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Abstract: 
The present paper investigates the intertextuality within visual arts in What I Loved by Siri 
Hustvedt. The history of intertextuality as a concept has been presented. Exploring the 
nature of this concept which asserts that a text or any art incorporates in it pre-existent 
ideas and already fulfilled work of art, the paper has depicted three visual art works, 
namely, Self-Portrait, Hansel and Gretel and Icarus which carry intertextual links to the 
poem “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror,” the fairy tale “Hansel and Gretel” and the Greek 
myth “Daedalus and Icarus” respectively.  As the concept suggests, rather than 
differentness or newness in any sort of art, attempt has been made to point out intertextual 
elements in these works. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
            The present paper investigates intertextuality in the visual arts in What I Loved of 
Siri Hustvedt. The three of those art works will be focus of attention, namely Self-Portrait, 
Hansel and Gretel and Icarus. Before these works are elaborated, intertextuality as a 
concept will be explained. The ideas of some theorists over this concept will be addressed. 
Saussure’s theory of language and structuralism that Saussurean semiology has led will be 
represented as one origin of this term. After Saussure, Bakhtin’s notion of language which 
emphasizes social aspect of language will follow. Then, Kristeva, influenced by Bakhtin’s 
notion of dialogism, will be mentioned as a theorist, who coins the term and is interested in 
textuality, asserting that a text cannot be original, and it is necessarily a product of already 
existent utterances. Afterwards, Barthes’s notion of intertextuality, like Kristeva’s, will be 
depicted as an attack on monological idea of meaning. As the concept of intertextuality 
suggests, there cannot be any novelty in arts because every material for art or book is 
gathered from already performed art or uttered discourses. Therefore, this paper aims at 
exploring the traces of intertextual elements within above mentioned visual arts.  
         After the theoretical part, intertextuality in Self-Portrait, painting of the artist, Bill 
Wechsler, in What I Loved will be depicted. That work of art will be discussed as having 
traces of John Ashbery’s “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror.” Along with the titles, there are 
some similar points addressed in both of them which will be demonstrated. The 
relationship between self and other, merging with the other and shifting of identities will be 
presented in both of them. It will be shown that it becomes hard in the end to distinguish 
between the poet, Ashbery, and the painter in the poem, Parmigianino, in terms of narrative 
voice. Likewise, in the painting, Self-Portrait, the mixing of the artist, the model and the 
spectator will be shown.  
             The following work Hansel and Gretel Bill constructs by being inspired by his 
son’s favorite fairy tale is the retelling of the famous fairy tale of The Brothers Grimm. The 
method Bill uses during its composition and the references to the tale with its witch, 
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figures of father and mother and the fears of children will be detailed. Although the last 
work of art, Icarus, which consists of videos, does not have direct references to the Greek 
myth “Daedalus and Icarus” in terms of content, it will be revealed that Bill’s motive for 
getting down to this work has overtones of this renown myth.  
              While the intertextuality in those works in What I Loved is demonstrated, the 
interconnectedness and interdependence of those paintings and the lives of those characters 
will also be presented. 
 

2. INTERTEXUALITY 
2.I. Investigating the Origins of the Term 

             Saussure is considered to be responsible for a wide-reaching change in the theory 
of language with his Course in General Linguistics published in 1915. In his study, he 
asserts that “the linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a name, but a concept and a sound-
image” (Saussure 66). Saussure names the combination of a concept and a sound-image a 
sign, while replacing “concept and sound-image respectively by signified [signifié] and 
signifier [signifiant]” (Saussure 67). He draws attention to the “arbitrary nature of the sign” 
(Saussure 68). Moreover, he alleges that signs have meaning “not because of a referential 
function but because of their function within a linguistic system as it exists at any moment 
of time,” which means that “the reference of the sign is to the system, not directly to the 
world” (Allen 9).  Such an arbitrariness of the sign necessitates the “recognition that all 
acts of communication stem from choices made within a system which pre-exists any 
speaker” (Allen 9).  
                As Barthes remarks about la langue; “it [la langue] is the social part of language, 
the individual cannot himself either create or modify it; it is essentially a collective 
constraint which one must accept in its entirety if one wishes to communicate” (qtd. in 
Allen 9). Allen indicates that “the meanings we produce and find within language, then, are 
relational; they depend upon processes of combination and association within the 
differential system of language itself” (10). When he considers the sign as a whole, 
Saussure sums up: 

in language there are only differences. Even more important: a difference 
generally implies positive terms between which the difference is set up; but in 
language there are only differences without positive terms. Whether we take 
the signified or the signifier, language has neither ideas nor sounds that 
existed before the linguistic system, but only conceptual and phonic 
differences that have issued from the system. (qtd. in Rice and Waugh 14) 

 
Saussure’s insight into the sign amounts to say that signs convey meanings because of 
“their similarity to and difference from other signs” (Allen 10). It is structuralism, “a 
critical, philosophical and cultural movement based on the notions of Saussurean 
semiology” that has led, in the twentieth century, many changes and reconsiderations in 
many different disciplines. As Allen remarks, “this revolution in thought, which has been 
styled the ‘linguistic turn’ in the human sciences, can be understood as one origin of the 
theory of intertextuality” (10).  
         What Saussure argues overall is that signs are differential. When it comes to literary 
works, this differential nature of signs applies to it in two ways. As Allen points out, “if we 
imagine the literary tradition as itself a synchronic system, then the literary author becomes 
a figure working with at least two systems, those of language in general and of the literary 
system in particular” (11). As Allen further remarks, “even apparently ‘realist’ texts 
generate their meaning out of their relation to literary and cultural systems, rather than out 
of any direct representation of the physical world” (12). Such an insight brings to mind 
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Roland Barthes’s “The Death of the Author” (Allen 12). As Barthes indicates: 
We know now that a text is not a line of words releasing a single ‘theological’ 
meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God) but a multidimensional space in 
which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash. The text 
is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture. 
Similar to Bouvard and Pécuchet, those eternal copyists, at once sublime and 
comic and whose profound ridiculousness indicates precisely the truth of 
writing, the writer can only imitate a gesture that is always anterior, never 
original. His only power is to mix writings, to counter the ones with the 
others, in such a way as never to rest on any one of them. Did he wish to 
express himself, he ought at least to know that the inner ‘thing’ he thinks to 
‘translate’ is itself only a ready-formed dictionary, its words only explainable 
through other words, and so on indefinitely… (116-17) 

As Barthes goes on to add, “the reader is the space on which all the quotations that make 
up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin 
but in its destination. Yet this destination cannot any longer be personal: the reader 
is…simply someone who holds together in a single field all the traces by which the written 
text is constituted” (118). So what the author does is nothing more than to collect “pre-
existent possibilities within the language system” (Allen 14). The term “intertextual,” as 
Allen indicates, has been named by theorists since such radical changes occurred in the 
perception of language (14).  
           Although it is Kristeva that does “coin the term intertextuality,” M. M. Bakhtin has 
also been very important contributor to the emergence of this term (Allen 15). Bakhtin 
argues that “language, seen in its social dimension, is constantly reflecting and 
transforming class, institutional, national, and group interests. No word or utterance, from 
this perspective, is ever neutral. Though the meaning of utterances may be unique, they 
still derive from already established patterns of meaning recognizable by the addressee and 
adapted by the addresser” (Allen 18). Unlike Saussure, Bakhtin is interested more in social 
aspect of language.  As Bakhtin/ Volosinov point out: 

Orientation of the word towards the addressee has an extremely high 
significance. In point of fact, word is a two-sided act. It is determined equally 
by whose word it is and for whom it is meant. As word, it is precisely the 
product of the reciprocal relationship between speaker and listener, addresser 
and addressee. Each and every word expresses ‘one’ in relation to the ‘other’. 
I give myself verbal shape from another’s point of view, ultimately, from the 
point of view of the community to which I belong. A word is a bridge thrown 
between myself and another. If one end of the bridge depends on me, then the 
other depends upon my addressee. A word is a territory shared by both 
addresser and addressee, by the speaker and his interlocutor. (qtd. in Allen 19-
20) 

Bakhtin asserts that the words chosen by a speaker always carry previous statement uttered 
by others: “Any utterance, in addition to its own theme, always responds (in the broad 
sense of the word) in one form or another to others’ utterances that precede it” (Bakhtin 
qtd. in Allen 20). His emphasis on “the otherness of language” underpins Bakhtin’s most 
significant idea, “dialogism” (Allen 21). By dialogism, Bakhtin does not refer to dialogues 
between characters in a novel. He believes that the novel exhibits “a world which is 
literally dialogic” because it “fights against any view of the world which would valorize 
‘official’ point-of-view, one ideological position, and thus one discourse, above all others” 
(Allen 24). Concerning the theory of intertextuality, Bakhtin asserts: 

the word is not a material thing but rather the eternally mobile, eternally 
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fickle medium of dialogic interaction. It never gravitates toward a single 
consciousness or a single voice. The life of the word is contained in its 
transfer from one mouth to another, from one context to another context, from 
one social collective to another, from one generation to another generation. In 
this process the word does not forget its own path and cannot completely free 
itself from the power of those concrete contexts into which it has entered.  
     When a member of a speaking collective comes upon a word, it is not as a 
neutral word of language, not as a word free from the aspirations and 
evaluations of others, uninhabited by others’ voices. No, he receives the word 
from another’s voice and filled with that other voice. The word enters his 
context from another context, permeated with the interpretations of others. 
His own thought finds the word already inhabited. (qtd. in Allen 26-27) 

