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Abstract. The theoretical framework of the present 
essay springs from the media-philological field, in a brief 
attempt to compare two different approaches of the same 
artefact, (Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas), both pertaining 
to the newly-fashioned orbit of intermedial phenomena. 
The method proposed is the case study and the units of 
analysis we shall directly reference are: Eve Sussman’s 
89 Seconds at Álcazar (2004), a single channel looped 
video, narrating the scene behind the pictorial space in 
the painting, apposed to Daniel Arasse’s essay dedicated 
to the same artefact in his On n'y voit rien. Descriptions 
(2000). The purpose of this explorative undertaking is to 
analyse the actuality of a backstage narrative that results 
in a variety of interpretations, and at the same time to 
reconsider the two main force fields ensuing from the 
descriptive approach of a work of art: on the one hand 
the apparent faithful transcribing of the artefact and on 
the other, the tendency to prescribe a new interpretation 
of the visual field, with the direct intent to alter its scope. 

Keywords: Intermedial phenomena, Remediation, 
Medium, Artefact description, Trans-mediality, Index 
Nominum, Diego Velázquez.

How are groundhogs connected 
to a dying, 3,000 year-old language? 
What is the difference between compla-
cent and complaisant? Both headlines ap-
pear on a single internet page, shifting 
from image to text and back, just one 
click away from the immediate answer. 
All introductory statements to essays 
concerning the new media theories 
seem to be suboptimal at this point. A 
vowals like: “The new technological era 
has drastically altered the world of hu-
manistic studies as we know it” seem 
to have positively taken by siege the 
entire scientific, and media-related re-
search, culminating with the realization 
that theoretical titles, published no soo-
ner than the year of 2000 are presently 
outdated, due to the constant evolving 
of products that render all our techno-
philes triumphant. 

Aida OȘIAN
“Babeș-Bolyai” University, Cluj-Napoca

Email: aidaosian@gmail.com



148 Aida OȘIAN

In the light of the recent approaches on 
media-based interactions, the present pa-
per will attempt to briefly investigate the 
link between two such examples, while 
closely following the case study proto-
col. The focus is set on Diego Velázquez’s 
Las Meninas, the case of a canvas that has 
been subjected to incessant interpretation 
in all humanistic fields. The intention of 
this explorative undertaking is to ana-
lyse the actuality of a backstage narrative 
that results in a variety of interpretations, 
and, at the same time to reconsider the 
two main force fields ensuing from the 
descriptive approach of a work of art: on 
the one hand, the apparent faithful trans-
cribing of the artefact and, on the other, 
the tendency to prescribe a new interpre-
tation of the visual field, with the direct 
goal to alter its scope. 

*
The introductory part of the essay 

will set the theoretical stage in response 
to the need of defining a medium and 
setting the focus within the intermedial 
range of phenomena. This short debrie-
fing will be followed by a fact-finding 
analysis of Daniel Arasse’s essay on Las 
Meninas, part of his acclaimed On n’y voit 
rien. In doing this, I will be tracing the art 
historian’s professed necessity to ima-
gine a story congruent with the move-
ment behind the staging of the painting. 
His fragment will also help introduce the 
last part of the paper, a short analysis of 
Eve Sussman’s 89 Seconds at Alcázar and 
how we have discovered the coming-to-
life of precisely this narrative, behind 
the stillness of the double-layered can-

vas. This final part shall also consider the 
manner in which this video set an imme-
diate connexion with Arasse’s proclaimed 
conditions. All in all, our attempt shall 
lead to the conclusion that such pheno-
mena, falling at the inter-section of seve-
ral media of expression will always lead 
to a reconsidering of the viewer’s privile-
ged position.

In the present broader spectrum 
of media-related studies, interactivity 
seems to have become the main issue of 
debate. Spearheaded by theories postu-
lating the medium as a hybrid, interme-
diality emerges to define the offspring of 
these media-based interactions. It is un-
fortunate that theories concerning the 
concept tend to be insufficient and inco-
herent. Nevertheless, at this point, theo-
rists consider a fully comprehensive me-
dia theory system improbable. 

