal anal-
ysis”’ without a thorough understanding of such “higher-
level” variables, and, so far as I know, knowledge of such
domains cannot be gained without experimental re-
search (O’Farrell and White 1995} designed to create
bridging theory between observations and interpreta-
tions (fig. 1).

An experimental baseline is replaced in Marshack’s
work by a faith in the purity of observation. For him the
processes by which marks were created are self-evident.
As an alternative research design to emulate, I encour-
age CA readers to examine the corpus of “close read-
ings” produced over a 20-year period by the late Léon
Pales (1969, 1976, 1981, 1989). Pales’s work is character-
ized by (1) openness to alternative readings, (2) experi-
mental ingenuity, (3} contextualization of observations
with respect to variables such as stone technology, ar-
chaeological chronology, animal anatomy, and ethology,
(4) methodological innovation (e.g., positive clay impres-
sions of engraved surfaces), and (5) representational rigor
(composite renderings combining differentially lit views
of engraved surfaces). The fact that Pales’s extraordinary
research is presented with extreme modesty and pub-
lished in French should not prevent Anglophone schol-
ars from recognizing its merits.

The presumption of observational purity is buttressed
in Marshack’s work by his conveying of the impression
that a photomicrograph is representationally pure. We
are led to believe that Marshack’s photos are indisput-
able depictions of reality when in fact they are visual
arguments which can be countered by other visual
arguments. Objects are lit, magnified, photographed,
cropped, photographically enlarged, captioned, and ac-
companied by text in support of the position being advo

F1G. 1. Highly uniform marks that imitate almost
precisely the shape of the tool point (X 16) created
experimentally by indirect percussion. This type of
punctation replicates those on some pieces from the
Magdalenian, such as the heavily engraved bone from
La Marche (photo R. White).
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cated. This is not in any way to suggest purposeful
sleight-of-hand on Marshack’s part but rather to point
out that his interpretive agenda leads him to see one
of numerous possible patterns in a kind of optical and
cognitive selectivity. Preferential lighting is a revealing
example. There are several instances in Marshack’s
work (O’Farrell and White 1995) in which unidirectional
skim-lighting has been employed, the shadowed detail
then serving as a basis for description and comparison.
Several engraved marks on the famous Blanchard plaque
and other similar pieces from the same site appear to
be crescent-shaped in Marshack’s photographs and are
presented as such in accompanying descriptions and
drawings. However, on close microscopic inspection and
under alternative lighting (fig. 2) these often turn out to
be circular marks one wall of which casts a crescent-
shaped shadow.

In what I take to be Marshack’s mistaken quest for
internal analysis, archaeological context often becomes
irrelevant. For example, the Blanchard plaque, which
O'Farrell and I {1995) have studied from the perspective
of experimental technology, is but one of about 15 punc-
tated bone, antler, and ivory objects from the Aurigna-
cian 1 of southwestern France. Six of these are facsimiles
of seashells in ivory on which linear arrangements of
punctations, executed in precisely the same way as on
the Blanchard plaque, appear to represent the natural
patterned surface of the shell. Moreover, most Aurigna-
cian “engravings’’ on limestone, few of which are identi-
fiable as to subject, are in fact linear sequences of punc-
tations, not sharply engraved lines. What, then, makes
one linear sequence of marks perceptible as a line or
pattern having representational potential and another
such sequence perceptible as calendric notation? Such
questions are posed by a critical examination of Mar-
shack’s work but are almost never explicitly raised by
Marshack himself.

]

’,

F1G. 2. Differences in punctation morphology can be
created by changing the direction, angle, and
intensity of the light source. Circular punctations are
made to appear crescent-shaped in this
photomicrograph of a segment of the Blanchard
plaque (cf. Marshack’s [1991:46—48] photomicrograph
and accompanying drawings) (photo R. White).
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In the end, who can argue with the fact that Marshack
has forced us to examine the record of Paleolithic art at
a very different scale? Moreover, who can argue with
Marshack’s journalistic and photographic skill in textu-
ally and visually representing his position? I must admit
that, as a sophomore some 24 years ago, I was genuinely
excited by and attracted to Paleolithic symbolism by
Marshack’s skill as a science writer. But in my opinion
his anthropological contributions have been much over-
stated, especially by those quoted in the preamble to the
present paper, and I think that Elkins is overly generous
here in confusing the advances that have resulted from
various probing critiques of Marshack’s work (d’Errico
1994, Chollot-Varagnac 1980, O’Farrell and White 1995)
with the relatively modest theoretical and methodologi-
cal contributions of the work itself.