Bakhtin asserts that language includes a continuing “dialogic clash of ideologies, world-
views, opinions and interpretations” (Allen 27). According to him, the word cannot fully 
belong to someone since it is necessarily pervaded with the marks of other words. Along 
with dialogic aspect of language, his other concept of heteroglossia which can be defined 
as “language’s ability to contain within it many voices, one’s own and other voices” (Allen 
28), is “essentially threatening to any unitary, authoritarian and hierarchical conception of 
society, art and life” (Allen 29). Bakhtin ultimately means that it is unreasonable to try to 
explain language and art by “an abstract system of generalizable relations” “if language is 
socially specific and thus embodies the stratifications, unfinalized interpretations, 
ideological positions and class conflicts at work in society in any epoch, and indeed at any 
specific moment” (Allen 29). Kristeva’s notion of ‘intertextuality’ springs from such a 
perception.  In “The Bounded Text” she remarks: 

The text is defined as a trans-linguistic apparatus that redistributes the order 
of language by relating communicative speech, which aims to inform directly, 
to different kinds of anterior or synchronic utterances. The text is therefore a 
productivity, and this means: first, that its relationship to the language in 
which it is situated is redistributive (destructive- constructive), and hence can 
be better approached through logical categories rather than linguistic ones; 
and second, that it is a permutation of texts, an intertextuality: in the space of 
a given text, several utterances, taken from other texts, intersect and 
neutralize one another. (Kristeva 36) 

So, for Kristeva, a text is constituted “out of already existent discourse” (Allen 35). The 
writer of any text does not write anything original, but s/he only does “compile them from 
pre-existent texts” (Allen 35). While talking about texts, Kristeva emphasizes the “social 
text” (qtd. in Allen 34). As she asserts, the text “is not an individual, isolated, object but, 
rather, a compilation of cultural textuality. Individual text and the cultural text are made 
from the same textual material and cannot be separated from each other” (Allen 35).  
              While Bakhtin focuses on “actual human subjects” who use language within 
particular social circumstances, Kristeva is more concerned with “text and textuality” 
(Allen 35). However, what they have in common is their assumptions that the text cannot 
be set apart from the “cultural or social textuality” out of which they are created (Allen 
35). Kristeva points out that ideological conflicts and strains appear in the text because the 
text is created out of the social text.  Therefore, as she asserts, the text cannot “present 
clear and stable meanings; they embody society’s dialogic conflict over the meaning of 
words” (Allen 36). She regards texts as assemblage and blend of “sections of the social 
text” (Allen 36). Her concept of ideologeme explains how Kristeva views the text: 

The ideologeme is the intersection of a given textual arrangement (a semiotic 
practice) with the utterances (sequences) that it either assimilates into its own 
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space or to which it refers in the space of exterior texts (semiotic practices). 
The ideologeme is that intertextual function read as “materialized” at the 
different structural levels of each text, and which stretches along the entire 
length of its trajectory, giving it its historical and social coordinates. This is 
not an interpretive step coming after analysis in order to explain “as 
ideological” what was first “perceived” as “linguistic.” The concept of text as 
idelogeme determines the very procedure of a semiotics that, by studying the 
text as intertextuality, considers it as such within (the text of) society and 
history. The ideologeme of a text is the focus where knowing rationality 
grasps the transformation of utterances (to which the text is irreducible) into a 
totality (the text) as well as the insertions of this totality into the historical and 
social text. (Kristeva 36-37) 

Kristeva implies here that a text cannot have a meaning specific to itself. As Allen 
indicates, Kristeva’s semiotic attitude aims at investigating the text in terms of its 
“meaning in the text itself” and the meaning in “the historical and social text” (36). 
Kristeva, differently from Bakhtin, is more concerned with “poetic language” rather than 
the genre of novel (Allen 37). What she does is to integrate Bakhtin’s idea of “social and 
double-voiced nature of language” into her semiotics (Allen 38). She asserts that “the 
communication between author and reader is always partnered by a communication or 
intertextual relation between poetic words and their prior existence in past poetic texts. 
Authors communicate to readers at the same moment as their words or texts communicate 
the existence of past texts within them” (Allen 38). Kristeva also claims that status of the 
word is “defined horizontally (the word in the text belongs to both writing subject and 
addressee) as well as vertically (the word in the text is oriented toward an anterior or 
synchronic literary corpus)” (Kristeva 66). With her notion of horizontal and vertical axis 
of the text Kristeva produces the term intertextuality: 

The addressee, however, is included within a book’s discursive universe only 
as discourse itself. he thus fuses with this other discourse, this other book, in 
relation to which the writer has written his own text. Hence horizontal axis 
(subject-addressee) and vertical axis (text-context) coincide, bringing to light 
an important fact: each word (text) is an intersection of word (texts) where at 
least one other word (text) can be read. In Bakhtin’s work, these two axes, 
which he calls dialogue and ambivalence, are not clearly distinguished. Yet, 
what appears as a lack of rigor is in fact an insight first introduced into 
literary theory by Bakhtin: any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; 
any text is the absorption and transformation of another. The notion of 
intertextuality replaces that of intersubjectivity, and poetic language is read as 
at least double.  

Kristeva draws attention to the argument that the subject who speaks in the text and the 
subject who writes the text are not the same person. According to her:  

…the ‘outside’ subject is not at issue, since in writing all we can know is the 
apersonal, constantly shifting, pronominal subject. The subject in writing is 
always double because the words that subject utters are intertextual (clichéd, 
already written), and the pronominal signifiers which refer to that subject are 
always changing and have no stable signified (‘outside’ subject) to which they 
can be referred. (Allen 41) 

Kristeva interprets Bakhtin’s ‘dialogue’ and ‘ambivalence’ as such: 
Dialogue and ambivalence lead me to conclude that, within the interior space 
of the text as well as within the space of texts, poetic language is a “double.” 
Saussure’s poetic paragram (“Anagrams”) extends from zero to two: the unit 
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“one” (definition, “truth”) does not exist in this field. Consequently, the 
notions of definition, determination, the sign “=” and the very concept of 
sign, which presuppose a vertical (hierarchical) division between signifier and 
signified, cannot be applied to the poetic language- by definition an infinity of 
pairings and combinations. (Kristeva 69) 

Through Bakhtin’s notion of dialogic aspect of each utterance Kristeva opposes 
conceptions of “unity, which she associates with claims to authoritativeness, 
unquestionable truth, unproblematic communication and society’s desire to repress 
plurality” (Allen 42). Kristeva revises Bakhtin’s work, yet by “directing it towards a 
language conceived as beyond logic” (Allen 43). As Allen explains, “if logic is based on 
Aristotle’s assertion that something is either ‘A’ or ‘not-A’, then we might say the logic 
presumes that things cannot be more than one thing at a time. Something is what it is, or it 
is nothing. Kristeva’s way of expressing this is to use the numerical expression (0-1): ‘0’ 
here equals ‘nothing’, ‘1’ here equals a singular element” (43). For Kristeva, poetic 
language is engaged in 0-2 principle which equals both ‘A’ and ‘not-A.’ While ‘0’ 
corresponds to ‘nothing’, ‘2’ corresponds to a component which is dual. As Kristeva 
herself elaborates: 

The notion of double, the result of thinking over poetic (not scientific) 
language, denotes “spatialization” and correlation of the literary (linguistic) 
sequence. This implies that the minimal unit of poetic language is at least 
double, not in the sense of the signifier/ signified dyad, but rather, in terms of 
one and other. It suggests that poetic language functions as a tabular model, 
where each “unit” (this word can no longer be used without quotation marks, 
since every unit is double) acts as a multi-determined peak. The double would 
be the minimal sequence of a para-grammatic semiotics to be worked out 
from the work of Saussure (in the “Anagrams”) and Bakhtin. (Kristeva 69) 

Kristeva asserts that with “a poetic logic” ‘1’ is “implicitly transgressed” (Kristeva 70). 
Poetic discourse matters for Kristeva because it is “the only practice to ‘escape’” “the 
linguistic, psychic, and social ‘prohibition’ which is 1 (God, Law, Definition)” (Kristeva 
70). With this prohibition, Kristeva means monologism, “a subordination of the code to 1, 
to God” (Kristeva 70). As Allen indicates, the society Bakhtin talks about is the one which 
manifests constant clash “between monologic and dialogic forces,” and so, while the 
monologic forces insist on what they regard to be logical (0-1), dialogic forces, as Kristeva 
points out, always strives to communicate the nonlogical (0-2) (44).  As Kristeva claims, 
“realist description, definition of ‘personality,’ ‘character’ creation, and ‘subject’ 
development- all are descriptive narrative elements belonging to the 0-1 interval and are 
thus monological” (Kristeva 70). For her, the discourse of the carnivalesque is the only one 
which fully accomplishes “the 0-2 poetic logic” (Kristeva 70). So, the concept of 
intertextuality aims to “designate a language which, because of its embodiment of 
otherness, is against, beyond and resistant to (mono) logic” (Allen 44). As Allen goes on to 
elaborate on Kristeva’s conception of intertextuality: 