The etymology of the word echoes a 
state of in-between, correlated with a spe-
cific breach at the level of discrete media 
of communication. Its theoretic sustaina-
bility allows for encompassing of a wide 
range of phenomena, varying from do-
mains like art history and literary theo-
ry to the more general media studies (e.g. 
ekphrasis, film adaptations, or multime-
dia shows). The genesis of the term can be 
traced back to the Fluxus Movement in art 
and Dick Higgins’s essay “Intermedia” 
(1966). The experiential nature attributed 
to Fluxus determines the hybridity of the 
intermedia diagram accompanying the ma-
nifest. Intermedia’s primary purpose is to 
define the media-life interactions chan-
nelled towards intermedia artefacts and 



149(Re)Enacting Velázquez Las Meninas
Re-framed from an Intermedial Perspective

the anatomy of the in-between, as perfor-
med by the Fluxus program:

“[...] a dynamic interstitial space 
between media forms and between life 
structures. Rather than merely multi-
plying existing media categories, like 
multimedia (as in opera, which discre-
tely combines theatre with music and 
dance) or mixed media (as in illustra-
ted stories, presenting complementary 
images and words), intermedia actively 
probes the spaces between different me-
dia.” (Higgins 97).

At the level of direct functionality, the 
concept is treated as a work-in-progress 
by all theorists of the phenomenon. 
Intermedia art is primordially conceptual, 
an entwining among different types 
of media that develops into a new 
artistic modus operandi and forms a 
new media design, which can be seen 
as a finite product in the contemporary 
art galleries. From this source/visual 
element, there derived in the theoretical 
field, the umbrella-term known as 
intermediality, by way of which theorists 
are presently attempting a deeper 
understanding of the interactions among 
the heterogeneous elements pertaining to 
the medium-as-support or medium-as-
text. Consequently, the field of Interarts 
studies, which has been dwelling on the 
same issues for a long time, adopted this 
new theoretical setting, by systematically 
introducing its innovative strategies in its 
general discourse. 

When directed towards such a phe-
nomenon, the viewer is automatical-
ly overtaken by the medium-as-sup-

port. We start, therefore, by asking the 
question: What is a medium? One of the 
great controversies within the literature 
on intermedial phenomena is defining 
the medium per se. In his Picture Theory, 
W.J.T. Mitchell1 concludes that “all me-
dia are mixed media” (5) inferring a 
default inter-medial feature within the 
medium’s very genetics. When in rela-
tion to the new media, the definition in 
case tends to redistribute qualities like: 
process-oriented, generative, participa-
tory, all distinctive features of the new 
digital cross-materialities. However, 
when closely examining the new desi-
gnations given to the medium, one can-
not but acknowledge a climacteric shift 
from pure to hybrid in the more gene-
ral frame of its functionality. The ten-
dency is to relate to the medium cross-
pollinations (Stafford 456) rather than 
approaching the medium in its pure, 
individual frame. This precise case of 
media-transfusion is also discussed in 
the acclaimed theories developed by 
Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin. Their 
medium is “that which remediates” 
(Bolter and Grusin 65) indicative of a 
lack of purity in transfer and transfor-
mation. All media reflect qualities of 
“otherness” and are thus prone to hy-
bridization. 

Singled out, Jürgen E. Müller’s pos-
tulation that “media are imbedded in in-
tentional patterns and contexts of action; 
they are constructed on a dialogical and 
semiotic basis and they comprise several 
dimensions which inter-act in the process 
of semiosis, but which can be isolated for 
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purpose of analysis” (Müller 298) empha-
sizes a dialogical dynamic within the me-
dia-relation and reflects on the possibili-
ty of detaching a medium frame for the 
purpose of investigation. This process 
makes us aware of its presence; as a re-
sult we have also a much-debated pro-
blem to address: the medium awareness 
and the need for complete and total im-
mersion to achieve aesthetic satisfaction 
(Ryan 353). An illustrative example is gi-
ven by theorists of the hypertext as a new 
literary genre. Explorations in interacti-
vity and participatory forms of textuali-
ty have been conducted throughout the 
past decades, only to reach the conclusion 
that “the structure arrests the eye at the 
surface of its materials” (Ryan 355) and 
that we are still subjected to a more or less 
subtle form of medium-awareness and of 
its mediator. Even though the contempo-
rary viewer constantly pursuits the per-
fect immersive interactivity, this can only 
be achieved gradually and, at this point, 
by taking in the phenomenology of the 
“being medium-aware”. 

