
Map 1.11
Holbein’s blue-print was not the first to give explicit information about the orthogonal, rotated 
structure of α and ∂ in the service of “opening up a gateway to the underworld.” Leonardo da Vinci’s 
painting of the Annunciation (1472–1475) and Albrecht Dürer’s engraving of an “Artist and Model in 
the Studio” (1525) suggest that the idea was already available for experimenting. Holbein’s over-
determinationed meanings involved anamorphosis, theology, and numerology. Dürer’s and Leon-
ardo’s use some other tricks and themes, but the idea of the inside frame is just as mysterious.
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Leonardo adds the element of “acousmatic” voice: the Angel Gabriel’s announcement is the act of 
impregnation, something that speaks through the Bible text Mary is reading on the lectern. Her ear, 
as the ear in psychoanalysis, plays the role of a womb in which the word is made flesh. This scene 
has been rotated in the sense that we see, thanks to the “oblique” view, the normally invisible pres-
ence of the angel, whose own presence in the scene is oblique. The angel is internally framed by the 
lectern, which can be said to frame both/either the “artist or model” in the Dürer engraving.
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1.11 / Oblique View, Inside Frame
Some very famous paintings have been example of what the scholar Max Nänny and 
Olga Fischer called iconicity. This is the case where the work refers to itself, its status as 
an artifact. In Dürer’s “Artist and Model in the Studio” and Leonardo’s Annunciation, the 
key lies in the elongation of the field of view, more suited to two eyes than one and, in 
many other respects, involving a different sort of parallax and different kind of revealed 
depth. The inside frame is obvious in the case of Dürer’s instructional engraving (it was 
a part of a draftsman’s handbook). The framed wire-grid known as the lucinda divided 
the visible scene into squares that the artist could then transfer to a similarly gridded 
drawing surface. Our oblique view is nearly 90º to the lucinda. The “depth” of the scene 
is methodological. In Leonardo’s Annunciation, the depth is theological. It is not as ob-
vious that we are taking the oblique view, unless we consider that the Angel Gabriel is 
not a customary part of the visible scene and is included with his own protective inside 
frame: the garb and physiology of a celestial being. He is not a ghost but a fully pres-
ent object within the perceptual field. Except for the wings and halo (which Mary also 
has) we might take him for just a respectful visitor. The rotation by which we and Mary 
experience a commonalty is one of reception. Her ear, thanks to the Bible on the lec-
tern, becomes the womb where the word will be incarnated. It is an organ-out-of-place, 
a reorganization of the idea of maternity, a truly “hysterical” condition. The subject is 
the agent, which in this case means the nexus of the Γ structure that joins α and ∂. The 
oblique view sets the angel, lectern, and virgin into a left-right sequence. In Lacanian 
terms, the signifing chain has on its left a “master signifier” and on its right an organ out 
of place, dislocated into position as the organ of divine pleasure, α. Our question is … is 
it possible to go further and see this acousmatic element as an automaton, who takes 
up the full span including both Aristotelian natural chance and the modern notion of au-
tomation? Is the acousmatic voice going to be “delayed,” forced to gestate and mature?

It seems a relief to go back to the Dürer, but is that case really any simpler? We have 
a more obvious geometrical case of rotation and a means of understanding the oblique 
as, in this case, revealing a depth that is both ironic and still instructional. Rather than 
see the model as passive, it is possible to put her in the position of the angel in the An-
nunciation and see the two windows as inside frames. The lucinda divides the scene into 
pages; the artist reads and translates. The obelisk that fixes the position of his eye is like 
the pointers used to read sacred texts. They angulate (Γ) the relationship between the 
content surplus to the literal text, α, and the fractures, excesses, or gaps that serve as 
ciphers. Once the password is discovered, the order of pages is recovered. The pitcher 
and topiary plant, marginal to the main image, and the inkwell marginal to the gridded 
drawing, like all passwords take up their place at the border crossing.

Max Nänny and Olga Fischer, eds., The Motivated Sign (2000).