Such language is socially disruptive, revolutionary even. Intertextuality 
encompasses that aspect of literary and other kinds of texts which struggles 
against and subverts reason, the belief in unity of meaning or of the human 
subject, and which is therefore subversive to all ideas of the logical and the 
unquestionable. We can register how far Kristeva’s version of dialogism 
pushes this attack on unity and reason by referring to her reading of Bakhtin  
in  relation to dialectics, an idea associated with the German Romantic 
philosopher G. W. F. Hegel. Hegelian dialectics depends upon the production 
of a synthesis out of the clash between a thesis and an antithesis. The 
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synthesis is a ‘third term’, which not only resolves the clash between thesis 
and antithesis but takes us to a new, ‘higher’ position or state of 
consciousness or knowledge. Dialectics, therefore, implies that human 
thought and society can transcend or leap to a totality of knowledge, a third 
position, which resolves prior conflicts and ambivalences. In less totalized 
fashion, it at least suggests that the kind of ‘doubleness’ Kristeva finds in 
Bakhtin’s work and in what she calls ‘poetic language’, can be resolved by a 
‘progression’ to a new, resolved, position. In Hegelian dialectics, we might 
say, following Kristeva’s arguments, since the clash between thesis and 
antithesis is resolved by the emergence of a synthesis, the notion of the 
monologic, of the restoration of singularity and unity is restored. (44-45) 
 

Bakhtin’s notion of dialogic is turned into a more “transcendent monological position” in 
dialectics (Allen 45). Then Kristeva aims a critical remark concerning her “Bakhtin-
inspired semiotics” at Hegel (Allen 45): 

The notion of dialogism, which owes much to Hegel, must not be confused 
with Hegelian dialectics, based on a triad and thus on struggle and projection 
(a movement of transcendence), which does not transgress the Aristotelian 
tradition founded on substance and casuality. Dialogism replaces these 
concepts by absorbing them within the concepts of relation. It does not strive 
towards transcendence but rather toward harmony, all the while implying an 
idea of rupture (of opposition and analogy) as a modality of transformation. 
(Kristeva 88-89) 

Kristeva, interpreting Bakhtin’s perception of polyphonic novel, states that “Dostoyevsky’s 
‘model’ lacks unity of speaker and of meaning; it is plural, anti-totalitarian and anti-
theological. It thus exemplifies permanent contradiction, and could never have anything in 
common with Hegelian dialectic” (Kristeva 110). Kristeva’s theory of the subject in 
language explains more about her idea of intertextuality because intertextuality “has to do 
with desire and with the psychological drives of the split subject” (Allen 46). What 
Kristeva asserts is that the subject is necessarily split “between the conscious and the 
unconsciousness, reason and desire, the rational and the irrational, the social and the pre-
social, the communicable and the incommunicable” (Allen 46).  
             Lacanian psychoanalytical theory has been considerably influential for Kristeva. 
While ‘the Imaginary order’ of Lacan has to do with “the child’s early fragmented yet 
heavily symbolized sense or map of the body” (Allen 47), ‘the Symbolic’ is about the stage 
after the infant attains the full acquisition of language which is “associated by Lacan with 
the Father, the Law and ideas of unity, since language is always trying, if always failing, to 
fix subjects in specific linguistic and social positions” (Allen 47). Instead of Lacan’s 
‘Imaginary’ Kristeva comes up with another concept, the semiotic, “a stage characterized 
by pre-symbolic drives, impulses, bodily ‘pulsions’ (rhythms and movements) and an 
initial total identification with the mother’s body which is finally shattered but not 
completely effaced in what she terms ‘the thetic phase’” (Allen 47). ‘Thetic phase’ 
signifies “a phase dominated by social norms in which language is presumed capable of 
presenting a thesis, a singular, unitary meaning” (Allen 47).  
               Chora is the vital part of Kristeva’s semiotic. As she explains, this chora is 
“unnameable, improbable, hybrid, anterior to naming, to the One, and to the Father” 
(Kristeva 133). She adds that chora “designates that we are dealing with a disposition that 
is definitely heterogeneous to meaning but always in sight of it in either a negative or 
surplus relationship to it” (Kristeva 133)). Moreover, she believes that “the fluidity of self” 
which is inscribed in her conception of chora “bubbles up in poetic language disturbing the 
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monologic order of the symbolic field” (Allen 48). She is obviously interested in taking 
apart the belief of unity, singularity and fixed signification. As Allen states further, 
Kristeva’s split subject in language marks the “tension between a socialized, symbolic 
discourse and an unassimilable, anti-rational and anti-social semiotic language of 
instinctual and sexual drives” (48). Through her new pattern, Kristeva can communicate 
again her record of poetic language, “which is now viewed as existing in the symbolic 
whilst being shot through with traces of the semiotic” (Allen 48).   
             The connection between intertextuality and such a “subject split between the 
symbolic and the semiotic fields” is because that “texts follow the same split movement 
between logical and alogical, symbolic and semiotic forces” (Allen 49). Kristeva presents 
two new terms to indicate this divided nature of texts, namely phenotext and genotext. The 
phenotext is “that part of the text bound up with the language of communication, the ‘thetic 
–thesis,’ which displays definable structure and appears to present the voice of a singular, 
unified subject” (Allen 49). And the genotext is “that part of the text which stems from the 
‘drive energy’ emanating from the unconscious and which is recognizable in terms of 
‘phonematic devises’ such as rhythm and intonation, melody, repetition and even kinds of 
narrative arrangement” (Allen 49). The genotext splits, undermines and interrupts the 
phenotext and so utters the desires and impulses of a “pre-linguistic subjectivity” (Allen 
50). Moreover, as Allen remarks, this pre-linguistic subjectivity makes itself noticed and 
apparent using the language of the symbolic order although it does not itself have a 
language (50).  
                Freud’s condensation in which “one sign collects into itself a host of meanings or 
signifiers” and displacement in which “a sign from another area of signification stands in 
for the real content of the dream” can be regarded as two functioning in the semiotic 
procession (Allen 51). Kristeva designates intertextuality in her Revolution in Poetic 
Language as a third operation in this semiotic process (Allen 52). As Kristeva indicates, 
intertextuality is thus perceived as “the passage from one sign system to another” which 
entails “an altering of the thetic position-the destruction of the old position and the 
formation of a new one” (qtd. in Allen 52). Intertextuality becomes, as Allen demonstrates, 
something which enjoys and engages in the separation from the single subject, “a play 
which in the most radical texts reaches a stage or state styled by Kristeva and Barthes as 
jouissance” (55). It is plurality, “of self as well as meaning,” that is the source of this 
emancipation and joy (Allen 55).  
              The history of intertextuality as a concept is full of different expressions which 
demonstrate the different historical circumstances in which it has appeared. However, the 
important thing, as Allen indicates, “is not to choose between theorists of intertextuality” 
but “to understand that term in its specific historical and cultural manifestations, knowing 
that any application of it now will itself be an intertextual or transpositional event” (57).  
              Roland Barthes, another theorist exploring the conception of intertextuality, like 
Kristeva, criticizes “stable meaning and unquestionable truth” (Allen 59). He makes a 
distinction between text and work. While work “stands not only for the idea of stable 
meaning, communication and authorial intention, but also for a physical object,” the text 
“stands for the force of writing which, although potentially unleashed in some works, is in 
no sense the property of those works” (Allen 64). Barthes, in his “From Work to Text,” 
claims that “the text is plural” (Barthes 168): 

which is not simply to say that it has several meanings, but that it 
accomplishes the very plurality of meaning: an irreducible (and not merely an 
acceptable) plural. The Text is not a co-existence of meanings but a passage, 
an overcrossing; thus it answers not to an interpretation, even a liberal one, 
but to an explosion, a dissemination. The plural of the text depends, that is, 
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not on the ambiguity of its contents but on what might be called the 
stereographic plurality of its weave of signifiers (etymologically, the text is a 
tissue, a woven fabric). The reader of the Text may be compared to someone 
at a loose end. (Barthes 168) 

This plurality of the text Barthes talks about includes “a play of signifiers” which always 
result in other signifiers, and “’trace’ (Derrida’s term) of signifying chains which disrupt 
and infinitely defer the meaning of each signifier” (Allen 64). Barthes’s theory of text deals 
with intertextuality, as Allen points out, because “the text not only sets going a plurality of 
meanings but is also woven out of numerous discourses and spun from already existent 
meaning. The text’s plurality is neither wholly an ‘inside’ nor an ‘outside,’ since the text 
itself is not a unified, isolated object upon which an ‘inside’ and an ‘outside’ can be fixed” 
(65).  
           Like Kristeva’s work, Barthes’s text and intertextuality operate as “part of an attack 
on monological conceptions of meaning and communicability” (Allen 67). Barthes also 
underlines the role of the reader in the construction of “anti-monologic text” (Allen 67). 
According to him, there are two kinds of reader: “consumers” and “readers” (Barthes qtd. 
in Allen 67). While those who are consumers “read the work for stable meaning,” those 
who are readers are “productive in their reading” and are actually “writers of the text” 
(Barthes 67).  
         “The death of the Author” is a very well known essay by Barthes in the context of the 
theory of intertextuality. With this essay, Barthes declares that the author is “anything but 
unquestionable or natural” (Allen 69). He attacks the dominance of author over his/her text 
as he attacks the notion of ‘work.’ As Allen indicates, concepts of “paternity, of authority, 
of filiation- fathership, ownership, giving birth, familial power- all attach themselves to the 
name of the author in order to endorse it at the same moment as they express through it 
dominant social structures of power” (69). Barthes remarks: 