In line with this acknowledged me-
dium awareness, we first open the prin-
ted pages of Daniel Arasse’s On n’y voit 
rien, only to discover once more, his 
words contemplating Velázquez’s Infanta. 
The art historians’ discourse has long re-
presented a source of media intersections, 
aligning descriptive word and image to-
gether, in an attempt to transpose what is 
“correctly” depicted in the artefact. The 
words of the art historian deliver (in this 
case) the painted canvas-as-medium on 
paper-as-medium, overlooking any in-
tention to transcribe its visible elements. 

Las Meninas has been subjected to such 
various drills of interpretation, that, at 
this point, it reflects more the words assi-
gned to it than the image intended by the 
painter. The essay “Eye of the Maestro” is 
consequently Arasse’s trial of prescribing 
his own visual and mental perception for 
the reader. It represents a personal ac-
count of taking-in this celebrated capric-
cio while confronting its outcome with si-
milar prescriptions offered by Palomino, 
Foucault and others. Moreover, his pre-
sent writing, pertaining to the essay genre 
and the self-examination it entails, es-
capes the rigor and unremitting reference 
of his ground work. 

Apart from the inherent transparency 
of the aesthetic qualities in the painting, 
the figurative and representational as-
pects deliver the unique characteristic of 
a medium that offers itself to the viewer 
at first glance. The ekphrastic method of 
reflection chosen by Daniel Arasse to cap-
ture the still movement behind the pic-
torial space has been long considered by 
theorists in the Interarts field as the main 
principle guiding the art historian’s rhe-
toric on the visual. Furthermore, the im-
mutable nature of the image has spatiali-
ty as its universal attribute, whereas any 
verbal account of an artefact is predomi-
nantly temporal and dynamic. With re-
gard to the conditions by which the ek-
phrastic method claims to position the 
verbal ad interim the visual – one medium 
replacing the other – we consider a hy-
pothesis for an intermedial phenomenon 
consistent with the present argument.

The Álcazar castle in Madrid is the-
refore the venue for the painterly royal 
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gathering. Velazquez, “undoubted-
ly aware of the thematic relationship 
between both paintings and their sub-
jects.” (Portús 296) had carefully set the 
stage in the prince’s chamber for a family 
portrait. As Arasse notes, while rejecting 
the historical anachronisms directed to-
wards the canvas, the main aspects taken 
into consideration are: the eye perspec-
tive, following the appositives: the canvas 
was conceived for/under the eye of the 
King or for/under the eye of the Maestro; 
the muteness of the mirror which inter-
mediates the vision of the characters in 
the painting, all directed towards an 
all-aware royal couple and, last but not 
least, the background “narrative fiction” 
(Arasse 155) designed by Velazquez, and 
according to which, the conditions of the 
representation, the movements and sto-
ry behind it, directly determine the na-
ture of the represented object. This entire 
word depositing on the same frame that 
inspired Damisch, Panofsky, Foucault 
and Alpers in their attempts to find new 
guiding lines for different outcomes has, 
in our opinion, a new intermedial fore-
ground. 

This is a favourable setting for us 
to build the argument for an interme-
dial theory with direct application on 
ekphrasis. At the point where the inter-
art studies seem to be too general to sa-
tisfy the need for explaining particular 
phenomena, Werner Wolf’s arguments 
in Musicalisation of Fiction (1999) offer a 
more coagulated theoretical version for 
the newly formed notion of media-philo-
logical origin. Intermediality is defined as 
“the participation of more than one me-

dium of expression in the signification of 
a human artefact” (Wolf 1) which seems 
to follow the pattern of intertextuality, 
with the distinction that the latter is mo-
nomedial in structure: text-within-textual 
frame. There is also evidence to the fact 
that the intertext is presently perceived 
as an intra-medial phenomenon. Due to 
a certain shortage of terminological pre-
cision, all research concerning the inter-
medial occurrences fails to distinctly de-
lineate particular issues. In Wolf’s under-
taking, we firstly point out the theorist’s 
preference for the medium as an aesthe-
tic context, conveying artistic messages. 
What chiefly interests us in the case of ek-
phrasis is the distinction theorized in the 
opposition overt (direct) intermediality – 
covert (indirect) intermediality. In cases 
that fall under the heading of “overt”, 
all media concerned are present as sepa-
rate entities, in one form or another, re-
vealing a multimedial formation (as in 
theatre performance – the visual, verbal, 
music-sound elements). The covert para-
digm, on the other hand, relates to indi-
vidual phenomena where only one me-
dium is apparent, indirectly referencing 
a second one. 

