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Remarkably, the skull works as a sextant, establishing the first 27º line that intersects the horizon, 
which connects Jean de Dinteville’s hand holding the dagger, the position of his estate in England, 
and the sound hole of the lute.

The other “pointers” include eyes, instruments, and of course the date on the back of the oak 
planks. The numerology of the work revolves around the 3s that figure in the 27º angle, the set of 
three epochs of 500 years, and the age of Christ at the time of his death, 33. The number 11 also 
figures as a number of completion. North demonstrates that Holbein specified the exact minute of 
Apocalypse, not as an abstract clue but with a set of ideas arranged to form a picture of the cosmos 
of finitude. Golgotha, “the place of the skull,” becomes a geometric cosmogram anamorphically 
embedded within the image. It identifies the crucifixion and the lower point of view as the base of 
the isosceles triangle but also the base of time. Time and space are continually conjoined, through 
instruments that rely on the calculated curvature of the earth to determine position based on the 
time of day, or the division of the earth based on celestial observation. 

One thesis was that Jean de Dinteville had hung this painting at the top of a stair, so that guests, 
ascending to bed after elaborate banquets, would see the skull in its corrected version and be 
reminded of their own mortality. This seems to be too easy an interpretation. This painting, if 
anything, creates what Plato’s Timaeus called “a moving image of eternity,” a kind of “hyper-cube” 
of the Surrealists and 20th-century mystics who sought to combine dynamics and universality. 
Whatever our belated observations might be, The Ambassadors demonstrates the active presence 
of a sophisticated combination of critical thinking, philosophy, and artistic formation in the 1500s. 
We must take seriously not just the fact of combination of these diverse themes but the specific 
form, i.e. the “anamorphic triangle,” that Holbein used to create his cosmogram. What the eye sees 
literally conceals within it an anamorphic cipher that is true in a higher sense than the logic of true 
and false.

The lute may refer to the theology of the plucked string, the series of ratios defined by multiples 
of 2’s and 3’s that were conjoined by the “lambda” that guided architects and masons of antiquity. 
Music and architecture were simultaneously informed by this compact guide to forming the differ-
ent kinds of means “centered” on the number 12: 6-12-24, 9-12-16, 8-12-18 (Jay Kappraff, “The 
Arithmetic of Nicomachus of Gerasa and its Applications to Systems of Proportion,” Nexus Network 
Journal).
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1.04 / Extimacy

Duchamp anticipated the Planet of the Idiots problem through his idea of delay. Like 
curvature, the continuously revised heading on a “least distance” trip, delay miniatur-
ized the cosmic condition of a gap. Like Lacan, Duchamp realized that the gap had to do 
with the nature of desire. It was the small difference, a kink in reality. Notably, in all who 
have come upon this idea, the gap and desire are inevitably associated with the point 
of view. In the broad range of phenomena of “anamorphosis,” for example, the idea of 
delay, gap, and desire converge to make a perfect storm. Lacan’s headquarters for ana-
morphosis was Hans Holbein’s painting, The Ambassadors (1533), where a blur across 
the canvas can be seen as a skull if viewed from either of two points close to the canvas 
surface. The two points lie along a line lying 27º from the horizon passing through the 
sound hole of the lute, one of the many objects on display. 

For his version of Duchampian delay, Holbein has elaborated a full formula: naviga-
tion, obversion, temporal termination, visual anamorphosis, curvature. Again, the coin-
cidence of opposites: the “outermost” terminal boundary of the Apocalypse is inscribed 
into the inside frame of the skull, which anamorphically obverts the visual and bio-
graphical contents of the portrait. The quick flip between extremes has its own psycho-
analytical pedegree in Lacan’s idea of “extimacy” (extimité), the “intimate exterior” or, 
obversely, the alien interior. In Freudian terms, this kernel of obversion is the antipode 
of the subject’s own inside frame, the void that is established by the desire of the Other. 
As a means of moving through the successive stages of development (oral, anal, phal-
lic, etc.), the developing subject comes to term with the mother’s relation to the Real, 
the father’s relation to reality (primarily though the device of the name), through the 
recognition of a symbolic ego made present in the “mirror stage.” This equipment of ex-
timacy combines with that of anamorphosis and Duchampian delay to constitute a broad 
encyclopedia that Mladen Dolar has situated within the (Freudian) uncanny. Not only is 
extimacy uncanny in the casual sense of being strange; it is the uncanny, structurally, 
historically, ethnographically, and psychologically.

John North has domesticated this complex of symptoms within the history of the paint-
ing. Holbein recorded a strangely over-specific date of completion: April 11, 1533, 4 
p.m. By indicating a particular Good Friday on the verso, Holbein confirmed references 
to Golgotha on the painting’s recto. The crucifix nearly covered by the curtain com-
pletes the isosceles triangle containing the right triangle with the anamorphic skull. The 
navigation instruments shown on the table behind the two ambassadors, plus the lute’s 
reference to cosmic harmony indicate that Holbein favored the theory that 3’s lay at the 
heart of multiple mysteries, including that of time (1533 = 3x500 + 3x11). The angle of 
the sun above the horizon of London, where he completed the portrait at 4 p.m.? 27º. 
Over-determination never had it so good.
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