The author, when believed in, is always conceived of as the past of his own 
book: book and author stand automatically on a single line divided into a 
before and an after. The author is thought to nourish the book, which is to say 
that he exists before it, thinks, suffers, lives for it, is in the same relation of 
antecedence to his work as a father to his child. (Barthes 116) 

He believes that “the rhetoric of filiation” only strengthens such an “illusion that a text 
possesses and conveys a meaning imparted to it by its author, and thus that the text has a 
unity which stems directly from the unified and original thought of its author” (Allen 70). 
However, concerning the origin of the text, Barthes asserts that it is not an “authorial 
consciousness but a plurality of voices, of other words, other utterances and other texts” 
(Allen 70): 

We know now that a text is not a line of words releasing a single ‘theological’ 
meaning (the ‘message of the Author-God) but a multi-dimensional space in 
which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash. The text 
is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture…The 
writer can only imitate a gesture that is always anterior, never original. His 
only power is to mix writings, to counter the ones with the others, in such a 
way as never to rest on any one of them. Did he wish to express himself, he 
ought at least to know that the inner ‘thing’ he thinks to ‘translate’ is itself 
only a ready-formed dictionary… Succeeding the Author, the scriptor no 
longer bears within him passions, humors, feelings, impressions, but rather 
this immense dictionary from which he draws a writing that can know no halt: 
life nevr does more than imitate the book, and the book itself is only a tissue 
of signs, an imitation that is lost, infinitely deferred. (Barthes 116-17) 
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For Barthes, the meaning of the text does not derive from an author who unites a signifier 
and a signified, but derives from this intertextuality. As Allen indicates, “to say that the text 
is constructed from a mosaic of quotations does not mean we can find the text’s intertexts 
and then view them as the signified of the text’s signifiers. The inter-texts, other works of 
literature, other kinds of texts, are themselves intertextual constructs, are themselves able 
to offer us nothing more than signifiers” (71). Barthes argues that the play of signifiers is 
what helps meaning take place and it is not possible to find a signified to determine a 
specific signifier. At the end of his “the Death of the Author” Barthes demonstrates the 
relationship between the reader and the author which is overturned by his ideas of 
intertextuality: 

a text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering 
into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place 
where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was 
hitherto said, the author. The reader is the space on which all the quotations 
that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s 
unity lies not in its origin but in its destination. Yet this destination cannot any 
longer be personal: the reader is without history, biography, psychology; he is 
simply that someone who holds together in a single field all the traces by 
which the written text is constituted. Which is why it is derisory to condemn 
the new writing in the name of a humanism hypocritically turned champion of 
the reader’s rights. Classic criticism has never paid any attention to the 
reader; for it, the writer is the only person in literature. We are now beginning 
to let ourselves be fooled no longer by the arrogant antiphrastical 
recriminations of good society in favor of the very thing it sets aside, ignores, 
smothers, or destroys; we know that to give writing its future, it is necessary 
to overthrow the myth: the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death 
of the Author. (Barthes 118) 

 
Every theorist including Kristeva, Bakhtin, Derrida, Barthes contribute to the theory of 
intertextuality differently and not without contradictions. However, as Allen implies (74), 
given that the concept itself is prone to be problematic, it is better to take it within an on-
going conflict. 
 

3. Self-Portrait and John Ashbery’s “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror” 
              The chief issues of What I Loved such as self and other, the other within the self, 
and the boundaries of self and the like are introduced by a painting, Self-Portrait painted 
by an artist named Bill Wechsler. This painting covers all the different facets of the 
storyline. Moreover, it acts as an “intertext” (Rosenthal 75). The appearance of this 
painting occurs when the protagonist Leo Hertzberg who is an art critic happens to see it in 
a gallery: 

Bill’s painting hung alone on a wall. It was a large picture, about six feet 
high and eight feet long, that showed a young woman lying on the floor in 
an empty room. She was propped up on one elbow, and she seemed to be 
looking at something beyond the edge of the painting. Brilliant light 
streamed into the room from that side of the canvas and illuminated her face 
and chest. Her right hand was resting on her pubic bone, and when I moved 
closer, I saw that she was holding a little taxi in that hand- a miniature 
version of the ubiquitous yellow cab that moves up and down the streets of 
New York. […] Far to my right, on the dark side of the canvas, I noticed that 
a woman was leaving the picture. Only her foot and ankle could be seen 
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inside the frame, but the loafer she was wearing had been rendered with 
excruciating care, and once I had seen it, I kept looking back at it. The 
invisible woman became as important as the one who dominated the canvas. 
The third person was only a shadow. For a moment I mistook the shadow 
for my own, but then I understood that the artist had included it in the work. 
The beautiful woman, who was wearing only a man’s T-shirt, was being 
looked at by someone outside the painting, a spectator who seemed to be 
standing just where I was standing when I noticed the darkness that fell over 
her belly and her thighs. (What I Loved 4) 

He cannot fully understand why the painting is entitled as Self-Portrait: “Did that title next 
to a man’s name suggest a feminine part of himself or a trio of selves? Maybe the oblique 
narrative of two women and a viewer referred directly to the artist, or maybe the title didn’t 
refer to the content of the picture at all, but to its form” (Hustvedt 4). When he gets to 
know Bill whom will be Leo’s life-long friend, Leo asks his motive to entitle it as Self-
Portrait, and Bill says: “While I was working with Violet, I realized that I was mapping 
out a territory in myself I hadn’t seen before, or maybe a territory between her and me” 
(Hustvedt 15). While painting Violet, his model, what Bill also attempts is to discover 
himself. As Rosenthal purports, “in Bill’s self-portrait the female body signifies hidden 
aspects of the male self and thus disturbs any certainty about the self and the body” (106). 
He “wants to make visible and explore the unseen female, the other side of himself, a space 
he describes as being in between self and other, male and female” (Rosenthal 78). 
Concerning the content of the painting, there are two other images in the painting along 
with Violet. As Rosenthal demonstrates: 

While the canvas is dominated by the physical presence of Violet’s body, 
physical absence is just as important for both the painting and the novel. The 
observer’s gaze is drawn to the “invisible woman” on the dark side of the 
canvas. On the one hand she is missing from the picture, and on the other 
hand she exerts a powerful presence, symbolized by her one shoe, which is 
rendered with “excruciating care.” The second person in the painting is 
Bill’s first wife Lucille, who can be identified by the loafers that are 
characteristic of her. As Mark’s biological mother and as Bill’s ex-wife, she 
is a looming absence in everybody’s life. Lucille’s unseen yet present form 
in the painting is an epitome of the theme of changing and missing 
bodies….” (83)  

A shadow is also involved in the painting. It is a “part of the self, the body, and at the same 
time the body’s immaterial other” (Rosenthal 86). It could be the shadow of Bill, the 
painter and also of Leo, the spectator, as Leo mistakes it for his own when he first sees it. 
So Bill and Leo “merge,” and “the shadow once more exemplifies the theme of mixing 
identities” (Rosenthal 86).  
         The title of the poem “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror” is taken from the painting by 
an Italian painter Parmigianino, and Vasari explains the painting’s creation and its 
technique: 

Francesco one day set himself to take his own portrait, looking at himself in 
a convex mirror, such as is used by barbers. While doing this he remarked 
the curious effect produced by the rotundity of the glass, which causes the 
beams of the ceiling to look bent, while the doors an all other parts of the 
buildings are in like fashion distorted, and recede in a very peculiar manner. 
All this, Francesco took it into his head to imitate for his diversion. He 
accordingly caused a globe or ball of wood to be made by a turner, and 
having divided it in half and brought it to the size of the mirror, he set 
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himself with great art to copy all that he saw in the glass, more particularly 
his own likeness…But as all the nearer objects thus depicted in the glass 
were diminished, he painted a hand, which he represented as employed in 
drawing, making it look a little larger then true size, as it does in the glass, 
and so beautifully done that it appears to be the living member itself (qtd. in 
Herd 540-41)  

Ashbery is inspired by this painting of Parmigianino to write this poem. The convexity of 
the mirror is suggestive of “distortion implicit in any enterprise of self- depiction” 
(Edelman 95). It is again this convexity that “renders the self both near and infinitely 
distant- or rather, establishes the self’s infinite distance as nearness” (Roy 26). The poem 
deals with this otherness of the self and mixing with the other. While trying to demonstrate 
the ‘other’ within the self, Ashbery’s narrative voice changes now and then. Bill establishes 
a bond between himself and the model when he is working on his painting and thus he 
names it Self-Portrait which later Leo, as a viewer, blends with this relationship. Similarly 
the poet Ashbery has a similar connection to the painter Parmigianino to the extent that he 
merges with him. The first reference of the ‘I’ in the poem appears in the second strophe:  