Reply

JAMES ELKINS
Chicago, I1I., U.S.A. 30 XI 9§

In the months since I wrote the essay, I have had the
benefit of several conversations about Carlo Ginzburg’s
essay on clues and historical method (Ginzburg 1980),
which continues to be the locus classicus for discus-
sions of close reading. It now seems to me even more
fragile than it did then, and I doubt that it can serve as
a stable starting-point for discussions about evidence,
method, clues, or close reading. In one typical but telling
example, Ginzburg enlists Mesopotamian divination us-
ing sheep livers as an example of “lower” or ““empirical”’
methods, but such divination was a highly systematic,
maplike practice complete with diagrams, clay models,
and strongly abstracted geometric schemata. In short,
it had all the characteristics of the opposing “higher,”
scientific method. Whatever the “lower method” is, it
does not seem to be a method, and I have begun to doubt
that it is a single practice in any useful sense.

I say this at the outset by way of an answer to Baxan-
dall’s beautifully phrased reply, in which he points out
that close reading in the sense I employ it is truly patho-
logical and fails to correspond to any actual looking. I
could not agree more: looking—and even looking that is
determinedly detailed, vigilant, or otherwise ‘“close’’—is
much less predictable and uniform than what I have de-
scribed. It would be interesting to try to give a phenome-
nological account of an extended and successful act of
close reading, in order to say what really happens before
art historians or archaeologists issue their apparently
systematic and self-consistent results. Certainly it
would look nothing like Marshack’s microscopic forays.
I also share Baxandall’s interest in William Empson,
whose work I think is a model of close reading in this
more realistic sense (even if he is often preternaturally
energetic in his attempts to get at every last shred of
ambiguity). But it is worth saying that the phrase ‘‘close

reading” in my essay is primarily intended not as a plau-
sible model of ordinary, or even exemplary, looking but
as a “‘case’’ whose extremity illuminates a common un-
examined ideal in many encounters with visual arti-
facts. It’s not so much a kind of reading (though it some-
times serves as a heuristic beginning for reading, or a
check on reading) as an extreme state at the borders of
reading. That is also why I did not emphasize that de
Man’s readings are “rigidly programmatic’”’ (as Staten
says) and therefore inapplicable to more normal reading.
It’s the ideal that is at issue. We all wish, I think, to be
able to see and describe as fully as Marshack and with
the same piercing attention and untiring concentra-
tion—without knowing quite what that entails, and
without wanting it single-mindedly enough actually to
achieve it.

Ginzburg’s model is frail, because the time he has to
invest in his argument in order to make it appear that
there is a “lower method” makes me wonder if the
method exists, just as Baxandall’s observations remind
me that the truth is more elusive (and, ultimately, more
seductive) than any systematically close reading. I take
up this question at length in a forthcoming book (Elkins
n.d.) These are essential issues, but they do not affect
my sense that the words “close’” and “‘reading’’ are not
liabilities to the argument I was proposing.

In Baxandall’s and Staten’s comments, “close” is a
synonym for “rigid”’ or ‘“programmatic.” To other com-
mentators it seems like a synonym for “‘narrow’’ or “re-
stricted.” Carrier points out there are closenesses that
are entirely different from the ones I entertain, such as
being close to a person. (It’s interesting that a “close
reading’’ of a person is a semiotic act: in fact it is the
original semiotic act, in Hippocrates’ sense.) In a similar
vein of skepticism, Godden says that what I mean is a
text-based hermeneutics that tends to minimize refer-
ences to the world. Most reading, he might say, posits a
healthy dose of semantics to complement its syntactics.
Marshack, Sonesson, and White make a related observa-
tion when they say that the lunar calendar is determined
from a wider context than the marks themselves. For
White, contextualization and integration of different
kinds of material are essential in any fuller interpreta-
tion. ““The point,” he says, “‘is that the construction of
meaning is very much a cultural matter.” Marshack is
especially insistent on this point, almost as if he would
deny any value in reading an artifact in isolation—in
performing what he himself calls an “internal”’ assess-
ment. The thrust of his reply is that no image can be
understood in isolation and that “historical” and “dia-
chronic” changes and contexts must be brought into
play.

