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Abstract: That “paintings are signs” is a very controversial statement but if we say that
“paintings often make use of signs” everyone seems to agree. To this extent semiotics

which studies the life of signs can be helpful to our understanding of pictorial art. There
are of course different schools of thought under the umbrella of “semiotics” and not all of
them can deliver an equal contribution to our effort in that direction. Saussure’ s
structuralist theory for example focuses on the internal relationships between signs and
neglects the important role of nondinguistic signs hence its lack of explanatory power
when confronted with visual texts. In contrast Peirce’s theory of logic is attentive enough
to subjectivity in semiosis especially in the form of indexical and iconic reasoning which
holds great potential for helping us better understand the operation of painterly signs. Put
simply painting as a special form of human communication relies heavily on iconicity be—
tween “representamen” and its “object” but this is only the first step on our way towards
the hidden meaning of a visual text. To achieve the latter goal we also need often but not
always through indexical reasoning make connections between a painting and the socio—
historical context in which it is produced and received. Compared with iconic correspon—

dences indexical relations are far more arbitrary and therefore extremely difficult to recon—
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struct. The task of semioticians is to help reduce the gap between the creation of a painterly

sign and its reception to the best of their ability.
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Leda and the Swan( W. B. Yeats 1865-1939)

A sudden blow: the great wings beating still
Above the staggering girl her thighs caressed
By the dark webs her nape caught in his bill
He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.

How can those terrified vague fingers push
The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?
And how can body laid in that white rush

But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?

A shudder in the loins engenders there

The broken wall the burning roof and tower
And Agamemnon dead.

Being so caught up

So mastered by the brute blood of the air
Did she put on his knowledge with his power

Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?
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