The balloon pops, the attention 
Turns dully away. Clouds 
In the puddle stir up into the saw-toothed fragments. 
In think of the friends 
Who came to see me, of what yesterday 
Was like. A peculiar slant 
Of memory that intrudes on the dreaming model 
In the silence of the studio as he considers 
Lifting the pencil to the self-portrait. 
How many people came and stayed a certain time, 
Uttered light or dark speech that became part of you 
Like light behind windblown fog and sand, 
Filtered and influenced by it, until no part 
Remains that is surely you. Those voices in the dusk 
Have told you all and still the tale goes on  
In the form of memories deposited in irregular 
Clumps of crystals. (Ashbery 70-71) 

Ashbery’s poem starting with presenting Parmigianino’s self-portrait starts to reveal 
Ashbery’s mind shifting from thought to thought. In the lines above, it seems that Ashbery 
starts to guess Parmigianino’s own thoughts and feelings in the course of the formation of 
the self-portrait” As Roy indicates, “the ‘I’ emerges with the acknowledgement of 
otherness- of the speaker’s friends, of his reminiscences, and so on” (38). What Ashbery 
implies that the self is a combination, “so much the product of factors beyond oneself” 
(Herd 544). Ashbery further remarks: “Like a dozing whale on the sea bottom/ In relation 
to the tiny, self-important ship/ On the surface” (Ashbery 70). It comes to mean that a 
person is in harmony with other individuals and living beings. And every single individual 
is a necessary ingredient in this harmony. S/He cannot be considered in isolation from 
her/his environment. As the speaker continues to pursue thoughts in his mind, he takes over 
Parmigianino’s personal pronoun: 

I feel the carousel starting slowly 
And going faster and faster: desk, papers, books, 
Photographs of friends, the window and the trees 
Merging in one neutral band that surrounds 
Me on all sides, everywhere I look. 
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And I cannot explain the action of leveling,  
Why it should all boil down to one 
Uniform substance, a magma of interiors. (Ashbery 71) 

The speaker juxtaposes the diverse things that help self being constituted and the painting’s 
singularity and stableness. As Stamelman claims, “the uncanny contradictoriness, the 
decentered and dispersed movement, the plurality of the self are radically transformed by 
all attempts to sum up, contain, or represent a life” (618). And he remarks that the painting 
is “magma of interiors” “created by the reductionist heat of the representative process, by 
the miniaturization of self-portrayal” which amounts to say that “it boils down all 
differences- desires, feelings, thoughts- to a fatal sameness” (Stamelman 618). As Ashbery 
is imagining Parmigianino’s self, he comes to replace his own self with Parmigianino’s: 

What is novel is the extreme care in rendering  
The velleities of the rounded reflecting surface 
(It is the first mirror portrait), 
So that you could be fooled for a moment 
Before you realize the reflection 
Isn’t yours. You feel then like one of those 
Hoffmann characters who have been deprived 
Of a reflection, except that the whole of me 
Is seen to be supplanted by the strict 
Otherness of the painter in his 
Other room. We have surprised him 
At work, but no, he has surprised us 
As he works. The picture is almost finished, 
The surprise almost over, as when one looks out, 
Startled by a snowfall which even now is 
Ending in specks and sparkles of snow. 
It happened while you were inside, asleep, 
And there is no reason why you should have 
Been awake for it, except that the day 
Is ending and it will be hard for you 
To get to sleep tonight, at least until late. (Ashbery 74-75) 

Ashbery taking the subject-position of Parmigianino later identifies with him as these lines 
demonstrate. As Edelman asserts, Ashbery “has found himself too accurately reflected in 
Parmigianino’s ‘Self-Portrait’” (102). He mistakes the reflection of the ‘other’ for his own 
for a moment. He must have found in the painting something from himself. Therefore, this 
identification is most likely on purpose rather than accidental. It might be because of his 
desire to shift identities. Similar case is true of Bill’s Self-Portrait. When Bill dies, Violet, 
the model in the painting and his second wife, goes to his studio regularly. Leo, not 
knowing she is there, stops by into the studio. When he comes in, he thinks that he sees 
Bill for a second because of the Violet’s image:  

The door to the studio was also open, and I drew a breath before I walked 
through it. The only light in the room came from a lamp on Bill’s desk that 
illuminated a stack of papers lying beneath it. Although I had seen the naked 
loft in daylight, the evening murk seemed to enlarge the barren space, 
because my eyes didn’t take in its perimeter. At first, I saw nobody, and 
then, as I looked toward the windows, I thought I saw Bill step into the 
blurry light that came from outside. As I looked at the apparition, I stopped 
breathing. Bill’s withered ghost was standing in front of the pane smoking 
cigarette. He had his back to me- baseball cap, blue work shirt, black jeans. I 
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walked toward him, and at the sound of my steps, the deformed shrunken 
Bill turned around and he was Violet. I had never seen Violet smoke. She 
was holding the cigarette between her thumb and index finger the way Bill 
used to hold his butts when there was little left but the filter (What I Loved 
260). 

In Self-Portrait, Bill tries to dig his concealed female sides while painting a woman. 
Violet’s wearing Bill’s clothes again examines the same issue. As Rosenthal purports, “by 
falling in love, Bill and Violet irrevocably share a space and carry part of the other within 
them, and after Bill’s death Violet virtually turns into Bill” (79). Violet’s resemblance to 
Bill physically and the way she smokes refers to shifting of identities. At the very end of 
the book, Leo remembers Self-Portrait when he thinks of Violet “in Bill’s ragged shirt and 
paint-smeared jeans” by adding “it’s odd the way life works, the way it mutates and 
wanders, the way one thing becomes another” (Hustvedt 366). In this case, Violet becomes 
Bill. Just as Bill does, she “renders an unseen and lost part of herself by appearing as Bill” 
(Rosenthal 79). Moreover, the painting Self-Portrait is an erotic one. And it is learnt that 
during its composition such an erotic sensation is experienced by the model herself. In her 
letter to Bill, she says: 

I watched you while you painted me. I looked at your arms and your 
shoulders and especially at your hands while you worked on the canvas. I 
wanted you to turn around and walked over to me and rub my skin the way 
you rubbed the painting. I wanted you to press hard on me with your thumb 
the way you pressed on the picture, and I thought that if you didn’t, I would 
go crazy, but I didn’t go crazy, and you never touched me then, not once. 
You didn’t even shake my hand. (What I Loved  3-4) 

In the “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror” it is also possible to see the issue of eroticism as. 
It is suggested by the poem’s relationship with the image of Parmigianino: 

As I start to forget it 
It presents its stereotype again 
But it is an unfamiliar stereotype, the face 
Riding at anchor, issued from hazards, soon 
To accost others, “rather angel than man” (Vasari). (Ashbery 73)  

The speaker’s choice of expressions, as Edelman asserts (109), such as “gloss on the fine/ 
Freckled skin, lips moistened as though about to part” (Ashbery 82) or “But there is in that 
gaze a combination/ Of tenderness…” (Ashbery 69) and his obsession with Parmigianino’s 
face “A breeze like the turning of a page/ Brings back your face” (Ashbery 76) reinforce 
the idea of eroticism.  Both of these works tell a lot about the nature of the self. Ashbery 
says: 

The secret is too plain. The pity of it smarts,  
Makes hot tears spurt: that the soul is not a soul, 
Has  no secret, is small and it fits 
Its hollow perfectly: its room, our moment of attention. (69) 

As Edelman purports, these lines suggest that “the secret of Parmigianino’s painting, like 
its own secret and, indeed, like the secret of all representations of the self- including those 
acts of consciousness through which the self is represented to itself as itself- lies in the 
absence, or more precisely, in the fictionality of any autonomous self” (101). The poem 
rejects such a coherent and fixed identity and focuses more on the fragmented aspect of it: 
“The hand holds no chalk/ And each part of the whole falls off” (Ashbery 83). When 
Parmigianino draws himself, he does “render himself both subject and object at once” 
(Edelman 101). Likewise, when the viewer looks at Bill’s Self-Portrait, s/he feels both like 
a subject and an object by becoming part of the painting because of the shadow. The 
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necessity of merging of self with the Other is discussed in both of these works. As Ashbery 
remarks:  

To be serious about beyond this otherness 
That gets included in the most ordinary 
Forms of daily activity, changing everything 
Slightly and profoundly, and tearing the matter 
Of creation, any creation, not just artistic creation 
Out of our hands, to install it on some monstrous, near 
Peak, too close to ignore, too far 
For one to intervene? This otherness, this 
“Not-being-us” is all there is to look at 
 In the mirror, though no one can say 
How it came to be this way. (81) 
 

These lines demonstrate Ashbery’s “fascination with otherness” (Stamelman 626) and this 
otherness springs from Ashbery’s  mixing with Parmigianino’s self.  
 