I don’t want to argue too strongly against these kinds
of objections: though it may not seem so from my essay,
as an art historian I am continuously working with con-
texts. Meaning is seldom well made when it is made in
isolation—or, to put it more exactly, there is no such
thing as isolation because both the artifact and the read-
ing are always tied to some context. But at the risk of
being misidentified as a formalist, I will register my
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doubt that the breadth of a reading can somehow
strengthen the baselessness of its most rudimentary as-
sumptions about how marks make meaning. When the
richness of cultures and contexts overwhelms an inter-
pretation, dry foundational assumptions about marks or
signs can start to seem irrelevant. But what reading can
be immune from problems that infect its very terminol-
ogy? Readings of society or culture can shore up under-
developed notions of notation, decoration, and so
forth—but they only defer the moment when we need
to ask how our own sense of those terms drives our
inquiries. In Marshack’s terms, the ““experts’’ have to
convince the ‘“‘novices’”’ that historical parallels build
stable defining contexts for assumptions about signs, no-
tations, and so forth—assumptions that are implicit
throughout the analyses. For example, I would want to
know exactly which artifacts provide relevant examples
of the parallel containing lines Marshack notes in the
Tai plaque and how he decides which are close enough
to what happens on the plaque to count as supporting
material for his analysis (after all, in a sense “‘every nota-
tion in the Upper Paleolithic . . . is idiosyncratic”’). And
once I knew, I would probably want to say that the com-
parative examples only put off the moment when it is
necessary to decide what, in a given context, qualifies
as “sets of [notational] marks . . . engraved above and
below . . . containing lines”’—not to mention the even
more difficult moment when it becomes necessary to
ask why such distinctions seem natural.

In general, then, I resist objections that would shrink
the argument on account of the word “‘close’” until it
applies only to a certain formalism or to a small segment
of prehistoric archaeology. It’s more the other way
around: prehistoric artifacts are interesting in large part
because the context is wispy and unreliable enough to
force attention back on the rudimentary issues that in-
form any interpretation. I entirely agree with Marshack
when he says that ““the ‘impossibilities’ of close reading
are, actually, the questions, uncertainties, assays, inner
discourses and arguments, and tests that accompany the
development of any innovative inquiry,” but we dis-
agree on the nature of those questions and uncertainties:
to me, they circle back on terms such as marks, nota-
tions, and decoration. (In this sense I would concede
each of his numbered objections, and I refer readers to
them for clarifications of my informal list of notational
properties.) True, the historical contexts define them
and give them whatever significance they have in any
particular instance, but that does not mean that histori-
cal contexts vitiate the obligation, or the possibility, of
looking into the substructure of argument.

Other respondents locate crucial problems in the word
“reading.” Several wonder whether “‘close reading” is
the right phrase for something that is, after all, “visual.”
Is there such a thing as ‘“close looking’ as opposed to
“close reading’’? It is a monstrously complex question,
and it assumes a tremendous amount: that there is a
nameable difference between reading and seeing, that
seeing is known in some manner that is comparable to
the way reading is known, and that there are only two
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principal modes. Right from the beginning any division
between “close reading”’ and ‘‘close seeing’” runs into
difficulties with the fact that Marshack’s objects are en-
tirely disjunct from the traditions of writing, “protowrit-
ing,” and “‘prewriting.” There is, of course, no reading
in Marshack, but that does not mean it is any easier to
say if there is ““seeing.” If there is a vernacular sense to
“’close looking,” it would have to do with naturalistic
images—something that is not at issue here. So without
writing to read or images to see, I am not sure what
gain there is in switching from ‘“reading’’ to “seeing.” If
“notation’”” had a gerund, perhaps it would be closer to
what I mean, but it would still be largely empty of prac-
tical meaning. In addition, many of the objects Mar-
shack studies may not have been meant to be “read,”
traced, counted, or even recounted after they were made.
For reasons like these it’s necessary not to be too careful
about the word “reading.” Like “‘text,” ‘‘image,’” and
“artifact,” “‘reading” functions in my essay as a place
holder: it stabilizes the reference without tying it to a
specific semiotic practice. I mean “reading’ as an open-
ended word, more like ““encounter” than like “decipher-
ment.”