Consequently, the ekphrastic model 
falls under the category of covert inter-
mediality where only one medium is ap-
parent. Our premise follows here a sub-
sequent line of reasoning: if any type of 
covert intermediality “necessarily implies 
a relationship between a dominant and a 
non-dominant medium” (Wolf 42) then, 
in the case of ekphrasis, the prevailing me-
dium takes over completely and assumes 
the difficult task of referencing with the 
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promise to make the reader “see” and “re-
cognize” a certain artefact. There is a cer-
tain gap at the level of this statement, as it 
involves no degree of purity from the part 
of the reader. The aesthetic effect may be 
different for the reader that has never 
come in contact with the work of art be-
fore the description, and the one that has 
already seen it and encompasses the rea-
ding as a mere wording of the image s(he) 
had previously contemplated. 

The same theoretical outlook creates 
our argument at this point, owing to the 
theorist’s preference for the medium as 
an aesthetic context conveying artistic 
messages. His intermedial phenomenon 
entails conventionally discrete media ma-
nifestations with direct or indirect input 
“in the signification of a human artefact” 
(Wolf 37). In the case of the ekphrastic set-
ting, may it be transposing in detail, or 
prescribing a new interpretation of the vi-
sual object, the issue is related to the do-
minance of a certain medium in the com-
bination. Arasse’s essay can be seen as 
both an overt intermedial occurrence and 
a covert one. The twofold theoretical ven-
ture proposed by Werner Wolf (overt in-
termediality/covert intermediality) is va-
luable for our argumentation, due to the 
specificity of the media dominance in this 
case. It is overt in certain terms, if the il-
lustrations accompanying the text pre-
cisely juxtapose the elements in discus-
sion, thus offering equal dominance to 
both verbal and visual media involved. It 
is, on the other hand, the case of a covert 
intermedial product if the verbal descrip-
tion is not supplemented by the image 
and thus left in dominance over the visual 

medium. Both stances are present in this 
case; as a result several references to hid-
den layers of meaning under Las Meninas 
are left unseen for the reader. 

Svetlana Alpers’ Art of Describing of-
fers yet another overt intermedial occur-
rence for the same Meninas. This time, the 
“looker” (Alpers 69) is Velázquez, who is 
set to prioritize a world in its entirety. 
This world is the equivalent of Arasse’s 
fictional narrative behind the canvas. We, 
the viewers/readers are looking into this 
world together with the royal couple. We 
have the same position: in front of the 
stage, but there is no trace of us projec-
ted on the canvas, whereas the King and 
Queen are mirrored in the background. 
Both Alpers’ and Arasse’s accounts take 
Foucault’s projected trust in representa-
tion as best describing the nature of this 
painting. Going back and forth the nume-
rous accounts given to the pictorial com-
position, the characters seem to get disse-
vered from the material canvas and pas-
ted onto new and intricate backgrounds, 
all of which can nevertheless be interpre-
ted as new media of display. Arasse him-
self testifies to having imagined a new 
frame for the painting, a fictional setting 
in which the painter was working for the 
double royal portrait in Álcazar, when 
the Infanta Margarita came down to see 
her parents accompanied by her retinue. 
Given the short span of the movements 
in the painting, the general conclusion is 
that no one depicted therein could have 
posed for the necessary time to actually 
finish such an ample composition, thus 
the idea behind the canvas resembles the 
mechanics of a photogram – a snapshot 



153(Re)Enacting Velázquez Las Meninas
Re-framed from an Intermedial Perspective

that was later on meant to develop into 
a cinematic.

The artefact presents itself to the viewer, 
rendering manifest both intermedial and 
interartial phenomena2. The audio-vi-
sual, the painting, the staged production, 
all projected against the white screen of-
fer a syncretic reframing of the aesthetic 
message. The surrounding setting is pro-
vided by Picasso’s comprehensive stu-
dies on the same subject, offering a ge-
nuine dialogue between the artists of the 
past and present. This particular case of 
arts and media convergence was later on 
visible on the World Wide Web by means 
of still photography (Figs. 1, 2, 3)3 and the 
full length video. The question comes to 
mind: is this a process with exponential 
power of trans-mediation or an interme-
dial product?