4. Hansel and Gretel and The Brothers Grimm’s “Hansel and Gretel” 
            For his next artwork, Bill works on the pieces he named as Hansel and Gretel 
which is Mark’s, his son, most favorite fairy tale.  This work consists of nine different 
parts. The whole story, however, revolves around the “problems of eating, of not eating, 
and of being eaten” (Hustvedt 81). The Brothers Grimm’s tale is concerned with two 
siblings, Hansel and Gretel, forced to leave their home by their step mother because of the 
shortage of food. Although the children manage to find their way back home thanks to 
pebbles Hansel threw to follow when their parents take them to forest, they cannot return 
when they are again taken to the forest: 

         Early in the morning came the woman, and took the children out of 
their beds. Their piece of bread was given to them, but it was still smaller 
than the time before. On the way into the forest Hansel crumbled his in his 
pocket, and often stood still and threw a morsel on the ground. “Hansel, 
why do you stop and look round?” said the father, “go on.” “I am looking 
back at my little pigeon which is sitting on the roof, and wants to say 
goodbye to me,” answered Hansel. “Fool!” said the woman, “that is not 
your little pigeon, that is the morning sun that is shining on the chimney.” 
Hansel, however little by little, threw all the crumbs on the path.  
         The woman led the children still deeper into the forest, where they had 
never in their lives been before. Then a great fire was again made, and the 
mother said: “Just sit there, you children, and when you are tired you may 
sleep a little; we are going into the forest to cut wood, and in the evening 
when we are done, we will come and fetch you away.” When it was noon, 
Gretel shared her piece of bread with Hansel, who had scattered his by the 
way. Then they fell asleep and evening passed, but no one came to the poor 
children. They did not awake until it was dark night, and Hansel comforted 
his little sister and said: “Just wait, Gretel, until the moon rises, and then we 
shall see the crumbs of bread which I have strewn about, they will show us 
our way home again.” When the moon came they set out, but they found no 
crumbs, for the many thousands of birds which fly about in the woods and 
fields had picked them all up. Hansel said to Gretel: “We shall soon find the 
way,” but they did not find it. (Grimm 74) 

Bill’s art reflects Mark’s “disturbed relationship” with his mother, Lucille, and father that 
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the fairy tale suggests and also “the primeval fear of children of being deserted by their 
parents and left alone in a strange, threatening world” (Zapf 186).  Bill’s construction of 
this work includes paintings, boxes of various sizes, and through some of them the 
spectator can walk:  

The first piece was a box, about two feet square, that resembled a dollhouse- 
a wall lifted off for viewing. The cutout figures of Hansel and Gretel could 
be seen at the top of a stairway. Below them were two more cutouts of a 
man and a woman sitting on a sofa as a television flickered in front of them- 
its pulsating light provided by a small bulb hidden behind the painting. I 
couldn’t see the man’s face. His features were muted by shadows, but the 
woman’s face, which she had turned toward her husband, resembled a tight, 
hard mask. the four characters had been drawn in black ink. (Hustvedt 82) 

That Bill allows the viewer walk around these pieces, as Zapf asserts, makes it possible to 
see “the children’s forlornness, their abandonment in a labyrinthine, impenetrable world 
whose deceptive simulacra are threatening to devour them,” and they become “a metaphor 
for the human being’s general loss of meaning and orientation” (186). Bill’s characters and 
images in every pieces grow smaller and bigger in size. His Hansel and Gretel are “starved 
children, famine victims whose frail limbs and immense eyes brought to mind the hundreds 
of photographs that document twentieth-century misery, and he dressed the children in 
ragged sweatshirts, blue jeans, and sneakers” (Hustvedt 82). The scene in which children 
are abandoned in the forest is depicted as such: 

The first painting showed the children from a great distance, after they had 
awoken in the forest to find their parents gone. The tiny figures were 
clinging to each other under a high, eerie moon, its cool light shining on 
Hansel’s pebbles. Bill followed that picture with another landscape of the 
forest floor. A long trail of bread crumbs glowed like pale tubers under a 
blue-black sky. The sleeping children were barely visible in this painting- 
mere shadows that lay beside each other on the ground. In the third canvas, 
Bill had painted the birds diving for bits of bread as a thin gold sun rose 
through the trees. Hansel and Gretel were nowhere to be seen. (Hustvedt 82) 

As is mentioned before, Bill focuses on eating issue in this work of art. This issue 
originates from Violet’s ideas for her second book about “eating disorders” (Hustvedt 81). 
She has been dealing with research for this book. She visits “clinics and hospitals. She 
interviewed women and girls suffering from anorexia nervosa, bulimia, and obesity. She 
spoke to doctors, therapists, psychoanalysts, and the editors of women’s magazines” 
(Hustvedt 81). As Rosenthal indicates, “the fact that hysterics acted out what people want 
them to be leads Violet to presume that eating disorders are a present-day variation on a 
cultural theme” (108). As she once says: “Medical language keeps changing. Illnesses 
overlap. One thing mutates into another” (Hustvedt 275). Leo thinks, “Violet was on a 
mission to uncover the afflictions she called ‘inverted hysterias.’” (Hustvedt 81). Her claim 
is that “nowadays girls make boundaries…The hysterics wanted to explode them. 
Anorexics build them up” (Hustvedt 81). Violet tries to find out “why urban women in our 
time have eating disorders and commit violence against their own bodies” (Rosenthal 110).  
Two young women are Violet’s focus of attention during her study. Angie Knott, who 
“weighed four hundred pounds,” is one of them (Hustvedt 124). Violet shows her picture to 
Leo by adding: “She’s turned her body into a cave where she can hide…She feels safe in 
all that padding, even though she’s in danger of getting diabetes and heart disease. She’s 
out of sexual marketplace. Nobody can get through all that blubber, and that’s what she 
wants” (Hustvedt 124). The other one is Cathy who “is the flip side of Angie, protected not 
by fat but by her virginal armor” (Hustvedt 124). She is at death’s door, yet “her eyes shine 
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with pride” (Hustvedt 124). What they have in common is that they “distort body shapes 
by exploding or imploding boundaries” (Rosenthal 100). They cannot know to what extent 
they should mix with others. Their selves are too much fragile, and the boundary of their 
selves are “volatile” (Rosenthal 107). As Violet claims, “those girls have overmixed” 
(Hustvedt 88). Violet’s ideas about eating disorders which she believes directly related to 
the boundaries of one’s sense of self influence Bill for his Hansel and Gretel work. This 
artwork also tells a lot about real lives of Bill and his family. As Violet once tells Leo about 
a game she and Bill’s six-year-old son, Mark, play: 

“Hansel and Gretel” is Mark’s story. It’s like his very own fairy tale, the one 
that speaks to him personally. Bill painted it because of Mark. Sometimes 
Mark says to me, “You’re my real mommy” and then, two minutes later, he 
gets angry and says, “You’re not my real mommy. I hate you.” All I can say 
is that every time I’m with him, she’s there. She walks through every game I 
play with him. She whispers behind me every time I talk to him. When we 
draw, she’s there. When we build blocks, she’s there. When I scold him, 
she’s there. Whenever I look up, she’s there.” (Hustvedt 91)  

Violet refers to Mark’s biological mother, Lucille, who seems to be present in Bill’s life 
although she is not there physically. Moreover, Violet believes that for Mark she herself 
becomes sometimes a real mother and sometimes the ‘witch’ in the story. In the tale, the 
witch first appears as a good-hearted old woman, yet she later on shows her true colors: 

 “Oh, you dear children, who has brought you here? Do come in, and stay 
with me. No harm shall happen to you.” She took them both by the hand, 
and led them into her little house. Then good food was set before them, milk 
and pancakes, with sugar, apples, and nuts. Afterwards too pretty little beds 
were covered with clean white linen, and Hansel and Gretel lay down in 
them and thought they were in heaven. 
      The old woman had only pretended to be kind; she was in reality a 
wicked witch, who lay in wait for children, and had only built the little 
house of bread in order to entice them there. When a child fell into her 
power, she killed it, cooked and ate it, and that was a feast day with her. 
Witches have red eyes, and cannot see far, but they have a keen scent like 
beasts, and are aware when human beings draw near. When Hansel and 
Gretel came into her neighborhood, she laughed and malice, and said 
mockingly: “I have them, they shall not escape me again!” Early in the 
morning before the children were awake, she was already up, and when she 
saw both of them sleeping and looking so pretty, with their plump and rosy 
cheeks she muttered to herself: “That will be a dainty mouthful!” Then she 
seized Hansel with her shriveled hand, carried him into a little stable, and 
locked him in behind a grated door. Scream as he might, it would not help 
him. Then she went to Gretel, shook her till she awoke, and cried: “Get up, 
lazy thing, fetch some water, and cook something good for your brother, he 
is in the stable outside, and is to be made fat. When he is fat, I will eat him.” 
Gretel began to weep bitterly, but it was all in vain, for she was forced to do 
what the wicked witch commanded. (Grimm 75-76) 

Bill’s witch appears in the sixth part of his work. She is depicted standing over the sleeping 
Hansel and Gretel: 

The witch was wearing a dirty brassiere and a pair of flesh-colored panty 
hose, through which you could see her flattened pubic hair and soft swollen 
belly. Her shriveled breasts under the bra and the two thin rolls of skin 
around her waist were unpleasant to look at, but her face was truly 
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monstrous. Distorted by rage, her eyes bulged behind the lenses of her thick 
glasses. Her gaping mouth looked enormous as she bared her teeth to reveal 
rows of gleaming silver fillings. In Bill’s witch, the fairy tale’s literal horror 
came true. The woman was a cannibal. (Hustvedt 83) 