It’s a slightly different thing to ask if Marshack or I
manage not to rely on linguistic models. In a general
sense I think we both do, even if I do not think anything
specific in the argument relies on “the terms of lan-
guage’’ (Lacour), on the historical specifics of de Man’s
poststructuralism (as Summers and Godden suggest),
or on anything significantly or debilitatingly literary or
linguistic. The apparent disconnection between reading
and seeing, which Lacour stresses, is sometimes useful,
though it is not sharp enough so that Marshack would
have to “invent . . . grammatical forms . . . and rhetorical
deformations, as semiosis and as trope,” in order to fully
“read” his artifacts (Lacour]. What’s puzzling about vi-
sual artifacts is that they are partly given under the sign
of writing, but they never appear wholly as writing. I
have been developing some ideas about the differences
and similarities of written and “graphic” signs and “‘sub-
semiotic” and “‘nonsemiotic”’ marks (Elkins 1995a); in
general, the field is at an interesting stage, but it is well
beyond the simple disjunction of “reading’’ and ““seeing”’
that might appear to compromise an essay that seems to
misapply “close reading’’ to “/close seeing.” As Summers
points out, some of the things Marshack does are best
referred to the “model . . . of literary language as repre-
sentative of all signification,” and, as Clark says, “‘the
key question may remain that of verbal language.” Yet
I would resist subsuming sign systems under “reading”’
or “language,” because that slights very specific nonlin-
guistic practices such as reading charts, numbers, equa-
tions, maps, and graphs. Ginzburg may be too holistic
about ‘reading,” especially—as Sonesson rightly
notes—when he enlists philology as the principal hu-
manistic example of the “higher” method. Reading is
many specific, distinct practices, and none of them
are clearly opposed to seeing. In the end the best rea-
son that Ginzburg’s essay should be treated more as a
document of its author’s predilections than as a viable
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account of methods is that it glosses too many different
approaches.

At the same time, ‘“‘reading” in the general sense I use
it is not entirely empty, and I would not want to give
up its echoes of the ordinary meaning. As Clark points
out, interpretations do take place within “some kind of
linguistic field,” but it is not at all a simple domain of
literacy in some notational procedure: it shifts, as Clark
says, ‘‘between registers of representation . . . from
memory to prediction to inference to punctual insis-
tence on the present state of things.”” It is something we
cannot quite name, but it would be premature to call it
“seeing’” when seeing is even less well understood. To
take the discussion of close reading further—beyond
Ginzburg’s models and beyond the informal sense I gave
it in the essay—it is necessary to think more exactly
about what “reading’ in Marshack’s case might be.

If Marshack isn’t reading, what is he doing? Davis
puts it most sensitively when he says that Marshack is
“reading readability” or “‘taking the temperature” of a
reading. In more Kantian terms, Marshack studies the
conditions under which reading might be possible; or,
to say it as Wittgenstein might, he thinks about how
many different kinds of responses could count as read-
ing. It’s an acute observation to say that Marshack “is
reading writing as an index-gauge of readability’”’ and
that an artifact might possess an index of readability or
betray the “presence of Paleolithic-ese’” without actu-
ally being read, being readable, or being writing in any
sense.

It is not at all easy to go on and try to say what this
“reading readability’”’ is. On the one hand it could be
argued that Marshack does nothing of the kind, since he
does not interrogate what the signs of writing might be:
he is not concerned to say what might distinguish the
various species of “curious signs’’ and marks that I men-
tion in the essay, and he is not interested in asking about
his own assumptions about what reading or notation
might be. In that sense he does anything but read read-
ability. On the other hand, he wants to stay at a certain
distance from the final act of reading, when the reader
actually deciphers, translates, or otherwise understands
the sequence of signs themselves. Often it appears that
he keeps his distance for sober archaeological reasons,
since the intentions of the makers, and much of the
context of the making, are lost. But he has other, less
easily described reasons for wanting to leave the act of
reading open. One reason the “lunar calendars” are so
difficult for commentators to describe is that they aspire
to occupy the twilight between approaching an object
with the intent to read and actually reading. It is not
difficult to inquire into the assumptions a reader might
hold at any given time regarding what is to count as
mark, sign, legibility, and so forth; I did as much in the
essay and elsewhere in more general terms (Elkins 1996).
But Marshack’s readings are something other than that.