At the basis of the 89 Segons example 
there lays a stringent concern that pre-
vails every time a viewer enters direct vi-
sual contact with the new intermedial/
multimedial arts. Are all these mixed 
media beneficial to the work of art or do 
they contribute to its becoming trivial? 
The video at hand imagines and re-pre-
sents real-time moments immediately 
before, during and after the realisation of 
Las Meninas (cca. 1656). To render the vis-
ceral element – a remediation becoming 
medium-in-itself – the artist resorted to 
a mixture of mirrors and reflecting ma-
terials, all rendered in high definition to 
optimise the visual act. The artefact ela-
borates a complex Baroque decorum, a 
replica of the Alcázar rooms and allows 
for focal effects on the characters such 
as: Infanta Margarita, Philip IV, Mariana 
of Austria and Diego Velázquez him-
self. The entire soundtrack is conceived 

Figs. 1, 2, 3. 
Production stills from 89 Seconds at Álcazar,
by Eve Sussman and The Rufus Corporation

August, 1, 2008. The temporary exhi-
bit in Pablo Picasso museum in Barcelona 
is displaying Eve Sussman’s 89 Seconds at 
Álcazar, a single channel looped video, 
narrating the scene behind the pictorial 
space in Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas. 
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in audio mixing that renders heart beats, 
breathing, whispers and ambient noise. 
Eventually, the answer to the question 
formulated above comes directly from 
the artist’s testimonial taken from an in-
terview for Bennington in 2005:

“I was constantly worried that we 
weren’t getting close enough. I was sort 
of haunted by it. Then I thought, it will 
look like a painting, but it’s going to be 
kitschy. We had built what was really a 
very theatrical set and Karen Young did 
an amazing job replicating the costumes. 
So we had these huge dresses and giant 
wigs. (…) You can very easily slide into 
sad soap opera/costume drama as soon 
as you put people in big dresses. To 
keep it in this other energy was not easy. 
There was a day when I realised: This is 
not about just trying to make this pain-
ting come alive. It’s its own thing, separate 
from that. (Bennington 20)”.

This comes to employ our argument 
once more, as in order to reconstruct the 
space/decorum, the set director made use 
of a series of descriptions of the painting, 
reproductions, and also the proper 
architectural plan of Álcazar. The artist’s 
desire to “get close enough” derives 

precisely from the need for accuracy of 
the reproduction, may it be the visual 
image or the word description. The last 
remark brings forth the transformation 
by way of remediation of the intermedial 
elements. This metamorphosis leads to 
the formation of a medium-in-itself. Its 
own thing, separate from that! To be more 
precise, the juxtaposed media neither 
contribute nor become inopportune to the 
work of art, but coagulate in a complete 
entity that requires to be perceived as 
such, apart from the digression inherent to 
the audio-visual montage. From this point 
onward, the step towards a comparison 
with the ekphrastic model becomes 
obvious. It can be seen as a medium-in-
itself, of intermedial production, that 
suffers remediating every time it comes 
in contact with the reader (all due to the 
flexible nature of interpretation), it is its 
own thing. However, we must consider 
that in the instances analysed the reader/
viewer is still medium-bound (apparatus 
– printed book, framed canvas etc.) and 
this semiotic attribution, this dissipating 
of meaning shall pragmatically determine 
the reaction when in contact with the 
artefact. 

Endnotes
1. The definitions preferred within the general 

construct of the present essay pertain to theories 
that are directly related to inter-medial and inter-
artial poetics.

2. Dichotomy explained by Jürgen E. Müller as 
follows: “(...) intermediality includes social, tech-
nological, and media-related factors; interartiality 
by contrast restricts its scope to a reconstruction of 

interactions between the arts and artistic creation 
processes, and hence inscribes itself rather within a 
poetological tradition.”, Intermediality and Media 
Historiography in the Digital Era, in Acta Univ. 
Sapientiae, Film and Media Studies, 2/2010, p. 19.

3. The still photographs are taken from the web-
site http://www.rufuscorporation.com from the 
page dedicated to Eve Sussman’s project.
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