This fairy tale becomes an allusion to Mark’s life. As Zapf remarks, “the alluring witch 
house on the one hand and the monstrous, cannibalistic witch on the other hand represent 
the delusive duplicity of belonging and alienation, attraction and terror” which is to 
characterize “Mark’s experiences with the world of adults,” which will appear particularly 
in the second and the third part of What I Loved (186). Violet thinks that Mark internalizes 
the story and sometimes treats Violet as if she was the witch in the story. As is seen in the 
game they play after Mark’s bath: 

He lets me see him naked now. He never used to. The game is called Master 
Fremont. It goes like this. Mark is Master Fremont and I’m his servant. I 
wrap him up in his robe and carry him out of the bathroom to his bed. I put 
him down on the bed and then start hugging and kissing my little master. He 
pretends to be very angry and he fires me. I promise to be good and never 
hug him again, but I can’t control myself, and I throw myself at him and 
kiss him and hug him all over again. He fires me again. I beg to be given 
another chance. I get down on my knees. I pretend to cry. He relents, and the 
game starts all over again. He could play it forever. (Hustvedt 92) 

In Grimm’s story, the witch checks on Hansel every morning to see if he has gained weight 
by asking him to stretch out his finger from behind the grated door. Although the trick 
Hansel plays to her by stretching a bone instead of his own finger helps him at the 
beginning, the witch later on comes to believe that there is no way for making him fat. 
Therefore, she decides to eat him the other day: 

Early in the morning, Gretel had to go out and hang up the cauldron with the 
water, and light the fire. “We will bake first,” said the old woman, “I have 
already heated the oven, and kneaded the dough.” She pushed poor Gretel 
out to the oven, from which flames of fire were already darting. “Creep in,” 
said the witch, “and see if it is properly heated, so that we can put the bread 
in.” And once Gretel was inside, she intended to shut the oven and let her 
bake in it, and then she would eat her, too. But Gretel saw what she had in 
mind, and said: “I do not know how I am to do it; how do I get in?” “Silly 
goose,” said the old woman. “The door is big enough; just look, I can get in 
myself!” and she crept up and thrust her head into the oven. Then Gretel 
gave her a push that drove her far into it, and shut the iron door, and 
fastened the bolt. Oh! Then she began to howl quite horribly, but Gretel ran 
away and the godless witch was miserably burnt to death. (Grimm 77) 

In the final piece of his work, Bill also finishes with a happy end: 
The last work showed two well-fed children stepping out of a door-way that 
had been cut out of a large rectangular canvas- ten feet long and seven feet 
high. No longer a candy house, the structure was a classic ranch, borrowed 
from the landscape of a thousand American suburbs, and it was painted to 
resemble a fading color photograph. Bill had included a thin white frame 
around the canvas, those found on older snapshots. In their flat hands, the 
children were clutching a real rope. A few feet in front of them was a life-
sized, three-dimensional sculpture of a man. He was kneeling on the floor as 
he gripped the other end of the rope and appeared to be pulling the children 
toward him and out of the solid blue. Over the blue, covering his body in 
white letters, was the complete story of “Hansel and Gretel.” “Hard by a 
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great forest dwelt a poor woodcutter with his wife and two children. The 
boy was called Hansel and the girl Gretel.” (Hustvedt 84) 
 

5. Icarus and the Myth of “Daedalus and Icarus” 
          The famous Greek myth “Daedalus and Icarus” is about a sorrowful father losing his 
son. Daedalus is a gifted artisan. He and his son Icarus live on the island of Crete in which 
also lives a merciless creature “that was half man and half bull” (Moncrieffe 17): 

The people of the island of Crete were terrified of the Minotaur; it loved 
nothing more than to feast on human flesh. They begged their ruler, King 
Minos, to order that creature be killed, but the King decided against this. 
Instead, he constructed a plan to imprison the Minotaur. To die at the hands 
of the Minotaur would be one of the most terrible deaths imaginable, and 
King Minos believed that his enemies deserved to meet such a fate. He 
enlisted the help of Daedalus, a talented architect, inventor and craftsman, 
and asked him to build a labyrinth- a maze of passages that would be so 
complex that it would be virtually impossible for anyone (or anything) to 
ever find a way out. (Moncrieffe 17) 

Daedalus works hard and constructs the labyrinth as Minos requests from him. He puts a 
huge heap of meat in the middle of it and manages to tempt Minotaur into it. The King is 
overjoyed at this. His plan is to put anyone he dislikes into the labyrinth and s/he would be 
eaten by the Minotaur eventually. This labyrinth becomes the King’s great punishment way 
for his enemies. Daedalus and Icarus are Minos’s first victims: “Deciding he had no further 
use for Daedalus, the King threw him into the labyrinth along with his son Icarus. The 
King expected that the inventor and his son would be found by the Minotaur and eaten. 
Instead, unknown to the king, they escaped. After all, Daedalus had built the labyrinth and 
knew his way around” (Moncrieffe 17). However, the biggest problem for Daedalus and 
Icarus is to escape from the island because they do not want to survive by hiding away but 
live freely. While swimming is out of question for them since the closest land is too far 
away, leaving by ship does not seem also possible because the King would detect them 
immediately. Looking up at the sky and seeing the seagulls gives Daedalus an outstanding 
idea: “If only he and his son could just fly away” (Moncrieffe 17). Inspired by the wings of 
those seagulls, he decides to construct wings for themselves to escape from the island: 

Scattered around the beach were seagull features. Daedalus instructed his to 
collect as many as he could find. He worked carefully to build the wings, 
studying the exact angle and shape of the seagulls and examining how the 
birds flew. At last, six weeks after they had escaped from the labyrinth, the 
wings were ready.  
“With these wings you will fly like a bird,” Daedalus told his son, “but be 
careful. Make sure you do not fly too close to the Sun. If you do, the wax 
that holds the features together will melt.” 

However, Icarus, bored of hiding for weeks and doing nothing entertaining except 
gathering features, hardly listens to his father’s warnings. When the wings are ready, 
Daedalus and Icarus help each other place their wings. Then they fly: 

Daedalus ran forwards towards the ocean, sweeping his arms up and down 
as he did so. With a whoosh he zoomed forward, rising into the air. Icarus 
copied his father; suddenly he found his feet were no longer on the 
ground…he was in the air…he was flying! He couldn’t believe it! As he 
looked down at the sea below, his heart fluttered with excitement. It was as 
though his body was weightless. The wind whistled against his ears. He felt 
like a bird! Higher and higher, faster and faster he flew! (Moncrieffe 18-19)   
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Icarus, fascinated by the ability to soar, approaches to the Sun and is headed for a fall: 
Suddenly, Icarus realized he could hardly see his father. He had flown so 
high his father resembled like a small dot below him. At the same time he 
noticed a feather drift past and float downwards towards the sea. And then 
another…and then another. Too late Icarus realized his wings were melting. 
He had flown too close to the sun. With every desperate swoop of his arms, 
more features fell and soon his arms were almost bare. down and down and 
down went Icarus… “Father!” he shouted before falling with a heavy splash 
into the sea. His few remaining feathers floated on the surface of the water 
as he sank. Daedalus could only watch helplessly and his heart felt as havey 
as a stone as he flew onwards, leaving his son behind. (Moncrieffe 19) 

Icarus becomes a victim of his own carelessness and negligence of his father’s warnings. 
Bill, in his last work, Icarus consisting of “video series about children at different stages of 
life, from infancy to late adolescence” concerns himself with children. (Zapf 193). He 
starts the first tape with newborn babies: 

…tiny beings with distorted heads and frail, squirming limbs. Bill’s camera 
never left the infants. Adults were present as arms, chests, shoulders, knees, 
thighs, voices, and occasionally a large face that intruded into the lens and 
came close to the baby. The first child was asleep in a woman’s arms. The 
little creature had a large head, thin blue-red arms and legs, and was dressed 
in a checkered suit and an absurd little  bonnet that tied under its chin. That 
infant was followed by another strapped to man’s chest. […] Bill followed 
along as the children rode in carriages, slept in Snuglis, lolled on a parental 
arm, or had seizures of desperate weeping on a shoulder. Sometimes the 
mostly unseen parents or nannies delivered monologues on sleeping habits, 
nursing, breast pumps, or spitting up as the traffic rumbled and screeched 
behind them, but the talk and noise were incidental to the moving pictures 
of the small strangers – the one who turned his bald head away from his 
mother’s who sucked an invisible breast in her sleep and then appeared to 
smile; the alert baby whose blue eyes moved up toward its mother’s face 
and gazed at her with what looked like profound concentration. (Hustvedt 
332-33) 