And when, exactly, is reading not also ‘“reading
readability’”’? As Redfield points out, my reading also
seems not to be a reading (since I don’t propose new
interpretations of the artifacts), but it is reading since I

take signs as ‘‘self-identical entities, available as such
to the eye.” (White also makes the excellent observation
that Marshack’s photographs are not evidence of any
kind—I was doubting their veracity, not their status as
evidence—but rather “visual arguments.”) This is not
the same as pointing out that I was searching for Mar-
shack’s assumptions but remaining unaware of my own:
it is the claim that ‘‘reading readability” is always also
reading. Redfield sees this as a move from “‘reading’” to
“seeing’’: he says I am “blindly confident” about my
“claim to see’” and that blindness is what enables my
reading. I would probably rather think of this as a blind
confidence in another kind of reading—a reading that is
propelled by thoughts about reading.

These may seem to be overly subtle points, but to a
large degree I think that they are the direction that needs
to be pushed in order to carry this discussion further.
Even though this response is the end of this particular
forum, six notions might form the starting point of a
more careful discussion of “reading” prehistoric arti-
facts—or visual artifacts in general:

1. Contemplating reading. Thinking of the possibility
of reading, I might scan a surface for marks that appear
to be meaningful. Some might present themselves as
notations or even elements of calendars and others as
iconic signs. It wouldn’t occur to me to wonder about
how I know such things, because I would be concentrat-
ing on the surface itself. From this point of view, the
act of reading and the theory of reading are equally dis-
tant. This is one of the senses in which Marshack “reads
readability,” for example, when he surveys an artifact
with notations in mind but with none in immediate evi-
dence.

2. Testing the waters. Then it might occur to me to

test the possibility of reading by trying out a reading on
some part of the artifact. The experiment would not en-
tail any awareness of principles: it would merely be a
sample reading, a willful act of reading intended to dis-
cover whether reading (in some as yet undefined sense)
is a good match for the marks. In Davis’s metaphor, here
reading is like sending up a weather balloon and seeing
what happens; like the previous mode and the next one,
it is also a way of “‘reading readability.” Marshack’s tests
of the lunar calendar are this kind of activity, since they
don’t issue in the conclusion that the marks are lunar
calendars.

3. “Taking the temperature” of a reading. Another
mode, which mingles with the first two, is thinking
about the plausible moments of reading. If an artifact
seems partly well-behaved as a notation and partly way-
ward or incomprehensible, I might be drawn to think
about probable and improbable acts of reading. Can the
straight rows of vertical lines in the Placard baton be
understood in the same way as the “curious sign’’? What
can possibly count as reading? When Sonesson speaks
about testing readings against the “‘instruments’” that
produce them, I would enlist sets of assumptions about
particular acts of reading as instruments. When I use a
barometer, I don’t often wonder about how it works—
but the match or mismatch between the barometer and
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the weather changes my sense of the barometer and vice
versa.

4. Interrogating my sense of “reading.” A next step
might be to turn my attention inward and begin to ques-
tion my own criteria for legibility. That is what I did in
the essay and what Marshack does when he argues with
d’Errico and others. It is clear that this kind of thinking
is not the same as actually reading, but it is often not
as clear that it is also different from the musings and
confusions of the first three modes. The apparent rise in
self-awareness that goes with this kind of introspection
was one of the points of my essay: blindnesses get
shifted around, and suddenly many things are visible
that weren’t when I was reading readability or otherwise
thinking of reading.

5. Interrogating the interrogation. Anything that pre-
sents itself as systematic can be systematically interro-
gated, and it might then occur to me to think about
how I've been thinking about the criteria of reading. The
infinite regression that opens here is nothing more than
the commonplace questioning of motives and possibili-
ties that goes along with any self-reflective method. It
is the mode of each of the comments and of this reply.
As Summers observes, a reading that proceeds by alter-
nately finding meaning and questioning its own mean-
ing is the precondition both of Marshack’s “time-
factored’’ notations and of historical writing in general.

6. Simply reading. Finally, I might just settle down
and read an artifact. Though it often seems as if that is
what Marshack does and though several comments im-
ply as much about my essay, I don’t think either of us
actually does in the cases under consideration. In other
contexts, both of us read—with unsupportable confi-
dence and with complete oblivion about the other ways
of thinking around and about reading. But the kind of
reading I do in the essay (which Redfield identifies) is
not reading in this ordinary sense: it is an inevitable
unseen accompaniment to the other modes, and espe-
cially those such as the fourth and fifth, in which I
would normally strenuously deny that I am reading.

I name these six modes to suggest that it is possible
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