Bill goes out every day and tries the find older babies than he has recorded before. He 
attempts to draw attention to the age: “Gradually his camera left infants and turned to older 
babies, who sat up, chirped, squealed, grunted, and put every loose object they could reach 
into their mouths. A big baby girl sucked on her bottle as she twined her mother’s hair 
around her fingers in a swoon of contentment. A little boy howled as his father dislodged a 
rubber ball from between his gums…” (Hustvedt 333). He includes many different children 
in his videos: “fat, thin, light, dark, beautiful children and plain children, healthy children 
and children who were crippled or deformed.” (Hustvedt 336). He pays attention to record 
different moments of every child and makes it possible to see divergent situations of 
different children:  

Bill had filmed a group of kids in wheelchairs who were lowered from a bus 
that had been designed with a lift to bring the chairs to street level. As she 
rolled her chair off the mechanism, a chubby girl of about eight straightened 
herself up and gave Bill a mocking royal wave. He filmed a boy with a scar 
on his upper lip who first smiled crookedly and then made a farting noise 
with his mouth. He followed another boy whose indeterminable illness or 
birth defect had left him with ballooning cheeks and a missing chin. He 
wore a respirator of some kind as he chugged along on his short legs beside 
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his mother. The differences among the children were startling, and yet, in 
the end, their faces mingled. (Hustvedt 336) 

While watching them, Leo realizes: 
…the tapes revealed the furious animation of children, the fact that when 
conscious they rarely stop moving. A simple walk down the block included 
waving, hopping, skipping, twirling, and multiple pauses to examine a piece 
of litter, pet a dog, or jump up and walk along a cement barrier or low fence. 
In a schoolyard or playground, they jostled, punched, elbowed, kicked, 
poked, patted, hugged, pinched, tugged, yelled, laughed, chanted, and sang, 
and while I watched them, I said to myself that growing up really means 
slowing down. (Hustvedt 336) 

After watching all the tapes, Leo gets the feeling that “the fragments had formed a syntax 
that might be read for possible meaning. It was as if Bill intended the many lives he 
documented to merge into a single entity, to show the one in the many or the many in the 
one. Everyone begins and ends” (Hustvedt 336-37). Bill’s aim is to finish this work with 
grown-ups. However, he dies before he is able to complete the series and the children reach 
adolescence. He has a reason to entitle this work as Icarus. Although thematically he deals 
with children in these videos, the title is suggestive of the relationship between Bill and his 
son Mark. After Bill divorces from Mark’s mother, he blames himself for Mark’s growing 
bad habits such as lying, stealing, making false friends and also drug addiction which 
comes out after Bill dies. When Bill recalls the day he returns to Lucille to give their 
marriage a second chance, he tells Leo: 

“When I walked through the door, the first thing I did was crouch down and 
tell Mark that I was never going away again, that we were all going to live 
together.” Bill turned his head and studied the bed he had made for his son 
years ago. It was still standing in a far corner of the room not far from the 
refrigerator. “And then I betrayed him. I told him the usual rot- that I loved 
him but couldn’t live with his mother anymore. The day the fifth letter came 
and I walked out the door, he started to scream “Dad!” I heard him from the 
landing. I heard him all the way down the stairs, and I heard him in the 
street when I was walking away. I’ll never forget his voice. He sounded like 
he was being killed. It’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard.” 
“Little children can cry like that over a candy bar or bedtime- anything.” 
[…] “No, Leo. That’s just it. It wasn’t that kind of crying. It was different. It 
was horrible. I can still hear it in my ears. No, I chose myself over him.” 
(Hustvedt 244) 

From the beginning it is easy to see how Mark, who shuffles between his parents after their 
divorce, is “lost between a here and there without being able to reconcile the two places” 
(Rosenthal 93). For Leo, Mark leads a double life “between light and dark” (Hustvedt 
237): 

A part of him truly wanted to do well. He loved his parents and his friends, 
but at regular intervals he was overwhelmed by sudden urges and acted on 
them. Bill firmly believed in this version of the story. The other model for 
Mark’s behavior might be compared to geological layers. The so-called 
good impulses were highly developed surface that largely disguised what 
lay beneath. Every so often, the restless, quaking forces below would make 
a sudden volcanic push toward the surface and erupt. I began to think that 
this was Violet’s theory, or more precisely that this was the theory she 
feared. (Hustvedt 237)  

Mark steals from his step-mother, his father and also from Leo. Bill is just helpless in the 
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face of Mark’s misbehavior: 
   “What have I done, Leo? I talk to him and talked to him, but it’s like he 
doesn’t get it.” Bill paced. “we’ve called Dr. Monk. We’re all going to see 
her again. She wants Lucille there, too. She also asked to see you alone, if 
you wouldn’t mind. We’re going to escort him everywhere- pick him up at 
the train, walk him home, take him to the doctor. When school’s over, he’ll 
live here, get a job, and start paying you back.” Bill stopped walking . “We 
think he’s been stealing from Violet, too, from her purse. She doesn’t keep 
track of her money. It took her a long time to catch on, but…”He stopped. 
“Leo, I’m sorry.” He shook his head and held out his hands. “Your trip to 
Spain.” He closed his eyes. 
       […] “You didn’t do it, Bill. It wasn’t you. Mark stole from me.” 
       Bill dropped his chin to his chest. “You’d think that if you really love 
your child, these things couldn’t happen.” He looked up at me, his eyes 
fierce. “How did this happen?” (Hustvedt 231)  

Mark seems to be deaf to any advises and guiding of his parents. After every trouble, 
Mark’s parents and also Leo give him another chance so that he can see he has a family 
supporting him and he should pull himself together. He seems to pay attention what he is 
told, yet he later proves that he ignores their remarks. Bill, deeply concerned about Mark, 
continues doing his best to liberate him from his bad habits:  

“Mark had become Bill’s handicapped child, someone who had to be nursed 
like an infant, someone who could never leave his sight. In the middle of the 
night, Bill checked on his son to make sure he hadn’t climbed out the 
window and disappeared. His paternal vigilance, once a form of 
punishment, became a means of preventing the inevitable rampage, one he 
feared would tear the boy to pieces.” (Hustvedt 343)  

In spite of all the precautions, Mark does not get better and proves to be a hopeless case. 
Even his doctor Dr. Monk remarks that “children like Mark are difficult to cure. It’s very 
hard to get through to them. After a while, their parents usually give up on them, and they 
go out into the world alone…” (Hustvedt 231-32). This is what happens to Mark. He 
cannot be saved in the end because he does not want to be saved. While Icarus seems to be 
responsible for his own fall, Daedalus cannot be regarded as fully innocent. It is he that 
endangers his son’s life by constructing those wings for his emancipation. It seems that 
although Mark makes his own way and his choices, Bill feels responsible for Mark’s fall. 
Although Bill, feeling as much pain as Daedalus does when his son is drown, is 
pronounced as a “dead of natural causes” (Hustvedt, 249) he dies, as Violet implies, from 
Mark’s grief: “I began to think that he wasn’t well. He breathed too hard. He couldn’t 
sleep. Once he told me that he didn’t like to close his eyes, because he thought he might 
die in the night. After Mark stole your money, he’d sit up late and drink whiskey instead of 
coming to bed” (Hustvedt 261).  
 

6. CONCLUSION 
              In this paper, intertextuality within visual arts in Siri Hustvedt’s What I Loved. 
However, not each work has been analyzed. Self-Portrait, Hansel and Gretel and Icarus 
have been the main works examined. In the theoretical part, the history of the concept of 
intertextuality has been shown in a nutshell. It has been depicted that while Saussure, 
arguing that if a word has a meaning it is because it is different from other words, draws 
attention to differential aspect of signs, Bakhtin emphasizes that any word or utterance 
necessarily carries preceding statements. Bakhtin’s most important idea, ‘dialogim‘ has 
been explained.  
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            It has been shown how Kristeva is influenced by Bakhtin’s dialogism and coins the 
term intertextuality. Her attack on monologism and her argument that the concept of 
intertextuality is a way to undermine the logic and the unity of meaning has been 
elaborated at some length. With Barthes’s ‘Death of the Author’ it has been clarified that 
the meaning of a text comes from intertextuality not from the author. With different 
theorists, different aspects of the term have been revealed. The objective of this study has 
been to find the indication of intertextual elements in those works of art with the claim that 
any kind of art or any book necessarily carries the traces of pre-existence ones.  
             The Self-Portrait and “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror” have been analyzed in 
terms of their view of self. It has been depicted that Bill, the artist of Self-Portrait, through 
the model he paints comes to discover his unknown part, and he mingles with her. 
Likewise, it has been demonstrated that Ashbery, as he looks at Parmigianino’s painting, 
learns to identify with the other and thus he achieves to merge with the other.  
            In the second work, Hansel and Gretel, it has been shown how Bill makes direct 
references to the fairy tale with the way he constructs two/three-dimensioned boxes and his 
characters. The witch has been depicted both as an intertextual element in the work and 
also as a reference to Mark’s, Bill’s son, confusion about his birth mother and step mother. 
References to the tale such as sense of terror, desolateness of children and the relation of 
the parents with their children have been displayed. 
            As for Icarus, while the content of it does not closely relate to the myth of Icarus, 
the feelings of Bill in the course of its composition and the father-son relationship of him 
with Mark which pushes him to entitle this work Icarus has been argued as points of 
intertextuality. Along with intertextuality in those works of art, a special attention has been 
paid to show the interrelatedness of subject matters of those works of art and the lives of 
those people.  
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